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Hate the sin, love the Sinner...

I THOUGHT I WAS THROUGH with him, that biker bad boy who swept me off my feet seven years ago. I was going to get my life together, settle down with a normal nine to five guy and have a couple of kids. But after watching my best friend Zoe get everything I thought I wanted, I realized that wasn’t for me. I needed adventure and excitement, all the things that the Kings of Hades motorcycle club offered. The only problem was that Jasper was off the menu. I demanded a ring and he said no, so that was the end of that.

Simon was just a replacement, someone to have fun with when I wasn’t working. We weren’t seriously involved. How could I be? He was a member of a rival gang with the nickname “The Reaper.” That wasn’t the kind of guy you put down roots with. How was I to know that Simon was hell bent on getting revenge on Jasper and the rest of the Kings for something that happened long ago? And that I would be caught in the crossfire?
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Jasper
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“WHY DON’T WE TAKE A ride down the coast?” Red asked, circling his mug with a meaty paw.

I was only half listening. The gang was collected in Wheelie’s Diner, a twenty-four-hour sandwich-and-pancake place just outside of Stroudville. We were in a corner booth, big enough to fit eight or nine adults. Almost everyone was there, except Vince, of course.

The Kings of Hades Motorcycle Club was my second family. The guys I rode with were like brothers to me, each one of them with a history that matched my own. I didn’t know whether it was my upbringing or whether it was just the way of the world, but I felt lost until I joined up with them. Riding free alongside my brethren, I knew I could take on anything life wanted to throw at me. It was power; it was pride. I almost had everything I needed right there in the booth.

“We could take a few weeks, end up in Florida,” Red continued.

“Sounds good,” Al agreed.

“What do you think, Jasper?” Red asked.

“Hmm?” I looked up, tuning in to the conversation.

“About an epic journey from here to Florida?” the man repeated himself.

“Yeah, sounds good,” I agreed. I didn’t care. I would follow the gang anywhere they wanted to go. It wasn’t really up to us though. Clay was our leader; he was the one who had to approve the plan. I was just Clay’s little brother, a soldier in the army and nothing more.

“We could go to New York,” Andrew suggested. He was the newest member and had just earned his stripes. Some of his ideas weren’t battle tested.

“New York,” Red scoffed. “And what would we do in New York?”

“We could go to bars,” Andrew said, the realization growing on him that no one else liked the idea.

“New York is for pansies,” Red trounced the suggestion, turning to Clay. “What do you think, man?”

“I’m thinking,” Clay replied, not committing to one course of action over another. He had his eye on the waitress across the room.

Pretty and brunette, Jenny was Clay’s girlfriend. She was dressed in her uniform, a blue frock with a white apron and a little hat. I thought she looked more like a nurse than a waitress, but I kept that opinion to myself. I wasn’t the fashion police.

She was taking an order from another table, being friendly as she always was but cognizant of her boyfriend close by. I liked Jenny. She was good for Clay. She made him feel wanted, and she only had eyes for him. I needed something like that in my life, but unfortunately, I had struck out in the love department.

“What about DC?” Andrew asked, still not getting it.

Stroudville was a medium-sized burg. There was a downtown, but there was also plenty of open space all around. The bars were fierce, real masculine hovels where a guy could lose himself in a beer. The people were good, hardworking folks who struggled to make a living but didn’t complain about it. The city wasn’t for us. Whether it was New York, DC, or Baltimore, no one was interested in riding through congested streets.

“The point of riding down the coast is the scenery,” I told Andrew.

“There’s scenery in DC,” he replied.

“Not the same,” Red countered. “The wind in your hair, the surf by your side. DC’s nothing but traffic and politicians.”

Andrew shrugged. I finished my coffee, raising the cup to Jenny for a refill. She came over obediently, dropping a hand only Clay’s shoulder. Clay pulled her into his lap, not caring what anyone else thought. Jenny laughed. If her manager saw, he wouldn’t dare chastise her. As the girlfriend of the leader of the Kings of Hades, Jenny had some weight to swing around. That was another thing about Stroudville. We were known here; this was our territory. All that would change if we drove into DC. We would be on someone else’s territory, and we might inadvertently start a gang war. Andrew didn’t seem to appreciate the politics that went into our own operation.

“I’m on my break,” Jenny told me.

I sighed, putting my mug down. I would have to wait for coffee.

Clay pushed Jenny to her feet, standing up and leading her into the back. I knew they were going to make out and that it was none of my business. I wished for the thousandth time that I had what he had. Not Jenny, but Clara.

Clara was the only woman I’d ever loved. Sure, my past was full of old girlfriends, some more serious than others. But there had only ever been a deep connection with one of them. I’d met Clara in a bar seven years ago. She had long brown hair and brown eyes, and she was just a little bit taller than the average woman. I liked that in her. It gave her grace and a quiet strength that set her apart from all the rest.

We dated for two years, and honestly, those were the best two years of my life. I was serious when I told her that I loved her and that I could see myself sticking by her side. But she wanted more than I could give her. She wanted the whole package, the house, the kids, the two-car garage. She wanted a white picket fence out in the suburbs. She wanted me to leave the gang and settle down.

I tried to convince her that life within the gang was far better than life on our own. I had a group of brothers I could count on. When we rode together, we were stronger than any one member, and I didn’t want to give that up.

It broke my heart when she walked away, but at the same time, I understood. She had to do what was best for her. If it wasn’t me, then at least I could console myself with the idea that she found some straightlaced geek who was going to do right by her.

“Vince would know what to do,” Al said, reminding me that the group hadn’t strayed from the topic about what to do that summer.

Everyone around the table agreed. I raised my empty glass in a salute. The rest of them followed, each taking a somber minute to reflect. Vince was our leader before Clay. It was six months almost to the day since he died. We all felt like we lost a friend. More than that, it was like we lost a father figure.

Clay was great, don’t get me wrong. He knew how to maintain order, and he could fight with the best of them. There was no way in hell I would disrespect my flesh and blood, but it still wasn’t the same. Vince was a legend.

I remembered when I first joined the gang. There was some hazing. I had to stay up all night and drink far more than I wanted to. Afterward, Vince told me to ride into town and grab a pair of shoes off a wire. There were other gangs in Stroudville and enough people living on the wrong side of the law to toss a few pairs of sneakers over telephone wires.

Drunk as I had ever been, I had to park my bike and climb up a telephone pole, pushing the sneakers to the ground. I could barely remember doing it but managed somehow and brought the trophy back to my new boss. He laughed and welcomed me into the family. Since then, we came up with even more creative ways to make mischief, demanding that new recruits prove themselves in more and more outrageous ways. I think Andrew had to tag an office building, a serious offense that would have bought him jail time if he was caught.

Once you were in the Kings of Hades, you were in for life. I never regretted making that decision. Every day I rode with my friends was a day I counted as a success. I didn’t for one minute contemplate jumping ship, even after Vince was shot. His death didn’t frighten me, just made me mad. We all knew who was behind it, but there was no way we were going to talk to the police. The Kings of Hades handled its own.

“To Vince,” Red said.

“To Vince,” we all agreed.

I set my cup down, still empty, and waited for Clay to return from the kitchen. He took his time, and we all knew what that meant. Things were probably getting hot and heavy with Jenny, lucky bastard. When he finally returned, he had that smug look on his face that told us all what we needed to know.

I waited patiently until Jenny came around, her uniform wrinkled. She poured me a new cup and winked at me. I reached for the sugar, emptying a few teaspoons into my coffee. I wasn’t exactly jealous. I was happy for Clay, and I was looking forward to riding down the coast. But at the same time, I was miserable.

Things in my life just weren’t going well. I had a job, but it was a crap position, nothing that a normal person might consider a career path. I was all in with the gang; riding was the only thing I cared about.

Luckily, everyone else felt the same way. We finished up our meal and left a big tip. Clay watched as everyone dipped into their wallets, laying enough cash on the table to satisfy his woman.

Our bikes were parked out front. The diner catered to all motorcycle enthusiasts, but especially to the Kings. We had our own spot right next to the steps, and anyone stupid enough to park there was asking for trouble. There were a few cars in the lot, regular patrons who were just there to enjoy breakfast. I watched Clay kiss Jenny goodbye and follow us out into the sun.

“Saturday,” Red said.

“Saturday,” I agreed.

“What’s Saturday?” Andrew asked, slow on the uptake as always.

“Saturday is the six-month anniversary of Vince’s death,” Al told him, climbing onto his ride.

“We should do something,” I suggested. “To mark the occasion.”

“Drinks at Nomad in his honor,” Clay declared.

We all nodded our agreement. It seemed fitting. Vince had liked Nomad, the biker bar across town. It was his favorite hangout spot and the perfect location for a memorial. I threw my leg over the side of my hog, firing up the engine.

Clay put out a call to action. “We’ll meet there on Saturday.” 

We all split up, everyone except Clay and me. I tested the throttle and sped out of the parking lot, close on my brother’s heels.
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Clara
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“EEW, ALICE, PUT THAT down!” Zoe yelled at her three-year-old daughter.

The little girl had a cricket in her hand and was holding it up proudly, as if she had just discovered long-lost treasure. Zoe leaned down from her seat, brushing the bug away. She grabbed a napkin, dipped it in a glass of water, and wiped the child’s palm.

“Go play in your sandbox,” Zoe instructed.

“I found it in my sandbox,” Alice said.

“Well then, go play on your swing set.” Zoe pivoted to the next suggestion without missing a beat.

The little girl shrugged and dashed off into the yard. We were sitting in the back, behind Zoe’s two-story home. It was a beautiful spring day, perfect for a barbeque. Zoe and her husband had invited me over, and I’d eagerly accepted. I loved spending time with my friend, although I could have done without the menagerie.

I laughed, watching Alice retreat to her swing set. They had the perfect setup in the backyard. There was a sandbox and a jungle gym, one of those prefabricated ones that you could buy at home improvement stores. It had a swing and a slide with a fortress-type thing on stilts. Alice had just graduated to the big leagues after outgrowing a tiny plastic playhouse. Patrick, Zoe’s husband, had set up the current equipment himself, and he was very proud of it. I almost thought it was too big for little Alice, but I held my tongue. I didn’t know anything about kids, and I wasn’t even sure I wanted to know.

Growing up, I’d seen how my parents lived and how other people in the community took pride in their homes and their children. I thought that’s what I wanted for myself, the whole American dream. I imagined a big wedding, with tons of friends and an expensive white dress. I was going to get pregnant shortly thereafter, going to Lamaze classes with my doting husband. We would have two girls and two boys, each named after characters in stories that were meaningful to us as a couple. I flirted around with Fern from Charlotte’s Web or Harry from Harry Potter. I wasn’t any kind of nerd, but I didn’t know where else to find names.

Little Fern and Harry and their brother and sister would grow up in the suburbs. They would attend elementary school, and I would join the PTA. I would host bake sales and cheer my babies on during soccer games. I would be friends with all the popular moms, making sure that our house was full of laughter.

Seeing Zoe begin her family changed all that. It’s not that I thought she had a bad life. She was happy, and her husband was great. Even little Alice had her moments, but the amount of work involved was outrageous. When Alice was a baby, Zoe couldn’t put her down even for a second. Whenever I came to visit, the girl was wrapped up in a baby carrier, strapped to my friend’s chest. She had to pull out a breast to nurse every twenty minutes, and the bags under her eyes from lack of sleep were big enough to carry groceries in.

Zoe cooked and cleaned and did laundry. The only time she ever got out was to take Alice to the park. Her only friends were other moms who were in the same boat. As soon as Alice started crawling, Zoe had to be extra vigilant. The child would pick up random things and put them into her mouth, with no discrimination. I watched in horror as she tried to suck keys and candles, even bugs.

Patrick helped out where he could, but he was gone for much of the day. That left Zoe alone with the tiniest boss in the world, changing diapers and tiptoeing around her own home. Aside from all the craziness of parenting, Zoe also ran a blog. She had thousands of followers who waited eagerly for her tips on how to lead an interesting life even with a little bundle of joy in tow.

She never asked me to babysit. I was grateful for that because I didn’t think I would be any good at it. If she wanted a date night with her husband, they would drop Alice off with her grandparents. I knew the couple was happy, and I was happy for them. When it was my time, I would probably regret not starting a family sooner. Zoe always said that when Alice smiled, it was all worth it. I would just have to take her word.

“So,” Zoe said, making conversation, “tell me about Simon.”

“He’s okay,” I replied.

“Just okay?” she teased.

“He’s great,” I amended my response. “He’s not the one, but I’m having fun.”

“Girl!” Zoe swore. “That’s more like it.”

“What are you two talking about?” Patrick came over, setting a plate of burgers down on the table.

“Clara’s having fun with her new beau,” Zoe reported.

“He’s not so new,” I corrected her. “We’ve been...friends for almost a year now.”

“Friends?” Patrick lifted an eyebrow.

I turned away. I wasn’t sure how to classify my relationship with Simon. We were definitely more than friends, but I wasn’t sure if we were dating. Simon might have a different opinion on the matter, but my heart wasn’t really in the relationship. Truth be told, I was still hung up on Jasper.

He was the one who got away. With him, I wanted the white picket fence, the four kids and a dog, and all the other trappings of suburban life. I could picture myself living happily ever after with him, but when I demanded that he put a ring on my finger, he said no. He chose the life of a biker over what I had to offer, and it still stung.

Since then, I had only engaged in casual dating. Simon was a little different. I knew without asking that I couldn’t play around while I was seeing Simon. We might not be going steady, but I didn’t want to complicate matters. It was best just to remain a one-man woman and to work on myself instead of seeking attention from someone else.

“I don’t know how you do it,” I told Zoe and Patrick.

“You’re off topic,” Zoe replied.

“Which is?”

“Simon,” she reminded me.

“What is there to say about Simon?” I asked.

“If you don’t love him, why are you with him?” Zoe responded.

“I don’t love him,” I agreed. “But he’s alright. I told you, we’re keeping it casual.”

“I don’t like him at all,” Patrick announced.

I turned up my nose at him. Patrick’s opinion didn’t really matter to me. He was good for Zoe, in a solid middle-class kind of way, but he wasn’t my brother or my father. He wasn’t even really my friend. I didn’t want to tell him to mind his own business, but I couldn’t stop my face from pinching up.

Patrick translated the look into something approximating a disagreement and pushed his case. “He’s dangerous.”

“I like danger,” I said. “That’s kind of the point.”

Patrick shook his head. “Alice! Come eat.”

Alice slid down the slide and ran to join us. Zoe reached for a burger and put it on a paper plate, cutting it into bite-sized pieces. I knew that she envied me just as much as I envied her. She seemed to have everything that you were supposed to want. She didn’t have to work outside the home; she had a beautiful daughter and a loving husband. Even though I liked the freedom of living on my own, I still had aspirations to become a wife and mother someday. Zoe would never have to worry about being alone. She would always have somebody in her corner who was dedicated to making her life better. I still wanted that. Even though I was scared and it seemed like a lot of work. I guess at the end of the day, I was confused.

“I understand what you mean,” Zoe whispered.

I looked at her and smiled. Leave it to my best friend to cut through all the noise and get to the heart of the matter. Bad boys were more fun. The grass was always greener on the other side of the fence too, so I had to remember that when I looked at the choices Zoe made. Regardless of our vastly different trajectories, we were still best friends. That’s what mattered. And I could enjoy being “Aunt Clara” with no plans to start a hoard of my own. I rotated in my seat to face the table and reached for the package of buns.

Stacking the burger on the bun and reaching for a pickle, I felt my phone buzz. I wiped my fingers on a napkin before pulling it out. It was a message from Simon. He wanted to know if I was free on Saturday.

Sure, I replied.

Pick you up at three, he wrote.

“Who was that?” Zoe asked, her eagle eye missing nothing.

“No one,” I said.

“Sounds like a date,” Patrick surmised.

I stuck my tongue out at him. He wasn’t my favorite person, but he was growing on me. After trying to set me up with a few of his business friends, I was coming to accept the fact that he cared. I could only hope that I might find someone equally as devoted, just not quite as middle-class.
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SATURDAY ROLLED AROUND, and I got on my bike. I loved the feeling of the air swooping by me as I rode. It was half of the reason I joined the gang in the first place. To have the camaraderie of brothers all doing something that I loved was the best feeling in the world. Riding alone, I felt daring, but riding in a gang, I felt invincible.

We were gathering at Nomad, the biker bar that Vince loved. If you couldn’t find Vince at home, he was nearly always at Nomad, knocking back a drink or two. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to the event. It was likely to feature a lot of morose talk about life and death, two subjects I didn’t want to deal with.

Still, I was a member of the gang, and they wanted a show of respect. I cruised along at top speed until the turnoff came, coasting into the parking lot in first gear. I recognized the Kings of Hades’ bikes lined up near the entrance. Climbing off, I kicked down the bike stand, leaning my prized possession up with the rest of them.

It looked like I was the last to arrive. Barging through the door, I spotted my brothers near the bar. Walking over to them, I could tell that a few were on their way to a serious buzz. I ordered a beer after making the rounds, slapping hands and backs and consoling everyone on a brilliant warrior lost.

“He would have made them pay by now,” Cade said. Cade had been Vince’s best friend when he was alive. He didn’t approve of Clay’s leadership style, thought my older brother was too lenient.

It was true, Clay was much more reserved than Vince had been, but I thought he was a good leader. He kept us out of trouble more times than I could count. What would be the use of retaliation if it left more people dead or landed a few of us in jail. The prisons were full of bikers, and that helped no one.

I trusted Clay to say when and where we would get revenge. If he didn’t think the time was right, then the time wasn’t right. It was as simple as that. No one encouraged Cade to keep talking, but he was nearly finished with his drink and feeling his anger.

“Those bastards,” Cade swore, slamming the bottle down. “They’re laughing at us.”

“No one’s laughing,” Clay said softly.

“The Angel’s Death gang, they’re the ones who killed him,” Cade reminded us, something we all knew.

There had been no witnesses to the crime, and no one had come forward to authenticate the information, but what other conclusion could we draw? Angel’s Death were our rivals, born from some twisted vendetta against Vince. Their whole purpose in being was to destroy the Kings of Hades. None of us had any doubt that they were the ones who shot our leader; we just had differing opinions about what to do next.

I trusted Clay. Whatever he said, I would follow. Most of the other guys felt that way, although I knew that Cade was chomping at the bit. If he made a move on his own, he would be out of line, and he was loyal enough to restrain himself. That didn’t mean that he wasn’t in Clay’s ear every moment of every day, arguing for action.

I was halfway through my drink when the door opened. I didn’t think anything of it and excused myself to use the john. As I stood there, pissing, I couldn’t imagine a more pitiful way to spend the day. There was nothing but grief and conflict in the air. Everybody was angry at everyone else, and with good reason.

Vince would have wanted us to retaliate against his killer. He was that kind of leader who struck first and asked questions later. He wasn’t a bad guy, just a little hot under the collar. Clay was the cool head that prevailed in the aftermath, and I had to appreciate that. I wasn’t sure if anyone else did though.

Most of us weren’t as willing to cross the line as Cade. He was hit particularly hard by Vince’s death. There wasn’t a day that went by when Cade didn’t remind us that Vince did things
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