
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


NOW LEAVING

SUGARTOWN

by

Carmen Jenner


Now Leaving Sugartown 

Copyright © 2015 Carmen Jenner

Published by Carmen Jenner

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, including feeding through AI databases, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This is a work of fiction.

Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places, events, and incidents are either of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return it to the seller and purchase your own copy.

Thank you for respecting the author’s work and not making me set a variety of short-tempered Australian wildlife on you.

Published: Carmen Jenner March 10th  2015

carmen@carmenjenner.com

Editing: Lauren McKellar

https://www.creatingink.com/

Cover Design: © Pilcrow Design

https://www.pilcrow.design/

Photo credit: Sara Eirew

http://www.saraeirew.com/



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication
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For my Mum—because my crazy had to come from somewhere.

I love you so much.

For the Readers

Thank you for loving this fictional town and all of its beautifully flawed characters so much! I’m eternally grateful. 
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Prologue
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Pepper

Seventeen years ago

When Pepper wakes, it’s to utter darkness. Her clothes are wet. She shivers and casts around in the dark for Stanley. She can’t feel him. Pepper can’t feel anything but fear of the all-encompassing black, the void that could be hiding all sorts of creatures that normally only live in her head. She can no longer hear Sammy counting. She hears nothing. Sees nothing.

“Sammy?” she whispers, afraid to speak too loudly, fearing drawing out the monsters in the dark. Her heart races, and her lungs deflate as though they were balloons that someone cut the end off and all the air had rushed out. Her body felt like that—as though someone had come along with a shiny, sharp pin and stuck it in her arm, allowing all the energy to escape.

Pepper’s small frame quakes, paralysed by fear and the knee-deep icy water, and try as she might to hold it back, a high-pitched keening cry escapes her trembling lips. She clamps a hand over her mouth, too terrified to even breathe. Though her nose is running and the tears coursing down her cheeks make her skin hot and itchy, she doesn’t move.

“Sammy won’t ever find me here.” Before Pepper fell asleep, she had huddled farther inside the storm water drain as she’d whispered to her best friend, Stanley, a stuffed rabbit that Sam had given her for her fourth birthday, and with whom she had been inseparable from ever since. Stanley’s stitching had seen better days, his fur was a matted greyish-pink, and he was missing an eye where Pepper had picked it all away so that he looked as if he were permanently winking. Stanley was a sad looking rabbit, but Pepper loved him regardless of the fact that his stuffing was spilling from a hole in his left foot. She loved him because Sam had given him to her, and though she would never admit it out loud to anyone but Stanley, Pepper loved Sam. He was her entire world, and she was his.

Now she feared the monsters would take her and she’d never see Sam or Stanley again.

She should have found a better place to hide.

After what seems like forever of trembling in the shadowy tunnel, a familiar voice cuts clear through her sniffling cries. She tries to speak, but she can’t, too afraid that it’s not Sam at all but one of the monsters coming to claim her as his bride and keep her here in the terrible dark forever.

“Little!” Sammy shouts, and Pepper knows without a doubt that the panic-stricken voice belongs to Sam, because the monsters don’t know about nicknames.

“Sammy,” Pepper wails. Her panic doesn’t abate, even though Sam is nearer. It’s still cold, and dark, and Stanley is still gone. Her breath comes in cold, shivery gasps. The quiet tunnel makes her raspy wheezing seem very loud. Too loud. Pepper’s lungs hurt and her head feels dizzy.

Sam trudges through rainwater, knee-deep and murky with debris from the street. He splashes toward her, making enough noise to scare off even the bravest of beasties. A hand reaches out and grabs Pepper’s arm. She screams. It’s a scream loud enough to deafen even the bravest of beasties.

“Shh, it’s only me.” 

“I’m scared, Sammy,” she cries, throwing her little arms around his neck as he hefts her out of the water and onto his hip. “Stanley’s gone.” 

“Don’t be scared, Little. You don’t need that stinky old rabbit, I’m right here. I’ve got you.” 

Sam whispers those last three words over and over as he leads them out of the pitch black. In that moment, Sam didn’t know how often he’d repeat those words to her throughout his lifetime, or just how many times he would lead her away from the darkness.

But he did.

He always did.

He never had another choice.
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Chapter One
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Pepper

Holy shit, it’s even worse than I remembered.

It’s funny the things you think when you’re staring down the bowels of Hell. I pull the van to a jerky stop on the shoulder of the road and gawk at the tiny town spread out before me. It’s eight am, and it’s thriving with life. Cars bustle every which way, school kids are decked out in their blue uniforms, chatting animatedly as they cross the road, and the traffic actually stops to allow them safe passage. The shops on Main Street are all freshly painted in pastels. Flowerbeds line the footpath, and bright petunias pop out of the soil to greet you. It looks exactly like Stepford threw up. Twice.

Jesus Christ. I’m gonna need a bottle of Jack, and an entire prescription worth of anxiety meds just to get through five minutes in this shithole town. 

I ease the car out onto the road—okay, maybe ease is a stretch. What I mean to say here, is I slam my foot to the accelerator and fly down Main Street, doing sixty kilometres in a fifty zone. I would have gone much quicker, but I don’t need the cops riding my arse and asking questions about my newly-acquired ride. Technically, if you factor in that my arse-wipe boss hasn’t paid me for a month, I do kind of own some of this van—like a tyre, or the second-hand freezer he installed last month. Though considering I probably owe him damages from punching him in the face, breaking his nose, and stealing his phone so he couldn’t call the cops on me, I guess this could still be considered theft.

It’s not like I set out to steal his ice-cream van, but the slimy bastard had rubbed his greasy, chesty Bonds-covered beer gut against my arse one too many times. When his meaty hands slipped under my skirt and boldly tried to go where no balding, impotent, bogan, fifty-year-old scumbag had ever gone before, I put those lessons Uncle Elijah had taught me to good use, and elbowed him in the face. I maybe could have done without the boot to the balls, but violence excites me, and it was a heat-of-the-moment type of thing. Of course, once I’d driven my stolen van home to the shitty Fitzroy apartment I shared with my soon-to-be ex-boyfriend—on account of him being an inconsiderate, selfish, but hot-as-fuck douche—the gravity of my situation sunk in. I had no money, nowhere to go, and a possible warrant out for my arrest.

Coop, my biological dad, is in LA, so even if I could get him to wire me the cash, it wouldn’t be here before night fell, and I needed a place to stay. I needed to get the hell out of the state. I needed to go home.

Home.

I supress the hysterical laughter that thought produces, and unscrew the cap on my meds. I empty two into my palm and throw them back with the remainder of my flat, warm can of Coke. God damn, do I wish it were mixed with something alcoholic. 

I’m busy punching the buttons on the piece-of-crap stereo when I glance up, and some moron in a fluoro yellow vest and matching hat is standing in the middle of the road holding a stop sign. I hit the brakes. The van swerves and skids all over the asphalt, screeching to a halt just inches from the man, and a gaggle of horrified-looking children and their outraged mothers.

The lollipop man is tall. His wide shoulders barely fit in the fluoro vest, and the sleeves of his shirt strain against bulging muscles. His hair falls into a messy, blond just-fucked shag around his face, and a set of gorgeous baby blues I recognise glare at me through the windscreen.

“What the hell, lady? You didn’t see the gigantic neon stop sign?” he shouts, holding his arms out to either side of him. He lost the sign about the time I imagine he thought I was going to plough into him. “You coulda killed me. You could have killed these kids!”

I ignore the frisson of heat that spreads out from the centre of my belly all the way to my cock socket. I have a thing for the mean ones.

“Yeah, I saw it. About two seconds before I slammed on my brakes,” I scream back through the partially rolled down window. I unbuckle my belt that sits way too loose over my hips, because my lard-arse boss stretched it all out of shape, and throw open the door. It groans on rusty hinges. “So, little Sammy Belle grew up to be a lollipop man.”

“Do I know you?”

“You should,” I say slamming the door, folding my arms, and coming out from around the vehicle to see him better. “We used to bathe naked together.”

Tittering comes from the kids gathered either side of the crossing, and the PTA Posse talk in hushed voices as their eyes roam over me with distaste.

His voice softens, “Pepper?” 

“Naww, you do remember me.” I bat my eyelids coquettishly, then give him a devilish grin.

Sam folds his arms, assessing me from my long pastel-pink hair right down to my calf-length leopard print Dr Martens. I don’t miss the way his gaze rakes over the ink sleeve on my right arm. Or the roses on my thigh playing peek-a-boo with my short skirt. His eyes flit back to mine with a grin.

“Huh,” he says. 

I frown. “Huh, what?”

“You grew up, is all.”

“So did you.”

“I’m six years older than you, darlin’. You would hope I’d have grown up by now.” 

And there it was, the reminder I spent my entire adolescent life trying not to hear: Sammy Belle is too old for me. Six years too old for me. 

That might not seem like a big deal. Twenty-year-olds fuck men forty years their senior all the time. But most of those are money-grubbing whores and well, when you’re a horny sixteen-year-old girl lusting after a hot twenty-two-year-old, who’s only ever behaved the way a brother would, and you throw caution to the wind, remove your bikini top and hurl yourself at him? Yeah, trust me, you’re not ever going to forget something as insignificant as a six-year age difference. The memory of my humiliation came unbidden into my mind, and I chase it away with an appraisal of my own.

Sam looks older. Good. But older. He’s tanned, and has lost that baby-faced boyish charm. He’s a man, and from the looks of the front of his jeans, he hasn’t forgotten that in my presence. I share a wry smile of my own, flicking the tiny Monroe piercing in my upper lip with my tongue. He clears his throat. 

“You look good, Pepper,” he says, before checking himself, and shutting his face down into a stoic expression. “Now, if you’re done terrorising the neighbourhood, I gotta get back to work. Someone has to keep the kiddies safe from Harajuku nut jobs, intent on flattening them with their ice-cream van.”

I clench my jaw. “You did not just call me Harajuku.”

“Run along, Sailor Moon,” Sam says, and winks. “Just be careful not to run anyone over, this time.”

And just like that, he dismisses me. Sammy fucking Belle, the lollipop man, the guy who took me to my year-twelve formal, the guy who sat and made fun of all the other arseholes dressed in their tuxes and frilly pastel dresses while I wore spike heels, ripped jeans and a corset. The guy who told me not to give a shit that they were staring, because I was the most beautiful girl in the room, and he couldn’t take his eyes off me. The guy who I stole my first kiss from—that Sammy Belle, who’s a tanned, sunshiny real-life golden boy, dismisses me.

I laugh, humourlessly.

Run over? Oh no, Sammy. I’m going to run rings around you.

Jumping back in the van, I twist the key in the ignition, and feel a sense of pride when she sputters out a big black cloud of exhaust smoke. She backfires, and I know without a doubt that every single pair of eyes in that street is staring at me. I flip the switch on the dash and “Greensleeves” filters out through the giant speaker on top of the van. The kids’ mouths open in excitement, because no matter where you are in the world, and no matter what time of the morning it may be, that sound means one thing: ice-cream.

An errant little boy escapes the clutches of his pink tracksuit-clad mother, and heads right for me, shouting, “Ice Tweem!” 

When he’s close enough to the window I roll it all the way down, hang out my head and hiss at him, which sends him scurrying off the road and back to his mummy. Then I skid out and slowly, and very deliberately drive a dawdling circle around Sammy. He stands in the centre and follows me through the 360◦ revolution, eyes tight, face guarded, and arms folded against his broad chest.

Sam the lollipop man is pissed.

On the second drive-by, he just shakes his head, and I think I see a dry smile twist the corner of his mouth. I grin back, throw him a wink, and flatten my foot to the floor. The van lurches forward, and the gearbox protests as I grind it into second and zoom off in a cloud of black exhaust and squealing tyres.

Sugartown might be the absolute end of the earth, but now that I’m a little older, I think I might actually have some fun here.

***
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“Pepper Ryan-Harris-Rowe. Why in the hell is there an ice-cream van parked in the middle of my lawn? It had better not be leaking oil everywhere.”

Oh shit. The dragon lady’s back from work. I sit up on the couch and try ordering the chaos of empty Doritos packets and crushed beer cans on the coffee table. So I maybe should have given my mother a heads up that I was coming back to town, but we’ve never been the best at communicating our needs to one another.

In her younger day, Holly Harris was apparently awesome. But to me she’s always just been this headstrong woman that likes to put a stop to all and any fun. Okay, maybe that’s a little harsh. And if anyone were to insinuate that the reason we don’t get along is because we’re too much alike, I will twat tap them into a new millennia.

Growing up I found it much easier to talk to Pseudo Dad, Jack, or Biological Yet Geographically Absent Coop. He kinda has this way about him that makes you want to tell him shit. Like the time that Levi Quinn hit on me at one of the Taint parties. Is there anything worse than washed-up rockers who still think they’re God’s gift? That’s a rhetorical question. I’m telling you right now there is nothing worse. Anyway, Coop handed him his arse. Levi McDouchiepants apologised. He still maintains he had no idea that I was in fact a) Coop’s daughter and b) only seventeen.

My mother comes stalking into the house in all her five-foot-one glory. Her red curls are still as manic as ever, and she’s still as pretty as the last time I saw her two years ago. Though now she’s older, tiny lines wing out from the corners of her jade-green eyes, her cheeks crease a little when she smiles, and at five-foot two, I practically tower over the top of her.

She folds her arms over her chest as she stands before me, demanding the answers I have no desire to give her. “What are you doing here, Pepper?” 

“Nice to see you too, Holly.”

“It’s Mum. And what the hell happened to your hair? Last time I saw you it was blue.”

I shrug and fiddle with an empty stubbie. “Changed it.”

“You wanna tell me why there’s an ice-cream van eating up my lawn?

“I borrowed it.” I shrug. She may be a teeny, tiny little thing, but nothing makes me feel smaller than my mother’s prudent stare. “I needed a ride home.”

“Home? You haven’t been back home since you left for Melbourne. And what do you mean you borrowed it?”

“You know what, I didn’t come here for an interrogation. I’m not really sure why I thought this was such a good idea anyway. I’ll just head back to Sydney and see if the wicked stepmother will let me stay at Cooper’s house. At least then I’d be able to find a decent coffee.”

Holly’s expression softens and she shakes her head. “It’s not that I’m not glad to have you back, baby. It’s just a shock seeing you here. What happened to Melbourne? What happened to Sting?”

“Stieg, his name is Stieg. Like the writer?”

“Stieg, Sting, same thing. What happened to him?”

“Nothing. I imagine he’s back in our apartment, wondering why the hell I haven’t come home for two days.” I avert my gaze again and gather up the mess I’ve made, carrying it to the kitchen. “Or not.”

“Well, I hated the little punk-arse bastard, so I’m not in the least bit disappointed you left, but you really do need to stop running out on men in the middle of the night. Poor Sammy never recovered.”

I make a loud scoffing sound in the back of my throat. “He looks just fine, Hols.”

Holly abandons her search through the shopping bags and turns to face me. I don’t think I like the excited gleam in her eyes. “You’ve seen him?”

“I may have run into him on my way back into town.”

“And what exactly did he say?” Holly gets this creepy-as-fuck expression on her face, it’s all wide eyes and scary grin.

“You know Sammy; he’s a man of few words.”

She prods at my side with a tiny, perfectly manicured finger. “He’s not dating anyone, you know?”

“He’s not my type.”

“Funny. He was your type for the first eighteen years of your life.”

I level my gaze on her. “Yes, and I grew up.”

“You did?” Holly smiles slyly and stacks the groceries in the cupboard. “When exactly did that happen?”

“Funny.” I roll my eyes and rinse my hands in the sink, drying them on a nearby tea towel.

“So, how’s the tattoo business coming?”

“It’s not. Not really.”

Holly arches her brow and gives me that yes and look that mother’s everywhere have mastered since the beginning of time. 

“I don’t know, most guys don’t really like the idea of chick inflicting pain on them. I’m a better artist than all of the guys in the shop combined, but I get stuck doing the shitty little dolphin and butterfly tattoos. I needed the extra money that the ice-cream van brought in, or was supposed to bring in.”

“And what exactly was Stieg doing while you were working two jobs?”

“Band practise, a couple of gigs here and there ...” I shrug. “Who cares? He’s an arsehole and I’m done with him.”

“Well at least you’re making sound decisions now,” Holly folds her arms and leans against the counter. “How long are you planning on staying in town?”

“Jeez, Hols, way to make me feel welcome much?”

“I just want to know if you’re interested in picking up some shifts at the diner? Ana’s a person short, and Kristine’s working the office with me these days. We’ve been alternating between covering the diner and business and it’s wearing the both of us down.”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever.”

“Pepper, are you still taking—”

“Meds? Yeah, Mum. I’m still drugged up to the eyeballs. Don’t worry—I’m not going to flip out again.”

My mother throws her hands up in a warding gesture. Her expression softens as she smiles at me. “I’m not nagging. I’m just worried about you.”

“Well, I’m fine. My doctor is on top of it, and I haven’t had an episode since that last time.”

“You mean three days after you left Sam?”

“No, I mean three days after I left Sugartown. Sam had nothing to do with it.” I sigh, wondering why we have to have this conversation every few months. Holly knows why I had to leave, but that doesn’t stop her from laying on the guilt pretty thick. “Now, can I borrow fifty bucks?”

“Why? Where are you going?”

“It’s a Friday night, Mum. To Dave’s. Where the hell else would I be going?”

She pulls two twenties from her wallet and hands them to me, only she doesn’t let go of the bills straight away. “That’s all I have on me. Are you sure it’s wise to be drinking with your medication?”

“I’ll stick to Diet Coke,” I say, snatching the money from her hand faster than a stripper after a lap dance.

“Forty bucks worth of Diet Coke?” Holly shakes her head. “Why don’t you just get Dave to install an intravenous drip?”

***
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I take my time in the shower, letting the hot water scald the feeling from my skin. Once I’m done, I put on my shortest Iron Fist skirt, heels, and a tight black singlet that shows off my cleavage. It also exposes my sleeve of tattoos and the ones below my collarbones. I take a little extra time primping with hair and makeup. I apply false lashes and my signature red lipstick, just as I would if I were going out to see a band in Fitzroy with Stieg.

When I’m done, I stand back from the mirror and scrutinise every inch of my face. I’m satisfied with the bombshell I see staring back, but my reflection can’t hide the girl inside me that’s screaming to get out. She never really goes away. The drugs keep her safely locked in her cage, but sometimes, when my head is quiet, I can hear her silent screams again, and I feel the sharp bite of pain in her body as she thrashes in her pretty prison. It’s moments like those that make me want to pick up the phone and call him, or hop a bus, or steal an ice-cream van and drive for two days straight just to get home. It’s moments like those that make me want to run into his arms and have him make it all better again, the way he used to. It’s moments like those when I feel alone, and homesick for something other than this shitty little town that makes me relive every mistake that stupid, messed-up girl ever made.

I stare at my reflection. She begins to thrash against the bars, screaming to be released, and then I shut her up by swallowing two little white pills with a Jack Daniel’s chaser and pretend like I’m not dying inside as I wait for the meds to quiet the noise in my head.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Sam

Jake throws back another shot and slams his glass on the scratched table. “I’m telling you, man, it’s the fucking quiet ones you have to watch.”

“That so?” I ask, though truth be told I have absolutely no interest in continuing this conversation. I’d really rather forget about the date I just agreed to with Olivia Michaels, because sick, twisted fuck that I am, I can’t get a certain Harajuku-loving, ice-cream van wielding maniac out of my head. I line up my next shot and gently tap the pool cue at the white ball. It rolls across the green and nudges the black, sending it home into the corner pocket.

“Naw, shit,” Jake says. “You did that deliberately, didn’t you? Talking about Olivia so I’d lose my focus. My cock’s gonna bust out of my pants and take out every vagina in a sixty-kilometre radius.”

“Yes, that’s exactly why I told you about my date with the hot librarian. Because I wanted your man meat to beat every woman in town to death,” I deadpan. “It’s your shout, dickhead.”

“Yeah, yeah, keep your knickers on, Belle. You want another beer?”

I nod and rack the balls again. “Thanks.”

Jake turns toward the bar but stops dead in his tracks. “Well fuck me in the arse on a motherfucking Sunday.”

“Er, thanks ... but I’d really rather not.”

“Dude, punch me in the face.”

“What?” I glance up from the pool table and stare at Jake, dumbfounded.

“I just died and went to fucking heaven.” I follow his line of sight and see her, the little pink-haired minx I’ve been trying to forget all day.

“I’m going over there.”

“Please don’t,” I say, closing my eyes and exhaling. Slowly. I don’t wanna have to go to prison for beating my best mate to within an inch of his life, but I will if I have to.

“Please don’t? Fuck you, Amigo. That right there is grade-fucking-A pussy, and my cock is gonna be buried balls’ deep inside it before the night is through.” 

Pepper leans over the bar to talk to Dave and I catch sight of a set of matching tattoos on the backs of her thighs, just below her arse. In the dimly lit pub, it’s hard to make out exactly what they are, but my cock goes from flaccid to rock hard in zero-point-five seconds. Mercy fucking me do I wanna run my tongue over that ink, and the indent between her arse cheek and thigh. 

Fuck. This is Pepper we’re talking about. And she may be legal, but she’s still as off-limits now as she was back when she was flashing her newly-developed tits at me down by the creek all those years ago.

“Oh fuck, man. Did you see that?” Jake makes a fist and bites down on his index finger. “That arse, the perfectly rounded globes of her arse. I gotta bite it. I gotta go over there and introduce her grade-A pussy to my cock.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, man.”

“What? Why the hell not?”

Because she hates your arse. Always has.

“She’s outta your league.”

He laughs. “Fifty bucks says I’m pounding my monster meat into that delectable arse before the night’s through.”

“A hundred says you’re going home alone and jacking off to those fucking sick Asian bunny-girl videos you enjoy so much.”

“Done,” he says, and thrusts his hand under my nose. I shake it enthusiastically. Easiest hundred bucks I ever made. And yeah, I feel the smallest stab of remorse knowing I’m leading him directly into a trap. But Jake deserves it, after all the shit he’s put Pepper through over the years. That’s why it’s going to be fun to watch her hand him his arse. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a sex kitten to tame.”

I can’t help but laugh at his stupidity. “Yeah, good luck with that.”

As I watch him slink up to the bar alongside her I rack the pool cue, forgetting the game. There are only so many times you can kick Jake’s arse in pool before it becomes a waste of expended energy. Instead, I drift closer to them.

He leans back against the bar, winking at me as he moves in and whispers something in her ear. I want to know what he says because a heartbeat passes and then another, and she raises her shot glass and salutes him with it.

That is not the response I expected.

I wanted her to jump up and down, to throw her drink in his face, to die of laughter from his terrible choice of pick-up lines, but she doesn’t do any of those things. She sits still as he leans in again, this time whispering closer to her ear.

I move on autopilot. One minute I’m halfway across the room, the next I’m standing beside them, and Jake is sending me furious glances. His eyes tell me to fuck off, they scream that I’m encroaching on his territory, and I guess he would see it that way because he doesn’t know who she is. He doesn’t know he’s encroaching on mine, because this is Pepper Ryan-Harris-Rowe, and as much as she’s always been a part of me, she’s also always been my only weakness.

I don’t know how to say no to her. I don’t know because I never have. Not even when we were down by the lake and she took off her bikini top and threw herself at me. I didn’t say no then, but she more than likely took my horrified expression for a negative response. I wasn’t horrified because Pepper was throwing herself at me. I was horrified because I was afraid of what it made me. I was afraid that I was a twenty-two-year-old man and she was a sixteen-year-old girl who’d grown up with me like a sister, and I wanted to do all manner of unspeakable things to her as she waded in the water in front of me, the hot summer sun beating down on her red hair, the water beading on her skin. I wanted to lick it off, to touch her, and taste her. I wanted her, bad. I wanted her, and that was wrong. Just like it is now.

“I’m not going to sleep with you, Jake.” Pepper’s words pull me from my thoughts. Like a fucking douchebag, I stare at her. Pepper stares back. We share a moment. To outsiders, it’s just two strangers meeting, two people sharing a smile and a few flirtatious glances, but we both know it’s more. No. It must be as obvious to outsiders as it is to us because in my peripheral, Jake’s head swivels in my direction and then in hers, and it swings back again.

“Do you two know each other?” he asks.

“We used to—”

“Bathe naked together,” I finish for her with a wry smile, knowing instinctively what she was about to say, because it’s what I would have said. Which makes me wonder whether she suddenly feels as filthy dirty and desperately in need of a bath as I do right now. 

I think about that. I think long and hard about Pepper naked in my claw-foot tub until I become long and hard inside my jeans and I have to break eye contact so I don’t prop her up on the bar and bury my cock inside of her in front of Dave and all his patrons.

Jake leans into me, and whispers harshly, “Dude, what the fuck? You’re completely cock-blocking me, man.”

“Sammy’s not cock-blocking you, Jake. You’ve done a good enough job of that yourself for the last ten years, and trust me when I say that I would never, ever let you within a hundred feet of my pussy, much less make it wet.” She slams back the bright red shot in front of her, which, if I know Jake at all—and I’m pretty sure I do—is a wet pussy. It’s like his opener: “Dave, I’ll have a beer and a wet pussy for the lady.” He’s a fucking moron. What’s worse is that more often than not, that line actually works.

“No fucking way. No fucking way. No. Fucking. Way,” Jake chants as he props his elbows on the bar and buries his face in his hands. “This is not happening. This can’t be. You’re not ...”

“I wish I could say it’s nice to see you again, Jakey. But it’s really ... not.”

“You arsehole. The emo ranga grew up. She grew up and turned into that”—He gestures wildly to her body— “and you didn’t wanna warn me what the fuck I was walking into?”

“I figured she kind of deserved to get a little payback,” I say, winking at Pepper before turning my attention back to Jake. “You were a cunt to her all those years.”

“This cannot be happening. I’m being Punk’d, aren’t I? I’m being punished for all those times I stole smokes from Looks Both Ways when he wasn’t looking.” Hearing his name, Looks Both Ways—a practically ancient bar fly with a very unfortunate case of Strabismus—swivels in his seat to glare at us, or perhaps he’s staring at the floor and ceiling. Sometimes it’s hard to tell.

“I’m being punished for all the times I’ve peed all over the floor in a drunken stupor in Dave’s bathroom,” Jake continues, oblivious to the death stares Looks Both Ways and Dave are giving him. “I’m ... fuck me ... I have a fucking boner for the crazy emo ranga.” Jake lurches away from the bar, but I swing my arm out and thump his chest with my fist. He glares down at my outstretched palm.

“Deal’s a deal.”

“Come on, man. I just found out this fine piece of arse is the little ranga fangirl who used to follow us around for years. Cut me some slack.”

“You’re lucky she’s not punching you in the face right now. That’s all the slack I’m willing to give you.”

“Fine.” He fishes his wallet out from his pocket, slapping the notes in my hand before walking off, muttering about how his entire existence just imploded.

“You bet on whether or not I’d be a sure thing for Jake?” Pepper asks. She doesn’t seem pissed. Instead, her brow arches with curiosity, and she has a bright inquisitive gleam to her eyes.

“We made a wager,” I say with a grin, signalling Dave for my usual and downing half of it the second he sets it on the bar. “He bet he’d be buried balls’ deep inside you before the end of the night, and I bet you’d be handing him his arse before he walked away with his tail between his legs.”

She glances down at the notes in my hand. “And you came out a hundred dollars richer?”

“I did,” I say, tossing back my Jack and Coke.

“Then you can buy me a drink,” she says. I stare at the tiny diamond piercing above her lip. I have this insane desire to lick it. I don’t, of course. Instead, I pull a stool up beside her and signal Dave for a round of drinks. He’s older than my dad, and has endured two hip replacements. Jake and I and a couple others around town took over for him until he’d made a full recovery. He’s been back on his feet for two years, but he’s slower than before, and walks with a limp. He’s still just as fucking ornery as he ever was, so it’s good to know some things never change.

“What’s your poison, Pepper?”

“Same as it’s always been,” she says, giving me a smile that makes me want to whip out my cock and offer that to her instead, but as usual, I smile back and try to ignore the pathetic way my heart responds to her taunts. “JD and Coke.”

A few minutes later, Dave sets our drinks down on the bar and yanks the cash from my hand. “So, what brings you home after all this time?”

“You’re not still bitter are you, Sammy?”

“I’m not bitter. Bitter would imply that I gave two fucks, and that shit was a long time ago,” I say, and yeah, I’m kind of an arsehole for revelling in the fact that my words made her flinch. “And it’s Sam, now.”

“Aww, that’s cute. You get all bent out of shape with the use of your old nickname. You’ll always be little Sammy Belle to me.”

“Ha. I don’t know where the little comes into it exactly,” I say, quirking my brow. And just to show how bitter I’m not, my lips curl into one of those roguish smiles she used to love so much.

“No, I don’t suppose that word can really be applied to you, now can it?”

“No, it can’t,” I say. My heart trips over a beat when I think about the days and nights following her graduation. But that was a lifetime ago. And we were different people back then.

“I have one question,” she says, swivelling in her seat and leaning into my personal space. Her eyes are dark under the low, hanging lights of the bar, but I can still make out the perfect shade of jade and the gold flecks within them. Or maybe I just remember them so perfectly that I don’t need light to see them by.

“Then you’d better ask it,” I say, my fingers flexing around my glass, numb from the cold condensation. Pepper drops her gaze. Her lashes are obscenely long and thick as they fan her cheek. When she gazes back up again, her eyes are smouldering. My hand shakes. The ice tinkles against the glass. A slow grin tips the corners of her mouth, and my heart stops completely. At least, that’s how it feels. When the fuck did Little—my Little—change and become this ... this... fuck. I don’t even have words to describe the woman before me. A nymph? A siren? No. A goddess. Yeah, that’s more like it. Pepper Ryan-Harris-Rowe is a goddess, and I’m the devastation she leaves in her wake. I always have been.

“Does it still veer to the right?” she asks, and then her ruby lips that I so desperately want wrapped around my cock slip over the rim of her glass, and she takes a steady sip of the amber liquid. It takes me a moment to even be able to decipher the words she just said, but when I do, I reclaim some of my wits about me and I try for a little seduction of my own.

“Why don’t you take that dainty little hand of yours resting on my thigh and slip it inside my jeans to find out?” I smirk. I can’t fucking help it. I have this insane need to prod her and push all her buttons, the way she pushes mine just by being near. “Just so you know for sure.”

She yanks her hand away as if she’s been burned, as if she had no idea it was even there. She was so close to my cock that if she’d moved only a fraction of an inch farther, she’d have touched it. Pepper finishes her drink and slams the glass down on the bar. “Good night, Sammy.”

“You don’t want me to walk you home?”

“Judging by the enormous hard-on in your pants, I’d say walking is the last thing on your mind right now, and in case it wasn’t obvious, it’s the last thing on mine. Besides, I’m not sure we can handle this. We are like brother and sister, after all.”

I know she’s just provoking me. She’s using the same sentence I threw at her all those years ago down by the lake. The one that cut her to the core. The one that sent her spiralling out of control and into the darkness that lives inside of her. The one that I regret every single day that has passed since. 

I throw back the rest of my Jack and Coke and watch her hips sway all the way to the door. She draws the eye of every man in the room, and most of the women too, and I’m sure they don’t all see what I see, but it pisses me off all the same. Pepper has lived her whole life on the outs. She’s not always the easiest person to be around, and nine times out of ten I wanna throw her over my shoulder and put her in a time-out like a naughty kid. She’s impulsive, and hot, and annoying as all fucking hell, and holy mother of god, did I mention hot?

No matter how much time passes, no matter how long she’s been gone, or how many lovers have come since, I can’t help it—I still see her as mine. And I am not okay with every piece-of-shit barfly in this place ogling her. 

I wait a beat before heading to the door to follow her. Jake’s staring out the window, trailing Pepper with his eyes as she disappears into the darkness. I smack the back of his head as we watch her perfect little arse wander down the street.

“Dude, tell me you’re not going to do the redhead.”

“I don’t think you can really call her a redhead anymore, Jake.”

“It’s fucking Pepper, dude!”

“Yes, and she’s also the reason for the boner tenting your pants.”

“I’m so fucking confused right now, but I’m starting to see why you’ve been so pussy-whipped all these years.” He shakes his head and sighs. “That is one fine piece of ranga emo arse.”

“Don’t sweat it, Jakey. You’re never gonna get within a hundred metres of that pussy anyway, so there’s no need to worry.”

He laughs, and it makes me stop short in my tracks. “And you are? You didn’t learn your lesson last time? She’s like your fucking sister, man.”

“She’s not my sister,” I snap, and head out into the balmy night. It’s been just long enough for Pepper to get a head start—hopefully, she won’t see me following her home. I know, it makes me sound like a complete creeper, but I honestly just want to make sure she gets home okay. Sugartown is a reasonably safe place, and apart from all the shit my sister went through, our small Aussie town rarely sees any violence. That doesn’t mean I want her out here walking all alone through the dark though. 

I keep to the shadows as much as I can, because I know without a doubt that if she sees me following her home, she’ll go ape shit on my arse, and the last thing I need right now is another confrontation with her. Or maybe that’s exactly what I want, to confront her, in my bed, and my kitchen, on my coffee table, and in my shower, but I can’t ever cross that line with her again.
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Chapter Three
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Pepper

I sit quietly at the table and try hard not to jab my plastic fork through my jugular. Some things just shouldn’t be done at a table full of your family. Then again, I did grow up with my name hyphenated. Twice. It would have been more if Aunt Ana had any say in it—she’s been trying to adopt me since Holly bartered me away to some creepy Siberian tourist in a poker game one night. I wish I could say I was kidding. Apparently, Holly had been imbibing with the green fairy and assaulting all Dave’s customers on one of their notorious girl’s nights out. Thank god Jack had been there when Mr Siberia came calling the next day before he flew out or I’d be knee deep in snow and ice, chasing my horde of tiny humans and answering to Ivana Beyoursexslave.

So, other than the obvious, why am I contemplating bleeding out in front of my family, and just how deep a flesh wound this thing could really create? Because in their brilliant plan to throw me a welcome-home party some genius decided to invite Jake, and not only that, some other genius sat me next to him. If Sammy were here there would at least be some way to keep Jake’s asinine, arsehole comments to a minimum, but Sam is decidedly absent. Lucky bastard. I have half a mind to drive on over to his loft and beat the hell outta him for leaving us all with his idiot friend. I suppose I could always just junk-punch Jake, but then my hands would need to be near his junk and well ... yeah, that’s so not happening.

I don’t know what’s worse: the fact that despite being adults we still have our own kiddie table at family events like this? Or that because of this I get stuck next to Jake—okay yeah, there’s really no question here.

“So, Pep.” Jake pops the P on the end of my name, obnoxiously loud, and it makes me want to stab him in the jugular. “The little fangirl grew up into a wanton sex kitten.”

“Okay, for a start, I was never a fangirl. And secondly, sex kitten? Really? Could you sound like more of a paedophile?”

“You tell me. Wanna go back behind the shed so I can introduce my meat whistle to your little cavern?”

I shudder. Violently. And then I turn and glance at poor little Lil—who I guess is not so little anymore, but instead is in that awkward teen stage. She looks just like Aunt Ana. And just like me, the urchin invading our table horrifies her.

“Sorry,” I say. “I’m a carpet muncher now. I just couldn’t get on board with that whole penis thing.”

Lil laughs but quickly shuts up when Jake turns his attention to her.

“Christ.” Jake shifts in his seat, adjusting his crotch, and bites down on his lower lip.  It looks like it hurts. “That why you were throwing yourself at Sam last night?”

“I did not throw myself at him.” I may have casually implied that we should have hot, sweaty, messy, uncomplicated sex. But Pepper Ryan does not throw herself at anyone. Much less sparkly upstanding citizens of sunshine. I like ’em mean, and tattooed, and completely wrong for me. Or ... more wrong for me than Sammy. At least that’s been my type for years now. Since I walked away from the only thing in my life that ever felt like it made sense.

“Oh, you threw yourself, alright.” He smirks. “Just like old times, hey?”

“Why the hell are you even here? This is a family get-together, and since the whole family knows how I feel about you, and this is a welcome-home party for me. I still can’t work out who the fuck let you in.”

“Sam invited me, and relax, little ranga, I’m only here for the food. Well, that and to get a good hard, long look at your mum’s arse.”

“Well, since Sam’s not here and he’s the only one willing to tolerate your bullshit, why don’t you scurry off to whatever worm-infested hole in the wall you came from, like a good boy?”

“You know that dirty mouth of yours would sound a hell of a lot better with my cock rammed in it.”

I shrug. “Well sure, if you also like the sound of your own screams of terror.”

Jake places his hand over his mouth in mock horror. “Did you just threaten to bite off my penis?”

“Assuming you have one. Word in the locker rooms was that your brain wasn’t the only thing that was teeny tiny.”

“Well, I guess you’d know. You spent every second that my man Sam was in there waiting outside so you could drop to your knees and suck his cock.”

I screw my nose up at him. “Could you not speak that way in front of Lil, please?”

“It’s okay, Pepper. I grew up with a mum and dad that think it’s cool to watch their ‘home movies’”—she says this with overly animated speech quotations— “every Saturday night. We’re way past the birds and the bees, and I’m well versed in Jake’s douchery.”

“Little Lil grew up while you were gone, Pep. She’s a woman now.” He waggles his eyebrows. From out of nowhere, Uncle Elijah’s muscled and heavily tattooed arm comes snaking around in front of Jake and wraps around his throat. He leans down and whispers into the space between Jake and me. 

“Hey, dumbarse. Lil is not a woman. Lil is a fifteen-year-old girl whose father has ties to the Devil’s Angels MC, a man who’s been to prison, a man who’s taken lives, and one who is not afraid to take out a punk-arse kid if that stupid little fuck so much as mentions his daughter’s name again.”

Jake is full-out choking now, clawing at Uncle Elijah’s arm as it pins him in place, effectively cutting off his air supply.

“Dad,” Lil protests, but it’s half-arsed and it sounds as though she could give two fucks if Elijah finished him right there in front of our delicious meal.

“Caaaade,” Aunt Ana warns, pausing in her perusal of the buffet table’s contents. She runs a hand through her choppy blonde bob and lets out a sigh, then she pats him on the back condescendingly and says, “Honey, you can’t strangle every man she so much as has a conversation with.”

“I can try.” He grunts. “And I can start with this little bastard.”

“Let him go,” Aunt Ana states without pretence, and then, because it looks like Elijah’s going to fight her on this, she raises her brow, folds her arms over her chest and snaps, “Now.”

“But he’s this close to passing out. I can feel it,” he pleads. And he’s right. One look at Jake’s puffy, purple face and I know he’s bound for dreamy dream land.

“Let. Him. Go,” Ana demands. Her tone brooks absolutely no argument. Seriously, I kinda wanna run away from my aunt right now, and I haven’t done anything wrong. Uncle Elijah releases his hold on a purple-faced Jake and steps back from the table, holding his palms up to ward off his wife. Jake coughs and splutters next to me, sounding very much like he might actually hack up a lung, and I move my plate a little farther away to avoid cross cootie contamination. Ana gives him a condescending pat on the shoulder, the way she did with Elijah, and then says, “Jake, if you don’t quit being a douche to my girls, I will let him beat the shit out of you, and believe me when I tell you it’s a moment Elijah’s been waiting a lifetime for.”

Jake coughs, clears his throat and stutters, “Y-yes, ma’am.”

Ana’s smile vanishes. “Call me ma’am again, and I’ll beat the shit out of you myself.”

Jake’s eyes go wide and then he quickly nods his acquiescence, drops his gaze, and sips his drink as though he didn’t just have a biker strangle him half to death.

“Hey, Pepper, you brought your gun with you, right?” Uncle Elijah asks, and in my peripheral, I see Jake stiffen. I know he’s talking about my tattoo gun, but I love that Uncle Elijah gets as much of a kick out of fucking with Jake as I do.

“Never leave home without it.” I stab a piece of unsuspecting, overcooked broccoli with my fork and smile.

“Feel like getting some practise in later today? I got a target that needs just a hint of a bleed.”

“Sure, sounds good.”

“It’s good to have you back, kiddo.” He pulls on a lock of pink hair and shakes his head with an indulgent smile. “We’ve really missed you around here.”

“Thanks,” I say. I don’t say that I wish I felt the same, or that I don’t know how long I’ll be home for, or that it doesn’t even really feel like home anymore. I just smile and go back to eating my food.

Like Jack and Coop, Elijah has always been someone I felt I could go to when I got myself into trouble. Which was often. He never got mad, or overly emotional like Holly or Aunt Ana, or even Bob. He’d just help me work out the fastest way to get out of the shitstorm and he’d harbour me like a fugitive until it cleared. He also taught me how to impede an attacker in three seconds flat. Jack could fight, but he couldn’t separate himself enough from the idea that I might one day need to employ those skills, and since Coop lived a twelve-hour drive away, and I saw him during holidays, and every other month that he wasn’t touring, recording, or flying to LA to meet with producers and record execs, well ... having him teach me to throw a punch was sort of out of the question. You can’t really learn that shit on Zoom.

He’s still a great dad, and he does what he can to help me out and be there for me whenever I need him, but you know how they say it takes a village to raise a child? Well, in my case, it was a village ... and then some. And every adult in this room, with the exception of Jake—but then his status as an adult probably needs to be revoked—has had a hand in my raising. Sadly, that list doesn’t exclude Sammy Belle. Who seems to materialise out of thin air, hefting a carton of beer over his shoulder. He’s nowhere to be seen one second, and filling up the room—or the back deck, in this case—with his presence the next. Overrunning the space with Sam. Sweet, butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-his-mouth, hot-as-fuck Sam.  

He kisses Aunt Ana and then my mother, apologising profusely for running late. Holly pats him on the cheek, and they look like they share a silent exchange before Sammy scoops Aunt Kristine up, laying several loud smacking kisses on her smiling face and setting her on her feet before Uncle Michael decides to beat a new Sam-sized hole in my mother’s floor.

Sammy fills a plate with food until it’s practically overflowing, grabs a beer, and takes a seat beside me.

“Hey, man.” He nods in Jake’s direction, and they share a weird boyish handshake they’ve used with every greeting since they were twelve.

“Nice outfit,” I say, taking in Sam’s pale green scrubs.

“I got blood on my uniform,” he explains.

“Wow. You know I think the aim of a lollipop man is to get the kiddies safely to school, not beat them to death with your giant stop sign, though ... good for you. I can’t stand the little shits either.” I push the food all around my plate and ignore the drop of sweat running between my boobs. Damn my parents for being all ‘let’s have a barbie in forty-degree heat and be all outdoorsy and shit.’ “Wait, why are you working on a Sunday, and I thought you had to wear that stylish fluoro-yellow vest thingy?”

“I do. This was my uniform from my other job.” 

“Your other job? As what, an extra on Grey’s Anatomy?” Okay, let me just say here that I hadn’t been a fan of that show—it was a little too Hollywood for my tastes—but I caught reruns from time to time, and I wasn’t oblivious, or immune, to the steady stream of hot doctors traipsing on and off the screen, and Sammy Belle filled out scrubs better than any of them.
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