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Eddie Bracchio rinsed the dried blood from his hands as he leaned in closer to the mirror. He flinched before gently patting the stinging gash on his forehead just below the hairline. He soaped it up and gingerly rinsed away the blood. A quick search of his bathroom drawers confirmed he had no bandages to stop the oozing. He’d have to improvise. 

With his hands now blood-free, he could step out of his suit and into the shower. He frowned as he stripped. The evening hadn’t gone as planned. He cursed himself as he thought about his near-miss with death.

Jay Morten, a tall and lanky drug-user with a sweaty pallor the shade of a gloomy rain cloud, had knocked on the door to the private club asking to see Eddie. 

“Private club” was an inadequate description of the tiny, rundown room. Dark and dingy, its front door almost hidden, the club sat along the quieter end of a busy strip of stores and restaurants in Brooklyn’s Dyker Heights neighborhood. Its sparse furnishings included a plain wooden bar against the far wall with three chairs pushed up to its front. 

Behind the bar, stood long-standing bartender, Stooge. Other than a few old tables scattered about, there wasn’t much to the place. Eddie and the rest of the boss’s crew often spent their downtime there, discussing business and waiting for things to happen out on the street. 

The door, always locked, was manned by Big Dog, the short, beefy and neck-less doorman of possible Mexican or Middle Eastern descent, Eddie wasn’t sure which.

“Eddie,” Big Dog called. “Somebody to see ya’.”

Sitting at the bar, Eddie turned from his scotch and frowned. He stood and sauntered toward the door. “Jay—you piece-a shit. You got my money?”

Jay replied by pulling a knife and lunging at Eddie. Eddie jumped back, the knife narrowly missing his gut. 

Big Dog pounced on Jay, sending him to the floor in a heap, the blade landing a few feet away. 

“You miserable—,” Eddie patted his pocket for his piece. 

Big Dog kicked the knife and hurried to his knees to gain control of Jay, who kicked and slapped the bouncer in a frenzy. Flat on his back, Jay wriggled free and reached for a floor lamp standing near the front door. He whipped it back and forth, its small shade tipping and swinging. Big Dog tried unsuccessfully to grab the lamp as Eddie leaned in with his gun. As he waited for Big Dog to move out of the way, the pointed finial of the lamp smashed into Eddie’s forehead, sending him stumbling back. 

Stunned for a second, Eddie touched his forehead. Blood covered his hand and rage burned in his belly. He yanked the lamp from Jay and flipped the heavy metal base upward near his hands. He raised it high and smashed it down onto Jay’s face. It connected with a squishy thud. Jay’s body jerked before going limp. Eddie dropped the lamp and stumbled back. 

Except for Stooge whispering “shit,” and Eddie’s heavy breathing, the room fell silent.

“Son-of-bitch,” Eddie shouted, as he reached into his jacket pocket for his handkerchief. He pressed it on his forehead as he watched Big Dog check Jay for a pulse. He looked up at Eddie and shook his bald brown head. 

“Dead.”

“Shit.” 

Eddie paced the small room for a minute before pointing at Big Dog. “Make sure that door’s locked. Nobody gets in. Nobody.”

Big Dog moved to secure the lock. He double-checked the blinds and stood near the door. 

Eddie pulled out his burner phone and dialed. 

“Yeah. Gotta’ little problem, here,” he puffed. “At the club. Yeah. Need some clean-up.” He paused. “Yeah. Now. Who? Some wacked out junkie. No one’ll miss him. Yeah. Thanks. And ah’, sorry ‘bout this.” 

Eddie ended his call and went back to his drink. 

“I’ll have this cleaned up in a half-hour,” he told Stooge and Big Dog. “Til’ then, sit tight.” 

Stooge nodded and continued loading his fridge with beer cans, as Big Dog stood silently next to Jay’s corpse, manning the front door.

Eddie returned to his drink at the bar and dabbed his bleeding forehead with his handkerchief.

“Jesus Christ. I’m gettin’ too old for this shit.”
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Eddie’s early-morning call didn’t surprise him. He knew there’d be questions about the events of the previous night. He dragged himself out of bed, his head-wound aching. He made sure to dress for the occasion and hurried so he wouldn’t be late.

He strutted into the middle-class residential area, chuckling at the sounds of a fight coming from an apartment window above him. He then turned up the stairs to the home of his boss, Primo Simonelli. 

Primo ran their criminal organization in the Brooklyn area. The territory was tightly managed and Eddie, one of Primo’s long-time devoted lieutenants, had seen his responsibilities grow over the last couple of years. Narcotics and theft were his main priorities, but he also dabbled in extortion, loan-sharking and online gambling.

Inside the aged brick house, the pleasant smell of bacon lingered. Eddie entered the average-sized living room, making sure to wipe his feet before walking on the worn mahogany floor. 

“Eddie, good morning. Come in,” said Primo Simonelli.

“Yeah, morning, boss.” 

Eddie made himself comfortable in his usual upright chair, its lavender-flowered upholstery faded from years of harsh sunlight. He felt a slight breeze coming from the unlit stone fireplace decorated with Primo’s family photos. Eddie crossed one ankle over his other knee, adjusted his gold pinky-ring, and looked across the room at Primo, who sat on the sofa across from him. 

Primo’s bodyguard, Vittorio, strolled past the kitchen door, taking a look at Eddie before disappearing.

A flip-phone rang from the coffee table in front of Primo and he leaned forward to grab it with his withered, veined hand. 

“Micola. What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

Eddie watched as Primo’s expression turned to a frown, his gravelly voice strained. “Shooting? Who—who is shooting? In your front yard? What the hell? I told you long ago you should move from that neighborhood.”

Primo stopped talking and listened, nodding and running his shaky hand across his bald head, combing back the few silver strands that sifted across the brown age spots. From his chair, Eddie heard a woman’s frantic voice shouting through the phone.

Primo nodded. “God dammit, Micola. What’s happened to St. Paul?” 

On hearing the words, “St. Paul,” Eddie straightened and leaned forward, a sense of dread washing over him. He watched Primo close his eyes and shake his head. 

“I know, Micola. Yes. Forty years. Mm-hmm. Long time.”

Primo widened his eyes. He looked at Eddie and jabbed his finger in Eddie’s direction. Eddie whipped his head back-and-forth, reigniting its pounding pain as he mouthed the word “no.” Primo again pointed at him.

Eddie stood and walked past Primo into the kitchen, eavesdropping for details of his new task in his hometown of St. Paul, Minnesota. 

“I have someone who can help,” Primo said. “Yes. He’s good. Yes, Micola. I’ll tell him you’re family. Mm-hmm. Yes. I’ll send him packing tomorrow—depending on the flights, of course.” 

With his hands on his hips, Eddie turned in circles as his gut tightened. 

Shit. 

“We take care of our own,” Primo said. “You’re welcome. And Micola, listen. Until we get this taken care of, be careful. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Eddie walked back into the living room as Primo finished his call. He stood in front of the old man, arms out to the side. “What? What happened?”

“The town’s gone to shit, Eddie. I need you to go fix things.”

“No disrespect, Primo, but what the fuck?”

“Listen to me, Eddie. Micola is my wife’s sister, and she’s got nobody else to turn to.”

“I can’t go to St. Paul, Primo. I got work to do. You know I can’t take my eyes off-a those bums for one minute without somebody fuckin’ somethin’ up. I’m your best earner. I need-ta’ stay here. Can’t you send somebody else?”

“Eddie, St. Paul is your hometown. I need you to go. I’ll get Freddy to handle things while you’re gone.”

“Freddy? Fuckin’ Freddy’s a dipshit and you know it, Primo. I worked a long time gettin’ my crew the way I like it. That ain’t easy these days, ya’ know? Especially now that the whole world is watchin’ every move we make. Cell phones and cameras everywhere. I can’t afford to have Freddy fuck that all up after everything I-done to get things workin’ smoothly.”

Primo looked up at Eddie. “I’ll handle Freddy.”

“But ...”

“Eddie. You’re goin’ to St. Paul. And after that bullshit last night, you got no choice. We still need to talk about that. But for now, you’re goin’. You grew up in St. Paul, and you know that town better than any-a the other guys.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“Stop givin’ me shit, Eddie. You know how that fuckin’ aggravates me.”

Eddie’s broad shoulders fell as he looked at the floor, shaking his head. For a man of eighty-one, Primo still held tight reins on his business, and his loyal “muscle” always backed him up. 

Eddie put his hands on his hips and looked up. “Alright. I’m goin’ ta’ St. Paul.” He flipped his right shoulder. “Consider it done, Primo.”

Primo smiled. “I won’t forget this, Eddie.”

“Good,” Eddie said. He returned to his chair. “Now tell me what I gotta’ do.” 

“Some punks are shootin’ up my sister-in-law’s neighborhood. Even shot at her house. I need you to go find out who they are and straighten-em out. Couple-a days, a week−tops.”

A week!

Eddie took a deep breath and let it out quietly. “Okay, boss.”

Primo leaned forward to pick up a nail file and started buffing his nails.

Eddie continued. “You know what I want, boss.” He opened his palms and tilted his head.

Primo looked up at Eddie, still buffing.

“I’ve earned it.”

Primo waved his hand and nodded. “We’ll talk soon. Maybe when you get back, ‘eh?”

Eddie waited for Primo to say more, but the room fell silent. 

He tilted his head. “So? She’s your sister-in-law, huh?”

Primo nodded. “My wife’s sister. Micola Fortunato. She’s seventy, seventy-two—somewhere around there. Came right off the boat from across the pond—Calabria—like my Marie. She’s a widow—must be thirty years now. Been livin’ in the same damn house for forty years. On Burr Street. A real shit neighborhood.”

“Oh, yeah. I know Burr Street. Off-a Payne Avenue. Used to be a nice, quiet Italian neighborhood back when my folks first got married.”

“Well, it ain’t quiet no more. According to Micola, the Italians are long-gone. Now, you gotta’ lotta’ low-life whites, blacks, the ah’—Mexicans, and ah—’” he snapped his finger “—the what-da-ya-call-‘em? Hmong.”

“The-fuck’s a Hmong?”

Primo shrugged his bony shoulders. “People. From Vietnam, I guess, or China. Who the fuck knows?”

Eddie looked at his shoes trying not to shake his head. 

Fuck. 

“She call the cops?”

“Yeah. She called ‘em.” Primo raised his fingers and made air quotes. “Said they’re ‘investigatin’. Anyhow, now they’re shootin’ up her fuckin’ house and the whole goddamn neighborhood. She knows who’s doin’ it, too.”

“That right?”

“Says one is a kid from across the street, and he’s shootin at the kid next door, her side of the street. You believe that?”

“Fuckin’ punks.”

Primo nodded. “Sounds like some rival gang bullshit.”

Eddie smiled. “Should be pretty easy, boss. Nothin’ I like better than roughin’ up some smartass punks who think they know everything. I’ll handle it and be back in a day.”

Primo raised his hand. “Hold on.”

Eddie’s shoulders fell. “What?”

Primo pushed the palm of his hand toward Eddie. “Don’t rush it. I don’t want any more calls from Micola about this. And I’m sure you won’t want to go back again. So, clean up this mess, but good. Capisci?”

“What does that mean? You want me ta’—”

Primo shook his head. “Just scare the shit out of ‘em.”

Eddie nodded. “Easy.”

Primo turned to gaze out the dining room window at some birds fluttering around an old birdbath. Eddie waited, saying nothing. When Primo turned back to him, he said, “Listen, Eddie. While you’re there, check things out. See if there’s any business opportunities. I’ll give you some cash for your expenses.”

“Yeah? How much?”

Primo shrugged. “Ten thousand.”

Eddie frowned. “That won’t last long.”

Primo tucked in his chin. “Come on. It won’t last long. What are you talkin’ about, ‘eh?”

Eddie sighed. “Fine. Ten-K. I’ll work with that.”

“Like I said, Eddie, take your time. This means a lot to my wife. And to me.”

“Okay, boss,” Eddie said. “I’ll handle the punks and then check things out.” 

Primo nodded. 

The room fell silent.

“You know anybody back in St. Paul who you can trust? Somebody to help you out while you’re there?” Primo asked.

Eddie tilted his head, thinking. “Gotta’ cousin. Sal. Haven’t talked to him lately. Just got outta’ the joint a while back. Stillwater Prison.”

“What was he in for?”

“Attempted murder.”

Primo nodded. “Where’s he stayin’?”

“According to my source, he’s staying with his mother.”

“Who’s your source?”

“My mother.”

Primo let out a laugh. “Now that’s a good source, am I right?” He laughed again, which caused him to choke and cough. Eddie watched as Primo’s face transformed to a light plum.

“You alright?”

Primo waved his hand indicating he’d be fine.

“Jesus. I can’t even laugh anymore. It’s tough gettin’ old.”

Eddie nodded.

“Glad I got my Marie to take care-a me.” Primo pointed at Eddie. “That’s what you need. A nice younger woman who can take care-a you when you get old.” He shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll find a nice girl in St. Paul.”

Eddie shook his head. “No way. I like things the way they are. I’m a free man. Don’t wanna’ be accountable to nobody.”

“You’ll wish you had somebody when you get old.” He paused. “How old are you anyhow? Forty?”

Eddie wrinkled his nose. “Forty-three.”

Primo’s eyes widened. “That right? Holy shit.”

Eddie didn’t want to talk about his age. “So, your sister-in-law. She lives alone?”

Primo sat back and nodded. “She was married to Vince Fortunato. A long-time Payne Avenue Italian. Been dead for years, now. 

“Was he connected?”

“Maybe. Micola’s got money, I know that.”

Eddie straightened. “Oh yeah? How much?”

Primo shrugged. “A few million—maybe more.”

“That right?” Eddie rubbed his chin. This was getting interesting. “All that money and she stays in that shit neighborhood?”

Primo shrugged. “She won’t leave. And be prepared. She speaks with a thick Italian accent. And I mean thick. Been here forty years, like I said, but ya’ still can’t understand her.”

Eddie stood. “Let me get my travel plans figured out. I’ll call ya’ later—give you the details. You’ll get the money for me? Cash? And her address?”

Primo nodded. “Gimme’ a call when things are set.”

Eddie turned to leave, but stopped. “About last night. We good?”

Primo flicked his hand. “This is important. Do this right, and I’ll forget about it.” 

Eddie waved and shut the door behind him. That meeting didn’t go at all as he’d expected.
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Kate De Luca felt a chill seep through the cracks in her old kitchen windows. She wrapped her oversized sweater across her body, though it didn’t help. Minnesota’s spring arrived with its typical sluggish, frigid entrance. After months of painful subzero temperatures, only a scattering of dirty snow piles remained. Yet, typical for March and April, more heavy, wet snow loomed in the short-term forecast.

As she flipped through the stack of bills on the kitchen counter—pediatrician, surgeon, hospital—Kate fought the familiar knot tightening in her stomach.

She didn’t bother opening them. They were “friendly reminder” past due bills from her thirteen-year-old son’s skateboarding accident. The amounts had been tallied a month ago, the final total now permanently seared in her memory:

Seven thousand, three hundred dollars. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by her mother, Louise, walking in from the living room through the swinging kitchen door. 

“Renzo and I had a nice chat. He said his ankle doesn’t hurt nearly as much.”

“Yes, Mom. I know.” She tried to sound enthusiastic. “Good news, right?”

Louise kissed Kate’s cheek. “Skateboarding is so dangerous, Kate. I mean, a broken ankle fixed with screws?” She shivered. “I can’t even imagine.”

“We’ve talked to Renzo about taking up a new sport,” said Kate. “He’s not very agreeable.”

“I can’t imagine he’d ever want to start it up again.” Louise reached for her Burberry raincoat hanging over the chair. “He could use a haircut, by the way.”

Kate held her breath for a second and let it out slowly. “Yes, Mom. I know.” 

“What’s wrong? You look tired, dear.”

Kate frowned, self-consciously pushing strands of loose dark curls behind her ears. “You always know how to make a girl feel pretty, Mom.”

Louise laughed. “Kate. You’re a beautiful girl. I don’t need to tell you that all the time. But I do worry when I see you looking rundown. Get some rest.”

“I will. I—”

“I’d better be going. Your father—” 

The back door flew open and Kate’s husband, Marco, rushed in. 

“Kate—I got it! I got the—” 

He stopped short, and Kate watched the joy fade from his big brown eyes, while maintaining some semblance of a phony smile. 

“Oh. Louise, hi,” he said.

“Hello, Marco.” Louise tilted her head and smiled as her shoulder-length auburn hair bounced around her face. “I was just leaving. I take it from your grand entrance that you got the job.” She smiled and folded her raincoat over her arm.

Marco gave Kate a quick glance. “Ah—yeah. I got the job.” He stepped over to Kate, bending to give her a quick peck on her cheek.

She rubbed his arm as she looked up at him, smiling. “You got the mechanic’s job?”

Marco nodded, giving her that smile she’d fallen in love with years ago. “Sure did.”

Relief drifted through Kate’s arms and legs, and she allowed herself to forget the doctor bills for the first time in a while. 

“That’s awesome!”

“Thanks,” Marco said. He smiled uncertainly at Louise. “I—ah’—start on Monday. It’s fairly close to us. Just off Payne and Maryland.”

“That’s wonderful news,” Louise said. “Maybe now you can move out of this dreadful old house and this terrible neighborhood.”

“Mom, stop—”

Louise shook her finger at them. “I’m not kidding. I heard on the news just this morning that there was another shooting the night before last.” She pointed her finger toward the living room. 

“Right over on Bedford Street.”

Kate’s jaw fell. “But—”

“That’s right,” said her mother. “Just a few blocks away from where we’re standing. Gang related, they said.” She put her hands on her hips, her green eyes looking sharply at them. “It’s time, you two. You wouldn’t want your only son—my only grandson—caught in the crossfire now, would you? This is serious.”

“Mom. Please—”

“You could move out to Hudson, closer to your father and me.”

“Mom. We’re not moving to Wisconsin.”

Renzo pushed through the kitchen door, and Louise moved to hold it as he struggled through on his crutches, his long brown curls falling across his face. 

“We’re moving?”

“No, honey. We’re not moving,” Kate said.

Louise grabbed her designer handbag from the kitchen table. “Suit yourselves.” 

She headed for the back door and turned. “At least think about it. This house is falling apart. A new house wouldn’t be such a terrible thing, would it?”

Kate opened her mouth to speak, but she closed it after seeing Marco shoot her a look with a tiny shake of his head.

“Well, I’m off. Your father’s probably pacing the floor wondering where his dinner is. Don’t forget, darling. Lunch on Saturday. Just the two of us.”

Louise then made the rare move of kissing Marco on his cheek, patting his arm as she pulled away. 

“Congratulations on the new job.” 

She turned with a dramatic wave. 

“Toodles!”
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Eddie Bracchio settled into his first-class seat and closed his eyes, letting the scotch and the purr from the plane’s engine relax him. This was a nice change—this little bit of luxury. If anything good came from this trip, it was the chance to get away from Brooklyn on Primo’s dime. He dozed as he thought about his new assignment.

The flight landed on time—7:00 p.m. Eddie looked around as he waited for a cab outside The Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport. The city’s crisp April air struck his face and cleared his mind. 

As he settled into the back seat of an old cab, the familiarity of the drive tickled his memory. He closed his eyes and pictured his tiny, old gray house on the corner of Bedford and Beaumont Streets, just off the main drag—Payne Avenue. 

He peered through the rain-coated window and tried to make out any familiar landmarks. Everything looked older, shittier than he’d remembered, with more traffic. It had been twenty-five years since he’d left. He was afraid of what other changes he’d encounter come sunrise. 

The cab driver weaved through downtown St. Paul and pulled into a valet circle adjacent to a massive, creamy-stoned building. Its pillared front entrance emblazoned the hotel’s name etched in Roman type:

THE ST. PAUL HOTEL.

A historic building, the hotel is a downtown landmark overlooking Rice Park, a popular hub for festivals, concerts and the St. Paul Winter Carnival. He was anxious to get checked into his room. He’d call Primo’s sister-in-law first thing in the morning. He wanted to take care of the two punks as soon as possible; he was actually looking forward to it. 

As he entered the hotel lobby, Eddie looked around and nodded to himself. Its lavish and extravagant décor suited him. As a plus, it was only a few miles from Primo’s sister-in-law’s house. He didn’t want to waste time traveling around in dirty cabs any more than necessary.

Eddie settled in and ordered room service. As he waited, he peeked out the window. The fractured moon shone brightly through the bare tree branches overlooking Rice Park. It felt strange to be back. He closed the blinds and contemplated his plans for the trip.
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Marco shut the door behind his mother-in-law. 

“Dad! Grandma gave you a kiss!” Renzo said.

Marco smiled. “Yeah, she sure did.” 

“I told you she likes you,” Renzo said, giggling. 

Kate laughed at her son who was leaning on his crutches. He really did need a haircut. She pushed his curly brown hair away from his eyes.

Marco roughly rubbed Louise’s kiss off his cheek. “Felt like a cold fish.”

Kate shook her head at him while Renzo belted out his loudest musical laugh, one of Kate’s favorite sounds. 

“Alright. Go wash up. It’s suppertime.” She pointed at Renzo. “And don’t argue. Wash ‘em. And put on a warmer shirt. It’s still freezing out.”

“Fine.”

Marco rolled his eyes at Kate as he held the door for Renzo to hobble through. 

“I’ll get him movin’. Be right down.” 

While she waited, Kate began plating their food. She looked up when she heard her son struggling back into the kitchen. 

“All washed up,” said Renzo. “And—a warm shirt.”

She bit her lip as he banged his crutches into the cabinets and dragged his cast along her already heavily damaged wood floor. 

“Come on, Renzo. Can you please try to be more careful?”

“Sorry, mom. Can’t help it!”

She held her tongue and shook her head. The kid was oblivious, but what did she expect? She walked to the stove and lowered her head, breathing in the scents coming from the contents of the simmering pot she’d started earlier. 

“Your gravy smells delicious, Mother.”

“Okay. That’s enough schmoozing. And it’s sauce, not gravy.”

“Grandma De Luca calls it gravy.”

Kate frowned. “Don’t start. Sit. Please.”

Marco came into the kitchen and clapped his hands. “Let’s eat!” 

Kate delivered plates of spaghetti and Marco brought salad and buttered bread to the table. They held hands and said a quick prayer before passing the bread.

“So,” Kate said, trying to sound casual, “what’s the pay? Did they tell you?”

Marco frowned. “Yeah. Nineteen bucks an hour. Should be forty hours a week. I was hoping for more. I mean, I’m worth more.”

Kate’s heart sank, but she smiled and reached over to touch his arm. “You are worth more, but for now, we’ll take it. You’ll get more down the road. We have to be patient.”

Marco sucked in a deep breath and smiled. “You’re right. Thanks.” He let out a chuckle. “Whoo! What a relief.”

“And ... benefits?” She concentrated on twisting some pasta around her fork. “Did they say?”

He nodded. “Yeah. They’re sending me some stuff on that. Don’t get your hopes up, though. I don’t think it’ll be much.”

Kate turned to her salad. 

“Nice work, Dad,” Renzo said, with a mouthful of spaghetti.

Marco smiled. “Thanks, dude. How’s that ankle feelin’ today?”

Renzo shrugged. “Pretty good.” 

“Good. Oh, I almost forgot,” Marco said, wiping his mouth. He raised his brows and smiled at Kate. “My mom called.” 

Renzo giggled as Kate stopped chewing and frowned. “Uh-oh. I’m not sure I can handle both of our mothers on the same day. Was it the usual conversation?”

“Yep.” 

Marco raised his voice and started his perfect impersonation of his mother, Italian accent and all. He pinched his thumb and forefinger together and jerked them toward Kate. “When-a you comin-a visit? I wanna’ see my grandson.”

Kate tilted her head. “Let me guess. She wants to see me, too. She misses me terribly.”

Marco choked on his wine. “Yeah, right. It was more of the usual, ‘I can’t believe it’s been two years since you-visit. I can’t believe you-been away ten years.’”

Kate laughed and continued Marco’s quoting of his mother, using the same hand-waving gestures. “I can’t believe you left New York for that girl.”

Marco high-fived her, his eyes sparkling. “Very good impression.”

She bowed her head. “Thank you. I’m here all week.”

Renzo yanked off a bite of bread. “She likes you, Mama. She just doesn’t like your gravy.” Renzo’s eyes sparkled as he giggled at his joke.

Kate put down her fork and leaned forward. “First of all, it’s called sauce. Spaghetti sauce. Not gravy.”

Marco raised his eyebrows. “It’s gravy at my ma’s house.”

“Well, here, in St. Paul, in our house, it’s called sauce. And I make a fine spaghetti sauce.”

“Alright Renzo. Let’s leave Mom alone.” 

Marco turned to her, taking hold of her hand, which now held a forkful of wound-up spaghetti. He jerked her hand toward his. “I love your sauce.”

She frowned. “Good. Now, can we just eat?”

“You alright?”

Kate paused before clanking her fork onto the plate. “I’m sorry, Marco, but nineteen bucks an hour? Seriously? How are we gonna’ manage with that? Huh? Why did you take it without waiting for the other job? That could have been more money.”

“Jesus. What’s with you?” He threw down his napkin and pushed his chair back. “And while we’re at it—what about your job? Huh? Zero commissions in—what? Three weeks? Maybe you’re the one who should assess her job and income.”

Renzo put his fork down and set his hands in his lap.

Kate’s mouth fell open. “I...” Tears welled in her eyes.

Marco touched her arm. “Kate. I’m sorry.”

She shook her head. “No. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m happy about your job. I am.”

They finished their meal in silence, Renzo stealing looks at each of them as he spun his pasta around his fork.

Kate sat back and took a sip of wine. “Maybe we could take Renzo to see your mom after we get caught up on some bills. He should see her. We’d have to pay down one of the cards before we could even think about it. Plus the doctor bills ... ” She shook her head and kept eating.

Marco stared at her. “You’ve made your point, Kate. Money’s tight, I know. It sucks. But, with this new job, things should loosen up—at least a little.”

Kate shrugged. “I’m sure it will. Time will tell.”

Marco stood and brought his plate to the sink. 

“Okay,” Renzo said, waving his fork with a meatball stuck to it. “Let’s all try to get along. Money’s not everything.”

Marco turned to him from the sink, and Kate paused from taking another sip of wine. They both laughed as Marco tossed a dish towel at his head. 

“Hey! My meatball!”

Kate rubbed Renzo’s head and smiled. “It’s movie night,” she said. “Let’s finish the dishes so we can relax.”
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The following morning, Eddie opened the drapes to a view of the park. Rain continued to fall and the clouds cast a dark mood across the horizon. He fumbled in his pocket for Micola’s number. The phone rang twice before he heard someone pick it up. 

A cough and then the low, quiet voice of an older woman:

“Hello?”

“Yeah. Is this Mrs. Fortunato?”

“Who is this?”

Whoa. Thick accent.

“This is Eddie Bracchio. Primo Simonelli told me to call you. I’m here−in St. Paul.”

“Oh! Sí! Grazie! You-here to help me with those boys a-shootin’ up my house?”

“Yeah. Ah, sí, Signora.”

“Bene! Grazie mille!”

“Can I come by your house this morning? I need more information on these punks—I mean—boys.”

“Sí. Grazie.”

“Um. And your address, Signora?”

“Oh! Sí! It’s-a 1667 Burr Street. You need directions?”

“No, Ma’am. I’ll find it. Eleven o’clock? Sound good?”

“Eleven o’clock. Grazie, Signore. You come. I make-a coffee, okay? I see you soon. Thank you for helping me, Signore.”

“No problem. See you soon, alright?”

“Sí, Signore. Arrivederci.” 

“Yeah. Arrivederci to you too, ‘eh?”

Eddie hung up the phone and found himself smiling.

After a hot shower, he removed from his garment bag the one suit he’d brought with him. Suits displayed power and Eddie loved to dress the part. He adjusted his crisp white dress shirt and gray silk tie before donning the finely tailored black Italian jacket and matching slacks. He stepped back to admire the final look. This would certainly give him the attention he wanted. Nothing too over-the-top. These people were simple, laid-back. He didn’t want to stick out too much. 

Subtle power. He looked perfect.

The ride to Bedford Street was a quick ten-minutes. As the young Somali cab driver weaved through downtown and crossed over to Seventh Street, Eddie looked out at the rainy city. It was older, drab; more rundown than he’d remembered. As they passed an old, tan brick building on the corner, Eddie sat up.

“The Gopher Bar? That dive still open?” he asked the driver.

“I guess so,” said the kid. “Never been there.”

“They got the best Coney Islands in town. Not as good as the ones in Coney Island, but really good. Boy does that take me back. Been there forever.”

“I don’t know what that is,” said the kid. “Coney Island?”

“You don’t know what a—? Oh my God. You kiddin’ me?” He looked across the front seat at the driver’s face in the rearview mirror. “It’s a hotdog with chili, cheese and onions. You should really try one. They’re fuckin’ delicious.”

The kid laughed. “Hotdogs? No. I don’t eat those.”

“Too bad. Ya-missin’ out.”

Eddie felt a twinge of nostalgia as they moved along. Turning left onto Payne Avenue, Eddie noticed the Minnesota Music Café on his left, a small music venue known for attracting big acts, like Minnesota’s own superstars: Prince and Bob Dylan. The slight gray building wore a sign painted directly onto the brick in red and white: 

“Where the Food’s Great & the Music’s Cookin’!” 

As they continued their way down Payne, Eddie saw only nondescript single-story buildings with worn and faded paint, obviously untouched for decades. Across on the right, however, Eddie noticed what looked to be a new townhome development. Its clean, updated look and landscaping gave the area a fresh feel. Past the development was a row of trees that lined the east side of the street. Eddie knew Swede Hollow Park was just beyond those trees. 

Despite the new development, little had changed. The Asians he saw walking down the street, and in cars driving alongside the cab, were new to the ethnic mix. If there were any remaining Italians, they were hiding on this bleak day.

The cab approached Tedesco Street and stopped for a red light. Morelli’s, a small Italian Market and Liquor Store, stood across the street on the corner to their left. 

Eddie sat up. “Jesus. Morelli’s? That place is still open?” 

“Yes sir. Still open.”

He looked out at the old building. The Italian flag was prominently displayed above the door of the once-white brick exterior, now faded and chipped. Hand-painted green vines crawled upward as though reaching for its last bit of heritage. He sat back in his seat. 

“I used to shop there with my grandmother.” 

The light changed to green and the driver turned left. Eddie kept his eye on Morelli’s, now on his right. A beautiful woman in a fitted navy dress and tan high heels walked out of the market struggling with two bags of groceries.

“Hey,” Eddie said to the driver. “Slow down here.”

The cab slowed as Eddie rolled down his window. The woman’s long brown hair flowed behind her as she caught sight of the slowing cab. 

Eddie called out to her. “Hey gorgeous! Ya’ need any help with them bags?” 

She gave him a hesitant smile as she looked around and behind her. When she realized he was speaking to her, she shook her head. 

“No thanks. I’m good. My car’s right here.” She crooked her head toward a white sedan.

Eddie waved. “Alright. Keep doin’ what ya’ doin. Ya’ lookin’ real good!”

He watched the woman laugh as she called back to him.

“Thanks!” 

The cab picked up speed and Eddie turned to watch her until she was out of sight.

He sat back. “You should never pass on a chance to talk to a beautiful woman. Know what I mean?”

The driver chuckled. 

Eddie continued to look around as the cab slowly traveled up Tedesco Street. He recognized the rundown apartment complex to his left; the petite old clapboard houses on his right looked exactly as he’d remembered, each the same as the next. 

As the driver turned right onto Burr, Eddie closed his eyes and pictured his old house on Desoto, a few blocks away. He was anxious to see the old place and made a note to drive by before flying back home.

He looked side-to-side through the rainy windows of the cab, noting the strange, nostalgic emotions stirring in his gut. He never would have guessed the old neighborhood would have affected him this way. 

He looked up at the passing branches of mature maple trees draping overhead. They formed an arch—almost like a roof—across the deserted road. Cars parked on both sides left barely enough room for the cab to pass. 

He couldn’t help feeling disappointed, though. The old neighborhood looked like shit—rundown houses, yards littered with old toys, trash cans and crappy lawns. It destroyed his fond memories.

A faint thump of rap music muffled by the cab’s closed windows jarred Eddie from his thoughts. The cab passed a group of five young Black men in baggy jeans and sweatshirts standing near a parked car. Oblivious to the rain, but not the approaching cab, they stopped their business and turned to stare at Eddie, snarls on their faces as the cab passed. 

No one else was out on this cool, rainy morning. This encounter further disillusioned Eddie. No more old Italian ladies laughing as they walked along the sidewalk. No old Italian guys sitting on their porches playing pinochle. The neighborhood of his childhood was definitely gone.

The cab continued along, crossing Minnehaha Avenue and slowing to a stop three houses down on Burr Street. To Eddie’s left, loomed a dark brick house sitting high on a hill. Extravagant and grand, it dwarfed its neighboring homes with its two stories and roofed front porch. The grandiose mansion appeared to be in pristine condition. Eddie guessed it was built in the twenties. The lush, emerald grass appeared freshly mowed, in stark contrast to the dumpy yards on either side.

He paid the driver, tipping generously.

“Thank you,” said the kid.

“Yeah. See ya’ ‘round.”

Eddie pulled down his black fedora as he exited the cab, rain pelting its fine fabric. The cool, damp air moistened his lungs as he hurried across the street and onto the cracked sidewalk. He looked up at the house for a second before jogging up six cement stairs and then started on the next four leading to the heavy wooden front door, its roof protecting him from further drenching. 

A slight motion from the curtain to his left caught his attention as he pressed the yellowed doorbell and waited. He heard the click and release of the deadbolt as the hinges of the heavy mahogany door creaked open, revealing a short, heavy-set woman of about seventy. She smiled.

“Buongiorno.”
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Eddie tipped his hat. “Mrs. Fortunato?”

“Sí.” 

The plump, stocky woman wore her wiry gray hair pinned back, loose and messy. She smiled, her wrinkled, sagging cheeks turning pink with warmth as she waved him in. 

“Come in. Out of the rain.”

Eddie wiped his feet on the mat at the foot of the door as he removed his hat and leather jacket. 

“I’m Eddie Bracchio.” He palmed his hair with his free hand. “Primo Simonelli sent me.” 

The subtle scent of garlic and sauce tickled his nose.

“Sí! Grazie, Signore Bracchio.” She waved her veined hand, ushering him in. “Please, entra, come in,” she said, in a thick Italian accent. Her cheery smile warmed her brown eyes, twinkling behind drooping lids.

Eddie smiled as he bowed slightly. “Thank you—grazie.” His Italian was rusty, but he enjoyed its musical lift. It reminded him of his family.

Her strong grip surprised him as she pulled on his arm drawing him to her for a quick kiss on his cheek. He caught a hint of soap that disappeared as he pulled away. 

“Well,” he said, “I wasn’t expectin’ such a nice greeting.”

Micola clapped her hands and brushed them down a white marinara-stained apron. “Look at you. So handsome, Signore Bracchio.” She rubbed her chin. “I like this—how you say—?”

Eddie stroked his salt-and-pepper goatee. “This? My goatee?”

“Sí. Goatee.” She laughed. “I’m so happy you-here, Signore Bracchio.”

“Please. Call me Eddie.”

“Okay, Eddie. And you—call me Micola, okay?” She smiled as she put his jacket and hat into a closet near the door.

“Okay, sure. ‘Micola’ is it?”

“Mee-koe-la. Sí?”

“Sí,” Eddie said, smiling. Her charm was irresistible.

Micola guided Eddie across the tiny threshold of black-and-white-checked linoleum and led him down a short, dark hall, the old mahogany wood floor creaking under their weight. Photographs of smiling people lined the walls. 

They turned left to the entrance of a decent-sized living room decorated with outdated furniture in a beige and rose floral print, worn and faded from years of sun and use. 

Straight ahead was a massive picture-window overlooking Burr Street and the front yard and steps Eddie had just climbed. Facing him beneath the window, was an extended sofa. Across it, were two chairs and a mahogany coffee table. Under it all, was an oversized rug covering the worn wooden floor.

Micola’s house was brighter and cheerier than it had appeared from the outside, and it reminded Eddie of his grandmother’s house not too much further down the road. 

Micola turned and asked him to sit. Eddie hesitated. Each seating option was covered in fitted, clear plastic. He chose the sofa, cringing at the sound of the stiff plastic under his weight.

Micola smiled. “You-like some coffee?”

Eddie nodded. “Sure. Thanks.”

“Okay. I’ll be back.” She turned with a quiet giggle and bustled out of the room.

While he waited, Eddie looked around the old-fashioned living room. To his right, sat a built-in mahogany cabinet pushed tightly against the wall. Above it hung a large mirror framed in shiny gilded metal. 

Eddie stood and walked to it, frowning as it captured the honesty of his reflection. He straightened his posture and leaned in, fingering his hair where the hat had misplaced some of the strands, before standing back to assess his appearance. The sound of the old lady shuffling down the hall sent him back to his seat on the sofa.

Micola approached the living room with a silver tray holding a set of dainty China. Eddie stood to help her. 

“Please,” he said. “Sit. Let me pour.”

“Grazie, Signore,” she said, taking her seat in the chair across from him. 

Eddie held his gaze with a smile as he poured two cups of steaming coffee. Micola smiled nervously until Eddie handed her a cup and returned to his place on the sofa. He took a sip before beginning their conversation. 

“Now, Micola.” Eddie smiled, pointing at her. “I notice you gotta’ bit of an accent.” 

She nodded before he continued. “How long you been in the states?”

As Micola spoke, Eddie did his best to listen intently, grasping what he could from her thick accent. She told him about meeting her husband in Calabria, Italy, moving to St. Paul, and raising her family there for many years. She was sweet and jolly, and he instantly liked her. 

At a pause in their conversation, Micola excused herself to the kitchen. She returned with two small plates holding generous pieces of lemon cake with a light lemon glaze.

“Mangia’,” she said. “I make-a this cake for you today, Eddie.” She returned to her seat, crossing her arms.

“You did? Well ain’t that sweet-a you’se? Thanks.” 

She watched with a smile as Eddie took his first bite. 

He raised his brows. “Mmm, that’s good.”

“You like?”

“Like? You kiddin’ me? I love.” 

Eddie took another bite and wiped his mouth with the elegant cloth napkin. He flipped his fork up-and-down as he spoke. “One thing about me,” he said. “I never lie about food—especially homemade sh—” he caught himself—“cookin’.”

Micola beamed. “You come tonight, Eddie. I make you something. What-you like?”

Eddie took a gulp of coffee and said, “Well, my favorite is eggplant parmigiana. You know how to make that?”

Micola nodded, a proud look on her face. She waved her hand. “Sì. You come tonight. I make-a you eggplant parmigiana. You come?”

“Yeah, sure. I got no plans. Six o’clock?”

“Sì. Six o’clock. Bene.” 

Eddie set his coffee cup and plate onto the table and sat back, crossing one leg over the other. “Now, tell me about these punks shootin’ up the fuckin’ neighborhood.”

Micola’s eyes widened as she put her hand to her mouth.

Eddie wiped his mouth and leaned forward. “Oh my God. ‘Scuse my language, Mrs. Fortunato. I gotta’ work on that, ya’ know?”

She chuckled as she pointed her finger. “Nessun problema. It’s okay, Eddie.”

Eddie stroked his goatee. “Thank you.” He started again. “So, do you know who they are? These guys?”

Micola frowned. “There is a Black kid, Dario. He—” she frowned and looked toward the ceiling—“maybe twenty years old.” She pointed toward her left in the direction of the stairs and front door. “He lives over there. In the house next door.” 

She then pointed toward the front window at Eddie’s back. “And the other kid, Tau. Same age—twenty, I think. Hmong. He live across the street.” 

She stood and walked toward the picture window, pointing furiously, getting angry. 

“There.” 

“Oh yeah,” Eddie said. “‘Hmong.’ Primo mentioned that. I ain’t never heard-a that before.” Eddie stood to look out the front window and across the quiet street. 

“That house, right there?”

She nodded. “Sì. That is Tau’s house.”

“So, what happened the other night?” Eddie asked.

“Okay, Eddie.” Micola pointed to the sofa. “Sit. I-tell you.”

Eddie eased back onto the plastic, hoping, but failing, to keep the noise at bay. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Let’s hear it.”

Micola moved to the other side of the coffee table, but remained standing. She began throwing her arms around as she told her story.

“It was the other night—like I tell Primo. But—,” she shook her finger, “—this-no-is the first time, Eddie.” She shook her head. 

Eddie frowned. “No?”

She raised her fingers. “Two other times this happened.”

“I go upstairs in my bed, sound asleep. I think it was—maybe two-three o’clock in the morning. I hear noises—on the side of my house by my bedroom window. The side by Dario’s house.” She raised her hands toward the sky. “Molto forte!” 

“Loud?” 

“Sì.”

“The bullets—they hit my house.” She clapped her hands. “Bam, bam, bam! I sit up fast. The house was cold, Eddie. I keep the heat down real low at night. Too much money.”

Eddie smiled as he recalled Primo saying she had millions. He nodded. “Yeah, I hear ya’. Go on. Then what?”

Micola continued. “I hear many shots and I think to myself, why-they hit my house? These boys, they need shooting lessons, no? I don’t think they know how to do it.”

Eddie chuckled and Micola stopped talking. “Why-you laugh, Eddie?”

He raised his hand. “Sorry. Go on.”

She nodded. “Then, it’s quiet. I wait. Then—” she clapped her hands again as her usually low voice went into a high shrill— “they shoot my house some more. Almost break my windows. Oh, Eddie, I was so afraid!” 

Eddie leaned forward. “No cops? Nothin’?” 

She shook her head. “I get outta’ my bed—my feet-so cold on that floor. I get to the phone on the nightstand. I call la polizia.”

“And how’d you know it was those two boys?”

“Because, I look out the window. I gotta’ big light on the side of the house. It shined down—right on Dario! I see him! And he—he look-up at me and he do this to me.” Micola gestured the finger to Eddie who shook his head. 

“Micola. You should never go to the window when you hear gunshots. Never.” He shook his head. “Very dangerous. You coulda’ been shot, ya’ understand me?”

Micola pursed her lips. “Sì, Eddie. I know this. But Dario—he never do that to me. His mother. She’s a nice lady.”

Eddie shook his head. “I don’t give a sh—” He paused. “S’cuse me. I mean, I don’t care about his ma’.” He waved his hand for her to continue. “Go ahead. What happened next? Did you see that other kid? What’s his name, Tar?”

Micola smiled. “No. Tau. Like ‘cow’ but with ‘t.’”

“Tau. Got it. You see him? This Tau-guy?”

She shook her head. “No. I can’t see his house from uppa-my bedroom window. But Dario—he shouted his name when he shoot his gun over to Tau’s house. Those two boys—they no-like each other.” She folded her arms and shook her head. “Never did. Maybe is-because Dario is black and Tau is Hmong?” She shook her head. “I don’t know too much about this, but I think this is how it is in this neighborhood. There are gangs now, Eddie.” She jammed her finger toward the floor. “Right here in this neighborhood.”

Eddie shook his head. “What-a shame. I used to live here—long time ago.”

“Oh, Eddie, really? Here?”

“Yeah. Do you know the Sabatinos?”

She put her hand to her chin, thinking. “Sabatinos? I think so, sì.”

“Yeah. That’s my family. My grandparents—my ma’s parents.” He waved his arm across the room. “We all lived here. Right down on Desoto.”

Micola’s eyes widened as she smiled. “You-kiddin’ me, Eddie. That’s so nice. You remember the neighborhood?”

Eddie nodded. “Sure I remember. Great old Italian neighborhood.” He frowned. “Gone now though, am I right? Swede Hollow? The Italians? We used to have a lotta’ fun. Nobody shot nobody. Everybody got along—well, mostly. Too bad it’s all changed.”

Micola sat back in her chair and shook her head. “It’s bad, Eddie. But I no-move.” She jabbed her finger into the arm of the chair. “I’m here in this house forty years. I die here.”

Eddie chuckled. “Understood. Now, Let’s get back to these kids. So you did call the cops?”

“Sì. The policeman—he come to my house. He go outside with a flashlight. He say, ‘yes, there are bullet holes.’ He say ‘yes, he-talk to those boys.’”

Eddie stood to leave. “Well, I’m gonna’ talk to ‘em, too. Time fa-me to take care-a business. That’s why Primo sent me. I’ll go straighten-em out right now.”

“Eddie, please don’t hurt them. They-boys—causing a little trouble.”

He put his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t you worry ‘bout nothin’. I’m gonna take care-a this problem. And those two boys? They won’t bother you no more. Capisci?” 

“Okay, Eddie. Grazie.” She walked him to the front door, retrieving his leather jacket and hat from the closet.

Turning toward the front door, he said, “Do you know if these guys are home right now?” He looked at his watch. Eleven-thirty a.m.

“Dario—he’s home. He leaves at night. Tau, I think he works. I see him go in the morning.”

Eddie tipped his head toward Dario’s house next door. “I’ll start with this punk and take it from there. Be back soon, ‘eh?”

“Okay, Eddie. Grazie. Be careful.”

He laughed. “You ain’t gotta’ worry ‘bout me.”

Micola gave him a nervous giggle. “Okay.”

He waved his hand. “Alright. See you’se later.”

As Micola shut the door behind him, Eddie walked down the steps to the sidewalk, plotting his moves with the two idiots who liked shootin’ up the old lady’s house—and the neighborhood. Afterward, he’d call Primo with an update.
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Kate came into the kitchen with her bag from Morelli’s Market and placed it on the counter before taking off her jacket.

Marco walked in and opened the fridge. “Hey babe. What’d-ya get at Morelli’s?”

Kate dug into the bag. “Ground beef and pork chops for later this week. Bought you some beer and a bottle of wine for me. I stopped in after my showing this morning to save us a trip later.”

Marco kept his head in the fridge. “Nice.”

“You gonna’ keep your head in there much longer?” she asked. 

He stood with an apple in his hand and saw her holding the packages of meat.

“Oh, sorry.” He set the apple down. “Give me those.” 

Kate pulled the rest of the stuff from the bag. “Oh!” she said. “Guess what happened to me on my way out?”

“Out of Morelli’s?”

“Yeah. Guess.”

Marco shrugged. “No idea.” He took a bite of his apple. 

Kate smiled and did a twirl. 

“What? What’s with the dance?” he said, grinning.

Kate flipped her shoulder and flashed him a beautiful smile. “I got hit on.”

Marco leaned against the counter. “Oh yeah?” He nodded as his eyes swept across her. “Well, you do look amazing. I’ve always liked that dress.”

She wiggled her eyebrows. “Apparently this guy liked my dress, too.” She laughed at herself as Marco rolled his eyes. “Anyway, as I walked out of the store, I saw this cab slow down.” 

Marco swallowed a bite of apple. “A cab?”

“Yep,” Kate said. “The passenger in the back seat rolled down the window to ask if I needed help with my bags. When I said ‘no thanks,’ he said ‘keep doin’ what you’re doin’ cuz you’re lookin’ good.’ Or somethin’ like that. Isn’t that hilarious?”

“Wow,” Marco said. “That’s different.”

“I know, right? From a cab?” 

Marco smiled. “You’ve still got it baby. I’m the luckiest guy on earth.” He kissed her cheek. “As soon as this rain stops, we’ll go to your mom’s and then to the park.”

Kate nodded. “Okay. It’s supposed to stop by noon.” She kicked off her pumps and put away the liquor.

Marco called out to her as he left the kitchen. “And when we get back, we can have some of that wine you bought.”

“That’s my wine!”
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Whistling his favorite Sinatra tune, Eddie strolled the short distance to the house next door. The air felt damp and cool on his face, but he barely noticed. He was too focused on the little puddles dotting the cracked, weed-infested sidewalk. With genuine concern for his new Italian leather shoes, he cursed the spatters of mud touching their tips. 

He turned to face the small and shabby, two-story house. The shadow of Micola’s house loomed over it like a giant guarding its tiny prisoner. He familiarized himself with any potential obstacles before his inevitable confrontation. 

He pushed open the broken gate of the rusty chain-link fence and walked the short sidewalk to the house. A screen door—minus the screen—hung and wobbled from its upper hinge. Eddie moved it out of his way and pounded on the dirty wooden front door. Muffled swearing and banging came from inside.

The sound of pounding footsteps grew as the door swung open, revealing a tall and reedy light-skinned Black teenager with a medium-length Afro and angry brown eyes. Eddie guessed him to be nineteen, maybe twenty. His shirtless torso revealed slight muscles on bony arms, tight, narrow abs and a hairless chest. 

In a surprisingly high voice, the kid shouted at Eddie. “The-fuck you want?”

Eddie stared at him for a few seconds, setting the tone. “You Dario?” His voice quiet, calm.

“Yeah,” said the kid, giving Eddie the cocky tough-guy once-over. “Who the-fuck are you?” 

Eddie’s swift two-handed shove to the chest stunned the young man who found himself tripping backward into the house. Stumbling and cursing, Dario landed hard-assed in his own dimly lit living room. He paused for a second to look up at Eddie, who stood over him, daring him with his angry eyes to get back up. The kid surprised Eddie by doing just that. 

Dario scrambled to his feet, but he was no match for Eddie’s speed or strength. In one swift move, Eddie had Dario’s arm twisted around to his back, using his other hand to shove Dario’s face against the living room wall. The force of the blow sent a cheaply framed drawing crashing to the floor. 

At the same time, the sound of a woman yelling came from the back of the house. Dario’s cocky attitude had quieted, replaced with a steady grunt and cry as he tried to adjust himself to lessen the pain. For good measure, Eddie put an upward and twisting pressure on Dario’s wrist, ready to break the hand, if necessary. 

The screaming woman ran into the room, and Eddie freed his other hand to prepare for what might come next. Dario was fully under his control, so he relaxed and stood ready for her. The smell of stale smoke and fried food suddenly burned his nose. 

The woman was followed by a black and golden German Shepherd prancing behind her, the click of its toenails loud on the grimy linoleum. Behind the big dog, came a young boy who appeared to be about six years old.

The tall Black woman stopped short, hands on her hips, as she stared at the scene before her. “What the hell is goin’ on here? Who are you?”

Standing firm, she glared at Eddie with cold, brown eyes as wild as her short, wiry hair. Eddie smiled calmly at her, almost casually, the twisting of Dario’s hand a seemingly effortless task. Still firmly pressed to the wall, Dario moaned quietly, his eyes pleading to the woman.

Eddie assessed her for any potential danger, noting that her black sweatpants and oversized gray t-shirt might be hiding her size and strength. She turned her gaze to Dario. 

“What is goin’ on, Dario? Who is this guy?”

Dario coughed, his head still pressed against the wall. “Mama, help me. I don’t know who he is.”

She lurched toward Eddie, but he was too quick. He grabbed her throat, stopping her short. His grip was firm but not lethal. The woman’s hands instinctively grabbed onto Eddie’s fingers, while at the same time, she pulled herself back and away from him. 

The dog began to bark and snarl, so Eddie loosened his hold on her. He noticed a faded bruise under her right eye as he released his hand and shoved her away. The dog stopped barking but stayed close to her heels. At the same time, he put more pressure on Dario’s wrist causing him to squeal. 

The woman moved toward her cellphone sitting on the coffee table next to an old worn-out sofa. “Get offa’ my son! Get the hell outta’ my house before I call the cops!”

“I wouldn’t do that, lady,” Eddie said, shaking his head and pressing a little harder. Dario whimpered. 

Eddie pointed at the woman with his free hand. “Now, who the fuck are you?” 

“I’m his mom,” she said, her hands trembling. “Marian Tucker.” Eddie stayed calm while the dog’s barking increased as it circled Eddie’s feet. 

“Shut up, Barkley. Sit,” she said. The dog immediately stopped barking and sat next to her.

“And the kid?”

“My son, Cody. Dario’s brother.”

“Alright,” Eddie said, nodding. “I want everybody to do what I say and no one gets hurt. Not today at least.” Eddie pointed at the little boy. “Send Cody upstairs. Now.”

Eddie watched the woman’s shoulders sink and her confidence wane, fear visible on her tired face. She bent down and spoke quietly to the crying boy. “Cody, go on upstairs, baby. Everything’s fine.” 

The boy hesitated, squeezing her thigh. Her voice grew firmer. “Now.” Cody let go of his mom and ran upstairs. “And don’t you dare come down ‘til I tell ya’, you hear?”

“Yes ma’am,” the boy cried.

“Very good, Ms. Tucker,” Eddie said, looking around the room. “Now, is there a Mr. Tucker around here today?”

She shook her head. “No. He took off four years ago.”

“I see.” Eddie smoothed his goatee with his free hand, his other hand still gripping Dario’s twisted wrist, his face still planted against the wall. “Well, Ms. Tucker, as you can see, we have a pretty big problem with your son.” 

“Come on man,” Dario choked. “Let me go. Please!” 

Barkley’s quiet rumble grew angrier.

“Shut that dog up.”

Ms. Tucker ignored Eddie and folded her arms in defiance. “Let go-a my boy first. Then, I’ll shut the dog up. Who are you, anyways? What do you want with Dario?”

“All due respect, Ms. Tucker, I’ll do the fuckin’ talkin’. Now sit right there on that sofa and shut the fuck up. And get this damn dog away from me.” 

She lowered her arms and did what she was told. She grabbed Barkley by the collar and sat on the sofa, pulling him next to her feet. 

Eddie continued. “Your son is in a lotta’ trouble.”

“What are you talkin’ about?” She asked. “What kind-a trouble? You a cop? You don’t seem like no cop.”

Eddie shifted his feet. “Did you know that Dario’s gotta’ gun? And likes shootin’ up the neighborhood with it?” 

Eddie gave the kid’s wrist a hard turn. Dario cried out. “Come on, man! Let me go, please. My hand’s ‘bout-ta break.”

Eddie ignored his pleas. “I’m here-ta put a stop-ta all this trouble he’s causin’.”

Ms. Tucker stood and looked at her son, his face still pressed into the wall. “Dario? You gotta’ gun?”

Dario squirmed and moaned but didn’t answer his mom. With the increased volume and tension in the room, Barkley started barking again.

“No disrespect, Ms. Tucker,” Eddie said, “but ah’—if you had better control over your son, we wouldn’t be in this predicament right now, am I right?”

She shook her head, her hands balled into fists, head thrust forward. “Well, what am I supposed to do? Huh?” She pointed at Dario. “He hits me all the time.” She pointed to her eye. “See this?”

Eddie scowled at Dario and released his grip enough to allow Dario’s head to come up from the wall. Eddie then dug his free hand into Dario’s cheeks, and twisted his face and head to the left, while still twisting the right wrist. “Are you the one who gave her that bruise? You hit your mother? Huh, tough guy? That-what you do?” Dario moaned and a tear rolled down his cheek. 

“Please,” he whispered. “Please stop, man.”

Eddie released Dario’s face with a firm shove but kept pressure on his wrist. “You piece-a shit.” He backhanded Dario’s cheek and Dario screamed. 

“That shit stops right fuckin’ now,” Eddie said. “You hear me?”

Eddie felt his blood boil. This kid was too much. “You hit your mother again and she’ll come to me, you understand?”

Dario sobbed, but nodded. “Okay. I got it. Please, man. Let me go.”

Eddie gave him one last press before tossing him loose. Dario stumbled away and brought his right arm in front of him as he bent forward, gasping. He fell to his knees, rubbing his wrist and wiping his tears. 

Eddie stood over him, scowling. “Stand up you piece-a shit.”

Dario jerked back and struggled to his feet until he was straight, his head held high. Face-to-face, Dario had two inches on Eddie, but height couldn’t help him now. He gripped his damaged wrist and gave Eddie his best tough-guy stare-down despite the leftover tear stains streaking his cheeks. 

Eddie leaned in close, inches from Dario’s face, his hand out. “Gimme’ the gun.”

Dario looked at the ground as he shook his head. “Can’t do it man. I need that piece for protection.” 

Barkley closed in on Eddie’s ankles, snarling and exposing his sharp teeth, a low, angry rumble growing in his throat.

“Get this fuckin’ dog away from me.” Eddie attempted to kick the animal away. “I mean it!” 

Dario’s mom pulled on Barkley’s collar, struggling to keep him in check.

“Let’s go, Dario,” Eddie said. “I won’t ask again. Gimme’ your fuckin’ gun.”

Dario stood motionless, so Eddie bent down and frisked him, starting with the pockets of his sweatpants. The dog continued to pull away from Ms. Tucker as he growled at Eddie, his fangs exposed. 

Dario wiggled and frowned. “Come on, man. Get outta’ my pants.” 

Eddie reached further down Dario’s leg until he felt something. He yanked out a silver twenty-two from its ankle holster. 

Holding the revolver barrel-up, Eddie palmed it, examining it. “Where’d you get this?” 

Ms. Tucker’s hand went to her mouth, her eyes wide. “Dario! Where’d you get that gun?” 

Dario adjusted his sweatpants with his one good hand before slouching forward, struggling for oxygen. 

“Got that from my friend, Sage.” 

Eddie pushed his jacket aside and slid the gun into his belt. He gave Dario an angry grin. “Well, it’s mine, now.” 

“Come on, man. Gimme’ back my piece. You can’t keep that. It’s mine.”

Eddie shrugged. “Call the fuckin’ cops.”

Dario pursed his lips and kicked some invisible rocks. “Come on man. I need that piece.”

Eddie ticked his head up. “Tell Sage to get you a new gun. This one’s mine.”

“But—”

Eddie smacked him across his head. “Don’t argue with me you little shit.” 

Dario grabbed his head and ducked away from Eddie. “Okay, man. Come on. Please, stop.”

Ms. Tucker rushed in to protect her son, but Eddie gave her a light shove and she stumbled backward. Barkley leapt onto Eddie’s leg, growling and snapping at his hand, nipping it twice and causing him to bleed.

“Jesus Christ,” Eddie yelled. He jumped back and pulled out the gun he’d just put into his belt. Without hesitation, he pointed it at the dog and pulled the
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