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QUINN

I knew the second I fired up the bike that my downstairs neighbour would be cursing the hell out of me, and it made me smile. The old bag had been on my case since the day I moved in here. If she wasn't complaining about the bike, it was something else. She hadn’t let up at all. Maybe I didn't need to be heading out at seven in the morning, and maybe I did rev the throttle a little more than I needed to, but hey, she thought I was an arsehole so might as well live up to my reputation. You have to love the eighty decibel roar of a Harley’s engine, I smiled to myself again. Yep, Quinn Brooks, you’re an arsehole alright. 

Mrs Thompson, the old bag, wasn't the only one to look at me with distain. In fact, most people did. There was something about the tattoos and the leather vest that put them off. Or maybe it was the short beard I was always sporting or the club logo on my back, either way, I didn't care. I’d given up caring what people thought of me a long time ago. I’d given up on a lot of things actually, including love. That didn't mean I’d given up on women, hell it was quite the opposite. I could have a woman in my bed every night of the week if I wanted, sometimes I did, and sometimes it was more than one, depending on my mood. There were even a couple of women who thought they could pin me down and make me theirs, but it was never going to happen. 

I’d only ever loved one girl in my life, probably still did love her if I was being honest with myself, but to what end? Nothing was ever going to happen in that space. I hadn't spoken to her in almost five years now. The last time I saw her she walked away from me, leaving me standing in the driveway of her parents’ house, giving me the same look she’d been giving me since we were teenagers. The look of utter disapproval. The look that told me she thought I was a loser, just like her father had been proclaiming for years. 

There was only one person who looked at me with any ounce of love and care, and that was Janice. She’d been my foster mum since my own mum died when I was thirteen. Janice was my mother’s best friend, the mother of my best mate Nick, and the mother of the only girl I’d ever loved. She was the wife of the man who pegged me as a loser from my eighth birthday, the day Nick accidently set fire to his father’s shed and let me take the fall.  

That had set the pattern for the rest of our youth. Nick would mess up and I’d take the blame. After all, he was going to be a police sergeant like his old man, and the academy wouldn't take him if he had a record. I don't think it ever occurred to Nick to simply stay out of trouble, or if it did, the thought didn't last long. Me personally, I’d always wanted to join the army, Special Forces to be exact, but much like the police force, having a record was kind of frowned upon by the army, so my application was rejected. Not that Nick cared about this, he might have been my best friend, but he was a selfish bastard, always had been. 

I was fifteen when I first went to juvie, it was only for three months, break and enter was the charge. Nick had been wearing my footy jumper, the one with my last name on the back, when he broke into the local corner supermarket. It was a no brainer for the police, and when they came knocking, Nick stood back and watched them put the handcuffs on and cart me away. I’ll never forget that night as long as I live. The look of disappointment on Janice’s face, the harsh words from Mr Carter telling me I might as well get used to being locked up because a life in jail was all I was good for. Those words hurt, but not more than the look of disappointment on Kathy’s face. I would have done anything for her, I loved her, and seeing her look at me like I was the ultimate loser, that cut through my heart faster than the words flowing from Mr Carter’s mouth when he told me my mother would be turning in her grave at the person I’d become. Nick didn't have the balls to look me in the eye. He never did own up to the break and enter. Not when they let me out on bail to await sentencing, not the day of the court case, and not when they carted me off to juvie. That was the first in a long line of arrests and run-ins with the law courtesy of Nick. Something I should thank him for one day. 

Unlike Kathy, it had only been six months or so since I’d seen Nick. Contact with him had been irregular since his father’s funeral five years ago. I’d spent many nights with Janice after her husband died. Kathy went back to her job, her friends, and her home, leaving her mother alone with her grief. Nick hadn't been much better. He was rarely seen, his visits to the bar and his phone calls becoming increasingly irregular. These days, he pretty much only called when he needed something, usually asking me to bail him out of one scrape or another. For a cop, he had a lot of enemies in all the wrong places.  

Janice cooked me dinner and fussed over me on my birthday. I took her out to dinner at least once a week, and went around to her house as often as I could. We worked in the garden together, and she’d even been teaching me to cook, saying she worried that I wasn't eating right because I lived alone and didn't have a good woman to take care of me.  

That’s where I was heading now. Janice had been a bit sick lately, and today she had an appointment with her doctor. It was a follow up from some tests she’d had last week, and I didn't want her to go alone. She’d asked Kathy if she could go with her, but her daughter declined, saying she was too busy with work, and her new husband needed her there in the mornings. I had to laugh at that. What kind of needy bastard couldn't make his own breakfast or pack his own lunch? Piss weak sissy. I’d never met the man, but from everything Janice had said, it didn't sound like she liked him and it didn't sound like Kathy was happy either. Still, that was Kathy’s problem, not mine. She knew how I felt about her, she knew I was in love with her all those years ago, but she never looked at me the same way, and there was nothing I could do to change the way she thought or felt about me. Not back then, and certainly not now. That ship had sailed years ago. 

As I pulled into the driveway Janice came out onto the porch. She didn't frown at the noise of the bike, instead, I got a welcoming smile and a little wave. As soon as I killed the engine, she started down the stairs and headed towards me. “Thought we’d take the bike to the doctor’s this morning,” I smiled at her as I pulled off my helmet. “What do you think?” 

“Fat chance in hell,” she laughed as she hugged me. “Maybe one day you’ll get me on that bike, but today isn’t it.” Janice stepped back and reached for my hand as we headed into the house. “We’ve got time for breakfast before we have to head off, I bet you’ve had nothing but coffee this morning.” 

I could tell she was nervous about the day ahead and what news the doc might have for her, and it pissed me off that her own kids couldn't be here for her. There was no point in laying that on her though, she was worried enough without me giving her attitude about something that was out of her control. “How are the tomatoes coming along, have we got enough to make a spaghetti sauce yet?” I held the door open for her and followed her inside. 

“I think we might, once we pick all the ones that are ripe enough,” she looked over her shoulder at me as I followed her into the kitchen. “When we’re done at the doctors, if you have time, maybe we can pick them when we get home.” 

“Sure, I have time. The bar doesn't open until two, and I’ve got Jerry opening up and covering the first couple of hours, so I’m all yours for the day,” I grabbed the eggs from the fridge and went to stand next to her. “You’ve got me until about four this afternoon.” 

I watched Janice as she pottered around the kitchen, whipping up a big batch of scrambled eggs, frying up some bacon, nice and crispy, just the way I liked it. She talked non-stop as she fried some tomatoes and put the bread in the toaster. Janice was normally chatty, but this morning she was off the charts, and I knew why. When she sat a cup of coffee in front of me, then a plate of food fit for a king, she went back for her cuppa then sat. “It’s going to be okay you know,” I reached over and covered her hand with mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. “The doc’s probably just going to tell you that your cholesterol is high, or you need to ease up on the red wine at happy hour,” I winked at her, which made her laugh a little. 

I hated seeing Janice stress like this. She was normally the positive one. Every time I’d been in trouble, whether it was Nick’s doing or my own, she was the one to tell me that things would be okay. She was the one who stood by me and told me he still loved me like I was her own son. After every court date, every stint in juvie, every round of community service, she was the one there at the end of it telling me that things were going to change. That life was going to be full of good decisions from now on. Janice was the only one who never gave up on me, even when I gave up on myself. 

“Have you spoken to Nick lately?” Janice sipped her cuppa and started fiddling with the placemat in front of her. 

“Not for a couple of months,” I looked at her as I shovelled in another mouthful of eggs. “Damn this is good, gets better every time,” I winked at her, which earned me another smile, all be it a little one. “What’s wrong, why do you look so worried?” 

“Could you check in on him for me? Just give him a call, ask if he’s okay,” she looked at me, and this time, it was her that reached for my hand. “He talks to you Quinn, he won’t talk to me, but I know something’s wrong, I just know.” 

“I’ll give him a call tonight,” I patted her hand. Janice was probably right. Nick was always in some kind of trouble. Even being a cop didn't stop him from getting himself in with the wrong crowds. It had always been that way with him. When his father was alive he’d been able to use his influence on the force to keep Nick out of trouble, he’d pulled a lot of strings and called in a lot of favours just so his son got to keep his badge. But now Steve was gone and Nick was on his own. Jerry and the club had a book running on how much longer it’d be before Nick lost his job for misconduct, or outright law breaking of some kind. It’s just how it was, everyone knew it, and I suspect Janice knew it too. 

––––––––

[image: ]


I LOOKED OVER AT JANICE as we pulled into the driveway. She hadn't said a word all the way home, but I knew what she was thinking. “Come on, let’s go pick some tomatoes,” I reached over and squeezed her hand. “Maybe you can teach me how to make your spaghetti sauce so I can cook for you while you're not feeling well.” 

Janice didn't look at me, but she did keep a hold of my hand as she stared out the window, casting her gaze across her front garden. “I don't think I’ll do the treatment,” she sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m too old for chemo and all that prodding and poking, if it’s my time, it’s my time.” She turned to look at me with a small smile. “I’ll get to see Steve again, and your mum, I can tell her what a wonderful man you are, she’d be so proud of you.” 

“Never pegged you for a quitter Janice,” I looked directly into her eyes, and when her first tear fell, I felt like I was close to crying too. “You're not going to do this alone, I won’t let you. I’ll be with you every step. I’ll go to your treatments with you, and I’ll come stay with you after each one, I can juggle shifts at the bar so I can look after you, and I’m sure Kathy and Nick will step up and help too.” 

“No love, I can’t ask you to do that, and I won’t, you’re young, you have the bar to look after, and your own life to get on with,” she started shaking her head. “You heard what the doctor said, it’s stage two already, treatment might only hold it off for a little while, it’s unlikely it will fix me all together,” she covered my hand with both of hers. “I’d rather live the rest of my days as I am, at least I can enjoy the time I have left rather than be sick from the chemo and needing someone to care for me, I won’t have it.” 

“It’s your choice, but just know that if you change your mind, I’m here for you,” I kept my eyes on hers. “I’ll be here to do whatever you need of me, and you have to promise to call me whenever you need something, I don't care what time of the day or night it is, you call me okay.” 

“Thanks love,” she wiped away her tears and reached for her handbag. “Let’s get out into our veggie garden, that’ll cheer me up for a bit.” 

––––––––
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“ARSEHOLE,” I THREW my phone across the office and onto the couch. “Damn it,” I sat back in my chair and covered my face with my hands. The guy was such a selfish prick. Not a good time right now. When was it a good time for him to go see his mother, at her funeral? Maybe he’d make time then. 

I grabbed my helmet and keys and stormed out of my office, only to get half way down the corridor to turn and go back for my phone. “Fucking arsehole, selfish prick bastard,” I was talking to thin air, but I needed to rant. 

“You talking about Nick or me?” I spun around to see Jerry standing in the corridor behind me. “I’m guessing if it was me then you’d say it to my face, given you're not one to hold back how you feel and all,” Jerry had that trademark cocky grin on his face. 

“I’d say it to your face, and I’ll be saying all that and more to Nick when I get my hands on him,” I nodded back over my shoulder towards the bar area. “You good if I go out for a bit?” 

“I’m good, pretty quiet tonight, being a Wednesday and all,” I got the cocky grin again. Jerry could get away with that smarmy arse grin, because it was him. Anyone else grinned at me like that and I’d knock them flat on their arse in no time. It was the same with the fact that he finished pretty much every sentence with and all. Many people took the piss out of him for that, but they only ever did it once. Only it wasn't Jerry who set them straight, it was usually me. Jerry was like a little brother to me, so mess with him, and you mess with me. 

“Should only be gone an hour or so, call me if you need,” he followed me to the back door, giving me a short nod as he closed it behind me. 

As the bike roared to life, I revved the throttle as I thought about my conversation with Nick. He said Janice had called him with the news of her diagnosis, but he didn't have time to get around to see her right now, that he’d probably have time in a week or two, he’d have to see. Well that wasn't going to cut it, not for me. 

I cruised by the police station, but Nick’s car wasn't in the carpark, so I headed for his house. He only lived a few blocks from his mother’s place so it’s not like it would take a big chunk out of his day to go and see her. The more I thought about it, the more my blood pressure rose, which only intensified the foul mood I was in. I wanted to hit someone, and I hated feeling like that. The only time I liked being in my current mood was when the rest of the boys and I were on our way to deliver some justice, and while Nick needed a good flogging, now wasn't the time. 

I pulled to a stop a few houses up from Nick’s. His driveway was full of cars, which meant he had company. Probably not the best time for me to go barging on in there, but then again, when did I do what was best? Rarely. 

As I rolled to a stop out the front of the house, I took another look at the cars and weighed my options. Barge into a room full of Nick’s cop mates and have it out with him, or wait. Fuck it, this was his mother we were talking about. Barge into a room full of cops it is. 

I didn't bother knocking, the way I felt, I probably would have pounded the door down to the ground. Instead, I just walked on in, through the living room and into the kitchen diner where the noise was coming from. As soon as I rounded the corner I stopped in my tracks. Nick wasn't hanging with a bunch of his cop mates, he was with a bunch of blokes who looked like they were straight out of a modern day gangster movie. I had to hold back the laughter as I looked around the table. There were two guys with baseball caps on backwards, massive gold chains around their necks, and diamond earrings bigger than you’d see on a woman. Each had a topless woman on their lap. The third guy had a gut that made him look seven months pregnant, then there was the fourth guy, he looked like he was channelling Al Capone. Big gold chains, chewing on a toothpick, slicked back hair with enough oil in it to fry up a fish and chip dinner. 

“Quinn,” Nick shoved a topless girl off his lap and stood, showing everyone the bulge in his pants. “Pull up a chair man, we’ll deal you in.” He ushered for the girl in nothing but a G-string to get me a chair.

“I’m not staying,” I took three long strides to him and grabbed the front of his shirt in my fist. “You and me need to talk,” when Al Capone and the expectant father to be stood, I turned to them. “This doesn't concern you, so I suggest you sit back down,” I looked from one of them to the other. 

“It’s all good guys, he’s a friend,” Nick held up his hands in a sign of surrender, and they sat as I dragged him from the room before he could speak again. 

“Jesus, lighten up man,” Nick was slapping at my hand, trying to reef his shirt free. “Is this about Mum? I told you I’ll go see her soon.” 

I threw him onto the couch and stood over him. “You’ll go see her tomorrow. She needs you, don't be a fucking arse, she’s your mother and she’s sick, she’s dying, do you understand? She. Needs. You.” I enunciated every word, just so that he understood. “And clean yourself up before you go there, you look like shit.” 

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” Nick stood and got in my face. “Oh that’s right, you’re her little golden boy, the one she loves more than her own son.” He took two steps back from me and shook his head. “Fuck off Quinn, go back to your bar. I don't need you telling me how to run my life. I don't need you anymore.” 

“You don't need me,” I laughed a little. We both knew the next time he got into trouble that he’d be calling me. “That’s fine by me. But your mother does need you, so get your shit together and go see her before it’s too late,” I poked him in the chest. “Don’t ever call me for help again,” I looked over his shoulder at the four men sitting in his kitchen. “Good luck with those guys when it comes time to pay up, I hear the modern day gangsters don't like it when people owe them money Nicky boy,” I gave him a short nod, a sign that we were done for good. “Don’t come to me for help when they come after you.” 

I slammed the door behind me and stormed back to my bike. “Fucking arsehole,” I revved the engine and took off down the street. 

––––––––
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“HOW’D YOU GO?” JERRY looked up at me as I stepped behind the bar. 

“Waste of time,” I pulled myself a beer and took a long gulp. “You can go if you want, I can lock up tonight.” 

“All good,” Jerry shrugged back at me. “I don't mind staying, I’m going home to an empty house.” He grabbed another glass from the drying rack and stacked it on the shelf in the fridge. “Might go get us some food though, could do with a feed,” he threw the towel onto the bar and headed out. “Kebab from down the road okay with you?” 

“Take some money from the till,” I looked over at him as I served Ivan, the regular sitting in front of me. 

“I’ll take some money from the till,” Ivan looked at me hopefully. 

“No chance Ivan, your tab is already over the limit,” I sat a beer in front of him. “Maybe you need to settle it tonight.” 

Ivan slapped a wad of bills on the bar and shook his head. “Had a good night at the poker table last night,” he grinned at me. “Your mate Nick wasn't so lucky, he was lucky to leave that place with his shirt on.” 

“Is that right?” I took the wad of bills, counted out his tab, then sat the rest in front of him. 

“Yep, I know when to walk away, like that Kenny Rodgers song, The Gambler,” he sipped his beer and laughed a little. “Not like your mate Nick, he just wouldn’t quit, not even when they took his last dollar, he just kept going.” Now he was shaking his head again. “Those Irish guys, they’re not the kind of people you want to be owing money to.” 

So last night he was playing poker with the Irish. Tonight it was the Italian’s. Nick needed to get a handle on his addiction, but I didn't think that would happen any time soon. I just hope he got his shit together while Janice was still alive to see it. It’d break her heart to die knowing her son made such poor life choices. 

****
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KATHY

I looked out the kitchen window as I trimmed the flower stems. Playing on a loop in my mind was that old saying, if you don’t like how things are, change it, you're not a tree. True, I wasn't a tree, but I couldn't see a way out of the mess I was in. We’d only been married ten months, but it had been the worst ten months of my life. I was partly to blame for the misery that was my life, but the majority of the blame lay squarely on Anthony’s shoulders. It was he who chose to beat me. It was he who chose to ridicule me, berate me, yell and scream at me. It was he who chose to mock me, make fun of my every move, to humiliate me and chisel away all the self-confidence and self-worth I ever had. He chose to be like that in our marriage, not me. 

I desperately wanted to go and see my mother, but that would have to wait for the black eye to fade and the cut on my lip to heal. I didn't want her seeing me like this, not before, and especially not now. I wiped away the tear that rolled down my cheek and said a thousand curses under my breath at the man who was supposed to love me. When Mum called to tell me of her diagnosis, all I wanted to do was go straight to her and hold her tight. She deserved nothing less. She was the best mother a girl could want, she didn't deserve this. 

Nick was no help. When I called him to ask if he’d been to see Mum he gave me some bullshit excuse about being too busy with work. Too busy gambling away the last of his pay packet no doubt. He was a lousy brother, always had been. Not that anyone had seen this of course, not while Quinn was around. Everyone saw Quinn as the disappointment, and that wasn't fair. I wiped away another tear as I thought about Quinn. He looked so sad and dejected the last time I saw him. I was hopeful that he’d come to my wedding, but not surprised when he didn't show. Weddings and celebrations weren’t really his thing. Shame that, because the man looked damn fine in a suit. Least he did at my father’s funeral. I can still see him walking alongside Nick as they and some of my cousins carried Dad’s coffin out of the church, walking slowly past the police guard of honour that had formed. I can still remember the look on both their faces. Nick looking worried because now he was on his own with no one to bail him out all the time, and Quinn looking concerned and pained by the sadness of my mother. 

Closing my eyes, I thought back to that day. Seeing Quinn at the house, riding with him, Mum and Nick in the car to the cemetery. There were a few times when I felt like it was just the two of us in that small enclosed space, but it wasn't. I remember how every now and again I’d look up to find him looking at me, but he’d look away just as quick as our eyes landed on each other. I noticed the look Nick gave him each time that would happen, and the look that Quinn would shoot back at Nick. Something was going on between those two, but I couldn't figure it out back then, and I hadn't figured it out since. All I knew was that given half the chance, I’d have Quinn Brooks stripped naked and in my bed faster than he could blink. 

I sucked in a deep breath at the thought of his naked body against mine. I imagined what it would be like to run my hands over his broad chest, down over his washboard abs, and wrap my hand around what I was sure would be an impressive dick. He didn't strike me as the kind of guy to have a small dick. I let out a slow breath as I shook my head to get rid of the thoughts. 

I snipped the last of the flowers and wiped away the last of my tears. It had to stop, the thoughts and fantasies of Quinn. He wasn't interested in me, and now, for better or for worse, I was married to Anthony. Only trouble was, there was never any of the for better part, it was always for the worst of it.

With all the flowers prepped and ready for arranging, I went down the hall to the bedroom. I needed to put on some make up before the customers got here to pick up their arrangements. The last thing I needed for my new business was for word to spread that the woman running the show was always black and blue, that wouldn't go down well, not in the wedding industry. I laughed a little at that. I was most definitely not a good advertisement for the happily every after dream. One of the good things about running my own business from home was not having to front up to a workplace and needing to come up with excuses for the various bruises I was usually sporting. Today I only had four pick-ups, and all of them were this morning. Saturday was always one of my busiest days, which made sense given I specialised in wedding bouquets. Midweek was usually the funeral bouquets, or the ones for men who needed to suck up to their partners for whatever reason. Anthony could buy his weight in flowers and it would never make up for what he’d done to me, never. 

As I made up the flower arrangements, I thought about ways that I could get out. I had no access to money, not even the money from my business, Anthony saw to that. He was an accountant, and he was my business accountant, which is how we met. He always seemed so nice, so pleasant. He wooed me with fancy dinner dates, random gifts for no reason, showered me with compliments, and whispered many promises of a good happy life together. We were together for three years before he proposed, and once we were married he turned into the devil himself. I guess it was what people refer to as the long con, and boy was I well and truly conned. 

So stashing away money wasn't an option. I could pack up my things and go move in with my mother, that was always an option, but Anthony would come looking for me, and the last thing Mum needed right now was my life drama to worry about. I could call Nick, but I honestly didn't see what use that would be. He was a lousy brother, and an even more pathetic cop. Dad would be so ashamed if he was still alive to see the person that Nick had become. I needed to call him regardless. I hadn't spoken to him since last time he came to ask me for a loan. His gambling was out of control, but even if I wanted to, I couldn't help him. Anthony saw to that. But I needed to speak to him about Mum, and there was no time like the present. 

The phone rang for so long, I was just about to hang up when he answered. “What is it? I’m busy so make it quick,” he sounded pissed that he even had to answer the phone. 

“Hey big brother, how are you?” I put on an exaggerated cheery voice. 

“Busy,” his comeback was short and sharp. 

“I just wanted to ask if you’ve been to see Mum, I can’t get there for a few days, I just wanted to know if she’s okay,” I slumped into a chair and rubbed my forehead. Why did talking with my brother have to be such hard work? 

“I haven’t seen her yet, I’m busy too, you’re not the only one who works you know,” I swear I heard someone in the background ask if he was in or out. He was at another card game, losing more money no doubt. “I’ll go see her in a few days, she’ll be right, she’s not that sick yet.” 

“Nick!” The frustration came out in my voice as soon as I spoke. “She’s all alone, she needs us, is there any way you can get there this afternoon, or tomorrow morning even?” 

“I told you, I’m busy, besides, she’s got Quinn, she’ll be fine,” he sounded distracted again, and I knew the conversation was over. “I gotta go.” The line went dead before I could say another word. 

I looked at the phone in my hand and contemplated calling Quinn, but what would I say. Hey, have you been to see my mother, the one diagnosed with cancer, because I’ve been kind of busy and can’t get there for a few more days. He’d think even less of me than he already does, and I didn't want that. Instead, I called Mum myself. 

“Hey Mum,” I was on the verge of tears again, but I tried not to let her hear it in my voice. “How are you? I’m so sorry I haven’t been around.” 

“Oh love, I’m fine. It’s early days yet, and the medication they have me on helps with the pain, but I’ll be fine,” she tried to sound upbeat, but I knew my mother. She was anything but fine, and I felt so bad for not being there with her. “How are you? What’s going on with you? You don’t sound happy.” 

“I’m fine Mum, I just wish I could get there to see you now, but things are just so flat out busy,” I closed my eyes and cursed myself for lying to my dying mother. “I should be free in a few days, I’ll come hang out with you for the day then if that’s okay.” 

“That’d be wonderful. Just let me know when you’ll be coming around and I’ll make sure I’m home,” she sounded like she wanted to say more, but she wasn’t sure. 

“What is it Mum?” I heard her suck in a breath. “Come on, out with it, what’s got you so worried?” 

“I’m worried about your brother. I haven’t seen him in weeks, he and Quinn had some kind of argument, not that Quinn told me about it, I can just tell,” now she sounded frustrated.

“I just spoke to Nick a few minutes ago, he sounded fine,” I closed my eyes as I spoke. Yep, I was surely going to hell now, not one, but two lies to my dying mother. “He’s just super busy right now, some big case he’s working on,” in for a penny, in for a pound I thought. 

“If you say so, maybe it’s just me over reacting,” she laughed a little. “I was thinking of having everyone over for a barbeque in a week or two, hopefully Nicky won’t be quite so busy then.” 

“That sounds nice Mum, Anthony and I will be there for sure,” I wanted to know if Quinn would be there too, but I wasn't about to ask. 

––––––––
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AS SOON AS I HEARD the front door slam I knew it was going to be a bad evening. If Anthony came in all sweetness and light it usually turned out to be okay, but when he came in angry, there was no changing his mood. But I had everything done in preparation for an evening like this, and there was nothing more I could do. 

“How long until dinner?” He barked at me as he came into the kitchen. “What have you been doing all day?” 

“Dinner will be ready in about ten minutes, and I’ve been busy. You know Saturday’s are my busiest day of the week.” I went over to him and loosened his tie. “Why don’t you go and get changed, by the time you come back I’ll have dinner served.” 

––––––––
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WE ATE IN SILENCE, something else that was never a good sign, and I knew for sure now that something was bothering him. “Your brother came to see me today, came by my office,” he spoke without looking up at me. “Wanted a loan,” he looked up at me now and took a sip of his beer. “Didn't realise I’d married into a family of leeches.” 

“Why did he want a loan?” I toyed with the food on my plate, and wondered if Nick had told Anthony the real reason he needed money. 

“Said your mother’s sick, and he wanted to help her out with some modifications to the house, make life easier for her when she can’t get around on her own anymore,” Anthony cocked his head and looked at me. “Why didn't you tell me your mother was sick, don't you think that’s something I’d care about?” 

“I only found out a few days ago,” I stood and reached for my plate, my appetite long gone. 

“I didn't say you were excused,” he slammed his fist on the table as he kept his eyes locked on mine. “Sit down, this discussion isn’t over.” Anthony reached over and grabbed my hand, squeezing it hard. I knew there was no point in trying to pull my hand back as that would only make him tighten his grip. “You should have told me, we could have gone and seen her, taken her some flowers at least,” he gave my hand one last violent squeeze then threw it back towards me. “We’ll go see her tomorrow, make sure you cover that eye good.” 

When I went to stand again, Anthony was on his feet in a flash. “I didn't say you could leave the table,” he grabbed my shoulder and dug his fingers in deep as he shoved me back down into my seat. He didn't let up on his grip as he moved around behind me, bending down to whisper in my ear. “You're becoming a very disobedient little wife aren’t you?” 

“I’m sorry,” I sucked in a deep breath, and tried to focus on something other than the pain in my shoulder. “May I please be excused?” 

Anthony kept breathing in my ear for a moment, then he released my shoulder and stepped back so that I could move. I stood, but I only got one step away before his fist landed squarely in my side, just around the back a little, right in the kidney area, then he grabbed my hair, reefing me back towards him. “Turn around,” he spun me around so I was looking at him. I kept my eyes locked onto his, it was my one act of defiance when it came to Anthony. “Don’t look at me like that,” he grabbed my chin and squeezed it hard for a few seconds before letting me go. I thought it was over for the night, but as he stepped around me he landed one more punch to the other kidney, and I crumpled in a heap on the floor as he walked away laughing. 

I heard the back door slam, then the squeak of the garage door as it opened. As soon as the garage door squeaked shut again I let myself cry. I couldn't go on like this. Getting out was going to be hard, but staying would be harder. This is not the life I wanted for myself, and this is not the life I wanted to bring children into. I needed a plan, because without a plan, I was never going to get out. 

––––––––
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ANTHONY WAS LIKE JEKYLL and Hyde, not the first time I thought that, but this morning, there was no trace of the violent narcissist who had hit me last night, leaving deep purple bruises on my torso. He was smart, I’d give him that. He knew we’d be going to my mother’s today, so he left no visible bruises. Smart was one word, cunning was another. Deceptive too. He was all smiles and light as he drove us to my childhood home. He was chatting and smiling like everything was perfectly fine, and I guess for him it was. He wasn't the one sitting here in pain, trying to get comfortable in the seat when both of my sides hurt like hell. He wasn't the one living on a knifes edge, not knowing when the next blow would be struck. I wanted that life for him. I wanted him to be scared. I wanted him to be the one to listen for every little sound, every little movement that might give him a clue as to what kind of mood I was in. I wanted him to fall asleep crying, and wake up feeling like there was nothing to live for. 

“You're deep in thought,” he raised my hand to his lips and kissed my fingers. “What are you thinking about?” His smile was as fake as our happy marriage. 

“About you,” I smiled back at him. Two could play the fake game. “I was just thinking that I wished you could be just as happy as I am.” 

Anthony smiled back at me, and it took every ounce of will power I had not to laugh aloud. He honestly thought I was happy, and that I wanted this for him too. How could he think I liked any aspect of my life? How could he think that I was genuinely happy? 

I looked up when we pulled into my mother’s driveway. Nick’s car wasn't here, but there was a blue jeep parked in her driveway. She did say she wanted a family barbeque, I just hoped that family included Quinn. It’d be good to see him again, even if I could never have him the way I wanted. 

“Shall we go inside,” Anthony reached for my hand and pulled it to his lips again. He kissed my fingers gently then smiled. “Have I told you lately how much I love you?” He kissed my fingers again, then dropped my hand and opened the car door, leaving me sitting there wondering just how messed up he really was. 

“Kathy,” Mum answered the door and pulled me into a big hug. “It’s so good to see you,” she held onto my waist, and I had to make a conscious effort not to grimace when she touched my bruises. “Come in,” she ushered us both inside. “How have you been Anthony? It’s been so long since I’ve seen you both.” 

“Janice, I’m so sorry to hear the news, you have to let us know if there’s anything we can do for you,” Anthony gave my mother a smile just as fake as the one he’d given me earlier. 

As soon as I stepped into the kitchen I stopped. There were no words as Quinn and I looked at each other. It was different to the way he used to look at me. He looked lost, all the fire gone from his eyes, and that saddened me. One of the things I loved about Quinn Brooks was his deep brown eyes. They always looked like they were soulful and kind, and now they just looked lost. I know we hadn’t seen each other in a while, but he was in constant contact with my mother, which was good. She needed him, especially seeing as though I never knew when I’d be able to get here, and Nick was so unreliable as well.

“Kathy,” I heard the deep timbre of Quinn’s voice and realised that everyone was looking at me. I snapped back to it when I felt Anthony’s hand on my back, digging his finger into one of the deep bruises he’d put there the night before. “Quinn,” I kept my eyes locked on Quinn as he extended his hand to Anthony and introduced himself.

“Anthony,” my husband shook Quinn’s hand, and I could see the corner of Quinn’s mouth turn up into a cheeky little smile when Anthony put a little extra effort into his grip. That smile always did make my girly bits flutter, and it seemed nothing had changed in that regard. “You a friend of Nick’s?” Anthony looked from Quinn to me. “Or an old boyfriend of my wife’s?”  

I didn’t miss the small laugh that came from Quinn, like the thought of going out with me was a joke to him, and it kind of hurt. “Quinn’s a friend of Nick’s, but he also lived with us for many years, he’s like a brother to me,” I stepped forward and put my hands on Quinn’s shoulders, pulling him down so I could kiss him on the cheek then hold him in a hug. I know the move surprised him, it had to, because it surprised me just as much. What the hell was I thinking hugging him like that, and in front of Anthony no less. This was going to hurt later, I knew it. “It’s good to see you again, it’s been too long,” I stepped back and stood beside Anthony, and all I could think was that I was with the wrong man.

“Yeah, it has been too long,” he kept his eyes on mine, and maybe I was reading more into it than I should have, but I swear I saw a flicker of hurt in his eyes. I shook my head, not a chance. He didn’t want me, he never did in the past, and we hadn’t seen each other for years, so why would he want me now? 
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