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      I rip into the parking lot of the Sagebrush Middle School, not giving a shit that my Harley is one decibel away from a violation for disturbing the peace. I’m fucking pissed. I hated school as a kid, hated it even more as a teenager and now here I fucking am, called to the principal’s office by the school secretary, her tone implying that I’m the one in trouble.

      Goddamned Oscar, always getting into it with this Henri kid. I can’t count the times I’ve told my kid to beat the snot out of the little bastard, but for some reason he won’t listen. He’s no more a pacifist that I am and I don’t think he gives a shit if he’s expelled from school, so what the fuck is wrong with him? And now the feud between him and Henri has escalated to the point where Henri’s mom and I have been ‘invited’ to meet with Mrs. Summers, the principal.

      I’m fucking busy despite the enemies of Hell’s Jury, my one-percenter bike club, being dead or doin’ other shit. We got gun runs to the border, businesses to manage, and fucking deadbeats thinking they can screw around in our territory. Since fall, we’re down three brothers and scrambling to replace them before the Blackbeards, our rival club, wake up and realize how vulnerable we are. Thank god for our Vegas chapter lending us support or we’d be in big fuckin’ trouble.

      I park my bike next to a piece of shit Toyota from the late ’90s that’s taking up two spaces in the staff-only section of the school lot. If it weren’t for some asshole in the back seat yelling at a fucking German Shepherd, I would’ve thought it was abandoned. I’m tempted kick the side door, not that anyone would notice through the dents, scrapes and rust.

      When I get inside the school, I draw the attention of three teachers who are huddled in a group, talking like they’re planning a funeral. When they glance up, their eyes widen. I’m dressed in my Hell’s Jury gear, ratty T-shirt under my cut, worn biker boots, bandana around my head. Then the bell rings and the fucking kids swarm out of the classrooms like wasps. Some stop and stare, giggle, whisper, the brave fuckers heading towards me.

      “Fuck off,” I say as one boy gets too close.

      A teacher gasps.

      “Where’s the office?” I snarl at her.

      She points.

      I forget to say thanks as I stalk down the hall.

      The woman behind the counter looks like Princess Di, not the face, but her dyed blonde hair cut in an eighties do, makeup, the clothes, even a fucking blue hat that’s tilted on her head.

      “Where’s my son?” I bark at her. I hold back the ‘fuck’ and try to stay civil because I know Oscar gets hassled by the teachers because of who I am. The kids treat him with respect or maintain a respectable distance. Except for fuckin’ Henri.

      “You’re Mr. Brody?” the bleached blonde says with that shy Diana smile that she must’ve practiced for hours in the mirror.

      “Yeah, Nate Brody, Oscar’s dad. You fuckin’ know that already.” So much for civility.

      The smile drops from her face and she looks at me like I’m shit on her shoe. “In Mrs. Summers’ office.” Head held high, she primly leads the way to the principal’s office, then knocks on the door.

      “Come,” says Mrs. Summers in that imperious manner I fucking hated back in the day. Different principal, same bullshit.

      Her Royal Highness opens the door, then stands back as I stalk inside. She slams the door behind me as if it will shake me up enough to apologize on my way out. 

      Mrs. Summers and I’ve never met, but we’ve talked too many fucking times over the phone, most not legit. Oscar has a target on his back and every time he steps out of line, he gets a verbal shit kicking. And unlike Max, the prez’s son, Oscar is tightlipped. Takes the crap doled out to him and moves on. I love the kid, but don’t deal well with the petty stuff. He knows it, so when he bitches, I shut him down. Tell him to handle it himself.

      Oscar’s sittin’ in a chair on the right side of the office, glaring at Mrs. Summers. “Thanks for comin’ dad,” he says redirecting his anger to me.

      “Coming,” Mrs. Summers corrects. “Don’t drop the ‘g’, Oscar. You’re not a savage.”

      I close my eyes and count to ten before turning to the woman on my left. She stood up when I entered and looks like she wants to set me on fire.

      She’s medium height, a little too lean for my tastes as if I had any. High cheekbones on an angular face, faded blue eyes that look like half-moons, and long hands and fingers that could use some hand cream.

      I doubt she looked in a mirror before she walked in. She’s got a headful of light brown hair, which is partly hanging out of her ponytail. There’s a smear of what appears to be oil on her forehead, her cheek is streaked with dirt, and her chin is scraped up like she fell on some gravel. Her jacket is ripped at the shoulder and her tee-shirt’s half untucked from a pair of jeans that are rattier than mine.

      And she’s definitely packing and not even tryin’ to be discreet about it.

      “You Henri’s mom?” I growl at her.

      A face pops out from behind the woman, a girl with the same brittle features as her mom.

      “Yeah. Selkie Fleming,” she says in a low cool voice as she shoves the kid back. “Your fuckin’ kid’s a bully.”

      My hackles go up. “My kid? Your little bastard’s been knockin’ him around for weeks.”

      “That’s bullshit! He trashes Henri every chance he gets.”

      Speaking of Henri, he’s nowhere to be seen. I’m half-hoping Oscar killed him. “Where is the little shit?”

      The girl peeks out again. “I’m the little shit!”

      “You’re Henri?” I’m incredulous. “Who the fuck names a girl Henri?”

      “It’s short for Henrietta, jackass!” mama bear says.

      “Don’t tell him, mom! I hate Henrietta!” the kid whines as she curls her fingers and gives her mom a thump on the butt.

      “Henrietta! Henrietta! Henrietta!” Oscar taunts.

      “Shut up!” the girl shouts.

      I ignore the fact that Oscar’s egging her on. “You let a girl knock you around?” I say to him.

      Before Oscar gets a chance to reply, Henri pushes herself in front of her mom. “He keeps messing with my lunch, calling me names. He’s mean.”

      “And you’re a freak!” Oscar snarls.

      “Shut it,” Fleming and I say at the same time.

      I turn to Oscar. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Deal with this shit.”

      Oscar glares at me. “What do want me to do? If I punched her you’d go mental.”

      “You think you could beat me up, you weirdo?” Henri scoffs.

      Oscar lunges forward, but I hold him back. “Enough!”

      “Ha!” Henri smirks.

      “You too, brat,” I growl.

      Fleming shakes her fist as she says, “Don’t you fuckin’ talk to my kid.”

      Mrs. Summers heaves a huge sigh. “I don’t like to lecture parents but think of the example you’re setting for the children.”

      Fleming and I glare at her.

      “Get to the point,” Fleming says. “It’s hot outside and my dog’s in the car.”

      I grimace. “That’s your car? Piece of shit Toyota?”

      “It gets me where I need to go.”

      Mrs. Summers pulls herself up to her full height of of around five feet. It’s like lookin’ at an angry hobbit. “Enough!” she orders. “Sit down!”

      We obey like we’re the twelve-year-olds we’re raising.

      “I can see why your children are at loggerheads.”

      “Whatever that means,” Henri says with a roll of her eyes.

      Fleming gives her a small nudge in the side. “Cut it out!”

      Oscar turns to me. “See. This is what I have to put up with. Smart mouth, bad attitude and beats on me cause I won’t fight back. The kids think I’m a sissy.”

      I glare at the girl. “My kid respects women, doesn’t hit ‘em. But that don’t mean he has to take your shit.”

      Fleming’s eyes darken. “Her shit! Henri’s come home in tears more than once thanks to your kid.”

      Henri gasps. “I have not! He can’t make me cry!” Her face is red and her eyes blink rapidly as she protests.

      Mrs. Summers slams her hand down on the desk. “Shut up! All of you!” She leans toward me and Fleming. “Mr. Brody, Mrs. Fleming⁠—”

      “It’s Ms.,” Fleming interrupts through gritted teeth.

      “What?” I say.

      “It’s Ms. I’d never chain myself to a controlling asshole who watches TV all day burping and farting.”

      Oscar coughs out a laugh.

      “Jesus!” Mrs. Summers swears. “Might I have your attention for five bloody minutes!” Her dark eyes sear us.

      I’m catapulted back in time. Same school. Same office. Different principal, but same glare. Fuck. 

      Her lecture lasts several minutes more than five, then she demands we all leave the school grounds. Her parting words are, “I don’t want to see the four of you back here until you all learn to get along!”

      We stumble out of the building into the bright sunlight, separating like we’re East and West Germany after the war.

      “Well shit!” Fleming exclaims as she paces up to the Toyota. She yanks open the door and snaps, “Brambles, out.”

      A German Shepherd jumps out and pads across the pavement to a tree, lifts his leg and pees like he’s been holding it since Christmas.

      “Let me the fuck out of here, you dumb bitch!” the guy in the backseat yells.

      His nasal voice sounds familiar so I peer into the car. Jesus fuck! It’s Sadie, an enforcer with the Blackbeards and one of the most sadistic sonsofbitches I’ve ever encountered. “What are you doing with that asshole in your car?”

      Fleming turns to me. “What do you think? He’s my payday.”

      “Your what?”

      She narrows her eyes. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m a bail bondsperson. He jumped bail, I tracked him down.”

      That explains her appearance. “You’re lucky he didn’t kill you.”

      She snorts a laugh. “He’s lucky he’s not choking on his balls.” She jerks her head towards the front seat. “Henri, get in.”

      I can’t fuckin’ believe my ears. “Are you kidding me! You’re not seriously gonna put your kid in the same car as that asshole.”

      She looks at the asshole in question. “Not really a thing I like to do, but how else am I going to get her home?”

      Holy shit. This woman is 20 kinds of crazy. “I’ll take her.”

      “Thanks, dad,” Oscar says drily. “And how am I supposed to get home?”

      The kid has a point. “You can handle yourself. You go with Fleming.”

      “What?” all three say.

      “You misogynist pig,” Fleming sputters. “What makes you think your kid is gonna be any better at handling the situation than mine?”

      “It’s got nothing to do with her being a girl.” My throat hurts from talkin’ so much. “Oscar knows the ways of the MC. Knows how to handle a fuck like Sadie.”

      Fleming’s eyes go wide as she waves her hands in the air. “Oh my god! Go away! Go away! Go away!”

      She shoves the dog in the back seat. “Guard,” she commands, then propels Henri into the front and slams the door behind her. “I’ll handle my shit, you handle yours.”

      As she roars out of the parking lot, I turn to Oscar. “What the hell just happened?”

      Oscar scowls at me. “It’s what I’ve been telling you, dad.”
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      I’ve never been so pissed at someone in my thirty-two years of life, and I’ve faced down a shitload of pricks.

      I can barely look at Henri and she won’t look at me, the stubborn little spawn of Satan.

      I want a cigarette so bad, I’d trade a kidney for one. Right now, I can’t remember why I decided to quit.

      “Hey!” Sadie kicks Henri’s seat. “Let me go, you goddamned bitch!”

      “Cut it out,” Henri snaps. “Or I’ll tell Brambles to bite your face off!”

      Fucking Sadie! No manners. I kicked his ass, which wasn’t as easy as I thought it would be. I had to get Brambles involved to keep the bastard down while I caught my wind. Brambles is a guard dog, but not really a fighter. I bring him along to look tough and keep the assholes respectful. He’s kind of my wingman that way.

      And then! As if my day wasn’t bad enough, I get a call from Henri’s school, telling me Mrs. Summers wants to see me as soon as possible.

      I freak. “Is Henri hurt?”

      “No, she’s in trouble again,” the secretary says. The woman dresses like she’s the fuckin’ Princess of Wales. The old one, not the new one.

      “I can’t come in right this minute,” I tell her. “I need an hour.”

      Sadie’s in the back seat of my car. It’s as hot outside as Bradley Cooper in a speedo and if I bring the Blackbeard biker in as a charbroiled corpse, I’ll be out my bounty and more than likely, in a jail cell.

      “I think you should come right away. Henri’s waiting for you in the principal’s office,” the princess replies sweetly.

      When I get there, fucking Mrs. Summers treats me like I’m a kid. I hated school, spent more time in detention than I did in classrooms. Like Henri. The kid needs a tune-up, I decide, which won’t do any good. She’s too much like me.

      Then that smug, fucking biker walks into the office like he owns the place. Worse than Sadie, because Sadie doesn’t pretend he’s anything but who he is. But Nathan Brody! Mr. Self-Righteous chauvinistic asshole! I’d never met him before today but already knew more than I needed about him because I keep tabs on all the bikers in the area. They’re my bread and butter. Mostly.

      Eight though, his rep is that he’s tall, dark, and tight-lipped. Apparently that doesn’t apply to me and Henri. And now my kid’s expelled because of his kid and Mrs. Summers won’t let them return to school until they learn to get along.

      “Shit!” I bang my hands on the steering wheel, making Henri jump, Brambles growl and Sadie swear. What the fuck am I going to do? The principal isn’t just punishing my kid, she’s punishing me. How the hell will I get Henri to bond with Brody’s kid without spending time with that blasted biker?

      And we didn’t resolve a single thing in the parking lot, other than establishing that Brody was born in the 19th century. Now one of us is going to have to call the other. Play chicken. Which kid’s gonna drive their parent crazy first? Henri’s no picnic and I’m certain Oscar’s a handful too because why the hell would he be such a fucking bully if Brody was able to control him?

      My tires squeal as I take a hard right turn towards home.

      “Where’re we going?” Henri exclaims as she grabs the dashboard.

      “Where do you think,” I reply. “I’m not taking you to the cop shop. Your grandmother would have a fit.”

      “She’s gonna have a fit anyway when she finds out I’m expelled!”

      “No point in making it a twofer,” I grumble.

      “Let me the fuck out,” Sadie snarls. “Then you only have one reason for the bitch to scream at you.”

      Brambles barks at him. Henri balls her fists, and I keep my eyes on the road. “Sorry, asshole. Gonna have to be a twofer.”

      “You should let Brambles bite him for calling gramma a bitch.”

      In Sadie’s defense, if the shoe fits. “Quit swearing.”

      “Holy hypocritical,” Henri replies.

      Also, if the shoe fits. I race through a stop sign like it’s just a suggestion and gun it down the road.

      I’m almost at my mother’s/slash/my temporary home for the last twelve years when Henri says, “She’s gonna see Sadie and that’ll make it a threefer.”

      “No she won’t,” I reply as I screech to the curb four houses down from mom’s bloody pink bungalow. “Get out and walk. You can explain to gramma why you’re home so early.”

      Henri glares, but heaves open the car door anyway. “I’m gonna blame it on you.”

      “Whatever,” I reply. Yes, I sound like my 12-year-old. She’s a bad influence.

      “C’mon Brambles,” she says.

      “Brambles stays.”

      “Not fair,” she moans.

      “Yeah. Life sucks. Shut the door.”

      She bangs it closed, then steps back with a scowl that would make the Hell’s Jury prez shit his pants.

      I give her a bright sunshiny smile and wave like she’s the sweet kid she used to be then peel away from the curb, not waiting for her return wave. I kinda know what it’s gonna be.

      When I get to the cop-shop, there’s a couple of badass bikes parked in front of it. Don’t recognize which gang they belong to but hope it’s not Blackbeards or I’ll have a fight on my hands. Can’t take on two of the bastards, can’t threaten to shoot them, so I won’t win the battle.

      The cops in Sagebrush talk tough, but they’re soft and for the most part, useless. Chief Jackson could give a shit what’s going on in his town, providing the criminals hide the bodies and help with upkeep on his lah-de-dah house.

      But he can’t ignore me bringing in Sadie for jumping bail and he can’t release him for a bucketful of dough because I’ve already logged him into the system.

      I circle the car to the passenger side, yank open the door, shove the front seat forward and reach for Sadie, but goddamn Brambles decides he’s gotta get some fresh air and pushes himself through the little space between me and Sadie. Sadie gets his foot caught in the seat belt as I heave him out, and fuck if I don’t trip over Brambles who for some reason, stops dead. I flatten Brambles, who yelps like it’s my fault, and Sadie, wearing the binds around his wrists, can’t stop himself from falling too.

      On top of me!

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” he yells as his chin bounces off the pavement.

      What he said for sure. He’s knocked the wind out of me and I have to take a few seconds to recover, which doesn’t matter because the sucker’s heavy and I can’t wiggle my way out from under him. Brambles on the other hand, crawls out and scrambles to his feet. It doesn’t help that he thinks Sadie’s attacking me and snarls and snaps his jaws as he jumps on the biker’s back.

      “Fuckin’ bitch!” he yells. “That fuckin’ dog bites me, I’ll rip his fuckin’ legs off.”

      “You and what army?” I grunt because I always have to have the last word.

      Then Brambles yelps and the weight on my back is suddenly gone. I roll over and sit up to see Sadie being helped to his feet by the Blackbeard’s VP, Mad Max, formerly pretty boy until he got a face full of shot from a Hell’s Jury old lady. Despite her bad taste in men, I can’t help but admire that kind of initiative.

      “Thanks for finding my boy,” he says with a grin that’s still charming. “I’ve been looking for him.”

      I climb to my feet, leaning on my car for support. “Give him back to me! He’s mine!”

      Mad Max tilts his head. “You should know better, Selkie. Possession’s nine-tenths of the law.”

      “Holy original,” I reply with a sneer as he pulls a big, serrated blade from his boot and runs it clean through the bindings on Sadie’s wrists.

      “If you say so. Don’t matter though, does it? He’s mine now.”

      “NO!” I yell as they swagger away. Brambles paws at me like he wants a treat. I look down at him. “Goddamn dog. If you could’ve just stayed in the car, I would’ve got him over the threshold.”

      Once my perp is in the cop shop, he’s their problem and I get my sack of gold.

      Brambles doesn’t seem to care as he hops in the passenger seat and waits for me to get going.

      I snarl at him as I hit the road again. He huffs back, his tongue lolling from his mouth.

      At home/slash/mom’s/slash/soul-sucking hell, I’m barely two steps into the house before mom is all over me. “What the hell, Selkie! Henri said you got her kicked out of school.”

      Brambles knocks me into the wall as he runs down the hall with his tail wagging like he’s in a musical. “She got her own self kicked out of school, mom.” Also, yes, I look like shit. Thanks for caring.

      “Elle,” Henri says as she passes us carrying a bowl of ice cream. “Remember, mom? Elle doesn’t want Tyler to know she’s old enough to be your mother.”

      “And his,” I add.

      Mom ignores my little dig. “Or Henri’s grandmother. And I’m not old enough to be your mother.”

      “And yet, mother. You are.”

      Mom shrugs as she follows Henri into the living room, squishes up next to her on the couch and picks up the remote control. “You being expelled is not a holiday from school, Henri. You’ll have to watch my shows as punishment.”

      Fuck my life. I stomp over to mom and grab the remote control, turning off the TV. I feel like I’m raising two children. “Henri, mom’s right, this isn’t a vacation.”

      “Elle,” they say at the same time.

      “Which means no TV.” I turn to mom. “And until you tell Tyler the truth about who we really are, no TV for you either.”

      She looks up at me with raised eyebrows. “My TV. My rules.”

      I hate her pulling the ‘queen bee’ card, but I’m tired to my bones and can’t dig deep enough to remind her she’s supposed to be a role model.

      I deflate as I slump down on the couch next to her. “Worst day ever,” I say.

      Henri peeks around mom. “You had a bad day? How could it possibly be worse than mine?”

      I snatch the ice cream bowl from her. “Sadie got away, so I didn’t get paid. So now we have to share ice cream. Plus you got expelled and I have to talk to that asshole biker and figure things out so I can get your butt back in school.” I shove a spoonful of chocolate mint into my mouth.

      “Sadie got away?” mom says. She doesn’t actually know who Sadie is or that I had him, but she does recognize the part where I lost my payday.

      “Yeah,” I tell her as I heave a sigh.

      “You need a new job. With regular hours. Like working at Swallow’s except not Swallows. Somewhere else. The tips are good and you could actually contribute to the household.” Swallow’s is mom’s place of employment and regular hours is a bit of an exaggeration given that mom’s shift starts at five and ends in the wee hours of the morning.

      “That would be cool,” Henri says as she wrestles the ice cream bowl away from me. “Better than what you do now, mom.”

      No wonder the three of us are so fucked up. Our idea of success is making a living having men leering at us. “I’m not going to give up my career. I worked hard for my credentials and I like what I’m doing.”

      Mom looks me over. “How can you like what you’re doing? You look like something the dog dragged in.”

      Henri snorts. “Brambles did drag her in. Didn’t you see?”

      I rub my face. “Could we please, just once have a human conversation.”

      Henri swallows the last of the ice cream and looks at me mock-seriously. “I’m listening.”

      Mom looks at me totally serious. “Me too.”

      “For starters, I did not get Henri kicked out of school. She did it to herself.”

      “Not my fault,” Henri protests. “It’s Oscar’s fault.”

      “This is about that little bully?” mom says to me. “Why don’t you talk to his dad and straighten him out?”

      “I did!” I say. “At the school.”

      “She got mad at him,” Henri huffs. “Then he got mad at her, then Mrs. Summers got mad at them both.”

      “Mrs. Summers got mad? She’s so nice.” Mom turns to me. “What did you do?”

      “The jerk called Henri a little shit and I lost my temper.”

      Mom pats Henri on the thigh. “I love you to pieces, porcupine, but let’s face it, you are a little shit sometimes. Just like your mom.”

      Henri grins. “Porcupine Senior.”

      My hackles go up. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I yank the empty ice cream bowl out of Henri’s hand and give it a lick. I’m hungry enough to eat chewed gum. 

      “It means,” mom replies, “that you have a tendency to overreact.”

      Henri smirks and I glare. “Brody was being a pr…. asshole!,” I say loudly. “He was the one that got Mrs. Summers mad… Mostly.”

      Mom gets up as her phone rings. “Tyler,” she coos as she paces away. “I was hoping you’d call.”

      He says something that makes her tinkle with laughter. “Just hanging with my sister and niece.”

      I exhale a frustrated breath and put my big girl panties on because someone has to be the grown up in this family. “Anyway,” I say to Henri. “It doesn’t matter what happened. What matters is you and Brody’s kid got kicked out of school and can’t come back until you learn to get along.”

      “I hate him!” She crosses her arms and thumps against the back of the couch. “I don’t wanna get along with him.”

      “Oh, you know how it is with family,” mom says in that fake voice she reserves for men. “Selkie and Henri squabble like they’re sisters.” She winks at me.

      I roll my eyes as I say to Henri, “You better figure it out because you’re under house arrest until you’re back in school. No friends, no TV, not even fresh air.”

      “That’s not fair!” Henri hollers as she jumps to her feet.

      “Well neither is me having to deal with Brody, who’s as much an asshole as his son. So suck it up, princess.”

      “I better go, darling,” mom says. “The argument is getting out control.” She pauses, then giggles. “You are such a beast.”

      “Gag,” Henri says and I can’t disagree.

      Mom ends the call and looks at the two of us. “If you want, I could deal with Mr. Brody. He’s been in the bar. He’s pretty good looking. And well.” She shrugs modestly. “I know how to talk nice to men.”

      Henri stares at me in horror. I stare back, same expression. “We’ll deal with it ourselves,” we say together.
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      When we get home, Oscar storms off to his bedroom and I go to the kitchen to grab a cold beer.

      Typical of us, son and father, struggling to find common ground. We’re so much alike, but that’s not always compatible. We dislike the same things in each other without the willingness to change or compromise.

      I’m disappointed in my kid for letting this shit with Henri get so out of hand, but after meeting the mother, I understand. High-strung, prickly, difficult. The kind of woman who has a chip on her shoulder. Has to have the last word, likes the sound of her own voice.

      But she’s a fucking woman, which is the underlying problem between Oscar and her kid. Oscar would never raise a fist to hurt a girl. That makes me proud. But he has no other ammunition. He’s spare with words, awkward around girls. Bewildered when one gets in his face.

      Like I am.

      Except, apparently, when it comes to Selkie Fleming and her kid.

      I flip the cap off my beer and take a long swig as I think about the outcome of the meeting at the school. I hate talking. Saying words. No good at bullshitting or even having a conversation. Most of my brothers don’t get me, which I can understand. I’m a loner.

      I walk into the living room and pick up the picture of Oscar’s mom off the fireplace mantle. Oscar looks like her around the eyes and mouth. In the picture, Chloe’s lips are curved up in a mischievous grin.

      She used to smile a lot when I first met her, but after everything that happened she lost her spark, not that I blame her. Eleven years and I still feel dead inside. A victim because she was and I couldn’t fix her no matter what I did. It took me a long time to stop blaming myself. To realize no one could’ve made her whole again.

      I slump onto my well-worn teal green leather couch, my beer in one hand, her picture in the other.

      The couch needs replacing, she whispers. Everything does. Oscar needs a place of peace where he can thrive. Not somewhere that he’s ashamed of.

      When she was alive, our house was that refuge. Her soft smile, quiet steps, easy temperament. Home wasn’t this house. It was her. We could’ve been anywhere as long as we were holding hands, sharing jokes, making love.

      I’m trying, Chloe, I promise. Oscar and I’ll go shopping, get a new couch. A set of dishes without chips and cracks. Blinds for the windows to replace curtains no longer fit to be used for rags.

      She smiles at me from the picture, that sweet one, frozen in time. Sure you will, Nathan.

      I know, baby. I’m a liar.

      I swallow the sadness as I place the picture on the end table. I’m in love with a ghost.

      The worst is knowing we weren’t together long enough to find out if we’d grow tired of each other. I would’ve liked to find out if we would’ve started to take each other for granted. For the ‘I love yous’ to shift from every day, to once a week, then once a month. And maybe it would’ve been okay if that happened. Maybe we’d have grown closer as we grew up. Or maybe not. Either way, that’s what I miss the most. The chance to know what could’ve been.

      I don’t know if Oscar misses Chloe. He was a baby when she died. He never talks about her. I think he wishes he had a mom, but he’s pragmatic. Most of the kids he knows are raised by single parents. He’s no different.

      That turns my thoughts to Fleming. Single mom, difficult woman, a raging tornado who seems to hate men.

      She made me talk though. Her kid too. Only defense against their verbal assault. No wonder Oscar reacts. So did I, which pisses me off all over again. I’m better at controlling my emotions. Shutting people out. They might try to talk shit but they don’t get far. I don’t have to shut them down with words. My cold, dead eyes get across the message better than anything I could say.

      Except my gaze was anything but cold today. The fire blazed through me when she opened her mouth, talking shit about Oscar. I reacted like a real dad would. Stood up for my boy. Probably confused him, but I’ve never seen him act like that either. Taking Henri’s shit and throwing it back at her.

      But he’s pissed now. At me, at Henri, at the world.

      I take my cell out and check for messages. None. No emergency to rescue me from having to deal with Oscar’s mess. No church. Not even a shift at Hook’s, the Jury-owned strip joint that I manage with my club brother, Reaper.

      I take another swallow of beer, then set it next to Chloe’s picture. “Time to make a difference,” I mutter.

      Oscar doesn’t immediately respond to my knock, so I open his door. He’s stretched out on his bed, on his stomach, wearing noise-cancelling earphones. He glances up when I enter but doesn’t stop playing his video game. Streetfighter 6. I play with him when I can, sometimes even beat him. Those father and son moments are the epitome of who we are. No talking, always parallel. Can’t seem to find the bridge.

      “Take them off,” I say motioning towards the earphones.

      He gets my drift, pauses his game and sits up. He drops the headphones down around his neck, then stares at me unblinking, waiting for me to speak.

      I sit down on the edge of the bed. “What’re we gonna do?” I’m hoping he’s come up with a solution.

      He shrugs. “I thought I’d talk to Max, see if he has an idea.”

      Max. I can’t decide if I like him or hate him. The prez’s kid is full of the same swagger as his dad. He and Oscar are best friends and Max would do anything for Oscar. Still, Max is not exactly Mensa material.

      “Yeah, there’s a solid plan,” I reply with sarcasm.

      “I don’t hear you comin’ up with anything.”

      He’s right. “You could call her up, apologize and tell her that you’ll leave her alone if she leaves you alone.”

      “Lame,” Oscar replies. “Besides, I’ve tried that. Doesn’t work. She’s a total bit…” He looks sideways at me, contemplating how he should finish the sentence.

      “Witch,” I say, helping him out. “Like her mom.”

      Oscar scrunches his face. “Just like her mom. No wonder Henri’s such a… a… witch.”

      I want to tell him to let loose and call her what he really wants to, but Chloe taps me on the shoulder and shakes her head. They like each other, she says. It’s obvious.

      I shudder at the thought of the two of them getting married when they grow up. Selkie Fleming as family. I’d rather swallow a nest of snakes.

      “I didn’t know Henri was a girl,” I say. “You never said.”

      “Because you would have still told me to deal with her.”

      “I could’ve helped you.”

      Oscar pulls the earphones from his neck. “Sure dad. Like you helped in Mrs. Summers’ office.”

      He’s right, but I still protest. “That was different. Her mom’s a…a….” I grope for a word that isn’t cunt.

      Henri rolls his eyes. “Yeah. Well so’s her daughter.”

      We’re back to the beginning of the conversation. “So what do we do?”

      “You could homeschool me, I guess.”

      We don’t laugh much together or with others, but we both let out rusty barks of amusement.

      He looks at his earphones and fidgets with them. “I guess… “

      C’mon kid, I plead silently. Say the thing. Say anything. “You guess what?” I prompt.

      He sighs. “Forget it. It’s a stupid idea.”

      I wait and when he says nothing, I say, “Stupid or not, it’s the only idea so far. So maybe share it and I’ll tell you if it’s stupid.”

      Oscar shrugs. “We could go camping. Like, the four of us could.”

      I’m horrified, but years of keeping my features flat stops Oscar from realizing it. “We don’t know how to camp,” I say. “I wouldn’t know the first thing about what to do and I sincerely doubt Fleming would either.”

      “We can ask Evanee or Jess. They had an all-girl’s camping trip a few weeks ago.”

      I try to imagine Evanee, Trigger’s ol’ lady, camping and I can’t see it. Four-inch heels and skirts so tight you could bounce a quarter off her perfect ass. “Sounds like bullshit. Who told you that?”

      Oscar rolls his eyes again. “You should pay attention to what’s goin’ on around you. It’s not all about Jury business and you never know when you might pick up some useful information.”

      I feel lectured but the kid has a point. Still… “Gossip you mean.”

      He shrugs. “Whatever.”

      I tap the tips of my fingers together. “Okay. Point taken. But Evanee camping?”

      This elicits a grin from Oscar. “I know, right? They called it something like glamping. Brielle went and so did Hayley and X. Jess even took the baby.”

      “I’ve never heard of glamping.”

      “Me neither, but Brielle said it was like camping with big tents and wine and make up.”

      Wine and make-up? Jesus Christ. The new ol’ ladies are turning our club into a femdom. Next thing, they’ll be wearing leather and carrying whips. “I’m not going glamping.”

      “No way! I just think that camping would be a good way to try to get along.”

      “Or kill each other.”

      Oscar grins. “Lots of places to bury their bodies.”

      I contemplate Freddy Krueger sitting next to me. Like father, like son, I guess.
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      “He wants what?” I shout into the phone. I was having a decent day. I should not have picked up the call.

      “He thinks that the four of you should go camping and I told him it was a good idea,” mom replies.

      I’m standing in piss central in Reno, wishing I’d brought a gas mask. Doesn’t matter anymore because I’m so distracted by the phone call that I lose the asshole I was tailing.

      “No! No! It’s not a good idea!” I step out of the alley I was wallowing in and take a deep breath of air just slightly less toxic.

      “Of course it’s a good idea. Camping is fun and you’ll get to bond out there in the wilderness.”

      “Says the woman who wouldn’t know a tent from a sultan’s boudoir.”

      “Well since I’ve never been in either, that makes sense.”

      “Sure, mom,” I reply drily since I seem all out of clever comebacks.

      “Elle,” she reminds me to use her name. “That poor man keeps calling you, but you won’t pick up, which is why he was forced to call me.”

      “That poor man has only called twice and I was busy. I would’ve called him back eventually.”

      Mom tsks. “He’s busy too.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, then open them. Nope, same reality. “Doing what? Running drugs, laundering money? Sleeping with hookers?”

      “Really, Selkie,” mom says primly. “They’re called ladies of the night.”

      I spy my mark slinking into a shit-bag apartment building. “I can’t talk about this now. I’ve got a thing.”

      “I told Nathan you’d call him back to make arrangements. I’ll write a list of all the stuff you’ll need and you can buy it.”

      “With what?” The lobby door of the building slams shut and my heart sinks. At this rate, I won’t be able to afford getting my period.

      Mom sighs. “This is why you need to work in a bar. If you keep your mouth shut, you’d make good tips.”

      I ignore her career advice. “He can buy the stuff since it was his bloody idea.” I realize I’ve accidentally committed myself to the camping trip and with mom, there’s no back-pedaling.

      “That’s the spirit. I’ll call and tell him. Do you want me to set up the dates too?”

      I sigh. “Sure, and while you’re at it, why don’t you come along to work on your suntan.”

      For a second she doesn’t answer and I decide I need a muzzle. “No,” she finally says to my relief. “I don’t want Tyler to think I’m a rough and tumble kind of woman.”

      “God forbid he sees a human.”

      “Is that mom?” Henri says in the background. “Did you tell her about the stupid idea that Oscar’s dad has?”

      “Yes, honey, I did.”

      “And?” she demands.

      “And your mom is totally on board with it.”

      “MOM!” Henri yells. Then I hear the phone being wrestled, mom swearing, and Henri grunting. “Give it, Gramma,” she demands.

      “Get away,” mom snaps, which is followed by a crash and a bang.

      Then mom comes back on the line. “Henri’s getting restless⁠—“

      “I’m not!” Henri’s muffed voice shouts as hammering starts in the background.

      “What did you do to my kid?” I ask.

      “I shoved her into the pantry and I’m leaning against the door so she can’t get out.”

      I should be outraged. Any other mother would be, but honestly, I wonder why’ve I never thought of it before.

      “Let me out, Gramma!” The pounding’s persistent.

      “It’s Elle!” Mom replies.

      “Gramma! Gramma! Gramma!” Henri taunts.

      “Please don’t kill her,” I say to mom.

      “I’m not prone to violence like you are.”

      True that. “We’ll talk later.” I hang up the phone knowing that my life is about to become a living hell.

      I’m not wrong.

      Three days later, Henri, Brambles and I are on our way to a campsite near Pyramid Lake that’s so remote it’s a serial killer’s dream dump site. I tell myself Eight won’t kill me and Henri because it would set a bad example for his kid. Also, he seems smart enough to know that if we went missing, he’d be the first person the cops would look at.

      Providing mom reports us missing.

      Eight agreed to purchase everything we needed, so all I’ve brought are a couple of duffles with our personal shit and Brambles’ food and treats, plus his favorite toys: a well-chewed frisbee that was confiscated by Henri after a neighbor kid threw it in the yard, and a ratty old teddy that mom gave him when he was a pup. He’s never even looked at the toys I’ve bought him. I should sell him to Cruella de Vil. Unfortunately, she only deals in Dalmatians.

      My car is chugging along like it’s been smoking two packs of cigarettes for the last thirty years and I’m not sure it’s going to make it. When I pull up to a red light, Henri reaches for the door handle.

      I grab her hand. “Don’t make me ziptie your wrists and lock you in the trunk.”

      She wrestles away from me and crosses her arms. “This is gonna to be the worst time ever.”

      I agree. “Don’t exaggerate.”

      “Really? What’s the worst time you ever had?”

      I think of the time someone locked me inside a porta-potty when I was forced to hide to get away from a couple of gangbangers. Took two hours and 20 bucks to get out. Then there was the time I fell into a garbage bin trying to find an envelope with my mark’s address. For days, I stunk like baby shit left in the trunk of a car in mid-July. Neither time was as bad as when I twisted my ankle falling through the floor in a condemned building as I chased after a payday. I couldn’t call for help because the jackass stole my phone. Two homeless men were kind enough to carry me out and set me on a street corner, where I almost got arrested for soliciting.

      I glance at Henri. “Let’s reserve judgment until after.”

      “After! It’s four days we’re gonna be stuck out there.”

      “I know!” I’m losing my patience with the little moaner. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Kill them,” she says without hesitation. “Or frame them for murder.”

      I shiver at how quickly she responded. “Your murder?”

      “Oh, you’re so funny.”

      “Sometimes I inadvertently am.”

      The next half-hour passes in silence, then Henri tries again. “Why don’t we just go home? I promise I’ll ignore Oscar for the rest of my life.”

      “Sure kid. Right up until he puts your braid in the ol’ inkwell.”

      “Huh?” she replies as she tries to run her hand through hair that hasn’t seen a brush in two days.

      “Ancient proverb. Thoust shall turn the other cheek, but only until thoust is provoked. Then thoust battle begins again and ultimately, Troy fallests.”

      Henri wrinkles her nose. “Who the heck is Troy?”

      “Metaphor, my warmonger.”

      She grits her teeth in frustration. “Could you just speak human for once. You know, like a mom.”

      “Such an angel. I wouldn’t want to ruffle your pure white feathers by saying it like it is.”

      Henri snorts, turns her back and stares out the passenger window.

      When we reach the meeting point, Eight and his kid are already there, leaning against their black Ford half-ton, arms crossed, sunglasses on. Eight’s around 6 feet tall and Oscar’s already around 5’3”. Given that he’s only 12, my guess is he’ll outgrow his father by 4 or 5 inches. They’re both solidly built, short dark hair and warm tanned skin. Frankly, they’re carbon copies of each other. Like me and Henri, except I’m the nice one.

      Before I’ve even stopped the car, Henri opens the door and bolts. Brambles scrambles out after her. They’re both sprinting in the direction we came.

      “Where’s she going?” Eight asks as walks up to me, propping his sunglasses on his head.

      I watch as she disappears behind a slight rise. I shrug. “Don’t know. She’ll be back when she runs out of steam.”

      Oscar laughs evilly, or at least that’s my interpretation. “She’s so stupid.”

      I decide not to greet the kid with ‘fuck off’ and instead reply very adult-like, “What you said right back atcha.”

      Eight runs a hand over the top of his head in bemusement. “Well, we’re gonna have to wait for her to come back or go get her. We’ll be driving out in my truck.”

      In his truck? “That wasn’t part of the plan.”

      He stares at me with his dead eyes. “Elle said you were okay with it.”

      I can’t hold his gaze, so I look at his ear, which is nicely formed. Unattached lobe. “Elle’s a liar.”

      He walks up to my car and kicks its fender. It literally groans. “Your car won’t make it five miles on these roads.”

      He’s right. “Someone might steal it if I leave it here.” I wince at how stupid that sounds.

      “Who? A blind coyote?”

      He’s right again.

      “She’s comin’ back,” Oscar announces and we follow his line of sight.

      Henri is trudging towards us, her shoulders slumped as if she’s just misplaced her spine. Brambles is at her side, tail up, tongue lolling.

      “Loser,” Oscar yells as she nears us.

      “Shut it,” Eight and I say together.

      “I hate you all,” Henri drops to her knees and wraps her arms around Brambles, burying her face in his fur.

      “I’m hurt to the core,” I say as Oscar snickers and Eight sighs.

      Then he turns to Oscar. “This was your idea, so cut the bullshit.” He looks at Henri. “You too, princess.”

      Henri stares daggers at him, then turns her back and stalks away. Not far this time, so I don’t have to tackle her.

      I pop the trunk and reach for a duffle bag.

      Brody’s beside me in a flash. “Let me get it,” he says as he tries to grab it.

      “I got it,” I grunt as I grip it hard.

      “Jesus,” he replies, still tugging. “I’m trying to help you.”

      “I don’t need your bloody help.” I don’t need anyone’s, I think silently.

      He yanks the duffle from my arms so abruptly I fall on my ass. “This is gonna be the longest fucking week of my life,” he mutters. He grabs the other duffle bag, stalks to his truck and flings them both in the back of it. Brambles, the fucking traitor, follows them into the truck bed, then props his paws on the side, his tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth.

      “Why’d he take our stuff?” Henri says with hostility as she returns to my side.

      I climb to my feet, wiping dust from my ass, then grab the rest of the dog’s shit. “We’re going with them.”

      Her jaw drops. “In their truck?”

      I slam the trunk and lock the car doors. “Obv.”

      “Are you kidding me?” She clenches her fist as her face turns fiery red.

      I think she’s about to run again. I think about following her. I think about her never being allowed back to school, only getting a grade six education and living at home for the rest of her life. I walk over to Eight’s truck and yank open the passenger door. “Get in,” I say in my serious mom voice that brooks no argument.

      It never did work on Henri. “You can’t make me!” she shouts.

      Eight releases a frustrated breath as he walks over to her and hauls her over his shoulder. “Jesus Christ, kid,” he mutters as he stuffs her in the crew cab. “None of us wants to be here, so get over it. It’s four days. We’ll learn to get along or die trying.”

      Henri kicks the back of the seat. “You’ll die tryin’. Not me.”

      Oscar takes offence on behalf of his dad. He sticks his face in the back. “Did you just threaten my dad?”

      Henri punches him in the face.

      Oscar reels back.

      I sigh.

      Eight says, “Fuck me.”
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      As I hold Oscar back from throwing himself at Henri, I wonder if it would be worth it to pay to send her to private boarding school. That way Oscar could go back to school and neither of us would have to deal with these two females ever again.

      “Get in,” I say to Selkie in a dead voice as I yank open my door.

      She obeys, though I know she wants to tell me to go fuck myself. I think she’s holding back because her kid just punched mine. There wasn’t much force behind it and Oscar isn’t unduly hurt, but I can see that he’s thinking seriously about how to get rid of her body. To be fair, so am I.

      I motion for Oscar to get in the front seat. He complies then slams the door behind him. As I climb in the driver’s side, Oscar shouts, “Freak!” at Henri.

      “You’re the freak,” Henri shouts back.

      I lose my temper, which doesn’t happen. “Enough!” I roar. “I don’t want to hear another fuckin’ word out of either of you.”

      “Watch the language,” Selkie says like she’s a paragon of virtue.

      I twist in my seat and give her my best death glare. “You too, Fleming.”

      She narrows her eyes. “We’re not going to do that, Brody. We’re the grown-ups. So Henri and Oscar, yeah. No talkin’, but you and me, you don’t tell me to shut up.”

      She’s right, but I’m not gonna apologize to her in front of my kid. What kind of example would I be setting? “If you say so,” I grumble.

      The quiet is unnerving as I drive toward the camping spot suggested by Evanee and that says a lot given that silence is my power. The road is a rutted path that pitches us around, but as we approach a rare stand of trees, I get hopeful.

      That disappears as I pull up and stop the truck. We look around at the rocks, the cacti, and a narrow stream so shallow, you couldn’t drown a mouse in it.

      “Did you pick this spot?” Selkie asks.

      “It was recommended to me by a vet.”

      As if he approves, Brambles jumps out of the back and hops like a bucking horse towards a boulder where he squats and shits.

      Henri says, “At least we won’t have to pick it up.”

      “Unless he poops in your shoe,” Oscar replies.

      I glare at him and he pinches his lips together.

      “Get out so I can get out,” Henri says as she thumps the back of Oscar’s seat.

      Selkie leans over and talks softly in Henri’s ear. Her face falls, her lips twist, and then she nods.

      “I’m very sorry for kicking the back of your seat, Oscar. Could you please let me out, Oscar, so I may run around this amazing campsite, Oscar.” Sarcasm drips from every word.

      I stare at Oscar, daring him to reply. He stares back, then undoes his seat belt, opens the door and stalks away.

      Henri follows him out, then walks in the other direction. Brambles looks longingly after Oscar but dutifully follows Henri.

      I try to hold the seat forward so Selkie can get out, but she slaps my hand away. “I don’t need help.”
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