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Chapter One

 


Mid-December 2012

 


How could he be sweating and freezing at the
same time? Ryan Blanchard wondered that every time he went out to
tap the trees, check the buckets, clear the area around the trees,
repair the fences, refill the deer repellent on the edge of the
property, or do any number of the outdoor farm chores on winter
days. And every time, he could never come up with an answer. Either
way, he was more than ready to get out of the cold that was numbing
his face and take off the layers that were cooking him underneath.
It had already started getting dark at three thirty in the
afternoon, and the temperature was dropping with the sun. He hadn’t
been able to get the buckets in fast enough.

He pushed the door open to the mudroom his
mother had insisted on, shedding his boots, coat, knit hat, and
scarf. His father didn’t bother much with that part of the house
anymore, but, five years later, Ryan still took off his dirty boots
and outerwear there as a mark of respect to her. Once he’d gotten
the worst of it off, he moved to the kitchen, unbuttoning his
flannel shirt and reaching in the cabinet for a glass. He downed
the water in one sip, then poured himself another glass before
moving to the living room and collapsing on the couch.

People and businesses all
over the tristate area couldn’t get enough of Scarlet Leaf Farm’s
maple syrup and candy all year round, but they seemed to go
especially crazy for it around Christmas. As a result, there were a
lot of orders to deal with along with endless maintenance on the
farm. His dad spent most of his time on the administrative work
these days. At twenty-eight, Ryan was more than strong enough to
handle the bulk of the physical labor. Nevertheless, some of his
work outside was more intense than he remembered high school
football practice being, and it was only upon sitting down that he
could appreciate how tired he’d gotten from being out and active
all day.

“Dinner’s ready!” Steven
called. Ryan looked in the kitchen to see him dishing out two bowls
of homemade stew. He had to admit his dad had come a long way from
making canned soup in the microwave or ordering pizza or Chinese
food—the only takeout options in town—every night since he’d been
forced to take over the cooking. He grabbed two spoons and napkins
to finish setting the table.

“How’d it go today?” his
dad asked as they sat down to eat.

“Not bad. I got everything
in from the trees on the edge—it’s all dropped off—and the borders
are all taken care of.”

“That’s good.”

They ate the next few bites in silence
before Ryan spoke again. “What about you? How was your day?”

“Well,
the machine’s up and running again, so we should
be able to clear those orders.”

“That’s a relief.” A
problem at the bottling plant had set production back and pissed
customers off.

“Only thing is, it’s going
to be a pain to get them out. Todd called out this morning. He’s
coming down with the flu.”

Ryan frowned. Steven had just named his best
friend. They’d worked together outside until a knee injury in
college had put Todd out of action, and then Steven had moved him
to deliveries. “I thought he and his family got their shots.”

“They did, but it wasn’t
against this strain, or something like that.” Steven’s face
darkened, as it usually did whenever he discussed medical mistakes.
Not that Ryan could blame him.

Ryan grimaced in sympathy. “So what’ll we do
while he’s down for the count?”

“I’ll need you to take
over deliveries until he gets back on his feet. He got almost
everything taken care of before he started feeling sick, but we
didn’t have enough for the last of them and it’s too late to mail
the one shipment. You’re going to have to deliver that one in
person. The girl’s been calling every day.”

“Deliver that one
where?”

“New York City. This place
called Helga’s is still waiting on their shipment, and they’re
pretty anxious about it—not only for Christmas, but she said they
have brunch to think about.” He said it like it was a foreign
term.

“All right. I’ll take care
of it.”

“Well, it’s too late now.
I’ve called, and they know to expect the delivery by tomorrow
afternoon.”

“Thanks. I got a lot
cleared out today, and I’m pretty tired.”

“Me too,” his father
agreed. “You’d better have an early night before tomorrow’s
drive.”

“Good idea. I think I’ll
have a shower after I clean up in here.”

“Okay.” Ryan stood up,
cleared the bowls and spoons in one hand, and put them in the
dishwasher, which was about half full and not yet ready to be
started. Then he heaved himself upstairs and closed the door to his
bathroom. He started the shower and stripped off the last of his
clothes while the water warmed up. As he climbed in, he noticed not
for the first time that the room seemed much smaller than he
remembered it. Of course, he’d never had to share this bathroom as
an only child, but he’d grown quite a bit since then. And unlike
some of the guys he’d grown up playing football and hockey with—it
was almost scary how fast Todd had gone to seed after being moved
to deliveries—he hadn’t lost his muscle tone. If anything, his work
outside had made him larger, stronger, and fitter than he’d been as
a teenager.

While he took great pride in his physique,
he had to admit there were some disadvantages. For example, he used
to soak in the bathtub with salts to soothe sore muscles after a
long day of practice or outdoor work … until he’d hit a massive
growth spurt that forced him to stick to showers. The tub was too
small for his largely muscled, six-foot-five frame. The best he
could do now was turn up the heat and adjust the shower head to an
angle that would best hit his lower back and shoulders.

About ten minutes later, he emerged in a
towel and moved to his bedroom, which still looked much as he’d
left it when he’d gone off to college. The light-blue walls were
covered with posters of his then-favorite athletes and movies, and
trophies lined the dresser. He’d considered making some changes to
the room when he’d moved back home, but work on the farm had taken
priority, kept him from spending much time in there anymore, and
made it nothing but a place to sleep at the end of an exhausting
day like today. The only thing that had changed was the bed, which
had thankfully been upgraded from full-size to king. He pulled back
the flannel sheets on it, put his boxer briefs back on, and fell
asleep almost immediately.

****

“Any word on the syrup
order?” Lena Worth asked, pacing in front of the bar. It was bad
enough her original maple syrup supplier had decided to sell the
farm and move to Arizona over the summer, but the replacement
they’d suggested wasn’t inspiring a lot of confidence. Their order
had been delayed for a few weeks now, which had forced them to dig
into their spare bottles. They’d used the last one on Sunday, and
this weekend’s brunch was officially screwed.

Charlie Ashton, her business partner and
longtime friend, looked up with a worried expression as they hung
up the bar phone. “Just that someone’s going to be here with our
order tomorrow. And I think he’s getting sick of me.”

Lena shook her head. “Don’t let that
jack-off bother you. It’s their fault, not yours. If they’d just
done their job, we wouldn’t have to keep calling.”

“The guy keeps saying it’s
not their fault, it’s a problem in the bottling area or something
like that… Do you believe him?”

“I don’t know. They’ve
been good, the product’s great … I just can’t believe
this and can only hope
they show up in time for the brunch rush.”

“What if they
don’t?”

“Then we’ll go to the
greenmarket, buy out someone else’s stand, and curse their names
the whole way back. What else can
we do?” She glanced at her watch. “Especially
now. We’ve got to get ready for the dinner rush.”

Well, everyone else had to. Lena had to get
ready to greet the guests and sneak up to her office at some point
to go over the books and do all the paperwork that went into
running the restaurant. She knew it was a major step up from when
she was in the kitchen all the time, but she didn’t feel like a
restaurateur anymore. This work made her more separate from the
restaurant than she wanted to be, but there was nothing she could
do about it.

Just like there was nothing she could do
about the syrup problem. In both cases, all she could do was paste
on a smile and get through the evening.

Five hours, two subways, and four flights of
stairs later, Lena made her way home for the night. Normally, she
might consider calling Mark to vent her frustrations one way or
another, but he was on the other side of the world and they’d
barely spoken in two months, anyway. And did she really want him,
or just a sounding board? His pat encouragements didn’t always
reassure her, but it did help to talk to someone outside her
restaurant world vortex.

She sighed, pulled her hair in a low, loose
ponytail—years of work in food service made her wary about having
hair in her face, even at bedtime—and checked both locks on her
door before getting ready for bed.

Her body relaxed slightly
for being wrapped in the warmth of her white cloud-like duvet, but
she knew from experience that sleep wouldn’t be there for quite
some time. She was still wired from the night at the restaurant,
equal parts nervous and excited about the winter menu she’d unveil
in a few days’ time, and the syrup thing was still plaguing her and
threatening to put a serious crimp in the weekend’s brunch. She’d
worked too hard and too long for this, come so far, and she wasn’t
about to let some idiot upstate mess this up for her.

That affirmation was meant to reassure her,
but it fired her up and kept sleep at bay for still longer. She
turned over until she was on the other side of the bed and feeling
perturbed that she’d been able to do that. While the off stages of
her on-and-off relationship with her ex-husband seemed to be
getting longer, she didn’t have the time, or really the inclination
to start anything with someone else. She couldn’t even adopt so
much as a goldfish to fill the void because she wasn’t around
enough to take care of it.


Chapter Two

 


The next morning dawned gray and chilly, and
Ryan dressed warmly for it. His dad got up early with him to go to
the bottling center and help him pack up the van. By the time they
were done, boxes of maple syrup lined the floor almost to the
windows, and every seatbelt held a box of maple cream in place. A
travel mug of coffee sat in the cup holder along with a bagged
breakfast. “I just loaded the addresses in your phone, and the
directions should be up … now!” Steven said as the phone chimed to
announce the starting route.

“They are.” He glanced at
the map. “It’s going to take more than three hours to get to New
York City, but I should be able to handle it.”

“Be careful,” Steven said.
“I can’t lose you, too.”

“Dad, I’ll be fine.” But
he hugged his father goodbye nonetheless.

“I’m serious. I heard
about a storm making its way here, and I don’t want it to be in New
York City at the same time you are.”

“If everything goes the
way I want it to, I’ll be out of the city by the time it’s
arriving.” He got in the driver’s seat, plugged his phone into the
power jack, and backed out of the driveway, keeping an eye out for
stray animals. Steven was still standing there when he turned onto
the main road.

Ryan went over the plan for the day in his
head as he drove into town. He’d mail the out-of-state orders
first, deal with everything close to home, and then make the drive
to New York City. That would let him come home that night with an
empty van and a clear conscience.

“What brings you here
today?” Mrs. Grange asked, weighing his packages at the post
office. “Not that it’s not nice to see you, but I would have
expected Todd.”

Ryan smiled politely at the woman around his
dad’s age. She’d been working at the post office all his life and
had practically watched him grow up. “Flu. I’m covering for him
until he gets better.”

She pursed her lips. “He didn’t get a shot?
That is so irresponsible with young children around—”

“He did, he did, it just
didn’t work on this one. I think.”

“Well, it’s nice of you to
fill in for him. You tell him I hope he feels better
soon.”

“Definitely, but not right
now,” he said. “I have more to do in town, and I have to go to New
York City after that to make the last delivery.”

He’d hoped she’d take the hint, but she kept
talking. “So if you’re doing the deliveries, who’s going to take
care of the farm work while you’re away?”

“Billy’s filling in for
me, and some of the guys from this summer are back in town for
winter break. Dad says they were glad to pick up a little extra
cash today.”

“That’s nice for them, and
nice of your dad to call them back.” Mrs. Grange smiled and handed
him a receipt. “You’re all set. Have a good trip.”

“Thanks.”

“And tell your dad I said
hello.”

“I will. Say hi to Mr.
Grange and the girls.” He took his receipt and headed back to the
van. He hoped this delay wouldn’t launch him into too much
traffic.

Luckily, Steven had sent him out after the
worst of the rush-hour traffic had died down. The restaurant owners
around here and in the surrounding towns didn’t hold him
responsible for the delay. They were just happy to get their
orders. Then he pulled up the New York City address and turned onto
the road that led to the highway.

Once he was underway, it hit Ryan that for
the first time in years, he was leaving the farm and the towns
surrounding it. He felt a strange sensation in his stomach that
could have been fear or excitement. Some of the kids he’d gone to
high school and college with made regular trips into New York City,
but it had always seemed to have taken forever and they’d had to
spend the night to make the experience worthwhile. He’d been too
busy with practice, training, and games to have time for that.

The first time he’d gone
into Manhattan, it was as a college student to take his
then-girlfriend to a matinee performance of Mamma Mia! After
a cheap, cramped bus had pulled into the station
after an hours-long ride, he couldn’t believe how crowded the city
was. People had crushed up against them every time they’d stopped
to get their bearings. They’d gotten completely turned around in an
effort to get out of the way and had taken their frustrations out
on each other, which culminated in a huge fight. They’d quickly
apologized but barely talked or touched for the rest of the day. It
didn’t help that he’d left the theater with the worst headache of
his life from the loud music and strobe lights going off in all
directions, and the whole day had probably contributed to their
breakup a few weeks later.

The next time he’d gone to New York City was
for a bachelor party at an upscale steakhouse and strip club that
had lasted about a day and a half. The weekend away hadn’t been
nearly as bad as the day trip to the theater, but most of Manhattan
seemed to have packed itself into the neighborhood where the club
was. He also couldn’t believe the prices of everything. The eight
guys had had to crowd themselves into two tiny hotel rooms. Later,
he remembered his jaw nearly dropping when he saw the price of his
share of the dinner, drinks, and everything else. He’d felt nothing
but relief upon coming back to the farm, despite spending more than
six hundred dollars in such a short time.

He glanced at his GPS to
see where he was going. The address on East
63rd Street meant nothing to him, and he hoped it was set away
from the worst of the crowds. He took a bite of the now not-so-Hot
Pocket in the bag and changed lanes.

During his musings, he noticed the sky
seemed to be getting darker, almost as if the sun had changed its
mind about rising that morning. He turned on the headlights and
slowed down, hoping this would clear up as he got closer to being
out of the area.

Unfortunately for Ryan, the storm Steven
warned him about seemed to be getting ready to meet him in New
York. The sky stayed dark, and it started raining at a pace that
suggested it could keep this up all day. It was a relief to drive
under the occasional overpass to get a break from the relentless
rain, but the road was still slick and scary. His back tensed and
his grip tightened on the wheel. Other drivers seemed to feel the
same way and the traffic slowed to a crawl.

Pulling into the city
offered no respite. The rain had turned to snow somewhere along the
way and it was getting heavier, turning the traffic to stop-and-go.
Even when the traffic signals indicated that he could drive, people
kept darting in front of his car to cross the street and get out of
the snow as quickly as possible. The other drivers loudly made
their displeasure with him known, but he couldn’t help it. He had
to get all the bottles of syrup to the restaurant in one piece. And
if the other drivers didn’t like it … well, he had a few ideas for
what they could do about it. The van all but crept down a one-way
street until he could turn onto East 63rd Street and find a parking
place near his destination. He looked at the clock and saw that
what was supposed to be around a three-hour trip had actually taken
closer to five and a half. No wonder he was so stiff and seriously
regretting drinking anything today.

When he finally arrived at Helga’s, he
opened the door to an expanse of a dark wood floor leading to a
mostly empty restaurant but for a Christmas tree with white lights
and a few ornaments behind the host stand. There were no customers,
only a short, brown-haired guy with a trendy haircut and a black
button-down shirt. He stood at a bar that looked carved from black
stone and looked up with wide, lined eyes as Ryan came closer.

“Can I help you?” The
voice threw him completely off. It was way too high to be a guy’s,
but it didn’t look like it belonged to a woman.

“Is Helga
here?” he asked.

The androgynous bartender laughed. “It’s the
restaurant’s name, not anyone else’s. What brings you here?”

“I’m with Scarlet Leaf
Farm,” he said, feeling like an idiot. “Your maple syrups and
creams are here.”

“Oh, finally! I mean, that’s great.
What’s your name?”

“Ryan.”

“Okay, Ryan.” The
bartender came around to meet him. “I’ll tell my boss you’re here
so she can check it out and sign for it.”

“Thank you…” He let his
voice trail off in the hopes that he could get a name and finally
figure out the gender.

“Charlie.” That was no help
whatsoever. To look at this person, it could just as easily be a
nickname for Charles or Charlotte. Now what was he supposed to
do?

Charlie pulled out a phone and sent a text.
The phone buzzed again shortly after. “Lena’s just finishing up
some stuff in the office and should be down in a few minutes.”

Ryan nodded. The slightest movement shot
through his whole body and nearly made him wince. “While we’re
waiting … I’ve been in the car since this morning, and…”

“Ah.” Charlie caught his
meaning and nodded. “End of the hall to the left.”

“Thanks.” It took all of
his self-restraint not to bolt and make a bad impression, but he
picked up speed once he was out of his/her/Charlie’s sight. The two
unmarked doors confused him for a moment, but they were both marked
VACANT and that was good enough for him. At this point, he wouldn’t
have cared if it was the overflowing men’s room on game night at
Frank’s Hot Wings, the local dive bar. When he could focus on his
surroundings again, he noticed the sparkling, white-tiled floor,
shiny marble bowl sink, large mirror with a black box in the
center, hand soap with a fancy label, and hand dryer that looked
like something from a technologically advanced future. It was clean
and roomy enough to eat in the bathroom if the dining room got too
full.

When he came out, Charlie
wasn’t alone. He or she came up to the chin of a tall woman in a
light-brown top and black pants. Her long, dark hair was tied back.
Her lips looked like she’d just bitten into a ripe berry or taken a
sip of dark wine, and they were also pursed in disapproval.
“Scarlet Leaf
Farm?” she asked.

“No, I’m Ryan.” Her lips
tightened further, suggesting that now wasn’t the time for humor.
“I’m from Scarlet Leaf, though. Are you Lena?”

She nodded but didn’t smile or offer her
hand. “It’s been so long since we placed the order that I was
starting to think it wasn’t coming, never mind you.”

“I’m sorry about that. It
always depends on the weather and the trees, and then there was a
malfunction in our bottling area that held things up for
everyone.”

She was unmoved. “I realize that, I’ve just
been worried.”

“And speaking of the
weather, it started snowing while I was on the road, and it’s only
gotten worse the longer I’ve been away. That’s why I’m so late
arriving today.”

“It has?” She frowned.
“Oh, no. If that’s true, then the sooner we get this sorted out,
the better. Charlie?”

Charlie got up off the stool. “Let me get my
coat and I’ll show you where to load it.”

“Thanks.” Ryan let
him—or her?—pass,
grab a dolly, and pick up a hunter-green, down-filled jacket at the
coat check near the entrance. Ryan was no stranger to down parkas,
having worn them all his life, but had never seen one that didn’t
immediately bulk up the wearer.

They went outside to
Ryan’s van.
“What a mess!” Charlie gasped as a blast of wind
and snow hit them both in the face. The sidewalk was already slick
and covered in snow, which had already turned gray from the
pollution and foot traffic.

“I should know, I just had
to drive in it.” He put his fleece gloves back on, dusted off the
van’s door handles, and started lifting out the boxes of maple
syrup and cream. Charlie directed him to the basement door, and he
loaded the boxes on a conveyer belt. Lena was waiting for them and
met every shipment that came down.

As the boxes reached the basement, she bent
over to look through the ones that had reached her to double-check
that the quantities and syrup types were according to her order.
This gave him a chance to look at her more closely. He’d noticed
upstairs that she was a bit slimmer than he would have expected a
restaurant owner to be. Her top showed off her shape and hugged
full breasts. The pants were too baggy for him to see the shape of
her legs, but they clung to a shapely ass. He felt a small jolt in
his groin, and warmth spread throughout his body despite loading
boxes in the whirling snow.

She moved into the light and bent over to
look at the printout of the order she’d placed. In doing so, bright
purple stripes popped out of her dark hair. It wasn’t what he would
have expected from such a stern business owner. He stayed up a
little longer to watch them flit in and out of the light, and it
distracted him from the cold. She looked up and waved him down. He
rushed inside, grateful that he’d worn his work boots and didn’t
have to worry about slipping in his hurry.

****

As she waited for Ryan, Lena gave the
bottles and jars one last count. He’d brought all the bottles of
all the syrup grades she’d requested, and now she had everything
she needed for the impending brunch rush.

It was such a relief to have something go
right today. Tuesday nights were never their busiest time to begin
with, and they had lost more than half the night’s reservations on
account of the blizzard that had started as a few flakes this
morning but was now rampaging the city. And yet, maybe that was a
good thing—her head chef lived a few miles from the nearest subway
in the farthest depths of Brooklyn and hadn’t been able to make it
there in the snow. She was going to have to step up to it tonight,
a thought that filled her with anxiety and anticipation at the same
time.

Speaking of the blizzard, Ryan seemed to
bring it inside when he came downstairs for the paperwork. Clumps
of snow fell off his jacket and boots, and his hair was wet with
it. Despite all this, he didn’t appear to be shivering. Between
that and his impressive size, he looked invincible, almost
terrifying. But she couldn’t show any of those thoughts.

“Everything seems to be in
order. Thank you.” She coolly signed the form that had been in one
of the boxes and handed it to him.

“Thanks. We’re sorry the
order was so late and threw these in to make up for it.” He handed
her a slightly damp, bright red gift bag with his family farm’s
logo.

Lena reached in and pulled out a bag of
leaf-shaped maple candy, one of many. “That’s such a nice touch.
Thank you.” While it may not have made up for the late delivery, it
would definitely make the brunches a lot more interesting and
photogenic.

Ryan nodded in acknowledgment. “Well, if
that’s everything, I’d better get going.”

Charlie winced as they slunk back
upstairs to the bar. “Yeah, about that…”

He glanced after them in confusion. “What’s
wrong?”

Lena took over but hesitated before she
spoke. “Didn’t you listen to the news or any weather reports on the
drive?”

“Just my phone’s GPS.
Why?”

“Because you drove through
the beginning of a Category 4 storm to make our
delivery!”

“What?”

“Just listen.” They all
fell silent so they could hear the radio playing in the background.
The announcer’s voice was full of doom and gloom as she described
what a serious storm this was already shaping up to be and how much
more dangerous things could get. “Damn,” he whispered.

“They’ve already closed
the schools, the airports, and a lot of the roads going in and out
of the city,” Lena recapped. “It’s not a state of emergency, but I
wouldn’t be surprised if they called one.”

Ryan’s eyes widened. “So does that mean I
can’t go home?”

“Sorry to say it doesn’t
look like it. Not tonight, anyway.”

He inhaled deeply. “Okay. Fine. I’ll find a
hotel around here, and…”

“And what?” she
asked.

“I don’t know.” His face
was expressionless, but she could see that he was trying not to
panic. Had he ever been to New York before this, anyway?

“What are you doing for
dinner?” she prompted.

His eyes widened. “Are you asking me on a
date?”

She chuckled. “No, I meant, why don’t you
have dinner here tonight? We have the time and room. Unless you
have other plans, of course.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t even think I
was going to be in New York for dinner. If I didn’t get home in
time, I just figured I’d get something to go on the way.”

She shook her head. “Oh no, no, no. We can
do better than that.”

“Well,
I’d like that. Thanks.”

She smiled. “Great. Any food allergies I
should know about? Are you a vegetarian?”

“No and no.”

“Good. That’s what I
always ask before I put together a tasting menu for
anyone.”

“Tasting menu? How long is
it going to take to put together? You shouldn’t go to all that
trouble on my account.”

“Haven’t you ever gone out
for one before?” Lena asked incredulously.

“It’s not exactly
something they do at Frank’s Hot Wings.”

She cracked a smile. “You’re probably right
about that.”

He looked annoyed with her, and her smile
slid off her face as she realized how cooler-than-thou she must
have sounded to him. She wouldn’t have put up with it from members
of her staff, so what made it okay for her to do it? “Ugh, I’m
sorry. I know I must have sounded like such a horrible snob.”

“It’s okay,” he said, but
he still looked disgruntled.

“Well, to answer your
question, we serve tasting menus all the time. It’s something
people in the area like to treat themselves to on special
occasions, or a way to impress clients or out-of-town guests. If
there aren’t any restrictions, I guess the last thing I’d need to
know is what time you’d want to have yours.” She glanced at the
clock on the wall. “It’s still a little early for dinner—we’re not
even open for business yet, but we will be starting at five
thirty.”

“And you probably need
time to get ready for everyone,” Ryan finished. “When should I come
back? Six? Seven? In between at six thirty?”

“Whenever you
want.”

“All right. I have some
arrangements to make, but I’ll be back at six thirty. Thanks
again.”

He headed upstairs. Lena followed but went
up another flight of stairs to her office. The new winter menu
would launch in a few days. Maybe she could offer him a preview.
She looked it over along with some soon-to-depart fall items and
the year-round staples. Which dishes would be considered the best
example of Helga’s cuisine? What would be exotic but not
intimidating?

And what had inspired her to extend this
invitation? Naturally, it looked bad to have an empty dining room,
blizzard on a weeknight or no, but she could very well have called
a casting agency if all she’d wanted were bodies to fill the room.
Of course, Ryan was attractive enough to be a model himself…

She shook her head to clear it of the
thought. He’d driven through this mess and unwittingly trapped
himself in the city to get her order in, and exceptional service
should not go unrewarded. She believed that as much now as when
she’d worked as a waitress, it was as simple as that. So why was
her heart racing under her blouse?


Chapter Three

 


“Hi, Dad. It’s
me.”

“Thank God! I’ve been so
worried with the storm!”

“I can see why. It’s
pretty bad here, but I got in before it really hit.” He looked out
the window of the van, where snow was still blowing past. The
sidewalks were mostly deserted, but people were stepping outside to
shovel the walks outside the stores and sprinkle salt on the newly
cleared paths. “But the order’s taken care of, and everyone has
everything they need.”

“That’s good. Where are
you now?”

“Still
in New York City, and I can’t get out tonight.
The roads are closed. I’ve made arrangements to stay the night and
come home in the morning.”

“Good. I’ve seen the news
and this doesn’t look safe to drive in. But where will you
stay?”

“There’s a hotel near the
restaurant, and I just booked a room.” Ryan took a deep breath. “It
wasn’t as bad as I thought, but it’s still kind of expensive, being
at the last minute and all.”

His dad seemed unfazed now that he’d heard
Ryan wasn’t driving in the storm. “The cost doesn’t matter. What’s
important is that you’re safe. Stay the night, wait for this to
clear up, and come home in the morning. We’ll work it out when you
do.”

“Okay. How’s everything
going there?”

“Pretty well today. I was
just about to close up the computer and start dinner.”

“Yeah, me too. Only not
the computer part, but you know what I mean.”

“Where are you
going?”

“I found a little place
nearby.” For reasons he didn’t quite understand, he didn’t want to
tell his father about the planned dinner at Helga’s. As Steven had
often told him, places like these charged more for an appetizer
than they usually spent on a full meal when they went out to eat in
town. He wondered how he could afford it, but maybe there was some
kind of price special for the tasting menu Lena had
mentioned.

“Okay. Be careful. I’ll
see you tomorrow.”

“All right. I love
you.”

“I love you
too.”

After he hung up, Ryan walked into a
transformed restaurant. The room was dimmer than when he’d arrived
but lit with old-fashioned bulbs hanging from the ceiling. The bar
was lined with votive candles. A skinny, striking blonde dressed in
black greeted him. “Hello, welcome to Helga’s. Can I help you?”

“I’m here for
dinner.”

The hostess looked askance at Ryan’s snow-
and mud-covered work boots, faded jeans, and plaid, fleece-lined
jacket covering an old sweater. “Do you have a reservation?”

Ryan hesitated. “I made the arrangements
with Lena, and…”

She glanced at the tablet on the podium. “I
don’t see a reservation for one, and I can’t let you in without
one.”

“But—”

“It’s okay, Meg,” Lena
said, emerging from a side door dressed in baggy white clothes. “I
made the arrangements and I’ll take care of him.”

She led him past the hostess stand. “Sorry
about that. She can take her job as gatekeeper a little too
seriously.”

The two of them walked up the stairs to a
table in an alcove that kept him out of the bitchy hostess’s sight.
It was set with a bread plate, two sets of forks among the
silverware, and cloth napkins. There was a votive candle and a
single yellow rose in a short crystal vase, and a nearby window
looked out into a snow-covered lot. “What’s out there?”

“Oh, that’s our courtyard.
We open it to diners in May and close it in October. There’s room
for a few tables, and we keep pots of hibiscus plants strung with
white lights.”

“It must be nice out
there.”

Lena nodded to confirm that and seemed to
switch to business mode. “I’ll start you off with some water. Did
you want still or sparkling?”

“Uh, regular, I guess.” He
felt like an idiot, but he’d never been asked about his water
preferences at a restaurant.

She smiled. “Well, they say New York City
tap water’s some of the best.” She walked away and came back with a
glass of ice water and a warm wire basket covered with a cloth
napkin. “And there was one thing I didn’t get to ask you before.
Wine or beer?”
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