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   BIKER FRIENDLY REFERENCE
 
    
 
   The life of a biker, although foreign to most of us, is a very intriguing subculture with its own laws, rules, language, and traditions.  Hopefully this reference will help the rest of us get to know a bit more about them before we take a peek into the lives of Lil's and Jay, two people born and raised in the secret world of the M.C., full of passion, loyalty, fierce family bonds and... danger. 
 
    
 
   TERMS
 
    
 
   1%er - 
 
   The small population of biker clubs that consider themselves outside the law. They often run operations in gambling, guns, prostitution, smuggling, paid protection, drugs, and more. They are considered to be the baddest of the bad, and the roughest of the rough.
 
    
 
   Brother - 
 
   Club members within the same club refer to each other as“Brother.”They have made a vow to protect and take care of each other as family.
 
    
 
   Cage- 
 
   An automobile, usually a van. 
 
    
 
   Church–
 
   A club meeting to be attended by patched brothers only. Most clubs run as a democracy and important matters are voted on during meetings.
 
    
 
   Club Mama– 
 
   Women who regularly attend events and interact with the M.C. They may aspire to become an Ol' Lady one day but do not yet have a patch holder. They may spend time with many different bikers within a club but have loyalty to the club first before a man. They are considered to be a little bit more respected than a“Sweet Butt”.
 
    
 
   Cut - 
 
   Refers to the the leather vest worn by most bikers in a club. 
 
    
 
   MC- 
 
   Acronym for Motorcycle Club. 
 
    
 
   Ol' Lady– 
 
   A term of affection used for the main woman, or wife of a club member. She is given his protection and is considered off limits to any other biker. Women are not considered club members, but rather have associations to the club through their ol' man, or their patch holder.
 
    
 
   Nomad–
 
   A member of an MC that is currently without a specific charter. They are still considered a brother but they choose not to offer specific allegiance to a designated charter; instead they are loyal to the club organization on the whole.
 
    
 
    
 
   Patched in– 
 
   When a prospect completes his initiation period and is voted in to become a full-fledged club member, or “Brother”
 
    
 
   Patches– 
 
   The cloth patches or embroidered designs added to bikers’  vests, or cuts, that identify which club  he belongs to, the location of their specific charter, and their position in it. Other patches can be added to signify milestone events. Example: If the member has ever served prison time for his club, or killed for it.
 
    
 
   Piece– 
 
   A gun.
 
    
 
   Pig -
 
   A law enforcement officer.
 
    
 
    
 
   Prospect– 
 
   Those who desire to become full fledged patched members must complete an initiation period as a prospect before a final vote is taken as to whether or not they can fully join. Prospects usually are given the worst assignments and must prove their loyalty and worth to the club.
 
    
 
   Rag– 
 
   Another term for a leather vest, or cut, but worn by a woman, given to her by her ol' man to signify that she is his “property” and is off limits. An ol' lady's rag does not usually bear the club name, logo or charter as she is not a club member. It simply states “Property of_____”.
 
    
 
   Sweet Butt– 
 
   A term used to describe a woman who is “used”  by members in a club. They are usually welcome at club parties, or “Brother only” parties, but they are never allowed at family events. It is a derogatory term and there is very little respect for these ladies by club members.
 
    
 
   Tat– 
 
   A tattoo. Full-fledged club members, or brothers, often have the club patches permanently tattooed on their bodies to signify they are members even if they’re not wearing their cuts. An ol' lady will usually have a tattoo to honor her ol' man to signify that she is his property even if she is not wearing her rag. 


 
   
  
 




 
    PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
    
 
   Beep. Beep. Beep.
 
   My eyes stare at the monitor as if they expect to see something other than the same white peeking points that I’ve been fixed on for the last half hour. The screen changes slightly as the minutes pass, the blood-pressure reading varying one or two digits in either direction, the blood oxygen levels teetering and the pulse rate hovering just close enough for the average person to consider the patient stable.
 
   But I know better.
 
   I know that given his condition and prognosis, those single-digit fluctuations mean a whole world of difference. He sleeps soundly, the meds being pumped through his IV line working their magic. The lights are dimmed, other than the white electronic glow from the monitor screens and the soft wattage from the hallway creeping in through the opened door.
 
   The clipboard attached to the end of his bed lays undisturbed. I’ve studied it, poured over its pages, searching for something, anything, that might have been missed. Something to answer the prayers of his loved-ones who sit bedside hour after hour, awaiting news from his doctors. They didn’t easily agree to finally leave him tonight. It had taken a great deal of gentle persuasion to get them to take a much needed break, wash-up, change clothes, and force a few bites of food.
 
   But they had finally agreed to go…because they trust me.
 
   They trust me to sit here, watching over him, as if that will magically keep him from continuing his course, keep his body from failing on him. I know my presence does nothing to change the odds in either direction. Hell, he probably doesn’t even know I’m here. But, I sit and watch. Not for him. Never for him. This man is owed nothing from me.
 
   I stay for them. 
 
   Beep. Beep. Beep.
 
   I close my eyes and wrestle with my conscience. I tell myself he deserves this. This is the life he chose…to live hard, and be damned with the consequences. Hatred boils deep within, as I realize that I am a consequence of that life.
 
   I’ve waited for any other option to present itself to save his life. One that doesn’t include me. It didn’t come, and I hate him for it. I hate that, because of him, I have no choice other than to expose myself for who I really am. A liar, a pretender. I know they will see me as both of those things and more. 
 
   I’ve tried to hide the truth from them, to convince myself that the circumstances that brought me into their lives had changed. I’m not the same person I was all those months ago. I had fooled myself, as well as them, into thinking that I could have it all, thinking I could have the family, the love… and the man. Clink. 
 
   But, I know better now. No matter how hard I try to make something good for myself, it always comes back to the person lying in the bed before me. He is the source of everything negative in my life, and that’s why I came here… to ruin him. 
 
   The insecurities, anger, lack of trust… it all came from him. It was his legacy, the only thing he ever gave me. And now, I’m going to throw everything away, to save him. But not for him…never for him. It’s for them. 
 
   I may not need him in my life, but I know they do. I’ll never be able to live with myself, knowing that I could have possibly spared them the pain of losing him.
 
   I already lost him, a long time ago. The day I was born, actually.
 
   I slow my breathing, stretching out the moment, the seconds, before I move forward with what I know I must do. Savoring every last drop of time before I lose it all. For him, dear old dad.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
   TWO MONTHS EARLIER
 
    
 
   “I got it, Sugar!”
 
   Fuck! No! I blindly reach for the shower curtain, eyes closed tight to prevent the shampoo from entering. Fumbling around, my fingers make contact with the lush bath towel hanging from the hook nearby. I pull it quickly to my body, fighting to keep it secure as I race from the bathroom, dripping a path behind me. I can hear his voice talking into the open air around him, and I use it as a guide, steering my course.
 
   “Well, it’s nice to talk to you, too. Sure, she’s right-”
 
   I interrupt Clink as he’s mid-sentence, “Here! I’m right here.” 
 
   I open my left eye in a slit so as not to let the harsh chemicals offend my sight. Now that I can sort of see what’s in front of me, I take my cell phone from Clink, as his brows furrow into a look of confusion at me.
 
   “Hi, mom.” 
 
   My mom makes her weekly Sunday check-in call promptly at 9 AM. I must have spent a few too many extra moments shaving my legs to be free of the shower in time to intercept the call. 
 
   “Hi, sweetheart. I was just having a nice chat with your…young man,” she baits me.
 
   I’ll bet she was. I press the phone into my shoulder, using it to hold the speaker to my ear as I feebly use the corners of the towel to wipe my face free of suds. Once I’m sure my eyes are no longer at risk for a God-awful sting, I cautiously open them. Clink’s naked chest is directly in front of me, arms crossed, muscles bulging.
 
   “Oh, no. That’s just…he’s…,” I think fast, trying to explain the male voice to her.
 
   Clink arches his eyebrow.
 
   “The landlord,” I spit out. “He’s here to fix the shower head. It’s acting up again.”
 
   I shrug my shoulders, contorting my face to represent some physical sign of apology, as he rolls his eyes and shakes his head.
 
   “Really? I thought your landlord was in his seventies? He sounds young.” Nothing gets past mom. “I hope we’re still set to have lunch next week. You’re not going to cancel on me again, are you?”
 
   I purse my lips in a tight smile. If I remember correctly, it was she who cancelled on me the two times before. But, they don’t count, “Nope. Not gonna cancel. I’ll be there.”
 
   “Good. It’s been weeks since I’ve seen you. You can tell me all about that handsome doctor.”
 
   God. I mention that the new ER doc at the hospital asked me for coffee once, and the woman acts as if it’s a full-blown relationship.
 
   “Sounds good, mom. I’ve gotta go, the landlord needs help. See you next week.”
 
   I end the call before she has a chance to grill me further. A pool of cooling water is growing around my feet, spreading. I press the buttons to power down the phone, not chancing a return phone call. 
 
   The shower is still running, it’s cascading sounds echoing down the hallway. I drop my towel, leaving it to cover the circle of liquid as I return to the open bathroom, where I rinse the remaining lather from my hair and clean myself of any residual body wash. Turning the water off, I shake the large droplets from myself before reaching to the wall hooks to grab another towel.
 
   There is nothing but tile.
 
   What? I pull the plastic shower curtain aside, squinting to help my eyes sift through the rising steam. No towel. The deep throat clearing causes my eyes to dart to the doorframe where Clink’s body rests against the door jamb, ankles crossed, shit-eating grin on his face. His shaggy brown hair lies in place, with that recently-fucked muss to it.
 
   “Looking for something, Sugar?”
 
   You have got to be kidding me. I laugh under my breath. All righty, then. 
 
   “What?,” I try to sound innocent.
 
   “Your landlord?”
 
   I smile. “I could have said plumber. Or the cable guy.”
 
   He nods, stepping to me. “OK then. If I’m your landlord, I’ll have to collect the rent. With interest.”
 
   Here we go. The familiar thudding in my ears returns. Every time this man looks at me with his chestnut-colored eyes, the way he is now, my heart pounds against my chest, it’s beating coursing through my veins and into my ears. My mouth dries. He has this way of making me feel like a caged bird about to be pounced on by a hungry cat. His darkening eyes look starved for me, I feel it. 
 
   His flannel pajama pants hang low on his hips, the sun-tanned, weathered skin of his upper body serving as his canvas, displaying the tattoos that are its masterpiece. His chest is smooth, its rounded mounds speaking out to me. The inked letters and swirls intertwine themselves, each melding into the next, ending just above the deeply set “v” notch near his hip. I’ve never been a fan of tattoos before, my mother having brainwashed me early on that only scumbags had tats. But, they look so natural and beautiful on Clink’s body that I can’t imagine him without them.
 
   I know they have no taste, other than the saltiness of his skin, but damn, whenever I kiss them, I swear I taste a little victory. My own little “fuck you” to my mom and her bias. I crave them now.
 
   “How about a little bartering?” I wink at him, using my hands to ring my hair of the wetness.
 
   He laughs, reaching for the confiscated towel on the counter top nearest him. “Turn around.”
 
   My stomach flips. This is what he does to me. He doesn’t ask. He never asks. It was a hard pill for me to swallow at first, being commanded about, instructed. But, I quickly learned that it was always in my favor. 
 
   I do as I’m told and turn my nakedness from him, my ass cheeks now burning under his stare. It’s his favorite part of me, I think, always showered with affection and admiration. He doesn’t disappoint. I feel his body heat grow closer to my damp flesh, but it’s his hand that makes actual contact first. 
 
   Gripping my right cheek, he kneads its plumpness. His hard-earned calluses scratching deliciously against my recently pumiced skin. The drying wetness between our skin attempts to cool the scorching heat of his movements. A loud “smack” reverberates and echoes within the tiled chamber as my skin starts to burn beautifully. He soothes my ass tenderly where his palm left its sting. 
 
   I hiss at the sensation, which only serves to encourage him. He crows in self-satisfaction. 
 
   “That’s right, Sugar. Feel it.”
 
   I close my eyes and let his words wash over me. I feel it, alright. He contradicts the strength of his hand, by gently unfolding the soft towel around my shoulders, lifting the edges of it to my hair and fisting handfuls of my damp locks within the substantial folds of material.
 
   Drop after drop is mopped up, soaking through the fabric as it leaves my body. His hands quickly maneuver over my skin, searching out any remaining wetness. The towel keeps him from me, prevents our bodies from touching. It’s served its purpose and now I need it gone. 
 
   I turn to him, his eyes large and dark as they watch. They lower to my heaving chest, nipples pert and peaked, begging to be touched. I hear the muted thud of the towel as it drops, feeling its softness surrounding my feet.
 
   “There, all dry,” I say, stating the obvious.
 
   His pecs jump before my eyes, riddled with muscular tension. “You sure‘bout that?”
 
   His finger drops down, tracing its way down my flattened middle, quaking under his touch. He reaches the tiny covering of short curls at my core and his finger slips into them. His hand parts me, making room for himself as he inspects my opening. 
 
   I gulp hard, the intrusion always a welcomed one, but nonetheless intense. Every time is intense, never diminishing. 
 
   A wicked smile plays out on his lips at his findings. “Didn’t think so.”
 
   His glistening finger is lifted, offering evidence. The entirety of his wet digit disappears into his waiting mouth, cheeks hollowing as he devours it. 
 
   “Fucking sweet as sugar.”
 
   My knees weaken, threatening to buckle. Clink sees me falter and scoops me up in his oversized arms, my legs resting themselves around his hips as he carries me over to the marble vanity, placing me down on its cool, steam-slicked surface.
 
   His strong lips crash down on mine, pinning me back against the mirror as his arms go to work, lowering the elastic waistband of his pants. I manage to free my mouth just enough to speak.
 
   “We’re gonna be late….”
 
   He laughs into the skin of my cheek, “Yup.”
 
   His thighs press deeper into mine, spreading my hips for him, his dick finding its way to me. The impact jolts me, so I grab onto his shoulders for support. His arm extends to the mirror, bracing himself as his body pushes, filling me.
 
   My eyes roll back, “Maybe just a quickie….”
 
   He thrusts his chin into the crook of my neck, matching the thrust his pelvis makes, but his lips part and teeth latch onto my flesh, words tickling against my skin as they escape.
 
   “I don’t do quick.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “Elizabeth. We could call her Lizzie,” I offer.
 
   Lil’s looks thoughtfully to the ceiling for a second or two. “Nope.”
 
   The room deflates. We’ve been taking turns suggesting names to help her decide for weeks now, to no avail.
 
   “How about Jay for a boy?” Sunny pipes in.
 
   Lil’s laughs, “I think one Jay is more than enough for me to handle, thankyouverymuch.”
 
   I give up. Sunny nods at Lil’s explanation. This is ridiculous. We’ve bought books, phone apps, scoured computer sites galore. Everything we suggest is shot down instantly.
 
   “You know,” I explain, “it would really help narrow the field if we could just concentrate on one gender, here.”
 
   Lil’s shakes her head. “Sorry. I’m not telling. Jay doesn’t want to know.”
 
   She rests her hand on her rounded belly, swollen fingers prancing on the fabric-covered firmness. 
 
   “Don’t you want to know, though?” I ask.
 
   Lil’s smiles, “I already do.”
 
   Sunny and I look at each other, confused. For months now, we have all been guessing, offering up little boy and girl names, when it all could have been so much easier. We even have a pool going down at the clubhouse, with its own blackboard above the bar. So far, the odds are 2:1 that it’s a boy, even though I put my money on a girl.
 
   “You found out?” I whisper. What a switch! She has insisted time and time again that they weren’t going to find out the gender. 
 
   Lil’s purses her lips smugly, “Nope. I didn’t find out. I just know.”
 
   I sit back and laugh, “I don’t think that’s always reliable, Lil’s.”
 
   “What’s not always reliable?” Clink walks up behind me, moving the hair from my shoulder, lips planting in the hollow, teasing my flesh.
 
   “Lil’s says she has motherly instinct on the sex of the baby. She won’t tell us, though,” I let Clink into our conversation.
 
   His one arm wraps around me, the other lifts his beer bottle to sip. “As long as that intuition is where I put my money, I’m cool with it,” he winks across the flaming fire pit to the mother-to-be. “I’ve got five hundred riding on you, Lil’s. I’ll split it with you.”
 
   Lil’s shakes her head, rolling her eyes. “Just wait till it’s your turn. Let’s see how you like the pressure.”
 
   My body tenses at the insinuation. Clink and I have been together a little while now, but the topic of babies has been carefully avoided by the both of us. Each for our own reasons.
 
   Jay and Tiny join the group with a fresh round of cold beers to pass around. 
 
   “Yeah, well, I’ve got some fatherly intuition going myself. Let’s just say Lil’s and I don’t exactly have the same findings on what color to paint the nursery.” Jay sits down next to his wife, pulling her in close. “Ain’t that right, baby?”
 
   “Just give in and find out for sure, already, guys,” Tiny contributes.
 
   “Hayden! For a boy or a girl,” Sunny spits out, excitedly.
 
   Jay and Lil’s look at each other, quietly pondering the recommendation, before both shaking their heads in unison, “Nah….”
 
   Oh God. We’ve got two more months of this. 
 
   Jean calls us all in to supper, as the group disbands with leather vested men leading the charge into the clubhouse for some grub. Jay helps a wobbly Lil’s to her feet and Tiny takes the opportunity to throw Sunny whimsically over his shoulder, slapping her barely covered ass hard as she whelps in surprise, before charging off towards the food line.
 
   Sunday club dinners have become routine for me, now that I’ve been accepted into the group as one of their own. Clink is out of town on club business more often than not, so it’s a special night when we get to go together. Even if we were more than an hour late…it was well worth it, I smile to myself.
 
   Clink moves to step toward the clubhouse, extending his hand out to me, “You coming?”
 
   I smile warmly at his invitation, but shake my head. “I’ll follow in a bit. You go save us some seats.”
 
   He laughs, “OK, but you know Tiny shows no restraint at a buffet. Can’t promise they’ll be much left.”
 
   I shrug my shoulders nonchalantly and watch him join the flock. I take a deep breath and eye each of them as they laugh, talking animatedly with one another. I’ve gotten to know most of these people by now. They’ve taken me into the fold and treat me as one of their own. There are a few Club Mamas strewn about, clinging onto bothers here and there. I recognize some of them, some are new to me. Even they are polite to me, treating me with the respect due to a higher standing in this delicate hierarchy of theirs.
 
   Everyone has a place, a ranking. It’s taken me plenty of time to figure this all out. Hell, I’m still learning. But one thing’s for sure…I’ve come to need them as much as they need me. It sure shocked the hell out me. But I can’t lose it, not now. What happened this morning was a close call. Too close. I can’t be that careless again, can’t risk the truth coming out. 
 
   These people demand loyalty from their own. They won’t understand. I can’t risk them not understanding, and there’s only one way to make sure that doesn’t happen. They can never know.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   CLINK
 
    
 
   Damn! My lady is one hot chick. I take a swig of my warming beer and watch as her fine ass makes its way down the chow line, too many other brothers’ eyes watching, for my liking. Can’t really blame them, with her being relatively fresh meat and all. They can look, but they sure as hell know they can’t touch. Not if they want to keep their fucking fingers.
 
   I’ve got enough seniority around here to render her off limits just by the fact that I’m fucking her. But, she’s more than that, more than just a piece. The guys have been riding my ass the last few weeks to put a tag on her, make it official. It’s more complicated, though. 
 
   She’s new to this life, even though she’s seen some pretty dark shit already, with the Slayers fiasco, and Jay almost doing hard time. She needs to make sure this is really something she wants, not just a phase she’s going through. And not just the whole “bad boy” thing, you know.
 
   Sometimes, I think she’s in it for real. Other times, like this morning, I get the sense that she’s ashamed of us. I don’t know any broads who don’t have some sort of hang-up or another with their mom, but Charlie is deliberately hiding us from her ma. 
 
   “Your girl gonna ride on Saturday, or what?”
 
   Blue isn’t one of my favorite brothers, with him being semi-new and all, but the fucker’s got a special place in my heart. He’s an endless source of entertainment. 
 
   “You’ll just have to wait and see, now won’t you?” I try to sound as confident as I can, when truth be told, I haven’t decided yet.
 
   Our charity run is coming up this weekend, with a six hour ride up to a campground, and all of the local charters taking part. In order for a chick to ride, she’s got to be wearing a rag or a ring. Most wear both. I have five days to decide whether or not Charlie’s riding. 
 
   She reaches our table and I shoot Blue a warning to watch his tongue. 
 
   “Here, baby. I brought you something.” Charlie hands me a cold one as she takes the seat next to me at the picnic table. I take the bottle, raking my eyes over her thankfully as she leans over.
 
   “So, Charlie, you got plans this weekend?” I shoot Blue a death stare. The fucker is gonna pay for that one. He smirks. 
 
   She looks mildly uncomfortable, “Um…no. Just the normal stuff.”
 
   “Hey, bro, is that Sable over there? I hear she’s got a thing for new brothers.” I use my fork to point over to the kitchen area, where Sable is carrying some sort of tray for Jean.
 
   He follows my point, and eyes the goods. “No shit?”
 
   I shrug my shoulders, and raise my eyebrow. “Go find out.”
 
   Blue’s boner is practically jumping out of his goddamned pants as he gets up and bolts.  Charlie rolls her eyes, “Pig.”
 
   I flag down one of the new prospects. “Cage.” Jay gave him the name, because although he can ride a bike like a fuckin’pro, he can’t drive a car to save his life. He crashed the cage the first time we had him make a pickup. Prospects don’t usually earn a name that fast, but we couldn’t resist. He crashed it into Jean’s car…in the parking lot. Vince was livid! I nearly pissed my pants from laughing so hard.
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
   I fucking love the first six months of prospecting. These poor suckers are willing to do anything. 
 
   “Blue is about to go into a backroom with Sable. Do me a favor, move his bike into one of the sheds, and then go knock on his door and tell him his ride’s missing.”
 
   Sugar’s mouth is left open as she listens to me give the order. She may be shocked, but the prospect knows better…he does as he’s told. He’s gone on his mission before he even has a chance to process the full command.
 
   “No, you aren’t,” her eyes are wide. 
 
   I take a swig of my beer before sliding it away, jumping to my feet, and answering, “You bet your sweet ass I am,” I smirk. “Tiny, Jay, T.J…fall out.”
 
   My brothers eye me to see how serious I am, before they make the decision whether to leave their half-eaten plates. Especially Tiny. This is a tall order for him.
 
   “T!” I call out to Trojan, who’s busy holding his new son so his lady can eat some, “You’re taking pics. Let’s go.”
 
   They all reluctantly drop their forks, “T”  hands his baby back to Sarah, and plays with his phone while walking, setting up the camera.
 
    
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
    My side hurts like hell from laughing so hard. That’ll teach Blue to keep his fuckin’mouth shut when I tell him to. Sable’s being a good sport about it all, it’s not like she was the one with her pants around the ankles, dick in the air, shimmying out the door while trying to hike her jeans up before they tripped him. Blue nearly fell flat on his face. T got a great picture of that part, too. I’m gonna make sure it’s framed and put on the wall.
 
   It’s been hours since he went scrambling around the yard with his stiffy, looking for his wheels, yet it’s still the highlight of the night.
 
   “Happy with yourself?” 
 
   Shit. Jean’s not happy. She looks downright pissed. 
 
   “The next time you set up something like that, you make sure there’s no kids around.”
 
   I sober up, quick, “Yes ma’am.”
 
   She looks satisfied enough. “Vince says he wants a copy of the video emailed to him.”
 
   I smile, “Yes ma’am!”
 
   She winks as she continues on toward the kitchen.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   Lil’s may be the closest to Charlie, out of all the club women, but it’s good to see her getting on with the other ones, too. It’s later than late, and Lil’s called it quits a while ago. 
 
   “You girls almost done, or you tryin’to clean us out?” Tiny asks his ol’lady as we walk up behind them.
 
   Sunny’s been around a long time now, and can hold her own at the bar. I take a quick count of the shot glasses in front of her and then at Charlie, hoping my girl didn’t try to keep up. I really don’t want to have to crash here tonight, but there’s no way I’m putting her on the back of my bike if she’s drunk.
 
   My worries are unnecessary. Sunny won by a long shot. Looks like she and Tiny are shacking in one of the back crash rooms tonight.
 
   Sunny turns around, wobbling on the barstool. “Baby…,” she’s piss drunk. “Charlie is so fucking interesting. She’s like…fascinating….”
 
   I give my brother a look. He rolls his eyes at me, bending down to scoop up his woman. Yeah…he’s probably gonna get puked on. I grab Charlie’s hand and move to get us the hell out of dodge before that happens. We don’t look back as we hear the dry heaving from behind.
 
   “So, my place?” Sugar suggests while buckling the chin strap to her helmet.
 
   “Nope. Mine.”
 
   She freezes, eyeing me suspiciously. “Your place….”
 
   I rev the engine, bringing it to life from its idle. She hesitates but eventually gets on, holding tight. I understand her pause. We’ve never spent the night at my place. Other than waiting on the back of the bike when I ran in to get something or other, she’s never even seen it. But, tonight…there’s no more pussy footing around this thing. It’s time.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   The light from the headlights bouncing back off the garage disappears as I cut the engine. The porch light is on, the timer sticking to its routine, but the yard is dark. The gravity of the situation is setting in, with both of us stuck in our seats, unable to move. My name may be on the deed to this place, but it hasn’t been my home in a long, long time. 
 
   Sugar’s gotten the hint that it wasn’t really a topic for discussion. I didn’t come here often, I sure as hell never brought a chic here, and she never pressed why. It was one of the things I liked best about her…she knows I can be a moody fucker, and she knows how to avoid the triggers. I try to return the favor and not ask too many questions about her past, but I know that’s gonna come to an end soon. We’re about to cross a line. 
 
   I squeeze her outer thigh, signaling the time to get moving. She swings off the bike, taking the cue and works on her helmet. I take a deep breath, here goes.
 
   It’s windy tonight. The leaves rustle and branches sway. The metallic creaking from the yard begs my attention, but I don’t look.The swing-set is holding its own against the heavy breeze but I don’t look. I can’t.
 
   Sugar’s fingers find mine and interlace themselves. She knows this is big. I lead her to the door and through the threshold. She’s next to me, by my side, in more ways than one right now. I flick the light on when we enter, closing the heavy door behind us as our eyes adjust to the change. It’s pretty bare, but clean. The prospects see to that. Most furniture and things went with Barbara when she packed and left. I wan’t gonna argue about dishes and pillows and shit, when she was taking something far more precious from me. 
 
   My son.
 
   Sugar is quiet. I can see her eyes darting around the rooms, taking it all in. Her place was a shoebox compared to mine, but even though hers is a rental, it feels a lot warmer than this place does.
 
   “I’ll show you around in the morning. Right now, let’s just get some sleep,” I offer, holding out my hand. 
 
   I guide her down the main hall to the guest bedroom. It’s the only room in this place that has an adult-sized bed, even though it’s never been used. I open the door, having forgotten what the inside looks like. It’s smaller than the master suite, but it’ll do for tonight. 
 
   Charlie watches me, eyeing me for any clue as to what’s next. I remove my cut, hanging it on a nearby chair, and then my shirt, throwing it to the floor.
 
   “Um…bathroom?” she asks nervously.
 
   I point to the closed door at the far end of the room. “Over there. Should be towels and new toothbrushes in the cabinet.”
 
   She nods, bolting off. The door shuts quietly behind her and I see the strip of light appear below the door. I finish undressing, throwing my jeans onto my makeshift dirty laundry pile, some change rattling loose from a pocket and dropping to the floor. I kill the light and get under the covers. The nights are getting colder, I hope the blanket is warm enough for her. I lay back, one arm under my head, the other one resting on my forehead as I wait.
 
   She’s not one to dilly-dally but she sure is taking her sweet time tonight. My eyes grow heavy waiting for her as I begin to linger in that half-place between wake and sleep. The sound of the door opening stirs me, and I open my eyes to watch her come to me, her porcelain skin glowing in the dark. She has no nightclothes so she’s in her bra and panties, which suits me fine. I have half a mind to offer her a t-shirt, but think twice. I want her skin on mine. 
 
   She slows as she nears the bed, unsure of what side to take. 
 
   “Come here.” 
 
   Her shoulders straighten, clearly tense from nerves. I pull back the covers for her, my tented boxers showing as my hard cock lifts them. She slips in the bed, lithely, sliding into place next to me with the quilt sealing her in.
 
   She smells like mint and soap. Her lips are cold as they find mine, offering a chaste little kiss before she tries to roll over to her side.
 
   What the fuck?  Yeah, that’s not gonna work. My woman’s never been shy in bed. Hell, she’s the first chic I’ve found that can actually keep up with me. I wrap my arm around her, hand sliding down the curve of her side, feeling the tiny bumps breaking out along her skin. 
 
   My mouth finds her ear, latching onto the lobe, playing with it, taunting it. I know she’s fighting against herself not to give in to me. That’s OK. I know I’ll win.
 
   “Baby…,” she calls out, facing away from me. “I’m just really tired.”
 
   I turn her over onto her back, my arm strong as I hold her in place.
 
   “Then I’m gonna wake you up.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
    
 
   The bright lights hurt my eyes as I adjust to the intenseness coming from the bulbs above the vanity. The bathroom is clean, sterile looking. Hell, the whole house looks sterile looking, like it hasn’t been used in forever. I can’t believe he took me back here. I know there’s some deep shit in his heart when it comes to this house. 
 
   I don’t dare ask him, as I’m afraid it will only open myself up to return questions about my own past, but I’ve heard enough from the girls and from clubhouse gossip that he was burned bad, years ago by his ol’lady.
 
   He’s mentioned his son before, Brandon, but never went into detail. The hurt look that would come over him every time he said the boy’s name was enough for me to know to let it go. It was fine, though, a healthy distance. Room for each of us to have our own past.
 
   What the hell was he thinking, bringing me back here?  This is not how we operate. This is his space, his history. Surely, he doesn’t want to mix me in it, or so I thought. Will he want in on my  history, my  life, other than the part that he already knows? I don’t like this new change, this new direction for us. 
 
   It was safe before. Keeping each other at arm’s length. I’m not dumb, I know it couldn’t stay that way forever, but part of me wanted it to. Before it gets real, and ugly, and intense, and messy. Relationships are messy. The good parts and the bad. They have a stronghold on you, and I’ve always known that I wouldn’t do well tied to another person like that. I’ve got too many issues, too much shit weighing me down.
 
   I came to this town thinking I could find a way to fix that, so that I would be able to get past them. Here I am, months later, worse than I was before. Now I’ve got daddy issues and commitment issues. Fuck… me.
 
   Part of me wants to run out that door and get the hell outta Dodge. The other part won’t leave him…can’t. As scared as I am of what’s set to happen next between us, I know I’m more scared, terrified even, of what would happen if it didn’t. I’ve had a taste of him, a harmless little bit that sucked me in and took over. Now I need it to live, to breathe, to function.
 
   I look at the tired eyes staring back at me in the mirror. 
 
   What the hell have I gotten myself into?
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   The icy mintness in my mouth makes breathing a chore, hurting my throat as the air passes through. He’s in bed already, chest showing, blanket low. Is he sleeping? It’s too dark to tell, but his form is still.
 
   “Come here.”
 
   My eyes close for some reason, although there is no light offending them. Shit. He’s not sleeping. I swallow hard. I can do this. What the hell is wrong with me? I wasn’t even this nervous the first time a fucked a guy.
 
   I can hear him breathing, even and deep as I get closer. He pulls back the covers showing me my place in the bed. My place by his side. My pulse races. Moonlight creeps in through the slits in the blinds, laying evenly-spaced lines across his flesh, his boxers, his bulging dick. There’s something inherently intimate about sharing a bed with someone. Fucking or not, just sharing the space. It seemed different in my bed, knowing that I could have him leave at any time, even though I knew I never would. 
 
   The clubhouse crash room didn’t count. It was neutral territory in a way. Just a frame and a mattress, no strings attached.
 
   But, this was his place…and he was asking me in, showing me where I fit. Next to him. 
 
   I crawl in, swift and discretely, offering him a goodnight kiss and turning myself from him, as If he would somehow be able to read my thoughts. I know from his body language that he wants more, but hope that he will simply take the hint and leave it be. This is a lot for me. Whether he knows it or not. 
 
   His dick presses into my lower back, enticing me, calling to me. I fight against myself not to just pounce on him and take it in my mouth, but sex is only going to gloss over all this right now. His lips take my ear in between them, tongue stroking the sensitive lobe, teasing me. His warm breath showers me with his need. It’s stronger than mine, but I’m catching up.
 
   No. If I give in, it will only solidify what he’s trying to do here. It will only serve to connect us more, deeper, and leave me even more vulnerable to him. More to loose when the other shoe finally falls one day.
 
   I try in vain to hide my physical wants from him, lying. 
 
   “Baby….” Thank God he can’t see my face while I say this, as I know it will only betray my false words, “I’m just really tired.”
 
   I pray it works.
 
   He grabs me to him, bringing me closer and no longer able to face away from him, holding me in place.
 
   “Then I’m going to wake you up.”
 
   Fuck. I’m done for.
 
   His lips crash down on mine, tongue demanding entry against my futile and half-hearted resistance. His leg swings over, knee bending to lift his thigh up in between mine, prying my hips apart. They do…easily.
 
   My mind goes blank, all thoughts erase, making room for the feelings seeping in. My neck lifts off the pillow, eager for his mouth, his fingers curl into my skin, deepening their hold on me.  His knee rubs against me, with my hips gyrating to deepen its effect. Saltiness wafts in the air around us as my need starts to escape.
 
   “I’m going to taste you, lick you dry, and make you scream for me to stop.”
 
   A compressing pain starts in my chest as I’m sure my heart has stopped at his words. He rolls over, pulling me with him, positioning himself in the middle of the bed. His hands clap themselves around my thighs.
 
   “Sit on me.”
 
   Oh God, the pressure in my chest won’t let up, each time it starts to, he opens his mouth and speaks again. I fumble with moving my legs to complete the task, knowing what’s in store. His tongue is evil, with its underhanded control over my body. I hook my fingers around the elastic waist of my panties.
 
   “I said. Sit. Now.”
 
   OK then. If he’s in such a rush, then he can deal with them himself. I walk forward on my knees, carefully swinging my leg over him, clearing his head and lowering myself carefully. His hands eagerly tug at the thin cotton bottoms and I feel them stretch before finally tearing, the ripping sounds electrifying the room. 
 
   He now has the access he wants and buries himself deep, tongue splaying itself and taunting me with its strength. His hands take a hip in each palm and guides them to work in unison with the movements of his mouth. It’s helpful at first but I find that I don’t need the instruction. I roll my hips slowly, on their own, hovering just low enough for him to work his magic. And it  is  magical. He’s casting a spell, hypnotizing me.
 
   I grab his rough hands from my hips and pull them upward, each cupping their own breast. “Why don’t you use these where they’ll do some good?”
 
   His hands spring to life kneading roughly and pinching at the tips. The double assault, above and below, is heaven. Each one is immensely pleasurable in their own right, but battling with the other, demanding my attention. He rolls at my nipples, punishing them for my smart mouth. That’s OK. I like his punishments.
 
   I control myself, knowing how to prolong the building eruption in my lower half. I concentrate hard, not willing to give it up too early. He needs to earn it tonight. I cover his hands with my own, gripping tight before taking his right hand up to my mouth and taking two fingers in, stifling my moans into my cheeks as I taste him deep. 
 
   His teeth gently close around my center, teasing with delicious pressure as I try to delay the inevitable. He knows I’m fighting it. He’s pulling out all the stops tonight, determined to set me off. 
 
   “So you wanna suck, huh?” he moans from under.
 
   He snakes his arms back, trailing his hands up my spine, resting them on each shoulder, pressing forward.
 
   “Then suck,” he adds pressure behind his palms, guiding me down.
 
   Finally.  My body crumbles under his direction, bending forward to return his favors. His dick is pin-straight, pointing to the ceiling, growing even bigger by the second. I open my mouth, spreading my lips, and slide down, covering him with moistness as my tongue caresses his thickness. My lips are taught, stretched tight to accommodate him, but I know how to. His length is another story. It takes time for me to work myself down as far as I can, careful not to trigger a choke. He doubles his efforts on me, nibbling and sucking. 
 
   I can’t hold it in anymore. I release his cock from my throat as I need to scream my release, pleasing him by voicing his victory to the night. His hands knead my ass cheeks, my skin shudders from the violent quakes setting off one after the other. I collapse, crashing my head into his thigh, struggling to breathe, waiting for it to end, but praying it won’t. 
 
   He kisses my thighs rhythmically, avoiding my pulsing flesh as it settles. It takes moments to recover, and I feel his cock throbbing against my hand, waiting its turn.
 
   Once I’m stable, he moves me, knowing that I can offer no help.
 
   “The first one was a tough one. Let’s see how easily you give me the second.”
 
   He slips into me, my tightness allowing him only partial entry.
 
   “You feel so fucking good, Sugar….”
 
   My body slowly comes to life, working with him as he thrusts further and further in, closing in on sheathing himself completely. His lips lower to mine, their muscles playing with me, as we each demonstrate our skills. 
 
   “Deeper,” I beg.
 
   He licks my lips. “How deep?”
 
   I grab hold of his ass and pull, “As deep as you can go. Please, I can take it, I swear.”
 
   His hips are swirling as he enters me, offering beautiful friction to my aching nub, still not fully recovered.
 
   He kisses my chin, my neck, deep…I know I’ll have his marks on me in the morning, but I don’t care. He’ll have mine, too.
 
   He hovers over my ear, “Then I need to ride you. Hard.”
 
   God help me, and all the cliches out there, but I swear I fainted. I must have, because he has to turn me on his own, as my body is nothing more than a mass of mush right now. His words, crude, rough, and honest…they did this to me.
 
   I try to help as he stages my body where and how he wants it. The softness of the mattress underneath is comforting as I search for places to hold onto, knowing I don’t have much time. I feel his hands fisting at himself, preparing his dick for its job. He bends down and bites one ass cheek, following it with a kiss on the other.
 
   I feel his knees shift, aligning himself, and close my eyes tight as I feel the head tickle my wetness. I brace myself. I know this is his absolute favorite. I know he tries to control himself, but I also know he rarely wins that battle.
 
   “Uhhh…,” a loud breath of powerfully forced air escapes as I take his thrust. 
 
   Even though my eyes are clenched tight, I feel them roll back in satisfaction. This position was never my favorite before Clink. Maybe they never knew what they were doing, I don’t know. But now, I can’t even imagine not having it.
 
   “Agh!” Another deep thrust. He leans forward and kisses my shoulder, sweat dripping from his body from his efforts.
 
   I try to remain as present as possible but it never seems to be long before I slip into a state of sated bliss as he pumps away.
 
   He slaps my ass, hard.
 
   “Mine.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
   CLINK
 
    
 
   Holy fuck.  I pant heavily. I can’t speak. I can barely think. Sugar’s passed out next to me with a huge fucking smile on her face. I raise my hand to run back through my hair. That was hands down, the absolute best I’ve ever had. And that’s some tough competition to be up against. 
 
   I look down at Charlie’s sleeping face.  What the hell have I gotten myself into?  I swore I would never do this again, take on another ol’lady. But even thinking of mySugar ever being with another man the way she was just with me, makes me wanna fuckin’rage. 
 
   I’d been thinking about this for weeks, going back and forth, not sure if I wanted to really do this. Weren’t things just fine the way they were? No expectations, no falling short. It was the perfect arrangement, right? Why go and fuck it up?
 
   I’ll tell you why. Only she can push my buttons the way she does. My damn dick practically jumps outta my pants every time I see her, and my head gets all messed up anytime I think she’s gonna wise up and take off. I’ve unconsciously given her test after test to give me reason not to do this. But, she passed them all. She’s proven her loyalty to the club, to me. She’s proven that she can put up with my thick fucking head and wicked stubborn streak. She can match me blow for blow when we get into it and doesn’t put up with my shit. 
 
   The final test was tonight. It was two-fold.
 
   Firstly, I never thought I would be able to stomach being in this house with another woman after the misery that was left behind by the last one who lived here. Surprisingly enough, Charlie fits in here. I would want to come home every night if she were here. Secondly, the bed. I let loose tonight, held nothing back. I needed to be sure that any woman who was going to wear my leather was able to keep up, satisfy me completely. If I’m gonna take an ol’lady like Charlie, one that I have no doubt would cut my dick off with a spoon if I fucked around on her, I needed to make sure she could take care of her man. 
 
   Looks like I need to go buy her a rag.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
    
 
   All right, so it’s not in this cabinet, either. I turn around and look at the kitchen in its entirety. If I were a can of coffee, where the hell would I be?
 
   “Babe!! Where the hell is your coffee?” I call out to the back rooms.
 
   Clink jumped in the shower after me, but I’m pretty sure he’s been out for a little while.
 
   “Um…I don’t know, the store?” he answers as he strolls in, smelling like aftershave. He sees my look of shock. “Is this a trick question?”
 
   “No…it isn’t a trick question, smartass. You have no coffee, no fruit, no dish soap, napkins, I mean, really…how do you live like this?”
 
   He rolls his eyes, “Didn’t have a need for those things. Since you have a little list already started of things I need, youcan go to the store.” 
 
   I cluck my tongue, “Oh I can, can I. Are you feeling all right? You seem to be delusional.”
 
   I put my hand on my hip. I’m nobody’s housekeeper. He laughs, reaching in to his pocket, withdrawing his thick money clip and unfolding several bills, placing them on the kitchen counter.
 
   “Get some steaks, and maybe,  just maybe…,” he pulls me in close, “I’ll cook you dinner and then dessert.”
 
   I arch my eyebrow. “You’re gonna cook me dinner… and dessert?”
 
   His eyes dance in the morning light.
 
   “I’m gonna cook you dinner…but you’re gonna be  dessert.”
 
   I swallow hard. “Oh.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “Taylor. How about Taylor?” I know the answer before she even opens her mouth.
 
   Lil’s politely finishes her mouthful before turning it down, “Ah…no. I don’t think so.”
 
   I let my head fall back. This girl is too much. 
 
   “Lil’s, at this rate you are gonna bring that baby home from the hospital and still not have a name for it.”
 
   She waves me off, “It’ll come to me. When I find the right name…I’ll just know.”
 
   I laugh, “Whatever you say, momma.”
 
   She takes another bite of the lasagna on her plate. I swear, she might be singlehandedly creating a lasagna shortage in Chisolm. Every time I see the woman, she’s eating the same thing. Talk about cravings. 
 
   She eyes her almost emptied plate, deciding whether she has the ambition to polish it off. 
 
   “So, you riding this weekend, or what?”
 
   She finally decides against eating the remaining few bites. That’s a first. As she painstakingly begins to raise herself to clear off her dish, I squash it… fast.
 
   “Sit your ass down, Lil’s. I’ve got it.” 
 
   I take her plate as she reluctantly hands it over, and walk it over to the empty sink for a quick rinse before depositing it into the dishwasher. Fork to follow. 
 
   “I’ve gotta get going in a minute, you sure I can’t bring up the laundry for you?”
 
   Lil’s laundry room is in the basement, and it makes me nervous thinking of her going up and down those steps when no one’s home. I’ve seen more than a couple of those accidents in the E.R.
 
   “If my laundry miraculously appears on the kitchen table, let’s just say I wouldn’t be devastated. But, you’re not stepping foot outside this kitchen until you answer my question,” she threatens.
 
   I exhale deep as I set to wiping her counters with the sponge in hand. I don’t know the answer to her question. So far I’ve gotten by, by playing dumb about it. Sure, I’ve heard all about the charity run and camping trip. But, Clink’s never asked me to go on any of his other runs, so it’s nothing out of the ordinary for me not to go asking questions about this one.
 
   Although, I know this one’s different. I know it’s a full show of force for the MC, a loyalty ride. All brothers, all ol’ladies and wives. To be one of those people and not ride is like a slap in the face to the club. 
 
   Clink hasn’t mentioned it or even asked me about my work schedule this weekend, though luckily enough… I’m off.  I’ve pulled plenty of double shifts these last few months while we’ve been shorthanded down at the hospital, and the HR department is finally catching up to my ass about it, mandating me to start using some of the banked time I’ve been accumulating. 
 
   “Don’t know what you’re talkin’ ‘bout, Lil’s. Clink never asks me to go on a run,” I camouflage my hidden knowledge quite well, I think.
 
   Lil’s gets up to clean off the table. “You know damn well it’s not a run, Charlie. He hasn’t asked you yet?”
 
   I toss the wrung-out sponge back into its canister and turn to face my interrogator, “Nope. We’re not really…there, yet.”
 
   Lil’s eyes me suspiciously. “Oh, you’re there already, you’re both too fucking stubborn to admit it, though.”
 
   I reach forward to give her a little peck on the cheek, and then bend down to pat her belly, “Bye, Tate.”
 
   I raise my eyes to its momma, silently questioning her reception to the name choice.
 
   “Uh, uh.” 
 
   Damn.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   Clink’s text comes through as I leave Jay and Lil’s house.
 
    
 
   MEET ME AT THE HOUSE AT 4:30 BABE
 
   AND GET THE STEAKS FROM THE BUTCHER
 
   THE GOOD ONES
 
    
 
   I hit the supermarket first, stocking up on the staples and necessities, as Clink has absolutely nothing in his cupboards. Seeing as the supplies are for his own place, I convince myself to use the money he gave me, although it’s way too much. I even feel awkward walking around with this much cash in my bag, clutching it to me like a nervous tourist. I must look like a paranoid freak right now.
 
   My car is filling up fast, with all the grocery bags spilling out in the back seat, the trunk already full with others. My overnight bag of clothes and personal things sits next to me in the front. I don’t know for sure if I’ll be staying the night at his place again, but I don’t want to be caught unprepared like last night.
 
   With one more stop at the butcher on Main Street to make, I check my watch to make sure I’m running on time. Force of habit. If there’s one thing a nurse who’s just worked a twelve hour shift hates, it’s waiting on another nurse to show her ass up to work to relieve her. We’re notoriously prompt because of it. I’ve got about twenty minutes to kill. Plenty of time to get the steaks and stop for a good bottle of wine to go with it.
 
   Clink’s not much of a wine drinker. He prefers anything brown. Beer, whisky, bourbon…but I’m sure he’ll have some if I do. The liquid store is off of Ginger Road, near Main. I pull into the small parking lot near the rear and make a quick trip to grab a bottle of Merlot. The line is a bit of a wait, so I grab a bottle of Jack in passing, just in case Clink’s not feeling refined enough for the more mature drink. 
 
   The butcher shop has an even longer line, with all the customers trying to grab some quick things for dinner. I get my steaks and quickly pay the cashier before noticing that I’m running on ten minutes late now. I roll my eyes at my imaginary tardiness.
 
   Whatever.
 
   By the time I get to Clink’s house, the place is crawling with bikes and a moving van. Okay…so much for a quiet dinner for two. The driveway is left clear for me, so I pull in behind Clink’s Escalade. He never drives the thing. I’m pretty sure I’ve only been in it once, when his bike was getting some repairs done.
 
   As soon as I kill the engine, several of the bikers come over to help me unload the groceries, even taking the bags that I carry from my arms. 
 
   “Damn, maybe you can come stock my place next, Charlie?” T.J. admires the food choices from his bag. 
 
   “Get your own ol’lady, kid,” Blue laughs as he passes us, walking double time with a paper sack in each hand.
 
   T.J.’s sweet. I haven’t gotten to know him as well as some of the other brothers, but so far…he’s one of my favorites. I came in, just in time to see him go through that mess with Lil’s friend that was killed. It broke my heart. Ever since then, I just want to treat him like a wounded little kitten. Well, a wounded little kitten covered in leather and who swears like a sailor.
 
   I laugh at the mental image. “I’ll see what I can do,” I tell T.J.
 
   “How the fuck should I know where it goes? Ask the woman.” I hear Clink bellow out to one of the young prospects unloading groceries in the kitchen. He’s on his knees, bent over, fiddling with some wires behind the giant TV stand. The brand new TV stand with a matching over-sized TV on top, that was definitely not there this morning.
 
   “The woman?” I ask out to the small crowd of bikers gathered around the TV, waiting for it to come to life.
 
   Their respective “oooohs” call out like children taunting another who’s gotten in trouble. Clink sits up quickly, hitting his head on the nearby table corner. His brothers now begin to howl at his expense. He silences them with deadly stares, not liking the attention.
 
   “Last time I checked, you had all the parts of a woman. But, if something’s changed, Sugar, I can take a look under the hood,” he winks at me.
 
   “Pig.” I roll my eyes and shake my head.
 
   The room comes to life as it fills with cheers from the men as the ginormous screen fills with a picture. Sound follows, from the speakers strategically placed around the room. I cover my ears until someone has the good sense to grab the remote and lower the volume, before we all suffer permanent nerve damage from the loudness of it.
 
   Clink withdraws himself from his work area and admires his accomplishment. 
 
   “Fucking sharp! Look at that picture. Even better than in the showroom.”
 
   Jay steps back, tilting his head. “You need to adjust the settings.”
 
   Clink walks past him, shoeing off his comments, “I do not  need to adjust the fucking settings. I don’t want it to look like that thing you got in your house. Gives me a headache every time I see it.”
 
   Jay sticks up his middle finger to his friend in passing, before Clink reaches me.
 
   “Whad’ya think?” He watches me, waiting for my approval. What the hell is it with men and electronics. 
 
   “Um…it’s…big?”
 
   Laughter breaks out, before I even realized the connotation to my words.
 
   “Damn right it is, Sugar. But I meant the TV. What do you think of that?”
 
   Smartass.
 
   “I like it?” I raise my eyebrow. Not sure what he’s looking for here. It’s a TV.
 
   He kisses me, before slipping his arm over my shoulders so he can watch me admire the new device. 
 
   Crunch, crunch, crunch.“Oh, you got it working?” Tiny walks in the room, elbow deep in a bag of potato chips. 
 
   I take a second look at the near empty bag. I just bought that. I can see the movement through the plastic as his fingers search the bottom for hidden pieces. I eye him curiously. Damn, that man can eat. Sunny must spend a fucking fortune at the market.
 
   “All right. Prospect!” he calls out to the two of them hanging back from the main group. “Pick up all this shit, and get out,”he uses his eyes to sweep over the pile of cardboard and bubble wrap strewn over the floor.
 
   They obey, and the rooms are picked up and polished clean in mere moments, with the fully-patched brothers watching, offering no assistance other than pointers.
 
   I hear the crumpling of the plastic as Tiny smashes the emptied bag in on itself, before belching loudly. “It’s been fun, but I gotta get home. Sunny’s making dinner.”
 
   I widen my eyes. 
 
   “Yes…you must be famished,” I joke, shifting to the empty bag of carbs.
 
   He slams his hand to his belly and rubs furiously, “Always.”
 
   Jay walks up to his best friend, slapping him on his back, “You’re just a growin’boy, now get goin’and get out of their hair.”
 
   Jay kisses me on my cheek before moving on, pushing Tiny with him. Man after man files out, stopping to say goodbye on their way.
 
   “Go check out the bedroom furniture I bought while I go talk to Jay. I’ll be back in a minute.”Clink squeezes my ass.
 
   New furniture…?
 
   Left alone in the empty house, I search to see what other changes have been made. I don’t know this place well, but I see a few new things, mostly expensive and of the plug-in variety. I bend to pick up a small scrap of packing paper left in the hallway as I make my way down its length, past the bedroom we spent the last night in. I peek inside. It looks the same, so I move on. The next has a closed door, which I open and quickly close after seeing that it’s a little boy’s room. I felt wrong, dirty, like a trespasser looking inside it. That room’s not for me.
 
   I catch my bearings and move on, eager to forget the sadness of an empty child’s room. There is one final door at the end of the hallway, left open. A double door, actually. It must be the master bedroom. 
 
   It’s light, airy, as I enter. The carpet has tracks of freshly moved furniture across its weave, leading to the current position of each piece of furniture. The shiny, dark cherry wood of the bureau and dressers is new, untouched, unused. 
 
   I touch it, the surface is clean under my fingertips. The loud roaring of motorcycles outside begins to fill the space, and I peek through the window at the exiting bikes as they line themselves up, preparing to leave. With Jay as the most senior rider here, they wait for him to lead. 
 
   He’s busy with Clink, talking back and forth, patting him on the back and grinning. Clink says something to the effect of “fuck you,” which only makes Jay laugh hard before leaving, bikes following. I hear the front door open and close.
 
   “Sugar?” he calls, walking down the hallway from which I just came. 
 
   “Hey…you’ve been busy” I look around at the furnishings. 
 
   His eyebrow cocks itself as he nears. My breath hitches with his closeness. My consciousness swoons. Being near this man and a bed is more than enough to get the juices flowing, so to speak.
 
   He moves his lips onto mine, his tongue dancing on my softness. “Yup.” Another kiss. “You get the steaks?” another swipe of his tongue.
 
   “Mmm hmm,” I answer.
 
   He grabs my ass, hard, “Good. I’m gonna cook you dinner, then I’m gonna fuck you long and slow, so you can tell me if you like the new mattress.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   CLINK
 
    
 
   Wine. This woman has me drinking wine. What the fuck am I? A pussy? I won’t lie, though. It was all right. I’ve dragged things out as long as I can. Hell, I even had a second glass of wine to keep me busy. 
 
   I throw some stupid movie channel on the new giant screen to wind-down to. Sugar lays down on the sofa, throwing her feet on my lap, her red polished toenails lay dangerously close to my dick, teasing it every time they move. I scan over her, her loose, golden-brown hair falling in waves around her shoulders. Her plump, juicy lips curling in a smile as she laughs at the comedy playing on the TV. Her perfect tits rising with every breath her chest takes in, her stunning body, her luscious hips that help outline that hot-as-sin ass of hers. Her curvy thighs and impeccable legs sprawling over my lap. 
 
   God, she’s perfect. She’s fucking perfect.
 
   “You’re staring at me,” she finally notices.
 
   I smile. Moving her legs to the floor, I let her know we’re done watching TV. 
 
   “Come on,” I hold out my hand.
 
   We lock up, turn off the TV, and I guide her down to the bedroom, walking closely behind her. As we approach, I work my hands around her waist, pulling the material free and up, over her head, her arms assisting in the removal of her shirt. I drop it on the floor as we press on, her shoulder blades twitching from a chill. I kiss each one as I undo the clasps of her bra. 
 
   I reach around to cup her boobs, her flesh spilling out into my fingers, soft and supple. Pulling her back into my chest, I bite her neck, moaning into it. She rolls her head, opening her neck up further for me, her hands gliding up to reach back and run her hands through my hair, pulling me in closer.
 
   “So, about that dessert…” she groans.
 
   Once inside the bedroom, I don’t bother to turn on the wall switch. The light from the hallway is enough for me to see her. I leave her topless, standing at the foot of the bed while I lie down on the new bedding, arms behind my head, propping it to watch.
 
   “Check the closet,” I chin my head over in the direction of the white door on the nearest wall.
 
   She eyes the closed closet, warily, “Why?”
 
   “No questions, Sugar.” She wants to look, I can tell. “It ain’t gonna bite.”
 
   A moment passes with her second guessing herself, and me. But…she gives in and looks. If there’s one thing I know about my baby, she’s damn curious. More curious than is good for her, probably. Her chest is perked, at full attention. She disappears into the walk-in closet, and I wait.
 
   Her gasp is low but I can still hear it.
 
   “Try it on. I want to see you wear it, your gorgeous tits covered in my leather.”
 
   I can’t even see her yet, but my cock is aching, picturing her in it. It lays in confined agony. I unbuckle my belt and lower my jeans, relieving the discomfort, bringing my dick one step closer to the place it begs to be.
 
   She steps slowly out of the closet, her hands touching the leather vest that drapes over her bare, silky, porcelain skin.
 
   “Clink…” she whispers as she plays with the stitching.
 
   “Turn around,” I instruct her, “I want to see it.”
 
   Her eyes are wide, and I can see her swallow hard, her perfect throat constricting with the movement. Her body obeys, turning from me so that her back is in clear view. The embroidered letters sewn into place are bold, strong, just like the meaning behind them. 
 
   Mine.
 
   Property. It may not be politically correct, but it turns me on something fierce knowing that she’s marked, taken, mine.
 
   “Clink…I don’t know what to say,” she speaks in a hushed tone. 
 
   I shimmy my pants down past my hips, my legs. Boxers lowered, too. I grab myself, my growing shaft throbbing as I look at her, reading the words on her back.
 
   “You don’t have to say anything, Sugar. That’s not how this works. I could ask you, sure, but it would only be words to ease your conscience. It wouldn’t mean anything. I choose. I decide. If I put my tag on you, I take on all responsibility for you. You’re mine. I will lay down my life to protect you and make it my life’s mission to earn the right to have those letters on your back, every single fucking day.”
 
   I can see her body shivering at the sound of my words, of their impact for her. 
 
   “Now take those pants off. I want to see that fucking gorgeous ass, wearing my rag, riding me over and over again while I watch you come, and then fall asleep from exhaustion in my arms… where you belong.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
    
 
   “I don’t know why I’m so nervous.” 
 
   It’s like the first day of school, knowing that you’re walking in to a new setup, not knowing how your friends have changed over the summer, how they’ll react to you, accept you now that your different.
 
   It’s only been a handful of days, but I haven’t seen any of the club since before I’d been claimed. That’s what I call it. Who the hell knows if it’s what they call it, but the term seems to fit, so I use it. 
 
   “Sugar, most of them knew about it before you did. It had to pass a club vote,” Clink calls back before the light changes and we speed off again, engine drowning out any sounds our voices would make.
 
   They took a vote on it? A group of men, of his sworn brothers, sat around a glorified picnic table and took a fucking vote on how my life was going to play out? That thought sits heavy. Should I be grateful that I’ve been deemed worthy, vetted, to join them? Or should I be pissed that my happiness or lack of it was left up to a group of over-sexed, drunken adrenaline junkies?
 
   Yeah. I’m fucking pissed. 
 
   The ten or so minutes left of our ride only serves to deepen my rage. By the time we reach the clubhouse, I’m seething. The bike is barely stopped and the engine’s not yet cut, but it doesn’t stop me as I hop from the Harley. 
 
   “Whoa! Sugar! You wait until the fuckin’bike is parked before you get off. You wanna broken leg? What’s the fucking rush?” Clink chastises me as I unlatch my headgear.
 
   I throw it at him, but his surprised arms manage to catch it.
 
   “I am not a fucking vote!” I hiss through clenched teeth before spinning on my heel.
 
   There are a few others hanging around the yard of the clubhouse, packing up their bikes, getting ready for the ride. They watch our exchange with interest. Clink tosses the thrown helmet to the ground before double stepping to catch up with me, grabbing my arm and stalking us off to some corner of the nearest empty car bay in the nearby repair shop. He swings me around once we’re out of earshot from the others.
 
   “Yes, you are a fucking vote. Just like Lil’s, Jean, Sunny, and every other goddamned ol' lady out there. No different. You’re a direct extension of me, and those men have just as much on the line trusting you and letting you into the fold as they do me. You’re damn right it was a vote. Any one of us has enough on the rest to put them away for a fucking long time, Sugar. We don’t just let anyone in.”
 
   I shake my head, ”Oh yeah?! Well, what if they voted no,  smart-ass?”
 
   Clink laughs, “It was never a possibility.” He swipes his thumb across my heated cheek. “I never would have brought it up for vote if I didn’t already know the answer.”
 
   My heaving chest slows, the thickness around us thins. He tilts his head and lifts his brow. “Now, you done having a fucking tantrum? You really want those women to see you like a spoiled bitch the first time they lay eyes on you in your rag?”
 
   I think on it. The vote was cast, it’s done. No matter how archaic and sexist these rules are, they’re in place and not likely to change anytime soon. I can fight them, or suck it up and accept it. Like Lil’s has, like Jean has…like Sunny has.
 
   “Is that how this works?” I ask coyly. He wants me to accept the way of things? The rules of Kingsmen majority when it comes to our relationship? Then he’s gonna share in it. “OK. Well, I might as well get in on the spirit of things, eh? If you’re gonna let your brothers decide whether or not I wear your patch, then I’m gonna let my new sisters  vote on how long I cut you off for it.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   The weather is perfect for a ride like this. The foam ear buds that Lil’s gave me to wear under my helmet help to cut out the engine noise. The ride is long, but it’s calming. Vince and Jean lead the group, with Jay riding solo next to us in the front. Lil’s is in one of the cars bringing up the rear, not riding due to the pregnancy. As the club enforcer, Clink has earned his spot at the apex of this group of bikers. 
 
   Almost every bike behind us has a woman holding onto the rider. Only a few of them ride alone. Blue, T.J., and the prospects make up that group. All together, there must be about sixty bikes representing the Chisolm chapter of the club. I never did the math. I had no idea their numbers were that swollen. And now, I’m one of them.
 
   Clink shifts in his seat, his shoulders rolling to relieve some bike-induced cramping. I move my one arm from around his waist to his shoulder, rubbing away some of the tension. His neck stretches itself. 
 
   The signs for the campgrounds have been passing roadside every mile or so, alerting us all to the upcoming turn.  It’s been hours since our last bathroom pit-stop, and Clink can’t be the only rider needing to take a stretch.
 
   Vince steers the group as we leave the highway, and pass bike by bike under the wooden arched sign of the Shady Acres Campgrounds. What I see next, halts my breath. If I thought our turnout was already impressive, the dozens and dozens of bikes lined up along either side of the road are overwhelming. I knew there would be about three or so other chapters joining us, but the amount of Kingsmen in one single space is insane. 
 
   A large, sanded lot is left empty, offset to the main entrance and we begin to pile in, parking close, to fit everyone. It’s chaos. Absolute chaos. The cars have started to unload, with kids swarming around, checking out the bikes and seeking out their parents. And that’s before  the other charters join our swarm, welcoming us, catching up with their brothers. 
 
   I dismount so that Clink has the room to hop off the bike, but I stay close to it, hanging back as man after man comes up to him to slap him on the back, punch him in the arm, or spew some good-natured curse words at him.
 
   A cloudy-eyed, older man with a bandana folded around his fluffy white hair, and a good-sized beer belly, leaves Clink when he’s finished with him, and makes his way to me.
 
   “How you doing, darlin’?” He hugs me hard, lifting my feet from the ground. “The name’s Bear.” He sets me down and holds me at length, inspecting me.
 
   I smile awkwardly, “Hi, um, Bear. I’m Charlie, nice to meet ya.”
 
   He chuckles, deep, “Ah! I know who ya are, Sugar. Clink’s like a son to me. Told him myself to rag you up.”
 
   My eyes widen at the burley, happy-go-lucky man who has an advantage over me. Clink breaks free of the small cluster of Kingsmen surrounding him, joining us.
 
   “So this is her, Bear,” he switches to a joking voice. “The woman who tamed  me.” 
 
   Bear laughs hard, slapping my other half hard on the back. Clink sees me burning him with my eyes, and he makes a conciliatory gesture to kiss my lips and then smack my ass. Bear watches me, sizing up my reaction. This is a opportunity. I’m not a pushover and I don’t want to get a reputation as a doormat of an ol’lady. What would Jean do at a time like this?
 
   I smile sweetly, lock eyes with my ol’man,  and then reach out to grab his dick, closing my hand around his bulge. His eyes bounce, and he straightens.
 
   “Damn right you’re tamed,” I blow a little kiss at him.
 
   I don’t squeeze or twist, although I’m tempted to. Clink starts to laugh hard at my bravado, and so I let go. 
 
   “You’re gonna fit right in here, kiddo,” Bear rests his hand on my shoulder, squeezing lightly before walking off, laughing.
 
   Clink grins broadly, “I knew you wouldn’t be able to leave my dick alone, Sugar.”
 
   I shake my head, “Oh, don’t get me wrong. You’re still cut off for now.”
 
   I wink, and turn to head off to find the girls.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   CLINK
 
    
 
   The tents have all been staked down and cabins all claimed. My rank entitles Sugar and me to a small wooden cabin, so I have our stuff stashed inside and then leave her with a bunch of the women to attend church.
 
   Vince heads up the table with Bear, Stitch, and Hawg sitting side by side, presidents representing the four local club chapters. There aren’t enough chairs so the rest of us stand. The meeting won’t last long, that’s not why we’ve all come here. We’re here to have fun, relax, have a  reunion of sorts. 
 
   But, there’s always some amount of club business to smoothe over first. Standard stuff, at first, a roll call, a breakdown of all new brothers, transfers, and a moment of silence for those gone or locked up and unable to be here with us. 
 
   Next, the rules are laid out. No drugs, since it’s a family shindig, and no carrying weapons. Each chapter is responsible to lock up all guns and knives. The last thing we need is for some drunk brother with a grudge against another, or a pair of beer-balls to go reaching for his piece to prove a point. With so many kids running around, we don’t need anything ending up in their hands as a toy, either.
 
   As enforcer, it falls to me to lock our chapter’s shit up. Any brother caught carrying is subject to punishment, so as soon as the meeting is adjourned, I set out to make the rounds. I have Cage log everything that’s turned in, and we lock it all up in the trunk of Jean’s truck. Before we leave to go home tomorrow night, we’ll hand everything back.
 
   When you’re used to carrying a piece for as long as all these guys have, it’s not an easy feeling to deal with when it’s gone. The whole ordeal has eaten up a good amount of my day, too, tracking down each shit-head to collect their pieces was no easy task.
 
   I know the grills have been lit and the food is starting to cook, but Charlie is nowhere to be found. I start to search for her, first with the women and then back at our cabin. The wooden shutters are open, with the metal mesh screens giving no protection to hide the voice inside. 
 
   “Mom, I’m not going to be home. We’re so shorthanded, I’m definitely gonna get stuck working another double shift tonight.”
 
   Shit.  Really? She’s still pulling this shit with her ma? 
 
   “No…it’s fine. I need the money right now. It’ll be an easy night, and then when I get home, I’ll just crash. So…I probably won’t be able to answer my phone till late Monday night.”
 
   I open the screen door, letting it slam shut behind me. The cabin is very small. Sugar sits on the bed to take her call. She freezes when I enter the room.
 
   “Uh- mom, I gotta go. I’ve gotta go clock in. I’ll see you Tuesday. Sure, two o’clock, at Tempura’s. Got it. OK. Yup. Love you, too. Uh huh. Bye.”
 
   She tosses her phone aside. I don’t say anything, I wait for her too. She squirms, uncomfortably. I wait some more, crossed arms over my chest. Charlie is just a little too comfortable lying to her mom. She’s convincing enough, like she’s had plenty of practice. I stare her down. 
 
   I can see her wheels spinning, trying to some up with something. “It’s just easier to tell her what she wants to hear,” she offers.
 
   “Stop,” I hold up my hand. “No bullshit. If you don’t want me to bullshit you, then don’t do it to me, Sugar.”
 
   She exhales. “Fine. My mom’s just…a lot to handle. If you meet her, I know she’s gonna scare you off.”
 
   I gauge her truthfulness. I’m not sold. 
 
   “It’s gonna happen eventually, babe. The longer you put it off, the worse it’s gonna be. Those letters on your back mean something. Moms and all.”
 
   “I don’t see you bringing your mom over for dinner,” she comes back at me.
 
   I laugh, “She’s coming into town next month, Sugar. Stayin’in the guest room. Next…”
 
   She bites her lip. “She doesn’t like bikers. She’s got this…thing  against them.”
 
   “Well, it’s a good thing I got a truck then. Next.”
 
   She’s getting nervous. “She hates tats.”
 
   “I’ll wear long sleeves. Next.”
 
   Now she’s getting flustered. “She doesn’t like long hair. Thinks it’s trashy.”
 
   I run my hand through my overgrown hair. “I’m about due for a trim. Next.”
 
   She moves to speak, but can’t find words. “But…I- I….”
 
   I pull her up from her seat on the bed, latching one arm around her, the other holding her chin still as I tell her how it’s gonna be. “You’re gonna tell her about me on Tuesday. Then, we’ll deal with her hangups.”
 
   She tries to free her chin, but I straighten it, my eyes widening, silently demanding her understanding.
 
   “Fine. Fine. I’ll tell her on Tuesday,” she gives in.
 
   I nod my head, agreeing with her. “Good. Now that that’s settled. Let’s go grab some grub, have a few drinks, and then let me convince you to end your strike and give me some.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
    
 
   Ah, fuck. I need to come up with a plan for Clink meeting my mom. Hiring an actress to play my mom is not out of the realm of possibility at this point. Damn, I need to figure this shit out before things get more out of hand. 
 
   And even more important right now… Clink’s mom is coming to town? Like I don’t have enough on my plate. I need a drink.
 
   The night is getting a little cool, so I change into a pair of jeans and a long-sleeve, fitted flannel and my Uggs. Clink left a couple of minutes earlier, and I leave the cabin behind to catch up. 
 
   “Whoa, chica!” I turn to see Sunny and Lil’s walking behind me. “Where’s your rag?”
 
   I look around, confused. “Crap! I forgot it back at the cabin,” I explain. “Should I go back and get it?”
 
   Lil’s and Sunny look at each other, and nod simultaneously. “Hell yeah! You don’t want to be walking around these parts tonight without your letters. Some of these boys get frisky when you pump‘em full of booze.”
 
   I nod, believing it 100%. “Mmm…kay. I’ll catch up with you two later.”
 
   It’s a short distance to the cabin, but the setting sun slows me down as I tread carefully on the bare ground. The snapping sound cracks through the silence and I freeze. I spin around and squint to pierce the darkening night and see a form approaching.
 
   “Uh…who’s there?” I call out.
 
   I fumble in my pocket, reaching for my phone.
 
   “Depends who you want me to be, little girl,”  a very slurred speech replies.
 
   The little hairs on the back of my neck stand tall, alert. I don’t like the sound of his voice.
 
   “My man is waiting for me, I’m just heading to meet him.” I hope that sounds as believable as I need it to.
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   I step backwards, walking away from him as he nears, his pace quickens. My foot stumbles on a round object nearby. It must be a rock. If I move quick, I can reach down and use it against him, if I have to.
 
   I bend down, reaching out to find the rock when he takes advantage of my position and pounces, crashing me down to the dirt. He reeks of booze and his grip is strong, but the movements are sloppy. He’s trashed. His lips slide over my skin, searching for mine, but my head thrashes from side to side to avoid them.
 
   “Get off  of me, you asshole!” I manage to get out even though he is crushing my lungs. He doesn’t listen, not that I really expected him to. 
 
   I jab my knee up fast and hard, crushing his dick. He coughs and gasps from the trauma to his privates. His limp weight is still covering me. I move fast, biting his ear, and push him off of me as he screams. My feet move on their own, getting me to safety. 
 
   I reach the cabin and lock myself in. There’s no electricity, and the room is dark. I move the lone chair in the room over to block the door, and crawl over to the corner, huddling in on myself and rocking. My body trembles uncontrollably, and my breathing is shaky at best. 
 
   Holy fuck,  what just happened? I swallow hard, clenching my eyes tight. I try anything I can, to think of anything other than what that guy smelled like, how heavy his weight was on top of me. After some time, I’m able to force myself to stop feeling his bulged erection through his clothes, poking into me. 
 
   “Sugar?” I hear from outside the wooden walls. “Charlie, you in there?”
 
   I know that voice. Thank God! I crawl on my knees to get close to the chair blocking the door.
 
   “Here! I’m in here!” I grab a hold of the chair leg, and hear the locked door handle jingle.
 
   The chair is strewn across the room from the impact of the door as it’s smashed open. I can’t see the person, but I know who it is. I run into his arms and hold tight.
 
   “I found her! She’s in here!” He yells as he holds me hard, shushing me, soothing me.
 
   Heavy footsteps move into the cabin, thudding on the wooden plank floors.
 
   “She OK?”   “What the fuck happened?” and “Why was she hiding?” are spoken from the new members gathered in the room.
 
   I rest my forehead into Clink’s chest and gather myself. I don’t need all this fuss and attention right now, I just need to forget about it and stay in his arms.
 
   His hand rubs over my shoulders. “Babe, what happened? Why ya holed up in here, in the dark?”
 
   I shake my head. “Nothing,” I whisper. “It’s fine, please…just leave it alone.”
 
   Clink kisses my forehead. “Shhh. It’s OK now, baby.” 
 
   He turns to the men standing on the doorway, “Give us a while, guys, but stay close.”
 
   They leave and Clink pulls my hands in front of his, rubbing them as they shiver.
 
   “I need you to tell me what happened. You’ve been missing for over an hour,” he speaks softly.
 
   I close my eyes, “Please, don’t….”
 
   He raises my hands to his lips. “Sugar, I know you don’t want to tell me. But, you have to, and there’s very little time here.”
 
   “It’s nothing, really. I don’t know why I’m so shaken up. It was just some drunk-ass trying to…,” my voice trails off.
 
   I feel his body harden. “Did he hurt you?”
 
   I swallow, “I fell, he tried…,” my voice jumps.
 
   “Who was he?” he demands.
 
   I shake my head. “I don’t know. It was dark. I don’t think I know him.”
 
   His head moves over his shoulder. “Get in here!” he calls outside the cabin.
 
   All of the men have their cell phones out, the blue-hued illumination lets me see their faces. Tiny, Jay, and Trojan are watching us, waiting for Clink to speak.
 
   “Gather everyone. I want them weeded out. Anyone who’s piss drunk and hasn’t been seen in the last hour, I want them grouped together.”
 
   “Wait!” I call out. “He…his ear. I bit it.”
 
   Clink’s breathing becomes deep, angered. “You bit his ear?” He kisses my lips. 
 
   “Find him,” he commands his guys.
 
   They file out, not questioning the directive.
 
   “Baby, you’re gonna stay here. Lil’s and Sunny will be stay with you until I come back. You keep that door locked and you don’t leave under any circumstances. Nod if you understand me.”
 
   I nod. He kisses me softly, lingering before leaving my lips. 
 
   Lil’s and Sunny cautiously walk in, joining us. Clink turns to them.
 
   “You two take care of her.”
 
   They move in, flanking either side of me, helping me to my feet and to the bed, where they lay me out and sit near. I feel better, I feel safe. Lil’s holds my hand, patting it. I wrap my fingers around hers, thankful for it. I’m not alone anymore.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   CLINK
 
    
 
   “This him?”
 
   Blue nods.
 
   “Who’s crew you in, Prospect?” I ask. It takes every ounce of control I have in me not to smash his head into a tree.
 
   The bonfire is dying down, but brothers are gathering around, watching the developments. Word has spread. Almost everyone knows what’s happened. Women and children have been sent away. He’s drunker than drunk, but the seriousness of his predicament is sobering him up. His teeth chatter as he attempts to speak.
 
   “Wh…Whi…White Riddddge.” I think he just pissed his pants. He smells like it.
 
   I laugh. He’s in Hawg’s crew. “Go get his prez,” I order to no one in particular. 
 
   I control my breathing, using every fucking fiber in my being not to tear his throat out with my bare hands. I see the dried blood on his cheek, his temple, from the top of his ear. Pride surges in me as I look at it. My girl did that to him, fought back. She earned those patches ten times over tonight. 
 
   The amber haze from the campfire flickers around us, the occasional popping of firewood is the only noise being made. Each pair of eyes is on the asshole being held up. He’s as good as dead right now, but, he’s not in my charter. I need a pass from his prez.
 
   “What the hell is going on?!” Hawg barks as the crowd parts for him. 
 
   He can tell that I’m the focus of the men, so he walks over to me.
 
   “What’s going on is your prospect attacked my woman,” I clue him in.
 
   He shoots his gaze to the shit-head, and his skin turns bright red. It’s a direct reflection on him and his leadership if one of his men gets in shit. Even if it’s just a prospect. The fact that the shit happens to be with the ol’lady of another charter member is even worse.
 
   “You do this, kid?” he asks the prospect.
 
   The kid attempts to stand straight. “No…sir, I mean, I-“
 
   “You callin’my lady a liar, dumbass?” I step closer to him. 
 
   He nervously shakes his head. “No, sir. I just meant…I thought she wanted it.”
 
   I look to his prez, before turning fast and clocking the prospect in the jaw. He falls to the ground. Nobody helps him up, even though his prez steps in and keeps me from kicking him.
 
   “She wanted it so bad she practically bit your fucking ear off, you asshole?” I point out.
 
   “Stick to the code, Clink,” Hawg commands. 
 
   Hawg may not be myprez, but he’s still a prez, and he’s right. I’m gonna beat the ever-loving shit out of this kid, within an inch of his sorry life, but I’m gonna do it the right way. Vince breaks through the crowd, T.J. right beside him. I had sent my sworn brother to go grab our own prez, and fill him in on the walk over.
 
   “This the dead man?” Vince asks.
 
   I nod “This is him. He fucking attacked her. His ass is mine.” I eye my prez, my eyes showing the severity of my intentions. 
 
   Vince acknowledges my request, nodding over to Hawg, “Let’s start this.”
 
   The two of them walk off, just far enough to keep to themselves. The prospect is still on the ground, knowing full well that if he attempts to get up again, his ass is gonna go down. The two leaders hash out the details and then return.
 
   Hawg reaches down and grabs the prospect by the cuff of his leather, pulling the kid up. He harshly removes the leather cut from around the asshole’s shoulders, crumpling it into a ball and then throwing it into the fire.
 
   “You went after a woman who didn’t belong to you, at a club function. You knew she was either an ol’lady or a family member of a brother. Either way…off limits. That alone is enough to strip you of your leather. You’re done.” He looks to me now. “The fact that it was his  ol’lady,” he nods to me, “is enough cause to kill you.”
 
   Hawg turns his back on the kid, and rests his hand on my shoulder before leaving. “He’s all yours, don’t make a mess.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   I hit the bathhouse before making my way back to my cabin. I know Sugar’s waiting for me, but the last thing I need is for her to see me like this right now. Tiny has the good sense to run and grab me a fresh pair of jeans and a towel as I’m rinsing off under the shower. Jay throws me a bar of soap over the metal half-wall divider.
 
   “You calmin’down now?” he asks, leaning against the tiles behind him, eyes fixed on his fingernail as he concentrates on his thumb.
 
   I submerge myself under the steady stream of lukewarm water to rinse away the splatters of blood. “Gettin’there, bro.”
 
   He nods. 
 
   “His bike?” I ask.
 
   He looks up as Tiny rejoins us, denim and linen in hand. “Still burning. T and Leo took it off about a mile and lit it up.”
 
   I lift my chin in silent thanks and dry myself off, all traces of violence cleansed from my skin, 
 
   “Good. The cab driver’s gonna text Blue after the douchebag is dropped at the E.R.”
 
   Cage follows Tiny, quiet, the last hour having been the first time he’s seen first hand how club justice is carried out. Needless to say, our newest prospect is still taking it all in. The shit-head can’t walk on his own, but at least I left him breathing.
 
   I throw the old, bloodied jeans and t-shirt to him, “Throw these in the bonfire.”
 
   He catches them, eyes wide and stares at the material evidence in his hands.
 
   “You waiting for us to draw you a fuckin’map? Get going!” Jay snaps our prospect from his stunned stupor.
 
   Cage nods quickly. “Yes, sir.” He’s gone within a matter of seconds.
 
   Jay’s been holding onto my cut since before I started pummeling the would-be rapist, keeping it safe from being damaged. I take it back from him, sliding my bare arms through the holes. It’s just chilly enough to wonder why Tiny didn’t have the good sense to bring me a shirt, too. Whatever. The anger continuing to pump through my veins is still warming my skin.
 
   I shake my head back and forth, fast and sharp, to try to throw some last drops of water off, “I need some fuckin’sleep. My hands are gonna kill me tomorrow.”
 
   The two of them follow as I walk the twenty five yards or so to my cabin. We’re quiet as we enter, not knowing how we’ll find the girls inside. It’s late. I had hoped Sugar would be sleeping. No such luck.
 
   They say their goodbyes and the two ladies leave my woman to tend to their own men. I close the door as best I can behind them. I hadn’t kicked it open as hard as I could have, but I’ll still have to fix the alignment in the morning.
 
   Sugar is sitting crossed-legged in the center of the bed. Her eyes are dry, her posture slumped, tired. The room is quiet, we watch each other. I fold my leather cut over the back of the half-broken chair in the corner of the small wooden room.
 
   “Did you kill him?” Sugar asks through the darkness between us.
 
   I exhale, “No.”
 
   She lifts herself, raising on her knees, facing me. “Are you lying to me?”
 
   Reaching out, I thumb her lower lip. “No.”
 
   “I want to believe you,” she claims, her voice hushed.
 
   I join her on the bed, urging her to lie back, “I will never give you a reason to not believe me. We don’t do that, Sugar. We don’t lie to each other. You asked me, I told you the truth.”
 
   I hold her, feeling her arms slowly wind themselves around me. She breathes deep into my chest, the warmth of her breath tickling over me, calming me.
 
   “It never would have happened if I was wearing my rag….”
 
   I pull back just far enough to search out the darkness of her pupils. “You don’t believe that?”
 
   She shakes her head, “I don’t know…maybe-“
 
   I kiss her forehead, drawing her in. “Rag or not…it wasn’t your fault. It could have been anyone. And if it had been someone else, they might not have had the sense you did. This could have ended a helluva lot worse for some other girl tonight, babe.”
 
   She wiggles her way in closer. “Thank you for finding me.”
 
   I know she can’t see my face, but I close my eyes tight to hide the emotion. “Sugar, I will always find you. You’re part of me now.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
    
 
   Needless to say, my first official week as an ol’lady was…eventful.  However awkward I thought it would be facing the shit load of bikers the morning after the “incident” as I will forever call it, it was equally and surprisingly empowering knowing that my man would go to whatever lengths necessary to protect us…to protect me.
 
   I’d been able to gather from the bits and pieces here and there that Clink had spared the young guy after a thorough ass whooping, and the kid was banned from the Kingsmen for good. He was telling me the truth when he promised he didn’t kill him. He never said he didn’t beat the ever-loving shit out of him, just that he didn’t kill him.
 
   The experience gave me an insider’s look at how the club doled out justice. After everything I’ve seen on the other end of things at the hospital, I’m not a fan of violence…but I’m proud of him for not taking things further than he did. And the club respected him for it, I think.
 
   Hawg, I think that was his name…maybe it was Hog? Well, he came up to me personally and apologized before we all made way, heading home. He apologized to Clink, too, and thanked him for handling it quickly.
 
   I bandaged Clink’s hands up properly when we got back to my place, cleaning out the split skin over his knuckles. Between the handful of nights spent at his place, and then the two nights in the cabin, I really just needed to chill in my own bed, in my own space for a night.
 
   The timing worked out pretty well, though. He had some sort of delivery to make for the club last night, anyway. With a quiet apartment all to myself, I lit a candle, drew a bath and then vegged out in front of a sappy TV movie before passing out. Other than the few texts from Clink checking in, it was a night of sweet solitude. 
 
   The ride to Oakton should take me just over two hours. Mom’s supposed to meet me at Tempura’S at around two o’clock, so I make sure to leave Chisolm before noon. Mom has never been a patient person; if I leave her waiting in a restaurant more than a few minutes, I’ll just be opening myself up to her passive/aggressive payback when I finally show. It’s just easier to get there first and throw her off-kilter a bit, leave her scrambling for something else to harp about.
 
   Tempura’s is a modern Japanese steakhouse with a kick-ass sushi bar. I eye the scrumptious rolls as my waiter leads me to my table, and as the uniformed sushi chefs create their delicacies. No one in Chisolm eats sushi. Well…maybe Lil’s does, but being knocked isn’t exactly conducive to eating raw fish. I plan on ordering at least two or three things to make up for lost time. The waiter leaves me with our menus and sees to it that we have a round of tall water glasses before leaving me to wait for my guest to arrive. 
 
   I check my watch. I have eleven minutes to spare. I check my makeup in my small compact mirror. Looks OK, even for mom’s standards. I smooth my black wrap dress and tighten the belt…wouldn’t want her claiming I’ve put on a few pounds. My knee high boots are trendy but now I’m second-guessing myself…God, I hope she doesn’t think they’re trampy.
 
   After my thorough inspection of my appearance, I grow restless waiting for her. My glass of water is almost finished, my chopsticks opened and practiced with. I’m rusty at first, but I’ll get the hang of it. The pinging of my message alert on my phone saves me from beginning to play with the sugar packets. It’s Lil’s.
 
    
 
   HEY CHARLIE…MY POP’S NOT FEELING WELL
 
   HE’S BURNING UP
 
   GONNA BRING HIM IN TO THE E.R.
 
   YOU WORKING THERE TODAY?
 
    
 
   Crap. I haven’t had a chance to speak to her since we got back from the campout yesterday. She’s probably getting herself all worked up about Butch getting high or drunk and having a bad reaction. It’s pathetic. At his age, he should start acting like a damn adult and not a deadbeat. Even though I know that’s not likely.
 
    
 
   SORRY. I’M OFF TILL THURSDAY. 
 
   I’M JUST RUNNING SOME ERRANDS
 
   DO YOU WANT ME TO CALL THE NURSE’S STATION
 
   AND SEE WHAT DOC IS ON DUTY?
 
    
 
   I can’t believe he has the fucking nerve to put his daughter out like this. 
 
   What am I saying? 
 
   Of course I can believe it. Just look at his track record. It’s disgusting.
 
   “Darling!” my mom is in earshot. I look up from my phone and search for the face to match the voice. She’s dressed to the nines, hostess leading her to me. 
 
   And…she’s not alone.
 
   “Hey, sis,” Dana calls out, less than enthusiastically. 
 
   I let out the slightest moan, not sure if they’ve heard, 
 
   “Uh…hi, guys.” I stand to give mom a light hug and peck on the cheek. Dana reaches out next, but I stiffen up. 
 
   I purposely asked mom several times if she was coming alone. After the falling out Dana and I had, I have no desire to see her, let alone share a meal with her. My mom watches our interaction carefully.
 
   “Fantastic! I knew this was a great idea. A girls lunch…just like we used to have.”  She’s so damn proud of herself right now.
 
   I breathe deep, keeping my frustration in check before it makes a very public appearance. I smile tightly, before taking my seat and unfolding my napkin. The hostess hands us each a leather-bound mini-portfolio with the day’s specials listed. There’s an extra one in her hand and she places it in the middle of the table.
 
   “I’ll just leave this here for the last member of your party,” she smiles before attempting to leave.
 
   I clear my throat. “Ahem…you must be mistaken. This is all of us. We’re all here.” 
 
   My eyes sweep over my family members sitting across the table from me to signify who I’m talking about.
 
   The college-aged hostess looks visibly confused. “I’m sorry. A gentleman called to add one more to your reservation.”
 
   My eyes dart directly to my mother, who looks equally perplexed. Reluctantly, I move my gaze to my younger sister, but she just shrugs her shoulders. The hostess starts to look uncomfortable.
 
   “Um…should I take the extra place setting away?” She looks to me for an answer.
 
   I honestly thought they had sat me at a table set for four due to availability, but now with my sister popping up and the hostess’s statement, I’m beginning to get nervous. I feel like I’ve been set up.
 
   “Hey, Sugar. Sorry I’m late.” I get whiplash as I turn to face the approaching voice. 
 
   Holy. Fucking. Shit.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   This is it. This is the moment I’ve been trying like hell to avoid. My mother and Clink, together, in the same room. And as a little bonus, why not throw Dana in the mix, right? As if I don’t have enough land-mines to dodge, let’s just keep piling them in.
 
   He looks different…cleaner somehow. His dark hair is a little shorter, freshly cut. Still long enough to run your fingers through, but neat. The five o’clock shadow that I know he spends more time trying to make look like he actually doesn’t spend time on it, is shaped up. A long-sleeve, baby blue button-down shirt with the white collar of his undershirt peeking through manages to hide all traces of his ink. Dark blue jeans and black dress shoes round out his look. 
 
   Well, almost. An unadorned, soft, black, leather coat is like the cherry on top. No patches, no metal, just your regular run of the mill leather coat. I trail my eyes up and down again and again taking it all in. He looks unrecognizable and yet exactly the same.… How is that even possible?
 
   Mom and Dana have finished their own inspection and now shoot their gaze to me for explanation. I’m speechless and can offer none.
 
   Clink bends down to kiss me chastely on the lips. That’s a first. This man has never been able to resist molesting my mouth with his tongue. I’m shocked. 
 
   “Uh…hi. I- I didn’t think you’d be able to make it…” I try to mask my surprise. Dana kicks me from under the table and I wince, “Ow!”
 
   Mom steps in as I recover from my assault. 
 
   “Hello,” she extends her hand. “I’m Charlize’s mother. Mrs. Griffith. And…you are?”
 
   Clink flashes that drop-dead gorgeous smile of his, “Brian Abbott. The pleasure is mine.” He kisses my mom’s hand. I try to suppress my gag. “Charlize  inherited her mother’s beauty.”
 
   That’s the first time I’ve heard him say my full name. Hell, it may even be the first time he’s heard it. My mom is eating this shit up with a spoon. Compliment the woman and she’s your new best friend.
 
   “Hi!” my baby sister half-stands to introduce herself. “I’m Dana. So…are you, like, dating my sister? Oh my God! Are you the doctor?”
 
   Holy fucking hell. She did not just say that.  I watch Clink as he reacts to it.
 
   He laughs. “Darlin’, I’m a lot of things. But, to my parent’s disappointment, doctor isn’t one of them.”
 
   Compliment or not, mom is now deflating. She’s probably run away with her imagination by now and told the whole family that I’m dating a doctor. Clink hangs his coat up on post near our booth and takes a seat next to me as I slide in.
 
   “So, Brian, what is it that you do, if not medicine?”
 
   And so it begins. I take a large sip of my water while flagging down the nearby waitress, “Wine,” I instruct her, “Bring a bottle. Or three.”
 
   Clink covers my nervously tapping hand, putting an end to the clattering of my fingernails on the wood table. Dana immediately drops her eyes to our joined hands. 
 
   “You are dating!” she exclaims.
 
   “I’m a businessman. I have ownership in a handful or so small businesses.” He makes sure not to elaborate on exactly what type of businesses those are, not sure mom would appreciate the earning potential for a strip club, a pawn shop, bike shop, and the other fine establishments Clink has claim to through the club.
 
   Her eyes light up. “I see! Well, Charlie must have told you about her father, then? He was one of the most successful business owners in Dayton County. He owned eight dry cleaning businesses. He worked himself hard every single day to see that his girls never went without.” 
 
   Mom smiles at both her daughters.
 
   Clink sits back to allow the waitress to set wine glasses in front of each of us. 
 
   “Sounds like my kind of man. I’m sure we’ll have a lot to talk about.”
 
   Mom looks as though she’s been slapped. Dana just stares at me as mom speak. 
 
   “He- he passed on last year. Has- hasn’t Charlie told you?”
 
   Clink’s hand turns to stone in mine. I shut my eyes tight. 
 
   “It’s not something I really like to talk about, mom. Can we please change the topic?”
 
   Mom clears her throat. “You’ll have to excuse my daughter. She was very close to her father.”
 
   Clink’s hand comes to life, squeezing mine reassuringly, although he doesn’t move to look at me. 
 
   “So it’s just you ladies now?” He pours us each a glass of wine while mom prepares her answer.
 
   “Just Dana and me, left at home…since Charlie moved here to take her new job. I was hoping she’d move back home eventually, but it seems she’s setting down roots in Oakton,” she thinly veils her accusation of Clink being a possible cause for that.
 
   “Mom,” I sternly beg her to stop her passive/aggressiveness. She holds her hands up as she feigns innocence.
 
   Dana jumps in to relieve her. “So, Brian…how did you two meet?”
 
   Clink takes a deep breath, “Charlie’s car needed some work, so she brought it into one of my shops. We struck up a conversation and the rest…”
 
   “Is none of your business,” I finish his unanswered sentence, although I’m sure he had a different choice in words. 
 
   He finally looks to me and raises his eyebrow. I finish my wine as our guests place their lunch order with the waiter. When it’s my turn, I ask for a miso soup and salad with ginger dressing. I’ve suddenly lost my appetite. Clink orders a teriyaki glazed steak.
 
   I’m busy pouring my second glass of wine when Dana catches my eyes and poorly shields her mouth from the other two, mouthing “He’s hot!”
 
   I chug the wine. Great, my spoiled brat of a sister has a crush on my man. Fantastic. Maybe when he kicks my ass to the curb after everything comes out, she can give him a call. They can go get some coffee.  It’ll be fucking great. My overly sarcastic booze bitchiness is seeping in.
 
   “So, do you girls come visit Charlie often, in her new hometown of Oakton?” Clink asks my family. I’m sure he wants to hear their answer, but the real purpose of the question was for me to hear it. Oh God, please just let this be over already.
 
   Almost every embarrassing base has been covered by the time we’ve finished lunch. Let’s see… terrible stories of when I was determined to try out for the boys football team…check. Dying my hair black in middle school and wanting to change my name to Raven…check. Failing my driver’s exam three times…check. 
 
   I’ve tuned the voices out as the three of them continue to bond. Dana is the president of the Brian Abbott fan club. Mom’s deciding whether or not she’ll be an honorary member. He has them eating out of his hand. 
 
   I lift my glass to take another deep sip of my wine when Clink, or Brian,  I should say, mindlessly intercepts it and takes it from me. He slides the glass far away from us without breaking his conversation with my mother. She eyes his movements and smiles, gloating that someone has some sort of handle on me, since she obviously doesn’t. 
 
   I roll my eyes. Fine. I reach for the wine bottle and tilt it to take a swig. Dana laughs loudly at my barbaric act. Mom ignores me, although I know it’s pissing her off.
 
   “Excuse me, Regina,” he politely interrupts my mother and her telling of how I failed eighth grade gym class by refusing to join swim class.
 
   He angles himself toward me, cocking his head to the side. I finish my sip and release my suction from the bottle with an echoey thump. He cocks his eyebrow and waits. I squint, burning him with my eyes for joining their “team.” I aim to raise the wine bottle once more when he clears his throat heartily. 
 
   Ugh. I hand him the pinot noir, although I concede nothing. He takes it, and flags down a passing waiter. “We’re quite done with this.”
 
   Dana laughs again. 
 
   Clink hands his credit card to the waitress during her next stop, instructing her to take care of the bill. Mom’s just been bought, hook, line, and sinker. She’s a stickler for manners and chivalry. I have to laugh, though. I wonder if she’d think he was being chivalrous to let me come first in bed, all the time?
 
   “Thank you so much, Brian. It was such a lovely, unexpected surprise to meet you today. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to visit the powder room before the ride home.” Mom is incapable of using any other term other than “powder room.” How very 1970’s of her. 
 
   Clink helps me to my wobbly feet before putting his jacket on. 
 
   “Brian, will we get to see you again?” Dana asks her new BFF.
 
   He turns to me and smiles. “Sure. I know it’s a little bit of a ride, but you have an open invitation to Chisolm anytime you want.”
 
   Dana freezes. “Wait. I’m sorry. Did you just say Chisolm?” 
 
   Fuck.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CLINK
 
    
 
   Ah shit.
 
   I knew I was gonna throw Sugar off by showing up, but I had no idea I’d be walking into a full-blown, bonafide, shit storm. To say there’s some family dysfunction would be putting it mildly. I knew Charlie wasn’t very forthcoming about her past, but turns out…she’s straight-up shady about it.
 
   “Dana…whatever this shit is between us lately, I’m begging you…don’t tell mom about Chisolm,” she implores her baby sister.
 
   The younger version of Sugar, bitchy mouth and all, looks pissed. 
 
   “How could you?” she whispers.
 
   “Not now,” Charlie spits. “Just promise me.”
 
   Dana rolls her eyes, gritting her teeth while searching for her mother in the distance. 
 
   “You owe me,” she reveals before turning to me. “So, Brian…you wouldn’t happen to ride a motorcycle, would you?”
 
   Well, shit just got real  interesting. 
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “Get in.”
 
   Sugar eyes me, and I’m sure she’s trying to read me. She studies her keys hanging loose in her hand.
 
   “Don’t even think it. You had way to much to drink to get behind a wheel.” 
 
   I head back to where she’s lagging behind, following me as we walk through the parking lot.
 
   “Give them to me.”
 
   She drops them gingerly into my palm. I nod as she finishes the action, grateful she’s not gonna be stupid and fight me on this. She may not be sloppy drunk right now, but she’s definitely blitzed. We finish the trip to my truck, and I open the passenger door for her to climb in. My temper gets the best of me and I slam it behind her…a little harder than I planned to.
 
   I close my eyes and try to control it. I break out my phone and punch the numbers as I climb in. Sugar’s pin-still on the passenger side, but I can’t bring myself to look at her right now. The phone answers pretty quick.
 
   “Hey, you working on anything tonight?” I ask T.J. through the receiver.
 
   I can sense the hesitation in his voice. He may not be a prospect anymore, but he’s still much lower than me on the club totem pole. If I’m asking him if he has plans, he knows there’s a hidden agenda.
 
   “Uh…not really. What’s up?” I can tell he’s sorry he asked. 
 
   I pause our conversation while I’m backing out of the parking space. I don’t drive the truck often, and it takes a moment to readjust to the differences between a bike.
 
   “I’m leaving Sugar’s car behind in Oakton, at a place called Tempura. Take a prospect up here and drive it back.” There’s very little room in that request for him to say no.
 
   I can hear him exhale. “Fine. Leave the keys under the mat. We’ll get around to it.”
 
   “Thanks, bro.” 
 
   I end the call and throw the phone into the center console.
 
   The sudden action causes Sugar to jump in her seat. I’m calming down, but still worked up. I catch her from the corner of my eye.
 
   “Talk. Now.” 
 
   I want some fuckin’answers.
 
   She closes her eyes, biting her lip, clearly not happy about the topic of discussion. She takes a very deep breath, preparing herself.
 
   “My mom thinks I live in Oakton, OK? I was offered a job here and she thought it was a better opportunity.” She shifts uncomfortably in her seat. “It was just easier to let her think I took that job, than to argue with her about why I didn’t.”
 
   I huff loudly. What is she, sixteen? Come on, is she that afraid to disappoint mommy? I’m sorry, but my Sugar would never be afraid to stand up for herself. She nearly bit some dick’s ear off and she’s afraid of her own mother?
 
   “My old college roommate lives here, so I just use her address for mail and stuff. Mom’s checked out the apartment.”
 
   I rub my temple, “And you really think she’ll never find out? How is that even remotely possible?”
 
   Sugar shakes her head, “I don’t know. Things have just been so…bad between us since my dad died. I just needed to get away from them. I guess I really didn’t think things through.” Her voice trails off to a whisper by the time she’s done.
 
   I’ve never seen her like this. She’s strong…bad ass, even. But not now. Now, she’s just a woman trying to hold herself together. She lifts her pinky to wipe away a tear from the corner of her eye before it releases itself, showing her vulnerability. 
 
   I look over at her, but she tries to hide her face, to hide her moment of weakness. I pull the truck over, out of traffic, and into a shopping center parking lot. By the time I throw the gear into park, her tears are flowing freely. I undo my seatbelt, allowing myself the freedom to position myself close to her.
 
   I reach for her chin but she moves it away. Her throat makes strained sounds as she swallows her sobs.
 
   “Baby,” I soften my voice. “Look at me.”
 
   She doesn’t move to look, but doesn’t fight my hand on her chin this time. Her eyes are glassy, swollen. Her lips quiver as she struggles to contain her weeping.
 
   “Charlie. I’m your man. You can’t hide this stuff from me. I take it all…the good and the bad.” 
 
   She shakes her head slightly, as if she doesn’t believe me. 
 
   “But…what I won’t  take, is you lying to me.”
 
   She swallows hard. I can tell she’s not used to letting someone in like this.
 
   “Calm down, Sugar. It’s gonna be fine. We’ll work this shit out with your mom. Even your sister. Whatever the beef is, you can’t let it fester.” 
 
   I wipe away the last of her falling tears. “Better?”
 
   She rolls her eyes, embarrassed at how I’ve just seen her, “I just don’t want to talk about it anymore right now. Please.”
 
   I exhale and nod, “Later. We’ll figure this out later, OK?”
 
   She agrees. “Later.”
 
   Her lips are double their size from her biting on them and pursing them tight while withholding her cries. I stare at them, plump and reddened, glistening from her tears. I move in, touching my lips to hers. Her body is tense, it takes her some time for her lips to loosen, but they do. She’s recovering from her ordeal, coming back to me. 
 
   Part of me wants to bury myself deep inside her, claiming her, proving to her that even with her baggage, she’s still mine. The other part of me wants to throw her over my knee and smack her ass until it’s pink, punishing her for trying to hide her double life from me. 
 
   I’m not the only one turned on, all hot and bothered. Sugar deepens our kiss pushing her body into me, fumbling with her own seatbelt to release her constraints. 
 
   “I need you,” she’s breathless. I know it’s her heightened emotional state talking, looking for some sort of outlet.
 
   I groan. God… this woman is like nothing else. My Escalade is large but even as she’s petite, this isn’t going to be easy. She steals her lips back from mine, darting her eyes around trying to figure this out. She’s almost in a frenzy, looking for some way to get what she needs.
 
   I quickly work to unbutton my pants, reaching in to withdraw my hardening dick. She watches me and instinctively knows what to do. She moves to straddle me. As she moves, I slip my hand under her black dress and push her underwear out of the way as she lowers herself onto me.
 
   The friction is harsh as she’s not quite ready for me to enter, but Lord knows I can’t give this up right now. I work in other ways to get her body ready. I tickle her lips with my tongue, dragging out my kiss.
 
   “You belong  on my dick, Sugar,” I talk dirty to her. “It’s like it was made for you.” 
 
   The liquid streams now, easing my way, and she moans as I slide all the way in. Once I’m fully sheathed, she holds herself still, feeling every bit of me.
 
   “I don’t deserve you, Clink,” she speaks softly. “But I can’t live without you, either.”
 
   Pretty sure I’ve said those same words to her at some point. We’ve both done shit, had a past. But now that it’s all out there, we can move past it. This woman is worth that. Now that we’ve both come to terms with not being able to live without the other, we can stop wasting time on bullshit nonsense. 
 
   When I’m in my girl like this, nothing else matters. I lean her back against the steering wheel so I can see her, watch her. She’s goddamned beautiful. She’s perfect. Past or not, she’s mine. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
    
 
   The phone ringing stirs Clink from his sleep. Not me, though. My twelve hour shift was one of my busiest, so between that and the lingering unease from our lunch with mom and Dana the other day, I haven’t been sleeping much at all.
 
   Clink must be deep in R.E.M., because he’s slow to rise. I reach over him to grab the ringing device before the call is rerouted to voicemail. He lazily shifts his torso to accommodate my movements, but makes no effort to fully wake. The screen reads 2:48 in the morning as I swipe to accept the call.
 
   “He- Hello?” my voice is strained. Yet another side effect from my sleepless nights.
 
   There is a pause on the far end.
 
   “Um…,” the voice belongs to a woman. A very confused woman. “I’m not sure if this is still the right number. Is this Clink’s phone?”
 
   Oh great. Some long lost sweet-butt looking for a late night booty-call is hitting him up. Fan-fucking-tastic. I drop the phone onto his bare chest, with a hollow thud. That does the trick in waking him completely.
 
   “It’s for you,” I inform him as nonchalantly bitchy as I can before leaving his bed to use the ladies room.
 
   I hear the covers rustling as he searches in the dark for the phone. I also purposely leave the bathroom door ajar so I can hear his words. I reach for a small paper cup from the dispenser and pour myself some cool water from the tap while I wait.
 
   His voice echoes through the dark empty room and reaches me, “Yeah?”
 
   I sip my water as my anger builds. Who the fuck does this chick think she is?  He’s my ol’man now. What would Sunny do if some random bitch called Tiny in the middle of the night? Or Lil’s? What would she do? Ha. I know  what she would do, and it wouldn’t be pretty. I need to step in and let him know that this is in no way acceptable, and if he thinks it is, then he’s gonna feel my foot so far up his a-.
 
   “Yeah. I’m on my way. I’ll drive through the night, be there by morning. Just…,” he sounds hurried. “Just tell him his dad’s on his way.”
 
   Fuck. This is not at all what I thought it was. I drop my cup in the trash and enter the bedroom, with its light now turned on. The phone’s been tossed into the bed, abandoned. Clink is frenzied, hiking his jeans on and rummaging through his drawers for a shirt.
 
   I eye him, but slow my movements. “Baby? Is everything OK?”
 
   Stupid question. Everything is obviously not  OK.
 
   He’s throwing shirts out of the depths of the drawer mindlessly, eyes darting around wildly.“I’ve gotta go get my boy. His momma’s got some shit going on and just left him with her parents.”
 
   My mouth drops open. I move to help him, scooting his disoriented body aside so I can select a shirt before he’s emptied the whole drawer on the floor. He stands back, lost, not knowing which way to move.
 
   I find a long-sleeve thermal and hand it to him. 
 
   “I’ll go start some coffee.”
 
   I leave him to finish dressing and throw the lights on as I travel through the house, making my way to the kitchen. I make a large pot of coffee and search the cabinets for one of the metal thermoses I’d seen days before while organizing the cupboards. Once it’s found, I start to pack a travel cooler with some sandwiches and water bottles. I’m not quite finished when Clink rushes in, dropping his boots in a heavy thud to the floor as he sits at the kitchen table to deal with them.
 
   He looks haggard, but adrenaline and worry are fueling him. 
 
   “I’ll drive straight through. Get him and turn right back around. We can make it by late tomorrow night, I think.”
 
   I nod. “I can go with you if you need me to help with the driving. We could take turns sleeping.” 
 
   He closes his eyes, exhaling. “I need you here, Sugar.” He now looks around us, at the house. “He…he hasn’t been here in years. I…I don’t even think he remembers me.” He’s starting to get upset, but hides it well. “This place isn’t set up for a kid. I….”
 
   “I’ve got it, Clink. Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll take care of his room, get things ready for him. You just…be safe and go get him.”
 
   He pulls me into him, hugging me around my waist as he’s seated. His words are muffled into my flesh.
 
   “I don’t know if I can do this, Charlie. He’s… I…,” my heart breaks for him. 
 
   I know he loves his son, but loving from afar and actually being a parent are two very different things. I run my fingers through his hair, comforting him.
 
   “You can do this, babe. You’re going to be fine. I know you, and I know that you never do anything half-assed. You got this.” I don’t know if my words are sinking in, but I do know that he has little choice but to believe them.
 
   He nods his head into my midsection, moving the fabric with it, before squeezing tight, hands grabbing my ass, and lifting himself.
 
   “We  got this,” he whispers before reaching his full height and kissing his lips to mine. I hold him, silently wishing him luck and offering him my strength.
 
   I breathe deep, thinking of all that we are about to come up against. 
 
   “We got this,” I repeat his words.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “This one, Lil’s?” I ask my friend as she’s inspecting another product on a nearby shelf.
 
   She breaks her concentration from the package she’s reading to look at mine. “Yup. That’s the one.”
 
   Thank God! I toss the bundle of children's sheets into the cart. Who knew something as simple as sheets would be so so complicated? 
 
   “Thanks so much for helping with all this.” I sweep my eyes over the filling cart to emphasize what all this  is. “Are you sure I’m not keeping you from your dad?”
 
   Lil’s decides against the toy in her hand and places it back on its shelf. 
 
   “Nah, I needed a break. Tiny’s taking the next few hours so I can get some fresh air before losing my mind.”
 
   I nod. I’ve been following Butch’s case while at work. He’s been having trouble breathing and now has full-blown pneumonia. I know they discharged him for a day, but he wound up right back in the ER the next morning, drunk and having not taken his meds. 
 
   I roll my eyes at his stupidity, careful to hide it from his daughter. “Well, I’m glad I could give you a break. And at this point,” I rub her belly sarcastically, “I can’t think of anyone better to help with this stuff. So, what else do we need?”
 
   I take a mental inventory of our cart. Bedding, check. Clothes, check. Toys, check. Shampoo, children’s toothpaste, PJ’s, a car booster seat just in case he’s on the smaller side.…I can’t imagine we’ve forgotten anything.
 
   “Hmm…” she seems to be taking the same silent tally. “Medicine! You need a first aid kit.”
 
   My eyes widen, surprised. “Holy crap! How could I have forgotten that?” I admonish myself. “I mean I’m a nurse.  A first aid kit should have been the first thing on my list. I don’t think I’m cut out for this, Lil’s. I’m not responsible enough for a fuckin’ cat! How am I supposed to help take care of a kid?”
 
   Lil’s steps up behind me and hugs her arm around my shoulders as I stare blankly at my purchases. “You’ll do it the same way we all do. Cross your fingers, say a prayer, and just do it,” she chuckles. “Besides…you’ve got more help than you can even imagine.”
 
   Her words have a soothing effect on me, but I’m still scared shitless. So far, I’ve gotten word from Clink that he’s made the pickup and they’ve stopped for lunch while heading back. Other than that, I have very few details to go on. We navigate through the store to the pharmacy section and I throw everything I can find into the cart. Does he need every  cold or cough medicine made? No. But we’re gonna buy them, anyway. 
 
   A little boy comes running through the aisle, barreling toward us. “Jack! You stop right now, this instant!” his mother screams behind him. 
 
   The little boy shrieks in excitement and turns the corner, hiding from the woman. I strategically point to his hiding place, informing the lady of his whereabouts, selling him out. She looks tired, worn, but thanks me by mouthing the words quietly while sneaking up on her son. 
 
   “Ah!!! I’ve got you!” She swoops up and tickles the laughing child. She may be exhausted and physically drained, but the second she holds her son, her eyes light up. “Come on, Jack, let’s go find daddy.”
 
   My heart warms from the interaction, and Lil’s and I share a look, both moved by the sight.
 
   “That’s it!” I tell Lil’s. “How about Jack?”
 
   My eyes dart down to her protruding belly. Jack. I think that’s a great name.
 
   She smirks her lips in thought, “It’s cute. But…no.”
 
   I clench my eyes and push the cart forward. “I give up, Lil’s,”I call back to my friend.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   We’ve set up Brendan’s room with new sheets and bedding, washed, dried and folded all of the new clothes. Clink left Cage behind to look over things while he was gone, so I made good use of the prospect and sent him to the market with a short grocery list to get us started. Snacks, juice, and kid-friendly items in case Clink’s son is a picky eater. 
 
   When Cage returned with the sacks of groceries, we had him help set up the Nintendo game system we picked up. Clink has his own system, but I don’t think any of his games are age appropriate a kid, so he’ll have to get used to having Mario and Skylanders playing instead of his war games and racing games. 
 
   Lil’s stayed as long as she could before having to head back to the hospital. I called for an update on her dad and they were hoping to releasee him later tonight. She was going to meet Jay to bring him home. Hopefully the fool will be able to stay sober enough this time to remember to take his meds. Otherwise, I’m sure he’ll be right back in the ER for my next shift.
 
   Cage plants himself at the kitchen table reading the paper, munching on the takeout he picked up on his way home from the market, careful to stay out of my way as I’m buzzing around checking and double checking things, waiting….
 
   I’ve folded and re-folded all of his drawers, not even sure if these clothes will fit him. I bought a few different sizes just in case, but you never know…if he’s anything like his daddy, he’ll be on the bigger end of the spectrum. 
 
   I wiped down all of the new toys with sani-wipes, even though they’ve never been used. Vacuumed his carpet three times, cleaned his bathroom twice. Wait!
 
   “Fuck!” I call out. 
 
   It’s less than ten seconds before Cage comes storming in the room, hand on his gun in its hiding place under his belt. 
 
   “What? Charlie, what’s wrong?” he’s anxious to save the day. 
 
   I silently reprimand myself for getting his hopes up. I know he’s anxious and eager to please Clink. 
 
   My face flushes from embarrassment at making such a big deal over nothing. 
 
   “Sorry,” I roll my eyes. “I just…,” I shake my head, not wanting to admit how stupid this must sound. “…I forgot to get a little step stool. He’s not gonna be able to reach the sink.”
 
   Cage deflates, hand removing from its place on his gun. He follows my eyes to the empty place in front of the sink. Neither one of us speaks, until he snaps his fingers and perks up.
 
   “Wait!” he disappears. Returning shortly after, his hands are full with a paper phone book, and he drops it with a loud slapping sound onto the tiles. “There!”
 
   I nod my head, impressed with his improvisation.
 
   He smiles at my approval, “My ma used one for me when I was a kid. Just don’t let it get wet.”
 
   I take note of the warning and thank him by patting him on the shoulder. Perfect. Now I just have to wait.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   Clink’s last text gave me the heads up that they’re just entering Chisolm. I make one last mad dash through the house to check that everything is in place and ready. I take a deep breath and run a brush through my hair. I’ve been too busy to fix myself up today, so tinted moisturizer and some lipgloss will have to do. 
 
   I hear the engine pull up, the lights flashing through the windows. It’s late, I’m sure they’re both dead-tired. Wait! What if they’re hungry? Maybe I should have made something for him? My pulse starts to race as I become panicked.
 
   I can hear the car doors shutting. I’m stone-still. I can’t move. 
 
   The front door opens and Clink comes in carrying a little bundled boy in his arms. His eyes are bloodshot, road-weary.  He makes that universal “shh” sign with his finger and lips, before pointing to the boy. 
 
   Warmth creeps up inside, excitement even. I fight against myself not to squeal or bounce in place to get a better view of him. His hair is dark, just like Clink’s. His head is lopped on his dad’s shoulder, chubby cheeks red, the tiniest amount of drool threatening to roll down his pop’s leather cut. He’s out cold.
 
   I move from his path to follow behind as he carries the little sleeping boy to his bed. I have a different view from here, a different angle. His hair is full, shaggy, in need of a cut, I think. His tiny little fingers clutch onto Clink, around his neck and shoulder, holding on. The little nails are perfect, well.. maybe a bit dirty. I can hear the breaths inhale and exhale as he breathes. Wait…what’s that rattling? Is he congested? Is he sick?
 
   Clink sets him down on his newly made bed, the boy falling over to the side. I step in, to help take off his puffy red jacket and little sneakers. He’s a sound sleeper, not waking or even acknowledging our actions. The tiny rattling I heard before now turns into snoring, as he unconsciously moves his body to get more comfortable. I unfold a nearby blanket and drape it over him, not wanting to risk further movement by putting him between the sheets. 
 
   Clink has stepped back, watching as I fuss over the little boy. When there’s nothing left to fuss with, I fall back, resting against his dad. Clink wraps his arms around me and rests his chin above my head as we stare at the small race car shaped bed. 
 
   His little chest rises and falls methodically, while his tiny eyelashes flutter from dreaming. 
 
   “Let’s let him sleep, Sugar,” Clink whispers in my ear.
 
   I don’t want to leave him, but I know it’s the right thing to do. Clink grabs my hands and helps give incentive to move. Once out the door, I close it partially and tiptoe out into the main living room where Cage has just set down the last of the bags from the truck.
 
   “That’s everything, I think,” he tells us.
 
   Clink reaches out and pats the prospect hard, manly, on his arm, “Thanks, kid. It’s late, you can get goin’. I’ll catch you at the clubhouse tomorrow.”
 
   He smiles and nods to both of us, “Anytime, guys.”
 
   Clink locks the front door behind him, and kicks himself out of his boots, sighing loudly. He turns to look at the small pile of bags in the middle of the room and exhales deeply.
 
   “I don’t have the energy to deal with this tonight, Sugar. I need to take a shower and then get some sleep,” he apologizes for abandoning the mess.
 
   I wave it off, “Don’t even give it a second thought. I’ll take care of it. You just go get clean.”
 
   I begin to bend down to open the nearest bag. He moves close behind, pushing his denim covered dick into my ass cheeks, grabbing my hips and pulling them in closer.
 
   “Who says I’m gonna shower alone?” his voice is low but audible.
 
   I swallow hard, but my throat is nearly closed. Just a handful of words from him manages to make my body go haywire. His hips swirl behind me, lighting the fire. He reaches for my hand, interlacing our fingers and pulls gently. 
 
   I hold back, my eyes darting behind him to the partially closed little boy’s bedroom door, 
 
   “Baby, what if he wakes up? What if he needs something?”
 
   Clink laughs under his breath, “He’s an even heavier sleeper than I am, babe. He’ll be fine until morning, if I had to guess.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   The bathroom is filled with fog as I enter. Clink’s got the water running and waiting for me to I join him. I pull the glass shower door open as he’s facing the tile wall, rinsing the suds from his hair.
 
   His muscles flex as his body works to rinse itself, contracting and tensing. His large back tattoo moves with him, the oversized letters of the Kingsmen logo sprawled out, shoulder to shoulder. Almost undressed, I drop my panties and step out of them, into the shower stall. 
 
   He hears me enter and tilts his head to the side, “He still sleeping?”
 
   I roll my eyes, “Yes. You were right.”
 
   I couldn’t help but make one last trip back to check on Brendan, even though Clink knew he would be in the exact same state as we left him.
 
   He laughs, “Say that again?”
 
   I snort defiantly, “Don’t push your luck, big boy.” I slip into the water stream and feel my body drench itself under it.
 
   “How‘bout I push something else?” he turns to face me, water cascading down the front of our bodies. 
 
   I reach up on my tiptoes to taste his lips. “You could. Or…you could lean back and let me  do the pushing.”
 
   I press on his shoulder, urging him to sway back until he’s resting on the wall behind him. Our eyes lock, and he lazily drawls, “I missed you, Sugar.”
 
   I drop to my knees, setting myself up to take him, “I’ll bet you did.”
 
   His dick slides effortlessly into my scorching mouth. Every inch fills between my cheeks, reminding me of what I’ve been without. He’s told me how much he’smissed me, but I think I’ll show him rather than use words.
 
   His light moaning echoes in between the walls of the tiled chamber and my ears. His hips move to aid the act, hands eagerly pulling me into him. 
 
   “Good God, Sugar…I love fucking your mouth.”
 
   His dick is throbbing in my hands, dancing around my tongue. His legs tense, thighs tightening under my hands. The water rushing around us isn’t easy to hear past, but his breathing comes through. His panting breaths come hard and fast, his body preparing its release. 
 
   I know it’s the wear the road has taken on his body, his fatigue, leaving his body in a state of languor, as I know my man can always last longer than this. But the warning signs are showing themselves, that he’s close. 
 
   “Sugar, I-,” his facial expressions give away his struggle, I know he’s trying to last.
 
   I suck deep, letting him pop as I release him to speak, “Let it go, baby. Give it to me.”
 
    I take his length back inside and he does just as I’ve asked him to.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Mmm hmmm mhmmm. Wait. What the fuck? Am I humming?
 
   The bubbling from the nearby coffee maker is increasing in speed, letting off a tiny stream of steam from under the lid. I flip the power switch to leave the warming plate on and reach for two of the largest mugs in the cupboard. As I move to close the cabinet, the smallest of movements catches my eye.
 
   A tiny little foot peeking out from behind the pantry corner snatches itself back into hiding. Ah…I have a visitor.
 
   “These chocolate chip pancakes sure look delicious,” I speak out loud to my secret admirer.
 
   I flip two of the flapjacks onto a plate and place it onto the wooden table. Let’s see…how can I make this irresistible for him? I think I have an idea. Taking the can of whipped cream from the fridge, I shake it hard, walking back to his plate.
 
   “Let’s see…I think they need some eyes, and a nose, and a smile” I move the can to draw the specified shapes on the short stack of pancakes. A small amount of cream drips onto my finger as I finish my edible artwork. My pointer finger finds its way to my mouth, and I clean the richness from my skin with a swipe.
 
   Holding my warm coffee mug close, I take my seat at the table, across from the boy’s breakfast. I see his toes sneak out once more from behind the wall. This time, his shoulder peeks out, and then…a widened, yet hesitant, eye watches me. His eyes dart back and forth from me, to the hot breakfast set out for him. I see him lick his miniature lips hungrily.
 
   I move my gaze to set on him, and smile. He promptly retreats back behind the protection of the wall. I laugh to myself and sip on my coffee.
 
   “Those pancakes look so good. I’d hate for them to go to waste…maybe I’ll just have to eat them myself if no one else will.” I lay more bait for him.
 
   A quick pitter-pattering of steps hurries themselves across the room and Brendan hops up into the chair, preparing to devour his morning meal. He picks up his fork and dives into the melting ribbon of whipped cream.
 
   “Would it be alright if I cut that up for you?” I ask him.
 
   He nods his head up and down vigorously, eager to dig into his food. I smile at his reply and move my seat closer to him. I take the butter knife from my own place setting and meticulously operate on the pancakes, creating smaller pieces. 
 
   The little boy becomes restless, moving about back and forth, impatiently planning his assault on the food. I hand the fork back to him when the preparation is complete, and he wastes no time in accepting it to select the most appealing piece to start with. He hovers his fork over his plate excitedly until he’s made his choice, stabbing the food and stuffing it in his mouth. 
 
   His eyes are fixed on me as he chews. I smile back and his plump little cheeks blush.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t get to say hi to you last night when you got here. I’m Charlie.” The young boy nods at my introduction from across the table. “How are the pancakes?”
 
   His chubby cheeks are busy chewing his mouthful of food, but his eyes look delighted. Noise brings my attention behind the child, as his father stumbles in and enters the room in a sleep-grog state.
 
   Brendan watches me as he works on his plate, either oblivious to his dad’s presence, or uninterested in it. Clink pauses long enough behind the boy to muss his hair and plant a kiss on top of his head.
 
   “Mornin’,slugger,” he greets his mini-me son, while winking at me from behind Brendan’s back. “You two getting to know each other?”
 
   He pours himself the mug I’d set out for him, and turns to rest against the countertop, facing us both. His plaid pajama pants are untied, but hanging over his hips. His chest is bare, muscles dancing as he crosses his arms, watching our interaction.
 
   “I think we’re on the right track,” I smirk to my new buddy. “Want another pancake, kiddo?”
 
   He smiles, and shares his first words with me, “Yes, please.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CLINK
 
    
 
   “What about a spare change of clothes, in case he spills something?” Sugar disappears back into the house to grab the clothes.
 
   Crap!  Here we go again! I press my palm into the steering wheel and grip hard. This is her third trip back in the house. We haven’t even left the driveway yet. 
 
   “You OK back there, bud?” I look into the rearview mirror to check on the kid. The cartoon playing on the screen in front of him has him distracted enough. His eyes are fixed on the colorful pixels displayed on the fold-down screen. I check the time on the dashboard clock and roll my eyes again. At this rate, the kid’s gonna need another bathroom run before we finally get going. 
 
   Sugar locks the door behind her…again…and joins us inside the cab of the truck. Smiling ear to ear, acting as if she’s just solved a worldwide catastrophe.
 
   “I grabbed the travel first aid kit, too. Just in case,” she proudly informs me.
 
   I laugh, while throwing the gear into reverse. “You sure you don’t want to grab his pillow and blanket in case he wants to nap?”
 
   Her head perks up from the pile of children's clothing in her lap. “Good idea!.” 
 
   Oh fuck! I push the automatic lock button quick, before Sugar has the chance to open her door.  “Babe…I was joking. Relax….”
 
   The frustration at possibly being unprepared is eating away at her. “What if there’s something we forgot?”
 
   I laugh. “Impossible. And we’re only gonna be gone a few hours. There’ll be other parents there, and kids…I’m sure Jean’s got plenty of stuff to keep them busy.” I reach out to grab her hand and raise it to nip playfully on her knuckles to distract her.
 
   She scowls at me. I fucking love it! This woman can scowl at me all she wants. 
 
   “Hey Brendan,” she calls out behind her. “Are you excited to meet Ava?”
 
   We’ve been preparing him for all of the people he’s about to meet tonight. Out of all the brother’s kids, Ava is closest in age to him. Brendan’s a quiet kid, it’ll be interesting to see how he interacts with Trojan’s daughter. She’s…a handful.
 
   “She’s really pretty, Brendan,” Charlie adds.
 
   We both take advantage of our stopped position at the traffic light to look back and see his reaction. He doesn’t disappoint, and makes a grossed-out face. 
 
   “Cooties?” Charlie asks him.
 
   He nods his head up and down, while barely removing his eyes from the movie, “Yup.”
 
   His gelled mini spikes don’t move with his nodding, though. Sugar spent enough time perfecting the hairstyle Sunny gave him this morning down at her shop, that I know she’ll flip her shit if it gets messed up before he makes his debut.
 
   He’s only been with us a couple of days, but he’s getting a nice little routine going. Sugar and I agreed to have a good cop/bad cop thing going if we needed to, but so far…it’s been a walk in the park. He’s a damn good kid and seems happy to be with us. So far he’s met Sunny and Lil’s. Tonight he’ll get to meet everyone else. Including Ava, Lord help us.
 
   “Daddy?” the tot calls to me.
 
   I search the rearview mirror for him, “Mmm hmm?….”
 
   “Can you put the turtles on?”
 
   This kid loves the freakin' Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. I inhale sharply when I realize that we didn’t bring that cartoon. Sugar sits up straight, sifting through the oversized bag she’s packed with all of my son’s things for tonight.
 
   “I’ve got it!” she squeals, and holds it up like a hard-earned prize. She wastes no time in switching out the discs in the player and gets the cartoon set up for him. The familiar theme song  that’s been playing non-stop in the house begins to chime through the top-of-the-line sound system.
 
   Brendan starts to kick his legs excitedly, “Thanks, Chawlee!”
 
   Sugar smiles self satisfactorily at me. All right. I can give credit where credit is due. 
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   The faces stare blankly back at me as I retell the story. Sugar’s heard it before, and tries her best not to let any biased emotions slip through. 
 
   “She just up and left him with her folks?” Trojan asked the question I’m sure all of these people gathered around us are wondering.
 
   I shrug my shoulders. “Yep. They think it’s just prescription pills, but you never know. For all we know she could be shooting hard-ass shit in her veins. Her parents are old as hell and not able to take care of him, but even their place was a better spot for him than with her.”
 
   Tiny finishes the last of his near empty beer. “How come she didn’t call you?”
 
   I roll my eyes. These people know Barbara. At least they knew  her…before she became a junkie, that is. Their guess is as good as mine.
 
   “Probably because she knew you’d never give him back,” Vince verbalizes his guess as he and Butch pull up chairs into our circle of discussion. They sit next to their children, Jay and Lil’s. Butch looks pallid and balances his cigarette and beer bottle in the same hand.
 
   Sugar clears her throat almost immediately after they’ve joined us, “I need to go check on him.”  She leaves us.
 
   “The whole idea of him just being left really pisses her off.” I don’t think my explanation is necessary, since it’s pretty obvious how she lights up around him. 
 
   “It pisses me off, too,” Lil’s adds. Jay reaches around his wife’s shoulders and pulls her in closer. “Thank God that little boy has you guys. Charlie’s twice the woman that deadbeat ever was.”
 
   I savor the beer in my mouth while I ponder over those words. Fuck yeah, Sugar’s more woman then Barb ever was. I’m damn lucky to have her. My son is damn lucky to have her. I watch as she swerves through the crowd, making small talk with almost every brother and ol' lady she passes. 
 
   I bite the inside of my cheek as she retreats back into the boardroom where the kids are set up. Her perfectly plump ass bounces with each step away from me. It’s been more than just a little adjustment since Brendan came home, and I haven’t exactly had as much “quality” time with her ass as I’m used to.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
    
 
   He looks so small sitting in Clink’s chair at the Kingsmen boardroom table. His daddy’s chair dwarfs his small little frame, but it’s pulled up real close to the edge of the thick wooden table so his bitty arms can reach the coloring book laid out in front of him.
 
   Ava’s hovering near him, “You’re supposed to color inside the lines, Brendan,” she grabs for a nearby crayon and moves to demonstrate her artistic skills. “Like this….”
 
   Brendan begins to pout as his paper canvas is overtaken by the little girl. “Chawlee says I can color where I want as long as it’s not on the walls.”
 
   I laugh to myself. I did say that. Ava doesn’t give up, though, and works to finish his masterpiece. Brendan’s had enough and throws his half-used blue crayon across the table.
 
   “Stop bossin’me around, Ava!” he screams, his little cheeks and ears beginning to redden themselves in anger.
 
   The little girl doesn’t miss a beat and continues her artwork. Brendan stands up from his seat. “I said STOP! This is for Chawlee. It’s not yours!”
 
   He grabs the sheet out from under her coloring stick, leaving a long jagged line on it, from the pull. His small brown eyes double in size at the unintended mark. 
 
   “You ruined it! It’s ruined!” he wails.
 
   Embarrassed, Ava tries to downplay her guilt. “So? Why are you even making her a picture? She’s not your ma.”
 
   And…that seemed to do the trick. Brendan throws the coloring book aside and pounces, pushing the little girl to the ground. Her braided hair flops around as she wiggles under him, trying to free herself from his weak but emphatic fists. I practically fly to their side of the table to separate them, but the task isn’t as easy as I’d imagined it to be. 
 
   “Brendan! Stop! It’s over.” I try to get a grip on his thin arms to hold them at bay and away from the little girl. He’s a squirmer, though, and it takes me a few attempts to still him. His breathing is fast and shallow as his body ripples with child-sized fury. 
 
   Once I have him fully subdued, I pull him back into my chest and hold him tight, rocking back and forth. “It’s OK, kiddo. It’s over. Relax…breathe deep.”
 
   Jean is right behind me, rushing to break up the squabble, and she’s tending to Brendan’s opponent. Other than getting the wind knocked out of her, Ava seems to be recovering fine. The commotion seems to have garnered the attention of some of the brothers nearby, and word has spread to parents. 
 
   Clink heads in just as Brendan is starting to breathe regularly, followed by Trojan and Sarah. The parents take to their respective child and ask the automatic questions of what’s happened and who started it.
 
   Each child points to the other, and the accusations fly. 
 
   “Did you hit her, son?” Clink asks. I know he’s not asking me, that I’m not the one in trouble, but you’d never know it from the reaction my body is having. I panic for Brendan and clutch him tighter.
 
   Clink sees my slight reaction and darts his eyes up to mine, stilling me instantly.
 
   “She…,” the boy whispers in a defeated tone. “She talked about my mom. She talked about Charlie, too.”
 
   Trojan squints his eyes and watches his daughter as she speaks up to defend herself. “That’s not what I meant, Brendan. I wasn’t talking bad  about your ma.”
 
   Clink shakes off her words from behind him. We’ve gathered an audience by now, and I can tell the boy is embarrassed. 
 
   “Brendan, I asked you a question. Did you hit her?”
 
   I close my eyes tight as Brendan admits to his crime, “Yes, sir.”
 
   Clink exhales deep and slow, “Alright. Let’s go,” he reaches out for his son’s shoulder to take him from me. 
 
   Brandon moves to hide in my arms, and I willingly take him. Clink raises his chin to me, in silent question, cocking his eyebrow, eyes darkened and more serious than I’ve ever seen them.
 
   Fuck. 
 
   My heart breaks as I force myself to speak, to say the words I have no doubt will shatter this little boy right now. 
 
   “Brendan…” I swallow hard. “You have to go with your dad.” He looks up at me, fear in his eyes. I force myself to smile. “It’s OK, bud. Be a big boy. It’ll be fine.”
 
   He knows I’m lying, that it will most definitely not be OK for the next few minutes, but he fortifies himself with a deep breath, straightens his shoulders back and nods silently to me. I kiss his little forehead, still slicked with sweat from his physical disagreement, and hand him off to Clink.
 
   Clink’s face is like stone, not revealing anything. My eyes beg him for leniency on the little boy as he’s carted off. The packed room parts for the father and son to walk through. Once they’ve left, the room fills with awkward silence, before people return to their meals or drinks. 
 
   My chest feels heavy, my conscience constricted. I feel like a traitor. I know he’s not mine, but every instinct in my body is telling me to run after them and shield him from his father and the justice he’s about to experience. He’s too young, too sweet to be held accountable for a hair-trigger response to a raw topic. 
 
   But, I know that’s not how the Kingsmen operate. Most of these brothers have been raised in the club, their own pop’s being members. They instill their values early, with no room for misinterpretation. 
 
   Jean moves next to me, “You all right, girl?” I look to her, and she nods. “Let’s get a drink.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   Where the hell are they?
 
   It’s been over fifteen minutes. How long does something like this take? I nervously fidget with the napkin under my glass.
 
   “Better?” Jean asks.
 
   I shrug my shoulders and make a weak attempt at a smile. She laughs. 
 
   “It doesn’t get easier, sweetheart. You gotta learn to trust your man and let him handle these things” she takes a sip of her bottle of domestic beer. “And then…when your boy needs his mama after, you dry his tears.”
 
   “Easier said than done.” She nods in agreement with my statement. “I mean, he’s been through so much, I just think he should be cut some slack.”
 
   Jean listens and weighs my words, “Perhaps. But that’s not how life works. You two have a mighty important job here. That little boy is gonna be a man one day. The lessons he learns every single day, fair or not, are gonna help determine what kind of man that is, darlin’. I remember the days of sitting by and waiting for my ol’man to get done teaching Jay those lessons. Damn near gave me an ulcer worrying that my boy would hate us for it.”
 
   I turn my full attention to her. 
 
   “But…,” she finishes, “I look at my boy, grown into a man now, about to have a little one of his own…,” her eyes take on a long lost gleam to them. She catches herself and snaps herself back, “…and I know I did my job.”
 
   She rests her hand on my shoulder and gives it a gentle squeeze.
 
   The door to the main room opens and Clink allows the little boy to enter ahead of him. I struggle to stay seated, wanting to run to him and scoop him in my arms, but I don’t. I can see as they approach that his eyes are reddened. Clear, dried streaks run down his cheeks, evidence of the tears that once fell. 
 
   Clink looks tired, mentally worn. They make their way to me, and Brendan tries his best to smile. “Chawlee?” he asks me.
 
   “Yeah, bud?” I answer, analyzing his voice for something, anything to give clue as to his feelings.
 
   He looks up to his dad, standing near, before making his request of me. “Can you take me to say sorwy to Ava?”
 
   A warm feeling floods through me. I look briefly to Clink and he nods. Then back to the little boy as his lashes flutter, awaiting my answer. I try to collect myself, not wanting a cracking voice to give away my pride and undermine anything.
 
   “Sure, bug. Let’s go find her.”
 
   I take Brendan’s hand and let him lead the way. I pass close enough to my man to give him a quick little kiss and a smile. He moans, needing more, but we have a strictly PG audience today.
 
   It doesn’t stop him from grabbing a handful of my ass as I leave, though.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CLINK
 
    
 
   “He asleep?” I ask Sugar as she gently closes the bedroom door behind her.
 
   She nods, and covers her luscious lips with her finger, “Shhh….”
 
   I lower my voice and pull back the blankets from her side of the bed. “Thank God. This day needs to be over, already. The last time I had to punish him, he wasn’t even two. All I had to do back then was take away his toy.” I exhale, long. “This was a hell of a lot harder to do.”
 
   She climbs in and reaches to her nightstand to pump a bit of lotion onto her hands, before rubbing them together. “He isn’t hurt,  is he?”she asks.
 
   I laugh, pulling her to me. “His bottom will be a little sore tomorrow, but he’ll be fine.” She snuggles in close, only reaching out to turn the lamp off. “I remember the one time I ever hit a girl…let’s just say I couldn’t sit for a lot longer than a day.”
 
   Even though the room is dark, I can feel Sugar angling her head to me, curious as to my own punishment story.
 
   “What happened?” She can’t contain that curiosity. 
 
   I think back. “I was in the second grade. Susie Meyer heard some shit rumor, probably from her parents, that my dad was a no-good thug. She felt the need to share that information with me, in front of every other kid on our class.”
 
   Sugar makes a sharp hissing sound, “Oooh, that’s terrible.”
 
   I roll on my side to face her, front to front. “It wasn’t fun. But, my pop made it clear that people are gonna say shit. How you respond or react to it, pretty much lets them know if they were right.”
 
   Her soft fingers find their way to my chest, “Your dad sounds like he was a wise man….”
 
   I shift in closer, my own hands sliding through the blankets to find her curves, and grabbing tightly to them. “He was the smartest man I ever met. He was a hard-ass, but I wanted to be just like him.”
 
   Her warm breath flows through the inch or so between us, spilling out over my skin, “You must miss him.”
 
   I kiss the tip of her nose. “Every fucking day. I always wondered if I’d be half the dad he was. When she took Brendan away from me, I didn’t think I’d ever get to find out.”
 
   She inches forward and swipes her tongue out to heat my already scorched mouth. “You’re gonna be a fantastic dad, from what I’ve seen so far.”
 
   I laugh into her neck as I move my kisses away from her fuck-me lips. “Oh yeah? You sure looked like you wanted to kill me when I stepped in between the boy and Ava.”
 
   She moans from my touch, my lips finding their way to her tit. “I just wasn’t used to that. My dad never raised a hand to me or Dana when we were kids.”
 
   Other than the one day at lunch with her ma, she’s never mentioned her dad before. I don’t know when I’ll ever get the chance to ask about him again, so I back off of her boob, releasing the tip from my mouth. “You miss him.”
 
   Sugar’s chest expands deeply at the question. “Every fucking day,” she uses my own words from earlier, but I don’t doubt their sincerity. “He…he was one in a million. He sacrificed so much…and he loved me when he didn’t have to.”
 
   Huh…that’s cryptic enough. “What father doesn’t have  to love his own daughter?”
 
   She stiffens in my arms. “What…?Oh-I meant,” her breath quickens, “it must not have been easy for him…to love me. But, he did, and-”
 
   I take her mouth in mine, deep, lingering to make sure she believes the words I’m about to tell her. “Sugar…I can tell you first hand, it’s the easiest thing in the world to love you.”
 
   She pulls back, fast. I can hear the swallow she makes, “What….?”
 
   I roll her over, pressing myself on top of her, settling my stiffened cock between us.
 
   “I said…you make it easy to love you. It’s the easiest thing I’ve ever done.”
 
   Her hands blindly find my face to hold it. “You’ve never said that before….”
 
   It’s true. I’ve never told her I’ve loved her. Truth is, I didn’t know I loved her for a long time.  I knew I couldn’t be without her, but the baggage I carried from before her, made it a hard pill to swallow to admit it to myself. I swore I’d never let a woman in again, give her the power to break me. But fuck, there’s no way I can notlet her in at this point. Without her, it’s not worth having, anyway. 
 
   “Are you saying…?”
 
   Damn. Does she want me to spell it out for her? I’ll do better than that. I’ll fucking show her.   I methodically move my hands to grab her boy shorts and pull them down, panties and all. She helps, shifting on her hips to allow the material to flow easily down her silky soft legs. Once her body is clear of the hindrance, I push my body into her, guiding her legs up. 
 
   The tip of my dick teases itself by bumping into the heat of her pussy and jumps with excitement, eager to slide home.
 
   “I’m saying…” I line my hips up and press deep, teasing her nub with skin, “I love you.” I don’t give her opportunity to respond with anything other than a low satisfied moan as I thrust into her, joining our bodies into one. Her back arches and her hands grab around my back, nails pressing deep.
 
   “And you…” I instruct her, “are gonna tell me you love me,  every time I make you come tonight.”
 
   I plunge my tongue into her waiting mouth, taking each hitch of her breath as it escapes her lips. My hand leaves the tempting cushion of her tits, and inches its way down between us to the slickened area between our thighs. My body slips in and out of hers bringing her closer to the words.
 
   My fingers explore the area where her warmth wraps around me, navigating the folds to find her spot. Her body is like a map, one I’ve spent night after night discovering. And the spot I’m working on now? It’s the mother-fucking treasure chest.
 
   Her breath quickens and her lips leave mine to find my ear and bite it. “That’s it, baby.”
 
   “Yeah?” I ask, “You got something else to say to me?”
 
   She thrusts her body into mine, spurring me on. “Not yet.”
 
   “Is that so?” Well, that just won’t do, I think. I grab under her leg and hitch it up and out, widening her space for me, rotating my hips‘round to add friction to her. Her breaths quicken and her body wriggles under me.
 
   “Say it,” I command.
 
   She bites her lip, eyes clenching tight. The tiny space between her eyebrows furrows in frustration. She whimpers.
 
   “Say it….” I coax her.
 
   “I…” she sighs. Her flesh breaks out in a sweat. A patch of reddened skin breaks out over her throat. Her legs stiffen and her throat opens as her body reels from it. Her arms shiver around me and her voice quakes, but she gives it to me. 
 
   “I love you,” she yells out.
 
   I kiss her deep, thanking her for that. I hold her tight until her body returns to normalcy.
 
   “And now…you’re gonna make me say it to you.” I roll us over so she’s sitting, straddling me. Her eyes cloud over, mischief creeping in. 
 
   “Oh, I’m gonna make you say it, alright.”
 
   Bring it on. 
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
    
 
   The house is quiet, it’s later than late. Clink is sleeping soundly next to me, the deep rattling of his even breathing is calming to me. I’m beyond tired, but the verbal confessions we made to each other a little while ago are swirling in my head.
 
   What he and I have is unique and special. I would have been just fine, I think, not labeling our feelings. But, now that they are, I find that I can’t stop grinning. He loves me. He said it over and over, and I believe every word. Staring up at the darkened ceiling, or at his sleeping body, is tormenting me. Nothing will spur on sleep. I’ve counted sheep, relived every moment of making love to him this last time, but I’m still wired. Still wide awake.
 
   I gently push off the blankets and slip out of bed. I swipe Clink’s bathrobe from the hook on the master bathroom wall and cover myself in it, cinching it at the waist. He’s out cold and doesn’t even stir from the tiny noises I’ve inadvertently made. 
 
   I tiptoe down the hallway and pause in front of Brendan’s room. I turn the handle and open the door to check in on him. His small body is free from the blankets, having kicked loose from them at some point during the night. The muted light from his Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle night light bathes his pajama-clad limbs. I rest against the door jamb and watch him.
 
   His chest inflates with each breath, and tiny vibrations accompany his breathing. I can’t help but wonder if this is what Clink looked like as a little boy. He’s such a good little boy. I can’t imagine what his mother is going through, but it’s got to be some pretty deep shit to make her willingly give him up.
 
   The fact that Ava was able to bring him to the point of fists today at the mere mention of his mother is further proof that he’s going to need some help dealing with this. I was lucky, I guess. I didn’t have to deal with parent issues until I was older, but I know it’s still affected me deeply. I don’t want that for Brendan. I”ll do whatever I can to make sure he gets through all this with as little trauma as possible. 
 
   Oh my God! I wonder if my dad ever looked at me and thought the same thing when I was little? Even though I didn’t know it back then, he did. He knew I wasn’t his. He knew how it would hurt me and impact every part of my life if I found out. He was doing the exact same thing I’m vowing to do for Brendan right now. He was vowing to keep that hurt away from me.
 
   My heart hurts even more than when I usually think of him. I’m just thankful that I didn’t know the truth until after he passed. Every moment of our time together, he was my dad. I didn’t know any different. I know if I had, that it wouldn’t have changed how I felt about him one bit. But, I’m sure he would have thought that it did. Every time he looked at me, he would have wondered if I loved him any less. I’m so thankful that he never had to wonder.
 
   I close Brendan’s door and grab a quick glass of water from the kitchen before heading back to bed. Once inside our bedroom, I disrobe and climb back to bed, next to the man I love. The dipping of the mattress instinctively leads Clink to roll over to me. His massive arm wraps around me, covering me, protecting me. 
 
   I love him. 
 
   He may have said the words first, but damn, I can’t imagine him not saying the words from here on out, every moment, every day. Now I have it all. The man, the boy, the family, the club. I snuggle close to him and breath him in. And slowly…I fall asleep. Content. Happy.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   ONE MONTH LATER
 
    
 
   “No…it’s no problem, babe” I peek beyond the kitchen into the living room where Brendan is playing with his Legos. The bright green colors of fighting turtles flash across the screen of Clink’s jumbo TV. “I’ve got some personal time at work. I’ll just call in and watch him until you guys get back.”
 
   I hear the releasing of his breath rattle across the receiver. “You sure, Sugar? I’m sure Jean can watch him until we get back to town.”
 
   “Babe. I’ll watch him. It’s fine. I want to. Besides, Lil’s is due any day now. I’m sure Jean is on high alert.” Secretly, i’m would rather watch him myself than have anyone else do it. Even if I have to piss off my charge nurse to do it.
 
   There’re background voices behind Clink calling to him. “Shit. I gotta go. Give the kid a kiss for me. I love you.”
 
   “Love you, too. Be safe,” I respond before he ends the call.
 
   I toss the disconnected phone aside and place my hands on my hips. All right then. Time to break out the board games.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “Chawlee!! I’m all done!” my little buddy screams out from the opened bathroom door. It’s about time! Give the kid a bath filled with bubbles and a few toys, and he’s in heaven! 
 
   By the time I enter the tiled bathroom, he’s already wrapped in an oversized towel I left for him, complete with patches of bubbles on his head and arms.
 
   I laugh at him, and help to pat him dry. He’d already selected his turtle pajamas, so I leave him to change into them and wait nearby with a comb. One of my favorite parts of the day is after he’s had his bath and I can comb his hair for him. Sunny did a great job in shaping things up and Brendan just loves when I make little spikes in the front of his hair. I move the comb carefully over his skin, making tiny tracks in his thick brown mane.
 
   “Chawlee?” he asks in a small voice as he sits for me to finish the grooming.
 
   “Yeah, bud?” 
 
   He pauses himself, head bowed. I can’t see his facial expressions but I can read them through his voice.
 
   “Is my mommy coming back?” 
 
   Oh crap.
 
   What am I supposed to say to this? I close my eyes tight and look for the right words. I don’t want to give him false hope, but I don’t want to lie to him, either. I set the comb down.
 
   “Brendan, look at me,” I turn the little boy to face me, and lift his downcast chin up, so he can see my sincerity as I speak. “Kiddo, your mom loves you a ton. More than anything. But, right now…she’s sick. That’s why you’re here with your dad and me. But,” I pinch his pint sized nose. “I know your daddy. And he loves you so much. I know he’s gonna make sure your momma gets better. And until then, you’ll stay with us. Is that OK?”
 
   Brendan pinches his lips together in thought before nodding up and down. I smile and bring him in for a hug, rocking back and forth.
 
   “OK” I carry him over to his bed, setting him down and tucking him in. “It’s time for you to get some sleep.”
 
   I kiss him on the forehead and pull the covers up to his chin. “Night, bud.”
 
   “Night, Chawlee.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CLINK
 
    
 
   We’ve been riding for hours. We were able to shave a little time off the run by detouring, but we’re still rolling into town late and behind schedule. I’m sweaty, hungry, and I stink like a fuckin’sweaty locker room. 
 
   We’ve been burning the candle from both ends trying to get this job done, and it’s taken a toll. I can barely keep my eyes open, and the only thing that’s keeping me going is knowing that I’m on my way back to my family.
 
   The warehouse is lit, plenty of prospects ready to unload the cargo from the cage. The cover of night helps, but this shit has got to get in and out of sight fucking fast. The garage doors are opened and the cage drives in. I park my bike next to Vince. With Jay bowing out of this run to stay home with Lil’s, I’ve been second in command. I volunteered to lead the run myself so that Vince could sit it out, but the stubborn motherfucker wouldn’t hear it.
 
   He’s been pulling his weight as well as Jay’s for the last couple of weeks while Lil’s is ready to pop. He’s never been the type of Prez to sit back and let his rank bring him his money…he’s out in the trenches with the rest of us, earning.
 
   “I want these crates in the hole in less than fifteen minutes!” he calls out to the swarm of leather-clad brothers unpacking the haul.
 
   The warehouse is out in the boonies, at least twenty minutes from town. Now that I have an ETA, I text Sugar that I’ll be home in a half hour, ready for a hot plate, hot shower, and an even hotter piece of ass.
 
   “Hey, boss,” I walk up to Vince. “I got this from here. You get home. You look like shit.”
 
   Vince stumbles on his own feet. “I’ll get home when I damn well feel like it.”
 
   I hold up my hands in concession. His funeral, not mine. Jean is gonna tear him a new one when he goes walking through the door looking like he does. He needs a lot more than just some rest, food, and pussy. The dumb asshole needs a fucking vacation.
 
   “You let me know how that works out for you, chief. Your ol’lady don’t seem like the patient kind when you overdo shit.” I bid my brothers farewell and climb on my bike.
 
   “Do as you like, but I’m going home to my lady and the little homecoming she’s got waiting.” 
 
   T.J. strolls by and fist bumps me in agreement.
 
   I’m twenty-nine minutes closer to being in between those thighs.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   I roll over, pushing my body off Sugar’s so I don’t crush her tiny frame. I pant hard and fast as my body recoups itself. Holy shit! No way in hell did I think I had the energy for that. But, one look at her sweet ass and my cock takes over. Now my body is gonna pay for it.
 
   “That was…” I try to verbalize what I’m feeling, what we’ve just done, but exhaustion leaves my tongue tied. 
 
   Sugar throws her arm around me, nibbling on my nipple, “Fantastic?”
 
   I laugh quietly, “Fantastic.”
 
   She settles into me, sighing contentedly. Damn right she’s content. I make sure my woman’s taken care of, regardless of how bone tired I am. And now that that’s taken care of, I can finally get some fucking sleep.
 
   Maybe not.
 
   We both reach for our respective phones from each table by our side of the bed. It’s fucking late as hell and to have both phones going haywire isn’t the best of signs.
 
   “Yeah?” I tune out Charlie’s own questions into her cell from near me.
 
   “Bro, you better get down to Mercy, man. Vince is in the O.R.” 
 
   I can’t exactly make out the voice, as he sounds just as worn and beat as I am. But at this point, it doesn’t fucking matter who it is.
 
   I spring to my feet, casting the covers aside, flipping the light switch. 
 
   “I’ll be there in twenty.” I waste no time in tossing the useless phone aside and jumping into my jeans. Sugar has me beat, halfway dressed and piling her hair into some enormous clip to avoid having to brush it.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask her, unable to catch her attention as she darts around the room searching for her shoe. She shows no sign of hearing me, leaving me no choice but to lunge to catch her and hold her. Her eyes are wild, frenzied. 
 
   “Babe!” I shake her lightly, snapping her from her daze. “What are you doing?”
 
   She blinks hard. “Hospital. I have to get to the hospital. He….”
 
   “I know. I’m going now. You stay here with Brendan. We don’t know what’s going on, but you don’t need to be there yet,” I try talking some sense into her.
 
   She shakes her head, not agreeing with my words. “I-you don’t understand. I have to-”
 
   “Charlie!” I sit her on the bed, facing me. “You need to listen to me. You need to stay here with Brendan. I’ll call you as soon as I know what’s going on.”
 
   Hey eyes are intense, full of sorrow. She’s never shown as much as an ounce of interest in the prez before. In fact, I always thought she hated him by the way she avoided him. It’s good to see her taking such an interest in other club members, but now is not the time to deal with another hysterical woman. We’ll have our hands full with Jean and Lil’s.
 
   “But, Lil’s…she said he’s going into surgery. I should be there,” she’s begging.
 
   Of course. She wants to be there for Lil’s. I don’t blame her, but there’s a time and a place for that. Right now, she’s needed here, with our family. 
 
   I hold her chin in my hand. “There’s nothing you can do right now, babe. I’ll call you when I get there. Brendan is gonna need you here.” She moves her lips to protest once more. “Sugar! That’s enough!”
 
   She claps her lips tight, and I can tell she’s clenching her teeth. But, she doesn’t move. I walk into the closet empty handed, but return with a shirt and a Glock 48. She eyes the gun hard, probably unaware it was even hidden in the gun safe concealed in the depths of my clothes.
 
   I pull the chamber and prepare the first bullet before placing it on the nightstand. “Babe. You need to hear every word of this,” I make sure I have her undivided attention. I’m about to leave her with a loaded pistol with my son just rooms away. “This is easy to use if you have to. I’ll have a prospect here in fifteen minutes, but until then, you shoot anyone who walks through the front door if he doesn’t have a Kingsmen patch.” 
 
   I set the gun down carefully. Her eyes never leave the piece.
 
   I don’t know what the fuck is going on, why Vince is in the hospital. We don’t have any beef right now with anyone, but I’m not taking any chances. The two things, people, I love most are in this house and I’m not chancing anything happening to them.
 
   “Nod that you understand me, Charlie.”
 
   She nods. I breathe deep. I bend down to kiss her, hard, before grabbing my boots and my cut and hightailing it out of here.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
    
 
   I can’t breath. I’m suffocating. There is a loaded gun on my bedside table, and I’m left alone at two thirty in the morning to protect Brendan from Lord knows what, and a man who I loathe more than anything having a medical crisis yet I can’t hold myself back from wanting to go see him. What the hell is wrong with me? I’m a strong person. I can cope with shit. 
 
   Why am I falling apart right now?
 
   Breathe. I just need to breathe. It’s fine, I’m sure. He probably drank himself stupid and fell or ate something and has a wicked case of heartburn and Jean’s just on the cautious side…making him go to the ER to rule out a heart issue. We get so many of those. A crazy, late-night burrito giving them wicked acid indigestion and everyone thinks it’s a heart attack. 
 
   Yeah…that’s what it is. I’ll bet they send him home with a script for some Omeprazol and a dietary warning. Not like he’ll listen to it…he’s as cooperative as a rabid dog. I laugh to myself, getting all worked up over him.
 
   But, Lil’s did say they were taking him into surgery. They wouldn’t do that for just some heartburn. My breaths quicken. My pulse races. Why do I even care? It’s not like he even means anything to me. 
 
   I try to calm myself. I need to stay here. I need to watch over Brendan. He’s the most important thing right now. Not some dead-beat, low-life, two-bit prick lying in a hospital bed. Clink trusts me to watch over his son. Whatever it is, he thought it serious enough to leave me with a gun. 
 
   I close my eyes and count to five. That’s all I’m gonna give him. Five seconds of my time, of my thoughts, before I move on and leave his fate to the doctors. He’s their problem now.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t make any sense, Charlie! The doctor’s have told me that I’m  anemic before. I  didn’t end up in the hospital!” Lil’s cries into my shoulder.
 
   I rub her shoulder, consoling her. “Lil’s, it’s not exactly the same thing. Aplastic anemia is much more serious than just a low iron count. I promise you, they are gonna do everything they need to do.”
 
   She shakes her head, not allowing herself to believe me. “But they want to give him chemotherapy…” she recounts. “Cancer  patients have chemo, Charlie. People die from cancer.”
 
   Jean and Jay are sitting bedside with Vince, and I’ve taken Lil’s out for some fresh air. The sun is setting behind the hospital and the air is starting to chill, but she needs to stay out of that room for a little longer.
 
   “He doesn’t have cancer, Lil’s. The doctors are going to use the toxic chemicals in the chemotherapy to kill off the bad cells that are making him sick.” She watches me, cautiously. “Then…hopefully the good cells that are left, will be able to make more good cells.”
 
   Her eyes widen, “Hopefully?”
 
   I know this is not new information to her. I know the nurses and doctors have been walking them all through the treatments step by step. But I also know that hearing it from Me will bear more weight than a stranger in a lab coat.
 
   “It’s very successful, Lil’s.” I hand her a tissue.
 
   She takes it and dabs her eyes. “But not always. None of us match yet. They told us they need to find a bone marrow donor in case this doesn’t work. Jay wasn’t a match, Lil’s.”
 
   It’s true. Every Kingsmen has been tested, and even members of the community have stepped forward during the last week to determine if they can donate to Vince. I knew the odds were not in their favor. Statistically, a blood relative is the best chance. We were all holding our breath after Jay was tested, but…he wasn’t a match.
 
   Jay was devastated when the doctors broke that news. Clink and Tiny had to take him out of the room to prevent him from breaking down in front of his parents. 
 
   “The baby…” Lil’s sniffles. “They said the baby could be a match.”
 
   I hold my breath. The baby could  be a match, but unless Lil’s goes into labor asap or they induce her to go earlier, it might not be in time. Vince had been classified as having very severe acute anemia. Every day counts.
 
   The thought of what that poor little baby would have to go through to donate…I shake my head. It’s an unnecessary risk. And a gamble. 
 
   “We should get you inside, Lil’s. It’s gonna get colder soon.”
 
   The waiting room is swollen with Kingsmen. The hallways are lined with them. They’ve been here for days and days. Every new treatment or procedure brought them hope. The blood transfusions, the immunosuppressive drugs. Every disappointment rippled through them.
 
   “Nurse, can you help me?” Asweet old lady walking down the hallway spots me in my scrubs. I smile to her, and nod to Lil’s indicating that I’ll catch up with her. 
 
   My shift has been over for about twenty minutes but like every other day this week, I’ll stay. I’m not scheduled for Vince’s floor, but I get to stop by often to check on everyone. Countless hours are spent here with Clink, waiting. The chemotherapy has just begun to be administered. Hopes are high. 
 
   I help Mrs. Jacobs to her room and settle her in before handing her over to the nurse on duty.  The stress induced headache surging behind my eyes is worsening. I stop by the nurses-lounge and pop a couple of ibuprofen. Taking my cup of cool water with me, I walk aimlessly through the corridor. 
 
   I can’t see him now, lying in that bed. I’ve seen enough of it. My insides are torn, my conscience split. I must have walked down to the lab a half dozen times in the last 24 hours alone to be swabbed and tested to see if I’m a match. But each time I turn around. I know what will happen if I’m a match. I could very well help to save his life, but in the process could cost me  the two things that mean the most to me. Clink and Brendan.
 
   I find myself in front of the hospital chapel. It’s evening, and most visitors are in with their respective friend or loved one. The candle-lit room is empty and quiet. Perfect. I slide into one of the pews and set my half-filled cup aside. 
 
   I exhale deep and slow, imagining the stress escaping with it. I close my eyes and sink into myself, my shoulders rounding. My head proves heavy and I don’t even bother to fight the urge to lean forward to rest it on my forearms, balanced on the back of the pew in front of me. 
 
   The tightness in my brow from the tension headache relaxes as I press into the hardness of my arm. I knew this wouldn’t be easy. I knew from every other patient like him that I’d seen, that it would be long. It would be draining, exhausting. Jean, Jay, Lil’s…they’ve all gone through every emotion in the book. I’ve gone through the emotions, too. Just in private. Like I am now.
 
   I remember back when I was the one sitting next to a hospital bed with mom and Dana by my side. Waiting. Praying. I remember the doctor’s face when he’d told us they’d done everything they could. I remember the endless sobbing and crying, unable to believe he was gone. He was my dad…and even if I had learned the truth then, I know I wouldn’t have hurt any less. 
 
   It doesn’t matter that his blood wasn’t the blood in my veins. It doesn’t matter that his hair and his eyes weren’t the same as mine, even though Dana was the spitting image of him. He was my daddy, and I was his little girl. And after the doctors came in that last night and told us he was gone, he was the one I mourned. 
 
   The only thing that helped numb the pain from his loss was letting it turn to anger and hate when I came across the truth. That hate has been fueling me, moving me forward, further away from the pain that it prevented me from having to deal with. I can’t go through that again. 
 
   If Vince is gone, then there’s no one left to hate. Nothing left to distract me from having to sort through the feelings stuffed deep down. 
 
   I won’t be the only one suffering. There will be others swimming in their own version of hell. Jean will be lost without him. Jay, my brother, will go through the same thing I will. We’ll both have to live without our fathers…although it’ll be two different men we mourn. 
 
   And the baby. The baby will never know their granddad. No matter how I try to villainize Vince, he loves his son. The child he chose to actually fulfill his fatherly role for, and the family he actually chose to head…I know they need him. I know that baby would be the love of that sorry bastard’s life. And even though it’s like stabbing a knife into my gut, I know that baby…my niece or nephew…will have a better life with their granddad in it. 
 
   “Hey…. there you are,” I hear Clink’s voice though the room and lift my head from its resting place. 
 
   I slide over for him and he takes a seat. 
 
   “Hey,” I whisper, truly glad to have him here. He wraps his arm around me and I close my eyes, savoring it.
 
   “Praying?” he asks.
 
   I turn my head to him, resting it on his shoulder. “Something like that.”
 
   Clink places his lips on my forehead, “He can use every prayer around now. They all can.”
 
   I nod in agreement. “Brendan?”
 
   “He’s having supper with Ava and her ma in the cafeteria. I think he’ll head home with them. We’ve got to have church back at the clubhouse. Get things in place, in case….”
 
   I swallow hard.
 
   He adds, “You gonna head in to see them?”
 
   I sit up, preparing, “I’m gonna see if I can finally get Jean and Lil’s to take a break and run home for a bit. I’ll sit with him.”
 
   “You sure?” he pushes back to watch me.
 
   I nod, “Yeah. I…I just need to stop at the lab first.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   PRESENT DAY
 
    
 
   So here I sit, with the beeping of the monitors my only beacon to keep my thoughts from running away. He lies still, he’s still asleep. I don’t have much time.
 
   I’ve had the testing done, I know I’m a match. Now…I just need to give my final answer. I’ve gone back and forth, weighed the pros and cons. I have little choice. The only thing left to do is let Dana know. I couldn’t in good conscience do this and not at least let her know. I know it’s not exactly routine, but it’s common enough to trust the doctors performing the procedure. 
 
   I’m not scared of it. I know I’ll be fine. I’m fucking petrified of what happens when it’s over, though. Might as well get this shit-show on the road.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “Hello?” her incessantly upbeat voice is unnatural.  You can take the cheerleader out of high school, but you can’t take the cheerleader out of the girl.
 
   “Dana…hi,” I close my eyes. I’m not exactly ready to make up with her, but this phone call needs to happen.
 
   “Charlie…?” She’s cautious. I can understand that.
 
   I clear my throat, “Yeah. Hi…I already said that, didn’t I. I…I’m just calling to let you know that I’m going in for a little procedure tomorrow.”
 
   I can hear the masked worry in her voice. “Shit, Charlie! What kind of procedure?”
 
   I try my best to downplay the significance of what I’m about to tell her. “Nothing major. Just gonna donate some bone marrow.”
 
   “What?! OK. I’ll head down to Oakton tonight.”  She’s already moving about, I can hear it in her breathing. No doubt, she’s packing a bag.
 
   And…here is where it’s gonna get tricky.
 
   “Dana, stop. I’m not in Oakton. I’ve never really been in Oakton,‘cept to meet up with you and mom. I’m with Brian in Chisolm.” No use in hiding the truth any longer. It’s about to come barreling out, anyway.
 
   The air flowing over her receiver is slow and steady. “You’ve been in Chisolm this whole time? I don’t get you, Charlie. I mean, you promised  mom you wouldn’t go looking for him. You swore. And…”
 
   “Dana,” I interrupt her. “I’m not getting into this with you. Not now. I’d like to see what you would have done in my shoes. And as for mom…. it’s not like she doesn’t know a thing or two about breaking promises. Enough of this…I just wanted to let you know, in case.”
 
   “I’m leaving tonight. I’ll be there. I’ll meet you at the hospital,” she’s resolute. My sister is almost as stubborn as I am. Seeing as we didn’t get it from the same father, I think it’s safe to say it came from mom.
 
   I know what I’m about to ask her is probably pointless. But, I have to try. 
 
   “Please, Dana. I’m begging you. I’ve never asked you for anything. I’m asking now. Please, please don’t tell mom. I.. I have some things here that are about to get blown to pieces tomorrow. I can’t add her to the mix. I can’t-” the salty water is welling in the inward corners of my eyes.
 
   Silence.
 
   She finally speaks, “I won’t tell mom. She’s gonna kill me when she finds out on her own, though. She’ll kill you, too.” She attempts humor. It’s just enough to snap me back from the verge of tears.
 
   “Thank you,” I whisper.
 
   “No matter what’s happened, Charlie. We arestill sisters. I don’t care who your real dad is. It never mattered to our dad, it doesn’t matter to me. I’ll see you later. Text me your address.”
 
   It may not have mattered to her, and I believe that it didn’t truly matter to our dad. But there are two people in this world it certainly did matter, too. It mattered to mom. It mattered to me.
 
   There aren’t very many people in this world who can honestly say they’ve lived their lives thinking they were somebody, a certain type of person. And then one day…Boom! The truth hits you like a motherfucking backhand across the face. You were never really that person. And once the truth is out, and you can use it as a point of reference to look back at all the awkward looks at family parties, the whispering, the comments. It all falls into place. 
 
   My dad never paid it any mind. He did his best not to let it affect me. 
 
   But not mom.
 
   Maybe she was unconsciously punishing me for being a daily reminder of her fuckup? Maybe she didn’t have the backbone to stand up to anyone backhandedly pointing out her dirty little secret. I don’t know. All I know is…I was never good enough for her. The day I found out why, was the day I took my walking papers and bolted. 
 
   I’m not ready to actually deal with her on a serious level yet. I’m not ready to face her and actually acknowledge the topic she so desperately tries to ignore. It’s like it doesn’t belong in her world. So, I’ve played along. I play nice and put on a show for our short little visits. No way would I be able to do that tomorrow. 
 
   She’s just one more thing I’ll have to put on my fucked-up to-do list.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “Chawlee…Turtles, please,” he points to the TV.
 
   I laugh. He knows he’s not allowed to play with the electronics after Clink caught him trying to stuff a potato chip in the disc port. I unwrap the brand new Turtles disc I picked up on the way home, and pop it in.
 
   “Settle down, kiddo. You’ve got a half hour before bed.”
 
   Once the movie is rolling, I sit next to him on the couch and curl my feet up, under me. He wiggles himself in close and his eyes fix on the screen. I close my eyes and inhale the scent of the shampoo from the top of his head. This little boy hasn’t been in my life very long, but I’ve grown attached to him in ways I could never have imagined. 
 
   I wasn’t looking for this. 
 
   The pain in my chest from knowing what could possibly happen tomorrow is more than I believe I can bear. He’s already lost so much. His mom…I just, I can’t have him feel like he’s lost me, too. No matter what happens between his dad and me.
 
   I kiss his little forehead and hold him close. 
 
   And watch the damn Turtles.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong, Sugar?” he asks.
 
   I’ve been avoiding his eyes, his watchful stare all night. We haven’t talked much, but I think I’ve been able to hide it well, tending to Brendan and trying my best to look like your average overstressed, overworked mom.
 
   “Hmm?” I look up and smile.
 
   He studies me. “I said, what’s wrong?”
 
   That’s a loaded question. Let’s see…I’m about to undergo a painful procedure to try and save a deadbeat low-life father. Oh, and it’s pretty much gonna come back and kick me in the teeth. What could be wrong?
 
   “Nothing…just tired. I know they’re gonna make me work a double tomorrow.  With everything going on with the club, and around here…it’s just a lot.” 
 
   Damn. It’s scary how easily I can conjure a cover story.
 
   He nods, pulling his shirt off. “Well, it’s all about to be over, thank God.”
 
   He has no idea how right he is. It is all about to be over.
 
   The last two weeks have been a whirlwind. All the testing and re-testing. All the preparations. Once I was confirmed to be a match, Vince had to be prepped and readied for the procedure. I made damn sure I was nowhere around his room the day they told him they’d found a match. I knew I wouldn’t be able to stomach it.
 
   The hardest thing was doing everything I needed to do to get myself ready, behind Clink’s back. The pre-op work, it was only made easier by the fact that I work in the damn hospital. Dana was called earlier today, and I’d texted her the address to my apartment. The hideaway key would finally be put to good use. 
 
   I see patients being wheeled into and out of surgery every day. I know how routine it is. Yet, my nerves are still rattled and Clink can sense it. Let’s hope my cover story is enough.
 
   “Yeah, thank God. Everyone can just get back to normal in a day or so. I checked the O.R. schedule at work today. They have Vince penciled in for the day after tomorrow.”
 
   He nods his head, “Yup. Jean told me.” He takes the tiny tank top that I’ve been folding from my hands and tosses it gently aside. “I don’t want to talk about Vince. Or surgeries, or work…I just want to hold you and block all the bullshit out.” He sits on the bed in front of me and pulls  me in. “It’s been a long few weeks, Sugar. And you’ve stuck it out like the best of them. You’ve stepped up and taken care of me… and  Brendan.”
 
   He looks up, looks into my eyes. “I want you to know how grateful I am for that. For you.”
 
   I smile softly at him. His strong arms hold me, his deep eyes devour me. God, I’m gonna lose my shit if those eyes keep looking at me. I won’t be able to hold it in much more. Once I start spewing truths, I won’t be able to stop. I can’t ruin tonight like that. I need to hold it in.
 
   I bend down to take his lips, to claim him one last time before he’s no longer mine to claim. I don’t know what’s worse…feeling what he does to me, or knowing that I won’t feel it again. Our lips mold to each other’s, tongues reuniting after too many hours apart. I taste him, I smell him, I feel him. I need to be one with him.
 
   “I need you,” I let out.
 
   He pulls me down and rolls us to the center of the mattress, placing himself to fit between my arms, my legs. Every inch of my body attaches to him, not able to get close enough. I hear him kick his boots off, and my hands fumble their way down to his belt.
 
   “You got me,” his scratchy voice whispers.
 
   My skin is on fire beneath his lips, ignited and burning. We work together to maneuver his jeans down past his legs, until they join his boots on the floor. He pushes my babydoll tee up and out of the way, so his greedy mouth can latch to my ever sensitive crests. He sucks loudly, hungry for them. I squirm from the sensual torture, and move to wiggle myself from the sweat shorts I’m trapped in.
 
   Clink moves to help, tearing at the fabric until they are down far enough for me to work myself free. His hands are kneading everywhere, my thighs, my hips, my ass. I close my eyes and feel them everywhere.
 
   His teeth close around my nipple and I gasp, my eyes rolling back. My body arching into him, urging him on. 
 
   “There’s my little vixen,” he laughs into my skin. “I was wondering when she was gonna come out.”
 
   I pull his head up from my breast. “Less wondering, more doing,” I implore.
 
   He rips the t-shirt from over my head and moves to hover over me. My thighs spread for him, centered between them. His dick is growing hard, and my body begins to pulse, aching for it.
 
   “Oh, I’m gonna do more, Sugar. So is my tongue…my cock, don’t you worry about that.”
 
   And true to form, his tongue goes to work. From my lips, down the line of my neck, back to my tits where he takes turns loving each one, kneading them as they plump themselves for him, teasing my scorching nipples with the hardness and the roughness of his velvety coating.
 
   I begin to thrash, succumbing to him. His mouth moves south, leaving a glistening trail from under his lips. A trail that grows longer, inching closer to where he’s going to wreck me to pieces.
 
   Once there, he moans deep, his voice echoing between my legs. My hands move wildly through his growing hair, now shaggy enough again to grab hold. I feel the wetness slicked between us as he glides around and around, his trained tongue slipping into every fold and branding me with its heat. 
 
   “My  pussy…,” he hums into me, the vibration of his words tickling me. He throws my leg up to have more access, and continues his feast. “Say it!”
 
   I push the breaths out, “Yours.”
 
   His fingers join the party, slipping and pushing, so his mouth can focus on where it’s doing the most good. I bite my lip hard, holding my scream. The house isn’t ours alone anymore, and it’s torture trying to hold it in. I bite on my hand as the shocks explode one after the other. Clink pulls my hand free from my mouth, swiftly replacing it with his lips.
 
   His dick plunges full force into the still convulsing wetness, thrusting through what’s left of my orgasm.
 
   “That’s right, Sugar. Come around my cock, and know that it’s not the last time tonight.”
 
   The panting helps to handle the raw pleasure he’s taking in pushing me to the point of insanity. And once I’m there, he pulls back, leaving me reeling. I gasp to catch my breath. 
 
   “You gonna ride my dick, baby, or am I gonna ride you?”  He kisses my ear as he speaks into it, offering me a choice. I know his favorite. I know what he wants.
 
   I lick my lips and sit up to my knees, our eyes level with each other. I reach down to stroke him, gliding over the remnants of myself on him.
 
   “You’re gonna ride me. You’re gonna ride me long and hard, and after I make you lose your fucking mind, you’re gonna hold me all night long,” I threaten.
 
   He swallows, eyes widening the tiniest bit. I know he loves it when I match him toe to toe.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I dress in my scrubs for formality’s sake. My procedure is scheduled for early enough in the morning, that it coincides with what time I would normally leave the house for work. Clink is sprawled out, bare ass up with the sheets sprawled around him. The tattoos on his back expanding and contracting with each shallow, sleeping breath. I trail my finger over the ink, the moniker for the club that brought me to him. 
 
   He stirs, “Sugar, you leaving?”
 
   I take a deep breath,“Yeah. I’ll text you later. I’ll be bouncing around today, covering a bunch of floors, so don’t try to find me if you visit Vince. I’ll be stuck for at least two shifts, so….”
 
   I hate lying to him. I hate knowing that the last words we share before things change are lies.
 
   “I got it covered, babe. I’ll take care of the kid,” he mumbles half-awake into his pillow.
 
   I nod in the pre-dawn darkened room. Tears begin to flow down my cheek. I bend to kiss him. His dry lips are weak, but sincere. “I know you will,” I tell him. “I love you, Clink.”
 
   “I love you, too, Sugar.”
 
   I turn to leave as the tears begin to fall freely. I open Brendan’s door to see him sleeping in the exact same position as his daddy. Back up, sheets strewn about, little cheeks puffing as he breathes. The room is still dark enough where the night light is helpful. I place a kiss on top of his sleeping head.
 
   “I love you, kiddo.”
 
   I hurry to leave the room before my sobs wake him. I leave my house key on the wall hook by the door and close it behind me.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   CLINK
 
   “What do you mean,  she’s not scheduled today?” the shift nurse in front of me looks scared. “She left for work this morning.”
 
   She searches the schedule once more, “No…I’m sorry, she’s not working for the next week.”
 
   What the fuck?
 
   “I want to speak to your supervisor.” Now the girl looks terrified.
 
   “She…sh-”
 
   “Is there a problem here?” An elderly woman in matching uniform joins us, taking the shaking clipboard from the younger woman’s hands.
 
   Maybe this woman can actually be of some use. “I’m looking for my woman. She’s a nurse here. She’s working today.”
 
   The nurse looks confused. “I know who you are. I’ve seen you with Charlie. But, why are you down here? She’s still in the O.R. You should be waiting in the family area up there.”
 
   Finally, someone knows where she is.
 
   I nod to her, “Thank you for your help. You should teach that young one over there learn to read a schedule.”
 
   The woman squints her eyes, as if I’ve just spoken a foreign language. Normally, I don’t go bothering Sugar at work, but she’s not answering her phone. Lil’s started to go into labor right here, right in Vince’s room, and she’s been asking for her friend. It’s not like Charlie to ignore so many calls. But, if she’s assisting in the O.R. today, I can understand why. No cell phones.
 
   I follow the wall signs up to the fourth floor where the general operating waiting rooms are. Since when does Sugar work there? 
 
   The large room is sparsely filled with people trying to busy themselves. One woman sits in the corner knitting a blanket, another reads a magazine. Several men have their eyes glued to the muted television with news playing silently on it.
 
   There is a nurses window at the far end of the room. I stand it at for a moment before one of the ladies working behind his takes notice.
 
   “Yes, can I help you?” she nonchalantly asks.
 
   “‘I’m looking for nurse Griffith. I was told she’s working here today?” I make my request.
 
   The woman looks at me and furrows her brow. What is it with people looking at me like that today?
 
   “I’m sorry? Nurse Griffith? We don’t have a nurse Griffith on this floor.” she informs me.
 
   I’m starting to get pissed! “Nurse Charlie Griffith. Charlize Griffith!”
 
   Her eyes slant, I can tell she’s a bitch and doesn’t like my tone but I don’t really give a shit.
 
   “Are you a relative?” she asks coldly.
 
   I nod, “I’m her ol’man.”
 
   She smiles bitchily. “I’m sorry? Ol’man? What is that exactly? Are you her father?”
 
   I grit my teeth. This bitch is playing with me. “I’m her boyfriend.  Is that easier to understand?”
 
   She mockingly shakes her head. “I’m sorry. We don’t give out patient information to non-relatives.”
 
   I slam my hand down on the ledge. “She’s not a goddamned patient! She’s a nurse!”
 
   “Brian?”
 
   I turn fast and hard to the person who spoke my name.
 
   What the ever-loving fuck is she doing here?
 
   “Dana?”
 
   Something’s not right. Something’s downright wrong, I can feel it in the pit of my stomach. I see her eying the patches on my cut with curiosity. There’s something hidden behind her eyes.
 
   “Tell me what’s going on. Now,” I demand.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   The wires going into and out of her body scare the shit out of me. The machines around her, scare me even more. But what scares me the most, watching her sleeping, is knowing that she was able to fool me into believing that she could never do what she’s done.
 
   What am I supposed to feel right now? I want to shake her so hard that she’ll wake up so I can scream and fucking yell at her for everything she’s done. I want to thank God that she’s all right and hold her and tell her she’s gonna be OK. I want to go back in time to the day she stepped into the yard, looking for her car, and tell her to go fuck herself and take off. But what’s sick is, I want to go back to the moment I told her I loved her and stay there forever. 
 
   She’s a liar. 
 
   She came here to ruin someone. And…she did. She’s fucking ruined me. 
 
   Everything she said, everything she did. All a part of her game. None of it was real. I’ve done some pretty fucked-up shit in my time. But I never would have believed that someone was capable of this. It’s evil. It’s….
 
   I can’t. I can’t go there. It’s done. I’m  done. 
 
   “Clink?”
 
   I’ve had my head in my hands and didn’t even see her start to wake. She moves. Her face winces in pain and I just want to grab out to her and hold her to help her through it. 
 
   But I don’t.
 
   I don’t answer her. I just stare. She closes her eyes, and tears begin to roll softly down her cheeks. I can see her throat clenching and spasming from the quiet sobs. We don’t speak. I just watch her cry. 
 
   “Please…” she begs, not able to look at me.
 
   I don’t respond. I give her nothing.
 
   “Please…” she asks again.
 
   “I’m leaving,” I let her know. Her eyes clench tighter. “I’m taking Brendan, and we’re gonna get out of town for a while. You’ll have plenty of help while you recover. Everybody knows. They’d be here right now, except Lil’s is having the baby…so….”
 
   She opens her eyes to finally look at me, “Lil’s is having the baby? Right now?”
 
   I can’t do this. I can’t have a conversation with her. “Charlie….”
 
   She shakes her head, “Don’t call me that. I’m still- I’m still your Sugar.”
 
   Anger swells in me and I laugh to myself. I shake my head. I want to hurt her just as much as she’s hurt me. 
 
   “You were never my Sugar. There’s nothing sweet about you, Charlie. You’re fucking bitter. You’re bittersweet.”
 
   I leave her. I have to. I don’t trust myself. If I stay a moment longer, I know I’m gonna cave and throw myself to her, begging her to tell me that it wasn’t all  a lie.
 
   I hear her sobbing and crying openly as I make my distance from her curtained corner in the recovery room. I bite my lip hard to hold myself together. I taste the blood.
 
   Dana is waiting in the family area for me to take my leave so she can take my place at her sister’s side. Good. I’m glad she’s here. I’m glad Suga-I’m glad Charlie won’t be alone. 
 
   Dana passes me and disappears through the swinging door. I stop at the nurse’s window, glad to see someone other than Nurse Bitch-face from earlier. I borrow a pen and paper, scribbling my phone number down.
 
   On my way out, I spot an orderly, cleaning an area on the floor.
 
   “Hey,” I call to him as I approach. I reach in my back pocket and grab a handful of hundred dollar bills. “You looking for a little side job?”
 
   He eyes the bills in my hand before nodding, carefully looking around us to see if there are any witnesses.
 
   “Good. There’s a patient in the recovery room. Names Charlize Griffith. You text me updates every hour on the hour until she’s left. We clear?”
 
   He nods and takes the cash, concealing it in his pocket.
 
   I throw my shades on, continue on my course to leave the hospital, get out of here. I’ve already stopped to see Vince and Jean, said my goodbyes. I even got to see Jay’s new kid. If I thought I was surprised, holy shit was Vince surprised. Dana spoke to him for a while to clear things up.
 
   I know she won’t be alone. 
 
   She doesn’t deserve my concern. She’s never thought about anybody but herself, but I needed to know that she wouldn’t be alone. She has them now.
 
   And me…I just need to get the fuck out of town.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   CHARLIE
 
   THE NEXT DAY
 
    
 
   “You can’t keep refusing them, Charlie. They just keep coming back. They want to see you,” Dana argues.
 
   I shake my head. “I’m not ready to see them, Dana. I can’t…”
 
   She looks exasperated. I’m waiting on the discharge nurse to stop by so I can get the hell out of here. Jean and Jay have stopped by at least a half dozen times each asking to be let in to see me. Each time, I turned them away. Vince is in surgery, receiving the donation I’d given yesterday.
 
   Lil’s is still down in maternity, recovering from her c-section from yesterday.
 
   And Clink…Clink is gone.
 
   “All righty, Charlie,” the nurse finally returns with the papers. “You know the drill. Wheelchair just for precaution, my dear.”
 
   Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know. I don’t make an argument about sitting in the vinyl seated chair. It’s policy. Even though it sucks.
 
   Dana gathers my things and places them on my lap, before kicking up the break and beginning to wheel me forward.
 
   The elevator empties as people see an approaching wheelchair and I shy my eyes to the side to avoid their looks of pity. 
 
   “Dana, please just get me out of here,” I beg my sister.
 
   She backs me into the elevator and presses the number 2 button before the door begins to close.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask her.
 
   She exhales, “Something that needs to be done.”
 
   I move to raise myself from the chair. I’m not doing this.
 
   “Sit your ass down, sis.” She is firm in pushing back down on my shoulder.  “Nobody’s there. Vince just got out of surgery. Everyone’s gone to see him. She’s alone. I checked.”
 
   I bite my tongue. The elevator has a couple of other occupants and I’m not in any rush to make a scene.
 
   “I won’t do it,” I whisper to her.
 
   She laughs. “Yes, you will. Because you know you will never forgive yourself if you don’t.”
 
   The elevator door dings open and she supplies the momentum necessary to push us forward. I’ve worked the maternity ward often enough to know which way she’s leading. The door is open, warm sunlight filling the room. Lil’s is in the far bed by the window. Dana parks the chair close enough, where I can see the white blanketed bundle in Lil’s arms.
 
   “I’ll just leave you two for a bit,” Dana retreats and Lil’s nods her thanks.
 
   She sets her eyes on me, her arms bouncing the swaddled baby in her arms. She looks beautiful. Radiant. 
 
   “So…did they leave you crippled?” she eyes the wheelchair.
 
   I exhale. “No,” I stand and leave the chair behind. “Just a precaution. Lil’s I….”
 
   She waves me off. “You came to meet your niece.”
 
   My eyes widen. “My niece? It’s a girl?” I move to close the distance between us, to get a better look. Lil’s angles the baby so I can see through the excess material folded around her. Her tiny little eyelids are closed, fluttering. Her perfect miniature nose twitches and her plump cheeks are rosy pink.
 
   She’s…perfect.
 
   I look up to her momma. “She’s beautiful. What’s her name?”
 
   Lil’s frees her hand from supporting the baby to wipe a small tear from her eye.
 
   “Charlize. Her name is Charlize.”
 
   My heart stops. My mouth drops. I stare at her.
 
   “I named her after her aunt,” she tells me. 
 
   I look again at the baby, and just now take notice of the little beanie hat, embroidered with the letters of my name.
 
   “But-but why?” 
 
   Another tear rolls down her cheek.“I told you I would just know. When the right name came, I would just know.” She swallows. “I can never thank you enough for what you’ve done, Charlie.”
 
   What? I stare at her again. What is she talking about.
 
   “When your sister and Clink came to tell us…I can’t tell you the relief we had. Jay- he…” she looks away to collect herself. “You have no idea what you’ve done for him, Charlie.”
 
   I shake my head, “I didn’t do anything. But…I’m glad your family will be OK.
 
   She looks at me, confused. “My family? Our  family. We didn’t know about you, Charlie. I swear. Nobody knew about you.”
 
   I shake my head. She may want to believe that, but I know the truth. I know what Vince did.
 
   “Look at me, Charlie,” she demands. “Nobody  knew. When Clink told your dad-”
 
   I interrupt her, “Please don’t call him that.”
 
   She pauses, but nods. “When Clink told Vince, he- he pulled out his IV and rammed through three orderlies to try to get to the elevator to go see you before they stopped him. He neverknew, Charlie. He didn’t want to go into surgery this morning because he didn’t want to risk not seeing you again, if….”
 
   The little baby begins to stir in her arms. Lil’s readjusts her and sets her in close to nurse.
 
   “He looked each one of us in the eye and swore on anything that’s ever mattered to him, he never knew.” She searches my face. “You don’t need to believe me right now. You’ll see for yourself. All you need to know right now, is you are family. You’re one of us. We need you.” Her eyes dart down to the suckling baby in her arms. “She needs you. And whether you want to admit it…you need us, too.”
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CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The church bells finally finish chiming but I can still feel their metallic vibrations course through me. At least I will never  have to hear those god awful bells again. Ever. Four years of listening to the slightly off-beat tolls have been enough to drive me to loathe them on more than one occasion. In the beginning, they were charming... that lasted all of a week. Soon after, I could sense the daily noon ringing like a well-tuned internal alarm clock, as it usually meant that I was late for class. If I was really  lucky, it meant only that my rare, but desperately needed afternoon nap was about to be interrupted. I know I’m not alone in my lack of affection for the old bells, because whenever anyone refers to them... it’s always as the “damn bells.”
 
   I look around at all of the other girls lined up with me and wonder if any of them are thinking the same thing about that last ringing. It was just another one of those “last” memories we would all share before graduation. Our last exam, last night in our out-dated but charming dorm rooms, last assembly-line styled breakfast, and our last days as students at St. Bart's. Until today, we had all been heading down the same path. In about two hours, we would splinter away into a hundred or so different ones.
 
   “Well, do I?”
 
   I snap out of my daze with a confused “Hmm?” to my right.
 
   “V... do I look like I have too much lipstick on? I want to be able to see my lips in the pictures, but not to look like a cheap pin up doll. Christy says I have too much on. I don't think I have too much on.  Do I really  have too much on?” 
 
   And this is the last time I would have to listen to Katherine Lang ask me one of her mind numbing questions.
 
   “No. It’s not too much. The photographers are like ten feet away from the stage and I don't think they're taking close up shots.” I really have no idea what kind of photos they were going to take, but I probably wouldn't have worn as much of the pale pink lip lacquer that the petite blond slathered on herself.
 
   Thanks to the inescapable alphabetizing of last names, I have had to endure random questions like this for the last four years. I look down the line of endless burgundy gowns toward the coveted“T” section of the group with envy. Stephanie catches my eye, giving me an overly enthusiastic and sarcastic thumbs up. 
 
   I would give anything to change my name right now. Nothing too crazy... something generic like Tate or Thatcher will do. But nooo. I'm a Lombardi and stuck with the“L”s for just under two more hours. I hope.  
 
   I don't think this can last longer than that. Father Cross is known to give a long-winded Sunday morning sermon but even he wouldn't want to stand out here in the blazing sun any longer than he has to.
 
   Before I can finish rationalizing the merits against a drawn out graduation day, the familiar orchestrated beginning of“Pomp and Circumstance” begins to play loudly. Taking a deep breath, I follow Katherine's lead toward the stairs of the newly erected stage. As I grab hold of the bannister, I stand tall on my toes to try and see out into the crowd.
 
   Hundreds of happy faces and flashing cameras are staring back toward us. Quickly glancing over the waving children, pointing parents, and people fanning themselves with folded programs, I scan for the large group of familiar faces that are waiting to see me take a seat behind the podium. I am about to give up and turn my attention toward the last step, when I find what I am looking for. A dozen or so adults and a gaggle of little kids all with the same light olive skin and dark brown hair as mine, stand out against the background. I smile knowing that my family is beaming looks of pride in my general direction. 
 
   Concentrating on the task at hand, I carefully walk halfway across the stage to my assigned seat, sitting as gracefully as I can. Mission accomplished. The last thing I need is to trip over my tent of a graduation gown and fall flat on my face before my brothers. They would never let me live it down.
 
   The sun beats down on us like a fry lamp at any given fast food establishment. Our gazes respectfully aim toward the back of Father Cross' head, but I'm sure I'm not the only one stealing glances of their personal group of fans every few moments.
 
   Mine is probably one of the larger ones. Sister Mary Francis wasn't thrilled when I handed in my seat count for the ceremony. I'm sure she would have told me to trim it a bit but held her tongue thinking about the amount of zeros on my family's endowment check to the school every year.  
 
   Most of them are here today. Well, the ones living on this side of the Atlantic, anyway. Mom, Nonna, Aunt Rosie, my brothers with their wives and kids... and Theresa and Dom.  I take inventory of each of them as I check them off my mental family list.  And then I notice it.
 
   “Miss Katherine Lang”
 
   Father Cross turns slightly toward us as Kate gently squeezes my hand before getting up to receive her diploma. I smile and nod in return... chuckling a little when I notice the pink smear on her left hand.  She had decided to remove some of her war paint before having her perfect smile immortalized for her graduation pictures. Smart move.
 
   I quickly move my attention back to my personal group of troublemakers starting to share collaborative looks between one another as they sit up in preparation. This is not good. If the four of them are communicating through silent glances and nodding with little smirks thrown in, that means they are all thinking somewhere along the same line. I'm on the receiving end of those lines of thinking more times than I care to recall.
 
   The applause is loud but polite for Kate. Her family makes the expected cheers with her name being added to phrases such as, “Go Kate!,” “That's my sister,” and “Yay Katie!” Perfectly fine, tasteful and acceptable.
 
   She grasps her diploma, faces the small group of men with wide-angle lenses stationed below the stage, and I can imagine her flashing the megawatt but slightly plastic smile she is famous for. It's the same smile she gives everybody, every time, exactly the same. I'm sure it was perfected somewhere around thirteen years old in the company of her vanity mirror. Lipstick was probably added somewhere around her sweet sixteen for dramatic effect.
 
   The applause dies down while Father Cross angles himself back towards the microphone perched atop of the podium.  
 
   “Miss Vincenza Maria Lombardi.”
 
   I hold my breath and stand up, preparing for the noise.
 
   I lock eyes with Father Cross, steadily heading in his direction. I have tunnel vision. Just concentrate on reaching the podium and take my diploma when he hands it to me. This is all I can think of to drown out the spectacle starting to erupt about ten rows deep into the crowd.  
 
   My eyes do not budge from that diploma as it nears. The last thing I need to do is give them a reaction. I've learned the hard way over too many years, that if they see the slightest bit of frustration or acknowledgement... then it just carries on longer.
 
   Father Cross, headmaster of St. Bartholomew's Women's University, looks like a deer caught in headlights. I'll bet he's never had this happen in the twenty-plus years he's given this same drawn out commencement speech, handing out these leather bound diplomas. I can't ignore the touch of irony in the situation, though.
 
   Here stands the man who time and time again refused to change the outdated school curriculum after countless petitions and student senate meetings.  
 
   Finishing and Etiquette courses are mandatory no matter the degree you were completing. After all, St. Bart’s is well known to be one of the finest (and few remaining) institutions where the daughters of the upper-crust can be educated in all things “proper and polished”.
 
   With families like this seeking out their services, why would they change protocol? It isn't like the students are paying the bills or granting the ostentatious endowments. The families do, and the last thing Father Cross will let happen on his watch would be for the benefactors to suddenly loose faith in his archaic and traditional policies.
 
   And yet here we are on a beautiful Sunday afternoon, enjoying the fruits of his labor... while the wealthiest, most financially generous family that this school has likely ever seen is making a scene the likes of which St. Bart's gentry have ever witnessed.
 
   A very small, crooked smile is fighting through all of my efforts of suppression. It is the same type of smile this man has given me every time I presented him with the school year’s latest petition to no longer mandate trivial classes such as“Traditional dance,” “Entertaining,” and“Social graces.”  
 
   I extend my right hand out toward the deep burgundy leather portfolio he is grasping and my left hand to take his salutary greeting. Widening into a full smile, I turn in the direction of the photographers below, and the clicking sounds begin. His palm is sweaty, but cold. Weird and gross at the same time.
 
   My peripheral vision begs my attention. They're on their feet, hands in the air, pumping. Fingers are cupped around mouths to project the hooting and hollering further, louder. My little nephew Johnny is being held up in the air to add his own voice to the mix of calls being shouted my way.  
 
   WAIT. There's a sign. Fuck. Really? A sign? I can't resist the urge any longer, and stare full-force in their general direction, taking in the entirety of it.
 
   Mike, the youngest and most mischievous of my three older brothers (and most likely the ring-leader of today's affair), is holding up a rather large white cardboard sign with professional lettering sprawled across it... huge letters shining and sparkling in the bright sunlight.
 
   WAY TO GO BABY V!
 
   The blood rushes to my face before I can try and contain it. Mike is waving the sign back and forth, slowly, while doing his best impersonation of a rabid sports fan. His brown hair flops around from the sudden motion of jumping up from his seat. He sees me watching him and adds a nodding motion to his yelling.
 
   John is next to him, holding little Johnny high above the crowd. Pure glee is painted across Johnny’s (“JJ”  as only I call him) round little face. As the eldest of my brothers and head of our family, John should know better than to encourage the next generation to jump on the“Baby V” bandwagon.  As angry as I am with him, I can't help but notice the look of pride on John as he holds his first born and only son up to watch me receive my degree.
 
   Tony is next down the line of men making fools of themselves. His perfectly gelled coif and artificial tan stand out among the crowd of W.A.S.P.y alabaster complexions. The Jersey Shore has nothing on my brother Tony. He is suave to a fault and a killer lady's man. My inner Gloria Steinem is itching to add the phrase “man slut” to the mix, but Tony has a heart of gold and has never treated a woman badly. He treated them well in fact... all of them. But, he's a tamed man now, and married faithfully for over a year. Tony is so excited and laughing hard enough that he practically doubles over.  Dom is slapping him on the back while laughing himself.  
 
   Dom. Gorgeous Dom with dreamy eyes. Tony was a ladies man, but he was just a wingman compared to Dom. Dom can have any girl he wants... and probably has. Growing up, all of my friends swooned over him like flies on ice cream, and he loved every bit of it. Domenico is not a blood brother to me like the other three, but close enough that I never hesitate adding him to their collective title.  They are simply, “The brothers.”
 
   Dom's eyes lock with mine long enough to see his famous grin and sly smile, before he adds the loudest boast yet to the ordeal.  
 
   “Way to go, Baby V! Bring it on home!”
 
   Before he can finish as enthusiastically as he started, Theresa elbows him hard enough to ensure there isn't a follow-up. That's my girl! Although Theresa is Dom's younger sister, she always has my back. As the only two girls in our family, we have an unspoken allegiance to each other.
 
   Theresa has had her share of the boys' antics growing up, but, as the baby of the group... I bear the brunt of it.
 
   Dom pretends to be injured, cowering away from his little sister while she returns her attention my way, and politely claps... just as I had done at her own graduation ceremony last year.
 
   The two are quite a pair. For however handsome Dom is, Theresa is equally beautiful with her huge almond eyes, and long, wavy, blown-out hair. She is the closest thing to a sister as I'm sure I'll ever find.
 
   After the full five-second timeframe perfected during countless hours of graduation rehearsal, I turn once more to Father Cross. His lip quivers a little in restrained anger as he issues his standard well-rehearsed words of wisdom.
 
   “Congratulations my child... and God bless you.”  
 
   Simple. Sweet. And probably more than a little difficult for him to say at the moment.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   In a matter of moments, the great lawn has been transformed into a sea of chaos as relatives and loved-ones swarm around in search of their particular graduate. It probably doesn't help much that we are all dressed in the same identical burgundy ceremonial gown. Twice now, someone has grabbed on to me only to find that I was not exactly who they were expecting.
 
   Maybe this will be easier if I just park it somewhere and wait to be found, instead of playing the maze-game with several hundred well dressed but impatient audience members? I head over toward the largest oak tree in the center of the lawn to relax under its shade until the craziness settles.
 
   The temperature instantly drops a few degrees as I feel the trees relief from the brutal sun. Pressing my back against the ancient tree, I graze the crowd looking for my mom. She is the only person I want to see right now as I'm still angry at the boys for their little graduation present from thirty minutes ago. Instead, I see another familiar face walking toward me, making an audible“Tisk, tisk”  sound while smiling.
 
   “How is it that you can turn something as boring as a graduation ceremony into a small scandal?,” the friendly visitor finally asks as he joins my shaded spot.  
 
   I reach out to hug him, thankful for the lighthearted distraction. He follows his chiding with a soft embrace.
 
   “Hey Conrad. So... you saw that, huh?”  I ask back sarcastically. I haven't seen Conrad since spring break when he came to pick up Stephanie to take her home. He laughs lightly in my ear before tightening his grip and whirling me around.
 
   “Of course I did. I was nodding off, listening to Cross ramble on and on until all hell broke loose!” He gently places me back down and lets go of his grip to look at me. “So... Baby V, hmm? What's that about? I've never heard anyone call you that before. Something new?”
 
   “No... something old. Annoying, and old. Have you found Steph yet? I saw her over by the flower garden a few minutes ago,”  I quickly change the topic away from my personal humiliation.
 
   He moves us deeper into the shade. “Yeah, I found her. She's taking pictures with our parents. So, how does it feel to be amongst us grown-ups, in the real world now?”  
 
   Ha! I can barely call Conrad a grown-up. He is no more an adult than his sister or I am.
 
   “I am officially declining to answer any such questions until after the Summer is over. I figure I can stretch out one last season before joining in the trenches,”  I answer back while shaking my head.
 
   “All right…,” he gives me a pass. “I'll ask you again in September, then. Enjoy it while it lasts. Steph tells me you two are going to be roommates in the city this fall?”  He takes on a visibly confused exterior. “Seriously, I don't get chicks. I've spent eighteen years living under the same roof as her, and I couldn't wait  for us to go to college just so I wouldn't have to deal with her every day. You two get paired up for four years and can't seem to let it go. I've seen how she keeps her room, V.”  
 
   He rests a playful accusing finger on my chin, “You’re a glutton for punishment.”
 
   I step up to defend my friend, even in jest, “Steph's not that messy. She's just organizationally challenged, I think. Yeah, we're going to look for an apartment downtown while we both get internships. Hopefully.”  
 
   I had no idea Steph had told her brother about our plans for the fall. I scramble to think of a polite way to ask Conrad to keep it on the quiet side until we definitely have plans set, when I see him look over my shoulder, his face tensing nervously.
 
   “There you are. We've been looking all over for you.”  I turn to see Dom standing a few feet away from me. His deep brown eyes looking from me to Conrad and back. “I told your mom I'd find you for pictures.”
 
   Conrad recovers from the sudden discomforting intrusion.  
 
   “This must be one of your loudly-proud brothers then? Nice to meet you,”  he speaks to Dom as he politely extends his hand. “Conrad Thomas, Stephanie's brother,” he introduces himself.
 
   Dom hesitates for a split-second while looking down at me. He's always been substantially taller than I am, but I somehow feel him grow in height. He reaches out for Conrad's hand and shakes it casually while maintaining his fixed gaze on me.  
 
   “No, I'm not V's brother. I'm a really good friend,”  he reluctantly shifts his eyes to Conrad. They probably should have let go of their grip, but keep it going awkwardly. 
 
   “Dominic DiBenedetto. Good to meet you. I didn't know Stephanie had a brother.”  
 
   He finally releases the younger boy's hand.
 
   The two of them can't be more than eighteen inches apart, facing each other. Dom is definitely the taller of the two, but Conrad straightens his shoulders as if to gain a few inches to make up the difference. Neither of them break their stare. I think fast to come up with something to say before this starts to become even more uncomfortable. Dom beats me to it.
 
   “But... you see those three goons over there? Standing by the fountain, staring at you? Those  are her brothers. I think they want to see their baby sister and congratulate her,”  he slowly states with a subtle hint of disdain as he places his opened palm on my lower back, adding a slight amount of pressure to will me to move with him toward where he's pointing.
 
   “Uh, yeah. That's fine. Congratulations, V. I'll catch up with you later then?,”  is all Conrad can manage to speak before I am out of earshot.
 
   “Thanks! I'll call Steph about meeting tonight. You in?,” I call back slightly increasing volume as I am being led away.
 
   He nods over-enthusiastically. 
 
   “Sure! Talk to you then!,”  he finishes while still standing in the same spot under the oak tree, trying to figure out what exactly just happened.
 
   No longer trying to yell out to Conrad, I turn fully toward Dom and stop walking, placing more weight in the heels of my shoes to counter his gentle guiding. He realizes quickly that we have slowed and looks down at me, not releasing his position from its place on my lower back.
 
   “What?,”  he playfully lets out while rolling his eyes. “Come on V. Are you really that  pissed at what we did? It was Mike's idea. But it was a good one,”  he continues his argument. “You're the last one to graduate... we couldn't pass it up.”
 
   I exhale deeply and loudly, “You are all idiots, you know! Really! You couldn't just act your age and at least pretend  to be mature for one afternoon, could you?” 
 
   I scold him as my pointed finger presses into his tie. I was expecting to push into his chest for full dramatic effect, but meet resistance under my fingertip. Dom practically lives at the gym... but I guess I didn't give him enough credit. His chest was a lot firmer than I thought it would be.
 
   He moves his free hand to cover my accusing pointer finger and presses it so that my palm flattens out over his silky tie. Keeping his hand covering mine while changing his tone from one of jest to a softer, sweeter one, he begins the apology.  
 
   “I'm sorry, V. Really... I am. You know us. We bust your chops. That's all. I mean... you must have expected us to do something...?”
 
   His brown eyes are somehow softer now, no longer laughing silently as they were before. His hand is strong on top of mine, as if he is holding it to reassure me of his words. Not wanting to brow-beat him any more than necessary as he obviously thinks I'm damn mad at him, I pull my hand back and use sarcasm to return to our usual and familiar banter.
 
   “A sign?... Really? With Glitter! That's above Mike's planning skills, Dom. Neanderthals can't read, let alone write.”  
 
   I turn on my heel and storm off toward the other three idiots about to feel my wrath.
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