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– Ernest Hemmingway​
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I also need to acknowledge that readers might recognize some of the places I mention in this work of fiction. Paronella Park in Queensland, Australia, its historic Spanish castle, and Elmira, New York, are very real places. However, considering the reality of those places, I have taken artistic liberty to describe locations and accommodations that do not actually exist, except within my wishful imagination, to give my characters room to live, explore, and grow. Please keep this in mind as you travel with my characters through this part of their stories.
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“I told you to move over.” 

Angela hears the demand just before she is shoved off the flat rock down to the cold, wet gravel beneath it. She sits up and looks around to see anything visible through the long shadows under the streetlights. The frozen air carries the smells of mold, urine, and feces. The lights on the bridge stand far apart. Under this viaduct, the rocks are only at each end of the very long bridge. Five lights line the length of the bridge, and a steady pace of headlights illuminate the areas the moon leaves pitch black. 

Angela looks over and sees her dad spooning her mom, each of them holding their bottle from the day like people hold onto a rope as they hang over a canyon. Even in their sleep, they hold it with their life. Her mom always said her best friend’s name is Jack, and her dad’s best friend’s name is Jim, and if it wasn’t for Jack and Jim, Angela never would’ve been. It took her a long time to understand that.

Angela pulls her knees up closer to hug them a little tighter since the only blanket they have is now wrapped around them. She rocks back and forth and thinks back to the last place they were staying in hopes that it will refresh the feeling of warmth. They were in Missouri in a deserted factory with a wide-open space and broken window, but back then, they had a lot more people with them, and a large fire was built among the rocks, and snow hadn’t yet fallen.

She hears some movement and wrestling of crunching leaves, so she follows the sound and sees a man. It’s the man that took the money from Mom and Dad; money Angela made a couple of months ago babysitting, the last time they stayed in a cheap apartment, before her dad was fired. It was supposed to buy dinner, but her parents paid for “something pleasurable” when they first arrived at the viaduct, and it was not food. Angela is hungry and knows there is going to be another track mark on both parents and bad moods when they wake in the morning. Angela watches the dealer while she listens to her stomach growl.

He holds up a blanket to her like an offer. He doesn’t seem to be shivering like he’s cold, and she sees what looks like a McDonald’s bag near him. A chill goes down her spine as a breeze goes by, and her stomach growls. She looks at Mom and Dad sleeping deep, wrapped up in each other with the only blanket. She sets her mind to see if she can get some food, and only some food, from this man and leave.

Angela sees the large blanket in the thin, blond man’s hands like it’s a lifesaver in the middle of the ocean. She stands up, brushes off the dirt, and heads over. He stands up, towering over her, and opens the blanket as she approaches and smiles as she nears. “Adam,” he says, wrapping the softest blanket she has ever felt around her almost twice.

“Angela,” she replies as she pulls the blanket tight and takes a seat.

Adam disappears for a minute and returns with another blanket wrapped around his bottom half, with one hand holding the blanket and the other hand holding a bag. He sits down next to Angela and reaches into the bag. “I’m hungry; do you want some?” He pulls out Chinese food and eating utensils. 

Angela doesn’t answer, just takes the food and starts eating.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Adam says after a small chuckle. “I’ll go get us a drink.” He climbs back up the slope to disappear again.

Angela eats the food so fast she doesn’t taste it and still feels hungry, but feels better and is shaking less. She starts to feel warm and wonders if she stopped shaking because of the blanket or because of the food. Adam comes back down the slope with a couple open cans of soda, more Chinese food containers, chips, and a couple candy bars. Adam sets the chips and soda next to Angela and holds out the open soda for her to take so he can sit.

“Thank you for this and what I already ate.” Angela lifts the second Chinese container and soda like a toast, her face a little red with the embarrassment of need.

“Cheers,” Adam says and picks up his can of soda. They toast with the cans of soda and each rips open a bag of chips. “Where is such a beautiful girl like you from?”  

Blushing again, Angela swallows the chips in her mouth so fast to answer him she goes into a coughing fit and grabs the soda to push down the chips. 

Adam reaches over and starts patting her on the back. “Are you okay?”

Angela’s coughs start to slow, and her red face gets brighter as she nods her head. “I’m okay. I’m from them,” she replies, pointing towards the loud snoring.

“I know you’re here with them, but where do you live?”

She smiles and points to them again. “That’s where I live, wherever they pass out.” Angela is exhausted from lack of sleep, the food settling, and coughing. She’s finally warm and content for the first time tonight.

“Really? How long has that been going on?” Adam asks, handing her the candy bar and eating more of his Chinese.

“For as long as I can remember, we have been without a home longer than in a home,” Angela replies as she pulls the wrapper off the biggest candy bar she’s ever had in her hand. She’s never had a Snickers bar and doesn’t know if she’ll like it, but doesn’t care; she’s going to eat it. Her chance of ever getting another one...

“Wow, and to see how beautiful you are in this lifestyle, I can only imagine what you would look like in a home.” Adam pushes her hair out of her face and gently rubs her cheek.

With the best candy bar she’s ever had and the soda gone, her stomach is content. It’s been a long time since she felt this full, and him touching her face makes her lightheaded. 

Adam tosses the empty Chinese container and moves closer to Angela. “I know how beautiful what I see is; I want to see the rest,” he says as he closes in and starts kissing her. 

She sees his face, and his head is moving, but he’s such a gentle kisser. Angela raises a hand to push Adam away so she can tell him she’s exhausted, but he’s too heavy. She turns her head to stop the kissing and tell him, but she can’t talk. She continues to try to speak, but her vocal chords don’t work. She can feel her heart pound harder like it wants to break out of her chest. 

​Adam sits up and unwraps the blanket around her, watching her struggle to speak with an evil grin. He pushes her shirt up. Angela starts to panic and can feel her adrenaline course through her veins as she tries to scream, but her vocal cords are not responding. She feels sweat on her brow, and so much pressure on her chest that it’s hard to breathe. Why don’t I feel any colder, she thinks as she watches Adam rip her panties off with such an evil, excited look. She tries to scream and can’t while black dots enclose her vision from all sides.
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“You got fed; what did you expect?” Angela’s dad stands over her head screaming as her mom puts her clothes back on her. He looks around at the other under-the-bridge members. He scratches his arms as withdrawal starts setting in again, his eyes darting around looking for a dealer. 

“Next time, Angela, make sure to eat and drink from the same containers as the donator,” her mom says as she helps her up from the rock. “At least he left us a nice, thick, new blanket.” She hands it to Angela’s dad and gets up from the rocks to head for the hill. “Come on, let’s start looking for a fix; your dad doesn’t look good.
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CHAPTER 1 – GOOD MORNING
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“Will you please hand me my tie, Angel?” Brett asks as he looks into the bathroom mirror with his cheeks covered in shaving cream, tipping his head under the bright lights that hang along the top of the mirror for no-shadow illumination. These lights were strategically placed to make Brett’s shaving easier, and it would be if he could concentrate on it and not Angela. This is going to be another big day; Brett silently estimates after he calculates the sale and his commission. He tips his head back to shave the mint-smelling cream covering the dark stubble on his neck and then moves his facial muscles to maintain the shape of his mustache and beard.

Brett’s rough, handsome appearance hides a man of high intelligence. Standing over six feet tall, with dark hair and a solid-wide build, he looks more like a rustic worker. However, anyone who gets close enough to see his warm, light-blue eyes and gets to know his big, loving heart would understand how his sales career has been so successful. 

“These three were hanging over your walk-in closet door,” Angela says as she enters the bathroom in a white, fluffy robe. Her hair is still up in the bun from her shower, and the ties are draped over her muscular-toned arm.

Brett quickly turns, grabs her, dipping her over his arm and smearing shaving cream all over her natural olive skin as he kisses her. Angela giggles and kisses back.

“Thanks, Angel,” he says as he lifts her back up to her feet, picks the tie he wants, and throws it on the oversized marble counter. “This one should work for today; it’s an easy day,” he says with a smile to Angela’s reflection in the mirror.

Smiling, her brown, almost black eyes become so small they almost disappear. She looks back to his reflection and holds up the remaining ties. “Do you want the other two in your suitcase?” 

Brett grabs a hand towel to wipe the last of the shaving cream off. He picks up the chosen tie and puts it around his head. Watching his hands with the tie in the mirror, he pauses to look at her reflection. “You’re beautiful, Angel, yes, please. I have to leave to catch the flight I’ve been planning for in a couple of hours.” Most women would blush at that, but not Angela. She thinks she’s average, which considering her BMI, she is, but she feels she has too many rough edges from the past to be beautiful. Brett brushes her brown hair from her face. The ceiling lights in the bathroom show her natural red and blond highlights. She winks at his reflection in the mirror before she walks by him and spanks him with the ties. 

He jumps slightly, smiles, and finishes his tie. Angela tosses the other ties into his suitcase and heads for the walk-in closet, chooses one of her dressy outfits with a black vest, pants, and white shirt and throws it on the bed, then heads to the kitchen. She talks loudly as she heads towards the coffee pot in the kitchen. “This should be an exciting day at the restaurant if everything goes the way I have planned. I have a script of how I plan to present the proposal.”

He takes the coffee from Angela’s hand and leans against his side of the white-and-tan marble bathroom counter. “When you see him today, just cast that beautiful angel smile on him and flutter those eyelashes. He’ll stop whatever he’s doing, and you’ll have him right where you want him to make the offer,” Brett replies, blowing into the cup. A line of steam floats into his face just before he sips his coffee.

“Only you would stop; nobody else looks at me that way,” Angela says with a smile and puts down her coffee. She lets her housecoat fall to the floor and watches Brett smile. That smile of his that attracted her during her college years. He showed up daily to her tables at the restaurant and talked so politely, tipped so well, and made her smile more than she had smiled in her life. 

“That’s what you think, beautiful; men look at you all the time, and I know they are envious of me. I see it, and some have even told me,” he says as he puts his coffee down and pulls her closer.

“Well, even if you’re right, Gio isn’t normal,” she replies with her body arched to not step on him. She entwines her fingers behind his neck. 

He nods his head in acceptance. “I’ll call your cell phone when I land and get settled into my motel. I am guessing that it should be around eleven p.m. here.”  

​“That time should be fine,” she replies as she steps back and starts to remove her clothes from their hangers. She looks at them, debating if she should iron out the hanger lines, then decides they aren’t noticeable to anyone else once she puts on the rest of the outfit. “I don’t know if I will be home from the restaurant by then or not, but I hope so,” Angela replies, placing his coffee in the hand not holding luggage and kissing him on the cheek. “Have a safe trip, and keep your sale short and sweet; I’m already anxious for your return,” she says to his reflection in the mirror. 

She grabs her coffee, returns to the kitchen, takes her coat, and heads for Castanza’s.​​
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CHAPTER 2 – CASTANZA’S
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Angela unlocks the heavy door at the best gourmet, homemade Italian restaurant in the area and scrambles through as the dried-up leaves twirl across the floor from the slight breeze Mother Nature provides. Downtown Elmira, New York, is already up and running and prepping for the new week. Loud horns from the street and people hurrying down the sidewalk with their sole destination in mind. Some are looking at their phones as they walk, and paying attention to nothing else.

Angela turns to the light switches on the maroon velour wallpaper, starts flipping them all, and thinks about that being another change she will make. The lighting in here is fine for the old days, but needs to be brighter, more cheerful. As the heavy oak door blocks the external city sound, it also blocks out the much-needed light. She goes to the windows and pulls all the heavy drapes for some additional light in the dark room with maroon carpeting and dark paneled walls. There are four dining rooms, but not all of them are used frequently; some have not been used in years. In the darkness, the smells from the daily cleaning services, vacuuming, dusting, mopping, and disinfecting, are faint and just starting to get overpowered by the kitchen aromas.

A bright light glows around the seams of the original wooden swinging door to the kitchen that has a large octagon window in the center at face level. The sound of banging metal increases like an approaching parade as she nears the hallway. Her office is in the back corner of the building. There is a hallway that leads to it, but it is too narrow for the serving trays that are just large enough to carry the twenty-seven-inch pizza trays through. There isn’t a reason for kitchen staff to use that hallway, but sometimes the office supplies are difficult to maneuver through there too.

Angela gets to the office and turns on the overhead lights. She finger combs her hair out of her eyes and hangs her coat on the wooden coat tree that is even older than Gio. It is in great condition, and she has thought about getting it appraised. Gio claims his father made it, and on the bottom, the year is etched into the wood with his signature. Angela has tried to see it, but the wood is too heavy to move without equipment. The office is cluttered with over one hundred years of family business history, three generations of family owners’ memorabilia, and wedding pictures that hang on the walls. Gio’s and Carrie’s is the most recent. He is the third generation owner, and that picture shows the love and dreams of a long successful business and family.

Angela sits behind the desk and flips open her laptop. Gio hates “that electronic ledger” and doesn’t understand why she spends so much time on it if it is supposed to make things so much easier. He always says, “It never took me or Carrie as long as you take to enter numbers on that electronic ledger thing.”  

Angela doesn’t try to explain any of it to him anymore. She tried once, and he kept saying he didn’t understand, asked questions that she answered, and eventually got so frustrated he said, “I don’t care; I trust you,” then walked out of the office. To her knowledge, he has never been back into it. Angela tried once to explain the technology and the laptop to him, but she hadn’t completed the first sentence, and Gio was out of the office, heading for the kitchen. He always said, “I’m too old to care what it is. Carrie may have been interested if we hired you before they diagnosed her.” Angela tried to show Gio screens on the laptop that showed orders she placed with vendors or advertisements of sales, but after a couple of times of his hand in the air motioning at her like he’s swatting a fly, she stopped even trying. “If I find I have a problem with what you’re doing, I’ll ask, otherwise...”

As she goes through her email, she finds shipments are coming as scheduled and some interesting offers from other vendors. She would check the stock and run the offers past Gio. She pulls out a little notepad from the top drawer of the desk and makes a list of what supplies to look for when she hears a loud crash.

She jumps from her chair and rushes to the source of the sound, the kitchen. Usually, at this time of the day, it is only Gio in there, and he rarely makes a mess, let alone drops anything, so her mind is racing as she jogs through the hallway maze. She pushes through the swinging door and sees Gio bent over, picking up pots and pans off the floor. “Are you okay, Gio?” she asks as she scrambles around to the other side of the pile to help him.

“I’m fine,” he says in his deep baritone voice. It has a pissy edge to it and is actually loud compared to normal. “These damn kids you have hired to do the dishes here are worthless. They do nothing I ask them to do, they don’t follow directions, they are inconsiderate, and if they would listen for once, if they...”

“Gio, stop,” Angela says in a sharp tone. “You just need to slow down.”

Gio, picking up a saucepan, looks at her with an expression of shock and anger. His pissed-at-the-world straight face changes colors, while his mostly gray mustache twitches like words are on the verge, and his stubble-covered jaw trembles. He grabs the sink counter with one of his huge hands and the cutting table in the other and stands. He drags his oversized feet, covered in old-fashioned Royce Longwings, underneath him and stands up to his full 6’2” with what most call a beer belly, but his is from authentic Italian wine. He leaves the rest of the dishes on the floor and heads for the swaying door. About to push it open, he turns around and looks at Angela. “The sauce needs to be stirred at least once an hour, both clockwise and counterclockwise from bottom to top. I will be back tomorrow morning.” He places his bear claw on the door and pushes, leaving the dishes with Angela.

Angela holds the swinging door open, but stays in the kitchen. “You go get some rest. I would like to talk to you in the office when you return.”

“If you have something to show me on that ‘electronic ledger,’ I don’t care what it is saying.”

“I really think you need to see this, Gio. I want to help you,” she says as she leaves the kitchen and everything on the floor. She catches up to him and stands so she can look him in the eye.

“I don’t want any help.”

“Please, Gio, just come and look. We really need to talk about this. I told you what I saw was going to happen about six months ago, and now it’s happening.”

He throws his chef hat on the rack and runs his huge hand over the remaining gray on his balding head. With his back still to her, he says, “I’ll hear you out later, but...” and lets the exit door between them finish his sentence. 

***
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The usual Monday night customers have arrived, and Angela did her meet, greet, seat, then offered the wines and assigned a server. The staff she has to work with is wonderful. Most of them have been there for years, and they all feel like a family. The customers have always been the number one priority, but the quantity of them has been decreasing over the years. More so in the last six months. It has nothing to do with them not being treated like family or with a change in the staff or the excellent food. However, even some of the staff that have been there for years have thought of leaving the family and working at the franchise pizzeria Overtown. Overtown pays less but is busier, so the number of customers for tips is greater even though the personal connection is weaker.

Today was steady, but still not as busy as it used to be. The decreased sales frustrate Angela, and she sees it’s affecting the staff too. One reason she took this job five years ago was that she enjoyed the feeling she got here; the family love was so evident. Now, it’s slowly withering away to competition, and Angela feels helpless. She has tried for years to present everything she learned from her Bachelor’s in Business to Gio, but he won’t listen to the changes, let alone do anything different.

Angela helps the busboy clear a couple of tables and is wiping one down
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