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CHAPTER 01

Some women fantasize about being wed on the beach at sunset as the warm surf gently laps at their bare, tanned feet. Others picture floating down the aisle in a cloud of ivory tulle. Theresa Falconetti’s dream wedding was exchanging vows at St. Patrick’s Cathedral, followed by a horse-drawn carriage ride to a reception at The Plaza Hotel.

And now it was happening.

Gazing rapturously into the eyes of her true love as two proud, white stallions conveyed them up Fifth Avenue, Theresa couldn’t believe her good fortune. One year ago, she had been the co-owner of a struggling PR firm. Now she was the wife of Miles van Dusen, architect, equestrian and collector of Sumerian pottery. They met at the wedding of Elizabeth Taylor to Nicholas Cage, one of Theresa’s premiere clients. All Miles had to ask was “Fancy a prawn cocktail?” and Theresa was smitten, the deep, sonorous tone of his voice its own aphrodisiac. By the time the lemon sorbet was served, she knew he was The One.

“Happy, my sweet?” Miles murmured into her hair as the cool night air embraced them.

“Ecstatic.” Theresa sighed, laying her head to rest on his shoulder.

“Theresa?”

“Yes, beloved of my heart?”

“Geez. That’s a new one.”

Startled, Theresa blinked. She wasn’t in a horse-drawn carriage, but an Aeron chair. And the person calling her name wasn’t the imaginary Miles van Dusen, but Janna MacNeil, her business partner.

“You okay?”

“Fine, fine,” Theresa replied breezily, mortified at being caught conjuring a romantic fantasy so riveting it unmoored her completely from the present.

“Walking up the aisle again, huh?” Janna observed wryly.

“Maybe,” Theresa said, anxious to steer the conversation back to business. “You said you had a lead on a possible new account?”

“It’s a restaurant,” Janna said as she sipped her coffee, a mutual addiction. This had been their routine ever since opening FM PR two years earlier: come to the office, check in over coffee, then split up and get down to work.

“A restaurant,” Theresa repeated thoughtfully. “Since when do we handle restaurants?”

“Since our accountant told me we need to drum up as much business as we can.”

Theresa sighed. “Hit me.”

“It’s a mom-and-pop place in Brooklyn,” Janna began, reading the details from a piece of paper on her oversized desk, which dwarfed her. At five feet tall, with short blond hair, she was the physical opposite of Theresa, whose long legs and dark curls made her the envy of countless women. “It’s got a strong local following, but the new owners, two brothers, are looking to expand the clientele,”  Janna continued. “They want to start pulling in the foodies from Manhattan.” She raised her head to look at Theresa. “Are you free this afternoon?”

“I think so.”

“Then would you mind going out there and meeting with these guys? I’ve got to meet with Mike Piazza.”

“Mike Piazza? Of the Mets?”

“No, Mike Piazza the plumber. Of course Mike Piazza of the Mets.” Janna looked hopeful. “If we could get him, it would be huge.”

Theresa sank back in her chair. It always seemed to work out this way: Janna meeting celebrities, Theresa dispatched to check out what was probably a glorified pizzeria. Before starting their agency, Janna did PR for one of the NHL’s New York franchises, the Blades. Theresa had haunted her long and hard about meeting the team’s hottest new player, Alexei Lubov. She still suffered night-mares when she recalled what happened when her wish was granted: She and Lubov had gone out, and he had tried to rape her. When she dared to press charges, Theresa’s self-esteem and reputation were nearly destroyed, but she persevered, and finally settled out of court. She used the money to set up the firm with Janna and swore off professional athletes entirely, except for a friendly relationship with Janna’s husband, Ty, the former captain of the Blades. Well, Janna could deal with Mike-Piazza-the-Met, that was more than fine by her. “What time do the Brooklyn brothers want to meet?”

“Around two.”

“That’s doable. Where’s the restaurant?”

“Bensonhurst.”

“Really?” Theresa was surprised. She was born and raised in Bensonhurst. Her family lived there still, constantly making it clear they wished she did, too. Bensonhurst . . . She wracked her brains, trying to figure out what  family restaurant Janna might be talking about. And then it hit her.

“You’re sending me to Dante’s, aren’t you?”

Janna glanced away guiltily. “Yes.”

“I don’t believe you!”

Dante’s was the restaurant where the Blades held all their private parties. One of its co-owners was Michael Dante, a third line winger for the team. He’d made a lasting impression on her two years ago when he asked to buy her a drink, failing to realize he didn’t have his two front teeth in. At Ty and Janna’s wedding, he’d hounded her endlessly to dance. She had a hard time being around him, since he reminded her of everything she’d like to forget: an athlete who refused to take no for an answer.

“You tricked me,” she accused.

“I know,” Janna confessed. “But I knew it was the only way to get you to agree. Besides, his brother will be there, too.”

“Can’t you switch your meeting with Piazza so that you can handle it?”

“It’s business, Theresa.” Janna sounded weary, despite the early hour. “Besides, you’re better at this stuff than I am.”

Theresa regarded her friend warily. “Better at what stuff?”

“Assessing potential clients, deciding what direction to go with a campaign, if they decide to hire us. You know  you are. I’m better at the ego-stroking and damage control.”

“If that’s the case, then let me meet with Piazza and you can go stroke Michael Dante.”

“That’s funny, Ter. You know, I’ve never understood what you have against him. He’s a nice guy.”

“A nice guy who reminds me of every Italian Brooklyn boy I grew up with and moved to the city to avoid.”

Janna gave a small grimace. “Well, try to keep an open  mind when you’re meeting with them, please. We could really use this account.”

“I’ll be the consummate professional,” Theresa assured her, while mentally stockpiling rebuffs to use on Dante if he tried flirting with her. She’d meet with him, fine. They needed the business, so she’d do it.

But she didn’t have to like it.

 

 

“Dante! Off the ice.”

At the sound of his coach’s voice, Michael Dante abruptly cut short his rink-long sprint, and with dogged determination skated over to the bench where Ty Gallagher sat, stopwatch in hand. Michael was close to throwing up from sheer physical pain and exhaustion, Gallagher having insisted the entire team sprint up and down the ice until he told them to stop. That had been twenty minutes ago—after a practice that had already been an hour and a half long.

“What’s up?” Michael panted, grateful for the momentary respite. He wished he could collapse onto the bench beside Ty, but knew it would be seen as a sign of weakness. Instead, he bent over with his stick across his knees, trying to steady his breathing and get rid of the stitch in his side that zapped him with pain every time he inhaled.

“You’re slowing down,” Ty barked. “You started out fine, but the last couple of sprints, you’ve been dragging your ass. Out partying last night?”

“No.” Michael knew there was an edge of defensiveness to his voice, but he couldn’t help it. If Ty had his way, they’d all be tucked up in bed by nine with a glass of warm milk, even though there’d once been a time when  he’d availed himself of all the fruits Manhattan had to offer.

The difference was Ty had still managed to excel on the ice. He was one of the NHL’s legendary players, with  four Stanley Cup wins to his credit. Two years ago, as their captain, he’d led the Blades to their second Cup in as many years, before shocking the hell out of everyone and retiring while still at the top of his game. Last year, the Blades didn’t make the playoffs, and when their beloved coach, “Tubs” Matthias, was killed in a car crash over the summer, Kidco Corporation, who owned the team, lured Gallagher back by making him the highest-paid coach in the NHL. He was also perhaps the toughest, a dedicated but relentless SOB who pulled no punches with his players and brooked no bullshit, either. Judging from the skeptical expression on his face, Michael guessed that Ty thought he was lying.

“I kid you not,” Michael swore. He was breathing easier now, enough to stand upright. “I was home last night.”

“Why’s that?” Ty needled. “Every bar, restaurant and dance club in the city closed?”

Jesus wept, can you cut me a break here? Michael pleaded in his head. Ever since Ty had taken over the team, Michael’s off-ice activities had been a bone of contention between them. Ty thought that Michael led “too active” a social life. He claimed it showed a lack of commitment to his chosen profession. But that was bull. Michael had been a professional hockey player for ten years, and he knew it was possible to be a dedicated player and have a decent social life. What the hell did Ty want from him? He was a single guy, for Chrissakes. And New York was his town. He was born here, learned to play hockey here. . . . Hell, he still choked up when he thought back to the first professional hockey game he ever saw. He was six years old, and his father, whose idea of sports was bocce ball, took him to Met Gar to see the Blades play the Rangers. He’d known then and there that he wanted to be one of those tough guys magically flying down the ice. And he’d made his dream come true.

When the Blades acquired him in a trade with Hartford  three years back, he’d reveled in coming home to the city, and the city did nothing to hide its unabashed love for him in return. He was their own “Mikey D,” the local boy made good. So what if, like Ty once cracked, “He’d never met a photo op he didn’t like?” He was a people person. He liked meeting New Yorkers, talking to them, finding out what made them tick. And not just the rich ones who showed up at charity events and swanky parties, either. Michael liked talking to the people he met on the subway. People who approached him when he was out doing his grocery shopping. Normal, hard-working people who reminded him of where he came from should his ego start getting the better of him. Good people. New Yorkers. Where was the problem in that?

Still, his coach’s insinuation that he was slowing down bugged him. He knew he’d never be a marquee player like Ty had been. But he was a solid hockey player, a grinder, an old-school third line winger. He was the guy they sent out to pound on the other team’s defensemen. When the tide of a game needed to be turned, he was the one they relied on. He might not be the fastest skater in the world, but he was renowned for his relentless, crushing forecheck and his refusal to ever back down. “A formidable physical presence,” that’s what the New York Post had called him his first season back. So what was Ty trying to tell him? That he was losing his juice?

“Tell you what,” Michael said, glancing back at his teammates, a number of whom looked as physically sick as he had felt just minutes before. “I’ll concentrate on picking up the pace, okay?”

“Concentrate is the operative word here,” said Ty. “I don’t have a sense you’re really focusing on what you’re doing.”

“I’m trying.”

“Well, try harder. Or else you’re going to find yourself watching van Dorn.”

Paul van Dorn. Golden boy. Rookie. The second coming of Christ at training camp. Fresh out of college, van Dorn was acquired in the Lubov trade and was among the youngest players on the team. He didn’t yet have a permanent place on the roster. But all that could change if Michael, or any of the other players, got sloppy or slowed down. And van Dorn knew it. He seemed to take sadistic pleasure in needling some of the guys about being “old men.” But with Michael, it was more personal. “I thought old Italian men liked to sit in their gardens and look at their tomatoes,” he’d once cracked while Michael was killing himself on an exercise bike. Another time he’d asked Michael if he needed help dressing. Arrogant little Wasp prick.

Michael nodded at what Ty said and skated back out onto the ice.

The coach was right: He wasn’t focused at all today. Instead, his mind was on the meeting he was having later in the day in Brooklyn. He wanted Theresa and Janna’s PR help to bring in more customers to the restaurant he and his brother, Anthony, had inherited from their parents. Unfortunately, Anthony was the patron saint of sullen, older siblings. He was also the head chef at the restaurant and was horrified at the idea of changing anything. To him, change was bad, period. Anthony had had the same hairstyle for twenty years and had held on to his ’70s threads for so long, they were now back in style. Michael loved Anthony, but his narrow-mindedness and inflexibility often drove him to despair. He knew that when he got to the restaurant that afternoon and told Anthony they’d be sitting down with a PR person, his brother would start foaming at the mouth. Pots and pans would be hurled and the sanctity of their parents’ vision invoked. Michael could deal with that later. Right now, he had to deal with muscles screaming for relief in his legs.

Joining his teammates, he gave it his all as they sprinted up and back, up and back. . . .

 

 

Theresa muttered to herself as she hustled down Eighty-Sixth Street on her way to Dante’s on Twentieth Avenue. She was feeling guilty that she was in Bensonhurst, but had no intention of visiting her parents. She kept imagining bumping into her mother coming out of Cuccio Brothers Cheese or Santoro’s Pork Store. After feigning a heart attack, her mother would launch into a tear-jerking soliloquy about how her only daughter had time to come to Brooklyn for work, oh yes, but God forbid she see her family more than one Sunday a month. The fantasy encounter was so real Theresa had started defending herself out loud. If that wasn’t a testament to how easy it was for her family to get under her skin, she didn’t know what was.

Dante’s. She could have put her foot down and demanded Janna do it. But Janna seemed so stressed of late. Not that she wasn’t stressed herself. The idea that their agency might not make it kept her up at night watching bad TV, sucking her into the twilight world of infomercials and square-headed, self-righteous televangelists. She sighed. There were worse things in life than meeting with professional athletes. Unemployment was one of them.

Rounding the corner of Twentieth Avenue, she marveled at how little it had changed since she was small, the mom-and-pop stores of her childhood still intact. Dante’s was the same as she remembered it, a veritable Bensonhurst institution with a decent-sized dining room and an ample, traditional menu that featured everything from spaghetti and meatballs to osso bucco. Up until her father was diagnosed with lung cancer eight months ago, her parents used to go to Dante’s every Thursday; their “date night” as they called it. But now Poppy was too tired and  too sick to go anywhere. Once again, guilt gripped her. Maybe she would stop by the house when she was done and surprise them.

She pushed open the large, carved wooden door to the restaurant and slipped inside, out of the warm September air. The lights and air-conditioning were on, but there was no one behind the long, polished wood bar, and every linen-covered table in the large room was empty. Trying hard to ignore the bad paintings of Venetian gondoliers and photographs of local priests gracing the red walls, she loudly called out, “Hello?” A minute later, Michael Dante appeared through the swinging steel doors of the kitchen. He was scowling, but upon seeing her, the tensions melted from his face, replaced by a big smile. Here it comes,  thought Theresa.

“Theresa. It’s great to see you.”

Theresa smiled politely. “Nice to see you, too. I see you’re wearing all your teeth today.”

“For you, a full mouth,” he kidded back. Theresa noticed him subtly checking her out and bristled. Get over it, ice boy. I’m through with your kind.

“So . . .” she began, eager to get the ball rolling so she could leave as quickly as possible. “Should we wait for your brother to arrive?”

Michael’s scowl returned. “That won’t be necessary,” he said, ushering her to a table for two adorned with a red and white checked tablecloth. “You want anything to drink? Pellegrino, a glass of wine?”

“Pellegrino would be great,” said Theresa, watching his back as he sauntered away and slipped behind the bar. Objectively speaking, he was not unattractive: black, tousled hair, tan skin, and green-blue eyes, which seemed to change color depending upon what he was wearing. A decent body, too: strong arms and a muscled chest tapering down to a perfect V at the waist.

Filling two glasses with ice, over which he poured  mineral water for both of them, Michael tried to hide his disappointment at the change in Theresa’s appearance. She was still gorgeous, but looked nothing like he remembered—or fantasized about. Clad in black from head to toe, her long, wavy hair was pulled back in a sleek bun, and her eyes were obscured by those chic, heavy-framed glasses all the hip people seemed to favor nowadays. Her manner was different, too. Polite, formal. How could this be the same woman who, just two short years ago, was fun, flirty, and enjoyed cursing at him in Italian? Maybe she wasn’t The One after all.

“Here you go.” Michael handed Theresa her Pellegrino and slipped into the chair opposite her. “So,” he said.

“So.”

“You look nice today,” he noted.

“Thank you,” Theresa replied politely, having been taught from a young age that when someone pays you a compliment you acknowledge it, whether you like the person or not. “So, what can I do for you?”

Michael opened his mouth, then closed it, clearly thinking better of what he intended to say.

“My brother and I need your help. We want to turn Dante’s into an upscale, Manhattan-style restaurant.”

“Okay,” said Theresa, intrigued as she took out a legal pad and pen. “Tell me what you have in mind.”

She listened carefully as he outlined the reinvention he envisioned. Just as she was about to ask him if they planned any renovations—boom!—one of the kitchen doors flew open and out stormed an older, 1970’s version of Michael, pointedly glaring at them as he strode across the restaurant and out the front door.

Theresa turned to Michael questioningly. “Was that—?”

“My brother?” Michael supplied. “Yeah, that was him, all right.”

“He doesn’t seem very happy.”

“He’s not. He thinks upgrading the restaurant is a cardinal sin on a par with jarred gravy and Godfather III.” Michael shook his head dismissively. “Don’t worry about him. I’ve got him covered.”

“Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?”

“You can ask me lots of personal questions.”

Theresa squirmed. “If upgrading the restaurant is going to cause your brother to throw an embolism, why do it?”

Michael looked uncomfortable. “Because it’s time. My mom died last year, and she always talked about how she wished the place was just a little bit . . . better. I’ve been waiting to see what Anthony would do, but it’s obvious that if I don’t step in, things are never going to change. So here I am.” His expression was playful as he leaned toward her. “Anything else you’d like to know?”

Theresa pushed back out of range, hoping he got the message. “Why do you want FM PR to represent you?”

“Well, for one thing, it’s all in the family, so to speak.” Theresa assumed he was referring to his connection to Ty and Janna and not, she hoped, some imaginary union between them in the future. “Plus, Eddie James Jackson told me that you, personally, were the best at spinning PR straw into gold.”

Eddie James Jackson. Now there was a name from the past. Jackson was an actor on The Wild and the Free when she was still with the show. Theresa managed to convince the soap press he was the daytime equivalent of Robert DeNiro—no small feat considering Jackson had the emotional range of a wood chip, and his character was an alien masquerading as a nightclub owner, sent to earth to hunt new breeding stock for his planet.

Theresa chuckled. “You know Eddie?”

“He’s a big hockey fan.” His eyes held hers. “Big fan of yours, too.” Theresa looked away. “Guess I’m just one of many.” Dante smiled.

“Don’t,” Theresa admonished, concentrating on her legal pad. Easing the conversation back to business, she  posed the question she’d meant to ask before they’d been interrupted. The answer was they were planning to expand both the dining area and the banquet room within the next couple of months.

“What about decor? What have you got in mind there?”

“I don’t know.” Michael looked around the restaurant blankly. “Some more paintings, I guess. A couple more pictures.”

“If you want to attract a more upscale clientele,” Theresa began gently, “the restaurant may need a more . . . polished . . . look.”

“Okay.” Michael drained his Pellegrino like a man needing fortification for what might come next. “What else?”

“Staff.”

“What about them?”

“How many, how old.”

“I’m not sure how many,” he admitted. “I’ll have to ask Anthony. As for how old, most of them are probably in their sixties now. A few might even be in their seventies. They all started working for my father when they were young men,” he finished proudly.

Sensing that this might not be the time to tell him the staff might need some renovating as well, Theresa turned to the most important issue of all: the menu. “The food has got to be exceptional if you want to draw from the other boroughs.”

“It is.”

“You’re sure it is or you hope it is?”

“It is,” he repeated. “You know it is. You’ve eaten here.”

“That was over a year ago.” At Ty and Janna’s wedding, when you were such a noodge pestering me to dance I wanted to stuff a piece of lasagna in your mouth just to get you to shut up and leave me alone.

“Well, nothing’s changed. If anything, the food’s gotten better.” He jumped up from the table. “Hang on a minute, I want you to taste something.” He disappeared into the kitchen, returning a minute later with a small dessert plate that he placed in front of her.

“What’s this?” Theresa asked suspiciously, staring down at puffy pancakes drizzled with honey.

“Just try it,” Michael urged. “Go on.”

Uncomfortable with being watched, but trapped, Theresa reached for a fork and cut off a small piece of the pancake, popping it in her mouth. It was good. Okay, it was very good. No, she had to be honest, it was great. If he wasn’t there she’d scarf down the whole thing.

“Well?” Michael folded his arms across his chest, awaiting her reply.

“BTS,” she declared rapturously.

“BTS?”

“Better than sex.”

Michael laughed. Now that was the Theresa he remembered: blunt, funny, unself-conscious . . . obviously, the girl who haunted his dreams was still in there somewhere, lurking behind the crisp, clipped demeanor. Hopeful of bringing out more of her real personality, he leaned toward her.

“Careful. Your roots are showing, and I’m not referring to your hair.”

Theresa’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Your Brooklyn accent,” Michael said affectionately. “It was there in full force just a moment ago. As for BTS,” he added with a devilish grin, “are you sure about that?”

Theresa’s expression darkened. “Zoccolo! Come sei sciocco,” she muttered under her breath, just loudly enough for him to hear.

Michael’s heart swelled. She’d called him a tasteless clod! In Italian! God, he adored her. “I try,” he replied.

“You succeed,” she snorted, putting her guard back up. She took another small bite of pancake, unable to resist.

“What are these anyway?”

“Ricotta fritters. My maternal grandmother’s recipe. I’ll have to tell Anthony you enjoyed it.”

“Is he the pastry chef?”

“He’s the everything chef.”

“Well, he’s got a winner here; I have to hand it to him. No wonder my mother loves the desserts here.”

Michael looked confused. “Your mother—?” He tilted his head this way and that, studying Theresa. “Wait a minute,” he said, light beginning to break behind his eyes. “Falconetti? Natalie and Dominic are your folks?”

“Yup.”

“I never made the connection. They haven’t been here for a while.”

“No,” Theresa said, her chest constricting as she thought about why. “My dad’s sick.”

“Jesus, I’m sorry to hear that,” Michael said, sitting back down. The way he was looking at her, so full of compassion and concern, was unnerving. She much preferred when he gazed at her like she was a centerfold. “Give them my and Anthony’s regards, will you?” he continued. “And if there’s anything we can do . . .”

“Thanks,” Theresa said quietly, afraid that if they stayed on the topic of her father, she might tear up. “I need a copy of the menu, if you can spare it.”

“No problem.”

The front door of the restaurant opened and Anthony reappeared, his demeanor still surly.

“Hey, come over here a minute,” Michael called out to him in a coaxing voice as his brother stormed back towards the kitchen.

“Vaffanculo!” Anthony shouted back over his shoulder before disappearing once again through the swinging steel doors.

Theresa winced. “Ouch.”

“Sorry about that,” Michael apologized, looking mortified that his brother had just told him to do the physically impossible in mixed company. “Anthony can be overly emotional.”

“They have pills for that now, you know.” When her quip didn’t even register a smile, she decided to be direct. “Is he going to be okay with my developing a PR campaign for you guys?”

“He’ll be fine,” Michael replied in a voice taut with self-control. Theresa didn’t want to think about what was going to happen when she left the restaurant. She could already see the headline: HOCKEY STAR DROWNS BROTHER IN VAT OF OLIVE OIL, GOES ON LAM WITH NOTHING BUT DENTURES AND FRITTERS. It was going to be ugly.

“Are you okay?” she asked, surprising herself.

“Fine,” Michael replied brusquely. He jerked his head in the direction of her legal pad. “So, what are your services going to cost me?”

She wished he hadn’t used the phrase “your services.” It made her sound like a hooker. “Well, normally we’d charge thirty-five hundred dollars a month, but since you’re a friend of Janna and Ty’s, I’ll make it twenty-five hundred.”

“So that would be thirty-thousand for a year.”

“Yes.”

“That’s enough for a down payment on a house.”

“Do you want to buy a house, or do you want the best PR services money can buy?” she asked suggestively.

His mouth curled into the hint of a crooked grin. “So you’re the best, huh?”

“Buy my services and see.”

Michael chuckled appreciatively. “With a sales pitch like that, how can I resist?” He extended his hand across the table to shake hers.

“You’re on for a year, Ms. Falconetti.”

As delicately as she could without appearing impolite, she withdrew her hand from his. “You won’t be disappointed.”



CHAPTER 02

Michael found Anthony in the kitchen, at the far end of one of the two long, stainless-steel tables in the center of the room, mincing walnuts on a giant cutting board with a full-size mezzaluna. It was bad enough Anthony made such a jackass out of himself, storming in and out of the restaurant, Michael fumed. But telling me to go screw myself when I’m trying to conduct business? And in front of a woman? That was crossing the line.

The rest of the kitchen staff were happily chatting among themselves while they prepped for that night’s menu. Michael’s ire cooled temporarily as he took in the swirl of intoxicating scents around him: sauce cooking, foccacia baking . . . nourishing smells he associated with the sweetness of childhood, when both his parents were alive and running the show. Jesus, he missed them. Especially now, when he could use their help dealing with his bullheaded big brother. His eyes shot briefly heavenward.  Mom, Dad, give me the strength not to snap and bust his jaw.

“Anthony.” His tone was a call out, though he hadn’t meant it to be. He tried to sound more casual. “Can I talk to you a minute?”

Anthony shrugged, not bothering to make eye contact. “Talk away.”

“Alone.”

“We’re working here, Mike. Some stuff’s got to be ready when we open at five-thirty.”

“I KNOW,” Michael replied, ignoring the implicit jibe. “All I’m asking for is five minutes.”

“I don’t have five minutes.”

“Make it,” Michael threatened.

Sighing theatrically, Anthony put the mezzaluna down. “Yo, listen up everybody.” The staff stopped what they were doing. “Everyone take five so my brother the hockey star can talk to me in private.”

Michael saw the questioning glances exchanged by the staff, but all did as they were told, trooping one by one out of the kitchen. Anthony sauntered over to one of the massive industrial stoves and began absently stirring one of the huge vats of sauce with a giant ladle.

“I’m all ears.”

“Good. Number one, I didn’t appreciate your immature behavior when I was trying to conduct business.”

“Business I want no part of,” Anthony reminded him, putting down the ladle and moving along to the wall of ovens, forcing Michael to follow.

“We’ll get to that in a minute. Number two: Don’t you ever curse at me like that again, especially not in front of a woman. Where the hell were your manners?”

Anthony smirked. “I guess I forgot them.”

“Yeah, well, next time remember them or I’m going to kick your rude ass from here to Hoboken.” Michael watched as Anthony carefully tipped open the door of an oven to check on the foccacia. “Ma always said you shouldn’t open the oven while the bread was baking.”

The oven door slammed shut. “Who died and made you fucking head chef, huh?” Anthony snapped.

“Anthony.” Michael’s voice was imploring. “Look, I don’t want this bad blood between us—”

“Then keep your nose out of the restaurant, Mike.”

“I can’t. Mom and Pop made me co-owner.”

“And what? All of a sudden I’m too fucking stupid to run things? I’ve been running the restaurant for years.”

“I know that. But—”

“But what?” Anthony returned to the table where some walnuts still lay intact and resumed chopping, violently. “Look, why don’t you stick to what you do best, and I’ll stick to what I do best? You’re a hockey player. Go play hockey.”

“I’m also co-owner of the restaurant,” Michael repeated stubbornly. “Besides, Mom wanted to upgrade the restaurant. I’m just trying to honor her wishes.”

“Mom wanted to expand the restaurant, not upgrade it,” Anthony countered. “There’s a difference.”

“If we’re expanding, we may as well upgrade, too.”

Anthony’s expression bordered on the mutinous. “No offense, baby bro, but what gives you the right to walk in here and change things around? I seem to remember that while you were off at college and playing for Hartford, I was the one sweating here in the kitchen with Mom and Pop, learning the ropes. You might own half the restaurant, but you don’t know shit about what goes into making it run.”

“You’re right,” Michael conceded humbly. “I don’t.” Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a tray of almond cookies cooling. He went to grab one, but Chef Eagle Eye was already one step ahead of him.

“Eat one and I’ll chop your hand off. They’re a special order for Saint Finbar’s. You know that bastard Father Clementine: He’ll count every freaking one.”

“He’s still there?”

“Oh yeah.” Anthony frowned. “Still comes in here every Sunday night, too.”

“Know why? Because the food is great.”

“Well . . . yeah.” Anthony shot him a glance that said, “Why state the obvious, you moron.”

“Which is why I had the meeting with Theresa.” Michael took a step closer to his brother. “You’re a great cook, Ant. That’s why this place has such a huge local following. But don’t you think it’s time to get the word out?” Anthony continued chopping. “We’re sitting on a gold mine here. You know that, or you wouldn’t have agreed to an expansion. A little advertising, a little sprucing up, we could probably double the traffic in here within a year. We could pull in the food fanatics from the city. Word of mouth gets around. Before you know it—baboom!—you’re getting mentions in Gourmet, Food & Wine, maybe even a review in the Times. Wouldn’t you like that?”

“No.”

“No?” Michael echoed incredulously. “No?”

“No offense, Mikey, but business is fine. We’re packed every night. We start trying to pull in all those Park Slope yuppies and before you know it, the regulars won’t be able to get their tables. People who have been loyal customers for years are gonna write us off. I don’t want that to happen.”

“It won’t.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I know. Trust me.”

“What, is that what the PR woman told you?”

“No, I just know.”

“You just know.” Chopping completed, he grabbed a large stainless-steel bowl from the shelf below the table, tilting the walnuts into it. “You’ve been a professional hockey player for ten years, you don’t know dick about cooking or the restaurant business, but you just know.  Well, let me tell you what I know. Mom and Pop never intended this place to be some fancy, schmancy trattoria,  where people have to pay twenty bucks for a bowl of pasta and gravy. And that’s what you’re talking about turning it into.”

“You don’t know that, Anthony,” Michael insisted.

Anthony’s response was an unintelligible grunt.

“Let’s just wait and see what the PR people come up with and we’ll talk about it then.” He sighed. “C’mon,” he said, jostling Anthony’s shoulder. “Try to have an open mind.”

“I already told you: I don’t want anything to do with your PR bullshit. How much is this going to cost, by the way?”

“Don’t worry about that,” Michael assured him. “I’ve got it covered.”

“No, tell me,” Anthony insisted, wiping down the cutting board and the mezzaluna blade. “I’m curious.”

“Thirty,” Michael admitted reluctantly.

“Thirty K!” Anthony exclaimed. “What are you,  ubatz?”

“Wait and see,” Michael insisted. “It’s going to pay off big time and you know who’s going to reap the rewards? You and me.”

“My life’s rewarding enough,” Anthony said, sauntering over to a row of cabinets where he pulled out a bag of candied citron. “But hey, you want to piss your money away, you go right ahead. Thirty K,” he chuckled to himself. “Madonn’.” He carried the citron back to the table, and tearing the bag with his teeth, shook the contents out onto the cutting board and began dicing again with the mezzaluna. “So that PR woman, Theresa. She’s the one you’ve got the hots for, right?”

Michael frowned. “Could you be a little more respectful, please?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, is my blunt language offending your delicate sensibilities?”

“Vaffanculo!”

Anthony laughed. “Look whose trash-talking now.” He popped a piece of citron into his mouth. “Seriously, she’s the one, right?”

“Yup.”

“So what’s the deal? You hiring her to do all this PR crap because you really care about the restaurant, or because you wanted an excuse to see her?”

Michael shook his head in disbelief. “I had no idea she  was going to show up. It could just as easily have been her business partner.” Of course, he would never tell Anthony that in hiring FM PR, he was well aware his path would cross more frequently with Theresa’s. Not that it seemed to matter.

“Besides,” he added, taking some citron for himself. “She doesn’t seem to like me.”

“Maybe because you’re an arrogant, meddling jackass,” Anthony suggested.

“That could be it. We know her folks: Dominic and Natalie Falconetti.”

“The Falconettis.” Anthony paused, trying to place the names. “Veal sorrentino and fettucini alfredo, two slices of olive-oil cake afterward with espresso. They haven’t been here for a while.”

“The old man is sick.” Suddenly Michael had an idea, his eyes scouring the kitchen. “In fact . . . I was thinking of stopping by and saying hello to them before I head out for the game tonight. Would you mind putting together a care package for me?”

“You sure you got time? I could drop by there tomorrow morning.”

“I want to do it.”

Anthony’s eyes crinkled as he smiled at his little brother and winked. “Yeah, of course you do. Just let me finish up with this citron and I’ll fix a nice little plate for each of them.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Now can I call my staff back in?”

“Go ahead,” said Michael. “And make sure you tell them great changes are on the way.”

Anthony ignored him.

 

 

“Any messages?”

Theresa drummed her nails impatiently on the glass-topped reception desk while Terrence, FM PR’s receptionist, took his sweet time closing the Vanity Fair he’d been absorbed in. Delicately licking his right index finger, he began thumbing through the small pile of messages on the desk before him, reciting to her.

“Let me see: your mother; Gail Tudor at The Wild and the Free, who said she can’t do the celeb softball game because that’s the day she’s getting her ta ta’s done like they’re not already fake as her tan, thank you very much; your mother; Lou Capesi from the Blades office; your mother; oh, and lest I forget, your mother.” Terrence’s gaze was withering as his eyes rose to meet hers. “Time to phone home, ET.”

“No comments from the peanut gallery, please,” Theresa returned dryly. “Is Janna back from meeting with Mike Piazza yet?”

“No, though she should be in any minute. Anything else?”

“Nope. Go back to your Tom Cruise pictorial.”

Anxiety mounting, Theresa walked down the hall to her office and quietly closed the door behind her. Kicking off her shoes, she settled down behind her desk and dialed her parents’ number, preparing for the worst. Either her father was back in the hospital, or she had been spotted walking down Eighty-sixth Street earlier in the day and her mother was going to accuse her of familial treason.

“Hello?” Her mother’s voice was tense.

“It’s Theresa, Ma. Terrence said you called three times. Everything okay?”

“You’re interrupting my show.”

Her show. Guiding Light. God forbid anyone came between her mother, Josh and Reva. “So tell me fast,” Theresa said, relieved that she hadn’t been seen in Brooklyn. “What’s up?”

“I was calling to remind you about coming to dinner on Sunday.”

Theresa pinched the bridge of her nose. “Have I ever missed Sunday dinner, Ma?”

“No, but I just wanted to remind you.”

“Consider me reminded.”

“Also, Cousin Angelo’s daughter’s third birthday is coming up.”

“Uh huh.”

“There’s going to be a party. With a clown.”

“Now there’s an enticement.”

“Always with the mouth.” Her mother sighed.

In the background, Theresa could hear her father asking her mother who was on the phone.

“It’s Theresa!” her mother yelled. Theresa winced, holding the phone away from her ear.

“Is she coming to little Gina’s party?” her father shouted, trying to be heard over the television.

“Guess,” her mother shouted back.

“Hey!” Theresa exclaimed defensively. “I didn’t say I wasn’t coming!”

“Are you?” her mother demanded.

“No. But only because I’m busy.”

“Is she saying she’s too busy?” her father shouted.

“Of course,” her mother shouted back. “She’s always too busy.”

Theresa closed her eyes. “If you know I’m busy,” she trilled sweetly, “then why do you even bother asking?”

“Because I was hoping that just once, you might make more time for your family.”

“I guess Miss Cosmopolitan has better things to do,” her father noted loudly.

“I have to go now, Ma.” Theresa’s voice rang with false cheer. “Love you and daddy. See you Sunday.”

Mother of God, she thought, as she hung up the phone,  was she allowed to have a life? The once-a-month Sunday family meal was never enough. Her mother wanted her to follow in the traditional pattern where your extended family was your entire social life, and weekends were an endless round of communion parties, birthdays, anniversaries. Any excuse for a family get-together. It had been fun as a kid, always having cousins around to play with as well as aunts and uncles who doted on you like you were their own. But now that she was an adult, she didn’t have time for that whole smothering Italian-American thing. She had friends from high school who had never left the neighborhood. Cousins, too. They’d married boys they’d gone to school with, boys who were just like their fathers and their brothers and their uncles. And they all lived within ten minutes of their parents and siblings. Their whole life revolved around la famiglia—which was fine,  if that’s what you wanted.

But Theresa never had.

When she was in high school, she’d take the subway into Manhattan every chance she could and just walk around, exploring. Bookstores were her favorite: the Strand and Partners & Crime in the Village, where she could gorge on mysteries. And the Public Library on Forty-second Street. God, she loved that place—still did—with its reverential silence and implicit promise of transformation. Those trips to Manhattan were what helped her realize she wanted to go to college and major in English. Her family actively encouraged her dream. So why was it, now that she’d carved out a successful life for  herself, they held it against her, accusing her of getting too big for her britches and forgetting about her roots? She didn’t get it. Didn’t parents want their children to spread their wings and fly? Why were her folks always trying to drag her back down into the nest?

She suspected part of it was because she was still single. So what if she ran her own business, lived in the city, and occasionally brushed elbows with the rich and famous in the course of her work? In her family, what mattered was getting married and having babies. Her mother and sister-in-law were constantly on her case, offering to set her up with friends of cousins and neighbors, always wanting to know if she’d met anyone “nice”—a polite code word for “Italian.” Too bad I don’t like Michael Dante, she mused. He’d be right up their alley.

Michael Dante . . .

Thankfully, the meeting hadn’t been as uncomfortable as she’d expected, though she was displeased she’d let her guard down even momentarily, and the bizarro older brother was a little unnerving. She tried to recall if she’d met Anthony at Ty and Janna’s wedding or any Blades functions, but came up blank. He must have been hiding in the kitchen the whole time. Pondering the Dante account, her gaze was drawn to the small Miro lithograph hanging across the room, which led her to thinking about the artwork—if you could call it that—at the restaurant. God, was it awful. How could she tactfully suggest a new look? Yawning, she glanced up at the clock. Quarter to five. Resignedly, she picked up the phone to call Lou Capesi, when a knock sounded at her door and Janna stuck her head inside.

“Got a minute?”

“Of course.” Theresa put the phone back in the cradle. “How did it go with Piazza?”

Janna gave a big thumbs-up, smiling broadly. “I think he’s going to have us work for his charitable foundation.”

“That’s great!” Theresa hadn’t realized how tense she had been. Hearing Janna’s good news, she could feel her hunched shoulders slowly lowering.

“How’d it go at Dante’s?”

“Well, the good news is he committed to a year, not a month-by-month.”

Janna perched on the edge of the desk. “That’s fantastic.”

“The bad news is the brother, who’s the head chef and runs the place, had a total conniption about my being there and wants nothing to do with any of it.”

“You’ll just have to work around him.”

“I hope I can work it, period,” said Theresa uneasily. “I’ve never handled a restaurant account before. I think I might be in over my head.”

“You’ll be fine.”

“What if I’m not?”

“Ter, we don’t have a choice,” Janna said grimly. “We need the money.”

“Right.”

Janna gazed thoughtfully into space. “I think I might know someone at the Food Network.”

“That would be great. Maybe we could get them on some talk show or something.”

“Yeah, let me think about it.” She pushed off the desk and settled down in a leather chair identical to the one in her own office. “So, it was just you and Michael?” she noted coyly.

“Yup.”

“And—?”

“Dante’s is now one of our clients,” said Theresa, refusing to take the bait. Though it did make her wonder . . . “Do you think I’m a snob?” she asked abruptly, swinging back and forth in her chair.

“When it comes to Michael Dante, yes. He’s a really nice guy and you know it.”

Theresa stopped swinging. “I’m done dating jocks.”

“Not every jock is a potential rapist, as I can attest.”

“And as I’ve told you, you got the only good one.” The phone line on her desk lit up and she held her breath.  Please, Terrence, take care of it, especially if it’s my mother again. The light went out. I knew there was a reason I loved you, Terrence. She looked to Janna. “So what did you want to talk about?”

Janna took a deep breath. “I got a call this morning from someone named Ted Banister.”

“Sounds like a soap opera character.”

“He’s a lawyer. Representing the Butler Corporation.”

The Butler Corporation. All the tension that had melted from Theresa’s shoulders came screaming back with a vengeance. Butler was a huge international advertising agency currently in the process of gobbling up PR firms like M&M’s. In the two years since she and Janna had opened their office, Butler had bought out three small PR firms and buried two small ad agencies. With money and clout to burn, it was clear they wouldn’t rest until they owned every boutique agency in the city.

“Let me guess: They want to buy us out,” Theresa deduced blandly.

“I assume that’s the case, but of course Banister wouldn’t come right out and say so on the phone. He wants to meet with us here Friday morning.”

“And did you tell him to go take a leak in his hat?”

“I wish,” Janna replied. “No, I told him to stop by around ten. Should be interesting.”

“Mmm.” Theresa resumed swinging in her chair, more slowly this time. “Why would they be interested in us? We’re not that big.”

“No, but we’ve got some professional athletes and TV people on our roster.”

“Jesus. How long do you think the meeting will take?”

“I have no idea. Why?”

“I have to be at the celeb softball game at noon.”

“I’m sure we’ll be done by then. If not, you can go when you need to, and I’ll wrap things up.”

There was an edge of uneasiness in Janna’s voice that Theresa found contagious. “I don’t like this,” Theresa confessed.

“I know,” Janna agreed. “I’m afraid he’ll offer us an obscene amount of money we’d be insane to turn down, or else he’ll blatantly threaten to ruin us. But we’ll hang tough, right?”

“Damn straight,” Theresa replied without hesitation.

But whether they truly believed what they were saying was another matter.

 

 

Hurry, hurry, hurry!

Hustling through the small crowd of fans outside the players’ entrance at Met Gar, Michael promised to sign autographs afterward, praying the team wasn’t already on the ice for the pregame warm-up. If they were, his ass was going to be grass. Tearing down the long concrete hallway leading to the locker room, he was hurriedly calling out hellos to various Met Gar staff. Shit. Most of the guys had already left, but a few were still dressing. Thank God. If he could dress really fast and get out on the ice with them, he’d be okay.

“Hey, hey, Mikey boy, nice of you to show up,” quipped Dennis O’Malley, the team’s backup goalie, his melon-sized head bobbing up and down in time to the music blasting from the locker room sound system. “We were starting to wonder if you forgot how to get here.”

“Or if you forgot to set the alarm before you took your afternoon nap,” added rookie van Dorn. “I hear you old guys need lots of sleep.”

Pointedly ignoring him, Michael went to his locker, peeled off his street clothes and began frantically dressing  for the warm-up. But by the time he was done, the stragglers who had still been putting on their uniforms when he came in had already left. Grabbing his stick, he headed out to the ice to join the rest of the team. Their captain, Kevin Gill, just shook his head when he spotted Michael. Ty Gallagher stood behind the bench clutching his ever-present clipboard.

“You’re late,” he called out as Michael hit the ice, skating slowly and deliberately to give his body a chance to warm up, even though he was pretty sure anxiety had pushed his resting heart rate up a notch or two already.

“Sorry, coach,” he called back.

“Get over here.”

Michael skated to the bench. “Yeah, coach?”

“You owe me fifty bucks,” Ty informed him.

“What?”

“Fifty bucks for every five minutes you’re late. We talked about it last week.”

Michael frowned. “Right.” He remembered it now that Ty mentioned it. Otherwise? Zip, gone, out of his head.  Jesus. Wasn’t he a bit young to be going senile?

“Stop taking the subway and start using the car service, Mike. That’s what it’s there for.”

He toyed with massaging the truth and telling Ty he was late because he’d been going over plans for the restaurant with Theresa—plans that would benefit his wife, Janna’s business—but then decided against it. The reason he was late had nothing to do with the subway, and everything to do with Theresa’s parents, who could talk the ears off a brass monkey. They were lovely people, welcoming and warm, but trying to get out of that house was like trying to escape from Sing Sing. Three times he’d tried to politely make his exit and three times they managed to detain him. By the time he hit the subway, he knew he’d be late. Even so, he was glad he’d gone to visit them. Very glad.

“Yeah, all right,” he muttered, joining the parade of players already circling the ice.

Muscles loosening, he headed toward one of the pucks scattered on the ice and began practicing his stick handling. He’d been at it less than a minute when van Dorn sidled up to him and stole it, seemingly under the mistaken impression that the fans and little kids gathered around the Plexiglas were there to see him, so superior was his expression. Schmuck. They couldn’t care less about you. Michael waved to a couple of familiar fans, and grabbing another puck, flipped it over the glass to one small girl in particular who looked completely enraptured. It was a feeling he remembered well, one he always tried to tap in to when he was out there, that sense of magic.

Michael looked around at the rapidly filling arena, where a sense of anticipation was beginning to build. He could still remember exactly where he sat
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