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Dedication

To My Family

Thank you for loving me for who I am.

 



 


WARNING

My brain isn’t capable of writing a sweet
romance novel.

 



 


 The Branson Family and
Associates

 


Nadine Branson AKA Nana — The grandmother
and the undeniable leader of the family

JB — Real name is Jupiter Blaze Branson, son
to Savanna and Wayne Branson

Caesar — Twin brother to JB, son to Savanna
and Wayne Branson

Savanna Branson — Mother to JB and Caesar;
killed in a motor vehicle accident

Wayne Branson — Father to JB and Caesar;
Nana’s oldest son

Douglas White AKA Pug — JB and Caesar’s
uncle; Wayne’s brother

Thomas Branson — Mule Pug’s son

River Branson — From the Tennessee branch of
the Branson family

Amina Lewis — Artist and girlfriend to
JB

Gannon Branson — JB and Caesar’s second
Cousin from Kentucky

Denim Branson — Cousin

Flint Branson — Harmony County Sheriff

Tobias — Malicious Bastards Soldier

Blue — Malicious Bastards Club President

Hope Douglas — Fiancée to River Branson

Gina Port — JB’s off and on
ex-girlfriend

Nancy Lewis — Amina’s mother

Paulette Stevens — Amina’s best friend

Dobie Branson — Nancy’s ex-boyfriend

 



 


 Chapter One






JB raises his head up over the hood of the raven
black, 1967 Ford Mustang. The roar of a Ford pickup truck heading
his way sends an irritated jolt through his body. Instantly, a knot
the size of Texas furiously forms in the pit of his stomach.

Standing to his full six foot four inches, he
focuses on the driver pulling to a rolling stop near his vehicle.
The man about to disrupt his peace and quiet is his brother,
Caesar. JB takes his 9mm Glock off the engine and shoves it
underneath his oil-stained, blue t-shirt. He picks up a wrench as
Caesar gives him a chin nod, opens the driver side door, and climbs
out.

They vaguely resemble each other, considering that
they’re identical twins. Whiskey and women can take its toll.

The better-looking twin is a personal perception. He
and Caesar both have short, brownish-black hair, with what women
say are smoldering gray eyes. They are the same height and weight.
Both are muscular, physically powerful, especially when provoked.
This is where the resemblance ends.

Caesar’s face is clean-shaven and he has no visible
tattoos. In a suit, he can pass for what society calls acceptable.
On the opposite end, over half of JB’s body is covered in skin art
and he always looks like he needs a shave. He’s a lot of things,
but suitable for society, in or out of a suit, he isn’t and he
likes it that way. Even their personalities are complete opposites,
hence his personal preference for living at the lake house away
from the whole world.

“Bro!” Caesar reaches out and grabs
JB. He pulls him in for a handshake and a tight hug. They’ve talked
on the phone, texted one another, but Caesar has only seen his
brother twice in the last five months. JB exiled himself from the
family.

JB’s eyes narrow with suspicion. Then he arches one
eyebrow in a questioning slant. His brother knows that he doesn’t
do well when people invade his personal space. “What’s up?” JB
closely watches Caesar’s body language. Lately, he doesn’t trust
anyone, not even his brother. He glares as he waits for a
response.

“Don’t point that nine millimeter
over here.” Caesar cracks a sneaky smile and motion toward the
weapon underneath JB’s shirt.

“Do I have a reason to?” JB
replied, with no inflection in his voice.

“Of course not.” Caesar backs up a
step to give back JB’s enormous area of personal space.

JB digs his nails into his palms. Caesar knows by
now that when he feels cornered things will go bad quickly.

“Is Nana alright?” Their
eighty-four-year-old grandmother had a health scare last year. She
was in the hospital for several days until they were able to get
her blood pressure under control. He hasn’t seen her since his
release from the Brickman State Mental Hospital five months
ago.

Caesar arches his left eyebrow. “She’s fine. Catch
the news this morning?”

“I only watch Food Network, porn,
and HGTV,” JB replies without cracking a smile. He saunters over
and places the wrench on top of a nearby tree stump. “What’s going
on?” He grabs a towel from the same stump and wipes the grease from
his hands.

“Dad…” Caesar pauses. “They found
him over on Jane Street. Shot in the upper back. It barely missed
his heart. He had a stroke during the surgery.” His face twists in
anguish as he studies the oil stains on JB’s clothes. “It might be
a good idea to go see him.”

“I should find the asshole that put
a bullet in him and beat his ass for being a shit shot!”

The anger in JB’s voice sends a numbing chill
through the air.

A groan escapes from Caesar’s tightly-clenched
mouth. “The shooting probably has to do with the family business.”
Even though he looks tense, he relaxes his stance to make sure that
JB clearly understands he’s not a threat. One false move and he’ll
be shut out again.

“That doesn’t have anything to do
with me anymore.”

“Don’t be an asshole.”

JB smirks. “Seems I touched a nerve. Feeling
guilty?”

A scowl covers Caesar’s sculptured face. “They got
Cowboy, too. He wasn’t so lucky. He was shot three times.”

“Is he … is he dead?” JB asks as
the tightness in his stomach and chest increases. Other than their
mother, Cowboy is the only other person that completely understands
him. His face is etched with desperation. He’ll be completely lost
if Cowboy dies.

“No, he’s in ICU. He’s a tough
fucker. I don’t know how, but he’s holding on.”

“The sperm donor isn’t in ICU?” His
lips curl in disgust. He can’t remember a time when he thought of
Wayne as a father. A father is someone who loves his children,
their mother, and protects them till the bitter end. Sacrificing
everything for their benefit. Wayne is nothing but a self-centered
prick.

“No, he’s not.”

“How convenient. He gets shot and
he doesn’t end up in intensive care. He must have bribed death to
let him escape unscathed.”

“He had a stroke, too!”

“He’s not in ICU!” JB spit on the
ground. This whole thing leaves a bad taste in his mouth, in more
ways than one. He stomps back over to his vehicle. Despite his
anger, he gently closes the hood on his car. No way is he going to
take his anger out on his most valued possession. “Who got to
Cowboy?”

“I don’t know for sure.”

“Were they at the dive bar that the
Malicious Bastards own?”

“They were shot about a hundred
yards from the back door.”

“I told y’all those bikers can’t be
trusted. They’re a bunch of fake-ass Hells Angels rejects. No legit
one percent club will have anything to do with them.” JB narrows
his gray eyes. “I told everyone we need to deal with the Vendetta,
not the Malicious Bastards. That club lives by an honorable code. I
can respect them.”

“We don’t have a beef with any of
the bikers’ clubs.”

“It could have been one person
doing the shooting. I’ve done it, taken out more than one person by
myself,” JB calmly replies as he wipes a smudge from the hood of
his Mustang. “We all have our roles in the family.” He shrugs. “I
did what I had to do, it was my job. However, I don’t believe in
coincidences. All eyes should be on those bikers.” JB sighs.
“Listen, if you want guns, show me the cash for the guns. Anything
else, then climb back in that truck and drive away.”

“This is crazy. Stop being pissed
off and anti-social.” An icy bitterness spikes Caesars voice. Blood
or not, he’s losing patience with his stubborn brother.

“I got all I need out here to
survive. I know how to hunt and fish. I got a garden around back.
The only thing I go to town for is whiskey, cigarettes, and pussy.
Plus, the occasional weapons deal. The truth always comes to light,
be it good or bad. Nothing stays hidden forever.

“I’m the only one that sees the
truth. The sperm donor we call a father killed our mother. I don’t
give a damn if it was ruled an accident. Faulty brakes, my ass! He
should be dead, not her, but when I tried to take matters into my
own hands the Branson Clan, my
family, intervened!” He spits out the
words in a grudging tone. “I went from the hospital to the psych
ward. Kiss my ass, I’m done with all of you!” He begins pacing up
and down in front of the car as he scowls at Caesar.

“There’s no proof whatsoever that
he did anything!” Caesar firmly states.

“We claim to be loyal to one
another but we aren’t. Psychiatric hospital…” his voice trails off.
“That’s the fifth time, bro. Five times I’ve been locked up in the
nut house.” JB’s voice fills with viciousness.

“This isn’t something new, JB. This
has been going on since we were kids.”

“It’s not my fault that out of the
two of us, I got the crazy gene.”

“I didn’t say that it was. Grandpa
was the same way.” Sadness filled Caesar’s eyes. “Mental health
issues run in the family.”

“Don’t do that man.” He points at
his brother. “Don’t fucking look at me with pity. Leave — just
leave. Get the hell off my property!”

Caesar mumbles out several curses as he stomps back
over to his truck and slings the door open. He pauses as he tries
to gain control of his emotions. He slowly turns to face his
brother. “It’s been rough for everyone.” His voice cracks with
anguish. “JB, I need my brother back. Fuck everyone else. We — we
don’t do this.” He points back and forth between the two of them.
He chokes up and his eyes water. “We have our disagreements, then
we make up. That’s how it’s always been and I don’t want that to
change. I swear, JB, dad didn’t do anything to that car. Mom is
gone. I hate to admit it, but I wasn’t the favorite. It made me
jealous on countless occasions, but I miss her, too.”

JB bites down on the inside of his cheek. “Life gets
blurry. It hadn’t happened in a long time. I did so well for so
many years. I never thought I’d see the inside of a psych hospital
again.” A hunted look engulfs him. “Things in my head … they get
jumbled and … I don’t know. It’s hard to explain but to send me
back there, that was wrong. How I am, it’s not my fault.” He
doesn’t hide the betrayal he feels.

“I know.” Caesar looks away for a
second. “The longer things go unrepaired the worse they’ll get. I
hate to ask, but this shooting ... we got to handle this as a
family.”

JB eyes his brother. “Do you really think the brakes
really failed on mom’s car?”

Caesar nods. “I know for a fact that the brakes
failed. I also know that dad didn’t have anything to do with that.”
He waits but gets no response from JB. “An hour, that’s all I’m
asking. Just give us — me — one hour. Come back to the compound
with me.”

JB doesn’t reply, instead he turns and stares out at
the lake. His body feels tense at the thought of spending time with
his entire family again. He doesn’t know if he’s mentally ready yet
for the drama and chaos they bring into his life. Honestly, he
doesn’t know if he wants to be part of the family again.

“I’m not just here about dad and
Cowboy. We got another problem — Jasper. We’re almost positive that
the Feds got to him.” From the look on JB’s face, Caesar knows that
he needs to back off and give him time to absorb everything. He
quickly changes the subject. “What’s that building over
there?”

JB finally breaks his stare down with the lake and
glances over at what Caesar is pointing to — a slab of concrete
near the side of the house. “I’m adding onto the house. Hard to
believe that we built this place fifteen years ago,” JB chuckles as
he remembers the fun they had building the house. “It’s a babe
magnet; they think it’s romantic out here.”

“Did you get any pussy lately?”
Caesar deviously laughs.

“Yup, I did!” JB finally turns up
the corner of his lips in a smirk.

“No shit, who was it?”

“Not to brag, but there’s been more
than one woman out here lately,” JB smugly responds. “The last one
was some chick, name was Alice, I met her at Punks Bar. She was
weird. She kept on saying how she spells Alice with a y instead of
an i. Like that was supposed to impress me or
something.”

“Was she hot?”

“She looked alright, but I was
drinking. She had blonde hair and big fake tits. Not the good fake
ones either — that I do remember. They felt hard. I don’t like
that.”

“Yeah, I don’t like that either,”
Caesar adds.

“She did like the lake view,” JB
continues.

“You’re doing a lot of remodeling
out here.” Caesar looks back down the road he’d driven. “I was
surprised that the main gate wasn’t up, then I saw some guys
working on the fencing.”

“Yeah, I’m having some areas
repaired. I’m adding more security cameras throughout the twenty
acres. I don’t need people sneaking up on me. I don’t like it; it
makes me edgy.”

“Did something happen?”

“Nothing happens — but I don’t want
anything to happen either. The sensor on the main gate was messing
up.”

The sound of fish splashing in the lake brings a
flock of ducks swooping down onto the water. Caesar taps the door
of his truck with his keys as he watches the circle of life in
front of him. Finally, the awkward silence goes on longer than he
had anticipated. “Coming back with me or what?”

JB scrunches up his face as he turns and looks at
Caesar. “I’m not making any promises, but I would like to see Nana.
She’s getting up there in age.” Even though he’s upset with the
decision to put him back in the mental hospital, he loves her.
She’s his grandmother, the matriarch of the family, and he was
raised to respect that.

“It’s a start and I’ll take it,”
Caesar laughs. “It hasn’t been the same since all that shit went
down.”

JB rubs a hand across his scruffy face. “Is everyone
at the compound?”

“Pretty much. Nana called a
meeting.”

JB feels insulted that his brother didn’t come out
to visit him out of concern.

“I told her I was coming over here.
This has gone on long enough. Hell, JB, this is the longest we’ve
been apart. I hate text messaging and with the F-up reception out
here, ninety percent of the time, phone calls get
dropped.”

“Miss me, huh?” JB jokes. He likes
knowing that Caesar misses him.

“We shared the same womb and we
even went to prison together.” Caesar laughs. “Just come back.
We’ll have the meeting, maybe go pick up some women or just sit on
the porch and drink some beer or something.”

JB shrugs. “Is Nana still mad at me?”

“It’s more like she’s worried, not
mad. The decision about putting you back in Brickman was a rough
one, but professional help was needed and fast.” Caesar pauses. “We
were all scared of you and worried too. It was bad, JB. Much worse
than the times before — twelve people had to team up to gain
control of the situation. You broke Tommy’s jaw in two places.
Fucked up Royce’s knee — that boy is still walking with a limp.
Pug, well he’s still ugly. Pretty hard to mess up his face.” Caesar
laughs. “You smashed my head so hard into the table, I got
twenty-two staples in my head.” Caesar rubs the spot on the top of
his head. “I still get headaches.”

“Sorry,” JB mumbles. “Jasper ...
did he go to the Feds or did they seek him out?”

“It’s looking like he made a deal
with them. We’re not sure who approached who first.”

JB lets out a long, deep sigh. The one thing he
can’t stand is a snitch. “Who cooked?”

Caesar smiles. “Aunt Cora was
frying up some chicken and making mash potatoes from
real potatoes, not that
box crap. Nana baked a double chocolate and peanut butter cake. It
was sitting on the counter when I left.”

JB shakes his head. “That’s low, man, real low. That
damn cake is my Achilles heel.”

“I’m just telling you what we have
to eat.” Caesar’s eyes sparkle the way they always do when he knows
he has the upper hand.

JB laughs. It’s sincere and it feels good. Memories
of Nana taking the time to bake him his favorite cake always warms
his heart. “I’m not promising anything ... but give me ten minutes.
Let me change my shirt and wash some of this grease off me.”

Caesar smiles. “That cake does the trick every
time!” he teases.

JB shakes his head as he flips his brother off,
walking up onto the porch. “Fuck you!” he laughs as he strolls into
the house.







 Chapter Two






Nadine Branson, also known as Nana, sips her ice tea
and gazes out of the window. She scrutinizes each of her beloved
family members that’re out in the front yard. However, among the
dysfunctional, motley crew, only a few of the members are allowed
inside the house right now.

Sixty-five family members live on their hundred and
twenty-six-acre compound in various houses. There are three barns,
numerous buildings, and a Wander house, as the kids call it. It’s a
safe, warm, fully-functional five bedroom, two bath house for any
member of the Branson Family to use, especially those looking for a
place to lay low temporarily. The refrigerator is always stocked
and each bedroom closet and dresser have several different sizes of
clothing for men, women, and children. Portable cribs are also
available, if needed.

Also living in her house are her two sisters, Cora
and Daisy. Both are widowers, just like her.

Three of the select officers of the family stroll
into the house and sit down at the custom-built dining room
table.

During a meeting like this, she doesn’t allow kids
and non-officers in the house. They are not part of the
decision-making process. It’s always been that way and it will
always be that way. Rules must be in place or else there is
chaos.

She glances out the bay window again. Caesar and JB
are nowhere in sight. She lets out a deep sigh as she rubs the back
of her neck. JB has caused her many sleepless nights. It’s guilt,
the words flash in her mind. A big part of her knows that she was
pushing JB too far too fast. He was always the one that took things
to heart. He holds onto pain and never lets it go. It festers there
until it breaks him. She used to tell herself that she was playing
to his strengths and building his character. What she has really
done is turn him into a broken man. She blinks back a tear and
pushes the doubts to the back of her mind. She’s getting too old
for the daily grind as the leader of the Indiana branch of the
family.

As she sees it right now, only Caesar can take over
when the time comes — possibly him and River together. Honestly,
she wants it to be JB and Caesar together, heading the family.
However, she’s always known deep down inside that leading the
family wasn’t going to be JB’s destiny. No matter her feelings,
she’s learned over the years that each member of the family has
their own strength.

Those talents need to be shaped to benefit the
family. JB is too unpredictable, unstable, and it’s only getting
worse. He’s the one most like his grandfather, which is why he
holds a special place in her heart. The older he gets the more he
takes on his grandfather’s mannerism — the good and the bad. She
shakes her head at the thought.

The sound of doors slamming and the uproar of
chatter outside breaks through her thoughts — she shifts her blue
eyes over to the window again. Caesar has arrived and he has JB
with him. A wave of relief washes over her and a smile covers her
face as she watches JB wipe a smudge off his Mustang. She’s more
than positive the smudge isn’t really there. JB and Caesar stroll
into the house and right away both walk over and give her a kiss,
each twin taking a rosy cheek.






• • •






JB takes a seat near Nana, and Caesar sits directly
across from him. He watches his family, the fellow officers of the
Indiana branch of the Branson family, fill the seats at the table.
An exchange of money begins between his three cousins. Obviously,
they had placed bets on whether he’d show up. They’re smiling as
they exchange money but the tension is so thick you can cut it with
a knife. Maybe it was a mistake coming here?

“Well, if it isn’t the man of the
hour!” Pug says as he sits his short, stocky frame down. He grins
as he rubs his hand across his short-muzzled face.

JB gives him a nod. It’s nice to see that his uncle
is happy that he’s here. He’s willing to bet that Pug probably
thought he’d hold onto his anger for another month maybe two.

“Thanks, Uncle Pug. How’s it
going?”

“Alright,” Pug nods. “It’s good for
all of us to be together.”

“I’m not back.” JB stares at his
uncle — flashes of his uncle kicking him in the face and knocking
out two of his back teeth appear in his head. A lot went down that
night when they tried to get him under control. He wishes he could
remember everything all at once. Instead, the images are like
pieces of a puzzle. “Is the money a bet on whether or not I’d show
up or whether or not I’m still crazy?”

“A little bit of both.” Pug opens
his mouth wide as he laughs and all of his tobacco stained teeth
show.

“Alright, everyone quiet!” Nana
begins by tapping the edge of her cane on the table. Her voice is
slightly shaky, revealing her age, but it still holds
authority.

Respectful silence fills the room and all eyes turn
towards their leader.

“Now that we’re all back together
we have a lot to deal with and no time to do it. I’m going to start
with the most recent dumbass act.”

“I guess that would be me,” JB
jokes. A few quiet chuckles came from the table. Yet, JB notices
the exchange of questioning glances between his cousins. He can
tell that they think he’s going to go crazy again at any
moment.

“Not this time. This is about
another dumbass. Now, I shouldn’t have to inform anyone that our
methamphetamines are a huge moneymaker for the family. For some in
the family, it’s their bread and butter. I expect for those
involved in this part of the family business to use common sense. A
side business isn’t any of my concern, as long as it doesn’t blow
back on the family. Don’t mess with my money. Don’t let cocky
behavior get family members sent to prison.”

Heads nod in agreement.

“Since everyone agrees, then why
did Flint inform me that a Branson has people selling our Purple
Haze near a damn elementary school?” She skeptically eyes everyone
at the table, except JB.

Questioning, low mumbles erupt from the people at
the table. This is a rule that everyone in the family knows not to
break. The information she has must be wrong. No one would do
something so risky.

“Well, that does count me out!” JB
relaxes and sits back, mentally placing odds on who the idiot is.
He glances over at his grandmother. He knows that, to most people,
she looks like the typical white-haired grandmother. He’s always
felt that she resembles every version of Mrs. Santa Claus he’s
seen. His Nana is short, round, and plump, with wire-rim glasses
and a friendly smile, but on the flip side, she’ll rip a new hole
into anyone who gets on her bad side. She might be old, but she can
still strike the fear of God into people. She was raised by her
moonshiner and gunrunner parents in Tennessee before marrying
Gabriel Branson from Indiana.

She’s a survivor of two bouts of cancer, a stroke,
and the life-changing image of finding her husband dead with the
back of his head blown off from a self-inflected gunshot wound.

She taught her children, grandchildren, and
great-grandchildren the ways of the outlaws and how to survive off
the land. They also know how to hunt, fish, survive outdoors, and,
most importantly of all, do not trust any outsiders until they’ve
proven themselves to be loyal.

“I don’t like repeating myself, so
I’m going to sit here quietly for another sixty seconds ... then I
want an answer.” She folds her hands in her lap and waits
quietly.

JB and Caesar look at each other, then back at
Nana.

Mule slowly raises his hand. “I, um…” His boyish
face makes him look much younger than his twenty-six years.

“Speak up, boy!” Nana
yells.

JB smiles and looks down at the table in an attempt
to hold in his laughter. He knows that Nana heard Mule. She can
hear a pin drop outside, in mud, in the middle of a
thunderstorm.

Mule clears his throat. “I may have inadvertently
had someone selling near a school.” His voice quivers as a pitiful,
flush look covers his face.

“He may have inadvertently?” Nana
scoffs. “Inadvertently,” she repeats the word softly. “That’s a big
word, boy.” She takes off her glasses and cleans the lenses with
the hem of her flowery blouse. She slowly puts the glasses back on
her face and adjusts them before speaking again. “Did Google help
with that word, Mr. High School Dropout? I know my son doesn’t have
a clue what the word inadvertently means, either.”

Pug makes a face as his mother insults him and his
son, but keeps quiet.

Caesar and JB exchange looks. Both are biting down
on the inside of their jaw to keep from laughing out loud. She’s
about to go off and both are glad it’s not directed at either of
them.

“No, ma’am!” Mule replies in a
loud, clear, respectful voice.

“So explain to me how this
inadvertently happens? Is this inadvertent act the same as a
cheating man claiming to inadvertently slipped his dick into some
pussy that doesn’t belong to his woman?”

JB can’t contain himself any longer. He breaks out
into a deep, uncontrollable laugh. Nana swings and slaps him upside
the back of the head. This only makes him laugh harder. He didn’t
realize how much he had missed his Nana.

“Boy, shut up! This isn’t a
laughing matter!”

JB likes that Nana must force herself not to laugh
out loud. It feels good to be back at the table.

“Sorry.” He forces down his
laughter until it’s an occasional chuckle.

“I don’t know. That’s why I said
‘inadvertently’.” Mule finally answers.

Nana stares at him with her ice blue eyes. “Explain
to me why.”

Mule shrugs.

Nana gives a nod to Pug and he slaps Mule in the
same fashion that she struck JB.

“Answer her!” Pug
orders.

Mule hesitates. His eyes shift to
everyone at the table. His eyes lock with JB and Mule shakes his
head. JB mouths the words, Nana, I wasn’t
thinking.

“I’m sorry, Nana. I wasn’t
thinking.” Mule immediately repeats JB’s words.

“Boy, I ain’t stupid!”

JB closes his eyes with a deep sigh. He’s already on
her shit list because of his last, violent mental breakdown. “I’m
trying to help the kid out. He’s not used to fucking up, that’s
usually me,” JB jokes, but he means every word.

“Keep it up, Mule. Keep screwing
with our livelihood. The consequence will not be pleasant — I can
promise everyone that! Bring drama into the family, I don’t give a
damn. Pose as a threat to everyone and the culprit will be dealt
with swiftly!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mule
replies.

“We got mouths to feed, kids to see
after. No one wants to go to prison because of the poor judgment of
another person. We got it good around here. Harmony County is ours.
We’re at the top of the food chain and stupid actions will push us
to the bottom, where we’ll be eaten. I’m sure everyone thinks it’s
easy for me to run a family this size?”

“No, ma’am,” Mule softy
replies.

“Just because we have some of the
police and politicians on our side doesn’t mean we can get
reckless.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mule replies
again.

“That’s strike one and I don’t give
three,” Nana firmly states. “Eff up again and I’ll personally
remove a nut sack and turn it into a coin purse! We don’t sell to
kids or around kids. That’s common sense.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

JB nods in agreement. Nana and the other two Branson
Family leaders in Tennessee and Kentucky have never wavered on that
hard-fast rule.

“Alright now, next topic for
discussion: River, give us the update on Jasper.” Nana eases back
in her seat. Her face lights up with a wickedly bitter, triumphant
smile.

River Branson leans forward, his muscles bulging
underneath his black t-shirt. He’s taller than most of the Branson
men by at least two inches, standing six foot six, and he’s the
only blonde at the table. He looks like a stereotypical Viking,
ready to pillage the next town.

River cast his sky-blue eyes to Nana. “He’s being
held by the Feds. Our sources tell me that he’s cutting a deal
because he got nabbed down in Hancock County. He was carrying ten
kilos of Purple Haze.”

“See what happens when one of us
fucks up? It blows back hard on the family like elephant shit!”
Nana’s lips curl with disgust. “We don’t travel more than a few
miles from base with our own merchandise. It’s what we have mules
for and not that idiot sitting right there!” Nana’s grandmotherly
face hardens.

Mule doesn’t reply. He knows that at this point it’s
best to keep quiet.

“Never, ever, get caught with
anything that can come back on the family. Everyone knows this!
It’s not rocket science.”

They all nod their heads in agreement.

“Elephant shit? What the hell
Nana?” JB makes a face at the visual that is now plastered on his
brain.

She arches an eyebrow as she looks over at JB.

“I prefer no shit on me.” He winks
at her.

She smirks. “Keep it up and no cake!”

JB sits up straight in his seat. “I’m behaving,” he
jokes. It’s fun to go back and forth with Nana. It seems like old
times; before everything fell apart and he went crazy, again.

“River, can we get to him?” Nana
asks as she takes another sip of her tea.

“Yes, ma’am, we can,” River
responds.

“Do we have evidence on him being a
rat?” JB questions as he drums his fingers on the table. There’s
been too much death lately. Everyone, him included, needs to take a
step back and look at all of the facts before they decide to take a
life. “The Feds are shady. They feed people lies to gather
information. For all, we know Jasper could be misinformed and think
that someone is betraying him.”

“Valid point, however, this
situation needs to be fixed as soon as possible. We can’t wait so
long that we’ll look out that window one day and see the Feds in
our yard,” Nana states.

“The Feds wouldn’t be holding him
if he wasn’t already telling them much-needed info on the family,”
Caesar adds in his two cents.

“That ain’t true,” JB adds. “The
Feds could want us to think he’s a rat.”

“What could he tell them?” Gannon
calls out as he walks from the kitchen with food in his hand. He’s
not an officer yet and he shouldn’t be inside when a meeting is
being held.

“Boy! Get out of this house!” Nana
focuses on Gannon with a withering stare.

“Enough that we could all be
celebrating this Thanksgiving eating prison food,” Caesar
answers.

JB turns around in his seat. “Is that my cake?” JB
scrutinizes the food Gannon quickly shoves into his mouth.

“Um…no,” Gannon garbles around the
slice of cake.

“Get the hell out of here,” Nana
admonishes him.

“Yes, ma’am,” Gannon hurries out of
room.

JB turns back to the table. “I think that fucker cut
my cake!”

“Yeah, I think he did.” Mule
cackles.

“I don’t trust the feds and their
motivation.” Pug brings the conversation back to the business at
hand. “They take us for dumb hicks and that’s fine by me. Let them
think we’re cousin-fucking rednecks. We know we aren’t,” Pug speaks
softly.

“Well, most of us aren’t,” River
replies with a laugh.

JB snickers as he rolls his eyes. “That was one time
… alright, maybe three! In our defense there’s so damn many of us
how were we…” he points to his brother. “How were we supposed to
know that they’re our cousin?”

“The last one, the redhead in
Kentucky, she just gave me head!” Caesar jokingly defends
himself.

“In all honesty, they’re so far
down the cousin line I don’t think it counts as
relations.”

“I so don’t need to know this!”
Nana replies with a hint of laughter in her voice.

“Was she good? Did it feel
different with a relative?” Mule asks.

“Mule, shut up!” Nana
yells.

“I’m sorry, Nana,” Mule quietly
replies.

“No, it felt the same,” JB
smirks.

River chuckles.

A frustrated Pug heaves a sigh. “Listen, Jasper is
probably scared, confused,” Pug begins again. “He’s got a wife and
kids. If we take a permanent action, we’ll be making her a widow.
His children will grow up without a father. They’re only six and
eight. At those ages, they’ll have a hard time remembering
him.”

“He has four,” River says as he
runs his fingers though his long blonde locks and pushes it away
from his ruggedly handsome face.

“He has four what?” Pug
asks.

“Jasper has four kids, not two. The
six and eight-year-old are with his wife, then he has a side piece.
His wife and the baby mama were pregnant at the same time. Both
have an eight-year-old. I think the kids are only three weeks apart
in age. Then he has a one-year-old with the baby mama.”

“Is this verified by reliable
source information?” Nana questions, even though JB knows she’s not
surprised. The Branson men tend to take the term “be fruitful and
multiply” much too seriously.

“I’ve met her, the other woman and
the kids. He asked me if I could give her a discount on her car.
She came over to my dealership on Ewing.”

Mule speaks up, “Why in the hell didn’t he use a
condom?”

“They feel weird,” Caesar replies.
“I don’t like them either.

“This is T. M. I.!” Nana quickly
responds. “What’s with all of the over-sharing information with me
today?”

“We’re happy JB is back,” Mule
smiles.

“I only agreed to come to the
meeting. I’m not promising anything more than that.” JB glances
over at Caesar, who nods in agreement, but then shifts his eyes to
the floor.

“Well, that’s better than nothing,”
Mule states.

“Hey,” JB turns to Nana. “Where are
Tommy and Linton?”

“I sent them over to the hospital
to guard Wayne and Cowboy.”

“Look, I think we need to look at
this objectively,” Caesar begins. “What we’re talking about is
killing a rat. Does it really matter if it’s a blood relative or
not? If a member of the family chooses in good conscience to betray
… well, they get what they deserve, right? The only reason to be a
turncoat is a selfish one.” Caesar dryly says.

“That’s cold, bro!” JB cuts his
eyes over to twin brother. “That sounds like some shit I’d say and
I’m the crazy one, remember?”

“Trust me, JB, when I say that none
of us are in doubt about that. I still can’t taste food.” Mule
complained.

“What about pussy — does that still
taste good?” JB smiles.

Mule snorts. “Yeah, pussies still taste good! That
was just one hell of a night ... no hard feeling, JB,” Mule
says.

JB notices that Mule’s long, thick, black hair needs
a good washing. In fact, he needs a shower. He’d obviously been out
with the horses before coming inside to the meeting. “We’re good,
bro,” JB replies.

Nana clears her throat. “River, I need some good
hard evidence that Jasper has turned on us. I’ll make my decision
then. I can’t let one person and their decisions wreck the lives of
everyone else in the family, but I still need solid proof.”

Nana glances over at Caesar and they exchange a
look, then they both glance at JB.

“What’s going on with the shooting?
Is it connected to Jasper?” JB asks.

“We don’t know anything about who’s
behind the shooting.” Nana replies.

“I told Caesar that I think it’s
the Malicious Bastards,” JB replies. “They can’t be
trusted.”

“I’d say everybody wants my son
dead for one reason or another,” Nana answers. “Cowboy, that
doesn’t make sense. He keeps to himself, unless it’s connected to
one of his side businesses. I think he was just in the wrong place
at the wrong time.”

“If we show weakness, then those
against the family will think that we’re vulnerable,” Caesar speaks
up. “We need to make an example of those responsible.”

“Pa and I are meeting with Flint
later on this afternoon,” Mule responds.

“Good, JB, Caesar, head over to the
hospital. Linton and Tommy have been there all night. They need to
go get some sleep,” she orders.

JB’s anger and anxiousness for seeing his father
gravitate back to the surface. “I was planning on going back
home.”

“Go home later,” Nana says in a
commanding voice.

JB hesitates then he nods yes. “I’m guarding
Cowboy!”

“I don’t care who guards who, just
as long as the family is there,” Nana adds. The look in her eyes
reads: don’t talk back to me.

Pug pushes back from the table and stands up to his
full five foot ten inches. Looking at him it’s easy to see how he
got his nickname. He looks like one of the mush-faced, barrel-built
dogs. “Mule and I will take off now, if that’s all right, Ma? We
got some things to do before we meet up with Flint.”

She nods. “I believe were done here for now.”

River looks over at JB. “We cool?”

“Yeah, I’m cool with
everyone.”

JB helps Nana to her feet, just as security alarms
sound off throughout the compound. They all glance up to the
security camera displays that line one entire wall of the dining
room. Their compound is isolated but they do get the occasional
lost vehicle, which is why the first alarm only triggers in the
guardhouse close to the vehicle entrance. Thirty-two guard shacks
are set up though out the hundred and twenty-six acres.

A second alarm goes off when someone hasn’t turned
around to head back out to the highway. It triggers when they are a
thousand feet from the main house. Everyone hurries outside. As
they step on the porch, the other members of the Branson family,
ranging in age from twelve to nineteen have a vehicle surrounded,
with weapons in their hands. The older teens have everything from
knives to a crossbow.

“Whoever is in that car must be
scared shitless,” JB laughs.

“I see potential there, with those
kids,” Pug responds as he points towards the teens.

“Yeah, we got a couple of bad asses
in the making,” JB replies as he releases Nana’s arm and walks to
the edge of the porch.

“It’s a woman, probably another
chick from town looking for some Branson dick,” Mule laughs. “Whose
turn is it to get the fresh meat?”

Nana slaps him hard in the back of the head. “You’re
working my damn nerves.”

Mule nods and mumbled sorry as he backs away from
Nana. He needs to stay off her radar for a while.

“Somebody probably got her knocked
up. Everyone in town should know better than to come onto our land
just to sightsee the town outlaws,” Caesar says as he takes out a
cigarette.

“It looks like she’s waiting for
something to happen,” JB says as he steps down onto the
grass.

“Is she black?” River asks with a
puzzled look on his face. He squints to try and block the glare of
the sun. “I know that one of these motherfuckers better not be
screwing that!” River looks around at the group with anger in his
eyes.
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