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I met the love of my life when I was in my early twenties. She stood by my side no matter what I was going through and supported me. Ma was a beacon of strength when I felt I was at my weakest moment and pulled me through when I didn’t know what was next. I thought I had forever with her; that we’d grow old and have so much longer than what we had. My life ended the day that she was taken from me. From everyone that met her and loved the woman that she was.

Alice was a woman that knew my pain. She could see it on my face and knew what I was going through after the loss that shattered my entire world. No one would ever take the place of the woman that owned my heart. But, I know that Ma would want me to be happy and have someone in my life. I may not ever be able to give her my heart but I know that she’s the only one that would be able to make me feel even a fraction of what Ma made me feel for so many years.
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Dedicating a book to someone is sometimes the hardest part of the story for me. But, not this time. I’d like to dedicate Pops to my beta team. Some of you have been with me since the very beginning while others have been added in along the way. You are the first ones to see the story and give me information so that I can put out the best story to the readers. Thank you so much for being there and helping me get through this process before I even think about hitting publish. You don’t know what you’re feedback does and how much it means that you’re willing to be a part of the team!! Thank you!!
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18 years old

I WAS BORN IN A SMALL TOWN THAT CATERED to farmers or men that worked in the mines. The town I grew up in was so small that there wasn’t a ‘wrong’ side of the tracks. Everyone that lived here was a poor family that did what they could to get by and raise their family right. We all worked together and it didn’t matter what a neighbor needed. I can remember nights spent at a farm down the road helping to make sure that their cattle were taken back into the barn because they’d gotten loose. I learned to work hard from the time I could walk; we all did.

There were only two ways to get out of here; join the military or go to college. I couldn’t see myself sitting in some dingy office for countless hours a day. It would slowly drive me insane and I’d hate the life I was living. So, my only option to get out of here was to join the military. My parents weren’t thrilled with my decision, but I was eighteen and had the right to make my own mind up. When I told my younger sister Elizabeth, she didn’t handle the news good at all. That was the longest period we ever went without speaking. But, she was destined for greater things, like getting out of here and going to college to make a name for herself.

From the time I was a young boy, my dad had been grooming me to take over the ‘family business’. I’m not exactly sure what that entailed because I never really saw him do anything. Sure, he helped the neighbors work on the farms and made sure there was enough money to pay the bills and keep our ancient truck running. He was as strict as they come and made sure that I knew my manners, worked hard, and knew that I was to help him on the farms surrounding our run-down house. Nothing I did was ever good enough for him though.

The day I graduated from high school, I didn’t bother waiting around to walk across the stage. There was nothing here for me. Instead, I walked two miles into town and stopped outside the recruiter’s office. It took a second for me to make sure that this was really what I wanted to do. From there, everything happened at lightning speed.

It was just a matter of time before I went back to the office to wait for the bus to take me to basic training. My paperwork was filled out, I passed the initial fitness exams, and took the ASVAB test that was required to join the service. The day I left, my dad refused to even come to see me off. He said I was abandoning the family and didn’t need to get out of our small town. There was enough here to keep me busy until the day I was buried. My mom, on the other hand, didn’t want me to leave. Elizabeth and my mom were there to see me off. They both cried until I didn’t think they had anymore tears to cry. They’re the ones that I’ll miss here. No one else but them.

My mom did everything she could to try to make my life easier. Dad wasn’t always an easy person to live with; everything had to be his way and if it wasn’t he could be an ass. Elizabeth and I always had a snack when we got home from school, help with our homework, and she’s been my biggest supporter. Her food was to die for and that’s what I’m going to miss when I’m eating MREs. But, it’s time to grow up and get out of this town. Too bad I didn’t realize then that it would be the last time I’d ever see my parents alive. Maybe I would’ve spent a few extra minutes with my mom or had a long talk with my dad about why I was joining the service. Instead, I couldn’t wait to get on that bus and get out of this town. That few minutes could’ve been better than the hug that lasted a few seconds and the last words I chose to say to my mom. I didn’t tell her I loved her like I should’ve. It was basically just a ‘goodbye’ and ‘I’ll see you soon’.

I wasn’t even out of basic training when my dad passed away from a heart attack. He was out helping one of the neighbors when he collapsed. Since the ambulance had to come from the next town over, they couldn’t save him. Within six months, my mom passed away. I’ll forever say that she died of a broken heart. Mom loved my dad with her whole heart. And even though he was a hardass on me, he was gentle with her. They were childhood sweethearts and my mom didn’t know how to live without him. You could easily see the love that my dad felt for her every single time she walked in the same room as him. Or, if we were at a party, the way his eyes continually strayed to wherever my mom stood talking to the other neighbor women.

Elizabeth was almost eighteen when my mom passed away and a friend’s parents said that she could stay with them while I was in basic. They would make sure that she went to school and graduated before leaving. I guess it’s a good thing that she’s graduating soon and then goes off to some fancy college. She was always the one that had the brains in the family. It sure as fuck wasn’t me.

For me, basic was easy. I’m used to getting up at the crack of dawn and busting my ass from sun up to sun down. There was one guy, Jeremy, that was my equal. We went through basic and became inseparable. Our superiors knew that we worked good together and decided that where one of us went, the other one went too. I even went home with him if we had a leave because there was nothing waiting back home for me anymore.

We got stationed in North Carolina before going on our first deployment. That’s where I met the most amazing woman. Her name was Alana and for me, it was love at first sight. She had the longest light brown hair with natural golden highlights in it. Her eyes were a mix of blue and green that changed based on her moods. But, it was her heart and the way she was with anyone around her that captured me. Alana wore her heart on her sleeve and there wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do to help others out. It didn’t matter if they were a friend, family member, or some random person she met on the street. Our first encounter will stay with me the rest of our days.

Jeremy had finally talked me into taking a break away from the base. We went to the beach so that he could pick up a piece of ass for the night. He wouldn’t have a problem doing that. He’s the type of guy that girls flock to. I’m not sure what it is about him they like, but it’s funny as hell to watch him as he picks up girls no matter where we are.

Not far from the beach is a hotel. So, we stopped at the pool first so my friend could see what girls were there before we headed to the beach. My eyes briefly landed on a gorgeous, sun-kissed goddess tanning on one of the chairs surrounding the pool. She kept looking out at the kids splashing and playing in the pool and I knew that she wasn’t going to last much longer. The girl sitting closest and her kept exchanging glances at the chaos surrounding them.

He brought a football with him that we started tossing around as he checked out the babes walking around the beach as soon as we made our way there. We’d been tossing the ball around for a while and I was getting tired of it. I’d rather go to the bar or back to base then continue to throw a football around. Before I could say anything about leaving, Jeremy was getting ready to throw the ball again. I knew he was up to something when I saw the mischievous glint enter his eyes. Jeremy dropped back to throw the ball to me and it went sailing over my head. I turned to run after it and ending up landing on my face in the sand. There was a melodic sound of laughter that floated around me as I pulled my head up and tried to wipe the sand off of my face and out of my eyes so I could glimpse the angel that’s lyrical voice was surrounding me.

Looking around, I saw two girls lying out on towels, trying to get a tan on their already bronzed skin. One was a blonde that did nothing for me. She wasn’t the one that was laughing anyway. If anything, she looked at me with such disdain that I’m surprised my entire body didn’t freeze from the ice she was shooting in my direction. No, it was the other one that captured my attention. She was wearing a skimpy black bikini showing off her dangerously long legs and toned body. A small pair of sunglasses rested on her nose until she pulled them down to get a better glance at me. I was instantly captivated and couldn’t look away from her.

“Sorry,” I murmur, sitting up on my knees, the football long forgotten. “I’m Gerald.”

“I’m Alana,” she says, sticking out her dainty hand to shake mine. “This is my friend Gertie.”

“It’s nice to meet you both. This is my friend Jeremy,” I say, never once taking my eyes off of Alana. “Can I buy you a drink for disturbin’ your afternoon?”

Alana looks at her friend and I watch them have a silent conversation. She turns back to me and stands up while her friend remains sitting on her towel. We walk over to the bar that’s sitting back on the beach behind where she was sitting. After grabbing us each a soda, we make our way to the side of the small building and take a seat at one of the tables placed on the small cement pad surrounding the small building serving alcohol and other refreshments to the daily beach-goers.

For the rest of the day, we talked, laughed, got to know one another, and had a great time. Jeremy and I walked the girls to their car at the end of the day. I got Alana’s number and we made plans to meet up again as soon as we could. One day of spending time with her was all it took for me. I didn’t even bother giving her a kiss goodbye that day. She would be worth the wait, no matter how long that was.

I didn’t see Alana again before we got shipped out. I’d planned on calling her the next day to see if she wanted to go out and get some dinner before going dancing or something. I’d leave the details of what we did up to her. But, we got told we were gonna be leaving and there wasn’t time to get a hold of her. Instead, I kept her number in my pocket and took it with me wherever I went. Jeremy said that I was insane for doing it, but I really didn’t care. Alana would stay with me forever. Even if I never saw her again. Hell, the amount of time I pulled it out and looked at it, the writing was smudged and I’m surprised I could recognize any of the writing.
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Chapter Two
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21 years old

IT TOOK ALMOST THREE YEARS BEFORE WE MADE it back to North Carolina. In that time, I thought of Alana every single day. I wrote her letter after letter and tied them all together, sticking them in my bag. Sometimes I would write her when something happened to us, or if Jeremy was up to his usual antics. Other times, I would be so homesick that I would write to her as my only connection back to the one person that meant anything to me anymore.

But, I figured that she’d gone away to college and forgot all about me. Just from one afternoon, I knew that she was destined to be successful in anything she did. Alana is the kind of woman that deserves nothing but love and the very best a man can give her. By the time three years was up, I was expecting to see her with a kid and a man standing by her side. One that could give her the house with the white picket fence and be there every single night when he got off of work. Not a used-up man at the age of twenty-one.

What did I have to offer her? Nothing. As far as I was concerned, I would live my life in the military. Jeremy and I had already decided that we wouldn’t worry about love or finding that special someone. We would make sure that we served our country and that would have to be enough for us. In the meantime, there were plenty of willing women to have a good time with. They never filled the hole that meeting Alana created; it was more a need for release than anything else.

Jeremy was still out, looking to find every single woman he could fuck with no strings attached. All I wanted was a little peace and quiet. To concentrate on living my life and being the best soldier. We finally had a day off and Jeremy decided that he wanted to go to the beach again. We had just spent so long surrounded by nothing but dirt and sand, it’s the last place that I wanted to be. But, that may be the one place that I could see Alana again. So, I decide to go with him. Even if it was a long shot.

[image: image]

We’ve been at the beach for a while now. I’ve been looking for Alana with no hope of seeing her as the afternoon turns to evening. Finally, just as I’m about to be resigned to the fact that I’ll never again see her, I spot the girl that captured my attention in one afternoon and I’ve never been able to forget her.

Alana is lying on a towel on her stomach. She is facing the other way so she has no clue that I’m here or staring right at her. I thought she was beautiful before, but now she’s magnificent. On full display is her toned and tan body. Her luscious curves and beautiful hair call to me. Without any hesitation on my part, I make my way toward the goddess. My feet seem to have a mind of their own as I stealthily move toward her spot on the crowded beach.

“Alana, is that you?” I ask once I get close enough to say something to her without yelling.

She startles and quickly turns her head toward me. At the same time, she whips her sunglasses from her eyes, and flashes one of her full smiles at me. I can’t help but stare at her full lips and wonder what they taste like. For a minute, we’re locked in a stare off as we take in the changes of the past few years. I’ve put on muscle from having nothing to do other than workout. My skin is tan and I know that I’ve got the beginnings of a beard growing.

“Gerald? Is that really you?” she suddenly asks, starting to sit up before she remembers that her top isn’t tied. “Well, I’d sit up, but at the moment I really can’t.”

We both laugh at the predicament she finds herself in. I want to sit down and spend the rest of the day with her, but I don’t know if I can. Has she found the man that she deserves to live with until the end of time? Does she want to visit with me? So many questions run through my mind and I don’t know how to ask them. Of if I should just say a quick hello before turning and walking away from her.

“Well, are you gonna sit down and visit or just stand there all day? Tell me where you’ve been that you never called me,” she says, maneuvering so that I can sit next to her and she doesn’t expose anything.

“What have you been up to?” I ask, sitting down next to her and trying to relax.

“Not much. I went to college and finished a liberal arts degree. There’s not really anything that’s called out to me, so I figured I’d at least graduate with a degree in something. Other than that, you see what I’m doing,” she says, her musical voice pulling on my heartstrings and gaining my full attention.

“No guy in the picture?” I ask, needing to know the answer before I go any further.

“Nope. See, I’ve been waiting for this guy that took my number a few years ago. Only, he never called me,” she says, making my jaw drop at her response. Surely, she must be kidding. “I’m serious. I don’t know what it is about you, Gerald, but I haven’t been interested in anyone since meeting you.”

“I’m sorry, Alana. The day after we met, I got informed that we were shipping out. We had to get ready and there wasn’t time to get away from base for anythin’,” I tell her, reaching out to push a piece of hair behind her ear that fell in front of her face. “I’m sorry that I didn’t get a chance to call you. Trust me, I thought about it. Whenever we got time to make calls, I wanted to call you. But, by then I’d figured you met someone and I didn’t want to hear it from thousands of miles away.”

“Well, you’re here now. When are you leaving again?” she asks, reaching behind her to tie her bikini top before sitting up.

“I don’t know. For the time bein’, we’re not leavin’. I have some time here on base,” I answer, waiting to see what her next move is going to be.

“Well, let’s get out of here then. I’m sure we can find something better to do than sit on a beach,” she says, standing up to slide on a pair of tiny shorts before gathering her belongings.

I didn’t have a car, so we left in hers after I found Jeremy and told him my plans. My shitty day turned into one of the best days I’ve ever had in my life. We talked, laughed, and spent the day driving around. She pointed out some of her favorite places as we wound our way through town. When the sun started to set, we were sitting on a bench off of some trail that Alana took us to. She snuggled up next to me as I wrapped my arm around her. As soon as I touched her, I felt a tremor run through my body. It’s something I’ve never felt before.

We’d been sitting on the bench for a while in the dark, not doing anything including talking. It was comfortable and peaceful. Two feelings that I haven’t felt before. There’s never been someone that could make a peaceful and calm feeling wash over me with just a simple touch. Before I could think about the feelings too long, Alana surprised the hell out of me. She leaned up and pressed her plump, kissable lips to mine. An electric current ran through my body and I jolted at the sensation.

Wrapping my arms around her waist, I pull her closer to me and deepen the kiss. Alana winds her arms around my neck and begins to explore my mouth. We finally pull away after a few minutes of the best kiss I’ve ever experienced in my life. Alana’s lips are swollen and her chest is rising and falling with every breath she takes as she tries to get it back under control. I’m not faring much better at the moment.

“Um, that was,” Alana says, words completely failing her as she settles back into my side. “We’ll definitely be doing that again.”

“Yeah, I’d say we’ll be doin’ that again,” I say, pulling her closer to me.

We spend the rest of the night locked in our own little world. It’s honestly been the best night of my life so far and full of memories that I’ll carry with me forever. Alana is going to be my wife one day. I already know that. She’s the type of girl that will be able to handle me being in the service. She’ll be strong enough to make the family that I’ve always wanted. One where our children know without a doubt that they’re loved and wanted. The way my mom made me feel when I was growing up.
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The next day we spent the entire day together. I brought her the letters that I wrote her and made sure that she didn’t open a single one while I was with her. I didn’t want to see her face when she read them. Most of them were nothing more than the ramblings of a young man stuck in a desert on his first mission. I talked about the dreams I had and what I wanted out of life. In one letter I told Alana how it was growing up and why I’ve never been back to the house that sits empty; waiting for me to return one day. And I included some of Jeremy’s crazy antics to keep the boredom away when we were at camp with nothing to do.

Alana took me to a small fair with a few rides, games that I won her some cheap stuffed animals at, and food that was out of this world. We sat on a hill, wrapped up in one another as they shot fireworks off that night. Before she took me back to the base, we danced under the stars with her car radio softly playing in the background. I don’t dance, but for Alana I’d do anything she wanted me to. Especially to see the smile on her face. She drove us to an empty field of wild flowers not far from base. I’ve never seen it before and I’m glad that she wants to spend a few more minutes alone. If I could manage it, I’d never leave her side. Alana is destroying my world for any other female to even try to enter it.

“I don’t know what it is about you Gerald Johnson, but I’ll wait until the end of time for you,” she says as the song ends, looking up at me with her innocent eyes filled with wonder.

“Alana Miller, I’m gonna marry you one day. We’re gonna have a big family and then we’ll live the rest of our lives surrounded by our children, grandchildren, and everyone else we consider family,” I tell her, leaning down to give her a kiss.

Alana leans up to meet me. Another spark races through my body the instant our lips touch. I deepen the kiss and feel her melt into my arms. One second we’re standing up, the next instant we’re lying on the blanket she laid out. She pushes me onto my back and I let her, wanting to see how far she’s going to take this. Once I’m settled, she straddles me and begins to kiss me with a vigor that I’ve never felt before. Alana is putting every single one of her feelings into this kiss and I’m making sure I pour everything I have into it in return.

I rest my hands under her shirt against her bare skin, relishing in the feeling of contentment that settles deep within me. She breaks the kiss long enough to take her shirt off. Once Alana removes her bra, I reach behind me to take my shirt off. I need to feel her skin on skin. Her soft skin brushes against my body causing tremors to pebble my skin with goosebumps. As I run my hands up her back, I can feel the same reaction on her.

Slowly, Alana rolls us so that my body is covering her. I feel her snaking a hand between us as she slides it down my chest toward the jeans resting low on my hips. Raising my body up just enough for her to continue on her path, I feel her undo my jeans and carefully lower the zipper before sliding her hand inside them. I’m not wearing any underwear, so she immediately finds my cock. I suck in a breath as her delicate fingers wrap around my length.

“Don’t gotta do this,” I tell her, not wanting to stop, but knowing I will if she says the word. “I don’t have any condoms.”

“I want to. Tonight, is our night. That way we both have the memory to last us no matter how much distance is between us,” she says, tightening her grip a fraction while pumping her fist up and down. “I’m good with whatever happens. Told you, I’ll wait until the end of time for you.”

I roll us to our sides so that I can undo her jean shorts without her losing contact. Alana kicks them off once I get them low enough that she can. We spend the next little while exploring one another’s bodies; getting lost in the moment. When Alana decides that enough exploring has taken place, she rolls me to my back, pulls my jeans off after removing my boots, and straddles me.

I pull a hard nipple into my mouth, sucking, nipping, and lashing it with my tongue as Alana lines herself up with my hard length and slowly slides down. Gasping as she hits the bottom, I pull her down to kiss me. Alana slides up and down my shaft as she begins to pick up speed, chasing the release that’s building in her body. I never let her mouth go as I reach between us to rub and pinch her clit.

“Gerald!” she yells out, her movements becoming erratic as an orgasm rips through her.

I grab her hips, digging my fingers in as I guide her movements. Alana is completely spent as she collapses on my chest. Thrusting up, I enter her body over and over again. My spine begins to tingle and I feel the building of my release coiling tight in my body. It takes a few more thrusts into her warm body before I still and call out her name. At the same time, I feel her pussy tighten around me again.

Wrapping my arms around her, we lay together coming down and catching our breath. I gaze up at the stars and know without any doubt that Alana Miller was made for me. While I continue to rub my hands up and down her back, Alana settles into me and releases a content sigh before looking down at me. For a few minutes we look in to one another’s eyes, shutting out the world around us. I’m lost and feel like I’ve come home. It’s not a feeling that I’m used to and I want to grab onto it and hold it tight to me forever.

“We should probably get you back,” she says, regret at the thought of being separated lacing her voice.

“Yeah. I don’t want you to think that this is all I’m chasin’ after, Alana,” I tell her, pulling her face down for a slow, leisurely kiss that blows me away.

“I know you’re not. Gerald Johnson, you’re mine forever and I’m yours. No matter where the military takes you, I’ll be waiting for every second we get to spend together,” she says, sliding off of my still hard cock.

We get dressed in silence, sneaking looks at one another. I help her fold the blanket before reaching for her hand and walking back to the car. Alana drops me off and I watch until her taillights disappear from sight. I didn’t know then that we’d barely spend any time together over the next few years. Talking on the phone and sending letters isn’t the same thing as holding her, looking into her gorgeous eyes, or being able to take her out.
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Chapter Three
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25 years old

THE LAST YEAR HAS BEEN AMAZING. Alana read every single letter I wrote her when I was deployed and answered them all. She hand delivered them one at a time and made me promise that I wouldn’t read them in front of her. The same promise I had her make me. So, for every letter I got one and we learned a lot about one another through them.

We were both only children and had to learn to work hard. The circumstances were very different, but we both had the same upbringing none-the-less. Alana did every activity that could be done in high school. She was a cheerleader, played tennis, was on the debate team, and volunteered. That was on top of helping her mom at home and then doing her school work. The more that I learn about her, the harder I fall.

During the last twelve months, we’ve spent as much time together as we could. Between her job at the local store and my training, we didn’t get a whole lot of time, but what time we were available was strictly ours. Even if we just went back to the field of wild flowers and sat on a blanket so we could talk. If we did manage to do something, we went out to eat, went to the fair again, went driving to the surrounding towns to look around, and we went to the movies with Jeremy and whatever girl he was trying to get to sleep with him at the time.

Alana has such a great sense of humor and I could listen to her talk forever. When I’m not with her, I miss her like crazy. So, I arranged a night out that was just us. Jeremy helped me set it up and I was honestly surprised with the outcome of the preparations. I told him my ideas and Jeremy said to leave it up to him. He’d take care of everything so that all I had to worry about was getting my girl there.

On the night of our date, Alana picked me up at the base and I told her to go to the wild flower field. When we walked to the same spot we danced, I couldn’t believe my eyes. There was a blanket laid out with a picnic basket in the corner. Next to the basket sat a bucket filled with ice and chilled wine since Alana didn’t like Champagne. A portable radio sat there playing the local country station since that’s what my girl liked. And to finish the look off, Jeremy had a bunch of lanterns holding lit candles.

“This is amazing,” Alana says, taking my hand and leading me over to the blanket. “You did all this for me?”

“I had some help. Tonight’s a special night babe,” I say, sitting down and pulling her in my lap. “We’ve been together for a few years now. You have stuck by me when I had to cancel plans, went away with no word for whatever amount of time, and are willin’ to put up with my shit. Alana Miller, I love you more than anythin’ else in this world. Will you make me the luckiest man in the world by becomin’ my wife?”

Alana has tears streaming down her face as she looks around at all the small details surrounding us. It’s as if she’s memorizing the night so that she can carry it with her wherever she goes. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing considering that she still has to answer me.

“Of course, I’ll marry you. I love you Gerald Johnson,” she says, turning herself around so that she can wrap her legs around my waist as I grab her hand and slide the diamond on her finger. “I don’t want to wait. But, I don’t want to get married at some cheesy little place either.”

“I’m game with whatever you want to do. You plan what you want and I’ll make it happen,” I tell her, meaning every word. Her dream wedding is going to happen one way or another.

“I only need to find a dress, let mom know, and see about where we can get married. The only people I want there are Jeremy, Gertie, my mom, and us. We don’t need to have a big affair,” she says, adamant that she wants something small and inexpensive as fuck.

“Don’t worry about money baby girl. I got more than enough to make sure the day is everythin’ you want,” I tell her, wanting her to know that I can take care of us.

“It’s not about the money, Gerald. I want to marry you now and the only way that’s going to happen is if we have a small wedding with just us and a few people there,” Alana answers, kissing me again before making her way over to the picnic basket to see what food is in there.

“If that’s what you want, then that’s what we’ll have,” I tell her, sliding up next to her as we each grab the sandwiches and snacks Jeremy packed for us.

“Well, who knows when you’ll get deployed again. I want to be married before that happens,” she answers, getting the root of the matter.

We spend the rest of our time together wrapped in one another’s arms. Alana talks about what she wants our wedding to look like and I just listen to her ramble on. The only detail she won’t talk about is her dress. Trust me, I tried to get that sacred information out of her and nothing worked. Even when I tickled the hell out of her. I swear Alana was about to pee her pants, but she still wouldn’t talk. So, I know that I’ll have to wait until the day that she becomes my wife to learn that detail. I don’t care though.
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It’s been two weeks since I asked Alana to marry me. When I’m not at base and she’s not working, we’ve spent all our time planning the wedding. There’s a few more people that have been added to the guest list. Alana invited a few friends from work and where she still volunteers while I asked some guys from base to attend. Other than that, no one else will be with us on our special day.

But, it’s time to make my way out to the minister that’s going to marry us with Jeremy at my side. I watch as Gertie makes her way down the aisle, giving Jeremy a funny look as she makes her way to the spot next to where my soon-to-be wife will stand. It’s a look that says something happened between them. I know that they fucked years ago, but Jeremy doesn’t have seconds from anyone that he’s with. Gertie’s look lets me know that he broke his own rule this time. Huh.

We chose to get married at Alana’s house. She has a big backyard with plenty of room for the few people that we invited. There’s an arbor that Jeremy had made in the center of the yard surrounded by sunflowers on each side. Alana loves them and I know that she had a hand in picking them out. There’s folding chairs covered in red fabric and tied with white ribbons. A red and white runner lays between the sets of folding chairs with two silver hearts entwined at each end. It’s simple but amazing because it’s what my girl wants. There’s a few tables set up off to the side where the food will be held. Our cake is already out on one table under a canopy so the hot sun doesn’t melt it before we’re ready to eat it.

Finally, my attention turns to my girl as she makes her way slowly down the aisle toward me. She’s wearing a simple summer dress in white. It’s got spaghetti straps and butterflies on the top of the dress. The bottom falls to just above her knee and I see that she’s wearing a pair of white flip-flops. Her attire is simple and fits her completely. Alana hates big, poufy things and I knew that her mom wasn’t going to win the never-ending argument about a wedding dress. Alana’s hair falls in soft curls down her back and she’s barely wearing any make-up. She doesn’t need to with her sun-kissed skin.

The minister goes through his normal wedding speech before asking us to say our vows. Alana wanted to say our own, so I tried to think of something to say that will show her how much I love her and words that will do her justice. There just wasn’t enough time to figure out exactly what I wanted to say to her though. So, I’m winging it.

“Alana, you captured my attention in one split second. Jeremy throwin’ that football where you and Gertie were layin’ on the beach became the second-best day of my life. Today is the best day. I knew that you were destined for great things, no matter what you did. Now, you’re tyin’ yourself to me and I’ll do whatever I can to make sure that you’re happy and loved for the rest of our days,” I say, knowing the words are from my heart, but they’re nowhere near good enough for my wife.

“Gerald, I knew the second I laid eyes on you that you were going to change my life. It feels like I’ve waited an eternity for you to find me. Now, I’m lucky enough to spend the rest of my days with you. We’re going to spend time apart when you leave on deployment. I will remain ever faithful to you, wait for you, and be the strength you need when the demons of what you’ve faced come knocking at your door. We’ll have a family. One as big as you want. I’ll love you forever,” Alana says, making my eyes mist as I let the words she’s said to me sink in and grab hold of my heart.

We stare into one another’s eyes as the minister finishes the ceremony. Honestly, I don’t hear a damn word of what he’s saying. I’m only concentrating on the gorgeous girl that I get to call mine for the rest of our lives. She’s the only thing in my world that can hold my focus and I don’t see anyone else around us. Not until I get nudged from Jeremy when the minister says I can kiss my girl. I didn’t even hear him say it.

I pull Alana close and capture her lips with mine. In the back of my mind, I remind myself that her mother is here and there will be plenty of time to ravish her later on. She wraps her arms around me and I feel her press her lithe body as close to me as she can get. It’s almost indecent, but she doesn’t care about who’s watching, so why should I? We finally stop when everyone starts whistling and clapping. It’s a jarring reminder that we’re not alone and surrounded by a few people that we chose to invite to our day.

We walk away from the arbor and make our way over to the tables where food is being set out by the waiters Alana’s mom hired for today. I pull a chair out for her at one of the tables that was set up during the short ceremony. They’ve pulled the chairs over for us all to sit in. Everyone else surrounds us as we wait for the food to be delivered to our tables. Even if Alana didn’t want to have a big, fancy affair, her mom insisted that our food would be catered and a DJ would be playing music. Alana conceded the point and let her mom have that.

“Are you happy?” Alana asks suddenly, leaning over toward me so that no one else can hear us.

“I’m the happiest I’ve ever been. Why are you askin’? Are you havin’ second thoughts?” I ask her, worried that she now realizes that she made a mistake by marrying me.

“Never!” she says, gasping in shock at my questions. “I was just asking because I want to make sure this is what you want.”

“I would marry you every day if I could. My only concern is that you will get tired of me bein’ gone when I have a deployment. Or when I come home and I’m withdrawn,” I tell her, knowing that it’s going to be harder than either one of us can even begin to imagine.

“We’ll get through it and it will make us stronger in the end. Don’t worry about me being there for you when you get home. We’ll go to counselling or whatever else we have to do,” she answers, leaning up for a kiss as Jeremy begins to tap his knife against the glass.

The rest of the day goes by in a blur. We dance, talk, laugh, and enjoy the time we spend with those surrounding us. Jeremy and Gertie continue to look at one another from across the yard. When it comes to them dancing next to us, Gertie storms away and spends the rest of the night in Alana’s mom’s house. She refuses to come out, but she wants to be there for the wedding. It makes no sense to me, but what do I know about things when it comes to girls?

Finally, Alana and I can leave. We’re going to spend the night in a hotel not far from here. Mrs. Miller is going to pay for us to be there for the night. It’s a generous gift and one that I’m thankful for. I’d been wracking my brain trying to figure out where we were going to stay because I live on base and Alana lives with her mom. It’s not an ideal situation, but I have to follow the rules and file the necessary paperwork before she can move in with me. It’s ridiculous, but I understand where they’re coming from. You never can be too careful when it comes to the safety of a base and the service men and women that reside there.

Alana drives us to the hotel and we check in before making our way up to the room that her mom reserved for us. Walking in the door once we’re there, I’m amazed at the opulence of the room. She reserved the honeymoon suite for us. As soon as you walk in, you come to a living room type area. There’s a TV, a couch and love seat, tables, and a bottle of wine chilling in front of a fireplace. Through the open sliding doors there’s a king size bed with rose petals covering it. A second fireplace is in the room that’s already lit and roaring. The bathroom has a garden tub with a large shower in the room. I’ve never seen a room so large and as amazing as this is. It’s the perfect place to spend our night together.

My wife pulls me into the bedroom and begins to strip out of her dress. I watch as she reveals each new piece of sun kissed flesh to me. Slowly, I see a lace bra come into view. It’s white and barely covers her ample chest. Next, her flat stomach begins to come into view and my mouth is watering at all the things I want to do to her body. As Alana’s dress falls even lower, I see the scrap of white lace that’s covering her pussy. Honestly, she may as well not even be wearing any panties at all; that’s how little is covered. I can already see that my girl is wet as it glistens on her thighs when she lifts her legs to step out of the dress that she let fall to the floor.

“You look good enough to eat,” I tell her, starting to undo the buttons on my white button-down shirt as I stalk toward her.

“Then you should come do that, husband,” she says, standing in place as she removes the white flip-flops from her feet. Challenge accepted!

As soon as I’m close enough to grab my girl, I reach out and pull her to me. She wraps her arms around my neck as my shirt hangs loose on my upper body. I toe off the boots I was wearing since I didn’t tie them to begin with. While I lean down to kiss Alana like my life depends on it. Our tongues tangle and I let her lead the kiss for a few minutes while I rip the shirt from my body. Reaching behind her, I undo the clasp holding her bra in place before pulling myself far enough away for it to fall to the floor with her dress and my shirt. Alana reaches between us and begins to take care of getting rid of the pants that separate us. As soon as I know they’ll fall down my legs, I step back, breaking the kiss that has left us both breathless.

Once I step out of my pants, I pick Alana up in my arms and carry her to the waiting bed. Placing her in the center of the bed, I make my way between her spread thighs and take a minute to admire the picture she paints right now. It’s one that I want to carry with me for the rest of my life. She looks up at me with nothing but love and trust shining from her eyes.

“I love you Alana Johnson. Always and forever,” I tell her, sliding down to my stomach between her legs as I rip the panties from her body.

“Love you always and forever, Gerald Johnson,” she responds as her chest heaves with pants of anticipation.

Slowly lowering my head, I savor the time that we’re together. Even though we have already had sex, this is the first time for us as a married couple. It seems even sweeter this time than ever before. I lick from Alana’s opening to her clit before repeating the move over and over again. The entire time, my eyes are locked on hers as I listen to the mewls and other sounds coming from her. When she starts squirming and shaking underneath me, I throw one arm over her hips to hold her in place while I move my other hand so I can insert a finger in her tight, wet opening. My mouth moves to her clit where I suck it into my mouth; gently biting down on it.

“I. Need. More,” Alana pants out, reaching down to dig her fingers into my short hair.

I slowly add a second finger and begin to thrust them in and out of her faster than I was before. Within seconds, she’s exploding and tightening around my fingers as if to keep them in her forever. Alana screams out my name as she digs her fingers into my scalp and tightens her thighs around my head to keep me exactly where I currently am. Continuing to lick her, I watch as she slowly comes back from the orgasm that just shot through her body.

Raising from between her delectable thighs, I hover over Alana until she’s looking at me. Once I have her eyes, I line my hard as fuck cock up with her opening and start to slide in her body. She arches her back and tilts her head back as I bottom out and hold my position for a minute. I’m relishing in the feeling I always get. It’s a feeling of coming home and being where I’m meant to be. A feeling of right in a world of so much wrong and bad. This time is our time to explore and go slow.

“You feel so good,” I moan out, burying my face in her neck where I kiss and suck to leave my mark on the girl that has owned me since day one.

Starting to move, I slowly slide in and out of her wet heat as her pussy clenches and squeezes my cock. I can feel her body starting to build again as she wraps her legs around me and digs her heels into my ass. Usually I let her dictate the pace when she’s getting close, but not tonight. Tonight, I want to prolong this moment as long as I can. Tomorrow reality sets back in and we have to separate as I go back to base and she goes back to her mom’s house for the night.

So, I let her dig her heels in and don’t increase my pace one bit. Slowly, I slide in and out of her in even thrusts. Reaching between us, I rub and pinch her clit because I know that it will get her where she wants to be. Alana arches and tightens her quaking body as I continue my ministrations. I don’t lose my control until I feel her body tightening around me, sucking me in and not wanting to let me go. Speeding up my movements, I swirl my hips to continue building the release that’s threatening to shatter her. The closer that I feel her get to going over the edge, the more erratic I become in my movements and pace. Alana is determined to take me over the edge with her and it’s going to happen this time.

The only sound in the room is our sweat slicked skin slamming into one another. She’s meeting me thrust for thrust as we both chase our release. I can feel the familiar tingling at the base of my spine as I swell inside her, just as she clamps down tight on my cock.

“Gerald!” she screams out as wave after wave crashes of her orgasm washes over her.

Within a few thrusts, I’m calling out her name as I empty myself inside her. We lay in a tangled heap as our breathing slowly comes back under control. I finally pull out of her to the moans we both release of the loss we feel. Picking my wife up, I carry her into the bathroom where I set her on the toilet. Starting the water, I get it to the right temperature so that I can set my girl in the jacuzzi tub. She’s going to need to relax and rest for the night I have planned.

Ma

Gerald and I got to spend one week together before he was deployed again. We were at my mom’s house finishing up the paperwork that needed to be turned in so that we could get housing on the base. It’s so hard to have to be apart every single night. But, I knew what I was signing up for when we got involved and even more so when I married the man that I will love for the rest of my life.

The few days that he had before leaving were even harder than I ever imagined. Gerald could barely talk on the phone and there was no chance of seeing him. They were busy getting everything ready and running through training exercises to prepare the best they could. I ended up taking my phone to bed with me every night because when Gerald called me, I was usually already sleeping. He hated waking me up, but I couldn’t give two shits because I knew that whatever time he could give me, I’d take.

Finally, the day arrived when they were taking off. I got to go to the base this time to see him off. When I woke up, I made sure to take time getting ready so that I looked my best for him. Not that Gerald cares what I look like. I grabbed the letter I wrote him off my stand and made the few minutes’ drive to the base. My husband met me as soon as I parked the car and pulled me out. He wrapped me up in a hug so tight, I lost my breath and couldn’t catch it until he let me go. Already my eyes were filling with tears, but I had to hold them back. Gerald needed to know that I was strong enough to handle him going away; that I could be the woman that he married that vowed to be strong enough to handle this.

“Baby girl, it’s okay. We’ll be back before you know it,” Gerald says, tipping my chin up so he’s looking me in the face when he finally pulls away from me.

“I know you will be. I’m stronger than this,” I tell him, wanting to reassure him before he gets on a plane and leaves me.

“No tears. This isn’t ‘goodbye’. It’s ‘see ya soon’,” he tells me, kissing me so softly that I barely feel his lips at first. That’s not going to work for me. I deepen the kiss and wrap my arms around his middle. Holding on to him as long as I can before I walk him over to his ‘family’ as they get ready to take off.

Our time is up too soon. Gerald picks the bag up off the ground that he dropped when he made it to my car. With his other hand, he picks up my hand and laces our fingers together. We walk over to the area that all the other family and friends are waiting in. Before he leaves, I hold out the letter I wrote to him. At the same time, he holds a letter out for me to take. We start laughing because we both had the same idea. It’s become our thing; to write letters back and forth when one of us is going away for any length of time.

“Love you forever and always,” he says, pulling me in for one last kiss.

“Love you always and forever,” I return, giving him a quick hug before letting him go do his job.

Gerald leaves me and I stand with the rest of the individuals saying goodbye to their loved ones. We all watch as they board the plane that will take them off to whatever their destination is before one-by-one we all turn and make our way to our cars. There are people crying, some sobbing hysterically, and then there’s the people like me. We’re the ones holding it in until we’re in the privacy of our car or home before we let the dam break and fall apart before picking the pieces up again.

Fortunately, I make it home and up to my room before the dam breaks. I lay down on my bed, pulling the shirt that I took from Gerald. It smells like him and I just let the smell waft over me as I let my eyes drift close. The letter he gave me is still clutched in my hand as sleep starts to claim me. But, I open my eyes, needing to know what my husband had to say to me.

My dearest wife,

I know you’re goin’ to do your best to be strong and not let me see how upset you are when I leave. But, you need to know that I know you are strong enough to handle me bein’ gone for a little while. It’s not goin’ to be forever. I will come back to you. I want you to do me a favor. When I leave, you’re goin’ to go home and cry. You don’t have to tell me this, I know that’s what you’re goin’ to do. So, cry. Get it out of your system and then build yourself back up. Don’t let this mission get you down. I promise that I’ll be fine and I’ll be home before too long.

I love you more every single day that we spend together. It doesn’t matter if the only thing I can do is call you. Hearin’ your voice lets a peace I haven’t felt in so long fill me and settle deep within. Thoughts of our future and the family that we’re goin’ to have fill my dreams and I can’t wait to spend every night with you in my arms. I’ll see ya soon!

Love Always and Forever,

Your husband

Tears continue to fall as I place the letter over my heart and close my eyes. Sleep claims me before I can get too lost in my thoughts about Gerald and what he’s going to be doing wherever they’re going.
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It was two long weeks before I heard anything about my husband. The call that I got was one that I hope no one ever has to get. Some man in the military called to let me know that something had happened and Gerald, along with several of the men he was with, were on their way to a hospital. I tried to find out where he was going so that I could jump in my car and head there. It didn’t matter where my husband was, I was going to be by his side. I needed to see him with my own eyes to ensure that he really was okay. Well, as okay as he could be. The man wouldn’t even tell me what happened.

He hung up and I walked up to my room before sitting on my bed crying. I had no clue what the hell to do now. Who could I contact about the information I was desperate to find out? Should I go to the base? So many questions started running through my mind as tears continued to stream down my face. I was still crying and sitting there when my mom walked in my room.

“Honey, what’s the matter?” she asks, sitting down beside me and wrapping an arm around me to pull me into her side.

“It’s Gerald. He’s been hurt and I don’t know anything. I don’t know where they’re taking him or how bad he’s hurt. The man that called said they didn’t have all of the information just yet and he’d call back soon,” I tell her, hiccupping as I try to get my emotions under control.

“Let me make some calls. I’ve been there for Denise when her husband was injured. It will depend on a few things, but I’ll find out who to call. I’ll be right back honey,” my mom says, running from my room as I lay back down on my bed and let the thoughts run on a loop in my mind.

It doesn’t take long before I my mom is rushing back in my room. She’s got a smile on her face and I can’t imagine what there is to smile about right now. “He’s on his way here. Denise gave me the number I needed and he’s injured, but it’s not life threatening. Their convoy was hit and many of the guys were injured. The ones that can make the flight back here, with their medic on board, have already left. Other guys are going to hospitals closer to their location, but Gerald isn’t one of them. He should be here in a few hours. So, I want you to rest and I’ll take you there when I get the next call,” she tells me, sitting down next to me as I close my eyes and let the breath I’d been holding leave my lungs.
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Gerald and Jeremy were both transported home. They’re in the same hospital room here and I’ve been to see them every single day for the last week and a half. Gerald had damage to his leg that required surgery and he’ll have to undergo physical therapy for a while to strengthen it back up. For now, he can’t put any weight on it. Jeremy had several injuries. The worst was to his shoulder. Not only was it dislocated, but he had shrapnel embed itself there requiring surgery for him as well. These two men are about on my last nerves. They are the worst patients I have ever seen in my entire life. But, I’m not bitching about it since I get to see Gerald as long as I want every single day.

Today, he gets to come home. Mom has cleaned out the spare room on the first floor of our home for us. She knows that there’s no way in hell I’ll be in my room while my husband is under the same roof as me. I’m not sure how it’s going to work since I don’t want to kick his leg or do anything to cause him pain while we’re sleeping in bed together. Gerald told me there was nothing I could do that was going to hurt him and that he wouldn’t sleep in a bed without me. Even if that meant dragging his sorry ass up to my room every single day. His words, not mine.

Before he can leave, he has to meet with his superiors about what’s going to happen next for him. I’m not allowed there for that meeting, so he’s going to call as soon as he’s ready. While I’m waiting, I’m putting the finishing touches on our room. The sheets and blankets are all washed and I just finish making the bed when the phone in the hallway rings.

“Hello,” I say, knowing that it’s Gerald based on the number.

“Hey baby girl. You can come get me now,” he says, no enthusiasm in his voice what-so-ever.

“Okay. I’ll be there soon,” I respond, letting him know that I’m leaving now to get him.

“Love you forever and always,” he says before hanging up on me. What the actual fuck?

I make my way to the hospital and to the room Jeremy and my husband have shared for the last few weeks. Yeah, they’ve been in here that long after the surgery. Doctors wanted to make sure that they didn’t get an infection of some sort and that there wasn’t anything that they missed as far as shrapnel or any other injuries that would surface. Plus, they both had surgery that was pretty extensive. Gerald’s therapy has sort of started even though he can’t bear any weight on his leg just yet. His therapist has been in his room working on the other parts of his body and teaching him what he can do while in bed or sitting in a chair. It’s something for now I guess.

“Don’t you ever hang up on me again,” I tell Gerald as I walk in their room.

Jeremy and him burst out laughing and I can see that some sort of tension has been relieved for a few minutes at least. “I told him you were goin’ to bust his ass for doin’ that to you,” Jeremy says, holding his stomach from laughing so hard.

“I’m sorry baby girl. I didn’t mean to hang up on you. Didn’t get good news today,” he says in way of an explanation. “Let’s get out of here so I can tell you all about it.”

A nurse walks in the room and begins to push my husband out to the waiting vehicle I left in front of the doors. We get him in my small car and she hands me his bag of things along with his discharge papers before turning and making her way back inside. Gerald sits in the passenger seat, staring out of the window as we make the short drive to my house. I don’t bother trying to talk to him, knowing that he’ll talk to me when he’s ready to. He’s got to work through the things in his head before he voices them to me.

My mom is waiting outside for us when I pull up. She’s already picked a wheel chair up from her friend Denise and she pushes it over to the passenger side of the car. After opening the door for Gerald, she steps back so that I can help my husband. He accepts the help, even if it’s the last thing he wants right now. We make our way inside through the garage so that we don’t have to worry about any steps. Mom leaves us be as I push him in our room. I step away from the wheel chair and make my way around him so I can sit on the bed.

“I don’t know what I’m goin’ to do now Alana,” he says once he sees me settled. “Jeremy and I both got discharged because of our injuries. They’re not goin’ to let us go back and fight. Not even when we get done with therapy and can prove that we’re as good as new.”

“I’m so sorry baby. What can I do?” I ask, knowing that there’s not much I can do to help him right now.

“Nothin’. I just don’t know how I’m goin’ to support us if I can’t be in the service, earnin’ a paycheck. How are we gonna buy a house and make enough money to start a family?” he says, hanging his head down so I can’t see the emotions running over his face and through his eyes.

“Baby, we’ll figure it out. The only thing I want you to worry about right now is getting through therapy. We’ll figure it all out once that’s over with and you can move around again. In the meantime, we can talk about where we want to live and what we want to do. I’m not going anywhere and I’ll be here every step of the way,” I tell him, standing up before him and pulling his head up to look at me. “Love you always and forever.”

“Forever and always,” Gerald responds, leaning up to kiss me and giving me a tender smile before asking me to help him get in bed. “We’ll figure it out baby girl.”

Helping Gerald in bed, I lay down next to him and fall asleep with my head on his chest. I listen to his heartbeat that’s strong and steady. Just like the man that I feel in love with all those years ago. Just from one glance at him, I knew Gerald would be the man that could love me with all his heart and that we’d make one another stronger from the love that we shared.
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Chapter Four
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31 years old

OUR LIVES HAVE CERTAINLY CHANGED IN THE LAST few years. Alana and I had a son named Levi after her dad that was taken from her way too soon. Jeremy also has a son named Logan. He’s just a few months older than my own son. Gertie was his mom and she handed Logan over to Jeremy before disappearing. We don’t know why she made the decisions that she did, but Jeremy has been looking for her ever since. My wife also gave me a daughter named Bailey. The day that she was born, I knew she was going to be a stubborn one, but we’ll get to that in a few minutes.

Jeremy and I decided that we were going to take the money we’d been saving up while in the service and open a garage. We found one that was for sale on the outskirts of town. The owner wanted to retire and had no one in his family to hand the business over to. He was an older man that just wanted to see his business thrive again as it had when he opened it so many years ago.

We spent so many hours getting everything cleaned up and ready to open. Jeremy spent countless hours while Logan was at our house playing with Levi researching the best equipment and what we’d need to become a full-service garage. After tallying up the costs, we put in half while taking out a loan for the rest of the money needed to open the business. Alana helped out when she could but spent most of her time at home with the kids. Especially since she was becoming further along in her pregnancy with our daughter.

Once we opened the garage, Jeremy and I decided that we weren’t going to cater to one specific type of vehicle; we’d accept anything that rolled through our doors. Well, one day we discovered our love of riding bikes. A few men brought in their motorcycles to be tuned up and looked over as they were heading out of town. So, we did the requested work before taking them out for a test drive to make sure there wasn’t any little problem that we didn’t know about. We immediately fell in love with the freedom of flying down the open road while not being caged in by a car, truck, or other vehicle.

Alana encouraged our need to feel that freedom from owning our own bikes. She wasn’t happy about it, but she had been there by our sides from the second that the service discharged us and we lost our purpose in life. My wife stood by our sides when we opened our garage, spent countless hours promoting it and getting in new customers, and was there when we had no clue what we were going to do. I couldn’t ask for a better woman than her to be standing beside me.

So, Jeremy and I scoured the area trying to find bikes. Finally, we saw an ad for two bikes that were being sold by the same owner. We called him up and made an appointment to go see them. That became a day that would change our lives once again. A day that gave us a new purpose in life, one that would allow us to feel the camaraderie of brotherhood and family that we had in the military. See, Cam, the guy that was selling the bikes, was in a club and he talked to us about it. Even invited us to come to the clubhouse to see what it was about. When he saw that we were serious about starting a club in our area, Cam helped us figure out what we needed to do to make that happen.

“Alana, baby girl, where are you?” I call out, walking in the house after a meeting with Jeremy and some guys that we called about joining.

“In the kitchen,” she calls back, letting me know where she is.

I walk in the kitchen to see Logan and Levi sitting at the table eating a snack while my wife is at the stove mixing something in a pan while the timer for the oven is going off. Fuck! I should’ve been here to help her. Especially as I look down at her round belly where our daughter is resting peacefully; waiting to make her entrance into the world.

“How was your day, babe?” she asks, opening the oven while pulling on an oven mitt to take out whatever she’s baking.

“It was very good. The guys are on board for joinin’ the club. We’re gonna start out in the garage until we can find somewhere to turn into a clubhouse. I can’t thank you enough for supportin’ us in doin’ this,” I tell her, walking up to her so I can wrap my arms around her.

“I told you when we got married that I would stand by your side until the day that we’re buried in the ground. What’s the next step?” she asks, leaning up to give me a quick kiss before taking the pan out of the oven.

“We have the name registered, Wild Kings MC, and now we’re goin’ to find somethin’ to make into a clubhouse. I don’t know what we’ll have to do after that,” I answer her, walking over to the boys and ruffling their hair.

I hear Alana make some noise as she continues baking and stirring whatever is boiling on the stove. It smells like heaven in here with the way she cooks and bakes. So, I sit down with the boys and tell Logan that his dad will be here soon. He’s finishing up on a car before he comes to pick him up. As usual, he’ll be here just in time for dinner. It’s the same thing every day. I wouldn’t change any of it for the world.
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We finally found a spot that would make a perfect clubhouse. It’s got a huge lot surrounded by a fence and the woods. There’s a vacant building that used to be a warehouse with offices and extra rooms. The building itself is sturdy so we’ll only need to make repairs and renovations to the inside of the building. It shouldn’t take us too long with ten of us guys and the different guys we know that can help us out.

“Pops, where you at?” I hear called out by Jeremy as I finish painting what will be the common room so that we can bring the bar in and get it all stocked.

“In the common room Ace,” I call back, using our road names.

He walks in followed by Rhyno, Sargant, BullDog, and Tiny. They’re holding a case of beer and a few folding chairs. Must be break time. Well, I can’t afford to take a break right now. This is the last room that we have to finish and I want it done now. Alana is going to go into labor at any second and I don’t want to leave the guys hanging to finish this place by themselves.

“Take a break and lets figure out what we’re gonna do about a party as soon as we finish this place. Or how we’re gonna get some prospects in here,” BullDog says, setting up his chair before plopping his ass down in it.

“This needs to be finished now. I want to get the bar in here within the next few hours,” I tell them continuing to paint while they sit in a circle and drink their beer.

“Pops, every single room in this place is finished but this one. What’s the rush?” Rhyno asks, popping the top on her drink before taking a long pull from the bottle.

“Ma could go into labor at any second. I’ll be leavin’ here as soon as I get that call,” I tell them, continuing on painting the wall with the last coat so that I can let it dry before we bring the rest of the furniture and alcohol in the room.

“We know you’re waitin’ on a call,” Ace says, standing up and grabbing a brush to help me finish the wall. “It doesn’t matter if the clubhouse is done or not. Our little princess will be comin’ soon and we’ll all be there to welcome her into the world.”

“But...” I begin to say, before I’m cut off.

“No ‘but’,” Sargant grumbles, setting his beer down before walking over to join us. “We’ll get it done together and that’s it. If we have to push everythin’ back because your little girl is goin’ to be here, then that’s what we’ll do.”

Sargant isn’t a man that says a lot; to anyone. So, when he does talk, everyone around him listens to what he says. Today is no different. Every single guy that was sitting on their ass is now up with paint brushes in hand. It takes less than an hour to make sure the entire room is painted. Now, we can relax for a few minutes. Once the walls are dry we’ll move everything in and make sure the room is open and there’s room for whatever is going to happen when we party. Well, the rest of the guys anyway.

As soon as I sit down and reach for a beer, my phone goes off. Looking down, I see that it’s my wife calling me. “Hey baby girl. Are you okay?” I ask, setting the phone down while making sure Alana is okay.

“Babe, I think you need to get here. My water just broke and it’s going to be time to leave soon. Ace will have to be here for the boys too. I can’t leave two nine-year-old’s alone,” she says, her breathing coming out in pants.

“Leavin’ now baby girl,” I tell her, running outside and to my bike so that I can get home. “Ace, you need to get the boys!”

Once I’m ready to leave the clubhouse, I turn my head and see nine other guys ready to follow me home so that Alana knows everyone is going to be waiting to meet our new little princess. We speed the short distance to the house Alana and I bought a few years ago. Logan and Levi are outside waiting for us on the porch, jumping around and trying not to run toward the bikes as we pull in. I slide mine to a stop next to the van that Ma’s been driving around because of the boys and our little girl on the way.

I run inside the door the boys left open and find Ma, as the guys have been calling her lately, sitting on the couch with one hand on her swollen belly and her eyes closed. She’s concentrating on breathing which tells me that she’s in the middle of a contraction. Placing my hand over her own, I help her breathe through the pain until I see a small smile covering her face. As Alana opens her eyes, I see love shining back at me.

“Are you ready to go baby girl?” I ask, reaching out to help her stand up so we can make our way out to the van.

“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” she answers, standing up with my support as we slowly start to make our way outside. “Oh! They didn’t have to all come.”

“Couldn’t stop us if you tried,” BullDog says, racing over to help me get her to the van.

“You guys are too much,” she says, laying her head on my shoulder as another contraction wracks her body.

Fuck this! I pick my wife up in my arms despite her protests and carry her the rest of the way to the van. Levi and Logan are already in the back seat waiting to take off as I run around after making sure Alana was settled to drive to the hospital. It’s almost a half hour away from us so there’s no time to waste. The boys are trying to keep a light conversation going because they can sense the fear I feel and the pain that my girl is in right now. More than once they have us laughing; breaking the rapidly growing tension in the vehicle. My brothers are surrounding us. When we come to an intersection, they block traffic and put their lives on the line so that we can make it through with no problems. Hell, cops aren’t even bothering to stop us for some reason.

Finally, we make it to the hospital and I swear that Alana is ready to burst. I’ve heard women joking about crossing their legs to hold the baby in, but right now, I’m seeing it first-hand. So, I park right in front of the doors, not giving a fuck what anyone says or thinks. Getting Alana in the hospital is my only concern right now. The guys will take care of the boys and moving the van out of the way when we’re inside.

“I need help!” I yell, running through the door with Alana in my arms.

“Sir, what’s going on?” a nurse asks, rushing toward us with a wheelchair.

“My wife is about to deliver our daughter,” I say, my voice breaking and breathless.

“Okay. Let’s get you up to delivery. Does your doctor know you’re in labor?” the nurse asks Alana as she runs through the maze of hallways to the floor we need.

“Yes. I called before I called my husband. It’s Dr. Lashley,” Alana answers just as another contraction hits.

I reach down and squeeze her hand so she knows that I’m right next to her. We make it to an empty room where Dr. Lashley is already waiting. Between the three of us, we get Alana moved onto the bed and I help her get undressed so that she can put a gown on before the doctor exams her and hooks her up to the monitors.

“Okay Alana let’s see what’s going on,” the doctor says, walking back over as she puts on a pair of gloves.
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It took several hours before our daughter made her entrance into the world. Alana was a trooper throughout it all. By the time we got there, she was too far along for any pain medicine or an epidural. So, my wife delivered our baby girl feeling every single ounce of pain it took to help her make an appearance. I stood by her side and wished there was something I could do to take the pain away. I’ve never felt so helpless in my life.

“Pops look at our baby girl,” Alana says as I walk back in the room with Levi. “She’s so precious.”

My son and I walk over to the bed that contains my entire world; my wife and my daughter. I can see the exhaustion and joy radiating from my girl as she looks up from our little girl to take in our son and myself. Helping Levi sit up on the bed next to his mom and little sister, I lean over them and kiss my wife on her forehead before looking down at my daughter.

I reach out to take her from her mother’s arms so that I can have a few minutes with her before the brood makes their way in to see us. As I look down into my daughter’s face, I make a vow to be the best dad I can be to her. The same vow that I made when Levi was born nine years ago. This time, the only difference is that I promise to let her be anything she wants to be as she grows up while making sure that I do everything in my power to help her not ever feel what a broken heart feels like. I vow that I will protect her with everything that I am. After I kiss her on her little button nose, I hand her over to Levi who is sitting at the head of the bed with his mother. A peaceful calm washes over me as I gaze at the three people that mean more to me in this world than anything else.

“Knock, knock!” I hear called through the door before the rest of our family makes their way into the private room I arranged for Alana and my family.

“Come on in everyone,” Alana says, pulling the blankets up just a little bit higher before looking down at our children.

It takes a few minutes for the guys to all get in the room and not be on top of one another. As soon as it looks like they’re ready, Alana takes our daughter back from Levi and turns her so that her ‘uncles’ and Logan can see her. “Everyone, I’d like you to meet Bailey,” she says, a smile shining so bright lighting up her face as the guys become puddles of goo at the first glimpse of our princess.

Logan rushes over to the bed and asks if he can hold her. Alana tells him to take a seat in the chair and I’ll hand her over to him. I grab a pillow that’s on the end of the bed and place it on Logan’s lap before turning to take my daughter. He sits up straight in the chair and puts his arms in the same position that Alana just had hers in. After handing Bailey over to him, I remain close to the chair but don’t keep my eyes on him. He’s a good boy and won’t do anything wrong to my baby girl.

“I promise that I’ll protect and love you forever,” Logan says, barely above a whisper as he leans down to kiss Bailey on her little head.

Alana looks at me and I know that she heard the words a nine-year-old little boy just made to our daughter. It’s a precious moment; one that won’t be tainted by anyone saying anything about it to him. I look at Logan and think that if my daughter ends up with a man half as good as he’s already showing he’ll be, I won’t have to worry about her being hurt and having her heart trampled on by an asshole. Too bad I couldn’t see the future and all the pain and heartache my daughter will suffer before finding her happily ever after.
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Chapter Five
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50 years old

THIS YEAR IS A BIG YEAR FOR THE WILD KINGS MC. Grim has been President of the club for a few years now. Well, if I’m honest, the next generation has been leading the club for the last few years. They began taking our seats once Ace was killed. It was a horrible tragedy to lose my best friend, but Alana and the kids helped me move on with my life. To say it was an adjustment was an understatement of the year.

Grim has been looking at different locations to move the club to. It was a club decision to get away from where we’ve been since the conception of the Wild Kings. There’s too many memories here that we need distance from. Not to mention that Grim has the club heading down a different path now. One that’s legit and open to helping our neighbors and community members more. I think that Ace would be very proud of the man that Grim has become and the direction that he’s taking the club in.

Over the last almost twenty years the men that started the club with Ace and I have died, gone to jail, had kids, and just moved on with their lives. I’m the only one that’s left from the original members. It’s hard to imagine what this club would’ve been without the men that were closer to me than any blood relative could’ve been. Some of the guys leading the next generation of the club are sons of the men that started it while others are friends that the boys made in school and various sports they played. These boys instantly became our family and decided to join the club with their best friends.

So, today we begin packing up the past and loading it in various vans, trucks, and other vehicles to move to a little town called Clifton Falls. It’s a small town and no one there will know the club or what we used to do to earn money. While I wouldn’t say that the Wild Kings were a one percent club, we didn’t exactly deal in legal activities on a regular basis either. Grim stopped all that and now we’re ready to move forward once again.

“Pops, where do you want all these photos to go?” Ma asks me, walking up to me with a box full of the photos from the very beginning of the club.

Taking the box from her, I give her a kiss like it’s the first time and walk to the SUV we’ll be driving in. I watch as Ma walks back in the clubhouse. I’ll never get enough of watching her walk away from me, even if I hate that we’re not in the same area. Maybe that’s my old age kicking in. Or maybe I just hate being away from my wife. Who knows?

The next few hours we spend clearing out the old warehouse. Joker, my son, and Bailey, bust ass and make sure that nothing is left behind. Those two are still my world, and I hope that this move allows them to find that special someone they’ve been looking for. Bailey, she’s been hung up on Grim for as long as I can remember. I think since the day she started realizing the differences between the two of them. He wants her to be his old lady, but something is holding him back. Grim might be the President of the Wild Kings and I have all the respect in the world for him. But, if he doesn’t get his ass out of his head where my baby is concerned soon, I’m going to help him see the error of his ways.

Joker, he’s got an uphill battle on his hands. Cage and he are looking for a woman that will be able to handle both of them. They’ve been a pair for as long as I can remember, so it wasn’t really a shock when they started exploring sharing women. They tried to hide it for a while. Ma’s the one that made them understand that there was nothing to be ashamed of. That what they were doing wasn’t wrong. Now, they’re not parading all over the place because most of the time Ma and I are around. Not to mention Bailey. But, we all know what they’re about and not a single person here has anything bad to say about it. It will just take some time to find the woman that will complete their trio. I’m pulling for them and I’ll do whatever I can to help them out along the way.

Ma, as always, is the driving force behind the Wild Kings becoming such a good club and the men having the respect that they do. She makes sure we have hot food on a daily basis, that every man and woman in the club knows that our door is always open no matter what time of the day or night it is, and that even the club girls’ matter. Don’t get that twisted and think that Ma won’t put a club girl in their place when it’s needed. But, she also lets them know that she’s there for them if they need help or someone to turn to. The club girls we have know that cheating isn’t tolerated and if a brother in the club, or visiting club, has an old lady, they’re off limits.
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It’s been a few of the longest days we’ve had in a while. We spent three days on the road to get to Clifton Falls. Now, we’re busy unpacking the vehicles and trying to get things set up in the new clubhouse. I’m ready to take Ma to the house that I’ve been talking to a realtor about so she can make the final decision about buying it. But, we need to help the kids get everything set up here. So, we’ll spend the next few hours here and then tomorrow I’ll take Ma to see the new house that I hope she falls in love with.

“Pops, you ready to get this shit done?” Joker asks, walking up to me as I finish my cup of coffee that Ma made.

“Yeah. I want it done today,” I answer my son, letting him know that I’m over it as I drain my coffee cup and stand up.

“It will be. We’ve only got the bike trailer to unload with all the tools and then the one van. It shouldn’t take more than an hour or two with everyone helpin’. I know you’re waitin’ to get Ma out of here,” he says, a smirk covering his face.

“I am. Want to show her that house,” I answer, walking out the front door and to the van. The younger guys and prospects we brought with us can take care of the damn tools.

Ma

The move that we made to Clifton Falls was a good choice. We’ve been here for a little over a week and I can feel the change coming. Pops found a great house. It’s the perfect size for the two of us, but there’s still plenty of room for anyone that stops by unexpectedly. I fell in love with it as soon as we pulled in the driveway.

I’ve also noticed a change in Joker and Cage. A day ago, Bailey called her brother about helping someone out. I don’t know exactly what the story is, but I know they’ve been in a corner of the common room whispering and talking amongst themselves ever since they got back. My daughter has a mischievous glint in her eyes whenever she sees the two of them now too. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think she was playing matchmaker. I’m getting down to the bottom of this shit. Today.

Walking into the clubhouse, I don’t see anyone around. I know that Bailey is here and that her brother and Cage are gone. Their bikes aren’t out front so I don’t have to worry about Bailey being quiet about the situation. I make my way into the kitchen and find my girl sitting at a table with a book in front of her and she’s totally lost in whatever she’s reading. Well, too bad for her. Mama wants some damn answers.

“Daughter, what are you up to?” I ask, sitting down across from her and pulling her book away.

“What do you mean mom?” she asks, trying to play innocent right now.

“I’m your mother and I taught you all those looks you’re gonna try to use on me. It’s not happening. Now, what is going on with your brother and Cage? They’ve been acting weird ever since you all got back late yesterday,” I say, letting her know that I’m not going to accept anything but the truth.

“Well, I stopped at that little stand on the other side of the field yesterday. The owner is an amazing girl. She’s a single mom of twins, a little boy and girl. Anyway, her car wouldn’t start for her and the house sits back from the stand. So, I called the boys to come help get it started,” she says, sitting up straight in the chair. “Ma, I’ve never been as scared as I was yesterday. We were standing there talking when her little girl started having a seizure. Joker and Cage jumped on it and followed us to the hospital. I guess this isn’t the first time it’s happened, and it won’t be the last time either. At least from what Grim said.”

“Oh my! Is she okay?” I ask, hoping like hell that little girl will survive whatever ails her.

“Yeah. She needs her medicine changed or something like that. I’m not sure exactly what’s going to happen. But, I know that Cage and Joker are over at her house right now. They want to help her out with some yard work and putting together some things that she hasn’t had time to do yet,” she tells me, letting me know where the boys have gone without me having to ask.

“Do you think she’s the one?” I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me.

“I know she’s the one. She won’t make it easy on them. You can see the pain and hurt in her eyes. Someone’s hurt that girl real bad, Ma. Her name is Skylar by the way,” my daughter says, letting me know that moving here was in fact the best decision. “It’s going to take them some time before they can bring her and the kids around the club. So, try to hold off on making your own introduction.”

Bailey knows me all too well. If it were up to me, I’d be on my way over there right now. But I’ll give them a little time to make sure that Skylar is ready to be brought into the fold. I just hope they take their time and don’t let her insecurities get in the way of something that could be amazing. Cage and Joker will treat any girl that they make theirs like a queen. If she’s as hurt and damaged as Bailey says, they’ll need to tread lightly with her. But my boys will do what they have to in order to ensure she becomes theirs if that’s what they feel in their hearts.
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Chapter Six
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56 years old

THE CLUB AS A WHOLE HAS HAD A LOT OF UPS AND DOWNS over the last six years. Today is the worst of those days though. We rescued Tank’s girl and ended up finding a whole shitload of girls that were being held hostage by the cartel. These girls were going to be sold to the highest fucking bidder. Maddie was involved because of some douche bag named Jason. He was Maddie’s ex and decided that she was a better punching bag and money maker than anything else.

As retaliation, the cartel decided to blow our fucking clubhouse up. Ma was inside with the kids and had no chance of getting out. She was killed on impact and I’m left with my heart shattered and my world torn to fucking pieces. Alana ‘Ma’ Johnson was love of my life and the center of my entire world. She’s the glue that held this club together and made sure that every single girl the guys took as an old lady knew what they were getting into and that they had someone to turn to when there was a problem. Right now, I’m ready to lay down on the grounds of the clubhouse and wait until I die. Death will not come soon enough for me.

I’m at the hospital waiting with everyone surrounding me while the injured are tended to and the kids are looked at. This is the last fucking place I want to be. So, I get up and walk out of the hospital in a daze. My feet carry me to my bike as if on autopilot and I straddle the only girl that I have left in my desolate life. The tears start streaming down my face as I turn the bike on and let the rumble and vibrations take over. Pulling out of the hospital parking lot, I have no clue where I’m going until I pull into the driveway of the house I’ve shared with my Alana for the last several years. It’s the second house we’ve ever owned as man and wife. It’s not the house that our kids grew up in, but it’s the house that our grandkids were in. Alana made this home even better than our original home in North Carolina.

For the longest time, I sit straddling my bike and looking at the house. Ma hasn’t even been gone from me that long and I can already feel the love she put into this house slipping away. It already feels like nothing more than a cold, lonely shell. How am I supposed to walk in there knowing that my girl will never again step foot through the door? How can I go in there and to the bed we shared knowing that I’ll never hold her in my arms again?

I can’t imagine it. So, I finally get off my bike and make my way toward the garage out back. It was my ‘man cave’ as Ma called it. There’s a bottle of my favorite, Jack Daniels sitting there waiting for me; calling my name as I walk through the door. Maybe if I drink enough I’ll be able to walk inside the house. If I drink enough, maybe I won’t remember the pain that I feel as my heart continues to shatter in a million pieces.

Sitting down in the leather recliner that Ma picked out for me when we moved here, I continue to let the tears slide silently down my face and drip onto my lap. As I pick the bottle of Jack up, I take the top off and throw it somewhere across the room. There’s no point in grabbing a glass when I know that I’m going to drink the entire contents of the bottle. If I’m lucky, I’ll die with it in my hand while I sit here and mourn the loss of my wife. A loss that I’ll never get over.
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It’s been a week since the explosion of the clubhouse and today is the day that I bury my precious Ma. Hell, if I’m honest, it’s really the first day that I’ve seen anyone. I’ve stayed in my garage, drinking, and staying alone. The day she died, I trashed the entire room. There wasn’t a single picture, glass, or bottle that wasn’t smashed to pieces on the walls and floors. Anything that wasn’t tied down was fair game as I took out my rage and sorrow on inanimate objects. That did absolutely nothing to quench the rage and pain I feel.

Bailey, Joker, and the rest of the guys have been blowing my phone up. I got so sick of hearing the fucking thing go off that I smashed it days ago. The only reason I know that I have to go to the cemetery today is because Joker, Cage, and Tank stopped by and found me. So, I’m now waiting for Bailey and Grim to pick me up. If they think I’m riding in some fucking limousine or car, they’re out of their damn minds. I’ll be riding my girl.

Grim arrives to pick me up and Bailey isn’t with him. “Where the fuck is my daughter?” I growl out, confused and hurt by her not being here.

“She wouldn’t get out of bed. I tried and she’s lyin’ there curled up in a ball,” Grim tells me.

“Fuck that!” I say roaring out of the driveway. My daughter will not miss burying her mother and the others. They are our family and she will be there. Even if I have to drag her ass out of bed.

I don’t pay attention to anything as I make my way to my daughter’s house. Roaring into the area the houses are built, I ignore all the stares and looks being tossed my way. Stopping in the driveway to their house, I kick the kickstand down before storming into the house. Making my way to the bedroom, I stop in the doorway. Bailey is curled up in bed, sobbing uncontrollably. My heart breaks even more as I see her torn to pieces over the loss of everyone.

“Daddy, I can’t do this,” she says, as the tears continue to stream down her face unchecked.

“We’re gonna do this together,” I tell her, walking in the room and stopping once I make it to the end of the bed. “Now, get up so we can go and get this day over with. Your mama wouldn’t want to see either one of us the way we are right now. I’m gonna work on gettin’ back to livin’ my life.”

Bailey sits up and wraps her arms around me as I stand there and hold her. We need to do this today so that we can begin to move forward. This moment right here though, is something that Bailey and I need. It’s our moment where we can be alone and begin the healing process. Will we ever get over losing Ma? Fuck no! But we will learn to live our lives in a new way. One that doesn’t have that bright light shining from her that encompasses everyone surrounded by her.

“We need to go baby girl. Get around so we can get down there,” I tell her, giving her a kiss on the head before walking out of the room. “I’ll be waitin’ downstairs for you.”
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We’re finally at the cemetery. The ride was long and extremely hard. I’m used to having Ma ride behind me and that will never happen again. Bailey made her way over to me as soon as we got here and I wrapped her in my arms before handing her over to Grim. She needs to learn to lean on him for strength and to let him in when she’s hurting this bad. I will always be her daddy, but today I need my own space too.

We stand around and wait for the ceremony to start. People are crying, there are anger and rage on faces, and others are standing back and letting those of us that knew these individuals the best be front and center as we lay them to rest. Honestly, the only thing I want to do right now is sit on the ground next to where my wife will lay to rest and be alone. I know that there’s nothing in the coffin resting in her spot. Just like I know she’ll be by my side for the rest of my days on earth. But, I have to get through this part of the day first. After that, my time is my own.

I stand there and listen as everyone speaks. I’ve been debating whether or not to get up there and say anything. There’s a big part of me that wants to keep the true beauty that Ma exuded to myself, but another part of me wants to share her with the world. No one will ever find a woman as good as she was. I know I’ll never ever find a love like I had with her. There’s no way that I’d want to. Before I know it, I find myself standing in front of the crowd. Clearing my throat and wiping my tears away, I look at the picture of Ma that someone brought here today. My breath leaves me as I take in her beauty that radiates off of a simple picture.

“This entire club has suffered a tremendous loss. We’ve lost some good men and women that will never be able to replace. I’m here to talk about Ma. She has been the love of my life and my strength that I don’t know what I’m goin’ to do without her. When I couldn’t see the light at the end of the tunnel, she was there to pull me back from the oblivion. Ma gave me two beautiful children that I couldn’t be prouder of,” I begin, pausing to wipe the tears away as memories flood my brain about our life together. “Those of you that were lucky enough to know her, could see that she didn’t care if you were blood or not. Everyone she came into contact with became family to her. The boys that have taken over the club were all her sons in one way or another. But, we didn’t have enough time. I’ll never have enough time with her. Now, she’s gone and my strength is gone with her. My light has left and I’m findin’ myself surrounded by a darkness that I can’t climb out of.”

There’s no way that I can continue on. Bailey and Joker walk up to me as I break down to the point that I can’t say another word. The three of us walk by the grave and I stop. I bend down and lay my head on the coffin and spend a minute not moving. My kids stay by my side the entire time and wait until I’m ready to move on. Once I stand up, we walk over to my bike so that I can have time to be alone. I’m surrounded by my kids and family but there isn’t a ray of sunshine to warm my body or make me want to go on. Today was a lot harder than I thought it was going to be.

Shortly after I walk away, everyone begins to make their way toward their bikes or cars. The Clifton Falls club members stand by the graves and begin to throw handfuls of dirt once the caskets are lowered into the ground. Joker and Bailey never leave my side as we watch from afar. I’m just waiting for everyone else to leave so that I can have my time with Ma. I don’t want anyone else around as I continue to break down.

As the last person leaves, Grim comes over to get Bailey so they can make their way back to the clubhouse. I nod at my daughter as she continues to watch me. She wants to make sure that I’m going to be okay, but doesn’t want to come out and ask me. My daughter is smart and knows that I’ll tell her what I want her to hear anyway. I usually don’t sugarcoat things for my kids and tell them the truth. But not with this. My pain is clearly written on my face and no one needs to ask me how I’m doing to know that I’m suffering.

Alone now, I walk over to the pile of dirt that covers the grave. Sitting down on the cold, damp earth, I hang my head as the tears continue to pour down my face. “What am supposed to do now? How do I go on livin’ without you here by my side? I don’t know how to go on without you. You have been there for every single fuckin’ thing in my life that was important. You’ve been the backbone of the club and our family. My heart was breakin’ as I saw our daughter curled up sobbin’ and I couldn’t comfort her the way that you would have. I couldn’t love her the way I should because I’m so lost in my own fuckin’ grief. Fuck! Why did it have to happen? We didn’t get nearly enough time baby girl. Remember, we were supposed to have at least a hundred years together? Not the short amount of time that I was special enough to be surrounded by your warmth, your love, and in your life.”

I don’t leave Ma’s side until it’s so dark that I can’t see a foot in front of my face. As I go to stand up, the wind picks up and when I look around, I can see the branches of the trees move enough to let me see the sky full of stars. I can see the surrounding area a little better. Immediately my mind goes back to the first time Ma and I danced under the stars in a field of wild flowers. A chill moves down my spine and I close my eyes as I feel Ma’s love surround me. I must be losing my damn mind. Ma isn’t here. It’s not fucking fair that she’s not here with me. Taking one last look at the headstone sitting at her grave, I walk over and place a kiss on the top of it before turning toward my bike. If I look back now, I know that I’ll never leave. So, I keep my eyes forward and pray that I learn how to live a life without Ma. A life that I can help those left move forward and learn to keep on loving and living the way that Ma would want us all to.
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Part Two
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The Present
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Chapter Seven
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Pops

IT’S BEEN ALMOST A YEAR SINCE I LOST MA. A year that I’m slowly learning to live again and make sure that my grandkids know who she was and that they should follow in her footsteps. The time has not gotten any easier. I still wake up reaching out to hold her every single morning. Just like I still walk through the house and expect to hear her laughter. It’s never going to happen and I’m slowly coming to terms with that.

I can’t stand to be in the house that once was made a home by Ma. So, I’ve been going to the Country Corner for most of my meals. The owner, Alice, is a sweet lady and makes the best food. Not only does she own the business, but she does a lot of the cooking too. She’s a tremendous woman and we share a few words when I’m in there. I’ve missed the companionship of having someone around me, but I don’t think I’m just ready to put my feet back in the water so to speak.

“Morning Pops,” Alice says, her voice as cheerful as always, as she walks over with a steaming hot cup of coffee for me.

“Mornin’ Alice. How are you today?” I ask, busying myself with making my coffee just the way I like it; super sweet.

“Tired as all get out. But I don’t know if I’d be able to handle starting a day when I wasn’t exhausted,” she says, laughing a little bit. “How are you?”

“Same as every single day,” I respond, knowing that this is how our days start out every single morning.

It’s a nice routine. One that I am used to and if I’m being honest with myself, it’s one that I look forward to. I’ll never admit to that though. I’m so lost in my thoughts that I don’t see Alice walking around the corner and taking a seat next to me. Not until she nudges me in the side as I set my spoon down on the counter.

“You know, I’m really sorry about the loss of your club. You’ve all been coming in here for so long now. I’ve gotten to know a few of the ladies and they’re all sweethearts,” she says, leaving me confused as to where this conversation is heading. “Ya know, Ma stopped in here for pie one day. We got to talking and she wanted me to make sure that you were okay if anything ever happened to her.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, turning to face her as pain tears through my chest at the mention of my wife.

“I mean, she didn’t want you to spend the rest of your life alone. Ma wanted to make sure that you would live the rest of your life and be happy. Her biggest fear was that you wouldn’t move on. You’d spend the rest of your days grieving and reliving the pain and loss you feel on a daily basis. I have to say that it’s what I’ve been seeing,” she answers, placing her hand on my arm in a comforting gesture.

I sit there in stunned silence. This morning’s conversation is not what I expected to hear today. Alice and I really don’t talk about personal things. We usually dance around one another and only have casual conversation with the heaviest topic being if I want pie before I head to the house at the end of a long, never-ending day.

“Why today?” I ask, needing to know why she’s bringing this up now. Today of all days. It’s a few days before Ma’s birthday and I’m feeling the loss even worse.

“Because I felt that since we’re the only two in here, it was now or never. I’m not trying to butt into your business or anything like that, but I hate seeing anyone filled with pain and heartache the way you are. I’ve been there and I know how you feel. I lost my husband going on five years now. I’d like to tell you that everything gets easier; that the daily memories and feelings begin to fade. But, you’ll always have moments where you stop dead in your tracks when a memory hits. Or you find something you want to share with that person. I’m here if you ever need someone to talk to,” Alice says, standing up and making her way behind the counter as the diner door opens up bringing in new customers.

I don’t delay in drinking my coffee this morning. As soon as I’m finished, I leave the payment and tip on the counter before making my way out to my bike. There’s only one spot I want to be right now; the cemetery. Straddling my only girl, I relish the feeling I get when my bike fires to life. The vibrations and rumble from the pipes makes the pain lessen a little bit. Pulling out of the parking lot, I make the short drive to the place my world rests.

As usual, no one is at her grave when I get there. In an odd way, I feel relief when I’m here. Especially when no one else is around. I can talk to Ma without feeling some type of way. Sitting down, regret hits me that I didn’t bring any sunflowers with me. Ma loved them and I normally bring some every time I come here to visit her. If it’s the visits are close, I spread them around to the other graves that I notice are always empty. She would want me to do that and I hope that in some way it brings someone joy to see the flowers there.

“Ma, I don’t know what you want me to do. Alice just dropped a fuckin’ load on me with the news that you had a talk with her about wantin’ me to be happy. That you don’t want me to go on alone and miserable. How can I move on knowin’ that you aren’t here with me? There’s nothin’ left of my heart to give to anyone else. You stole it the first second I laid eyes on you and now it’s with you for eternity,” I say, rambling on my thoughts as they continue to spin on a loop in my head.

As I sit there and wait for answers that aren’t going to come, once again the wind begins to blow and I look around. There’s a spot just past Ma’s headstone that shines brighter than all the rest. Looking there, I see a few sunflowers growing in a random spot and blowing in the breeze. I’ve never noticed them growing over there before.

“Are you tryin’ to tell me somethin’ Ma?” I ask no one as I continue to sit there alone and growing more and more confused.

I stand up and make my way over to the spot the flowers Ma loved so much growing. It’s at the edge of the cemetery property and they’re tall enough that they’ve been there for a while. These aren’t fresh and just starting to sprout. It amazes me to think that I’ve never seen them as much as I come here. What the fuck is going on?

Alice

After letting Pops know that I had a talk with Ma before she passed away, I haven’t seen him around. Everyone else has come in the diner for their meals and I watch them look around as if searching for someone. Have they not seen Pops in the last few days either? I’m trying not to be concerned about where he is and what he’s been doing. But, it’s hard when I’ve come to care about the man. He’s grumpy and rough around the edges; loving and kind. Pops is a man that’s in so much pain he doesn’t know how to get on the other side of it. I wish he’d let someone help him, but it’s up to him to make the decision to move on with his life the way Ma wanted him to.

Thankfully I don’t have much time to dwell on the fact that Pops hasn’t been in to the diner. We’ve been really busy today and I haven’t had time to do much of anything. Especially when one of the waitresses called in. Again. So, I’m bussing tables and trying to make sure the order is being taken so that food is here for me to cook. And, I have to cook the food too. So, I’m pulling triple duty until the next waitress comes in. That’s not for a few hours though.

I’m in the kitchen when I feel someone standing behind me. There’s not even time to turn around and see who’s back her though. That’s how busy I’ve been. I swear, I’ve been running around like a chicken with my head cut off.

“You can’t be back here,” I say without turning my head as I continue to cook.

“Where’s all your help Alice?” Pops asks, stepping up directly behind me.

“She called in today. So, you’re looking at the help,” I tell him, becoming flushed as I feel his body heat wrapping around me.

“I got this. Give me five,” he responds, turning and walking away.

I’m not sure what the hell he’s doing, but I don’t have time to be worried about it either. So, I continue to cook until plating the food. As soon as all the plates are ready to be delivered to their respective tables, I take five seconds for a breather. Pops is sitting at the end of the counter and I grab a coffee cup before making my way toward him.

“I’m good Alice. Help will be here in a few minutes,” he says, waving the coffee cup away before I pour it.

“What do you mean? I don’t have anyone else to call in,” I tell him, leaning against the counter.

“The old ladies will be here in a few minutes,” he says like it’s an every day occurrence.

“I don’t belong to the club or anyone in the club. None of you are going to help me out. It’s not the first time I’ve had to work all the positions in here and it won’t be the last,” I tell him, letting my annoyance and the wariness of the day come out in my voice unintentionally.

“You are goin’ to accept the help. And tonight, we’re goin’ to have dinner. So, the diner will be left in the capable hands of the old ladies and you’re goin’ to go get ready,” Pops tells me like it’s a normal way of asking someone out. Even if it’s not a date and just two adults having a meal together.

“I have paperwork to do, orders to make sure are sent in, and a long list of things to do before I drop my exhausted rear end into bed. So, you’ll have to find someone else to have dinner with tonight,” I tell him, pushing off the counter to make my way around the diner.

“Nope. We’re havin’ dinner. Ma told you she didn’t want me alone and miserable and I figure there’s a reason for that,” he says, not giving up as he turns in his seat to watch me check on customers and clear tables.

“Yeah, she knew you guys came in here all the time and that I’d be the one to tell you what she said. Everyone is concerned about you because they love you. They’re not going to push you or try to get you to meet someone when they don’t know how to pull your head out of your ass,” I say, letting my sassy side out to play a little bit as I rush back and forth.

Before he can answer me, the bell above the door announces more customers arriving. As I turn to greet them, I see that all the old ladies are indeed walking through the door. Skylar and Bailey are giving out directions about who needs to do what as I stand there shell shocked.

“Alice, you do what you have to do in the office and orders. We got the kitchen and customers. If you need anything, let us know and we’ll do what we can to help you out,” Bailey says, placing her hand on my arm before making her way behind the counter.

Knowing that these girls will have the front under control, I make my way in back so that I can do inventory and place the order. Then I can go make sure all of my paperwork is done for the previous week. It’s going to take me hours and I’ll be done by the time everything I have to do is completed. There’s really no way that I can go out to dinner with Pops tonight. He’ll have to understand and we can try again when I’m not so busy.
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It’s almost eight o’clock and I’m still sitting in my office. I’m just about done with getting the paperwork into the computer when I hear a knock on my door. Looking up, I see Pops standing there with takeout containers in his hands. I was so busy that I forgot to go talk to Pops and let him know that I wouldn’t be able to have dinner with him tonight.

“I’m sorry. I forgot to come talk to you,” I say, sitting back in my chair and stretching the kinks out of my back.

“That’s why I brought dinner to you. Skylar made us somethin’ to eat before she left,” he says walking in my office, shutting the door, and making himself comfortable on the opposite side of my desk.

“I still have a ton of work to do,” I say, trying to make him understand that I can’t do this. Not today.

“That’s why we’re eatin’ in here while you finish your paperwork. Then, we’re gonna go for a ride on my bike and I’ll bring you back here to get your car. Skylar is openin’ the diner in the mornin’ so you can sleep in,” he says, taking all the decisions out of my hand.

A smile crosses my face as memories of my late husband flash through my mind. Pops reminds me so much of Henry. They’re both demanding and stubborn as hell. Neither one will give an inch when they want something or think they’re right.

“It’s good to see that smile on your face,” he suddenly says as he opens the lid on his container and my office fills with smells that make my mouth water.

“Can I ask you something?” I ask cautiously, letting my nerves get the best of me.

“What’s up?” he answers, sitting back to look at me.

“Where were you the last few days?” I ask, not looking him in the eyes.

“I had some thinkin’ and soul searchin’ to do. Ma and I met when we were young. I was just eighteen and in the military. She immediately captured my attention and lit up my world. Honestly, she became the owner of my heart the day we met. I never thought she would be taken from me so early; I thought we had years and years left still. But, that’s not the case. Now, I have to learn to live my life again after so many years spent with her. You talkin’ to me made me realize that I was just coasting through life until I could be with her again. I don’t want to do that. Especially knowin’ that she didn’t want that for me,” he says, shocking me into silence. “There’s no one else I would want to get to know other than you. I’ve been comin’ in here for so long and you have been there, talkin’ to me when I didn’t want to talk and makin’ sure that I had a cup of coffee and a hot meal in front of me. That means somethin’ to me.”

“You had to eat and I know that you weren’t goin’ to the clubhouse as much as you used to. Just like I know that you barely go into the house you lived in with Ma. I’ve been there. I know that it hurts like hell to look around and see everything she touched and made come alive as soon as she entered the room. It was the same after I lost my Henry. It took me forever to pack up his belongings and donate what I could after making sure his family got what they wanted. But, I can’t go into whatever your looking for as some sort of rebound to get your feet wet again,” I tell him, letting him know I’ve thought about him wanting to spend time with me.

“I know you can’t. And if that’s all I was lookin’ for, I’d go to the clubhouse and make use of the club girls. I’m not lookin’ for that. I want somethin’ real and someone that I can spend time with. Someone that I can talk to and just relax with. I’m not sayin’ that I can give you my heart, but I’ll give you what I can. If you can live with that, then I say we give this a shot,” he says, taking a bite of the stuffed shells sitting in front of him. “Your husband and you didn’t have any kids?”

“No. Henry couldn’t have them. He had a very long battle with cancer and it just wasn’t in the cards for us. Even knowing that he wasn’t going to be with me forever, I wouldn’t change a single second of my time with him. Henry completed me and made sure that I was always put first. Even when he was so sick during his treatments. I stayed by his side because I felt the same way about him that you did about Ma. So, now it’s just me and the diner keeps me busy enough to get through the days,” I tell him, letting him know that there is a reason that I work so hard and spend so much time here.

We spend the next few minutes in companionable silence as we eat our dinner. Skylar really outdid herself with the stuffed shells. I never really put them on the menu because of how long it takes to make them. But, I may have to rethink that decision. These are really good. I could always make them a few days in advance and freeze them so I can pull them out once a week or something. Things to think about. Maybe I need to rethink the entire menu here.

Before I know it, my paperwork is done and our food has been finished. Pops stands up and takes the containers away as I shut everything down for the night. I run out and check on the front before meeting him outside at his bike. I’ve never been on a bike before and I know that he’s said no one besides Ma has been on the back of his. This will be a first for both of us tonight.

“Ready to go?” he asks, standing up and holding out a helmet for me to put on.

“As ready as I’ll ever be. Are you sure about this? We don’t have to take your bike,” I say, making sure that the straps are snapped tightly in place before walking a few steps closer to him.

“I’m sure. Told you I disappeared to think about some things and do some soul searchin’. It’s time now,” he says, helping me get on before he slides on in front of me.

Pops turns the bike on and the vibrations immediately fill my body with sensations that I’ve never felt before. As he pulls out on the road, I hear the rumble of the pipes get louder as he increases his speed. He’s not going fast enough to scare me, but I’m still nervous as we ride through the night.

As I hold on to the man sitting in front of me, I let the feelings take over. It’s freeing in a way that I never thought it would be as he takes the twists and turns of back roads like it’s nothing. The ride is smooth and I can see that he’s one with the huge machine we’re sitting on. I get lost in the thoughts and feelings running through me as we make our way back into town.

He pulls into the deserted parking lot of the Country Corner. I realize that we’ve been riding for over an hour if the diner is closed and no one is around. It sure doesn’t seem like we’ve been gone that long. Pops turns the bike off after coming to a stop next to my beat-up old car. I’m not sure that I’m going to be graceful getting off the bike, but I don’t want him feeling like I’m stalling for more time with him either.

“Thank you so much for dinner and the ride,” I tell him as I stand on the pavement next to the bike. My legs feel like jelly as I stomp them trying to get feeling back in them.

“It’s my pleasure,” he answers, stepping off of his bike and coming closer to me.

I watch as he walks over to my car and opens the door for me. He holds it open until I am safely in my seat with my belt fastened. As I turn to look at him, he takes my hand and brings it up to his mouth. Pops brushes a soft kiss on my hand as I feel a blush creeping up my neck to my face. No one, not even Henry, has ever done that to me before.

“Gonna follow you home,” he says, getting ready to shut the door. “See ya in the mornin’.”

I nod my head in a stupor. Watching him walk back to his bike, I think that I’m going to be in over my head with him. Pops is a man that can easily make a woman develop all kinds of feelings for him in no time at all. Shaking my head, I turn my car on and begin to make the short journey home. The entire ride I keep sneaking glances in the rearview mirror to check whether or not Pops is indeed still following me. He never leaves me until I pull in my driveway. I hear the rumble of his bike get louder as he revs the engine before taking off down the road. What am I gonna do?
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Chapter Eight
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Pops

IT’S BEEN A FEW DAYS SINCE I HAD DINNER with Alice and then took her for a ride on my bike. Part of me felt so weird having someone on the back of my bike that wasn’t Ma. But, another part of me felt right with Alice wrapped around me. It’s crazy to think that someone else could fit so good behind me on my bike when for so long it was Ma.

The days after our ride, I’ve spent as much time with Alice as possible. We’ve spent time talking at the diner, went for another ride, I took her to a movie, and we hung out at her house one night. It’s been nice to spend time with her one-on-one and get to know her a little bit better than the persona she puts on at the diner. I’ve seen Alice ready to break in frustration and so exhausted that she couldn’t stop laughing at every little thing that popped into her head. Soon, we’ll start spending time at the clubhouse.

Today, I doubt that I’ll be seeing Alice. It’s Ma’s birthday and my day will be spent at the cemetery. I’ve done this on her birthday last year and now this year without fail. Yeah I go there on a regular basis. But on her birthday I spend the entire day there. I pack a picnic and take the blanket that we’ve always used for picnics with me. This is something I need to do for me. It’s our day and Alice understands this. That’s the nice thing about Alice. She’s already been through this and understands where I’m coming from.

So, I place the small picnic basket in my saddle bag along with the blanket and then straddle my girl. The trip to the cemetery doesn’t take long. But instead of the ride clearing my mind, I’m torn in two. I really like the time I spend with Alice. We get along great and have fun when we’re not at the diner. In some ways I feel like I’m cheating on Ma though. She was such a huge part of my life, my love, and my strength that now I don’t know what to do. I get that she doesn’t want me to be lonely or miserable. I’d want the same thing for her if I had gone first. There’s feelings that I’m starting to get for Alice though. I care about her in ways I didn’t think I was capable of anymore.

Grabbing everything out of the saddle bags once I park my bike, I begin the short trek to the grave that I sit at so often. I come to a complete stop as I get closer though. Instead of spending the day alone with Ma, I’m going to be having company. Bailey and Joker are standing side-by-side. I can see a huge blanket covering something behind them. Now, I’m wondering what the hell these two are up to.

“Dad, we know this is your day. We wanted to stay for a little bit with you before you spend the rest of the day here alone,” Joker says, walking toward me for a hug. “We all miss her so much.”

“I know. It’s hard, but we have to keep movin’ forward,” I tell him, giving him one last squeeze before releasing my son. “What’s behind your sister?”

“Well, since it’s mom’s birthday, we figured we’d get a present for the two of you,” Bailey says, waiting for her brother to get back to her as they pull the blanket off of the surprise.

I walk closer as they reveal a bench. It’s completely made of wood, kind of like the cribs I order for the new babies joining our family. In the back of the bench are wild flowers burned along the entire length of the bench. Directly underneath the flowers are a group of words that I have to walk closer to inspect. What I see makes my heart skip a beat and my breath catch.

In Memory of Alana ‘Ma’ Johnson

Beloved wife, mother, and friend

You are missed more than you know

We love you

“The entire club pitched in to get this for you guys,” Bailey says as I watch tears stream down her face.

“There are no words to describe what this means to me,” I say, clearing my voice as my emotions threaten to overtake me.

“We do know, dad. Everyone knows how much you come up here and decided that they wanted to do somethin’. It’s no different than the memorial Bay has at the clubhouse. It’s our way to show you that we know how bad you hurt and our gratitude that you are choosin’ to move forward and not let that pain pull you under. It was a fear we all had for a long time after the explosion,” Joker tells me, letting me know that they’ve all been worried about me. I make an appearance at the clubhouse when I’m needed, but it’s not like before. I’ve pulled away and it’s time that I stop. My family is too important to keep worrying them about how I’m coping.

“I’ll do better. It’s time that we all move on and let her memory live on with the kids. Soon I want to take all the kids for the day. We’ll go to your house Joker and I’ll spend the day remindin’ them what a good person your Ma was,” I answer them, letting them know that I’ll be okay. I’ve already started to heal, but it’s taken a long time for me to see that I’m not the only one hurting. Everyone is hurting with the loss we suffered. Ma wasn’t the only one we lost that day and I’ve been too absorbed in my own grief to make sure that everyone in my family is doing okay.

Bailey and Joker spend a little while with me. We talk about our memories of Ma and what she’d think of different things going on with the club now. Joker is the first one to leave us. He wants to get home and help Sky with the kids since Cage is busy. My daughter and I sit in silence for a while before she begins to speak.

“Dad, do you think that Ma would be happy that you’ve been spending time with Alice?” she asks, curling up against my side like she used to when she was little.

“I do. Apparently Ma talked to Alice before she was taken from us. Told her that she didn’t want me to stay alone and miserable if anythin’ ever happened to her. I think she told Alice that because she knew that Alice would be the one I eventually turned to,” I answer, kissing the top of her head as she ponders my response to her question.

“That makes sense. Do you think you could love Alice?” she asks, curiosity getting the better of her.

“I don’t know. For most of my life I’ve loved your mom somethin’ fierce. She was more than just my wife, she was my best friend and pillar of strength. Ma and I had our good times and bad times, and we went to hell and back more than once. She gave everythin’ she had to give to everyone surroundin’ her. Alice is a great woman. Someone that understands where I’m comin’ from and knows what it’s like to have your best friend leave this world too soon. I care about her a great deal, I’m not gonna lie about that. Love isn’t somethin’ I can even think about right now,” I tell her, remembering every moment that I’ve shared with Ma.

Bailey remains quiet as we each get lost in our thoughts about the woman that meant so much to so many different people. Each person that entered her life has their own memories of her and their own meaning of the impact she made on them. It’s what made Ma such a great, caring, and charismatic woman. Especially when she was pissed at you. For such a little thing, Ma wouldn’t hesitate to go up against a man ten times her size. She’d bring him down to his knees too. No one messed with her and got away unscathed.

“I gotta get going, dad,” Bailey finally says, kissing me on the cheek as she stands up. “Are you staying out here much longer?”

“Yeah. I’ll be here most the day,” I answer, standing with her so I can give my girl a hug before she makes her way home to her family.

Once I know that I’m truly alone, I pull out the picnic that I brought with me. It’s not much; just a bottle of water, a sandwich, and some chips. This is the little picnic that we shared so many years ago and the same one that I’ll bring with me on every birthday I’m alive for. As soon as everything is out of the basket, I finally look at the headstone. There’s sunflowers in different colors so I know Bailey and Joker brought them up with them.

“Ma, it’s another year that I’m without you. I’m tryin’ to move on and gettin’ to know Alice. She’s a good lady; a lot like you. If I’m honest with myself, I could see myself fallin’ for her. But, I’m not ready for that. I have made a decision though. I can’t live in the house we bought when we first moved here. There’s too many memories and I’ve honestly barely spent any time in there since you were taken from us. When I do fall asleep there, I sleep in the ‘man cave’. I’m not sure where I’m gonna go, but it’s gotta happen baby girl. I’m sorry. I won’t sell the house. Even if Bailey and Joker want nothin’ to do with the house because they got their own, I think that it can have a purpose. Or maybe I’ll save it for the grandkids. One of them will surely want it,” I say, taking a few bites of my sandwich and a drink. “The decision to leave the house has been agonizin’. It’s the last place we lived together, but I can’t stand to go in there knowin’ you won’t be there ever again. Now I just have to figure out the rest of this shit.”

The rest of the day is spent in almost complete silence. I talk when I feel the need to talk, relax, and finish my picnic. The sound of the wind blowing through the trees soothes my soul. While the sunflowers swaying in the distance make me feel a peace I only feel when I’m here. It’s a quiet peace that reminds me of how I used to feel just relaxing in the quiet with Ma. But, it’s not what life is all about anymore. I may not be saying goodbye to my love, I’m just going to accept the memories as they come and remember my wife for the truly amazing woman she was.

Knowing that it’s time to go, I stand up and pack everything in the basket before folding the blanket up and tucking it under my arm. Walking over to the headstone, I kiss the top before turning to walk away. The wind picks up slightly as I walk away to start the rest of my life.

Alice

I wasn’t expecting Pops to stop in the diner today. He already told me that he wouldn’t be around and I get it. When Henry first passed away, I went to his grave all the time. One day, I realized that I didn’t have to go there constantly. It was okay for me to move on with my life. I’ll always remember and cherish the time we had together, but it doesn’t define my life. Not anymore. So, as I go to close up and head home for the night, I’m shocked to see the lone bike sitting next to my car. I speed up my routine so that I can make sure he’s okay.

Walking out, I see Pops leaning against his bike. He looks casual and completely okay with the day. Not like a man still mourning that spent the day at the cemetery. As I get closer, I see a small smile break out on his face. Now I’m really confused.

“You okay?” I ask as I continue to make my way toward my car and him.

“I’m doin’ really good. Today wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. Bailey and Joker surprised me with a bench the club had made for up by the grave. They put it in front of her grave. It was a nice surprise. And I came to a few conclusions,” he says, standing up to his full height and closing the distance between us.

“Wh-,” I don’t get to finish my question as he pulls my body into his before lowering his head to mine. The kiss is soft and gentle at first. Before too long, he deepens the kiss and I get lost in the sensations running through me.

When we finally break apart, it takes me a minute to catch my breath. Pops is having a hard time catching his too as we continue to stare at one another. This is definitely not what I was expecting to happen. Not after the day he just spent. But, I’m not going to say anything against it either. I’ll follow his lead in this situation and see what happens.

“Had to see you,” he says, taking my hand and walking me to the car. “You feel like some company tonight?”

“Sure. Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask, giving him a confused look.

“Yeah. We’ll talk when we get back to your house. I’ll follow you,” he responds, making sure I’m in the car before closing my door and getting on his bike to follow me home.

The short drive is spent with me looking in the rearview mirror and coming up with ideas as to what changed in Pops today. He’s acting like I did when I finally realized that it was time to move on and start living again. You can’t live in the past. Everyone has that moment that changes things for them. I wonder what Pops moment was. Maybe he’ll tell me; but maybe he’ll keep it to himself. We’ll see what happens.

After parking in the driveway, I get out and wait for Pops to get off his bike. He walks up to me and links our hands together once again. We walk the short distance to the door that way and he takes my keys from me to unlock the door and let us in. This is a side of Pops that I haven’t seen before. It’s one that I could get used to even I know I shouldn’t.

“So, are you gonna fill me in on the decisions that you’ve made?” I ask, as we walk through the door and I set my bag and keys down after taking them from Pops.

“There’s a few things. The first one is that it’s been over a year since I lost Ma. It’s time that I learn how to live a life without her. One that lets me be as happy as I can. Not every day is goin’ to be sunshine and roses, I know that. But I have to move on with my life. You were right when you told me that she said she wouldn’t want me to be like this; not really livin’ life just merely coastin’ through,” he says, walking into the living room and taking a seat on the couch. “The other decision is that I’m not gonna live in the house. I really haven’t been inside much the last year or so. If I’m there, I’m in the garage I turned into a man cave. So, there’s no point in me bein’ there anymore. I’ll stay at the clubhouse until I figure out what I wanna do.”

I take a seat next to him after getting us each a drink. My house has an open floor plan so he could keep talking when I was busy in the kitchen. I’m shocked at the revelations being at the grave has given him. Yeah, I could see it was coming in the way he’s been acting, but it’s still a surprise. The last week or so there’s been a lightness about him that hasn’t been visible in over a year. He smiles more and jokes around with his family when they’re all in the diner together. It doesn’t mean that he’s been spending time with them at the clubhouse or anything just yet, but he’s putting himself out there again.

“I’m happy for you,” I tell him, sitting down next to him. “I’ll help in any way that I can.”

“Thank you, Alice. For everythin’. You’re someone that I can spend time with without havin’ to worry if I’m leadin’ you on. I know that you understand that I’m tryin’ to move on, but that it’s hard and some days I’m gonna have to push you away when I feel like I’m in over my head,” he says, letting me know that I am helping him in a small way.

“Well, I’ll always be there if you need to talk to someone. Maybe it’s because I’ve been where you’re at before. I’ve been going through this for almost six years. I don’t want more than you’re willing to give me even if that means that we’ll stay friends and nothing more,” I tell him, setting my drink down on the table so that I can turn and face him for this conversation.

“I know and that’s why I know eventually you’ll be the one I move on with. Alice, I may not be able to give you my entire heart, but I know that I’ll care about you and make sure I do everythin’ in my power to ensure you’re happy,” he says, leaning in for another kiss. It’s just as tender as the one we shared earlier.

The remainder of the night, we spend quietly watching TV. There’s a ton of old shows that we like watching and it’s nice to not have to worry about any expectations or uncomfortable silences. With Pops, it’s just easy. When he eventually leaves for the night, he kisses me good night and then waits on the outside of the door until he hears the locks click into place. It’s something that he always does when he leaves here. The small routine is something I look forward to when we do spend time here together.
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Chapter Nine
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Pops

THE LAST SIX MONTHS I’VE BEEN STAYING at the clubhouse. It’s not ideal, but it’s been what I needed. Being here gave me the chance to get back into the swing of things on a full-time basis with my family and the club. The club girls that weren’t here on a regular basis, thought that meant another man to try to sink their hooks into. They learned really quick that wasn’t the case with me. Bailey got in more than one face and made the men proud of the way she stands up for her family.

Alice has also been to the club on a regular basis. She accepts the club and the life that we lead. Granted, we don’t go out in search of doing illegal things. But, we won’t shy away from it either. Especially if it comes to making sure our women and kids are safe. No one will come in and shit in our house without getting retribution dealt to them.

I’ve spent a lot of time hanging out with Alice the last few months. It’s like I’m re-energized and know that I can keep Ma with me and still live my life. I’m not scared that I’m going to forget her if I live each day. Bailey and Joker are upset with my decision not to be in the house, but I finally explained to them what my thinking was and they understood it to a degree. I guarantee that it would’ve been more of a fight if I said that I was selling it. But, I’d never do that to my family. That house wasn’t just Ma’s and mine; it’s all of ours. My grandkids need to be able to see what kind of woman she was. Not just listen to the words that we tell them or remember their memories that might become vague as they grow up and make so many more memories of their own.

Today, I make another change to my life. I’m moving in with Alice. We’ve talked about it and thought everything through before making the decision. On my part, I know that this is the right thing for me. Alice is the one person that makes me want to live without the shadow of Ma hanging over my head. She’s the one that I go to when my day turns to shit and I can’t get out of my head. Bailey, Joker, and the rest of the club have been there for me. But, Alice and I know what we’re getting into.

“Pops, you ready to head out?” Cage asks, walking up behind me with a box in his hands.

“Yeah. Is that it?” I ask, wanting to make sure that everything is out of my room here at the clubhouse before we leave.

“Yep. The only stuff left in there is what you didn’t pack,” he answers, walking past me and out the door to the SUV that’s holding the rest of the things I’m taking with me.

As I walk out, I see Bailey already sitting in the passenger seat. She’s excited for me to live with Alice. Apparently they’ve all noticed the change in me since I started seeing her. I guess you could say we’re dating. I’m not sure what the hell it’s called at our age. But, it works and that’s all that matters. Fuck, I don’t give a shit what anyone else thinks about it. It’s been almost two years since everyone was taken from us. I’ll miss my wife every single day I wake up. That doesn’t mean that I have to give up on living. So, I’m going to wake up each day with Alice in my arms and see the magic in the day. I’m going to make memories with my family; new and old members of that family.

Cage puts the last box in the back of the SUV before making his way over to his bike. Joker, Cage, and Rage are going to help me get everything in Alice’s house. The day seems rushed, but it’s her only day off from the diner and I want her there when my stuff is being moved in. Oh, she said it didn’t matter to her since I was going to be living with her. It’s about respect and making sure I don’t move something she doesn’t want moved. Once I explained my reasoning, she understood.

We make the short drive to my new house with Bailey making small talk. She’s talking about the kids and the latest antics they’ve been getting up to. My grandson is a wholly terror these days and I can’t help but laugh. Bailey and Grim are amazing parents, as I knew they would be. But Zander is definitely giving them a run for their money. He reminds me of his dad when he was younger. And his uncles. They were always getting into trouble and causing havoc wherever they went. I can’t wait until he gets a little older and tries to take one of their bikes. Yeah, Joker and Grim definitely tried that a time or two.

“Dad, you really ready for this step?” Bailey asks, finally getting to what she’s asked me a hundred times since I talked to her.

“Yes. We’ve been over this. I’m tellin’ you that I’m ready. Ma is still in my heart, but I care about Alice. I’m movin’ on and you need to stop worryin’ about me,” I tell her, letting her know by my tone that I’m dead serious. I’m not stupid enough not to realize that this is all because she wants to make sure I’m really okay. Bailey is a worry-wart when it comes to me. A trait she definitely gets from her mama.

I back into the driveway and watch as Alice opens the door when I finally turn the engine off. She stays in the doorway as the guys get off their bikes and I get out of the SUV. Bailey jumps out and makes her way to Alice. They’re both smiling and I love that they get along. Alice gets along with everyone in the club. Even the club girls. It’s to the point that on busy days, the girls wander in the Country Corner and just start helping out with whatever needs to be done. That happens when we go in for a meal too.

The guys start to unload the boxes as I walk up to the girls. Yeah, it’s my shit coming in here, but the guys are a lot younger than I am. So, they can handle them while I talk with the girls. Alice greets me warmly but is a little standoffish. She doesn’t get too close to me while the club is around. We haven’t talked about it, but I’m sure that we will before too long. Alice doesn’t need to be shy around anyone in the club. She’s seen what happens at parties and didn’t go running for the hills.

“Where do you want them to put everythin’?” I ask, stepping up and giving her a kiss. I don’t give a shit who’s here.

“We can put it in the spare room until you’re ready to go through it,” she answers, stepping to the side as the guys make their way toward us. “I’ll show them where it is.”

Bailey stares at me and I can see the happiness mixed in with sadness in her eyes. She’s so used to only seeing me with her mom that she doesn’t know how to take me being with someone else. It’s the same look I had in my eyes as her and her brother found their significant others. I want them to be happy and find the love that I shared with Ma. But, it’s hard to watch them go through the pain of finding that person and then watching them go out and live their lives. They did real good though. Both of them and I’m happy that Grim is my son-in-law and Skylar is my daughter-in-law.

Alice comes back out from the bedrooms a few minutes later. She’s laughing as she joins us. I can only imagine what they guys are doing to make her laugh. Especially the combination of them. Rage is getting the brunt of being a prospect still and he’s doing a great job. But, the guys pick on him endlessly. Especially Cage. He’s the one that makes sure the prospects can stand the club life. They are definitely put through their paces with him around.
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Everyone is finally gone and Alice and I are eating a quiet dinner. She made beef stew and it’s amazing. The silence is comfortable as we enjoy the meal she put on first thing this morning. But, we need to talk about the whole backing off when anyone from the club is around.

“Alice, I think that we need to talk about somethin’,” I begin, sitting up in my chair and pushing my empty bowl away from me. “You have no problem with kissin’ me or wrappin’ your arm around me when it’s just us. Why aren’t you like that when the club is around?”

“I don’t know how to explain it. For most of the people around the club, they’ve only seen you with Ma. I’m not trying to make anyone think I’m taking something that doesn’t belong to me. Or that I’m using you for some reason,” she says, pushing her food away from her. “These people are your family and I’m not going to do anything to get in the way of that. Or upset anyone that loves and cares about you.”

I sit back and listen to Alice. She’s got a valid point, but it’s not one that I care about. I’m an old ass man and can move on with my life if I want to. Ma isn’t alive and I’m not cheating on her. Something that I would never in my life do. We’ll have to work on this. If we’re dating, or whatever the hell you want to call it, then she’s the only one that’s got the right to put her hands, or mouth, on me. Everyone at the club will get used to it. Or they can kiss my fucking ass.

“Alice, I don’t care what they think. I don’t like that you shy away from me when they’re around. Yeah, it might be hard on them at first. But, the only ones I care about are Bailey and Joker. I’ve talked to both of them and they understand where I’m at,” I tell her, standing up and making my way over to her on the other side of the table.

Pulling her up, I walk her into the bedroom. We’ve put my clothes and things away in here but there’s still a few boxes to sort through. I walk Alice backward until her legs hit the bed and she falls to her ass. Bending down, I take her flip flops off before running my hands up her legs. We’ve never had sex before, but I think it’s time to make sure that she knows I truly care about her.

Standing up over Alice, I begin to remove my clothes as she watches me. Just as I go to remove my pants, she gets in gear and begins to take her own clothes off. I stop her when she’s in nothing more than a black lace bra and matching panties. When I’m undressed, I bend down so that I can kiss her. Alice accepts me and deepens the kiss as I push her back and lean down over her. I listen as she moans deep and begins to writhe against me.

I break the kiss so that we can both catch our breath as I begin to kiss my way toward Alice’s neck. She arches her head back so that I have better access to it. At the same time, I raise a hand up to start lowering the strap of her bra. There’s no shyness from Alice the way some people can be when they’re having sex for the first time. I like that. She’s comfortable with her body and I know that she’ll let me know if she does or doesn’t like something I do. So, I start to kiss my way down her neck toward her chest. Alice arches her back so that I can undo her bra and move it out of the way of getting to my intended target.

“We don’t have to do this,” Alice says, breathless and panting as I suck one hard peak in my mouth.

“Not stoppin’ or doin’ anythin’ I don’t want to do,” I respond, briefly taking my mouth away from her body before moving on to the other side.

I reach down and push her panties to the side before swiping a finger through her folds. She’s wet and more than ready for me. This time isn’t going to be filled with foreplay or games. Alice is who I want and I’m going to take her hard and fast this first time. I’ll more than make up for it later on though. So, I pull her panties down enough that she can kick them off of her feet before I align my hard cock with her entrance. I look in her eyes as I slowly push inside.

My thrusts are fast, hard, and uneven as I chase the release rapidly building in my body. Alice has her eyes shut and her head tipped back as she meets every single move I make. I feel her angle her body upward so that I hit her clit as I slide in her body each time. She reaches between our bodies and begins to rub her clit as my speed picks up. Her body begins to tremble as her moans become louder, bouncing off the walls in our bedroom. As I feel her begin to squeeze me, I can’t hold back anymore.

“Alice!” I holler out at the same time she screams my name.

I roll to the side, pulling Alice’s body with me. We both lay still in one another’s arms as our breath begins to slow and return to normal. Alice presses a soft kiss against my chest before trying to roll away from me. That’s not gonna happen. Not right now when I want to hold her. She might not be used to it, or she might be feeling things she doesn’t know what to make of. What she’s not going to do is pull away from me.

“What’s goin’ on?” I ask her, tipping her chin up so that I’m looking into her eyes.

“It’s been a while. A long while. I haven’t been with anyone since Henry. I’m sorry but it’s just a little overwhelming,” she answers, relaxing her head against my chest.

“I get it babe. I really do. Don’t quite know what I’m feelin’ right now,” I tell her honestly, beginning to stroke her back in comfort.

We lay in silence for a while before Alice gets up to clean up. I join her in the shower so we can go in and go to bed. There’s a lot more to do tomorrow.

Alice

It’s been almost a week of living with Pops. We’re still getting used to one another and the little quirks that we both have. You know, the same routine you go through when you begin living with someone for the first time. None of it is too bad; to the point that you want to scream and shout at the top of your lungs about whatever is going on. Pops and I are both set in our ways and it’s going to take some time to figure it all out.

The nicest part of living with someone is that I’m not constantly alone. Pops is with me unless he has club business. Including when we go to bed. It’s nice sleeping next to someone again because even though my husband has been dead for five years, it was a lot longer than that since we slept in the same bed. Between the treatments and how he felt afterward, he didn’t want to bother me with getting up and down every few minutes. That doesn’t mean that I wasn’t there for him. I was by his side every single second. Henry just didn’t think we needed to sleep in the same room.

We’re slowly getting into a routine. When we get up every morning, I make breakfast while he watches the news. Then he takes me to work before he goes to the clubhouse or to see his grandkids. At least once during the day he’ll make an appearance in the diner for a meal before coming back to pick me up. When we get back home, he usually cooks diner for me while I relax for a few minutes after being on my feet all day long. Then I get up and do some light cleaning.

I’m lost in thought while I’m supposed to be doing inventory. I hear the squeak of the door to the storeroom opening before I feel a pair of arms wrap around me. The stubble on Pop’s face scrapes against the skin of my neck. A chill runs down my spine as the warmth at my back fades away with the few steps Pops backs up.

“You gonna be in here all day?” he asks, watching me as I turn around to face him.

“I don’t think so. I’m almost done here. Then I just have to put the numbers in so I can place my order. What’s going on?” I ask, wanting to make sure that everything is okay.

“Nothin’. I was gonna grab lunch and wanted to know if you wanted to join me. Bailey and Grim might stop in, but I don’t know for sure,” he says, leaning against the wall behind him and looking completely at home.

“Yeah. I could probably come out and eat with you,” I answer him, setting the list and pencil down on the shelf I’m working on so that I can pick back up when we’re done eating.

As we walk out into the dining room, I see that Grim and Bailey are already here and sitting at a booth. They’re sitting on one side and I can see the smirk playing on Pops’ face. He knew they were already here but didn’t think I’d come out to eat if I knew they were here. I look up at him as he quickly masks his face with an innocent look. He’s not fooling me one bit.

“Hey Alice!” Bailey says, greeting me as she starts playing with the straw wrapper sitting in front of her.

“Hi guys,” I respond, sliding into the booth so that Pops can sit on the outside.

Simone comes over to take our orders while giving me a weird look. I’m not sure what the hell her problem is. She serves different members of the Wild Kings on a daily basis. I’ll have to spend more time paying attention to the treatment they receive when they’re at her tables. I look over at Bailey and see that she caught the look too. Maybe I can talk to her and see if she’s noticed anything off about Simone and her treatment of the club.

After everyone places their orders, I watch as she makes her way to the kitchen. I can’t hear anything, but I’m sure she’s running her mouth. Turning my attention back to the people at the table, I keep an eye on Simone. When she doesn’t return to the dining room to see about her other tables, I excuse myself. Walking into the kitchen I notice that the back door is pushed open and that there’s no one in here cooking. What the fuck?

As I get closer to the door I can hear Simone and Roy talking about the club and how they hate when they come in. Simone says some pretty nasty shit about them and me now that I’m ‘associating with criminals and sluts’. That’s it! I’m not going to have these two bad mouth people that are genuine and care about more than their club. The people that I have met in the Wild Kings are a family and just trying to live their lives the way they want to. Men in the club that have an old lady love them fiercely and would do anything for them. The kids in the club are the most cared for kids that I have ever seen. How dare these two!

“You both can get your shit and get the fuck out!” I say shoving open the door all the way and interrupting them so that they know I’ve heard their conversation. “You want to talk shit about people, talk it about your fucking selves! Neither one of you know anything about the people in there or the rest of the club yet you want to talk about how their all sluts and criminals. I hope to God neither one of you ever fucking need help! Get. Out. Now!” I yell, startling Simone and Roy even further.

“Oh, you’re their biggest endorser now aren’t you. It must be nice when you’re riding the cock of the old fuck sitting in there. You’re fucking disgusting and I wouldn’t work for you again for all the money in the world!” Simone says, throwing her cigarette down on the ground. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure everyone knows what a fucking slut you are and you’ll be losing business with that knowledge passed around town. Nothing good will come from you associating with those gang members and the sluts that offer themselves up to everyone in the club. Do you have no fucking respect for yourself? Or are you just using that man to get to the one who’s cock you really want to be riding?”

“Get. Out!” I scream, knowing that my business isn’t going to suffer one bit but not wanting to hear the trash coming out of Simone’s mouth any longer.

I turn on my heel and make my way into the kitchen. My body is vibrating with anger as I listen to the two of them gathering what they brought in with them and making their way out the door. I’m listening to see if they start saying shit when they walk through the dining room, but there’s not a peep from either one of them. A lone tear slips down my cheek as I think of the words that were just flung at me. At the three people sitting out there waiting for their food. And the rest of the club members that aren’t here.

As I get to work making the food that’s been ordered, I feel Pops come in the kitchen. He wraps his arms around me from behind and just stands there for a minute. There isn’t a word said as I go about cooking. It’s exactly what I need to get my feelings under control.

“What happened?” he asks, letting go of me so that I can move around to make the food I need to.

“They don’t know anything about you guys yet it didn’t stop them from talking all sorts of shit. Calling all the women sluts and you guys criminals. I know that not every single thing you do is legal, and not a single one of the old ladies in that club are sluts. I can’t believe the things coming out of their mouths!” I say, not wanting to get into what else was said.

“What else?” Pops asks, knowing that I’m leaving things out and not letting me hide behind the words that I don’t want to say to him about his family.

“Simone said that she was going to make sure to tell everyone that I was riding your cock so that I lose business. I can’t believe the things that they were saying! It’s not that I believe what she said, I don’t, it’s just the point that some people are so closed minded that they can’t get to know the people that they work with or serve in here,” I say, letting him know that I don’t believe her words at all.

“Heard you defendin’ my family babe. Everyone in there heard you defendin’ them. Made Bailey cry like crazy to hear you handle that shit. Now, I’m gonna make sure that you’re not here alone with those crazy fucks gone. Grim’s callin’ the girls in,” he tells me like it’s the most normal thing in the world to have the old ladies come in to help me out when I need it. I’m slowly learning that Pops is going to do whatever he thinks is necessary to make sure that I have what I want and need; that I never have to do this on my own.

For now, I’ll do what I have to do and get back to taking inventory when the girls show up. Pops never once leaves my side. It’s like he’s waiting for me to break. I’m a lot stronger than he thinks I am and this is not going to break me. Yeah, I’m upset and pissed the fuck off. But, that doesn’t mean I’m going to lose my shit. I like the company so I’m not going to complain.
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Chapter Ten

[image: image]


Alice

TODAY IS THE DAY THAT I’VE BEEN WAITING FOR. Pops and I are spending the day with the kids at Skylar, Cage, and Joker’s house. There’s a pond there that they’ve been telling me about and I can’t wait to see it. We’re making sure that the kids know who Ma is and that they have all the good memories they can get of her. Pops is taking stuff to grill and I’m bringing a bunch of little snacks and things that we can munch on throughout the day. I’m not sure if anyone else will show up or not, but we’ll have more than enough food for anyone that shows up.

I’m just finishing up a few things as I hear a car pull up in the driveway. Pops left a little while ago saying that he needed to get an SUV so we could pick the kids up and drive out to the pond. He doesn’t want us to try to walk all the way there with little ones. They’ll get tired and not have any fun according to him. So, it gave me time to take a shower and throw on a suit before putting a pair of shorts on over it. I’ve made sure we have towels and plenty of sun screen for the kids if we’re going to be in the water. I swear it’s already hot as hades out there and it’s not even ten in the morning.

“Alice, you ready to go?” Pops calls out before I hear the front door shut.

“Yep. Just throwing my hair up,” I answer as I put my hair in a messy bun.

Pops is taking the last of the things out to the SUV we need for the day as I grab the cooler and the bag I have filled with all sorts of games and things in case the kids get bored. As I make my way outside, Pops takes the cooler from me and loads it in the very back of the SUV so we can go. I lock up and walk over to the waiting vehicle so that we can get this day started.

“Kids are all at the clubhouse,” Pops says as he backs out of the driveway and heads that way.

Pops

We’re just pulling up to the pond behind my son and daughter-in-law’s house. It took forever to get the kids in the SUV so that we could make it over here. So, it’s now almost noon and I know a few of them are gonna be ready to take a nap soon. Tank and Maddie said that they’d bring the boys over after they woke up, but I vetoed that real quick. This is our day with them. Not only do Alice and I get to spend the day with the kids, we’re giving the adults a break. Something that I haven’t been able to do in a while because I forgot myself for a little while.

Jameson is helping me get everything out and set up along with Anthony. They’re trying to help while keeping an eye on the other kids. I’ve made sure that Reagan is in the shade and that Alice is aware of the situation. I want all the kids to have a good day today. It’s a day of fun and remembrance that we’ll celebrate once a year. I think it’s important that the kids understand the kind of woman Ma was. And that I’m not trying to replace her with Alice.

The boys start running around close to the pond while I make sure that the babies are all in the shade so that they can nap. Alice is hovering around the pond, dipping her toes in the water and making sure that the boys don’t fall in. I sit on the bench and watch everyone around me for a while. This is the time that I love. The kids are being kids and having a great time, Alice is relaxed and open, babies are sleeping comfortably, and the day is hot with a breeze blowing gently through the trees.

“Pops, whatcha doin’?” Jameson asks, climbing on the bench next to me.

“I’m sittin’ here watchin’ my family have a great day. What are you doin’?” I ask, smiling down at my grandson as he settles in on the bench next to me.

“Waitin’ to talk to you,” he says, putting his small hand on my arm.

“What do you wanna talk about?” I ask, wanting to make sure that nothing is wrong with him before we get on with the day.

“I know that Ma is up in heaven watchin’ over us. Mom said that today is about her. What are we doin’ for her?” he asks, watching out over the kids.

“Ma is up in heaven. A lot of our family are up in heaven now. Today we’re gonna be sharin’ memories about Ma so that you all learn that it’s okay to remember her. You don’t have to be sad when you think about Ma or anyone else that was taken from us. We can be happy when we remember them. That’s what today is about,” I tell him, waiting for his next thought to come out of his mouth.

“So, it’s okay for me to laugh when I think about the time Ma was teachin’ me how to bake and we ended up coverin’ the kitchen in flour? Or what about the time that Ma was chasin’ Anthony and me and ran right into the pond? Those are funny times that I remember with her,” he says, completely flooring me with the memories I forgot in my grief.

“Those are good memories Jameson. It’s more than okay to laugh at those kinds of things. You were havin’ fun with Ma. That’s not a memory that should make you cry or be upset. Moments like that are the ones you want to remember and share with the younger kids. It’s up to us to make sure that they know the kind of woman she was. That she loved with her heart and would do anythin’ for anyone that needed help. Today is about sharin’ those memories with everyone. Even if the younger kids don’t understand it and think that we’re just here to play and have fun,” I say as Alice comes to stand next to us. She wasn’t far enough away that she couldn’t hear what was being said.

“Do you wanna know what Ma did the first time I met her?” she asks Jameson as she kneels down next to him. He nods his head in response before she goes on. “She tried to take my kitchen at the diner over. Told me that she would help me cook so that I could go eat. Then she talked to me about changing my entire menu. It was great! Every day she came in after that, we talked and got to know one another a little bit.”

“Did she make the changes?” Jameson asks, wanting to know how much power Ma had over everyone because she truly wanted to help others out.

“We made some of them,” Alice answer, shocking even me with that knowledge. “Ma mentioned making more meals for kids and things like that that I’ve been adding slowly to the menu.”

“Those are good memories then too,” he says, getting restless in his seat as the triplets begin to stir from their nap.

“It is,” I say, confirming that those are all good memories. “Why don’t you go check on them and we’ll be right over.”

Alice takes the seat Jameson vacated as we watch Anthony and he run over to Killian who’s waking up from his nap. Shawn is beginning to stir as well. I put my arm behind Alice as we sit there for a minute longer. After she lays her head on my shoulder, I look down into her face and see that’s she truly cares about being here with me. That she’s not here for her own selfish reasons or to make sure that I’m moving on. Alice is here because she’s a part of my life and wants to share these moments with me. We’re making our own memories. They’ll never take the place of what I shared with Ma but they’ll add to them.
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The kids, Alice, and I are sitting around a fire when the first adults begin to make their way over to us. Bailey, Grim, Joker, and Skylar are the first ones to show up. They join us around the fire and pull their kids in their laps. Jameson is sharing another story about Ma with everyone when they walk up. He’s telling us about the time that he peed outside and Ma caught him. She yelled and carried on forever about that one. I think Joker and Cage even got a smack on the back of the head for teaching him that one. We’re all laughing by the time that he’s done talking about it.

“The thing that I remember about Ma the most is that she never made me think I couldn’t do something because I was a girl,” Bailey says, beginning to share her own memories of her mother. “I remember the one day that Grim, Cage, Joker, and I were playing outside. The boys decided that they were going to climb a tree to get away from me. What did I do? I followed them right up that damn tree. When mom came out, she yelled at me to get down. I thought she was afraid I was going to fall and get hurt. Nope. She brought me over to a different tree that would be easier to climb so I get higher than all them. When they tried to come up with me, she wouldn’t let them. Said they had their own tree to climb.”

I laugh at that. When that happened, I wasn’t home. But I remember looking all over for Bailey a few days later and I couldn’t find her anywhere. Ma told me to go out to the tree to look for her and that’s where I found her. She was over halfway up the tree sitting there with a shit-eating grin on her face because I didn’t know where she was. That was the first of many moments like that.

“Remember when we got our first bikes?” Joker asks as Tank, Cage, and Maddie walk over to us. “Bay wanted a ride so bad and we couldn’t give her one yet. Pops, you didn’t want us to take her because we were just learnin’ how to ride. What did Ma do? She went out and got Bay her own fuckin’ bike. Even taught her how to ride it herself. I’ll never forget the look on your faces when you came ridin’ up on that fuckin’ thing. Ma was so proud of you and couldn’t wait for us to see what you did. Pops, I think you about had a heart attack over that one because even you didn’t know what was goin’ on.”

“What about the first time that I stayed over?” Cage asks, wondering if anyone remembers that eventful night. “We had so much food and were out runnin’ around the backyard for so long. I’ve never been so tired in my life. When it was time for settlin’ down and watchin’ movies, Ma was right there with us watchin’ the horror movies. She would laugh if we jumped and throw caramel popcorn at us when we screamed. I was covered in caramel before the night was over with. But, she took me in and got me cleaned up before kissin’ me on the top of my head and sendin’ me off to bed. We all became her kids. Didn’t matter how many of us were at the house. Or how soon Pops ran off so he didn’t have to hear us screamin’.”

By now everyone has joined us. We’re all telling our own stories about Ma and what she did to help us, make us laugh, prove the girls were just as good as the boys, or hold us when we cried. I want to get up and walk away as I remember all the memories Ma gave us. But, we’re here to show the kids that it’s a good thing to remember her. That it’s okay to be sad and miss her, but we need to follow in her footsteps at the same time.

“I know that I don’t know Ma as good as the rest of you do. But I still have some great memories of her. Before you all started to come in the diner on a regular basis, Ma came in almost every day. Sometimes she wanted to have a chat over coffee while others she would just walk in the kitchen like she owned the place and help me cook or prep food. There was a few days when I was sick and feeling the loss of my husband worse than ever. She brought me over homemade soup, talked with me, helped me clean out his room, and held me while I cried. Ma was a whirlwind of activity that sucked in everyone that came near her. I’m glad that I got to know her before this tragedy happened. And that I get to know her a little more with all the stories you have of her,” Alice says, looking away as she finishes talking.

“She picked you,” Tank suddenly says, making everyone in our circle stop talking. “She knew your story and that you were on the same level as she was. You’re kind, stick up for people you hardly know, and you have taken on this club without a second thought. Not many people would put themselves in the position you have because you care about a man that’s been lost for a long time now. Ma knew what tellin’ you would do. Just like she knew that there was no one else that Pops would let in and allow to be in his life in the role you fill. Ma knew what she was doin’ by bringin’ you in. Even if we hadn’t lost her, she’d still be pullin’ you in because you fit with us.”

“Before we douse the fire and all make our way back home, I want to share my favorite memory of Ma,” I say suddenly. “Well, it’s not a memory exactly. It’s more of what made Ma the woman that she was and made everyone meetin’ her fall in love. Ma was comfortable on the beach, in a field of wild flowers, married to a man in the service, or surrounded by a bunch of unruly bikers. She would make sure her daughter knew she could be and do anythin’ she wanted while silently puttin’ the boys in their place. Ma would take someone becomin’ a friend soup because they needed it. Or she knew they just needed someone in that moment. Her family was her life and she’d fight to the death for them. She did fight to the death for the kids that captured her heart and became her grandkids whether they were blood or not. She loved with everythin’ in her and could laugh at herself. The simple things in life that most people take for granted are the things that meant the most to my wife. I’m not replacin’ her with havin’ Alice in my life. No one will ever take that spot in my heart. But, I’m livin’ my life and I know that I’ll care about Alice in different ways than I did Ma. This is goin’ to happen every single year. Next year, it won’t just be about Ma. It will be about everyone that we’ve lost over the years. And those that we’ll continue to lose as their journey comes to an end. I love you all and I’m happy that you’re in my life. You’re my family and we will find our own paths in life,” I say, standing up before holding my hand out to Alice. We walk away and let the kids have the rest of the night to themselves.

“Babe, you know I care about you. I’m not sayin’ that I’ll never love you. But right now, Ma still owns my heart. She always will. But, we’ll be happy and have a good life,” I say to Alice as I help her up in the SUV. “I’m sorry I can’t give you more.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about Pops. You’ve never lied about that. I know that Ma owns your heart and always will. Henry owns mine. Has since I was a little girl,” she responds, leaning down to place a soft kiss on my lips before I shut her door and make my way over to the driver’s side.

As I go to open the door, the wind picks up slightly. I can feel it in my bones and know that it’s meant for me to feel. Looking up to the sky I see the clouds moving silently through the night sky and the stars coming out to play. The moon shines bright as the trees, sunflowers we’ve planted for Ma, and the grass gently blow in the breeze. Closing my eyes, I see a vision of Ma on our wedding day. Her smile shining bright as she looks out at me. This is the version of Ma that I’ll remember for the rest of my life. The one that will get me through my tough times and lead me down the path I need to be on. Especially the path that led me to Alice.
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Epilogue
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Ma

STANDING SURROUNDED BY RYAN, JEREMY, STORM, AND every one of my loved ones I’ve already lost, we watch our family. There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t watch over Pops. Letting him go, letting my children go, was one of the hardest decisions that I’ve ever had to make. But, I’m glad that I’m with Jeremy and Ryan now. I met my little girl that didn’t have a chance to live her life and that I’d give anything back then to hold and love on. I get that now. That I can continue to watch over my family and make sure that they’re okay.

It’s not easy to watch them become lost in grief or lose themselves to pain that they can’t control. But, I hope that they remember the good times and learn to laugh and embrace the time that we did have together. Tank is right, I did choose Alice for Pops. He’ll always be the love of my life, but now he needs someone new to love. At least until he can join me again.

“My boy really turned out good, didn’t he?” Jeremy asks, watching over Grim as he holds his family close.

“He had big shoes to fill, but he’s doing a wonderful job. Wait until you see what the club does next,” I say, knowing that it’s time to bring more happiness into the lives of my family.

“You played a major role in the man that he’s become,” my lifelong friend says to me as he lifts Ryan up in his arms.

“Mama sad,” Ryan says, looking down on Bailey as she wipes the tears from her eyes.

“She is sad,” I say, kissing him on his little cheek that reminds me so much of Gage when he was younger. “But, she knows that we’re here watching over her. That we’ll always have her back.”

I watch as a little girl walks up to join us. The daughter that Pops and I lost so long ago. She holds my hand and I know that I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. One day we’ll all be together again, but they all have so much more living to do. So many people to help. For now, I’ll continue keeping guard over my family and make sure that the love of my life knows that I’m with him for the rest of his days.

The End
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Pops Playlist

[image: image]


Unbreakable – Jamie Scott

Carry You Home – Jamie Scott

Carry Your Love With Me – George Straight

The Dance – Garth Brooks

If Tomorrow Never Comes – Garth Brooks

Holding On And Letting Go – Ross Copperman

Beam Me Up – Pink

Hunger – Ross Copperman

Down The Whiskey – Jason Aldean feat. Miranda Lambert

Drink A Beer – Luke Bryan

I Don’t Dance – Lee Brice

Tennessee Whiskey – Chris Stapleton
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