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      Mila and I stood in the office doorway, looking out at Lily and Ross. They stood side by side at the prep table, cutting vegetables for the upcoming dinner rush. Lily’s long black hair was tied up, and Ross kept taking sidelong glances at her. Seemed that even though Ross snubbed my matchmaking, he was interested in Lily.

      “There’s something going on with them,” Mila said, eyeing the pair who stood shoulder to shoulder. Their arms brushed every so often, making Lily blush.

      “They’re prepping for tonight,” I said.

      “That’s not all, Jade. Haven’t you seen the way they look at each other?”

      “I try not to pay attention to my brother.”

      “Well, I have been paying attention, and I think there is something going on.”

      I was pretty sure something was going on too, but there was no way I would tell Mila. The fact was Ross finally got his head on right and noticed Lily. She was the full package. Pretty, smart, and kind. And not to say Mila didn’t have those qualities as well, but I had a feeling Ross and Lily would make a better couple. Which is why I basically tossed them together for drinks one night. Mila was never to know.

      Mila huffed and dropped into the aging office chair that groaned under her assault.

      I glanced back at her. “You’re pouting.”

      “I don’t pout,” she muttered.

      When I raised a brow at her, she stuck out her tongue.

      I laughed, but that laugh died when I saw Logan walk into the kitchen. He was delectable in jeans, long sleeve shirt, and badge clipped to his belt. His dark eyes were quick to find me but then turned just as quickly to Ross.

      I couldn’t get a reading from Logan, though I knew he was upset with me.

      “Oh, that was frosty,” Mila said as she returned to my side. “Not even a smile.”

      It was better this way. Logan might be angry with me, but he was alive. And that was all that mattered. If my brain could relay that to my heart, I’d agree with myself.

      “You really should tell him,” Mila said.

      “You know why I can’t.” Cops who go up against the Company’s mob bosses aren’t heard from again. “I need more time. I’ll figure a way out of this.”

      “It’s been three weeks, and all you’ve done is piss off Logan and get your ass kicked.”

      She was right. After three weeks of being under the mob’s thumb, I was no closer to freedom. I couldn’t stop the illegal fights. My complacency was the only thing keeping me alive.

      When I didn’t say anything, Mila put her hand on my shoulder, making me wince as a jab of pain shot through me. “We’ll figure this out,” she said. “I promise.”

      I hoped so. Because my body couldn’t take much more. And my makeup budget was off the charts as I covered the bruising. However, I must say the “beauty” regimen I started really helped brighten up my dull brown eyes and hair. I nearly looked like I cared about my appearance, which hadn’t been the case since I was fired from my dream job and found my fiancé briefing his assistant on my dining room table.

      When Logan turned to me, Mila made a frivolous excuse about napkin folding and abandoned me.

      Logan gave a nod to Mila as she sped by and then trapped me in his narrow gaze.

      I wanted to flee with the traitor, but I kept my ground.

      “Still avoiding me?” Logan asked. His voice was silky, though it held a hard edge that warned me of his simmering mood.

      “I’m not avoiding you.”

      “Really? Because every time I ask you out, you make up an excuse.”

      “I don’t.” That was a lie.

      He raised a brow. “Jade, if you don’t want to date me, that’s fine. Just tell me.”

      I didn’t want to tell him that. It wasn’t the truth. In fact, a few weeks ago, all I wanted was him back in my life. Back to the way things used to be before I had moved away.

      So, I would never lie and say I didn’t want to date him.

      “I’m not ready,” I said. “And neither are you.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “You were engaged three weeks ago.”

      “Because I never thought . . .”

      “Thought?” I prompted.

      He shook his head. “Never mind. I’ll see you later.”

      My stomach clenched as I watched Logan disappear out the back door. Every time I watched him walk away, I feared it would be forever.

      “Is this a game to you?” Ross asked. He wiped his hands on a towel and tossed it on the counter while his hazel eyes pinned me.

      “Of course not.”

      “It sure the hell looks like one.” He dragged a hand through his dark blond hair. “Logan broke off an engagement for you. And now you give him the cold shoulder?”

      “I just think since we both broke off engagements recently, we shouldn’t jump into a relationship.”

      “Jade, admit you’re scared.”

      Maybe I was. I lost Logan once, and it hurt more than I could describe. At least he was alive. What if he died trying to protect me? I’d never forgive myself.

      “Ross, I need time. I told Logan the same thing.”

      “It’s not always about you, Jade. Logan is going through a lot right now, and you can’t even see past your own needs.”

      I paused. “What’s going on with Logan?”

      Ross shook his head. “Why bother telling you when you can’t be bothered to care? You’ve always been self-centered, Jade. I thought you’d grow out of it eventually.”

      When Ross shut down the conversation and walked to the dining room, I headed out the back door for air.

      The last of the summer warmth cocooned me in scents that permeated the air. Chinatown’s stir-fry dishes and spices blended with our family’s Italian sauces and herbs. It was like walking into a hug. The voices of the street vendors hawking their wares and the constant traffic streaming by were a chaotic lullaby. This was home. And I was glad I was here. Now, I had to figure out how to live here without making everyone hate me.

      I knew Logan was upset, and now Ross had his nose out of joint. I’d say Ross didn’t mean what he had said, but he meant those words. And I couldn’t blame him. He always did the right thing. When I had left to pursue my own dreams, he stayed to help with the family business.

      I selfishly moved beyond the restaurant.

      And yet, here I was, at the family business, and my dreams were dead.

      I stood in the alley, not wanting to sit on the rickety chair stationed under the bug-cemetery lamp. Sitting hurt. Everything hurt. And knowing my luck, the chair would break, and I’d be on the ground in pain.

      But what did Ross mean about Logan? Were there issues with his break with Avery?

      A movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. Immediately, I braced my stance, something I wouldn’t have instinctually done three weeks ago.

      When I saw it was my cousin Coby, I relaxed. Coby didn’t pose a threat to me. Well, not anymore. While he was the one who had started this illegal fighting train wreck, Coby had been on his best behavior since then. In fact, I never heard one utterance about his video channel or producing more content for it. It was as if he’d given it up.

      “Hey, Jade,” Coby said warily.

      He never got too close to me either. The fact that he had to walk past me to get to the door had him skittering like a rodent.

      I put my hand out to stop him. His gaze widened.

      “I already have too many people mad at me,” I said. “I don’t need you acting weird.”

      “Me? Weird?” He scratched his sandy hair, messing up his carefully sculpted locks.

      “Coby, you and I are fine. I know you didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

      “I really didn’t, Jade. One minute, it was a friendly competition between you and a sumo wrestler. Next thing I know, Sparrow opened the betting.” He leaned in. “I haven’t seen Sparrow for a week.”

      “Maybe he’s on vacation.” I supposed even the friendly neighborhood drug dealer needed a break now and then.

      Coby shook his head. “Someone already took his spot at the park.”

      “He’s going to be furious, but that’s his problem.”

      Coby leaned in and whispered, “Unless he’s dead.”

      I paused. “Have you heard something?”

      “It’s not like him to take a vacation. He’s been around for as long as I can remember. What if his disappearance has something to do with the Company?”

      I sighed. “If it has anything to do with them, then we definitely keep our noses out of it. Got it?”

      He nodded.

      “And not a word to Logan,” I added.

      “Promise.”

      He was about to head inside when we heard off-key singing.

      Coby groaned. “She’s coming.”

      A moment later, Aunt Dot rounded the corner and entered the alley. Aunt Dot was not one to sing or hum or whistle. In fact, it would earn you a swat with a spatula if anyone made musical notes near her. So, watching her perky steps as she sang was jarring.

      “Is she drunk?” I asked, knowing she was in divorce proceedings with Uncle Frank.

      “That’s what I thought yesterday. But I don’t think so.”

      “Did she hijack Sparrow for his goods?”

      “Don’t even joke,” Coby said.

      Aunt Dot swung by us, giving Coby a pat on the head and tossing me a smile. A smile! And she was wearing perfume. Who was this woman who used to look like an aging mosquito?

      “Was that lipstick?” I asked.

      Coby nodded.

      Interesting. Maybe Aunt Dot was sprucing up for the dating pool. From Coby’s winced expression, he probably had the same thought.

      “I better go in,” he said.

      “Good luck.”

      “Yeah, you too.” He paused. “I mean, just not at work tonight.”

      “I know.”

      I followed him inside and prepared for an uneventful night of pizza delivery. Before I could grab the scooter key, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and glanced at the message. Tonight. 8. 411.

      I cursed. The Company’s 411 underground fighting ring was trying to get me to fight tonight at eight.

      I texted back. Working until 10.

      Be there at 8.

      We had an agreement. I keep my work hours for appearance.

      Agreements change.

      I shoved the phone into my pocket and then winced at the pain in my shoulder. Flagging Mila from the dining room, I pulled her aside. “They want me at eight.”

      “You have an agreement.”

      “And they changed it.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Can you cover for me? We won’t have that much of a rush on a Tuesday night.”

      “Ross said we’re going to be packed tonight.”

      “Why?” We were never packed on a weeknight. Only recently we started getting a decent clientele on the weekends.

      “It’s taco Tuesday. Ross has been advertising a special taco pizza that Dot created.”

      “We’ve had the same menu for three generations, and now she wants to create a new pizza?”

      “She’s been acting strange. And did you smell the perfume?”

      I sighed. “What am I going to do?”

      “Pretend you’re sick. I’ll deliver for you, and Ross can pick up hosting.”

      “And what happens next time? And the time after that?” I took a deep breath, willing myself not to panic.

      “Are you any closer to figuring out who is in charge of the 411?”

      “No. There are Company men at the fights, but I’ve only seen one guy who might have some ranking. All he does is parade his girls around and yell. Most of the men ignore him.”

      “It can’t be him then. But maybe you can butter him up and get him to talk about the family.”

      I let out an involuntary shudder. Carlo was a poster boy for the vintage mob. Brash and loud, his leer could make a woman layer on sweaters just to escape his roving eyes. Buttering him up would mean giving him carte blanch to my goods, and I wasn’t willing to go there.

      However, I was also running out of options.

      “Are you going to be okay to fight again?” she whispered.

      “I have no choice.”

      She frowned. “Want me to pick you up after?”

      I shook my head. Since this began, I didn’t let Mila anywhere near the fights. The last thing I needed was to have her spotted and give them even more leverage against me. Or worse, make her join in the fights as well.

      “Be safe,” she said.

      I nearly laughed. Sure. Be safe.

      The restaurant phone rang, signaling my first order of the night.

      Mila squeezed my arm. “You got this.”

      I nodded. Because there was nothing else to say.

      Tonight, I had to show up to the fight or find myself at the bottom of Lake Michigan in concrete boots.
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      Mila had been correct about being busy at the restaurant. It was as if we had announced we were going to have something spectacular other than taco pizza. Sure, the scent wafting from the oven was enticing, but not enough to make Chicago’s population run for our door. And yet, that was what happened.

      I felt guilty for leaving in the middle of the chaos, but I had a date with another injury.

      I arrived at the 411 a minute before eight.

      The bouncer stood inside the doors of the unassuming brick building. He stopped me like he had every night for the last three weeks. And like every night, he checked his list to make sure my name was on it.

      “We’ve talked about this,” I said. “My name is never on the list. It’s on the whiteboard behind you.”

      He glanced behind him. Scribbled were both my name and that of my opponent: Master Sword.

      Master Sword? That name sounded ridiculous, and it didn’t bode well for me.

      “You’re clear,” the bouncer said.

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      The bouncer might not have had a lot going on upstairs, but I knew why the boss kept him around. He had so many muscles that one swat from him and any intruder would need a trip to the emergency room.

      They should have put that guy in the ring instead of me, but the odds of him winning were extremely good. Everyone in their right mind would bet on him, even Master Sword.

      When it came to me, I was the opposite. No one knew if I was going to win or lose. Most of the time, I never knew what to expect until I arrived in the ring. One time, I arrived to find a mud pit with a bikini model. I won that round even as my jeans dragged me down. The MMA fighter they pinned me against the next time flattened me in less than sixty seconds. Master Sword? I didn’t want to find out.

      Hurrying through the beat-up metal door, I entered a generically appointed office lobby that was there for appearance’s sake. I then glanced at the hidden camera in the potted plant. After a moment, the bookshelf next to it slid away, and I stepped into the dimly lit arena.

      After having been here several times, I learned that the three rows of seating were for Company thugs and Company approved guests. No one else was allowed inside the building. Anyone who wasn’t part of the Company could view and bet on the fights on the dark web.

      The overhead lights were never turned on. Only the cage was lit.

      There was a loft above, and guys would casually peer down if the fight was interesting enough. I felt those eyes on me often. Especially when Carlo was onsite.

      Since I didn’t have time to change, I was still wearing my uniform polo, which I was hoping not to ruin. Ross was a stickler for keeping uniforms in like-new condition. Blood was not acceptable.

      I jogged over to the cage master. He wasn’t the chatty sort. Still, if anyone could carry the title of “master” on his shoulders, it would be this guy. With his bald head tattooed in skulls and snakes, I didn’t question his authority.

      “You’re late,” the cage master said as he pulled open the door and gave me the usual shove inside. I chose to think of it as a pat on the back for good luck.

      I came face to face with a samurai. The elaborate red padding and gear he wore had to be costume, but his stance and gleaming sword said that he was a professional.

      Turning to the cage master, I said, “I can’t fight against a sword.”

      “Gear up,” he ordered as he secured the cage door.

      I glanced to the side of the cage to find similar gear waiting for me. However, the padding looked like someone took a handful of rags and stuffed them into a pillowcase. And the sword was dull and bent.

      The samurai didn’t budge from his spot as I pulled on the gear as quickly as possible. Which was not fast. Between my shaking hands and the stress sweat stinging my eyes, I could barely function.

      “Rules?” I yelled as I grabbed the handle of the sword and realized the hilt was loose.

      “No rules,” Cage Master said. “First blood or knockout ends the match.”

      Standard answer. I was afraid of that, but first blood made me feel a little better. As long as the samurai didn’t skewer me or go Sleepy Hollow on me, I should survive.

      I glanced over at him, noticing he still hadn’t moved.

      “Can we not kill each other?” I asked. “Just a scratch?”

      His response was a guttural sound as he raised his sword and pointed it at me.

      “Hold!” someone yelled from beyond the cage. I searched for the voice, but as usual, I couldn’t see anything beyond the cage light.

      The samurai lowered his sword and resumed his stance.

      Walking to the edge of the mat, I glanced out at the cage master, who was talking to someone. I couldn’t see who it was until the cage master shifted his weight.

      I shuddered at the sight of Carlo. With his dark, greased back hair and his pin-striped suit that pushed at the seams, he looked like a penguin. A dangerous penguin.

      Carlo pushed past the cage master and eyed me. “I’m against this match,” he said to me.

      “So, the match is off?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Not quite.”

      Everything about this man made me not trust him. The creepy feeling that crawled along my skin when he was near had me wanting to back away.

      “A pretty thing like you might get scarred fighting with swords.” His words coiled like snakes. And that was what he was. A snake disguised as a penguin. “But I can pull a few strings and get you out of here.”

      “What would I have to do in return?”

      He smirked. “Smart girl. There are one or two things I would ask for in return.”

      “Name them.”

      “We can discuss later,” he rasped in a low voice. I knew exactly what “discussing” meant.

      I had hoped for something I could negotiate with, but I knew better than to trust him.

      “Well, hopefully, I won’t get a scar,” I said. My stomach rolled as I sealed my fate with the samurai.

      Carlo shrugged. “Too bad.”

      I turned and flagged the cage master. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “All bets final!” he shouted and then rang the bell.

      The few people watching from the seats yelled for blood. Typical.

      As the samurai lifted his blade for a killing blow, I knew I’d rather face death than do any favors for that snake. Even so, seeing a glinting sword race toward my skull made me wonder how far I would go. And that scared me more than the samurai.

      I feinted to the side and rounded on him.

      The only good thing about this entire situation was that I didn’t have to fight by anyone’s rules. The samurai? He was trained in proper procedure. I was not. And I fought dirty.

      I had to.

      After three weeks of hell, I learned just how dirty I could play.

      Rolling out of the way of another strike, I kicked him in the balls so hard that not even padding could stop the shock wave. The intensity of the strike vibrated through my leg, and I knew I would be limping afterward. His eyes rolled back as he crumpled into a fetal position. I grazed the back of his hand with the dull sword and produced a speck of blood. The bell rang.

      Tossing down the sword, I moved to the door to leave. The cage master opened it for me. “Collect your winnings.”

      “Not even a good job?” I asked him.

      After three weeks of matches, I either got the “collect your winnings” line or the “get out” line. Once, he told me to go see Doc. It wasn’t an experience I wanted to relive. Doc was an ex-con who had no bedside manner, nor proper equipment. But if you were wounded enough to go see him, it meant serious ass-kicking had happened.

      The cage master shooed me out with a jab of his thumb. He didn’t need to twist my arm. The fact that this round only lasted a few minutes meant I could collect my money and go back to the restaurant to help.

      Once I stepped out of the cage, I let my eyes adjust to the dim light.

      Walking the perimeter of the room, I glanced up at the loft. A soft glow emanated from somewhere beyond my sight. Having never been up there, I didn’t know exactly who was there except that they were the Company’s big players. I also knew it was off-limits, which made me suspect there might be more illegal activities happening there.

      I stepped over to the man in the booth, behind bullet-proof glass. He slid a wad of cash out of the slot.

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      He grunted.

      Like the cage master, I never got anything out of this guy either. That didn’t mean I didn’t try.

      “Who’s up there?” I asked, pointing to the loft.

      He grunted and shut the tiny door to the slot.

      And that was the end of that. I turned and was about to leave when my path was blocked.

      “That was a fast win, Jade,” Carlo said. His brown eyes flashed red as he took a long drag on his cigarette. With all the grease keeping his high-swooping hair in place, I wondered if he ever lit himself on fire.

      The two women who flanked him wore tight dresses. Their hair was nearly as tall as his.

      “I thought we were going to have an actual show tonight. We’ll have to find you someone tougher to beat.”

      “I got lucky on that one,” I said. The last thing I needed was tougher people to beat.

      “Maybe,” he said, eyeing my polo shirt. “Next time, wear something a little more . . . feminine.”

      “There won’t be a ‘next time.’”

      Smoke curled out of his nose as he smirked. “Jade, I’d hate to get ugly, but you wouldn’t be the first dame I’ve had to cut loose. Just make sure you want their fate before deciding.”

      And that was my “stay-in-line or die” warning.

      I had received it multiple times before, but never from Carlo. His hard gaze told me he wasn’t bluffing, and I’d find myself with concrete shoes if I didn’t follow orders.

      “I’ll keep fighting,” I said, stuffing the wad of cash into my pocket and then hurrying away before he could threaten anything else.

      Hiring a lift back to the restaurant, I found Mila in the alley with the new scooter, courtesy of my spoils. She was on her phone. As soon as she saw me, she abruptly ended the call.

      Her gaze scanned me from head to toe. “Are you okay? Why are you back so quickly?”

      “I’m fine. It was a fast fight.”

      “I’d ask if it was another mud fight, but I don’t see mud.”

      “No. I’ll tell you about it later. I’ll grab this delivery if you want to head inside.”

      She shook her head. “No way. It’s like a war zone in there. Next time, don’t inspire your aunt to create new foods. It’s mayhem.”

      Nothing about my night was going to go my way, but I was getting used to it. I waved goodbye to Mila as I headed inside to find Aunt Dot no longer humming but yelling at Ross to get the food off her line. Lily, who I had never seen sweat, wiped her brow with the sleeve of her chef’s coat as she raced between the line and prep.

      Ross had plates in his hands, on the counter, and on the line. His dark-blond hair had lost the battle to stay in place and was sticking out on the sides.

      I hurried over. “What table?”

      He pointed to the plates on the counter. “Six. And bring hot sauce.”

      I grabbed the hot sauce and then picked up the tray. After I dropped everything off at the table, I asked, “Can I get you anything else?”

      When they shook their heads, I headed back into the kitchen for more food.

      “Keep running food,” Ross said. “I’ll ask why you’re back later.”

      I’d make a dash for it at the end of the night. While I had plenty of time to concoct yet another lie, my lies were compounding.

      “I need more plates!” Aunt Dot yelled to Coby, who was overrun with dirty dishes.

      “We’re low on glasses too,” Mom said as she unloaded a tray, balancing the dirty dishes at the dish station. “And can someone help bus tables? We have a waitlist now.”

      While there was no helping Coby since there was only one dish station, I could help Mom bus.

      “Let me run this food out, and then I’ll start bussing,” I said.

      “Thank you!” she called as she headed back to the dining room.

      I hurried to run the food and then grabbed a tray to clean off tables. Jumping back and forth as I gopher'd for everyone, I didn’t notice Carlo walk in. It was only when I felt chills crawl up my spine that I looked over to find him and his two “dames” in the doorway. His mouth curled down as he scanned the dining room that had been recently decorated in traditional Italian restaurant flare. A nod to the red checkered table clothes of long ago.

      What was he doing here?

      And then I remembered my uniform. He had seen the logo on my polo at the match. I should have never been so careless. And now there was nothing I could do but pretend he was a regular customer and hope for the best.
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      My heart pounded as I hurried over to Carlo so no one else had to deal with him. “Are you here to dine, or is there some other reason you’re here?”

      Carlo smoothed his crisp lapels before eyeing me. “Why does it smell like a Mexican joint?”

      “It’s taco pizza night.”

      He grimaced. “I thought this was supposed to be traditional Italian.”

      “We’re trying a few things out. People love it. As you can see, we are busy. I can put you on the waitlist for a table.” Please say no.

      “I don’t wait for anything,” he said as he stepped farther into the dining room. He saw a table that I had just cleaned and veered over to it with his entourage in tow. When they sat, he snapped his fingers. “Menu.”

      I quickly apologized to the couple who had been waiting, letting them know the rude man had a reservation even though they probably heard otherwise. After seeing Carlo, they didn’t comment. Instead, they wisely backed out of the restaurant.

      As I silently cursed, I fetched three menus and placed them in front of Carlo and the ladies. He was the only one to pick up a menu. “Bring your best wine,” he said from beyond the menu. “Money’s no object.”

      I glanced at the ladies, but they didn’t make eye contact.

      As I walked through to the kitchen, I called, “I have table eight.”

      “Are you sure?” Mom asked. “That’s my section.”

      “You’re busy. I can take them and still run food.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      I nodded. “Ross, I need the wine key,” I said as he loaded a tray with food.

      “Those are four-hundred-dollar bottles and up. Do they look like they’re dine-and-dashers?”

      “They have money.”

      He pulled out a set of keys from his pocket and tossed them to me.

      We didn’t have many bottles in the small wine-cooler under the side counter, but I grabbed the best, which had a thousand-dollar tag on it, and brought it out with three wine glasses and a corkscrew.

      Holding the bottle label up, I let Carlo inspect it before I uncorked it. “Decent enough vintage.”

      I set the glasses on the table and then uncorked the bottle, pouring the wine into each glass.

      He swirled the glass and eyed it. A sniff and sip later and he said, “It will do.”

      “May I take your order now, or would you like a few minutes?” I asked politely, even though I wanted to break the bottle over Carlo’s head. A thousand-dollar bottle of wine “will do”?

      “Fettuccine al salmone,” he said, handing the menu back to me. “And antipasto salads for the ladies. Got to keep their figures, am I right?” When he chuckled, the ladies tepidly smiled.

      Keeping my expression neutral, I headed to the kitchen with the order.

      “Can you take this to table one?” Ross asked as he put dishes onto a tray.

      “Yeah. Put in a salmon fettuccine and two salads in for me.”

      I took the tray and carried it to the front, keeping watch on Carlo. But he only seemed to care about his nails as he inspected them. The girls remained poised and without expression.

      By the time I served table one and refilled their drinks, Uncle Sal walked in.

      “Hey, Uncle Sal,” I said, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “Are you here for taco pizza?”

      He shuddered, making the thick gold chains around his neck quiver. “Absolutely not. I wanted to grab some lasagna, but you seem busy.”

      “Taco pizza.” I grinned.

      He tsked and then paused as his gaze halted on Carlo. “What’s he doing here?”

      “Who?” I asked innocently. Uncle Sal had connections with the Company even though he said he didn’t. But most of those connections were old. So, how did he know Carlo?

      Uncle Sal frowned. “Never mind. Check if I can get two orders of lasagna to go. Don’t put your aunt out if she’s busy.”

      “Is the second order for Uncle Frank?”

      He nodded.

      “Then you’ve probably doomed yourself. But I’ll go check.”

      “Thanks.”

      As soon as I made my way to the kitchen, I glanced back through the swinging-door window. Uncle Sal didn’t waste any time heading over to Carlo. When Carlo saw Uncle Sal, he straightened and narrowed his eyes.

      “On your left,” Mom called as she came through with
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