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Love Hard
 
When the lifestyle wears you down …
 
It’s time for a break.
After dedicating my life to the Savage Saints,
I’m considering giving it all up for the first time.
After my wife died, 
I’m all that my teenaged daughter has left.
And she’s growing up too fast.
With a two week sabbatical from the club,
I’m going to give the single dad life all I’ve got.
Who would’ve guessed my daughter
would set me up with her drama teacher almost immediately?
Our emotional connection is immediate, 
and we share details of our lives—
and loves lost.
She’s been through so much, 
and I’m hesitant to tell her the truth about my ties to the Saints.
But when real life comes banging down my door,
we find ourselves in a world of danger.
The truth comes out in the worst way possible.
Can I convince her to give me a second chance?
Or does forgiveness only exist in fantasy?
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Prologue
 
In my rearview mirror, the Savage Saints clubhouse, downtown Green Hills, and my duties for the day faded as I made my way for the highway.
I was perhaps the only person in the MC—and all of Green Hills, really—to commute even further north, even further away from Los Angeles. All the young kids liked to either live close to the club or live close to the city, with partying as the primary reason. Even the older ones, the ones starting to settle down, like Trace and Jane, lived within the confines of Green Hills.
But I had to keep my club life as separate from my home life as possible. It might have seemed very different, and it might have surprised members of the Saints that I had such a sharp distinction in my life. But then again, if the rest of the Savage Saints knew about the real background of Vance “Sensei” Newhouse, then I’m not sure there would be a distinction—it would just be home life and no club life.
This evening, though, as I merged on to the highway and left Green Hills behind, it was important for me to make one more stop on the way home. I did this every Friday night, after the weekly club activities; it was a sort of penance to myself for the lies that I kept hidden from everyone else. No one in the Saints knew I did this, but this had less to do with keeping a secret than it did with just being very personal and very private. 
I pulled off just one exit later, winding down a relatively quiet and suburban road. At this point in the week, I would usually hit the same mental patterns—questioning if I was committed enough to be a club officer, questioning if this was all worth it, questioning if the club even needed me. The last year had been a tumultuous one, what with the death of Diablo, the president of the rival Devil’s Mercenaries, and their resulting retaliation. I had never thought to leave then.
But peace had finally started to come. I wasn’t sure that I would be needed again as a result.
I then took a left after about two miles down the private road and came to a cemetery. I parked my bike near the front, turning it off, listening to the gentle tweeting of birds. The shift from the sound of a bike between my legs to that of nature around me always fascinated me—it reminded me how much I appreciated the bike for the power it gave me. I controlled the vessel beneath me with the utmost power and ease, but outside, I controlled very little.
Very much how, almost fifteen years ago, I failed to control…
I shook myself out of the dark thoughts, hopping off the bike, removing my helmet, and then making my way forward.
As usual, Paul Peters, the founder and first president of the Savage Saints, was at the front, his grave noticeable above many of the others. Even aside from his work with the Saints, Paul had done so much for the town of Green Hills that he was practically a god in the area; he was less Paul, a citizen of Green Hills, and more like Paul, the founder of Catholicism. I’m not kidding when I say he mattered that much to the community.
“Hey, Paul,” I said as I approached his grave.
And then kept on walking.
Because I wasn’t here for Paul; I was here for the grave about two rows past him.
I knelt by the black tombstone with the silver lettering.
“Here lies Olivia Newhouse, April 30th, 1980-April 2nd, 2005. A devoted wife who, in her last act, gave life to a new soul.”
My fingers traced over her name, slowly looping around the “O” before ending on the curve of the lower case “e.”
“Hey, baby,” I murmured.
The story that the Savage Saints knew was true—up to a point. Olivia, my wife of three years at the time, had been eight months pregnant with our daughter, Alyssa. A terrible accident had happened, requiring both of us to be rushed to the hospital. Obviously, I survived. Olivia did not, despite the doctors’ best efforts.
However, the third person in that accident, Alyssa, did. It required an emergency procedure to extract her from Olivia, and I spent the next two months terrified that I was going to lose both members of my family to that accident. Somehow, my little Alyssa pulled through. Fourteen years later, she had turned into a wonderful teenager—no, really—and someone whom I was very proud of.
But that left out a very key detail that I never revealed to anyone. I never told it to club members, I never told it to Paul or to Trace, and I hadn’t even told it to Alyssa.
The world—and even the official police and medical reports—believed that the accident had transpired as a result of the road actions of the Devil’s Mercenaries. We’d been driving through the area, and it was true that a car had been involved that was owned by the Mercs.
But it wasn’t his fault.
It was mine.
It was me, not paying attention to the road, speeding through red lights and stop signs, who was at fault. It was me, the supposed wise sage of the club, who had acted like an idiot and killed my wife. It was me, the responsible one, who had killed my wife.
No one knew this partially because I didn’t want the club to splinter on me. I didn’t want to lose the appearance of being the “responsible, wise” one in the club. This was doubly true with Paul Peters talking about retirement from the club at the time, though I couldn’t say I was too upset with Trace becoming president.
I’d thought about revealing the truth just a few years later when it began to eat at my consciousness, but then Paul died, and things had gone to hell ever since, and I just didn’t feel like it was appropriate to burden Trace with that as well.
But I knew that was just all some polite bullshit to prevent the club from knowing the real Sensei. I was a coward. I’d killed my wife and pinned the blame on the Devil’s Mercenaries. They had done a lot of evil things that they needed to be punished for, but that was not one of them.
“You know, a lot of people at the club are getting into relationships these days,” I said, putting my full palm on the tombstone. “But… well, I still got you, baby.”
I knew full well I was living in a world of denial, but though I had removed my wedding ring—I didn’t deserve to wear such a beautiful piece of jewelry—there was no way I was following in the footsteps of Trace, Splitter, and, heavens, even BK. I wasn’t over Olivia, and I certainly wasn’t over my guilt.
“And you’ll have me forever,” I said, smiling.
I’m ashamed enough of shifting the blame away from myself that this is the least I can do.
I sought more words, but it was getting late. I didn’t have anything else to say, anyway. These meetings with my deceased wife usually just resulted in me trying to find the courage and conviction to tell someone the truth, only to crumble seconds later. I’m not even sure why I did this, anyway; Olivia would probably sternly lecture me about bullshitting. She was good for that. She took no shit and didn’t let a lot of the bullshit of the MC world slide.
Nevertheless, I left a short time after, hopping back on my bike, the only motorcyclist to drive the speed limit in Los Angeles, heading for my home about fifteen miles north. When I reached my neighborhood, it was a small, small area, smaller even then Green Hills. I knew all my neighbors, all of whom understood I was part of the Saints, but they didn’t mind. I made sure my life with the club never came this way; if someone wanted to meet with me outside of the club, I always went to them, no exceptions.
But that wasn’t because of my neighbors. It was because of Alyssa.
I parked my bike just inside my garage, made sure I was emotionally put together, hung up my cut in the garage, and walked inside. I could hear Alyssa talking to herself before I even got in.
“… way down deep that’s eternal about every human being.” 
I turned the corner. She was practicing for her upcoming play, and I did my best not to make eye contact with her and distract her. But before I could even grab a beer from the fridge, Alyssa had already dropped character and turned to me.
“You’re home… on time,” she said with surprise.
I chuckled at that. Like I said, the last year or so had been all over the place.
“So I guess you could say I’m early, huh,” I said, but I had no interest in remaining on this topic. “How goes the rehearsal? Do you feel ready?”
“Getting there,” Alyssa said as she sat across from me.
Whenever I looked at her, I could see the spitting image of Olivia. She had the same wavy brown hair, the same green eyes, and the same pale skin. It was a damn good thing she got most of her traits from her mother because I’m not sure what could have been done if she got anything from me.
She was the future of the Newhouses in the best way possible. She was going to go to a good college; she was going to become something… she was going to get far, far away from the world of MCs and violence, and I couldn’t be prouder for it.
“What did you do today?” she said.
I knew she was being polite, but I hated these questions. I think she knew I hated them, too, but she wanted me to talk. She had an idea that my life had not been the kindest, but I don’t think she realized to what extent so much of that was self-inflicted.
“Saw Mom,” I said. “She’s doing good as always. I told her that everyone in the club seems to be getting hitched. Things are settling down. It’s kind of weird, but, you know. Things are good.”
I didn’t keep it a secret that I was in the Savage Saints—that would have been way too hard—but I kept it vague. Alyssa, though, seemed to latch onto this topic, her eyes going wide before narrowing in on me. I always got nervous at that expression, as it foretold of something biting and humorous to come.
“Maybe you should hitch yourself up too,” she said with a smile.
I rolled my eyes.
“Alyssa, you’re kind, but no, that’s not happening. You know—”
“I know, I know, ‘I’m too busy, and I don’t have time to date.’”
Do I really sound like that?
Damn, it’s impressive how well she can impersonate me. She is the actress queen, though.
“But you’re going to have to eventually, Dad,” she said. “I’m going to go to college someplace far away. Even UCLA is far. Maybe you should start to consider it.”
I sighed.
“I’ll consider it.”
Apparently, I had said such a thing quite frequently because Alyssa was perfectly miming me. I laughed when this happened, and we soon turned it into one of our favorite games—seeing who could mirror the other more effectively, both in movement and in words. It was a nice distraction from what she had said, in part because I knew it was true.
Maybe I did need to start opening myself up, not just for relationships but to the truth. Maybe I did need to consider finding someone whom I could love and care for. Maybe I did need that connection.
But I doubted I’d ever be in a state to do such a thing.
 
* * *
 
I sat on the couch feeling a little bit cold. I had turned on the evening news with a bowl of popcorn in my hand, needing something in my hand to prevent myself from grabbing a drink.
It had been two months now since I had had any alcohol, but that wasn’t even the longest I’d gone without booze over the last few years. I was proud of this accomplishment, but I wasn’t about to pretend that it was anything worth celebrating. All that being sober meant was that I could be a teacher who wasn’t hungover all the time, not that I had accomplished some great deed in the world.
The evening news went through the normal stuff at first. In a small town like Green Hills, we didn’t have a lot of local news beyond shops opening and closing, upcoming parades and events, and maybe the occasional traffic accident.
Well, we had… them, but I tried not to think about them.
Then, about fifteen minutes in, I heard the words that left me shaking.
“Coming up next, are the Savage Saints more Savage, or more Saints? The answer may surprise you.”
Just what this town needs. More propaganda for a goddamn criminal organization.
Still, I wanted to see if the news team would surprise me. Maybe they really would.
I should have known better.
As soon as the station came back from a commercial, the story flipped over to about five of them—all with tattoos, all with those ugly jackets, all wearing either smug grins or an expression far too serious for a fluff piece—sitting before a journalist, discussing the club.
“What do you want the city of Los Angeles to know about you?”
The journalist was a young up and comer named Devon that I recognized from previous segments, but right now, I just wanted to smack him. You’re letting the gang define their image! That’s not good journalism!
“That we care about this community, and that we want to make it a better place than we left it,” the first one said.
I rolled my eyes. 
“That we’re real people.”
“That we’re human.”
Those two had spoken almost sincerely enough that I wanted to believe outside of the organization, those men might not have been so mean. But inside…
“That we’re not thugs; we’re not gangsters: we’re a club.”
“What does it matter?” I shouted over the sound of the television as the oldest biker in the group said. “You can call yourselves whatever you want! You still ruined my life!”
I looked for the remote at that point, finding it wedged between two seat cushions. I tried desperately to turn off the TV, but none of my buttons seemed to be working.
“Fuck!”
In frustration, I slammed my remote on the table in front of me, breaking it. I looked at it in frustration, stood up, turned off the TV, and fell to the ground.
Five years ago… five years ago, I was such a cheerful and happy person. It was hard to find a teacher more upbeat than Miss Courtney Ross, even though a lot of people didn’t see a way out of Green Hills.
And then my husband had gotten caught in the crossfire between the Saints and another gang. He’d died on the spot.
And it’s all their fault. So-called “just motorcycle enthusiasts.” Don’t forget that you’re also gun enthusiasts and criminal enthusiasts too!
I stood up and headed to the kitchen. I needed a damn drink. I needed alcohol in me. I needed something, anything to make me feel better, and right now, that was the bottle. It wouldn’t hurt me that bad. I didn’t teach until Monday, giving me multiple nights to recover. I had no duties until tomorrow anyway. 
I opened the cabinet of red wine and pulled out a bottle of Merlot. I popped it open, grabbed a glass, and poured.
And then, in a moment of sanity, I caught myself before I consumed the glass.
Did I really want to throw two months of sobriety down the drain? My date would start all over again. Sixty days of resisting a drop of alcohol snapped away with a single impulsive decision. Was that something I wanted to do?
Well, no.
But did I want to live in a world in which I was a widow and my husband’s murderers were glorified on TV for doing community service that was likely just a promotional stunt? Did I want to pretend to be great and strong, when in reality, I was weak and unstable?
Fuck it.
I grabbed the glass and downed it in one big gulp. The wine tasted especially strong on my tongue, in part because I’d been sober for sixty days. 
But it also had a certain thrill to it from not having had any recently. It was like getting to be a kid on Christmas day all over again, even if I knew having Christmas every day would soon become a detriment to my life. I poured myself another glass.
I had plenty of justifications. Like I said, it was Friday night, so I had plenty of time to recover. I just wouldn’t drink on school nights. That still gave me two nights a week to get all of my drinking out when I needed. I wouldn’t drink if I had to drive anywhere that night or before noon the next day.
This was what I needed. I needed boundaries. I’d tried so long just to control it in the moment, but that had failed me miserably. Now, because I had rules and guidelines in place, I could enjoy alcohol without the consequences!
You’re so full of shit. It’s almost cute.
That may have been true, but in a world like this, one had to say a few lies to themselves in order to make it through.
 



Chapter 1: Sensei
 
I could think of no bigger sign that things were going well at the club than the fact that Trace had swapped out his cigarettes for some Cuban cigars.
In fact, over the last six months, almost everyone in the club who smoked had switched over to cigars, and even those who didn’t smoke had allowed themselves to enjoy a few puffs. Trace, at the front, set the tone—when he was smoking cigarettes, the club was on edge, almost certainly having something to do with the DMs.
BK, to my left and Trace’s right, was the quiet one. He didn’t smoke much, and he didn’t drink much, but recently, thanks to a budding relationship with marketing expert Megan, he had gone from quiet to… kind of quiet. He was still quiet, and he still had a weird habit of speaking very curtly, as if he was on a word limit, but he was more open about what he talked about and being around Megan would suddenly make him very talkative.
To my right was Sword, our treasurer, a man not quite as old as me but mature all the same. To his right, bringing the circle back around, were Mafia and Krispy, two men who truly lived the stereotype of a motorcycle club member as hard men who would do hard tasks. They were the ones who, if they had been president of the club, would have driven everything with violence, retaliation, and preemptive strikes. It was for the best that they were not leaders in the club.
Then, between Krispy and Trace was Splitter, the sometimes emotional VP. People thought of him as volatile—I just saw a young man who was very emotional in all things he did. I didn’t have a problem with it; if anything, I appreciated someone so honest about their emotions.
“Well, gentlemen,” Trace began, taking a puff of his cigar. “Let’s take a look at all of the insanity that has happened recently, shall we?”
A few men chuckled, knowing that what was to follow was… not exactly insane.
“Number of incidents from the Mercs in the last six months. Zero. Number of outstanding Mercs who haven’t fled the area or been arrested. About five. Club financials. Perfectly healthy. Number of members getting laid in the Saints. Everyone.”
The officers, including myself, shared a laugh at that. Krispy and Mafia even broke out in applause, much to the joyous laughter of Splitter and Sword. BK and I were content to give a few short laughs at what was said and then sit back, letting the chaos unfold before us.
BK did so just because that was his personality. He wasn’t going to be the type to get loud and rowdy. The loudest he got was when he was using his weapons to put down someone as the sergeant-in-arms.
As for me, though, while I definitely appreciated what was transpiring, it mostly just left me a little bit sad. The club had just presumably finished one of the most turbulent periods in its history. The Mercs had become so bloodthirsty with the rise and death of Diablo that even I had wondered if the Saints might get dragged down.
But no. Instead, the Saints would finally get to live out their lives as Paul had always envisioned—with complete freedom and very few responsibilities. If the United States government promised life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, the Saint had promised sex, alcohol, and the pursuit of open roads.
It should have all been a wonderful moment, and it was for the other six officers and all of the club members and prospects.
But for me, it was perhaps the most relevant sign yet that it was time to take a step back from the club and fulfill my role as a father.
Few people left the club in full, and I would never actually leave it. I wasn’t hanging up my cut—that wouldn’t happen until the day I died, and even then, I would want to be buried with it. I also wasn’t getting rid of my bike, either; if there were a way to embed bikes in a casket, I would have done that to. I would’ve ridden to God or whatever afterlife there was representing the Savage Saints in the most Savage Saints manner possible.
This lifestyle of attending weekly meetings, though? This lifestyle of coming in six, sometimes even seven days a week, of participating in dangerous runs where people got shot and killed?
That was losing its luster. The thought that I would retire as an officer to something as an emeritus member definitely crossed my mind. Though, if I did, I probably wouldn’t use the term “emeritus” with the club; I suspect I would have gotten a lot of puzzled looks and questions on if emeritus was some sort of new strand of weed the club hadn’t done.
“Seems to me like these meetings are getting shorter and shorter by the day!” Krispy said. “Don’t we have anyone to burn?”
“Such a Krispy statement.”
Of all people to crack a joke, I never would have guessed it would have been BK. That made the laughter even louder and more boisterous than before; you’d think we’d turned into a damn comedy club from how much laughter was going around.
“No, Krispy, we do not have anyone to burn,” Trace said, although he wore a grin on his face. “We do, however, actually have work to do besides the car shop. One, we have our summer Memorial Day club BBQ coming up. You all know the drill with it being open to the public, but the prospects don’t, so we have to think about that. Two, this one’s something I’ve been thinking about and would be curious to hear all of your thoughts on. I’d like to open a bar here.”
“What?” Splitter said, surprised.
“Hear me out,” Trace said. “Now that things are more peaceful, there’s not as much need for gun runs or anything illegal. We’ve unloaded most of the shit we stole from the Mercs way back when, anyway. Given that, we need to find revenues from the club, and I don’t think the repair shop is going to be that, especially as engineers make their cars better.”
“Fucking Detroit,” Mafia said, drawing a few chuckles.
Noticeably, though, I felt very removed from this whole thing. I almost felt like I was going to resign anyway, like I’d already made up my mind. I swore I hadn’t, but the feeling going through me was one of disconnect and dispassion.
“However, as I think everyone’s livers can attest to here, a bar would draw people in. There’s not really a central bar here in Green Hills anyway, and it could give us the chance to become more connected in the community.”
“What about right here?” Sword said, motioning toward the bar in the clubhouse. “No extra expenses.”
But that was a non-starter. Club space was very sacred to the club. The looks on the rest of the club members’ faces said as much, and Sword withdrew the motion. I understood why he said it, as he knew the club’s financial status better than even Trace did, but he could sometimes be too committed to the cause.
“I was thinking we could take over the barbershop space,” he explained. “It would be small, yes, but the idea would be that we could tear down the space in the back, put a couple of pool tables in, and voila, we can market it as some niche bar that’s special because of its limited spacing.”
“Interesting,” Splitter said.
A few people bounced around ideas, but I still found myself removed. There was certainly a feeling that I wouldn’t be as involved when the bar finally did become a reality, so—
“Sensei?”
I shook my head as I was surprised to hear Trace speak to me.
“Sorry, yeah?”
“Thoughts?”
“I, uh,” I said, realizing I’d been caught not really paying attention. “I’m not necessarily sure that a private, exclusive bar like what you’re saying would endear us to the community. I think a club like us needs to be open and, uh, available for all. We should make sure whatever space we have could be maybe a restaurant by day, or at least some place where kids can go.”
None of those words had been in my head in the moments before I had actually said them. Nevertheless, Trace and the rest of the officers seemed impressed by what I said. I think that was more a function of my reputation than what I had said, though.
“We certainly have a lot to think about,” Trace said. “Keep in mind, too, that this wasn’t necessarily something I felt we had to do. Just something for you all to ponder before our next meeting in a week. Then again, those brain cells will be dead by then anyway.”
More laughter came. It was a remarkable change than from before.
“Alright, unless someone wants to ruin my day with bad news, I think we’re done. Anyone?”
No one raised their hand. No one said a word.
“Alright, you fuckers go have some fun,” Trace said, hitting his gavel on the table.
But even as everyone else stood, making conversation amongst themselves, I found myself almost glued to the table, like I couldn’t pull myself away. I felt a certain tie to the seat.
It took me until everyone except Trace had left for me to realize that it was because I needed to tell him what was in my head, even if it was something I hadn’t consciously thought before.
“Everything all good?” Trace asked.
For once, Sensei, don’t be above it. Don’t lie and say things are fine so you look wise and above it when you’re actually feeling ambiguous.
“Well,” I said, hesitating for just a few seconds. “I think right now, the club is doing as well as it ever has, maybe even more so than under Paul’s leadership. And I think that’s a testament to the kind of leadership you’ve given it, Trace.”
Trace smiled, but he and I both knew that wasn’t the full answer. He puffed on his cigar as he waited for me to say something else.
“Just not sure there’s room for an old man like me here anymore.”
That got his attention. He’d gotten midway through another puff when he suddenly stopped, staring at me in complete surprise. 
“The fuck you talking about, Sensei?”
I felt like I’d given myself the push I needed for gravity to take over. I could now put the rest out there.
Well, almost the rest.
“Like I said, Trace, the club is in the best position it’s been in arguably ever. The club needs people like you and Splitter, the young and the vibrant, who can take it to the next level. Your idea of a bar is something I never would have thought of. Me? I’m a relic from Paul’s era. I’m a man whose usefulness is mostly just archives at this point. I don’t think there’s any new energy I can add, and it would do some good for some new blood to come in.”
Trace took a puff of his cigar, but it looked like the kind of puff that he would have made on a cigarette. I hadn’t meant to cause him this kind of stress, but frankly, it was something that happened to be said.
“You know, I’m the president here, but you’re my goddamn mentor,” Trace said. “So I may be the one who makes the official decisions, but you know that you’re the one who makes all the action happen.”
“Oh, stop,” I said with a laugh. “I just make sure you consider everything that needs to be considered.”
“And you don’t think that’s worth having around?”
I shook my head.
“All of you have grown up so much in the last year. Through all the hell you’ve gone through, you know what you need to do now. To be clear, Trace, I’m not leaving the club. I’m still going to remain a member through and through. But give one of the younger guys a shot. Let me blend into the background. I got a beautiful daughter at home who’s going to be in her first high school play this weekend. I don’t want to miss things like that, you know?”
“I do know,” Trace said. “Damnit, Sensei.”
We both shared a somber laugh at that.
“Alyssa is quite the actress, huh?”
I’d bragged about her more than once around the club, especially on nights when I had a few drinks.
“She really is,” I said. “I couldn’t be prouder.”
“Well, I can only hope to be a tenth of the father you are,” he said.
It took me a second to realize what he meant, and I needed his smile to form for me to pick up on what he was putting down.
“No shit! Jane?”
Trace nodded.
“Found out about a month ago. You’re the first to know, so don’t say anything.”
“I won’t.”
“But damnit, Sensei, this is why we need you! You may say I know everything, but there’s a shitload I don’t know.”
You’re always going to have things you don’t know, Trace. You’ll get to my age and you’ll realize even as a mentor, there are things you don’t know.
Like whether to confess if there are things you do or don’t know. Right now, seems like the answer is unfortunately straightforward for me.
“You’ll figure it out,” I said.
Trace sighed as he put his cigar down, running his hands over his face.
“You promise you’re not leaving the club, right?” he said. “You know—”
“No.”
Leaving the club required the removal of the Savage Saints tattoo we all got on our backs when we joined the club, and aside from how painful and how much that would suck, I couldn’t leave the club for many other reasons. 
“I’m just taking a step back,” I said. “Think of it as promoting someone else and demoting me if that makes you feel better.”
“It doesn’t!” Trace said with a laugh, followed by a sigh as he got serious. “Look, Sensei. In all seriousness, you’re my mentor in so many ways, so I am never going to force you to do anything. If you want to take a step back, you can take a step back. But promise me two things.”
“Hmm,” I said.
“One, don’t make a final decision until tomorrow at least. I want you to sleep on this one more night so you can smack yourself and stay in your role.”
I politely smiled but smacking myself would probably only make me more aware that I needed to take a step back.
“Two, if you do decide to remain insane and resign as an officer, would you stay on in some sort of honorary role? That way, you’d be above just a club member, and you’d get the recognition you deserve.”
I had a feeling that “honorary member” just meant “someone else who has to come to club meetings and can vote.” That was exactly what I was trying to get away from—the constant club commitments, the things that pulled me away from the club.
“I’ll think about it,” I said. “I’m honored you would give me such a thing, even though I don’t deserve—”
“Oh, shut the hell up,” Trace said with a laugh. “Get out of here and think about it. I’ll accept whatever decision you make. You’ve given so much to this club; you’ve earned the right to take a little vacation if you want.”
I nodded, stood, shook his hand, and then headed out. Trace didn’t look happy with the decision at all, but that wasn’t something I could concern myself with.
Tonight, I had my daughter’s first showing of “Our Town” to go to.
 
* * *
 
I showed up at the school play on my bike but without my cut. I didn’t want to draw any attention away from my daughter, and a father showing up in the cut of the Savage Saints was a guarantee to draw eyes away from the stage and toward me. Even the bike was probably a stretch, but that choice was more practical than anything else; the school was the closest one to our home but even closer to the club and it wouldn’t have made much sense to drive back to the house, grab the car, and then go back to Green Hills High.
I sat near the front, next to a couple that looked much more put together than I did. I made small talk conversation, referring to myself as a “car shop owner,” my go-to whenever people asked me what I did for a living. The curtain went up, the lights went down, and I was never more grateful for something to focus on other than myself.
I had never seen “Our Town” before, but I was profoundly touched not just by my daughter’s acting skills but the heavy themes of the play. For a freshman to perform as she did for the audience was nothing short of magical, and I found myself getting emotional watching her. Olivia would be so proud of you. I’m sure she’s got a seat up above, watching right now.
As soon as the play ended and the students came forward to take their bows, the entire auditorium erupted in cheers. I had never seen a school production get a standing ovation as they had, and it was the kind of thing that made me especially proud to be Alyssa’s father. 
It was just another piece of proof to me that I needed to take a step back from the club.
Here, in this auditorium, I wasn’t Sensei. I wasn’t a Savage Saint.
I was just Vance Newhouse, father of Alyssa Newhouse. I kind of liked the name more, anyway. It was time that I started hearing Vance or Mr. Newhouse a little more and Sensei a little less. I wasn’t a master in anything, anyway; I needed to detach from that notion that I was somehow some wise sage who could help anyone.
The lights came up in the auditorium as I moved to the stage, my hands in my pockets as I waited for my little girl to appear. I saw her talking to some of her friends and took care not to interfere or be that overbearing father. Eventually, she said goodbye to her friends and came over to me.
“I’m so proud of you,” I said, surprised at how emotional I felt as I leaned in to hug her.
“Thank you for coming!” she said. She wasn’t as emotional as I was, but she also still had another two showings to get through, one Saturday and then one on Sunday. She probably wasn’t going to let herself get emotional until it was all said and done.
“How could I not?”
“Because I thought maybe you’d have club stuff to attend to.”
I shook my head vigorously.
“I’m taking a step back from that, Alyssa. I’m going to be home more.”
 I could see her eyes widening in shock. I cursed myself for dropping that tidbit here. I didn’t want tonight to be about me, but by revealing that…
“Hey, who’s your director?” I said, quickly changing the topic back to her.
“Oh, that’s Miss Ross; let me get her.”
Alyssa went around a corner then behind the stage. I folded my arms, shaking my head to myself. I needed some practice at not being out of the club. I needed some practice being Vance Newhouse, not Sensei.
“Dad!”
Alyssa came out seconds later, Ms. Ross trailing her.
And damn if this Ms. Ross wasn’t one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. She was on the shorter side, just a couple of inches over five feet, but she was lithe, with gorgeous blonde hair, pale skin, and flush red cheeks. She looked very attractive and very cute.
This could be interesting.
 



Chapter 2: Courtney
 
I couldn’t lie.
I was just trying to stay awake for the play. I was so hungover and so tired from the week that the very play that I had directed and produced for a bunch of ambitious, wide-eyed teenagers could not keep me awake.
It had been a rough week. Seeing the Savage Saints on TV had really gotten to me in a way I wasn’t particularly proud of. It had reminded me of my husband’s murder, and after breaking that sixty-day sobriety streak, well, the wheels really came off.
In short, I was not very good at preventing one small mistake from turning into a massive run of errors.
Over the next week, up until this very Friday, I don’t think a night went by where I didn’t have a drink. I know I had set some rules for myself, but I was quite terrible at following them. In fact, I was perfect at not following them. Every single night, without fail, I’d have at least four glasses of wine.
The worst part of it was, I’d even gone to some meetings for Alcoholics Anonymous to try and get a hold on this. People were much more sympathetic and understanding than I had feared. I assumed that because I had relapsed after two months of being clean, I’d get judged and stared at, but I avoided that for the most part.
Still, there was no meeting for survivors of gang violence. That group just didn’t exist, and it especially didn’t exist in the town of Green Hills. I was alone in that regard, and so I struggled to cope with it.
I’d started the night by standing before all of my students, thanking them all for their efforts as I struggled not to show that I was hungover. Some of the older ones could probably tell something was up by my slow movements and other factors, but I put on a pretty enough face that no one said anything. Most of them were probably burdened by the heaviness of “Our Town,” a rather far cry from the cheerful, upbeat musicals we had done my first few years as a teacher.
Probably says something about me that I’ve gone from “Oklahoma” and “Anything Goes” to the play that makes people cry.
Fortunately, the play went so well that I couldn’t help but be in awe of what I saw. Alyssa Newhouse, most notably, stood above the rest. Though she was just a freshman, I could tell already that she was going to be a star well beyond what anyone else had ever been at this school. Some of the seniors had been jealous that she had gotten such a prominent role in the play, but I didn’t care. I was there to put on a good production, not feed the ego of teenagers.
Suddenly, applause broke out. I snapped out of my stupor and also applauded, rising out of my seat. The entire play just transpired, and I had no idea that it had. Am I that in my own head that I can’t even do my job?
Fuck, I need to lay off the drinking.
I slowly made my way backstage, trying to avoid the eyes of the adults and the parents who would undoubtedly recognize me as the director and realize that I had probably come close to dozing off multiple times. Thankfully, none of the teachers or the school’s administration had sat near the front, as they wanted to give room to the parents to sit. It made my life kind of easier when the people who saw me most frequently spent the least amount of time with me.
Once I got backstage, I thanked each student for their contributions, but the person I was most eager to see was Alyssa, and not just because of her talent.
Alyssa, more than anyone else, reminded me of myself when I was younger—tough but smart as hell; strong but cheerful; and well liked. I was Alyssa Newhouse before everything that had happened with my husband, and I almost saw it as a sort of duty to make Alyssa as successful as possible. Maybe if I did that, at least someone in Green Hills with some acting talent could go far—maybe even as far as a little bit south to Hollywood.
“Alyssa, I’m so proud of you,” I said, embracing her in a hug. “For such a young girl, you have such a presence on stage.”
“Aww, thank you, Ms. Ross,” she said. “Can I introduce you to my father?”
“Sure,” I said, not thinking anything of it.
Alyssa, though, moved awfully fast when she heard me say yes, making me wonder if her father was someone of importance. She grabbed my wrist when she did so as if it was of the utmost urgency that I get to meet her father.
I turned the corner, and she took me to her father.
“Ms. Ross, this is my dad, Vance.”
I had to admit, upon first glance, he was very handsome. He had dark green eyes, the right shape for a bald head, and a well-defined figure. He had a beard that was starting to show signs of age with some silver in it, but for the most part, he still looked very young.
He also looked incredibly familiar, like I had seen him somewhere before. I couldn’t place where—maybe I’d seen him at one of the parent-teacher conferences, or maybe I had just seen him out and about in Green Hills. A man as handsome as him would certainly draw eyes, especially as a father.
But that didn’t quite sit right with me. I felt like there was a different reason that I knew him, a reason that had nothing to do with how he looked… but in my hungover and exhausted state, I couldn’t quite place where.
“Ms. Ross, you did a marvelous job with the show; thank you so much for all you did.”
He extended his hand, and I took it. He had a natural ease to the way he spoke; it was almost like his day job was as a radio DJ, easily able to connect to anyone and everyone.
“Well, I just unearthed the talent her parents must have given her.”
Vance’s smile flickered for just a second before he brought it back up. Her mother. She’s not here. She must…
Don’t make assumptions. But I think it’s fair to say her parents are separated in some fashion.
“It all came from her mother,” Vance said.
Came… not comes… so… is she gone?
“But I think a woman like you, Ms. Ross, did the most in unearthing her talent.”
“Oh,” I said, suddenly feeling a heated rush in me. “You do need that natural bit first.”
Was Vance flirting with me? Was he making moves on me… in front of his daughter? No, that didn’t seem right. He was probably naturally this charming and charismatic, this easily able to make connections and give compliments.
“Genetics play a role, sure, but you know, Gladwell said you need ten thousand hours of practice to be good at anything. Heaven knows that it’s not me who is helping her practice!”
He politely laughed at his joke, but I was feeling something very different—impressed. References Gladwell? I can see where Alyssa gets her smarts from.
Makes me wonder who her mother is or was. If he’s this smart, and she’s this smart, Mom must have been a genius.
“It helps, anyway, for her to have someone so youthful like yourself,” he continued.
I found myself feeling strangely attracted and interested in what he had to say. The hangover, ironically, was probably helping that cause—the usual blockade I would have thrown up to prevent myself from flirting or engaging with the parents of my kids was not present.
But I don’t even think he was trying to flirt with me. I’d definitely had fathers and older brothers of students flirt with me before, and it was always painful when they did so. I could never be caught so much as touching the arm of anyone, let alone doing anything else; that was grounds for getting fired faster than I could snap my fingers.
And yet, his very act of flirting by not flirting was getting to me like nothing else ever had. It was effortless.
“She needs someone that she can feel connected to when she practices. Someone beautiful like her, someone smart like her, someone sweet like her.”
“Oh, well, thank you, uh, Vance,” I said, slowly finding myself becoming weaker and weaker by the moment.
God bless Alyssa, though, because I think she picked up on what her Dad was doing. She grabbed his wrist, essentially tugging him away from me.
“Dad, we gotta go,” she said, but there didn’t seem to be any usual teenage embarrassment in her voice. If I didn’t know any better, I would swear that she set this up herself. Like she wanted to see us flirt and then pull us apart when things started to get too intense.
That’s probably just my exhausted brain talking, though. I know better.
“Thanks, Ms. Ross, for everything. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“You got it,” I said, a weary smile on my face. “Be here no later than an hour and a half before show time.”
Vance left with one more look. He didn’t wink or make any other expression, but that was just as well—if he had, it would have felt very out of character with the whole experience.
Still, that was an encounter that I could not get out of my mind, even as I met the other parents and shook their hands and congratulated their son or daughter before them. Vance was probably a bit old for my tastes; I was thirty-one, while he was probably in his early forties at best.
But from what I saw, he had the body of someone closer to my age, and he had the smarts and the charm of someone I would have met in my college years—someone like my former husband.
No, don’t go down that path. You had a great night. Don’t ruin it by going down a dark road.
I avoided that by heading home as soon as I saw that every student had their parent or someone else picking them up and taking them home. I needed some detachment from students and parents who reminded me of myself and Nathaniel. 
As soon as I got home, I was practically dying of a lack of “proper hydration.” I turned on the TV to an old rerun of Friends, went to the kitchen, and grabbed the bottle of wine. I poured myself a glass and held it to my nose.
And then I paused.
That guy you met tonight? Vance? Do you really think he’d be attracted to an alcoholic?
And Alyssa, for that matter. Do you think someone like her is going to reach her full potential if her teacher is drunk and hungover all the time?
Remember how you felt when you were sober.
I also knew that logic wasn’t something that worked with me or with most addicts—a word that I freely admitted I was, but a word that had lost its shock value in getting me to stop. It took emotional experiences and emotional moments to get someone to stop. I’d read stories of people who stopped because of a near-death experience or because of the loss of a loved one but even then there were no guarantees.
It took framing it as Alyssa not reaching her potential, of me not being able to teach my students, of me being an embarrassing mess on future dates, for me to get control of myself.
Well, I didn’t control, I would say. Part of my weekly meetings were about letting go, giving it up to a higher power.
But I did have enough control to dump the glass of wine down the drain and put the bottle of wine in one of the random bottom cabinets where I would hopefully forget about it.
The rest of the night was rough; I couldn’t lie. The craving for a drink was strong.
For at least one night, though, thanks to the realization that I could make a real difference and that my actions were appreciated, I was able to put that craving to the side in favor of a sober morning without a hangover.
 



Chapter 3: Sensei
 
I knew exactly what I was doing.
I was getting “practice” in. Proving to myself I still had it.
That’s what I told myself as I spoke with Ms. Ross, or Courtney, if memory served me right. As soon as I saw Courtney, I figured that it would be a chance to remind myself what it was like to flirt with someone.
I didn’t think that I was going to be ready to date anytime soon. That wasn’t going to be the case for me, not until I made peace with how Olivia had died and had told the truth to others. But, if I was going to be free from the club, I couldn’t just rely on the club to bring me women—and so, in that light, it made sense.
That’s what I told myself, at least.
“Were you nervous beforehand?” I said, making conversation as we headed to my bike.
“Nah,” Alyssa said. “The nerve-wracking part is in the buildup to the actual day. It’s when you first have to leave your playbook behind and you have to do everything by line. That’s the hard part. Once you get this far, Dad, it’s easy. You just go out there and do what you’ve practiced.”
“Yeah?” I asked. “You make it sound so easy. I would be a nervous wreck out there!”
Alyssa laughed, looked at me for a second, and then got a wide-eyed smirk that made me realize I was about to get some heavy-hitting grief from her.
“You didn’t seem like a nervous wreck about it when you flirted with Miss Ross.”
Damn! She does have her mother’s biting sense of humor.
“Hey now, I was just making conversation with her.”
“Conversation, uh huh. Like how you called her beautiful and youthful?”
“I…”
OK, maybe that was a little flirtatious. Don’t even pretend like you weren’t trying to do that, Sensei. Or, Vance.
Damn, I really do need to step back from the club.
“I’ll admit I thought that she was cute,” I said. “She’s definitely not your typical looking theater teacher.”
“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Alyssa said, glaring at me.
Sometimes, my old-school thinking could get me in trouble with my little girl, who was passionate and fiery about what she believed in. I had in my head the idea of an old lady with curly gray hair and reading glasses watching the play unfold, maybe with a little bit of a Southern accent to boot as well. It would’ve been what I would have encountered as a teenager. 
Let’s just say that Courtney was the exact opposite of that, and Alyssa seemed to have no hesitation with calling me out for thinking otherwise.
“Just, that, you know, from what I experienced back in my day, maybe it was different. You know? I have my view on things, and you have—”
“Oh, hush, Dad.”
I chuckled but obeyed. Alyssa had her control over me, that was for sure.
It also helped that right then, we got to my bike. I reached into the compartment, handing her my helmet. By now, her riding with me was old hat; she knew what to do, she knew how to hold on, and she didn’t freak out as other first time riders did. She was someone who, when she got her license, would also learn how to ride a bike, although that had as much to do with her own curiosity as it did with a desire to actually become a full-time biker. Heavens, no, she is going nowhere near the Saints. Last thing I need is for my daughter to become a friend of the club.
The other adults, though, definitely weren’t used to it. Whenever they saw Alyssa getting on, they would shoot me dirty looks, thinking me an irresponsible father. Because I never wore my cut around the school, many of them felt they could stare me down and intimidate me, but I just laughed.
If they knew that I was a member of the Savage Saints, I’m not sure many of them would have so directly stared at me.
Of course, that’s assuming I’m still a member here in a short while. I mean, I will be, but it won’t be the same. It’ll be impossible for me to be.
I revved the engine, waited for Alyssa to pat my shoulder twice to let me know she was ready, let her wrap her arms around my waist, and headed out of the lot. Because of the noise of the engine, we couldn’t talk, but my mind was on her the whole time. I might have been the safest rider of anyone in all of the Savage Saints.
It carried over outside of my rides with Alyssa, too. Once I got in the habit of doing things like following the speed limits, signaling for turns, and not cutting off people for the laughs, I did it even when Alyssa was off-bike. It was only during time-sensitive tasks for the Saints that I sped, and even then, I mostly went with the flow of the other riders, never speeding ahead.
If I was being fully honest, though, I knew where I could trace my extreme safety back to—the time when my lack of safety had killed my wife.
We pulled up to my house a short while later. I pulled out my cut from the compartment once Alyssa got off and hung it in the garage as we both walked inside. Alyssa grabbed a bottle of water and drank it.
“Got a lot of homework?” I asked.
“Nope, actually was able to get it done before the play started.”
“You weren’t…” I said, stopping myself before I asked the stupid question.
“Nervous? Nope, I’m not you,” she said with her tongue sticking out. “Although, again, you weren’t nervous around Ms. Ross. Maybe you and her could… you know…”
I sighed, although I’d be lying if I said the thought of us never crossed my mind. She was a very attractive woman, and the fact that she worked with kids told me she would make a great mother figure. I just wasn’t in a position to date; that was true whether Courtney Ross was a drama teacher or an international model.
“Not right now, Alyssa,” I said. “My job right now is to be a good dad—”
“And do work in the club, I know, I know, ugh,” she said.
Damnit, I really hate that she’s that good at impersonating me.
“Dad, we’ve been over this already. We discussed it last week!”
“I know, I know, ugh,” I said, imitating her back, but she wasn’t nearly as amused by it as I was of her.
“You can’t dodge it forever, Dad,” she said. “I appreciate you being there tonight, but I want to see you happy. Truly happy. When you’re not watching me in plays or accomplishing anything… I feel like you’re not truly happy.”
Those words stung.
Not just because they were painful to hear, but because it was the truth.
I hadn’t felt truly happy since Olivia died. I’d smiled, I’d cracked jokes, I’d hugged, I’d kissed, I’d had sex, but I had never felt the sense of contentment and joy that Olivia brought me. The only thing I could think of that would release me from this pain that had haunted me for the last decade and a half was to tell the truth about what had happened.
But how could I put that on Alyssa? How could I tell her that her father was the one responsible for her mother’s death? How could she ever love me or focus in school when she knew her father was the cause of so much pain? I stole her mother from her.
I’d told her a version of the story when she turned eight years old, just old enough that she could understand on a general level what had happened but not so old that she could grasp all the implications. That story had told her that we were driving around Los Angeles when a bad man hit us, hurting her mother badly enough they had to go to the hospital. At the hospital, the doctors said they had to perform surgery to rescue Alyssa because she was in distress, but that Olivia could die too. 
It was kind of true that Olivia had died because of complications with the birth. By the time all of us arrived in the hospital, the doctors were just trying to save anyone they could. I guess that some details of the story were left out so Alyssa would never develop survivor’s guilt. The accident is what killed her, not the emergency caesarian, or at least that’s what I want her to believe. And really who knows what would have happened.
I could have lost both of them.
It most definitely wasn’t true that a bad man had hit us. I had just not paid attention and had hit someone else—and in doing so, had ultimately caused the death of my wife.
So not only was there the weight of the truth that could have crushed my daughter, there was the weight she had lived with for six years of her life and deflections of the truth for the first eight years.
Only I knew the truth. 
And here I was, deflecting it once again like the coward I was.
“I wouldn’t say I’m not happy,” I said.
“Then what would you say, Dad?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted after a long pause. “I don’t know.”
Alyssa looked at me in disappointment and shrugged.
“Well,” she said, heading upstairs to her room. “Even if you weren’t unhappy, I’ll bet you’d be happier if you put yourself out there.”
I didn’t say anything to that, mostly because I knew she was calling it a night and anything I said would be akin to having an argument about getting the last word in. It was best to just let it go.
And, apparently, stew on it for a very long time.
I went to bed around midnight a few hours later, but that didn’t mean I fell asleep. In fact, I tossed and turned in that bed for so long, I’m pretty sure I saw the sun come up at one point. I definitely know that I checked my phone multiple times, the latest time being after three in the morning before I just tossed it to the corner in a desperate attempt to sleep.
But the arguments in my head about whether or not Alyssa needed to know the truth about her mom kept bugging me. I don’t know why they were especially strong then; maybe taking a step back from the club was the worst thing for me. Maybe, by giving myself space, in theory, to spend more time with my daughter, I had only given space for the issues in my head to flood back to the forefront, to come out of the hiding they were in and to torture me.
I didn’t have a good answer.
And what was worse, I wasn’t sure if I ever would have a good answer.
 
* * *
 
The next morning—or afternoon, since I woke up after one in the afternoon—I woke up to a text from Alyssa letting me know that she was leaving to hang with some of her classmates. In some ways, I almost felt like she was testing me; she was leaving the house before I had the chance to wake up and talk to her so that I could see what it would be like to live in this home without her there.
I had to smile at the ploy. Alyssa could be a brat sometimes, but she was the brat I had raised as an almost single father. I’d had a nanny for her for some time, but once she turned thirteen, she asked if we could get rid of her so she could have more independence. I was happy to have done so.
Now, however, I was thinking that maybe I should have had that nanny still keep an eye on her.
I tried to make do at the house, doing my best not to go to the club. Not surprisingly, there was no reason for me to be there on a Saturday; the car repair shop was being handled by the prospects, and with nothing to do with the DMs or any other external threat, we were reduced to throwing massive parties, hanging with our old ladies, and getting wasted. And by “we,” you mean “them” since you aren’t doing any of those things.
Eventually, though, I just couldn’t fucking take being in a house by myself. The place had been bought with a family in mind, anyway. It was supposed to be me, Olivia, and at least two kids, not a teenage daughter who got to use the spare bedroom as a working office. The expanse of the space was a different kind of trap—a trap that reminded me that for all that I had here, I didn’t have anyone to share it with.
And since I didn’t have any interest in sharing it with anyone except my daughter, well, I was kind of at an impasse of sorts.
I just decided to rev the engine and head to the club. Maybe Sword would want to grab food. Maybe Trace would want to talk more about my decision. He’d asked me to sleep on it, but I hadn’t done any thinking on it. I was still pretty sure that I wanted to take a step back and let someone else become an officer in the club, but this morning may have proven otherwise.
Nevertheless, I decided I would, like everything else, just avoid the topic until Trace pushed me to discuss it. I drove down the highway, leaning back, going a comfortable pace, ignoring the occasional California honker who felt aggrieved by the fact that motorcyclists were also on the road. I took the exit for the shop and pulled up to about a half-dozen bikes in. It wasn’t an enormous amount, but it was more than I expected.
I also saw the bikes of Splitter, Trace, and Sword. I was a little nervous—had I missed the invite for a meeting? I quickly checked my phone, but no messages had been sent out, and Trace was usually pretty good about alerting us when we had a meeting to attend. I even checked my email, even though Trace never sent alerts by email. Nope, nothing there either.
I figured their girlfriends were all having a girl’s day out or something and went into the clubhouse. I came in just as I heard Splitter wrapping up a sentence.
“… league, but I’m going to do everything I can to enjoy it, man. I just don’t tan, you know? I’m going to come back looking like a fucking lobster!”
“Now that would be a sight,” Trace said. “The red-in-the-face Splitter getting even redder.”
He and Sword shared a laugh as the three of them puffed on a cigar. Splitter saw me first, nodding my way. Trace turned and got a look in his eye that asked me if I had made a decision. I ignored it.
“Gentlemen,” I said, nodding. “Where is Splitter going that will have him burn like a lobster?”
“Hawaii.”
I nearly choked when I heard that. Hawaii? Some of the club members had more money than they let on, as Paul had made sure club members got treated well, but I’m not sure any of us ever went to Hawaii.
“And… how?” I said, unable to even come up with a good joke in response to that.
“Amber,” he said. Ah, should have known. “It’s our first vacation together. I told her I couldn’t afford it, but she wanted to take me. So, what was I going to do, tell my hot girlfriend that no, I didn’t want to see her in a bikini?” 
“It’s a shame you’re not sharing,” Sword joshed him.
“Oh, fuck you,” Splitter said, leading to Trace to laugh and cough from his cigar at the same time. “Don’t be a hater because you didn’t run into North Hollywood to rescue her from a shootout.”
“Careful, get BK nearby and he might yell at all of us,” Trace said with a hint of a smile. “In any chance, yes, it’s true. Splitter leaves on Wednesday with Amber, and he’s going to be gone for a week and a half. We’d normally nominate a VP, but, well, I decided it wasn’t necessary for this short a time frame.”
He locked eyes with me and left the gaze hanging when he said that, his message about as subtle as a fly swatter to the face—I would be VP for a temporary spell if I wasn’t so unsure about staying an officer. 
But, that’s a choice I’m comfortable with. I’m too old to be a VP, anyway; the VP needs to be a young hotshot who can learn for many years and take over. I’m the oldest officer on the club, so that shit ain’t happening.
“You are one fucking lucky bastard,” I said, putting my hand on Splitter’s shoulder. “You better enjoy the hell out of it. Take all the photos you can. Maybe even send a couple to us.”
“Oh, whatever, old man,” Splitter said. My eyes widened in surprise at that, but it was good natured in any case. “You can go get a girl yourself, you know. We are in Los Angeles, man. Amber’s the cream of the crop, but there’s a whole lot of crops out there that are pretty close to the cream. Ya know?”
“I… think so,” I said, deciding Splitter’s metaphor was best left without a critique.  “In any chance, congratulations, man.”
I couldn’t lie, as I squeezed Splitter’s shoulder, I did feel kind of jealous. The idea of having someone I could fly to Hawaii with—or, hell, just go to Santa Monica for the day with—was pretty nice. If I were really honest, I’d say Courtney flashed to mind at that moment.
But the only reason Courtney appeared was because she was the most recent girl I had flirted with, not because she was a good fit. If it had been some other woman, if some lady at a gas station had flirted with me about the bike, if one of the friends of the club had come in and smiled at Sword and I, I don’t think I would’ve thought of Courtney.
Or are you just dodging the issue again? Are you just putting up a front like you usually do so you don’t have to consider if you actually like Courtney? Was that really practice, or—
“How come you came down here, Sensei?” Trace asked casually, offering me a cigar.
I declined, but when he nodded in the direction of the bar, I didn’t say no, sitting down as the group moved to the tabletop.
“Bored at home,” I said.
“Really,” Trace said knowingly.
He knows if I’m bored there, maybe I’ll come here more.
“Really,” I said.
Something of a terse silence fell as Splitter and Sword looked at the two of us in confusion. Only Trace had known my plans, and I wanted to keep it that way.
But what was the point? The second I told Trace that I was taking a step back officially was the moment that the rest of the club would find out. Maybe it was better to tell them from my own mouth instead of letting others dictate the message.
Nah, just keep quiet. You don’t need—
No, no, no, stop. This is the shit you know you need to stop, Sensei. You don’t have to confess things with Olivia, but you do need to tell the truth about your current status.
“Alright, fuck it,” I said. Trace already knew what I was going to say, while Sword and Splitter definitely looked the part of utterly baffled. “I told Trace last night that I was thinking of stepping down as an officer of the club. He asked me to sleep on it. Well, I did, Trace. I still want to.”
Trace, his arms leaning forward on the bar, bowed his head and let out a long sigh. I hadn’t thought that it would have bothered him so bad, but if I didn’t know him any better, I almost would have guessed that he was crying.
“What shit are you smoking, Sensei?” Sword said. “You’re taking a step back? What the fuck for?”
“Alyssa, my daughter,” I said. “The club is in a time of peace. There are no more Devil’s Mercs here. We can—”
“Bullshit,” Splitter snapped. “You know what my greatest fear is? Me disappearing and shit going down. It’s one thing if a prospect flies home for his sister’s wedding, but if the VP is gone while things happen? I don’t want to fucking know.”
“You won’t have to,” I said, waving my hand.
“What the fuck are you talking about!” Splitter said, leaning into the angry side of his personality now. “You know this shit can happen at any moment. We’re not a fucking church of monasteries and priests. We’re the Savage Saints. We always have a target on our backs. The moment we think we’re safe is the moment we get hit.”
I sighed. Of course, that was true. Of course, there were always going to be enemies of the Savage Saints. Of course, someone could always want to attack us. But if I didn’t leave now, then when? If I didn’t quit now, I’d never quit. I’d be like Paul Peters—I’d die in service of the club.
And I saw how much pain that caused Jane, his daughter and Trace’s girlfriend. It took her almost a decade to get to the point where she could even come back here, and it took her even longer for her to forgive us. I didn’t want to put Alyssa through anything like that, especially since, if I were to die in the next four years, she would be younger than when Jane lost her father.
“I appreciate what you’re saying, I do,” I said. “The Saints are a motorcycle club, so what you’re saying is true. But Splitter, I’ve been in the club since you were learning to say ‘motorcycle.’ This is the most peaceful this place has ever been. There is no better time than now to take a step back. I’m still going to be involved. I’m still going to be a member. That will never change until I die. But…”
“This is bullshit,” Splitter said. “Fuck, I can’t take this. Trace, you’ll see me Monday. I’ll make sure to say hi before I head out. Sensei—use some of that knowledge you have on yourself.”
Without another word, he stormed out, slamming the door behind him. Sword looked at me and shook his head.
“I ain’t ever gonna tell another member what they can and can’t do,” he said. “But you and I have been here almost the entire time together. I know you care about your girl, and I’m glad you’re putting her first. But you don’t need to take a step back. And like it or not, all we got are kids right now. Like the one that just walked out. We got a smart kid running this place, but Trace, you’re still a kid.”
Trace didn’t seem to disagree. I suppose in comparison to Paul and some of the original officers, who had served until death or until they physically couldn’t ride a bike anymore, Trace was young—young enough that I had taken care to mentor him when he joined.
But it was wrong to say he was a kid. He was in his thirties. A kid was in their twenties. Trace may have looked young, but he was the furthest thing from that.
“Whatever you decide, brother, I’ll be behind you,” Sword said. “Just make sure you’re making a rational choice.”
With that, he walked out too, leaving just Trace and I in the clubhouse. Trace sighed.
“I’m hesitant to ask if you thought about what I said yesterday,” he said.
“Truth be told, I didn’t,” I said.
But I’m not going to say why. At least, I’m not going to say the real why.
Trace nodded and sighed.
“This feels weird, man,” he said. “To me, when I joined, I always looked at you and Paul as like, the old guard. I know Sword is here, but Sword rarely did much for me. You two… you’re like the originals. Paul’s dead, and now you’re gone… fuck man, I don’t know.”
That’s how it goes, though. The old die or move on so the new can come in and take their place. It’ll happen to you too, Trace. Someday, someone is going to come in and take over your role.
“You’ll be fine,” I said.
I then took off my cut, placed it on the table, and paused. This would mean removing the patch “Officer.” Did I really want to do that? Did I want to take that step?
Trace muttered swears under his breath before placing a knife in front of me.
“You gave me everything you knew,” he said. “The least I can do is to help you in whatever your goals are.”
I looked up, nodded, and looked back at the patch.
Before I could change my mind, I slid the knife under, ground it against the cut and removed the patch.
And just like that, I was no longer an officer for the Savage Saints. I was just a member.
“I sure hope you know what you’re doing,” Trace said. “Until we elect a new officer, you are always welcome to change your mind. But once that happens… there’s nothing I can do. I can get it delayed until Splitter returns from vacation, but…”
“I know,” I said.
I then reached out my hand to Trace. Even though this wasn’t goodbye, there definitely was a strong element of goodbye. We were saying goodbye to my role in the club to date, that was for sure. Things were much different now as a result.
“Thanks, Trace.”
Trace just nodded. I noticed that his eyes were watery, but I didn’t say anything. He needed a moment as much as I did.
“I’ll see you around, Trace.”
With that, I left, headed out for my bike, and sat on it.
For perhaps the first time in my life, though I was still a member of the Saints, I didn’t know what I was doing for the Saints.
 



Chapter 4: Courtney
 
The rest of the weekend was even better than Friday night.
The production of “Our Town” was so good, the local newspaper actually ran a feature on it. The local news station—the same one that had produced that shameful promo for the Savage Saints—also produced a segment on it. We sold out the auditorium our second and third nights, something that had never been done before.
I felt on top of the world. And much of it was due to the work of Alyssa Newhouse. She was so good, and I looked very much forward to having her in my productions for the next three years; she had a way of making a mediocre drama teacher look pretty good.
I kept looking to see if her father had come as well. I wouldn’t ever admit that out loud, but her father was very handsome and charming; even if it was nothing more than innocent flirting, I wished he had come. She ended up just going home with friends after those nights. 
The best part, though, was that I had avoided going back to the bottle once more. My streak was currently only at three days—four if you counted this Monday morning—but it was a streak, and it was a streak that spanned a weekend. It was hard to find a better situation to start a streak under, as everything else that would follow would be much easier to handle.
When I parked my car that Monday, I was a little bit late, but only in comparison to my normal schedule. My body went through a little bit of the shakes and a chill, making it more difficult to sleep, but when I showed up around seven in the morning, I still had a full hour to prepare for my first English class.
And then, just as I got to the front door, before I opened it and headed inside, I heard the worst sound of all: a sound that reminded me of Nathaniel every time I heard it.
A motorcycle engine.
I couldn’t help it. I hadn’t witnessed Nathaniel’s death—thank God for that, I probably would have lost my mind entirely—but I still associated the sound with his death because of how he had died. And the worst part was, they were everywhere in town. You couldn’t drive down the highway without seeing some asshole on two wheels, probably wearing some ugly ass jacket with some douchey logo. I swore that bikers in California had more rights than anywhere else, and it was aggravating as all hell.
I couldn’t just walk in now. I was too triggered and too bothered by the sound. I had to see who the asshole was driving a bike this goddamn early in the morning, disturbing the peace for the rest of us normal citizens who just wanted to get work done.
I turned and saw a man in a black shirt and jeans, with a younger girl with her arms around him. I knew that it was probably just a student with her father, but I had always thought girls on bikes as the desperate, whorish types; I knew that was a terrible judgment on my part, and at the school, it was clearly not true, but I couldn’t help the initial reaction to that.
The girl got off and turned her back to me. She removed her helmet, letting her long brown hair fall as her father also hoped off and took her helmet from her. I couldn’t see who the man was, but I did see her give her father a kiss on the cheek and a hug before turning around.
Imagine my shock and horror when I saw Alyssa Newhouse walking into the building.
She waved to me, and I gently waved back, but I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Alyssa Newhouse… the darling of my drama department, and one of the humblest ones in the group despite her talent… was the daughter of a motorcyclist.
To be frank, at that moment, I wondered if her father, Vance, was one of the Savage Saints. It just would’ve been so damn appropriate to have flirted with a man for nearly the first time since Nathaniel died and to have enjoyed it, only for him to have been a member of the Saints. How sickening would that have been? How cruel could the world get?
However, Vance—I assumed it was Vance, at least—didn’t have on the jacket of the Saints or of any motorcycle gang, really. I was still annoyed as hell by the event and what it meant for me, but it wasn’t as bad as I had thought that it would be.
Still, Alyssa, who was in my first-period class, had my sufficient concern. I tried to make it through teaching that first period, and while I succeeded, I definitely noticed more than a few of the students looking my way. I found an excuse to have Alyssa stay behind, and after reminding her about some work that I wanted to see to her, I got to the point.
“By the way, was that your father who came in on a motorcycle this morning?”
“Yep,” Alyssa said, with absolutely no concern in her voice. It was the sort of thing that left me wondering if I had just been overplaying the concern in my head; it wasn’t unreasonable to think that the world wasn’t nearly as disgusted by the bikes as I was. “He doesn’t usually drive me, I take the bus, but he’s wanting to become more involved in my day to day life, so he offered to take me.”
“Oh,” I said, feeling dumber by the moment.
“Have you ever ridden a bike?”
“No,” I said, trying not to hide my disgust with the question. “And I don’t really have any plans to. I just… I was a little thrown off this morning. I thought some boy might have driven you to school, and just wanted to make sure you were OK.”
That was a lie, of course. The moment she had gotten off the bike, I could tell this wasn’t some punk twenty-year-old creepy boyfriend dating the high school freshman. At worst, it was some brother or some cousin I didn’t know about.
But I couldn’t help myself.
“Of course,” Alyssa said. “I’ve told Dad that it might’ve been a little embarrassing if he showed up in front of all my friends on a bike, so I had him drop me off early. Didn’t think that it would bother the teachers since they would all be there, but I’ll make sure to not have him drop me off. Sorry.”
“No, no!” I said, now realizing I had just made things worse than they were before. “I didn’t, just, I’m sorry. I just wanted to make sure you were fine.”
“OK,” Alyssa said with a reassuring smile, although knowing high school freshmen, word was now bound to spread that the English and drama teacher Ms. Ross was even crazier than normal. “Thanks, Ms. Ross.”
“No problem,” I said, ushering her out of my classroom and wishing her well on the rest of the day.
“You know, he is single.”
“What?”
The words had come out so fast that I could barely believe what was said. Now I began to think that I would be even more embarrassed by the students; I had this idea in my head of Alyssa telling all the theater folks about me being single and being flirted with by her father, and…
“Sorry, I just saw you two talking after Friday’s show, thought you should know.”
The smile she had on suggested that what she had said was not an accident. In fact, she seemed to have planned to say this very thing the whole time. I’m not sure if she had had her father ride the motorcycle in specifically to get a reaction out of me—the very fact that I considered the idea even plausible probably said a lot about my mental state when I was sober—but I definitely had spent a lot of the weekend thinking about Vance Newhouse.
“Well, that’s thoughtful of you, Alyssa, but that wouldn’t be professional on my end.”
Alyssa’s smile never faded, even when I tried to convince myself with my words that I was going to do exactly that. She was too smart and too intuitive to think that my feelings on Vance were anything but professional.
“OK, just thought you should know,” she said.
She’s good. She’s too good.
With that, she finally left, heading down the hall to her next class as the next batch of students started pouring into my classroom. Thankfully, they all came long enough after my conversation with Alyssa that I didn’t think any of them had heard, but…
With a few minutes to spare, I found myself wandering over to my calendar to look at the schedule. Parent-teacher conferences were scheduled just three days from then, on Thursday, with more sessions on Friday. It would be my best—perhaps my only—chance to see Vance again. I would be surrounded by teachers and other parents eager for a chance to talk to me, of course, but…
Vance had been good enough to flirt under the guise of thanking me at the performance on Friday. I had a feeling he’d have no problems finding a way to flirt with me at the conference.
I just couldn’t believe that I was about to find myself interested in someone who drove a goddamn motorcycle.
 



Chapter 5: Sensei
 
Nearly five days had gone by since I had told Trace that I was resigning as an officer, and I had to say—I felt great.
I missed the brotherhood, sure, and I missed being around the guys, but I didn’t miss the risks of being attacked. I didn’t miss having to make hard decisions. I didn’t miss being around a lifestyle that, in retrospect, I never really did fit in with.
I loved bikes, but other than that, there wasn’t a whole lot that I felt like I had in common with the rest of the club. The club loved to drink; in general, I preferred to be the sober one, taking caution not to go too crazy and to make smart choices. The club loved to spend its money upgrading their bikes or on other frivolous things; I was an almost obsessive saver—it was how I had managed to buy a house north of Green Hills despite never making more than about fifty grand in a year. The club loved to sleep with women at every opportunity it could; admittedly, I had indulged in this more than I had drinking and spending, but even this was something that wasn’t done to a great extent. I met Olivia pretty young, anyway, so my days of sleeping around were not that long.
And once she died, well, let’s just say the appeal of getting laid frequently was not very high. I had had emotional, compassionate, loving sex; the idea of just empty sex was about as appealing as empty calories. Sometimes, I indulged, but for the most part, I just stayed away from it all.
It made me wonder how I had ever even gotten into the club in the first place, but the answer wasn’t that complicated. I had grown up in Green Hills, joined the club because I didn’t have a lot of other options, and stayed in the club because I didn’t have a lot of other options. My brothers in the club were truly my brothers, but it wasn’t something that I would have done in the presence of options.
That was what I told myself right now, at least. Maybe I was trying to compensate and justify my departure from being an officer. I hadn’t even gone back since I had removed my officer patch that particular day; I never got the chance to make amends with Splitter. I didn’t care much about it, though. Splitter was emotionally volatile, and when he came back, he was just as likely to give me a hug as he was to flip me off.
The one thing I couldn’t deny was that I missed my brothers. Alyssa was great company… but only to an extent. She was, after all, a teenager who had school. She let me drive her to school the first couple of days in the week, but she never let me pick her up, and she definitely didn’t want me hanging out—not that I would have done that. I did figure picking her up from school would be a nice gesture, but as a teenager was want to do, she didn’t think having her dad pick her up would look cool.
It was mighty tempting to make some lame dad jokes and see her roll her eyes, but I thought better of it.
In any case, though, I felt much more in my element being a stay-at-home father. Paul Peters had always joked that I was the angel on the shoulder of all of the devils in the club, a joke that became less funny as the Devil’s Mercenaries became a greater and greater threat. Nevertheless, if the club was full of devils, then that must have meant that it was hell, and hell was no place for an angel.
Even if the club wasn’t exactly hell—far from it, really.
It was now time, though, to engage in one of the most… normal things a father could do—attend a parent-teacher conference so I could learn how Alyssa was doing in all of her classes.
I had little doubt that Alyssa was doing marvelously in all her classes. My attending this was more about showing Alyssa that I was taking fatherhood more seriously and showing my commitment to being here for her. I got plenty of looks when I showed up on my bike, but given that I was not wearing my cut, I think I avoided the most annoying of glares.
Besides, by this point, I almost enjoyed getting judgmental looks for riding a bike, only to talk to the very people who had judged me and slowly see their expressions turned from annoyed and unamused to pleasantly surprised. 
As I went through her first few teachers, the conversations were a bit rambling, boring, and nondescript—but in the best way possible. They confirmed to me what I already knew—that Alyssa was a bright and wonderful student, that sometimes she could be almost too sharp and too witty for her own good, but on the whole, she was someone who made Green Hills High a better place.
I had, however, saved the best for last.
Courtney Ross.
I still wasn’t sure what approach I was going to take when it came to talking to her. I had said that our first time was just practice for when I put myself out there, but… well, it wasn’t really practice if the butterflies in my stomach were real, was it? It wasn’t really practice if I had seen Courtney from afar the first day that I dropped Alyssa off, standing at the entrance of the school, watching us and feeling a certain sense of excitement that she was staring at me, was it?
Maybe, instead of just lying to others, I was lying to myself now as well. The last fourteen years had been kind of lonely, and while my conscious mind might have worked to avoid relationships, my subconscious mind probably was yearning to get the hell out and meet new people.
Right now, all I knew about Courtney was that she was very attractive, very sweet, and, by Alyssa’s accounts, someone single whom I should hang out with. I didn’t know anything of her background, nor how she felt about blue-collar folks like myself. Everything I had been thinking in my head could have wound up biting me in the ass, but I at least wanted to continue the playful banter.
When my turn came, I sat down in front of Courtney Ross and noticed a nervous smile crossing my face.
“Remember me?” I said, offering my hand.
“Oh yes, Mr. Newhouse, how could I not?” Courtney said, taking my handshake back.
There was something more vibrant about her today that I couldn’t quite peg. I had no idea what it was, but it was almost like her skin itself was glowing more and had a more luscious look to it. That didn’t make much sense since Courtney and I had last met all of a little under a week ago, but I couldn’t help but shake the feeling.
“I dunno, a woman like you, I’m sure you have lots of fathers come up and want to chat.”
She gave a short giggle, putting her hand over her mouth as she did so. It was so adorable, like she was trying not to give away how she was feeling at the moment.
“Anyway, Mr. Newhouse—”
“Call me Vance,” I said.
I wanted to take care not to give away my club name right now. One, I didn’t want to be known as “the Savage Saint who had a kid here.” I just wanted to be an anonymous father so that the focus could be on Alyssa.
Second, if I was serious about taking a step back from the club, that had to entail more than just me physically removing myself. I really did have to go from Sensei to Vance Newhouse.
“OK, Vance,” she said. “Shall we talk about Alyssa?”
“I would love to talk about her,” I said. “I can’t talk enough about her and how proud I am.”
Courtney’s eyelashes lifted at that, almost… batting at me?
“That’s very nice of you to say,” she said. Wouldn’t any parent say that? “But yes, Alyssa is doing marvelously well in my class. She has my first period, which is right in the morning, a time when most students struggle to stay awake. I don’t know how she does it, but she has so much energy in the morning it’s surreal.”
“That bike ride helps out a lot,” I joked, although for the first time since I saw her, Courtney didn’t seem as particularly excited about what I had said as before.
“Anyway, she gives very pointed class discussions. We were discussing Romeo & Juliet in class the other day, and she drew parallels to other works that I couldn’t believe. I wasn’t sure that I wanted elements of Game of Thrones in my classroom full of teenagers who can’t drive, but they are teenagers, so what do you expect?”
I wasn’t one to keep up with pop culture much—if I had come to the club with such discussions, I would’ve gotten laughed out as a nerd and told to go to my fucking Comic-Con conventions—but I knew enough to know what Courtney was saying and laughed at it.
“And that girl can write, let me tell you. She has a writing skill unlike almost any fourteen-year-old I’ve ever seen.”
Her eyes narrowed, and she leaned forward.
“It’s obvious that her parents have done a good job of raising her.”
I was almost certain that what she had said was a test to see what I would say about my wife or presumed wife. How would I word it? I didn’t feel like admitting in such a public forum here that my wife had died—and it definitely wasn’t the place to admit that the accident that killed my wife was my fault.
But I knew what Alyssa had said about putting myself out there. Even if I wasn’t ready in the sense that some people would put up online profiles and the like, maybe I ought to fake it. Maybe I ought to push myself a bit. I could always pull the plug at any point if I came to realize that I still wasn’t ready for love or romance.
“I try,” I said.
It was just short and vague enough that Courtney was curious, but not so arrogant or rude as to sound like Mom and I were divorced and fighting.
“Anything else I should know about Alyssa?” I asked.
Courtney shrugged and shook her head, but she was now practically locking eyes with me, as if we were at a bar, sharing an intimate conversation that no one else could hear. I looked down and noticed her hands wanting to come out to me. 
Or maybe that was just me overthinking things. I hadn’t been in the dating world for several years; what was I supposed to know?
“Not that I can think of. I…”
Her voice trailed off, and I think both of us were in the same spot then.
If I had to take an educated guess, I think both of us recognized the attraction between the two of us, but neither of us wanted to be the one to pull the trigger. Neither of us wanted to be overheard, and neither of us wanted to take the gamble and the risk.
So, what would Sensei the club member do?
Actually, don’t ask that; he’s the overly cautious one.
What would Alyssa have you do?
“Well, perfect,” I said, looking at my phone. “Miss Ross, I appreciate your time. I’d like to talk more to you about this, and other matters.”
Courtney arched a single eyebrow. It was the perfect response.
“Do you have my phone number down there?”
“Yes, I do for all parents.”
Good. That means we can maintain appearances here.
“Call me tonight or tomorrow if you have a moment. I would love to ask a few more questions but don’t want to take up all your time tonight.”
Courtney leaned back in her seat, hands folded in her lap, nodding.
“That sounds delightful, Mr.… Vance.”
I laughed as I knew she’d had to make the effort to use my first name.
“Doesn’t have to be about Alyssa,” I said with a wink before I stood up and left.
Around me, the conferences continued to buzz. I saw one set of parents adamantly talking about grades with a science teacher, an older lady who seemed almost bored by the conversation. I saw a long line for what looked like one of the math teachers, a man who looked about Trace’s age. I even saw the school principal from afar.
But at this point, I had gotten what I needed. I’d talked to Courtney, I’d implied that I was interested, and then I had walked away.
Even as I headed for my bike and removed the kickstand, I still wasn’t sure if what I was doing was a good idea. I’d largely acted just in the moment. If I sat back in a detached frame of mind, I would probably recognize that I still wasn’t ready to date.
But Alyssa’s conversation the night after her play, along with seeing Splitter take off with Amber to Hawaii, had given me a kick in the ass. The conversation with Courtney at the play had almost been an organic thing; she really was attractive, and while I called it practice after the fact, it wasn’t necessarily anything I had preplanned. Alyssa and Splitter, though, had given me the proper boost.
I just had to hope this was the right decision. Any interaction with Courtney—or anyone else, for that matter—had the potential to all unravel at any moment, especially if anything happened that involved Olivia, such as going to her grave again or in looking at photos of us. A part of me wondered if I needed to remove her from my life to create room for a new woman.
But among all the non-negotiable things in my life, that was at the very top. I could never forget Olivia, and I could never do anything but honor her memory.
That didn’t mean, though, that I couldn’t take the initial steps to put myself out there.
And as the engine of my bike came alive and I leaned forward, ignoring the glares from other parents, and I smiled.
 



Chapter 6: Courtney
 
Is this really something that I’m ready for?
Parent-teacher conferences had just ended, and I was at home on the couch, holding my phone with my computer open to the side. On the computer was a Google spreadsheet with one simple bit of data—the names and phone numbers of all the parents of students at Green Hills High School.
And, with just the click of a button, I quickly found “Vance Newhouse” and had his number right before me.
This is stupid.
Stupid crazy.
But do you think Alyssa would have said that to you if she didn’t think her father would go on a date with you? Do you think Vance would have talked to you the way he did if he wasn’t available?
Still, no amount of rationality was going to work at that moment, most especially since I still hadn’t felt anything for anyone since Nathaniel died. And I’m not sure I could have picked a worse starting point than a student’s father. At least it’s not the student himself. Talk about a disaster of a nightmare—not to mention gross!
It wasn’t unheard of for a teacher to date a student’s father. In fact, many teachers had their own kids in their classes; this wasn’t journalism where conflicts of interest had to be transparent and open. It was just a reality of teaching that it happened sometimes.
Still, I knew I had to be cautious. I already had fears of my reputation being ruined by my drinking; the last thing I needed was for a reputation as a daddy chaser to take hold as well.
At least you only have Alyssa for one more quarter. So if it goes sour, it’ll be over relatively quickly, and then you can move on. Try to date normally in Green Hills.
If that’s even possible, really.
I dialed Vance’s number in my phone, suddenly very easily able to empathize with the awkward teenagers who just gawked at their particular romantic interest, not very good at the art of subtlety or courtship. It was so easy to smile and tell Nathaniel what I liked about him or loved him, and even when we first met in college, it had been relatively easy to make happen. But now, put me in a spot where I had to call another man whom I met through, let’s be honest, a high school?
Those same shaky hands, that same “will I say the right thing,” the same nerves all returned in full force.
I hit call before I could change my mind. I still couldn’t believe I was doing this.
The phone rang once with no answer. I was tempted just to hang up right there, to pretend that this call had never taken place, except Vance would see I had called him. It was better to stay on the line, and—
“Hello?”
His deep voice filled the phone. I gulped.
“Hey, Vance, this is Courtney Ross, Alyssa’s—”
“Oh, yes, Courtney! How are you? Are you single?”
Wow, we’re getting right to the point, huh?
“I’m good and…yeah. Why do you ask?”
I swear I could hear Vance audibly lift a bunch of weight off of his shoulders.
“Isn’t it obvious by now, Courtney?” he said. “I think that you are a fascinating and lovely woman, and I would like to take you on a date sometime this weekend. Is that something that you would be interested in?”
“Yes, I would like that.”
I said the words before, again, I could contemplate them. I figured it would do some good for me to get out there; who knows, maybe it would even help my want to drink.
The one thing that I did notice, though, was Vance seemed almost overly deliberate when he asked me out, as if he had chosen his words too carefully and practiced them over and over again. It didn’t make me want to change my mind, but from the free-flowing Vance I had seen at the conferences and the theatrical production, it did seem a bit… odd.
Probably just as nervous as you were. Remember, he’s taking a big gamble by asking out his daughter’s teacher, too.
“Excellent,” Vance said, and just like that, he was back to being in a casual, easy-going state. “I can pick you up?”
“Yes!” I said before I suddenly remembered something. “Just, not on a bike if you can help it. I hate bikes.”
“Oh,” he said, sounding incredibly disappointed on the phone—but only momentarily. “Not a problem. I have a car that I can pick you up in. Any requests for the date, Miss Ross?”
“Please, call me Courtney; all my teenage students call me Miss Ross.”
We shared a good laugh at that. I suppose on many other women, calling her “Miss” would’ve been seen as a sort of old school flirtation, but on me, it just made things very awkward. Thankfully, not the bad kind of awkward though.
“Any other teacher names I should avoid tomorrow night?”
I guess that’s when we’re doing it, huh? Well, I don’t have anything else lined up, so I guess that’s what it’s going to be.
“Teach would be the only other one. Courtney will be just fine.”
“Alright, teach Miss Ross.”
“Stop!” I said, laughing.
We’re already hitting it off. You are something, Vance.
“I had to, just once,” Vance said, his tone implying he was grinning heavily. “So back to the original question. Any requests for the date?”
I paused. I didn’t know if it was a good idea to say that we needed to avoid alcohol this early. It felt like revealing something too personal about myself, like I had just confessed that I had cancer. Truth be told, I’m not even sure I admitted I was an alcoholic to anyone except those at my weekly meetings in AA. I know that people had said I needed to be more open about it, but I couldn’t bring myself to admit.
Not when my job depended on such a squeaky clean public image.
“How about someplace with dessert, maybe,” I said, deflecting the topic by picking the exact opposite. “I don’t really do much for drinking so perhaps a quiet restaurant?”
That… was commonly said, right? People wouldn’t suddenly start to get suspicious for that request, right? I didn’t think anything would come of it. And if Vance did get annoyed by such a request, maybe that would have said enough about him that I could have gone the other way and left things behind.
“I think I can arrange that,” he said, much to my relief.
I noticed then that my heart was definitely pumping faster. If that wasn’t a sign that I really wanted this, nothing was.
“Perfect,” I said.
 A gentle silence fell between us. I think both of us had to register the fact that this date was going to happen; I was actually going to go out with Alyssa’s father. I wonder what Alyssa will say when she finds out. She’s either going to be incredibly proud or shocked that it happened, maybe even a little embarrassed. Either way, not going to say anything to her; I’ll let her say something.
“So, would seven in the evening work?” he asked. “I figure that’ll give you the time to get home from school—God, that sounds weird, but you know what I mean—and change and get ready?”
I giggled at his little line. He was cute.
“Seven works great,” I said. “I’ll text you my address tomorrow when I get home.”
I wanted to avoid him surprising me by waiting for me outside when I got home. I may have been willing to take this gamble, but I still had to take some steps to protect my privacy.
“Perfect,” he said, his voice practically a growl. He did have quite the sexy voice. “This is happening, Courtney. Good times will be had. I will see you at seven.”
With that, he hung up, only allowing me to get in a brief “sounds good.” It was a bit abrupt, and it left me wanting more. Maybe it was by design, then.
I had been curious to see what my immediate reaction would be once this call ended. I figured that it would say a lot about my readiness to date.
Well, at that moment, my mind felt joy. My body felt warm. I didn’t even crave a drink of alcohol. I felt desired, I felt chased, and I felt… normal.
I felt like a woman.
Damnit, Vance. You have me like no one else has in years.
 
* * *
 
I normally stayed at the school a couple of hours on Friday to get a jump start on some work like grading and lesson prep. All of the students—and many of the faculty, as well—were in a rush to get the hell out on Friday as soon as they could. As a result, it meant that the best time to get work done, the best time to avoid distractions, was Friday.
But this particular Friday, there was none of that happening. I spent much of my waking time thinking of the date that was to come that evening, a healthy nervous wreck as I wondered what would go down. I had said I wanted sweets and no alcohol, and he was game for that. Would he take me someplace with great desserts? Would he take me to an ice cream or candy store?
And more importantly, how would we click? Could we let down our guards about being on a date? Could we flirt with each other? Or would it be something that sounded good in theory, but in practice, it all went to hell?
It was made even more difficult by the fact that Vance didn’t text me all day except for early in the morning, just affirming he was on for the evening and looking forward to it. I’d hoped that he’d keep a steady stream of conversation going, but instead, he’d mostly just gone silent. It made trying to teach and stay focused a real pain in the ass.
I sat in my chair for about thirty minutes before I just gave up and said fuck it. I couldn’t do work on the computer without checking my phone every five minutes. I would’ve thought that after the seventh time doing it that I would’ve realized Vance wasn’t going to text me until I gave him the address, but I couldn’t help how much I kept checking.
Finally, though, I got home to my apartment around four in the afternoon and sent him the text. It was almost hilarious how quickly he wrote back with a thumbs-up emoji. It made me think the bastard had been watching the phone as much as I had, but just had more self-control than I did. Punk!
I was a girl who got ready pretty quickly, so I tried to kill time for the next hour just watching TV shows and reading, but naturally, it went to no avail. I thought of texting him, asking him if we could do an even earlier date than seven, but I thought that would have looked desperate. After being alone and being an alcoholic for this long, though, is that so wrong to say?
I ignored the self-loathing thought. Tonight was a night to enjoy, not a night to be overly self-critiquing.
Finally, when five o’clock came, I decided to just go ahead and do everything I had to to get ready. I put on a black top that was just the right balance between sexy and casual; jeans that were tight on me; black heels; and a light blue jacket. Though it was April, I got chilly pretty easily, so all it took was one gust of wind for me to wish I would have thrown on that light jacket.
I did my makeup in the mirror, playing top-forty songs as I did so. The music was terrible, but that was the idea; I wanted something bland and cliché in the background while I worked so I had some white noise. I hadn’t put makeup on like this in some time; school just didn’t mandate getting dolled up like this.
I put on some eyeliner that matched my eyes and hair, some blush, and made sure to work on my eyelashes. Satisfied with how I looked, I smiled in the mirror. I had done everything I could have to get myself ready; there was nothing more left to do now but hope for the best.
And, apparently, wait. It was only ten after six. Damnit, I knew I should have waited a bit.
I only had to wait forty minutes, though, because Vance texted me then to advise he had arrived a little early but would gladly wait until I was ready. I decided here that while I didn’t want to be desperate, I could surprise him a little.
I opened the door to my apartment and walked down to meet him, a huge grin on my face that I couldn’t shake as I moved down the stairs. I immediately spotted his Honda Accord, but he hadn’t spotted me yet—instead, he was texting on his phone. I decided I wasn’t going to do or say anything until I got right up to his door; I wanted to see him jump a little in surprise.
I got to the lower level and was about to knock—
And then he looked up.
“Damnit!” I said with a laugh as Vance opened the door and smiled back at me.
He looked mighty handsome—he had on long-sleeve, eggplant-colored shirt with jeans. The sleeves were rolled up, showing off some well-developed forearms that enveloped me in a hug right after.
Not only did he look good, he smelled quite nice too. Whatever cologne he had on, it had a very… piney smell to it. I couldn’t perfectly place it, but it was an utter delight to take in. I had never smelled anyone quite so good, not even Nathaniel.
And when I pulled back and looked in his eyes, he looked like he might just kiss me on the spot.
Thankfully, he wasn’t direct or that forceful enough to do that.
“Disappointed already?” he said, but he said it in a teasing tone that indicated it was anything but.
“Of course not! You look good!”
“I have to make up for my bald head somehow,” he said with a chuckle, to which I rolled my eyes.
It was his bald head that made him so damn sexy; if he’d had hair, it would have looked like every other man. But the bald head and the beard on his face was the kind of thing that made you notice him in a crowd; everything else about him was what drew you in, making you unable to turn away.
“You’re ridiculous,” I said.
“And you’re very beautiful.”
“Aw, thanks,” I said with a smile, the butterflies returning to me all over again. “Shall we?”
“Of course,” he said, hurrying around to the side of the car to open the door for me.
What a gentleman! Maybe it’s just because I’m used to teenagers and their, shall we say, lack of decorum, but this is quite nice.
“So,” he said as he got in on the other side. “One question I’ve been begging to know the answer to. How do you handle all the horny teenage boys who want to hit on the hot teacher?”
I laughed at that, mostly because I had never thought of myself in that way. Green Hills High had some mightily attractive women, and while I didn’t think I was ugly, I definitely didn’t think that I was a model. But the flattery didn’t feel fake or sexual; it just felt very natural and real.
“I wouldn’t quite frame myself like that,” I said. “But thank you, though. Honestly, you just have to call them out and keep them in line. Most boys don’t like being called out in front of their peers, so when you warn them, you might get the occasional ‘ooooooohs!’ But it usually prevents it from happening again in the future.”
“Was gonna say,” Vance said with a smirk. “I never flirted with any of my teachers, but some of my classmates did. The teachers who tried to ignore it got hit on even more. The teachers who called them out on it? Those were the ones who got brownie points.”
“Because they have a little spunk, right?”
“Right!” Vance said.
I noticed how he was so much more natural in conversation than he had been before. It was our first private moment together, and I just wondered what would have happened if we had met in public, if we had met at a bar or something like that.
Actually, if that had happened, he probably would have been repulsed by me. So yeah, maybe don’t mention the alcohol addiction on this date. Save that for the second or third date.
“So, Vance,” I said. “Now it’s my turn to ask you a question that I’ve been begging to know the answer to.”
“Fire away,” he said.
There was just one problem—I hadn’t actually had such a question. I had too many questions and trying to pick through them all was a tough challenge.
“Alyssa told me you own car repair shops—”
“Alyssa told you that?” he said, his eyes going wide.
“Yeah? Is that wrong?”
“Well, no, not really, but… what else did she tell you about me?”
I could see that he was a little mortified his daughter had told me so much about him. I finally found something I could tease him about that might make him a smidge uncomfortable—oh, this was going to be a delight to use against him later.
“Just that you’re a nice dad and a good man,” I said. “Among other things.”
“Other things?”
I just smiled and shrugged back. Truth be told, that was mostly it, but I loved the idea of Vance being on edge about what his daughter had said to me. We all had to have a little something that could make the other person squirm.
“But anyway, the thing I was going to ask. What’s it like owning a car repair shop?”
“It’s interesting,” he said, gulping as he did so. “Lots of interesting employees. People come and go in the snap of a finger. Occasionally, you get jealous competition—remember, a lot of these guys are blue collar and think in terms like vengeance and fighting and whatnot. But I do have to say, they’re very good people overall, and the ones who have been around the longest are like brothers.”
“Oh, wow, that’s lucky!” I said. “Most of the teachers we have at Green Hills are married or keep to themselves. I think the type of person who becomes a teacher is the type to keep to themselves, to stay away from going out a lot.”
“And the ones who do go out and party?”
“Well, they’re the ones who you read stories about doing something crazy,” I said.
Pick your topic, and there was bound to be a headline somewhere about a teacher doing it. Teachers, for better or for worse, were expected to be the exemplary model of good behavior and good ethics in society. It made us better people, but a lot of times, it would have been nice to be able to let loose a little.
At least, that was the case before I suddenly developed my condition.
“But that’s really cool, though. I don’t know jack shit about cars, so if this breaks down, I hope you know what to do.”
“I think I’ll have an idea,” Vance said. “But in any case, we don’t have to worry about that until at least the next ride. We’re here.”
I looked up to see what had apparently been an old staple in Green Hills, but something I had not checked out until now—Sam’s Ice Cream.
It supposedly had the best ice cream in town, but it was also apparently home to a shootout between the same rival gangs that had murdered my husband. That had occurred nearly a decade ago, and the ice cream shop had not seen violence since, but I had always avoided the shop up to this point.
“What do you think?”
“Will it be safe?”
Vance looked at me like I had asked him if the sky was green.
“I mean, unless you’re allergic to dairy or chocolate or something like that, yeah. Why?”
I decided confessing this specific detail wasn’t a huge deal.
“Wasn’t this the spot where some Saints and some, uhh, Mercenaries or something got in a shootout?”
Vance, though, waved his hand.
“That was an act of aggression by the Mercs; the Saints were just defending their founder,” he said. “The founder died in the shootout, but the Mercs are mostly dead. I’m ninety-nine percent sure nothing worse than some cold air is going to happen.”
I was surprised to hear that Vance knew so much about the two gangs, but maybe that was just good, common sense. If one lived in Green Hills or had a daughter who went to school here, one needed to be aware of what the Saints did. Admittedly, I knew less about the so-called Mercs, but if they were rivals of the Saints as Vance had said, perhaps it did make good sense for him to be aware of them too.
“I trust you,” I said. “Just… a little cautious about it is all.”
Vance gave me a look, but I wasn’t ready to tell why. Not yet—maybe if the rest of this first date went well, sure, but not right now.
“I understand,” he finally said before he got out of the car and came to my side, opening the door. 
He offered me his hand, and I took it. I was stunned and a little jealous at how warm it was. I didn’t know that a hand could be so warm! I almost wanted to hold it and walk around with him in that state, but it probably would have been rather weird to Vance to see such a thing happen so quickly.
We walked inside, and Vance waved to an older man with gray hair and a gray beard behind the counter.
“Sam!” he shouted. The owner?
“Sensei, what’s good, man?” the owner said, coming from behind the counter and giving him a hug. Sensei?
“Not much Sam. This is Courtney; she’s my lovely date for the evening.”
“Oh, a date!” Sam said, the surprise in his voice evident. There’s a lot more to Vance than I think I’m even realizing. I will be curious to learn more about him as we go forward. “This is my ice cream shop. Any friend of Sensei’s is a friend of mine. Welcome, Courtney.”
“Thanks,” I said, still a little distracted by the recent development about a nickname and the surprise. 
“Anything you want, it’s on me,” he said.
“Wow, really?” I said, stunned.
“Of course!” Sam said with a laugh. “Come on, let’s get you two sweetened up; whatcha want?”
Vance—or Sensei, whatever his name was—ordered two scoops of chocolate chip cookie dough, while I ordered one scoop of strawberry. True to his word, Sam let us have it without paying, and Vance and I grabbed a table outside. A few other people were there, but they all kept their distance, and thankfully, none of them looked like students of mine or even teenagers.
“I love this place,” Vance said. “I’ve known Sam now for about two decades, and he’s had this shop forever. He’s a great guy, and all my mechanics love him.”
“I would say so!” I said with a smile. “Thanks for the ice cream hookup. Although, I do have one question that I have to know the answer to.”
“Luckily for you, I probably have to give you the answer.”
I laughed at his charm and intellect. He had such a way of being able to have witty conversation that I missed because I am around fourteen-year-olds all day.
“What the hell does the nickname Sensei mean? Sorry, I don’t mean to be so blunt. I was just thrown off by it. I thought you’d given me a fake name!”
Vance laughed, pulled out his wallet, and tossed me his ID. On it most definitely read “Vance Edwards Newhouse.”
“Thankfully, Sensei is not my birth name,” he said with a smirk. “It’s kind of ridiculous, honestly. The name means like Japanese martial arts instructor who is supposedly very wise and smart. I think mostly just because I’m old, some of the guys at the shop nicknamed me that. I don’t necessarily hate it, but you don’t have to call me that. In fact, the preference is to go by Vance. You’re going to be really disappointed if you think that I’m some wise, smart man.”
I laughed at that. He was smart—he had to be given how smart Alyssa was. But I could just as easily see him referencing something even mildly intelligent, like world news or a book, and the rest of the mechanics deciding that he was like a martial arts sensei.
“Well, maybe you have a different kind of intellect,” I said. “Like a streets smart intellect.”
“That’s awfully generous of you,” he said. “I’m just a learner from experience, that’s all.”
“Like what?”
Vance shrugged as he took a lick of his ice cream.
“A variety of things.”
I could see that he was holding back from something. There was something about him—maybe his past relationships, maybe previous work, maybe some incident in his life—that he was dancing around, not even alluding to; it was like a black hole in that it was visible only because of the fact that it was obvious something was missing there, not because he was pointing to something there.
But nevertheless, I had my secrets, obviously. I wasn’t telling him about my alcoholism. I wasn’t telling him about Nathaniel. Those were the two big ones. There were other minor things, like that I secretly wanted to do fewer musicals at my high school, but that seemed like a relatively inconsequential conversation.
Ultimately, the next hour and a half was the exact right kind of inconsequential conversations. Not too heavy, but heavy enough that I got to better understand who Vance was and where he came from. His deft, witty sense of humor, his ability to make me smile, and his good looks were more than enough to have me as excited as could be through the rest of our ice cream. We ended up chatting at the place until about ten o’clock, when Sam begrudgingly informed us that he had to kick us off the property as he closed up.
“So, what now?” Vance said. “Could go to a bar, or, wait, you said you don’t drink on a first date.”
I thought of clarifying there that I tried not to drink at all if I could help it. It would have been as good a time as any to point out that I was a recovering alcoholic and going out for a drink in any context and under any circumstance was a no go.
But I wasn’t ready to. That was too heavy of a topic and something I didn’t want to confess here. 
“Right,” I said. “So…”
“I have an idea,” he said. “But it’s going to take us to a place off the beaten path. A park that would be populated by day but will be somewhat dark at night. Are you OK with that?”
“Of course,” I said.
I’d said it a bit too quickly—any smart woman probably would have said no to going to a private place like that on a first date—but I’d seen enough of Vance that I wasn’t that worried about it. Besides, all dating involved some risk; if I didn’t put myself out there, then the greatest risk was in taking no risk.
I got in his car and rode with him a little bit south of Green Hills, to a small parking lot that had nothing else, not even a security guard. Along the way, he told me about his ambitions for Alyssa and how he hoped that he could get her into whatever college she wanted, regardless of cost.
There was something I wanted to ask him about, though. Where was the mom in all of this?
But if I wasn’t going to confess my secrets, it didn’t seem right for me to expect him to confess about Alyssa’s mother, whatever her condition was.
When we got there, there was a small trail leading up the hill about a quarter of a mile. Vance offered me his hand, and this time, I took it—walking up in heels was not the smartest of ideas.
But in Vance’s hand, I felt safe. He had some thick arms and a strong body, so even when I wobbled, I felt like he could lift me and prevent anything bad from happening. I put my trust in him, and I had yet to see any reason that, at least physically, I needed to regret that.
It was all worth it, too, when we got to the top of the hill and took everything in. I could see the entirety of Green Hills from this spot, and while it wasn’t exactly like looking at Las Vegas at night, it still had its own sort of beauty. Vance put his arm around my shoulder, and I leaned into him.
“During the day, you can see the rolling hills that give this town its name,” he said. “But I didn’t think you’d want to wait twelve hours or spend that much time with me.”
I giggled and looked up at him.
“I don’t know, twelve hours with you sounds pretty good to me.”
I blushed nervously when I said that. The words had spilled out, almost like I hadn’t meant to say them. Of course, I had, but it was still a pretty bold statement all the same.
“Before we get there,” Vance said, his eyes narrowing as he turned his body to me. “Why don’t we make the next twelve seconds great?”
“What do…”
But the words fell off, and silence took hold as his hands went to my face. This is happening. It’s really… happening…
I wasn’t going to stop it. I just… I just wanted to pause this moment right here to briefly consider what was happening. 
I was going to kiss this man.
I’d met a man whom I felt comfortable enough to kiss after everything I had been through and everything I was figuring out. 
I’d met Vance Newhouse.
I closed my eyes as his lips pressed on mine. Our kiss was gentle and soft, and my hands grabbed his hands. He kissed just perfectly—tenderly and sweetly. He wasn’t trying to eat my face, but he also wasn’t a light pecker. He struck the perfect balance, especially as someone who seemingly wanted something real, not just a hit and run.
When I pulled back, I gazed into his eyes, barely visible in the night—but visible enough for me to see that he had had a similar emotional reaction to me of sheer joy.
“Courtney…” he said, his breath catching.
“Can we do that again?” I said with a giggle.
Vance was more than happy to oblige, and this time, I threw my arms around him as I kissed, pressing up into his body. I’d always suspected that he had a firm body, but this confirmed it for me. Vance was a handsome man and a gentleman, but damn, was he a sexy man as well. My thoughts, I had to admit, got pretty erotic at that moment.
But while I could have sex, it was similar to alcohol in that it was a line I wasn’t willing to cross on the first date. If I was going to get involved with Vance, it was going to be for more than just dick. I wanted to like him, not his body.
Though I really like his body.
“Damn, Vance,” I said as I pulled myself back before I got too hot and heavy.
“Sorry, not sorry,” he said as he pulled me back into a hug.
“You’re something else,” I said. “You’re trouble for me.”
He just laughed at that.
“Don’t you worry. I’m not looking to rush into anything. Nothing physical, nothing emotional. Obviously, we can build to it, but there’s no rush here.”
“Oh yeah?” I said, even though I was in full agreement. “How come?”
I had asked the question hoping to get him to confess or say why it was that he was seeming to hide something. Maybe it would have to do with the mom. Maybe it’d have to do with something else. But damnit, I was curious, and—
“I’ll tell you next time,” he said. “Provided, of course, you give me a next time.”
“Silly,” I said, squeezing him. “Of course there will be a next time.”
“Good,” Vance said. “In the meantime, I think I have to be getting back. Alyssa is going to wonder where her father is at some point.”
“She doesn’t know you’re here?”
Vance looked like he was going to say something before getting a grin.
“Would it be bad if she knew?”
I laughed. In most other circumstances, yes. But after what she had said earlier in the week…
“Nah, because I’m starting to think she set this whole thing up,” I said. “She blurted out to me on Monday that you were single. I think she’s wanted this to happen.”
“There’s no doubt about that,” Vance said with a chuckle. “But yeah, I do have to get back to her at some point. So… I’ll drive you home?”
“That would be great.”
Vance walked me back down the path, taking a little more care with it being downhill, before putting me in his car. On the way home, we again chatted lightly, but I just had to say how much more comfortable I was feeling on this date than I ever would have imagined. A part of me seriously believed that it would fizzle out when we put our flirting under the microscope, but instead, it had only intensified our passion for each other.
When we got back to my place, Vance offered to walk me to my door, an offer I gladly accepted. I’ll admit a part of me wondered if I was going to have the strength to avoid having sex with him right there, but he stood at the base of the stairs, almost as if preventing himself from having to make such a decision.
“I had a wonderful time tonight, Vance,” I said. “Let’s do this again soon. Don’t keep me waiting.”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” he said. “I can be a bit of a thinker, but once I like something, I know well enough to go for it.”
He gave me one more tender, gentle kiss under the full moon above before pulling away and wishing me a good night.
 



Chapter 7: Sensei
 
That was literally almost the perfect date.
Courtney was everything that I had hoped she would be and then some. She was warm, she was cheerful, and she was sweet. She was exactly the type of woman I needed if I was going to get out in the dating world again—an empathic, understanding woman, not a sarcastic or biting kind.
It wasn’t quite perfect. There were a couple of moments that made me wonder what sort of sustainability we had. The first was when I told her about the Savage Saints in relation to the shootout that killed Paul several years ago. The disdain in her voice that she had for the Saints—along with her comment on the phone about not wanting to be on a bike—made me wonder how she would react when she found out that I was a member of the Saints.
I supposed it was almost fortuitous timing that I was taking a step back from the Saints—I could paint it as something that I once valued but now saw the problems with as I aged. But was that telling the truth, or was that just further avoidance of the truth? The men in the Saints were still my brothers, and while it was true that they were car mechanics during the day, and while it was true that I had an ownership stake in Peters Auto Repair…
I’d pushed the truth and stretched it to its very limits. It hadn’t snapped and turned into a lie, but it was about as far as it could go before I’d start to get in trouble for how I phrased things. I had to be careful with how I answered them. It also tied into my answer about Sensei, although that had been mostly true. I just didn’t admit that it was a nickname used almost exclusively in the club, not something used outside of it.
The second part was when I asked her if she wanted to get drinks. I quickly remembered that she said she didn’t drink on the first date, which wasn’t unusual, but the facial expression she had when she looked at me was almost… painful. She looked pained when I said those words, as if I had asked if I could fire her from her job. I wasn’t sure what it meant, and I knew it might not wind up being anything bad, but I still wanted to keep an eye on it.
Those two points, though, were relatively minor—in my mind, at least—in comparison to the quality of the date. It truly was as good as I could have hoped for. I tried not to get carried away too much, knowing it was just a first date and that a lot could happen between now and us becoming a couple, but boy did I feel good.
I pulled up to the house in the Honda Accord about twenty minutes after dropping Courtney off at her apartment, letting the garage door open and then close once I pulled in before I got out of the car. Courtney’s perfume still lingered in the car, and I wanted to hold on to that feeling as long as I could. Whatever it took, however long I could have it there, I wanted to. If I could have fallen asleep in the car to that scent…
No, that’s just weird. Don’t get that carried away yet.
I gathered myself, got out of the car, and walked inside. I heard Alyssa listening to the TV in the other room and walked over. She was already looking in my direction when I saw her.
“I heard you had a great date with Miss Ross.”
“You did, did you,” I said, trying to play it cool, although I had this vision in my head of her students spying on us and spreading the word about what had happened on the date.
“Mmhmm.”
Now she’s playing coy. Damnit.
“And how would you know about such a thing?” I inquired.
Alyssa just smiled and shrugged.
“Girls can tell these things,” she said. “The way you walked in here, how late you’re getting in… I think it’s pretty obvious.”
“I mean… yeah,” I said, seeing no reason to deny it. “We had an amazing time.”
“What all did you do?”
I went over to the loveseat, turning the television to a low volume. I proceeded to outline everything—well, maybe not everything, about the date. As I recounted it for Alyssa, it struck me how happy I was talking about her. It flashed me back to a previous conversation I’d had with my daughter about being truly happy, and while I wouldn’t call this “truly happy” since it was too temporary and too momentary to give me true happiness, I could say that I was getting a glimpse of what that looked like. You may yet make me a better man, Alyssa.
“So, like I said, you had a great date with Miss Ross,” Alyssa said with a shit-eating smirk.
“Yeah,” I said, and I decided it was time to give her a little grief back too. “And word on the street—see, I can talk like that too—is that you were the one who facilitated this.”
“What?” she said, clearly taken aback.
I just laughed, clapping my hands in approval at the hilarity of the situation.
“Adults can gossip too, you know. She told me that you told her I was single on Monday.”
“Oh my God!” she said, horrified. I just smiled.
“You did a good thing, Alyssa. Really. Thank you for, shall we say, encouraging all of this.”
“This is so embarrassing,” she said.
I just laughed and turned the volume up as she sat in mortification. Someday, she really would look back on it and be glad she had said it, but I could kind of understand her embarrassment at the moment. Kind of.
Still, I was happy, she was probably happy, and I knew Courtney was happy from the way the date ended. It was the perfect night, and I didn’t know how it could get any better. My phone rang in my pocket, but I ignored it. I just wanted to sit in silence and reflect on what had happened.
Then my phone rang again, and I had a feeling it wasn’t just some random number. It was too late for telemarketers, and a Friday late night phone call was…
Well, I thought as I reached into my pocket, it isn’t necessarily a good sign. It almost definitely wasn’t Courtney asking me to come back over so we could finish what we had started in the span of one evening.
On the display was the name “Krispy.” I groaned. This could only mean one thing, and it wasn’t that the summer charity events were getting canceled.
“Yeah?” I said, answering the phone.
“Sensei, we got a problem,” Krispy said. He sounded very on edge, very much like he was looking to kill someone or had just killed someone.
“The hell’s going on?” I said.
I stood and left the room, not wanting Alyssa to hear any of this. It didn’t matter if the problem was just me having left some equipment there or someone having been murdered. I wasn’t going to let her into the world any more than I had to.
“There was a hit on Trace,” Krispy said.
No… shit, no, Trace.
“He’s still alive, but they got him good, Sensei. I don’t fucking think he’s going to be in any condition to be president for the time being.”
“Fuck, seriously?” I said. “Who—”
“Fucking Mercs, who the fuck else?”
I went silent as I remembered one of the last conversations I’d had in the club. I wasn’t exactly looking like a Sensei now. I’d said that this was the most peaceful time in the club that I had ever seen, and now… 
“What about Splitter?”
“He turned his phone off, and even then, if Trace found out that we’d reached out to him, he would murder us,” Krispy said. “Guy’s gone off the fucking grid with his girl.”
“Shit,” I said.
Suddenly, it looked like a very poor decision to have given Splitter the OK to leave behind the club completely while he went on vacation. There weren’t very many emergencies that would have required him coming back so soon, but this seemed like one of them. It was only made worse by the fact that it wasn’t like he was coming back tomorrow; it would be a full week before he returned.
“Listen, Sensei, we have no president, our VP is out fucking his girl, and BK doesn’t want to be president. Said he’s better at killing, not at leading. We’re fucking calling you because we need you.”
“I, what? You need me?”
“Yes, we need you,” Krispy said, annunciating his words with unusual precision for him. “We fucking need you. The only person who has the experience and the charisma to lead us is you.”
“Get fucking Sword.”
“Sword said you were the one we needed.”
Ah, fucking hell. This is exactly why I left. So that when shit went down, the club would have to grow and depend on the younger generation. I can’t be helping every little crisis that pops up like this.
“I don’t know, Krispy, I—”
“Listen, Sensei,” Krispy said, the anger in his words evident. “The club fucking needs you. The club has done so much for you, and you’re just going to walk away from this?”
“You fucking realize I was going to surprise my daughter tomorrow with a trip to the Grand Canyon?” I snapped, not thinking about how Alyssa was one room over and had probably heard everything. “You fucking realize that I left because I didn’t want to get into dangerous spots like this? So I could spend more time with my girl? You’re young and aggressive, Krispy, you can—”
“Sensei.”
A new voice came on the line. It was Sword.
“Sensei, please,” he said. “I can’t do this without you. If you don’t want to be temporary president, at least come be my temporary vice president. Please.”
This was all just too insane and pissing me off. I’d just left the club as an officer barely a few days ago, and now I was being asked to come back into the fold and lead us into dangerous territory? If this were just for a day or so, I could take Alyssa to the Grand Canyon another week. But from the sounds of it?
If Trace was knocked out for any period of time, this could easily turn into the kind of thing that lasted for weeks and weeks. Maybe even longer if the worst happens, which is unfortunately pretty plausible right now.
But…
Goddamnit.
“I’ll call you back in an hour,” I said.
I hung up the phone before I could say anything else. I muttered fuck under my breath and started walking toward the living room. I’d watch TV with Alyssa and see how I felt at midnight and then decide.
But that plan went way the fuck out of the window when I turned the corner and nearly bumped into Alyssa, who had been eavesdropping on the entire thing.
“Alyssa!” I said, surprised.
“The Grand Canyon sounds really fun,” she said, widening her eyes. “But I know you, Dad. You’re going to be itching to go back to the club the whole time if we go out there.”
Good job, buddy, speaking loudly enough for her to catch all of that.
“You weren’t supposed to hear any of that,” I said. “Let Dad figure it out on his own.”
“Yeah, but I did, and I can’t forget what I heard,” she said. “Dad, I know you’ve kept me from the club, and I appreciate that. I’m happy that you try not to entangle me in that world. But it’s a world you live in. You need to go.”
“Baby,” I said, enormously frustrated, ninety-nine percent of it having to do with myself. “I knew this would happen. I would leave, the club would face a crisis, and then they’d ask me back. But—”
“What’s going on?”
I sighed. I generally didn’t reveal club business to Alyssa, but she wasn’t four years old anymore. She was fourteen, a young woman who could handle the truth—maybe not make decisions on it, but certainly know about it. Goddamnit. God fucking damnit.
“Trace was nearly killed, and Splitter is on vacation,” I said. “There’s no leadership at the club right now. They want me to take over temporarily.”
“And you’re going to leave them hanging?”
I was stunned at the bluntness of Alyssa’s words. Whose side was she on, anyway?
But if she had said it…
“I’m just worried about something happening to me,” I confessed. “It’s hard enough for you to only have one parent. If you lost the other one…”
And I was dead because of my own decisions and my own actions…
“Don’t think like that, Dad,” Alyssa said, her voice cracking a bit. “You’ve made it this long, and you’ve dealt with some pretty bad stuff, I’m sure. I saw the shootout in North Hollywood on the news, you know.”
Shit. She wasn’t supposed to know that. But then again, what could I have expected? That shit went viral. I guess she just decided not to ask me about it before.
“It’ll kill you if you don’t go,” she said. “We can do the Grand Canyon some other time when Trace wakes up and Splitter comes back.”
I sighed. I had thought Alyssa would beg me not to go back, that she would be praying I wouldn’t leave. Instead…
“I’ll let you know in an hour.”
I put my hand on her shoulder and pulled her in for a hug, but she seemed distant when I did so as if she didn’t approve of the answer that I gave her. I walked past her, went to my room, and sat on the bed.
If I went through with this, I needed to tell Alyssa the truth. Becoming president wasn’t just about assuming responsibilities in the club, even if it was on a temporary basis. It also meant putting a giant target on your head for the authorities and rival gangs. I didn’t want to say I could handle dying while Alyssa was still in school, but I could handle the prospect of her not knowing the truth about her mother even less.
Maybe I was being selfish, wanting to tell her. Maybe I would spoil her image of her father being… whatever she thought I was. But I was a believer in the truth, and…
That’s bullshit. If it were true, everyone would know Olivia’s death was your fault. You may say it, and you may think it, but you don’t live it.
I sighed. The only way I would feel comfortable doing this was if I knew that I had the strength to tell the truth. And the only way I could do that, ironically enough, was if I felt comfortable enough that I knew the Saints and my daughter wouldn’t judge me for it, or at least not abandon me as a result.
I picked up the phone, but just before I dialed Krispy back, another thought came to mind.
Courtney had expressed an enormous disdain of the Saints on our first date. It was fine then, but that was because I was removed and stepped back from the Saints. If I went back into the fray…
Don’t think like that. What’s more important: someone you had one date with, or your brothers and your daughter? Courtney is a wonderful, amazing human being… but if you don’t take care of anything else, she won’t mean shit. You’ll never live with yourself if the Saints fall apart.
I pressed the call button. Krispy answered on the first ring.
“I fucking hate all of you,” I said. “I’m in.”
 



Chapter 8: Courtney
 
I didn’t get much sleep the night before, but for once, I was happy about it.
And for once, it had nothing to do with the alcohol. Instead, it had everything to do with one of the best dates of my life. It was so good, in fact, that I found myself constantly checking my phone, rereading my messages with Vance and wondering when we’d get to hang again.
I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that things would go so swimmingly going forward. We’d have our moments of butting heads, and we’d have our fights. But just the fact that I was thinking that far ahead…
I actually found myself hovering by the front door of Green Hills High when I got in, listening for the sound of the motorcycle so I could share a glance with Vance when he came by. How crazy was that? I hated the Savage Saints, but now, the sound of a motorcycle was something that I wanted to hear.
Granted, that was only in this specific context. If I heard a parade of bikes going by during my second-period class, I would have gotten annoyed as all hell and probably mumbled something under my breath, but still. It was funny how the right person could change things so quickly.
But Vance never showed up on his bike. The first bus pulled up around half an hour after seven, and I was more than a little surprised to see that Alyssa had gotten off it. Furthermore, her face was not one of happiness or excitement for Friday; she looked distracted as if she had had a long night.
She obviously knew that her father and I had gone out but I didn’t think it had to do with facing me; she hadn’t even seen me yet on her walk up to the school. No, it seemed like something had happened that I had missed out on, and if I got the chance, I knew I would ask her about it.
I nodded to her and all the other students as they walked in, trying not to make it obvious that I had stood at the door only for Alyssa’s father. I then went into my classroom and pulled up the local newspaper so I could catch up on the news over the weekend. The main headline was something that startled me and only further reinforced my beliefs.
“Robbery in downtown Green Hills, one left critically injured.”
I then read through the article to see that one Tracy Cole, apparently the president of the Savage Saints—how quaint, they have titles like they’re a club or something—had gotten hit by members of a dying rival gang. Others had protected him and chased off the would-be assailants, but Tracy had gotten shot in the shoulder and hit in the skull. Doctors said he would probably live, but he was in a coma at the moment.
I don’t know that it spoke well to me that I didn’t have a lot of sympathy for Tracy at that moment, but he was part of the Savage Saints; that was like walking into a UFC arena and being surprised that someone got punched in the face. The club was a vessel of violence, something that resulted not just in the murder of Nathaniel, but of many other people.
This morning knows how to get fucked in a hurry real well. All was good, and then…
The bell rang for first period. I hadn’t even realized that it was set to start at any moment, and I looked up to a classroom of students staring at me. I quickly reminded myself of the lesson plan for the day and went through with it.
Throughout, though, I was a little distracted, in part because of the violence that had occurred not that far from the high school and because of how Alyssa looked. I saw no way how the two could be connected—Tracy and Alyssa shared two different last names, and while Vance rode a bike, there was nothing on his bike that suggested he was a Saint—but something in my gut just told me there had to be a connection of some kind. I was missing something.
When the bell rang fifty minutes later to end the first period, I had Alyssa come over. I made no pretenses this time about a paper or any homework I needed.
“What’s going on?” I said. “You look mighty distracted. Is everything OK?”
“It’s fine,” she said. “Nothing crazy. Just a lot of work.”
I was never going to call a student out for lying about a personal subject, as that was their private issue, not mine, but I could tell that she was deflecting and hiding something. I’d given this particular honors English course a sometimes unfair amount of homework, and Alyssa had never acted like this during those stressful periods. She could be very tired, yes, but it was rare that she was distracted.
“OK,” I said, accepting that I wasn’t going to know more. “If you need help or advice, just let me know.”
“I will,” Alyssa said.
She turned and started to leave before turning back to me with a smile.
“How was it a few nights ago?”
I smiled and blushed a little bit. I definitely wasn’t going to tell her everything—even if her father had—but to lie would have just been doing what Alyssa had done to me. And besides, the fact that she had asked the question told me she knew we went out; I had never told her beforehand.
“Your father is kind and a gentleman, Alyssa,” I said.
It was about as much as I would confess. The idea of revealing more to a fourteen-year-old was a little mortifying to me.
“I know,” Alyssa said. “He always knows how to treat those who matter to him. Even if it takes some encouragement from me.”
I laughed at her honest words before she headed out, leaving with the slightest of smirks. I just sat at that desk, chuckling to myself. Alyssa wasn’t usually falsely arrogant, but she could have some humor and some punch to her when she needed.
He always knows how to treat those who matter to him. Even if it takes some encouragement from Alyssa. I guess I should have been grateful now for what she had said on Monday. She had probably said some other things I wasn’t aware of behind the scenes.
I cruised through the next two periods of my day before my break, the time when teachers had the chance to kick back and work on whatever they needed to, whether it was lesson plans, test grading, or just a nap. I rarely used such times, the school’s fourth period, for naps, but I definitely had used them to drink water and berate myself for being an alcoholic. It was good not to feel that way.
But just after the bell for third period ending and before I had the chance to start on my lesson plans, I got a call to my room on the classroom phone. I saw that the principal, Jerry Patrick, was calling me. I didn’t think I’d missed any meetings—not that I usually did—but just like students had some level of trepidation when this happened, I felt the same amount of stress when I saw him calling me.
“Hey,” I said.
“Miss Ross,” he said with an air of authority.
Jerry Patrick was an older gentleman, probably in his early sixties, and someone who called anyone younger than him “mister” or “miss,” even if they were married. It was the most old-school thing I had ever seen, especially considering we were in California, but it was also oddly endearing.
Unfortunately, it could be quite intimidating in moments like this, when I was sure I had done something wrong and his voice was doing nothing to dismiss that possibility.
“Could you come down to my office please?” he said. “I have something I need to discuss with you.”
What happened? What did I do?
“Sure, I’ll be right down.”
I hung up the phone and walked slowly to the office, wondering what in the world was going on. My mind raced to the possibility that some parents had complained about me last week, but parent complaints during parent-teacher conferences were as predictable as students upset about bad grades on essays. It was the kind of thing where most of us just rolled our eyes, promised we’d take their feedback into consideration, and then call it a day.
But right now, this was leaving me a little concerned that I had done something bad enough to warrant the principal calling me down. I’d certainly never experienced this before, and I’d dealt with more than a few bad parents in my day.
I knocked on the door and entered when Jerry let me in. He wore a green bowtie and prominent wedding ring on his finger. He motioned for me to take a seat.
“Miss Ross,” he began. “It is not of particular joy for me to bring this to your attention, but I wanted to do it in private before anything gets out of control.”
What the fuck?
“We had a few parents who said that you seemed to be under the influence at the conferences,” he said. “I have heard similar complaints at other events in the past, but I have tried to ignore those as parents trying to smear you after students may have performed poorly on grades. However, I cannot avoid what was said, given it is now a pattern. I would like to ask you, Miss Ross, and please be fully honest with me. Were you drunk?”
I was so stunned I couldn’t speak coherently for a few seconds. It was absolutely true that I had shown up to school hungover before, and it was absolutely true this had also happened at events like theatrical productions and sporting events.
But I was as sober as a rock at those conferences. I’d made it a point to stay off the bottle during that time, especially because I knew parents could be worse than the kids. I also wanted to stay clean for when I saw Vance, but that didn’t seem like a statement that would garner me any favorable points at that moment.
“No, no… no, really?” I said, still unable to find my words. “I have enjoyed some alcohol after work, but I am very adamant in saying that I don’t drink or show up under the influence at school events.”
I show up hungover, but I’m still functioning in such spots. So it can’t be that bad.
“You’re sure?”
“Absolutely.”
Jerry nodded, folded his hands, and twiddled his thumbs.
“I believe you, Miss Ross, and I am giving you my support on this one,” he said, which felt like such an enormous sigh of relief. I felt like I had walked into the courtroom, only to be given lenience by the judge. “However, because this is not the first time that I have heard concerns like this, I would ask you to please be careful about any public drinking or the effects of any drinking you do carrying over to public events.”
I felt like that was the polite way of him saying “don’t be hungover” without actually saying “don’t be hungover.” At this point, though, I was so relieved to be avoiding punishment or anything of that sort that I didn’t mind the heavily layered and subtle language. I’d already gotten what I wanted out of this meeting—a freedom from punishment.
Still, the message was serious. Drinking wasn’t just affecting my mental health and my dating life. It, apparently, was affecting my career. This was non-negotiable. I had to be better.
Although, I wonder who the hell said that. I think some parents are just pissed, but Jerry’s right. It’s not just a concern of that night; it’s part of my reputation.
“I understand, sir,” I said. “I promise you that whatever drinking I do will be confined to the weekends and will be strictly in private.”
The only reason I didn’t outright say I wasn’t drinking at all was because I didn’t want him to believe I had a reason not to drink at all; the all-or-nothing approach likely would have been indicative of the fact that I did have problems. So, in actuality, I was going to be even better than Jerry might have expected.
“Very good, Miss Ross,” he said. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”
I nodded to him, quickly stood up, and walked out of the room. I shut my door, taking a deep breath, and told myself that this was the breaking point. Now, the motivation to stay sober wasn’t just about self-respect. It was about financial survival.
The walk upstairs back to my classroom was like the lightest jog I had ever made. I was off the hook from trouble. I had work to do, but it was work I was doing anyway.
And, best of all, when I got back and checked my cell phone, I saw I had a text from Vance.
“Wanna hang out this Saturday afternoon?”
 



Chapter 9: Sensei
 
I think I sent that text because I knew I would need some stress relief from what was to go down.
I was sitting in the president’s seat at a hall meeting—a seat that still didn’t feel right—looking at my phone before I dropped it outside, standard procedure for our club meetings. This almost felt like a lie to Courtney, and it felt like manipulation. I was doing something she hated—working for the Savage Saints—and then expecting her to reward me with a good time, all while she was ideally oblivious to what had happened.
What’s going to happen when the truth comes out, Sensei? What happens when she learns that you are a Savage Saint? You think she’s going to stick around? Or do you think she’s going to run like hell from you and never see you again?
The answer should be pretty obvious. But then again, I suppose you are pretty good at hiding the truth. Maybe you’ll get lucky and not feel guilty for the duration of your relationship.
Still, under the right light, I felt like this was fine. My work for the Saints was temporary until Trace recovered; what I had with Court might wind up lasting for a very long period of time. At the moment, I didn’t think it was necessary to sacrifice the longer-term prospect in favor of being brutally open and transparent about the shorter-term prospect. Whatever makes you feel better, bud.
I sighed and saw BK and Krispy approaching and heard the door swing open as the remaining officers stepped inside.
I sat back down in the chair. It was surreal. It still didn’t feel right. I was going to owe Trace so many apologies for taking his seat. But the club had insisted that I sit there; they said it couldn’t be taken as seriously if I chose to sit in my normal seat. It would be less of a leader’s role and more of a communal decision, something that the Savage Saints had never operated on.
To my right was BK. To his right was Sword, then Krispy, then Mafia, and… that was it.
It was the smallest I had ever seen a hall meeting, and the most devoid of leadership. I had no idea how the fuck the club could ever decide that I was going to make a good leader, especially given that I was in my forties and would have held some sort of leadership role if I was worth a shit. But it was a choice they made, and it was a choice I had accepted. I had to embrace it now.
“As many of you know,” I said, beginning my talk. “I didn’t want to be here a few days ago. I chose to leave the club as an officer—albeit remaining as a member—so that I could spend time with my daughter. However, obviously, recent events have changed things. I am here to tell you, right now, that for as long as Trace cannot operate as president and Splitter is out of contact, I am completely and one hundred percent committed to running the club.”
That was very true. I was not going to come here and do a half-ass job; that would have been worse than any of the other four officers doing a full-ass job. There was going to be no wavering, no questioning if I should or should not have come back—at least out loud.
“I will seek the input and the expertise of all of you as we go forward, but I will also lead this club and make decisions so long as I am in this spot,” I said. “Please be open and honest with your communication and your thoughts with me so that I can be the best president possible. OK?”
“Got it,” the others said in unison.
“Good,” I said. “Now. This is the smallest I’ve ever seen this fucking place. And on top of that, as far as I am aware, we don’t have too much intel on what had happened, right?”
There was one other problem that I hadn’t mentioned, one that I didn’t feel was right to mention here.
Our most stabilizing forces were gone. Trace was president almost exclusively because he was the best at remaining calm under pressure; he’d grown a lot in the last few months, and it was not an exaggeration to say he reminded me of a young Paul Peters. He kept the hotheads like Krispy and Mafia in check.
Splitter was more volatile, but in the moment of truth, he had a way of rising up and becoming a good leader and a good fighter. He wasn’t going to be someone who could keep himself in control in normal moments, but still, he was someone that the club looked up to.’
Now, we had the sergeant-in-arms; we had Sword, a man who had that nickname for a reason; and we had Krispy and Mafia, who, if left unchecked, would burn the city of Los Angeles to the ground to get the Mercs, and it was hard to say if they would have done so intentionally or accidentally.
“We have a little bit,” Krispy said. “Some motherfucker named Zane is the last holdout in the Mercs. Most of the Mercs, smartly, have left town. But our friend the sheriff handed this to BK while Trace was being rushed to the hospital.”
I looked at the police report for an olive-skinned, brown-haired man who simply went by “Zane”; he didn’t even have a last name listed. His rap sheet had everything from assault to theft to attempted murder. It was so long that it ran down two pages. A warrant for his arrest had been out for almost a year—literally longer than any of the guys had been with their girls—but somehow, he had just managed to avoid arrest.
The report included a camera shot of him shooting Trace in the shoulder and another one coming in with a baseball bat before some of the other Saints came in and stopped it. He could be seen clear as day, but the other Mercs all wore black hoods and black sweaters.
“Almost like he wants us to know he did this,” I grumbled.
“Wouldn’t you if you had a fucking rap sheet like his?” Krispy groused. “The motherfucker knows if he ever gets caught, he’s going to spend life in jail. At this point, he’s just giving us a giant middle finger. He wants us to know he did it, and he wants to twist the knife.”
“So we have to kill him, you see?” Mafia said.
For that, I agreed, but there was something about this whole process that just felt like one giant loop. We could kill this Zane guy, sure, but then someone else would pop up in his place. There had to be something we could do that would eliminate the Mercs once and for all; I just didn’t know what it was at that very moment.
But, then again, with a group as prone to violence and aggression as one comprised of BK, Krispy, and Mafia, maybe it would make sense to go in there and blow shit up. Maybe it would make sense to draw blood, lots of it, and then take care of the fallout after.
“Agreed,” I said. “But we have to do this right. We can’t just come in, shoot some shit up, and walk away. Their size, ironically, gives them an advantage that they didn’t have before. They’re much more mobile and much more flexible.”
“So we kill them when we see them!” Krispy said.
He almost seemed excited at the idea. In fact, he did seem that way—he had a massive grin on his face when he said that. It was a little concerning, especially since we’d done so well to rehab our image.
“You want to take the fight in public?” BK said. “Undo all my work?”
“No, but if this is the last of them—”
“It won’t be,” I said. “That was a mistake I made. I thought we’d reached a stable point for the club where nothing else would happen. It’s why I stepped away. But the approach we’ve taken to shoot them all and take them out one by one has clearly not worked. They’re a club that thrives on being attacked. It’s like a hydra; you kill one and more heads appear.”
“A what?”
Not everyone is as into that kind of thing as you are, Sensei. Just remember that.
“My point, Krispy, is that this is a battle where the more we fight, the more trouble we have to deal with,” I said. “Maybe we are getting to the point where we kill enough of them and things will be good. But right now, I don’t see it that way. I think they have enough passive members who become more active when they see their friends killed.”
“You would give them an out?” Sword said.
I shook my head.
“I don’t know. This is why I didn’t want to be president, because I’d have to make decisions on things I don’t know the answer to.”
Then again, I wonder how often Trace has all the answers when he makes a decision.
“Here’s what I do know,” I said. “Zane wanted us to attack? OK, fine. We’re not letting that sort of thing go unnoticed. We never know when there are enemies coming from places we haven’t anticipated. We need to make sure our image is what we want it to be—that we are saintly gentlemen, but that we can be savage all the same.”
I sighed.
“Convene here at midnight. We’re going to make a run for their operations.”
“Where?” Krispy asked.
“Simple,” I said. “If I were Zane, and I wanted to do things in the most DM way possible, do you know where I would go? Back to their old base.”
 
* * *
 
The solution was only temporary, and now I was worried that the temporary solution was going to prove to be a poorly chosen one.
What I had just advocated was a violent attack on a violent man who seemingly had no qualms about going down with the ship. Everything about Zane suggested that he was a man willing to kill and attack by any means necessary, and he wasn’t deterred by the threat of punishment; he seemed spurned on by it, almost a masochist in that regard. If we went into the DMs old base—which itself was a guess, not an evidenced-based decision—we were playing right into his hands.
I went home that day and was noticeably quiet around Alyssa. She, too, was quiet as well. I had gotten a text from Courtney noticing that she had been quiet and a little unsteady at school, followed by the question of if something had happened.
Well, of course, something had happened. I was going to put myself in the line of fire tonight, along with many of my best friends, and there was nothing I could do to tell Courtney about it. It would drive her away.
I was beginning to think Alyssa was having second thoughts about encouraging me to get into the firefight and make a difference, but it was too late to back out of that now. I just wanted to be there for her for the next few hours in case she needed anything.
And, ideally, to tell her the truth about her mother.
But every time I started to speak to her, she would get up and leave. It was like she was deliberately ignoring me, but I couldn’t figure out why.
Well, I could figure out why, but I didn’t like the answer. She was probably hoping that, despite her words, I’d take her anyway.
I truly do need a point where I walk away. I’ve already given my commitment this round to the Saints, but I need to step away at some point. I need to be strong and say no.
Just like I need to be strong and say the truth.
And yet, when eleven o’clock hit and I had finally summoned the courage to tell Alyssa what had happened, she was putting on clothes for the night.
“I’m going to a sleepover at Madison’s,” she said. “Her mom is picking me up and will be here in a couple.”
“Could you have told me?” I said.
“Why? You’re going out too.”
“What, what—”
“You’re wearing your jacket, Dad. You only do that when you’re going out.”
Goddamnit.
“Alyssa…”
I took a deep breath.
“What, Dad?”
Tell her everything. Lay it all out there.
“There’s something you need to know… something about…”
“Hold on.”
I looked outside to see headlights approaching. Madison’s mother. She had come, and with it, my chance to tell Alyssa the truth had vanished. I mean, I could have told her the truth now, but I didn’t want to rush it. I needed her to have the chance to hear it in a private conversation, with all the time in the world to process what had happened.
“What, Dad?”
“Nothing, I’ll tell you later.”
“Dad…”
Goddamnit. I really wish I wasn’t going on this run now.
Heaven help me, I’m not that religious, but I would really appreciate some divine intervention to make sure I don’t die tonight.
“It’s something we need time to discuss, and if you’re going to Madison’s, there won’t be time, OK?” I said, hugging her and kissing her on the forehead. “Tomorrow, maybe after my date with Courtney—’
“So you are going out with her again!” Alyssa said with a beaming smile. “I knew it!”
I smiled, relieved to have the distraction away from the tough topic.
“After that, I’ll tell you, OK?”
“OK, love you, Dad.”
“Love you too, Alyssa.”
Just don’t let this be goodbye, either.
The fact that I was stressing so much about this probably told me everything I needed to know about my future with the club. If I was acting like this now… what was it going to be like when Alyssa got closer to firsts like prom, high school graduation, orientation week, her wedding, the birth of her children…
They were all things I found myself thinking about and wanting to see. But they were all things I wouldn’t see if I stayed with the Saints as an officer.
One last ride, I thought. One last ride from now until Trace wakes up. And then I’m done.
I’m out for good.
I headed outside, walking Alyssa to the waiting car, watching until they had gotten out of the neighborhood. As soon as that happened, I hopped on my bike, backed it out of the driveway, and began the drive over to our clubhouse.
As soon as I arrived, I saw that the other four officers were waiting inside, wielding rifles and pistols at their hips. I had to say, a team with BK, Sword, Krispy, and Mafia was pretty fucking intimidating—as far it being useful for combat, it was hard to do much better than that.
“Gentlemen,” I said. “Are we ready?”
“Are you?” Krispy asked.
I smirked, walked past them, grabbed a rifle and a pistol, and stared at them.
“I am now.”
 
* * *
 
Our drive down the highway to Los Angeles, where the original base of operations had been—way back at the original warehouse that had nearly gotten Splitter arrested and executed for all his crimes—was uneventful, but I took it as a special kind of ride. I didn’t know if this would be the literal last run I ever had, and while there was the very real risk of getting killed, I was determined to make the most of it.
Instead of fearing death, instead of being afraid of what could go wrong, instead of wondering if this was even the right mission to do, I was determined to take in the sights and sounds of the run. I was determined to feel the strong winds going against me on my bike; I was determined to lean into the adrenaline that pumped through my veins when we parked; and I was determined to make every shot count when, sure enough, the Mercs came into view in the distance.
The time had passed for me to be questioning if it even made sense to be on this mission. If I had truly thought it wasn’t a good idea, that was something I should have decided that afternoon. Instead, now, it was time to focus on only one thing: killing Zane.
“Alright, let’s move,” I said, moving the men in.
As we got closer, we could see that the still-charred warehouse had about ten people inside, which was more than I expected, but then again, it wasn’t like ten people were a ton. What had once been a group of about a hundred had obviously been chopped down, and even if this wasn’t everyone, there would still be a significant portion of the club eradicated.
We squatted at a nearby building and prepared to move in.
“You see Zane, kill him,” I said. “You see anyone raise a weapon on you, kill them. You see anyone surrender, let them. Got it?”
“I wanna kill everyone,” Krispy growled.
“Kill everyone that tries to kill you.”
I nodded to the building. I motioned for BK to follow me to the far side, while Sword, Mafia, and Krispy took the near side. I left them in charge of figuring out their attack patterns, while BK and I stood to at the exit, prepared to stop anyone trying to flee.
Seconds later, the gunfire started. 
It turned into a massive roar of gunfire as it became impossible to tell who was firing and who’d been shot. BK and I held the door in the rear, but it quickly turned into an almost boring task. No one walked by, and no one shot at us. The whole thing was over within a minute.
I walked over with BK, my gun still aloft, and came around to see Krispy standing there with blood pouring from his arm.
“Shit, you OK?”
“Flesh wound; it’s nothing,” he said. “Those motherfuckers, though, got everything!” 
I looked at all of the faces of the Mercs. They all had guns, and they were all dead.
“All of them shot at you, huh?” I said.
“They’re Mercs; what the fuck do you expect?”
But as I looked across the room, I realized something very grim and unfortunate. Zane was not among the group. He was nowhere to be seen, in fact.
“He’s not here,” I said. “This is bad. When he finds out that the ten Mercs here were killed… he’s going to come for us even harder than before.”
“So we kill them when they do that,” Krispy said as if it was like adding two plus two.
“It’s not going to be that easy, Krispy,” I snapped. “It’s the Mercs. They don’t fucking fight fair. They’re going to come for us when we least expect it and then run like the fucking cowards they are. Fuck!”
The group went silent. I desperately sought a solution that wouldn’t inflame the situation.
“We have to hide the bodies,” I said out loud, a thought that I hadn’t given any thought to.
“What?” BK said, so shocked that even he spoke up.
“All we’re doing is running circles of blood on blood,” I said. “Maybe if we extend the olive branch of sorts, if we keep this place as clean as possible—”
“The fuck you talking about, Sensei?” Krispy said, cutting me off. “You out of your goddamn—”
“No,” I snapped. “I don’t think Zane is going to stop. We have to kill him. But anyone else associated with the gang? Maybe they’re a little more rational. Maybe they have families to go back to. Maybe they have loved ones they’re thinking about. Maybe…”
My voice trailed off. The club knew that I was projecting myself onto the Mercs. It was probably giving them too much credit, but I was done trying to “prove a point.” I was only interested in the results of getting this done with, nothing more, and nothing less. And the sooner we got shit done, the less violence we’d all have to face.
“We hide the bodies,” I said. “Don’t have to bury them. But I’m not sending a message to anyone by leaving them out in the open.”
“This is dumb,” Krispy said.
“Then leave,” I snapped.
He didn’t. No one did. To usurp a president’s authority, no matter how temporary, was something not even Krispy was willing to do with me. 
We ended up moving the bodies behind the warehouse. I knew they would easily be found; frankly, it almost seemed like the shallowest of things we could have done. But it was something, and perhaps more importantly, it sent a message to the present officers that we needed to consider something new if we were going to get shit taken care of.
When we got back to the clubhouse, no one celebrated. Krispy and Mafia took a shot to celebrate, but when they saw no one else was, their shot turned into a one-gulp show. The problem was there was nothing to celebrate. There was going to be more violence to come.
I just had to hope that the violence would stop after that.
 



Chapter 10: Courtney
 
The words I started my date with Vance the next day weren’t the kindest thing I had ever said, but I couldn’t help myself when he finally did show up.
“You look like shit; you OK?”
Vance had to give a short laugh, but there was no exaggeration on my part. He showed up with bags under his eyes, his skin looking like it had aged a decade, and his eyes also barely able to stay open. He just shrugged weakly as he looked at me.
“It was a long night,” he said. “Daughter went over to a friend’s place around eleven. I think she’s mad at me.”
“Alyssa?” I said, to which he nodded.
“And other things, but, mostly that.”
I thought about inquiring further on it but decided against it. Vance would probably tell me eventually what was going on; I didn’t suspect anything too bad, but this was just our second date. We hadn’t even had sex yet. There was a lot to be determined before I could feel comfortable pushing him to reveal to me. And even that was sort of dubious, at best. I didn’t want to be known as the girl who pushed against boundaries until the guy broke.
Maybe it had something to do with the mother of Alyssa, anyway. You don’t know. Just be nice.
But maybe if you set the example…
“How was your week?” he asked. “Hopefully a little bit more restful.”
I looked around us. We’d agreed to meet up for an afternoon walk at one of the nearby parks, and though no one was paying attention to us, I still always assumed that the people nearby either had sons and daughters in my classes, or they once had. I had to keep my voice low.
“Actually, it was an almost scary week.”
“Why?” he said, his eyes noticeably perking up at that.
He’s empathizing. That’s sweet.
“Well… so I have something to confess to you.”
My hands started feeling sweaty, and I never would have imagined that this detail would have come out so early in our courtship. But if Vance couldn’t handle the fact that I was doing everything I could to help myself, then maybe we didn’t deserve to be together.
It would’ve been a great shame, for sure. He was a wonderful guy, and I didn’t like the idea that we could fall apart from something like that. But I was probably just overthinking it and overstating the possibility.
“So I told you I didn’t drink alcohol on the first date, and that was true,” I said. “However, I’m actually trying not to drink alcohol at all. The last few years has given me a sort of alcohol dependency that I’m not very proud of, and I’m in AA to try and fight it. I’ve currently been sober for a little over a week now, but before that was sixty days. So… yeah.”
As soon as I let the words go, it was amazing how much better I felt—but more surprisingly, it was amazing how much I wasn’t worried about how Vance was going to respond. He was either going to say he couldn’t do this, but I would have felt content at having told him the truth, or he would admire that I was so honest and I would like him even more.
He didn’t disappoint.
“I appreciate you sharing that with me,” Vance said. “I’m not always the greatest at revealing what’s troubling me, and there are some things that are, but you definitely have more courage than me saying that.”
“Well, let’s not go that far,” I said with a gentle smile. “But yeah, so yesterday morning, after your daughter’s first class, the principal called me down for a meeting. Apparently, some parents said that I was under the influence at the parent-teacher conferences.”
“The fuck?” Vance said, the exact kind of reaction I’d hoped to hear from him—the supportive kind. “That’s bullshit. That’s where I asked you out, and I definitely would not have asked you out if you were drunk or in an incoherent state.”
“Right? Thank you!” I said, relieved beyond what even I had hoped for. “Unfortunately, I think it’s one of those things where some parents were just upset I didn’t have good things to say about their students, and my reputation proceeds me.”
“Oh, damn, really?”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding grimly. “I’ve never been drunk at school. But I’ve been hungover before, and I’ve been hungover at school events. It’s…”
I thought of admitting that I was hungover for Alyssa’s first performance, but that just felt like a confession too far.
“It’s not something I’m proud of, and it’s something I’m very much working to improve on. But it’s something I have to be very careful about.”
“Yeah,” Vance said. “What… I’m sorry; I don’t know much about it.”
“It’s fine.”
“What things trigger you or cause you to drink?”
“Easy: stressful things,” I said. “If I have a bad day, if I hear the sound of a motorcycle, if I—”
I cut myself off when I saw Vance’s face contort in surprise.
“What?” I said.
This was something that I had noticed on the previous date, but it wasn’t something I pressed. I had realized that not all people with motorcycles were as bad as the Savage Saints. But his reaction was almost too strong; I had to know more.
“Are you a motorcycle fan?”
I tried to keep my words as neutral as possible and non-judgmental as possible. I wanted him to feel comfortable telling me the truth, even though we were bound to have some serious disagreements on this topic.
“I am,” he said, which wasn’t bad to me—just so long as he didn’t ask me to ride on his bike. “I’ve been riding bikes now for several decades, actually. It’s been in my blood since my late teen years. My surprise is trying to understand why you have a disdain of bikes? I mean, I thought the Saints were pretty well liked in the area. I saw the recent news story, and it seemed pretty positive.”
Oh boy. It’s time for all the confessions today, isn’t it? It’s time to tell him about everything in my background.
“This is getting into some pretty heavy territory,” I said as a warning.
“That’s fine,” Vance said. “I’ll tell you some stuff about myself if you tell me.”
“OK,” I said.
It wasn’t that easy, of course. We stopped to sit on a park bench and I leaned back, trying to get the courage to revisit this story. It was an old one, but it was still all too fresh in my head. Decades could pass, and I would still remember the day Nathaniel got killed.
“So, something you need to know about me. I was once married. I’m… I’m a widow.”
I paused a beat to see if Vance would suddenly get up or react negatively in any way. But he displayed nothing except sharp alertness and unwavering attention. I couldn’t even begin to describe how necessary that was at that moment. If he had just stormed off or even done so much as given a surprised look, I’m not sure I could have opened up to him about anything else. And that was in the best case scenario.
“A few years ago, my husband was doing some volunteer work in downtown Los Angeles. I was concerned about him—he was always going into areas that were dangerous and were full of criminal activity, but he didn’t care. He was such a gentle and a kind soul. Well, that particular day, a shootout occurred between the Savage Saints and the Devil’s Mercenaries gangs.”
Vance put a hand over his mouth, his eyes never wavering.
“He was killed in the carnage,” I said. I thought I would cry when I told this story, but at this point, I was surprisingly calm about it. Maybe because Vance was here, or maybe because I had reached a point where I could tell the story without any issues. I didn’t know, but I was just happy I could.
“I’m so sorry,” Vance said.
“It’s… it’s tough,” I said, preventing me from giving the automatic, cliché response of it being fine. “To be honest with you, there were definitely periods of my life after that where I was sure I was never going to date again. I certainly never thought I’d date someone with a bike.”
Vance gave a snort, but it seemed very forced as if he was uncomfortable with the idea of it all. I just chalked it up to us being early on; I figured things were strong enough between us that I didn’t need to worry about it.
“It was because of this instance in particular that I started to drink heavily,” I said. “Before, I could have a good drink, but I was always excellent about staying on top of things. I wasn’t someone who gave in to the bottle easily. But somewhere down the line—I don’t know where, but I know it happened—alcohol went from a coping mechanism to a dependency. It went from something I did to kill the pain to something I needed to get through the day. I started going to AA about a year ago, but it’s been an up and down journey. Had a good little two-month streak there, but…”
“I hear you,” Vance said, taking my hand and holding it in his own. “What you’re doing is very brave, and I’m sorry for what you experienced. Just out of curiosity, did you ever look at the police report on the crime?”
“No,” I said immediately. I could feel Vance’s hand tense at that, even if he tried to suppress the reaction otherwise. “I haven’t. I… the cop who came by told me it was a shootout. I didn’t need to twist the knife into myself any further.”
Vance looked like he wanted to say more about it, like he somehow had something insightful to say, but I think that might have just been the lack of sleep making him look more contemplative than he was. I squeezed his hand gently.
“I know not everyone feels the way I do about the Saints,” I said with a gentle smile. “I’m sure that, in a group of that size, there are some good men in it. I just… for me, unfortunately, I can’t get past what that group has done to my life.”
“No, I understand,” Vance said. “I… I understand. What was his name?”
“Nathaniel Ingles.”
“Nathaniel Ingles…” he repeated, softly repeating his name.
There was something he wasn’t saying, and I strongly suspected it had to do with his own story. While I hadn’t pressed before, I only felt that it was fair that I do so now, especially since he had my background. I needed to know—if we were going to make us work, we both had to push each other a little bit.
“What about you?” I said. “You’re around Alyssa a lot. But where’s her mom?”
“Oh, geez,” Vance said with a nervous laugh.
I did my best to withhold judgment, but the way Vance laughed made me wonder if the breakup had been amicable. I promised to keep an open mind—
“She’s like your husband,” he said. “Gone.”
Oh. Oh, no…
“This is really hard for me to confess,” he said. “And I’ll tell you why at the end.”
He took a profound breath, bit his lip, and shook his head. I scooted over to him and put my arm around him. If anyone could empathize with him, it was me.
I’d been in that spot far too many times, needing to say what happened to my husband and just becoming too emotional about it. I knew what it felt like to be overwhelmed with grief, especially since Nathaniel’s death had happened in the relatively recent past.
“It’s OK,” I said. “You don’t have to talk about it now.”
“No, I do, I do,” I said. “Because… ah, fuck!”
I swore that he sniffled and tried to wipe away a tear, but he turned away when he did so, making it virtually impossible for me to see if he had. All I could do at that moment was comfort, because it was all I knew how to do.
I just hoped it was enough.
“Shit… damnit. OK, fuck,” he said. “I was the reason my wife died fourteen years ago.”
“What?”
It was more the force that he spoke with, the way he practically slammed the words on my lap, that had me surprised and recoiling a bit.
“It was an accident,” he said, but his words were more measured now. It was like he’d gotten the hardest part out, and since I was still here, he was able to continue. “We were driving on my bike; she was about seven or eight months pregnant. Obviously, that was just a dumb, dumb mistake. But up ahead, we had a stop sign. I didn’t see anyone coming, and so I decided to just gun past it.”
He muttered some more swears under his breath at himself. I wasn’t going to condone what he did, obviously, but he didn’t need me to tell him he’d made a mistake. He just needed someone to show him compassion right now.
“Unfortunately, someone else had the same idea, but they were going slower, so maybe I just missed them entirely,” he said. “We hit and… we had to run to the hospital. Emergency surgery was done to save Alyssa, but nothing could be done for Olivia. She died because of me.”
His body seemed to melt into mine.
“And you know, the worst part of it? I told everyone that I wasn’t at fault. Even Alyssa doesn’t know the truth. I’m so terrified to show her that her father is imperfect, that her father killed her mother, that… well, I just tell her the other driver hit us and that it was an accident, yes, but I’m blameless.”
He stood up, putting his hands behind his back.
“You’re the first person I’ve told this story to, Courtney, and I’m sorry you got burdened with it. Maybe because we’re just meeting each other and you don’t know my friends? I know you know Alyssa, but you didn’t know that. But… this was inappropriate, I’m sorry, I’ve just been reaching a breaking point with needing to tell this story, and now you have it, and—”
“Hey,” I said.
I stood up, held his hands, and gave him a gentle kiss on the cheek.
“It’s OK,” I said. “We all have our secrets, and we all have our things we don’t want to tell people. I understand.”
Admittedly, pulled away from the situation and detached, it did seem a little odd that Vance would have confessed such a thing on a second date… except for the fact that, moments before, I had confessed my alcoholism and the death of Nathaniel in rather emotional terms as well. If we were odd, we were being odd together.
I’m not sure such a level of transparency could have worked with anyone else, but then again, I’m not sure either of us would have been in a position to see anyone else. We were not boyfriend and girlfriend yet by any means, and it would take some time before we got to that point, but we were the right people for each other at that time. We were the people we needed to be to help us get through some emotionally turbulent times, and this was exactly what was needed.
“Thank you for sharing that,” I said. “Thank you for trusting me with it.”
“Yeah… yeah,” Vance said, taking a seat back down. “I can’t say that I planned our second date starting this way.”
I started laughing as he continued to explain all the things he wanted the date to be—a stroll through the park, a picnic, more ice cream, maybe some bowling. It was sweet and adorable, but really, this was better than anything else could have been.
“You’re fine,” I said. “I want to know the person I’m dating.”
“I do too,” he said. “I just didn’t want to put you in a spot where you felt uncomfortable and forced to admit things you weren’t ready to.”
“Well,” I said, hands on my hips as I looked down at him with a smirk. “I don’t think I would have if I weren’t, now would I?”
Vance, realizing he hadn’t forced me to do anything, smiled and patted the bench next to me, encouraging me to take a seat. I did, and he put my arms around me.
“You were saying, though, that you were struggling to tell Alyssa?”
“Yeaaaaaah,” Vance said, stretching the word out. “She loves me and has always been a daddy’s girl. Kind of has to be since she hasn’t had any girlfriends or even friends around to be the mother figure to her. I’m just terrified about telling her the truth and her saying she hates me.”
“Could happen,” I said, although I kind of felt like I was talking out of my ass a bit. I didn’t have kids, and I was an only child. I also came from a relatively stable house, although my father also liked to drink excessively. With that, though, it was perhaps the most peaceful alcoholism ever; he never hit anyone, never cussed anyone out, and never prevented anyone from doing what they needed to do.
Maybe that was why none of us did anything until it was too late. We saw him as a functioning alcoholic, not realizing—or not particularly worrying—that he was slowly dying until it was impossible to reverse everything.
“But I find you more attractive and vulnerable because you chose to reveal all that to me,” I said. “I really do find you a compelling man, Vance. Maybe she will appreciate you more as a father.”
“One can hope so,” Vance said.
I thought that I had more words, had more to say at the moment about what Vance had just revealed. But I quickly realized that to add anything else would be redundant; all of the wounds and scars had been laid bare, and to repeat them right now would do nothing more than keep them open.
So, instead, I sat on that bench with him, his arm around me, as we watched the Green Hills afternoon slowly go by.
 



Chapter 11: Sensei
 
I’m not sure how long Courtney and I spent on that bench.
But it was long enough for me to realize that our budding relationship could be summed up in two words.
Inevitably tragic.
In all but one way, we were perfect for each other. She had a background similar to mine and could empathize with me about the loss of a significant other; she put me at such ease that she was the first person I ever confessed the truth to. Part of that was because she didn’t have fourteen years of a lie built up in her head, but part of that was just because she had such a kind and gentle soul—while also battle-hardened in the arena of life—that I felt comfortable admitting it all to her.
But the “one way” was enormous, and especially after last night, it loomed dangerously large.
She hated the Savage Saints. I was the current president of the Savage Saints. Even when Trace came back and I receded to the background, I was still going to be a member of the Savage Saints.
Nothing was going to change that.
The one thing that gave me a glimmer of hope was her saying how her husband had died. It seemed so unlike us to engage in a public shootout; I strongly suspected the Mercs had caused some trouble and we had come to help, only to fail to protect the lives of civilians. I could even somewhat remember what incident she was referring to, although the actions of Diablo were so frequent and grim that I couldn’t pinpoint exactly what she was talking about.
I asked her husband’s name mostly because I wanted to do some research on it. If I could prove that the Saints were innocent—or perhaps even had gone so far as trying to protect her husband—then maybe her mood would soften.
But that still didn’t erase the fact that I hadn’t admitted to her I was a member of the Savage Saints, and a high-ranking member at that. That was something that was going to be really painful to discuss, and I had a feeling that it would ultimately be our downfall.
That’s why I called it inevitably tragic. I didn’t see any way around the issue short of a miracle—even if Courtney forgave the Saints, I doubted she could look past the hiding—that we would last, despite everything good that we had going for us and how great we were for each other.
Inevitably tragic.
Let’s just hope that’s not the case for everything else.
Eventually, both of us grew bored of sitting on that park bench, although we definitely spent more time than I ever would have guessed. I may have been called Sensei, but I was not someone who meditated or took quiet time like this a lot. It was certainly something I would have to do in the future.
“So,” I said at some point. “You know, I did have all of those activities that I wanted to do.”
Courtney laughed, the sudden stakes of our conversation having dropped pretty dramatically from where we had been just minutes before.
“You mentioned so much!” she said. “You want to do all of it?”
“Why not?” I said. “We have all day. I mean, I do.”
Courtney looked like she didn’t want to admit that she had kept the entire day open for me as well. It was very adorable the way she was squirming not to look like she had no plans, and it made me kiss her on the cheek.
“Well, I think we’ve gotten our park fill, wouldn’t you say?” she said. “And we already did ice cream. I’ll take you up on the offer to bowl, though. Provided we get some bumper lanes. I’m not very good at it.”
“Oh, well, in that case, let me take my high score of one hundred and show you up,” I said, thinking it might not have been the best idea to say that my high score was actually in the low two hundreds. “Let’s go. Would you mind if I had a drink while we did?”
“Oh, God no,” Courtney said. “I’m not one of those people who sees someone having a drink and just melts on the spot. I’m not that weak.”
“Alright, good deal. I wouldn’t mind if you didn’t want me to drink, though. For how tired I am, may not be the worst thing in the world!”
Courtney wouldn’t let me off the hook so easily, though, and we headed to the parking lot. A thought crossed my mind as my bike came into view, something that seemed a bit audacious, but something that I thought was at least worth putting out there.
Would it help her move forward from her hatred of bikes if she rode one?
“Courtney,” I said, shouting across the parking lot. I motioned for her to come to me with a wag of her finger, which she did so with a curious expression. “I’m going to make you an offer that I know might not be welcomed, but understand it comes from a place of trying to put you into my world.”
“OK,” she said, her arms crossed.
Get right to it.
“The bowling alley is about six minutes away, not very far,” I said, which was true. “I would like to take you on my bike. You’re welcome to say no, and I’ll fully understand if you do. I just think it might be nice for you to ride with a gentleman, especially since bikes matter to me.”
To Courtney’s credit, she didn’t immediately say no or look at me like I was stupid. Her eyes drifted down to the bike as she eyed it for several seconds, trying to decide if it was something that she wanted to risk. It was about as safe a ride as we could have asked for—the fastest that we would go would have been thirty-five miles per hour, and even that would have been for short spurts. In most areas, we’d be going no faster than a scooter would.
“I appreciate the offer,” she said, but not with the tone of someone who was uninterested.
I stood there in silence for several seconds as she weighed the pros and cons of it.
“And you promise you’ll be safe?”
“Won’t go a mile per hour over the speed limit,” I said.
She grimaced.
“I don’t know, that thing is just… whenever I see it, I always think of the Saints and Nathaniel,” she said. “But, on the other hand, it might be nice to make some new memories with it, make some new associations with it. You know?”
I nodded, again trying to stay silent so she could make the best decision for her.
“I don’t think I can.”
I was mildly disappointed, but not so much in Courtney as in the circumstances of her life. I was of the opinion that everyone needed to ride a motorcycle in their life at least once, either riding or driving, so they could get the sensation of being on something so powerful and magnificent, something which was almost an extension of themselves.
“I’m sorry; don’t be mad.”
“Not in the slightest!” I said. “I would like for you to try it at some point, but after our big conversations, I’m not mad at all.”
“OK, thanks,” she said.
She didn’t seem particularly pleased with her decision, though. She very much seemed like she had made the decision as a default, not as something that she had completely agreed to. 
That didn’t mean I was going to push her, though. That would have given her all the reasons she needed to say no then.
“I’ll see you at the bowling alley, then,” I said, reaching for my helmet and buckling the straps.
She nodded… but she didn’t leave my side. I swung my leg over the bike, prepared to rev the engine, and looked at her. My bike was making the put-put-put sound right now, but she still hadn’t walked away.
“Courtney?” I shouted over the machine beneath my legs.
“I kind of want to get on it,” she said, a smile forming on her lips. “But… I’m scared.”
I’d heard that line before, and it wasn’t wrong for some of our other riders. Not surprisingly, Krispy and Mafia were some of our most notorious speeders and riders; one had to make sure they were at the back of a run to make sure they didn’t get out of control.
“You have my word that I will not speed and that I will not let you get hurt,” I said. “I will stop at every red light and stop sign. I’m not going to let anything happen to you or anyone else.”
Courtney still needed some convincing, but I wasn’t going to do it for her. That was convincing she’d have to do for herself.
“You did drive Alyssa to school on your bike, and she seemed completely fine…”
She went back into her head.
“You do have an extra helmet, right?”
“Yep,” I said, turning the bike off and then reaching into the compartment for another helmet. 
I handed it to her and she cradled it in her hand, as if holding an object of great significance. She then slowly slid it on, buckling the chin strap and moving her hair behind her head. She took a deep breath.
“Am I actually going to do this?” she asked.
“Look, I’m not going to lie, it’s going to feel scary for a little bit,” I said. “But just hold on tight to me and you won’t get hurt.”
“I know, I know,” she said. “I just have to make sure I can emotionally handle it.”
She wasn’t just referring to the fact that she associated bikes with her last husband: that much was obvious. She also needed to have the courage to try something new. She, like me, had fallen into a certain pattern over the last few years since her husband died, and it wasn’t just the bike specifically—it was the idea of trying something risky again, of putting yourself in a challenging spot, that was probably a little scary.
For me, that was telling the truth to Alyssa and club members. For her, it was getting on the bike. The underlying challenge, though, was the same.
“Fuck,” she said. “Swear you’ll be safe. Swear on your life to me you’ll be safe.”
“I swear it,” I said, extending my hand.
She took it, and I shook more firmly than I normally would have for her. It was to make it clear—there could be little doubt about my commitment to ensuring her safety. She sighed, nodded, and got on the bike.
It was of no surprise that her arms wrapped around me before I had even started the engine.
“Wow,” she said.
“What’s up?”
“Your body,” she said. “Damn. It’s hard.”
I laughed before I turned on the bike. I certainly liked Courtney for much more than her looks, and I knew the reverse was true, but that was nice to hear. 
It also got my head in the mindset of what might happen later. Probably not on this date, but at some point, it seemed like an inevitability of some kind. And not a tragic one, at that. A good one, actually.
I roared the engine to life, and her arms clenched tighter around me. I felt her head bury into my shoulder, and while there would come a time when I would encourage her to lift up so she could take the drive in, that moment was not right now. I would let her just get used to the feeling of the bike between her legs.
I drove out of the parking lot, going slowly as I felt her arms tighten around me. She was clearly a nervous wreck, but just being on this bike was a huge moment for her. I couldn’t even begin to express my appreciation for her—I just hoped she had some of that in the tank for when she found out my connection to the Saints. Don’t think about that right now. Just enjoy the moment. When it comes, it comes.
True to my word, even driving safely and abnormally cautiously, even for me, the bowling alley was less than ten minutes away. I pulled up slowly into a parking spot, put the kickstand down, and killed the engine.
“You still alive back there?”
“Oh, man,” Courtney said, leading to a chuckle from me.
She sought words for several seconds as her arms slowly unraveled from me. I hopped off the bike and offered her a hand as I lifted her off as well. She looked at me with an expression I had not yet seen before, but it was one I immediately recognized.
It was the look of strong, almost uncontrolled, physical attraction.
“That…”
She was struggling to get her words out under the intensity of her hormones, the experience, and everything that had led to this very moment. It was hard for me to imagine ever being in that spot—I’d ridden dirt bikes at a young age, so getting on a bike just felt like getting on the adult version of said bikes.
“Glad you did it?”
“Fuck yes!” Courtney said with a vigor she hadn’t yet displayed. “Oh, what a thrill! Oh my God, that was amazing. Holy shit. And you said you were going slow? You were going to go safely?”
“I normally don’t drive like a maniac, I have friends at the shop who drive much more crazily than me,” I said, almost blurting out on the Savage Saints. “But yes, I was driving even more cautiously than normal.”
“Damn,” she said. “When we come back, do me a favor and drive a little bit faster. Or just do something. I was so scared on that, but after the first couple of minutes… wow!”
I laughed as I took the helmet from her, put it in the compartment, and slung an arm around her as I led her into the bowling alley. Before, she had gently leaned into me, but now, it was like she wanted to practically push up into me, like she wanted our bodies to mold into one. She was undeniably horny, and my idea of “inevitable,” which had meant the third or fourth date, now suddenly seemed like the third or fourth hour of this date.
When we got inside, I don’t think her eyes ever left me. It was almost cute; except I didn’t put “cute” and “sexual” in the same context frequently. Whenever I got bowling equipment, whenever I got the balls, whenever I bowled, she had her eyes on me. She made more than a few comments about the “nice ass for a forty-year-old” I had and about the “forearms that could handle some hard and delicate things alike.”
Within one game of bowling, I was all but reassured that I was going to get laid.
If I wanted it.
It was strange to say, wasn’t it? Usually, the guy would want to get laid much more than the girl. In this case, I was pretty sure I could have asked Courtney to fuck me in the bathroom and she would have.
The only problem, though, was I couldn’t shake the words “inevitably tragic” from my mind. I was doing my best to stay present and let things progress as they did, but I knew crossing the line into sex was a very different ballgame. That was the barrier when things went from fun to almost a sense of obligation. It was no longer just fun to go on dates and have a good time; there was a certain duty to be respectful and to give time to the other person.
Right now, from the adrenaline thrill of being on the bike, Courtney was all hormones and all lust. But if we did have sex today, there would come a point where she would want to know more about me. What had I done the last twenty years? Who were my friends? What did they do? Where did my fascination with bikes really take off?
It would be in those moments that my connection to the Savage Saints would come out, and then I would have that inevitable tragedy of the relationship ending.
Truth be told, the sex was going to happen. I knew that unless I had the balls to stand up and confess, it was going to happen. But I was an avoidant person by nature, especially when it came to hard truths with people. I was too good at not saying what needed to be said or finding something else that sounded equally good in its steed.
The one thing I could think of, though, was to change her perception of the Saints strongly enough that when it all came out, the blow would be lessened and we might be able to continue. The odds weren’t great for the reasons I had thought of before, but they were better than what they were now. And there was one way I could think of that would likely do just that.
At one point, having drunk so much water that she couldn’t hold it anymore, Courtney went to the bathroom after she had bowled. Rather than have me take my frame, though, I pulled out my phone and sent a message to Sheriff Wiggins.
“Can you look into a case for me? Nathan Ingles or something like that. Killed a few years ago. Will try and get more specific info later.”
I waited a couple of minutes to see if the good sheriff would respond to me, but his text bubble didn’t appear until Courtney began walking back to me.
“You didn’t bowl!” she said.
I swore the girl’s lust was making her act like she was on five cups of coffee. It was funny how it all worked—how I’d been the one to reach out to her at Alyssa’s production, and now she was the aggressor.
“I wanted you to come back so you could be here for the end of the game,” I said with a smile. “It only felt fair. Besides, you’re assuming I wouldn’t cheat.”
“Oh, you dirty little bastard,” she said, planting a kiss on my lips. “Now bowl!”
I turned around, and she smacked my ass. I looked back at her and about tackled her right there. I’d tried to keep under control, but any man could resist such overtures for only so long before he just said, “fuck it” and went for it.
We had paid for another game after that, but before I got everything set up, Courtney came over and put her hands around my neck.
“Let’s get out of here,” she whispered. “Let’s go somewhere more private.”
I couldn’t believe that this girl had that kind of spark to her. I knew never to judge a woman’s sexual tastes or drive based on her initial appearance, but this was still stunning. I jokingly thought to myself that I needed to tell all the prospects to take girls on their bikes in the future.
“Say no more,” I said, taking her by the hand and leading her to the desk, where we hurriedly changed out our shoes for the ones we wore in. 
I took her to the bike, sat down, and pressed my lips firmly on her as I squeezed her ass. Now, it wasn’t just her who was feeling all sorts of sexually charged; it was me too. She ran her hands all over me, feeling my chest, my stomach, and…
“Get on the bike,” I said before we started doing things we really didn’t need to be doing in public.
“Your place or mine?” she said as she swung her leg over and put her arms around me.
“You’re closer,” I said.
She gave me her address and the general directions. I had that engine roaring and my bike speeding away as if I were Krispy, going twenty over the speed limit.
If she wanted an adventure on the bike as a sort of foreplay, then she was going to fucking get it.
 



Chapter 12: Courtney
 
Never, ever, ever in my life had I ever predicted that a motorcycle would be the aphrodisiac for me.
But when I got on that bike the first time from the park to the bowling alley… I saw Vance in a whole new light that was indescribable. I don’t know what the fuck it was—obviously, it was my first time feeling his body, and that was great, but it couldn’t have just been the fact that his body felt like a Greek god’s.
It was just… there was a certain aspect to Vance being able to control the bike so easily, having the audacity to throw everything to the wind, the sort of freedom that I only got glimpses of on his bike that was just so incredibly sexually charging. I had liked him before as a man, but on that bike, he elevated himself to something different.
And as a result, I felt very much unlike I had felt since probably middle or high school—but unlike those awkward teenage days, when everything that I did carried a sense of uncertainty and possibly discomfort, now I had the confidence to do what I wanted to do. I wanted to have sex with Vance, and I wasn’t going to stop at anything to do so.
I was a little surprised that it took him some time to warm up, but the ass slap seemed to have gotten him going. It was enough to turn him from cautious and hesitant into a sexual maven, and as soon as I told him we needed to leave, it was like I’d told him his choices were sex or get shot. He moved so quickly and had me on the bike so fast I wasn’t even sure if we’d paid for everything.
But being back on that bike made me forget it all. I didn’t care one bit about what had happened before; I only cared for what was about to happen right there, and I had some really good feelings for what was about to happen here. Maybe when I came down, I would feel different, but right now, there wasn’t anything I wanted to come down to.
The bike ride back to my house was a bit of a longer ride than I think Vance had anticipated, because more than once, at a stop sign, he would lean back and ask if we had missed the turn. Naturally, I would say no, but I would punctuate it with some teasing scratches of his belly. I really, really wanted to reach down to his groin, but I was already terrified enough of something happening on a bike while he rode normally; I did not think anyone, even Vance, could drive properly while the idea of sex was quite literally present.
He finally did pull up to my apartment, and when we couldn’t find any parking, Vance just said, “fuck it” and squeezed in between two cars who had left just enough space for his bike to slide in.
“I don’t think—”
“Hush,” he said, unbuckling my helmet before pulling me into a passionate kiss.
He broke it only to get to the other side, and then he hoisted me up and carried me in his arms. I squealed with delight as I felt myself flying to my apartment, my feet never touching the sidewalk as he led me up a couple of flights of stairs. I couldn’t stop laughing, and I couldn’t stop smiling.
This was amazing. And to think, he showed up this morning looking like hell. Think of how good it would be if he had shown up with some energy!
He came to my door and had to let me down, but only because I had to get my key out to open the door. Both of us were insatiable by this point; when a nearby neighbor opened her door to go downstairs, I had to have Vance move between her and I so she wouldn’t see me pushing my ass into him, practically begging him to doggy style me out here in the open.
I must have fumbled with a few keys before I got the door open. As soon as I did, Vance stepped in, tugged me inside, and shut the door behind me. The keys fell to the ground as my hands lifted to his face, and he pushed me against the kitchen counter. I sat up on it, my butt just inches from the sink, as I then reached for his shirt, lifting it off and admiring his body.
He had some gorgeous tattoos on the front of him, including that of a dragon, his daughter’s name on one arm, and a cross on the far right.
“Fucking hot,” I said.
“Oh, yeah,” he said, almost seeming to be caught off-guard by what I had said.
I wasn’t sure why—it wasn’t like he had exactly resisted me taking my shirt off. The important thing was now reaching to take my shirt off.
I didn’t have any tattoos but seeing Vance with them was enough to make me think of getting my own. Of course, Vance also had the body of a Greek god, and though there were some signs that he had aged, he also looked much younger on the whole. I hadn’t gone on any dates in the last few years, so I didn’t have any naked comparisons, but it was pretty apparent that Vance had a better body than well over ninety percent of men my age or between us.
He moved to kiss from my lips to my earlobe and to my neck, breathing hot air into my ears every few seconds. I shivered uncontrollably as I could no longer resist the desire to reach down and feel him. My hands went to his crotch, and his jeans bulged. He reached his hands behind and deftly removed my bra.
“Fuck yes,” he growled.
His words and grunts, though simple and quiet, had me wet and heated all over. I’d never had sex on the kitchen counter before—frankly, I’d never even thought to have sex on the kitchen counter before—but at this point, I gave no fucks. Kitchen counter, outdoors, on the couch, in the bed; it was all good to me, however it happened.
Vance, though, lifted me off, and my legs went around him as he carried me.
“Damn, you’re strong!” I said while I laughed.
“Where’s the bedroom?” he grunted.
I pointed to the door and he carried me forward, ducking only slightly to make sure that I was able to get in without hitting my head on the frame. The two of us crumbled onto the bed, and it was at this point that he dragged me to the edge and knelt before me. With his eyes attached to mine, he unbuttoned my pants and pulled them down, leaving me in only my underwear.
He kissed my calves and my legs, and I shivered in anticipation. I was this close to yanking my panties off myself, just so he could get to the point quicker, but Vance seemed to enjoy teasing me through his hot-cold pace. One minute, he could be breaking every speed limit in the town to get to our apartment, and the next, he could be kissing my legs one centimeter at a time, heightening the anticipation with every step.
“Vance… oh, fuck,” I whimpered, my voice light and airy.
Finally, he got to my underwear, taking a big sniff. I was amazed at how good it made me feel. He didn’t just like me—he craved me, all of me. 
“Oh, fuck, I can’t wait!”
I reached down to grab my panties, but he put a hand on them, holding them in place, looking up at me with a sly grin. I stared at him with intense eyes, and then, as if to prove his point, he slowly took them off. His fingers brushed over my clit as he removed them, sending another rush of warmth through my body.
“Patience, Courtney,” he said with a deep voice. “The climax can’t also be the introduction.”
Oh, fuck, how do you sound so sexy!
He returned to kissing to my legs once he had it all off, but this time, he didn’t go slow. He moved at an acceptable pace, placing his mouth right over me and pausing for just a half second. He looked up at me, smirked, said, “Enjoy,” and then kissed me before pressing his tongue onto me.
I let out a loud moan, way louder than I thought I would actually produce. I hadn’t been touched there in literally years; even I had lost my desire to touch myself in the immediate aftermath of losing Nathaniel. It had gotten better a little bit, but it hadn’t really roared to life until the last week and a half when Vance had come into my life.
And fuck, I sure hoped he came into a little bit more than just my life.
My legs clenched on him as my hips started to shake. He put his hands under my ass, supporting me and squeezing, intensifying the radiant sensation coming from my pussy. I grabbed his skull to try and push him in deeper. He looked up at me with those eyes, and I couldn’t bring myself to look at them for long—not for any bad reason, but because it was so damn good that I didn’t think I’d last much longer if I looked at him.
As it was, he was so good, and I hadn’t been touched there in so long, it didn’t take long before my breathing was intensifying and my shaking was getting out of control. I could no longer control my shaking—I was clenching uncontrollably. My pussy was pulsating, and my whole body just felt like it was going to writhe out of control.
And then it started to approach. I was seconds away. I think I told him I was about to come, but honestly, at that moment, I was speaking gibberish. I was in some sort of different space, like the entirety of my body was concentrated in my clit that Vance was working on.
Then, in a rush, it all hit, and I let out a massive cry. I shook violently as warmth rushed all through my body. By how much I was shaking and squirming, Vance should have let go. But he held on, continuing to lick me and suck on me, prolonging the orgasm to that boundary between pleasure and pleasurable pain.
“Oh, stop, stop, stop!” I finally had to yell, kicking him away on his shoulders as I pushed myself back on the bed, trying to catch my breath.
No one—not Nathaniel, not any of my high school boyfriends, not any of my college casual flings—had ever done anything like that to me. No one. And yet, it had just happened.
I spent several seconds just lying there on the bed, trying to make sense of what had just happened. It didn’t make any sense, but it didn’t need to. The outcome was the most intense orgasm I’d ever had in my life, not anything bad. I was in a different state, a different world of pleasure that had no description. I was… I was in fucking heaven.
I had to be.
That was the only thing that made a modicum of sense.
And the craziest part? I wasn’t done yet. When I came back to, and the orgasm ended, he had only made me that much hornier for him. This wasn’t something like before where one orgasm had finished me and the rest was just waiting for the man to come.
No, this was the best kind of orgasm—the kind that promised more.
I sat up and looked at Vance, who had risen from his knees and stood before me, still wearing his jeans.
“The fuck do you still have those on?” I said.
He shrugged in an exaggerated, goofy fashion, his palms up to the ceiling.
“You needed to come first!” he said.
“Yeah, and I did,” I said as I flopped over to my belly. “Now it’s your turn.”
I crawled on the bed like a panther toward him, smiling and licking my lips. I moved to his belly and kissed his chest and stomach as I worked to unbutton his jeans. But unlike Vance, who had taken it a couple of steps at a time, removing first my jeans and then my panties, I wanted him completely naked right then.
Imagine my pleasant surprise, then, when I did so and his cock, stiff as a statue, too, sprung out of his pants and smacked me in the chin.
“Oh, oh my!” I said, laughing as he helped get the clothes off by kicking them to the side. “You could have warned me you were so big!”
Again, he gave that goofy, casual shrug.
“Some surprises are best left as just that.”
“Uh huh,” I said as I grabbed him and put him into my mouth.
I ran my tongue over the tip, listening to him groan. I deliberately wanted to start slow here and build a nice rhythm. For what Vance had done to me, he had earned the blowjob of all blowjobs. Even if I was out of practice, I knew how to make a man happy—show enthusiasm, show some confidence, and listen to the sounds he made.
Once I had his entire cock wet, I moved to stroking him a little bit, talking dirty while I did so.
“Do you know what I’m gonna do to you when I have you at your hardest?” I said.
Vance must have been in too much pleasure to respond, because he just grunted and groaned, putting his hands on his head.
“You don’t want to know, Vance,” I said. “It’s going to be so fucking good, you’re not going to be able to walk for a week after. Your knees will turn to jelly. Hmm?”
The thing that I really loved about this moment wasn’t just the sex, though that was an enormous part of it.
I felt fucking alive. I hadn’t felt this joyful and alive and excited and aroused and every other positive emotion in years. I’d just needed the right person.
I lifted his dick and put his balls in my mouth, sucking and gently fondling with my tongue.
“Fucking Jesus!” Vance murmured.
I had to do my best not to snort when he said that. It was not what I’d expected him to say, but—
“OK,” he said, taking a step back and pushing me back on the bed. “Now it’s both our turns.”
He squatted down to his jeans, presumably to get a condom. For a flash, I thought I saw a tattoo on his back, but the moment came and went by so quickly that I didn’t have time to identify anything about it. 
Not a big deal. Certainly not as big as what he’s about to put inside me.
I smirked as I spread my legs, the wetness thick and slick inside of me as he came onto the bed. For just a second, a part of me wondered how the hell he was going to fit inside me. It wasn’t so much the length as it was the girth; he had good length, but it wasn’t like some abnormally huge dick. But that girth…
It was like trying to fit a fucking barrel inside of me. I couldn’t wait.
Thankfully, as he inserted himself and moved inside, the fears vanished as it ended up being the perfect size.
Too perfect, in fact. His girth seemed to encompass the entirety of my insides like someone had handcrafted him just for me.
“Fuck, Vance,” I murmured as he wrapped his arms around my neck and I put his around him. My fingers dug into his back as his thrusts seemed to go deeper with every grunt, every push.
I stared at the ceiling, closing my eyes as I felt the sensation of my pussy being filled by him. This time, there was no real anticipating or bringing the orgasm along. It just came, and I was on a ride. It was like being on a roller coaster; I wasn’t controlling the pace at which it came, just that I enjoyed it.
And boy, let me tell you, there was nothing but shrill enjoyment when it hit me and washed over me. I screamed some more, my fingers digging to the point that I almost wondered if I was going to make him bleed.
And we hadn’t even gotten to my favorite position yet!
Naturally, Vance didn’t stop as I came; if anything, his cock swelled more from the pulsing that surrounded him. I didn’t know how much stamina he had, but at this point, for my own sake, I wasn’t willing to take any chances.
“Let’s try my favorite, position,” I gasped out, having to catch my breath between my words.
“Yeah?” he grunted.
“Here,” I said, reaching for a pillow behind me. “Like doggy, but my ass isn’t in the air. It’s just on this pillow.”
“Got it,” he said, pulling out and sitting back.
It was a small thing, but when he did it, his abs became visible and clenched for a second, and I swear it was the fucking hottest thing I had seen so far. I had felt things that were much hotter, but that wasn’t a fair comparison. As far as visuals went, it was an enormous turn on.
I almost regretted switching to my favorite position, if only because it would be that much harder to actually see him, but as soon as I had the pillow under me and he was inside, all that regret vanished. Now this, this was the best. 
I buried my head into the sheets as I came a third time within two minutes. I think Vance loved it too, because just a few moments after my third orgasm washed over me, through the pleasure pulsing through my body, I heard him utter, “Oh, fuck, it’s right there.”
I turned to face him, my face still red and washed over with ecstasy as he scrunched his face in anticipation.
“Come for me, Vance,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “Let me feel you shoot into me.”
“Oh, oh, fuck…”
His voice trailed off as his grunts intensified. They reached a crescendo, his cock swelled to the launching point, and then, simultaneously, he let out a roar to the ceiling as his cock pushed all of his cum out into his condom. He gave a few more thrusts with more loud grunts before he finally finished, out of breath himself.
For a few seconds, he just laid on my back, still inside of me, his mouth near my ear, breathing heavily. I just smiled as I tried to move my hand behind my ear so I could pet him and show affection.
He then rolled over after pulling out with a grunt, laying on his back. He grabbed at me, and I rolled over with him.
“I’ve never felt that alive in my life!” I said, still feeling the afterglow of multiple orgasms for what was, as far as I could remember, the first time in my life. “Holy shit, Vance, you aren’t going anywhere!”
He let out a short laugh at that.
“Well, we do have to go out for food eventually,” he said. “Can’t spend all day locked up in here.”
“What? Nonsense,” I said teasingly. “I’m going to lock you up. You’re going to be my boy toy. You’re going to be my sex slave.”
“Oh, shit,” he said with a laugh. “I dunno. Life has to get in the way at some point.”
“But not for a few hours, at least,” I said, running my hand down to his recovering cock. “I know this is just resting right now, but you’re not gonna need long to go at it again.”
He smirked, looked at me, and leaned up to kiss me.
“Have you really not gotten laid like that in a while? I didn’t even think I had that much energy.”
Oh my God. That was you at like fifty percent capacity?
“No, not even close,” I said. “And now I almost want to command you to take a nap so that we can do this again, but with you rested.”
Vance laughed.
“One step at a time,” he said. “Let’s get some rest; then we’ll see where we are.”
I snuggled up, kissed him, and rested my head on his chest. The idea, at least, was that we’d nap for a bit, and then we’d recharge.
Of course, what actually happened was that he had fully reloaded and was ready to go again five minutes later, and the process started all over again.
 



Chapter 13: Sensei
 
We must have had sex at least four times in the five hours that I spent at Courtney’s apartment, taking us all the way up to dinner time.
By the time I had shot my load for the fourth time and had barely produced any cum, I was spent sexually. The thought of having sex again was literally painful, but that was the best compliment I could have given Courtney. The sex was that good that I found myself going back to the well over and over again—and honestly, at my age, I didn’t think that I’d had that kind of sex drive still. I hadn’t had it with any of the friends of the club, that was for sure.
I guess I just needed to find the right person.
… which was unfortunate, given that just because we’d had sex didn’t mean that the issues of the Savage Saints had gone away.
In fact, in some ways, I’d had to take a lot of precautions to ensure that she didn’t find out while we had sex. Most noticeably, I took extreme caution to make sure she never saw my back, given that it had a Savage Saints tattoo. I never let her get in position to see me, and when she got up from the bed in between rounds of sex, I would either follow her or I would just remain in bed, but I never got out of bed first.
In the heat of the moment, this never came to mind as an issue, because why would it? I was having sex with a beautiful woman, a woman I really cared for, and a woman that I could see having a future with if that wasn’t a factor. 
But when it all ended, when I wasn’t thinking about how long I’d need to recover for another round of sex, all of the thoughts that I had managed to successfully avoid before came running to the forefront, unable to be ignored.
By far, the loudest one was “you’re a fucking idiot.”
I knew this was a barrier I could not cross without things becoming complicated. Either Courtney was going to get hurt or she was going to have to change her opinion of the Saints. While I was pretty sure I’d gotten some brownie points with her, I still was unlikely to be on the level of her deceased husband. She wasn’t going to forgive the Saints for our supposed actions just because I was great in bed.
It all meant that our relationship wasn’t a budding plant that would grow limitlessly with the love of sunlight and water, but a ticking time bomb with the fuse being my true relationship with the Savage Saints. This was no way to start a relationship, and yet my feelings for Courtney—or perhaps the fear of being alone—was so strong that I had ignored it all.
That was the kind of rookie mistake that someone in middle or high school made. It certainly wasn’t the purview of a man in his forties who was a father and had been a husband. What the fuck was I doing?
Courtney interrupted my thoughts and asked what I wanted to do for dinner. Truth be told, I had all day to hang out with her, so it wasn’t like I had to leave and see Alyssa or see any of the club members.
But I had thought at a rate of a hundred thoughts a second when she had gone to the bathroom, and there was one thought I kept coming back to. I tried to ignore it so badly, I tried to think of alternative solutions, I tried to come up with anything besides the thought, but everything circled back to it.
I couldn’t be with Courtney.
If I really did value her well-being, I couldn’t be the man to date her. Not when she would hate me for lying about the Saints, not when I would hate myself for lying about the Saints—or hate myself for completely detaching myself from the club—and not when we would both feel disgust at ourselves for letting ourselves get to this point. Maybe I was the bridge for her to find something better, but I could not be the destination itself. I could only be the road.
And of course, you waited until after you got laid. You’re such a good avoider, Vance. You’re so good at dodging these questions.
“Hey.”
I snapped to. Courtney was looking at me, concern in her face. She had put on her underwear and gym shorts, but not yet a shirt. She looked sexy as hell, and if I had any semblance of a sexual charge left, I would’ve done her again right there. And in doing so, made things even worse. So probably a good thing you don’t, you dummy.
“You OK? You looked like you were zoning out.”
If I’d had any balls, if I’d had any level of self-respect, I would have told her the truth. She might have gotten pissed off and furious at me, and I might have had hell to pay, but it would’ve at least been honorable and fair. It would have been doing the right thing.
But no, I didn’t. I didn’t have any self-respect at that moment. I was too scared to tell her, because what the hell could I do other than avoid tough conversations? I was too good at it.
“Sorry, just, yeah, I can get in my head sometimes,” I said, which was almost more of a confession than I thought I was capable of giving. “Let’s, uh, let’s get some food, shall we? Let’s head to the Italian shop downtown.”
“Ohh, good choice,” she said.
Now that the cloud of physical excitement and sexual arousal had been lifted, I hated how excited I had made her. I hated that I was guilty of giving her hope when I shouldn’t have given her any. How had I even come to this?
Oh, right, because I had thought it was a good idea to flirt with my daughter’s theater director. And why had I done that? So I could have practice with flirting when I got to the future?
I wasn’t even mad at Alyssa for trying to set us up, for blurting out the things she had and for saying the things she had. In her spot, I would have done the same. She was doing what she thought was best by revealing the best of us to each other.
She was someone else I was going to have to face when this was all said and done, and it was something I’d have to take grief for. I deserved whatever happened my way.
I just at least wanted to make sure we were in public when it all went down. I might get humiliated with a public slap, but at least nothing Courtney would do would be too far out of line. And what makes you think she’d do that? If anything, you should tell her right here. You should tell her the truth and make sure she doesn’t drink.
But nope.
I got out of bed, putting my clothes on—once Courtney had gone outside to find her keys. It was kind of amazing that I was more relaxed wearing no pants or boxers than I was wearing no shirt. It was like the exact opposite of how most people acted, but then again, most people weren’t afraid to have the tough conversation like I was. 
When I came out to her fully dressed, she had a huge grin on her face as she leaned up to kiss me.
“You alright?”
I shook my head.
“Just tired.”
Tired of me not being able to say anything.
“I was gonna say, I’m feeling what you did to me too,” she said with a snort and a laugh. “But it’s alright. We can come back here after dinner. Although, my car is still at the park, but then again, it is a pretty secluded area. Ah, hell. Umm… can you drive me to the park and we can meet at the Italian place?”
“Sure,” I said.
It’ll give me the chance to tell you. And then you can drive off, never see me again, tell my daughter I’m an asshole… and then I’ll confirm your account to her and let her be disappointed in me. It only seems right, and it only seems fair for how I’m acting.
“Great!” she said, throwing her arms around me. “I like where this is going.”
I just smiled as gently as I could at that, walking out the door and hurrying down to the bike. Courtney seemed to pick up a little bit that I was feeling some kind of way, because I could see the expression on her face was one of nervousness, but I didn’t find the courage to speak.
Instead, I let the flow of the bike and the rush of the wind calm my mind a little bit. I could say this for being on the bike—no matter what, it always felt good to be on that thing. Even in a moment like this, when the self-loathing was at critical levels, and the shame I had in myself was even higher, a good bike ride could really do wonders for my mental state.
But then the bike ride ended at the park, which was closer to us than the bowling alley, and she was hopping off.
“You showed me a side of motorcycles I didn’t know existed,” she said. “I’ll see you there.”
She leaned in to kiss me and left before I had the chance to say anything more. I couldn’t decide if I was grateful or not for the delay.
In any case, though, I treated the ride to the Italian place as a chance to practice what it felt like to be alone again. What did it feel like to have no woman on the back of my bike, but also to have no club that I was really connected to? What did it feel like to not have my daughter or any loved ones on the bike, trusting me with their life?
The answer wasn’t complicated. It sucked. It really fucking sucked. It felt so shallow and empty in comparison.
I pulled up to the Italian restaurant and parked at the side of the lot. I didn’t see Courtney there, so I walked inside to get us a table.
Imagine my surprise when I saw Mafia entertaining Krispy, BK, and BK’s girlfriend, Megan, with stories of his home in Italy. I looked back outside, didn’t see Courtney, and knew I had my chance. I hurried over, only noticing when I got closer that they still had their cuts on.
“Guys, guys.”
“Sensei!” Mafia shouted. “Do you want to hear the story of my grandfather, Lucario? He—”
“No, I can’t,” I said, practically whispering. “Listen, I’m bringing a date here, but she doesn’t know I’m in the Saints. She can’t know, not right now. That’s something that needs to be discussed later.”
“Sucks for you,” BK said, drawing a glare from Megan, but the other two laughed.
“Look, just pretend you don’t know me, OK?” I said. “I’ll get a table; it’ll be great, I’ll… I’ll tell her the truth, but that needs to be a thing I do, OK? Don’t blow it early!”
“Got it, got it,” Mafia said a little too casually. “We got your back, Sensei. Go get laid. It’s been too long for you, anyway.”
It’s not the sex part I’m worried about, and not just because my dick’s about to fall off from this afternoon. But I didn’t have time to elaborate, so I just nodded, hesitated as I tried to decide if I wanted to say anything else, and then made way back to the front.
It was only seconds later that Courtney arrived, holding her clutch to the side, and she smiled at me. She looked so beautiful in the dim light. You really done fucked up this time.
“I got us a table way in the back,” I said. “Should be ready in a bit.”
“Aw, private,” she said. “That’s so sweet.”
I smiled but didn’t say anything more. She rubbed my arm and leaned into me, but I didn’t put my arm around her. To flirt further was to dig into the issue even more.
“Are you OK, Vance?” she said.
I looked at her, and her eyes were a lot more determined.
“Ever since we finished and left the house, you’ve been a lot more distant and removed. What’s going on? Don’t tell me you just used me for sex.”
Now I was pinned. My hand had to be revealed. My dinner plans might get canceled due to what I was about to say in the next thirty seconds, but I couldn’t hide for that sake. I was either going to lie and hurt her later, fake telling the truth and hurt her now, or tell the truth.
“So,” I said, taking a deep breath. “There’s something you need to know about me, something that I didn’t reveal earlier. I should have said this, but—”
Before I could say a word, though, I looked over her shoulder and saw three men entering.
They all wore Devil’s Mercenaries jackets. 
And the one at the front was Zane.
I quickly moved Courtney behind me. Zane must have known who I was, because even without my cut, he walked upright to me, sneering in my face.
“Sensei,” he said. “I guess you’re in charge of your little Scrummy Saints now?”
I just stared at him, trying to balance not saying anything in front of Courtney and intimidating him. It was a balancing act that was impossible.
“What the fuck do you want?” I said.
“I want justice,” he said, daring to pat my shoulder. It was the kind of aggravated move that, in a private place, would have started a firefight. But here, in public…
Actually, the real question was why Zane wasn’t starting something right here.
“I came for all of the officers of the Saints,” he growled. “I got Trace. Your VP is nowhere the fuck to be found. Maybe he ran like the coward he was. But—”
He cut himself off when I heard footsteps. I looked over and saw BK, Krispy, and Mafia suddenly standing there, pistols in their hands. 
Well, if Courtney hadn’t figured it out yet, she sure as hell had figured it out now.
“You’re fucking terrible, but you’re not stupid,” I said. “You’re outnumbered right now, Zane. You want to take us down? Fine, but you will die. And I know you.”
It all came to me as I spoke.
“You don’t care about getting caught on camera because it’s a game to you. You want to show it all to the police and to us as you terrorize us. But you don’t want the game to end. No one does. So you can end the game here, sure. You can win by killing three of us. But you won’t win the whole thing. If you thought that you’d get a free shot on me, I’m afraid you’re dead wrong.”
Zane stared at my face for the longest time. He came close, close enough to headbutt me. BK raised his gun, but I motioned for him to stay his fire. He’d know when he actually needed to fire, and it wasn’t right now. The last thing I needed was for more public violence to break out in Green Hills; maybe it was the coward’s move, but if we did something as inflammatory as killing the new face of the Mercs in public, that was just going to continue the cycle.
“You’re a lucky fucking old bastard, Sensei,” he growled. “Watch your back. You won’t have it for much longer.”
He leaned over my shoulder, eying Courtney.
“And for your loved—”
I grabbed him roughly by the collar, bringing his face back to me. The two Mercs behind him raised their guns, but no one fired.
“You want to fight us?” I said. “You fight us. But the second you bring non-club members into this? I will hunt you down myself and kill you. And a Saint never makes a promise he can’t keep.”
I let go of Zane as he stared furiously at me. He took one more glance at Courtney, looked back at me, smirked, and then walked out of the building.
“Follow them, boss?” BK said.
I shook my head.
“Make sure the immediate area is secure,” I said. “But otherwise, let them go. They came because they thought they’d get a free shot on one of us.”
BK nodded and walked outside, his pistol in his hand. I motioned Mafia and Krispy to go back to the table, perhaps find Megan if she had gone hiding in the bathroom.
And then I was left with the ugly confrontation that, because I hadn’t had it before, was now going to be about as ugly as possible.
“What… the fuck… was that.”
Courtney’s words were not a question. They were a demand. I sighed.
“You saw it,” I said. “I’m a member of the Savage Saints, Courtney. I actually left the group about a week ago or left as one of their officers. I wanted to be able to do this. I wanted to spend time with Alyssa. But then Trace, the president, got hit by the guy who just walked in here. The VP is not here right now, though he’s physically fine. And so they asked me to come back.”
I sighed.
“I said yes. I should have said no. I should have receded into the background and let younger people take over. But… I have a problem having hard conversations, unfortunately.”
“You could say that,” she said.
I could tell she was trying to maintain a calm demeanor, but she was struggling mightily. Her wide eyes and trembling body were giving her away.
“I’m so sorry,” I said. “This is something that I should have told you before, but… I didn’t. I care about you, though, Courtney. I know I should’ve—”
I didn’t get the chance to finish that, because she uncorked a wicked slap with her right hand that left my cheek stinging and my face looking down at the ground.
“You fucking care about me?” she said, nearly in tears. “You knew my husband was murdered by your gang, and yet you seduced me and took me to bed and never told me that you were part of the gang that murdered my husband?”
“It’s not a gang, Courtney, it’s—”
“I don’t care what the fuck you call it; it’s something that killed Nathaniel!”
Tears started to pour down her cheeks. You fucking put yourself here, buddy. This is on you.
“You know, I can’t pretend you didn’t invigorate me. You got me excited like no one else ever has. You got me to a place I didn’t think I could go. But now? Knowing this is all smoke and mirrors? I feel like a fucking idiot. I feel like someone who got used just for sex.”
She raised her hand to slap me again, but she hesitated. I didn’t even try to block it. I deserved whatever was to come. If she kicked me in the groin, I’d take it. I would deserve the punishment.
Instead, she dropped her hand and burst into sobs.
“Fuck you, Vance,” she said before storming out of the restaurant.
 



Chapter 14: Courtney
 
How the fuck could I have been so stupid?
I knew something was troubling Vance from the way he’d acted right before we left the apartment. I sure as fuck didn’t think it was the fact that he was part of the gang that murdered Nathaniel.
I said I didn’t care what he called it, but to me, honestly, the Saints were a fucking gang. The Saints committed illegal acts, killed my husband, and never apologized for it. 
And now, in fact, they had done the opposite—one of their members had literally given me a “fuck you” by sleeping with me and not saying anything until the aftermath.
I felt so horribly used and stupid. I had never felt this way. It was like… it was like I was the naive high schooler again, being told by someone that I was loved, only to realize after the fact that I was just pussy to them. At least Vance hadn’t said he loved me, but really, I was just making up shitty excuses for him not to be the massive dick that he was.
As I stormed out of the restaurant, Vance kept calling to me, begging for me to give him a chance to say something more. But what needed to be said?
“Courtney, please!” Vance said as I got into my car. “Courtney!”
I started the car, putting my hands on the steering wheel, ready to roar out, before I rolled the window down.
“You got five seconds,” I snapped.
“Think of the person I am, not the group I’m with,” he said. “It’s a group I had left anyway. You can ask Alyssa. Please. Just consider it.”
I did.
For all of half a second.
And then, giving him the middle finger as I pulled out of the lot, I sped away, nearly hitting a squirrel crossing the road on my hurry out.
I cried the whole way back. I was a blubbering hot mess as I tried to make the slightest sense of what had happened. Why had it happened to me? Why had such a cruel twist of fate come my way?
It was unbearable to think I had slept with a Savage Saint. It truly was a savage, despicable act, and I felt disgusted at myself for doing it. I wanted to just fall into bed, fall into a black hole, and never have to emerge again.
And how this would affect things with Alyssa… God, class was going to be so fucking awkward. She certainly wasn’t going to act in any of my shows. And she didn’t even deserve to be caught up in any of this. She was just a sweet and charming kid. Clearly, she got her good genes from her mother. She’s not nearly the asshole her dad is.
Fucking prick. Fucking asshole!
When I got back to the apartment complex, tears were streaming down my face like a flood. I didn’t even bother to wipe them away; more would follow. I knew I looked like a hot mess, but I didn’t care. I didn’t want to be seen by anyone right now.
I tried to find anything good about what had happened, anything that I could clean to as a sort of “well, there’s at least that.” I tried in vain to struggle for the slimmest of silver linings, but…
“Think of the person I am, not the group I’m with.”
I did. I genuinely tried to do that. If not for the betrayal of the truth, I really would have seen Vance as a sweet gentleman who had my best interests in mind. He took me out, he confided in me a truth he apparently hadn’t even told his daughter—in retrospect, that was now quite an obvious red flag, considering that that was the first hint he wasn’t great at revealing truths that made him look bad—and showed me a great time. The sex was great. That was undeniable.
But…
It was all just so badly tainted by the lie of omission under it all. He was part of the group that killed Nathaniel.
He’d had multiple chances to admit that he was part of the Saints. If he actually had confessed that before some asshole showed up threatening to kill him, then maybe I could have… well, I probably wouldn’t have stayed with him, but at least we could have ended on honest, respectful terms. At least I could have been able to teach his daughter for the rest of the quarter and the rest of her high school career in theater without any serious problems.
But no.
I got used. I got played.
I wouldn’t make that mistake again. I swore to myself right there that I wasn’t going to fuck this up ever again.
Actually, that was the silver lining I was looking for. I had gone on this date because I was ready to date again. When I recovered from this, I wouldn’t also still have to recover from what had happened to Nathaniel. I would properly mourn it, of course, but I could move forward. I could move on with someone who would treat me better.
I hoped.
Right now, I just… I just…
I needed a fucking drink.
It was a crutch, something I needed very badly at that moment. It was something that I knew would provide me some sense of relief. Yes, I had gone over a week without a drink, but that was nothing in comparison to the record two months I had set right before that. A week was what I was able to hit in the old days before AA really started to get me in line.
Besides, AA would understand. Anyone in AA would realize to have been lied to the way I had been would mandate some sort of therapy. Since my next AA meeting wasn’t until next Wednesday, I had to do it on my own, and the bottle would be my counselor.
As I walked up the stairs, the tears still streaming down, a voice in the back of my head told me it was a bad idea. It was the rational voice, and the rational voice had gotten progressively stronger throughout the days. It wasn’t going to be something that I could totally shut out.
But I hated the rational voice almost as much as I hated Vance right now. I wasn’t in a rational state, so rational thoughts weren’t going to win me over. They were just going to piss me off. The more I tried to convince myself that things were fine, the worse I was going to be. I just needed one night of some good drinks—OK, yes, I needed more than one drink—and then I would be fine.
I’d be fine. I’d be hungover tomorrow, but I’d be fine. I’d get to school and be fine.
I opened the door, went inside, and found the bottle of wine under the sink that I hadn’t finished about a week ago. Contrary to my initial thoughts that I would be able to avoid the bottle if I just hid it someplace I wouldn’t remember it, I actually remembered it perfectly. Maybe you should have just thrown it out.
Shut the fuck up and drink. You need this right now, Courtney. Just take a sip and be done with it.
I opened the bottle and, without hesitation, took a gulp straight from it. It tasted… it tasted good enough for what I needed.
Why had I ever gone away from this? Why had I ever thought that leaving the bottle behind was a good idea? Because you know it will cause long-term damage. You know it’ll ruin your day tomorrow. You know—
Shut the fuck up.
I then grabbed the bottle and started drinking straight from it. I finished the whole body in about twenty minutes as I moved around the house, first angrily staring out from my porch, then moving to the TV and flipping to whatever TV station could hold my attention for a span of three minutes before I moved on.
But the one bottle of wine wasn’t enough. No, tonight, I was going to get all of my drinking out of the way. I was going to go all out so that when I woke up hungover tomorrow, maybe I could forget all the bullshit that had happened tonight. And on the plus side, I’d have gotten so drunk that I wouldn’t crave it for a long, long time. And by that point, I would’ve been back in AA long enough that I wouldn’t have to suffer any consequences.
What the fuck could go wrong with that plan?
I left my apartment, forgetting to lock the door, and headed downstairs. I wasn’t yet feeling the effects of the booze, though I admittedly had a higher tolerance than most—as well as the somewhat dangerous ability to hide the fact that I was drunk better than most. I got in my car, put the keys in the ignition, and hesitated. What the fuck are you doing, Courtney? You’re about to drive drunk? You want to lose everything?
What the fuck do I have to lose? I lost the man I loved a few years ago, and tonight, I lost my dignity and my soul trying to move past him. There’s nothing to lose.
So fuck it. Stay focused on the road. Stay sharp. You’ll be fine.
I shut out the rest of the voices and pulled out of the parking lot, heading to the nearest liquor store. Despite my condition, I actually drove fairly well, or I thought I drove fairly well. I stayed in my lane, I drove the speed limit, and I was safe at all the red lights and stop signs.
I still couldn’t believe what the fuck I was doing, but what the fuck could I believe about today? It was ridiculous what Vance had put me through. If something happened tonight, I hoped that he felt guilty about putting me in this spot.
I got to the liquor store and went straight to my favorite: the gin. When I checked out, the cashier gave me a strange look—I didn’t think it was that obvious that I was hammered, but perhaps I was.
What the fuck did I care?
I headed to my car, noticing a police vehicle pull in. It didn’t sound the siren, but it moved close enough that it could have cut me off from leaving. I may have been drunk, and I may have been a touch paranoid, but I had a feeling the cashier had called the cops and had someone positioned there. So, in an effort to protect myself, I literally threw my keys to the passenger’s side and sat in the front seat.
And I cried some more.
I couldn’t overstate how embarrassing this all was. The Saints were not some outcasts in Green Hills; they were integrated into the community. Their kids went to school at my high school. So did the kids who would later go on to be members. The Saints partook in numerous charities here, which should have been a way for me to feel good about them, but instead, it just reminded me that they had effective ways of covering up what assholes they were.
I reached for that bottle of gin and drank straight from the bottle. It tasted like shit, lukewarm and all, but at this point, I just wanted to pass out. I just wanted to close my eyes, let the night go by, and wake up and try and pick up some of the pieces tomorrow. I didn’t have a lot of hope for the day after, but I had no hope for tonight. Tonight and today had been irrevocably ruined.
In a way, it was kind of genius, right? I didn’t have to worry about the cop pulling me over. It wasn’t illegal to drink and park. It was to drink and drive, but how could I do that if I didn’t have my keys?
The tears, though, never seemed to stop. I was amazed I had this many tears in me; it was almost like the tradeoff for coming to life was that I could also cry more easily and more frequently. If that was the case…
I didn’t want to make that fucking trade.
I’d just stew in my misery the rest of my life. I fucking hated the feeling. I fucking hated everything!
I got through about a third of the bottle before even I couldn’t take it anymore. I tried to prop it up on the passenger’s seat, but I’d forgotten to put the cap on, and all of the gin spilled out onto my seat.
“Oh, oh, god, oh, God, oh, God, oh, fuck!”
The damn thing was going to smell like gin for the next decade. That was going to be a really big fucking problem when I went to school on Monday. What else could fucking go wrong?
I needed to get home. I needed to get the fuck out of here. Really, I needed to just fucking… I don’t know, go to Las Vegas or Mexico or someplace far, far away from here. I needed to run until my legs collapsed, I needed to drive until my car ran out of gas, and I needed… I needed…
I leaned forward, soaking my top in the gin still seeping into the seat. I didn’t even care; I just needed my fucking car keys. I found them in the space between the seat and the car. I put them in the ignition when I remembered something.
“Oh…. Riiiiiight! Hahaha, the cop. The fucking goddamn cop!”
I opened the door and nearly fell face first into the concrete. If the cop was there, he probably would have arrested me out of pity and for my own safety. A hot mess was an understatement; I’m not sure there was a word to describe how I felt right then.
The cop, though, was nowhere to be seen. I had to move very slowly and right myself a couple of times as I struggled to orient my vision, but I could see the cop had taken off. Maybe he’d found something better to do, or maybe he had just… I don’t know, not given a fuck.
I couldn’t even think straight now. This was definitely the drunkest I had been in some time. I was quite good at getting drunk enough to be hungover; now we’d see if I was good enough to get drunk enough that I could blackout an entire day’s worth of events.
I stumbled back to the car, turned it on, and focused. I pulled out of the lot and took a right. I started the drive home.
I got all the way to… fuck if I know.
I just know the last thing I remember was me falling asleep at the wheel as the lights of Green Hills came up.
 



Chapter 15: Sensei
 
I had spent the last couple of hours trying to make sense of why I was a fucking coward.
Of course, trying to make sense of one’s own flaws rarely went well. I suppose I could have done some psychotherapy introspection where I would think about what my parents had done to me and how that had made me weak, but I wasn’t in the mood for it. I’m not sure what I was in the mood for other than some serious self-shaming.
BK, Krispy, Mafia, and even Sword sat around me. One of the first three had told Sword what had happened, and everyone rallied to be around me. But I’m not sure I deserved their support right now.
“So she didn’t know that you were a Saint?” Sword said as he was the only one who didn’t know what had transpired.
“Yep.”
“And she claims that one of us murdered her husband a few years ago?”
“Yep.”
“Jesus…”
“Yep.”
It was all I was reduced to saying at that point. I couldn’t muster the energy or the words to say anything more. What could I say? The truth.
“Her husband’s name was Nathaniel Ingles,” I said. “I sent a text to the sheriff asking him to send me any case files about his death. Apparently, Courtney has never looked at the files. I’m hoping that if I can look through those files and I can see them, I might uncover something in there that would proclaim our innocence. But right now…”
“I mean, I don’t see how that wouldn’t help,” Krispy said. “She claims we fucking killed him, but we didn’t, right? So if we didn’t fucking kill him and we can prove it, the whole reason she hates your guts goes out the window! I fail to see—”
“Krispy,” I said with a long sigh. “It doesn’t erase the fact that multiple times, she mentioned how much she hates the Saints, and there were multiple times I had the chance to tell her the truth. But I really liked her, and I didn’t want it to end. So I didn’t tell her.”
Even though, like I always felt, it was going to be an inevitable tragedy.
No one spoke up after that. I don’t think anyone knew what to say to that. And why the fuck would they? There wasn’t anything that any of them had experienced. Even BK had probably had the hard conversations with Megan early enough in their relationship, or at least gotten right to the tough topics.
Then we heard a loud crash outside.
“The fuck was that?” Krispy said.
“Company,” BK said, grabbing his gun.
We all headed outside, pistols in hand, waiting for the DM’s and Zane to jump us as he had so delightfully promised. When we turned the corner, we didn’t see anything. Whoever was trying to lay a trap for us was out on the main street.
And then we saw it.
There was no trap.
Someone had drunkenly crashed into a fire hydrant and a nearby store.
“Jesus Christ,” Mafia said.
I moved over to the car door and looked inside.
“Courtney!”
 
* * *
 
The ambulance showed up in record time. Since I wasn’t family, the emergency personnel wouldn’t let me ride with them, and I was relegated to following on my bike. Krispy, Mafia, BK, and Sword all followed me, forming a wave behind me as if I were president.
But this was a ride I would have taken even if I had to do it alone. I alone bore the responsibility for putting Courtney in such a spot where she had, apparently, gotten drunk, driven drunk, and then crashed the car. At least the nurses had advised that she was alive and would probably make it through OK, but clearly, her problems were only just beginning.
As soon as we got to the hospital, I followed the nurses as best as I could. They took her into a room and refused to let me in. I argued with them to no avail—even to the point that BK put a hand on my shoulder and pulled me away.
I was frustrated and mad as hell. I was pissed at myself for putting that girl in a spot where she had to drink herself into oblivion, and I was disappointed that I had allowed the delay in conversation to reach such a point. I knew it wasn’t really my fault per se, but I still blamed myself for it. If I had had the conversation at any point before… if I hadn’t let her see something like all of us acing off with Zane and the remaining Mercs…
Maybe she still would have gone to the bottle. But I doubt she would have wound up in this much of a mess.
“Surprised to see you boys here.”
We all looked up at the unexpected appearance of one Jane Peters, Trace’s girlfriend and a doctor in the ER. 
“Hey, Jane,” I said solemnly.
“Sensei? What’s going on here?”
I nodded to the room over.
“That girl right there? She drove drunk and crashed. And it’s my fault.”
“Oh, Christ,” she murmured. “Let me go take a look and see what’s going on. She looks stable, but I’ll get some answers for you; one minute.”
She then let herself into the room before shutting the door, preventing any of us from hearing what was going on inside. I looked at BK and just chuckled sadly at how low I’d let myself go.
“You were smart enough to get yourself a woman like Trace has,” I said. “Seems like I can’t.”
BK didn’t say anything. That was so typical and, unfortunately, not exactly what I needed right now. I wasn’t sure what I needed, really. The assurance that Courtney would be OK would be a good start, but the only problem with that was that even if she was OK right now, she had too many issues for me to leave the hospital with the assurance that she would be OK.
Jane came out of the room less than two minutes later.
“She has some broken ribs and likely a concussion, but she’s fine otherwise,” Jane said. “She got lucky. Apparently, she fell asleep at the wheel and took her foot off the accelerator in the process. If she hadn’t, she’d probably be dead.”
And I would have been the one responsible for it. I would have been at fault because I would have not said anything until it was too late. Keeping the secret…
Secrets…
“Hey, Jane?” I said. “Thanks for letting me know. Can we also check up on Trace?”
“Sure,” she said with a smile. “It’ll be good for him to see you all now, anyway. He’s been awake for a few days now, and I think he’s getting tired of not being able to flirt with me while I’m working.”
I gave a polite smile, but I wasn’t really in the mood for joking. I was about to confess something else that needed to be said, and the most I could muster up was a weak, half-meaningful smile. 
The five of us followed Jane down the hallway, ignoring the glances we got from wearing our cuts. Most everyone knew about Jane’s connection to the club by now, but everyone was smart enough to remain professional and above it. Jane, by all accounts, was also very much on top of her work and didn’t let anything that happened with Trace interfere with her work.
We turned two corners before Jane pointed toward the room.
“You’re not joining?” BK asked.
“I got other patients to take care of,” Jane said. “Unless he doesn’t respond to you, just let him rest and keep the talking to a minimum.”
BK nodded while Jane then turned around. She really was a beautiful woman, and though I didn’t envy Trace having her in particular, I did envy the fact that he had someone he could be around and care for. I didn’t have that—well, I had briefly, but a lot good that that had done.
We all walked inside at once. Trace was watching some baseball game on the television, and boy, did he look like shit. His eyes were half-open, bandages wrapped around his skull, and what skin was visible around his face was swollen. But he was alive, and he was alert.
“Hey, assholes,” he said with a smile. 
His voice wasn’t as strong as before, but it wasn’t like Trace Cole had turned into Tiny Tim. He’d suffered a nasty attack, but not a life-threatening one.
“El Presidente,” Mafia said with a joking tone. “We have come to introduce you to the temporary president.”
“You?” Trace said to Mafia, drawing a laugh from everyone—even me, and even Mafia.
“Hell no, you kidding me? No—him.”
Trace turned to me, confusion on his face. Remember, he just had a concussion; his mind may not totally be there.
“I thought you quit?”
I shrugged as I sat down at the chair by his bed.
“I did,” I said. “But after what happened to you, I had to come back. I…”
I knew that wasn’t true. I had fought so hard not to come back; I’d tried to ignore the begging of the other officers in the room to come back. You came here to tell the truths. So tell all of them.
“OK, I have to be honest, Trace, I didn’t want to at first,” I said. “I… I just wanted to spend time with Alyssa. But she pointed out that if I said no and left the rest of them to figure it out on their own, things might go to shit. And I didn’t want to risk that at all. So, yeah, I came back. I came back as president.”
“Good,” Trace said. “Did you kill the asshole who hit me?”
“Working on it,” I said with a smile, grateful to avoid the follow-up conversation about my truths.
No. No, you don’t get off the hook that easily. You need to tell them the story right now. They’re your brothers; it doesn’t matter if nothing will change. They need to know.
“Trace,” I said, taking a deep breath. “And all of you. There’s something you need to know, something that I’ve been hiding for, God, almost fourteen years now. I’m sorry it took this goddamn long to tell you, but…”
I let the words linger. I looked into the eyes of every man in that room, trying to get a sense of how they felt. They were all watching me intently. The truth and nothing but the truth.
“I told all of you fourteen years ago that Olivia died because a Merc hit us,” I said. “And, I suppose… well… shit, no. It’s my fault.”
I exhaled. No one said a word.
“The only reason the Merc hit us was because I failed to stop at a stop sign,” I continued. “I was so horrified at what I had done and so ashamed of myself that I told you all the Mercs had killed her. It created something of a rallying cry, and so it just exacerbated everything we were facing. Paul already had his issues with the Mercs, so it wasn’t like creating an enemy out of thin air, and they’ve given us reason to hate them since, but…”
God, how much of an idiot I felt like. There was obviously a measure of relief in having finally confessed the truth, but now came the part of the fallout. I’d have to face the fact that everyone in the club would now know me not as the wise, old sage but as the man who lied for over a decade to avoid responsibility for his wife’s death.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I just lost the girl that I was really starting to take to because I couldn’t tell her the truth about being a Saint. But I’m no saint. I hide behind half-truths to avoid the ugly nature of me. I’m not proud of it, but I wasn’t strong enough until now to confess it. So. I’m sorry.”
I looked down at the ground for several seconds, as if having a moment of silence for my arrogance and avoidance. When I finally did look up, I looked straight at Trace—the man who would determine what, if any, reaction the club would have to this revelation.
“Why did you say it was the Mercs?” Trace asked.
Thank God his tone seemed completely neutral and one of fact gathering. If he had displayed any judgment at all in his voice, I think I would have just crumbled.
“Because so many of you guys think I’m this wise, smart guy, and I was scared to lose that reputation. I was scared to look bad. I’m… I’ve always been afraid to look bad, especially as the now-elder in the club. I was going to explain it all to Paul just a couple of years later and then break it to the club, but he died shortly after. So once that happened…”
Another silence fell over the club.
“Well, I can’t speak for anyone else,” Trace said. “But do you see me right now? I think I look pretty bad.”
A gentle laugh rippled through the group. It was a completely different kind of looking bad, but the point was made—forgiveness would be the order of the day, not a tongue lashing.
“I think we’ve all looked bad, Sensei,” Trace said. “We’ve all made mistakes. I understand why you did what you did, but I’ve looked up to you not because you’re perfect, but because you step back and take the time to make the best decision.”
“Not with myself,” I interjected.
But Trace wouldn’t have any of it.
“That’s all of us. We’re all experts at giving advice and not taking it ourselves. But you are an expert among experts at knowing what to do. So don’t feel bad, Sensei. We appreciate you coming forward, but it doesn’t change how I feel about you.”
“Nor me,” BK added.
“Same,” Krispy said.
“Yep,” Mafia said.
I looked to Sword, who just smiled.
“What, just because I’m the last one to speak it raises some drama?” he said, drawing a relieved laugh from everyone. “Of course it doesn’t change anything, brother. We’ve all got skeletons in the closet. Yours was just leaning on the door and coming down at any second.”
“Yeah,” I said, feeling so utterly relieved. “Yeah.”
“Does Alyssa know?”
And just like that, I was back in a dark place. I understood that Trace had just asked the question casually, but if I had thought about it, I would’ve realized that would be a much harder discussion than here. Even if the Saints had kicked me out for telling a lie for over a decade, I’d still have my daughter.
But losing my daughter and keeping the Saints wasn’t a life worth living. I’d just be going through the motions until she came back or until she died.
“No,” I said, and the laughter died immediately. “You wanna know the fucked up part? I told Courtney on our second date. She told me… funny enough, she told me she holds us responsible.”
“The fuck?” Trace said.
“Yeah, apparently her husband was killed in a shootout between the Saints and the Mercs. I don’t know the first fucking thing about it, so I asked Wiggins to take a closer look.”
“You let me know if you need help on that,” Trace said. “Wiggins and I are closer than these bandages and me.”
“Got it, but yeah… Alyssa doesn’t know.”
My shoulders slumped forward. I felt a hand go on my shoulder, and I looked up to see Trace weakly smiling.
“You should go and tell her,” he said. “The rest of these guys are going to stay here with me. We’ll figure out something with the Mercs and whoever got the hit on me. Take some time for your daughter, Sensei.”
“You sure?” I asked.
I’d avoided that conversation for fourteen years, another fourteen days or so until we got rid of Zane seemed relatively inconsequential. Zane had sent a clear message at the Italian restaurant—he was here to burn us to the ground, even if it meant—especially if it meant—showing the world that he had done it. Our only hope to end this all was to take out Zane and then bring peace with the Saints.
“Yes,” Trace said. “You already left us once.”
We all laughed. Even I laughed. I knew what Trace was saying.
“OK,” I said. “Thanks, buddy.”
“No, thank you, mentor,” Trace said. “You just showed me what it means to have strength.”
I was practically beaming with pride when he said that. I then nodded to the other officers and headed out the door. I walked down the hall, only to see Jane approaching.
“Everything all good?”
I smirked.
“Same old Trace,” I said. “Same old Trace.”
I hurried downstairs, got on my bike, and roared back to my house. At times, I felt really good about myself for having told the club; I had no more secrets, so it wasn’t like I was going to surprise them with yet another revelation in two years’ time.
But on the other hand… this was the harder conversation for sure.
And what a letdown it would be if Alyssa wasn’t even home. 
Fortunately, though, when I pulled up to the house, I saw lights on that I had not left on before, indicating that she was home. When I got even closer, I could see her silhouette in the window. I killed the engine, put the kickstand down, and fast-walked into the home. Inside, Alyssa, the good student that she was, was doing homework. On a Saturday night no less. She’s definitely her mother’s daughter.
“Hey, Dad,” she said.
For a split second, I considered asking her about her homework. But I decided against it—this needed to be about the tough conversation.
“You got a few minutes, dear?” I asked.
Alyssa looked up, concern etched on her face.
“Did something happen?”
Actually, yes. Your English and drama teacher got in a drunk wreck and is recovering in the hospital. But we’ll get to that in a moment.
“Yes, but that’s not why I’m here. Don’t worry; no one died,” I said. “There’s something about your mother that I haven’t been fully honest with you about.”
And so, I laid it all out there. I told her the exact same details that I had told the Saints, but there was one big difference. 
This time, the tears came out freely.
These were the tears that had been held back every time I considered telling her about her mother in the past, withholding the truth out of some misguided belief she couldn’t handle it. That may not have been so misguided when she was five, but it certainly was the past few years. And let me say, there were a lot of tears.
Alyssa, too, shed tears, but she didn’t say a word as I spoke, making it impossible to tell if they were tears of anger or tears of empathy. She put her hand on my wrist at one point and gave it a firm squeeze, which suggested some support, but still…
“I’m so sorry, Alyssa,” I said in between sobs. “I’m so sorry you don’t have your mother here. I’m so sorry I lied to you. I’m just… I’ve been a terrible father for this. I’m sorry.”
“Dad…” her voice trailed off before she burst into full on crying. 
I stood out of my chair and hugged her, something she took with ease. I didn’t know how our relationship would change because of this, but I swore to do everything in my power to make sure she never got hurt again. No matter what it took, no matter how much she pushed me away, I would do everything in my power to protect her. I was not going to lose a second family member because of a mistake on my part.
“It hurts,” she said. “But mostly because we can’t bring her back. I don’t even know her, and I love her.”
“She was an amazing person,” I said. “But you do know her.”
My daughter looked at me like I was talking crazy.
“You are basically her,” I said, one of the most emotional things I had ever said. “All of the charisma and cheer, all of the beauty, all of the smarts… you are her, Alyssa. When you look in the mirror, imagine yourself a fully grown woman. And that’s Mom.”
Alyssa smiled and dabbed away tears.
“You know, Dad,” she said, her sniffling slowing down. “I wish I had Mom. But I have you, and you’re my Dad. And because of that, I know everything is going to be alright.”
I don’t think I’d ever heard more touching words in my life. I pulled her back into a hug, squeezing her as if I never wanted her to face anything bad in life ever again. I loved this little girl, and she would be my pride and joy until the day I died.
“Thank you, Alyssa,” I said, kissing her on the top of the head.
The thought briefly entered my mind to go back to the hospital to discuss club business, but it was a thought quickly dismissed. We weren’t going to do anything tonight, anyway, and even if we did, I was too emotionally exhausted to be thinking about doing anything else.
“Let’s say Dad gets the chance to make it up to you,” I said. “You want to go get some ice cream at Sam’s?”
It was like telling a dog they were about to get bones. Her eyes widened, and in the snap of a finger, she practically went from crying and sad to joyful.
“Can we get three scoops of the ice cream? You know I have to try vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry all at once!”
What was I going to do, say no? She was all the family I had left, and she had just said the greatest words she ever had to me.
“Of course, dear,” I said. “Anything for you.”
 



Chapter 16: Courtney
 
I woke up to a pounding headache.
Unfortunately, that was nothing new. What was new, though, was the intensity of said headache; it wasn’t just a pounding. It felt like a goddamn jackhammer that wouldn’t relent in my head.
I also noticed that I was not… I was not in my room…
What the fuck had happened? I scanned my memories of what had happened last night.
I remembered Vance telling me that he was a member of the Savage Saints, and me losing my mind. As you should have, the jackass kept that from you. I then headed home in tears, a hot and embarrassed mess of a woman, and had about half a bottle of wine, maybe more. I then headed to the store… I think I got some gin…
And that was about all I remembered. There were some blurry images about spilling something, and half the reason I was pretty sure I got gin was because I could smell it on me right now, but on the whole, I didn’t remember shit. How I got to a…
A fucking hospital?
Oh, Christ, what had I done?
I was all alone. At least daylight was streaming through the windows, but I had no context for what that meant time wise. Had I been in a coma? Had I just drank a lot and passed out? What time was it? I looked for the call nurse button, desperately searching everything I could to try and locate it, but just moving was painful. My brain felt like it wanted to shrivel up and die from the pain that it felt.
Finally, I found it.
“Hello, Courtney Ross, how are you feeling?”
That nurse sounded way too cheerful for me.
“Can someone come in?”
I was shocked at how raspy my voice was. My throat was so dry and so parched that just the utterance of four words felt like a burn on my vocal cords.
“Yes, Miss Ross, one moment.”
Miss Ross…
It reminded me that I was a teacher. But I was a teacher who had woken up in the hospital after a night of heavy drinking and likely some seriously poor decisions. The best I could assume was that I had passed out in public and been taken as a precaution. The worst… the worst was just too bad to fathom. I didn’t want to go down the rabbit hole of possibilities.
A young nurse, a blonde who was probably even younger than me, entered the room. She wasn’t so young that she could have been one of my students, but it wasn’t unfathomable to believe that one of her younger siblings could be. I was pretty sure word was going to get out, anyway. In a small town like this…
“Hi, Miss Ross; I’m Taylor. What’s going on?”
“Why am I here?”
Taylor nodded.
“You got into a drunk driving accident last night.”
Oh, Christ…
I had done a lot of stupid shit, I’d even driven drunk before, but I had never gotten in a wreck before. This was bad, this was really bad; I just hoped I hadn’t killed anyone else.
“Thankfully, you took your foot off the accelerator as you fell asleep at the wheel, so it was a relatively minor accident. You have a concussion and some damaged ribs, but you should make a full recovery.”
“Thanks…”
But no thanks to you. You let it get that far? And because Vance hid some facts for you?
Christ…
“Anything else I should know?” I said, almost nervous at the answer.
“Um, nothing I can think of,” Taylor said. “We haven’t allowed any visitors so far, as none of them are family. We can start letting them in any time you want, though. The guys who called in followed you and wanted to see you, but we couldn’t let them.”
“The guys?” I said, even though I already had a sneaking feeling of whom she was referring to.
“Five of the Savage Saints,” she said. “They called it in and asked to ride in the ambulance with you. We wouldn’t allow it, so they just followed you on bikes. I think a few of them are still here or are coming and going. One of their other members is in the hospital here.”
“Because of me?” I asked nervously.
“No, it was a one-person accident.”
As far as drunk driving accidents went, I supposed I got quite lucky. I hadn’t killed anyone, including myself, and it sounded like I’d make a full recovery.
But the physical trauma I had suffered would pale in comparison to everything else I was about to face. I was willing to bet that my car was destroyed; at best, it would have visible, obvious damage, something that I couldn’t bring to Green Hills High’s campus and get away with. If it was ruined, I had no means of transportation in a town in which there were no public options.
And the school… I had just told the principal that I didn’t have a drinking problem, and now here I was, in the hospital for drunk driving. How was I not going to get fired? How was I not going to be unemployed because of this?
All because I couldn’t handle a man telling me a little lie. This is so bad. So, so bad. I can’t believe I let it come to this.
“Please let us know if you need anything else, Miss Ross, and we’ll be happy to help.”
“Water, please,” I said.
Taylor nodded and went to get some water. Everything on my body hurt, and yet I would have gladly taken on more pain if it meant removing the social stigma I justifiably deserved after what I’d done. I would’ve taken more if I wasn’t worried about my car. I would have…
My stomach began to turn. I hurriedly looked for a trash can nearby but couldn’t find anything. I couldn’t hold it in, and the force of moving meant I couldn’t make it to the bathroom. I ended up vomiting right there on the hospital bed—and I’m not sure a more apt moment could have better summed up my life than right there.
Taylor returned a few moments later, and I suspect that as a nurse, she had seen much worse. She seemed completely unfazed by what she saw and got to cleaning it up, but I was so embarrassed. Since when had I dropped so low as to have a nurse clean up my vomit because I couldn’t handle my liquor? What was I, a fucking absentminded grandma?
I began to sob, but I was so dehydrated and hungover that it hurt to cry. This was a real problem, considering that I wasn’t in any state to stop myself from crying. 
I couldn’t win. I just couldn’t win.
I needed help, and I needed a lot of it.
I leaned back into the pillow and tried to sleep after Taylor had left, hoping that I would get some sort of distance from all of this. Maybe this was just a really bad drunk dream, and when I woke up, it would be like A Christmas Carol—I’d realize how bad my future would be if I never adjusted, and when I woke up in the present, I would feel so much happier and cheerful and change my ways.
But I knew better than to believe in bullshit like that. This was real. This was as real as the bed beneath my back. I had to face whatever consequences came my way.
“Miss Ross?” Taylor said. “The sheriff would like to see you.”
I rolled my eyes, but even that was painful. I just stared at the ceiling and said, “OK.”
A few moments later, the door opened, and a man by the name of Sheriff Wiggins entered the room, dressed from head to toe in a brown uniform. I tried to steady my breathing and avoid crying, but nothing was going to stop the fact that I had gotten into this mess. I didn’t deserve to be even-keeled right now.
“How are you feeling, young lady?” he said.
He seemed remarkably friendly for the fact that he was about to charge me with DUI. I decided the best approach was just to be as polite and professional as possible. I didn’t want to be like one of those little girls that cried and cried, trying to get sympathy from the police.
“Not good,” I said.
“I can imagine,” he said. “So, here’s the deal. I am just going to lay it out for you. You totaled your car.”
Fuck… and that’s probably the least of my concerns, let’s be honest.
“The Saints came and called 911 for you. I’m no doctor, so I don’t know if you would have survived the night without medical attention, but you certainly have them to thank for calling. By all accounts, they called just seconds after the wreck.”
I barely nodded. I couldn’t bring myself to look at the sheriff in the eyes right now.
“It was a contained accident, so there was no damage to any other individuals or manslaughter or anything of that nature. You did cause some property damage, but you have friends who are making sure that gets taken care of for you. Of course, there is the reality that you drove under the influence, and in the state of California, driving under the influence and driving with a BAC over point oh eight are two separate offenses.”
“Damnit,” I muttered.
“Yes, I’m sorry, Miss Ross,” he said.
The worst part was, he really did sound sympathetic to my situation. He genuinely did sound like a sweet guy who had to administer punishments which, most of the time, he didn’t enjoy doing. But that just made it worse because it reminded me how much pity I was getting right now.
“What was my BAC?” I said, nervous about the question.
“Zero point two. More than double the legal limit.”
Fuck me…
“I’m probably still drunk.”
I hadn’t said it at all like a joke. Unlike most people who would make such a statement as a wisecrack about their Saturday nights, that was just an admission of how bad I was.
“So, the bad news is you’ve got those two charges pressed on you,” he said. “However, the good news is that we have something that can help this be handled.”
I looked at him askance, wondering what the hell that meant. Now it was the sheriff who looked through his notes. 
But before he did, he stood.
“I’m going to wait to discuss any deals until later so that you have a clear mind when we get to them,” he advised. “But just know, Miss Ross, that you have people here who care about you. Get the help you need. I can only help you so much.”
You can help me so much?
What does that mean?
“Feel better, young lady.”
With that, he headed out of the room. I suppose I should have been, um, happy about only having those charges?
No, happy wasn’t right. There was nothing happy about this. This was just ridiculous. There was no silver lining. I was an idiot. A fucking idiot!
Twenty minutes later, things got much worse. I got to face the real consequences of my actions.
“Miss Ross,” Taylor, the nurse, buzzed in. “You have a visitor from work? A Jerry Patrick?”
Oh shit. Oh, Jesus. I’m about to get fired. Fuck me.
“OK,” I said.
What was I going to do, turn him away? And besides, I was so tired and so hungover that I didn’t have the energy for a fight. Apparently, today was just the day when everything got laid out at me, and I had to bear the consequences. I deserved all of them.
Jerry, the school’s principal, entered seconds later. Instead of his bow tie, he wore a suit and a green tie.
“Good morning, Miss Ross,” he said with a compassionate smile. Maybe he’s not going to fire me? I think he wouldn’t look like this if he was… “I’m glad to see you’re alive.”
I tried to smile, but it hurt, so I just murmured, “Thank you,” trying not to move too much.
“I heard about what happened,” he said, taking a seat. “You know, I was at church today. And one of the biggest themes that we speak about in church is forgiveness and redemption.”
This was… this was about as promising a start as I could have asked for.
“But, in addition to that, we also have themes of accountability. One must fight for what is right and bear the consequences of that fight.”
OK, now I’m gone.
“Miss Ross, you are a beloved member of our community, and though I am disappointed in the events that happened last night after our conversation on Friday, I can understand that people believe they have things under control when it is apparent they don’t,” he said. “I do believe that you take your job seriously, and that you put the students first, and that you are devoted to making them smarter and more well-educated. However, there must be consequences.”
Just tell me what’s going to happen. Please. If I’m fired, I’m fired, but don’t tease me like this.
“We are putting you on administrative leave for the rest of the school year,” he said. “We will take you back in at the start of the next fall under two major conditions. The first one is that you go to rehabilitation. While normally something like this would be a bit strong for one incident, I have to take into account the public reaction to the event and your prior reputation.”
The cascade of emotions was all over the place. At first, I just felt utter relief that I was not being fired, only being placed on leave. That was the kind of news that meant I still had a future. When I heard Jerry say it, I all but shut down; my mind could relax a bit instead of having to go into a full-blown panic about my future.
Then it went to accepting of going to rehab. Clearly, just being in AA wasn’t enough; if it were, I wouldn’t have done what I did last night. If this were the kick in the ass I needed to get the right kind of help, then someday, I’d look back on this with gratitude.
But then I heard the words “public reaction” and sunk.
“Does everyone know?”
Jerry nodded.
“It made the news last night,” he said. “I have already had a few parents call in demanding that you be fired. I will not relent to them, but Miss Ross. This is the only chance I can give you. You must go to rehab between now and August, and you must not slip up again. I would suggest going sober entirely. Do not try and moderate it. You will only fail.”
And then he said something that got me to look at him with widened eyes.
“I know this because I went through the same trials thirty years ago.”
“You?” I said, surprised.
Jerry nodded, a compassionate smile still on his face.
“I know what it’s like to battle the demons of addiction,” he said. “Perhaps that is why I am willing to give you a chance that others don’t want. In any case, though, take the time to recover. As soon as you are released, start looking for sober living homes or something like that. And please keep me informed; I understand anonymity is necessary to some extent, but if I’m going to keep you employed, I at least need to know that you have entered and then completed rehab.”
“Understood,” I said, just feeling enormously grateful that my life was not yet a total shithole. I still had a future—albeit one hanging by a thread that I could not keep together on my own. “Thank you, sir.”
“You are welcome, Miss Ross,” he said warmly. “As I said, I believe strongly in redemption. Do everything you can, not just for us, but for yourself, to get better.”
With that, he stood, nodded his farewell, and headed out the door.
It felt like I had just avoided the worst case scenario. I still had a job. I still had a future.
But it was heavily conditional, and I would not have a future if I stuck with the same habits and behaviors. I—
The door opened again.
“Jerry, I—”
“It’s not,” a familiar voice said.
I looked over to see Vance walking in. He didn’t come any closer than the entrance of the door, though he did shut it at least.
“The nurse is supposed to give you permission to enter,” I said.
“I know the staff here.”
I wanted to be angry at seeing Vance. I wanted to slap him for everything again. It wasn’t helping matters that he was now wearing his Saints jacket, as if to shove what he had told me last night in my face. But…
Not only did I not have the strength, I had to acknowledge he had gotten me to the hospital.
“You feeling OK?”
I snorted.
“No.”
“I can understand that,” he said. “I’m sorry, Courtney. I know what I said last night led to this. I should have told you sooner, but—”
“No, it’s… it’s me,” I said, weakly. “I reacted weakly to what you said, and that’s on me. If I was stronger, I wouldn’t have. So…”
I let the words fall as I turned my head away, too tired and too sick to keep going. I could hear Vance give a gentle breath.
“What did the principal tell you?”
“Nothing.”
“Courtney…”
I knew I was just being stupidly stubborn. I didn’t need to go back to dating Vance to be friendly with him, but… I just couldn’t shake it so easily.
“Not teaching rest of the year,” I said. “Can come back next year.”
I left it at that. I wasn’t really in the mood to tell him all of the things that I needed to do. He didn’t deserve to know them, especially since he didn’t seem interested in telling me the things he had needed to do.
“If you need money,” he said. “I—”
“No,” I snapped. “Just… let me be alone.”
“You can tutor Alyssa in acting.”
“She won’t see me after last night,” I said. “None of my students will. So, no, Vance, no.”
I rolled over in the bed to make the point stronger. It was childish and stupid, and I wasn’t proving anything other than that I was being a huge bitch right now. But three visitors in a short time span was killing me.
I just wanted to be left the fuck alone. I just wanted a chance to wallow in myself and my misery for just a little bit of time. Could I fucking do that? Could I have that?
“OK,” Vance said. “Sorry, Courtney.”
He didn’t say anything else. I didn’t want him to.
I was sorry enough for myself and for everyone else I let down.
 



Chapter 17: Sensei
 
Well, that went about as well as expected.
I stood outside Courtney’s room for several moments after I had spoken to her, still holding myself accountable for what had happened the night before. It might have been true that Courtney was the one to choose the bottle, but it was also true she never would have had a need to if I’d just told the truth earlier. If I had just had some balls…
I needed to stop beating myself up. It wasn’t doing any good, and I’d said my apologies already. I just had to accept whatever happened from here on out. At least I had shown myself that I was ready to date again. I was ready to put myself back out there.
That was the positive that I took in all of this, and I also knew I would never again put myself in a position to date someone who so strongly opposed the Saints, even when I did step back after this shit with Zane had ended. If I still want to step back.
After the way the Saints took me in despite my confession… is that something you really want to leave behind?
It wasn’t a question that needed to be answered right now. Instead, on this Sunday, what did need to be answered was something that could only be addressed in a hall meeting.
I headed to Trace’s room, where BK, Sword, Mafia, and Krispy awaited with a Trace who was even more rested. Jane was also there, but only at the very beginning.
“I’ll make sure that you all have the privacy you need,” she said. “But I cannot let Trace leave at this point. It would be medical malpractice to do so, and I could get in a lot of trouble for that. And as his girlfriend, there is no way in hell that you guys are taking him out while he’s still recovering. Got it?”
No one dared to question Jane. There were few things in life scarier than an angry girlfriend, and none of us were about to test just how angry she could get.
“Alright,” she said, turning back to kiss Trace. “Love you. Don’t make me kick your ass.”
“Never, baby,” Trace said with a chuckle. 
Jane left shortly after, shutting the door behind her.
“So, how do you like this new hall?” Trace said.
“I like it a lot better now that you’re the president,” I said with a short laugh.
“Maybe so,” Trace said as we all fell into our natural positions in the hall around Trace’s bed, albeit with all of us standing instead of leaning back in some comfortable chairs. “But you heard Jane. I’m not going on this run. So when you all go, you’re going to be the one in charge, Sensei.”
Well, it’s one thing if Krispy says it. If the president says it? I’m definitely not backing down from this leadership position.
“You got it,” I said.
“Oh, and by the way,” Trace said. “We have the whole club here.”
He grabbed his phone from his side and pulled up Splitter chatting in on FaceTime.
“You mean you took time away from Amber and Hawaii to speak to us?” I said.
“You guys are my brothers,” he said. “I tried like hell to stay away, but eventually, Amber picked up on it and relented. She won’t let me come home early, though.”
“I’d beat your ass if you did, you Hawaiian asshole,” Trace said, leading to a good laugh from all of us. “In any case, though, thanks for joining.”
“Anything for the club, man.”
Anything for the club… I don’t know why those words resonated with me so much, but it was like the jolt I needed to have my ass kicked for ever doubting what the Savage Saints were. Maybe I would eventually need to step back as an officer to make room for the young blood so the club could progress, but I wasn’t sixty years old and on the verge of going to the grave. I was barely into my forties, still able to throw a punch, still able to ride a bike, and still able to do all the things needed.
I was going to give more time to Alyssa, that was non-negotiable. But I’m not sure why I ever believed that I had to put it all aside for the sake of being with her. Especially if we do this right…
“So here’s a quick recap,” Trace said. “The DMs are like the cockroach that won’t die. Their newest ringleader is someone named Zane, the guy who put me in the hospital. We can put a hit on him, but honestly, I’m more interested in ideas to stop this shit once and for all. And don’t tell me ‘it’s the way things will always be.’ That’s the easy answer. It may wind up being the real answer, but I’m not going to accept it as such until we exhaust all possibilities. Thoughts?”
All eyes seemed to naturally shift to me, as if everyone thought I had an answer.
“Well,” I said, deciding just to say whatever came to mind. “I’ve had this idea in mind that violence begets violence. Right? We kill the Mercs, they kill us, we kill them, and so on. The Mercs are also the kind of group that is just going to come back at us with more violence if we just roll over and say no more. Zane, especially, is not going to have any mercy. So the answer, obviously, is not just ‘let them get away with it.’ However…”
I gulped. This idea was only half-baked in my head, and I had no idea if it would work or not.
“We need to kill Zane. It’s clear he’s sociopathic. I’m not convinced, however, that all of the Mercs are so interested in killing. I believe that many of them, in fact, are probably still with the group because they fear leaving. It’s pretty well known that if you leave the Mercs, they hunt you down and kill you, right? So many of them probably wanted to leave, but as soon as Zane rose up, they were even more fearful than they had been with Diablo around. So…”
Here goes nothing.
“We kill Zane. But for every other Merc, we offer two options. Both are controversial, so just hear me out. The first one is we let them run. We tell them they need to pack their shit and move out of the city. This gets them off our hands, and someone else can deal with them. The second one is that we offer them membership into our club.”
“A patch up?” Krispy said in surprise.
I raised my hand to quell any possible arguments before it got out of hand.
“We’ll have to take it on a case by case basis, and if anyone doesn’t want to do it, we don’t force them to,” I said. “However—and I recognize I may be stupid, but I can’t help but think this might work—I think enough of them will join us. I think enough of them will come over that the ones who don’t will be too weak to do anything. I’m still emphatic we need to kill Zane because if we brought him in, he’d just kill us all. But the rest? They just want to be a part of something. I say we give them the shot.”
A long silence came as the rest of the club pondered the choice. Eyes shifted back to Trace, as had usually been the case in these moments, curious to see what the president would say or do. None of us had the slightest notion of what was to come; none of us knew if Trace was going to think the idea was utter shit or decent, most especially me.
“It’s a radical move,” Trace said. “Of the two, frankly, I’m of the opinion that we can’t let them get away. It’s going to be too hard to track, and it’s not as powerful as swallowing them up. However, if we do do that, if we let them join our club, then our vetting process needs to be stricter than US border patrol. We cannot be letting anyone in who has any incentive to kill us. We do this, and it’s only to help those who got into a situation they weren’t ready for.”
He shook his head. I knew this wasn’t going to be an easy sell.
“I don’t know, Sensei,” he said. “Seems to me like this would be a great way to just let them in on the inside.”
“I agree, which is why we need to kill Zane and threaten anyone who is on his side voluntarily,” I said. “We get there and try and kill Zane; if we get shot at, we’re shooting back. By no means am I saying we become pacifists. But think about it. We’ve never offered them the chance to surrender. We just keep fighting. So what do the Mercs do? They keep fighting. The worst that happens is we offer it to them, they shoot at us, and we kill them.”
From the look in Trace’s eye, the idea seemed to be taking hold a little bit. The gears were turning in an encouraging way, and I believed that there was a real chance I could get this idea to work. 
“It’s just…” Trace said. “Fuck. They killed Paul Peters. They kidnapped my girlfriend. They tried to kill Amber. They kidnapped Megan. They—”
“Think about what ‘they’ means, Trace,” I said. “Yes, absolutely, members of the Mercs killed Paul. But it was Diablo who killed him and who kidnapped Jane. It was Jose who funded the club enough to try and do a public shootout in North Hollywood and then hold Megan hostage. It’s Zane who is leading this current charge. It’s not the prospects of the Mercs; it’s not even the officers in there. It’s the work of a bunch of sociopaths. We kill them and absorb the rest.”
Not only did it look like Trace was getting it, it looked like other club members were getting it.
“And you swear that if they say no, you’ll kill them?” Trace said.
“Tell them to run or kill them,” I said.
Trace bit his lip.
“I have to put this one to a vote,” Trace said. “This is the most audacious thing I think the club has ever done, and I’m not going just to presume that everyone agrees with me. I want everyone to vote, but I want to hear rationales for your votes. I still haven’t made up my mind. BK?”
BK stayed silent for a long, long time. Trace had to say his name once to see if he had even heard him the first time.
“Nay,” he said. “They kill too many people. I want to eradicate them. They would just hurt us on the inside.”
Trace nodded and looked to me.
“Yea,” I said. “Pretty sure I just outlined all my reasons. And keep in mind, this is not a one-track approach; we do have the right to kill anyone who doesn’t comply or does but we find out later is planning on hurting us.”
Sword went next, and he cleared his throat.
“Yea,” he said. “We’ve been fighting the Mercs for over a decade now, almost two decades. It’s not winding down. What we’ve done so far hasn’t gotten rid of them. So, fuck it; maybe this will work.”
“Nay,” Mafia said before Sword had even finished as if he were itching to get the statement out. “It’s the fucking Mercs. Do you know how these things work? This isn’t the goddamn White House, where the two sides fighting with words. We fight with bloodshed. We just haven’t spilled enough fucking blood!”
I sighed and crossed my arms but vowed not to interrupt. We still had a tie at this point.
“Nay,” Krispy said. “They’re not our friends, and they never will be.”
It felt like a lost cause at this point. I didn’t see how we’d get Splitter to agree. He was just as emotionally volatile as Krispy and Mafia, as bound to commit violence as anyone else in the club. I braced myself for a nay.
But instead, Splitter hemmed and hawed for quite some time, muttering points in favor of both positions.
“Fuck it, yea,” Splitter said, drawing stunned reactions from everyone, including me. “What have we got to lose? We’re not going to make a show of putting our goddamn guns up. Let’s roll the fucking dice, man.”
I was almost one hundred percent certain that the only reason Splitter said yay was because he was in Hawaii. It wasn’t so much an issue of him being a coward and away from the danger as much as it was his mind being in vacation mode. If he was surrounded by Krispy and Mafia instead of sand and his mega-hot girlfriend in a bikini, I saw no way that he was going to be saying “yea” at the moment of truth.
I tried not to show my happiness or blurt out my theory, but damn if I wasn’t going to give Splitter a big fucking hug when he came back. If this all worked out for the best, then maybe I’d confess my theory to him, but right now, that was my little theory that was going to remain private.
“Comes down to you, boss,” Splitter said, and all eyes shifted to Trace.
“Why does it always seem that way,” Trace muttered, and a few quiet laughs came from everyone around. “I feel like I shouldn’t be making this vote, given that I’m not going to be leaving here anytime soon. I don’t like to make votes where I won’t make an impact.”
“Club votes,” BK said. “You vote.”
I smiled at that; even when he was voting against the proposal, BK supported open voting. 
“I mean, I’m here working on my tan, and you let me vote,” Splitter said, though the room was too tense now for anyone to laugh at his joke. “We’re members of the club, and that’s true for life.”
For life.
You got that right.
“Whether you’re in a hospital room, your bedroom, or hall, you’re voting until you can’t any longer. And besides, this is hall, anyway. We’re just changing a few of the rules because of the circumstances.”
I don’t know that I had ever seen Trace look so worn out and so tired as at that moment. The head injury couldn’t be helping matters.
“I think of what Sword just said, that the Mercs have been our enemies for decades now, and nothing has changed despite all the murders. We kill a president, and someone else rises up. But on the other hand, Krispy is right. If they’ve been our enemies for this long, what makes us think that they’re just suddenly going to become our allies and we’re all going to sing Disney together? You know?”
Trace groaned.
“I’m going to say this right now. Sensei, you are in charge, and BK, Krispy, Mafia, and Sword. You guys are the ones following Sensei. So, in a way, this is really up to you for at least another week or so until I’m out and Splitter comes back. But if we’re going to make this a club vote… yea.”
I felt an enormous sigh of relief. Krispy didn’t bother to hide his frustration, calling the vote “fucking stupid.” Trace didn’t say anything in response; I think he knew that Krispy would fall in line, and our idea was one of the most radical ones to date.
“I am only voting yea because we’re leaving our options open,” Trace said. “Part of me thinks you’re going to show up to the Mercs, try and make the offering, and then you’re going to have to kill everyone there. And then this whole discussion would just be rendered moot. But if we ever want to have peaceful lives, if we ever want to get to the spot where, as Sensei told me before, the club feels peaceful, we have to try something different.
“So, here’s the deal. Sensei: you and the others come up with a plan. Splitter, hang the fuck up and get back to Hawaii.”
“You sure—”
“I’m hanging up on you, enjoy,” Trace said, doing just that. “I’ll be here by cell phone communication if you need it. But right now, Jane will literally kill me if I pack up and leave so I cannot do that. So, the five of you—decide however you want to do this. But it needs to be done soon.”
I had no intentions of waiting.
In fact, I had every intention of ending this as soon as I could.
“Come on,” I said, motioning to the other officers. “Let’s get to the clubhouse. It’s time to gear up and get some new recruits.”
 I wasn’t going to pretend that because we’d taken a vote, everyone in the club was going to fall lock and step into what I planned to do.
Leaving the hospital, in fact, gave me just the chance to realize that. Mafia and Krispy were talking to each other, pretending to be silent enough that no one else could hear them, but deliberately loud enough that we all could. It was pretty fucking passive aggressive, but in this case, I could understand. We were doing something very different and very un-club like, and it didn’t take much to see how this could be interpreted as us going soft.
By the time we got on our bikes and headed back to the clubhouse, I knew I had to speak to everyone, but I couldn’t do it in a group setting. Everyone would need to save face in front of their peers, and it only worked to do so one on one.
As soon as we got back, I did just that. The first, and the hardest as I knew, was going to be Krispy. BK was quiet but smart, and Mafia was just a toned down version of Krispy. If I could convert Krispy, then I could get the rest of them on board.
“Hey,” I said, grabbing his arm and gently pulling him aside. “I just want you to know, I get it. I get that this looks like a pussy move up against the Mercs. But we haven’t had any luck doing anything else. I would never do anything if I thought it would hurt the club, and right now, I think this will actually help us. We’ll get more members, members who will be grateful, and—”
“I hope, man,” Krispy said. “But I can’t help but think this is a really fucking bad move. I just have these visions in my head of having all of these former Mercs at a party, then surprising us while we’re drunk and hammered with a round of bullets, killing us and taking over our base.”
“I know,” I said. It was absolutely a realistic scenario we had to keep in mind. “That’s why our vetting process will be strong. Everyone who joins will have to be a prospect for at least two years, not the usual one. Everyone will get checked and screened beforehand so we can make sure they’re not a threat. I’m not saying it’s a perfect plan, but, come on, Krispy, I know you want the fighting to end at some point.”
No one wanted the violence to continue forever. They wanted the brotherhood that formed because of previous violence to continue, but no one really wanted to have to face the prospect of death every few months. That was no way to live, not when we lived in Green Hills, one of the supposedly most peaceful towns in Southern California.
“I do,” he confessed. “Just… fuck. I don’t want us to look weak, you know.”
I knew a thing or two about that.
“That exact reason is why I lied for over a decade about everything with my wife, Olivia,” I said. “And look, I tried to reach out to Courtney after. She may yet take me back; I’m more optimistic on that than I should be.”
Way more, really. I just think she’ll come around to the good times and when she sees what I found out this morning in the case file. 
“But weakness is only bad if your life depends on it or if you do nothing to correct and account for it. This is not looking weak. In fact, we’d have to feel mighty confident about ourselves if we’re going to extend that kind of branch to the Mercs who aren’t Zane. Right?”
“I guess,” Krispy said, but he was getting it—he just didn’t want to look weak by admitting otherwise. “Just… fuck, man, fuck, this is risky.”
“It is,” I said. “But the riskier move is thinking we can outlive all of the violence.”
Krispy nodded. He wasn’t able to look me in the eyes, but I knew I’d done what I needed to do. I’d gotten him enough on my side that I felt comfortable enough moving forward.
“Let me know if you have any questions as we figure things out,” I said. “Call me out in hall. I don’t care. I have the idea, but we need to make sure we have the execution down pat.”
I then proceeded to have the same conversation with BK and Mafia, although those conversations went much more smoothly. BK’s wasn’t even a conversation; it was more me reassuring him and him nodding and grunting in approval than it was a back and forth. BK, as the sergeant-in-arms, could be obedient almost to a fault, but it was nice to see that he was at least understanding of me. Mafia was an actual conversation, but it was quick and easy.
I gathered everyone into the hall, taking my seat in the president’s chair for what I hoped would be the last time.
“Alright,” I said. “We agree on the high-level points, right? We’re going to go after Zane and kill him, whatever it takes. We’re going to then invite the other Mercs in, but tell them that it’s going to take them time to get into the club. Are we in agreement on that?”
Everyone nodded.
“Good,” I said. “Now comes the hard part. The execution. This is still something that I’m trying to figure out. Our first objective is to find Zane and kill him. No Merc is going to join us if we leave him out. Zane will make it his mission to hunt everyone down before he comes for us, just to keep his men in line. Any ideas for where we can find him?”
No one said a word. I didn’t find it likely they’d be back at the warehouse. That was an implausible scenario…
Except, the more I thought about it, the more I reconsidered the idea. The safest time to be someplace was often right after disaster struck; either security and alertness would be much higher, or the person who had been attacked would assume there was no way a duplicate strike was coming moments later. Maybe Zane, thinking that we wouldn’t have the balls for a second strike, would be hiding there.
“He’s a zealot for the Mercs, right?” I said. “So it’s probably in one of a few places.”
Sword got it as he snapped his finger.
“The warehouse or the Chinese restaurant they stored their drugs at. Maybe where they took Jane to?”
“I don’t think so. That was just a place they took her to.”
But the more I thought about it, the more it had to be the warehouse. The Chinese shop was nothing more than a hiding spot.
“Is everyone in agreement that we roll into the warehouse area?” I said. “And let’s round up some prospects. I want this to be so overwhelming of a force that no one thinks they stand a fighting chance.”
Everyone said, “Hell yeah.”
“Good,” I said. “Gather the Saints. Gather any Saint you can who is in the area and can fight.”
I cleared my throat.
“We’re going to end this once and for all.”
 



Chapter 18: Courtney
 
Jerry had told me to wait until I got out of the hospital to look for rehab centers, but I wasn’t willing to wait that long.
I knew I had come too perilously close to having my world end on me. Forget crashing down and hitting rock bottom—in my spot, the bottom probably should have given out. I was lucky even to have a bottom to hit.
And so, despite the massive hangover and concussion symptoms not ending and showing no signs of healing, I pulled my phone up after Vance’s last visit and began compiling a list of potential rehab centers and therapists I could use. It was honestly kind of empowering to have this experience—AA had always taught me that I had to surrender and give myself up to a higher power, but I think I had always misinterpreted that meaning.
I had taken it to mean I was weak and should just assume that prayer or community could make me stronger. Given I wasn’t particularly religious, I made my “higher power” AA and let them take over. But that had just made me weak, and I had removed my empowerment.
Instead, by deciding to take control of my life once again and make things happen, I finally understood what it meant. It didn’t mean assume I was completely helpless and that I was beyond redemption. It just meant that while I could do much on my own, I couldn’t do it all. I was fallible, but if I did enough to help myself, my peers would be in a position to help me get over the hump from there.
I honestly began to feel optimistic within just a couple of hours. I didn’t feel great, as the physical pain ensured that wouldn’t be happening for a little bit, but mentally, I was feeling great.
I didn’t have to go to the grave and follow Nathaniel. I could take care of myself. I could live the life worth living. I could enjoy myself without a bottle of booze.
I would come back as a better teacher. I would stay sober, truly sober, and I would teach without hangovers. I would continue to conduct theater productions at the highest level, even if it might result in some awkwardness with Alyssa there.
That was an interesting topic in its own right. As I scrolled through the rehab centers, I found myself wondering about what would happen with her and her father. He had surely told her what had happened by now. Would she feel comfortable working with me still? Would her father still want me to work with her?
And was her father really that bad, anyway?
Vance had withheld the truth from me about his affiliation with the Saints, but… he was a good guy. He had made a mistake, but who hadn’t? If anything, we were even.
A few hours passed, with my activities alternating between naps and preparing to go to rehab. I had a list of about half a dozen places around four in the afternoon when the nurse buzzed me in.
“Miss Ross,” Taylor said. “You have a visitor. Can a Vance Newhouse come and see you?”
Again? 
“Yeah, that’s fine,” I said.
At least my voice is feeling a little bit better. At least I sound like a functioning human being right now.
It didn’t take but a few moments for Vance to walk into the room. He had on his cut that signified he was with the Savage Saints. I had to admit, seeing him felt… comforting.
“You’re wearing the club jacket,” I said.
“Yeah,” he said, his hands in his pocket. “I wanted you to see all of me. No more lies. No more hiding things. This… this is me. If you don’t want to talk about it or you don’t want to see it, then I will remove it, and you’ll never see it again.”
I thought about it for a second. The Saints as a whole did bother me, and that was something I wasn’t sure I’d ever to let go of. But for Vance himself?
“It’s fine,” I said. “I know who you are, Vance. Even if I haven’t always known who you were with.”
He smirked, gave a knowing shrug, and came forward a couple of steps.
“I… I wanted to give something to you,” he said. “This was something that I asked Sheriff Wiggins to pull up.”
Wait… wait a second…
“I thought about telling you what’s inside, but I think you already know. The sheriff came by earlier today, I know that.”
“He said I needed to do something for him and he would help me…” I said, trying to connect the dots.
Vance smiled and sat next to me. He put a very gentle hand on my shoulder in an almost slow-motion manner, as if making sure it was OK to touch me. I didn’t mind at all—it felt pretty good, as a matter of fact.
He was, after all, the only one who wasn’t with the authorities or my work to have come and visited me so far. In some ways…
Wow. He might have been my only friend.
“The sheriff, let’s just say, is a good friend of ours,” he said. “I know we’ve done some bad things in the past. Things that we will have to live with forever, things I’m not very proud of. But the sheriff wouldn’t be friends with us if we weren’t good for the community, Courtney. Those stories you saw on the TV, those weren’t bribed.”
Suddenly, I remembered why I had first recognized Vance when I first met him. He was one of the Saints on the television. How did I never realize this?
Or did I know it on a subconscious level but I just ignored it?
“For now, I’m in charge of the club,” he said. “And part of being in charge means I have to go and take care of some things that aren’t fun to talk about. Things that you probably don’t want to know. But the Saints believe in justice above all else, Courtney. We don’t hurt the innocent if we can help it. We don’t hold innocent people hostage. We fight for what’s right, and sometimes, yeah, that takes us above the law. But instead of it being restrictive, it’s empowering. That’s why we are literally savage saints—we are savage in that we do whatever it takes, but we’re saints in that we believe we’re fighting for the ultimate goal.”
He then reached into his pocket and pulled out a beige envelope. It had no address or markings on it, but I could tell that it was stuffed.
“All I ask of you,” he said, “is for you to look through this and give it an honest read. After that, if you never want to see me again, I promise you won’t. I’ll still come to Alyssa’s plays and performances, but I won’t bug you.”
“You don’t have to be like that,” I said.
I even let myself smile.
“The point is, I still like you, Courtney,” he said, and I felt my chest warm despite the pain in my head. “But part of liking someone means neither of you have any truths hidden from each other. And my truth to you is that I don’t want to ignore that my circumstances, how I spend my time, it may bother you. And if it does, as much as I like you, I’ll disappear.”
I nodded, grabbed the envelope from his hand, and smiled.
“I promise I’ll look through this in full,” I said. “That’s all I can give you for now.”
He smiled, squeezed my shoulder, and then stood up.
“By the way,” I asked. “Do you really own the car shop? Or was that just cover to be a Savage Saint?”
He chuckled as if he realized that could have looked bad.
“I have a small ownership stake in Peters Auto Repair,” he said. “That is technically true. I just also run with the Savage Saints. Most of us do work at the shop.”
So you did tell the truth otherwise. You didn’t really lie to me. You just didn’t tell me everything.
Vance gave me a smile and a nod before leaving without another word. I watched him go the entire way, finding myself feeling just a little warm to him.
Yeah, the Saints thing was really bad. Really, really bad. But just like not all teachers were alcoholics, not all Saints were bad. He could be a part of the group and still be a good guy.
Good enough to date?
That was too heavy a question right now. I needed to recover, I needed to get to rehab, and I needed to get my life in order.
But it was at least a question that no longer had a definitive answer—which, coming from a time when I would have been disgusted by his presence, was a massive improvement.
I looked at the envelope and eyed it nervously. I didn’t think Vance had given me an order or a demand. That seemed very unlike him. But, then, what could it have been?
Something with the school? Something with Alyssa? But then how would the sheriff have been involved?
I tried to stop asking myself questions as I lifted the flap on the back, no tearing necessary. A thick stack of papers had been folded into threes inside, and I unwrapped the first one. On the very front was a page that left me very nervous.
“Official LAPD Report on Shooting Between Savage Saints and Devil’s Mercenaries.”
The paper was dated to five years prior, or right around the time that Nathaniel died. I flipped the first page and read the description—sure enough, it was the one that Nathaniel had perished in.
My immediate reaction was to drop the papers. Was this some kind of sick joke? Was this Vance’s way at getting back at me for slapping him?
C’mon, Courtney. The sheriff wouldn’t also be in on this if this was just one giant sick joke. He’s too professional for that. And so is Vance—you know he’s better than that.
He wouldn’t have given it to you if he hadn’t had a reason.
It was extraordinarily painful to have to pick those papers back up. In some ways, it was harder than looking for rehab centers; at least I knew I had to go to rehab if I wanted to keep my career on track. But I didn’t have to look at these papers, which would discuss my husband’s death in detail, for any reason other than to fulfill a request by Vance. I didn’t even technically know if this also came from the sheriff, though I had a pretty good idea.
Nevertheless, it wasn’t a book. It was about five pages. And if I read it once, I’d see what he wanted me to see. I could then move on and never have to worry about this ever again. I’d know everything that happened and be able to… well, progress forward, if not move on entirely.
The papers, thankfully, were devoid of graphic photos, though the description of the victims was not really edited for public consumption. The description of a man shot in the throat was something I could have done without, even if I knew that Nathaniel wasn’t the man in question who had fallen from such an attack.
Instead, most of it revolved around exactly what had happened, giving a timeline of events, the build-up to what had happened, and what could have been done to prevent it from happening. Most of it was pretty dry, almost written for the consumption of politicians, not lay civilians like me.
But then I came to the second to last section, the one that described who was ultimately at fault and who the police recommended for prosecution. I read two paragraphs and dropped the papers again.
“Oh my God…”
 



Chapter 19: Sensei
 
From our force of five when we had first tried to kill Zane, our numbers had swelled quite a bit.
Thanks to rounding up all of the prospects, members, and even a few older members who had taken my route and taken a step back, we had about forty bikers who would descend upon the Devil’s Mercenaries and end this war once and for all. And if everything worked out perfectly, we would do so with just one bullet—the one that would kill Zane and end the reign of sociopaths in that club once and for all.
“Hell of a crew,” Sword said as we stood by the door in the clubhouse, watching everyone gather weapons in preparation for the ride out.
“Biggest one I can remember in recent memory,” I said with a smirk. “Trace is going to be so jealous when he hears about the forces we took.”
“You can say that again,” he said. “Don’t you think we should leave behind some at the clubhouse, though? In case we get attacked?”
“Already have,” I said. “I went to about ten others and asked them to stay behind. They’ll come once we leave. Otherwise, we won’t have space to sneeze in here, let alone gear up.”
“True,” Sword said. “Makes you wonder how we ever throw parties with this little space.”
I smirked at that as the men milled around and made conversation amongst themselves. It was a relatively quick process, especially since BK and Krispy were handing out weapons and bulletproof jackets in assembly-line fashion, but it was still amazing to see. If we had to, we would be ready to kill the Mercs with violence.
I just hoped it didn’t come to that.
“You know, at some point, they’re going to want a speech,” Sword said. “We may be feeling good about Trace, but many of them have only heard the news. They have no idea how he’s doing or how the club is doing as a whole. It might be good for the sanity of the men to hear everything and get a little confidence.”
“Shit, really?” I said with a sigh. “You know I hate speaking to big groups. Hall is about as big as I can get before I start to feel uncomfortable.”
Except you’ve become better at dealing with uncomfortable conversations in the last few days. You want to let talking to men who all support you be the spot where you say “no, this is too much?” Don’t be crazy.
“But,” I said, speaking up before Sword could give me more needless encouragement. “I think I got it.”
I waited a couple more minutes until I was sure everyone had their weapons and was just waiting for the official signal. I whistled as loudly as I could, and the room fell silent.
“Good evening,” I said. “It’s about ten o’clock right now, and with any luck, by the time the clock strikes midnight, the Mercs will be no more. You all know what the mission is. You all know that what we’re doing is risky. We could be walking into a stream of bullets, or we could be walking into nothing but a bunch of men ready and hungry to surrender. But I want to tell you why I believe this is what we have to do.”
No one was so much as coughing right now. I had all eyes on me. Prove to them that you’re the wise one, Sensei. Regain that title as the leader of the group.
“The whole reason I am speaking to you here right now is that Trace Cole is in the hospital from an attack by Zane, the self-appointed leader of what remains of the Mercs,” I said. “For those of you who do not know, Trace is now healing and is expected to make a full recovery.”
I paused briefly as some applause came from the Saints who didn’t know yet.
“However, with that said, this is just a continuation of the cycle of violence we’ve had for the last two decades,” I said. “Look to the brother to your left. Think of your loved ones, whether they be your wives, your children, your parents, whomever. Think about how they would suffer if you were gone. It’s terrible, right?”
For some reason, my mind flashed to Courtney at that moment. It was odd considering we’d only slept together the one day, never mind going so far as to say we loved each other… but I knew how she looked at me on that second visit to her room. I knew there was something there, and while I might have fucked up badly, I hadn’t lost it yet.
“That will forever remain a possibility if we don’t change our approach to the Mercs.”
I let the words hang for a few seconds to let the implication settle in.
“The last two decades have seen us take an approach of fighting fire with fire. All that it has done was let the founder of our club get killed, prospects killed, and many loved ones put in serious danger. That cannot continue to happen. Frankly, I’m too old to deal with this shit, and many of you are too young to have to face a lifetime of this.”
I cleared my throat.
“So remember that what you’re fighting for tonight isn’t just to end the Mercs. It’s to end a cycle of death and violence that does nothing but bring grief and sadness to our loved ones and to us. Yes, we will have to remain vigilant with whomever we bring into the fold. What we’re doing is not giving people a free pass in. But we are giving them a chance to end all of this. To bring an end to the madness. To bring peace and victory to the Saints!”
I wasn’t really into theatrics, but I knew a good fist raised would get the crowd riled up. Sure enough, the roar of applause broke out, and the men cheered and bellowed as they got fired up.
“Now let’s go! Let’s roll out!”
The men barreled past me as Sword came up to my side, putting a hand on my shoulder.
“Not bad for someone who didn’t even want to be president,” he said.
“No,” I corrected. “Someone who didn’t even want to be an officer. But I’m here now, and I’m not turning my back on anything.”
Outside, a symphony of motorcycles sounded, their engines revving to the heavens. I got on mine, with BK and Sword staggered just behind me. Krispy and Mafia were behind them as well, and I motioned for us to roll out. Together, as one massive unit, in what would be one of the largest runs we had ever done, we headed out to end the threat of the Mercs once and for all.
 
* * *
 
I’m sure that the sight of a few dozen bikes on the road at ten o’clock at night on a Sunday was something to behold. I’m sure more than one officer probably shit themselves when they saw us and wondered what was about to go down.
In the short term? Quite possibly a lot of violence and a lot of problems.
But in the long term? If everything went according to plan, complete peace and the elimination of the town’s greatest problem this side of the Bloods and the Crips. Even if there was only a ten percent chance of that happening, it was worth it. Everything else we had tried, thus far, had had a zero percent chance of succeeding in the long run.
The only risk we had in making this happen was drawing attention to ourselves, but the Mercs would know we were coming anyway. The outside authorities would be concerned, but when they arrived, if all went well, they would just see that the shooting and gun fighting had ended.
We pulled off the highway and headed toward their warehouse. I held back the prospects and members while BK, Sword, Mafia, Krispy, and I rolled up nearby. BK handed me a pair of binoculars he had brought, and I looked out.
Sure enough, in that same warehouse, I could see Zane and a few other Mercs hanging out. It looked even better than I had hoped for, actually; Zane looked pissed off, while the rest of the Mercs looked passive and stoic. Maybe that was just their normal state, but it was certainly better than seeing them looking angry and fired up.
“How should we do this, Sensei?” Sword said. “Overwhelm them?”
I thought about it for a second. Had we really brought a force of forty bikers just to sit back and cheer us on?
I usually favored subtlety, but this was one spot where I wasn’t going to do that.
“Nope,” I said. “Tell everyone we’re going to run in. If you see Zane or anyone who tries to protect him, shoot them. Everyone else, hold them up and don’t fire unless they shoot back. We do that, we can minimize casualties.’
That’s the idea, at least. No guarantees, though.
“You got it,” Sword said. 
The four officers went down the rows of bikes, telling them the plan. They all held their rifles near, a few of them double-checking to make sure they were still handy. They also all patted their hips and their chests, doing the last second check to make sure the pistol and the body armor hadn’t vanished. I waited at the front, staring straight ahead through my binoculars.
They weren’t any the wiser yet. But the longer we sat here, the more likely—
“We’re ready,” Sword said.
I didn’t need a moment more. Bringing my engine to full force and charging ahead, I whipped off my machine gun off of my back, aimed it at the window, and waited until I was in range.
Just seconds before I got in firing range, I thought of all that I had fought for. Trace. Paul. The Saints. Courtney, even. Alyssa.
Family.
Love.
Most of all, I fought to end this. I fought so that I could finally, truly allow myself to know that my little girl and the town of Green Hills wouldn’t have to worry about violence anymore. Evil would always exist, but evil of this magnitude needed to be stopped now before it went any further. If that took the greatest sacrifice on my part… 
So be it.
I was ready to do whatever it took to end the threat in Green Hills forever. I would fight like hell to live, but if I had to die, well, I trusted the Saints to take care of Alyssa for me.
And then I was in range. I lifted my machine gun. Zane was still in view through the window.
And I fired.
I held my finger on the machine gun for several seconds as the other bikes roared in behind me, also landing machine gun fire near Zane and his crew. No one had fired back at us yet, but that was just a matter of time. And if it wasn’t, then that just gave us many more to assume into the club.
Sure enough, in a brief interlude while people pulled up their bikes for cover about a dozen feet from the house, Zane and the rest returned fire, using shotguns and rifles to try and take us out. I ducked and slammed myself against my bike, even as it took bullets. I cursed out the Devil’s Mercs as they rained bullets upon us, but I knew this would be the end.
I wouldn’t let it be any other way.
“Get into the building!” I yelled. “We get inside and take whoever you can hostage!”
Hostage wasn’t quite the word I wanted to use since we were going to give the enemy many chances to turn to us, but it was perhaps the word that would get the men to act with the most conviction. 
The only problem was the Mercs were relentless with their fire. It was like they had known that we were coming and had stocked their warehouse with enough ammo to take down an entire police force. We had plenty of ammo ourselves, but certainly not an entire warehouse’s worth.
I realized within just a few minutes that our bikes wouldn’t hold forever. We had to be bold and get in there. We had to take charge.
I had to take charge. I couldn’t avoid it.
“BK!” I yelled. “Krispy! Come with me! Sword! Mafia! Give us some goddamn cover fire!”
BK, to my left, and Krispy, to my right, both nodded. Sword and Mafia counted down from three and then provided an unending torrent of bullets upon the Mercs, giving us the chance to head toward the nearest door. We shoved our way inside and came to a single man on the inside, standing patrol. I held my gun aloft right at him, and he immediately raised his hands.
With the high of battle, I came seconds away from pulling the trigger, falling into old habits, and killing him. 
But then the entire mission would be rendered moot, and all of my ideas would have been ignored. No one would have followed my word if I couldn’t.
“You want to be with these fucking assholes?” I said. “You want to live?”
He looked around, checking to see if any other Mercs were nearby. We could all hear the gunfire, but there didn’t seem to be anyone who could see us. He nodded that he wanted to live.
“Give us all your weapons, now!” 
He immediately put out his gun and his knife, handing them over to BK.
“We’re bringing in new members into the Saints,” I growled. “If you want to be saved, if you want to get away from this, then you run the fuck away and come and find us later, unarmed. You got it?”
“Yes, yes,” he said. “Th-thank you.”
With that, he then broke out into a full sprint away from the bullets, fleeing to what I could only hope was nearby safety.
“I hope you know what you just did, Sensei,” Krispy said. “That fucker could come back to bite us in the ass.”
“Or he could come back to kiss it,” I said. “Come on, let’s go. It proved something for me anyway.”
“What?”
“That many of these guys don’t even believe in the Mercs. They just feel like they have no choice.”
But that’s not true for Zane, which is why he’s got to be killed.
We moved through the warehouse, sneaking up on Mercs and either allowing them to surrender or get shot. I’d like to say that all of them surrendered, but a few tried to fight back and met quick deaths at the hands of BK and Krispy. Our bullets echoed throughout, but we didn’t seem to attract any extra attention largely because of the efforts of Sword, Mafia, and the rest of the club outside.
By the time we got to the catwalk above the main floor, where Zane and some of his men were firing, we’d let go about eight Mercs and had to kill three. We stayed busy, but so did the men outside. We did a quick count of what we saw.
Zane, along with the two guys who had come to the Italian restaurant, plus about six others, were perched right by the window, firing upon our men. They had no idea that we were here, and we had the cleanest of shots.
“Let’s not waste any time,” I said. “Let me kill Zane.”
I raised my rifle. It wasn’t a sniper rifle, so there was no guarantee that my aim would be true, but we only had one chance to surprise them, and the more our boots clanged on the catwalk, the less likely it was that we’d have the element of surprise. And if that happened, we lost a major advantage we had.
I held true.
“For Trace,” I mumbled.
And I fired.
My bullets flew through the air and made contact… but not with Zane.
I did drop one of his bodyguards, and BK and Krispy, picking up the slack, also fired on the other bodyguard and Zane. One of them hit the president in the shoulder, drawing a sharp cry as he fell to the ground. The other men nearby looked up at us in surprise, taking their attention away from the rest of our members outside.
“Take those assholes out!” Zane said.
“But Boss, the—”
“Did I fucking stutter?” Zane said, raising his gun and shooting it at the man who had questioned him.
“We will take you in!” I shouted. “We will take you in! Don’t shoot us! Turn on him and we will kill him and let you live!”
“Don’t you fucking believe them for a second!” Zane said. “You are fucking Mercenaries! Don’t tell me all of you sorry asses are going to quit now!”
The men didn’t raise their guns at us, but they didn’t turn them at Zane yet. The Saints outside, thankfully, had had the good sense not to fire on the Mercs not firing at them. If Sword and Mafia had any sense, right now, they were also moving the men in so we could overwhelm the Mercs and prevent them from changing their mind.
“Goddamnit! Diablo and Jose would be fucking ashamed of all of you!” Zane said. “I am your president, and you will do as I say!”
“None of you want this violence,” I said, projecting my voice out. “None of us do! We all have family we care about. None of this is what we want. Let’s end this. Let’s put Zane away, let’s—”
“Fuck!” Zane roared, raising his gun to the catwalk.
The three of us just barely dodged his bullets, but then a single one rang out from down below. I looked down to see Zane, eyes wide, slumping to the ground, dead.
I then looked over to his right and saw a Merc had put a single bullet in his head.
I smiled.
The rest of the Mercs made a show of raising their hands, putting their weapons on the ground, and moving forward. A few cursed and said they would never join the Savage Saints as long as they lived, but that was fine. I wasn’t interested in forcing people who hated us to join us, and they were in the minority anyway.
“Nothing funny,” I said as I moved down the catwalk, my rifle still aloft. “No games. We will help you, but you will earn our trust.”
Seconds later, from the other side of the hall, the rest of the Saints came in, surrounding the Mercs. I approached the one who had shot Zane and nodded to him.
“What’s your name?” I said.
“Marcus,” he said.
Marcus had dark, Mediterranean-colored skin, a black mustache, and dark, brown eyes. He did not look like the kind of man who was easily given to relaxing, but he had been the one to end this all. He had been the first to listen to me.
“Why did you do it?” I asked. “Why did you kill him?”
Marcus snorted.
“I don’t like you. I’m not going to join you. But I have a son at home. I don’t need to be living this life as I have for over a decade now. I’m tired of it all. You take whoever you can. I’m just going home.”
I nodded. I extended my hand.
“Marcus, I don’t blame you in the least,” I said. “Thank you for what you did.”
He looked at me with suspicion, then quickly and firmly grabbed my hand.
“Thank you for ending this,” he said. “Thank you for making the first move.”
 



Chapter 20: Courtney
 
The Savage Saints didn’t kill my husband.
The Savage Saints fought to protect my husband.
Three days later, sitting at an outdoor eatery by myself, with all of the day ahead of me thanks to my administrative leave, I still found my eyes welling up at the truth that had come to light that Sunday. I’d had to read the report on Monday when the hangover had left just to make sure I had read what I thought I had read, but the content hadn’t changed in the slightest.
My husband had been volunteering in the area when the Devil’s Mercenaries came through to complete a drug deal. Some Saints were there and had attempted to break it up, but all it had resulted in was multiple members of both sides coming in, trying to kill the others. My husband had been caught in the crossfire, and a member of the Mercs had grabbed him and tried to use him as a human shield. 
The Saints… the Saints had tried to stop their fire, and they had succeeded. But when the Mercs realized that he was a witness to everything, they had killed him.
At the time, all I had done was seen “shootout between Saints and Mercs” and the fact that my husband was one of a few casualties and had immediately grown to hate the Saints and the Mercs. It had become as much a part of me as my identity as a teacher and a producer of high school plays. It was the single biggest reason I had become an alcoholic and had developed depression.
But…
I had never given myself the chance to realize what the truth was. I had never taken the time to take a step back and think about what had happened. I never let myself read the report.
Until Vance had given it to me.
And now, because of it, I found myself uncertain about so much with Vance and the Saints that I didn’t even know where to start. I had to build my knowledge of everything from the ground up just to make sense of this crazy, crazy world.
So I did something that may have seemed a little crazy Saturday night but now just felt right on this late Wednesday morning, something that I had done in the early morning fog but had long anticipated I was doing as far back as Sunday afternoon.
I texted Vance and asked him to hang out.
My emotions were a little bit scattered so it wasn’t inconceivable that this wasn’t the greatest idea. In a different world, maybe I would have waited a little bit of time before messaging him. But I had decided sooner was better rather than later, and so my message went to him with nary a regret.
I asked him to meet me at the outdoor seating section half an hour before noon. Just a couple of minutes before that, I heard the roar of his bike approaching and felt a smile creeping over my face. I wanted to maintain something of a neutral facade to keep my emotions in check, but in the privacy of this moment, I had to confess that I was excited to see him.
He approached wearing his jacket, which I had since learned was called a cut. Nothing about seeing it bothered me anymore—well, maybe not nothing, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been before. He nodded to me with a short smile, and I motioned for him to sit down.
“I read what was in the envelope you gave me,” I said, deciding we were better off getting right to the point.
“I guessed as much,” he said. “I didn’t think you would have texted me otherwise.”
“Mmm,” I said, not quite sure if that was true. I’m not sure I would have been as excited about it, but I think I would have wanted the chance for something more positive thanks to having read that.
“What did you think?”
Boy, for a question that only had four words, that sure was awfully loaded. That was asking me what I thought about the most significant and most life-changing document I think I had ever read in my life.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry for choosing to believe whatever I wanted when it all went down. Clearly, if I had read the actual report when it came out all this time ago, I never would have had this issue. But. Well, I did. So, I’m sorry.”
“Don’t even sweat it,” Vance said, looking out over the road as two bikes roared by, though with guys not wearing the Savage Saints cut. “I think you know I’m awfully good about burying things I should have mentioned long ago.”
I smirked at him in amusement. It was kind of funny now, honestly. The thing I was so mad at him for was something I never should have even been triggered by. It was hard to say who was most at fault here, but it was clear we had both erred along the way.
“Aren’t we all,” I said.
A gentle silence fell over us. I wasn’t surprised by this—both of us still seemed to be walking around eggshells around each other.
“So…” he said.
“So…” I repeated back.
We both shared a short laugh.
“Your head is better, huh?” he said. 
“Yeah,” I said, scratching it. “I still get sensitive to some things, but I got really lucky.”
In so many ways that I’m not sure I could ever express even if I wanted to.
“I can imagine,” Vance said. “I feel the same way.”
I smiled again. OK, let’s just get to it. We’re doing this silly avoidant dance again, and it’s not working very well.
“In the past few days,” I said. “Have you thought about us at all?”
He bit his lip, stared straight through my eyes, and widened his own.
“Do you want me to tell the embarrassing truth or just the casual, avoidant answer that’ll make you laugh because of some witty joke?”
“Wow, that’s pretty meta there,” I said as I laughed. “You know which one I want. I want whatever you are comfortable saying.”
He didn’t look off-put by that; in fact, he looked relieved that he was able to address it thanks to his corny joke.
“I’ve thought about you and us a lot,” he said. “A great deal of me is disappointed in the way things ended, especially because they were preventable. If I’d had… well, we’ve beaten that point to death enough already, I think. But when I’ve been with the Saints…”
He trailed off.
“I want to tell you everything that the club did this weekend,” he said. “But I need to know that you’ll be OK hearing it. This isn’t just that I’m a part of the Saints. I want to be more honest with you and lay it all out. I just want to avoid being too honest with you. I don’t want to push you away that way.”
I smiled, leaned forward, and took his hand.
“Go ahead.”
It was as if he got all the confidence he needed to keep speaking.
“We had an opportunity to end the threat of the Devil’s Mercenaries. I had the idea that we would go down there, kill their leader—he’s a true sociopath, he’s the one that put our guy into the hospital—but take the rest prisoner. Give them the option to either move away or to become a member of the Savage Saints.”
A long pause came.
“And?”
Vance just smiled at me.
“It went better than I could have ever anticipated,” he said, unable to hide his grin. “We took out Zane, their leader. We had to kill a few others, but they all tried to kill us, anyway. We only suffered a few wounds, nothing serious. I’d say if there were about twenty Mercs there, probably fifteen of them ultimately agreed to join us. As a matter of fact, I think a couple of them just drove by us to meet the club.”
I was floored at what I had just heard—not the killing part, but that Vance had given these guys, these rivals, a chance to join them. It felt like the ultimate show of forgiveness, an act that I’m not sure I could have ever brought myself to do with anyone I had known. I mean, hell, I knew that was true—I’d pushed away the Saints for so long in the belief that they had killed Nathaniel that forgiveness just didn’t seem possible. My inability to forget made it all but impossible to forgive.
And yet, here was Vance, who had seen members of his club actually killed by the enemy, giving them a second chance.
“You’re an amazing human being, Vance,” I said, almost marveling at him. “You letting those people in… it’s unreal.”
“Well, I’m not going to pretend I’m Mother Theresa,” he clarified. “Let’s get it clear. I did this to end the violence. The Mercs who joined us weren’t very high ranking in the club. They were either forced in or joined without realizing what was involved. I think a lot of them had family and were looking for a way out. But the club members would have killed them if they left.”
“Jesus,” I said. “Quite a violent excommunication, huh?”
“Unfortunately,” he said. “But… well, I think the worst of it is over. I said that before, so I’m not going to say it’s all over and jinx it. That would be bad!”
He let out a hearty laugh, the kind of laugh that a man could only make if he was unburdened by fear or by past failure. It was clear that even if he wasn’t trying to jinx it, he wasn’t afraid to act like he had won.
“Things are good, though,” he said, nodding his head and squeezing my hand. “What about for you? What’s going to happen to you?”
“I…” He told you his truth. You tell him his. “I’m actually going to a rehab facility on Sunday.”
“Really?” he said, pleasant surprise in his voice.
“I let myself get really bad that night, Vance,” I said. “I did things that I swore I’d never do. I blamed you at first, but it wasn’t your fault.”
“It—”
“No,” I stopped him. “It wasn’t. It was me. I was thinking about it, and then Principal Patrick came in and said I was on admin leave until the end of the school year and if I didn’t get help, he wouldn’t let me come back. So at this point, yeah, it was an easy choice.”
Vance pursed his lips, breathed out slowly, and looked at me with hurt eyes.
“What?”
“I’m gonna miss you,” he said. “You know, I thought that when I came here, we might have a shot, but you have to do you, which is fair, but… what?”
My smile was slowly growing as he spoke. He had no idea. He didn’t realize what I had figured out. It was honestly so cute to see him be so stressed, only to realize that I wasn’t moving.
“I think you’re thinking of rehab as something where I go to someplace far away for a month or two months, and then you don’t see that person until they’re done. Those places exist, but I didn’t want to do that. I wanted to do something where I could remain connected to the community. So I’m going to a place like that for two weeks, yeah, but then I’ll just be at something where I can come and go as I please.”
The gears started to turn in his head as he started to realize.
“And, by the way, since you confessed how you felt about me just now, I suppose I’ll tell you what I’ve realized in the course of this conversation,” I said. “I felt like I broke up with you on false grounds, Vance. I mean, it wasn’t good you didn’t tell me your connection until after the fact, but I never bothered to read five pages that could have prevented all of this, so I suppose we’re even. You said right before you left the hospital that you’d let me read it and I could decide whatever I wanted?”
I leaned forward, taking his hand in both of my hands.
“Well, let me tell you what I’ve decided,” I said. “I’ve decided I want us to give this a second whirl. I want us to see what will happen when the full truth is out on both sides. But I do it on one condition.”
“Anything.”
Oh, he’s ready. He and I… we’re going to make a good team here. I can’t wait to hear how Alyssa reacts when she sees me tomorrow.
“We don’t avoid any ugly truths,” I said. “There are going to be moments in the future where we fuck up because we’re human. Hopefully, those fuckups aren’t as bad as getting into a drunk wreck or lying about the club you’re with, but we will fuck up. When that happens, we need to be fully honest with each other. I promise to do that. Can you?”
I pulled my hand back to give him a handshake. Vance took his hand in mine and then smiled.
“Can I show you my promise?”
I didn’t say a word as he got out of his seat and came over to me. He leaned down and planted a gentle kiss on my lips. He didn’t break contact until it became virtually impossible to breathe.
“I’d say that you showed me the right kind of answer there,” I said.
He sat back down at his seat, scooting it over so it was only about ninety degrees from me instead of right across from me. He put a hand on my thigh, sending shivers down my spine. I eyed him up and down.
The memories of what had happened the last time I had my hand on those thighs came roaring back. Had I not been going to rehab on Sunday, I might have tried to push away the temptation to engage him in something more and held myself back. I might have made myself promise that I would be a good girl and not do anything.
But I was about to go through two weeks of rehab where I wouldn’t so much as have the privacy to touch myself, let alone the space to sleep with Vance. I had to do this now, especially since we both seemed to be on the same page now.
“I have a question,” I said, putting my hand on the inside of my thigh. “Can you show me a better answer than the one you just gave me?”
He smiled, peered at his bike, and nodded in its direction.
“Can you say yes to that?”
 
* * *
 
I said yes to that.
I said yes to everything that he did.
I said yes to him picking me up and carrying me up the three flights of stairs. I said yes to him ripping my clothes off on that kitchen counter. I said yes to him having me naked there once more.
But unlike before, when he had carried me to the bedroom, this time, he was not in such a rush to put me in there. In fact, he seemed determined to make this the most adventurous sex to date.
It started, as it had last time, with him eating me out, grabbing a chair to make it easier for him to lean forward. I had to position myself so that I didn’t knock over half of my kitchen possessions, because once more, Vance knew how to eat me out like no man ever had. There was just something about the fact that I thought I had lost him, only for him to suddenly come back into my life, that made it that much more pleasurable.
It took me no time to come. I shook so violently that my hips fell off the counter, and Vance had to use all of his upper body strength to prevent me from falling to the floor. It felt incredibly good, though, given that his hands cupped and squeezed my ass as part of the process. 
“Jesus Christ,” I said. “I need your cock.”
“You got it,” he said. 
I looked up at him as he tore his pants off. By now, I had slid my feet down to the kitchen floor, looking up at Vance. I wanted to suck him off and stroke him good, but he didn’t give me the chance; he grabbed me, took me to the kitchen table, bent me over, and slammed me from behind.
This was so much better than the last time, where we kept ourselves contained and confined to the bedroom. Now, my entire apartment was available for sex. Every position, every piece of furniture, every square foot of carpet was available to us, and we rode that and did that and tried just about every position. We only remained at the kitchen table for about a minute before we transitioned to the couch, where I rode him cowgirl style, my breasts in his face for him to kiss and suck.
As erotic as the physical aspect of it was, and as much as I enjoyed coming multiple times again, it was actually a surprisingly emotionally deep experience. I suspected that much of my drinking from before had come as a result of me trying to avoid the pain from thinking I had lost a man as good as Vance; it was about the club, not necessarily the man. Had Vance admitted that he was actually a part of the California League of Gun Owners or something crazy like that, I would have been annoyed, but I wouldn’t have dumped him.
I tried to hide that fear that I’d made a mistake by drinking, and now that it was over, I could see clearly how much I liked him and how much I wanted and needed him. I was not going to let this man go anytime in the future. Maybe right now, it was impossible to say if we would get married or if we’d have kids. I wanted kids, but with Vance about to finish up with Alyssa, maybe he was ready to retire from that. Maybe he was never going to get married again after his wife’s passing.
But for right now, things were absolutely perfect, and not just because we were naked. They were perfect because we were together, and there was nothing that could pry us apart.
The moment that Vance finally did come was when he had pushed me up against a wall with me facing him. When he came, I looked directly into his eyes. I refused to let go until he had finished and pulled out. I realized then he hadn’t even used a condom—that told me he either was quite certain that I was the one, or…
What else could it have meant? He wasn’t drunk. He had plenty of time to decide if he didn’t want a kid or not. He could have pulled out at any second if he wanted to avoid having a kid. But he must have only decided that if he knew that he wanted to be with me. He wasn’t a dick—maybe an avoidant nice guy, but someone who was working on getting rid of that part.
“Vance…” I said, putting my hands on his cheeks.
He looked so perfect. We looked so perfect. The whole situation just felt so perfect.
“I love you, Courtney.”
The words came out of nowhere, and admittedly, I was caught off-guard when I first heard them.
But then I thought about them. I thought about what all his actions meant, from just going out with me to taking me to the hospital to even the act of finishing inside of me. His words might have seemed to have come out of nowhere, but they hadn’t been without very subtle signs that I had just missed.
“Oh, Vance…”
I took a second to think about if I felt the same way. Did I love this man?
Did I love the man who had rescued me from the darkest parts of my life? Did I love the man who had invigorated me and broken me both out of my depression and my alcoholism? Did I love the man who now vowed to be with me through his actions and his words?
I don’t think we need to avoid the answer on this one.
“I love you too.”
 



Epilogue
One Year Later
 
I was beyond exhausted, but it was a much better kind of exhaustion to feel in comparison to what I had had in the years before.
The club had gone through a run of relationships about a year ago, and as soon as Courtney and I became official—we waited until the school year ended to prevent any awkwardness for Alyssa—the club made a pool on who would get married first. Would it be the originals, Jane and Trace? Would it be the odd couple in Amber and Splitter? Would it be the quiet but sweet couple in BK and Megan?
Or would it be the latecomers to the party in Courtney and me?
The debate raged on for a while, oftentimes comprising much of our hall time. We didn’t have much to talk about because, just as I had hoped, the decision to bring in some of the lower-ranking Mercs into our club had all but eliminated the worse of the violence. There was an added bonus that not even I had anticipated in that the Mercs who surrendered to us also gave us contact information for many of the non-compliant Mercs, making it easy to scare them out.
As a result, one calendar year later, we could safely say that the Mercs were either all Saints or all gone. Truly, finally, the club had found peace.
Well, except when we got back to those debates about who was going to propose first. Personally, I figured it would come down to BK and Megan or Trace and Jane. I didn’t think Amber was so ready to get married right after her divorce, and I had come in so late into the picture that we needed more time. Part of Courtney’s rehab process involved the process of setting boundaries, and one we mutually agreed upon was to wait at least a year before we got married.
The operative word, of course, was at least. By now, I knew I was going to marry her; she always told me that I brought vibrancy and joyfulness back into her life, but she had done the same for me as well. It was more a function of the fact that both of us were in no rush. She wanted kids, but she and I agreed that if she got pregnant before she got married, we’d get married before the birth. It wasn’t a stopping factor for us.
Other than that, though, I just decided once the other relationships had settled, I’d propose to her. I also wanted to make sure that if I proposed, Alyssa wouldn’t have to sacrifice her schoolwork to attend any wedding. She was too smart of a cookie to have to put things aside for us; I saw a bright future for her, and since Courtney and I were practically a guarantee, it wasn’t something we had to rush.
I eventually put my money on Trace and Jane. They were the ones who had started this run of club members settling down, and I was sure that it would work out that way.
I suppose the “Sensei” part of me was still there, because about five months ago, Trace walked Jane into a hall meeting, showed us the ring, and caused all of us to break out into applause. Trace then proceeded to put Splitter in charge of the meeting so he and Jane could go have some fun, at which point Splitter just said, “OK, nothing really can top that. So fuck it, meeting adjourned!”
He had slammed the gavel, and we all went back to our loved ones.
I swear, I almost forgot that at one point, we were a motorcycle club that existed as outlaw vigilantes. I almost forgot that we were even hardcore partiers; most of us had just settled down. Even Krispy and Mafia started looking seriously for girls, although with their personality types, it would probably be a bit before they found anyone.
In any case, though, on this day, I was just beat to high hell. The sun had only just begun to set, but I had been outdoors in a tuxedo as one of Trace’s groomsmen. Splitter had gotten the honor of best man, as he should have—the only concern I had was knowing Splitter was probably going to cry during his speech, for which he did not disappoint. None of us were bothered by it, though—in fact, it was beautiful.
I sat with Courtney on my right, with her in a beautiful, blue, floor-length dress. I had my arm around her while Alyssa sat on my left, taking in the views of Santa Barbara down below.
“OK, I’m sorry,” Alyssa said. “But it’s still kind of weird to have my dad and my theater director dating! I just need you both to know that!”
We shared a laugh at that. Even after all this time, even for as mature as Alyssa was, I supposed teenagers could still be teenagers.
And I supposed that I could embrace the embarrassment even more.
“Would it be weirder if I… kissed her?”
I leaned over to plant a kiss on Courtney, who reciprocated in kind.
“Oh my God!” Alyssa said, throwing up her hands and groaning. “I’m going to go hang out with the cool kids. Get a room, you two!”
I was tempted to bark out as she left “what would you know about that?” I kept my mouth shut, though, because I did value the privacy we had. And, frankly, when I was tired, I just liked to be with Courtney; she was the person that could comfort me even in the most exhausting of times. Thankfully, she didn’t have to also do it in many dark times anymore.
“So who’s next?” Courtney asked.
I gave a half-hearted chuckle.
“Whoever it is better not do a summer wedding and have us wear tuxedos,” I said with a groan. “I’m sweating harder than I would be on a bike. And that’s pretty damn hard to do.”
“I know,” she said, running her fingers down my jacket. “You know, you weren’t the only one who got wet on those rides.”
“Oh, my,” I said as Courtney burst out laughing before kissing me. “If I had to guess? I’d say probably BK and Megan.”
“Really? Not Amber and Splitter?”
I shook my head.
“BK and Megan are two people who went a long while before they found each other from what I understand. Amber was coming off a divorce I think within a couple of days of meeting Splitter, so I’m not that surprised they’re taking their time. They’ve made it this far, so they’re going to last. I just think Amber wants to make one hundred percent sure she’s OK with it. I’m sure she wants to make sure she doesn’t go through a divorce again.”
“Yeah, I couldn’t imagine,” she said. 
And then she asked the question that every man had to chuckle at.
“What about us?”
Mostly because just about any reaction other than a positive one would have brought with it a torrent of questions that no one would have wanted to answer to.
“It’ll happen soon enough,” I said, which was something of an honest answer. Soon, in my world, was a bit of a longer stretch than most people. Soon, to me, was within the next couple of years. I think Courtney was on the same wavelength as me.
“Soon enough?” she said. “Hmm, are you hiding something from me again?”
It was a running joke now whenever one of us suspected the other was up to something. That we could laugh about avoiding topics and hiding things was perhaps the greatest sign of the health of our relationship.
“Never,” I said. “I would never do that!” 
“Uh huh,” she said, giggling. “Well, you don’t have to rush it. I know you’re good for it.”
Absolutely. There’s no doubt about the if. It’s just a matter of when.
I heard footsteps coming our way and turned around. Splitter was approaching.
“They’re about to do a video tribute to Paul Peters,” he said. “You should come.”
I got up immediately and held my hand out for Courtney to come. She took it, and we hurried into the main tent area. We got there just in time for the video to start—which began with me facing the camera.
“I can think of no greater man, no greater influence on my life, than Paul Peters,” I said, facing the camera.
Various other people spoke about Paul as images of his life flashed by, almost all of them having Jane in them. I saw an assortment of family members speak, as well as just about all of the officers in the club.
“When I think of men that I look up to, when I think of men that I really admire, I have to say Paul Peters is one of the best ones, man,” Splitter said on camera.
“Just an absolute gentleman,” Trace said on camera.
“A hero,” Krispy said.
“A legend, but a greater man than a great legend,” Sword said.
“We’re all better for having known him,” Mafia said.
I looked again at Jane, who by now had tears streaming down her face as soft music played and more images of her and her father ran.
Finally, the video began to wind down, with the final bits of words being spoken by none other than Jane, his only child, the little girl who had turned him from a tough, mean man to a man who became cheerful and happy and empathic to all of his members’ needs.
“There is no one,” she said on camera, taking a chance to catch her breath, “that I love more than my father. My father was the greatest man I have ever met—sorry, Trace.”
The crowd broke out into laughter at that one, a much-needed relief from all of the tears falling down cheeks right now.
“He is my hero, my inspiration, my everything. I miss you so much, Dad, and I love you. I know if you were here, you’d be smiling at whom I chose to marry.”
The video then faded with Paul’s signature, the last photo of the two of them from her college days, and a voice recording of Paul’s that someone had somehow managed to find.
“The most important thing you can find in this life,” he said.
I remember this. It was at a club meeting after the death of an officer. It’s what allowed me to become an officer.
“Is love. Everything else will come and go. What you think you will have forever, you will quickly realize you don’t. But if you find someone worth loving, hold on to them. Never let go. And show them you love them every day.”
The video faded as applause broke out. Even I found myself emotional, with some tears falling down my face. I looked down at Courtney, who looked like she had a river of tears pouring down her cheeks. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house, and that went for the men and the women.
“Alright, ladies and gentlemen, one more time, let’s give it up for Paul Peters,” the DJ said, bringing applause before he started playing a song that transitioned us back to the dance floor.
But I never did make it out there, because Trace gathered Splitter, BK, myself, and all of our significant others and led us out to the spot where I’d just been sitting.
“Fuck, man,” Trace said, holding Jane’s hand as she took her other one to wipe away tears. “I need some fresh air after that. And…”
As if on cue, seconds later, a waiter came by with eight glasses of scotch.
“Paul’s favorite drink,” Trace said with a smile. “One for all of us, who have gone through some interesting ups and downs in the last couple of years.”
“You can say that again, man,” Splitter said with a laugh.
Trace, Jane, Splitter, Amber, BK, Megan, Courtney, and I all took our drinks. We held them up, and Trace gave a speech that sent chills down my spine.
“For many of us, the club is all we have,” he said. “But the last couple of years have shown us something even greater. We have the club, yes, but we also have the love of an amazing woman.”
“And I can say the same for us ladies,” Jane said, drawing some approving “yeah girl” from the other three. “I wish I had my father here. My only family is my Uncle Tommy, but he is in Las Vegas. But you know what I do have? I have all of you.”
“To all of you,” Trace said. 
“Here, here,” we all said as we took our drinks.
We sipped on them, with Courtney abstaining, dropped them, and shared a look.
“Let’s remember this forever,” Trace said. “And let’s all make our love last forever.”
There was little doubt for me that that would be the case. I may not have yet proposed to her, but at that moment, seeing how happy Trace and Jane were, I knew what Courtney was going to be for me.
She was going to be my forever.
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