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Chapter One

Claude

[image: ]




Hell’s Kitchen NYC, December 1985

I’ve had my fill of violence. I’ve had more than my fill of conflict and death, more than most people know. It’s left a sour taste in my mouth. As a veteran of an unpopular war, I bear a daily reminder of the impact violence has had on my life, but I’ve learned to cope with it. Now I’m a pacifist, and I own a bar in Hell’s Kitchen. That suits me right down to the ground. I tried joining the police force when I came home, but I didn’t make the cut. I guess having lost my hand and the lower part of my arm put me at a disadvantage. Sacrifice always puts you at a disadvantage.

My brother is a homicide detective. A few months ago, he nearly died in the line of duty, which finally pushed me over the edge. I have no intention of putting myself in the midst of a horde of assholes with guns and itchy trigger fingers ever again. My life might not be perfect, but I’ve worked hard for it. I’m not about to throw it away playing the hero.

The door swings open on a gust of December wind, complete with copious amounts of snow. Such a storm is uncommon this early in the year, but it happens. The new arrival manages to close the door, then whips off the scarf around his head.

“Hey, Tom.” I reach for the vodka. He’s a regular who orders the same drink every night—a double shot of Russia’s finest in a chilled glass.

“Claude.” He sidles up to the bar, brushing off the remnants of the storm outside. “Looks like the weathermen were wrong...again.”

I feel a lopsided smile on my lips as I set the glass in front of him. “You sure you don’t want coffee? I can add some whiskey to spice it up.”

Tom crinkles his nose at the mention of the drink. Even though many of my patrons come from hardy Irish stock, there are a few who don’t have an ounce of Celtic heritage in their blood. Tom’s family came from Russia, and he served in the Navy during the Korean War. After my honorable discharge from the Army, I took over my grandfather’s pub, and when Tom stumbled in, our military bond made us fast friends despite a twenty-year age gap.

He taps the glass on the bar and lifts it in salute before downing the contents. Then he tells me about his day.

I soak it in.

This is my life. Service before self. Simple. Unfettered. 

Lonely.

I have my faithful patrons and my family, but there’s an uneasy distance between life and me. Since the war, I’ve played it safe, venturing only far enough to ensure the bar is taken care of and my brother stays out of trouble.

But he’s not my responsibility anymore. He’s got Quinn. She’s good for him. They’re a match made in chaos. That doesn’t surprise me. Grant has always been a magnet for trouble, and Quinn personifies it.

I listen absently as Tom tells me about his adventure to the fish market across town. It’s the same every week, but I don’t mind indulging an old man his stories. It goes hand in hand with being a bartender. I watch, listen, and serve those who need a drink, an ear, or a smile.

A few more people arrive, coats and heads covered in white. Guess the storm must have picked up. They take a corner booth, and Sam scurries over to take their order.

He brings me the drink order before retreating to the small kitchen. We serve simple fare, burgers and fries, soups—hearty bar food to soak up the alcohol. No one comes here for the food.

The Black Penny is nothing fancy, but she’s mine. My grandfather opened the bar before World War II. When dad didn’t want to take over, Pap turned to me. I was a broken kid, fresh home from war. I didn’t know the first thing about running a business, but he took me under his wing and showed me the ropes. Even without a left hand, I managed to pick it up quickly. Gave me hope I could make something of myself.

When Pap passed, he left me not only the bar but the building. I don’t know where I’d be without him. His final request was twofold. Keep the bar in the family. Find a girl to make that happen.

It’s been ten years, and I haven’t been able to fulfill that promise. No one wants a warworn, one-armed bartender.

I can’t say I blame them.

Tom waves me over for a refill. “Hell of a storm out there. Don’t usually see these sorts until January.”

“That’s true.” I pour him another round.

The door bursts open. A dark figure stumbles in, snow curling in a tornado around them as they struggle to close the door. Once they succeed, they collapse against it.

A brick drops into my stomach when the new arrival turns toward me.

Wide blue eyes the color of summer skies peer out from beneath long, thick, dark hair tangled with snowflakes. An oversized winter coat encases her whole body, gaping just enough so the sequined fabric beneath could catch the light. She moves like a skittish cat, shying away from light, from people. Then she sees me, and relief fills her delicate features. She rushes to the bar. Tearstained streaks of mascara stream down her cheeks. She leans her trembling hands on the counter, and her gaze darts around the room, searching for an oncoming threat.

“Can I help you, ma’am?” I lean close and keep my voice low in an attempt to soothe her. I’m afraid one quick movement or loud noise will shatter her fragile composure.

Flecks of white cling to her lashes. They flutter as she looks up at me, her eyes bloodshot and rimmed with tear-smudged mascara. “Do...do you have a restroom?” Her voice is low, and I hear a tremor beneath the words.

Her expensive-looking wool coat is open at her throat, exposing the delicate curve of her neck and a fancy gown beneath. My gaze lingers on the white glittering fabric...stained red. Blood.

“Yes, in the back.” I point to the back of the bar. “Are you okay?” I keep my tone low and steady, but concern laces every word. “Are you bleeding?”

“I’m fine.” She clutches the lapels of her coat, pulling the garment closed. “If someone comes looking for me, I’m not here, okay?”

I nod, but before I can press further, she darts to the back of the bar and disappears down the hallway.

I should check on her, make sure she’s okay.

Tom pipes up from his nearby perch. “Poor kid looks like she’s running from something.”

“Yeah.” I rub my hand across my jaw and look toward the back of the bar. Judging from her clothes and demeanor, she’s not from around here. Probably an uptown girl caught in the wrong neighborhood. High-maintenance, with money burning a hole in her purse. A high-class broad looking for a good time. Not typical for this part of town. Strange.

As I wipe down the bar, the door flies open with another burst of cold air, swirling more snow into the room. Three men step through. The last one closes the door and stands against it, a guard blocking any possible escape. All three reek of power and corruption. Mafia.

The leader steps forward, his face half-covered with a bloodstained rag pressed to his nose. He pulls the cloth away and scans the bar with a sharp eye. The bridge of his nose is crooked, his fair skin bruised and smeared red. A trickle of blood runs down his lips. He wipes it away in irritation.

Perhaps it wasn’t her blood after all.

Her plea echoes in my mind. I’m not here.

Tom and I exchange a look before he returns his attention to the empty glass before him.

“Can I get you gentlemen a drink?” I lean against the bar to hide the nervous energy pulsing at the base of my skull, warning me nothing good can come from this. From them.

The battered leader steps up to the bar. Bloodstained and proud, he looks like a warrior from a bygone era, vengeance in his blue eyes. He wears an expensive, well-tailored suit, but red mars the white dress shirt. He presses the bloody handkerchief back to his bruised nose.

“Did a woman just come in here?” His gaze fixes on me.

“Nope.” I lift one shoulder, a halfhearted shrug, as I wipe down the counter.

The man’s eyes narrow as if searching me for the truth. “You’re sure?”

“Positive.” I gesture to the nearly empty bar. “Can I get you a drink?”

A sneer curls the rich asshole’s lip. He shoves away from the bar with a growl and motions to his men. “Look around.”

Without delay, the two men split up and quickly search the bar. They disappear toward the bathroom.

My heart ices over. There’s no way to warn her, to hide her. I maintain my calm and busy myself with small tasks behind the bar.

The bloody bastard swears, wiping more blood from his upper lip. His men reappear and shake their heads.

“She’s not here.”

“Fuck.” Irritation radiates from the single word. “Let’s go. The bitch can find her own way home. I’ll deal with her then.”

Without another word, the three men exit the bar, leaving a chill in their wake. I clench the rag in my fist and command my heart to stop racing.

“You think she went out the back?” Tom asks, his question quiet.

“I don’t know.” Tossing the towel aside, I head for the back of the bar.

When I pass Sam, I give him whispered instructions to watch for customers and yell if there’s trouble.

With a look of confusion, he nods before joining Tom. He’ll fill him in on the details.

Right now, I need answers, and the only way I’ll get them is if I find the beautiful, bloodstained debutante hiding somewhere in my building.
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Chapter Two

Gwen
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He’s going to kill me.

Standing in the small, two-stall bathroom, I stare at the wreck reflected in the mirror. My hair’s a knotted mess, my makeup smeared beyond redemption. I groan when I pull open my wool coat to reveal the bloody bodice of the ivory Gucci gown I got for my birthday last year.

When I jammed my purse in his face, I was prepared for his rage but not for the blood. The struggle ruined my gown. How I managed to get out of the car and away from Nick, I’ll never know. I suppose a few well-placed kicks must have given me the opening I needed. Thank God for the snowstorm. It covered me long enough to find this bar to hide.

I use a wet towel to clean my face, but the dress is unsalvageable.

Two gruff voices echo in the hallway beyond the door. I grab the towel and hide in a stall, locking it behind me. Carefully, I climb onto the toilet, cradling my gown so it won’t show beneath the partitions.

Someone kicks open the door.

I clap my hand over my mouth to silence shaky breaths. Whoever it is, I shrink at their presence.

“She in there?” a deep, familiar voice asks.

“Nothing.”

“Let’s check the rest of the joint.”

Footsteps recede, and the door closes softly behind them. I lean my head against the wall and breathe deeply. Focusing on a faint water stain on the ceiling panel, I count to one hundred. When I’m sure they’re gone, I step down and sit on the toilet seat.

After a few more minutes, my racing heart slows to a steady rhythm. I dab the towel against my neck to wipe away the sweat and blood.

What the hell am I going to do now?

I can’t go back to Nick. Not after that...not after he asked me to...

I pinch my eyes closed. 

No. I won’t do it.

There’s no way I can crawl back to my parents either. Not after what happened. My father will force me to do whatever Nick wants. They want to keep him happy. He’s my fiancé after all. Nothing, aside from death, can change that.

I hang my head and let the tears flow. This isn’t what I want. I know what people see when I walk into the room. A spoiled rich girl with more beauty than brains. A shiny treasure to wear on special occasions.

Fuck that. Fuck them. 

I’m more than that, and if I need to burn some bridges to secure my independence, then I will.

A soft knock at the door disturbs my solitude. I hold my breath.

“They’re gone.” The bartender’s gentle tone drifts into the empty room. “Can I come in?”

I slowly stand and unlock the stall door. When I step out, I’m struck by the sight of the tall bartender, the bathroom door cracked enough for him to speak quietly to me. His long hair and neatly trimmed goatee hide a pair of kind brown eyes and a tender smile.

“Thank you.” I smooth my hands over my coat. “I’m sorry to put you in such an awkward situation.”

He meets my gaze. “You needed help.”

I nod and turn away. “I don’t want to cause any trouble. I should go.”

The bartender refuses to let me pass. “Not tonight. Not in that storm.” He pushes the door open and steps back. “Follow me.”

We walk down the hallway until we reach a door labeled Office. The light flickers overhead. He reaches up to tap the fixture. The light resumes its full brilliance and holds firm.

I study his broad shoulders as he opens the door and switches on a lamp beside the desk.

“Come in.” He rounds the desk and pulls open a few drawers, searching for something. When he stands, he holds out a stack of clothing with one hand. “You might want to change.”

I take the garments with a grateful smile. “Thank you.”

“Can’t have you walking around looking like you just walked away from a murder scene.” He smiles, and my heart softens at his thoughtfulness. “You can change in here. Just leave your clothes on the floor by the desk. Come out to the bar when you’re ready.”

Stepping aside, I allow him space to pass me. His scent surrounds me, pine and Old Spice with a darker note beneath it. Something only belonging to him, if I had to guess. It’s comforting, like a glass of mulled wine on Christmas Eve.

He pauses in the doorway and glances at me.

“You sure you’re okay? Not bleeding or injured?”

“I’m fine. I promise.”

“Okay.” He pulls the door closed behind him, leaving me alone in the office.

I wiggle out of the oversized coat and struggle to find the zipper on my dress. After a few minutes, I manage to unstick the zipper, and I peel the damp Gucci gown from my skin. Wadding it in a ball, I set it on the floor behind the desk. Gooseflesh pricks my skin, and I quickly pull on the oversized sweatshirt and sweatpants.

They hang loose in places, but it’s a relief to not be wearing something tight and gaudy for once. I’ve caught plenty of grief from my mother for my ample curves. As if I had a choice. I wasn’t blessed with a small waist or petite breasts. All of my garments are altered to fit, much to my mother’s irritation.

Knowing I don’t have anyone to impress or an image to project provides a keen sense of relief I haven’t felt in a long time. I rake my fingers through my hair and twist it over my shoulder. I ensure my purse is still tucked safely inside my coat before draping it over the chair behind the desk. There’s not much in it, just my pills, a compact, lipstick, and a few dollars. Still, I don’t want to forget it. With a deep breath, I gather what strength remains and slip out of the office, leaving my coat and purse behind.

When I reach the bar, it’s empty except for the bartender and a waiter wiping down the tables. The bartender’s stern expression softens to a kind smile when he sees me, and he gestures to an empty chair at the bar.

“Would you like something to eat?” he asks as he works, placing the glasses on a shelf behind the register. He watches me in the mirror’s reflection.

I shake my head.

“Drink?”

“After the night I’ve had...yeah, I could use a drink.” I scan the bottles, searching for a selection. “I’ll have—”

“Let me guess.”

Stunned, I watch him retrieve a glass before turning for a bottle. With one hand, he scoops ice and pours it into the shaker. Every move is done with his right hand. That’s when I realize my knight in shining armor is missing his left hand. I mean, I noticed something was different, but my addled brain didn’t register what wasn’t there.

He moves with grace, perfectly pouring the liquor, adding ingredients with ease. When he lifts the shaker in one massive palm, I’m convinced it’s magic. He lifts the top, strains the concoction over ice, and adds a sprig of rosemary and a long thin strip of cucumber before topping it with a lime wedge.

“Try this.” He sets the drink on a napkin and slides it toward me.

“What is it?” I raise the glass and inhale. The rosemary and lime mix with the herbal bite of the liquor. It smells divine.

“I call it a Tipsy Rose.”

I snort. “Someone’s been watching The Golden Girls.”

“What’s The Golden Girls?” He cocks his head.

I can tell his look of confusion is genuine.

“It’s a television show.” I wave my hand. “Never mind.”

I take a sip, and the flavor surrounds me like a warm hug. It’s a complex mix of sweet and floral with a bite of citrus. I feel like I’ve stepped into a fairy-tale forest, indulged in a heavenly drink created by elves. “Oh my God. That’s amazing.”

“I thought you’d like it.” He grins, and I’m pretty sure he’s pleased with himself.

“You’re good.” I take another drink, savoring the flavor. “How did you get so good at mixing drinks?”

“Practice.”

“That explains a lot.” I cradle the glass in my hands. “So do you have a name?”

“Claude.” He brushes his hair away from his face. “Owner and proprietor of the Black Penny.”

“Claude? That’s a very French name for the owner of an Irish pub.”

He shrugs. “My mother was obsessed with Monet.”

His response stuns me. I’m not sure what to say without sounding overly inquisitive, but the desire to know more tugs at the back of my mind. I sip my drink to fill the lapse in conversation.

“And what about you?”

My face warms under the intensity of his gaze. “Gigi.”

“Looks like my parents weren’t the only ones obsessed with France.” Claude chuckles.

“It’s a nickname. My friends call me Gigi, but my name is Gwen.” I curse the comfort of his presence for making me give my real name rather than an alias. It’s too late. I can’t take it back. I can only hope he doesn’t read tabloids or watch the news. Once my family realizes I’m missing, there will be a citywide search. I’d rather blend into the woodwork and disappear than go back to my gilded prison.

“It’s a lovely name.” He smiles, and my heart softens again. “Are we friends now, Gwen?”

“You saved me, so I would say that makes us a bit more than friends.” I lift my glass in salute. “To unexpected friendships.”

Claude lifts a glass of water and meets my toast.

“It’s bad luck to toast with water,” I tease.

“I don’t drink.” He sets the glass aside.

“A bartender who doesn’t indulge in alcohol? How odd.” I chuckle. Am I tipsy already? Lord, what is in this drink?

“You’d be surprised.” His cryptic answer lingers in the air. “The storm’s getting bad. I’m going to close up. Make yourself comfortable.” With a small salute, he goes through a small, swinging door.

I am surprised. I chew my lip and slowly finish my drink. This night has certainly taken a strange but welcome turn. My desperate escape from Nick led me to this place, and I couldn’t be more thankful for the kindness of this one-armed bartender. He went above and beyond to make sure I was safe.

I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone do anything for me purely out of the goodness of their heart. Normally, I’m surrounded by people who are willing to do things for me, but they always want something in return. Nothing is selfless when people know my name. My family. Everyone is a vulture, searching for the next score.

I’ve worked hard over the past ten years to put as much distance as possible between myself and those who would use me for their own gain. And yet, my father arranged my marriage to Nicholas DeLuca, the son of one of the most prominent mob bosses in New York City. I can’t fight it. I’m bound by blood. At some point, they’ll find me. They’ll come for me. I’ll go, kicking and screaming, biting and clawing. I will never give Nick the satisfaction of thinking he’s tamed me. I’d rather throw myself off the Brooklyn Bridge.

If I could have my way, I’d disappear, vanish into the wind, start over. But how can I do that? I have no money, no prospects, no skills. I’ve never lived on my own or had a job. It’s not that I can’t take care of myself or do work. It’s that they won’t let me. What I want doesn’t matter. I’m just a pawn in their endless game of chess. They’ll sacrifice me without hesitation.

Claude appears from the hallway with a mop and a bucket. He crosses the room and turns off the sign before locking the door. He flicks a set of switches, dimming the lights until only the back of the bar remains illuminated

The waiter appears and takes the mop from Claude’s hand.

“Do you have somewhere to go where you’ll be safe?” Claude takes two tentative steps in my direction.

My mouth goes dry. With those broad shoulders and sharp features, he’s like a towering oak tree reaching for the sky. Handsome in a strange, offhand way. His heavy brows and full lips contrast the bold angles of his face. A tiny, faded scar mars his cheek, surrounded by small, dark freckles. He’s the night sky dotted with constellations and mystery. Those fathomless eyes search mine as he waits for a response.

“No. I don’t. I’ll figure something out.” I smile, but it’s forced and makes my throat burn.

“You can stay with me if you’d like. I have an apartment upstairs.” He clears his throat. “I mean, for the night...until the storm lets up.”

He seems flustered at the prospect, and I find it endearing. I don’t like the idea of accepting charity, but I don’t have much choice. Besides, I’d rather stay with this kind stranger than return to the lion’s den and be devoured.

“Thank you, Claude. I appreciate the offer.” I stand, bringing us toe to toe. “Are you sure I won’t be intruding?”

“Positive.” He rocks back on his heels, his throat working. “There’s plenty of room.”

There’s something strangely sweet about this man. I study him carefully, weighing my options. I have no money, no prospects...and it’s too late to find somewhere else to crash. Even then, they’ll find me.

No, this is the best place. At least I’ll be able to breathe freely for a few minutes without my family and Nick stalking my every move.

When my father finds out what I did, he’ll force me to marry Nick. I wish he’d cut me off without regret. Somehow, that would be a more comforting solution, considering the alternative. Starting over without a penny to my name would be easier than enduring what Nick has planned for me.

Tonight, though, I have a reprieve. This is my chance to figure out what I want. How far I’m willing to go to break free from these vultures who would prey on me without thought.

“I’ll stay.” I smile at Claude, and the motion makes my cheeks ache. This time, it’s sincere.
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Chapter Three

Claude
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Her smile leaves me devastated. There’s something soft and vulnerable about her. The hesitant way she speaks counters the confidence in her words. Underneath that ruffled exterior, she’s resilient and determined. She’s a beacon of light in this dark, lonely bar. I’d be a fool to push her away in her hour of need. My mother raised me better than that.

“Come on, then.” I pass her, heading for the stairs.

I don’t need to turn to know she’s following. Her presence radiates warmth and awareness.

Grant would call me a fool for inviting a perfect stranger into my home, but didn’t he do the exact same thing just a few months ago? I mean, it was a little more complicated than that. The woman was a cat burglar turned murder witness who ended up on my doorstep, bloody and damn near unconscious. She dragged in a whole mess of trouble, but it was worth it. Quinn makes my brother happy. And surely, he wouldn’t begrudge me the same hope.

Not that I expect anything from my time with this beautiful stranger. She’s leaps and bounds out of my league, likely lives in an ivory tower. That bloody dress she was wearing was probably worth more than my whole year’s income. And she didn’t bat an eyelash at the ruined gown. I doubt she’s had to struggle a day in her lavish life.
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