

			
			
    
            Chapter One





			Lena Preiss dragged one last document into the Greater Metro Medical folder before saving and closing the file. She leaned back in her chair and stared at her laptop’s galaxy wallpaper, waiting for the reality of her new jobless state to sink in. A few clicks of the mouse made for an anticlimactic ending to the months she had spent consumed by her work for GMM, and she didn’t even have the sense of closure that would have accompanied a sad trek to her car with a cardboard box full of her belongings. Her home office hadn’t changed since she was fired—although she had significantly less to do there at the moment—but she supposed she could box up her stapler and some old file folders and carry them down to her apartment’s garage and back, at least for dramatic effect.

			That sounded like more of a ridiculous effort than it was worth, so instead she initiated a video call with Jacquie.

			“They fired me,” she moaned as soon as her friend’s face appeared on her screen, with her bottle-blond hair tipped with purple and piled in a messy bun, and today’s glasses accented with green and yellow checkered squares. Lena knew without seeing that Jacquie’s brightness continued all the way down to her toes.

			She sighed and dropped her forehead onto her desk in front of her laptop. The soothing balm of sympathy from her best friend would set her right again, giving her the strength to—

			“Hmm.” Jacquie’s voice had enough of a skeptical tone to make Lena sit upright again. “Did they actually fire you, or did they just take the first out clause in your contract?”

			“Hey, whose side are you on?”

			Jacquie shrugged, giving Lena one of her playful smiles that made it very difficult to remain annoyed and not give in and smile along with her. Lena managed to resist the urge and sat back in her chair, crossing her arms over her chest in a huff.

			“I’m on the side of the woman who made me write the out clause into her standard contract,” Jacquie said, unmoved by Lena’s display of irritation. “Would you rather I was on the side of the woman who is surprised every time a company takes that exit opportunity?”

			“Yes,” Lena said, spreading her hands wide for emphasis, “obviously.”

			“Oh, poor baby,” Jacquie said, in a poor imitation of a truly sympathetic voice. “Did the mean company fire you without any justification? Let’s sue.”

			“Can we?” Lena asked hopefully.

			“No.” Jacquie returned to her normal voice. “Same answer as the last six times this happened. Besides, you know they won’t be able to implement this new EHR as easily as they think, and they’ll ask you back to help.”

			Lena nodded. That was the pattern. She custom-created her Electronic Health Record platforms for each company she worked with, and then they had the option to retain her during the implementation phase or to manage it on their own. They always came crawling back and required her assistance as they integrated the program across their system. “That’s true,” Lena said, feeling a small glint of hope. She’d still need to find a new full-time project, but at least this one was still possibly going to generate some income. “This one was complex, with a variety of different types of clinics in the network. They’ll need help tweaking the program to make it work well for them all.”

			“Yes, and then they’ll hire you back at a per diem rate that will be significantly lower than if they hadn’t taken the out,” Jacquie said, ruthlessly squashing Lena’s little bud of optimism before it had a chance to flower. “For the same work. Honey, you really need to let us change your contract before you get another job.”

			Lena sighed again. Jacquie was right, of course, but Lena missed the good old days when her clients and her contracts were both simpler and more localized. She had started by creating EMRs for individual clinics and medical offices. They were usually smaller companies, and they couldn’t afford much, but she had been just starting out and didn’t charge much, so it was win-win.

			Her standard contract in those days covered the entire process, from creation to integration and training in the new system, and she had been part of it all. She had gotten to know her clients, and they had even thrown her an occasional little party when her time with them was finished, to celebrate their new system and thank her for her work.

			The sense of camaraderie had ended when she advanced to creating larger EHR platforms for multiclinic nationwide health-care systems.

			“I got a lot of pushback on those full-service contracts once I was working with the bigger companies. I suppose I let them bully me into the less restrictive options,” Lena admitted. She was nothing but brutally honest with herself about her strengths and weaknesses. She was an excellent coder, but she hated the confrontation that was too often involved with the business side of her profession, and she freely acknowledged that she sometimes took the easy way out to keep the peace. She needed to trust Jacquie’s advice in these areas.

			Jacquie tapped the screen with one pointy, lacquered fingernail. “Maybe so, but you were building your business and reputation, and I don’t think you made a mistake by compromising. Then. Now, you’re a proven entity, and your contract needs to reflect that. You can still offer the out clause, but it should come with a penalty. Plus, it should cost more, not less, to hire you back to bail them out when they can’t handle the integration on their own.”

			“Okay, okay,” Lena said in a mockingly sullen tone. She hadn’t gotten platitudes and comfort from Jacquie, but the conversation still left her feeling better than she had before she called her friend. Wisdom and truth left her feeling more in control and less wallow-y than empty sympathy would have done. “I’ll have a shiny new contract, but no one to sign it.”

			Maybe she was still wallowing a little.

			“Well, I’ll get Rolf to work on your new contract, and you can go pound the virtual pavement. Something great will turn up. It always does.”

			“Hopefully. I haven’t had potential clients lining up outside my door over the past six months, but I suppose I can—” She paused and glanced at her phone screen when it chimed. “Damn. It’s my dad. I should go, but I’ll—”

			“No,” Jacquie said quickly before Lena could end the call, “put him on speaker so I can listen in. Please, please, pl—”

			“Fine,” Lena interrupted, making a shushing gesture at her and answering her phone. “Hey, Dad,” she said.

			“Hello, Lena,” he said, his voice sounding deep and echoey. She figured he was talking as he walked through the hospital corridors, probably signing forms and doing CPR on ailing patients as he went. He was the ultimate multitasker. “I heard you lost your job.”

			Well, that story had spread fast. Her dad was the chief administrator in one of the Pacific Northwest’s largest hospitals, so he had his finger on the pulse of the medical world, but this news seemed too trivial to have reached him this quickly.

			“How did you know?”

			He paused for a moment, and she heard him speaking to someone else in a muffled voice about a delayed shipment of a new imaging machine before he came back on the line. “Bill from GMM is an old golfing buddy, and he told me you had finished the EHR when we were on the course last weekend. He said you did excellent work for them. Good job, Lena.”

			“Um…thank you?” Lena said, unable to keep the questioning tone out of her voice. Her father was an unexpected source of sympathy, but Lena would take what she could get.

			“Yes, this is excellent timing.”

			“It’s…what?” Was his hospital looking to upgrade their EHR? That would be an amazing job, if not for the fact that her perfectionist father would be looking over her shoulder and watching her every move. She’d have to tell Rolf to triple her fee.

			“Your aunt needs you to help with a new venture. She asked for you specifically this time.”

			Oh God. Aunt Cheryl routinely bought failing companies and then needed Lena’s family to step in and help her with them. The task usually fell to Lena’s dad, who was unexpectedly indulgent of his younger sister, but Lena’s siblings had been roped into helping before, too. She had somehow managed to always be in the middle of a project when these summonses came in, but this time…

			“Dad, did you get me fired?” She had to ask. The timing was too perfect…for her father, of course. Not for her.

			He made an indignant scoffing sound. “Of course I didn’t.”

			“Hmm. Do you wish you had thought of it before now?”

			“No, although it would have saved me three afternoons of golf,” he said with a laugh. She wasn’t amused enough by the conversation to join in. “I know your work pattern. When Cheryl wrote to me about this new…” He hesitated, probably searching for a palatable word. “This new opportunity, I told her you were probably about to finish this latest project, and that you’d have a couple of months free before they brought you back to clean up the mess they made with it. For less money than they were paying you before. You really should rethink your contract.”

			Lena heard a choked laugh coming from the region of her laptop, but she ignored Jacquie’s amusement and focused on her dad. She was torn between annoyance at his meddling and the resignation of yes, this is exactly something he would do that came from a lifetime of being Karl Preiss’s daughter.

			“So I’ve heard,” she said. “How long have you known about this, anyway?”

			“About a month.” She heard the shrug in his voice. “Cheryl was hoping you’d be able to start right away, but I told her she’d have to wait.”

			“And it didn’t occur to you to tell me right away?”

			“Of course not. You’d have been suspicious if I started asking about when you expected to be fired.”

			“Not fired. Temporarily let go. And I certainly wouldn’t have been suspicious about my own father taking an interest in my work.” It was her turn to feign indignation, but she couldn’t pull it off convincingly. “Okay, maybe a little, but that’s because I’m not a fool. And I’m not going. I need to find another job now, so you’ll have to help her with whatever scheme she’s come up with this time.”

			“Lena,” he said sternly, “don’t defy me. I raised you to be more obedient than that.”

			Lena gave a snort of laughter. “No, you didn’t. You raised me to question authority and make my own choices.”

			“Well, now I’m paying the price for that progressive child-raising bullshit,” he said. Lena thought she detected a hint of pride in his voice, but she knew better than to think she had won the war just yet.

			He paused, then continued. “I did, however, raise you to be kind to your aunt and to take care of your family.”

			Shit. She had no doubt about the hint of triumph in his voice this time.

			“I don’t want to spend the winter cleaning alpaca poop,” she said, falling back on the pathetic whine of the defeated. “Send Mom.”

			She added the last bit as a childish jab, since Cheryl and her “shenanigans,” as Lena’s mom called them, were one of the few things her parents ever argued about. Besides, as chief of surgery in the hospital’s neurology department, she was admittedly less able to fly to Cheryl’s rescue than Lena was.

			“She sold the alpaca farm years ago,” her dad said, ignoring the other part of Lena’s comment. “This time it’s a restaurant in…Where was it? Oh yes. Leavenworth, in Washington. Cheryl remembered that you used to help your grandmother in the kitchen, and you have her old recipe book. Plus, I mentioned all those cooking classes you’ve taken. Apparently, Christmas season is the big tourist event for this town, so you just need to help her for a couple of months. Get some revenue coming in, then hand the job off to someone else and come back to Portland and get back to your own work. It’ll be like a vacation.”

			Lena highly doubted that. “You mean I’m going to be expected to cook? For the public?”

			“Cook, run the restaurant, that sort of thing,” he said, and she pictured him waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a small place in a small town. How hard can it be?”

			Lena heard actual laughter from her laptop this time and hoped her phone would filter it out as background noise. “But I don’t have any experience with…” She hesitated. With any of that, she wanted to say, but he broke into the brief moment of silence she gave him.

			“Great. That’s decided, then. I’ll let Cheryl know and send you the details she gave me. Mom and I will drive up there and come to the restaurant for dinner once you’re settled. Talk soon. Love you.”

			“Love you, too,” Lena said out of habit, lowering the phone and looking at Jacquie, who was still overcome with mirth.

			“I adore your family,” she said, wiping her eyes and scanning her screen, obviously searching the internet on a different tab. “You’re the weirdest blend of control and acceptance, and criticism and support that I’ve ever seen.”

			Lena allowed Jacquie’s fascination with her family, since she knew Jacquie’s parents provided only the criticism and attempts to control, with none of the kinder aspects, in their relationship with her. Lena sometimes had to look hard to find them in her own interactions with her parents.

			“I don’t know how to cook,” Lena said, interjecting her words with despair. At least cleaning alpaca poop didn’t require any skills beyond holding a shovel. Or a rake? Okay, she wasn’t qualified for that one, either.

			“Are you kidding?” Jacquie stopped scrolling and returned to their chat screen to make eye contact with Lena. “You’re a wonderful cook. Wasn’t the sauerbraten you made a couple of years ago from one of your grandmother’s recipes? It was possibly the best meal I’ve ever had.”

			“Thank you, but that was a meal for four friends, not a restaurant full of people. Plus, it took me six hours and every pan I owned.” She shook her head, remembering the state of her kitchen when she was done. She had even thrown out a couple of the worst pans rather than attempt to scour off the burned-on bits of sauce. She had enjoyed the cooking classes she had taken at local adult centers and community colleges whenever she had a chance, but in those she had always cooked one dish at a time, with all the ingredients thoughtfully laid out before her. At that rate, it would take her a full day to get all the orders out to customers.

			“You’ll get faster with practice. Besides, won’t you have assistant chefs and dishwashers to help?”

			“I don’t know,” Lena said warily, unsure what all was covered under her father’s that sort of thing. She might well be doing it all on her own. “I might be able to handle a food truck, I suppose. If we’re only selling sandwiches, or something easy like that. But entire meals, with garnishes and everything? There’s no way.”

			“I’m going back to searching for this town,” Jacquie said, changing tabs again. “Isn’t it close to Seattle? You love Seattle. I’m sure you can go there once in a while for a concert or nice meal out, or…Oh. Well, that’s kind of far away, I suppose, and over the pass. And with unpredictable winter weather…Do you like to ski?”

			“Not really,” Lena said, pulling up a map herself and hunting for Leavenworth. The first one she tried didn’t have enough detail to show the tiny town, so she searched another. It wasn’t a long drive from Seattle, distance-wise, but it was hemmed in by the Cascades and the Wenatchee Mountains.

			“At least you’ll have plenty of time to get to know your aunt better,” Jacquie said. “She sounds awesome. Alpacas? German restaurants? She must have some great stories.”

			Lena sighed. Of course Jacquie, with her diverse hobbies and unique taste, would find Cheryl’s life somewhat appealing, but to Lena and the rest of her family, her aunt’s eccentric choices were absolutely not aspirational. She had no idea how this highly focused, driven, and type-A family tree had spawned a twisty, aimless branch like her aunt’s.

			“I don’t know any of her stories, except hearsay when Dad or one of the sibs comes back from helping her,” she admitted. “She’s always traveled a lot and has started businesses all over the country, so I rarely saw her when I was growing up. Just occasional holidays, I suppose.” She paused, thinking back to those deeply buried memories of her aunt’s visits. They had tended to be stressful times for her family, with her mother’s barely concealed disdain and her dad’s failed attempts to lecture his sister about settling down in a conventional, sensible job. They’d had paintings in their homes, but few family photos, so Lena couldn’t even call to mind an accurate picture of her aunt.

			“She’s a really good hugger,” Lena said thoughtfully. “I remember that much, at least.”

			Jacquie regarded her skeptically. “A good hugger compared to normal people, or compared to your family? Because I’m guessing that a chainsaw would be a good hugger compared to your family.”

			Lena couldn’t argue with that. Her parents were definitely not the demonstrative sort. They were free enough with verbal praise—when they believed it was warranted—but there tended to be a lot of teeth grinding and grimacing if they tried to show physical affection. Lena admitted that her assessment might be slightly exaggerated, but not much. “Compared to normal people,” she said.

			She opened the Wikipedia page for Leavenworth and scanned it quickly. Apparently, they celebrated the holiday season from Thanksgiving through the end of February. The official line was that this gave more people a chance to come visit and see the festive lights, but Lena could easily discern the true motive behind the three-month span. This was a small town with what looked like little draw beyond this one season, and they extended it to give local businesses a chance to make as much money as possible during that period. Enough to carry them through the much lighter influx of tourists through the rest of the year.

			Which meant that if Lena was truly going to help her aunt, she was signing on for an intensive few months of work in the restaurant. There wouldn’t be leisurely weekends and afternoons available for skiing or heading to Seattle for some nightlife and entertainment.

			Three months. That was about the usual length of her aunt’s obsessions, so they’d both be ready to pack up and leave Leavenworth by the time her sentence was up. Then Lena would be free to return to her normal life, to her annual job search, with family guilt assuaged. And her aunt would be free to move on to whatever new enterprise caught her fancy. Whatever the hell it was, Lena would have done her part, and someone else in the family could step in and help her.

			“Make sure you save me a reservation,” Jacquie said. “I can’t wait to meet this aunt of yours and experience some fine Leavenworth dining.”

			“You’ll come? Really?” Lena asked, bypassing the obvious joke that the reservation would need to be at a different restaurant than hers if the dining was expected to be fine.

			“Of course I’ll be there. And I’ll ask to compliment the chef, and when you come out of the kitchen, I’ll lavish praise on you so loudly that people two doors down will come in and leave you tips.”

			Lena laughed, feeling marginally better. “I’m not setting my aspirations as high as receiving tips. I’ll just be glad if none of the diners throw their food at me. Oh, and once Rolf is done with my new contract, let him know I’ll be needing a restraining order against my family, keeping them yards away from my career.”

		





    
            Chapter Ten





			When Devin got back to the shop, her dad was polishing the glass on the display cases while Shay was pulling out the mop bucket from the back storeroom. It didn’t look like the site of an emergency, but her father did have a frantic air about him as he cleaned.

			“What’s happening?” she asked. “And why are we mopping the floors before we’ve even closed for the day?”

			“They’re coming,” her dad said.

			“The British? Aliens? A zombie swarm?” Devin shook her head when he gave her a stern glare. The dread in his voice could only mean one thing. The potential buyers were coming to the shop.

			“Shay, please put the mop back,” she said briskly. “The last thing we need is for them to slip on a wet spot and sue us for the store. Then check the pantry to make sure the labels on all the couverture boxes are facing the wall. I’ll be in the office.”

			Shay nodded and wheeled the mop bucket back through the swinging door.

			“What should I do?” her dad asked.

			He normally could handle crises without any problems, but this situation had too much emotion tied to it for him to be his usual calm self. She would step up and take care of this for him. “Keep cleaning the cases,” she said. “We want it to look as pretty as possible in here.”

			Truthfully, she was more concerned with protecting the shop’s interests. The ratios in their proprietary blends of couverture—the high-quality chocolate they used—and the names of their vendors would be handed over to the new owners, but not until the contracts were signed. She went into the office and made sure everything was locked away except the packet of financial information that their lawyer had said they could share with prospective purchasers. She didn’t really think these people were spies from some other chocolate shop, but she also wasn’t willing to gamble their trade secrets on that assumption. Chocolatiers were protective of their secrets, and her family had spent generations honing their craft. She wasn’t going to share their results with anybody who walked in off the streets.

			Once she knew the office was ready, she walked through the kitchen and pantry, double-checking that everything was okay. She didn’t care if they knew what brand of sugar she used, but they damned well weren’t learning the percentage of cocoa butter they had in their couverture.

			“What should I do when they get here?” Shay whispered to her as they returned to the main room.

			“Just take care of customers like you always do,” Devin said. “Dad and I will show them around and then probably go in the office to talk finances. Oh, and you can offer them some samples, too. They’d probably like that.”

			She tried to appear unflustered by this sudden visit, but the two of them looked a little panicky, and it was rubbing off on her. She just hoped they wouldn’t scream and run into the back room when the couple came through the door. That wouldn’t make a good first impression.

			“Remember what Carmen told us, Dad, not to go into specifics about anything, like which wineries buy our chocolates or whose weddings we’ve catered. Keep it general for now, until we know if they’re really serious about making an offer.”

			He nodded. “I’ll leave the talking to you, if it’s all right. I’ll just stand here and smile.”

			“Oh, scary smile,” Shay said, watching him demonstrate. “Maybe go for the Serious Businessman look instead.”

			“Is this better?” he asked, apparently trying for a more serious expression, but landing somewhere around serial killer instead.

			“Not really,” Shay said thoughtfully. “You look kind of stiff. Why don’t you lean casually on the counter, like you’re about to sell some chocolates to a happy family.”

			“How’s this?”

			“The happy parents would grab their children and run,” Devin said, rubbing her temples. “You’ve had decades of practice being the kindly store owner who is definitely not homicidal. Why don’t you stick with that.”

			He managed the death mask version of that. Devin had two options. Snap him out of it, or lock him in the cupboard with the mop until the potential buyers left.

			“We’ve been invited to be lab rats at Haus Bavaria tonight, Dad,” she said. “Lena is practicing some of her entrées and asked us to come. We need to bring dessert.”

			“Dessert,” he repeated, his face brightening and returning to some semblance of normalcy. “A Sacher torte would be good, wouldn’t it? Come on, Shay, I’ll teach you how to make candied apricots. They’re not the traditional garnish, but everyone loves them.”

			Okay, one crisis averted. He’d make a better impression if he was in the kitchen looking industrious than if he continued looming at the counter. She wondered if she should go check her own expression in the mirror, but she figured she was somewhere in the realm of About to Vomit. The buyers were just going to have to take what they got with her. She wished this was over, all of it—the season, the sale of the shop, moving her dad into a new place. They would both feel better once it was finished and they were settled into their new lives. Wouldn’t they?

			She wished Lena was there to talk to her. Shake her up and help her through the next hour or two. But when all this was over, Lena would be gone, too. She’d be back home, back to her job and her life in Portland. Devin could wish she was around—she couldn’t stop herself from doing that if she tried—but it would remain in the realm of fantasy. She couldn’t allow herself to rely on Lena for support or comfort because then she’d be lost once she was gone.

			The door chimed and Devin looked up to see a couple entering the shop. They looked to be in their early fifties, with friendly, eager smiles. Devin imagined Lena standing behind her, whispering Here come the evil developers! and she had to stifle a laugh.

			“You must be Devin,” the woman said, introducing them as Brent and Natalie Comstock.

			She shook hands with both of them, then gestured around the sales floor. “I can give you the grand tour, if you’d like.”

			“We’d love that,” Brent said. “We’ve been here before, as customers, but always around Christmas when this room was full of people.”

			Devin nodded. “Weekdays in the offseason are quite different,” she said. “Come Saturday, it’ll be wall-to-wall in here, and then every day from after Thanksgiving to February. We make enough profit during those three months to cover most of our expenses the rest of the year, but there are plenty of opportunities to do special orders for weddings, restaurants, and other events year-round.”

			She walked them through the different types of confections they sold, pointing them out in the display cases and handing out occasional samples.

			“And the recipes will come with the shop?” Natalie asked.

			“Of course,” Devin said. She’d have to write them out, though. She and her dad didn’t use recipes since they had been making the same chocolates forever. When they wanted to experiment with new flavors, they just created something new. Devin thought of Lena with her grandmother’s handwritten recipes, and she decided she wouldn’t mind writing her own for the shop’s inventory. She’d maybe even get a set of them bound as a present for her dad.

			Speaking of her dad, she decided he had been working in the kitchen long enough to be more relaxed and ready to meet the Comstocks. She led them through the swinging door to where her dad was preparing a springform pan and Shay was standing by the stove stirring what Devin assumed were dried apricots in a Cointreau syrup. Shay gave a small yelp when they appeared, and her dad dropped the parchment paper, which unrolled across the floor. But still, it was a less dramatic reaction than she had been expecting from them. She was just glad her dad hadn’t been whipping the egg whites for the batter at the time.

			She introduced her dad and suggested he explain what he was baking. As soon as he started talking about the torte’s Austrian origins and its flavor profile, he was back in his element and seemed to relax. While he was showing them around the kitchen, Devin quickly picked up the parchment paper and got a fresh roll off the shelf, cutting out a round and fitting it into the bottom of the greased pan. By the time they had finished their circuit of the kitchen, she had separated the eggs and measured out the rest of the ingredients for him. She sent Shay out to cover the front of the shop and then moved the apricots off the burner to let them soak in the heated syrup.

			“Do either of you have experience working with chocolate?” her dad asked.

			“Not really,” said Natalie. “But I love to bake, and we’re willing to learn.”

			Her dad looked prepared to launch into a lecture about how difficult that would be, but Devin caught his eye and gave him a quick shake of her head. That would be their problem, if they ended up buying the shop.

			“Actually,” Brent said, looking at Devin, “we hoped you might stay on for a few months. Your Realtor told us about your experience here in the shop and in Seattle, and we thought you might be able to teach us what we need to know.”

			“Oh, I couldn’t,” Devin protested. For so many reasons. She settled on the easy one. “I have a job in Seattle. I need to get back as soon as the season is over.”

			Brent looked disappointed, but he turned to her dad. “What about you, Ron? Would you be willing to put off your retirement for a little longer?”

			“Oh, well…I guess…I mean, I’d…” He looked helplessly at Devin, and she understood how torn he’d be about wanting to help them so they didn’t completely ruin his family’s legacy. But to work here, with all the memories of his wife and family, but not as the owner? It would be far too painful.

			“No,” she said firmly, jumping in. “Dad will be coming back to Seattle with me. What I could do, though, is contact a couple of my confectionary professors from culinary school. I’ll bet they know of some recent graduates who would love a chance to come work for you, whether it’s temporary or on a full-time basis.”

			Her dad looked relieved, but Natalie sighed. “We really wanted one of you to stay since we’ve been so impressed by your products in all the years we’ve come here as a family. We want to keep everything the same as it’s been. But I suppose having a qualified chocolatier would be the next best thing.”

			Devin gently herded them through the rest of the tour, talking up her experiences in pastry school so they’d be more receptive to hiring one of their graduates. They finally returned to the front of the shop, where Devin had Shay pack them a box of candy, and then they were out the door and back on the snowy sidewalk, having promised to contact her soon through their Realtor.

			She went back to the kitchen with Shay trailing behind her, and the two of them leaned against the counter and watched her dad finish mixing the cake batter.

			“They seemed nice, I guess,” Shay said, breaking the silence.

			Devin and her dad just nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak just yet and figured he felt the same. The couple had seemed nice. And they claimed to want to be true to the store’s history and products, although Devin knew that wouldn’t last. They’d eventually want to change recipes, make them their own. Or they’d decide to cut corners on couverture, choosing less expensive chocolates instead. Or they simply wouldn’t develop the knack for combining flavors and really understanding the nuances of their product, like she and her dad did. Whichever one happened, the result would be the same. In a few years, the shop would be nearly unrecognizable to her. The taste, the look, and the mouthfeel of the candies would be altered. Perhaps only subtly, but changed nonetheless.

			She almost wished they were planning to do something radically different, like selling pipes and tobacco instead of chocolates. That would be better than the slow erosion of everything her family had built.

			Her dad slid the pan into the oven, then went back to teaching Shay how to make the apricot garnish, so Devin left the kitchen and decided to make another batch of wedding chocolates while she watched the front of the store in case any customers wandered in. She mentally went through the list of confections she still needed to make and settled on pistachio pralines. When she went to get the ingredients, though, she changed her mind and brought out a sealed container of white couverture instead. White chocolate truffles might not be on the list, but they always went well at a wedding.

			She put some heavy cream and glucose on the burner to heat and measured out the white chocolate coins. It was only natural that she would feel more emotional about the sale now that she had met the possible buyers, and they were now real people in her mind. Change was always difficult, and this was a major one for both her and her dad. She had felt the same trepidation and melancholy when she first moved to Seattle, and look how well that had gone.

			Okay, maybe that wasn’t the best comparison to make. She slowly poured the cream mixture over the chocolate and got out her favorite blue spatula, thinking about how she had told Lena that she hadn’t really known what she was aiming for when she left Leavenworth behind, only knowing she wanted to get away. She never really had found the destination she was seeking. She took jobs just because the opportunities arrived at the right time, and she dated women who were as citified as she could find, avoiding relationships with anyone who might be interested in small town life because she didn’t want to be tempted to move back home.

			She gently stirred the ganache, keeping her breathing even and focusing on the smoothness of the chocolate rather than the turbulence in her mind. She loved Seattle and didn’t regret moving there. She had friends in the city, and she took advantage of all the cultural opportunities that had been lacking in Leavenworth, with its emphasis on Christmas-related plays and concerts.

			It would be better when her dad was there. When she wasn’t torn between two homes and could finally settle fully into one. As if he knew she was thinking about him, he came out of the kitchen just as she was measuring a small amount of pear brandy into the ganache. He looked at her ingredients, then gave her an understanding smile and a quick hug. He wordlessly got some piping bags out of the drawer and returned to the kitchen, leaving her to make her mother’s favorite confections in peace.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Lena went back to her hotel to pack her belongings and check out before the evening’s practice dinner. She decided she was more anxious about moving into the apartment above the restaurant than she was about the meal. She had two assistants, after all, and they were only making three meals. A one-to-one ratio sounded doable. Technically, they were making six meals, but since they’d be the ones eating the other three, they didn’t really count. That food would either serve as a reward if they’d done well, or a punishment if they messed up.

			She really wished that she had checked out her new living space before telling Cheryl she’d move in, but she had been caught up in the familial moment. Would she have her own room, or would they be sleeping in bunk beds? She had no idea. She hadn’t had a roommate since college, preferring to keep living arrangements separate from her dating life. That was probably another reason why her relationships didn’t have long shelf lives. Not only did she choose women who were basically too busy to ever see her, but she removed any chance of them spending the edge times together, like they would have if they lived together.

			But that was not today’s problem. She had enough to worry about without thinking about love and relationships, and how she might be able to give her next one a better chance of making it for the long term.

			And on a completely unrelated note, she would be seeing Devin again tonight. She wasn’t sure if Devin was part of her anxiety, or the opposite. She was uncomfortably aware of how her attitude toward her aunt had made Devin doubt that Lena would still respect her after knowing that she had changed jobs more frequently than some people. As if Lena would ever think less of her for taking care of her dad and their shop. She still wasn’t convinced that Devin was making the best decision for herself by turning her back on her abundant skills as a chocolatier, especially since she seemed very passionate about the subject every time it came up. And her passion shone through the delicious desserts she made. But Devin was making her own choices, and Lena would completely support her no matter what she chose to do—in a platonic, casual sort of friend who had only met her a few days ago kind of way.

			Lena left some of her heavier cookbooks in the trunk of her Saab, where she could easily come get them if she decided to branch out in her repertoire. They’d probably end up staying locked away for the rest of her time here, though. She grabbed her messenger bag and wheeled her suitcase through the dining room and into the kitchen, heading toward the staircase leading to the upstairs apartment.

			She came through the swinging door and found a playpen tucked in the corner of the kitchen, in the alcove next to the desk. Her sous-chef Layla was sitting in a chair next to it, holding a baby.

			She came to a halt, and the two of them stared at each other in silence for a few moments, while Lena tried to process what she was seeing. Had her aunt warned her about this? Of course not.

			“Oh, good,” she said. “The meat delivery has come early. An unusual choice, but I can work with it.”

			Layla made a noise somewhere between a shriek and a laugh and clutched the baby more tightly.

			Lena propped her suitcase against the wall and walked over to them. “I was kidding. You know I was kidding, right?”

			“Yes,” Layla said, still giggling.

			“Good. You just caught me by surprise. That’s a baby you’re holding.”

			“It is,” she said. She was barely over five feet and had pale blond hair that was tucked up in a haphazard bun. She looked nearly young enough to sit in the playpen herself.

			“It’s your baby?”

			“Yes. His name is Jack.” She shifted him in her arms and waved one of his pudgy fists at her. Lena weakly waved back. “Are you going to tell me I’m too young to have a baby? Everyone does.”

			Lena might have been thinking it, but she would never have said it out loud. Besides, something in Layla’s eyes made her seem much older than she looked. Lena was willing to bet that this girl hadn’t had the easiest of lives.

			“I’m not. Because clearly you’re old enough to have one, since there he is.” She pulled over a chair and sat near them, but not close enough that Layla might try to hand him over. After Lena’s unfortunate joke, though, she was unlikely to try. “And he’s here because…?”

			“Cheryl said I could bring him,” Layla said, with a defensive edge to her voice. Her glare wasn’t very effective, though, when she had to turn away and blink tears out of her eyes. “We’ll go if you want us to.”

			Lena held her hands out, meaning to placate Layla and keep her from crying, but she worried the gesture might be interpreted as her wanting to hold the kid, so she put them back in her lap. “No. Hey, it’s all right. Just…kitchens are dangerous places for babies. He’ll probably be covered in gravy before the night is through.”

			Layla smiled a little at that. “I don’t have anywhere else for him to be,” she admitted, looking at Jack and not meeting Lena’s eyes. “I want to work, but I can’t afford childcare unless I get a job, which I can’t get until I have childcare.”

			Lena nodded. “I’m sorry to pry, but don’t you have someone to help? Jack’s father? Your parents?”

			Layla looked at her defiantly. “No to all of them. It’s just us now. I applied here because no one else would hire me, but since we’re so close to the season starting, all the more experienced kids already have jobs.”

			“So you thought we’d be desperate,” Lena finished for her. That sounded about right, although she had a feeling her aunt would have given her the job even if a hundred other more experienced people had applied. “Well, as long as you don’t mind working with a rookie chef who is likely to make a lot of mistakes, then you’re welcome here. Both of you.”

			Layla gave her a rather teary thank-you, and Lena stood up. She wanted to march out the door, find Jack’s father, and drag him back here to take responsibility for his child, but she forced her jaw to unclench and limited herself to offering what little help she could provide. “There are people who can help you get the child support that’s owed to you and Jack, if his father is refusing to do his share. I have a friend who’s a lawyer, and I can ask her for some ideas about people to contact, if you want.”

			Layla paused, then gave her a small nod. Lena turned to go, but just then her aunt and Kirby came into the kitchen.

			“Ah,” said Cheryl, “you’ve met Jack.”

			“Yes,” said Lena, keeping her voice light, but giving her aunt a glare that naturally went unheeded. “At first I thought you had already hired my replacement, but I was relieved to learn that he’s only here to observe.”

			“Can he make a schnitzel that isn’t dripping with grease?” Kirby asked. “Because he might just work out.”

			“Hey!” Lena said indignantly, although she was trying not to laugh. Layla was hiding her face behind Jack, failing completely at hiding her giggles.

			Lena was relieved to find out that her two assistants had some sass to them, and she’d much rather have them laugh together about her cooking than have them meekly wandering through the days they’d be sharing together. Kirby was tall and lanky, soft-spoken with a slight stutter, and Lena hadn’t shared more than three sentences with him at the staff dinner. She was glad to find out that he had a sense of humor because he was going to need it if he was going to work with her. Layla seemed to be a fighter, and Lena admired her insistence on finding a job and taking care of herself and her child, although Lena was going to be on the phone with Jacquie for her as soon as she left the kitchen.

			She had tuned out of the conversation for a moment but started paying attention again when she realized that Layla was sharing her joke about cooking Jack for dinner.

			“Lena!” her aunt exclaimed. “That wasn’t funny at all.”

			“They think it was,” she said, indicating her two hysterically laughing sous-chefs.

			Cheryl shook her head reproachfully. “Come on, let’s get your bags upstairs, and then the three of you need to get to work.”

			“The four of us,” Lena corrected her, picking up her suitcase again. “Get to work, Jack. Those potatoes aren’t going to peel themselves.”

			Lena smiled as she followed her aunt up the stairs. If she’d imagined laughter in her kitchen, she would have thought it would be directed at her food and not a sign of a nascent camaraderie. Her smile faded a bit as she thought about Layla’s comments. Lena understood why she had found it difficult to get a job since she had Jack to consider, but she wondered what Kirby’s story was. Why had he applied at the restaurant that was the job seeker’s bottom of the barrel? Maybe he had been slow getting applications in at more established places and was here because they were latecomers to the town, hiring staff right on the cusp of the holiday season. Or maybe he wasn’t at his best in interviews. She had a very different impression of him today than she had gotten last night.

			Whatever their reasons, both Layla and Kirby needed Haus Bavaria to do well. They needed the work, and they probably could both use the experience. Lena had the relief of knowing that her aunt’s livelihood wasn’t dependent on her ability to make the restaurant a
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