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        Not What It Seems

      

      

      I wait outside Camille’s house for the light in the bedroom to go dark, then another half hour, until I’m sure Camille is asleep. Things don’t add up. I pulled Saint aside and asked if we could move up the salary increase for Camille. It’s been a month since she got a hefty pay increase, yet Camille is thriftier than ever.

      I asked Orion for a favor, and as always, he came through. She’s got a school loan, rent, which Hanna gave her for a steal, and not much else. Camille should be able to get by and even set something aside, but that’s not happening.

      She brings her own teabags and uses them three or four times. Yeah, I’ve been watching. Her lunch on a good day is a peanut butter sandwich, but most days, it’s an apple and crackers, only six at a time. Yeah, I’ve counted them too, every fucking time. The only time she gets a decent meal is when I drop by and “share” my meal, and even then, Camille’s careful to eat slowly, and never more than half of what’s in the container. When I tell her I’m done, she wraps it and takes it home. In short, she’s not eating right.

      Her bank account shows bank transfers to the same account over and over. Consistent and in the high hundreds, almost every month. It’s most of her paycheck, and it doesn’t make sense. Shit’s going down, and I want to know what.

      I jimmy the back door and slink into the house. Not too safe if I can get in this easily, but once she’s mine, we’ll get proper locks and an alarm. I’m quiet. I learned from a young age that going unnoticed can give you a great advantage. I hit the kitchen first.

      There’re two boxes of crackers, with sale price stickers on them, peanut butter, five apples, and a single can of tuna. A couple of pots, and exactly one set of cutlery and one dish. The living room is empty except for a well-worn lawn chair, an old milk crate covered in a decorative scarf, and a lamp with a book set beside it. I enter the bedroom to find only a mattress lying on the floor in the center of the room, with worn sheets and blankets that are so thin, I’m afraid they would fall apart in my hands. This room is frigid, and Camille is asleep, curled into a tight ball. Even in sleep, she’s tense and jerks like she’s having a bad dream.

      Her closet holds several sets of nurse’s scrubs, one dress, and several pairs of pants and tops. I reach out to touch her coat, which is so thin, I wonder how she can keep warm. When I joked about it, she said it was down filled and smiled back. “Looks can be deceiving,” she said. There’s no down in the lining, no nothing. She lied. She’s not living at all, she’s just surviving, barely.

      I’m tempted to shake her awake and have a long talk with her right here and now. The only thing stopping me is her pride and finding a way to bring up why I’m prying in the first place. Forcing myself to step away, I back myself against the wall and slide down, taking a seat to watch her sleep. It’s early morning before I take my leave, just before her alarm is due to sound and she gets up.

      I call Guard on my way back to the club.

      “What’s up, brother?” he asks.

      “Camille’s in trouble,” I tell him through a clenched jaw.

      “And?”

      “She’s hurting, Guard,” I say in a low, controlled voice. “No one should live like that, especially not a woman who should be able to eat more than an apple a day.”

      “Shit,” he breathes out. “Drugs?”

      “Fuck no.”

      “I’ll call a meeting,” Guard replies, his tone cool.

      “Thanks.”

      “Does she know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That she’s been claimed by you.”

      You can’t keep shit from Guard. He senses what’s happening in his club, a lot of the time even before it happens.

      “No. That’s part of the problem,” I say truthfully.

      “Noon at the club. I’ll gather the crew.” He clicks off.

      I watch the house from down the street. This shit ends now, Camille.
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      “Mom, I don’t have anything left to give. I have to pay my rent.” I hear the click, the warning sound that I’m about to run out of time on my pay-as-you-go cell plan. My card is almost up, which is both a blessing and a curse. I won’t have the ability to call if an emergency should arise, but then again, who could I call anyway? The bonus is that Mom, Dad, John, or James won’t be able to call me either, asking for yet more money that I don’t have to give. Jack, my middle brother, took off as soon as he turned eighteen. He knew my parents were toxic and left, never to be heard from again. I’ve thought about trying to find him, but I figure if he wanted to know me, he’d reach out. Jack probably knows that I come with the baggage of dealing with our family. I envy his determination to get free from the dysfunctional family we were born into.

      Most families support one another. Nope, not mine. It seems that all my life, I’ve been supporting the entire family. Even when I was six and Dad lost money in a poker game, a weekly ritual, Mom came to me for money. I remember her opening the back of my piggy bank and taking Grandma’s birthday money out. According to Mom, as part of the family, I had to contribute, even at six.

      At first, they had the common decency to feel guilty about taking a kid’s gift from her grandmother, but then it became an expectation. Today, it’s a foregone conclusion. I come from a trailer park. Don’t get me wrong, there are some pretty awesome people living there. Most are retired couples wanting the freedom to get away from city life. That’s not my family.

      My parents didn’t fall into hard times, they created them. Dad didn’t like his supervisor and told him off and was fired for insubordination. Mom refuses to work because Dad’s supposed to look after her, and she’s holding him to that, no matter the cost. My brothers never had a chance with the role model dear old Dad provided. So, John, aka Johnny because it keeps him small and under Mom’s thumb, and James can’t hold down a job, and both have served time in the county jail for assault and other minor offenses. Mind you, the latest altercation took place outside the local pub, which was filled with degenerates, all drunk and spending their last dollar on another beer. Which led to big mouths and bloody fists.

      I get a call almost weekly for more money. Lately, they’re asking for more money than usual. The cost of beer must have gone up.

      It’s either “Your dad got fired,” “John was attacked,” “James needs gas money to go to work,” or “We’re just a little short this month.” What really happens is that Dad’s drunk and won’t get off the couch to go to work, John’s picked another fight and is in a cell for the night, James spent all his money on stupid shit, or they don’t have enough to pay for groceries.

      Mom’s crazed voice snaps me back into our conversation. “You’re a fancy-ass nurse and you can’t help your mama out? You’re an ungrateful child. We fed and clothed you and let you go away to school, and you can’t help your family? This is how you treat your mama?”

      “I don’t get paid until the end of next week. Until then, I don’t have anything to give,” I reply, and it’s the damn truth. What I want to say is that I paid my own way through school, getting grants, scholarships, and working three part-time jobs. I never asked for or received help from my parents, and the minute I started working, they saw more of my paycheck than I did.

      “I can push the bill collectors off until next week but send me something as soon as you can. Thank you, sweet girl.” When the phone clicks off, I’m not sure if it’s Mom who hung up or if my phone’s dead until payday.

      Pushing away all negative thoughts, setting everything aside, I get ready to go to the clinic. I love my job with Saint. He’s an amazing boss and has, as promised, given me more responsibility and increased my pay substantially in the last six months. We have the best patients, and I’m learning so much from Saint. He was a medic in the army, then decided to become a doctor and open his own place. He makes me want to be a better nurse. My dream is to become a nurse practitioner one day. That way, I can make an even greater contribution to the clinic. Unfortunately, to do that, I need money for school.

      It’s a good thing I wear scrubs every day. It helps cut down costs and saves money on clothes. Although, for the past couple of years, I’ve discovered a secondhand shop with some great finds and have been able to put together a couple of outfits for when I need to go out. I don’t go out that often as there’s a cost associated with socializing and it’s not in my budget at the moment. But I hold out hope that one day, I’ll be able to say yes to one of the invitations I’ve received from Izzy, Saint’s girlfriend, to go out with the girls.

      My car, Ethel—yes, I named her—is held together with duct tape and prayers, and I thank God each time she starts. There’s no heat, and the thin barrier of my coat is little protection from the blowing winds and snow, but again, I’m grateful for my rickety car. Cris has been teasing me about it since she broke down one night at the clinic. He’s a wizard with engines and had Ethel running within minutes. Being the great guy that he is, he followed me home that night to make sure I didn’t have any other problems along the way.

      Cris is a sweetie. He’s funny and easy to talk to. From day one at the clinic, he’s come by to check in and say hello. A little harmless flirting, just enough to boost my ego, is part of our daily banter. He comes by for lunch at least twice a week, always with enough for me. I feel guilty that I haven’t been able to reciprocate, but I’m living on crackers and fruit, and I’ve been accepting his kindness. I hope to be able to pick up some pasta noodles on my next payday for variety.

      Cris and I have developed a friendship of sorts. I’ve often been at the breaking point and wanted to tell someone about my mess of a life, but I stop myself. The fastest way to lose a friend is to whine and complain. Or worse, he could get involved, and that would throw my family over the edge. They’d make my life a living hell, worse than it already is.

      As I turn on the lights in the clinic, I notice Saint’s office door is open. He’s never in this early. I flip the switch on the teapot and make my way down the hall, shrugging off my coat and hanging it and my purse in the small closet just off the corridor.

      I pop my head into Saint’s office. “Good morning. You’re here early.”

      “Morning, Camille. Got a meeting at the club. Thought I would come in and get some work done before I head over there.” Saint’s low voice is calming. He’s so incredibly hot. Not as handsome as Cris, but then again, I’m partial to the boy-next-door look. Izzy totally lucked out with Saint. The two of them are a perfect match. He adds excitement to Izzy’s world, and she creates the calm that Saint needs.

      “I can finish that off. You have Mrs. Wellan in for her first appointment. Do I need to rearrange your day for this meeting?” I ask. It’s not often, but on occasion when a club meeting is called, Saint must attend, and unless it’s an emergency, I work my magic and arrange the day’s appointments around his schedule change.

      “Please. I’ll be back by two.” He lifts his head and hands me the files he was working on. “Thanks, Camille. Don’t know what I’d do without you.” He gives me a genuine smile that I return before heading back to my desk.

      The morning is uneventful, and I look forward to seeing our patients. Most have lived here all their lives. They’re a chatty bunch. I’ve gotten advice on gardening, cooking, and how to catch a man. Funnily enough, the “how to catch a man” advice comes today from Mr. Rook, a ninety-two-year-old married three times, who recently buried his latest wife, Helga.

      “It’s all in the eyes,” he says. “When a man looks into the eyes of the right woman, it pierces you right to your soul.” He pressed a hand to his heart. Mr. Rook has had three loves, lucky man. I don’t even have time to date.

      I give him a quick wave as he walks out, heading to the diner for his regular lunch date with his friends, and I take out my apple and crackers. I’m careful to remain upbeat throughout the day, hoping I’m not giving off the sadness I feel in my heart on my bad days. Some secrets aren’t meant to be shared.
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      I’m torn. I want to run over to the diner to get Camille a decent meal, but that would mean running late for the meeting. The reason I joined Satan’s Pride is because of what they stand for: integrity, honor, brotherhood. None of these men would sit back and watch a woman go hungry.

      Guard’s reaction was intense. His ethics and moral standards are high, and he has the same expectations for the club brothers. He’s vetted each and every one of us. No more than two prospects are allowed into the Pride each year, and they have a minimum two-year stint as a newbie before being voted in to be a fully patched member. I paid my dues, took on the shit jobs, but did them well and with pride. I got it from the start. Guard’s choices were never arbitrary. He’s methodical and calculating, and, it must be said, he’s never steered us wrong yet.

      All my brothers have a story. I’ve heard some, but each has a choice to share what they’re comfortable with. Guard knows it all. To even be considered for the Pride, it’s a ritual to bare your soul to him. Truth be told, I thought he’d turn me away. Every other brother has endured incredible strife. My life is normal.

      My parents have a typical middle-class family. Dad’s a senior sales manager, and Mom’s worked as an executive assistant for the same insurance firm since she got out of school. I have two brothers, one younger and one older. We’re all a couple of years apart. When we were younger, we fought like typical siblings, but nothing out of the norm. I love my family, and I know they would walk through fire for me.

      Still, I’ve always felt alone. It doesn’t come from family, it’s in me. Maybe it’s middle-child syndrome, or just that as much as I love them, I don’t have much in common with my brothers. Kyle was an all-American football player through college and is now working for the same company as Dad. Steve’s a youth director at a halfway house for troubled teens and spends most of his time trying to save the world. I’m not them. I played sports, but I’ve never lived and breathed football. I’m all for saving the planet and I do my bit, but I don’t have a burning desire to be a social worker.

      When I first hung out with the Pride brothers, I knew I’d found my missing piece. I wanted more of that. It was a feeling of belonging in a way I’ve never felt before. I talked to Dad about it, and at first, he tried to talk me out of it. Then one day, Dad came up to me and told me to go for it. He said, “There’s a spark in you that I haven’t seen since you took apart your bike and put it back together on your own.”

      The next step was meeting with Guard. I was sure I was going to be shut down, but instead, he asked, “What do you need from the Pride?”

      Without missing a beat, I replied, “I want to belong.” Guard put a hand on my shoulder and walked with me for hours. We talked about everything, and especially about what being a prospect meant.

      “I want in,” I told him, holding my fucking breath, waiting for his response.

      “All right, then. You report to Risk tomorrow. He’ll train you for the first six months, then you’ll move on to another member. Let’s see what you got, Cris.” Guard gave me a sly smile.

      Guard insisted I try my hand in all the businesses run by the Pride. I thought he was crazy, but I get it now. He wanted me to find the right vocation, one where I thrived. I worked successfully with Risk in his construction business. Although construction was a great opportunity, when I applied for a job at the Pride mechanic shop, my family couldn’t have been happier for me. I’m good with my hands and decided that being a mechanic and making a car roar to life is my passion. I don’t care if it’s a dirty job. I like getting my hands into a problem engine, then listening to it purr when I’m done with it.

      Now, I’m a patched member. I’ve gone from learning construction to finding my true passion in the garage. I’ve seen the brothers come together to resolve any issues that arise and feel proud to be a part of the Pride. Today, I need them.

      I meet Demon in the parking lot, and we walk in together. The rest of the guys are already waiting for us. Guard leads us to our meeting room, or, as the men like to call it, “the round table.” We think of ourselves like the dark knights of the round table. We’re all a little tainted, yet we would do anything for the people we care about.

      “This emergency meeting is called because Cris needs us,” Guard starts. All the brothers look at me in surprise. I get it. I’m a pretty laid-back guy, nothing much rattles me, and up until now, I’ve never asked for the group to jump in. “I’m going to let you say your piece, and we can go from there.”

      I stand and look around the room, and I know before even asking for help, I’m going to get it. It’s unbelievable the connection we have. I wish everyone could experience this level of commitment.

      “Here goes. You all know Camille. This is about her. Shit’s not right. Something’s going on with her, and nothing is adding up. Last night, I snuck into her house, which, by the way, was too fucking easy to do. There’s no furniture, no bed, and she’s sleeping on the floor. Her car’s a heap that I keep fixing when she’s too busy to notice it’s missing from her parking spot. The worst part is that she counts her food. I don’t mean dieting. I mean literally she has exactly five apples for the week and counts her crackers to make them last until her next paycheck. There’s nothing of substance in her fridge or cupboards.” Saint’s jaw begins to tick. He’s pissed. “Orion did some digging. She’s making money, but it all seems to get transferred out as fast as she makes it, and literally, there are pennies left.”

      Orion says, “Let me just update you all. I finally got the name on the account. It belongs to her parents.”

      “She yours?” War steps forward to ask me.

      “She is. She just doesn’t know it yet,” I say. A smile comes across Demon’s face. This is no surprise to Guard and Orion. Risk just nods, but Saint is taking the whole situation badly.

      “Why didn’t I notice this?” Saint’s angry at himself for not catching on to Camille’s dilemma.

      “Camille hides it well. Remember that vacation week you insisted she take to go home and see her parents? She worked for a temp agency that week, and that whole payment was transferred to her parents. I found the stub in her very organized paperwork,” I say. “I’ve noticed she’s lost weight. I thought she was sick and not telling us. Instead, it’s more fucked up than that, and it’s got to stop. She’s working herself ragged and has nothing to show for it.” By this point, I’m pacing the floor, running a hand through my hair.

      “What do you need, brother?” Guard asks.

      “I need information on her family. Something’s really wrong there. I need to get her a coat so she doesn’t freeze her ass off, furniture so she’s not sleeping on an old mattress on the floor. A place to sit when she comes home. A fucking TV to take her mind off shit.” I’m ranting as if I’ve lost control over my emotions. Every word comes out raw.

      Risk immediately jumps in. “I’ll get Hanna to call her and tell her that storage is costing us a fortune and Camille will be doing us a favor in letting us put furniture back in the house.”

      “Demon and I will do a search on her family history,” Orion volunteers.

      “Risk and I will help you sort out securing her home,” War adds.

      “What can I do?” Saint asks. I know he’s already paying her really well, but it’s no guarantee that she’ll use the money for herself until we know what’s going on.

      “Can you convince her that lunch is included in her work plan?” I ask. “I’ll go to Hanna’s and put it on my account.”

      “I can do that. And I’m taking care of that. You guys just figure out what the fuck is going on. Camille works her ass off. She’s a fantastic nurse, and her office skills are off the charts. Izzy loves her, says she never has a mean thing to say about anyone. Even the crankiest patients love talking to her,” Saint says. Yeah, I can see that he hates what’s going on.

      “Orion, dig deep, man,” I plead. “Down to my fucking bones, I know shit ain’t right.”
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      “You’d be doing me a huge favor. The storage place rental fees are ridiculous. And just yesterday, they sent me another bill with a ten percent increase. Would it be a huge imposition to have it all brought back to the house?” Hanna asks. Saint sent me over to the bakery to pick up lunch at her place.

      “No, of course not,” I tell her. “I don’t have very much. The house is practically empty.”

      “Awesome. I’ll make arrangements to have it done on Saturday. Does that work?”

      “Sure. I’ll be up early and ready to go when you are.” I smile back at her.

      Hanna places a large brown bag on the counter. “I’ve added a couple of brownies for you and Saint to enjoy as well.”

      “That’s a big bag. He must be hungry today.” I giggle. Literally, there’s enough food in there to last me a week.

      “Two cream of mushroom soups, two turkey, tomato, and Swiss on rye, two salads, sticky buns, and the brownies. That should tide you both over for the afternoon,” she says with a laugh.

      Fear grips me. I may have four dollars in my pocket, not nearly enough to cover lunch. Hanna moves to clear off a table and says, “Have a good day. See you Saturday.” I pause for a moment, wondering if she forgot I haven’t paid.

      “Hanna, I didn’t pay yet.” I can’t walk out without saying something
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