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 Praise for the novels of Deirdre Martin

Straight Up

 

“Delightful and filled with Irish charm and dialogue . . . An excellent novel.”

—The Romance Readers Connection

 

“Straight Up successfully weaves the perils of falling in love amongst the realities of life. Liam and Aislinn’s relationship will tangle your heart with emotions!”

—A Romance Review

 

“Ms. Martin writes stories about real people in real relationships, which is refreshing in a world of fantastical plot setups and contrived conflicts.”

—All About Romance

 

“Deirdre Martin brings readers to the rural countryside of Ireland for an entertaining, jovial read that’s sure to please.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“Straight Up rebounds with energy, Irish humor, a little melancholy, but also plenty of love and happiness. Aislinn and Liam take a chance on love and it pays off in spades.”

—Romance Junkies

 

“Deirdre Martin provides an amusing tale of love.”

—Genre Go Round Reviews

 

With a Twist

 

“Deirdre Martin, in expected fashion, [writes] another award-winning story of opposites attracting . . . I loved the book and highly recommend it to anyone.”

—The Romance Studio

 

“Deirdre Martin provides a fun contemporary restaurant romance . . . Fans will enjoy Quinn’s efforts with the support of both their families to win the heart of the sophisticated snob he loves.”

—Genre Go Round Reviews

 

“Natalie and Quinn are excellently written as total opposites who are helpless against the attraction between them . . . A first-class contemporary romance; I give it a very high recommendation.”

—Romance Junkies 

 

“A wonderfully delightful story that has all the romance and drama any reader could want . . . This book should top everyone’s must-read list for the summer.”

—Eye on Romance

 

“Funny, energetic, and loads of fun, With a Twist is a tale readers shouldn’t miss . . . Once you start reading With a Twist, you won’t want to put it down.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

Power Play

 

“A wickedly fun and steamy hot contemporary romance . . . [I] could not put it down . . . Power Play is a definite keeper.”

—Romance Junkies

 

“A sheer delight from the first page till the last . . . Contemporary romance doesn’t get much better than this.”

—All About Romance

 

“This is a book you won’t want to put down.”

—The Romance Studio

 

“Deirdre Martin has another hit on her hands.”

—Romance Reader at Heart

 

“Sparkling banter and a couple with red-hot chemistry . . . [If you] enjoy a funny, hot romance that sizzles, then you won’t go wrong with Power Play.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

Just a Taste

 

“Another victory for Martin.”

—Booklist

 

“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

 

Chasing Stanley

 

“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

 

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 rink-side contemporary romance . . . Martin scores.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Ms. Martin always delivers heat and romance, with a very strong conflict to keep the reader engaged.”

—Contemporary Romance Writers

 

Total Rush

 

“Deirdre Martin is the reason I read romance novels.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“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

 

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.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Makes you feel like you’re flying.”

—Rendezvous

 

Body Check

 

“Heartwarming.”

—Booklist

 

“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.”

—The Romance Reader
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“There’s a twenty dollar tip in it for you, Ashok, if you get me there in ten minutes. Step on it.”

Sinead O’Brien was rarely late, no matter where she was going. The only female partner at the law firm of Callahan, Epps, and Kaplan, she was known not only for her punctuality but also for her sharp intellect and history of getting successful outcomes for her clients. Sinead believed whatever success she had came from working her tail off, which is what she’d been doing today, despite it being Sunday. Her parents called it “workaholism.” Sinead called it dedication.

Despite her usual attention to detail, time had gotten away from her. One minute, she was in her office reviewing depositions for a new case; the next she was fifteen minutes late for her family’s traditional Sunday afternoon dinner. Annoyed with herself, she’d packed her briefcase and hurried out onto the street, impatient for the car service, which seemed to take forever to come. Sliding into the backseat of the black Cadillac, she’d directed the familiar driver to speed to Eleventh Avenue and Forty-third Street, where the  Wild Hart, her parents’ pub, was located. She could hear her mother’s voice in her head. Why are you working on a Sunday? Why haven’t you started dating again?

Her parents’ lack of appreciation for her dedication baffled her. Irish immigrants, they’d broken their backs for years—seven days a week, year in, year out—to make the Wild Hart a success. She realized part of their concern stemmed from worries about her health (she suffered from debilitating migraines and had high blood pressure despite being only thirty-two), but she was a big girl and could take care of herself.

Sinead checked her watch. The ride to her parents’ apartment seemed to be taking forever. She told Ashok to take Thirty-fifth Street across town to Tenth Avenue, thinking it would be quicker than heading uptown on Park Avenue. She settled back in the seat, wondering what wonderful dish her mother would be making. Sinead savored these Sunday dinners because she usually lived on takeout. It wasn’t that she didn’t know how to cook (God knows you couldn’t be Kathleen O’Brien’s daughter and not know how to cook); it was that she was too exhausted to make dinner for herself at ten or eleven o’clock at night when she got home. She tried to eat healthy, but every now and then a big, fat, juicy burger or a couple of donuts were the only thing that satisfied.

Ashok pulled his Cadillac up in front of the Wild Hart, and Sinead hurriedly paid him, unlocking the pub door and heading toward the kitchen, where steps led to her parents’ apartment. She’d grown up here in the cozy flat above the bar: she and her sister, Maggie, crammed into one small bedroom; her brothers, Quinn and Liam, in another; her parents in the third. The apartment never felt small—until adolescence hit and she and her siblings began getting on each other’s nerves, tripping over one another and finding little space for much-craved privacy. Yet somehow they’d survived.

Sunday dinner together stretched as far back in her memory as she could remember. The whole family would go to Mass and then come home for a large, early afternoon meal. Now that she and her siblings were grown and living their own lives, it was a way for them to come together once a week and catch up with one another.

She walked into her parents’ kitchen, girding herself for a steely glance from her mother. Everyone but Liam, her younger brother who lived in Ireland with his wife, Aislinn, was there: her older brother, Quinn, a successful journalist, and his French wife, Natalie; her sister, Maggie, and her husband, Brendan. Their baby, Charlie, sat in a high chair between them. Sinead ducked her head sheepishly as she slid into the sole empty seat at the table.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, reaching for the steaming bowl of mashed potatoes. She was famished.

“I thought maybe you weren’t coming,” said her mother coolly.

Admittedly, she had missed a few Sunday dinners over the past couple of months. But she’d always called ahead to let her mother know not to expect her.

“I would have called.”

“I hope you weren’t down with a headache,” her father said, concerned.

“No, I had a little bit of work to catch up on, and time got away from me.”

Quinn feigned shock. “Time got away from you? You?”

“Shut up, Jimmy Olsen.”

“I don’t like when you work on Sundays,” said her mother.

“It’s the Lord’s day of rest,” Sinead, Quinn, and Maggie chimed in unison.

“Will you listen to that?” her mother said to her father with mock indignation. “Making fun of their own mother.”

“If you can’t mock your mother, who can you mock?” asked Quinn.

For a split second, Sinead’s eye caught Maggie’s, and Maggie smiled tentatively. So did Sinead. Their relationship had cooled a bit since Charlie was born. Sinead desperately wanted children; her ex-husband, Chip, was initially on the fence about the issue. When they were finally in accord and ready to start a family, Chip, who came from a wealthy family, had very traditional ideas about child rearing, namely that Sinead should give up her career. Sinead disagreed and proposed a number of compromises, all of which Chip rejected. They started to fight vehemently—about everything. Eventually, they both admitted that their differences were irreconcilable, and they divorced. But that didn’t mean Sinead’s hunger for a child went away, and seeing how happy her sister was with Charlie made her envious. It was painful.

Sinead turned to Quinn. “So, what are you working on?”

“A story about a woman with a rare form of cancer. There’s an experimental drug that’s had some success, but of course, her insurance company won’t cover it.”

“That’s terrible,” said Sinead.

“It is,” said her father. He studied her face. “You look tired.”

“Dad, you say that every time you see me,” Sinead said, amused. “I’ve looked tired for years. There are circles under my eyes in my first Holy Communion picture.”

“You need a holiday,” her mother declared. “When’s the last time you had a holiday?”

“It’s been a while, but I’m fine,” Sinead replied defensively.

“And when’s the last time you were up at your weekend place?” her mother pressed.

Sinead was silent as she speared two pieces of ham and put them on the plate.

“Thought so,” said her mother.

When she and Chip had first separated, Sinead had  made an effort to go up to their country house in Bearsville as many weekends as she could. Taking hikes made her feel calmer and more balanced. She liked hibernating and licking her wounds in private.

“Maybe you should go visit Liam and Aislinn,” her mother continued.

“I’ll think about it,” Sinead promised.

“That means ‘Get off my arse, Ma,’ ” her mother said with a sigh.

“Yup, it does.”

Maggie cleared her throat nervously. “I was wondering,” she began, looking at Sinead, “if Brendan, Charlie, and I might use the house one weekend? Just to get away for a bit.”

“Of course,” said Sinead. “Just let me know when, and I’ll call the caretaker to come air it out and clean things up a bit.”

“Thanks.”

Sinead had always let her siblings and friends use the house. In fact, Quinn and Natalie had their wedding there. It made her feel better about spending all that money on a place she didn’t use as much as she should.

Dinner conversation turned to the usual subjects: gossip about relatives and pub patrons, chat about favorite TV shows and various familial health ailments, the occasional heated political discussion. And of course now that baby Charlie had joined the family, everyone, especially Sinead’s parents, focused a lot of attention on him. It made sense: he was their first grandchild after all. Sinead thought Charlie was cute, but she didn’t know how to connect with him, exactly. She was awkward with him. It made Sinead wonder if she was cut out for motherhood at all. Shouldn’t this stuff come naturally?

When dinner finished, Maggie went off to nurse Charlie, and the men went into the living room to watch the  Jets game. Typical. Sinead and her sister-in-law Natalie helped her mother clean up.

“How’s it going at the restaurant?” Sinead asked.

Natalie’s face lit up. “I love it.”

“Good. I keep meaning to stop by and have a meal. I promise I will when I get the chance.”

“That would be the twelfth of never,” her mother muttered under her breath.

Eventually it was just Sinead and her mother alone in the kitchen as Natalie went off to annoy Quinn with questions about football.

“You know, I noticed something at dinner,” her mother continued.

“What’s that?”

“You didn’t hold Charlie. Not once.”

“I’m not good with babies, Ma, okay?”

“I think you’re afraid to hold him.”

Sinead swallowed painfully. “Could we not talk about this?”

“Maggie misses you.”

“Stop meddling, Mom. Please.”

“I just worry about my girl. You seem so unhappy.”

“I’m fine, Ma. Honestly.”

“But you must be getting a bit lonely, no?”

“Don’t start,” Sinead begged. “Please.”

“Don’t you think it’s time to find a good man?”

“I’m not sure there are any,” Sinead lamented. “And I’m certainly not going out looking for one.”

“Stubborn thing. You’ve always been a headstrong, stubborn thing. You and your sister.”

“Gee, I wonder where we get that from.”

“Is it because you’re afraid of getting hurt again?” her mother pressed on. “So you made a mistake. Big deal. Live and learn, I say. Onward and upward and all that. Every pot has its lid, my mam used to say. I want you to find yours.”

“If it’s meant to happen, it will, Mom,” said Sinead, hugging her mother tight. “Now stop fretting and hand me that dish.”
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“Guys, I’d like you to welcome our new captain, Adam Perry.”

Adam stepped forward from where he stood between the New York Blades’ GM, Ty Gallagher, and head coach, Michael Dante. Nodding curtly, he glanced around the locker room.

To say Gallagher and Dante were disappointed with the team’s play in the prior season was an understatement. In Ty’s estimation, they’d gotten soft. Michael believed their previous successes had led to the loss of the burning hunger needed to propel a hockey team forward. Ty and Michael both felt the Blades needed a strong physical presence on the ice; someone whose will to win would carry the team through the moments when skill wasn’t enough. Someone who would inspire effort in his teammates and fear in his opponents.

“Adam? Anything you want to say?” Michael asked.

Perry had a league-wide reputation of being a man of few words who only spoke when necessary. He didn’t disappoint. Once again he glanced around the locker room, as if searching for something inside each of his new teammates. The tension was thick. Finally he spoke. “I’m here to win a Stanley Cup,” he declared firmly. “I hope that’s why you’re all here. Nothing else is good enough.”

The looks on the faces of the other Blades ranged from awe to fear. Perry was known for more than just being taciturn. A powerfully built back liner, he’d won the rookie of the year award for his offensive production as well as his defense. But over the years, he’d evolved into a primarily defensive defenseman known for being the hardest hitter in the league. His specialty was a dying art: the open-ice  body check. It was a hit he delivered with such force and ferocity that more than a dozen players had suffered concussions when their heads met Perry’s shoulder at the blue line. Adam’s hits were perfectly legal but always ferocious. No one had retaliated against him in years, thanks to his reputation for being just as brutal and effective when he dropped his gloves. In a sport in which players prided themselves on their fearlessness, the one person players readily admitted to each other that they feared was Adam Perry.

A brief moment of awkward silence followed Perry’s pronouncement as everyone waited to see if he would say anything else. When it was clear he was done, Michael Dante spoke up, breaking the tension. “Right, let’s get dressed for practice.”

Ty Gallagher left, and Adam sat down and began unlacing his shoes. While the team talked and got ready, there was a definite psychic, if not physical, distance between Adam and the other players. They were giving him as much space in the locker room as they usually afforded him on the ice. It was something he was used to: the mixture of fear and respect that often made him a man apart, at least until they got to know him. He was not an easy person to get close to; he didn’t like to be emotionally vulnerable, which was often a roadblock when it came to friendship. Aloof was safer. Aloof allowed him to focus fully on the task at hand.

Adam hated to admit weakness, even to himself, but deep down, he was afraid of never winning the Cup. The truth was, he needed the Blades as much as they needed him. Despite being an all-star for most of his career, Tampa Bay had only made the playoffs once in the ten years he’d played there. The Blades were probably his last shot at Stanley Cup glory.

Adam looked around as he pulled on his practice sweater. He’d faced most of these guys on the ice for  years. Jason Mitchell knew what it was like to butt heads with him; Adam couldn’t count the number of times they’d hit each other. He’d had his run-ins with Jason’s brother Eric as well. Ulf Torkelson downright hated him. That was okay. All he cared about was that they produced on the ice.

The one wild card in the bunch was Esa Saari, a Finnish-born defenseman who it was rumored the Blades intended to pair with Adam. Saari was Adam’s opposite on the ice: an offensively minded, fast skating defenseman whose lapses in his own zone sometimes hurt the teams he’d played on.

As if on cue, Saari spoke up. “Hey, Coach Dante, I hear your brother makes killer meatballs.”

Everyone laughed. Adam knew from chatting with Michael that his brother, Anthony, owned an Italian restaurant in Brooklyn called Dante’s. Players ate there all the time. In fact, Michael and Ty were making plans to take Adam there one night soon. Apparently it was a tradition: take the new guy out for a meal.

“Best in New York,” Michael boasted.

Esa grinned. “I’m going to have to check them out.”

With a model hanging off each arm, Adam thought scornfully. Saari was one of those athletes known as much for his lifestyle as his style of play; you couldn’t open the paper or watch celeb TV without there being some piece about Esa and who he was seen with, or what hot new restaurant he was at, or what club he was hanging out at. Unfortunately, the guy was a hockey rock star, and he knew it, too.

“All right, you putzes,” said Michael. “Let’s get out on the ice.”

Adam got up to leave with everyone else, but Ty popped his head in the door. “Hold on a minute, you two.” He waited until the team had cleared out. “Michael: work your  usual magic, kicking their asses till they break down and cry like little girls. Adam: make it clear to these pussies that you’re not going to take any shit from them both on and off the ice.”

Adam grinned wickedly. “Will do.”
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“Oh my God, did you sleep here?”

Unlocking the front door to the law firm’s offices, Sinead found her coworker, Oliver Casey, lying on his back on one of the posh leather couches in the lobby, blinking at the ceiling. It was clear that he’d just woken up. It was also clear that he’d slept in his clothing.

Oliver sat up with a yawn. “What the hell are you doing here at this hour? Let me guess: working.”

“What the hell are you doing sleeping on the couch?” Despite their different temperaments, Sinead adored Oliver, and the feeling was mutual. He was manic, guzzling diet colas all day like they were water, while she was even-tempered. He flew by the seat of his pants, while she planned everything carefully. He was a womanizer who slept with half his clients, something Sinead found inconceivable. But he was a brilliant litigator, which was the reason the managing partners in the firm were willing to turn a blind eye to his “shortcomings,” as one of them put it. It was different for her: all it would take was one Oliver type lapse of judgment on her part, and she’d be fired. She hated  that there was a double standard, but there was nothing she could do about it.

“Had a little bit too much to drink last night, and when I got in the cab to take me home, this was the only address I could remember.”

Oliver yawned again, running a chunky hand through the thick tangle of his black hair. He wasn’t what you’d call traditionally attractive: he was slightly overweight, and his nose was a little too big for his face. Yet he bagged any woman he wanted to, mainly because he was one of those effortlessly charming men who could flatter the clothes off even the most resistant female. He was smart as hell, and funny, too.

Sinead sat down next to him. “How’s the hangover?”

Oliver’s eyes rolled up in his head dramatically. “Ever wonder what it’s like to have an ice pick driven into your skull repeatedly?”

“I don’t have to wonder: I get migraines, remember?” She patted his shoulder. “C’mon, I’ve got some aspirin in my desk drawer.”

“Sinead O’Brien: always prepared. I bet you were a Girl Scout.”

“Shut up.”

With Oliver wincing every step of the way, they walked down the long, carpeted hall to her office.

“Do you have to be in court this morning?” Sinead asked.

“Stop yelling.”

“I’m not yelling. Do you have to be in court this morning?” Sinead stage-whispered.

“Yep.”

Oliver peered at her with disdain. “What are you so chipper about this morning?”

“I got a call from Kidco Corporation, the company that owns the New York Blades. They asked me if I’d  be interested in defending one of the team’s star players, Adam Perry, in an assault case.”

“What’s the dude being charged with?”

“Assault causing bodily harm of another player. A suburban Philadelphia DA who’s up for reelection brought the charges. Kidco wants to meet with me ASAP to discuss the case further.”

“Sounds like it could be primo.” Oliver looked her up and down. “You look devastatingly beautiful today. Have I mentioned that?”

“Shut up.”

“You do. How come you and I have never gone out?”

“I don’t date coworkers.”

“For now.” Oliver sighed dreamily. “Ever hear of Tina Andreas?”

“No.”

“Some socialite gazillionairess. She’s divorcing a real schmuck. Unfortunately, they didn’t sign a prenup, so this putz is going after half her money. She’s retaining me, of course. Anyway, she’s gorgeous.”

“You’ve slept with her already, haven’t you?”

“Hell yeah.”

“How did you lure her into your bed?”

“Drugged her.”

“Oliver!”

Oliver grinned. “How do you think, babe? I turned on the charm. Explained to her how we were going to demolish this guy in court. Told her if she needed anything—anything—I was there for her. Apparently she needed a good shtupping.”

“Charming.”

“Well, I am known for going above and beyond for my clients,” Oliver wisecracked.

“In a manner of speaking.”

Even though Oliver’s “relationships” were purely sexual,  they still reminded Sinead of how she awoke in an empty bed day after day. “What if I never find anyone else, Oliver?”

Oliver looked dumbstruck. “You kiddin’ me? With your killer bod and great big brain? You will. Trust me.”

“If you say so.” Sinead kissed his cheek. “You always make me feel better. Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome, Sinead. And screw the aspirin. Can I have one of your migraine pills?”
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Sinead strode confidently into the offices of Kidco Corporation. Unlike the rest of her family, she’d never been a sports fan. Her father had fallen hard and fast for baseball the minute he’d set foot on American soil from Ireland. Sinead remembered him bringing the whole family to a Mets game when she was about six, and being bored senseless. Both her brothers liked football as well as hockey. In fact, the Wild Hart had actually become the New York Blades’ new hangout. Every time Sinead visited her parents’ pub, a group of players could be found occupying a bunch of the tables in the back, downing pitchers of beer and looking like they were having a good time. Sinead never paid them much attention, though she sometimes heard the occasional appraising murmur when she passed to get to the kitchen. It made her uncomfortable. Auburn-haired Maggie was the beauty of the family, not her.

After presenting her ID at the desk in the lobby, she was ushered up to the fifty-third floor into a windowless conference room, where she found six men seated around an oblong teak table. They all rose as she entered. Sinead proffered a hand to the man nearest her for a handshake. He was squat and overweight, a splat of dry ketchup on his tie.

“Hello. I’m Sinead O’Brien from Callahan, Epps, and Kaplan.”

“Lou Capesi, head of PR for the team,” the man said, his fingers as plump as the Irish bangers her mother cooked. Lou gestured to the thin, gray-haired, distinguished-looking man in an expensive black suit sitting across from him.

A small man with a pinched face seated next to Lou cut in, reaching past him to shake Sinead’s hand. “Larry Welsh, NHL commissioner.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“This is Justin Barry, our in-house counsel,” Lou announced, referring to the man in the black suit.

“Nice to meet you,” said Sinead. Barry echoed the sentiment.

“Ty Gallagher, the team’s GM,” Lou said next, pointing to a well-built man with dirty blond hair and an extremely serious expression on his face.

Ty nodded curtly. “Pleasure.”

“Michael Dante, our team coach,” said Lou, his gaze falling on a handsome Italian man with a friendly face sitting next to Ty.

“Thanks for coming,” said Michael.

“My pleasure.”

“And this is Adam Perry,” said Lou, gesturing at a ruggedly handsome man with light brown hair and hazel eyes at the end of the table.

Adam was unsmiling. “I’m the one being charged.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Perry,” said Sinead.

Lou Capesi pulled out a chair for her and offered her coffee, which she declined. She sat down, pulling out a yellow legal pad and pen from her briefcase. “So, gentlemen, how can I help you?”

“Three nights ago, the Blades played Philly on their home ice,” Justin Barry began. “Adam here, one of the best defensemen in the NHL, made a hit on one of Philly’s defensemen, Nick Clarey. Guy was knocked out cold and taken off the ice. The next day, Philly released a statement  saying Clarey had suffered a fractured cheekbone and had a concussion. Serious injuries for sure, but nothing unusual.”

“We suspended Adam for two games,” said Commissioner Welsh, glancing at Adam with an unmistakable look of displeasure.

“Despite his not being penalized during the game,” Ty interrupted with a glare.

“The next day,” Barry continued, trying to regain control of the conversation, “we were informed that Adam was being brought up on charges of assault causing bodily harm by Patrick Dobbins, Philadelphia’s DA—”

“Who just happens to be running for reelection,” Michael interrupted disgustedly.

“According to Dobbins,” Barry continued with a touch of annoyance, “Adam’s hit was outside the accepted norms of the game, constituting assault.”

Sinead jotted all this down, all the while aware of Adam Perry watching her intently. “Why did you contact me?” she asked Justin Barry.

“We were told you were one of the city’s top litigators.”

“Well, I’m certainly one of the city’s top female litigators,” Sinead noted. “And I’m assuming you believe having a woman defense attorney could be beneficial.” Before Barry could respond, Sinead deftly continued, “That’s neither uncommon nor a problem for me. However, I’ve never defended a hockey player before.”

“Why are you telling us this?” Ty asked.

“Full disclosure, for one thing. It also means I’ll have a slight learning curve when it comes to the intricacies of the game.” She tapped her pen lightly against her pad. “For example, I assume it’s uncommon for hockey players to be brought up on assault charges?”

“Fuck yes,” Lou Capesi blurted, immediately looking sheepish. “I mean—yeah. Sorry for cursing.”

“That’s okay,” Sinead assured him. “I’ve heard every  curse in the book, most of them coming from the mouths of Wall Street executives.”

There was something about Capesi’s rumpled look and bluntness that reminded her of Oliver; it was actually somewhat charming. The fact that the team had someone in-house who could spin the story would be a big boon.

“You play in the NHL, you know there’s this kind of risk of on-ice contact,” Ty Gallagher explained. “Guys have been charged a few times in the past, but it was always for hits outside the norms of the game: either cheap-shot punches or hits in the head with a stick. This kind of check is just part of the game. The charges are just bullshit politicking. As we’ve said, Dobbins just wants to be reelected.”

Sinead nodded thoughtfully. Six pairs of eyes were assessing her reaction to the information, especially Adam Perry’s. She looked at him. His expression betrayed nothing, which was curious. Usually defendants exhibited some level of anxiety. But there he sat, as unreadable as the sphinx. Sinead found it slightly unnerving.

“There’s footage of the hit?” she asked.

Welsh nodded. “Of course.”

Sinead put her pen down and looked around the table. “I would be happy to defend Adam,” she said, her eyes again drawn to him. No reaction to her statement, just that intense, inscrutable gaze. What was he feeling? Was he upset about the charges? In shock? Pissed? Brainless? She couldn’t tell.

Lou pulled a giant chocolate chip cookie wrapped in a napkin out of his jacket pocket and began munching on it. “Thank God,” he said.

“You know how a case like this works, right?” Sinead asked them.

“Yeah,” said Michael, smiling good-naturedly. “We pay you tons of money, and you pin Dobbins’s ass to the wall.”

Sinead chuckled. “I wish it were that easy. No, in assembling the case I’ll definitely have to interview the three of you”—she gestured at Adam, Ty, and Michael—“numerous times, as well as talk to other players and referees as potential witnesses.” She forced her attention back to Adam. “I’ll have to look into your past conduct. Gather autobiographical info. Talk to people who will testify to your character, things like that.” She looked around the table. “Have any NHL players ever been convicted of assault?”

“One,” said Welsh.

“Have there ever been any charged with assault who were acquitted?”

“Two,” said Barry.

“Well, like I said, I would be happy to take this case on,” Sinead repeated, putting her legal pad and pen back in her briefcase.

“What happens now?” Welsh asked, once again glancing down the table at Adam with resentment.

“You have the appropriate party from Kidco call my firm, and they’ll discuss fees, contracts, etcetera,” said Sinead. “It’s pretty straightforward.” She stood. “Anything else, gentlemen ? Anything you want to ask me?”

All the men nodded no, including Adam. Sinead took six business cards out of the pocket of her blazer, handing them to Lou to pass around. “Please don’t hesitate to call me if you have any questions. In the meantime, I look forward to working with you all.”

“I’ll walk you out,” said Lou, launching himself out of his chair.

“You just want to hit the vending machines,” said Michael.

“Va fungool,” Lou replied affectionately.

“Not nice to talk like that in front of a lady,” said Michael.

“Again, apologies for my mouth,” Lou said to Sinead.

“It’s all right.”

Sinead nodded politely to everyone as she left. She was excited about taking on the case; it was something new and different, a challenge, which she loved. She’d be able to bury herself in it, forget her loneliness.

She found herself thinking about Adam Perry. Was it possible he was a brainless goon who had been instructed not to speak? She got the sense that part of the challenge with this case was going to be Perry himself. She had her work cut out for her.
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“Well, that was relatively painless,” said Justin Barry, draining his coffee cup.

“Until you get the bill,” Welsh snapped with a frown.

Ty looked irritated. “You get what you pay for.”

Lou walked back into the room. “I like her. No-nonsense broad. Smart.”

“What did you get from the vending machine?” Michael asked eagerly.

“Snickers Bar,” said Lou, holding it up for Michael to see. “Want some?”

Ty raised an eyebrow. “Remind me: how many heart attacks have you had now?”

“It’s dark chocolate! It’s good for your heart!” Lou protested, breaking the bar and giving half to Michael.

Ty just shook his head.

“What do you think of her, Adam?” Michael asked.

Attractive in a cool, corporate sort of way, he thought, with that long, sleek, brown hair of hers pulled back and her flawless makeup, but that wasn’t what Michael was asking about. Adam noticed that she made a point of frequently looking at him. He wondered if she was expecting more input from him, since he was the one being brought up on charges.

“All I care about is that she wins the case,” Adam  replied. He couldn’t believe it when he’d opened the sports pages of the New York Sentinel the morning after the game to read he was being charged for the hit. He sat there at his kitchen table, staring at the article with incredulity. Him being charged with assault causing bodily harm? What bullshit. It would be laughable if the prospect of losing the case didn’t mean his career could come to a screeching halt.

Lou and the league office had arranged a press conference almost immediately after the article appeared, featuring Commissioner Welsh, Ty, and one of the suits from Kidco. Welsh stated that the NHL supported Adam 100 percent, and that they’d be supporting the Blades in fighting the charges. It was short and sweet; Welsh took no questions. Adam knew he himself wouldn’t get off the hook as easily: the sports press would be all over him at the next game, sticking their mikes in his face, which he hated. Lou had told him to “No comment” them to death. Even if Lou had advised otherwise, that’s what Adam would have chosen to do.

Everyone except Welsh stood to leave. “Adam, Michael, Ty,” he said, “please sit back down. I have a couple of things I want to talk to you about.” He looked at Justin and Lou. “You guys can take off.”

“I’ll pop upstairs, tell the big kahunas we’re going with Callahan, Epps, and Kaplan,” said Justin, gathering up his things.

“Lou?” Welsh said politely.

“I’m goin’, I’m goin’,” Lou garbled as he chewed. “Jesus H., can’t a guy even finish his candy bar?”

“By all means, take your time,” Welsh said sarcastically.

Lou did just that. Adam looked down at the table, stifling a laugh. When Lou was done, he wiped his hands on his pants. “That was delicious.” He patted Michael’s shoulder. “See you boys.”

Welsh closed the door as Lou departed.

Ty eyed Welsh warily. “What’s up?”

There was no love lost between these two men, or between Welsh and any NHL player, for that matter. Welsh didn’t have a hockey background; he was a sharp lawyer whose previous sports experience was as senior vice president of the National Football League. He’d been brought in by the owners to help increase the league’s revenues—which he did, by forcing through a salary cap, much to the players’ chagrin.

“What’s up is this lawsuit,” Welsh replied with a frown. “These assault charges couldn’t have come at a worse time.”

“Why’s that?” asked Ty.

“Because the league has decided it’s time to clean up hockey’s image.”

Adam was skeptical as he folded his arms across his chest. “What does that mean?”

“It means what I said. The league wants to tone down the on-ice violence in the belief it’ll make the sport more appealing.”

Michael snorted. “To who?”

“We’re trying to grow the sport,” said Welsh. He looked directly at Adam. “Look, the league will obviously support you in public when it comes to fighting these charges. But off the record, we want to phase out this kind of violence.”

“Violence?” Ty echoed, looking at him like he was a moron.

“He’s got to cut back on the mid-ice hits.”

“I’m in the room,” Adam pointed out curtly. “You can talk to me directly.”

“Mid-ice hits are part of hockey, Larry,” said Ty as if he were talking to a child. “I know it’s a dying art, but it’s an integral part of the game, and Adam is one of the best ever at it. It’s part of the reason we acquired him.”

“It’s like fighting. It turns people off,” Welsh insisted.

“No, fighting turns people on,” Michael countered. “You get rid of fighting and the hardest checking, and you lose the essence of the game.”

Welsh sighed. “Look, I understand this isn’t what you want to hear, but for the league to grow, we believe we have to reach beyond our usual fans and bring in new people: young people, parents with little kids, specifically young American parents with little kids who don’t like their children to be exposed to too much violence. From now on, Adam, we’re going to be watching how you play very closely.”

“Madonn’, are you fucking kidding me?” Michael turned to Ty, incredulous. “You hear this shit?”

“Calm down,” said Ty. His expression was resolute as he looked at Welsh. “Larry, do what you think you gotta do. But I can tell you right now: the Blades aren’t changing a damn thing about the way they play.”

“Understood, Ty. I respect you a great deal and just wanted you to understand the big picture. I’ll do what I have to and you do what you have to. Gentlemen.” Welsh rose. “Good luck on the ice tomorrow night.”
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As Michael had advised, Adam asked for the players’ attention before they went out on the ice the next night to warm up—all the players except Esa Saari, who was late. Well, this will give me the chance to kill two birds with one stone, thought Adam. Assure the guys that the lawsuit was nothing to worry about, and then tear Saari a new one when he turns up.

“Obviously, you all know about the lawsuit,” Adam began.

“It’s bullshit,” Eric Mitchell blurted.

“Yeah, it is,” Adam agreed. “Which is why none of you should worry about the case, because I’m not. I intend to  keep playing the way I always have, and I expect all of you to do the same.”

“Sorry I’m late.” Esa Saari came flying through the locker room door, breathless.

“Nice of you to join us,” Adam said sarcastically.

“I—”

“You can tell me your bullshit story in a minute,” said Adam. He resumed eye contact with the rest of the team. “Any questions?” There were none. “Get out there and start warming up, then. Esa and I will be with you in a minute.”

One by one, the players filed out of the locker room. Adam noticed a couple threw Esa a dirty look. He deserved it. It was disrespectful to his teammates to arrive late when the rest of them made the effort to arrive there on time. Short of the death of a family member, lateness wasn’t tolerated.

“Well?” Adam asked when it was just the two of them.

“Subway delay,” said Esa as he frantically began dressing for the game.

“No excuse. If you’re taking the subway, you should leave extra early just in case something like that happens. Not to mention the fact you earn enough to use a car service.”

“Sorry.”

“Me, too. Because you owe the locker room fund five hundred dollars. If you’re ever late again, you’ll owe a thousand.”

Saari muttered something under his breath.

Adam narrowed his eyes. “What did you say?”

“Chill, okay? I’m here now.”

Adam slowly walked over to him, grabbing him by the collar. “I don’t give a shit if you have no self-respect, but as long as I’m the captain of this team, you better start showing respect for your teammates and the game. Do we understand each other?”

“Yeah, yeah, I got it,” Saari muttered, eyes darting away.

“Good. Now get your ass out there on the ice.”

Arrogant little prick, thought Adam. You’re not going to be so smug by the time I get through with you. He strode out of the locker room, his anger energizing him. Time to go out and do his job.
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