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      I pull up to my new house. It’s a 30-year-old bungalow with a garage, finished basement and a workshop in the fenced back yard. It needs paint, landscaping and furniture. But that’s irrelevant. The most important feature is that it’s located in a sleepy residential area of Sagebrush where the neighbors are mostly empty nesters with a couple of families here and there.

      The house fits the bill perfectly. The middle-class neighborhood is my first step in becoming a responsible adult. It’s part of my plan to get unsupervised visitation rights with Gabby, my six-year-old daughter. I want nothing more than to reconnect with her. Bring her here and keep her for a weekend. Just me and her.

      The short, supervised visits I have with Gabby are meaningless because they only ever happen at her mom’s house. Erin’s my ex and her presence makes it impossible to connect with my daughter the way I want to. I don’t know what Gabby likes to eat or her favorite toy or movie. I’ve never soothed her when she’s skinned her knee. Never heard her sing. Never read her a good night story or combed the knots out of her hair.

      I lost access to her when she was one years old. Erin and I split shortly after Gabby was born. I fully admit it was my fault, even though I want to blame Erin and her new husband, Theo. Erin and I got married when we were kids and Gabby was a surprise package that neither of us were mature enough to cope with.

      But Erin, she found a way and me, I was out-of-control. She finalized the divorce while I was in the slammer for eighteen months for stealing a piece of shit car. The sentence was harsh but my juvie record, my size, my attitude, my tats. It all worked against me. I’ve been out for a couple of years and tryin’ my best not to fuck up again.

      I’m an ex-con, a biker. No girl, no roots, nothing. Or it used to be the case. Now I have a fucking three-bedroom house with a swing set in the backyard. Gabby will have her own bedroom and a princess bed when she visits. Everything she wants she’ll get. I’m gonna spoil her rotten. The only thing left is to convince the courts that I can be trusted with my daughter.

      I sigh as I turn off the engine of my badass 2023 Harley-Davidson CVO Road Glide, kick the stand and remove my helmet. The house needs a lot of work but at least it has a two-car garage and I was able to move my restored ’65 Mustang Shelby Fastback into it. I have two other restored cars, which are currently sitting out front of Hawkeye’s Auto shop. Brings in business.

      Hell’s Jury has a number of legit businesses they use as fronts for money laundering and since I got my colors a few months ago, I was appointed manager of Hawkeye’s. Short of owning it myself, it’s my dream job, and the stability of it gives me more ammunition to get my daughter back.

      I flip open the garage door and stroll to the Mustang, taking a look inside the open hood, then grab a wrench and twist the lug on the battery. It’s gotta come out so I can get better access to the motor.

      The sound of a car draws my attention and I nearly thump the top of my head when I look up. Hazards of being a tall fucker. Almost worth the pain though when I see the car. It’s a 3rd Gen Firebird Trans Am - early ’80s, I think. My heart twists - it needs restoration work, but the engine purrs like a kitten. I’m already thinking what I’d need to do to prime this baby up when the car pulls into the driveway of the house directly across from mine.

      I take a deep breath, trying to quell my thumping heart. I wanna buy that car, I wanna fix that car. I’d even marry the owner if that’s what it took to get my hands on it. Then the car door opens and a pair of long toned legs swing out.

      Holy shit. Classic car and legs like that. I’m havin’ a good day.

      I wipe the oil off my hands on a rag as my stomach coils in anticipation. I’m a leg man, so much so that I could use an intervention. Then the rest of her emerges and I’m left breathless.

      She’s fuckin’ tall, at least 5’11”, and loose limbed. Not skinny by any means, but athletic and graceful. The headband she’s wearing does little to tame the unruly curls of her short reddish hair. The weather is cool for the shorts and T-shirt she’s wearing. Both are baggy enough to hide her curves. The tee, which she smooths down the front of her, has a logo I can’t make out from my vantage point. She looks down at her feet, then crouches to retie the lace on one of her black high-tops.

      I’m fuckin’ fascinated, not just because she’s attractive, but girls like her, the tall ones, tend to slump a little, self-conscious of their height. Try to hide it. But this one, she holds herself straight-backed and confident like a woman who has her life in the bag.

      My groin tightens at the thought of fucking her, of those strong arms and long legs wrapped around me. Maybe in her car. She’s young though and I can almost smell her freshness. I prefer my women older than me or more jaded. That way any expectations are parked at the door.

      She hasn’t noticed me, or actually anything else but the basketball net in the driveway. I watch as she stretches her neck, moves her head side to side like she’s got some tension in her shoulders. She feigns a dribble, feints to the right, then tosses the imaginary ball through the hoop. I can almost hear the swish of the net as she whoops and pumps her fist in the air. Then she grabs her purse and shuts the car door.

      Her hips sway as she walks up to the front door and raps lightly. Even in the baggy clothes, I can tell she doesn’t have the figure most women have. A bit boyish with slim hips and small breasts, not generally a body type I find attractive, but for some reason it turns me on. She turns me on.

      When there’s no answer, she raps again, tries the handle. Must be locked because she steps back and places her balled-up hands on her hips. “Mom?” she calls. “It’s me. Open up.”

      I blow out a breath to quell the hard-on growing in my jeans at the sound of her sweet easy cadence. Jesus, now I’m a voice guy too.

      Still, no response and with a huff, she digs in her purse and produces a set of keys. She tries to open the door, but it doesn’t give. “What the heck!” She looks at the offending key and tries again, digs out her cell phone and stabs at it. The grimace on her face is cute as she waits, then finally hangs up.

      “Damn!” she huffs as she walks back to the car. She tosses the phone in her purse and her purse in the car, then looks around like she’s run out of options. Hands on hips, she scans the neighborhood, each house, each yard, until she finally gets to mine.

      First the house, the open garage door, my Mustang, then the bike and finally me. She twists her lips like she’s puzzled, then waves and heads towards me, her curls bouncing with her long strides.

      My dick gets thicker like it used to back in high school when I was around an attractive girl, but this time it’s more than that. It’s begging me to make a move. My thumping heart seems to agree.

       Sweet thing stops at the edge of the driveway. “Hi,” she says. “I’m Stella.”

      I toss the cloth I’m holding on the cement and saunter towards her. “Hello, darlin’.”

      Smooth, Red, smooth.

      “No, Stella.” She look’s me over like she’s drawing a map highlighting all the points of interest. Interesting though, her eyes hold curiosity. Maybe intrigue. Not fear or calculation.

      “I heard,” I reply. “I’m Lachlan.” Don’t know why I give her the name I was born with. Seems the right thing to do.

       She offers a small smile, then flicks her attention to my house. “The Rose house finally sold.”

       “Rose house?”

       “Yeah, this house. It’s been on the market forever.”

       My lips droop at the corners as I follow her gaze. “Don’t know why. Nice house, decent price, good neighborhood.”

       She puffs out her lower lip and shades her eyes with her hands as she looks at it. “Probably the massacre.”

       My heart lurches. “Massacre?”

      “Yeah, Mr. Rose came home, killed the in-laws first, then his wife, and finally the kids. Three of them.” She takes a small breath as she catches my eye. “With an axe. Cops said they’d never seen so much blood in one place.”

       I stare at the house for a full moment as cold floods me. What the fuck? The realtor said nothing about a massacre. “When did it happen?” I rasp as I turn back to her.

       She’s wearing the brightest smile I’ve ever seen. Big enough to melt my heart.

      “You’re fuckin’ with me.”

      She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth. “Yeah. Couldn’t help it. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

      I chuckle. Silly bitch’s got my attention in a way that makes her even more appealing. “Thanks.”

       She looks past me towards the front door. “Your wife home?”

       My heart starts pounding again. She’s beautiful and interested. And young, though I don’t know if that’s good or bad.

      “No wife, just me.”

      “Just you?”

      I may as well lay it on the table. “And my kid, when I have her over.”

      “Ah,” she nods, her moss green eyes dancing. She’s got the most expressive face I’ve ever seen.

      “Yeah. Gabby. She’s six.”

      She looks me over. “You must’ve been young when she was born.”

      “Yeah,” I reply. She ain’t gonna get my life history. At least not yet.

      She squeezes her shoulder as she looks at the house she came from with a frown.

      “You locked out?”

      “Not exactly. That’s my mom and dad’s house. Mom called and asked me to come over and now she’s not answering.”

      “And your key don’t work?”

      A shadow flits across her face. “She changed the locks I guess.”

      “Piss her off, did you?”

      She grins. “Maybe it was the new addition to the neighborhood.” Her eyes wander to my bike, my car, then me, lingering on my face. “My mom can be… uh… judgy.”

      Goddamn I like her. “Happens a lot.”

      “I guess I’ll just wander back and sit on the step. Wait for her.” She takes two steps backward. “Nice to meet you, Lachlan.” A small wave of her hand and she turns her back.

      Don’t let her go, my head, heart, and dick beg. They’re right. “Hey, Stella.”

      She stops and faces me.

      “Drink beer?”

      She pouts. “I’m only twenty.”

      “Didn’t ask your age. Asked if you drink beer.”

      She shrugs as she steps closer. “Well, if you’re willing to risk a citation for contributing to a minor’s delinquency, then I’m willing to risk drinking underage.”

      I have to convince my fingers not to stroke her face. “How ‘bout we sit on my step and I’ll get us a couple of beers?”

      She pauses for a beat then nods. “Sure.” She gives me this bright sunny smile that melts my fuckin’ heart.

      “I’ll get the brews. Be right back.”
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      Lachlan disappears inside his house and I blow out a small breath of relief as I rub my belly to get it to stop quivering. Usually, the only times it does that is when I’m warming up for a big game.

      God, I want to take a picture of him and text it to my best friend, Lexie. She’d die when she saw him.

      He’s perfect. Okay, well he’s not perfect. The vest he’s wearing when he turned his back says Hell’s Jury. No wonder mom changed the locks.

      But he seems nice, except for all the leather and the biker boots, which I like but dad’s probably freaking out over. And Scottish, not first generation clearly, but his name and his beautiful long red hair and beard give him away.

      The Mustang in the garage makes my heart leap for joy. I’ve always wanted a candy-apple red ’65 Mustang convertible, and this one fits the bill except it’s blue. I mean my Firebird is okay, but it’s nothing compared to this car. Maybe he’ll let me drive it one day.

      Of course he’s got a motorcycle. Gorgeous chrome and a leather seat big enough to carry a passenger. Mom’s heart is probably shattering at the idea of the throttle cutting the peace of the neighborhood.

      He’s a dad, has a little girl named Gabby. My heartstrings pull. Dad will have a heart attack when he finds out I’m interested in a guy with a built-in family. I can hear him now. This is not the time, Stella. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you before you start to think about settling down. You need to concentrate on your career.

      Uhm, Stella. Aren’t you getting a little ahead of yourself?

      Yes, inner self. Yes I am.

      I hear Lachlan’s heavy footsteps approaching and get a thrill deep down in my stomach, maybe lower. The one thing neither mom nor dad can complain about is his height. He’s gotta be at least 6’6”. The last guy I dated was shorter than me by a couple of inches. They didn’t like that. Told me to find a guy at least as tall as me. I called them judgy and neither of them denied it.

      But I didn’t break up with the guy because he was short. He broke up with me because I wouldn’t put out. He was a turd anyway and I’m sure our babies would’ve been little shits.

      The screen door bangs behind Lachlan as he steps outside, a bottle in each of his hands. He passes me one, then parks his big body down on the front step and pats the spot next to him. “Have a seat.”

      “Thanks,” I say as I nervously sit next to him, maybe a little closer than good manners dictate, and take a swig of the beer, holding back the grimace threatening my face. I don’t want him to know I don’t really drink. I mean, I guess I do drink sometimes, but mom and dad are helicopter parents. I’m underage, I’m an athlete. My body is a temple. Blah, blah, blah.

      I feel dainty next to him. In real life I’m anything but. I’m tall, 5’11” and weigh close to 160. It’s all muscle of course and I tell myself muscle is denser than fat, but I get wistful sometimes when I see models. Only sometimes though. I love being strong, love the ability to run miles without getting winded. Love the fact that I can bench press almost 170 pounds.

      Lachlan shifts and clears his throat, his thighs brushing mine making me shiver. He looks down at me with a grin. He knows I’m feeling him and I think he’s feeling me too.

      A nervous quiet settles between us. I’m definitely tongue-tied. I like to think of myself as confident, but that’s on the court or with my girlfriends. And guys, well, I don’t date much because of my career and also most guys my age aren’t interested in me because of my height. But Mr. Big next to me has my head thinking things I’ve only read about in romance novels.

      “So,” we blurt out at the same time and then laugh. “You first,” we say together again.

      “Okay,” I say. “You belong to Hell’s Jury.”

      He chuckles, deep and sensuous. A man’s chuckle. Not a boy’s. “I am a member of the club, yes.”

      “Club,” I repeat. “Not a gang then.”

      “Well, we think of ourselves as a club.”

      “So is that what you do? Be part of the club?” I take a cautious sip of my beer.

      “Not just that. I have a life outside it.” He swings his hand towards his house. “This, for instance. And I manage an auto body and repair shop. Hawkeye’s.”

      “I’ve heard of Hawkeye’s.” Oh god, he manages a car shop, too? Better and better. “So what do they call you?” At his blank stare, I explain, “Like a nickname… or a biker name?”

      “Red. They call me Red.”

      “Cool,” I reply. Cool? Seriously Stella. You sound like you’re 13. I clear my throat. “I’m in college.”

      He looks down at me. “What’re you taking?”

      “English degree. I also play basketball for the Wolf Pack. The degree is kind of necessary if I want to play in NCAA.”

      “Athlete, hey?” He raises his eyebrows and grins. “I figured.”

      I scowl. “Figured I was a basketball player?”

      He laughs. “No. A gymnast.”

      I can’t decide whether to be amused or annoyed. “I could’ve been a model or something like that.”

      He reaches over and tugs on one of my wayward curls. “Doesn’t seem like that would suit you.”

      I’m about to reply as my mom drives up and parks in the driveway. I slide the beer cautiously behind me. Don’t need to start the day with her lecturing me about the lethal combination of alcohol and men.

      She gets out of her car, peeks into mine, then heads toward the door without looking around.

      “Guess she’s home,” Lachlan says as he drains his beer.

      “Yeah.” I stand, hesitate. Maybe it’s too early to meet the parents. But it’s not too early to meet the neighbor. “Want me to introduce you to my mom? You know.” I shrug casually. “Since you’re neighbors.”

      “Let’s pretend I’m not corrupting their little girl by supplying her with alcohol.” He guzzles what’s left of my beer, sets both bottles behind a bush next to the steps, then pops up beside me.

      My face heats. Little girl. I love the sound of it.

      We’re almost across the street when Lachlan says, “Hold on.” He grabs my arm to stop me, then plucks at my hair.

      “What’re you doing?”

      “Bug,” he replies, still rooting through my curls.

      I freeze. I hate bugs. “What kind of bug?”

      “Spider.”

      Oh my god! I hate spiders more than any other bug in the world. Like they are my worst nightmare. I scream like I’m being stabbed and start jumping around. “Get it out! Get it out!”

      Then, well, chaos happens.
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      I can’t stop jumping, wriggling or shrieking.

      “For fuck’s sake, hold still.” One of Lachin’s big hands is wrapped around my bicep and the other is searching through my hair.

      I’m crying now. Seriously. “I can’t! I can’t! I can’t!”

      “What the hell are you doing to my daughter!” my mom shrieks behind us, making us both jump, me higher than I already was.

      “There it is,” Lachlan says, then tries to move his hand, but the leather cuff he’s wearing gets caught in my curls.

      “Get away from her, you thug!” Mom’s closer now, voice more shrieky.

      “Ow! Ow! Ow,” I cry, gabbing his wrist as he pulls my hair to get the cuff free. It doesn’t help that mom is now punching at him, because, while he’s trying to get off me, he’s trying to get my mom off him.

      “Mom!” I shriek, knowing I sound just like her. “This is not what you think!”

      Mom isn’t listening. “You animal!” She continues her assault, clawing his face, pulling his hair and beard, kicking his shins.

      He tries to duck out of the way, but yanks my hair hard when he does, which makes me stumble into him. Which makes my stomach leap, which confirms my suspicions that I’m an idiot.

      “I’m not an animal!” Lachlan channels the Hunchback of Notre-Dame as he accidentally elbows mom, sending her sprawling to the pavement.

      “You’re a fucking gang member!” she snarls as she leaps to her feet, her hands balled. “I’m calling the police.”

      Language, mom, I think but get distracted as Lachlan says words I can’t repeat and gives my hair a hard yank.

      I cry out sharply, but still have the good sense to yell at my mom. “Do not call the police!”

      “The fuckin’ spider’s gone,” Lachlan growls. “Ran away in self-defense.” He lets go of my bicep as he tries to untangle his leather cuff.

      In the background, I hear mom say, “Yes, it’s an emergency. A humongous criminal biker assaulted me and he’s still assaulting my baby in our driveway.”

      This gets both me and Lachlan going. “You assaulted me first, you crazy bitch, and I’m not fuckin’ assaulting your fuckin’ baby!”

      “Mom, hang up the phone! Right now!”

      “He’s swearing at me now,” mom wails. Then, “Tall, long red hair. His vest says…” She angles herself so she can see the back of Lachlan better. “… Hell’s Jury and it’s made of leather.”

      Which is kind of irrelevant. “Stop!” I shout. She’s so gonna die of embarrassment when she realizes some of the neighbors are outside watching.

      Mom holds the phone towards me. “She’s telling him to stop and he won’t.”

      Shit. “Mother! I’m talking to you!”

      “You’re nuts!” Lachlan roars as he yanks at his cuff. “You’re all nuts.”

      Mom hangs up. “Help is on the way.” She runs up to me, grabs me around the waist and starts pulling me toward her.

      “Ow, ow, ow! I’m still attached!”

      “I’m trying to help you!”

      Distant sirens grow closer and then I see the blue strobe lights. A police car haphazardly screeches to a stop in front of the house and two cops jump out. One of them I recognize. Sergeant Kyle Levine. He came to my high school to lecture us on drinking and driving.

      “I’m sorry,” I say to Lachlan as I meet his hostile eyes.

      Mom runs over to the cops. “See what he’s doing and look.” She points a finger at us. “He won’t stop even with you here.”

      “Jesus fucking christ,” Lachlan snarls. “Would you all shut the fuck up and listen.” He’s still focused on getting my hair out of his cuff, but the urgency of the situation is making him get it more tangled.

      “Get down on the ground, you big fucker!” Out of the corner of my eye, I see both cops draw their guns.

      I’m in full panic mode. “Don’t shoot him! He’s innocent!”

      At the same time, Lachlan snarls, “How the fuck am I supposed to get down on the ground?”

      “Please stop!” I yell. I’m crying now because the situation is out of control and I’m making it worse.

      “Let the hostage go, you sonofabitch!” Sergeant Levine says.

      “She’s not a fuckin’ hostage,” he growls as both cops yank Lachlan off me. I shriek as he takes a bracelet full of my hair with him, then I lose my balance.

      Chaos breaks out. Well, more chaos, because Lachlan grabs me to prevent me from falling, which looks like he’s using me to shield him.

      “Get away from her!” Sergeant Levine yells. “Or I’m gonna shoot your fucking head off.”

      “No you’re not!” my mom screeches. “Not while my baby’s in the way.”

      God, would she stop with the baby shit.

      “She’s not fuckin’ in the way,” Lachlan snarls as he shoves me behind him so hard I fall on my ass.

      “Ow!” I cry to no one.

      Mom practically flattens me as she jumps on me and hugs me tightly against her chest. She’s sobbing and rocking me and stroking my hair. “It’s okay, honey. It’s okay.”

      “Jesus, mom,” I snap, trying to struggle out of her grip. I watch in horror as the cops literally kick Lachlan’s feet out from under him.

      He has no time to catch himself as he crashes to the cement. He’s rolled over on to his stomach, his arms yanked behind his back by the not-Sergeant-Levine cop who has his knee shoved between Lachlan’s shoulder blades. Then the cop handcuffs and searches him producing a gun from under his vest.

      This is getting worse and worse. I try pleading. “Please, let him go! He didn’t do anything.”

      “Do not release that mammoth!” my mom commands then turns to me. “He’s armed for god’s sake. He could’ve killed you.”

      “I got a permit,” Lachlan grunts as the cop with the knee on his back applies more pressure.

      “He’s got a permit!” I repeat to mom. “And I’m fine. Nothing happened.” Understatement of the year, Stella.

      “It’s Stockholm syndrome,” mom says to the cops. “Stella is very susceptible to men who pay her the least little attention.”

      “Oh my god.” I always thought tearing at hair and gnashing of teeth was just a saying, but I’m literally doing both.

      The cop pulls Lachlan to his feet, straining and grunting. “Lachlan Faust, you’re under arrest for the alleged assault of…” He looks at me. “Who are you?”

      “She’s Stella Leith-Proctor,” my mom replies primly as she puts pressure on my shoulders so I can’t get up.

      “Stella Leith-Proctor,” he repeats to Lachlan.

      Lachlan looks back at me as he’s shoved into the car. “Jesus fuckin’ Christ, when I get —”

      The cops slams the door shut before he can finish his sentence.

      “Once you’ve got yourself together, then come down to the police station and make a statement,” Sergeant Levine says to me. “You won’t have to worry about him bothering you again. With his record, we can put the bastard away for a few years.”

      He gets in the police car and drives away as I struggle out of mom’s grip and scramble to my feet. “He’s innocent!” I shout at the retreating police car.

      “Inside,” mom hisses. “The whole neighborhood is looking at us.”

      Now she’s worried about the neighbors. “What difference does it make? The whole neighborhood’s been watching for the last ten minutes!”

      “Hush!” She grabs my arm and hustles me towards the door.

      “You have no idea what you’ve done, you… you…” I decide to stop at ‘you’. There’s no coming back from calling my mom a crazy bitch.

      When we get inside, I twist around to face her. “What is wrong with you?”

      “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you? Defending that monster. He was assaulting you.”

      “As I repeatedly told you, he wasn’t assaulting me. I had a spider in my hair and he was getting it out.”

      Mom looks confused. “You had a spider in your hair?”

      “Yes!” I exclaim. “Which is why I was shrieking in the first place.”

      “Why didn’t you just say so?”

      “I did say, mom.”

      She shakes her head. “You didn’t mention a spider.”

      “It doesn’t matter if I said it.” I run my hands through my horribly tangled hair. “I told you very clearly that nothing was happening.”

      “Then why didn’t he stop when I told him to?”

      “Because he got his leather cuff tangled in my hair because I was jumping around and shrieking because there was a spider in my hair. Then you started screeching and attacking him, which got the cuff more tangled in my hair.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. You both could have settled down.” That’s my mom. She’d go down with a burning ship before admitting she was wrong.

      “At what point should we have settled down? When you were kicking him, or clawing at his face, or when you were trying to pull me away?”

      Mom takes a deep breath. “I did what any mother would do when someone is attacking her children. You know that I would run into a burning building to save you, honey.”

      She’s trying to distract me by going for the mother-of-the-year spiel, but I’m not falling for it. “I told you to stop!” I hiss. “You didn’t listen. You never listen!”

      “I thought you were telling him to stop.”

      I pace into the kitchen, open the fridge door, then slam it shut. “God, this is a mess.”

      “Look Stella. He was big and it looked like he was attacking you.”

      “For god sake, think about it. Why the hell would he be attacking me in broad daylight in the middle of the neighborhood?”

      “Language, honey,” mom says automatically.

      “My language! What about your language?”

      Mom compresses her lips. “I don’t swear.”

      Oh my god, she lives in an alternate universe. “Sure you don’t. And you haven’t answered my question.”

      “Okay. Because he’s a biker. They have no scruples.”

      “Because he’s a biker?” I shake my head in disbelief. “How many bikers do you know?”

      “I read the newspapers.”

      “That just proves you can read. Why would he attack me under any circumstances?”

      “Because you…” She stops, tries to think of a way to say what she wants to without sounding insulting.

      “Because as your immature baby, I’m too stupid to understand how men work?”

      She reddens. “Well, no. I didn’t mean that. It’s… well… you’re very polite, but …”

      There’s always a ‘but’.

      “You’re young and innocent and biker’s go for that. Because…” She shrugs. “Well you know.”

      I take a deep breath. “Even if that were true of Lachlan, which it isn’t, he wouldn’t have attacked me in front of a street full of witnesses. He would’ve dragged me inside his house.”

      Mom gets quiet, frowning. I’m pretty sure she’s about to capitulate.

      Turns out I’m right. “Okay, I believe you,” she says.

      “Because that’s what happened.”

      “But he’s in a gang. He’s dangerous.”

      I huff. “Honestly, you should be ashamed of yourself, being so judgmental.”

      “To protect you and your sister!” She reaches for her purse. “I’ll call the police and tell them I was wrong.”

      “Oh no you won’t!” I snap as I yank the phone from her hand and slam it on the table. “You’ve done enough damage for one day. I’ll go down and sort out the mess.” I’m saying things that normally I wouldn’t dare say to mom or dad, but this situation calls for it.

      “Okay. Fine. When you talk to him, tell him that I was perhaps a little overreactive.” Mom’s way of saying sorry.

      I slam the door behind me, march over to Lachlan’s house, shut his garage and lock and close the front door, then march back to my car, get in and start it. All I can think is that I hope Lachlan is the forgiving type.
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      On route to the cop shop, I replay the events in my head. To say I’m furious is grossly understating it. Yeah, I get it. I’m a big bad biker and I don’t pretend I’m anything else, but for fuck’s sake, Stella and her mother are loony tunes.

      I need to sell that house and move out of the neighborhood. I can’t have that crackpot family fucking around with my bid to get full access to my daughter. Gabby’s too important.

      I’m about to be charged with assault because of a fuckin’ spider and a red-headed siren. So fuckin’ messed up.

      I kick the back of Kyle Levine’s seat. “This is bullshit! I wasn’t assaultin’ anyone.”

      “Watch it, fucker,” Levine says. “Wouldn’t want to beat the shit out of you for resisting arrest.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I say under my breath. Hangman, Hell’s Jury’s prez, doesn’t want us killing cops, but I think even he would make an exception over Levine.

      When we get to the cop shop, they try to print me, but I’m not having any of that bullshit. “You get your fuckin’ facts straight before you book me!” I’m yelling so loud, I’d scare a fuckin’ lion. “Gimme my phone call right fuckin’ now.”

      I think about kicking the feet from under Levine, dragging him to a cell, hurling him against the wall, and locking the fucking door. Good to have dreams.

      Captain Jackson, the sonofabitch on the Jury’s payroll, comes barreling out of the office, stopping short when he sees me. He turns to Levine. “What the hell?”

      “This bastard was assaulting two women in their driveway. The mom and daughter were screaming like banshees. What the fuck was I supposed to do?”

      Jackson raises his eyebrows as he turns to me. “You were assaulting women?” He knows I wouldn’t. I don’t go around beating on anyone unless there’s a good reason. Especially women.

      “No, I fuckin’ was not assaultin’ anyone.” A rush of heat hits my face when I realize how fucked up my explanation is going to be so I don’t give it. “Gimme my phone call.”

      “Not until after you’ve been processed,” Levine sneers.

      The captain puffs out his chest, trying to look like he’s in control. “Both of you in my office.”

      “No,” I snarl. “I’m not gonna fuckin’ play kiss and makeup with this cocksucker. I want my phone call and I want privacy.”

      Levine opens his mouth to protest, but Jackson says, “Go find a doughnut, Levine. I’ll take it from here.”

      Levine stares at the captain for a few long seconds, then breaks eye contact. He looks at me. “I’m gonna get you, asshole. One of these days you’re gonna do something you can’t talk your way out of.”

      Jackson gives me the same foul look as he says to the other cop on the scene. “Brant, take him into the conference room and let him have his call.” Then he says to me. “You got five minutes. No special treatment.”

      When I get inside, I slump into a chair and pull the phone towards me. What the fuck am I gonna tell the prez?

      The truth, buddy. Can’t explain it any other way.

      I dial Hangman’s number.

      He picks it up on the first ring. “What?” he barks.

      Yeah, this is gonna be fun. “It’s Red. I got arrested.”

      “What the fuck!” he yells in his gravelly voice. “What the hell did you do?”

      Hangman’s hard to figure out. You wouldn’t know it on the outside, but he takes an interest in me that he doesn’t do with the other brothers. Never understood why, but he knows what I’m about, what I’m doin’ trying to get visitation rights with Gabby. He knows my mom through his older sister, Marissa. She and mom were friends growing up, but I think they lost touch when Marissa split town.

      I take a deep breath. “Nothin’ really. There was this spider in some chick’s hair. She freaked so I was trying to get it out.”

      Hangman interrupts. “You fuckin’ got arrested for killin’ a spider?”

      It’s hard to tell if he’s being funny. He hardly ever smiles and his voice never changes from hostile, suspicious, dangerous.

      “No. She was jumping around like a lunatic and I was rifling through her hair. Her mom drove up at the same time the leather on my wrist got caught in her curls.”

      “Jesus fuck,” Hangman snarls.

      I think about Stella, her thick curly hair. “Like really caught. It looked like I was assaulting her ‘cause she was hopping around like a lunatic.”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re fuckin’ her.”

      “Fuck no,” I deny almost regretfully. “The parents are my neighbors. I was just walking across the street with her ‘cause she wanted to introduce me to her mother. Then the fuckin’ spider thing happened.”

      “So the mom went haywire and called the cops.”

      “Yeah. Screamed and hollered and tried to get me off her fucking baby.” I rub at the scratches on my cheek. “But the more the girl jumped, the more my bracelet got caught. The cops set a speed record gettin’ there.”

      “Joker!” Hangman yells for the VP. “Red got arrested.”

      I hear Joker’s voice in the background. “For what?”

      “Assaultin’ a spider.” Hangman snorts. “We gotta get down to the fuckin’ pig palace.”

      “We gonna need backup?”

      “Nah. You and me should do the trick.”

      “Good. We got too much goin’ on to spare anyone else.”

      “Get Zero to bring the cage so jail-boy’s got a ride.”

      He turns his attention back to me. “Sit tight, fucker, and don’t do anything stupid.”

      I end the call, get up and pound on the locked door. I don’t know why because they’re just gonna shove me in a cell.

      Called it.

      “Get your ass in the cell,” a new cop, name tag Schneider, sneers as he opens the cell door. Brant is standing in the hall with his hand on the butt of his Colt Special in case I go Kong on them.

      “You fuckin’ watch yourself,” I snarl to the new asshole as I get in his face. “Or you won’t last long in this town.”

      Schneider pales a little, but to his credit, doesn’t stop his posturing. “Get in the cell, you ugly fucker.”

      As I step past him, I bump him hard with my shoulder, making him stumble back. “Oops, sorry ‘bout that. Fell on my head when I got arrested. Feelin’ dizzy.”

      The door clangs behind me. Nothin’ I haven’t heard before. Nothin’ I won’t hear again.

      I turn and stare down the hall, willing Hangman to get here fast. I gotta do some damage control and I can’t do it in here.

      The gravity of the situation hits me hard. Whether I’m charged or not, it’ll go into the books as suspicion of assault and get reported back to the fuckers that decide if I get weekend custody of Gabby. And they’ll twist it around.

      I curse. I wish I’d never moved into that fuckin’ neighborhood. I wish I’d never met that fuckin’ woman.

      My dick calls bullshit on me as the image of Stella flits through my head. I’m screwed. I’m gonna have to fuck every passaround we got to get her out of my head, though something tells me that ain’t gonna work. Stella’s good and stuck there.

      Ten minutes later the front door of the cop shop bangs opens. “‘Where the fuck is Jackson!” Hangman roars.

      “Hey, let’s do this civilized, Hangman,” Joker says, his tone more moderate.

      Joker’s shorter than me. Well, everyone is, but he seems bigger. Dominates the room, but not like Hangman who sucks the air out of it. And Joker has muscles like I’ve never seen. No leanness. Stronger than any fucker I’ve met, including me. When Hangman gets into a rage, Joker’s the only one who can handle him. It’s good he’s VP. Keeps the club running. Keeps the prez from hangin’ his own self.

      “Fuck that,” Hangman says to Joker. “This is false arrestin’, entrapment, harassment, assaultin’ and bullshit!”

      Hangman at his finest.

      “Let’s just get the fucker out of jail,” Joker replies. “We can deal with the rest of the shit later.”

      Jackson’s voice intrudes on the conversation. “Joker, we need to sort this out. The mom’s insisting we charge him with assault and I can’t just bury it.”

      “She’s fuckin’ prejudice against Red because of his size and his association with us. I’ll fuckin’ sort her out. Where’s her bullshit witness statement,” Hangman replies.

      “She hasn’t made one.”

      Then I hear Stella. “I’m here to make one.”

      My heart leaps but at the same time, my rage grows.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Hangman says in a voice that would scare the devil.

      It works on Stella. “I’m… uh… well…” She clears her throat. “I’m Stella Leith-Procter.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with your name?”

      “It’s hyphenated, Hangman,” Joker says.

      “I fuckin’ know that, but who calls a kid Stella? How fuckin’ old are your parents? 90?”

      “No, they’re in their forties.” Stella says, then stops. “Yeah, I think that’s right.”

      “Who gives a shit,” Hangman replies as if Stella raised the subject. “So you’re the fuckin’ bitch with the spider.”

      Jesus Christ, Hangman. Don’t.

      “I… uh… if you don’t mind. It’s just, it’s not nice to call women bitches anymore.” She stops and I can almost hear her thinking. “Well, it never was. Unless, of course, it’s girlfriend to girlfriend in that teasing sense.”

      “What the fuck does that have to do with anything?”

      My temper’s rising because Hangman’s right. We can save the pc lesson ’til later. I rattle the bars and yell. “Could you just make the fuckin’ statement, Stella, and get the hell out of my life.”

      “Red, settle down,” Joker shouts, then in a voice more measured, but no less hostile, says to Stella. “Make the statement. Get him out and then get the hell out of here.”

      Jackson intrudes on the conversation. “She’s gonna to have to write it down and sign it.”

      Hangman’s voice drips ice. “You and me are gonna be talkin’ real soon, pig.” Then to someone, he says, “Get a fucking pen and paper and write it down while she says it.”

      “Yes, sir,” says a quiet female voice. The front desk clerk. A minute later, she says, “I’m ready.”

      “Say what you gotta say,” Hangman says to Stella.

      “Right. Well, Lachlan and I just met⁠—”

      “Who the fuck is Lachlan?” Hangman snarls. He knows, but sometimes, for reasons I can’t fathom, he plays dumb, like he needs to entertain himself.

      “You know. The… Lachlan… Red… he got arrested.”

      “On fuckin’ trumped up charges.”

      “Get on with the statement,” I yell, my rage towering now. “I got a fuckin’ mess to sort out because of you!”

      “Right.” Stella’s soft voice makes me feel guilty. “We were walking across the street⁠—”

      “What street?” Jackson says.

      “Let her finish the fuckin’ statement,” Joker snaps. His impatience is growing.

      “Lachlan’s house is exact opposite my parents’. We were walking across the street to meet my mom, when a spider got in my hair.” I hear her pause. In a faint voice, she says, “Spiders scare me so much. All of them. It’s a primitive evolutionary reaction.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about evolution,” Hangman growls.

      “Right, of course. Well, you see, I got in a panic, and Lachlan was trying to get it out, the spider, I mean and I was jumping around and almost crying because it was in my hair. Then my mom saw us and thought Lachlan was attacking me. Which he wasn’t. Then Lachlan’s leather bracelet got caught in my hair.” She pauses. “Maybe it was the other way around. Maybe mom didn’t think he was assaulting me until after he got his bracelet caught in my hair. It was all a blur at the time.”

      “Jesus fuck, woman,” Hangman snarls. “Who gives a shit what came first?”

      “Well, I thought it was important to have my facts straight. You know. For the statement.”

      “Move on.” Hangman’s voice is flat and dangerous.

      “I guess it doesn’t matter, but when he got the cuff caught, I really started to panic, because the spider was still in my hair.” She stops for a couple seconds, then adds, “I think.”

      “Keep going,” Joker says impatiently.

      “Okay. Lachlan couldn’t get the bracelet untangled. And mom was freaking out and called the cops and when they arrived, they yanked Lachlan off me which pulled out a chunk of my hair.”

      “So the cops assaulted you?” Hangman says, turning the story around. “Must of fuckin’ hurt.”

      “It did! The spider’s gone though, so Lachlan must’ve killed it or it just got away.”

      “You got all that?” Joker says.

      “Yes,” the front desk clerk replies quickly.

      “Then sign the fuckin’ statement, Stella Leith-Whatever,” Hangman sneers.

      There’s a moment of quiet, then, Hangman again. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      “I’d like to talk to Lachlan first, if you don’t mind.”

      “We mind,” Joker snaps. “Get going.”

      “I’ll let him out,” Jackson says grimly as the front door opens and shuts.

      I glare at Jackson as I stomp by, and when I reach the lobby, both Hangman and Joker glare at me.

      Hangman gives me small shove. “You can’t fuckin’ keep it in your pants. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      I ignore his insult. “I got the stink of cop on me. I need some fresh air.” I bolt outside to find Stella waiting for me.
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      I’m still processing what happened when Lachlan comes barreling through the door, followed by Hangman and Joker. When he sees me, he stops so suddenly the other two almost run into his back.

      “I told you to get the fuck out of here!” Hangman snarls, but it’s like Lachlan barely hears him.

      Instead he explodes at me. “Why the fuck are you still here?”

      Tears spurt to my eyes, not because I’m afraid, but I really liked this guy and now he hates me. “I just wanted to apologize to you. For mom… and me. This wasn’t your fault.”

      He stomps over, towers over me, his face furious. “Yeah thanks for the news flash.” Then he pokes my chest with his finger. “You know what you just did? You fucked up my chances of getting my daughter. This is gonna be all over fuckin’ town and no one’s gonna listen to the second part of the story where the fuckin’ charges were dropped.”

      “Step back, Lachlan,” his vice-president says. “Or you really will get charged with assault.”

      Lachlan hesitates as he holds my eyes, then steps back, drops his hands to his sides, but his fists are balled.

      He won’t hurt me, I tell myself, mostly because I believe it’s true.

      “Get lost,” he says to me.

      “I know… I know we screwed things up for you.”

      “You don’t fuckin’ know anything about me or my life. And we’re keepin’ it that way. You got me? I never want to fuckin’ see you again.”

      I’m fumbling for the right words to say. “I’m sorry. I can try to fix it. I can talk to them – your ex-wife, family services. Explain what happened and⁠—”

      He points his finger again but doesn’t touch me. “Don’t you fuckin’ come near me. Not you. Not your lunatic mother. You hear me? I don’t give a shit if you live in my neighborhood. You stay on your fuckin’ side and don’t cross the road.”

      He walks backward a few steps before turning his back on me.

      “Get the fuck going,” his president snarls at me. “And do what he says or you’ll have the whole club dealin’ with you.”

      Chills go up my spine. “I’m going.” I’m crying harder than I did at the end of Marley and Me. Who wouldn’t when faced was such hostility? But it’s more than that. I feel my heart breaking just a little bit. Then I remember something that might earn me a few points. “I locked up your house and shut your garage door,” I call to Lachlan.

      He stops mid-stride and swings around. “My fuckin’ keys are inside the house so thanks for nothin’. Now I gotta break in.” He sucks in a breath. “Probably gonna get arrested again.”

      “Oh,” I reply feebly. “I could break in and get them. No one will call the cops on me.” Oops. Things not to say to a guy your mom just got arrested.

      His face gets red. “Sweetheart of the neighborhood, are you?” He steps toward me again, but the VP grabs his arm.

      “Enough, Lachlan. She ain’t worth your time.”

      “Don’t I know it, brother,” he replies as he turns his back again and heads toward a beat-up green truck.

      They fire up their vehicles, then squeal their tires as they roar away. I wipe my eyes and nose as I watch them leave.

      That went well, Stella. You finally meet a guy who might not be a jerk, then you get him arrested and lock him out of his house. And he’s so mad he’ll never talk to you again.

      Maybe it’s for the best. Maybe he is an asshole, my inside voice says.

      No. He’s not an asshole.

      I feel the slide of another tear as I think of why he’s so mad. I mean, anyone would be pissed if they got falsely arrested but it’s worse. He said that this might mess up his chance to get unsupervised visitation rights to his daughter.

      I unlock my car and fold myself into it. Maybe dad can help Lachlan. Dad’s as judgy as mom, but for a state prosecutor, he’s got a sense of fair play. And he’s got a few friends on the other side of the courtroom.

      Then I do what I always do. I text my best friend, Lexie.

      
        
          
            
              
        I have just had the worst day.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lexie comes right back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you crying?
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        Then it’s bad.

      

      

      

      

      

      I start typing my explanation when she interrupts with a hand emoji.
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        Meet me at Daisy Duke’s Pit Stop. We’ll talk.

      

      

      

      

      

      I spend a couple more minutes pulling myself together, then head to Daisy’s.

      Lexie’s already there when I arrive, two milkshakes in hand. Strawberry for her, chocolate for me. It’s our thing when we have a bad day. Ice cream therapy.

      I slide into the booth opposite her and take a huge drink of my milkshake. Than another. Finally, I come up for air. “These are the best milkshakes.”

      “Don’t know if it’s worth five dollars, but it’s pretty fucking good.”

      I stare at her. “Are you seriously quoting Tarantino while I’m in crisis?” She’s got a thing for Tarantino, but there’s a time and a place.

      “Sorry. It’s a reflex.” Lexie wraps her hands around her cup. “So, what happened? You sounded like you ran over a puppy.”

      “It’s way worse than that.” I explain it from the moment I met Lachlan to the moment he told me to get lost.

      “Holy shit!” Then she starts laughing.

      “Not funny!” I snap at her, then start to giggle, then giggle more, then our giggles turn into full-blown laughter. We’re both holding our sides when we finally get ourselves under control.

      “Okay,” she says as she hiccoughs. “What’s the worst-case scenario? He’ll eventually calm down so your parent’s house won’t get firebombed.”

      “The worst is that he’s trying to get visitation rights to his six-year-old daughter and this might have blown it for him.”

      “Let me get this straight. This guy Lachlan not only rides with Hell’s Jury, a criminal bike gang, he’s got a permit to carry a concealed weapon even though he has a record. He’s got a six-year-old daughter who he can’t see without supervision. He’s got a temper and his president and vice-president are scary…” She leans forward and says under her breath, “…motherfuckers.”

      I nod glumly. “That about sums it up.” I take a sip of my milkshake. “But he’s really nice and I kind of like him.”

      “Because he’s tall.”

      Lexie’s tall too. She’s shooting guard on my team and she’s a five-star prospect, already being head-hunted even though she’s a junior at college. I’m a three-star center and figure only cannibals will be interested in me after I graduate.

      “Not just because he’s tall,” I reply defensively. “He’s cool, you know? And nice.”

      Lexie rolls her eyes. “And makes your heart go boom-boom.”

      “Yes!” I exclaim defensively.

      “So did Grayson. And Zack and —”

      “Not even remotely like this.”

      She sits back. “This is what you need to do. Wait a few days. See if you still have a thing for him. He’ll have cooled down by then and you can approach him without being afraid for your life.”

      I hear her, she makes sense, but I feel like I have to do something to help fix this. “I’m gonna get his keys.”

      Lexie narrows her eyes. “How are you gonna get his keys?”

      I grope around for a plan, then say, “Break in. It’s like he said, if he does it, someone will call the cops. But I’m the neighborhood sweetheart.” Yeah, I’m quoting Lachlan, but what he said was kind of cool.

      Lexie grins. “I hate to break it to you, but your sister’s the neighborhood sweetheart.”

      “No way Selma is the neighborhood sweetheart.”

      “And after what went on today, you’ll lose whatever traction you had catching up with her.” She sucks up the last of her milkshake. “And she’s smaller so she can climb through windows easier and she⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare say she’s more athletic than me.” Selma is my older sister by three years and yes, she is more athletic than me, though I’ll never admit it to her. She’s point guard for our team, 5’6” and probably will make it to the WNBA

      “I was gonna say, smarter.”

      “Remind me again why you’re my best friend.”

      “Because you love me.” Lexie stands and offers her hand. “Text Selma. Tell her to meet us in an hour. Not your house. Somewhere neutral like the elementary playground.”

      “Now you think you’re smarter than me.”

      She grins as she pushes me towards the door. “I’ve always been smarter than you. Let’s go for a run and release some tension.”

      I follow Lexie’s orders like a good little soldier. I love to run and do it practically every day. Lexie does too and as a running partner, she’s perfect. We can talk without getting too winded, we keep pace with each other and like me, she can run forever.

      We don’t today though. Forty minutes later, we’re back in Daisy’s parking lot, wiping the sweat off with towels we keep in our cars.

      “Let’s get moving.”

      She’s kind of bossy though.

      Selma is waiting for us when we arrive, sitting in a swing, pushing herself gently back and forth. “What’s up?”

      For the third time today, I explain what happened. Selma doesn’t find it as funny as Lexie did. She’s a bit like my mom that way. “Are you nuts! A criminal biker! And his president sounds like Satan. What are you even thinking?”

      His president does sound like Satan, and looks like him too, but that’s a thought for later. “It doesn’t matter. Mom got him falsely arrested and I want to make it up to him.”

      “By breaking into his house.”

      “Yes. To get his keys.”

      Selma looks at Lexie. “I can’t believe you
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binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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