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        For Marcia, who made every holiday better by talking mad shit about everyone in attendance. I hate that I have to do these things without you now, but I’m forever happy to have had one last Seder with you. You are so missed.
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        And also for Harley, who unfortunately refused to return as a zombie and cursed us all to an existence without your scream-meowing, wall-staring and your adorably harrowing presence.
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      Canyon Rose Ciderworks was loud with the raucous laughter of friends, clinking pint glasses, and the obnoxious squeak of damp shoes on wood. Ariela tried to squeeze through the throng, nearly knocking over a man in a flannel with her ass, but a decade of balancing heavy trays kept her steady. She shot him a smiling wince. “Sorry, Steve!” she called, pivoting on her toe and setting the tray atop a long table facing the street.

      “You owe me a drink, Adler!” he replied, a little louder than was necessary. “Come on, sit down!”

      She rolled her eyes. The last thing she needed to do was give the man another pint—he had already enjoyed plenty of drinks on the grey, drizzly afternoon. “I’m pretty sure the first rule of business is to stay in business.” She chuckled. “You need my cider, I need your money. It’s a win-win.” She flipped her blonde-highlighted ash brown hair over one shoulder and ran the back of one hand across a freckled, rosy cheek. Leave it to Steve to try to flirt, even when she looked like shit. He made finger-guns at her with a grin. Catching the attention of the woman at the taps, and making puppy-dog eyes at her, he gestured to his empty glass. Ariela lifted it out of his hand on her way back. “Another mango?”

      “You’re the best!”

      It was busy. Hollywood hated rain almost as much as it hated traffic, and the two went hand in hand. Typically, by 3:00 p.m. on a Friday, the lunch rush would have cleared, and they’d have a nice lull to roll silverware and clean the tasting room. Today, however, it seemed that every customer had decided that Canyon Rose was the ideal spot to wait out rush hour. It would make closing a much lengthier process, but Ariela was not about to complain about the business. She could definitely use the business.

      A cute dark-haired woman with deep tan skin slid onto a stool at the wraparound bar and Ariela pushed a menu toward her with a smile. She quickly slid her a slip of paper with tasting choices for their flights and a little golf pencil. “Be with you in just a sec’, hun,” she said, placing five full glasses and two bottles onto her already sticky tray. “Feel free to fill that out, or I’ll be back to answer any questions!” She was more conscious of the dimensions of her backside as she navigated the bustling taproom and somehow managed to remember who each of the ciders belonged to. Steve’s ruddy cheeks lifted as she dropped off his pint, and the four-top of UCLA alumni clapped for her arrival. Damn, she thought, I could get used to this sort of popularity.

      Canyon Rose had been her dream since her sophomore year in college, and had officially been open seven years. She’d fallen in love with hard cider on a trip across Europe, and decided it was her personal responsibility to take over the craft brewing scene in LA with something that didn’t taste like horse piss.

      She’d named the cidery after the Rose Canyon fault line in La Jolla, where she’d grown up. Now, she and the business were both close to the series of canyons that snaked down the Santa Monica mountains, and she’d leaned into the LA topography with the decor of her 1920s brick building. Each of her ciders featured some sort of tie to SoCal culture, and she’d named each of them after types of fault lines and earthquakes, as a little nod to the land that had shaped her life and this city. She poured a glass of Strike-Slip, her most popular cider, and slid the golden, mango-scented drink to the cutie at the bar. The woman seemed smitten by the original art deco brickwork Ariela had worked so hard to preserve, and the window looking into the brewery showed the shining copper tanks in all their four hundred and sixty-five gallon glory.

      Time ticked by faster than it had any right to, and before she knew it, Ariela’s phone buzzed a frantic tempo in her back pocket. She ducked into the kitchen, grimacing as she saw her mom’s photo on the screen. And the time. “Fuck!” She swiped up, already untying her leather half-apron with one hand as her mom’s voice unleashed a whole monologue.

      “And Jason is here, you remember Jason? His sister is the girl from Berkeley? Okay, well, he’s here, and I think he’s still single… Pam brought her new boyfriend and Carole’s husband is in Rome, so he won’t be coming, but we can try to facetime him or something. Did you pick up the macaroons? I made the red velvet cake, did you like that one? I can’t remember. I think I have the yellow one too if not. Oh, and make sure to change, if Nana smells it on you she’s going to be upset, you know how she is⁠—”

      “Mom,” Ariela interjected. “I’ll be there in like half an hour. You can tell me all this then. Let me grab my stuff and I’ll head out.”

      “You’re still at work?” her voice went high with unwarranted panic. “It’s already quarter ‘til seven! Sunset is in—” Ariela heard muffled voices and her mother’s grumbling. “I don’t know how to find it on this damn thing. But it’s soon. Hurry up! And don’t forget the desserts. Nana will be livid if we don’t have those little jelly fruit slices she loves. I told her I bought them.”

      Ariela cursed under her breath. She had not, in fact, remembered to buy the little jelly fruit slices. If they didn’t have them at the grocery store on the corner, Nana was going to be shit out of luck. “Okay, mom. I’m on my way.” She hung up before Rachel Adler could say another word.

      Forty-seven minutes, three cans of carrot cake macaroons, and two packages of jelly fruit slices later, Ariela walked into her parents’ house just outside Brentwood. Rachel and Dan Adler had lived in the single-level mid-century ranch home since they moved from La Jolla in 1997. Ariela and her brother had spent their adolescence sneaking through the same hallway she was sneaking down now in her wrinkled navy blue blouse and jeans. The drive had been predictably obnoxious, with no less than five accidents spanning the ten miles between the brewery and her childhood home. Rain, she thought grumpily.

      “Ellie!” she heard her aunt’s voice call from the family room. I hate that fucking nickname. Plastering a smile on her face, she came around the corner and into the chaos that was Passover Seder at the Adlers’. Marcia rose from the leather sectional and embraced her in a floral-scented hug. “Nan is not going to like those jeans,” she whispered in Ariela’s ear. “Want me to steal one of your mom’s skirts for you?”

      Ariela rolled her eyes. “No, it’s fine,” she replied. “Nan is going to have to get over it. It’s 2025 and I’m nearly forty. I’ll wear what I want.” Before Marcia could object, she raised the canvas bag hanging from her forearm, looking at her aunt standing nearby. “Where’s Mom putting the desserts?”

      “I think they have some trays set up in the kitchen,” Aunt Becca answered. “Did you get⁠—”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” Ariela said. “Nana’s fucking jelly candies.”

      Her aunt clicked her tongue. “Language!” But Ariela had already turned and was halfway to the sprawling kitchen at the back of the house. Unceremoniously, she dumped a pile of macaroons in the center of each of the cookie trays spread across the counters, and tossed the boxes of the world’s most precious candy near the fridge. A handful of plastic tumblers and an unopened twist-off bottle of syrupy-sweet dark wine caught her eye, and before anyone could stop her, she’d helped herself to two emotional-support glasses.

      “You’re late,” her father said in greeting, coming up behind her and clapping her on the shoulder with one broad palm. “Your mother’s already driving us all nuts.”

      Ariela feigned surprise, gasping theatrically with her hands pressed to her cheeks and her deep blue eyes wide. “It’s raining. You should have expected it.” Looking out the back window, she saw the last salmon-pink glow of sunset peeking up from the canyon to cast the pool in shades of lavender. “Think I could hide in the pool house and get away with it?”

      “We don’t have a pool house, Ariela. It’s a shed full of spiders,” Dan said. “You want to have seder with the spiders?”

      She lifted up on her toes, looking into the family room and the dozen or so people seated in plastic folding chairs around temporary rectangular tables. “I mean…”

      “Come on,” he said, patting the top of her head like one would pat a labrador. “The faster you sit down for dinner, the faster it’ll be over.”

      Nana sat at the head of the table, a squeaky corded microphone laying beside her plate. She smiled at Ariela, but the expression fell when her eyes flicked over her distressed jeans and scuffed white Keds. Ariela ignored it, used to Gayle Goldman’s many judgmental expressions, and looked for her mother. Spotting her, she waved. Rachel glared, but she’d get over it when she saw the life-saving, world-changing jelly candies. Blowing her a kiss, Ariela maneuvered through the crowd and slipped into an empty chair beside her mom’s friend. The move earned her an elbow to the side and a mischievous wink; she waited for Nana to begin. Ariela didn’t go to Temple or come home for most holidays, but Seder was different. It was the holiday that she’d always associated with family, even though her brother rarely made an appearance. It felt important for her to spend this time with her parents, continuing a tradition she’d been a part of as long as she could remember. She’d learned to read while reciting passages during Passover dinner, and most of her best memories of her grandfather had been at this very table. Plus she really loved matzoh ball soup. Soup never hurt.

      Ariela spent most of the seder finalizing invoices and sending out emails on her phone below the table while Marcia whispered hilarious, crude gossip about everyone in her ear. The distributor who handled San Diego and Arizona had accidentally ordered twice what he should have, and she had an upcoming street fair happening this week that she needed to plan for. When Marcia pinched her arm, she read the passage she was tasked with reading, and she lifted her wineglass at all the appropriate times, but there was never “time off” when you owned a business. By the time they actually got to eat something, her stomach was growling audibly. With a mouthful of cinnamony apples and stale matzoh, she hit send on what should theoretically be the last email she needed to handle.

      “Who wants soup?” Ariela’s dad asked, raising a brow expectantly at Ariela. She sighed, getting to her feet and following him to the kitchen.

      Dan shoved two bowls of soup at her. “Please. No fighting with Nana tonight.”

      She rolled her eyes, snorting.

      “Ariela, my favorite daughter⁠—”

      “Only daughter.”

      “Please, just not tonight? Any other day if you want to come over and argue with Gayle, I’ll DoorDash you whatever you want and you can go wild. But this is our first Passover since Joe died, and it’s hard enough already. Can you do that for me?”

      She knew he was right. Her grandfather had died less than a year ago, and it had been a big adjustment for all of them. Gayle had moved in with Rachel and Dan, and the loss of independence was a lot to handle. Ariela leaned toward her dad so he could squeeze her shoulder. The familiar reassurance cooled her fire, and she nodded in assent. “Mm-hmm, I suppose,” she called as she fled the kitchen, soup in hand, narrowly missing his dishtowel.
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      The tall clock in the Adlers’ living room chimed ten by the time the last of the guests had filed out. Ariela stretched, rolling her shoulders and eyeing the bottle of actual wine in the middle of one table. Like some sort of psychic, her mother swooped out of nowhere and snagged the bottle by the neck, producing two little plastic cups and handing Ariela one with a smile. She poured them each a glass and tapped the cups together with a disappointing clack. “L’Chaim.”

      “That’s all the Jewish-ish-ness I’ve got in me for the year, Mom,” she laughed. “I’ll come for latkes, but that’s about it.”

      Her mom playfully smacked the back of her head. “You about gave me a heart attack,” she lamented, plopping onto the deep sofa. “She wouldn’t let us start until you got here. I hadn’t eaten all day, and I was getting snappy.”

      Ariela sighed heavily, joining her mother on the couch and letting her head fall back against the cushions. “Everyone and their damn dog thought we were the place to be. I guess nobody wanted to brave the 101.”

      “But you’re busy? Business is good?” The genuine interest in her mom’s voice warmed Ariela better than the wine.

      “Yeah,” she said with a smile. “I just signed an expanded distribution contract that’ll put us in stores all down the East Coast, and I’ve been talking to someone who handles acquisitions for three national chains about getting at least one of our ciders on tap.”

      “Oh, Ari, that’s amazing! You know, your dad commandeered all the cans you left here last week and I barely even got a sip.”

      Dan’s baritone boomed from the kitchen. “You don’t drink, Rachel.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, but I should at least know what I’m talking about when I recommend Canyon Rose to my friends!” She drained her cup and Ariela pointed her chin toward the bottle. Rachel shook her off, setting the wine-stained plastic on the coffee table beside someone’s discarded polyester napkin. “I’m exhausted. Honestly, I thought it would be easier if I cut the guest list down to family and close friends, but somehow thirteen people feels like just as much work as forty.”

      “Yeah, I’ve gotta get home. I need to take Harley out, he’s been cooped up in there all day, and I have a Zoom call with the lady from that extract or flavoring or whatever company at like seven thirty tomorrow morning.” She ran her fingers through the tangles of pale blonde and ash brown laying limply over her shoulder. “I need a shower. Getting rained on twice in one day is not great for my hairstyling routine.”

      Her mother laughed. “Is putting your hair in a messy bun and tying a bandanna around it considered hairstyling now?” Rachel tucked her own perfectly straight bob behind one ear.

      Her dark blue eyes and mousy brown hair were the same shade as Ariela’s, except instead of blonde highlights, glittering strands of grey sparkled throughout. Ariela hoped she looked like her mom at her age. Tasteful Botox and the tiniest bit of well-administered filler hadn’t hurt, but Rachel’s appearance was more genetics and skincare than anything artificial. Hell, she was the reason Ariela had gone to the medspa to get her frown lines done earlier in the year. Ten years ago she would have laughed out loud at the idea of getting anything done to her face, but a decade of managing a gaggle of college-aged employees and the stress of owning a popular LA cidery had carved lines between her eyebrows that would rival the Grand Canyon.

      “Do you want to take any food with you?” Ariela’s mother gestured toward the kitchen. “Dad can pack up whatever you’d like.”

      “No, no, I’m fine,” she replied. “It wouldn’t get eaten anyway. I’m barely home. I’ve been living on hummus and lavash chips for a month.”

      “Who’s been taking care of Harley?” Rachel’s love for her daughter’s weird little dog nearly rivaled her love for Ariela herself. “You know he can come over here to Grandma’s any day.”

      “Mom,” Ariela’s lip pulled back in disgust. “Please don’t call my dog your grandchild.”

      Rachel huffed a breath through her nose. “Well, neither you nor Alex plan on giving me any, so I’ll take what I can get.”

      The complaint was old and Ariela’s response was the same as always. Her dad chimed in, speaking in unison as she stood and said, “Kids are a risky investment.”

      Rachel waved her off with a manicured hand. “Go give my granddog a kiss and let me know if you’re going to make it to the Chamber of Commerce luncheon on Wednesday. Thank you for coming, Ari. I appreciate you putting up with Nana and getting her those candies. I know it’s hard for you.”

      “It is what it is. I love you guys! I’ll text you about Wednesday. If I don’t, remind me?” She ducked into the kitchen to give her dad a hug and grab a handful of macaroons, closing the front door quietly behind her as she left.

      Ariela’s sage green Jeep needed a wash, she noticed as she backed out of her parents’ driveway. The backup camera looked like someone had splattered coffee all over it. It hadn’t rained in months, so weeks of dust had the chance to accumulate without her really noticing. The hour and a half of actual rainfall had turned it into sludge, and she scowled as she tried to think of when she’d have time to go through the car wash.

      This week was insane. She had a meeting with someone to talk about brewery software and a speaking engagement at the West LA Community College on Monday, the street fair on Sunday, trivia night was Wednesday, and last week they’d had to close the doors by eight because they’d hit capacity. Her mom wanted her to go to that luncheon to watch her get yet another community excellence award, and she knew there was something she was supposed to do on Tuesday, but couldn’t remember what it was. Her phone buzzed from inside the cup holder, and when she didn’t pick it up, a series of annoying pings sounded to let her know she had probably three hundred new emails. As she got on the 405 North, the lights of the city began to fade away. There wasn’t any true darkness in LA, but this route through the canyon was undoubtedly the closest. Sometimes, a ten-minute drive through a dark stretch of nature was the closest thing she’d get to relaxation, and she’d take it gladly.

      Ariela pulled into her garage just before eleven, the solar-powered lights flickering on as she turned off the engine. Harley was probably shredding her couch, and she needed a hot shower more than she’d ever needed anything in her life, but making herself open the door and get out of the Jeep was a herculean effort. She scrolled her inbox, marking things as important or moving them to their appropriate folders. One email caught her eye: ATTN: A. ADLER. Typically, these were spam, but the sender sounded vaguely familiar—Weisman-Frakes Development. Her brain was mush, so she stuck a star on it and closed the app. It was a problem for the Ariela of tomorrow.

      At last, she stepped into the smell of asphalt and exhaust, the balmy air in the garage feeling like a warm hug after the chill of the AC. With steps slowed by a long day and sweet wine, she trudged through the hall and into the elevator, greeted by the tippy-tap of Harley’s nails on the hardwood before she even opened the door.

      Her dog was a little grey gremlin—was some variety of pug mix, with the smooshed face and wide-set eyes the breed was known for, but his coat was a mottled, dappled grey and white, with darker grey running down his back and at the tip of his tail. He was ugly-cute, earning her regular squeals and giggles anytime she took him on a walk, and she understood the appeal of his wiggly little body more than any of them. As she opened the door, he wheezed at her, spinning in circles and punctuating each turn with a sound that might have been a bark if he were a normal dog. As it was, it sounded more like a cough, and Ariela immediately grinned down at him. “Yes, yes Harl! I see you! Come on, let’s go potty.”

      She clipped the leash to his green leather collar and led him downstairs and out onto the street. Her apartment was about a two-minute walk from a small park, and Harley wiggled his way down the sidewalk, unbothered by the people they passed. While it was nice to live within walking distance of the cidery, it wasn’t quite the same as her parents’ neighborhood. There were a few familiar unhoused people she saw most days, but there were also an assortment of what she liked to think of as recreational independent contractors. She’d had a few run-ins with people who crossed boundaries or acted in a way that made her uncomfortable, but she had spent enough time here to feel safe enough to walk the dog at night. Harley did his business, but was so excited to finally be outside, she felt bad taking him straight home, so she continued down the block toward Canyon Rose.

      The neighborhood was eclectic at best, messy at worst, but she had initially fallen in love with the space she’d turned into her cidery because of the building beside her own. It was an immense former bank building, thirteen stories of art deco, neo-gothic splendor. The doors faced the corner, above which the highest point towered. It was ringed by gargoyles, and she always felt an odd thrill seeing them at night—as though they might leap from their perches at any moment and swoop down to the streets of LA. Harley joined her, staring skyward, his silly little face looking entirely devoid of thoughts. “Pretty cool, eh Harl?” she asked him. He wiggled in response, but before she turned to leave, motion at the building’s doors caught her eye and set Harley on edge enough to make the fur on his back stand up and a low growl she had never heard before rumbling in his chest. She wrapped his leash around her palm, tugging him close and bending down to stroke his back gently. A man stood under the eaves snapping photos and typing on his phone. Maybe it was nothing, a nighttime tourist checking out some cool architecture, but Ariela had a feeling deep in her gut that said otherwise. Harley agreed.
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      Ms. Adler,

      Weisman-Frakes Development has recently been contracted by a nearby tenant, and would be happy to provide you with an entirely complimentary property estimate to help you stay up-to-date with the current property value of your business. We take all factors into consideration including your lot size, age of the property and buildings, any recent renovations, and recent comparable sales in your area. As the most prestigious boutique development company in West Los Angeles, we pride ourselves on customized service and building mutually beneficial relationships with prospective buyers and sellers. Please contact me at your earliest convenience to schedule your no-cost evaluation, and to discuss the generous offer I have prepared.

      

      David Eyrie

      Director of Acquisitions

      

      “What the fuck?” Ariela turned to her best friend, Zola, holding out her phone. “Dude, read this.”

      Zola’s plethora of rings clacked against the phone’s plastic case as they took it, dropping their octagonal wire-rimmed glasses down their nose to look more closely. “What’s this? Sounds like some dumb advertising shit.” Their thumb swiped across the screen and they grinned. “Now this is interesting! The ‘Prost Office’ is holding your ‘pakcage’ and you’ll be fined a thousand dollars if you don’t call them right away to provide them with your credit card info. Sounds totally legit.”

      Rolling her eyes, Ariela held out her hand. “No, Z, what it sounds like is some development firm trying to buy the lot to bulldoze and turn into studios they’ll rent for four grand a month. These guys were sniffing around when the property was still on the market. The only reason they weren’t able to buy it out from under me is that the owner had no kids and didn’t want his childhood memories destroyed and replaced with shitty granite countertops.”

      “Oof,” they replied. “So what, tell them to fuck off?”

      “Yeah, but they’re like roaches. They don’t die. Even if I get rid of this one, his relatives are all probably crawling around the walls ready to replace him.”

      Zola shuddered, visible goosebumps popping up on their deep brown skin. “Can you not?” They grimaced and shrugged their vintage embroidered jacket more snugly around their shoulders. There was a bright blue dragon emblazoned across the back of the orange silk, and it matched Zola’s blue and white micro box braids perfectly. “No bugs please. Anything but bugs.”

      “Ah, yes, the only bug you can tolerate is Mothman.”

      Zola’s warm brown eyes narrowed in mock outrage. “Mothman is not a bug, thank you very much. He’s a big sexy humanoid with glowing red eyes and a d⁠—”

      “Nope, that is enough of that,” Ariela interrupted with a laugh. Her lips twisted in disgust. “I’ve heard enough about Mothman’s mothmeat for the rest of my life. And anyway, I’m serious, Z. Once these guys get a property in their sights, they just don’t let go.”

      Zola’s fingers flew across the keyboard of their laptop and they dropped their glasses down again and leaned closer to the screen. This was what Ariela called their “hacker face” and it almost always meant they were doing some sort of deep dive into something that may or may not be within the bounds of the law. “Okay,” they began, chewing on their lower lip. “David Eyrie, fifty-four years old, unmarried. He’s been with this firm for… uh… twenty-two years. Looks like he bought out all those lots that used to be warehouses over on East 7th and turned them into those art lofts.”

      “Where Deanna lived?” Ariela pulled a tub of silverware across the counter and began to wipe each fork and knife down with a towel before tossing them into a Cambro. “Didn’t she get kicked out?”

      “Yeah, ‘cause the lease specified it was a work loft, not a living space. Don’t all workspaces usually come furnished with beds and kitchenettes? Conveniently didn’t get her deposit back either.”

      “Slumlord,” Ariela said, knives clattering. “Bet you a hundred bucks that’s what he plans to do here.” Her head shot up, mouth open in a perfect ‘O’ and eyes wide. “I saw someone last night over at the bank building! Taking pictures and being creepy. Even gave Harley the skeevies.”

      “Could be,” Zola shrugged. “Want me to find a letter template from a law firm or something so you can sound scary in your reply?”

      She shook her head. “I think that’s illegal. I dunno. I’ll call my mom later and ask what she thinks. She and Dad have a lot more experience dealing with this shit than I do. I’m good at schmoozing and making cider. Beyond that…”

      Zola raised their glass. “Damn right you are.”

      “I think for now, I should just ignore it? I don’t know.”

      “See what Mama Adler has to say and go from there. Anyway, you have the block party to worry about first. What are we wearing? Is Carmelita going to be there? Are you going to have slushies? These are much more important topics.”

      Ariela laughed. Sometimes their age difference was abundantly clear. Zola had been one of her first customers and pretty much never left. Most of the time, it didn’t matter that they were twenty-four and technically Ariela was old enough to be their parent, but sometimes she felt old as dirt. Like now, mind full of purchase orders and worries about real estate, while Zola worked on their semi-famous sexy cryptid podcast in bright purple Crocs and daydreamed about the woman who owned a neighboring coffee shop.

      “Carmelita may be there. I don’t know, guess you’ll just have to come see for yourself. If you help with the booth, I’ll pay you in cider and flattering stories told to any person you choose. Yes on the slushies. It’s supposed to be in the high seventies and I am not going to stand outside all day without something frozen to drink. You know damn well it’s gonna feel like it’s a hundred degrees. And I have put literally zero thought into my attire. Probably a Canyon Rose shirt and jeans.”

      “I’m not saying you don’t look great in work merch and denim, but there’s gonna be a looooot of people there. Don’t you think you might want to look especially hot?” Zola’s eyebrows waggled and Ariela fought the urge to throw a napkin at them. She hadn’t dated in… awhile. Her last girlfriend had left LA to pursue social work in the Midwest, and the person she’d dated before that had transitioned and now was happily married to Ariela’s old roommate, with three beautiful children.

      Actually, since graduating high school twenty years ago, she’d dated only those two people. There were spices in her cabinet she’d had longer than either of those relationships. But being a lesbian in LA could be complicated; everyone was far too connected by way of friends and exes and endless drama. She’d rather be alone.

      Ariela had spent the past eight and a half years working on Canyon Rose—writing her business plan, learning about cider brewing, taking business courses, and doing endless spreadsheets to figure out how not to fail miserably. By the time she found the space and started her renovations, it had been nearly two years since the dream had first taken hold. It wasn’t like she had hours of extra time in which to cultivate relationships. Hell, the main reason she had even been able to get close with Zola was that they were at the cidery at least three days a week. Dating was very, very low on her priorities list, which Zola knew, but her friend also knew that throwing herself into work was also a convenient excuse.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she grumbled. “I know I’m not getting any younger. Believe me, when someone hot enough to make me forget about work walks through those doors, I won’t let the opportunity pass. But until then, I’ve got shit to do. I’m not looking for love, if it finds me, it finds me.”

      “Oooh! Good plan,” Zola replied. “I’ve been waiting for winning lottery tickets to find their way to my pockets. It hasn’t worked yet, but any day now!”

      This time, Ariela did throw a napkin. Zola dodged it without looking up from their laptop screen and laughed. “Alright, have fun with mothmeat, I’ve gotta do some actual work today,” she said, hoisting the tub of wrapped silverware up to her chest. “Holler if you need anything.” Zola’s long wolf howl followed her into the kitchen.

      It was 7:30 p.m. by the time Ariela had time to sit down on an overturned five-gallon bucket in the kitchen. She’d had a Zoom call with a friend and fellow cider maker in France to discuss juice prices and a technique involving wine yeast and honey as the bottling sugar. She’d made a note to reach out to local honey producers with the idea to maybe try her hand at making a cyser—mead fermented with apple juice instead of water. It could be a cool autumnal drink, and something new to the tap list. Erik, her lead cook, had brought her a chicken sandwich and pile of waffle fries and she absentmindedly dipped one in their house-made apple sweet and sour sauce as she scrolled her calendar for probably the hundredth time. Crunching on a fry, she cross-referenced her Google calendar with her iPhone, making sure everything was on both apps, and she heard the door chime.

      Even from her spot in the kitchen, a good twenty feet from the taproom, she heard Zola’s intake of breath. Ariela got to her feet so quickly the bucket slid across the tile with a terrible grating noise. Zola was an enthusiastic person to put it lightly, but they didn’t often react completely unfounded. Who or whatever had just come through the door was either amazing or awful, and given their recent chat about Whatsit-Fucks Development, her nerves were already frayed. However, no amount of split-second overthinking could have prepared her for what she saw in her brewery.

      They must have been at least 6’3”. Their black suit was impeccably tailored, nipping in at the waist and fitted across broad shoulders. Short hair, so dark it might have appeared black if not for the way it shone a deep chestnut beneath the hanging lights, was pushed back from their face. And their face… It was severe—all sharp angles and a strong, aquiline nose. Framed by the dark of dusk through the front windows, everything about this person screamed strength and power in a way that both thrilled and terrified Ariela.

      She stepped out of the kitchen, smoothing her wrinkled tee in some vain attempt at appearing put-together. “Welcome in!” she said, hoping her voice sounded chipper and confident. Now that she was closer, she saw a slight swell beneath their crisp white shirt, so she wasn’t surprised when the voice that replied was a low, silky alto.

      “I am looking for a Miss Ariela Adler,” they intoned with the barest hint of an accent. Italian? French?

      “Well, you found her!” Ariela winced at her dad-joke tone. “How can I help you?”

      “I wished to introduce myself. My name is Chanson Roche, and I am one of the owners of the bank building just there.” They gestured behind them. “Your name came up in conversation and I realized I had yet to make your acquaintance. I would ask for a moment of your time, if it can be spared.”

      Ariela tried to sort out the anglicized version of their name so she would know how to pronounce it without sounding ridiculous. Failing miserably, she smiled. “Seansen, you said?”

      “Chanson,” they repeated. “Just like taking a chance.” Their accent lengthened the A—for a moment, Ariela understood why people considered French the language of love.

      And despite her face flushing a deep red, and a completely inexplicable anxious elation, Ariela reached out her hand. “It’s lovely to meet you, Chanson.”
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      Ariela pulled a third seat up to a small high-top in the corner of the tasting room, beckoning Zola over with a wave. They snapped their laptop closed and shoved it under their arm so they could carry their half-full pint of Blind Thrust blackcurrant cider and their bag in the other hand. Chanson followed, unbuttoning their suit jacket before bending to sit atop the low-back stool. Ariela’s face flushed as she hopped up. She wasn’t short, standing just shy of 5’11”, but she felt tiny beside Chanson. Is this how Zola feels next to me? She waved to Sam, the woman behind the bar—holding up two fingers and tilting her head for a second to contemplate which cider she wanted. She placed her hand beneath her chin and made a silly face and Sam laughed.

      Zola and Chanson made their acquaintance while Sam brought over two pints of Precursor, a pear-based rosé-style cider. Ariela had tasted quite a few pear ciders while she toured France, and thought it might be apropos for Chanson. “On the house,” she said as she placed the glass atop a coaster with an illustrated blooming rose in the center. Chanson looked at the pale pink-colored beverage as though it might be some sort of small snake or wriggling insect. “It’s a pear cider,” Ariela explained. “Semi-dry, nice tartness, smooth, fruity finish from the red-fleshed apple variety we use.”

      Chanson made a hmm sound and lifted the glass, examining it against the sunlight, and took a tentative sip.

      “What do you think?” Ariela wasn’t sure why she was nervous, but she was. For some reason she really wanted this stranger to like her cider. She prided herself on her ability to choose ciders for people, and she didn’t want to be wrong.

      “It is interesting,” Chanson replied. “Not a flavor I am accustomed to, but I think I could enjoy this.”

      Ariela’s cheeks warmed and Zola looked up from their laptop. “Hey, sorry, I didn’t get your pronouns.” They bowed dramatically. “They/them.”

      Chanson looked wildly confused, turning to Ariela with angled brows drawn together. Ariela gestured to herself. “She/her.”

      After a moment of consideration, Chanson gave a tiny nod. “She/her as well.”

      Zola grinned. “Cool. So you own that big ass bank building?”

      “I am one of the owners, yes,” she replied. “There are eight of us in equity. It has been in my family for many generations.” She took another sip of her cider, this time seeming to enjoy it a bit more. “Which is, in part, why I am here.”

      Ariela leaned in. “Did a developer contact you?”

      Something like hatred flashed across the statuesque woman’s features. “Yes, in fact, one has. We are not amenable to sale, and despite what this Eyrie”—the word came out dripping with disdain—“may believe, they will not strong-arm us into going back on that decision.”

      “I saw someone snooping around your property last night. When I got their email this morning, I put two and two together and came to the conclusion that it was likely the same person who reached out to me.”

      “Do you own this building and the land upon which it sits outright?” Chanson asked. It was a strange way to word the question, old-fashioned.

      Ariela nodded. “I mean, yes? The title is entirely in my name. I am still paying off the mortgage, but it is my property.”

      Chanson’s mouth settled into a grim line. “What do you owe on your mortgage?”

      “What?” The question felt entirely too personal to have come from a stranger. “I’m not sure that is any of your business.”

      “Weisman-Frakes is a bigger threat than you understand. The company is a property development firm, yes, but they are also operating as a land development agency. Due to what I can only assume is a great deal of under-the-table dealings, they may have the ability to cite eminent domain and force you to sell. This is much easier if they can simply purchase your mortgage.”

      “There is no way that’s legal,” Zola interjected. Their fingers raced over the keyboard. “Berman v. Parker was based on a ‘Redevelopment Land Agency’ which was technically a government entity. You’re saying this property developer is a branch of the government?”

      “From what I have gleaned, they are listed as a land development agency, yes. It is certainly not legal, and would likely not stand up in a Supreme Court case, but it is equally unlikely that you would be able to push your case that far. The pockets of these sorts of people run deep, and I don’t believe you have the sort of capital that would be needed.”

      “So what,” Ariela said, voice rising in pitch, “I’m gonna be forced to sell my business to these dickheads and there’s nothing I can do about it? That cannot be true. Nope, I refuse to believe it.”

      “My colleagues and I have been discussing options, and we may have a plan. However, it will take time and I remain uncertain on parts of it. I wanted to meet with you to see where you stood. I do not know you, perhaps you would be glad to take a multi-million dollar settlement and relocate to another space. Does this building or its land really hold any deeper value to you?”

      Ariela’s eyes prickled, and she scrubbed at her nose with the back of her hand in an effort to stop her impending tears. “Yes. The father of the man I bought it from built this building. He and his brother got back from World War I and wanted to open a restaurant. They built this place literally from the ground up, with their own hands. Their family friend was an architect and drafted the blueprints and design based on the art deco buildings they’d seen in France. I have a photo
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