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CHAPTER 1
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Phillip Leadbetter sat on the edge of the wharf and looked down at his reflection in the water below. At 29 years of age, he felt he should be living a life different from the one he was. He loved his family, and he'd never shirked his responsibilities as the oldest of five siblings. His father was alive and healthy. His mother was the strongest woman he'd ever known. There was much for him to be thankful for. But of all the things his family could have encouraged him to be successful in, why did that thing have to be crime? 

His father had raised him in the art of stealing. That was how they survived as a family. Mark Leadbetter, at 49 years of age, was as strict and tough as Phillip could imagine any father to be. When he spoke, everyone listened. When he gave instructions or orders, everyone obeyed. Being a man of power, he'd made sure that each of his children, from a very young age, were put to good use. Learning to steal was one of the first things the Leadbetter children were taught. Not English. Not Mathematics. No, the most important thing in Mark Leadbetter's mind was teaching his kids how to be successful in theft. That was the way he'd been taught as a child. That was how he'd gone on to teach his own children, just as generations of Leadbetters had done previously.

Phillip had long ago accepted his role in the family. He looked out for everyone, especially his two younger brothers and his two younger sisters. He wasn't the only one looking out for them though. His family extended wide, partially in people who were actually related by blood, and further still by people who had been recruited in their youth. It was his family, yes, but it was also just as much a gang. He didn't like the word, but when he looked at what they did and how they lived, he knew his family and the people extending out from it were just that. They were a gang. The Leadbetter gang. 

He raised his head and looked around. In the distance, he saw his youngest brother, Rex. Phillip jumped up and immediately started to walk toward him. As he neared, he could see a look of excitement on his youngest brother's face. That could only mean trouble. Rex was only a kid in Phillip's eyes, but he had taken to the gang life like it was something to be truly celebrated. 

Phillip caught up to him at the intersection of the wharf and the road that ran along the edge of the waterway. 

"Hey," he called out and immediately saw Rex stop and turn. 

"What are you doing?" Rex asked, surprised to see his oldest brother so close by. He had thought he was being discrete. He should have known better. Phillip was always in his face for one thing or another.

"I could ask you the same thing," Phillip replied.

He waited, knowing Rex would tell him what he'd been doing that had put a smile on his face. It was always the same with him. He would stand tall, staunch in his determination to keep something secret. Then he would cave in as he realized that he wanted people to know whatever it was that he was hiding. 

Today was no exception.

"I have something amazing to show you. Do you want to see?" Rex asked, in his excitement forgetful that moments ago he'd wanted to keep things to himself.

"Of course I do," Phillip replied. He knew how to work his brother. It was always best to pretend to be excited by whatever it was that held his present attention. When Rex believed he had something that excited others, he became excited himself. In his excitement, he then became forgetful of discretion.

They walked four blocks in silence, not even bothering with small talk. Rex had kept something to himself for months, and he was bursting to tell someone. He needed someone to know how cool it was, what he'd done, and what he had.

Finally, they stood in front of a large row of storage units. Phillip remained silent, not wanting to startle his younger brother before the door was rolled up. 

Rex proudly unlocked and pushed the roller door high. As he did, Phillip saw the source of his younger brother's pride and excitement. It was a car - a bright yellow car with two black stripes down the center length of it.

Inside the privacy of his mind, Phillip moaned. He knew the car, and he knew the cops had been looking for it. As always with Rex, Phillip had to think before he reacted or spoke. It was vital. If he just barged at Rex, he would find nothing out because the kid would startle and then bolt. He took a moment to think, under the guise of walking into the storage unit, and walking around the car as if impressed. He knew the car had disappeared the same day there had been a shooting in the large supermarket in town. The thought of Rex having possibly had access to a firearm and then going crazy shooting like that scared Phillip. 

"Isn't she a beauty!" Rex exclaimed. 

Phillip looked at him with as much of a slight smile as he could manage. He had to find out information. He couldn't screw things up by reacting in a way that would make Rex feel like he'd done something stupid. Not yet anyway.

"She is," Phillip agreed. 

In that, he didn't have to lie. The car had been restored beautifully. Its owner - its true owner - must have been devastated when it had been stolen. That was one of the worst aspects about what their family did. It was one thing to think about the items they gained through stealing, but Phillip's mind sometimes wandered to the people who'd had something stolen from them. He hated knowing he might have caused someone misery by something they loved suddenly not being there anymore. The gang justified it by claiming that those people hardly looked at all the things they owned, so would never miss anything. In Phillip's heart, he'd never quite believed that to be true. Yes, some people had far too much to sometimes even remember what exactly they'd purchased and owned, but not everyone. Some people had little - and that little had been taken from them ... by his family.

Rex looked at his brother with eager anticipation. He'd thought Phillip would be impressed, but he gave no such reaction. It annoyed Rex. No matter how hard he worked to put what he'd been taught into reality, it was never good enough. Sure, his father had stressed that they should only steal small items - preferably jewelry because it was tiny, easy to conceal, and easy to sell. What fun was in that? This was something else. Stealing a car. He should get a pat on the back for this theft.

"How long have you had this, Rex?" Phillip asked, choosing his words and tone carefully.

"Ages. I'm waiting to paint her before I take her out," Rex replied.

Phillip nodded as if he thought it was a good plan. Then he couldn't hold back his concerns and anger any longer. His face changed, revealing his feelings. Rex saw it and took a step backward. 

"The cops have been looking for this for months, and you've been hiding it here all this time?" Phillip asked and immediately saw Rex nod meekly. "They came to our house. They questioned all of us about the car and about that shooting. Was that you?!"

Rex looked at his brother in horror but shook his head. "No."

"I'm going to ask you one more time, Rex. Was it you who pulled a gun out and SHOT AT PEOPLE IN THAT SUPERMARKET??" 

Rex took another step backward. Sometimes he hated his older brothers, but other times, like at that moment, he feared his oldest one. What was he so angry about anyway? They were supposed to steal. That was what he'd done.

"No!" he responded but could see that his brother didn't believe him. 

"You have to get rid of this, Rex. When the cops find this, you are going to be a suspect in that shooting. You could be put away for attempted murder..."

"NO!" Rex yelled out. 

Before Phillip could reach him and do to him whatever it was that his anger was going to drive him to do, Rex turned and ran. 

Phillip watched his little brother take off. He was angry, but not just at Rex. He was also angry at his father for forcing them into the life of crime they'd become part of. Even more so, he was angry at himself for having handled the previous few minutes so badly. Now Rex had run, there was no way of knowing when or if he'd come back. He was 21 years old, so should have been savvy enough to look after himself, no matter what. But something in Rex had always worried Phillip. With Rex, his maturity hadn't quite caught up with his age.

Phillip turned and looked toward the car one more time. He didn't touch it. There was no way he wanted his fingerprints on it. He hoped that the shininess of it meant that Rex had done a good job of making sure his fingerprints weren't on it. Phillip looked inside, dreading he might see proof of something to do with the shooting - maybe even the gun. As far as he could see, there was nothing. Even the interior was pristine. 

Slowly, with his mind working about what to do, he walked outside and carefully closed and locked the storage unit. Rex had left the key in the lock when he'd unlocked it. Good. That meant he wouldn't be able to do something stupid like come back, take the car, and drive it out for all to see.

As he walked away, Phillip wondered what to tell his father and mother. He then wondered if he should tell his father and mother. Once again, there was a mess made by one of his siblings, and he was the one who had to decide what he should do with the knowledge of it.

~~~~~
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Daisy Leefton rushed around in her usual early morning routine. To her, it was organized. To anyone else who could have watched her, they'd have said she was crazy in the mornings. At 29, she lived alone in a one-bedroom apartment. Six months earlier, she'd lived happily with the man she'd intended to marry. She'd thought they'd been happy - both of them. That belief had been shattered when Pete had sat her down and told her he wasn't happy at all. Her work kept her busy far too much. He wanted to spend more time with her, but she just couldn't do it, so it was over. 

Even with six months having passed since then, Daisy occasionally thought back to that conversation. Pete had said so much to her that she had just been completely oblivious to. She worked too much. She always had to have things her way. They never did things together. He'd gone on and on that night, as if he'd been saving it all up to let it all out in one long rant. As the words had flowed out of his mouth, there hadn't been one thing that she could argue with. 

She'd worked and studied hard to get to where she was. She was a respected lawyer. Did she still have a lot to learn and a long way to go? Absolutely. But she was determined to work as hard as she could to earn even more respect in the legal profession. She was a woman in power, and she loved it.

Glimpsing at herself one more time in the mirror, she tucked a loose strand of her blonde hair back behind her ear and then stood still. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she just looked at herself. She was almost 30. She wondered if the stress she sometimes felt in her job was aging her. Would she ever be attractive to any man again?

She shook her head and let a slight chuckle leave her lips. She'd only just gotten out of a relationship. There was no way she was going to race into another one.

~~~~~
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Mark Leadbetter sat in his office. Head of the family, he'd been thinking about his kids all morning. Phillip and David, in their late-20s, were good kids. Sasha and Rex - well, they were still young and finding themselves in trouble more often than he'd like, but they'd grow out of that. Then there was little Anya. At 15, she seemed like a normal teenager, but already she was a master pickpocket. He knew that from the ever-growing mountain of acquisitions in her room. She'd not once been caught, though. That told him she had skills that none of her older siblings had. If any of them could be considered for a large job, ironically it would be her - the youngest - that Mark would think most suited and trustworthy in it. Not that they often did big jobs, of course. 

Sometimes he heard about large-scale jewelry coming into the city that he dreamed of attempting to steal, but he never ventured there. It seemed like almost every time something like that was around, someone else jumped in and stole it. He didn't know who the guys were who worked such high-caliber thefts but he was envious of them. He'd never admit that to anyone but there was a part of him that wished he had the skills and the courage to do something larger than the small burglaries that his family primarily did. He didn't even really know why his family lived like they did. His parents had raised him to be like that, so he had naturally raised his own kids to be the same. 

He was a Leadbetter. That's who he was. But sometimes he just wished he'd become a guy who went to work from nine till five, Monday to Friday, and went golfing on Sundays.

"Where's your head at?" he heard Rhett ask from the other side of his desk. Although not related by blood, Rhett was as close to Mark as any family member. They'd met when they were in high school. Rhett had lived on the streets after his parents had thrown him out and told him never to come back. He'd had no-one, so Mark had brought him home to stay for a couple of nights. That was long enough for the senior Leadbetters to see potential in Rhett and invite him to live with them permanently. 

Mark smiled at him and opted not to talk about the concerns he had about his kids.

"I was thinking back to when we were first initiated," he said. 

Rhett instantly groaned in response.

"Oh, fuck that. Don't remind me!"

The third person in the room chuckled. Greg was Mark's cousin and had also been a part of the family gang since he was a teenager. "At least there's no such thing now. You were good to get rid of that carry-on," he said to Mark and received a nod in return.

Outside the doorway, Rex approached but halted in his quest to speak to his father. He could hear the three-way conversation. It would be good fun to hear what the oldies were talking about.

"I agree," Rhett said, his voice more serious. "I know we did everything we were told to, but fuck, forcing a woman to have sex as a way to get into a gang - that was just sick."

Rex's ears picked up even more. The conversation was getting even better. He next heard his father's voice add to the conversation.

"I know," Mark said, nodding. "I've never forgotten it either, but that was the initiation for generations. To them, it was just a normal thing to do. Rape a woman to prove your worthiness to the family and the other members. I won't ever let that be something that's allowed. Never again."

Rex had heard enough. The last sentences he'd heard come out of his father's mouth, he instantly disregarded. He had a way to get people to do what he wanted. An initiation! Yes! He would be the coolest guy around if he could get people interested in becoming a gang member. And all they'd have to do was mess a woman or two up and take from her what they probably wanted anyway. Win, win.

He walked away with a smile on his face. The fact that everyone else considered the concept an ancient act of sickness meant absolutely nothing to him. He was young, and he was free. He was going to do whatever the hell he wanted. 

~~~~~
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"Hey, I heard that there's a gang initiation tonight," Rex started to tell guys he ran into over the afternoon. "Are you in?"

Within a couple of hours, he had five guys interested, although he suspected some of them were all talk and no action. Still, he moved forward with his plan. He told them where to be and when. That was when they would start looking for the right target to fulfill their purpose.

~~~~~
[image: ]


"Come on, girl! It's been long enough. Get off your ass and find yourself a man!"

Daisy laughed at her closest friend, Emma. Since the engagement had ended and Daisy had set herself up in her own apartment, Emma had been singing the same tune, over and over. 

"I am perfectly fine on my own, thank you very much," Daisy threw back at her friend as they enjoyed a meal at La Revolution Restaurant. 

"Hmm, no, actually I agree with Emma," added in the third of the party, Nicola. "It's been far too long. If you aren't ready for a relationship, you do at least need to get laid."

Daisy spluttered in the combination of drinking and laughing at the same time.

"Cheers to that!" Vinnie called out as he raised his glass and encouraged everyone at the table to do the same.

"Cheers!" Daisy heard her three friends call out loudly, making her giggle and simultaneously try to hide as people turned to look at them.

She was professional in her job. She was good at what she did. But when she could find the time to get together with her friends and let her hair down, she loved it. Having all gone to college together, the conversations they had were never boring. Her job suited her serious side of her nature. Her friends suited the rest.

"But enough about me," she said, turning to Vinnie. "This one has a new lover, I hear. What's his name? Brad? Chad?"

Vinnie laughed out loud. "Nice try, but you aren't getting any information out of me about my lad."

"Nice try, you, but come on. Let's have the gossip."

The three women indulged in hearing the latest adventures of Vinnie before the waiter came and removed their main meal plates and took their orders for dessert. Indulgence. It was sometimes needed. When their sweets had been delivered, the talking stopped, just as it did every week at the same time. 

"Oh ... my ... god!" Nicola said. 

Daisy looked at her and saw rich red berry sauce running down her friend's chin. She wondered whether to tell Nicola how messy her face looked at that moment. She decided to not say anything. The look was too priceless. 

"This meringue and berry mix is incredible. Here, try this..."

After a long while of indulgence, the four stood up to leave.

"Same time next week?" Daisy asked and saw her friends nod in reply. "Who's deciding next time?"

"I am!" Vinnie called out. "I'll text you all Thursday and tell you where we'll be dining next Friday."

Daisy waved her three friends off and made her way toward where she'd parked. 

~~~~~
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"Come on, man," one of the guys said to Rex as they stood in the three-story car parking structure. "No woman's coming here. This is a waste of time."

Rex spoke again to the three guys who stood near him. Each of them had felt excitement at the plan, but as time passed, they started to feel like it was just some kind of joke. Rex hoped something would go right because he himself didn't want to be on the wrong side of the guys he'd invited along.

~~~~~
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Walking through the streets in the dark was something Daisy was used to. Did she question her mind, walking around so confidently when the sun was down? Absolutely, but she'd grown up in the city, and she often had to work late. It was just the way life was.

She entered the structure she parked her car in each day. When she was close enough to her car to see it where she'd parked it, she felt apprehension flow over her. As the hairs on the back of her neck stood up, she felt her heart start beating heavier. She stopped walking and looked around in fear. 

As she turned, she saw four young men walking toward her. They hardly looked older than teenagers, but there were four of them. She glanced at her car, wondering if she could sprint there before the guys reached her. She was too late. Within an extremely short period of time, they'd surrounded her. 

"Hey, baby," Rex called out as they started to circle her like a pack of wild dogs. "I'm sure you're looking for some action, huh?"

As Daisy looked at him, she wondered if she might faint.

~~~~~
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From behind one of the large concrete columns that seemed to hold the structure up, Phillip watched. He'd tailed Rex when he'd seen him leave their home. The two of them hadn't spoken again, but something about Rex had him on edge. Phillip had needed to see what it was that his little brother was up to.

What he saw alarmed him. Rex and three friends had a woman surrounded. The words they were all throwing out at her left Phillip in no doubt about what they planned to do. He felt sick at the thought of his brother even considering such a thing. He had to act.

When the pack moved in closer and were within touching distance of the woman, Phillip stepped forward. 

"Stop!" he called out, alarming everyone. He moved his body between the woman and Rex. "Stop this, and go home," he said, looking right at his brother.

"Get out of our way," Rex replied with a menacing tone in his voice. He hated his oldest brother at that moment. He was going to ruin everything.

"No," Phillip said as he moved back so that his back was almost touching the woman. "I said, get out of here!"

All four young men moved toward Phillip. One of them attempted to throw a punch. He was immediately knocked to the ground. A second one moved in to hit Phillip. He also went down. At that point, Rex and the fourth guy turned away, but not before Phillip saw the look on Rex's face. He was angry. He looked wild. He appeared so irate that Phillip wondered if he might have it in him to kill someone, right there and then. 

After a long standoff, the four boys ran off, leaving Phillip and the woman alone. He watched them run till he could see them no more and then turned around. The woman was shaking, and she was white. Phillip started to approach her but immediately saw her raise her arms as if to shield herself from an expected attack.

"I'm not going to hurt you," Phillip said quietly. He stood back from her to make sure she didn't become any more distressed. "Are you alright?"

Daisy was in shock. The four young men were gone, but now before her was an older man. He was muscular and solid. He could probably break her in two.

Phillip saw her start to wilt, almost as if she were about to faint. Without thinking, he rushed forward and placed his arms around her to steady her.

"Oh, shit. You aren't okay at all," he mumbled but stood still, terrified that any sudden movement could cause her to shut down completely. 

They stood as they were for a long time. Daisy felt his arms on her. She waited for the pain to come. Whatever he was going to do to her, she hoped he would do it swiftly so that she wouldn't have to endure the agony for too long. She closed her eyes and stood perfectly still, waiting...

"Are you alright? Can you stand by yourself?" she heard him ask quietly. It didn't seem to be the voice of a guy who intended to hurt or kill her. When she opened her eyes and looked right at him, she heard him speak again. "I think you're in shock. Is your car here somewhere? Can I walk you to it? I'd like to make sure you're safe before I leave you."

Daisy looked at him in disbelief. Now he really didn't sound like he wanted to hurt or kill her. She forced herself to focus fully and pull herself upright so that she wasn't leaning on him. She stepped away tentatively, wondering if there was still something awful to come. Slowly she walked toward her car. She could sense him walking behind her. Not too close. Not too far back.

When she approached her car, she reached into her handbag to try and find her keys. She was flustered and couldn't focus. The keys should have been easy to find, but she was muddled and started to get even more flustered in frustration.

"Let me," Phillip said, reaching out for her handbag. He saw her reluctantly hand it to him and was sure she expected him to run off with it. While he unzipped it, he maintained eye contact with her as much as he could. Inside the bag, his hand rummaged around until he found the familiar feeling of keys and then pulled them out. "Are these your car keys?" he asked and saw Daisy nod.

Phillip handed the keys to her and watched her unlock the driver's side door. 

As Daisy reached in and sat on the seat, she wondered if that was going to be the moment. Was he going to hurt her in the car?

"Don't forget this," she heard his deep voice say softly. When she turned to look at him, she saw he was handing her handbag to her. "Are you okay? Will you be able to drive? Do you want to call a friend to come and help you?"

As he voiced his questions, Daisy found herself calming and returning to normal. Feeling her heart slowly ease in its pounding, she looked closer at the guy. He hadn't hurt her. He hadn't even stolen her bag. He looked tough. The tattoos up his arms made him look like many of the criminals she'd helped to put in prison, but his eyes were kind. The contrast surprised and stunned her.

Finally, she found her voice. "Yes, thank you. I'm fine. I might just need a drink when I get home," she said, trying to fake a slight laugh. 

Phillip backed away. "Alright. Well, I hope you are okay. Lock your door," he said before he closed the driver side door for her. Instantly he saw her nod and activate the door lock from inside.

Daisy took a deep breath and started the car. She turned to look at him once more before slowly driving forward to exit the building. As she did, she looked in her rearview mirror. He was still standing as he had been, watching her leave. With her head finally clearing, she could look at him more clearly.

And he looked good.

~~~~~
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Late into the night, Phillip tossed and turned in wakefulness in his bed. He was angry at his brother. How much more stupid could he get?! Now Phillip had to decide whether to mention to their parents about anything of his brother's recent antics. The car? The attempted assault on a woman? Despite what they did as a family, they generally never went to prison. He wondered if Rex was going to change that at the rate he was going. 

Before he went to sleep, Phillip let his mind wander back to the woman. She'd been Rex's target. Thinking back now, Phillip tried to remember what she'd looked like, but he couldn't picture her at all. All he could remember was her expression of fear. His memory couldn't get past that and formulate any kind of actual image of her. Although saddened by the thought, he had to admit that if he ever saw her again, he probably wouldn't even know it.

He turned over in his bed again. Eventually, his mind found peace and he drifted off into slumber.
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"What happened??!!" Daisy heard Emma shriek down the phone the next day. After getting home safely the night before, it had been a long while before Daisy had fallen asleep. She was glad it was Saturday. That meant no work today - well, not yet anyway. Anything could happen at any time when it came to people breaking the law. In truth, she loved the thrill of her job. She thrived on it and was more than happy to step up to anything anytime. Even so, after what she'd been through, she did hope for a quiet, uneventful weekend. Her mind needed a little peace, and perhaps complete escapism in the form of non-stop movies and tubs of ice cream.

"I told you already. Now quit asking. I'm fine," she said, actually feeling blessed that she was indeed okay. 

"Well, okay, but who was the masked man who saved you?" Emma asked.

Daisy laughed softly at her friend's attempt at humor. 

"He wasn't masked!" she exclaimed.

"But he saved you, right? Like Batman or Zorro?"

"Okay, you are out of control," Daisy replied, chuckling. "I was freaked out last night, but now I'm fine. I'm going to take it easy today and just chill. I'll be here all day, so if you feel like popping over, you know you can."

"But the masked man...? Who was he? Was he hot...?"

Daisy heard the questions and hung up. Generally, she regarded it highly rude to hang up on people, but it was part of the friendship she shared with Emma. It was their own private way of ending conversations. When she considered the questions Emma had posed to her, she conceded they were reasonable ones. Who was he? Probably someone she wouldn't want to meet again, given the roughness of what he looked like. Was he hot? Hmm. That question definitely deserved some serious pondering further.

~~~~~
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In the large Leadbetter family home, the head of the family, Mark, was enjoying brunch with his wife, Stacey. Their peacefulness was loudly interrupted, startling them both.

"Open up! Police!" Mark heard, along with pounding on the front door to their large home. He looked at Stacey. Her face clearly mirrored the fear he felt.

"I'll answer it," she said in response. They'd been through the routine enough times to know that she was more patient than he was when it came to their kids being accused of something. 

Mark watched her leave the kitchen. He sat still, silent, waiting to hear who was in trouble now. Generally, it was Sasha who was noticed by the law most often. Her quick temper seemed to fairly constantly land her in trouble. He hoped that was what the cops were at the house about. Her semi-violent outbursts at least usually resulted in a mild charge, if any at all.

"Can I help you, Officer?" he heard his wife ask after she'd opened the front door.

"Ma'am, we need to talk to Mark Leadbetter. Is he here?" 

Mark heard Stacey begin to make an excuse. He ran out before she would downright lie to the officer. He loved her. He didn't want her to get in trouble for trying to protect him.

"I'm Mark. What's this about?"

"We understand you are the lessee of a storage unit at Downtown Storage..." the officer started to say.

"No, I don't believe I am."

The officer produced a document and handed it to Mark. 

"This says otherwise."

Mark unfolded the page and looked over it. It certainly was his name on it. That confused him since he definitely hadn't rented any storage space. His eyes moved to the bottom of the page. The signature told all. It was a mild attempt of his scribble, to say the least, but it was the handwriting beside it that told him clearly who had used his name and forged his signature. That kid was really going to get it this time.

For now, though, what was he to do? He turned and handed the page to Stacey, hoping she would also know from the scribble who the culprit was. If she did that, she might be far more quick thinking in how to get out of whatever it was that Mark was about to be accused of. 

He turned back to the officer. "Is there some problem with the storage unit you are asking about?"

"Oh, I think you know, Mr Leadbetter. I need you to come with me to the station."

Mark looked at his wife again. On her face, he could see frustration. The long years they'd been together had made them both aware of what their facial expressions meant. He could see she'd interpreted the page in her hand exactly as he had. She knew what had happened - and who had done it. 

"Of course," Mark said, his heart pounding in his chest. Inside his head, he was shouting, "FUCK!!" but no such anger or words came out of his mouth. He obliged and made no attempt to resist. The look that Stacey gave him said that she would investigate. That gave him time to find out what was going on. She was an incredible woman. When they'd met, she had been a sweet young thing. Over their years together, she'd hardened. She would give their kids as much of a working over as was needed to get the information she wanted.

As soon as she'd watched the patrol car back down the driveway and drive off, Stacey started to call each and every one of her children. She knew from the handwriting on the form that it was Rex who was the culprit this time, but she wanted to give him time to admit it. She told each one of them to come home immediately. They would follow her command. They always did.

When they were all finally assembled, she shuffled them into the kitchen and demanded they sit around the large table. Each of them looked nervous. That told her a great deal. That told her they'd all been up to no good. It was a long term conflict with her. She knew it was the way of the Leadbetter family, to steal as criminals. While she'd accepted that before she'd married Mark, she also wished they wouldn't do it. She didn't want to lose any of her kids. They were troublesome, but only because the family they were part of made them that way.

"Your father has been hauled off by cops and one of you is to blame," she said as she looked at each of their faces. She wouldn't let on yet that she knew which one had forged Mark's signature on the form.

"What?" Phillip and David both asked at the same time. 

It wasn't lost on Stacey that only her two oldest children seemed instantly concerned about what she'd just said. 

"Dad's in jail?" Anya finally asked. She was a tough little thing, but she did love her dad. 

Stacey looked at her youngest and nodded. "He could be, for all I know. I haven't heard anything since they took him away."

"But why?" Sasha finally asked and immediately saw her mother look pointedly at her. It panicked Sasha, wondering which thing she'd done lately that could have possibly resulted in her father being blamed for it. 

Stacey held up the piece of paper that the officer had left with her. It was only a copy, she noted, but that wouldn't matter. Hopefully, the culprit would see it and step up to admit what he'd done. She hoped he would. Surely he wouldn't let his own father take the blame...

"This."

"What is that?" Phillip asked, not understanding anything that was going on. 

Stacey passed it to him and watched his face. When she saw him glance over it, he went white. For a moment, she wondered if she'd assessed incorrectly. Was Phillip the one to blame? No, when she saw him immediately glance at Rex, she knew she was right. What she hadn't counted on was her oldest son knowing about it.

"You know something," she said directly to him.

Phillip gulped. He was torn between wanting to be honest with his mother but knowing it wasn't good to have to report the stupid thing his kid brother had done. 

"I do," he said quietly, silently urging Rex to speak. Phillip sat in silence for a long while. His brother wasn't going to speak up. He really was willing to let their father take the blame for the theft of that stupid car. "What did the police say?" Phillip asked, trying to ensure everyone realized what had happened.

"They came here and took him off, like I said. Apparently, he rented this storage space. The only problem is that he didn't rent it," Stacey said and paused to see if her youngest son would yet speak up. Silence. "Did he, Rex?" she continued.

Rex saw his mother looking directly at him. His nerves had him on edge. The longer he sat silent, the more he realized that everyone had turned and was looking at him. 

"What did you do, Rex?" Anya asked. 

Rex turned on her and gave her a deathly glare that clearly interpreted to, 'Stupid baby sister'. 

"Your father is at the cop station!" Stacey yelled at him as she slammed her hand down on the table in front of him. 

Rex jumped. She'd never been the most loving mother, but he feared her when she got angry - and she was definitely angry. 

"Why did you do it?" Stacey went on to ask. "Why did you forge his signature on this? Did you really intend for him to be arrested?"

"No!" Rex cried out. 

"Then why is his name on this? Why not yours?"

"Because..."

Stacey looked at him in disbelief. They were a family of criminals. She'd never tried to tell herself otherwise, but they'd never turned on each other. This was a first.

"That isn't good enough. How far is this going to go? Will you let your father go to jail for you?" she asked further but could see that her youngest son was shutting down.

"What's there, Rex?" David asked quietly but forcefully. He saw Rex turn and look at him with a look of discomfort on his face. "What's in that storage unit that has caught the attention of the cops?"

Rex looked at all the faces around him. Fuck he hated his family. Always picking on him and blaming him for everything.

"A car," he finally said, after having a good long rant silently inside his mind.

"Tell them," Phillip said. When he'd let some time pass where his brother said nothing, he repeated his words. "Tell them!"

"A car that I stole, okay?! I stole a car, and it's stored there," Rex finally admitted.

"Keep going," his oldest brother said. 

Rex looked at him in distaste. Fucking older brother. Always in his face. 

"Tell them why the cops are so interested in that car, Rex," Phillip urged.

"It's nothing..."

Stacey watched the interaction between her oldest and youngest sons. Rex wasn't going to give away as much as it seemed he needed to. 

"You tell me," she said, turning to Phillip. "He isn't going to."

Phillip took a deep breath. He was angry at Rex for putting him in the position he was in. 

"It's the car that the cops came and asked about months ago," he said.

"The car that went missing when the grocery store was shot up?" Stacey asked and saw Phillip nod. She turned to Rex. "You? You had a gun? You shot at those people who were just buying food for their families?"

"No!" Rex shouted as he stood up abruptly.

"SIT DOWN!!" his mother commanded. 

Rex briefly considered just bolting. Another moment to think told him to not do that. Instead, he sat down as his mother moved closer to him.

"Were you the shooter?" Stacey asked.

"No."

"Tell me the truth!"

"No! It wasn't me!" Rex exclaimed. "I took the car that night. It was in the carpark out the front of the supermarket. No-one was around. It was there, so I took it, and I hid it. That's all."

Everyone looked at Rex. No-one was sure if he was telling the truth about being part of the shooting or not. All each of them knew was that they themselves hadn't been a part of it. But Rex? At 21, he was young, but he was capable of anything. 

"But, Rex, why did you forge Dad's signature on that form? Why would you do that to him? You must have known he would be the one they thought..."

"No! I didn't know the cops would find anything," Rex replied. "I didn't think they'd come here and take him away. What do you think I am?"

"Well, you didn't sign your name on that piece of paper, so I'm thinking you actually did consider the cops might see it," Sasha added in. 

Everyone glared at Rex. He felt like he was a kid again, being scolded for eating all the cookies. He had nothing to say. What could he say? His mother wasn't going to let him get away with it though.

"How are you going to put this right, Rex?" she asked.

"You need to go to the cop station..." Anya added in before Rex cut her off.

"No way! I'm not going down there!"

"And what of your father? Should he take the blame for what you did?" his mother asked him. 

Everyone could hear in her voice that she was trying to maintain calm, but she was almost at boiling point inside. When Rex didn't reply, her voice went up an octave. 

"SHOULD HE??"

Rex remained quiet. Inside he was panicked. Only one word kept flying across his thoughts. Fuck! Fuck! FUCK!!

~~~~~
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At the police station, Mark found himself led into an investigation room. It wasn't the first time he'd been in one, but he'd always walked out free. He wondered if, on that day, he would. The most frustration came from not even knowing what the deal was with the storage unit. Drugs? Weapons? What the hell had his youngest son done? What had he gotten himself into that had the cops so on edge?

He looked up as the officer who had come to the house sat down in front of him. The second person to enter the room looked more like a detective. That realization put fear into Mark. There was definitely a difference between a normal cop asking questions and a detective being involved.

The latter looked at him as he opened a file on the table in front of them all. Finally, he spoke. 

"Your name is on a lease form for a storage unit, Mr Leadbetter."

"So I hear," Mark replied.

"Why don't you tell me a little about that."

Mark looked at the detective. He hated the law with a passion on any day of any year, but he hated it even more at that moment - especially since he hadn't done anything wrong.

"I can't. I didn't rent it," he said. "Someone has signed my name, but that isn't even my handwriting."

"Whose handwriting is it?" the officer asked. 

Something about the tone of the question made Mark sharpen his thoughts. They didn't think he was the one responsible for whatever was inside at all. No. They had pulled him in to find out who was.

He sat silent, his mind active to a point where it was almost scrambled. He'd have to take the wrap. The only other choice was to throw his youngest son to the law. He couldn't do that. Even if Rex deserved some attention from the law to stop him from doing such stupid things, Mark just couldn't do it.

"What's in that storage unit?" he dared to ask but got no response. "It must be something big. Maybe if you tell me that, I might be able to think about who would benefit from forging my signature on a document like that one."

The detective looked as if he was considering his options. Mark expected to hear nothing in response to his question. He was wrong in that assumption.

"In that storage unit is a car," the detective replied. "It's the same car we came and asked your family about months ago. Do you remember?"

Mark nodded slowly, suddenly panicked
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