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​Chapter 1: A Thriving Partnership
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The flagship was an overambitious monolith among glassy, indifferent towers, its gold leaf signage straining under sun glare and soot. James never tired of tracing the storefront’s boldface letters on his way in, one finger skimming the fractured outlines as if reciting a liturgy: proof that a dream, properly brutalized, could outlive the hand that dared it.

Inside, the floorboards bled varnished warmth under a parade of soles. Everything else—oak shelving, brass light fixtures, even the dangling price tags—ran in a cold, immutable order James considered both sanctuary and confession. He stood behind the counter, a captain steadying his wheel, while the cash register spat neat ribbons of receipt and the rolling tally rose like the tide.

“Do you have it in glass?” a voice barked from the water aisle. Another: “Is this organic or just fake-healthy?” A third, thinner: “Does the card reader work now?” The customers arrived in waves, never pausing to breathe or marvel. They were young artists with their dying hair and black denim, tech drudges with obsidian laptops bulging their totes, old women in powder blue twinsets, hands pursed at the belly like nuns. James greeted each as if remembering them from another, worse life. Sometimes, he almost believed it.

The only rhythm was Zoe’s: a soft, compulsive tapping of jar bottoms on the shelving as she arranged the day’s new display—pickled ramps, sour cherries, shelf-stable umami pouches. She hummed through her nose, jaw set, fingers moving with that insistent economy of someone who did not trust the world not to end in the next minute. James watched her in the glass reflection, noting every time her gaze darted—front door, side window, ceiling camera, back again.

He knew she scanned for exits the way some people prayed. This, like all of Zoe’s worst habits, came from the portion of Los Angeles that never left her lungs. You could drag a girl from South Central, but you could not drag South Central from the line of her shoulders or the way her keys bristled like brass knuckles in her palm.

At precisely three, he cleared his throat and approached. The ledger, already open to the week’s bleeding red, felt cool against his hand. He caught Zoe’s eye as she balanced a final tin atop the pyramid.

“Remember when we started in that closet of a shop with the roof that peed rain for three months?” He let his vowels hang in the air, that corn-fed Midwestern timbre refusing to soften with time or distance.

Zoe snorted. “You called it ‘charm.’ I called it a tetanus death trap.” The words were a smile, but the smile didn’t reach her pupils.

James shrugged, flipping the ledger so the columns aligned with her gaze. “We survived.”

“We did.” She wiped her hands on her jeans, slow and precise, as if washing invisible blood from her fingers. “Barely. You still have that scar?”

Instinctively, his thumb pressed the faint ridge that split his right palm, legacy of the glass display case that shattered during their first renovation. He made a show of examining it, as if expecting a new story to have grown there. “Some people get tattoos. I guess we get accidents.”

She peered at him, hard, then shrugged. “Guess so.”

The moment stretched, an elastic quiet swollen by the hum of the HVAC and the occasional shriek of a streetcar outside. James waited until the last customer—a woman with clouded cataracts and a loyalty card torn into a perfect heart—exited, then leaned closer. “You see the numbers?”

She tapped the ledger, then the blue-highlighted margin that signaled the threshold crossed. “Yeah. More than last quarter.”

“I talked to the realtor. They’re unloading the old bakery on Twelfth for next to nothing.” He paused, savoring the revelation, like setting a bone before the break had healed. “Could be ours, if we move fast.”

Zoe looked up, and for a rare second the practiced wall around her face thinned. “Why would we want to?”

“Foot traffic, proximity to the university, rent’s a steal—”

“No, I mean, why push it?” Her voice barely registered above the hum. “Isn’t one empire enough?”

James glanced around the store: the sunlight fractured by high windows, the phalanx of cans on display, the humming ballast of fluorescent tubes. The satisfaction of order, so complete and so fragile, he could almost taste its afterimage. “You said it yourself—we survived. Now we build.”

Zoe’s hand slid along the shelf edge, fingertips grazing each seam, her eyes never stopping their patrol. “You ever get scared, James?”

He considered lying, then didn’t. “All the time.”

“Me too.” She exhaled, shifting weight from one foot to the other. “I’ll check out the bakery.”

James nodded, relief as fleeting as a heartbeat. “Want me to come with?”

She flashed him the sort of glance that held both promise and warning. “I’ll text you if I get murdered.”

The first hint of dusk lapped at the windows; a neon sign across the street stuttered awake, painting their domain in bloody blue. James watched the light pulse against Zoe’s cheekbone and the old scar on his palm. In the silence, every surface shone as if scrubbed for autopsy.

They watched each other, briefly allies in the uneasy detente of the closing shift, then returned to their stations. Outside, the city churned without noticing. Inside, two survivors drew up their battle plans, not knowing which trenches would hold, or which might flood again.

The back office could not be called an office by any stretch favored by realtors. At best, it was a converted janitor’s closet: its single window bricked decades ago, leaving only a vent to siphon out the aroma of burned coffee and panic. Here, the clutter took on a topographical character—dunes of crumpled invoices, stacked manifests like ancient tablets, a barrow of permanent markers and capped utility knives. The business license hung above it all, framed in plastic that had yellowed to a sallow rind. James often read it like scripture when the nerves began their tapdance behind his ribcage.

Zoe was first to collapse into the swiveled office chair, shoving aside a ledger and three unpaid gas bills with a sweep of her elbow. Her knees bobbed under the desk, pumping anxious Morse into the plywood. James hovered, unwilling to intrude on what he recognized as her sacred ground, until Zoe tilted her chin and gestured at the crate they used for a second seat.

“Don’t just stand there,” she said, and in her exhaustion James heard something softer, the crumbling edge of someone who’d kept watch through too many wolf hours.

He sat, ankles splayed. For a moment they just listened: the distant chime of the doorbell as another customer ghosted out, the persistent hum from the flickering fluorescent that painted the walls in a pale, sick blue. Zoe fingered the stub of a half-burned candle and rolled it back and forth, setting the tempo for whatever ritual came next.

“Your turn,” she said, glancing up at the license. “You do the hero speech.”

James resisted the urge to smile, though it ached in his face. “Hard to do with the subject of inspiration—” he ticked a finger at the sign “—sagging like that. Feels like a metaphor I should avoid.”

Zoe grinned, showing a chip in her front tooth that had survived a childhood fight over a vending machine grape soda. “At least it’s honest. None of that LinkedIn nonsense.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” James said, remembering the day he first arrived in Los Angeles: the heat already a physical assault, the air not so much breathed as endured. He’d wandered the blocks around that first, laughable shop with its plastic ‘OPEN’ flag and its walls sweating mildew, feeling entirely erased and then recast as something flimsier than even he’d anticipated.

“So,” she said, rolling the candle between her palms, “You want to know what my family said when I told them I was starting a business with a white boy from Minnesota who’d never seen a real city?”

James winced, but it was an old, practiced gesture. “Let me guess. Something subtle and supportive?”

“Something like that.” Zoe’s smile sharpened. “They thought you’d run at the first gunshot, or else get us both scammed into the ground.”

He shrugged, letting the words settle. “You ever think they were right?”

A pause. Then, “Not after you bled on the register.”

James let the silence bloom. The scar burned, as if the conversation itself picked at the tissue, the nerve-endings. “I guess I should thank the glass for my street cred.”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t get cute.”

The fluorescent overhead stuttered, then surged to a dim, funeral brightness. Shadows reconfigured themselves around them. On the desk, the document pile beckoned—a printout from a supplier, a glossy flier for local events, a community grant application started but unfinished.

He reached for the paperwork, as did Zoe, and their hands collided. Not a movie touch, but real—a knuckle grazing a thumbnail, the catch and release of skin. For a microsecond neither retreated.

“I’ll do it,” James said, meaning both the grant application and the part where she needed him not to blink.

“Damn right you will,” she replied, and slid the folder toward him, letting her palm rest atop his for the span of two heartbeats. Then she withdrew and let her fingers drum a nervous fugue against the desktop.

They worked the problem: community events, which nonprofits to approach, who might fund after-school snacks for the food-insecure. For all their grime and hustle, the block needed this place to survive. Zoe argued for the direct approach—door-knock, ask, repeat. James insisted on the slow build, a mailing list, maybe a fundraiser with local art. They sparred quietly, tossing fragments of an old conversation that ran deeper than ink or blood.

“I never planned to stay here,” he admitted, somewhere in the back half of the argument.

Zoe regarded him with the blank patience of someone already too tired for surprise. “Why did you?”

He considered lying. Then, “You made it impossible to leave.”

She made a noise—a bark of laughter or maybe the start of a sob—then leaned her head against the wall, arms folded like armor. “Don’t make me regret it, James.”

“Never.”

They wrote emails, filled forms, circled potential sponsors. The light above flickered again, then stilled. Shadows thickened at the edges of the room, swallowing the mess, the exhaustion, the years of barely holding on. Only the candle on the desk kept its vigil, the wick’s tip blackened but unbowed.

At the door, Zoe paused and scanned the corridor, as always. Then, over her shoulder, she said, “We built something that matters here.”

The words hung in the stale air: an epitaph, a spell, maybe just the last weapon in an arsenal against the inevitable. James looked at the wall and the curling license, and at Zoe’s narrow back framed in the doorway. He wondered how long it could all last, how many new cracks would form before the plaster gave way for good.

But he followed anyway, not bothering to shut the office light, letting the small, pulsing beacon burn on, just a little longer.

By six, the storefront had settled into its post-rush coma, fluorescent gleam pooled in rectangles on the gleaming floor. James and Zoe operated in near silence, slipping around each other with the low, practiced ease of predators who’d made peace with the pack.

Restocking was a reverse vandalism. Where the day had chewed ragged holes—empty canyons in the baby food shelf, flour sacks plundered to extinction—they stitched it all back, seamless. James anticipated Zoe’s next move, sliding open the fridge case before she reached for the milk crates; she restocked by the handful, the boxes hitting the wire shelf with soft, wet thunks.

“You know they discontinued the chickpea miso?” Zoe asked, voice faintly accusing.

James feigned outrage. “That’s half our margin, gone. You want to storm the distributor?”

She smirked, tossing an empty box into the recycling bin. “I’ll write the strongly worded letter. You man the battering ram.”

He loaded a case of soda into the lower fridge tier, aware of the way her presence bent the space: he could feel her breath and the static of her hair, the tremor in her knee as she squatted to adjust a shelf. They orbited closer, each pass marked by the briefest collision—a shoulder brush, the press of hip to hip in the cramped aisles.

The final customer was already waiting by the register, shoulders hunched in a quilted parka even as the city outside boiled under twilight. She had been coming since the first location, before the lease changed hands and gentrification became an unspoken epidemic. Her voice, thick with the residue of old cigarettes and older disappointment, wove the narrative: the neighborhood as it had been, the people vanished or priced out, the new world that had appeared without her consent.

“Funny,” she said, tracing the edge of a loyalty punch card, “how every time you think you’ve built a place to stay, somebody else is already eyeing the dirt under your feet.”

Zoe offered a noncommittal smile, ringing up the groceries with the same reverence as always. “At least you still know the best place for peanut brittle, Mrs. Carter.”

The old woman gave a cackle that was equal parts delight and defiance. “Damn right, honey.”

James double-bagged the groceries and placed them on the counter. “You want help getting this to the bus stop?”

Mrs. Carter eyed him, suspicion and gratitude in tightrope balance. “You’re a good boy,” she decided, “but I can manage.” She tucked the bags into her arm, pulling her hood up like a helmet, and shuffled into the fading day.

The store held its breath.

James turned the lock, the metallic click echoing through the aisles. For a moment neither he nor Zoe moved; they stood together in the center of the empty shop, surrounded by shelves that had been their only constants for five years.

In this hush, the security lights transformed the windows into mirrors. Their double images—slender, tired, defiant—hovered on the glass. Zoe reached for a stray can, aligned it with geometric perfection, and then stilled. James set the cash drawer, counted receipts, watching her in peripheral vision as one might track the presence of a ghost.

“Sometimes I still can’t believe we did all this,” he said, the words foreign even as he heard himself speak them.

Zoe stepped beside him, so close their arms touched from wrist to shoulder. She looked at him in the mirror, and her eyes were steel, and then not. “We’re just getting started, James.”

He tried to smile but found his face reluctant, as if a mask resisted removal. So he settled for standing there, letting her hand grip his, small and sure and unyielding. For a moment, the past—the busted roof, the bleeding hands, the skepticism that met them at every register—seemed weightless. The lights flickered, briefly throwing their shadows together on the far wall, a single dark mass at twice their size.

Then the world reassembled: keys in the pocket, registers locked, lists for tomorrow’s deliveries already building behind his eyes. They walked the length of the aisle, shoulder to shoulder, past the solemn witness of condiments and cereals, past the silent refrigerated case with its impossible geometry of yogurt containers.

At the front, Zoe turned the sign to CLOSED, fingers lingering on the glass as if inscribing some secret code into the night. They stepped out, the heavy door gasping shut behind them. The sky was thick with the onset of dusk, lights coming on in every window, a thousand tiny citadels defending themselves against the dark.

James and Zoe walked into the heart of it, guardians of their small and fragile dominion, the city folding around them like a closing hand.
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​Chapter 2: Roots and Aspirations
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James favored the back room during after-hours, when the hush drew its black shroud over the flagship’s show windows and the hum of neon spilled only so far as the storeroom linoleum. There, with the register silent and the brass light stilled, he could nurse a solitude more honest than the day’s small talk—more honest even than the sales figures, though those at least told their truth in red and black.

He sat on an upturned milk crate, elbows balanced on his knees, a shoebox of old photographs open on the folding card table before him. The air was staler here, freighted with the unlovely blend of expired flour, broken-down cardboard, and the mineral tang of the pipes. He pressed his thumb to the ridge that split his palm—a corded, numbed seam where the nerve would never regrow—and found comfort in the precise pain of it, the way each press sent a phantom shudder up his forearm and into memory.

He fished a photo from the pile. Four small rectangles joined by a perforated edge: him, maybe six, cheeks made broader by Midwestern winters and his mother’s fatal approach to carbohydrates. In every shot his hands gloved by mittens, always clutching something—a snowball, a branch, the red plastic handle of a wagon with a cracked wheel. The back bore the looping script of a mother’s nostalgia: “JANUARY 3, 19XX. -28F!”

He set the photo down and tried to reconstruct the day, but even now the air in Los Angeles was heavy, relentless; the best he could summon was the memory of shivering so hard he thought his teeth might chip, and the cruelty of wind across the fields, making every exposed inch burn.

He remembered his father, then: how he’d rise before sunup, shuffling into the icy kitchen with the full-body grimace of a man who felt every morning in his cartilage. The house always stank of paraffin and scorched oats. If his father felt anything for the world’s chill, he never admitted it, preferring the silent ritual of boiling and canning and the sound of jars pinging as they cooled on the counter. Preservation, he called it, as if the family might be sealed in aspic for spring’s eventual thaw.

James traced a thumbnail along the scar, then picked another photo—a portrait, more recent, the grain gone wormy with age. His mother sat at the kitchen table, a legal pad splayed in front of her, columns of numbers at half-mast beneath her bifocals. The light from the window caught the grey in her hair, made her look almost holy. He remembered her voice—thin, unwavering, a metronome for the home economy. There was always a pencil tucked behind her ear; she measured life in quarter-inches and redlined budgets with a kind of missionary zeal.

He shivered again, despite the thick and dying warmth of California in August. Sweat pooled at his temples but his hands remembered the old cold, and he caught himself rubbing them together, seeking that elusive friction, that first rush of thaw in a winter that never quite broke.

The next photo was one he’d always tried to lose. A shot of himself, not much older than now, standing in the drive with a suitcase in one hand and a Tupperware full of preserves in the other. He remembered how the rubber band had snapped around the lid, how the glass sweat cold against his palm, and how the car engine’s exhale seemed to mock the silence of the departure.

His parents flanked the porch behind him, stiffer than lampposts. His father wore the same camouflage jacket he’d always worn; his mother’s lips pressed into the white of the paper label she’d spent the night before writing—her handwriting neat even in resignation.

He remembered the goodbye, but only in negative. There had not been a scene. There had not been, as he’d half-hoped, a last-minute beg or blessing or even an insult. Just the sense of vacuum as the door closed, and the echo of his own footsteps on the salted walk. The car—he could not recall the make or the model, only the duct-taped dashboard and the way it stank of old cigarettes and failure—had choked itself to life and taken him west, to the infinite vacancy of the highway and then, days later, to Los Angeles and the slow suffocation of dreams.

It was all as distant now as a half-remembered hallucination, but he could feel its charge, its hum, in the new way his hands braced every surface and the new way he watched people’s mouths instead of their eyes.

The shoebox was emptying, photograph by photograph, and he spread them over the card table, arranging and rearranging—his own forensic tableau. He could make out the logic now, how the home he’d run from had installed its climate deep within his organs. Every neat row on the store’s shelf was a copy of his father’s pantries. Every perfectly balanced account, a hymn to his mother. The restlessness, the jumpiness, the need to do violence to monotony—his alone, maybe, but even that was a species of inheritance.

He pressed the heel of his hand to his eyes, feeling the pulse behind the bone. In the silence of the backroom, he could almost trick himself into thinking he’d returned—not to the farm, never that, but to a climate so pure in its cold it rendered all other pain ridiculous. California heat only reminded him what he’d abandoned.

The door to the sales floor was ajar, a blade of honeyed light slicing across the concrete. He stared at it, refusing to move, savoring the half-privacy of the dark. Tomorrow would come with its endless rituals: inventory, alarm codes, the point-and-click warfare of modern retail. He would see Zoe, and the scar on his palm would draw her eye. She would ask what time he wanted the delivery, and he would pretend to remember, and neither would name the sorrow that shadowed the walls, the shelves, even the taste of preserved fruit.

James gathered the photographs, stacking them with a practiced precision, as if they were fragile enough to crumble. He set them back in the shoebox, closed the lid, and ran a fingertip along the top edge. The nerve at the center of the scar buzzed in protest, but he was used to it by now.

He stood, shook the ache from his knees, and stretched. The present was waiting in the next room, already impatient, already half-feral with the promise of tomorrow. He stepped into the glare and left the shoebox in the dark.

In the windowless grid of the stockroom, Zoe set order to chaos with both hands and half a mind. The hands belonged to the present: quick, restless, moving at a tempo she couldn’t damp even if she tried. They cut open cartons, stacked jars, bled the marker tip against the block letters of each crate—always in black, always legible, never surrendered to the script of entropy that ruled the rest of the world.

The half-mind roamed. Each step along the cinderblock wall was a footfall back to a city that clung to her spine with the insistence of old scar tissue. The box cutter’s snap was the crack of the chain net on the basketball court behind her aunt’s place, South Central sun in her eyelashes, laughter skidding wild down the length of a scorched playground. She could almost taste the court’s dust, the iron from her skinned knees, the trailing ozone after lightning split the early spring sky.

Here, she counted inventory by rows and columns. There, it was the number of seconds a ball could hang in the air before a cousin or an enemy or sometimes both fought you for the rebound.

She reached for the top shelf and felt the momentary flex of the metal bracket, the same vulnerability as her brother’s homemade hoop. Her hands trembled, then stilled, a reflex old as breath: scan the exits, know your egress, time how long it takes to duck beneath a table or through a half-shuttered door. She never told James, but sometimes she mapped the entire floor plan in her sleep—every square foot, every blind spot, every hinge that needed oil.

Zoe’s mother appeared as a spectral reprimand: always at a table, always grading, always sipping tea with the air of someone for whom rest was an unspeakable sin. “Education is currency,” her mother would say, over the tick of her red pen and the morning radio, “and you don’t want to be broke.”

Her father’s curriculum ran longer hours. He worked in a bodega on Florence and Main—cousin to every small business on the block, but a parent to none. He taught Zoe the math of counting change one-handed, the art of double-bagging, the necessity of not smiling if you didn’t mean it. If he came home at all, it was with salt on his knuckles and the stink of deep fryer clinging to his jacket. He’d sink into the couch, eyes locked to a fixed point in the cracked ceiling, and mutter “never trust a margin” to the faded team on the TV. It was less advice than a benediction.

Zoe thought of the family that shaped her as a quartet: mother the mind, father the muscle, sister the heart, herself the edge. Her sister, Kelli, two years ahead in everything that mattered—grades, street smarts, heartbreaks, the certainty that the world was mostly meant to be handled rather than inhabited. Kelli had the laugh that chased away silence and the voice that filled out a room. The only time Zoe remembered her quiet was the afternoon after the stray bullet made a split decision and changed everything. After that, Kelli spoke more, but always to make sure you heard her.

The inventory clipboard was full now. Zoe flipped the pages back to the start, relishing the neat columns, the ceremonial highlighting, the tiny checkmarks that proved she was still in charge of this small corner of the world. The last item on the list was the refrigerated umami paste—a luxury, not a necessity, but the only thing the new university crowd couldn’t live without. She found it at the back of the cooler, tucked behind a parade of stubborn cardboard, cold against her wrist.

She set the jar on the worktable and found herself drumming her fingers against the formica, a staccato that conjured the echo of auctioneer’s rhythm from the old open-air markets off Alameda. She remembered being ten, clutching a grocery bag in each hand, running the gauntlet between the shouting vendors, her mother’s high-heeled steps crisp and unstoppable beside her.

“Don’t gawk,” her mother said, scanning the stalls for the week’s best price, “just do.”

Her first job was there, at the market. Not hired, exactly, but conscripted, running change and bagging fruit for a vendor who knew her mother by three maiden names. The pay was whatever was left after the ledger cleared; the education, as promised, was not optional. She learned to keep her own margins tight and her eyes tighter. She learned to parry compliments and ignore the rest.

At night, Zoe read textbooks, then business journals, then the fat glossy manuals from the city’s community college, her hands sticky with orange highlighter and pride. By sixteen she could recite a balance sheet the way other kids memorized song lyrics. By seventeen, she kept her own accounts—side hustles and ghostwriting gigs, a dozen minor schemes to outsmart the debt ceiling that always hung over her family’s roof.

College was more than a goal. It was her mother’s coda, her father’s last uncashed check, Kelli’s bright unbroken laugh. It was also, as the bank manager reminded her in the back office of a branch on Crenshaw, a line of credit she did not qualify for.

“Not enough equity,” the manager said, fanning her application like a losing hand of cards. He wore his tie too tight; Zoe watched his pulse throb under his jaw.

She smiled, slow and sharp. “I have three jobs and a triple-major. What else would you call that?”

He wanted to say something about collateral, but she saw the answer in his eyes: people like you aren’t supposed to own things, not outright.

She got the loan anyway. She wrote a business plan on the back of a pharmacy receipt and pitched it in the bank lobby, over the noise of a toddler tantrum and the flat, humming Muzak. By the end, the manager was nodding along. She’d won.

That was the rhythm now. Count, calculate, advance. Control the variables. Trust nothing but the tally at day’s end.

She finished her rounds in the stockroom, resetting the last shelf, arms crossed, fingers still thrumming a nervous tattoo against her skin. She looked up—always up—scanning the perimeter of the drop ceiling, where the vent exhaled its chill and the overhead bulb painted the concrete in bands of faded blue. The world outside the flagship might be chaos, but in here, for one more shift, Zoe made the rules.

She returned to the ledger, updating the figures, her pen skidding with perfect economy across the margin. She could hear James on the sales floor, his voice low, carrying through the ductwork in broken syllables.

They were a pair, she supposed. Both running from the same zero balance, both scrabbling for something like safety. The only difference was, she’d never let the cold in. She’d armored herself in sunlight and noise and the impossible arithmetic of survival, and even now, in the deep insulation of success, she half expected a crack in the window to start the whole game over.

Zoe checked the locks, checked them twice. Then she settled into the high stool beside the desk, surrounded by the neat, right-angled world she’d built, and let herself dream about what came next.

The Los Angeles farmers’ market was a crucible of human intention: avocados stacked with architectural pride, hand-lettered signs threatening both optimism and bankruptcy, a river of shoppers parting around the stalls as if each vendor might bite. James showed up early, arms full of glass jars, and found his space on the perimeter—a wobbly folding table in the wet shadow of an ice truck.

He arranged his jars with a Protestant’s sense of symmetry, label outward, color gradient from jam to compote, even spacing. The sweat was instant. The heat arrived in waves, refracting off the blacktop, but the jars looked fine, sun cutting through the pulp like stained glass.

He wore a shirt with sleeves rolled to the elbow and an expression that invited no one. The first customer of the day was an older man with arms sleeved in faded tattoos. The man squinted at the jars, then at James, then grunted, “Your rhubarb’s crooked.”

James considered this. “I’d blame the plant, but I’ve met a few jars with attitude.” The man blinked twice, lips pursed, then bought two.

James’s world narrowed to the color and shape of produce, to the feel of glass cold against his palm, to the steady march of money from hand to hand. He kept the day at arm’s length, even as the market churned: kids yelling for ice pops, strollers bruising his shins, someone’s dog snuffling underfoot. No one lingered, and that suited him fine.

The interruption arrived around ten. A shadow moved with purpose—heels on asphalt, stride sharp. Zoe materialized at the corner of his vision, dragging a rolling crate and a battered laptop bag, eyes scanning the booths in a predatory sweep.

“Who owns this table?” she demanded, not really looking at him.

James raised a hand. “Guilty.”

She clicked her tongue. “You didn’t pay the booth fee, did you?”

He blinked. “I did. Cash. To the guy with the mustache. Seemed official.”

She exhaled, not quite a sigh, not quite a threat. “That was Mateo. He hasn’t been official since the city audit.”

James shrugged, then offered a business card. “You want jam or just blood?”

She plucked the card, flipped it, handed it back. “Fix your sign. The font’s all wrong for food. No one trusts Arial.”

He glanced at his cardboard sign, half-hearted Sharpie scrawl. “You got a spare?”

“I have standards.” She turned away, already on to the next crisis, but stopped when James called after her.

“Do you always open with criticism, or is this just for me?”

Her mouth flickered—almost a smile, but more like someone remembering a joke told by an enemy. “Just the ones I might hire.”

She left, but her presence loitered in the air like pepper.

James tried to recalibrate. The market blurred onward. Three more customers, a couple samples, someone’s baby grabbing a jar and nearly shattering it on the ground. He recapped, reorganized, reshelved. Every five minutes, he caught Zoe’s figure down the row: passing out flyers, checking inventory, fixing a neighbor’s tent with duct tape and rage. Her fingers moved with a violinist’s articulation, counting money and points of failure at once.

The market’s first real crisis dropped at eleven: city inspectors, twin jackets and identical frowns, clipboards gleaming in the sun. They went stall to stall, asking for permits, credentials, tax forms. Vendors scattered, a few pretending not to speak English, others hiding behind mounds of lettuce or simply vanishing into the tide.

The inspectors landed at the tomato stall next to James. The owner was an elderly woman—wrists like twigs, voice so soft James could barely hear her over the market’s heartbeat. She didn’t have a permit, or at least not the right one. The inspectors wrote her up, sealed her boxes, and made a note on their form.

James watched her sink down, hands knotted in her apron. He couldn’t tell if she was crying or just out of breath. He wanted to look away, but his eyes stuck to the moment, unable to peel off.

Zoe was there a minute later. She crouched beside the woman, hands moving rapid-fire. James caught fragments: “We can fix,” “show me your list,” “don’t let them take it.” The woman handed over a battered sheaf of papers.

“Wait here,” Zoe ordered, voice low. She vanished up the row, then returned with a pair of produce boxes, a roll of masking tape, and a battered clipboard.

James watched her kneel, spread the papers, and begin transferring numbers from receipt to form. Her handwriting was forceful, aggressive, like she was declaring war on the city bureaucracy by sheer muscle. The inspectors circled back, but she stood to block their line of sight, a human sandbag. She argued, soft but relentless, the kind of argument that didn’t care if it won, only that it wasn’t outlasted.

James felt the gravity of it—how everything she did, even kindness, was edged with threat.

He left his stall, stepped into the tomato woman’s shadow. “Can I help?” he asked, surprised to find the words shaped his own mouth.

Zoe glanced up, sizing him. “You know tomatoes?”

“I know forms.” He sat cross-legged on the asphalt, pulled the papers close. The woman’s list was hopeless: tomato types spelled phonetically, dates swapped, addresses crossed out, ink so faded it looked like it bled from old fruit.

Together, he and Zoe sorted, collated, corrected. He noticed her hands smelled faintly of lavender hand sanitizer, masking the green bite of tomato stems. Once or twice, their fingers met, a static jolt, and she didn’t flinch. After ten minutes, the paperwork was plausible. Zoe signed the bottom, flipped it to the inspector, and didn’t wait for the response.

The inspectors blinked, shrugged, and signed off.

“Done,” Zoe said, rolling her shoulders like a prizefighter between rounds.

The old woman hugged her, then James, muttering thanks. Her breath was sweet, tomato-wine and hope.

“You didn’t have to do that,” James said, squinting at Zoe as the sunlight ricocheted off her cheekbones.
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