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  Chapter 1
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The dough squishes between my fingers giving me a certain satisfaction. A ribbon of cinnamon weaves its way through the sticky white stuff, the scent wafting through my nostrils. My butcher’s block countertop is covered in flour as is the apron that’s wrapped around my body. A low din from the flow of traffic of my morning customers interrupts me. 
My sister Jenny's voice is soft, as I listen to her checking out a customer ordering her usual bagel with cream cheese and black coffee. Once she’s through with the customer, she turns to me, her voice conversational. “We’re almost out of business cards for next-door. Better get them to replenish before you end up paddling up Schitt’s Creek without said paddle.”
She doesn’t hide the contempt in her voice, and neither do I, when I respond. “You would think that word-of-mouth would be enough for them. But no. I swear to God that bitch sits in here every day, making sure that we hand out cards for them.”
“You should tell her dad."
“I wouldn’t dream of it. I can handle her by myself. Besides, it’s the least that I can do considering that Nick has never raised the rent on me since day one."
“Which is probably why she’s got her eye on you.  I bet you Kathy is one of those types that would unplug her father’s life support machine to charge her cell phone.”
I smile at my sister. “She would not.”
My tone is unconvincing, so she smiles back. After I knead the dough into bows, I place them on parchment paper on a large cookie sheet and slide the buns into the oven. These are my best sellers. I can’t keep them on the shelves. The Italian restaurant next-door is owned by the same man who rents me the space for my store and my bachelor apartment above the store. He gave me an offer I couldn’t refuse when I was just starting out and had nothing, and all I’ve done is reinvest into the business, not caring that I don’t even have a bedroom.
It’s not exactly living in poverty, because my landlord makes sure that my apartment is kept up, and it’s so cozy that even my sister comes to stay with me frequently. She’s helped me run this place since I started, and I couldn’t do it without her. Plus, the restaurant doesn’t open until lunchtime, so many customers come here first, shop up and down the main strip, and then come back to the restaurant for lunch or dinner. The bitch that watches me, her husband is the chef at the restaurant next-door.  You could say that she’s a trophy wife, since she does nothing to help support their business, save for the odd business cards that she prints up and distributes. Although the restaurant isn’t Michelin quality per se, it has been touted as the most extravagant one in the city. And believe me, that bitch does not let me forget it.
The other oven on my double drawer pings, signaling that my baguettes are ready. I sell these fresh, cut up, and in brown bags, whole, and on a charcuterie board that the restaurant next-door offers. There are some delicacies that I make strictly for the restaurant, and I’m not allowed to sell them. I don’t like it, but the recipe is mine, so if I happen to give out a couple here and there as care packages to my family, no one will know the difference.
Jenny closes the cash drawer, and winces. “We’re out of fives. I knew we would run out before the morning rush was over." She glances at her watch. “The bank opens in ten minutes. I’m gonna scoot over there and grab us some change."
“Thanks. I’ll hold down the fort until you’re back."
Just as Jenny walks out the door, not a second later, Marianne, a.k.a., the bitch, walks in. She’s wearing her usual six-hundred-dollar leather coat, thousand-dollar leather boots, her hair has been recently bleached, and the accentuated flip in her top lip tells me that she’s recently been Botoxed. She approaches with a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “Good morning, Helen. Where is your partner in crime?"
“She just went on a change run. She’ll be back in ten minutes."
A quick glance at my counter shows me that she notices the business cards are out. “Jesus, Helen. What are you doing, throwing them in your buns?"
I'm flippant.  “Those baguettes I give to you for your customers, they go in my ass crack, too."
She doesn’t do cute. Her sneer says that she’s not in the mood for my jokes.” Do I need to call the health department on you?"
She would love that. Instead of using a cocky comeback, I hand her the empty business card receptacle. “When you have a moment, would you kindly give me a refill?"
As if I haven’t got five customers to tend to alone, a dozen cinnamon bows in the oven, and two more dozen to make. Not to mention the frozen donut dough, and pizza dough that needs tending to, which is another thing that I supply the restaurant with. They make homemade pizza, and my homemade dough is part of it. I’d make a killing alone on homemade pizzas if I sold them here. But if Marianne ever got wind of that, not only would I no longer be buttering their breadsticks, but I’d be serving my sweet treats in soup kitchens.
She looks at me like she’s none too pleased. A look that I’m well accustomed to seeing on her. And just as she’s about to say something snide based on the sour puss on her face, Nick walks in. And her whole demeanor changes. She all but places her palms on her cheeks. Her tone is almost a hiss. “Daddy!” She nearly sings. “It’s so nice to see you. I thought you were still in a meeting.”
“I was, Bella. But it’s over now. Your sister told me that you would be down here.”  He turns to look at me. “How are you today, Helen? It smells lovely in here as always."
I see the eye roll on Marianne behind him. I swear the woman must have a voodoo doll of me. Which might explain the incessant headaches I get right around the time that she leaves me after her impromptu surveillance visits. Nick turns to his daughter. “Lacey needs you at the restaurant. So if you’re finished here, you should probably go and see what she wants. I would’ve asked her myself, but it seemed like a female issue."
I can’t help the tiny grin that forms on my face.  “Go give her a hand before we have a crisis.” He adds.
A new customer approaches the counter. She’s holding a round of sourdough bread in her hand. “Can I help you?”
“Do you have a sample of this I can try?  One of my snobby friends is having a party and she has a thing for sourdough bread and will make a fuss if it’s not just perfect.”
“When is the party?” I ask as I see Jenny return and take care of the customers that are closer to the door. 
“It’s on Saturday.”
I wave. “Oh, sourdough bread is best when it’s fresh. How about you come back on Friday and I’ll have my grandmother’s special sourdough bread ready for you. This recipe makes the bread melt in your mouth.”
Her face brightens. “Thank you so much.”
I smile. “You’re welcome.”
The lady walks out of the bakery and Jenny finishes cashing the customers out. Nick is perusing the fresh bun bin as my sister looks at me speculatively. “You have grandma’s sourdough recipe and you’ve never used it here?” She hisses. 
“I sort of know it by heart, but I know that I don’t have the recipe exactly. There’s more secret recipes I have upstairs in my apartment. I pull one out every now and again but it’s been at least a few years.”
Jenny peers over at Nick before speaking under her breath.  “Don’t let Cruella DeVille know that.” 
I smirk. “Can you hold down the fort while I look for it?  I need to proof the dough overnight and I want to get it just right.”
The bakery has just four customers left, sitting at the table closest to the door, eating the special gluten free cupcakes I baked this morning. My apartment is accessible by walking to the side of the building. Nick didn’t want the public to have direct access from the restaurant or the bakery, so he built sort of an old fashioned fire escape-esque enclosed stairwell. It’s exactly fifteen steps to reach my cozy bachelor style pad. Inside the entrance, a mosaic tile floor greets me. The rainbow colors shine from the light peeking in through the living room window. 
A walk-in closet is tucked into the opposite end of the grand room, adjacent to the Murphy bed, which is pulled up during the day. Honey hardwood floors are at my feet as I open the closet and peer up to the overhead shelf. Sitting proudly on it is my blue box of memories. I also have a red one, and an orange one. One for each decade that I’ve been alive. It sounds like I’m organized but if you open any of the boxes you will be sorely disappointed. In that light, I grab the blue one and hope for the best. 
After I close the closet door, listening to the distinct popping of the mechanism, the box gets tucked under my arm as I head back downstairs.  One of my regular customers sits outside, having her usual afternoon muffin.  She's a student at the local college, which is a ten-minute drive from here.  "Hey, how's it going, Lisa?" The usual bubbly expression has been replaced with a look of warning, that she tries to mask as soon as she hears my voice.
My expression changes as I look over, across the street, and see two teenagers huddled together.
My voice is a murmur.  "Are they giving you trouble?" 
Lisa shakes her head.  "It's nothing to worry about."
I know this girl.  She's the sweetest, kindest kid I know.  There has never been a day when she hasn't put at least a quarter in the tip jar on the counter.  And she always helps Mrs. Patty into my bakery with her wheelchair.  "That's a lie.  Tell me what's going on."
Her head turns towards the bakery, away from their view.  "They followed me here.  We're working on a project at school together, and they didn't do their share and want mine, but I won't give it to them."
"Which class?"  I know for a fact that she's taking a culinary course.  The same one that I did.
She tells me what class. "Mister Winters?"
A nod.
"Assholes." I mutter.  "I'll be back."
Her voice is pleading. "Please don't do anything to embarrass me."
"You've got nothing to worry about."
I cross the street casually, hands in pockets, whistling.  When I approach them, I clear my throat.  They turn around, both looking snide and full of teenage attitude, just like I had when I was that age.  Truth be told, I went to college late, but that's another story.  "Hey, do you guys want a croissant or a roll or cupcake or something? You look starved."
The taller one looks me up and down like I just asked her what color panties she's wearing.  "No, thanks.  I don't eat gluten."
"I have gluten-free stuff, too."
She's still not impressed.  Probably on some fad diet, judging by the dark circles under her eyes, likely indicating a deficiency of some sort.  "No, thanks."  Her tone defies her words.  
My eyes slit slightly.  "What are you working on at school?" I play dumb.  If these girls are trying to ride my friend for her grades, chances are they're not nearly as passionate about baking and success as Lisa and I are, and they won't necessarily put two and two together that I've chatted with Lisa about their bullying.
The shorter one shrugs.  "Why do you care?"
Oh.  She's one of those.  I decide to try a different tack.  "I care because my friend over there." I turn my body slightly, gesturing to her.  "She's working her ass off in school.  I'm thinking of hiring her as an apprentice, in fact.  My bakery doesn't take people that half-ass anything.  That restaurant next door?  The cheapest plate sells for seventy-five bucks.  We don't fuck around on this corner, and you're going to find out real quick that Mister Winters doesn't fuck around, either." I smile sweetly.  "He's a personal friend of mine."
The taller one swallows.  Her expression waivers slightly, but she's not going to let me see it.  The shorter one looks in the other direction, like she's trying to come up with some cocky response.  No sale.  "So, I suggest that you pull your weight and stop picking on my friend, or else I'll just have to invite Mr. Winters out to lunch and bring him up to speed." My lips purse into a smile.  "By the way, I pay a decent wage here.  And I'm well-known, sort of a little girl's club if you will, so if I know someone who is or isn't worth their salt, I'll be sure to spread the news." I wink.
The littler one blinks, staring at the ground. I think the message has been received.  As I cross the street, back to the bakery, the girls scurry to the car parked one city block away.  Lisa is nursing her coffee, pretending not to notice that I just handed those two girls their asses.  "Let me know if they give you any more trouble, but I think that the problem is solved." I smile. "Want a job?" I'm not even joking.
"Um. Sure."
I gesture with a head tilt for her to come inside.  Nick is seated with an old Italian couple, chatting, while they drink coffee and eat cinnamon rolls.  They're speaking their native tongue as Nick illustrates his enthusiasm with colorful hand gestures.  Jenny shakes her head, smiling.  My sister sees the blue box tucked under my arm.  "Did you find it?"
"Not yet. I'll have to go through this later." The metal box goes to the back of the butcher's block countertop.  "You've met Lisa before, right?" 
Lisa smiles and nods at Jenny.  "You're the one in Helen's old culinary program, right?  With the teacher that Helen slept with?"
My eyes widen as I guffaw incredulously.  "What the hell are you talking about?"
"Oh, please." Jenny waves.  "Don't try to deny it."
The laugh that comes out of me sounds like a hyena.  "Like I said.  What the hell are you talking about?"
An eye roll.  "Do you want to drudge up the past or do you want to find gramma's perfect sourdough bread recipe?"
Lisa stands there.  Her jaw is on the floor.  "We're coming back to this, right?"
My cheeks heat.  I can't look at her.  "Jenny, give her a job.  Get her the paperwork so I can pay the lady, okay?  Can you come in on Saturdays?"
"If you give me the dirt on Mr. Winters, I'll take a graveyard shift."
"Who is Mr. Winters?" Nick asks, sneaking up behind us.
"Nobody." I say before anyone else can answer, even though both of their tongues appear ready to wag.
Jenny decides to let it go.  "What were you talking about in Italian?"
Nick licks his lips.  "I'm sworn to secrecy. Don't you know that's half the reason why people speak their native tongue in public?"
My brow lifts.  "What's the other half reason?" 
"You tell me who this Mr. Winters is and I'll tell you." Nick's expression matches mine.
"Shrewd.  Very shrewd." Jenny is impressed.
Time to change the subject.  "Nick, meet Lisa. Our new Saturday staff.  She's going to help prepare the offerings for weekends, cash people out, and maybe sweep the floor every now and then."
Nick offers his hand to shake.  "I've seen you here before.  You're taking the same classes as Helen here, right?"  Nick's hands are like baseball gloves.  He's tall and stout, with jet black hair, a thick moustache that he keeps twirling up into a circle on each side of his nostrils, and he has just enough of a ponch in front to suggest that he's equally unafraid of hard labor and food.  He slaps Lisa's hand gently but the sound still carries. It reminds me of back in elementary school when the teacher would slap the large, brick-like blackboard erasers together to loosen the chalk dust.
Jenny goes for a cheap shot.  "With the same teacher that little miss perfect buns did the nasty with." 
"Can we drop it?  We have customers.  This is very unprofessional."
Nick jumps on the dog pile.  "They don't speak English."
Thanks a load.
He turns to Lisa. "Do you want to work at my restaurant, too?  I need a hostess." He doesn't wait for her to answer.  "Come on. I'll show you around."
"Oh.  Okay." Lisa stammers, following him outside.
"I thought Cruella DeVille was the hostess." Jenny comments, pulling a metal bowl out of the industrial sized fridge behind us. It's full of dough that's proofing for more of my homemade bread.  
"Please.  She might break a nail." I mutter as I pull my blue metal box of memories out from behind the countertop.  Jenny kneads the dough slightly, but not enough to burst any bubbles.  My sister didn't take the same culinary class, but I've taught her everything I know, and she does most of what I do, plus she helps with advertising and accounting, even though I do have an accountant.  Jenny has never been a terribly academic person, but she works her ass off and covers for me when I'm screwed for staff.  That girl has had my back for more things than I can count.  And I can't imagine having anyone else by my side for sixty plus hours a week.
The dough gets shaped and placed in the metal pan for baking, while she gives me a sideways glance.  "What do you have in there, anyway?"
"All my boxes are a mish mash of things.  I know that this one has recipes in it, because this is the one with the lid practically smushed on. It barely fits." I grunt as I force the lid off, since It's bent from being overpacked with my crap.  Once we hear the pucker of the seemingly airtight seal being broken, papers and garbage poke up out of it.  I start pulling things out of it.  An old sticky note I made with a doodle on it when Jenny was sick once, a handwritten note to my teacher when I had to be excused from school so my mother could take me to see some stupid show, and then I find a pile of photographs that I thought I'd burned months ago.
It's like they sting my fingers as I touch them.  "Fuck."
Jenny almost drops the pan in the oven.  "What?  What's wrong?"
I back away from the box.  "Nope.  Not doing this today." I shove the shit back in almost recklessly, like there's illegal drugs in it, and the narcs just knocked on the front door.
My sister watches me, puzzled and shocked.  "What the fuck is in that thing?"
"I can't." I shake my head.  "Nope.  I can't." 
The box gets shoved back under my arm and I walk to the door, take it back to my apartment, and hope to God that I'll forget about what I think I saw.
Until about six hours and two glasses of wine later.






  
  Chapter 2
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Popping my car keys into my pocket, I call to Jenny that I'm going for a drive. It's been a day, and I need to clear my head. Going home to where that box is, isn't going to help with that, so I decide that taking a nice drive may be the answer. 
"Wait.  I'll come with you." She says, pulling her sweater over her shoulders.  "Do you mind?"
"Not at all.  I just need to clear my head."
"Same." She tosses her hair over her sweater and grabs her purse from a lower cupboard in the kitchen.  This place has Fort Knox security with a camera that Cruella DeVille has access to, so we never worry about a burglary.  "My car or yours?"
I frown.  "It doesn't matter."
"I'll drive." She shrugs.
We usually take turns.  Most of the time when errands need to be run for the bakery we use my car, since I can write the expenses off.  "Where to?" She asks with a sigh as we both enter the car. 
"Anywhere except here."
A wisp of her brown hair gets blown off her forehead as she sticks the key into the ignition and the fan immediately comes on.  "How about we go out of town a little?  Take the scenic route?"
"Sure."
It's dark outside.  We spent an hour after closing preparing for the morning.  I made good and sure that the business cards were placed appropriately before leaving.  The air is crisp with cool evening air but warm enough that we don't need to put the heater on.  Jenny's car is small and compact, whereas I drive an SUV.  
Jenny's tone is conversational as she scrolls through the radio channels.  "So, what's inside the box that rattled you.  Is this about mom?"
I stare numbly out the window at the streetlights as we slowly drive out of our neighborhood.  "No." 
She waits.  A few minutes later, as we cross over into the rural area just outside of town, she sighs.  "I'm not sure if Derek is ever going to get over that.  He blames himself."
My eyes dart to hers.  "Don't you think I know that?  Everyone knows that.  As if coming out of the closet wasn't traumatic enough."
Our older brother Derek is gay.  We all grew up like sisters.  He was just as into Barbies and dolls as we were.  Dad was perfectly supportive, but mom, on the other hand, constantly forbade him from playing with such things.  She gave him trucks and army men to play with, but he wanted no part of it.  When Halloween would roll around, he was the one that wanted to dress as a princess, just like Jenny and me, but mom wouldn't let him.  We were kids.  We just thought our older brother was being sweet, because he was and still is, the sweetest man alive, second only to our father, who accepted him since day one.  The fact that he likes males is simply irrelevant.  His partner Dan is also the sweetest man alive.  
"Mom could never handle the fact that her first born is gay."
"No shit.  She can burn in hell."
But this sort of non-acceptance isn't foreign to me.  Straight, Catholic, rich, pretty, all the stereotypes that people will pigeonhole you into, I've seen it.  Lived it.  Not only was I not catholic but not Italian enough for the man that I fell in love with in high school, but I was also too young.  Hank's family, since the beginning, rejected me.  He was a senior while I was a junior.  Three years' difference seems insignificant as an adult, but as a teen, on top of the fact that I did not practice organized religion and was American, well, I didn't cut the mustard to say the least.  Thank God none of them knew about my gay brother.  They would have crucified me.  Burned me at the stake.  Went on a witch hunt.
Jenny chuckles.  "You remember the day that mom gave dad the ultimatum?  As if he could choose between her and Derek.  What twisted person, no, what twisted mother would do that to her only son?"
Just talking about this makes my blood boil.  We both love our brother more than anything.  "Why are we even wasting our breath on this?  She's never going to change, she's never going to accept Derek or Dan, so she can go to hell."
We drive past a ranch that has been up for sale for months.  The owner passed away over a year ago and the son has sold all the horses and accoutrements. Just the land and the house remain.  With the lack of care of the place, the house is in a state of major disrepair, the pastures overgrown, the fencing damaged.  Soon you can set fire to the place and it would probably do the estate a favor.  "You think anyone is ever going to buy this junk heap?  Mister Lawrence got old and didn't look after it for years.  I wouldn't imagine it's worth much anymore.  Just the land."
Jenny speaks matter-of-factly.  "Well, we better hope some rancher does, or else some rich land developer is going to buy it and erect giant skyscrapers here instead."
"The city would never allow that in this area, Jenny.  It's too rural.  God, the next neighbor to the ranch is a five-minute drive down the street."
With a nod of acceptance, she sits back further in her seat, relaxed.  "Are you happy, Helen?"
I give her a double-take.  "Of course I'm happy.  I'm doing exactly what I've wanted to do for years.  The business is thriving, and I have the best help." 
She smiles.  "And Cruella DeVille et al doesn't sully any of that?"
My hand goes to hers.  "You worry too much, Jenny.  What about you?  Are you happy?"
"I could use a raise."
I snort a laugh.  "Yeah.  Me, too."
She chuckles, shaking her head.  Then she gasps, eyes lit up.  "Hey, you want to go crash Derek and Dan's place?"
"Sure.  They always love it when we show up all melancholy like this."
Another turn and we're on the highway, headed towards our brother's place.  I pull my phone out of my purse. "Should I give them a heads up that we're on our way?" 
"Nah.  I love surprising them. I swear to God Dan's face lights up like a Christmas tree whenever we show up unannounced. I wonder if he's like that with everyone."
"Probably.  Dan loves everyone.  Hell, he even loves mom, and she doesn't deserve it."
Both my brother and his partner are tall and look like they belong on the cover of GQ magazine.  Derek has blonde hair like Jenny, where Dan is a ginger.  He's so hot I find myself fluffing my hair before he answers the door.  "You know he's gay, right?" Jenny teases, tone flat.
"My hair's been in a bun all day. I look like gramma." 
Derek answers the door.  His face is blank.  His voice matches it.  "Oh, goodie.  You're here." 
It takes a second for Dan to come to the door, and they both start laughing.  "Be nice to your sisters.  We tracked you." He kisses both my cheeks.  "We were actually going to come visit you but it seems like you beat us to the punch."
He hugs my sister, lifting her feet off the floor.  
"Hey. Where's mine?" 
Dan smiles cheekily and lifts me up. "How's it going, beautiful?"
"I thought I was beautiful." Derek says.
"Oh, honey, you are a sexy beast.  And you're beautiful." He waves after setting me down.  He addresses us.  "Drinks?"
"Please." I respond, taking my shoes off.  Jenny is already in the living room, picking up the cats.  Derek and Dan have four of them.  All named after Disney characters.  Two Persian twins named Chip and Dale, an orange named Lady and a tabby named Tramp.  Both of us have taken turns babysitting when they go to some exotic place twice a year.  Even dad did it once.  Nothing quite like getting a call from dad gagging when he changed the litterbox for the first time.  And there are four of them.  One for each cat.  Four times the cat shit. Four times the pleasure.  Each cat has its own bed, food dish and water dish.  Each one labeled with a different font to match the cat's personality.
Chip and Dale are intertwined together on the same bed but they perk up at the sight of Jenny.  Lady is already in her lap while Tramp is pawing at her shoulder.  "It's just because you smell like bread." Derek feigns that he's sour at the attention.
"Well, that's just because you smell like dick most of the time." Dan teases.
I snort a laugh as he hands me a glass of wine.  He's got one of his own, plus two more on a silver platter.  "Jesus, did you have these ready?"
Dan shrugs.  "I told you we tracked you.  After I loaded the dishwasher we both looked at each other and said that we're overdue to see our sisters."
Dale is licking Jenny's face.  Derek rolls his eyes.  "That bitch bit me this morning.  I see where the loyalty is."
Jenny smiles at him.  "They just like women better, I guess.  Some cats are impartial to certain genders."
"We have tried four times." Dan points to each cat separately.  "And all four have turned out to be bitches."
Lady practically leaps into my arms and starts purring.  "That's funny, because whenever we cat sit, they love us."
Derek gives me a look since I'm rubbing it in and enjoying it way too much.  
"How's the wedding plans?" I ask.  They got engaged a few months ago, and since Dan is a perfectionist and Derek is not, they seem to be dragging their heels on plans.
"Oh, don't get me started. We haven't even picked a venue yet." Derek says.  "At this rate, we'll elope in Vegas or something."
"Don't even talk to me about that." Dan argues kindly.  "I'm not getting married in Vegas unless we go to one of those cheesy chapels where Elvis will give me away."  Dan changes the subject. "So, what's new in your worlds, ladies?"
Jenny lies on the floor as the cats swarm her.  I sprawl out next to her and they just about fight over who gets to walk on whom.  Jenny lifts her hand, a finger in the air.  "Helen flipped out today."
"Helen?" Derek cranes his neck backward.  "That doesn't sound like you." He's not kidding at all.  I am one of the most rational, level-headed people I know, and I'm not tooting my own horn.  It's a fact that many have told me.  "Thanks, sis." I say facetiously.
Dan sits on the couch and takes a sip of his wine, leaving his pinkie finger in the air as he tips the goblet up.  "Do tell."
On a sigh, I speak.  "I didn't flip out.  I mean, I could have, but I didn't."
Jenny throws me under the bus.  "She brought down one of her boxes of memories and opened one.  I think she saw something about mom in there but she won't admit it."
I tip my glass back and sip.  "That's because it wasn't about mom." 
Derek smiles self-righteously.  "It was Hank."
My non-answer is answer enough.
Derek is pleased with himself.  "Ah.  There it is."
I stare at the ceiling.  "You can all fuckoff now." 
Dan sets his goblet on the coffee table and tries to pet Lady, but she turns her back on him.  The cat version of flipping the bird.  "Either that or his sidekick, Judd."
Grabbing my knees, I sit up. "Look, you guys.  There's a reason why I raced upstairs to my apartment to put that box back.  I don't want to talk about it and I never will."
Derek turns serious.  "When was the last time you saw a therapist about this, Helen?"  Derek has two therapists.  Actually, three, if you count the therapist that both Dan and Derek see together.
"I don't need a fucking therapist. I just need to not talk about it.  You see how I'm just fine when I don't talk about it or think about it?  Yeah, that's me being fine.  This?  This is me not being fine.  Know the difference."
Derek lifts a palm to me, and lowers his chin, as he sits next to Dan on the couch.  "Let me get this straight.  No pun intended." He chuckles, using both the boys' notorious inside joke.  "Do you not want to talk about Hank?  Or is it Judd?"
My eyes bulge as a vein pops out of my neck.  "Neither of them. I don't want to talk about the asshole that broke my heart, nor his best friend, the weasel that hated me since day one and danced a fucking jig of glee when Hank finally fucked around on me."
Dan taps the coffee table with his index finger.  "Interesting.  You see, don't you feel better now that you've verbalized it?"
I laugh mirthlessly, laying back down on the floor, surrendering to both Lady and Tramp, who evidently want to snuggle on my belly.  "No, I don't. I felt much better five minutes ago, when we were talking about the cats.  Shit, I'd rather talk about mom at this point."
"Cruella?" Derek tests with a brow lift.
"That bitch can burn in hell, too, with all of them." Jenny adds, taking a sip from her wine glass.  "And how are you going to get gramma's recipe from that stupid tin if you can't even bear to look inside it?"
"I can cope.  I just couldn't cope then is all.  Not in front of you or customers."
Derek sits forward slightly.  "By coping, you mean after some wine, and in private?  Sounds healthy."
Dan shakes his head.  His brows are scrunched.  "Why do we need a recipe?  Don't you have all your recipes catalogued, tested and diarized by now?  I didn't give you that software program for nothing."
Dan is a computer programmer.  He made a program specifically for me.  It gives me an automatic grocery list of all the ingredients and quantities I need with the push of a button. It's genius.  He's seeking a patent for it as we speak.  As I turn my head and sigh, I say. "This is a recipe for sourdough bread.  I've known a variation of the recipe from memory for a while, but I've been meaning to get the exact recipe for a while, and this sweet lady came in today needing to kick some ass in the kitchen, so I thought I would help.  The dough is already proofing, I just forget for how long and the finishing touches to make it magical."
"You mean you haven't shared your gramma's magical recipe with Nick yet?" Dan toys.
"A magician never shares his secrets. Or all of them, at least." I add.
Derek decides to circle back to torture me a little.  "I swear to God that Judd guy had a thing for you."
I glare at him.  "He hated me.  He tried to break me and Hank up enough to prove how much he hated me.  And I said that I don't want to talk about it.  It's ancient history."
Dan taps the coffee table again.  "If you had a Facebook page and could crawl profiles, you would know what Hank and Judd are up to nowadays."
"Which is precisely why I don't do the internet.  Only for recipes." I lift a hand and raise my voice slightly.  "And before you say it, I don't need it for advertising, either.  Never have.  That's one thing that Nick has done very well for me.  Being next to an expensive Italian diner has paid off amazingly well for me.  I don't need to advertise.  He does it for me.  Cruella and the rest of his spawn are all over that.  I don't even so much as need to have an Instagram account, nor do I want to.  I don't care what any of my high school friends are doing.  Never have.  There will never be so much as a photo of me on the internet.  Not now.  Not ever."
Lady rubs her face against mine as I lie on the floor.  Jenny is a lightweight, and after her first glass of wine, she usually starts talking.  Tonight is no exception. "Hank got married and his wife shit out a bunch of kids.  But Judd, he's like you.  You look him up and all you find is crickets."
Dan lifts a brow.  "Did he marry the whore he fucked around with on Helen?"
I plug my ears and start singing.  "Lalala!  Lalala!  I don't care!  I said I don't want to hear it!"
Derek lowers himself and pulls my hands away from my ears.  "Alright, if you don't want to gossip about this, then lets gossip about something else.  How's your sex life?"
My face goes blank.  I swallow.  There is an audible pause.  "So, um, did he marry that pile of shit, Pamela?"
Dan and Derek start laughing.  My sister's chest starts to vibrate and the cat begins to shake as he sits on her.  Then he gives up and walks away.
"God, Helen.  Leave it to you to be a hypocrite just to sidestep an awkward question." 
I look at my brother and wink.  "I wasn't taking the bait.  I know how you work.  And now we'll laugh and laugh and talk about something else.  Strategy.  Learn it." 
Suddenly there is a knock at the front door.  Dan rises quickly as we all sober.  "Well, look who it is!  It's my favorite man on earth!" 
Dad walks in and hugs Dan. "Dad!  We didn't expect to see you!" Jenny chortles as she rises.
"Well, I saw that all my kids were here, so I figured I didn't want to miss the party." Dad smiles as he gives us all hugs.  He's carrying a grocery bag in his hand.  
"What did you bring?" I ask, pulling the bag out of his hand.  Dad always brings something when he comes to visit.  The man is always picking something up for us.  Whether he noticed that we needed a new paper towel holder or if I mentioned that I needed something for the bakery, or if nobody needs anything he brings something for the cats.  
"Take a look for yourself.  There's something in there for you."
I rifle through the bag and see the package of napkins with funny sayings on it that Derek saw at this little general store we went to together last week and hands them to him.  Then there's a handwritten piece of paper at the bottom, folded into four.  I pull it out.  "What's this?"
Before I even look at it, I know what it is.  
"Jenny texted me and told me what happened today." Dad says, pursing his lips, with a warm smile on his face.  "I couldn't let you struggle through that when I knew I had my mother's sourdough bread recipe.  She and I used to make it when I was a kid, so I found it in my own little memory box and took a copy of it.  It's gramma's writing and everything."
The lump in my throat and the tears pricking the backs of my eyes I don't fight.  "Thank you, daddy.  I love you."
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The dough is perfect. I make three batches and set one aside for the sweet lady I promised to make a batch for. I'll take another one with me for dad and keep the other one in the freezer in case I have another moment of clarity with one of my stupid memory boxes. Food tends not only to be my livelihood but a source of comfort for me. It's the middle of the night and I'm in my own kitchen, upstairs in my apartment. After the wine wore off when Derek drove me home because Jenny had too much to drink, I couldn't sleep. And what does a baker do when they can't sleep? Yep. 
After I tidy my kitchen, sleep finally comes.  The alarm goes off and I hop out of bed, pulling on my jogging pants that I keep hung over my footboard, and sliding on my socks and running shoes that I keep next to the bed.  I don't bother pushing the Murphy bed back up yet, but I do straighten the covers.  My running sweater hangs off the back of my bathroom door.  The zippered pocket holds my keys as I trot down the stairs to greet the morning, before anyone is on the street.  Running has been something I've done for years.  I do it first thing in the morning, before I do anything else, and sometimes I'll run later if I've eaten more than my fair share of baked goods; a common problem when you run a bakery.  Jenny sometimes comes with me if I go for a run at night.  
The air is crisp and cool.  Beautiful. The sun is just poking up beyond the horizon.  Warming up with a slow trot, I walk briskly down the sidewalk and then stop to stretch at the park just up the street.  Once I'm ready, I break off into a decent speed, jogging along the pathway that follows the main road into the more rural part of the city.  Where my business is it's sort of the best of both worlds.  While it is inside the city, it's less than a five-minute drive outside the city limits, on the outskirts.  By the time I reach the places where the addresses don't begin with numbers, rather, with letters, I start to see the vast grasslands, and some farm machinery out harvesting in the early hours.
Heart rate at a nice beat, I keep jogging up the street, where only one car passes me in the ten minutes that I'm at a steady pace.  This part of the area is perfect for jogging, which is why it's been my go-to for years.  There are streetlamps, there is low traffic, and it's so peaceful the only noises you hear are the odd cattle mooing.  As I pass the Lawrence ranch, which is easily identifiable from the dilapidated fencing along the road, I look up ahead and see that the 'For Sale' sign is gone.  There is a black pickup truck parked in the driveway.  Shiny and new, not old and tattered like Mr. Lawrence Jr.'s pickup was.  It hurts to slow slightly, so I keep going, until I see someone in the front yard.  From the distance, I can see that it's a man.  A younger man.  Not nearly as old as Mister Lawrence or his son.  By the man's gait and stature, I'd say he has to be under forty.  
Slowing, catching my breath, I'm half inclined to be nosey and ask who he is, but his back is turned to me.  The first thing I notice is the tight ass.  He bends over to pick up something off the gravel driveway, and I can't help but stare.  After I shake it off, the man turns around, and I suddenly find the need to tie my shoelaces.  My baseball cap gets pulled tighter to my head as I stand erect again and watch him walk towards the entrance to the old house.  
I have to look twice.
It couldn't be.
After all that talk about Hank and Judd last night, I must be hallucinating.  
It's been a few years since I've seen Judd, but this guy strikes a similar resemblance to him.  If I ask Jenny to dig and find out if he really did buy the old Lawrence ranch, it'll open up a whole can of worms.  It can't be him.  He was a business major in college from what I heard.  Went on a scholarship.  There's no way he would be buying an old man's beat up ranch.  This has to be a doppelganger.  It bloody well better be.  There is no way I'm running past this asshole every morning on my jog.  And I'm not changing my route for him, either.  He'll just have to move.  He's not welcome here.  Knowing him, he'll get a restraining order so I can't come within meters of him.  Not that I would want to.
My blood boils as I keep running, way past him, and I chide myself for even looking at him. Even if he is Judd Bennett's twin, I hate him.  Anyone that looks like him has to be an asshole.  He was born an asshole and just grew bigger.  He made my life a living hell and I promised myself that I would hate him forever.  I'll make an addendum to that promise and add that I'll hate anyone that resembles him forever, too.  The negative energy works in my favor as I take off once again into a full trot, making my way back towards the bakery, stopping at least ten minutes up the street to cool down.  
Jenny gives me a sideways glance when we open.  "You look pissed today.  Getting your period or something?"
I hadn't noticed the scowl.  "No.  I'm fine."
She turns the 'Open' sign on and it illuminates the window.  The fluorescent lights spin around the text, making it eye-catching, possibly seizure inducing.  "Bullshit.  Did the sourdough bread not turn out?  Because it smells amazing."
"It turned out fine." 
"Are you hung over?"
"No.  I went for a jog this morning."
She pulls the chairs down off the tables and sits them in the proper position, as I open the cash register.  "Your period is synced with mine, as creepy as that is.  I'm not due for a week.  What's your beef, Helen?  I don't want to spend the day guessing.  It's exhausting.  Are you mad at me because I didn't drive you home last night?  Did Derek go off about the wedding?"
The oven is on, baking the morning's bagels, donuts and crullers.  Yesterday's get put in the discount section, and I pull the sourdough bread out of the paper bag so it can breathe before the lady arrives for pick up.  "No, nothing like that."
"Okay, well, we don't have much time for you to spill the beans, Helen. You know that our first wave of customers arrives by eight-thirty."
I try to change the subject. "When does Lisa start?"
"She's coming in for three o'clock this afternoon.  Her class schedule doesn't fluctuate this semester, so it'll be a three o'clock start every day except Saturday.  We're sharing her with Nick, so it's going to be a bit rocky to begin with."
"Every day?" I'm incredulous.  I couldn't handle working every day when I was in school.  Suddenly I start to feel inadequate.
"No, just every day that she's working." She exhales sharply.  "God, Helen.  What's going on with you?"
I don't want to get into it.  It's the last thing that I want to talk about.  "Nothing is wrong with me for chrissake, Jenny.  Can we just get over this?  I'm fine.  Maybe just a little bit sleep deprived, but I'm fine." I hate lying to my sister.  The worst part is that she knows it, and we both know she knows it.  
"Fine." She says, raising her hands in defeat.  
The nice old lady comes by and pays for her bread, leaving me a sizeable tip in the tip jar.  All my tips I save up and every year we buy tickets to go to a concert.  Cruella DeVille comes in to do her daily inspection of the place, and I make goddamn good and sure that I've hidden my sourdough bread, so she doesn't see it.  
Jenny grabs her purse from the cupboard.  "I'm going to go for lunch.  Do you want anything?"
"You're going next door?"
She huffs.  "Please.  If I eat one more plate of spaghetti I'm going to barf."
"They have more than spaghetti, Jenny.  Nick can have the cook make you a salad if you want."
She lifts a hand.  "Look, I just need to get away for a bit, okay?"
This is about me.  She hates it when I keep things from her.  I don't blame her.  She tells me everything.  My tone is trite.  "Okay."
We both know that I feel bad, but I'm still not ready to talk about it.  Jenny is good at accepting things sometimes.  This is the way she copes.  She goes and clears her head alone and when she comes back, she's fresh.  A wave of customers that had come in for lunch, leaves, and I'm left by myself in the bakery.  This is our slow time of day, so I take advantage and do a quick check of inventory.  I'm just taking a count of our premade dough when I hear the doorbell sound, signaling that I have a customer.
Taking steps to the counter from the back fridge, nothing could have prepared me for who is there.  She's a mirror image of me, twenty years later.  Her face is set, like she's got something on her mind, and she intends to say it.  "Mom." I don't recognize my own voice.  When a customer enters my store, the tone is warm and welcoming, not surprised and defensive.
"Helen.  I, um, I hope I'm not coming at a bad time." Her voice is tentative.  "I would have called first, but I wasn't sure if I would be able to pop by."
Also, had she called, I would have ignored her with the mood that I'm in today.  Our phone calls are distant and brief at best.  It's been like that for the last two years. Before that, we didn't speak since she walked out on us three years ago.
"It's fine.  We're not busy right now, as you can see." I gesture to the bakery, where there are no other customers.  "Can I get you something?"
"No, no.  I won't stay long.  Your brother called me last night and told me the news." She dives in.
Derek finally told mom that he's getting married. Finally got himself drunk enough.  Good for him.  "We're really happy for him."
Mom swallows.  "Yes.  I'm happy for him, too."
That had to hurt.  "Yeah." I scoff.
"I am, Helen.  I mean it." She says, taking more steps towards me.  She's touching the counter and I'm on the other side of it.  What I wouldn't give to turn back the clock and have her accept Derek, and accept that we accepted him, too.  Mom has missed so much.  She's hurt so many people.  Dad couldn't take her misery.  That's why she walked.
"I find that difficult to believe." My eyes are on the crullers under the glass countertop.  The uplighting makes them look shiny and brittle.  My mouth waters just looking at them.
"I thought that if anyone would understand it would be you, Helen."
My eyes meet hers.  "Why would you think that?"
She walks over to a table and has a seat, uninvited.  Stupidly, I follow her, bringing one of those damn crullers with me on a napkin.  After I place the cruller in front of her, I take the adjacent seat.  She continues.  "Because of Hank."
My brows wrinkle. "What the hell are you talking about?"
The cruller reaches her mouth.  She takes a small bite and puts it back on the plate before speaking.  "You remember how you were never good enough for him and his family?"
"How could I forget.  But I don't see what that has to do with Derek."
Her smile is weak.  I can see something in her eyes.  They're pink, like she's shed some tears or had a bad night's sleep recently.  "Helen, I was raised in a family that had the bar raised."
"What are you talking about?  Everyone loved Derek.  Nobody showed any sort of resentment towards him."
"That was before he came out, Helen.  Your grandma encouraged me to keep him away from dolls and girlie things, and your grandfather was certain that he would grow out of it.  But when he announced that he was gay and had a boyfriend, my family made me choose, Helen."
What?  What the fuck is this?  I know that my mother's family has always been slightly distant with us.   We saw them at Christmas and Thanksgiving some years, and birthdays, sometimes.  Sure, they were a little standoffish at best, but that's because they're British.  Snobby.  They come from money.  None of it got passed down to us, of course, and we sometimes got the sense that they didn't want to see us, but that was mostly because they live in fucking Britain!  "What a bunch of assholes!  And why did you choose them over your own children?"
"It wasn't that easy, Helen.  At first, they tried to be compassionate.  As did I.  But then they became passive aggressive.  Little hints came out here and there, and then your grandmother and aunt simply said that they couldn't deal with it.  They could not have a homosexual in our bloodline."
"Are we fucking royalty here?  What the hell is this shit?" I hiss.
She chuckles mirthlessly.  "No, but you know that your grandfather is very proud.  His face is pasted in the British newspapers often, as you know."
Grandpa is in politics.  He's a Member of Parliament.  Hence the money.  The whole family has a stiff upper lip.  Which is utterly ridiculous considering that both Derek and Dan, although gay, live a squeaky-clean lifestyle.  They're both well-to-do.  Dan, like I said earlier, being a software developer, and Derek being a director at that same software company. That's how they met.  "So what?  It's not like Derek has a criminal record or a coke habit.  I mean, so he likes men.  Big deal.  And Dan is just as fantastic as he is.  They make a perfect pair.  I don't see how your family can have any sort of problem with that.  Success is success. Love is love."
Mom smiles at me.  "God, I couldn't be any prouder of you, Helen.  Grandma was asking about you."
I've had enough.  I get down to brass tacks.  "Why are you here, mom?"
"Because I've missed you, Helen.  I've missed both you and Jenny."
"Well, Jenny, me, and Derek, we're all one package, mom.  You want us all or you want none of us.  That's the way it's always been and that's the way it will always be. Like it or not."
How the hell can mothers do this?  Reject a child or all of them because they're different?  Aren't we all?  Why does it even matter about my brother's sexual orientation?  It's not like they flaunt it.  Dan and Derek are more distinguished than most of the straight couples I've seen.  Hell, even Jenny's been seen playing tonsil hockey with a guy in public.  Dan and Derek have more class than that.  You wouldn't even know that they're a couple if you saw them on the streets.  It's shameful how badly they're being judged.  Their love is so pure.  Dan would walk through fire for my brother.  And Derek is who he is because of Dan.  
"I know, Helen, and I'm trying."
I find that hard to believe.  "Have you gone to see him?"
"Who, your father?"
It's interesting how she sidesteps even the mere mention of him.  "Derek."
The way she answers, it's like I've asked her what sexual position she prefers.  "No.  I think that he wouldn't appreciate that very much.  He's likely very hung over today based on the call last night."
"Which should tell you how much he's hurting, mom.  Do you know how long they've been engaged?" My tone is poignant.  "Three months, mom.  Three months.  That's how long it took him to get up the guts to call you, and even then, he had to do it drunk."
Now she takes a back-alley approach.  "Well, that's his choice, Helen.  He knows my number."
What a piece of shit.  "And you know his.  When was the last time you dialed it, hm?"
Mom swallows.  "I've been busy."
"Yeah, not too busy to come visit your successful, straight children." I huff.
She leaves the uneaten cruller on the plate and rises. "I think it's time for me to go."
"Yeah, that sounds like a great idea, mom."
"Please tell Jenny I said hello, would you?"
"Sure, I'll tell her." My voice is snide.  I just knew, when I woke up this morning, that something shitty was going to happen.  First, the near sighting of my arch enemy, Judd, and now this.  What else is going to go down today?  They say that shit happens in threes.
As I walk her out, two customers are approaching my store.  "Let me know when the wedding is, won't you?"
That I would never expect to hear out of her.  What, is she planning a takedown?  To run a hit on Dan's head days before the wedding?  "I think that's up to Derek."
"Sure, sure." Mom nods, and then I watch her walk over to her car.  The old blue Mercedes that she's had for years.  It still has the 'Hockey Mom' sticker on the back bumper, even though Derek only went to hockey for a season, despite her encouragement and the heap of money grandpa sent for him to keep going. Now it all makes sense.
The two customers buy a cake and a half dozen donuts, and then Jenny walks in.  She's all smiles and chipper. "Well, I'm about to ruin your day." I say condescendingly.
Her face doesn't waiver as she shakes her head. "Nope.  Nothing is going to stop me now.  I had a latte, a walk, and I met a very handsome man."
"Yeah?  Mom paid me a visit."
Her face falls.  "Shit."
That ought to do it.
And just then, just when I'm feeling cocky, shitty thing number three to happen to me today walks in the door.
It's not Cruella DeVille.
It's the doppelganger.
Only, it's not the doppelganger.
It's Judd Bennett.
The man I'd rather see dead than walking into my store.
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Jenny does a double-take. I'm sure that I either look like I'm going to pass out or kill the guy with my bare hands. "Judd?" Jenny asks. 
Paying no mind to the fact that there are two customers waiting at the counter to pay for their things, my voice is a guttural growl when I say.  "What the fuck are you doing here."
Jenny doesn't look pleased to see him, either, but she shows more tact than me.  "What do you want, Judd?"  My sister looks at me.  "Is this why you were in such a bad mood earlier?"
"I was hoping the next time I saw him it would be his corpse inside a coffin, but I thought I saw him at the Lawrence ranch this morning.  Figured it was my eyes playing tricks on me, but lookie here, look who's right in front of my face.  You've got nerve coming in here, Judd."
He's stunned.  His eyes widen.  "Jesus Christ, I had no idea." He shakes his head.  "I just came in here for some breakfast.  Jesus fucking Christ I didn't expect this." A hand gets scraped down his face.  He laughs mirthlessly.  "Well, isn't that just my sweet fucking luck."
Jenny places her hands on her hips.  "What the hell were you doing at the Lawrence ranch?" She asks as she approaches the counter to cash the customers out.
Judd is clearly unhinged.  He gives his head another shake.  "Jesus, I goddamn well bought it.  Never dreamed I'd run into you two here.  I feel like my bloody time machine busted and this is some sick joke the lord is playing on me."
I point a finger at him.  "It's no joke.  And if you think that I'm changing my goddamn jog route because you were stupid enough to buy that piece of shit ranch, you've got another thing coming, you asshole."
He blinks and smiles blankly.  "I guess I should have done my research.  I should get my head out of my own ass."  A hand gets raked through his thick, curly hair.  "This is a fucking nightmare.  Just add it to the pile, I suppose."
The two customers pay for their loot and leave, too busy in their own conversation about fake eyelashes to pay any attention to the drama over here.  
I tilt my head.  My voice is cutting. "Aw, poor Judd.  Having a bad day, are you?"
Another exaggerated blink.  "A bad year, actually.  Yeah, this was a bad idea.  Listen, I'll head over to the coffee shop up the way."
"There is no other coffee shop up the way. Not unless you want to pay ten dollars at that goddamn bistro on the other end of the strip." Jenny states.  "And based on your recent foolish purchase, I'd say that you can't afford that swill, either."
He scoffs, staring at his feet, which are covered with leather cowboy boots.  "Look, I haven't eaten yet today, I can't get out for a food run right now, and I haven't been here in two years, so I have no idea where else to go for food.  Can you please give me a cup of coffee and something to put into my stomach?  I'll pay double if you just leave it at that."
I try to forget about the toilet bowl cleaner in the bathroom and how nicely that would go in his coffee.  "Fine.  One coffee.  One bagel.  That's it.  And you do yourself a favor and never set your ass in this place again, capiche?"
"That is fine by me, ladies." 
It's too bad that this place is spotless, passing all health codes, and I don't have any cockroaches to stuff in his freshly baked bagel, but I hand it to him while Jenny prepares his coffee.  I take his money, all of it, as I glare at him.  "You always were such an asshole, Judd.  I really hope you rot on that old property." 
"I am sure you're rolling in it in this place, too, Helen.  What, are you up to minimum wage, or do they pay you by the fucking cruller?"
I give him an ultra-sweet smile, with daggers in my eyes.  "I own this place, asshole."
"Right.  Do you own the fancy restaurant next door, too, or are you just renting the space?" He looks up. "I thought I saw an apartment up there.  Is that your pad?  Nice going, Helen.  At least I've got a place to call my own.  And do me a favor and find another goddamn jogging route.  I'll make sure I put fucking spikes down around my property to keep your ass far from it."
"I see you've not changed a bit, Judd." Jenny interjects.
He takes his bagel and coffee and starts walking towards the door.  "The feeling is mutual, ladies."

      [image: ]"Dammit." Derek whines.  "I drunk dialed mom?"
"Yes, you did, big brother.  All kinds." I tell him through pursed lips.  
He's leaning on his elbows, hands through hair, staring at his glass table.  I called him the second that Judd left, and Jenny and I rushed over after we closed the bakery.  He needed a heads up, since I suspected that he didn't mean to make that call.  "God, Dan is going to be so pissed."
"Why?" Jenny asks.  "You weren't going to tell mom that you guys got engaged?"
"Well, not like that." He shrieks.  "I wanted to remember telling her!"
My eyebrows raise.  "I, for one, will never forget." 
He grumbles.  "God, now she's going to want to come, or not, and it's going to a whole thing.  I so didn't want the drama at our wedding."
I pat him on the back.  "Derek, no offense, but you haven't even got a venue yet.  I don't see why you're so worried.  Places are booking around here years in advance.  You're lucky to get married before you turn forty."
"I know.  I know." He mutters miserably. "I don't want to fight with
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