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      To Eli and the boys

      I will always love you more than pizza
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            Pepper Pines

          

        

      

    

    
      Weddings remind me I’m alone. Receptions were just as bad. You’d think I would’ve turned down the invitation, but nope, I’m here. Smiling. Dancing. Eating shrimp hors d'oeuvres out of a fancy gold-rimmed champagne glass. It appeared everyone was invited in the entire town. If it wasn’t for Jessica Hinton, I probably would’ve found some legitimate excuse not to attend, but my best friend needed me. The things I did for friendship.

      I took a wild, curly strand and tucked it back up into Jessie’s elegant twist. “And you thought coming to your ex’s wedding might bring you closure?”

      “I’m handling it pretty well,” she said, but I could see the twinge of pain behind those blue eyes of hers. “They both came to me with the invite. Bombarded me. Can you believe the nerve? It was unannounced, and that meant I had no time to prepare myself! Said how much it would mean to them if I was still in their lives. Jake and I were childhood sweethearts. Ten years on and off, and here we are, watching him escort his lovely bride around the room.”

      “You look lovely, too,” I said, observing that her low cut red dress at a wedding was supposed to signal ill will, heaven forbid, to the bride, but red was Jessie’s signature color, as mine was pink.

      I covered up my thoughts of my best friend acting out childishly by the manner of dress code etiquette to one that could be constructive. “And you’re very brave.”

      “Stupid and brave,” she added. “But that’s fine. There’s another reason they asked me to this little soiree. See that guy over by the band? That’s Jake’s new wife’s brother. Apparently, he’s some single, rich, stock analyst dude who has trouble finding someone who’ll take his day job duties and long weekend schedule. Jake knows I live on the computer, so he figures we’d make a great connection. Him never around and me never around even when he’s around.”

      I eyed him. He was nice looking, fair-haired, with a strong jaw and soft eyes. A cold plastic vibe, though. Jessie deserved warmth and romance. He might’ve been cute but seemed like he might know it. “Have you talked to him yet?”

      She took a long swig of hot chocolate, frowned, and then gulped again. “Nope. I’m talking with you, aren’t I?”

      I nudged her rib. “Then, you’re stalling.”

      “Pretty much.” She sighed. “I want a relationship and don’t want one all at the same time. And who has hot chocolate as a beverage at a wedding? A hot chocolate bar? Really? Speaking of stalling. Your last relationship was over so long ago, was it not, Pepper?”

      “And I don’t want one, now or ever. Pizza over love any day.”

      Jessie smacked her lips and applied a new gloss. “You need that cross-stitched on a pillow.”

      “Take out is the best. No mess to clean up. I can wear my pajamas and pizza doesn’t judge. I can talk to pizza, and it doesn’t talk back.”

      Jessie laughed. “Okay, okay. I get the point. I’m starting to worry about you. If I ever catch you talking to your food, I might need to call somebody. Your mom, even.”

      I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her from the garden chair. “Oh, don’t stoop that low. How about you go over there and talk to Mr. Overworked Stocks Guy, and I’ll watch.”

      “Observe me embarrassing myself? Nah, I’ll pass,” she said. “He should make the first move.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because I want an old-fashioned kind of love. The kind where the guy takes my hand, gives me a speech, and then asks my parents for permission to date me.”

      “Now who’s worried? Are you back to reading too much Jane Austen?”

      “There’s never too much Jane. Books over love. Pizza over love. That’s the two of us. I’ve got my own pillow to cross-stitch.”

      “And a new book to write. Dear author friend of mine, who’s going to be the lucky-in-love lady this go around?”

      “I really think I’m naming my character Pepper, after you,” she said. “It pops.”

      “Then, I’ll sign away my name if you let her fall in love with pizza.”

      “I don’t think that concept’s going to make me hit the New York Times bestsellers list any time soon.”

      Her time would come soon enough. Jessie was so talented. I devoured every story she ever wrote. “Just saying. It’s original.”

      A group of children rushed past, almost knocking us over in all the wedding excitement. A little girl in a pink dress was dropping rose petals out of her basket, then picking them back up again.

      “It’s also weird, like you. I guess I need to go on over there and introduce myself to this stand-offish stocks guy. I might get some quirky dialogue out of it, at least.”

      “Always working,” I said. “Call it research, not being forward.”

      Jessie kept fiddling with her hair. “Exactly. Now that you frame it that way, how does my hair look? That last dance had me all discombobulated.”

      The same children that were running were now taking over the dance floor and their laughter echoed around the hall. I never remembered dancing like that with pure abandon. When was the last time I danced? Senior prom?

      “There’s some dialogue for you,” I said. “Good luck. I’m leaving soon, so don’t expect me to be here when you turn around.”

      She didn’t hide her disappointment. “Oh, that fast? I thought you said you were going to watch?”

      “Nah, and lengthen my pain? I have some lesson plans to take care of.”

      Jessie smoothed down her dress and straightened her shoulders, preparing herself for her approach. “And who’s always working?”

      I grabbed my purse, letting her know I was serious about leaving. As soon as she got into the wife’s brother’s line of vision, Jessie would be way too preoccupied to even notice my absence. I knew the truth about my author friend. She wrote romances for a living, read romances on the side, and believed that sick, puppy, sweet, syrupy love would one day find her. Hopeless. Romantic. Wishful. All of those things times one million.

      I was only one of those. Hopeless.

      Just as I predicted, Jessie leaned over the stage to get the attention of the band to make a request, a sly move. She was noticed by the singer right away, her striking beauty would stop a man even in the middle of a song. The bass guitarist, the drummer, and the keyboardist noticed her. The stock analyst dude, who quickly found his nerve enough to hold out his hand to her, made his move.

      “Goodbye, Jessie,” I said, and whispered a prayer for my bad luck at love friend. “Maybe this will be your one.”

      I waved at Jake, and his new wife, Clara, held up a card for them and laid it on the gift table, then made it out of the venue into the bristling December night. North Carolina weather was just as finicky as ever. One night it was pleasant enough to take Fettuccine out for a walk without a coat, and the next they were calling for snow, only to disappear off the weather app as soon as I got my hopes up. My dear state never could make up its mind. Thankfully, that was something I never had a problem doing. I knew what I wanted, and how I wanted it. Simple. Uncomplicated. Easy.

      Yet easy living wasn’t happening, and surviving on my teacher pay was always putting me in a position to cut corners and worry about money. Rent in Jackson wasn’t as teacher-friendly as I’d hoped, yet way cheaper than the metropolitan area of Raleigh, twenty minutes south of me. I found myself in a small hovel of a place, one-bedroom, dog fee an extra one fifty a month, barely being able to buy the supplies to make my classroom run the way I envisioned it. The teacher's struggle was real.

      I knew what I did mattered more than just the money, but it would’ve been nice not to have to worry. At least I would have a break soon, where I could find a seasonal job. Actually, a check that I could just send to my savings account would be nice. Trying to pay for college so I didn’t stay buried in debt while keeping up with my bills wasn’t as simple as the commercials made it out to be. Jessie had mentioned rooming together, but I knew how complicated that could get. I’d stayed with her for a year while we were in college, and she preferred the quiet of her own space. I didn’t want our friendship to be in jeopardy. What was left? A second job. Not unheard of. Many of my teacher friends were working double the fun to make it. I could do it, too.

      Leaving a wedding alone could’ve really made me sad, but I had something to occupy my mind. A job. Preferably within walking distance from my apartment complex. That was something to look forward to on a Sunday morning, one that was already calling for a light mix. I knew tomorrow morning held a little bit of adventure yet. I would set out walking and see where the good Lord would take me. Then, I’d finalize my lesson plans for our last half-week of the year. Push the inevitable until the last minute.

      I knew just what I needed. A slice of pizza to go with tomorrow would make it all turn out right, even if I didn’t find a job. Pizza always did the trick. Solves the world’s problems, it does. Mine, at least. Simple.

      My green Corolla was waiting for me exactly where my seventh picture told me it was. Parking decks were out of this world confusing to me, and my tactic for survival was to take a shot of the closest concrete pillar. That also meant driving around them more than one time in order to get close to one of those said columns that had a sign on them. You’d think I could hold to memory C5, like a Bingo card caller, but as soon as I’d walk out the deck, I’d question my car’s whereabouts and feel the rising panic. Best to be prepared.

      My last pictures, the latest to the sixth on the camera roll, were all of me and Jessie. She was the picture-taking queen. Her creamy skin, dark hair, and striking blue eyes were picture-worthy.

      I stared at me, looking all dolled up for Jake’s wedding, with a pink dress I’d had in the closet from last year’s fundraising social event for pet adoption, and realized if any night I would’ve found a potential date, it was probably that one. With my hair curled and sprayed with maximum hold, pink matching lipstick, and a light layer of blush, I was always known for “Awe, kindergarten teacher cute,” but tonight I had to admit I made the effort.

      Still, I slid into the car alone and right away reached for the heater. The blast of warmth found me, making me sigh. My habit of hitting the heat first, and random scroll next on my streaming station, made life predictable yet whimsical, all at once. The first random play was the last beat of a techno song mixed in with a holiday twist.

      Next, it fell on some talk radio station. I rarely went for podcasts, but something about the woman’s voice was so pleasing it made me stop the random search. After the car was reasonably warmed up, and I had the chance to check out the title of the episode: Cupid’s Corner: How We Connected Online, I laughed at these stories of internet dating, the disasters, and the happily ever afters. Thankfully, Jessie couldn’t see me breaking out into giggles alone in the car.

      Her next line got me. “I’ve got a new platform right here for our North Carolina locals ready to find their true love. It’s a dating site that I created with the help of my husband, Dr. Joseph Watts. You can trust love again. You can trust us to be there for you. Go online tonight at Cupid’s Connection, and let us shoot the arrow of love in your direction.”

      Her pitch kept going in this similar vein, sharing how her husband’s unique spin on their award-winning dating site had brought it a seal of approval from couples around the world. Here I was falling hook, line, and sinker for the pitch. Where was my rational self?

      I knew going to Jake’s wedding was a bad idea. Walking out alone was also not on the great moves list. But, trying to date now would only complicate things, and I reminded myself that I wanted an easy, uncomplicated life. School. New job. Crushing it. That’s what I could do. Save money. Pay off my school debts. Save for a small house in town. I could worry about dating later. Cupid could keep that bow and arrow right to his cherub little self.

      Dr. Victoria’s voice was smooth on that radio, and her husband’s jokes made me roll my eyes. They must’ve met online for sure because his awkwardness on the radio was heard. The more I listened, I felt they complemented each other so well. I thought of Jessie and wondered if she was dancing up a storm with Mr. Stock Broker guy. Listening to another testimonial of how a couple found love on the internet made me wonder if this might be a way I could meet someone. If it happened to them, why not me? Redirect, girl. Back to wishing I had some leftover pizza, but I ate it all for lunch.

      “Take Carmen and Mark. They’d been burnt before but found a new recipe for love at Cupid’s Connection …”

      I wasn’t hopeful like Jessie and figured these were all a setup - paid testimonials to get more gullible people to sign up and pay a heavy fee to have a profile. Maybe Jessie could check it out as research for her new romance book. She was brainstorming ideas with me earlier and was a little stuck in a new direction. I’d send her a text with the link to the site when I got home. Give her a push. Maybe if the Mr. Stuffy Stock guy didn’t work out, she could try Cupid’s Connection. Jessie was ready for a relationship, even though she drowned herself in her writing. I was not. Let it be pizza over love.
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            Luca Giovanni

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I threw the rag down on the floor and wanted to stomp on it. Childish? Yes. Would it help matters? No. But maybe it would feel good and make my sister laugh in the process.

      She did as expected. I loved that sound and needed more of it. Laughter. It was getting harder as the holidays were approaching to get her to do that ringing sound of joy.

      “Really, Luca? Do you have to act like a baby at every turn? I think I’m the older one out of both of us.”

      I grabbed my tool kit from the top cabinet. “I’m missing Jake’s wedding reception for this disaster. I see that Titus’ pizza making wasn’t the problem. Proud he could do the kitchen work with just a little bit of training.”

      She paced back and forth, hopping from one leg to the next. “Sorry I called, but we were getting some complaints from the front of the house, and my toes were about to fall off. Serious hypothermia.”

      I loved her exaggerating-little, nineteen-year-old mind. “It’s ok, sis. But what else is going to break around here?”

      “My heart,” she said. “Can you believe I got stood up last night?”

      Knowing Angel was trying again on the dating scene made me nervous. It wasn’t just the big brother protective spirit coming out in me, but her previous relationships hadn’t been the best for her. She was so fragile right now, so trying to date, go to school, and handle all of the responsibility at the restaurant might be too much for her. I needed to tread lightly with Angel and wished I could find a better way to support her than just being here.

      A couple more bangs with the hammer and I was sure I’d get this ol’ heater to crank right back up. Having to budget for a new system wasn’t listed on the end of the year financial plans. I’d cut a hole in the ceiling and get a wood stove for the dining area before I’d pour money into another unit.

      Angel said, “Are you listening to me?”

      “Halfway. Stood up, yes. I got that part.”

      “I’m going to try that new dating site everyone is raving about. Have you heard the commercials for it? Dr. Victoria and her husband, some love doctor dude, created it, and they’re local. Can you believe a small-town therapy power couple is right here, designing a dating service? This girl I knew from that Psychology 231 class said she tried it and …”

      “No dating sites for my sister,” I said.

      Finally, the heat started to come from the vents and Angel clapped. The sound clanged along but it finally smoothed out to the gentle hum I prayed would last.

      “Come on, Luca. You can’t mean that. Don’t you want me to be happy?”

      I added, “Just take care of yourself. You need time for yourself to do that.”

      She huffed. “You don’t take time to care for yourself.” Her lips gave that little pout, which didn’t work on me. “Dating is caring for me.”

      I disagreed. I wanted her to relax, learn a hobby, take up exercise, have a solid friend she could hang out with, and talk all this girly stuff with … not some guy that might destroy what was left of her spirit. Getting stood up should have been a signal for her to take a break from the idea of meeting someone new, but it only seemed to spiral her into another bad idea.

      “You’re too busy as it is. I think I’m going to fire you. You need a break from this place if you’re going to keep adding mess to your life.”

      “I need more of this place. I need to be busy. Busy helps. You should be the first one to know that.”

      “Well, if I can’t fire you, I can at least get you some help. It used to be easier with …”

      I let that drop, too. I almost let slip when Mom was up front with her, but knew that would only make the conversation come to an end. I’d been trying to tell her I wanted her to spend less time at the restaurant for months but didn’t know how to broach that subject without hurting her feelings or acting as if I didn’t want her around. It wasn’t that at all. I wanted it because I felt it was in her best interest if she did.

      “Excuse me,” she said, her face turning a hot red. “What are you talking about, Luca?”

      “You need a break, sis. You need to take some time for yourself. Let things-”

      “No. Busy is exactly what I need,” she said. “I know you mean well, but after … after … well, I can’t sit still. If I do that means I’ll think about …”

      I put away the tools and hopped up on the stool. This might take a while. “I get what you’re doing.”

      She fidgeted now, her hands going to her curls. She always pulled on a strand. This time she had a bright purple one that she popped, and I watched as it sprung back in place. “I’m trying to move. To breathe. It hurts to breathe outside of this place. I feel closer to them here. It’s like they never left. I can just picture them walking in any minute asking why we are still up this late and don’t we have something else to think about other than pizza.”

      “Sis, I’m so sorry that …”

      She leaned against the counter, rearranging the spice containers, and placing them back in alphabetical order, pulling up our management app and marking inventory as she arranged. She had a thing for order, and in our life of chaos, that was another thing that was holding her together.

      Angel said, “You’re going through this, too. I know. But you’re a guy and seem to be taking it so much better than I ever could.”

      Another mental check mark completed. Now, onto the books. I had to do one quick lookover to set up the holiday budget. “Maybe it’s because I’m too busy fixing things to think about anything else.”

      She patted my hand. “See! Exactly what I’m saying. Who takes care of you? No one.”

      “You do,” I said. And it was true. Without Angel and the pizza shop, where would I be? “Look, just cut down on your hours here. I am signing you up for a cooking class in the evenings.”

      “A what? Nope. You are the chef. I’m out of the kitchen. I handle the front of the house. That’s always been the deal. I have no desire to learn how to do what you do when I wouldn't want to compete with you, anyway. I can’t be better than you in that, too,” she joked. “You’ve got to have your own lane, and I’ll have mine.”

      “Well, if not a cooking class, how about a painting class? Sculpture? Photography? Digital art?”

      I saw the way she lit up when I mentioned art, then a shadow passed over her caramel eyes. I knew she was talking herself out of it in her mind. “You really want me out of the pizzeria? Am I that bad of a worker?”

      “You’re an excellent boss around here, sis. You run the front like clockwork, and I appreciate everything you’ve done for me and to help keep Gio’s running. Don’t get me wrong, but you need something for yourself. Don’t get sucked into this life, or it will be all you are.”

      “Like you,” she said. “Are you trying to stop me from turning out like you?”

      “Exactly,” I said. “And I don’t even take offense to that because it’s true. I live, breathe, and sweat over this place on the daily. There’s nothing else for me. I don’t want that for you. I want you to live.”

      “I’m living just fine here with you,” she said, switching off the light in the kitchen. “Now, it’s closing time for us. Let’s get on upstairs and watch another episode of The Mentalist.”

      “I’ve got to check the accounts, and then I want to work on a new recipe combination tonight, sis. No show for me.”

      “There we go again. How many pizzas do you think you can create? You already have some of the craziest concoctions known to man.”

      “Those crazy concoctions got us a Best North Carolina Pizza award last year. The nominations are coming up again in a couple of weeks, and I thought before the critics take the tour, I’d have something new on the menu.”

      “New, like goat cheese and apples? I saw your scribbles earlier on the notepad.”

      “Something like that,” I said. “Who knows? It might be delicious.”

      “It might be too strange, even for you.” She laughed. “Well, if we can’t watch the show tonight, I think I’ll go on that dating site. Just to see-”

      “Oh, here we go,” I said. “Not listening to me again. What else is new?”

      “Aren’t you used to that by now? Goodnight, brother. Check the books, but by my estimate, our profits are soaring after the past couple of months we’ve had. Fix up your goat cheese and apples dessert pizza. I’ll be looking for my own sweet ingredients online.”

      I pushed the notepad away and followed her up the stairs to our shared apartment. “I think The Mentalist sounds like a great idea. We’re on season three, episode 2, right?”

      She moaned. “Anything to get me from not going on that site, huh?”

      “Anything to protect your heart,” I said. “Think about that class, sis. That’s what I wanted to get you for Christmas. An extension course to explore a hobby.”

      She set the alarm system and grabbed a bottle of water. “It’s funny hearing you say the word hobby. Did you read this on a blog somewhere?”

      Actually, I’ve researched ways to channel grief. It was suggested. “You’re just so creative and just a freshman in college. The first semester is in the books, and I’m proud of you, by the way, if I haven’t told you that already.”

      “Like a million times already,” she said. “I know you are.”

      “But you don’t know what you want to major in, yet.”

      “I’ve got time, Luca. I don’t have to know my life plans right now.”

      “You have such an artistic eye. I really think you should think about taking a class in something like that. You’re only taking classes in psychology and sociology. You need to tap into that creativity I remember from your high school days. Remember those art competitions you’d win? Mom would pin up your work in the shop and talk about it for days.”

      We shared a look. I brought her up. Each day I thought of them. Each day I spoke their names in some passing way, and I found myself doing it until it became easier. It was a way I could honor them. One that made me feel stronger. Dad liked basil best, or mom thought the color purple was the way to decorate the pizzeria for Christmas. I usually did it when Angel was out of earshot so I wouldn’t hurt her, but that was a way I was learning to cope with it. Maybe I needed to do it more. Their ghosts lived between us, anyway.

      “Sorry, sis. It’s just …” I grabbed her favorite blanket and waved it at her just in case she was about to charge me like a raving, mad bull.

      “Did you have to?” she said, her eyes suddenly filling up with tears.

      I knew she wasn’t angry. Just sad. As quickly as the tears pooled in her eyes, she blinked them away and gave me a soft smile. “It’s true. I know. Everything you say is always true and for my own good. I don’t think I can watch the show now. I just want to go to bed.”

      I’d already switched on the television and pulled up the Amazon Prime video site. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. Goodnight, Luca. Tell me what happens tomorrow.”

      “Nope. Not watching it without you. Get some sleep, Angel. I didn’t mean to …”

      “It’s fine,” she said. I knew that when a woman, no matter how young, said the word “fine,” it really wasn’t “fine.”

      I cut the television off and stared at the blank screen, taking in the quiet of the apartment. How did we get here? One day we were happy, had the world, had it all. The next …

      Instead of worrying about what was going to break next around here, I needed to focus on how I could fix the brokenness that already was. The trouble with that was I didn’t know if I could. I didn’t even know where to start.
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