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 Chapter 1  
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth Winfield turned right onto the West Side Highway, beginning the seven-hour drive back to her hometown. As she crossed the Hudson Bridge, she left behind ten gruelling years as an ad executive in Manhattan, building her agency from the ground up. Sweet and Sour had an IPO of five million dollars, which Elizabeth was more than happy to sell so she could begin her next project. With an MBA from only the most exceptional Ivy League institution, she had intended to take Manhattan by storm. And take the city by storm she did. The Manhattan advertising market was not ready for someone so driven, so innovative, and so reluctant to ever be deprived again. The good ‘ole boys in their gold-plated offices which stank of cigar smoke couldn’t fathom such a hungry and ruthless female executive.  After graduating summa cum laude (with the highest distinction), she took out a two-hundred and fifty-thousand-dollar business loan without hesitation. Everyone had told her she was crazy to try and break into the highly competitive Manhattan advertising market, but the market was even more insane for trying to deny her. She was known as someone who refused to take no for an answer, who could get the job done on time and under budget. Some claimed she cracked the whip until her employees bled, while others claimed she alone knew how to motivate the young Millennials flooding the workplace.  The truth lay somewhere in between.  
 
     With success came money and prestige. She turned small businesses into large companies, and eventually, billion-dollar corporations vied for her talent. Arby's recent turnaround from a fast food joke to a leader in its industry with an intelligent and artful ad campaign? All her idea.  Dove Real Beauty campaign featuring plus-size models in their underwear? Created by a woman, of course! She was tenacious, intelligent, and simply could not accept failure. She had not come from money or a rich heritage of wealthy business owners. She had grown up in a small town of fewer than two thousand people, and now for the first time in seventeen years, she was going home.  
 
     Elizabeth sighed heavily as she crossed the Hudson Bridge out of Manhattan as if the city itself had kept her inflated. She drove a fast and comfortable Mercedes-Benz S-class she had rented just for the trip. Flying to Maine would have made more sense, but no flights were leaving for Bangor until Monday. Things were going poorly at the old homestead; her dad had said on the phone, causing this little road trip in the first place. How bad could things be with the money she sent them every month?   In Yonkers, she turned off 9-A and onto the CCP heading for the Hutch. Mentally and physically, she was too far away from Corinna, Maine, to even imagine what it looked like today. She had left for college nearly two decades ago. Back then, it was a small town straight out of Stephen King's IT. Even in 2002, Corinna was the kind of small, New England town that couldn't even sustain a Wal-Mart. There was a bakery (her mother's), a family-owned grocery store, a guitar shop, and a little coffee place called Three Bean Soup, which served the worst bilge masquerading as vanilla soy lattes. It was the kind of town where everyone knew everyone else and were always in each other’s business. Saying she missed Corinna, or her family would have been the lie of the century.  Elizabeth was too ambitious and too ashamed of her humble, suffocating surroundings to live where she grew up. She had known there was a vast world out there, and she could seize it if she just never gave up. At the state line, The Hutch became Route 15 and would take her halfway across Connecticut until she merged onto 91, then 84. Leaving New York state, her past slowly drizzled into her mind like crappy New England weather. Her business foes and allies often wondered where Elizabeth received her relentless determination. The boomer execs often speculated she got it from her father, who must have been a shrewd businessman. They couldn't have been further from the truth. Elizabeth's hero was her mother, who had beaten cervical and breast cancer while Elizabeth was only five years old. No one had told her at the time her mother had cancer, and it was probably for the best. A five-year-old didn't need to know her mother was dying. But her mother had beaten cancer into remission then gained a new thirst for life.  Instead of leaving their New England town, her mother started a bakery called Susan's Suite. Elizabeth could remember her mother coming home every day smelling like flour and vanilla always with treats under her arm just for Elizabeth. It was enough for any child to develop a deep love and affection for their mother until she entered high school as an obese teenager.  
 
     Elizabeth’s lip twitched as she remembered how miserable high school had been. Every single memory of that time had been sad. No one in that school had made it easy for her to succeed academically. It was almost as if high school was specially designed for her to fail. But failure hadn't been an option. High school was just another excuse to get out of Maine.  
 
     In Sturbridge, Massachusetts, she hopped on the turnpike until she turned off onto 290 then stopped in Worcester for a bite to eat. The weather was miserable, even in August. In downtown Worcester, she stopped at The Sole Proprietor, which had excellent online reviews and photos of a gorgeous interior.  Stepping inside, the interior of the restaurant was elegant with leather-backed booths and chairs and bright chandeliers to drive out the gloom of the autumn afternoon. During the whole trip, dark clouds had threatened rain. To no shock, the random restaurant she stopped at served lobster rolls, a New England specialty. Elizabeth had to smile as she looked at the photo in the menu, remembering her and her parents going out every Friday night to Debbie’s Crab Shack. They did go out every Friday night until Elizabeth thought she was too old to be spending Friday nights with her parents. If only she knew then what she did now.  
 
     The lobster roll was a taste of home as she bit into it—a butter-toasted bun overflowing with lobster and crab meat in a light sauce. Elizabeth skipped the fries and ordered seltzer water, still terrified of gaining the weight she had lost in college. After paying and leaving a generous tip for a server she would surely never see the in rest of her life again, Elizabeth was back on the road before rush hour.   
 
     Leaving Worcester by the I-290 expressway, Elizabeth joined 495 to leave Massachusetts. The only noise in the car was the light hum of the heating vents and Fox Business News playing on the satellite radio. Seemingly, Sweet and Sour's stocks were a "sell" right now. Elizabeth couldn't care less; it wasn't her company anymore.    
 
     At the border with New Hampshire, 495 became 95, and her trip entered its fifth hour. Except for when she was forced to sleep, Elizabeth had never gone this long without working. It was not a pleasant feeling. There was no one to call, no emails to send, and no employees to delegate to. Ever since starting Sweet and Sour, she had never taken a vacation, never took a sick day, and never stopped working, even on weekends. If she wanted to be successful, she had to work harder than anyone else, and no one could accuse her of not working hard. But without work to think about, her mind turned back towards the memories which awaited her in Corinna—a place she had spent seven years in college then ten years in Manhattan escaping.  Crossing the state line into Maine felt like regressing in time. She could turn around, go back to Manhattan, and brainstorm her new start-up, tell her parents she was too busy to come home, but that wasn't her. She had not lost her humanity. Even if she resented her parents and her hometown, she couldn't turn her back on them when they were in need. Apparently, a substantial, monthly stipend was not enough to keep them out of trouble. She would do whatever it took to set things straight, and only then would she return to Manhattan.  
 
     In Portland, she turned onto 295 then in Augusta back onto 95 as it was faster than merely staying on 95, and to this day, she didn't know why the highway was laid out like that. Ninety-five would take her to Newport, the town just south of Corinna. The people in Newport tended to look down on the surrounding small towns because they had the Wal-Mart, the McDonald's, and a handful of other franchises. In Manhattan, and most of the United States, that would have been pathetic, but in rural Maine, having a Wal-Mart AND a McDonald’s was a big deal. Newport was barely bigger than Corinna, but it received all the franchises while Corinna got the mom n’ pop stores. Looking back, all those franchises that paid minimum wage probably devastated the wealth in Newport while leaving Corinna unscathed.  
 
     To Elizabeth's immense shock, Newport hadn't changed at all since she left seventeen years ago. All the stores were as they had been when she left for New York. The McDonald's, the Dunkin’ Donuts, the Subway were unchanged. It was like the town was frozen in time. How could a town not change in two decades? In Manhattan, it seemed like the city rebuilt itself every few years as restaurants and businesses came as fast as they went. Even established franchises rapidly shuffled around for the best location.  
 
     Route 7 was the last stretch to Corinna. Like when pilots jumped into hyperspace in all those sci-fi movies, a thousand memories came rushing at Elizabeth as she drove into town. Most of her early childhood memories were pleasant, but her teenage memories were nightmare fuel. She had not been a popular girl in high school between her weight and academic ambition. Her parents refused to let her home school insisting she needed to socialize.  
 
     Elizabeth was shocked to see a marijuana dispensary on the roadside as she headed downtown before remembering Maine had recently legalized the use of recreational marijuana. Despite Elizabeth thinking of Maine as a backwater state, they were ahead of the curve when it came to drug laws. The entire ad industry was chomping at the bit to break into the multi-billion-dollar, recreational marijuana market. Elizabeth had even drawn up some campaign outlines should New York ever get its head out of its ass when it came to marijuana. Ad agencies couldn’t make a dime while cops were writing tickets for small amounts of recreational drugs. Maybe Maine was ready for a New York-level ad agency. Colorado ad agencies had done wonders making the state the home of marijuana tourism. But advertising was in the past. Whatever Elizabeth’s next project was it wouldn't be in advertising.   
 
     In downtown Corinna, Elizabeth had to pull over as her hands started to tremble. The entire drive she had been calm and confident, if not a little annoyed, there wasn't any Manhattan to Bangor flights on the weekend as the seven-hour long trip ticked by. But now, back in her hometown where everyone knew her as the fat nerdy girl, she was panicking. Nothing about running her advertising firm scared her. She wasn't intimidated by the debt nor the fiercely competitive ad market. The massive losses and broken contracts didn't make her flinch because she knew a big payday was right around the corner. In Manhattan, she was an invincible Super Woman, but in Corinna, she was simply E.W.  
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 2  
 
      
 
      
 
     A quarter mile down the road, downtown Corinna waited. While competing for multi-million-dollar contracts in Manhattan, Elizabeth had faced intimidation and threats from rival ad agencies. They had seen her as an upstart in their industry and a female upstart no less. She had not been welcomed there, but her fierce determination to never return to Corinna had seen her through every menacing ad exec and every financial disaster. In college, the United States experienced the Great Recession, and everyone she met had some joke at the ready for an MBA about to graduate after the worst economic meltdown the world had ever seen. Even so, Elizabeth would have worked as an overqualified barista in Manhattan than return to Corinna with her tail between her legs.  
 
     But she was here now, minutes from her old stomping ground, the small New England town which had nearly crushed the life out of her. Before she could turn the engine back on, there was a tapping at her window, which made her flinch horribly. So, caught up with her newfound anxiety and old despair, she hadn’t noticed when a local had pulled over to check on her. Only in a small town like Corinna would a stranger pull over to check on you. In New York, she would have been called a dumb broad and told to move her ass if her car was somehow in the way. Elizabeth rolled down her tinted power window and nearly had a heart attack when she saw who was standing outside her car. With a clean, short haircut and tanned muscles hidden under a dirty t-shirt, Grey Hershire hadn’t aged a day since high school.  
 
     Grey had been the varsity quarterback while Elizabeth went to high school. Unlike most men who had played high school football, Grey was still as hard and lean as when he went to the state championship. His gray-blue eyes studied her a moment before a spark of recognition swept across his handsome face.  
 
                   “E.W. is that you?” he exclaimed with a winning smile.  
 
     Elizabeth swallowed hard. Of course, she had had a crush on the cutest guy in high school growing up. Grey had never noticed her back then.  Well, unless it was to laugh at her when one of the mean girls humiliated her with a cruel prank, like sticking a pad to the back of her skirt.                 “Hi, Grey...” croaked Elizabeth, reaching for her bottle of Fiji water in the center console.  Before leaving Manhattan, Elizabeth had her PA load her trunk with four cases of imported water. Elizabeth had been raised on the hard water native to rural Maine, which tasted like dirt and intended never to drink it again.  
 
     “I haven’t seen you since high school. How’ve you been?” said Grey, casually resting his arm on the top of her car. Elizabeth was tempted to burnout and escape the awkward conversation.  
 
                   “Fine, Grey. I’m just visiting my parents. I won’t be in town long.”  
 
     "We should get the gang back together and go out for some beers while you're still in town. It would be nice to catch up."   
 
     What gang? Elizabeth had never spent a single moment with Grey her entire life, let alone the people he had hung out with. Even when students were grouped for projects, the teacher always had to assign her to a reluctant group.  
 
                   “I’m going to be kind of busy while I’m here. Sorry.”  
 
     “Oh well. Is everything alright? I saw your car pulled over and thought maybe you were having engine trouble. I could peek under the hood if you want. My dad still owns the auto shop, so I know a thing or two about cars.”  
 
     Elizabeth watched Grey’s bicep flex as he reached his other arm up to scratch the back of his head. He must have had selective memory from their time in high school because this was the most they had ever spoken to each other.  
 
     “My car’s fine. I’m fine. I just really need to get going,” said Elizabeth, trying not to sound like a bitch.  
 
     “Oh, I hear ya’. Sorry about your mom and all. I guess that’s why you came back?”   An unpleasant chill crawled across Elizabeth’s skin. “What about my mom?”  
 
     "Uh, cancer? My old man told me about your mom's cancer coming back. I'm sorry to hear about it. I took my daughter to the bakery every Saturday morning. Again, I'm sorry. She's such a sweet lady."   Elizabeth's heartfelt like a fist trying to punch itself out of her rib cage. She turned the key, revved the engine, and peeled out without saying goodbye. A rusty pickup blared its horn as she cut it off to re-join traffic. She was nearly too anxious to notice how radically different downtown Corinna was as she drove through.   
 
     Back when she was a teenager, downtown wasn't much. Just six main roads intersected each other, the only area in town with enough traffic to sustain a small business. There were only a few stores back then, and most people drove into Newport for essentials they couldn’t find downtown. The stores had been far apart with woods or grassy lots separating them. Now all the empty lots were occupied by businesses. There were multiple antique shops, a vape shop, a vegan cupcake store, several coffee shops, and restaurants with inscrutable names like Table and Cup. The old hardware store and auto shop were still there, and Elizabeth was relieved to see her mom’s bakery still existed even though there was a closed sign in the window. A weed dispensary sat next to a convenience store next to a cell phone repair store and next to a Himalayan salt lamp store and another vape shop! What the hell happened to this place?  
 
     There were sidewalks now and traffic lights. A guy in a flannel button-down, wearing a knit hat and sporting a thick, groomed beard was walking his cat down the street. An interracial lesbian couple with septum piercings held hands as they entered the vegan bakery. There was a guy on a bicycle that looked like it was made in the 1800s. It was like Brooklyn had picked up and moved to Corinna.   Elizabeth took St. Albans down Maple Drive, where her parents had bought their first home and still live to this day. At least, she hoped so. It would be embarrassing to drive all this way and go to the wrong house after a seven-hour trip. To Elizabeth's immense relief, her neighborhood looked much the same as it had in 2003. Lawns were well kept, trees were everywhere. A few new homes had gone up, but the old ones remained in decent shape. Behind the line of houses were huge backyards then a tree line which guarded the reservoir where high school kids liked to have parties on the weekend. Despite being within walking distance to the reservoir from her house, Elizabeth never went to the parties and was never invited.   
 
    Pulling up on her childhood home, the small, two-story ranch looked like a work shed compared to the sprawling neo-colonial mansion built right next door. Elizabeth slammed the car door and locked it with her key ring before hurrying inside. To her disapproval, the front door was unlocked. That might have been fine in 2003, but now there was a deadly opioid epidemic ravaging the region. There was a car in the driveway, though, so Elizabeth had to assume her parents were home.  “Anybody home?” Elizabeth shouted across the house as she knocked on the open door.  “Is that Beth?” came her mother’s familiar voice from the kitchen. Elizabeth gasped as her mother stepped into the living room. The last time Elizabeth had seen her face-to-face was seventeen years ago when she left for college. This person standing across from her was like a stranger. Elizabeth's mother had been a gorgeous, plump woman with dark, curly hair and a smile which never died. This woman had short, gray hair and looked like she weighed less than a hundred pounds.  
 
    Tears streamed down her mother’s face as she shuffled towards Elizabeth and gave her a weak hug.  "You finally came home," said her mother, unwilling to break the hug. For the first time in her existence, Beth was bigger than her mother. Hugging this woman felt like hugging a child she could break if she weren't careful. The house still looked the same after all these years. The walls were covered floor to ceiling with family photos over wood panelling, and her parents still had that large CRT TV from the '90s in the living room. The gaudy moose head beloved by her father hung over the fireplace. Cobwebs stuck to its velvety antlers. The couch was from the '80s with its bold pattern, and the recliner was from the '70s stained with sweat from decades of use. The shaggy carpet was dirt brown. Two cats entered the living room, leaped to the couch, and snuggled together, watching Elizabeth’s mother and this stranger holding her.  
 
     “I missed you too, mom,” said Elizabeth, carefully rubbing her mother’s back, afraid to hurt her. She could feel every individual rib under her fingers through the sweater her mom was wearing.  
 
     “We didn’t know if you were going to come.  I know your father spoke to you on the phone two days ago, but you’ve been so busy with your job and your life. We just couldn’t be sure.” Her mom still hadn’t let go yet.  
 
     “I know, mom. I’m the one who talked to dad. He said it was an emergency, so I drove here as fast as I could.”  
 
     “So how was your flight, dear?” said her mom, taking her hand and leading her to the couch. The cats quickly hopped out of the way and disappeared somewhere in the living room.  
 
     “Mom, I just told you I drove here. Why didn’t dad tell me your cancer’s back? And what’s going on with the bakery?”  
 
     “Your mom’s too sick to be running the bakery,” said her father, stepping out of the kitchen with a stuffed manila folder under his arm. He looked practically the same except for a few wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, a lot grayer in his hair, and a little less light in his eyes. He took a seat in the recliner and dropped the folder on the coffee table with a heavy thud.  
 
     “What the hell's going on? Mom's cancer is back, and you're letting the bakery sit there closed, not making any money, and you didn't even tell me any of this was happening?"   
 
     “Language!” her mother gasped, holding Elizabeth’s warm hand in her cold hands.  
 
                   “Please tell me what’s happening.”  
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 3  
 
      
 
      
 
     “Sweetie, you know your father, and I love you very much no matter what happens," her mom started by massaging Elizabeth's hand.   
 
                   “Mom, I’m thirty-five years old. You can tell me what’s happening.”  
 
     Her mother took a deep breath before she spoke, continuing to rub Elizabeth’s hand as if for warmth. “My breast cancer is back. I have an appointment to see an oncologist in Bangor. We’ll see what she has to say before deciding on a treatment.”  
 
     “No, no, no. Let me fly you to New York, and I'll pay to have a world-class physician look at you, not some backwoods country doctor who has to practice in Bangor."                 “Elizabeth!” roared her father.  
 
     “I’m sorry, dad. Family practice is fine when you’re setting broken bones and prescribing antibiotics, but this is way beyond you,” said Elizabeth.  
 
     "Why, I've never been so insulted in my life! It took me twelve years to get my medical license; I'll have you know! What do your fancy New York doctors seem to know that I don't!" Her father’s face went pink, and he gripped the arms of his recliner as if he was about to be shot out of it.  “They know how to treat someone with cancer!” Elizabeth shouted back.  
 
     “Martin, please,” her mom spoke up, “Beth just wants the best for me. But I’m very happy with Doctor Sheryl. You don't have to fly me anywhere, sweetie. I'm just happy you're home." Elizabeth's mother kissed her cheek and gave her another hug. Elizabeth took a deep breath. This was going to be a long weekend.   
 
     “Why isn’t someone running the bakery while you’re starting treatment? Can you two afford to have the bakery closed?”  
 
     "About that," said her father, opening the manila envelope and handing her a balance sheet. Elizabeth took in all the figures and balances. By the end, her jaw was hanging open. She grabbed more balance sheets from the previous years, going back to 2000.   
 
     “You’re telling me the bakery has never drawn a profit?” Elizabeth felt like she would have a heart attack. The idea of running a business for that long with no intent or ability to profit from it was horrifying to her.  
 
     “I just didn’t think it was right to profit off all our friends and neighbors. I allotted myself a small paycheck, and your father’s private practice was covering the mortgage...”  
 
     “Mom! Do you understand everyone in town is running their business as a profit? That’s literally the only reason to start a business.”  “Don’t talk to your mother that way!”  
 
     “What about the checks I sent home every month? Have you been saving for retirement?" Elizabeth looked to her mom then to her father, who simply removed his reading glasses and wiped a hand down his pink, sweaty face.   
 
     “Your mother had been secretly cashing the checks without my knowledge and investing them into her bakery to break even. I only found out yesterday we were even receiving them,” said her father sadly.  
 
     “WHAT! Mom! Those checks were supposed to help you and dad retire and cover your medical expenses.”  
 
     “About that...” her father stated, "The doctor said your mother's medication would cost about twenty-eight hundred dollars a month, and that doesn't factor in the cost of other treatments."                 “Doesn’t insurance cover any of it?” said Elizabeth, looking back and forth between her mom and dad after every question. Whenever her father answered, that meant the answer was about to be horrible. Her mom was never good at giving anyone bad news.  
 
                   “Your mother never had health insurance...”  
 
                   “What! Jesus fucking Christ, dad, you’re a doctor! You should know better.”  
 
                   “Language!” her mom gasped again.  
 
     "I just thought that was your mother's business, and I shouldn't be sticking my nose in it."   
 
     “Mom...how could you think you didn’t need health insurance after you left the factory? You had cancer! You had to know how expensive treatment was.”                Elizabeth’s mom and dad exchanged a glance.  
 
     "Whatever. I don't care. I'll pay whatever they want; I just sold my business. I have plenty of liquid assets." Elizabeth would have to say goodbye to the loft and the car rental and her frozen eggs as soon as possible if she was going to afford her mom’s cancer treatment. A sick, capitalist thought invaded her mind, wondering if this would be worth the investment and she was immediately horrified with herself.   
 
     “We were thinking of selling the house to the neighbor to cover your mother’s medical expenses.”  
 
     “I never agreed to that,” her mother chimed in, “you’re not selling Beth’s childhood home. She grew up here. She learned to walk here. You’re not selling it.”  
 
     “I said I’m taking care of things,” Elizabeth cut in before her parents could start arguing. “No one’s selling the house to the people in the McMansion.”                “I’m just happy you’re home, sweetie,” said her mom.  
 
     “I said I would cover the cost of your treatment, but I would like to get the bakery profitable as soon as possible. That way, I won’t go broke. You need a continual revenue stream. You can’t just rely on savings.”  
 
                   “Your mother’s not strong enough to run the bakery by herself in her condition.”  
 
     “Martin, I’m sitting right here. Beth, I didn’t have any intention of reopening the bakery until after my cancer treatment, but if you think it’s a good idea.”  
 
     “It was just your mother working there alone eight to six, six days a week. I don’t know how you expect to cut a profit by hiring a bunch of people to take her place.”  
 
     “Don’t worry about it. I’ll need that folder and the keys. Mom, do you have your recipes stored somewhere so I can teach the employees how to make your baked goods.”  
 
     “Oh, I, I um…. what was that?” Her mother scanned the living room, fiddling with her fingers.  "The recipes. The ones you use at your bakery. Do you have them written down somewhere?"   
 
                   “No, oh no. They’re all stored up here.” Elizabeth’s mother pointed at her scalp.  
 
     “I need you to write those down. If you drew enough money to break even, then there must be a demand in town for your baked goods. We just need to take some cost-cutting measures, adjust prices, and do a marketing campaign. This won't be hard. Are there any other massive disasters afflicting our family that I should know about?”  
 
     “No, sweetie.”  
 
     Elizabeth spent the next six hours in her parent's kitchen, going through all the receipts, invoices, and balance sheets from the past twenty years. Even though her mother was a poor businesswoman, she hoarded every piece of paper related to running the bakery. Nothing outstanding seemed to be in the financials. Her mother cut herself a wage of ten dollars an hour, which was frankly ridiculous, but it left space in the budget to hire some part-timers in the kitchen and to work the register. Realistically the bakery only needed two employees as it was a small building in a small town. Elizabeth would talk to regional distributors about flour, sugar, and the like and see if they could renegotiate the terms of the current contract. With her mother’s poor health, she could use it as leverage or sympathy to strike a more profitable deal. If the bakery shut down, then the distributors wouldn’t have anyone to sell to, so negotiating was in their best interest.  
 
     Finding and hiring part-time help would be easy, and Elizabeth was uniquely qualified to find and motivate young support. While almost all the boomer executives resented the inscrutable millennials working at their companies who seemingly couldn’t be motivated, Elizabeth had taken a completely different approach. She was at the long end of being a millennial, but she understood young workers wanted more than just a fat paycheck. Common wisdom dictated money motivated people to high efficiency and loyalty, but the millennial generation had turned that ancient notion on its head. Millennials were absurdly idealistic and wanted to work at a company with strong morals and a sense of community.  Elizabeth found out the more idealistic a candidate was the more productive they could be when properly motivated. Boomers thought the key was to put snacks in the break room along with a foosball table, but the real motivating factor was team building. If co-workers were friends, they looked forward to coming to work, they were more productive in groups, communicated more efficiently, and they were more inclined to take their work home and work on it together. Once Elizabeth orchestrated staff outings at ax-throwing ranges and escape rooms, her staff felt like they were one big family. Buying carbon offsets and doing volunteer work together made them proud to work at Sweet and Sour. She could apply those same principles to motivating young workers in Corinna.   
 
     In the evening, Elizabeth’s mother started a tuna noodle casserole in the oven, complete with a crushed potato chip crust. Elizabeth couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten some down-home cooking. All her meals were freeze-dried in plastic wrap, then sous vided when she was hungry. When it was time for dinner, her mother cleared all the financial documents off the table and forced Elizabeth to eat with them. With a little cracked, ground pepper, the casserole was delicious and filling.  
 
     “So, Beth, is there a special guy waiting for you back in New York?” her mom asked, putting a second helping on her plate without being asked.  
 
     "Or a woman. We love you, either way, honey," her father added.  “What? No. I’m not—why do you think I’m gay?”  
 
     “Well, you just never saw any boys while you were in high school. And you always wore your hair short...”  
 
                   “To look professional! Oh my god. No, I’m not gay—”  
 
     “Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” her father said with a chuckle, making her mom giggle. It was nice to hear her mother laugh.  
 
     “I wear my hair short to seem more professional. I’m too busy working to waste time with a guy, and I’m not going to have any free time any time soon, okay?”  
 
     “You’re not getting any younger, sweetie. Maybe it’s time to settle down with a nice man,” said her mother, clearing the table.  
 
     “You do realize I have to fix all the poor decisions you two made over the past twenty-odd years? I’m not going to have time to meet anyone, and I’m not trying to bring anyone back to New York with me. Now I need some space to finish going through these files. I’ll be in my room.” Elizabeth jumped out of her seat and grabbed the manila folder off the counter.  
 
     “Do you want to have a slice of cake with us?” said her mom, placing a translucent cake carrier on the table with a stack of small plates. Elizabeth hesitated in the doorway to the living room. It had been almost twenty years since she had eaten any of her mother's baked goods, and she remembered they had always been fantastically delicious. In high school, her love of desserts had caused her endless heartache and bullying because of her weight. She reasoned a thin slice of cake couldn’t hurt her, so she sat back at the table.  
 
                   “Just a small slice, okay? I’m serious.”  
 
     Her mom smiled as she removed the lid of the cake caddie to reveal a pristine white cake that sparkled with iridescent frosting. The entire thing looked like one huge geode turned inside out as a thousand, tiny sprinkles caught the fluorescent light in the kitchen and sparkled.   
 
                   “Oh my god, that’s beautiful,” gasped Elizabeth, “did it always look like that?”  
 
     "Thank you, dear," said her mom as she cut a petite slice for her daughter. The interior of the cake was cartoony purple, like the flesh of Grimace.   
 
     “I’ve eaten desserts from Michelin-star chefs, and I’ve never seen such a beautiful pastry. How do you make it sparkle like that?”  
 
     “If you eat a bite, maybe I’ll tell you.” Her mom grinned like a witch trying to trick her into eating an enchanted apple. Elizabeth cut off a small bite of her slice with the edge of her fork and ate it. The sparkling sprinkles were like tiny pieces of cellophane that melted on her tongue, not hard at all as she expected. As soon as they dissolved, a tidal wave of flavor washed over her mouth. The muscles in her jaw exploded in pleasure as the flavor flooded through her. The taste was pure magic. It wasn't overpowering, but the flavor came through. As she tasted and swallowed, more distinct and pleasant flavors alternated. The only way she could describe it was the strange and subtle combination of flavors like when she ate Superman-flavored ice cream as a kid, only five times more powerful.  
 
     “That is one of the single greatest bites of food I have ever eaten. Was it always that good?” said Elizabeth.  
 
     “Sweetie, you flatter me. I’ve had the same recipe for thirty years now. I haven’t altered it a lick.”  
 
     “What are these sparkly things on top of the frosting? They’re amazing,” said Elizabeth as she devoured her slice of cake.                “Oh, just my little secret.”  
 
     “Mom, seriously, if I’m going to run your bakery, I need to know everything you put in the food. People will pay big money for a cake that tastes this good. Could probably start shipping it all over the country with the right distributor."   
 
                   Elizabeth’s parents exchanged a look, but neither of them spoke.  
 
     “Mom! You must tell me. I know rural chefs are all 'I could tell you, but then I'd have to kill you’ like anyone cares what's in their barbecue sauce, but if this is what gives the cake its flavor, I have to know, so we keep in contact with the distributor. Are they miracle berries? We did a miracle berry party at work once, and this reminds me of that.”  
 
     “There’s plenty left in storage at the bakery, and that’s all you need to know, sweetie.”                “Oh my god, are you serious right now? I’m going to be overseeing the food production. Why are you so cagey about this? You have to tell me."  
 
     Elizabeth’s parents exchanged another look before her mom spoke. “They’re a rare mushroom called opal truffles. A man comes by every few years and sells them to me, but you don’t need to worry about dealing with him, because there’s still plenty left at the bakery. Now, would you like another slice?”  
 
     "No, I need to finish going through these papers. I thought you started the bakery when I was five; why do these papers only go back to two-thousand.”  
 
     "Well, for the first few years, I wasn't keeping any paperwork until your father found out and insisted I start keeping records of all my sales purchases."   "Jesus Christ..."   
 
     “Language!”  
 
                   “How did you two ever survive without me?”  
 
     "We wouldn't have. You were our special, little miracle," said her mom as she pinched her cheek. Later in life, Elizabeth had put it together; her mother had had a hysterectomy during her cancer treatment and could never conceive again after Elizabeth was born. She remembered growing up, often wishing she had a sister to play with and begging her mom for one. She couldn't imagine how that made her mother feel.  
 
     As Elizabeth stood from the table, she kissed her mother's forehead and headed upstairs to continue going through her financials. Her bedroom was exactly how she left it seventeen years ago. On a small TV stand, was an eighteen-inch TV/VCR combo next to a stack of Disney movies forming a small structure near the corner of her bed. On her walls were posters for Evanescence, No Doubt, and Pokémon, which matched the small herd of Pokémon plushies on her bed. She knew from her younger, millennial subordinates that Pokémon was still a thing after twenty-five years and as popular as ever. They were fond of playing it on their handhelds during their lunch breaks, and she couldn't forget the massive marketing success of the Pokémon Go app, which had exploded in popularity when it hit America. She didn't know who was responsible for marketing Pokémon in America, but she would love to pick their brain.   
 
     On her desk were little, Pokémon figurines and pieces of jewellery she hadn’t cared enough about to bring to college. She set her papers out and began work immediately. A couple of hours in, she turned on her radio alarm clock and listened to the local news, which could prove useful for marketing in a new location. A lot of the news was about the price of fish and crustaceans, LePage's legacy in Maine, the status of legalized marijuana, and the opioid epidemic. Many people thought gaining access to recreational marijuana would help curb the opioid epidemic, but it hadn't. Others claimed legalized marijuana contributed to the pandemic even though neighboring states experienced similar levels of drug abuse. It was a phenomenon Elizabeth would have to keep apprised of while marketing. The bakery would need an alarm system and security cameras to prevent them from being robbed. Also, there must be some crossover in the customers who frequented the dispensary and customers who frequented the bakery.  
 
     Leaning back in her desk chair and looking around her bedroom trapped inside a time bubble, Elizabeth could hardly believe she had once been that shy, nerdy girl after accomplishing so much in her professional life. If Manhattan hadn’t been ready for her, then Corinna certainly wouldn’t be. Later in the night, her mother came in with another thin slice of cake and a cup of steaming hot coffee.  "Thought you could use a little break, dear. You're up in your room working so hard, just like when you were in high school. I never saw a young girl so diligent about her homework."   
 
     “Yeah, I was trying to get into a nice college on a scholarship. That’s why I tried so hard in school.”  
 
                   “I know. You know, your father thought you wanted to grow up to be a doctor just like him.”  
 
                   “That was dumb of him,” said Elizabeth as she sipped her coffee.  
 
     "I suppose so. We're just happy you're home."   
 
                   “I know. You said it like fifty times since I’ve been here.”  
 
     “I have? I’m sorry, sweetie. My mind isn’t what it used to be. I just wanted to be certain you knew how I feel.”  
 
                   “I know, mom. I know you love me. I love you too.”  
 
     Elizabeth’s mom bent down and gave her a gentle hug, forcing Elizabeth to set her coffee down and hold her.  
 
     “I’m going to fix this. I’m going to fix everything. You and dad don’t have to worry anymore. I’m taking care of everything.”  
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 4  
 
      
 
      
 
     Unlike the depictions of rural, night ambiance in popular movies and TV shows, the countryside was not scary quiet at night. The crickets were loud, and there were thousands of them chirping one long chorus through the night. The difference between having your window open or closed in summer was like the difference between being at a concert and being at the bar across the street from the venue. Not to mention cats, raccoons, and possums would frequently get into altercations during the night, often sounding like two aliens screaming at each other. Growing up, Elizabeth had heard sounds in the night, which were simply inexplicable. Her father told her it was just raccoons fighting over garbage, but the sounds they made were genuinely terrifying. Then there were the geese. Even miles away, a colony of geese could be heard honking their way through the night. Whenever a movie depicted a good ole country boy or girl complaining they couldn’t sleep because the big city was too loud, Elizabeth had to laugh.  
 
     That night, Elizabeth was awoken by a loud, metallic crash outside her window. Instinctively, she seized up, wondering if someone was trying to break in. Then she remembered she was back in Corinna and figured it was probably some animal going through the garbage. She decided to go back to sleep, but the crashing and rustling continued as if the animal was purposefully trying to make as much noise as possible. Getting up and moving to the only window in her small bedroom, she looked outside to see if she could tell what was making all the racket. Her heart seized again when she saw what appeared to be a giant, gray bear knocking over the garbage cans in her parents’ backyard. The beast was massive, the size of a car. Huge muscles shifted under its thick, silver coat as it meandered near the house.  
 
     Then a third heart attack threatened when Elizabeth saw her mom step out onto the back porch with a broom. Elizabeth was about to open her window and shout at her mom to get back inside but worried it might startle the animal. Before she could rush downstairs to grab her mom, who was clearly in the early stages of dementia, she heard her mom talking to the bear. Elizabeth forced the old, single pane window open with some effort and tried to listen to what was being said. Her mother was practically whispering, and the bear seemed to be grumbling in response. When her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could have swore the silver bear had antlers, but maybe it was just branches tangled in its fur. Was this some wild animal her mother was feeding at night? She always was too generous for her own good.  
 
     By the time Elizabeth got downstairs, her mother was closing the sliding patio door behind her. Elizabeth flicked on the kitchen light, and her mother flinched.  
 
     “What the hell were you doing out there?” snapped Elizabeth after watching her mom put herself in grave danger yet again.  
 
     "Beth, you scared the bejeezus out of me. What are you doing up so late? I thought you went to bed," said her mom, setting the broom against the wall and taking a seat at the kitchen table.   
 
                   “Were you feeding that bear outside!”  
 
                   “Beth, it’s three in the morning. Keep your voice down.”  
 
     “Answer the question.”  
 
     "Oh, that's just Mr. Bingsley. He's been snooping around for the past fifteen years, always looking for food. I forgot to leave him the leftovers after dinner. It’s better than just throwing them away.” Elizabeth’s mom spoke as if she were feeding a stray cat instead of a massive, deadly animal.  "Mom! You can't be feeding bears. Bears kill people. Jesus fucking Christ, I can't believe you did that…"   
 
     “Language, Beth.”  
 
     “Huh—how is this possible? You’re a grown woman. You should know better. Please stop feeding that fucking bear. We need to call animal control or something.”  
 
     "Oh, Mr. Bingsley wouldn't hurt a fly. He's a gentle giant. I've been feeding him leftovers for fifteen years now. You know how your father hates eating leftovers. I just didn’t feel right throwing the food in the garbage.”  
 
     "Mom, please. Promise me you'll stop feeding the bear. I worry about you."   
 
                   “Oh, Mr. Bingsley isn’t a bear, sweetie.”  
 
     “What?”  
 
                   Elizabeth’s mother seemed to stare off into the distance as if not hearing Elizabeth’s question.  
 
     “What is all the racket down here?” said her father, popping into the kitchen and making Elizabeth flinch.  
 
                   “I caught mom feeding our leftovers to a bear outside.”  
 
                   “You were giving my leftovers to a bear! I was going to eat those tomorrow.”  
 
     “Oh please, you just let them sit in the fridge for a week and never eat them.”  
 
                   “That’s not true. I take them to work with me.”  
 
     “You guys! You’re missing the point. Mom was feeding a goddam bear! It could have killed her.”  
 
     “Language!”  
 
                   “Don’t be giving my leftovers to any bear,” said her father before returning upstairs to bed.  
 
                   “Don’t tell me what to do,” said her mom, sounding strangely indignant.  
 
     "Mom." Elizabeth took a knee on the hard kitchen floor then decided just to bend over to be face-to face. "I worry about you. You've both been acting weird since I got here. Maybe you were always this way, and I just never noticed it. But please, stop feeding wild animals. It’s not safe. Promise me?”  Elizabeth held her mom’s hands in front of their faces.  
 
                   “I promise, sweetie. Let’s just get back to bed.”  
 
    … 
 
     The next morning, Elizabeth awoke to a gentle knock on her door. When she opened her eyes, the soft morning light was pouring in through her bedroom window. The first thing Elizabeth noticed was the smell of hot coffee and bacon. The second thing she noticed was it had been over twenty years since she didn't use an alarm to wake up. Her bed was insanely comfortable as the sheets and blankets were worn soft from a lifetime of use. After redressing in yesterday’s clothes, retrieving her luggage from the car, and going through her morning constitutions, Elizabeth joined her family in the kitchen for breakfast. Three skillets were going on the stove, and a party of condiments was assembled on the table. To her amusement, her father was reading an actual newspaper as he waited for breakfast to be served. Elizabeth clicked on her Apple tablet and began to search for a digital subscription to any local newspapers. Half the effort of advertising in a new area was doing your market research.  Her mom started plating breakfast with a big bowl of scrambled eggs, a stack of bacon in disarray, and a wobbling tower of pancakes. Then she went in the fridge and placed a large pot of mixed fruit on the table.  “Who is all this food for?” said Elizabeth, helping herself to some eggs.  
 
     “Why you, sweetie. I remember how much you loved big breakfasts growing up.” Her mother placed several strips of bacon on her plate, which Elizabeth promptly returned to the stack.   "I don't eat big breakfasts anymore. I eat six small meals a day. And unless those pancakes are whole wheat, I'm not eating them."   
 
                   “Oh, but I cooked them in the bacon fat. You really should try them.”  
 
                   Elizabeth blocked a stack of pancakes with her fork as her mom tried to load her plate.  
 
     “You realize one of the reasons I was so fat in high school was because you kept feeding me and feeding me. You should have asked me before you made all this food.”  
 
                   “Honey, I always loved you no matter how much you weighed.”  
 
     Elizabeth took a deep breath. "Well, it made growing up miserable. You should have helped me manage my weight."   
 
     A painful silence fell on the breakfast. Elizabeth finished her eggs, drank her coffee, then went upstairs to get her papers together for the coming day.  
 
     “Mom, I want you to come with me to the bakery and explain all the ins and outs,” said Elizabeth, popping back into the kitchen with her keys on her finger.  
 
                   “The doctor told your mother she should be resting,” her father piped up.  
 
     "I'm not asking her to do any work. I just want her to walk me through a typical day at the bakery. And did you write down those recipes as I told you to?" Elizabeth turned to her mom.  
 
     "Oh, oh, no... I’ll get to that tonight.”  
 
                   “Fine. Let’s just get to the bakery.”  
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5  
 
      
 
      
 
     Elizabeth led the way out of the house, helping her mom with her jacket and holding the door as they stepped outside into the overcast morning. Sunlight appeared and vanished as the clouds moved overhead, and the grass smelled like it had rained last night. Despite it being early August, the temperature was only in the high fifties.  
 
                   “Is this your car?” exclaimed her mother as she approached the polished, black Mercedes-Benz.  
 
     “It’s a rental. You like it?”  
 
     "It's a beautiful car suiting a beautiful girl."   
 
     Elizabeth rolled her eyes at the compliment and unlocked the car with her key ring. Before they could pull out of the driveway, a well-dressed man waved them down as he crossed the lawn.  
 
     “Hey, neighbor!” called the man. He was fair skinned with long, blond hair tied in a bun. He looked like he was ready to hit the links with his polo shirt and khaki pants. Elizabeth knew enough about the ole boys club to tell when someone was wearing expensive golf gear. Whoever this guy was, he was loaded and clearly didn’t grow up in Corinna despite his pale skin.  "Hey," said Elizabeth politely as she could muster.   
 
                   “You must be the daughter, Eliza. Your mother has told us so much about you,” said the man.  
 
     “Elizabeth.”  
 
     “Elizabeth! The name’s Triton Caixidor. I live next door to your mother.” Triton extended a gloved hand aggressively at Elizabeth and flashed some blinding white veneers with his smile.  
 
    Elizabeth gripped his hand firmly like she intended to hurt him. It seemed silly, but boomer execs based a lot of business relationships on the tenacity of handshakes. She had had her trainer develop a workout regimen that focused just on making her grip stronger. Triton’s eyes lit up in recognition of her masculine handshake.  
 
     "So, Cay-zih-door. That's Spanish? Your family comes here from Europe?" said Elizabeth, holding onto the handshake. The first to break the grip would appear more passive in the high stakes business world.  
 
     "Sure. Hey, I just wanted to catch you before you left for the day. Have you given any more thought to my offer?" Triton broke the handshake and tilted his head to look past Elizabeth at her mother.   
 
     “Actually—” her mother started to speak before Elizabeth raised her hand to cut her off.  “Triton, I'm handling the finances now, and the house isn't for sale. We appreciate your interest and will keep in touch if things change." And with her worst corporate-speak, Elizabeth burned out of the driveway and headed into town.   
 
     “That Mr. Caixidor is such a sweet man. He helped me bring in my groceries once.”  “Yeah, he’s precious. Probably wanted to know how many square feet the house is so he could lowball you.”  
 
     It was early Sunday morning, and the only people about town were older locals. All the hipsters, fashionistas, and influencers must have still been asleep. Instead of going immediately to her mom’s bakery, Elizabeth parked in front of the vegan bakery to do a little market research. If they were going to be running a bakery in town, they had to know what the competition was up to.  A big green sign out front called the store A Taste of Nature, which made Elizabeth think of eating dirt. An electric chime rang as Elizabeth held the door for her mom. At the counter, a white woman with dreadlocks and multiple facial piercings looked at them as if she was about to fall asleep. A shoulder high glass case displayed a decadent range of pastries and desserts ranging from cookies and donuts to cakes and pies, to the more decadent fair like baklava and ube rolls. It was certainly an impressive display of beautiful creations.   
 
     "Hi," said Elizabeth, with her winning corporate smile.   
 
                   “Hey...” said the young woman with dark circles under her eyes.  
 
                   “Late night?” said Elizabeth.  
 
     “Yeah...me and my boyfriends stayed up all night with a steam roller watching this live-action puppet drama. Didn’t get to bed until like six.”  
 
                   “Oh dear. When did you have to be here this morning?” said Elizabeth’s mother.  
 
                   “Had to be here at nine. Got here at like nine-thirty. Boss doesn’t care.”  
 
     "Is your manager here now? Can I speak to them?"   
 
     "Nah, she only shows up a few times during the week. Most the time it's just Diana and me working the register."   
 
                   “I see. So, what’s good here?” said Elizabeth.  
 
     "Oh, you know. It's all good," said the cashier, barely able to lift her hands above her shoulders to gesture at the pristine case of desserts. Elizabeth studied the offerings for a moment. Everything looked gorgeous, but with vegan baking, the food could be very hit and miss.   
 
     "I want to see what you choose," said Elizabeth, pointing at her mom. It was pointless for Elizabeth to choose the food or taste test it. She needed to see what locals thought of the food and how they responded to the taste and choices.  
 
     “It all looks so delicious. What’s this purple thing here? It’s beautiful,” said her mom, pointed at the ube roll.  
 
                   “Oh, that’s a tube roll. You want one?”  
 
                   “I think it’s pronounced ou-bay,” said Elizabeth.  
 
     “Whatever.”  
 
     “I don’t think I could eat the whole thing, but I’d love to try a slice.”                 
 
    “Get a few things. We’ll take the rest home with us and give some to dad.”  
 
     Elizabeth’s mom ordered a slice of cake, a half dozen cookies, a slice of pie, and a slice of the ube roll. Together, they sat at one of the tables and split a pot of tea as they sampled the offerings from their business rivals. The ube roll had a unique, subtle taste Elizabeth had never experienced before, clearly made with a unique, foreign ingredient. The rest of the food was sub-standard at best. Nothing tasted bad, but everything was a bit off. The cake and pie were way too sweet, and the cookies looked good but crumbled to pieces when they tried to eat them. They tasted a little like whole wheat bread, clearly not made with generic white flour. Elizabeth made sure only to try a single bite of each piece.   
 
     “Do you make all these desserts by hand?” said Elizabeth returning to the counter. The cashier seemed to snap awake from a daydream.   
 
     “Sure?”  
 
                   “Do you? What’s in the cookies?”  
 
     “Oh, it’s uh, it’s an industry secret.” The cashier looked around as if she knew she was in trouble.  “Well, my mother has specific food allergies, and I need to know what was in those cookies!” said Elizabeth, raising the tension in her voice. The cashier bolted through a swinging door behind the counter, and Elizabeth thought she had scared her off until she returned with an empty box.  
 
     "Here, there's like twenty-five ingredients. They don't pay me enough to remember them all.”  Elizabeth took the artfully designed box and realized the cookies must have been delivered to the bakery by a distributor. They weren't making them at all. The only thing in the back was probably an oven to heat all the treats before selling them.  “Thanks. This is exactly what I needed to know,” said Elizabeth, handing the box back to her. To Elizabeth, this seemed like a niche store at best. All markets were built on under-served niche desires being fulfilled, but the market in Corinna didn't have its general baked goods needs met it seemed. A Taste of Nature didn’t seem like it would be a direct competitor with them. Those who followed a vegan diet would continue to eat there, but the rest of the market would patronize her mother's bakery, especially after trying that fantastic cake from the night before. Plus, the customer service was terrible. Elizabeth intended to stop in a few more times in the coming week to see if the other cashier was better, but she knew poor customer service could spell doom for a small business.  With a bag of half-eaten treats hanging from her wrist, Elizabeth entered the Mercedes-Benz with her mom and headed for the old bakery. Susan's Suite was only a block away from A Taste of Nature, usually too close together to be a successful stand-alone business, especially in such a small town. The front of the store looked like something from the 1950s with a pastel yellow exterior, pastel blue trim around the windows, and the letters of the sign big and pink with a cartoon cupcake next to them. Elizabeth debated completely renovating the store, but she would have to do some market research before making a final decision. It was possible if the store looked too modern, it would be off-putting towards rural customers.  
 
     Elizabeth unlocked the door and flicked on the lights. The interior of the bakery was spotless. To the left was a glass case to display the baked goods. Directly across from the door was a pink counter and a register straight from the '90s: a gray block of plastic with a black display on top. Four sets of wooden tables and chairs sat on a checkerboard floor. The floor space was small, probably four-hundred square feet, not including the kitchen and walk-in. Above the empty bread racks, were wooden signs of cartoon food with streamers and stars like the food had been shot out of a magical cannon. The entire establishment was very kitsch, but rural markets never followed the urban trends.  
 
     Nothing in the store seemed particularly egregious or nonconductive towards profitability until Elizabeth turned to face the front display window and saw something which made her heart drop. Across the street, a flatbed truck with a small crane mounted to it was hoisting a red electric sign which read Dave’s Baked Goods.  “Son of a bitch!” Elizabeth shouted.  
 
     “Language!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
                  Elizabeth stepped out of the shop in a state of disbelief. Her world felt like it had frozen around her. Across the street, the crane raised the Dave’s Baked Goods sign higher and higher. A worker on a lift was guiding the crane operator who stood on the flatbed of the truck, manipulating the controls.  Elizabeth stepped into the road without realizing what she was doing. Any hope of getting her mom’s bakery off the ground was vanishing before her eyes. Sure, the two businesses could compete, and her mother might even have an edge being a local, well established bakery, but the business they would siphon from each other could mean neither store turned a profit. Stepping over the center line, Elizabeth was ripped from her daze by the blare of a car horn. Elizabeth turned just in time to see a pickup truck barreling down on her. 
 
    “Beth!” her mother screamed, about to watch her adult daughter be run down in traffic. The sound of her mother’s scream was the most horrible noise she had ever heard in her entire life. It was like a sound straight out of her nightmares. Before Elizabeth could even react to the pickup truck, a pair of hands snatched her and spun her around, missing the oncoming truck by inches. The truck zipped by without stopping, blowing her hair back from its speed. They didn’t even put on their brakes. A lot of the roads in and around Corinna were forty-five miles per hour because it took so long just to get anywhere, and the area was only sparsely populated.  
 
    She was now in the arms of a strange man she had never met. His eyes examined her like he had freed a wild animal caught in a fence. He was tall, reasonably good looking, with a strong chin and five o’clock shadow complementing his understated masculinity. He wore a plain gray t-shirt with a flannel over it, and jeans torn from excessive wear instead of as a trite fashion statement. With his plain but well-kept appearance, the man didn’t seem like a local nor did he seem like one of the hipsters who were a recent addition to the town. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, his hands on her shoulders. Elizabeth’s heart thundered as she stared into his sensitive, brown eyes. She couldn’t remember the last time a man put his hands on her. Powerful, feminine sensations arose in her chest meeting his eyes. She couldn’t tell if it was his hands on her or the thrill of near death powering her emotions. Realizing what he was doing, he released her and smiled awkwardly as a silent apology for touching her. Elizabeth secretly wanted his hands on her again. 
 
    “I’m excited for the bakery too, but it won’t be open for another two weeks,” said the man, rubbing the back of his head as he broke eye contact. Only then did Elizabeth realize she had been staring him in the eyes this entire time. 
 
    “Beth, oh my god, are you okay?” said her mother, waddling across the street now that traffic was clear. “You almost gave me a heart attack.” 
 
                  “I think she was just excited to get in the bakery,” said the man with a soft laugh, trying to ease the tension of the situation. Elizabeth shook her head then clenched her fists, remembering why she had marched over here. The thrill and excitement of this new man was erased in an instant. 
 
                  “What do you think you’re doing?” snapped Elizabeth. The man pulled his head back as if she had just cussed at him. 
 
                  “Beth!” her mother chimed in. 
 
    “I... was saving you? I thought...” The man looked to her mother for help. 
 
                  “Are you really opening a bakery directly across the street from my mom’s store?” 
 
                  The man looked at his sign then back at Elizabeth as if he needed to be sure before he spoke. “I... uh...” 
 
                  “Are you stupid? Did you do any market research before you even setup first? Did you even drive by the location before you chose this property? What kind of business owner are you?” 
 
                  “Beth! Don’t be so rude to mister….” 
 
                  “Mr. Werther. But my friends call me Dave,” said the man, extending his hand towards Elizabeth’s mom who shook it with a soft smile. He tried to shake Elizabeth’s hand too, but she kept her fist clenched at her side. Instead, Dave slipped his hand in his pocket and avoided direct eye contact. Elizabeth could feel the hairs on the back of her neck rise as fury and rage overtook her. 
 
                  “You realize this town isn’t large enough to sustain two bakeries? We’re already losing a noticeable number of customers to that vegan place. What on earth possessed you to setup a bakery across from another bakery!” Only then did Elizabeth realize she was yelling, but she didn’t care. This man was threatening everything, threatening her and her mother’s financial well-being. 
 
                  “I-I did do market research. Hired a firm and everything. They told me Corrina was the next big thing in New England. They also told me the old bakery was shutdown weeks ago. It seemed like the perfect time to setup shop.” 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ...” Elizabeth grumbled to herself as she slid her hand down her face. This was the worst possible thing that could happen besides the bakery burning down. At least then they’d have some insurance money. This was the only situation which ensured they would fail or at the very least struggle for years. In that moment, it felt like the town was slowly beginning to trap her.  Elizabeth carried an illogical fear that if she ever returned to Corinna, she would never leave again. Something would happen, whether natural or supernatural, which would keep her stranded here. Maybe a hurricane, or a pandemic, or a terrorist attack. Something would happen to make sure she never left, and this long-term financial hardship for her mother seemed to be that thing. And it was all caused by this man standing in front of her. This unassuming, cutely handsome man was now the source of her biggest problem, and he was too stupid or naive to realize it. 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me the bakery isn’t shut down?” said Dave. 
 
                  “That’s exactly what I’m trying to tell you. My mom temporarily closed to deal with her cancer treatment, and the minute she puts up the closed sign, some fucking vulture with an MBA swoops in and tries to capitalize on her tragedy. What is wrong with you?”  Dave recoiled his head as if he just been accused of a murder. He looked at Elizabeth, then at her mom, to Susan’s Suite, then back at Elizabeth. She had him on the ropes, maybe she could convince him to leave or change his mind. Half of doing business was convincing non-employees to do what you wanted them to do, even if it wasn’t always in their best interest. More time, more money, a different firm. There were no rules in business, only fake axioms used to hold down new upstarts. Dave would have to learn the hard way. 
 
    “Sweetie, he’s just trying to open a bakery. I’m sure your cookies and cakes are all very delicious.” Elizabeth’s mom patted his arm to reassure him. Elizabeth could feel her blood simmer like a lobster boil. 
 
    “Mom! Do you realize with two bakeries open across from one another, neither will draw a profit? The shop will just turn into a huge money pit. And listen here, guy.” Elizabeth stabbed her finger at Dave’s face who swerved his head to avoid it. “I just sold my ad agency in Manhattan before I came here. I’m ready to invest in that crappy little store until you’re out of business. How long do you think you can stay here without drawing a profit? My mom’s been here thirty years. The community loves and trusts her. She has a loyal client base and excellent word of mouth. You have nothing. No one knows you, and no one has any reason to trust you or your product. Save yourself a lot of time and money and pack it in now.” 
 
                  “I can’t,” said Dave. Elizabeth stayed her hand but was ready to clobber this idiot. She knew she shouldn’t get emotionally invested in this, but the appearance of Dave’s Baked Goods was playing into her second worst fear. Her greatest fear was her mother’s cancer coming back, and her second greatest fear was she would have to move to Corinna to look after her parents when they couldn’t take care of themselves. This was going down exactly as she feared—a massive financial obligation combined with an asset which couldn’t generate profit. Either both would have to be remedied or neither would be. Making the bakery profitable was the key to her mother’s financial survival, and this clueless idiot had to choose Corinna out of all the towns in the country, on the same damn street to setup shop. 
 
    “Of course, you can. Call your landlord, your distributor, your contractor, your insurance company. Cancel everything. You might have to declare bankruptcy, but it’s better than accumulating debt over months and months. You have no chance of drawing a profit while my mom’s bakery is up and running, and even if you do, the area isn’t populated enough or wealthy enough to patronize two non-vegan bakeries.” 
 
                  “You’re not listening. I sold my home in Boston, took the inheritance my mom left me, and moved here to open a bakery. I remember growing up, my mom would bake the most amazing pastries and desserts. I wanted to share her recipes with everyone. That was the dream...” 
 
    “Aww…” said Elizabeth’s mom. 
 
                   “The market research firm I hired said this would be a good location. The town sustained a bakery for thirty years then loses it. It was the perfect place to setup shop. I’m really sorry if you feel like I’m encroaching on your turf or whatever, but I don’t have anywhere else to go. I invested all the money I had into this place. I have like five hundred dollars in my bank account right now. I literally need this shop to live.” 
 
                  “Beth, sweetie, maybe we should reconsider reopening the suite. This nice young man seems like he could really use a break.” 
 
    She wanted to scream. Elizabeth’s mom was the sweetest, most generous person she knew, but she was often nice to a fault. She didn’t understand the seriousness of this situation, and there was no point in trying to reason with someone who was unreasonable.  
 
    “Mom! You don’t even know if anything he said was true. He could be some trust fund baby from New York City who followed all the other hipsters here and thinks he can open some lame edibles shop and vape all day.” 
 
                  “I mean...you could have been lying about all the stuff you said too...” Dave looked at Elizabeth then averted direct eye-contact again. Elizabeth growled then cracked him across the face, making the sign workers stop what they were doing. Dave’s mouth hung open like a freshly caught fish, and he placed his hand on his cheek where she slapped him. She knew immediately what she had done was wrong, but no one would discount the pain and suffering her mom had gone through and was currently going through. This jerk had made it personal. She would make it her mission to run him out of town by any means necessary. 
 
    “Beth!” her mother cried, stepping in front of her as if she could stop Elizabeth from striking him again. He was lucky she hadn’t kicked him in the balls after suggesting her mom’s cancer was fake. 
 
    “How dare you...you think my mom’s cancer is a fucking joke? Huh! She already beat cancer twice in her life, and she’s going to beat it again. She needs the money from her bakery to cover the cost of her treatment, you ass.” 
 
                  “I’m sorry...” mumbled Dave, shifting away into his store where he disappeared into a back room. All the sign workers had stopped what they were doing to stare at her. Elizabeth shot them a deadly, venomous stare, and they suddenly found other tasks to work on. This bakery needed to go if her mother would have any chance at financial stability. 
 
                  “Maybe we should just go home,” said her mom. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
                  Grey hesitated for a moment as Elizabeth Winfield stepped into traffic fifty feet in front of his truck. It wasn’t that he wanted to kill her—he just wanted this whole damn ordeal over with. 
 
    Clenching his eyes shut as he barreled down on her, his heart jumped when he realized the truck didn’t hit her. Looking in his rear-view mirror, he saw a man in the road holding her against him. He didn’t recognize the man at all which wasn’t unusual anymore, not since all the weird city folk started moving into town. Grey was partly relieved he hadn’t killed Elizabeth, but the rest of him was filled with dread knowing this horrible task wasn’t over yet. It would have been so simple just to run her down. The police probably would have claimed it was just an accident. She did step out into the middle of the road after all, nowhere near a traffic light. What was she thinking stepping out in front of his truck like that, tempting him? 
 
    Before his final, cursed stop, he pulled into his dad’s auto shop to check on the old bastard. Gary’s Auto and Bumper was a white, cinder block cube with the name of the place painted in blue letters above a blue tire. The shop was over fifty years old and looked out of time with its plain appearance. As Grey pulled into the parking lot, the truck jostled like crazy. His dad hadn’t had the place paved or re-surfaced in over twenty-five years, and each trip threatened the axle of his truck. Every day the potholes got bigger and more dangerous. He counted the cars there as he pulled around the building towards the back. Most were junkers his dad left on the lot to give the shop a sense of business, but everyone in town knew the ruse. No one wanted to come here despite the convenient location in town. His dad was an asshole who often had to do the job two or three times before getting it right. His dad’s shitty attitude and death trap parking lot certainly didn’t help things. Even when he was working on a car, it took him forever to finish a repair. His dad pretended to be meticulous, but the reality was he had to stop every five minutes to choke down one of his cancer sticks. Circling the building, Grey counted one new car that hadn’t been there yesterday. This was why he had left the shop to do roofing—there simply wasn’t any work here. 
 
    Killing the engine and putting the truck in park, he took a deep breath before stepping out. Out back, his dad was sitting in an old wooden chair from a long-lost dining set, alternating drawing on a cigarette and taking a huff from his oxygen tank. Like always, his dad stared at him with miserable, disappointed eyes. His dad was in his seventies and seemed to get more miserable with every passing year. Guilt was the only thing which brought Grey back to this cursed place because he certainly didn’t carry love for the man who had never once told him he loved him. 
 
    “Are you fucking serious right now?” said Grey, watching his dad with a lit cigarette and a running oxygen tank. No one could reason with his dad. Not nurses, not doctors. He respected no one, least of all his adult son. 
 
    “Heh!” said his father, his throat sounding like someone had poured a bag of broken glass down it. His father’s voice was so deep and ragged from smoking, half the time Grey couldn’t understand what he was saying. 
 
    “You’re going to blow yourself up smoking next to an oxygen tank. Put that damn thing out.” Grey reached for the cigarette, but his father turned his shoulder to him like a child who had taken a toy off the shelf and refused to put it back. 
 
                  “You’re a fucking idiot,” said Grey, quietly furious with the way his father was throwing his health away. His father had once claimed he could smoke all he wants without getting sick. That was until the COPD set in, and he needed oxygen therapy just to survive. Then he never bragged again. It was hard enough convincing him to start oxygen therapy, but he absolutely refused to give up his cigarettes. After the divorce, the failing business, and his failure of a son, Grey suspected smoking was the last thing his father had any control over, even though at this point it seemed like the cigarettes were controlling him instead. 
 
    “I’m not the fucking idiot who dropped out of college his fourth year,” his father croaked back, taking a puff from his cigarette. Grey wanted to slap him. His father knew that was the biggest regret of his life, but still he never hesitated to bring it up when given the chance. As the star quarterback in high school, Grey entertained illusions of being given an athletic scholarship. But those illusions vanished after his senior year. Thankfully, his father had saved since before he was born to send him to college. There he majored in mechanical engineering. Engineers made good money, and he always wanted to learn how cars and vehicles worked. His father had been a mechanic since long before Grey was even born and had fostered in him a love of vehicles and machines. Being a mechanical engineer seemed like the next logical step for the son of a mechanic. But life never worked out the way he intended it. 
 
    “Gave you eighty thousand dollars of my hard-earned money. Saved for EIGHTEEN years to put you through college, and this is how you repay me. Working on roofing crew like some high schooler. I could have retired, and now look at me. Going to die in this goddam shop because of my idiot son who can’t keep his hands to himself. Now your divorced and have to go to court just for a chance to see my granddaughter. And still you never bring her around here. I wonder why that is. I know you bring Amy to see her grandmother.” 
 
                  “Why on earth would I ever want my daughter to meet someone like you?” 
 
                  “Pathetic.” His father continued as if Grey had never spoken. One of his favorite tactics to use in an argument, and for the past five years, the only conversations Grey had with his father were arguments.                
 
    “I already owned my business and was ten years into my mortgage when I was your age. Damn Mull-lenials are too lazy and self-centered is the problem. That’s why this country is going to hell.” His father stopped only to hack up something bloody and brown inches from Grey’s work boot. It was as if he was spitting his spite at him. 
 
                  “Just wanted to check on you, see if you’re still alive. I know I’m going to find you back here one day dead on the chair if you keep smoking those cigarettes.” 
 
    “Of course, I’m still alive. I intend to outlive all of you. Just because some dumb bitch of a doctor says I have COPD doesn’t mean anything has changed. Doctors don’t know shit.” His father stared hard off into the distance as if he could see a doctor approaching. 
 
    “If that ‘dumb bitch’ hadn’t put you on oxygen, you’d be dead right now.” 
 
                  His father stared at him with a mean look for daring to contradict him directly. His father would verbally attack anyone for any reason if he found something about them disagreeable, but Grey had learned contradicting what he just said was the best way to get under his skin. These weren’t even conversations anymore, just petty battles Grey attended just to see if he could get one in on his old man. Every conversation felt like a lesson in verbal flagellation. 
 
    Grey hesitated a moment, deciding how long was appropriate to stay around this bitter old man. He received no joy from his company. His once mild tempered father only got meaner and more bitter with each passing year. It wasn’t difficult to guess why. He cheefed down cigarettes like each one was the last he would ever smoke. Completely ruined his health and made his life miserable. And when old men got miserable, they made sure to make everyone else miserable around them. The divorce followed by the college dropout followed by a steady stream of lost customers turned him sourer than a crab apple. 
 
                  “How’s your mother doing?” 
 
                  “Fine. Started a garden. She’s trying to eat healthier.” 
 
                  “Ha. Good luck with that. At her age, she has a few years left at best.” Grey’s father finished his cigarette and used the burning tip to light his next. He remembered in high school; his friends used to call it marathoning. Back then, no one cared about his father’s smoking. It was the perfect excuse to stink up the house with their own smoking or swipe a couple from a pack left on the counter. If Grey knew then what he did now, he would have flushed all those damn cigarettes down the toilet. 
 
    “Why are you such a fucking asshole?” said Grey who promised himself each time he wouldn’t get mad at this bitter, old man, and each time he failed miserably. Why did he put himself through this? The only thing that explained this familial masochism was the guilt over wasting his dad’s entire savings. Part of him secretly believed he was solely responsible for how broken down and nasty his father was now. If only he hadn’t screwed up his entire academic career. 
 
    “What! Am I supposed to smile and nod while that fat bitch takes half my money every month? Supposed to giggle while she spends all my hard-earned money and I have to sleep in the shop? Fuck that whore.” 
 
    “I’m done. You’re a fucking asshole, and you’re going to die alone. No one is going to miss you when you’re gone if you keep this shit up.” Grey was mildly satisfied with the brief look of shock on his father’s face before he turned to leave. Upsetting his father was the only kind of satisfaction to be derived from their interactions. 
 
                  “Yeah! Well, I ain’t going anywhere until you pay me the eighty thousand dollars you owe me, you fucking drop out! You hear me?” 
 
    Grey climbed into his truck and started the engine without saying another word. He didn’t even look back at his father in the mirror as he pulled out. Now that he was done with one asshole, he had to go check in with another. Grey took St. Albans out of downtown and turned onto Maple Drive. At the end of the street, he pulled into arguably the fanciest cement driveway in Corinna. Triton Caixidor’s mansion towered over the surrounding, one story ranches. It was a big, gaudy thing, uninspired yet towering, like a castle built by McDonald’s. Two curved sections rose at the corners like the turrets of a castle. There was no vanity window in the front like the traditional American-style homes, only a handful of small, narrow windows. It looked more like a fortress than a home. The siding was white, and the decorative window shutters were a cheery goldenrod. From the flag holder near the door hung a strange, foreign flag Grey didn’t recognize. The flag was white and gold cut in half diagonally with a crest in the middle featuring twigs, bows and arrows, coins, and the simple profiles of men each taking up a quadrant of the crest. It must have been from some intramural sports league because there was no way it belonged to a country.  
 
    At least the front yard was nice and normal. Grey could appreciate a well-maintained yard. When the money came through, he wanted to quit the roofing company and start his own high-end landscaping service. 
 
    The front yard was dominated by a stand of birch trees like a barrier to protect from invaders. Each slender, white trunk appeared to almost reach the sky, and was as tall as the mansion. A wraparound front porch was guarded by prickly holly bushes accentuated by dazzling yellow gerbera flowers. The lovely front lawn clashed harshly with the hideous box of a mansion. Grey always dreamed about living in a large house like this, but never knew a house could be so gaudy. 
 
    He climbed the front steps and pushed the doorbell. Instead of the familiar, light chime of a traditional doorbell, it instead sounded like a heavy church bell ringing solemnly. Grey tried to look inside, but each small window was guarded by a thick, golden curtain. 
 
    A pale servant opened the front door and let Grey inside. The servant was young and handsome if a bit androgynous. Grey couldn’t determine his age at all. It didn’t help the servant kept his head lowered to avoid eye contact and almost never spoke during the small handful of times Grey had visited the house. Instead of a formal butler outfit, the man wore a top like a blouse with puffy sleeves. Grey stood in the receiving hall a moment before the master of the house appeared. 
 
    “Mr. Hershire, it is a pleasure.” Triton Caixidor seemed to float down the whitest and only marble staircase Grey had ever seen in his life. Everything in the house belied the ugliness of the exterior. The inside looked like the interior of some glorious western European castle. Fifteen-foot oil paintings of family members hung on walls, dominating the smaller decorations. The furniture was all clearly made by hand and most likely antique. Instead of plush sofas and recliners, Triton had antique chairs and benches with simple padding sewn to the frame. The walls were made of stone instead of dry wall, and there didn’t appear to be any modern accessories anywhere. Lengths of rug a hundred feet long ran across the marble floor. Massive tapestries dominated walls and purported to show scenes of ancient wars fought on horses with swords and arrows. The strange thing was, instead of people fighting each other, all the humans in the tapestries seemed to be fighting little people or fairies. The handrail of the staircase was painted metallic gold and each individual baluster was slightly different as if carved by hand. Without a clear line of sight to outside, the interior of the mansion gave the sense of being in another world. 
 
    “I see you’re enjoying my castle,” said Triton, greeting Grey with a handshake. His hands were suspiciously smooth. Growing up as a high school football player then doing roofing, Grey had never shaken hands with a man who had smooth skin like Triton. It was like shaking hands with a piece of raw meat they were so smooth and soft. The way Triton carried himself, the strange house, the handshake, all of it made Grey deeply uncomfortable like he didn’t belong here. The nasty business he was attending to certainly didn’t help matters. It felt as if Grey had lost sight of himself since meeting Triton during the roofing job here. 
 
                  “Elizabeth is back in town just like you said she would be. I saw her outside the old bakery. How on earth did you know she was coming back? She hasn’t been here in twenty years as far as I know.” 
 
                  “Don’t worry about how I know what I know. I’m never wrong, Mr. Hershire. Just tell me how far along are you into procuring my prize and make it pleasant.” Triton lifted his chin expectantly, waiting to hear pleasant news. Grey couldn’t determine Triton’s age at all either. He could have been twenty or sixty. Still, he was an adult, even though he had no sign of facial hair. Grey suspected he wore makeup to conceal the shadow of his beard. 
 
    “Well, I caught her on the way into town and tried to invite her out. Came just when you said she would. Waited by the roadside and saw her pull over. Pretended to help her, but she drove away in a big rush. I guess no one told her that her mom has cancer. Damn shame” 
 
    “I honestly don’t care about how you failed me, nor do I want to hear about it. The only words I want to hear out of your mouth is that you have her or are about to have her. You would do best to come up with a new plan. I hate being disappointed.”  
 
    Triton was weird, even by rich people standards. The thing about rich people was Grey had never really met any until he started working construction. Even the ultra-wealthy used everyday construction crews for their home projects. Grey had worked roofing for over ten years and met plenty of strange, rich people with peculiar habits or mannerisms. Most were ultra-picky and demanded things be done a very specific way even if they knew nothing about construction. Grey could remember a very specific time they did a job for a dentist who for whatever reason wanted a new roof but didn’t want them to use hammers or nail guns to install the shingles. It took twice as long and ended up costing twice as much because of the extra steps and slow rate of completion, but they couldn’t complain about getting paid more. His boss even urged the guy to use the cheaper nails, but this dentist got it in his head that nails weren’t good enough. The crew still laughed about it sometimes, handing someone a screw when they needed nails for their gun. 
 
    That wasn’t the kind of weird Triton was. He acted like a prince or a Dracula type count. He wasn’t cheap like many of the rich people Grey dealt with. In fact, he was happy to hand out additional expenses. But he was an asshole, and what he was asking of Grey was completely disgusting. Too bad Grey had lost all his self-respect years ago.  Triton sat on one of the cushioned benches and poured deeply red wine from a pewter decanter into a jeweled goblet. The whole thing was truly bizarre. He even made pouring a drink weird. Grey didn’t like Triton from the moment he met him, but his offer was too good to pass up. 
 
    “I think she’s trying to start up the bakery again. I could probably go there when she’s closing up and grab her then. I think she has a little crush on me or something. She wasn’t popular in school.”  “Fine, fine. That’s all fine. Please stop talking. Do you need more provisions for your operation?” Triton rubbed his thumb against his finger just once, and a coin seemed to magically appear pinched between them. If it weren’t for the money, Grey would never even talk to this guy. He was weird, spooky, and too feminine for a guy. The whole situation made him deeply uncomfortable. But the money was really nice and kept his head above water. 
 
    “I mean, it would give me an excuse to go in her shop, yeah.” Grey held out his hand and received the coin which was much heavier than he anticipated. On both sides were the profile of a man who didn’t look tremendously dissimilar to Triton. 
 
                  “Money is no object, Mr. Hershire, but I must have the girl as soon as possible. You promised me you would bring her here. I don’t accept broken promises now or ever. Just ask my nephew what I do about broken promises.”  Grey had never met a single person who even knew Triton. He wasn’t keen on bringing up his relationship with Triton with his friends or the guys at work, but no one in town knew him or ever spoke about him. It was almost as if the roofing crew had forgotten they had ever worked for him despite how strange he was. When they had initially gotten the roofing job, Triton once had his servant bring out a stone tray covered with goblets of wine which the boss forbade them from drinking. The only time Grey had ever seen anyone else in the mansion was a gorgeous woman with golden blonde hair sitting at a dining table down the hall. 
 
    “I know what I promised. I already chatted her up, and she’s only been here one day. I got this. Might have to go into Newport to the gold exchange. George is getting suspicious about me bringing all these weird old coins into the pawn shop.” 
 
                  “I don’t care, Mr. Hershire, as long as you complete your quest,” Triton gulped down his wine and poured another glass. “Just know that if you fail me or intend to leave the borough after I have already invested so much into you, there will be consequences.” 
 
    Though Grey didn’t like Triton and trusted him even less, he knew he wasn’t a liar. This guy wanted Elizabeth dead or alive, and he was willing to pay millions in gold to make it happen. Roofing barely covered the bills, and his dad was drowning in medical debt, not to mention his child support. The auto shop was in the red, and there was no way Grey could ask his mother for help. She had suffered emotional abuse from his father for decades and deserved to live her life free from financial strife and endless problems. She had been the only person not to give him a hard time when he came back home from college a failure. He couldn’t even say the same about his friend, his extended family, or even his ex-wife when they were still together.  His daughter Amy deserved all the best things in life. He was tired of the fighting and cajoling every time he saw her on weekends. Amy hated staying with him away from her friends and all her toys and her video games. He wanted to give her everything she wanted, to make her happy and excited to see him instead of slowly growing to resent him. 
 
    Grey would get this done. He had to get this done. Elizabeth was a nobody who thought she was too good to stay in Corinna. She didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was not being a failure anymore. It was all he could think about. The way the college had just forced him out after the allegations. The way she promised not to press charges if he just left campus and never came back. It was all goddam bullshit. The divorce, the child support, the partial custody, his asshole father constantly bringing up his greatest failure. This task, this quest as Triton liked to call it. It would fix everything. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
                    Elizabeth stormed back into the bakery and slammed the door, causing the attached bells to jangle wildly. Any chance of rehabilitating the bakery was out the window. Her plans were gone. With some marketing and cost cutting measures, maybe the bakery could help cover the costs of her mother’s treatment. But now that there was a new bakery opening across the street, it seemed impossible. Something about this town was trying to trap her here forever. 
 
    Elizabeth would have to pour the millions she had made into her mother’s medical bills. It would be like starting from scratch. It would be like none of her success had ever happened. Her parents were idiots. How could they let themselves end up in this situation? They had completely screwed up her childhood, all but guaranteeing she would be alone and miserable. She had escaped all that, and trying to be a decent human being, she had come back to the last place on earth she wanted to be. A towering mountain of bills caused by stupid mistakes awaited her. She alone was the only person who could deal with it, and now she was facing a worst-case scenario. 
 
    Staring at the empty shop, she seriously contemplated driving back to New York without a word. Could she live with herself if she just up and abandoned her parents? They had caused this mess. It’s not like they went into debt putting her through school. She had worked hard for scholarships and obtained her own student loans. She didn’t owe them anything. This all happened because her mom was too kind for her own good and too simple.  As if making her point, Elizabeth looked out the display window and saw her mom talking to the man who would inevitably cause her to lose her store and bury her in medical debt which would probably last until the day she died. It was true Elizabeth could dump her savings into the store and cover costs until Dave was forced to close. The problem was, she also needed to cover her mother’s medical costs during that time as well. The worst possible scenario was running out of money to cover the medical bills and overhead for the bakery, being left in a position where she had no money and no revenue generating asset. It was the exact kind of stupid thing her mother might do.  So, the question ultimately was, could Elizabeth abandon this town and her parents and drive straight back to New York without a word? No one could stop her. It wasn’t illegal to be a terrible daughter. But when her mother hugged Dave goodbye and started her walk back to the store, she knew she couldn’t live with such a betrayal. Her mother was a sweet, generous woman who tried to see the best in everyone. She deserved to have someone fight for her, and no one else was going to do it. The town had chosen Elizabeth. 
 
    “Such a sweet man...” her mom muttered to herself as she entered the store and took a rest at one of the tables. 
 
                  “What were you two even talking about?” 
 
                  “I was saying to David that you just got home yesterday and were stressed getting the bakery up and running. You shouldn’t have yelled at him like that.” 
 
                  “He said your cancer was fake. He’s lucky I didn’t kick him in the balls.” 
 
                  “I don’t need people getting offended for me. Besides, you called him a liar first. Men don’t like that.” 
 
                  “Don’t defend him. You realize this place will never draw a profit if he opens that bakery. We need to get up and running as soon as possible. If we get out ahead of him, we might have a chance to siphon away a huge portion of his customers. We need to start preparing immediately. I want to be open before next weekend. We could have a grand re-opening and create some buzz for the bakery. Give out free samples, have the high school marching band play. There’s a lot we can do to create word of mouth.” 
 
                  “I got his number for you.” Elizabeth’s mom tore out a sheet of paper from a tiny notebook she kept in her purse and held it out for Elizabeth who felt like she had just been punched by a ghost. This was a whole ‘nother level of simple. 
 
                  “Are you serious right now?” 
 
                  “You’re not getting any younger, Beth. You should settle down and have some kids. This work life doesn’t suit you. It’s making you tense. It’s not good for your health. Settle down with a nice man and have some kids. I always intended to let you inherit the bakery when I retired. You two could run it together.”
              “Mom, I have no intention of working here or managing your bakery forever. I want to get this business to a point where it can cover your medical expenses. That’s it. I didn’t get an MBA to be the world’s most educated housewife. Now why don’t you take that notepad, throw out Dave’s number, and start writing down those recipes like I asked you to?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, maybe if you spoke to Dave, and went out on a date with him and tried to act civil, maybe our bakeries wouldn’t have to compete if you two got along...” 
 
                  “Oh, is that it?” said Elizabeth, nodding her head ironically. “Just sleep with the guy, marry him, have a couple of kids, and our problems are over? Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
                  “You have to let someone in, or you’re going to be alone forever. I don’t want that for you.” Elizabeth’s mom looked like she was about to cry which only infuriated her further. Elizabeth was the one who felt like crying if only from exhaustion and the volume of stupidity she had to conquer if she was ever going to survive this financially. 
 
                  “You don’t get to decide what you want for me. When that happened before, I was unhealthy and alone. You remember how miserable I was as a teenager? I left, and when I did, I made something of myself, by myself. I will fix this, and how I fix it won’t involve the biggest threat to your financial stability.” 
 
    “Are you guys open?” said a woman, popping in the door and making Elizabeth jump. She was a plump, friendly looking woman with her bleached hair in braids and a bold pair of short shorts that hugged her thick hips. Neither the braids nor the shorts were flattering on her. Elizabeth could not imagine wearing something so revealing in public. 
 
                  “No, sorry, but we will be soon. We’re going to have a grand re-opening this Friday. Tell everyone you know,” said Elizabeth who thought the woman looked familiar. Probably someone she had went to high school with. Someone who made her life miserable or ignored her. 
 
                  “Oh...I saw some people inside and just assumed...wait a minute. Are you Beth Winfield?” 
 
    “Yes...?” 
 
                  “E.W., it’s me. Ginny.” The woman held her hands to her ample chest as if it would help Elizabeth recognize her. She stared at the woman for a moment but honestly couldn’t remember who she was. Elizabeth hadn’t been in any sad strip clubs since coming back to Corinna.  
 
     “Virginia Higgins?” said her mom, standing up. The woman nodded. Elizabeth’s mother threw her arms around Ginny and hugged her.  “Virginia Higgins! I haven’t seen you for years. How’s your mom, sweetie?” said Elizabeth’s mom, releasing the hug.  “She’s fine, thanks for asking. God, it’s been so long. I heard you moved to New York. What are you doing back in Corinna?”  Elizabeth could only stare. How did this stranger know her? Was she one of the girls who bullied her in high school? Moments passed, and she forgot to speak, her mind trying to work who this was. 
 
                  “E.W., hellooo? Anybody in there?” said Ginny, waving her hand. 
 
                  “I-I’m sorry. I don’t really recall...it’s been almost two decades.” 
 
                  “Can’t blame you. I know I gave you a hard time in high school, but that was so long ago. I hope you can forgive me.”  That’s when it clicked. Ginny was Gin from high school. No wonder Elizabeth didn’t recognize her. Back in the day, Gin was one of the most popular girls in school. She always hung out with a huge group of pretty girls and football players. At the time, she was super thin and tan with large, perky breasts. Every guy wanted to date her. Elizabeth remembered Gin was always dating a new guy every month, and back then she couldn’t imagine ever having a boyfriend, let alone breaking up with so many.  Gin had given her a hard time in high school. Whenever Gin and her friends found Elizabeth in the bathroom, they’d kick in the door to scare her because the old, crappy locks barely held the door shut. Despite that, Gin constantly pressured her to let her copy her test answers which caused Elizabeth to get the only F grade in her entire life. Gin was a pretty, tan nightmare in high school, but now she was pale and chubby and maybe a little less of a nightmare judging by her demeanor. 
 
    “I remember you now...” said Elizabeth, who wanted this asshole out of her bakery immediately. Nothing good would come from interacting with this woman, and she certainly hadn’t earned any kind of forgiveness from Elizabeth. 
 
                  “You look great. You lost a ton of weight. I really love what you did with your hair. It’s a little short, but you totally pull it off.” 
 
                  “Did you need something?” said Elizabeth, being short with her. 
 
                  “Yeah...I was just hitting the pavement, seeing if anyone was hiring. I just lost my job at the crab shack and was wondering if you’re hiring.” 
 
                  “Is that what you wear to a job interview?” said Elizabeth, staring at Ginny’s denim short shorts and tank top. She looked like she was ready for a wet t-shirt contest, not a job. 
 
                  “Heh. It’s the only thing I have clean at the moment. The rest of my clothes are drying at the laundromat right now.” 
 
    Elizabeth thought about it a moment. They did need to hire someone to work the store. Elizabeth intended to contribute part time while things were getting setup, but they needed full, weekly hours before they could determine which five days were the most profitable. She didn’t need Ginny’s help, so she decided to lowball her. 
 
                  “It’s a full-time shift without benefits, and you’ll have to close most nights. There’s no opportunity for advancement since it’ll just be you and me here. I can offer you minimum wage, and that’s about it. We haven’t worked out hours yet, but my mother and I will come here early to bake everything, and you’ll probably arrive around eight in the morning then close. Think you can handle that?”  Elizabeth fully expected her to balk at such a crappy offer which was kind of the point. Though she would only be stopping by the bakery periodically to make sure things were running smoothly, she really didn’t want to work with Ginny if she could avoid it. Anyone who still called her E.W. was not to be trusted. It was a hurtful nickname the kids at school had started calling her and never stopped. 
 
    “Sounds great. It’s so hard to find a job in town. I really don’t want to get a job in Newport. Everyone’s a pill addict there now, and it’s so hard to find someone hiring in Corinna. Got my boy at home to be thinking about and don’t want to be dealing with any junkies when I walk out to my car after work.” 
 
                  “Oh, how old’s your son?” said Elizabeth’s mom. Ginny hesitated. 
 
                  “He’ll uh, he’ll be fifteen this year. Starting his freshman year in a few weeks. Really excited for him. High school was the best years of my life.” 
 
                  Elizabeth did the math in her head. If she went to high school with Ginny, that meant Ginny must have had her son only a couple of years out of high school. What a shitty way to ruin her life having a kid that young. Doing her clothes at a laundromat and begging for minimum wage work—it was no wonder she thought her time at high school was the best years of her life. Elizabeth felt sorry for the people who peaked in high school and never made anything of themselves. 
 
    “Well, I can’t promise you a job, but I can promise you an interview,” said Elizabeth, finding and gathering the manila folder she left in the shop earlier before turning to her mom. “You ready to go?” 
 
                  “Oh, sweetie, you can just have the job.” 
 
                  “What, no. No offense, Ginny, but we need to hire the best candidate, not the first candidate.” 
 
                  “Don’t be silly, Beth. She has a son at home. No one works harder than a single mother. I know from experience.” Elizabeth’s mom winked at Ginny. 
 
                  “You’re not a single mother...” said Elizabeth. 
 
                  “I never said I was single...” said Ginny. 
 
                  “Mom! Get serious. This impulsive, thoughtless behavior is why we’re in this mess in the first place. I’m through talking about this. Ginny, if you give me your number, I promise to call you at the very least. Please wear something more presentable at your job interview.” 
 
                  “Now wait just a second. This is my bakery, and I should have a say over who works here.” 
 
                  NO—you shouldn’t. I have an M-B-A. I went to business school for seven years. You ran a bakery for thirty years without drawing a profit, and you’ve never hired a single person in your life. I’ve hired over twenty employees in my time at Sweet and Sour.” 
 
    “You’re hired!” 
 
                  “Mom!” Elizabeth felt her heart jump painfully. She was at that age now where she couldn’t just write off every ache and strange sensation her body was going through. At thirty-five, those aches and pains were always a symptom of something much more serious. If her mom kept up this devil-may-care bullshit, Elizabeth would destroy her own health from the stress alone. 
 
                  “I don’t really want to cause a fight between you two...” said Ginny, putting her hands up. 
 
                  “Nonsense, this is just how we talk to each other. Beth is a little headstrong. Ever since she went to college, she thinks she’s smarter than everyone. I know a good person when I meet one, and you seem like a good person. Welcome aboard!” 
 
    *** 
 
                  The ride back to Elizabeth’s childhood home was dead silent. Her mother had really gone ahead and promised a job to the first person who walked into the store. No interview, no background check, no resume’, no work history, no five-year plan. Absolutely foolish. The same kind of overly nice behavior that had led her mother to the brink of a financial disaster. Completely unreasonable. And one of the most important things Elizabeth had learned in New York was she should never try to reason with an unreasonable person. This was exactly the kind of family infighting which tanked so many businesses around the world. Two people with an equal claim to a business constantly undermining each other. 
 
    “You’re quiet,” said her mom. Elizabeth had no answer. She didn’t even want to look at her mom after the stunt she pulled. If Ginny didn’t work out, she’d have to fire a single mother who could only get a job working for minimum wage. Even if Ginny were a total bitch in high school, it would still feel bad to fire her. Elizabeth hated firing people even at her old job. She purposefully did stringent job interviews and probation periods, so she only ever hired the most reliable people who intended to stay with the company for the long-term. 
 
    Back at home, they got out of the car, and her mom gave her a concerned look like there was something wrong with Elizabeth instead of the other way around. 
 
                  “What?” snapped Elizabeth who never wanted to be mean to her sweet, old mom, but couldn’t get over the frustration of someone so hellbent on self-sabotage. Being back home, Elizabeth remembered all the painful, negative feelings she had towards her mom. She often thought in an emergency, she would rather have no one with her than her mom with her. Her mother was the kind of person who could only make a situation worse if it required even the smallest amount of critical decision making. 
 
                  “Are you hungry? Do you want me to make you something to eat? You seemed moody in the car.” 
 
                  “Are you serious right now? You don’t have any notion of why I might be upset with you at this moment?” 
 
                  “Is this about the bakery?” 
 
                  “Oh my god! I can’t believe you sometimes. You’re so blind to problems. You think everything is rosy, and everything is going to work out. You can’t just rely on people’s best intentions. You have to be smart and take the necessary steps to be successful. Things don’t just magically work out because you hope they will.” 
 
                  “Sweetie, I have cancer. Hope is all I got.” 
 
                  Elizabeth facepalmed herself and groaned. How many times would she make a huge mistake then throw her illness in her face while she was here? Was reason and intelligence all thrown out in the face of cancer? Did she even realize if this bakery venture did not work out, there wouldn’t be any treatment? If her parents had ever left this godforsaken town and moved to somewhere progressive like Massachusetts where they had state-sponsored healthcare, then Elizabeth could just sell the damn bakery and be done with this mess. But they had to stick around in the most cursed town Elizabeth had ever been to.  
 
    “Hey, E.W.! Is that you?” a familiar voice called from the neighbor’s yard. Elizabeth turned around and flinched in horror to see Grey walking towards her across the lawn. She looked at the front door, debating whether to bolt, but her mom was blocking the way as she slowly took each porch step one at a time. 
 
                  “Hey...Grey. What are you doing here?” 
 
                  “Was just talking to Triton about a roofing job at one of his properties. I’m glad I ran into you though. I was wondering if you wanted to go out tonight and catch up or something.”  Sweat dripped down the back of Elizabeth’s scalp despite the cool August weather in Maine. Grey Hershire was asking her out on a date. The high school quarterback! The boy she had more than a few erotic dreams about. The one who had grown up into a ruggedly handsome man with tan muscles and smears of paint on his dirty t-shirt. 
 
    “I, uh...I...” 
 
                  “She’d love to go on a date,” said her mom, waddling over to the conversation which had nothing to do with her. Elizabeth could feel that jump of pain in her heart again. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
                  “Heh heh, you’re cute. Please tell me you’re single,” said Grey, taking her mom’s hand and making her cover a blush with her other hand. 
 
                  “Unfortunately, I’ve been happily married for forty years, but soon as my husband dies, I’ll give you a call.” Elizabeth’s mom batted her sexiest eyelashes at Grey. 
 
                  “Please do. But until then,” Grey turned towards Elizabeth. “You want to get a drink sometime? My treat. Would be nice to catch up. I haven’t seen you since high school if you don’t count yesterday.” 
 
                  Normally, Elizabeth would have turned him down flat. She was too busy with the bakery and getting her mom’s finances in order. But if she had to spend another night home with her mom interfering in everything, she was going to lose it or at the very least have a heart episode. She desperately needed sometime away from her sweetly insane mother. 
 
                  “That sounds fine, Grey. You want to pick me up at eight? Or I can meet you somewhere.” 
 
                  “Sure! Here’s my number. I’ll call you later. We’ll figure something out.” 
 
                  The two exchanged numbers, then Grey smiled awkwardly and walked off to his truck parked on the road. Elizabeth watched him leave. She didn’t need a husband and kids now or maybe ever, but a short fling with Grey while in town might not be out of the question. It would certainly help relieve some stress if anything.  Elizabeth’s phone buzzed, and she looked down to see a text message which said “ur moms cute” with a kissy face next to it which made Elizabeth giggle. 
 
                  “Now that’s husband material,” said her mom watching him drive away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
                  Elizabeth spent the rest of the day getting the bakery’s finances in order. She called all the distributors to re-negotiate their contracts and left a message with a market research firm in Bangor to get her the necessary information conducive to successfully running the business. More messages were left at the local newspaper and the agency hosting the billboards outside of town—the very beginnings of her advertising campaign. She located a copy shop in Newport where she could print fliers and hired a freelance graphic artist online to design their ad. Finally, her mom wrote down all her pastry and dessert recipes. Everything was falling into place. After back to back business disasters, Elizabeth finally felt like she had some control over the situation. If her mother could just stay the hell out of the way and let Elizabeth do what she did best, maybe there was still a chance to salvage this. 
 
    Too busy to come downstairs to eat, her mother brought her up a plate of roast chicken and vegetables with seasoned, roasted potatoes. Elizabeth avoided the potatoes, and peeled off the skin of the chicken before digging in. The meal was delicious and satisfying like everything her mom made. If she were less vigilant, she would have gladly helped herself to another plate, but she had vowed long ago to never be fat again after her miserable childhood. She didn’t even want another slice of her mom’s mind-blowing cake. It had singlehandedly been one of the most delicious desserts she had ever partaken in, but cake was one of the absolute worst things she could eat next to ice cream. Just pure sugar and starch with extra calories in the icing. She didn’t need that in her life. 
 
    As Elizabeth buried herself in her work, she didn’t even notice when her phone buzzed with a text, nor did she notice the second time. Finally, the phone rang, startling her out of her zone. Back at Sweet and Sour, Elizabeth could lose a dozen hours wrapped up in her work, only stopping when she had to go to the bathroom, or her stomach hurt from hunger. It felt good to be back in that business routine. 
 
    “Hello?” said Elizabeth, working as she talked. She had begun the process of converting all her mother’s invoices and work receipts into a usable spreadsheet. 
 
                  “E.W., it’s Grey. You ready for our date tonight?” 
 
                  Elizabeth stopped working. She had completely forgotten she promised Grey a date that night. After burying herself in work, she barely remembered anything which had happened that day. She looked out her window to see it was dark out, though she didn’t remember the sun going down. 
 
                  “Y-y-yeah, Grey, totally ready. Where are we going?” 
 
                  “I figure we’d just hit the bar. Something low-key, no pressure. Give us a chance to catch up. What were you thinking?” 
 
                  “I mean, I’m not sure what’s even around Corinna anymore. I guess a bar’s fine. Did you want me to meet you there or...”? 
 
                  “I can pick you up. Don’t want you getting lost on the way there. When do you want me to pick you up?” 
 
                  “Give me like forty-five minutes to get ready, okay?” 
 
                  “Sounds good. See you at nine.” 
 
                  “Bye.” Elizabeth sighed heavily as anxiety washed over her. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been on a date. What was even the protocol? Did Grey expect her to put out afterwards? Were they just going as friends, or was this something more romantic minded? Grey had never even noticed her at school and now he was taking her out for drinks? This had started as a careless whimsy, but was now the new, most stressful thing in her life. Why was it so hard just to have drinks with someone? Why couldn’t they just have a casual fling and be done with it? That’s what college had been like and perfectly suited her intensive work lifestyle. Getting involved in other people’s lives and emotions was messy. 
 
    Elizabeth swallowed hard; her mouth suddenly dry. She stood up and started pacing around the room. Before anything, she needed to have a shower and do her makeup. A set of tasks were in order. If she could focus on them, then everything would be fine. First off, if this was a romantic endeavor, she had to look and smell perfect. Elizabeth found a towel in the hallway closet and let the hot water in the shower run. After stripping naked, she studied herself in the mirror. 
 
    Her body was pale and shapely with thick thighs (but not too thick) and chubby breasts. Her dark hair was short and professional. Overall, she was happy with her appearance but wished her lips were fuller and more feminine. Studying her upper lips in the mirror, she did not find any tiny, dark hairs which could ruin a first date. In New York, she had laser hair removal done on her upper lip. It worked fantastically and lasted for years, but the technician assured her it was not permanent despite the claims. This would have been the perfect night for her dark hairs to sprout up randomly. 
 
    Elizabeth hopped in the shower and washed quickly, then used her dad’s shaving foam and a pink razor in the shower to shave her underarms and belly which sometimes got a faint trail of dark hair. Once she was done showering and shaving, she hopped back in the bedroom to get dressed. 
 
    None of the clothes she packed were date material, so she had to choose between something super casual and her least serious business attire. Getting ready for a date shouldn’t be this damn hard, but she had not anticipated going on any dates when she left New York. Even if this date went well, she wouldn’t be dragging Grey back to New York...probably. He was sweet and handsome, but growing up in rural Maine, he probably had some shitty ideas about what her place should be in the relationship. Still, hooking up with her high school crush would be immensely, emotionally satisfying. 
 
    Unable to decide on an outfit, she texted Grey and asked what kind of bar they were going to.  “The kind of place where they sweep up the eyeballs at the end of the night,” he texted back with a smiling emoji.  “WHAT,” she typed in all caps, her heart jumping like it was hooked up to jumper cables.  “I’m kidding. It’s super casual. Just a regular bar. Wear whatever you want.”  Trusting that Grey wasn’t the kind of guy who would try to work her on a date by tricking her into showing up under-dressed, Elizabeth picked out a casual, violet blouse and form fitting jeans. They were the only jeans which made her hips look athletic instead of fat. Her doctor assured her she was a healthy weight for her height, but Elizabeth couldn’t shake the fact she had a fat ass. It must have come from her mom because her dad had a butt like Hank Hill. Her employees assured her that fat butts were in now, but growing up, her thick thighs were a constant point of mockery. And the constant chafing didn’t help either. No matter how much weight she shed or how much she starved herself, her body seemed dead set on giving her childbearing hips and thighs.  After getting dressed, she quickly put on some light makeup. While she finished her eyeliner, the phone buzzed, saying Grey was here. As if on cue, her mom knocked on the door and came in. 
 
    “Oh my, you look absolutely gorgeous, Beth,” said her mom, holding her hands over her chest like she had seen an angel. Elizabeth rolled her eyes and finished her makeup. 
 
                  “Thanks, mom. Is Grey waiting for me outside?” 
 
                  “No, he’s in the living room right now waiting like a gentleman. You be nice to him, now. You can’t be screaming at him and emasculating him like you did that nice man at the bakery.” 
 
                  Elizabeth huffed. “Only pussies have the capacity to be emasculated. No one’s ever told a guy to stop humiliating women.” 
 
                  “And maybe watch the language. Guys don’t like a woman with a foul mouth.”  
 
                  “Thanks for the terrible advice,” said Elizabeth, grabbing her purse and heading downstairs. As she took the stairs down, she could see Grey’s knee where he was sitting on the couch. Suddenly, her heart decided it wanted to fly out of her throat. When she made eye contact with him, he smiled. He was wearing jeans and a clean, white, flannel shirt buttoned up and a baseball cap. 
 
                  “Damn...” Grey gasped, making Elizabeth cover a blush. “I feel really under-dressed now. You look amazing by the way.” 
 
                  “Thanks. It’s okay. I feel really overdressed, but I didn’t pack anything casual when I left New York.” 
 
                  “It’s fine. You ready to go?” 
 
                  Elizabeth nodded, and Grey held the door open for her as they stepped outside. 
 
                  “I’ll have her back by midnight,” said Grey as Elizabeth’s mom watched from behind the storm door. 
 
                  “Please don’t!” she called out to him, making Grey chuckle. 
 
    *** 
 
    Grey drove a rusty, white, and gray pickup truck with big silver mirrors on the doors. He had to stretch across the bench seat to let her in as the vehicle was so old, it didn’t have automatic locks or windows. Elizabeth didn’t mind the accommodations. She could respect his truck was meant for work, and he might not make enough money to afford a second car if he were single.  Grey slammed the door with a metallic thud and started up the growling engine. He gave her another smile as they pulled out, and she smiled back. 
 
                  “So, where are we going?” said Elizabeth, setting her purse on her knees. 
 
                  “Just this local place. You remember Little Alder’s?” 
 
                  “That old bar in town? Is it even still there?” 
 
                  “Yeah, there was a huge celebration for its fiftieth anniversary a couple years back. Everyone in town drinks there.” 
 
                  “Sorry, I guess I’m just used to Manhattan where the city seems to rebuild itself every five years.” 
 
                  “Oh yeah?” said Grey who didn’t stop smiling. Was he really that excited to be spending time with her? What a bizarre thought. 
 
                  “Yeah. There’s always some new micro-brewery or fusion place or some new trend like vape shops and ax ranges.” 
 
                  “What’s an ax range?” said Grey with a hint of excitement in his voice. 
 
                  “Uhhh, it’s like a batting cage but with axes, I guess?” 
 
    “So, a machine throws axes at you?” 
 
                  “No! Heh, I guess I’m not explaining it very well. There’s a big wooden bullseye and you throw axes at it. There’s a person working there who teaches you how to throw and not hurt yourself. They even serve beer but not wine or liquor.” 
 
                  “That...sounds like the most magical place in the world. How do we get one of those in Corinna?” 
 
                  “Well...you do some market research, some advertising, see if there’s general interest. I don’t think a place like that works outside a large city. It’s not exactly a place you go to every week. That’s why I’m so surprised to see these niche’ stores downtown. I didn’t think Corinna could support a Himalayan salt lamp store, but there it is.” Elizabeth watched the store go by with its orange-pink lamps glowing in the front window. 
 
                  “Oh, everyone loves the Himalayan salt lamp store.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
                  “I-I have no idea...” 
 
                  Elizabeth giggled. They pulled into a bar which looked more like a large trailer than an actual building. A zigzagging ramp of drying out lumber colored dark gray led into the plain establishment. On the outside were big metal signs, antique advertisements for soda, beer, and gasoline. There were a set of motorcycles parked out front, and no vehicle in the parking lot was less than fifteen years old. 
 
    Stepping inside, a wave of warm, humid air hit them along with a classic eighties rock song about girls with big bottoms. Two pool tables were set up, and there was a dartboard on the wall. Various neon signs purported to advertise which beers they sold. The floorboards were so old the stain had been worn out leaving a smooth, dirty finish behind. Grey guided her to a booth in the corner. The top of the table was covered in random flat objects like ticket stubs, pennies, bottle caps, keys, marbles, and other junk all encased in epoxy. 
 
    Elizabeth remembered what her mother said and tried to stay positive even though this place seemed gross. She looked towards the bar to see three old guys nursing their beers and watching her. 
 
    “Hey, Grey, who’s the chick?” said a server holding a tray. She was tall and thick with blurry tattoos visible on her pasty thighs. She wore large, gold hooped earrings and her curly hair in a bun. Elizabeth tried to smile while avoiding eye contact. No matter how influential or severe her business partners or rivals had been in New York, she never failed to meet them head on with a fierce stare and a strong handshake. But now back in Corinna, she felt like sad, lonely E.W. all over again. It was the worst feeling in the world, like regressing back to a sad, lonely teenager. 
 
    “Deb, this is my good friend Beth. She went to high school with us.” 
 
                  Deb studied her a moment and looked like she was deciding whether she wanted to punch Elizabeth who could only smile nervously. This was definitely high school all over again, trying to put on a brave face while the popular girls judged her. 
 
                  “Sure, Grey. What are y’all having?” 
 
                  “Just give me a Moxie, would you?” said Grey. 
 
                  “What, are you trying to quit drinking again?” said Deb. Grey smiled nervously at Elizabeth. 
 
                  “I’m the designated driver tonight. Beth, you get whatever you want, my treat.” 
 
                  “I haven’t had a Moxie in almost twenty years. I’ll have one too.” 
 
                  “You still have to tip,” said Deb, blowing some stray hairs out of her face before returning to the bar. She returned shortly with two bottles of the soda and two glasses of ice. 
 
    “Are those pretzels just for people at the bar or...?” said Grey, trailing off as he pointed at the horseshoe shaped bar against the wall. Deb huffed and went away, returning with a small bowl of pretzels. 
 
                  “Anything else?” she asked, catching an attitude. 
 
                  “You’ve been wonderful, dear,” said Grey with a goofy smile. Deb rolled her eyes and returned to the bar. 
 
    “I guess it’s our fault for showing up where she worked and asking for service,” said Elizabeth which made Grey chuckle. On the bottle in front of her was an orange label with a blue and white man pointing at her as if daring her to partake. Like a true gentleman, Grey removed the cap from her bottle and poured her a glass before pouring his own glass. Elizabeth lifted the drink to her nose and smelled it. Moxie smelled like coke and root beer with something strange and botanical on the back end. Thirsty from dinner, she took several deep gulps.  It tasted a bit like Coca-Cola mixed with root beer with a third strange flavor hard to place. While a staple of New England homes for over one-hundred years, Moxie was an acquired taste. It was sweet like soda but had a bitter aftertaste many people hated if they didn’t grow up with it. Some described it as spicy, but Elizabeth thought it tasted like the burn of menthol. What gave Moxie its unique taste was gentian root which grew native in New England. 
 
                  “You know in many Asian countries, the youngest person at the table is expected to pour for the older companions,” said Elizabeth, wincing as she swallowed the horrible, bitter-sweet concoction. She was used to expertly made cocktails at the finest mixology lounges or seltzer water. It had been ages since she drank soda, and she wasn’t ready for how sweet it was or how bitter the aftertaste was either. 
 
    After her first few gulps, Elizabeth found it difficult to swallow. She had enjoyed Moxie just about every day growing up and loved the complex taste, but now older and far removed from her taste of childhood, the drink was not sitting well in her mouth. She swallowed hard and began to cough. 
 
    “As good as you remember?” said Grey, sipping his glass. Elizabeth made to speak but coughed more as the Moxie went down the wrong pipe.  
 
                  “You alright?” said Grey, looking concerned. Finally, Elizabeth recovered. 
 
                  “That is not great,” said Elizabeth. 
 
                  “Order something else then. My treat.” Grey lifted two fingers. Deb marched over and crossed her arms. Grey nodded towards Elizabeth who hesitated to speak with Deb’s judgmental eyes on her. How could a stranger have this much power over her? 
 
                  “Can I get a skinny girl martini?” 
 
                  Deb lowered her eyes at her. “And what’s in that?” 
 
                  Elizabeth was trying to be reasonable and pleasant for her date, but this was getting ridiculous. How could an entire business survive with such poor customer service? She couldn’t even imagine giving her clients half the sass Deb was giving them. What a terrible way to run a business. And how did a bartender not even know what was in a martini—one of the most common and popular drinks in the world. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you tell me what’s in it?” said Elizabeth, trying and failing to remain accommodating to the waitress. Deb lowered her brow and glared at her, but Elizabeth was having just about enough of this. 
 
                  “We’re out,” said Deb in a way which indicated they were probably about to be out of many things. 
 
                  “A whiskey sour then?” said Elizabeth, trying to come up with the simplest drink she could think of and end this damn confrontation before it ruined her date with her high school fantasy. What was the point of working as a bartender if you couldn’t mix drinks? Any idiot could take a drink out of a cooler or pour a beer. At the mixology places in New York not only did the bar tenders know hundreds if not thousands of drinks they were relied on to invent their own original concoctions to temp new clients. This kind of service would never fly in New York. 
 
                  “One whiskey sour,” said Deb. Elizabeth looked at Grey whose face was unreadable. 
 
                  “Is she always like this?” whispered Elizabeth, afraid Deb might hear her across the bar. 
 
                  “Most people just order beer.” 
 
                  “I thought I could order a drink in a bar. I really wasn’t trying to be difficult.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
                  Deb returned with a drink in a tumbler glass and a tiny napkin. The drink was served on crushed ice with a tiny plastic sword with a cherry sticking out of it and two tiny straws. 
 
                  “Thanks,” said Elizabeth with the friendliest smile she could muster. Deb said nothing before returning to the bar. What were the chances she spit in it? Being accommodating, just like her sweet old mother said she should be, Elizabeth sipped from the drink and immediately regretted it. The whiskey sour tasted like pure sour mix. Elizabeth couldn’t help but make a face. Still, she wasn’t about to complain about the second drink in a row. 
 
                  “How’s your whiskey sour?” said Grey. 
 
                  “It’s fine,” said Elizabeth with the same enthusiasm of being asked about her childhood. 
 
    “Mind if I...?” Grey took her drink and used one of the straws left on the table for the sodas. He took the shortest sip and immediately made a face like he had been punched in the nose by a lemon. 
 
                  “That is disgusting,” said Grey, still making a face and holding the drink at arm’s length as if it possessed the ability to attack him. 
 
                  “I’m not going to tell her that.” Elizabeth chanced a glance over her shoulder to find Deb staring at them from behind the bar, waiting for Elizabeth to say something about the drink. This was going beyond passive aggressive and was straight up aggressive at this point. Did Deb have a thing for Grey? Would this explain her horrid behavior? 
 
                  “Well, I’m not paying for this shit drink. Let me handle this.” Grey grabbed her drink and walked to the bar where he stepped behind the counter and poured her terrible drink out in the sink. With one hand he scrolled on his phone and with the other began to pour ingredients. He didn’t even acknowledge Deb as he worked. Someone shouted, “Tom Cruise!” at him as he shook the metallic shaker near his ear, over his shoulder. Finally, he poured the drink out over ice and returned. This time, in addition to a straw, there was a tiny umbrella in the drink. 
 
                  “Mind if I take that tiny umbrella home to my daughter? Probably can use it with her Barbies,” said Grey, plucking it from the glass. Elizabeth smiled as she took the drink and sipped from the straw. The flavor was perfect. A little sweet, a little sour, with just the faintest taste of whiskey. 
 
                  “Grey, this is amazing. Where did you learn to mix drinks like this?” 
 
                  “I bartended a little in college for extra money. Forgot most of what I learned, but I know how important it is to follow a drink recipe. Couldn’t remember how many ounces of simple syrup you need. I’m guessing Deb just used sour mix instead of syrup and lemon juice.” 
 
    “This is really good. Like, I’ve drank at the nicest bars in Manhattan, and this is great.” 
 
                  “Thanks...” said Grey, and Elizabeth thought he might be blushing. Maybe he wasn’t used to compliments. 
 
    “So, what did you go to college for then?” 
 
                  “Mechanical engineering. Was always fascinated by how things worked. Cars, lawnmowers, four-wheelers, that kind of stuff. Did three years. Was planning to graduate on time. Then some things happened...I got accused of some stuff I didn’t do. Was expelled. Ran out of money. Got really depressed. But that’s all behind me now. Got a good job and a great daughter.” 
 
                  “How old’s your daughter?” 
 
                  “She’ll be nine this year. She’s so beautiful. Wicked smart. They’re talking about having her skip a year, but she doesn’t want to. She wants to stay with her friends in third grade. I don’t know what the right answer is. I want her to be ambitious, but I don’t want her to be miserable.” 
 
                  “Have you talked to her about it?” said Elizabeth, sipping her delicious beverage. Grey ignored his Moxie as he spoke. 
 
                  “I don’t know what to say. I don’t want her to resent me for pushing her. Her mother already makes her resent me enough. I just want her to be happy.” 
 
                  “Then let her be happy. I don’t think it will have a huge impact on her life whether she graduates at seventeen or eighteen.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
                  “Probably. I think it’s important to have friends growing up.” 
 
                  “Her mother will probably make the decision for her. Not like I get any input into how she’s raised anymore after the divorce...sorry to be bringing this up. Didn’t mean to treat you like my therapist when we’re supposed to be catching up.” Grey pulled his head down with his hands. 
 
                  “No, it’s fine. It’s obvious you really care about her. She’s lucky to have a dad who cares about her so much.” 
 
                  “Thanks...so what’s New York like? I never been there,” said Grey, not looking up. 
 
                  “It’s crazy. So competitive, so progressive. It’s nothing like Corinna. I mean, I kind of enjoy how laid-back Corinna is, though my mom is making it really hard to enjoy how peaceful things are. I miss it a lot. I miss the work and competing for contracts. I used to run an ad agency before I sold it. I’m not sure what I want to do next, though. Guess I have my hands full for the foreseeable future with this bakery nonsense.” 
 
                  “Uh huh...” Grey shifted his head which allowed Elizabeth to see his eyes glistening, threatening tears. That’s when Elizabeth realized he was crying, and she had just been talking on and on. Elizabeth reached out her hand then hesitated, wondering if comforting him physically was appropriate. She always saw Grey as this larger than life male figure, the closest thing to a local celebrity in her small, high school world. But he was just a man: a man who cared deeply about his daughter and worried about doing right by her. He wasn’t a dumb jock. He had a big heart. 
 
    Elizabeth reached across the table and rubbed his shoulder. Grey flinched away and looked up. His eyes were pink, threatening to reveal tears.  “I need to step outside,” Grey mumbled to himself, darting up from the table and heading for the door. Elizabeth watched him leave, wondering if her first date in over ten years had just ended in a total disaster. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
                  Grey fled Little Alder’s, too ashamed to cry in front of Elizabeth but also ashamed of the choice he was about to make. Elizabeth wasn’t some uptight New Yorker who thought she was too good for this town—she was sensitive and actually wanted to hear about his problems. She was probably here to look after her mother. Grey couldn’t imagine dropping a high paying job and moving back home to take care of his asshole dad the way Elizabeth had returned home to look after her mom. If he had gotten that engineering degree and moved away, there wasn’t a chance in hell he would come back to Corinna. But here she was. A few hours ago, it seemed simple enough to go home with her after their date, knock her out, and drag her next door to Caixidor’s or trick her somehow. No one would know. Of course, he would be a suspect, but there wouldn’t be any evidence connecting him. No body to find. No incriminating evidences. 
 
    But that line of thinking ended after their date began. This wasn’t something he could go through with anymore. Elizabeth was a person now, not the quiet loser he knew in high school. He desperately needed the money for bills, child support, Amy, and his father’s medical bills, but he couldn’t get it this way. Maybe he should just report Caixidor to the police before he tried to hire someone else. 
 
    “Grey, is everything alright?” said Elizabeth, exiting the bar. 
 
                  “Yeah...just got a little worked up thinking about my daughter. I just want everything in the world for her and don’t feel like I can give it.” 
 
    “aww...” Elizabeth pulled her arms around him and hugged him. Grey squeezed her back. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had hugged him. His parents had never been affectionate people, and his daughter was getting to that age where she didn’t want to be hugged anymore and would make a big fuss whenever he tried. Elizabeth rubbed his shoulders as he clung to her. He felt like a glass of trembling water in her arms, ready to shatter.  After a few minutes, they pulled apart and stared into each other’s eyes. Her hands were on his biceps, and his hands were on her waist. Powerful emotions were welling up inside again, emotions he thought were long dead after his wife divorced him. It felt like riding a river at full speed or being atop a geyser. They were terrifying and had only ever led him to heartache. 
 
    “Do you want to go back inside or...” Elizabeth began to lean in. Grey swallowed. If he kissed her now, everything with Caixidor would be off. He would have to go from potentially destroying her life to protecting it. Caixidor wasn’t the kind of person who took no for an answer. Grey already had his father and daughter to take care of. He couldn’t bring another burden upon himself. But Elizabeth was sweet and beautiful. She was smart and funny, but most importantly, she was caring. Elizabeth was exactly the kind of woman he wanted in his life to help raise Amy. Grey leaned closer, worried about ruining everything, worried about overburdening his life more than it already was. Elizabeth held his gaze. 
 
    Just before their lips touched, two police cars, an ambulance, and two fire trucks went screaming by with their lights and sirens on. Only a few feet from the road in the gravel parking lot, Grey held Elizabeth against him as the wind whipped by from the racing vehicles. 
 
    “What is happening?” whispered Elizabeth, right in his ear, sending warm blood rushing through his neck and exciting him. Grey wouldn’t let go of her just yet. 
 
                  “Maybe we should go check it out.” 
 
    They hopped in his truck and followed the lights and sirens. The two didn’t have to travel far as the emergency vehicles were circled up downtown only a half mile away. In the truck, Elizabeth held Grey’s free hand as he steered. She must have been worried about something. 
 
    Downtown, one of the buildings on the strip was on fire. The entire building was engulfed in roaring flames, and the fire department was rushing to setup hoses before the nearby businesses also caught fire. Grey was forced to stop as Jeremy Duncan, one of the local officers, waved him down. Grey rolled down his window as officer Duncan approached. 
 
                  “We need you to clear out, Grey. We don’t want anyone getting close.” 
 
                  “What happened?” said Grey. 
 
                  “Looks like that vacant store went up in flames less than an hour ago. Won’t know more until the fire marshal has a look. Why don’t you head home with your lady friend? We don’t need a bunch of onlookers getting in the way of emergency services.” 
 
                  The officer walked back to his vehicle and Grey parked about a block away—a safe distance, but a spot where they could watch the firefighters work. The building was engulfed in flames now with none of the original structure visible in the fire. 
 
                  “Oh god...” whispered Elizabeth, squeezing his hand so hard it hurt. 
 
                  “You okay?” said Grey, not sure why Elizabeth was so anxious. He swore he could see her trembling in the cast-off light of the flames. 
 
                  “That’s where the new bakery was supposed to go.” 
 
    “New bakery?” 
 
                  “Yeah. They were hanging a sign for a new bakery earlier today. That’s the same place where it was supposed to be.” 
 
                  “That’s not your bakery though. Look, your mom’s bakery is right there. I seriously doubt the fire can jump across the street. Or were you trying to say you owned that one too?” 
 
    “No... earlier today I got in a big argument with the guy who owned the place. He said something really thoughtless, and I slapped him.” 
 
                  “Oh...” Grey didn’t expect her to get in any trouble just for slapping the guy. If his college experience was anything to go by or his ex-wife’s credit card debt, women didn’t exactly get in trouble the same way men did. 
 
                  “What if they think I did it? I had a motive. I assaulted the guy and had an altercation! Oh my god, oh my god...” Elizabeth hugged herself as her body began to shake. She wasn’t wrong. If what she was saying was true, this looked really bad for her. But if the fire just started, then that meant Elizabeth was with him when it was lit. 
 
                  “You were with me, right? I’ll vouch for you. We’ve been together at least an hour. If the police ask, I’ll be your alibi or whatever.” 
 
                  “Really?” gasped Elizabeth, clinging to his arm. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
                  “Can we just go home. I don’t want to be here anymore.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    Grey pulled out of the parking spot and took Elizabeth back home. The fire was so huge, it didn’t disappear from his rear-view mirror until he turned down Elizabeth’s street. She wouldn’t stop squeezing his hand the entire time he drove. Grey pulled his arm around her protectively. Whatever was coming for her, whether it was the police or Caixidor, he was involved now. Ever since becoming a father, he had developed a new, protective nature, especially when it came to women. 
 
                  Parked in front of her house, Grey led her to the door where the porch light was on. Nights were always peaceful in Corinna aside from the endless chirping of crickets. He looked over at Caixidor’s house and saw a light was on in the window. A stray urge moved through his mind, tempting him to lead her there, to make some kind of excuse of why she needed to hide. But he just couldn’t anymore. There had to be some other way. She needed to be protected. 
 
    At the porch, the two stopped to face each other. Elizabeth could not mask her worry as she looked into his eyes. She reached out and held his hands. Her hands were so much smaller than his, softer and more delicate. His hands were hard and rough from laying shingles and hauling packets of them up ladders. 
 
                  “Not much of a date...” said Elizabeth, looking out across the yard. 
 
                  “I’ve had worse. One time a girl’s husband showed up at the restaurant and tried to fight me.” 
 
                  “Really? That sounds like a nightmare.” 
 
                  “I wasn’t afraid. More upset than anything. I just hate when people lie. I don’t know what she was trying to get out of me, but I couldn’t give it to someone who would lie like that.” 
 
                  “Do you think I’m lying about starting that fire?” 
 
                  Grey stared at her a moment. Elizabeth didn’t seem like the kind of person who would burn down a rival business. He didn’t know her that well, but what he did know was she was a kind and considerate person who was willing to hear him talk about his family and his problems. She wasn’t like the other women he had dated before and after his ex-wife. Elizabeth was different. Then again, he had been wrong in the past, so painfully wrong. 
 
                  “I’d invite you up, but...” Elizabeth trailed off, staring into his eyes. Was this love? Infatuation? Grey wanted more from her than a goodnight kiss. He leaned towards her, and she didn’t pull away. His heart thumped with anxiety. No woman had ever made him feel like this, not even his ex-wife. This was the first time he was genuinely afraid of screwing up a date. But she didn’t recoil as he leaned in closer. Under the dim porch light, he saw her lean in too. Grey cupped her soft, delicate face with his rough hand and kissed her on the mouth. Just the kiss alone had him aroused and excited. She kissed him back, her trembling hand falling on his chest. Grey took both hands and held her face, kissing deeper.  Elizabeth broke the kiss but held eye contact. Her hands still rested on his chest. She must have felt how insane his heart was going. He wanted to be close to her. Needed to be close to her. She was smart, beautiful, and kind. Everything he wanted in a woman. Elizabeth leaned in, burying her face in his neck. She exhaled, sending waves of pleasure and excitement down his chest and shoulder. His nipples went hard. Gingerly, he placed a hand on her pleasingly large breast and gently squeezed. She kissed his neck. He couldn’t remember the last time things were this explosive on a date. Maybe it was the heart to heart at the bar or the nervous tension of the bakery fire. Maybe a combination of both, and just the need to feel alive after feeling dead every year since his divorce. 
 
    Her hand cupped the crotch of his jeans. He thrust into her hand, hard and ready for her. His mouth found her neck. She smelled amazing, like peaches and soap. He kissed the soft skin of her throat. She cooed in his ear. Her nipple was erect under his fingertips. The two were like high school lovers who couldn’t get enough of each other. Just two crazy teenagers who only worried about themselves and each other. High school was the best years of Grey’s life. He had lived like a king. Every girl had wanted to date him. Now his life was a nightmare, a miserable nightmare. But it wasn’t miserable with Elizabeth. She made him feel like a teenager again. 
 
                  “Do you want to go inside?” Elizabeth whispered in his ear. There was no place on earth he wanted to be more than inside her bedroom. He grabbed her hand, urging her to lead. As she reached for the brass door handle glimmering in the porch light, a siren blared behind them, making them both jump. Grey was ripped out of his heavenly, erotic fantasy by a police light and sirens bringing him back down to his miserable life where he belonged. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
                  This should have been the greatest night of Elizabeth’s life. Not the day she moved away to college, not the day she earned her MBA, not the first quarter her company turned a profit, not the day she paid off her business loan, nor the day she sold her company. It should have been this, this wild, intimate connection with the varsity quarterback she had fantasized about all through high school. The handsome successful boy who was now a caring, considerate man and father. The kind of man who made her problems his and fixed them. The kind of guy who made sure she was okay, held her hand tight, and walked her to the door. There was a spark here. A spark she had never experienced her entire life. This was more than a high school crush. Grey was the kind of man she could spend her life with. Their attraction was real. Their chemistry was real. 
 
    But it was all in vain. The moment she saw that bakery in flames, Elizabeth knew her life would never be the same again. She knew, watching that building burn, that it would come back to her, even if she had nothing to do with it. Somehow, she was responsible for it. A deep dark part of her felt like she had somehow been responsible for her mother’s illness the first time and was now responsible for it coming back again as well. She knew it was an insane thought. It made no sense. Elizabeth could be a cold, logical person, but this guilt over her mother’s well-being ate at her. Her mother was not capable of taking care of herself. She was a sweet, simple woman and needed her daughter to look after her. 
 
    As if to confirm her worst suspicions, a police siren blared seconds before she allowed Grey into her house. She clung to him, terrified, ready to be shot in the back. They were coming to take her away. She would never leave this miserable town. Elizabeth had escaped nearly two decades ago, and now some primeval force was reaching out to make sure she never left again. No one ever left this shithole. 
 
    “It’s okay...” whispered Grey, holding her. The cop car pulled behind Grey’s truck, and Officer Duncan from earlier stepped out. He was about their age in a black, quarter length sleeve uniform.  He was thin and walked like his knees had screws in them. 
 
    “Ms. Winfield, I’d like to ask you a few questions down at the station,” said Duncan, stopping a safe distance from them on the lawn. His hand rested on the pistol hanging from his belt as if he were afraid of her for some reason. As if she had a reason to run. 
 
                  “What’s this about?” said Grey, holding Elizabeth against his chest. The sexual arousal from earlier had turned into icy dread. This would be the worst night of her life, and there was nothing she could do to stop it going completely to hell. Seeing the cop standing before her, demanding she come with him was like watching a truck barreling down the highway at her in slow motion. She knew she should get out of the way but could not will herself to move. 
 
    “This is none of your business, Grey. Now why don’t you head home before I give you a breathalyzer.” 
 
                  “Fuck you, Duncan,” said Grey, unwilling to let her go. Were they going to run for it? Was Grey going to rescue her? Could she live as a fugitive? 
 
                  “Get in your truck right now and drive off, or I’ll arrest you for interfering in an investigation. You really want to spend more time in jail?” 
 
                  Grey tensed up like a wounded animal at the mention of jail. He hadn’t mentioned jail during their date, but Elizabeth wouldn’t judge him until she heard his side of the story. 
 
                  “I didn’t do this,” Elizabeth whispered in his ear, beginning to tremble in fear. His arms never left her sides. 
 
                  “I know you didn’t.” 
 
                  “Now, Grey! This is your last warning.” The hand on the gun shifted as if officer Duncan was ready to draw down on Grey for disobeying him. Elizabeth had never been in trouble with the law before, never received so much as a ticket. She had seen stories in the news about police brutality and heard some horror stories from her black and Hispanic employees, but never experienced it firsthand. It was easy to dismiss as freak occurrences or the rare bad egg when it hadn’t happened to her personally. Now she truly believed she might be shot tonight in front of her parents’ home. 
 
    “I’ll go, but I’m coming to the station to file a written statement claiming she was with me all night.” 
 
                  “Fine, just get in your truck and don’t try to interfere.” The officer produced handcuffs and approached them. 
 
                  Grey kissed the side of her head and squeezed her hands one last time. “You’ll be fine. Just do what they ask. I got your back.” 
 
                  Officer Duncan yanked Elizabeth away and jerked her arms behind her back. He slapped the cuffs on her, and they were painfully tight. 
 
                  “What am I being charged with?” said Elizabeth. 
 
                  “You’re not charged with anything, yet. We’re going to ask you a few questions first. Right now, you’re just being detained.” 
 
    Despite his horrible and aggressive attitude, officer Duncan gently lowered Elizabeth in the back of his car. Grey was already pulling out in his truck and driving away. At least he had her back. It was an immense comfort to know someone was aware of her arrest and watching out for her. 
 
    Officer Duncan climbed in the front seat and typed away on his computer before putting the cruiser in drive. He mumbled something in his radio about leaving his location as they pulled onto the main road. Elizabeth had never felt so despondent in her life. She wanted to hope this was a huge misunderstanding which could be resolved tonight, but she knew deep down this wouldn’t end quick or conveniently. Her life, her freedom, was in the hands of this cop who probably assumed she was guilty. There couldn’t possibly be any evidence against her aside from her confrontation with Dave earlier, but she had watched enough true crime documentaries on Netflix to know police were no strangers to railroading suspects when they couldn’t find anyone else to blame for a crime. 
 
    It was a terrifying legal system she suddenly found herself caught in. At least she had money and allies. If this went to court, she could definitely hire a competent New York attorney to run circles around the D.A. That was the only comforting thought she had as they pulled into the police station, which was an unassuming brown, brick building with glass doors on the front and a towering flagpole next to the stairs. 
 
    Duncan parked in the back and led her through a plain, steel door instead of through the front entrance. The interior of the station was old and plain with whitewashed walls and speckled linoleum tiles. On the walls were photos from softball games and local gatherings. Officer Duncan led her to a plain conference room with a table, two chairs, and a camera in the corner. Once inside, he undid her cuffs. 
 
                  “How long am I going to be here?” said Elizabeth, rubbing circulation back into her stinging wrists. 
 
                  “As long as it takes,” said Duncan, leaving the room without another word. Then she waited...and waited...and waited...forever. The minutes crawled by and turned to hours. She knew what they were doing. They were trying to make her tense and anxious in hopes she would confess or screw up her alibi. Fortunately for her, there was nothing to remember. She would just tell them everything that had happened. There was no lie to get caught in. That didn’t stop the anxiety from building though. Even if she were innocent, that didn’t guarantee she would be found innocent in court. They were already trying to wear her down. She must have been their only suspect which meant they would try to pin the crime on her regardless. 
 
    Elizabeth took deep breaths to calm herself. A week ago, she had sold her startup for five million dollars, and now she was looking at time in the Penobscot County jail. She just needed to stay calm and rational. She was a smart, self-reliant woman who had dealt with more than a handful of willful, threatening men during her business encounters. If she could think of this as a contract negotiation, then maybe she could avoid jail altogether. 
 
    After what had to have been hours, officer Duncan finally entered the room and sat across the table from her. The plain table had fake wood grain painted on top and reminded her of school. In the doorway, another cop stood with his arms crossed, only staring at her and not saying a word. 
 
    “Give me your name and date of birth,” said officer Duncan who had a manila folder open in front of him. Elizabeth gave her personal information. 
 
                  “Where were you today between four PM and nine PM?” 
 
                  “Well, the entire afternoon and evening I was at my parents’ house going over my mom’s financial records. Then around eight, Grey called and asked me out on a date. We went to Little Alder’s for a drink then...we went home.” 
 
                  “I believe I saw you two at the scene of the fire around nine.” 
 
                  “Yes...but that was only after we saw the trucks and cop cars go by. We wanted to see what was happening.” 
 
                  “You don’t live in town, do you?” Officer Duncan turned a sheet of paper inside his folder then stared straight ahead at Elizabeth. She wasn’t scared at all. This was going much more smoothly than anticipated. She expected a pair of cops to scream at her and threaten her like in all the cop shows on television. This was civil and sane so far. 
 
    “No... I live in New York City. I grew up here and returned to help my mom manage her bakery. She owns Susan’s Suite downtown.” 
 
                  “Love that place...” muttered the other cop. 
 
                  “Take it your mother’s not doing too good if you flew all the way to Maine.” 
 
                  “Drove. I drove all day to be with her. Her cancer’s back, and the doctor doesn’t want her running the bakery in the meantime. I’m helping her refinance her contracts, implement cost cutting measures, and hire staff.” 
 
                  “You mentioned you were reviewing her financial records. I take it she’s not in great financial shape between the cancer and shutting down the bakery?” Duncan made a note on his paper. 
 
                  “She’ll be fine now that I’m here. I have an MBA, and I’m fully confident I’ll be able to make her bakery profitable. My mom is beloved by the community and so is her store.” 
 
                  “I know. Everyone loves her and her treats. Now, do you know a Mr. Dave Werther?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
                  “He’s the owner of the store you burned down.” 
 
                  Elizabeth wanted to recoil at the calm tone officer Duncan used to accuse her of a serious felony, but she wouldn’t show emotion. This was a negotiation. She had done this hundreds of times before and rarely failed. There would be no hint of emotion or weakness. If her negotiation partner thought she was too invested or desperate, they would capitalize on it. She had to be cool and unfeeling. 
 
    “I’d like it stated for the record that I had nothing to do with Mr. Werther’s business catching fire. My whereabouts can be accounted for all day. I was with my mother all morning, at my parents’ home all day and evening, then with Grey Hershire all night. I cannot imagine you have a single piece of evidence which can be held against me. If you have no evidence against me, I would like to be released immediately.” 
 
                  Officer Duncan studied her. He must not have been used to a suspect speaking calmly and intelligently and demanding rights. He probably arrested a lot of drunks, pill addicts, and wife beaters who came in belligerent and intoxicated as well as guilty as sin. She wouldn’t get caught in their trap. 
 
                  “Legally we can detain you for up to twenty-four hours without placing you under arrest, so you absolutely do not have the right to leave. Now, what can you tell us about Mr. Werther?” 
 
                  “Nothing really.” Elizabeth wouldn’t give them an inch. She was smart enough to know when to pretend to be dumb and when to flex her impressive intelligence. Recalling every fact about Dave Werther would be a huge mistake. She would let them reveal their hand. She wasn’t lying, she was just waiting. 
 
    “It seems you had an altercation with Mr. Werther this morning. Would you care to fill us in on the details of your encounter?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
                  “We talked to Mr. Werther not long after the fire was discovered. We asked him if there was anyone who had a problem with him, who might want to do him harm, or who had an altercation with him recently. Do you want to guess what the first name out of his mouth was?” 
 
                  “I know you’re about to lie, because I never told him my name.” 
 
    Elizabeth studied his face for signs of catching him in a bluff, but she got no satisfaction from looking into his intense eyes. Cops lied all the time. Alone in her condo, she had watched countless hours of true-crime documentaries. They always lied. They would say anything no matter how vicious or ridiculous to get people to confess, even if they were innocent. 
 
    “Mr. Werther said Susan’s daughter shouted at him, threatened him, then assaulted him. Is that true?” 
 
                  Elizabeth could have lied, could have denied, but she knew there were witnesses. Even if it were unlikely the cops had talked to the sign crew, they would eventually. There was no point in establishing a lie for temporary reprieve only to have it flipped upside down later in the investigation, or god forbid in court. 
 
                  “He suggested my mother was lying about her cancer, so I slapped him once. My mother has survived cancer twice, and no one is going to discount her pain or struggle.” 
 
                  “I see...he also said you were worried about your mother’s bakery’s ability to turn a profit, that if both your bakeries opened at the same time, then neither of you could stay in business in the long term. He said you demanded he shut down his place of business or else, and when he refused, you attacked him.” 
 
                  “That’s not what happened at all. I explained to him that two bakeries couldn’t survive financially across the street from one another in the same small town. I told him my mom was a pillar of the community with an established customer base, and he would risk losing everything if he continued to setup shop.” 
 
                  “Lose everything, huh?” The officer made another note. 
 
                  “I meant financially. The guy sold his house and opened a business in another state. He’s an idiot. The town already has a bakery. It doesn’t need two.” 
 
                  “You could just let your mother retire...unless she doesn’t have the money to retire. Unless she’s desperate for money, and the only source of income is the bakery which you yourself admitted was in danger of not being profitable. Seems like all your problems just went up in smoke tonight.” 
 
    The final piece fell into place. This was their angle. A contention argument in front of the store, then that same night the bakery is burned down. Plus, a financial motive. They had everything they wanted...except hard evidence. 
 
                  “You still haven’t said how you know I did it. What evidence do you have?” 
 
                  “We have motive, lack of alibi, an assault. It’s looking really bad for you.” 
 
    “I have an alibi. I was with Grey all night, and I know he came to the police station. You’re not tricking me. I’m not some uneducated bumpkin.” 
 
                  “We talked to Mr. Hershire earlier. After explaining to him the seriousness of this A-class felony, he said you didn’t respond when he tried to contact you tonight, and that you never actually went out on a date.” 
 
                  Elizabeth’s heart rallied. There was no way Grey was lying. This was a poor excuse to trick her. They had no idea who they were dealing with. 
 
                  “This is complete bullshit. There are text and call records on my phone proving he got in contact with me. You’re lying again. There’s a half dozen witnesses at the bar who could put us there when the fire started.” 
 
                  “About that...preliminary reports suggested the fire started slowly from three isolated points in the kitchen. It took about an hour before anyone outside noticed the blaze. The way we see it, either you went there before your date, or Grey drove you there and helped you.” 
 
                  “You’re lying.” Elizabeth could feel the tension rising in her chest. Things were getting out of control. She just needed to stick to the facts no matter how much they tried to twist things around. 
 
    “Mr. Werther was brand new in town. You’re the only person who knew him, and the only person who had reason to do him harm. You’re the only person in town who even knew it was a bakery.” 
 
                  “Oh please, my mom knows it’s a bakery too. She was there.” 
 
                  “Are you saying, she might have done this?” 
 
                  “No! She’s a harmless, little old lady who’s too nice for her own good. God, you’ll just accuse anyone, won’t you?” 
 
    “Duncan!” A third officer popped his head into the interrogation room. “He said he drove her to the bakery.” 
 
                  Elizabeth’s heart dropped. There was no way Grey would incriminate her. This had to be an elaborate trick. 
 
                  “Stop. You’re saying Mr. Hershire confessed to driving her to the bakery before it was set on fire?” 
 
                  “Yeah. We have his signed statement and everything.” The third officer handed Duncan a sheet of paper covered in writing. Duncan studied the paper a moment. 
 
                  “Good job, Murphy,” said Duncan. Murphy nodded and left the room. 
 
    “Would you care to see this?” said Duncan, holding out the paper for Elizabeth. She snatched it from his hand and began to read. The handwriting wasn’t great, but she could make out a confession where Grey said he had drove her to the bakery after dark and waited outside several minutes. In exchange for driving her there, she had promised him sexual favors. He said he had no idea she was going to burn the store down and had been told she bought the space. They only went to the bar to establish an alibi then left immediately after the fire was discovered. 
 
                  “This is bullshit...” Elizabeth mumbled. On the bottom of the paper was Grey’s signature. 
 
                  “Now we have a witness to testify against you. Are you sure you want to proceed with this lie? Just tell me what happened. Tell me the truth, and I’ll ask the district attorney to go easy on you. She loves making deals if the suspect cooperates. Let me help you, Elizabeth.” 
 
    Elizabeth could only shake her head as she read the confession over and over. Is that why Grey came to the station, to absolve himself of possible blame? Did his loyalty end the moment he was facing more jail time? 
 
                  “Grey didn’t write this,” said Elizabeth, sliding the paper back across the table. 
 
                  “I assure you, he did. Listen, you’re new in town. You might not know Grey has a daughter. We arrested him a pair of times for drunk driving, and he lost partial custody of her. Right now, there’s a hearing for him to regain custody. We told him if he cooperated, we would speak on his behalf to the family court judge and explain he fully cooperated in our investigation. If he didn’t cooperate, he would be an accomplice to a class-A felony and never see his daughter again. I don’t know what kind of relationship you have with Grey, or what kind of favors you promised him, but I can promise you that your relationship with him is nowhere near as powerful as the love he has with his daughter. Let me help you, Elizabeth. If you confess, I can get you probation. You won’t have to serve a day in jail. We’ll knock it down to vandalism. It’s your first offense. You’ll be able to go home. You said it yourself. You have an MBA. Don’t throw your life away on this mistake.” 
 
    Elizabeth clenched her fists to stop from shaking. It felt like the shards of her life were shattering around her. Her deepest fear, the fear of being trapped in Corinna, was becoming a living nightmare. Just a chance encounter with Grey then Dave, and now her entire life was spiraling out of control. She needed to get a grip, but there was nothing to hold onto. 
 
    “Don’t do this, Elizabeth. If you don’t confess, the DA will pursue first degree arson. The maximum for that is thirty years. Just confess and we’ll knock it down to third degree. Five years’ probation, max. You’ll be able to live a normal life. You don’t want to go to jail for thirty years. Even with good behavior, you wouldn’t be out until you were in your fifties. Don’t do this to yourself.” Officer Duncan reached his hand across the table, but Elizabeth withdrew. It wasn’t going to go down like this. She had worked too hard and sacrificed too much to escape this town. They weren’t going to railroad her into county jail. She had to make a stand. She wasn’t going to end up in some Netflix documentary. 
 
    “Arrest me then. I’m innocent. You know what kind of fucking lawyer I can afford? I can afford a team of lawyers. I just sold my startup for five million dollars. And once I skate on the charges, I’m suing you and this whole goddam department. You have no fucking idea who you’re dealing with. You think you’re going to administer some country justice and railroad the first suspect you can find? Well I’m going to fuck you sideways when I sue this place into the ground.” 
 
                  “Damn...” said the other officer, leaving the room. Officer Duncan shook his head and took her away. 
 
    “Elizabeth Winfield, you are under arrest for second degree arson. Anything you say can and will be used against you.” Officer Duncan read her Miranda Rights as he setup a finger printing kit. Each of her fingers were inked and pressed into a card with her vital information on it. Then she was photographed. 
 
                  “I want my fucking phone call. How much is my bail?” 
 
                  “Seventy-five thousand dollars,” said Duncan with a hint of satisfaction. 
 
                  “Jokes on you. I can easily afford that. Just because my mom’s broke doesn’t mean I am. I’ll bail myself out right now.” 
 
                  “Can’t. You need to go to court to post bond, and right now you’re in holding until your arraignment Monday morning.” 
 
                  “Then take me to the court.” 
 
    “We don’t do that. Besides, courts closed on Sunday. You’ll just have to sit in holding until then. And we don’t allow inmates to bail themselves out. You’ll need to contact a bondsman after you’ve been transferred to county.” 
 
                  Elizabeth was too furious to react to the fact she was heading to a county jail. She wanted to burn this whole goddam building to the ground, financially of course. They had fucked with the wrong bad bitch.  
 
                  Officer Duncan set a rotary phone on the counter for her. Fortunately, she knew how to use one from growing up poor. Elizabeth dialed her parents’ house. She wasn’t sure if they would answer so late, but they did. 
 
                  “Hello?” said her mom on the other end. 
 
                  “Mom, it’s me. Long story short, I’ve been arrested, but I’ll be out as soon as possible. Don’t make any more decisions about the bakery until I’m out, understand?” 
 
                  “What! You’ve been arrested? Oh, dear, what happened?” 
 
                  “I’m not going to explain all this over the phone. It’s just a bunch of bullshit. I’ll be out as soon as I can post bail. Don’t do anymore stupid things.” 
 
                  “Maybe it’s just better if you stayed in jail...” her mother trailed off. 
 
    “What!” 
 
                  “Just stay where you’re safe so the brownies don’t get you.” 
 
                  “What the hell are you talking about? Mom?” 
 
                  No answer, only a dial tone. Elizabeth hung up, frustrated with her mother once again. Instead of a traditional jail cell, Elizabeth was led to a large, isolation room off the lobby. 
 
    “We have to house you away from the men. We use this room for women, because frankly we don’t arrest a lot of women in Corinna. Have a nice night.” Officer Duncan slammed the door. Alternating waves of fury, terror, and sadness washed over her like waves from an indignant ocean. She hopped onto the bed bolted to the wall and groaned. The mattress was simply a partially inflated air mattress, not comfortable at all. She was too panicked and furious to sleep, so she stared at the concrete ceiling instead. 
 
    Moments later, as the exhaustion of the day finally threatened to put her to sleep, the handle on the door jiggled. The motion lights in the room came on, and Elizabeth watched the door. She swore she could hear several squeaky voices outside as the handle continued to wiggle despite no one’s head in the tiny window on the door. Finally, the door swung open. Elizabeth knew right in that moment what Alice must have felt when she first heard and saw the talking rabbit. Her ironclad grasp on the real world was released, and her sensibilities were cast out to land among the stars. Standing in the doorway were six, gnome like brown men who couldn’t have been more than a foot tall each. They were slightly stout and wearing strange clothing like the fighting Irish mascot. The group shoved and poked each other until one with a dark beard started slapping the others. Elizabeth could only stare. 
 
                  “You ready to bust out of here?” the bearded one said, his hands proudly on his hips like a tiny superhero. 
 
                  “What the fuck are you?” Elizabeth muttered. 
 
                  “We’re the brownies!” 
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