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Bid me for your sake, 

 

Not for self or right 

 

You alone can wake 

 

Power to gain the fight. 

 

(Poem, ‘For Your Sake’ by Helen Hay Whitney) 

 

 



Prologue 

Tippitt, West Virginia 

1987 

  

 There was something which rang true about Wichita Lineman as it softly crooned out of 

the local AM country station. A twelve-year employee of Hancock County Electric, Michael 

Sinclair connected with the classic Glen Campbell song. After another day following another late 

spring electrical storm which practically fried the lines of several homes and businesses, 

including his daughter’s elementary school, he detoured towards The Water Rock for a couple of 

cold ones. The local watering hole was especially crowded, as its massive power generator kept 

the lights on, the kitchen functioning, the music pumping and the tap flowing. Idle employees 

affected by last night’s storm seemed to have gathered there and half looked as if they hadn’t left 

since lunchtime.  

 

 The place was a landmark, a dark, stained clapboard-sided structure with a functioning 

water wheel which was fed from the man-made rock falls behind. A lone, mounted television 

sporting a new contraption called a cable box continuously played this hot, music station called 

MTV, which all but negated the need for a jukebox or piped-in music. As he pulled his second 

draft, a band singing about ‘pouring some sugar on me’ blasted from the television for what he 

thought had to be the second time since he arrived. Shaking his head, he drained his glass – give 

him good, ol’ country over this hair metal shit. 

“Get ya another, Mike?” Janice Morrell was one of those born, brought up and stay put 

residents who’d spend their life pouring shots for tired, horny, blue-collar types thanks to a tenth-

grade education as well as a ten year old boy who was the product of a back seat grapple. 

Outrageously teased hair, push-up bra and carefully applied makeup disguised the exhausted 

effects of a hard life no one still under thirty should possess. As he lifted his empty glass, a less 

than clean cloth wiped the accumulated condensation across the bar top underneath, a move 

which allowed her to sway her breasts invitingly under a too-tight top 

“Nah, Jan.” He reached into his back pocket for his wallet, wincing at the music. “You 

listen to this all day?” 

“Oh, yeah. Love Def Leppard. They’re touring the east coast this summer, and I plan on 

catching them everywhere I can - that is if I can lasso my sister into watching The Tasmanian 

Devil.” 

Michael had no idea who or what ‘deaf leopard’ was, but it was obviously the band 

howling out that awful song. He did, however, know who Janice was referring to with that last 

statement. “Guessing Gabriel didn’t have school today. Backup generator failed. Eva’s home too, 

so Carol didn’t go into work.”  



“Had to pawn him on my sister for the day,” Janice said. “Fortunately, he ain’t trouble in 

front of the television. Watching MTV and eyeing all those video girls – and puberty’s right 

around the corner. Oh, and now he wants a motorcycle when he turns sixteen. Not a car like most 

kids, but a motorcycle. Got those bikers coming around lately to thank for that.” 

Michael stood up, looking puzzled. “What bikers?” 

A hand flew to Janice’s mouth as if realizing her word vomit. Being a bartender she 

tended to know too much, which was fodder for gossip. “Aw, shit, Mike - shouldn’t have said 

anything.” She leaned over the bar and crooked a finger towards him. “Been hearing rumors 

around here. Think Jerry bit off more than he could chew on a re-fi to put up a restaurant, but the 

money’s running out. Now he’s left with a framed building he can’t finish. Think he’s gonna 

sell.” 

The Water Rock’s owner obviously got sucked in by a recent rise in real estate. He 

refinanced, cashed out and sank it into building a companion restaurant right next door. But the 

framed structure had sat unattended for weeks and, with the well dry, he was looking to bail. 

“Sell, what? The land?” 

“Everything,” Janice replied. “Even the bar. And that biker club who’s been coming 

around lately seem interested.” 

Reaching into his wallet, Michael couldn’t fathom what kind of money a motorcycle club 

made to afford purchasing a bar and unfinished building. Bikers in Tippitt – home to a paltry 

twenty thousand residents? Couldn’t say they’d blend right in. 

“Get those lights back on?” Janice quickly changed the subject. 

“Just a few areas still in the dark,” Michael replied, pulling out a twenty. “Everyone here 

should be good to go tomorrow.” He placed it on the bar and leaned in. “You have a good night.” 

Swiping the bill off the bar, Janice’s eyes sparkled at the twelve dollar tip, no doubt 

wondering how much linemen really made as opposed to coal miners. “You too, sweetie.” 

Waving to a majority of the regulars who were also long-time stay-putters – himself 

included – Michael headed to his pickup, anxious to get home to a hot meal. He’d seen the 

crockpot set up on the counter and the thawing beef roast Carol left in the sink the night before. 

Although Maycroft Insurance Agency was unaffected by the storm, a busted back-up generator 

at Tippitt Elementary School kept Carol home with six-year-old Eva for the day. 

 Turning onto his street, he often wondered what he’d do when he got older and 

contracted Altzheimer’s, as each house looked no different than the last. Two-bedroom, one-bath 

ranches on a scant quarter acre with only brightly colored shutters offsetting muted shades told 

the houses apart. If anything, his had the most distinct mailbox – shaped like a Victorian-style 



house little Eva pointed out during a trip to Dell’s. “Can we have a real one like that daddy?” 

she had once asked him. “I want to play in that round part with the pointed top.” A turret, he 

had told her it was called. He’d love nothing more than to give his dark-haired, blue-eyed little 

princess that and then some. But if he couldn’t afford to get his family into something more 

spacious, the least he could do was give his only child a mailbox shaped like her dream house. 

Pulling up to his driveway, he was greeted by the unfamiliar site of an early model 

Mercedes in his spot next to Carol’s Chrysler LeBaron. Putting his truck in park, he left it 

running as he jogged up the sidewalk. Approaching the luxury vehicle, Michael locked eyes with 

the outline of a driver through the blacked-out windows. 

 “Hey!” His heart raced as he thought of his wife and daughter inside with whoever this 

man was driver for as he banged on the driver’s window. “Hey…..I’m talking to you.” 

 But the shadowy figure barely flinched before Michael slammed his hands against the 

car’s roof. Taking the four concrete steps to the front porch in one leap, he found the front door 

unlocked, his wife standing in the middle of the living room. At least, he assumed it was Carol. 

Before him was a woman impeccably dressed in an oyster white suit and matching shoes, hair 

and makeup done with care and an expensive leather tote in her hand. He had never seen that 

outfit before, as the most expensive thing Carol owned was a bottle of Chanel No. 5. Right now 

the only scent was the aroma of pot roast, which made his stomach churn. “Carol……what the 

hell….?” 

 The answer to his question emerged from the hallway, dressed in a suit which no doubt 

ran four figures. Dark hair and a smooth olive complexion put him in his early thirties as 

matching black eyes looked unaffected by the circumstances. His hand went to smooth an 

imaginary wrinkle from his sleeve. “My apologies, Mr. Sinclair,” the suited figure said. “But 

there wasn’t an easy way to do this.” 

 Michael’s eyes flitted between his wife’s non-contrite face and the hallway which led to 

his daughter’s bedroom. “Apologies for what? Who the fuck are you?” He then regarded his wife 

with insane eyes. “Carol, what is this? What’s wrong? Where’s Eva?” 

 “Your daughter is safe, Mr. Sinclair,” the suited man replied. 

 “I wasn’t talking to you!” His rage was overriding any possible danger this man may 

possess. This was his house. His wife. His daughter. The former was infiltrated by a stranger, the 

latter was missing and the middle looked as if she carried the guilt of the world upon her 

shoulders. “Carol.” His voice was insistent and panicked. “What’s going on? Where’s Eva?” 

 “As Tony stated, she’s safe, Michael,” his wife finally spoke up. 

 Tony? She spoke the name as if she knew him personally. “Where?” 



 “I put her in a daycare facility until five.” She lifted her own suited arm to check an 

equally expensive watch. What was this? This morning he left his wife sleeping in a cotton 

nightgown – now she was dressed in clothes and accessories equal to a month’s pay. “It’s fifteen 

minutes of,” she announced without a hint of emotion in her voice. “You should go pick her up 

as soon as we leave.” 

She moved towards the fully packed roller luggage he hadn’t noticed before. Maybe it 

was the stupor of two beers. Maybe he climbed one too many electric poles today. Maybe he got 

a jolt of juice which spun him into a dimension he was now trying to navigate. All he wanted 

were answers as he stepped toward the strange man who had invaded his home and family. 

“Leave? Leave where? Carol, what…..the….?” But instead he switched targets and descended 

upon Tony. “Who the fuck are you and where are you taking my wife?” 

 The man adjusted his tie, a gold and diamond watch visible from where his sleeve hitched 

up. “As your wife said, my name is Tony. That’s all you need to know.” He casually retrieved a 

gun from a holster hidden under his jacket. “Your wife is leaving with me. She’s going to serve 

you divorce papers as well as grant you full custody of your daughter. You will sign them – no 

questions asked. You will forget she ever existed. You try to contact her or make any attempt to 

track her down, well, let’s just say we know where your precious Eva goes to school.” 

 “No,” Carol choked out, only for Tony to shake his head at her. 

 Blind rage was the only thing which could overcome fear, and Michael was filled to the 

brim with it. “Son of a bitch!” His voice bit out as he lunged towards Tony, only to have Carol 

pull him back. 

 “Michael, don’t. Please. Just, I’m sorry it had to be this way.” 

 He was absolutely dumbfounded. “You mean you’re going willingly? This isn’t a……..?” 

What was he going to say – a kidnapping? “Carol.” His voice had now been reduced to desperate 

pleading. “Please. Tell me what’s going on?” 

 She tried to switch from guilt to comfort, but to no avail. “I’m leaving, Michael. And I’m 

not coming back. I can’t. Ever. I don’t know how you want to break it to Eva someday, but…” 

Her voice cracked, her head bowed as emotion took over. 

 “Carol, sweetheart,” Tony warned. “What did I say?” 

 “This isn’t easy,” she shot back at him. 

 Michael’s eyes flitted back and forth between the both of them before they landed on 

Carol. “You’ve been having an affair – with him?” 

 She shook her head. “It’s more than that. More than I can explain.” 



 “You expect me to accept throwing away seven years of marriage without an explanation, 

you better think again, Carol.” 

 Before he could advance on his wife, Michael heard the click of metal, looking up to see 

Tony pointing the gun at his head. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way, Mr. Sinclair. 

Considering this nice, beige carpet, I suggest the easy way. Now, say goodbye, back away and 

let us leave so you can pick up your daughter. Wait as long as you want before bringing her 

home. And if you so much as entertain the thought of dialing 9-1-1, that sweet princess of yours 

will never see second grade.” 

 A man without a choice, trapped in his home without recourse, forced to give up his wife. 

Or was she going willingly? “You just expect me to back away and let you walk out the door 

with my wife – no questions asked?” 

 “Considering your wife’s…….indiscretions, you could say I’m doing you a favor, Mr. 

Sinclair. My boss became quite taken with Carol several years ago.” Tony chuckled and looked 

at Carol. “Where was it again, sweetheart? Oh, yes, one of those insurance conventions. And you 

know no one goes to those things for the free drinks and cheap hospitality gifts. 

 It was barely a year after they were married when Carol was asked to attend an insurance 

convention in New York. She had returned with a spring in her step and the lights of the big city 

in her eyes. From there she went through bouts of mood swings, crying jags, lashing out and 

depression. Remembering it was better to leave a woman alone with her hormones, Michael let 

her be to work it out. The drama eventually stopped, but something was still off about Carol. He 

faulted himself with not being able to give her a better life, perhaps getting out of this small town 

and moving towards the city. But then Eva came along and Carol threw herself into being a 

mother, which made it hard to fathom how she could just walk away. 

 The emotion was too much as he approached his wife, mindless of the gun pointed at 

him. “Carol.” His voice was the hoarse whisper of a broken man. “I forgive you. 

Please……don’t leave. Don’t do this.” 

 The gun in Tony’s hand reached further. “You don’t seem to understand, Mr. Sinclair. 

There isn’t a choice here. For you at least.” 

 No choice for him, meaning Carol had one. And she was leaving - willingly. His wife 

was leaving him and their daughter willingly. For years she had put up a façade while all the 

while she was pining for a one time fling, one that could get her out of Tippitt and give her the 

kind of life which, no doubt, purchased that ensemble she was wearing. The clock inside his 

head ticked as he his mind swept to Eva and his need to get to her as soon as possible.  

 And bring her back to a motherless home. 



 “Go.” His voice this time was cold, lifeless and blank. It had to be. He had to shut down 

his entire being in order to process the complete one-eighty his life took since leaving the house 

this morning. And a gun trained at his temple and a threat to his daughter was all that kept him 

from reacting in a rash manner. “Get out. Get out of my house. Both of you.” His dead eyes 

looked at Carol one last time. “I have to go get my daughter.” 

 Tony re-holstered his gun. “Wise choice, Mr. Sinclair.” He took Carol by the arm and led 

her to the door. “Let’s go.” 

 Before leaving, Carol turned to utter the last words she would ever speak to him. “Watch 

over her, Michael. For her sake, watch over her.” 

 The impact of those words would hit hard years later. 



Chapter One 

September - Present Day 

 

Two men, brutally gunned down. And someone was about to pay. 

 Two brothers, two gunshot-riddled bodies, two quiet funerals and two families to 

console. It was an ambush, which hadn’t been factored into their perfectly appointed plan. There 

was no way – no fucking way – those tweaker hillbillies knew they were coming for them. The 

club kept it close to the vest like they did everything else. In a town as small as Tippitt where 

their presence reigned since the late eighties, they had to. If so much as a pin dropped in their 

direction, they were there to throw a cushion down to prevent it from making a noise so no 

fingers would point in their direction.  

But something went awry here. The location was far away from the prying eyes and sharp 

ears of town, their plan of attack detailed down to the minute. But somehow, it leaked. 

 Or, in this case, got leaked. 

 Vic Connors never liked these votes. They were responsible for the strands of gray lacing 

his jet-black hair which was slicked back tight, a la Steven Seagal, into a curly ponytail poking 

the collar of his cut. There had to be no doubt whatsoever. I’s had to be dotted and T’s had to be 

crossed. And they were, with the consensus pointing back to the person responsible. It had to be 

dealt with, but as president of the Mountain Skulls Motorcycle Club, Vic knew protocol had to 

be followed, no matter the accuracy of the evidence. And considering there was also personal 

investment present at the table, this wasn’t going to be easy.  

 Forearms weathered from almost two decades of riding the open road and covered in ink 

rested at the end of a long, oval table made out of solid oak - a gift from Owen’s Mill. It was 

already covered in cigarette burns, gouges, water marks and spittle. But never tears. Not in this 

room. Not by these men. Not at this time. Men in this life died living it. That was an honor, the 

way to go other than Harleys blazing off the side of the road. But these two deaths were in vain 

and, after two weeks of making sure any lingering chatter around Tippitt and surrounding towns 

had died, the piper had to be paid. 

 “Convince me this intel’s solid, young brother.”  

 Huddled in a corner seat, Wes nervously chewed what was left of a fingernail while his 

president questioned him. A brand new patch, he packed an array of data inside his twenty-four-

year-old brain, which made him a shoo-in for intelligence officer, a position recently vacated by 

Stash, who was now forever resting in a grave. “Calls to and from the burner we took off the 

boyfriend not only trace to her phone, but also from the motel she was stayin’ at. Last incomin’ 

call on the burner was from the cell, right before we all rode out that night.” 



 No one had to guess where Vic’s eyes landed after that. Especially Ben Lawson, the very 

recipient of that look. The club’s number one enforcer was alert even with his eyes closed. 

Putting one over on Big Ben was not an easy thing to do and the consequences for doing so 

resulted in meetings such as this. But in this case, the reason for a table full of men hell-bent on 

revenge was because those highly-trained senses of his had failed. 

 He wasn’t at fault for shit going south, but might as well have been. All it took was a sob 

story and a shred of hope for reconnection to pull that well-honed guard of his down and let 

someone back in. In doing so, he compromised the safety of his club. He needed to redeem the 

destruction that failure wrought. And there was only one way to do it. 

 By doing his job. 

 “Anything you want to add, Big Ben?” 

 What could he say? The evidence was as plain as the Three Deadly Sins patch on his 

chest, earned because of outcomes like this one would have. He may not have stood behind the 

sawed-off shotguns which blasted Stash and Batso to bits, but he was a catalyst. Only one thing 

remained, which was his to do and his alone. At a loss for words, he found the only answer 

which could suffice. “Just yes or no, Vic.” His voice was deep and tired. Loyalty to his club 

family was expected of him. No hesitation. No question. No emotion for blood family which had 

destroyed the seating arrangement around this table.  

 Leaning back in his chair, Vic’s thumb worked the back of a chunky, silver skull ring. 

The initial process was in motion. Recon was done, intel gathered and course of action decided. 

All that was left was to seal the deal. “Let’s do this, then.” Vic took one final visual sweep 

around the table of men anxious to settle a blood debt. He raised his hand first. “Yea.” 

 To Vic’s right, Doug hoisted his hand up without a blip of hesitation. The club’s Sergeant 

At Arms had no filter when it came to letting everyone know exactly what he thought and had 

little tolerance for personal feelings. “Absolutely. No mercy. Do it.” 

 “Yea.” A quick answer from the chattiest of the bunch. Taz Morrell stroked his short 

beard, triangularly cut to a jet-black point like the devil he’d been since his mother, Janice, 

coined his nickname. Now was not the time for additional words. Multiple piercings across both 

eyebrows shone above a pair of empty black eyes which spoke volumes.  

 A quiet fell over the seat next to Taz, which belonged to Batso. Everyone’s eyes went 

there out of respect, as if to silently proxy his vote before it passed to Tanner. Thick, ringed 

fingers – the tips of his left index and middle one missing from an accident at Owen’s long ago– 

tapped hard against the table he had helped build. “Yea.” 

Young Wesley was next. It was his first vote since being patched in three months ago, 

and it was quite a way to baptize him. Majority ruled here. The kid’s brain was working hard to 



do the right thing. All it took was a flash of his brother’s blood-soaked bodies to seal the deal. 

“Um, yeah. Uh, I mean, yea.” 

 Ben knotted his fists to keep his emotions in check. He never had to worry about them 

before. For what he was called on to do for the club, he’d become a pro at shutting down. As 

always, he had to step outside himself. All eyes were on him for two reasons. One, he’d be 

carrying out the result of the vote. Two, was the target. The cause. And it all stemmed from him. 

“Yes.” He bit that word out with a chilling tone.  

 

 Aero was last, pausing to recognize Stash’s empty seat to the left. The club’s V.P. had 

pulled off the Air Force wings pin from the collar of his cut and was using the sharp point to dig 

into the beaten table. The guy had the discretion Doug lacked and a good heart, the latter having 

to take the back burner here. Sparing a quick glance at Ben, he looked down at the table and 

nodded. “Yea.” 

 

 “Unanimous.” Vic verbalized what everyone knew as he regarded Ben. “Brother?” 

 

 The irony of that term chilled Ben’s blood. Yes, he was. In more ways than one tonight. 

But the one which sat at this table took precedence over the other. He stood up, all six foot six 

inches which earned him his nickname, the weight on his shoulders feeling as large and heavy as 

his presence. But he had to push it off. The six men around this table and the two lying in their 

graves were counting on it “I got it.” Three words which didn’t need further explanation. 

 

 “We’ll wait,” Vic told him. 

 

 The structure which used to be The Water Rock was now the Skull’s official clubhouse. 

The high-flying late eighties caused the former owner to go belly-up with the bar and unfinished 

restaurant. But property values quickly sank before the framework could be enclosed while the 

adjustable rate mortgage he had been sucked into escalated. At the time, the upstart motorcycle 

club came along with the need for a place shrouded in privacy and the cash to bail out the 

sinking enterprise.  

 

The first to leave the meeting room where they held ‘church’, Ben detoured towards the 

bar which had been cut in half to allow for more common area room. Behind it, a woman, who 

had seen better days before spending them in service of a bunch of bikers, had shot glasses ready 

and filled with whiskey – one for each member – for when church adjourned. Off to the side, 

several ‘club girls’ lined themselves up on a circular leather sofa to quench a different kind of 

thirst. Some were young, eager and too starry eyed to realize these guys weren’t knights in 

scuffed leather and ink. Others were on their last hurrah, having been a fixture since the club 

rooted itself here back in 1989 and still carried over the high hair and spandex from it. 

 



 Ben snatched the end shot glass and downed it fast, the burn down his throat fortifying 

his resolve. It shouldn’t be hard. It wasn’t the first time. Nor the second. Nor would it be the last. 

But this was different. The need to emotionally separate himself in order to erase his last shred of 

past was crucial.  

 

 And tonight, the veil of darkness lit only by the brilliant September moon lent an 

additional chill to the sixty-degree evening as Ben headed outside. Water sluiced from the 

functioning water wheel attached to the clubhouse, while several coyotes howled in the distance. 

His boots crushed the gravel into the narrow strip of walkway which led from the clubhouse to 

the building next door. The unfinished structure which the club turned into a body shop was 

being guarded by two young men with prospect cuts on their backs. 

 

 Ben took several long strides until he came to the entrance, waving the prospects away 

without so much as sparing a glance. Through the window, he found her still put. A momentary 

tightness in his chest evaporated as soon as he remembered the two still-cold graves of his 

brothers. Reaching inside his cut, he pulled out what he needed and prepared. His fingers worked 

fast, devoid of any adorning jewelry, unlike his brothers. Ben preferred it that way. Clean. 

Simple. Unencumbered.  

 

 Opening the door, he found her sitting on the half-crumpled hood of a late model 

Mustang. “Ben.” Her voice was one of relief as she pushed off and ran over to him. Blonde with 

a natural prettiness under her drawn features and sunken cheekbones, Lisa Lawson possessed 

waifish qualities which should’ve made her appear younger than her thirty-one years. But life on 

her own since that terrible afternoon eighteen years ago hadn’t been kind. Working the streets, 

hopping from man to man and an addiction to pain killers to dull the circumstances of it 

contributed greatly to it. His baby sister had looked like shit when she materialized back into his 

life three months ago. Seeing her brought back that day in the tiny trailer home they’d shared 

with their man-happy mother, one which changed all three of their lives. It was as if almost two 

decades apart weren’t even between them. Now there was a wedge as large as a mountain.  

 

She threw her frail arms around his neck. “What’s going on?” She kept a tight hold until 

he gently peeled her away. She inherited their Irish father’s fair coloring and hazel eyes, though 

Lisa’s looked pale blue and glassy. Ben’s hair had a little more ‘dirt’ and light brown eyes - 

courtesy of his brunette mother - and skin which the sun had colored through years of riding the 

open road. 

 

“Need to talk, Leese.” The endearment didn’t cover up the seriousness of his tone. 

“About what happened.” 

 

Lisa backed up, wringing bony fingers. “Are we still in danger?” 



 

His brow went up. “We? This was a surprise hit on the club. Why would you think you’d 

be in danger?” 

 

Shifting body language. Nervous twitches. These were signs Ben knew well and had 

often seen. All it took was one word out of context to expose a possible lie. His little sister had 

no idea how much she wore those signs on her sleeve. Given the way she showed up out of the 

blue early June looking thinner than she already had been, with a case of the shakes and begging 

for protection, he chalked it up to withdrawal. And staying clean was the one condition he 

demanded in exchange for giving the only member of his blood family refuge. Now, with the 

known facts having hit him like a bucket of cold water, he wouldn’t be surprised if she was still 

popping behind his back. 

 

“I…..” She paused, her possibly tweaked mind trying to do damage control. “Well, us. 

Ben, you’re my brother. I finally get you back and could’ve lost you.” 

 

“Get me back?” His approach shifted. “Ain’t like you never knew where I was, Lisa. 

Never came to see me in jail. Never looked me up when I got out. You mean to tell me it took 

you eighteen years to make an effort?” He paused only long enough for her to think on those 

words before he continued. “No. You showed up here for a reason and it wasn’t to reconnect in 

time to spend our first Christmas together in almost twenty years.” 

 

She shook her head then stepped forward. “No, Ben. You’re wrong. I’m tired of 

struggling, of relying on strangers. Since,” her voice choked with remembrance, “since……. that 

day I went from foster homes, to the street to not knowing where I was going to be living month 

to month. I’m thirty-one and feel like I’m fifty-one. I know it’s my fault. I lived hard. I did drugs. 

I got involved with too many wrong people.” 

 

Again, that brow of his went up. “And you’re done with all that now? Is that what you’re 

trying to tell me? Whoring? Drugs?” He paused for an effect. “The wrong people?” 

 

 She bit her lip and nodded. “Yes.” Her voice was a hoarse whisper. “Being alone for so 

long, I finally realized, you’re all I’ve got. The only family. You and me –we’re it. Ever since 

dad got killed, you’ve been it. You always watched over me, looked out for me.” She then took a 

breath as tears began to water her already glassy eyes. “You killed for me and mom. I didn’t 

forget that, even when you were in jail. I want to start over before it gets too late.” The tears 

turned to cries, which had no effect on him now. “I’m sorry it took so long.” 

 

 He circled the body shop, his hand resting upon a toolbox before the tip of his finger 

played with the handle of the drawer. “Is that really why you came back?” 



 

 “Yes.” 

 

 He squeezed his eyes shut then let out a bit of a laugh. “You know that saying, sis? Fool 

me once, shame on you. Fool me twice……? How does the rest go?” 

 

 She slowly backed away from him, a twinge of fear in her lucid eyes. “Ben?” She ended 

his name with a nervous laugh. “What…..?” 

 

 “How does the rest go, sis?” He repeated with impatience, his hand still on the drawer of 

the tool chest, wanting to rip it out and toss it across the shop. 

 

 Lisa swallowed, hard. He surmised she had not a drop of spit in her mouth. “Shame on 

me,” she quietly whispered. 

 

 He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone. “Yeah, you’re all alone, aren’t 

you Lisa? But not when you showed up here three months ago. What happened to him?” 

 

 The hand-wringing commenced and Ben thought her bony fingers would break. 

“W….w…who? Ben, who…..?” 

 

 The drawer came out with a hard pull before he slammed it to the greasy, cement floor. 

He rarely, if ever, lost his cool when it finally came down to this step. His lapse of steady calm 

wasn’t because of what his sister had done, but because he let it get past him. “Stop lying to me, 

Lisa! Who’s the guy you’ve been seeing?” 

 

 She cupped her ears as clanging metal reverberating as tools scattered everywhere. “No 

one! I mean, not anymore. It wasn’t serious or anything. I haven’t heard from him since……” 

 

 “…….almost three weeks ago?” Ben filled in the blanks for her. “That was the last time 

you talked to him, right? After you made a call to his cell?” 

 

 She was in full-on panic mode, backing up until she stood at the side of the Mustang as 

some sort of cover. “How…….how did you?” 

 

 Walking towards her, he thumbed the screen of the cell, scrolling down a list of incoming 

calls before holding it up. “That’s your number, right?” 

 



 For several long seconds she stared, most likely calculating an answer other than the 

truth. Ben knew she couldn’t lie here. She called him several times since coming out of the 

woodwork so he knew her number. “Yeah. So?” 

 

 He scrolled some more, this time calling up an image. “This phone belonged to this guy.” 

He held it up for her to see. “Recognize him?” 

 

 A thin hand covered her mouth as Lisa let out an anguished squeal. “Oh my God!” 

 

 Ben pulled it back to look at the screen. “I’ll take that as a yes. He was still alive when 

we took it. Took a chest full of bullets, but not before his shotgun tore a hole right through 

Batso’s gut. The three rednecks he showed up with weren’t so lucky, but this guy? He hung in 

long enough to tell me how he knew we were coming for them. Thought I misunderstood when 

he said the name ‘Lisa’. But then the poor bastard corked off. Rummaged through his pockets, 

found his phone and took this nice keepsake. And then I checked his incoming calls and found 

you called him almost two hours before, right as we were leaving the clubhouse. It was a 

warning call, wasn’t it, sis?” 

 

 She fell back against the car before sinking to the ground, curling her body in a tight ball 

as her arms came around her legs. “No, Ben. You don’t understand.” 

 

 He picked her up to face him, her jaw caught tight in his grip. “No, I think I do. See, the 

club was getting reports of bodies lurking around the warehouse down in New Cumberland. 

We’d been planning for weeks, waiting. It didn’t take long because they were so amped up on 

drugs that their chatter carried right to our ears. They were going to clean out the narcotics we’d 

been storing. Do you now the kind of shit we would’ve been in if that happened? But when we 

got there, they were ready for us – with sawed off shotguns. Now we know how.” 

 

 She struggled against him, which only caused his hold on her to tighten. “Ben….stop…..” 

 

 “Because you called him. You warned him.” He tugged her face close to his. “And you 

were in on this. You didn’t clean up your act, Lisa. You’re still using. I’m sure as soon as your 

boyfriend dropped the club’s name, you knew you had an ‘in’. Show up back in my life after 

eighteen years wanting to be a ‘family’ again then get close enough to me to find out when the 

hit was.” He finally let go and pulled back. “That was my fault. Trusting someone who’d been 

off the map for years. That’s all on me.” 

 

 She was really left with nothing to say except to plead for what little forgiveness he was 

capable of giving – and right now, it was less than zero. “You got it all wrong, Ben. He was 

trying to get out. He fell in with those guys before he realized what they were up to. Who they 



were really working for. When I found out what the club was planning, I……I just warned him 

so he wouldn’t go.” 

 

 “But he did.” In a sick act of tenderness, he reached out to stroke her thin, blonde hair. 

“My guess, he wanted to play the big shot by warning his crew so they could one-up us before 

taking off with close to a quarter million dollars worth of black market ‘scripts. And two of my 

brothers are dead because of it.” 

 

 “Ben.” Her voice was barely audible. “Please.” 

 

 Words. Pleading. Regret. They meant shit right now. “He should’ve listened and stayed 

behind, little sister. Instead he and his buddies are dead - buried where no one will ever find 

them.” He gave her a warm smile which was oddly chilling. “Or you.” 

 

 Lisa turned away and began to sob. “Oh my God. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I never meant 

to……..I really did want to see you. I didn’t….I didn’t mean for this to happen. Oh my God, Ben. 

I’m so sorry.” 

 

 She was facing away from him. Good. Better that way. Right hand went behind his back, 

retrieving his revolver with the screwed on silencer he had stashed in the waistband of his jeans 

and pointed it at her head. “Me too, sis.” They were the last three words she heard before he 

dispatched a bullet into her skull. “Me too.” 

 

Screwing off the silencer, Ben shoved the revolver back in his shoulder holster before 

storming out of the shop, passing the two prospects. “Clean it up,” he ordered before heading 

towards his bike. It was pure black and chrome with no fussy adornments save for a meticulously 

airbrushed replica of the club’s back patch – a hooded skeleton on a motorcycle brandishing a 

gun done up in the club’s colors of red, black and gray.  

 

From the doorway to the clubhouse, Vic silently stood, waiting for an acknowledgement. 

As he pulled away from the line of bikes, Ben halted in front of his president and nodded. Vic 

replied in kind before turning to go back inside. Going home was not an option right now. It 

never was after a kill – especially this one. He needed to clear his head before unruly thoughts 

got the best of him. 

 

He headed towards the highway. 

 



Chapter Two 

 

The drive south down US 40 was serene, as it was that twilight time when most people 

were cleaning up supper dishes, turning newspaper pages or getting homework started. The tiny 

cemetery was located right between Weirton and Wellsburg and, at the time, Eva couldn’t 

fathom why her father purchased his plot there. It was a strange wish to be buried almost two 

towns over, but when she finally saw the place she had understood.  

 

It was out of the way and un-crowded, with hideous electrical lines one end to the other. 

Hancock County Electric had been called upon to cover surrounding county service calls when 

the demand outweighed the supply. No doubt her dad had worked these lines and wanted to be 

buried beneath the one thing which sustained him. Which kept their little family together. Which 

stretched tight to help pay for business school and provided when he suffered an on-the-job heart 

attack while way up one of those poles. 

 

As she gripped the top of the steering wheel, a sterling silver disc dangled from a 

matching chain bracelet similar to that of a Tiffany style. Eva reached with her other hand to rub 

it - her thumb grazing over the inscription whose meaning was everything to her. The gift from 

her father on her Sweet Sixteen was also accompanied by the hard truth of her mother's 

departure. “I’ve cushioned it all these years, Eva,” he had told her on her milestone birthday. 

“You were too young to comprehend what happened or why. Your mother left to be with a man 

she had an affair with years earlier. I begged her to stay – that I would forgive her. But she said 

she had to do this. The last thing she told me was to take care of you. And I did, but not because 

she told me to. Everything I did was for your sake. Because you were all I had. Because I love 

you.” 

 

Eva never failed to tear up when she remembered her father’s words, especially when she 

had opened the box containing the very same bracelet she rarely, if ever, took off. The simple 

inscription, three words which meant the world, brought everything full circle.  

 

Pulling off 40, she headed along a narrow stretch of dimly lit road. Sprawling mountains 

scaled up the right, while a long stretch of field ran down the left. It was difficult to enjoy any 

kind of scenery from a car, as The Mountain State deflected anything that couldn't be seen at 

least five hundred feet above ground. The narrow roads left little room to have had adequate 

lighting installed, which left only the full moon aiding Eva’s night vision. They weren’t the best 

driving conditions, but Eva was determined to make it. Today would’ve been her dad’s sixtieth 

birthday; he’d died six months shy of it. Nothing was going to keep her from her destination. 

Another woman wasn't going to abandon her father. 

 



Through the haze of her headlights, she saw a swirling circle of smoky mist in the field to 

the left as she came around a bend. Only when she got close enough did Eva realize it wasn't a 

mist, but dust - a large cloud of it, as it was kicked up from a motorcycle that rode fast and hard 

out of the field, directly across the road in front of her. 

 

And straight towards the side of the mountain. 

 

"What the hell?"  

 

Those words echoed inside her Jeep Grand Cherokee as she swerved to avoid a collision. 

Sharp reflexes kicked in as she turned the steering wheel to keep her skidding car from doing a 

complete one-eighty. Loud exhaust sputtering out of straight pipes suddenly quieted, replaced by 

the sound of another set of screeching tires before the sickening sound of metal hitting pavement. 

Or…..was it the impact of the mountain, which seemed to be the rider’s target? No. No way. He 

had to be blinded by her headlights and misjudged the turn. That had to be it. 

 

Her concentration on controlling her own vehicle, Eva was unable to witness what 

actually happened. Her tires finally came to a halt when her right fender hit a boulder at the base 

of the mountain, twenty-five yards from where the rider and his bike went down. After finally 

gaining control, she shook the cobwebs from her head and searched for her purse where it had 

slid off the passenger’s seat. Rummaging through it, she opened the telephone keypad then got 

out of the car. Despite what just happened, it was eerily quiet with the exception of a hooting owl 

and the faint howl of a coyote. Shit. 

 

"Hey!" She ran over, thumb poised and ready to press 9-1-1. The heels of her black boots 

hit hard against the pavement, while she clutched a denim jacket tight over a black and white 

print dress. "Are you okay? Do you want me to call......?" 

 

Eva's thought process stopped as the rider rose from the carnage. The light breeze seemed 

to have carried over the dust from the adjacent field. Out of it he walked - a large, looming figure 

through a murky haze, seemingly unscathed. The brilliantly lit moon shone down on the road 

below, allowing her to take in the initial sight of him. The man was built like the mountain he’d 

skidded into. Tall. No, tall was an understatement. Tall was six feet in her mind, especially 

compared to her own five-seven frame. He was that plus several more, which balanced out a 

body that was wide and rock solid. It was covered by a white t-shirt under a gray, denim button-

up, topped by a black leather vest sporting rectangular patches. 

 

Leather. Patches. Motorcycle. 

 

He was one of them. 



 

She watched him survey the wreck he had caused – or she had caused – until he saw her 

running over. His look froze her in place while he advanced. The natural reaction would be to 

turn, run and lock herself in her Jeep, but Eva couldn’t move, and this large man she almost 

collided with was practically draped over her within moments. Strong jaw, golden skin, trimmed 

goatee, dirty-blonde hair shaved above both ears while the rest was pulled tight into a nub of a 

ponytail at the back of his head. A broad chest flanked by a pair of biceps tested the material of 

his shirt. One side of his vest sported a patch which read Mountain Skulls. The other read Three 

Deadly Sins. Eva was familiar with base scripture to know there were seven and wondered which 

of the three these bikers decided to honor. The cell in her hand almost slipped out from the sweat 

accumulating on her palms.  

 

"What the fuck, darlin’?" The question was laced with a hard bite. "You see where you're 

going?" 

 

The phone finally slipped from her hand, the protective case keeping it from shattering on 

the pavement. Back up, Eva, her mind said. This guy's riled enough. Just let it go. He obviously 

thought it was her fault. But she was driving normally, doing the twenty-five mile per hour speed 

limit along the tight turn of the mountainside, while he cut her off riding straight across the road 

doing about fifty. Being accused of something which clearly wasn’t her fault cut through her 

sensible thoughts. "Me? You cut me off. You rode straight across the road, right into the......" 

 

"Hey!" That word was heavy with threat. Long legs wrapped in Wranglers brought him 

so close to her personal space that Eva’s heart seemed to stop. He looked as if he sprouted 

several more inches the closer he got. Eyes the color of whiskey under dark blonde brows 

narrowed with warning. "I'd be careful what comes out of that sweet mouth next. This is how it 

goes down - what you just saw, you forget. Tell me you understand?" 

 

Something took control over Eva's body, because it wasn't her own reflexes which made 

her head instantly nod up and down. This guy was pissed, but it wasn't about her allegedly 

cutting him off.  

 

"Good." His one-word answer accompanied a visual sweep up and down her body before 

he jerked his head towards her car. "Now get outta here." 

 

Just then, that lone owl hooted above as if urging her to take his advice and book. But she 

stood there, waiting to see if he'd turn and go first. He didn't. He stood as still as a statue, giving 

her a hard stare which sent a message. He wasn't going anywhere until she left. 

 



Slowly she bent down to pick up her phone, careful not to take her eyes off him. One step 

at a time she walked backwards, not even wanting to turn her back on him. Ever since she was 

eight years old this motorcycle club had been a strange fixture in Tippitt. Their straight pipes 

were nothing more than white noise in the distance, though no less unnerving. Sitting in class, 

doing homework at the kitchen table, hanging with friends at Tippitt ‘n Sip-It Coffee Shop or her 

standing Sunday afternoon pizza date with her dad, the faint rumble of Harleys had always 

pricked her ears - much like the coyote who let out another anguished howl at the moon above. 

Other than their formation passing down the street, from the time she’d left for school at eighteen 

to the day she’d pulled into the plaza where she opened her card and gift shop six months ago, 

she had never physically run into any of them.  

 

Now twenty-four years later, she’d done just that - literally. Now wasn’t the time to argue 

with a man who had more than a hundred pounds and eight to ten inches on her, and a whole lot 

of piss in him.  

 

"Tonight, darlin’." 

 

Her teeth clenched at that endearment, now delivered twice with dripping sarcasm. But 

this time she wisely kept her mouth shut. Quickening her backwards pace until her bottom hit the 

hood of her Jeep, she pivoted and got inside. Through the windshield she saw him, still not 

moving a muscle as she started the ignition, when a car made its way around the bend, barely 

missing where she had parked. Great - where was a passerby when she needed one? 

 

U-turning in the road, she headed in the opposite direction. Towards Tippitt. Towards 

home. She didn't want to chance this guy following her to a cemetery at night. "Sorry, dad."  

 

~~~***~~~  

 

 Clearing his head after a kill was routine for Ben. But last night it had turned out to be 

disastrous. 

 

 He never even made it to his bed, instead collapsing on the living room couch. Stretching 

his huge body, he finally got up, his mere presence dwarfing the cottage-style rental. And just 

like his bike and person, it was simply stated. A small flat screen television with basic cable was 

the only electronic he owned. Not a computer. Not a toaster. Not even a coffee maker. The hang-

arounds always kept it brewing at the clubhouse as well as took turns tossing together something 

edible in the kitchen. If not, he either found himself in his favorite corner booth at Ziggy’s or got 

one of the girls to make a food and pussy house call, if needed.  

 



Clean. Neat. Uncluttered, with the barest of necessities. No plants on the verge of drying 

up, no magazines or even a throw pillow. Not a picture on the wall, a photo frame on a table or 

mementos of any kind. There wasn’t anything nostalgic about his childhood to warrant scattering 

evidence of it around him. Never having a ‘real’ home, populating his current living status 

seemed like a waste of time. He’d probably still be holed up in one of the clubhouse dorms, but 

he’d begun to crave privacy. Plus, he was five years shy of forty, and living like a frat boy wasn’t 

going to fly. The simple structure was nothing but a roof over his head as well as a place to sleep, 

shower and the occasional fuck. Referring to it as ‘home’ was a joke. 

  

 Desperately needing a shower, he pulled his filthy clothes off on the way to bathroom, 

tossing them in a basket in the hallway. Pushing the beige liner aside, he turned the spray on as 

hot as he could stand it before stepping in. For a minute or two he just stood there, leaning 

against the cool, fiberglass wall, and let the hot water seep into his pores before grabbing the 

gold bar of Dial to wash away the previous night. 

 

 Pulling on boxers and jeans, he sat on the edge of his bed, which was still made. The 

brown and black plaid comforter was smoothed flat and pillows perfectly stacked against the 

wall, as he had no head or footboard. Balancing elbows on both knees, he leaned forward. The 

events of last night left a bad taste in mouth and an even more vile feeling in his chest. Not 

killing his own sister, but playing some sick game of chicken with the side of a mountain. That 

wasn’t on the agenda. Nor was having an eyewitness to it. 

 

 Ben immediately saw her, remembering the bright moon and headlights leaving nothing 

to wonder. Dark hair, brilliant blue eyes, decent legs he could tell from what her boots and dress 

didn’t cover, their length indicating she had some height. He was surprised she got out of her car 

on a dark mountainside road, with no kind of protection, from what he could gather, to see if he 

was alright. But he wasn’t. At least not mentally. He’d allowed his guilt to put him in a bad place 

as he drove down US40 until he found himself in that field. Alone. Eerily quiet save for a couple 

of coyotes in the distance. All that was between him and the mountain facing him across the road 

was guts. He’d planned on pulling away at the last minute.  

 

 But some blue-eyed brunette wound up interceding. Maybe it was a good thing. Maybe 

she’d saved his life if he’d decided to let the mountain win. Still, she’d seen what happened and 

had seen him with his cut on. Although he did his best to convince her not to repeat a word, Ben 

recently learned the hard way not to trust a woman you barely knew. And the last thing he 

wanted was some chick having the wrong idea. His riddled mind was still sharp enough when he 

got home to scribble down what he remembered and stick it inside his cut as well as remember 

something his sister had said. 

 



 “He was trying to get out. He fell in with those guys before he realized what they were up 

to. Who they were really working for.” 

 

 Those words nagged him until he finally fell into some semblance of sleep only to realize 

now what they meant. Those rednecks weren’t stealing those drugs for themselves. They were 

acting on someone else’s orders. 

 

 Ben checked the digital – eleven a.m. He needed to get to the clubhouse and talk to Vic 

pronto. He finished dressing, smoothed the wrinkles he left in the comforter, then tossed the wet 

towel in the basket. His pared-down surroundings not only turned him into a minimalist, but also 

a neatnik over the years. He just didn’t like being suffocated with stuff he had no time to get 

attached to. Checking the mirror, he saw that his goatee had begun morphing into a beard with 

serious overgrowth, as was the area he shaved over his ears, but he didn’t have time for a 

grooming session. Pulling the loose section of hair into a short ponytail in back of his head, Ben 

grabbed his keys, wallet and revolver and left. 

 

~~~***~~~  

 

 Eva stared at the peeling wallpaper border in her bedroom. It was easy to imagine all the 

remodeling which needed to be done to the 1,700 sq ft Victorian she’d purchased three months 

ago with her eyes closed. Once open, her mental ‘to do’ list got bigger and bigger. 

 

 She raised eyes, for sure, in this small town still set in some archaic ways – a single 

woman buying a house with no man or children to share it. But Eva didn’t have the same 

prerequisites as the rest of society. Prior to losing her father, she had moved back in with him 

after officially taking over the card shop. As much as it brought him joy to have his only child 

home, it had burned her every time she entered the place, still remembering the night he brought 

her back twenty-six years ago to find ‘mommy had to go away for a bit’. A ‘bit’ turned to 

permanent and, at sixteen, finally got the truth from him. At least she took him at his word. 

 

 Now with him gone and everything left to her, she’d sold the house along with the 

memory of that night. Prior to having it cleaned out, the only keepsakes she wanted were the 

framed photos and albums, a hurricane lamp, the dark pine dining table and hutch and, of course, 

the Victorian mailbox. She remembered picking it out at Dell’s Hardware store all those years 

ago. Rather than find another rental, Eva wanted something permanent. Something she could 

fashion to her liking and call hers. A place where she could make her own traditions and 

memories - where the mere glance of a crockpot wouldn’t open old wounds. And since her 

mother loathed the lamp and dining set, Eva didn’t worry about her ghost of a memory haunting 

it. And when she came upon this fixer-upper four months ago, which was almost a dead ringer 

for the mailbox, she knew it was fate. 



 

 Now it was to be her long-term project as Eva vowed to do as much of the work as she 

could on her own. Which was…..a lot. Getting out of bed, the cool, oak floors creaked under her 

feet. She had an odd affection for the sounds of an old house that the smell of brand spanking 

new construction couldn’t touch. It had heart. It had character. It also had a solid foundation, 

strong supports, working mechanicals and a tight roof. The rest was cosmetic. She could deal 

with that.  

 

 She didn’t have to open the store until ten, but was always awake and up by six. She 

loved leisurely mornings in her own home. Especially the bathroom. It was ceiling-to-wall white 

with the exception of tiny, black-checked tile flooring and chrome faucets. The beauty of the 

room was a pristine claw-foot tub under an antique window made of frosted glass. It let the 

sunlight in without sacrificing privacy. Turning the knobs, she heated up the water before turning 

on the shower inside the curtained circle. She drenched her body with shower gel then washed 

and conditioned her hair. Afterwards, she patted herself dry with a fluffy towel, squeezed the 

excess water from her hair then combed it out before slipping into and belting her robe.  

 

 The staircase was a focal part of the house, sweeping up into an arc from the entryway to 

the second floor with a multi-colored stained glass window breaking up the wall in between. 

Once downstairs, Eva crossed the newly finished hardwood floor of the living room – the first 

major renovation which she couldn’t do herself. She could care less what the rest of the house 

looked like, but the first room upon entering the home had to at least shine. In addition to the 

gleaming floors, the room boasted a Fieldstone fireplace, which extended to the ceiling, as well 

as a paned bay window sporting a window seat below. Upon her first showing of the house, Eva 

had selected that spot where her first Christmas tree would go. With the exception of the down 

payment and some traditional-style furniture she picked up in a Pennsylvania consignment shop, 

she tucked away the balance of the sale proceeds and her dad’s life insurance in a moderate-

interest-bearing money market for non-repair emergencies.  

 

 The dining room was another story. The pine table, chairs, hutch and sideboard was 

surrounded by stacks of boxes she hadn’t yet unpacked. On the right wall entering from the 

living room was a horrid mural which looked exactly like it belonged to the ancient lady who 

had previously resided here. That was the next thing to go, so Eva could paint before giving the 

floors a good buff and polish.  

 

 Through the archway, she headed into the kitchen. The room was badly dated with 

mottled-blue cabinets, faux-wood Formica countertops, peeling, diamond-shaped linoleum floor 

and infamous harvest gold appliances. At least they weren’t avocado green. More boxes 

containing cookware, dishes, glasses, utensils, small appliances and other kitchen paraphernalia 

were scattered about. Some were opened, old newspaper wrapping and ripped packing tape 



hanging out. Eva pulled out, washed and put away only what she had needed, and one of those 

items was the coffee pot. She poured in the water, then scooped in the grounds from a ceramic 

jar on the counter, then hit the button. She then sifted through the paint chip samples, cleaning 

products, décor magazines and brochures littering the counter until she found yesterday’s mail. 

She knew she had to fully unpack and settle the rest of the rooms, but it didn’t feel right until the 

rooms were complete. Besides, it wasn’t like she had company or entertaining on the agenda. 

The only one privy to her mess was her.  

 

 Coffee brewed, she poured a cup, added sweetener, a dollop of milk, then opened the 

slider behind the dinette set. It led to a sturdy deck which overlooked the yard and top of the 

driveway. Taking that first sip of the day, she winced at the damaged headlight area on her Jeep. 

And the reason for it came back like a flash. Her hands had shaken pretty much all the way home 

after that run-in with that big biker, especially the sight of him riding what looked like straight 

into the side of the mountain – on purpose. The Mountain Skulls had been long-time residents in 

Tippitt and, aside from brawls, drunken parties and minor altercations which made the paper 

from time to time, the club didn’t stir much trouble. And if they did, it was kept quiet. Her store 

had only been a fixture in town since signing the lease six months ago and, prior to that, she’d 

been renting out of town so she’d avoided direct contact with any of them – until last night. And 

didn’t hope for a repeat performance. 

 

 Taking another sip, she looked about the yard, mentally planning out where her vegetable 

and herb garden would go, as well as how she was going to get a pile of loose fireplace wood 

chopped and stacked. The sound of a hose gushing drew her eyes across the fence which 

separated her property from Martha Bachman. She was the only neighbor Eva knew so far on a 

first name basis, because the woman had practically been on her doorstep the day she moved in. 

She was obviously one of those old coots who knew everyone and everything in the 

neighborhood and, being the newest addition, Eva got an early welcome to get sized up. She 

quickly learned the woman watered anything with soil practically every morning at the crack of 

dawn, as her rear deck, visible from Eva’s, was crammed with every potted plant imaginable. 

 

 She raised her hand and waved. “Good morning, Mrs. Bachman.” 

 

 The old lady waved back with the hose, causing a stream of water to arc over her deck 

railing. “What happened to your car?” 

 

 Well the ol’ bat’s eyesight was fine, as she could see the nose of her car from her deck. 

“Just a minor accident.” Quickly, she waved goodbye and went back inside before Mrs. 

Bachman could assault her with a ton of questions. Upstairs, she finished drying her hair, applied 

face powder, a hint of blush, gray eyeliner, mascara and rosy lip gloss. The cool morning would 

give way to a seventy-five degree day, plus she was meeting MaryLynn for their monthly lunch, 



so she selected her sapphire-blue wrap dress with cap sleeves and tan, strappy heels. Eva almost 

always dressed like this. Other than jeans and a pair of sensible black pants, she much preferred 

dresses and skirts. Femininity was a powerful thing.  

 

 But she didn’t prefer a contraption called a ‘thong’, as she pulled underwear out of her 

drawer. Her favorite white ‘cheekies’ in hand, her eye caught the only one she owned, a clichéd 

red and white lace one William had bought her this past Valentine’s Day. Before her father died. 

Before breaking up with William afterwards. Why she still kept it was beyond her. Maybe it was 

some silent reminder that men with buffed fingernails who paid seventy-five dollars for haircuts 

weren’t all they were cracked up to be. 

 

 Fully dressed, she secured silver hoops in her ears. The charm bracelet was the one thing 

which rarely came off, its message as close to her heart as the man who gave it to her. By nine 

a.m. she was out the door. 

 



Chapter Three 

 

 By eleven, Ben pulled into the clubhouse and went straight to the body shop. Taz was 

inside with several cars on the docket. He was an artist at restoring cars, as well as taking apart 

other things which were best left off his work resume. “Hey. Think you got time to buff some 

scratches out of my bike?” 

 

 Firing up a blowtorch which looked way too comfortable in his hand, Taz lifted up his 

face shield. Black hair, black eyes and pointed black beard, he looked every inch the devil he 

was when that blowtorch wasn’t being used on metal. “Think so. What happened?” 

 

 That wasn’t for discussion. “Took a little spill. No big deal.” 

 

 Taz turned down the torch and removed his shield, displaying the array of piercings in his 

brow. “You good?” 

 

 A brother laying his bike down was never classified as ‘no big deal,’ but Taz was the 

male version of a gossiping bitch. He liked to talk and was always in a chipper mood despite 

his….proclivities. Plus the last thing Ben wanted was a member thinking he couldn’t handle his 

shit after what happened last night. “I’m fine. Vic here?” He changed the subject fast. 

 

 “Nah. Elle had some town thing she’s chairin’. Had to make an appearance – you know, 

photo-op and shit.” 

 

 If there was a perfect ol’ lady, it was Elizabeth Connors. Mid-fifties and chic from her 

wardrobe to her hairstyle, ‘Elle,’ as everyone called her, found a way to balance the biker queen 

with the town organizer. While she and Vic raised two grown children who had since moved 

away, she stayed immersed in Tippitt through various committees and boards, which kept the 

club in good standing by proxy, and to get the scoop on any town goings-on the club should 

know about. On occasion, Vic accompanied her, in his cut, further representing the club, and 

preferably alone, as having a fleet of Harleys blazing up to some ribbon cutting wouldn’t go over 

well. 

 

 “What about Aero?” 

 

 Taz pointed towards the clubhouse. “Inside.” 

 

 The veep would have to do, as Ben walked over. Seeing a light on in what was The Water 

Rock’s old office, he made a stop in first to find young Wes surrounded by the technological 

nightmare which had been Stash’s former domain. “Got a sec?” 



 

 The young patch stared up, looking a bit awkward, as if finding the right thing to say 

after last night. “Yeah, sure.” 

 

 Ben surveyed the mass of equipment, wires, surge protectors, software CDs and firewall 

blockers. “You figuring this shit out?” 

 

 “Tryin’ to. You, um….need somethin’?” 

 

 “Yeah.” Ben retrieved the piece of paper he’d stuffed inside his cut pocket the night 

before. “How good are you at looking up license plates?” 

 

 Wes’s eyes lit up. “Piece of cake, bro. There’s this chick at DMV who loves me.” His 

eyebrows wiggled a bit. What’ya need?” 

 

 “Info on who owns this vehicle.” 

 

 Wes stared at the paper which contained a plate number and the description, ‘maroon 

Jeep Grand Cherokee’ “How much info?” 

 

 How much did Ben want? Enough to use whatever he found, if needed. “Whatever you 

can find.” 

 

 Leaving the kid, he found Aero coming out of the bathroom. The two men immediately 

clutched each other. “Hey, brother,” Aero said, slapping Ben’s back hard before pulling away. 

He was a good guy – most vets were – and had a compassionate streak despite his deep loyalty to 

a club he’d kill for. “You good?” 

 

 It was a hard question to answer after ending someone’s life, let alone your own family. 

But it was his private shit to deal with, so he simply nodded. “Listen, something I got to run by 

you. Thought maybe I should talk to Vic first.” 

 

 “He and Elle are playing nice-nice with the town until around four,” Aero answered, 

while motioning for one of the girls to pour two coffees. “What’s up?” 

 

 Other than the enormous amount of ink from his wrists to up under his shirt sleeve, the 

last thing Aero looked like was a biker. Forty-three, tall, beard trimmed to a perfect five o’clock 

shadow and hair he had to run off to the barber to trim as soon as it grew a fraction of an inch, 

Aero appeared more military than mayhem. He did two tours in before being honorably 

discharged due to an eye injury right before 9/11. It enraged him no longer being able to get out 



there and shoot down the fuckers who’d collapsed those buildings. If he couldn’t fly, then he’d 

ride. He bought himself a Harley and wound up meeting Vic in a dive bar back in 2002. The two 

got drunk while he compared his war experiences to Vic’s in ‘Nam. He was soon asked to 

prospect, made the cut a year later, then leap-frogged to V.P when senior members began to 

retire. 

 

 “Something she said last night.” Ben couldn’t bring himself to say his own sister’s name. 

Keeping it impersonal was part of the disconnect process. “That crew wasn’t acting alone.” 

 

 Ben repeated what Lisa had told him, as Aero stroked his stubbled chin. “Huh. 

That’s…….not good. If true, they’re still out there and know we’re connected to those 

narcotics.” 

 

 “Yeah, but we got everything out and stored at Owens.” Besides coal, lumber was a 

major commodity in West Virginia. Owens was not only the largest, it was the only local 

corporation which allied with the MC, due in part to Tanner and Ben still being on the clock 

there several days a week. And, oh yeah, Tanner’s cousin ran the place. When the club found – 

and dealt with – several workers who were filching lumber after hours for off-book work, 

Charles Owens showed his appreciation with the gorgeous, custom-made, three hundred pound 

table, as well as an interesting business offer – running security at his mill in exchange for 

anything the club needed. He had an airtight storm cellar under the mill, which was the perfect 

spot to store the drugs in a pinch. But they couldn’t stay there for long. “We gotta run all that shit 

out soon before the next shipment arrives.” 

 

 “Yeah, well.” Aero headed towards the bar where their coffees awaited, away from the 

ears of several club girls hanging in the background. “Joey just called from the package store. 

Has a message from his uncle. Probably about how we’re gonna move forward after this mess. 

Me and Doug were gonna ride out later. How ‘bout you come instead? Think you could use 

some good ol’ business after last night.” 

 

 Get right back in the saddle, that’s how you dealt with it. And Aero was right. Plus Ben 

had time to kill while Taz worked on his bike. He thought about it then took a sip of coffee and 

thought about it. “Sure, what time?” 

 

 “Three. But I wanna leave at two and stop at Lou’s.” Aero ran a hand behind his neck to 

feel the slightest bit of hair growth. “I need a cut 

 

~~~***~~~  

 



 At nine twenty, Eva was pleased to see Cyndi already waiting outside the store with a 

large coffee and dark sunglasses. She wondered if they were to deflect the bright sunshine or 

hide the effects of drinking with her girlfriends the night before. Oh, to be twenty-two, living 

with mommy and daddy and not a care in the world. “Morning, Cyn.” 

 

 “Hi.”  

 

 It was all the young woman mustered, which led Eva to believe her theory about a night 

filled with too many apple-tinis. Lifting her hand, she removed Cyndi’s glasses and grimaced. 

“How about saving your wild nights for when you can sleep in the next morning?” 

 

 The young woman shrugged, then sipped her coffee. “I didn’t drink too much. My turn to 

be designated driver. Didn’t get home until two.” 

 

 Eva couldn’t remember the last night where she poured herself in after midnight. She was 

usually several hours into REM sleep by then. God, she sounded old. 

 

 Once inside, she went to the office, took the cash drawer out of the safe, then gave it over 

to Cyndi to open the front. She had pretty much straightened up all the greeting cards, gift 

displays and the jewelry counter containing collections from independent vendors before closing 

last night. With October right around the corner, the stretch between Halloween and Valentine’s 

Day would be a busy one. Good, because she had a large Christmas list of her own. Santa was 

going to need a very strong sleigh this year. 

 

 By ten, the door was unlocked, and First Impressions Card & Gift Shop was officially 

open. Steady regulars popped in right up until noon, which was when it got real busy. Located 

behind town hall in the heart of Tippitt, the local fare included Ticker Liquor, Dell’s Hardware 

Store, Lou’s Barber, Sugar Me Bakery, hair salon, Tippitt ‘n Sip-It Coffee Shop, bank, grocer, 

insurance agency, Clarks Café and even a psychic. It provided the townsfolk with everything 

they needed in one spot as well as its employees to run all their errands on their lunch break. The 

establishments were situated in two strips directly across from each other, with parking area in 

the middle. First Impressions sat between Tippitt ‘n Sip-It Coffee Shop and the psychic, the 

owner of which, a sixty-ish woman with a roller-tease-comb-out hairstyle, polyester pantsuits 

and reeking of Shalimar, would come into First Impressions and quietly nose around the jewelry.  

 

 Directly across was Clarks Café and, a little before one, Eva left Cyndi to hold the fort 

down while she met her friend there for lunch. Arriving first, Eva secured a window booth, 

which afforded her a visual watch on her store, then called over a waitress. Fashionably late by 

one-twenty, MaryLynn walked through door, cell phone in ear, and Eva waved her over. Her 



longtime friend since high school, MaryLynn Marteen – correction, Marteen-Doyle - practiced 

law with her husband over in Morgantown.  

 

 “Smooches.” MaryLynn offered her face for a kiss before sitting across from Eva. 

“Sorry.” She waved her phone. “I’m all for texting, but dammit, when I tell a client to call me 

while I’m driving I mean it.” 

 

 Eva took a sip of water. “Time to break the whip out.” 

 

 “Nah.” MaryLynn slid her beige-suited body into the booth. “That stays in the nightstand 

drawer.” 

 

 What was considered over-share to most, was commonplace with MaryLynn. She and 

Eva had been close since grade school and complete opposites. MaryLynn was brash, bold, a 

ridiculous flirt and never failed to give her unasked opinion. Eva, on the other hand, had been 

guarded, quiet, and thought before she spoke. Parts of their opposite personalities bounced off 

each and onto the other to blend a strong friendship, which lasted past college, moving, marriage 

and career. 

 

 “Thanks for driving up here this round, Mar. I’ll come to you next month.” 

 

 MaryLynn went for her water. “Not a problem. Have a meeting up in East Liverpool. 

Thinking of getting licensed there – expand our reach.” She lifted the glass, sniffed it, then put it 

down with a face. “Smells like swamp and chlorine. Shit, Eva, don’t drink that stuff, not unless 

you want parasites eating away your intestines. Order something in a bottle.” 

 

 Eva shrugged. If she wasn’t dead yet from tap water, it wasn’t going to kill her now. “Oh, 

I ordered for us.” 

 

 They always had the same thing during their monthly lunches. Eva had a tuna melt on 

toasted rye with well done fries and an unsweetened iced tea, while MaryLynn’s Cobb salad 

(with well washed greens so she wouldn’t ingest any pesticides!) probably had as many calories 

as Eva’s entire lunch. Her friend smirked. “Knew I’d be late, didn’t you?” 

 

 She always was – anywhere from five to fifteen minutes, and she’d pushed it today with 

twenty. It was one of those quirks MaryLynn never shook off. If Eva had a job where she was on 

the clock it’d be different. But with the afternoon rush over and her store in full view, she had the 

luxury of someone who owned her own business to take an extended lunch. “You? Late? 

Really?” 

 



 “Smartass.”  

 

 MaryLynn flagged down the waitress for a bottle of diet cola from the cooler. She 

brought it back along with their lunches, which Eva had timed perfectly. They both ate while 

discussing the updates in their lives in a specific order – business first, personal last. Always last. 

While they weren’t chewing. With MaryLynn’s licensing quest in Ohio and Eva’s store prep for 

the holidays out of the way, they got down to the real dirt as their empty dishes were taken away. 

Eva went first. 

 

 “So. How’s George?” 

 

 “Getting plugs next week.” 

 

 Eva choked on what was left of her iced tea. “What?” She practically laughed that word. 

 

 “Hey, turning forty and male pattern baldness do not an attractive combo make.” 

 

 “I didn’t realize George was so vain.” 

 

  “He isn’t. I am, as if you didn’t know that already. One of my lovable flaws. Anyway, 

I’m insisting, especially if he wants to have any semblance of a sex life.” 

 

 “God, Mar, that’s cruel. Even for your standards.” Eva knew her opinionated friend 

wouldn’t mind her own dose of honesty. 

 

 “Hey,” MaryLynn cupped her boobs, “don’t think that once these begin to drop that I 

won’t check in for a lift. Besides, we have money and no kids to spend it on. So……speaking of 

spending money, how’s the ‘pit’?” 

 

 Classic, bold MaryLynn. She’d blanched when Eva had given her a tour of the Victorian 

while mentally calculating how much money it would take to renovate it. “My house is fine. At 

least the living room is. Floors are done and got new furniture from that consignment shop near 

where I went to business school in Penn.” 

 

 “If it’s consigned, then it’s not new.” 

 

 “It’s new to me.” 

 

 Even with good-natured ribbing, they respected each other, and Eva appreciated the close 

bond they had shared since childhood. Seeing the charm hanging from Eva’s wrist, MaryLynn 



reached over to dangle it with her fingertip. She knew where it came from and what it meant. 

“Isn’t his birthday this month?” 

 

 That caught Eva by surprise. She didn’t expect her ultra-busy, always late friend to 

remember that. “It was yesterday. You…..you remember?”  

 

 MaryLynn put her hand over her friend’s. “I remember you always baking cupcakes for 

his birthday, which was right after we went back to school, so I knew it was this month. You 

holding up?” 

 

 Eva nodded. “Yeah. I’m fine. I went to go see him………” then cut off. Again, some 

things were best kept to herself. Admitting she had a run-in with one of the town’s bikers would 

keep them here another hour, as MaryLynn would want a color commentary of the entire scene. 

 

 “Went where? The cemetery?” 

 

 “I tried. I wanted to, but…….car trouble.” It wasn’t a lie now, as she remembered she 

still had to call the insurance company about the damage. Looking up at the clock, she crumpled 

the napkin on her lap. “Almost two-thirty, better get the check.” 

 

 As Eva looked for the waitress, MaryLynn stared out the window, then let out a sultry 

sound. “Sweet baby Jesus, will you look at that?” 

 

 After getting the waitress’s attention, Eva looked out the window to see what caused her 

friend to practically orgasm in the booth. Her heart stopped for a split second, then picked up the 

regular pace. It was one of them – the Mountain Skulls– but thankfully not the one she’d run into 

last night. This one was tall, though not as big as the man who’d practically side-swiped her last 

night. He was more sleek and cut, as evidenced by well defined arms covered in ink from wrist 

up to where they disappeared under the sleeve of a tight, black t-shirt. She guess-timated forty-

something, with dark hair, shadow of a beard and multiple rings on his fingers. Gold Air Force 

wings attached to one of those leather vests they wore indicated he had once served, which 

explained the military-short hair.  

 

 “Air Force,” MaryLynn hummed. “I’d like to ride his cock pit.” 

 

 Eva glanced away from the window. “Says the married woman.” 

 

 “Pfft, details,” her friend said with a wave of her hand. “I’m an attorney. I can 

temporarily divorce myself.” 

 



 “You’re a real estate attorney, Mar.” 

 

 “Well you’re a fantasy buzz-kill. And, looks like Mr. Air Force has a friend with 

him…..holy shit!” 

 

 Eva looked back out the window, freezing as her mind repeated her friend’s words. Holy 

shit!  

 

 Air Force-man’s friend caught her stare. It was him. Again. 

 

 

  



Chapter Four 

 

 It was her. Again. 

 

 Through the window, those vibrant blue eyes stared back at Ben before a waitress 

intervened. So did Aero. “Lou can take me quick – should be fifteen. You coming in?” 

 

 No, Ben didn’t need to suffer Aero’s fastidiousness over his hair. Plus, fate just gave him 

a little gift. “Nah, I’ll hang out here.” 

 

 Both men watched as the café door opened and the blue-eyed brunette, along with a stiff-

ass looking suit, walked out. Aero grinned, then slapped Ben on the back. “Yeah, you do that. 

Enjoy the view.” 

 

 His V.P. gone, Ben watched the brunette give the suit a hug and a kiss goodbye before 

heading across the parking lot. But not before she spared him a cautionary look-back. Oh, yeah, 

he was watching her, and saw a lot more in that snug, blue dress. Damn, she had some sick 

curves – something a man could sink his hands into. He watched her cross over and into the card 

store, noticing a maroon Jeep parked in front of it. Her Jeep. She must’ve worked there. 

 

 Having time to kill, he strode across the parking lot and up to the Jeep, seeing the broken 

headlight from the impact last night. Looking right, left and behind, he entered the store, a jingly 

little bell signaling his entrance. Great - so much for being stealth. He stilled at the sight of all 

the stuff surrounding him, cards, candy, jewelry, quilted handbags, wrapping paper, knick-

knacks, collectibles and doo-dads. The minimalist in him instantly felt suffocated, and he was 

afraid to move or knock something over, not to mention his bull-in-a-china-shop size. Carefully, 

he made his way over to the counter, where a glassy-eyed young woman sat behind the register. 

She almost fell off the stool when she saw him. “Um….” 

 

 He looked around. “The brunette in a blue dress I just saw come in here.” 

 

 “Oh. Eva?” 

 

 Eva. That was her name. One less thing to check off Wes’s list. “Where is she?” 

 

 The girl looked hung-over and like one of those ignorant party chicks who sneak their 

way into the club for Saturday night bashes and a forbidden taste of outlaw cock. She also looked 

too stunned to deny him. “Stock room,” she pointed towards straight ahead. “Back there.” 

 



 Ben headed where she pointed to an open door. Inside he found her, standing on top of a 

cardboard box while reaching to get something off the top of a metal storage shelf. She was 

vulnerable, with both arms stretched above her, blocking her vision, and the position offered him 

a clean silhouette of her body. The material of her dress clung to a lean middle, nicely rounded 

tits and an ass which popped out just right. The dress had split open where it wrapped, exposing 

a leg up to mid thigh.  

 

 He wasn’t one to deny getting his fill, and she certainly had a lot to see. She still had no 

idea he was standing there, watching her, his eyes tracing every curve of her body. The more she 

struggled, the more her dress separated, now up to her hip covered by a strip of white silk. Shit, 

he could stand here and stare all day, but he was on business, not to mention he was getting 

uncomfortably hard. Shutting down his private peep show, he did what he came for. But first, he 

reached up, his own six-six height allowing him to grab what she was struggling to get without 

so much as rising to his toes. Seeing a large arm come out of nowhere, she gasped and lost her 

balance. With his left hand raised above him, his right arm quickly snatched her around the waist 

before she fell and broke an ankle, especially in those damn, sexy shoes.  

 

 He caught her against him, her feet dangling off the floor. His arm locked tight around 

her waist, his fingers sinking into the space where her dress had split, touching soft skin and 

silky material. Her back was flat against his chest while her ass pressed much lower, no doubt 

feeling how hard he was. He dropped her like a hot match, and she backed away, immediately 

straightening her dress. He instantly found his first smile of the day. 

  

 Her, not so much. Those sparkly eyes were on fire. “What are you doing back here?” She 

looked towards the door then up – way up – at him. She’d looked like a frightened animal last 

night. Now she looked pissed. “Are you following me?” 

 

 He didn’t answer, instead handed her what she was trying to get off the shelf. “You’re 

welcome.” A little sarcasm never hurt. 

 

 She took it from him, but not his bait. “You didn’t answer my question.” 

 

 And he wasn’t ready to. An insistent bitch never went over well, but seeing as he was 

responsible for the damage to her car and sneaking up on her, he shrugged it off. “You dress like 

that to work in a stock room?” 

 

 “I always dress like this.” 

 

 “To work here?” 

 



 “I own here.” 

 

 Okay, a little more info he was sure Wes had found, but wouldn’t need. Ben found 

himself in this plaza many times since patching in seven years ago. Mostly the café or Ticker 

Liquor for middle-man meetings with Joey. This place had been a travel agency before going out 

of business less than a year ago and, though the Skulls pretty much kept their finger on the pulse 

of what went on in this small town, he’d never paid any mind when a card shop took over the 

space shortly after. Plus he never had need to come in here, as there was no one in his life to buy 

cards for or give gifts to. And with good reason, as the congested store area and stock room made 

him twitch. “You got a lot of shit back here, darlin’.” 

 

  “It’s not shit, its merchandise,” she politely, yet defensively, replied. 

 

 Over the last several weeks, he’d endured a bloody shootout, burying two brothers and 

plugging his lying, junkie sister. Now in less than five minutes, this unknown woman had made 

him smile – twice. She was fully facing him, sexy as hell with those damn, fucking curves and a 

pair of eyes which matched her dress. “Testy.” 

 

 She crossed her arms. “You insulted my livelihood. So,” tightening her arms around her, 

“What do you want?” 

 

 He’d played enough. Aero was probably finishing up getting his precious hair clipped. 

“Last night. Just want to make sure we’re square.” 

 

 She got an uncomfortable look about her, then dropped her eyes to the floor. “I told you, I 

won’t say anything.” 

 

 He nodded, glad for pressing the point once more for good measure. 

 

 She looked back up. “I don’t understand the secrecy. It was just a minor accident. No one 

got hurt.” 

 

 During Ben’s tenure here, when the Mountain Skulls asked you something, you didn’t 

question it. Now he wasn’t sure if she was feisty or stupid. “Darlin’, what did you see last 

night?” 

 

 “Since you told me to forget what I saw, then….nothing.” 

 

 Okay, she wasn’t stupid. He leaned in. “Just one time.” 

 



 She backed away slightly when he closed in, though she kept eye contact. “I came around 

the bend. Once the road straightened, I saw you ride right across the road into the….” 

 

 He put a thumb over her lips. “Shhh, stop right there. It wasn’t what you think. And let’s 

leave it like that.”  

 

 She took hold of his wrist, removing his hand from her mouth. “Fine. Is that it?” 

 

 He had to give her credit. Even though she looked unnerved, she held her own. Glancing 

down, he saw she still held onto his wrist. Slender fingers, squared off with nails tinted with 

sand-colored polish, which also matched her toes. A silver bracelet with a dangling charm hung 

from her wrist. He continued to stare at her hands, a stark contrast to his own large, scarred ones. 

Realizing how long she’d been holding onto him, she pulled away as another smile threatened. 

“Saw your car.” 

 

 A heavy sigh escaped lips he still felt on his thumb. “I know. Have to call the insurance 

company later.” 

 

 “Don’t. They’ll just raise your rates. Bring it to our body shop. I’ll take care of it.” 

 

 She shook her head. “No, you don’t have to……..” 

 

 “I said I’ll take care of it. Dammit, woman, for once today, listen.” 

 

 That made her eyes narrow. Damn, she really looked ticked and was probably thinking of 

some smart comeback. “How long will it take?” She asked instead. 

 

 “Looks like just the light. It’s American, so we might have it in stock. The scratches are 

minor and can get buffed out. Half day should do it.” 

 

 “Okay,” she replied, thinking a bit. “Can’t tomorrow – Saturday’s my busiest day. I can 

drop it off Monday and arrange a ride back.” 

 

 “Don’t have to. We’ll have the flat bed pick up around nine.” Ben pulled his sunglasses 

out. “I’ll make sure you’re on the schedule.” He slid them on then ran a knuckle down her cheek. 

“Eva.” 

 

 She flinched a bit. “How’d you……..?” 

 

 “Your hung-over cashier.” 



 

 “She isn’t hung –over. Just didn’t get enough sleep.” 

 

 Ben snorted. “And you believe her?” 

 

 “What she does after hours is her business, as long as she shows up to work.” 

 

 “And you put her in charge of the register? You’re very trusting.” 

 

 That professional civility she was clinging to just about snapped. “First you insult my 

store, then you question my judgment?” 

 

 Holy shit, he was enjoying this, but knew Aero was probably feeling his newly-cut hair 

for strays while wondering where the fuck he was. “Anything else you want to sling at me while 

I’m in a semi-decent mood?” 

 

 She thought. And she thought. And then her mouth hitched up this time. Oh, how 

enticing it looked. “Yeah. Since you have my name, how about giving me yours?” 

 

 Maybe it was better him having the goods on her and not the other way around. She 

recognized his face – that was more than enough for him. But for some unknown reason, the last 

half hour had put him in the first good mood in quite some time, and he was feeling generous 

beyond getting her car fixed. “Ben.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 For what seemed like a good fifteen minutes, Eva remained still while replaying what had 

just occurred over in her head. This biker, this….Ben, whom she’d encountered on a dark 

mountainside road the night before, had just waltzed into her store and played some sort of 

knight in shining chrome. 

 

 Again, she straightened her dress then took a deep breath, still smelling the trail of leather 

and exhaust he’d left in his wake. Her hand paused over her waist, where his own had grabbed 

onto her. Every inch as big as the rest of him, it probably could span from her hips to ribs. But 

when he’d pulled her against him, it had been like being slammed up against a brick wall. What 

the hell did these guys do, drink steroid and testosterone elixirs? Dirty-blonde hair, amber-

colored eyes, large build, tan complexion, he looked more suited for a sword and a shield than a 

motorcycle.  

 



 Deep in what transpired, Eva didn’t hear Cyndi pop in, and startle her. “Oh my God, Eva, 

what was that about?” 

 

 A twenty-two year-old girl who got shit-faced regularly with other twenty-two-year-olds 

was not someone to confide in. Sheesh, was Ben really causing her to rethink her employee’s 

loyalties now? “Nothing. Just need to schedule the repair to my headlight.” 

 

 “Didn’t know bikers made house calls.” 

 

 “They don’t. Listen, call Marie and see if she can cover Monday.” 

 

 “Sure. “ 

 

 She’d rather take the day off and let her assistant manager run the store than arrange a 

ride to and from. She planned on stopping at Dell’s to get wallpaper remover to begin taking 

down that horrid dining room mural, so she’d make use of the day off. Heading back out into the 

storefront, several customers were nosing around in cards and candles when Cyndi hung up. 

“Marie said Monday’s cool. Um, can I go run next door for coffee…..?” 

 

The door jingled and she walked in. Madam psychic. Teased, Lucille Ball-red hair with a 

multi-color scarf wrapped around it, wearing flowing pants and top covered by a fringed shawl. 

Large, round sunglasses took up her entire face so all that was visible was her nose and lips, 

colored the same red as her hair.  

 

Eva made eye contact with her. “Good afternoon.” 

 

Being cheerful offset the woman’s creep-factor, as Eva watched her make her way to the 

jewelry display. The woman had blinders for anything else in the store; she always went straight 

for the counter covered in plexi-glass. And, as always, Eva treated Madam Weird no differently 

from any other customer, always offering to show her anything she wanted to particularly see. 

She went behind the counter and took the spiral ring of keys from underneath. “Anything 

particular you’re looking for?” 

 

The woman tapped a sharp, oval nail painted frosted pink against her chin. “A large, 

white-ish stone wrapped in black cord.” 

 

For what? To mix with eye of newt and frogs toes? Eva thought. Off to the side, Cyndi 

made the loco gesture by twirling her finger outside her ear, and Eva shut her down with a look. 

“I don’t have anything like that, but if you want I can custom order…..” 

 



The woman gently took Eva’s hand. “Listen to them,” she whispered. 

 

Her fingers were ice cold and sent the shiver right up Eva’s spine. “Excuse me? Listen to 

who?” 

 

The woman closed her eyes, engulfing Eva’s hand with both of her own, and shook her 

head. “Just do what they tell you.” And with that she let go, shook off whatever it was that had 

come over her and smoothed an imaginary stray hair. “Yes. If you find a stone like that, I should 

like a necklace.” She then patted Eva’s hand. “You’re a good girl. No matter what happens, you 

know who you are.” 

 

She looked as if she floated out of the store as Eva stood behind the counter, ready to 

scrape her jaw off it. 

 

“That’s it,” Cyndi said with a stomp of her foot. “I’m hanging garlic on the door.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 Arm’s wide, Aero’s ‘what the fuck, bro’ look on his face pretty much summed it up when 

Ben came out of the card store. Breaking into a jog, he stopped in front of Ticker Liquor where 

his V.P. was waiting. “Did you just follow that brunette?” 

 

 Injured eye, my ass, Ben thought. Aero had hawk vision. “Vic’s birthday next month. 

Checking out cards and killing time.” 

 

 “Uh, huh. C’mon. Let’s go in.” Aero’s voice was suspicious and rightly so. Ben didn’t 

endure surrounding himself with stuff even to kill time. Hell, it made him physically ill to watch 

that reality show about hoarders. Aero opened the door of the package store, motioning Ben 

inside. A blonde girl who barely looked old enough to be working behind the counter 

immediately puffed her A-cup tits from under a tank top as Aero approached. “Looking for 

Joey.” 

 

 “You found me.” 

 

 Before the girl could coyly reply, the person in question appeared from the wine aisle. 

Plainly speaking, Guiseppe ‘Joey’ Perrone was an entitled little guinea putz. And that was 

putting it nicely. Barely twenty-five, the only way he’d earned running this place was because 

‘the family’ owned it. It was one of four package stores the Santagio family owned in West 

Virginia, near the four Skulls’ charters – and the very reason the MC set up shop here over two 

decades ago. “Three p.m.” Aero told him. “What’s going on?” 



 

 Without so much as a friendly acknowledgement, Joey jerked his head towards the back. 

“Follow me.” 

 

 Ben gave his V.P. a look and rolled his eyes. They hated this arrogant, smug kid who 

took his glorified messenger role as some power trip. In a back room with cardboard boxes 

stacked almost to the ceiling, Joey cracked the emergency door before lighting a cigarette. 

“Bottom line, gents – Uncle Emie ain’t too happy with what went down at the warehouse.” 

 

 Really, Ben thought to himself. They had to waste a meet to get the obvious from some 

little Italian twat? “Neither are we.” 

 

 Joey snorted, then took a drag. “And the stock?” 

 

 “Moved,” Aero quickly replied. “Safe and secure.” 

 

 “You sure?” 

 

 Disrespectful little douche. Ben wanted to take him by that thick gold chain around his 

neck and slam him into the wall. But Joey was untouchable and knew it. Because of Emilio 

Santagio –aka Uncle Emie - the brand-spanking new head of the ‘family.’ 

 

 “Positive.” Aero was feeling the same agitation as Ben. “Just need to know how to move 

forward. Other three charters have been on stand-by the last two weeks to make the run. By my 

calculations, another shipment should be coming in mid-October.” 

 

 “Somewhere around there.” Joey took another drag, then made a skeptical face. “But, 

something tells me Uncle Emie may be looking into……other options.” 

 

 The Hancock County charter of the Mountain Skulls first established itself here back in 

1989, after partnering with the Santagios, who were looking for new muscle. Easy stuff at first, 

protection, security, the occasional leg breaking, before a slow, steady trust between the Skulls 

then-president and Luca Santiago moved them into bigger business.  

 

 Tippitt, named due to its location at West Virginia’s northernmost ‘tip’, was the ‘mother’ 

charter. The little town of less than twenty thousand was a perfect, nondescript spot to hide in 

plain sight. New members were eventually recruited for three others charters stationed at the 

east, west and south points of the state, allowing easy access into Kentucky and Virginia. Tippitt 

covered Ohio and Pennsylvania and, along with the other charters, helped funnel the east coast 



with the Santiago family’s new enterprise of in-demand, black market narcotics. Now after 

almost two decades, Luca Santagio’s son was reconsidering the Skulls’ role. 

 

 Neither man liked where this was going, and Ben folded his arms across his chest. “Such 

as?” 

 

 “That, my friend, I don’t know. But,” he paused to crush his cigarette on the cement floor 

of the stock room before kicking the butt out the door with his toe, “considering what went 

down, I’m guessing it doesn’t include the Skulls.” 

 

 Ben’s fists clenched so tight he could feel his veins throb. No way was this long, 

prosperous business relationship going to implode over one incident.  

 

 “I can tell you right now, that ain’t an option,” Aero told Joey. “Santagios and Skulls 

shook on this in faith.” 

 

 “That,” Joey stressed, “was my grandfather and your former president. Uncle Emie’s 

looking to expand, which means more risk. And after what happened, that puts a big dent in your 

street-cred, boys.” 

 

 That was it. Ben was going to take this guinea asshole by the throat and squeeze until the 

top of his head popped off. He stepped forward, only for Aero’s arm to shoot out and hold him 

back, a gleam in Joey’s eye, as if daring the big biker to put his large hands on the golden 

nephew of Uncle Emie. The Skulls knew where their bread was buttered, but now that it looked 

as if this might be their last meal, Aero figured he had nothing to lose.  

 

 Stepping forward, he pointed at the kid. “Your cousin may own this store, but Tippitt is 

our town. When we’re in here, you show some damn, fucking respect. Now, tell your uncle we’d 

like a sit-down to discuss these…..options. And if he does wanna part ways, he can consider it an 

exit interview. Fair enough?” 

 

  Joey looked properly put in his place, though did his best not to show it. “I guess. 

Anything else?” 

 

 Good – the kid was hackled enough to put the ball in their court to end the meet. Aero 

pulled his sunglasses out and coolly slid them on. Looking at the mass of boxes, he spotted a 

familiar one and walked over to it. Cracking open the box, he pulled out two bottles of eighteen-

year-old Glenfiddich scotch. He handed one to Ben then waved his own bottle at Joey. “Nope, 

that’s it. Later, kiddo.” 

 



Chapter Five 

 

 Eva decided to close up at four today. Friday nights didn’t warrant too much traffic at the 

store, so it wasn’t much of a loss. Lord knows Cyndi was thankful, and Eva couldn’t help but 

tease the girl who let out her tenth big yawn of the day. “Going out drinking tonight?” 

 

 Cyndi looked puzzled. “This a trick question?” 

 

 Eva cast her a sly glance as she cashed out the drawer, ran a z-tape, then did a quick 

check. “The answer better be no.” 

 

 The young girl shook her head. “Going home to crash. I’m sure mom’s gonna give me 

shit.” 

 

 “For what?” 

 

 “Because I don’t do anything with my life. I mean, I’m here five days a week. Isn’t that 

enough?” 

 

 “You pay them rent?” 

 

 Cyndi choked on what was left of her third coffee of the day. “Uh….no.” 

 

 Coming out from behind the register, cash drawer under her arm, Eva put her hand on 

Cyndi’s shoulder. “Maybe what they want is some responsibility. Get a place with some friends. 

Pay rent, utilities, groceries. Be a big girl.” She loved Cyndi. No matter how exhausted or hung 

over, she showed up to work on schedule and on time. Probably because it was the lesser of two 

evils to sleep off a night of drinking until noon with her mother hammering at her. But she 

needed some straight shooting, and Eva wasn’t one to coddle her. Not with how she grew up.  

 

 “I thought about it.” 

 

 Eva motioned towards the door. ‘Go on, go home. And cut your mom some slack. Least 

you got one to bitch at you.” 

 

 Cyndi stopped halfway out the door. “Oh my God. Is your mom, like, dead or 

something?” 

 

 The girl had no filter. And Eva wasn’t about to explain something which needed at least 

an hour to someone who’d been in her employ for only four months. Only MaryLynn was privy 



to her mother being ripped out of their home. No, she went willingly, her dad had told her. “Or 

something.” That’s as much of an answer as she’d give, and Cyndi wisely didn’t ask more. When 

she left, Eva locked the door and flipped the ‘Closed’ sign over. She headed into the back office, 

did another quick count, then prepared a deposit for tomorrow. Stuffing everything into the safe, 

she grabbed her purse, hit the lights, set the alarm and left. A bruised headlight greeted her in the 

parking lot as she got into her car. At least it would be fixed Monday – courtesy of a man who’d 

been right under her nose in this town.  

 

 She’d lived in Tippitt all her life before attending business school in Pennsylvania. After 

that, it was a shared rental one town over, making ends meet working at the card and gift kiosk 

outside of town, while applying to get her foot in the door at some big, city corporation. Instead, 

she’d wound up learning the business until the owner decided to retire. After a long talk with her 

dad, Eva took an enormous leap of faith, as well as a business loan which he co-signed, took 

over the kiosk and reluctantly moved back in with her dad to cut living expenses. Going into that 

house each time had been harder than the last, and she’d always insisted on entering through the 

kitchen. Never the front. Not like she had when she was six, to find her mother gone only to 

never come back.  

 

 Over time she grew the business to the point that she needed more space. When the travel 

agency went out, the inexpensive rent in Tippitt-Over-Two Plaza was hard to pass up. But it 

would mean planting herself back in a town she was trying to separate herself from. And when 

her father suddenly died, the last thing she wanted was to stay in that house by herself. Promptly 

selling it, she banked the proceeds along with the life insurance and her meager savings. No 

sooner after that, the old Victorian, the replica of the mailbox fashioned like the dream home her 

dad had promised her, came on the market. After a quick walk-through and inspections, she 

snatched it up. If Tippitt was going to be her home again, then she’d live it in one where she’d 

make new memories and traditions.  

 

 And her re-emergence back into town was the reason she’d never had any prior run-ins 

with the Skulls. Now, over the course of forty-eight hours, she’d seen two and was on a first-

name basis with one. 

 

 Since she’d closed up early, she decided to take another stab at the cemetery. Seeing 

Dell’s across the street, she remembered the wallpaper removal supplies. Rummaging through 

her purse to be sure she had her debit card, she wasn’t looking as she crossed the parking lot and 

landed on the sidewalk – just as Ben walked out of Ticker on the other side of Dell’s. 

 

 Behind him, his Air Force buddy gave her a whimsical grin before nudging Ben in the 

back. Three times in less than two days – no wonder the moon was full last night. How did she 

not see the two, big fat Harleys parked in front? People in the café window seats next door were 



staring at the outlaw biker and civilian woman awkwardly looking at each other. Eva simply 

nodded, then walked towards the hardware store, passing Ben on the way, who whispered 

something when she did. 

 

 “Now you’re followin’ me.” 

 

~~~***~~~  

 

 He was weary, and his head was pounding. And, realizing he hadn’t ingested anything 

but coffee all day, Ben was also famished. 

 

 After heading back to the clubhouse, he’d sat around the bar with Tanner and Taz while 

Aero quietly briefed Doug off in the corner. Shooing away the girl behind the bar, Ben reached 

over and grabbed a handful of shot glasses, pouring three with the free scotch they’d brought 

back. Saluting, the men tossed them back in unison. The fermented liquid made Ben’s empty 

stomach burn. So did the acrid aroma coming from the back kitchen area. “What is that stench?” 

 

 “Girls attemptin’ to cook,” Taz replied.  

 

 Besides a sweet bar setup, the upside about converting The Water Rock into the Skulls’ 

clubhouse was a full, commercial kitchen. Other than Tanner, who had an old lady and kid living 

outside of Tippitt, and Vic, the remaining guys were bachelors. And the ‘club girls,’ who were as 

much a fixture as the swivel stools, were more than willing to satisfy their other appetite. At 

times it turned into a warzone in the kitchen, with the guys sometimes having to pull the girls off 

each other. It was fierce competition to prove their skills and, hopefully, land themselves an old 

man. 

 

 But something about the smell permeating from the kitchen didn’t sit right, until a plume 

of smoke followed by a bunch of female expletives spilled from it. 

 

 “I ain’t goin’ in there.” Tanner shook his head and poured himself another shot. 

 

 Taz had no such problem. “Bitches slappin’ and grabbin’ at each other’s clothes?” He 

raised his hand as he hopped off the stool. “Allow me,” he offered, taking off towards the ruckus. 

 

 Aero and Doug finally joined them. Ben poured two extra shots for them. “Well? 

What’ya think, Doug?” 

 

 “If Emilio wants to sever ties with the club, it’s gonna hurt us - big time.” Doug drank his 

shot then shook his head fiercely. “Can’t do it, man. Shit, my brother and I barely broke even this 



past summer. Ain’t enough lawns to mow or trees to take down to live on. All’s we got is 

plowin’ in the winter. We gotta do somethin’. Gotta convince those guineas not to fuck us on 

this.” 

 

The Skulls’Sergeant-at-Arms was fifty-three, big-bellied and loyal to the club, but with 

too much of a rah-rah attitude for Ben’s taste. He also had a bit of a selfish streak and needed 

reminding that his wallet wasn’t the only one on the chopping block. “Not just this charter 

either,” Ben reminded him. “Don’t forget the other three who count on the transport.” 

 

 “Body shop sustains itself,” Tanner offered. “And the parts gig is small potatoes 

compared to the drug runs.” 

 

 While the Skulls’ president and his wife kept up appearances with the town, the body 

shop quietly doubled as a legit cover for a chop shop. It was a deal they’d made with the 

Lakeland Hogs, a non-1% club in southern Ohio. They fed profitable body work into the shop in 

exchange for washing stolen parts along with clean ones. The nice, monthly fee kept their beaks 

wet, but it was the narcotics runs for the Santagios which kept their bellies fat. 

 

 “Placed a call to Vic to fill ‘im in,” Aero said. “On his way back. Can’t do anything till 

the meet’s arranged with good ol’ Uncle Emie.” 

 

 Ben poured another shot for himself, knowing he wasn’t doing himself any favors until 

he got some food in his gut. But judging from the disaster in the kitchen, he’d probably find 

himself holed in his corner booth at Ziggy’s tonight. The roadside dive off 40 became his 

favorite spot to unwind when he needed separation. They had cold beer, a hell of a steak 

sandwich and a pretty waitress or two.  

 

“What is going on back there?” An authoritative female voice perked his ears. It could 

only be one person. Swiveling, he saw Elle Connors walk in and towards the back. “Tarts 

burning down the kitchen?” 

 

Ben admired the woman. Tough enough to stand beside her MC president husband, 

juggled raising two kids while running the body shop’s financial affairs, she also played the part 

of a concerned resident who kept herself involved in the town with class. If there was a decision 

which needed to be overturned or a cop who needed to look the other way, Elle could 

manufacture it. Looking sharp in a beige dress, chain belt, black leather boots, edgy short haircut 

and various gold jewelry, she motioned towards the kitchen.  

 

“Taz got it under control.” Ben replied. 

 



She snorted a laugh. “Oh, this I have to see.” 

 

As if he’d heard, Taz exited the kitchen, two girls under each arm as he struggled to keep 

them from apart. “Ladies. Am I gonna have to take you in back and teach you both a lesson?” 

 

Both women immediately stopped trying to grab at each other. It was common 

knowledge among the club girls that Taz’s ‘lessons’ were highly sought after. They grinned, 

each kissing his black sideburns, giving their answer. 

 

Ben shook his head then went to get up. “Guess no one’s eatin’ tonight.” 

 

“Except Taz,” Elle quipped. “Hang around. I’ll order from Clark’s” 

   

 The mention of the café made him think of Eva, sitting inside, startled blue eyes staring 

right back at him. “Nah. Gonna head out to Zig’s then go home.”  

 

 He felt a comforting hand on his bicep. “You doing okay, Big Ben?” 

 

 Elle knew. She was one of those in-the-know ol’ ladies who balanced the role with her 

civilian responsibilities without missing a beat. It was obvious Vic had shared the outcome of 

that bloody shootout, where she could very well have lost him. No way she wasn’t going to find 

out the cause – and the retaliation for it -which she also knew Ben had been responsible for 

carrying out. 

 

  With only a few hours of restless sleep, Ben hadn’t had enough regrouping time to deem 

himself as ‘okay’. Still, he shrugged off Elle’s concern and kept it vague. “You know me.” 

  

 “She was your only family.” 

 

 “Club’s my family, Elle.” 

 

 She nodded without question and dropped her hand, thankfully not pressing him. Twelve 

years she’d known him – seven since he’d patched – and knew how he handled his day-after shit. 

He smiled appreciatively, then went to head out, only for Wes to call after him. “Ben. Hey, 

wait.” The young patch bolted out from the office, a folded piece of paper in his hand. “Glad I 

caught you before you left.” He handed over the paper. “Here.” 

 

 Opening the paper, he peered at the meager details on Eva, whose last name was Sinclair. 

“That’s it?” 

 



 Nodding with a shrug, Wes headed back to the office, calling out over his shoulder, 

“would’ve been faster if I just looked in the dictionary under ‘boring’.” 

 

 Giving the contents another quick once-over, Ben folded the paper back up and stuffed it 

inside the pocket of his cut. He then motioned ‘call me’ to Aero, who was in discussion with Vic 

and Doug, before finally leaving. 

 

 For almost two hours Ben just….rode. The evening was pleasant, the air warm with a hint 

of refreshing breeze which numbed his arms and face. But not his mind. He had cared for his 

baby sister. Fuck it, he’d killed and gone to jail for her and his mother. But after getting out of 

WV State Pen at twenty-three, he’d had no one but himself. He had no money or place to live 

and no one willing to give someone with a prison record a job so he could get both.  

 

 Except an outlaw motorcycle club. 

 

 With nothing to lose, he had wound up on the Skulls’ doorstep shortly after getting out 

twelve years ago. He remembered Elle staring at him through the body shop’s office window, 

cell phone in hand. Moments later, Vic had exited the clubhouse, no doubt on the other end of 

that call. The club’s new president at the time was both wary and impressed by the balls of the 

quiet young man the size of Mt. Rushmore. But with priors of his own, he also knew the 

importance of a second chance.  

 

 After thoroughly checking his background, the club put Ben to work in the body shop, as 

well as got Tanner to score him some work at Owen’s Mill. One night after a late shift together 

at the mill, he and Tanner closed up and left, only for Tanner to be jumped by the guy whose 

girlfriend he’d snatched away and who was now his old lady. The guy had a friend in tow and 

didn’t care for the meaning of a ‘fair fight’. Thinking they were alone, they both had Tanner 

pinned to the ground, pummeling the shit out of him. What they didn’t count on was a young, 

big, quiet dude standing behind him with a six-foot two-by-four in his hands. “Hey!” 

 

 Both guys halted their beating to turn around before the friend received a hard slam of 

raw lumber across the side of his head. The guy stared at his friend lying on the ground with 

blood pouring from his head then up to the big guy standing there, calm as a May breeze, holding 

a piece of blood-spattered lumber. “Now it’s a fair fight.” 

 

 Jumping up, Tanner finished off the guy to within an inch before leaving him on the 

ground next to his still-alive friend. Ben then bent over next to them. “You ever come back, you 

ever say a word of this, next time I’ll swing hard enough to take your heads off.” 

 



 It wasn’t long after that Ben was voted into prospect, earning his patch at twenty-six. 

Over time his big, strong, silent type and ability to remain calm when shit went down earned him 

enforcer status, as well as being the one the club called upon when things couldn’t be settled 

rationally. In civilian terms: Ben Lawson was the Mountain Skulls’ assassin. 

 

 That lifestyle left little room for him to emotionally attach himself to anyone other than 

his club family. Even though Vic and Tanner managed to balance a home and family life outside 

the club, Ben wasn’t sure how to go about it without compromising his position. At times it 

gnawed on him, the ache for someone steady, the need for stability. Maybe it was his age. Or 

trying to re-write his past.  

 

But last night was first-hand evidence what letting his guard down got him. He let it 

guide his choice in the wrong direction, which had resulted now in three deaths. Aero was right. 

He needed to move on. Shut the door tight and lock it. And with a potential separation from the 

Santagio family looming on the horizon, he needed every ounce of focus. 

 

He saw the exit for Ziggy’s and pulled off. It was a simple, log-cabin style hovel 

surrounded by pines. Except for a worn, painted sign, the place was nondescript, which was right 

up his alley. And for a Friday night, the place was as quiet as it looked. No music. No blinking 

neon signs. No rowdy assholes who couldn’t handle their liquor. Just hardworking people who 

needed a small niche to unwind, drink and eat in peace.  

 

Kick-standing his bike, he removed his helmet and swung off. There were two entrances - 

one which led to the floor area with bistro-style wooden tables, which had seen their fair share of 

fights. Ben always used the other – a side door which brought him to the edge of the bar. Across 

from it was a circular, built-in bench with a bolted down table, which was Ben’s spot when he 

came in. It was shrouded in darkness because Ziggy kept forgetting to change the bulb in the 

fixture hanging above it. Ben told him not to bother, that anyone sitting out of the way didn’t 

want a damn spotlight on them.  

 

The old man spotted him from where he was stretching up to adjust the volume on an old 

style television. Ziggy was pushing seventy, but a stint as a light-weight boxer on the local 

circuits back in his heyday and a full head of silver hair kept a strapping look about him. And he 

had a soft spot for Ben, having worked the mines with his old man after his short boxing career 

ended. Ziggy had been there that day at the mines. The trauma of the collapse had been so thick 

he’d quit shortly after. After years of living cheaply and never having married, he’d sunk every 

dollar he’d saved, earned drenched in soot and sweat, and opened this place twenty years ago. It 

quickly became the refuge for the hard-working man who carried even harder burdens. 

 

Right now, that fit Ben to a ‘T’ as Ziggy wobbled over to greet him. “Big Ben.”  



 

Ben was considered ‘big’ to just about everyone. He gently hugged him, careful not to 

break anything before straightening up. “How are ya, Zig?” 

 

The old man studied him. “I think I should be asking you that.” 

 

Ziggy may’ve been old, but he was sharp. Ben’s cut gave away his affiliation, but not his 

role. Oh, there were whispers and rumors about what he really did for the club, but nothing 

anyone could prove. But Ziggy knew what had happened when Ben was seventeen, which had 

earned him five years in jail, so he knew what he was capable of. Men came here to unload their 

minds, so Ziggy’s statement wasn’t a revelation.  

 

Ben slid his huge frame onto the wooden bench. “Couple of beers and a steak sandwich, 

I’ll be right as rain, ol friend.”  

 

Nodding, Ziggy waved someone over, pointed to the cooler behind the bar, then headed 

back to the kitchen. Less than a minute later, a bottled beer was placed in front of him. Ben 

followed that arm up to find a waitress attached to it. Nice body, good rack, pink lips, dark red 

hair and brown eyes. Ziggy sure had a good vetting process for his staff. 

 

 “My shift’s about done.” Her voice was a seductive purr which left no question behind 

its hidden intention. “Let me know if you…..need anything else.”  

 

The double meaning was obvious. They always were and never came sparingly. If the cut 

wasn’t a pussy magnet, Ben’s size and looks were. Big and quiet. Those were the ones to watch 

out for, because when they did make noise, it was meaningful. That was the pull. The draw. A 

commonplace which could be so unchallenging it bored him sometimes. But not now. Not 

tonight. Not with the poison inside which needed to be sucked out. Several hours’ sleep, some 

club business, couple of shots of good scotch and hot food on the way, the only thing missing to 

end the day on somewhat of a high note would be physical release. He came here to purge. Might 

as well go all the way.  

 

Taking the waitress’s hand, he let his eyes continue to give her a hard, appraising look 

before bringing it up his lips to kiss her fingertips. “Meet me outside in two.” As hard as his 

heart needed to be, he could be charming when he wanted to. This chick was probably soaked as 

soon as the whiskers tickled her hand. A quick wink sealed it as he slid out of the bench and 

towards the side door.  

 

He passed Ziggy who was coming from the kitchen. “Cook finishing his break. 

Sandwich’ll be up in fifteen.” 



 

This wouldn’t take long. “I’ll be back in ten.” 

 

He gave her two minutes. She was outside in one. Eager thing. Perfect. A wink and a 

hand-kiss was all the romance he was capable of, as he leaned against the rear of the structure 

while she approached.  

 

“Here I am.” She walked up to him – white t-shirt, cheap, vinyl jacket, brown boots and 

denim miniskirt. She wasted no time as she knew he had an order in. Her fingers curled around 

his belt buckle, sinking deep behind the waistband of his jeans. He was stretched straight up 

inside, full length and hard as a rock. He flinched when her nails grazed the tip of his cock. 

“Something you want?” 

 

He originally wanted head, but he needed to be the one in control. And a chick on her 

knees with his cock in her mouth had all of it. That wasn’t going to fly right now. And time was 

of the essence. He liked his food hot. And his fucks. Clasping the back of her neck, he pulled her 

mouth to his. She matched his ferocity as their tongues shot into each other’s mouths. His big 

hands slid down the sticky feel of that vinyl jacket, to the back of her skirt, sliding it up. He felt 

silky material covering a plump, little ass as she lifted one leg to hook around his to grind against 

him. It was the reaction he hoped for. He’d never force himself on a woman, but made damn sure 

she was on board with how it was going to go down. 

 

“Back off now if you want, sweetheart cuz this ain’t gonna be sweet.” 

 

She answered by pulling away, brown eyes liquid and hot as she turned to plaster herself 

against the side of the building. Denim skirt hitched up to her waist revealed her sweet, little tush 

in a pair of red panties. “Do it.” She punctuated that by bending over slightly, sticking that ass up 

high. 

 

All that was missing was a silver fucking platter as Ben pulled out and rolled on a 

condom in record time. Keeping tabs on his internal clock, he pulled her panties down then dug 

his fingers in. Fuck, he was on the mark – she was soaked. “Oh, I plan on it.” There was a 

warning in his voice as he guided his dick down her slick center. When he went to push in, she 

pushed back, causing him to sink all the way up to his balls.  

 

“Sweet, fuckin’ mama!” His voice hoarse, his teeth grit, they both pushed and pulled, 

until he steadied her hips. No, she wasn’t going to set any pace. He needed to do this. His fingers 

dug deep into her flesh, holding her stable as he continued to pump her. When she attempted to 

try to move, he only held on harder. Harder and harder he thrust as the girl, again, tried to move 

with him, which caused him to tighten his grip. “Stay still.” 



 

She yelped a bit, but he didn’t hear her. All he heard was Lisa’s pleading voice. Please, 

Ben, please. I’m sorry. Please, don’t do this.” 

 

The voice was suddenly replaced with an image of Eva. Insane curves wrapped in a blue 

dress with eyes to match. “I came around the bend. Once the road straightened, I saw you ride 

right across the road into the….” 

 

“Hey. Ease up.”  

 

 The girl’s voice broke through his haze, but he didn’t let up. He was on the verge. 

Slowing down wasn’t an option. He held her ass tight, just a few more thrusts and it would be 

over. Just like pulling the trigger last night.  

 

 “Oh my God. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I never meant to……..I really did want to see you. I 

didn’t….I didn’t mean for this to happen. Oh my God, Ben. I’m so sorry.” 

 

“Hey, come on. You’re…..” 

 

Faster. Harder. “Lying bitch!” One…..two……fuck! He came like two freight trains 

colliding. His breathing was sharp, while his heart was about to bust out of his chest. When his 

legs un-cramped, he stepped back, pulled out, tossed the condom in the dumpster next to them 

then zipped up. The waitress pulled up her panties then shimmied her skirt down before giving 

him a wary look. “I didn’t lie.” 

 

“What?”  

 

“You called me a lying bitch.” 

 

He ran a hand over his face in frustration, realizing he had verbalized his demons, not to 

mention thought of his dead sister’s words while fucking. That alone was sick shit. “Not you.” It 

was all he said. All he could say.  

 

“Oh.”  

 

She began to stumble to her car before he caught her arm. “Hey.” Reaching back into his 

wallet, he pulled out a twenty. “Here.” 

 

“I’m not a hooker.” 

 



No, you’re a waitress who just fucked a guy you barely said hello to. “Your tip,” he 

cushioned it.  

 

 The corner of her mouth hitched up as she took the money. “Thanks.” 

 

 “Sure. Hey, sorry.” Sheesh, he felt like a total schmuck. 

 

 She shrugged. “S’okay.” She waved the twenty as she walked away. “Thanks again.” 

 

 He watched her get into her car and drive off. It was as much of a gentlemanly act he 

could muster at the moment. He stepped back inside just as Ziggy was bringing his sandwich. 

Guess he’d misjudged his timing. He misjudged a lot of shit. 

 

 “Eat hearty, my boy.” Ziggy patted him on the gut then went back behind the bar. 

Wearily, Ben slid back in. His legs still feeling locked tight, he just stared at the plate. The aroma 

of sizzling steak, fresh bread and crispy fries made his mouth water, yet he felt worse than when 

he’d come in. What had happened last night had to be done. His sister had come back into his 

life under false pretenses which he couldn’t see through. And in doing so, had put the entire club 

in danger. Now there was a mystery player behind the scenes, added to the Santagio family 

wanting to part ways. 

 

 Finally relaxed and taking his first bite of food all day, the last thing he wanted to do was 

end it by plaguing his mind with more shit. Remembering what Wes gave him earlier, he smiled 

his third of the day as he took a healthy swig of beer. He then reached for the paper containing 

information on the woman responsible for those smiles.  

 

 Finishing his sandwich and beer, he waved for another, then pushed the plate aside. 

Leaning back in the booth, he kicked his booted feet up on the other end of the bench seat and 

opened up the paper. 

 

 Nibbling on the remainder of his French fries, he read.  

 

  



Chapter Six 

 

 Even on her day off, Eva was up, showered and dressed by eight. She had big project to 

work on today, while an MC escort was coming to collect her damaged Jeep at nine. She hadn’t 

heard from or seen Ben all weekend. Not that she thought she would. He knew where she 

worked – that was it. If he needed to get in touch with her for anything, Saturday would’ve been 

the day to track her down. Right now, she was at the mercy of a stranger she’d almost crashed 

into to keep his word. That didn’t sit too well. 

 

 Dressed in an old pair of jeans, gray t-shirt and sneakers, she went downstairs while 

pulling her air-dried hair into a ponytail. She visually blocked out the stacks of unopened moving 

boxes as she crossed into the kitchen. Getting the coffee started, she went back to the dining 

room and began to spread the plastic tarp on the floor and halfway up the oak wainscoting 

directly under the mural before taping it in place. Coffee brewed, she went to make a cup, then 

opened the slider to get some fresh air, only to get a view of Mrs. Bachman’s large backside 

while bent over in her yard pulling weeds. 

 

 Sufficiently traumatized and caffeinated, Eva went to work, carefully spraying a thick 

coat of wallpaper remover over the entire mural. “Goodbye,” she murmured as she watched it 

slowly begin to work, bubbling and lifting the mural from the wall. Good. As long as she was 

making progress on something, she didn’t feel stalled. She was one step closer to making 

something all hers, something which didn’t carry any bad memories she couldn’t erase.  

 

 Although her dad had done his best, her childhood home had held a vibe which had never 

gone away. And she knew it had been worse for him. From the front door he’d watched his wife 

walk out of, the driveway which had held the car that took her away, the crockpot he’d later 

thrown away along with the overcooked roast he had claimed still lingered in the air, he couldn’t 

escape the memories, either. Even when he took Eva to the department store, he’d steered clear 

of the makeup and perfume aisle, avoiding any whiff of Chanel No. 5. 

 

 Michael Sinclair had promised a much nicer home, one where they could start over, but a 

lineman’s pay and single-dad duties hadn’t seen it that way. Having severed ties with Carol’s 

parents after the incident, all he had to lean on was his twice-widowed mother, who lived in 

North Carolina and visited sporadically to help out before passing away when Eva was twelve. 

 

 After school, Eva took up a cheap apartment one town over with MaryLynn until her 

friend met the future balding George Doyle. Not being able to swing the rent herself, and with no 

steady job prospects, Eva moved back in with her dad before taking over the card business from 

the retiring owner, slowly building it up until it had outgrown its meager surroundings. She’d 



found its new home, as well as her own, in the very same town she wanted to escape from. Fate 

really was a twisted bitch sometimes. 

 

 At nine sharp the doorbell rang. Through the bay window in the living room she saw a 

flatbed parked on the street and expected to see Ben on the other side of the door. Instead, what 

greeted her caused her to literally gasp. It wore facial piercings and a mechanic’s jumpsuit with 

the name ‘Taz’ sewn on it in black thread. And the thread wasn’t the only thing that was black. 

Hair, eyes, sideburns and mustache and beard cut to a point. The only thing this ‘Taz’ was 

missing was horns and a tail. 

 

 “Pickin’ up, sweetheart.” 

 

 Eva wasn’t about to internally rant about the sexist endearments. She wasn’t one of those 

die-hard feminists who were easily offended by them. Plus, if this guy was also a Skull who 

doubled doing body work, he was no doubt cut from the same cloth as Ben regarding their 

terminology for the female of the species. 

 

 “Oh, yeah,” she said, forgetting that she was expecting Ben instead of Beelzebub. 

“Maroon Jeep. In the driveway.” 

 

 He saluted. “I’ll get it hooked up. Just need your keys.” 

 

 “It’ll be done end of day, right?” 

 

 The pads of his thumb and index finger twirled the tip of his beard into an even sharper 

point as he thought. “Three-ish should do. If you need a ride, we can send someone else to pick 

you up.” 

 

 She didn’t want to have to do that, but with Cyndi and Marie manning the store, she 

didn’t have anyone else to bum a ride from. Hopefully this ‘someone else’ wasn’t someone who 

looked as if they escaped Hades. “That’ll be great, thanks.” 

 

 He swept an arm in front of him and bowed. “Your wish is my command.” 

 

 Oh, he was quite a charmer. He had to be to compensate for those frightening looks. She 

stood outside on the stoop as she watched him back the flatbed into her driveway before going 

inside to get her keys. Going out the slider, she stepped onto the deck and handed them over the 

railing to Satan……er…..Taz, who was waiting at the top of the driveway. She then looked 

across the yard, where Mrs. Bachman had stopped pouring birdseed into a feeder in order to 

check out what was going on. Spotting Taz, her mouth practically hit her mulched beds.  



 

 “Hello, Mrs. Bachman.” Eva waved, rubbing it in a bit. 

 

 Taz paused hooking up the Jeep to mimick her. “Hello Mrs. Bachman,” he called out, 

waving a hand over his head. The old biddy practically keeled over. This Taz truly was a little 

devil. 

 

 Car successfully towed away, she went back inside to check the mural. Taking a scraper, 

she inserted it in a corner and gently pushed. It came off pretty easy, but she decided to spray one 

more coat for good measure. 

 

 While the second coat took, she decided to tackle the moving boxes. In an hour she got 

all the kitchen boxes unpacked. Putting everything away was a different story, as the contents 

now littered her kitchen table, countertops, floor – hell, even the stove top. She then got a step 

stool, set it up in front of the mural and began to slowly scrape away the ugly, melted goo. Each 

sweep of the scraper revealed the clean wall below which would eventually have to be sanded 

and primed before she could paint. She thought a nice, muted shade of hunter green would work. 

 

 Two hours later the plastic tarp, as well as her shirt, were covered in the sticky remains of 

the mural, but the wall was finally clean and exposed. Stepping back, she viewed her work, 

feeling quite proud of herself. And suddenly ambitious. 

 

 With a couple more hours to kill, Eva made the best of them. In the kitchen she took just 

the unpacked cookware, then washed, dried and put it away. By then, the coffee pot had 

automatically turned off, so she poured it into a glass with milk and sweetener then added ice. 

Caffeine did not go to waste in her house. She went upstairs to at least change out of her gooey t-

shirt, but decided against it when she decided what to do next. Before heading back down, she 

paused at the top of the stairs, looking at the small set which led to the third level. To her most 

favorite room, which she hadn’t a clue what to do with yet.  

 

 Ascending them, she twisted the crystal doorknob and opened the door to the turret. Her 

nose wrinkled at the staleness of the room, but she wanted it closed off while in this state of flux. 

She cracked open the two windows which led to the street below. Ever since her dad bought the 

mailbox she’d picked out, this part of the house was her favorite. Most six-year-old girls would 

envision being a trapped princess in that room, waiting for a prince to rescue them, but not Eva. 

For her, she wanted that tiny room to be her escape, her sanctuary, a place she could play or read 

or even forget why a mother would willingly walk out on her husband and child. 

 

 Now, as an adult, she finally stood in the room she fantasized about, the feeling of loss 

and confusion not as bad, but it still stung. Like most of the house, it was white walls with oak 



bead board molding and built-in bookshelves. The floors were also a rich oak and hardly a 

scratch on them, like most of the second floor, probably because the ninety-year-old lady who 

once lived here never made it up the stairs in her old age. It was bare and devoid of any décor 

save for the white, lace curtains which covered the windows. Those had been left behind, and she 

could tell by the feel and look of the fabric that it was antique. Since they were quite clean, she 

left them up, as they made the room less naked until she decided what to do. Eva had several, 

viable ideas for this room – an office, a workout room, even a sitting room. 

 

 And, of course, she had one idea which was about as much of a fantasy as this room had 

been when she was a child – a nursery. But she chose this. She chose to buy a business, break it 

off with William, buy a home and do it all on her own. Her mother left, her best friend moved 

away and her father died. Given the history of people leaving, it was safer this way. 

 

 Leaving the windows and door open for the day, she headed back downstairs. Seeing it 

was almost one, she took a fortifying slug of iced coffee, then checked the contents of the fridge. 

She had fixings for a salad and a can of chick peas in the cabinet for protein. First thing after 

picking up her car was to go do some grocery shopping. 

 

 She ate quickly then ventured out to the backyard. It was a good size, with the back of her 

property separated from Mrs. Bachman’s with a picket fence. A tiny wood shed kitty-cornered 

one side, flanked by strips of bare dirt for planting. The other side hosted a full, lush evergreen 

which she wanted to take down and replace with multi-colored hydrangea bushes. It was all 

surrounded by a deep, green lawn which was a product of the abundant rainfall from April to 

September. And with fall right around the corner, days would be getting colder and the nights 

even more so. All the more reason to tackle this next chore herself. 

 

 A half-empty firewood ring stood on the cement walkway with larger chunks of wood 

strewn about the back. Eva began to pile pieces which were small enough to carry onto the ring, 

leaving about ten larger chunks which needed to be chopped. Inside the shed, she fought through 

the cobwebs and sorted through rakes, shovels, wheelbarrow, unopened bags of mulch and old 

bottles of weed killer, which were probably toxic by now, until she found a rusty ax. She lifted it 

by the yellow, rubber handle, not prepared for the weight of the implement. This was going to be 

interesting. 

 

 Determined, she clamped her left hand halfway up the bottom of the handle, her right 

hand right where it met the blade and trudged over to the wood, looking like a serial killer in the 

process. Not having an old stump to act as a surface, she put a piece of wood on the grass, raised 

the ax behind her and prepared to swing down. 

 

 “I don’t think so, darlin’.” 



 

 The ax fell out of her hands at the voice behind her, which is where she found Ben 

standing at the top of her driveway. “Are you crazy?” Her heart was pounding and she most 

likely had pulled a muscle in her hand, but she ignored both at the sight of this biker who had a 

penchant for sneaking up on her. “You don’t come up on someone like that – especially when 

they’re swinging an ax.” 

 

 He gave her a look as if he knew that, which was a little creepy. “Better startle you than 

have you take your leg off.” 

 

 He didn’t move from where he stood, much like last night while waiting for her to go 

back to her car and leave. And he did it with a smug look on his face. “How would I have done 

that?” 

 

 As if it was an invitation to fully enter her backyard, he walked over and held his hand 

out. “May I?” 

 

 Did she really want to hand an ax over to a biker who wore a patch which read Three 

Deadly Sins? 

 

 “Eva?” 

 

 Saved by Mrs. Bachman. The nosy biddy probably needed smelling salts after seeing 

what had just walked into her backyard. As if the sight of Taz wasn’t enough. The woman was 

using her side of the fence as a shield, her eyes on the very large man who now held a very large 

ax. She gave her an assuring wave. “Getting the wood chopped for the winter,” she told the old 

lady, hoping it would satisfy. Unfortunately, she didn’t think Ben’s attire passed him off as a 

subcontractor. 

 

 Backing away from the fence, Mrs. Bachman disappeared to the deck, where she stayed 

put, no doubt to watch what went down. Eva shook her head and looked back at Ben. “Mrs. 

Bachman - neighborhood watch dog.” 

 

 “So now I’m your hired hand?” 

 

 “Don’t think you’ll pass off as that wearing that leather vest.” 

 

 “Cut.” 

 

 “What?” 



 

 He held the placket of his leather out. “It’s called a cut, darlin’. Now, here.” He went in 

search of the largest block of wood and stood it vertically. “Reason chopping on the ground was 

a bad idea was if you missed, it would’ve swung right into your leg. Since you don’t have a 

stump,” he then found a smaller piece to place on top of the base in the same vertical position,” 

then you use the biggest piece you can find to support. And then,” he hoisted the ax as if it 

weighed no more than a feather and violently swung it down on the top piece, splitting it in two 

without disturbing the base, “you chop your wood on that.” 

 

 Eva thought he did that too easily. Way too easily. Somewhere behind her Mrs. Bachman 

was probably in need of an oxygen tank.  

 

 “Here.” He handed the ax back to her. “You try.” 

 

 As ambitious as she felt, as independent as she was, Eva had to call it as it was. There 

was no way she could do this. She’d hire someone. Maybe some kid in the neighborhood she 

could slip a twenty to for an hour or so. “I don’t think so.” 

 

 “I think so.” 

 

 “I’m not tall enough to get the leverage I need.” 

 

 He leaned down, uncomfortably close to her face. “Try.” It was a whisper which ruffled 

the hair in her ponytail and sent a chill down her spine. Not to mention this was the closest she’d 

gotten to see him and in clear, afternoon light. He really was a good looking devil, not Taz-devil, 

but in more of a figurative term. His beard and eyebrows were a bit darker than his hair, his eyes 

a warm brown – that amber color – straight nose and, she gazed further down, nice lips. Those 

lips then curved into a smile which made her look up. He knew she was checking him out.  

 

 “Fine.” She caught herself and regrouped as he replaced a piece of wood for her. As he 

stood back, she judged how far she had to raise the ax to come down cleanly on top and in the 

middle. Taking a deep breath, she lifted it and swung. A tiny sliver shaved off the top piece 

while the bottom base fell. Of course the weak woman looked like an idiot in front of the big, 

strong man. “Least I still have both my legs.” She had to find a bright side. 

 

 He looked her over. “Yeah, you do. By the way, you look a mess.” 

 

 Really? “Sorry. My cocktail dress is at the cleaners.” 

 



 That made him laugh, which made Eva forget being pissed at his insult. The sound 

vibrated inside her chest, not to mention it changed the entire dynamic of his face. He actually 

looked, well, less intimidating. “Good one.” 

 

 She finally decided to ask him the same question she had after catching him in the back 

of her store. “What’re you doing here?” 

 

 Picking up the base piece of wood, he perched the edge of his ass upon it. “I’m your ride. 

Miss. Sinclair.” 

 

 “My ride….?” Eva halted when her wheels spun in a different direction. “I never told you 

my last name.” 

 

 If he wasn’t so damn good looking that smug look would’ve pissed her off. “Didn’t tell 

me your address either, yet you didn’t figure it out when Taz showed up to get your car this 

morning.” 

 

 Oh, that did it. Her focus on his rather large hands and ‘come hither’ eyes suddenly 

dampened. “Okay. Are you……did you look into me or something?” 

 

 “Or something.” 

 

 What a jerk. What an intimidating, good-looking jerk. “I can’t believe this!” She went to 

head up to the deck and back inside the house. “I think you better leave,” she continued to say, 

walking away from him. “I’ll find my own ride……” 

 

 She turned and found him smack behind her. Now she was as seriously unnerved as he 

was completely calm. “Chill out, darlin’. Ain’t what you think.” 

 

 Glancing across the yard, Eva saw Mrs. Bachman sitting on her deck, peering over from 

behind the grocery flyer. Folding her arms, Eva leaned against the railing. “Okay, fine. How did 

you find out my last name and address?” 

 

 He held his arms okay. “Okay, fine,” he mimicked her. “I had my guy check into you.” 

 

 “Your……guy? You have a guy for that?” 

 

 “The club does.” 

 

 “Why?” 



 

 He shook his head. “Discussion for another time. Look, Eva. The Skulls know pretty 

much everything in Tippitt, including the businesses. Guess we somehow overlooked yours, 

seeing how you only been in there for six months.” 

 

 Holy shit, he really did look into her. “This is crazy. Why do you need to know about me 

and my business?” 

 

 “Like I said, club just likes to know everyone in town.” 

 

 “Could’ve done it the old fashioned way and ask. Would’ve been easier.” 

 

 “Yeah, but not as fun. Plus, you could always lie.” 

 

 “About what? I don’t know what else you found, but I’m sure it wasn’t much.” 

 

 He nodded. “True. Actually, it was quite dull.” 

 

 She narrowed her eyes. “I prefer…..uneventful.” 

 

 He swept his hand out. “Noted.” 

 

 Her anger was starting to dissipate. “So, how’d you get roped into being my ride?” 

 

 He leaned against the railing next to her. “After Taz brought your car back, he told me 

what house it was. I remember riding by it a lot. Some hermit old lady who rarely came out. 

Guess I was curious.” He looked around again. “You live here by yourself?” 

 

 “Didn’t your internet search tell you I was single?” 

 

 He laughed again, this time a little heartier, which chipped away at how infuriated she 

was. “Touché.” 

 

 “There’s a lot of deferred maintenance,” she began to tell him. “Kitchen’s badly dated.” 

She stopped when she realized he wasn’t listening, but rather looking at the house. Really 

looking at it. She opened her mouth, then closed it before realizing, what the hell, he already 

knew practically everything about her fit for public record. Plus, he didn’t have the ax and she 

knew where the knives were stored. “You want a tour?” 

 



 Something about his countenance changed which tugged deep inside Eva’s chest she 

couldn’t quite pinpoint. He looked at her with what seemed to be a hopeful look on his face. 

“You sure?” 

 

 “Yeah.” She reached for the deck door and slid it open. “Come in.” 

 

 Almost reluctantly he stepped inside, coming to an abrupt halt at the sight of all her 

unpacked stuff littering the kitchen. It was pretty much the same look he’d had in the stockroom 

at her store. The guy obviously didn’t like clutter. “As you can see, kitchen needs new 

everything. Good news is that this is probably the worst room. Everything else is just cosmetic.” 

 

 She led him through the kitchen, watching him stare at everything crammed on the table, 

countertop, floor and stove, and into the dining room. “This is why I look a mess,” she mused. 

“Took down a mural which was on this wall.” 

 

 Ben lifted a hand and ran it over the newly uncovered wall. “Why?” 

 

 “If you saw it you wouldn’t have to ask. Anyway, I’m going to paint…..” 

 

 Again, her words fell on deaf ears as he looked caught in his own world. His eyes slowly 

went over every corner, every molding, every inch of wood floor. The house wasn’t historical 

nor did it have a lot of architectural flair. It was just old. But he acted as if he was looking around 

Buckingham Palace. He then ran his fingertips along the length of the pine dining table. A tiny 

shiver went down her back watching those thick, rough fingers tenderly graze the gleaming 

smoothness of the wood. “Um, once I paint in here all I’ll have to do is give the floors a polish. 

Ones in the living room had to be completely refinished. I was told the old lady practically lived 

in there when she got too old to go up the stairs, which is why the second floor’s in pretty good 

shape.” 

 

 Ben continued to walk around on his own as she trailed, giving commentary she was sure 

he was ignoring. She stopped talking when he entered the living room, staring at the fireplace as 

if it was a long-lost love. “This is nice.” He reached up to touch it, again, gently running his 

fingertips over the textured stone. “You don’t see this quality anymore.” 

 

 She took advantage of his interest to ask some personal questions. “You know 

construction?” 

 

 “Do several shifts a week at Owen’s Mill. Member’s cousin owns the place. Several 

years ago he did a complete reno on his house. Me and Tanner were on the labor crew assisting 



the subs. Got to know how these guys work – demo, electricians, HVaC, sheet-rockers – lot of 

them cut corners. But lumber and stone, you can’t go cheap with that. This house must be solid.” 

 

 “It is,” she replied, caught up in how enthralled he was looking around her home. Granted 

he was in the one room which was done over, but the rest of it wasn’t overly special. But it 

seemed that way to him. “You act as if you never saw a house before.” 

 

 “I never lived in a house before.” 

 

 That took her back – way back. She had no idea what it meant nor what kind of a 

roof he’d had over his head all his life, but there was a hard sadness to that statement she wasn’t 

about to question. Suddenly, the fact he did a background search on her and was proficient with 

an ax took the back burner. Holding onto the staircase baluster, she just stared at this big, tough 

man who looked very vulnerable right now. 

 

 As if realizing what he’d just blurted out, he took a deep breath and turned to her. “Go on 

and get changed. I’ll take you to your car.” 

 

 She didn’t answer, just nodded and quickly disappeared upstairs. 

 

~~~***~~~  

 

 What the hell was he thinking? 

 

 Ever since finding out where Eva lived, he’d been intrigued. Of course, Taz being Taz, he 

had a million questions about how he knew her, where he met her, and, of course, if he was 

“tappin’ that.” Ben replied with his usual silence, which Taz understood. The two sometimes 

worked together when something had to be ‘taken care of’ which involved a little messiness, 

which was Taz’s specialty, before Ben was called to put the final nail in the coffin, so to speak. 

Just as he preferred everything else in his life, Ben liked his kills to be simple and clean. 

 

 And with Tanner at the mill, Wes geeking out at a computer store and Vic, Aero and 

Doug riding up north earlier to meet the Lakeland Hogs, he and Taz were left to hold down the 

fort. With a full house, he’d never offer to pick up and escort Miss Eva Sinclair back to the shop 

under the scrutiny. But when Taz returned blabbing about the chick with blue eyes and nice tits 

who lived in that old Victorian, he knew he had to check it out. 

 

 Oh, what an eyeful he’d gotten when he arrived. Not the feminine little miss in a tight, 

blue dress wrapped around five feet, seven inches of curves. Instead she was covered in dirty 

clothes, cobwebs in her hair and wielding an ax. Both were hot in their own weird way. 



 

 And she owned this house. As well as her own business. According to what Wes had dug 

up, she was born in nineteen-eighty-one - making her thirty-two. Three years younger than him, 

and she had twice as much to show for it. He’d never felt inadequate before, but imagined that 

was what it felt like. 

 

 Not that he’d ever had reason. Since the club had hooked him up after getting out of jail, 

Ben had worked – hard. Twelve years later, he still did routine shifts a week at Owens, which put 

three bills in his pocket a week. On paper, he was an ex-con who lugged lumber and belonged to 

an MC. Off book he earned a nice, little slice from laundering car parts, transporting narcotics. 

But the former is what the civilian world saw. What Eva saw.  

 

 Why he suddenly cared he had no idea. 

 

He heard her descend the stairs. Fitted jeans, white tank top, black flats, lavender 

cardigan and a floral print scarf. She had taken her hair out of the ponytail, picked the cobwebs 

out and pulled the sides back away from her face. She was slicking something on her lips with 

her fingertip before twisting the top back onto the rose-colored tube and shoving it in a little 

zippered purse she wore around her wrist. If she had any other makeup on he didn’t notice. 

Those vivid blue eyes were all she needed. Casual, yet effortlessly put together. And pretty. Real 

fucking pretty. 

 

 Shit, he didn’t need this distraction in his life. 

 

 “No dress?” Sarcasm worked to dampen his thoughts, even as he saw how her top 

molded to her waist. 

 

 “Very funny,” she smirked. “Front’s already locked. Let’s go out the back.” 

 

 Once outside, he saw her notice his bike and freeze. “Uh, you’re taking me on your 

bike?” 

 

 He swung on and looked at her. “Problem?” She stood there looking unsure until he 

handed her his helmet. “Here. Get on. Relax, lean with me on the turns and don’t drop your 

feet.” 

 

 That’s as much as instruction as he was about to give, and she put the helmet on before 

nestling behind him. His bike had a bitch seat which was seldom, if ever, used, so this was as 

new to him as it was to her. Having someone, even a woman, this close behind him felt stifling. 

Bikes were open, allowed him to spread out, especially with his size. And five years in a jail cell 



was enough of a cage that even driving the truck at Owens made him twitch. Eva didn’t lean on 

him, which was good, but he didn’t need for her to become roadkill, either. “Hold on, darlin’.” 

 

 She did – too tight at first, which suffocated him. But it was obviously her first time and 

he didn’t want to pry her loose. He started slow, gaining speed a little at a time, until he felt her 

relax her hold. And he was able to breathe. When he did, he smelled the sweetness of her lip 

gloss. 

 

 Thankfully, no one was back at the clubhouse, save for Taz, which was enough in itself. 

Ben let Eva slide off first, smirking at the tiny hairs she pulled out of her eyes and mouth when 

she removed the helmet. “See, still in one piece.” 

 

 “I appreciate that. And so does my mortgage company.” 

 

 As if he had radar, Taz peered out of the body shop and trotted over. Great. The little 

chatterbox better keep his opinions to under five words. With nothing but a smile between them, 

he handed a paper to Eva. “Your chariot awaits. Keys are inside. Fixed, buffed, polished and 

shining like a newly waxed…….” 

 

 “Shut it,” Ben snapped at him. 

 

 “What?” Taz feigned ignorance, flashing a devilish smile, which made his heavily 

pierced eyebrows slant up, before disappearing. 

 

 Eva looked at the paper, which was the bill. “Uh, Ben?” 

 

 “Yeah?” 

 

 She held it out to him. “What’s this?” 

 

 “A bill.” 

 

 “No. A bill usually includes an amount. This says ‘no charge’.” 

 

 “I told you I’d take care of it.” 

 

 “I thought you meant scheduling the appointment.” 

 

 “You thought wrong.” 

 



 She paused, shaking her head. “I can’t let you pay for this.” 

 

 Finally dismounting, Ben took the bill from her hand and crumbled it up. “Too late. Was 

my fault anyway, right?” 

 

 She paused before answering. “What was your fault?” 

 

 He better get used to smiling around her, because she was giving him reasons. “Sharp 

little cookie. Just……don’t worry about it.” 

 

 Giving in, she sighed. “Thank you.” 

 

 “No problem.” 

 

 She nodded, taking a few steps back towards her car. “I’ll, uh…..see you around, then.” 

 

 Ben fought to keep a serious face, which was really hard to do. “Small town. It’s a 

possibility.” 

 

 He stood on the gravel driveway and waited until she got in and drove past him, each 

giving the other one last look before she exited out of the compound. No sooner she was gone 

than he heard several Harleys coming down from the other end. Vic, Aero and Doug were 

returning from a meet with the Hogs. Perfect timing. 

 

 He was having fun – that was it. He was not about to get attached. There wasn’t any room 

for it. But even with the handful of dull intel Wes had dug up, Eva Sinclair intrigued him.  

 

 He knew where she worked and lived. He’d see her around, alright. He’d make a point of 

it. 

  



Chapter Seven 

 

 “Let’s pull this fall stuff out of the window and prep for Halloween.” 

 

 Eva knelt inside the front window at the card shop early Thursday morning. A large, 

cardboard box behind her caught all the fabric leaves and back-to-school paraphernalia she was 

tossing in. By her calculation, it was the slowest morning of the week, so she’d decided to get 

her ass in gear and change the display. Being off Monday put her behind on the admin stuff and 

deliveries, which she should’ve delegated to Marie. By the time she got caught up with deposits, 

re-orders and third quarter inventory count, October first had come and gone, which meant, for 

the next thirty days, the store would be draped in orange. 

 

 Eva hated doing the displays. She could envision what she wanted her entire house to 

look like, but couldn’t tackle a five by three window. Fortunately, Cyndi had no such problem. 

“Thank God. I love Halloween!” 

 

 The twenty-two-year-old acted like a kid dragging out the Halloween swag. Eva hoped 

she had this much enthusiasm when it was time for the Christmas explosion. “Good. You’re in 

charge of the window.” 

 

 Cyndi looked shocked. “I……am?” 

 

 “You are. Just nothing tacky or that’ll frighten children. Marie’s daughter, Jen, will be 

helping out from now until Valentine’s Day. She’ll be in around eleven. Make a plan for the 

window and get her started. You run the front. I’ll be in the back office then leaving at one for a 

vendor appointment.” 

 

 Eva thought that was too many words for the girl to process. After considering them, 

Cyndi puffed up. “So, like, I’m in charge?” She practically bobbed up and down in her Uggs 

with excitement. 

 

 Throwing the last of the fall décor in a box, Eva gave Cyndi a hard look. “This is a card 

store, not boot camp. You’ve been here almost five months and know how I like to handle 

things.” She then stood behind Cyndi, “Take responsibility and,” Eva tucked the waistband of 

the girl’s purple thong back into her jeans, “be professional, please.” 

 

 Cyndi reached to tug up her jeans. “Sorry. I’ll do a good job. Promise.” 

 

 “Put that box back in storage, then get started.” She jerked her head towards the back. 

“I’ll be in the office.” 



 

 By eleven thirty Eva’s head was pounding, yet she heard progress being made out front. 

She hoped Cyndi wouldn’t let the little bit of power she’d given her to go her head and, so far, 

she didn’t hear any sniping between the two young girls. She thought about Ben’s words, about 

trusting someone she’d only known less than five months who was young and liked to party. But 

just like her dad had taken a chance and co-signed her loan so she could at least try, she knew 

what it was like to be untested – and to have responsibility turn you around. She turned that right 

back and gave it to Cyndi, hoping it would grow her up a bit. 

 

 Ben. Three days since she had last seen or heard from him. Not that she expected to. It 

wasn’t as if she’d made a new friend. He was responsible for damaging her car and made good 

on a promise to fix it. All they had in common was that they occupied the same town. He was a 

rough biker with scarred hands, hair past his neck, who worked at a mill and did God knows 

what else. She was a civilian who owned a business with a loan and a mortgage over her head. 

Two completely different worlds. If metrosexual, six-figures-a-year William hadn’t been enough 

to keep her interested, then Ben was completely off her map. 

 

 But not off her mind. All she’d done was think about him the last three days, which 

unnerved her to no end. He was snarky, rude, stalky and, at times, insulting. He’d looked into her 

background, for Pete’s sake! Searched out the details of her life on the ‘net. How creepy was 

that? But for some reason that fact seemed to dissipate every time she saw his face as he looked 

around her home. Something about a big, strong alpha-man looking exposed and emotional 

really did a number on a woman’s psyche. What he was reminded of she had no idea, but she at 

least knew it had to do with his lack of growing up in a proper home. 

 

 Noontime. Had she really just spent thirty minutes thinking about a biker who wore a 

Three Deadly Sins patch like an advertisement? What those three sins were, well…..she really 

didn’t want to know right now. Maybe it was best she didn’t hear from him. She only knew of 

the Mountain Skulls from what made the legitimate press. But she heard enough news stories and 

urban legend tales of motorcycle clubs and their alleged illegal activities to know that a man like 

him could be dangerous. Very dangerous. 

 

 “Oh my God – she’s here.” 

 

 Cyndi popped her head in and shrieked a whisper, causing Eva to jump. “Who?” 

 

 “Madam Creepshow.” 

 

 Eva shook her head. Cyndi was still rough in the people-skills department, but they did 

agree on one thing - the psychic gave them the heebie-jeebies. “Does she want anything?” 



 

 “Probably a cauldron and a large wooden stirring spoon.” 

 

 “She’s a psychic, not a witch, Cyn. She probably wants to look at the jewelry. Just show 

her what she wants, humor her – nicely – and then she’ll go like she always does.” 

 

 Cyndi huffed with defeat, as if she’d hoped Eva would rescue her. No such luck. Just 

more tough love. “Fine.” 

 

 She had an hour to go grab some lunch before her first appointment with a new paper 

goods supplier. Eva was trashing all the pastel and dated wrapping paper, gift bags, stationary 

and party supplies in favor for a new brand which had a homemade/country feel to it. Brown 

wrapper, hand-stamped and textured prints with straw, greenery and other natural pieces for 

décor. They also had a beautiful selection of Christmas gift-wrapping which put the shiny red 

and green paper to pasture. Marie’s daughter, Jen, was also a social media buff and wanted to get 

her started on setting up a Facebook page for the store as well as get someone in to punch up the 

simple website she already had. Eva couldn’t count on the residents of this small town to blow 

up business. For that, she had to market and sell online. 

 

 Cyndi popped in again. “She wants you.” 

 

 Eva touched her fingers to her chest. “Me? Why?” 

 

 “I don’t know, but don’t let her touch you again. It’s Halloween. The Force is extra 

strong with her this time of year.” 

 

 Zipping up her tote, Eva motioned towards the door. “I’m coming.” 

 

 Out front, several customers were in the store while Jen was trying to untangle orange 

and white lights, while an equally bright orange head of sprayed and teased hair attached to the 

psychic waited by the counter. “My assistant said you wanted to see me.” 

 

 That pointed, frosty, pink nail swirled around the top of the display glass as she hummed. 

“Yes. Did you happen to find that white stone, dear?” 

 

 Damn, no. Between the mess in her house, fixing her car, catching up here and thinking 

about Ben, it was the last thing on Eva’s mind. “No, I’m sorry. If you want to wait, I can call my 

jewelry supplier who uses stones…….” 

 



  “Never mind.” She waved Eva off, closed her eyes, then took a deep, calming breath. 

“Not what I’m looking for.” She then opened her eyes and looked deeply into Eva’s. “But I will 

be back when I do.” She then reached out, asking for Eva’s hand. Cyndi was behind the old 

weirdo vehemently shaking her head back and forth. “Don’t do it,” Cyndi mouthed. 

 

 Rolling her eyes, Eva let the woman take her hand. She closed her eyes and sighed again. 

“Good, you did as I said.” 

 

 “I……what did I do?” Okay, now Eva was reaching Cyndi’s level of paranoia. 

 

 The psychic opened her eyes. They were dark green. So dark they were almost a black-

ish tone. Was she under some kind of trance or something? Eva wanted to yank her hand away, 

but the sane part of her told her that this lady was probably some hermit who lived with ten cats 

and needed some socialization. She patted Eva’s hand. “You listened to them. To him. You must 

continue. Only then will you discover.” 

 

 Discover? Discover what? That this woman really was a crack-pot? Letting go of Eva’s 

hand, she backed away. “But remember what I also said. You’re a good girl. Not even this truth 

will take that away.” She then took a calming breath and headed for the door. “I’ll be in touch, 

Eva.” 

 

 When the bells signaled her exit, Cyndi let out a sharp breath. “Holy shit.” 

 

 “Cyn…..customers in the store,” Eva scolded. 

 

 Clamping her mouth shut, Cyndi went up to the counter. “That’s it. We need to get some 

Hogwarts spell of protection over this place. 

 

 “So I guess you told her my name?” 

 

 “I didn’t,” Cyndi replied. 

 

 Eva gave her a look. “C’mon, Cyn. You slipped and told that biker my name.” 

 

 “That’s different. He can’t summon demons to devour you.” 

 

 Then how……? Eva thought. She seriously doubted Madam Chiller Theatre had a ‘guy’ 

like Ben to scour the internet. It had to be Cyndi or….maybe even Marie. Maybe. Yes, that was 

it. 

 



 Damn, she wished Halloween was over. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 Seven Skulls sat around the oval, oak table in church. Only two items on the agenda, but 

they were huge. It was early, but Vic needed to get club business out of the way so the men could 

pull their regular schedules today. After opening up, he motioned to his sergeant to continue. 

 

 “Received a call from the Hogs’ president,” Doug began. “What we talked about when 

we met on Monday turned out to be true. New patch of theirs, Dewey Gaines, seems to be a 

turncoat.” 

 

 Everyone either groaned or pinched their temples, Ben included. A chink in the armor 

never went over well, but when that chink turned out to be betrayal, the endgame was pretty 

much a no-brainer. “How’d they find out?” 

 

 Vic spoke up. “Dewey was placed on strip-down. However, all their recent ‘obtained-by-

various-means’ vehicles weren’t exactly stripped clean. Dewey claimed the parts were too 

damaged to send down to us. Been refusing any offer of help. Wanted to do it alone. Club did 

some night time surveillance and saw Dewey taking shit out and away in a pick-up. Followed 

‘im to some wooded area over in Carrollton where he dumped it, covered in brush. When he took 

off, the surveillance guys took a look. They were the parts he said were damaged.” 

 

 “These woods were probably the drop spot,” Tanner said. “They hang around to see who 

showed up?” 

 

 “Nah. But if it is, all’s they gotta do is stage another pick up, then send a very strong 

message. Hogs’ primary focus was confirming Dewey was stealing. Which he is.” 

 

 “And,” Aero interjected, “knows of our affiliation with the Hogs.” 

 

 “And that we launder the parts through the body shop,” Taz said, before letting out a 

frustrated breath. “Shit.” 

 

 “Shit is what we’ll be covered in, gentlemen, if he’s setting up this other crew to take 

over. And, with what he knows about us, all he has to do is tip off the Feds – put the Hogs and us 

outta play.” 

 

 “And in jail for a long time,” Wes added, not quite thrilled by that prospect.  

 



 Ben looked down the table at Vic. “I take it we’re taking care of it?” 

 

 Vic nodded. “Hogs ain’t outlaw. Granted they ain’t afraid to get their hands dirty, but not 

this bad. But before it’s taken care of we gotta try to,” Vic turned to Taz, “extract as much intel 

out of Dewey first, if you get my drift.” 

 

 Taz’s black eyes shone like the silver piercing his brows. A diabetic in a candy shop 

looked less excited. “Please, tell me it’s soon. This dry spell is has me ready to crack.” 

 

 “Saturday night. They’re leaving ‘im alone at the garage so he knows it’ll be his only 

chance to smuggle parts out without being caught. Want you and Ben waiting at the drop spot in 

the woods. Carrollton’s about an hour over the Ohio border from here. Civilian gear. No bikes or 

cuts. Get what you can out of ‘im. Regardless,” he turned to Ben, “you know what to do.” 

 

 Ben nodded, clearly with no need to ask. 

 

 “Lastly,” Aero cut in, “got a call from Joey Perrone. Stated, and I quote, against his better 

judgment, Uncle Emie is agreeing to meet with us.” 

 

 “When?” Wes asked. 

 

 “Saturday afternoon. Gonna be a full day for the Skulls, boys.” 

 

 “Makes the party all the sweeter,” Taz said. 

 

 Monday through Friday, the Skulls, just like their ninety-nine percent civilian 

counterparts, worked. Aside from their off-grid activities which they worked hard to keep that 

way, members earned legitimately when not on club time. Vic and Elle played landlord – renting 

out several small condos which they purchased in the late nineties. Doug and his brother Dave 

own D&D Services – a small excavation business doing tree removal, lawn care and snow 

plowing. Due to his rap sheet since the military, Aero did under-the-table consulting for a vet 

buddy doing design work for an aeronautical engineering company. Wes was being trained to be 

Taz’s protégé in the body shop while Tanner and Ben do regular shifts at the mill.  

 

Except for Vic, who lived in a nice house and was able to put two kids through college, 

what the rest of the guys did in Uncle Sam’s eyes wasn’t exactly enough to earn a good living. 

Which is why they lived simply and cheaply, as not to raise suspicion. The off-book money was 

rather large, always in cash and had to be co-mingled with legit earnings a little at a time. Living 

life as an outlaw was like a game of chess, where every move had to be thought out and played 



carefully. Which is why they set aside Saturday nights to blow off steam and get as wild as they 

wanted within the confines of their clubhouse. 

 

“Where’s the meet happenin’?” Tanner asked. 

 

“Westover, off 79. Restaurant. Emilio’s ‘front’ business. It’s all set up.” 

 

Down the table, Ben looked uneasy. “Sure it ain’t a set up?” 

 

“Yeah, Vic,” Taz spoke up. “Feel more comfortable with a neutral place.” 

 

Vic shook his head. “Look, we asked for this. We’re in their pocket and, unfortunately, at 

their mercy. Can’t push any more buttons. No limit was set, so we all go. Strength in numbers, 

boys. Let’s see what direction he wants to go in and what we can do to be sure the Skulls are 

driving right along with them.”  

 

To his right, Doug banged the table several times. “That’s right,” the sergeant agreed. 

Almost as close in age, he staunchly defended his president with his words – and his life. 

“Whatever we gotta do.” 

 

Ben wasn’t a ‘table cheerleader’. His cool quiet allowed him to concentrate, to think, to 

ponder. Especially the big picture. “And if it ain’t what they want?” He was direct with his 

questions, which was also how he liked his answers. “What’s Plan B?” Just about every guy in 

the room had their work clothes on under their cuts, ready to shed as soon as they left for an 

honest day’s work – Ben too, a green and gray checked flannel over a black t-shirt under his 

leather worn strictly for church. But every man here knew that if the Santagios took their 

business off the table, their honest work would put them in personal, financial holes. Ben was 

just the only one to verbalize it. 

 

“Let’s be positive, bro,” Doug told him. 

 

“I’d rather be realistic,” Ben quietly retorted. His eyes skipped from Doug to Vic, hoping 

his president wouldn’t need more explanation than that. Though the other three charters made 

money elsewhere, all four benefited from the nice slice of bank the monthly narcotics run netted 

them. Granted they weren’t living high on the hog, but hand-to-mouth by barely making it with 

what they made on the outside wasn’t how a man wanted to live. And seeing a woman three 

years younger than him with an education, owning a home and managing a business was kind of 

a wake-up call for him. Ben loved the club and would defend it till he died, but, at thirty-five, he 

suddenly wanted more than just lugging lumber and being a hired gun. “Vic?” 

 



“Best I can say, Ben,” Vic solemnly said, “is that Plan B is to wait and see how Plan A 

pans out.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 She’d only been working seven hours, but, by five p.m., Eva was ready to drag her tired 

self home. Marie had come in at one to take over and close up the store while she went to her 

vendor appointment, which is where she was coming from. Four hours – four long hours, as the 

sales rep, who was gayer than a container of pink glitter, showed her every natural, recycled, 

country-motif paper product.  

 

Eva had to admit, the stuff was gorgeous – and would institute a slow change to the 

product direction she wanted to steer the store in. But it was anywhere from sixty-five to ninety 

cents per unit more than what she was paying for the current product. She’d already been lured to 

the meeting in exchange for a 10% new customer discount on her initial order. However, when 

Mister Pink Sparkle had gushed over her lavender skirt with a ruffled hem and rear kick pleat 

and ‘to die for’ black t-strap pumps he’d extended it to 15% on the first five. If only the straight 

salesmen who sold her the Jeep could’ve been cajoled thus! 

 

Scoring a victory, she looked forward to rewarding herself with a long soak in the claw 

foot tub while perusing green paint chips. Her head throbbed, her body ached and creepy Madam 

Psychic still lingered in her head. Discover what? Truth about what? The woman got to her, 

which she found disturbing. She was nothing more than an antisocial loon with bad taste in 

makeup and fashion, who probably lived with twenty cats.  

 

Mentally listing what was left in her fridge after hitting the grocer’s on Monday, Eva 

decided she was even too tired to cook for herself. A benefit of being a single woman was dining 

on a bowl of Frosted Flakes or container of Cherry Garcia for supper. But in the spirit of keeping 

her ass from spreading, she decided to make a quick Chinese stop for shrimp and broccoli – also 

settling on wonton soup, a couple of egg rolls and an order of chicken lo mein. Great, supper and 

lunch for the next two days was set. 

 

 A little after five she pulled into her driveway. The nose of her Jeep barely made it so that 

she could fully see her entire back yard. Bag of food in one hand, her tote in another, she 

shimmied herself out. No sooner did her pumps hit the asphalt than Eva heard it – a loud 

thumping noise coming from her back yard.  

 

Groaning over what Mrs. Bachman could be up to this early evening, Eva entered her 

yard – and the contents she was holding almost slipped from her arms at the sight of half-naked 

Ben, ax in hand, chopping her wood. 



Chapter Eight 

 

 He sensed her behind him before he heard her. “What’re you doing here?” 

 

 Wiping a forearm across his forehead, Ben flung the ax aside before turning around. Eva 

looked……stunned. About the same way her snooty neighbor had when he proceeded to shed his 

t-shirt and flannel halfway through. After punching out at the mill around three, he had felt 

restless. Their upcoming meeting with Emilio Santagio and possible outcome gnawed at him. 

Going back to the clubhouse wasn’t an option, nor was going home where his quiet 

surroundings, normally what he craved, would drive him crazy. He needed to do something. He 

needed to hit something. He needed to be useful outside of pulling a trigger and ending a life. 

 

 Remembering from the sign on her store that it closed at six, he was sure he’d be done 

and gone before she got home. But there he stood, caught by the very person whose property 

he’d trespassed on asking the same question she had asked him twice previously. “Thought I’d 

save you a limb……or two.” 

 

 He watched her place the bag on the steps of the deck, glad for the evening air cooling his 

damp skin as well as the growing discomfort behind his fly as she walked towards him. The skirt 

she had on was shorter than that blue dress, and just as snug. Coupled with high heels, her legs 

were as wicked as the rest of her body. A short-sleeved black sweater covered halfway up her 

neck, but clung to every glorious inch below it. “Don’t trust the instructions you gave me?” 

 

 Arms folded, hip out, she threw the gauntlet down and he did what she had a knack for 

making him do – smile. “Don’t trust a female with sharp objects.” 

 

 “No comment,” she replied, surveying the progress he’d made which was quite a lot. 

“Don’t want this to sound lame, but you keep coming to my rescue here.” 

 

 He shrugged it off, placing the last piece of wood on the base. “Clocked out early, drove 

by your street and got a flashback of you almost maiming yourself.” 

 

 “You forgot looking like a mess,” she shot back. 

 

 He carefully looked her over. Oh, she didn’t look a mess now. She looked good enough 

to eat and probably smelled better than what was wafting over from that bag on the steps. “Least 

you clean up right.” 

 

 “Stop it before I swoon.” 

 



 He flashed her a grin. “Didn’t think I could be so charming, huh?” 

 

 She hadn’t a witty comeback for that, instead trying hard not to look him over, but Ben 

knew better. He wasn’t vain – not in the least. But he was naked from the waist up, and twelve 

years hauling wood at Owens and keeping his fighting skills sharp in the club gym kept him in 

tremendous shape. And like any red-blooded male, he was soaking in every ounce of nonchalant 

checking-out Miss Eva was trying hard not to do. Seeing him catching her staring, Eva quickly 

averted her eyes over to the cement walkway where his bike was parked. “You rode that back 

here?” 

 

 “Stopped it in the driveway then wheeled it back,” he said, picking up the ax. “Didn’t 

wanna take up anyone’s spot on the street. Though got to say, your neighbor lady didn’t look too 

thrilled.” 

 

 “She should be,” Eva said. “You’ve provided enough fodder for gossip. So…..you almost 

done?” 

 

 He lifted the ax high behind him. “Last one,” he grunted as he brought it down, splitting 

the wood into two perfect sections. He then added them to the ring, where all the other wood had 

been perfectly, neatly positioned. “All set for the first cold night.” He looked down at his filthy 

hands before grabbing his t-shirt, flannel and holster draped over his bike. “Think I can score an 

invite inside and wash up?” 

 

 “Sure,” Eva said, going over to get the bags on the steps. “Least I can do.” 

 

 Ben’s mind went elsewhere a bit, watching her enticing bottom in that skirt as she walked 

ahead of him, thinking of what else she could do. But he wasn’t going there. He couldn’t. Hell, 

he didn’t know what even possessed him to do this for her. Maybe because she was by herself. 

Maybe because he needed to feed his ego. Maybe because he liked it in her backyard surrounded 

by firewood and a big, ol’ house. He had suppressed the need for attaching himself to any kind of 

‘home’ life, but he weirdly found himself wanting to experience some of it through this woman. 

If he didn’t check himself back to his reality, his rules of attachment were going to fly out the 

window. 

 

 He followed her through the slider into the kitchen and froze. Her unpacked stuff was still 

everywhere and there was barely a square inch of visible space on her counter. Putting the bags 

down on the dinette table she regarded him. “Sorry about the mess. Wasn’t expecting company.” 

 

 “How the hell do you function, darlin’?” he asked, still looking around. 

 



 She crossed her arms and smirked. “I’m guessing you’re a neat freak.” 

 

 “I don’t like……..stuff.” 

 

 “I’ll even go as far as saying you’re claustrophobic.” He inwardly flinched. She was 

teasing him. She also might be right. “Monday when I got on your bike, you 

looked….uncomfortable. Like your space was invaded.” 

 

 Wrapping his holster in his flannel so not to freak her out, he laid it on the seat of a 

dinette chair before shoving his arms into his t-shirt. “I’m a big guy,” he said, raising his arms to 

pull the shirt over his head. “I need space.” He then hooked a finger inside the bag and peeked in. 

“Chinese?” 

 

 She nodded. “Long day. Didn’t feel like cooking.” She then paused for a moment of 

thought. “You want some? I have enough.” 

 

 He boldly began to pull the plastic containers out of the bag. “You sure do. Got quite an 

appetite, darlin’.” 

 

 She snatched the waxy bag containing the eggrolls out of his hand. “I got enough for 

lunch and supper tomorrow,” she defensively said.  

 

 He threw up his hands in surrender. “Sorry. Thought you might have a tapeworm or 

something.” 

 

 Giving him a sly look, she went to the cabinets and took out two plates and glasses. “I 

have diet soda, wine or water.” 

 

 Yeah, she looked like a wine girl. “Water’s fine.” 

 

 Grabbing forks, spoons and napkins, she scooped him out a bit of each dish plus an 

eggroll. Feeling strangely comfortable, he pulled out a chair, sat down and dug right in while she 

sat across from him. He heard the twirl of her metal fork into her plate of lo mein, but felt her 

eyes scan down the table. “You don’t have a lot of tattoos.” 

 

 Not a question he expected. Not that he liked any questions, especially about his ink, but 

hers was general curiosity. “No, I don’t.” He really didn’t, and preferred it that way. He liked his 

rental sparsely furnished, his bike simply painted and his body sporting ink that was meaningful. 

Which was the Skulls symbol on one forearm, an homage to his father on the other, the word S-

K-U-L-L-S in medieval script diagonally down his back, with an actual skull replacing the letter 



‘U’ and barbed wire encircling his collarbone, a metaphor that he was contained within himself, 

always in control.  

 

 “Thought you’d have more.” 

 

 He stared up at her from his plate. “Why?” 

 

 She shrugged, biting into a piece of shrimp. “Just that guy you were with when I saw you 

at Clarks, he had them covering both arms.” 

 

 She was talking about Aero, who was as OCD with his ink as he was with the length of 

his precious hair. Ben didn’t care for the ‘sleeved’ look. To him it was distorted, not being able 

to distinguish one image from the next. Too cluttered. Too choking. Shit, he really was a neat-

freak claustrophobic. “That’s Aero’s preference. So, who’s the suit you were with that day?” 

 

 “Girlfriend since childhood. We were roommates after we both finished school until she 

got married and moved to Morgantown. She and her husband are both attorneys. We try to keep 

close by meeting once a month for lunch.” 

 

 Practically inhaling his food, he dropped his fork then sat back. “How come you ain’t 

married?” 

 

 She practically choked on a lo mein noodle. “Excuse me?” 

 

 “Too forward?” 

 

 “I’d rather you say I’m a mess.” 

 

 “Can’t say that about you now, darlin’,” he drawled. “I’m honest, Eva. I say it like I see 

it. You’re real pretty and….well…..put together. How come no one’s snatched you up yet?” 

 

 She looked uncomfortable being put on the spot and definitely not used to such a 

personal, direct assessment of her looks. “I’m…….just…..,” she was looking for something to 

say without saying too much, “let’s just say I haven’t met anyone and leave it at that.” 

 

 So, Miss-I-Can-Do-It-All-Myself may have a little snag. “Fair enough. Seems like you’re 

all by yourself, here.” 

 

 “Thought you found all that out on me already,” she coyly shot back. 

 



 There it was. He knew that well of wit hadn’t gone dry. “What if I did? Just making 

conversation, darlin’. Unless, that’s some big secret, too.” 

 

 She finished, putting her fork down and taking a sip of water. “My dad died six months 

ago. Had a heart attack on the job.” 

 

 He quieted, clenching his fist, which raised the tendons under the ink bearing his father’s 

name, Thomas Lawson. “Mine died on the job too.” Shit, why did he just blurt that out? Close 

few knew about his parents and the cramped, tragic circumstances of his childhood. Something 

about being in this house, after working off anxiety chopping a ring of wood, after a belly full of 

Chinese food, gave him a comfortable, relaxed feeling. As much as he guarded his personal life, 

he was rather enjoying this. 

 

 “I’m so sorry,” she solemnly replied. “How?” 

 

 His eyes shut and he was suddenly fourteen again, remembering how it was Ziggy who 

was the first person at the door of their small trailer home, refusing to give them the news via a 

phone call. “Coal mine collapse – twenty-one years ago.” 

 

 Eva turned white as a sheet. “Oh my God. I…..I remember that. I was in middle school, I 

think. They announced it over the intercom.” Her voice got very soft. “No one came out of that.” 

 

 He shook his head, then opened his eyes to look at her. “That’s right.” 

 

 Her eyes held his and Ben swore he saw tears well up in them. “Ben, again, I’m…..” 

 

 “s’okay,” he told her, wanting to quickly change the subject. “What’d your ol’ man do for 

a living?” Like a switch, she went from sadness to a smile of remembrance which lit up those 

sparkling blue eyes. “Something funny?” 

 

 Shaking her head, she laughed slightly. It was a pretty, feminine sound. “No, it’s just, 

whenever anyone asked what he did, I always quoted the Glen Campbell song – ‘he was a 

lineman for the county’.” 

 

 Ben caught on and smiled. By now he’d just stopped keeping count. “Ah. And I bet he 

‘drove the main road’. 

 

 She laughed again. “He loved that song. Loved the country oldies – Glen Campbell, John 

Denver.” She paused for a deep sigh. “I really miss him.” 

 



 “What about your mom?” 

 

 And then she stiffened up, casually trying to play it off. “Think it’s my turn for the next 

question.” 

 

 He indulged her, even though he might not be able to answer. “Shoot.” 

 

 “Your mom?” 

 

 He was a little better at playing off something he wasn’t ready to talk about. “Rather not 

say.” 

 

 Surprisingly, she seemed to accept that. “That would’ve been my answer too.”  

 

 Another chink in her armor. 

 

 “Here,” she stood up, taking the plates. “Let me clean up.”  

 

She put them on the already cluttered counter as she turned the sink on. Ben just sat there, 

studying her, drinking in her curvy silhouette in that sweater and skirt, the way her calves sloped 

into a gentle shape before tapering down to her ankles. Pretty. Independent. Smart. Sharp wit. He 

wondered what those tits and ass would feel like in the palm of his hand. “Thank you, again, 

really,” she said, finishing the last dish before covering up the leftovers. “But, you know you 

don’t have to do this.” 

 

 “Do what?” 

 

 “Find a reason to keep an eye on me.” She leaned against the counter and folded her 

arms.  

 

 “That what you think I’m doing?” 

 

 She took a deep breath then shook her head. “I guess not. Sorry. Didn’t want to sound 

presumptuous. I’m just really tired.” 

 

 Getting up from the chair, he went over to her. “Too tired to give me a proper ‘thank 

you’?” 

 

 He knew that would stupefy her and watched the blue in her eyes darken from shock to 

worry. “I’m…..sorry?” 



 

 “I believe,” he leaned in, hands propped on the edge of the counter behind her, trapping 

her between his arms, “you still owe me a tour of the upstairs. Remember, we just ended with the 

fireplace.” 

 

 “Uh……oh.” She stammered, which caused him to remove one hand. He’d teased her 

enough. Still, he wanted to see how she’d react. Like that waitress last Friday, it didn’t take 

much to get their panties off with a double entendre. But Eva wasn’t a roadside waitress. Or a 

club whore. “Sure,” she said, stepping away from him. “Follow me.” 

 

 Oh, he did – the prime benefit being a splendid view of her ass all the way to and up the 

stairs. But then he was sidetracked by the gorgeous, stained-glass window on the wall halfway 

up the stairs. He paused to look at the colors, the intricate work and the sturdiness of the glass. 

“Any more like this?” 

 

 “Just in the bathroom, but not color. Frosted white. It’s my favorite.” 

 

 “Lead the way.” He loved the way the hardwood of the stairs and upper hallway creaked 

with each step. Such were the haunting sounds of an old house. It was as if it had a life of its 

own, with stories to tell. 

 

 “Here.” Eva stepped into the bathroom first, moving aside so he could look around. “The 

plumbing’s in good shape and no cracked tile. Think I’m going to leave it all white. I like the 

clean look.” 

 

 The simplistic man in him agreed. “Me too. You’re right about the window, though. 

Especially situated above that tub.” The heavy, white, claw foot tub was impressive, especially 

picturing Eva naked, up to her neck in scented water. 

 

 She led him out after he sufficiently looked around, casually waving down to her 

bedroom. “Nothing special, but the peeling wallpaper border’s going to be the next to go. Hate 

waking up looking at that every morning.” 

 

 Ben imagined a different view waking up in her bed, then internally smacked himself. 

What the hell was he doing? Normal, horny thoughts were one thing, but he was practically 

envisioning himself in this house, which was absolutely ludicrous. She walked him past another 

spare bedroom which was empty with the exception of even more unpacked boxes, a linen closet 

and doorway which led to a tiny attic. At the end of the hallway was a small set of steps, which 

intrigued him. “What’s up there?” 

 



 “Oh,” she replied, looking less enthused. “That’s the turret.” 

 

 He was unsure how to read her reaction, his eyes flitting between her and the closed door. 

“Can I see?” 

 

 She regained her composure. “Yeah, sure. Sorry.”  

 

Down the hall and up the three steps, she turned a crystal doorknob and led him inside. It 

was clean, empty, all white walls, oak floors, built-ins and paneling halfway up, white lace 

curtains on the windows. “This is nice.” He loved the room, like a quiet, private oasis at the end 

of the house. He was suddenly jealous that she had something like this and hadn’t done a thing 

with it. “What’re your plans for it?” 

 

There it was again, that unexplainable sadness in those gorgeous blues. “Most likely an 

office, I suppose. This way I can log into the store’s inventory and accounting system without 

going in. Between now and Valentine’s Day is my busiest time, but I want to take some time off 

to do some minor stuff before Christmas.” 

 

“Planning a housewarming Christmas party?” 

 

“Yeah,” she replied with a somber chuckle. “Party for one.” 

 

Ben pretended to look around, but was really watching her out of the corner of his eye. 

There was something hidden deep within her, some deep sadness that she was trying to fill with 

this big old house. He suddenly felt an odd connection with this woman, as if understanding 

where she was coming from – if that was the case. But he wasn’t going to pry. He did what he 

came to do and didn’t want to overstay his welcome. “Thanks for dinner, Eva. I know you’re 

tired, I can show myself out.” 

 

She shook her head. “Don’t be silly. I’ll walk you down.” 

 

Again, he let her lead the way into the kitchen. When she turned her back to open the 

slider, he quickly slid into his holster, flannel shirt and cut. Maneuvering around the table, 

careful to not knock over the stuff piled on the floor, he went over to her. “Don’t worry, I’ll get 

to it,” she said. “I’ll have everything put away next time.” 

 

He raised a brow. “Next time? So, I’m invited back?” 

 



Eva’s eyes widened, as if not realizing what she said. This time, she made a quick 

recovery. “Well, you chopped all that wood. Doesn’t do me any good if I don’t know how to 

work the fireplace. Think you can give me pointers – next time?” 

 

He was beginning to like this too much, which wasn’t a good thing right now in his life. 

But he couldn’t resist another opportunity to be in the company of her sharp humor, blue eyes 

and sweet curves. “Think I can manage another trip here,” he said, trying to play it off. Without 

thinking, his head dipped, placing a kiss carefully where her forehead met her hairline. He 

breathed in the scent of her shampoo and felt the shudder that went through her upon his lips. 

“G’night, Eva.” 

 

In her yard, he mounted his bike, pushed up the kickstand with his heel, then walked it 

out to the end of the driveway. Only then did he start it up before quickly taking off down the 

street, the chill air tempering the heat surging through his blood, wondering what the hell to 

make of what had just fucking happened. 

 

  



Chapter Nine 

 

 The first, full-fledged Saturday of October had just about every resident of Tippitt and 

beyond tearing through First Impressions Cards & Gifts. Halloween greeting cards (yes, people 

really do send them!), party supplies, Jack-o-lantern shaped everything, spicy cinnamon candles. 

Oh, and candy up the ying-yang. The local grocer down the plaza had a good supply, but Eva 

decided to be a little sneaky and offer ‘buy one/get one half off’ in an effort to get people into the 

store early, which led them to buy other stuff. Cyndi and Jen did an awesome job on the window 

display. A split scene depicting the deep, warm colors of late fall and related merchandise on one 

side, while the other side had three witches stirring a cauldron full of smoky something or other – 

thanks to animated talent of Jen’s boyfriend – certainly caused crowds of passersby to gather 

around and, eventually come in. 

 

 The early surge in business, and Cyndi proving to take her new in-charge role to a whole 

new level, gave Eva ample time to spend in the back office planning purchasing and marketing 

strategy for the upcoming holiday spree. She planned to mark down all the old merchandise to 

make way for the brand new line, find a way to make Thanksgiving more interesting, then batten 

down the hatches in preparation for Christmas. Her business counted heavily on the holiday 

season and, with a dream kitchen already etched in her mind, she needed the extra funds. 

 

 But the kitchen wasn’t the only thing on her mind these last few days. Her house, her 

business, her massive planning strategy – nothing consumed her thoughts as much as Ben did. 

Three times he’d popped up in her life unexpectedly in less than two weeks, and all three times 

she hadn’t seen or heard from him for days after. What exactly was she expecting? There wasn’t 

anything there between them – was there? A chaste kiss on the forehead wasn’t some prologue to 

a passionate love affair. If anything, he seemed more enamored with her house than her. What 

did she expect to come of this? More important – did she want anything? Did she want to let 

another person – much less a biker - in her life only for him to leave? She already drove away 

perfectly coiffed, LL Bean-attired William, who came with a career, good family background 

and a country club membership. What the heck could a guy who hauled construction material 

and belonged to a motorcycle club where a Three Deadly Sins patch was worn as an 

advertisement of honor offer? From what she knew of the culture, they wore patches which 

signified things only known within their circle – translation: not fit for public knowledge. She 

highly doubted Ben earned that patch egging houses, TPing trees and soaping windows. That 

unknown, dangerous side of him should be enough for her to keep her distance. 

 

 Still, the vulnerable side he unwittingly showed while walking through her house 

snagged her. There was something about a big, tough man who emotionally exposed himself. 

But she took what he offered at face value - nothing more. He got her car fixed and her wood 

chopped. And…..he’d be coming back to show her how to work the fireplace. And for the last 



two days she’d prayed for a cold night to finally sink in so he could make good on his promise. 

But, after that…….? 

 

 She wasn’t going to get anywhere close to meeting her ordering/planning deadline if she 

kept acting like some silly tween trying to get the popular boy’s attention. She was a grown 

woman with a mortgage, a business loan and anxieties about paying them off. There wasn’t room 

for anything to get in the way of the path she’d chosen and disrupt it. Right now, her home and 

store were her priorities. Love was a luxury, albeit a painful one. 

 

 “Eva, phone call.” Cyndi’s voice came through the speaker on her desk. “It’s 

MaryLynn.” 

 

 New month and a new lunch date. Her childhood friend was the only person left from her 

past who knew about her maternal situation – or lack thereof – not to mention her only friend. 

And she lived over an hour away. Eva had really boxed herself back into her hometown where 

her daily, human contact was with a twenty-two year old who considered the cancellation of her 

favorite reality show and not being able to afford the latest cell phone a crisis. She really needed 

some company her age, which was why she looked forward to her monthly lunches with 

MaryLynn. 

 

 “Hey.” She said into the receiver. “What’s up?” 

 

 “Dinner tonight. Here. Mountaineers have a night game and George has tickets. Let him 

have his ‘man night.’ Which means I’ve got pasta and wine all to myself. Come share.” 

 

 It sounded delicious. Even though she’d made a decision to be more social now that she 

was back in town, MaryLynn was it for now. And it was Saturday night. “That,” she began, 

“sounds great. What time?” 

 

 “Whenever,” MaryLynn replied. “The sooner we start getting drunk, the better.” 

 

 “I have to drive home later, Mar.” 

 

 “Nah. Pack a bag and stay over. You don’t open the store on Sunday morning, right? 

Leave that ol’ creaky house alone for a night.” 

 

 It wasn’t even two o’clock, but Eva had a sneaking suspicion her friend had a head start 

on tipsy. And she was way overdue for a wine-soaked evening. Oh, what the hell. “Sold. I’ll 

leave around four, go home and throw some stuff together. Oh, and I’m bringing dessert.” 

 



 “No low fat shit,” MaryLynn kind of slurred. “Only carbs, alcohol and fat allowed in this 

house tonight.” 

 

 Yep, definitely drunk. “You got it. I’ll be there before six.” 

 

 “Wheeee!” 

 

 Eva hung up, glad for the diversion. She needed a night like this. And even if she got 

drunk enough herself to spill about a biker coming around her house, MaryLynn would be too 

hammered to remember the next day. 

 

 Wrapping up in the office, she headed out, her eyes carefully looking about for 

motorcycles, but spotted none. The bakery at the end of the plaza had been here since she was a 

girl, though the owner had thankfully changed its name. Janice Morrell was well past the half-

century mark, but had been quite the randy groupie back in her day, having followed the British 

band, Def Leppard, extensively on their American tour during the indulgent eighties. Framed and 

polaroid photos of her with the band members littered the walls behind the counter of Sugar Me, 

Janice having dropped the words ‘Pour’ ‘Some’ ‘On’ from the marquee after grunge and the 

millennium took over and hair metal was a relic of the past. 

 

 The one thing Janice didn’t drop was her wardrobe, a carry-over from her heyday. She 

didn’t look too shabby, considering her age and tired skin, but a decent boob job and a still-fit 

body enabled her to still pull off acid wash jeans and not-so-cropped tops. Eva entered the shop 

and the aroma of vanilla, chocolate, frosting and, well, sugar enveloped her. Another woman was 

over by the counter filling something out when Janice walked out from behind. Eva remembered 

back when she was a bartender at The Water Rock years ago, having served her dad his fair 

share of after-work beers before it was shut down, so there was a smile of recognition between 

them. Her voice was evidence of the years of booze and nicotine. “What can I get for ya, Eva?” 

 

 A nice, plump cheesecake would go perfectly with pasta and wine and had the right 

amount of fat MaryLynn insisted on. “That one,” Eva said, pointing to the chocolate chip 

cheesecake smothered with dripping cherries. May as well go all the way. 

 

 “Good choice,” Janice rasped, sliding it out from the chilled display. She then proceeded 

to assemble a box. “Having a little party at the new house?” 

 

 “Driving down to Morgantown tonight. Dinner with a girlfriend.” 

 



 Janice contorted her face in thought, making the deep wrinkles in her forehead even more 

prominent. Eva wondered why she didn’t just go for the boob job/face lift combo. 

“Morgantown? Hey, Elle – ain’t that near where the boys rode out?” 

 

 The other woman at the counter turned. Tall, slender, sharply dressed in molded winter-

white pants, black boots, hound’s-tooth cropped jacket and tasteful silver jewelry. Her rich 

brown hair was cropped short in an edgy cut tipped with honey highlights. She didn’t have to 

move a muscle, yet Eva could tell this woman carried herself with the kind of confidence some 

would find intimidating. 

 

 This ‘Elle’ didn’t look up to spare Janice a glance. “Westover. Pretty close. Why?” 

 

 “Oh, nothing,” Janice replied, tying up the box with red and white striped string. “Eva’s 

heading out there tonight.” 

 

 Now Elle turned around with a questionable look. “And Eva is……….?” 

 

 Eva sensed a weird awkwardness between the women and answered. “Oh, me.” 

 

 Carefully looking over Eva, Elle then glanced towards Janice. “Any why is this 

relevant?” 

 

 Whoa, lady, chill, Eva thought, noticing the chastised look on Janice’s face as if this 

woman had just put her in her place. “Never mind,” Janice replied, waving it off. “So, girls’ 

night, huh?” She whispered her small talk. “Loved those. Drinking Zinfandel, snarfing down 

nachos and talking about sex.” She paused to snort. “Come to think of it, kinda sounds like my 

son, minus the wine. Talk, talk, talk is all my Taz does.” 

 

 Taz? Taz?  

 

 “Needs to shut up, find a nice girl other than those club hangers-on and give me 

grandchildren,” she continued. “But he won’t even get a Saint Bernard to notice him looking like 

a demon spit out of Hades.” 

 

 Shit, shit, holy shit! Janice was Lucifer’s…..er…..Taz’s mother. She’d known this woman 

most of her life, well, her dad saw her more often than she, and had no idea she was the one who 

had given birth to the spawn of Satan. Wait….that would make Janice Satan. Again, shit! And in 

the midst of Eva’s internal shit-fit, she finally caught on to what was said earlier: 

 

 “……ain’t that near where the boys rode out earlier?” 



 

 ‘The boys’ had to be the Skulls, which meant this elegant-looking Elle was somehow 

connected to them. It was as if all her years successfully avoiding contact with the MC were 

catching up to her in bulk. 

 

 “Have a good time tonight, hon,” Janice said, handing her the box of cheesecake, when 

Elle walked up from behind. “All set?” 

 

 “Yes. Vic doesn’t want a big deal, so he isn’t going to get one. Just the guys and whoever 

drops in. I’ll pick up the cake next Saturday around two. Just need to order the food and get 

paper stuff.” 

 

 Janice held out her hand towards Eva. “There’s your paper stuff, right here. Owns the 

card shop down the end. Took over the old travel agency. You got party stuff, don’t ya, hon?” 

 

 Again, Elle gave Eva an appraising look, which made Eva straighten to full height. This 

woman was obviously someone important around here – and to this motorcycle club. Enough to 

make Janice Morrell clamp her yap shut. “I do,” Eva replied, regarding Elle. “Matter of fact, I’m 

cleaning house to make room for a new line. Was going to mark all the current stuff down next 

week, but if you see anything you like, I’ll extend an early discount.” 

 

 Elle raised her eyebrows with an impressed look before offering a smile. “Well I can’t 

turn that down, can I? Vic doesn’t want a fuss for his birthday, fine. Discounted party goods it 

is.”  

 

 Eva wasn’t sure whether that was a backhanded compliment or not, but if she could 

unload some of that dated stuff on this woman, then she wasn’t going to turn her nose up at it. 

“I’m headed back to the store now if you want to stop over.” 

 

 Elle shook her head, then reached into a black, alligator-embossed satchel. “Can’t. Got a 

meeting at town hall in ten. Which reminds me,” she pulled out two small flyers giving one each 

to woman,” I’m putting together an economic development committee for a Shop Small, Save 

Big thing for the small businesses here between Thanksgiving and Christmas. Meeting next 

Tuesday night at seven. Need some volunteers, ladies.” She then put on a pair of tortoiseshell 

sunglasses, zipped up her satchel, then looked at Eva. “Put some samples aside for me. You open 

tomorrow?” 

 

 They were, but Marie and Jen ran the store on Sundays. It was Eva’s only day off and she 

planned on spending the morning recovering from a wine hangover in MaryLynn’s guest room 



before heading home to start sanding the dining room to prep for the paint color she’d finally 

settled on. “We are. I’ll leave some aside for my assistant manager……” 

 

 “No,” Elle shook her head. “You made the offer, I deal with you.” 

 

 Don’t give in, Eva she told herself. You need a night to let go, get drunk, ingest carbs, 

inhale cheesecake and forget about that big hunk of a biker coming over to light your fireplace. 

But verbal diarrhea took over. “I’m out of town overnight.” She wasn’t going to give in that 

much. “I can meet you at noon.” 

 

 With a victorious smile, Elle hooked her satchel over her forearm. “Noon it is. See you 

tomorrow.” 

 

 With a jingling bell signaling Elle’s departure, Eva stood there, dumbly holding the box 

of cheesecake in her hand before turning to Janice. “Who………was that?” 

 

 Folding her arms on the counter, Janice leaned over. “How much time ya got, hon?” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 The aroma emanating from Angelina’s Trattoria was enough to bring an outlaw to his 

knees. 

 

 At exactly two p.m., sharp, the entire Skulls charter entered the quaint, Italian restaurant 

off 79 in Westover. Muraled walls depicting the deep waters of Venice and the breathtaking 

scenery of Tuscany, brass sconces giving off soft light, the plucking of mandolins and guitars 

coming out of the speakers, tables covered in spotless white cloths, matching napkins and 

dinnerware and the aroma of espresso, garlic and tomato sauce leaking from the kitchen into the 

dining room. The smell of rich food had a calming, satisfying effect, no doubt that was what 

Emilio Santagio had in mind when carefully selecting the venue. 

 

 Tanner and Wes sat around a bistro table by the front window where several black 

Lexuses were parked while Doug and Taz manned the rear. All four men had Italian 

counterparts, Emilio’s men right with them at the entrance and exit ways as they prepared for a 

dick-size stare-down for the duration of the meeting. 

 

 Seated in the middle, Vic sat with his VP by his side while Ben stood behind. Across, 

Emilio mimicked the same formation. Slickly dressed in a black suit with gray pinstripes, his salt 

and pepper hair and smooth, olive skin made it hard to determine his actual age. “You wanted to 

meet, Victor. Here we are.” 



 

 On the cusp of sixty years, Vic Connors was no slouch in the presence of crisply dressed 

men whose outward appearance was nothing more than a façade meant to intimidate. Little did 

men like Emilio Santagio know was that Vic could do his fair share wearing nothing but a worn, 

leather cut. “I’ll be direct, Emilio. Your nephew let it be known you’re exploring other options, 

which cuts out my crew.” 

 

 Leaning back, Emilio folded hands across his lap. “Unfortunately, that may be true. What 

happened at the warehouse concerns me, gentlemen. As a matter of fact, the entire narcotics 

enterprise is long past its prime. Market’s not as in-demand lately. Want to move on to bigger 

and better things. 

 

 Aero smirked, rolling his head to the side. “Don’t tell me you’re gonna jump on the meth 

train? That’s for cave-dwelling hillbillies.” 

 

 “You’re right, it is,” Emilio politely replied. “Which is why we’re going with heroin.” 

 

 Two decades as club president meant Vic also knew what their allies dabbled in. And 

their allies’ enemies. “With all due respect, Emilio, I’d cut back on the double espresso. It’s 

making you a bit too ambitious.” 

 

 Emilio looked unfazed. “Care to clarify that, Victor?” 

 

 Vic leaned forward, the kaleidoscope of ink coloring both forearms lit brightly against the 

spotless, white tablecloth. “You may have just taken over for your ol’ man, but you’ve been 

schooled in the ‘family’ enough to know that the heroin trade has been locked up by the Caprese 

family the last two decades. You step on don Carmine’s toes, you’ll end up losing an entire leg.” 

 

 Laughter. Haughty, arrogant laughter. Just like Emilio’s putz of a nephew, the apple 

didn’t fall far from the tree. It made Ben’s fingers curl into tight fists from where he stood behind 

his president and V.P. But he had to rein it in and embrace his usual calm control. That was what 

earned him enforcer status and garnered the spot front and center at this meeting, while Vic’s 

experience and Aero’s strategic thinking combined to plead their case. But men like Emilio 

Santagio, who thought they could take over the world with a snap of their fingers, made him sick 

to his gut. And this upstart wannabe thought he could pull a twenty-year heroin empire out from 

under Carmine Caprese’s nose?  

 

 “And you’ve been around long enough, Victor, to know what’s on the grapevine. 

Carmine isn’t well. Lung cancer. Stage three. Word amongst the families is that he’s temporarily 

halting business. His son, Adamo, is chomping at the bit waiting for his ol’ man to cork off so he 



could resume. In the meantime, we’re going to use it to our advantage. We’ve got runners and 

dealers set up and on standby from New York to Florida.” 

 

 “That’s the entire Caprese pipeline,” Aero exclaimed. “You really think once the ol’ man 

dies that Adamo ain’t going to come after the Santagios – guns blazing?” 

 

 “Oh, I’m sure he’ll try,” Emilio replied. “But he doesn’t have the clout and respect his 

father has. He’s the only man feared by the other two ‘families’ on the east coast. No one would 

dare tangle with Carmine Caprese while he lives and breathes. Dead? That’s a whole other story. 

By the time the good don dies, his suppliers will have moved on in frustration – right into my 

lap. By then Adamo will have no leverage. If he wants to come, as you say, ‘guns blazing,’ they 

better be big.” 

 

 Ben couldn’t contain the smile threatening his face over what he was hearing. He didn’t 

even need to see Vic and Aero’s faces to know his superiors were doing the same happy dance in 

their heads. First rule of outlaw living – you keep your damn, fucking mouth shut. What Emilio 

thought was bragging was really committing the biggest faux pas in organized or any kind of 

crime. He talked. Too much. 

 

 Stupid, guinea idiot. 

 

 This changed the entire dynamic of the meeting. 

 

 “And I’m guessing this new venture of yours doesn’t have room for the Skulls?” Vic 

asked. 

 

 “Peddling steroids and Oxy was just enough for your little club to handle all these years,” 

Emilio sassed. “Heroin’s a different monster, my friend. And if someone tried to filch the 

storehouse like they did several weeks ago…….?” He left that question dangling. 

 

 “Those guys were acting on someone else’s orders. Could be someone who has a beef 

with the Santagios. If they were smart enough to connect you to the ‘scripts, how long before 

they connect you to heroin?” 

 

  “We’ll be ready – and with better security. Let’s just say that missing black market drugs 

don’t cause as much of a ruckus as every federal prison up and down the east coast who doesn’t 

receive their illegal contraband. Bottom line – I can’t trust the Skulls to handle this. No offense, 

Victor. It’s just business.” 

 

 “You have any idea what you’re taking off our table?” Aero asked. 



 

 Ben knew the answer to that – right down to the cent. With only legitimate body work, 

parts laundering and their individual day jobs, they’d barely break even. 

 

 Emilio chuckled. “I would think, over the years, that your charters would’ve expanded 

into other ways to earn. What’s that saying about not putting all your eggs in one basket?” 

 “We have,” Vic told him. “But the ratio of what we earn on the narcotics run compared to 

our other……ventures is a lot higher. You’re pulling the rug out from under us with no warning, 

Emie.” 

 

 As Emilio thought, Ben stared at the front window, wanting nothing more than to put this 

guinea chatterbox right through it. He wanted to go and quote sayings? What was that one about 

a tongue digging your grave……?.” 

 

 “That batch you moved – the one which was almost hijacked? Move it out in two weeks. 

Usual route. Let’s consider it your last hurrah, which I’ll compensate you generously for.” 

 

 Ben had no idea how Vic could be so calm, but he knew the wheels were churning inside 

his president’s head. “What can I say, Emilio? Business is business. You need to do what’s best 

for your family,” he stood up as Aero followed, signaling for the rest of the Skulls to come 

forward, “and I need to do what’s best for my club.” 

 

 Bending over, Vic leaned across the table, offering his hand to Emilio for a parting shake 

before adding. “And I will.” 

  



Chapter Ten 

 

 If Ben could describe his position with the Skulls, it was a love-hate relationship. He 

loved the club. Loved his brothers. The loyalty, the family unit, the camaraderie, the knowing 

that someone would not only have his back, but take a bullet meant for it – that was the pull 

which sucked him in and gave him what he had long gone without. 

 

 But enforcing the code which kept safe what he held so dear was the part that inwardly 

tore at him. There was no question when something had to be ‘taken care of.’ Ben had been that 

guy Vic could count on to execute (no pun intended) the end to a means ever since he’d bashed 

that guy’s skull with a two by four for Tanner. His imposing presence, coupled with an 

unnerving calmness, made him the man who could do the job without going all John Rambo on 

someone.  

 

Controlled and detatched. Quick and easy. In, done and out. A stranger no more than 

registered a blip on his emotional radar, but killing his own sister had messed with his head a bit. 

But when it was a member, a brother, someone you lowered your defenses enough to get close 

to, trust and patch in, only for them to betray you – that was the kind of kill which nauseated him 

the most, no matter how deserving. Dewey wasn’t a Skull, but he was part of his own 

brotherhood which upheld the same code of loyalty. 

 

It wasn’t something the club made habit of - only when there was a direct threat to their 

existence, their livelihood and their freedom. When a vote went down for Ben to commit one of 

the Skulls ‘three deadly sins,’ it had to be meaningful, as if a killing could even be considered 

such. 

 

 Nearly three weeks after his sister had become his most recent ‘meaningful’ kill, Ben 

leaned up against a large tree trunk in a heavily wooded area off 43 in Carrollton. The early 

October night was chilled enough that he could see his breath. Crouched next to him, Taz looked 

through a pair of binoculars down the road as they quietly waited to catch Dewey making a parts 

drop. No matter what valuable intel Taz would no doubt be able to extract from him, there was 

already a predetermined end to this means, which Ben was ready to provide. 

 

 “Where are you?” Taz quietly sung, huddled behind a boulder as he chewed and snapped 

gum. When Ben didn’t need to act alone, Taz usually accompanied him to do the messy work 

that needed to be done first. In all the notches he’d racked up under his belt for the club, not one 

drop of blood ever spattered onto his clothes. For a brief moment within the dismal 

circumstances, he thought of Eva. She was right. He was a neat freak. He then let his mind 

wander a little bit more, wondering if she was home tonight. The dropping temperature and the 



full ring of chopped wood in her back yard gave him a grand excuse to swing by and set up her 

fireplace. 

 

 “Bingo,” Taz exclaimed, straightening up. Against another tree, he dropped the 

binoculars into a small, dark duffel, then tugged at the leather pouch strapped onto his belt. 

“Curtain’s up, Big Ben.” 

 

 Taz loved to talk, and when it came time for this, he was extra chatty during the process. 

His jovial blabbering just made his victims more nervous – kind of like the scene in Reservoir 

Dogs where Mr. Blonde danced around to ‘Stuck In The Middle With You’ before slicing off the 

cop’s ear. He and Taz definitely took different approaches to their……work. 

 

 “Stay still.” Ben held out a gloved hand, motioning towards Taz, while pulling out his 

revolver, silencer already on. Dewey was anything but stealth as he noisily trudged his way 

through the wooded ground, snapping twigs and rustling leaves in the process. Then again, in his 

defense, he thought he was all alone out here.  

 

 A loud ‘thunk’ signaled Dewey had dropped the large, cardboard box he was carrying, 

before shuffling noises indicated he was in search of brush to cover it over. Taz was salivating, 

not to mention quiet for too long, and Ben finally indulged him by indicating ‘go.’ 

 

 “Yo, my man.” The Skull with the look of a devil popped out from behind a tree, looking 

as if he was greeting his long, lost frat buddy. “What up?” 

 

 Caught off guard, Dewey fumbled for his piece inside his Hogs cut which he stupidly wore. 

MC-101: never wear your cut when not on club business. Unfortunately for Dewey, Ben was 

quicker as he came out from behind Taz, his revolver aimed right at Dewey’s forehead. The 

newly-patched Hog let out a sound which indicated just how fucking fucked he was. “Fuck, 

shit,” he groaned, lifting his hands in surrender. “What the fuck, man?” 

 

 Pulling off his gloves, Taz rubbed his hands together to warm them – and prepare them. 

“You, my sneaky friend,” Taz mused, walking over towards the box. “Mind if I take a peeky?” 

 

 Dewey’s body was stone still, but his mouth was another story. “Shit, who the fuck……? 

Look, man, just take ‘em. Take whatever you want. Got about two bills in my wallet, ‘kay? Let 

me leave and I won’t say shit.” 

 

 What a fucking pussy, Ben thought. If Dewey was this fast to give over hot merchandise 

and whatever cash he had on him, then Taz would barely break a sweat to get what they needed.  

 



 “Oh, sorry,” Taz said, tapping a finger against his black beard. “Guess I missed the memo 

where you were callin’ the shots.” He then placed a hard slap on Dewey’s back. “I think not, 

Dewey-boy.” 

 

 “How……how the hell……who the fuck are you?” 

 

 “Hey!” Taz smacked him in the head. “No questions.” He then walked behind Dewey and 

reached into his pouch. Bringing down both his hands, he zip-tied Dewey’s wrists together 

before removing something else from his pouch. “Now, that’s better,” Taz said, moving around 

front. All the while, Ben stood in back, gun trained between Dewey’s eyes. “So, buddy. My 

spidey-sense tells me you’re in a givin’ mood. Givin’ your club’s parts away, givin’ your money 

away.” He then raised a pair of pliers, quickly clamping onto one of Dewey’s front teeth. “Let’s 

see if you’re willin’ to sacrifice those pretty, little choppers.” 

 

The new patch’s eyes widened with fear of the anticipated pain as he began to make 

guttural sounds at the back of his throat. “What? What’s that?” Taz teasingly asked, knowing the 

guy couldn’t answer. “Oh, don’t worry. They’re sterilized. Least I think they are.” Taz shrugged. 

“No matter. So….Dewey, Dewey, Dewey. Nod yes or no, okie-dokie?” 

 

 Behind them, Ben was getting a bit agitated. He knew this was Taz’s specialty and that 

the poor guy had been without anyone to exercise his expertise on for quite some time. The day 

was long, the meeting with Emilio hadn’t fully digested and the Saturday night party was raging 

at the clubhouse this very moment. He wanted this done and over with. He wanted to get back to 

Tippitt, have some good whiskey, then find some sweet thing to wrap her mouth around his dick 

and put a certain blue-eyed brunette out of his mind. Even as he thought that, he cringed. On a 

job, he was always all club. His focus sharp. His blinders only on the task in front of him. There 

was no room for error – nor the thought of pussy. 

 

 In front of him he watched Dewey nod his head as Taz began his own task. “Good man. 

Knew you’d be agreeable. So……here are the rules. I ask the questions, you answer ‘em. Oh, 

and I’ve already figured out how many teeth you can be without and still speak, so don’t think 

you’re totally off the hook.” 

 

 Dewey continued with some unintelligible blabbering, most likely trying to say ‘shit’ or 

‘fuck’ with his mouth cranked wide open. “Calm down, calm down. Now, you wanna tell us 

who’s goin’ to be the beneficiary of these fine, stolen parts?” 

 

 More strained mumblings gurgled out of Dewey’s throat before Taz smacked his own 

forehead. “Whoops, sorry. My bad.” He removed the pliers from Dewey’s front tooth. “Slowly 

and quietly, my severely fucked friend,” he warned. 



 

 Dewey was panting so hard his heart was likely to explode. “I…..I don’t know…never 

got a…..” 

 

 The pliers were shoved back into his mouth, now firmly attached to his two front teeth. 

“Trust me, asshole. You don’t want someone who doesn’t have a degree in dentistry doin’ this.” 

 

 Ben had to admit, Taz put on quite a show. He actually didn’t go out of his way to get 

messy if it wasn’t necessary, but rather got off on the psychological and emotional abuse he 

could inflict on someone about to experience the most excruciating pain in their life. 

 

 Taz tugged hard as a scream ripped from the back of Dewey’s throat. “Name,” Taz 

ordered. “First, good. Last even better. Address, phone number, email and Twitter handle – I 

may send you off with a lollipop. Spill it, dickhead.” 

 

 Again, the pliers were removed and Dewey sputtered, choked, coughed and even yacked 

up a bit of vomit before he began to ramble. “Joey……guy’s name is Joey….Italian….wears a 

thick, gold chain…..met ‘im only once…..always calls from a burner….blocks number.” He 

paused for a much needed breath. “I swear to fuck that’s all I know!” 

 

 Finding restraint, Taz put the pliers away, then curled up his ringed fist and connected 

with Dewey’s jaw before the idiot had a chance to look half-relieved. “When’s the pickup?” 

 

 Dewey dropped to his knees, the sound of bone and cartilage mixing with the crunch of 

leaves below his legs. “Midnight,” he sputtered through a mouthful of blood. “That’s all. That’s 

it. I swear.” He then looked up, eyes pleading towards Ben’s. “Please. Please don’t.” 

 

 Ben was unfazed, as those words hadn’t meant a thing when his own flesh and blood pled 

them, while Taz looked about to cry. His brother hoped for a little more resistance so he could 

really indulge, while Ben stood disbelieving. Not only that the Hogs let such a pathetic piece of 

shit pass a unanimous vote, but also the possible identity of this ‘Joey.’ There was only one Joey 

of Italian descent who wore a fat, gold chain. Was Emilio Santagio behind this, too, trying to ice 

out the Skulls from their other ventures? 

 

 And what about these ‘people’ Lisa’s boyfriend and his cohorts were thieving for? Did 

they actually exist? Or was it all a setup by the very same people the Skulls had worked for since 

the late eighties, to prove their incompetence and have good reason to make a clean break? His 

finger itched to pull the trigger. “Taz?” 

 



 With one last look at Dewey, on the ground, blood dripping from his mouth and a line of 

snot dangling from his nose, Taz shook his head, stood back and conceded. “All yours, brother.” 

 

 Ben couldn’t kill him fast enough. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 Eva wanted to kick herself. 

 

 She should be good and drunk, her stomach bursting from too much fettuccini Bolognese, 

her fat cells sponging up every morsel of cheesecake while giggling over her childhood friend’s 

gushing of her husband’s brand spanking new hairline and the atomic sex they had following the 

procedure. She should be ribbing her friend for being so vain as they opened a second bottle of 

pinot. Right about now, she should be half-passed out on MaryLynn’s easy chair after changing 

into a comfy, jersey sleep dress, wrapped in an ugly purple and white blanket George’s 

grandmother had crocheted for her bridal shower. 

 

 No. Instead, it was almost eleven p.m. and she was in her car and almost home. Her 

stomach half rumbling and barely a buzz from the one glass of wine she had. Of course, 

MaryLynn had drunkenly tried to convince her to stay, but Eva had accompanied the wine with 

several forkfuls of fettuccini and a few cherries she picked off the cheesecake before bidding her 

friend a good night. Fortunately MaryLynn was too drunk to fight her nor would she even 

remember she had asked her to stay when she woke up in the morning. Eva threw a long 

cardigan on over her nightdress she hadn’t bothered to change out of and snuck out by ten-thirty 

p.m. unscathed. 

 

 As with the ride down to Morgantown, her mind raced all the way home, repeating over 

and over the information Janice Morrell fed her this afternoon about the local MC and, more 

importantly, its matriarch. The Skulls may have had their feet planted firmly in this town, but it 

was Elle Connors, the president’s wife, who pretty much had town hall tucked into that 

expensive, embossed handbag she toted. Although a member’s mother, Janice wasn’t privy to 

half the goings-on Elle was, but shared enough about what Eva had been too young to know 

when she lived here and what she’d missed after moving outside the city limits. Her dad was 

pretty much a homebody, going from work to The Water Rock and home when Eva left for 

school and, aside from various lady friends who flitted in and out of his life, he’d never 

permanently attached himself to anyone nor remarried. The man had been too heartbroken to 

have anyone leave him again, a fear which Eva had inherited. 

 

 It was pretty much the unspoken rule that when businesses had a problem, when outsiders 

disrupted their quiet landscape, when permits had to be granted, tickets erased, violations 



magically disappeared, zoning parameters changed or votes had to swing a certain way, it was 

either the Mountain Skulls supplying the muscle on the lowdown or Elle Connors pulling the 

puppet strings of the town officials. On the surface, one would call it corrupt, though Eva never 

recalled overhearing any complaints in the years she’d lived here and upon her return.  

 

 What she’d thought was a bunch of guys who’d banded together, formed a club and rode 

Harleys was actually more. And judging by Elle’s expensive taste in clothes, accessories and 

jewelry, her MC president husband either had to be making a killing in body shop work or……in 

ways not actually reported on the IRS Form 1040. 

 

 She’d learned that Taz’s real name was Gabriel, finding it ironic, as Saint Gabriel was 

God’s messenger. He was four years older than her, which explained how she never collided 

with him in school. He had probably bought a bike, joined an MC, turned to the dark side and 

pierced half his face by the time she graduated. Janice hadn’t offered much else, including the 

other members, and Eva hadn’t asked. She hadn’t wanted to seem nosy nor had she wanted 

Janice to suspect anything if she’d asked about Ben.  

 

 Ben. Taz. Janice. Elle. Almost two weeks and she’d already crossed paths with four 

connections to the MC. One a little more than most. And the mystery behind who and what they 

really were, which Janice couldn’t expound upon, just made Eva curious rather than cautious. 

And in a little more than twelve hours she’d be meeting with the top female in town to discuss 

outdated party supplies and paper goods. For this, she decided to head home. She needed a clear 

head, a good night’s sleep and to prepare herself to make a good impression upon this woman. 

She owned a business in town, and any good deed Eva could do for the person who seemed to 

make things happen around here could be useful down the line. 

 

 Yes, it was all about business. It had nothing to do with a certain biker. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

  

 Moody classic rock filled the Skull’s clubhouse along with the choking aroma of smoke, 

booze and an array of sweet perfumes. By the time Ben and Taz arrived back from Carrollton, 

stolen parts in tow, it was almost eleven p.m., and the party was still in full swing as the van 

pulled up the gravel driveway. 

 

 Once inside, the noise and atmosphere was like a light switch as opposed to what had 

happened over an hour ago. Music, shouting, laughter, rough-housing, drink, bar food and a 

crush of people, mostly made up of members, prospects, mill workers and hang-arounds.  

 

 And lots of women. 



 

 Aside from Vic and Tanner, who didn’t dabble, all the available men helped themselves 

to the female buffet which lined up every Saturday night outside the clubhouse for an 

opportunity to party, and maybe even score with, a bunch of bikers. Over on the couch, Doug 

was being straddled by one of the female offerings while his brother, and business partner, also 

shared in the spoils of his sibling’s MC lifestyle with one of his own. Aero had a busty redhead 

feeding him shots of tequila so his hands were free to roam up her dress, while young Wes, still 

new to this, sat in an easy chair with a bottle of beer while watching a pretty, dark-haired newbie 

play amateur stripper on a pole long since installed. In between, non-members were either 

playing pool or making a hell of a ruckus around an old fashioned foosball table while trying to 

hit up the leftovers. 

 

 And what was left over was enough for Taz. “Later, brother.” He smacked Ben in the gut 

with the back of his hand before landing himself a piece of ass, or two—as he was known for 

liking—for the night. Rubbing the back of his neck, Ben went over to the bar, snatching a shot of 

tequila out of the redhead’s hand as she was about to pour it down Aero’s throat. 

 

 “Hey!” The V.P. protested until he saw who the recipient of his shot was, then he hopped 

off the stool, sending the redhead to the floor. “Sorry, sweetheart,” Aero said, offering his hand 

then sitting her down. “Keep it warm for me.” With a wink, he maneuvered Ben over to the 

quietest spot they could find. “Vic called – told me the deets. Gave the Hogs a ring, let ‘em know 

it’s done.” 

 

 Ben had called his president soon after he and Taz disposed of Dewey. “Got the parts in 

the van. I’m sure whoever’s picking ‘em up at midnight’s gonna be pissed. Vic wants to discuss 

first thing Monday morning.” Ben shook his head. “Shit, Aero. If the Santagios set up that hit on 

the warehouse to fake stealing their own stuff…..” 

 

 “Yeah. I know. Which makes this ‘last hurrah’ run, as Emilio put it, look……” 

 

 Both men left their own insights on the situation dangling, but there was no question that 

something else was up to keep the Skulls out of the way – for good. “Monday, bro,” Aero told 

him. “Let’s save it for Monday. Grab some booze, some tail and unwind.” He clapped Ben hard 

on the back then took a fresh, opened bottle of beer offered by a passerby. “You deserve it.” 

 

 Ben looked around. “Place is packed more than usual.” 

 

 “Yeah.” Aero palmed his neck, discreetly trying to gage his hair growth. “Doubling up. 

No party next Saturday. Elle’s doing Vic’s surprise birthday thing. Just us….quiet, maybe. 

Stopped by earlier with the arrangements.” Aero took another long pull from the bottle before his 



eyes widened. “Oh yeah, she’s meeting the owner of that card place when she gets back in town 

tomorrow to get paper shit. Wonder if that sweet little brunette you were sniffing after’ll be 

there?” 

 

 With a hard shake of Ben’s shoulder to accompany the ribbing, Aero went back to the 

redhead and tequila. Ben stood there in the middle of the Saturday night madness, his ears 

ringing and brain humming. There was serious shit on the table which could put their asses in 

prison-orange slings, and there was available pussy galore around him to ease the stress, but all 

he could think about was how the hell Eva met the club’s tough-as-nails, business-savvy queen. 

Aero had no idea the owner and the ‘sweet little brunette’ were one and the same. 

 

 “Can I get you something, big guy?” A blonde in a tight black dress came up behind him. 

The meeting with Emilio, killing Dewey, the intel, his sister’s betrayal – it all still clung to him. 

And as with every other job, Ben needed to go into detach mode, but his cock had other ideas at 

the sight of the blonde’s plump, delicious lips. 

 

 For a moment, he went off his routine course, pulling the blonde by the back of her neck 

and kissing her – hard. The Allman Brother’s Midnight Rider blared out of the piped in satellite 

station, its soothing tone and vibe of the road relaxing Ben a bit, making him forget his normal 

process as his tongue swept inside the blonde’s mouth while his hand slid down to grab her ass. 

His other hand came up to her hair, brittle and crunchy with spray, and she reeked of coconut. 

Different bitches, same dance. He was both horny and bored at the same time. But through the 

stiff hair and pina colada scent Aero’s words smacked him. 

 

 “Gonna meet her at the store when she gets back in town tomorrow.” 

 

 Back in town tomorrow? Which meant Eva was away overnight. Where? With who? 

What for?  

 

 Why the fuck did he care? 

 

 The blonde’s hands came up behind his neck and Ben flinched. They were ice cold. And 

he suddenly went chill. Pulling them down, he gently set her back. “Rain check. Gotta head out.” 

 

 Leaving her speechless, Ben tore out of the clubhouse and straight to his bike. He rode 

hard and fast until the little Victorian house came into view behind the streetlights. The house 

was dark except for the front porch light and a wrought iron lantern on the front lawn. He 

stopped his bike on the street and killed the engine, walking his bike up to her driveway while 

still astride. It was then that he noticed the mailbox, an almost exact replica of the house. He 

wasn’t sure which had come first, but Ben was sure Eva had a story behind that. 



 

 Dismounting, he rolled his bike onto the cement walkway in the back yard then sat on the 

deck steps. The air was chill, the sky was dotted with stars and the natural night sounds began to 

ease the noise in his head. He could very well have gone to his corner booth at Ziggy’s instead, 

as heading back to his place when he was like this wasn’t an option, but this was more appealing. 

Yeah, he was trespassing, just like when he’d come to chop wood, but he wasn’t thinking that 

way. He wasn’t here to drop in unexpectedly, impose or invade her space. She wouldn’t be back 

until tomorrow, and he’d be long gone by then. He just wanted to enjoy the serenity which was 

her back yard, to envision what it would feel like if he had something of his own. A place he 

could work on or build something in. Something he could finally attach to. 

 

 Something that felt like a real home and not some temporary residence. 

 

 Zipping up his dark blue hoodie, he edged his ass forward on the step, leaning back to 

prop his elbows on the deck floor behind him. Closing his eyes, he steadily breathed in and out, 

trying to wash away what a fucked up day today had been. Slowly, he felt himself begin to de-

stress, while his breath became more and more visible, signaling the drop in temperature. Just for 

the heck of it, he stood up and went to the slider to try it, frowning when it slid right open. 

Damn, did this chick count on her nosy neighbor across the way to be her security system as well 

as the neighborhood watch? 

 

 He should just leave well enough alone and get his ass to his own place and get some 

much needed rest, but he couldn’t resist stepping inside. Eva’s kitchen was dark, save for a small 

night light plugged into the backsplash behind the still-cluttered counter. When the hell was this 

girl going to clean this shit up and put it away? Fortunately, it was dark, so the sight of it didn’t 

cramp him too much, but he ooof’d when he almost knocked over stuff still stacked on the floor. 

Carefully, he pulled a kitchen chair out and sat down. He was chilled to the bone and decided 

just to warm up a bit before taking off. Leaning back in the chair, he folded his arms across his 

chest and closed his eyes a bit. 

 

 Then dozed off completely. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 Home at last. 

 

 Entering through the front door, Eva dropped her purse and overnight bag on the bottom 

of the steps, too tired to even make it up. She first thought was to crash right on the living room 

sofa, but she decided against it. She needed to set her alarm early enough to get up, dressed and 

to the store to select appropriate party supplies for Mrs. Elle Connors. 



 

 As tired as her body was, her brain was wired, and she thought a nice cup of hot tea to 

send her off to sleep would help. Kicking her warm boots off, she padded barefoot against the 

cool of the wood floors, through the dining room and into the kitchen where she flipped the light 

on. 

 

 And screamed. 

 

  



Chapter Eleven 

 

  The first thing Ben went for was his piece. 

 

 The kitchen chair toppled over as he stood, revolver in hand. His eyes tried to adjust to 

the brightly lit kitchen - and Eva plastered against the archway with a hand to her chest. 

“What……what the hell are you doing in my house?” 

 

 She was scared. She was beyond pissed. She had every right to be. 

 

 She also wasn’t supposed to be back until tomorrow. 

 

 “Eva, you don’t…..shit, this ain’t what you think……” 

 

 “Why do you have a gun?” 

 

 Great. It was bad enough he’d come onto her property, into her house and now had pulled 

a gun on her. Holding his left hand up to calm her, he slowly re-holstered the gun with his right. 

“Reaction, darlin’. You scared the shit out of me……” 

 

 “Me?” She incredulously cut him off. “I scared the shit out of you?” 

 

 “Eva, let me explain……” 

 

 “Out!” She extended her right arm, pointing to the slider. The move caused the long 

cardigan she was wearing to part, exposing what she had on underneath. And it didn’t look as if 

she had much on underneath that as well. Her tits moved in a way that told him she had no bra on 

and, even with his maladjusted eyesight, could see her nipples poking through. It was some 

flimsy thing which looked more appropriate for sleeping than going out for the night. Where’d 

the hell did she go dressed like that? Again, why the fuck did he care? 

 

 As if sensing where his eyes were, she pulled the sweater across her body to cover up, 

those blazing blue eyes even more furious. “Ben. Please. I need you to leave. Now.” The tone of 

her voice had gone down a notch, a bit more calm and controlled. And the way she tugged the 

ends of the sweater across her body spoke volumes. On paper, he broke into her house and was 

lustfully looking over her barely-clothed body. She’d obviously opted for a less angry tone as not 

to rile him.  

 

 Shit, she thought he was going to hurt her. 

 



 He was wrong in so many ways it wasn’t funny. He had to leave. He needed to leave. But 

not without an explanation. “Alright,” he told her, holding both hands up in surrender. “I’ll go. 

But let me explain.” 

 

 “Explain why you broke into my house?” 

 

 “Broke in? Eva, your slider was unlocked.” 

 

 “Which you wouldn’t have known unless you tried to open it.” 

 

 As in-the-wrong as he was, she was starting to frustrate him. “Look, I know you’re 

pissed, darlin’, but you’re damn lucky it was just me.” 

 

 Her mouth dropped open. She was back in defensive mode and wasn’t going down 

without a fight. “Lucky? Are you kidding me?” 

 

 It took three strides to make it over to her as she tried to back into the dining room. 

“Yeah, damn lucky, darlin’. If it was some twisted asshole who was sitting here when you 

walked in dressed in this little thing,” his slid a finger under the exposed tank-strap of her night 

dress under the sweater and tugged it, “think you’d be screaming for a different reason.” 

 

 She pulled away from him, covering herself up even tighter. “That still doesn’t give you 

the right…..” 

 

 “I know. I’m sorry.” 

 

 She shook her head. “This is freaking me out, Ben. You know that? You show up at my 

store, in my back yard, tell me you’ve had someone look into me and now I find you in my 

kitchen, sitting in the dark? Over what? You worried I’m going to blab about almost colliding 

with you….” 

 

 “I did it on purpose!” Damn, fuck! What did he just blurt out? Raking a hand angrily 

over his head, stopping at the short ponytail stuck out of the back, prepared to pull it out over his 

lack of discretion for his own damn rule. Walking towards the counter, he propped his hands on 

the edge. The clutter strewn about was the last thing which rankled him as he took a deep breath 

to regroup, prepared for the obvious question. 

 

 “I know.” It was a barely audible reply. 

 

 He turned to her. “What?” 



 

 “You were tearing right towards the side of that mountain. Either you were playing some 

sick game, or……you didn’t plan on stopping. If you didn’t swerve to avoid me…..” 

 

 He had to regain control of this conversation. If anyone outside this house knew he 

considered a permanent solution to letting his guard down, causing two members to get brutally 

gunned down, it could put his patch on the table for a vote. What in fuck’s sake was he thinking? 

He shook his head. “Your word against mine, darlin’.” 

 

 Her anger over his intrusion seemed to calm for the moment. “Why?” 

 

 She was asking questions he knew better not to answer, but his head was spinning over 

the fuck-fest this day…..hell, the past several weeks, were, not to mention the strange comfort he 

felt in Eva’s house. In her presence.  

 

 “I fucked up,” he bit out, in a tone which caused her to step back. “I trusted someone and 

got people killed.” 

 

 Shit, too much. Her eyes widened. “Killed? Ben, what ….….?” 

  

 “I’m outta here,” he spat, slamming the flat of his hand on the counter. “You want me 

out, I’m out.” 

 

 His legs took him towards the slider, but his insides wanted him to stay put. And so did 

Eva. “No, Ben.” She’d gone over to him, pulling his arm back. “You can’t. You can’t ride like 

this. Look, just…….stay till you calm down. I can make some coffee.” 

 

 Her hand. Her touch. It sent a shock up to his neck. He couldn’t stay, not like this. Not 

after what he’d just confessed. He couldn’t tell her what had happened. Hell, he couldn’t tell her 

what he’d spent five years in jail for. But those eyes. Those damn, fucking blue eyes looking at 

him with some kind of pitiful concern. He wasn’t weak. He wasn’t emotional. It wasn’t in his 

nature to be so, but this woman somehow pried parts of him best kept private out and into full 

view.  

 

No. He had to leave. He couldn’t risk any more talk. Or…..where his thoughts were 

going. That sweater parted again, her damn nipples straining against the material of that dress. 

She was so close he could smell her. Her hair. Her skin. He bet she tasted even better. 

 

“Eva.” It was a warning, not a question. 

 



She stood her ground, meeting his stare almost daringly. Did she have any clue what she 

was doing to him? That he was giving her time to back off and let him leave like she originally 

wanted? “Don’t,” she choked out. “You can’t. Just stay a bit and….” 

 

He took her wrist, pulling her arm away, holding it up by her head. Those blue eyes of 

her darkened. Fear…..lust…..hell, he had no idea. “And….what, darlin’.” 

 

She slowly shook her head. “I don’t know.” 

 

He did, and gave her no time to think about it as his mouth came down on hers. Still 

holding her arm above her head, his other arm came tight around her waist. He expected her to 

fight him off, to beat her free fist against his shoulder. But she didn’t, instead kissed him back 

before he felt her legs practically give out under her when his tongue entered her mouth. She 

tasted like……cherries. 

 

“Dammit, Eva,” he breathed into her mouth. Letting go for a moment, he slid her sweater 

off, hearing it fall to the floor with a whoosh. She didn’t protest, instead threw her arms around 

his neck while his hands feasted on her body. Her back, her ribs – he was right, she didn’t have a 

bra on. The insane curve of her waist, the flare of her hips. He fisted the material up until his 

fingers came into contact with the swell of her ass along with the silk and lace of her panties.  

 

“Ben.” She pulled her mouth away, a hint of protest in her voice, but the liquid blue of 

her eyes told him different. She was warm to his touch, loose in his arms and he wanted to slip 

his fingers under that silk to see just how fucking hot she was for him. But he was in her house 

after intruding yet again, his nerves on end, his cock painfully hard and his mind about to 

explode. Within it, he had to find some shred of control. 

 

“Yes or no, darlin’. But don’t say ‘no’ clinging to me like this. Ain’t gonna fly. You want 

me gone or not?” 

 

She took a pause or two to think, to not answer so quick, as if not wanting him to think 

she normally allowed men to waltz into her home and have their way with her. He knew that. 

She wasn’t some loose bitch. She was a lady. All the more reason he should’ve left. 

 

“I…..no.” She whispered her answer against his neck, as if embarrassed to admit she 

wanted him. Everything about her was feminine and intoxicating. The feel of her body, the 

surrender in her voice, the sexy way she sighed. “But, I don’t. I don’t have……” 

 

Not a problem. “I do.” He didn’t give her pause to reply and kissed her again. Hard. With 

purpose. Drowning the madness of all that happened in what she willingly offered. Forgetting his 



sister, Dewey, his utter disappointment in himself as a man who put off any kind of long-term 

plan for his life now that the Santagios were pulling the financial rug out from under them. Right 

now, he soaked in what he lacked from this woman who had what he didn’t. 

 

But right now, they needed to move from the kitchen. “Hold on, darlin’,” he drawled in 

her ear, hooking her left leg up and around his waist. He walked them out of the kitchen, through 

the dining room, almost stumbling over more stuff she had on the floor. But that wasn’t the 

biggest obstacle as he stared up the curved staircase. If that’s what it took, as he went for the first 

step. 

 

“No.” Eva gasped, her hands cupping his face. “Don’t. Here. Down here.” 

 

There was only one plausible place. “The couch?” 

 

She nodded then kissed him, thrusting her tongue in his mouth. At that point, he 

would’ve thrown himself on a bed of nails. It wasn’t some comfy, broken-in frat couch, but 

something that looked like it belonged in a show house. It was beige with pale rose and green 

designs all over it with a matching loveseat off to the side and a solid green easy chair which 

looked better suited, not to mention more sturdy for his rather large build. 

 

“The chair,” he panted, heading over to sit. 

 

“No….” 

 

“Trust me, darlin’. That dainty thing ain’t gonna hold what we’re about to do.” 

 

The glow of the porch light and lawn lantern was all that illuminated the living room 

through the bay window which was behind the chair. He didn’t like the idea of having his back 

to the window, but had no choice. Quickly, he let her slide down as he removed his cut, holster, 

hoodie and t-shirt, everything falling to the floor with a thud as her uncertain hands went for his 

belt. “You sure?”  

 

Was she fucking kidding? Clasping her chin between his fingers, he tilted her head up 

while his other hand took her wrist, flattening the palm of her hand against his erection. “You tell 

me?” 

 

She blushed, which he found refreshing, before her fingers worked his belt and fly. 

Pulling his wallet out, he grabbed a condom and ripped open the package. Undone and unzipped, 

he rolled it on, watching the look on her face as he did. Once set, he pulled her forward. “Raise 

your arms, Eva.” 



 

She did and that thin, little dress she drove home from wherever in was pulled off, 

revealing that sweetly curved body covered in nothing but a pair of white panties with black lace 

trim and pink polka-dots. They were the sexiest fucking thing. Not exactly a thong, but they were 

cut high enough in the back that the apples of her ass cheeks poked out. “You were hidin’ all this 

under that dress?” He didn’t let her answer as he slid his hands down the slope of her lower back 

before filling them with that delicious, little ass.  

 

She sucked in her breath, which made him groan before hoisting her up, his mouth 

finding one of those nipples that’d been teasing him all night. Then she shrieked. 

 

“Ah!….Ben….yeah…..oh God, yeah!” 

 

She clamped her legs around him, thrusting her tits forward to give him more. It was an 

act of surrender which caused his cock to throb, not being able to wait any longer. “You taste so 

good.” His mouth moved to her other nipple, lightly sucking while flicking his tongue against the 

tip. 

 

“Ben…..Ben!” She panted his name, which drove him wild. Her breath was coming in 

short spurts of uncontrolled lust. “Please…..now….just…..now.” 

 

He didn’t need to be asked twice, but wanted to be sure she was ready. From where her 

ass sat securely in his hands, he slid one hand down between, tracing his finger against the piece 

of silk covering her pussy before pulling it aside. Holy fucking shit – she was slippery wet, the 

invasion causing her to buck and grind against his cock.  

 

He fell backwards, the green easy chair catching both of them. Not the way he wanted 

this first time. No, he wanted to be on top of her, in charge, watching her face, hearing those 

sexy, pleasurable sounds strain from her throat. But after the way she’d caught him, invading the 

privacy of her home uninvited, he decided to give over control to her as a peace offering. 

 

And she took it, arching her lean body back, those perfectly-shaped tits thrust out, nipples 

piercing hard from his mouth as she hovered above him. “Beautiful,” he whispered, grinding 

upward. Her hand reached behind, moving her panties aside, and she slowly began to lower 

herself. But not slowly enough. 

 

“Ben, wait.” She gasped, trying to control the pace while he fought the urge to impale her 

on him. “Sorry……sorry, I have to….” 

 



He wasn’t going to lie, he had a good-sized cock and, from what he knew about her, 

she’d been out of commission for bit. “Easy, darlin’.” The anticipation had him on the edge, but 

still…he soothed her. “Little at a time, Eva. Take me in a little at a time.” 

 

As if his words of encouragement relaxed her, she slid down more, causing him to grit his 

teeth. Her face was buried in his neck, her breath warm against his skin, and he swore he could 

hear her heartbeat. Just then, she pulled back, looked him in the eyes, lifted herself one last time 

before burying herself right up to his balls. “Ahhh. Oh my God!” 

 

“Shit, Eva!” His shout echoed around the living room. “Holy fuck!” 

 

After initial eye contact, she leaned back, the ends of her gorgeous, dark hair tickling his 

fingers where they splayed across her waist and hips. He resisted the urge to participate, to rock 

her back and forth, add to the tempo, but he held back and let her continue having control. 

“Yeah, that’s it. Do it, darlin’. Move on me. Up and down. Do it.” 

 

Her hands braced against his shoulders. “Yeah…..oh my God, yeah…… feels so 

good…..I…..Ben…..Ben…..oh my God!” 

 

And it was her turn to scream, the intense sound of pleasure ripping through her throat, 

which caused his balls to tighten to near pain until he decided to take over, furiously grinding her 

back and forth on his cock until he came with a shout he thought would shatter the stained glass 

window on the stairs. 

 

She lay against his chest, his arms holding her in place while he was still inside her. He 

took advantage of the quiet moments after, when all he could hear was her labored breath, 

steadying heartbeat and the natural sounds of an old house settling. And something 

unexplainable inside him settling as well. 

 

What the hell had he gotten himself into? 

 

~~~***~~~ 

  

 All Eva knew was that she was in her bedroom. 

 

 Flat on her back, she opened sleepy eyes to find that peeling wallpaper border staring 

back. For a moment, she sighed with relief. It had to have been a dream – a crazy, spontaneous, 

erotic dream. She was in her own bed, not straddling a biker on the Napoleonic-style easy chair, 

then riding him like a prized stallion. But moments passed when she fully came out of a deeply 



sated sleep to find that she was not only on her back, but stark naked, the sheet and comforter 

bunched around her waist.  

 

 Her head twisted to the right, then she stifled her urge to gasp. She wasn’t alone, either. It 

wasn’t a dream at all. Beside her, Ben lay pretty much in the same position - the bed clothes 

riding low, grazing the tapered muscles of his hips. Holy shit. Holy fucking shit. How the hell 

did they get up here without her remembering……..?  

 

And then, as if the sight of him jumped her memory, it all came back. Coming home 

early from MaryLynn’s……Ben sitting in the dark in her kitchen…….words tossed back and 

forth. Somewhere, there was a gun and talk of people getting killed in this equation. Him 

wanting to leave, her telling him to stay. His lips on hers, his hands all over her body, the feel of 

his own – hard, broad, corded muscle, planed with dusky skin sprinkled with dark-blonde hair, 

fingers digging in, holding on…….sinking inside her, his cock, thick and erect against the palm 

of her hand, making her bite her lip with pleasurable pain as it slowly stretched her inside, filling 

her with the most intense lust she’d ever felt. 

 

 When it was over, she’d collapsed against him, remembering the co-mingled scents 

which clung to him. Clean sweat, warm musk, the crispness of the night air and the smoky dust 

of the road – exactly how she pictured a big, tough biker would smell. 

 

 But then she remembered getting up, a mischievous smile on her face as she grabbed the 

dress he’d pulled off her, holding it to cover herself and watching him grin over it. “Don’t bother 

darlin’,” he had told her. “Already saw all you got. No way covering it all up’s gonna make me 

forget.” 

 

 And then she remembered it was she who’d gone upstairs first. The shock of finding him 

in her house, the spat of words between them afterwards, the gun he’d pulled - shit, where the 

hell was that anyway? One hot, lustful, fast fuck, one moment of forgetting herself and, more 

importantly, who he was and what he belonged too, and it all went out the window. She found 

herself feeling sexy, playful, flirty in nothing but her polka-dot panties.  

 

After giving him a wicked look, she had turned and dashed up the stairs with him, 

gloriously naked and hard, chasing her up and catching her at the top. He had slung her over his 

shoulder, playfully slapping her ass in the process. The sharp tingle on her skin sent a throbbing 

sensation between her legs. She hung there, over that large expanse of a shoulder, her hands 

pressed against his broad back, grazing over his S-K-U-L-L-S tattoo which ran diagonally down. 

He had found her bedroom, and the wrought iron head and footboard had made it difficult for 

him to plop themselves down at the bottom. His sheer size should’ve collapsed the thing – hell, 



she wasn’t sure her double bed should’ve supported what looked like two hundred and sixty 

pounds of solid man. 

 

He stirred in his sleep, disrupting her from her trip down sexual-memory lane. She lay 

perfectly still, studying his profile, his dark-blonde hair loose, just grazing past his shoulders. 

She remembered how it had gotten that way, how he had straddled her after she landed on the 

bed. His hands, his mouth had explored every inch of her body. Rough fingers, scratchy beard, 

his hair she’d needed to feel as she’d yanked the elastic out and tossed it to the floor, her own 

fingers threading through its silkiness. He had lowered himself, his facial overgrowth teasing her 

breasts, her stomach, the crease of her thighs before trying to nuzzle between them. That was 

when she’d pulled him up.  

 

“What, Eva?” His eyes, amber and bedroom-smoky, had looked at her as if she’d lost her 

mind. “You don’t want that?” 

 

As crazy as she, or any woman, was to turn that down, Eva just wasn’t ready for such 

close intimacy. She’d gone for the quick save, reaching down to take that warm, hard cock in her 

hand. “Want this more,” she’d told him. 

 

Ben had straightened his upper body, still kneeling between her legs, his magnificently 

built body taking her breath away. And then he’d smiled. And she’d thought she would die. 

“What’d I unleash here, darlin’?” He had slid off the bed, looking for his pile of clothes he had 

grabbed on the way up. She’d heard fumbling, crinkling and ripping – he’d been getting another 

condom. And like last night, she’d watched what was normally thought to be an awkward 

moment, but he obviously had mastered rolling it on fluidly. 

 

And then his hands were back on her - gripping the waist of her panties and pulling them 

down. “Jesus, Eva. You got one sick body.” Spreading her legs, his hand had slipped between 

them, and he’d grinned. “Yeah, guess you do want it more.” 

 

He’d been inside her in a heartbeat, those thick, muscled arms bracing himself by her 

head, veins straining in his neck, the way his pecs and abs flexed as he thrust. “Dammit, Eva! 

Fuck, you feel incredible…..so fucking wet and tight.” 

 

 Eva had never had such talk during sex. Seven months ago was the last time her and 

William had been together, before her dad died and she had said goodbye to both of them. He’d 

been more going-through-the motions, whereas Ben was all about the raw lust of the act. She 

gave into that, putting what she had in the past behind her. And, for that moment, putting 

everything about her past behind her. All that existed had been that very moment. This intense 

feeling of pleasure as it was about to tear out of her core. This man turning her inside out. 



 

 “Mmmm.” Back to the present, Ben softly grunted in his sleep. She continued to keep 

still, wondering if he was the type to stay rather than get dressed and bolt with just a kiss on the 

forehead. Slowly turning her head back, she checked the digital on the nightstand – five-forty-

five a.m. – seven hours before she had to meet Elle Connors at the store. Reaching over, she 

quietly set the alarm for nine, then snuggled back under the covers. The early October chill had 

seeped in, and she took advantage of the large, warm body next to her. She scooted a bit over 

towards him, hoping he wasn’t claustrophobic in his sleep. Hoping he wouldn’t get up and scoot 

out when she fell back to sleep.  

 

 Hoping she wouldn’t regret hoping all of this. 

 

  



Chapter Twelve 

 

 The first thing that went through Ben’s mind as soon as he woke was that he couldn’t 

remember the last good sleep he had in bed. 

  

The second - was that it wasn’t his bed he was in. 

  

He wasn’t thinking about possibly disturbing his partner when he bolted up, only to find 

he was alone. Sunshine seeping through the curtains indicated morning was fully underway, 

before the digital alarm on Eva’s side showed almost nine-thirty. Shit, shit…..double shit! 

  

Getting out of bed, he gathered his clothes on the floor. Eva had to be downstairs 

somewhere, obviously up and getting ready to meet Elle at noon. Why the hell didn’t she wake 

him? Why did he allow himself to fall asleep not once, but twice in her house? Yeah, he felt 

pretty refreshed, but he usually never did mornings-after at a chick’s house – hell, not even at his 

own place. He was always careful not to wind up with an overnight guest which led to awkward 

mornings he didn’t want to deal with. Yeah, and there was the attachment thing. 

  

But this was different, or at least that was what he tried to convince himself. It was his 

choice to come here, then to give Eva a choice of her own, and the sexy little brunette had 

chosen getting fucked on the living room furniture before they’d taken it upstairs for round two. 

It had to be almost two a.m. before they’d dozed off, sated and fatigued. Now she was 

somewhere in the house, no doubt wondering how to get him out.  

  

Tossing on his jeans and t-shirt, he grabbed his cut, hoodie and holster and found the 

bathroom. He contemplated a shower, but after taking one look at the circular shower curtain 

inside the claw foot tub, he didn’t think he’d fit. The room still had a bit of steam about it, which 

streaked that gorgeous, frosted glass window, indicating Eva had already taken a shower. After 

taking a much needed piss, he descended the stairs which creaked under his weight. A house this 

old would never allow someone to sneak up from behind. Maybe that was a good thing. 

  

Through the dining room, he avoided the mess on the floor. Plastic tarp, brand new paint 

brushes, rollers, edging tape, several gallons of a muted shade of green paint sat under where the 

mural had been taken down, the blank wall sporting five different color swatches brushed on it 

before Eva had eventually settled on one color. The aroma of coffee pulled him into the kitchen 

with the same mess still scattered about, but no sign of Eva. Until he saw the slider open. He put 

his stuff on the chair, then looked outside. There she was, outside on the deck, a cup of coffee in 

hand, in nothing but a short robe, wet hair trickling down her back. He didn’t know whether to 

wonder how good she smelled or if she had anything on underneath. Either way, he was going to 

find out both. “Morning.” 

  

She spun around, eyes looking as bright as the crisp morning. Of course they did – little 

minx got it good and proper the night before. “Hi.” She raised her cup. “There’s coffee made if 

you want some.” 

  



She was playing it cool and polite, regardless that he most likely had several scratch 

marks on his back saying otherwise. He slid open the door and joined her. “How come you 

didn’t wake me?” 

  

“For what?” 

  

The angle of the sun highlighted her face, which didn’t have a stitch of makeup on. Clear 

skin, rosy lips, a few freckles on the bridge of her nose and those vivid blues were all she needed. 

He concentrated on her face to keep from untying that robe. “Don’t want to overstay my 

welcome, darlin’.” Her head dipped as she grinned, the pink of her cheeks indicating she was 

trying to hide a blush. There had been none of that coy shit last night from her. “Hey,” he said, 

lifting her chin. “Don’t put on a shy act after last night.” 

  

She lifted her head, pushing a wet strand of hair away from her forehead. “I’m not. It’s 

just…….” 

  

“Been a while?” 

  

“I don’t usually do this…….I mean, I don’t with men I barely…..” 

  

He held up his hand. “No explanation needed.” Really, she was the last women he’d label 

a slut. She looked pleased not to have to, clasping the neck of her robe with a shiver. “What’re 

you doing out here all wet with practically nothing on?” That admission began to harden him as 

he ushered her inside. “C’mon.” 

  

Ben stepped inside first, then heard a voice across the yard. “Good morning, Eva.” 

  

“Good morning, Mrs. Bachman,” Eva replied. 

  

What the hell, he’d probably already subjected the woman to a medical malfunction. Ben 

stepped in front of the slider, extending his hand for Eva to come in. His eyes were fixed across 

the yard and on Mrs. Bachman, who literally slapped a hand to her chest. Pushing him inside, 

Eva followed, closing the door and blinds shut. “Great, now she thinks I’m nailing the help.” 

  

“You kinda did, darlin’.” He leaned down close to her ear. “And a damn good job.” 

  

Her entire face flushed pink as she veiled her eyes shut. Damn, with women being way 

too giving over the years, he’d forgotten what it was like to do this dance. The chase, the hunt 

and the capture. He may’ve caught her last night, but she was making him work all over 

again. “So, um,” she put her cup down on the table, “coffee?” 

  

“Sure.” Pulling out a chair, he sat while she poured.  

 

“How?” 

  

“Milk….two sugars.” 



  

Preparing the coffee, Eva walked it over and placed it in front of him, then picked up her 

own to take a sip. Knowing an awkward gap of ‘what-the-hell-do-we-talk-about-now’ would 

ensue, Ben decided to fill it in – and throw her for a loop. “Hear you gotta meeting with Elle 

today.” 

  

Oh, she just didn’t loop. Her mind obviously cartwheeled while she choked on her coffee. 

“Wow, either this ‘guy’ of yours is really good or he must be in cahoots with that psychic.” 

  

Ben found his first smile of the day as he sipped his own coffee, digging that sharp wit of 

hers. “Neither.” He hooked his foot to the base of the other chair and pushed it out. “Sit. I’ll 

explain.” 

  

She did and……he did, and saw it registering on her face. “Gotta love this small town.” 

  

“That’s how I knew you weren’t here last night. By the way, where were you coming 

from dressed like that?” Wow, he sounded a little too possessive there. “Curious.” 

  

He listened to her explanation and reason for coming home early. “Just a little antsy 

about the meeting. Now that I’ve got a business here, I want to make a good impression. I hear 

she’s pretty important at town hall.” 

  

Ben twirled his coffee cup and raised a brow. “And you heard this from…..?” 

  

“Janice Morrell. Owns the bakery where I ran into Elle.” 

  

“Oh, I know who Janice is.” 

  

“Really?” Eva gave him a sly look then another sip of coffee. “Did you also know she’s 

Taz’s mother?” 

  

He just didn’t smile – he laughed. This wasn’t your typical ‘morning after sex’ scenario. 

It usually consisted of ‘where’s my underwear?’, ‘can I use your bathroom before I go?’ or the 

dreaded ‘call me.’ He felt comfortable, at ease, as if they hadn’t ridden each other to orgasmic 

bliss the night before. The thought of that combined with what she probably didn’t have on under 

that robe made his cock jump. “Really?” He mocked her a bit. “Exactly what did Janice tell 

you?” The apple didn’t fall too far from the tree in the Morrell chattiness department. But at least 

Taz kept it zipped when it came to club business, and Ben hoped that extended to his former-

groupie mother. 

  

“That the Skulls are pretty much well-known throughout Tippitt and Elle’s very involved 

with town officials and committees. And……” 

  

She dangled that on purpose, as if knowing he was on edge that Janice had said too much. 

“And…..?” 

  



“That Elle’s husband is your president. And that all of you rode out to Westover 

yesterday.” 

  

Shit, Taz. What the fuck you telling your mother? Ben thought. “Did she say what for?” 

  

Eva shook her head. “No. When I told Janice the cherry cheesecake was for dinner with 

my friend in Morgantown, she realized how close it was to where her son rode out.” 

  

That was why she tasted like cherries last night. 

  

“Are you sure that’s it, Eva?” 

  

Now she looked suspicious, but he hoped the tone of his question wouldn’t cause her to 

ask why. “Positive.” 

  

Satisfied, he nodded. “Now, about Elle. Few pointers, darlin’ before you go in. 

Forewarned is forearmed.” 

  

She leaned forward, hands around her coffee cup. “Okay.”  

 

She was interested, clearly wanting to make a good impression on his president’s wife. 

He usually wasn’t quick to offer up information, but he had this urge to help her. Not to mention 

Elle’s influence was pretty much common knowledge around town. “Janice is right - Elle’s 

pretty tight with every suit in town hall. Does a lot of community stuff like forming committees, 

attending meetings and hearings, running election campaigns – things like that. The town was a 

bit leery about the MC still milling about, and wanted to put a face to us, to keep us close 

through with the residents and businesses.” 

  

He paused, allowing Eva to absorb what he’d said so far. “Which allows the MC to know 

what’s going on with everything.” 

  

He simply nodded. “ We just want to lay low, do our thing and not have any complaints. 

If there are any, Elle’ll hear of them first.” 

  

Eva grinned. “Forewarned is forearmed.” 

  

Damn, he loved her tossing that back at him. She didn’t look too convinced about the MC 

just wanting to ‘do their thing’, but didn’t ask any questions. “So what you’re saying is that Elle 

is a ‘make or break’ person in town hall?” 

 

 Ben fidgeted with how to answer. “She’s…..influential. Be polite and respectful, but 

don’t back down, either. That’s all I’m gonna say.” 

 

 Her eyes held his for a bit before she looked into her coffee cup. “Why’re you helping 

me? Why do you always seem to show up at the right time?” 

 



 “Because you showed up at the right time.” It just came out, but at this point, Ben really 

didn’t care. He’d already said more than he should have last night about his death-wish 

shenanigans the night they’d literally run into each other. 

 

 “You mean……” 

 

 He shook his head to cut her off. “Had some bad shit going through my head and was 

blowing steam thinking I could beat a mountain.” He took her hand and pulled her up to stand 

between his parted knees. “Deep down, I wouldn’t have done it. I know what I said last night, 

but I wasn’t thinking. Having that kind of mindset could mean my patch, darlin’. I would’ve 

stopped last minute, but my bike may not have cooperated. Like I said, you showed up at the 

right time.” He pulled her closer, the bottom of her robe parting to reveal her bare legs. “Also, 

doing it for your sake.” 

 

 Ben had no idea what he said, but she immediately froze up and backed away. “What 

does that mean?”  

 

 “What did I say?” 

 

 She held her left wrist, encircling that silver bracelet she always wore, then shook off her 

reaction. “Nothing. Just……thanks. So,” she switched gears, “can I make you breakfast?” 

 

 Okay, so she didn’t want him out right away if she’d offered to cook, but that weird 

reaction bugged him. “Nah, that’s okay.” He finished his coffee and stood up. “Better get outta 

your way so you can get ready.” 

 

 “You’re not in my way.” 

 

 Again, he was having trouble reading her. This wasn’t the bold female who’d straddled 

and ridden his cock like a champion last night. Maybe she wasn’t fast to get rid of him, which 

usually was the opposite for him. But it was Sunday, which was a strict ‘no club business day’ 

but a day to spend with family. Vic and Elle usually hosted one or both kids visiting from out of 

town, Tanner spent the day with his old lady and kid, Aero, Doug and his brother would be holed 

up at some bar watching football, Wes networked with some techno-geeks, Taz would no doubt 

hang at his mother’s getting spoon fed and waited on. Sundays weren’t the best days for Ben 

because he had nothing to do, nowhere to go and no one to do it with. He always felt best to keep 

to himself, even though the idleness unnerved him at times. So he volunteered for the occasional 

Sunday labor crew – and the double-time didn’t hurt. 

 

 But the fact he was at complete ease with Eva and not in a rush to disappear confused 

him. Something about her, something about being in this old house, the tranquility of the back 

yard (minus Mrs. Bachman!) hell, even the damn cluttered mess about the place was beginning 

to bother him less. Not like he had any say. It wasn’t, after all, his house. And as he’d said, he 

didn’t want to overstay his welcome – no matter how bad he wanted to untie that robe, hoist her 

onto the cluttered counter and say ‘good morning’ – his way. 

 



 “Was going to stop by the clubhouse and see the damage from last night, maybe work out 

in the weight room.” 

 

 “Damage?” 

 

 “Saturday night party. Got a change of clothes on my bike so I’ll just shower there and 

head home afterwards.” He had packed essentials in the side compartment of his bike, planning 

to clean up after the long ride back from the Dewey situation last night, but instead had wound 

up creeping into her house and falling asleep at her kitchen table. 

 

 “You can shower here before you leave. I mean, if you want. Unless you want to work 

out, then….” 

 

 “Eva?” 

  

 “Yes?” 

 

 “Do you want me to go?” 

 

 She paused, then shook her head. “You don’t have to.” 

 

 “Didn’t ask that, darlin’. What do you want?” 

 

 She looked thoroughly confused as if not sure how to answer. “I’m not sure. 

Everything…..you….me……last night. If it was just a one-time thing, then let’s agree on it so 

there’s no……expectations.” 

 

 “Actually, it was a ‘two-time’ thing,” he leered. “And I don’t expect anything you don’t 

want.” He stopped pussy-footing and just took charge, walking over, taking her chin with one 

hand while his other clasped the back of her neck. “I like you, Eva. You’re an interesting chick. 

You’re smart, sharp, fucking beautiful and……” his hand slid from behind her neck to inside her 

robe, slowly parting it open, “fuck, darlin’…..didn’t expect all this last night.” 

 

 She moved against his hand which slid around, grazing down the outside of her robe, 

feeling nothing underneath but warm, naked skin. “Eva?” His voice was low, coarse as he was 

growing achingly hard. “Tell me what you want. You’re not a ‘one-time’ girl, darlin’. Don’t 

expect to treat you as such. Just tell me what you want.” 

 

 Her head tipped back, the passion in those fucking blue eyes almost undid the control he 

strove to maintain. The clock told him he’d have no time to do what he really wanted before her 

meeting. There’d be time again – hopefully. It all depended upon……. 

 

 “I want you to stay. Shower, change, hang out until I get back. I’ll get stuff to make us 

dinner. Maybe…….” 

 



 That hanging pause made him bend down and kiss the corner of her mouth. 

“Maybe……?” 

 

 “Maybe you can make good on your word and show me how to start the fireplace.” 

 

 Oh, man he was really digging her. “Deal. But I don’t wanna stay while you’re gone. I’ll 

head out and come back.” 

 

 “I’m not sure when I’ll be done and I don’t have a spare key. I’ll just leave the slider 

unlocked so you can……” 

 

 He kissed her quiet. “That’s what got me here in the first place. Keep your doors and 

windows locked when you’re out, Eva.” He gave her a mischievous grin. “Don’t you know a big, 

bad motorcycle club creeps around town checking for unlocked doors?” 

 

 “Hmm,” she hummed. “You don’t say.” 

 

 He turned her around, giving her a playful smack on the bottom in the process. “Go get 

ready.” 

 

 A half hour later she emerged down the stairs while Ben was lying on his back on the 

living room floor, his head halfway up the flue of the fireplace looking for the release. He pulled 

out and sat up, a smile catching his lips at the sight of her. Dark brown suede skirt, matching 

boots and a cream-colored peasant top which billowed open at the neck and fell to pretty, bell 

sleeves past her fingertips. So pretty and feminine. She carried a tan leather tote bag as she went 

for the closet. “Not sure how long it’ll take with Elle,” she said, reaching for her coat, “then 

going to hit the market later. What do you like?” 

 

 “Pretty much anything that moos, clucks or swims. Ain’t picky when it comes to food. 

When you get back I’ll head out and get some beer. Ticker’s open on Sunday till four I think.” 

 

 “I can get it.” 

 

 “Eva, you ain’t paying for……” 

 

 “I’m sure you’ll find a way to pay me back.” She gave him a grin and a wink then opened 

the front door. “See you later.” 

 

 The door closed, leaving him alone with the enveloping quiet. Not the unnerving kind of 

his tiny, sparse rental, but the serenity of an old house with lots character and in need of a lots of 

care which wasn’t even his. But the woman it belonged to trusted him in it. It just illuminated the 

differences between the two of them - her uneventful, unassuming, nine-to-five civilian life as 

opposed to his outlaw existence where that kind of trust given to someone you barely knew 

didn’t exist, and where betrayal of that trust was repaid in the worst kind of way. He only hoped 

he could allow her to earn from him what she’d so freely given a few moments ago. 

 



 But right now, he had a plan to pay her back – at least one way. He figured she’d be gone 

for at least four hours, and everything was pretty much set up. He held off retrieving his clothes 

and taking a shower and walked into the dining room. He saw Eva had already sanded the wall 

and had done a pretty good job of it. All it needed was a coat of primer first, which she had. 

Picking the blue tape up off the floor, he placed it along where the molding met the wall recently 

vacated of the ugly mural. He’d been on enough site crews to see how just about every facet of 

construction and renovation was done. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his keys, then 

used one to pry open one of the paint cans. The color was a rich, warm green – something a 

female would definitely pick. His own simplistic tastes would steer towards linen white.  

 

 Setting it aside, he opened the primer, poured it into the pan then grabbed a thin brush to 

do the edging first. 

 

 He’d need every bit of the four hours. 

 

 

  



Chapter Thirteen 

 

 The ride to her store wasn’t long, but Eva used every moment to process what had 

happened from the moment she’d walked into her house last night until she’d walked out five 

minutes ago. And leaving a biker who’d fucked her to high heaven not even twelve hours ago 

alone in it. 

 

 Had she lost her mind? 

 

 What was she agreeing to? What made her want him to stay? Okay, besides the obvious 

best orgasm she’d had in her life? Eva never considered herself a sexual dynamo, nor was she 

someone who had a lot of past partners. She’d had a few feelers away at business college, but 

didn’t want to be known for one-night-stands around the dorms. She and MaryLynn sowed their 

female oats afterwards, during their roommate days with the tired ‘ladies night’ and heading over 

to Steubenville, Ohio for infamous ‘bar crawls’ on the weekends. But then MaryLynn got 

married, Eva bought the card shop and moved back in with her dad, her life consumed by 

running a business.  

 

And along the way, she’d met William. She had attended one of Hancock County 

Electric’s Christmas parties with her dad at the Wheeling Country Club. William was the club’s 

general manager, who orchestrated the party full of rowdy, drunk electricians and linemen with 

finesse and class – in between catching Eva’s eye. He was the poster child for the college-bred 

young man with classic good looks, tailored clothing, expensive watch and a ‘new money’ 

family background which encircled him like a halo. His father had been a hedge fund expert 

back when they’d gained worldwide popularity in the early millennium, but hadn’t gotten 

seduced by the quick gains. He’d played it safe and smart, investing the money he’d made in 

other stable securities, so when the financial crisis of 2008 hit and the popularity of hedge funds 

declined, William’s father had sat in the thick black. He took advantage of stocks which took a 

nose dive because of it, accumulating a lucrative portfolio over the last five years, putting him at 

a net worth of around ten million.  

 

Eva’s father couldn’t have been happier when she and William had begun to date – and 

the young man had spared no expense. Though he didn’t live off his father’s rich coattails, he did 

well for himself at the country club. Dinners, gifts, day trips to the Amish country to peruse 

furniture and antique stores, cocktail functions at the club – it had all been nice, but seemed more 

surface than substance. Though he’d appeared to be the complete package, she’d felt something 

missing. Not so much something in him, but within herself. Her parent’s marriage had ended in 

devastation, which left a bad taste in Eva’s mouth. And even though it wasn’t fair to use their 

marriage as a measuring stick, she didn’t want to risk getting hurt – or worse, be the one to do 

the hurting. Just like her mother. 

 

The mere thought of Carol Sinclair made Eva sick, and the pain she’d brought a good 

man like her dad made her sicker. When she’d realized she didn’t feel the strong bond of love 

with William she felt she should’ve, she’d begun to second guess her relationship with him. It 

wasn’t so much about what he could have given her, but what she wanted to give herself. Her 

mother had walked out, leaving her dad to take care of her. He’d paid for her tuition when she 



went to business college, co-signed a business loan and let her move back in after rooming with 

MaryLynn. She didn’t want to go right into being taken care of by a husband. She wanted to do 

something – for herself, by herself.  

 

Her father dying six months ago was a turning point. She’d decided it was best to break it 

off with William then – rather than hurt him as soon as the ink dried on a marriage certificate. He 

was hurt, confused, but, in the end, understood and eventually let her go. It was when everyone 

close to her had left that something kicked her inside, spiraling her to throw herself into her 

business and, eventually, her home. It nicely filled the gap of something she’d sacrificed, though 

was scared to embrace – love. 

 

Perhaps she considered Ben safe, despite his association with a motorcycle club. Bikers 

weren’t commonly known to be monogamous, especially young, single, good-looking guys like 

Ben. Maybe she could be one of those women who settled for some hot sex once in a while 

without emotion getting in the way of her lifestyle. But last night threw her for a loop. The way 

she’d practically thrown herself at Ben, allowing him to suck, kiss and lick almost every inch of 

her, the comfort level she’d had during what should’ve been an awkward morning, the advice 

he’d offered about Elle, the way he’d looked at her, spoken her name, his hands, large, warm and 

rough on her skin – it swirled around her like a cyclone, until she admitted she didn’t want him 

to leave. 

 

And in her home was where she’d left him – trusting someone who was still much a 

stranger to her, inside the very precious thing she owned. She not only wanted him to not leave, 

but to stay the day, for dinner later and maybe even, again, the night. 

 

Was she biting off more than she could chew? 

 

She pulled into an available space in front of the store around eleven thirty. Inside, Marie 

was inventorying the jewelry while Jen was reorganizing the ‘Him’ and ‘Her’ birthday card 

section. “Hey. Anyone show up yet?” 

 

Marie shook her head. “Not yet. Pretty quiet. Only been open a half hour. I put aside 

some selections I think she might like.” 

 

Placing her tote in the office, Eva came back out and went to the party section. Leaning 

against the wall, Marie had set aside some matte gold and white design paper tablecloths, 

napkins, large cups and matching plastic forks and knives. It was a birthday party for a biker 

president who didn’t want a fuss, so she didn’t think glass or silver flatware was going to be set 

out. Stuff which was going to be used and tossed, and Eva wanted to do away with carrying 

pretty picnicware (as she called it) people could either buy in bulk at the supermarket or one of 

those warehouse chains. 

 

At noon, sharp, the bell jingled over the door and the faint aroma of…….was that Chanel 

No. 5?......trailed in. The last time Eva had smelled that perfume was on her mother, a half-full 

bottle of it still left on her dresser after she had left. Eva had often taken a whiff of it to 



remember her, until the day her dad tossed out the remainder of his wife’s things, including the 

crockpot she’d cooked her last meal in. 

 

Holding that sick remembrance at bay, Eva heard a rich, female voice speaking to Marie 

before making herself visible. It was Elle Connors alright, and the woman was downright 

stunning. She had one of those short haircuts which looked as if it had been hastily chopped and 

uneven, but instead framed her heart-shaped face. The chestnut color tipped with caramel 

highlights complimented a complexion which belied her actual age. Dark jeans were tucked into 

caramel colored boots topped by a plaid shawl in the same muted tones. She was done up in 

shades of brown, just like Eva. Maybe that was a good sign. “Good afternoon, Elle. Thank you 

for coming.”  

 

Elle tugged off her sunglasses, depositing them into her satchel. “Thank you for seeing 

me. She looked around. “I can’t believe I haven’t been in here sooner. Last several months been 

consumed by vetting people for the mayor’s re-election campaign next year, not to mention all 

the end of summer functions and putting this business committee together.” 

 

Busy woman. Busy involved woman. “Not a problem.” 

 

 “So, Eva. Show me what you have.” 

 

 Eva waved her over. “This way. Like I said, I’m getting rid of a good portion of this old 

stock to make way for a new line. Was going to mark it down after Halloween, but I’d be happy 

to extend an early-bird discount. I set this aside. Solid. Simple. Not sure if you’re interested, but 

we’ve got mylar balloons to match.” 

 

 Elle carefully looked through everything. “Well, if I’m going to humiliate my husband 

with a surprise party he doesn’t want, may as well go all the way with balloons. I like the gold. 

You’re right, it’s not……” 

 

 “Loud.” 

 

 The older woman snorted. “Trust me, those men will be loud enough. What about those 

back there?” 

 

 The display had the same products, but in different, solid shades – red, green, yellow, 

blue. Not the bright primary color, but the same toned down shade as the gold. “These?” 

 

 “Will that clean you out?” 

 

 “Except for the pastel prints, pretty much. You want these too?” 

 

 Finger to lips, Elle thought. The noon sun streamed through the front window, bouncing 

off a thick, diamond-cut hoop earring. It also displayed her face better – high cheekbones, 

delicate chin, slender neck with the faint beginnings of age spots and hairline wrinkles. “There’s 

always something going on at town hall. If someone farts in the wind, they throw a party. I’ll 



take all the solids, wrapping paper too, and that pale blue and brown stripe as well. Don’t think 

you’ll be able to give away that pastel shit.” 

 

 Eva bit her lip. She had easily chastised Ben for referring to her merchandise as ‘shit,’ but 

she was taking his advice to be polite and respectful. 

 

 But also not to back down. However, she had to agree – those pastel prints were hideous. 

And with what Elle was taking, Eva had saved time and money getting everything marked down 

and re-displayed. 

 

 “Add it up, let me know the damage.” 

 

 The woman was strictly business, not that Eva expected them to break out into town 

gossip and girl talk. And about what? The fact she’d fucked one of her husband’s men last night? 

Pulling out everything Elle wanted, Eva took a calculator and did a quick add, marveling at how 

overpriced this dated, tacky……shit really was. “Wow…..three-seventy-nine, sixty. I’ll give it 

all to you for three and a quarter.” 

 

 “Two seventy five.” 

 

 Eva expected a counter. A woman this shrewd and sure of herself was going for the 

victory. 

 

 “……but don’t back down, either.” 

 

 “Three – even.” 

 

 Reaching into her satchel, Elle pulled out her wallet. “Sold.” Flipping open an embossed 

wallet which matched her purse, Elle carefully pulled out three one-hundred dollar bills. “I trust 

you have a bag big enough for all that?” 

 

 “Got it covered,” Eva said, waving over Jen. “Will you please bag all of this up for Mrs. 

Connors and carry it out to her car for her?” 

 

 The young girl nodded, then went off to do her bidding as Elle stood there looking 

impressed. “I appreciate the valet service.” 

 

 “I appreciate you taking this off my hands.” 

 

 Elle refrained from giving comment, instead giving Eva a quick, appraising glance. “You 

live here all your life?” 

 



 “Until I was eighteen. Went away to business college, then roomed with a girlfriend a 

few years afterwards. When she got married, I bought this business then moved back in with my 

dad until I bought my own house.” 

 

 “Your dad still in Tippitt?” 

 

 She wished and shook her head. “Heart attack, six months ago.” 

 

 “Sorry, sweetheart. What about your mom?” 

 

 So many ways Eva could answer that. “Not part of my life.” Honest, without being too 

honest. 

 

 Elle looked as if she took the hint and nodded. “So, can I count on seeing you at the 

committee meeting Tuesday night?” 

 

 The ‘Shop Small, Save Big’ thing she was putting together for the Thanksgiving through 

Christmas surge. Eva knew she had to get more involved in the town, especially as a business 

owner, as well as branching out socially aside from her monthly lunches with MaryLynn. Not to 

mention, with her old stock practically gone and the new stock prepped to ship December first, 

she needed a different focus during the day while her house reno took up her non-work time. 

Which would keep her involved enough that she wouldn’t obsess about the very same biker who 

was in said house at this moment, waiting for her to come home. 

 

 “Balloons?” 

 

 “Excuse me?” The mere thought of Ben caused her to zone out. 

 

 “You mentioned mylar balloons.” 

 

 “Here.” Eva went to the front, pulling a three-ring binder out from under the counter. 

“Same muted gold. How many do you want?” 

 

 “Enough to piss Vic off. How many do you have?” 

 

 Eva counted. “Twenty.” 

 

 “Perfect.” 

 

 “Elle, unless you have a large hatchback, twenty inflated mylars may not fit.” 



 

 “Not a problem. Will send someone with a van next Saturday to pick up.” She pulled her 

wallet out again. “What’s the total, sweetheart?” 

 

 If she had Elle Connors shop like this about once a week, those harvest gold appliances 

would be history by the time Baby Jesus was born. “Two-twenty-five each, times twenty, plus 

tax – forty-eight-ten.” 

 

 Elle peeled off three twenties. “Keep the change. Thanks for your help, Eva.” She 

smoothly put her wallet back and slid her sunglasses on while Jen waited by the door with her 

booty. “Tuesday night, I better see you there,” she warned before leaving the store. At this rate, 

Eva wouldn’t dare denying the woman anything. 

 

 After going over any questions or problems with Marie, Eva left, making her way across 

the parking lot to Ticker Liquor to get her overnight houseguest some beer. She’d never bought 

beer, even when living with her dad. Not sure what brand of beer bikers – or guys in general, as 

William was a Ciroc neat guy – drank, she just decided to stick to plain ol’ Bud. Inside, a girl 

who looked old enough to still be in high school sat behind the counter. “Bottled beer?” 

 

 She pointed at the end. “Coolers in the back.” 

 

 Grabbing a bottle of pinot for herself along the way, Eva found the beer cooler and 

grabbed one six pack at first before pausing to grab another. She told herself she wasn’t being 

presumptuous, but rather he was a thirsty guy who could hold his beer. A rather loud voice 

yelling from a back room in what seemed to be Italian made her wince. It was then followed by a 

slam and a bit of English she understood. “Bastards! Mother, fucking, bastard bikers.” 

 

 Swallowing hard, Eva felt herself turn pale before heading quickly to the counter. She 

cashed out and headed back to her car, putting the booze in the hatchback. Getting behind the 

wheel, she made a mental list of what to get at the market, even as those five words she’d 

overheard cluttered her head. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 Ben was right – the damn shower was too small. 

 

 And he sure as shit couldn’t shower standing perfectly still. His width kept separating the 

curtained circle as he moved, causing him to towel more water off the black and white checked 

tile floor than his body. All he wanted to do was get clean as fast as possible, but he lost precious 

time looking for a bar of plain soap. What was a chick’s aversion to the bar stuff in favor of 



some poofy, mesh thing and squeezy gel? He swore he smelled like one of those scented candle 

places. 

 

 Balling up his dirty clothes, he went to Eva’s bedroom to be sure he didn’t leave anything 

on the floor. He smiled over the bed she’d obviously made before leaving, the comforter and 

pillow covers white with brown and green embroidery. Okay, the girl had a neat streak in her 

somewhere. The head and footboard was a heavy, wrought iron circular design with clear green 

glass balls on the tops of the four posts and the furniture was a dark wood with matching 

wrought iron pulls.  

 

One of the small, middle drawers was partially open and he went to go close it, but 

instead, paused his finger over the pull. Don’t, he told himself. The girl trusts you not to go 

through her things like some pervert. He’d already invaded her life enough, but he justified that 

it was almost halfway open. Hooking his finger on top, he pulled the drawer open, grinning over 

his luck as a bunch of colored lace and silk stared back at him. Something bright red caught his 

attention, and his sick curiosity got the best of him. Reaching in, he pulled out a tiny red thong 

trimmed with white lace. Holy fuck, would he love to see her ass in this. 

 

Putting it back, he slammed the drawer shut and scolded himself. Seeing nothing left 

behind, he went back downstairs, the same tranquil air of quiet surrounding the old Victorian. 

After one coat of paint, he went to watch a bit of television in the living room, but instead soaked 

in the natural sounds of the house, tires softly rolling against the pavement outside, a faint tweet 

of a bird, the smell of newly finished floors mixed with the freshly drying paint. This was nice. 

He didn’t mind hard work - especially when he was bettering something. It made him feel useful, 

gave him purpose, infused him with a bit of life each bullet in someone else’s head took out of 

him. The outlaw life wasn’t just a choice, but a hard commitment you went into full blast. He 

already had a pretty good head start before coming to the MC, that tragic afternoon when he was 

seventeen which had eventually become a stepping stone to the calm, cool killer he could be.  

 

But since meeting Eva, he was slowly beginning to realize he needed to balance that, to 

have more than just the club, to enjoy looking forward to Sundays rather than scrambling for 

something to fill the day up to make it go by more quickly. She made him feel normal and 

treated him so. But if the choice she made stood, if she wanted him around more than just a night 

and the day after, he would eventually have to be open with her about some things. But not 

before she granted him the same in return. She obviously had an issue with her mother, who 

hadn’t pulled up in Wes’ search. 

 

He heard her car pull up in the driveway and hoped she wouldn’t be pissed at what he’d 

done. Knowing she had beer and food to carry in, he went out the slider and met her as she was 



taking two shopping bags out of the back. He saw the wine and grinned, folding it under his arm 

as he grabbed the two six packs – nice. “How’d it go?” 

 

She politely smiled and nodded. “With Elle? Great. She roped me into going to some 

small business thing Tuesday night. ” 

 

Her face didn’t match her enthusiasm. “Everything alright?” 

 

“Yeah, fine.” 

 

He wasn’t that oblivious to the mysterious habits of women not to know that the word 

‘fine’ could constitute everything from ‘okay’ to ‘I’m fucking pissed, but am going to smile till it 

hurts while bottling it up inside while you figure it out.’ He hoped she wasn’t one of those bi-

polar chicks – he liked her too much for his intolerance of mind games. 

 

As soon as she walked in, he knew she sensed it – the smell of paint. He didn’t say 

anything, just let her put the bags down then walk into the dining room, stopping in front of the 

now newly painted wall where the mural formerly had been. “Before you say anything, I saw 

you sanded and had the paint, primer and supplies. If I crossed the line, tell me, darlin’. Just I’ve 

done my share of painting on labor crews and thought I’d…….surprise you.” 

 

She listened, but didn’t look at him. Just stared at the wall. And stared. And stared. 

Then……smiled. “I can’t believe you did this.” 

 

If she hadn’t been smiling he’d be halfway to Dell’s buying more primer to cover up that 

green. “So…..you like?” 

 

She nodded. “I do. I can’t believe you got it done so fast.” 

 

“Like I told you, darlin’ – worked on a lot of construction crews. May wanna consider 

making me your handyman after all.” 

 

“Maybe I will.” She walked over to him, reaching her arms around his neck. She looked 

to be about five seven, maybe in an inch taller in those boots and still couldn’t reach his face on 

tiptoes. He happily obliged, leaning down to meet her lips as they pressed against his. “Thank 

you…..so much.” 

 

The suede of her skirt felt good against his hands, and he wondered which pair of panties 

she pulled out of that drawer this morning. As good as she felt, as much as the sound of her voice 

thanking him caused him to swell, as much as the scent of her hair and skin drove him nuts, he 



wasn’t making a move. Her house, her boundaries. How it proceeded from here was all up to her, 

so he stepped back. “Welcome. Consider it payment for the beer.” She looked a bit disappointed, 

which was a good sign, but he kept to his word. “So, what’s on the menu, darlin’?” 

 

“Oh, uh…..” she went back and got the bags, carrying them into the kitchen. “Teriyaki 

beef stir-fry over mashed potatoes.” 

He was famished and wished he’d taken her up on her offer to make breakfast, but, again, 

hadn’t wanted to put her out. “Sounds great. Figured out the fireplace.” He went for his hoodie 

draped over the kitchen chair. “I’ll bring some wood in to start later.” 

 

She had just opened, poured and taken a sip of wine when she noticed what was under his 

hoodie on the back of the chair. Under his cut. He saw her freeze, eyes trained on the gun in his 

holster as he went to open the slider. “Eva?” 

 

“Ben, are you in any kind of trouble?” 

 

Shit – not the conversation he wanted to be having with her right now. For the entire day 

he’d felt normal and so very relaxed. Not once had he been plagued by that night where his two 

brothers had died a bloody death, or by having to put a bullet in his sister’s brain because of it, or 

having Emilio Santagio pull rank as well as the financial rug out from under them. But he had 

drawn it on her last night when she’d scared the shit out of him – in her own home. She hadn’t 

brought it up then, as they’d both gotten otherwise occupied. Now with an entire day to reflect, it 

was all coming back. She wasn’t ‘fine’ after all. “Why do you ask?” 

 

“You carry a gun.” 

 

“Lot of people carry guns.” 

 

“Not everyone’s responsible for getting people killed. Last night, you said you ‘trusted 

someone and it got people killed’. I didn’t ask because, well, we got…… sidetracked. But if 

we’re going to do…….this – me, you, in my house, then I need to know. Are you in any trouble I 

can get caught up in?” 

 

She wasn’t stupid. Outlaws didn’t necessarily have to advertise their activities for 

civilians to know that they weren’t always all about cancer runs, bike shows and fundraisers. 

Yeah, they were handling some shit, but it didn’t affect her. Plus he wasn’t going to make the 

mistake of trusting someone he barely knew with club business. He couldn’t imagine Eva locked 

in the body shop, on her knees with his silencer in her mouth. No, he…..couldn’t. But if he had 

to…… 

 



“No, you’re not. Club has their own issues, but it don’t affect you.” 

 

“But if it affects you, and you’re with me, then it affects me.” She nervously downed the 

entire glass of wine. 

 

“Eva.” He went over to her, cupping her shoulders. “You got a problem with this, then 

lay it out now.” 

 

She took a deep sigh, then gazed up at him. Those gorgeous blue eyes didn’t look so sure. 

“I overheard something at the package store.” 

 

Son of a bitch. Was she kidding? “Ticker?” 

 

She nodded. 

 

Fuck! “What did you hear?” 

 

“Guy in the back screaming in Italian. Think he was on the phone. When he got off he 

said…..” 

 

He squeezed her shoulders just a tad more firmly. “He said….what?” 

 

“Bastards. Mother, fucking, bastard bikers.” 

 

Double fuck! Not only did Eva link the animosity, it was obvious Joey Perrone realized 

Dewey was MIA and the parts they’d confiscated that night were missing and figured the Skulls 

were onto them. It also proved that the Santagios not only may have set up the warehouse sting, 

but may be trying to ice them out of their chop shop gig. Fucking guinea bastards. 

 

“Eva, listen to me.” He released her shoulders and rubbed them. “We’re not exactly 

friendly with everyone in this town. Some people we’ve rubbed the wrong way have issues. We 

know the kid who works at Ticker – his cousin owns the place. All I can say is a little something 

went down that pissed him off. He’ll get over it.” 

 

She listened, not sure if she believed him. “Last night you said something about people 

getting killed. This has nothing to do with it?” 

 

Actually, it did, but – again – he couldn’t tell her that. He shouldn’t be telling her this 

much, but she deserved some kind of answer for what she’d overheard. “Eva?” 

 



“Yes?” 

 

“Nothing I’m involved in with the club will come back to you. That’s all I can say right 

now. You understand?” She moved back, going to pour another glass of wine, but he needed her 

answer. “Eva? Do you understand?” 

 

“I want to say yes. I want to believe you. I just…” she paused, looking uncertain and a bit 

scared, “this is new to me, Ben. I’ve been alone – separated from anyone I ever loved or been 

close to. But I chose it, because I’m afraid to get close. Afraid to get hurt, or hurt someone 

myself.” 

 

He threaded his fingers through her hair. “How could you possibly hurt someone, 

darlin’?” 

 

Her voice was a coarse whisper. “Because of my mother.” 

 

His fingers massaged the back of her neck. “Tell me.” 

 

She shook her head. “No.” 

 

“Please.” 

 

“Not yet. Like you, I need to trust you first. I barely know you either, yet we’ve…..I let 

you……” 

 

He bent down, nuzzling his face against her hair - soft and smelled so damn fucking 

good. “….inside your body?” He answered. 

 

She caved, leaning into him, arms going around his waist. “What am I doing? What are 

we doing?” 

 

Instead of answering her, he kissed her – hard. Hoping to make her forget fears or 

questions. He had to be careful and not make the same mistake twice, but he also couldn’t make 

promises he couldn’t keep. He would do his damnedest not to let anything happen to her, not to 

ever let any club shit fall into her lap. He’d thrown the gauntlet down, and she’d accepted. Last 

night had started it, her admission this morning had sealed it. And now her surrendering body in 

his arms right now put the stamp on it. He needed her to believe him. To trust him. 

 

Her tongue darted into his mouth, startling and hardening him in an instant, if he hadn’t 

been so already. His hands went crazy – down the silkiness of her top, the soft suede of her skirt 



and over her ass until he reached the hem of her skirt. Fingertips made contact with bare thighs 

like a repeat of last night. But he didn’t want her on a chair. Or a couch. Or even the kitchen 

counter, as hot as it would’ve been to bend her over and push that skirt up. No, he wanted her 

laid down properly. No amount of stairs was going to hold him back. 

 

“This,” he hoisted her up as he had last night, “is what we’re doing, Eva.” 

  



Chapter Fourteen 

 

Eva felt disconnected from herself. She was no longer a homeowner, a business owner, 

an employer, a friend, a daughter who’d lost a father, a woman who chose to go her own path 

alone. Right now she was a bundle of raw nerves which were being stroked by hands the size of 

bear paws. Fingertips padded with callouses erotically scraped against her bare legs as she felt 

her back hit the mattress before her boots came off.  

 

And then she looked up at him and wanted to die from the anticipation. Dark-blonde hair 

pulled back tight at the nape of his neck, amber eyes looking as if they wanted to devour her 

before he pulled his t-shirt off. His body was beautiful – big, broad and sculpted to muscular 

perfection– like the mountain he’d gone up against the night they’d met. Darker hair spattered 

across his chest, trailing down to a thin, sensual line which disappeared under his belt. He 

grumbled a deep laugh, as if he followed where her eyes had gone. “Patience, darlin’,” he said, 

removing her top to reveal a champagne-colored bra. “Am I gonna find something similar 

below?” 

 

She was never bold. Never so brazen. But this beast of a man who was pure, raw sex on a 

pair of strong legs brought something out in her. Scooting back on the bed, she reached behind to 

unzip her skirt. Then, standing up, she shimmied it down, revealing matching panties in that 

exquisite combination of lace and silk. “Answer your question?” 

 

 As if that flipped a switch in him, he took her ankle, pulling her forward until she was 

flat on her back. He covered her with his weight, the rough denim of his jeans teasing her bare 

flesh. “You’re a sexy little bitch after one glass of wine.” His mouth was on her again, hot, 

hungry, his tongue driving in as if he couldn’t taste enough of her. Her legs wrapped his waist, 

unable to suppress the need to grind herself against him, the sensation of her silk-covered core 

against his jeans. 

 

“Mmm, darlin’.” The sound was sensual, confident, a man who knew how he affected a 

woman and soaked it in. Arching her back, she reached behind and unclasped her bra, offering 

her breasts to him. A sound erupted from his throat which sent a sensation between her legs. 

“Damn, your fucking nipples, Eva.” His mouth latched onto one like a hungry infant, and Eva let 

out her own sound of pleasure. Fingers found that stub of a ponytail, ripped the elastic out then 

sliced through his loose hair, silky and freshly shampooed. Even through the exquisite sensation 

of him suckling her, she recognized the scent – he’d obviously showered and used her gel.  

 

He moved to her other breast and she couldn’t take it anymore. Foreplay was overrated at 

a certain point. She didn’t want to wait. She wanted this man –with all his uncertainty, with all 

his club secrets, with all she knew he was unable to share, she wanted him. Now. 



 

“Ben….” She grabbed at his jeans, yanking open the button and pulling down the zipper. 

“You have……” 

 

“Yeah.” He pulled his wallet out as his jeans pooled to his ankles. Eva scooted back 

again, sitting on her legs, wanting to assist, but he shooed her hands away. “Nuh, uh, darlin’. 

Turn around.” 

 

She felt herself blush to her toes. “What?” 

 

“Hands and knees, Eva.” He was wrapped, ready and back on her. “Now.” 

 

The way he spoke, the urgency, the forcefulness of his request had every inch of her skin 

covered in gooseflesh. “You mean……?” 

 

“Yeah….I mean. Over, darlin’. Don’t make me do it.” 

 

That one glass of wine she’d drunk way too fast was messing with her brain cells. Oh, 

she wanted to comply, but the idea of him taking over and taking charge increased the throbbing 

ache between her legs. And she was buzzed enough to push him. “Like to see you try.” 

 

Those amber eyes darkened – hot, smoking and flaring from the challenge. It wasn’t play 

anymore. She’d unleashed something in this man, and it looked dangerous. Hands took hold of 

her hips, hard, digging, not painful but forceful. She was both frightened and aroused beyond 

comprehension. “I don’t try Eva.” God, she loved hearing him say her name. And with that last 

thought she found herself roughly flipped over, face down, ass up. She was vulnerable. She was 

undignified. She was completely open and exposed. And so fucking turned on it that she was out 

of her mind. 

 

The flat of his hand pressed into her upper back, keeping her down in a submissive 

position while his other hand yanked her panties down. She couldn’t stand it. She couldn’t 

fucking stand it. She’d said she wanted to trust him. If there was ever a time, ever a position for 

her to do so, it was now. He had all the control, all the dominance while she was helpless and 

writhing with need for him. “Ben!” 

 

He paused, teasing her. Agonizing her. Making her wait for playing games. With one 

hand still holding her upper body to the mattress, his other hand explored her skin – her back, her 

hips, her ass, her thighs and….in between. Her breath sucked in. 

 



“Fucking, Christ, Eva,” he grated out while his fingers invaded. “You got any idea how 

fucking wet your little pussy is?” 

 

The dirty talk made her even more insane. She knew. Oh, God, she knew. Because she 

was ready. Ready for whatever this outlaw with a gun was going to give her. She pushed her ass 

back, hoping he’d get the hint. “Ben….please….” 

 

And then she felt it – the head of his cock rubbing up and down the slippery folds 

between. When she felt him near her entrance, she pushed back and heard him let out a sound 

which shook her bedroom walls. 

 

“FUCK! Fuck, Eva, Fuck! 

 

He sounded out of control, which empowered her, even from her submissive position. 

She may have been down, but she was able to move, thrusting her bottom back, feeling that fat, 

hard cock of his rapidly slide in and out. Making her crazy. Making her out of her mind. Making 

her feel as if she’d lost it. And she had. “Yeah! Oh my God, Ben…..yeah! Do it. Do it. 

Harder…….harder.” It was as if she’d left her body and become someone else, begging an 

outlaw biker to fuck her hard. But it made her feel in control, even though her position gave it all 

to him. 

 

“Yeah, darlin’? He hissed out. “That how you want it?” He answered his own question by 

violently thrusting his pelvis back and forth with expert rhythm. Yeah, this man knew what he 

was doing. She felt like a rag doll being tossed around, but she didn’t falter, instead pushing back 

to meet him each time. She asked for it and she got it. And she felt it beginning to escalate deep 

within the pit of her gut. 

 

“Ben…..yeah…..yeah, that’s it. Oh my God, that’s it. I’m…..Ben! Don’t stop! Please, 

God, don’t stop! Oh..my………BEN!” 

 

Eva felt herself come like she never had before. She’d had orgasms, or ones which she 

thought were. What she was experiencing now left no doubt. Every muscle tensed. Every nerve 

was alive and on fire. Her skin ultrasensitive. And the throbbing contractions deep where she 

wrapped around his cock seemed to last for minutes as even more slippery wetness surrounded 

him. 

 

“Yeah, that’s it darlin’. That’s it……fuck it, Eva I’m gonna come!” 

 



His howl boomeranged around her room, penetrating her ears as his body deeply 

penetrated her even as she continued to slam herself against him, coaxing whatever he had left 

from him. 

 

And then……she collapsed. Flat on the bed she stretched herself out, feeling him slip out 

of her in the process. She curled onto her side, watching him roll the condom off and putting it 

back in the wrapper before joining her. She no longer felt exposed. She felt as if she were 

operating on all four cylinders, empowered that she’d brought this big, tough biker to the 

ultimate pleasure, as she was sure she could hear his heartbeat through that massive chest. She 

forgot about the day. Forgot about dinner. Forgot about the gun, what she’d overheard and the 

questions he’d vaguely answered. She was just going to take a chance, dive in and see what 

happened. She was an intelligent woman who’d gotten herself this far unscathed. Taking a 

chance buying a business was one thing. Taking a chance on a man like him was another. She’d 

played it safe for a while and decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. But at some point, 

she’d have to open up to him about her past, to answer his questions. Maybe she should get it out 

of the way now. 

 

“Go ahead,” she said. “Ask me whatever you want.” 

 

She heard him breathe deep, the oxygen filling that expansive chest before he let it out. 

“Think you know what I want to ask.” 

 

Now it was her turn to take a deep breath, preparing to tell a story only her close friend 

knew. “My mother left when I was six. I remember…..we had an electrical storm the night 

before and I didn’t have school. Being a lineman, my dad had a long day, but I wasn’t there to 

see him come home. Instead, my mom brought me to a daycare for a few hours, but she never 

came to get me. He did. It wasn’t how he looked that I remember, but how he sounded. His 

voice. Like he’d been crying or…..screaming. We came in the front door and immediately 

smelled burned meat, but my mom wasn’t home. He told me she had to go on a last minute trip. 

As the weeks went by and she never returned, his explanation was, ‘mommy had to stay away a 

bit longer’. I mean, what else could he say to a six-year-old? The truth?” 

 

She paused, curling her body tight until Ben’s arm reached over to pull her close. “Which 

was?” 

 

Clasping his forearm, Eva closed her eyes, taking in the comfort he was offering. “I was 

sixteen when my dad finally told me. He gave me this,” she lifted her wrist, allowing the charm 

of her bracelet to slide across the skull inked on his arm.  

 

Ben held the charm to see the inscription. “For your sake,” he read. 



 

Eva nodded. “I figured it was his way of telling me how much he loved me, why he 

stayed strong all those years following. He told me a man named Tony came for my mom that 

night. Was a relative of a man my mom had an affair with at an insurance convention in New 

York a year after they were married. Obviously this guy became obsessed with finding her and 

did. And the fact she went willingly told me she never stopped thinking of him, that she just went 

through the motions with my dad and me. That’s all he told me and I didn’t ask for more. I didn’t 

want to know. I didn’t care.” 

 

“And you never had any contact with her?” 

 

She vehemently shook her head. “Nope.” 

 

Ben’s fingers continued to play with the charm. “That’s why you always wear this. 

Thought maybe some old boyfriend gave it to you.” 

 

“No. I don’t have one of those anymore.” She felt him stir, as if wanting to ask, but she 

was done talking. It was time for him to reciprocate a bit, and she took his other hand, running 

her fingers over the other tattoo inside his right forearm. “You said this is dedicated to your dad, 

that he died in that mine cave-in. What about your mom?” 

 

He removed his arm, laying flat on his back a bit until he stood up. Curling her body into 

a sitting position, Eva brought her legs up to cover herself, while he stood there unabashedly 

naked and quite perfect. She couldn’t remember seeing such a gorgeous specimen in her life. 

 

“We’d always lived in a tight space as long as I could remember,” he began. “Money was 

tough to come by. Coal mining paid pretty well, but there was an oversupply of miners and not 

enough work. Bills piled up until my dad was able to get four full days. Able to go from a two 

bedroom apartment to a trailer when I was eleven. Rooms were tiny, but we managed. Took a 

while to catch up – did without a lot for the next couple of years. Then the cave-in happened. 

Dad didn’t have life insurance and the mining company took forever to pay out any kind of 

benefit.  

 

He paused to sit on the floor, his back up against the bed as Eva scooted closer. “My 

mom began latching onto whatever man had a few extra dollars to spend. Seemed to be a new 

one every six months. Some of them were nice, brought her flowers, dinner, taught me how to 

build a picnic table – shit like that. Okay guys. Except the last one.” 

 

Eva flipped on her stomach, her head near the edge of the bed, close to Ben’s. “What 

happened?” 



 

His knees came up, shoulders propped on them while his head dropped. “Was seventeen. 

Came home from school and found my mom on the kitchen floor. Barely recognizable. She’d 

been beaten. Before I could go to see if she was alive, I heard muffled noises coming from my 

sister’s room. I busted through the door to find mom’s latest boyfriend – his hands still bloody 

from beating her – raping my sister. My thirteen-year-old sister. I….I didn’t think, I just……,” 

he paused to catch himself, “I was pretty big for my age. Grabbed the guy by the back of his 

shirt, pulled him off my sister then put him face down on the floor, where I bashed his face 

against it until he pretty much didn’t have one left.” 

 

By then Eva had covered her mouth with both hands, unable to fathom what a teenage 

boy had had to come home to witness, not to mention what he’d done about it. “Ben.” She 

reached her hands over the bed to touch his shoulders. “I don’t know what to say.” 

 

She felt him shudder under her touch. “The guy died – my mom too. I was thrown in 

juvie till I turned eighteen and my sister went to foster care. Because of the circumstances, they 

charged me with manslaughter instead of murder. Did five years.” He paused again, leaning his 

head back against the edge of the bed, close to hers. “Jail normally ain’t kind to a young kid, but, 

like I said, I was pretty big for my age, so it was an advantage. Plus, you get some sort of ‘cred’ 

for killing your mom’s killer and little sister’s rapist. Kept to myself and out of trouble. Worked 

an in-house shop where they built and repaired stuff. Buddied up with this older guy who put in a 

good word for me when I got out. Told me to go see this guy Vic in Tippitt – heads the local MC 

there and could put me to work. Figure only one who’s gonna hire an ex-con would be a bunch 

of outlaws. Started out in the body shop, then Tanner – one of the members – got me in at 

Owens. Pretty soon I was prospecting, then patched and……here I am.” 

 

Murder…jail….guns….outlaws. Somehow all these facets Ben had just admitted about 

himself didn’t faze Eva as much as they should’ve. Instead, she was completely absorbed in the 

complete vulnerability surrounding him. He was a young kid who’d acted without thinking and, 

yeah, it was easy to justify killing a murderer and a rapist. Because he was revealing more of 

who he was as a human being, naked and exposed on her bedroom floor, Eva was able to push 

back who he really might be once that cut went on his back.  

 

“Went from a trailer to a jail cell to a room at the clubhouse. When I said I never lived in 

a house before, I meant it.” 

 

So that was why he was so in awe of this old house – he literally never had one. “What 

about your sister? Did you ever find her?” She felt those strong shoulders of tense cords of 

muscle flexed almost rock hard under her hands. Something about that question didn’t sit well.  

 



“Tried to. Never came to see me inside. When I was released, I tried to track her down. 

Was able to locate the last family she lived with, who said she took off when she turned eighteen, 

which was right before I got out. Didn’t have the money to go around looking for her, so I gave 

up.” He reached up to take one of her hands. Turning his head, he pulled it to his lips and kissed 

her fingers, the prickliness of his beard sending a tingle up her arm. “Now I’m really famished, 

darlin’.” 

 

He either really was or wanted to drop the subject of his sister for some reason. And 

considering how much of his life he’d just confessed, Eva wasn’t going to press for more. “Me 

too.” She scooted back off the other side of the bed while he got up and gathered his clothes. 

Picking her good clothes up, she laid them over a chair in the corner, then went to her bureau. 

Quietly they dressed, their backs to each other until Ben turned to face her as she was pulling a 

navy blue t-shirt over dark gray lounge pants. She went to close her underwear drawer when he 

stuck his hand in, pulling out the red thong. His eyes twinkled. “Interesting.” 

 

She pulled them out of his hands. “Not my preference,” she smirked, putting them back 

in the drawer. 

 

“Why’d you buy them?” 

 

“Didn’t. They were from an old boyfriend.” 

 

A dark-blonde brow went up. “Must still have feelings to keep something which ain’t 

your preference.” 

 

“Honestly,” she paused a bit, “they’re just…..there. I don’t think about them or him. I’m 

the one who broke it off.” Now it was her turn to change the subject. “C’mon. Build a fire while 

I cook.” 

 

In the kitchen, Eva cut up potatoes to boil, then sliced red peppers and onions. Ben 

chugged one of the beers, then went out to bring some wood in. She’d always thought her past 

story was tragic, but after listening to his own, she felt a bit silly. He lost both parents to horrible 

deaths before he was a legal adult and his only other family was MIA. He’d shared probably the 

worst part of his life, yet she felt there was so much more she didn’t know. But it hadn’t even 

been two weeks since this man had come into her life. She made the decision to go with this and 

would take it one day at a time. 

 

After the vegetables were sautéed, she removed them, then tossed the marinated meat in 

until the teriyaki boiled down and caramelized before adding the vegetables back. She offered 

him another beer after he came in to close the slider, then poured herself another glass of wine. 



Draining the potatoes, she mashed them, added milk, butter, salt and pepper, then spooned a bit 

onto two plates, piling the meat and vegetables on top. 

 

Balancing two plates on her arm, she grabbed napkins, forks and her wineglass and 

walked into the living room. Ben had pulled the chair they’d had sex in the night before forward 

to sit right in front of the fireplace, which was roaring with a crackling, warm flame. “Guess you 

want to eat in here?” 

 

He stood up, looking as if he’d been caught doing something wrong, then took both 

plates from her. “Nah. We can go in the kitchen.” 

 

She shook her head, placing everything else on the low, rectangular coffee table, then 

pulled it forward. “Think I like it better here.” She sat on the area rug covering the newly 

finished floors, tucked her legs to the side, then grabbed her wine. “Join me.” 

 

He smiled, almost relieved, joined her on the floor and handed over her plate. With the 

fireplace to the right of them, the light it gave off outlined every inch of his body – the way his 

hair hung loose to barely touch his shoulders, the stubble filling in his goatee, much darker than 

his hair, his arms covered in dusky skin and a sprinkling of hair, pulled tight over tendon and 

muscle. Other than the two tattoos inside each arm, he was devoid of any other adornment or 

jewelry. Considering the extensive hardware Taz had pierced in his face and the amount of rings 

this Aero wore, Ben seemed to prefer the simple look. Just what she’d expect from a neat-freak 

claustrophobic. 

 

“Wow, this is good, darlin’.” He swallowed, then swigged his second beer to almost 

empty. “You cook like this a lot?” 

 

“Not for myself. Single girl cuisine.” Even though they’d shared some personal stuff, 

plus three rounds of hard sex, Eva felt a weird loss for words right now – until Ben filled in the 

gap. 

 

“What’re your plans for the rest of the house?” 

 

She was glad to talk about that. “Let’s see – outside I want to take that big evergreen 

down in the back. Then plan out where to plant in the spring, maybe even a small greenhouse for 

herbs and vegetables. Was going to tackle the peeling border and paint in my bedroom next since 

it’s a cheap fix, or even work on turning the turret into an office, but I think I should concentrate 

finishing downstairs first. Which mostly is that ghastly kitchen.” 

 



“Lot you can get done inexpensively, Eva. Keep in mind the age of the house – don’t go 

too modern. You could paint the cabinets and just replace the hardware, and hardwood instead of 

linoleum or tile. Too cold. For the counters you can do composite granite – looks the same and 

wears well– and cut down how much you need by installing a butcher block top next to the 

stove. I could build one at the lumber yard. Got a lot of connections with other subcontractors so 

I can haggle rates. Keep the cosmetic stuff down and put your money towards good appliances.” 

 

All he needed was a pair of wings, and Eva would’ve thought he was her remodel angel. 

“Wow, I probably never would’ve thought to go that route. I like those ideas.” She took a sip of 

wine and gave him a side glance. “Think I will consider you for my handyman after all.” 

 

“Couple of good fucks and you wanna treat me like the help?” 

 

“That’s not what I meant…..” 

 

“I know, darlin’.” He softly clipped her chin with his knuckle. “Just teasing.” 

 

She finished her wine, then gazed up at him. Damn, those eyes of his – golden brown and 

sensual – looked even more beautiful with the glow of the fire beside him. “Ben, I…....” 

 

“Second thoughts, Eva?” 

 

“No. That’s just it. I mean, I’ve spent more time with you in two weeks than I have with 

my best friend the two months. I wrapped myself around my business and this house since my 

dad died, playing it safe. So doing this…..with you…..” 

 

She didn’t finish, as he took her chin between his fingers. “Eva, trust me – I’m the last 

person who should be doing this, too. My past, my……present, last thing I need is attachment. 

But, dammit darlin’,” he let go and looked into the fireplace, “I saw you that night, then the next 

day and……” he swung his gaze over to her, “I couldn’t get those gorgeous blues out of my 

head.” 

 

“Guess we’re both plunging into uncharted waters.” 

 

“You more than I, Eva. My world’s a bit different than yours. Easier for me to adapt to a 

civilian lifestyle than the other way around. But if you do this – with me – you got to accept 

that.” 

 

“How can I accept what I still don’t know about?” 

 



He gave her a serious look. “Trust, Eva. You need to trust me. I won’t be able to tell you 

everything, just what I think you’ll need to know – that’s it. That’s where you have to trust me. 

And….” that serious look became dark, “I need to be able to trust you. You got anything you 

think I need to know, don’t keep it from me. Just like what you overheard at Ticker. I’m a pretty 

easygoing guy – but make no mistake, Eva. I draw the line at betrayal.” 

 

That line alone should’ve caused her to end whatever this was right now – break off clean 

and early, with the memory of two hot nights of sex to sustain her. But she wasn’t a ‘secrets’ girl 

– never had been. Other than her mother – which she was truthful about – she had no skeletons in 

her closet. Like his guy’s search of her, she was pretty boring and uneventful. He was just being 

honest and upfront and, deciding to take that plunge, didn’t look further into it. “I understand.” 

 

“You sure?” 

 

“You?” 

 

He nodded. “We’ll work it out, take it slow, give each other space, but Eva…..?” 

 

“Yes?” 

 

He crawled to her, laying her down on the carpet with the heat of the fireplace adding to 

her already flushed skin. “Don’t expect to sleep alone too many nights.” 

 

  



Chapter Fifteen 

 

 Monday morning ushered in a new week, the meeting Ben dreaded then six hours 

at the mill. He was up, showered, dressed and out by nine a.m., pulling into Tippitt Over-Two 

Plaza and in front of Clarks for a coffee and bagel. Even as he backed into a spot in front of the 

café, his eyes were on the maroon Jeep parked across the lot. Eva had offered him to stay last 

night and, as much as he’d wanted to, he meant what he said about giving her space. He liked 

her. He really did, and for once cared about not fucking something up. So instead of another 

night in her bed, he’d given her a kiss to remember, exchanged cell numbers and went home to 

his own 

 

 Now, he leaned against his bike and ate, one eye on her store, the other two doors down 

at Ticker. If what Eva had overheard Joey Perrone saying yesterday had to do with the aftermath 

of Dewey’s demise, then it was possible the Santagios knew the club was onto them. Which 

would mean he’d have to explain how this had been overheard when they discussed at the table 

at ten. 

 

 Crushing the wax paper in his fist, Ben chugged his coffee while watching movement 

through Eva’s storefront. He’d told her he wasn’t in any kind of trouble which could find its way 

back to her, and he meant to keep it that way. This was still new to both of them, so a clandestine 

relationship had to suffice for now. Plus, it was kind of hot. 

 

 Mounting his bike, he figured he’d hung out long enough that it was quiet to his liking 

and headed to the clubhouse. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 Eva’s ears perked up when she heard his bike. She remembered clearly from that first 

night she’d seen him, tearing across the road in front of her, chrome straight pipes spewing out 

angry fumes and an earsplitting noise. As she opened the register, that very same sound vibrated 

behind her through the display window. A warmth swept through her when she saw Ben pull up 

in front of Clarks and dismount. He was fully clothed in jeans, lumberjack shirt and cut, and she 

couldn’t help but smile over what she knew was underneath it all.  

 

 And she would’ve known it again last night, but he was keeping to his word to move 

whatever it was between them along at a pace which didn’t crowd either of them. At first she’d 

figured it was his closet claustrophobia kicking in, but then realized he was doing the right thing. 

She didn’t want to appear needy or clingy, although she’d agreed to have him a key made so he 

wouldn’t have to lurk or break in. With the choice she’d made to refrain from getting too close, 

the last two days with Ben under her roof had been……..nice. As intimate as they’d gotten, she 



didn’t want to wind up pushing him away, too. And, obviously, neither did he, and he’d insisted 

they go their separate ways for the night. 

 

 At nine-thirty, the bell jingled signaling Cyndi’s entrance, sans dark, hangover-covering 

sunglasses. Instead, the young woman was bright-eyed, hair flat-ironed to glossy smoothness, 

wearing pretty makeup, black dress pants and a pink cardigan with pearl buttons. Eva had to do a 

double take. “Morning. You look…….nice.” 

 

 “Thanks.” Cyndi appeared breathless, pulling off her coat and looping it through a gym 

bag. “Sorry I’m late. I wanted to get here first and open so you wouldn’t have to.” 

 

 Something about Eva’s young charge was different. Not just her hair and clothes, but the 

way she conducted herself. She had begun to take her job a little more seriously after Eva had 

put her in charge of the display, then slowly had been giving her a little more responsibility. She 

began showing up earlier, wanting to learn how to open, staying late to close, offering to redo 

displays and beginning to act more professional. Eva had known there was a gem under that 

unpolished stone, and all it took was a little faith and TLC. “Not a problem,” Eva said, waving 

her over. “Come finish up the drawer. I need to see what old stock’s still left in back and put it 

aside. The first shipment of that new line’s arriving later this afternoon and I need room.” 

 

 “I know. I saw it on the schedule.” Cyndi quickly switched places with her boss and 

immediately took over. “I brought a change of clothes in case you need me to reorganize the 

stock room. 

 

 Eva suspiciously looked around, waiting for the ‘real Cyndi’ to pop out somewhere. The 

girl really was showing some ambition, and preparedness. No way was Eva going to be climbing 

shelves in a short, gray skirt, black boots and her favorite sky-blue cashmere sweater. “Good 

idea. And….good thinking.” 

 

 Cyndi looked proud of herself and Eva knew a little praise went a long way. As she put 

the drawer in the register, she turned and looked out the window across the lot. “Hey, there’s that 

biker again. The who came in looking for you.” 

 

 Oh, Eva already knew he was out there, but the last thing she wanted to draw was 

unwanted attention. Cyndi’s outward appearance may have changed, but she was still a twenty –

two year old who would enjoy some juicy gossip about her boss canoodling with a member of 

the local MC. “Oh?” Her nonchalance sounded…..lame. 

 

 “Across the way. In front of Clarks, drinking coffee and……staring over here.” Cyndi 

gave her a twinkling look. “Is something going on between the two of you?” 



 

 She gave the girl her best ignorant look. “He got my car fixed.” It wasn’t an admission or 

a denial, as Cyndi continued to gawk out the window. “Stop staring, Cyn. You don’t stare at 

those guys.” Ha! Like she was an expert on what the MC did and didn’t like. 

 

 “Gotta admit, he’s pretty hot. Like the way he shaves right above his ears and just pulls 

the rest back. And,” Cyndi came around to the floor, “he’s big too. Wonder what he looks like 

naked.” 

 

 Okay, time to shove her little charge to the backroom before Eva’s head-to-toe flush gave 

her away. “Enough,” Eva scolded, walking towards the door. She paused to erase any telltale 

signs from her face before flipping the ‘Open’ sign over, just as Ben took off out of the plaza. 

Even for the sake of saving face, she couldn’t prevent her eyes from following him, his wide 

back and shoulders covered by his leather and work shirt. The corner of her mouth hitched up in 

remembrance.  

 

He looked fucking incredible naked. 

 

~~~***~~ 

 

 “Got a lot to talk about, gentlemen.”  

 

Vic leaned back in his chair as the rest of the Skulls gathered about the oak table. “Let’s 

do it quick so you guys can get to your days.” When he was certain everyone was seated, he 

brought the gavel down. “First thing’s first – Wednesday we’re all riding down to Flatwoods. 

Other three charters meeting us. We need to discuss this Santagio sitch and what’ll mean once 

we’re done.  

 

“Means we’ll be flat broke once it’s done,” Doug grumbled. 

 

God, sometimes Ben wanted to punch Doug good and clean in the mouth. “We 

discussing moving the last of the narcotics?”  

 

“That’s number two on the agenda.” Vic turned to Aero. “You want to take over, V.P.”?” 

 

Aero leaned forward. “Got a call from the little paisan. Said only time Uncle Emie’s guys 

are free to receive is early Saturday afternoon at one. And….only up north, meaning we’ll be 

transporting the remainder of the ‘scripts up to the Akron drop spot – about a two hour ride.” 

 



Taz bounced back and forth in his chair, shaking his head. “We’d have to leave the 

clubhouse no later than ten thirty – in case of traffic and shit.” 

 

“Fastest route is eleven, then cut over to I-76,” Doug added. 

 

Vic tapped his fingers against the table. “And I’m guessing that’s exactly the route 

they’re countin’ on.” 

 

Ben’s eyes flitted over to Vic. “Setup?” 

 

“That’s what I’m going with. And here’s how we’re gonna handle it.” Vic looked 

between Ben and Tanner. “You two, get with Charles after work Friday night. He’s holding aside 

a small box truck and couple of shirts – both with company logos on it. Load the ‘scripts and get 

them back to the clubhouse. Wes,” he regarded the young patch,” you and Taz’ll head out an 

hour ahead of us Saturday in the truck – in Owens’ uniforms. You’ll head west on Route 250 

then cut up to I-77 – meet us there.” 

 

“If you guys even make it there,” Tanner stated. “My guess, the law’s gonna be waitin’ 

for a bunch of bikes crossin’ the Ohio border.” 

 

“Which is why they’ll be carrying the ‘scripts and our guns in the truck. We don’t want 

anything incriminating on us. Everyone check your bikes – I don’t want so much as a taillight 

out – and be sure you got your license and insurance with you. If we do get stopped, I don’t want 

to give those assholes any reason to hold us.” 

 

“And imagine how shocked Uncle Emie’s guys are gonna be when we all arrive whole,” 

Doug snickered. 

 

Ben shook his head vehemently at Doug. “No.” He then looked at Vic. “We don’t 

continue on if that happens. If we get stopped, we call Wes and Taz to turn that truck around and 

bring the ‘scripts back. If Emilio has Ohio staties in his pocket, they’ll just alert him that we got 

past clean. He’s not counting on that happening, nor will his guys waiting for us.” 

 

There was no way they were going to continue on if that happened, and Ben saw Vic 

process all he said before nodding. “Agreed. We’ll discuss the logistics further on Wednesday. 

Now….onto number three. If this is a setup, and if it is indeed Joey Perrone Dewey was referring 

to, then it seems the Santagios are not just wanting out of a long-term business arrangement.” 

 

“They want to ruin us completely,” Aero filled in. “Question is…..why?” 

 



“Because he’s an obnoxious, guinea asshole trying to ‘establish’ himself by putting his 

foot on the throat of anyone he thinks may give him shit,” Vic answered. “Translation: it’s a ‘my 

dick’s bigger than your dick’ move.” 

 

Ben took a big intake of breath and let it out. “Yeah, but how long until he succeeds? If 

he’s intent on shutting down the Skulls, he won’t stop after one fail. He’s too proud to fail. He 

had to put his nephew up to using Dewey to get the parts, so they have to know about the 

botched pickup Saturday night. Joey’s been screaming about………..” Shit. Ben clamped his 

mouth shut, but it wasn’t fast enough.  

 

“Screamin’ about what?” Doug asked. 

 

To request speaking to Vic and Aero in private afterwards wasn’t going to fly at a table 

full of men who had their eyes on him. Double fucking shit.  

 

“You got something to say, Big Ben, say it now,” Vic told him. 

 

He needed that deep breath more than ever. “”Guess I gotta. Only reason I didn’t is 

because there’s someone else involved I don’t want……involved.” 

 

Doug snorted. “Let me guess – some bitch?” 

 

Ben shot up like a cannon blast. “I swear to fucking Christ, Doug….keep your damn, 

fucking comments to yourself!” 

 

Everyone at the table was stone silent. It was rare, if ever, that Ben lost his cool. And no 

one dared mess with him when he did. It wasn’t in his nature. Even with all his past shit, he 

always remained on an even keel, keeping to himself and not stirring the pot. He justified that his 

outburst had nothing to do with Eva, but Doug and his blowhard attitude pushed him over the 

edge. 

 

“Ben, cool it bro.” Aero was next to him, tugging his arm to pull him back to his chair. 

“And you,” he looked across at Doug, “wait to hear what he’s gotta say before coming to 

conclusions.” 

 

“Oh, what are you his watchdog?” Doug shot back. 

 

Aero stood and pointed at him. “No, that’s your job, asshole. Or maybe that sergeant’s 

patch is too much for you.” 

 



The flat of Vic’s hand came down so hard on the table it practically shook the floor. 

“Enough! Shut the fuck up all of you and sit the fuck down!” Everyone was seated and calm, 

though eyes were glaring around. “You got the floor, Ben.” 

 

It was the last thing he wanted, but this time it was his own mouth that had fucked up. 

“Two weeks ago I spun out, almost hit some chick. She dented her fender and taillight in the 

process. I offered to fix it up.” His eyes went Taz, who was grinning ear to ear, silently telling 

him to shut up. “She owns the card shop across from Clarks.” 

 

Aero perked up. “The brunette in the blue dress?”  

 

“You know about this?” Vic asked. 

 

“I just saw her – and what a sight it was.” 

 

“Long story short,” Ben cut back in, “I….spent some time with her. Told me she was in 

Ticker and overheard something.” Ben repeated what Eva overheard which caused everyone to 

eye each other.  

 

“And what the hell does she know that she called you with that little tidbit?” Doug 

pushed his luck by asking. 

 

Ben kept his temper in check, not giving Doug or anyone else fodder for his odd 

behavior. “Didn’t tell her shit, Doug. She overheard Joey bitching about ‘bikers’ and thought he 

might be referring to us. Just told me out of concern, is all. Now these ‘biker bastards’ could very 

well be the Hogs Joey was referring to, since Dewey was a ‘no show’ Saturday night. But until 

we know what’s up Emilio Santagio’s sleeve, I ain’t assuming anything.” A long pause of quiet 

followed, for which Ben was thankful. He hoped the focus would be on the message and not the 

messenger.  

 

“Nor should we,” Vic finally spoke up. He then leaned forward, giving his men a hard 

look around the table. “This took long enough. Wednesday we meet the other charters to discuss 

future options and Saturday we do the run and see what the outcome is. For now, lay low, do our 

regular jobs and keep quiet.” The tense air in the room was as tight as a guitar string and needed 

to be loosened. “And in case any of you are wondering, don’t worry – we’ll be back in time 

Saturday for my fucking party.” That cracked a few smiles and let out a few snorts. “My wife 

may be slick with those town hall minions, but she’ll never get anything past me. Now go on,” 

he slammed the gavel down, “get outta here.” 

 



Ben was the last one sitting and Vic looked as if he expected it. “Something else you 

want to add, brother?” 

 

“Wasn’t keeping that from the club on purposes, pres. Wanted to tell you in private.” 

 

“Because of the girl?” 

 

He sighed, not knowing whether to agree or not. “She was either in the right place at the 

right time or….the other way around.” 

 

Vic folded his arms. “Sounds like you care about her.” 

 

Detached emotion was synonymous with Ben. To admit a woman had dented his exterior 

wouldn’t be his undoing, but it would raise eyebrows for sure. “She’s alone – no family. Owns 

her own place and business. Just trying to make her way.” 

 

“Didn’t answer my question, big guy.” 

 

Hell, Vic’s own wife couldn’t put one over on him. “Yeah. I do. And…..I meant what I 

said. She don’t know anything.” 

 

“I hope not. Didn’t turn out too well the last time.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 “Heading next door for coffee, Cyn? Want some?”  

 

 Eva poked her head into the stock room where Cyndi had transformed back to her old self 

– tight knit thermal, black leggings with some logo splashed across her ass and Uggs. She’d also 

transformed the room – putting aside a small pile of the old stock, then reorganized what 

remained. She even put some old Christmas stock and decorations on a low shelf, making them 

easy to get to as soon as Thanksgiving was over. 

 

 “Uh….no thanks. Still working on my Diet Coke from lunch.” 

 

 It was already after four and they were still waiting for the shipment. The vendor had 

called around one saying the driver was backed up, but would definitely get there before five. 

“Okay, listen. Finish up and watch the front till I get back. Then head on home. I’ll wait for the 

delivery.” 

 



 Cyndi pulled herself out of a stack of empty boxes to be cut up and brought to the 

dumpster. “No….that’s okay. I’ll stay……” 

 

 “Go home, Cyn. You did a lot today. I appreciate it.” She glanced around the room. 

“Looks good in here.” 

 

 Eva left the young girl beaming, then headed next door to Tippitt ‘n Sip-It. Though the 

sun was starting to go down along with the October temperature, she didn’t bother with a coat - 

instead just grabbing her wallet. Even though a nice, hot coffee appealed, Eva couldn’t resist a 

large iced. On the counter, she saw the same flyer Elle had given her and Janice. 

 

 “You goin’ to this thing tomorrow night, Eva?”  

 

 Merrill was a big, burly, balding man with cherubic cheeks, crinkly blue eyes and a 

constant good nature. He and his wife had started Tippitt ‘n Sip-It as a coffee truck back when 

Eva was still in high school. They’d purchased an old RV, renovated it and drove around from 

six in the morning to out-of-the-way businesses, offering doorstep service to those who couldn’t 

leave their job for a caffeine, hard roll and pastry boost. Today, Merrill’s son still drove the 

truck, while he manned the shop alone after his wife had passed away from cancer almost a year 

ago. Having lost her father, Eva related to the big, sweet guy on that level.  

 

 “I am.” Eva remembered Elle’s charge to ‘be there or else.’ “Think this might be good for 

our little community in here – enticing out-of-towners to come in to shop, eat and,” she raised 

her icy brew,” drink coffee. Maybe come up with some seasonal flavors or combinations like 

‘double mocha-vanilla-mint-chocolate chip’.” 

 

 Merrill made a sour face. “I ain’t sellin’ out like those hoity-toity chains. But maybe 

some flavors. “So,” he paused to take her money and make change, “I guess you finally met 

Elle.” 

 

 “I did – at the bakery.” 

 

 The big man snorted. “Two peas in a pod, those two.” The other ‘pea’ being Janice, she 

supposed. 

 

 “Because of the MC?” 

 

 “Ah,” Merrill looked enlightened. “You know the connection.” 

 



 Yeah, well you see, Janice filled me in on all the juicy details because, like her son it 

seems, she likes to talk and, oh yeah, also I’m banging one of the members. Of course, Eva 

verbalized that only in her head. “I do. Elle’s a pretty important lady around town hall, I hear.” 

 

 “Little lady,” Merrill said, handing back her change, “she is town hall. Oh, she comes 

across as some community organizer who forms committees, puts together functions and 

campaigns for everything that hits the ground, but she’s a lot more than that. If officials vote one 

way, you can guarantee Elle can schmooze them enough to make it swing the other.” 

 

 Elle was intrigued. “What kind of votes?” 

 

 “Raisin’ taxes, takin’ away certain programs, roadwork, zonin’ problems. If the vote is 

somethin’ that’ll be a burden on the town – or the residents – she’s right there to make sure it 

don’t. Makes her look good with the people, which in turn….” 

 

 “Makes the club look good,” Eva concluded. 

 

 Merrill nodded. “You’re learnin’, little lady.” A small bistro table holding four people 

waved Merrill over. “Gotta go. See you tomorrow night.” 

 

 Stepping outside, Eva took a hearty sip of the iced coffee just as a breeze blew from the 

other side of her store. There, standing outside smoking a cigarette, was Madam Fright Night. 

Another chill went through Eva which had nothing to do with the breeze. Maybe the psychic 

generated it as a way to get her attention. She walked back, towards the psychic whose little 

place was on the other side of Eva’s. “Gonna catch a chill, love,” the woman said with an exhale 

of smoke. 

 

 “Just ran next door for coffee.” Eva was now standing in front of her display window, 

Cyndi on the other side motioning to come in. She obviously saw the psychic and wanted Eva to 

get inside before the creepy ol’ bat put the flu spell on her or something.  

 

 Dousing her cigarette in a metal pail filled with sand, the woman pulled her coat around a 

busy, multi-colored dress which swept the sidewalk. “Come in.” 

 

 Eva pointed to her store. “But I have to…..” 

 

 “Your girl has it under control. Come in for a spell.” 

 

 Okay, maybe the word ‘spell’ wasn’t apropos right now. Or….was it? What could be so 

bad inside? She probably had black-curtained rooms, beaded, fringe lamps, creepy Zen music 



and a round table with a big crystal ball in the middle. Looking through the window, Eva pointed 

where she was heading. All Cyndi needed was four suction cups on her hands and feet, plastering 

herself against it, begging Eva not to enter the den of doom.  

 

 Ignoring her theatrics, Eva followed the psychic inside her place and was….surprised. It 

looked like someone’s living room – floral print couch, glass and brass coffee table, display 

cabinets with what looked like souvenirs and trinkets from travels far and beyond, pretty artwork 

covering the walls and a vase filled with fragrant flowers. What she thought would look like the 

Addams family residence looked more like the Partridge family. Even the choice of music made 

Eva smile as the tail end of ‘Rocky Mountain High’ was finishing up on a CD player. 

 

 “Love the country classics,” the psychic said. “Johnny Cash, Kenny Rogers, Waylon 

Jennings. They know how to write songs from the heart.” 

 

 After looking around some more, Eva asked, “I feel silly asking this after all these 

months of you coming in my store, but……what’s your name?” 

 

 The psychic held her hand out. “Linda Moore.”  

 

 Eva took the icy cold fingers in her own warm hand. “You already seem to know who I 

am.” 

 

 Linda looked suspicious. “And you think I used my psychic powers to find out?” Moving 

to the sofa, Linda sat down, her long dress billowing around her like the heavy scent of hair 

spray holding up her teased ‘do. She reached next to the sofa and opened a mini fridge – pulling 

out a beer. “Join me?” 

 

 Eva waved off. “I don’t drink beer. And I have to get back soon. Expecting a delivery.” 

 

 Linda smiled, twisting off the cap then leaning her head back to smile as ‘I Go To Pieces’ 

began to play. “Mmm, Patsy Cline,” she hummed, then took a swig. 

 

 John Denver? Patsy Cline? If Lynrd Skynrd played next, Eva was out of there. Too many 

songs by musicians who’d died in plane crashes.  

 

 “Know how I know you, Eva Sinclair?” 

 

 Eva was almost afraid to ask, so she wisely shook her head. 

 



 “The Victorian you bought.” Linda took another swig of beer then regarded Eva. “The 

old lady who lived there? Was my mother. Wasn’t part of her life for years. I was 

too……eclectic for her old fashioned ways. Her attorney facilitated the sale and split the 

proceeds with my estranged siblings. But I went to town hall and looked up the documents – saw 

your name. Of course you have the pleasure of living next to the nosiest body in town, which is 

how I found out you own the card store. Guess I just felt some sort of pull……some connection 

to my mother, coming in and seeing you.” 

 

 Eva really didn’t know what to say, besides feeling stupid for assuming this woman was 

some creep with connections to the Antichrist or something. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

 

 Linda shrugged. “Just something I keep to myself. Oh, I know people around here think 

I’m some over-the-top loon who reads palms or tosses a bunch of sticks on the table and sees 

someone’s future. But I do have a strong……sense about people. I don’t do this to survive – if I 

did I’d be living in a cardboard box. My husband died in that mine collapse two decades ago, 

except he was smart enough to have a substantial life insurance policy.” 

 

 This woman’s husband must’ve died in the same collapse as Ben’s father. The 

intertwining pieces here were uncanny. “I’m…..so very sorry.” 

 

 “Eh, death is a part of life,” Linda said almost matter-of-factly. “But I was savvy with the 

money. Invested in a bit of real estate.” She smiled up at Eva. “Guess who owns half this plaza?” 

 

 Okay so this woman was practically her landlord. Best be on good terms with her as well 

as Elle. “I wish I had taken the time to get to know you sooner,” Eva said. “I just had….” 

 

 “I know.” Of course Linda already knew. “You’ve lost a lot in your life, Eva. But don’t 

let it rob you, or let whatever you find out destroy any part of yourself.” 

 

 “What?” Eva didn’t like innuendos and her anxiousness showed. “Find out what? What 

are you talking about? And who are ‘them’ you want me to listen to?” 

 

 Linda reached for another cigarette and lit it. “I think you know the answer to that, dear.”  

 

 Patsy Cline ended and another song was set to begin. “I have to go, Linda. I have a 

shipment coming before five.” 

 

 “Go out the back.” 

 

 “Excuse me? Why?” 



 

 “Just do it, Eva.” Linda’s voice was insistent. “Go out the back.” 

 

 She did as Linda told her, for whatever reason. Eva didn’t care, she just wanted to get out 

of there. But as her hand went to push the bar of the backdoor open, she heard the beginnings of 

the next song playing…….. 

 

I am a lineman for the county and I drive the main road  

Searchin' in the sun for another overload  

I hear you singin' in the wire, I can hear you through the whine  

And the Wichita Lineman is still on the line 

 

 Eva’s entire body began to shake. Forget ‘sensing’ things, she was back to being creeped 

out. Pushing open the door, she ran out onto the gravel and smack into a wall. Or, at least it felt 

like one. 

 

  



Chapter Sixteen 

 

 It took a lot to knock the breath out of him, but Ben let out a grunt when Eva slammed 

into him as if the devil was on her heels. Seeing where she was coming from, it probably was. 

“Jesus, Eva. What the hell were you doing in there?” 

 

 She should’ve looked surprised to see him, but didn’t. Then when a delivery truck pulled 

up next door, she shook her head. “She knew.”  

 

 “Knew what?” Before she could answer his question, the back door of Eva’s store opened 

and that young girl came out. She eyed them, gave a cute smile then took over directing the 

delivery man. Eva was now shivering, and he instantly put his arms around her. “Come on, let’s 

get inside.” 

 

 She pointed to the truck. “But I have to……” 

 

 “Let her handle it.” He walked Eva past the truck and towards the entrance as the girl 

stood there watching with that same smile. “Name, sweetheart?” 

 

 “Cyndi.” 

 

 “You got this, Cyndi? Need to speak to your boss.” 

 

 He could tell Eva wanted to take care of it, but she was cold and acting strange. And 

Cyndi looked chipper for the challenge. “Took the purchase order off your desk to check off 

against the delivery.” Cyndi waved a piece of paper. “I’ll give a shout if there’s a problem. You 

two go…..do whatever.” 

 

 Ben gave her the young girl a wink, thinking maybe he’d misjudged her after all. Or Eva 

had just molded and whipped her into shape. Inside, they maneuvered through the newly 

organized stock room, which Ben appreciated.  

 

“What were you doing out back?” 

 

 “Let’s find your office. Need to talk, darlin’. Was going to ring you soon as I pulled up so 

you could let me in.” 

 

 “But why the back?” She sounded in a daze, then shook her head. “Damn, how did she 

know?” 

 



 “She, who?” She wasn’t making sense. They found her office and Ben saw her coat 

hanging on a hook. “Here, you’re fucking shivering….” 

 

 “No. Just…..come here.” 

 

 He left the coat hanging and went over to her, her arms sliding through the opening of his 

cut and around the soft flannel of his work shirt. He was filthy after six hours at the mill and 

probably had slivers of wood stuck to him, but he couldn’t resist the way she was clinging to 

him, seeking warmth this way. Plus he had a feeling the psychic may have freaked her out. “You 

okay, darlin’?” 

 

 Her head bobbed up and down against his chest. “Yeah. I’m fine. Just….I don’t know.” 

 

 He smoothed the back of her hair, then tilted her face up. “What the hell happened next 

door?” 

 

 She shook her head. “I’m still not sure. I went to get coffee, she was outside having a 

cigarette when I walked back, invited me in. She’d been coming in my store off and on since I 

opened – always nosing around the jewelry – but I never knew her name. But she knew mine.” 

 

 Ben listened to her explanation and understood Eva’s weirdness. “Talk about 

coincidence.” 

 

 “Her husband also died in that same collapse as your dad.” 

 

 He stiffened a bit, then slowly relaxed enough to ask. “What’s her name?” 

 

 “Linda Moore.” 

 

 Moore. Moore, Ben thought. He remembered his dad bringing home foil trays from work, 

that a co-worker’s wife had always cooked too much and sent the leftovers with him. That food 

had become a godsend when things were tight. “Listen, Eva.” He hoisted her up to sit her on the 

edge of the desk, that skirt of hers hitching up not doing him any favors right now. “We need to 

talk.” 

 

 “You are in trouble.” 

 

 He didn’t want to alarm her because he really didn’t know the extent of it, nor could he 

divulge too much information. His thumb caressed her cheek. “Like I told you, club’s got issues 

with certain people in town.” 



 

 “I thought Elle made sure that doesn’t happen – that the club’s in good standing with 

everyone?” 

 

 His eyes narrowed. “Tell me Janice didn’t say that.” 

 

 “No. Merrill at the coffee shop. Saw the flyer on his counter about the meeting tomorrow 

night – asked if I was going and ….Elle came up. Pretty much what Janice said, that’s she’s an 

important person in town and can….make things happen.” 

 

 The locals weren’t that ignorant of the pull Elle had, but for Eva, who hadn’t lived in this 

town for a while, it was a lot to ingest. He wanted to put her mind at ease without divulging too 

much. She was a smart girl and even with carefully chosen words, she may see right through 

them. “Elle can’t make everything go away, darlin’. All’s I can say is that we need to do our due 

diligence. We have three other charters in the mix. Gonna meet with them Wednesday to talk, 

but we won’t know for sure until Saturday afternoon.” 

 

 It was as much as he could tell her at this point, though she didn’t look too confused. 

Instead, she looked as if she were processing a theory. “That’s why you came in the back door. 

That guy in Ticker – you didn’t want him to see you coming in here – to connect you to me.” 

 

 Dammit, the woman was sharp as a tack. Ben was going to have a tough time talking 

around club shit. If he was going to go any farther, he’d have to slow-drip facts to her. “You’re 

right, Eva. Until we know for certain, we keep it quiet.” 

 

 “I’ll read Cyndi the riot act,” she mused. 

 

 He sighed, knowing he had to tell her. “The club knows, too.” 

 

 “What?” 

 

 “Had to tell them what you overheard – and who overheard it. Aero remembered you, 

saw you come out of Clarks with your friend that day. And of course Taz, who talks more than a 

drunk chick. I told them a toned down version of how we met, getting your car fixed and shit. 

They know you own the card shop, so don’t be surprised if you see them lurking around or even 

coming into check you out. And if they do, and cross any line, I wanna know about it.” 

 

 She nodded. “But shouldn’t they not come in, for the same reason you didn’t? What if 

that guy in Ticker starts seeing a bunch of bikers filing in and out?” 

 



 This woman was a strategic thinker, which made him smile. “You’re too smart for me, 

Eva.” 

 

 “Just common sense.” 

 

 “I know.” He leaned in, needing to finally kiss her, surprised he hadn’t done so already. 

The night apart had given him enough space – enough to actually miss her. “I meant what I said 

last night about trusting me, even though I can’t be completely open with everything. Just need 

you to cooperate darlin’ and…..listen.” 

 

 He kissed her again. She clutched his arms tightly, but her felt her bristle. Were her 

words belying her actions? “Eva, what’s wrong? You got a problem with this you tell me now.” 

 

 She shook her head. “No….it isn’t that. It’s…….that psychic.” 

 

 Good Lord, he hoped she wasn’t coming undone over some woman who claimed to see 

the future. “What happened next door?” 

 

 “It wasn’t just now. The past couple of weeks she’d been coming into the store, mostly to 

look at the jewelry like she normally does. But she took my hand and told me to ‘listen to them’ 

and ‘do what they tell you’. And she just did it again. And now you’re here telling me to 

cooperate and listen. It’s just….do you think….? 

 

 “I don’t believe in that shit, Eva. Just a coincidence.” 

 

 “Oh yeah? Was it a coincidence that Wichita Lineman started playing on her CD player 

while I was leaving?” 

 

 The realist in him shrugged it off. “Eva, your dad lived here all his life. You even said 

you quoted that song when people asked what he did. She said she found out about you through 

the closing docs on the house – maybe she found out who your dad was and had that CD in then 

asked you over.” There was always a legitimate explanation for everything. 

 

 “I suppose.” Eva leaned in, putting her arms around his waist again, her face pressed 

below his ribs. Ben held the back of her head, keeping her there, inhaling her hair and the very 

essence of her. As good as this felt, it was strange territory – one he’d avoided for so long, but 

this woman challenged his detachment rule. “You want company tonight, darlin’?” It just came 

out. Every single inch of her pulled him in a direction other than the one he’d been on course for 

years. Women and satisfaction were never a problem when he needed it, but she represented 



things he lacked in his life he suddenly longed for. He hoped he wasn’t making a mistake – not 

to be another person she pushed away.  

 

 She looked up with those amazing blue eyes. “Yeah. I’d like that.” 

 

 No way would he let her push him away. Not at this point. Not with the way she’d just 

looked at him. He wouldn’t allow it.  

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 The following evening, Eva showed up for the meeting carrying a box containing the 

remaining old stock from her store. It wasn’t much and she’d decided to give it away, figuring 

attendees could rummage through and take what they wanted afterwards. After greeting and/or 

introducing herself to other business owners in the plaza, the meeting began at seven – sharp. 

Elle took the podium, looking poised, confident and fashionable in a hounds-tooth print dress, 

chunky gold necklace, black nylons and boots. She was slender, tall, well dressed and carried 

herself as if she owned the room. She most likely did. 

 

 Everyone hung on every word she spoke, explaining the importance of small business 

and how they were the heart of the town, as well as a plan to reach out and bring business into 

Tippitt. The four-week span between Thanksgiving and Christmas was the perfect opportunity, 

and she challenged every business owner present to come up with a marketing plan, sales offers, 

etc. to entice people to shop once they came in. Sitting next to her at the podium was a man in 

his forties with strawberry blonde hair and skin which Eva thought was in desperate need of 

sunlight. He stood up when Elle introduced him as Charles Owens, casually dressed in beige 

slacks, chambray shirt and striped tie. 

 

 “You want to take it from here?” 

 

 Charles Owens – owner of Owens Mill and Ben’s employer. The way he and Elle 

regarded each other told Eva that he was more than that. A big corporation such as his in the 

same town that was home to a motorcycle club had to be connected somehow. “Evening, 

everyone. Now as much as the end result is going to be an increase in business not just for you, 

but for the town, there’s going to be some expense in readying the plaza area. My company’s 

donating all the material to construct stands, platforms, display, seating areas – anything that’ll 

be needed for the event – and the Skulls motorcycle club are volunteering their time as labor 

crew to put it all together. You people just concentrate on your individual store needs, but we’ll 

help in any way we can. 

 



 Eva had to smile. Oh, Elle was crafty indeed, finding a way to get the club involved with 

this little shindig with the entire town watching, and probably a way for them to keep their eye 

on the town’s center in the process. The club wasn’t anything, if not resourceful. No doubt Ben 

would be on this crew, as he worked for Charles. 

 

 After the meeting, refreshments were served on a back table covered with a paper cloth 

and napkins Elle had purchased from Eva’s store. Another table held a sign-up sheet looking for 

four people willing to be the contact person for other businesses in their section of the plaza. 

Eva’s section included Tippitt ‘n Sip It, the beauty salon, insurance agency and, of course, Linda 

the psychic – who wasn’t even present. Seeing no one in her section signed up yet, Eva put her 

name before she had a chance to reconsider. She’d wanted to reach out and get involved – now it 

was time to put her money where her mouth was. 

 

 “Knew I could count on you.” Elle stood behind her, sipping hot coffee in one of the 

paper cups.  

 

 Eva blew out a breath. “I have no idea what I signed up for.” 

 

 “Risk taker, huh?” 

 

 “Not really.” 

 

 Elle took another sip, muted red lipstick staining the outer rim. “Dove into a business and 

a house all by yourself. Pretty ballsy for a single woman your age.” 

 

 It was useless for Eva to ask how she knew. As of yesterday, the club knew of her. No 

doubt the details got from Elle’s MC president husband back to her. Eva wondered if her 

affiliation with Ben had also made the journey back to Elle. “I guess. Wouldn’t have been able to 

do it without my dad.” 

 

 “Business or house?” 

 

 The straightforwardness of the question caught Eva by surprise, and the answer stuck in 

her throat. “Both. Dad co-signed my business loan and…….” she paused to swallow, “when he 

died I used some of the proceeds from selling his house to buy mine.” 

 

 “Sounds like he was quite a gem.” 

 

 “You have no idea.” 

 



 Elle drank her coffee, slowly regarding Eva as if calculating what to say next. Eva beat 

her to the punch. “Something you want to say?” 

 

 Tossing her empty cup, Elle smoothed both hands over her wool dress. “You’re a strong 

girl. That’s good. You’ll need to be.” 

 

 “For…….what?” 

 

 “Why,” Elle looked ignorant, “for all this committee shit I’m going to dump on you.” She 

walked away, then pirouetted, “oh, and that big guy no doubt sharing your bed.” 

 

 This town was too damn small. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 The day was longer than he’d like, and Ben was starving. The meeting with the other 

three charters wasn’t exactly full of brotherly cheer and slaps on the back, as the reason for it 

dampened the mood. No one was happy about the news, not to mention enraged at the possibility 

the Santagio family were behind the hit on their own warehouse, as well as muscling out the 

Hancock County charter’s illegal parts gig. The other charters had their own ways to earn while 

holding down regular jobs as well, but it was agreed that losing the narcotic run money would 

hurt – bad. 

 

 He didn’t want to think about it anymore, as the last six hours had been more than 

enough. He just wanted to get back home – meaning Tippitt, not his rental, which he was 

growing more and more despondent with. He had a certain blue-eyed female to thank for that. 

After she’d wanted him to come over Monday evening, he’d stayed away last night while she 

was at her meeting. It was enough for him to realize he missed her – again. But he was playing 

on her level, even though the game was risky itself. Slowly she was breaking through his 

exterior, and he didn’t want to give her any reason to push him away. And as he’d decided two 

nights ago, he wouldn’t let her. But she didn’t know that. 

 

 Ben split off from the formation riding back north from Flatwoods – heading towards 

Route 40. A couple of beers and perhaps a bacon cheeseburger to switch things up fit the bill 

right now. He entered the dark establishment around eight-thirty, the place still full of hard-

working men stretching out the night rather than go home. Ben knew exactly how they felt. 

 

 “My boy.” The owner welcomed him with his customary frail hug, which Ben had to lean 

over quite a bit to accept. “When’re you gonna stop growin’, Big Ben?” 

 

 “It’s what you’re putting in that beef all these years, Zig.” 

 

 The old man studied him as he slid into his favorite booth. “You look…..different, son. 

Things okay?” 



 

 Ziggy never asked specifics about the club, but he voiced his concern otherwise. “Yes 

and no.” 

 

 “Care to expound on the ‘yes’?” 

 

All Ben could do was smile, something he rarely did when he came here, as his visits 

usually followed something bad. It caused Ziggy to smile back. “Ah, do I sense this has to do 

with a lady?” 

 

 This was Ben’s ‘man-place’ – to get away from routine and disappear among strangers. 

As much as he loved Ziggy like a father, he didn’t want to mix his outside world here. “I’ll leave 

you in suspense, ol’ friend. Right now I could do with a bacon cheeseburger – extra bacon.” 

 

 Ziggy got the hint and nodded. “Comin’ right up.” 

 

 Within moments, a beer was placed in front of him. Not by the redhead he’d nailed 

almost three weeks ago, but a blonde. A very pretty blonde. Mid-twenties, green eyes, fresh skin 

and had that……look. The look he usually got from Ziggy’s assortment of waitress tail 

whenever he came in. It was one no man in his right mind could resist. “Anything else while you 

wait, sweetie?” 

 

 She was being coy and cool. Sometimes he took them up on it immediately. Other times, 

he played the game, waiting out the night only to follow them back to their place for the fuck 

they’d been waiting for all night. This girl was prime, ripe for the picking and after the day he’d 

had, release was a sweet thought. But something held him back. Or…..someone? “Just my food, 

sweetheart. How about checking on it for me.” 

 

 Looking disappointed, she did as told, bringing back a hot plate containing a juicy burger 

and fries. Placing it in front of him, she set the table with napkin, fork and knife before her 

fingers casually grazed his thumb. “Sure you don’t need anything else?”  

 

 Lifting his beer, he gave her a dazzling smile which the ladies never could resist. “How 

about…..” he drained his beer, handing her the empty, “you getting me another?” 

 

 She tried twice and failed. And so did he. A roadside fuck didn’t have the same appeal it 

had several weeks ago. And there was only one person to thank for that. Half his meal was 

already finished by the time his second beer arrived. He downed the rest so fast his stomach hurt, 

but he made up his mind. Tossing two twenties on the table, he winked to the waitress, waved to 

Ziggy and headed to the only place that would suffice. 

 

 Almost an hour later he was standing there, key in hand, unable to put it into the lock. 

She had given him this, allowing full access to her house. But instead, Ben stood on the front 

stoop feeling as if he should turn around and head to his own place. The house was dark, save for 

the glow of several night lights. Eva’s car was in the driveway, which meant she was probably in 

bed.  



 

 Shit, go home man. Just go home, his mind told him, but he went around back. He tried 

the slider, cursing under his breath – again – to find it unlocked. Damn, he was going to have to 

put the fear of God in this woman. Opening it, he stepped into the kitchen, the hood light above 

the stove aiding his vision. The kitchen table was cluttered – laptop, a pad with scribbled notes, 

spreadsheets. She must’ve been working here. Normally the mess would give him that 

suffocating feeling but, for some reason, it didn’t bother him as much. 

 

 “Eva?” He called from below as he walked through the house, towards the bottom of the 

stairs. He didn’t want to creep up and startle her, as he’d been prone to doing. “Eva? You up 

there?” 

 

 He heard a faint sound, a female groan and suddenly felt like a selfish asshole. The 

squeak of a mattress followed by footsteps across the floor made him climb halfway up the steps 

until she appeared at the top, rubbing her eyes. “Ben? What is it?” 

 

 He’d woken her up – shit, shit, shit, why didn’t he just go to his place and call her 

tomorrow? “Sorry, darlin’. Didn’t plan on coming over. I just……” He just….what? Missed her? 

Did he really want to blurt that out? “Go back to sleep. I’ll leave…….” 

 

 “No.” Her voice was sleepy, but insistent. “Don’t. It’s okay. Come on up.” 

 

 He began to strip out of his cut and thermal shirt as he ascended the stairs. Heading to the 

bathroom first, he took a piss, stripped down to his boxers and quickly washed the long day 

away. Gathering his clothes, he headed to her room and dropped everything on the chair. She 

was already back in bed, curled on her side and deep under the covers. He slid in beside her, and 

he was surprised when she rolled over to face him. “You didn’t have to do that,” she said. “I 

gave you a key. You could’ve just called and let me know so I’d expect you.” 

 

 His hand came up to stroke her hair, then he breathed deep. She smelled like that damn 

shower gel. “Wasn’t planning on coming over. Rode back, stopped for something to eat 

then…..guess I didn’t want to sleep alone. Missed you last night?” Did he really just say that? 

“You been asleep long?” 

 

 She shook her head against the pillow, her silky hair against his skin making his blood 

surge. “Not really. Did a full inventory at the store, worked downstairs until nine, took a bath 

then crashed.” She paused to yawn.  

 

 “Eva, your slider was unlocked.” 

 

 “Why’d you come in that way? You have a key.” 

 

 “Not the point, darlin’.” Damn, he didn’t want to scold her when she was half asleep. 

And even though she’d given him free rein with his own key, he still didn’t feel right. This 

wasn’t, after all, his house. “I’ll call ahead next time.” 

 



 She snuggled into him – he liked that. She felt way too good in his arms. “Everything go 

okay?” 

 

 He had told her about the ride south to meet the other charters with a vague explanation 

why. “I guess. Lot of shit still up in the air. Got me on edge.” He kissed her forehead, that ‘edge’ 

finally coming down. He just hadn’t wanted to see her tonight, he’d needed to see her. That need 

caused him to drag his lips down to the corner of her eye, her cheek then finally her mouth. He 

tasted the remnants of her toothpaste while her scent filled the rest of his senses. “Eva.” He 

sighed her name and felt her relax against him, tilting her head back, giving more of herself over. 

It was a sign of surrender that he wanted to take and give at the same time. “Eva.” His voice was 

a coarse whisper as the taste of her on his lips and tongue made him want more. Slowly he 

pushed the covers down, his lips following their trail past her neck, between her breasts and the 

span of skin between the hem of her tank top and waist of her pajama bottoms. He kissed that bit 

of belly while his fingers hooked into her bottoms, gently pushing them down, his face following 

its path. 

 

 She sucked in her breath. “Ben. No.” 

 

 This was the second time. Was she serious? “No?” 

 

 Pulling the covers up, she coiled away from him. “I’m sorry, it’s just…..I’m not ready for 

that yet. It’s too……close.” 

 

 As much as he wanted to savor her, he wouldn’t push. It was bad enough he’d woken her 

out of a sound sleep to get into her bed. But it also made him wonder. “You never had a man 

taste you before, huh?” 

 

 Her body stiffened as if under scrutiny. “It’s too intimate…..too close.” 

 

 “Doesn’t answer my question, darlin’.” 

 

 Burying her face in the pillow, she shook her head ‘no’. And all he could do was smile in 

the dark. When she was good and ready to get that close, he’d make damn sure it was an 

experience she’d never forget. Willing his body to come down, he reached over and pulled her 

against him. “Go to sleep, darlin’,” he whispered, kissing her hairline. “See you in the morning.” 

 

 He was surprisingly content, even though the last three weeks had twisted his shit around. 

He stared at the peeling wallpaper border as Eva fell back to sleep, feeling way too comfortable 

in this cozy, old house. 

 

 And with its owner. 

 

 

  



Chapter Seventeen 

 

 There must’ve been some super-secret holiday Eva didn’t know about, because the card 

store was busier than normal for a Saturday. She had worked with Jen to get the social media 

sites up and running and to begin compiling email lists for announcements and sales. Even with 

the possible surge of out-of-town customers planned for the event, she couldn’t rely on in-person 

sales only in this little town. She had to expand her internet reach to get her store out there – and 

that meant a website to include a shopping cart, checkout services, and shipping procedures.  

 

 She was glad for the distraction, though. Keeping busy kept her mind from wandering 

elsewhere – more specifically, to not seeing nor hearing from Ben since he’d crawled into bed 

with her Wednesday night. She liked him – a lot. Falling for him was more like it. She had put 

her fear of getting too close on the back burner for a bit when she gave him that key, which he 

hadn’t used. Maybe he was having second thoughts? The both of them were pretty much wading 

blindly through whatever it was between them, but the more they saw each other, the clearer the 

definition became. She’d let him into her life more than her conscience wanted, but as soon as 

he’d begun trailing his head down between her legs, that imaginary line popped up between 

them. To her, that act was far more close and intimate than straight sex. She never gave herself 

over to a man that way – not even William – and to do so would be like opening every unclosed 

door in her life, letting him in fully and completely with no turning back. She felt silly thinking 

that way, but avoiding…..that kept that imaginary wall up between them and kept her in control 

of how much to give and receive. 

 

 Although surprised by her admission, he hadn’t appeared upset nor gotten up to leave. 

Instead, he’d sweetly kissed her goodnight and had been gone before she got up, but not before 

he’d prepped the coffee maker and left a note saying, ‘Sorry about last night. Have a good day’. 

That was two mornings ago and not a phone call, text or visit. At least he hadn’t left his key with 

the note. Maybe he still felt bad about waking her up and the awkwardness of what happened and 

was giving her time?  

 

 It was just past noon when Marie put a call through to the back office. “Eva speaking?” 

 

 “Elle Connors speaking.” Either she was being funny or sarcastic by mimicking her. 

“Calling about the balloons.” 

 

 Shit! Eva had to inflate twenty mylars for pick-up. “Elle…..yes. Is someone coming to 

pick them up now?’ 

 

 “No and not sure when. Ran into a snag here. Prospect’s got the van out doing other 

errands and no one has a vehicle big enough to shove twenty balloons into the backseat.” 

 

 It was busy, but Marie and Jen had the front covered while she was in the office in hyper-

planning mode for this event, thanks to the very woman on the other end of the phone. The same 

woman she might have to count on to schmooze the building inspector or tax assessor if she 

wanted to extend the back deck or erect a little greenhouse. Eva didn’t look at it as kissing ass, 



but as getting her future ducks in a row. “If you want, I can bring the mylars and tank and inflate 

them on site. I’ve got a Jeep, so room isn’t a problem.” 

 

 “Can you be here within the hour?” 

 

 “I can be there in thirty. Store’s busy today so I have to be back in case of anything.” 

 

 “Even better. I’m guessing you don’t need directions.” 

 

 How did……? That’s right – the club knew about her now, about her car being repaired, 

meaning she knew the way. And she had completely forgotten the party venue. She’d be entering 

the private den of the Skulls’ MC, not exactly sure what she’d find inside. Ben included. She 

then remembered him telling her something about ‘not knowing something for sure until 

Saturday afternoon.’ Something that had to do with this possible snag the MC may be having 

with someone who worked across the way at Ticker. And because this party was supposed to be 

a surprise, chances were the club was keeping Elle’s husband away until the appointed hour. 

 

 “I know the way.” 

 

 “Then I’ll look out for you.” 

 

 Click. For someone who hobnobbed with town officials on a regular basis, her people 

skills lacked. Greetings and salutations weren’t Elle’s strong points. Quickly tidying up her desk, 

Eva made sure the store was under control, grabbed the packages of mylars and supplies, then 

had Jen help her load the tank into the back of her Jeep. 

 

 Exactly twenty-five minutes later, she pulled through the open gate and down the narrow, 

gravel entrance of the Skulls’ clubhouse. It was oddly quiet, save for the squeaky, old water 

wheel that still churned, sluicing water from the stream below. No matter what it was now, this 

place gave her a warm feeling knowing how her dad used to stop here after work. Even though 

the MC took it over when she was only eight, they had kept the bar operational and open to the 

public for several years afterwards until it was completely converted to their clubhouse. 

 

There was only one bike present, as well as a black Lincoln Navigator and several 

smaller cars. A young man in a Skulls cut met her as soon as she popped open the back. 

“Oh……hi.” 

 

“Let me get that for ya.” He reached in and scooped up the tank, and Eva noticed the 

‘Prospect’ patch on his back. Since there was no van in sight, this must have been a different 

one. He looked about mid-twenties, with a face which didn’t scream ‘biker’. He looked more 

suited to lead his team to victory on the football field. “Follow me.” 

 

Inside, the clubhouse didn’t look like the den of iniquity it was rumored to be. It was 

pretty much one big, open bar area – complete with a platform stage fitted with a stripper pole. 

 

“Where you wanna set up?” 



 

The young prospect stood there, tank in hand, waiting to do Eva’s bidding. His status 

meant he had to endure the lowest of duties. “Anywhere’s fine.” She immediately got started as 

soon as the prospect set the tank down. There wasn’t much party activity going on save for some 

voices coming from a back area. Elle was nowhere to be seen, and Eva didn’t hold her breath for 

her to come out and greet her. She’d already paid up front, so Eva’s plan was to inflate the 

balloons then get back to the store. 

 

The back noises spilled out to the main area. They wound up belonging to several women 

carrying paper and plastic goods. They looked more suited to swinging around that pole rather 

than setting a table. The big hair, the heavy makeup, the obvious implants and just enough 

clothing to keep them from indecent exposure – Eva knew enough about the MC lifestyle to 

understand what their role was. Her eyes coyly watched them move about, giggling, preening, 

tanned legs in sky-high heels, the cheeks of their asses peeking out from short skirts, and 

wondered which one – if not all – saw as much of Ben as she did. 

 

“You need some help?” 

 

It wasn’t the prospect this time, but a pretty, young woman dressed very unlike the 

others. Jeans, flat boots, floral top and a long, white cardigan. Blonde hair which hadn’t come 

from a bottle was cut into a stylish bob, which was longer by her chin and shorter in the back, 

and her green eyes were expressive and kind. “Actually, yeah.” The faster she got this done the 

faster she could leave. “If you want you can tie the string on as I go along. Under the bags on the 

chair. It’s already pre-cut.” 

 

“Sure, no problem.” She found the string and began to tie off the balloons. “I’m Kelly.” 

 

“Eva.” The small talk made the task pleasant. “Party guest?” 

 

Kelly nodded. “Came to help until Tanner and the guys got back.” 

 

“Tanner is..……?” 

 

“My ol’ man.” 

 

The only ol’ man Kelly seemed old enough to have was her father. And she’d confirmed 

the entire club was out somewhere – probably this mysterious errand Ben alluded to. Little, 

sneakered-feet suddenly scampered past Eva, losing their balance before a pair of tiny hands 

latched onto the skirt of her green dress. In a span of two seconds, she kept the tank from tipping 

over and steadied the small child below her. “Whoa, easy there, kiddo.” 

 

“Louis!” Kelly dropped what she was doing and picked up the little boy, who looked to 

be no more than two. “What did I say about running around daddy’s clubhouse?” The toddler got 

shy at his mother’s scolding, burying his face in her neck. Eva thought it was precious. “Sorry 

about that,” Kelly told her. “He didn’t rip your dress or anything?” 

 



“No, I’m fine. It’s okay.” She then took one of the stringed balloons and tied the other 

end around the child’s wrist. “Hey Louis, think you can keep an eye on this one for me?” Her 

eyes met Kelly’s appreciative ones. “I don’t think Elle will notice one missing.” 

 

Kelly snorted, putting the happy little boy down. “Don’t count on it. How did you meet 

Elle?” 

 

Eva went into a brief explanation. “I’m strictly here on business. So when’s the party 

officially starting?”  

 

“Soon as they get back. It’s small. Just the club. You know, family.” 

 

No, Eva didn’t know as she had no family left, but she certainly understood the pull it 

had with Ben. “So, Tanner’s a member?” 

 

“Yeah. Works at the mill too with one of the other guys – Ben. Or….Big Ben as he’s 

known.” 

 

Eva could take that multiple ways as she inflated another balloon. “Are you married?” 

She then regretted asking that. “I’m sorry. Too personal. Didn’t mean to…..” 

 

“It’s alright.” Kelly began tying string on. “No, we’re not. We’re…..committed. I’m not 

involved with the goings-on here. Tanner keeps the club separate from our home life. We even 

live outside Tippitt.” 

 

Kelly’s situation seemed opposite from Elle’s, who seemed a little more in-the-know. 

Eva guessed there was no gray area with how much a woman knew, and that was most likely at 

the discretion of her man. To Eva, it was opposite ends of the culture spectrum. “Did they go 

far?” She vaguely tried to extract whatever she could, if only to gauge if she’d see Ben or not. 

 

“Out of state – Ohio. That’s all I know really.” 

 

Kelly wasn’t kidding that Tanner kept her out of the loop. Ben had even told her more 

than the father of this woman’s child had told her – and Eva wasn’t officially part of this inner 

circle. Kelly worked her fingers in and out, tying the last string on, then bunching all the balloons 

together. “Done.” 

 

“Thanks. I appreciate the help. You didn’t have to.” 

 

“It was this or…..” she motioned to the scantily clad ladies fussing with their hair, 

adjusting their boobs and trying hard not to break a nail, “that.” 

 

 Giving her an appreciative smile, Eva gathered her things to leave. “Well, thanks again. It 

was nice meeting you.” 

 

 Kelly sighed heavily. “Wish you could stay. Could use someone normal to talk to.” 



 

 Eva doubted this conservatively dressed young mother had anything in common with the 

human blow-up dolls who still hadn’t figured out how to unfold a paper tablecloth. “I have to get 

back to my store. Not to mention I wasn’t on the guest list.” 

 

 With a loud push of a back door, Elle finally showed her face, cell phone to her ear, eyes 

sweeping about until they fell on Eva. “Shit.” She murmured, closing her phone down. “You’re 

still here.” 

 

 It was a statement, not a question. Eva would’ve taken it as rude, except Elle had a look 

which worried her. “I was just about to leave.” 

 

 Elle shook her head. “Stay right where you are.” She then looked around and waved over 

the young prospect who’d carried in the tank. “Outside – now. Shut the gate and wait by it till 

they get back.” She then gave the young man a once over. “You carrying?” He opened his cut to 

expose a gun and holster. Elle approvingly nodded. “Go.” 

 

 Eva watched this unfold, not knowing what the hell was going on; however, the look on 

Kelly’s face was pure terror. “Elle?” Kelly asked. “What’s happening.” 

 

 “Temporary lockdown.” She gave Eva a stern look. “No one’s going anywhere.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 Shit just got real. 

 

 The Skulls anticipated this happening, and it went down as if it were scripted. For the last 

hour, Ben was handcuffed and face down on the pavement no sooner than he, Vic, Aero, Doug 

and Tanner crossed their bikes into Ohio. And for the entire time, no member could even enjoy 

the smug feeling of being one step ahead because it only solidified what they feared – that the 

Santagio family was out to get them. 

 

 When not a stitch of drugs nor weapons were found on them, the Ohio state police had no 

choice but to let them go. Aero was able to get a quick call in to Taz as soon as they were pulled 

over - telling him to do the same and wait. Once the police were gone, it was only a matter of 

time before Emilio found out that the plan to bust the Skulls had gone south. Vic feared possible 

retaliation, via a phone call to Joey in town, and immediately phoned the clubhouse to lock it 

down until they returned. 

 

 The first thing Ben noticed pulling in after the prospect opened the gate was that the truck 

full of drugs made it back ahead of them. The second was a maroon Jeep. Eva’s Jeep. 

 

 What the fuck? 

 

 “Looks familiar.” Despite barely escaping a very long time in orange jumpsuits, Taz’s 

black eyes crinkled with mirth at the sight of the Jeep as Ben backed in. “Could it be?” 



 

 Really, bro? Now?” He loved the guy, but had no concept of timing. He was off his bike 

and following the rest of the guys inside. The aroma of food hit him instantly, and so did a green 

dress wrapped around a five-foot-seven-inch brunette. Eva was holding Tanner’s son, bobbing 

him up and down in her arms as he played with a big balloon tied to his wrist. She appeared 

calm, as opposed to Kelly, who looked a nervous wreck until she saw Tanner.  

 

 As he stared, Vic came over – and so did Elle. “Who’s the chick with Tanner’s kid?” 

 

 Elle cut in before Ben could. “Decorations committee,” she quipped. “Made a house call 

from the card store.” She patted Ben on the shoulder then eyed her husband. “Big Ben can fill in 

the rest.” 

 

 She walked away, leaving the two men. “Card store?” Vic asked. “That her?” 

 

 Aero joined them, looking in their direction and clearly overheard. He had a stupid grin 

on his face. “Different color dress, but the rest looks the same.” 

 

 That grin was wiped off with one, hard look from Ben before the V.P. regarded his 

president. “You want to discuss this now?” 

 

 Vic shook his head. “What? And ruin my ‘surprise’ party?” His humor was laced with 

sarcasm. “Eat. Unwind a bit. Make sure both prospects are on gate duty. Then we go in and place 

the call. No one leaves till then.” 

 

 Nodding, Aero left, but Ben’s eyes never left Eva, who finally noticed him. Vic crossed 

his arms. “She’s going to have questions.” 

 

 “And I’ll answer them best I can,” Ben assured. 

 

 “I trust you will.” 

 

 Ben had never felt fully exonerated after putting a bullet in his sister’s head. He had 

slipped up and told her too much because she was family – family who’d been off his radar for 

almost twenty years. He had more of a read on Eva in only three weeks, but it was no reason not 

to exercise caution in telling her only what he felt she needed to know. Right now, he just wanted 

to go to her, suddenly feeling very protective.  

 

Taz and Aero understood his place with Eva. Tanner had an ol’ lady, Wes was too new to 

dare challenge him and Doug had two club girls already bookending him. Still, a single, 

available woman standing alone in the middle of an MC clubhouse wasn’t a good thing. And 

considering he hadn’t been in touch since sneaking out early two days ago, he wondered if she 

was pissed at him. The thought of that bothered him as he went to her. “Hey.” 

 

 “Hey yourself.” She put the little boy down, who toddled over to his parents. “Sure I’m 

the last person you expected to see here.” 



 

 “Lot of shit happened today we didn’t expect.” Actually, they kind of had. 

 

 She lightly touched his arm. “Ben. What’s going on? I know you can’t tell me a….lot, 

but…..I need to know why I’m being held here against my will.” 

 

 He couldn’t blame her. Even though it was for her safety, her civilian status left her 

ignorant of it. But she wasn’t stupid. Not in the least. He couldn’t dance around this female. It 

was a trait which endeared her to him, and he admired her for. He wanted to put her mind at 

ease, but knew vague details wouldn’t fly. He had to go deeper, but not too much. No names, 

associations or pertinent details. He’d already suffered the consequences of what sharing too 

much information had wrought. Even though comparing his junkie, prodigal sister to Eva was 

unfair, he felt as if he were on thin ice with what the club suffered because of his slipup. But he 

was falling in love with this woman and wanted, no….needed to be able to trust her if their lives 

were going to be entwined. 

 

 Ben had a big decision to make, silently praying he wouldn’t make the same mistake 

twice. “Follow me, darlin’. Let’s talk.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 The back area of the old Water Rock had been completely remodeled. Though this was 

the first time Eva was officially in there, she didn’t think bars sported bedrooms in the back. This 

was obviously where Ben lived after he patched in – another roof over his head which wasn’t a 

true home. The room he ushered her into was simple, clean and neat – pretty much what she’d 

expect from someone who hated clutter. There was a double bed, bureau, nightstand, lamp and a 

comfy easy chair. Nothing much was on the walls save for a few Harley/girlie posters. “Sorry 

you had to be here when this happened.” 

 

 She sat in the chair while he took the edge of the bed. “I’m guessing whatever ‘this’ is, 

it’s pretty bad to be locked down.” Eva knew what lockdowns meant during a school shooting or 

prison riots – pretty much to keep everyone inside from getting out – or vice versa - except those 

authorized. 

 

 “You ain’t naïve, Eva. Which is why I can’t give you half-ass answers.” She braced 

herself, watching him collect his thoughts. “We anticipated trouble. And we got it. Don’t know 

the extent of it yet.” He got up and began to pace. Stopping in front of a window, he braced his 

hands on either side. “Club’s been in this town since the late eighties. No one understood why a 

bunch of bikers wanted to make a home in Tippitt. But it was a prime place to hide in plain 

sight.” 

 Eva knew she had to fashion her questions carefully. “Hide from what?” 

 

 “Not ‘hide’ literally, darlin’. Just a way to appear like a bunch of guys who worked 

regular jobs and rode.” 

 

 “But you did more than that.” 



 

 He nodded. “Original president made a deal with a…..family long ago to do some work 

for them. Started out with small jobs of a nature best not discussed. Was a way to build trust. But 

it was a stepping stone to the bigger picture. Which meant bigger money.” 

 

 “Doing…..what?” she cautiously asked. 

 

 “Transporting.” 

 

 Ben was right about one thing – she wasn’t naïve. Some code words were just too 

obvious. “By ‘family’ do you mean…..mafia?” 

 

 He didn’t answer – instead, swung his head over to look at her. “What do you think?”  

 

 Okay, way to agree without coming out and saying so. She went further. “And does this 

‘transporting’ include drugs?” 

 

 This time he didn’t say anything, just simply stared at her. Which was pretty much a yes. 

She sat back in the chair. “Jesus, Ben. You mean like cocaine and….?” 

 

 “No.” His voice was adamant and stern as he walked over to her. “Not coke. Not heroin. 

Not meth. None of that shit, Eva.” He sat on the corner of the bed, leaning over so that he was 

close to her knees. “Black market narcotics. Painkillers. Antidepressants. Psychotropic stuff. 

Ain’t justifying it’s any better, but it’s the lesser of the evils. And the demand for this shit is 

high.” He leaned forward and placed his hands on her knees. “We don’t make, deal or sell. We 

move it out – that’s it. But if we get caught with it on us, it’s bad news, darlin’.” 

 

 Two wrongs didn’t make a right, however Eva found some relief in the fact that the 

club’s drug involvement was to march it out of town. “Is that what happened today – you got 

caught?” 

 

 He shook his head and actually smiled. “Wouldn’t be sitting here if we did. But we 

anticipated it.” He sat back, looking unsure on what to say next. “Things changed recently. 

This…..family has a new boss who wants out, even though his predecessor and ours had an 

unspoken ‘grandfather’ agreement. So in order to find a legit reason, we believe they staged a hit 

on the warehouse we were storing the drugs until transport. Was to make us look like we were 

incompetent and could no longer be trusted. Fortunately, we found out and intervened.” Elbows 

on knees, he cradled his head in his hands. “Was over a month ago. It was…..bad, Eva. They 

knew we were coming. Someone on the…..inside leaked it. They met us with sawed-off 

shotguns. Killed two members.” 

 

 Eva clutched the arm of the chair as Ben divulged details of the dangerous and violent 

life he’d been living. She hadn’t heard about any shootout, which meant the club wasn’t just pros 

at hiding in plain sight, but did it quietly. This man she’d let into her home, her bed, who fawned 

over her house, who opened up about his past had just gotten more real to her. The first reaction 

should have been to walk away as soon as this lockdown was over and never look back. But she 



couldn’t move, even if she’d had permission. She was oddly attached to this man, whom she’d 

admitted earlier she was falling for. “Ben. I’m so sorry.” 

 

 Again, Ben got up and walked to the window, his countenance a bit more serious. “We 

put some puzzle pieces together which led us to believe this family set us up. And it’s only a 

matter of time before they figure out we’re onto them.” 

 

 “What’ll happen?” 

 

 He shrugged. “Retaliation, perhaps. Question is when and where. Only thing we can do is 

wait it out. Got a call into them in a little while – we’ll take it from there.” He turned to look at 

her. “I said I’d tell you what you needed to know, Eva. Wound up telling you more than that.” 

 

 “Why did you?” 

 

 “Like I said, you’re not stupid. Plus with this family having a member working across the 

way in Ticker, I want you to be aware of your surroundings. Keep eyes and ears open. The mill 

got us to do the event prep in the plaza so we’ll be there pretty much every day for a couple of 

weeks. I doubt they’d try anything in public – this family don’t work that way. But our presence 

will be a benefit.” 

 

 Eva digested every single word. She thought knowing more would help her understand 

Ben’s life. And it did, which was a grave opposite from hers. But he wouldn’t do this if he didn’t 

trust her, and for that she felt the connection between them close even further. “I understand, 

Ben.” 

 

 “Hope so, darlin’.” He went back over to her, stood her up and tilted her face back. 

“That……leak was discovered and dealt with. I meant what I said, Eva - I draw the line at 

betrayal. What’s said here stays here. Don’t make me regret it.” 

 

 Even those sensual amber eyes of his couldn’t warm the chill which ran up her spine. 

Now wasn’t the time to ask how snitches were dealt with. She didn’t have to. This man who 

showed vulnerability and gentleness also carried a gun. They all did. Even the prospects. Her 

safe world had just collided with one she’d been sucked into almost a month ago on a dark, 

twisting mountainside road. The conditions under which they’d met were somehow a prelude of 

what was to come. Along the way, she’d earned precious trust she would not squander. “You 

have my word.” 

 

 His mouth captured hers, and she thought the skin would melt off her bones. It wasn’t a 

kiss, but a sealing of an unspoken deal between them. Telling her all this had just elevated her to 

a different level in his life.  

 

 “I want more than that from you, Eva.” He hotly breathed those words into her mouth. 

“This changes the playing field. It ain’t casual anymore between you and me. You thinking of 

pushing me away after what I just shared with you, you better think again, darlin’.” 

 



 He didn’t give her time to respond, instead kissed her again as if everything depended on 

her. For years she’d controlled her own life, made her own choices. Now the most important one 

was being made by a man who was stealing the very breath from her.  

 

 And she was letting him. Because he trusted her. Because of that night which had 

entwined their lives. Because they were in deep. 

 

 Because she was falling in love with him. 

 

 

 

  



Chapter Eighteen 

 

 Two weeks passed, and so did the month of October. The evening temperatures began to 

dip, making that pile of wood Ben had chopped a Godsend. On the last day of the month, Eva 

had huddled herself under a crocheted blanket on the couch with a blazing fire and some 

mindless reality show while he manned the door, passing out candy to the neighborhood 

hooligans.  

 

The day before the club had done their annual Halloween ride for all of Hancock County 

– dressing up and riding to local hospitals and low-income neighborhoods passing out candy, 

pumpkins, toys and unisex costumes to sick and poor children. Doug had his standard clown 

costume, which made him look like a creepy pedophile; Tanner was Batman; Aero donned his 

Air Force uniform; Taz dressed in black, carried a plastic pitchfork and not needing much else 

and Wes was a Jedi, complete with a lightsaber. Ben went for the lumberjack/scarecrow look. 

Vic was the only stick in the mud – too curmudgeonly to play along. 

 

 Things were progressing between him and Eva, yet Ben still felt a bit of resistance on her 

part. He chalked it up to her being a little freaked over what had happened. The phone call the 

club placed to Emilio two Saturdays ago had gone well – a little too well for their liking. Silence 

wasn’t always golden, and the club took Emilio’s agreeability to postpone attempting another 

transport with a grain of salt. Of course when Emilio pressed for the whereabouts of the 

narcotics, the club was vague in stating they were ‘safe and secure.’ Still, this was a quarter 

million in black market ‘scripts Emilio was out of pocket for until they got on the street. And the 

club was holding them hostage. Two weeks of quiet didn’t mean the Santagios were sitting back 

waiting. 

 

 They were no doubt planning. 

 

 Now with entry into November, and Thanksgiving three weeks away, the push to get 

Tippitt-Over-Two Plaza ready for the Shop Small, Save Big event was underway. Club members, 

as well as some of Owens’ employees, worked from nine until the sun and temperature went 

down building signage, platforms, displays and a tented pavilion for shoppers to have shielded 

respite while enjoying lunch during the still-mild days. 

 

 Merrill had a coffee table set up on the sidewalk in front of Tippitt ‘N Sip It, and Janice 

Morrell supplied hard rolls with butter, pastries and donuts from the bakery for the hard-working 

men. It was almost noon on a Friday, and Ben still needed to get to the mill to get a late 

afternoon shift in. With so much labor being expended for this event, he and Tanner were pulling 

double shifts at the mill to stay on track. His and Eva’s days consisted of her up and out before 

he woke and him falling into an exhausted heap beside her around eleven at night. But the plaza 

construction gave them time to see each other during the day.  



 

 He’d just finished hammering together the base for a platform with Taz when he checked 

the time. “Gotta head inside and wash up, then get to the mill.” 

 

 Taz looked towards the card shop where Cyndi was peering out the window. “Tell that 

sweet young thing I said hi.” 

 

 Ben smacked him in the arm. “Young is right. Didn’t you frighten enough children on 

Halloween?” 

 

 “Ouch.” Taz feigned offense, putting a hand on his chest. “That hurt, bro.” 

 

 Ben went around the back of Eva’s section and knocked on the double doors. She let him 

in, looking exhausted and frazzled. “You okay, darlin’?” 

 

 “Fine, just…….frazzled. I’m hiding back here because of all the commotion outside. Got 

a splitting headache.” 

 

Her desk was a mess – orders, planning, samples. She had finally put away the stuff 

stacked at home on her kitchen floor and had unpacked the rest of the boxes, knowing how much 

the mess made him itch, but it seemed to spill over here. She’d taken on the task of being the 

point person for her section, and Ben wondered if she was juggling too much. He washed up in 

the store’s bathroom, then came back out to kiss her. “Heading to the mill. Not sure when I’ll be 

done.” 

 

“Okay.” 

 

She didn’t ask too many questions, and he wasn’t sure if she was being compliant or 

pulling herself into a shell. He suddenly second-guessed himself about telling her what little he 

could. “Eva?” His fingers massaged the back of her head while his thumb massaged her cheek. 

 

“Yeah?” 

 

What? What was he going to say? I love you? It was on the tip of his tongue, but her 

mental distance held him back. Again, he just chalked it up to her being overstressed. “Relax.” It 

was the safest thing he could say right now, before he kissed her forehead and left. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 “Eva. Someone’s out here looking for you. Some guy.” 



 

 With everything going out front, she had no idea who it could be and was too stressed to 

deal with anything but what was in front of her. Getting up from her desk, she walked out to the 

interior of the store and halted by the sympathy card section. There was some strange irony to 

that. “William.” 

 

 He hadn’t changed one bit. Stylish haircut, expensive suit, designer watch and the faintest 

hint of Calvin Klein cologne. “Hi, Eva. I was in the area and saw all the commotion outside, then 

remembered this is where you moved the store. Hope it’s okay, popping in like this.” 

 

 What was she going to say? It was a public establishment. “It’s fine. How are you?” 

 

 He nodded. “Good. Real good.” Eva could tell it wasn’t a polite reply. He actually did 

look good. Content, was more like it. “You look great. You always did.” He motioned up and 

down. “I remember that dress.” 

 

 Again, with the irony. It was the same black and white print dress she’d had on the night 

she’d almost slammed into Ben. “You said you were in the area?”  

 

 “Heading back up from Ruby Memorial. My dad had a mild heart attack.” 

 

 Her stomach clenched, bringing back that all-too familiar memory. “William, I’m sorry. 

Is he…..? 

 

 “He’s fine. Like I said, it was mild. Had a de-fib put in and has to watch his stress levels. 

Been having palpitations since March, but being the stubborn bastard he is, ignored them. He 

should be home end of week. So….what’s going on here?” 

 

 “Commerce push the town’s sponsoring. To help small businesses……” 

 

 “I’m getting married.” 

 

 Just like that, he blurted it out. “Uh……oh.” She was caught off guard, not sure what to 

say. In that pause she realized that was the real reason he’d come by. Maybe it was his way of 

letting her know he was okay. Or, maybe he wanted to see the look on her face when he told her. 

“William, that’s……great news. Congratulations.” She meant it. She really did. So why did she 

suddenly feel empty? 

 



 “Thanks. My dad’s cardiologist – it’s his daughter. She runs his office. Had to bring him 

to his first appointment because he was having some pains and I didn’t want him to drive. That’s 

how we met. We’re getting married New Year’s Eve at her parents’ club.” 

 

 Eva was really happy for him, not feeling an ounce of regret or jealousy, but an 

unexplainable sadness pierced her inside. “That sounds wonderful, William. You look……in 

love.” 

 

 “I am.” He cast his eyes down then slowly looked back up at her. “And she loves me.” 

 

 There it was. That hurt for which she was the culprit. But she wasn’t going to grovel or 

beg him to forgive her for doing what she’d felt was right for herself at the time. “You deserve 

someone who loves you. I mean that.” 

 

 He looked around uncomfortably. There were people in the store, and Cyndi was posted 

at the register, watching the two of them closely. “Hope you’re able to do the same someday, 

Eva. That whatever it is you gave up letting someone in for was worth it.” 

 

 There was the reason for that pang she was feeling. She’d thought it was easier to not get 

close, to distance herself from the possibility of it, rather than hurt someone’s feelings just like 

she had William’s, or get hurt herself by having yet another person she cared about leave her. It 

was the easy way out. The coward’s way out. William meeting someone so soon, falling in love 

and getting married, wasn’t about getting over her quickly, but that he was willing to take a 

chance at finding love rather than curling into a fetal position whimpering ‘why me?’ 

 

All this time Eva had thought she was being strong, going it alone with a house and a 

business. She’d blamed her mother for walking out, her father for dying, her friend for moving 

away – using them as weak excuses not to get close. It made her wonder what she expected from 

this next step with Ben. She was falling for him, but that internal wall hadn’t fully fallen yet. 

He’d made it clear not to push him away, but that didn’t mean he still couldn’t call it quits. 

 

“I’m content, William. And I wish you and your fiancée the best.” 

 

He seemed satisfied by her answer, and he went for the door. “Well, I better get going. 

You’re busy here.” 

 

“I’ll see you out.” 

 



Once outside on the plaza sidewalk, she stood on the curb as he stepped off it, the sound 

of construction and the rush of people about the lot buzzing in front of him. He stepped forward, 

held her arm, then placed a kiss on her cheek. “Goodbye, Eva.” 

 

It was innocent, nonthreatening, and, to William, a way of closing his door on the 

situation. “Goodbye William. Good luck.” 

 

She stood there until he got into his silver Infiniti and pulled out, giving one last wave. 

 

“My mom’s bringin’ over sandwiches for lunch. Want one, Eva?” 

 

Taz had come up behind her, pulling his work gloves off. He was looking in the direction 

of William’s departing car. Figures the nosiest body of the club saw that unfold. “No thanks. 

Cyndi’s heading over to Clarks in a bit.” 

 

His black eyes twinkled, the piercings in both brows moving up and down as he wiggled 

them. “She’s cute.” 

 

“She’s twenty-two.” 

 

“Ain’t that legal?” 

 

“And still a bit immature,” Eva sternly added. 

 

“You okay?” He wasn’t joking anymore, those eyes of his still in the direction where 

William’s Infiniti pulled out.  

 

“I’m fine.” She wasn’t going to tell him anything he could blab. Not only had nothing 

dramatic happened, it wasn’t his business anyway. “Just an old friend sharing some good news.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 The pounding in her head from too much noise and coffee made finally getting home a 

joy. Sliding her key into the front door, Eva felt instant comfort from the lingering scent of 

finished floors and paint. It was so quiet she barely heard another set of jingling keys. 

 

“Hey, darlin’.” 

 

She jumped, hand to chest, and she felt her beating heart. Ben was sitting in what was 

now his favorite chair, the first place they’d fucked, which remained repositioned in front of the 



fireplace. He was fully dressed down to his work shirt, cut and riding gloves. “Jesus, you scared 

me. Where’s your bike?” 

 

“Back patio. Not much street parking and didn’t want to take up your driveway. Like it 

better back there anyway.” 

 

Her heart calmed at the unexpected sight of him. “Thought you were going to be late.” 

 

He stood up and went over to her. “Finished up early and headed over.” He then bent 

down to kiss her. Her lips tingled under the brush of his beard. He straightened up, rubbing her 

cheek with a leather-covered knuckle. “Still stressed?” 

 

“No, I’m fine. You just….startled me. All that noise from the plaza’s still in my head. 

I’m going up change. You hungry?” 

 

“Famished.” 

 

Pulling away, she tugged at his cut. “Take this and your work shirt off – get comfy.” She 

started up the stairs. “Be right down.” 

 

Heading to the bathroom, she quickly washed up, then headed to her room. Unbuttoning 

the front of her dress, she pushed the half-open door, only to get startled again. “Ben.” Still fully 

dressed, he was sitting on the edge of the bed, leaning back on his elbows, legs stretched out 

long, booted feet crossed at the ankles. “What?” 

 

“How was your day, Eva?” 

 

Okay, he was acting…..weird, so much so that she clutched the opening of her dress 

where it was unbuttoned, even though this man had seen every stark, naked inch of her. “I’ll tell 

you over dinner.” She ignored his strange behavior and went to open her drawers, hoping he’d 

get the hint. Having him know what she looked like without a stitch didn’t mean she wanted to 

get changed with an audience. But he didn’t budge. “Ben?” 

 

“Yeah, darlin’?” His tone was cool. 

 

“I want to get changed.” 

 

“Ain’t stopping you.” 

 

“Can I have some privacy, please?” 



 

He sat forward. “Why? Got something to hide from me?” 

 

“That’s not the point. I’ve been surrounded by madness and people all day. I just need a 

moment.” Why the heck did she have to spell this out to him? 

 

“Yeah, I bet. People. Lots of people.  

 

She was tired of the game, or whatever the hell this was. “Ben, what……” 

 

“Who was he, Eva?”  

 

He cut her off, that cool tone even more chill. Now she knew the reason for this behavior 

– and the obvious culprit behind it. “Let me guess – Taz?” 

 

“Told you he had a big mouth.” 

 

“It’s not what you think.” 

 

“Then make me think differently.” 

 

She wanted to be pissed off by his actions, by the insinuations which simmered at the 

edge of his words. And he didn’t come across as the type of guy who’d jump to conclusions 

without facts – which is what he was going to get. “Fine,” she leaned one hand on her open 

drawer, the other on her hip. “It was my ex - William. Came to tell me he was getting married.” 

 

“And you kissed him for luck?” 

 

“He kissed me on the cheek – goodbye. If Taz is going to gossip, he needs to get his story 

straight.” 

 

“I don’t care if he kissed the hood of your car, Eva. That happened, in the plaza where 

half the club was working – and saw.” 

 

Now she was getting pissed. “Then they saw that nothing happened. He showed up, 

probably to show me he moved on, I congratulated him, told him I was happy for him, walked 

him out, he kissed me goodbye – for good – and left.” 

 

He still sat on the edge of the bed, staring at her, his face poker straight. She couldn’t tell 

what he was thinking or how he’d react. “Two questions, Eva?” 



 

“Go ahead?” 

 

“Would you have told me on your own?” 

 

“Maybe.” 

 

His brow went up. “Maybe?” 

 

“If the subject of him came up, I would’ve done a, ‘oh, speaking of my ex, you know, the 

one I broke up with, he came by back when to tell me he was getting married’. I have nothing to 

hide - just didn’t consider it such big news to run and tell you about.” 

 

He thought on that, looking somewhat satisfied, though his eyes were outlining the 

position of her body, especially where her hip thrust out. “Fine. Give you that. Question two.” 

 

“Go ahead.” 

 

“How do you feel about it?” 

 

Wasn’t he listening? “I…..don’t. Ben, I broke up with him. I wasn’t in love with him and 

didn’t think I ever could be.” 

 

“No, Eva. You pushed him away before you could even find out. That’s what you told 

me you do. Push people away who get too close.” 

 

“And you told me you avoid attachment. Yet, here we are. How are we so different?” 

 

“I wasn’t kissing an ex-girlfriend in front of the entire town.” 

 

She huffed - hard. “It wasn’t like that and you know it. You yourself said Taz is a big 

gossip. You going to believe him over me?” 

 

“You mean,” he folded his arms, “believe a brother who’d take a bullet for me over a 

woman I’ve known for six weeks?” 

 

If he’d punched her in the gut it would’ve been kinder. She backed away towards the 

door. “You son of a bitch.” 

 



“Been called worse, darlin’. Now answer my question. How do you feel about your ex 

getting married? About him getting over you breaking his heart and finding someone who 

wouldn’t push him away?” 

 

“I don’t care.” She hadn’t meant to shout that, but she thought it would convince herself. 

“I’m over him. There’s nothing. Absolutely nothing!” 

 

He didn’t seem fazed by her outburst. As a matter of fact, he was the picture of calm, 

which incensed her even more. “I don’t believe it, Eva.” 

 

She was done fighting him. This was crazy. “I don’t know what to tell you, Ben.” 

 

“I do.” He got up and went to her drawer. “Convince me you’re over him.” 

 

She had no idea what he had in mind, but at this point, she just wanted a peaceful 

evening. “How?” 

 

Reaching into her drawer, he pulled out the red thong. “Take your panties off.” 

 

She paused a beat to digest his ludicrous request. “Excuse me?” 

 

“You heard me, Eva. Reach up under your dress and take your panties off.” 

 

She wanted to tell him and his absurd request to go to hell. But there was a glint in those 

amber eyes of his which caused a chill up her spine. He was serious. Dead serious. Slowly, she 

fisted the skirt of her dress up. “Ben, what’re you doing?” 

 

“It’s what you’re doing, Eva. Making me believe you.” 

 

Her fingers hooked under the leg of her panties, and she pulled them down enough under 

her dress that they slid down to the tops of her boots. She lifted one foot then another to remove 

them. He then handed over the red thong. “Put it on.” 

 

“Ben……” 

 

“No questions, Eva. Do it.” 

 

His voice wasn’t demanding, but rather calm…..soothing. Dangerous. She had no idea 

what he was up to, but that placid exterior unnerved her. She took the thong and put it on, careful 

not to let the heel of her boots snag the delicate fabric. The skirt of her dress kept her covered the 



entire time, but Ben wasn’t looking anywhere except into her eyes the entire time. “Fine. They’re 

on.” 

 

He went to her. Gloved hands as soft as butter framed her face as he took her mouth, 

devouring the very taste of her. She forgot about what had just transpired as everything about his 

presence consumed her at that moment. His scent, the rush of breath exhaled from his nostrils, 

the soft flannel of his work shirt, warm denim through the thin material of her dress, the pure, 

raw smell of sex and lust which seemed to ooze out of his pores.  

 

Her hands slid up to his head, fingers grazing the prickly, shaved area over his ears until 

they reached the nub of a ponytail at the back of his head. She wanted to pull the elastic out and 

run her fingers through that dark-blonde mass. But instead, she pulled on it – hard, the ecstasy of 

the moment coursing through her like a rushing wind. 

 

Gripping her shoulders, he pushed her away. “That how you want it, Eva? A little 

rough?” He didn’t give her time to answer, instead sharply spun her around and shoved her up 

against the wall. Eva’s hands came up to clutch the wall, her cheek pressed flat against the 

painted plaster. She should have been scared. She should have screamed and hoped Mrs. 

Bachman was within earshot and called the police. But none of that went through her mind 

except the realization that she was sickly turned on. 

 

Keeping her upper body forward, he kicked her legs back, spreading them slightly before 

he yanked her dress up. “Fuck, your ass looks good in this.” She felt leather-covered fingers trail 

up back of her thighs up to where they met her ass. He grabbed her exposed flesh, barely covered 

by the strip of material. “I bet William thought so too, huh? Ain’t that why he bought these? 

Hmm, darlin’?” The palm of his hand wildly caressed her ass as he taunted her, the entire 

scenario driving her so insane with desire she actually felt the wetness seep out of her. “Answer 

me, Eva. Did you wear these for him?” 

 

Her voice caught in her throat, the haze of lust constricting her ability to speak. All she 

could do was nod and choke out. “Once.” 

 

“Yeah?” Still, he continued to run his hand over her ass, kneading, tickling, teasing. The 

feel of his gloved fingers against her bare bottom was too much to bear. “You leave them on 

when he fucked you?” 

 

“Ben.” She found her voice. All her senses were shut down save for touch. And smell. 

She could smell the pheromones surrounding them. “Why’re you doing this…….?”The flat of 

his hand smacked her bare ass. “Ben! What the…..?” 

 



Another slap on the same cheek, followed by one on the other. “Answer the question, 

Eva.” He then gave the light sting between her legs. “Did you leave them on when he fucked 

you?” 

 

Eva was panting, too far beyond aroused to barely comprehend the fact that Ben was 

spanking her. And she was…..liking it. Holy fucking shit she was getting even wetter. She 

wanted to answer him, knew better than to not to, but if it meant feeling his gloved hand across 

her ass, to feel that exquisite sensation of pleasurable pain, to have him spank her in between, 

sending the vibration right to her clit, she’d hold off. “I’m not…..” she caught her breath, “I’m 

not telling you that.” 

 

Smack! Another, in the same tantalizing spot, causing her to wriggle and squirm, jutting 

her ass out farther, begging for more. “You hot little bitch,” he hissed. “You’re getting off on 

this, aren’t you? You like that? You want more?” 

 

“Ben!” It was a scream which echoed around her room. 

 

“Fuck, Eva!”  

 

Again and again, he spanked her. Not to hurt, but to sting. To tantalize. To turn her into a 

shameless mess. With each contact of his hand, she bucked like a wild animal, offering more of 

herself without any thought of humiliation. All Eva knew was that she was close to coming from 

being spanked. “Ben! Ben! Ben!! OH MY GOD, BEN!!” 

 

She came like a tidal wave, feeling liquid release practically pour out of her, her arms 

tight and throbbing from bracing the wall. She’d barely come down from the sensation when Ben 

pressed the side of his head against hers, yanking a glove off with his teeth. His bare fingers went 

between her legs, inspecting the wisp of material which barely covered her. “You fucking soaked 

right through, darlin’.” Those fingers pulled the material aside before he plunged two deep inside 

her drenched, tight pussy. In and out he fucked her with his hand as Eva’s legs barely held her up 

after that bone-shattering orgasm. “Did you, Eva?” he seethed into her ear. “Did you fuck him 

with these on?” 

 

“Yes!” She gasped it out, not knowing what the consequences would be. Not even caring 

at this point. “Only once.” 

 

And then she felt his fingers slip out, pull the material hugging her hips and rip it in half, 

separating it into two pieces. He took the waistband grazing her lower back and slowly peeled it 

down, feeling the cool air of the room on her pussy as he fully exposed her. But only for a 

second as his hand covered her, rubbing her slippery, pink folds. “Then I ain’t.” It was as much 



of a warning as it was a statement. Then she found herself being straightened up, flattened 

against the wall as he slid down behind her until his cock met the space between her legs. 

Kicking them apart, he pulled up, sinking himself deep inside. He was hard, deep and deliciously 

bare, thanks to a recent doctor’s appointment to re-start the pill.  

 

Eva thought she’d die from the mind-spinning sensation. “Ben! Jesus Christ, Ben!” 

 

Keeping her flat against the wall, he controlled the pace by moving up and down. The 

feel of his fully clothed body, the denim, the soft leather, the cool snaps sent a whirlwind of 

sensations through her. “You got any idea how fucking good you feel, Eva?” 

 

No – all she felt was him, filling her, digging deep to her very core, making whatever had 

happened prior to walking into this room null and void. He wanted to exorcise the memory of her 

ex, which was only alive in the form of that red thong. Punishing her ass while she wore it then 

violently ripping it off before fucking her was his testosterone-filled way of doing that. 

 

And a silent way to claim her body as his. 

 

She muffled her own scream of pleasure against the wall as he came hard, his cock 

twitching inside her in the process. Their pounding hearts, their heavy panting, the sheen of 

sweat covering her forehead and upper lip, the coming down process was like a peaceful sunrise 

after a satisfying night’s sleep. Slowly he pulled out, clamping her legs together as he bent down 

to pick up the torn thong. “Use this,” he said, then picked up her cheekies. “I like these better 

anyway.” 

 

“Way to make your point,” she said, quickly wiping herself. 

 

He pulled up his boxers and jeans, then nuzzled her neck from behind. “Didn’t seem to 

mind, darlin’. In fact,” his hand caressed her ass through her dress, “you really got into it.” That 

was just my hand.” His lips found her ear, his breath hot and tingly. “Imagine what my tongue 

can do.” 

  



Chapter Nineteen 

 

“Sit down, gentlemen. Quiet time’s over.” Vic wasn’t an impatient man by nature, but his 

orneriness elevated a notch or two when his hackles went up. And that usually happened when 

his wife had to drag him to some town ass-kiss-fest or when trouble circled his club like a 

vulture. Right now, he’d much prefer putting on a tux and kissing the first selectman’s ring than 

this.  

 

Ben knew that look and it wasn’t good. “Chatter, pres?” 

 

Vic nodded, then swept a hand down to Wes. “You’re on, brother.” 

 

The young intel officer perked up on the edge of his chair, having the ear of every man 

around the table. “Been teamin’ up with the other charter IOs last two weeks. Had some feelers 

out, ears to the ground, cells bein’ monitored. Just like the last two weeks – been quiet. Except 

yesterday. Lot of outgoin’ calls on Joey Perrone’s cell – especially to his uncle. Was able to lift 

Uncle Emie’s number, traced about five calls made to here.” Wes spun his laptop around 

showin’ the number pointing to a location via a satellite monitoring system he’d broken through. 

“Uniontown, Penn. Google Earth shows a botanical place – Giordano’s Flowers. Owner – Paulie 

Giordano. Did a little family tree climbin’ and guess who’s at the top?” 

 

Doug snorted. “No brainer – Emilio Santagio.” Doug would know the answer to 

something that didn’t require brains, Ben thought to himself. 

  

“Connection?” Aero asked. 

 

Wes cleared his throat. “Remember that last run we did in August when they wanted us 

to meet them at the Penn border? Reason because they were rendezvousin’ with someone in 

Uniontown for a… ‘delivery’? Remember the truck that was there?” 

 

August seemed so long ago, but Ben’s mind was sharp. “It was a flower truck.” 

 

“A Giordano’s Flower truck,” Wes emphasized, turning the laptop back. “One of the 

other IOs got a fix on activity there the last week. Couple of suspicious night deliveries out – and 

I’m guessin’ they ain’t flowers. Did a search on Paulie. Didn’t have to look too far – the guy’s 

got charges up the ying-yang……..includin’,” Wes worked his fingers then spun the laptop 

around again, “gun runnin’.” 

 

Taz played with his pointy black beard. “You think those deliveries in are guns?” 

 



“I think these night deliveries out are. Paulie was drivin’. The other IO locked onto his 

cell as a GPS. Guess where the destination was?” 

 

“Please don’t say here in Tippitt,” Aero groaned. 

 

“Close enough. Angelina’s Trattoria in Westover.” 

 

“Emilio’s restaurant,” Tanner stated. “If he’s havin’ guns delivered there – in-state….?” 

 

“He’s arming up,” Ben cut in, then looked to Vic. “Which means he’s anticipating a 

war.” 

 

“Or plannin’ to start one,” Doug added. The SAA shook his head then looked at Vic. 

“They come into Tippitt with that kind of firepower which we can’t match…..” 

 

“That ain’t for us.” Ben spoke confidently and calmly. “Not the brunt of it. My guess, 

Emilio’s future plans made it to the table he’s planning to swipe it from.” 

 

Vic sat back heavy in his chair. “The Caprese family.” 

 

Ben nodded. “Remember what Emilio said when we met – about ready to come after Don 

Carmine’s son, Adamo, ‘guns blazing’?” 

 

Wes furiously worked the mouse pad to call up a number of news sites. “No report of 

Carmine’s death. Emilio said he wouldn’t fully dive in until the ol’ man died. By then Adamo 

Caprese would’ve realized Emilio took over the heroin pipeline and wouldn’t have his ol’ man’s 

clout to take it back. Unless…..” 

 

“…..unless the Capreses got word of Emilio’s plan via his big mouth and are planning a 

counterattack,” Aero said. 

 

“But that’s their beef,” Tanner spoke up. “I don’t care what they do to each other. What 

does this mean for us? We can’t ignore the possibility of Emilio makin’ a pit stop here first to 

turn Tippitt upside down lookin’ for those narcotics. And we can’t just hand them over and risk 

another set up.” 

 

“Tanner’s right,” Ben said. “We ain’t that level of outlaw that we can take on a family 

bold enough to muscle out the biggest one on the east coast. We’ve got three other charters in 

this state – that’s it. Yeah, these guys’ll answer the call, but the last thing we need is a bloodbath 

and more dead brothers.” 



 

Vic had that look as if he was too old for this shit. He and the Skulls enjoyed the comfort 

of a nice little setup established back in the eighties without a bump in the road. Now that 

comfort zone had a huge pothole in it. “I want any tracking, tracing, whatever between cells, 

GPS watched like a hawk. If anyone takes a dump, I want to know about it. I want twenty-

four/seven armed security on this place and the gate closed and locked at all times. If the 

Santagios plan on paying us an unexpected visit, we need heads up.” 

 

“Then what?” Doug asked. “How we gonna fight ‘em if a fight is what they’re bringin’?” 

 

The shit that had gotten real two Saturdays ago had just gotten more so, Ben thought to 

himself. He’d made himself a fixture in Eva’s life, made it be known there was no turning back 

for her. With the shit now swirling around Tippitt like an invisible predator, he needed to be sure 

she knew her place – and that was with him. He’d let her dally long enough these past few 

weeks, letting her plan her event, select paint colors and pretend it was all going to go away 

soon. It wasn’t. Not yet. Not until the club knew for sure. Which meant he needed her complete 

and unconditional trust in him. And…..love. Yeah, that was right. He loved the little blue-eyed 

minx and she was just going to have to deal with it. Accept it. 

 

Not push him away. 

 

Rubbing his frustrated brow, Vic thought a bit then turned to Aero. “Get the other three 

charters on the phone. Set up a conference call,” he looked down at Wes, “secure land line. We 

all need to discuss this – ASAP. Tonight if possible, so keep your schedules clear, boys.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 For someone who didn’t like a mess, Ben sure made one heck of a one in the kitchen. 

 

 True to his vision, he had brought Eva countertop samples, hardwood samples, 

backsplash samples, hardware samples and wood grain samples for the butcher block. As if she 

wasn’t inundated enough at the store with samples of every single tchotchke item a potential 

brought by for her to consider selling. Geez, was she starting to adopt Ben’s minimalistic quirks? 

 

 With the store in Marie’s capable hands today and Jen able to remote Eva’s laptop in, 

she’d decided to work from home today. But instead, she’d decided to take a breather from all 

the plaza event stuff and give some much needed attention to her house. Her first job was to get 

the upper cabinets painted and new hardware installed before she decided on the countertops. 

She and Ben had enough on their plates, but this was a cathartic break from the reality outside 



their door. And he seemed to be into it more than she, a testament to his never having had a ‘real’ 

home. 

 

 She decided on a soft cream to keep it neutral and bronze-finish hardware before getting 

a chicken roaster into the oven. She and Ben had been like two ships passing in the night the last 

week between work and the club, but she wanted to have something ready to eat when he got in. 

She was beginning to find cooking therapeutic as well. 

 

 The familiar sound of a Harley pulling up on the side of the house signaled Ben was 

home. Had she really just referred to her Victorian as his ‘home’? He practically lived here and 

was going full blast into commencing her kitchen reno. But…..this was her house. Her choice. 

Her plan. Was she really falling into a co-habitative routine without realizing it? Yes, she loved 

him. No, they hadn’t declared it to each other. It was like the last piece of this convoluted puzzle 

of a relationship they had. Holding that one piece back was like a shred of control each was 

clinging to. 

 

 The sound of tires softly rolling onto the back patio made her smile. Ben preferred his 

bike in the back yard as opposed to the street or the driveway. It was like he didn’t want to claim 

any additional personal space he’d already invaded. But she didn’t think of it as that. She was 

slowly beginning to fall into this spontaneous routine and……liking it, despite the unknown 

which hovered around them. 

 

 She opened up the slider to meet him as he parked his bike and swung off. Without even 

noticing her, he walked over to the wood pile and began to gather several big logs in his arms. 

He then pulled his weary form up the deck stairs. He looked…….worn out. Beaten. Not 

physically. Not ever. He was too rock solid of a man for anything to dent him. “Hey. Don’t 

worry about the fireplace…..” 

 

 “Gonna be cold tonight, Eva.” 

 

 Even his voice was heavy with fatigue. He wasn’t a man to be deterred once he set his 

mind to something, and he had a fondness for the fireplace. She put a hand on his back. “Coffee? 

Beer?” 

 

 He smiled warmly at her touch and shook his head, then disappeared into the living room. 

The smell of the chicken permeated the kitchen, and a fire would soon be crackling. In another 

month her home would be filled with the scent of pine, cinnamon, cookies and that brisk deep 

chill of winter. But right now, the man who had taken over her life in a mere two months 

consumed her emotions.  

 



Giving the chicken a quick check, she went to the living room, and her breath was taken 

away. His body was shed of his cut, his hoodie, his flannel work shirt which were tossed on the 

chair. He stood in a tight t-shirt and Wranglers before the fire he’d just built, hands braced on 

either side of the fieldstone as he stared down at it. This big mountain of a man, every gloriously 

muscled inch of him illuminated by the fire, looked as if his world was crumbling down and was 

taking comfort in the warm blaze. In her home. Their home. Who was she kidding anymore? 

Every choice and rule she made for herself had just gone out the window when this man crossed 

her on a dark, mountainside road. “Ben?” 

 

He barely flinched at his name, instead his chest heaved up and down with a heavy, 

intake of breath. “Come here, Eva.” 

 

He didn’t have to ask her twice. Whatever it was, she was ready. She was so very ready 

to take the place of that fire and be whatever he needed to ease whatever burden was crippling 

him. Never had she had the urge to give as she had this very moment. She touched his arm, and 

he turned towards her – taking her in an embrace so fierce, a kiss so violent Eva saw stars. Hands 

roamed everywhere – hers, his, over clothing and any bit of skin they could find. His, the size of 

bear paws, dug into her hair as she did the same, loosening the small ponytail until those dark-

blonde locks were free.  

 

“Ben.” She wasn’t sure, but Eva figured that had to be her voice, amazed she could even 

speak at all. “Ben, what?” She spoke whenever his mouth lifted from hers. “What is it? What 

happened?” 

 

He fisted her hair, holding her head so far back she couldn’t move. “You, darlin’.” His 

voice was low as he snarled out each phrase. “You happened. That fucking night happened. That 

damn blue dress, the sight of you with an ax, straddling me on that chair, this house, how hard 

you come when I fuck you, the smell of dinner, the smell of this fire…….fuck, the smell of you – 

it all happened. With all this shit circling around us, you happened. I said no turning back, Eva. 

You’re mine. Every fucking inch of you – and I mean every inch. You get my meaning?” He 

lifted her up, then dropped to his knees on the floor, carefully laying her down in front of the fire. 

“I want it, darlin’. And you’re gonna give it to me – freely. We close this deal now!” 

 

She knew what he meant and she didn’t care to fight. There was no way she could push 

him away now. Once she let this man fully in, there was no letting him out. Her world, her life, 

her house, her body – everything. His body slid down hers as his hand went in the opposite 

direction up her leg until he grabbed the waist of her jersey pants, pulling them down, exposing a 

pair of lavender, lace cheekies. “I love these panties you wear.” He briefly turned her, “the way 

your ass peeks out. Fucking sexy as hell.” 

 



“Take them off.” She was insistent. Several times he’d wanted to do this and she’d 

always clamped up. Not now. Not anymore. Not this time. She wanted him to back up that boast 

about his tongue. “Now.” 

 

He kissed the skin right above her panties, sliding his face down until his teeth grazed the 

lace. He bit, lifted and let them go – hearing them snap back. She squirmed into the area rug, the 

fireplace heating her face even more as his finger looped through the leg to pull them down. 

“Ben.” Her back arched, her body pleaded, her hands reached for the sides of his head where the 

shaved areas tickled her fingers. “Yeah.” 

 

“Yeah’s right, darlin’,” he said, tossing the lavender lace aside, then descending his head 

between her knees, slowly…..ever so slowly working his way up. “God, Eva. You……” 

 

You’ve got to be kidding? 

 

Ben bolted up and went for the ringing cell in his cut pocket. Now? Now? Of all fucking 

times, now? Eva sat up and pulled her legs in, watching the frustration unfold on his face as he 

took the call. “Yeah?” He paused to listen to who was on the other end, that look of burdened 

frustration returning. “I’ll be there in fifteen.”  

 

Closing his phone, he looked down at her, and she never felt more uncomfortable in her 

life. “Really? You have to go?” 

 

He began to put his outerwear back on. “Emergency call with the other charters.” 

 

Eva reached for her pants and slid them on. Screw the underwear. Why bother? “Ben, 

is….?” 

 

His arm came out, pulling her forward by the back of the neck and gave her a hard kiss. 

“We’ll talk when I get back.” 

 

 She rubbed her arms in front of the fire as he found his keys. “I’ll have dinner waiting.” 

 

 Giving her one more kiss, he leered. “I rather have you waiting.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 It was close to eight p.m. and the only revelation the conference call offered was that the 

Skulls could be fucked. Or…..not. Ben loathed nothing more than gray areas. It was yes or no. In 

or out. Do or don’t. He didn’t want to wait around to ‘see what happens’ – he was the kind of 



man who needed to know if it was happening or not. So he could plan. Prepare. Walking on 

eggshells while looking over his shoulder didn’t sit well. But there wasn’t a choice here. And 

coming out and asking Emilio Santagio if he was gunning for the Skulls was clearly not a 

solution. For all his grandiose bragging, Emilio wouldn’t give his possible target a heads up. 

 

 The club departed church and spilled into the main area before splitting off. Several girls 

were waiting, knowing these men were going to be in serious need of de-stressing. Doug 

drowned himself with his usual two favorites and Taz settled for just one. Young Wes didn’t 

indulge, instead went into his techno-domain to continue working with the other three intel 

officers on locking down the whereabouts of Emilio’s men.  

 

 Aero and Tanner shared shots at the bar before the younger man departed to go home to 

his ol’ lady and kid. Vic and Ben joined the V.P. as an inked and pierced female poured behind 

the bar. Seeing the camaraderie, Doug ditched his two bitches and joined in before Taz did the 

same. The five men lifted shot glasses, filled with the Glenfiddich scotch Aero had snagged from 

Ticker. “We see this till the end and don’t back down,” Vic said. “We’ll make it through, 

gentlemen. We’re Mountain Skulls. Tough as the ledge this state’s name for.” 

 

 At first, Ben thought it sounded corny, but it was true. Other than minor altercations, the 

Skulls kept a tight lid on their activities, not having to deal with this type of threat level. And a 

threat to them was a threat to this small town, which would be filled with outsiders in a few 

weeks looking to spend their money here. It was hard enough quieting the aftereffects of the 

warehouse shootout. How would they handle mafia opening fire in the center of Tippitt? Shit? 

 

 “Yo, we got company.” Tanner was panting as he ran back in after having left. “Car at 

the gate.” 

 

 Every man reached for their piece. “What kind?” Vic asked. 

 

 “Looks like a Mercedes. Gray or silver. Floodlights shinin’ right down on it. A driver and 

one man in the back seat. Don’t look like Emilio or any of his guys.” 

 

 After calling for Wes, all seven Skulls spilled outside onto the gravel driveway and down 

towards the gate. A man had emerged from the backseat – old school hat and beige trench, his 

hands up in the air. “I’m unarmed, gentlemen. My driver and I. I’m here to speak to your 

president, Vic Connors. Fifteen minutes of your time, please.” 

 

 This man’s face didn’t ring a bell as he stood there in calm surrender. Even the driver had 

his hands up as well. Seven men pointing guns at you would do that. Vic looked him over. He 

was either a PI, a Fed or……. “Who sent you?” Vic asked, edging close to the gate. 



 “Please, Mr. Connors. I prefer not to shout my business through your gate.” 

 

 Nodding Taz and Tanner forward, Vic jerked his head towards the hood of the car. “On 

the driver. You see his hands at all times – got me?” When they agreed, he whistled for the 

prospects to drag open the gate enough for the man to slip through. “Hands, sir,” Vic warned. 

“Search ‘im, Doug.” 

 

 The sergeant did a quick sweep then nodded. “Clean, pres.” 

 

 “I wouldn’t lie to you, Mr. Connors.” 

 

 “Forgive my lack of manners and trust. Until I know who you are, who sent you and why 

you’re here, I don’t have much of either.” The man removed his hat and they all got a clear look 

of his face. Clean shaven. Olive skin tinged by age. Fifties. Black hair ribboned with silver and 

stylishly groomed. He stood confident and unafraid, like a man who’d been in this position 

before. He was either someone of power or associated with one. “Let me get this out in the 

open,” Vic said. “Did the Santagios send you?” 

 

 The man politely smiled, then shook his head. “No Mr. Connors. Quite the opposite.”  

 

 Vic looked somewhat relaxed, but not nearly enough. “I’m giving you five minutes. Make 

them count.” 

 

 He reached up to straighten the lapels of his coat. Ben noticed a gold and diamond watch 

when his sleeve slid back. “Very well. My name is Antonio Conti. I’m consigliere for don 

Carmine Caprese. We know of Emilio Santagio’s plans against us – and your club. We have a 

counterplan – for both.” 

 

 “Whoa, wait,” Aero stepped forward, his gun lowered. “A little more info here, 

friend….” 

 

 “Your boss cut my time in third so you don’t get to ask questions……Captain Sindell. 

That was your Air Force rank, am I correct?” Antonio didn’t give Aero time to recover from his 

shock. If a bunch of outlaw bikers could dig for intel, then the most powerful mafia family on the 

east coast could get to the center of the earth. “As I said, we have a plan to eradicate both. If 

you’re interested in hearing more,” he slowly reached into his coat and pulled out a card with 

writing on the back,” be here by midnight – tonight.” 

 

 “Midnight?” Doug asked. “Where? What the…..?” 

 



 “I’m not finished.” Antonio’s voice was adamant, but never raised. It was clear who was 

running this short meet. “There’s one stipulation.” 

 

 “Of course,” Vic muttered, taking the card. 

 

 “Your entire club is welcome, however many you choose to come or not is at your 

discretion. I’m only concerned about one person you must bring. If not, the Caprese family will 

take care of their end with the Santagios and the Skulls will have to handle their own war with 

them. Believe me, gentlemen,” he eyed their weapons, “handguns won’t win it.” 

 

 “Who? Who do you want?” Vic asked. 

 

 “Someone we’ve recently discovered is connected to your club. That is how we know 

you can deliver. A young woman. Her name is Eva Sinclair.” Antonio cocked his head to look at 

Ben. “I believe you know who I’m referring to……Mr. Lawson, so it shouldn’t be hard.” 

Antonio put his hat back on and checked his expensive watch. “My five minutes is up.” He 

began to walk back to the opened gate. “You have three and a half hours to make it to the 

Caprese estate – with the woman. Not negotiable.” 

 

 What? Eva? He wanted Eva? What? For what? Ben’s mind went haywire as he holstered 

his gun and ran to the gate just before the driver exited to open the back door for Antonio. 

“Why? Why do you want her?” 

 

 “I don’t, Mr. Lawson. Don Caprese does. She’s his daughter.” 

  

   

  



Chapter Twenty 

 

 It was an answer to the club’s prayers and his worst nightmare. 

 

 As if Satan were nipping at his heels, Ben took off on his bike towards home. No, not his 

home. Eva’s home. Eva Sinclair. Eva Sinclair-Caprese. Bitch. Lying bitch. She’d kept this from 

him. Thank God he’d never dropped the Santagio name – or any other specifics for that matter - 

but the fact she knew the club’s problems were connected to a mafia family was more than 

enough. She was smart. Sharp – and figured things out rather fast. Was she secretly getting the 

drop on what was going down and bringing the information to her father – the fucking biggest 

don on the east coast? Carmine Caprese could wipe out the Santagio family five times over with 

just a nod of his head. Was Eva using the club –using him – to get intel to aid her father’s threat 

against his heroin empire?  

 

 No. It couldn’t be. There had to be a mistake. She wouldn’t lie to him. Wouldn’t hold 

back anything from him – not after the conditions he’d delivered to her several weeks ago: 

 

 “I need to be able to trust you. You got anything you think I need to know, don’t keep it 

from me. Just like what you overheard at Ticker. I’m a pretty easygoing guy – but make no 

mistake, Eva. I draw the line at betrayal.” 

  

 He hit the throttle, accelerating his bike faster than he should down the side roads. All 

that came back to him was that night he’d met her, the night he’d dispatched a bullet into the 

back of his sister’s head. Déjà vu was coming back to haunt him. A woman who betrayed him 

and a frantic bike ride afterwards. 

 

 He let out an anguished roar until his lungs were sore, accelerating his bike at the same 

time for the pipes to drown him out. This couldn’t be happening again. Even Vic had warned 

him before he left: 

 

 “Please tell me you didn’t know this, brother?” 

 

 “I swear, Vic. I swear I didn’t.” 

 

 “What did you tell her?” 

 

 He had confessed to Vic what he had told Eva, hoping it had been vague enough to 

satisfy his president. “You better hope she don’t figure your code out or else we’re gonna have a 

repeat performance starring you, a bitch locked in the body shop and a silencer. Do I make 

myself clear, Ben?” 



 

 Ben was sick when he pulled up in front of the Victorian. He’d left over three hours ago 

feeling as if this was his home too. Now it, and the woman inside, was a stranger to him. He was 

a Skull. An enforcer. The club’s executioner. It came first. Always first. Whatever the price for 

peace, he’d deliver it – even if it cost him the woman he’d fallen in love with. Damn the fucking 

blue-eyed bitch to hell! 

 

 He pulled his bike up the driveway, leaving it there this time. The van would be coming 

for them as soon as he confirmed he had her and she was ready. If he had to drag her buck naked 

out of the house, he would. He didn’t care. He was so livid at this point, everything that 

happened prior to Antonio Conti revealing Eva was Carmine- fucking- Caprese’s daughter was 

irrelevant. 

 

 “Eva!” He yelled, but kept his anger in check. Not until he confronted her. He was 

saving his true self for that.  

 

 “Upstairs,” she called out. Two at a time he took them as he heard splashing sounds 

coming from the bathroom. Inside, she was stepping out of the claw foot tub, steam still rising 

from the water level, her skin wet and pink as she fastened a towel across her chest. She froze 

when she saw him stand in the doorway, swallowing up the opening with his size, his eyes hot on 

her. “Oh shit. What happened? Was it your call?” 

 

 “You ask a lot of questions, Eva.” He made sure that dripped with sarcasm. “And I’ve 

answered a lot. Maybe too much.” 

 

 She tightened the towel around her, edging towards the tub. Away from him. “Ben, 

what’s wrong?” 

 

 “Again, more questions.” He slowly walked in, the bathroom big enough to where they 

could circle each other. “Time for me to ask some, darlin’. Actually, one in particular.” 

 

 Eva looked completely dumbfounded and…..scared. Good. If what Antonio Conti said 

was true, she should be. She better be frightened out of her skin. “What?” 

 

 “Who are you?” 

 

 “What? Are you kidding me…..?” 

 

 In milliseconds, he had her by the arms and up against the bathroom wall. Her skin from 

the hot bath warming his fingers as he dug in tighter than he would’ve liked. He was a man of 



control. Always was. Always had to be. Losing his shit in his position resulted in messy results. 

But there was more at stake here. His pride was on the line, not to mention how he looked in the 

club’s eyes after the fuck-up with his sister. He could hear it in Vic’s voice, his disappointment 

that he’d let yet another bitch in too far and had said too much. “Do I look like I’m kidding, 

Eva?” 

 

 Her face turned away from him as she struggled. “Ben…..let go….you’re…..you’re 

hurting me. Really!” 

 

 “Then answer my question, darlin’. Who……the fuck…..are you? Really?” The last 

word was a mock. 

 

 She had tears in her eyes and sobs were catching in her throat. “Eva. Eva Sinclair. Ben, 

please……what’s going on? What happened? Why’re you doing this to me?” 

 

 “Is Sinclair your real last name?” 

 

 Her eyes widened. There. Gotcha, sweetheart, he thought. But she continued to suck in 

her breath. “Of course it is!” 

 

 “And your father is……?” 

 

 “Michael. His name was Michael.” 

 

 “Right, right,” Ben sassed. “Lineman. Died of a heart attack. Or was that a lie too?” 

 

 Her sobs began to grow. She was beyond scared. She was petrified. Of him? Of the 

possible truth she’d realized he discovered? “No, it wasn’t! Everything I told you was the truth! I 

swear, Ben. I swear to God! Please, stop. Don’t do this to me. Why are you doing this to me?” 

 

 “Because I trusted you, Eva. Because…..” holy fuck, was he going to…..,” because I fell 

the fuck in love with you. Yeah, we’ve been playing house, but you kept that fine line drawn, 

darlin’. Kept secrets from me when I told you…..no, demanded that don’t fly with me. I told you 

I draw the line at betrayal and I meant it. This patch I wear – Three Deadly Sins – biggest ones 

the club holds no mercy for – deceit, theft and betrayal. Someone crosses me, crosses the club, 

they pay – big time. You want to know why I carry a gun? You ain’t stupid, darlin’. Figure it out. 

I don’t care you’ve turned me inside out, don’t care you’ve twisted my shit around, don’t care 

that I fell so fucking hard for you I can’t wrap my head around it. Because if I find out you’ve 

lied, or betrayed me, you’ll see exactly how big the payout is.” 

 



 She was done struggling, crying so hard that she went limp. “I swear. Ben, I swear. I 

don’t know what you’re talking about. Tell me what you’re talking about?” 

 

 Suddenly, he heard his sister’s pleading voice: 

 

 “Oh my God. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I never meant to……..I really did want to see you. I 

didn’t….I didn’t mean for this to happen. Oh my God, Ben. I’m so sorry.” 

 

 Ben held her body up, that towel coming loose. Sex wasn’t an option when he was this 

angry. He could hurt her. Seriously hurt her. He had to keep that control which was his calling 

card. He’d had let go of it for a moment when he’d confronted Lisa in the body shop that fateful 

night. Now, more than ever, he had to hold onto it, to prove he was capable of keeping emotion 

separate from club business. He’d done so with blood family. Now he had to do it with a woman 

he was in love with. Holding back sick waves of nausea, he held her chin and tipped her head up. 

“Carmine Caprese.” 

 

 Not a flinch. Not a jolt. The name didn’t affect her one bit. “Who’s that?” 

 

 “You tell me.” 

 

 She’d given up. This strong, independent, sharp woman was a surrendering mess who 

had lost the will to fight for the innocence he was questioning. “I don’t know.” She caught her 

breath in between her words. “I don’t know who that is. Please stop, Ben. You’re scaring me. 

You’re really scaring me. What happened? What did I do? What have I done? Tell me. 

Something. Anything. But please, don’t……” she lowered to a hoarse whisper, “don’t hurt me.” 

 

 Finally letting her go, he backed away, watching her body sink to the cold, tile floor. 

“You have no idea who that is?” 

 

 She shook her head, looking up at him with those vivid blue eyes glittering with tears. “I 

don’t. I swear on my father’s grave I don’t.” 

 

 “You know, Eva. That’s the first time you referred to him as your ‘father’. You always 

referred to him as ‘dad’. Was there a reason?” 

 

 “I just liked it better. ‘Father’ is so…..formal.” 

 

 Was she telling the truth? Was it possible she had no idea? That this was kept from her all 

these years? Quickly, he thought of the story she’d told of the night her mother walked out. 

No…..taken from her home when she was six years old: 



 

 “He told me a man named Tony came for my mom that night. Was a relative of a man my 

mom had an affair with at an insurance convention in New York a year after they were married. 

Obviously this guy became obsessed with finding her and did – six years later.” 

 

 Her mother had an affair six years before she was born. Six years later, that man sent 

someone named Tony to collect her mother. Tony. Tony. 

 

  “My name is Antonio Conti. I’m consigliere for don Carmine Caprese.” 

 

 Holy shit! It was Carmine Caprese Eva’s mother had had an affair with – and had become 

pregnant with Eva with. And it was Tony - Antonio – who had come to collect her, leaving her 

husband Michael to care for Eva. To make him think he was her real father all these years. Holy 

fucking shit! 

 

 “Ben.” He was too lost in his backtracking to hear her cracked voice. “Why? Tell me 

why? Why did you do this to me? Who is this man?” 

 

 She didn’t know. Jesus Christ, she didn’t know. And he had been going to……. 

 

 He went to help her up, but she flinched, pushing herself away from him across the 

bathroom floor. “Eva?” He bent down, knowing she had nowhere to go. What the fuck could he 

possibly say now to erase all he just threatened her with? That he would kill her if he had to?  

 

 That he loved her. 

 

 “Listen, darlin’. You gotta get dressed. Van’s coming to pick us up.” 

 

 She shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere with you. I want you out of my house. Out 

of my life.” 

  

  How the hell would he repair this? “Sorry, Eva. Can’t do that. Club orders.  

 

 “Not till you tell me what this is about.” Little spitfire got some of her gumption back. 

 

 He ignored her protests and helped her up. “I will. In the van. We got a long ride ahead of 

us.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 



 Lies. Sick, disgusting lies. 

 

 Or…..were they? 

 

 Eva thought of little else as she sat in the cargo area of the Skulls’ van with Ben and Wes. 

Taz was driving, Tanner was shotgun. The rest – the top officers in the club – led the way on 

their bikes to the home of one Carmine Caprese, mafia don. Her mother’s lover whom she left 

her husband for. 

 

 Her biological father. 

 

 Ben had tried to give her the details with a slow drip, as if it would be less painful than it 

already was. She basically asked him to cut the crap and just spill it, not having any patience 

since being threatened by this man – this man who professed his love for her – before being 

taken from her home and delivered to this don. Just like her mother had been twenty six years 

ago. The past really did come around full circle. 

 

 They rode in silence, and she was glad for it. She had nothing to say to Ben. She was a 

jumble of confusion wanting to stay as far away from him, yet wanting those large, protective 

arms around her to tell her it would be fine. Yeah, right! This very man who, several hours ago, 

admitted to falling in love with her, had yet been willing to turn on her at the slightest hint of 

betrayal. His actions in the bathroom frightened her, but opened her eyes. For nearly two months 

she’d slowly fallen for this man who chopped her wood, painted her dining room, redesigned her 

kitchen, shared morning coffee and loved her body. But when he’d had her up against the 

bathroom wall, insinuating she’d deceived him about her true identity - that was the real ‘Big’ 

Ben Lawson – outlaw biker. Sheesh, that sounded like some lame reality show title. 

 

 How could she still love this man after that? How could she love him – or any man – at 

all? This was all on her. William showing up and proving he’d moved on from having his heart 

broken challenged her to do the same. She’d lowered that wall and let Ben Lawson in – him and 

his motorcycle club. And in they’d come, with this big bombshell which changed her life. She 

wondered – she dreaded – if her dad….if Michael knew. Knew the truth. 

 

 The truth? 

 

  “You’re a good girl. Not even this truth will take that away.” 

 

 “You’ve lost a lot in your life, Eva. But don’t let it rob you, or let whatever you find out 

destroy any part of yourself.” 

 



 “Just do what they tell you.”  

 

 “You listened to them. To him. You must continue. Only then will you discover.” 

  

 Eva couldn’t breathe as the psychic’s - Linda Moore’s - words flooded her brain. Was 

that…..was this……did she? She went ice cold, folding her arms around her body clothed in a 

long sweater and jeans. Her damp hair was pulled tight away from her face in a ponytail, as Ben 

had barely given her time to put boots on, let alone dry her hair. She hadn’t a stitch of makeup 

on, and the blood which had drained from her face made her in desperate need of blush.  

 

 “We’re here.” 

 

 Taz announced their arrival, but Eva wasn’t paying attention. The only thing she cared 

about was whether she would be leaving – alive. Both men up front got out, and Tanner slid open 

the side door. Wes climbed out first, then Ben, extending his hand to Eva who looked at it as if it 

had leprosy. He was trying to undo the damage, and she was playing it hard. But then he 

reminded her of the man he was. “Take my hand, Eva. Now.” 

 

 “Just do what they tell you.”  

 

 Scooting forward against the dirty floor of the van, Eva held her hand out and took Ben’s 

gloved one. Even through the leather she felt its warmth soothing the chill throughout her body. 

Once out, she forced herself to look around, in case she found herself trapped here and had to 

dial 9-1-1 and describe her surroundings. Hell, she didn’t even know if she was still in West 

Virginia or not. The three lead bikes had stopped in front of a tall, iron gate which surrounded 

the complex like a prison.  

 

 Several men in long coats met them at the gate to open up. One man in particular, 

wearing a hat and a tan coat, held his hand up, halting the club’s entrance. The members stopped 

and the man nodded the other men forward. “Same courtesy, gentleman,” the man in the hat said. 

“No weapons inside.” Eva watched as the long-coated men patted down each member of the 

Skulls before the man in the hat zeroed in on her. Ben was holding her by the upper arm, and she 

was not about to fight him. For some reason, the Mountain Skulls seemed like the lesser of the 

two evils here. “Eva Sinclair.” It wasn’t a question, but as if he knew it was really her. 

 

 “Who are you?” 

 

 The man in the hat put the flat of his hand to his chest. “Antonio Conti. I’m the 

consigliere.” 

 



 Eva didn’t know much about mafia hierarchy, but recognized the title. This Antonio was 

the Caprese family’s Tom Hagen. And, according to Ben, he most likely was the ‘Tony’ who had 

come to take her mother that night. Her mother! Oh, shit was she……? 

 

 “Is she inside?” Her tone was panicked and angry. 

 

 Antonio crossed his hands below his waist. “No, Miss Sinclair. She is not.” He didn’t 

have to ask. He knew who Eva was referring to. Men came forward and Antonio motioned Ben 

aside so he could be frisked, his gun removed from the holster under his cut. “You’ll get them 

back when we’re done.” That was somewhat of a good sign to Eva. They planned on letting the 

club leave. She, however, was a different story. Antonio motioned. “Follow me.” 

 

 Through the gate and up a beautifully designed driveway paved with slate blue and cream 

Belgian block stone, their path was lined with security lights and cameras. The stone swirled to a 

hexagon design in front of a lit fountain which spewed water from a statue that looked as if it had 

come from the old Roman coliseum. Inside the hexagon, black stone formed a scripted ‘C’. The 

house itself wasn’t large, story-wise, but long. From what Eva could tell on the ground – in the 

dark – it was a sprawling ranch-style which looked ‘L’ or ‘U’ shaped. What the iron gate did for 

safety, rows of narrow, lush green trees shrouded the dark-stained exterior of the estate in 

privacy. 

 

 Through the main entrance, the club followed Antonio, Vic first, Aero second then Doug 

and so on. Ben and Eva were last with three Caprese men close behind. The interior wasn’t a 

gaudy, ornate testament to someone who had money – lots of it. It was subdued, almost old-

world Italian with brushed marble, rough wood, tapestry cushions, sturdy furniture, heavy drapes 

and paneled walls with – gasp – murals all done with the colors of a Tuscany village. Carmine 

Caprese didn’t live in a manner which spelled out how rich and powerful he was, but 

rather…..comfortably. 

 

 Through a large, heavy wooden door, Antonio led them into a room which looked a cross 

between a library and an office. Floor to ceiling bookshelves surrounded one side, while a large 

picture window flanked by burgundy drapes, drawn back on either side and hooked with tie-

backs, overlooked a lake illuminated by flood lights. There was nothing in front of the window. 

Nothing to obstruct a view. To the right, a man in his forties sat on a couch. A gleaming, 

mahogany desk sat in the center of the large room under a gorgeous tapestry area rug. A leather 

chair was facing the bookshelf behind, a gray head visible at the top. This was his lair. That was 

him in the chair. It had to be. 

 

 When all were in the room and situated as if lined up for a firing squad, Antonio walked 

towards the chair, leaned over and whispered towards the gray head. Slowly, the chair swiveled 



around and Eva was…….surprised. She expected an imposing, intimidating John Gotti type. 

Instead, a man wearing what was black silk pajamas under a belted black robe with the letters 

‘CC’ embroidered on a breast pocket sat before her. A tube ran from his nose to an oxygen tank 

she hadn’t heard hissing upon entering. Lung cancer. Ben did tell her that – as well as the fact he 

was not anticipating fighting the disease much longer. He looked thin, frail, face gaunt and hands 

veined and thin-skinned. His hair was thick, though, no doubt from re-growth following 

treatment. But what gave this man the look of power – even in bed clothes and breathing 

assistance – was his eyes. They were a shocking, piercing, vibrant blue. Just like the man sitting 

on the couch. 

 

 Just like hers. 

 

 Waving Antonio away, Carmine pulled the oxygen tube from his nose and tossed it on 

the desk. Rolling forward, he folded his hands on the desk. Ignoring the seven men in leather, he 

looked directly at her. “It is you.” For several moments he just stared while Eva remained silent. 

“All these years. I had no idea.” 

 

 “Nor did I.” She wasn’t sure if it was her place to speak, but Eva was about done with 

having the last three hours of her life orchestrated for her. “Why am I here? What do you want 

from me?” 

 

 Carmine tilted his head towards Vic. “How much does she know?” 

 

 No formal introductions had been made. They didn’t have to be. The Caprese family did 

their due diligence on every member of the Skulls and, well…..Carmine needed no introduction. 

“Enough,” Vic answered. “No names, though.” 

 

 He rose from the chair and tightened the belt of his robe. Walking around the desk, he 

stopped in front of it and leaned for support. One woman, seven unarmed Skulls and five armed 

men behind them were his audience. “Your mother kept you from me.” 

 

 “I was never yours to take,” she confidently shot back, then caught herself.  

 

 He nodded as if agreeing. “After Michael died this past March, she finally confessed to 

me. Enough time went by and I’m, well,” he motioned to the oxygen tank, “as you can 

see……not well. Trite way to describe lung cancer. I fought. I had one lung removed, chemo, 

radiation – the works. But it wasn’t enough. It spread and I’m letting God take over now. Carol 

waited just long enough, seeing my weakness as her safety net. She told me of her deception, that 

I fathered a daughter our first night together, that she kept it from me the following six years we 

saw each other.” 



 

 “You……saw each other? You mean it was more than once?” 

 

 Carmine smiled. “Oh, yes. Every year she made it to whatever insurance convention or 

business travel she could beg for. I knew she was married. So was I, at the time. But she despised 

me. Carol gave me what I had lost.” 

 

 Eva screwed her face up. “So basically, she was your…….whore.” 

 

 “She knew what getting involved with me entailed. I was a powerful man who took what 

I wanted.” He paused, then looked from Ben to her. “You understand that now. The pull of a 

dangerous man. Like mother, like daughter.” 

 

 “I….am…..nothing….like…..that…..bitch!” Eva seethed out each word individually. 

 

 Carmine nodded. “No, I suppose not. When she told me, I turned her from the house. 

She’s lucky I didn’t do worse. Oh, we’re still married, but when I soon die, Carol Caprese will 

find herself completely shut off.” 

 

 Another man who drew the line at betrayal, Eva thought. 

 

 “As for me, I’m done fighting this disease. But, in doing so, I……let things go.” He 

motioned to the young man seated on the couch. “My son – your half brother – Adamo. I let him 

down by letting go. In doing so, I allowed the future of this family to be snuck out from under 

us.” Those blue eyes of his narrowed and suddenly this frail, ill man scared the daylights out of 

her. “But, we found out. And before I leave this earth, the person responsible is going to hear 

from me one last time. I’m taking back my family – and its business. And from what I 

understand,” he eyed the bikers, “the Mountain Skulls have become entangled with this common 

enemy as well. I can make that go away as well, Eva. All I ask is one thing in return.” 

 

 She took a deep breath. “What’s that?” 

 

 “That I get to know you. Spend time with you. Find out who you are. Who you were.” 

 

 Eva stood back appalled. “You have got to be kidding me? It was bad enough you pulled 

my mother out of my home. Now you pull me out of mine and want to be a…..a father to me as 

some kind of trade?” 

 

 “I never said anything about being your father. But I do want to get to know my own 

daughter. Considering the stage of my cancer, you won’t have to endure my presence for long.” 



 

 The breath caught in Eva’s throat. “How can you do this to me? How can you force this 

choice on me?” 

 

 “I think, Eva, the choice has already been made.” He motioned Ben to step forward then 

gave a hard, blue-eyed stare at Eva. “Do you love him?” 

 

 For the first time since the scene in the bathroom, she looked Ben square in the eye. His 

accusations, his threats, his fingers digging into her arms, the reality of who he really was didn’t 

erase the fact that she was in love with him. He had been generous towards her since they’d met, 

giving of himself selflessly, and he didn’t push for anything in return except honesty. Now he 

needed her. Whether that hung in the balance or not, she couldn’t deny the truth. “Yes,” she 

whispered, her eyes squeezed shut. “Yes, I love him.” 

 

 “Then you do it for him,” Carmine gently told her. “Do it for his sake.” 

 

 Her eyes flew open, the charm bracelet cool against her wrist. If ever there was a full 

circle moment, it was right now. She was learning what it was like to sacrifice yourself for 

someone – perhaps the way her mother had all those years ago. She left Eva in order to keep her 

safe, to keep Carmine from finding out the truth and leading Michael to believe she was his true 

daughter. But that selfless act didn’t exonerate Carol from the fact that she had put herself in that 

position. Eva had a chance to prove she wasn’t her mother’s daughter. That she was the young 

woman Michael Sinclair had raised. That she was capable of doing something for the sake of a 

man she wasn’t quite sure where she stood with right now. Slowly she nodded her head. “Yes.” 

One word was all she could give. 

 

 Carmine nodded, then waived Antonio forward. “Take her to the parlor. Have 

housekeeping give her whatever she wants.” 

 

 As she allowed the man who led her mother out of their home now lead her away, 

Carmine spoke. “Now, gentlemen – we have real business to discuss.” 

 

  



Chapter Twenty-One 

  

 The ride back to Tippitt was just as silent, though the tension a little less thick. At least 

between Ben and his brothers. 

 

 Between him and Eva was a completely different story. 

 

 She slept a good portion of the way back, her mind and body drained by exhaustion. She 

had gotten into a bathtub nearly seven hours ago, only to emerge to have her entire world twisted 

inside out. Finding out you’re the daughter of the most powerful mafia boss between New York 

and Florida did just that. He could only imagine her own level of betrayal by that bitch mother of 

hers, not to mention finding out the man who loved and raised her as his own had been duped as 

well. And if it wasn’t enough to have all this dumped on her while being taken from her house 

and into the Caprese domain under club orders, now she had to give the old, sick don what he 

wanted. For peace between the club and Santagio family. For some promising business Carmine 

proposed. For a bunch of bikers she’d barely begun to know. For him, whom she professed to 

love. 

 

 For his sake. 

 

 She had slumped against him, too tired to be reviled by his presence. Gently, he lifted the 

sleeve of her sweater, revealing the silver bracelet, the matching disc engraved with those very 

words. Past becoming present. But it was the future he was concerned with, and one he most 

definitely wanted to have with Eva. Not because she knew too much. Not to stay close to keep 

tabs on her. Not to make sure she kept her end of the bargain. 

 

 Simply, because he loved her. 

 

 “We’re here, bro.” 

 

 He looked at Wes who nodded towards the window – and Eva’s pretty, little Victorian 

with the whimsical matching mailbox right outside. He nudged her out of a sound sleep. “Eva? 

C’mon, darlin’ wake up. We’re home.” 

 

 Yeah, that’s right. We’re. 

 

 “Mmm.” She hummed, then stirred, then bolted up when she realized her face was in his 

lap. He’d realized it the entire ride back, suffering from a ninety-minute erection because of it. 

She scooted towards the door. “Let me out.” She was tired. So bone, dead tired that even the 



disdain in her voice didn’t faze him. Wes had gotten out and slid the door open, and Eva hopped 

out immediately. With Ben on her heels. 

 

 “I’m fine,” she said, waving him off. “I can get in the house by myself.” 

 

 “This ain’t a walk to the door, Eva.”  

 

 He waved Wes away who got in the van with Taz driving off, leaving them alone. She 

looked suspicious. And angry. And ready to drop to sleep on the lawn. “Oh, yeah. Your bike’s in 

back.” 

 

 “Which is where it’s staying.” 

 

 She rummaged through her purse for her keys, fumbling until she dropped it. He bent 

down to pick it up and she knocked his hands away. “Get away from me. Get on your bike and 

go back to your own place. You got what you wanted out of me. You all did. I’ll keep my word. 

Just leave me alone…..” 

 

 She collapsed to the ground trying to pick up her purse as she began to cry. She had been 

through the wringer, but he wasn’t going to leave her out to dry. Plus it was three in the morning, 

and he was in desperate need of sleep also. Reaching into his pocket for his own key, he took her 

arm to help her up, ignoring her protest. “Don’t do this now, Eva. You need to sleep and we’ll 

talk in the morning.” 

 

 She shook her head as he walked her to the front door. “No. I don’t want you here.” 

Crying while saying that didn’t sound convincing. “I want you to leave. You’re not welcome. 

Not in my house….or in my bed.” Her actions negated that as she leaned against him while he 

opened the door. Just like her cancer-riddled biological father, she was too tired to fight. 

 

 Once inside, she went right for the couch and fell on it. “You can go upstairs. Leave in 

the morning.” 

 

 So much for not fighting. He dropped his outerwear then kicked off his boots, lining them 

up neatly near the front closet. He then pulled Eva’s boots off as she tried to weakly kick him. 

Even with the dire situation of the evening, he had to smile. From the first moment he’d walked 

into the back of her store, she’d made him smile. He wanted to return the favor. Take away 

whatever emotional train wreck she was riding on. He then scooped her up and braved the 

staircase, putting her on one side of the bed while he drew the covers down on the other. She 

immediately rolled over to get under, but he stopped her by lying on top of her. Her hands went 

up against his chest. “Ben…..don’t. I don’t want you.” 



 

 He hovered his lips over hers. “But you love me, right?” He breathed those words into 

her mouth, before taking that breath right out – kissing her with meaning. With purpose. With 

the determination of a man willing to do whatever needed to win this woman back. She made a 

squeaking sound then shook her head, but he smiled against her mouth. “That’s a lie, Eva. You 

don’t lie.” 

 

 “You didn’t believe me before.” Finally, a bit of fire from her. “You had me accused, 

tried and found guilty.” 

  

 Touché. She was right. But what was he supposed to think? Antonio had never told them 

she didn’t know. He had only five minutes to deliver his request, leaving Ben to imagine the 

worst. And he’d unleashed it all on her. “My fault, darlin’. He kissed her between words. “I 

didn’t know.” 

 

 “Neither did I.” She began to kiss him back, though her body was rigid. He’d take care of 

that right away. He could still smell the shower gel she used from her bath through her clothes 

that he couldn’t wait to get off. He raised her arms and began to pull her sweater off. “No, Ben. 

You can’t. You can’t have me.” 

 

 “I want you.” 

 

 “You can’t.” 

 

 “I can.” 

 

 “Really?” 

 

 “Yeah, really, Eva.” The sweater came off and, holy shit, she’d never bothered with a 

bra, she’d dressed in such haste. “Jesus, woman.” He hissed in before his mouth took one of her 

tits, a relieved sound of pleasure rumbled in his throat when his tongue felt that nipple peak 

under it. That shower gel – like smoky, fruity, girly something or other – was all over her. He 

wanted to know just how far. 

 

 Giving her other nipple a bit of attention first, he dragged his head down her body, 

unfastening her jeans. Her fingers scraped the stubble on the sides of his head as her fatigued 

words did their best to stop him. “Ben…..no. Don’t. You can’t……I mean, you’re not supposed 

to be here. I’m angry with you. I’m so fucking angry with you that I can’t…..oh.” 

 



 She arched as he slid her jeans off, leaving just her panties – ‘cheekies,’ she called them. 

He could care less what they were called – they were black with tiny red polka dots edged with 

white lace. He’d buy her every single color and pattern if he had to as long as he could see her 

ass in these every day. But now they were history, as he peeled them down her legs, slowly 

revealing the little patch of trimmed, dark hair covering her pussy. He wasn’t for those intricate 

designs or even fully waxed and bald like a ten year old. He liked a little bit of downiness to 

stroke, and his fingers did just that as his head nudged her legs apart. Again, she squirmed. “Ben, 

you can’t do this…..” 

 

 “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong, darlin’. My specialty.” 

 

 “No, I don’t mean you don’t know how….I mean, you can’t……Oh! Ben!” 

 

 It was soft, pink and sweet as the rest of her, and his tongue worked its magic while she 

went wild. This was what she thought kept her from getting close. He was about as close to her 

core as any man could get. What the hell was he saying? No other man would see her, taste her, 

suck the very essence out of her as he was doing now. That was settled as soon as she’d let him 

in. 

 

 “Ben…..ah….oh….oh my God. Oh. Jesus, oh……” And then he fastened his lips around 

her clit and thought she would convulse. “Ahhhh. OH MY GOD!” 

 

 His fingers dug into the flesh of her hips, holding them steady so she wouldn’t move, so 

he could stay latched onto her, so he could make her experience an orgasm like she never had in 

her life. 

 “Ah….ah…..Ben, I’m gonna…..I’m gonna…” Her upper body came off the bed as she 

screamed. Really screamed. He took it up a notch, releasing her clit and shoving his middle 

finger up inside her wet pussy to feel what he’d done, throwing his head back in his own ecstasy 

as he felt the aftereffects of her orgasm pulse against his finger. And he wasn’t done. Not by a 

long shot. His cock was so hard he could hammer nails with it. 

 

 Ripping his jeans off, he slid up and into her while she was still in the throes. The harsh 

invasion made her breath suck in and his chest heave from the anticipation. Thank God she was 

on the pill, so he could feel her without any barrier. Her legs instinctively raised and locked 

around his waist for more, her hips lifting to take him deeper, but even in his own crazed need 

for release, Ben held back and pulled out until the tip of his cock barely touched her entrance. 

She made an anguished sound as her eyes flew open. “Ben! No! What’re you……?”  

 



 She continued to thrust her hips up, trying to ‘catch’ his cock to sink back inside, but he 

held her hips in place until he was ready. He needed to hear something first. “Tell me, Eva. Tell 

me you love me.” 

 

 Tossing her head side to side, she was now clawing at his chest with need. 

“Ben…..please! Fuck me. Please fuck me.” 

 

 “Tell me what I want to hear first, darlin’.” 

 

 “I love you. Okay, I love you.” 

 

 He shook his head, then brought it down to hers, still keeping her steady. “Like you mean 

it, Eva.” 

 

 Those beautiful, dark, blue eyes opened – filled with lust and tears. She grabbed the back 

of his neck and pulled him down, kissing him hard. Ben felt every ounce of strength and energy 

in that kiss. And then she pulled him back, looking straight into his eyes - panting. “I love 

you……you came in, I couldn’t get rid of you …..you turned everything around….made me love 

you. Fuck you, you did this to me!” 

 

 Ben heard enough and plunged into her, sending her head rolling back against the pillow. 

He fiercely and rhythmically pumped, his face buried in her neck as he growled his own words in 

tempo. “Not half as much as what you did to me.” And with that he came for what seemed to last 

for minutes. The tension of the last eight hours, hell, since burying two brothers, killing his 

traitorous sister and almost going over the edge because of it on that dark mountain road, was all 

dissolved by the beautiful woman under him. Who loved him. Whom he loved as well. 

 

 For the few silent moments that passed, he soaked in the perfection of them. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 The clock on the nightstand read six-thirty a.m. as Eva unstuck one eye open. 

Considering what time she and Ben had fallen asleep, she had no right being awake. But now 

that she was, recollection came back of the turn her life had taken. If she hadn’t attempted going 

to the cemetery that night, she never would’ve literally run into the man sleeping beside her. 

Which never would’ve caused the chain of events which had led her to her real father. Fate 

may’ve had a one-up on the psychic, whose own predictions were either an eerie coincidence 

or…….no. She’d adopted Ben’s skepticism, which was why she kept the revelation of the 

psychic’s words to herself last night. 

 



 Slowly she turned to her other side to find Ben on his back and pretty much taking up 

more than half the bed. After the kitchen was done, she’d have to invest in a king size one. But 

for now, she didn’t mind the closeness. After all that had happened, their violent confrontation, 

his accusations, the truth, the long trip and back and under a wall of fatigue, she’d……let him in. 

All the way. No other man had ever gotten that close and, well, he certainly backed up his boast. 

Pushing him away was out of the question because he’d pulled her in – way in – to his life, 

knowing enough somewhere between Tanner’s ol’ lady and Elle. They both had secrets to keep. 

And she would.  

 

 Snuggling against his huge, warm body, she slid her left hand down to clasp his, slowly 

intertwining their fingers. He opened his eyes immediately. “You okay, darlin’?” 

 

 She really liked that term of endearment for her – it was the first thing he’d called her 

when they met on that dark road. “Mmm,” she answered, taking in a content sigh. 

“Just…..thinking.” 

 

 “Think later, Eva. Go back to sleep.” 

 

 Letting go of his hand, she went to turn away from him, only for an arm with tree stumps 

for biceps to reach out and roll her back. He moved to his left side, she on her right, face buried 

into that wall he called a chest. Dark-blonde hair tickled her nose which breathed in the scent of 

natural, warm male. “Didn’t say you had to move,” he told her. 

 

 It was warm. Nice and warm. Usually got up to the mid-fifties in November, so it was at 

least ten to fifteen degrees colder out right now. She rubbed her face into his chest, deciding 

whether he looked more fearsome with or without that cut. Thinking that made her remember 

what he’d said to her in the bathroom last night. “Ben?” She rubbed his right pec. “That patch 

you wear here….” That pec flexed rigid, and she wasn’t sure if it was from her touch or her 

question. “Nevermind….” 

 

 “Ask.”  

 

 She placed a tiny kiss on his collarbone while she caressed his ribs. “What it stands for. 

You said they were three things the club despised the most. I noticed not all the other guys have 

it on their cuts.” 

 

 “Because it has to be earned.” 

 



 “This patch I wear – Three Deadly Sins – biggest ones the club holds no mercy for – 

lying, theft and betrayal. Someone crosses me, crosses the club, they pay – big time. You want to 

know why I carry a gun? You’re smart, darlin’. Figure it out.”  

 

 She was smart enough to do so. Ben had obviously ‘earned’ this patch exacting payback 

on anyone who commited those ‘sins’ against the club. That would’ve included her, if he’d 

thought her guilty of deceiving him. That warmth under the covers tempered a bit. “You told me 

something – about that shooting where two members died. That it was a leak which was…..dealt 

with. Was it…..? Did you……?” 

 

 He pulled her close, so close she felt her breath cut off a bit. She’d obviously asked 

something that had hit a nerve – and that pretty much told her the answer. But she wasn’t 

prepared for the one he gave her. “It was my sister.” 

 

 She went to pull away – to sit up and look down at him, but those big arms locked her in 

tight. She didn’t respond. Didn’t know how to, and she let the pause linger between them, giving 

him time to say more. And he did. He explained his sister showing up in his life after eighteen 

years and addicted to painkillers, how the club found evidence on one of the shooters’ phones, 

which linked back to hers, and how she confessed. He left out the most important part – what 

happened to her. She didn’t ask. She didn’t have to. Like he said, she was smart enough to figure 

it out. She did. 

 

 He killed her. He killed his own sister. 

 

 “I’m sorry.” 

 

 “Don’t be. She was practically a stranger, Eva – purposefully out to hurt me and mine. 

When I thought you might’ve been lying to me…..or getting information to bring back to your 

father……do you see where my mind went?” 

 

 “Because if I find out you’re lying, or betrayed me, you’ll see exactly how big the payout 

is.” 

 

 She saw plain and clear. She was now part of a world with an entirely different set of 

rules and codes. Outlaw. One percent – meaning they didn’t follow the ways of the ninety-nine 

percent civilian world. Her world. Two different cultures which needed to come together. 

Because he wasn’t letting her go. Because she wouldn’t push him away. Jesus, Lord, she had to 

wrap her head around this huge change in her life, one no ‘normal’ civilian woman would make. 

But she was sucked in – just like her mother had been with Carmine Caprese – the pull of a 

dangerous man. 



 

 “Eva, you need to understand the flip side.” 

 

 Whatever could that be? “Yeah?” 

 

 “You’re family now. Club family. You’re my girl, my……ol’ lady. No question about 

that now. The club would lay their life down for you. They’d pull all stops and take their last 

breath protecting you.” He turned in and made her face him. “Me most of all. We share a 

connection stronger than most blood families. We bond deep. We live hard. We love strong. And 

we trust little. Giving that trust is an honor, but earning it’s an achievement. What you did 

earlier– for the club, for me after having your past dug up and the dirt flung in your face? Earned 

big time respect, darlin’. You saved us from a big shit storm. Earned the club some future, legit 

business – not to mention full protection of the Caprese family. You have any idea how huge that 

is?” 

 

 She didn’t, but the tremor in his voice told her it was. That if she hadn’t made this deal 

with her biological father, the Skulls would’ve been left to their own devices to tangle with an 

enemy they couldn’t fight. “All that? Just for weekly dinner visits?” 

 

 Ben cocked a brow. “That’s what he wants?” 

 

 She nodded. “Antonio explained the terms after we left the room. Dinner. At his home. 

Every Friday night. Very……Gilmore Girls.” 

 

 He gave her a confused look. “Very…..what?” 

 

 She’d forgotten who she was talking to. “Never mind. Anyway, he’s sending a car to pick 

me up at five – sharp.  

 

 “No way.” He sat up, causing her to fall to the side. “I’ll take you, drop you off and go 

park it somewhere till you’re done. You’re not…..” 

 

 “You have no say in this, Ben. Maybe…..maybe if I do get to know him, it might give me 

some kind of closure before he dies. Antonio said he’s off all treatment and his cancer’s stage 

four. Pretty much planning his funeral right now.” She sat up and rubbed his back. “It’ll be fine. 

C’mon, let’s go back to sleep.” 

 

 They lay back down, his body still a bit stiff. He was no doubt in protection mode over 

her situation, but knew there wasn’t anything he could do. Eva had never had this – someone to 

protect her, to call the shots, to make decisions about her well-being. She had made the choice to 



go it alone on her independent road, thinking it safer to distance herself emotionally, and she’d 

wound up with a man who had eluded attachment. A civilian woman with an outlaw man. 

 

 Opposites attracting took on a whole new meaning. 

 

 

  



Chapter Twenty Two 

 

 There was quite a different air at the table in the Mountain Skulls’ clubhouse several days 

later when they gathered around it. Vic received a call from Antonio to let him know what to 

expect. In addition to Ticker Liquor, the Santagios owned three other package stores in West 

Virginia – each near the other three Skull charters for the same reason – to keep close tabs on 

them. Vic laid out the plan to his six men. 

 

 “Carmine believes in indirect messages with an impact. And Emilio’s gonna feel it. 

When it’s done, he’s gonna arrange for the charters to run their individual store. We’ll not only 

take over supplying booze to the Santagios’ current customer list, but get a few new ones 

courtesy of Carmine – in exchange for the fee he proposed.” 

 

 Ben took a breath. He was breathing easier the last few days. Things had settled between 

him and Eva, the club was finishing up the event construction at the plaza and the threat from the 

Santagios was lifted off their plate. New, proposed, legit business was being put on the table. In 

addition to the package stores, the Caprese family was putting the finishing touches on several 

gambling rings. Clean enough to wash their heroin money through, but high stakes enough to 

warrant security and transportation of cash. From the Skulls. Which meant the installation of at 

least two more charters at the gambling points. This would allow Adamo Caprese to concentrate 

fully and solely on their heroin empire after he took the torch from his ol’ man. And since Emilio 

was no longer interested in narcotics, the Caprese family planned to permanently relieve him of 

that and turn it completely over to the Skulls. 

 

 Emilio Santagio was going to rue the day he’d tried to think he could outsmart a dying 

don. 

 

 “Guys,” Aero slapped his hands on the table, “get ready to make some serious bank.” 

 

 Doug replied by slapping both hands on the table several times. “Yeah. Yeah.” 

 

 Ben ignored Doug’s enthusiasm and returned the tone of the meeting. “When do 

these…..messages take place?” 

 

 “Friday night – after they close. All four family members will be there till at least ten for 

the cash pick up. We all stay here so we’re accounted for.” 

 

 Friday. Eva would be out of town attending her first Caprese family dinner. Better that 

way. 

 



 “Residual effects?” Tanner asked. 

 

 Vic shook his head. “Not our worry and not ours to question. Assume it’ll be clean and 

easy.” 

 

 Just how Ben liked it. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 What does one pick out for a psychic? 

 

 Eva was looking around her own store for an appropriate gift. She settled on a spicy 

scented candle for Linda, then went to the front of the store where Cyndi was behind the counter 

– staring out the window. Thanksgiving was the following Thursday, which meant the day after 

signaled the official kick-off of the Shop Small, Save Big event. Several club members were 

putting the finishing touches on the necessary construction. “Ahem.” Eva cleared her throat. 

 

 Cyndi almost knocked over a display of turkey-shaped chocolates wrapped in colored 

foil. “Sorry.” 

 

 Eva handed over the candle. “Wrap this up for me.” She peered past the young girl to 

look out the display window she had done a spectacular job on. For that, she could excuse her a 

big of ogling. But the object of her attention left something to be desired. “Cyndi…..really? He’s 

four years older than me!” 

 

 Looking back over her shoulder, Cyndi stared again at Taz and shrugged. “He doesn’t 

look that old.” That earned her a narrowed stare. “Sorry. I didn’t mean….” 

 

 “I’ll be back in a few, then I’m leaving for the day at one. Jen’ll be in at two until close.” 

Now that Cyndi was becoming more responsible, Eva began to enjoy the perks of being an 

owner and delegating to her employees. Plus tonight was her first dinner with Carmine, for 

which Antonio had called – again – reminding her a car was picking her up at five – sharp. She 

hoped it wasn’t a limousine. Mrs. Bachman had just gotten used Ben’s bike – and his presence – 

around Eva’s house. A limo would send her into some kind of underworld tailspin. 

 

 She entered Linda’s place next door. The place was empty, as usual, nor was she 

planning anything for the event. It wasn’t as if people would be running out to purchase 

certificates to a psychic for Christmas. Plus, she owned half the place so she wasn’t exactly 

hurting. Roy Orbison crooned from her CD player. “Linda?” 

 



 Cigarette smoke plumed into the main area from the back, followed by the woman 

creating it. “Eva.” She took one last drag before dousing it in a bright green, plastic ashtray. 

“Change your mind?” 

 

 “No, just a neighborly visit.” She handed her the wrapped candle. “Here. Just a 

little…..something. Not sure what your taste in jewelry is, since you changed your mind about 

the white stone.” 

 

 Linda peeled the paper away then opened the box. “Ah, thank you. My favorite scent.” 

She winked and leered. “You must be psychic.” Eva laughed as Linda placed the candle on the 

glass coffee table. “What’s the occasion?” 

 

 How could she put it? “Just a…….thank you. That’s all I really want to say and leave it at 

that.” She still hadn’t told Ben about Linda’s……predictions and how coincidental they were to 

what had happened. Although Eva wasn’t fully convinced, a part of her still clung to the ‘what 

if’?” 

 

 “Hmmm. I’m guessing it was something I said? Something that came true?” 

 

 Eva bobbed her head back and forth. “Something like that. Let’s just say I….listened and 

did what they told me.” 

 

 Linda grinned. “Did it work out……for your sake?” 

 

 Eva heart skipped, as her fingertips touched the edge of the silver disc hanging from her 

wrist. “What…..what do you mean?” 

 

 Then the psychic let out a snort, taking Eva’s left hand and turning over the charm. “I’m 

not that psychic, dear. Saw that inscription a while ago when I came in to look at your jewelry. 

Your arm was resting on the counter, and it was turned just so. Just poking a little fun.” 

 

 Eva felt her heart start up again. 

 

 “But….did it work out?” 

 

 “It…..did.” 

 

 “Then that’s all I need to hear.” 

 



 Linda walked her out, and Eva turned to wave back before heading to the bakery down 

the end. A woman passing on the plaza sidewalk bumped into them, and Eva apologized. Linda 

backed inside and clutched her heart. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 By four p.m. Eva had selected a simple black dress, hoping it didn’t give off a double 

meaning. Ben had to be at the clubhouse late tonight and wouldn’t be home until about the time 

she arrived back. Stepping into matching pumps, she chose a pearl drop necklace and matching 

earrings. Switching purses, she headed downstairs just as the doorbell rang. It was way too early 

for her escort. Glancing out the side glass, she stepped back and opened the door. “Elle. Hi.” 

 

 “Sorry.” She pulled her sunglasses off to step inside, then held back. “Mind?” 

 

 “Not at all. I have to be out by five, though.”  

 

 Elle was dressed in all black herself – flared dress pants, silk buttoned blouse and pointy-

toed stilettos. The only color was a deep, ruby-red fur jacket. Normally that color would look 

gaudy, but on Elle it looked natural and fashionable. She gave Eva a once-over when she crossed 

the threshold, the aroma of Chanel No. 5 trailing her, which brought back not-so-pleasant 

memories. “You look nice.” 

 

 “Thanks.” 

 

 “Dinner with the don?” 

 

 For someone who stayed out of her husband’s business, she knew everything that went 

on. But that was the kind of ol’ lady Elle was – in-the-know, yet out-of-the-way. Eva nodded, not 

wanting to talk about it. Even though it’d been a week, it still hadn’t sunk in fully. Although 

searching for her own closure, she was doing this for one reason only. For Ben. For his sake. 

“This about the event?” 

 

 Elle shook her head. “Social call. Thanksgiving – next Thursday. Couple of the single 

guys coming who don’t have family – Doug, Aero…..Ben did too. Our two kids are coming up – 

one bringing a significant other. Should be interesting company. You two are welcome to join.” 

 

 This would be the first Thanksgiving and Christmas without her dad. Easter had never 

been a big deal, but the end of year holidays were special. Always had been for the two of them. 

MaryLynn had extended an open invite to her home since she’d gotten married, but Eva 

preferred the holidays with just the two of them.  



 

 This would also be the first holiday season in her own home – with Ben. Just the two of 

them. As much as she appreciated the offer, Eva wanted to keep to her own promise to begin 

new traditions. “Thanks, Elle. That’s really kind of you, but…….I think I’d like to take a stab 

and do Thanksgiving dinner myself in my own home.” 

 

 Elle gave a pursed-lip smile of understanding. “Got it. How about coming over for 

dessert at least? Tanner’s bringing his ol’ lady and kid, plus Taz and his mom, who brings half 

the bakery with her.” 

 

 Deal. “Okay. Thank you.” 

 

 Elle stepped forward, putting a hand on Eva’s shoulder then bending down to kiss her 

cheek. “No, thank you. What you’re doing – tonight, isn’t easy. Why you’re doing it….” 

Did….did Elle – Queen of Tippitt Town Hall just……shudder? “Let’s just say, it wouldn’t have 

been pretty. Like I told you at the meeting, you’re a strong girl. Finding out something like this 

and swallowing it hard…” She didn’t finish her sentence, instead putting her sunglasses back on. 

“My father was……tough,” she continued. “Hard, Irish drunk. Didn’t know how to show love. 

Never hit us – or my mom – but was belittling. Said I’d never ‘cling’ to a man when I got older. 

That I’d be my own woman. Then I met Vic. The club’s ways…..well, your ol’ man’ll guide 

you.” 

 

 Ol’ man? “You’re family now. Club family. You’re my girl, my……ol’ lady. No question 

about that now.” For Elle to coin their designation pretty much sealed it. 

 

 “I figured Vic out – decided when I had to lean on him and when not to. I know he’s 

there to take care of shit, which allows me to do my own thing. I know what’s going on, but I 

don’t meddle in his territory – because I trust him to handle it. You two’ll find that balance.” She 

hoisted that embossed satchel on her forearm and stood up straight. “That’s all the free advice 

you’ll get. Gotta go. Good luck tonight.” 

 

 And just as she usually made her entrances, Elle Connors made her exit – swift, polite 

and always with the last word. Checking the clock, Eva got her coat, retrieved the cannolis from 

the fridge then sat in the chair by the fireplace – Ben’s chair – waiting for her ride. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 It was close to ten-fifteen p.m. and every member of the Skulls sat around the bar with an 

eerie quiet about them. Even the club girls kept their distance, as they sensed something was up. 

The last bottle of Glenfiddich scotch had finally been cracked open and poured around. Ben 



thought it quite apropos, considering what was about to go down, which meant they stayed at the 

clubhouse a little while longer. 

 

 Ben’s phone buzzed in his cut, signaling a text. It was from Eva. She’d just finished up 

and was getting ready to be driven back home. Perfect timing. Not only would she be entering 

town after it was done, she was no doubt being escorted back by an armed driver. He couldn’t 

wait to get home. Home. Yeah, it was finally nice to say that word and mean it. Not a sardine-can 

trailer, not a jail cell, not a clubhouse dorm and not his cookie-cutter rental. His home. His and 

Eva’s home. That old Victorian with decades of character, creaky wooden floors, solid plaster 

walls and a whole lot of possibilities. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on that kitchen project. 

Fuck, he couldn’t wait to get his hands on her. What she was doing tonight saved their asses 

from a proverbial bloody sling. And it was about to get worse before it got better. He checked the 

time on his phone……two minutes till…… 

 

 “Talked to the missus.” Vic came up next to him at the bar. “Dropped in on your ol’ lady 

this afternoon before her scheduled pick-up.” 

 

 Ol’ lady. Ben never thought he’d have one of those. Not with his life. Not with what he 

did with it. Of all the guys, only he, Vic and – for all his blowhard attitude - Doug wore the 

Three Deadly Sins patch, having ‘dealt with’ those who’d come against the club because of 

them. Doug was a happy bachelor running his snow removal and landscape business with his 

brother. Vic, on the other hand, had married and raised two children now grown and living their 

lives on the outside. Normal. Non-outlaw. Civilian. 

 

 There was no reason he couldn’t do the same. He’d never considered his future, only that 

he knew he didn’t want to repeat the past. He wouldn’t leave Eva in the same position his father 

had left his mother after he was killed – without provisions. Without a Plan B. Forty was slowly 

creeping up on him. He would find balance. He had to. He wasn’t letting her go, nor would he let 

her push him away. Too late – they were way past that. 

 

 “Yeah?” Ben kept it cool with Vic as he finished the last drop of scotch from his glass. 

“What about?” 

 

 “Thanksgiving. Little lady wants to do it on her own. But…..you’re on for dessert. Janice 

practically empties out the pie case and brings it over.” 

 

 Ben smiled – something he did a lot of since meeting Eva. He appreciated the annual 

invite to Vic’s all these years, but he looked forward to what Eva had planned. He pictured 

sitting in his now-favorite chair - which still had the feel of their first fuck – before a blazing fire 

while the aroma of turkey, stuffing, biscuits and gravy filled the house. Maybe watch a little 



football. Maybe work off some sweet potatoes with a little romp. Maybe go out in the yard and 

find some spare trees to chop for more wood? Maybe show up on Mrs. Bachman’s doorstep – 

offering to do the same and give the old coot a heart attack? 

 

 No matter what, he was looking forward to something he never used to. “Sounds good to 

me, pres.” 

 

 Aero joined them. “You hear from her? 

 

 Ben nodded. “On her way back.” 

 

 Vic checked the clock. Ten-fifiteen. “And they should be on their way in.” 

 

 Good. He wanted to get out of here and head home. Home.  

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 Point Pleasant off Route 35; Martinsburg off Interstate 81; Northfolk off Interstate 77 – 

these were where the other three Mountain Skull charters called home. As well as three package 

stores run by the Santagio family 

 

 At exactly ten-fifteen, six men in quarter-length black coats and fedoras waited at the 

back entrance – two at each store - for the scheduled cash pick up. The driver appeared, knocked 

on the back door and was let in – just as the two men came forward and pushed their way in, 

drove a silenced bullet between their eyes, then took the money. 

 

 Up north, inside Ticker Liquor, Joey Perrone sat in the back of the store, smoking a joint 

while watching some amateur porn video on YouTube. A fist pounded on the back door right at 

the good part. Huffing, Joey took one more deep drag, held it in just so before letting it out. He 

opened the door and clasped hands with the driver. The next thing he saw was the back of his 

head being blown off. 

 

 The last thing he saw were two guns pointed at him before it went dark. 

 

 One of the men bent down to find Joey’s cell while the other scooped up the cash bag 

next to the computer. He chuckled at the video, before closing the computer down. The other 

man found the phone and scrolled through the outgoing calls before finding the number he 

wanted. Removing a glove, he pressed the number with the skin of his knuckle, then waited for 

the other end to pick up. “Jesu Christo, Guissepe,” Emilio Santagio’s voice said. “Just fucking 

wait…..” 



 

 “I’d be calling your cleanup crews if I were you, Emilio. All four stores.” 

 

 “What? Who….who the fuck is this?” 

 

 “Not who, but what. Consider this a four-part message from don Caprese. And here’s 

how it concludes. You shut down that upstart heroin business. You turn over the narcotics. You 

go nowhere near the Mountain Skulls or their families. You breach any part of this, the Santagio 

name will be nothing more than an echo. Consider tonight’s deposit payment for pain and 

suffering.” Click. 

 

 It was done. It didn’t take much – not when the Caprese name was dropped. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 It was a little before eleven when Eva was dropped off. Ben’s bike wasn’t next to her car 

in the driveway. It was either parked on the back patio or he was still at the clubhouse. She gave 

the driver a wave and watched the black Mercedes disappear into the night, passing a white, 

parked one on the way. Someone on this street was doing well! Once inside the front door, she 

kicked off her shoes, hung up her coat, put down her purse, then went into the kitchen to put on 

the tea kettle. She sniffed, the faint whiff Chanel No. 5 still clinging to her living room even long 

after Elle left. She needed to do a complete rewind of her first dinner visit with Carmine so she 

could replay it for Ben when he got home. 

 

 She flicked on the kitchen light then…….jumped. A woman stood by the table, by the 

slightly opened slider – the one Ben bitched to her about her forgetting to lock. A hand went to 

her mouth as she shrieked. “Who….?” All Eva could reach for was a wooden meat mallet from 

the utensil jar next to the stove. “Why are you in my…….?” She cut off and really looked at the 

woman, recognizing her as the one she’d bumped into coming out of Linda the psychic’s. Fifty-

ish, styled, layered haircut, high cheekbones, dark, arched brows. She wore some designer-logo 

blouse tucked into navy blue pants. A Mercedes key ring sat on the table. That was her car. 

“Who the hell are you?” 

 

 The woman didn’t say a word – just slowly walked forward, as Eva gripped the mallet. 

“You wouldn’t recognize me after twenty six years,” the woman said. 

 

 Eva’s stomach lurched with her words, as well as the thick stench of Chanel No. 5. 

“Mom?” It made her sick to even call her that.  

 



 “Hello, Eva.” Carol Caprese, formerly Carol Sinclair, looked over her daughter. “Look at 

you. Oh my God, look at you………” 

 

 “Get out of my house!” Eva said that through clenched teeth. “How dare you? How 

DARE you?” 

 

 “Eva, please.” Carol put her hands up. “I need to talk to you. You may be in danger.” 

 

 Eva dropped the mallet then gave her mother an ‘oh, really’ look. “Let me guess. From 

my…..father?” 

 

 Carol stepped back, shocked. “He got to you already.” 

 

 “That’s what you get for keeping secrets…..Carol.” 

 

 “I did that for you,” Carol said. “For your sake…..” 

 

 “Don’t you fucking dare say that! You did nothing for my sake. If you hadn’t gone off 

every fucking year to some damn fucking insurance convention so you could have a fucking 

affair there wouldn’t be anything for you to do for my fucking sake!” Eva’s entire body shook 

with her verbal tirade. She never swore like that, but she was utterly appalled by this…..this 

woman waltzing into her house uninvited and trying to make herself out to be some martyr. “You 

cheated. You got knocked up. You lied, making Michael……dad think I was his. You left 

willingly when Antonio came for you that night.” 

 

 Carol took a sharp breath. “You….you know?” 

 

 “I know everything I need to know. So don’t stand there like some innocent kidnapping 

victim. Day after day, week after week, I asked dad where you were. When you were coming 

home. Why you left, and each time it must’ve broke his heart to have to lie to save the feelings of 

someone too young to understand. He finally told me the truth, when I was sixteen.” Eva left out 

the charm bracelet with the inscription. Carol didn’t need to know. That was private between her 

and her dad. Only MaryLynn and, now, Ben knew. “And now that dad’s dead and my father is 

dying, you felt it safe to tell him the truth.” 

 

 Carol shook her head. “You have no idea how much it burdened me.” 

 

 “You have no idea how much I don’t care.” Eva felt good saying that. 

 



 “Eva, listen. I didn’t mean to come in like this. I knew you’d turn me away if I went to 

your store. I always knew where you were, but never dared to approach you. But I have to warn 

you.” 

 

 “About being in danger?” 

 

 “Yes.” 

 

 “Tell me something, mother.” She said that last word sarcastically. “If you thought telling 

Carmine would put me in danger, then why did you? If you really loved me, then you wouldn’t 

have….” 

 

 “We don’t have much time, Eva.” Carol had leapt forward, grabbing both of Eva’s wrists. 

“I know he’s made contact. I’ve been spending time around here since he turned me from the 

house. I know you went there tonight. I saw the car pick you up and bring you back. And I know 

you’ll go back again. Which is why we’re running out of time. Work with me instead of fighting 

me and I’ll make it worth your while.” 

 

 Eva tugged her hands away, Carol’s hard grip sinking the chain of her bracelet into her 

skin. “What the hell are you talking about?” 

 

 Carol stepped back and folded her arms. “He hasn’t gone to his appointment yet. His 

attorney’s still on vacation until the end of the month. There’s still time, Eva. I can’t do this, but 

you can.” 

  

 “Do what?” 

 

 “I’ll take care of getting it to you. All you have to do when you go for dinner is slip it in 

his drink and….” 

 

 “Whoa, wait. Are you saying you want me to poison your husband?” 

 

 “He’s already half-dead, Eva. And if he dies before he can change the will…..” 

 

 Carol let the end of that sentence linger. Eva didn’t need her to finish it. Ben said she was 

smart at putting two and two together, and this math problem she could do blindfolded, gagged 

and bound. She remembered something Carmine had said: 

 

 “Oh, we’re still married, but when I soon die, Carol Caprese will find herself completely 

shut off.” 



 

 Her mother was going to be cut off and wanted to head her husband off at the pass by 

killing him before he cut her out of his will. “I see.”  

 

 “Do you? You’ll……do it, then?” 

 

 “Are you kidding me? Do your own dirty work, Carol. Now take your designer self and 

drive that luxury car of yours off my street and out of my life.” 

 

 Eva wasn’t prepared for Carol’s hand snatching out to grab her arm – tight. She got her 

height from her mother, but Carol had a few more inches on her – more with heels. “I don’t think 

you understand what’s at stake here, Eva. A lot of money for which a good portion will come 

your way. You’ve got a business and this old house. Look at these floors? These cabinets? These 

ugly gold appliances? You’ll never want for nothing.” 

 

 She tried to tug her arm, but Carol’s grip was like a vise. Eva shook her head with 

confusion. “How can you do this? How, mother? Guess it’s as easy to decide to kill your 

husband as it is to walk out on your own family.” 

 

 “Do it, Eva.” 

 

 “Or else?” 

 

 With a shove, Carol let go and backed away. “Not many people know you’re Carmine 

Caprese’s daughter. Especially his enemies. It would be a shame if they did. You’d have a target 

on your head not even that biker could deflect.” 

 

 “Think again, Carol.” 

 

 Ben’s voice and the sound of metal clicking sparked behind her as Carol Caprese’s face 

went white as a sheet. He stepped in front of Eva, putting himself between her and her mother, as 

Ben trained his gun between Carol’s eyes. “You threaten my ol’ lady? Your own daughter?” 

 

 Eva softly placed her hands against Ben’s back. “Ben…..don’t.” 

 

 In a flash, Ben had his left hand around Carol’s throat, lifting her until her feet were 

actually dangling. Her hands came up to grab his, trying to pry free as the barrel of his gun dug 

deep into her temple. “You wouldn’t,” she gasped out. “You wouldn’t.” 

 



 “See, that’s where you’re wrong,” Ben said with utter calm. “Trust me. I have no 

problem with putting a bullet in a bitch’s head.” 

 

 That was true, Eva knew. She shuddered, but composed herself. “Ben, don’t. You can’t. 

She’s still his wife and……you can’t.” 

 

 As if her words rang home, Ben dropped Carol. He never took the gun off her as she 

collapsed to the ugly linoleum she’d just mocked, desperate for breath. Ben gave Eva a look as if 

it was her call to make. “You can’t kill her.” Then Eva gave her mother a disgusted look. “I have 

a more…..appropriate idea.” 

 

  



Chapter Twenty Three 

 

 Twenty six years ago, Antonio Conti had shown up at Michael Sinclair’s house to deliver 

the man’s wife to his Uncle Carmine. Tonight, he showed up at Eva Sinclair’s house to do the 

same thing.  

 

 Eva opened the front door, letting the Caprese family consigliere and an associate into 

her home and leading them to the kitchen. Ben nodded when they entered the kitchen, his gun 

still trained on Carol at the kitchen table with her hands tied behind her back and mouth gagged. 

That’s all the ol’ biddy across the way needed to hear was a woman screaming her head off. She 

desperately tried to do just that when she saw Antonio. Ben had given the details over the phone 

of what had gone down – and what Carol’s motive was. 

 

 “She’s all yours.” Ben’s voice was all business as he holstered his gun. “Take this trash 

out of my house.” 

 

 Antonio walked over to Carol and pinched her cheek. “This was a lot easier the last time, 

sweetheart. But fair warning, the end result’s going to be a…..little different.” 

 

 Carol struggled, then went to kick out at Antonio. The other man drew his hand back, 

connecting the back of it with her face, enough to take the fight out of her. They both picked her 

up and carried her out the front, the cover of night protecting them from any prying eyes. Ben led 

the way, looking up and down both sides of the street before giving a signal that the coast was 

clear. Carol Caprese was then taken to the waiting car and shoved into the backseat – most likely 

on her way to the only fate a deceptive wife of a powerful man could have. 

 

 Ben wasn’t the only one who drew the line at betrayal. 

 

 Closing and locking the door, he turned to find Eva sitting on the couch. Black dress, 

pearls and barefoot – she was still dressed from dinner. She was huddled, rocking back and forth, 

looking straight ahead. “She came in through the slider.” 

 

 Now wasn’t the time to chastise her – again. If tonight hadn’t taught her a lesson, nothing 

would. He sat down next to her and took her in his arms. “You okay, darlin’?” She was silent and 

still, her arms still about herself. He’d have said she was in shock, but she seemed pretty fine 

earlier – especially coming up with the plan to remove her mother from her house. Even he was 

surprised that she’d come up with such a wickedly appropriate idea. “You did the right thing, 

Eva.” 

 

 “Did I?” 



 

 He nodded. “What goes around, comes around.” 

 

 “He’s going to kill her.” 

 

 Ben shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t look good for her, I tell you that. Heard the whole 

thing when I came in through the front. Did the best I could not to make these damn ol’ floors 

creak. She wanted you to poison him for his money, and threatened to expose you if you didn’t. 

The Caprese family may seem untouchable, but they have their share of enemies. It’s best you 

stay anonymous.” 

 

 Eva shook her head back and forth. “How could she? First she walked out on me. Then 

she shows up out of the blue to blackmail and threaten me. How? How could….?” Her voice 

cracked as the obvious control she was trying to keep was weakening. “How could she have ever 

loved me? How?”  

 

 And then the tears broke and her arms finally scooped around his waist. He didn’t 

answer. There wasn’t one he could give. The bitch had been out for herself – plain and simple. 

He just held her face against his chest and let her cry all over his cut until she got it all out. When 

she was just hiccupping breaths, he leaned them against the back of the couch for support and 

changed the subject. “How’d it go tonight?” 

 

 “Okay. Let me do most of the talking. Asked about my life, growing up, school, my 

business. Michael. My dad. He asked a lot about him and my relationship with him. It was hard 

not to be bitter or sarcastic. I mean, what’s the point? He told me how his grandparents came 

over to Ellis Island, how they made a meager living running a fish and vegetable cart on the 

streets of New York. He was born and raised there and keeps a family home upstate. He prefers 

southern Pennsylvania because he feels ‘centered.’ Whatever that means.” 

 

 Ben did. Pennsylvania was the midway point for the Caprese heroin pipeline and still 

allowed Carmine a closer distance to his New York roots. “You still on for next week?” 

 

 “Yeah. Friday. Five p.m. – sharp.” She let out a small laugh which made him smile. Yet, 

again. His life had lacked a lot of those until that bleak night along a mountainside road. What 

she gave to him, he’d return it tenfold – maybe more. Right now, he’d give her the comfort of his 

embrace to expel the last shred of her past, which had just been escorted out the door. Just as 

Lisa had been his. Two traitorous females had ruined their lives. 

 

 And brought them together because of it. 

 



 He felt her chest rise and fall against his, accompanied by deep, sated breathing. She’d 

fallen asleep. He could easily pick her up and carry her to bed, but he didn’t want to jostle her. 

Plus, he was pretty comfortable. He hadn’t thought this couch would be strong enough for them 

to fuck on. Seemed pretty sturdy to him now. He’d keep it in mind for later. 

 

 Right now, he was content to fall asleep beside her on it. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 Emilio Santagio received Carmine Caprese’s message loud and clear. 

 

 Six dead bodies had been disposed of from the four package stores, and a phone call from 

Antonio confirmed that not only was Emilio in groveling damage control mode, but there was 

chatter that his second-in-command may be taking over. The ploy to take over the Caprese 

heroin pipeline had gone so far south they got sunburned, and the rest of the Santagio family 

feared the elusive ‘black mark’ against them. Even with a body decaying from cancer, the ol’ 

don wasn’t about to leave this earth – and his son Adamo – looking like a fool. Absolutely not. 

 

 “Happy Monday, gentlemen.” Vic had a bit of a chipper edge to his usual orneriness. 

With good reason. He looked to Aero. “Damage?” 

 

 “What damage?” The V.P. was trying hard not to gloat. They all were. It was impossible 

not to, but they had to be realistic as well. The Skulls had somewhat of a new boss now – a 

family more powerful than the Santagios. Even with the tiny bloodline in the form of Eva 

Sinclair which earned them protection, they did not have carte blanche to take anything for 

granted. “Yeah, all cleaned up as if nothing happened.” 

 

 “What about operatin’ the liquor stores?” Doug asked. 

 

 “That’s where my charming wife comes in,” Vic replied. “Seems those stiff suits she,” he 

made quote marks with his fingers, “does lunch with are pretty good at string pulling. One has a 

very tight connection to someone in the state’s Alcohol & Beverage Control Commission.” 

 

 Taz chuckled. “I’m guessin’ there’s gonna be four licenses in limbo.” 

 

 “You guess correctly.” 

 

 Tanner whistled low. “When Carmine wants to ruin someone, he ain’t kiddin’.” 

 



 Ben shook his head. “No half measures. We owe them a lot, but,” he looked at Vic, 

“gonna be worth our while.” 

 

 “Gonna set up a meet with the other three charters as soon as this settles. Once the 

licenses are reinstated, we need to lay a plan. This upcoming security gig plus resuming the 

narcotics should whet our outlaw appetites. And between the body shop and the liquor store, we 

should have enough legit business to look clean – and keep the money in the same condition.” 

 

 Wes sat forward. “What about the chop parts?” 

 

 “Business as usual,” Aero answered. “Everything square with the Hogs after the Dewey 

incident.” 

 

 “Yeah, Antonio’s guy pulled a bunch of numbers off Joey’s phone. Sent over a list.” Wes 

worked his laptop to pull it up. “In addition to Dewey’s, another looks very familiar.”  

 

 He tilted the laptop towards Ben, who winced. It was Lisa’s boyfriend. According to the 

outgoing call dates, he and his crew had been the Santagios’ bitches right around the time she 

showed up back up in his life. Wanting to reconnect. Wanting to be a family. He’d caved under 

that hope, which had cost her life, along with two brothers.  

 

 But from it, he’d gained Eva who’d helped him put the pieces back together.  

 

 “Son of a bitch,” Ben muttered. “I’m sorry.” He looked around the table. “I am so sorry.” 

 

 Vic held up his hand. “Water under the bridge, brother. I miss Stash and Batso, but they 

went out defending the club – the way an outlaw wants to leave this earth.” 

 

 Ben agreed. He’d been about to end it prematurely at the base of that mountain. But a 

blue-eyed brunette in a maroon Jeep had nixed those plans. 

 

 “Everyone get the lowdown from Elle about Thursday? Do I need to get a second turkey? 

Or a feeding trough?” 

 

 “I’m there,” Aero held up his hand. 

 

 Doug seconded. “Me and my brother.” 

 

 “Mom and dad got me,” young Wesley added. 

 



 Vic looked at Tanner. “At the future in-laws?” 

 

 Everyone chuckled as Tanner told them to fuck off. “We’re comin’ for dessert.” 

 

 “Which mom’s bringin’ on a flatbed,” Taz added. 

 

 All that was left was Ben. “Which we’ll be there for dessert, too.” 

 

 Aero nudged him. “We? Big Ben Lawson is now part of a ‘we’.” 

 

 More chuckles, which Ben sucked up. For a moment. He had a hard comeback, but 

instead hit Aero where it really hurt. “Bro, what’s going on with your hair?” 

 

 “What?” The V.P. looked horrified, reaching for his miniscule locks. 

 

 It was good to indulge in some ol’ fashioned guy-ribbing before Vic slammed the gavel 

down. “Go on – get to your jobs so I can get to this grocery list. And if I hear one snicker you’ll 

be getting dog food.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 “Hey you. What’s up?” The final push before ‘Black Friday’ and the official start of the 

plaza event wasn’t going to stress Eva out enough to not take a call from her friend. 

 

 “Did you get my text about Thanksgiving?” 

 

 Oh, shit. She’d been a crap-ass friend these last few weeks. Unfortunately, she wouldn’t 

be able to explain why. “Damn, Mar – sorry. I got roped into running my section for this 

shopping event. Been a bit swamped.” 

 

 “I forgive you – this time. So…..set another place?” 

 

 “Erm……no. Got other plans.” 

 

 “Where and with who?” 

 

 Here came the fun part. “The Skulls’ president’s house and with one of the members.” 

Crickets. That was all Eva heard. “Mar?” 

 



 A loud snort followed. “What’re you sniffing in all that construction over there, babe? 

Gave you a bad-ass sense of humor.” 

 

 “I’m not kidding, Mar.” 

 

 “You…….you serious? I mean really, fucking serious? How? When? Who? Which one? 

Holy shit, don’t tell me Air Force man!” 

 

 “Nope. The friend.” 

 

 “EVA!!!” 

 

 “Not on the phone.” 

 

 “Oh, you’re not kidding. We need an all-night wine-fest because I want every, fucking 

detail. You have details, right? Please tell me you’ve at least seen him naked?” 

 

 It was like being in high school again. “George’s plugs aren’t satisfying the jones, Mar?” 

 

 “You’re comparing fucking a forty-year-old attorney to a biker? Wait, you ‘are’ fucking 

him?” 

 

 She had to throw the poor woman a bone before she spontaneously combusted. “Yes.” 

 

 “OH MY GOD!! We are SO getting together next week. I don’t care how up to your ass 

you are in wrapping paper and singing cards. Saturday night?” 

 

 Eva knew of the end-of-week parties the clubhouse had Saturday night. She also knew of 

the girls who showed up from all over to swing around that pole and party with the guys. She’d 

never asked, and part of her didn’t want to know, however Ben always found himself home 

around ten after giving proper face time at the clubhouse without any persuasion from her. “Put 

it in pencil – I’ll let you know.” 

 

 “Text me!” 

 

‘ “I will.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 



 The night before Thanksgiving, Eva prepped. She had the turkey, fresh cranberries (she 

was going to make them homemade, dammit!), bread cubes for stuffing (yep, homemade too!), 

yams, sweet corn and two packages of stick butter. She got the stuffing and cranberry sauce 

made, peeled and cut the yams, then dressed the turkey in a disposable, aluminum pan, then 

sealed it in the fridge. It was nearly six when Ben approached slider – the locked slider after he’d 

had one installed with a key entrance. Eva had one last thing to do tonight before dusk turned to 

night. She slid the door and screen open. “Hey……favor?” 

 

 He shook the sawdust off his clothes onto the deck before coming in. He leaned over. She 

met him halfway and kissed his lips. “What’s up, darlin’?” 

 

 “I won’t have time tomorrow, so I’d like to take a little ride tonight.” 

 

 “Where?” 

 

 “To visit my dad.” 

 

 “The cemetery?” 

 

 She nodded. “Right below Weirton. Twenty minute ride. If we leave now we can be back 

by eight – have a late dinner.” 

 

 He gazed into her face, those beautiful amber eyes of his warm and understanding. “Sure. 

Just let me take a quick rinse. Go put on something warm and sturdy boots.” 

 

 “We’re going on your bike?” 

 

 “Problem?” 

 

 “It’s getting cold.” 

 

 “You won’t be.”  

 

He gave her a quick kiss before heading towards the stairs. “Ben?” 

 

“Yeah?” 

 

“I never told you this, but that’s where I was heading that night. To the cemetery.” There 

was only one that night in their vocabulary. “We’re going to pass by…..” 

 



“Just get ready, Eva.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 The exit off Interstate 40 gave way to that road. From that night. It even had that 

enormous, round moon. The night a cloud of dust had trailed a motorcycle – the very same one 

she was now riding on the back of – carrying a man her arms were wrapped tightly around. 

Around the hairpin bend with the looming mountain to their right, the field on the left came into 

view. Ben slowed and pulled off to the side at the base of the mountain – the very same spot 

they’d practically collided into. 

 

 And had never lost sight of each other after that. 

 

 He sat with the engine idling, feeling a chill which had nothing to do with the crisp night 

air which bit his face. He took it. He would absorb everything in his path to protect the woman 

behind him. Hands which were clasped tight around his waist unwound and slid up to his 

shoulders. “You okay?” 

 

 He was – now. This spot had a haunting effect on him, one he needed to expel. He rolled 

forward, rounding the bend a bit until they came to a cleft in the mountain. Killing the engine, he 

swung off, careful not to kick her. Before she could ask, he pulled her off the back of the seat 

and into the privacy of the cleft, pushing her up against the ledge while that late November moon 

cast a soft glow from its angle above. She didn’t ask questions, didn’t fight him. She knew. And 

when his mouth came down on hers, she went along. Perhaps they both needed to purge that 

night and replace it with the memory of what was happening between them right now. 

 

 She grabbed that short stub of dark-blonde hair and pulled while he tasted her, savored 

her, filled her essence with his own while his own hand roamed. “I want you, Eva. Here. Now. 

Right now.” 

 

 There wasn’t any more talk, just breathless pants, passion-filled eyes and nods of 

agreement. In unison, they unfastened their jeans. Ben pushed everything to his knees, while Eva 

required a little more wiggle room. Kicking off one boot, she slid one leg of her jeans and panties 

off, before he anchored that leg to his waist. He was inside her immediately, the franticness of 

the moment and the desperation of their need was all the foreplay necessary. “Holy fuck, Eva!” 

He bit that out like sweet relief upon entering her, feeling those silky, wet walls of hers grip him 

like a new leather riding glove. 

 

 “Ah! Ben! Yeah……yeah……oh my God, do it. Feels good. Feels so good.” 

 



 He rhythmically pumped up and down with her backed up against the ledge, his hands 

bracing the sides, confident it was smooth enough that it wasn’t digging into Eva’s back. 

“Eva….Eva…..holy shit, EVA!” 

 

 She clamped around him both inside and out as she let out a scream against his neck just 

as he came. For several moments, they just stayed that way until he felt her shivering. He rubbed 

her bare leg to warm it before pulling out. Her being on the pill was great for times like this, but 

a bit messy. And he didn’t do messes well. She squeezed her legs together while he pulled off his 

cut and flannel, removing his t-shirt underneath and handing it to her.  

 

“Best we got, darlin’. I’ll keep an emergency towel in the side compartment.” 

 

She cleaned up then refastened her jeans. “You plan on doing this again?” 

 

He gave her a tender kiss, then drank in those blue eyes. “Eva, I plan on fucking you all 

over West Virginia.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

 The simple Thanksgiving dinner Eva made was successful, but it in no way compared to 

the dessert orgy at the Connors house. Elle had been kidding. Janice brought practically her 

entire inventory, much to the appreciation of some very happy men. 

 

 Doug and his brother were enjoying heaping slices of pumpkin pie while talking to Vic’s 

twenty-seven-year-old son, while their twenty-five-year-old daughter, along with Tanner’s ol’ 

lady, Kelly, plated cream puffs, brownies and mini lemon tarts. Aero was holding two-year-old 

Louis straight out, face down, whirling him in a circle like an airplane, until the child’s father 

intervened. “You make him yak all over Elle’s carpet, she’s gonna make you lick it up,” Tanner 

said through a mouthful of apple pie. 

 

 The toddler was promptly put down – and protested loudly – until he saw who walked 

through the door. “Balloon! Balloon!” Louis ran over to Eva and latched onto her legs, looking 

up to see if there was a helium-filled ball floating about. “Balloon!” 

 

 “Sorry, little man,” Eva said, kneeling down. “No balloons today.” 

 

 The bottom lip protruded and Eva knew what came after that. A shrieking cry echoed 

through the house, which caused both Kelly and Tanner to rush over. Once Tanner realized his 

child wasn’t hurt – and that it was just a pouty fit – he went back to his beer and pie. Eva 

accepted a kiss hello from Kelly before being pulled her over to meet Elle’s daughter, who was 



lining up glasses for liquors and brandy with her mother. It seemed like a natural process – the 

women tending to the food, drink and children, while the men enjoyed the offerings. It wasn’t so 

much a sexist thing, but more of a differentiation of the sexes – women nurture while the men 

protect the surroundings, even if to ‘protect’ today meant consuming anything edible. 

 

 “So?” Aero nudged him from behind. “Did she pass the cooking test?” 

 

 “She passed a while ago. How’d you think I’d been eating all this time?” 

 

 “Ziggy’s.” 

 

 He hadn’t been there in several weeks and needed to see the ol’ man. Maybe bring Eva 

with him. That’d shock the shit out of everyone in there, as it had been Ben’s private ‘man place’ 

for years. But he was in a different place right now, yet he wouldn’t forget ol’ Zig. He needed to 

introduce those famous steak sandwiches to Eva, maybe take her in the bathroom for romp – 

expel some more memories. “Let me guess – the boyfriend?” Ben saw a conservatively dressed 

young man talking with a wide-eyed Taz. 

 

 “Yep. Vic already grilled him. Future son-in-law material. Head mechanic at Chrysler 

down in Summersville. Taz is picking his brain.” 

 

 Everyone seemed to be here, except young Wes, whose parents wouldn’t dream of him 

not spending a major holiday with them. And Batso and Stash. He missed those guys. Long 

timers, around Aero’s age. Their deaths were wrongful, but had been avenged. Their bullet-

riddled bodies had been buried in their cuts while their photos had a place of honor behind the 

bar, so each member would see them as they saluted. 

 

 The atmosphere was different. A little more subdued. They still had major business on 

the table and an even bigger play to work for, but they’d give a hundred and twenty percent in 

return. It was a different era, different players and new faces populating their world. But he only 

had eyes for one. And hers were deep, vivid blue, and she was wearing that damn dress which 

matched them – the one she’d had on the day she’d come out of Clarks. She was holding Louis, 

who was instructing her on how to properly eat a brownie as he shoved it in his mouth.  

 

 He smiled. He was really getting used to that. And wanted more of it. 

 

  



Chapter Twenty Four 

 

 Two weeks passed and the Christmas rush was in full swing. The media blitz for the Shop 

Small, Save Big event brought shoppers into Tippitt-Over-Two Plaza from southern Ohio, 

Pennsylvania and central West Virginia. Every store had a sidewalk table set up for those passing 

by in order to entice shoppers to come in.  

 

` Merrill had a full-blown coffee station outside Tippitt ‘n Sip-It, complete with ten carafes 

filled with regular, decaf and – yes – even flavored coffees. In the center of the parking lot, a 

pavilion which Ben and Tanner had practically constructed with their bare hands, housed long 

tables and benches they’d also built. Outside the area, two cookers were sizzling with burgers, 

hot dogs, sausage and onions supplied by Clarks for shoppers to grab a hot, satisfying lunch and 

rest their legs inside the pavilion. The hair salon sold gift certificates, Lou’s got a few walk-ins 

wanting a quick clip before Christmas and Janice had orders piled high for holiday desserts. A 

couple of people even walked out of Dell’s with new snow blowers in anticipation of the first 

snowfall.  

 

 In a Santa suit, Doug walked around ho-ho-ho-ing, passing out little Christmas trinkets 

Eva had donated from her old holiday stock, candy canes and Hershey Kisses. Several club girls, 

demurely dressed (for the sake of the children) as elves accompanied him, taking photos to 

chronicle the event and carrying little pots of face paint and stickers to keep the children happy. 

 

Across the way, Eva grabbed a cup of cinnamon-flavored coffee from the table next door, 

while Jen manned her own in the front of the card store. The window display was outlined with 

white lights and looked gorgeous, as Cyndi had pulled out all stops, draping it with deep 

burgundy and green velvet, gold and silver. It was very Norman Rockwell, as she’d displayed 

ornaments and snow globes and had filled the new line of country-inspired gift bags with faux-

wrapped gift boxes. Candy canes and gingerbread cookies were strewn about, while the entire 

tableau was surrounded by a miniature working train set. Those with children loved looking at it. 

 

The Skulls took turns with security in between their regular work schedules and club 

business. Taz was leaning up against a garbage can, shoving a hot dog into his mouth as Cyndi 

walked back from the pavilion from her break. She held two soda cups with straws sticking out, 

offering one to Taz, who smiled a devilish smile which crinkled up all his piercings. Amid the 

aroma of grilled food, Eva caught the whiff of cigarette smoke. To her left, Linda Moore leaned 

against the exterior, taking in the scene, which looked like some, big town festival. All that was 

missing were rides. She wouldn’t put it past Elle to include that next year, especially if the kick-

off one was successful. Eva joined her. “Any visitors?” 

 



Linda smirked, then took another drag. “Oh, sure. Several people came in where I 

foresaw a very large credit card bill in their future.” 

 

Eva really liked this spunky, snarky lady. 

 

“What can I say,” Linda continued, “not a big demand for palm reading certificates. How 

about you?” 

 

“Really good. Enough to give out bonuses and take a little extra for myself. We’re 

starting on the kitchen right after the new year. Ben’s doing the counters and floor. I’m going to 

paint the cabinets. Hopefully have enough to replace one major appliance.” She noticed the 

somber look on Linda’s face, then remembered it was her mother’s home she was renovating. 

“Hey, would you like to stop by some time and look around?” 

 

Linda doused her cigarette in the sand pail, then put a comforting hand on Eva’s 

shoulder. “It’s your home, now. Yours and…….his. New beginnings. New starts.” She gazed 

across the parking lot at Cyndi and Taz, then arched a brow. “That girl’s parents will call in an 

exorcist if she brings that one home.” 

 

Cyndi was a flirting, blushing mess, while Taz leaned there all cool and unaffected, but 

clearly interested. Something about these men, their persona, their cuts was a draw – no matter 

how frightening they looked. “She’s a big girl. Maybe it’ll pass.” Or…..not.  

 

“Heading in. I hear Dolly Parton calling out on the CD player. Oh, one more thing? The 

turret.” 

 

“What about it?” 

 

Linda shrugged. “The usual. Just……listen to him.” 

 

The woman was playing with her head again. Maybe. Eva headed back too, waving 

Cyndi to come back so Marie and Jen could take a break while she manned the outside table. The 

weather was thankfully holding out in the fifties, the sun making appearances from behind 

pillows of cloud to provide intermittent warmth. She looked across the lot and saw Aero and Vic 

being escorted out of Ticket Liquor with a fortyish man. She watched both bikers shake hands 

then hug the man before he departed to a waiting, luxury vehicle with blacked-out windows. Ben 

had told her about the four Skulls charters taking over the package stores formerly run by the 

Santagios, knowing her biological father had something to do with it. That man driving away 

was no doubt a Caprese. That was all she knew. All she wanted to know. 

 



All that Ben said she ‘needed’ to know. 

 

Speaking of which. 

 

Her cell in the pocket of her sweater coat went off. It was Ben. “Hi.” 

 

“How’s it going, darlin’?” 

 

“Really good. You still at the mill?” 

 

“Just finished up. Just gonna borrow a good axe and head home. That one you got is old 

and rusty. I ain’t in the mood for a tetanus shot.” 

 

“Chopping more wood?” 

 

“Something like that. When you coming home?” 

 

Home. She really liked the sound of him referring to her home as theirs. It was his. Ever 

since he’d told Antonio to take her mother out of his house. He’d claimed it that night. He’d 

claimed her way before that. She checked the time on her phone. “It’s almost four. We’re staying 

open till six, and Marie and Cyndi are closing. Five or so.” 

 

“Perfect.” 

 

“For what?” 

 

“You’ll see.” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

Ben had built a small fire, sat in his chair and waited for Eva to come through the front 

door after hearing her pull in. When she did, he recognized the initial look on her face. He knew 

she smelled it before she saw it. The strong, aromatic scent of pine. And then she saw it. A fat, 

blue spruce positioned right in front of the bay window, standing strong and sturdy bolted to a 

stand filled with water. Both hands went to her mouth as she smiled wide through them. “Ben, 

it’s…….perfect. It’s exactly where I wanted to put it, too.” 

 

She’d never told him that, but somehow he’d known. They’d see it through the window 

when they pulled up at night, lights, tinsel and ornaments twinkling through the window. She 

touched the stiff needles. “I don’t think I have enough decorations for it.” 



 

“We’ll buy ‘em. We’ll buy whatever you want.” 

 

“I have to go easy, Ben. I’m sinking every extra dollar into the kitchen.” 

 

“We, Eva. We are. This is my house, too.” 

 

He was dead serious. He was going to share the comfort as well as the burden. Which 

reminded him of something he wanted to talk to her about, but not now. He planned on it. In 

another week – Christmas Eve. There was a reason. Blame his methodical thinking. But first 

things first – this tree could not be bare. “Let’s get all the Christmas shit this Sunday. We’ll 

decorate it that night.” 

 

“Can we go into Penn? There’s a place there where I got the living room furniture. Like a 

little village – all filled with consignment stores, antique shops and stuff. About a ninety-minute 

ride. We’ll have to take my Jeep since we’ll have shopping bags.” 

 

He didn’t like cages – especially with his size. And driving out of state meant no cut. And 

shopping meant bags of……stuff. But he was slowly beginning to shed that claustrophobic shell. 

Even this big, fat tree taking up so much space in the living room, Ben felt anything but 

suffocated. Not here. Not in this house. His home. 

 

 But she was right - she couldn’t carry her purchases on a ninety-minute bike ride. 

“Whatever you want, darlin’?” 

 

He meant it. He really did.  

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

After buying enough tree decorations to choke Godzilla, he and Eva headed back down 

from Butler County, Pennsylvania en route to a casual dinner. As promised, he cut over to Route 

40 and headed towards Ziggy’s. Inside, the old owner barely acknowledged Ben, instead giving 

Eva a charming look and a hug. “And who is this?”  

 

“Eva.” He took a deep breath and let it out with the next set of words. “My ol’ lady.” 

 

Ziggy gave him a disconcerting look. “You with all your…….biker mumbo-jumbo. This 

beautiful, young thing shouldn’t be called an ol’ anything.” He escorted them to Ben’s favorite 

table. “Sit, sit. Usual?” 

 



Ben held up two fingers. “Make it two. I’ll have beer and…..?”  

 

Eva gave Ziggy a questioning look. “Wine?” 

 

“I keep a bottle or two for the ladies. Be right back.” 

 

He snuggled her next to him in the circular, wooden booth while she looked back. 

“You’ve known him a long time?” 

 

“He worked with my ol’ man at the mines. Was there that day.” Ben slid one sleeve of his 

flannel up to reveal his forearm – the one bearing ink dedicated to his dad. Thomas Lawson, his 

birth and death years, were accompanied by a sketching of a miner’s hat and a pick. Eva reached 

over to hold his arm. “Ziggy was the one who came to the house to give us the news of the 

collapse. He wasn’t all the way in when it happened. Was able to escape. When he showed up at 

our trailer, he was practically head to toe soot. No one came to someone’s house like that, unless 

something was wrong.” 

 

Eva leaned her head on his shoulder. “I’m so sorry.” 

 

A beer and a glass of wine were put on the table – by the redhead he’d nailed outside the 

night after he’d killed his sister. The same night he’d met the woman leaning against him. With a 

flick of his eyes, he motioned her away. A one-time fuck didn’t hold a candle to the woman next 

to him. Two plates followed, with Ziggy’s withering arms attached to them. “Enjoy, young 

lovers.” 

 

They ate in silence. 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

They were up late, putting the finishing touches on the tree, when Ben’s phone went off. 

He excused himself, meaning it was the club. Eva opened a box of faux snow-covered gardenias 

and inserted them within the branches. Ben had rolled his eyes when she picked them out – 

obviously girly flowers didn’t belong on a Christmas tree. She then put aside several packages of 

icicles Ben wanted to hang around the front porch and down the railings when he walked back 

in. “Hey.” 

 

“What?” 

 

He shook his phone. “That was Vic. Got a call from Antonio. Carmine passed away early 

this morning.” 



 

Eva sat on the couch, clearly not knowing how to feel about this. “I……I don’t know 

what to say. I mean, I feel bad he died – that he had to fight that disease. We only had three 

dinners together.” It would’ve been four, but with the plaza event kicking off the day after 

Thanksgiving, Eva had asked to be excused due to ‘Black Friday’. “He’s my father, but…….he’s 

a stranger.” 

 

“Said you wouldn’t have to endure for long. He wasn’t kidding.” 

 

“I never thought that. It was hard…..awkward. And, yeah, it messed with my head. My 

life, but…….” Her voice trailed off. “Should I go to the funeral?” 

 

He shook his head. “Vic and Elle are going – to represent the club as a whole. Can’t have 

Harleys roaring up to a Sicilian-Catholic funeral. Low key. Antonio’s instructions.” 

 

With a deep sigh, she got up. It was done. It was over. She’d kept her end of the bargain 

and so had Carmine. Two fathers gone and a mother who’d paid a heavy price for her betrayal. 

Grabbing the lights, she stuck them in his gut. “For outside. I’ll hold the ladder.” 

 

He stretched up, looking as if he added another inch to that six foot six frame of his. “Do 

I look like I need a ladder, darlin’?” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

Eva went all out. She said she wanted to start new traditions, and Christmas Eve was 

commencement. She baked all day. Hell, she baked all week. Sugar cookies. Chocolate chip 

cookies with peppermint pieces. The ones which had a Hershey Kiss plunked in the middle. The 

ones that contained nothing but butter, walnuts, flour and were rolled in powdered sugar. It 

looked like the cookie case at Sugar Me. Janice Morrell would’ve been proud. 

 

The house smelled delicious, while classic Christmas songs played on a portable CD 

player. She’d picked up some while shopping two weeks ago, sifting through a $1.99 bargain bin 

in a consignment shop. She’d also found a CD full of country compilations – including Wichita 

Lineman. She saved that to play while alone. 

 

She had wine, beer and a quick sausage stew she’d thrown together for dinner. And 

cookies. Lots and lots of cookies, most of which she was bringing to the clubhouse tomorrow. 

The Skulls were holding an ‘Open House’ for the town. According to Ben, this was 

unprecedented, as the club never threw its doors open to strangers. They didn’t expect a lot of 

town folk, who still weren’t comfortable in the presence of local bikers, but who knew. They 



were trucking in food catered by Clarks (got to keep the business in town!), Janice was, of 

course, supplying desserts, Ticker Liquor filled the empty shelves behind the bar and Eva offered 

paper and plastic supplies. And cookies. Lots and lots of cookies. 

 

Tonight, though, would be their own quiet night together. Christmas Eve. With their 

ginormous blue spruce softly lit, icicle lights hanging from the front and back and, of course, a 

fire. She and her man. Her ol’ man. She’d have to get used to saying that. He had just pulled in 

around seven – later than usual and, of course, not very chatty about goings-on she didn’t need to 

know about. But there had been something a bit…..off about him since this morning. He woke 

up ultra-horny (not that that was ‘off’ pertaining to Ben) and had been practically groping her 

around the kitchen until he’d left. She wondered if dinner would be the same. She kind of hoped. 

 

Instead of coming through the back (locked) slider, he came in the front. “Eva? Come out 

here, darlin’.” 

 

She popped one of the powdered sugar cookies in her mouth and went into the living 

room. He had that weird, sheepish grin and she prepared to be mauled. “How come you’re so 

late?” 

 

“Making plans.” 

 

“For what?” 

 

“For……what I want for Christmas.” 

 

She gave him a look. “We agreed not to do gifts. You know, because of the kitchen.” 

 

He shook his head. “This don’t cost nothing. Well….maybe a little.” He picked up her 

left arm, the charm bracelet dangling from her wrist, kissed her fingers then slid a ring onto her 

fourth one. She stared in awe at the white-gold band with a half carat square diamond in the 

center surrounded by tiny little sapphire chips. “Well?” 

 

She caught her breath, then leered up at him. “Isn’t there something you’re supposed to 

say along with this?”  

 

Damn, he loved her. Any woman would’ve broke down weeping or jumped up and down 

like a maniac. Not Eva Sinclair. Leave it to her to find a way to put him on the spot. “Yeah.” He 

could play this. “Wanna get married tonight?” 

 

That really blew her mind from the look she gave him. “Uh….not what I was thinking.” 



 

“But it’s what I’m saying, darlin’.” He took her hand and held it to his face. “Look, you 

wanna do this proper – dress, flowers, invitations, whatever, then we will. But then I won’t get 

my Christmas present.” 

 

She closed the gap between them. “And what would that be?” 

 

He bent down to gently kiss her on the lips. “To wake up next to Mrs. Benjamin Thomas 

Lawson on Christmas morning.” He kissed her again. “Marry me, Eva. Tonight. One of the suits 

Elle hobnobs with at town hall’s a minister. Got ‘im on standby. He can be here in an hour with 

the paperwork and two witnesses.” 

 

Eva looked flabbergasted. “Ben….whoa. Wait. I….I just….” 

 

He put a finger over her lips. “Let me finish, darlin’. Just let me say this.” He took a 

breath. “What’s to wait? I’m gonna be thirty-six. You’re gonna be thirty-three. We got a home, 

we earn, I ain’t letting you go and you ain’t pushing me away. So it’s either ink or a ring.” 

 

A curious look came over her. “Why not ink?” 

 

“Well, maybe. Need to figure out what and…..where. One thing’s for sure….” 

 

“It’s going to be simple. Not busy. Not messy or confusing,” she finished for him.  

 

Boy, did she know him. “I want everyone to understand you’re mine. Other than my ink, 

a ring’s the next best thing. Oh, and yeah – I love you.” That was the extent of his charm, but he 

was one hundred percent honest about it. “Well?” 

 

She played coy. “Oh. I suppose you need an answer.” 

 

He wrapped his arms around her waist, hoisting her up until she was off the ground and 

was face to face with him. “Here’s a little convincing.” And then, he kissed her, with every 

ounce of passion this woman stirred in him. He’d wait. He’d wait as long as he had to. Well, 

maybe not too long, but he wanted her to know he didn’t want to. That there was no point. And 

he wanted legal claim to her. Regardless of who they were inside this house, outside he was still 

an outlaw. There would always be some level of danger, but there would always be brothers or 

assorted others who’d want dibs, when he’d have no recourse. He wasn’t leaving anything to 

chance. 

 



He pulled back, staring into those brilliant blue eyes which already told him his answer. 

But he wanted to hear it. “Well?” 

 

“Can they be here in thirty minutes?” 

 

~~~***~~~ 

 

The living room had become their favorite spot to commune, and the fireplace and 

twinkling tree just added to the appeal. Eva lay on the floor in front of the fire, Ben on his side, 

head propped up in his hand. They entwined left hands, both now wearing matching wedding 

bands. They’d have enough time for a wedding night once they went upstairs. She was sure she’d 

need an entire plate of cookies tomorrow to sugar up to replace the energy her husband was 

going to extract from her tonight. 

 

Her husband. 

 

“Stop thinking how romantic this all was,” Ben joked. 

 

“I’m not. Just thinking how freaked out everyone’s going to be tomorrow. Oh, 

God….MaryLynn!” 

 

“Don’t tell ‘er yet. Tomorrow. After we get back. Because tonight, Mrs. Lawson, you’ve 

got some wedding night responsibilities.” 

 

He nuzzled her neck, the prickliness of his facial hair causing gooseflesh to rise all over 

her skin, even under the warmth of the fire. She looked at her ring again. “I hope this wasn’t too 

much.” 

 

“Don’t worry about it. Found it in one of those stuffy shops you dragged me into. Estate 

sale, something or other. . It was in a case of other ‘estate sale’ jewelry along with a matching 

band. And a much larger version as well 

 

“But we’ve got a house to remodel.” 

 

“Yeah, that reminds me.” He propped up to hover higher above her. “The house, Eva. I 

want my name on it. Before you say anything, it ain’t because I wanna take away what you 

worked hard for. But because it’s mine too. To work on. To pay for. To provide. You and me, 

darlin’. Together.” 

 



She understood, and didn’t have a problem with that. “Alright. I’ll see what we need to 

do.” 

 

“One more thing.” 

 

“Go ahead – I’m feeling generous,” she mused. 

 

He moved to lay on top of her, bracing his weight with his forearms. “Good. Cuz, I’m 

gonna make my first ‘household’ decision. 

 

“Which is?” 

 

“Your office. Think you should use the spare bedroom instead. The layout’s better and 

it’s closer to the top of the stairs, so if you’re up here alone you can listen out.” 

 

She looked disappointed. “But the turret has all those nice built-ins.” 

 

He nibbled her ear. “Got a better idea for the turret.” 

 

She frowned up at him. “A ‘man-cave’?” 

 

Those luscious amber eyes of his got serious. “A nursery.” 

 

“The turret.” 

 

“What about it?” 

 

“Linda shrugged. “The usual. Just……listen to him.” 

 

Eva’s heart almost stopped again as the psychic’s words came back to her. “What?” 

 

He went back on his side and cupped her face. “Ain’t getting any younger, darlin’.” 

 

Wow, he really took the wind out of her sails. “Thanks a lot.” 

 

“I meant both of us. Why – you don’t want to?” 

 

“It’s not that, it’s just……I never thought I…….would. When I made the choice to go it 

alone with a house, I didn’t think……..” 

 



“You’d have a chance to fill it up?” 

 

No, she didn’t. Since she was six years old it had all been about losing people before 

she’d decided to push them away before they got to her first. But it all changed without her even 

realizing it. Michael Sinclair had taken care of her since then and had never stopped. Even in 

death, he somehow found a way to look out for her. If she hadn’t attempted to visit him in the 

cemetery that night, she wouldn’t have wound up in this man’s arms. In his life. An outlaw one, 

to say the least. But there was no cookie-cutout to life or who you wound up with. Some people 

meet in a bar. Others through singles ads. Some just happen to bump into each other on the 

street. 

 

Or nearly collide on a dark, mountain road. 

 

“How about it, darlin’? Wanna go off the pill and put a baby in that room this time next 

year?” 

 

Fuck romance. The way he’d asked that was hot as hell. “I need to be off it for at least a 

month.” 

 

“That’s okay.” He stood up, pulling her with him. “C’mon, Mrs. Lawson. Let’s use our 

wedding night for practice.” 

 

~The End~ 

 


