
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Diego and Colby discover a way to be together with the children safe, and away from the motorcycle gang life—forever. Putting the wheels in motion, though, means trusting a lethal enemy.

	 

	 

	When Diego Champagne realizes that he can’t live without Colby Young, he comes up with a plan that will free him from the Banni motorcycle gang forever. He’s prepared to leave everything behind and make a new life for the man he loves and the children for whom Colby is now responsible. But he can tell no one, not even Colby if he hopes to carry it off.

	Colby’s having problems accepting that if he’s to remain the guardian of his niece and nephew, he must stay clear of the Banni, and that means Diego. Given Colby’s past, he’s being watched like a hawk, and not just by Child Protection Services. Then Colby’s world spirals out of control when a member of the Banni informs Colby that they found Diego’s body burnt beyond recognition, along with his vest and bike. Miserable and angry at the world, Colby ends up in more trouble, his entire world held together by a thread.

	Meanwhile, Diego must fulfill a promise to the leader of the Texas Crushers, who ironically helps him escape from the Banni life. Putting miles and time between him and the man he loves, Diego sets the wheels in motion that will prepare the stage for a crime-free life with Colby and the children. Question is, how will he tell Colby he’s not dead, and will Colby ever forgive him for keeping the truth from him?
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	Burn rubber, not your soul, baby.

	—Craig Fernandez, Biker Boyz 
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Colby

	 

	It rained the day we buried my sister, Garnet Beauty. I mean, really buried her. Not hurling her off into some forest in a weighted-down cooler. I saw it as a good omen because they say that if you’ve never ridden your motorcycle in the rain, you haven’t ridden at all.

	I had my sister cremated and took her ashes for a ride around town, one last time, so she could feel the breeze before I let her go forever. I had her urn strapped to the seat behind me, my tears freezing midway down my cheeks.

	She was the best riding companion a guy could have.

	I was surprised how many people came to the little ceremony I had at the Windy Hills Memorial Park. So many friends I never knew came to listen to the minister, who’d definitely never known her, make kind comments about how Garnet was Heaven’s Beauty now. Yes. I believed she was in Heaven. I tried not to think about how I’d last seen her. Skeletal remains in a science lab. So many people had cared and, I could see, still did. Many wept, and I realized her life may have been short, but her story was still being told. Saying goodbye was not the ending I wanted, but it did make me feel better that countless people I had never met had been touched by her life and untimely death.

	“When I think of Garnet Beauty,” the minister said, “I am reminded of the words, ‘Let your children be as so many flowers, borrowed from God. If the flowers die or wither, thank God for a summer loan of them.’”

	Shit. He put tears in my eyes.

	And then Rogan Duchesne, the cop who’d been my sole support system and the man who’d hunted down my sister’s earthly remains, and those who killed her, moved forward and spoke.

	“I’d like to read a poem,” he said. “It’s called ‘Young Life Cut Short,’ its author, however, is unknown.” He cleared his throat.

	 

	“Do not judge a song by its duration

	Nor by the number of its notes

	Judge it by the richness of its contents

	Sometimes those unfinished are among the most poignant... 

	 

	Do not judge a song by its duration

	Nor by the number of its notes

	Judge it by the way it touches and lifts the soul

	Sometimes those unfinished are among the most beautiful... 

	 

	And when something has enriched your life

	And when its melody lingers on in your heart.

	Is it unfinished?

	Or is it endless?”

	 

	Man, oh man. There wasn’t a dry eye left, in spite of the rain having stopped. The minister took over as Duchesne rejoined the line of cops slightly to the back of our huge group. I recognized a few of them as the men from Alabama who’d first discovered my sister’s abandoned, abused body, and after being unable to identify her, paid for a grave for her out of their own pockets.

	I hoped wherever she was flying, my little girl could see that people did care. We loved her. I loved her. After the minister spoke and prayers had been said, I turned on a boom-box I’d brought with Eva Cassidy singing ‘Autumn Leaves.’

	It’s the song I most identify with Garnet Beauty. As Eva’s clear, resonant voice sang, I emptied Garnet’s urn into a shallow hole in the ground. On top of this, I planted a peach tree. She was a young ‘un, like my sister, and of course, she was a Garnet Beauty. I couldn’t bear the idea of Garnet alone in a wooden box or in an urn forever. She’d been kept in a cage in life, but she was free now, part of the earth, part of a tree.

	“Goodbye, astral angel,” I said when the song ended. I patted the damp, fragrant earth, and ashes around the root of the tree. I really lost it then. My brothers-in-arms from the Banni were all there. They’d all brought flowers. Some brought fruit. Strangers brought teddy bears and dolls. For the first time in three weeks, I felt Diego’s arms go around me, and I trembled, both from his touch and the nearness of him.

	I watched people leaving things around the tree. I didn’t want her here. I wanted her home, happy, laughing, and running free. She was still a thing of beauty though, and she would always hurt my heart. Wherever I went, she would always be with me. My best friend Jerry hugged me. His mom, Sue-Ellen, wrapped me in her arms. “She’s in God’s hands now, darling,” she said. And I knew she was reminding me that no human hand would ever touch my little sister again.

	Missing from the service that sad, gloomy Saturday, were my father, who was on a jailhouse hospital respirator, and his lover and criminal accomplice, Calvin, also presently incarcerated. And so was my sister, June Gold. All three had been involved in the death and coverup of my sister’s gruesome murder.

	Also missing was my crazy mother, Evangeline, who’d been in a nuthouse for years. Last time I saw her, she was holding a headless doll in her arms. Apparently, she still does. She spanks it and calls it Colby. And, oh yes, my sister’s husband, Judd, wasn’t there. He, too, was in the big house on unrelated murder charges.

	When I chose the minister for the service, I’d picked the one who seemed the least judgmental. He made no claims to know God’s thoughts, like the minister I spoke to before him who tried to tell me, “God will never kill you. He will squeeze you, but never kill you.”

	I thought that was very inappropriate considering we were burying my murdered sister.

	This minister though, Calhoun was his name, was cool. He had a soft spot for kids, and motorcycles it seemed. I had spotted one in his backyard when I went to his house. He said, “The death of a child is the hardest goodbye there is in this world.”

	Yup. He had that right.

	I suppose that’s another reason so many people showed up the day we buried Garnet Beauty. Small and innocent, she’d been in and out of the newspapers the last dozen or so years. And there was the curiosity factor. I’m the guy who’s had so much crap happen to him. I sometimes wonder how the hell God expects a person to endure so much. On top of it, I wanted to be the legal guardian of my niece and nephew, Garnet Beauty, named for my sister, and little Henry.

	To do that, I’d had to quit the Banni. And Diego. But I hadn’t quit him. Not really. We still spoke, and I still spent time with his mom, Cherise, but the kids were a big part of my world. I’d had to enlist Sue-Ellen’s and Jerry’s help. She’s the official foster mom, and we all live in New Orleans now, in a big crumbly, historic house, and I’ve taken over June Gold’s bakery.

	What I know about baking you could squeeze into a thimble, but I’m learning fast. Welda Stonestreet, our DCFS, dropped in frequently and asked the kids questions. She had been known to open the fridge and check for food. She even checked the laundry hamper to make sure we were keeping their clothes clean.

	The children weren’t at the service either because I don’t believe that funerals or cages belong in a kid’s life. Cherise was at home recuperating from chemo, looking after the kids. Henry has been fussy recently. He was close to my sister, his mother, and cried for her. Little Garnet, however, had blossomed. My sister was mean to her, so that’s no surprise. But I could feel the tug of the kids’ hearts calling me. I wanted to get back to them. I needed to see them and love them, to shadow all my pain.

	I swiveled my gaze toward Diego, who looked like he might be missing me, too, and then a woman who might have been beautiful once approached me.

	“I’m Anjohnette O’Reilly,” she said in a tone that suggested I should know who she was. I looked her up and down, trying not to be too obvious. She looked a little long in the tooth to be a reporter, but then again, what the hell did I know? I glanced up at her hair and should have known when I saw how pale and blonde she was. I should have seen the family resemblance.

	“I’m your mom’s half-sister,” she said.

	I just stared at her.

	“Your grandpa, your maternal grandpa, had a whole other family. I don’t suppose June Gold ever told you about me.”

	Nope, she never had. And I stared at this woman wondering how it was that June Gold knew about her and I didn’t. I tried to do a little rough family history in my mind and realized my grandpa had never divorced, as far as I knew. Which meant he was a cheater. Man, I came from a long line of dickheads, didn’t I?

	“When Evangeline had the two girls, I got to know them some,” Anjohnette said. “I offered to take them many times.” A bitter note crept into her tone and a strange gleam swept across her pale blue eyes that made me think of Evangeline, and the comparisons weren’t flattering. I hated Evangeline for ruining our family and keeping my sister in a cage.

	“I’ve given June Gold a lot of money over the years,” Anjohnette went on. I almost laughed.

	“So have I.”

	She nodded. “I suspected as much. The DCFS tells me you have the two wee ones in your care, but June called me from prison and said she wanted me to take custody of the children.”

	The words fell over me like a musty, wet blanket. I started to sway. I’d done everything the Department of Children and Family Services of Louisiana, or DCFS had required. I had been going to family therapy sessions three times a week in four-hour blocks to learn how to parent. They had actually been very cool, teaching me how to talk to the kids about their wayward parents and why they weren’t around. I had completed two intense weeks, with two more to go. I’d proved my bank accounts were healthy and that I could afford to raise the kids in the manner in which they’d become accustomed.

	Our caseworker dropped in frequently to check on us all. I’d done everything the state demanded and would continue to do so.

	“I have no intention of taking those babies from you,” Anjohnette said. “But you are all the only family I have.” Her gaze fell to the ground. “When my husband Silas died three years ago and my funds dried up, so did my access to the children. I used to babysit Garnet Beauty often, but I have never even met little Henry.”

	It didn’t surprise me that June had chewed up and spat out the poor woman, but it did surprise me that she’d never mentioned her. I felt compelled to invite her to the wake.

	“Oh, Sue-Ellen already extended an invitation,” she said.

	Anjohnette looked spookily like my mother except that she seemed rational. Still, their reed-slim builds, long blonde hair and faraway beauty were so alike, it gave me pause. I didn’t think I could ever get close to her. I’d chat to my caseworker, Welda Stonestreet before I let Anjohnette loose on the kids.

	“See you there,” I said. I wondered how many other people would show up to the home I’d just purchased on Coliseum Street to raise my new little family. It was a five bedroom, three-and-a-half bathroom house that had been built in what realtors liked to call the shotgun style but had been extensively refurbished as a camelback home, complete with a swing set and vegetable garden in back.

	Jumping on my motorbike, I sped to the house, worried that we wouldn’t have enough food.

	I arrived seconds before half the city did but needn’t have worried. I should have known with all the Southern belles in my life that we’d have plenty of food and drink. As I walked across the blond hardwood floors, I fell in love with the place all over again. Its location was a godsend considering the bakery was in the heart of the French Quarter. Everything was white inside, right down to the marbled bathroom floors and their double sinks.

	The smell of fresh paint was still strong, and I inhaled deeply. Ah. Cornbread. I followed my nose into the kitchen where I discovered a frazzled-looking Cherise unloading huge pans of hot chicken salad casserole, a Southern specialty, out of the oven. My mouth began to water at the array of dishes. Southern fried chicken with cornbread dressing; Shipwreck Casserole, which was comprised of beef, potato, and other vegetables; and shrimp gumbo.

	She had made three different kinds of iced sweet teas, also known as the champagne of the South, and punch, pasta dishes, rice platters adorned with barbecued pulled pork, and other tasty meats. And oh, man, the desserts. I drooled over my favorite, Watergate Salad, made up of fruit salad, pistachio pudding, and marshmallows and extra pineapple.

	I was startled to see a cookbook on the kitchen counter entitled Being Dead Is No Excuse: The Official Southern Ladies Guide to Hosting the Perfect Funeral.

	“Be a lamb,” she said, “and take these into the living room.”

	I did as she requested and found that the human vultures were already helping themselves. Rogan Duchesne sidled up to me, a beer in one hand, and a hot hunk of cornbread in the other.

	“What do you think of Nuts?” he asked me out of the corner of his mouth.

	“Nuts?” It took me a moment to register whether he meant the food variety or the absolutely crazy biker dude who got his nickname from the copious amount of nuts that he ate. I saw the lustful look exchanged between them.

	Oh, brother. “You know he’s um, well, nuts, right?” I asked, an instantly regretted it when I felt Duchesne bristling beside me.

	“Maybe,” he said, pressing his lips to my ear. “But he gives damned good head.”

	He moved away, and I stood, slack-jawed, a moment and watched him walk over to Nuts. I already knew things were difficult for Duchesne. He’d obsessed over my sister’s disappearance for so long, he had nothing else, no other cases that consumed his passion. He had his own missing sister, and he sort of knew what happened to her, but he had no body and therefore no physical proof of what her killer had confessed to.

	And he had no chance for a funeral.

	I watched him take a nut out of his apparent lover’s ever-present bag and grabbed a Watergate Salad that had been served in a cut-crystal goblet. It looked to be the last one left. As Nuts and Duchesne chatted animatedly, I looked away, trying not to think of the two of them having sex. I’d never known whether Duchesne was gay or not. I’d suspected he was, because, frankly, he was so damned nice, but discovering that Nuts was, came as a huge surprise. It hit me in all the wrong ways because Diego and I had been forced to meet in secret and to stay away from one another because being gay was a death sentence in motorbike gangs.

	People came past me offering condolences as I ate. I appreciated their kind words, but I was distracted. Somebody was staring at me, and from the way my body was reacting to the scrutiny, I knew it was Diego. When I finally spotted him across the crowded room, his face creased into a smile. I wanted so badly to slip away with him, but first, I had to locate my kids.

	“Where are Garnet and Henry?” I asked Cherise who swept past me with a laden platter of steaming crawfish.

	“They’re with the Calhouns.” She beamed at me. “Such a nice family. They just came by and picked them up. We thought it was better that they shouldn’t be here when everyone came from the funeral.”

	I wished she’d consulted me, but I liked the preacher and his kin. I nodded, spooned the last delicious mouthful of creamy fruit salad into my mouth and swapped dishes with her. I took the platter out of her hands and kissed her forehead. I was so happy that the minister who’d conducted the service was as nice as I’d thought he was. He and his wife had two kids around Henry’s age, which was three. A little young for Garnet, but she loved children of all ages. She was a little mother, that one.

	Cherise’s skin felt warm to my lips. “You didn’t overdo it, did you?” I asked, anxiously. She had opted for two months of chemo, to be followed by a three-month regimen of a different drug to treat her ovarian cancer. She had managed to keep her hair thanks to a cold cap remedy she used during her chemo sessions. What she couldn’t control was crushing tiredness and a tendency to flush crimson for a few days after the sessions.

	These were balanced only a little by hydration and white blood cell therapy sessions the
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