
[image: ]

Table of Contents

Title Page

Episode 1 | The Sunday Gravy Standoff

Episode 2 | The Squeaky-Shoe Syndicate

Episode 3 | The Arcade Turf War | and the Ghost of Booth Four

Episode 4 | The Civilian Infiltration

Episode 5 | The Chocolate Bar Cartel

Episode 6 | The Broadway Shakedown

Episode 7 | The Flour-Dusted War Room

Episode 8 | The Vesuvio's Evacuation

Episode 9 | The Sfogliatelle Syndicate | and the Eighth-Grade Rumor Mill

Episode 10 | The Extortion Audit

Episode 11 | The Black Book and the Baker's Dozen

Episode 12 | The Hostage and the Heavy Artillery

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Episode 1 

The Sunday Gravy Standoff
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There is a rule in my neighborhood, unspoken but strictly enforced by every grandmother with a wooden spoon: Sunday is for dinner, and dinner requires silence, respect, and at least three pounds of encased meats.

My name is Rocco Bellarino. Around here, the guys at the social club on the corner call me "Little Rocc," usually right before they hand me a crumpled five-dollar bill and tell me not to tell my mother they were smoking cigars. I am twelve years old, which means I am officially too old to cry when my older brother Tony puts me in a headlock, and too young to be legally subpoenaed.

This is a very important sweet spot when you belong to the Bellarino family.

It was 1:00 PM on a Sunday, and the air inside our house was already thick enough to chew. It smelled like roasting garlic, crushed San Marzano tomatoes, and impending doom. I was sitting at the kitchen table, stationed perfectly out of the splash zone of the bubbling pots, clutching my spiral-bound sketchbook.

This book is my lifeline. When things get too loud—which is always—I draw. I exaggerate. I turn the terrifying, hulking men who sit in my living room speaking in hushed tones into bumbling cartoon characters. I call the comic strip 'F Outta Here, because that’s the phrase I hear most often around my house, usually shouted at top volume.

"Rocco!" My mother, Carmela, didn't so much speak as she detonated. She was five-foot-two in her slippers, but she possessed the terrifying aura of an apex predator. She pointed a dripping wooden spoon at me. "Lift your feet. I'm sweeping."

"Ma, the floor is spotless," I pointed out, pulling my knees to my chest.

"The floor is a liar, Rocco. You never trust a linoleum floor." She swept furiously at an invisible speck of dust. "Your father is going to be home in twenty minutes, and Uncle Paulie is coming with him. If Paulie tracks his gout medication onto my rug again, I’m putting him in the trunk of a Buick."

I quickly flipped to a fresh page in my notebook and started sketching.

COMIC JOURNAL ENTRY: THE HIT

Panel 1: Uncle Paulie (drawn as a massive, sweating meatball with a fedora) walks into a pristine, glowing living room. He has mud on his shoes.

Panel 2: Carmela drops from the ceiling like a ninja, wielding a giant, glowing mop.

Panel 3: Paulie is stuffed into the trunk of a car. A speech bubble from inside the trunk says, "Carmela, please, it's my sciatica!"

Carmela (slamming the trunk): "Take the cannoli. Leave the footprints."

Suddenly, the front door rattled. It wasn't a normal knock. It was a frantic, desperate pounding, like someone was being chased by a pack of wolves—or worse, the IRS.

"Ma!" yelled Tony, my seventeen-year-old brother, from the living room. "Somebody’s at the door!"

"I have ears, Antonio! I am making the meatballs! You answer it!" my mother roared back.

Tony sauntered into the hallway. Tony was currently going through a phase where he slicked his hair back with a pound of gel and practiced his "tough guy" scowl in the bathroom mirror. He opened the door.

Uncle Frankie practically fell inside.

Uncle Frankie wasn't actually my uncle. He was my dad’s second cousin, a guy who permanently looked like he had just drank four espressos and misplaced a winning lottery ticket. Today, he was wearing a mustard-yellow suit that looked violently bright against our beige wallpaper.

He slammed the door shut behind him, locked the deadbolt, and leaned his back against the wood, panting heavily. He held a large, unmarked cardboard box tightly to his chest.

"Frankie?" Tony said, trying to lower his voice to sound intimidating. "We got a situation?"

"Tony. Little Rocc," Frankie gasped, his eyes darting wildly around the hallway. He spotted my mother emerging from the kitchen, spoon in hand. "Carmela. Hide me. The heat is on."

My mother put her hands on her hips. "Frankie, I swear to all the saints, if you brought stolen merchandise into my house on the Lord’s day, I will bury you under the patio."

"It's not stolen!" Frankie squeaked, clutching the box tighter. "It fell off a truck!"

"That is literally what stolen means, Uncle Frankie," I chimed in from the kitchen table.

"Rocco, mind your business," Frankie snapped, though his hands were shaking. "Carmela, listen to me. I got a guy. A guy in Queens. He gave me a tip on a shipment of imported, top-tier, Grade-A provolone cheese. The good stuff. The stuff they don't even let through customs without a bribe."

My mother’s eyes narrowed. "Provolone?"

"Thirty wheels of it," Frankie whispered, looking at the window blinds as if snipers were waiting outside. "But the Del Fuego crew caught wind. They want the cheese, Carmela. They’re circling the block."

Tony puffed out his chest, stepping forward. "The Del Fuegos? Let 'em come. I'll handle 'em."

"You'll handle the silverware and set the dining room table, that's what you'll handle," my mother snapped, swatting the back of Tony’s head with her empty hand. She turned her steely gaze back to Frankie. "Where is the rest of the cheese, Frankie?"

"In the trunk of my Cadillac," he said, wiping sweat from his forehead. "Parked around the corner. I brought one in as a sample for Sal. Carmela, you gotta let me stash it in the basement until Tuesday. I can fence it to the deli on 4th Street by Wednesday. I'll give Sal a twenty percent cut!"

Before my mother could issue a death threat, the heavy, unmistakable rumble of my father’s voice boomed from the front porch.

"Who the hell parked a yellow Cadillac in front of Mrs. DiMaggio’s driveway?!"

Frankie turned pale. "Oh God. He's here."

The deadbolt clicked open. Big Sal Bellarino walked in.

My dad was a mountain of a man. He wore custom-tailored suits, had hands the size of dinner plates, and possessed a laugh that could shatter glass. He filled the doorway, his presence sucking all the oxygen out of the room. Behind him stood Uncle Paulie, wheezing slightly and clutching a paper bag from the bakery.

"Frankie," my dad said, his voice dropping an octave into his 'business' tone. "Why is your car parked like a getaway vehicle in front of the widow DiMaggio’s house?"

"Sal! Hey! Buddy!" Frankie laughed nervously, holding up the cardboard box like a shield. "I brought an appetizer!"

I watched from the kitchen, my pencil flying across the page. This was gold. Pure comic gold. I didn't care about the Del Fuego crew or the black-market dairy products. All I cared about was capturing the exact shade of terror on Uncle Frankie’s face.

My dad stepped into the house, sniffing the air. He looked at my mother. "Smells good, Carm. We got enough for two more? Paulie brought sfogliatelle."

"We have enough to feed the entire precinct, Sal," my mother sighed. "Just get Frankie and his contraband out of my hallway."

Big Sal turned his attention to the box. He reached out, ripped the tape off, and opened the flaps. Inside sat a massive, wax-sealed wheel of provolone.

My dad stared at it. The hallway was dead silent. Even Tony stopped trying to look tough.

"Frankie," my dad said slowly. "Did you bring hot cheese into my house?"

"It's artisanal, Sal!"

My dad rubbed the bridge of his nose, letting out a heavy sigh. "Rocco!" he called out without looking away from Frankie.

I popped my head around the corner. "Yeah, Dad?"

"Get your jacket. You and Tony are going with Frankie to move his car before Mrs. DiMaggio calls the cops. And Frankie?"

"Yeah, Sal?"

"If that cheese smells up my garage, you're eating it. All of it."

I grabbed my jacket off the hook and tucked my sketchbook safely into my inside pocket. The Sunday dinner standoff had officially been postponed. Now, it was time for a covert operation: moving a cheese-filled Cadillac before a rival crew—or worse, a neighborhood widow—caught us.

Stepping out of my mother’s air-conditioned, garlic-infused kitchen and onto the front porch was like walking into a sauna that smelled faintly of exhaust fumes and cut grass. The neighborhood in the dead heat of a Sunday afternoon was a specific kind of quiet. It was the quiet of a hundred different families simultaneously slipping into a food coma.

Down the block, old man Vitale was hosing down his driveway—not washing a car, just watering the concrete, a neighborhood pastime I still didn't fully understand. Two houses over, a plastic Virgin Mary statue stood watch in a half-buried porcelain bathtub, surrounded by overgrown petunias.

And right there, parked aggressively across Mrs. DiMaggio’s freshly edged curb, was Uncle Frankie’s Cadillac. It was a yellow so loud it practically vibrated.

"Keep your eyes peeled, boys," Frankie whispered, pausing at the bottom of our porch steps. He adjusted his rumpled mustard suit jacket and peeked out from behind a large oak tree. "The Del Fuegos are ruthless. They got eyes everywhere."

"Frankie, relax," Tony scoffed, running a hand over his gelled hair to make sure the wind hadn't dared to move a single strand. "You’re walking with Antonio Bellarino now. Nobody’s gonna touch you. I’m an enforcer."

"You're a junior in high school, Tony," I reminded him, pulling my sketchbook out of my jacket pocket. "You failed Earth Science."

"Hey! I was distracted by extracurricular responsibilities!" Tony snapped, pointing a menacing finger at me. "And for your information, rocks are stupid."

"Just stay low," Frankie hissed, ignoring us and doing a bizarre, crouching shuffle across the asphalt.

I sighed and followed them at a normal walking pace, immediately flipping to a fresh page in my book.

COMIC JOURNAL ENTRY #003

TITLE: The Enforcer and The Suit

PANEL 1: Uncle Frankie is drawn like a paranoid meerkat, crawling on his belly across the street. He is wearing camouflage paint over his mustard suit.

PANEL 2: Tony stands behind him, drawn with shoulders three times too wide and hair that comes to a literal, dangerous point. He flexes his bicep. A tiny sparrow lands on his arm, and Tony screams in terror.

PANEL 3: Little Rocc walks past both of them, casually sipping a juice box. Caption: The criminal mastermind at work.

We reached the Cadillac without taking any sniper fire. Frankie dug into his pockets, his hands shaking so badly that his keys sounded like a tambourine.

"Okay, okay," Frankie muttered, unlocking the driver's side door. "Tony, you get in the passenger seat. Keep a lookout. Rocco, get in the back. If you see a black Chevy Tahoe, you scream. Understand? You scream bloody murder."

"What's in the trunk, Uncle Frankie?" I asked, peering at the massive rear end of the boat-sized car.

"I told you. The goods."

"No, I mean, is it really just cheese?"

Frankie looked offended. "It is imported, raw-milk, sharp provolone, Rocco. It is the gold standard of dairy. In the right circles, this stuff is more valuable than uncut diamonds."

Before I could point out the absurdity of comparing sandwich ingredients to precious gems, the trunk popped open. Frankie had hit the button by mistake.

The heat of the afternoon sun hit the enclosed space of the trunk, and a wave of odor rolled out that nearly knocked me backward. It smelled like old gym socks, sharp vinegar, and something that had been dead for a few days but then brought back to life just to sweat.

Tony gagged, slapping a hand over his nose and mouth. "Oh my god! Frankie, what did you do?! It smells like a locker room died in there!"

"It’s fermenting! It’s beautiful!" Frankie yelled, scrambling to slam the trunk shut.

But he was too late.

The squeal of tires echoed down the quiet street. A massive, black Chevy Tahoe turned the corner entirely too fast, hopping the curb slightly before slamming on its brakes right next to the yellow Cadillac. The engine roared, a deep, menacing growl that made the pavement vibrate.

Frankie froze, his hands still pressed against the trunk lid. All the color drained from his face, leaving him looking like a terrified, mustard-colored ghost.

"It's them," Frankie whispered. "The Del Fuegos."

Tony instantly dropped into a bizarre, crouched fighting stance he had definitely learned from a late-night kung-fu movie. He put his fists up, though his eyes were wide with panic. "I got this, Frankie. Stand back."

The tinted driver's side window of the Tahoe slowly rolled down. The tension in the air was thick enough to slice. I gripped my sketchbook tight, wondering if I should run for Big Sal or just hide behind Mrs. DiMaggio’s hydrangeas.

A man leaned his head out the window. He was wearing a white butcher's apron over a red polo shirt. He had a thick, dark mustache and was holding a pair of stainless steel meat tongs.

"Frankie 'The Suit' Spinelli," the man growled, pointing the tongs at my uncle.

"Hector," Frankie squeaked.

This was Hector Del Fuego. He wasn't a mob boss. He was the owner of Del Fuego’s Italian-Spanish Deli & Catering down on 8th Street. He made a legendary Cuban sandwich, but he was notoriously fiercely territorial about his Italian imports.

"You intercepted my distributor, Frankie," Hector barked, his mustache twitching with rage. "I had a standing order for that provolone. I need it for the Antonio Banderas hero! I got a catering gig for the mayor's office tomorrow, and you hijacked my cheese!"

"It was fair game, Hector!" Frankie yelled back, though he was taking small steps backward toward my brother. "The guy at the docks said it was first come, first serve! It’s a free market economy!"

"You paid him off with fake Rolexes, you weasel!" Hector shouted, opening his door and stepping out of the Tahoe. He was a big guy, heavily built, and the meat tongs clicking in his hand made him look surprisingly intimidating. Two other guys, also wearing butcher aprons, stepped out of the back seat, cracking their knuckles.

"Tony," Frankie whispered frantically. "Do something."

Tony puffed out his chest, stepping in front of Frankie. He pointed a shaking finger at Hector. "Hey. Back off, deli man. You're messing with the Bellarino family now."

Hector paused, looking Tony up and down. He let out a loud, booming laugh. "The Bellarino family? You're Sal's kid, right? The one who backed his mother's minivan into the fire hydrant last month?"

Tony’s tough-guy persona shattered into a million pieces. His face turned bright red. "That—that was a blind spot! The mirrors are tricky!"

"Sal is a respectable man," Hector said, his tone turning serious again. "But Frankie here is a rat who stole my livelihood. Give me the keys to the trunk, Frankie. We take the cheese, and nobody gets hurt."

"I can't!" Frankie wailed. "I already promised Sal a cut!"

"Sal doesn't even like provolone! He's got acid reflux!" Hector countered, taking a step closer, raising the tongs.

The shouting match was getting louder. Mrs. DiMaggio’s curtains twitched. If Big Sal came out here and found out Frankie had brought a turf war over dairy to his front lawn, he was going to throw us all in the river.

I couldn't let my dad get involved. In my dad's world, a dispute was settled with envelopes of cash, scary meetings in back rooms, and a lot of shouting. But I was a middle schooler. I negotiated with bullies over tater tots and trading cards every single day. I knew how to barter.

"Wait!" I yelled, stepping out from behind Tony.

Hector stopped and looked down at me. "Who's this? Another enforcer?"

"I'm Little Rocc," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "Sal's other kid."

Hector softened slightly. In this neighborhood, there was an unspoken rule about not swearing or yelling in front of the younger kids. "Look, kid. Go back inside. Tell your dad his cousin is a thief."

"He's not a thief, he's just an opportunist with terrible judgment," I clarified, which made Frankie make an indignant noise. I looked at Hector. "You need the cheese for the mayor's catering gig tomorrow, right?"

"Thirty wheels of it. For the Antonio Banderas heroes," Hector confirmed, crossing his arms.

"And Uncle Frankie needs to sell it by Wednesday to make a profit," I reasoned. "How about this: Frankie gives you fifteen wheels right now. Half the stash. That’s enough for your sandwiches."

"Why would I take half when I can take all of it?" Hector challenged, narrowing his eyes.

"Because," I said, pointing at the yellow Cadillac, "if you take all of it, my dad comes out here. And if Big Sal comes out here and finds out you were waving meat tongs at his kids on a Sunday, he's going to cancel the restaurant supply discount he gives your deli. No more cheap napkins. No more wholesale olive oil. Your overhead will double."

Hector’s jaw tightened. He knew I was right. Big Sal controlled the paper goods distribution for half the restaurants in the tri-state area.

"Furthermore," I continued, feeling a surge of adrenaline, "Frankie keeps the other fifteen wheels. But, as payment for the inconvenience, you give Frankie a punch-card for free sandwiches for a month."

Frankie perked up from behind Tony. "Wait, any sandwich? Even the chicken parm?"

"Any sandwich," I confirmed, not breaking eye contact with Hector. "Everybody wins. You get the mayor's business, Frankie gets lunch, and my dad doesn't have to put his shoes on to come out here and yell at you."

The street was silent, save for the hum of the Tahoe’s engine. Hector looked at me, then at Frankie, and then at the trunk of the Cadillac. Slowly, he lowered the meat tongs.

"You're a sharp kid, Little Rocc," Hector said, a slow smile spreading under his mustache. "You negotiate better than your old man. Fine. We split the load. And Frankie?"

"Yeah, Hector?" Frankie squeaked.

"If you ever go near my distributor at the docks again, I’m putting you in the meat grinder."

"Understood!" Frankie said, eagerly popping the trunk.

For the next ten minutes, Tony and I stood guard while Hector’s guys transferred fifteen incredibly pungent wheels of cheese from the Cadillac into the back of the Tahoe. Frankie was handed a grease-stained loyalty card, which he pocketed like it was a winning lotto ticket.

With a honk of the horn, the Del Fuegos peeled away, leaving the neighborhood quiet once more.

"Rocco," Frankie breathed, leaning against the now half-empty trunk. "You saved my life."

"I saved your kneecaps, Uncle Frankie," I corrected him. "Now let's get this car in the garage before Mrs. DiMaggio calls the cops."

We backed the Cadillac down the driveway and into the Bellarino garage, throwing a tarp over the trunk to try and mask the smell of the remaining cheese.

When we finally walked back into the house, the table was set. A massive bowl of spaghetti sat in the center, flanked by platters of meatballs, sausage, and braciole. Big Sal was already seated at the head of the table, tucking a napkin into his collar.

"There you are," my mother said, wiping her hands on her apron. "Did you move the car?"

"Yeah, Ma. It's in the garage," Tony said, sitting down and attempting to look unbothered, though his hands were still shaking slightly from his brief stint as a mob enforcer.

"Good," Big Sal grunted, pouring a glass of red wine. He looked at Frankie, who was sweating profusely and smelling faintly of dairy. "Everything go smooth out there, Frankie? No problems with the widow?"

Frankie looked at me across the table. I gave him a tiny, almost imperceptible nod.

"Smooth as silk, Sal," Frankie smiled, reaching for a piece of garlic bread. "Just a quiet Sunday in the neighborhood."

I pulled my sketchbook onto my lap under the table. I grabbed my pencil and started drawing.

COMIC JOURNAL ENTRY #004

TITLE: The Treaty of 8th Street

PANEL 1: Little Rocc stands on top of a mountain of giant cheese wheels, holding a peace flag.

PANEL 2: On the left, Hector Del Fuego (drawn as a raging bull with a mustache) bows in respect. On the right, Uncle Frankie (still a terrified meerkat) eats a giant sandwich.

PANEL 3: Little Rocc looks directly at the reader. Thought Bubble: "I don't need a gun. I have dairy diplomacy."

"Eat, Rocco," my mother commanded, dropping a meatball the size of a baseball onto my plate. "You need your strength. You have a math test tomorrow."

I put the pencil down. She was right. The cheese cartel was handled, the turf war was averted, and Uncle Frankie was alive to complain another day.

But tomorrow was Monday. Tomorrow, I had to go back to St. Jude’s Middle School. I had to face Tommy Russo, the terrifying cafeteria food, and Maya Lin, the girl whose smile made me forget my own name.

Dealing with the Del Fuegos was easy. Middle school? That was going to require a whole different kind of survival.

I picked up my fork and dug into the Sunday gravy. Just another week in the life of Little Rocc.
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​Episode 2 

The Squeaky-Shoe Syndicate
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If Sunday in my neighborhood was a high-stakes, garlic-scented mafia movie, Monday morning at St. Jude’s Middle School was a poorly funded, chaotic zoo enclosure where the monkeys had stolen the zookeepers' keys.

There is a distinct smell to a Catholic middle school at 7:45 AM. It’s a very specific, aggressive cocktail of industrial lemon floor wax, anxiety sweat, and whatever chemical weapon the eighth-grade boys were using as body spray that week. To survive St. Jude’s, you didn't need muscle or a gun; you needed peripheral vision, an iron-clad immune system, and an understanding of the underground economy.

I stood by my locker in the B-Wing, trying to un-jam the combination lock. It was a hand-me-down from Tony, which meant it required exactly three kicks to the lower hinge to actually open.

"Rocco. Rocco, my pulse is at ninety-five. I checked my neck. It’s galloping."

My best friend, Leo, was leaning against the locker next to mine, clutching his chest. Leo was built like a baby giraffe—all knees, elbows, and nervous energy. He was currently wearing a beige turtleneck, despite it being a balmy seventy degrees outside, because he read an article about the dangers of unexpected hallway drafts.

"Breathe, Leo," I said, delivering the final, tactical kick to my locker. The metal door popped open with a sad squeak. "It's just Monday. We have Homeroom, then History. Mr. Gable falls asleep if you turn the projector on. It’s a low-stress morning."

"It's not the classes, Rocco, it's the infrastructure," Leo gasped, adjusting his oversized glasses. "I need to use the restroom. Urgently. My mom made me drink a kale-and-flaxseed smoothie for breakfast. My digestive tract is currently hostile territory."

I tossed my math book into the locker. "So go to the bathroom. You have ten minutes before the bell."

"I can't go to the B-Wing bathroom! Someone ripped the soap dispenser off the wall on Friday, and the lock on the middle stall doesn't catch. I need the Premium Bathroom."

I paused, closing my locker. The Premium Bathroom.

In the ecosystem of St. Jude's, the Premium Bathroom was located at the very end of the C-Wing, right next to the teachers' lounge. It was legendary. It had two-ply toilet paper. The water from the sink ran warm instead of freezing cold. It smelled like artificial pine needles instead of despair. But getting into the Premium Bathroom wasn't just a matter of walking through the door.

"Tommy Russo is working the C-Wing today, Leo," I warned him, leaning against the cold metal lockers.

Leo let out a whimpering sound.

Tommy Russo was an eighth-grader who had hit puberty like a freight train. He was already shaving—or at least, he had a dark shadow above his lip that he constantly stroked to make sure everyone noticed. He wore a leather jacket that was technically a violation of the dress code, but the hall monitors were too terrified of him to write him up. Tommy treated the C-Wing like his own personal fiefdom.

"I have fifty cents," Leo pleaded, digging frantically into his pockets. "And a lint-covered butterscotch. Do you think he'll take a butterscotch?"

"Tommy doesn't want your pocket lint, Leo. He wants compliance." I sighed, reaching into my backpack to grab my sketchbook. "Come on. Let's go negotiate."

COMIC JOURNAL ENTRY #005

TITLE: The Don of the C-Wing

PANEL 1: A map of St. Jude's Middle School, drawn like a risk board. The B-Wing is labeled No Man's Land. The Cafeteria is labeled The Badlands. The C-Wing Bathroom is drawn as a glowing, golden palace on a hill.

PANEL 2: Tommy Russo, drawn as a literal troll with a faint, wispy mustache, blocks the golden palace. He is wearing a tiny, leather jacket over his troll warts.

PANEL 3: Little Rocc stands before the troll. Thought Bubble: "My dad deals in cash and favors. I deal in lunchbox commodities and psychological warfare."

We navigated the crowded hallways, dodging a group of sixth-graders running like a panicked herd of gazelles, and a pair of seventh-grade girls crying over a stolen gel pen.

When we turned the corner into the C-Wing, the hallway was suspiciously quiet. And there, leaning against the green-tiled wall right outside the Premium Bathroom, was Tommy Russo. He had a toothpick hanging out of the corner of his mouth. Two of his cronies—kids named Meatball and Steve—flanked the door like bouncers at a very sad, linoleum-floored nightclub.

Leo froze behind me, grabbing the back of my jacket. "Rocco, look at his arms. He could bench-press me. He could fold me like a lawn chair."

"Stay behind me, keep your mouth shut, and do not offer him the butterscotch," I whispered back.

I walked up to Tommy, projecting as much confidence as a ninety-pound twelve-year-old could muster. "Morning, Tommy."

Tommy slowly turned his head. He looked me up and down, chewing the toothpick. "Well, well. If it isn't Little Rocc. What are you doing in my territory, Bellarino? B-Wing is that way."

"We just need to use the facilities, Tommy," I said calmly. "It'll take two minutes."

Tommy laughed, a harsh, barking sound. Meatball and Steve immediately chuckled on cue, though Steve sounded like he had a sinus infection.

"The facilities are closed to the general public, Little Rocc," Tommy sneered, crossing his massive arms. "This is a VIP lounge. Maintenance fees are high. Toll is a dollar fifty, or a full-size candy bar. None of that fun-size garbage."

"He's price-gouging," Leo whimpered softly from behind my shoulder. "Inflation."

"I don't have a dollar fifty," I said, holding my ground. I looked at Tommy, analyzing him the way Big Sal analyzed a rival supplier. Tommy wasn't actually tough; he was just big. His power relied entirely on intimidation and the fact that nobody ever called his bluff. "But I do have a proposition."

Tommy narrowed his eyes. "I don't do propositions. I do cash and chocolate."

"How's your math grade, Tommy?" I asked.

The toothpick stopped moving. Meatball and Steve exchanged a confused glance.

"What does my math grade have to do with anything?" Tommy demanded, his voice defensive.

"Because," I said, taking a step closer, lowering my voice so only he could hear. "I happen to know you've got Mr. Harrison for Algebra during fourth period. And I also happen to know that Mr. Harrison grades on a curve. If you fail this semester, your mom's going to ground you from the winter dance. Which means you can't ask Chloe Carmichael to go with you."

Tommy's face went completely pale. The faint mustache twitched violently. "How... how do you know about Chloe?"

"I hear things, Tommy. It's my business to hear things," I lied. In reality, I had seen him drop his pencil near Chloe’s desk three times yesterday just to say hi to her, and his face turned the color of a fire engine every time. It wasn't mafia intelligence; it was basic observation. "Now, my friend Leo here? He's a math prodigy. He does calculus for fun on the weekends."

Leo, realizing he was being weaponized, stood up a little straighter. "I enjoy the rigid certainty of numbers," he squeaked.

"Here is the deal," I said, folding my arms to mirror Tommy. "You let Leo into the Premium Bathroom right now, for free. And in exchange, Leo will give you his comprehensive, color-coded study guide for Mr. Harrison's midterm. It's got practice equations, cheat codes, the works. You'll get a B-minus, guaranteed. And you get to take Chloe to the dance."

Tommy stared at me. He looked at Leo, then at the bathroom door, and then back at me. I could see the gears turning in his head, struggling to process the barter system I had just introduced.

This was the Bellarino way. You didn't fight unless you had to. You found out what the other guy wanted more than he wanted to punch you, and you traded it. Uncle Frankie traded imported cheese for his life. I was trading a math study guide for two-ply toilet paper. The stakes were different, but the game was exactly the same.

"Color-coded?" Tommy asked, his voice cracking slightly.

"Highlighted and tabbed," Leo confirmed, gaining an ounce of confidence. "I use a proprietary system based on primary colors."

Tommy chewed on the inside of his cheek. He looked around to make sure nobody else was listening. "Fine. Give me the guide."

"After he uses the bathroom," I countered. "Collateral."

Tommy scowled, but he stepped aside, jerking his head toward the door. "Go. Two minutes. If you take five, I'm flushing your backpack."

Leo didn't need to be told twice. He sprinted past Meatball and Steve, disappearing into the sanctuary of the Premium Bathroom.

I leaned against the wall, waiting. Tommy watched me, suddenly looking very uncomfortable in his leather jacket.

"You're a weird kid, Bellarino," Tommy muttered, pulling the toothpick out of his mouth. "You don't act like your brother."

"Tony is Tony
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