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Alicia (9 years old)

I looked up at my father as the priest started talking about my mother. When I slipped my hand into his he pulled it away, tucking his hand firmly into his pants pocket. I wasn’t allowed to cry, he already told me that, so I didn’t wipe at the tears as they rolled down over my cheeks. If I didn’t wipe at them maybe he wouldn’t notice them. He wasn’t looking at me anyway. He was looking straight across the grave with his eyes locked onto Mr Leary from across the road. 

I looked at all the people standing around the deep hole in the ground. Some of them were crying, they were allowed to cry and wipe at their tears, but I wasn’t. The only person who I wanted to look at was standing across from me. He was my best friend. He knew everything about me and I knew everything about him. We did everything together, had done since we were babies. I knew I could count on him for anything. He helped me when Mum was sick, he looked after me and cheered me up when Dad was drunk, he looked out for me at school when the other kids would tease me for having old clothes or a tatty old school bag. He was my best friend. 

I kept my eyes on Jack as they lowered my mother’s coffin into the ground. I didn’t want to watch them cover her with dirt. There were sobs from the women and some coughs from the men as people tossed flowers into her grave. Almost as soon as the coffin was at the bottom of the hole my father turned and walked away. He didn’t speak to me, he didn’t motion for me to come with him. My feet wouldn’t move anyway. I was glued to the spot, looking at the long white coffin that held my mother inside forever. I’m not sure how long I’d been standing there when Mrs Smith put her arm around my shoulder and pulled me into her side. Mrs Smith was my mum’s best friend, and she was also Jack’s mum. “Come on sweetheart, you come with us,” she gently turned me away from the grave and back towards the carpark. 

The car ride home was quiet. I sat in the back seat with Jack, he held my hand all the way home. I didn’t want to go home, not to my home anyway. Dad had been drunk every night since Mum died. “Mrs Smith, can I stay at your house tonight please? I don't want to stay at my house,” I looked over at Jack as he squeezed my hand. 

“Of course you can sweetheart, I’ll let your dad know you’ll be staying with us,” she smiled at me in the rear vision mirror and Jack squeezed my hand again. 

Half an hour later I was sitting on a chair in the corner of the room when Jack brought me a glass of cordial. I watched all the women putting plates of sandwiches and biscuits on the table. There were little pastry parcels full of meat as well, and lots of crackers and dip. The men all stood over in one corner with beers in their hands, while the women fussed over the table and the children. Every now and then the women would turn and look at me then whisper something else. I recognised some of them from barbeques and other social events we used to go to, before Mum got sick. They were all Mum’s friends, but Mrs Smith was her best friend. “Poor little mite,” one of the older women looked at me as she spoke to the woman next to her. “So sad to lose her mother at such a young age, only nine years old and no mother,” she was shaking her head as she spoke. 

“And now all she has is that drunken father to look out for her,” the second woman spoke, they were both shaking their heads. 

“Hey, want to get out of here?” Jack took the glass of cordial from my hand and put it on the table. As I followed him out of the room some of the older women looked at me with sad smiles and patted my shoulder as I walked past them. They all kept telling me how sad it was that I lost my mother so young. I didn’t understand that. I didn’t lose her. I knew where she was. She was in a coffin in the cemetery. “Come on,” Jack took my hand and pulled me towards the door. Once we were outside he let go of my hand and headed towards his house which was right next door. I followed him up the driveway and into the backyard. I followed him around the back of the garage and through the hole we’d made in the fence. As soon as we were inside our hidden cubby house I sat on the chair and closed my eyes. Now I could cry, now I could let myself think about my mum. “Here,” I looked up at Jack as he handed me a tissue. He didn’t speak as I sat there and cried. I didn’t speak either. 

When there were no more tears left I picked up the black permanent marker and he rolled up his sleeve. I’d been drawing this same tattoo on Jack’s arm for the past year. “Who’s going to draw your tattoo on when I’m gone?” I’d blocked out the fact my father was taking me away to live with my aunty, someone who I’d never met. I didn’t want to go away. I wanted to stay here and live with Jack and his mum and dad. 

“I don't know. I can’t do it myself and Mum won’t do it. She hates me having a tattoo. In eight years I’ll be eighteen and then I can go and get a proper tattoo that will be there forever,” he looked over his shoulder at me. “I’m going to get this exact tattoo,” he looked away from me and sighed. “I don't want you to go away Bug, I want you to stay living here,” he put his head down and sighed again. I knew how he felt. I didn’t want to go either. 

“I hope my aunt’s nice. I hope she lets me come and stay with you in the school holidays,” I kept drawing the chain links on his arm. Jack had designed the tattoo himself. It was a heart made out of chain links and in the middle was a letter J and hooked on the bottom of the J was the letter A. It looked a lot like someone had been fishing in a bowl of alphabet soup. The J was for Jack and the A was for me, Alicia, although Jack rarely called me by my real name. He’d been calling me Bug since I was about four years old. I loved ladybugs and I would collect them all the time. I had ladybug hair clips, ladybugs on my sandals and on my sundresses. I had ladybugs on my t-shirts and ladybugs on my bed covers. He was the only one who called me Bug, no one else called me that. I finished the tattoo then Jack looked at it in the mirror. “Is it okay?”

“Yep, it’s perfect,” he spun in his seat and looked at me. We didn’t talk to each other for a while, but that didn’t mean anything. Jack and I would often sit in the cubby house for hours, sometimes we’d talk, and sometimes we wouldn’t. “When I’m a grown up I’m going to have this tattoo and I’m going to be a policeman so I can help kids who’s dad’s get drunk and are mean to them,” he shuffled his chair over close to mine. “I really don't want you to go away Bug, why won’t he let you stay with us?”

“I don't know, I asked him if I could stay but he just said no then walked away,” I put my head down into my hands and Jack rubbed my back. I was going to miss him so much. 

––––––––

[image: ]


THE NEXT MORNING MY dad was banging on the front door of Jack’s house. I heard him tell Mrs Smith that I needed to get outside now because it was time to leave. She asked him again if I could just stay and live with them but he said no, he’d already made arrangements for me to live somewhere else. He started getting mad at her when she asked again. Jack squeezed my hand as we walked to the door. Mrs Smith gave me a hug and told me that I was always welcome to come and visit anytime, and I could stay as long as I wanted to. Mr Smith gave me a small smile and patted me on the back. He wasn’t big into hugging. 

When I turned to Jack I couldn’t look at his face. He looked so sad. I took a step forward and hugged him tight. I didn’t want to ever let him go. “When I’m a grown up I’m going to come and find you Bug, then you can come and live with me and we can get married,” he whispered into my ear. “I love you,” he whispered softly before he let me go. “This is for you,” he handed me a small box. I took the lid off and looked inside. “Want me to put it on you?” He took the silver chain out of the box and put it around my neck. I went over to the mirror and looked at the little ladybug pendant. 

“Thank you Jack,” I hugged him again. “I don't want to go, I love you, ” I whispered into his ear. My dad was blasting the horn outside so I picked up my backpack and waved goodbye. I took the steps slowly, and when my dad started yelling at me to hurry up, Mrs Smith and Jack came out and followed me to the car. Mrs Smith asked Dad for my aunt’s address so Jack could write to me but he said no, that it wasn’t any of their business where I was going. 

“These two will never see each other again,” Dad looked at Jack as he spoke. “Never.” He shoved me into the car but before the door closed I could hear Jack saying he would come and find me. I couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down my face as Dad pulled out of the driveway. I held my hand up to the window and waved to Jack as I wiped my tears away with my other hand. The tears were making my eyes blurry and I wanted to be able to see Jack. He was standing up against his mum’s side, she had her hand on his shoulder and he had his arm around her. They both looked like they were crying too. I knew Jack would find me. He had to find me. 

I don't know how long we’d been driving but it was dark when we finally stopped. Dad looked over the seat at me and shook his head. “Get your bag,” he snapped at me before he got out of the car. 

“Where are we? Is this my auntie’s house?” I grabbed my backpack and got out of the car. We were in front of a house that had rubbish all over the front yard. There were motorbikes parked everywhere, all across the yard and in the driveway. The front window had a flag for a curtain, and there was lots of noise coming from a big shed in the backyard. Dad started walking towards the house and yelled at me to keep up. I didn’t like this house, I didn’t want to live here. Dad knocked on the front door and a few minutes later a lady answered and told us to come inside. She looked me up and down a few times then told us to wait while she went to get someone else. I didn’t like this house, it had a bad smell and there were some men lying on the floor, they looked like they were asleep. One had a girl laying on top of him but she didn’t have any clothes on, only her underwear. I looked back to the door when a man came in and spoke to Dad. I stepped over and hid behind my dad’s legs. 

“This her?” The man’s voice was deep and mean. Dad reached around and grabbed the back of my dress and pulled me around in front of him. 

“This is her, name’s Alicia,” he shoved me forward towards the big man. “We had a deal,” Dad looked from me to the man. The man looked at the lady and she nodded her head then smiled at me. I watched the man hand some money to Dad then a little bag of dead grass as well. I don't know why he gave my dad a bag of dead grass. Dad started counting the money. 

“It’s all there, three hundred, don't you trust me?” The man stepped towards Dad. Dad shook the man’s hand then turned and headed for the door. When I went to follow him the man put his hand on my shoulder and held me in place. “Not you sweetheart, you’re mine now.”

I looked at the man then at my dad. He was almost at the door now. “Dad wait, don't leave me here, please, please Daddy, please,” I was calling out to him but he didn’t turn back. He didn’t look at me as he walked out of the door, slamming it shut behind him. I tried to run after him but the man held onto me tight. He was hurting me now. I cried out to my father again but he didn’t come back. 

“Shut up kid,” the man shoved me towards the woman. “Put her in the room and lock the door,” he turned and went back outside to where the noise was coming from. The woman took my hand and led me down a hallway. We passed some bedrooms and as we walked past one the door opened and a boy stuck his head out to look at me. He looked like he was a bit older than Jack. Then another kid stuck his head out to look. He looked like he was nine like me. The woman pulled on my hand as she led me to another door. 

“I need to go to the toilet,” I looked up at her when she opened the door. She turned and led me to the bathroom and told me to hurry up. As soon as I was done she took me back to the room and shoved me inside. 

“If you know what’s good for you you’ll be quiet. Wayne doesn’t like whingers and he hates sooks, if he hears you crying he’ll come in and beat you so be quiet. You start work tomorrow so get some sleep,” she pointed towards the mattress on the floor then to the bucket in the corner. “If you need to pee use the bucket, don’t wet the bed.” She closed the door and locked it from the outside. I curled up on the mattress and cried as I held onto the ladybug necklace. I fell asleep as I prayed for Jack to come and find me. 

***
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I LOST TRACK OF THE time I’d been in this house, I think it was seven years now, but I could be wrong, it could have been five or it could have been six. It was hard to tell, it’s not like I’ve grown at the normal rate, I knew I was small for my age, I could tell just by looking at Kylie and Wayne’s sons. They got three meals a day and they got to go outside in the sunlight. Their skin wasn’t pasty and white, their hair wasn’t thin and brittle. They had strong arms and legs, not stick ones like mine. I thought I was going to be here for the rest of my life. My wrists hurt from the shackles that held me chained to the wall, I didn’t think they were necessary, what would be the point in me running away. I had nowhere to go, no money, and no idea where I was. 

There was no noise in the house and the television wasn’t turned on. I wondered how long they were gone for this time. Would they be back today? Or would it be a few days like last time and the time before that? I curled up on the mattress and thought about Jack. Just like every other day I wondered where he was, what he was doing, and if he was coming to save me. Every night I cried myself to sleep because another day had gone by and Jack hadn’t come to save me. Maybe he’d forgotten about me, maybe he didn’t love me like he said he did. 

I must have dozed off because when I woke Tyler was standing over me, and he was naked. I knew he was only a little bit older than me but he looked like a grown man. He had whiskers on his face and hair around his dick, and he was fat too. He reached for my clothes and started to pull them off me, I was screaming now and he hit me across the face. One wrist was still in the shackles that chained me to the wall so I couldn’t get away. He was yelling at me as he shoved his dick in my face. I screamed some more and he hit me again. He was about to pull my hair when his eyes rolled back and he collapsed in a heap on top of me. I was trying to shove him off me with the one arm that I could move. When I looked up Kylie was standing over him with a frypan in her hand. Without speaking she rolled her son off me then reached for the key and undid the shackle around my wrist. 

She grabbed my hand and dragged me through the house, grabbing her handbag on the way. As soon as we stepped out the front door I had to cover my face. It had been a long time since I’d been out in the sunshine and it hurt my eyes. “Get in the car,” she motioned for me to go around the car and get in. “Hurry up, we need to move it before Wayne gets home,” she had the car started before I even closed the door. “Here, put these on,” she handed me some big sunglasses. We were a few streets away before she spoke again. “I knew this day would come, I knew one of those boys would try to rape you one day,” she looked over at me. “It happened to me when Wayne’s dad bought me, I was never going to let that happen to you.”

“Where are we going?” I was looking all around me now. I hadn’t been out of that house in years. “How long have I been with you?” 

She didn’t look at me as she spoke. “We’re going to get you out of here and away from that house. You’ve been here for seven years, another few months and they would have made you start to work next door,” she pulled into the carpark of a shopping centre. “You wait here, I’m going to get you some new clothes and a bus ticket so you can get far away from here,” before I could speak she got out of the car and locked it. Seven years, that meant I was sixteen. That meant Jack was seventeen. I looked all around me and my mind was racing. I had no idea where I was, and no idea where I’d come from. It was so long ago, I was nine years old when my mum died and Dad sold me to the Vipers. “Here, put these on,” Kylie handed me a bag of clothes and she watched me as I dressed. I liked Kylie, she’d always been nice to me, well, nicer than any of the men, and only when Wayne wasn’t around. 

“Why are you helping me?” I looked at her as I dressed. She’d cop a beating for this for sure. 

“Because you need to get away. I can’t save myself but I can save you. I should have done it years ago,” she looked down at her hands as she spoke. “My mother was a prostitute back in the late seventies. She worked for Wayne’s father, he was president of the Vipers back then. He killed my mother and then kept me as a slave and eventually a plaything for Wayne. I started working in the brothel when I was sixteen. I’d have to work all day then spend the night in Wayne’s bed. He owned me. Then he decided he wanted kids, boys to be exact, so he stopped making me work in the brothel and kept me for himself,” she looked up at me. “He’d get me pregnant and I’d have the baby at the house. There’s three baby girls buried in the backyard,” a tear rolled down her cheek. “He killed them as soon as they were born, I had five pregnancies all up, one straight after the other, he only kept the boys,” she wiped away her tears and sniffled. “He wanted heirs, someone to take over the club when he was gone,” she spun in her seat to look at me. “I see the way he’s shaping our sons, the way he teaches them to treat women. They had plans for you, you were going to work in the brothel for a few years then you’d have to give Tyler some babies. I didn’t want you to have to go through all of that, not like I did,” she wiped away more tears. “I’m sorry I didn’t get you out sooner,” she covered my hand with hers. “You better get going, as soon as Wayne finds you’re gone he’ll have all of the crew out riding the streets looking for you.” 

“Do you know where I came from, where I lived before my dad sold me to Wayne?” 

“No, sorry love. I don't even know your last name. All I know is you were nine years old when your dad left you with us,” she was looking around the carpark as she spoke. “I think you came from Sydney, somewhere up there. Yeah, Sydney I think. We’re in Dubbo now, I’m putting you on a bus to Sydney. This is all the cash I have, you’re on your own once you get there.” She handed me some notes and I shoved them in my pocket as we drove to the bus stop. Once we were there she reached over and hugged me. “I'm sorry I didn’t get you out sooner, but there was nothing I could do. I’ll have to make up a story about Tyler letting you go, he’ll cop a beating from his dad but he deserves that anyway for attacking you,” she motioned towards the door. “Good luck love,” I watched her drive away then I looked at the bus ticket in my hand. I was free. But what did that mean? I had nowhere to go, what was I going to do in Sydney? I didn’t know anyone there. I didn’t think I’d ever been there. I got onto the bus and curled up into a ball on a seat at the front. What am I supposed to do now?

The bus trip to Sydney took hours. When it reached its final stop I didn’t want to get off. I had no idea where I was supposed to go. I was the last passenger left on the bus when the driver looked at me. “It’s time to hop off love,” he looked at me from the driver’s seat. When I didn’t move he spoke again. “Do you have anyone meeting you here?” I shook my head. “Do you have anywhere to go, anywhere to stay the night?” I shook my head again. I noticed him looking at the scars on my wrists and the fresh cuts the shackles had made when I was fighting off Tyler. “Do you have any family?” I shook my head again. He let out a long breath. “Right, well, I can’t very well leave you in the middle of Sydney at night with nowhere to go can I?” I didn’t answer him. “The wife would have me in the dog house if I did that,” he shook his head. He got out of his seat and came over to me. “I’m Thomas,” he held out his hand to me. After a minute I reached forward and shook his hand. “If you have nowhere to go I can take you home with me if you like. My wife is there and she’d be more than happy to have you come stay with us until you get something sorted,” he went back to the driver’s seat. “We just need to take this bus to the depot then we’ll head home,” he looked over his shoulder at me. I still hadn’t spoken a word to him. 

When we got to the bus depot he ushered me to his car then went to the office for a few minutes before returning. He chatted about his wife for a few minutes then he asked some questions about where I’d come from. I didn’t answer him. I didn’t know what to tell him. “Here we go, home sweet home,” we pulled into the driveway of a nice house. The garden was really nice, not at all like the house I’d just come from. “When I was in the office at the depot I called Janice and told her I was bringing you home to stay, she’s already made up a room for you and cooked you some supper.” 

I followed him up the steps but before he could put the key in the door it opened up and a short lady greeted him with a big hug. When she stepped back she looked at me and smiled. “Come in love,” she ushered me inside then closed the door. “Now, I’m Janice but you can call me Jan, that’s what everyone calls me. What’s your name?” 

“Alicia Jones,” I looked at her then it all hit me and the tears started. Before I knew what was happening she grabbed me in a hug and held me tight and I sobbed into her shoulder for the longest time. 

“Come on love, it’s going to be okay,” she rubbed my back then stepped away from me, but she kept a hold of my hand. “Come and have some dinner then you can tell Tom and I why you’re all alone and on a bus to Sydney,” she led me to the kitchen table. Over a meal and a cup of tea I told her and Thomas about my mum dying when I was nine years old, and how my dad sold me to a bikie gang for three hundred dollars and a bag of pot. I told them what had happened to me over the past seven years and how I was set free today. They could see the scars on my wrists from the shackles and the other scars from the cigarette burns. By the time I finished my story it was a good two hours since I’d arrived at the house, and I was exhausted. “Right,” Jan stood and pulled me to my feet. “You can stay here for as long as you like, we don't have kids of our own and I’ve always wanted a daughter,” she smiled at me. “You’ll be safe here love, no one will hurt you here,” she hugged me again. “Let me show you to your room, you look tired.” 

***
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Chapter 1
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Alicia

As soon as I walked into the house I knew Jan had been baking. I told them I didn’t want a fuss for my birthday but they insisted on having a big family dinner to celebrate. It had been nine years to the day since the first night I’d come to their house. I didn’t know when my real birthday was so we decided the day that I met Tom and Jan would be the perfect birthday. 

I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t met this beautiful couple. I considered them my parents now, they were the only family I had and I loved them more than I could ever express. When I first came to live with them Jan gave up her receptionist job and stayed home with me. She did a course so she could home school me until I was up to the grade level that I should have been at. She didn’t want me going to high school with the reading level of a nine year old. Plus I had no clue about maths or anything else to do with school. I still remember the huge celebration dinner and the fuss they made over me when I passed my year twelve exams. Then the even bigger fuss they made when I got into nursing at uni. I put my all into everything I did because I wanted them to be proud of me, and I wanted to do good for them. They’d been so kind to me and I could never repay them for their kindness and love. 

When I finished at the top of my class at the end of my second year at uni they had a huge family dinner to celebrate. Tom had two brothers and they each had three kids, and they in turn had babies of their own. Jan had a sister and a brother, who both had kids. Jan said she was so proud that I was theirs and she got to show me off to all of the family. She said she couldn’t wait for me to make her a grandma too. That was something her and I joked about often. In the nine years since I’d been with them I’d had a total of three boyfriends. They were all nice, but it never felt right with them. I knew they weren’t my forever guy, the one I was supposed to marry and be with for the rest of my life. I always thought that person was Jack. But he didn’t come looking for me and I had no idea where to find him. 

Jan and I had done a lot of research on my past. We tried to find out where I’d come from, where my father was now, and we’d looked for Jack too. But with my surname being Jones and his being Smith we didn’t stand a hope in hell of finding anything. I was fine with not knowing where my father was, but I missed Jack. It would be nice to see him again, even if it was just to see that he was happy. He was my best friend, all I ever wanted was for him to be happy. 

As soon as the front door latched, Jan came around the corner from the kitchen and held her arms out to me. “Happy Birthday love,” she held me tight and rubbed my back. “Have you had a good day?” She went back to the kitchen and I followed. 

“I have actually, I aced the last assignment and I got a job today,” I sat at the bench and started chopping the veggies Jan had just finished peeling. “I start tomorrow night, it’s nothing flash, just waitressing at a bar, but it’ll be enough to cover my uni fees and text books for this final semester.” I didn’t tell her it was at the biker bar a few suburbs over, she’d only worry and tell me not to take the job. As much as I didn’t want to be anywhere near bikers or their gangs, it was a job, and jobs that fitted in with my uni schedule were hard to come by. Plus, it would help me deal with my past and move on, and that was something I wanted more than anything, to get to a place in my head where I could see a biker and not have a full blown panic attack. I was hoping this job would help with that, a face your fears kind of thinking I suppose. 

“Oh that’s great love, well done,” she started chopping the veggies with me. “Everyone’s coming over tonight, they should all be here around six.”

There was no point in telling her that I didn’t need a big fuss. I would have been much happier if it was just the three of us for dinner, but I knew she loved these big family gatherings, and that’s exactly what it turned out to be. By six thirty the house was full and I had more birthday presents than I knew what to do with. “Can I help you blow out the candles Aunty Ali?” My little nephew climbed onto my lap as he asked. He was the cutest little thing I’d ever seen and I loved him to bits. I looked up to see Jan smiling at me with that look on her face and I shook my head and laughed. 

“Sure you can,” I helped him onto my lap and kissed his cheek. “Ready,” as soon as everyone finished singing we leant forward and blew out the candles. The little toddlers clapped their hands when everyone cheered, and Brody spun on my lap and hugged me. I’d never really been emotional, not the cry at the drop of a hat kind of emotional anyway, but tonight I couldn’t stop the tears. I didn’t know what it was, but I just couldn’t stop. I laughed as I wiped the tears from my cheeks, and everyone laughed with me. Once all the fuss was over and everyone had a cuppa and a piece of cake, I went to sit on the couch with Tayla and Sophie. They were sisters, Tayla was a year older than me, and Sophie was a year younger than me. Since the first time I’d met them we got along great. They were my closest friends, and they also knew about my past. All of the family did, and that was my choice. When I first came to live with Jan and Tom they told me it was up to me how much I told the family, at first I was reluctant to tell them anything, but after the first few months I knew I was going to stay. I also knew that being a part of this family meant being honest with them and not hiding my past. Just like Jan and Tom, they all welcomed me into the fold. 

“So, are we going out this Saturday night?” Tayla looked at me. “Please say yes, we need to find ourselves some men, I haven’t had sex in so long,” she gave us her best pleading look. 

“God is that all you think about?” Sophie rolled her eyes at Tayla. 

“No, it’s not all I think about, I think about shopping as well,” she grinned at us both. 

“Sorry ladies, I got a new job today so I’ll be working on Saturday night,” they were both giving me that we need more info look. “It’s just a waitressing job at Sullivan’s Bar, Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights,” they were raising their eyebrows at me now. “I know, I know, but it’s a job that fits in with my uni schedule so I couldn’t knock it back.” 

“Jesus Ali, be careful there, that’s a rough place,” Tayla was really concerned for me, which was so sweet. 

“I’ll be fine,” I patted her leg. “So, if you’re going out looking for men I take it the date with the cute paramedic didn’t go too well.”

Tayla closed her eyes for a second and sighed. “It went fine, at least I thought it did, I really thought we’d made a connection but he hasn’t called. He said he’d call me and organise another date but it’s been a week and he hasn’t called so I guess it didn’t go as well as I thought it did.” 

“Why don't you call him?” I know I didn’t have much experience with dating, or with men for that matter, but surely she could call him. 

“I tried, it goes straight to voice mail every time,” she sucked in a breath and shook her head. “Men,” she shook her head again and we all laughed. 

By the time everyone left it was just after ten. Tom said goodnight to Jan and I, kissing us both on the forehead as he did every night. He had an early start with a bus run to Canberra tomorrow. He was having his sixtieth birthday at the end of next month and he was planning on retiring that day. I was so happy for him. He and Jan had a caravan up the coast in a beautiful spot near Gosford, which was about an hour up north from here and he planned on spending a lot of time relaxing there. We’d spent many long weekends and holidays there when I was younger. Jan and I did some of our searching for my past there because I always said that some of the scenery felt familiar. In the end we couldn’t find anything though. 

When we couldn’t find anything about my past I knew what I wanted to do. The day I turned eighteen I went to the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages and changed my surname to Nichols. I can still see Jan and Tom’s faces when I handed them my official name change certificate. They’d given me so much, and it was such a small thing for me to do in return. It was the only time in the last nine years that I’d seen Tom cry and when he hugged me I thought he was never going to let go. He had a smile on his face for weeks after, and so did Jan. “What are you smiling at love? Did you have a good birthday?” 

I looked over at Jan and reached for her hand. “I was just remembering the time I gave you my change of name certificate, how happy you and Tom were,” I squeezed her hand. “And yes, I had a wonderful birthday, I can’t ever thank you enough for all the things you do for me.” 

“Well you do so much for Tom and I too love, you’re like a daughter to us, we love you just like you were our own,” she let out a breath. “I only wish we’d met you sooner.” We were quiet for a few minutes while we sat together. There was nothing anyone could do to erase my past, but I could shape my future. My main goal at the moment was to make them proud of me and to repay them for everything they’d done for me. “I’m off to bed love, don't stay up too late,” she gave me a kiss on the cheek then said goodnight. 

––––––––
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I SPENT THE WHOLE OF Thursday studying before getting ready for my first shift at the biker bar. All day I’d been dreading this. The last thing I wanted to do was spend time amongst bikers, let alone be serving them drinks and waiting on them. I knew it wasn’t going to be anything like my time with the Vipers, but it was close to it. The only difference this time is that I got to go home at the end of the day. I wouldn’t be shoved into a little room and chained to the wall. 

I sat in my car for a good ten minutes psyching myself up to going inside. There was already a long line of bikes parked across the front of the bar and even more in the carpark. I got out of the car and made my way to the door, sucking in a huge breath as I went inside. The noise hit me first, then the smell. Beer, cigarette smoke, and body odour, bikers really were a repulsive bunch and I detested them. 

I’d only taken a few steps into the bar when a waitress looked at me and smiled. “You must be Ali,” she motioned for me to follow her. Once we were out the back in the office area she showed me to the lockers and the staff bathroom. “Here, put your bag in there,” she pointed to a locker then handed me a half apron to tie around my waist. “Drinks money goes in the left pocket, tips go in the right. Whatever tips you get you keep, the more you flirt the more tips you’ll get. Just don't take it too far or some of them expect you to go all the way. If they get handsy tell them to back off, if they don't back off just signal to one of the bouncers. Charlie doesn’t like his staff to hook up with any of the bikers so don't go falling in love with any of them,” she winked at me. 

“I won’t be falling for any of them that’s for sure, I can’t stand bikers, I detest them,” I had never been more serious about anything. 

“I’m Sandra, but just call me Sandy,” she held out her hand for me to shake. “And don't go sharing your view of bikers with Charlie or anyone out there, you won’t last long if you do that. Any questions?” 

“Is it always this busy, this noisy?” I looked towards the door where the noise level was rising steadily. 

“Yeah, Thursday through Sunday is busiest, Saturday nights are the wildest though. If a fight breaks out just go behind the bar or come back here until it’s all over. You can watch the screens there and when it’s all settled down just go back out,” she pointed to some monitors on the wall. “Ready to go?” I nodded to her then followed her out into the bar area. No sooner had we walked into the bar and someone grabbed her wrist and tried to pull her onto their lap. She bent down and whispered into his ear, his face turned red then he let her go. She laughed as we walked away. 

“What did you say to him?” 

“Told him that I wear heels bigger than his dick,” she shrugged and kept walking to the bar. “Here,” she handed me a tray. “Just go around and collect all the empty glasses, bring them behind the bar then go again. Once you get the feel for the place start taking drink orders and you’re away. Just don't take any shit from any of them, if they see you looking shy or unsure they’ll give it to you. Stand up to them from the start.” Before I could ask anything else she was gone. 

For the next five hours I fought off one biker after another. My feet were killing me and my head was pounding. The noise level in here was crazy, and I had it all to look forward to again tomorrow night. Still, it was good money and it fitted in with my uni schedule so I shouldn’t be complaining. Besides, it was only for six months. I could do this, I’d been to hell and back when I was younger, surely I could cope with this now. 

By the time I got home it was just after midnight and I was exhausted. Jan had left a note on the bench saying there was some left over dinner in the fridge if I was hungry, and not to go to bed on an empty stomach. The last thing I felt like doing right now was eating so I made a cup of hot chocolate and curled up on the couch. Six months, I could do this for six months, and it wasn’t like it was every night of the week. Three nights tops, I could handle that. I sat back and closed my eyes and of course one of my first thought was Jack. As usual I wondered where he was, what he was doing and what he looked like now. I could still see his beautiful pale green eyes, the ones that looked like the middle of a marble. His face would have changed though, and I wondered if he was tall. I shook my head and took my cup to the sink, no point in wondering about him now, I’d probably never get to see him again, best to let my past go and move on. I wondered if I’d be able to do that. I’d been in love with him, and the idea of him, for almost my whole life. I still felt like we had a connection, which was weird I know because we hadn’t seen each other in sixteen years. 
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