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Praise for the novels of Deirdre Martin

Just a Taste

“Another victory for Martin.”—Booklist

 

“A warmhearted romance with in-depth characters, this story will leave you satisfied, salivating, and ready to try one of the recipes included. Martin serves up a real treat.”

—Romantic Times (4 stars)

 

“Be prepared to get a little hungry . . . Pick up Just a Taste for a tempting read you won’t want to put down.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“Just a Taste is delightful! Romantic, funny, and fast-paced . . . A great story that pulled me in from the beginning.”

—Romance Reader at Heart

 

“Ms. Martin does a terrific job in writing dynamic characters you will come to know intimately and care for . . . I thoroughly enjoyed this book, enthusiastically recommend it, and anxiously await future books by Ms. Martin.”

—All About Romance

 

Chasing Stanley

“Martin has created an enjoyable sports community with quirky characters and lots of humorous dialogue.”

—Romantic Times

 

“Martin has a way of bringing her dissimilar characters together that rings true, and fans and curious new readers won’t want to miss her latest hockey-themed romance.”—Booklist

 

“A real winner.”—The Romance Reader

The Penalty Box

“[Martin] can touch the heart and the funny bone.”

—Romance Junkies

 

“Martin scores another goal with another witty, emotionally true-to-life, and charming hockey romance.”—Booklist

 

“Fun, fast rinkside contemporary romance . . . Martin scores with this witty blend of romance and family dynamics.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Ms. Martin always delivers heat and romance, with a very strong conflict to keep the reader engaged. The Penalty Box  should be added to your ‘must-read list.’ ”

—Contemporary Romance Writers

 

Total Rush

“Total Rush is just that—a total rush, an absolute delight. Deirdre Martin is the reason I read romance novels. This contemporary romance is so well written [and] has a hero to die for and a romance that turns you into a puddle. It fills your heart to overflowing with love, acceptance, and the beauty of uniqueness. I laughed, I cried, I celebrated. It’s more than a read, it is a reread. Brava, Ms. Martin, you’re the greatest!”

—The Best Reviews

 

“Well written . . . Makes you want to keep turning the pages to see what happens next.”—The Columbia (SC) State

 

“Martin’s inventive take on opposites attracting is funny and poignant.”—Booklist

 

“A heartwarming story of passion, acceptance, and most importantly, love, this book is definitely a Total Rush.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“Fast-paced, sexy, fun yet tender, the pages of Total Rush  practically turn themselves. This is Deirdre Martin’s third novel and is as sensational as the first two . . . A definite winner.” —Romance Junkies

Fair Play

“Martin depicts the worlds of both professional hockey and ethnic Brooklyn with deftness and smart detail. She has an unerring eye for humorous family dynamics [and] sweet buoyancy.”—Publishers Weekly

 

“Fast-paced, wisecracking, and an enjoyable story . . . Makes you feel like you’re flying.”—Rendezvous

 

“A fun and witty story . . . The depth of characterizations and the unexpectedly moving passages make this an exceptional romance and a must-read for all fans of the genre.”

—Booklist

 

“A fine sports romance that will score big-time . . . Martin has provided a winner.”—Midwest Book Review

 

“Sure to delight both fans of professional ice hockey and those who enjoy a good romance.”—Affaire de Coeur

 

Body Check

“Heartwarming.”—Booklist

 

“Combines sports and romance in a way that reminded me of Susan Elizabeth Phillips’s It Had to Be You, but Deirdre Martin has her own style and voice. Body Check is one of the best first novels I have read in a long time.”

—All About Romance (Desert Isle Keeper)

 

“Deirdre Martin aims for the net and scores with Body Check.”—The Romance Reader (Four Hearts)

 

“You don’t have to be a hockey fan to cheer for Body Check. Deirdre Martin brings readers a story that scores.”

—The Word on Romance

 

“Fun, fast-paced, and sexy, Body Check is a dazzling debut.”

—USA Today bestselling author Millie Criswell

“Fun, delightful, emotional, and sexy, Body Check is an utterly enthralling, fast-paced novel. This is one author I eagerly look forward to reading more from.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“An engaging romance that scores a hat trick [with] a fine supporting cast.”—The Best Reviews

 

 

 

Be sure to visit the Blades’ website at www.nyblades.com
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“Pardon me, mademoiselle, could you repeat today’s specials? I love listening to that sexy French accent.”

Natalie Bocuse smiled sweetly as she honored Quinn O’Brien’s request. O’Brien, self-proclaimed “best goddamn reporter in all of New York,” ate lunch twice a week at Vivi’s, the small bistro owned by Natalie’s half sister, Vivi. Quinn loved getting under Natalie’s skin, but after nine months of his endless teasing (or flirting, as her sister claimed), she’d learned to hold her sharp tongue.

Quinn took his time contemplating the specials (grilled tuna with herbed tomato, zucchini crepes), tapping his lower lip thoughtfully. “Which would you recommend?”

Natalie suppressed a huff of exasperation. “Both are wonderful. Everything Vivi cooks is wonderful.”

“True.”

Vivi’s cozy little café was a hit in the family-oriented enclave of Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. She served classic French bistro food at affordable prices. There was a neighborhood feeling to the place, enhanced by Vivi’s engagement to Anthony Dante, the temperamental chef and owner of the  Italian restaurant across the street, Dante’s, a venerable Brooklyn institution. Vivi, born and raised in a small French town, loved the sense of community. Natalie, born and raised in Paris, found Bensonhurst a little too provincial for her taste.

Quinn still hadn’t made up his mind. Natalie stared at him, impatiently tapping her pencil on the small pad in her hand. She couldn’t hold her tongue anymore. “Well?”

Quinn, knowing he’d pierced her armor, smiled mischieviously. “I think I’ll go for the zucchini crepes . . . unless you think the grilled tuna is better, Nat.”

Nat. Another of the myriad ways he sought to irk her, by calling her by this stupid nickname, which she couldn’t stand.

“Are you saying you’re such a simpleton you need me to pick for you?” Natalie asked sweetly.

Quinn, satisfied that he’d gotten her to snap, laughed. “I’ll have the crepes.”

Natalie scribbled down his order and headed for the kitchen, where she found Vivi standing in front of one of the stoves, joyfully stirring some fish stock. The kitchen was a hive of culinary activity. Vivi’s was always packed for lunch and dinner.

Vivi glanced up at Natalie. “Doesn’t this smell heavenly?” she rhapsodized.

“Heavenly,” Natalie replied flatly. “Mr. Journalist would like the zucchini crepes.”

Vivi winked at her. “That isn’t all he wants, cherie.”

Natalie clucked her tongue. “If he hasn’t figured out by now that I’m not going to give him the time of day, then he’s not as brilliant as he claims.”

“Why can’t you just admit you’re as attracted to him as he is to you?”

“Because I’m not. How many times do I have to tell you? He’s a journalist, which is the lowest of the low. Plus he’s an egomaniac.”

Lord, when was Vivi going to stop trying to push her into the arms of Quinn O’Brien? Did Vivi really think she would go out with some reporter who looked like he slept in his clothing? Someone whose ego was so huge Natalie was surprised his head didn’t tremble under the weight of it? Someone with a horrible New Yawk accent? She’d never go out with a man like that, no matter how striking his sharp blue eyes were or how sexy his salt-and-pepper hair was.

Vivi sighed in resignation as she moved to make Quinn’s crepes. “You’re stabbing yourself in the toes, you know.”

“I believe you mean shooting myself in the foot.”

Despite being in America for close to two years, Vivi still had trouble with American colloquialisms. Anthony thought it was adorable, of course. He thought everything Vivi did was adorable. Natalie hated to admit it, but she was envious of their relationship.

“Shooting yourself in the foot,” Vivi repeated. “Well, you are. He’s not going to keep coming in here forever.”

“It doesn’t matter, because I’m not going to be around much longer for him to torment.”

Vivi looked stricken. “You’re not going back to Paris, are you?”

“No, no, nothing like that,” Natalie assured her, though the mention of her home city did give her a small pang of melancholy.

“Then what?” Vivi appeared alarmed. “You’re not in trouble again, are you?”

“No.”

“Trouble” was their euphemism for Natalie’s inability to handle money. She was a shopaholic. One of the reasons she was working as a waitress at Vivi’s was to help pay off a loan from Bernard Rousseau, a UN diplomat who was an old friend of their late father. They’d needed the loan because Natalie had spent all the money they had to open the restaurant. Bernard had saved them, and Natalie had saved herself, regularly attending Shopaholics Anonymous  meetings. She was “in recovery,” as they said. And she hadn’t slipped up once, which made her proud.

“Then what?” Vivi asked again.

“We’ll talk about it tonight, all right? I don’t mean to sound ominous. Honestly. It’s just something that needs to be discussed in private,” she said, nodding toward the two staff cooks working in the kitchen.

“All right,” Vivi said, backing off. “I still think you’re a stubborn mule not to go out with Quinn,” she murmured under her breath.

“Back to him again,” Natalie huffed. “Please, just let it go!” She tried to imagine what a date with Quinn O’Brien would be like and stifled a snort. He’d probably take her to a Papaya King and buy her a hot dog and some chemical-tasting phony fruit juice. No doubt that was all he could afford on a reporter’s salary.

Vivi handed her the plate of crepes, which looked and smelled lovely. “Here you go.”

Natalie took the crepes out to Quinn, putting them down in front of him with an exaggerated flourish. “Bon appétit.”

“Merci, ma petit rougeur.” Thank you, my little rash. He was always doing this: intentionally making mistakes in her native tongue, trying to get a rise out of her. Natalie ostentatiously covered her mouth, gave a small bored yawn, and walked away. Honestly, the man was so tiresome.
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If home was where the heart was, like the needlepoint hanging in his parents’ cramped living room proclaimed, then Quinn’s home was the Sentinel’s newsroom. The place was alive, pulsing with chaos and tension. Quinn loved the sound of hundreds of frenzied fingers tapping away on keyboards and the curses of frustrated reporters slamming down phones. He loved seeing the messy cubicles piled high with folders and littered with empty coffee cups and  the debris of fast-food meals. Home was where the adrenaline rush was. Home was where you triumphed and beat the competition.

The last deadline of the day was 10:30 p.m. He’d hurried in at 10:15 and was frantically writing up his latest story while the city editor, Cindy MacKenzie, hovered over him, looking like she was going to have an embolism any second. “You sure you got all the details?” she asked Quinn repeatedly. “Because if we don’t get all the right details—”

“We’re fucked,” Quinn finished for her with an exasperated sigh. “Have I ever not gotten all the details right? Leave me alone so I can finish this up and get the hell out of here.”

Cindy backed off. Quinn quickly scanned over what he’d written, knowing it would run on the front page of tomorrow’s Sentinel. As always, persistence and a willingness to go the extra mile paid off. While finishing up his lunch at Vivi’s—a lunch made all the more satisfying, knowing how much he’d irked Natalie, no matter how she’d tried to hide it—he’d gotten a call on his cell from a source in the NYPD that there had been an incident in Queens: some punk had robbed and beat up an old woman on her way home from the grocery store. Thanks to Quinn’s connections, he was the first on the scene. He began sniffing around, knocking on doors, and finally found two witnesses willing to talk. Then he went to stake out the punk’s parents’ house. Unfortunately, by the time they decided to give the media a prepared statement, the competition had shown up. The kid’s parents spouted some crap about their son being framed, even though he’d been positively ID’d as the old woman’s attacker. Every reporter present knew that by tomorrow, the kid and his attorney would be looking to cop a plea.

Once the parents went back inside, the reporters dispersed, most racing back to file. But not Quinn. He’d found out what hospital the old woman was in and hustled over  there as fast as he could to crash her room, something he generally hated doing, but that was necessary if he was going to get that one little nugget of info no one else had. Thankfully, the old woman was awake and lucid. Showing politeness and respect, the two things he’d learned over the years were the magic ingredients in getting people to open up even in the worst circumstances, he’d gotten a few quotes out of granny. He thanked her, jumped in a cab, and raced back to the Sent.

“Done,” he announced to Cindy, whose eyes were glued to the giant clock mounted high on the wall.

Her tense little body relaxed. “I hate when you cut it this goddamn close, O’Brien.”

Quinn grinned. “We’ve got the story, don’t we? You should be kissing my ass, not pawing around in your desk drawer for Xanax.”

“Shut up,” she replied affectionately. She patted his shoulder as she hustled over to another reporter who was yelling for her. “Good job.”

“Always.”

Quinn sat back and took a deep breath, scrubbing his hands over his face. The rush would be slow in abating. It always was. He walked over to the cubicle of his longtime buddy, Jeff Rogan. Twenty years older than Quinn, Rogan was a journalist from the old school: tough, hard-drinking, no bullshit. He’d survived six editors in chief getting the axe as well as multiple staff cuts. He was Metro editor now, so most of his time was spent in the newsroom. Quinn knew he wished he were still out on the street, even though the pressure was a killer.

“You comin’ to the Wild Hart?” Quinn asked.

The Wild Hart pub, which Quinn’s parents owned and ran, was only two blocks from the Sent’s offices, making it easy for Quinn and his cronies to pop over after a long day—or night—at work.

Rogan glanced up from his keyboard. “I take it that’s a  rhetorical question.” He scrutinized Quinn’s face. “You look like shit.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m just saying. You don’t have to be in until three tomorrow. So why don’t you try not to show up five or six hours early?”

“Can’t. You know that.”

“Won’t, you mean. God forbid you have a fucking life.”

Quinn flipped Rogan the bird, knowing that by “life,” Rogan meant “a personal life.” The idea did cross Quinn’s mind—twice a week, in fact, when he strolled into Vivi’s and saw Natalie. He adored her, even though she could be a bit of a snob. He liked it that she was so sure of herself. It reminded him . . . of him. But that wasn’t all: she was beautiful, she was witty, and whether she’d cop to it or not, he could tell she was as attracted to him as he was to her. He hadn’t yet asked her out for one reason: he had no idea where to take someone like Natalie on a date.

Rogan frowned, turning his attention back to his monitor. “Come back for me in twenty minutes, and I’ll head over to your folks’ place with you.”

“Actually, I think I’m going to head over there now. I’m starving.”

“Me, too. Make sure your mother saves me some stew.”

“Will do.”

Quinn grabbed his jacket and backpack, heading outside. The night air was damp, the wide sidewalks still glistening from a downpour ten minutes earlier. Soon his closest buds on the paper would join him at his folks’ pub: Rogan; Pete Rodriguez, the Sent’s sportswriter who covered the Blades and Jets and drove everyone batshit with his habit of quoting sports statistics; Kenny Durham, the crossword puzzle editor, who was always tossing obscure words around; and Shep Moss, who’d been at the paper forever. No one was quite sure how old Shep really was, what he actually did anymore, or how he managed to hold  on to his job. All Quinn knew was that Shep was a newspaper legend and funny as hell.

Quinn couldn’t wait to hang out with them, relaxing over a few beers. Spending time at the Wild Hart allowed him to kill two birds with one stone: kick back with his coworkers, and see his parents and his younger brother, Liam. Sometimes one or both of his sisters were there with their husbands, too. Rogan mockingly called Quinn’s family “the Waltons,” but he loved them as much as anyone else. Hell, everyone loved Quinn’s family.

Satisfaction didn’t even begin to cover what Quinn was feeling as he strode confidently toward the pub. He let himself indulge in a little self-congratulation on nailing his story and scooping the competition. The city and her stories, always full of surprises, were his life. That was another reason he’d yet to ask Nat out: he wasn’t sure he could fit a woman into his life. Besides, she’d probably turn him down anyway.
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“What is it you want to tell me, cherie?”

Natalie slid into the chair opposite Vivi, glass of red wine in hand. As was their tradition after Vivi’s closed for the night, they sat down at one of the bistro tables to unwind. Sometimes Vivi’s fiancé, Anthony, walked across the street from his restaurant to join them. Despite a cool, standoffish attitude toward each other when they first met, Natalie and Anthony had warmed to each other. Even so, Natalie sometimes wished Anthony wouldn’t stop by. She so rarely got Vivi to herself these days, what with Vivi spending large chunks of time with Anthony’s family.

Natalie took a small sip of wine. “This is hard to say.”

“Since when do you have a hard time saying anything?” Vivi teased.

Natalie cracked a small smile. “Touché.”

“Tell me.”

“I’m not happy here. In Bensonhurst.”

Vivi’s face fell. “Oh.”

“I understand why you chose this locale for Vivi’s, and I understand why you love it here. It has the feel of a small  village, like where you grew up in Lyon. But I was raised in Paris, Vivi. I feel more at home in a cosmopolitan atmosphere. I miss living in the city.” Natalie took another sip of wine. “Also, I’m single. There’s nothing for me to do here on my nights off.”

“But you go into Manhattan sometimes,” Vivi pointed out.

“During the day. But sometimes I want to go out at night, and there’s nowhere to go here. No clubs, no galleries, no theaters . . . You know what a long subway ride it is between here and the city. If I go into Manhattan at night, then I have to worry about what train to take back, so I won’t be alone on the subway at some ungodly hour.” God, how she missed the days when she was able to take cabs everywhere. The subway . . . she shuddered inwardly. “I’m more social than you. And now that you have Anthony . . .”

Vivi looked upset. “Do you think I’m neglecting you? You know you can always spend time with us.”

Natalie reached across the table for her sister’s hand. “I know. But I don’t like being the third wheel. Especially now that you’re engaged.”

“You’re being ridiculous!” Vivi scoffed. “You’re my sister! You could never be a third wheel! And I need you to help me plan my wedding!”

“I will. But you’re a homebody, Vivi. You and Anthony are happy to stay in and cook together on your nights off, and that’s wonderful. But I need to be out doing things. You know that.” She began to tear up. “I miss Manhattan. I miss the energy and all the different things to do there.” She took a fortifying sip of wine. “I’ve decided to move back into the city.”

“Natalie.” Vivi sounded worried. “You’re living here in Bensonhurst because you can’t afford to live in the city, remember?”

“Ah, but I can. Our guardian angel Bernard Rousseau has come through again.”

Vivi looked distressed. “You didn’t ask him for a loan so you could afford an apartment, did you?”

“Of course not,” Natalie replied crossly. “Honestly, how could you think that?”

“It’s just—your history—”

“I’m well aware of my history, and as you know, I now have control of that area of my life, thank you very much.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you.”

“It’s all right.” Natalie brightened. “Bernard is going back to Paris.”

“Yes, I know that. His tenure at the UN is done.”

“But he wants to hold on to his apartment, and he doesn’t want to rent it to strangers. So he’s letting me live in it!” Natalie laughed delightedly. “Isn’t that fantastic?”

Vivi shook her head, chuckling. “Only you could manage to wind up living rent free in a luxurious apartment on the Upper East Side. That’s very, very generous of him.”

“Oh, not rent free. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t pay him at least a small amount each month. At first he wouldn’t hear of it. But finally I wore him down, and he agreed.” Natalie was brimming with happiness. “I still can’t quite believe my luck. Papa must be watching out for me from heaven.”

“Clearly.” Vivi’s expression turned cautious. “What do you plan to do for work?”

“Well, after working here with you, I’ve decided I’d really like to manage a restaurant—one that’s slightly more upscale.”

The realization had surprised Natalie more than it had Vivi. After being a civil servant in France, she’d assumed it was a field she’d move back into eventually. But working at the bistro, she found she had a real talent for organization and customer service.

“If only you’d open a more upscale French restaurant in the city the way I’ve been suggesting,” Natalie lamented with a heavy sigh. “With you cooking and me running the  front of the house? You know it would be a smashing success.”

“Natalie, I’m very happy here. You know that. I’m in the right place with the right clientele.”

“I know, I know.”

Vivi took a sip of wine. “All right, so you’ve got your living quarters sorted out, and you know what you want to do. Now comes the important question.”

“Oui?”

“What if you can’t find a managing position in a restaurant in the city right away?”

“Oh, I’m sure I will,” Natalie replied confidently.

“You don’t know that.”

Natalie frowned. “Well, I do have a small amount saved, you know. I could live off that for a while.”

“A small amount? How much?”

“About a thousand dollars.”

Vivi’s mouth fell open. “That’s nothing! You know that’s nothing! It’ll run out in no time, and then what?”

Natalie tensed. “Why don’t you have any faith in me?”

“It’s not a matter of faith, it’s a matter of reality! I don’t want you to run through your money and get back in a cycle of credit card spending and—”

Natalie scowled at her. “I only have one credit card to be used only in case of emergency, remember? You cut up all the others.”

Vivi still looked distressed. “Please, don’t move into the city until you have another job lined up to bring in money while you look for your dream job. I won’t be able to rest otherwise. Please.”

“Vivi.” Natalie knew her sister was making a good point, but the thought of spending more time in Bensonhurst when there was a gorgeous apartment just waiting for her on the Upper East Side was torture.

“Please, Natalie.”

Natalie hesitated. “I’ll think about it.”

Vivi sighed. “You’re so stubborn. So stubborn.”

“Ha! Takes one to know one!”

“We can both thank Papa for that trait.” Vivi looked sad. “I’ll miss you working here. It won’t feel right.”

“You’re always telling me what a pain in the neck I am.”

“Only sometimes.” Vivi’s gaze turned sly. “Quinn O’Brien is going to be very upset about this.”

“I guess he’ll just have to find a new waitress to torment,” Natalie replied huffily.

“He lives in Manhattan, you know.”

Natalie raised an eyebrow. “So—?”

Vivi shrugged. “Nothing. I just thought it was an interesting fact, that’s all.”

“Millions of people live in the city. My odds of running into him are very small, thank God.”

“When you get your dream job, I’m going to tell him where you’re working.”

“Don’t you dare!”

“So you promise you’ll keep working here until you find a job to tide you over, at least for now?”

“Yes.”

She knew it was the smart thing to do, the sane thing. But that didn’t mean she had to like it.
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“Why the long face?”

Quinn had been coming to Vivi’s long enough that he could tell when Vivi was upset. Natalie wasn’t there today, which disappointed him; he was looking forward to getting her to glare at him before storming off.

Vivi smiled sadly. “It’s nothing.”

“Gimme a break. What’s going on?”

“Natalie gave notice. She’s moving back into Manhattan and is going to look for a restaurant job there. She says there’s nothing for her here in Bensonhurst.”

Quinn said nothing as his heart did a slow free fall  down to his feet. No more Natalie at Vivi’s. No more teasing.

“When is she leaving?” he made himself ask, doing his best to hide his disappointment.

“As soon as she finds a job.” Vivi sighed. “She wants to manage a restaurant.”

“Oh, I can’t wait to see that. Have you noticed that her motto seems to be ‘The customer is always wrong’? She still thinks she’s in Paris, where it’s the waitstaff’s duty to insult the customer.”

Vivi laughed. “Yet no one seems to mind. It makes them feel like they’re having an authentic French experience.” She paused. “I actually think she’d be a very good manager.”

“Yeah, with the masochists.”

“She’s very organized, and she does treat the other members of the staff here with respect. She’s a good waitress. Management is a logical step forward.”

“So why are you so worried?”

Vivi tapped the side of her head. “Because sometimes, she just doesn’t think! She thinks a job will magically appear for her.”

“Does she have any leads?”

“Anthony’s given her a few. She’s put some calls in.”

“Hmm.”

“She’s already got a place to live.”

“Really.” Quinn was surprised.

“You know our family friend, Bernard Rousseau?”

Quinn frowned. “Yes.”

He couldn’t stand the guy. He was one degree too smooth—and whenever he was at Vivi’s, Natalie fawned over him like he was the king of France. Still, from what Quinn had heard through Anthony, the guy had saved Vivi from some kind of financial disaster, so he couldn’t be all bad.

“Well,” Vivi continued, “he’s going back to Paris, but he wants to keep his apartment in the city. Guess who’s going to live in it?”

“Natalie.” Figured. She’d always struck him as one of those people who was saved by the bell at the last minute.

“You should see it!”

“Don’t need to,” Quinn grumbled. “I can imagine it.”

Probably some splendid twelve-roomer on the Upper East Side. Quinn himself still lived in Hell’s Kitchen, the neighborhood where he was raised. He saw no point in leaving. He loved it there. It was near his family, and he could walk to work. His apartment was no palace (one bedroom, small bath, kitchen, and living room), but since he was hardly ever home, he didn’t need much more. He tried to imagine Natalie at his place and suppressed a snort. She’d probably clean it first. More likely hire someone to clean it. Then she’d refuse to stay.

“When’s her last day?” Quinn asked.

“I don’t know. I begged her please not to move into the city until she finds a job just to bring in money.”

Quinn paused thoughtfully. “You know, I could help her out on the interim job front.”

Vivi’s eyes lit up. “How?”

“I’ve told you my folks own an Irish pub in the city, right?”

Vivi nodded.

“Well, my sister Maggie, who’s been waitressing there for a while now, is going to massage school. My folks need a new waitress. I’m sure if I recommended Natalie, they’d hire her.”

“Yes, I’m sure.” Vivi nudged him gently in the ribs. “And that way you’d still get to see her, eh?”

“Hadn’t thought of that.”

“You’re a terrible liar.”

Quinn ducked his head sheepishly.

“Quinn, why don’t you ask her out? I don’t understand.”

Vivi asked him this at least once a month. He always replied with the same answer: “I’m too busy. Coming in here to flirt with her is about as much as I can handle.” He said it again, except this time, for some inexplicable reason, he found himself adding, “Besides, I’m sure she’d turn me down.” Why the hell had he said that? He wasn’t someone who liked to cop to insecurity, and for all he knew, Vivi would turn around and tell Natalie, and then she’d really lord it over him.

“No, she wouldn’t.”

“Don’t tell her I said that about my being sure she’d turn me down.”

“I would never.”

“So, should I float the idea of working in my folks’ pub by her? Or do you think she’d snort and walk away?”

“Tell her about it, and if she dismisses it, I’ll threaten her. I’m sure she won’t. It’ll be a way for her to see you all the time, too.”

“Yeah, I’m sure that’ll really sell her on the idea,” he joked. “When’s her next shift?”

“Dinner tomorrow.”

“I’ll be here if nothing comes up at the paper.”

Vivi patted his shoulder. “Good. Now, what can I get you?”
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Natalie shot her sister a withering look as Vivi invited Quinn O’Brien to stay and have a drink with them after Vivi’s closed. She was up to something. Or Quinn was. Trapped, she sat down at the table opposite Mr. Ego, furious when Vivi immediately excused herself, claiming there was something she forgot to do in the kitchen.

“What can I do for you?” Natalie asked politely, noticing how tired he looked. She almost felt sorry for him. Almost. 

“Actually, it’s what I can do for you,” Quinn replied, throwing back a shot of whiskey. She hadn’t figured him for a whiskey drinker. Then again, he was of Irish descent. They were known to be heavy drinkers. Not nice to stereotype, she chided herself, though God knew he threw comments about the French at her all the time.

“I doubt there’s anything you can do for me.”

“Just hear me out, Princess Nat.”

Natalie curled a hand into a fist under the table. He was so—so—smug. Yes, that was the word: smug.

“I’m listening.”

“Vivi told me you’re moving back into the city.”

“Yes. Bensonhurst is a little too quiet for me.”

“I can understand that. Lots of families. Not too much culture.”

“Exactly.”

“She said you want to manage a restaurant.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll pay good money to see that.”

Natalie scowled. “You’re very rude, do you know that?”

“Do you know that phrase about the pot and the kettle?”

Natalie gave him a dirty look, despite the warmth slowly wending its way through her body. Such an egomaniac.

“You were saying?”

“I know you’re going to be living in Rousseau’s apartment. And I also know you need to bring in some money while you look for a management job.”

“And so?” Natalie felt a pinch of annoyance. How much had Vivi told him?

“My parents own a pub in Manhattan called the Wild Hart. They need a waitress. I thought you might want the job.”

“What kind of pub?” Natalie asked suspiciously.

Quinn blew out an exasperated breath. “What kind do  you think? An Irish pub. There’s a bar, and there’s a small dining area that serves Irish food—great Irish food, I might add.”

Great Irish food—now there’s an oxymoron. She’d been to Dublin once, when she was at university. The food was revolting. Everything was drowned in salt. All meat and potatoes, meat and potatoes, fish and chips. Greasy. Horrible. Still, if she took the job, she wouldn’t be eating the food, she’d only be serving it.

An Irish pub. It was probably loud. The Irish were loud. Boisterous. And they drank a lot. Grudge holders, too. Emotional. But admittedly witty sometimes, if Quinn was any indication. Probably good tippers, too.

“What kind of people come in there?”

“What’s with the grilling?”

“I’m just curious!”

“Let me think: axe murderers and female impersonators, mostly.”

Natalie frowned. “You’re not funny.”

“What kind of people do you think? It’s a working-class neighborhood. We get cops, firefighters . . . old Irish couples that miss ‘the ould sod’ and want a traditional meal. Locals. Do you want me to describe the decor to you?”

“Don’t be an ass.”

“Well, don’t be so snooty. Beggars can’t be choosers, if you ask me.”

Natalie drew herself up, offended. “I am not a beggar!”

“No, but you need a job, and this will save you having to look for one.”

She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Why are you helping me?”

“Could it be because I’m a nice guy?”

Natalie just harrumphed.

“Let’s see, what else can I tell you. My younger brother, Liam, is the bartender. He’s got that broody, moody Heathcliff thing goin’ on; the women love it. Both my folks cook, though Dad sometimes helps out behind the bar, along with a band of merry leprechauns.”

“Very funny.”

“There’s a bunch of regulars who hang at the bar. Real characters.”

“What do you mean, ‘real characters’?” Natalie asked apprehensively.

“You’ll see. Anything else you need to know? My parents’ annual income?”

Natalie ignored the barb. “How often will I have to endure seeing you there?”

“Oh, here’s the best part,” said Quinn with a wicked grin. “I’m there a lot, ma petite peignoir. A lot. I tend to come in late at night with my newspaper buddies. It’s our established watering hole. You’ll like them, too. All nice guys—like moi.”

“All asses like you, too, I’ll bet.”

“Whaddaya say? It’ll save you having to job hunt. It’ll get you out of Bensonhurst that much faster.”

“I can’t leave Vivi without any wait help. And by the way, do not ever call me ‘your little nightgown’ again.”

“I’ll be fine,” Vivi trilled, joining them as if on cue. “You know that lovely teenage girl, Michelle, who sometimes comes in here with her friends?”

Natalie held back a scowl. “Yes.” The girls were terrible tippers.

“She has waitressing experience. I told her as soon as you leave, the job is hers.”

“Oh.” Natalie was hurt, unable to escape the feeling that Vivi couldn’t wait to be free of her. But then she took in her sister’s face and realized how ridiculous she was being. Vivi just wanted her to be happy as soon as possible.

“My parents could use someone ASAP,” Quinn prodded.

“All right,” said Natalie with a resigned shrug.

“Great.” Quinn handed her a slip of paper. “Meet me at this address tomorrow at noon sharp.” He winked at her. “See you tomorrow, Nat.”
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Natalie had never been in this part of Manhattan before: Eleventh Avenue and Forty-third Street. From what she could see, it was primarily a working-class area, though there did seem to be a lot of gentrification going on.

The pub, with its weathered, oval wooden sign hanging over the door featuring a painting of a robust white stag, was unassuming. Standing on the street waiting for Quinn, she was tempted to peek in the pub’s front window and then thought better of it. What if his parents or “broody” brother saw her?

Quinn was breathless as he hurried toward her at a quarter past twelve. He looked especially weary today, and there was something angry in his demeanor. “Sorry I’m late.”

“No, no, it’s all right.” Natalie paused. “Are you ill? You don’t look very well.”

Quinn looked disgusted. “I had to file a story this morning about some kid who was hit on his bike by a drunk driver in a Range Rover. The asshole driver is rich as hell, with a history of DUIs, but every time he’s been arrested,  he’s gotten off because he can afford the best lawyers money can buy.”

A lump formed in Natalie’s throat. “Is the little boy going to be okay?”

“He’s got a pretty bad concussion and most of his bones are broken, but yeah, he’s gonna be okay. Eventually,” said Quinn, loosening his tie. “The whole thing turns my gut.”

That explained the anger.

“I hate doing stories where kids get hurt,” Quinn continued vehemently. He pushed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. “I’ll go visit him in the hospital later. See how he’s doing.”

Natalie gently put her hand on his shoulder. “Maybe you should ask your editor to stop sending you out on stories like that?”

Quinn lowered his hands from his eyes. “Just because I hate it doesn’t mean I can’t handle it,” he snarled. He closed his eyes for a long moment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

“No, I understand,” Natalie assured him, removing her hand. “Perhaps you’re not up to doing this today? If so, I can come back another time.”

“No, that’s crazy. Besides, I’m not really doing anything, just introducing you to my folks and letting them know they should hire you on the spot.”

“This is very nice of you,” Natalie admitted, blushing.

“I told you: I’m a nice guy.”

Quinn held open the door of the pub for her. “Entre vous, mademoiselle.”

Natalie smiled nervously as she entered. There was a long black oak bar, behind which hung a mirror that spanned the length of the bar. A large color TV hung high to the left, tuned to a baseball game.

Past the bar was a small dining area with both tables and large, dark maple booths. There were pictures on the walls,  though from this distance, she couldn’t make out what they were.

“Hey,” Quinn said to a well-built man behind the bar. Quinn’s brother. Had to be. Quinn was right: he did look the dark, moody type, with his tousled black hair and stormy gray eyes. The type of man that, perhaps, you didn’t want to cross.

“Hey.”

“This is Natalie,” said Quinn, gesturing for her to come closer. “She’s gonna take Maggie’s place.”

The man extended his hand to her. “I’m Liam. Quinn’s brother.”

Natalie smiled politely. “Nice to meet you.”

“C’mon,” Quinn urged. “I’ll introduce you to my parents first, and then we’ll double back here so you can chat with my charming brother and meet the regulars.”

Natalie’s eyes did a quick scan of the people seated at the bar. It looked like a motley crew, to say the least.

She followed Quinn through to the small dining room. Now she could see what the pictures on the walls were of: pastoral scenes of the Irish countryside, some old tintypes of people she assumed might be Quinn’s ancestors in Ireland. It was certainly better than the pictures that hung on the walls of Anthony’s restaurant, all those watery paintings of gondolas and autographed photos of priests.

She was nervous as Quinn pushed open the swinging doors of the kitchen. A short, squat woman with a pillowy bosom stood at a large, stainless steel table chopping onions. The familiarity of the sight relaxed Natalie slightly. She couldn’t count how many times she’d watched Vivi chop onions.

The woman looked up, smiling at Quinn as she put down her knife and wiped her hands on her apron. Her dark red hair was shot through with gray, and there were lines around her vibrant blue eyes, but they suited her somehow.

“Mom, this is my friend Natalie, the one I told you about.”

Natalie held out her hand—“Bon—nice to meet you, Mrs. O’Brien.”

“You, too, Natalie.” The soft, gentle lilt of her Irish brogue relaxed Natalie even more. “Quinn didn’t mention you were French.”

Quinn shrugged. “I didn’t think it mattered.”

“True.” Mrs. O’Brien turned her attention back to Natalie. “Quinn said you were a very good waitress.”

Natalie blushed again, hating it. She knew Quinn: he’d torture her about it later. “I think I’m competent, yes.”

“She’s more than competent,” Quinn boasted. “I’ve never seen her screw up an order once. And she’s personable.”

“That’s very important in a place like this. We have lots of regulars who come here because it feels like home away from home to them.”

“It’s the same at my sister’s bistro in Bensonhurst,” Natalie enthused. “A lot of people from the neighborhood come regularly. It has a very homely atmosphere.”

“Homey,” Quinn corrected with amusement.

“Oh, yes.” Natalie could feel her face get redder. “That’s what I meant.” Mon Dieu, was she that nervous that now she was misusing words? Usually that was Vivi’s job.

“I’d need you at least five nights a week, if you’re up for it. Maybe fill in for lunch now and then if our other girl, Megan, can’t come in for some reason.”

Quinn snorted. “I can’t believe she’s still working here. She’s terrible. The only reason you haven’t fired her yet is because she’s Irish.”

Mrs. O’Brien didn’t look amused. “We pay a decent salary. Obviously you keep all your tips. I’d need you to come in at around four, if possible.”

“That sounds fine.”

“Grand.” Her whole face lit up: a trait Quinn shared with his mother.

“What else can I tell you?” Quinn’s mother continued. “I don’t require a uniform, per se. Just look neat.”

“That means no chic scarves around your neck,” Quinn teased.

His mother looked momentarily worried. “We serve homemade Irish food here: Irish stew, fish and chips, corned beef and cabbage, bangers and mash, champ . . .”

Natalie looked to Quinn for help. “What’s bangers and mash? And champ?”

“Bangers and mash is Irish sausages and mashed potatoes, usually served with gravy. Champ is an Irish dish, a type of mashed potatoes with scallions and milk and butter.”

“Ah.” Potatoes, potatoes, Natalie thought. Not that Vivi never used potatoes, but still.

“Mom makes a killer Irish soda bread,” Quinn continued proudly. “And her own famous Irish brown bread.”

“Brown bread . . . yes . . . I think I had that when I was in Dublin.”

“You were in Dublin!” Mrs. O’Brien’s face lit up. “When was that?”

Natalie had to think. “Oh, about ten years ago. It was lovely.”

“ ’Tis. Now, did you get out to the countryside at all? Because our people are from Cork, a small town called Ballycraig.” Quinn rolled his eyes. “Don’t you roll your eyes, you. You’ve been there. You know how beautiful it is.”

“It is,” Quinn admitted. He leaned over to whisper in Natalie’s ear, “But there’s nothing to do there but tip cows. Trust me.”

Natalie pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh; she got the distinct sense Mrs. O’Brien would not be amused by what Quinn said or by Natalie’s reaction to it.

“I didn’t get a chance to see the Irish countryside,” Natalie admitted.

Quinn’s mother sighed. “It’s gorgeous. Gorgeous.”

“Here she goes. In two seconds she’ll be breaking into ‘Danny Boy.’ ”

His mother scowled at him, but it wasn’t without affection. “Rude boy.” She winked at him as she turned back to Natalie. “We do traditional Irish desserts as well: bread and butter pudding with custard sauce, mince pie, a lovely lemon sponge—”

“It’s killer,” said Quinn.

Natalie just nodded, smiling. She didn’t know what mince pie was, or lemon sponge. She would have to ask Vivi.

“You and Mr. O’Brien make all this food yourselves?” Natalie asked, amazed at the thought.

Mrs. O’Brien chuckled. “God, no. We’ve got help. We’d never be able to keep up if we did.”

“It’s always busy here,” Quinn said.

“Can you handle that?” Mrs. O’Brien asked Natalie worriedly. “We don’t have too many lulls.”

“No prob at all,” Quinn answered for Natalie. “This girl is used to busy.” He put his arm around her shoulder. “Isn’t that right, Nat?”

She wanted to kill him.

“I’m used to busy,” she assured Quinn’s mother, removing Quinn’s arm from her shoulder as delicately as she could.

“Where’s Dad?” Quinn asked.

“In the back, going over the books.”

“I told him I’d help with that, if he wanted.”

“As if you’re ever here during the day,” Mrs. O’Brien replied dryly. “The man’s not an eejit, you know.”

“I know that, Mom. I was just trying to be helpful.”

“You want to be helpful? Tell your brother out there to lighten up a bit. He’s been a dark one lately.”

“He’s always been a dark one. He came out of the womb a dark one.”

“We’ll have no talk of wombs here, thank you very much.”

Natalie looked down with a small smile. This exchange reminded her a bit of France. At home, people weren’t afraid to argue in public. It was considered somewhat of a sport.

“So.” Mrs. O’Brien looked at Natalie hopefully. “Do you think you might be interested?”

“Oh yes.”

Mrs. O’Brien looked relieved. “Good. Can you start Friday night?”

“Jesus, Ma. Talk about throwing her into the deep end of the pool.”

Natalie felt momentarily alarmed.

Mrs. O’Brien put her hands on her hips. “Did you or did you not tell me she could handle busy?”

“I can,” Natalie assured her quickly, answering for herself this time.

“Grand. Four o’clock on Friday, then.” Mrs. O’Brien extended her hand once again to Natalie. “Welcome to the family.”

“Er . . . thanks.”

Mrs. O’Brien began shooing Quinn toward the door. “Off with you, now. I’ve got loads to do.”

Quinn kissed his mother’s cheek. “Tell Dad I’ll stick my head in tonight to say hi.”

“Believe it when I see it,” his mother grumbled.

Quinn just rolled his eyes.
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“Well?” Quinn asked as soon as they left the kitchen. Every table in the pub was already packed. Natalie assessed the lunchtime crowd; not much different from Vi vi’s. A bit louder. A few policemen. Some firefighters. There was a group of women in business clothes, probably on their lunch break from a nearby office.

“You didn’t need to answer for me, you know. I’m capable of speaking for myself.”

“I was trying to help. If I say you know how to handle a busy crowd, she’ll believe it.”

Natalie softened. “I understand.”

“Mom forgot to mention that you’re free to eat anything in the kitchen when it’s slow.”

“Yes, I assumed.” She hesitated. “So, there’s nothing on the menu like quiche? Or crepes? Coq au vin?”

Quinn stared at her a moment, then burst out laughing. “This isn’t Vivi’s, honey. This is an Irish pub.”

“Don’t call me honey,” Natalie said crossly.

“Food snob,” Quinn accused.

“I most certainly am not.”

Quinn looked pained. “Do me a favor, all right? Don’t make any suggestions for changes to the menu to my folks. They know what they’re doing.”

Natalie frowned. “Fine.”

“C’mon, I’ll introduce you to the bar regulars, and then I have to run.”

He started toward the bar.

“Quinn?”

He turned. “Yeah?”

“Thank you,” Natalie murmured. She took a step forward, surprising herself when she planted a chaste, measured kiss on Quinn’s cheek. Quinn’s look of surprise quickly transformed into one of disappointment.

“C’mon, you can do better than that,” he teased.

Natalie ignored the quip. “Thank you again,” she said.

Quinn bowed, smiling playfully. “Anything for mademoiselle.”

It scared her, because she knew he meant it. And she liked it.
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Natalie felt her nerves return as Quinn led her back to the bar. The group sitting there looked more than motley; they looked somewhat mad. At the far end was a very fat woman with a yellow-and-teal-colored parrot on her shoulder. Natalie was horrified. Wasn’t having a bird in a place of dining unsanitary?

Beside the parrot woman sat a thin, scruffy-looking man hunched over his beer. He dressed worse than Quinn, his corduroy jacket bearing the sheen of the threadbare. Two seats down from the scruffy fellow was a rheumy-eyed, middle-aged man with a red nose, engrossed in a battered old paperback. Two policemen sitting side by side had their eyes glued to the baseball game. Last but not least, at the other end of the bar, sat a well-dressed, dignified older man with a wizened face and gleaming silver hair, lost in thought between spoonfuls of what looked like beef stew.

Let me introduce you to the crew,” said Quinn with a wicked gleam in his eye. He walked down to the end of the bar where the parrot lady sat. “Natalie, I’d like you to meet Mrs. Colgan and Rudy.”

“Grab me a beer out of the fridge, you old hag,” Rudy squawked.

Natalie was too stunned to speak.

“Rudy parrots the late Mr. Colgan,” Quinn explained helpfully.

God help me, Natalie thought.

“Look what menopause is doing to you!” Rudy cried. “Your beard is heavier than mine!”

“Shut up!” Mrs. Colgan hissed, returning to her drink.

Natalie pulled Quinn aside. “How long has she been coming in with him?” she managed.

“Since her husband died about five years ago. Rudy will probably outlive her. You have any idea how long parrots live?”

Quinn’s brother leaned over to them. “Don’t pay Rudy too much attention, especially when he screams out about how his balls itch. How’d it go with the folks?”

“I’ll be working here.”

Liam cocked his head inquisitively. “Did my folks have any problem with you being French?”

Natalie blinked. “No. Why would they?”

Liam shrugged. “Your accent is just kind of high-class for the Hart, is all.”

Next Quinn brought her to meet the rumpled man nursing the beer. “This is PJ Leary, our resident novelist.” PJ looked up. “PJ, this is Natalie, the new waitress.”

“Nice to meet you,” Natalie said. “You’re working on a book? That’s very impressive.”

“Yes, my writer’s block appears to have lifted. I published a book many years ago—”

“Try forty,” said Liam.

“And haven’t been able to write a word since—until now.”

“What’s it about?” Natalie asked politely.

Quinn groaned.

“An army of leprechauns who—”

“Yeah, Peej, Nat here is a little pressed for time,” Quinn cut in. “You can tell her all about it on Friday night if she gets a breather.”

“Right,” said PJ, returning to his gloom.

Natalie couldn’t believe Quinn’s bluntness. “That was rude.”

“We’ll see how rude you think it is when he tells you the whole plot one night.”

They moved on to the red-nosed man with his face in a book.

“Hey, Joey.”

The man shut his book. “Quinn O’Brien. Good to see you.”

“We call Joey the Mouth. He never shuts up.”

Natalie was once again shocked by Quinn’s insult, but Joey didn’t seem to mind.

“This is Natalie. She’s replacing Maggie.”

“Why did you have to say hello to him?” Liam chided his brother, though his expression was affectionate as he regarded the Mouth. “Now he’s gonna start up.”

“I always say,” the Mouth began to pontificate, “that young men who have no respect for their elders will find themselves swallowing a bitter, bitter pill when they themselves grow old.”

Liam put his elbows on the bar and leaned over, putting his face right up to the Mouth’s. “What about young men who let old men run a tab equal to a month’s salary?”

“Ah. Well, it’s possible those young men might escape an ignominious fate.” The Mouth’s eyes shot up to the TV above the bar. Clearly he didn’t want to continue the conversation.

Finally, Quinn led her to the older man at the end of the bar. “Major?”

The old man looked up from his stew. “Quinn.”

“This is Natalie, the new waitress. Natalie, this is the Major.”

The old man held out a shaky hand.

“Pleased to meet you,” said
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