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"Does that guy have a death wish?" As if she were watching a train wreck, Brooke McLendon couldn't take her eyes off the motocross track. In the game of life and death, she didn't understand why motorcycle racers risked everything, for a trophy and a couple hundred bucks. Especially when life was so fleeting and a few minutes could change it forever.

“What the hell is he doing?” her brother-in-law, Billy, yelled, his voice barely audible over the deafening noise. “He’s too close!” 

Twelve to fourteen dirt hogs on two wheels careened around a gouged-out dirt track, roaring past where she stood next to Billy at the fence. As they passed, the bitter, burned oil smell of exhaust came like a wave behind them.

A guy on the gray motorbike crowded behind the front-runner in orange. They rode dangerously close together, the two bikes screaming over the track, their wheels only inches apart. Bunching close around the turns, several of the motorcycles spaced out five or six feet apart over the hills, revving at a deafening volume. 

“Only an idiot takes those chances!” Billy hollered, shaken out of his usual calm. “Why doesn’t he back off? He’s riding too close, dammit! I think that man wants to die!”

Brooke put her hand on the eight-foot wire fence in front off her. She hadn’t worked here long enough to know everyone’s names, but she didn’t think she’d ever seen the guy in the dirty gray leathers, visible now through the churned dust. She yelled to Billy, “Who is he?”

Billy shook his head and leaned closer to holler into her ear. “Some guy named 'Kade'. Showed up a week or two ago.”

A swell of noise rose from the crowd in the stands, now on their feet.

Despite the fact that she didn't know the racers, danger clenched her stomach. Caught up in the sense of watching a train wreck, Brooke stepped closer, her hand clenching on the fencing that topped the cement wall. The air around her echoed with the screaming crowd and the high decibel hysteria of the thunderous herd, the revving, spewing bikes. Crashes happened all the time in motorcycle racing, sometimes resulting in death or dismemberment, but she'd never seen it happen before.

The riders had to be mentally deficient.

She’d heard that the front-runner, Davis, rarely lost, but surely he’d back off if the new driver was too ignorant or stupid to know how close he was pushing them both to death.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw the flutter of the white flag signaling the last lap. Around the outside of the corner, the two front racers thundered, the gray motorcycle edging still closer and closer, looking like he was making a push to gain the lead.

Brooke stood, frozen, watching the disaster play out. She could see what Billy meant. The new guy drove like nothing else mattered to him. Not injury. Not death.

As devastating as everything around her father's death had been, it seemed crazy for a young, healthy guy to purposely risk his life. 

****
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With the screaming, earsplitting thunder of more than a fifteen hundred two-stroke horsepower racing to the finish, Kade knew he could win the race. All it took was one wrong action, one second of bad luck or bad riding on the other guy’s part, and the race was his.

Pushing forward, Kade poured on the speed, practically climbing the other guy’s ass.

Bucking under him, the cycle fishtailed in the corner. Holding it tight, he headed for the straight, the 250cc motor screaming furiously in his ears. Clearing the first corner with inches between him and the hay bale that edged this part of the track, Kade drove like the entire population of hell was on his tail.

Maybe it was.

The noise of the race engulfed him, pulsating into his bones. He could taste the dirt, his teeth clenched against the angry vibration. Gunning into the final corner, he poured on the speed, the rush of adrenalin in his head and the whine of the cycle’s engine in his ears.

Pushing this fast into a corner could mean death, but who gave a shit about that?

Here, his every nerve stretched, his every muscle strained to hold balance, he gasped in a breath and didn’t think of anything. Only the track under him, the dirt flying, and the revving, roaring noise filling his head.

With both bikes barreling toward the curve in the track, Kade couldn’t slow down. Taking the corner at full speed would be insanity, but he kept the throttle pushed forward—not yet, hold a little longer—the bend loomed ahead.

Too late he felt the cycle’s rear wheel slide to the right. Touching his booted foot down for a flash, he used every ounce of his strength to muscle the Yamaha into the turn. Then, in a bid to stay ahead of him, the orange guy edged to the inside, only inches between them as they skidded into the turn. With an angry clash of metal, the two bikes came together.

Kade went down, the ground slamming into him as the world went black.

****
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The crowd seemed to hold its breath, the medic crouched over the downed rider. After several long seconds, the figure that had been lying prone on the track sat up.

Applause broke out in the stands.

The injured rider, getting to his feet, raised a hand in acknowledgement...and the moment passed.

“Shit!” Billy spat out. “That man must want to die. He ain't stupid!”

“He seemed to be riding crazy,” Brooke responding, her voice feeling rusty as she watched the rider bend to pick up his dusty helmet.

“To ride like that, you got to just not care,” her brother-in-law said, shaking his head as he turned away from the track, headed back to his workshop trailer.

Still vibrating with the danger she’d witnessed, Brooke turned away from the track. These people were insane. Why was she standing here watching this? The racer was okay and she had to get back to her job at the concession stand, anyway.

Her lips quirked. That was her job now...serving soft drinks.

Next to her, the pits filled with the rumbling of returning racers. A sight twenty yards away brought Brooke up short as she stepped away from the wall.

The racer who’d crashed—walking into the pits beside his motorcycle—was headed in her direction. She could see his face clearly.

Her steps faltering, she stopped, looking at him.

Rarely had she seen a man’s expression so intense, so nakedly open. Even from this distance, she saw the quickness of his breath, the fierce, powerful light in his eyes.

The man had just been inches from—had even pushed toward—death and yet there was no fear on his face, no sign of trembling.

Not even the giddy exuberance of a man living on adrenalin. That she would have expected.

Looking at this guy, though, Brooke couldn’t say what exactly he felt. She knew, however, in that moment that he felt a hell of a lot of something.

****
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Half an hour later, Brooke stood working the concession window, the current motocross race sounding like a thousand demented bees. Stupid, demented bees from what she’d seen. Motorcycle racing, even on the less-dangerous dirt motocross track ranked high on the things testosterone did to kill adrenalin-hungry guys.

She wondered if she'd ever get used to this world. It was a far cry from the hush of the hospital. Even the E.R. didn't have this noise level.

Brooke stifled a sigh. She'd given up self-pity. It helped nothing and she needed to focus on getting her life back on track. Lots of people started over, but how many paid so big a price?

"That'll be three dollars and fifty cents," she told the woman on the other side of the order window.

The raised concession stand occupied a spot central to all three tracks on the "Dr. Danger Motocross-Supercross" property. In the short time Brooke had worked here, without even trying, she was beginning to know the difference between the faster flat asphalt motorcycle track, the motocross dirt bike track, and the Supercross track with the bigger jumps.

Tonight, the Supercross track races were running. Tomorrow, if she remembered right, the flat dirt track.

As far as she was concerned, they were all insane.

“Two large Dr. Peppers,” she repeated, passing an order along to Mikayla, her sixteen year-old niece, working the concession stand with her, “and one hot dog.”

Turning back to the window, Brooke told the woman customer, “Condiments are to the left of you.”

Brooke’s friend, Ashley, who managed the track office, sat on the cooler at the back of the concession stand, her long legs swinging.

“Didn’t your step-dad say something about his younger brother coming for a visit soon, Mikayla?” Ashley asked.

Flipping back her shoulder-length blond hair, Brooke’s niece handed her the drinks, before responding to the other woman’s question. “Yes. I don’t mind sharing a room with Brooke—I like it. But Billy’s crazy if he thinks he’s going to have his brother move in. We’ve never even met this 'Trey' guy. Like I want to stand in line for the bathroom for him?”

Ignoring the pang of guilt that came every time Brooke thought about having to impose on her sister, Mindy, and her family, she said, “Billy didn’t say his brother was moving in, did he?”

“No, but Dad doesn’t always say things. Sometimes he just does things.”

“One of the good things about Billy,” Brooke pointed out, “is that he generally does what he says. You want that in a husband and father.”

“You want that in any guy,” Ashley instructed the teenaged Mikayla. “Some people say that men in their twenties have matured to that point of being responsible, but my recent dates don’t seem to have heard about the maturing thing. Even the ones with kids! I hate men who blow off their parenting responsibilities!”

“Twenty sounds old,” Mikayla said, making a face as she went to take an order from a kid standing at the window.

“Now that you’re twenty-five,” Brooke told Ashley with a laugh, “maybe you ought to be dating guys in their thirties. Maybe the maturing thing kicks in later for men. We should check that out.”

“I'm beginning to think there are no mature men. My dad was certainly a jerk, probably still is. But you should let me know if you find some really hot guys in their thirties and maybe I'll give them a chance,” Ashley agreed with a grin. “So, you’re handling this little piddly concession job pretty well. How’s the new waitressing job going?”

“Well, it’s very different from the medical field. I’ll say that for it.” Brooke made a face, pushing her short golden brown hair behind her ear. “I’m not fast enough yet and getting tips depends on speed. That and personality.”

“Well,” her friend said, “you’ve got plenty of personality. And being good-looking can’t hurt. You’ll get the waitress thing down. It just takes time.”

“I always thought I had a pretty good memory,” Brooke said with a wry smile. “But meds and blood pressure, heart rates and drawing blood—those things come easier to me than ‘pancakes and sausage with a side of hash browns’.”

Ashley played with a long strand of dark hair that had escaped from its band. “Waiting tables is only temporary, right? You’ll find another nursing job.”

Brooke glanced at the concession window, but it stood empty now. Refusing to show the sudden sadness and bitterness that gripped her, she said, “I can’t ever go back to nursing,...but I’m sure I’ll find a job I like.”

"Never?" Ashley echoed, her face stricken.

"Nope," Brooke confirmed, forcing a lopsided smile onto her lips. "They like nurses who do just what the doctor says. No matter what the situation. The nursing board wouldn't even think about giving back my license. Felons need not apply. So, I'll just have to win the lottery or something."

“Until then,” Mikayla said, throwing an affectionate arm around her shoulders, “you can work here with me. A lot of hot guys race here—not just the young ones. There are a lot of older racers that are hot—and sooner or later, they all need to eat.”

Determined to be positive, Brooke laughed, grabbing the girl into a hug. “I’m not looking for a guy. Besides, they may be hot, but they’re not real bright. What kind of idiot spends all his time and money putting his life in danger for a thrill? I mean, look at how they risk their lives! Particularly, the guys who race on the flat track. They’re only inches from the surface flying at—what? A hundred and twenty miles per hour?”

Mikayla shrugged, not interested in the technicalities of racing.

“They’re cocky jerks, too, most of the racers,” Ashley added from her perch on the cooler. “I’ve been working in the office at this track since I was eighteen—back when Mr. Evans only had the one track on the property—and all successful riders are assholes.”

“Even Davis?” Mikayla asked, a mischievous smile on her face.

“Especially Davis,” Ashley shot back with a shake of her head. “That guy’s into racing and whoring. He’s a man-whore if there ever was one.”

Mikayla giggled as Brooke turned back to the window. The race having come to an end, a line for refreshments formed and was lengthening quickly. The breaks between races were the busiest times of the evening. For a while, Brooke and Mikayla were slammed with customers. Business eventually slacked and Brooke got a chance to turn away from the window again.

“Hey, Brooke,” her brother-in-law, Billy, called to her as he came into the raised concession stand. “We need you to play nurse. I got Kade here. After that slide into the corner on the last race, he’s got a boo-boo that needs to be bandaged. You remember how to do that? Bandage a scrape?”

Brooke glanced over. Standing next to her brother-in-law was the racer who’d just scared the hell out of both Billy and her with his crazy riding. The same man she’d seen walking into the pits a half hour earlier.

His hair short and very dark, the dirt bike racer wasn’t particularly tall, but he was built like an athlete with broad shoulders filling out a t-shirt that was filthy from his crash. He stood holding a paper towel to one forearm where a cut appeared to bleed sluggishly.

“I don’t know. Bandaging can be pretty complicated.” she replied lightly, finishing wiping up a Coke spill from the counter by the window. "Besides, I let my malpractice insurance lapse." 

“Its just a scrape,” Kade said, calmly, his rough, raspy voice, deep.

“Yeah,” Billy confirmed. “Minor stuff for you.”

“I might not have the know-how,” she said with a smile as she left the window. “Maybe you better take whatever the problem is to the official EMT. He tells me he’s got equipment, if you know what I mean.”

Billy snorted. “That nineteen year-old EMT wanna-be? He wouldn’t know how to use the equipment God gave him, even if he had a chance. You should see him right now. Right after he made sure Kade wasn’t dead from that spill, he runs off to check an ‘emergency’ in the stands. There’s some guy there who might be having a heart attack. Probably gas. The medical wanna-be says he’s monitoring. Looks like he’s standing next to the guy taking his pulse every thirty seconds. Anyway, he’s too busy to patch up a bleeding racer.” 

Brooke came over to examine the racer’s wound.

Kade watched her negotiate her way around a small chest freezer and several shelves to get to where he waited. Standing just inside the concession stand door, he repositioned the paper towel to catch the blood seeping from the cut on his arm. He hadn’t even known the mechanic, Billy, had a sister-in-law who worked at the concession stand much less one who looked like this. Pint-sized, but well-packaged was the first thing he thought.

Careful not to drip blood on the floor, Kade looked at the woman, his male radar pinging like crazy. She was small, curvy and damned hot.

Still buzzing on the adrenalin of the race, his every sense stood alert. She smelled good, too, this smiling woman standing in front of him. Even in the middle of hot dogs and frying burgers, he caught a tease of clean, flowery something.

Not much more than five feet tall, she had short blondish-brown hair, hazel green eyes that smiled and really nice breasts. Apparently, she also had some medical training, not that he really needed it. The cut on his arm didn’t need much more than cleaning and maybe a butterfly bandage. He wanted to get back out on the track.

“Let me take a look at this,” she said, reaching out a hand.

“Kade, this is Brooke,” Billy said simply. “She used to be a nurse.”

“What was the matter? Had to retire from nursing,” Kade asked with a hint of a challenge, liking her smooth skin and the friendly smile on her face. “Get tired of doctors telling you what to do?”

“No,” she said, glancing up with a brief grin, “I just chose not to do what they told me one time.”

“Only once?” he asked as she dampened a clean cloth and began carefully wiping the dirt from his arm.

“Only once,” she concurred, “but it was a doozy.”

“Too bad.”

“Dad!” Mikayla called. “Come take some orders while Brooke’s doing that.”

“Okay.”

Reaching around where Brooke worked on Kade, Billy made quick work of washing his hands.

Moving back in front of the sink, the curvy Brooke brushed her fingers over Kade’s scrape. Having dirt and gravel scrubbed out of an injury was never pleasant, but Kade had known a lot worse things. Standing next to her, the water running over his arm, he wondered if she was married or seriously involved with anyone.

“Did the medic check you for a concussion? Any blurred vision or headache? Any other injuries?” Brooke asked.

“Yeah, he checked me. No other problems. Just this.”

“You’re lucky then.” Moving him closer to the sink, she commented. “This is pretty dirty.”

Not dirty enough, he thought as she carefully washed his injured arm, tucking it between her upper arm and her body to hold it steady.

Kade felt himself stir in response to the warm, full pressure of her breast against his injured arm. Hell, he’d have to be a lot more wounded not to get turned on by a woman like her.

“I hope I’m not hurting you,” she said.

Intent on her task, her smooth cheek only inches away from his, she didn’t have a clue how much she was hurting him.

“I’m a big guy,” he said softly. “I can take it.”

Brooke looked up quickly, awareness flashing in her eyes, followed quickly by a gleam of humor. “Well, good. Any guy who’s worried about pain...or death, for that matter, sure as heck shouldn’t be doing what you’re doing.”

“You mean...letting you wash his boo-boo?”

“No,” she shot back, shaking her head at his teasing. “Racing motorcycles, especially the way you ride. Didn’t your mother ever tell you about fire and getting burned?”

“My mother told me a lot of things,” he said, with mock seriousness, “but I’ve managed to block most of it out.”

“I’ll bet you have,” Brooke returned with a laugh that sounded a little breathless. She released her hold on his arm. “There. I think that’s clean enough, but I’ll put some antibiotic ointment on it and cover it.”

“Thanks,” he said, enjoying her smallness next to him. At five foot, eleven inches tall, he could easily look right over the top of her head. He tried not to think of all the other positions he’d like to get her into.

“Yeah, better put a Band-aid on it.” Billy said from the order window. “Kade’s running in a few more heats tonight and the track’s a little messy.”

“Seeing that it's the dirt one, the track is always messy," Brooke returned. "Compared to the asphalt one, anyway, and from what I hear, that’s just a death wish. But you guys still go back out there and risk your lives like crazy people.”

“What’s the good of living,” Kade asked, his rough, serrated voice level, “if you don't ever do anything? Seems over-rated to me.”

****
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A week later, the chandelier overhead glittered with just the right amount of subdued lighting. Andrew Holbert always used the Marriott Wardman Park to announce his bids for re-election. The posh hotel occupied the same sort of pricey real estate favored by Andrew’s most important constituents.

“Would you like me to freshen that drink, Mr. Holbert?” the bartender said, gesturing toward Kade’s glass of club soda.

“No, thanks, Thomas,” Kade replied, glancing down at his club soda. “I’m good.”

“Looks like a pretty decent turnout,” Thomas said, deftly gathering several used glasses from the portable bar’s surface.

“Yes, Andrew Holbert knows how to bring them in,” his son said irreverently.

“He’s a popular senator,” the bartender commented, wiping the bar surface.

“And may he so continue,” Kade agreed, lifting his glass in salute to his father standing at the front of the room, surrounded by a ring of capitol beat reporters.

Leaving the bar, Kade crossed to where an old friend from law school stood with his arm around a statuesque brunette.

“Hey, Landry, you son-of-a-bitch," Kade said. "I haven’t seen you in forever.”

“Kade! What the hell have you been doing with yourself?”

The two friends stood chatting for a few minutes before Kade saw his mother approaching.

“There you are, Kinkade.” Amy Holbert put a proprietary hand on his arm. “I see you got your hair trimmed.”

“Yes. I do that every so often.” He couldn’t deny a wry grin as she turned to greet Mark Landry. Amy Holbert liked to keep everything and everyone in her sphere of influence neatly trimmed. He figured he was too old to be rebelling over a damned haircut.

“Mark, how good of you to join us,” she said with a smooth smile. 

Always one to kiss ass when needed, Mark Landry replied promptly, “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, Mrs. Holbert.” 

“Has Kinkade told you his good news,” Amy Holbert asked, smiling confidently at her son. “He’s working on a medical malpractice case. No more general law for him.”

“No,” Mark Landry looked surprised. “Are you considering specializing?”

“Just keeping my options open,” Kade said. He knew his parents’—particularly his mother’s—aspirations for a Holbert son. He still hadn’t decided if he was going to be able to make the political life work for him. Or if he even wanted to.

“Yes,” Amy Holbert stated. “There are so many directions you can take with the law. Some really exciting and purposeful positions.”

Kade held back a smile. As if graduating with a legal jurisprudence degree and passing the bar exam were just steps toward a higher accomplishment. His mother was nothing if not single-minded.

“That’s true, ma’am,” Mark said. “Oh, may I introduce you to my date, Mariah Costinelli?”

“How nice to meet you.” Amy offered her hand.

Kade watched his confident, socially-skilled mother talk with the younger woman. She was good, his mother. This social-political thing suited her to a tee. In marrying Amy Sinclair Whiteburn, Andrew Holbert had gained connections and a woman who was tireless in working to win votes, as well as, more power and prestige.

With the ease of many years as a senator’s wife, Amy Holbert chatted with her son’s friend and his date. After a few moments, she smoothly disentangled herself from the conversation and moved away, drawing Kade with her, her hand still on his arm.

Taking her son aside, Amy Holbert said, “Kinkade, are you coming to the Children’s Gala fundraiser next month?”

“Sure, I’ll be there,” he said, knowing his secretary kept his parent-related commitments on a calendar for him. Having a father running for his tenth term in the Senate had accustomed Kade to so-called “social responsibilities.”

“Some very influential people are attending this year,” Amy commented thoughtfully. “I believe several judges usually attend, including some from family courts. You did call John Garcia about working with him as second chair on that medical malpractice case?”

“Yes,” Kade responded easily. Despite her dislike of his generalized approach to his law practice, at least he was pursuing one avenue of interest to his mother. The malpractice opportunity had simply come his way and he thought he might as well explore it. 

“Garcia and I talked on more than one occasion. I’ll be co-counsel for this case since he got the referral from my firm and we’re in the position to know this client intimately.”

“Yes,” his mother said, “we’ve known Cathy Margolis for years. Since before her first face lift.”

“Have you seen her lately?” Kade asked idly, his gaze on his father’s press secretary as she stepped up to the microphone.

“Only in passing,” Amy Holbert said, lowering her voice. “She looks dreadful. Like Michael Jackson almost. I don’t know what she was thinking having those last two operations.”

“She was thinking,” Kade lowered his voice as his father’s bid for reelection was announced from the podium, “about wanting to be young and beautiful again. That’s what most people who have plastic surgery want.”

“Cathy Margolis wasn’t beautiful when she was young,” Amy corrected him in an under voice, smiling and clapping as the crowd responded to her husband taking the podium. “She was attractive though and I think she’s lost that because of all the surgeries.”

Kade glanced at his fifty-something mother. “Have you ever thought about getting work done.”

Some women would have resented the question, but Kade knew his mother had more vanity of the mind rather than the face.

“Of course,” Amy said. “And when I find a doctor who can assure me that I will still look like myself—only ten years younger—then I’ll give it some serious consideration.”

Looking back at the stage where his father was making promises about “building the future” and “keeping the nation safe,” Kade allowed a faint smile to slip onto his face. Amy and Andrew Holbert were eminently practical people. They had goals and they knew how to achieve them. He had to respect his parents’ successes. Anyone would.

“Listen, about the Gala,” his mother said when her husband had stopped speaking. “I don’t know if you’re acquainted with Justice Beckley, but she’ll be there for the event. I want you to meet her. She knows people. She’s in a position to get things done. Move people forward.”

“All right,” Kade said. “I’ll be there with bells on.”

Amy glanced at him, the single-minded, one-track expression on her face. “Good. And don’t be late. Justice Beckley likes attractive men, but she doesn’t like them late.”

“Okay, mother. Message received.”

“Good,” she said. “I see Tommy Langley over there. I need to talk to him.”

“Goodbye, mother,” Kade said, aware that he’d acquitted himself well this time. It could only be a benefit that his parents’ expectations were so clear. He knew he couldn’t ever completely atone for his sins as a son, but at least they never made any bones about what they wanted from him.

* * * * * * * * *
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CHAPTER TWO
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The front door slammed behind ten year-old Mac as he rushed into the small living room, over-crowded with hunter green and red plaid furniture. Ahead of him, his younger sister, Madison streaked through the cluttered room.

Brooke pulled her knees up just in time for her nephew to race past, yelling to his younger sister to get her “stinkin’ hands” off his Game Boy.

“Mac, you be quiet,” his mother hollered from the small kitchen. You know that Game Boy is for the two of you to share. And wash your hands. Supper’s almost ready.”

“...anyway,” Mikayla, sitting next to Brooke on the couch, was saying, “I don’t know why we have to learn this biology stuff. Who cares about neutrons and protons and all that ‘free radical’ crap?”

Brooke laughed, positioning the teenager’s textbook in her lap. “You care about it. At least, you will when you realize how it impacts the aging process. Here, let me see the question.”

“Are you sure nurses have to know this stuff?” Mikayla sighed.

“Very sure,” Brooke said. “Biology is the foundation.”

“Then maybe I want to be a hair stylist, after all,” her niece mused. “I mean, I think your job—what you used to do—is cool and everything, but this is so hard!”

“It’s not so hard when you start to see how it all fits together,” Brooke reminded her. “And this is the end of the class. Comprehensive tests always suck, but you got good grades on most of the other tests, didn’t you?”

“A’s and one B,” Mikayla confirmed.

From the back bedroom, Mindy’s husband, Billy, could be heard telling Mac to “get a move on.”

The small house, barely a thousand square feet, was bursting at the seams with six occupants. Brooke felt guilty at the same time she was glad she had such a loving place to shelter. Some people wouldn't have been able to forgive her for what she'd done....

She looked up to see her hard-working sister standing in the doorway between the tiny living room and the kitchen.

“Supper’s ready, you two,” Mindy said. A soft expression on her face, she smiled at her sister. “I remember you helping me with my homework. That Spanish class? God, that class kicked my butt.”

Brooke closed Mikayla’s textbook. “You did well in math, though.”

“Yeah,” Mindy said, her face dimming. “If I remembered any of it, I might go back to school like you want me to.”

“You got your G.E.D. years ago,” Brooke reminded her. “You said it was a breeze even though you dropped out in your sophomore year. You’re a really smart woman. You should go back to school and get a degree so you can get a better job. You’d make a great accountant.”

Mindy threw an affectionate arm around Brooke as they went into the kitchen. “You always were my best cheerleader. You’re the younger sister. Aren’t I supposed to be cheering you along?”

“You do. Besides, I'm doing okay,” Brooke replied with a crooked smile, giving her sister a squeeze before releasing her to slide around the kitchen table.

She loved Mindy for providing such a warm, welcoming refuge when Brooke had gotten out. Prison had been hard, even the minimum security one where she'd been sent. Sometimes, she'd woken up in her narrow bed in the middle of the night and wanting to scream with terror and rage at the injustice of her situation. She'd lost track of how many times she'd reminded herself she was strong and she'd get through this somehow.

She'd had to help her father. He was a dying, old man who was in pain.

Gladly, the worst was behind her. Sitting in her sister's house, surrounded by the boisterous voices of the younger kids, she felt rich. 

Mikayla said now, “Brooke thinks I might have a chance at a scholarship, Mom. I just need to really keep my grades up.”

“I know what’ll help you do that,” her step-father said with a grin, taking his place at the table after having scrubbed the grease from under his nails. “Staying away from raggedy-ass boys, that’s what.”

“Dad!” Mikayla protested.

“What was that boy’s name who called here last night? Matt? Or Roger something?”

“Matt Thomas. He just called me with a question about school. Roger! Really, Dad,” the sixteen year old said with disgust.

The two younger kids raced into the kitchen, Mac colliding with his mother who was standing in front of the stove.

“Cut it out, you two,” Billy intervened, taking the casserole dish from his harassed wife. “If you don’t settle down, you’re neither one gonna get supper.”

Seating herself across from her husband, Mindy said worriedly to her eldest daughter, “Remember, you said you were going to take the laundry to the laundromat tonight.”

“Mom! I’ve got homework. Brooke’s helping me get this stuff down so I have a chance at getting an ‘A’ in biology.” She scooped potatoes onto her dish. “What good does it do for you to talk about me getting good grades and staying away from boys, if I have all this housework crap to do?”

“I’ll go with you, Mikayla, and we can study while the clothes are washing and drying,” Brooke offered.

“Laundry once every two weeks isn’t going to kill you. Brooke and I do it the rest of the time,” Mindy told her sixteen year-old daughter with asperity. “Besides, studying isn’t taking up all your time. Jenny Mars from two doors down said she saw you hanging around at the race track talking to that guy, Mike Franklin, the other day behind the concession stand. He’s older than you, and he’s been to prison already.”

“We were just talking! I don’t even like him. And Jenny Mars is a nosy busybody who’s got nothing better to do than spy on other people,” Mikayla said angrily. “God, I hate living so close to the race track. I should get a job in town. And I know what a jerk-off Mike Franklin is, mother. Everyone knows.”

“Good,” Mindy said, the worried look in her eyes fading a little. “Remember, I know personally the kind of trouble young girls can get into. We agreed to let you take the concession stand job at the race track, but only if you can deal with the kind of jerks who hang out there.”

“I know all the reasons not to do anything stupid at sixteen. I’m living proof. You think I haven’t been paying attention? What do you think I am? An idiot?”

“Maybe,” her brother said softly, snickering.

“Eat your dinner, Mac,” Billy directed, “or I won’t play Nintendo with you tonight like I said I was gonna do.”

He winked at Brooke who smiled back at him. They were a rowdy bunch, her family, but she didn’t know what she’d have done without them these last eighteen months. Tears prickled behind her eyes and she leaned over her plate to take a bite of casserole. The sacrifices they made were proof of their love for her, despite her choice.

Mindy served a spoonful out onto Madison’s plate. “Billy, Sweetie, did you hear back from your brother? Is he coming for a visit?”

“Trey told me last time he called that he was coming,” Billy reminded his wife.

“Did he say when?” Mindy asked after a brief pause.

“Just said he was coming through here sometime in the next month and thought he’d stay awhile. I told him we didn’t have room here at the house—“

“Listen,” Brooke jumped into the conversation, “I can find someplace else—“

“—because I don’t really want him here,” Billy continued meaningfully as he glanced over at Brooke. “You’re always welcome and you’re not leaving till you’re back up on your feet. Trey’s a shiftless guy who’s got a knack for finding trouble, but he’s my brother and I’ll be glad to see him if he’s in town a few days.”

“Of course, you want to see him,” Mindy said, her emphatic tone giving just the opposite impression, “if he’s going to be in town.”

“Mom,” eight year-old Madison said, “are we going to look on-line for that dress I wanted?”

“Sure, honey,” her mother murmured.

“So, Billy,” Brooke said after a few minutes, “who is the guy I bandaged up at the track last Saturday night? The one you said was riding like he had a death wish?”

She hated to admit to interest in any guy with such a dead-end lifestyle, but the last few days she’d kept thinking about Kade. The last thing she needed now was a thing with a guy, a racer at that. But as crazy as it was, she’d felt a sizzle of energy and awareness when she’d seen him in the concession stand on race night. She couldn’t forget that or the hot, intense look on his face.

With his rough voice and challenging smile, he left an even bigger impression when she’d met him. Insane and sexy didn’t usually go together for her, but this guy was an entirely different package.

Normally, her nurse’s training had her focused more on the injury than on the patient’s sexual presence. She wished she could say the same for the moment when she’d turned and seen him bleeding into his paper towel. From the moment of seeing him striding into the pits after his accident, she’d felt the impact of his presence.

“I don’t know much about Kade,” Billy said, shrugging. “He showed up a few weeks ago—on his bike, alone—and started racing. You know, most guys drive big pick-ups and pull trailers and you hear about them on the circuit. This guy, Kade, just came out of the blue. Said it was the first time he’s tried racing. Had me make some quick changes to his bike and just jumped into the race.”

“Kade,” Mac said in a mocking twelve year-old voice. “What kind of name is that?”

“It's kind of like Caden,” his big sister, Mikayla, pointed out with a smirk. “Don’t you have, like, two of them in your grade?”

“Yeah,” Mac muttered to his plate, “but not Kade.”

“Eat your broccoli, Mac,” his mother said, ignoring the kids’ squabbling.

“I’ll tell you,” Billy said, his face serious, “Kade can ride, but he’s almost too all-in. Got no sense of self-preservation. He’s always at the front of the pack, always acts like he’s got no fear. I mean, like he doesn’t even notice how close he comes to dying. Like the other night when he crashed. Kind of a crazy man, if you ask me. Rides close to the wall, doesn’t shy away from other bikes. Weird for a guy just starting out, if that’s what he is. Nice guy. He just doesn’t say much about himself.”

Brooke was silent a moment. “He’s hard to read.”

“Some people are just quiet,” Mindy put in. “Nothing wrong with that.”

Billy snorted. “I don’t know about quiet. He and Davis kind of got into it after the races last weekend. Traded words. Kade doesn’t back off, I’ll say that for him.”

“That Davis,” Mindy said. “He’s everywhere, isn’t he?”

“Davis isn’t bad,” Billy responded, taking a roll and buttering it. “He’s a good driver, but he’s a little young. Cocky.”

“He must be in his late twenties,” Mindy said, surprised. “Jenny Mars says she heard he has a little boy who lives in another state with his mother.”

“And Jenny Mars knows everything about everyone,” Mikayla put in, smirking as sarcasm dripped from her words.

Billy shot her a quelling glance. “Davis may have a kid, but he’s not much more than a kid himself. Mid-twenties, no older.”

“So this guy and Kade got into a fight?” Brooke pursued, knowing she shouldn’t. But just asking about Kade and the sexy-sizzle challenge in his eyes couldn’t get in the way of putting her life back together.

“Yeah,” Billy said. “Davis had a beer too many after the races and he was making fun of this other, younger guy. Kade sort of came out in defense of the other guy. You know, told Davis to lay off picking on him. Davis—not a bad guy, really—he didn’t make it a big thing. Even apologized to the younger guy he was messing with.”

“There was a fight between him and Kade?” Brooke asked.

“Not much of one, but that Kade guy, he’d have taken Davis down, if he had to. Doesn’t even seem to care if he might get his ass kicked, whether it’s fighting or riding.

Mindy sighed. “Sometimes I worry about you working with all those tough guys. What if they decide to be crazy all at the same time. You could get hurt.”

“I’m fine. I'm a tough guy, too,” Billy said, smiling at his wife. “Been taking care of myself quite a while.”

Deliberately turning her thoughts away from Kade, Brooke noted the affection between her sister and Billy with a sense of satisfaction. Mindy had run into a few assholes when she was younger—witness the fact that Mikayla’s biological father had never even seen the kid. But Billy was the real deal.

With the family dinner chatter rising and falling around her, Brooke found her thoughts returning to the new guy at the track. As much as his blatant sexual appeal, she was intrigued that he seemed so cavalier about physical injury. He didn’t seem to care much about what other people thought. Brooke recognized the glory hound in Davis, but Kade.... He was different and she couldn’t quite put her finger on why.

Not that it really mattered. Getting a job and supporting herself had to be Brooke’s biggest consideration. With the mess her own life was in, she had no right to get involved with anyone. Mindy and Billy had born the extra burden of feeding and housing her too long already.

This certainly wasn't the life she'd planned on. There were moments when she couldn't help but think about how her world had been before she'd made that one, significant choice. Watching her father screaming in pain had been a horrible, horrible experience, but she wondered sometimes—living as she was now—if she'd do it again.

Brooke sighed, staring ahead sightlessly. It had seemed like such an obvious choice at the time. Now, her life would be forever effected by those thirty seconds of action.

"Are you finished, Madison," Mindy asked, reaching to pick up the casserole dish.

"Yes, ma'am, but I don't see why I have to wash the dishes with him. Can't Mikayla help me before she goes to the laundromat?" the younger girl said, rolling her eyes.

"You could do it on your own," Mac offered with a grin.

Smiling, Brooke got up. After clearing the dinner dishes and putting them on the counter for a squabbling Madison and Mac to wash, she left the kitchen with her sister. 

Throwing an arm around Mindy, Brooke said, “You’re worrying about Mikayla, aren’t you?”

Her sister glanced up. “I know part of the reason I got in trouble so young was to get out of the house and away from Dad, but partly, I was just young and stupid. Yeah, I'm worried.”

“Well,” Brooke offered, “you’ve always made sure Mikayla understands the reality of early parenthood.”

“You don’t think she feels like I regret having her, do you? I worry about that sometimes, but I’ve talked about teen pregnancy to her because she needs to know the truth. So many girls get all stupid about how wonderful it is to have a baby!”

“I don’t think she feels unwanted,” Brooke reassured her. “And she has you and Billy. When we were teenagers, we only had each other.”

“Yeah,” Mindy said softly. “And Dad, bastard that he was.”

“Yeah.” Brooke hugged her sister. “Mikayla’s way better off than we were."

Brooke paused, struggling to put her unsettled feelings into words. "Our father was a bad parent and...then things went bad for him. Nobody should have to suffer the way Dad did toward the end.”

"No," Mindy said, "but no one should have to make the choice you made, either. You gave up...well, a lot, to help him at the end. Have I ever thanked you? You really took a bullet on this one."

"Yes, you have thanked me...several times." Brooke didn't look up, just laid her hand over Mindy's. "It sucked for us both...not to mention dad. He can't have wanted to die like that."

At times like these, regret swamped her. If only her father had died of a sudden myocardial infarction. If only she had her old life back. It wasn't fair, but then what was? 

She couldn't have just let him suffer that horrendously...even if he'd made her suffer as a child.

He'd been a troubled man himself. Many times as an adult, she reminded herself of that. He just hadn't known any different. That had been little comfort, though, when she thought of her lost career and the time spent in jail for a mercy killing of a troubled father who abused her.

****
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“You work for the Yamaha shop in Bridgeview?” Kade asked the following weekend, leaning against the trailer that housed the motorcycle mechanic’s makeshift shop.

“Yeah,” Billy replied. “It’s good business for them to send me out here to the track on race days. Lotta riders need a mechanic during the races. There are a lot of vendors starting to come out here to the track on race days. Everyone has a wipe-out now and then and needs to get their handlebars fix.”

“You have everything you need here,” commented Kade, glancing around the tightly organized trailer’s confines. He had only gotten here in time to sign up to ride first in the third heat tonight which left him some time for bullshitting with Billy.

“Yeah. Works fairly well. At the end of the race day, I close up the trailer and pull it home. Just live three houses down the road.
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