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Liz:

Thanks again. Your insight is always so spot on!

Brandy, Mary, Trudy, Robin, and Carrie:

Thanks for your willingness to read and give feedback so quickly!

You are all so loved and appreciated!
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Archer ‘Bagger’ Carver

Growing up the son of an MC VP, I thought I understood club life. But then my president opened the front gate and let our enemy stroll right in, causing me to question everything. 

Then she walked in, or should I say, barged in, fists waving, tongue lashing, and the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. How I was gonna get a handle on this woman and my club, I had no idea. 

Echo Weston

Being neurodivergent means I can’t always ‘read the room.’ This can be a problem when that room happens to be the yard of a motorcycle club compound. At first, I was too busy yelling at the biker to notice how impossibly gorgeous he was, but once my brain catches up with itself, he is all I can think about. 

But how can a heart that only sees in black and white beat in his world of grey. 

For ‘Trina’

Thank you for being the greatest friend on the planet. I love you forever!
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Echo

I WAS HEADING down I-5, just about three p.m., my drivetime playlist on shuffle, the volume set to twenty-seven, an odd number, and a level loud enough to drown out my deplorable singing voice (and the infernal, intrusive squeak coming from the engine that had recently started). I was just thinking how gorgeous the day was when I heard the roar of exhaust pipes coming from behind.

Motorcycle exhaust pipes to be specific.

I checked my rearview mirror and frowned.

Sure enough, I had two bikers coming up on my right. One on a Harley, and the other riding what those in my profession call a “crotch rocket,” and they were both hauling ass. 

I let out a frustrated growl and turned my volume down, decreasing my speed, and watching carefully. They were gaining speed, weaving in and out of traffic, which, luckily was light at the moment, but the riders weren’t being careful as they seemed to play their version of biker leapfrog.

I glanced at my speedometer, noting I was going sixty, and they were now quickly coming up behind me, so I tapped my brake gently, then got up to speed again. They moved back to my right, but there was now a car there, so they moved behind me again.

The Harley glanced to his companion, then decided he was having none of it, and moved to my left. The little fucker moved into the shoulder and gunned it, nearly taking out my side mirror as he passed me.

The crotch rocket guy now found an opening between me and the car on my right, so he moved between us and caught up to Harley dude, and then they did a little dance with each other as they raced down the freeway.

They were fucking playing with each other.

I scowled.

Oh, hell, no.

I decided I was going to follow these little shits. 

Carefully, of course.

I drove a fast enough car, was a decent driver, and I had time to kill, so... 

Game fucking on, biker boys.

We drove for several miles into Oregon, and they continued with their shenanigans until pulling off the freeway. I didn’t even notice we’d arrived in one of the worst areas of Portland until they drove into the parking lot of an auto body shop called “Big Ernie’s.”

I also failed to notice a third biker had followed me through the gates. Gates which were now closing behind me.

And I’d failed to notice them closing because, I was Echo fucking Weston, Warrior Princess, and when I had a dragon to slay, I left my goddamned brain in my purse.

Turning off my car, I climbed out and slammed my door, storming toward the two riders as they slid off their bikes. They’d pulled off their helmets, laughing like they’d just played the best round of golf, not like they’d nearly killed me and themselves on the asphalt.

“What the hell do you two idiots think you were doing back there?” I bellowed.

Harley boy frowned, his eyes raking over me as he cocked his head. “You got a problem, gorgeous?”

“Yes, I have a problem. Are you fucking high?” I screeched. “Have you ever seen the body of someone killed in a motorcycle accident? Have you? Because I have.”

“Chill out, lady,” Crotch rocket guy said. “We were wearing helmets.”

“Ever try to play checkers with a guy whose brain’s been scrambled inside of his helmet because some drunk soccer mom blew a red light?”

“C’mon lady.”

“Don’t you ‘lady’ me, fuckwit,” I snapped back. “Seriously. What the fuck were you doing back there? Do you have a death wish?” I faced Harley boy again. “You passed me on the shoulder, dickhead, and nearly took out my side mirror. Had I not seen you, I could have made an error in judgement and weaved into your dumbass friend, killing him.”

As I continued my tirade, my hands, which had minds of their own, courtesy of my Italian mother, waived wildly in the air like a Sicilian Muppet. I can’t remember every gesture I made, but there was a lot of finger pointing, some fist waving, and possibly even a flipping of the bird at some point.

This might be a good time to point out that I’m neurodivergent. Level one on the autism spectrum disorder, which, in my case, presents in many ways, including a resistance to change and lack of order. When triggered, I can become impulsive and hyper-focused on certain specifics, causing a sort of social tunnel vision. I also tend to swear like a drunken sailor on his third day of shore leave.

“We were just having some fun,” the crotch rocket goblin grumbled.

“How much fun do you think you’d be having if you lost a leg, dumbass?” I challenged. “Or what if you broke your back, or your neck? What if you broke your dick?”

“Jesus,” Harley boy hissed then chuckled. “From broken neck to broken dick, that’s harsh.”

“You two better wipe those smiles off your face and listen to what she has to say,” a deep voice said from behind me.

Startled, I jumped and let out a quiet squeak, spinning to face him. Good god almighty, he was gorgeous. Long salt and pepper hair, a beard that begged to be touched, and deep blue eyes that looked like they could see into your soul.

“C’mon Hatch—” Crotch rocket goblin whined. “We were on a ride and having a little fuckin’ fun.”

The man shook his head. “No, Dennis, she’s right, and I don’t like what I’m seeing here, so you can leave your cut at the gate on your way out. You’re done.”

“Shit, Hatch, don’t do that,” Harley boy argued. “It’s my fault. I egged him on.”

“I’ll deal with you later,” Hatch warned. 

“What the fuck, man?” Dennis argued. “I thought I was prospecting for a fucking motorcycle club, not auditioning for a motorcycle safety PSA.”

Hatch moved in. “I’ve been watching you closely over these past months, Dennis, and you haven’t added up to much in my eyes.”

“Are you seriously going to listen to this road raging bitch?”

“Whoa, too far, Den,” Harley boy hissed.

“Shut the fuck up,” Hatch growled. “You’re gone, motherfucker.”

“What can I say? I’m all broken up,” Dennis replied.

“If you don’t take off that cut and move on, I’ll show you broken up,” Hatch replied in a tone that clearly conveyed he was not making an idle threat.

Dennis smirked before removing his leather vest, holding it out, and dropping it on the ground.

“That’s the last time you disrespect my club and keep both lungs. If I see you anywhere near us again, you’ll find out how serious I am.”

Without saying another word, Dennis got back on his bike and drove off.

Hatch turned to face me, and I bit my lip as he pulled a card out of his vest pocket and handed it to me. “I’m sorry my boys scared you, sweetheart. If you ever need any work done on your car, you call that number, and we’ll take care of you, free of charge.”

“No, that’s okay.”

“Take it,” Hatch insisted. “You’re right. And Archer here’s going to spend the next week in a motorcycle safety class.” 

“What?” Archer bit out.

Hatch glanced up at him and smiled. “With me.”

“What about the shop? I have clients.”

“Reschedule them. After you call Devlin and tell her what you’ve done. Or I can,” Hatch warned.

“Fuck.”

Hatch waved the card toward me again, and I took it with a nod. “Um...I don’t know what to say.”

“Just promise you’ll use it if you ever need it,” the man said. “I can fix that squeak for you.”

“Um, okay.”

He continued to stare into my soul. “Do you know how to get out of here?”

I glanced around and suddenly realized I didn’t actually know where I was. I grimaced. “I’m sure my GPS can guide me.”

“Arch, show her back to the freeway entrance,” Hatch said. “Think you can do that without pissing her off any further?”

Archer sighed. “Yeah, Hatch, I can do that.”

“Good.” Hatch nodded, before walking away

I was now left alone with Archer, and the consequences of my impulsive actions were now staring me directly in my face.

* * *
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Archer

“You a nurse or something?” I asked the hot as fuck pterodactyl.

“Or something,” she retorted.

“Look—”

“Archer Austin Carver!” my mother bellowed as she came rushing out the side door of the clubhouse. “What the hell is this bullshit about you racing on the freeway like a fucking maniac and almost killing a lady?”

I took a deep breath in through my nose and tried not to completely lose my shit in front of the beautiful woman. “Hatch overreacted.”

“He really didn’t,” the woman countered.

“Okay, can we take all of this down a notch?” I asked.

Mom reached us with a frown and crossed her arms. “Talk, kid. Now.”

“Yeah, I don’t think I’m gonna do that.”

“Speeds close to ninety, weaving in and out of traffic, passing on the left shoulder, nearly taking out my side mirror, playing motorcycle leapfrog,” the woman tattled.

“Seriously?” I ground out.

She shrugged a cheeky smirk on her face.

Mom gasped. “I pushed you out of my vagina, you little shit. Just wait until your father hears about this.”

I groaned, dragging my hands down my face.

“You’re his mom?” 

“I am.” Mom grinned. “Dani. Nice to meet you.”

“Echo Weston.”

They shook hands and I suddenly wanted to crawl into a hole and die.

My mother cocked her head. “How do you know my son?”

“Oh, I don’t,” Echo said. “I, um, well, I—”

“She decided to follow me home. Kind of like a stray dog.”

“Archer!” Mom said at the same time Echo retorted, “Rude.”

“I didn’t follow you home.” She squared her shoulders. “I was piss—ah, concerned you might kill yourself or someone else, so I wanted to make sure you didn’t do that. And now that I’ve made sure the world is safe from your dumb-assery, I shall get on with my day.”

“Oh, sweetie, you really shouldn’t be driving down here alone,” Mom said, then turned to me. “You need to make sure she gets back onto the freeway.”

“I was about to do that, Mama, when you came flying out here talking about your bathing suit area.” I sighed. “Can we put a pin in this conversation so I can get Che Guevarette back on the road?”

“Wow,” Echo breathed out with a huff and stomped back to her car.

“Archie,” Mom admonished. “That wasn’t nice.”

“Wasn’t it?” I challenged, shoving my helmet on my head and throwing my leg over my bike. 

I backed out, then fired her up and guided Echo through the back streets pulling over the side of the road just before the freeway entrance.

For some unknown reason, she pulled in behind me, so I turned off my bike and climbed off, removing my helmet and walking back to her car. She rolled down her window. 

“You need something?” I asked.

She pressed her lips into a thin line, then took a deep breath. “I just wanted to say that I might have come in a little hot back there.”

“Ya think?”

“Look, I’m sorry. I used to be an ER nurse and the things I’ve seen would make you think twice about what you and your friend did back there. At least, I hope they would.”

“Used to be?”

“What?”

“You said, ‘used to be.’ Why aren’t you a nurse anymore?”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t a nurse anymore.”

I pressed a palm to an eye socket. “You just said you used to be an ER nurse.”

“Yes. And I’m still a nurse, just not an ER nurse anymore.”

“Jesus, you always this obtuse?” I challenged.

“According to my very few friends. Yes.” She sighed. “Sorry, I don’t think well in stressful situations.”

“How is that possible if you’re a nurse?”

“I don’t think well in stressful situations that are new to me,” she corrected. “Never mind. I was just trying to apologize, but it’s not really coming across. I see the freeway entrance, so I’ll be on my way.”

“It’s all good, Echo. We were dickin’ around, and we shouldn’t have been doin’ that shit. You were right. Hatch was right and I’ve just gotta take the beat down comin’ to me from my dad—”

“Your dad will beat you? At your age?” she asked, her face scrunching up in horror.

“No.” I chuckled. “He’s the VP of the MC, and I will get an earful when I get back. I will then hear about it more from my mother, then my sister will probably have something to say about it, my brother, and so on. It was not my finest hour, and that’s on me.”

Her eyes went to the patch on my leather jacket. “MC? Oh! You’re in a club. I didn’t even realize.”

“You didn’t realize?” I asked. “The cuts and the patches didn’t give it away?”

“I was a little distracted. And the other guy, the one with the pretty eyes.” She drew her eyebrows together in thought. “Hatchet, I think his name was? He had on a leather jacket—”

I laughed. “Old Poppin’ Peepers Hatchet, that’s what we call him.”

“You do?”

“We sure do,” I confirmed, trying hard not to completely lose my shit.

“Well, whatever. I’m such an idiot.”

“Why are you an idiot?”

“Because I just ran my ass into a motorcycle club to tell off a couple of legit bikers without thinking and I could have been kidnapped and raped.” She gasped. “Why did I just say that out loud?”

I bust out laughing and shook my head. “We’re not that kind of club.”

“No. Um, clearly, you’re the rescue kittens and show wayward ladies back to the freeway entrance kind of club. Which I will now use to exit. That’s strange. You exit via the entrance. Apparently, speaking of that... I can’t stop talking, and don’t know how to ‘exit’ this conversation.”

I smiled. “Let’s just go with, ‘May our roads never meet again.’”

She nodded. “Um, sure. Right. Good.”

“Hey,” I said, leaning down. “No one will ever hurt you at my club. Ever.”

“Okay.” Her face pinkened as she nodded. “Right. Well, sorry. Again. Please be safe, okay?”

Without another word, she carefully pulled away from the curb and left me standing there like an idiot.

I shook my head and climbed back on my bike.
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Archer

I WALKED BACK into the clubhouse to find my father waiting for me and sighed. Austin ‘Booker’ Carver was the VP of the Dogs of Fire, fiercely loyal to my mother, a fucking giant force to be reckoned with, and not a man you crossed.

Ever.

“My office,” he growled. “Now.”

I followed him down the hall and into his office, taking a seat and setting my helmet on the chair beside mine. “What’s up?”

He leaned against his desk and crossed his arms. “I’d like to know why your mother is currently in a puddle, surrounded by her women, a bottle of tequila between them.”

Well, shit. 

“Mom’s cryin’?”

“Yeah.” He frowned. “As you’re very well aware, your mother only cries over the Folgers commercials at Christmas, the soundtrack to Melody’s first movie, and when she’s really pissed. And since St. Nick isn’t set to shove his fat ass down our chimneys for several months, and I changed her iBot streaming password, that means she’s really pissed, and since I didn’t do it, that leaves you.” He cocked his head. “And by that dumbass look on your face, that means you know what I’m talking about. Spill.”

“Why me?” I challenged. “Daisy and Cash—”

“Daisy and Cash aren’t here,” he snapped. “And are you seriously trying to throw your brother and sister under the bus? Jesus Christ. Talk, kid.”

I bristled a little, but in the end, I talked.

Well, sort of.

“Let me get this straight,” Dad hedged. “This woman followed you back here for no apparent reason? Before you answer, keep in mind the entire fucking compound is wired for picture and sound.”

I slid my palms over the thighs of my jeans. “Well, we might have been havin’ a little fun on our way home.”

“Translation, you and Dennis the Menace were playin’ a little game of Fast and Fuckwad and this woman had an opinion about that because you nearly took out her side mirror.”

“Fuck me, is nothing private around here?”

“And what the fuck was up with the Che Guevara comment?”

“Technically, it was Che Guevarette and I thought that was pretty funny.”

“It’s not how we treat women.” Dad leaned in and scowled. “You also don’t ride like an asshole. Jesus, Arch, what the hell? What do you think your mother would do if you hurt yourself or someone else because you were being an idiot. You’re twenty-six years old, son. You can’t use peer pressure as an excuse. You know better.”

I sighed. “Yeah, I know. I get it. It wasn’t my finest hour.”

A knock at the door brought Hatch and I slid down in my chair in a futile attempt to hide. 

Dad gave him a chin lift. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Hatch said, focusing on me. “Dennis is gone. You got a problem with that?”

“No. He’s been pushing the limits lately and I was gonna come to you privately anyway. I let today get away from me.”

Hatch stood beside my dad and frowned. “Didn’t like how you spoke to Echo.”

“Her name’s Echo?” Dad asked.

“Yeah,” Hatch confirmed.

“Cool.”

“She was cool,” Hatch said. “She had guts, too. Really didn’t like how you and Dennis treated her, but I liked that she wasn’t afraid to say so.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “It won’t happen again.”

“Did you apologize to her?” Dad asked.

“Sort of, I guess. Actually, no.” I grimaced. “Didn’t really get the chance.”

Dad shook his head with a sigh.

“Right,” Hatch said. “You’re mine for the next week.”

Dad raised an eyebrow in question.

“Bike safety, toilet licking, whatever the fuck I tell him to do,” Hatch provided.

Dad grinned at me. “I can get behind that.”

“Sorry I fucked around, Prez,” I said.

“Appreciate that, kid.” Hatch squeezed my shoulder, then walked out of the room, just as my mother walked in.

I stood immediately because something my mother had always driven home to us boys was that when a woman walked into a room, a man stood to greet her.

Period.

She looked wrecked, and I immediately felt like a dick.

“I’m sorry, Mama.” I opened my arms, and she immediately walked into my embrace, wrapping her arms around my waist, bursting into tears.

“Do you know how much I worry about you the second you ride anywhere? But I tell myself your dad and uncles taught you well, so I was just being silly.” She gripped my cut. “But then I find out you’re playing fast and loose with your life and others and I... well, I just... I don’t know... I...” She started crying again, and I pulled her back to me, hugging her tight.

“I know, Mom, I’m sorry.”

“You have to promise me you won’t ever do that again.”

“I won’t.”

She sobbed even harder, if that was possible. “Because if I lost you...”

“Enough!” Dad ordered, pulling Mom gently away from me so he could wrap her up in him. “Go get a beer, Arch. I got her.”

“You sure you’re okay, Mama?” I asked.

She nodded, waving me away before burrowing further into my dad’s chest.

Feeling like the heel I was, I grabbed my helmet and walked out the door, calling Devlin on the way.

“Hey,” she said on the first ring.

“Hey.”

“Why do you sound like someone just killed your puppy?”

“I kinda fucked up and now Hatch is doling out some punishment, which I deserve, but it means, I need to take a week off my internship.”

“How’d you fuck up?”

I filled her in on the incident, leaving out the Echo part.

She let out a hiss and then a groan. “I fucking hate that Dennis kid.”

“Seems like the general opinion.”

“Well, you were pretty much done on your time anyway. Finish up your week with Hatch, then you’ll have a station ready for you whenever.”

Jesus, she was cool.

“Thanks, sweetheart, I appreciate it.”

“Just promise me you’ll never do anything that dumb again.”

“I promise.”

“Okay, we’ll see you when you’re off grounding.”

I chuckled and we rang off. I headed to the kitchen for a beer and hung with my family for a bit before Hatch found me something boring to do.

* * *
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Echo

I made it onto the freeway just as my phone rang. I didn’t want to take my eyes off the road as I answered the call, but I should have. Damn it. “Hello?”

“Why the hell are you all the way down in Cully, baby sister?”

“Hi, O,” I said.

My big brother, Oscar, much like my father, was overprotective to a fault and tended to boss my sister and me around, which annoyed us to no end.

“Don’t you ‘hi O’ me, Echo,” he growled. “Why are you in Cully?”

I sighed. “I made a wrong turn.”

“Wrong turn, my ass. This is why you have GPS.”

“What’s that?” I made wind noises, followed up by gargling. “Sorry, you’re breaking up. I’m going through a tunnel.”

“Echo,” he growled.

“I think I’m going to lose you,” I lied, then hung up and smiled. “Take that, bossy butt.”

Feeling quite smug, I pulled off the freeway, and into my little Salmon Creek community that housed the duplex I shared with my sister, Delta. I had one side, she had the other, while my parents lived practically down the street, and Oscar lived in downtown Vancouver in a bungalow he’d restored a few years ago. 

I fully recognized how lucky I was that my parents had set the three of us up with down payments on homes, giving us the leg up so to speak in order to succeed. We’d all gone into our adult lives without any kind of debt, because our parents had paid for our college tuitions, provided we worked part-time jobs while we went to school. No brainer. We also had to go to local schools. We were well-off, but not rich by any stretch of the imagination, so nursing was my focus, Delta went into video game design, and my brother... well, he was a pain in the butt in the form of a cop.

Detective, actually. 

Hence the overprotectiveness on four-thousand.

Who was currently standing outside my front door.

“Shit,” I hissed, hitting my garage door opener as I pulled into my driveway.

Oscar walked through my garage as I turned off my car and opened the door, frowning as I climbed out. “No.”

“E—”

“Don’t you arrest people for stalking?” I hissed, slamming my car door shut.

“I’d like an explanation.”

“Excuse me?” I snapped. “For what?”

“Why were you at a notorious biker clubhouse when you’re supposed to be heading home after your shift?”

I gasped. “Did you have me followed?”

“I don’t have the manpower to have you followed, sissy, you know that.”

Then it dawned on me, and I dug my phone out of my purse. “Oh my god, it’s that damn family locator app that Mom made us all download, isn’t it?”

“Echo—”

“No, that was for emergencies. In case I was kidnapped or something. This is out of line, big brother. Your access is hereby removed, directly, forthwith, and immediately.”

“Forthwith and directly both mean immediately, E.”

“I’m driving home my point,” I screeched with a stomp of my foot.

“What is going on over here?” Delta demanded, walking into the garage.

“Our brother is being an overprotective ass,” I informed her as I locked my car and headed for the door to my home. 

My siblings followed me inside and I dropped my purse and keys on my kitchen island and faced them with a frustrated grunt. “I didn’t invite you in! You have to be invited in!”

“We’re not vampires, E,” Delta said.

“You could have fooled me, sucking the ever-blessed life out of me, every goddamned day of my ever-blessed life,” I muttered, stomping up my stairs and into my bedroom, changing into sweats and a T-shirt, taking my time in the hopes that they’d both be gone by the time I finished.

They were not.

They were, in fact, sitting at my dinette table, sipping on beers from my fridge, a bag of my wavy potato chips open between them.

“We need to have a serious conversation about boundaries,” I said.

“Let’s start with you,” my brother lobbed back.

“What I do and where I go is none of your business. I’m an adult.”

“You walked your ass into a biker compound, Echo—”

“You went to a biker compound?” Delta breathed out. “Why?”

I dragged my hands over my face and tried not to scream in frustration. 

And then I lied. “I didn’t do it on purpose. I made a wrong turn.”

Delta narrowed her eyes, but didn’t comment further, and I took her silence as an opportunity to make my way to the fridge and grab my own beer.

“What are you ordering us for dinner?” I asked my brother as I sat across from him. “I don’t want pizza.”

“Food for information, baby sister.”

“I already gave you everything.”

That I’m willing to give you, anyway.

That part I said to myself.

“Echo, you need to be more careful.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And you need to not talk to me like Dad.”

“You cannot go barging in—”

I slammed my beer bottle onto the table and snapped, “I am twenty-five years old, Oscar. I just sat with a forty-two-year-old woman monitoring her vitals as she died. Then I held her twelve-year-old daughter while she sobbed in my arms because her dad was busy trying to keep her fourteen-year-old brother from breaking every goddamned thing in the house.”

“Oh, honey,” my sister breathed out.

“So, I’d appreciate it if you’d either shut the fuck up or get the fuck out of my house.” I stood and leaned down close to his face. “Right fucking now.”

My brother’s nostrils flared as he took a deep breath, then his sigh was loud as he let out that breath. “Thai food sound good?”

“Thai food sounds great,” I said, taking my seat again.

After taking down our orders, he pulled out his phone and made the call, while I got us all fresh drinks. 

The crisis was averted, at least for now, so I put the incident behind me and moved on with my day.
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Echo

THE NEXT AFTERNOON, my last patient just happened to be my favorite. Judith Ansell was in the last stages of ovarian cancer and probably had less than two months left, but she was holding on with all she had. And her husband, Floyd, was the reason why.

He was absolutely one of the loveliest men I’d ever met in my life. Judith was in her mid-seventies, while Floyd was just a few months older than she was, and they’d been high-school sweethearts. They’d had one son who’d died in a motorcycle accident when he was twenty, and it had almost ruined Floyd (this had been disclosed to me by Judith during one of my visits).

She’d also told me she suspected Floyd was autistic but no one ‘checked for those things back in our day,’ so he had disappeared into his office which she said had helped him cope with the loss. One of the things Floyd liked to collect and hyper focused on was old fruit crate labels. He had thousands of them. From the early nineteen-hundreds and up. 

“How did you cope with your loss?” I asked her.

“Oh, honey, I didn’t. Mothers never do. I just held onto Floyd a little tighter. Actually, a lot tighter. I died inside, but I had to keep going because who would take care of my Floyd if I gave up?” 

I gave her a gentle smile and squeezed her hand. “Does it get better with time?”

“It sure doesn’t. But I suppose you find things to distract you. We traveled and did our best to celebrate each other. It was us first, you know? But in my grief, and not really caring if I lived or died, I didn’t really take care of my health and that has bitten me in the butt.” She blinked back tears. “And now, I’m leaving him.”

I grabbed my stethoscope and made her a promise. “I will make sure Floyd is looked after.”

Her eyes lit up. “You will?”

“Absolutely.”

“You’re a good girl, Echo.”

I smiled. “I try. Now, let’s get your vitals.”

I knocked on the door and Floyd answered, his hands flapping as he waved me in. “She’s in pain.”

“Oh my gosh, okay. I can help.” I rushed inside and straight to Judith’s bedside. “Hi, lovely, Floyd said you’re in pain.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m okay. It’s just been a bit of a rough day.”

“Right. Let’s get your vitals really quick, then we’ll get you some pain meds.”

“Help her,” Floyd growled.

“I will. I promise. But I have to do this first.”

“Now,” he demanded. “Help her now.”

“Pinky,” Judith cooed. “Sit down, honey. Let Echo do her thing.”

Floyd flopped into the chair next to her bed and I ran through a quick vitals check making sure Judith knew what day, month, year, we were in, who the current president was, etcetera. She was perfectly lucid, and her vitals were good, other than an elevated blood pressure that came with pain, so I gave her morphine, and within twenty minutes, she started to relax.

As did Floyd, although, he was up and pacing the room, his hands flapping like they did when he was upset.

“Floyd,” Judith prompted as I rechecked her vitals.

“Oh. Right. Um, sorry, Echo, if I scared you.”

“What?”

“I’m sorry if I scared you when I was growly.”

I jotted down Judith’s now lowered blood pressure. “You didn’t scare me, Floyd. You were just worried. I get that.”

“I would never hurt you.”

“I know that,” I said.

He flapped his hands again. “Sometimes Judy says I look mad when I’m not and she says I need to explain, with words, because people don’t understand.”

I faced him and smiled. “I know you would never hurt me, Floyd. This is a very scary time, and I understand that you’re worried about Judith. Thank you for apologizing but you and I are good.”

He nodded and sat back in the chair.

“Did you want to show Echo the book, honey?” Judith asked.

“Oh, right,” Floyd muttered, and stood again, making his way to the dresser. “Here’s everything since Tuesday.”

I took the notebook with a grin. Floyd had taken it upon himself to buy a notebook at the very beginning of our time together, and in it, he wrote down Judith’s med schedule, her bowel movements, absolutely everything that happened by the minute. 

“Thank you, Floyd. You know how much of a help this is for me, don’t you? You are probably the best nursing assistant I’ve ever had.”

He beamed. “Really?”

“Absolutely. You might want to look at this as a second career.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of a mega store greeter.”

“Oh yeah?”

He gave me a cheeky smile. “Yes. I’d say, ‘Welcome to the store, get your shit and get out.’”

I couldn’t stop a laugh as I opened Judith’s notebook. “Oh my gosh, Floyd. If you were the greeter, I’d so shop there.”

With Judith’s pain under control, Floyd was back to his old self, and the three of us fell back into a natural and friendly rhythm. The notes Floyd had taken updated me on everything I needed to know about how Judith’s past few days had gone, so I was able to take a little extra time just to visit with the couple, which I cherished. 

“Now, I have an extra hour because of your amazing notes, Floyd, so can I make you both dinner before I go?” I asked.

“You’re not paid to do that,” Judith pointed out.

“I know that.” I squeezed her arm. “I know for a fact Floyd did a big shop when I came on Tuesday, so how about my garlic chicken pasta?”

“That sounds delicious,” Floyd breathed out.

“And if that’s too much, Judith, I’ll make you some soup,” I said.

“Will you eat with us?” Floyd asked.

“If you’d like.”

Floyd clapped his hands then rubbed them together in glee. “Alright! Let me show you where everything is.”

I ended up staying for another three hours, mostly because I adored Floyd and Judith and I enjoyed their company, so once I did one more vitals check on Judith and made sure her pain was under control, I headed home and fell into bed.

Then I broke down.

I didn’t know what I was going to do when she died. 

I just knew it was going to gut me.

* * *
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Archer

“Arch!” Hatch bellowed, and I tried to bite back an expletive.

I was currently in the parts room of his shop trying to find a chain guard for a sixty-nine Triumph Bonneville and failing. He said it was back here, but I swear to god, it wasn’t.

“Yeah?” I bellowed back.

Hardcase poked his head in and frowned. “Have you moved in back here, or what?”

“I can’t fuckin’ find this goddamned chain guard.”

“For the Triumph?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed.

He walked over to the bench in the middle of the room, picking one up and said, “You mean, this?”

I dropped my head and swore. 

“What are you, stupid or blind?” Hardcase taunted.

“It’s too early for your shit, hard-on,” I snapped
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