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      To my beautiful niece, Clare and her new husband, Evan.

      You were the inspiration for the epilogue with those vows!

      Thank you for asking me to officiate your wedding. I felt so honored that you trusted me to “tell your story.”

      Love you both so much.
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      What’s better than one sexy protector? Two.

      

      Hazel knows she’s in serious trouble when her shady uncle threatens to implicate her in his crimes. When two police officers show up at her apartment, she’s forced to flee Boston in the dead of night. Philadelphia feels like a big enough place to hide…until the seedy motel she’s staying in burns down.

      

      Kayden and Aldo’s protector instincts rise to the surface after they spot a shivering redhead standing alone at the scene of a fire. Discovering everything she owned was destroyed, the sexy cop and charming firefighter offer her a place to stay.

      

      None of them can resist their instant, scorching attraction to each other. The three give new meaning to the term “hot and heavy.” Aldo and Kayden want more…hell, they want it all. But Hazel is in too deep, and as her lies begin to unravel, she’s caught between a rock and a hard place.

      

      Especially when the past catches up to her. Unless she puts her fears aside and offers Aldo and Kayden the one thing she’s never given before—her trust—she stands to lose everything.
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      “I don’t understand.”

      “Hazel. We could understand Grandma misplacing a couple of things, but too many of her possessions have gone missing over the past month or two. Expensive possessions.”

      Hazel gazed over Annabel’s shoulder to where Mrs. Maloney sat on the couch. She kept trying to catch the elderly woman’s eye, but Mrs. Maloney was either avoiding her or—more likely—completely unaware of what her granddaughter was accusing Hazel of.

      “I’ve never taken anything from this house,” Hazel said. “I would never steal from Mrs. Maloney.”

      After working for three years as Mrs. Maloney’s in-home nurse, she was hurt by Annabel’s accusation. The family had always trusted her, praised her work, and sworn up and down they couldn’t live without her. Over the years, she’d begun to feel closer to the Maloneys than she did to her own fucked-up family, which wasn’t really saying much. Because while kind, the Maloney family had always treated her as an employee—a valued one, but still basically the hired help.

      Annabel’s brother, Jeremiah, sighed, making it perfectly clear he thought Hazel was lying. Of the two Maloney siblings, Hazel had always been partial to Jeremiah, who was far more laid-back than his uptight sister. None of that easygoing attitude was present now. Right now, he looked pissed.

      “Grandma’s engagement ring is gone,” he said.

      A knot formed in Hazel’s stomach, another in her throat. How could she defend herself against their accusations?

      Jeremiah had been dating a lovely woman, Emily, for the last year, and he’d confided in Hazel a couple of weeks earlier that he planned to pop the question. He’d told Hazel that Mrs. Maloney’s ring would pass to him for his future bride.

      “You knew I was planning to ask Emily to marry me. You knew that ring was mine.”

      “What are you saying?” Hazel blinked rapidly to beat back the tears. There was no way in hell she was going to cry in front of these two, lest they took that as a sign of guilt.

      “You knew your chance to steal it was running out,” Jeremiah sneered at her, a look of pure derision written on his face.

      “I didn’t steal the ring. I didn’t steal anything.” Hazel looked at Mrs. Maloney again, praying the dear woman was in a lucid state. “Mrs. Maloney, I⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare talk to her,” Annabel interrupted angrily.

      Mrs. Maloney’s gaze lifted, and Hazel knew in an instant any hope of help was gone. Mrs. Maloney was suffering from dementia, her moments of clarity growing less and less with each passing month.

      When she was first diagnosed, Mrs. Maloney had flat-out refused to move to a nursing home, insistent that she would die in the same house where she was born. Mrs. Maloney had been a powerhouse in those early days, so as a compromise—and since the family knew they wouldn’t win the argument—she’d agreed to a private nurse. Hazel had been hired, and for three years, she’d worked six days a week—Fridays her only day off—from eight in the morning until six in the evening, taking care of her beloved employer.

      For the first year, she’d been more companion than nurse because Mrs. Maloney hadn’t required much care. The hours had been a lot more than the elderly woman had needed that year, probably too much, but Hazel had agreed to them because this house was infinitely better than the shithole she called home, and because she’d loved spending time with Mrs. Maloney.

      Unfortunately, Mrs. Maloney’s mental state had declined more rapidly this past year, so the family had begun taking turns staying with her at night and covering for Hazel on her day off. Many days, Hazel hung around until eight or nine, waiting for that evening’s relative to arrive.

      “Annabel,” Hazel started again, though one look told her the judge and jury had already decided her fate. “I swear to you, I have never taken anything from your grandmother.”

      Annabel sniffed. “The silver was here three months ago. We used it for Grandma’s birthday dinner. And Jeremiah saw Grandma’s ring not two weeks ago when he came by to tell her he was going to propose. The only reason he didn’t take it that day was because he was on his way out of town for business and didn’t want to run the risk of losing it. You are the only person outside the family with a key to the house, with access to Grandma’s things. If not you, then who?”

      Hazel didn’t have an answer to that. Because the Maloneys were a very tight-knit, close family—no addicts, no assholes, no one who wasn’t well-off in their own right. Hazel had gotten to know all of them very well, and she couldn’t think of a single family member who would steal from their much-loved matriarch.

      So…

      How could she defend herself when she couldn’t suggest a more likely suspect? Hazel didn’t have a clue where Mrs. Maloney’s things could have gone. While her mind was fading and Hazel could certainly claim that because of the dementia, she’d begun squirreling things away, the woman was never alone. Unless, perhaps…she was getting up at night?

      As if he could read where her thoughts had gone, Jeremiah added, “We searched the house from top to bottom yesterday. The entire family was here, and we left no stone unturned.”

      Yesterday was Hazel’s day off. It appeared the Maloneys had been busy, building their case against her.

      Annabel held up a notebook and began rattling off a list of missing items, all of them expensive things—like the jewelry and silverware—that would also be small enough to carry out in her backpack.

      “Several pieces of the missing jewelry were family heirlooms,” Annabel said, her voice breaking at the end, unshed tears filling her eyes.

      Annabel’s crying was almost Hazel’s undoing, and she swallowed hard, fighting not to fall completely apart.

      Jeremiah placed a comforting hand on his sister’s shoulder, the gentle gesture in direct contrast to the pure venom in his eyes as he looked at Hazel.

      “We want it all back,” Jeremiah said.

      Hazel had no response to that. If she knew where it was, she would give it to them in a heartbeat, but she wasn’t lying to them. “I don’t have it.”

      Jeremiah scowled. “So you already sold it? To who?”

      Hazel hated how thin, how shaky her voice was when she replied. “I didn’t t-take it.”

      Annabel turned away from her, a wobbly breath escaping. Clearly, her anger was fading in the face of hopelessness. Hazel could only assume they’d expected her to crumble and confess.

      Jeremiah took the notebook from his sister, waving it furiously in Hazel’s face. “Bring it all back and we won’t call the cops.”

      Shit.

      No.

      Hazel closed her eyes, searching desperately for some answer, some reply that would convince them she didn’t do what they were accusing her of.

      If they called the cops…

      She knew how that would end. Because Hazel’s family wasn’t unknown to the Boston Police Department. There was no way in hell the cops would believe Hazel Walsh over the Maloneys, given the fact Hazel’s dad, Danny, was currently serving a life sentence after a bank robbery gone bad.

      God. It had gone as bad as one could go. Because in his attempt to outrun the law, he’d killed two of the police officers in pursuit.

      To make matters worse, Hazel’s uncle Dennis had also been in on the robbery, though he’d been captured just prior to the shooting. It was the only thing that had saved him from that same life sentence for murder.

      Add to that, her mom’s countless arrests for petty theft, shoplifting, and assault—she had major anger management issues—and the Walsh family was pretty much a household name as far as the Boston cops were concerned, and there was no love lost.

      If the Maloneys followed through on their threat, well, while they had no evidence, Hazel didn’t want to test the theory that the cops wouldn’t still find some way to pin it on her.

      “I would bring it back if I had it.” Hazel was aware she’d lost this battle before she’d even stepped foot in the house this morning. She cleared her throat, then swiped away the stray tear she hated the second it started to fall. “But I swear to you, I didn’t take anything. I wouldn’t steal from Mrs. Maloney. I love her.”

      Annabel had turned back around but refused to look her in the eye. Instead, she shook her head. “I can’t believe you would do this to her. To us.”

      “You’re fired.” Jeremiah held his hand out. “Give me back the key. And if you’ve made copies, you might as well throw them away. I’m changing all the locks the second your lying ass is out of here.”

      Hazel fought to take Mrs. Maloney’s house key off the key chain, her shaking hands making the task difficult. Finally working it loose, she handed it to him, her gaze on the floor.

      She’d spent her entire life fighting to overcome her family’s name and reputation, always keeping herself on the side of right, never breaking a rule, never giving anyone a chance to accuse her of wrongdoing.

      A lifetime of being as close to perfect as possible, and it had all been for nothing.

      She glanced up at the sound of paper ripping, taking the page Jeremiah shoved into her hand.

      “There’s the list of what’s missing. We want it back.”

      She didn’t bother to repeat herself, to tell him once again that she couldn’t help him recover what was lost.

      Instead, she gave up the fight. Glancing once more at Mrs. Maloney, she longed to be able to go to the woman, to hug her, to reassure her she hadn’t done what they were accusing her of, and to say goodbye.

      It was obvious from the way Annabel stood in front of her grandmother, they’d never let Hazel get close.

      She swallowed heavily and turned toward the door, anguish pulsing through her with each step, as she realized this was the last time she’d ever be in this house she’d come to love.

      “I mean it, Hazel. Don’t make us get the cops involved,” Jeremiah called out as she reached for the doorknob.

      She didn’t reply, didn’t bother to defend herself or ask for mercy. She didn’t point out that she’d given three years of her life to caring for their grandmother, driving her to doctors’ appointments, preparing her meals, making sure she took her medicine, and keeping her company.

      One false accusation and everything she’d done was washed away as if it had never happened.

      She pushed the crumpled-up list Jeremiah had given her into the pocket of her coat. It was mid-February in Boston, which was pretty much synonymous for cold as fuck, though this winter seemed determined to go the extra mile. She bent her head against a gust of brutal wind as she walked to her piece-of-shit car. The air was so cold, her lungs stung. On the bright side, it was frigid enough that it froze her tears.

      Climbing into the car, she started it, then slowly slid out onto the quiet street. Mrs. Maloney lived in an older section of the city, a sleepy, quaint suburb, away from the hustle and bustle of Boston’s city center. The elderly woman lived on a street where all the neighbors knew each other by first name and said “hello” or “how are you doing?” in a genuinely kind way.

      Hazel had always hated leaving at the end of the workday, forced to return to her own personal hell. For ten—sometimes twelve—hours a day, she could escape her real life and live here, where everything was quiet, where people were nice, where no one looked at her like she was white trash.

      Hazel drove back to the shitty apartment she shared with her mother and, now, her asshole uncle. He’d been released from prison a few months earlier, banging on their door in the middle of the night, asking to crash on their couch. At the time, he’d assured them he would only be there a couple of weeks, that he would be moving on to bigger and better things.

      Hazel soon learned that was Dennis’s MO. He always claimed to have some big opportunity on the horizon, but it was just a bunch of bullshit words, spoken by a lazy, misogynistic thug. If there was a bright side to being fired—and she was being generous in referring to this as bright—at least now her uncle couldn’t keep sponging off her.

      At least not until she found another job…

      Fuck.

      She sucked in an unsteady breath as the severity of what had just happened continued to sink in. How the hell was she going to find another nursing job without a reference? There was no way the Maloneys would vouch for her abilities, no way they wouldn’t warn off anyone who might consider hiring her.

      Her resume was officially garbage.

      Hazel pulled into the tiny parking lot behind her apartment building and rested her forehead against the steering wheel.

      “Shit,” she muttered. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      Lifting her head, she looked out the windshield and drew in a slow, deep breath, trying to calm down.

      Then, she forced herself to play her “positive game.” It was something she’d invented when she was eight and her life started to go to hell. That was the year her dad had been sentenced to life in jail. The year her mother lost one minimum-wage job after another, thanks to her bad temper and problem with authority figures.

      It was the year her third grade teacher—wife of a cop—had stopped looking at Hazel as a bright, inquisitive student and had instead painted her with the Walsh brush, proclaiming to every adult in her elementary school that she was a troublemaker, a problem child. Those claims had followed Hazel all the way through middle and high school, even though she’d never broken a single rule or failed a test.

      In order to survive all of that, Hazel had decided to find something good in every horrible thing, so as she looked at her run-down apartment building in the crappy part of town, she tried to find something positive about it.

      “At least it has a parking lot,” she whispered to herself.

      She grabbed her bag from the passenger seat and dragged herself from the car, locking it. Trudging into the building and up the three flights of stairs—the elevator was broken, but the positive was, Hazel got in a cardio workout—she tried to figure out her next move.

      She needed to find a new job, that went without saying, but she couldn’t stop worrying that the Maloneys would carry through on their threat to call the cops. She anticipated spending a lot of time the next few days looking over her shoulder to see if the police arrived.

      She could hear the TV blaring from inside her apartment when she was still half a flight of stairs down.

      Wonderful. That sound meant Uncle Dennis was home. So much for opportunity knocking. The asshole had planted himself on her couch and was showing no signs of leaving anytime soon.

      She opened the door, assaulted by the stench of cigarette smoke and stale beer. That was another thing she’d loved about Mrs. Maloney’s house. It always smelled nice. Like lavender, which, yes, was sort of an old lady scent, but it beat the hell out of living in this stench.

      Her mother had been a chain smoker since way before Hazel was born.

      Thanks so much for spinning the roulette wheel on my health, Mom.

      It was why Hazel always kept her closet and bedroom doors closed. It was the only way to keep the gross smell out of her clothing. It was also why she showered and shampooed every single morning, determined to wash the stench out of her hair.

      The stale beer and old grease scents were new additions, brought into play by Uncle Dennis, who greeted her by belching loudly.

      “What the fuck are you doing home?” he asked.

      She sighed. Dennis was the last person she wanted to talk to right now. All she wanted to do was lock herself in her room and cry her eyes out. So she ignored his question and went to the kitchen to grab a bottle of water and a granola bar.

      To her surprise, Dennis pulled himself off the couch and followed her. “Seriously. Why are you here? Thought you were working at the senile rich bitty’s today.”

      Dennis had never met Mrs. Maloney, so his insults were based only on the fact Hazel told him she was working as a nurse for an elderly woman with dementia.

      “I got fired.”

      Dennis scowled, and for a second, Hazel thought perhaps he was pissed off on her behalf.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you? Why would you go and do that?”

      She should have known better. She shook her head, then shoved by her uncle, ignoring his asshole questions. He didn’t give a shit about her. Just his free ride.

      Hazel had almost reached her bedroom when he grasped her upper arm, turning her around a little too roughly.

      “What the hell?” She shook off his grip. Her uncle had never touched her, never even lost his temper with her—unlike her mother, who yelled at Hazel twenty-four seven.

      “Why did they fire you?”

      “They accused me of stealing, which I didn’t do. Unfortunately, it was my word against theirs and they won.”

      Dennis ran his hand over his scarred cheek—the scar courtesy of some prison fight that had landed him in solitary confinement for two weeks. “Did they call the cops?”

      Hazel shrugged. “They hadn’t before I left.”

      “What’s that mean? Are they calling them or not?”

      “Why the hell do you care? The job is gone. They want their stuff back or yes, they are calling the cops. Since I don’t have their stuff, I guess they’re making the call. Now if you don’t mind, I’m finished talking about this.” She turned away from him and opened her bedroom door. This time, Dennis let her go.

      She crossed the room to her bed, dropping down heavily. Alone at last, she gave in to the tears, crying like she’d never cried before as truth after truth crashed down on her.

      She’d just lost the best job she’d ever had.

      She’d never find another one in nursing.

      The cops could be on the way right now.

      And the one truth that had her curling in a ball, her stomach aching with pain—she’d never see Mrs. Maloney again.

      “They didn’t even let me say goodbye,” she whispered to her empty room. That was the thing that hurt the worst.

      She cried until she ran out of tears and steam. Then she fell into a deep, and mercifully, dreamless sleep.
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      “I’m getting sick and tired of going to this shit stag with you,” Kayden grumbled.

      His best friend, Aldo Moretti, chuckled, but he didn’t disagree.

      They were the last two still sitting at their assigned table at the reception, the rest of their tablemates out on the dance floor, celebrating with the bride and groom.

      To add insult to injury, they weren’t just stag at a wedding, they were stag at a wedding on Valentine’s Day.

      “Not used to there being such slim pickings in the wedding party. Usually always a single bridesmaid or two for us to flirt with,” Aldo said. “It figures Penny’s bridesmaids would be Jess and that IT guy, Toby. Not much use for us there, considering Rhys and Tony haven’t let their girlfriend out of their sight all damn night, and while Toby’s a great guy, computer geeks aren’t exactly our type.”

      Kayden rolled his eyes at Aldo’s attempt at humor but didn’t crack a smile, not willing to be joked out of his foul mood.

      Aldo frowned. “Damn, man. You need to snap out of it. It’s supposed to be a happy night.”

      Kayden sighed. “I know. And I am happy for Penny. It was a great wedding. I’ve never seen two people so freaking in love.”

      Which he meant. Kayden could admit he had a bit of a romantic streak running through him, so witnessing something like this wedding typically wouldn’t send him down such a grumpy path. But it wasn’t just the bride, Penny, and her new husband, Gage Russo, who were making lovey-dovey eyes at each other.

      Nope.

      Over half the guests here were partnered up, slow dancing, stealing kisses, and so lost in each other’s eyes, it was like they weren’t even on the same planet as the rest of them.

      “It was a great wedding,” Aldo agreed, even as he scowled. “Even if she did marry a Russo.”

      Kayden scoffed, not falling for Aldo’s bullshit. “You like Gage, and you know it.”

      Aldo, like every true Moretti, refused to go down easy when it came to the Russo brothers. Probably because their families had been locked in some never-ending feud that had started four generations back and was showing no sign of ending with this current crop of offspring.

      When Italians were slighted, they could hold a fucking grudge.

      “Gage is alright,” Aldo was forced to admit. “At least Penny picked the nicest of the Russos to fall in love with. I’m not so sure I could have stomached today if she’d walked down the aisle with Matt.”

      Kayden and Aldo had been best friends since elementary school, which meant Kayden understood there were levels of enemies when it came to the three Russo brothers. Gage was the least offensive, the one who hadn’t done anything—yet—to prolong the feud, and had proven himself to be a fun-loving good guy, who loved their friend Penny almost to the exclusion of everything else. All points in his favor.

      Conor, the youngest brother, was probably on the same tier as Gage, primarily because the man kept to himself and no one knew a damn thing about him.

      And then, at the other end of that range, was Matt Russo, the oldest brother, and the one who had proven the fruit didn’t fall far from the tree. Back in high school, Matt had lost the positions of quarterback and class president to Aldo’s cousin, Tony. A sore loser, Matt had decided to seek his vengeance by seducing Tony’s girlfriend and first love, then making sure Tony discovered the two of them together.

      A dick move regardless of past family grievances, as far as Kayden was concerned, so he was in Aldo’s camp when it came to Matt.

      Aldo chuckled, drawing Kayden’s attention, and he realized his friend wasn’t laughing about their conversation but about something that was happening on the dance floor.

      “Your sister, man,” Aldo said, still grinning. “She’s too much.”

      Kayden glanced toward the dance floor, and for the first time, managed to crack a legit smile. “Jesus.”

      His kid sister, Keeley, had recently fallen in love with not one but two of Kayden’s close friends, Rafe and Gio. The three of them were in the center of a large circle on the floor, both men in an apparent dance-off to win Keeley’s affections…like they didn’t already have them.

      His sister didn’t have a shy bone in her body, so of course, she loved being the center of attention, really hamming it up, as if there was a decision to be made. There wasn’t a person in the room who didn’t know that choice had already been made.

      If they could call it a choice, considering she’d fallen head over heels with both men. And they’d fallen right back.

      As the song came to an end, Keeley crooked her finger at Gio, then at Rafe, the three forming a tight circle, proving it wasn’t called dirty dancing for nothing.

      Kayden looked away because one, she was still his sister and Gio was skirting a line with his touches; and two, she was living his dream. He was happy for her, truly, but witnessing that love only continued to drive home just how alone he was.

      He sighed once more.

      “And there you go again. Seriously, Kay. What the hell is wrong with you tonight? It’s gotta be more than just us being here without a date…or dates,” Aldo added somewhat begrudgingly, making it clear that he—like Kayden—would prefer it if they could attend these types of events with just one woman…their woman.

      Kayden took a long swig of beer. “Look around us, Aldo. Look at all our friends, our family. Look at all the love in this room. Don’t you get tired of the two of us always standing on the outside looking in?”

      Aldo perused the room, taking in exactly what Kayden had just pointed out. When he looked back at Kayden, he nodded. “Yeah. I do. But, Kayden, we’re going to get there. Just because we haven’t found the one yet, doesn’t mean we never will.”

      Kayden turned his attention back to the dance floor, where Jess was wrapped up in Rhys and Tony’s arms, the three swaying together in a slow dance. “Tony and Rhys weren’t even looking for Jess when they found her. And the idea of sharing a woman wasn’t a blip on their radar. I think they’re still trying to figure out how they got there.”

      The same didn’t hold true for him and Aldo. They’d known for years what they wanted, and it was a relationship like the one Tony, Rhys, and Jess shared. Like Keeley had with Gio and Rafe.

      Well, not exactly the same. Because while he and Aldo both hoped to find their Miss Right, they would do so with the knowledge they’d already found their Mr. Right.

      “And I’m happy for Tony, Rhys, and Jess,” Aldo said. “All their relationship shows me is that what we want isn’t out of the realm of possibility. Not at all. Jesus, at this point, it feels more like committed threesomes are the norm in my family.”

      Aldo wasn’t wrong. Because Tony and Gio weren’t his only cousins in committed threesomes. Aldo also had two female cousins in Baltimore, Layla and Erin, who were both living with two men each. While Layla and Erin didn’t come home to Philly often, they’d been back enough for Kayden to know—all the way to the depths of his soul—that he wanted what they had. He wanted his happily ever after to come with two people, not just one.

      It was Layla’s relationship that had opened his and Aldo’s eyes and shown them a path they hadn’t considered. It had been five years earlier, and Layla had come home for a Fourth of July picnic with her boyfriends, Miguel and Finn. Kayden hadn’t spent more than ten minutes talking to the trio before he realized that Miguel and Finn weren’t just with Layla; they were with each other too.

      The foundation of their relationship had rocked Kayden to his core.

      “We’re thirty-five,” Kayden pointed out. “And we’ve been looking for a long damn time.”

      “So what?” Aldo said. “That’s it? You’re giving up?”

      Kayden shook his head. “You know I’m not. I’m just…fuck. Ignore me. I’m in a bad fucking mood.”

      Aldo placed his hand on Kayden’s shoulder, and despite his depression, the touch—as always—turned something on inside. Aldo squeezed and Kayden shot him a look, one his best friend never failed to interpret correctly.

      “It’s been a while,” Aldo said softly.

      Kayden nodded, aware of what Aldo was referring to. The two of them had grown up together, but they’d never crossed that delicate line between friendship and something much, much more until their late twenties. Kayden had always felt an attraction to Aldo. Hell, he’d felt an attraction to more than a few men in his life, but he’d never acted on it because he’d always considered himself straight. He’d brushed off the guy crushes as him just being bi-curious.

      Then Kayden’s parents died in a plane crash. In one night, the future he’d always imagined for himself was erased, rewritten. He’d given up his room in the apartment he shared with Aldo, moving back into his parents’ house, and taking over the raising of his little sister. Keeley, ten years younger, had only been fifteen at the time, and she’d needed him.

      Fuck, he’d needed her too. They were the only family they had left and they’d clung to each other, even though they fought like cats and dogs. Keeley, the wild child, didn’t exactly make things easy for him.

      Of course, in hindsight, he could see he hadn’t made things easy for her either. He’d stopped being the indulgent, fun-loving big brother and morphed into the overprotective, stressed-out-he-was-fucking-her-up mother/father figure.

      He’d had one of his Keeley-is-out-of-control meltdowns over two years after his parents’ deaths, toward the end of her senior year of high school. He and his sister had had a knock-down drag-out fight, something that had become too frequent as the eighteen-year-old girl continually insisted she was an adult and pushed every fucking button he had.

      Aldo had intervened, suggesting the two of them take a break from each other. Keeley had gone out of town for the weekend with one of her girlfriends’ families, skiing in the Poconos, and Aldo had shown up with a bottle of bourbon, claiming it the cure to all of Kayden’s anxieties.

      That hadn’t been completely true. It wasn’t the bourbon that had helped Kayden overcome his stress.

      It was the kiss they’d shared.

      To this day, neither of them could remember who made the first move. One minute, they were there on the couch, feet up on the coffee table, cussing out the ref after a shitty call in the hockey game they were watching.

      The next minute, the two of them were in each other’s arms, kissing like it was their last night on Earth. And a few minutes later, they were naked and in Kayden’s bed, and that was when he realized he was less straight, and more bi, than he’d realized.

      And the great thing was, Aldo felt the same way.

      For the first few months, they’d come together like teenage boys who’d just discovered sex. They fucked like rabbits, stealing away for quickies every second they had the chance. They’d been obsessed with the sex because Jesus Christ…it felt so good.

      After six months of nonstop horniness, they lay together one night, and for the first time, talked about what they’d been doing and what they were to each other.

      And that was when they realized, they were definitely bi…not just gay. Aldo confessed to missing sex with women, and Kayden couldn’t deny he felt the same.

      That was when they agreed they’d always be best friends, but they couldn’t be boyfriends. So Aldo had climbed out of Kayden’s bed—Keeley had been at a sleepover—and the sex stopped.

      Until two years later, when Layla came home with Finn and Miguel, and the light went on for him and Aldo.

      They didn’t have to choose any more than Layla did.

      Everything had changed for them after that. They weren’t denying a part of themselves, weren’t forcing something to stop existing just because they knew they wanted to find a girl, get married, and make babies. Instead, they started searching for the one together, and the sex picked up again, though they managed a little more restraint than they had previously.

      So far, they were failing miserably in their search because while they went out on dates—lots of them—they’d yet to find a woman they were both attracted to.

      “Do you think you’d feel better if I went home with you tonight?” Aldo offered.

      Kayden considered the request. He wasn’t sure why they’d backed away from each other sexually, yet again, over the past year or so. It wasn’t something they’d discussed and decided together. And it wasn’t because the desire wasn’t still there. Sometimes it burned so hot, Kayden thought it would render him to ash.

      But the last time, it felt different. Felt like…not enough. They’d both sensed it, and by tacit agreement, they’d just stopped.

      “Nothing’s changed since the last time,” Kayden said.

      Aldo nodded, the ever-present twinkle in his cheerful friend’s eye fading. “I know it hasn’t.”

      Kayden hated that he’d ruined the night for Aldo. Hated that he’d brought his friend down to his same level of depression. “It’s just…” He ran a hand through his hair, frustrated—sexually and emotionally.

      “Have you changed your mind about us doing this together? Looking for a relationship like Layla has with Miguel and Finn?” Aldo glanced across the room to where Keeley, Gio, and Rafe now stood near the bar. “Like Rafe and Gio share with your sister?”

      Kayden frowned, following the direction of Aldo’s gaze. He’d had a sense lately, but…

      “You think the status quo has changed between Rafe and Gio?” Kayden had been convinced when Keeley started dating Rafe and Gio, there was nothing going on between the two guys. Now…

      Aldo shrugged. “Every time we’re with them lately, I keep getting a feeling that their relationship is less like the one Tony and Rhys share with Jess,” Tony and Rhys were the straightest straight guys in the world, “and more like Finn and Miguel’s.”

      Kayden considered that, then nodded. “I think you might be right.”

      “So?” Aldo returned to his original question. “Have you changed your mind? Do you think we should give up and go it alone?”

      Kayden didn’t hesitate to reply. “No. I don’t want to stop looking. Do you want to come home with me tonight?”

      Aldo considered the invitation, then he nudged Kayden’s knee with his under the table. “You know we could sleep together without sex. I know what a hopeless cuddler you are.”

      Kayden laughed, even as he rolled his eyes. “Says the king of spooning. I know what I want my future to hold, Aldo. And you’re a part of that. You have to be a part of it. I’m not sure I could be happy without you.”

      Aldo grinned, and this time, the smile went all the way to his eyes. Kayden was the gloomier of the two of them overall, Aldo’s quick-witted nature the perfect foil to keep him from going full-on Eeyore.

      “Of course, you couldn’t,” Aldo joked. “But the rub is…I can’t be happy without you either. So let’s stay the course. There’s a woman out there for us, Kay. I can feel it all the way to my bones. She’s going to be pretty and sweet and smart, and she’s going to knock our fucking socks off the second we see her. Then the three of us are going to get married and make beautiful babies together.”

      Kayden laughed, the melancholy of the last few hours lifting completely. “Okay. You’ve convinced me.”

      “Good. Because we’ve still got a lot of weekend yet to go. I vote we put a dent in that open bar, especially since it’s on the Russos’ dime. Then tomorrow after work, we can blow off some steam at the hockey game. Maybe if we’re lucky, my baby bro will get in a fistfight we can live vicariously through. I love it when he gives us a show.”

      “Pretty sure Elio’s fighting days on the ice are over.” The two of them watched Elio lead his new ladylove, Gianna, back to the floor for a slow dance. Elio hadn’t dropped just one bomb here tonight but two, revealing that in addition to retiring from hockey at the end of this season, he was completely in love with Gianna.

      “Yeah. You’re probably right. The fucker’s too blissed out to throw a punch.”

      “Another one bites the dust,” Kayden muttered, as he considered the ever-shrinking number of single members in their social circle.

      Aldo knocked his knee against Kayden’s under the table. “Twenty bucks says we’re next.”

      “Feeling that confident, huh?”

      Aldo gave him a huge shit-eating grin. “I’ve got a good feeling, man. All our dreams are right there, just on the horizon, ours for the taking. So is it a bet or not?”

      Kayden held out his hand, hoping against hope that he lost the twenty bucks. “It’s a bet.”
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      Hazel was groggy and confused when she woke up in the dark room. It took her a few seconds to remember where she was and why. Then the day’s events crashed back over her, and she swallowed hard, determined she wasn’t going to cry again.

      The TV was still blaring in the living room, but it wasn’t the usual shit her uncle watched. Right now, she could hear the canned laughter behind her mother’s favorite sitcom. Which meant—miracle of miracles—Uncle Dennis had left the apartment. That was the only time she or her mother got control of the remote.

      She considered staying in bed, but her growling stomach reminded her she hadn’t eaten anything today, the granola bar she’d grabbed from the kitchen earlier still unopened on her nightstand.

      Rising, she walked out of her bedroom toward the kitchen.

      “You up, Hazel?” her mother called out from the living room.

      Begrudgingly, she changed direction, peeking in the living room door. Her mom was in her tatty bathrobe, a cigarette hanging out of her mouth.

      “Yeah.”

      “Dennis told me you lost your job. You think sleeping all day is a smart thing to do?”

      Leave it to Mom to build her up after one of the worst days of her life.

      “I’m making something to eat. Did you have dinner?”

      Mom shook her head as she picked up the juice glass filled with cheap wine. “I’m drinking my dinner.”

      Typical.

      “Great,” Hazel said sarcastically, which was not the right way to end the conversation.

      “You need a fucking job, Hazel. If you think you’re going to lay around here all day, every day, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      Hazel laughed cruelly. “You’re joking, right? I’m the only one around here who’s held down a steady job for years. Who do you think pays the rent on this shithole? Who pays for the utilities and buys the damn food? Me. That’s who. So if I took today—one fucking day—for myself because I was sad, then you’re just going to have to deal.”

      Her mother wasn’t one to let anyone have the last word, but Hazel wasn’t sticking around to listen. Mom yelled, ranting and raving about how Hazel owed her—though she didn’t have a clue what for—and how she should be more respectful, and blah blah blah.

      It was the same shit Hazel had heard her entire life, so it was easy to tune it all out. She whipped up a peanut butter sandwich, using the last two pieces of bread—stale heels—and shoved a big bite into her mouth. There wasn’t any jelly. Since Dennis moved in, it had been difficult to keep food in the house. Apparently, he worked up one hell of an appetite sitting on the couch day after day.

      Hazel made a mental note to hit the store tomorrow, then she decided she’d sneak the food in and hide it in her room. The other two adults in the apartment could fend for themselves from now on.

      She stood by the counter until she heard her mother stumble down the hallway, slamming her bedroom door behind her. Grateful for a few minutes alone, Hazel grabbed a glass of water, carrying it and her sandwich to the living room. She sank down on the couch and casually glanced around for the remote, even though she wasn’t in the mood to watch anything.

      Her gaze stopped when she spotted Dennis’s duffel bag in the corner. It was unzipped, something shiny catching her eye. Rising, she crossed the room, kneeling to look inside.

      “Fuck.” Her hands shook as she reached into the bag and pulled out the antique hand mirror Mrs. Maloney kept on her bathroom counter.

      She’d told Hazel once, during the first year when her mind had still been sharp, that the mirror was a wedding gift from her great-grandfather to her great-grandmother. The frame was solid silver, and there was no doubt it was a very expensive heirloom.

      Rifling through the bag, she found several more things from Mrs. Maloney’s house…including the engagement ring Jeremiah had planned to propose with.

      How the hell had her uncle gotten all this stuff?

      She dug through, pulling out the stolen items, devastated to realize there were a lot of things still missing. Then she recalled her uncle coming home a few nights ago with a case of beer and a large pizza—that he’d eaten by himself without offering her or Mom a slice. She’d been so pissed off about that, it hadn’t occurred to her to question where he got the money for the beer and pizza.

      Now she knew.

      She picked up the meager pile of stolen goods, wishing more of it was there, and placed it on the coffee table.

      Then, she waited.

      She hadn’t been there an hour when the front door opened and a few seconds later, Dennis staggered into the living room. His initial reaction to seeing her there was surprise. She hadn’t hung out in the living room since he’d moved in.

      It quickly changed to annoyance. “You need to get out. I’m tired. Gonna go to—” He paused mid-sentence when he caught sight of Mrs. Maloney’s things on the coffee table. “Did you go through my fucking shit?”

      Hazel narrowed her eyes as she stood up. “Seriously? You’re going to play high and mighty about that when you stole this stuff?”

      “You had no right to go through my bag.” He started toward the pile of stolen treasures, but Hazel stepped forward, blocking his path.

      “How did you get it?” It was the question that had been burning in her brain since her discovery. The Maloneys suspected her because it was clear the house hadn’t been broken into. Hazel had a key, but she kept her keys with her all the time.

      Dennis, rather than looking guilty, gave her a grin that told her he was pleased with himself. “You left your keys on the kitchen counter one night a few weeks ago. I remembered you saying you had a key to the rich bitch’s house, so I lifted it, took it to an all-night convenience store and had a copy made.”

      Shit.

      Hazel felt physically ill. The robbery had been her fault. All because she hadn’t been careful. With that one piece of the puzzle, the rest fell into place quickly, easily. Uncle Dennis’s weird interest in what she was doing each day before she left for work. His questions were always posed in that shitty tone and laced with an insult, so it never occurred to her that he was digging for information about when she and Mrs. Maloney would be out of the house.

      Just this morning, when he’d asked to borrow her car—which she’d thought was a strange request—she’d said he couldn’t because she was taking Mrs. Maloney to get her hair done. No wonder he’d been pissed off when she came home early. He’d been planning a trip to the house to steal more stuff.

      “Give me the key,” she said, just in case Jeremiah’s comment about changing the locks was an empty threat. She didn’t want Dennis to have a way into Mrs. Maloney’s. She didn’t want him anywhere near the beloved woman.

      Dennis didn’t move a muscle, just smirked at her. “No.”

      She lowered her hand, opting for bluff. “Doesn’t matter if you have it.” She pretended she wasn’t concerned. “They changed the locks today anyway.”

      This time, she caught the slight narrowing of his eyes that told her he’d had every intention of returning to the house to finish the job.

      “Fuckers,” Dennis grumbled, as if them discovering his heist was an inconvenience to him. “There was still a lot of good shit there. We could have cleaned up.”

      “We?” she asked hotly. “We?! We weren’t cleaning up anything. You stole from that poor old woman.”

      “She sure as shit ain’t poor,” Dennis interjected.

      “You used me. And you cost me a job that I loved. Do you not understand how bad all of this is?” She gestured to the pile behind her. “Where’s the rest of the stuff?”

      Dennis lifted one shoulder, looking like he didn’t have a concern in the world. “Hocked it.”

      “Where?”

      “Why does it matter? The shit’s gone.”

      “Give me the money you got for it.” She held her palm up. She’d go buy the stuff back, return it all. She only prayed whoever he sold it to would let her buy it without some huge upcharge.

      “I’m not giving you a fucking dime.” Once again, Dennis tried to get to the remaining stuff on the coffee table.

      She was closer, so she grabbed it all, clinging to it, holding it against her chest like it was a baby. “I’m taking this back.”

      Dennis had been an asshole up until that point, but he hadn’t been angry.

      That fact changed quickly, his face flushing a violent red.

      “The fuck you are!” He pointed a threatening finger in her face. “You’re not telling anyone about this.”

      She scoffed, laughing humorlessly. “That’s where you’re wrong. There’s no way I’m going to let you get away with⁠—”

      Dennis grabbed her upper arm, his grip painfully tight as he shook her. “You’re not going to rat me out, Hazel. Cops find out and that’s it for me. Three strikes, I’m out.”

      In addition to the bank robbery, Dennis had a prior for holding up a liquor store.

      She probably should have curbed her own anger, chosen her words with more care, but it had been one hell of a fucked-up day, so she wasn’t thinking all that clearly. In truth, when he said “three strikes,” the not-so-nice part of her immediately spied a way to get rid of Uncle Dennis once and for all.

      So much for family love.

      Hazel felt absolutely nothing for this man but disdain and disgust.

      “Tough shit,” she taunted. “You should have thought about that before you stole from the Maloneys.”

      His grip became punishingly painful, and she winced, struggling to break free.

      “Let me go!” She tried to pull away with all her might, fighting him so hard, she almost fell when he—shockingly—released her.

      “You’re not going to return that shit. Not going to tell the family it was me. Not going to rat me out to the cops.” His voice was eerily calm, given the fury he’d displayed a few seconds earlier.

      “What would stop me? You?”

      Dennis grinned at her, the look he gave her pure evil. She fought to school her features. If there was one thing she’d learned, growing up the way she had, it was to never let the bully see fear. Her mom had been a bully. Her dad. Her uncle. The people who were supposed to love her had never given her anything but threats and pain.

      “You say one fucking word, and I’ll tell everyone you were in on it from the start.”

      Hazel’s blood turned to ice. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I’m not going down alone for this, baby girl.”

      Bile rose to her throat as he used the despised nickname her father gave her. It had been used less as a term of endearment and more to remind her that she was low man on the totem pole in the family. It was typically preceded by, “Get Daddy a beer, baby girl,” or “You’re fucking annoying me, baby girl. Go away.”

      She fought for some argument, some way out of this, but she didn’t doubt for a second that Dennis would do exactly what he’d threatened.

      All those years of toeing the line, never straying the tiniest bit into any trouble, for fear she’d be painted with the same brush as her family, and it had all been for nothing.

      If she turned Dennis in, he would lie, would accuse her as being his accomplice. It would be his word against hers, and she was pretty sure how that would go down. The same way it had this morning when she’d tried to convince the Maloneys she hadn’t stolen from them.

      She was a Walsh. And as far as the Boston Police Department was concerned, that name was synonymous with guilty.

      Her biggest fear was coming true. She was going to jail.

      “Dennis,” she said, though the second she uttered his name, she knew whatever came next would be wasted breath.

      “Give me that shit.”

      He thought he’d won. She could tell by his smug tone and the superior look on his face.

      She shook her head. Her back was against the wall, but she would be damned if she’d give him the rest of this stuff.

      “No.” She clung to it even tighter. He would pry these things out of her cold, dead hands, and that was the truth. She’d lost everything today, and she needed a win.

      “Goddammit, Hazel. I said give it to me!”

      She never saw it coming as he backhanded her across the cheek, hard. Tears sprung to her eyes, but she didn’t drop a single thing. He must have expected her to cower, so he wasn’t expecting it when she moved toward him, shoving her body against his. He’d been drinking, she could smell the cheap whiskey on his breath, and that fact worked in her favor.

      He stumbled back against the coffee table. His arms waved around almost comically as he tried to stop himself from falling, but in the end, he lost.

      He fell onto the coffee table, the cheap piece of shit collapsing beneath him, so he landed roughly on his ass, empty beer cans and the overflowing ashtray crashing around him. She didn’t wait around for him to get up.

      Instead, she turned and ran from the living room, his voice following her down the hall.

      “I mean it, Hazel! You say a fucking word and you’ll live to regret it!”

      She slammed her bedroom door closed behind her, locking it, a huge sense of relief washing through her when it was obvious Dennis didn’t intend to chase her.

      Hazel walked to the bed and placed the stolen items on the mattress. Then she picked up her purse to pull out the list Jeremiah had given her. She had less than a third of the stuff they’d listed, which meant Dennis probably had a fat roll of bills hidden somewhere. That was assuming he hadn’t already blown it all.

      She sank down on the side of the bed, trying to figure out her next move. She wanted Mrs. Maloney to have her things back, wanted Jeremiah to be able to give this ring to Emily, who was a very sweet woman.

      Hazel ran her fingers over her cheek. The skin was hot to the touch, though the sting had faded.

      She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, no answers coming, when she heard the door to the apartment open, then close. Her mom’s room was beyond hers, away from the front of the apartment, so Hazel would have heard her walk down the hallway.

      Which meant Dennis had left.

      She glanced at the clock, slightly surprised to discover it was only eleven. It felt later. Of course, she’d screwed up her sleep schedule, napping all damn day. She was wide awake, wired, stressed out.

      Opening her door, she peered down the hall. The TV was off, though every light was still on. Of course they were. It wasn’t like Uncle Dennis paid the damn electric bill.

      She slowly walked down the hall, just in case her uncle was trying to fool her. Once she determined he was indeed gone, she started to breathe a little bit easier.

      She walked back to the living room, chuckling miserably when she realized Dennis’s duffel bag was gone. Hazel didn’t bother to hope he’d left for good. She knew better. More likely, he took it with him to keep her from snooping again. Which meant she must have missed something.

      Dammit.

      Sinking down on the couch, taking in the destruction of the coffee table, she tried to play the positive game, tried to find something in all this misery that wasn’t horrible.

      She couldn’t come up with a damn thing.

      And because misery loves company, she found her thoughts drifting down dark paths she usually left untrodden. Shitty memory after shitty memory pounded down on her as she stared at the black TV screen.

      She recalled her first car, how she’d worked after school and weekends for three years saving up to buy it. It had been ancient, dented, and unreliable as hell, but it had been hers and she’d loved it. For four months. Then her mother got drunk one night, lifted her keys—which was why, except for that one stupid night she’d left them on the kitchen counter, she always kept them with her—and totaled it.

      She considered the last phone call from her dad. How he’d raged at her for failing to send him enough cigarettes, calling her useless.

      Ordinarily, she could find a way out of the heavy thoughts by finding something to be grateful for, but tonight, she just felt tired. Defeated.

      Time for bed. Maybe—please, God—things would look better in the morning. She walked over to turn off the lights, glancing outside at the sound of car brakes squeaking.

      Her heart began to race as a cop car parked by the curb in front of her building and two police officers got out.

      Holy shit.

      Had the Maloneys made good on their threat and called them?

      Were they here to arrest her?

      Hazel recalled the pile of stolen goods in her room and panicked.

      Jesus. How could she proclaim her innocence when she was literally holding the evidence?

      Then she remembered Dennis’s missing duffel. Maybe he hadn’t been trying to keep her out of it. What if he’d decided to make a preemptive move by calling the cops and pointing the finger at her? It would be just like him to call with an anonymous tip, and when the police showed up, she’d be left holding the bag while he was nowhere near.

      She ran down the hallway, her hands trembling violently.

      She couldn’t go to jail. She couldn’t.

      She fought back the tears. Now wasn’t the time for that. She needed to get out of here, needed to escape.

      She grabbed a bag from the top shelf in her closet and hastily threw whatever clothes she could inside, then she walked to her desk—which also served as a makeup table—and swept the top clean, dumping everything on top of her clothing. The last items she added to the bag were Mrs. Maloney’s things. She’d find some way to get her stuff back to her eventually.

      Her backpack—with her laptop, planner, and a couple of books—was still packed up from this morning, when she’d driven to Mrs. Maloney’s, blissfully unaware her life was going to take a sharp downhill turn.

      Throwing the backpack over her shoulder, the other bag in her hand, she grabbed her phone, keys, and purse, then slid open her bedroom window.

      Stepping out onto the fire escape, she tried—and failed—to lower the metal ladder quietly. The thing was rusted as fuck and screeched so loud; she was surprised the neighbors weren’t hanging out their windows to tell her to be quiet. She held her breath for a second, expecting the police to round the corner to find out what was going on.

      When no one appeared, she slowly made her way down the ladder, her arms laden with all the bags. Once she hit the ground, she sucked in some much-needed air, her lungs seizing with fear and panic. Pulling her hoodie up to hide her flaming-red hair, she forced herself to walk casually—though quickly—to the parking lot. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself by running, but she also wasn’t willing to take her time and stroll.

      Unlocking her car, she threw all her shit on the passenger seat, started the engine, and pulled out, driving down the back alley rather than turning onto the road where the police were parked.

      Her gaze kept slipping to the rearview mirror, expecting to see the blue lights of the cop car coming up behind her. She was halfway through the city before she started to breathe somewhat easier. Mercifully, she’d filled her car up with gas the day before, so at least she had enough to get…somewhere.

      Stopping by the bank, she pulled up to the ATM and cleaned out her bank account. Sadly, she only had a few hundred dollars, which wasn’t going to get her very far.

      She’d been able to save up a fair amount of money since the Maloneys had paid her well and she had zero social life, even considering she was basically supporting her mom and uncle. However, that nest egg had been depleted when her mom, while drunk, had assaulted another woman at a bar four months earlier. Hazel had used most of the money to bail Mom out, the rest to pay court fees and the fine, which had put her back at square one in terms of savings.

      Once she had the cash in hand, she took the next exit, sliding onto the interstate, heading south, driving through the night.

      She blinked wearily, grateful now for her long afternoon nap. It helped her stay awake as she increased the miles between herself and Boston.

      Fuck that city. She was never going back. Nothing good had even happened in Boston.

      Eventually, dawn turned the sky from coal black to slate gray.

      A light on the dashboard captured her attention, and she let the gas tank decide her new home. She’d already refilled the tank once, and while she’d keep driving forever if she could, she didn’t want to deplete her funds on more gas.

      The next exit proclaimed she’d made it to Philadelphia.

      Philadelphia.

      That felt like a big enough place to get lost in.

      Turning on her blinker, she left the interstate, grateful when the first thing she saw was the sign for a motel.

      Crossings Motel was clearly not a five-star luxury hotel. In fact, it looked sketchy as fuck. Which meant it probably fit her budget just fine.

      Pulling in, she grabbed all her bags—because it wasn’t just the motel that looked sketchy but the neighborhood as well—and lumbered into the front office. A surly-looking man emerged from a back room, cigarette between his fingers.

      “Well, hello there,” he said in a gravelly voice that proved he smoked as much as Hazel’s mom. She’d put him at a two-pack-a-day guy.

      “I was wondering if you had any rooms available,” she said.

      “I sure do.”

      For the next few minutes, she made small talk with the man, who’d introduced himself as the owner of the motel, Rocco. He was gruff but nice enough. Because she needed to hoard as much cash as possible, she used her “just for emergencies” credit card for the first time ever. He handed her a key, proclaiming he was giving her the best room in the place with a friendly wink.

      She smiled tiredly, then trudged up the stairs to the second floor. The motel didn’t have interior halls, all the doors opening outside, overlooking the parking lot.

      Hazel unlocked the door, dumped her stuff, quickly made use of the bathroom, then walked to the bed, falling down face-first, something she probably wouldn’t have done if she hadn’t been so tired. God only knew when this bedspread had last been washed.

      That thought grossed her out enough that she found the energy to pull down the covers. She did little more than kick off her shoes as she climbed beneath, falling into a restless sleep.
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