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For my foodie friends (you know who you are), and for my parents, who let me drag them to the craziest restaurants. I love you all.

 




Chapter One

“‘THE FOOD ASPIRES to be gourmet Irish but succeeds at neither being gourmet…nor authentically Irish?’”

Colm had been able to maintain calm till then, but his voice pitched with the last words. He gripped the magazine tighter.

“‘While the setting was evocative of a traditional pub, the food was not as sure of its identity, and the confused menu could not be saved by the tired gimmick of shipping a historic building overseas.’ Gimmick?” Colm’s voice rose an octave, and he didn’t care that Robin was here to witness. The establishment had been in his family for three generations. He’d shipped it to the Pacific Coast of the United States—at great expense—to preserve his heritage. A gimmick?

“No way,” Robin said.

He twisted the magazine in his hands and slammed it into the trash bin. It wasn’t even worth recycling.

Robin knelt and retrieved it. She flipped through the bent pages as if she wouldn’t believe the review herself until she saw. Colm could have told her not to bother. He’d just read the whole thing aloud to her. Although it did satisfy a small part of him to see her scanning through the article with an expression of disbelief on her face.

“Well, that’s just shit,” she said. “Did he even review the right restaurant? This is complete shit.”

Colm made a sound that wasn’t a laugh. He agreed with her. The review felt uncomfortably like a personal attack, but he didn’t recognize the critic’s name, and there was no author picture for him to check.

“What a butt-licking douchebag,” Robin said, and Colm almost laughed for real then. She stared at the byline. “Did I serve this asshole?”

Colm turned away. He was having trouble breathing, as if he’d been punched. In a sense, he had. He dropped onto the office chair, which nearly spun away before he’d landed.

“Oh, friend.” Robin draped her arms around his shoulders. He didn’t tell her off.

His reaction was stupid, of course. It was just a review. But it was the first professional critique he’d received, and it was in Portland Eats, the city’s premier food publication. The truth was it cut him unexpectedly deeply. He had poured himself and his money into the restaurant, sometimes working upwards of 100 hours a week, week after week, with an eye to details. The restaurant was supposed to be unique, a step above the rest. Of course he was upset. Understandably so.

Robin rubbed his arm in what was supposed to be a comforting manner.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “This idiot obviously doesn’t know what he’s talking about. It’s just one review. It doesn’t mean anything.”

 

BUT SIX MONTHS later, they were languishing.

It was only one review. Of course, it wouldn’t shut them down. But its words had acted as an ill omen.

Robin worked extra hard to keep him in good spirits and the restaurant afloat. She came up weekly with new schemes to draw business. Colm was discovering in her a near inexhaustible supply of optimism and a teeth-gnashing loyalty. He felt a little in awe of his luck in having her, although he suspected her to be motivated largely by a sense of self-preservation, considering she now called the restaurant home.

Colm had found her less than a year before, huddled in the doorway off the alley. The restaurant had only been open for a few months then, and he’d only just finished moving his things into the small apartment above the restaurant. It still gave him an odd sense of displacement, seeing and smelling this building from his childhood. Home, but here in Oregon.

It’d been the coldest March Colm could remember. It’d already snowed twice that month, and a frozen mix was expected again that night. Colm opened the door to take a bag of garbage out to the dumpster and nearly tripped over the small form bundled in the deep doorway. For an instant, he thought someone had left a heap of trash, topped with a blanket, on his doorstep. Then the heap moved, head tilting back to reveal a pale face and eyes blinking in the sudden light. Young. She looked so young, and clean, and fragile. He didn’t think she’d last the night.

So, of course, he wasn’t able to leave her there.

Robin was her name, and she came with a cat. Or rather, the cat arrived the next night, taking her place in the shelter of the doorway. It ran in as soon as he opened the door. Unlike Robin, who’d given him a long, measuring Are you a creep? look.

He must have passed her scrutiny, because she came in after several minutes. She was taller than he expected, although she sloped her shoulders in an unconscious defensive posture. He gave her the spare room in the apartment. On the second night—the night the cat arrived—he woke to find her in his room. Woke, and nearly died of a heart attack to find her standing over him. She’d been gathering her courage to pay him back for his hospitality with the only currency she thought she had, until he wheezily corrected her misconception.

No. And no. And in any case, no.

The episode shocked him, and he sat up, feeling violated and unclean, into the bleak hours of morning. When he finally clomped downstairs, he found her in the restaurant, dressed sharply and with hair pulled into a glossy bun. He hadn’t asked her to work. He still hadn’t decided if he wanted to let her stay. After the night before, it seemed like a bad idea.

“I can do an Irish accent,” she said in the worst attempt at a brogue he’d ever heard. He grimaced and said, “No.”

But only to the accent. He assigned her to bus the tables.

As if by some magic, the suspicion burned away from her, reservation replaced with bubbling chatter. She had no mute feature. The customers loved her.

Although Robin never gave him a full account, she shared her story in pieces. Colm put them together. Before taking up in his doorway, Robin had been nearing the end of her accounting program when her parents kicked her out of the house. Not that it was for him to judge, but she didn’t strike him as the kind of kid you kicked out. Sober, honest to a fault, hardworking. Colm had his suspicions, but he never pushed her for the circumstances behind the dispute with her family.

She refused a wage, at first. “You’re putting me up. Feeding me. That’s enough.” But he insisted. She would need money to finish school. To pay for clothes, a cell phone. And she could use the work history on her resume.

Soon, she began preparing his books for him. That was another surprise. He found her in his office and was outraged at first, because she’d previously offered, and he’d declined her help. But before he could say a thing, she showed him the work she’d done already. The numbers embarrassed him into silence. She may have very well saved the restaurant from tanking in its first months.

Then the review had been printed in Portland Eats, and they began sliding closer and closer to a pit they would not be able to climb out of.

And so Robin worked madly alongside Colm to save the restaurant. Fact was Colm had miscalculated. Badly. He shouldn’t have opened his restaurant three blocks from an existing pub, the Crooked Kilt. He’d thought he’d done his research, though. The other establishment was more of a standard American brewpub serving burgers with Gaelic names and hosting folk acoustic bands of the contemporary American type. Colm’s own Irish Sisters served a large selection of beers from the British Isles and a full menu of traditional Irish fare. Granted, with a modern twist. And they worked hard to book a lineup of Celtic music acts. There really shouldn’t have been any competition. In Portland, it was standard for brewpubs to operate next to each other, all doing good business.

Colm worried. Robin continued to host trivia nights and Celtic karaoke. They held on. The review in Portland Eats faded into bad memory. And, little by little, the restaurant started to pick up.

Then the poor Internet reviews started to pour in.

Colm had a habit of checking the review sites. Yelp. Trip Adviser. Google. Not the healthiest behavior, but he restricted his checks to once weekly and told himself it was good business to be aware of what the reviews said. And that Sunday, they said the restaurant was dark and dirty, with poor quality food and bad service. Colm framed his face in his hands and stared at the computer screen. It was like the article in Portland Eats all over.

Later, Robin caught him checking the reviews on his phone. She took it from him.

“Don’t worry about them. They don’t mean anything.”

 

WITHIN A WEEK, business was flagging again.

“I’ve got an idea,” Robin said, arriving unannounced in his office.

The cat had taken a perch on Colm’s desk. He’d been petting its back. Now he and the cat looked at her.

“We’re going to throw an Irish Christmas extravaganza.”

Colm quietly placed his forehead against the desk.




Chapter Two

DECEMBER IN PORTLAND spelled gray skies and misty rain. In shop windows, light-bedecked mannequins posed next to snowmen with beards and hipster-style ugly Christmas sweaters. People passed in layers and boots. There wasn’t an umbrella in sight.

Eric took it all in through the passenger side window. His niece drove. It was Jamie’s turn to plan their destination for this week’s Friday Night Foodie Adventures, and he was at her mercy. Usually she picked something she knew he’d enjoy, but on more than one notable occasion, she’d surprised him with a delight such as sushi with Pop Rocks, a cafe offering nothing but burgers between grilled cheese sandwiches, or a restaurant that turned off every light and served its food in the pitch dark. Just to challenge him, she’d say. But he knew she got a kick out of making him uncomfortable.

“You’re going to love this one,” she’d assured him when she picked him up a few minutes before. “Pinky swear. It’s got charm. And really good food.”

Recently, Jamie had added pink highlights to her pixie cut. Thickly framed glasses complemented the style, and a small sparkly nose stud added a touch of “good girl” attitude. Her transition had suited her, and it came at the same time she passed the invisible threshold into adulthood. The transformation still awed him, even though it had happened under his watch. She held herself confidently now, even while driving, hands held firmly on the steering wheel, eyes flicking to the rear view, making little fluid adjustments. Eric had loved the awkward kid she’d been—he would always love her—but she glowed with her own energy source now, and he was proud of her.

Proud, and maybe a little put off by the realization of their similarity in age. Jamie was the daughter of his older sister, Beth, eleven years Eric’s senior. He’d been thirteen when she’d given birth to Jamie. Jamie had been a little squirt then, but really, they could have been siblings. The closeness in age may have explained their bond. She never called him “Uncle Eric” except to instigate him. Sometimes she called him “shithead.” Sometimes he called her worse.

He was happy to sit back and let her drive. In the warmer months, they often took public transit. But Jamie had recently gotten a car for college and was keen on using it, while Eric was just as keen to sit in the warmth and watch the soggy city pass by.

His city. He’d grown up with these streets and knew them better than family.

When they passed the corner of Twenty-Third and Glisan, he came out of his reverie. Without him realizing it, they’d taken a course toward a neighborhood he knew too well. His body responded to the sight of the all-too-familiar shop faces with a burst of adrenaline. He’d once passed them almost every day on the way to Tyler’s pub. He glanced at Jamie. She slid a sideways look at him.

“Please,” she drawled, as if the idea she’d bring him to his ex’s pub offended her.

She wouldn’t, of course. Even in one of her wicked moods. She’d been only too happy for Eric and Tyler to break up. So that couldn’t be the source of his apprehension. What then had him sitting straighter in his seat, muscles tensing?

They passed the Crooked Kilt. Fat Christmas bulbs blinked around its porch. Even in the cold and the wet, a large number of people sat under its overhang. A weird sensation of nostalgia and relief overtook him as it disappeared behind them.

Eric’s unease intensified as they drove on. He almost wished Jamie had stopped at the Kilt.

“We’re here,” she said, slipping into a curbside spot with her special parking magic. They stopped just in front of a smooth, black and green facade with a sign that bore the name: The Irish Sisters.

Eric wanted to disappear into the car seat.

He’d seen the building once before, months ago. Just a short visit, long enough to survey the restaurant’s face and the menu posted inside the window. If he’d stayed any longer, he might have been taken by the quiet spirit that hung around it, the breath of Dublin air, and he wouldn’t have been able to do what he’d been about to do.

Jamie gave him an expectant smile. Then it faded. “Oh. Have you been here before?”

Eric didn’t know what to say. How could he admit to his niece that, no, he had never stepped foot in this establishment before, although he had written a scathing review of it in Portland Eats? He’d written it while still dating Tyler because Eric had a very specific mental illness for going along with whatever Tyler asked of him.

They hadn’t brought out the best in each other. Eric recognized and acknowledged that. Finally. But not before doing some things he truly regretted.

Eric noted how dark and empty the restaurant seemed despite the bright Open sign. He experienced a fresh pang of guilt. Tyler hadn’t been happy about an Irish pub opening down the street. Eric still wasn’t sure how Tyler had talked him into writing the bad review. You don’t actually need to go to the restaurant. I’ll send another friend instead. It won’t even technically be your review. Just fluff his notes into an article good enough to pass to your editor. So Eric had done that, with a sensation like the last of his moral skin being peeled away. He’d felt ugly and sore ever since but soothed himself with the thought that a restaurant would hardly sink or float depending on a single write-up.

The Irish Sisters didn’t look like it was sinking. It looked like an abandoned ship.

He could tell Jamie he’d eaten there before. He could tell her he wanted to try a different restaurant, a right they had when playing Foodie Friday, although neither of them had chickened out of a restaurant yet. But Eric felt he owed the Sisters something, a deep karmic debt he’d never be able to pay off, although he could at least go inside, sit, and try its food.

He said, “No, I haven’t eaten here before. It’s just…wow. It looks nice.”
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