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Chapter 1
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Bailey scrambled to the living room window, and Elizabeth knew that Brenda Arber had returned.

“I want to see him!” Bailey shouted. “Mommy, Paul is here. I want to hold that little guy!”

Brenda Arber. Who didn’t even live in the same development. Why did she have to walk that little pug past Elizabeth’s house every day after school? Bailey needed all the help with her homework she could get, and Elizabeth paid a tutor top-dollar for it.

“Come on, Bail,” Nathan, the tutor, pleaded. “Finish your sight words, and maybe your mom will let you play with the puppy on his way back.”

“He doesn’t come this way back,” Bailey protested. “Mrs. Arber takes him the other way home!”

Elizabeth had mixed feelings about Mrs. Arber. On one hand, she admired Brenda and her husband’s dedication to protecting Stonesbury from an overzealous developer who had razed three neighborhood farms in recent years. On the other, the continual parading of her pug in front of Bailey and her brother always resulted in an argument that left Elizabeth exhausted every single time: 

We are not getting a dog!

“All right,” she told Bailey. “I have something I want to discuss with Mrs. Arber. You can have five minutes with the dog, but only if it’s okay with her. Oh, and with Nathan.”

Nathan reached for his phone. “No problem. I need to text Chelsea,” he said. Chelsea was a sitter Elizabeth hired a couple of years back. Instead of watching the children, she’d killed time posting selfies to social media. Now she was dating Nathan, who did her bidding with the zeal of a borderline nerd dating a girl out of his league.

The door slammed as Elizabeth followed Bailey out to the curb.

“Hi, Paul!” Bailey called. “Mrs. Arber! Can I say hello to Paul?”

Panting uncontrollably, the pug yanked Brenda towards Bailey.

“Stay on the sidewalk,” Elizabeth told the child. To Brenda she said, “He’s strong for such a little dog.”

“My husband calls him Hercules.” Brenda, looking sleek in A-List yoga gear, tightened the leash. The dog’s legs scraped at the pavement comically, going nowhere. “But this freakishly hot weather isn’t doing him any favors. He requires constant air conditioning.”

“Air conditioning in March. Can you believe it?” Elizabeth said. “I guess my recycling efforts haven’t paid off.”

Brenda pressed a hand to her damp brow. “Nor mine. Climate change is no joke. We have to make corporations take responsibility.”

Elizabeth thought for a second about how they might do that. Greta Thunberg had largely been ignored. Then she remembered she had a tutor inside waiting for Bailey, and she still hadn’t figured out what to make for dinner.

Bailey lavished Paul with hugs and kisses. “I love him so much,” she squealed.

The dog wriggled away towards Elizabeth, grunting hungrily like a piglet. He stood on his hind legs and scratched furiously at her knees.

“He likes you, Elizabeth. He wants you to pet him,” Brenda said.

“I like him, too, but –.” She fought an overwhelming urge to scoop up the little fellow and rub his accordion-skinned head. She had never seen anything so cute in her life. Oh, she wanted to squeeze him!

She patted him gently between the ears and avoided eye contact.

“And your son, Travis, likes him,” Brenda was saying.

“Oh, you mean Trevor.” Bailey said, reaching over and hugging the pug from behind. “But everyone loves Paul, don’t they? Don’t they, boy?”

“Travis, Trevor.” Brenda shrugged. “Paul loves Trevor, too. There’s no denying that. I saw it myself last week.” She pulled on the leash to get the pug’s attention. “Don’t you, Paulie? Elizabeth, your kids need a dog. They’re great for teaching responsibility.”

Really, Brenda? 

Now Elizabeth would spend another dinner hour listening to her children plead, “Even Mrs. Arber says we need a dog!”

“We’d like a dog,” Elizabeth said, keeping her eyes averted from Paul. “But I have my hands full with martial arts and piano lessons.” So far, Bailey didn’t share Trevor’s aptitude for music, and her slow progress in reading suggested she had inherited Elizabeth’s learning disability. “I have a tutor waiting inside as we speak.”

Brenda blinked. “A lot of people do all those things and have dogs, too.”

Why had Elizabeth allowed herself to be subjected to this conversation? Then she remembered the reason.

“We don’t have time right now for any pets,” she continued. “But I do have time to sign Bailey up for Scouts. I wanted to talk to you about that.”

“My troop, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it’s already March. We’re in the middle of cookie season. We end for the year in May, which is coming up fast. I could put you down for September and see what happens, but our troop is packed to the seams. I'll put Bailey on the waiting list.”

“It is late in the year, but we’d be delighted to join now and sell cookies,” Elizabeth said. This was a lie. Elizabeth had zero desire to beg customers trailing out of the Super Center to buy junk food infested with fake fat and sugar, but she’d do what it took. However, Bailey needed an activity where she might excel. Her self-image depended on it. According to Gloria, Elizabeth’s real estate mentor, self-image determined success or failure in every aspect of life.

Brenda shook her head.

Would Elizabeth have to beg?

“It’s just that she’s a creative and energetic child.” And the piano lessons are not working out, and she knows they’re not working out, and she’s not doing particularly well at school, and I want her to be good at something. “People say great things about your troop: the baking and the visits to the nursing homes, and that amazing garden you built to supply the homeless shelter. I really want Bailey – both of my children, actually – to be of service to the community.”

“I’d really would love to have her.” That shrug again. “If only we had room.”

“You have a ton of little girls, I understand that, but I’d be glad to help out.”

Who knew? Maybe Elizabeth and Brenda would even become friends. Elizabeth needed a new friend, especially after Cathy moved to China two years ago. Since then, Elizabeth had made only one friend, Lucas, the guy who accompanied her when she played the organ at church. But that wasn’t the same thing. Was it?

“Not to change the subject,” Brenda said. She had a beautiful nose, Elizabeth noticed, and her black hair gleamed blue under the unseasonably warm sun. “But you're aware of the proposal to raze the farmland along the river?”

“Not another farm,” Bailey said, squeezing Paul’s head. The pug wound his neck around her arm happily, knocking her onto the sidewalk.

“I picked up on some murmurings. Arnie Sprintenratt?” Elizabeth asked.

“Who else?”

“But he already has another commercial project on Federal Avenue. How much farmland did he raze for that one?”

“You’re talking about Sutton Village?”

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “Sutton Village? I’m surprised he didn’t just call it Sutton Place.”

Brenda didn’t seem to get the reference. Just because Elizabeth once had grandparents in New York didn’t mean everyone did.

“Sutton Whatever,” Brenda said. “Construction is almost done, so he’s on to the next thing. The rumor is he has a boatload of other proposals on the drawing board. It’s never enough. The man is destroying this town brick by brick, stone by stone. Keep building, jackass. He has his lawyer selling this latest project to the Planning and Zoning Board tonight. We need everyone who cares about this town to raise hell at City Hall. Can I count on you?”

A fruitless meeting on a weeknight would interfere with Elizabeth’s plans to refinish chairs she found at a tag sale, but she had to try to stop this fool from gobbling up her once-quaint New England town. In addition to the eradication of farmland, four Revolution-era buildings had mysteriously burned down in recent years. The high rises that replaced them looked like buck-toothed third graders in a kindergarten class.

––––––––
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ELIZABETH REMOVED THE ground beef from the fridge. If she used jarred sauce, she could put spaghetti and meatballs on the table quickly and get to the meeting on time. Nathan had agreed to stay with the children.

Her phone buzzed. She washed and dried her hands and hit the speaker button.

“It’s me,” said the gravelly voice. Millie.

Two years ago, Elizabeth helped Millie sell her house after a previous realtor failed. Since then, the old woman had rewarded her with lucrative referrals from her friends at the Stonesbury Senior Center.

“Are you up for a challenge?” For a non-smoker, Millie sounded like she had a two pack a day habit.

Elizabeth rolled some beef into a ball and smiled. This woman consistently passed along motivated and pleasant sellers. “Another tough client?”

“Okay, everybody I’ve sent so far has been a piece of cake, but this one is different. You've heard of Pierette Winsom?”

“She owns Winsom Farm, yes. She’s also Arnie Sprintenratt’s stepmother.”

From her perch in the choir loft where she played the organ, Elizabeth spotted Pierette gliding into the first pew at the five o’clock Mass every Saturday. She also spotted Sprintenratt and his wife at the same Mass, but never saw Pierette and Arnie make eye contact, let alone speak. Lucas cited bad blood, but he hadn't gone into details. He sided with Pierette, whom he deemed a Stonesbury treasure.

“Well, she’s selling. The house, the farm, the whole shabang.”

“That farm has been in her family since 1660.”

“Since 1658, actually.”

“She can’t be selling.”

A long pause followed. Elizabeth pictured Millie’s mouth tightening into a little acorn. “Read my lips. Pierette is selling.”

“I can’t read your lips over the phone, Millie, but I know you wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true.” God only knew how Arnie Sprintenratt would mangle that property if he got his hands on it.

“Pierette has this idea she’s going to relocate to New Mexico. She’s seventy-eight years old, for crying out loud.”

Elizabeth and Lucas often played a game of trying to put an age on Pierette. Lucas, who worked alongside his parents in their restaurant, The Red Jockey, had plenty of opportunities to view her up close because she ate there every week after Mass. It was also her favorite place for lunch. He put her anywhere between sixty to eighty. Now, Elizabeth considered Pierette’s elegant silver hair and regal carriage, a contrast to the unlined face, the spritely step in ballet flats and Capris. She could believe the woman was seventy-eight; however, she was unlike any seventy-eight-year-old woman she had ever seen.

“So, she’s expecting your call,” Millie said. “And she's champing at the bit to sell, so chop, chop.”

Elizabeth glanced at the clock over the sink. She still had to brush her hair and put on lipstick before she left for the meeting. She also wanted to call Gloria first and see if she could enlist her to come along. She’d ring Pierette tomorrow, after the children left for school.

“You got a pen?” Millie asked.

“I do,” Elizabeth said, scrambling through the kitchen drawer.

Millie recited Pierette’s number.

––––––––
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“HOW MANY TIMES ARE we going to have this discussion, Liz?” Gloria said. The clatter behind her voice placed her in the middle of a happy hour somewhere.

My name is Elizabeth. Not Liz. Elizabeth wanted to correct her every time she said it, but she owed her too much.

Gloria had already made peace with Arnie Sprintenratt’s mission to destroy the neighborhood. She’d collected several choice commissions in recent months selling some of his older residential units, which featured splendid curb appeal and substandard plumbing. Still, Elizabeth couldn’t help but try to pull her back from the dark side.

“We can’t sit back and let him gouge the planet without a fight.”

“This proposal’s a done deal. The next one will be, too. Those are the facts, sweetie.”

“But where does it stop, Gloria? Sure, the money’s great now, but what is the quality of life going to be here in five years? The traffic on Federal Avenue is more brutal by the day.”

“Take your commission checks and buy a helicopter. Seriously, though, you can’t beat him, so you might as well join him.”

“And then what? Move to a place that still has trees until someone comes along and cuts those down, too?” From the window, Elizabeth spotted a fox running along her driveway into the woods. “I want my disapproval entered into the public record.”

“I respect that, Liz, but it’ll change nothing. The system is corrupt, and there’s nothing you can do about it, so you might as well take your piece of the pie. The proposal tonight is for luxury condos.”

“I had the impression it was for another commercial project.”

“Not this one. The next one, probably. And if you want to keep your kids out of college debt when the time comes, you'll climb aboard.”

Elizabeth sighed. She could only take the argument so far. She didn’t want to make Gloria sorry she’d taken her under her wing. If it hadn’t been for the real estate training, she would surely be on public assistance by now.

“Even if I wanted to climb aboard, I'm pretty sure I can't. You know better than I that my ex-sister-in-law and her husband are exclusive agents on Sprintenratt’s Sutton Village. He gave them the shopping plaza and the medical facility. Their ethics may be shaky, but they move units, and that's all he cares about.”

“After the stunt your sister-in-law and her husband pulled on Millie, they're lucky they still have a real estate license. I’m every bit as ambitious as Mary Pat and Tom Westerly. The difference is, I’m honest.”

Elizabeth blew her bangs out of her eyes. “I keep telling myself karma will catch up with them some day. I’ve been waiting a long time.”

“Mary Pat’s so crooked she should run for Congress,” Gloria said. “Have you seen Sutton Village? It’s going to be a theme park for shopaholics—and alcoholics. Cobblestone streets and shops out of a Dickens Christmas. A boatload of upscale bars and restaurants. Every high-end national retailer in creation is fighting to for space in there. Mary Pat and Tom must be making a killing.”

“According to my son, they’re currently replacing their old pool with a bigger one and a jacuzzi. When they made the shift from residential to commercial real estate after Millie blackballed them, it really paid off.”

“Thing is, this new residential project is targeted for wealthy out-of-towners who don’t know their reputation.” Gloria sighed. “Sprintenratt just may give them the exclusive.”

“Well, I’m happy to report that I have some good news. Millie shot me another referral. The seller is highly motivated. Wants to meet me right away.”

“So, when’s the meeting?”

“I still have to give her a call.”

“What are you wasting time on the phone with me for? Call her now.”

“I’m running late for this meeting, Gloria.”

“That meeting won’t put money in the bank. Get your priorities straight, Liz. I’m hanging up.”

Gloria clicked off. Who did she think she was telling Elizabeth what her priorities should be? It was bad enough that she still expected her to recite those affirmations in front of the mirror every morning, even if she had to admit they probably helped. God forbid she should drop dead on the sidewalk and someone found the list in her wallet while rifling through it for ID.

Elizabeth threw down her personal phone and removed her business phone from the kitchen drawer. She dialed Pierette’s number. With any luck, the old broad would be sipping on a martini at The Red Jockey and let the call go to voicemail.

“This is Pierette,” the woman said immediately. “You come highly recommended, Ms. Candew.”

“Hello, Miss Winsom,” Elizabeth said, slightly startled. “How did you know it was me?”

“I put your number in my contacts after Millie recommended you so as not to confuse you with spam.”

“Spam is a problem.”

“Listen, I have plans tonight, but I hoped you might pop over for a few minutes beforehand to see if we’re a good fit. Millie says you’re committed to conservation, and I think that’s a good start.”

“I have plans myself, actually. Can we meet tomorrow morning?”

“That won’t work. I go to Mass at nine, and I have a chess game at ten. Then lunch.”

Weekday masses didn’t have music, so Elizabeth wasn’t aware Pierette attended daily. “I guess I can do that. What time?”

“Can you be here in twenty minutes?”

Elizabeth put the address into her phone. The ride alone would take her fourteen minutes, barring an unforeseen road closure. That left six minutes for hair re-arrangement, goodnight kisses, and lipstick application.

“I’ll see you then,” she said.

––––––––
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THE SETTING SUN BORED into Elizabeth’s eyeballs. She reached for her sunglasses and steered her new Kia onto Davidson Road, beginning the steep ascent over the town of Stonesbury. She had been to Winsom Farm once and only once – for a reason. This incline reminded her of a hairy trip she and Russell had once taken in California, up the Pacific Coast Highway to Muir Woods, where a drop to oblivion beckoned inches from their tires. She didn’t dare sneeze then­­ — or now, but nobody else seemed to mind. Winsom Farms attracted both locals and New Yorkers, all eager to pick a pumpkin or pose with a Christmas tree and a cup of cocoa. If Elizabeth got this gig, she’d have to climb this mountain again. And again. A pill of anxiety fermented in the pit of her stomach.

“Play some Grateful Dead,” she told the sound system, believing that nothing bad could happen to anyone while listening to The Grateful Dead. “Eyes of the World” came through the speakers. Elizabeth breathed.

She could thank Gloria, who told her nobody would buy a house from a single mom in a minivan covered with Cheez-It crumbs, for talking her into buying the Kia. No doubt the van would’ve given up the ghost, rocketing her back down the mountain into rush hour traffic, where she would be smashed to smithereens. Elizabeth wondered how Pierette managed to get off this property after a blizzard. She must own an army of snowplows. Elizabeth had never known her to miss a Mass.

She pulled into a spot nearest the house, which turned out to be on an angle, and opened her door. As she reached for the folder containing her business card, the door slammed back on her shin. 

Not a great omen. 

She limped up the front walk, examining the fresh white paint and prettily designed tin roof that blazed in the setting sun. She’d couldn’t fully appreciate the house during that visit years ago because she’d been soothing Trevor, who’d been bitten by a hornet. And she’d been fighting with Russell. 

Elizabeth identified the house as a Greek Revival, set off by a spacious Victorian wraparound porch. Behind it stood the barn, the stables, and a three-car garage — a recent incarnation of a structure that kept an ancestor’s horse-drawn carriages from the elements. She consulted her clipboard for the specs: Five bedrooms in a formerly 1000-square-feet building that had been thoughtfully enlarged and updated over the centuries to include four bathrooms, an in-ground swimming pool in the back, and a jacuzzi. The wall of trees above the stretch of land where next year’s Christmas trees grew would bud in a week or two. It was a splendid property with a majestic view, but its perch on the tippy top of town made it a tough sell for anybody who wasn’t a farmer or a hermit. What parent wanted to race down Davidson Mountain at the crack of dawn to put their kids on a school bus?

A brass plate affixed beside a great big red door read SILAS WINSOM, CIRCA 1658. The doorbell intoned a baritone sound. The great big door drew open. A dwarfed Pierette cuddled a fluffy Maltese.

“Come in,” she said briskly. The dog craned its neck towards Elizabeth.

Elizabeth followed Pierette into a living room that managed to look historic yet fresh. A navy wall set off opposing white walls, each sparingly decorated with colorful paintings. Photos in silver frames winked cheerfully from the mantle.

“Cute dog,” Elizabeth said, remembering a story she’d heard about a woman who tipped restaurant servers based on how much they fussed over her baby.

“Her name is Grace. Isn’t it, Gracie?” Pierette pressed her lips to the Maltese’s head and set her down.

The dog snuggled up against Elizabeth’s ankle. “Grace, as in the grace we receive through the sacraments?”

“Grace.” Pierette smirked. “As in Grace Slick. You’re not so young that you've never heard of Grace Slick?”

“Of course not. She’s the singer in Jefferson Starship.”

“Jefferson Airplane, but early Starship wasn’t terrible.” Pierette gestured for Elizabeth to sit down on a white brocade couch. “I’ll bet you thought I’m too old for Jefferson Airplane.”

“Uh, no,” Elizabeth lied. “Not at all.”

“You do realize I’m younger than Grace Slick, and I’m alive, which is more than I can say about some of the rest of that band.”

Elizabeth shifted uncomfortably. She didn't know what to say.

“The problem with young people is that they forget that older people were once young people.” She ran a hand through her glossy silver bob. “We weren’t born this way.”

Gracie hopped onto a pillow on the end of the couch. Thinking twice, she made her way towards Elizabeth and settled herself in her lap. Elizabeth surreptitiously surveilled the environment for evidence of the Grateful Dead.

“She likes you.” Pierette clapped her hands. “And if Gracie likes you, you just may be the right person for this job.”

The specter of the P&Z meeting loomed. What time is it? Elizabeth didn’t dare look at her watch, lest she offend a potential client.

“When Millie recommended you, she didn’t mention your experience. How much do you have?”

“About two years,” Elizabeth answered.

“So, you’re the new kid in town, which means you’re not jaded.”

“I hope not.”

“I’m told you don’t sell new development.”

“Not usually, but there was an exception. I represented a man on Dudley who had a family tragedy.”

“Dudley is on what used to be another farm.” Pierette averted her eyes. “I strenuously oppose the destruction of farmland. Millie said you do, too.”

“I do, but I knew this man’s wife. She was murdered.”

Pierette winced. “Oh, that. Things like that never used to happen around here, but if you build it, all sorts will come. If they don’t respect the land, how can you expect them to respect life?” 

“Overdevelopment is a problem. It’s a big problem. A deer was hit last week outside the Olive Garden. Animals are being pushed out of their habitats.”

“Exactly. Did you happen to read the sturm und drang about the flock of turkeys that held up the exit from Stop and Shop parking lot? Such drama!” 

“I didn’t, but don’t get me started on Sutton Farm,” Elizabeth said.

“Sutton Village now.” Pierette rolled her eyes. “I’m surprised my stepson didn’t call it Sutton Place.”

“That’s what I said!”

“It seems we’re on the same page,” Pierette said.

“Do you mind if I ask why you’re selling?” Elizabeth asked. “Millie said you want to relocate, but wouldn’t you rather keep the property in the family rather than risk it falling into the hands of a developer?”

Pierette’s shoulders fell; the question seemed to drain her. “My children do not want anything to do with a farm. They want me to sell and move on with my life. If I don’t, they will sell to whomever the minute I die. They don't live in the area. My daughter is a surgeon in Philadelphia, and my son lives in L.A.”

She stood up and took a photo off the mantle. “This is my son and me five years ago at the awards.”

“Is he an actor?”

“A screenwriter. Look, that’s Gwyneth Paltrow over my shoulder. Bet you thought I didn’t know her, either.”

Elizabeth smiled foolishly. “Let me ask you something. Did you drive your kids to school, or did they take the bus?”

“We had a cowman who took them.”

Elizabeth had yet to represent a buyer who had a cowman.  "If you sell, the builders will be on us like white on rice.”

Pierette’s chummy demeanor gave way to an authoritative tone. “And that’s why I’m hiring you. Your job is to keep the white off the rice.”

“Your stepson, you mean.”

“Exactly, and when we finish with him, we’ll keep others like him at bay. I feel compelled to tell you his father was a different kind of man altogether. His will provides for the Every Child in the World program he founded, and he donated the funds for the site. I wished he had put his name on it, but he said the foundation was about the children, not him. He was a humble man, unlike his megalomaniacal son.”

“He sounds remarkable.”

“He left quite a legacy. And that’s my aim, too, to leave a legacy with this land and this farm. In the meantime, I’m doing everything I can think of to save whatever’s left of Stonesbury farmland and open space from little Arnie. He does not respect the land. He does not respect life.”

“It really isn’t fair to the animals.”

“Or the humans. My stepson has a reputation for using shoddy material. He doesn’t care about the people who buy those cereal box houses of his.” Pierette sat down across from Elizabeth. “Since you work at the church, I’m sure you’re aware that the son provided the funds for the altar renovation, but that’s a different thing. Arnie donates for applause and to keep people in his debt. I’m also pretty sure he thinks he can buy his way into heaven.”

“I guess if anyone can muscle his way in, he can.” Elizabeth chuckled. 

Pierette did not. 

Elizabeth cleared her throat. “What I mean is, I may not be the one you want to go up against someone with that kind of power. As I said, I only have two years’ experience in this business.”

“I have a good feeling about you, Elizabeth. I think I can count on you to find me a buyer who will love my land and preserve it for generations.”

And who happens to have a cowman to drive their children to school. 

“But how many people like that exist anymore? God knows I'd love the commission, but I have to be straight with you.”

“We have to have faith, dear.” Pierette replaced the photograph. "Anything could happen. Maybe Arnie will do us all a favor and die suddenly."

She brushed imaginary lint from the pristine pants that showed off her delicate, veinless ankles. “Oh, I've shocked you, haven't I? You're thinking I should go to Confession."

"I wasn't thinking anything," Elizabeth said, telling a second lie in a matter of minutes. Maybe I'm the one who should go to Confession. Elizabeth hated Confession. It wouldn't happen. 
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Chapter 2
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As she got back into the Kia, the door slammed on Elizabeth’s leg again.  

That’s gonna leave a mark.  

She blew hair off her damp forehead and snapped on the air conditioner. The Dead came over the sound system, Jerry Garcia warning her once again not to let a deal go down.  Elizabeth did not want to go head-to-head with a powerhouse like Sprintenratt.  She could use a good commission. She fast-forwarded Jerry to “Terrapin Station.”

Still, though. Protesting one of Sprintenratt’s insane proposals at a Planning and Zoning meeting was one thing; actively blocking him from acquiring his stepmother’s property was another. Elizabeth liked pleasant business exchanges; win-win situations. She avoided win-at-all-cost people. What lengths would a man like that go to achieve his aims?  

She lowered the volume on The Dead. Steering the Kia back towards the treacherous road, she called Millie. 

“Listen, I appreciate the referral,” she told her. “But I am definitely not the right person for this job.” 

“Cut the crap. You’re the only person for the job.”  

“Listen, Millie, I finally carved out a nice little life for myself and my kids. I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize that.” 

“What? Are we talking about the stepson? You’re afraid he’s gonna kill you? Not that I’d put it past him, but I wouldn’t worry about it. If you end up dead, he’ll be the first suspect.” 

“Or the second,” Elizabeth said, thinking of her contentious ex-husband. “Still, Millie, there are more experienced people who might fend him off.”  

“What about that other gal? The one you worked with when you sold my place?” 

“Gloria.” 

“Well, she knows what she’s doing, doesn’t she? She has the experience.” 

Elizabeth thought about what Gloria said earlier: Get your piece of the pie. Gloria also intended to work for Sprintenratt. Who knew what she’d do to make that happen? She claimed to be honest and stood way above Mary Pat and Tom, but Elizabeth had lately seen her bend a rule or two. Sure, Pierette would have to approve any sale of her property, but that wouldn’t stop Sprintenratt – perhaps with Gloria’s help – from funding a buyer who would transfer it to him before Pierette touched down in New Mexico.  

“Gloria has the experience, but you have the heart,” Millie said. 

Millie had only met Gloria three times. “How do you know she doesn’t have the heart?” 

“I’m eighty-three years old. I know everything.” 

“I have a bad feeling about this one,” Elizabeth said. “Things could turn ugly.” 

“Who cares? You’ve done ugly before, haven’t you?” 

“In a personal capacity, yes. Not with clients.” 

“You’re gonna come across a tough client sooner or later, honey. Some nut in the middle of a bad divorce who’s being forced to sell and threatens every poor schmuck who dares come near his house, for one example. You could get an underground oil tank leaking all over creation. I could tell horror stories. You can’t avoid a difficult situation forever.” 

“It's possible I can. Sometimes you have to walk away.” 

“Yeah, and to succeed in life, you don’t quit before you start,” Millie said. “You are aware that if Arnie Sprintenratt or one of his competitors gets his hands on Pierette’s property, they will destroy it. For Pete’s sake, you might as well drop a neutron bomb. And all that will be on you, hon.” 

“You give me too much credit. I’m not Wonder Woman. I’m just an average person trying to make a living.” 

“Yeah, well, you keep telling yourself that. From my perspective, the world is counting on you.” 

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. Some people would say anything to make a sale. 

“Really, Millie? The entire world?” 

“Yes,” Millie said. “The entire planet.” 

“I hate to break it to you, but my shoulders aren’t broad enough to carry the entire planet.” 

***
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ELIZABETH ARRIVED AT Town Hall for the dreaded meeting, where a multi-generational group of citizens had assembled on the front steps. A man in his sixties struck a chord on his guitar, prompting a smoky-voiced vocalist in her thirties to sing Patti Smith’s “People Have the Power.”

Elizabeth stopped and listened, observing protest signs. A woman in her twenties shook a piece of oaktag that shouted OKAY, BOOMER! The most daring sign showed a rodent recoiling from the spray of a can marked SprintenRATT KILLER! Elizabeth took note of its owner, a middle-aged man she recognized from the elementary school. The music teacher from the same school, Mr. Mosey, directed a group of small children to start banging tambourines. The crowd broke into an impassioned chorus with people clapping their hands wildly and squeezing their eyes shut. 

Embarrassed by the display, Elizabeth scurried into the building. The odor of bleach caught in her throat. She spotted Pierette on one of the many aluminum chairs set up for the meeting. 

Pierette sat in the front row, against the backdrop of a depressing paneled brown wall. Elizabeth admired the fact that, even though she intended to move to New Mexico and wouldn’t be affected by additional development, Pierette showed up for an event that would probably turn out to be a big fat waste of time. 

A dark-haired woman in the seat beside her seemed to make a point and threw her arms up into the air. Pierette nodded sagely. The woman made a slashing motion against her throat. She and Pierette fell into fits of laughter. Elizabeth took a seat in the back to avoid making small talk.  

The crowd from outside piled in to the room with their signs and filled every seat and space against the four walls. It was a decent showing but probably not enough to squash the project. If every resident who’d decried overdevelopment on social media had given up watching Jeopardy to come to this meeting, a mob would spill out onto Magnolia Avenue.

But Elizabeth couldn’t blame people for staying home. The Planning and Zoning Commission consisted of two members known for carefully considering the consequences of each proposal. They were beset by six others who made up their minds weeks before every meeting. Those six approved all petitions, no matter how they would ultimately degrade the historic New England neighborhood. As Gloria said, this latest Sprintenratt proposal was a done deal.  

A man with a walker came up the aisle. Elizabeth stood up.  

“This seat is available,” she told him.  

“I wouldn’t hear of it,” he said.  

“I have to pick up my son at kung fu in a half hour,” she lied. “This place is so packed, I’ll have to fight my way out. You’d be doing me a favor.”  

She darted towards the last free space against the wall, only to be beaten to it by Tom Westerly. At forty-five, her brother-in-law maintained a trim waistline carried over from his short minor league baseball career. He had fine, regular features; most people considered him good-looking. Right now, he needed a breath mint. Elizabeth found him devastatingly unattractive.  

“You’re wasting your time,” he told her. “This is a done deal.” 

That expression again: Done deal. 

“Why are you here then, Tom? Wouldn’t you be happier in your hot tub?”  

“Wouldn’t you rather be sacked out on your couch hitting a box of wine?”  

She had given up solo weeknight wine sprees two years ago, but Elizabeth wouldn’t try to convince this clown. He and Mary Pat got off on believing the worst about her.  

“We enjoy these gatherings,” he said, turning up his nose and inhaling dramatically. “The smell of victory.” 

“All I smell in this room is bleach on a 30-year-old layer of mildew.” She pulled a small tin mint box out of her bag. “Among other things.”  

He exhaled into his palm and sniffed. “You saying my breath is bad?”  

Ordinarily, she would deflect the question to spare feelings. “Please take one, Tom.”  

He ground the mints between his molars. “What I don’t understand is why you’re not cashing in yourself. You’re your own worst enemy, Elizabeth. Did Trevor mention that Mary Pat and I are upgrading our swimming pool and putting in an outdoor kitchen?”  

“He mentioned the pool.”  

“You have to stop by and see what you’re missing. In the meantime, may I make an observation?”  

“If you have to.”  

“If you would stop shooting yourself in the foot, you’d do all right. You’d still be married to a successful dentist, for one thing. You wouldn’t have to bother yourself selling real estate at all. You'd be swimming in your own backyard paradise and not have to lift a finger.”  

“Are we talking about the same successful dentist? The guy who gave me grief about buying a kiddie pool?”  

During their marriage, Russell, who’d readily splashed out wads of cash on ski equipment for his personal use, resented spending money on Elizabeth, whom he called a leech, and their son.

“Oh, but people change. Have you been to his house? Floor-to-ceiling windows out the yahoo, a four-car garage. But Tammi’s quite a woman,” he said of Russell’s girlfriend. “She has an effect on him.”  

“I got the better deal. He's not in my bed anymore.”

“TMI, Elizabeth.” Tom cleared his throat. “You’re a mother, remember? Although it wouldn’t be the first time you forgot.”  

There would never be an end to Russell’s family’s taunting her for the mistake she made, a mistake that married men repeatedly made since the dawn of time. The difference was, people let them get away with it. They made the money. They were entitled! Well, nobody forgave Elizabeth, then a stay-at-home mom Russell resented for not bringing in an income, but she did get a daughter out of the deal. She felt the color rise in her face. Do not take the bait.  

“Where’s Mary Pat this evening?”  

“Helping Hughey with his Math homework. Gotta keep his nose to the grindstone if he wants to be Ivy League.”  

A startling screech came over the sound system, rescuing Elizabeth from hearing a litany of Hughey’s dubious achievements. Some of the crowd dropped the signs they’d carried to cover their ears. The Commission Chair, Ted Tickel, leaned into the microphone and called the meeting to order. A coma-inducing read-through of the minutes ensued. The man Elizabeth gave her seat to snored so loudly he woke himself up.  

Finally, Tickel invited Elton G. Horriman, attorney for the developer, Arnold Sprintenratt, to address the assembly. Horriman wheezed his way up to the podium, positioning his button-straining stomach against it. His associate, a slender middle-aged woman in sky-high red patent leather pumps, took her place at a slide projector.  

Over the last fifteen years, Horriman had made loads of cash representing Sprintenratt’s interests, but as he launched into his sales pitch, Elizabeth wondered how someone so woefully out of shape had the energy to enjoy it. The project he proposed would comprise 140 residential units, indoor and outdoor pools, and a shopping mall.  

“Luxury living at its finest comes to humble Stonesbury,” he said.  

“We like it humble,” cried a male voice from the opposite wall.  

“Luxury living, my ass!” A woman with a sign showing the builder behind bars addressed the assembly. “My name is Mona Barrett Stickley. I want it put in your record. I talked my husband into buying a Sprintenratt house. Now I got toilet water pouring into the kitchen and no husband!” 

“I fail to see the connection,” Horriman said.

“Let me spell it out for you. My husband had a bad feeling about the house, but I talked him into buying it, and it turned out to be a complete disaster! Money down the drain. And he blames me for it!”

“Forgive me if I’m inclined to believe your marriage had bigger problems than a leaky pipe.”

Additional shouting ensued, accompanied by the shaking of signs.  

Ted Tickel brought down the gavel. “You people don’t speak until the public portion of the meeting. Pipe down, or I’ll throw you out.”  

Tom rolled back on his heels. “Horriman always gets what he wants.”  

The attorney turned to the woman in the pumps. “Next slide, Nadine,” he ordered, and a map of Horatio Road appeared.  

“You can see we have taken into account traffic patterns in the area. We know how you residents fret about additional vehicles invading the streets you live on, so we hired a team that specializes in analyzing current traffic patterns and the effect of the proposed project. If you look at line– Nadine, next slide – line three, you’ll see that even during the morning rush hours, approximately just twenty-five cars traverse Horatio Road in a fifteen-minute period.”  

The crowd sent up a groan sprinkled with expletives.

“BS!” a man shouted from the back. “It takes me twenty-five minutes to get three blocks to the parkway.”  

“You lie, Horriman!” shouted another man.  

“The pathetic, futile protests of Lilliputians.” Tom sighed. “They should have stayed home. Isn't The Bachelor on tonight?”

Elizabeth blinked slowly. "I haven't a clue."  

Horriman breathed into the mike. “You people might want to show a little gratitude. We could easily replace plans for this development with a low-income project.”  

Threats and additional expletives rose from the crowd. Ted Tickel brought down the gavel. Uniformed officers stationed at the exits stood at attention. The man with the sign showing the rat recoiling from the rodent killer let out a terrifying, primal sound. Elizabeth remembered how she knew him. It was Michael Arber, Brenda the Pug Walker’s husband.  

Elizabeth scanned the room and spotted Brenda against the opposite wall shaking a sign that read DEVELOP THIS!  

Arber stuck a finger in Horriman’s face. “Where are the owls gonna live, huh? You ever consider the goddamn owls? How many deer do you have to hit with your goddamn SUV? I hope some coyote finds you on the golf course and rips your fat ass to shreds, you smug bastard!”  

“That’s enough,” Tickel said. “Officers, take him out of here.”  

“No need, Chairman.” Horriman held up a meaty hand. “I want to set this man straight. I want to set all of these people straight. All they do is whine about progress. Whah, whah, whah!”  

“We’ve had enough of your idea of progress,” said Arber.  

Horriman flapped his tie contemptuously. “You spoiled little man.” He turned to address the assembly. “You spoiled people. Keep it up, and we’ll stick you not only with low-income housing but a homeless shelter. You pretend to care about the environment, but you only care about yourselves. We’re giving you a golden deal here. This project will skyrocket your property values. You already have the lowest taxes in the county, thanks to Mr. Sprintenratt. You should be throwing him a parade.”  

“At least a homeless shelter would help somebody,” Arber shouted.  

“Not on my watch,” Tom shouted back.  

“You could be right,” Horriman said, addressing Arber. “I can suggest to Mr. Sprintenratt that he buy land on your street and donate it for that purpose. He might enjoy the tax break.”  

Arber cleared his throat. Before he could speak, Horriman added, “Although I’m sure it’ll involve a tweak to the zoning regs in your area.”  

He turned to the P&Z members behind the dais and outstretched his arms, as if to ask, What do you think?  

The crowd went nuts. Seated people jumped to their feet. Shouts metastasized into screams.  

Tickel brought down the gavel. 

“One more outburst like that, and I’ll clear the building.”  

People clamped shut their jaws, hugging themselves for dear life. The man Elizabeth gave her seat to remained standing, leaning on his walker. “The farm you want to raze has been in this town since 1672,” he said matter-of-factly.  

“They burned women as witches in 1672.” Horriman shrugged. “So I guess progress is a positive thing. Wouldn’t you say so, Ladies?”  

This comment earned him a multitude of glares and more screaming.  

The older man persisted. “We had a litter of bear cubs on Federal Avenue last week. You call that progress?”  

“You’ll adapt,” Horriman said. “Especially when you see the decrease in your tax bill. We know how you people hate paying taxes.”  

Arber began waving his arms like a maniac. His eyes popped out of his head.  

He leapt for Horriman. “How do you look yourself in the mirror speaking to an old man like that? You piece of garbage!”  

“Sticks and stones, Mr. Arber.” Horriman smiled, revealing tombstone teeth. “Some of us work to improve this town, and some of us sit around calling names.”  

Michael Arber moved in and gave him a good shove. Horriman stepped back. He adjusted his tie and addressed the Chair. “Take him. I’m done with him now.”  

Two officers approached and grabbed Arber by the arms. They turned him toward the door, and as if on cue, the building’s metal doors clanged open. In sauntered Arnie Sprintenratt dressed for success in a granite gray suit and blindingly white shirt. His wife trailed behind him, her toes begging for mercy in tight sandals.  

Arber tried to shake off the officers. Failing that, he twisted his neck to shout at Sprintenratt. “You and your scum lawyer are in for a crash course in karma. What goes around, comes around.”  

Sprintenratt slid his hands into his pockets and took a step toward the wriggling man. “Arber, isn’t it?”  

“Michael A-R-B-E-R,” the other man said. “Make sure you spell it right so future generations understand who stood up to this megalomaniac.”  

“We are familiar with your raving emails, Mr. Arber. And your phone calls,” Sprintenratt said evenly. “We can spell your name.”  

“Yeah, and it's crystal clear you’re a dirty little thug. You might want to step carefully, lest you and your fat attorney end up in a highly uncomfortable spot.”  

“Did you actually say lest? Let me guess. You were an English major in college.” Sprintenratt chuckled. 

“Let’s see you use it in a sentence, moron.”  

Sprintenratt stood so close to Arber Elizabeth feared he'd bite off his chin. "Let's get back to this uncomfortable spot you mentioned."

Brenda Arber dropped her sign. She sped towards her husband, eyeing the officers desperately. “Let’s go home, Michael,” she said.  

“Yeah, Babe, let’s Neflix and chill while the world goes to hell.”  

“I’m going,” she said. “Get yourself an Uber.”  

“Enjoy your popcorn!” he shouted to her back.  

Sprintenratt shot his lawyer a gleeful side-eye. “Somebody’s sleeping on the couch tonight.”  

“I can’t wait until someone wipes that stupid smirk off your face,” Arber said.  

Damp on the forehead, Horriman peeled off his suit jacket. “You’re a big man, aren’t you?” 

“And you’re a massively big man, Fatso.”  

Ted Tickel brought down the gavel. “I said take him. We don’t have all night.” 

Arber flailed and continued shouting as the officers dragged him from the building. The doors banged closed. Behind them, the crowd heard a muffled vow to avenge the killing of Stonesbury’s wildlife. 
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Chapter 3
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The next morning, Elizabeth squeezed in a video call with her best friend before Trevor and Bailey woke up. Cathy poured herself a glass of wine at 5:45pm Chinese time. Elizabeth mixed creamer into her coffee. 

“I want to hear all about Henry,” Cathy said.  

So much had happened over recent hours that Elizabeth had forgotten about Henry.  

“I don’t think it’s going to work out,” she said. 

“You had one date. Give a man a chance.” 

“He’s not my type. Zero spark. “ 

“That would be to your advantage. Your type is always a disaster.” 

“I don’t think Henry’s the guy for me, Cathy.” 

“Why? What’s wrong with him? Does he have a tail?” 

“How would I know?” Elizabeth squinted. “I don’t sleep with everybody on the first date.” 

“That’s not what I meant.”  

The events of the previous night had left Elizabeth feeling keyed up. She didn’t want coffee, but she’d brewed an entire pot due to force of habit. She looked into her cup listlessly, deflated by the hopelessness of the P&Z meeting. 

“I’m just being hypersensitive because I ran into Mary Pat’s husband last night. He made a crack about my drinking.” 

“But you hardly drink anymore.” 

“I gave up the solo wine nights, but I'm I still good for a glass or two when I go out.”  

“It doesn’t matter if you down a case of beer with your mac and cheese. It’s none of Tom’s business. But who cares what he thinks?” 

“I wish I could stop letting him get to me.” 

“So, about Henry.” Cathy sipped her wine, looking glamorous. She’d started wearing makeup after the move to China. When Elizabeth and the children visited last Christmas, she discovered that her friend, who once alternated between no-nonsense blazers and yoga gear, now had a dress for every occasion, even visits to the fruit market. “What does he look like?” 

“He’s about six-one, and very fit. He looks like he works out, but he doesn’t talk about it.” 

“So, he’s fit but not a muscle head. That’s one for the plus column. What else?” 

“He’s divorced.” 

“Okay, so you have that in common.” 

“That is true, but I don’t have the details. Whether he was the wronged party remains to be seen.” 

“Look at you. You’re already casting him as a potential villain. Why does there have to be a wronged party? It could have been an amicable divorce. Maybe he and his wife outgrew each other. It happens. It happens every single day of the week.” 

“Right. Well, he owns a print shop. He does the menus for most of the restaurants in the area. He won’t eat at the ones who don’t use him.” 

“He supports people who support him. That’s reasonable.” 

“He’s a little sensitive about it, though. He went off on a former client who started having his menus made online. He went into paroxysms of glee telling me about how the guy went out of business. That could be a red flag.” 

“I wouldn't read too much into it. Not yet, anyway.” 

“We're setting the bar really low here, Cathy. The guy stopped at an ATM on the way to the restaurant.” 

Cathy shook her head. "You lost me. I don't see the problem."

“I like a guy who comes prepared. He left me double-parked on Chapel Street in New Haven. In his jeep with the top down at rush hour. People were giving me the finger from all sides.” 

“He couldn't use a drive-thru?” 

“You would think. And he talks about Elon Musk a lot. I think he has a man crush.” 

“Businesspeople admire businesspeople. Listen, give Henry another try. If he stops at a laundromat to do a wash, you have my permission to end it.” 

“I think he’s low effort, Cath.” 

“I’m just concerned because this is like the fourth guy you’ve dropped after a second date. Except you want to drop this guy after one date. Your behavior is escalating.” 

“Escalating behavior is what they say about serial killers.” 

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t think you really like men. It hit me in the shower this morning. Like, all the men in your life are villains.” 

“I don't know if I'm more disturbed that you think about my love life in the shower, or that you pegged me for a man hater." 

Cathy shrugged. "I think about a lot of things in the shower."

“I can think of a thousand men who aren’t villains.” 

“Name three.” 

Your father.” 

“I agree. Thank you.” 

“And your husband.” 

Elizabeth noticed something shift behind Cathy’s eyes. “I’m talking about Patrick.” 

“I know who my husband is.” 

“So, that’s two. Number three, I’m raising my son to be a non-villain, and you’ll be happy I hired a tutor-slash-babysitter who is a non-villain. So, that’s four non-villains.” 

“Out of a male population of four billion.” 

“Listen, my father was a top-tier villain, and so was my ex-husband. Excuse me for being cautious. I wouldn’t wish either of them on my worst enemy.” 

“Speaking of your worst enemy.” Cathy smirked. “How is Mary Pat?” 

“She has a new swimming pool.” 

“I thought she already had a swimming pool and all the other amenities of upwardly mobile suburban life.” 

“She has a bigger and better swimming pool.” 

“Tell me something went wrong for her. Nothing life-threatening, but something suitably horrible.”

“Hate to break it to you, but she's as annoyingly successful and beautiful as ever.  She looks better than ever now that she knocked off the lip injections. Time doesn’t touch her.” 

“Did she ever get rid of that mole?” 

“Nope. Still there like a loyal pet.” 

“It must have sentimental value. The woman never misses a pedicure, yet she clings onto that ugly mole. Or, rather, it clings to her. Like her subconscious is telling the world she may be beautiful but beware. Hey, for all we know, we're the only people who even notice the thing."

“I refuse to take my eyes off it. I find it oddly reassuring.”

“Because you hate her. Of course you’re going to focus on it.” 

“I don’t hate her, Cathy. I don’t hate anyone, or at least I hope I don’t. I dislike her.” 

"That mole is the mark of a villain. All villains should be required to have a mole like that. It would save the rest of us a lot of time.” 

“Red Garcia would have saved me a lot of time if he had a mole,” Elizabeth said of the high school boyfriend who had reappeared two years ago. “Stupid me for giving him a second chance. Which he blew.” 

“He blew it hard,” Cathy agreed.  

“So, you can see why I’m skittish about Henry. Who doesn’t have a mole, by the way.” 

“Not that you’ve seen yet.” 

“Come on, Cathy. Knock it off.” 

Cathy dangled her wine glass. “I just want you to be happy, baby.” 

“I am happy. I can pay my bills. I do what I want without permission. A relationship like yours and Patrick’s isn’t in the cards for everyone. I’m coming to terms with that.”  

Cathy momentarily broke eye contact. "Well, you have your own money now. That should make it even easier for you to date. You can take care of yourself if things go south.” 

“Except now I’m having misgivings about how I’m making money, or how I may soon be forced to make it. I’m selling existing houses, but the town is becoming flooded with new construction. In the two years you’ve been gone, Stonesbury has gotten so overdeveloped. You wouldn’t recognize parts of it.” 

“It was getting bad when I left.” 

“Now it's officially very bad. Developers are running amok, and nobody can stop them. Mary Pat and Tom are cashing in by selling new construction, hence the new swimming pool. Gloria thinks I’m a fool not to join them, but I don’t want to make my living steamrolling historic houses into oblivion. You wouldn’t believe what’s going on at Sagg Farm.” 

“Tell me,” Cathy said. 

“Elizabeth snapped her fingers. “It’s gone. Poof!” 

“How is that possible? The place was surrounded by a mountain of rock.” 

“You ever hear of Mount Rushmore? They have machines to eliminate mountains of rock. This one builder, Arnie Sprintenratt, is the worst offender. His stepmother owns Winsom Farm, which she’s putting up for sale.” 

“Pierette Winsom can’t put her farm up for sale.  It’s been around since the seventeenth century.” 

“Her plan is to find someone who loves the land and wouldn't dream of developing it, but it could easily fall into the wrong hands. Pierette despises her stepson, who happens to be Arnie Sprintenratt.”

“I knew they were related. Didn't know they didn't get along, though.”

“Well, she wants to hire me to make sure he doesn’t get near her property. I am not up for it, Cath. I get serious mob vibes from that dude.”

“Stay clear then.” 

“But then I risk him putting up a theme park. Although, I do see him at five o’clock Mass every Saturday. He’s probably not going to kill the lady who plays the organ.” 

“I doubt he's in the mob if he goes to Mass.” 

“Mobsters love to go to Mass. Surely you've seen The Godfather.” The coffee left a bitter taste on Elizabeth’s tongue. “They also like to drop off pastries at the rectory for the priests.”  

“You think Pierette could be a mobster, too?” 

“She's too refined. She's a gentlewoman farmer.”

“Meaning she wears a dress to milk cows?”

“Meaning she has people to milk cows. She attends the same Mass as her stepson, if you can believe it. They don’t even look at each other.”  
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