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  HUNTRESS




  




  1




  




  Okay, I might not be the smartest woman in the world, but that doesn’t mean I’m dumb enough not to have realized that all was not what it seemed when it came to my parents.




  Although they attempted to hide their true nature behind airs and graces, Jade, my mother, let her tongue slip occasionally. And when my parents argued, boy could they swear. It was like an explosion, as though they’d been holding it in for too long. All of a sudden, they would remember themselves, look at one another in disgust and then return to their charade.




  Another clue that the pretty picture was a painting after all, was their association with Beth and Clay, two hard-core bikers; bikers that didn’t have a problem popping pills or smoking marijuana in front of me. In fact, when they deemed me old enough, they offered me my share.




  My brother John took an overdose and killed himself when he discovered the truth. He was only twenty-two.




  I suppose I blame myself, but John should never have read my diary.




  Clay is my godfather. My father, Marcus, was the best man at Beth and Clay’s wedding. He’s always been straight with me; told me how it was whether I could take the truth or not.




  One late, warm afternoon, the three of us were sitting on their veranda chatting, when I dared to bring up the taboo subject of my parents’ first meeting.




  What Beth and Clay revealed changed my whole outlook on life. It changed who I was.




  ***




  “So, why have you never brought this up before, Sofi?” Beth asked.




  “I’ve wanted to talk to you about this many times; I’m guessing being stoned might have given me the courage.”




  “You know you only had to ask,” she said.




  “Yeah, I don’t have a problem discussing it,” Clay added. “Although I know that Jade and Marcus would rather forget it.”




  Beth left her seat and entered the house. Clay passed me another beer; it was cold and soothing. My throat felt raw from smoking too many joints. My skin was clammy and my long brown hair was beginning to stick to my face and neck, so I tied it in a pony tail and then pulled my Iron Maiden t-shirt out of my jeans and tied it in a knot. I didn’t realize it was going to be so warm. I would have been a lot more comfortable in my cotton pajamas.




  Clay looked like a typical beer-drinking biker. A large, muscular man, with medium length, white bushy beard, and he always wore soiled jeans and an old tatty T-shirt. But if you could see past his appearance, you’d find one of the nicest blokes you could wish to meet.




  I’d yet to see his temper, but I could imagine if matched with someone his size, Clay would come out on top.




  Beth returned and handed me a large photo.




  A group of sixteen bikers stood in front of a line of impressive motorbikes. They all wore jeans or leathers, and looked tough.




  The women were sexy; dressed in tight leather trousers and sleeveless black tops. I recognized Beth straight away; dark curly hair, small frame and huge smile. Apart from some grey hairs and wrinkles around the eyes, she hadn’t changed much. Clay hadn’t changed much either, he still had that knowing smile.




  He pointed, and named each person in the photo.




  “Was this your gang?” I asked.




  “No. It was your dad’s.”




  I choked and coughed out the smoke.




  “That’s your dad,” Clay said, pointing to the biker standing in the middle of the group. His foot was resting on the front tyre of a bike. I guessed the red-head who was standing beside him was my mum.




  “Jesus Christ!” I said, not believing what I was looking at.




  The biker did look like a younger version of my father. Although his hollow cheeks had filled out, and I’d never seen him wearing anything other than shirts and trousers.




  My mother gave me the biggest shock. She was wearing tight, black leather trousers, and a black T-shirt cut at midriff. Her eyes were lit up, her cheek rosy and she wore a contented smile. Her hair was waist length and bright red. Very different from the short, brunette hair I was accustomed to.




  So many times I had caught her staring at my brother with a sorrowful expression and empty eyes.




  I never understood until I saw that photo.




  




  Clay allowed time for the revelation to sink in. Then passing me another joint, he told me all about the Tyrants.




  “So, you were never a member?” I asked Beth, once they finished their account.




  “No. I hung out with them, but Jade was the only female member. I think the guys preferred it that way. They treated her like a sister, you know, like one of the family.”




  “Weren’t you jealous?” I asked.




  “Nah. I wasn’t after attention. I had my man. There was no jealousy between your mum and me. We’ve always been good friends.”




  “Did she always dress like this?” I asked, trying to picture the Jade I knew dressing similarly.




  “That’s nothing. You wouldn’t believe half of the outfits she used to wear.” Beth laughed.




  “So she was a biker’s tart?” I said, feeling disgrace.




  “Jade had... has class. She used her looks and personality to draw men to her. But she wasn’t free property. She belonged to Marcus and everyone knew that. She was tough. You should have seen her fight. It was something to watch.”




  “A hell cat,” Clay added with a grin.




  “And did you love her?” I asked him.




  “We all did. It was hard not to fall in love with her charm. As Beth said, she was like a sister to us.”




  Clay then told me about my mother’s rape and how the Tyrants went after the Vipers, their sworn enemies. My cigarette burned away in the ashtray, long forgotten, as I imagined what she must have gone through; the abduction, assault. In my mind, I saw four men holding her down while they injected her with drugs. I shuddered and pushed the image away.




  My mind wouldn’t allow it to sink in. This wasn’t the Jade and Marcus I knew. There was no way these tough violent gang members were my parents. I needed more answers.




  “We were the number one gang in London,” Clay explained. “People feared us and we lived up to that reputation. Marcus was our fierce leader, Jade became his lady after fighting off the competition.”




  “Tell me about it,” I urged.




  “I can see this is going to be a long night,” Beth said, standing up. “I’d better call your father and let him know you’ve arrived safely.”




  I allowed Beth and Clay to talk for hours about the Tyrants and the violent fights they had. It sounded exciting and dangerous, but I still couldn’t visualize my parents in that situation.




  They had hidden their past well; maybe even believing their own hype.




  My heart started to race, my pulse quickened. Why had they kept this from me? Were they ashamed? Did they walk away from the gang because she was pregnant with me? How could they live a lie for so long? Did they want to rip off their disguise and be who they really were? Were John and I keeping them from living their life?




  I took a long steady breath before lighting up yet another Joint




  “Does John know any of this?” I asked




  “I doubt it,” Clay answered. “And I don’t want him finding out right now. He’s got enough distractions.” Referring to John’s ex-girlfriend’s announcement that she was pregnant.




  “Okay, I won’t say anything,” I shrugged.




  Inhaling the smoke, I held it in and then let out a long breath. I was feeling pretty wasted and depressed.




  “Now I know why Mum’s not happy. They didn’t want us. We were a mistake,” I cried.




  “You shut the hell up,” Clay barked. “I don’t want to hear you talking like that. They love you very much. You don’t know the whole story.”




  “Then for Christ’s sake tell me,” I yelled. “I’m eighteen now. I deserve to know the truth. If you don’t tell me, I’ll find out for myself.”




  “It’s time she knew,” Beth said.




  “You’re not going to like what you hear, Sofi,” Clay warned.




  “I’m ready.”




  Taking the discussion and drinks inside, we got comfortable in the living room and then Beth went to the kitchen for munchies. Man, I was hungry and yet my stomach felt weird. I wasn’t sure if I could keep anything down. I think it was nerves. At last, I was going to learn what the big secret was.




  “Who’s this?” I asked, pointing to another biker standing next to my dad.




  “That’s Dylan,” Beth said, “Marcus’s older brother.”




  “My uncle,” I whispered.




  I could certainly see the family resemblance. But why had nobody mentioned him before?




  The truth never occurred to me.




  “He was killed in a knife fight.” Clay told me.




  I couldn’t take my eyes off him as he told me the story.




  “So he was defending the Tyrant’s name?” I asked, after he had finished. “He was standing up for my dad.”




  Beth nodded. “He died in your mother’s arms. Marcus didn’t know anything about the fight, and he lost it when he saw Dylan’s body.”




  “It hurt Jade the most,” Clay added. “You see what Marcus didn’t know, was Dylan and Jade were a lot closer than he thought, than any of us thought.”




  “They were sleeping together,” I said, surprised.




  “Yeah, but it wasn’t as straightforward as it sounds,” Beth answered.




  “Your mum wanted the status as the head of the Tyrant’s woman. Marcus wanted a beautiful woman by his side, at his disposal. Both were looking for trophies and both found what they were looking for. I’m not sure when it first happened between your mum and Dylan, but it was obvious something was going on.”




  “Didn’t my dad care? He must have known if the rest of you figured it out.”




  Clay shook his head. “They never came out and announced they were in love; they kept their relationship secret. Dylan was too afraid of hurting his brother and I think Jade couldn’t face the truth.”




  “She was too chicken-shit,” I spat.




  “Hey, she wasn’t the only one playing the field,” Beth injected.




  “Yeah, your father was far from being a saint. His rendezvous with other women made it easier for your mum and Dylan to continue their affair.”




  “And they lived happily ever after,” I added sarcastically.




  “Not at all. They were planning to leave the Tyrants. They were going to tell Marcus. They started to make plans and then Dylan was murdered, by a Wolf called Mud.”




  “That’s why your mum and dad left town,” Beth continued. “She testified that a member of the Wolves killed Dylan. No one snitches on another gang member, whether they wear different colours or not. It’s one of the rules.”




  “Yeah, but the Wolves didn’t play by the rules did they.” Clay slammed his fist on the table, the whisky glasses rattled.




  “Your mum got a death threat as she was leaving the courthouse. Marcus knew he had to get the three of them out of town. The Tyrants officially disbanded that night.”




  It took a while before I realized what he’d said.




  “Three of them? She was pregnant with John, wasn’t she?”




  Clay nodded.




  I didn’t want to ask, because looking down at the photograph I already knew the answer.




  “Dylan was John’s father, wasn’t he?”




  “Yes. There is no doubt he was,” Clay answered.




  “And you knew all this time? Why didn’t you tell me?” I yelled.




  “When Jade told me she was pregnant, I figured out the rest. She made me promise not to say anything to Marcus. I gave my word.”




  “How could he not know?” I stood up and paced the room. “Why haven’t they told me? Fuck! My life is one big lie. I didn’t know I had an uncle until tonight, now I find out he’s my brother’s father, and he’s dead. This is turning out to be some fucking night.”




  “I did warn you.” Clay shrugged.




  “Anything else you’d like to tell me? Anything you’ve left out? What about me. Is Marcus my father?”




  Beth nodded. “Yes, and he’s still John’s dad. He’s the one that brought you both up.”




  “He’s John’s uncle, not his fucking dad,” I screamed, flinging my arm across the mantelpiece. Their wedding photo flew through the air. Shards of glass splintered as it crashed on the floor.




  “Give the woman something to calm her down,” Clay said.




  Beth jumped off the couch and ran into the kitchen. She came back and handed me a red pill.. Taking a large gulp of warm, flat beer, I swallowed the pill and then slumped back down on the sofa. I was willing to take anything that would numb my pain. I trusted Beth and Clay not to give me something that would hurt me.




  It took ten minutes before the drug started to take effect. I felt relaxed and blissful. My anxiety disappeared and it didn’t occur to me, I should be feeling miserable after what I’d just been told.




  The drug kept me awake until the early hours of the morning. As the effects started to wear off, my thoughts returned and reality came crashing back.




  My father was a property developer. He spent his time sitting behind a desk, dressed in a shirt and tie. I never once saw him get his hands dirty. To think of him greased up, tinkering with a motorbike was absurd. Yet he used to be a bad-arse biker and president of a violent gang. It was as though another world existed aside from the one I lived in, and the more I turned the pages of the book the more I wanted to experience this world.




  And Mum, the apron-wearing housewife; once a biker’s tart, caught in a love triangle. Tragedy strikes and the lover is killed. Jeez, if I didn’t know Clay better, I would have said he made the whole thing up. But proof was sitting on the table beside my makeshift bed, and the camera never lies. This wasn’t a one-shot deal, a Halloween fancy dress photo. Their lifestyle, the closeness of the brotherhood was evident in the way they stood, dressed, and the expression in each of the bikers’ faces. They were proud of who they were and happy to live the life they did.




  I tried to imagine what life as a member of the Tyrants was like. I wondered what had happened to the other members. Had they tried to cling to the image and lifestyle, like Beth and Clay? Or had they all turned into family men like my dad?




  ***




  I’m a writer for a local newspaper. Writing helps me understand the world and myself better. When my thoughts are all messed up in my head, I can get them to make sense when I put them on paper. When Clay and Beth told me the truth that night, I needed closure. I wrote everything I’d learnt in my diary.




  ***




  They never once blatantly blamed me for John’s death. But I think Dad felt guilty knowing he should have told him the truth. It makes me wonder whether things would have turned out better if he had. Maybe John would still be alive.




  Dad went berserk when he found out I was taking drugs; nothing hard-core, just the odd pill and marijuana joints. It wasn’t a subject that came up at the dinner table.




  I think Mum was torn between wanting to shelter me from the lifestyle she had run away from, and blaming me for taking away John, the last link to Dylan, although she never came out and said it.




  When they found out who told me the truth about their past, they cut all ties with Beth and Clay. It didn’t matter how much I argued in their defence. Jeez, I was smoking dope way before Clay offered me a joint.




  Things were falling apart and I couldn’t bear to watch two people I loved tear one another to pieces. The grief and shame was too much for my mother and for a while she lost the plot. I remember the state of the kitchen when she finished wrecking it. Her best dinner service, shattered in pieces on the floor. She even managed to pull the bloody cupboards off their hinges; God knows where she got the strength from. Dad took her straight to the doctor’s and they put her on anti depressants which seemed to calm her.




  I tried to let slide my father’s comments about the way I dressed and my choice of music. I thought he was jealous. He saw a shadow of his former self emerging from his daughter, and I guess it brought back happy memories, as well as tragic ones. I bet he was itching to jump on a motorbike and take off into the sunset. Instead, he carried on his charade as a respected family man. Didn’t he realize the family he had was breaking apart? Didn’t he care?




  I’d had enough. I packed my suitcase and moved down to London to live with Clay and Beth until I could sort something out.




  I was determined to learn all I could about the Wolves, about a biker’s lifestyle. Beth and Clay never clued into the motives behind my questioning. What better way to get all the dirt than from two actual bikers? The Wolves had taken my uncle and my brother away from me. They’d fucked up my family. I wanted revenge.
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  I was sitting at the breakfast table with Clay, sipping my morning coffee when I decided to bring up the subject of the Wolves again.




  “Why did you stay in London, why didn’t you leave town like the rest of the Tyrants?”




  “Clay was adamant the Wolves weren’t going to drive him from his home,” Beth said, as she washed the plates. “When they found out the Tyrants had disbanded and Jade had left town, the Wolves vowed if she or Marcus ever came back to London, they’d be killed.”




  “Shit, they didn’t do anything! The Wolves are the ones that murdered my uncle,” I argued.




  “You don’t know how it was. There were rules. You never testify against another club member, no matter what patch he or she wears. We take care of our own.”




  “Then why didn’t you?” I yelled, and then took a deep breath to calm myself. “Why didn’t Dad get revenge and go after the Wolves?”




  Clay shook his head. “The Tyrants were finished long before the Wolves came onto the scene. We were out of shape, out of practice, and no match for them. The Wolves stayed in the background watching us. They didn’t pounce until they were ready, and by then they knew they would win.”




  “Win?” I asked.




  Clay drank the last of his coffee as he stared at me.




  “If the Wolves were to have any status in London, they had to get rid of the competition, the Tyrants. They weren’t going to give us the opportunity of disbanding and walking quietly away. They wanted to finish it, and do it publicly, which of course they did.”




  “They got what they wanted,” Beth said, “They were number one. The Tyrants were out of the picture. But when your mother testified in court and put a member of their gang behind bars. She became their number one enemy. As far as I know that hasn’t changed.”




  Clay stood up and took his coffee mug over to the sink. “Come on, you’re going to be late for work,” he said.




  I gulped down my warm coffee, bit into a slice of toast, and then gave my cup and plate to Beth.




  “So the word is still out?” I asked, as I put my leather jacket on. “Do you really think that after twenty years, there are any original members left in the gang?”




  “Maybe not,” he answered. “That doesn’t mean the death threat hasn’t been carried down. Last I heard, there’re about forty members in the East chapter, the one Mud Anderson runs, and they’ve got a good drug racket going.”




  I walked to the door with him and then we both reached up to the top shelf above the coat stand and took down our helmets.




  “Have they given you any trouble?” I asked.




  Clay opened the front door, and we walked out to the garage.




  “They know who I am. They jeer, spit, and threaten, but it’s all talk. They haven’t laid a finger on Beth or me.”




  I nodded, and then put my helmet on before climbing onto my second-hand V Rod Harley. It wasn’t a bad machine, just needed a good paint job, which Clay promised he’d do for me.




  “Remind Beth I won’t be home till late. I’ve got that audition with the band tonight.”




  “Oh, yeah. Good luck,” he shouted back.




  The roar of our motorbikes drowned out my reply.




  We took off down the drive and then separated as we rode to our jobs.




  ***




  I didn’t want to meet the Wolves the same way Mum met the Tyrants. I wanted it to be a natural introduction, not look as though I was trying too hard. But I decided to follow her example and go straight for an officer of the pack. Surely, an officer’s woman would receive more respect than the other females in the club. I just hoped the guys were attractive and not too old.




  I guessed the easiest way to announce myself was to run in the same circles; hang out in biker bars, and hopefully be noticed.




  I’ve always had a talent for singing so I came up with a delicious way of combining the two. I would join a rock band.




  Although rock music was never played openly in my parents’ house, I’ve always had the love for it. Singing in a band would get me into known biker bars, earn me respect from the punters, and hopefully I’d run into a Wolf or two. I hadn’t decided where I was going to go from there. I knew it would take a while before I’d make a name for myself and maybe get some followers.




  While riding to London Weekly, the newspaper where I worked, I sang the lyrics of “Love Walked In,” one of my favourite rock tracks by Thunder. It was going to be my audition song.




  A pair of blue jeans and a tight black T-shirt were folded in my satchel, ready to change into after work.




  I’d only been working at the paper for a month when the editor started giving me my own assignments. I loved the challenge of a deadline and my articles never failed to impress. That morning, I was interviewing a woman who had sold her baby over the internet. I knew the article would cause a stir.




  As the day progressed, I became more anxious about the impending audition. What if they’re weren’t impressed? Could I take rejection? I had my heart set on getting this gig, I never thought of the negative side. What if the band was crap and couldn’t play? How would I turn them down?




  I needn’t have worried. When I walked into the church hall, the band was already rocking hard. The three guys in their late twenties certainly looked the part of rockers; long hair, ripped jeans and black T-shirts advertising heavy metal bands. These guys knew how to play too. The moment they saw me, they stopped playing and one of them shouted out “hi.”




  “You guys rock,” I said.




  My anxiety disappeared as the lead guitarist played a riff in response to my comment.




  I introduced myself, and the drummer immediately offered me a can of beer. I turned down the offer. It didn’t matter to me that they liked their drink; I wanted to make a good impression and didn’t want to be known as a drinker. Plus, I preferred whisky.




  The church hall, with no furniture and bare walls, had perfect acoustics. I was itching to sing.




  Standing by the mike with an amp monitor in front of me, I belted out “Love Walked In.” They sat up in their seats and leaned in to whisper to one another. I knew they were impressed. When I finished, Todd, the lead guitarist, asked me if I knew the lyrics to “Sweet Child of Mine.”




  “Who doesn’t,” I answered.




  It felt as though we’d been playing for months. Everything fell together. The rhythm and timing were spot on. Greg, the bass guitarist, sang with me and his vocals harmonized perfectly with mine.




  We were so excited about the electric performance, we went through another four songs before taking a break. Of course I didn’t know all the lyrics, so I made up most of the words. The guys laughed at my crude sense of humour.




  Before I left the hall late that evening, Todd gave me a tape of the songs I had to learn. Our first gig was a week on Saturday and the next practice session in two days. I assured them I would know the lyrics by then.




  We practiced every night, came up with ChainMail as the band name, and Jake, the drummer, suggested Dior as my stage name.




  ***




  I wasn’t sure whether to invite Clay and Beth to my first gig. However once they knew where we were playing there was no stopping them.




  To say I had the jitters before I went on was an understatement. I heard the quiver in my voice when I first started singing and expected the audience to pelt me with rotten fruit. Once I sighted Beth and Clay, I kept my eyes on them until I began to relax and enjoy the experience. Although it was a pub known for its live rock music, there weren’t many bikers in the audience. In fact, there wasn’t much of an audience. The ones that were listening thankfully stayed for the whole set. They didn’t call for an encore, and I was grateful. The adrenalin that had kept me pumped through the performance now left both my body and my vocal cords exhausted.




  After I packed away my equipment, the guys joined me at Clay and Beth’s table. Introductions were made and then Clay gave us his opinion.




  “You should loosen up more,” he told me. “You’re too stiff. You’re not singing slow love songs, you know?”




  Clay had been drinking.




  “Give her a chance,” Beth said. “It was her first live performance, there were bound to be nerves.”




  I smiled at her.




  “Well, we think you did a terrific job,” Todd said. “The crowd loved you. Landlord’s already signed us up for another gig next week.”




  “That’s terrific,” I said, and then yawned. “But Clay’s right. I do need to loosen up on stage. I remember watching other singers and thinking the same thing. The audience isn’t just here to hear us; they’re scrutinizing us as well. We need to give them something to watch.”




  “You know what you need,” Clay slurred. “You need some sort of act; something that will liven up the performance.”




  For days, I thought about what he said. Yes, we needed an act, something that would get audience participation. A reaction from them rather than having them staring at me with dead eyes, which was so off putting and wasn’t helping my confidence.




  It took a month to perfect my performance.




  I started the show dressed in tight, leather trousers and a black, baggy jumper. I left my long curly hair loose, and my silver gothic make-up sparkled under the stage lights. The first song I sang was a slow but rocky Bon Jovi number. Standing behind the microphone, I swayed to the beat but wouldn’t leave my spot. By the time the first half of the set had finished, the bar room was full. I ran out backstage, re-touched my makeup, adjusted my outfit, and took a quick drink, shared a joint with the guys, and then it was back on stage. One more slow song and it was time to liven things up.




  “So you ready to rock!” I shouted.




  The audience whistled and cheered. Then I took off my jumper and revealed a black, front laced, plastic corset, which left little to the imagination. The place erupted in cheers. Next, I belted out a fast rocky number called “Heart 16.”




  I didn’t just get male attention; the females swayed and clapped as well. I moved around the stage as if I owned it and that just got the crowd going wilder.




  Three months passed, and the act was already getting old. We had quite a following, and I would see the same faces at gigs. The problem was they knew what was coming. I’d have guys shouting “get ‘em out,” even before I’d get to the end of the first set. Still, I think everyone had a good time no matter how many times they’d heard us performing the same songs.




  The night I’d been waiting for finally arrived. I met the president of the Wolves. But it wasn’t how I imagined it would be.
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  We were playing a gig in the Two Thorns, a classic bikers’ pub. Dingy, with worn furniture and tough-looking bar staff; one girl had around a dozen piercings in her face and purple hair—not a great look.




  We’d never played there before and the crowd proved hard to please. Half of the male audience looked as though they didn’t want to be there. I even saw someone yawn. I knew I couldn’t keep them waiting. The music had to get heavy. I’d just finished a Pat Benatar number, when I turned to the band and told them to turn up the heat. They nodded and started the intro to “Heart 16.” I took off my jumper and the male bikers in the bar drowned out my voice with whistles.
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