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This book is dedicated to Mr. Robinson.


My junior high history teacher.


The coolest teacher in school.


A teacher who asked me out into the hall for the sole purpose of telling me I was more than I believed I could be.


I didn’t believe you then, Mr. Robinson.


It’s taken a lot of time, but I’m beginning to believe.


I thank God for teachers like you who see what we do not see.


And take the time to set us on the course of believing.
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PROLOGUE



Stay Golden


AFTER HIS FATHER cuffed him, Carson Steele’s temple slammed into the corner of the wall by the refrigerator. It happened so fast that, despite all the times it had happened, and there were a lot, he still wasn’t prepared. So his hand came up to curl around the corner too late to soften the blow as the sharp pain spread from his temple through his right eye and into his jaw. Doubling that, his left cheekbone stung from the back of his father’s hand slamming into it.


“Trash fuckin’ stinks!” his father yelled. “What’s the point a’ you, boy? You good for nothin’?”


Carson had learned not to respond. Anything he said made it worse. He could defend himself and get his ass kicked. He could apologize and get his ass kicked.


Problem was, he could be silent and get his ass kicked too.


But his dad had a woman at their house, and even though they were both slaughtered on beer and vodka, if his dad had a woman (which he did surprisingly often, regardless that he was a jackhole, and not only to Carson), his father would have other things on his mind. This being the reason Carson hadn’t been prepared for his dad to have a go at him.


When he turned from the wall, still holding on to the edge and battling the pain, and looked into his old man’s eyes, his dad just muttered, “Piece of shit. Good for nothin’. For fuck’s sake, do somethin’ worth somethin’ in your sorry life, take out the fuckin’ trash.”


Then he moved to the fridge, opened it, nabbed a six pack, slammed it, and stormed out.


Carson went to the trash.


It was a third full.


His father was right. It stunk. Carson had no idea what the man threw in there, but whatever it was smelled lethal.


The same thing had happened last week, though. The garbage hadn’t been half full, his dad tossed something in that smelled to high heaven, and unable to bear the stench, Carson took it out.


The minute he came back, he got open-palmed smacked across the face because “We’re not made of fuckin’ money, you piece of shit! I’m not a millionaire who can afford fifty trash bags a week, for fuck’s sake! Wait until it’s goddamned full!”


He couldn’t win for losing.


This didn’t bother Carson. He had a good memory, which sucked, seeing as every one of them wasn’t one he’d want to remember.


He was used to losing.


He took the garbage out to the alley and tossed it in the Dumpster. As he was dropping the lid, he saw his neighbor roll up in his pickup.


The man slid his window down and stopped.


“Hey, Car, how’s it hangin’, bud?” Linus Washington asked.


Then Linus’s eyes narrowed on Carson’s face.


Linus was a big, black guy who’d lived next door to them for the last three years. Good guy, serial dater, but he’d had a steady woman for the last year. Carson liked her. She was pretty, had a smokin’ body, but he liked the way she looked at Linus the best. Like he could do anything. Like if he went to the Pacific Ocean, raised his arms, and spread them wide, the sea would part.


Yeah, that’s what he liked about her best.


Sometime recently, Linus had got on bended knee but Carson only knew that because his dad had told him she’d accepted the ring, then said, “Dumb fuck. Gettin’ his shit tied to a woman. Stupidest thing you can do, boy, gettin’ your shit tied to a woman. Learn that now, save you a world a’ hurt.”


He understood this coming from his dad. Carson’s mom was beautiful. He’d seen pictures. That was the only way his mother was in his life. Stuffed in an envelope full of pictures shoved at the back of his father’s nightstand. Pictures just of her, smiling and looking gorgeous. Pictures of her and his dad, both of them smiling, looking happy.


She left before Carson could even crawl. He had no memories of her. His father never spoke of her, except the constant trash he talked about women that Carson knew was directed at her.


He also knew better than to ask.


And last he knew that she left her baby before he’d even learned to say the word mom.


He could get this, if his old man knocked her around the way he did Carson.


He also didn’t get it.


Not at all.


“It’s hangin’, Lie,” Carson muttered, dipping his chin and turning toward their back gate.


“You wanna come over, get a Coke, watch a game?” Linus called before Carson could turn his back on him and their conversation.


“Got shit to do,” Carson kept muttering, moving toward the gate.


“Bud!” Linus yelled.


Carson drew in a breath and turned back.


“Anytime you wanna come over and hang, my door’s open. Yeah?” Linus said what he’d said before a lot.


“Yeah,” Carson continued to mutter, knowing he’d take him up on that, as he had hundreds of times since the man moved next door.


This just wouldn’t be one of those times. He didn’t go over after his dad had a go at him. And the reason he didn’t was right then written on Linus’s face.


Linus was giving him a look that Carson read. He’d honed his skills at reading people, started doing it the minute he could cogitate. If he didn’t, he’d have it far worse than he did from his old man.


Far worse.


But the look on Linus’s face said he didn’t know if he wanted to climb out of his truck and give Carson a hug or if he wanted to climb out of his truck, slam into Carson’s house, and kick his dad’s ass.


Sometimes he dreamed of Linus kicking his dad’s ass. The man was built. He was tall. He’d wipe the floor with Jefferson Steele.


But most of the time, he dreamed of doing it himself.


He didn’t because his dad kept him fed. He kept a roof over his head. He kept clothes on his back. He needed the jackhole.


When he didn’t, things would change.


But he didn’t court disaster for Linus. Linus was a good man. If he had a go at his dad, his dad would stop at nothing to put Linus in a world of hurt any way he could.


Linus didn’t need that. The woman who looked at him like he could move mountains didn’t need that. And Linus didn’t need to give it to a woman who he looked at like the first day that dawned for him was the day he laid eyes on her.


“Take care of yourself, Car,” Linus said quietly.


Carson nodded and moved to and through the gate, lifting a hand behind him as he did in a lame goodbye.


The goodbye was lame. He was lame. Weak. Pathetic. Of his own free will, walking away from Linus and into a filthy, stinking pit that held nothing for him but pain, violence, and neglect.


He hit the back door and heard it immediately. His father’s grunts. The woman he brought home whimpering through each one.


Not the good kind of whimpering, the pained kind.


She was dry.


How the fuck his father could nail as much tail as he did and not sort that, Carson had no clue.


What he knew was the man was good-looking. He made decent money. He could be a charmer.


But mostly, he was a jackhole, and he only hid it long enough to get off. Therefore none of the women stuck around.


He would have thought they’d talk. Women did that shit. But apparently, when it came to his dad, they didn’t.


Or maybe his dad was just that good of a player.


Moving swiftly through the house, avoiding going anywhere near the living room where his dad was fucking some bitch on the couch, he headed to his room.


He was sixteen but he’d already had four girls. The first one sounded like the woman his father was currently pumping on their couch. Those pained whimpers.


It wasn’t good, fucking dry. He got off but it wasn’t good.


It really wasn’t good for her.


He’d learned with the second one that if he kissed her a while then paid some attention to her tits, things were a lot better down there. Wet and hot. Sweet. And it far from sucked, tonguing and toying with a girl’s nipples. He’d got off, she hadn’t, but the whimpers he got when he was doing her were of an entirely different variety.


Number three was where he found it. She’d shown him. He got her ready. He got off. But when he was done, she wasn’t and she wanted to finish. So she took his hand and pressed his finger against her clit and moved it around, moaning and squirming and… fuck. So damned hot, he nearly came again on her leg watching her. In the end, he got her off with her help and Carson watched, thinking it was beautiful.


A miracle.


So number four got it all. After he made out with her forever, did shit to her tits and got her wet for him, he’d fucked her while he worked her clit, and she’d gone wild. It was magnificent. So good, he wanted to try other shit, using his mouth, his tongue, his hands, see what that would bring. She let him and the results were spectacular.


But after he gave that to her, she got clingy and kept calling and coming around and his dad gave him crap, not the good, teasing, my-boy’s-becoming-a-man kind of ribbing.


Mean. Like the jackhole he was.


So even if Carson kind of liked her, had a good time with her, and not just when he was doing her, he scraped her off. He didn’t need that shit.


And hearing his father’s grunts and groans coming faster, as well as the pained cries and, “Jeff, hold on a second, honey,” he decided he didn’t need this shit either.


So to make a quick getaway, he grabbed what he did need, opened his window, climbed out, and took off.


Carson Steele walked a lot since his father got shitty for some reason, tossed Carson’s bike in the Dumpster, and beat the snot out of him so he knew not to go out and retrieve it.


Now Carson had a job. He was saving up for a car. He didn’t care how beat up it was. The minute he could afford one, he was going to buy one.


First step to freedom.


He’d fix it up too. Linus was a mechanic, and sometimes when Carson was over at Linus’s house he helped Linus in his garage, getting Linus tools as Linus tinkered with an old Trans Am he was fixing up to sell. He watched, Linus showed him things, let him do things, he learned.


Which was why Carson went where he went. Moving through the residential streets of Englewood, Colorado, he found Broadway and walked north. Block after block. He saw it from a distance: his destination. The American flag on the flagpole on top. The white flag under it with its insignia, the words around it, Wind, Fire, Ride, and Free.


His place, even if it wasn’t his. It still was.


The only place he felt right, even standing outside the fence.


So he walked right to it and stopped when he hit the end of the fence.


He stood there. His body on one side, he craned his neck around and looked into the forecourt of Ride. It was an auto supply store up front on the street but they had a garage at the back.


And the day got better even as it threw Carson right into a yawning pit of hell.


That was because the cool guy with the dark hair and kickass goatee was working in one of the bays.


And he was doing it with his son right by his side.


The best.


And the worst.


Since Carson spent a lot of time watching, he’d seen that guy—and others, all members of the Chaos Motorcycle Club—around Ride, the store and the custom car and bike shop at the back, all of which they owned and ran.


The best and worst times were watching the goatee guy with his boy.


His kid had to be Carson’s age. Looked just like his old man, like Carson looked like his.


But Carson would bet the three hundred fifty-eight dollars he’d saved that the kid he was watching was proud of that fact, where Carson absolutely was not.


He’d seen them grin at each other, they did it a lot, and Carson couldn’t remember one single time he’d smiled at his old man.


And he’d seen the goatee guy laugh at something his kid said. Or he’d smack him on the shoulder in a way that wasn’t mean. Or, the best, he’d grab him by the side or back of the neck and tug him close, swaying him around.


It was a hug. A motorcycle guy hug for his boy. Carson knew it, even though he’d never felt anything like it. The kid had done something his father liked. Or made him proud. Or maybe it was just because he looked at his son and couldn’t stop himself from showing some love.


Right then, they were bent over the engine of a car, hood up, one on each side, doing shit. Every once in a while they’d look at each other and say something. Or smile. Or laugh.


Carson watched a long time. Until they quit and walked through the garage, disappearing in its dark depths.


Probably they were off to some house Carson figured was clean and nice and maybe even decorated good. They’d have dinner together. Maybe with the pretty dark-headed girl he’d also seen around who could be none other than that guy’s daughter and that kid’s sister.


They’d get home and have dinner and that guy would ask his son if he’d done his homework. He’d give him crap about the girls he was dating. The good kind. The my-boy’s-becoming-a-man-and-I-like-how-that’s-happening kind.


The kind Carson never got.


On this thought, he took off. Kept walking. Found a spot and dug the book out of the back of his jeans where he’d shoved it, and took the nubs of pencils out of his pockets. He sat with his back to a tree in the park, his ass to the ground, and flipped through.


Sketches.


His.


Drawings of Linus’s bulldog, Ruff. Carson loved that dog. He looked like a bruiser, the way he waddled was flat-out hilarious, but he always seemed like he was smiling. As he would, the love Linus showered on him.


There were also drawings of Mrs. Heely’s house.


She lived across the street and one down from Carson and his dad. She had an American flag on the flagpole, aimed high but stuck at a slant on the house at the top side of her front door, the edges tattered.


He mowed her lawn for money. He also did shit around the house for her because her son, and only child, was gone and so was her old man, so she didn’t have anyone else to do it.


She was a great old broad. Made him cookies. Noticed when he was younger and alone because his dad was out carousing and would bring him over a plate of food, warm food, good food, with vegetables and everything. Sat with him while he ate and made him eat his vegetables and watch Wheel of Fortune with her and other shit before she’d hear his father’s car in the drive. Then she’d put a finger to her lips, wink, grab his dirty plate, and sneak out the back door.


He’d asked about that flag. She’d said they gave it to her at the funeral after her son died “over there.” She put it up and it stayed up, wind, rain, snow, sun.


She told Carson she was never going to take it down. It would fly out there until she died. She didn’t care how tattered it got. Beaten and worn. Faded.


“He would too, you know, if he’d been able to live his life,” she said. “Age does that to you. All’s I got is that flag, Carson. I didn’t get to watch him be a man. Make his life. Grow old. So I’ll watch that flag do it.”


After she said that to him, Carson thought that flag was maybe the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.


So he drew it.


Ten times.


He flipped the page and at what he saw, his throat got tight.


The flag might be the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen, but on that page was the most beautiful person he’d ever seen.


Carissa Teodoro. Cheerleader. Dated the quarterback. Long golden brown ringlets the color of honey, warm dark brown eyes, sweet little tits, tiny waist, long legs, heart-shaped ass. He knew. He’d seen it in her cheerleader panties when she flipped around.


The golden girl.


Half of the golden couple.


It was too bad her boyfriend, Aaron Neiland, was a total fucktard.


The guy was good-looking and his dad was loaded so he got it.


But he was still a fucktard.


Carissa wasn’t. She smiled at him in the halls. She smiled at everyone. She was nice. Everyone liked her.


Carson did too. Carson wanted to make her whimper.


He also wanted to make her laugh. Throw her head back and laugh real hard, like he saw her do at lunch sometimes. Or at games. Or in the hall. Or whenever.


She laughed a lot.


He was glad she did.


Pretty girls like her who could be bitches but weren’t deserved to laugh.


He turned the page in a notebook that was filled with drawings. Drawings of things that Carson thought were beautiful. Things that made Carson smile, inside, the only place he let himself do it. Things that gave him a little peace.


And he drew a picture of the goatee guy with his son working on the car.


Only when it was done—and he was sure his dad had either passed out or was in a decent mood because he got off—did he go home.


* * *


“A minute, Carson,” Mr. Robinson called as everyone filed out of his classroom.


It was the last period. He was good to go home. He didn’t want to go home but it was better than being at school. He hated school. Bells telling him where he was supposed to go next. Teachers telling him what (they thought) he was going to do when he got home. Rules about what you could wear, what you could say, where you could be, how you could act.


Totally hated it.


Still, Mr. Robinson was the shit. He made class fun. He dug teaching and didn’t give a crap that everyone knew it.


Half the girls had a crush on him.


Half the boys wanted to be history teachers when they grew up.


Because he liked the guy, Carson walked to his desk.


“Yeah?”


As Carson was walking to the desk, Mr. Robinson got up and rounded it. That was another way he was cool. He didn’t sit behind his desk like a dick with some authority and lord over you that way. He also didn’t stand behind it like he had to have the desk between so you wouldn’t infect him with high school loser-ness.


He got close. Man to man.


Respect.


Yeah, Carson liked him.


“You good?” Mr. Robinson asked when he stopped close but not too close. Friendly. Natural.


“Yeah,” Carson replied, not asking why he’d asked because he had a bruise on his cheek and one on his temple so he knew why Mr. Robinson asked.


Carson didn’t hide it. He never hid it. Everyone saw it. They always did.


He didn’t really care. It was his life for now.


Then he’d be gone.


But only Mr. Robinson would call it out. School had started over a month ago, the first time he had Mr. Robinson’s class, and the man had been giving him looks for a while.


Carson knew right then the teacher was done with just looks.


Mr. Robinson leaned a hip against the desk and put a fist to his other one. He then tipped his chin to Carson’s face and dipped his voice quiet.


“Looks like something got rough for you recently.”


“It’s all good,” Carson lied.


Mr. Robinson gave him a long look before he sighed.


Then he said, “Talked with some of your teachers.”


Carson said nothing.


“Your grades are good, Carson, very good. Especially for a kid who only half the time turns in homework.”


Carson had no reply to that either.


“You turned it in more often, you’d be on the honor roll,” Mr. Robinson shared.


Carson had no interest in the honor roll.


He had an interest in saving for a car, then saving every dime he could make, and the second he turned eighteen, getting the fuck out of Dodge.


Something moved over Mr. Robinson’s face when Carson didn’t reply. It was something Carson had never seen. He hadn’t seen it so he couldn’t get a lock on it. It could be pity. It could be sadness. It could be frustration. Whatever it was, it made Carson feel warm and cold at the same time.


“You’re exceptionally bright,” Mr. Robinson said quietly.


“Thanks,” Carson replied lamely.


“I’ve been teaching seven years and not once have I come across a student with your capabilities.”


What?


He didn’t ask but Mr. Robinson told him.


“You think with both sides of your brain. You excel in shop. You excel in art. You excel in chemistry. You excel in trigonometry. And you excel in history. You do this simply by paying attention in class and making a half-assed attempt at studying when you’re home.”


Carson was a little shocked the man used the word half-assed but it only upped his cool factor.


“You have no test anxiety,” Mr. Robinson went on. “Your teachers have noted you pay close attention and take copious notes in class. When you’re there, you’re there. We have you. Totally. I wonder, if you applied yourself, what that could mean.”


“Not much, and it doesn’t have to, seein’ as alls I’m gonna be is a mechanic,” Carson shared.


“I take issue with ‘all you’re gonna be,’ Carson. A mechanic is a worthy profession,” Mr. Robinson replied instantly. “Though, not an easy one. You have to study to be a mechanic.”


“Know that,” Carson muttered.


“I figure you do. And if you want it, you’ll be a good one. But it would be a shame if you were a mechanic when you had it in your head to design cars, engineer them. Make them maneuver better. Safer. Or use different forms of fuel.”


“Hardly got that in me, Mr. Robinson,” Carson told him the truth.


“How would you know?” Mr. Robinson shot back.


Carson felt his body still.


“Usually, by your age, teachers can see where students are leaning,” Mr. Robinson continued. “Where they have aptitude. Languages. Arts. Science. Math. Computers. Manual skills that are no less admirable than any of the rest. Some can show partiality to several of these. I’ve never met a student who shows gifts with all of them.”


Carson shook his head, not getting why the guy was on about this crap. “Nothin’ special about me, Mr. Robinson. Just a kid who likes history.”


“No, you would think that, seeing as whoever puts bruises on your face or makes you take your seat at your desk slowly because your ribs hurt would make you believe nothing about you was special, Carson. But the truth of it is, they are very wrong, and so are you.”


He wanted that to feel good.


But he wasn’t the one who was wrong.


Mr. Robinson was.


He liked the guy. Respected him.


But they were not talking about this.


“We done here?” Carson asked and watched the teacher’s head jerk.


“Carson—”


“I dig you give a shit, but none of your business.”


“Car—”


“So, we done?”


Mr. Robinson shut his mouth.


It took a couple beats before he opened it again to say, “If you ever need to speak with someone, I’m here.”


“No offense, your class rocks, you’re the best teacher in the school, everyone thinks so, but I wouldn’t hold my breath.”


“That’s a shame, Carson, because I can help.”


Okay, enough was enough.


“Yeah?” he asked sharply. “Can you give me a ma who gave a shit enough to hang around to see me start crawlin’?” Carson asked.


Mr. Robinson’s lips thinned, “I—”


“Or give me a dad who wasn’t okay with leavin’ me at eight to go out and get laid so the neighbor lady had to bring over food so I’d eat?”


Mr. Robinson’s face turned to stone. “This is exactly what I’m talking about.”


“Sixteen, almost seventeen, less than two years I gotta wait, Mr. Robinson. Been waitin’ a long time to be free, now you wanna fuck that up for me?”


“If we spoke with the principal—”


“What? And get me in foster care? Make my dad pissed at me for more than just breathin’?” He shook his head again. “That shit gets out, it’ll make all the kids pity me or say jack to me, which would not go down too good so other shit would go down and I’d get suspended or expelled. Dude, when it’s over and I’m gone, I won’t have much, but I stick with my plan, at least I’ll have my degree.”


“I see you’ve thought this through,” the man remarked.


“Only thing on my mind since I was eight.”


That and Carissa Teodoro. But she hadn’t entered his mind until he was thirteen.


Mr. Robinson closed his eyes.


He felt that. He didn’t like that.


Carson couldn’t help him.


He had to focus on helping himself.


“I’ll get through,” Carson declared and the teacher opened his eyes. “Got neighbors who look out for me, so it isn’t as bad as you think. Means a lot, you give a shit, but I got it under control.”


“Then if you take nothing from this, take from it that you have a teacher who cares and will look out for you, too. More than just me, we all believe in you, Carson. So if you take nothing from this but that, it won’t make me happy, but it’ll be something.”


“That means a lot too,” Carson returned, his voice weird, like thick and gruff, a sound that echoed what he felt in his gut.


While Carson was feeling that and, not getting it, before he got a lock on it, Mr. Robinson swooped in for the kill.


“One day, Carson Steele, you’re going to be a magnificent man. I don’t know how that will be. You could be president. You could eradicate disease. Or you could be a master mechanic who builds amazing cars. But whatever it is, it will happen. I believe it. And one day, you’ll see past what you’ve been taught and you’ll believe it too.”


Carson didn’t share that he probably shouldn’t hold his breath about that either.


Then again he couldn’t. The thick in his gut was growing, filling him up like he ate way too much, but not in a way that made him need to hurl. In a way that made him want to take a load off, sit back, and just feel the goodness.


Since it was all he had in him, he just again muttered, “Thanks.”


“My pleasure,” Mr. Robinson muttered back.


Carson moved to the door.


“Carson?” Mr. Robinson called when he was almost out of the room.


Taking in a deep breath, he turned back.


“Don’t forget this conversation,” the teacher ordered. “Any of it.”


Like he ever would.


“Got it,” he confirmed.


Then, fast as he could, he took off.


* * *


Carson stood with his back to the pole at the bottom of the bleachers at the high school football field. He did this listening to the posse of girls sitting above him.


They had no clue he was there.


Freshman football game. One of Carissa’s stupid, bitch, up-her-own-ass girlfriends had a brother who played.


But they weren’t there to watch the brother play. They were there to say mean crap about the freshman cheerleaders.


All but Carissa. She didn’t talk much. She smiled a lot. She cheered and kicked and flipped around better than any of the others. But she wasn’t a talker.


But now, her friends had stopped saying bitchy things about the cheerleaders.


Now they were talking about him.


“I’m so gonna go there. Jenessa said he rocked her world,” Brittney spouted.


“I would go there just ’cause he’s hot,” Theresa declared. “God, he wears jeans better than any guy in school.”


“You guys are gross. He’s a total loser,” Marley stated. “He barely says anything. Just wanders around school, brooding. Doesn’t have any friends. He doesn’t even hang with the stoners or hoods. And he totally knows how hot he is and uses it to get into girls’ pants. It’s lame.”


“I’m not gonna date him, just get laid by him,” Brittney replied. “My dad would have a conniption if I brought someone like Carson Steele home. He’d get me, like… a chastity belt or something.”


Peels of giggles.


Carson tipped back his head and looked up through the bleachers.


The girls were all turned to each other, not paying a lick of attention to the game, but Carissa was leaned forward, elbows on her knees, eyes to the field, mouth shut.


She wasn’t even smiling. Definitely not giggling. And the graceful line of her jaw was kind of hard.


Fuck, but she was pretty.


“Jenessa said he,” Theresa’s voice lowered, but not by much, “went down on her. Like, put his mouth right between her legs and everything!”


“Totally gross,” Marley murmured.


“Hard… lee,” Brittney returned. “God, I’d pay him to go down on me.”


“He’d take your money, seeing as he could probably use it,” Marley told her. “Can the guy wear anything other than jeans and T-shirts?”


“I’ll give him money if he gives it and gives it good and then goes on his way,” Brittney shot back.


“I think I already weighed in on the jeans, but Marl, seriously, it would be a crime to put anything on that hot bod but one of his skintight tees. Lush.” The last word out of Theresa’s mouth was like a breath.


“You do know, he’s a person,” Carissa put in.


“What?” Theresa asked.


“Carson Steele. He’s a person,” Carissa announced.


“Yeah. A person of the male persuasion that Jenessa says has a really big dick,” Brittney replied on a giggle that was met with Theresa’s giggles.


“I’m sure,” Carissa said coldly. “He’s also really smart. He’s always getting picked for the Beat the Brains Team when Mr. Robinson does games in his class. He knows everything about history, so no one ever beats him. And he might not have a lot, but he’s also got a job so he doesn’t get given everything, which isn’t a bad thing. At least that’s what my dad says. And Theo and his jerk friends were being mean to that kid with all that awful acne and Carson just walked over to them, crossed his arms on his chest, and they scattered. Didn’t say a word and they took off. That was cool, and it was a cool thing to do. And Theo and his friends don’t do that kind of thing anymore, not if Carson is around.”


“Does Aaron know you have the hots for Carson Steele?” Brittney asked bitchily.


“I don’t have the hots for him,” Carissa returned sharply, and Carson felt his gut lurch. “I just think he’s a nice guy. And he doesn’t deserve some girl pretending she’s into him just to get in his pants. He’s a person. He has feelings. And if you did that, Britt, that wouldn’t be cool.”


“Goody-two-shoes,” Brittney muttered.


“Maybe, but I’d rather be that than be mean,” Carissa fired back immediately.


“All right, calm down, I won’t play with Carson Steele,” Brittney replied.


Carissa didn’t say anything. She looked back to the field.


“I need a Coke,” Theresa decreed into the tense silence. “Does anyone else need a Coke?”


“Coke? Are you crazy? There are more calories in a Coke than there are in a piece of chocolate cake,” Marley stated.


“That’s not true,” Theresa returned.


“I’ll go. Get a diet. Anyone?” Brittney asked, rising from the bleacher.


“I could get a diet,” Marley said.


They all rose, except Carissa.


“Riss? You wanna come?” Theresa asked.


“I’ll stay here, save our seats.”


Carson looked to the rest of the bleachers. They weren’t even half full, and there was no one anywhere near the bitch girl crew.


“Okay,” Theresa said quietly.


“Whatever,” Marley muttered.


They took off.


Carissa remained.


He watched her lean further forward and put her jaw in her hand, her eyes to the field.


He wondered if she was thinking about him.


He figured she wasn’t. She was cool, she’d had his back, but he would be the last thing on her mind.


He studied her, wishing he knew what she was thinking.


And as he studied her, knowing she had her eyes to the field but her thoughts somewhere else and they didn’t look happy, suddenly he remembered about her sister.


Everyone knew about Carissa Teodoro’s sister. It was a long time ago, but what happened was so ugly, no one forgot.


Freak accident. Tragic. Even his dad flipped out about it.


She’d been a little girl, riding around on her tricycle in the driveway. Folks were over at her parents’ house. Not a big party but enough people a little girl got lost. A couple left, no one knew she was behind the car. They couldn’t see her in their rearview, ran right over her. Crushed her to death. Right in her own driveway.


If that hadn’t happened, the sister would be a freshman. If she followed in Carissa’s footsteps, she’d be a freshman cheerleader.


He remembered his dad going on about it. Remembered it even if he’d only been about six at the time.


It wasn’t something you forgot.


Looking at her from below, her face soft, her thoughts somewhere else, he figured she hadn’t forgotten either, and he wondered if she sat at a freshman football game thinking her sister should be cheerleading. He wondered if it crushed her to think those things.


And he hoped she didn’t because he didn’t like the idea of her feeling crushed.


His eyes never leaving her, Carson wanted to call to her.


No, he wanted to go sit with her. Put his arm around her shoulders. Tell her how he felt that she took his back with the bitches who were so bitchy he didn’t get why she called them friends.


He didn’t do that.


He heard gravel shifting and looked from Carissa.


Julie Baum was headed his way under the bleachers, a smile on her face.


They were meeting there. A date.


Or the kind of dates Carson Steele got.


She wasn’t going to introduce him to her parents either. Her folks thought she was at the game with her girls. Carson would buy her a burger, find someplace to fuck her, return her to her friends, and they’d take her home.


He’d get off.


She’d get off too.


Then she probably wouldn’t think about him, except when she could arrange another meet where she could use him to get off and still do what she could to catch that football player’s eye. The one with no neck that had a dad who was a surgeon.


Which was okay with him.


It was because, not including the no-neck football player, he would do the same.


* * *


Carson’s boot connected with his dad’s face and the man didn’t even groan when his head snapped around.


Out cold.


Carson stared down at him, lifting a hand to wipe the blood pouring out of his nose from his mouth.


Then he spat on him.


He was two months away from eighteen. More than that from graduating.


But fuck it.


It was time to leave.


He’d never laid a hand on his father, but tonight was bad. The man had been in a rage. A frigging rage about a new oil stain on the floor of the garage.


Their house was old. There were so many stains on the garage floor, it was a wonder his old man noticed a new one.


But he did and he lost it.


And for the first time, Carson did too.


So he was done.


Carson was going to disappear.


So he didn’t get his degree.


Shit happened.


He went to the bathroom and cleaned up. Then he went to his bedroom, changed out of his bloody tee into a clean one, and grabbed his bag. He stuffed everything he could get into it. After that, he went to the AC register, pulled off the face, and tagged the money he’d saved and the letters he’d written, preparing, getting ready for the day he would be free. He took that and anything that meant anything from his room (there wasn’t much).


Done with that, he moved through the house and nabbed whatever he could that was worth something, including the jug of change his father was always filling. He even emptied his dad’s wallet.


He put everything in the car he’d bought for five hundred dollars and Linus had helped him fix up. He then strode to Linus’s mailbox and shoved in his letter. Across the street and down to Mrs. Heely’s, he shoved her letter in hers.


Ready, he got in his car.


One more thing to do before he went and he was going to do it.


So he drove to Swedish Medical Center.


He knew why he’d snapped with his dad. Mr. Robinson was out that day and word got around. It shouldn’t have. It was no one’s business. But it did.


The man had lost a kid the day before. His wife, pregnant, had a stillborn baby.


And Carson thought that sucked. It sucked so huge, he couldn’t get it out of his head.


That shouldn’t happen to anyone, but never to a man like Mr. Robinson. If gossip was true, and he figured it was, they’d been trying for a while and getting nowhere.


And that was wrong. It proved the universe was fucked.


Because outside of Linus, Carson knew no man who’d be a better dad.


So it sucked worse for Mr. Robinson and the dead kid he lost.


Carson should have come out stillborn.


Mr. Robinson’s baby should have come out bawling so he could have all Mr. Robinson had to give, which was a lot.


He went into the hospital, found where they did the baby stuff, and it took a while—nurses and doctors and other folks giving him looks as he hung around—but finally, he saw Mr. Robinson walk out of a room. He had his head down. Even if Carson couldn’t fully see his face, he could still see the man looked wrecked.


Carson gritted his teeth.


Suddenly, Mr. Robinson’s head came up. He stopped dead right there in the hall when he saw Carson.


Carson put everything into his face. Everything he felt for the man. Everything he felt for the man’s dead kid, who wouldn’t get a lifetime of knowing just how fucking lucky he was to have the seed that made him.


Then he lifted up his hand, palm out, and kept it there.


Mr. Robinson didn’t move except to lift his hand the same way.


But Carson saw his eyes were wet.


He’d give him that. Any man before him, Carson’d think that was weak because his father taught him a long time ago just how weak it was for a man to cry.


He’d been seven when he’d learned that lesson, a lesson delivered with a lit cigarette.


It was not the first or the last time his father had used that method to deliver a lesson, but he’d not even so much as teared up since.


But Mr. Robinson made it different.


He made it strong.


Carson nodded once, dropped his hand, turned on his boot, and walked away.


* * *


In the hospital parking garage, he was opening the door to his car, thanking Christ he got that fake ID, which would mean he could rent a hotel room, when he heard a familiar female voice say, “Carson?”


His body locked, all except his head, which swiveled.


And he saw Carissa Teodoro coming his way.


Cute little skirt. Cute little top. Cute little cardigan. Cute little ankle boots. Tights on her slim legs. Honey ringlets bouncing on her shoulders. Eyes aimed direct at him.


But the instant she got a look at his face, she rushed to him, skidding to a stop on the opposite side of his door.


“Oh my God!” she cried. “Are you okay?”


Not her.


Anyone could see him like this but not her.


In the halls, after his dad went at him, he’d avoid her. Skip the classes they had together.


But there she was.


Fuck.


When he said nothing, she asked, “Are you…?” she looked toward the hospital then to him. “Are you going in to get checked out?”


“Did already,” he lied. “I’m good.”


“You sure?” she kept at him. “You look like you need an ice pack.”


“I do,” he told her truthfully.


“Didn’t they give you one?”


He lied again, “I’ll get one when I get home.”


She stared at him and he had a weird feeling she knew he was lying.


It wasn’t like they didn’t speak.


She said “hey” whenever she’d catch his eyes.


She’d tripped down the stairs when she was a sophomore and he was close so he caught her. She’d laughed, told him she was a klutz, and thanked him for saving her from taking a header. In return, he’d told her it was no problem then he took off.


They’d had a substitute teacher once who was a scatterbrain and kept dropping the chalk, and Carissa caught his eyes in class and rolled hers.


She’d also been in front of him in line at Dairy Queen with her dad once when he was there getting Mrs. Heely a hot fudge sundae and she’d shared that Blizzards with Reese’s Pieces and Cups were the bomb.


There was more, but not enough she’d know he was lying.


Still, she did, and he knew it when she asked, “Are you sure you’re okay?” and he knew she wasn’t asking about his face.


“You heard about Mr. Robinson?”


She did. He saw it move over her expression. Her obvious distress weirdly making her even prettier.


“Yeah,” she said softly. “Sucks. He’s totally awesome. He’d be such a good dad.”


“Yeah,” he agreed.


“So, you’re upset about him?” she asked.


“Who wouldn’t be?” he asked back.


“No one,” she murmured, still eyeing him.


Totally didn’t believe him. There was something more, but he wasn’t saying what.


“I’m good, Carissa,” he said firmly.


“If you say so,” she replied doubtfully.


Her eyes strayed to his car. She opened her mouth but closed it and stared into his car.


He turned his head and saw what she saw. His bag. His stuff. Shit from his house.


He looked back at her just in time for her to curl her hand on his, which was resting on top of the open car door, seeming not to care his knuckles were torn and bloody.


“Carson,” she whispered but said nothing more.


“I’m good, Carissa,” he stated, and it came out firm but it also came out rough.


Because she was touching him.


God, just her hand on his felt good.


“You’ve never been good,” she shocked him by saying. It was quiet but he could tell it was also angry. Her hand squeezed his carefully. “But you will be.”


“Yeah,” he grunted, feeling a lot, too much. Her touch. Her being that close. The knowledge that she’d paid attention to him like he did her. The warmth in her eyes mixed with anger and compassion.


No pity.


He knew why she was there. Her mother was sick. Some treatment that wasn’t working. Everyone was talking about it. It wasn’t looking good.


She’d lost her sister.


She was going to lose her mother.


And she still cheered their team to victory, took his back with her bitch girlfriends, was the most popular girl at school dating the most popular guy (who was still a dick and didn’t deserve her), became homecoming queen with big smiles and was nice to everybody.


She didn’t feel pity. She’d lived through a lot.


She felt something else, because she got it like he did. She got that life could seriously suck.


And that something else was something he liked.


Then again, he liked everything about Carissa Teodoro.


“Good stuff for you out there, Carson,” she said, tipping her head very slightly toward his car, telling him he had her support. Telling him she agreed with what he was doing. Telling him she didn’t think he was weak. Pathetic. A loser. Lame. Telling him she thought something else entirely. “Good stuff. A good life. A beautiful life. You’ll get it. I know it. Because you deserve it.”


Not knowing what else to say, he muttered, “Thanks.”


“I’m picking up my mom, but after I drop her off at home, do you want… I mean, are you in a hurry?”


After asking that, she grinned at him.


His world ended.


Right there, his world was done. Because there was nothing that would be better than Carissa Teodoro standing a foot away with her hand warm on his, grinning up at him.


Nothing.


“We could go have a Blizzard before you go,” she finished.


“Gotta get where I’m goin’.”


It killed him, but that was his response.


This was because she was not his to have.


She was golden. Nothing beat her. She smiled through pain and made you believe it.


He’d just kicked his father in the face after beating the shit out of him because he was done getting his ass kicked for anything, much less something as stupid as an oil stain on the garage floor.


That was his life. That was him.


That meant he had no business having a Blizzard with Carissa Teodoro.


She didn’t need the darkness that gathered inside him, bigger and bigger every day. Darkness he had to fight back so it didn’t black him out.


She needed to stay golden.


And Carson Steele had no idea in that moment as the darkness swept through him that, in turning down that Blizzard, he’d made the biggest mistake of his life.


And he’d changed the course of hers in a way that he would have bled to have stopped it. Bled until he was dry so she could have better.


In that moment, in the parking garage outside Swedish, she was disappointed. She didn’t hide it.


But she did curl her fingers tighter on his and lean in.


She smelled like flowers.


“Okay, Carson,” she said softly. “Go after your beautiful life.”


He cleared his throat, pulled his hand from under hers, and muttered, “Will do.”


Her grin became a smile.


Then she proved him wrong.


His world hadn’t ended a minute earlier.


It ended then, when she leaned in, going up on her toes, lifting her hand to curl it on his shoulder as she reached high to touch her lips to his cheek.


He stood stock-still.


“Later,” she whispered into his ear, let him go, and turned. He watched, motionless, as she did that thing she did, skip-walking, her skirt bouncing side to side, her hair swinging, so full of energy and life even after losing her sister, even while losing her mother, she couldn’t just put one foot in front of the other like normal people.


He watched her until she disappeared into the stairwell.


Then he changed his plans.


He didn’t hightail it out of Denver.


He slept in his car. He went to school the next day, doing it late, walking through the empty halls, heading straight to Carissa Teodoro’s locker.


And finally, he popped her lock and put an envelope with her name on it right at the front, propped on her books.


After he did that, he left.


In it was one of his sketches of her. His favorite because she had her head thrown back and she was laughing.


On the back he’d written, You’ll get a beautiful life too. Because you deserve it.


He didn’t sign it.


* * *


When Carissa Teodoro opened her locker and saw the envelope, she knew exactly who it was from.


And it made her smile.


Because she believed down deep in her heart that the cute, mysterious, smart, sweet Carson Steele was right.


She was going to have a beautiful life.


Losing her sister. Enduring her parents’ mourning. Watching her mother fade away.


She’d earned it.


Didn’t matter if she did, she’d work for it.


And she was going to get it.


But she wouldn’t tell anyone, not a single soul, that she didn’t really want it with Aaron.


He was great and all, but when it happened, really happened, she wanted it with someone like Carson Steele.


Someone who had earned it too.


No, she wouldn’t tell anyone that.


Because she actually didn’t want it with someone like Carson Steele.


She just wanted it with Carson.


He’d sketched her.


Even with her mom so sick and him having run away (she knew and she worried for him but she was glad he was finally getting away), that made her happy.


Because that said a lot.


That said maybe one day he’d come back.


And then it would happen.


* * *


She was very, very wrong.















CHAPTER ONE



Shop Window


Tack


Seven years later…


“IT HIM?” KANE “Tack” Allen, president of the Chaos Motorcycle Club, sitting at the head of the table, asked the men sitting around him.


The table was made of shining wood at the edges, the middle of it Plexiglas under which was an old Chaos flag, the first of its kind, stitched by Hammer’s old lady, a stripper who was good with a needle.


Hammer was in the ground. His old lady was a great-grandmother.


The flag remained.


The only ones at the meeting were the elders. The ones who’d been around when the man had been a kid hanging around their fence. The ones who saw. The ones who knew.


Tack knew the answer to his question before Dog answered, “Yup.”


“Anyone know what took him so long?” Big Petey asked.


He got no answers.


Tack looked to the chair that had been vacated by Carson Steele.


Tack had fucked up years ago. He’d seen it in the man’s eyes as he’d sat down across from him, among the brothers he wanted to make his brothers, casting his lot to become a recruit of the Chaos MC.


Nothing in those eyes but secrets.


Yeah, Tack had fucked up. They all had. They’d seen the kid hanging around. They saw him do it a lot. Too much.


They should have taken him in.


Shit was swirling, they didn’t have the time.


Then he’d disappeared.


Tack hadn’t forgotten. None of them had.


They all had their reasons for joining the brotherhood.


And they read those reasons years ago in Carson Steele.


Too late, Tack had looked into it. And he hadn’t liked what he’d found.


This was why he turned his head, locked eyes with Brick, and asked, “Jefferson Steele?”


“Same house, three miles away, same asshole as ever,” Brick answered.


“Our guy have anything to do with his old man?” Tack went on.


Embedded in his big, red beard, Brick’s lips twitched. He knew what Tack saying “our guy” meant.


Tack had made his decision.


The vote would follow.


“Haven’t been there ’round the clock, but from what the brothers have seen since he made his first approach, nope,” Brick told him.


“You know where he’s been?” Tack asked.


Brick shook his head.


“Brother,” Hound cut in and Tack looked his way. “You want any info, you ask. He wants his patch, he’ll tell.”


“Don’t make a man like that share his secrets,” Tack muttered.


Hound nodded. He knew that to be true.


“Saw his work and it’s fuckin’ top notch,” Hop put in, and Tack gave his brother his attention. “He can build bikes and cars like that, we should take him on as brother just for him to make us a mint.”


“We don’t take on brothers because they can build bikes,” Big Petey stated.


“Then you haven’t seen his drawings,” Boz entered the conversation. “He could be a weak-ass runt still tied to his momma’s apron and I’d vote him brother, he could do those builds. They’re wild.” Boz looked to Tack. “They’re Chaos.”


“Lucky for us, he ain’t no weak-ass runt but looks like a man who’d carve your eyes out and do it smilin’, you looked at him funny,” High noted.


He wouldn’t do it smiling, Tack thought. The man didn’t smile. The man had a look about him that said he never had.


This troubled Tack.


And made him believe even more it was time to bring Chaos to Carson Steele’s life.


Brothers.


Bikes.


Belonging.


And, if he was lucky, he’d find a bitch who’d lay to waste that shield Carson Steele had up and bring him bliss.


“More talk, or vote?” Tack asked the table.


“Got nothin’ to say, he’s got my vote,” Hop said.


“Had my vote when he was watchin’ from the fence,” Dog muttered.


“He’s in for me,” Boz added.


Pete, High, Arlo, Hound, and Brick weighed in the same.


As it had to be, it was unanimous when Tack grabbed the gavel and lowered it.


“Preliminary vote done, call the rest of the brothers. The vote stays true, we got ourselves a new recruit,” Tack announced.


Boz pushed back his chair, his hand to his pocket to grab his phone.


Brick leaned forward to nab the bottle of tequila. Men started shooting the shit.


Tack felt Dog’s eyes and looked to the man sitting to his right.


“Warm, red blood flows in Chaos veins, brother,” Dog said quietly. “That boy’s got nothin’ but ice. Stone cold.”


“We’ll see,” Tack replied.


“We will but we got problems, Tack, the kind that get solved with loyalty, balls, and fire. Lived a fair bit a’ life. Done a lot. Seen a lot more. Still, I’d check I had my blade and my gun, I ran up against that guy in a bad mood in a dark alley. So I reckon he’s got the balls. But not sure he’s got the other two in him.”


“Time will tell,” Tack muttered.


“Boy’s got secrets,” Dog muttered back.


“Boy’s never had one thing in his life he wanted,” Tack replied. “We’re givin’ him that. First time. He’s twenty-fuckin’-five. First time, Dog. Now, we’ll see how that plays.”


“Brother’s got dark in him he don’t bother to hide, secrets he doesn’t share. With the problems we got, Tack, that makes me uneasy,” Dog stated.


“Had the vote, Dog, you had a problem, you should have opened your mouth,” Tack returned.


Dog shook his head. “Saw that kid watch us, just like you. Shoulda done something then. Don’t have it in me to turn him away now.”


“No one who doesn’t have fire walks three miles to watch men work on cars, Dog. And he wasn’t at that fence watchin’ men work on cars. He was at the shop window, empty pockets, face pressed to the glass, starin’ at what he wanted but couldn’t have. I’ll wager, to survive, he’s banked that fire. We gotta help him direct it and make sure if it flares bright, it doesn’t burn him out.”


Dog held Tack’s eyes. Then he nodded sharply and looked away.


The rest of the Club came in, had words, and voted.


It was unanimous.


Carson Steele was a recruit. A recruit that would shortly after be christened Joker.


And if he did his time, took his shit, proved his mettle…


He’d be Chaos.


* * *


It took him a year and three months.


And he did.















CHAPTER TWO



All I Wanted


Carissa


“AARON, REALLY, I’M in a bind.”


I tried not to sound like I was begging. It didn’t feel good to beg.


But he’d heard me beg and I’d learned begging didn’t work.


“You bring Travis to my house in forty-five minutes or we’ve got problems, Carissa,” Aaron said in my ear and then disconnected.


I stood there in the filthy grass on the verge, looking down at the phone, my baby boy at my hip, the crawling rush hour traffic of Denver on I-25 in front of me, along with my old, ugly, worn out, mostly kinda still red Toyota Tercel with its flat tire.


Aaron, my ex-husband, drove a black Lexus SUV.


Aaron, my ex-husband, had also just refused to come and help me change the flat tire even though I had our son with me and I was on a stupid interstate during rush hour traffic.


I couldn’t believe this.


I should, with our history, all he’d done that I’d turned a blind eye to and all he’d done that I eventually couldn’t. Nothing should surprise me. And I was hanging on to a slim thread of hope that it still did. That I could be surprised. That I hadn’t lost that ability. That I still believed that people could be decent. Even Aaron.


I hated to admit it but I figured I would soon lose the ability to believe Aaron could be decent. Especially after he just hung up on me.


I couldn’t reflect on this.


My lip was quivering and I bit it to make it stop, but I didn’t try too hard to hold back tears as I stared at my car.


I’d cried a lot the last year and a half. And I will admit, no matter what this made me, I often cried to try to get my way. This always worked with my dad. For a long time it had worked with Aaron.


A year and a half ago, it stopped working. At least with Aaron.


But I needed to cry. I had my little boy with me, his little fist twisted in the platinum chain of the necklace my dad gave me the Christmas after Mom died, his other hand banging my shoulder, completely oblivious (thank goodness) to our dire situation. I didn’t know what to do with him if I tried to change the tire myself. I didn’t think it was safe to leave him in the car. Traffic was crawling but I was still on a busy interstate.


What if something happened?


I fretted, bit my lip and blinked away tears as I ran through my options.


My dad was in Nebraska looking after my grandma. He, obviously, couldn’t come and help.


He also didn’t need added evidence that I’d made a hideous mistake spending ten years of my life at Aaron Neiland’s side, eventually accepting his ring, his vows to honor me in sickness and health until death did us part (all lies, obviously). All this before finding myself pregnant with Aaron’s child while he was cheating on me (again), this time with a model. Then me confronting him, after which Aaron told me we were through and he was marrying his model.


No, Dad didn’t need that.


Further, I didn’t have any friends. I’d never truly had any real friends, but I hadn’t known that until it was proved true when Aaron and I fell apart and they (all of them) went with Aaron.


And I didn’t have any time to make new ones. I had a baby. I had a full-time job as a grocery store clerk. And I had an ex-husband who was a lawyer who seemed, along with his father and all their colleagues, to have made it his mission to make my life a misery.


He was succeeding.


I knew what he wanted. He wanted me to step aside, give him my son so he and Tory could raise Travis, and Aaron could forget he broke my heart, shattered my soul, destroyed my dream, and ruined my life.


Aaron didn’t like reminders of his failures. Due to his father being driven, and driving Aaron, my ex-husband did his best not to fail. But should that rare happenstance occur, he obliterated any memory of it so he didn’t have any indication in his life that he was any less than perfect.


I was a flaw. I was a fail. I needed to go away.


I wasn’t going to go away.


I just didn’t know how I would do it.


After I got my divorce, I received a settlement (that I now knew was so small it was a joke) and child support (since Aaron’s income was far more than mine) and nearly full custody of Travis (since he was only two months old at the time).


This was good.


It was good until Aaron took me back to court and made it bad. Since Aaron had been born into the good ole boys network of the legal world of Denver (his father being a judge), he’d managed to win (or connive) partial custody and a lowering of child support.


Then he took me back again and won half custody with no child support.


We’d been officially divorced for six months, the decree coming through two months after I pushed out our son (alone, since Dad was driving from Nebraska, and Travis came out quickly). In that time, I’d been to court twice and I knew Aaron was looking for any little thing that he could use to prove I wasn’t fit to look after Travis or that I’d broken our arrangement so he could get me into (more) trouble.


I had long since run out of money for a lawyer. Dad sent a bunch but I stopped asking after the second trip to court. He worried about me. He was all I had left (except Travis), but all I could think about was that Travis and I were all he had left too and he’d been through enough. I couldn’t drag him through this with me.


I could, however, get a new attorney.


The one I’d had was expensive and we’d gone over things before I had to let him go. It was clear he was concerned about his ability to defend me considering the firepower at Aaron’s back.


But when I begged (and okay, cried), my attorney had told me I could pay installments.


However, they just racked up (I was still paying them off). I couldn’t afford more. I needed a new car. Eventually, I’d need more than a one-bedroom apartment and preferably one that was in a much better neighborhood. I needed to find time and money to go to beauty school so I could learn how to do hair. I was good at hair. I had a natural talent. I’d spent a lot of time trying to figure out what I was good at, what I could do, and that was the only thing.


And stylists at nice salons made huge tips.


I needed huge tips.


I pretty much needed everything.


So I’d tried to find a less expensive attorney.


Not many were willing to take me on (this, I feared, was Aaron and his father’s doing too), but I’d found one. And he’d be really less expensive, if, in his words with that oily smile on his face, I got down on my knees (repeatedly) while he battled Aaron for me.


I didn’t need him to explain what getting down on my knees meant. I also didn’t need to explain verbally why I got up from my chair in his office and walked out.


So I could get a new attorney, I just didn’t like the way he wanted me to pay fees.


But right then, what I needed most was to change my tire, get back on the road, get my son to his father before it was too late and Aaron logged that on the list of things to use to make his ex-wife lose custody of her son and hopefully go away for good. After that, I needed to figure out how to get my tire fixed, or how to pay for a new one, and finally, get to my evening shift at the store.


I was just going to have to put my baby in the car and hope to God no one hit me or my vehicle.


I didn’t have good thoughts about this. I hadn’t had a lot of luck in my life.


Some of my bad luck was out of my control.


Aaron wasn’t.


That was on me.


That was my fail.


And it was a biggie.


I looked into Travis’s little baby face with his big pudgy cheeks and his dancing eyes that had turned brown, like mine, like his granddad’s, and he gurgled up at me, his little red lips wet and curved up, his little fist banging my shoulder.


Okay, so Aaron wasn’t a total fail. He gave me Travis.


“We’ll be fine,” I told my boy on a squeeze.


“Goo,” he replied.


I smiled. “Mommy can do this.”


“Goo, goo, gah.” Fist bump and twist on my necklace, pulling it hard against my neck.


I smiled bigger even though I still wanted to cry and started toward the car.


Then I heard a loud noise getting louder because it was getting closer.


I stopped and turned my head to the side.


That was when I froze.


I froze because I saw one of those bikers on his big, loud motorcycle riding down the shoulder my way.


And he wasn’t one of those recreational bikers. I knew this at a glance. His black hair was very long, too long, and wild. He had a full black beard on his face. It was trimmed but not trimmed enough (as in, the beard being nonexistent). He had black wraparound sunglasses covering his eyes, glasses that made him look sinister (as bikers, in my mind, were wont to be). He was also wearing a black leather jacket that looked both beat up and kind of new, faded jeans, and those clunky black motorcycle boots.


He stopped as I held my breath. He turned off the motorcycle and put down the stand before he swung a long leg with its heavy thigh and clunky boot off the bike.


Travis squealed.


Letting go of my necklace, he twisted in my arms and was pumping his fists excitedly.


I started breathing, feeling my heart beat fast, as the biker walked toward me, his sunglasses aimed my way, then he abruptly stopped with a strange jerk.


He studied me, his face impassive, standing like he was caught in suspended animation, and I studied him right back.


I didn’t know bikers. I’d never met a biker. Bikers scared me. They did this because they looked scary. They also did this because I’d heard they were scary. They had girlfriends who wore tube tops and they had knives on their belts and they drove too fast and too dangerously and got in bar brawls and held grudges against other bikers and did things to be put in jail and all sorts of stuff that was scary.


As these thoughts tumbled through my head, he came unstuck, started moving my way, and in a deep, biker voice, he called, “You got a problem?”


Travis squealed again, pumping his arms, then he giggled as the big biker guy continued coming our way.


And as he did, slowly, my eyes moved to the traffic. It was bumper to bumper, crawling along at what couldn’t be over twenty miles an hour. Looking at it, I knew I’d stood there for at least ten minutes, on the phone, then not, baby on my hip, car with a flat.


And not one single person stopped to help.


Not one.


I turned my head back to the biker who was now standing three feet away, his eyes downcast, his sunglasses aimed at my baby boy.


He’d stopped to help.


“I… have a flat,” I forced out.


The sunglasses came to me and I felt my head tip to the side when they did because I got a look at him up close.


And what I saw made me feel strange.


Did I know him?


It felt like I knew him.


I screwed up my eyes to look closer at him.


He was a biker. I didn’t know any bikers, so I didn’t know him. I couldn’t.


Could I?


“You got Triple A?” he asked.


I wished.


“No,” I answered.


He lifted a black leather gloved hand. “Give me the keys, stand back from the road. I’ll take care of it.”


He’d take care of it?


Just like that?


Should I let a biker change my tire?


Better question: Did I have any choice?


Since the answer to the better question was definite, I said, “I… well, that’s very kind.”


At this point, Travis made a lunge toward the biker. I struggled to keep him close but my boy was strong and he tended to get what he wanted, and not only because he was strong.


Just then, he got what he wanted.


The biker came forward, gloved hands up, caught Travis at his sides and pulled him gently from my arm.


He settled him with ease and a natural confidence that made my breath go funny against his black T-shirt and leather jacket clad chest and looked to me.


Taking them in, biker and baby, for some reason, that vision filed itself into my memory banks. The ones I kept unlocked. The ones I liked to open and sift through. The ones that included making cookies with my mom. The ones that included dad teaching me how to ride a bike and how he’d looked at me when I’d peddled away without training wheels, so proud, so happy. The ones that included the Easter before my sister Althea died when she won the Easter egg hunt and Dad got that awesome picture of us in our frilly, pastel Easter dresses, wearing our Easter bonnets, holding our beribboned Easter baskets, hugging each other and giggling little girl giggles.


He didn’t belong there. Not in those files. Not this biker.


But somehow, he did.


“Got the kid. Free hands, you can get the keys,” he said and I knew how he said it that it was an order, just a gently (kind of) worded one.


“Uh… right,” I murmured, tearing my eyes away from him still holding Travis, who had become mesmerized by the biker’s beard and was tugging on it. Tugging hard. Tugging with baby boy strength that I knew was already a force to be reckoned with.


But the biker didn’t yank his face back. His chin jerked slightly with the tugs but he didn’t seem to care.


Not even a little bit.


His eyes just stayed aimed to me until I took mine away.


I dug in my purse that was looped over my shoulder and came out with the keys.


I did this just in time to see the biker had tipped his chin to Travis and his resonant biker voice asked, “You gonna leave any whiskers for me, kid?”


Travis giggled, punched him in the lips with his baby fist then tore off the biker’s sunglasses.


I drew in a quick breath, hoping that Travis doing that wouldn’t anger him.


It didn’t.


He just muttered, “Yeah, kid, hold those for me.”


Then he transferred Travis to my arms, took my keys and sauntered to my car.


He had the trunk open by the time I got myself together and took two steps forward.


“Uh… sir—”


His head twisted, just that, he didn’t move a muscle of the rest of his body, and he said in a low rumble, “Stand back from the road.”


I took three hasty steps back.


He returned his attention to my trunk.


“I just wondered,” I called, juggling an active Travis, who was trying to get away since he clearly preferred leather and whiskers to his mommy, “your name.”


“Joker,” he answered, his hand appearing from the trunk holding tools, which he tossed to the tarmac with a loud clang. I winced as he went back in and pulled out my spare.


Joker. His name was Joker.


No, I didn’t know him. I knew no Jokers.


And anyway, who would name their child Joker?


“I’m Carissa. This is Travis,” I yelled as he moved around the other side of the car and I saw the back of his jacket. On it was stitched a really interesting patch that included an eagle, an American flag, flames, and at the bottom, the word Chaos.


Oh dear. He belonged to the Chaos motorcycle gang.


Even I knew about the Chaos biker gang. This was because when I was growing up, Dad got all his stuff for our cars at their auto store on Broadway, a store called Ride. Pretty much everyone did who knew about cars and didn’t want folks to mess them around.


“They’re bikers, but they’re honest,” Dad had said. “They don’t have a part, they don’t tell you another part will work when it won’t. They tell you they’ll get it, it’ll be in in a week, and then it’s in in a week. Don’t know about that gang. Do know they know how to run a business.”


As this memory filtered through my head, at the end of it, I realized the man called Joker made no response.


“This is really nice!” I called as he disappeared in a crouch on the other side of my car. The other side of the car meaning right by the traffic.


That concerned me. It wasn’t going fast and I’d pulled so far over, my passenger side tires were in the turf and scrabble at the edge of the shoulder, but it was still dangerous.


He again didn’t respond so I yelled, “Please be careful!”


His deep voice came back. “I’m good.”


“Okay, but stay that way. Okay?” I shouted back.


Nothing from Joker.


I fell silent. Well, not really. I turned my attention to my tussle with my son and did my all to turn his attention from the biker he could no longer see but very much wanted to get to.


“He’s busy, baby, helping us out, fixing our car.”


Travis looked at me and shouted an annoyed, “Goo gah!” and then shoved the arm of Joker’s sunglasses in his mouth.


I balanced him on my hip and tried gently to take the sunglasses away so Travis didn’t get drool all over them or worse, break them.


Travis shrieked.


“We can’t thank Joker for his help by breaking his sunglasses,” I explained.


Travis yanked the sunglasses free from my tentative grip, and so they wouldn’t break, I let him. He then brandished them in the air with victorious glee for a couple of seconds before bringing them down and shoving the lens against his mouth whereupon he tongued it.


I sighed and looked to where Joker was working, even though I still couldn’t see him, and cautiously (but loudly, to be heard over the distance and traffic) shared, “Travis is drooling on your sunglasses.”


Joker straightened, lugging my tire with him and tossing it with a swing of his broad, leather-jacket-covered shoulders into the trunk (something he did one-handed, which was impressive), this making my entire car bounce frighteningly.


His eyes came to me. “Got about a dozen pairs. He fucks those up, not a problem.”


Then he crouched down again.


I bit back my admonishment that he shouldn’t use the f-word. Aaron cursed all the time. I found it coarse, eventually annoying, and finally ended concerned he’d use that language around our son.


I had no idea if he did.


But he probably did.


Instead of focusing on that, I focused on the fact that Joker seemed really nice.


Not seemed, he just was.


All the people who passed me, not helping, but he stopped.


Now he was changing a tire and, except for the time my dad made me do it so he could be assured I’d know how if the time came to pass when I’d have to, I’d never done it again. But I knew it wasn’t a lot of fun.


He’d let Travis pull his whiskers, yank off his glasses, and even let slide the good possibility some baby he didn’t know would break them.


I looked to the glasses and knew they were expensive. They said LIBERTY on the side. They were attractive yet sturdy. I didn’t think he got them off a revolving rack.


And I didn’t want him to stop, help us, and lose his expensive glasses, even though he was very nice and didn’t seem to care.


“Please, baby boy, don’t break those glasses,” I whispered.


Like my eight-month-old understood me, he stopped licking the lens and shoved the glasses to me.


I grinned, murmured, “Thank you, my googly-foogly,” took the glasses and bent into him to blow on his neck.


He squealed with glee.


Since he liked that so much, like I always did, I did it again. Then again. And since I didn’t have anywhere else to put them, I shoved Joker’s sunglasses in my hair so I could adjust Travis in order to tickle him.


He squirmed in my arms and squealed louder.


Goodness, that sound was beautiful.


No better sound in the world.


Not one.


I kept playing with my boy, and in doing so, I was suddenly unconcerned I was standing on I-25 with a biker from a biker gang changing my tire, and that soon I’d be handing my baby off to my ex and Tory, so I wouldn’t have him for a whole week.


Right then, it was just Travis and me.


It had been just him and me for a year and a half, part of that time he was in my belly, the rest he was my entire world.


I’d wanted a family. After Althea died, I’d started wanting that and made it with my dolls, then my Barbies, then in my dreams.


That’s all I wanted. All I’d ever wanted.


A husband. A home. And lots of babies.


I didn’t care what it said about me that I didn’t want a career. That I didn’t dream of cruises or tiaras or being important, carrying a briefcase, getting up and going to a high powered job.


I wanted to do laundry.


I wanted to make cookies.


I wanted to have dinner ready for my husband and children when they got home.


I wanted to be a soccer mom (though, I didn’t want a minivan, I wanted something like Aaron’s Lexus SUV).


That’s all I wanted.


I wanted to be a good wife and a great mother.


And again, I did not care even a little bit what people thought that said about me.


My mom worked. She’d worked even before Althea died. She’d worked after too.


I didn’t mind that then. It made her happy.


But now, I wanted those moments back, the ones when she was at work. Those times she was away when I got home after school.


I wanted them back.


I wanted my dad to have them back.


And that was what I was going to give my husband. I was going to give my children the same.


That’s all I wanted, to give my family that.


All I’d ever dreamed.


That dream had to change. Aaron killed it so I had to revise it.


So now it was just Travis and me, every other week.


That was my new dream and if I tried real hard, I could convince myself I was living it.


Even though I wasn’t.


Not even close.


But I’d make do.


“Done.”


My head jerked up and I saw Joker standing in the turf a few feet away.


“Looked at your tire, hoped it was a nail,” he informed me. “It wasn’t. It blew. Your tread is low on all of them. They all need to be replaced.”


My bubble of joy with me and my baby burst as life pressed into it, the pressure, as always, way too much for that bubble of goodness to bear.


I couldn’t afford four new tires.


“Can’t drive on that spare,” Joker kept speaking, but he was doing it eyeing me closely. “Not for long. You need to see to that, soon’s you can.”


I stopped thinking about tires, my inability to afford them, and the absence of time I had to deal with it, and stared into his eyes.


They were gray. A strange, blunt steel gray.


It was far from unattractive.


It was also very familiar.


“Yeah?” he asked on a prompt and my body jolted because my mind was focused on trying to figure out how his eyes could seem so familiar.


Travis lunged.


And yet again, surprisingly Joker instantly lifted his now bare hands to my son and took him from me, curling him close, natural, taking that beautiful load on like he’d done it since the moment Travis was born.


Something warm washed through me.


“Yeah?” Joker repeated.


“Uh, yes. New tires. Don’t drive on the spare,” I replied.


“You go to Ride, I’ll give them your name. They’ll give you a discount.”


And that was when something dirty washed through me.


The dirty was the fact that my car was twenty years old, faded, rusted, worn out, and probably only still working because God loved me (I hoped), and all that was not lost on him.


This was embarrassing.


And as that washed through me, more did. Suddenly, gushes of nasty poured all over me.


The fact that I hadn’t shifted off the last fifteen pounds of baby weight.


The fact that I hadn’t been able to afford highlights for the last seven months so my hair did not look all that great, the golden blonde streaks starting four inches down from my roots in a way that was not an attractive ombré.


The fact that I was dressed to go to work in a polo shirt, khakis, and sneakers, and not in a cute dress and cuter shoes.


The fact that he had expensive glasses, an expensive bike, a leather jacket, and he might be ill-groomed, but he was tall, broad, had interesting eyes, was nice, generous with his time, great with kids, and a Good Samaritan.


“You got time to do it and can hang,” he went on. “I’ll ask them to go over the car. Make sure it’s good.”


Oh no.


He was taking pity on me.


More dirty washed over me.


“No… no,” I shook my head, reaching out to take Travis from him. It was a feat, Travis didn’t want to let go, but I bested him and tucked my son firm on my hip. “I… you’ve already been very nice. I should…” I flipped out my free hand, “I have money…”


I trailed off and twisted to get to my purse, thinking the twenty dollar bill in it was not enough, but it was all I had. I was also thinking that I was unfortunately going to have to use my credit card to get gas.


“No need. Just get to Ride. Sort out that spare, yeah?”


I turned back to him. “You sure?”


“Don’t want your money.”


That was firm in a way that sounded like he was offended, something I really didn’t want, so, hesitantly, I nodded. “You’ve been really kind.”


“Yeah,” he muttered. “Be safe.”


And then he turned toward his bike.


He just turned toward his bike!


I couldn’t let him just turn toward his bike and walk away.


I had no idea why but there was no denying in that second that I knew into my bones I couldn’t allow the biker named Joker to walk away.


“Joker!” I called.


He turned back.


When I got his eyes, I didn’t know what to do so I didn’t do anything.


“Right,” he said, walked to me and got closer than he had before.


Even as Travis tried to make a lunge at him, he lifted up his hand and I held my breath.


I felt his sunglasses slide out of my hair.


“Thanks,” he murmured and turned back.


“Really, thank you,” I blurted, this a hopefully not blatant effort to detain him (although it was an effort to detain him) and he again turned to me. “I don’t know what to say. I feel like I should do something. You helped me out a lot.”


“Get you and your kid off the side of the highway and get safe, that’s all you gotta do.”


“Oh. Yes. Of course. I should do that,” I babbled.


“Later,” he said and moved to his bike.


“Later,” I called as he did, not wanting him to go.


I didn’t understand this.


Okay, he helped me out and he was very nice about it.


And okay, I was alone. Like really alone. No family close by. No friends. No husband. New baby. New life I didn’t like all that much (except said presence of my new baby).


And Joker stopped and helped me out, making a problem I would have had to sort into one of those now nonexistent times when I got to let someone else sort it and I could play with my son, even if that time was on the side of a traffic-clogged interstate.


That meant a lot.


But I didn’t want him to go in a way that wasn’t just not wanting to see the last of a person who did me a kindness.


It was different.


And it was frightening.


But what was more frightening was that he was on his bike and making it roar.


It was almost over.


He’d be gone.


And I’d be alone.


It wasn’t that (or just that).


It was that he’d be gone.


I opened my mouth to yell something over the noise of his motorcycle and Travis hit me in the jaw.


I looked down at my son.


I needed to get him to safety.


And then get him to his dad.


I closed my eyes, opened them, and saw Joker jerk his chin in an impatient way to my car.


So I hurried there, opened the passenger-side door, got my son safely in his car seat, rounded the car, and got in.


Joker didn’t merge into traffic until I did. He also didn’t leave the interstate until I did. He followed me off the ramp to Speer Boulevard.


Then he turned off.


And was gone.















CHAPTER THREE



Down on Her Knees


Carissa


I LOOKED INTO the mirror and blocked out all thoughts but what I could see.


The dress wasn’t bad. It was one size up from what I’d worn before Travis, but it was cute. It was a blushy-pink fake silk underneath with a chiffon overlay in blush with black butterflies on it. It had no sleeves but it did have wispy frills at the arm holes. It had a full, shortish, flirty skirt, pleats up the front of the bodice, a scoop neck with a little bow at the base, and another bow at the belt at the waist.


It hid my little leftover baby pouch. It also hid my larger-since-Travis behind.


I wore it with my amazing black sandals with a thin T-strap, big double-winged butterfly at the toe, and platform wedge with cork at the sides.


All this was cheap, not to mention, I’d bought it on sale, the only way I could afford clothes for me, clothes I needed since none of my old ones fit.


Still, it was cute. Or at least I thought so.


I’d done up my hair so it was fuller and the ringlets more pronounced. I’d also given myself a new pedicure, elegant, understated ballet pink on my toes. I had on good makeup, slight drama around the eyes, but mostly pink and dewy. And I’d used my expensive perfume, something I rarely used, since it was almost gone and I couldn’t afford to buy more.


I was ready.


Before I could think on what I was ready for, I rushed out of my bedroom and into another one of the three rooms that made up my apartment: the kitchen/dining bar/living room.


I grabbed the chocolate pecan pie with its homemade crust that I’d covered in cling film from the bar.


And again, before I could think, I dashed to my car and headed out.


It was two days after Joker had fixed my tire. I still had the spare on. I hadn’t had time to deal with it, what with work, laundry, cleaning house, not to mention pedicure and pie-making.


Now, I was going to deal with it.


And give my thank-you to Joker.


This made me nervous, so I didn’t think on it as I made my way to Broadway, down Broadway, and straight to Ride.


I was still not thinking on it as I pulled in and drove past the parking spots where you’d park if you were going into the store.


I headed straight to the enormous structure at the back that had three big bays.


The garage.


I drove right to one that looked mostly empty and stopped outside it. I threw open my door, threw out my cute sandaled foot and heaved myself out.


Before I could move to the back seat to grab the pie, two men came out from the bays. One was tall, dark-haired, lanky-(but hard)-bodied, carried a clipboard, and had eyes on me. The other was tall and stoop shouldered, was wearing greasy jeans and an oil-stained tee, and also had his eyes on me.


The greasy jeans guy was your normal, everyday guy.


The lanky guy was incredibly handsome.


“Hey!” I called on a little wave, a bright smile, and moved to them.


They both watched and, normally, this wouldn’t make me feel strange. Dad had told me I was beautiful since I could remember. Mom had done the same thing. Aaron had said it so many times since we met and started dating when we were freshmen, I believed he believed it (until recently) and I believed in me.


I knew I wasn’t ugly. More importantly, I knew back then I was loved.


Now, not so much.


Now, I was a size bigger (two in pants), had a baby pouch, a big bottom, and a husband who dumped me for a size 0 model. I also had grown-out highlights that didn’t look great.


No cute dress or cute shoes were going to cover any of that.


I’d known appreciative glances. I’d had them since I could remember too.


Now, I wondered what both of those men thought, me, twenty-five (almost twenty-six), dumped, a single mom (not that they knew that but I felt like I wore that knowledge on every inch of me), climbing out of an old, worn-out car, wearing a flirty but cheap dress and cute but cheap butterfly shoes that at that moment felt stupid and, worse, desperate.


I should have worn jeans.


No.


I shouldn’t have come at all.


“Yo,” the lanky one called.


I got close. “Uh… yes, yo.” He grinned. It was highly attractive. I ignored it and I carried on, “I’m Carissa. Carissa Teodoro. A couple of days ago—”


The lanky guy’s head jerked and he interrupted me. “Joker’s girl?”


I shut my mouth.


Joker’s girl.


Why did that sound so nice?


“Yup, spare. Tercel. Joker gave us the heads-up. We’re covered,” the guy in the greasy jeans said and twisted toward the bays. “Yo! Someone come get this bucket! Joker’s girl is here!”


I looked from him, mouth open to say something, to the lanky guy with the clipboard (thinking, seeing as he had a clipboard, he was probably someone with authority). But I didn’t say anything because he was looking me up and down with attractive green eyes and his lips were quirked like something was amusing.


Immensely amusing.


“We’ll need your keys,” he stated when his eyes again met mine.


“I, well, yes, of course,” I dangled them out in front of me while a man in coveralls jogged from the bay, heading our way. “I kinda have a financial situation.” I shared my understatement. “So can you give me an estimate before you take care of everything?”


Both men stared at me like I was crazy before lanky guy said, “We’ll get Joker to take care a’ that.”


I nodded and told him, “I have to grab my purse and something from the back.”


Greasy jeans guy came to me, nabbed my keys, and said, “Get ’em, babe.”


I looked to him, nodded agreeably, then rushed back to my car. I leaned in deep and grabbed my purse from where it sat in Travis’s car seat. Then I went to the back and got the pie.


When I closed the door and turned to the guys, I saw they were all leaned slightly to the right, heads tipped, eyes on my behind or, in the case of the lanky guy, my legs.


I felt warmth hit my cheeks and called, “Is Joker around?”


They all came to and looked to my face.


“She brought him pie,” the lanky guy muttered.


“Fuckin’ brilliant,” the greasy jeans guy also was muttering.


“Does Joker even like pie?” the coverall guy was only slightly muttering.


But my heart squeezed.


Didn’t he like pie?


Didn’t everyone like pie?


Oh no! What if he didn’t like pie?


“Does Joker like anything?” greasy jeans guy asked.


“I bet, today, he’s gonna like butterflies,” lanky guy noted.


“Today, I like butterflies,” greasy jeans guy declared.


I cleared my throat.


Lanky guy’s lips quirked again just as he jerked his chin to the right and said, “Compound.”


“Sorry?” I asked.


“Joker’s in the Compound, babe. Building over there.” He swung his clipboard in that direction and then smiled a highly appealing but definitely meaningful smile. “Go right on in. He’s not out front, someone in there will get him for you.”


I looked where he was indicating and saw a large, long building that ran the entire length of the property from the back of the auto store to well beyond the garage. It had an overhang along the front, picnic tables under it (five of them, precisely), a big barrel grill to one end, and four kegs with taps looking like they were ready for use sat against the wall of the building, close to the grill. Last, there were a number of motorcycles parked in formation at the front.


There was also a set of double doors.


I turned my eyes back to the men.


“Thanks!” I called on another bright smile, ignored the strangeness they were making me feel and my inability to understand if it was a good strangeness or a bad one, and then I moved toward the Compound, carrying my pie in front of me with both hands, acutely aware they were watching me.


It was a long walk, and when I made it to the end, balanced the pie, grabbed the handle to one of the doors, pulled it open, and chanced a look back, I saw what I had a feeling I’d see.


Not a single one of them had moved, and their eyes were on me.


More strangeness invaded but even if it was quite a distance, they had to know I was looking at them. So I lifted a hand to wave before I slid through the door.


Only the coveralls guy waved back.


I rebalanced the pie in both hands, took two steps in, and stopped because I had to due to the fact I couldn’t see a thing.


The place was dark. After the bright Denver sun, my eyes needed time to adjust.


This took time, neon beer signs finally coming into focus. Then more.


None of it good.


Tatty furniture. Pool tables. A long sweeping bar. Flags on the walls like the one flying over the auto store under the American flag. Pictures also on the walls. Harley-Davidson stickers, again stuck to the walls. It wasn’t tidy. It wasn’t even clean.


It was just scary.


“Yo!” I heard and turned my head right.


I had company.


At the curved part of the sweep of the bar, a man was standing, leaning into his arm on the bar. He had a goatee. He was large. He was rough but nonetheless very good-looking. He had a lovely redheaded woman in a dainty blouse and tight skirt in front of him on a barstool. He was standing very close to her. Although he looked firmly the manly biker yin to her girly classy yang, she clearly didn’t mind this.


Behind the bar was another man with dark, messy hair, a mustache over his lip that also grew down the sides. A patch at the indent in the middle of his lower lip. An adorable baby younger than Travis tucked securely in the curve of his arm, an arm that was decorated in tattoos of dancing flames. And finally, an elegant, tall, stunningly beautiful brunette in the curve of his other arm (which also had flames).


Last, sitting beside the redhead was a black lady in a dress I might sell a kidney for if it was my style (it wasn’t, it was chic, cutting-edge, and sophisticated, I was flirty, ruffles, and sometimes flowers, definitely butterflies, none of this I knew in a glance she’d ever wear, even upon threat of death). Her hair was coiffed to perfection. Her eyes were sharp in a way she could never play dumb and get away with it.


Those eyes, as were all the others, were on me.


And the remains of their fast food lunch was all over the bar.


“Hey!” I called and took several more steps in.


The men’s eyes dropped instantly to my skirt.


The women’s eyes moved directly to each other.


“I’m looking for Joker,” I informed them.


The women’s eyes instantly swiveled back to me.


“Say what?” the black lady asked, sounding like she was choking.


“Um… Joker.” I lifted up my pie. “He helped me out a couple of days ago. I wasn’t in the position to say a proper thank-you then. So I popped by to say it now.”


The second I was done talking, I jumped when the goatee guy turned his head to the side and roared, “Joker!”


“Holy crap,” the redhead breathed.


“This… is… awesome,” the brunette whispered.


“Girl, get your butterfly ass over here,” the black lady ordered. “I need to get a better look.”


Disregarding this order, sensing his movement, my eyes skidded to the mustachioed man to see his head dropped. He was looking to his feet, but his shoulders were shaking.


The baby in his arm gurgled.


The door behind me opened. I turned to it and saw lanky guy entering.


He looked right to the bar. “Couldn’t miss this.”


With a deep biker voice (that was not as attractive as Joker’s, but it was still attractive), that voice shaking like his shoulders, the mustachioed man replied, “Bet not.”


I was confused.


“Sister,” the black lady started and I looked to her. “I see either Joker didn’t communicate the dress code to you or, better option, you chose to ignore it, struttin’ your butterfly ass in here not wearin’ a halter top and daisy dukes.” She tipped her head to me. “Kudos to you. Be who you are. Bikers be damned.”


The redhead and brunette started giggling.


I was still confused. More so now since there were three women among me and none of them were in halter tops and daisy dukes.


“Sorry?” I asked.


“Joker!” the goateed man roared again.


I jumped again.


“What?”


This came barked from the back of the big room, and my eyes flew there to see Joker striding out of a door that appeared to lead to a hall. He did this looking irate.


He also did this looking like a tall, dark, bearded, broad-shouldered, sinister biker.


And I liked the latter.


A whole lot.


My legs started shaking.


“Company,” a gravelly voice declared.


Joker looked to me.


I nearly dropped the pie.


I held on and called a chirpy, “Hey!”


He kept striding in, his eyes glancing toward the bar then back to me. He stopped five feet away.


“I came in to, uh… take care of my tire like you said I should and I made you this.” I extended the pie to him, both hands still under it, a smile I knew was tentative on my face. “To say thanks.”


He looked to the pie. His expression said nothing.


But I was watching him looking at the pie and I again got that feeling I knew him, and not just because two days ago he changed my tire.


It was a weird feeling. A feeling that felt like it was rattling my memory banks.


But it was also tugging at my heartstrings.


I no longer could concentrate on that feeling, or get a lock on why I was certain I knew him, when he stopped looking at the pie and came to me, took the pie, walked to the bar, dumped the dish on it with no ado whatsoever and looked beyond me, to lanky guy.


“They dealin’ with her ride?” he asked.


“Got on it immediately,” lanky guy replied.


“Right.” Joker turned his attention to me. “They’ll sort you out.”


“I… um. Okay,” I replied.


“Pie’s nice,” he went on. “Brothers’ll like it.”


The brothers will like it?


Wasn’t he going to have any?


Maybe he didn’t like pie.


Darn it!


My phone started ringing in my purse when I said. “Well, that’s good. But—”


“’Preciate you comin’ by,” he cut me off to say. Then he looked to the bar. “Got shit to do.”


I was struggling with my bag on my arm to get to my phone. I was doing this feeling a variety of things. All of them bad.


“Good to see you again, uh…” he trailed off just as my hand closed around my phone and my head jerked up when he did.


“Carissa,” I whispered.


“Yeah, good to see you. Take care,” he returned.


He’d forgotten my name.


That hurt.


It really hurt.


But…


Why?


To hide it, I looked to my phone as I heard a gravelly, “Joker.”


But I wasn’t listening because the caller was Tory.


Aaron had long since delegated communication about most everything to his fiancée. That most everything was always Travis, since that was now all Aaron and I had to talk about.


This was mean. It was also awful. And last, it was very much Aaron.


I hated it.


It wasn’t nice, but I also hated her. She stole my husband. She got to spend every week with him and every other one living my dream, being a family with my baby. She drove a sporty Mercedes Aaron bought for her and was regularly in ads in the paper for local department stores or on TV commercials for local furniture stores, sitting in loungers and on couches, her long, thin legs always bare and stretched out.


She was beautiful. She had glossy dark brown hair that I suspected was glossy without product, which was irritating. She was taller than me by probably five inches. She had a natural grace. And even though I was not even close to over the hill, heck, I couldn’t even see the hill, she was almost four years younger than me in a way that made me feel fifty years older than her.


Obviously, for these reasons and about a thousand others besides, I didn’t want to take her call.


But she had my son.


So I had to take it.


“Excuse me,” I mumbled, knowing probably no one was paying any attention to me. I took a step away, turned my side to the others, and put the phone to my ear. “Tory.”


“Uh, hello, Carissa.”


She didn’t sound right.


My skin started tingling.


“Is everything all right?” I asked.


“Okay, don’t freak. It’s all good now. It’s gonna be okay. Aaron didn’t want me to call you because it’s normal, it happens, the doctors say…”


My back shot straight and my heart clenched even as my hand gripped the phone so hard, if I had any attention left to pay to it, it would hurt.


“The doctors?” I whispered.


“Yes, they say he’s gonna be okay. But we had to take Travis to the hospital last night.”


“Hospital?” I screeched, and again, if I had any attention left to pay to it, I would have noticed the feel of the room had gone alert.


“He’s fine. Fine,” she said hurriedly. “It was just croup. So little, working so hard to cough, it was scary but it’s totally okay. The doctors took care of him. Sent him home. Aaron didn’t want me to say anything, but I thought you should know.”


My head was buzzing, my skin still tingling, my heart beating so hard I could feel it thudding in my chest as I said, “I’m coming to your house.”


“No!” she cried. “No, Carissa, don’t do that.”


“He’s my son!” I snapped. “He’s been to the hospital, he doesn’t feel good, so now I’m coming to your house.” I looked up and said to the first person I saw, which was lanky guy. “I need my car. Immediately.”


He was studying me but when I spoke, he jerked up his chin, turned, and jogged out.


“Carissa!” Tory called from my phone. “You cannot come here.”


I was marching to the door as I hissed, “Stop me.”


“Don’t make me regret telling you this. If Aaron knows you’re here without permission, he’s gonna be pissed. At me. But you know it’ll be more at you. And he’ll go off on you, Carissa.”


I had my hand to the door handle but I stopped at her words.


“No judge is going to take away my right to see my child when he’s ill,” I declared.


“Come on, Carissa,” she returned quietly, gently, but swiftly and resolutely. “By now you have to know his father knows a lot of judges and they golf together. They’ll do whatever he wants them to do.”


I closed my eyes and did it tightly, my fingers clutching the door handle even tighter.


I knew that. I’d learned that lesson, so far, twice.


“You can’t come over here,” Tory went on and I opened my eyes, staring unseeing at the door. “I don’t agree with him keeping this from you. I wanted him to call you last night. He refused. He’s at the office now, left Travis and me a little while ago to take some meetings at work. He said he’s going to come back, work from home. I don’t know when that’ll be. I just know if you’re here, he’ll lose it. You know it too. I’m sorry this is the way it is, but we both know it’s the way it is. I’m taking good care of Travis. The doctors say he’s going to be okay. He’s already better. He’s being looked after. And when Travis feels better and Aaron’s at work, I’ll bring him to your store so you can see him. Okay?”
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