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He checks his watch. The friend he waits for is twenty minutes late for their meeting at the café, maybe held up at work or in traffic, maybe dead on the side of the road, for all he knows. He does know for sure that his cell phone is dead. He made too many long calls earlier in the morning and ran down the battery: the one to his friend, arranging to meet; earlier, a call to his father, leaving a voicemail, begging; to the bank, begging some more. Wasting precious minutes pleading, pleading. And the phone charger that plugs into the cigarette lighter is in his wife’s car. Nothing is going right this morning, not one thing.
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Jules Herron stepped out of her tub onto the looped cotton rug and reached for a bath towel. The morning’s shower had been brief, taken as much to wake her up as it was to wash. Her long soak would come later in the day, after her shift at the bakery, when she really needed it. She had long ago accepted the lot of the baker: reeking of browned butter and sugar. The same homey aromas that customers breathed in deeply and exclaimed over once they crossed the threshold of the bakery weren’t as pleasant to the person trapped in the small, hot kitchen day after day. Cooking and baking smells settled into a baker’s hair, her skin, and got trapped in the woven fibers of cotton T-shirts and aprons. Twice a year, every piece of her work wardrobe had to be tossed and exchanged for new.


Still, Jules loved her job. Opening the shop with her husband, David, ten years earlier had been a risky venture. David had left his lucrative but stressful job at a powerhouse accounting firm, she had given up her safe head baker position at another bakery, and they’d sunk all their money and then some into renovating the rundown downtown property. But taking their shot at becoming business owners had paid off. Their small family had strengthened as their venture took off, and as a bonus, the bakery had bound them to their community, had in short order become one of the most inviting anchor shops in the downtown landscape of storefronts, a familiar and popular sight on the main street with their sparkling plate glass windows and seasonal displays.


The years showed on her body a little less kindly than they did on the bakery. One glance down over herself confirmed what she knew to be true: she looked good enough for her forties, but not as vibrant as she used to. Her bath-towel fluffed-up hair was still good and thick but was no longer glossy. Her gaze passed over thighs that jiggled a little when she walked, a small swell of belly below her navel, a few silvery stretch marks, buttocks that firmed up nicely only when tucked into a good pair of jeans, and arms that, despite the constant lifting of buckets of batter and mixer bowls heavy with bread dough, displayed that dreaded swing of flesh when she raised them. She was not at all fat, but she wasn’t exactly toned either. She could use some real exercise, but between work and Rennie’s school and after-school activities, there wasn’t much time left at the end of the day.


At the beginning, she and David had imagined a more balanced life, with them taking turns baking in the wee hours and poring over the books together at tax time, but that hadn’t quite panned out. After the excitement of the first year wore off, Jules had proven to be an impatient teacher with David and his inexperience with pastry, and she’d reclaimed the kitchen as her territory. He, in turn, had rolled his eyes when she couldn’t grasp what he thought were the simplest of business terms, concepts like balance sheets and profit margins. Sometimes she wished David had caught on to the craft of baking or that she had given him more time to catch on, and that he had given her time to master the bookkeeping and financials. They might have split both the full-time physical job and the managerial headaches between them, giving each other breaks from their individual stresses. But that door had closed years ago. Through some negotiating and tweaking of schedules, however, they had at least arrived at an agreement that worked to move the busy days forward: Jules opened the bakery and David brought Rennie to school; he got the extra sleep he needed in the morning and she went to bed early; she stayed in the back of the house crafting the pastries and breads she loved to make, and David concentrated on keeping the business finances on track.


Maybe it was time to cut back her responsibilities and give her full-time position to someone younger and less prone to aching knees and a stiff lower back after hours on her feet. Sandy, the other full-time baker, would be the logical candidate for taking over the head baker job. She might like the raise and the title, and Jules already knew and trusted her skills. With the extra time for herself, Jules thought, she could get more rest, get back onto a normal sleep schedule, maybe even hit their friend Charlie’s gym to address all the aches and stiff joints and lack of muscle tone. At the very least, she thought as she reached around her back to hook her bra, she should start stretching before she became permanently stiff and inflexible.


The movement annoyed something in her right shoulder, some muscle or tendon, so she slowed down and took her time pulling on one of the few T-shirts in her collection that had some life left in it. Carefully, nursing her arm, she reached for her jeans.


She should discuss both the gym idea and any potential staffing changes with David, she considered as she dressed in the quiet of the steamy bathroom. But when would they find the time? The normal pace of work alone kept them comfortably busy. On top of that was Rennie’s homework, chorus rehearsals, after-school clubs, and pleas for more play dates with friends. And now David was caught up in managing a bakery expansion.


Over the course of the past six months of construction, he had grown as distracted and testy as he had been in his last two years as senior vice president for the accounting firm. The upheavals in their workplace were getting to Jules and the staff as well, but some people found better ways to cope. Their counter help made jokes about the ripped up and unfinished unit next door, calling it “the abyss.” When they nicknamed the plastic sheeting that hung in the passage between the two spaces “Swayze” for its ghostly rustling every time the bakery’s front door opened or closed, Jules had to laugh. But David, much more invested than any of the counter help, had bristled at the silly joke.


“Relax, it’s not a criticism of you,” Jules had told him when he heard the nickname for the first time. “Joking lightens the atmosphere. They’re blowing off steam. You have to admit, ‘Swayze’ is pretty funny.”


But he hadn’t agreed. The renovation project was his baby—his idea, his goal. And it had all happened so fast at first, a whirlwind of activity—until, almost as abruptly, the work had come to a standstill.


Jules pulled on her jeans, buttoned them, and threaded her wide leather belt through the belt loops. She paused in the middle of dressing, the two belt ends in her hands, as she caught her reflection in the mirror. There, she noted some new laugh lines around her eyes, and puffy half-moon circles underneath. Joining these was a vertical crease at the bridge of her nose, likely a permanent result of drawing her brows together so often. She leaned in close to the mirror, let go of the belt buckle, and used her index finger to draw back the skin near her eyes, then turned her head from one side to the other, assessing the wrinkles and the elasticity of her skin. I need some rest; we both need some rest, she thought as she took her hands from her face and watched the skin take its time settling. We also need to reconnect.


Like the renovation work, their sex life had come to a standstill. They hadn’t made love since breaking ground on their new space. The day the work started, David had been giddy with the prospect of taking the bakery in a new direction, and his words had bubbled over faster than the champagne they’d opened in haste for celebration. Before long, fueled by excitement and alcohol, two pairs of hands were grabbing at clothes, unbuttoning, unzipping, undressing.


Jules remembered giggling, the champagne making her lightheaded in the middle of the day. “We’re naughty,” she’d said as she slid a warm hand across his chest.


Since then, in the few quiet moments when their schedules had coincided and she had tried to initiate sex, David had put her off with excuses. He was tired or not relaxed enough. Twice, he’d claimed he had a headache.


“I thought that was supposed to be my line,” Jules had said after the second time. Then she’d rolled over onto her side, her back to him.


The rejections depressed her.


Stop it, she told herself. David says the builder will be back soon. This time there’s a real end in sight.


To make herself feel better, she made a mental list of tasks she could accomplish over the next day or two: I’ll talk to David, and then to Sandy. It’s time to pass the reins. If I’m home more, I can even take on some of David’s responsibilities. I can make the calls to the contractor and shuttle Rennie around to her activities. “And get some damn rest,” she said aloud to her reflection. “Both of us.”


Jules brought the belt end and buckle together and cinched. It’s nothing, nothing we haven’t already weathered. Tough it out, she added, and then she flexed her bicep, mugging for the mirror. The reflection lifted her mood for a few seconds.


As she turned to grab the sweater she needed for cool mornings while she waited for the bakery to heat up, she realized it wasn’t hanging in the bathroom and hadn’t made it onto the clothes hook with the rest of her clothes. She looked behind her. Not on the floor either. She cracked the bathroom door and flipped up the hall light switch. Ah, yes, there it was, a puddle of midnight blue in the middle of the runner rug. Mystery solved.


She grabbed the sweater and reached for Rennie’s doorknob, wanting to check on her sleeping child and blow a kiss before leaving, but was interrupted by the creak of her own bedroom door opening. David stood inside the doorframe, squinting and shielding his eyes with one hand.


“Oh, shoot,” Jules whispered. “I’m so sorry.”


“Can you turn off the light, please?” he said. “It woke me up.”


“Again, I’m sorry. I dropped my sweater and I needed the light.”


“It’s fine.” David lifted a hand in a tired wave and took a couple of steps backward into the bedroom. He started to swing the door closed.


“Wait,” Jules said before the dark bedroom swallowed him up. She wasn’t ready to let him go.


David turned his head to look back at the clock on the nightstand. “You’re running at least ten minutes late. If you’re any later, I’ll be doing crowd control during rush hour.”


Looking beyond him into the darkened bedroom, Jules could see the red glow emanating from the digital clock’s face. “I’ll catch up on the work, I always do.” She walked the few steps toward David and reached out to touch his shoulder. The muscle cap on his upper arm felt cushioned and doughy as she began massaging it. She smiled, thinking of her own promise to make more time for the gym. She should get David’s sedentary ass to the gym as well. She would call Charlie after her shift; he would help.


David let go of the doorknob. He reached up and removed Jules’s hand. “That feels good, but—”


“I know, I know. The light. My husband, the vampire. Or is it werewolves who are sensitive to the light?”


“Both, maybe?” He shook his head. “I really have no idea.”


“So, I was thinking in the shower—”


“Usually dangerous.”


“Don’t tease. Let me finish.” She didn’t want to let him go without making her offer. David gave a slight nod and she continued, “I’ve been thinking about the expansion. How about if I make some calls when I get home and see if I can find us a new builder?”


David blinked. “I told you I don’t want to start from scratch. It makes no sense.”


“I know you said that, but—”


“But it still makes no sense,” David said. “Christ, you’re beginning to sound like my mother, finding fault in everything I do. Can you, for once, let me handle it?”


Stunned, Jules’s mouth dropped open. “That’s not fair,” she said when she found her voice again. “I only want to help. I think this project might be less stressful if we help each other.”


David sighed and slouched against the doorframe. “Look, I’m tired. I just want to go back to bed.”


“And I woke you up.”


“You didn’t. The light did.”


Jules looked at her husband, noticing for the first time some new lines around his eyes. His skin was pale and had a gray cast to it, and there was white in the stubble of his beard. His hair was also turning gray. She recalled her own face in the mirror, her body under the bath towel. Suddenly, we’re old.


She stepped closer, reached for his hand, squeezed it. “Can we call a truce for now? Maybe we can talk more tonight?”


“Sure, a truce.”


Jules gripped his hand once more and then let go.


“Don’t forget the light behind you,” David said as he retreated back into their dark bedroom. “Also, don’t forget what we discussed the other day, about the sugar cookies.”


Jules suppressed an urge to roll her eyes. “I won’t,” she answered, but David had already closed the door behind him.


She gave one last look at the closed bedroom door and then walked carefully down the unlit staircase. Outside, she dashed through steady but gentle rain to her car, reminded that a storm had been predicted for later that morning. With luck, she would be at the bakery before the wind picked up.


She was halfway to work before she realized she had never opened Rennie’s door to check on her. She was running too late to turn around and remedy that mistake, so she promised herself she would give her daughter an extra hug later in the day and continued on downtown.


When she arrived at the bakery, she flipped the switches to turn on the lights, the ovens, and the vents. Within seconds, the bakery kitchen was bright and noisy. As the convection ovens heated up, she put on a small pot of strong coffee for the jolt of caffeine she needed to get her through the first few hours of baking. While she could probably do the job in her sleep, she didn’t want to. Coffee was essential.


She waited by the machine for the first few drips of coffee to hit the pot. As soon as there was enough for a serving, she filled a tall paper cup and brought it, along with a clean apron, to her workbench. Most days, she savored the first few minutes at work alone as she brewed and sipped her cup of coffee. With her back resting against the broad oak worktable set in the middle of the kitchen, she would look out onto the dark and empty main street, letting the coffee do its work. This morning, though, she knew she shouldn’t linger.


Still—“Christ, you’re beginning to sound like my mother.” She winced; the comparison to her mother-in-law stung. She was nothing like Miriam, with her skill for focusing on failure. The woman was negative, a person with impossibly high standards who poked and prodded at other people’s shortcomings. At Jules’s most generous, she described her mother-in-law as chronically disappointed.


She sipped more coffee and recalled the night she and David had announced to his parents that he was quitting his job and they were buying a building to open a bakery downtown, the same night she’d vowed she would see her mother-in-law as little as possible in the months leading up to the opening.


David had warned her the evening might get ugly; he hadn’t wanted to tell his parents at all.


“So how does that work?” she had asked him. “We open a business and we swear everyone we know to secrecy?”


“Something like that, yes.”


She’d smiled at him then, and suggested they invite his parents to dinner to make the announcement on comfortable turf. “We eat, we tell them, they leave.”


David had relented. The invitation had been issued and accepted. Between the main course and dessert, he’d dropped the news.


It was met with his mother’s stunned stare.


During the awkward lull, David had offered coffee and had risen to make it. Jules remembered the looks that had passed between mother and son, and how she’d waved him back into his seat, knowing he would want the time alone with his parents to get them on board with the news.


“Let me,” she’d said, and she’d disappeared into the kitchen to start the drip machine. As soon as she left, their voices had risen.


“Why in the world would you do this? Turn your back on all your education for something so reckless?”


“Nothing’s ‘reckless.’ We wrote a business plan, and the bank approved it.”


“For a bakery?”


“For a bakery. It’s what we want to do.”


“I have a hard time believing you want to do this. Someone like Julia, who couldn’t even finish college? Yes. But not you.”


“Jeez, that’s—”


Later Jules had told him how, alone in the kitchen, she’d tried to drown out the rest of the argument by running cold water full blast. “But it would have taken a tsunami to drown her out.”


He had reached for her then, told her they would keep their distance from his parents. That they would create their own world, one where no one and nothing negative could interfere. But now, in the quiet of the bakery, that morning’s sharp words came back to her.


Stop it, she told herself, and she shook her head to clear it. They were both overwrought, and she was being a drama queen. The only thing to do was throw herself into work. She set down her coffee cup, tied the crisp apron at her waist, and walked over to the refrigerators to gather the ingredients she needed to make the first round of pastries.


She checked the production list David left taped to the fridge door and then lifted a wrapped package of butter-rich dough from the shelf where it had been chilling overnight. She looked it over for problems or irregularities, but there were none: numerous alternating layers of butter and yeast dough, a perfect tri-fold, nice squared off edges, and a good height. Sandy had prepped it well yesterday afternoon.


David had been reminding them lately to eliminate as much waste as possible, so Sandy’s meticulous prep work mattered. The Danish and croissant dough couldn’t be rolled more than once, and this rectangle would feed into the rollers of the Rondo and come out the other end in a mostly neat sheet, meaning nothing much to be trimmed and tossed. If this had been sugar cookie dough, though, given David’s latest protocol change, she would have had to gather up the scraps and re-roll them at least twice.


“The cookie that gets cut from a re-roll is a tougher cookie,” Jules had argued the previous week when they’d discussed changing the practice.


“Crisper,” David had answered, “not tougher. And still acceptable,” he’d added, pointing out that the decorated sugar cookies often went to children. “A five-year-old won’t be able to tell if the cookie is crisper than you’d like it to be. They are into the sugary frosting and biting the ears off the Easter bunnies. Besides, I don’t feel right tossing scraps in this day and age.”


Making less-than-perfect baked goods bothered Jules, even for undiscriminating children. But David was right: throwing away good food was a bad habit, especially now, when food costs were so high. From her vendors, from the invoices she occasionally had to sign when accepting deliveries, she knew flour prices had risen sharply. Prices of all her ingredients had, really. At least he wasn’t asking her to scoop less muffin batter into the tins. Not yet, anyway. Although it was probably only a matter of time before she had that conversation with him.


Jules frowned as she anticipated arguments about portion control. Customers loved her oversize muffins. The way their plump domes glistened with crystals of sanding sugar prompted people to head home with more treats than they had intended to buy. She was convinced of it.


She began feeding the Danish dough into the Rondo. Thunk, thunk—the gears engaged as she operated the handle and sent the dough rolling down the belt and then back. “Think of my muffins as a loss leader,” she would tell David if they had another cost control conversation. “Economizing can’t be our only goal.”


Unless he dismissed that conversation, too, as yet another not worth having and made the decision without consulting her. Jules frowned but kept dialing down the settings on the rolling machine and sending the dough up and down the belt until the sheet had reached her desired thickness. Up and down, up and down. When the dough looked just right, her hands went to work—running the rolling cutter down the length and cutting the sheet into long ribbons, twisting each one into a corkscrew spiral, coiling each long twist like a snail’s shell, tucking in the ends before placing the sweet rolls, ready for their fruit fillings, on the waiting baking trays. She barely needed to think about the movements anymore. Before she knew it, her first few trays were full and ready for the proofing box. She racked them for their rise and turned to the muffins, scooping into buckets of batter lifted from the fridge, filling tin after tin.


As she was sliding the pan of muffins into the oven, she was hit with a blast of cold air pushing its way in through the front door. Jules turned. Sandy had arrived for her shift on a gust of wind.


“Quick, Sandy, close the door. It’s freezing.”


“Sorry. The storm’s blowing in. Temperature dropped at least 15 degrees on my drive over. But the rain has stopped. For now.” Sandy pulled the door shut behind her and turned the lock, causing the tarp they called Swayze to rustle back and forth a little before settling back into place. Jules noticed that the once-clear plastic sheet was cloudy and marked all over with white wrinkles and its bottom edge was tattered, despite the fact no one had pushed it aside or crossed through it in days.


“Sorry I’m late,” Sandy said as she detoured to the coffee pot. “I’m glad there’s coffee. You’re a peach, boss.”


“No problem. I got a late start, too—just now catching up.” Jules returned to her bench for another muffin tin.


Sandy reached for an extra-large paper cup and held it up to Jules. Jules shook her head. Her coffee had gone cold, but she would wait until she had more baking underway before accepting a refill.


Sandy poured the last of the coffee for herself, took a sip, and groaned with pleasure. “Coffee, you are my first true love.” As she shrugged out of her coat, she looked over at the tarp.


“Swayze looks a little worse for wear.” She tipped her chin in its direction. “When did that happen? What does it say about me that I hardly notice it anymore?”


“I actively avoid noticing it,” Jules said.


“What’s going on with the construction?” Sandy looked over the rim of her cup at Jules. “You know yet?”


Jules frowned. Sandy was uncharacteristically chatty this morning. Most days, they maintained a relationship that both appreciated: companionable and cooperative, but separate. The two barely said more than good morning until much of the baking was done and the shop was priming to open. Jules was scrambling today and wanted to stay focused on work. They both needed to.


Without looking up from her bench, she said, “David told me the builder had to start another job or lose the bid. But he hopes to be back once he frees up guys from that other job. Next week, maybe.”


“Maybe? So, no guaranteed return date?”


Although annoyed with Sandy for pressing for answers, Jules paused and tried to recall David’s exact words: “I don’t want you to worry about it, too, okay? It’s not ideal but I talk to him often enough that he remembers we’re waiting. They’ll be back in a week or so, I predict.”


Predict. That was the word he’d used, she remembered now. David’s guess, not the builder’s guarantee. At the time, she had let his vagueness slide and had gone right back to her job of putting food in the display cases.


“Next week. Or the week after,” she said to Sandy with more conviction than she felt, and then she set the timer, subtracting a minute to make up for the time she had wasted talking.


“That’s good,” Sandy said. “My boyfriend says this sometimes happens when someone commissions a job but can’t pay their bills. I told him he was off base.” Sandy made no move to start her work. Instead, she took a big sip of coffee.


“Yes, he’s off base.” Jules spoke more sharply than she intended but she felt irked that a guy she barely knew would weigh in at all, especially with his suggestion that money was somehow at the root of the problems. Their bank loan had been secured months ago, through the same bank they had been doing business with for years.


“I shouldn’t have said anything. He’s anxious, is all. He’s been trying to sell his condo and his agent’s telling him it’s worth less than his mortgage. At this point, he’d be better off holding on until the market improves, but he really wants to move closer to his work. It’s getting to him, I think.”


Jules nodded. “It’s fine. Everyone’s anxious about something lately.”


“They’re calling this housing market a bubble, like everything was inflated and it’s now about to burst. For once, I’m kind of glad I lost out on that condo I made an offer on last year.”


Housing bubbles? This really was all news to Jules. Talk about a bubble; she’d been in her own, working and sleeping, driving her daughter here and there, for months seeing no one except the people who passed through the bakery’s doors. “If it helps, I remember the same thing happening about twenty years ago and the banks adjusted their lending. At least, that’s what our loan officer said at the time. I don’t really follow this much. But I’m sure things will straighten out again. Then maybe you can look for another condo. It’s nice to own.” She cleared her throat. “Hey, my muffins are all in and I’m going to clean up,” she said, putting an end to the talk about Sandy’s boyfriend’s anxieties and the stalled renovation in the café space. She walked over to the sink and mixed up a weak bleach and water solution that she took back to her bench and, head down, used to clean up the sticky worktop.


As much as she wanted to put these thoughts out of her mind, something about the boyfriend’s observations nagged at her, and for the first time Jules wondered about Nancy from the arts and crafts shop next door. One day, she’d been complaining that no one was shopping for art project kits anymore; everything they needed they could find online, delivered right to their doorsteps. The next day, there had been brown paper on the windows. At the time, Jules had given Nancy’s comment little thought. David’s excitement about the extra space finally opening up to them had eclipsed everything. She smiled, thinking about how infectious his enthusiasm had been. Just as quickly, though, an image of David popped into her head: David on the sidewalk outside the bakery, arms outstretched, palms up, exchanging words with the project boss, who only shook his head.


The timer rang and interrupted her wandering thoughts. Startled, she looked down at the rag in her hands and the bench. Eleven minutes had passed, it was time to rotate the muffin tins, and she had been scrubbing the same square foot of the table’s surface over and over. She felt her face flush with embarrassment and looked up to make sure Sandy hadn’t noticed her distraction. She set down the cloth and wiped her hands on her apron.


The top shelf of the oven was a stretch for Jules without the stepstool, but she didn’t want to waste any more time crossing the kitchen to retrieve it. She grabbed a set of potholders and stood on her toes to reach for the uppermost tin like she had done a million times before. This time, both her forearms hit the hot oven rack.


Jules had been burned so many times over the past twenty years—her hands bore many scars—but she’d never grown accustomed to the first moments of searing pain.


“Shit!”


She rotated the muffin pan the rest of the way around, slid it onto the shelf, and shut the door. She had managed to save the half-baked muffins from the floor, but now the skin on her forearms stung and red stripes were emerging—one on each arm, almost identical twins—a few inches up from her wrists. When she lifted them up closer to her face, she could feel the heat radiating off her skin.


Sandy came up behind her. “I’ve got the first aid kit.”


“I’m fine. Maybe just some cold water.”


“You’re not fine.” Sandy took one of Jules’s hands in her own and looked closely at the puckering skin. “These are already starting to blister. Let’s get some ointment and bandages on there.”


Jules nodded. “Actually, I could use some ice first. My skin feels so hot.”


“Ice. Sure,” Sandy said. “Go sit in the bathroom, I’ll meet you there.”


She handed the red metal box to Jules and hustled over to the freezer. Jules walked with the kit to the back of the kitchen, into the staff bathroom. She hit the light switch and was greeted by her reflection in the mirror. The fluorescent bulb made her skin look sallow. She set the first aid kit down on the sink vanity and looked away.


“What a rookie mistake,” she said when Sandy walked through the door. “Rookie and stupid.”


“Sit down,” Sandy told her.


Jules obeyed, took a seat on the toilet lid. Sandy had filled two bread bags with ice cubes, and she applied these to the burns once Jules was settled with her arms resting on her thighs.


“Happens, boss.”


“It shouldn’t happen when we are already running behind schedule.”


“That’s when it always happens.” Sandy smiled. “Murphy’s law.”


“But still.”


“Meh, so we’re behind. So what? It’s not the end of the world.”


Jules smiled at Sandy’s steadiness. She had been right, Sandy would make a fine leader.


“No, it’s not the end of the world,” she agreed. Things could be worse, she thought as Sandy made quick work of the bandaging.


They could always be worse.


Jules measured white and wheat flours and a whole grain and seed blend and poured them all into the proofed yeast waiting in the bowl of her big Hobart mixer. She added some salt and a good amount of honey and turned on the machine. Soon, the Hobart whined and scraped and groaned, its dough hook making slow circles, gathering the ingredients together in a shaggy mass. This was her second batch of bread dough, multigrain. The muffins were completely cooled, the oatmeal bread dough was in its first rise, and they would open the doors soon; her morning was in full swing.


A couple of times since the accident, Sandy had sidled over to the back bench to ask how she was feeling. She’d also offered to wash all the dishes that had accumulated, an offer that would double her chores.


Jules couldn’t meet Sandy’s eyes. She dipped her chin to hide the blush of embarrassment and kept her eyes on her work. “Thanks,” she said to the offer. “And I’m fine.”


But she wasn’t fine, not really. The accident had shaken her. As had Sandy’s annoying boyfriend’s questions, and getting such a late start, and bickering with David. These didn’t add up to anything more than just a bad day, and yet something about the morning poked and poked at her like the pointed end of a stick.


Jules stood at the mixer and watched her dough go from shaggy to cohesive and springy. Losing concentration led to mishaps, and she had to fight her tendency to go through the motions, her mind elsewhere. There were potential dangers in any kitchen: finding a sharp knife at the bottom of a sink full of dishes, wearing jewelry that could get caught in mixer gears, touching hot things. She had lost focus earlier, and now her body was paying the price. Her arms throbbed in a steady pulse.


Once the dough had formed a ball, Jules increased the speed, set the timer, and left the mixer to do the heavy kneading. She stepped over to the sink to wash her hands, taking care to avoid wetting the bandages. As she scrubbed her hands together to remove the flour and sticky honey residue, she felt a hand on her shoulder and jumped, splashing drops of water onto the front of her apron. Jules turned to see that Florence, the morning’s counter help, had arrived to open the store.


“Oh, sweetheart, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Florence said. “I only wanted to say good morning. I thought you must have heard me come in earlier, I made such a racket at the front door. The wind is wild outside! I think it’s going to rain any minute.”


Jules shook her head. “I hope I didn’t scare you either.” She wiped her hands on the towel at her waist and swapped all her soiled linens for clean ones. She tied on the new apron on her way back to her bench.


“It’ll take more than a little fright to do me in.” Florence stepped around her and grabbed some clean metal trays, along with parchment sheets, from the storage shelves. She took the trays to the far end of the bench and started lining them with the paper. “Muffins look good, as usual.”


“The Danish is done. Sandy’s scones, too.” Jules slid the cooled baking sheets down to Florence’s end of the table. “Here you go.”


“So many of everything,” Florence noted. “On the couple of days I did the afternoon shifts last week, we didn’t sell out. David told me he planned to cut back.”


“Cut back?” Jules asked. “Cut back on production levels?” Perplexed, she drew her brows together. Then, remembering the deep crease on the bridge of her nose, she tried to relax her face. “First I’ve heard of that.”


“Really? I thought that after—well, never mind.” Florence waved off the unfinished thought. “What do I know? I’m sure I misunderstood. Three trays of muffins okay for now?” she asked. Without waiting for an answer, she began arranging the different types in their neat rows between the three trays.


Jules walked over to the Hobart and switched it off several seconds before the timer sounded. The machine wound down with a defeated whine and then stopped. “Florence,” she said.


“Mm-hmm?” The older woman didn’t look up from her work.


“Stop working for a sec and look at me. ‘You thought after’ . . . what?”


Florence stopped placing muffins in neat rows but continued to square the display trays with the corners of the bench, as if stalling for time.


“Florence?”


“I’m not comfortable being in the middle of this.”


“If you know something I don’t, then I’m sorry, but in the middle is exactly where you are. Fill me in on what happened last week.”


“There wasn’t waste, not really,” Florence said. “It’s not as if David’s throwing food away. The food pantry took all the extras. And like I said, this was only on those two days I worked late because of the conflict with my morning doctor appointments.”


“The food pantry?” Florence’s explanations weren’t helping to clear up any confusion. If anything, Jules was more confused than ever. “If we had leftovers, why not start using the day-old shelves again?” she asked. Before they’d even opened their doors for the first time, she had convinced David to install a day-old rack right inside the front door to hold the stock that was left over as they worked to get production levels right. As they’d improved their calculations and customer traffic had increased, they’d rarely had leftovers, save for a few loaves of bread, at the end of the day. When the bakery expansion began, David had tucked the rarely used shelves behind the counter.


“The food pantry needs donations. Haven’t you seen their pleas in the local paper?”


Jules shook her head.


“Trust me,” Florence said, “there’s lots of need.” She picked up the tray of muffins she had been arranging and walked with it to the front of the shop.


Jules followed. She caught Sandy’s eye and registered her concern in the moment she passed by her, but she kept going, following in Florence’s wake.


“Donating food is not even the point. The point is, I asked you about something David shared with you that he didn’t share with me. What exactly did he say to you about the production levels?”


Florence set the tray of muffins down in the case and sighed heavily. When she turned to face Jules, she looked upset. “I said I didn’t want to get involved in disagreements between you two, but . . . David told me you wouldn’t listen to him about cutting back, that you insisted on making the same amounts of food even though business has slowed down. No offense, Jules”—Florence took a step closer to her and laid a hand on her shoulder—“but you can be stubborn when it comes to getting your own way with the baking.”


“He said I wouldn’t listen to him?”


“It’s okay, dear. Most of the time it’s a good thing you’re such a stickler.” Florence patted Jules just below the meat of her shoulder. For the first time, she noticed the bandages farther down on Jules’s arms and reached for her hand to get a closer look. “Oh, what happened?”


“Nothing.” Jules drew her arm back. “Minor burn, it’s fine.”


“Well, if you’re done with the questions, I’m going to finish getting the cases filled and put fresh coffee on.” Florence bustled back for another tray, leaving Jules standing by herself at the open cases.


She couldn’t move as she tried to make sense of the conversation. David had not discussed any of this with her; of this, she was certain. She stared out the large window into the morning’s darkness. The sun showed no sign of rising; it would be a gloomy day. Still, the main street was coming to life. A few buses lumbered by and stopped at the traffic lights. In a little less than an hour, the corner would be crowded with workers on their way to offices, waiting for transportation, and buses would come more frequently.


One of their neighbors, a man who spent most of his day out-of-doors, usually smoking on his front stoop, now strolled up and down the block. Both Jules and David had scolded him in the past for littering their length of the sidewalk with the black filters of his nasty-looking brown cigarettes. Scolding had made no difference, though, and neither had an offer of a free cup of morning coffee. The man had gladly accepted the brew but the littering had continued. Unhappy but resigned, David took out the broom three times a day and swept up after him. Jules wondered if the man was now passing the time, waiting for her doors to open so he could get his coffee.


She wondered, too, where David was now or if he was even up. He liked to stay under the covers until the last possible moment. She thought of calling the house with the pretext of saying good morning to Rennie but decided not to. She feared she would launch into another argument, unwise with only the information from Florence to go on. Why would David place the blame for overage on her? And why, if there were substantial amounts of leftovers—whoever’s fault that was—why weren’t they selling the pastries at half price, as agreed? Even the decision to donate should have been made together. The burns started to throb, and Jules relaxed her arms to reduce the pressure on the wounds. She closed her eyes. She was tired of asking questions, tired of thinking.


“Hey, boss.” Sandy had made her way over and was standing at Jules’s side. “Want me to finish the bread?”


“Oh, brother. I completely forgot.”


“Let me finish it. You look like you could use a break.”


“Did you hear any of the conversation with Florence?”


Sandy nodded. The two bakers looked away from each other and toward the pastry cases. Florence was in front, affixing the product signs onto the trays. A new pot of coffee perked.


“While you were talking, I checked the production book. I looked at all the sheets going back to last year. David hasn’t made any changes at all. Not even minor adjustments. Don’t be angry that I looked. I didn’t doubt you. But I wanted to be sure we hadn’t missed something.”


“And?”


Sandy shook her head. “Nope.”


“So what’s this all about, then? We’re baking more than we sell, and David gives away the extra without discussing it with me? Why? And why blame me?”


Sandy’s face screwed up in concentration. “It makes no sense. He’s a bottom-line guy. If he wanted you to stop baking, he’d tell you, right? Like with the cookies you’ve been fighting about, rerolling the sugar cookie scraps? He’s been telling us for weeks.”


The two women fell silent again. Several feet away, Florence reached for her keys in the handbag she kept stuffed in the cabinet underneath the cash register. The jingle of the key ring meant it was almost opening time. In under fifteen minutes, she would unlock the front door.


“Let me get the bread shaped and in the proofer for you,” Sandy offered again. “Give your arms a break.” She nodded at Jules’s bandages.


“I won’t say no. Actually, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll take a walk. Fifteen minutes, tops. And Sandy,” Jules said as she grabbed her cardigan from the peg where she had hung it earlier, “thanks for the sanity check.”


Jules stepped outside. There was a damp chill in the air, and the forceful wind pushed back at her as she walked into it. She could have used more than the light sweater she was wearing but made do, pulling it tight against her body and wrapping her arms around her front. If she went back into the bakery to borrow a jacket, some piece of work, some glitch in operations would surely derail her. Right now, she needed out of the close, overheated space. She needed fresh air to clear her head. She needed, above all, to think.


She stood on the sidewalk, contemplating which way to turn. Seeing her aimless neighbor to her left and headed her way prompted her to turn right, away from him and away from the center of town.


She walked past the last of the storefronts and into the warren of residential streets, went past them and then turned right again, intending to make a big loop behind Main Street that would eventually circle back to work. She picked up her pace and listened to the sound of her clog heels hitting the pavement. The foot strikes, hard sole on stone, sounded angry. Anyone who saw her approaching would almost certainly sidestep out of her way. Inside, however, she felt the anger and embarrassment subsiding. She no longer feared she would throttle her husband the minute he showed up at work. If he had kept something from her, there would be a reason. And he would tell her what that was when she asked.


She stopped before she reached the corner of Main Street. She leaned against a stone wall surrounding a large, brick-fronted, two-family home, settled back, and wrapped her arms around herself again. Under her sleeves, the first aid tape yanked the hairs on her arms, but she ignored the pain.


The bakery was just around the corner. She wasn’t wearing a watch and had no idea of the time, but she must have been gone fifteen minutes already. Florence would have unlocked the doors by now, and the first early bird customers were likely trickling in. She shivered and thought of the blasting heat of the ovens. It was time to head back and throw herself once again into her work. She sighed and pushed herself off the wall.


At the corner of Main Street, she saw a familiar figure crossing at the lights of the intersection. Mai owned the restaurant across the street with her husband, Leo, and they did regular business with the bakery, buying multigrain rolls for their dinner service. Mai wore a long coat sweater, both chic and snug, and, seeing her, Jules felt colder and dowdier than ever in her plain T-shirt and stretched out mom cardigan. She lifted her hand in a wave as Mai walked her way.


“Perfect timing,” Mai called. “I was on my way to see you.”


“You’re up and out early,” Jules said as they met at the corner.


“I had a few minutes before I have to take the kids to school, and I thought I’d run in to see you about our roll order. You walking back to work? I’ll walk with you.”


The two set off together. Jules slowed her pace to match Mai’s, relaxing a bit in the even-tempered presence of her slightly older acquaintance.


“You wanted to talk about your order? I hope it’s not a quality issue.”


“Oh gosh, no. Everyone loves your bread. But . . .” They had already almost reached the bakery’s front door, and Mai stopped. “It might be better to do this out here rather than inside.”


Jules felt a prickle of anxiety. She had expected an order change, loaves of bread instead of rolls. But this felt like a prelude to more bad news.


“Believe me,” Mai said quickly, “this has nothing to do with your bread. Oh heck, I’ll just get right to it. Listen, we have to cut back on our order. By half.” Mai cringed but continued, the words spilling from her mouth. “I wish I could be doing the exact opposite and ordering twice as much. You guys have been good to us. But Leo and I—well, business is down. Not scarily so, yet, but noticeable. Enough to make us pay attention to news about a recession. We hope to weather it, if it comes. We have to—we own the building like you do, only we live in ours. We can’t lose it. Right now we’re cutting where it makes sense to cut—starting with less bread, since we have fewer customers.”


Jules struggled to draw a breath. She remembered a time when, as a child, she had sledded down a snowy hill straight into a pine tree and had the wind knocked out of her. For several seconds after, she had thought she was dying.


Mai noticed her struggle. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I rehearsed that much more calmly and then nerves got the best of me. It’s nothing I wanted to tell you, I hope you—”


“No,” Jules said, finding her voice. “It’s fine, I understand. It’s just that, I guess I didn’t know things were so bad. Recession. I mean, wow.”


“You and David haven’t felt the pinch, then?”


Florence’s conversation replayed in her head: left-over food, food pantry, production cut back. Too much food, too much, too much, too much. That could only mean one thing: too few people were buying. How had she not noticed? For starters, David had kept much from her. And she had been content not noticing, getting lost in her thoughts while her hands went through the motions she knew so well. Blood pounded in her ears and when she spoke again, she could barely hear her own voice. “I haven’t felt it. I didn’t know.”


Mai reached out a hand and touched Jules on the upper arm. “That’s good, then. That makes me hopeful. Maybe this will turn out to be nothing more than a blip.” She smiled. “Again, I’m sorry for doing this, and so badly, too, but now I have to run. My two are waiting for their ride to school. Let’s try and have coffee soon. Or better, a glass of wine and a nice long talk.”


“Sure,” Jules croaked but her mind was back inside, checking the clock. It was zeroing in on the moment when the work stopped on the space next door. It was traveling back over the last several weeks, assessing crowds and orders and receipts. It was taking stock of details she should have noticed and asked about months ago.


She lifted her hand in a wave and left Mai at the corner, waiting for the walk signal. Before reentering the bakery, she paused for another minute and took measure of the morning. Clouds hung in the sky. People were up. Cars moved. Nothing unusual. Despite the wind and threat of rain, it was an ordinary sort of day, one where she would expect to feel the steady pace of the early-morning baking give way to the rush of ordering and sales, just as it always did, the sleigh bell on the front door jangling every few seconds. She lifted her nose like a dog catching a faint scent. Was the day actually quieter? she asked herself. Was there nothing of the usual buzz in the air? Was this about to be another ordinary day, or were things about to change?


Or had something changed already?
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“Daddy?” Rennie lifted her head from the table and blinked to get rid of the last of the sleep from her eyes. “I mean Dad,” she corrected. More and more lately, she fought her impulses to be childish. One of the boys in her class had called her a big baby at the beginning of the school year when he heard her squeal “Daddy!” as she spotted her father standing outside of his car at the school pick-up lane.


Some days she forgot she was in the seventh grade, where it was a mistake to act anything but cool. “Dad-dy, Dad-dy,” the bullying bigger boy had mimicked the day after, following her around the playground at recess and hounding her with his taunts. Her cheeks had burned with embarrassment when some other boys, friends of the jerk, had laughed along with him. Boys were stupid.


But from that moment on, she’d decided to copy some of the eighth-grade girls she sometimes watched walk in the hallways, the ones who sneered at all the boys. Maybe if she did that, she would become a cool person that no one would make fun of ever again.


“We’ll never be cool,” her friend Gigi had said when Rennie had suggested they could change.


“Maybe not. But we can try.” And she did. But reading all the right celebrity websites, keeping up-to-date on song lyrics, and practicing her sneer and arched eyebrow in the mirror was a tiring business. Between the late-night web surfing and her homework, she often had trouble waking in the morning.


“Am I late?” Rennie felt disoriented after dozing off at the kitchen table and she wondered if she had wasted all the time she had for breakfast. Not such a bad thing, she considered, thinking of her friends’ older siblings and how they ran out the door for school with empty stomachs along with their backpacks full of textbooks. Maybe skipping meals was cool, too. Her dad wouldn’t notice. He had barely acknowledged her presence when she rolled into the kitchen, still bleary-eyed from bed, and he wasn’t answering her question now. She pushed her chair away from the table.


The noise got his attention. “Where do you think you’re going?”


Rennie was close to both her parents, but in particular her father. He had been the one to introduce her to books and reading aloud, and their bond was strong after hours spent curled up in the big armchair in the den, sharing stories about spunky dragons and spunkier princesses and a host of forest animals who went into battles dressed as if they were human warriors. When they weren’t reading together, they simply hung out, enjoying each other’s company. But not so much anymore. Her father, usually so patient with her, was quick to snap lately. This morning, he seemed more on edge than ever. She decided this wasn’t the best day to stop eating breakfast.


“I need to finish packing,” she said. “I have to bring in my diorama today. I’ll take the toast with me in the car, I promise.” She reached for a napkin as she spoke, sandwiched the two pieces of buttered bread together, and wrapped them up.


Her dad nodded, and just as quickly the dark mood that had crossed his face vanished. Letting her leave, he went back to his laptop, hunting and pecking at the keyboard with his index fingers.


The atmosphere in the house had felt weird lately. Both of her parents spoke to her as if she were an annoyance: Clean your room. Pick up your shoes. Finish your homework. No, we can’t host a sleepover this weekend, or next. Orders issued, no discussion. Gone was the gentle teasing from her mother when she encountered a stray pair of gym shoes discarded in the front hall. Gone, too, were the offers of ice cream cones or a chapter of their favorite read-aloud, rewards from her father in exchange for finishing homework.


They must think I don’t notice, Rennie thought once she closed the bedroom door behind her. She crossed the room and reached her bed. There, she dropped to her knees at the side and slid a hand between the mattress and box spring. She really had needed to collect her diorama, but it was on her desk, already packed up and secured. This gave her a few extra minutes to write in her diary, the latest in a series of bound books she had written in since she entered the third grade.


Her fingers brushed the soft leather cover as she sat down on the edge of her bed, and she felt calmer almost immediately. Her favorite pen was tucked between pages, marking the place where she had left off. This would have to be a quick entry. Even though her dad was caught up in his computer, she knew he would start hollering up the stairwell if she was too slow. She paused and listened for his footsteps on the stairs, but she heard none. She thought she heard a voice; maybe he was watching a news video online or talking on the phone. Either way, it would keep him busy for a while. She picked up her pen.


Everyone here is grumpy, she wrote, underlining the adjective with three thick black lines. I am too. But no one seems to care how I feel. They don’t ask anyway. Mom wants me to get my chores done without complaining and Dad makes excuses for not taking me anywhere. They’ve been weird since . . .


Rennie paused in her writing to flip back several pages in her diary. There. October 16, the date she first noted the changes in her parents.


She lifted her pen from the page and tapped her bottom lip as she reread the October entry: Mom was tired after work today. Acted like a B.I.T.C.H. Dad even told her to stop acting so bitchy. I heard him. And he never swears. Mom shushed him and she told him he wasn’t being fair. She’d had a hard day at the shop with part of the bakery ripped up. They probably think I didn’t hear but I did, and whispering can still sound angry.


Rennie looked up from the old entry, chewed on the end of her pen, and thought about all the tension and what it meant. She flipped forward to the page she’d started only moments before and resumed writing. They’ve been weird since October, and most of the time they’re grumpy with me. Sometimes I wish everyone would just disappear.
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... |a] beautifully written and deeply explored

story of grief and redemption.”

—SYBIL BAKER, author of While You Were Gone
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