
	Erick was his sister’s boyfriend and Declan had kept his distance, until truth can no longer be denied.

	 

	 

	Declan’s mother has always been overprotective of his kid sister, Rosie. And ever since the death of his father, when he was fourteen, she’d expected her son to look out for her. When Rosie develops a crush on a guitarist in a band their uncle has hired in his club, Mom insists Declan find out the details. Rosie is over eighteen and about to become a police officer like her brother and father before her. Declan knows his sister and isn’t that concerned. However, to satisfy his old-fashioned mother, who has clung to the values from the old country, he checks it out. Who he finds is Erick, a really cute guitar player who doesn’t seem to even know Rosie is alive until Declan shows up.

	Erick Powell thinks he’s died and gone to heaven when he first sets eyes on the hunky, dark haired cop with the bluest eyes he’d ever seen. Erick is disappointed when Declan invites him to sit at their table and he realizes it is at the request of his sister, Rosie. Orphaned by his father who is doing time in a prison Erick doesn’t want to know about, he was taken in by his uncle when he was young, a man who has been in and out of trouble with the law and is insanely homophobic. Erick has been warned to keep his sexuality under wraps. When he agrees to date Rosie to keep his uncle happy and at the hopes of seeing her brother again, things begin to unravel. Mysteries are uncovered that will connect Erick and Declan in a way they never expected.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Declan had slammed his hand down on the alarm clock three times before he realized it was his doorbell, not the alarm that was ringing. He groaned. The numbers nine, four, and six came into focus on the clock’s face when he was finally able to open his eyes.

	The doorbell kept on ringing. Declan crawled out of bed and pulled on a pair of navy jogging pants that had been casually flung over his bedroom door. He padded down the hall, pausing when he heard the shower. He smiled, remembering he hadn’t been alone when he came in a few hours ago.

	Whoever was ringing the bell was becoming more and more insistent. “Hang on,” he called out, thinking he’d like to get his service revolver and shoot whoever was on the other side of that door.

	Declan peered through the keyhole. Oh crap, it was his mother. What in the world was she doing way across town this time of morning?

	Declan opened the door.

	“Finally,” she said, pushing her way past him before he could say anything. “This city is a very bad place, you know.” She shook her head and walked over to the sofa, putting down her handbag. “You take your life in your hands just getting on the subway.” She gave him an accusing look. “Why don’t you clean up the subways, Declan?”

	Declan rubbed his jaw. “Mom, what are you doing here?”

	“Can’t I visit my son?” She walked up to him. “You need a shave and a haircut. They let you look like that on the force now? Your father was always clean shaven in his day. Those were the rules. The NYPD had pride then. Now anything goes, beards, long hair, you all look like hippies. How do you tell the cops from the riff raft?”

	Declan ran a hand through his hair. “I just came off a ten-hour shift, Mom. You should have called.”

	“Called?” She threw up her hands and marched into the kitchen. “You never answer your phone. Too busy to spend five minutes talking to your mother now that you’re a hot-shot, policeman? I haven’t seen you in three weeks.”

	Declan walked over to the counter. She was cleaning it. “Mom,” he said, taking the cloth away from her. “Stop. I can clean my own counter.”

	“I’ll make coffee then.” She stared at the pod coffee maker. “What is this contraption? Where’s the coffee maker?” she demanded.

	“That is the coffee maker, Mom.” He pointed at it.

	“Never mind. You’ve forgotten how to make coffee now?”

	“No, Mom, but I don’t have a lot of time before my shift. That’s faster. I’m alone. I need a cup. What are you doing here? What’s bothering you? Did the plumber come?”

	“Yes. And it was expensive.” She pointed at him as she walked out of his small kitchenette and took a seat on the sofa. “You fixed the leak last time. It cost me a meal.”

	“I told you I’d pay for the plumber,” he said. “Just put the bill in my name.”

	“I can pay my own bills, thank you very much. Your father left me a pension.”

	A door closed.

	His mother looked around. “Someone here with you?”

	“Ah, yeah, don’t worry about it.” Declan shook his head.

	She eyed him. “Another cop, or a civilian?”

	“He’s not a cop.”

	“Is it serious?” She looked around again. “Is he Irish, Catholic? Are you using condoms?”

	“Mom.” He put up a hand. “Stop it.”

	She nodded. “Um, bring him to dinner.”

	Declan smiled. “Why, so you can interrogate him? Are you sure you’re not the cop in this family?”

	“Ha, ha. I suppose some things have rubbed off.”

	“So what’s going on with Rosie then?” Declan perched on the sofa arm.

	“How did you know it was about your sister?” She narrowed her eyes. “Has she said something to you?”

	“No, but it’s always about Rosie.”

	“I think she’s taken up with some guitar player at your uncle’s bar room.”

	Declan laughed. “Mom, it’s called The Rockaway, and it’s a nice place.”

	“A place that used to be our fathers’ restaurant.” She sighed heavily. “Your grandfather would roll over in his grave if he could.”

	Declan looked at his mother and shook his head. “You say that all the time. Listen, you know Uncle Jase never liked the restaurant business. And after what happened there, well, maybe it was good to turn it into something else.”

	His mother had been dead set against building the nightclub. She’d refused to step foot in the place, and it had been over twenty years. His mother had been born Cora Tasso in Athens. She’d come over from Greece at the age of twelve with her parents and her older brother, Jase, in the nineteen eighties. Her father had opened a restaurant called The Dancing Prince, and it was very successful until a rival restaurant—owned by the Italian mafia—opened up down the street. One night while the Tasso’s were asleep upstairs, the building was firebombed. Cora’s mother died, and the rest of the family barely escaped with their lives.

	The night of the bombing, Cora was almost eighteen. One of the officers on the scene that night was Patrick Walsh, a handsome, Irish rookie. It was love at first sight.

	Cora’s father returned to Greece, and Jase built a nightclub. After a whirlwind romance, Cora married Patrick Walsh. Declan was born soon after, and Rosie, his sister, came along five years after that.

	Rosie and his mother had always been like oil and water. They’d been bickering since Rosie was old enough to speak. His mother was old-fashioned, traditional, and his sister was a staunch feminist—exactly the opposite. Ever since their father’s death when Declan was fourteen, he’d played the mediator. It got tiring, and it looked like he was in for another round.

	“You need to give Rosie some space,” he told his mother. “She has a good head on her shoulders.”

	“She’s not old enough to hang around that bar your uncle owns,” Cora protested.

	“You know Uncle Jase watches her. Mom, we’ve hung around there since we were kids, helping Uncle Jase and Aunt Betty, listening to the bands. Rosie doesn’t drink. Uncle Jase wouldn’t allow that and Rosie doesn’t like the taste of alcohol or beer.”

	“What about this guitar player? You know what those kinds of men are like, Declan.”

	“I do?” His eyes widened. “Ah, how would I know what they’re like, Mom? How many guitar players do you think I’ve gone out with?”

	She clicked her tongue. “Well, they’re promiscuous, run around, lots of women fawning all over them. That’s not the kind of man she should marry.”

	“Rosie doesn’t want to get married, Mom, I told you that. She wants to finish school and become a cop.”

	“Who will marry a policewoman?” She scoffed. “Men are afraid of women who’re tougher than they are.”

	“She’ll make a great cop, Mom. Times have changed. Rosie’s not thinking marriage. She wants a career in law enforcement. And if a man’s intimidated by that, he’s not much of a man, and he’s not worth it.”

	“You have an answer for everything.” She clicked her tongue. “Well, here’s one for you. What about grandchildren? You won’t be giving me any.”

	There was no point in going into the many ways a gay man might have children in the future. Instead, he said, “Listen, if there are no kids, I’ll rent you some.”

	She sputtered, then started to laugh. “Oh, you. Shut up. You’re just like your father, never taking anything seriously.”

	“What do you want me to do? Is she dating this guy or not?”

	“I don’t know. Don’t you talk to your sister anymore?”

	“Sometimes, but she doesn’t tell me every detail of her life. She’s twenty years old, Mom.”

	“She goes to Jase’s club with that Henderson girl, every weekend to see him play music.” She stood. “I want you to investigate that guitar man.”

	“No, Mom. I’m not going to investigate anyone. How many times have I told you? I can’t investigate Rosie’s boyfriends without a good reason. I could lose my badge for that.” Declan looked up now to see the guy he was with last night, standing in the hallway.

	“Oh, hello, Matt,” Declan said, motioning to him. “This is my mother, Cora Walsh.”

	Matt smiled as he walked over. “Hello. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

	“Well, hello,” she said, shaking his hand. “Been seeing Declan long?”

	“Mother.” Declan shook his head at her. “No.” He made a motion like he was zipping his mouth.

	“Pleased to meet you,” Matt said, smiling.

	“You’re a nice looking, young fellow,” Cora said.

	“Thanks,” Matt said. “And you are very beautiful, Mrs. Walsh. I can see where Declan gets his good looks.”

	“Aren’t you the charmer. Actually, Declan looks more like Patrick, my late husband. You should have seen him in uniform. He was tall, like Declan, six-foot-three, nice muscles, same blue eyes, black hair, with that killer Irish accent. Declan is the dead image. It’s a shame Declan’s lost most of his accent.”

	“He still has a bit of an Irish brogue,” Matt said.

	“When he’s tired or into the whiskey,” Cora told Matt.

	“I’m right here, people,” Declan joked.

	Then laughed when Matt leaned over and said softly in his ear, “Irish comes out in bed, too.”

	“The first time I met his father, I had such thoughts, I had to go see Father Andre and take confession.”

	Declan’s eyes widened. “Mother. I don’t think Matt wants to hear about that.”

	Matthew was laughing. “I can understand why you’d have to see the priest.” He smiled at Declan, winking. “If I was Catholic, I’d go myself.”

	“Oh, so you’re not Catholic?” His mother pursed her lips.

	Declan rolled his eyes.

	“I’m sorry,” Matt excused himself, “I need to get to work.” He said goodbye to Cora.

	Declan walked Matt to the door. “See you,” he said.

	Matthew leaned over and pecked his cheek. “Will I?”

	“You never know,” Declan told him, closing the door behind him.

	“He’s nice. You just gave that charming boy the brush off, didn’t you?”

	“Never mind, Mother. I see him all the time. And stop asking people if they’re Catholic. You married a Protestant.”

	“I overlooked that. Anyway, what does he do, a job that starts this late in the morning? He’s not a criminal, is he?”

	Declan laughed. “No, and he’s not a guitar player either.”

	“Very cute.”

	“He’s an emergency room doctor.”

	“Oh, good. He’s a keeper,” she said, picking up her purse. “Don’t screw this one up, Declan. You change men like you change underwear and it’s not healthy.”

	“What’s not healthy, changing men, or changing underwear?”

	“Stop it.” She swatted him. “Anyway, I won’t keep you any longer.” She paused and looked at him. “You’re off tonight, aren’t you?”

	“Yes, I am.”

	“Go see Uncle Jase and check out that guitar player.” She caressed his cheek. “And wear your uniform.”

	Declan shook his head. “Mother, I don’t wear my uniform when I’m off duty. I’m not going to the bar to intimidate some guitar player you suspect might be dating Rosie. Just put that right out of your mind.”

	She shrugged. “Just a thought.”

	“Shit. You’re going to get me into trouble. Rosie will kill me if she thinks I’m checking up on her.”

	His mother walked to the door. “She’ll forgive you.” She hugged him. “I love you. Don’t get shot. And don’t say shit.”

	He smirked. “Mom, I can drive you. Why don’t you wait?”

	“No. I’m fine. If I need help, I’ll call a cop. I tell them my late husband was one of them, and now, so is my son. They put down the doughnuts and pay attention.”

	Declan laughed. “Okay.”

	After his mother left, Declan headed back to bed. Before he fell off to sleep again, he thought of Rosie, and how that little sister of his had had more boyfriends than he’d had.

	He’d go to see Uncle Jase tonight at the club, and if his sister was there, he’d check things out. He’d tell Mom nothing was going on, and that would be it, for now. He hoped.

	 

	When he woke up a few hours later, Declan still felt tired. He’d come off a twelve to eight shift, with a new rookie he was supervising. The guy wasn’t supposed to make a move without his authorization, but he didn’t seem to have any initiative at all. He kept complaining about his stomach and giving Declan a detailed explanation of all the tests he’d had. Finally, Declan told him, “Please, shut up.” At three in the morning, he didn’t care to hear about colonoscopies and shit samples.

	A big motorcycle gang was having an annual rally downtown at one of the fancy hotels and patrol had been doubled in the area. They spent a lot of time just sitting in the car, on standby. Then they were called to a gang shooting just outside of Astoria. The rookie barfed up his cookies as soon as he saw the mess, but Declan couldn’t blame him for that. It took some getting used to. Declan ended up trying to comfort the mother of a dead fourteen-year-old boy while some shit-head detective from the gang squad kept barking orders at everyone.

	Soon after, they were called to the scene of a traffic accident near Times Square. Three dead and another four injured, all under twenty. He ended up spending another hour at the hospital with the car crash victims. He had paperwork up the wazoo. Right at the end of his shift, they’d picked up a drunk near the precinct. The guy had vomited all over the back of his radio car.

	Astoria—or Greek Town as everyone called it—was part of the territory of his precinct, the one hundred fourteenth, in the borough of Queens. He was assigned there shortly after joining the force five years ago when they discovered that he could speak a little Greek. Honestly, he could understand it much better than he spoke it.

	In Astoria, you heard Greek everywhere. The cashiers at the supermarket, in random conversations on the streets, drivers screaming out of car windows, “Get out of the way, malaka,” when pedestrians walked against the signal. Whenever Declan was in Astoria, he’d listen in on entire conversations in Greek. It was kind of fun when they didn’t think he knew what they were saying.

	One time, when he went to answer a call, a Greek woman was screaming at her grandson from the balcony above the street. In Greek, she cried out, “The police are here. Hide that money you stole from the market, you little bastard, or you’ll get hauled off to jail.” Declan swore she looked like she’d just come from some Greek village where she’d been milking a cow. It was charming in its own way except that when they knew his mother was Greek, they’d chastise him for not speaking the language well enough.

	“Didn’t your mother send you to Greek school? Shame on you.”

	Well, she tried. Poor Rosie, too, hustled off to Greek school on Saturday mornings for all of six weeks. All Rosie did was bawl her eyes out, especially when Declan would drop her at the school and then take off with his friends. Finally, their mother gave up and took them out of the school. Now, he kind of regretted not being able to speak it better than he did.

	After a shower, Declan pulled on some jeans and a light blue shirt. He grabbed a hamburger a few blocks away from his house, then walked to the subway. He rarely used his car in the city. At work, he was always driving the squad car, and when he went out clubbing, he preferred to take a cab home, in case he drank too much.

	It was a nice summer evening, and he enjoyed the five-block walk from the subway to his uncle’s club. It was after nine when he got there. The place was already quite full. The jukebox was playing some classic rock number, and over in the corner, the band was beginning to set up.

	Some people were playing pool in the back while others hovered around a dart board. It was noisy with people laughing and talking. Declan glanced around to see if Rosie and her best friend, Laurie, were there yet. He didn’t see them.

	Suddenly someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned around to see his aunt, Debbie, standing there, holding an empty tray. She was a wee thing, no more than five feet with a mop of red hair. He leaned down and hugged her. “Hey, Auntie,” he said.

	She punched him in the arm. “Where have you been, brat? Haven’t seen you in ages. How’s your mother?”

	“She’s good. And you?”

	“Can’t complain.”

	“How’s Adam?” Adam was his eleven-year-old nephew. Uncle Jase had a child later in life.

	“He’s fine, wonders why he doesn’t see you. You need to come visit.”

	“I know. I’ve been busy, but I promise I’ll come over soon. I’ll see him at Mom’s birthday. That still on?”

	“You bet. Your uncle’s already planning the menu.”

	“What’re you doing waiting on tables?” Declan asked her. “Thought you only worked behind the bar these days.”

	“We’re short staffed. One of the girls up and got married. You know the Greeks. Everything’s about that damn wedding. They think they can live on love.”

	Declan smiled. Aunt Debbie was Irish. She’d come to work as a waitress at the bar when Declan was a kid. Two years later, his uncle and Debbie ran off and eloped. Mom wasn’t thrilled to be deprived of the wedding. Adam came along a little later.

	“Your uncle will be happy you’ve come. Damn, you look more and more like Patrick every time I see you.” She paused. “I miss your father. He always had a good word for everybody. A funny guy, always joking around and easy on the eyes.” She winked.

	Declan grinned. “Yeah, I miss him, too. So, heard Rosie’s been hanging around here on the weekends. What’s that about?”

	Aunt Debbie eyed him. “Cora send you down here, I suppose?”

	“Of course,” he said, grinning.

	She laughed. “Well, see that guitar player over there, the young one with the dark, curly hair?”

	Declan nodded. “Yeah. That’s her motivation?”

	“Sure is. His name’s Erick Powell. Cute as a button, he is. That’s his uncle, Frank, and his two cousins.” Aunt Debbie sighed. “I keep mixing up their names. Poor Rosie. She comes here every weekend, sits up front with Laurie, and hopes he’ll notice her. He hasn’t.”

	Powell, why was that name familiar? “Oh,” Declan said, wincing. “Usually Rosie gives up and moves on.”

	“This one’s a challenge I think.”

	“Where is she anyway?” He looked around.

	“Not here yet but she will be. The table’s reserved.” She chuckled. “Anyway, go on in back, sweetie, your uncle’s working on the books.”

	“Okay, talk later,” Declan told her, then made his way through a group of dart players to the room behind the bar.

	After he knocked, his uncle, Jase, looked up. “Declan!” He got up and enveloped him in a big, bear hug. “Great to see you. How ‘n the hell are you?”

	“I’m good,” Declan said, pulling out a chair in the cramped cubby hole and sitting down. “What about you?”

	“I’m doing all right. Have a drink,” Jase said, reaching over to the shelf for two glasses and a bottle of Ouzo.

	“No, no, Uncle.” Declan shook his head. He hated Ouzo. “Can I have whiskey instead?”

	He grinned. “That’s the Irish in you. Go get a bottle of Jack behind the bar.”

	Declan walked out of the room and looked for the whiskey. His aunt handed it to him before he asked. He laughed. “You know me.”

	He turned to go back into the room and came face to face with the young guitar player his aunt told him was Erick Powell. Dark curly hair, brown eyes, boyish face. He was really cute. He could see what Rosie saw in him.

	Erick Powell smiled at Declan. “Hello,” he said. He was looking at Declan as if he knew him.

	“Have we met before?” Declan asked, tilting his head.

	“No,” he replied. “I don’t think so. I would have remembered.”

	Aunt Debbie brought the guitar player a bottle of water, but he didn’t seem to notice. He just kept smiling at Declan. “I’m Erick,” he said. “What’s your name?”

	“Declan,” he told him. Why was he asking his name?

	“Erick,” Aunt Debbie said, causing him to look away from Declan for a second, “your water. And your uncle’s calling you. I think he’s ready to start.”

	“Oh, okay.” The guitar player took the water. “Thanks,” he said to Debbie, but his gaze remained on Declan. “Well, nice to have met you, Declan. That’s an unusual name. Is it Irish?”

	“Yes,” Declan told him.

	“I wasn’t sure. You could be Greek with that black hair and complexion.”

	He was waiting for an answer.

	“My mother’s Greek,” Declan replied.

	“Oh, that accounts for it, but those blue eyes are definitely Irish,” he said.

	Okay, this is strange. Is this guy flirting with me?

	“Erick!” The older man came walking over to the bar now. “We’re ready to start. Didn’t you hear me calling to you?” He glanced at Declan but didn’t say anything. The older man pushed some shoulder length, graying hair out of his face. “Come on, Erick.” He took his arm and steered him away.

	Declan walked back into the office with the whiskey. “Hey, Uncle Jase, what do you know about those guys in the band you hired?”

	“They’re the bar musician kind. It’s a dad, his two sons, and his nephew. The young one, Erick, is a nice fellow, polite. The older man and his sons are less social, but they do their job, and they don’t cause trouble. They got an RV out back, quite the set-up, like a house really, little awkward to drive around in though.”

	“Not exactly fuel efficient,” Declan said with a grin.

	“You got that right. Anyway, I gave them a six-week contract, renewable if they want to stay. The crowd likes them well enough. They play a lot of the hit songs, pop, soft rock, some country, nothing too experimental. The crowd here likes the ones they know.”

	Declan nodded, pouring himself a drink. “How old is that Erick guy? He seems pretty young.”

	“He showed me ID. Twenty-one. Why? Do you think I’ll have some problems with the authorities? They didn’t give me a hassle when you kids used to come in here. They knew you were family and with Patrick being one of them, I never had a problem.”

	“No. Don’t worry. It’s not that. I was just wondering. I heard that Rosie has a thing for him.”

	“Well, if she does, he hasn’t shown much interest in her. He does his thing and leaves. I’ve never seen him even talk to her. He asked me if he could sleep on the porch upstairs with his sleeping bag.” He laughed. “Said his uncle and cousins snore really loudly and he can’t sleep. It’s kind of crowded in that RV, the four of them. I put an old mattress down for him. The porch is screened in, so he’s fine. He sleeps there almost every night. Nice when it’s hot.”

	Declan nodded.

	“Uncle Jase,” someone called out. Declan looked up to see his sister and Laurie standing there.

	“What are you doing here?” Rosie asked Declan, folding her arms across her chest and giving him a highly suspicious look. She was going to be a great cop.

	“Nice to see you, too, sis,” he said.

	“Always nice to see you, Declan,” Laurie smiled at him.

	“Laurie,” Rosie snapped, “I told you, my brother’s gay. Give it up.”

	“A girl can dream,” Laurie said, winking at Declan.

	Declan lowered his head and smiled.

	“Tell me you’re not here to check up on me.” Rosie pointed at him.

	“Can’t I visit my uncle?” Declan asked her.

	“You’re off duty. You don’t come to places like this. You go to gay bars to hunt men when you’re not working.” Rosie gave him a shove.

	“Hunt men?” He blinked.

	“Don’t lie to me, Declan Walsh.” She brought her face closer to his.

	“I went to a gay bar once,” Laurie piped in. “Guys were all sweaty and shirtless. Yummy, but not interested in me.”

	Rosie shot her a dirty look. “Don’t you realize what’s happening, Laurie?” Rosie glared at Declan again. “Mother sent him down here to spy on me.”

	Declan sighed. “Rosie, you know how she is. I won’t say anything anyway. I promised I’d come. I have. That’s it.”

	Their uncle shook his head. “Your mother’s concerned, that’s all, Rosie.”

	Rosie marched out, leaving Laurie behind.

	“Declan,” Laurie said. “Will you dance with me later?”

	“Sure,” he said.

	She smiled. “I’ll go and calm her down. Nothing’s going on with that guitar player anyway.” Laurie left the room.

	The band had begun to play some seventies tune that Declan somehow knew the words to. His mother listened to seventies stuff all the time while he was growing up. They didn’t sound bad at all. In fact, they were pretty good, considering that their equipment looked a little dated.

	Declan drained his glass. “I’ll go talk to her. I know she’s fed up with Mom interfering all the time. Mom’s old-fashioned.”

	“Cora isn’t going to change. Rosie is a free spirit like you, Declan. But deep down, it means something, you looking out for her the way you do. It’s been that way since Patrick was killed. You’re her big brother.”

	Declan got to his feet. “Yes, but not her keeper.”

	 

	Declan walked down front to the table where Rosie sat with her friend, Laurie. He drew up a chair very close to Rosie and started nudging her playfully when she refused to look at him.

	“Stop it!” she muttered.

	He did it again, harder this time, almost knocking the chair sideways.

	“Hey!” she protested.

	Declan grinned at her and Rosie smiled.

	“There, you smiled.” He pointed at her. They played this game often when she was angry with him. “I won.”

	“Shut up, big jerk,” she mouthed, almost knocking his chair over.

	Declan laughed, balancing his chair and sitting back. Aunt Debbie brought him another glass of whiskey and sat two colas in front of the girls. She blew them all kisses and moved on to serve the next table.

	Declan waited until the song finished, then asked his sister, “So, what’s the story?” His sister’s gaze stayed on the young guitar player, who was adjusting his microphone. Erick looked up and over at the table.

	“Oh my God,” Rosie said, yanking Laurie closer, and ignoring her brother’s question. “He looked over here. He’s never done that. Did you see it?”

	Declan leaned close to her ear. “If you like him, go up
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