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  Chapter 1

[image: ]
Axl


The merriment is refreshing, if not to a fault, as I watch my best friend’s family get together, reveling in all the good cheer. There are two weddings and two babies on the way, and yet, with a mystery troublemaker in the background, the family doesn’t seem to notice. They’re great at concealing things like that. Me, I never used to be any good at it, until now. It had been nearly two months since I’d given up on my demons, and one bad call from my brother sent me on a downward spiral. But as I felt the liquid burn my belly, visions of recent weeks started running through my mind, reminding me of how far I’ve come. 
All the people in my life that love me believe in me, and I forgot that just for a moment.

      [image: ]The exit sign next to the bar calls to me. I take a step out onto the soft grass and retch every drop of it. It’s like my stomach has suddenly turned into my conscience, rejecting all the alcohol. I don’t think I’ve ever puked so hard in my entire life and thank God for that. It happened so quickly that the alcohol didn’t even touch my bloodstream yet. My mind has not clouded over, and I still see things clearly.
A pharmacy not far from my brother’s suggested meeting place is where I want to be. As I enter it, I go straight to the toothpaste and mouthwash section, and grab a small size mouthwash, to wash away the taste of alcohol. Just the taste of it is making me want to retch again. After swishing it in my mouth for a good long while, I spit it into the grassy area behind the pharmacy.
My brother Daniel sits outside the coffee shop, smoking a cigarette like his life depends on it. His complexion is pale as usual. And he looks like I did about six weeks ago, proving that addiction still runs in our family.
“Have you been waiting long?” I open with, avoiding the pleasantries.
His tone is clipped. “Long enough.”
“So, what’s wrong with mom? Is it cancer?” I guess, seeing as everyone seems to be getting that now.
He rolls his eyes. “No, it’s not cancer, idiot.”
I ignore the unnecessary insult. “What do you need from me?”  I ask, bracing myself.
“Look, mom would kill me if she knew that I reached out to you. So, I would appreciate it if you would keep this between us.” He says with an edge to his voice.
Mom hasn’t given a rat's ass about me in years.  The last I heard, she didn’t give a shit about any of us. Since I was in third grade, and my mom caught me tinkering with her boyfriend’s car, trying to figure out how the damn engine worked, she hasn’t given a shit about me. I figured that they would want a piece of my money at some point, but so far that hasn’t happened. We all sort of scattered, and Jagger’s parents all but adopted me. Of course, early on, I found my own way. Jagger and his parents loaned me the money to start up my business, and the rest of history.  I’ve paid them all back tenfold.
“I have to put her in a home. I think she’s got dementia or something.”
“You think? Have you had her looked at by a doctor?”
He waves me off. “You know how mama is with doctors. Hates them. All I know is a couple of months ago, I called her up, because I hadn’t heard from her in weeks, she didn’t know who the hell I was. I talked to Jack, and he said that she did the same damn thing to him.”
“That’s an awfully expensive decision to make without medical proof to back it, Daniel.” It’s no accident that my brother’s name is Jack and the other is Daniel. Don’t ask me what my biological first name is, everyone calls me Axl, and it’s no mistake.  It’s a double meaning.  One, because I’m a die-hard car fan, both building them and driving them professionally, and it’s also a bit of a nod to the rock fans that raised me.  Jagger’s family has given all their kids rock-based names, too. I changed it legally and everything, so don’t ask.  “I suppose you need help financially with that.”  I guess.
“You know that I haven’t asked you for a dime. And me and Jack have been looking after mama for years.”
“That’s reasonable. But if I’m going to give you the money for it, I’d like to be able to pick the home, and make sure that she’s properly looked after.”
He shakes his head, and then he pinches the filter end of a cigarette from his lips and flicks it to the other end of the parking lot. “I knew you were going to say that, you greedy, selfish, drunken son of a bitch.”
“I don’t see the problem here, Daniel. I haven’t seen mama in years. I haven’t seen you in years, either, as a matter of fact. There’s nothing wrong with making sure that my mother is okay. If you have a problem with that, then I’ll go and see her for myself.”
“You are such an asshole.” He sneers. “Did you not hear one goddamn word I just said? Mama will skin me alive.”
“Tell me how you moving her to a strange home without her knowing it isn’t going to have the same effect, anyway.” I counter. “And if you have any brains at all, you’ll have her checked out by a doctor. I’ll take her myself. How do you know that she doesn’t have something more serious, like a goddamn brain tumor or something. You just shoving her in a nursing home. It’s not the answer.”
“If you had paid any attention to any of us, maybe you would have done that yourself.  You had your chance. So, fuck you.  I don’t need your money.  Mama can die alone in that goddamn house.  I’ll let you live with that guilt.  I’ll call you when she’s in her fucking grave, asshole.”
I feel my nostrils flare.  “I have a right to see my own mother, Daniel.”
“She’s not your mother anymore, man.  You made that choice when you let that goddamn Lawson family take you in.”
“Look, I didn’t come here to dredge up the past, and I don’t think that you did, either.  How about you come with me, and we can both go see mama, and I’ll take you and her to the doctor.  That way you can be part of it, too.” I try, thinking that maybe Daniel is just being territorial here.  It’s true, that I did abandon my family.  But I am the youngest. Daniel and Jack were teenagers when I was in the third grade.  They had a way out and I didn’t.  Mama was never home, and neither were they.  I was left alone most of the time and Jagger’s mom caught on fast.  Mr. And Mrs. Lawson never made any trouble for any of my family, either. Linda and Carey could have easily called children’s services on them, but they didn’t. Instead, they took me in.  Jagger and I were best friends since the beginning, and all but brothers.  I consider all his family my own and I don’t forget that.
He smirks, shaking his head. “I don’t need you or your too-little-too-late game here, man.  I’m not into jumping through hoops for the likes of you.” He rises.  “I’ll see you at the wake.”
I know better than to go after him.  His pants weigh down on his frail hips as he saunters away from me to his beat-up old sedan.  It’s rusted so bad the wiper blades have left an orange stain down the front of the hood.  All is not lost.  I still have another brother.  Last time I heard, they weren’t speaking to each other again, but who knows.  As I dial Jack’s number, I watch Daniel peal off, flipping me the bird, and I shake my head.  “Hello?” Jack answers, sounding like he just woke up.
“Jack, hey, it’s Axl.  Your brother.  Did I wake you up?” Jack is the eldest.  He’s almost fifty by my calculations, and he’s been in and out of prison a couple of times on misdemeanors.  
“I worked the night shift.” He grunts, and I can hear him getting up.  That’s promising. At least he’s working now, instead of just working towards being a career criminal.
“Sorry, man. But I just met with Daniel.  He says that mom’s in a bad way?”
He clears his throat.  “She’s not that bad.  Just her memory is shot.  I suppose I’m headed that way, too.”
“He says he hasn’t had her to see the doctor.”
“That’s right. He hasn’t.  But I did.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah, and if you breathe a word about that to him, I’ll pound you.” He says in a sort of chuckle.  Back in the day, those words would have been growled out, followed by his fist being in my face.
“I won’t.  What did the doctor say?”
“He says that there’s nothing he can do.  It’s all the years of drinking and drugs that’s messed her up.  Plus, she’s not eating right and all, and the smoking doesn’t help, either.  She’s a mess.  Miserable, belligerent, and she doesn’t even drink anymore.”
My heart sinks.  “Listen, he says that he wants to put her into a home.”
“She needs to be in one.  Between me and Molly and Jack, we’re babysitting her around the clock.”
“Molly?”
“My girl.”
“Oh, did you get married?”
He laughs. “Yeah.  All kinds.  No, we’ve just been together forever.”  I can see how she’s softened him some.  “Anyway, she doesn’t want to see us much, and since we’re constantly around, it’s just making us all nuts.”
“What do you do for work now?”
“Well, you’ll shit your pants, man, but I work nights at a car manufacturing plant.”
“No shit?”
“No shit.  I’d never tell Daniel, because he’d skin me alive, but I’m sort of a celebrity there on account of you.”
I smile.  “No fucking kidding?”
“Nope.  You’re the reason I got the goddamn job before my pardon came through.”
“No way.” It warms my heart.  Not only that I helped him out, but also because it sounds like he’s cleaned himself up.  “Jesus, you should have been in touch if you were into shit like that, Jack.  I’d have you working for me.”
“And lose my status here?” He squeals, good-naturedly.  “No way.  Not happening.”
I laugh. He laughs.  “Hey, listen.  I want to see her.”
“No, you don’t.” He sobers. “Believe me, Axl.” That’s the first time that he’s ever addressed me by my chosen name.  “Look, I’m not going to sugarcoat it for you, but she hates you.  Despises you for leaving.  I get it.  I’m not blaming you for it, but she’s never gotten over that.  And mom is no delicate woman, either. She will throw shit at you, I guarantee.  Shoes, books, you name it.  That’s half the reason why she needs to go into a home, where they’re more qualified to deal with her.  Me?  I can’t count how many times she’s given me bruises.  I can handle it, but Molly can’t.  And Daniel, hell, a strong wind can knock him over.”
“I’d still like to see her.  I can handle it, Jack.  I appreciate the concern.”
“It’s your head.” He scoffs.  “Let me guess.  Daniel asked you for money, right?”
“Yeah.  And I’m not opposed to helping, that’s not the thing.”
“I get it.  You don’t want to dish it out if you don’t know that she’s being properly looked after.  That’s the reason why I wouldn’t give Daniel money for mom when he asked for it.  And I don’t blame you with him.  He’s still chasing his own demons.  I wouldn’t trust him with a dime, but he’s got a heart of gold for mom.”
“That’s reassuring.”
He changes the subject.  “You’ve been keeping a low profile lately.  I haven’t seen your face pasted on any rags for a while.  You cut out the sauce?”
“Yeah.  A couple months ago. You?”
“I’ve been clean for ten years.  Molly kicked me in the ass and that’s how I’m thanking her for it.  Don’t get me wrong, I did it for me, too, but together, it just puts icing on the cake.”
“I’d like to meet this Molly person that calmed my big brother down.”
“Any time.”
I have to ask.  “Hey, Jack?”
“Yeah.”
“How come you’re not giving me a hard time about all this?  And don’t tell me it’s just because of your popularity at work.”
He pauses and sniffs.  “Axl, I’ve seen a lot of things, I’ve done a lot of things, most of them I regret.  But all I’m after now is peace.  I don’t give a shit about the past anymore.  I see what’s it done to mom and what it’s doing to Daniel.  And I’ve got way too much in life now to worry about to be continually messing things up more.”
I’m pleased with his response.  “How come you never reached out to me about mom?  Or just to talk?”
“Well, I’ll tell you, my brother.  When I saw your face on every rag in town, I knew that I didn’t want to reach out.  I knew that you were still going down that road, the road that I don’t want to be riding down anymore.  So, here you are, calling me, making peace.  And that, dude, is what I want to hear. That’s why I’m not giving you a hard time.”
“Thanks.  Hey, I’ll let you get back to sleep.  Sorry for waking you.”
“Don’t sweat it.  I’ll be in touch.”

      [image: ]“Axl?  This is Liv, my sister.” Lark introduces.
“Twin sister.” Liv corrects, sticking out her hand for me to shake.
“Nice to meet you.” I nod, shaking her hand.  Her eyes are bright green, like Lark’s, and her hair is long and glossy, dark. But it’s her boisterousness that gets me.  
“You look like you need a scalp treatment.  With that shine in your hair, you’re using the right products, but that scalp of yours, I could see it from the other side of the room.”
I don’t know whether to be insulted, but it’s hard to be, with those bright eyes disarming me.  “Okay.” I chuckle.
“She’s like this with everyone.” Lark explains.  “She owns a natural products store in town.”
“So, I’ve heard.” I smile.  “I suppose all the grease that I’m exposed to doesn’t help with moisturization, evidently.”
“Not unless you’re made of metal.”
“I stand corrected.”
Lark interjects.  “I’ll be back.  I saw Linda bring the treats dish out and I want to grab some before it’s gone.”
Liv thumbs towards her sister.  “She’s pregnant.”
“Evidently.  A little advice.”  She leans in and I grab the distinct scent of coconuts from her hair.  “Keep your beauty products away from her.  I’ve heard that pregnant ladies tend to get cravings for odd things.”
“Cute.” I can’t tell if she’s flirting with me.  Since being sober and not being around women much anymore, other than staff, which are off bounds, it’s difficult to tell.  Although, I may have just assumed, when I was drunk, that all women were coming on to me.  “So, I’ve heard of you.”
“You have?”
“Well, I have a guilty pleasure.”
“What’s that.”
“Reading rag mags.”
Great.  This could go either way. She could either tell me that I’m a drunken loser womanizing asshole, or, well, that’s probably which way that this is going to go.  I have no idea what a safe response is, so I just say nothing and feel my cheeks heat.  
“Trust me, I don’t believe half the shit I read in them.” She waves and I exhale the breath that I was holding in.  “I just thought that I’d mention that I’ve heard of you.  I haven’t heard of any of these billionaires before, so at least I know someone outside of my sister’s new family.”
“Technically I’m not family, but I see where you’re coming from.”
She gives me an evaluating glance.  “Besides, you don’t look like half of the jerk that those magazines make you out to look like.” For good measure, she sniffs my drink. “That’s not even spiked.”
“Well, I don’t want to mislead you, so I’ll tell you straight up.  Everything you’ve read in those rags is true.  I’m not proud of it.  But that’s life and I’ve made my bed, so now I have to lie in it.”
“For a jerk, you’re awfully noble.” 
I smirk, unimpressed with myself.  “I wouldn’t call it noble, Liv.  I just finished, not two days ago, talking with a brother that I haven’t spoken with in years.  I’ve fucked every woman that came my way, sober or not, since I was in college.  Nobody will do business with me anymore because I’m a drunk and a media whore.  And the only reason why you’re talking to me is because you feel out of place, and aside from your twin sister, I’m the only familiar face here.”
I’m waiting for her to offer me some sort of healing facial, but she slits her eyes at me.  “Your aura.  It’s clean.”
My eyes crinkle.  “My what?”
“Aura.” She does a circle around my head and body with her finger.  “I know that it sounds like bullshit, but I believe it.  Anyone with a cloudy aura is in trouble.  It’s a whole thing.  I could write a book about it.”
“I bet you could.” I’m bored now.
She bites her lip, sizing me up.  “Are you truly finished with the drinking and the drugs and the women?”
“I’m trying to be.  I’ve been sober once or twice before and it didn’t stick, but the last time I tried to drown my sorrows, I puked my guts out.” Why I’m telling her this is beyond me.  I really am like an open book.  That’s why the media loves me so much, I guess.  I hold nothing back.  No secrets here.
Then she hits me with a sentence that I’ve never heard sober.  “Let’s go fuck.”






  
  Chapter 2

[image: ]
Axl


If I was drunk, I’d be looking at the dude next to me and saying, ‘hold my beer’, but sober, I have to laugh out loud. “Excuse me?” 
She rolls her eyes, sort of embarrassed.  “Shoot.  I really need to get out more.  In my world, ‘fuck’ is an acronym.”
This chick is either cracked or she’s the most interesting person I’ve ever met in my life.  Either way, I’ve got to hear this one.  “Oh yeah?  For what?” 
“Fall under careful karma.”
I lift a brow.  “And this means what?”
“It’s like looking into a crystal ball.  It’s a way to show you what karma is headed your way and if it’s favorable, how to ensure that you stay on the right path, and if it’s not, how to get on the right path.”
It comes out before I can stop it.  “And you believe all this bullshit?”
“It’s how I live my life.  It’s how I opened my business and how I run it.”
“It will also be how you get the wrong guys trying to get into your pants if you keep using that term so loosely around men you don’t know.  Jesus Christ, Liv.” I chuckle nervously.  “If you hadn’t clarified things and I was drunk, I would have taken you out back and fucked your brains out on that goddamn porch.”
It’s like she didn’t hear me.  “Come on.  I’ll show you.” She takes my hand and leads me to a room off the living room.  We’re at Jagger’s house.  A place I know well.  The room is basically an office, but he’s got a dart board, a futon, and some shelves in it.  I know that he hardly uses it, because everything is covered in a layer of dust.  I’m thinking what am I getting myself into here, but then she reaches into her purse and pulls out a deck of cards. 
“Oh, I get it. So, it’s sort of like Tarot cards.”
“A little.  But these aren’t Tarot cards, they’re just regular playing cards.”
I have to admit that I’m intrigued.  “And how does the acronym come into play here?  What moron decided to call it that?”
“I did.” She says it like I didn’t just call her stupid.  “And I only ever share this with close family and friends, so consider yourself blessed.”
“I’ll bet.  Hey, do you have to change the name when you play this with your folks?” I joke.
She’s on the futon, with her legs crossed, which is kind of hot since she’s wearing a skirt.  It’s tucked in between her legs.  “Sit.” She orders.
I do as I’m told and sit on the futon like she is.  Only, I struggle to cross my legs and end up almost ripping my dress pants.  
“My parents actually like the name.” 
“Really.”
She helps me cross my legs, like it’s part of the process, as she divides the deck into two halves.  The door is closed, and I saw that nobody noticed we went inside.  My dick is squashed up against my goddamn crotch, so I give it some slack, and she watches me with the corner of her eye.  “Sorry.  I don’t usually sit this way.”
“You want to have kids?”
I blink twice before answering.  “Yes.”
“Then don’t wear such tight pants.”
“Got it.” I nod.  “But in my defense, the tailor did this.”
“Is he gay?”
“It’s a she.”
“Then that’s why she made them so tight.  She wanted you to be showing off your package like that.”
My brows lifts.  “Okay.”
She lays the half decks down and takes my hands.  “They’re dirty.”
“Yes.  They always are.  I fart around with engines for a living, and I’m also a race car driver, but I think you already knew that.”
“I did.”
Her hands go over mine, and as she leans over, I can see her cleavage peeking out. I try to look the other way, but she’s tracing lines down the insides of my palms, making me squirm.  “Um.  Is this part of the whole ‘fuck’ thing?”
“Does it make you uncomfortable?”
“No.  It’s just that I can see down your top.”
She looks at me, releases one of my hands, and shifts her top up, effectively hiding her cleavage.  “You need a manicure.”
“No.  No, I do not.  This is the way that my hands are and trying to clean them up would be futile, I’m afraid.  They would be dirty ten minutes later.”
“Take off your shirt.”
My eyes bulge.  “Are you serious? Why?”
“Because I need to see your chest.  Where your heart is.”
I go for cute.  “Okay, um, if I’m taking off my shirt, shouldn’t you be taking off yours, too?  Since this is supposed to be like a ‘you read my karma, and I’ll read yours’ sort of deal?  Or was I reading that wrong?”
“You want me to take off my shirt after you just asked me to hike it up?”
I chuckle mirthlessly.  “What are we even doing here?  I thought you were going to read my cards or something, and now you’re asking me to strip?”
She glares at me.  Her voice is taught.  “Fine.” 
And when I think that she’s giving up the ghost or the game is over, she pulls her shirt out of her skirt and over her head.  I’m stunned.  “What the fuck are you doing?”
“Take off yours now.” Her voice is demanding, like if I don’t do it, she’s going to kick my ass.
I take my shirt off.  “Should I take my fucking pants off too while we’re at it?” I blurt, flabbergasted.
Instead of answering me, she goes over to the door and wedges a chair under it, so that nobody can get in.  “Lady, you are fucking crazy.”
She undoes her bra, setting her breasts free.  “Am I?” 
My eyes widen.  “Yes, yes you are.”
I can’t help but look at them.  It’s like when they tell you not to look directly at the sun during an eclipse, but fuck if you look right at it.  And they’re so perfect.  I’ve never seen naked breasts sober, except for my very first time, and I don’t even remember exactly what they looked like.  While my eyes are on her tits, she bends down and undoes my pants.  I feel like I’m in a weird dream, or someone is going to come out from the closet any minute now and shout that I’m on that fucked up show ‘Candid Camera’.  “What.  What are you doing?” I ask her, watching her free my dick, which is at half-mast.
“We’re fucking.” She says, as she pulls her skirt down, revealing a pair of the sexiest thong underwear I’ve ever seen.  
“But I thought that, um, I thought that fuck was an acronym.”
Her hands cup my face as she kisses me hungrily.  In between kisses, she says.  “Oh, I made that shit up.  I’m an entrepreneur, just like you, and I can make shit up on the fly all the time.”
“I can see that.”
“Are you crazy or something?  Do you fuck around a lot? Because I have and you should know that this is the first time I’ve fucked sober in a long time, and I don’t know how long I’m going to last.”
Do I even want to fuck her?  I mean, she’s gorgeous, and I love it when a woman takes over in the sack, but this is nuts.  My dick says yes but something inside me is saying absolutely not.  I’m all over the place inside my head, and then she takes me in her mouth. “Fuck. God, Liv.  Shit.  This is a bad idea.  I’m going to blow my wad in two minutes.”
But she’s sucking me so good and isn’t stopping.  “Liv?  Fuck, I don’t want to do this.  I’m not that guy anymore, I swear.”
She isn’t listening to me.  She’s sucking so deep, I can already feel my seed making its way up the shaft.  “Liv, man.  What in the hell is this?  Were you paid to do this?  Lark is going to fucking kill me, and then Stone is going to pound the shit out of me.  I, I can’t do this.” I say, pulling away from her.  I deserve a fucking medal for that.  “What, are you high or something?  What the hell is wrong with you?”
“What the hell is wrong with me?  What the hell is wrong with you?” She hisses.  “I’m giving you my best work
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