

[image: Cover for Mad About Moon]



Mad About


Moon

The Whiskeys

Melissa Foster



[image: Logo]





This is a work of fiction. The events and characters described herein are imaginary and are not intended to refer to specific places or living persons. The opinions expressed in this manuscript are solely the opinions of the author and do not represent the opinions or thoughts of the publisher. The author has represented and warranted full ownership and/or legal right to publish all the materials in this book.

MAD ABOUT MOON

All Rights Reserved.

Copyright © 2019 Melissa Foster

V1.0

EPUB Edition

MELISSA FOSTER® is registered in the U.S. Patent & Trademark Office

This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical without the express written consent of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

Cover Design: Elizabeth Mackey Designs

Cover Photography: Shelly Lange Photography

WORLD LITERARY PRESS

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA


Table of Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright Page

A Note to Readers

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Epilogue

About Taming My Whiskey

More Books By Melissa Foster

Acknowledgments

Meet Melissa


A Note to Readers


Jed Moon never believed he’d be someone others might look up to, but Josie Beckley admired him from the moment they met. Though they’d known each other for only one magical night many years ago, she’d given him a glimpse at what he was missing. Now she’s back in his life with a son in tow. She remembers the person he was, and he’s proud to show her the man he’s become. I hope you enjoy their love story as much as I have.

Each of Jed’s and Josie’s family members and friends have, or will also be getting, their own happily ever after. Several books about the Whiskeys and their extended family are already published for your enjoyment (TRU BLUE; TRULY, MADLY, WHISKEY; DRIVING WHISKEY WILD; WICKED WHISKEY LOVE; and RIVER OF LOVE). If this is your first introduction to the Whiskey family, each book is written to stand alone, so dive right in and get ready to fall in love.

Remember to sign up for my newsletter to make sure you don’t miss out on future Whiskey releases:

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

For more information about my fun, sexy romances, all of which can be read as stand-alone novels or as part of the larger series, visit my website:

www.MelissaFoster.com

If you prefer sweet romance, with no explicit scenes or graphic language, please try the Sweet with Heat series written under my pen name, Addison Cole. You’ll find many of the same great love stories with toned-down heat levels.

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for pre-orders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print, and audiobooks. Shopping for print, ebooks, and audiobooks is quick and easy. For ebooks and audiobooks, once your purchase is complete, you can start reading or listening in minutes by sending your ebook to the e-reader of your choice or listening to your audiobook on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app. Shop my store:

shop.melissafoster.com

Happy reading!

~Melissa


Chapter One


JOSIE FIDGETED WITH the pamphlet she’d read so many times it was already tattered and frayed. She’d never forget the moment her estranged older sister’s boyfriend had put it in her hands a few weeks ago and said, This is Sarah’s story. If you read it, I think you’ll see her life has not been what you imagined. She loves you, Josie, and I love her very much. When you’re ready, and we both hope someday you will be, we’d like to get to know you and your son better.

She looked across the room at Hail, her almost six-year-old son, playing with his toy trucks around the Christmas tree in the Parkvale Women’s Shelter. His shaggy light-brown bangs fell to the tip of his tiny nose, the sides and back curled at the ends just above his collar. It was Christmas Day. Two years and two months ago, Josie had buried Hail’s father, Brian, the man she had loved since she was thirteen years old and had married at eighteen. He’d died from a congenital heart defect they hadn’t known he’d had. He was chasing a dog off their property when his heart stopped. He’d died instantly, without warning, and that had been the beginning of the end of life as they’d known it.

She’d been so consumed with grief, she’d thought she’d never breathe again. But she was a mother, and not breathing hadn’t been an option. The pain of losing Brian had lessened over time, but she still had a hollow place inside her that she doubted would ever heal. She’d always hoped that when her older sister and brother had escaped their torturous lives with their abusive parents they’d found happiness. She’d thought watching her parents abuse them was the worst kind of pain imaginable, but losing her husband had brought a bone-deep ache that had taken nearly a year to ease. At the time she couldn’t imagine anything worse. But after reading Sarah’s story, which she’d appropriately titled From Homeless to Happy, she realized there was a different type of pain that could cut just as deep.

“Mama, watch! I’m just like Daddy driving the ’quipment. Vroom!” Hail scooted on his knees, pushing the toy bulldozer and backhoe she’d given him for Christmas through the pile of rocks Santa had brought for him. Her boy was a digger, a discoverer. He already had plenty of toy trucks and rocks, but they were the only things she could always count on bringing pure, uninhibited joy.

“Daddy would be proud of you, kiddo.” She didn’t have much money left from her last job, and she was thankful people had donated gifts to the shelter, although she’d felt funny accepting them. But when Hail had torn open the coloring books, crayons, and action figures, his excitement had soothed her embarrassment, even if he’d immediately turned back to his miniature construction site.

Hail was her little miracle. She’d been beyond terrified when she’d found out she was pregnant several weeks after her eighteenth birthday, but she’d never once regretted having Hail. He was hers and Brian’s whole world, and caring for him had given her a reason to keep going after Brian’s death. Her little boy had unknowingly helped her heal. Although lately she sometimes felt like she’d failed him, losing the only home he’d ever known, staying in less-than-appropriate places, and now living in a shelter with no idea where they’d go next. But she told herself this was temporary, and Hail had never known a life without love—that knowledge was the best salve of all.

Her friend Tracey glanced up from the book she was reading and said, “Do you want to go see Sarah?”

Tracey had come to the shelter after escaping an abusive relationship, and while there she’d met Sarah and Wayne “Bones” Whiskey, Sarah’s boyfriend, a physician who volunteered at the shelter. Sarah had come to the shelter with Bones one evening to try to help women who had fallen prey to abusive situations similar to what she’d endured. Sarah had invited Tracey to stop by tonight, to celebrate Christmas. She probably would have invited Josie, too, if Josie had given her the chance. But after losing the man she adored, her house, and being thrust into a frightening world Brian had always protected her from, Josie had been less than receptive to Sarah when she’d tracked her down a few months ago and reached out.

Who was she kidding? After a decade of feeling forgotten by Sarah and their older brother, Scott—Scotty—she’d been nothing short of bitchy.

But that was before she knew what Sarah had gone through. Before Bones had given her the pamphlet, an address, and said to stop by anytime.

“Are you going?” Josie asked. “You should go if you want to. I don’t mind. But maybe I should wait. I’m not sure Christmas is the best time to show up out of the blue.”

“Christmas is the perfect time to make amends. The invitation was casual. ‘Come by and see the kids on Christmas.’ I don’t think they have big plans, but I’m not really in the mood to pretend I’m happy,” Tracey admitted. “But you should definitely go see her, try to break the ice. If I had family I would do it in a heartbeat.”

Josie stole a glance at Hail, remembering last summer, when Scotty, Sarah, and Sarah’s two children were in a horrendous car accident. Josie would never forget Sarah’s panicked voice when she’d called the bar where Josie was working and told her they were in the hospital. The news had come on the heels of Josie and Hail being evicted from the home she’d lived in since running away from Florida and coming to Maryland with Brian. She’d been holding on to her sanity by a quickly fraying thread. They were barely scraping by, living above the seedy bar in an awful efficiency apartment. On top of everything else, Hail had been sick, and a neighbor’s teenage daughter had been watching him. The girl had already called to complain about Hail throwing up, but Josie had needed to finish the shift in order to have money to pay their rent. Josie hadn’t been anywhere near ready to see her family again, not when her entire life was spiraling out of control. But despite it all, she’d taken off after Sarah’s call and had gone to the hospital, thinking she could muster the courage to handle seeing her siblings again.

But she’d been wrong.

Seeing Sarah’s bruises and the fear in her eyes and hearing the terrifying news of Scott’s and the kids’ injuries had sent Josie reeling back to those horrible years with their parents—and into the throes of a panic attack. She’d practically run from the hospital, unable to breathe…

Just thinking about that night made her chest constrict. She whispered, “I was awful to Sarah…”

“Because your life was in shambles.” Tracey set her book down and moved beside Josie on the couch. “Trust me, after all she’s gone through, she’ll understand. Besides, don’t all siblings fight and say things they don’t mean?”

“We were never like that. We couldn’t be. It was always me and them against the world.” Josie had no idea why her father hadn’t abused her like he had Sarah and Scott, but Scott had taken such relentless beatings, he’d run away at seventeen, and Josie hadn’t seen him since. Sarah had taken off shortly after, and Josie never thought she would see either of them again. She’d been shocked to learn that for the past several months he and Sarah had been living together in Peaceful Harbor, Maryland, less than an hour away.

Tracey pulled her feet up and wrapped her arms around her knees. She had an adorable pixie cut. Her brown hair made her pale skin appear even paler and her hazel eyes seem even bigger. Though she was almost twenty-four, the same age as Josie, in her red flannel shirt, jeans, and sneakers, she could pass for a teenager.

“Sarah has been where you are right now,” Tracey reminded her. “Starting over, trying to find her footing.”

“But her life was so much worse than mine,” she whispered. Though Scott and Sarah had called her at the bar a number of times, she hadn’t seen Scott in person, and she’d seen Sarah only twice—once at the hospital and again outside the shelter on the night Josie had no other choice but to take Hail there. “When she saw me outside the shelter, I told her to go back to her perfect life and I stormed away. I feel so guilty. I had no idea…” She fidgeted with the pamphlet.

Tracey covered Josie’s hand with her own. “I know Sarah. If anyone understands how easily someone can misjudge another person, it’s her. She loves you, Josie. She’ll understand.”

She watched Hail driving his trucks around his makeshift construction site. He’d been through so much since Brian died. He could use more family, but she knew reuniting with her siblings wouldn’t be easy. “What if I get there and fall apart? I don’t want Hail to see that.”

“Want me to stay here with him?”

“No. I hate leaving him behind, especially with how much our lives have been upended lately.”

“Then I’ll go with you,” Tracey suggested. “I can distract him if things get uncomfortable. It’ll be fine.”

Josie’s heart was beating so fast she didn’t know if she could face Sarah and Scott, but she wanted to. She tucked her strawberry-blond hair behind her ear, a nervous habit she’d picked up as a kid, and said, “You really don’t mind?”

“Well, I am in my ball gown and all…” She pushed to her feet with an impish grin and said, “Come on. I’m excited for you. Do you need directions?”

Josie stood up, hoping she could really go through with it this time. “Thank you, and no. I got directions online and memorized them when Dr. Whisk—I mean Bones—gave me Sarah’s address.” What she didn’t tell Tracey was that she’d also driven in the direction of her sister’s house a handful of times since and had chickened out each and every time.

She crouched beside Hail and decided not to tell him where they were going, in case she chickened out again. She ran her hand over his shaggy hair and said, “Come on, bean. Mama needs to stop by a friend’s house for a few minutes. You can bring your toys.”

After gathering a few of his toys, they put on their coats and headed out to Josie’s car. Fear and anxiety knotted inside her as she drove, tightening with every mile between Parkvale and Peaceful Harbor.

“Will it still be Christmas when we get back to the shelter?” Hail asked as he played with his toy trucks.

“It sure will.” Josie heard the shakiness in her voice.

Tracey must have heard it, too, because she placed her hand on Josie’s wrist with a thoughtful expression and said, “You okay?”

A shiver ran up Josie’s arm. Sarah used to do the same thing when their father would go off on Scotty, only that touch would quickly turn to Sarah shoving Josie behind her—protecting her when their father turned on them. Sarah and Scotty had always protected her, but in the end they’d left her to fend for herself. The thought settled in her gut like lead.

And now Sarah had two little ones of her own to protect, and she’d seen Sarah’s burgeoning baby bump with her own eyes. I’m an aunt. The thought sparked hope. Maybe Hail would have a chance to get to know his aunt and uncle, his cousins. Could she and Scott and Sarah bridge a decade of hurt feelings, or had they all changed too much to ever repair their damaged relationship?

Her head spun with a million other thoughts and questions, fears and hopes, until it was all too much to think about. She gripped the steering wheel with both hands and realized Tracey was still waiting for an answer. Not trusting her voice, she glanced at Tracey, tried to smile, and nodded as she drove over the bridge that led into Peaceful Harbor.

She navigated the dark streets toward Sarah’s house. The closer they got, the slower she drove, debating turning around. As she turned down a narrow lane toward Sarah’s house, her pulse sped up. She’d never come this far before. She glanced in the rearview mirror at her little boy. His whole life had been turned upside down, and he was finally in a good place. Was she doing the right thing? Or was she bringing more stress into their lives? How could she possibly know?

When she came to the fork in the road that she knew led to the house, she tightened her grip on the steering wheel and followed it toward the left. A few minutes later the road became a long driveway, and a house came into view high up on a hill. She couldn’t breathe, and she hit the brakes.

“Is this where your friend lives, Mama?” Hail asked.

“Uh-huh. I think so,” she said, and Tracey nodded encouragingly. “Do you think this is the right house? It’s so big. How can Scott and Sarah afford this?”

“This is Bones and Sarah’s house. He’s a doctor. Of course they have a nice house,” Tracey said.

“They live together? I thought she lived with Scott.”

“Bones and Sarah moved in together a few weeks ago. He adores Sarah and her kids. They’re really happy.”

Happy tears burned Josie’s eyes. “That’s so good.”

She silently prayed for strength and drove up the driveway. Several vehicles came into view, along with the rest of the gorgeous property. There was a multicar garage, and the house wasn’t immense, but it was big and beautiful, with a deep front porch, a stone front, and an enormous deck overlooking the harbor. Holy cow…

Josie parked behind the other cars. Bright lights twinkled through every window, and she knew she’d made a mistake. “We’re interrupting a party or something. I don’t think I can—”

“You can do this,” Tracey reassured her. “You’ve come this far…”

“Do what, Mama? Talk to your friend?” Hail asked.

Josie’s stomach tensed up even more. She’d inadvertently scared him when she’d run from Sarah in front of the shelter, and there was no way she’d ever scare him like that again. That night had been awful. Bones had sent his burly brother Bullet—the scariest-looking, leather-clad, tattooed, bearded giant she’d ever seen—to find her and Hail and make sure they returned to the shelter, where they would be safe. Her son needed her to be strong and to do the right thing. Whatever the hell that was.

“No, honey,” she said, thinking quickly. “I wasn’t sure if I should turn the car off since it’s so cold out. I’m just going to leave it running for you and Tracey. I’ll be back in a minute, okay?”

Tracey whispered, “You don’t want us to come?”

Josie shook her head. “Not yet. Let me feel things out first.”

“Okay. Go. You’ve got this,” Tracey said with a reassuring pat on Josie’s hand, and then she climbed over the seat and plunked down beside Hail. “I was hoping for some time to play with the backhoe!”

Hail handed her the toy truck, immediately going into a diatribe about what a backhoe could and couldn’t do. Brian had worked in construction, and Hail had hung on his every word. In an effort to fill the gap his daddy had left behind, when she could, Josie scoured the Internet to come up with facts about construction equipment that her little one didn’t already know.

She stepped from the car on shaky legs, pulled the hood of her parka up to ward off the cold, and shoved her hands deep into her pockets. She wrapped her fingers around the pamphlet. She didn’t even know why she’d brought it, but now it felt important, like it was her excuse for showing up unannounced.

As she walked up to the door, she glanced back at the car, but the headlights made it impossible to see inside. She turned and trained her eyes on the front door, willing herself to be strong for Hail’s sake. Hell, for her own sake, too. She climbed the front steps, unable to hear past the blood rushing through her ears. She lifted a trembling hand and knocked before she could lose her nerve.

The door opened—and Sarah’s face blanched. “Josie—” Music and voices billowed out from behind Sarah as Bones came to her side and swept an arm around her.

Sarah was so beautiful, and pregnant, and right there in front of her. Josie’s eyes filled with tears, and she prayed she wouldn’t pass out.

“Dude, stop staring,” Bullet’s gruff voice drew Josie’s attention to another man standing just to the left of Sarah, watching her. He was tall and broad chested with dirty-blond hair—features that could belong to anyone. Except they didn’t. Josie knew those Carolina-blue-gray eyes. She’d never forget the piercing stare that made her feel as though he could see all her thoughts, or the scar on the ridge of his cheekbone she’d traced with her fingers and kissed with her lips. In the space of a second, her past came tumbling back.

Moon?

The door closed, snapping her out of her shock and back to the present. Sarah and Bones were standing on the porch, staring at her expectantly. Maybe even hopefully.

Josie’s thoughts spun. She didn’t know what to do or say, so she took the pamphlet from her pocket and held it up, forcing her words to come. “Bones gave this to me with this address and said to come by anytime. I didn’t know you were having a party.”

“We’re not,” Sarah said quickly, worrying with her hands. An enormous diamond sparkled from her left ring finger. “Stay, please. Scott is right inside, and I know he’s dying to talk to you.”

Josie was numb. Scott was inside, and Sarah was truly happy. Engaged. But was that Moon? Her worlds were colliding, overwhelming her. She glanced back at the car and managed, “I can’t. My friend’s waiting with Hail in the car.”

“Invite them in,” Sarah said quickly. “I’d love to meet them.”

The hope in her voice and the plea in Bones’s eyes nearly had her agreeing, but there was a good chance that the only man besides Brian she’d ever slept with was right inside those doors, and there was no way she could deal with that on top of reconciling with her siblings after a decade.

“No,” Josie said quickly. “I’m not ready to…” Deal with all of this. “I just wanted to say that I read your story. I didn’t know your life was so hard. I’m sorry.” She hurried down the porch steps, stopping abruptly on the walkway, and slammed her eyes shut against tears. She shoved her hands into her pockets again and turned back. Not wanting to run away again but unable to do more, she said, “Merry Christmas. Maybe we can talk after the holidays?”

Tears streamed down Sarah’s cheeks as she said, “I’d like that.”

Good. Perfect. Josie wasn’t sure she’d actually said the words. She was shaking all over as she climbed into her car, taking one last glimpse at Sarah and her fiancé embracing. Hail giggled from the back seat, and she managed, “Still buckled up, bean?”

“He is. We’re good. You did good, too, Josie.” Tracey put her hand on Josie’s shoulder as she backed out of the driveway and said, “Want me to drive?”

Josie shook her head, unable to stop the flow of tears. Sarah hadn’t turned her away. She’d invited her in. She doesn’t hate me. And she was engaged!

Relief and happiness rushed through her, and she felt herself smiling. A puff of a laugh escaped, and hope swelled inside her.

“Look, Mama!” Hail exclaimed. “I can see the moon through the trees.”

Moon’s face appeared in Josie’s mind. Her nerves prickled and burned as she remembered with a heavy dose of guilt the one and only time she’d ever been attracted to someone other than Brian.

“The moon is really far away, even though it seems like you can reach out and touch it,” Tracey said.

Josie swallowed hard. It’s not as far away as you might think…

[image: * * *]

JED STOOD BY the window long after Josie—Joanne, Jojo—drove away. Sarah and Scott had been trying to reconnect with their younger sister for months, and Jed hadn’t had a clue that they were searching for the girl he’d known briefly years ago. He’d seen her only through the door, and she’d had that hood on. Could he have been wrong?

He ran his hand over the tattoos on his left arm, remembering the moment he’d first seen Jojo across the field at a keg party. Girls were a dime a dozen at those parties, but Jojo had stopped him in his tracks. Not just because she was utterly gorgeous, with long strawberry-blond hair and keen brown eyes, but because she was a tough little thing. He’d seen her at a few field parties, but she usually kept to herself. Things were different that night. She’d shot him an interested and challenging look that had seared through him like lightning, blazing straight to his cock. From the very first words out of her mouth and the hours they’d spent talking, to the way she went fucking wild when they were having sex, their connection had not only sizzled, but it had bored deep inside him like nothing he’d ever experienced—even to this day.

Fuck, she’d gotten to him that night.

Jojo had called him on his shit, her gorgeous eyes drilling into him as she coaxed things out of him that he’d never told a soul. She’d listened intently, asking about him—not just his situation. He’d been young, only twenty-three, but as he revealed his demons, detailing his grief over losing his father and his anger toward his mother for drinking herself into oblivion, their connection had felt heaven-sent. He’d confessed his darkest secrets, his womanizing ways, and to stealing to keep food on the table for his sister.

Could it really be her after all this time? He’d felt so much for her, he’d almost convinced himself he’d conjured her out of hope, rather than having spent the best night of his life with a woman he’d never see again. She’d become his fantasy, the woman he measured all others against. He could still feel her softness beneath him, see her hair fanned out around her beautiful face as they lay in the grass making out beneath the stars. And afterward, when she’d said, So you’re really a wolf in sheep’s clothing, his response had come without thought. You tell me, Little Red. She’d shaken her head with that low, sexy laugh and said, Forget Little Red. I’m the big bad hunter who nailed the wolf with my first shot.

Bullet Whiskey nudged him and said, “Dude, you done spacing out?”

Bullet was the oldest of the Whiskey siblings, which also included Bones, Bear, and Dixie. At six five and about two hundred and forty pounds, he was also the biggest. Bullet had spent several years in the Special Forces, where he had nearly lost his life, and he had been running their family bar, Whiskey Bro’s, ever since. He was married now, to Finlay, a petite blonde who owned a catering business and worked part time at the bar.

Jed shook his head to try to clear his thoughts. “Yeah. What’s up?” Across the room he saw Bones talking with Sarah and Scott. “Are Sarah and Scott okay?”

“You kidding? They’re elated that their sister stopped by.” He lifted his bearded chin toward his father and said, “Biggs called a meeting. In the kitchen, Prospect.”

Biggs Whiskey was the president of the Dark Knights motorcycle club. The Whiskeys and the Dark Knights had saved Jed’s ass, giving him a job, a home, and a purpose, which was why he’d decided to try to join their ranks. Prospecting to become a member of the Dark Knights was a process that started as a hang around, which was like a honeymoon period, when guys who wanted to join the club and the current members decided if they liked and respected one another enough to move on to the next stage of consideration. Prospects were given grunt work, which could be anything from fetching an ashtray during a meeting to picking up a stranded member at three o’clock in the morning. That grunt work would likely continue for the next year, but Jed didn’t care how long it took or how many menial jobs he had to do. The club was all about brotherhood, watching out for the community and for their own, which extended well beyond birthrights and bloodlines, to the family of each and every member. He wanted to be part of that more than he wanted anything else in life.

Until now.

Now he wanted to see if the woman he’d fallen hard for so long ago was Josie Beckley. He knew Sarah and her siblings had grown up in a horribly abusive household, though she and Scott had never witnessed Josie being abused. But she was exposed just the same, and Sarah and Scott had both left home before Josie. They didn’t know if she’d suffered at the hands of their monstrous parents after they’d gone. He was still trying to put together Josie as his Jojo. Sarah had told everyone weeks ago that she’d seen Josie and that Josie—Jojo—had a son. He hoped to hell some asshole hadn’t harmed either of them. The thought of Jojo or her boy hurting made his blood boil.

As he followed Bullet into the kitchen, he tried to recall what he’d learned about Jojo all those years ago. He remembered feeling like they’d had a lot in common and that she’d been the first girl to ever completely understand what he’d gone through. But as he scrutinized his memories of their conversation, he realized she’d spoken in generalities: Life is good now. I know all about alcoholics. Some people shouldn’t be parents. While she’d been prying information from him, he’d been too entranced with her attention, her beauty, and her deep, caring personality to ask much about her.

Fuck. Did that make him a dick?

He would sure as hell make up for that. He was no longer a troubled twenty-three-year-old. At twenty-eight, he had his head on straight. He had two stable jobs, and he was saving money, sharing an apartment above the auto shop with his buddy Quincy, while house hunting for a place of his own. Luckily, he’d never been a big drinker or a drug user. His downfall had been taking care of his family by whatever means he could, which often put him on the wrong side of the law. But he’d been on the right side for a long time, and he was never going back to that awful life.

Members of the Dark Knights gathered in the kitchen while the rest of their friends and family remained in the living room. Jed drew his shoulders back at the sight of Biggs standing shoulder to shoulder with Bullet, weathered and tattooed arms crossed over his leather vest, his cane leaning against the counter. A stroke had left Biggs unable to ride his motorcycle, but he would always be a biker. It was in his blood, and he’d instilled the same loyalty to the biker lifestyle in his children. His children were tough as nails, and his sons were members of the Dark Knights.

“We have a lot to celebrate tonight,” Biggs said slowly, a lingering effect of the stroke. His thick, untamed graying mustache and beard hid the slight drooping of the left side of his face, and a cane helped him deal with the muscular deficits of his stroke. Even with his cane and slow, sometimes slurred speech, his rough, manly presence was intimidating as fuck, but he was a good man and had become like a father to Jed.

“And we have some new business to take care of,” Biggs continued. “We need to make sure Sarah and Scott’s sister is protected. They know nothing about the last decade of Josie’s life, and we have no idea if she’s running from someone or if she’s just down on her luck.”

“She’s safe at the shelter,” Bones added. As a physician, Bones was the cleanest cut of the Whiskeys, but he was every bit as lethal. “But we’d feel a hell of a lot better if she had someone watching out for her. She’s reached out, but she’s obviously not ready to accept help from Sarah and Scott, which means she probably won’t accept help from me, either.”

“I’ll do it,” Jed offered. Though he wasn’t certain if Josie was Jojo, he sure as hell wanted to find out. But until he knew for sure, he didn’t want to mention it. “I’ll get to know her, make sure she finds a good job, a place for her and her kid to live. I don’t have that much time between working at the auto shop and the bar, but I’ll make it happen.”

Bear patted him on the back and said, “Way to man up, Prospect. I can pull more hours at the shop if need be.”

“No, you won’t,” Biggs said. “You and Crystal are newlyweds, and you’ve got a baby on the way. Diesel’s back in town, and he needs a job. He can take nights at the bar. Tex Sharpe needs a few hours over the winter, so he can fill in at the auto shop if we need him. We’ll figure it out.” Diesel and Tex were both members of the Dark Knights, though Diesel was a nomad, which meant he held no particular allegiance to any club chapter or territory.

“Diesel? Christ, Pop. He’s scarier than Bullet,” Bear said.

Bullet slapped Bear upside his head. “We need guys who intimidate the riffraff. God knows you can’t do it.”

Bear scoffed. “Fuck off. Nobody messes with me.”

“Boys, what could you possibly be arguing about on Christmas?” their mother, Wren “Red” Whiskey, asked as she walked into the kitchen. Most people thought she got her nickname from her flame-red hair, a trait Dixie shared, but she didn’t. When Bear was just a boy, he’d overheard someone calling her Wren and thought they’d said Red. The name had stuck. Red was tough as steel, but she also had a softer, maternal side. A side that made Jed want to be around her, protect her, and soak up all the motherly love she was willing to give.

Bear and Bullet mumbled, “Sorry, Mom.”

“Mm-hm,” she said. “Since you’re talking about club business and I’ve got all of you in one room without the distractions of your beautiful ladies and babies, I wanted to say my piece. I’ve been talking to Sarah and Dixie, and now that we’ve got two more babies in our family, and two on the way, I think it’s time we hire another waitress for the bar. I’d like to spend more time spoiling my husband and grandchildren and less time babysitting men at the bar.”

Bones, Bear, and Bullet all chuckled.

“You ought to give parenting lessons, Red,” Jed said. “I’d have given anything for a mother like you.”

She walked up to him, put her hand on his cheek with the kindest, most genuinely maternal expression he’d ever seen, and said, “You’ve got me now, darlin’. You’re just as much a part of our family as Truman, Gemma, Quincy, their babies, and the rest of our surrogate children.”

Bear had befriended Truman Gritt and his younger brother, Quincy, when they were teenagers. Their mother had been a drug addict, and Bear had taken Truman under his wing and taught him how to work on cars. Unfortunately, Truman had gone to prison for a crime Quincy had committed when Quincy was only fourteen—only to be set free and find his mother dead from an overdose, Quincy in the throes of addiction, and two baby siblings he hadn’t known existed living in a crack house. Now Quincy was clean, and Truman and his wife, Gemma, were raising their younger siblings, Kennedy and Lincoln, as their own.

“Thanks, Red. That means the world to me.”

“Why don’t we see about Josie working at the bar?” Biggs suggested.

“That won’t fly,” Red said. “I suggested it to Sarah, but she said Josie has just dipped her toes into the idea of reconnecting. She’s afraid Josie will get scared off, or feel pushed if we try to bring her into our world too quickly, and then she might run. But Sarah’s friend Tracey needs a job.”

“I don’t know. Tracey’s super sweet, and a tiny gal to boot,” Bones said. “I’m not sure she can handle that rough of a crowd.”

“If Fin can handle that crowd, I’m sure that little sweetheart can, because no one is sweeter than my wife,” Bullet said.

“Sarah’s sure Tracey can handle it,” Red reassured them. “Nobody bothers Izzy with Jed and Bullet around.” Isabel Ryder was a waitress at Whiskey Bro’s.

Bear grabbed a beer from the fridge and said, “A man would have to have a death wish to bother the girls or start shit with Desmond ‘Diesel’ Black around. Where’s he been anyway?”

“I don’t ask and he don’t tell,” Biggs said.

Bear motioned toward the entrance to the kitchen and cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention to adorable four-year-old Kennedy in her fluffy red-and-green princess dress, holding Sarah’s three-year-old son Bradley’s hand.

“Papa Biggs?” Kennedy asked. “Can you please be done now?”

There was a collective, stifled chuckle as Biggs grabbed his cane and limped over to the children who had the gumption to do what no adult other than Red ever would—interrupt one of Biggs’s meetings.

Kennedy and Bradley’s chins tipped up as Biggs stared down at them with serious dark eyes and said, “What’s going on? Someone out there bothering you?”

They both shook their heads.

Kennedy played with a ribbon on her dress and said, “Aunt Dixie said the only way you’d let Uncle Beah come play with us is if I could distract you. Can I?”

Everyone laughed, even Biggs.

“Yes, darlin’. I think you can.” He set that dark stare on Dixie, who blew him a kiss.

“Come on, guys.” Bear scooped up one kid under each arm against his sides, carrying them into the living room like squealing, giggling footballs.

Biggs put a hand on Jed’s shoulder and said, “You sure you’ve got this, son?”

“Absolutely, Biggs. I won’t fail you.”

If Josie was his Jojo, and he had a gut feeling she was, he wasn’t about to let the girl he’d never forgotten slip away again. He’d been warned away from her once, and the asshole who had done it better hope he wasn’t the reason she was at a shelter, or he’d have Jed to deal with.


Chapter Two


“HAIL, PLEASE KEEP your diggers out of the frosting,” Josie said the next afternoon as she stopped her son’s sneaky little fingers from dipping the bucket of his excavator into the bowl of white frosting they were using to decorate gingerbread houses.

Hail grinned sweetly up at her in the way she’d never been able to resist and drove his excavator to the other side of the table.

She dipped a spoon into the icing and handed it to him. “Spoons are fine; diggers are for dirt.”

Her words fell on deaf ears as he shoved the spoon in his mouth, turned to the little girl sitting beside him, and said, “Use my digger and you can get a spoonful, too!”

“I don’t think so,” Josie said, scooping another spoonful of frosting. “But please usually works.” She handed Emily, a little girl staying at the shelter with her mother, the spoon, and then she kissed the top of Hail’s head.

They made gingerbread houses and cookies every Christmas, but the last place she thought they’d be making them the day after Christmas was in a women’s shelter. Then again, she never thought she’d lose everything she’d known for the past decade, reconnect with her siblings, or ever see Moon again. If it was even him. She had her doubts. She’d been such a nervous wreck, there was a good chance her eyes had been playing tricks on her last night.

“I think I’ve eaten more candy today than I did on Halloween.” Tracey pushed a bowl of gumdrops toward the middle of the table.

“We can thank Josie for that.” Sunny Yeun, who helped her mother run the shelter, popped a jelly bean into her mouth. Sunny had the shiniest black hair Josie had ever seen, and she wore round glasses, like Harry Potter, which were surprisingly stylish on her.

Tracey and the three other women who were staying at the shelter said, “Thank you, Josie.”

“Oh, stop. This is fun for me,” Josie said. The kitchen smelled like spices and happiness, and the festive music made it that much sweeter. “I’d do it every day if I could.”

There was a time, shortly after she’d moved in with Brian, when she had baked nearly every day, when she’d envied gingerbread houses and their sugar-coated, frosting-laced world. She’d dreamed of a happy life within the delicious walls, where she’d wake up without a blanket of fear. A life in which her siblings were safe and her parents were so far away they could never touch any of them again. Eventually she’d learned to trust, and as time had passed, she realized her fantasies of a safe, happy life were no longer dreams, but they’d come true.

“I’ll make these every day with you!” Hail said, drawing her back to the moment.

She brushed his bangs away from his eyes and kissed his forehead, silently vowing to make next year better than this one had been. “And what would your teachers say after winter break, when you didn’t show up for school because you were too busy making gingerbread houses?”

He giggled, shrugged, and went back to decorating his house.

“That sounds like a pretty good life to me,” Tracey said as she pressed a peppermint into the frosting on the roof of her gingerbread house.

Josie got up to take a tray of gingerbread cookies from the oven. She’d had to leave a lot of her belongings behind when they’d been evicted, but she’d kept her baking supplies, most of which had been gifts from Brian’s grandmother, who had taught her to bake.

She set the tray down and began transferring the cookies to the cooling rack. “I thought you were excited about working at the Whiskey’s bar after talking to Sarah this morning?”

She had felt a sting of disappointment when Sarah had called to speak with Tracey and not to speak with her. But Sarah had asked Tracey to pass on a message that she was giving Josie space to decide when they could speak again. Josie appreciated that. She wanted to take another step toward reconciliation, but after she’d nearly lost it last night, she knew she couldn’t do it with Hail underfoot. She was hoping to try again next week, after he went back to school.

“I am excited,” Tracey said. “I’m also kind of scared. And are you sure you don’t want to do it? You worked at a bar.”

“Yeah, and that ended so well for me,” Josie reminded her. She’d lost her job when Hail’s flu had lingered for two weeks and she’d had to miss work. “Besides, if I can manage it, I want to work during the day so I can be with Hail at night.”

“That makes sense. I’ve been a waitress, but what if I screw up?” Tracey asked. “I don’t want to disappoint Bones or Sarah. They’ve been so good to me.”

Sunny stuck a peppermint on the roof of Tracey’s gingerbread house and said, “You can’t disappoint them because they aren’t judgmental.”

“You don’t know that,” Tracey said.

“Actually, I do. My father is a Dark Knight. I spent years getting into trouble and rebelling against being protected so vehemently. I owe my life—and my parents probably owe their sanity—to Bones.” Sunny told them about how even after she’d given up on herself, Bones refused to give up on her. He’d shown up at parties she attended to watch over her, drove her home, and stood guard outside her place at night, keeping sketchy people from seeking her out. “Bones is the man. I was a rotten kid to him. I was snarky, and I ridiculed him for babysitting me. But he never relented. He was everywhere I was, and he didn’t try to scare me by telling me I was on a path to kill myself, or try to bully me into line. He was just always there, letting me run myself into the ground, and at the same time making sure that ground was too solid for me to dig too deep of a hole. Eventually he got through to me, and I realized I was running from the shame of the life I’d created. If not for Bones, who knows where I’d be today.”

“My husband was like that,” Josie said. “More so before he became my husband, because by the time we got married I was eighteen going on thirty.” She glanced at Hail and knew she couldn’t say much in front of him because he’d hold on to every nugget and dig into it later, wanting to know the whys and hows of all of it. So she said, “He had a way of being around at all the right times, stopping me from making mistakes. He wouldn’t ever let me disrespect myself in any way.” Which, as a teenager who was hot for him and had tried—and failed—to seduce him, was very frustrating.

“When you worked at the bar, did guys get handsy with you? That’s my other worry,” Tracey asked.

“Guys hit on women at the grocery store and the gas station,” Josie said. “That’s just life. It’s up to us to put them in their place.”

Sunny grabbed a cookie from a plate in the middle of the table and said, “The guys who work at Whiskey Bro’s won’t let anyone bother you. Trust me on that. Neither will Dixie, for that matter. She’s Bones’s sister, and she is one bada—” She glanced at Hail and Emily and said, “She’s a tough biker. You’ll like her. Besides, you could use some toughening up, Tracey. Maybe then you won’t let anyone hurt you ever again.”

The buzzer sounded, indicating someone was at the front door. Sunny jumped up and said, “Be right back.”

After she left the room, Josie said, “I hope you don’t feel like you have to take the job at the bar because of me or Sarah.”

“I’ve been filling out online applications for stores around here since I arrived weeks ago,” Tracey explained, “and I’m still coming up empty.”

“Tell me about it. I’ve been doing the same.”

“I’m grateful for the opportunity, and I want to take it. I just don’t want to have to dodge guys pawing at me. But it sounds like the Whiskeys try to keep that under control.” Tracey shrugged and said, “What’s the worst that can happen? If it’s uncomfortable, I’ll quit.”

Sunny came back into the kitchen and said, “Josie, Jed’s here to see you.”

“I don’t know a Jed.”

“He’s a friend of the Whiskeys,” Sunny said. “He said he’s here on behalf of the Dark Knights. Sounds to me like Bones has put you under the DK umbrella of protection.”

Josie rolled her eyes. “I don’t need to be protected by them. It was bad enough when he sent Bullet after us. The guy terrified me. If it weren’t for his wife, Finlay, I’d have called the police. I’ll get rid of this guy. Be back in a sec.” She bent down by Hail and said, “Think you can behave for a few minutes, bean?”

He nodded. His face was streaked with frosting, and his lips were sticky with sparkles of sugar from Sour Dots.

Josie washed her hands and went in search of the guy who was about to get booted off the premises. She didn’t care how nice the Whiskeys were. She wasn’t a piece of property that needed protecting. As she entered the hall that led to the lobby, she saw the guy standing with his back to her, his hands in the pockets of his black leather jacket. He was leaning forward, reading something on the bulletin board, and she couldn’t help but notice the way his jeans hugged his hamstrings and ass. God, when did I turn into one of those girls? Ridiculous.

She crossed her arms and said, “Hi. I’m Josie.”

He turned, and his eyes connected with hers with the shock of a thousand volts, rendering her mute. Her mouth went bone dry, and her pulse sprinted. It was Moon, and he was even more rugged, more handsome, than she remembered. But it was his sharp, spirited, and somehow also piercing blue-gray eyes that beckoned her like an old friend. They stared at each other for a long silent moment, every interminable second pulsing with heat. She had the strange urge to run to him, and he must have seen it, because his eyes darkened with the savage inner fire she remembered.

She finally managed to say, “Moon,” at the same time he said, “Jojo,” and her heart stumbled.

“I wasn’t sure I hadn’t made you up last night,” he said, stepping forward.

He was even taller close up, broader chested, his features more striking. The scar on his cheekbone called out to her. How many times had she touched it that night—the night that had felt like it had lasted a month?

“Why are you here?” she asked too sharply, but she couldn’t help it. She was confused, startled, overwhelmed. She had fallen in love with Brian over a period of weeks, months, years. He’d cared for her, protected her, and made sure she had a wonderful life. But he hadn’t touched her until she turned eighteen, despite her efforts to seduce him when she was fifteen, sixteen, seventeen…He was a good, smart man, who had wanted the best for her. With Moon it had been just like this, an electric attraction from the moment she’d first seen him. She’d never spoken to him until just days before her eighteenth birthday, when she’d tried again to get under Brian’s skin, and he’d thoughtfully, frustratingly turned her away…again.

“I wanted to be sure,” he said.

He flashed the boyish smile she remembered, softening his roughness. She’d told him that all those years ago, when she’d gone to the party to make Brian jealous, and she hadn’t looked away when Moon had pinned her with that stare.

“Now you know,” she said nervously, struggling against conflicting desires to tell him to leave and the bewildering feeling that she’d found an old, trusted friend. A friend she’d once known intimately. How could the air between them still ignite this many years later?

He took his hands from his pockets and slid one to the back of his neck, rubbing as if he had a pain there. His eyes became hooded, and he said, “I can hardly believe it. You said your name was Joanne. I had no idea you were Sarah’s sister. She’s been searching for you for months.”

“I know. Sorry to cause trouble.” She glanced around them, glad they didn’t have witnesses to their uncomfortable, and equally enticing, meeting. “Joanne was the name I went by so my parents wouldn’t find me.”

His expression turned serious. “Jojo, are you okay? Sarah said you have a kid. Is he okay?”

“Yeah, we’re fine. Thanks.”

“But you’re at the shelter. Has anyone hurt you?” He rolled his shoulders back and said, “I’ll kill them if they did.”

A nervous laugh slipped out, and a perplexed expression came over him, as if he thought she didn’t believe he could hurt someone, which was crazy. His tight T-shirt hugged his muscular pecs, and his leather jacket did nothing to hide his powerful arms. She lowered her eyes, involuntarily checking out his thick thighs. That was a mistake, because now her eyes were hovering around his package.

She dragged her eyes away, and his low laugh drew her eyes back to his.

They were both smiling. Damn, this was how it had all started that night. A look, a comment, and the next thing she knew they were walking away from the bonfire, away from the party, toward the creek. They’d talked for so many hours that night, she’d felt like she’d known him forever.

She struggled to push that memory away and remember what he’d last said. Oh yeah, that he’d kill someone if they hurt her.

“No one hurt me,” she said. “At least not on purpose. I’m fine.”

“Okay, good. I’d like to help you out any way I can. Do you want to go someplace and talk?”

She actually considered it for about three seconds. What am
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