
  
    [image: Hash]
  


  
    
      HASH

      



    




Hell’s Jury MC Book 3.5

    

    
      
        NIKITA SLATER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        1. Chapter 1

      

      
        2. Chapter 2

      

      
        3. Chapter 3

      

      
        4. Chapter 4

      

      
        5. Chapter 5

      

      
        6. Chapter 6

      

      
        7. Chapter 7

      

      
        8. Chapter 8

      

      
        9. Chapter 9

      

      
        10. Chapter 10

      

      
        11. Chapter 11

      

      
        12. Chapter 12

      

      
        13. Chapter 13

      

      
        14. Chapter 14

      

      
        15. Chapter 15

      

      
        16. Chapter 16

      

      
        17. Chapter 17

      

      
        18. Chapter 18

      

      
        19. Chapter 19

      

      
        20. Chapter 20

      

      
        21. Chapter 21

      

      
        22. Chapter 22

      

      
        23. Chapter 23

      

      
        24. Chapter 24

      

      
        25. Chapter 25

      

      
        26. Epilogue I

      

      
        27. Epilogue II

      

      
        28. Epilogue III

      

    

    
      
        Reaper

      

      
        Nikita’s Newsletter!

      

      
        Also by Nikita Slater

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Hell’s Jury readers,

      Thank you so much for purchasing a copy of Hash, Hell’s Jury MC book 3.5. This is a supplemental novella to the Hell’s Jury MC series and can be read as standalone.

      Please note this is a dark romance with themes some readers may find disturbing. Potential triggers in this book include: suicide, suicidal ideation, depression, anxiety, self harm, and graphic violence. Please read with care.

      Hash is the love story of two very broken souls who find salvation in each other. This novella was a passion project that I poured a lot of heart into. I hope you enjoy your time with Hash and Peyton.

      Love Nikita
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      Sometimes the anger inside me is too much to contain. It’s a poison that I can’t let fester because I’d kill an innocent. I cope by letting it out a little at a time; by being an asshole.

      I joined Hell’s Jury because my brothers can handle my rage. I don’t have to take it out on the real world when I have my MC brothers to beat the fury out of me.

      They think I’m a bastard and they’re not wrong. I deliberately bait them, push them to their limits. The pain of a good punch or knee to the stomach douses the fire that flames through me. The Jury – my brothers — can fuck me up all they want.

      I also need a place where I won’t mess around with drugs because on my own I’m powerless to addiction. When I’m high, I’m an out-of-control lunatic who’ll do anything to anyone who crosses my path.

      The club is my asylum.

      I don’t hit anyone who can’t take me on. That’s a lot of people. I’m not soft or principled. There’s no satisfaction in destroying someone who can’t defend themselves. I don’t care if they live or die as long as I’m not the one involved in the outcome.

      I used up all the fucks I had to give a long time ago. I know I’m not gonna die of old age in my bed. I’m 26 years old. If I’m lucky, maybe I’ll live to see 30. I don’t fucking care – I’ve been dying inside since I was a kid. I’m too much of a coward to end myself so I wait for the day someone does it for me.

      While I bide my time, old wounds won’t heal. No one can fully be trusted. No one gets past my defenses. No one escapes my hatred.

      Or that’s the way it was. Then I met Peyton.

      Before her, I didn’t think I had a shred of humanity, but when she entered my orbit, she knocked my world off its axis. She’s as broken as I am; as full of fear as I am of anger. My brothers don’t believe I’ll treat her right and so they’re vigilant, waiting for the day I make a mistake.

      I’ve been lookin’ after her since we rescued her from the Blackbeards, Hell’s Jury’s enemies.

      She’d been sleepin’ at the Jury’s clubhouse for the past few months, but I could see her getting more and more depressed. Most of the guys have their own places, but a few of us live full-time at the clubhouse. I had my own bedroom and it worked for me. All I needed was a place to park my bike and my boots.

      For me, home is a fucked-up notion.

      But I got an apartment for Peyton’s sake. Two bedrooms, a living room, and a kitchen. It only has one bathroom, which we share. The deal is that she’ll keep house and cook for me, and I’ll be the badass who earns the bread. I promised to give her money every payday, enough for her to be independent if she wants.

      Coyote wants to do more for her. She was instrumental in saving his sisters when the Blackbeards kidnapped them. He’s got money enough to set the entire club up in luxury, though none of us want his dough. It represents everything Hell’s Jury rails against – the laws that target the oppressed, big business that get rich off the poor, the hard working, the unprotected.

      I don’t know if that’s the reason Peyton turned Coyote down. I don’t know what she wants, but she’s like a duckling, imprinting herself on me. I’m not much better than she is. Peyton settles the rage inside me, makes me want to live. I need her as much as she needs me.

      We don’t fuck, don’t touch each other. Neither of us can stand the kind of physical intimacy that might lead to emotions we can’t handle. It’s too big a risk to face a world where fucking matters, where we start to believe in salvation.

      A few days after I take her to the apartment, my brothers and I have a show-down. It starts with Reaper, who corners me the moment I walk through the doors of the clubhouse.

      “Where the fuck is Peyton?” he snarls.

      She hasn’t left the clubhouse since she got here, so her absence is notable.

      “None of your fuckin’ business.” I could’ve explained the situation, told them she was going insane here. She needed a space of her own, somewhere she felt safe. I could have reassured them I wasn’t fucking the vulnerable little girl. But nope. I make them work for it.

      “You been takin’ advantage of her, you cunt, and I’ll bury you.”

      “You wound me, fucker,” I reply slapping my palm over my heart. “See any used condoms lying around her bedroom?”

      Crude, yes, but it’s enough to get Reaper to bump chests with me. It’s the prelude to a fight and adrenaline rushes through me.

      Eight walks in with his kid in tow. “What’s goin’ on?” he asks when he sees our standoff.

      “I got me and Peyton a place to live.” I jerk my head at Reaper. “He’s accusin’ me of rape.”

      Eight side-eyes Reaper. “I doubt it.”

      “Fuckin’ someone as fucked up as Peyton is rape. And asshole here thinks I’m fuckin’ her.”

      “Fucker,” Reaper snarls as he punches me in the mouth.

      I taste the copper on my tongue, feel the stickiness of the blood as it runs down my chin. Some of the rage leaks out of me, but it still ain’t enough. I need more than just a punch.

      I grin like a maniac and slam into Reaper, my head to his stomach. It knocks him back onto the pool table, makes him vulnerable enough for me to jump on him and start swinging. I’m like that. Don’t know when to stop.

      Reaper’s down but not out for the count. He slams his fists into my head, boxes my ears, makes them ring.

      I reward his aggression with a solid punch to his nose.

      Eight has more sense than either of us. He bear-hugs me around the shoulders and pulls me off Reaper, who struggles to his feet. Eight and I know Reaper well enough to know that he won’t hit me while I can’t fight back. His eyes are dead as he looks at me. No anger, no regret, nothin’. The guy’s so chill that I’m smug I rattled him to the point of punchin’ me.

      Then Prez walks in, sees the scene and blows-up. “I was in a fuckin’ good mood, you assholes!” He turns to Eight’s kid, Oscar, who’s witnessed the entire thing. “Take a walk.”

      Oscar’s too much like his dad. Expressionless, he saunters down the long hall, the bang of the door following him out.

      Eight releases me and I take a few steps back, swiping my tongue over my split lip to mop up the blood. I’m the odd man out now as the other three tighten the circle. That’s how it always is. Don’t matter if I was provoked, I’m still the asshole.

      Reaper gives me an icy look but keeps his mouth shut.

      Eight has no such compunction. “As I understand it, Hash has moved Peyton out of the clubhouse and into an apartment. They’re living together.”

      Hangman’s lips curls unto a sneer. “So the fuck what? They can’t stay here.”

      The clubhouse is undergoing renovations and until they’re done, anyone living here has to find other accommodations.

      Reaper growls deep in his throat. “You got no problem with this asshole fucking her?”

      Prez looks at him like he’s grown horns. “Why the fuck would I? She’s out of our hair, ain’t she?”

      Hangman comes across as a bastard and most of the time he is, but even I’m mystified as to why he thinks it’s okay for any of us to fuck someone as vulnerable as Peyton.

      Reaper swipes a hand over the top of his head. “Isn’t that simple, Prez. She’s got mental problems that need fixing before she can consent to sex. We said we’d protect her. You said it.”

      Hangman turns to me. “You fucking her?”

      I’m pissed that he has to ask. These men know who I am, seen me in action, seen the cruelty in me, but they’ve never seen me mistreat a woman. I shrug. I ain’t gonna tell ‘em shit. “Ask her.”

      Hangman glares and stabs his finger at me. “I’m gonna pretend you’re not that big of an asshole.”

      “Gee, thanks Dad,” I sneer.

      He ignores me as he turns to Reaper and Eight. “You want her?”

      My heart leaps into my throat. The idea that anyone would take Peyton away from me almost brings me to my knees.

      Eight shakes his head. “Can’t.”

      Reaper says, “Won’t.”

      “Then this fuckin’ discussion’s done.” Hangman turns and stomps towards his office, the one that no longer exists thanks to the renovations. He stops, glares at us like it’s our fault his office is gone, then storms outside.

      I turn in the opposite direction, ignoring the assholes still standing there. Time to take myself home, whatever the fuck that means.
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      I’m finally alone.

      It was so hard to get privacy at the clubhouse. At the same time, I was a pariah, neither passaround nor old lady. Hash was good about looking out for me after I came to the Hell’s Jury clubhouse, but he couldn’t always be there when I needed something.

      Sometimes I had to leave the sanctuary of my room without him. Sometimes, Jess and Haley, the best of the ol’ ladies, would knock on my door intent on visiting or dragging me out of my room. Taking me for walks. Trying to feed me. They didn’t hear my protests because I was afraid to voice them.

      It became too much to bear and though I didn’t say anything, Hash saw it and did something about it.

      I’ve asked Hash more than once to let me be his ol’ lady, but he’s refused. He says it’s because he’s protecting me, that it’s too soon for us to be a couple and maybe he’s right.

      The club doesn’t know it, but ever since Hash took me under his wing, he sometimes spends the night with me. Not all the hours, only when the nightmares start. Before he moved me to the apartment, I stayed in the last bedroom in the hall upstairs. His room was next to mine. He’d hear when I started to cry and slip into my room, laying on top of the covers, talking to me with a soft voice and gentle words. He’s never touched me or looked at me like other men do.

      I can’t figure him out and my stomach cramps when I think of him losing interest in me, that is, if he ever had any. I don’t have enough confidence to believe his words.

      The new apartment—ours, Hash says— is truly the most beautiful place I’ve ever lived. All the furniture is new and so is the kitchen stuff and the pictures on the wall. We even have a plant, though it’s already wilting because neither of us is any good at taking care of anything.

      This is temporary, I tell myself. Hash’ll get tired of me, of my sadness and fear. Eventually, he’ll want me to go.

      Right now, he’s not home, and while I miss him, it’s nice to be alone in a safe place.

      I’m sitting cross-legged on my new queen-sized bed. The mattress is medium soft with a pillowtop. The pillows are medium firm. The duvet is thin with the cover of an abstract print that looks like a watercolour. I have a thicker one in the closet for winter and three more covers. There are two sets of sheets next to the covers that I haven’t taken out of their packaging.

      Even though Hash did everything else, he made me help him pick out my new clothes; we bought them online so I wouldn’t have to go out. He buys the groceries too, but I don’t eat much and I’ve lost weight since Hell’s Jury rescued me from the Blackbeards. I’m getting lighter and lighter. One day I’ll disappear, which I don’t mind. Hash doesn’t like it though, and he plays a game to make me eat. I’m willing to meet him half-way because I’m not the only one messed up. Hash has his own demons to cope with.

      When he’s alone with me, he lets down his guard and when that happens, I see his haunted eyes, hear him in his sleep. When I hear his nightmares, I pretend I have my own, both to wake him up and to bring him to me. When we’re next to each other in the dark, our nightmares can’t touch us.

      The problem is the waking nightmares I have when Hash is gone for the day. He’s able to put his aside because he’s not afraid of the outside world, but I’m a burden he misguidedly thinks he has to bear. It’s not fair to him because I have nothing to offer except my body, which he doesn’t want.

      On the mattress in front of me is an array of bottles. They’re prescription drugs. I’m suicidal – I have been for years, and my doctor continues to change my medication, adjust the dosages, try to help me. I dutifully fill the prescriptions, but I also keep the pills I no longer need.

      Even I’m smart enough to know I shouldn’t have these extra pills, so I don’t understand why she keeps prescribing more pills without asking for the old ones back. My doctor knows my preferred method of death is pills and yet keeps giving me more. Maybe she thinks it doesn’t matter. Maybe she thinks I can’t be fixed.

      I do this often – take out my pills and contemplate them. Sometimes I count them and sort them, thinking about which ones I’ll take to end my pain. Sometimes I think about the alcohol I’ll use to wash them down, how much I’ll need as I swallow the pills. I might vomit if I have too much to drink so I have to be careful. When I finally decide to end my life, I want to make sure I never wake up.

      Sometimes I think about the suicide note, but up until now, I’ve had no one to write it for. Now I have Hash. He doesn’t know it, but he’s the only one standing between me and the pills and one day it won’t be enough to stop me. Maybe it will be the day he gives up on me or maybe it will be the day he hits me. The day will come though. It always does.

      I hear the rattle of a key in the locks and quickly gather up the bottles, slipping them into the bottom drawer of my dresser under several pairs of new jeans. I take a quick look in the mirror, run my fingers through my hair, and force a smile to my face.

      I’m hovering in the main area as Hash unlocks the last bolt. There are four, to keep me safe, he explains. I can’t deny the locks help get me through the day.

      “Hi,” he says as he steps inside and closes the door.

      I suck in a breath when I see his face. “You’re hurt.” It’s not the first time he’s come home bruised and broken, but usually he’s giddy from the fight. Today it’s different. He’s not smiling. His shoulders are drooping and the dullness of his eyes breaks my heart.  

      He tries to hide his emotions as he turns his back and walks into the kitchen. He opens the fridge and pulls a beer from it. “No big deal,” he says as he uncaps it and takes a long swallow.

      I walk to him, reach out to touch the corner of his mouth, fingers hovering, tears in my eyes. “I’m sorry.” Inside, I want to be the angry girlfriend, mad on his behalf, but also furious that he lets himself be a punching bag. I can’t though, because even if that girl exists, she’s buried so deep I’ve never found her.

      Hash shrugs as he circles me and heads to the leather recliner in the living room. “I gave as good as I got.” He usually sits on the couch so I can sit next to him, but not today. I feel rejected and think of my pills.

      He scratches at the corner of his eye as he studies me, the beer bottle wavering under his lips. “My brothers are pissed with me. They don’t think the two of us should be living together.” He takes a swallow of the beer. “They don’t trust me.”

      Hurt shadows his eyes and lines his face. I know how much anger leaks out of him, how the pain from a fight keeps him sane. But today, there’s a sadness I haven’t seen before and my stomach twists at the newness of it.

      “I trust you,” I tell him as I sit in my usual place on the couch. I pick up a couch pillow and hug it to me.

      He considers my soft words as he takes another drink, his eyes focused on the pillow I’m holding. “Why?” he asks. “Why on earth would you trust me? I’m a fucked-up asshole.”

      I want to go to him, curl up on his lap, hold his face in my hands and kiss his pain away. He’s the only man I’ve met that I really wanted. He’s the only man I’ve met who refuses to use me. “Yes.” Because I won’t lie to him. “I don’t know why you are.”

      He grins and I eat up the little crumbs. “That, Baggage, is a long story.”

      Baggage. That’s the pet name he gave me and every time he uses it, I’m reassured. Others might be appalled, but I hear the affection in the tone, the meaning behind the word. The day he stops calling me his baggage is the day I’ll know he’s done with me.

      “I’ll get you something to eat,” I tell him as I stand and head to the kitchen.

      “Us,” he replies. “I won’t eat if you don’t.”

      He says this too, all the time. He’s deceptive in his affection. He makes me eat against my will. Makes me smile, sometimes even makes me laugh. He makes me love him.

      “Of course,” I reply as if there were ever a doubt. I open the fridge and pull out a package of hot dogs and place three on a plate. One minute in the microwave, ketchup and mustard on the buns. Neither of us likes onions. I bring both plates back to the living room and hand his to him then return to my place on the couch.

      He moves to sit beside me, and I smile at him like a puppy. I wait while he takes a bite of his hot dog. It’s our routine. He won’t eat another bite until I take my first one, then he takes another bite, then so do I. When I finish my hot dog, he eats his second in three quick bites, then licks his fingers.

      “Delicious,” he declares like I’ve served him a steak.

      I grin. “Thank you. I’ve been practicing.”

      He takes my plate, stacks it on his, then sets them on the coffee table. Propping his feet up next to the plates, he slides his arm around my shoulders. He doesn’t often touch me or let me touch him, but his vulnerability today weakens his resolve. I take a risk and cuddle into him and to my relief, he lets me. The warmth of his body, the rise of his chest, the light scent of cigarette smoke serves to comfort me.

      “They think I’m fucking you,” he says as he expels a breath.

      I feel his pain down to my bones. “Do you want me to tell them you’re not?” My voice is small, my words uncommitted.

      “No,” he replies. “I want them to trust me.”

      He never looks at me when his emotions are raw, and right now, even though I’ve tilted my head to see his face, he stares across the room at the blank television screen.

      He sighs. “I’m a bastard. A fuckin’ animal. They’ve seen all that.” He swallows hard. “But they’ve never seen me hurt a chick and I never would.” He pauses as he looks at me. “I would never hurt you, Peyton. You know that, right?”

      I climb to my knees and cradle his face in my hands. “You are the only man who hasn’t,” I say with all the sincerity I have. I lean into him and brush my lips across his. “I wish you would fuck me,” I whisper.

      He almost knocks me over as he stands and turns his back to me. “No! I can’t be just another prick in your life.”

      “Okay.” I feel his rejection but don’t let it leak into my voice. “It’s just… I want to thank you for all you’ve done.”

      He rounds on me, his eyes blazing. “I didn’t do any of this for thanks.” His arm arcs through the air at all the new stuff we have. “You don’t fuck men because you’re grateful.” He’s raised his voice, but he’s the only man I’ve never recoiled from and I don’t do it now. “You fuck them because you love them.”

      “I love you,” I say in a voice so small it escapes me on a whisper.

      He shakes his head. “Neither of us knows what love is.” He picks up the plates, stomps to the kitchen, and carelessly tosses them into the sink. Then he opens another bottle of beer. “In our world, love equals pain, yeah?” He won’t meet my eyes. “No one should love me. It’s not safe.”

      “You’re safe, Hash. Safe with me like I’m safe with you.”

      He groans as he closes his eyes. “Don’t kiss me again. I’m a man and you’re beautiful. You matter to me. I don’t want to do what my brothers are accusin’ me of.”

      The room feels too warm as I hold myself rigid so I don’t go look in a mirror. I want to believe his words, but I know I’m not beautiful. My hair’s too long, frayed ends, a dull brown. My nose and lips are too big for the thinness of my face. My eyes are lifeless, the colour of dirty dishwater. I hide my small breasts under loose T-shirts. Other women are proud of their bodies. I’m afraid of mine.

      Hash, on the other hand, is handsome. He wears his long hair in a ponytail, always a day or two growth of whiskers. He’s tall, not like some of his brothers, but he towers over me. His body is lean, but well-formed and covered in ink. He has strong arms and a hard chest and stomach. His eyes, like mine, are brown, but most of the time, his are bright, full of expression. When he smiles, really smiles, they become the sun on a warm day.

      He has scars on his face. One over his eyebrow and another on his top lip. When he takes off his shirt, I see the faded leftovers of beatings. Not the adult ones that are fresh, but the little boy ones. There’s a perfect line of cigarette burns, like marching ants, on the left side of his torso. Fourteen. One for each birthday, he told me, and I wonder what happened when he turned fifteen. He tells his brothers that he did it himself, but I know it’s not true.  

      We’re both leftover rejects, battered by life, coping the best we can. Maybe he’s right that we shouldn’t be together. Maybe we’re both too messed up to help each other. The idea feeds my hopelessness, which makes me think of my pills.

      But I can’t desert Hash, not until he deserts me.
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      I love Peyton. It came on slowly because I didn’t recognize it at first. The night she risked her life to save Coyote’s sisters, I was too pumped up to notice her, not until Hangman put her on the back of my bike. As I drove, her grip on my waist was so light it felt like an angel was holding me. She was frail, sad, terrified, but when Fender took her to the clubhouse, I forgot about her. She was just a chick and I had other things on my mind.

      It was only after I got back to the clubhouse and saw Peyton sitting stiffly between Fender and Jawbone, that I remembered. She sought me out with her eyes and bravely held mine. She didn’t see the blood on my shirt or my raw knuckles. She saw safety and I saw redemption.

      No one noticed when I took her under my wing. I helped her to a bedroom, showed her the shower, found her a change of clothes. She was an afterthought as the brothers and the old ladies celebrated the safe return of the twins.

      It wasn’t until church that she was even thought about and when I told my brothers I had it in hand, I weathered their skepticism. Hangman warned me not to fuck with her. I told them all to piss off. It was the first time as a member of Hell’s Jury, that I felt betrayed. Only Eight got me because he sees what others don’t.

      I didn’t thank him for his support because I didn’t want it. I don’t trust his motives. It helped though, because everyone backed off. Peyton was a problem that needed fixing and once I offered, they could get back to their lives and forget about her.

      Coming back to the apartment today, after the fight with Reaper, I’m deflated. Peyton is waiting by the door. She looks like a wraith, the smile on her lips fading when she sees my face.

      And then later, when she kisses me, I lose it. She thinks she should be grateful. She tells me she loves me.

      “Love equals pain, yeah?” I snarl, trying to pull my beast back inside. She thinks she’s safe with me, but that’s an illusion. Other women don’t matter, there’s no emotion involved, so there are no highs and lows. With Peyton, I feel out of control. What if one day, I forget I love her? What if one day I hit her?

      I don’t know how to handle the intensity of what I feel. It kills me to think of being without her. It makes me selfish. I don’t want her fixed because if she were, then she might leave me. At the same time, I want her whole so I can have a real relationship with her.

      I watch my brothers with their women. Mostly Rocky because his relationship with Jess makes the most sense to me. They love each other privately and publicly and I wish for that even though I know it’ll never happen. Jess is like sunshine and Rocky’s like air. They nourish each other. Peyton and me, we’re shadows that flicker in fog.

      Peyton’s eyes are bright as she watches me warily and I force a soft smile to my lips. “I’m just pissed because of the fight,” I say lamely. “Don’t cry.”

      It’s meaningless because she doesn’t cry. It’s the pills she takes, the ones that keep her steady. They blunt her emotions, keep her face unlined. Still, I’m learning the subtleties of her reactions and starting to know what she needs.

      “I should take a shower,” I say to relieve the tension between us.

      She nods. “Do you want dessert? We have ice cream.”

      The moment has passed and we’re okay again.
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      Days turn into weeks and Hash and I have fallen into a pattern of co-existence that I neither love nor hate. Sometimes he only shows up to sleep, other times not at all. I get jealous where I have no right to be, but it’s hard not to envision him with one of the passarounds, sleeping with her when he won’t sleep with me.

      One time, after three days of absence, Hash comes home. Most of the time, he calls to let me know he’ll be away, sometimes he texts. This time, he’s done neither.

      I’m sitting in the living room watching a movie when I hear a key rattling in the bolts. I quickly turn off the television then jump up off the couch and hurry to the front door. I admit I’m like a dog excited to see my master.

      When he walks in, my excitement dies. He’s holding a couple of grocery bags in one hand and a case of beer in the other, but his appearance makes my face heat. He’s shaved, his hair cut to his shoulders, clean and hanging loose. He’s dressed in clean jeans and a T-shirt under his cut. He has new earrings and a silver chain around his neck. He smells like soap.

      Part of me is filled with self-hatred that I’m standing in front of him in a loose T-shirt, faded jeans and bare feet. My hair’s tied up in a messy knot and I can’t remember if I’ve put on deodorant. He smells like a god, and me, I haven’t showered today.

      “Hey Baggage,” he says by way of greeting as he walks by me into the kitchen. “Brought some groceries. Thought we’d have a real meal.”

      “Where’ve you been?” I ask like a jealous wife.

      He doesn’t pick up on the undertone as he slides the beer into the fridge. “Had a road trip. Stuff to move.” He looks up. “Nothin’ I can talk about.”

      I hover near the front door, my hands in the back pockets of my jeans. “Oh.”

      The grin falls from his face as he sees my agitation. “What’s wrong?”

      What’s wrong? I know I’ve never had a real relationship. I know what I have with Hash isn’t real either, but inside, my heart thumps hollowly. I rub the pain in my chest away. “I’m…” I start, then hesitate.

      “Hey,” he says, rounding the counter and coming over to me. He tugs on a loose strand of my hair. “Are you okay?”

      “Were you with someone else?” I blurt. “A woman?”

      “Ah,” he replies on a nod as his eyes darken. He steps back into the kitchen, grabs a beer, uncaps it and takes a drink. He’s looking past me, thinking. “No,” he finally says.

      Ice consumes me because I don’t believe him. He took too long, but what can I say? I’m nobody to him. Baggage. I gather a breath and wave my hand up and down. “You look good.”

      He doesn’t reply in kind. “Did something happen while I was gone?”

      I push my shoulders up to my ears then back again. “No. Nothing.” I pause, then, “You just never called or texted. I was worried.” Yes, I definitely sound like a jealous housewife.

      He scowls. “I don’t know how to do this, Peyton. I’m not used to answering to anyone and I didn’t think I had to answer to you.”

      My world slides sideways. He called me Peyton. “You don’t,” I say hastily. “Don’t be mad. I just missed you.”

      His anger evaporates. “Not mad, confused.” He moves to the couch and pats the cushion beside him.

      I follow him and obediently sit down.

      “I missed you too,” he says after a minute of silence. “I did this for you.” He sweeps his hand up and down himself. “I didn’t want to come home looking and smelling like I was working in a sewer.”

      He did it for me. My heart soars even though my head is still not convinced. “Where did you do it?” I pause. “Shower, I mean.”

      He closes his eyes. “You’re jealous.”

      “No,” I lie.

      He takes a drink of his beer, his lips pulled into a teasing grin. “I think you are.”

      I turn my head away from him. “Okay, yes. I’m jealous.” I swallow as I stare at the wall. There’s a picture of a daisy hanging on it and I count each petal. “I have no right.”

      His fingers tangle in my hair and he pulls my head around so I’m facing him. “I’d be jealous too, if you up and disappeared for three days without a word.”

      I blink my eyes at the sincerity in his face. “I want something, Hash. I know I don’t deserve it. You’ve already done so much for me. Maybe that’s why I want more. I don’t want to share you.”

      “You aren’t,” he replies as he strokes my hair. “I promise.”

      I suck in a deep breath, then let it out slowly. He’s never lied to me before. “Okay.” I nod. “I’m sorry.”

      He chuckles. “Don’t be sorry, baby. It’s flattering.”

      I lean my back against the couch and fold my hands in my lap. “I love you, Hash.”

      A long silence widens the gap between us. “I’m afraid to love, Peyton. I want to be who you want, who you need, but I don’t think that man exists. It has to be enough right now. I can’t give you more.”

      “Ever?” I say with a quiver in my voice.

      He slides his arm around my shoulder and pulls me into him. “Someday, maybe. When you can make choices for yourself that aren’t self-destructive. And when I can trust myself not to hurt you.”

      I bend my neck so I can see into his face. “How can we do that? I don’t understand why I’m not good enough already. I don’t know how to be better.”

      He’s quiet for a moment. “I don’t know how either.”
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      One day I’m hanging out at the tattoo shop the Jury owns. Hangman don’t much like me, but he sees my artistic talent. When the opportunity came up, the Jury bought the shop and gave it to me to manage. I named it Sailor Jerry’s after the man who revolutionized the art of inking, making his own pigments and needle formations.

      I don’t ink anyone but the brothers. I hire talent to do the other customers. Crank is one of them, good enough to take on the big projects. It’s why I sponsored him as a prospect with the club. The kid reminds me of me when I was younger – lost, shiftless, headed into trouble. He’s not angry though. He just drifts whichever way the wind blows. Don’t know if he’ll ever get his colours, but he’s becoming a mascot around the clubhouse and unless he does something stupid, I doubt Hangman will cut him loose.

      The shop is located in Reno, close enough to the casinos to draw attention. While the fact that it’s owned by a one-percenter motorcycle club increases its popularity, it’s the talented inkers I have that draw in the serious clients, the ones that keep coming back.

      The others are one-timers. Mostly guys with more cash than brains or girls who think a tattoo makes them a rebel. It sounds cynical but it’s fair. These clients are the kind of people who wouldn’t give me the time of day if I didn’t have the cache associated with Hell’s Jury.

      The rich guys are the worst. They’re like every other fuck with a wad of cash – sheep who think they’re big men. They swagger like bad actors, talk too loudly and swear at each other. They’re the bullies, the guys that gang up on a man and beat him to death. They’re the rapists, the ones who hit their women, the assholes who snort coke because they’re bored.

      The girls are mostly young – they giggle, flirt and ask for dolphins and other shit. None of us judge their choice. They want a permanent puppy on their asses, they get it. We ain’t cheap, but we are that good. The other tat shops can’t compete, don’t have our reputation, talent or heart.

      Me, I manage the place, but I hate the stuff that goes with it like keeping the books, hiring the talent, pretending I give a fuck about the customers. Today has been particularly trying because one of the inkers called in sick and Crank is being a cunt about it. Under different circumstances, I’d punch him, but even I know it’s bad for business when the inker bleeds on the customer.

      I’m in the office trying to add a column of numbers, when I hear a woman out front bitching about her tattoo, listen as Crank loses his composure. The Jury don’t see what I see in the kid. They think he’ll never get past being a prospect. He’s this kid who struggles with his identity, copes with life self-destructively. I want the Jury to save him like they saved me. Maybe he’ll eventually show them what he’s made of, but it’s not gonna happen today.

      Right now, he sounds like a whiny little shit offended because the customer’s complaining about how he inked the ears on her fucking Cheshire Cat.

      When I’ve had enough of the back-and-forth bitching, I stalk out to the front and tell the cunt that if she wants it fixed, I’ll fix it. I take my blade from my ankle holster and wave it at her. “How much fuckin’ skin do you want me to remove. The whole tat or just the fuckin’ ears?”

      She freaks. “You’re a bastard!” Black smears of mascara run down her cheeks as she sobs. “You’re all bastards!” She hasn’t got the good sense to leave though. “I’m gonna fucking sue you.”

      I flip my knife in the air and catch it by the handle all the while locking eyes with her. “You think you’ll live long enough for this to get to court?” Inside I’m seething, but all she sees is a cold hard-assed bastard who doesn’t give a fuck whether she lives or dies.

      Crank pipes up. “Better go, bitch. He’s a motherfucker when he’s mad.”

      She stumbles out the door, still sobbing. It’ll be a story she’ll tell over and over again; we’re bastards, she’s the victim and now she lives in fear. Eventually, her friends will get tired of her and move on.

      Once the door bangs shut, I turn to Crank. “You fuckin’ learn how to handle this shit or the Jury will never vote you in.”

      Crank glares at me. He’s got more talent than me, which is sayin’ a lot, and I don’t want to lose him, but he needs to figure shit out. “I had it fuckin’ handled, Hash. You interfered too soon.”

      On another day, I’d feed his lips to his teeth, but today I’m tired of the management bullshit. “I gotta head to church,” I mutter as I turn my back. I don’t even have the energy for a parting shot.

      In the alley where we park our bikes, I’m puttin’ on my helmet when I’m sucker-punched in the back of the head. My bike falls over as I land on it hard. The pain energizes me and I roll away from the fucker trying to grab me and scramble to my feet. Three assholes are grinning at me, one with a bat, one wearing knuckle-dusters and the other guy, a big fuckin’ bastard, thinks using his fists will be enough.

      I don’t wait for them to strike first. “Motherfucker!” I scream and bull-doze the big cunt into the wall so hard I hear his spine crack. He groans and slides to his ass, but I’ve left myself vulnerable and the fuck with the bat uses it to his advantage by hitting me in the back of the knees.

      The other one kicks me in the ribs as I faceplant.

      I’m lucky, or maybe unlucky, that Crank followed me for reasons I never found out. He had the presence of mind to call my brothers, then entered the brawl like a champ.

      A lot can happen in the minute it takes to make a call, and I while I’m vicious, even I don’t have the skills to take on three guys intent on drawing blood.

      After that it’s a blur.

      Before help arrives, I’m lying on the ground getting the shit kicked out of me. This is it, I think as I field a blow to my head. My last thought before the world goes black is about Peyton. What’s she gonna do without me?

      Later, I find out that Reaper and Eight came to the rescue, but not in time to get the fuckers who attacked me. Later, I find out that Crank died saving my sorry ass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          Peyton

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Other than the day I helped the Jury find Coyote’s twin sisters, leaving the safety of the Jury’s clubhouse was the hardest thing I’ve done. Back then, when I approached Hangman at the Blackbeard’s clubhouse, I hoped he would kill me for being one of their bitches. Instead, he and the rest of the men treated me with kindness. I didn’t know what to do except wait for the hammer to fall, but it never did.

      Instead, I got Hash.

      Hash is out when my phone rings. He was in a bad mood this morning, grumbling that the coffee was too weak, the toast was burnt. I had nothing to say in response since I didn’t make either.

      I stare at the phone. There’s no caller ID. I can’t decide whether to answer it or not. The only ones in my contact list are Hash, Coyote, and Coyote’s ol’ lady, Bryce. In an emergency, if Hash doesn’t pick up, then I’m supposed to call Coyote. If he doesn’t answer, then Bryce. Of course, there are always the solicitation calls and I ignore them, but this number is local.

      My indecision takes so long the ringing stops. Then the phone dings. Someone’s left a voice mail. I call and hear a deep masculine voice. “Peyton, it’s Joker. I’m calling again in five minutes. Pick up.”

      I set the phone on the kitchen counter and wait, watching the clock on the microwave. Three minutes later, the phone rings.

      “Peyton, Hash is in the hospital.” Joker stops, waiting for me to say something, but my mouth has dried up and my hands are shaking.

      “Peyton, are you there?”

      “Yes,” I croak. “Is he hurt bad?”

      He doesn’t sugarcoat it. “Yeah. He’s in surgery. I wanted to let you know. I’ll call you when I know more.”

      He ends the call and I stare at the phone, my chest heaving, my breath shallow. Hash is hurt bad. In surgery. What if he dies? What if he doesn’t come back? At first, I think about what I’ll do if I end up alone again, but then my brain kicks into gear. I’m a fool. The man I love is in the hospital, in emergency surgery, and I’m only thinking of myself.

      I need to be there for him. I need to talk to him. Hold his hand. Make sure he understands that he can’t die.

      I stare at the phone in my hand, then gather my courage and call Joker back. “I want to come to the hospital,” I tell him.

      “No,” he says bluntly. “There’s nothing you can do here.”

      “But—”

      “I said no. Too much is going on for us to have to look after you too.” He hangs up on me.

      I don’t know what to feel. There’s hurt and acceptance, but underneath those two emotions is outrage. How dare he keep me from Hash? How dare he think he knows what’s best?

      I’m shaking as I start to call him, but then change my mind. I’m about to call Coyote, then think maybe Bryce will understand better.

      When she answers her phone, I say, “It’s Peyton. Hash is hurt bad….” My voice trails into a high whimper as I fight to regain my composure. “I need to go to him.”

      “Of course you do. Coyote and I’ll come and get you.”

      I take a deep shaky breath. “Joker said no.”

      “Joker can go fuck himself.” She hangs up and I stare at the phone. Why can’t I be like that? Why the fuck do I have to be so useless?

      Five minutes later, I’m standing next to the door with a small bag packed. I’ve got my meds, a toothbrush, a change of clothes. If Hash is in surgery, that means he won’t be coming home today.

      Bryce and Coyote pick me up in an SUV with dark windows in the back. They hustle me in and out of it like I’m a celebrity. At the hospital, we stop at the front desk and inquire about Hash.

      “Are you family?” The nurse asks.

      “Yes,” Bryce says flatly.

      The nurse considers us, each in turn. I’m shaking because I’m worried she won’t let us past her, but Coyote tilts his head. “You want me to start shouting for my brothers? You know, the prez of Hell’s Jury. I’m sure you’ve seen our cuts.”

      Her scowl drops at his gruff voice. “Mr. Gregg is still in surgery.” She points down a hall. “The surgical unit is that way. You’ll find your… brothers there.”

      “Thank you,” Bryce says as she turns and heads in the direction the nurse indicated. I follow like a lamb and Coyote brings up the rear.

      We find Hangman and Joker in the hall outside a hospital room. Joker is leaning against one wall and Hangman stands a few feet from him, his arms crossed over his chest. Joker swivels his head and I shrink under his hostile scrutiny.

      “What are you doing here?” He stares over my head at Coyote. “What is she doing here?”

      Coyote grips Bryce’s arm when she opens her mouth to retort, then says, “Where the hell else would she be? Hash’s life is hanging on by a thread and you tell his girlfriend to stay home.”

      Girlfriend. I like the word and might have smiled if not for the fear Coyote’s words have instilled in me. “I want to be here,” I say in a small voice. “I have to be here.”

      Hangman comes to my rescue. “I’m glad you’re here, darlin’. Someone needs to look after our boy.”

      He and Joker exchange glances, then Joker shrugs. “Not my problem.”

      I skirt them, stepping into the empty room.

      Bryce follows me, surveying the white walls, the twin bed with railings, the rolling tray, the monitors and tubes. “This feels like a good thing,” she comments.  She strolls past me and sticks her head through the bathroom door, then turns to me. “They’re ready for him. That means he’ll make it through the surgery.”

      I don’t think she believes that any more than I do. “Yes,” I reply because she doesn’t need me to become irrational. I feel ineffectual. I’m powerless to influence the outcome. I can do nothing but wait.

      “I’ll wait with you.” Bryce points to a chair. “You sit.”

      I nod and follow her instructions. My body wilts like an unwatered weed. My eyes are bone-dry. I’m nothing but a paper-thin shell.

      Hangman, Joker, and Coyote are out in the hall talking to each other in soft tones but their voices carry.

      “We gotta find out who the fucks are that did this,” Hangman says. “There’s no coming back.”

      “Blackbeards first,” Coyote murmurs.

      Joker’s voice is louder than the others. “Mothman, Trigger, and King are shaking down everyone. It won’t take long.”

      A phone rings and Joker’s voice fades as he walks away.

      “Where’s Crank?” Coyote asks. “Thought he was in the fight.”

      There’s a long silence, then Coyote says, “Shit.” His voice is low and hollow.

      “What’s that mean?” I whisper to Bryce.

      She leans against the wall next to the window and crosses her arms. “I think it means he didn’t make it.”

      Outside the door, Hangman confirms it. To Coyote, he says, “Hash won’t be in any condition to give us the goods on Crank. We got a background on him?”

      “Not much,” Coyote replies. “I’ll check again. Do a trace. Most of us have someone out there.”

      Not me, I think as I swallow convulsively. I’ve only got Hash and what if I don’t have him anymore? What then?

      I glance at Bryce as she pushes off the wall. “I’ll go get an update.”

      She leaves the room and almost immediately the voices fade. She’s herded them away from the door. I don’t know whether that’s a good thing or a bad thing. I think about following her out, but I can’t make my body move.

      It doesn’t take long before Bryce returns. She’s with Coyote and Hangman. “He’s out of surgery,” Coyote tells me. “In recovery, then when he’s awake and stabilized, they’ll bring him here.”

      “Could be hours,” Hangman says. “You should go home.”

      I can’t find my voice, but I don’t have to. Bryce speaks for me. “If it were Coyote, you wouldn’t pry me out of that chair.” She moves into Coyote’s space and he puts a protective arm around her shoulders.

      “It ain’t the same,” Hangman grunts.

      “It is the same,” Bryce replies bluntly. “And oddly enough, you don’t get to dictate what she does or doesn’t do.”

      Bryce’s words are steady, her tone bland. My stomach somersaults anyway.

      Hangman stabs his finger at her. “I don’t like you.”

      Coyote sighs. “Prez, she’s right. What does it matter where she is? She’s not going to be disruptive.”

      I’m highly aware that they’re talking about me like I’m a child. That I’m not here listening to every word they say. “I’m staying,” I say softly. Too softly. I clear my throat. “I’m staying,” I repeat, louder.

      They turn to me and I shrink under their scrutiny, but I straighten my shoulders. “I need to.”

      Bryce’s face softens. “There you have it. Hash’s woman has spoken.” The corners of her lips turn upwards just a little, and for some reason, I feel proud that I made her smile.

      Hangman relents. “I’ll make sure a couple of our guys are outside the door, 24/7. I don’t know who the fucks are that did this. It could be because of Peyton. I don’t wanna take any chances.” He glances at his watch. “I’m gonna go. Hospital knows to phone me for updates.” His eyes rest on me. “You call if you need anything, yeah?”

      I nod. It soothes me that he’s included me in his concern.

      He storms out of the room like he always does, but Coyote and Bryce linger. “Want us to stay?” Coyote asks.

      No, I don’t. I feel crowded by their kindness. “I’m okay by myself.”

      Coyote hesitates, but Bryce takes his arm and says, “Let’s go.”

      He lets her lead him out the room.

      Finally, I’m alone. It’s not silent. There’s activity in the hall, nurses talking to each. Maybe doctors. I don’t know.

      No one comes to update me on Hash’s condition and I get more and more agitated. Then Zero and a guy I don’t know stick their heads in the room. “You okay?” Zero asks. His eyes are red and he looks haggard.

      I nod. “Are you okay?”

      He nods back. “This is Stark. He and I are gonna hang around outside the room tonight. I heard Hash is out of surgery, in recovery. That what you heard?”

      “I haven’t talked to anyone since I got here,” I tell him.

      Stark frowns. “How long you been here?”

      “Two hours.”

      “Fuckers,” he swears and disappears.

      Zero leans against the wall, his hands in his jean pockets, his eyes half-closed. “You heard about Crank?”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “He was an idiot,” Zero says gruffly. “But a good guy. He didn’t deserve this.” He pauses. “Neither did Hash.”

      Stark stalks into the room followed by a man in a white coat. “The doctor who did the surgery,” Stark growls.

      The doctor clears his throat. “You’re Andrew’s wife?”

      Stark ignores the question. “You leave her hanging for two hours. What the fuck kind of a doctor are you?”

      To his credit, the doctor makes no excuses. “I’m Doctor Lovejoy. I performed the emergency surgery on Mr. Gregg. He’s still in recovery. Maybe another hour. The nurse will let me know when he’s conscious and aware of his surroundings. If it takes longer, I’ll make sure someone updates you.”

      “Is he okay?” I ask, my stomach churning.

      “It’s too early to tell. His vitals are stable, but he’s lost a lot of blood and one of his lungs collapsed.” He stares at me for a moment, as if trying to decide how honest to be. “It’s… I’ll keep you updated.”

      He glances at Stark as he slides by him and out the door.

      I stand, my hands worrying in front of me, waiting for Stark to leave.

      His gaze sweeps me, then focuses on my face. “We’ll be outside.”

      Zero pulls the door half-closed behind him as he follows Stark out.

      I stare at the door, thinking. I wouldn’t say I was comfortable with all the men I’ve had to deal with today, but at the same time, I recognize that I didn’t fall apart either. It’s a huge step for me. Maybe even bigger than coming here to the hospital.

      I know I’m not ready to trust men or believe in them, but I feel stronger around them. If they tried to hurt me, I might actually fight back.

      No, you wouldn’t, the destructive voice in my head says.

      It’s right. I’m deluding myself.
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      Apparently, I’m going to live.

      I was an ugly fucker before, but the fight guarantees that the only heads I’ll be turning now are blind chicks’. I got three deep cuts to the face and a broken nose. That’s nothing compared to the ruptured spleen, the cracked ribs, the dislocated shoulder, the collapsed lung and the concussion.

      The pain is my morphine, but the docs won’t listen and shove a drip in my arm. Hangman warns me that if I pull it out, he’ll finish me off. He’s blustering, but I let him have his way. Concussion or not, he won’t hesitate to punch me in the head.

      I don’t know what time or even day it is when I come out of my fog. Middle of the night for sure because the room is dark and the door is open just enough to draw a yellow line across the floor from the lights in the hall. I’m in a private room, likely because no one would want to share with me, but the Jury wouldn’t settle for anything else.

      And who the fuck’s brave enough to argue with us?

      I know she’s here because her soft scent infuses the room. Peyton, who has only once been outside since she came to the clubhouse and that was when I moved her into our apartment. “What are you doing?” I hear the slur in my voice, think I’m drunk for a moment, then feel the pain and wish I was.

      Her voice is sleepy, but so close I can feel her breath. The light touch of her hand on my cheek surprises me. I’m not so drugged that I can’t feel the hairs on my arm stand up.

      “Where else would I be?” she murmurs.

      “Not here.” I’m not being belligerent; I can’t figure out why she’d brave the world for me. I’m not sure I like her sacrifice. It’s unfamiliar to me. I think of Crank and choke back the emotion.

      Then I feel the wetness of her tears. She’s crying and I’m even more shocked. Peyton can’t function without her meds. She needs them like she needs the air to breathe, but while they moderate her mood, they also dull her. She can smile but struggles to laugh. She can frown, but she’s never moved to anger. And she’s sad, so sad, yet she never cries.

      But now, she’s weeping over a fucker like me. I almost tell her not to cry, but then I realize the miracle. Instead, I say, “I’m okay.”

      “No you’re not. This is my fault.”

      “It isn’t your fucking fault,” I reply wearily. “Why would you even think that?”

      “Didn’t the Blackbeards attack you?” She sounds confused.

      “Don’t know who attacked me, but even if it was the Blackbeards, it’s not your fault. They’ve been our enemies long before you showed up.” I almost tell her to stop being stupid. To anyone else, I’d say it, but Peyton doesn’t get to see that side of me. I would die before I hurt her with my words. Instead, I add, “You know that.”

      “I do,” she says softly.

      I can’t deny that I’m happy she’s here, that she stepped outside her fear to come to me, but still, I don’t want her seeing me so weak. I’m worried she’ll lose her sense of safety. “You should go home, Baggage. Before you crack up.”

      I hear the smile in the tone of her voice. “Too late for that, isn’t it?”

      We talk about nothing for a few more minutes, then I drift off. The next time I open my eyes, the sun is streaming in.

      Peyton is still here, curled up in a chair, her long hair draped over her face as she sleeps. She looks so peaceful.

      A tide of emotion floods me as I watch her even breaths. Maybe she’s not here because of me. Maybe she’s only here because she can’t be home without me. She has no nightmares when we’re in the same room.

      Voices float in the air, but no one comes into the room, which gives me time to think. Not for the first time, I wonder what happened to make her so fragile. We’re opposite. She lives in fear, and I live in anger. I was fearful too, when I was a kid. My old man was a sadist. Each birthday, starting I guess when I was one, his birthday present was to grind a lit cigarette into the side of my torso. He hated me from the day I made my entrance into the world and as I grew, so did his hate.

      My mom was useless. I don’t think she was afraid of the old man because she’d egg him on when they fought. He’d hit her, call her a whore, but then he’d hit me harder. She let him, sometimes even watched. I don’t ever recall her crying or trying to protect me. I hated her even more than I hated the bastard who spawned me.

      We were poor and I can’t remember a day that I wasn’t hungry. I was always scrounging for food, stealing it. I wore secondhand clothes, outgrew them, and had to steal ones that fit. Sometimes my mother would remember I lived and get me what I needed, but she was mostly a selfish cunt. I became a good thief and after I got caught once, after my father beat the shit out of me for embarrassing him, I became a great thief. It was the only way I could survive.

      When I was younger, I retreated into myself, getting lost in my creative side. This made my old man despise me even more. He called me a fag, a pansy. He’d punch me for no reason, use the strap until I bled. Everywhere. Once, when he needed cash, he sold me to the highest bidder for a week. After that, I was overwhelmed by my helplessness. I wanted to die but I was a coward, even then.

      It was after my 13th birthday that everything changed. I screamed as he ground the cigarette into my skin, but the pain unleashed the monster that had been hiding inside me. I became this prick who’d take on the bigger guys – the ones who mocked me, picked on kids who were like me. They beat the shit out of me, which fed my addiction to pain. But I wanted more than that, I wanted to watch them bleed. They taught me how to fight back.

      A week before my 14th birthday, I decided there’d be no more birthday presents from my dad. That year, I was giving myself a birthday present.

      I packed my old man’s shit the day before my birthday, borrowed his car and drove to the Black Rock Desert, then over miles and miles of sand. I buried the suitcase full of his clothes, a box of shoes, his razor, the fucking strap he beat me with. I brought the car back but parked it in the back yard. It would piss him off, which was part of the plan.

      Mom was never there for my birthday. Maybe she didn’t want to see what he did. Maybe she didn’t care. It was hard waiting for him to come home. I remember pacing, looking out the window, checking the time. He showed up close to midnight, yelling at me that it was time for my birthday present. He wasn’t wrong. I waited until he was inside then knocked him cold with a baseball bat.

      I was still small – only 14, so it took a lot of effort to drag his big ass into the back yard and shove him in the trunk of his car. By the time I was done, he was awake and yelling, banging on the inside of the trunk. I was scared, not of him, but worried someone might hear. When I think back, I should’ve realized the yelling was nothing out of the ordinary. We lived in a shithole neighbourhood in Reno. Everyone knew I was abused, but so were half the kids in the neighbourhood. I was nothing special.

      I drove towards Tahoe, then miles off road. When I stopped, I opened the trunk and stepped back. The old man was furious, came out swinging and actually got a good shot to my chin that knocked me on my ass. It was me or him. One of us would die that night.

      I still had the baseball bat and when he came at me again, I clocked him with it. He went down like a bag of rocks. Fourteen years of rage poured out of me. I was in a fog as I swung the bat over and over again. When I finally ran out of fight, the man I hated was nothing but a lump of blood and bones. I left him where he lay. The stink would attract predators and there’d be nothing left of him in less than a week.

      After, I drove around a while gathering my courage. I stopped once to bury the bat and then an hour later, I stopped again. I was miles from nowhere. I sat in the car, lit a cigarette and added my 14th birthday present to the all the other ones. Then I walked home. It took me hours.

      Mom lost it when she thought dad had run out on her. No one questioned his absence. Most wondered why he hadn’t done it earlier.

      Two weeks later, I dropped out of school and left home. Found a job painting signs, then apprenticed with a tattoo artist. I was always broke, doing drugs, getting into fights. One day, when I was 17, I picked on the wrong guy. Lord was the president of Hell’s Jury before he got put in a wheelchair. He beat the shit out of me, then dragged me to the clubhouse. I thought I was a dead man and frankly, didn’t give a fuck.

      The brothers had a conversation, decided I was worth saving, and I became a prospect. Lord sponsored me, told me that I could smoke cigarettes and pot, but if he ever saw me doing hard stuff, he’d end me. No second chances. I’ve never yet seen a prospect that was treated like I was, but I hung in there, mostly because I had no place else to go.

      When I got my colours, the brothers beat the shit out of me, but as a full-fledged member, I was allowed to fight back. I cracked a few skulls in the process.

      That’s my story and I’ve never told anyone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          Peyton

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      At the hospital, I don’t leave Hash’s side other than to go to the bathroom. Four days later he’s released. The doctor thinks he needs a nurse to come over daily to look after him and Hangman agrees, but I tell them no. I’m shaking when I say it, but I don’t want anyone in the apartment. It’s my sanctuary – the only place I get to have Hash to myself. It would feel like an invasion if anyone else crossed the threshold. It would ruin it for me.

      Hangman tries to convince me otherwise, but I won’t be moved. Finally, he gives in with a smile. “Respect, darlin’,” he says.

      The hospital gives me instructions and Bryce and Coyote take us home. I even let Coyote support Hash to his bedroom. Bryce seems to understand what I need and stands in the hall, watching through the open door, but not talking.

      I listen to the quiet murmurs of the men, then a few minutes later, Coyote comes out. “Hospital says he should stay in bed at least a week other than to go to the bathroom.” He’s telling me what I already know, but I’m not surprised he underestimates my intelligence. I don’t come across as a mental giant.

      “Okay.”                                     

      “He can use the walker but will still need help getting in and out of bed.” He frowns as his eyes sweep my frail body.

      I need him to leave so I say, “If I need help, I’ll call you. I promise.”

      That seems to appease him, but as I close the door behind him I hear Bryce’s flat voice tell him I’m lying. It makes me smile.

      When I check in on Hash, his eyes are closed and his bare chest is rising and falling. I think he’s asleep, but as I turn to leave, he says, “Come here, Baggage.”

      I take soft steps and then sink down to my knees on the floor so I’m level with his face.

      His tired eyes hold mine. “I don’t like this. Being helpless, having you look after me.”

      “Better me than anyone else.”

      His lips turn up into a smile that fades into a grimace. “I know.”

      “Did you take your pills?”        

      “Yeah. The fucker forced them down my throat.”

      “Good,” I tell him. “Go to sleep.”

      “Bossy Baggage,” he murmurs but he’s already fading.

      I leave him, check the locks on the door, then take a shower. I haven’t bathed since I went to the hospital and the shampoo in my hair, the warm water on my skin feels like heaven. After I’m done, I wrap myself in a towel and go to my room, laying on the bed, but I don’t close my eyes even though I’m exhausted. I think about my pills but it’s distant. The urge to take them out and count them, sift through them isn’t there. I know why. Hash needs me and I can’t let him down.

      I should be full of panic that he’s so helpless. Who will protect me if someone tries to come into our place. Who will protect him?

      I sit up, slip into pyjamas, then go to the closet in the hall where he hangs his cut. He keeps his gun on the top shelf. I pull it down and look at it. I don’t really know much about guns, but I guess I could learn. Someone has to protect us.

      I’m hungry, which feels foreign to me. They gave me trays of food at the hospital when they gave them to Hash and I made him eat the food like the way we do. He had no choice.

      I smile at the power it gave me as I make myself some canned vegetable soup. After it’s warmed, I sit at the table and eat it as I watch you-tube videos on how to load a gun, how to shoot it. My stomach is churning, but my resolve to protect Hash is strong.

      The gun feels heavy and awkward in my hands. A weapon that ends life. The idea of it makes me feel fragile. Makes me think of my pills.

      How many times have I thought about killing myself? Why does it matter how I die?

      I empty the bowl of soup and feel the warmth of it seep through me. I’m sleepy. I haven’t slept much since Hash got hurt. I can’t sleep in my bed, because what if Hash needs me and I don’t hear him, but I can’t sleep in his bed because he’s too broken.

      I take the cushions off the couch and fashion them into a mattress next to his bed, then drag my duvet and pillow into his room. I check the locks on the front door, then crawl onto the cushions, wrap the duvet around me and fall asleep. The next time I wake up, it’s because Hash is talking to me.

      “What are you doing, Baggage?” he says in a voice full of pain.

      I’m immediately alert and pop up so fast he jerks. Then groans.

      “Sorry,” I say, but for some reason it’s with a smile. I don’t get why I’m happy, but I feel the release inside me, and for a change, I don’t fight it.

      He smiles back. “You don’t have to sleep down there.”

      “Yes. I do.” I don’t explain myself because I don’t have to. Hash knows me well enough to understand me.

      “I need to piss.”

      “Yeah.” I shove my bed off to the side, then help him up. He groans and flinches but doesn’t fight me. He’s wearing pyjama bottoms, which surprises me because I wouldn’t have thought he owned any. Maybe Coyote brought them.

      As I help him to the walker, he says, “You’re the only one, Peyton.”

      I’m not sure what he means, but my heart soars at the statement. “Anything for you,” I tell him.

      He looks at me as his hands settle on the handles of the walker. “Something’s changed.”

      “Yeah,” I say, almost shyly. I don’t know what either, but I feel different. “Do you want me to come in with you?”

      “And watch me take a shit?” He shakes his head. “That doesn’t happen ‘til we’ve been married a year.”

      I grin as I watch him turn his back, shuffle inside and close the door behind him. The idea of us being married makes me wishful. He’s helpless. I could force him, I think mischievously. I hover outside the door, waiting while until he’s finished, then walk him back to the bed.

      “Did you eat?” he says to me before he says anything else.

      I nod. “I ate soup.”

      “Good girl,” he replies.

      “Do you want to eat?”

      He closes his eyes. “Not yet. I need to sleep.”

      “Okay,” I tell him. I put my bed back together and lay down, then watch him until he closes his eyes and his breath deepens. Then I go to sleep myself.
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      I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling, trying to clear my vision. Something woke me up. I turn my head to the side of the bed, see the cushions that Peyton turned into a bed scattered, the bedding folded messily.

      But I don’t see her.

      A crash from the kitchen makes me panic and I struggle to sit up, but I fuckin’ can’t. I don’t feel fear anymore, not really, but being helpless this way makes me more scared than I’ve ever been. For me, yeah, because I finally have a reason to live. And that reason is out of my reach and my ability to protect her.

      The I hear soft laughter. Peyton’s. Who the hell is she laughing with? Now I’m fucking jealous. Fucking emotions burning through me, anger rising, threatening to engulf me.

      “Peyton,” I shout, my voice raspy because my mouth’s so dry. “Where the fuck are you?”

      She materializes in the doorway, looking bemused. “Are you okay?”

      My heart stutters at her beauty. Her long hair hanging over her breasts to her waist. A T-shirt of mine swamping her thin body.

      I can finally breathe. “Who’s here?” I demand.

      She crawls carefully up the empty side of the bed, then sits cross-legged and looks down at me. “Just me.” She touches my forehead, a single finger sliding across the brow. “Are you okay, do you need anything?”

      Tears sear my eyes, though I don’t know why. I can’t isolate the emotions – too many, too overwhelming. I blink to clear my vision. “I heard you laughing.” It comes out harsh, accusatory and I feel like my old self. “What the fuck were you laughing at?”

      She doesn’t let my ugliness ruin her mood. “I was trying to make you some scrambled eggs and toast.” She stops. “Well me first, I guess. I was testing it out on me, then if it worked, I would make you some.”

      I narrow my eyes and wait. I hate being helpless, hate that Peyton sees me like this. Hate myself for being such a prick.

      Her eyes dim as she sees my anger. “I’m sorry I woke you. I dropped the plate with the toast on it. It was funny then….” Her voice falters. “I’m sorry,” she whispers.

      Weakness is who I used to be, a fuck I destroyed the night I battered my old man to death. I can’t be that boy again. I don’t dare. I’ll lose myself if I do. And yet, Peyton makes me selfish, makes me want to cry, makes me want to love. Makes me want to be a better man.

      I bring my hand to her face – it’s shaky, painful and when I take her chin, too weak to squeeze. “I’m the fuck, not you,” I tell her.

      She starts to shake her head, but I find the strength in my fingers to stop her.

      “What am I gonna do with you, Baggage? You’re too good for me. One day you’ll figure it out and fuck off. It’s what I deserve.” My hand falls and I close my eyes. It’s all the strength I’ve got.

      “Hash?” she says in a soft, concerned tone.

      “Tired,” I rasp. “Quit cooking. You’ll start the place on fire.”

      I hear soft laughter in her voice. “I need practice. I’ll be careful.”

      The mattress dips, then she’s gone.

      “Make sure the fucking door is locked,” I mutter to an empty room.
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      Three, four days pass. Hash is more mobile but still can’t be upright for very long. He’s in a lot of pain and though he doesn’t want the pills, he takes them. He’s changed but I can’t figure out why. He tugs me into his orbit then pushes me away. Sometimes he’s angry with me and other times soft. I miss his steadiness. It kept me sane. This new Hash is moody and volatile. This Hash reminds me of my past.

      I’m sitting in the armchair in the living room as the sun starts to set. The brightness of its rays streaks in through the dirty kitchen window making my eyes leak. I don’t turn my head away. I’m back to not crying, not laughing, not living. The sun seems to get me.

      Fear coils in my belly as I hold Hash’s gun between my fingers. I stroke the barrel, pass it from palm to palm, point it at the opposite wall. I think about bringing it to my temple. Think about what it would feel like to pull the trigger. Think about my past.

      I loved my father, a man who brutalized me. He was a middle-class, upstanding citizen with a darkness that no one knew about except me. I never understood how he could hit me, rape me, then tell me he loved me. And each time he did it, he would say it was the last time, that he would never hurt me again. That he was so sorry.

      And each time, I believed him.

      He died of heart attack when I was sixteen. That should have been the end of it. I was free. Except I wasn’t. No one understood the shell I had become. From their outside view, I had been raised by a good man. I should be better than I was. But I didn’t know how. My family and his friends resented me. They told me I shamed his memory.

      I drifted, looking for something, someone to save me because I was past the point of helping myself. I didn’t know how to be normal, how to live without a controlling man, so I found one and when he got tired of me, I found another. And another.

      Then I found the Blackbeards who used me up without care. I’ll never understand how I found the strength the night that Hell’s Jury bikers flooded the warehouse. Maybe I thought it was time to die. By then, I wanted to. I remember being so scared I almost vomited. I remember Hangman talking to me, compelling me to tell him where the twins were.

      It was them that I did it for, the twins. I was beyond help, ready to die, either killed by a biker or by my own hand. It didn’t matter anymore. But those young girls, so scared, so innocent. Protected like I never was. I needed to help them.

      Hangman put me on the back of Hash’s bike and I led them to where the girls were held. I expected the bikers to kill me after I gave them what they wanted, but instead, one of them, not Hash, took me back to the clubhouse. He looked after me until his brothers returned with the girls. Then I was forgotten. I no longer existed.

      I waited because it was all I knew how to do. I didn’t run, couldn’t find the strength inside me. Time moved slowly, then Hash was there. He took my hand, led me upstairs and into a bedroom.

      “Bathroom,” he told me in a dead voice as he pointed at a closed door. “You can shower there. I’ll get you something clean to wear.” His eyes scanned my body, but not in an interested way. His expression never wavered as it lingered on my bruises, the scars. “The bed’s clean,” he muttered as he turned his back.

      “Thank you,” I said as he was closing the door. As an afterthought, I added, “Hash.”

      That made him hesitate for just a second, then he was gone. When he returned, he had one of his T-shirts and a sandwich on a plate, some chips and a coke. He avoided looking at me as he set everything on the top of the tall dresser.

      He leaned his arm next to the food and studied the floor as if it would give him the guidance to know what to do with me. “No one’s gonna hurt you here, doll. You can stay as long as you want. Be a passaround if you want. Or when you’re ready.”

      My eyes burned at his words, but no tears fell. For a brief few seconds, I had deluded myself into believing that life could be different, that I could be normal. That someone, anyone might care. “I’ll leave,” I said to him.

      He whipped his head up. “The ‘beards will kill you if you leave. They know you betrayed them.”

      “So what?” I challenged softly. “I’m no good to anyone. Never have been. I might as well be dead. No one will care.”

      I heard the intake of his breath from across the room, but he stared through me. “The Jury will care. You helped them. They’ll reward you for it.”

      Something flamed in me. “By letting me stay, by fucking me? I should be grateful?”

      This time he met my eyes. They were filled with as much pain as I felt. I don’t know how, but I knew he was a mirror of me. There was a child inside that couldn’t grow up. Stuck somewhere in the past.

      “I’m sorry,” I said softly, not because my courage failed me, but for all the hurts he’d gone through.

      “I’m an asshole,” he told me as he rubbed his chin. “You need to know that.”

      “You won’t hurt me,” I replied and I knew he wouldn’t. I knew then that he was not a monster like the other ones.

      “I won’t touch you,” he replied. “I’ll take care of you, keep you safe.” He tilted his head at the ceiling. “I don’t fuckin’ know why. I don’t need fuckin’ baggage in my life.” Then he looked at me again. “But anyone who tries to touch you will have to go through me first.”

      “Okay,” I whispered shoving the hope away, knowing this was temporary. Men make promises all the time. They say they love you even when they’re hurting you.

      “I’m an asshole,” he said again with a doubtful frown. Then he nodded towards the dresser. “Lock the fuckin’ door behind me. Eat, shower, get some sleep. I’ll check on you later.”

      Then he was gone like I never existed.
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      I hear Hash call my name, his voice filled with pain. I look at the gun in my hand, then carefully set it down. Hash needs me right now. That’s all that matters.
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      The pain’s getting better. I’m sitting up, can get out of bed without help, manage the few steps to the bathroom and back. Even take a quick shower.

      Something’s changed in Peyton and I can’t figure it out. A few days ago, she was acting like a girlfriend, making a bed on the floor next to mine, cooking for me. Laughing.

      Now, I see the sallowness in her face, her awkward movements, her fear. I don’t know how to ask her about it because fear brings my anger to the surface and since my attack at Sailor Jerry’s, since Crank died, it’s simmering, needing an outlet and not getting one.

      She’s still sleeping on the floor, looking after me, getting me everything I need, but she’s quieter, not talking like she used to before the attack.

      We’re sharing this void, black, hollow. No way out.

      I’m coming out of the bathroom when there’s a knock on the door. Peyton is standing in the kitchen and jumps at the sound of it.

      “Get my gun,” I hiss and she disappears from my sight, then materializes with the Beretta in hand.

      She hands it to me. “It’s loaded,” she whispers, her face a white sheet of fear.

      “What the fucking hell?” I say too loudly. “What the fuck were you doing with it?” It should have been in the closet with my cut. Not in the living room.

      “You’re hurt,” she says quickly. “I needed it to protect you.”

      The knock interrupts our exchange and Peyton jumps again.

      “What the fuck do you want?” I yell at the door.

      “Open it up, you prick.” Hangman’s muffled voice echoes into the apartment.

      I take a step forward, but Peyton’s hand on my arm makes me pause. “What?” I say to her, still irritated that she had my gun.

      “You can’t let him in.”

      “Why the fuck not?” This is it. The fear turning to anger. I hate myself but I can’t control the volcano simmering inside me. I shove her out of the way and she stumbles, her fall stopped by the wall.

      I’ve stepped over the line. I know and yet, it doesn’t give me pause. I shuffle to the door, undo all the locks and slam it open. “What the fuck do you want?” I say again, this time into my prez’s face.

      He scowls like he always does. “I’m gonna let that fuckin’ go because there ain’t no satisfaction in hitting a man already down, but you watch yourself or I’ll finish what the assholes in the alley started.”

      He brushes by me sucking all the air out of the room. He’s a big man by anyone’s standard, but it’s his big personality that fills up the space. “Sit down before you fall down, asshole,” he snarls at me.

      He sees Peyton flat against the wall, frozen like a deer and his tone softens. “I’m not gonna hit him, darlin’. I promise. At least not until he can take a punch.”

      He mistakes her fear though. I’m the prick that brought it on. Her voice quivers as she says, “Can you please close and lock the door.”

      He looks behind him at the door, then to me.

      I shrug as I ease down into my chair.

      “You’re both nutcases,” he grumbles as he bolts the door.

      Peyton flees the room, going into her bedroom and shutting the door. I hear the lock click.

      Hangman barely acknowledges her departure as he stalks into the kitchen and opens the fridge. “Want a beer?” he asks as he pulls two out.

      “Make yourself at home,” I sneer.           

      He uncaps the bottles and carries them into the living room, handing one to me, then dropping his bulk onto the couch. He takes a long drink. “What the fuck’s wrong with her?”

      Ah, such a loaded question. Peyton, my Peyton, my Baggage. So emotionally disabled, so vulnerable. I take a mouthful of beer, then swallow. I’m about to show a side to a man who takes vulnerability and crushes it. But I can’t be alone with Peyton right now. She’s bringing out my monster and it knows nothing but destruction.

      “She’s afraid of me,” I mutter. “I’m making her afraid.”

      He glances at her door as he creases his heavy brow. “What did you do?”

      I lean back in the chair and take a drink of the beer with a weak, shaky hand. “Nothing yet. But… it’s… I’m a fucking prick. I can’t protect her.” My voice rasps as I add, “Or me.”

      Understanding lights his eyes. “You want me to take her out of here? Both of you? You can stay at the clubhouse.”

      I shake my head. He already knows I won’t let my brothers see me this weak. “I don’t fuckin’ know what I want.” I think of Peyton gone and my anger turns ice cold. If I let her leave, she might not come back. My mouth dries up.

      Hangman stands. “Maybe we should ask the girl what she wants.”

      I watch as he strides across the room, a protest on my lips that dies as he thumps on her door. “Peyton, step out here for a moment,” he says in a voice that won’t be denied.

      Anger and jealousy flare as she opens the door and slides by Hangman. So compliant, so eager to please. She catches my eye, then drops her gaze to the floor as she takes small steps into the living room, standing in the middle, hovering, waiting to be told what to do.

      Shame washes over me as I see her as she once was. Uncertain, afraid, not sure what’s right or wrong. “Sit down, Baggage,” I say softly to her.

      This time she does meet my eyes, confusion reflecting back at me. She sits on the end of the couch furthest from me, her back stiff, her feet arched up so only her toes are touching the floor. It’s like she’s about to take flight.

      Hangman rocks the couch as he sits on it and Peyton grabs the arm to steady herself.

      “Me and Hash been talking.” He takes a swallow of his beer. “Think it’s best you come back to the clubhouse while he gets better.”

      She moves her gaze from him to me. “Back to… you want us to go back there?”

      “No,” I tell her as I drop my eyes. “Just you.”

      She sucks in a breath, then another. “Who will protect you?”

      Such an innocent question that I almost laugh. “You’re in no shape to protect me and I don’t need your help anymore. You should leave. Be safe.”

      She covers her face and starts to rock.

      “What the fuck?” Hangman says to her. “You comin’ or staying?” No one will ever accuse him of sensitivity.

      She turns her head towards him, her eyes dull and full of hurt. “Okay,” she says so softly I barely hear her. She stands on shaky legs and stumbles out of the room.

      Hangman frowns as turned to me. “She seemed better at the hospital.”

      “She was,” I tell him. “I fucked it up.”

      He drains his beer and stands. “You ready?” he calls.

      She slips out of the bedroom, grasping a backpack in both hands, holding it like it’s bulletproof. “Yes,” she mumbles as her eyes slide to mine, then away again.

      I tilt my face to the ceiling and tell myself it’s better this way. Better for her. I’m a prick. I can’t control my anger. One day I’ll hurt her and there’s no coming back from that.

      “Bye,” I hear her whisper, but I hold on to my silence until I hear the click of the door. The quiet hits me in the gut and for the first time that I can remember, tears slide down my cheeks.
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      When we step out into the hall, Hangman calls Coyote to come and get me. Of course, he doesn’t want me on the back of his bike. I’m no one, not anymore. Maybe I never was.

      Twenty minutes later, Coyote shows up in the same SUV he drove when he brought me to the hospital. He’s not alone. Bryce steps out with him.

      “Take her to the clubhouse,” Hangman tells Coyote.

      “No,” Bryce says flatly. “Not the clubhouse.”

      Of all the old ladies, I think Hangman likes Bryce the least.

      “You don’t get a say, thief,” he growls then dismisses her.

      She won’t be ignored though. “I’m speaking on behalf of Peyton. She needs to be somewhere safe, not the clubhouse full of drunk men and passarounds.”

      Coyote looks from her to me, then at Hangman. “Bryce is right. We’ll take her to the penthouse.”

      I don’t want to go there. I don’t want to be around a man who has everything at his fingertips, or the woman who takes what she wants without anyone ever knowing, or the twins, who are too pretty, too happy, too grateful. But I’ve lost my voice. Hash doesn’t want me so why do I care what I want?

      Bryce doesn’t touch me as she ushers me into the back of the SUV. I hear the men discussing Hash, Coyote’s low voice as he asks what’s going on.

      “Hash needs time alone,” Hangman tells him curtly. That’s all the explanation he gives.

      It seems to be enough for Coyote. “Someone needs to check on him.”

      “Yeah,” Hangman says. “I’ll send Jawbone and Zero over. Those two combined will get him back on his feet out of desperation.”

      Coyote laughs. “Yeah, he’ll be running in no time.”

      He glances at me when he gets behind the wheel of the SUV. “Buckled in?” he asks.

      I nod.

      Bryce finds my voice for me. “She doesn’t want to go to the penthouse.”

      Coyote looks back at me. “It’s safe there.”

      “It’s suffocating,” Bryce says.

      She’s offended him. “What’re you saying?”

      She rolls her eyes. “We’re talking about her, not me. She needs space.”

      Coyote taps the steering wheel as he thinks. “Guess we could get her a hotel.”

      “No. Jess and Rocky are out of town. Take her to their house.”

      “We can’t just invade their home.”

      It seems Bryce’s mind is made up. “I can.” She shifts forward as she unlocks her phone and presses a number.

      She puts it to her ear and waits. “Emma,” she says after the call is picked up. “I need you to pack a couple bags. One for me. One for Peyton. A pair of jeans, shorts. A couple of T-shirts. Just for a few days. Two weeks tops. Nothing special please. No sequins or top hats. And pack a bag for Freud too. He’s coming with me.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Coyote hisses at her.

      She puts her hand over the receiver. “I’ll be staying with Peyton.” Then to Emma, she replies. “No, he doesn’t need sequins either.”

      “You’re not staying out there alone,” Coyote says adamantly.

      “Ten minutes,” she says into the phone. “Bring it downstairs and wait.”

      “Bryce!” Coyote recaptures her attention.

      “I won’t be out there alone. Peyton will be with me.”

      He glances over his shoulder at me then to the road. He’s thinking the same thing Hash is. I’m no good to anyone. “That’s not enough,” he growls.

      “Which is why Freud will be with us.” She slides the phone into her purse, then softens her tone. “I’ll check in morning, noon and night and you can come over and watch from afar. Peyton needs some man-free time.”

      She knows me. Gets me. I don’t know how because we’re worlds apart.

      Coyote grasps at straws. “What will you eat?”

      She wrinkles her nose in disbelief. “We’ll grow carrots and potatoes. Make stew. If we start to starve we’ll eat the dog.”

      Despite my misery, I giggle at her bland delivery.

      Coyote does not. “I don’t know why the fuck she can’t stay at the penthouse.”

      For the first time since I’ve known Bryce, her anger flairs. “She is right here. She needs to be alone. She needs to be away from fucking men who are emotionally stunted.”

      The back of Coyote’s neck turns red, and he grips the steering wheel so hard his knuckles get white. “Don’t fucking push it, Bryce.”

      She presses her lips together and faces forward, but he’s not done. “What about Sean? You’re going to disappear for two weeks and not say goodbye?”

      “I’ll call him,” she says bluntly. Then adds, “He’s more than capable of managing for a couple of weeks without me.”

      The implication isn’t lost on Coyote. “Guess he’s used to it.”

      Bryce takes a sharp intake of air but doesn’t respond. The silence unnerves me. I’ve seen lots of fights between women, between men, but it’s the fights between a man and a woman that scare me the most. The woman never comes out on the winning side.

      I blink my eyes as fear rises in me. How can Bryce be so careless? She’s so small that if Coyote hits her, she’ll crumble. I’m almost shaking when he reaches over and slides his hand around the back of her neck and gently squeezes.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “After what’s happened, I get afraid.” He glances over his shoulder and catches my eye. “You too, Peyton. I don’t mean to be an asshole.”

      “But you are,” Bryce observes like she’s reporting the weather. “Which is why you can’t be there.” She pauses as she considers her words. “You’re all assholes, but you’re better than the rest.” She offers him a smile. “The best actually.”

      “Stop fucking with me,” Coyote growls but there’s lightness to his tone. “I’ll give you your freedom, but you’ll answer every text I send immediately after I send it.”

      She looks over her shoulder at me. “He’s the ball and chain in our relationship.”

      I smile as relief floods me. I’m not sure I’ve ever witnessed a healthy relationship, maybe until today. I think maybe these two know how to solve their problems without violence. I think of Hash and wish we could be like them. I don’t know if we ever can.

      When we get to the condo building, both of Coyote’s sisters are on the sidewalk talking to each other, one holding the dog’s leash. Two men are hovering close by and there are three huge suitcases on the ground before them.

      Bryce looks over her shoulder. “You want to get out?”

      I shake my head.

      “We’ll just be a minute.” She opens the door and climbs out.

      “Hi Peyton,” the twins say together as they wave at me.

      I wave back.

      “Hey,” Coyote says to his sisters as he nods at the men. He picks up one of the bags and staggers. “What the hell did you put in here?”

      One of them narrows her eyes. “All the essentials for a two-week vacation.” She points to the suitcase Coyote is hefting. “That one’s Bryce’s.”

      “Even Bryce isn’t this heavy,” he exclaims.

      Bryce turns towards him. “What do you mean by ‘even’?”

      Coyote shakes his head. “I can’t win today.” He stomps off with the bag and opens the back of the SUV. To me he says. “This one’s Bryce’s.” I think he’s looking for an ally.

      The other twin hands Freud’s leash to Bryce, then squats and kisses him on the lips. “You protect your big sister, you hear.”

      Bryce tilts her head. “Big? Really?”

      The twin stands as Coyote picks up the next suitcase and groans. “That one’s Peyton’s.” She cranes her neck to see me. “We’ve packed some of our clothes because we figure we’re about the same size height wise. Not like Bryce.”

      The other twin is dragging the last suitcase to the back of the SUV. “This is for Freud. Food, toys. A winter coat in case we get a cold snap.”

      “Jesus,” Coyote mutters as he shoves the suitcase inside.

      “Thanks,” Bryce says simply and climbs back into the SUV.

      “You’re welcome,” they say together. “Have loads of fun,” one of them adds.

      Coyote gets behind the wheel. “Food now?”

      Bryce nods. “Some. Fresh fruits and vegetables. The rest Jess and Rocky will have.”

      Coyote pinches the bridge of his nose. “You can’t just eat their food and sleep in their bed.”

      Bryce tilts her head. “Of course I can. What you’re really saying is that I shouldn’t.”

      She faces forward and waits.

      Coyote watches her for about half a minute then sighs. He starts the vehicle and pulls away from the curb.

      We make a brief stop at a nearby grocers, then we’re on our way. The forty-minute drive is made mostly in silence, though it’s not uncomfortable. I’m not a big talker and Coyote and Bryce seem to share an understanding that transcends the need for chatter.

      I have this fantasy that maybe Hash and I could be like them one day. I would lose my fear and Hash would lose his anger and then we could start living for real. Get married. Maybe have a baby.

      It’s simple, I tell myself. Look at Coyote’s sisters. They lost their parents, were kidnapped. Almost trafficked and they’re all smiles and friendliness, standing on the street without fear.

      But I’ll never be like them. Their trauma was a blip on the radar that they’ll overcome in time because they have a supportive brother, they have Bryce. They were raised in a supportive home.

      Me. It isn’t a blip. It’s a lifetime of wrongness and I can’t get my head to sort out what I need to do to go forward. I can see what I want. I just don’t know how to get there.

      I try to remember to live in the here and now. I’ll be with Bryce somewhere safe and that will give me time to think. If Hash is done with me, then there’s nothing left. I touch the bag I have with me. Maybe it’s time.
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      I’m stewing in my own pity and can’t seem to force myself out of it.

      I’m not used to being alone. Not anymore.

      I also don’t like the silence. It gives me too much time to think. My life sucked, then Peyton came and there was less suckage, but now, because I’m a self-destructive jackass, it sucks again. I don’t trust easily, or maybe not ever. And it’s clear I don’t trust myself. It’s anger yeah, but all this introspection is leading me to one very big obvious truth. It’s also fear. If I open the door to happiness, let Peyton in, I’m afraid I’ll crash and burn. She and I are the same sides of a coin. It’s how the fear manifests that’s different.

      My head is a fucked-up place to be, and before I was attacked, I only knew my surface self.

      And to stay that way I kept busy. I played pool. I partied, fucked, worked out. I sketched new tattoos. I went to the auto shop and worked on vehicles. I inked my brothers. I watched movies, played video games. Anything, everything to exhaust myself, so I wouldn’t have to think.

      Now Peyton’s gone and I feel guilty as shit. I can handle that though. It’s my selfishness that I’m struggling with. I’m lonely. I miss her. I want her back. I want to tell her I’m sorry. These thoughts spin in my head, spin in a loop like an old record.

      I dream that I’m looking for her and can’t find her. I dream that she’s dead. I wake up in a sweat, panic clawing at my throat.

      This goes on for three days, then I break down and call Coyote. “Bring Peyton back.”

      He’s quiet for a moment, then, “No. You need space from each other.”

      I don’t like the patronizing sonofabitch on my best days. This isn’t one of them. “Don’t you fucking tell me what I need! Bring her the fuck back.”

      Coyote doesn’t match my aggression. “Get better, brother. Get in a better frame of mind. She’s got baggage. You know that. You don’t want to be the one to damage her further.”

      He’s right on all counts, but no one fuckin’ tells me what to do. “Where is she then? I’ll fucking get her myself.”

      “Look,” Coyote replies. “Why don’t I come over. We can have a few beers. Talk this out.”

      “I’ll slaughter you if you come over.”

      He chuckles, so fucking calm. Superior bastard. “In your shape? I’ll take my chances.”

      He’s right. I can barely move. With Peyton gone, I’ve got no support. She did everything for me. “Stop talking to me like I’m a fucking useless prick!”

      Coyote finally rises to the bait. “You are a fucking useless prick,” he snarls. “At least you sound like one. You finally did something noble in your life by putting space between her and you, and now you’re being an asshole about it. You need to get your shit together. If you’re worried you’re going to hurt her, then maybe you will.”

      I rub the tired off my face and swallow my pride. “I’m not gonna hurt her. I’m not the kind of guy that beats on women.”

      “I know you’re not,” Coyote replies, softening his tone to match mine. “But there’s more than one way to hurt a woman. You’ve been good for her. She’s getting stronger. She cares about you for some fucking reason and you’ll undo everything if I bring her back.”

      Jealously flares. “She there with you? Put her on the phone.”

      “She’s not here with me,” Coyote says quickly, to reassure me, I guess. “She’s with Bryce. They’re on a retreat.”

      “What the fuck does that even mean?”

      “We’re going in circles, Hash. You’re too fucked up to go to her anyway. Two weeks. You’ll be stronger and in a better frame of mine. Then, if she wants, I’ll bring her back.”

      If she wants. My stomach falls to my toes as I think about never seeing her again. What if she doesn’t want to come back? What if she rejects me? She’s filled that hollow inside me, she was making me whole. If she doesn’t come back, I’m not sure what I’ll do. The Jury won’t be enough anymore. “She’ll come back,” I say solemnly. I don’t add that she has to.
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      The first day is the hardest.

      “Come help me,” Bryce says as she pulls the bottom sheet off Rocky and Jess’s huge bed.

      I’m standing where she left me, a few feet from the front door, looking around the enormous area that is the kitchen, the dining room, the living room and the bedroom. Besides the back door, there are only two other rooms. One of them is the bathroom. I can see the sink and mirror from where I’m standing. The other I don’t know. “Why are you taking the sheets off?”

      “It’s sanitary.” Bryce rolls up the used sheets and disappears into the unknown room. When she reappears, she’s holding a set of folded sheets. She shakes out the bottom sheet and lays it on the bed “This would go faster if you helped,” she mutters.

      I drop my pack next to all the suitcases and walk to the bed. “Where will I sleep?” I pick up my side of the sheet and tuck the corner into the mattress.

      “Here.”

      “With you?”

      She looks at me. “We’re both so small, we could get lost for days in this bed. There’s enough room for six of us.”

      Her delivery is so bland that I smile. “I like the left side.”

      “So does Coyote so we’re good.”

      We finish making the bed, then we pull one of the suitcases onto it. It’s filled with dog food, both canned and dried, boxes of dog treats, a dog bed, dog dishes, dog toys. There’s also a warm dog coat and a sparkly collar. Freud has his nose stuck inside the suitcase sniffing everything.

      “Can he have a treat?” I ask Bryce.

      “How old are you?”

      It’s not sarcastic, it’s curious. “22.” I feel self-conscious for some reason.

      “I’m 26. We’re both grown up women. You don’t need my permission to do anything. If I don’t like what you’re doing, I’ll tell you. If you don’t like what I’m doing, you’ll tell me.”

      “What if we fight?”

      “I can take a punch.”

      “I won’t punch you,” I’m quick to reassure her.

      “I was joking.”

      I frown. “I can’t tell when you’re joking.”

      “No one can,” she replies. “I’ll try to smile when I’m joking.”

      I give Freud a treat and then, taking Bryce’s words to heart, give him five more.

      She’s watching me, her lips pursed. I don’t think she can tell if I’m messing with her. Finally, I tap Freud on the nose. “I think Bryce wants me to stop giving you treats.”

      “You’re funny,” she snipes as she pulls Freud’s bed out of the suitcase.

      I take his food to the kitchen and set it on the counter.

      The next suitcase has Bryce’s clothes. “Silly girls,” Bryce mutters as she shakes out a sparkly cocktail dress. The rest of the clothes are regular. Shorts, jeans, tops, pyjamas.

      My suitcase is different because it has all Maddy and Emma’s clothes. There’s shampoo, soap, and makeup, all still packaged. The clothes are the finest I’ve ever seen. They’re bigger than me, but I can’t wait to wear some of them. The pyjamas are silky and smell like flowers. I rub them across my face. “They’re so soft.”

      Bryce’s hands are on her hips as she watches me. “What are you going to wear to the cocktail party?”

      I grin at her as I wave the pyjamas. “These.”

      Later, Bryce cooks dinner and I help by chopping onions and green peppers for the spaghetti sauce.

      “I like noodles,” I tell her when the silence gets too much. It’s weird that I’m the one to start the conversation, but I think Bryce could out-wait a rock.

      “I like rice noodles,” she replies. “But we don’t have any.”

      It feels like it’s a criticism and so all I say is, “Oh.”

      “Don’t ‘oh’ me,” Bryce replies. I think I’ve irritated her, but I can’t tell. “You’re a grownup remember? You’re allowed an opinion.”

      I pull plates from the cupboard and set them on the table. “I’m who I am,” I mumble. “I can’t change because you want me to.”

      She dumps the sauce on top of the noodles and carries the entire pot to the table. “That’s true,” she says as she sits in a chair and pulls it closer to the table. “You change because you want to.”

      It’s a weird thing to say to someone she doesn’t really know, so I don’t reply.

      Her hands pause as she scoops up some of the spaghetti. “I’m sorry.” She finishes filling her plate, then hands the utensils to me. “I’m as messed up as you are, so I don’t know why I think I’m so smart.” She rolls a bit of noodle around her fork, looking at it, not me. “I have a shit past too, Peyton, and it’s taking me time and a lot of Coyote’s patience to overcome it.”

      I think about Hash and blink my eyes. They’re dry but it feels like there should be tears.

      She slides the spaghetti into her mouth, chews and swallows. “But I’ve maintained my self-esteem. Maybe it’s because I had my sister and Sean with me. And that I had a job I was good at. I don’t know.” She twirls another noodle on her fork. “I like myself. I get the impression you don’t.”

      I feel I need to say something. Defend myself. “Hash likes me.”

      She points at my plate. “Eat something.”

      I awkwardly twirl a noodle around my fork like she does. When I’ve chewed and swallowed, she breaks the silence. “Coyote likes me too, but that’s not enough. We can’t rely on the ones we love to make us whole. They’ll do all the giving and that’s a big burden.”

      I don’t say anything as I eat a few more mouthfuls of the spaghetti, then push the plate away.

      “It’s not very good, is it?” Bryce says as she watches me.

      I don’t want to tell her that I don’t like to eat, so instead, I say, “I don’t really like spaghetti.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I won’t talk to Bryce and she doesn’t seem to know how to talk to me. We’re the worst of friends.

      But she is a friend. Maybe my only one. I don’t count Hash because he’s more than that. I love him. I want him. He’s worried he’ll hurt me and part of me is afraid he’s right, but that fear is the same fear I apply to everything. He’s not special in that regard. I don’t believe it anyway, and even if he did hurt me, I’d live with it as long as he kept me.

      That right there is why I’m so screwed up.

      I set those reflections aside and think about my roommate. In the short time I’ve been here, I feel comfortable with Bryce. Secure. I don’t mean like she’s protecting me, but safe in that way where I feel I can say what I think without her sneering at me.

      Two days into my exile, I say to her, “I want to go home.”

      She shakes her head. “We can’t go home yet.” She’s sitting on a bar stool at the kitchen counter making a list. It’s what she does. She makes lists.

      I raise my eyebrows. “Why not?”

      She doesn’t look up. “How will we get there? Walk?”

      It’s not lost on me that she’s used the ‘we’ word. “We,” I emphasize, aping her, “call your ol’ man and ask him to come and get us.”

      She slides off the stool and focuses her full attention on me. “He won’t.”

      “Why won’t he?”

      “Because I told him not to.”

      I roll my eyes at her. “So tell him you changed your mind.”

      “No,” she says simply as she heads out to the back yard.

      I stand motionless for a minute, thinking over the conversation, the fact that she walked out in the middle of it with a simple ‘no’ as her parting words. My temper rises, which surprises me, but anger isn’t thoughtful, so I follow her out, banging the door behind me. “No?” I say, slightly raising my voice.

      She’s sitting in a deck chair, staring out at the lake. “No. I’m not going to call him, so why waste breath discussing it?”

      I cross my arms. “You’re a bully.”

      She looks startled as if this is news to her. “A bully?”

      “Yes,” I retort. “You expect everyone around you to do things your way. And they all do for some reason.”

      She purses her lips as she thinks about this accusation. “I don’t make threats though, if they don’t do it.”

      “No. You wear them down with your bluntness. You don’t compromise or discuss it.”

      She shifts the conversation. “Why don’t we have some wine? Drink until we’re drunk.” She walks past me back into the house. “Then we can talk about it.”

      I follow her. “No,” I say as bluntly as she does. “I’ll text Hash. He’ll come get me.”

      “How?” She’s in the kitchen, opening cabinet doors until she finds the wine glasses. She places them on the counter and then rummages in the drawers. “Red or white?” she asks when she produces a corkscrew.

      “White,” I tell her. “And what do you mean, how?”

      “Rocky and Jess have good taste in wine.” She examines the label of a bottle she’s just pulled from the fridge, then glances at me. “He only has a bike. He’s too hurt to ride it. Besides, your phone’s dead.”

      I tilt my head. “My phone is not dead and even if it is, I can plug it in.”

      “No, you can’t. I took the cord and put it away.” She pops the cork.

      I feel like I’m about to explode. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      She ignores my question. “You can’t have it back.”

      I take a deep breath and then another. I’m not a violent person, but she’s tempting me. “You have no right to do that!”

      The back door slams on my words as she heads outside, the bottle tucked under her arm and the two glasses in her hand.

      When I get outside, she’s pouring wine into them. “You’re pissed at me,” she says.

      “No shit,” I reply, my voice surly.

      “When’s the last time that happened?”

      I start to retort, then stop. It’s never happened. Why is it happening now? “I miss him,” I say in a soft voice as I slump in the chair next to hers.

      She hands me a glass. “Don’t go soft on me now. It’s nice to hear your spirit.”

      I take a sip of the wine. It’s cold and a little sweet. I like it. “Maybe we should have some food. So we don’t get sick later.”

      She pops up. “Good plan. Be right back.”

      I let myself go numb as I drink the wine and wait for her to return. I don’t know how to be angry, not really.

      “Cheese and crackers okay?” she calls through the screen door.

      My stomach growls and I almost don’t recognize it for what it is. I’m hungry. “Yeah,” I call back. “Cheese and crackers sound good.”
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      Two more days have passed since Peyton left and I feel like a caged animal. The walls are closing in around me as I wallow in self-pity. It seems impossible that my world has been turned upside down by a woman. It’s Peyton, I tell myself. Not just any woman.

      I need her back so much it’s breaking me. I reach for the phone to call Coyote again, then change my mind. I’ll figure out where she is and get her myself.

      How, asshole?

      Yeah, about that. My only mode of transportation is my bike and there’s no way I can drive it yet. I couldn’t even ride on the bitch pad. I’m healing, feeling better, but mentally, I’m still a cripple. Outside is for other fucks. I can’t be that vulnerable.

      I don’t get it. Any other day of the week, I would have dared the world to fuck with me. Used to be I didn’t care if I died, but now I have this overwhelming need to live.

      It’s Peyton. I need to live for her.

      I answer the phone when it rings, hoping it’s her.

      It’s Hangman. “Church is in an hour. Be there.”

      “I ain’t comin’,” I snarl. “Dial me in.”

      “You’re comin’. Get the fuck here.”

      “How am I supposed to get the fuck there?” I reply. “I can’t ride my fuckin’ bike. Shit, I don’t even know where it is. You want I should take the bus?”

      “Figure it out asshole,” he growls. “Be here or I’ll fuckin’ rip your spine out.”

      He hangs up.

      Fuck. I can’t walk into church like an old man, but Hangman ain’t one to make idle threats. He won’t rip my spine out, but he’ll make my life hell.

      I pick up the phone and stare at it. “Goddamn sonofabitch!” I dial the number as I swallow my fuckin’ pride.

      “Hash.” Coyote’s voice is cautious when he answers. “If this is about Peyton⁠—”

      “It ain’t,” I say trying not to sound like the asshole I am. “I need a ride to the clubhouse. Hangman wants me in church.” I hate fucking asking for favours. I hate relying on others. There isn’t a prick on the planet who hasn’t let me down in some form or another. Even fucking Crank couldn’t stick around long enough to make me proud of him.

      Coyote’s silent for a minute and I think he’s going to refuse me, but he surprises me. “I think it’s too early for you to be out and about.”

      “Tell it to Hangman,” I growl. “I gotta be there.”

      “Want me to talk to him?”

      “No,” I almost shout. “I don’t need a fuckin’ babysitter. I need a ride.”

      “Okay,” he concedes. “I’ll be there in twenty.”

      “I’ll be waiting,” I say and hang up. I’ve got twenty minutes to shower and get dressed and it takes every single one of them. Coyote’s sitting in his fancy SUV when I come out of the building.

      I open the passenger side and crawl in like a fucked up old man. Coyote doesn’t watch or even offer to help. Once I’ve got the door shut, he pulls away from the curb and heads to the clubhouse.

      “Thanks,” I tell him. I gotta say it now because I know I’ll go into asshole mode the minute I get to the clubhouse.

      “Where’s your walker?” The nosy sonofabitch asks.

      “Graduated to cane,” I grunt. “I don’t fucking need it.”

      We both know I do and both know why I don’t have it with me.

      He nods and an uncomfortable silence weighs heavy between us.

      I’m the one to break it. “How’s Peyton?”

      “She’s fine. She and Bryce are bonding.” He takes a corner too fast and if I’d been standing, the rocking would have brought me to my knees.

      “Fuck,” I grunt as I grip the armrest. “Take it easy, asshole.”

      He grins. “What’re you going to do about it?”

      “I’m not always gonna be an invalid,” I mutter as I cradle my ribs.

      He slows down though and when we finally arrive at the clubhouse, I’ve regained my equilibrium.

      “Need help?” Coyote asks as I push open the passenger side door.

      “No.”

      He sighs. “Hash, there’s no shame in asking for help. No one’s going to think less of you.”

      “I don’t need help,” I mutter. Maybe there’s a little bit to what he’s saying but asking for help means trusting someone and I don’t know if I’ve got that in me.

      You trust Peyton.

      Yeah. I do. I swallow and my eyes burn. I need her back.
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      I manage to make it to church before Hangman. The brothers ignore me when I enter, like they always do. I don’t know whether I’m happy or pissed about it. Rocky’s chair is the only one open so I take it, settling myself next to Red.

      Me and him got some history so I’m surprised when he says, “You got it in hand, brother?” His voice is low so no one else can hear him.

      The old me, the one before the beating, before Peyton left, would snarl at him to mind his own fucking business. But this one, the new me who I don’t know, simply nods. “Yeah.”

      He opens his mouth to say something else, but fortunately Hangman storms into the room and heaves himself into his chair.

      “You’re late.” Joker smirks at him. The VP has more balls than the rest of us. I guess that’s why he’s VP.

      “Go fuck yourself,” Hangman snarls without conviction. Then he turns to me. “Thanks for gracin’ us with your presence.”

      I want to give him a regal bow, but even the thought of it makes pain snake through me, so instead, I reply. “Better be good, Prez. I had to take a shower for this.”

      A few snickers ripple through the room as Hangman tells me to fuck off.

      I’ve never been good at fucking off. “So what’s so fuckin’ important I had to crawl out of my shithole to be here?”

      He stabs his finger at me. “Watch yourself, motherfucker or I’ll give you another concussion.”

      Joker gets things moving forward. “Still don’t know who fucked you up.” He looks angry. The attack has shaken everyone up. “Not the Blackbeards.”

      “No,” I reply. “They didn’t stink like Crip.”

      This draws some laughter at the expense of the Blackbeard’s Prez.

      “You’ve had plenty of time to think about it. Got anything new for us?” Hangman asks. He’s sombre now and I get it. We lost one of ours.

      I swallow down the grief threatening to spill out. I’m not the only one. From my vantage point, Red and Trigger’s faces redden and Reaper rubs his eyes. Coyote looks down at his hand, the one he’s tapping on the table. I don’t know where Rocky is, but it’s just a passing thought. “Got me from behind and took me down. By the time I got sorted, I wasn’t looking at anything. Crank would have seen them.”

      Reaper nods. “He was done and dead by the time we got there. Lucky you’re hardheaded.”

      No one laughs.

      “I guess,” I say because I have no comeback.

      “We’re gonna fucking find those cocksuckers and make them regret they were ever born.” Hangman snarls, then looks at Trigger. “You talk to the snitch?”

      Trigger nods, his usual upbeat demeanor sombre. “Yeah. Figaro’s got nothin’. Red held him up by his neck while I tried to persuade him. There’s nothing anywhere. No one’s bragging, no one’s saying they know someone who knows someone.”

      “So it wasn’t one of our known enemies.”

      “Maybe,” Reaper says from across the table. “Maybe they didn’t plan to kill Crank and realize they’ve stepped over a line they can’t come back from. I wouldn’t be out there bragging too loudly either.”

      Eight shifts his body. He’s leaning against the wall, arms crossed. “Maybe it was personal. Maybe it’s got nothing to do with the Jury.”

      “Who’d wanna take a run at you?” Joker asks me.

      Before I can answer, King says, “Pretty much everyone he’s ever met.”

      The guys are waiting for me to come back at him because that’s what I do. If someone’s going to talk shit to me, I’m gonna talk back. But today, I have nothing to say.

      Hangman turns to me. “Think about it. Who’ve you pissed off lately?”

      “It wasn’t about me,” I say quietly. “This is to do with the Jury. Something they said.” I try to think of the fight, slow it down, frame by frame, but it’s too much of a fog. “I can’t remember.”

      “Figure it out,” he snarls. “The fucks tried to kill you.” He stabs a finger at me. “You. Not Crank. He was collateral damage.”

      I scowl. “I am thinking about it. Crank was my prospect.”

      It’s quiet for a minute, then Eight says, “Anyone talk to Zero? Maybe Crank told him something that would shed some light on this.”

      “I’ll do it,” I mumble weakly. I’m starting to feel the effect of being upright too long. I don’t wanna collapse in front of my brothers.

      Coyote intervenes. “I’ll talk to Zero. He’s my prospect.” He takes a breath then says carefully to me. “You don’t have the stamina right now to talk to him. You’ll never get a word in edgewise.”

      There’s quiet laughter around the room.

      Joker changes the subject, sorta. “We gotta talk about Crank. Not who killed him, but what to do with his remains.”

      My eyes get hot and I blink away the wet that’s threatening. The fucker died for me and I don’t like the obligation I feel. I’m helpless to do anything about it, which fucks me up further. “We gotta make him a brother.”

      “Yeah,” Joker agrees. “He did right by us, we gotta do right by him.” He looks at Trigger. “Since Rocky ain’t here, talk to Dot, will ya. Let her know what we need.” Dot is Rocky’s grandma. She sews all our cuts.

      Trigger nods solemnly.

      “Who’s his family?” Fender asks. He’ll be the one making the arrangements.

      I shrug. “Has a sister he hasn’t talked to in years. I don’t know anything about her.”

      “I’ll see if I can track her down,” Coyote says. “Let her know about the funeral.”

      “Where are we putting him to ground?” Red asks.

      “Mountain View cemetery,” Fender replies. “It’s where we buried Lord.”

      Lord was a founder of our MC and the Jury’s first president before he was killed by the Blackbeards. That started the war between our two clubs. The Jury came out on top.

      Mothman shifts in his chair. He’s one of the brothers we borrowed from our Vegas chapter while we deal with all the shit that’s been coming at us. “Talked to Trident last night and he and Pike will show for the funeral.” It’s weird to hear him talk about his father and brother that way, but they have their own family dysfunctions I guess. “No one else though. The three of us here will represent the rest.” Besides himself, he means Ryder and Stark, who are also Vegas brothers.

      Hangman acknowledges Mothman with a nod, then moves his attention to me. “Don’t wanna do this until you can ride. How long?”

      Fuck him for asking in front of the guys. “Keep Crank on ice for another couple of days. I’ll be good to go by then.”

      Several doubtful faces look back at me. “Maybe three, four, don’t you think?” Jawbone asks.

      “Fuck off, asshole,” I snarl. “I’ll be ready when I say I’m ready.”

      We move away from the topic and onto regular business.

      “The vet gonna rebuild?” Hangman asks Trigger.

      The vet is Evanee, Trig’s ol’ lady. The Blackbeards blew up her clinic a few weeks ago. There’s nothing left but tears and dust.

      “Yeah,” Trig says with a smirk. “Gonna have an investor’s meeting to talk about what she’ll need for the bills.”

      Hangman glares. “We ain’t gonna foot the bill just because we’re in for 24%.”

      “No,” Trig agrees, his humour turned serious. “We’re gonna foot the bill, because the fuckin’ Blackbeards blew up the clinic and Evanee’s one of ours now.” He nods toward the backyard through the new window in the room. “And so are the horses. So it’s what’s right.”

      “What the fuck have the horses got to do with the clinic?” Blood sneers. “It don’t make sense.”

      “It does if you think about it,” Red replies.

      Blood ain’t buying it. “It don’t fuckin’ make sense no matter how you think about it.”

      It’s getting too much. The room feels hot and my head’s spinning. I lurch from my chair. “Church is fucking over,” I snap as I shuffle out of the room and to the new shiny bathroom I’m gonna initiate with my vomit.

      I stumble into one of the stalls and drop to my knees. It takes me almost a half-hour to regain my senses after I mostly dry-heave. I need to get home. I need to get to bed. I need Peyton next to me.

      Nothing much is said when Coyote drives me home. As I climb carefully from his SUV, he says, “You need anything, call me.”

      “I fuckin’ need Peyton,” I snarl as I limp away.

      Except I know better. Inside the apartment, I collapse on the bed and let my mind drift. I’m full of rage right now. The old rage that I thought I’d conquered. I don’t know how to be noble, and as much as I want her with me, I know she’s better off without me. The longer we’re separated, the sooner she’ll realize it. She’ll be safe with Coyote and Bryce. Safer than being with me.
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      I’m spiralling and I hate myself for it. Bryce and I are barely talking to each other.

      It’s because she thinks she can fix me. I can’t imagine why since she’s got her own demons.

      One day, we’re walking through the forest, side by side, Freud running ahead of us. We’re not talking, then she says in that flat voice of hers, “You’re not eating.”

      Tension ripples through me. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Are you anorexic?”

      So blunt, so invasive. I stop in my tracks, but she keeps walking as if it doesn’t matter what I have to say.

      My head goes hot, buzzing, and anger explodes out of me. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      She jerks around, her eyes wide. If I weren’t so angry, I might have been pleased that I finally got the marble woman to crack. “It was a question. That’s all.”

      “Really?” I say as I stalk up to her. “Are you bi-polar?”

      “What?” she chokes.

      “Or schizophrenic? Or clinically depressed? Maybe bulimic because you’re almost as thin as I am, but you eat a lot.”

      Her face reddens. Her hands curl into fists. Her chest rises and falls. She’s caught, realizing that she’s stepped over a line. “No.” It’s softly said even if it has her usual bluntness. She hesitates as she gathers her emotions together, then everything about her turns to stone again.

      “You think I’m stupid. Everyone does.” Tears that hardly ever fall, burn my eyes. “Why? Why?”

      “I don’t,” she denies.

      “Maybe you think I am because I care about Hash.”

      “I don’t think that,” she lies.

      “Bullshit.” The anger feels good as it flows through me. I never do this with anyone, not even Hash. I tiptoe around him because I don’t want him to leave. But Bryce? I wish she would get the hell away from me.

      “That night,” I say, referring to the day the twins were kidnapped, the day their parents were killed. The day Bryce almost died. “You weren’t the only one traumatized. Put yourself in my shoes for one minute. I was a Blackbeard bitch who betrayed them. I didn’t know if the Jury was going to skin me alive and throw my body on Crip’s doorstep. I didn’t know if they were going to turn me out and let the Blackbeards finish me. And not one single fucking person thought to reassure me.”

      My body shudders as I recall how afraid I was. “Hash was the only one in the room who saw me. Hash was the only one who made sure I was looked after. So I care about him. So much it hurts.”

      I don’t think Bryce likes losing an argument. She licks her lips, then bites the lower one as she contemplates me. “You’re confusing love with gratitude.”

      I think back to Hash’s anger the day I tried to show him my gratitude through sex. “How do you know it’s not the same thing with you and Coyote? He saved you, didn’t he? Gave you and your kid a home. Gives you anything you want. What’s the difference between you and me?”

      Her tone is almost hostile when she answers. “I’m not confusing my love for him with gratitude. I know the truth of how I feel.”

      “So do I!” I almost scream at her.

      She moves closer. “But you and I are not the same. I’m stronger than you. I got out of my life before it broke me. You’re still in it.”

      She’s right, but that’s no excuse for her behaviour. “I can’t be fixed overnight.”

      But she thinks she’s a therapist. “You don’t even try.”

      I throw my arms out in frustration. “I don’t know how to navigate in this world. I never have. Do you think I like being this way. Depressed? Anxious all the time?” I choke out a derisive laugh. “And how do you know I don’t try?”

      “Because.” She pauses, seeming to gather her thoughts. “Because we’ve been here for days and nothing’s changed. All I hear is that you want to go back to Hash. You don’t eat. You lose your train of thought in the middle of a conversation. You won’t do anything unless I push you.”

      I take a deep breath. “You haven’t changed either. You’re addicted to Coyote, texting each other all the time. Your walls are so high that nothing gets in. I feel everything and you… you feel nothing. You’re constantly busy. Can’t sit still. You make lists, for god’s sake. You’re always making lists. Who needs so many lists? If you were alone out here, if I wasn’t here, you’d go crazy. I’m your amusement, your project.”

      She’s unrepentant. “No. I’m trying to help you.”

      “You’re trying to force me to be someone I’m not. And you disrespect me by asking unfeeling questions like if I’m anorexic. Do you even understand the impact of mental illness? Women starve themselves to death because our fucking world is obsessed with perfection. It’s not a choice. They can’t simply stop doing it because they want to. But to answer your question, no I’m not anorexic. I don’t look in the mirror and see myself as fat and unworthy. I know I’m thin. Sometimes I even like it.”

      She won’t abandon her argument. “You still don’t eat.”

      “Because when I’m depressed, I have no appetite and when I’m anxious, I’m afraid I’ll vomit the food. I want to eat, but I can’t.”

      She arcs her arm in the air. “We’re out here together. It’s an opportunity to figure out who you are and what you want.”

      “You haven’t heard a fucking word I’ve said. I know who I am and I know what I want, but everyone seems to think they should decide for me.” My voice breaks. “I’m so tired of other’s making decisions for me, pushing me around. Being out here with you won’t cure me.”

      She puffs out a breath, stares up at the sky. “Do you want me to apologize?”

      Jesus Christ! I glare at her. “I want you to get what I’m saying.”

      I turn my back and stomp away.

      I don’t immediately go back to the cabin. I can’t. I’m too overwhelmed. I’ve always lived in fear, so I don’t know what to do with the anger that’s consuming me. It’s like lava, bubbling inside me, flowing through me, burning me, stealing my breath. I want to scream. I want to cry. I want to be free from my mind and body. I can’t stand it anymore.

      The road from Rocky and Jess’s cabin eventually leads to a secondary road. The more I walk, the calmer I get, so I keep trudging, the burn in my legs, my breathlessness distracting me from my emotions. My body’s weak though. I lack stamina and calories and finally reach the point of exhaustion. I don’t know how far I’ve walked, but I need to rest before I return to the cabin. I veer off the road and nestle in a clearing, leaning my back against a tree as I sit. Closing my eyes, I listen to my heavy breaths as they slowly even out. At some point I fall asleep.

      A passing vehicle jerks me awake. I know I haven’t been sleeping long, the sun has barely moved, but I feel refreshed. I’m not quite ready to return to the cabin, to Bryce, so I meditate instead, using my senses: sight, sound, sensation, scent. The warmth of the sun caresses me. The breeze tugs at my hair. Pine drifts in the air and the undergrowth rustles with activity. I see the world unfold in front of me, and I want to be part of it so much I ache.

      Several minutes pass as I drift in this state, then I’m pulled back into awareness as another vehicle passes, then almost immediately, another in the opposite direction. It’s strange to me that this road is so busy given its isolation, but the cabin Bryce and I are staying in can’t be the only one out here.

      I get excited, thinking maybe Rocky and Jess have returned. They can give us a ride home. Or better yet, maybe it’s Hash come to get me. Nourished by this thought, I climb to my feet and hurry back to the cabin.

      When I get there, I’m disappointed. Everything is exactly the way it was before, Bryce included.  She’s sitting at the table making lists again. She jumps up when I come in the door. “I was worried about you.”

      “I’m flattered,” I mutter then decide to let it go. “I’ve walked it off. I’m fine.” And I am fine. My fear is gone. Not forever, because I’m not that easy to fix, but I feel solid, my sense of wispiness trapped in the background. I’d never admit it to Bryce, but maybe being stuck in this cabin is actually doing me some good.

      She skirts the table and takes a few steps towards me. “I texted Coyote and told him to come get us. That you want to go home.” She blinks as her countenance fails her. “I do too. I miss him as much as you miss Hash.”

      “Thank you,” I say with relief.

      “Don’t thank me yet. Coyote said that Crank’s funeral is tomorrow, so we need to stay tonight and tomorrow night.” She pauses as if gathering her courage. “And maybe the next night too. He might not be able to get away. He’ll let us know.”

      I tell myself that I can handle three more nights if I need to. “I want my phone cord back.”

      She shakes her head. “Not yet.”

      She hasn’t learned a fucking thing, but I let it go because the anger has spurred my appetite. “I’m hungry,” I tell her as I head to the kitchen.
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      I’ve double dosed myself with pain meds as I ride my sled in Crank’s funeral procession. Numbness invades my bones and I barely notice what’s going on around me. I think maybe I don’t care. Whoever attacked me could come finish the job and right now I’d welcome it.

      Crank died defending me. He shouldn’t have. My last words to him were selfish. My last thoughts before he died were cruel.

      The priest, minister, whatever the fuck he is, makes a meaningless speech over Crank’s coffin. It’s ironic being here in a cemetery putting the kid to ground with Christian blessings. How can there be a god? After everything that’s happened in my life, in my brothers’ lives. To Peyton. How can there be a fucking god?

      “Why are we doing this?” I grumble to Red, who’s deliberately next to me in case I tip over. I don’t know why he gives a shit, but I don’t run him off. He’s big enough to catch me before anyone else sees.

      He gets my meaning right away. “Because we gotta do something. It’s bad enough what life did to him. He’s worthy of our respect.”

      “Yeah,” I croak, trying to contain my emotion. “But why here? In a churchyard.”

      Red’s quiet for a moment, then he says, “Because, anywhere else, he’d be forgotten. Here, he’s got a place and a name.”

      My face grows warm and my eyes tear up. “A home.”

      Red nods.

      The minister’s stopped talking and Hangman’s started. He’s holding Crank’s cut. “The kid died bravely, defending our ideals. Defending a brother. He’s earned his right to be a member of Hell’s Jury.” He stops to gain his composure. “I only wish he were standing here today so we could vest him properly.”

      He steps forward and lays the cut over the coffin, then nods to the minister. The coffin is lowered into the hole as we watch.

      “You okay?” Red asks.

      I’m not, but I nod anyway. “I’m going home if anyone asks. I’m not up to a party.”

      I limp away like an old man, get on my bike and ride. I don’t immediately go home. I drift the streets of Sagebrush, down the highway, out into the wasteland of Nevada. I’m looking for something. Peyton, yes. But also redemption. I want to be better. I want to be good.

      But there’s nothing out there. It’s empty. I’m empty.
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      Normal doesn’t last.

      Two days go by and I’m counting the hours, the minutes. I’m starting to doubt that Bryce even called Coyote.

      “Why doesn’t he come?” I say to her for the third time today.

      “You already know,” Bryce repeats each time I ask. “He’ll come.”

      The fight Bryce and I had has changed our dynamic. I’m less guarded with her and she’s more cautious. I think maybe it’s because I stood up for myself and made her back down.

      “I’m starting to feel like a hostage,” I mutter.

      I hear her chuckle as she roots around in a closet by the back door.

      “What are you doing?” I ask as she throws a small red tin box on the floor.

      “I’m going fishing. Do you want to come?”

      I ignore her invitation. “Do you even know how to fish?”

      She shakes her head. “I checked you-tube. The traditionalists use canned corn and worms.”

      “I don’t think we have any corn.”

      “We don’t, so it’s going to have to be worms.” She picks up an empty coffee cup, then grabs a rod and the tackle box. “Are you coming?”

      “No,” I say with a frown. The idea of skewering a worm with a hook makes my stomach churn. “I’m going to stay inside and make some lists.”

      “You’re funny,” she says blandly as she steps outside, the screen door slamming behind her.

      I watch as she walks to the dock and drops the equipment then returns to the house and picks up a shovel leaning on the deck. She wanders to the middle of the yard and scoops up some dirt, tossing it to the side. Then she kneels, roots around, finds a few worms and puts them in the coffee cup. I make a mental note not to drink out of that coffee cup as she replaces the shovel by the deck, then returns to dock.

      She hasn’t left me alone since I returned to the cabin after the fight, so I haven’t had the opportunity to search for my phone cord. I don’t know why I didn’t do it before the fight. Or maybe I do. Before, I was letting her lead, because I thought it’s what I should do, but now I feel like we’re on equal footing. I realize that even if she gets angry, there’s nothing she can do to me. Around her, I’ve developed confidence and as much as I’m loathe to admit it, I’m grateful to her for helping me build it.

      The cabin has a lot of nooks and crannies and I’m getting annoyed at how long it’s taking to find the cord. I keep glancing out the window, checking on Bryce, but her full concentration is on the fishing rod. She seems to be trying to skewer a worm with a hook.

      I shudder at the idea.

      I’ve only have the kitchen to go through and I left it to last because it has the most places to look. Half-way through my search, I finally find the cord in a bag of oatmeal tucked back behind some cans on a lower shelf. “Ha!” I exclaim as I pop up from my crouch. Another glance outside. Bryce is sitting in the sun chair on the dock, the rod held in her hand, staring at nothing.

      My phone is tucked into my bag and I root it out, plug it into the wall, then wait five long minutes so it has enough of a charge to turn it on. The first thing I do when I finally get access is check my messages. There’s none. My mood takes a dive. Why hasn’t Hash texted me?

      I mull this over, think maybe the text didn’t go through because the phone was off.

      My finger hovers over the keyboard as insecurities assail me. What if he really didn’t text me? What if he isn’t thinking about me at all?

      It’s not true though. I’m convinced of it. Yes, he sent me away, but he wants me back. He has to.

      I gather my courage. Well, not all of it. Just enough to text him. I don’t want to phone him. I’m afraid of talking to him for some reason that I don’t understand.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey it’s me. How are you feeling?

      

      

      

      

      

      I wait for a response and when none is forthcoming, I text,

      
        
          
            
              
        I miss you. I want to come home.

      

      

      

      

      

      Still nothing and dread rises in me. What if he’s dead? What if whoever tried to kill him has succeeded? What if? What if? What if?

      Then I see the dots.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey

      

      

      

      

      

      Then there’s nothing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hash?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Peyton, I don’t think you should come back.

      

      

      

      

      

      Peyton? I blink my eyes. Peyton. Maybe it’s a mistake.

      
        
          
            
              
        I want to come back.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s not good. I’m not good for you. Go home with Coyote and Bryce.

      

      

      

      

      

      My hands are shaking so bad I can barely type.

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t you want me to come back?

      

      

      

      

      

      There’s a long pause, and then,

      
        
          
            
              
        No. Peyton. You can’t come back.

      

      

      

      

      

      I blink as I sink to my knees. I’m not Baggage anymore.

      
        
          
            
              
        But I love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      He doesn’t answer. Nothing.

      The phone clatters from my hand as I tug at my hair, my body rocking. I’ve become nobody again. That person Bryce accused me of being. The person who lets others define me.

      I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to handle this. I’m used to being rejected, used, abused, laughed at. But Hash doesn’t do that to me.

      Except he did, my brain whispers. He rejected you, made you leave and now he’s telling you not to come back.

      Hash is my salvation, the only person in the world I trust. But I can’t anymore. I feel like the trash that’s put on the curb on pick-up day, passed from one garbage dump to another. I’m alone again.

      The screen door bangs and I scramble, yanking the cord out of the phone and shoving it under the bed.

      “Where are you, Peyton?” Bryce calls from the kitchen.

      I take a deep breath to compose myself, then raise my head and peer over the mattress. “Here.” I don’t offer further explanation and she doesn’t ask for one.

      “I caught a fish.”

      This distracts me enough to pull myself together. “You caught a fish?”

      The mattress props me up as I climb to my feet. My bones feel weary, like a woman who’s lived too long. “What kind?”

      She’s running water, staring down at the sink. “I don’t know.”

      I walk over and look in the sink. There’s a small fish flopping around. It looks scared and helpless and I feel my heart break. It’s me. That fish. It needs water and I need air, but neither of us can breathe.

      She glances at me, sees my face, then frowns, but she doesn’t comment. Instead, she says, “It ate the worm.”

      “Are you going to eat it?” I already know that I’m not.

      “I don’t know how to clean it.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “What should we do?” She seems bewildered. Like she didn’t consider the consequences of fishing.

      “Throw it back,” I tell her as I watch the fish panic. It’s like it’s begging for its life. “You should throw it back.”

      She nods. “Yeah.”

      She picks up the fish, then returns to the dock and tosses it into the water. I’m like that fish. Insignificant, unwanted. I feel gutted though. At least the fish escaped that fate.

      Dinner is subdued. I don’t know why Bryce is quiet, or I should say, more quiet than usual, but every minute since my text with Hash, my mood has dropped a little. By the time we go to bed, I’m panicking.

      I can’t find my way in the dark that’s consuming me. My eyes are staring at the ceiling long after Bryce’s even breathing tells me she’s sleeping. I’m not restless though. I can barely move. My body is shrinking again, becoming nothing, becoming who I am. How could Hash care about me and then abandon me? Doesn’t he know how much I love him? Or was he waiting for a reason to get me away from him?

      I think of my pills. Think that since I’m no longer his baggage, then I’m nothing.

      It’s time, I tell myself. It’s time.

      I close my eyes as I rehearse how I’ll do it. Bryce will have to be distracted. Maybe more fishing. Then I’ll grab a handful of pills - it doesn’t matter anymore which ones. I’ll swallow them with vodka or whiskey. Then while Bryce is on the dock, I’ll walk out the front door, into the trees and finish what I started so many years ago.
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      After I tell Peyton she can’t come back, I gingerly place my phone on the coffee table. My heart is hammering and my hands are sweating. A vice tightens around my head. I’ve never loved or been loved yet deep in my gut, I know that doesn’t apply to Peyton.

      She loves me. Maybe she’s always loved me and I’m rejecting it because I’m afraid of it. Maybe though, I’m right, that she’s confusing love with obligation or gratitude. But how the fuck would I know? Who really knows? I see my brothers, Coyote, Rocky, Trigger. In love, supposedly. They’re confident it’s real, but where’s the evidence?

      We say we love, but the emotion is indefinable. It can’t be everything because it’s tangled up with different needs and wants. How can anyone separate love from want, or obligation, or lust? Someone says they’re in love and others nod knowingly. But it’s bullshit, because love or whatever it is, is greedy. We don’t just love for the sake of love. It’s not self-sacrificing. It’s selfish. It fills a need in us.

      I think of Peyton and wonder why I think I love her. Is it her helplessness? Does it make me feel needed? Does her hero worship feed my ego? Is it her beauty? Do I feel empowered by it? Is it her interest in me? Does it flatter me?

      Maybe it’s all of this and yet none of it. Maybe it’s more desperate than that. Maybe it’s the things I would do for her. Running into a burning building to save her life. Giving her my strength when she’s weak. Killing anyone who threatens her. Fighting with her and forgiving her.

      Letting her go to keep her safe from me.

      The pain from my injuries is nothing compared to the ache in my heart. The walls of the apartment are closing in on me to the point of suffocation. I grab my keys and leave, breathing in the fresh air as I step outside. For the first time in my life, I don’t know what to do. It was easy before Peyton. I lived for myself. No thought was needed. No contemplation. There was only this shallow version of me.

      I get on my bike, start it up, and rip out of the parking lot. I leave Sagebrush behind as I fly up the road, going too fast, knowing that if I lost control of my bike, I’d die.

      I think about those moments in the alley, my back turned, the awareness of someone behind me before that first brutal blow. The pain from my beating was an aphrodisiac, inviting me into its embrace. It beckons me again. Tempting me to give in and turn the front wheel of my bike just a fraction, enough to quit this endless charade. The idea, though, has my heart pounding again. Death is no longer a welcome endgame. It’s confusing. At what point did I start to care about living?

      I turn towards the clubhouse because there are enough distractions there to get me out of my head. When I arrive, I nod at Zero as he opens the gates. He’s different since Crank died. Harder, jaded. One day, he’ll be fully vested. Different road name. My brother. A man I trust to watch my back.

      Fuck all this thinkin’.

      The clubhouse is quiet if you don’t count all the fucking hammering and power saws. Reaper and Eight are sitting in one of the booths talking in low voices. I barely merit a glance from them let alone an invitation to join them. Chrissy and Gillian are deep in conversation near the pool table, hands waving animatedly. They don’t notice me. Neither does Verity who’s playing pool with Fender.

      Two passarounds are sitting on barstools, Diamond and Roxy. Diamond looks up and smiles. I slide my fingers into my jeans as I hold her eyes, thinking about taking her outside, fucking her against a wall. But it’s not there, the lust, the need to lose myself in pussy. I’m disgusted, not with her, but with the idea of being with her. I turn my back and head to Hangman’s office. It’s bigger now, with a window that lets light in. There’s still no door though.

      He’s sitting at the desk, his elbows propped on it as he rubs the bridge of his nose.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask stupidly.

      He looks up, his face furious. “What the fuck do you want?” It’s hostile, but I don’t take it personally. He talks to everyone this way.

      There are more chairs in his office than there used to be, and I settle in one without being asked. “I’m ready to come back,” I tell him.

      He straightens his spine. “You the leak?”

      “What?” I stammer.

      “You heard me. Nothin’s happened here since you’ve been laid up.”

      He’s not a stupid man and he doesn’t really believe I’m the leak, but I state the obvious anyway. “What’s that got to do with it? I didn’t beat the shit out of myself.”

      His expression doesn’t change. “I’m fucking sick of chasin’ my tail and gettin’ nowhere. Who the fuck did beat you up?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You think it was the feds?”

      Our club is dealing with two elusive federal agents, pricks who seem willing to do anything to get their hands on incriminating evidence of them committing murder. Evidence the Jury has possession of.

      “Sure,” I reply, because why not? “They hired some assholes to take me out. Catch me when my back is turned.”

      “How’d they know where you were?”

      I shrug. “Why wouldn’t they know? It’s not like our legit businesses are secret.”

      “Yeah. But why’d they single you out?”

      That’s a no-brainer. “We got security on Hook’s and the brothel. Too many people hanging around the gym; garage is too open to approach. You’d see anyone coming a mile away. Leaves Sailor Jerry’s.” I scratch the brand-new scar on my forehead. “They kick their heels across the street, know I park my bike in a dead-end alley, hit me when I’m alone.”

      He nods. “That’s a lot of waiting around considerin’ you’re more gone than there. Be easier if someone told them you were gonna be there.”

      We’ve come full circle. “The leak.”

      He nods. “We’re spinning our fucking wheels trying to fuck the motherfucker.”

      “Maybe it’s not a motherfucker. Maybe it’s an ol’ lady or a passaround.”

      “Thought of that, but they don’t know nothing.”

      “Except what their old men tell them.”

      “Brothers don’t talk.”

      “I talk to Peyton.” My throat tightens. Talked to Peyton. Past tense.

      He glares at me. “What the fuck about?”

      Our moment of bonding is over. “All kinds of shit. Jess is pregnant. She and Rocky are off gettin’ married. Blood fainted again because the horse ate beets and shit it out. Chrissy lost an earring, and all the old ladies are searching for it.”

      “Fucking gossip.”

      “Some. Yeah. But I also let Peyton know when I’m gonna be gone a couple of days. She knows it ain’t a conference.”

      “But Peyton don’t talk to anyone.”

      “I’m using her as an example. The ol’ ladies talk to each other. The brothers talk to their ol’ ladies.” Gravity is fucking with my ribs so I stand up. “The passarounds hear the same shit everyone else does.” There’s more room in Hangman’s office since it’s been renovated so there’s plenty of wall to lean against.

      “We need a trap.”

      “Yeah. But how we gonna do that? Telling everyone something, isn’t gonna narrow down anything.”

      We’re quiet for a moment, then Hangman asks, “If it was the feds, why’d they try to kill you?”

      I shrug. “Who knows. Picking us off one by one. Sending a message. We got lots of enemies, Prez. Might not be them.”

      “If it were cartel or mob, they’d let us know. Blackbeards too. The other fucks, the Harpers, we’re keeping eyes on them. They can’t make a move without us knowing.”

      He’s right about it all. “Then we make some shit up to force the leak’s hand.”

      “What kind of shit, asshole?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He glares at me for being as stupid as he is. “Get outta here. Go fuck a passaround.”

      I shuffle out of Hangman’s office without saying goodbye, but he catches up with me as I head outside. “You talk to Peyton?”

      A lump grows in my throat. “Yeah. Gonna pick her up tomorrow.”

      “Good,” he replies. “Jess and Rocky are comin’ back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER 20

          

          Peyton

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When I wake up, it’s late morning. I can tell by the way the sunlight slants inside the room. I feel refreshed after a hard dreamless sleep. For a few precious seconds, as I stretch under the warmth of the blanket, I forget Hash’s rejection. I forget my resolution.

      When I remember, I freeze. My eyes are turned to the ceiling, my mind is a quagmire of jumbled thoughts. None the same, nothing cohesive, just a mess. Like bits of string knotted together. I can’t untangle them.

      I turn my head to Bryce’s side of the bed. She’s not there, but then she’s an early riser. She’s probably been up for hours. I think about that. About me. I don’t think I’m lazy, but my day usually starts around noon and ends well after midnight. I think it’s because I’ve always been part of a biker’s lifestyle and like Hash says, nothing interesting ever happens in the morning.

      The thought flits through my head and as it does, a piece of string straightens itself out and falls away. I have an insight into a different me. Most of the time, I think about who I am as it relates to the world surrounding me but thinking about why I sleep in clashes with that notion. I lay for another moment and think about who I am separate from my fear, sadness, and anxiety.

      It’s an easy game the more I concentrate.

      I think about the quirks I have. Not the ones I’ve developed because of my past, but things that define me. I get my rights and lefts mixed up. I never know which direction I’m going in. When I tie my shoelaces, the bows eventually come undone. My pinky finger sticks out when I’m drinking coffee.

      Another thread falls away.

      I like hot baths for no other reason than they’re nice to have. I like adding bath bombs so that my skin feels silky afterwards. I only buy the lavender scented ones because I like the way they smell. I like the way the scent lingers on me for hours.

      A few more pieces of string detach from the jumbled mess and line up next to each other.

      What else do I like?  Romantic movies. Eating popcorn while I watch them. I also secretly like watching action movies. The ridiculous ones where nothing is logical.

      I like my feet bare, so I hardly own any socks.

      I like slip-on shoes, so I don’t have to keep retying the laces.

      I like listening to the wind.

      And I like Hash. No. I love him. Not only because I need him or I’m grateful. Despite my fractured heart, there’s still a piece of me that yearns for a good man who loves me back.

      This clarity gives me courage to return to yesterday. Not last night. Not my resolve, but the texts.

      He said the thing I dreaded most in the world. He told me not to come back.

      A string shifts in my head. Starts to untangle as I examine the conversation more closely. He told me I couldn’t come back. He called me Peyton. I felt rejected. But that’s not the truth of it. He isn’t rejecting me; he’s rejecting himself.

      It’s not good. I’m not good for you. You can’t come back.

      He’s sacrificing his happiness for what he thinks is noble. The idea unknots itself and slides into place. My introspection gives way to resentment. The coward! How dare he? He’s making choices for me, not letting me decide.

      But the anger deflates almost immediately. He’s never been in a healthy relationship so how does he know what to do? We’re both like abandoned ships, floating along, letting the tide take us wherever it wants. After the exchange I had with Hash yesterday, the tide washed me towards despair. But this morning, I no longer feel that sense of hopelessness. Not because Hash thinks he’s being noble, but because I have the choice to ignore him. He can tell me not to come back, but he can’t stop me from doing it. He can tell me not to love him, but he can’t make me.

      It’s my choice. My decision. I can stay here or go home.

      Today, I’m going home.

      I feel energized as I throw back the covers and jump to my feet. Bryce is still nowhere and I’m glad of it. I don’t need her toneless voice casting shadows over my rainbow of thoughts.

      I shower, dry off, and brush my teeth. In a towel, I walk to the bag I brought here. I’ve been wearing the clothes the twins packed for me and it’s been fun, but it’s not me and I want to be me. I’m still figuring out who she is, but I’m slowly mending. It’ll take years to glue me back together, but I see a wholeness in my future that I’ve never seen before.

      I yank the jeans I was wearing when I arrived here out of my pack, shake them out and put them on. Then my T-shirt.

      Then I freeze.

      Panic flares in me as I upend the contents of the bag onto the floor and search through it. My fingers are shaking as I frantically unzip all the little compartments. They’re empty. My pills are gone.

      And with them, so goes my strength, my revelations, my resolve. The pills are my crutch. I still need them and now they’re gone.

      I hurl the bag at the wall and climb to my feet.

      It’s an easy one to solve. Bryce took them. I slam open the screen door and stalk into the back yard.

      She’s on the dock fishing again and looks up when she hears me approaching.

      “Good morning,” she says, her half-smile fading as she sees my anger.

      “No. It isn’t.” Ice drips from every syllable.

      She drops the fishing pole and jumps to her feet looking for a place to retreat, but she’s at a disadvantage because she’s surrounded on three sides by water and her only other avenue of escape is blocked by me.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks warily and I wonder about that. We’ve argued before, but she’s always been so self-assured. This time she seems afraid and I realize it’s because I’m wearing a different kind of anger.

      “I’m done with you,” I snarl. “Pushing me around. Thinking you’re better than me.” I so want to knock her into the water.

      As if she can read my mind, she takes several steps down the dock, then cautiously skirts me. I let her because I’m furious, but not murderous.

      When she’s reaches the safety of the yard, she says, “Why are you so angry?”

      “Where are my pills?”

      She pretends to be confused. “On the counter. I saw the bottle there when I got up.”

      I stalk towards her and she walks backwards in tandem. “Don’t play games with me. I’m not a fucking idiot.” My anger is still burning, but it’s shifted from my missing pills to her insults of my intelligence. “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      She looks helplessly past me to the lake “You shouldn’t have them.”

      My stomach wrenches as I follow her line of sight. She’s dumped them in the water. All the pills I’ve so carefully collected over time. My security. My last hope. Tears sear my eyes as my body trembles, but somehow I manage to keep it together.

      “You call yourself my friend, but all you are is this arrogant, passive-aggressive little bitch. You think you’re better than me. You don’t respect me.”

      “I’m sorry,” she says, her eyes as wet as mine. “But you have to admit having those pills is wrong.”

      I can’t be near her or I’ll punch her, so I hold my ground even as I curl my fists. “You know what else is wrong? Invading my privacy. Searching my stuff. Hiding my phone cord in the oatmeal. You’re ridiculous.”

      She lets a loud shaky breath. “Maybe you’re right, but⁠—”

      “No, not maybe. I am right.”

      “Those pills… you were going to use them to….” She can’t finish her sentence.

      “Commit suicide? Isn’t that irrelevant to this conversation? And pills aren’t the only way to kill myself.” I wave my hand at the lake. “I could walk into the water until it was over my head and let myself drown.” I point a tree. “I’m sure I could find a rope.”

      She’s pale as her eyes dart from the water to the trees. “It’s not⁠—”

      “Not what? The way I’d kill myself?  You’re stupid. As stupid as me if you think not having my pills will stop me if I’m truly suicidal. You’re out here fishing, leaving me inside with all the knives.” I sweep my arm in the direction of the cabin. “What was stopping me from slitting my wrists while I was showering?”

      She avoids my eyes as she crosses her arms. “Maybe I stepped over the line⁠—”

      “From the moment you picked me up at Hash’s, but I’ll take some of the blame because I let you.”

      Her embarrassment slides to anger. “Let me finish a goddamned sentence, will you? You shouldn’t have those pills⁠—”

      “I know I shouldn’t, for god sakes.” I stalk up to her, tower over her. “That fucking point is irrelevant. You shouldn’t have hidden my phone cord. Invaded my privacy. Stolen my possessions.”

      “What else could I do!” she shouts back at me.

      “Talked, you bitch! You could have been my friend instead of pretending.”

      “I am your friend.”

      I dissolve into tears. “You’re not. You think you have all the answers and I don’t have any. We’re not different. You’re not better. You’re not fixed any more than I am.”

      She slaps at her eyes, trying to erase her tears. “I’m know I’m not, but I was worried. Friend’s worry.” In a small voice, she adds, “Why were you looking for your pills anyway?”

      I don’t tell her about Hash’s rejection of me. I don’t tell her about my suicidal thoughts last night or my epiphany this morning. I don’t tell her that I wasn’t looking for them. That I was simply getting dressed. Instead of all this, I say, “Text your boyfriend and tell him to come pick us up. Now. I’m leaving even if I have to walk home.”

      She turns and jogs across the yard to the door, then disappears inside.

      I let her go. I don’t need to hear the conversation she’s having with Coyote. I don’t need to hear her excuses.

      A minute later, she returns to me, the phone in her hands. “Tell her, Coyote.”

      His voice comes over the speaker. “I’m on a job, Peyton. I can’t come until tomorrow.” He pauses. “Wait until tomorrow. I promise I’ll be there by 10 AM.”

      I stare at the phone, the energy draining out of me. The stupid fear I have of men sneaking back inside where it settles in the hollow of my stomach. “Ok,” I say in a small voice, my resolve disappearing. I blink as I think of my pills.
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      It’s after midnight and I’m still up. The apartment is like a black yawning hole without Peyton. I’m already thinking about moving back to the clubhouse. Everything here reminds me of her and I know I’m a fool. The first time in my life that I’ve been selfless is also the worst time in my life.

      Couldn’t I have been noble over something less painful?

      I’ve just uncapped a beer when someone knocks on the door.

      I conjure Peyton on the other side. She’s come back to me.

      I’m torn. If I see her, my resolve will crumble. I’ll give her whatever she wants. I’ll forget that I’m bad for her.

      “What?” I snarl.

      Relief and despair mingle together when Coyote’s voice filters inside. “It’s me. Open up.”

      A chill sweeps through me as I unbolt the door and yank it open. “What’s wrong?” Because there’s no other reason for Coyote to be here.

      “Nothing,” he says as he slides by me into the apartment. Like Hangman, he helps himself to a beer without asking, guzzling half of it before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      There’s definitely something going on if Coyote has forgotten his pretty-boy manners. “Is it Peyton?” I ask, trying to keep the shake out of my voice.

      He walks into the living room and heaves himself into my armchair. “Yeah, but not like you think. She wants to come home.”

      I follow him, sitting on the sofa. “She can’t come back here.”

      “It’s her home, Hash. Where else will she go?”

      “Fuck.” Joy and despair war inside me. “You said you’d set her up. So set her up.”

      “She doesn’t want that,” he repeats. “She wants to come home.”

      “I already told her no.”

      It’s news to him. I see it his eyes. “When did you do that?”

      “Yesterday. We texted.”

      “You texted,” he says flatly.

      “Yes. I told her that she and I couldn’t be together.”

      He looks like he wants to punch me. “This is her home, you asshole. She has every right to be here.”

      “Fine,” I tell him stubbornly. “Then I’ll move out. Tell her I’ll pay the rent and give her what she needs to support herself.”

      “Tell her yourself, you fucking coward,” he snarls. “She’s yours until you tell her it’s over. And breaking up with her by text is the shittiest thing you’ve ever done.”

      “Doubtful,” I sneer at him.

      He leans forward in the chair, so close I could punch him. “Yeah, it is. Because everything else you’ve done in your life is pointless, thoughtless, and reactive. But this. With Peyton. I don’t understand why you’re being such a prick, but that’s irrelevant. You owe her an explanation.”

      I rub my finger across the scar on my forehead. Coyote has seen me at my lowest. When I was pissing blood and could barely stand. He’s in love with a woman who has the power to destroy him. But where Bryce is strong, Peyton is weak. And where Coyote is controlled, I’m destructive. I hate being a pussy, but he needs to know. I need him to understand. “I’ve never loved anyone or anything in my entire life. Never been loved. I don’t know how to deal with it.”

      Coyote shrugs. “You just deal with it. That’s it, man. You’ll figure it out.”

      “And if I don’t?” I unload on him. “I’m the biggest asshole you know.”

      “You’ve done better than the rest of us where she’s concerned. Even when you didn’t love her, you looked after her. No one else gave a shit.”

      He’s right, but he also doesn’t understand the truth of me. “What if l hurt her?”

      “You already have,” he says, referring to my texts.

      “Not that way. I mean physically. I’m afraid one day we’ll be fighting and I’ll lose control.”

      Coyote takes a drink of his beer. “You slap women around before?”

      “No,” I say quickly. “But I don’t let them stick around to find out if I will.”

      “Only takes a second,” he replies. “To punch someone. Only takes the least provocation. And the passarounds, I bet they’ve pissed you off more than once.”

      I hate that he’s right. “Yeah. But I can walk away. I can’t with Peyton.”

      “If you feel the punching kind of anger, you could leave until you’ve cooled down or call me.”

      “Might be too late. That kind of anger. It’s impossible to control. It’s over before it starts.”

      Coyote drains the bottle. “Listen. I’m no therapist, but I think if you’re worried about hurting Peyton, then you won’t.” He puts the empty bottle on the coffee table and stands. “It’s like that in all relationships. You know where the line is and you don’t step over it because you know that once you do, there’s no coming back.”

      I stand too, beer bottle dangling between my fingers. “That’s bullshit. Men hit their woman all the time.”

      “It’s not bullshit,” Coyote replies. “Men who hit their women don’t really love them. Violence is about power and control. Respectful relationships are about give and take. Sometimes giving more than taking. Admitting when you’ve been an asshole.”

      Maybe he’s right or maybe it’s because I miss Peyton so much I’m dying inside, I say, “Okay, I’ll talk to her.”

      “Good.” He moves towards the door. “I’ll be here at nine tomorrow morning. We’re heading out to pick the women up.”

      After he leaves, I open another beer and return to the couch. Tomorrow, I get to see Peyton. Tomorrow, I’ll tell her I’m sorry. I’ll ask her to come home. I’ll promise to give her everything in my power to give. Not a house or possessions, but a stable home, a safe harbour and love.
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      Tomorrow takes forever to get here. I barely sleep because I keep rehearsing everything I plan to say to Hash to get him to stay with me. I’m going to tell him I love him. I know I’ve said it to him before, but this time, I’ll be more forceful. I’ll say it in a way he can’t deny.

      I’ll say other stuff first. The practical things, like he needs me like I need him. We help each other smooth out our rough edges. I make him softer and he makes me stronger. I think of Rocky and Jess. Maybe Hash and I aren’t that different after all. Maybe we see the best and the worst but love each other anyway.

      There’s no intimacy between us, but there could be. I’ll tell him that. He thinks I’m too vulnerable to be intimate. I know I’m not because if I were I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be in his arms at night. Him inside me, loving me.

      I blink hot tears as I think of being touched and loved in a way that makes me feel valued. To be someone to love, not something to use.

      All these words and ideas circle in my head. I keep grabbing them, trying to memorize them so I’m ready when I see Hash. I do this all night, dozing sometimes, but then I wake up and start rehearsing again.

      I shake myself from one of those dozes to discover the day dawning. I lay still and let all the possibilities wash over me. It’s getting to be late fall. The days are getting shorter and I think maybe it’s close to 9:30. I swing my feet to the floor as I sit up.

      Bryce shifts at my movement. “What time is it?” she asks, her words still full of sleep.

      “Checking,” I reply as I sneak a peek at my phone. I’m disappointed and excited all at the same time. “Just after nine.”

      Bryce bolts upright. “Shit!”

      “What?”

      “What do you think? Coyote’s coming. I have to shower, get dressed. Be ready for him.”

      “Oh,” I reply in a small voice, realizing she’s right. I’m so focused on what I’m going to say to Hash that I haven’t thought about anything else. He doesn’t need to see the faded, pale version I used to be.

      Bryce stands and rifles through her suitcase, deciding on what she’ll wear. “I’ll get ready first. It won’t take long.” Then she’s gone.

      I don’t mind because I need time to find the right clothes. Instead of wearing what I had on yesterday, I decide to dress up a little. That will make Hash see that I’m getting stronger. I let Freud outside, then work my way through the clothes Emma and Maddie packed for me. Most of the stuff is impractical. Pretty party dresses, silly tees with funny sayings, even a fake tiara. At least I hope it’s fake. I find a skirt, not too short, but not too long. It’s a nice shade of blue, like a robin’s egg, and it loosely hugs my waist and stomach before flaring at my hips.

      I look at my legs. They’re thin, but they’ve toned up from all the walking I’ve done with Bryce and Freud. I could shave them quickly. My armpits too. I root around the suitcase until I settle on a T-shirt that has a plaid buffalo on the front, but at least it has no saying. On the twins, it would fit snugly, but I know it’ll hang on me. Which is good. I won’t feel self-conscious.

      I hesitate over the underwear. The bras are too big, but the panties, still in their packages, will fit. I choose the ones that look like shorts and decide these will do.

      I set the clothes carefully on the bed, then take my meds. It makes me reflect on the fight Bryce and I had yesterday. Maybe she was right in getting rid of my pills. I’m not strong enough to do it on my own, but the knowledge that they’re gone is freeing. It feels like a new beginning, with possibilities for happiness.

      Bryce comes out of the bathroom. “Your turn,” she says in her flat voice.

      I check the time. I have 35 minutes before Hash gets here. I hope he comes with Coyote. I need him here where I can talk to him. If he doesn’t, my courage might fail me on the long ride back.

      Doubts creep in as I take over the bathroom. What if he doesn’t come? What if he won’t let me talk to him? What if he’s moved out of the apartment?

      I pull in a deep shuddering breath as I strip off my pyjamas and turn on the shower. If he’s gone, I’ll find him. I’ll make him talk to me. He owes me that much at least.

      I’m impatient in the shower and a little panicky. It’s taking too long to shave my legs, but it’s too late to change my mind. My hurrying results in me scraping the skin on one of my shins and the bite of pain forces me to slow down.

      I blot the scrape with a cloth, then shave my armpits. As I turn off the water and dress, I hear Bryce’s voice in the main room, followed by the deep timbre of male voices. I panic, thinking Coyote and Hash have arrived early. It’s not until I tuck the T-shirt into the skirt that I realize her tone is off. She’s upset. The men’s voices are elevated. Aggressive.

      I suck in a breath. Something’s wrong. Something horrifying.

      I start to tremble, my legs, my arms, everything. Bile rises in my throat and I almost vomit.

      Flashes of my life sear my brain. My father, the men who beat me, used me, destroyed me with words.

      Those are the men outside the bathroom door.

      I can’t go out there. I can’t help Bryce. I don’t know how to be that brave.

      I grip the bathroom counter and look in the mirror. See what I need to see. The woman looking back at me is different. This one is stronger, more confident. This one no longer lets fear rule her. This one can fight back.

      I still hesitate as I turn towards the door. Then Bryce screams, which shocks me out of my inertia.

      Fuck. I survey the bathroom. There’s nothing here to use as a weapon.

      Doesn’t matter, Peyton. Go now.

      I slide open the door and peek out.

      There are two men. One blonde, tall and lean. The other similar, but shorter and stockier.

      The tall man has a grip on Bryce, who’s fighting back like a wild cat.

      The other is laughing.

      Their attention is so focused on Bryce that they don’t notice me. If I can get outside without attracting their attention, I can find a weapon or get Freud to help. Where is he? Why isn’t he barking?

      He’s dead, I decide and that scares me. Panic claws at my throat and I think of running away.

      But then something inside me snaps. I used to not care whether I lived or died, but if I abandon Bryce, I couldn’t live with myself. No! I’d rather die trying to save her than be the coward I used to be.

      I slip out of the bathroom keeping a careful eye on the men. The tall one slaps Bryce. Her head snaps back and she hangs motionless in his arms.

      “You kill her, Demon?” the shorter one asks.

      Demon shakes Bryce’s small body. “Hope not,” he replies. “Ain’t no fun fucking a corpse.” He snickers. “You try that before, Shane?”

      My brain is on speed. I need a weapon. If I can make it to the kitchen, I can grab one of the big knives from the butcher’s block.

      Bryce moans, then her eyes slide open. She seems disoriented at first, but then as her vision clears, she sees me. “Run!” she screams.

      Dammit! There goes the element of surprise.

      I bolt towards the kitchen, fast enough to grab a knife, but it clatters to the floor as I’m tackled by Shane.

      I scream and flail. “Get off me!”

      Then I hear another scream. Not Bryce’s. It’s followed by a thud.

      “You fucking bitch!” Demon yells.

      “You fucking bastard!” Bryce shrieks.

      I’m wrenched onto my feet by my hair to see Demon on the floor, writhing, holding his crotch as Bryce kicks him in the stomach.

      “Stop, you cunt or I’ll fucking break her neck!” Shane snarls, shaking me while I try to escape his grip.

      Bryce turns towards Shane, her eyes wild, her hands balled into fists. “I’ll kill you if you hurt her.”

      Shane’s inattention costs him as I stomp on his instep. He loosens his grip enough for me to fling myself sideways. I fall to my knees and scramble to grab the knife.

      Then Bryce is there, shoving him backwards. He loses his balance and falls on the knife I’m holding.

      He bellows and bucks his body but I know he won’t die. The knife stabbed his shoulder.

      “Shit, shit!” I cry as his heavy body traps me, his blood from the wound sliding onto my face.

      Bryce grabs my hand and tries to pull me out from under him, but Demon is back on his feet. He grabs Bryce and throws her into the wall.

      “No!” I scream as she crumples to the floor. I manage to get free, but as I scramble to my feet, Demon punches me in the head so hard I have to fight to stay conscious. I collapse as he hauls Bryce out the back door.

      Hands grip my arms as Shaun pulls me down on top of him. “You cunt. You stabbed me. It’ll be the last thing you’ll ever fucking do.” He rolls to his side and slams my face down on the floor.

      Pain shudders through me, but instead of giving up, I become furious. Every survival instinct I was born with floods me. I grab the knife and twist, arcing it in the air, slashing at him.

      He jerks back but not fast enough as I catch him in the chest. I swing wildly, sometimes catching him, sometimes not, but it’s enough to get him scrambling out of the kitchen. My head’s spinning from Demon’s punch, but I manage to climb to my feet. The knife slips out of my hands.

      Instead of running, I furiously kick Shane in the stomach and head until he’s folded up into a fetal position and unmoving. Bryce’s scream saves Shane from a worse shit-kicking and I race outside.

      Demon has Bryce on the ground, slapping her as she struggles. She’s fighting him, but it’s a David and Goliath scenario and I know she’s going to lose the battle.

      Her attacker is so enraged, so focused on her, he doesn’t notice anything going on around him. He doesn’t notice me. I’m frozen at first, his violence toward Bryce hurtling me back in time.  Memories flood me, my head hurts, my heart aches. Then he starts ripping at her shorts, pulling up her shirt and that snaps me out of my fog. It isn’t the past, it’s the present, the here and now and I can be a coward or I can do something about the shit that’s happening in front of me.

      I take a step or two towards them, then spy the shovel Bryce was using to dig worms. It’s leaning up against the deck rail. A weapon and a solid one too.

      I grab it and creep towards Demon as softly as I can. I don’t think it matters. I don’t think he’d hear a herd of elephants, he’s so caught up in his frenzied attack on Bryce.

      She’s moaning now, laying limply, all fight gone from her as he paws her. He’s reaching for his zipper, starting to undo his pants, when I raise the shovel and bring it down on his skull.

      There’s a moment of stillness as his head swivels towards me. His eyes change from hate to surprise to denial. Then they dim as he falls sideways on top of Bryce. He’s bleeding profusely, getting it all over Bryce.

      She weakly pushes at his body. “Get him off me!” she moans again and again.

      “Wait,” I tell her then raise the shovel and smash him in the head again. I don’t want to find out he’s down and not out. His head splits wide open and I have to look away or I’ll vomit. I throw the shovel behind me, drop to my knees and push him off Bryce. His blood gets on me, my hands, my shirt, maybe my face. It stinks and I gag but swallow down the bile.

      “Oh, god,” Bryce moans when she’s free. She tries to stand, then collapses. When I reach out to help her, she waves me off and crawls away. “Call Coyote,” she sobs as she folds in on herself. Her eyes close and she lets out a few puffs of breaths. Then her breathing slows and I’m afraid she’s dying.

      My pulse beats rapidly as I limp back to the cabin. When I get inside, Shane is still on the floor groaning. He grabs my leg as I try to step over him, but all I can think of is Bryce, her eyes closed, her breaths too quiet.

      “Fuck you!” I swing around and kick him in the head.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he screams. He releases me so he can cradle his head.

      I scramble for the phone at the same time I hear the purr of an engine. Coyote’s SUV pulls into the yard and stops. I see Hash slowly climbing out of the passenger side.

      “Hash!” I scream as I bolt out of the front door and run full tilt at him.

      He greets me with a smile, then his eyes widen in shock as he sees me.

      “What the fuck!” he shouts as I throw myself at him.

      He takes my full weight with a grunt, his arms circling me tightly.

      “Where’s Bryce?” Coyote yells, the panic sharp in his tone.

      “In the back yard!” I scream at him. “She needs help!”

      Coyote bolts as Hash rocks me.

      I try to explain but my words are garbled.

      He untangles himself and pulls his gun. “Get in the car and wait.”

      The old me would have done so without hesitation, but this Peyton has a mind of her own. “I can’t. I have to be with you. There’s a guy on the floor in the cabin. The other is out back but I think I killed him.”

      “Jesus fuck,” Hash swears as he snatches my hand.

      Inside, Shane is still moaning.

      Hash looks from him to me. “You did this?”

      I nod. “I can kick him again if you want.” It’s stupid, but adrenaline is still pumping through me.

      He grunts a dry laugh as he pulls out his phone and makes a call. “Hangman,” he says. “We got a situation out at Rocky’s cabin. Peyton and Bryce were attacked.”

      I hear Hangman’s loud aggressive voice. “What the fuck?”

      Hash looms over Shane, who’s staring up at him, his eyes full of fear. “Two guys,” he growls as I follow him out the back door. “One’s down, but not out. Peyton thinks she killed the other.”

      Coyote’s holding Bryce, rocking her. “He’s dead,” he confirms. “The cocksucker’s fucking dead.”

      “The lucky bastard,” Hash mutters. “And Bryce?”

      Coyote’s face is so white I think he’s going to faint. “Still breathing. Beat up. Wherever these fucks came from, I’m gonna wipe them all out.”

      Bryce’s hand moves to Coyote’s face and I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.

      I say the obvious. “She needs a doctor.”

      “So do you,” Hash replies, then to Hangman, he says, “The girls are beat up pretty bad but I don’t think anything life threatening.

      Coyote has Bryce in his arms now, carrying her towards us. “Get a doctor out here.”

      “Not Dicer,” Bryce says in a weak, but dry tone. “Evanee.”

      “She wants the vet?” Hangman says. In the background I hear the chaos at the clubhouse, men shouting, a door banging.

      “Yeah,” Hash says.
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      Seeing Peyton run towards me bloodied and hysterical was the revelation I needed. At that moment, my asshole brain realized that I couldn’t live without this woman. Wouldn’t want to. Simple as that.

      The one guy, the guy Peyton hit in the head with the shovel, was gone to meet his maker when we got to him. The other has several stab wounds, but he’s still breathing. He’ll wish Peyton killed him after the Jury is done with him.

      Evanee and Trigger arrive quickly.

      “Jesus,” Evanee says looking at the carnage. “You girls don’t fight fair.”

      Trigger follows her holding a white kit. “Remind me not to piss you off,” he says to Peyton.

      “I’m not kneeling,” Evanee tells Coyote as she gestures at her skirt. “This is a Stella McCartney.” She glances around, then points at a deck chair. “Pick her up and sit her on your lap.”

      Coyote, who’s practically comatose, says nothing as he shifts himself to the lawn chair.

      “Good.” Evanee places a lawn chair in front of Bryce. She glances at Peyton, who’s leaning into me. “You better sit down.” She moves her attention to me. “You too. You look like you’re going to collapse. “

      “I’m fine,” I growl, but I lead Peyton over to a chair and help her sit, then settle in the one next to her.

      “I’m okay,” she whispers to me as I take her hand and kiss her knuckles.

      “Thank you,” I say but don’t know why.

      “You’re welcome,” she replies like she does know why.

      Trigger’s eyes are glued to Evanee as he hands her the kit. He’s tense, and I know it’s not exactly for Bryce. He almost lost Evanee not so long ago. He understands what Coyote and I are feeling, but it’s more than that. The thought’s on everyone’s mind. We can’t lose Bryce too, not so soon after the death of Crank.

      There’s a lot of activity around us. Reaper and Eight are having a conversation with Hangman as they stand over the body of Bryce’s attacker. Voices inside, Mothman and Joker, talking about needing a cage to get the second attacker back to the clubhouse.

      “How’s the thief?” Hangman asks as he stops a few feet from us.

      Evanee holds her hand up to quiet him as she gently moves her stethoscope from spot to spot on Bryce’s chest telling her to breathe in then out. Her hands are nimble and gentle as she checks Bryce out, touching her stomach, her arms, her legs. Feeling her head. Pulling her eyelids up and peering into her eyes. The concentration on her face enthralls us. A moment of quiet amid the chaos. Bryce is alert, staring at Coyote. Refusing to look at anyone else. Refusing to talk.

      Evanee sits back. “You’re okay,” she tells Bryce. “Nothing broken, just a lot of bruises. You’re going to have black eyes, probably a headache.” She touches the finger marks on Bryce’s neck where the dead fucker squeezed, then blinks a couple of times and reaches out to Trigger who takes her hand.

      “You’re fucking amazing, baby,” Trigger says as he hugs her.

      I close my eyes for a few seconds thinking about Coyote and Trigger, who both love their women to distraction. I’m a fool for thinking I don’t have that capacity.

      Evanee smiles widely as she turns to Peyton. “You okay?”

      Peyton returns her smile, small and weak. “Yeah. Hurts a little but nothing I can’t handle.” She touches her cheek and winces.

      Evanee checks her over anyway. “Nothing broken. Nothing serious.”

      Hangman’s standing a few feet away, watching silently. Usually, when he’s around us, he’s loud and aggressive, not quiet and thoughtful. It’s unnerving and I breathe a sigh of relief when he growls, “Welcome to the kill club,” to Peyton and walks away.

      Freud drags himself into the back yard from a stand of trees, whimpering, his tail between his legs. His coat is matted with blood and he’s got one of his back legs tucked up against his belly.

      “Shit,” Evanee says as she grabs her kit and hurries toward the dog. Trigger follows her.

      Coyote stands, Bryce tightly in his arms. “Let’s go,” he says to me. He looks across at Evanee. “He going to live?”

      Evanee nods but her face is furious. With Bryce and Peyton, she was calm and almost impassive, but with the dog, she looks murderous. “He’ll live, but the bastards made a mess of him.” She glances at the body sprawled on the ground. “Fucking asshole.”

      “I’ll tell the twins,” Coyote says grimly.

      She doesn’t look up. “Trigger and I’ll take him home and nurse him until he gets back on his feet.”

      “Get the girls out of here,” Hangman says to me.

      I’m already on my way to the car. As much as I want to, I can’t pick up Peyton, so she has to limp beside me. When we get to the SUV, Coyote tosses me the keys.

      “You okay to drive?”

      He doesn’t wait for my reply as he settles Bryce in the back seat then sits next to her, buckling her in and holding her close. “Fuckers,” he whispers to her. “I’ll fucking kill them all.”

      The SUV is already in motion. “Get in line,” I tell him.

      I give Peyton a quick glance and she smiles at me.

      None of us talk as I drive to Reno. The implications of what could have happened leave me cold. I can’t even look at Peyton, I feel so guilty. I forced her out of our home and into a situation that could have gotten her killed. And Bryce too, because she wouldn’t have been there if it weren’t for Peyton needing a place to stay.

      When we hit Reno, Coyote says to me, “Drop us at my place, yeah? Take the car. We’ll connect later.”

      “Sure,” I tell him.

      Once we’re alone, Peyton and I drive back to Sagebrush. At the apartment, I park in a visitor space and help her inside the building. We’re both limping. “We look like a goddamned pair of senior citizens,” I grunt.

      Peyton laughs weakly, then frowns as two guys walk by. They stop and stare at her face.

      I ignore them. I know that if they say a fucking thing to her or me it’ll be the last thing they’ll be able to say for weeks. On a good day, I might appreciate their concern, but right now, I want to kill someone and I don’t think I’d be judicious in my choice of victims.

      Inside the apartment, I say, “What can I do?” I’m physically healing, but I still don’t have a lot of stamina and the chaos at Rocky and Jess’s has stolen what little energy I have.

      “Lock the door,” she says. “Then go to bed.”

      “Not without you,” I reply.

      She looks down at herself, at the blood on her shirt. “I have to shower, then I’ll come.”

      I hesitate. “You okay to be alone?”

      She nods. “I hurt.” She holds out a trembling hand. “And still shaky, but a shower’ll help, and then being near you will fix it all.”

      I strip down as she showers, put on my pyjama bottoms, then crawl into bed and wait for her.

      Ten minutes later she’s hovering over me, smelling like fresh flowers and soap.

      I slide over and flip the cover back. “Get in.”

      She hesitates and for a gut-wrenching moment, I think she’s going to reject me, but then, to my relief, she crawls in next to me.

      We stiffly lay side by side and I find myself wishing it were night. Confession is easier in the dark.

      She sighs. “Were you gonna take me back? I mean, before you arrived and saw everything.”

      “Take you back?” I choke. “I was gonna beg you to take me back.”

      She shifts to her side, her wide eyes staring at me. “You sent me away.”

      I stare at the ceiling thinking about how to say what needs saying. “I was worried. Still am. I’m unpredictable; the kind of prick who barely knows right from wrong. The club has this set of rules that we live by, that I live by, but I’m always on the edge of them. It’s why my brothers don’t like me.”

      She lets her silence speak for her. The fact that she’s not denying my words hurts a little.

      “I try not to pick on people who are weaker than me, but I keep them at arm’s length. You know? I don’t let them get near me or they might catch me at the wrong moment.”

      I think of my behemoth brother, Red. Back when he was a prospect. He was in the wrong place at the wrong time and I was in the wrong mood. It turned into a situation that I regret, but saying so to anyone would earn their skepticism.

      I take a breath. “You’re close to me, Baggage, in a way no one has ever been. I got frustrated and pushed you, literally. I was weak, still am, but you’re weaker. I’m worried someday, I’ll hurt you. I couldn’t live with myself if I did that.”

      She turns to her back and follows my gaze to the ceiling. “I am weak, but I learned something at the cabin. Two things, I guess. No three. I was terrified you meant what you said about me never coming back to you. But then after I thought it over, I decided if that’s what you really wanted, I had to let it happen. I’d figure it out. My heart would be broken, but you know, that happens to a lot of people. They survived, so would I.” She pauses and waits, I guess, for me to reply.

      “I deserve that,” I murmur. “It’s funny though, because if I let you go, I know there would be no coming back from that.”

      Her voice is light as if I said the right thing. “Then I changed my mind. That’s the second thing that happened. I decided I would fight for you. Or me, I guess. You have no right to make decisions for me and I knew you didn’t mean it. At the very least, you owed me an explanation face to face.”

      “Yeah. You’re right. It was shitty of me to say fucked up things to you in a text.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      I laugh at her reply, then grab my ribs and groan. She’s not different, but she is. She’s still gentle and giving. Still like a puppy following me around. I know she still believes I won’t kick her after a bad day, but I also hear the strength in her voice. In her convictions. She’s drawing a line in the sand and insisting I stay on her side of it.

      “Then there’s the third thing. I realized that if you did what you think you might do. If you hurt me, I could leave. Would have to. When you sent me away, I was crushed, but it kind of made me stronger. I’m not as broken as I used to be. We’re good together. I soften you and you give me strength.”

      She turns to me again, this time running her hand over my chest. “We love each other. It isn’t enough. I know that. But we owe it to ourselves to find out if we can be more than who we think we are.”

      I wrap my hand around her fingers and still the movement. She thinks I’m being affectionate, but the truth is, her touch is making me hard. “Yeah. I know.”

      “Bryce says I need more than pills. I need to be talking to someone on regular basis.” She stops. “She is the most irritating woman in the world. You have no idea how many times I wanted to push her into the lake.”

      That reminds me of what happened. Ice slides up my spine and kills my boner. “You killed a guy and maimed another. I’m proud of you, you know. The way you handled it, but I’m worried that when you have time to think, it’ll….” I trail off.

      “It isn’t the first time I’ve seen horrible things. Maybe I haven’t actually had a hand in any of it, but I know how the world works and I know bad people. These men were bad. They deserved to die. In the morning, I still won’t regret what I did.” She tucks herself closer to me. “Besides, I saved a life today and that matters more than anything else.”

      I grin and she touches the corner of my mouth.

      “You get it, right?”

      “Yeah.” We’ve run out of things to say to each other and after a quiet moment, I let her hand go and subtly put a few inches of space between us. “We’re both hurt, baby. We need to heal.”

      “I’m not that hurt,” she challenges. “I want us to be together. For real.”

      I think about us fucking and the boner grows again. With regret in my voice, I say, “I don’t think I can. I want to. My dick wants to, but I don’t think my body will cooperate.”

      She props herself up on her elbow and stares into my face. “Then let me,” she whispers.

      “No. We should wait.” I say it mostly because I don’t want our first time to be her taking the lead. I’m still an egotistical asshole.

      “I don’t want to.” Her hand strays down my chest and over my abs, then her fingers slide inside the waist of my pyjamas and wrap around my dick. She chuckles in that soft endearing way she has. “And neither do you.”

      She throws the covers back and sits up, still stroking me.

      I haven’t fucked anyone since she and I moved in together. I think of why that would be, but then I realize, even then, I knew how this would end. “Baggage,” I groan as I wrap my hands around her waist. I want this. I really want this.

      “Let me,” she says as she tosses the covers off me. She doesn’t give me time to respond as she pulls the pyjamas down my hips, past my dick. She looks at it for so long I think she’s changed her mind, but then she says. “Your brothers would be jealous of you if they saw your cock.”

      “You’re saying all the right things,” I tell her, my voice getting hoarse.

      She pulls the shirt she’s wearing up to her waist. My shirt. And lowers herself on me, guiding my dick into her. Then she closes her eyes. She doesn’t take off the shirt and I get it. She’s not ready to show me all of her. I have to give her the time she needs.

      She splays her hands on my chest and lifts her hips gently up and down. “Let me know if I hurt you.”

      I close my eyes to the silkiness of her cunt. “Oh you’re hurting me, baby, but in the best possible way.” She’s weightless as she fucks me. Gentle, soft. Perfect. Her breathing speeds up. Mine does too until we’re in sync, a perfect moment.

      I slide my hands to her hips and grip them. Neither of us speed up as we climb. It’s gentle, my orgasm, but it leaves me gasping and overwhelmed. My life didn’t start until now. I didn’t know it could be like this.

      She’s still fucking me, maybe not realizing I’ve come, her eyes closed, her face tilted upward. I know the moment she comes. Her eyes fly open and she cries, soft and gentle. The small underlying note of sorrow makes my heart break, then she starts to fall forward before stopping herself. “I’m sorry,” she whispers and tries to move off me.

      I grip her arms and bring her down on my chest, then cradle her face in my hands. “I love you, Peyton,” I say before kissing her.

      “I love you, Hash,” she replies before kissing me back.

      The gentle press of our lips gives way to deeper, harder kisses. I grip her head, her hair, bringing her closer to me. My dick gets hard again and I press my hips up, find my way inside her. She laughs, sweet and joyous as she meets my thrusts. I lose track of time, of reality. My future is in my arms and as I come again, I silently promise her that I won’t fuck it up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER 24

          

          Peyton

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      This is new, this desire for Hash. When we first met, I was like an adolescent crushing on him. Wanting to make it happen, but not sure how to go about it. But being with him now feels grown up and real. It feels like a relationship should be. My body knows too and the pleasure that had been so elusive in my life before Hash, finds its way to the surface.

      Hash doesn’t know it because I’m holding back, but my orgasm hits me so hard, I feel the earth shake. I want him to roll over on top of me. I want to feel the weight of his body as he fucks me. His hands gripping me.

      Right now, he can’t and I think maybe when he’s fully healed, he won’t and I’ll have to tell him I want the passion he feels for me, not the gentleness he thinks I need. It’s different than before. I feel like a virgin because for the first time in my life, I know I’m loved, valued, desired. It brings tears to my eyes and when we both come a second time, this time with his arms wrapped around me, his lips pressed against mine, the past shatters and I feel whole.

      After our love making, I slide off him, and curl up against his side. His eyes are closed, his fingers playing with my hair, the other hand splayed across his stomach. “Take these fucking pyjamas off me,” he orders.

      I grin as I pull them past his feet and toss them on the floor. I feel like I should say something. Words to tell him how magnificent he is, but I’m filled with shyness. I’m the lucky girl who gets to be his and whether it happens or not, I believe it will be forever.

      I move back to my side of the bed and close my eyes. “You smell good,” I say. I can tell him the other stuff later.

      He groans as he laces his fingers through mine. “So do you, beautiful Baggage. Don’t ever leave.”

      “I won’t,” I reassure him. Then we drift off to sleep.
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      We fall asleep in each other’s arms, but sometime during the night, I jerk awake. Goddamn fucking Hangman. I’m gonna kill him.

      In the morning, I tear out with my bike, heading to the clubhouse. I see Hangman as I park my bike. He’s sitting in the yard at a picnic table, talking on the phone.

      I stalk up to him and grab the phone out of his hand and hurl it. “You cocksucker!” I snarl. “You fuckin’ set the women up!”

      He jerks to his feet and grabs my collar. “You better start making sense or I’m gonna turn you into dog food and feed you to the fuckin’ horses.”

      “You got no conscience!” I shout at him as I break his hold. I’m hurt, but I’m still gonna try to kill him.

      He grabs my arm and drags me to the shed that leads to the Chamber, which is currently where the asshole who attacked Bryce and Peyton is being held. “You’re gonna tell me exactly what the fuck you’re talking about, then I’m gonna tell you how many bones I’m gonna break in your body.”

      I try to swallow my fury, slow my beating heart. This anger I’m feeling right now is new. Different. “When I was here, after we talked about the leak, on my way out the door, you stopped me and basically announced to the fucking world where Bryce and Peyton were.”

      He opens his mouth to retort, then shuts it again. He turns his back takes a couple of steps, grabs at his braid, then turns around again. “You think I did that on purpose?”

      “Pretty fuckin’ convenient, wasn’t it?” I sneer, but the hurt in his eyes makes me falter.

      “I’m not that kind of fuck,” he says. “That’s what you think of me? What everyone else thinks?”

      Hangman’s no actor. He lets it all hang out there. He’s done some fucked up stuff, but he’s never pretended otherwise. “Then why?”

      He runs his hands over his face as he stares at me. “Because of all the fucking women,” he says, bewildered. “I don’t know how the fuck to do things anymore. All you idiots are playing house, tellin’ me to be respectful.”

      I stare at him. “That was you being respectful?” Despite the seriousness of this conversation, I can’t contain a grunt of laughter.

      “Rocky called, said Jess and him were comin’ home. I wanted to make sure you knew.”

      I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. “Diamond, Roxy, Chrissy, Gillian, Reaper, Eight, Verity and Fender.”

      “Yeah,” Hangman replies somberly. “Yeah.”
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      Being with Peyton, I mean really being with Peyton, is the beginning of my life, my story. Everything that happened before is the end. It’s fading like the closing credits of a bad movie. Each day grows brighter, yet her light is soft and welcoming. I want everything and nothing. Peyton is my way forward, but it’s still too soon to stop the voices in my head that tell me I’m not worthy of her, that I’ll fuck it up, that I’ll hurt her. But I hear them less often, especially when Peyton is near me. And they’re not as loud as they used to be.

      Physically, I’m improving. Day after day, little by little, I can do the things I used to do with less and less pain. I’m back at Sailor Jerry’s, busy, but the work of managing the shop no longer seems like a weight around my neck. The first day I stepped across the threshold, Crank’s death pressed in on me and I almost turned my back. I can’t say I liked him, but I admired his talent. And belatedly, I admire his grit. I didn’t see it before and neither did Hangman or the rest of the club, but he would have eventually made us proud to call him a brother.

      It humbles me that he stepped into the attack to help me. It crushes me to think he gave up his life for me. We were both lost in a world that rejected us. That I lived and he died tears me apart. That I’m grateful I lived almost overwhelms me.

      Peyton keeps me sane. She has a wisdom that no one sees. Peyton says I should be proud of giving Crank the chance he needed to climb out of his own miserable existence. She says that given the direction he was headed, maybe I gave him a few more precious months of life. She’s right, but it’s an assumption. Who knows where he’d be if we never met. I want to believe he’d still be alive, but then again, would his life be worth living?

      I’ll move on soon, the guilt will fade because, despite Peyton, despite my new awareness of the world, deep down, I’m still an asshole. I’m softer though, take more time to consider my words and actions. Peyton’s done that for me. I have to be a better version of me so that she loves me forever. The thought of losing her makes my chest tighten, my eyes burn. She’s everything I never knew and didn’t have.
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      Each day with Hash is a new reality. I’m not foolish enough to think that our crazy-in-love stage will last forever, but my new therapist tells me that’s okay. It’s not the initial feelings of euphoria that make a relationship. It’s the months and years following. It’s the strength to work through problems rather than abandoning each other. It’s the respect and love and willingness to be honest and trusting.

      I can do that. Before Hash, I didn’t believe I was worthy of a man like him, but now, each time he kisses me, makes love to me, promises me he’ll never leave, my sense of self grows. I believe in him and he believes in me. I trust his judgement.

      Maybe it was good that he was physically unable to be the lover he wanted to be, because as he healed, his fear of how he’d make love to me was unwarranted. The more he can do, the more he does. I’ve never had to ask for what I need. He knows. He makes me secure, he makes me strong, he makes me happy. For the first time in my life, when I wake up in the morning, I don’t think about my pills.

      He’s back with the club now, and so his schedule is erratic. I miss him, but I don’t worry about where he is. Well, that’s not true. I worry about his safety, but I trust that he isn’t out with another woman. Trust is the wrong word. He’s a faithful man even if no one else sees it. Faithful to his club, to his brothers, to Sailor Jerry’s and to me.

      I share his guilt over Crank’s death. Hash regrets the sacrifice his prospect made. Regrets his last words to Crank. And me, I feel guilty because I’m relieved it was Crank who died and not Hash. My therapist says it’s normal to feel that way. I like that word because I’ve never felt normal before. If the guilt is normal, it’s something to celebrate.

      Today, Hash and I did something different. We made dinner together. It’s something every couple in the world does, but we barely know how to cook. We decided on spaghetti with meat sauce. After all, I saw Bryce make it all the time and it didn’t seem that hard.

      Turns out I was wrong. The noodles weren’t cooked enough and we burned the sauce. I cut my finger slicing a tomato to add to the salad and bled all over it. It didn’t matter anyway, because we forgot to buy salad dressing and when we looked up a recipe on the internet, we didn’t have the ingredients to make it.

      In the end, the kitchen was a disaster, the meal was inedible and maybe in the past, my inadequacy would have crushed me and Hash might have gotten angry. But today we laughed at ourselves. So hard we were crying. The laughter led to an intimacy that made the sex so much better. Hash said being with me was better than eating, but his stomach growled and we laughed again.

      Then he ordered pizza. When it arrived, I ate two slices without Hash’s prompting. I miss the little game we had, but I don’t need it anymore and I won’t pretend otherwise. Hash gives me the strength to face my past and my future without crutches. Hash gives me the strength to forgive myself.

      I don’t feel guilt over the man I killed. Instead, I feel powerful. I think of my past, think of all the men who abused me. Think I might like to kill them too. When I tell Hash, he laughs. Tells me to make a list, we’ll kill them together. Of course, I don’t make that list because killing the men won’t change the past and to mire myself in it will only impede my progress forward. I want to live inside and outside. I want to celebrate my life with Hash. I want to see the future.

      I become Hash’s ol’ lady only a few weeks after the violence at the cabin. It’s a very simple, quiet ceremony with no party afterward. The only ol’ lady who’s there is Bryce and despite the lingering bruises on her face and a cut high on her cheekbone that will scar, she seems her old self. Her face looks pained during the ceremony and she mutters about the misogyny of the practice. She won’t hug me or anyone else and she stays close to Coyote.

      The other brothers don’t quite know what to do with me and that’s fair because I don’t know what to do with them. Hangman is his usual unfiltered self, gruff and loud, filling the room with his presence. But I see the softness in his eyes, hear his tone gentle when he speaks to me. He calls me Scary Spice, which Bryce finds offensive, but I know it’s an acknowledgement of what I’ve done for the club. At risk of my life, I saved Coyote’s sisters and Bryce. My reward was Hash. I earned his loyalty when I saved the twins, and then, his love.

      I’ve still got a long way to go. I’m oversensitive to Hash’s moods which takes me down dark paths. But before I get to the end of them, I turn around, return to the light. For the first time I realize I have choices and I choose life. Love. Hash.
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      The attack left me with a cracked cheekbone, some deep tissue bruises, and of course, the requisite concussion. It still hurts to breathe and I don’t have the stamina to stay upright for very long.

      Which gives me plenty of time to think.

      About my arrogance mostly.

      From the moment Coyote and I picked Peyton up from her apartment, I viewed her as a rescue project. I was egotistical thinking I could change her deep-rooted problems. I went in with the best of intentions, but that doesn’t excuse my behaviour. It doesn’t redeem me. I claimed to be her friend, and yet, I treated her like shit.

      Friends listen and while I did, the problem was I never heard her. When she was angry, I took it personally. How dare she accuse me of being like her? But upon reflection, I realize she was right about a lot of things. I am a bully. I manipulate others through my bluntness. It’s my way of coping with my past. I struggle with the idea that I’m as messed up as Peyton, but at the same time, I understand how wrong I am.

      There are three things I would do over again if I had a second chance.

      First, I would have been a friend to Peyton, not some version of an emotionally abusive mother. Every time we talked, I treated her like a child. I lectured her. I told her no. I asked her invasive questions. It’s ridiculous when I think about it. Neither of us has had a strong relationship with our mothers so why I thought I knew better than she is beyond my understanding.

      Second, I would have never hidden her phone cord. I approached her as if I were leading an intervention. I took away her means to communicate with the man she loved. I thought I knew better than she did about what was good for her. If someone took away my ability to reach out to Coyote, I’d destroy them. I rely on Coyote; I need him more than I need the air to breathe. How does that make me different from Peyton?

      The third is a no-brainer. When I called Coyote to come pick us up, I should have insisted he come that day and if he couldn’t, to send someone who could. Obviously, Peyton and I would have avoided the trauma of being attacked, I wouldn’t be recovering from my injuries, and Peyton wouldn’t have to live with the knowledge that she killed a man. But it’s more than that. Peyton needed to go home and I didn’t try hard enough to respect her wishes. Again, I failed her as a friend.

      But the pills.

      I didn’t snoop, not really. One morning when she was in the shower, as I was making the bed, I picked up her bag to move it out of the way. I heard the rattle. There was no mistaking the sound. When I looked inside, I discovered her stash of prescription drugs. Different kinds of pills, but so many bottles. None were full, but there were enough to be lethal if taken all at once. Even some would have done it. I didn’t really think beyond my fear for her. I gathered them all and dumped them in the lake, then buried the bottles.

      Maybe if I found the pills in her bedroom at her apartment, I would have left them alone because they could have just been old prescriptions that she didn’t know what to do with. But at the cabin where we were isolated, too far for help to get there in time to save her life, I panicked. Clearly, I’m emotionally stunted. Clearly, I am arrogant. Clearly, I failed Peyton.

      But I have one question.

      If you had found those pills, what would you have done?
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      “Hey!”

      I pause and turn back to the crazy bitch who’s yelling at me like she’s suicidal. “Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?” I raise my voice enough that she can hear me, but the few smokers milling around won’t.

      She steps up to me, gets in my space. “You’re the capo supremo, are you not? The big guy behind the protection racket you got running in Sagebrush?”

      Capo supremo? Does she think she’s in Italy? I assess her from her toes to the top of her head – it doesn’t take long. She’s too fucking short and curvy to be a cop. “I’m a legitimate club owner.” I motion toward Hook’s with my hand.

      Apparently, this holds no water. “From what I’ve heard, you’re a Jack-of-all-trades.”

      What the fuck is she going on about? “You’re wasting my time. What d’you want?”

      “My pop pays you protection. I need some.”

      I laugh sardonically. “You don’t get to your point real quick, you’re gonna need protection all right.”

      “My pop is Paul Belmonte. He runs the Italian Bakery in Sagebrush.”

      Italian Bakery? “Which one?”

      “How many Paul Belmontes are paying you protection?” Not really a question. Her smart mouth is grating on my nerves.

      “Which one?” I add a razor-sharp edge to my words.

      “Belmonte’s, like my pop’s name.” She says it slowly like I’m an idiot.

      I know it. “Not a bakery.” It’s splitting hairs, but Belmonte’s has the best calzones I’ve ever eaten.

      “It’s a bakery,” she insists. “I should know.”

      “Serves coffee and calzones.” I pause. Sandwiches too. Muffuletta’s like you get in New Orleans. I’m right. Still, by the set to her chin, she’s not gonna admit it.

      She swipes at her nose like she’s getting fed up with me. “Where do you think calzones come from? The Mario Brothers?”

      “I did think that,” I reply in a dead voice. 

      She opens her mouth, closes it, then narrows her eyes. “Funny man. Doesn’t change the fact that my pops pays you protection and I need some.”

      Paul Belmonte has his act together, always pays on time, understands the ways. Unlike his daughter who’s eyeing me like I’m shit on her shoe.

      “Paulie send you down here?” I add a threatening growl to my voice.

      She shakes her head but doesn’t back off. “He doesn’t know I’m here and I don’t want him to. His ticker’s not so great these days and he’s got enough to worry about what with making a go of the bakery.”

      “He need to borrow money?” I’m toying with her. Her pop knows better than to borrow money from the Jury. Smarter than average.

      “No,” she says stamping her right foot. “I already said, he doesn’t know I’m here.”

      Two middle-aged women dressed and made-up like they’re trying to pass for 20-somethings step out the side door and give me an appreciative glance. One smiles at me as she lights a cigarette. I don’t smile back.

      I return my attention to the annoying little Latina. Or maybe she’s Italian. Must be Italian because her dad is. “How about we go inside, get a drink. I’ll even buy.” It’s more to avoid the women who are taking more than a passing interest in me than my desire to spend any more time with short stuff.

      She checks out the women I’m looking at. “You own the place. You don’t gotta buy.” Her eyes narrow and I have this sense she doesn’t like them, or maybe anyone.

      “Sure, I do. Everything costs, even protection.”
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