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      Have you ever had one of those ah-ha moments in your life? For me that came in the form of a boy on the verge of becoming a man—someone who would change my life indefinitely. I never thought at the age of fifteen I would find my eternal love, but he was like a rattlesnake, he jumped up out of nowhere and bit me in the ass. Before him I thought my life was perfect, but oh how wrong I was. I thought I had everything life could give me. I had the perfect folks, a wonderful loving brother, and the best friend a girl could ask for, but it all changed in an instant. A moment of time that will change the course of my life—Forever.

      
        
        COUNTRY

      

      

      Life can change at the snap of your finger. Before I joined the DreamCatchers MC, I was just existing. After them, I was learning to live. Then I met her—Charlee… and now, I know what living is supposed to be like. I’ve learned to live in the moment and never take life for granted. She changed everything for me. She gave me a home, a family, and a love that you only hear about from the older generation. You know, where they sit in their rocking chairs and talk about how they fell in love, how they raised their children together, and how life wasn’t worth living without the other. This is us, my Charlee girl and me.

      Sit back and hold on tight… this is our story, it isn’t all pretty—full of roses and sunshine, but it’s ours in all its messed-up glory.
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        CHARLEE

      

      

      We got out of school early this morning since it’s the last day. I tried to call my folks from the school's resource office as they were a no-show, but no one answered the initial call. I went back and inspected the parking lot and surrounding area at the student pickup line again, and stayed in place until nobody lingered. Even my best friend was unaccounted for. Eventually, I went back indoors and tried again to get a hold of them. The phone rang several times before I figured it was a lost cause and hung up.

      I'm getting worried since they are near obsessive when it comes to getting me. Whenever they can't make it, a brother is always in front and center sitting on his idling bike. It’s a long walk home, but that’s okay, it’s not like my legs couldn’t use a workout. I scan the lot once more for my best friend, Cameron, to hitch a ride, and I note she's already in her dad's car, and they're peeling out of the lot. He's a fucking asshole, I can't believe he's genetically responsible for bringing her into the world. I sigh because the sun is bright and the heat already has beads of sweat on my forehead. A ride would've been nice, but I remind myself it's been a few days since I've had any physical activity and brush off my irritation.

      That song, these boots are made for walking, begins playing in my head and I smile. It makes me think of my mom shaking her groove thing around the house. When a trickle of sweat drops into my eyes, I flinch from the burn, and the image recedes. It would be okay if I had my bandanna to wipe off the dew, but unfortunately, I didn't bring it today.

      It takes an hour for me to make it home. Meanwhile, I notice every car, every person, and keep an eagle eye on them. You never know if someone lurks in the shadows, waiting to make you the next victim on the evening news. That won’t be me ever. I have always been aware of my surroundings. My father and brother have always taught me the importance of keeping my senses sharp. Yep, this girl will never be taken by surprise. I’ll knee a mofo in the junk and laugh while he rolls around the ground in pain.

      When I walk up the driveway, I notice Ma's car is in its place, but Pops' bike is missing. "Hmmm, strange," I utter to myself. When I reach up, I grab the hidden key on the top of the door and make my way inside. I've never needed a key because I am never left alone. As I step in, I am aware that something is wrong. There’s what you’d call organized chaos everywhere. Still worried, I trudge through the house calling their names, yet no one answers. Finally, my last stop along this side of the hallway is their bedroom, and when I see clothes strewn everywhere, my heart sinks.

      “What the hell is going on?” I’m finding it hard to accept the evidence staring back at me. They’re gone. They’re genuinely gone.

      Entering my Pops' office solidifies my previous thoughts. Deep down, I know that everything in my life has changed forever.
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        CHARLEE

      

      

      Puttering around the house while trying to reorganize everything numbs the pain. I'm still refusing to accept their departure as final. A girl of my tender age needs her parents, there’s no way they’d leave without taking me.

      No way.

      Absolutely not.

      It’s irrefutable and unacceptable.

      My parents are big-time MC players, so it's weird that they quit and left the scene. They have allies that would help. My parents are well respected by the clubs they're friendly with, and feared by the others. Pops can be merciless when he needs to be, but to me, he's just an oversized cuddly teddy bear. Ma's loved by all, and they've vowed to lay down their lives for her. My parents have always been supportive. They made a big deal of my first training bra, and they were always in the front row at school plays and soccer tournaments. Pops sat down and explained to me in detail what was going to happen to my body. It was humiliating, and I plugged my ears when story time got to the point about babies, and latching. Ma's face comes to mind; she laughed so hard that tears ran down her face as she watched Pops fumble around, so he could be sure his girl understood the way of the world.

      But they aren't the only two who've always been important to me. My brother, Gunner, who I'm proud of even if he's a bit overbearing at times. When I was five, he joined the ranks of the DreamCatcher MC and became a Probee. He's fifteen-years older than me and acts more like a second dad most of the time, driving me to the point of insanity. But he isn’t perfect by any means, he’s made plenty of mistakes where it comes to me. I giggle when I think about the time he accidentally introduced me to sex when I was twelve. I remember that day well, but not fondly.

      I was excited as I walked down the hallway and opened the door to his room at the clubhouse without knocking first—that was a colossal mistake. I was desperate—I had to show him I'd won the scholarship money he helped me apply for. Peering into his room permanently blinded me… I’m talking, retinas ruined for life. The club whore was bouncing up and down in my brother's lap, screaming out her yesses, scarring me beyond repair. I still think it was all an act, like her fake boobs. Yuck, I still shiver in disgust to this day when that memory resurfaces. But it showed me that I wasn't cut out to be a silicone bimbo, that's for sure.

      I kept to myself how his sexcapades with that bitch traumatized me. The whore he was with that day, she hated—no, more like she loathed—my ma. She used to tease me mercilessly about taking my Pops away from Ma and becoming my new step-mom. Skanky hoe. I still hate that skank, but I haven't seen her since then. Good riddance.

      I think her leaving was because of something I finally said. Eventually, I told Ma why I was mad at Gunner—it all boiled down to Susie. I felt betrayed when he was with her. I was literally an oh shit baby for my parents. Who would want to have another child after their oldest was fifteen? They embrace me, love me, as one would a family heirloom. But that bitch Susie made me feel like shit, and she made sure to let me know every time she saw me that everyone was forced to accept my ass… bitch, please. I can't tell you for sure if she's facing up at the sky or wandering around on the ground… I think it's the first option. People don't just disappear, never to be seen again.

      That's why, when I came home from school, found out that they'd taken all their stuff, and left me a key to Pops safe … I had a minor freak out. I take that back, I had a major one. Then as soon as I settled down, I got curious and started to pry. Inside the safe was a letter to me telling me where I could find a lot of cash. They wanted to safeguard my future was well looked after, so if they had plans to return, why did I need my future protected? Simple answer, they never intend to come home. I suffered my first heartbreak from the disbelief I felt. From there, I had no choice but to get my shit together and call my brother, Gunner. The new Probee, Country, answered the clubhouse phone, not Gunner. I asked him to tell Gunner to call me once he was free. What I didn't do on the other hand, was tell him it was an emergency. Oops.
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        * * *

      

      It took two weeks for my brother to get in touch with me because of my bad decision in withholding that information. He was short with me when I asked him to come see me. I did not purposefully piss in his Cheerios—that boy needs to eat him some damn Wheaties and get over himself. I guess he'll be coming by as soon as he can fit me in, whatever. I don’t need him anyway.

      Being fifteen sucks, in many ways. The worst is I can't legally drive. Not only do I not have a license if I get pulled over—I’d be toast... the penalty would be me not getting my license until I turned eighteen. Unacceptable. The law’s strict on that infraction and frowns on those who don't abide, not to mention, I don't know how to drive a standard, which is all that sits in the driveway. I've got money, thanks to Pops, but what's stressing me out is that I've finally run out of food. I wasn't worried at first, because our cupboards were full and the freezer and fridge were well stocked. I've been trying to figure out how to get food in this house. Texas summers are no joke. I would die of heat exhaustion if I tried to carry all those groceries home. I don't want to tell my friends that my folks have split, leaving me to fend for myself. Meanwhile, I have to keep my problem a secret while I figure out a ride to and from the store. It'd be nice if they came back… I can dream, right? They've never let me down before, which makes me feel like shit.

      "Jerks," I yell up to the ceiling. "Come home," I continue shouting my grief to the rooftops, hoping they'll hear me wherever they are. “Yeah, right,” I snivel. “As if my life could be that simple.”

      Instead, I clean the house from the cyclone my parents left behind. They'd have my ass if I ever made this sort of mess, and left it for them to pick up… rude. I work around the clock to make the house seem as normal as possible. I want to be prepared in case someone drops by. I want to make the house look neat like Ma does. I pretend I'm not alone while I depict the lie. Serial killers, and thieves, can go to hell, they don't have an open invitation to come for a visit. Nuh-uh, not while I’m here.

      I’ve exhausted myself from all of the manual labor and am being lazy, spread out on the couch in an attempt to relax. The TV's on, tuned to The Price is Right, when my ears twitch, hearing the interruption that's about to highlight my day. The sound of a multitude of motorcycles revving their engines as they speed around the corner makes me scoff at their pretentiousness.

      “Burning rubber ruins the tread,” I quote the words I’ve heard all my life from Pops.

      One of the riders is clearly identifiable as Gunner. I smile when I watch him shift gears on his bike, remembering all the times we went for a ride. I've ridden on his baby girl so many times, the sounds stick out like a sore thumb among the rest. He assured me I was the only girl he'd ever let ride on the back of his bike. He sustains I'm the only one special enough. According to him, all the women he dates drain the life out of him—literally. Eww, I just got what that means. Analysis sucks. Maybe it's best to stay young and innocent when it comes to his extra-curricular activities.

      The house is locked up tighter than Fort Knox because of my overactive and inquisitive mind. I'm creative, in addition to being pretty vivid with my ingenuity. Every creak and groan this house makes, I can turn into a best-selling horror story. Then, I start freaking out… sleep becoming alien, fixed in the past. Imagination can suck it.

      
        
        COUNTRY

      

      

      The day Gun’s sister called, it was a crapshoot if I’d actually encounter him and pass her message along. Shit had literally hit the fan. The impending run was fubar from the start. Everything that could go wrong, did. Gunner left Chapel and ran out the door, leaving me with no chance to pass along the fact he needed to return her call, as predicted. I had to put aside my concern about the way her voice trembled when she called, and focus on my duties.

      It's been Charlee this and Charlee that since the day I joined the club three weeks ago. Putting a voice to the mysterious club princess was calming to my curiosity about her. I've seen her picture countless instances in a frame on Pops' desk. She's young, but there's something about the light shining in her eyes and the way she smiles. Whether deliberately or not, it feels like it's aimed at you.

      I don't have family left to speak of, so when someone draws you to them, there's a reason for it. I just need to find out why. When he returned today, I finally passed him the message from Charlee. When VP stressed we needed to find out what the hell was up with Pops and Ma, we jumped on our bikes and rode with Gunner to his folks' place. It's an unwritten rule that all Probees must be with patched members at all times; this is how we learn to become productive brothers. You can learn a lot by listening and paying close attention to how business is conducted.

      The fact that I will finally see Charlee up close and personal makes me smile like a damn loon. The unknown reason for her call and the unavailability of Pops and Ma is pushed to the back of my mind. When we turn the corner to the house, it's done with recklessness. I'm not sure what's going on, but I'm keen to keep the pace.

      When we dismount and walk up to the porch, I pay no mind to Gunner’s banging on the door nor the remarks he’s shouting. My body sways as I shift on my feet and clench my fists. If they don't knock it off, I'll kick the door down. Now that I’m standing here, I feel a compelling force tugging me to check on her.

      There’s something amiss happening here. And I'm damn determined to get to the bottom of it.
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        CHARLEE

      

      

      Bikes roaring into the driveway let me know the cavalry has arrived, but I'm staying evasively tucked into the corner of the couch. Not quite ready to get up and face what lies ahead. Mentally, I start getting ready for my brother's epic meltdown. I'll need all the strength I can rally… in case I'm right and Gunner doesn't realize that Ma and Pops have split town. When we talked earlier, I didn’t have the nerve to relay the information that needed sharing over the landline. I don’t trust they aren’t bugged. I read and watch television; I know how this shit works.

      Gunner's going to have a heart attack when I tell him everything. When he is mad, verbally shouting out his rage for all to hear, I suffer rigorously. My ears struggle against bleeding while a pounding migraine crops up. Unfortunately for me, I don't foresee a way around the problem-at-hand. The doorknob turns, stops, then turns again. This is making me laugh, until the banging on the door starts. Bring on the annoyance.

      "Open up, Twerp. I know school's out. Let me in, stop procrastinating," Gunner hollers, in that demanding tone of his that maddens the shit outta me.

      I’m aware in his annoying way that he's teasing me, but it won't be that way for long, his lighthearted mood is going to evaporate. Once I let him in, the walls are gonna shake from his howling. Sighing theatrically, determined to get this done, I stand up and totter to the door. Breathing in and out through my nose, performing my breathing exercises, does nothing to calm my frazzled nerves. Following Pops’ safety protocol, I fastened all of the door’s locks. First in the line-up of locks is the top bolt, then the middle latch, and finally, the bottom lock… you can hear them unlatch one by one.

      When Gunner sees me, he gives me a once-over, trying to figure out why it took so long for me to come to the door. I smile in an attempt to assure him that everything is hunky dory. Unfortunately, his expression goes from being worried to being irritated.

      He’s just broken his personal record. It usually takes at least five seconds for his face to shift from one emotion to another, but this time it only took two point five seconds. I'd congratulate him if I didn't feel the impending dread.

      “What the hell, Twerp? You gonna leave your big bro hanging out here in the heat, banging on the door like a damn stranger? What was taking you so long to let me in anyway?”

      I don't answer, nothing I provide will satisfy him anyway. Turning around, I take a quick peek around the room. It occurs to me that there are a myriad of things missing from the house that he's prone to pick up on. Well, shit. I prefer not to have this conversation with Gunner in front of his brothers. It's embarrassing enough that my parents left me without notifying anyone first, but announcing it to the club is upsetting.

      I've grown up with an abundance of these guys, they're like family to me. They've each taught me what I know about bikes, rules of the club, and what's expected of anyone born into the lifestyle, or chooses club-life. A sense of shame engulfs me. How will the guys look at me once they know my parents are gone? Or, what about the fact that they didn't even take me with them? I’m a pitiful afterthought.

      Glancing around at the guys standing directly next to him, I spot the new Probee. He's gorgeous, and not much older than me. I hold back on the fist pump—there aren't many people my age around these days. He has light brown hair, dark chocolate brown eyes… yummy. Eyes I want to dive into and divulge all my deepest, darkest secrets. Oh, hell no. I'm going to have to keep my wits about me around him. He's got some sort of hypnotic thing going on. Listen, big boy, you may be built like a Greek god, but you ain't gonna get me to wag my tail like a stray dog begging for scraps of kindness. He's not as big as my brother, but he's got muscles that stretch his shirt and jeans to their limits.

      There I go again, admiring his form. The fuck, Charlee? Stop that shit. But damn, he's huge, how can you help but check him out? He's probably about six foot, maybe six four... he's mouth-watering, put together like a brick house. I guess I could wag my tail a little for a morsel of attention. As I continue to take him in, his prospect’s cut shouts cleanliness, which proves how new he is to the MC’s lifestyle. I trace my bottom lip with my tongue, my body heating up as I stare at his tribal art. It goes all the way down his right arm in what appears to be the beginning of a tattoo sleeve. I can't tell what it is because it's covered with clothing. Fucker, that’s rude. I’m a sucker for a man with muscles and ink… am I panting? Shit, I think I am.

      Moving on, his left bicep has a snake coming out with the head open and the tongue striking out at you. It is a 3-D image, and gives the illusion you’re its prey. I can't take my eyes off him. He is a piece of art himself. I love art.

      Damn, I’m so screwed.

      I get lost in him. Scanning him like a sex object. I'm a total perv, watching him and fantasizing about what I would love to do to his naked body. I’m a girl, I’ve got needs. I might not do anything about it, but I can inspect all I want. Can’t get pregnant through adoration, which is splendid, seeing as people are judgmental assholes, and would steer clear of me as if I’m infectious. Jackasses. I'm already marked as someone to avoid. Being an MC kid has me at a disadvantage, I'm undesirable. I snicker with mirth at that thought because I’m a person with feelings, dammit. Gunner the fuckface clears his throat, jerking me from my musings. He wasn't subtle about it, the way he did that shit had everyone's eyes on me. What is it with all the assholes in my life?

      I snap my head up in a dramatic flair, letting my displeasure be known. My sole target is my brother. Unfortunately, I happen to make eye contact with the Probee. He gives me a sideways smirk, then winks at me, which screams, I saw you checking me out. My throat tightens, making it hard to swallow while he returns the favor, checking me out. I don't usually blush, so I hope that's not what he's hoping to get as a reaction. I'm a member's daughter, after all. Not just any club member, but the president, making me the princess of the club. Not a title I always like, but seeing as there’s nothing I can do about it, I modestly deal. There isn't much I haven't observed, not that I should’ve at my age. No one can refute my claims. I am all club. Which means I’m not your typical fifteen-year-old teenager. My parents and brother are pretty liberal, and don't believe in shielding me from life.

      Gunner grabs my attention by introducing us, “Charlee meet our new Probee, Country. Country, my beautiful baby sister, Charlee.”

      We shake hands and exchange pleasantries; all this is done while we continue to stare at one another. We lose the connection when we get interrupted.

      “Where's Pops, Charlee? I need to discuss club business with him. We just got back from our run, and VP is losing his shit because Pops hasn't been around and isn't answering the phone. My fault, I haven't answered the phone. “He sent some guys to drive by and his bike’s not been in the driveway.” Well, I hope the chamber of his gun is empty of bullets, because those are some loaded questions.

      My voice wobbles as I request, “Ummm, can we maybe go in the sunroom and talk? Just us for a couple of minutes?” Gunner gives me a bewildered squint, then nods. I follow Gunner out to the back deck and sit on one of the wicker chairs. After a few minutes of him assessing the room, he turns and looks at me, giving me the once-over… again, before finally settling his bulky frame in the outdoor recliner. It's Pops' chair. He had to have it out here, so he could read the paper and drink his coffee. Gunner's legs start bouncing up and down, as they always do whenever he's waiting for either good or bad news.

      Finally, he's had enough and barks, “Enough. Start talking already, will ya? Don't drag this out, it's fucking with my head.” This is where I twist Gunner's life upside down.

      “Two weeks ago, I came home from school and found a mess. The house was trashed. Clothes were flung everywhere, all of them Ma's and Pops'. The expensive stuff was left pristine in the front rooms, so I began investigating the rest of the house and rooms to check for missing objects. When I checked on my belongings, nothing was disturbed or missing. But then, I spotted a note sticking out under my pillow, so I snatched it. In Mom's handwriting, it directed me to go to Pops' desk in his office and get the envelope addressed to me. So that's what I did."

      “Wait up. Why the fuck didn't you call me? I would have been here to help you figure all this shit out. Come on, Charlee, this is bullshit. What was in the note on Pops’ desk?”

      “Well, if you'd let me finish talking, Mr. Attitude, without interrupting me, I might get a word in edge wise and brief you on everything.” I raise my eyebrow, waiting for him to respond. After an irritated sigh, he nods his head at me to continue. Goody two shoes, at least he's keeping his trap shut.

      “Anyways, as I was say-yiinng,” I draw out the last word to make a point to my anxious sibling. “I went to the desk and found the envelope they were talking about, and I opened it. Inside the safe was a key to Pops' safe, the one he has hidden under his desk, so I used the key and opened it up. Now, I want you to know that I called you, but you were in Chapel. The Probee told me he'd get a message to you as soon as possible when he answered the club's phone. Then I was told I might not hear back from you for a while. Since usually after church you go on runs, I wasn't waiting in case the letter told me what the hell was going on. The note was like a game of hide-and-seek, and led to a secret wall down in the basement. I used the flashlight you and Pops made me carry around, which was beneficial, because it was dark down there. Thankfully, a string dangling from a light bulb caught my attention, and I pulled it, lighting up the entire room.” My mind jumps from topic to topic. My train of thought went off on a tangent, and I started talking about unimportant details.

      “Charlee, take a breath before you pass out,” Gunner asserts, but I actually think it was more of a demand. He's being a pain in the ass when he talks to me. The asshole.

      Ignoring the attitude he’s tossing my way; I take a breath and continue my story. "So now I'm all paranoid with the secrecy and lock the door behind me. Not knowing what was up with Ma and Pops, I started imagining the worst. Being robbed and killed were the two worst scenarios that came to mind. Being trapped in a room no one knows has been installed is no fun. I mean, I'd never be found down there. My corpse would rot and no one would be the wiser until I started stinking up the place.”

      “Charlee, let's focus on the facts, okay?” Gunner grouches, flopping back in the chair. When he starts running his hand through his hair, all I can surmise is he needs a trim. I’ll remind him later when he’s not so cranky.

      "Then, I came across two thick envelopes—one addressed to me and the other to you. I grabbed mine and opened it up. I read what's inside, and Ma and Pops don't plan on ever coming back... so I'm panicking."

      “Alright, Twerp. Cut the drama, I don't have time to deal with it right now. Ma and Pops are gone.” He grits his teeth as he pulls out a pack of smokes and lights one up. After a couple of drags, he tells me, “I'm gonna find out why, and then I'm gonna find them. Something ain't right ‘cause they wouldn't leave you. Not like this. What else was in the envelope besides the letter? I know there's more, just tell me everything and stop beating around the bush."

      “Don’t get snappy with me, pal. I can’t help it that my stories have flare. But to answer your question, they left each of us a note and some money—significant fucking money. Enough to where I will never have to work a day in my lifetime if I don’t wanna. That’s how much money there is, Gunner.” My eyes widen as I recount marking the stacks inside the large manila envelopes. I nearly passed out when I added it all together and got the final tally. That’s not mentioning what was inside the safe, it too had neat stacks with bands holding them together.

      “Fuck. Charlee, that means something serious has happened. Something monumental. You need to show me mine, so I can see what’s inside my letter. Surely they’ll give me some clue as to what's gone down.” Poor Gunner. He’s a fixer, that side comes from Ma because Pops just ramrods through things, and if you happen to be in the way, that sucks for you.

      "Not in mine, Gunner," I tell him. "There was no explanation outside of how much they love us, and that if we try and get involved, it could lead to their death, or ours." I don't mention the destruction of the club part in mine, because there's no way the men would let that happen.

      “Fuck. Envelope, now, Charlee.”

      “Hold your damn horses, Gunner. You need to remember that I'm not the bad guy here.” Since I left his shit inside of Pops' secret safe downstairs, I guide him down the steps and let him grab his own stuff. Mine, I leave there. It terrifies me to think about what this money could mean for my future. I don’t want a dime if it means I never see Ma, or Pops, again.

      
        
        COUNTRY

      

      

      I pace the house, using the excuse that I’m checking the perimeter for being antsy. The more time Charlee and Gunner are out of range, the more nervous I grow. This isn't because Charlee could get hurt inside the house, but because she seemed upset. Her eyes were wide with fright, and she was trembling all over.

      She stirs my primal instincts. Being cooped up is making it worse. Therefore, I decided to go outside and confirm everything is secure. The inside has locks on doors and windows, and they're all latched, so everything is as it should be. But I wonder if she's stepped out back and made sure everything outside is safe? I’ve figured out for myself that Ma and Pops aren’t here, and from the looks of things, haven’t been for a while.

      When I was snooping, I noticed her cupboards are bare, as well as the fridge and freezer. It’s my job to notice all things and check for oddities. If Ma were around, she would never let that happen. If Pops figured his daughter didn't have the necessities for even one second, he would have a shit fit. Something's amiss here. Ma and Pops are adults, they can take care of themselves. I want to know who's been taking care of Charlee.

      No one, from my approximation.

      I’m kicking myself in the ass for not prying more when she called a few weeks back. I should’ve known something was up because she's never called the clubhouse. At least not while I’ve been charged with manning the phones. Which happens more than I’d like.

      Snooping around, I check every board on the fence surrounding the property. I inspect every bolt and latch. The shed is locked up nice and tight, but nothing seems out of place when I peer in the window. The lawnmower sits in the middle along with the other tools for lawn care. The shovels and rakes are nicely tucked away in a corner. The shelves are stocked with tools and essentials.

      When I'm satisfied the security is up to par, I begin pacing in the grass. When I hear the back door creak open, I place myself in the shadows. Shaking my head, I can’t understand why I'm doing this. I’m a grown ass man who has no reason to keep his existence hidden.

      When I notice who it is, I show myself by sticking my head out the door and calling him over with a nod of my head.

      “Gun, what’s up?”

      “Need a favor, Country. This isn’t a club thing; this is a friend thing. It's okay if you say no, I won't be offended, but I'd rather you didn't.”

      “Okay. What is it?”

      “Can you babysit my sister while I figure this shit out?”

      “What shit, Gun?” If I’m doing this, I need to know what’s going on, so I know what measures I need to take to ensure her safety.

      “My parents are on the lam.”

      “They’re gone? Not coming back?” This makes no sense to me. They are all about family.

      “Not from what they wrote in this,” Gunner explains, flashing a sheet of paper at me.

      “I’ll do it,” I signify as my eyes move to where Charlee’s spinning around in circles.

      “She’s fifteen, Country.”

      “I know, Gun. I won’t touch her… yet.” I make sure to stress the last word, letting him know in my own way that she will be mine. In my gut, the first time I saw her photograph, I knew without any semblance of a doubt that she was meant for me.

      “Yet? You claiming Charlee girl?” He smirks at my discomfort.

      “The future is unknown, Gun.” That’s all I’m willing to convey at this time.

      “The state law says you can't touch her until she's seventeen. But, there's something about you, Country, that I trusted from the first day I met you. Get to know her, you've got two years. I’m confident you’ll eventually change your mind and give her back to me. She means everything to me, so take things nice and leisurely. Don’t make me kill you. She deserves the best, can you be that for her?”

      "I'll never work so hard for anything in my life," I promise.

      “Hmm. I just want her to be happy, you know? My folks and I are protective over her, but we've all agreed we’ll never run someone out of her life. None of us know what she wants out of life, we all want her to find those things out for herself. If she chooses you, then I won't be a pain in the ass. But if she doesn’t, you have to promise me you’ll let her be.”

      The hardest words I’ve ever spoken come out of my mouth. “I swear.”
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