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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Trunk

      

      “How’s he doing?”

      Ouray is waiting for me in the hallway outside the small office I use. Both of us watch as the lanky teen, I just spent the past hour with, disappears into the clubhouse common room.

      The kid’s a hard nut and so far little I’ve tried to get through to Matt has been successful. In fact, haven’t even begun to scratch the surface since the club brought him in three weeks ago.

      He’d been found in the furnace room of an apartment complex in town, where he’d been spending his nights staying warm. The kid jimmied a basement window and used that to come and go. Judging by the nest he’d made for himself between two large water heaters, he’d been there for a while.

      Matt was lucky he didn’t start a fire. Luckier still the building happened to belong to Arrow’s Edge. Although whether he thinks so remains to be seen.

      The Arrow’s Edge is unlike any other motorcycle club I’ve encountered in my years riding. Most of them are either purely recreational, like the one I rode with back in Denver, or involved in illegal activities. Although flexible with the rules of the law, for the most part the club runs a variety of legal enterprises. In addition, they provide a safe haven for street kids, giving them a roof over their heads, food in their belly, structure, education, and a sense of family.

      The boys all have their own stories on how they ended up on the streets, some harder than others.

      Exactly how Matt—if that’s even his real name—ended up where we found him is still a mystery. The boy is slicker than an eel in a bucket of snot.

      “Hard to tell. Kid’ll do and say anything to make sure he’s got food to eat and a place to stay warm. He’s a con.”

      “Streetwise,” Ouray translates.

      “I’m guessing he’s been there for a good while.”

      “No names? Parents? Nothing we can get our teeth into?”

      I shake my head. Three weeks of one-on-one sessions and he’s not given me a single piece of concrete information. The kid’s an enigma and a serious blow to my professional confidence.

      “I’ll keep on him,” I promise Ouray, the club’s president.

      I’m as frustrated as he is at the lack of information. Most of the boys here are under guardianship of the club, either obtained from the parents, through the CPS, or through the court system. Not knowing who a kid is makes that difficult.

      “I know you will,” Ouray says, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “You sticking around for Christmas?”

      “Momma made me swear to stick around for dinner tonight, but I told her I can’t be here tomorrow.”

      Momma is the club’s matriarch. She’s the wife of the founding former president, Nosh, and the two of them are like the club parents to anyone affiliated. Momma is not one to mess with.

      “Your sister’s?”

      “Can’t miss my niece’s first Christmas.”

      “I met your sister,” Ouray shares, chuckling. “Thinking that’s the right call.”

      A little over a year ago, I left a good job as a child psychologist, working mostly with kids on the autism spectrum at the Children’s Hospital in Denver, tired of politics and lack of program funding. I jumped at the opportunity when I heard through a buddy that a Durango MC was shopping for a child therapist. Of course, I did my research to make sure the club was on the up and up—as I’m sure they did with me—but when all was said and done, I didn’t waste any time moving my ass out here. Life has to be lived, and when given a chance to combine work and passion, only a fool would say no.

      The cherry on that cake was, just a few months after I left Denver, my sister followed me out here. At the time she was pregnant and single, but has since become a parent and found herself a man. Decent guy, although, he had to grow on me.

      Growing up, Christmas was always something other people celebrated, but for Tahlula and me it was just another day to get through.

      Now that she has a baby and a man, she’s bound and determined to catch up for all those holidays spent alone. Which means my ass will be in her chair tomorrow, come hell or high water.

      I follow Ouray into the common room where Matt already reclaimed his turn at the game station with some of the other boys. Normally they get just a couple of hours of screen time per day, but given we’ve had snow on the ground for the past three weeks or so, and the temperatures have plummeted, they’ve mostly been cooped up inside. Because Momma put her foot down and won’t tolerate nonstop gaming, they’re limited to the afternoons.

      “Boys!” The old woman sticks her head out of the kitchen. “Shut that shit down and get cleaned up. Dinner in fifteen.” The kids don’t hesitate, not even Matt. He hasn’t been here long, but he knows damn well who rules the roost. “Matt, you run out to the gym and round up the guys there.”

      I watch the boy give her a nod and hustle out the door. He seems more intimidated by the five foot five senior citizen than he is with my six foot four bulky frame. They don’t call me Trunk for nothing. I make a mental note to see if I can get Momma to help drag some information from the boy.

      “Need a hand, Momma?”

      “If you could move the pool table parallel to the dining table? I think there’s a board that fits over it against the side of the porch. We’ll probably need the smaller tables too, if you butt them end to end, we’ll have three large tables. Folding chairs in the shed in the back.”

      “On it.”

      “I’ll give ya a hand,” Paco announces, having just walked in.

      By the time it takes us to haul in the chairs, lug the heavy table over, and shift the rest of the furniture around, Momma and Luna—Ouray’s wife—are ready to set the tables. Large white linen sheets to cover the roughed up surfaces, topped with nice bone china, matching cutlery, and proper glasses that seem out of place in a clubhouse.

      “Turn on the Christmas lights, will ya?” Momma asks Ouray, who is observing the activity from a stool at the bar.

      I barely recognize the place. The cavernous space, with scuffed barn board on the floors and sparse well-worn furniture, looks festive. A large Christmas tree sits in the corner by the bar and lights are strung around the windows and doors. I’ve never known an MC to put so much stock in the holidays. Then again, other clubs don’t have Momma.

      Dinner is a raucous affair, which isn’t a surprise with around thirty people at the table. Especially when a few of them haven’t even heard of table manners. Momma strategically installed herself and Nosh, Ouray and Luna, and Ouray’s second man, Kaga and his wife, Lea, at each of the tables to keep an eye on the young ones. The rest of the club members, along with a few hangers-on of the female persuasion, have pulled up seats wherever there was room.

      Across the table from me, Matt seems to take everything in: the food, the talking, the laughter. He looks overwhelmed when his eyes meet mine. Maybe even lost in this sea of brotherhood and togetherness.

      I know just how he feels.
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        * * *

      

      Jaimie

      

      “I still can’t believe you’re here.”

      I look over at Mom, who has her eyes peeled out the window as we drive through Durango’s downtown district.

      “Wait ‘til the moving truck arrives on Monday,” she warns with a quick smile my way before she directs her gaze back outside. “You’ll be a believer then.”

      She was supposed to fly in yesterday morning, but all flights into Durango were canceled due to the large storm, which dumped another ten or so inches on the snowpack that had already accumulated over the past weeks. This morning—Christmas morning—she caught the first flight in.

      Winter in Durango is nothing to sneeze at, and I’m grateful for the new tires on my sturdy, secondhand Honda CRV.

      I left Denver about six months ago with nothing other than a couple of suitcases and my then six-month-old son, River. If not for the support of my friend and client, Tahlula Rae, and the amazing people in her circle, the past half year would have probably decimated me.

      I am now the proud tenant of a gorgeous little home in a nice family neighborhood, beside the Animas River. Since I’ve worked mostly from home, I haven’t had much need for babysitting, but that will change now my divorce is final.

      That had threatened to become a long, drawn out affair when my ex contested the divorce from his prison cell. Thanks to Tahlula’s savvy Denver lawyer, who pled my case to the family court judge just days after my ex’s conviction, I was granted a surprisingly easy divorce. The decree arrived at the lawyer’s office last week.

      Mom started packing the day after.

      “I can’t believe how much he’s grown,” she muses, looking over her shoulder at River, dozing in his car seat.

      “I know. I’m so sorry you’ve had to do with pictures and videos, Mom. It just wasn’t safe for you or for us to visit.”

      Mom turns tear-filled eyes to me as she grabs my hand. “Not your fault, Belle.”

      She uses the nickname I gave myself at three years old, after a lengthy obsession with all things Peter Pan and Tinker Bell. I try hard not to get emotional, giving her a smile and a firm squeeze instead, quickly turning my eyes back on the road.

      “We have about an hour to get you settled in, before we’re expected over at T’s place.”

      “Are you sure she won’t mind me tagging along?” I snort at her question.

      “Mom, the woman threatened to fire me if I didn’t drag you over there right away. T has decided to do Christmas big, with a living room filled with family. That’s us.”

      “But she’s never even met me,” she protests.

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “I don’t even know what to wear. I’ve never met a celebrity before.”

      This time I laugh outright. “Mom, you’ll never meet a more down to earth person than Tahlula,” I enlighten her. “She’s more likely to be wearing jeans and a tee covered in baby spit than some cocktail dress. Hell, I doubt she even owns one. Trust me on this. You’ll love her. You’ll get a kick out of Joan as well—her soon-to-be mother-in-law—who’s the salt of the earth and as straight forward as they come.”

      “Who else will be there?”

      “Autumn and Keith with their son, Aleksander. He’s only six months older than River, so it’ll be baby chaos. You can ‘grandma’ all day long. I think T’s brother Trunk’s supposed to be there as well.”

      I try not to think too much about Tahlula’s massive, brooding, much darker-skinned half brother. Despite a few acts of kindness and a degree in psychology, the man seriously lacks in social skills. The few times I’ve bumped into him, he’s done nothing more than growl at me, yet I still have an unhealthy fascination with him.

      “Who would name their kid, Trunk?”

      “His name’s Titus, Mom. Everyone just calls him Trunk. You’ll understand when you see him.”

      At home, I take Mom for a quick tour of the house, and show her the brand-new, small, but self-sufficient apartment above the garage, where she’ll move once her belongings get here. For now, she’s sleeping in River’s room while he bunks with me.

      My landlord, Ollie—who lives across the street and is married to Chief of Police Joe Benedetti—told me she’d had a fire in the garage last year. When they rebuilt, they added the nanny apartment, which I thought would be perfect for Mom. With two large windows in front, she’ll have views of the river across the street, and the two smaller ones at the back—one in the bedroom and one in the bathroom—look out on the yard.

      Mom, who has a bit of a green thumb herself, will be happier than a pig in shit this coming spring when she sees the garden.

      I quickly pack a few changes of clothes for River, and one for myself, just in case, while Mom freshens up. Downstairs I grab the pumpkin and apple-rhubarb pies I baked from the fridge. Dessert had been the only thing I’d been allowed to contribute. Mom comes down carrying a large plastic container.

      “What are those?”

      “Sugar cookies.” She smiles as I make a dive for the container. “You can have one, Jaimie,” she admonishes me when I discover it filled to the brim with my all-time favorite Christmas cookies. She and I would spend a day every year, baking and decorating these holiday favorites.

      “When did you have a chance to make these?” I ask, my mouth full. Luckily River is still sleeping in his car seat in the living room, or I’d have to share.

      “On the weekend. Can’t have Christmas with my girl without her favorite treats.”

      I round the kitchen island and wrap Mom, who is not much taller and equally rounded, in a big hug. “Love you, Mom. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Me too, Belle, me too.”

      The first person I see when we walk into Tahlula and Evan’s house twenty minutes later, is her brother. If it wasn’t for the barely-there muscle twitch by his right eye as his gaze seems to travel through me, I’d swear I was invisible.

      “Holy moly,” Mom whispers behind me. “I see why.”

      Yeah. It’s hard to miss the large, wide, and illegally good-looking black man leaning against the counter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Trunk

      

      Fuck.

      She’s as pretty as she was when I first saw her, despite the hell her scumbag of a husband put her through. Curves for days on her short frame, blonde shoulder-length hair, and sharp blue eyes that don’t seem to miss a thing. Even the tow-headed baby she has perched on her hip doesn’t do much to curb her appeal.

      I’ve never really had preference for a particular set of looks, but hers seem to hit all the right buttons. Or the wrong ones, depending on your point of view. I’ve been with women of all shapes and sizes, all colors of the rainbow, and just about all walks of life—even dated a few for longer than the couple of weeks it usually takes me to tire of them—but none have stuck. I’m surprised at the impact seeing her again still has on me.

      There’s no mistaking it’s her mom walking in behind her. The hair is dark—mostly gray now—but the eyes are the same, as are the generous curves and short stature. I wonder if she has the same sharp tongue I’ve heard from her daughter.

      My gaze drifts back to Jaimie, who seems to have caught sight of me. Fuck.

      “Take Hanna, will ya?” Tahlula shoves my niece at me and my arms come up automatically. “I need to say hello.”

      The baby snuggles against me with a blind trust I don’t know I deserve as I watch my sister join Evan at the door, wrapping her arms around first Jaimie and then her mom.

      She’s claiming everyone as family now, my sister. There was a time, not that long ago, when it was just she and I. Now she has a fucking house full of people.

      Blackfoot and his wife, Autumn, with their rugrat. Evan’s mother, Joan. Even two of Evan’s fellow firefighters, and Tony Ramirez, who’s Blackfoot’s partner with the Durango PD. Add to that her friend, Jaimie, and her mother. Shee-it, a fucking houseful. I’m getting claustrophobic.

      “Want me to take her from you?” Evan asks as he walks up, reaching for his daughter.

      “Nah, she’s good.”

      Just because I don’t fuss over the baby doesn’t mean I don’t like holding her. Even if the poor kid has red hair like her dad. Luckily, she’s growing into her mama’s good looks.

      “Trunk, come meet Sandra.”

      I let my sister drag me into the living room, where I mumble what I hope is a polite “Merry Christmas” to Sandra, and limit myself to a nod to her daughter before sitting down, settling Hanna in my lap.

      The next half hour is spent opening the kids’ gifts. Tahlula insisted no presents for adults, thank fuck. The damn kids were challenge enough.

      I lucked out at the Harley store on the south side of town when I popped in to grab a new beanie after losing the old one. Winter is hard on a bald head. I spotted the little tees on the rack near the cash and bought three. Two black and one pink, all with the Harley logo. The sales girl rolled her eyes when I couldn’t give her any sizes, so I ended up grabbing ones that looked right and slammed them on the counter.

      Apparently, I overestimated. Aleksander, Autumn and Blackfoot’s kid, insisted on wearing it and it hangs down to his knees. Whatever. They can grow into them.

      After presents, drinks are refreshed and the two boys sit down on the ground to check out some of their new toys.

      I try to ignore the hum of conversation around me and get lost in thought, until I feel a tug on my jeans and look down. The little blond boy, who moments before was playing on the floor with Blackfoot’s kid, is pulling himself up on my pant leg. His knees wobble and my free hand shoots out to keep him standing. His blue eyes are impossibly round in his face as he looks at me. Then he looks at Hanna, who’s fallen asleep in the crook of my arm.

      “Ba!” His little finger points at her. “Ba!”

      “Baby,”

      “Ba!”

      “Yeah, that’s a baby.”

      He wedges himself between my knees and reaches for Hanna. A pudgy hand closes on the sock that keeps slipping off her foot, and yanks it off. “Ba!” he prattles, shoving said sock in his mouth.

      “Kid, you don’t wanna make a habit of sticking other people’s dirty socks in your mouth,” I rumble quietly, plucking it from his fingers. “It’s a nasty habit.”

      “Ba!”

      “Exactly. It’s gross.”

      “Ba–up!” His hand slaps my thigh. “Up!” he says again, stretching his arms toward me.

      Without thinking, I reach down and lift him on my lap. He’s immediately focused on Hanna, and I can just hold him back before he launches himself at her.

      “Easy boy,” I tell him, before settling him firmly on his side of my lap. “That’s my niece you’re throwing yourself at. She deserves a little more finesse, don’tcha think?”

      “I can take River if he’s bothering you.” I look up to find his mother standing in front of me, barely hiding the grin pulling at her mouth.

      “He’s fine,” I assure her, trying not to get lost in those amused blue eyes. To underline how ‘fine’ he is, the kid puts his thumb in his mouth and leans his head against my chest.

      Jaimie’s full grin is out, white teeth peeking out between pink lips.

      Fucking hell.

      “He’s the baby-whisperer.”

      I roll my eyes at my sister’s comment. She first called me that a few weeks ago when Hanna fell asleep on my chest after a fussy crying spell.

      “I can see that.”

      “He may scare grown men, but is a big ole’ softie with kids,” Tahlula feels necessary to add.

      “That’s it,” I announce firmly. “Collect your spawn. I need some fresh air.”

      Hanna’s still sleeping like the dead when her chuckling mother plucks her off my lap, but River loudly protests when Jaimie reaches for him. I breathe in a whiff of vanilla when her hair falls forward over her face as she scoops up her son.

      I’m out back, pulling on a cigarette, when the door slides open and Blackfoot steps out. Luke, my sister’s dog, who is sniffing around the yard, lifts his head.

      “Got another one of those?” I silently hand him the pack and my lighter. “Fuck, sometimes I forget how good that first hit is,” he says, inhaling deeply.

      “When’d you quit?”

      “Years ago. Only time I miss it is when I’d like an excuse to escape a crowded room.”

      “I hear ya. I’m not one for crowds myself. I carry a pack in case of an emergency.”

      Blackfoot chuckles at that before he falls silent. The two of us watch the dog mark his territory, occasionally taking a drag. “More snow coming,” he finally says, and I look up at the overcast sky.

      “Looks like.”

      I feel his eyes on me. “Get any more info on that boy?”

      Arrow’s Edge sometimes called in help from local law enforcement to get a background on some of the kids we pick up. Some of them run away from home after something as simple as a disagreement with their folks, or getting into some trouble with the law. Those kids are usually reunited with family after mediation by the club. The tougher ones are those where kids are running from a violent situation. In those cases, we get more involved.

      Our latest kid, Matt, is a bit of a challenge and Ouray asked Blackfoot to run his picture and his first name, to see if anything would pop up. Nothing has, and Matt’s not talking.

      “Nothing. I tried again yesterday, but he’s locked up tight. Thinking of asking Momma to have a go. He seems a little more responsive to her.” I take a final drag before dropping the butt into the tin my sister left out here for that. She caught me flicking my butts into the yard and climbed up one end and down the other, before getting me the can.

      Blackfoot follows suit. “Anything you come up with, let me know. I’ll look again.”

      “Will do.”

      “You ready to go back in?” he asks me with a grin.

      Through the sliding door I take in the packed house. Joan and Jaimie’s mother are in the kitchen, setting out food, and I just catch a glimpse of Evan heading down the hallway toward the bedrooms, probably putting the baby to bed. In the living room Tahlula throws her head back, laughing at something Jaimie says, a sound I can hear out here.

      She seems right at home in the crowd. Ironic, given not so long ago we were both loners, preferring our own company to that of others. Remnants of a fucked-up childhood.

      Tahlula has moved on. Me, not so much.

      “Fuck, no,” I growl before opening the sliding door.
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        * * *

      

      Jaimie

      

      I’m not sure how I ended up sitting across from him.

      They moved some of the furniture aside to expand the dining table, with drop-in panels to facilitate the eleven adults, while I was in Tahlula’s office, putting a very tired River down to sleep. By the time I walked in, it had been the only chair available, between Mom and Tony Ramirez, and directly opposite Trunk.

      Mom appears to be having a good time over dinner, bonding with Evan’s mother over a common love of gardening. They lost me when they started discussing the best types of soil for growing tomatoes and my eyes wandered. Right into Trunk’s almost black ones, intently focused on me.

      Yikes.

      I produce a smile, which promptly has his gaze drop to my mouth before turning away. Well, then. Ignoring the pang of disappointment at the lack of response, I turn to Tony instead.

      “So what’s your story? Are you a born and raised Durangoan or are you an import like me?”

      The man is gorgeous and he knows it. He turns his thousand-watt smile on me and my hand grabs the edge of the table not to go weak at its force. “Import,” he answers in his smooth baritone. “I’m originally from Boulder, where I grew up before I ended up in Denver. Worked for the DPD for about six years before I moved here.”

      “Which district?”

      “Three. Washington Park area.”

      “No shit? That’s where I’m from. You must’ve already known your chief, Joe Benedetti. He worked in District Three, as well.” I’d just come by that information after having dinner across the street at Ollie and Joe’s place a couple of weeks ago.

      “He’s a friend. In fact, I’d like to think I had a hand in bringing him here.”

      Over my pies we reminisce about all the great coffee shops, pubs, and restaurants in Washington Park, when Tony suddenly asks, “There’s some great spots here too, though, have you been out yet?”

      “Nah, hands full with my son. I’m more of a homebody these days.”

      “That’s a waste of a beautiful woman,” he says, tilting his handsome head to one side. “You should come out with me. I can show you the good spots around town; we can have some fun. What do you say?”

      I’m not sure if I’m imagining it, but I swear I hear a growl from across the table. I turn to find Trunk glaring at the detective as if he’s ready to rip his head off. What the hell?

      “Did you say something?” I ask him, and his gaze slides to me. Before I can identify the heated look in his eyes, something impassive slides in its place.

      “Yeah,” he says, pushing back from the table suddenly. “I should get going.”

      “Already?” Tahlula speaks up.

      “Got stuff to do.”

      Followed by a choir of goodbyes and see-you-laters, Trunk lumbers to the front door, his sister behind him. I watch him shrug into a heavy down winter coat, while T engages him in a whispered conversation. Grabbing her by the back of the neck, he pulls her close, whispering something in her ear, to which she wraps her arms around his middle in a hug.

      Conversation around the table has picked up again, but my eyes are still on the two of them until Trunk catches me watching and I quickly turn away. A second later the front door opens and Tahlula calls out, “Jaimie! Your SUV is blocking his truck.”

      Shit, I forgot I was the last to pull into the long driveway.

      I quickly get up, grab my keys from my purse in the hallway, and join them at the front door, shoving my feet in my snow boots.

      “Just give me the keys,” Trunk grumbles, holding his hand out.

      “I’ve got it.” I keep them in my hand as I put on my coat.

      “Jaimie, gimme the keys.”

      I send him a glare, still a bit stung by his repeated dismissal. “I said, I’ve got it. I thought you were in a hurry to get out of here? You’ll be on your way faster if I move it myself.”

      He clasps a hand in the back of his neck and takes in an obvious deep breath. “Fine,” he finally bites off, yanking a beanie over his scalp. He kisses the top of his sister’s head and walks out the door.

      “I’ll be right back,” I tell Tahlula, before following him. I hear the door shut behind me.

      It’s dark, but the moon reflects a beautiful blue light off the still-pristine blanket of snow. Ahead of me, Trunk climbs into the cab of his GMC truck; I feel his eyes burning through the window as I pass by.

      I can’t figure out what his issue is with me. Annoyed, I stomp to my SUV, get behind the wheel, and give the engine a minute to warm up before backing out. I pull off to the side and wait for his truck to back up.

      With only his front wheels in the driveway, his truck stops and I watch as he gets out. What the fuck now? Stalking over to my driver’s side, he knocks on the window.

      “You’re stubborn,” he informs me when I roll it down.

      Immediately my annoyance flares into anger. “That’s what you got out of your truck to tell me? I’m stubborn? Coulda saved you the trouble. Been that way all my life, so you’re not telling me anything new. Now if that’s all, I don’t wanna keep you from whatever is so damn important on Christmas you’d bail on your sister, but have a merry one.” With that I close my window.

      Next thing I know, my door is yanked open and Trunk shoves his head inside.

      “That was rude,” he rumbles, and I can’t help it, I burst out laughing.

      “I was rude? Seriously? Dude, you invented the word with your grunts and glares. I guess I must’ve done something awful to you in a previous life, ‘cause I can’t figure out what your beef is with me.”

      “No beef.”

      “Coulda fooled me,” I scoff.

      “No beef,” he repeats, leaning so close I’m almost bent over the center console. “But you are a distraction I could do without.”

      Shocked, and frankly stung again, I watch as he backs out and slams my door shut. A few moments later I see his taillights disappear down the road.

      I take in a few deep breaths before pulling the CRV back in the driveway, my hands shaking on the wheel.

      Son of a bitch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Trunk

      

      “Sure you don’t wanna stay?”

      The woman, Lynette or Lisette or something like that, clearly had other plans for tonight, given the way she’s plastered against my side. Some heavy floral scent wafting up from her irritates my nose. The memory of a subtle hint of vanilla, much more appealing to my senses, suddenly hits me.

      New Year’s Eve party at the clubhouse is only for adults. The boys are all bunking at Momma and Nosh’s house on the backside of the property.

      Yuma, their son and the club’s sergeant at arms, had been in charge of tonight’s diversion, which means I’ll have to thank him for the octopus currently wrapping herself around me. Lynette or Lisette—whatever the fuck it is—is one of the exotic dancers Yuma considers appropriate entertainment.

      Ouray just shrugged and sat down on the couch, pulling Luna on his lap to watch the show. Admittedly, the girls were pros, but it’s becoming obvious they’re pros at more than just dancing. I don’t pay for women and I don’t share them. Not that I care if others do, it’s just not my thing. I glance over at Yuma, who has two of the girls draped over him and doesn’t seem at all bothered one of them is pulling his business out of his jeans as she buries her face in his lap. That does it for me.

      I turn to Paco, who’s manning the bar and appears uninterested in the action on the couch. In the year or so since I’ve been here, I’ve never seen him with a woman. The only brothers I know are in any kind of relationship are Kaga, who’s married to Lea and has twin sons, and Ouray. The others will occasionally bring someone to the clubhouse, but you rarely see them a second or third time.

      “I’m heading out.”

      “Man, it’s not even midnight yet,” Paco points out. “You’re not crashing here?”

      “Nah. Just had a couple of beers and I’ve got stuff to do tomorrow.”

      I untangle myself from Lynette or Lisette—or whatever—who pouts annoyingly. “Aren’t you gonna wish me a happy new year?”

      “Plenty of guys here, I’ll leave that for one a them,” I point out, stepping out of her reach and lifting my chin at Paco. “Later.” He raises his beer bottle in greeting.

      By the time I reach the door, the woman’s already planted her booty on Honon’s lap. Guess she likes her guys big. He’s probably the only brother I’d think twice about ever taking on. The motherfucker is taller and probably outweighs me by a good forty pounds.

      Outside the cold air hits me. Winter here sure is different from Denver. Especially up in the mountains. I don’t think I’ve seen the ground around my house since the first snow started falling about a month ago. The road outside the compound gets plowed, as does the road to my place, at least partway. The plows turn around about two hundred yards from my house, which is why I bought the GMC truck before winter. I can hook on a blade and clear a path to my front door myself.

      Only a dusting of snow covers my earlier tracks when I pull into my driveway. Aside from the single porch light I usually flick on before I leave, the house is dark.

      I’d hate to think of my sister still living up here. She and the baby would be cut off from the world. Granted, I wasn’t exactly on board when she hooked up with that cracker, Evan, but in hindsight I’m glad. He got her to move into his place in town, and I bought her place from her.

      It’s pretty quiet in the summer, but that’s nothing compared to the utter silence of winter up here. The almost permanent blanket of snow absorbs what little sound there is.

      By the time I kick off my boots, and toss my coat on the couch, it’s five minutes to midnight on the kitchen clock. I can either go to bed and sleep into the new year or watch the countdown on TV. I might be able to catch some of the fireworks in town below from my back deck.

      I’m flicking through channels to find one of the Denver networks, when my phone rings. Tahlula’s name appears on the screen.

      “Thought you’d have something better to do than bug me on New Year’s Eve,” I grumble, answering the call, but I’m hiding a smile.

      My sister has always been the first, and frequently the only, to wish me a happy new year. A tradition stemming from childhood, when our mother would be mostly passed out from whatever festivities she’d taken part in the night before. Doesn’t matter where we were, doing what, but by the time the clock hit midnight; we’d be side by side, either in person or on the phone.

      This year, now that she has her own family, I thought for sure it would be the end of that tradition.

      “Nope.” She pops her P and I can hear the smile in her voice.

      “Your man asleep already?” I ask, as on TV the countdown to the new year begins.

      “He’s grabbing me a blanket. We’re on the front porch waiting for the fireworks.” …Eight—Seven—Six… “Where are you?”

      “Just got home.”

      …Four—Three…

      “Love you, Brother.”

      “Ditto, Sis.”

      …One—Happy New Year!

      “Happy New Year.”

      “Same to you.” I hear the dull thud of fireworks in the distance.

      “Evan says Happy New Year too.”

      “Back at him.”

      “Trunk?”

      “Yeah, Sis.”

      “You okay?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Still coming over tomorrow? I guess it’s ‘later’ now.”

      “Is there gonna be a crowd?”

      I hear her soft chuckle. “No crowd. Just you and Joan.”

      “I’ll be there. Go watch the fireworks.”

      “Okay.”

      I tuck my phone back in my pocket, go to shrug on my coat, and shove my feet into a pair of old sneakers. Grabbing a beer from the fridge, I head out the sliding doors to light a smoke and watch what I can see of the fireworks.

      I briefly wonder if Jaimie is watching them too.
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        * * *

      

      Jaimie

      

      “Happy New Year, sweetie.”

      I’m in the kitchen, waiting for the coffee to brew, when Mom walks in from the breezeway between the garage and the house.

      The holidays have been rather hectic, with Mom getting in on Christmas and us spending most of that day at Tahlula’s place. Then we had River’s first birthday on Saturday, the twenty-eighth, for which we had a little party here with the usual suspects: T and Hanna, Autumn with Aleksander, and even Ollie popped in.

      Tahlula surprised us with the news she was pregnant again, adding to it she and Evan would be tying the knot in a simple ceremony at the courthouse on January seventeenth. When Autumn started talking showers and the like, she was quick to point out they don’t want any hoopla.

      We were alone in the kitchen when she asked me to be her maid of honor, which brought tears to my eyes.

      Mom’s stuff arrived in the big truck the day before yesterday, and with the help of Evan and some of his buddies, Mom was moved into her apartment by dinnertime. We were up there quite a bit, putting away her stuff and putzing around.

      Finally, last night, we ended up spending New Year’s Eve watching a movie on the ridiculously large TV in my living room, and had plans to stay up for the countdown. Instead we barely made it to eleven o’clock before we called it a night. Both of us tuckered out.

      “Same to you, Mom.” I quickly embrace her in a tight hug. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Me too, honey.” She smiles at me before her eyes scan the living room. “Where’s my grandson?”

      “Still asleep.” The words have barely left my mouth when the baby monitor crackles with his early morning babbles. “I stand corrected.”

      “Why don’t you grab him, and I’ll get some pancakes going for breakfast.”

      I lean in to kiss her cheek. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Twenty minutes later, we’re sitting at the small dining table, River in his high chair trying to spear pieces of pancake with his plastic fork.

      “Have you decided yet?” Mom asks, and I glare at her from under my eyebrows.

      I know what she’s referring to, but apparently she’s done dropping hints. “No,” I answer, a bit curtly.

      Mom overheard Tony Ramirez suggesting to take me out on the town at Christmas dinner. She’d also been privy to the repeat of his offer after I came back inside, still utterly confused by Trunk’s words and actions. I’d been teetering between flattered and royally pissed to have been called a distraction, and didn’t trust my judgment, so I brushed him off with a, “We’ll see.”

      “He seems like a charming man: handsome, an officer of the law at that. What’s not to like?”

      “I didn’t say I don’t like him, and I can’t deny he’s good-looking, but it’s the charming part that has me on the fence.” Not to mention the fact I’m more drawn to the rough looks and taciturn, mostly grouchy, demeanor of my best friend’s brother. But I keep that to myself. “He’s smooth, Mom. Too smooth. I get the sense he’s looking for a quick distraction…” There’s that word again. “…and not for the long-term complexities of a single mother with a toddler and a moving truck full of baggage.”

      “Pshaw.” She flaps her hand and leans over the table. “Nothing wrong with the occasional distraction.” She adds air quotes. “We all need a little something-something on occasion.”

      I clap my hands over my ears but can’t stop the semi-hysterical giggle that bubbles up. “For Pete’s sake, Mom. I’m mentally traumatized as it is. No need to add to that.”

      Mom snickers at my antics and helps River direct a piece of pancake to his mouth. “I loved only one man in my life,” she shares, referring to Dad, who died much too young of cancer twenty-two years ago when I was just sixteen, “but that doesn’t mean I became a nun after he passed away. Do you remember our neighbor when we lived on South York Street? Mr. Jackson?”

      “La-la-la, I don’t want to hear any more,” I warn her. I don’t want to know about my mother and the burly carpenter next door, who always smelled of sawdust.

      Mom shrugs. “I’m just saying.”

      I’m still battling the visuals when I’m upstairs grabbing a quick shower, while Mom keeps River busy in the living room. I try to visualize Tony with me instead, but he keeps morphing into someone else. Dammit.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d think my mother planned it when, just as I come down the stairs, my phone rings.

      “Hello?”

      “Happy New Year, darlin’.” There is no mistaking the smooth sound of the detective’s voice and my eyes immediately dart suspiciously to my mother.

      “Same to you, Tony,” I return, watching as Mom’s head whips around, happy surprise on her face. I turn my back on her and wander into the laundry room off the kitchen for some privacy.

      “What are you up to?”

      “Not much. I think we’ll have a lazy day.”

      “Mmm,” he rumbles. “What about after you have your lazy day? There’s live music at the Irish Embassy Pub on Main Street tonight. Wanna come?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Oh come on,” he pushes. “Keith and Autumn will be there, and I’m sure Joe and Ollie will show up. It’s a New Year’s tradition. No strings. Just a fun night out.”

      I’m waffling. I don’t want to give off the wrong impression but the way he makes it sound, it’s a gathering of friends and not a date. Through the crack in the door, I catch Mom in the kitchen trying hard not to look like she’s listening in.

      “Jaimie?”

      “Okay, fine. What time should I be there?”

      “I’ll pick you up.”

      “Or … can always catch a ride with Joe and Ollie, that’s probably easiest,” I quickly suggest.

      There’s a brief silence on the other end before he repeats, more firmly, “I’ll pick you up at eight.”

      I guess I can give him that, since he’s not pushing for dinner or anything. Maybe it is just about listening to music with a few friends. “Eight is good.” It’ll give me time to get River bathed and in bed before I head out.

      “See you then. And, Jaimie? I’m looking forward to it.”

      There it is, the sign I should’ve said no, but before I can bow out, he’s already hung up.

      “Don’t worry about us,” Mom says, as soon as I step out into the kitchen, not even bothering to hide the fact she was eavesdropping anymore. “We’ll be fine. I’ll sleep on the couch until you get home, or don’t get home at all. Either way,” she quickly adds when I throw her an exasperated look. “You go have fun.”

      “You do realize I’m thirty-eight years old, right, Mom?”

      Her eyes narrow on me. “Of course. How could I forget? Every one of those years is mapped out on my face in wrinkles. I’m old, I worry, I want you to have fun. What’s wrong with that?”

      I raise my eyes to the ceiling and pray for calm. I hear her. I may not have understood that concept when I was younger and not a mother myself, but I get it now, annoying as it may be.

      “Nothing, Mom,” I concede, before changing the subject. “Wanna watch college football?” It’s an old tradition, dating back to when my dad was alive. New Year’s Day was spent in front of the tube, catching as many of the six college bowls as possible.

      She seems to think about it, her index finger tapping her lips. “You know, I think we should change it up this year. Maybe a nice Hallmark movie instead? Something romantic to get you in the mood for your date?”

      “Mother!”

      “All right, already. Keep your panties on.” She throws me a sneaky grin. “For now, anyway.”
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      Jaimie

      
      “You look lovely,” Mom says when I come down, and I almost want to rush back upstairs to change when I see hope flicker in her eyes.

      I don’t want to give off the wrong impression, to her, or to Tony.

      Other than mom-jeans or yoga pants, easy-to-clean tees and sweatshirts, and a handful of dreary office suits, I don’t have a lot of choice in my wardrobe. I already wore my go-to dressy pants and fitted sweater at Christmas. The only other thing suitable in my closet is this rust-brown wrap dress, with long three-quarter sleeves and generous cleavage. Paired with my brown, high-heeled boots, it accentuates every goddamn curve.

      “I’m not done,” I tell Mom, and dive into the coat closet in the hallway, coming up with my cropped jean jacket and quickly shrug it on. “There,” I announce. “Now I’m done.”

      Apparently Mom is not exactly on board with my last minute addition. “Don’t you think that spoils the effect of the dress?” she suggests with as much tact as she can muster. Which isn’t saying a lot.

      “I’m going to see live music in a bar with friends, Mom, not dining at a fine restaurant with a date.”

      “Is he picking you up?” she fires back, undeterred.

      “Well, yes, but—” I don’t get to finish my thought.

      “Then it’s a date,” she firmly concludes.

      Whatever. If she insists on deluding herself, I can’t stop her
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