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Rose Bianco sent her afternoon clerk home at five-thirty. Thirty minutes later she locked the door and started balancing the register, just as she had done every workday since joining the bakery as a twenty-one-year-old bride. She’d inherited the front-end duty from Sal’s mother Lena, a sharp-tongued busybody who suffered a fatal stroke before she could mold Rose into her own image.

After turning out the lights, Rose climbed worn stairs to the only home she’d known as Sal’s wife. Besides the bakery duties, she’d also inherited the time-warped fifties apartment Lena once shared with Sal’s father. The old fart had died within a year of his wife; Rose couldn’t imagine from a broken heart. She opened the door to find his successor clad in undershirt and boxer shorts, dozing in his vinyl recliner while Fox News blared from the television. Asleep and prone, he appeared younger than his sixty-two years. Awake and mobile, he wore forty-five years of bakery abuse like a tattered badge of honor. 

Some honor, just ask Sal. Flat-footed from unforgiving tiled floors. Rheumy-eyed from the constant irritation of flour dust; stoop-shouldered from bending over fifty-quart mixers and rolling out endless acres of dough. The temperamental back he’d acquired from lifting fifty-pound sacks. Rose searched her husband’s slack face for some remnant of what she once must’ve felt. Finding none, she switched the remote to a home decorating channel.

“What the hell!” Sal sent his chair into an upright position. “I was watching my program.”

Rose flipped back to his station. “Excuse me, Superman. You were sleeping and watching at the same time?”

“Is it too much to ask, a little knowledge of current events before I hit the sack? You can have the clicker at eight o’clock, like always.”

“I still say we should get another TV.”

“Yeah, yeah, when we move.”

“You ate?”

“Sonofa—”

“Watch your mouth; I only asked.” 

“Not you, that shithead on TV. Salsiccia on a roll, if you must know. Now shush, I wanna see O’Reilly annihilate this loudmouth bastard.”

Rose cast a movable shadow along the dimly lit hall leading to the kitchen. She microwaved a frozen dinner, low-cal linguini and meatballs. During the early years, she’d always put a decent supper on the table. Seven o’clock, Monday through Saturday, had defined their family time, a chance for her and Sal to interrogate the boys, make sure they were running with the right kind which eliminated most kids in their on-the-verge-of-going-to-seed neighborhood. Moving up was never an option; they owned the Bianco building, free and clear. 

Eight o’clock, the chiming mantle clock reminded Sal to eject himself from the recliner. An overhead stretch exposed arms scarred from the splattered grease of donuts frying and a belly gone paunchy from years of ingesting the crippled rejects. “See you tomorrow,” he said through a yawn, and tossed the clicker to Rose on his way to their bedroom. 
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Sal used to kiss her goodnight, that first year of their marriage, before Jimmy’s cesarean birth. Sal didn’t trust the cash register to outsiders so Rose invoked a perk reserved for the owner’s wife: she returned to work with three-week-old Jimmy nestled in his port-a-crib behind the pastry counter. When Baby Mike arrived, her widowed mother moved in to assume the childcare duties upstairs so Rose could work undisturbed downstairs. 

Then as now, Sal ran the show because he protested first and loudest. He managed the bakery production with the precision of a drill sergeant, and worked faster and smarter than his employees. When Rose wasn’t catering to customers or mollifying clerks who were content to work part time for pin money, she ordered supplies, paid bills, and developed holiday promotions.

Now Bianco’s was closing, the entire block destined for the headache ball to accommodate another tacky discount store. Neither Sal nor Rose cut themselves any slack during those final weeks. She still opened at six to early birds demanding donuts, so tasty the fried batter required immediate consumption before grease soaked into their boxed presentation. Sal and his crew in the back, their helper bringing her trays of stollens smothered with nuts or exotic fruits, coffee cakes oozing creamy butter, and Danish rolls guaranteed to melt the most discerning palate. Next came the pies and picture-perfect tortes, the standard and specialty cakes soaked in imported liqueurs—the chocolate decadent to die for. And what would any bakery be without its breads—long or round, soft or crunchy, sliced or whole. Mounds of dinner rolls sold out first. Yesterday’s loaves became tomorrow’s herbal croutons; stale sweets were chopped into crumbs for distinctive fillings and toppings. 

Final-week sales exceeded their expectations and when Rose locked the doors for the last time, her greatest regret was the years she’d spent pushing European pastries instead of pursuing European life firsthand. History now, she and Sal were starting over. They’d already sold the bakery equipment to an enthusiastic gay couple who paid too much, and Sal agreed to Goodwill Industries taking everything in the apartment except their clothes. But their life, it was on hold—weeks away from closing on the building and no plans for their future. 

Then, one morning after Sal had rearranged his fishing lures, he closed the tackle box and said, “A month at Lake of the Ozarks would do us good.” 

“Or, we could visit the boys,” Rose countered. “First California, then New York. Maybe take in a Broadway show, or two.”

“The boys have their own lives.”

“All the more reason we should go.”

“Later, Rose. Right now I wanna inspect property in the boonies.”

“You promised me a place in the suburbs.”

“For what—to sit around all day, or go malling for things and more things. Hell, we got decades ahead of us, productive years.”

“What about your aching back.”

“Already it’s better.”

Rose didn’t mention his heart; Sal was turning into his father. “Then how about a trip to Italy,” she said. “We could visit the family villages.”

“We’ll start with the Ozarks.”

“There’s a nice golf resort on HH Road.”

“Not at those prices.”

“The one on KK?”

“Too much activity.”

“Holiday Inn?”

“Where kids stay free? Whiny brats I don’t need. Just leave the lodging to me.”
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They wound up parking their Cadillac at Anglers Haven, a mom and pop fishing resort. The Other Side, she called this Hurricane Deck area catering to six-packs, RV parks, muscle shirts, and pick-em-up trucks. A mere ten minutes across the lake, Sal referred to the waiting-to-be-discovered gem. For Rose, those ten minutes by boat translated into an hour by land to beaucoup restaurants, brand name outlets, and country clutter shops. Not that Sal cared one iota about her feelings. Being first on the lake and first to catch a fish was his first priority. She figured he’d want his own boat when they—he—found the right place. 

During the heat of midday August when the fish weren’t biting and the sun was curling the tips of red oak leaves, Sal stationed himself in the courthouses of Camden County or Morgan County, researching property cheaper than going through a realtor. One day he returned to Anglers, his mood so upbeat it could only spell g-r-i-e-f for Rose. He grabbed the paperback from her hands, leaned his sweaty face into hers, and said, “Enough with the reading and TV. You look kind of peaked.” 

“Thanks, I could use a trip to the mall.”

“Hell, there’s nothing there you can’t get on a sale rack back home.” 

“Really. Where’s home?”

“You’ll see.”

Rose braced herself. They travelled north on Highway 54, over winding hills and vales. The gray of corrugated metal buildings all but concealed the jutting fingers of the lake’s Gravois Arm. Rust-covered auto junks thumbed their battered noses at the changing foliage of late summer. Rose shuddered over too many roadside crosses commemorating the deaths of loved ones taken before their time. She narrowed her eyes to the yellow centerline as Sal coasted on the declines, accelerated on the inclines, and braked for every bend in the road. Feeling queasy, she rested her head against the cool window, clenched her teeth to quell a gusher threatening to explode. 

“Cool it, Rose. We still got some miles ahead of us.”

She pointed to her puffed-out cheeks; Sal got the message and pulled over. “Watch the car,” he said. “I just got it washed yesterday.”

She opened the door to a blast of 102 degrees and leaned over the side, only to replace her impending upchuck with a scream that scattered birds from the trees. There on the road, a despicable belly-crawler of undetermined species was in the process of shedding its translucent skin. “Snake!”

“Shit!” Sal shifted his precious Cadillac into drive and took off in a cloud of dust, nearly tossing her out the door before she managed to close it.

After catching her breath, Rose rummaged in her purse for mouthwash spray, and administered a generous dose. Pressing her eyes with moistened towelettes, she mumbled, “Maybe we should go back.”

“Don’t be such a wimp.”

At Route 135 they turned onto a two-lane checkerboard of cement and asphalt patches sprouting bands of wavering heat. Dense wooded areas alternated with cattle and turkey and horse ranches, most boasting enviable fishing ponds. Giant billboards of distant businesses wasted advertising dollars to a smattering of traffic; Rose counted only four approaching cars. “How much farther?”

“Hang on, we’re almost there.” He swung left onto a bumpy road. Every loose object in the car rattled and rumbled echoes through Rose’s ears. White powder of lumpy gravel blanketed roadside wildflowers to mute the once-brilliant colors of salvia, bee balm, Rudbeckia, and coneflowers. Dust settling on the Cadillac didn’t seem to bother Sal, not like it did in the city. Gravel gave way to dirt and finally, a grassy path. When weeds overtook the car, they got out and walked another hundred feet. Beyond the clump of scruffy trees Sal let out a construction worker’s whistle. “Mama mia, get a load of this.”

Rose gasped. “That tumble-down piece of shit? Do my eyes deceive me? I see shutters barely hanging from broken windows. A two-story monstrosity of never-ending work, a money pit waiting to sink our bakery profits.”

“Use your imagination. A few coats of paint and some run-of-the-mill repairs will turn this sweet cove into prime lakefront property.”

“In the middle of nowhere.”

“That’s the beauty of it. No noise, no distractions. You’re looking at nature in the buff and no fluff. We’re near the lake’s seventy-mile marker, a quick run to Truman Dam.

“And seventy miles from Bagnell Dam, a good two hours from civilization.”

“More like ninety minutes via the bass boat I intend to buy. This ain’t the end of the world, Rose. It’s the beginning of paradise. Come on, let’s find the owner,” he said from over his shoulder. “The bank notified him to expect us.”

She followed in the imprint of his footsteps. “Are you telling me this is a foreclosure?”

“Hell, if we don’t buy it, somebody else will. Just leave the talking to me.”

“Well, you’d better talk fast. That fellow resting his back against the porch rail is holding a gun.”

“Don’t tangle your gut in another knot. In these parts that’s nothing more than a hickory welcome.” He hurried ahead and introduced himself, extending his hand to the man who hadn’t moved. Sal’s hand remained poised and ignored until he withdrew it and gestured in Rose’s direction. “My wife’s bringing up the rear.” 

Rose approached with her best customer smile. It brought the rangy six-footer to his feet. He set the rifle
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