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        Josh—Fall Seven, Rise Eight. I believe in the power of change.

      

        

      
        Wendy—my dearest friend, when your heart hurts, mine does as well. You are a pillar of grace. I love you so much and admire you more than I can ever put into words. I know this storm is mighty, but your faith is going to endure. I know no one with the strength, love, and grace like you.

      

        

      
        Wendi H—I know you don’t know me. I don’t even know if you read my books, but I saw your posts about what your son is going through, and I want to tell you I admire you. Thank you for your unconditional love of your son.

      

      

      

      
        
        Jeremy—Your mom said I saved your life that day. The day you passed out in the front of our office with your car still running. I believe God brings people into our lives for a reason, even if it is only for a brief moment. I pray for you daily. I hope you are clean once again. I hope you are writing your own redemption story.

      

      

      

      
        
        For anyone struggling with addiction—don’t lose hope. People love you. They don’t love the drugs. They don’t love what the drugs have done to you, the person they love, but you they love.

      

        

      
        For all the Hellions Readers everywhere—Ride on!
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        Life rarely gives us a second chance at love. These two find it in this passion-fueled ride.

      

      

      Crunch

      I don’t know where it all went so wrong. I was born a Hellion. I breathe for the club life, but at every turn, I put it all at risk.

      I am Rhett “Crunch” Oleander.

      I am still finding my way since losing the one person who meant the most.

      

      Jennissey

      Once upon a time, I believed everyone had this good inside of them. Now, I see the darkness in every single person.

      I am Jennissey Rose Rivera.

      Family over everything, even if it kills me inside every single day.

      

      
        
        She’s the only taste of heaven he’s ever had. When given a second chance, he’s refusing to let go. The question is, will she walk away again or hang on for the ride?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RHETT “DANZA” PERCHTON

          

        

      

    

    
      The sins of my past are coming full circle. If I knew then what I know now, things would be very different. For my wife, for my daughter, for my grandsons, things would be different.

      He is my legacy.

      I won’t give up on him.
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            IN THE BEGINNING, THEY HAD LOVE
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            RHETT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Once upon a time, the only thing I was hooked on was her.

      

      

       

      “Kiss me,” I whisper, craving her like always.

      Immediately, she rolls to her tiptoes and presses her lips to mine. The same spark that hit me the first time I put my lips to hers rushes through me again. It’s crazy the way she makes me feel. I can’t get enough of her. People say we’re too young to know what love is. I don’t have to know what love is to know that what I got right here is something I don’t want to ever let go over. Period.

      “Oleander,” Coach Orr says sternly. “Break it up.”

      Jennissey pushes away, and immediately, frustration consumes me. I want her lips connected to mine. She is the rule-follower and I’m the rule-breaker. Teachers think they know it all. I think they just get off on being in a position of authority. Coach Orr can kiss my ass, breaking things up with me and my woman. He’s just jealous he doesn’t have a hot woman on his arm. This is the shit that drives me crazy.

      Authority.

      All the adults around us are always dictating what we do. We may be young, but damn, we’re just living life. I can’t stand people telling me what to do.

      I let out a low groan in frustration.

      When I’m with her, nothing else exists. The whole world fades away. We’re not at school. We’re not going to class. We don’t have homework. More importantly, we don’t have teachers interrupting our moments together.

      High school sucks.

      That’s the bottom line for me. I don’t want to be here as much as these fuckers don’t want me here. I’m ready to walk the stage to make my momma happy and then get the fuck out of here. This is only for her. There isn’t anything I will learn from here that I need in my future.

      I’m so ready to be done with this place. Life is in front of us, and I’m ready to take on the world. If everyone wasn’t so hell-bent that I had to get a damn diploma, I’d be long gone from here. There ain’t shit I can learn in this building. Everything I need to know to survive is outside of this educational facility I already have.

      Coach Orr is the basketball coach, and he’s one of the laid-back teachers, so I know he’s not going to send us to detention. If we get caught by one of the other teachers, well, that’s another story. Jennissey would be embarrassed if that happened, so for her, I will stand down.

      Frankly, I’ll serve as many detentions and suspensions as they give if I get more lip time with Jennissey. When I want to kiss my girl, I’m going to kiss her. It’s that simple. Whatever consequences they want to give me, I’ll take.

      Still, Jennissey is the good girl who doesn’t want to get into trouble. For her, and only for her, I don’t push the limits.

      Taking her hand in mine, I lace our fingers together as we walk to class. No need to argue with Coach or any other teacher. It would just upset Jenni.

      I want to kiss her again, but I won’t. I want to do it just so Coach Orr can see he isn’t the one in charge like he thinks he is. I swear, teachers think they have all this power, and they don’t. There is a time to argue and a time to be calm. For now, I’ll pick my battles.

      Even if I try, Jenni won’t let me kiss her again now. One little reprimand, and Jenni is ready to walk the line. At least we have class together, and I can play with her hair while she tries to pay attention. Which is the only thing that gets me through the long periods of bullshit the board of education calls “instructional time.” As far as I’m concerned, they can fuck their “seat time.” To me, if you can pass the test, what does the amount of time inside the classroom matter?

      Ms. Davey gives the same soft sigh she does every day when we walk in together. She’s an English teacher who loves to make us read tragic love stories. I think she’s one of those hopeless romantic types. She doesn’t have a ring on her finger; therefore, I don’t think she’s married. Since she is the host teacher for, like, five of the school clubs, I don’t think she has a boyfriend either. If so, he’s some kind of traveling man and never home because I swear the woman practically lives at the school. No one with a life would want to spend the kind of time in this facility that she does.

      Once, we planned a prank to paint the anchor in front of the school red instead of the blue of our school colors. Five of us showed up after dark, ready with the spray paint…only whose car was still in the parking lot—Ms. Davey’s. What teacher gets to school before seven and works until after nine? One without a life, that’s who!

      “Good morning, Rhett, Jenni, hope you’re ready to learn!” She greets us with exuberance like this every day.

      I swear to fuck this woman thinks it’s her job to be fucking sunshine or something. Ms. Davey is four feet eleven, with brown hair she always wears pinned back in a bun, round-rimmed glasses on her face, and a Hufflepuff pin attached to every dress she wears. She is a self-proclaimed super nerd and proud of her Harry Potter obsession. She’s only in her twenties but tells us all often that she’s an old soul.

      Her soul…not my business. As for her obsession with all things Potter life, that’s not my cup of tea either. To each their own, though.

      Me, I’ve never read the books. Jenni has, but Jenni is smart and likes to read.

      Mom forced a family night where I watched one of the movies. That single evening is the extent of my Potter knowledge. Let me be extra clear, one. I only watched one, and trust me, the struggle was real. For Mom, I dealt with the weird language, a special owl, and a magic school. She won’t get any more out of me than that.

      My older brother, Red, watched all the movies with Mom, but me, I dealt with the single one my dad said we had to sit through, and that was it. He’s the good one of the bunch, Red. He always falls right in line for Mom and Dad.

      Kellum and Tommy Boy didn’t watch the others either. Not that they are defiant, per se. It just didn’t pique their interest, and they didn’t care to invest anymore time into them. I swear, if Mom had asked Red to read the damn books, he would have. Thousands of pages, he would have read them all. Fuck, he might have done it without being told. I don’t know, because we’re not close like that.

      Truthfully, I’m nothing like Red. He’s the golden child.

      We all have our place. The pecking order, the birth order, whatever you want to call it.

      Four boys.

      My place is the pot stirrer, the havoc maker, and the chaos king.

      With four sons and no daughters, it’s a good thing my mom is full of sass to reel our asses in regularly. Honestly, I think she embraces being a boy mom and doesn’t miss out on the fact that she didn’t have a girl.

      I guess Mom needs one of us to be the good one. Kenneth “Red” Oleander is the example and takes his role as firstborn seriously. He does what they ask, when they ask, and never gets in trouble. In fact, he’s prospecting for the club my dad is the VP of and my grandfather helped create. He will easily earn his rockers and final patch at twenty-one. I have no doubts in his ability to be the perfect son and stepping into his place in the brotherhood that is the Hellions MC.

      Me, I wonder if the club life is for me. There is this half of me that says it’s my birthplace, and then the rebel inside screams not to do it just to stand out from the others. Really, it’s not like anyone would miss me. I don’t fit in like the rest of my brothers.

      There are roughly two years between each of us. Kenneth is nineteen and will turn twenty in two months. I’m eighteen, Kellum just turned sixteen, and Tommy Boy is fourteen. After four boys, Mom said enough trying for a girl; she would just spoil Dia, who is like a sister to us but is really Tripp and Doll’s daughter.

      Whatever makes Mom happy keeps us happy.

      I love and respect her more than anything or anyone in my life. Mom, she really should have had at least one girl. I think a girl can be her best friend like I can’t. She always loves and wants time with her boys. I imagine if she had a girl, they would be close in ways I certainly won’t be with her. Mom loves us all, though. She also doesn’t take shit from us either. Nor does she hold back. In fact, with her soft mom smile that says she loves us, she tells us straight-up that we better not knock a broad up because she’s not dealing with daughters’ fathers. We all laugh it off.

      Red isn’t going to knock anyone up. He’s got his future all mapped out with Rochelle “Shelly” McFadden. She’s a high-class piece who thinks money and pussy run the world. While her pussy might run my brother, he couldn’t give a shit about the money her parents have. See, he’s that good of a guy. Whatever his girl wants, he’ll give her. It used to piss me off, but now having Jenni, I’m pretty sure there isn’t much I wouldn’t do for her.

      Kellum is too jaded to fuck around and knock a broad up. As for Tommy Boy, he’s still young, hasn’t gotten his dick wet yet, so he doesn’t know what he’s missing.

      Mom worries about me, saying I’m her fearless child who always jumped off the couch to see if I could fly. There are pictures of me standing on the back of the couch, ready to jump. I remember having bunk beds for a time, and I had to sleep on the top bunk just so I could jump down every morning.

      Fearless, though, no.

      I have something that matters. To lose that gives me fear.

      Honestly, maybe if I hadn’t found what I got with Jenni, the story could be quite different. I’m not that kind of guy, though. Jennissey is it for me. I don’t need to look for anybody else; she makes me a better man. We may be young, but we know we’re going to tackle life together.

      I’m the second-born and considered the problem child to most. Does it bother me? Nah, I wear the shit like a badge of honor. Someone’s got to be the hellraiser around here. It definitely won’t be my older brother.

      My gramps, Rhett “Danza” Perchton, believes I choose to be difficult because I have the soul of a gypsy. Since I don’t get to move from place to place, my heart can’t help but want to get into something. I don’t disagree. Seeing the world appeals to me. The idea of staying in one place, even staying here, doesn’t sit well inside me. I can’t explain it.

      I want to be here; it’s familiar. But there is this great, big world out there, and I’m curious about it.

      I know I’m expected to patch in with the Hellions. Is that what I’m destined to be? My gramps is an original after all, this lifestyle is all I am used to.

      The moment I think I’ve come to terms with becoming a Hellion, something pops up, making me wonder, what if?

      Gramps gets it, though, and I’m thankful for him. He’s the only one who doesn’t find fault in every move I make. Rather, he finds purpose in it, even when I’m clueless as to why I do shit. I just don’t tell anyone that. I also don’t find myself to be difficult, not like everyone thinks; rather, I like to question authority. What gives anyone the power or the right to tell me what to do? I am a man with a mind of my own.

      I like to think people were given the power of free will to push boundaries. If no one questions things, then nothing will change or improve. At least that’s the way I see it.

      Sometimes, small-town life doesn’t work for everyone. I’m not sure I have the staying power to have life here forever. Haywood’s Landing, North Carolina, is nothing more than some sign on a road off Highway 58. There is no challenge to life here, not when you’re born a Haywood’s Landing Hellion.

      Danza, he’s an original. The only one left here now. Two of the four have passed on. Roundman left behind a strong legacy, as did Rocky. They may be gone, but they are never forgotten. Frisco retired and moved on with his woman, Amy. Last update, they were in South Carolina somewhere.

      Since Roundman passed away and Tripp took the gavel, Gramps made it his mission to be involved with our lives—more specifically, my life. Gramps says he wasn’t a good dad for Mom, so he tries to do better for us. I’m thankful for that, too.

      When I was little, I begged my parents to leave me with Gramps and Grams. Even when my brothers were sick or just wanted to go home, I didn’t. Never once did I want to go home early, unlike my brothers. To this day, if Mom would let me go live with them, I would. We’re just connected like that. Gramps gets me in a way no one else around me does.

      Gramps and I have spent hours in his garage working on his cars. When I turned fourteen, he bought me a busted-up 1968 Chevy Impala SS with the original 427 motor. She’s a beast. He christened her Elvira. It took three years for her to be the beauty she is today. Every inch has been worked over by Gramps and me.

      The car building process has taught me so much. Mostly patience, but also, if you want something, you have to work for it.

      Blood, sweat, and motherfucking tears went into the fine tuning of those gears.

      Gramps gets me in the simple ways, and the complex ones as well. I’m the kind of guy who has to learn the hard way. Like my car, when shit didn’t fit just right, she didn’t run. I couldn’t rush the process, I couldn’t rig it, I had to do the job correctly the first time. I had to be slow, steady, and determined to work through the problem. It also taught me not to give up.

      Except right now, Gramps and Grams aren’t all that happy with me. My parents, well, they’re downright livid.

      My brothers…depends on which one you ask as to what they think.

      Red says I’ve lost my way. Which, honestly, I find fucking hilarious. How can I lose my way when I don’t have a clue where I’m headed in the first damn place? Riddle me that one, joker!

      Kellum, he’s the other middle child with me. Generally angry at the world, not just me, it’s hard to say why he’s hell-bent on getting in my shit more than usual. Then again, he’s had it rough. An accident scarred his face when he was nine. Kids are cruel, and no matter how many bullies Red and I beat the shit out of for taunting Kellum, the words they said stuck with him.

      Tommy Boy, he’s the baby and my best friend. He doesn’t give me shit about shit. In fact, it doesn’t matter what I do, Tommy Boy has my back. Sometimes it lands him in punishment right alongside me. He doesn’t care, he’s loyal like that.

      Isn’t that what the Hellions preach? Isn’t that the core of their brotherhood—acceptance?

      I’m eighteen years old, and my family is pissed for one reason, and one reason only: I’m failing my senior year.

      Everyone has an opinion about what I need to do with my life. They all want me to get back on track.

      But what track? Where are we headed? What if I want to go north, not south, or west, not eastt? I’ll make sure to cross the damn stage and get the piece of paper that means so much to them. Beyond that, I don’t need to have this plan. I simply need to enjoy the ride that is life.

      They don’t understand that. To them, I shouldn’t be failing, I should be excelling, which is why everyone and their brother are pissed at me. I don’t give a shit. They don’t motivate me to be better. In fact, I’ll get by just to prove my point. Yeah, I’m stubborn like , but they should know by now I have to do things my way.

      When I was younger, I couldn’t wait to feel the weight of that leather cut hit my shoulders. Now, well, I like the idea of fitting in my family mold more than I like the reality of it. The cut is a whole different level of fitting it, that doesn’t motivate me like it once did. I don’t know that being a Hellion is what I need. I don’t know that life in the club will fulfill me the way it does for them. Sure, it’s expected of me, but what if I want more? What else is out there?

      Maybe I need to experience more in life than what Haywood’s Landing has to offer.

      I don’t have all the answers right this second, but I do know I got a damn good woman in Jennissey Rose Rivera, and I’m not letting her go.
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