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Chapter One

The fat lady was about to sing. Up in the
followspot booth, sixty feet over the audience, Bobbyjay Morton
aimed his darkened Supertrouper spotlight at her. The music
swelled. He heard the stage manager on his headset.

“Warning. Number Two Spot in color six to
pick up Brunnhilde.”

In the same moment, his cell phone vibrated
on his hip.

“Spot Two go.”

Cursing silently, he powered up the
Supertrouper. Bang, he nailed the fat lady with a beam of bright
pink light. She wouldn’t move now. This was Wagner.

He checked his phone.

“What is it?” he hissed, stepping away from
the window into darkness.

The voice of his father, hilarious with
beer, said, “You are not going to believe what we just did!”

“Keep it down, Dad, I’m in the booth at the
Opera.”

He heard his grandfather say, “Gimme that
phone,” and what sounded like a tussle at the other end. Then his
grandfather said, “We’re at the old smelt fishing spot. Get down
here.”

“What?” Bobbyjay squeaked. “I’m running the
show!”

“Get down here.” His grandfather sounded
unusually grim and, what’s more, sober. “I mean it.”

“I’ll get fined! They’ll fire my ass!”

“No, they won’t.” Bobby Senior was the
oldest and most powerful Bobby Morton in the stagehands union
Local. “Well, they’ll fine you, but they won’t fire you. Come now.”
The phone went dead.

That meant that whatever was happening at
the lakefront would get Bobbyjay in much more trouble than walking
off the job in the middle of a performance of
Gotterdämmerung. He touched the shoulder of Number One Spot
operator.

“Yo, Mikey Ray. I got a crisis. Can you
cover for me for a few minutes?” Mikey Ray looked up. Bobbyjay
added honestly, “Maybe the rest of the show?”

“You can’t do that. They’ll shitcan you,”
Mikey Ray hissed. Comprehension crossed his face. “Those idiots
can’t do this to you. Tell ’em no.”

Bobbyjay tried to looked wooden. “It’s not
that. I just have to go.”

“Bullshit.” Mikey Ray snorted. “I’ll cover
as long as I can. Maybe somebody on the deck can come up for
two-spot cues.”

Bobbyjay thumped him gratefully. “Thanks,
buddy. I owe you.”

“You sure as hell do. I think Scooby’s loose
on deck. He won’t rat you out. I’ll buzz him.”

“You’re a pal.” Bobbyjay manned his ’trouper
and, at a nod from Mikey Ray, the two of them crossfaded, his beam
of pink light disappearing as Mikey Ray’s Number One Spot appeared,
nailing the same mezzosoprano with the same color from a slightly
different angle. “I owe you,” Bobbyjay said again.

“Get outa here.”

He wavered a moment, listening to the mezzo,
then sneaked quickly down the long flights of stairs to the back
door.

He didn’t worry about what he would find at
the lakefront. Long experience had taught him that his family was
capable of anything. He gunned the Jeep up Lake Shore Drive, swung
off into Lincoln Park, and screeched to a stop in the parking lot
next to a gathering of rowdy drunks under a streetlight.

“’Sup, Pop?” The words died on Bobbyjay’s
lips.

His father, his uncle Rob, and his two
cousins stood gloating around a car. Half a dozen plastic pails lay
tumbled on the asphalt beside them.

“God, if we only had a camera,” they kept
saying to each other.

His grandfather stood slightly apart, arms
folded, scowling.

The car was a familiar-looking silver
Porsche Targa. It looked sleek and dangerous under the orange
mercury-vapor streetlight, but something was wrong.

It was full of fish.

Bobbyjay stepped closer.

Little silver fish pressed against all the
closed windows. Some of them were squirming. Silver fish spilled
out of the moon roof, which had been left open by some very unlucky
visitor to Lincoln Park, and silver fish flipped and flopped over
the hood, slid down the windshield, and lay gasping on the
oil-stained asphalt by the Porsche’s tires.

Bobbyjay walked around the car, surveying
the damage.

“I take a nap in the middle of the evening,”
Bobby Senior groused, “and this happens. I can’t take a nap around
you guys!”

“I can’t wait to see the look on his face!”
said Bobbyjay’s Dad, Bobby Junior. His cousins Bobbert and Raybob
fell over themselves with the joy of this thought. His uncle, Rob
the Snob Morton, sneered.

Bobbyjay closed his eyes. Didn’t help. The
car was still there when he opened them. Also about a million live
smelt.

“You better hope he don’t see you,” Bobby
Senior said.

In that moment Bobbyjay knew the worst. He
saw the license plate. MARTYDIT. ANTIQUE.

His heart clutched up. “You have to get out
of here,” he blurted.

Bobby Junior turned like a snake. “What did
you say?”

“Hey, dopey, who you bossing around?”
Bobbert, especially shitfaced, tried to swagger and fell against
his brother.

“Yeah, who you think you are, dumbo?” Raybob
said.

Bobbyjay swallowed. They might kill him, but
only metaphorically. Unlike the owner of the car. “You have to go.
Now. Before he gets back.”

Dad leaned into his face. “And why the fuck
should we do that? This car took almost an hour to fill up. We put
all the smelt we had in it. Took us all night to catch ’em.” He
raised his fist to his son. “You’re not only stupid, kid, you’re a
fuckin’ killjoy!”

“Because,” Bobbyjay said, blinking at the
beer on his father’s breath, “Pop is up for re election to the
Executive Board this year.”

He gestured at Bobby Senior.

Bobby Junior turned, reddening, saw Bobby
Senior’s face, and straightened. Bobbyjay breathed again.

“The kid’s right,” Bobby Senior said. “You
better scoot.”

“And let him take the credit for our work?
In a pig’s hole!” Bobby Junior said, but less loudly.

“And let him take the blame, Bobby Junior,”
Rob the Snob said in a patronizing tone, his haughty face lopsided
with beer.

Bobbyjay did the bravest thing he’d done in
three years. “No.”

Everyone turned to look at him in
astonishment.

“I can’t take it this time.” Before anyone
could massacre him, he said, “None of us can. Pop’s up for
re election. You know how Marty Ditorelli reacts. If he knows
you did this — if he thinks any Morton did this — he’ll go
ballistic. It’ll mean war.” He risked a glance at his grandfather.
“Again. Right before the election.”

The penny dropped. Bobby Senior’s eyes
bugged out. “Shit! He’s right. Gitcher asses out of my sight. Now!”
he bellowed.

The other four picked up their pails and
fled.

Bobby Senior looked at Bobbyjay. “Don’t just
stand there, kid. Do somethin’.” Then he, too, was gone.

Alone with the Porsche full of fish,
Bobbyjay walked around it again, trying to think. Man, what a mess.
Some fish were actually trying to swim around. But it was just too
crowded. Fish leaped and spilled out of the top of the open moon
roof.

Bobbyjay saw his sneaker-prints on the
asphalt around the car and returned to his jeep. Might as well call
the Opera House. See what kind of trouble he was in.

His cell wouldn’t work. Dead zone. He drove
slowly a hundred yards through the park until he could call
out.

“Yo, Mikey Ray. Am I busted?”

“Nope. Scooby’s here with me. What
happened?”

“Nothin’. I just had to go.”

Mikey Ray clicked his tongue.
“Whatever.”

Bobbyjay sighed. “Thanks for covering me.
Tell Scooby there’s a cold case in it for him.”

“Yeah, yeah. Ya sap.”

“Bye.” He hung up. In his heart, Bobbyjay
knew the damage was done. Marty Ditorelli would learn eventually
that the Mortons had been smelt fishing on the lakefront. He would
hear even sooner that Bobbyjay had left the Opera House in the
middle of a show more or less exactly when his car was
vandalized.

But there would be no proof.

Unless one of his cousins sneaked back to
watch Marty find it, in spite of Pop’s order.

Bobbyjay started the Jeep and crept back
until the Porsche came into view. Oh, shit. The old man loved that
car. A vintage ‘77 Targa with all original seats and dash. Marty
hadn’t loved a car that much since the last car a Morton had
destroyed for him, burned it back in 1970, the fateful year, a
brand new powder blue Chevy Bonneville with crushed white velvet
seats. Bobby Senior was still boasting about that one.

Let Marty Dit figure this out and there
would be bloodshed.

Someone walked out of the orangey-black
shadows and slowly approached the car.

That wasn’t Marty Dit.

Bobbyjay crept the Jeep closer.

It was a beautiful brunette in a floaty
little dress and sandals. A brunette he knew. She stood limply in
front of the Porsche and raised her hands to her face. Then she
crumpled.

Bobbyjay gunned the engine and raced back to
the scene of the crime.

When he jumped out, she was on her knees,
sobbing.


Chapter Two

The moment she’d seen the car, Daisy
Ditorelli had thought, The Mortons did it. Twenty years of
peace and quiet, her whole life, and now it was starting up again.
She sank to her knees, stunned at the size of the disaster.

Goomba would blame her, too, because she’d
left the car where they could get at it.

The trees around the parking lot were dark
with menace. She was alone on the lakefront with muggers and
Goomba’s destroyed car and the invisible gloating Mortons. Daisy
sobbed harder.

So it didn’t surprise her at all to see
Bobbyjay Morton tear up in his Jeep and jump out.

“How ow could you?” she accused,
hiccupping.

“Hey, it wasn’t me.” He knelt beside her.
“Are you okay? You’re kneeling in all this water.” He lifted her
just as a fish leaped clear of the moon roof and slid, wriggling,
down the windshield of the Targa. “C’mon, let’s sit down.”

He made her walk over to a park bench,
fussing over her the way everybody did.

She slapped his hands away. “Stop that! I’m
not made of china!” Sniffling, she eyed him. He didn’t look very
guilty. Of course with that dumb jock face he never looked like
anything. Maybe he wasn’t lying. “Who did it then?”

Bobbyjay turned his head as the smelt skated
off the windshield and plopped onto the hood. “Beats the shit out
of me. Your grandpa’s gonna burst a blood vessel. Why you driving
it?”

She gulped. “We had a fight. I asked him to
find me a job. I want to be a stagehand in the Local.” She clenched
her fists. “I’m sick of cooking for my loser cousins and dodging
their macho and breaking up their fights and picking up their socks
and — ” No point in going into details. “Anyway he said I couldn’t
handle the job! Right in front of Tony and Vince and Wesley! I ran
out of the house.” She took another look at the car and hysteria
rose up in her throat. “Now he’ll kill me!”

Bobbyjay looked doubtfully at the car. “Do
you want help cleaning up?”

Everybody thought she was helpless. “No,
thanks. You’d better go.”

“I can’t leave you here with this.” He got
up and walked over to the car, examining it, and she followed. “Got
the keys?”

“They won’t work.”

“Let me try.” Daisy handed him the keys and
watched him try them. “You’re right.” He stepped back and put his
hands on his hips. “Looks like the only way in is through the
top.”

She looked at the fish spilling out of the
moon roof and shuddered. “No, thanks,” she said again.

“I’ll do it.”

She made a noise of protest and Bobbyjay
looked at her, and Daisy saw a goofy look spread across his
face.

Oh, no. Not you too, Bobbyjay!

One by one her childhood playmates were
growing into men and getting stupid about her. She had thought
Bobbyjay was immune.

On the other hand, he was willing to reach
his arm through that moon roof into a car full of cold, slimy,
wiggling fish.

They locked eyes. He swallowed.

She bit her lip. “You’d do that? For
me?”

“Sure,” he said huskily. He bounded up onto
the hood, crawled out over the Targa’s humped top, and slid a
tentative hand into the fish. “Cold.”

His jeans were ripped a little across the
seat. As he stretched, she could see his bare buns work.

“I bet,” she said, swallowing.

He pulled his arm out. “I’m thinking, roll
the window down and let some water out. Then we can get inside.”
Lying on his stomach over the top of the car, his arm and tee-shirt
sleeve dripping wet, he looked at her with that goofy new face. “If
I drown, you’ll explain to the cops, right?”

“I won’t let you drown, Bobbyjay,” she said
in a small voice.

With a deep breath and a determined
expression, he dove headfirst through the moon roof. Water and fish
poured out around his body. Daisy squeezed her hands together. His
arm and shoulder and then his face appeared at the side window of
the Porsche, squishing fish against the glass. She heard his elbow
bump on the window. Then the window began to leak water from the
top, and water began pouring out of a growing slit as the window
opened, and fish slithered past in a silvery flood, and then, just
as she was worrying that she wasn’t strong enough to haul his big,
heavy body free, his legs thrashed, and he withdrew. A nasty squeak
sounded as he slid back out of the moon roof, and then he rolled
over on his back and slid, gasping, to the ground.

Daisy rushed to his side. “Are you
okay?”

Bobbyjay heaved air and coughed. “Think I
scratched the paint on top. Belt buckle.” He hacked some more. A
fish slid out of the sleeve of his sopping tee-shirt.

Goodness. He’s been hiding a lot in that
teeshirt, she thought. It clung to his shoulders, pecs, and
tight, ripply stomach. She thought again of the rip in the ass of
his jeans and her tongue touched her lips.

He looked up at her sorrowfully. “I think
it’s gonna take more than detailing, Daisy. Can you tell him some
lie, go visit a friend for a couple of days, so he won’t expect to
see it right away?”

“He’ll be here any minute,” she said. “I
called him right before I saw you.”

“Whaaat!?” Bobbyjay leaped to his feet.

She wrung her hands. “Well, who else could I
call?”

“I didn’t see you! I mean, I was driving
through the park and I noticed the car — I saw you walking up to
the car — “ he sputtered, and Daisy shook her head. Mortons, all
right. “He’s gonna kill me!”

“No, he won’t!” She grabbed him by the arm.
Big, muscly arm, she noticed. And wet. And fishy. Goomba would
blame him on sight. “I won’t let him.”

“Yes, he will!”

“No,” she said, gritting her teeth, “he
won’t. I’ll think of something.”

“Oh, that’ll be a help,” Bobbyjay said. She
felt like slapping him. Everybody assumed she was dumb. Nice, yes,
pretty, sure, but dumb. She opened her mouth to make a point about
pots and kettles and she heard her grandfather’s voice.

“You sonofabitch! Get your hands off
her!”

Goomba grabbed her from behind and yanked
her away from Bobbyjay. They squared off, Goomba panting and
red-faced and Bobbyjay wary, holding his hands up.

“Take it easy, Marty. I didn’t do
anything.”

Now Goomba was looking at the car. His fists
opened and closed convulsively. “Goo — uck — fuh — ” He looked from
her to Bobbyjay to the car. Then he threw himself through the
now-open window, scrambling at the glove box. Fish and water
slopped out. “Jesus! Jesu Christu — “ and a lot of bad-sounding
Italian.

Daisy sidled over next to Bobbyjay.

Goomba spun around with his police .38 in
his hand. “Prepare to die, you stupid little fucker!”

“Goomba! No!” Daisy threw herself in front
of Bobbyjay.

“Get out of the way, pumpkin,” Goomba said
in a quiet, scary voice. “I found him here molesting you and
fucking with my car and that’s all the cops will know.”

She waved frantically. “Goomba! You
can’t!”

Bobbyjay tried to push her behind him. “Get
back!” He thrust her off with a shove that made her stumble.

Goomba whipped his arm up, took aim at
Bobbyjay’s face, and squeezed.

The gun went click.

Goomba swore in Italian.

Daisy threw herself on Bobbyjay again.
“Don’t you dare! You can’t kill him!” In desperation she shrieked,
“We’re engaged!”

Her grandfather stopped cursing his weapon.
“You’re what?”

She took a deep breath. “He’s my
fiancé.”


Chapter Three

Bobbyjay stared into the mouth of Marty
Dit’s revolver, frozen with fear.

“You’re what?” Marty Dit said again. He made
a fish face, just like the smelts dying on the hood of his car. The
gun fell to the asphalt. “Yck — yock — “ He put his hands to his
throat. His face darkened.

Bobbyjay considered thumping him on the
back. Just his luck Marty Ditorelli would have that long-overdue
coronary right now.

“Hold me, Bobbyjay,” she whispered. She
trembled, warm against his wet tee shirt. He threw his arm around
her.

While Marty Dit struggled for breath, Daisy
said, “It’s true, Goomba. I didn’t tell you because I knew you
would react like this. Please,” she said, her voice breaking,
“don’t hate me. I’ve wanted something for myself for so long.”

If Bobbyjay hadn’t known she was lying like
a Catholic girl, he would have choked at the quaver in her
voice.

The purple faded out of Marty Dit’s face. He
eyed them shrewdly.

Oh shit. This was one joke that wouldn’t
last long. Bobbyjay looked down at her, trying to read her
thoughts, and forgot himself in her big brown eyes, full of babyish
guile and pleading and sorrow.

“Promise me you won’t fight with Goomba,
Bobbyjay,” she begged softly.

Bobbyjay felt his body swell up. “Okay.” He
sent a guilty look at Marty Dit.

The old man was white.

Daisy twisted against Bobbyjay and threw her
arms around him, burying her face against his neck.

“What are you doing?” Bobbyjay whispered to
her hair.

“Saving your life, you big lug,” she
murmured back.

“You didn’t,” Marty Dit said, sounding
shaken. He snatched up his fallen .38, pulled his cell phone off
his belt, pushed a button, and held the phone to his ear, all
without taking his eyes off Bobbyjay. Of course nothing happened.
Dead zone. Marty Dit glared. “Wait here, you two.” He walked away,
bent over the phone, scowling back over his shoulder every two
steps.

“Is he gone?” Daisy whispered into
Bobbyjay’s neck.

“Uh, wait a sec — he’s going behind those
trees — he’s gone.” Bobbyjay realized again that he had Marty Dit’s
actual granddaughter in his arms. He let go, fast.

Daisy looked pale. “Okay, here’s what we do.
We lie like crazy until he calms down — “

“He’s never gonna calm down!” Bobbyjay
moaned, remembering past horror stories. “He’ll kill me. He’ll wait
til you’re gone or he’ll ambush me behind a truck on a load-in
somewhere and bang!” Or drop a counterweight on my head from the
rail. Or roll a box into me from behind and break my legs. Or blow
up my Jeep. Bobbyjay flinched as each thought splashed across
the technicolor wide screen of his imagination.

“No! No.” Daisy sounded surer with every
word, which made him even twitchier. “Not if we’re engaged. He
can’t kill you. He knows I would never, ever forgive him.”

This was probably true. Marty Ditorelli was
a slave to his granddaughter.

And why not? She’d been a beauty since
babyhood. Her creamy Italian skin and sad brown eyes had been off
limits to every stagehand’s son ever since high school. Plus, she’d
filled out a lot.

“Daisy,” he said and swallowed a lump.
“He’ll know you’re not in love with me.”

She wafted industrial-grade eyelashes. “I’m
a good liar.”

“Well, I’m not.” She just kept watching him.
“What?” he said testily.

“We can’t ever let him think it was you,
Bobbyjay.”

“I keep telling you, it wasn’t me!”

“Or any of the Mortons.” She watched him
steadily and he felt himself go red. “If we do, it’ll all start up
again. It’ll be awful. You may not know everything that happened,
but I do.”

Bobbyjay doubted that. “It would be bad.”
The fistfights, the kneecappings-with-baseball-bats, cars up in
flames and only a miracle that none of them was occupied. If Marty
Dit disbelieved Daisy’s lie and shot him, it wouldn’t stop
there.

She clutched him with both hands. “My mom
can’t hold him back over the Targa. But she’ll put her foot down if
we’re engaged.”

“That’s how it stopped last time. Our
moms.”

Daisy stuck her chin out. “And me. All us
womenfolk.”

They’d made the Local safe for Mortons and
Ditorellis alike, all the women who had married into their
families, so that Bobbyjay and Daisy and Mikey Ray Ditorelli and
all their cousins could grow up together without fear.

But women don’t stay married to stagehands
forever.

“Your mom’s the only one left,” he said. A
chill ran up his back as he thought of the other half of the
problem. “Who’s gonna stop my Pop from declaring war over us being
engaged?”

“You are.”

Marty Dit’s sinister voice said, “So you’re
still here.” He seemed to have calmed down, but Bobbyjay didn’t
like the thoughtful look in his eye.

Marty Dit announced, “I talked to Mikey Ray.
He says you walked off the job.”

Bobbyjay couldn’t think of a thing to
say.

“You’re here, you’re all wet, and you stink
like fish. Now, I figure a stunt like this would take an hour or
two. And a lot of guys. You only been gone from the Opera House
what, half an hour, and I been here half of that. So,” old man
Ditorelli said, his voice rising dangerously, “I figure you’re
covering for those scumbags again.”

Bobbyjay took a deep breath. He shook Daisy
off. “No, sir, I’m not.”

“You’re lying.”

“No, sir. I found Daisy alone by the car,
crying her eyes out.”

“So who called you off the job to come
here?”

Bobbyjay’s tongue stuck to the roof of his
mouth.

“I called him,” Daisy said. “He’s my
fiancé.”

“You called this douchebag for help?”

“I called you, too, Goomba.” She laid her
hand on his arm. “It’s all my fault, Goomba. I left the moon roof
open. I’m sorry. I’m really, really — ” Her voice broke again.
Bobbyjay’s heart melted. The kid wasn’t faking. “ — really
sorry.”

Old man Ditorelli melted too. “My poor
lamb.” He pulled her close and patted her, eyeing Bobbyjay
craftily. “You’re really engaged?”

Bobbyjay licked his lips and put his hands
in his wet back pockets.

Daisy sniffled. “Yes.”

“Well. So,” Marty Dit said slowly. His tone
turned smooth. “We can’t have you losing your job because you came
to the aid of a damsel in distress, can we? I ain’t on the
Executive Board like your grandfather, but I have a few friends.
Why don’t you two lovebirds just run along home with the Porsche.
I’ll do what I can to keep Bobbyjay out of trouble.”

Bobbyjay said, “Uh, I can call for a tow.
And I’ll drive Daisy home in the Jeep.”

“No, no, no,” Marty Dit said with the irony
that got him so disliked around the Local. “This is a happy day!
God is sending me a grandson-in-law! And a miracle of fishes! I’m
keeping ’em. Damn, these fish are fresh! Some of ’em are still
swimming! Don’t let any more get away. You two take ’em home and
wash ’em and freeze ’em, and in a week or so I’ll throw a big
engagement party. Daisy can beerbatter ’em. We’ll invite the
Mortons over for a fishfry to celebrate the union of our two
families.” He spread his arms and beamed. “The end of an era! Peace
on earth, good will toward man!”

Daisy looked at Bobbyjay.

He shrugged. What could they do? At least
Marty Dit wasn’t swearing a blood feud.

“We’ll fix it up again, sir,” Bobbyjay
said.

“I know you will. So hop in! Take my fish
home.”

“What about my Jeep?” Bobbyjay croaked.

“Why, I’ll have Mikey Ray move it for you,”
Marty Dit said. “After he’s done running the show, of course.”

Daisy scowled. “Don’t you dare do anything
to his car!”

Marty Ditorelli smiled evilly. “I’ll treat
it like it was my own.”


Chapter Four

Daisy would have loved to talk to Bobbyjay
alone, but Goomba wouldn’t go away. He stood there, arms folded,
with his phone in one hand and his gun in the other, and watched
while Bobbyjay got up on top of the Targa again and leaned through
the moon roof to roll open the driver’s side window. Bobbyjay’s
belt buckle squeaked on the roof and he looked at Goomba.

“Uh, I’ll have that scratch fixed, sir.”

“That’s right,” Goomba said, nodding. To
Daisy, his calm was scary.

Bobbyjay slid to the ground. “Uh, if we
can’t open doors, how can we drive it to your place?”

“Just climb in the windows. Agile kids like
you can do that. I’m sure you’ll be a gentleman and help Daisy
in.”

Daisy looked at the car, appalled. With the
windows open, it was very clear that the whole car was full of
water. And skillions of little silver smelt. They leaped up and
squirmed and flipped drops of water against the inside of
windshield.

“You’re not going to leave young Mister
Morton to handle this all by himself, are you? He is your
fiancé.”

“Maybe it won’t run,” she said
hopefully.

“Maybe not. Don’t know if you don’t
try.”

She looked at Bobbyjay, who widened his eyes
at her, like, What can we do?

“C’mon,” he said huskily. “I’ll give you a
leg up.”

Glaring at him, she let him hoist her up
onto the passenger door of the car. Gingerly she put one sandal-toe
into the water. “Eeek! It’s freezing, Goomba!”

Goomba just beamed at her.

She gritted her teeth. Sitting down was
horrible. Water and fish spilled over the bottom of the windows.
The water around her body was icy and black and she couldn’t see
her own lap past the bazillion fish swarming around on the surface
and they moved against her. She shivered and shivered.

“Don’t sit on my fish,” Goomba said. “We
have a lot of Mortons to feed.”

She lifted up a bit, brushing under herself
with one hand, feeling slippery slimy fish slither over her fingers
and between her thighs. “Ugh!”

Goomba just chuckled. “It’ll warm up once
you’re in it a while.”

Bobbyjay handed her the end of her seat
belt. Silently she groped at her waist and shoved the tab home with
a watery click.

“Well? Aren’t you getting in too?” she
snapped.

He rounded the car and clambered in through
the driver’s window. More water and fish poured out through the
open windows. Goomba tsked over every fallen smelt. Bobbyjay stuck
the key into the ignition and turned the switch.

The car started beautifully, darnit.

Marty Dit made a satisfied sound. “French
engineering,” he said happily.

Daisy wrapped her cold, wet arms around her
shoulders.

Bobbyjay pulled the car slowly around in a
circle and aimed for the street. He looked miserable. Maybe this
would cure him of having a crush on her.

Her insides shuddered against each other
with cold.

Goomba saluted casually. “Welcome to the
family, son.” He was having fun torturing them.

Daisy’s eyes filled. She jerked her head
away so he wouldn’t see the tears begin to fall.

oOo

“I hate him,” Daisy sobbed next to Bobbyjay,
once they were out on Lake Shore Drive.

His heart went out to her. “Your grandpop’s
had a couple of bad shocks,” Bobbyjay said.

“Why is he doing this to me? He hates me! I
can’t stand it!”

Poor kid. Marty Dit’s little princess. She’d
probably never known what a sonofabitch he could be. Bobbyjay
wouldn’t have to tell her now.

“How can you be so calm!” she yelled,
jerking toward him with a slop of smelt.

“I look at it this way,” Bobbyjay said,
waving to the car behind him to pass. “If he works off most of his
mad on us tonight, maybe he’ll feel like he’s had enough revenge.
It’ll still cost a bundle to fix the car. But we’ll get by without
bloodshed,” he said, not very hopefully.

“It’s awful. I hate it.”

Bobbyjay could believe her. It had to be
worse for her, with that skimpy little dress on. At least he was
wearing jeans. Her teeth chattered.

“We’ll be home before you know it,” he said
to soothe her.

She threw a handful of water and fish in his
right ear.

“Hey! I’m driving!”

“You just take this whole thing in stride,
don’t you!” she raged. “You do that all the time. Your crazy family
does something crazy and you come right over and climb right into
the fish, don’t you?”

“I never said that.” He was feeling a lot
less warm and squishy about her. What a shrew! Now all it took was
for her to call him stupid. “I happened to be driving through the
park — “

“Oh, give it a rest. You’re so dumb, you
filled Pop’s car full of fish.”

Bobbyjay forgot his chivalry. “I did not!
You’re so dumb, you told him about the car before you had your own
ass covered!”

“You’re so dumb, you can’t stop your family
from trashing other people’s cars!”

“You’re so dumb, you told him we were
engaged!”

That set her off. “You’re so dumb, you
went along with it!” she screamed.

“You’re so dumb, you got us blamed,” he
said. It might be a lame comeback, but his heart was in it. “You’re
so dumb, you let him make us drive in this car full of fish.”

“I made him? You’re so dumb, you promised to
fix an unfixable car!”

Bobbyjay set his jaw. The memory of his
grandfather’s voice saying, Don’t just stand there, kid. Do
somethin’, rang in his ears. At this moment, sitting up to his
chest in smelt and icy lakewater, he didn’t feel in the least bit
grateful that Bobby Senior depended on him. He didn’t appreciate
the opportunity to justify his place in the family. He felt
positively hostile to the entire Morton clan. They were making him
look stupid in front of the Local, getting him tormented by that
evil motherfucker Marty Ditorelli, and, worst of all, they had got
him into a situation where Daisy saw him sitting in fish.

He felt dumb, goddammit.

They turned off Lake Shore Drive and into
the Near North neighborhood where Marty Dit and his daughter-in-law
had their two-flat. Bobbyjay glanced over at Daisy. Her face was
blotchy with crying and her hair dripped water down her face. Poor
kid.

“Well, at least nobody’s gonna kill each
other,” he said.

The anger died out of her eyes. “That’s
right.”

“Yup.” Bobbyjay pulled the Porsche to a stop
in front of the two-flat. “So I figure we’re doin’ good so
far.”

A snort blurted out of her, and then a
chuckle. She lifted cupped hands. Silver smelt flashed in the
streetlight and spilled, splashing, into the water between them.
Bobbyjay laughed.

Her face lit up with glee. “If you laugh at
me,” she said, grinning, “I’ll stick one of these in your ear.”

All of a sudden she was cute again. She
clambered out of her seat and wriggled through the window in her
dripping little dress and Bobbyjay whanged up a sudden boner at the
sight of her slippery white thighs sliding out the window. He
didn’t wonder that Marty Dit wanted to keep her home. The kid was a
walking candy store.

She stuck her head in the window. “C’mon,
get out of there. I’ll find us a couple of buckets.”

He actually had fun helping Daisy bale smelt
out of the car and rinsing them for freezing while she told him her
troubles.

“Right in front of my stupid cousins, he
tells me I’m not smart enough to work outside the house. In front
of Vince.” She tossed a handful of limp smelt into the bucket
Bobbyjay was holding out.

“Vince Ditorelli? Jeez, Daisy, that’s low.
Vince is the guy who once dated a Croat for two weeks before he
found out she was a he.” He swished the fish around in cold
water.

“Not only that, not only am I too stupid,
I’m too innocent.”

Bobbyjay could buy that. She looked at him
and rolled her slanty doe-eyes in scorn.

“What?” he protested. “What did I say?”

“Not only that,” she said, ignoring the
question, “I’m too untrustworthy. Goomba doesn’t want me leaving
the house except to go to the grocery.”

“Oh, come on. What kind of trouble can you
get into?”

She sent him a dark look. “Lots.”

“You? Maybe they call you Ditsy Daisy — ”
Bobbyjay broke off at the incredulous glare she shot him. “Other
guys. My dumb cousins, maybe. But,” he hurried on, “I mean, you are
kind of innocent. You never got in trouble in school. Not like me
and King Dave and Mikey Ray and the guys.”

“That’s because I’m not dumb enough to get
in trouble,” she said primly. “When I was a senior in high school,
I cut classes to hit the karaoke bars in Wrigleyville, right in the
middle of the school day. I got away with it for six months.”

“Wow. I never heard about this.”

“That’s because I’m a good liar.” She took
over swishing fish in the bucket so he could fill the freezer bags.
“I told Goomba and Mom and my guidance counselor that I had a
girlfriend in another school who was crippled and couldn’t get out.
I told them I visited her every day to help her study. And they
believed me. I had a permanent pass to leave class whenever I
wanted. I would never have got caught if it weren’t for big-mouth
Badger Kenack spotting me at the Rock Bottom Brewery on karaoke
night and blabbing to Goomba,” she said, savagely hurling fishy
water onto the lawn.

Bobbyjay’s mouth hung open. “Wow.”

“Go ahead, laugh,” she snapped. “If I hadn’t
almost pulled that one off, Goomba would never have believed we’re
engaged, and he’d have shot you tonight. Well, he might have
clubbed you with the gun.”

“You’re too much, girl.”

“Shut up,” she said, but in a nicer voice.
“What I really want is a J.O.B. A real job, that pays real money,
so I don’t have to beg Goomba for pocket money or squeeze an
allowance out of Mom. For pete’s sake, I’m twenty-one! Girls my age
have been through college! They’re getting married and having kids
and they all have jobs.” A wheedle came into her voice. “Bobbyjay,
it’s not too much to ask, is it?”

Throwing the bucket down, she clasped his
arm with both hands and begged. “Everybody else is in the Local.
Poor little Wesley, my cousin who’s such a geek, eventually even
he’ll get in, once he’s eighteen and can make apprentice. Bobbyjay,
there are girls in the Local! Why can’t I be one of them?”

Bobbyjay looked down into those pleading
brown eyes and his heart clutched up. “Daisy, I can’t get you a
stagehand gig.”

“Sure you can. You’ve got pull. Your
grandfather’s on the Executive Board.”

He took a moment to imagine this girl
working one of the jobs he worked — say, hoisting boxes or running
cable at a rock show. Bending over to run duct tape over the
carpet, say, with guys like his uncle Rob the Snob and Scooby
Duhrmeister watching. Pleading up at him, with her creamy breasts
pushing up out of that sopping wet flimsy dress and her lips
pouting, she looked like the first twelve seconds of a porn flick
about the girl next door and a gang bang.

Bobbyjay shut his eyes. “I can’t.”

With steel in her voice she said, “You can.
You’re engaged to me now.”

“You’d be asking for a lot of trouble. I
don’t want to be responsible for — for you getting hurt.”

“I’m tougher than I look, Bobbyjay. It’s not
like I’m wrapped in cotton at home. My own cousin squeezes my
tits.”

“Holy shit. Does your grandfather know?”

She rolled her eyes. “He lets me defend
myself. So will you at least try?”

Bobbyjay didn’t know where to look. Luckily,
just then Daisy’s Mom came out of the house in a bathrobe to ask
what the noise was about. Daisy explained, kind of.

“I don’t understand,” Mom Ditorelli said,
pulling her robe tighter, looking at the freezer bags full of
still-squrming fish.

Daisy took a deep breath and Bobbyjay
crossed his fingers, knowing what was coming. “The point is, Mom,
I’m engaged to Bobbyjay here.”

Mom Ditorelli looked at him blankly. “This
Bobbyjay?”

“Yes, Mom. Not to one of my six-fingered
cousins or a drug pusher or anything. So you can relax about my
reputation now.”

Mom Ditorelli’s face changed slowly.

Bobbyjay tried to stand tall in his
squishing-wet sneakers. “I hope this is okay with you,
Mrs. Ditorelli.”

“Call me Fran,” Mom Ditorelli said with a
catch in her voice. She gulped. “Oh! Oh, Daisy.” She held out her
arms to her daughter. “Oh, baby.” She looked at Bobbyjay with tears
in her eyes. Terrific. She was crying at the very thought of Daisy
marrying a Morton.

Daisy moved into her mother’s arms,
reluctantly, he thought. This can’t be good.

Then Mom Ditorelli smiled at him over
Daisy’s shoulder. “How wonderful, Bobbyjay. I’m so happy.”

That threw him. She liked Daisy being
engaged to him? He stood a little straighter.

“Now those awful old men can’t fight any
more.”

Bobbyjay slumped.

“Are you okay with it?” Daisy said.

“Oh, baby, I’m delighted.” Her mom took a
deep breath. “And you’ll have a beautiful wedding. The best wedding
any girl ever had.”

Daisy shot Bobbyjay an ‘uh-oh’ look.

“Which your grandfather will pay for,” Mom
Ditorelli added with vicious satisfaction in her voice. “Are you
finished? Have Bobbyjay bring in those freezer bags. We can start
some lists.”

“Mom, it’s almost midnight.”

Her mom dragged her toward the house. “So
what. My daughter doesn’t get engaged every day. Anyway, tomorrow
I’m interviewing paralegal applicants for the senior partners. Come
in, Bobbyjay, and I’ll make you some hot cocoa.”

Bobbyjay carried the empty buckets into the
kitchen. “Uh, thanks, Mrs. D — uh, Fran, but I have to get back to
the Opera House. Um, bye, Daisy. I’ll call you.”

“You better,” Daisy said, sending him a
warning look.


Chapter Five

At six-thirty next morning, with dread in
her heart, Daisy went downstairs to Goomba’s apartment and made
breakfast. He wouldn’t kill her. No, if he was going to overreact
he would have done that last night. Goomba was at his most
dangerous when he had had time to think.

Remembering how the car looked with little
fishies opening their mouths at her through the windshield, Daisy
didn’t figure her cherished grandparent had got much sleep.

Her cousin Vince was the first one up. He
staggered through the kitchen into the dining room in his jockey
shorts, scratching his johnson and farting oh-so-humorously, “I
Like Coffee, I Like Tea.”

Wesley came in looking like his eyes were
glued shut. He grabbed his Sugar Bombs and milk and a bowl and
spoon and poured his cereal at the counter where she was sifting
flour for pancakes. “What were you doing last night, Daze? I
thought I heard voices and the hose running.”

She couldn’t think of an answer. “Take it in
the dining room, would you please?”

In all her worrying about Goomba’s reaction,
Daisy hadn’t once realized she would also have to face the dirty
socks crew and explain about the car and the fish, and oh God about
Bobbyjay Morton. They would have a group cow. On the other hand,
maybe the guys wouldn’t have to go to work right away. Between
their cow and Goomba and her explaining, it might give Goomba a
little more time to cool off.

Tony came in next. “Aw, make ’em blueberry
today, won’tcha, dollface? I hate that apple shit.” As he reached
past her into the fridge, he pinched her bottom.

Daisy yelped.

Instantly, Wesley threw his spoon at Tony.
The two of them went down on the kitchen floor. Their bodies
caromed into Daisy. An egg rolled off the counter and smashed on
Tony’s back.

“Stop it!” Daisy whacked Tony on the head
with a spatula.

Tony grabbed Wesley by the tee-shirt and
thumped him against the linoleum.

Daisy gave up on finesse. She kicked Tony in
the nuts.

Tony screamed.

She took the opportunity to haul Wesley out
from under his cousin by one ear. “Are you okay?”

“You’ve crushed my testicles,” Tony
squeaked, rocking on the floor. “How come you never ask am I
okay?”

“You started it,” she said.

“He threw a spoon at me!” Tony said, as if
he was ten instead of almost thirty. “Little pansy,” he added.

“You pinched her on the ass,” Wesley said,
glaring across his cereal bowl.

“She likes it,” Tony whined, and Daisy
almost kicked him in the crotch again, but he saw her setting up
for it and rolled to his feet. “Bitch,” he muttered from the dining
room doorway, and called, “I need coffee in here.”

Daisy closed her eyes. She drew in a long,
deep breath. Somewhere in a parallel universe, her cousins didn’t
live downstairs. Her parents hadn’t divorced. Her dad stayed away
from dancers and cocktail waitresses and her mom stayed home, doing
all these chores herself, only without having to trip over World
Wide Wrestling in her kitchen. In that universe Daisy had a job
that paid in money, not Goomba love.

Not that she could do without that. Mom
loved her, kinda, when she wasn’t working at that law firm, and
Wesley loved her with all the passion of a sixteen-year-old’s
hopeless crush. But Goomba was the center of her universe. He made
the whole family’s world go round.

She thought of his beloved Targa full of
fish and her chest tightened.

Then she thought of the look on his face as
he drew a bead on Bobbyjay Morton with his gun.

What had she started?

She’d better get this kitchen clean before
he got up.

Ten minutes later the egg was off the floor,
the pancake batter was on the griddle, the bacon was out of the
oven, and her cousins had their coffee, even Wesley, who was being
rewarded for defending her virtue. Goomba came breezing in, rubbing
his hands together, smacking her on the cheek with a Burma-shave
kiss.

“There’s my sweet angelina. Coffee smells
great. Morning, boys.” Goomba took the mug she’d poured for him and
carried it to his place at the table. “Apple pancakes, my favorite.
Sit, sweetheart, sit, you made a lovely breakfast. Eat.”

Daisy sat stiff in her chair and watched the
males tuck into apple pancakes and bacon. Goomba had that look he
wore on union meeting nights, when he was planning to make
trouble.

As he got to his last swallow of coffee, she
fetched the pot from the kitchen.

Goomba watched like a snake watching a bird.
Her hand trembled as she poured. She moved to put the coffee away,
and he lay his hand over hers.

“Leave it.” Ceremoniously he wiped his mouth
on his napkin and tossed it on the table. “Boys, I got something to
say.”

Daisy’s knees shook. She sat back down and
set the pot clattering on the table.

The other male Ditorellis looked up from
their breakfasts.

Goomba took her hand in his. “Our little
girl is getting married, boys.”

Daisy’s breath stopped.

Wesley turned white. His fork clattered on
his plate.

Tony and Vince looked at each other and back
at Goomba. “Who the fuck to, Goomba? She don’t even date,” Tony
said.

Goomba looked at Daisy. He was going to make
her tell them.

She squeezed her eyes shut, opened them to
stare at the ceiling fan, and squeaked out, “Bobbyjay Morton.”

Dead silence. A long dead silence.

She snuck a peek at her cousins.

Tony, caught in the act of chewing, let a
piece of bacon fall from his mouth. “You’re shitting me.”

Vince looked at her like she’d gone insane.
“A Morton? You got engaged to a Morton?”

Wesley just looked stricken.

Goomba hadn’t even mentioned the car yet.
She could just imagine the explosions when that came out.

She took a slow, silent, deep breath.

It was her responsibility to stop the
explosions. Whatever devious strategy Goomba harbored in his melon,
he was forcing her to follow through.

She looked around the table, thinking of the
Targa full of fish, and how prone to fistfights her cousins were,
thinking of a long-ago night and another car burning right down to
the tires in front of the house. Goomba, don’t fight any more. I
love you.

It was worth it. She had to save her loved
ones.

Licking her lips, she said, “We’ve been
seeing each other for a while. Secretly.” Glancing wall-eyed at
Goomba she added, “We — I knew how you would feel about it.” She
couldn’t choke out a lie about being madly in love with Bobbyjay
Morton. “I told Goomba last night.”

Vince looked at Tony, then at their
grandfather. “It could be. Remember how she fucked us with that
little crippled girl.” He shook his head. “You really done it this
time, Ditsy.”

Daisy met his eyes. “I’m over eighteen. I
can marry who I want.”

Tony managed to finish chewing his bacon.
“Yeah, but Bobbyjay Morton. What a moron. A Morton moron, the
biggest Morton moron there is. Why don’t you just stick a knife in
Goomba’s heart and have done with it?”

“You did this!” Wesley burst out, and Daisy
flinched. Wesley was the only person in this family who treated her
decently, and now he hated her.

But Wesley shoved his chair back and stood,
shaking, pointing at Goomba across the table. “You drove her to
it!”

Daisy’s jaw dropped.

Wesley seemed terrified to be yelling at the
family capo.

Goomba squeezed her trembling hand. “Easy,
boys. I want you to know, this match has my total approval.”

Wesley looked like he might faint. “If you
had let her get work in the Local, she wouldn’t have done it,” he
accused.

Daisy felt awful. The one thing Wesley
wanted in all the world was to become a stagehand as soon as
possible. All his cousins started at sixteen, some even earlier,
sneaked onto the job call on nights when there weren’t enough
stagehands to hump boxes for a big rock show. But his cousins were
big guys. Weedy Wesley would have to wait until eighteen to become
an apprentice. If he didn’t die of his cousins’ contempt before
then.

She said, “I’m sorry, Wesley. I — I know
it’s a shock.” She couldn’t say, I know you love me. His
eight macho cousins, two of them in the room, would never let him
live it down.

“It’s for the best,” Goomba pronounced.
“We’re gonna bury the past and bring two great stagehand families
together.” God, he sounded phony. Daisy wondered what he had up his
sleeve.

With a sob, Wesley threw himself out of the
room.

“Pussy,” Tony muttered. Vince grunted. They
each gave Daisy a cow-like stare and then went back to their
breakfasts.

Daisy burst into tears. Goomba pulled her to
his chest and petted her hair.

When the scratch-’n’-fart team had finished
eating and gone, Daisy crawled off her grandfather’s lap and
hiccuped. “I’m sorry, Gup — Goomba. I’m so sorry. It’s hup — all my
fault. Please don’t be angry.”

“Shh, shh, angelina, I’m never angry with
you.”

She looked at him with eyes sore from
crying. “I’ve hurt you. I never, ever, ever wanted to do
that.”

Goomba took both her hands in his. His
knuckles were big and gnarly, but he held her hands as if they were
live birds. “Maybe Wesley’s right. Maybe I drove you to this, hm?
It kills me when I think about the terrible world out there, and my
angelina lost in it. I was only trying to protect you.”

She sniffled hugely. Plus you wanted to get
a free cook and housekeeper for life, came the cynical thought.

But his eyes were kind, looking into
hers.

Daisy melted. Oh Goomba, can’t you be a
little less mixed up? You’re such a menace, and I love you so
much.

She took a deep breath, so the lie would
come out strong.

“I want to marry Bobbyjay.”

Goomba pressed his lips together and nodded.
He was really hurt. He wasn’t faking. Her heart twisted.

He swallowed hard. “You get what you want,
preziosa. We’ll have a big celebration party out in the back yard.
I’ll invite all the Mortons. And,” he said, drawing himself up as
if facing the firing squad, “I’ll take you shopping this weekend.
Just you and me, huh? Like when you were a bambina and you still
wanted to spend time with the old man.”

“Oh, Goomba!” Daisy dissolved.

Vince stuck his head in the door. “What’s
for dinner?”


Chapter Six

Twelve hours later Bobbyjay was standing in
his father’s back yard, getting yelled at by the author of his
being.

“Whadadaya mean you couldn’t take the blame?
Ain’t you in this family? Honest to Christ, I think Bobbert here’s
a better son to me than you are. He don’t say no to me!”

Bobbert sucked at his beer can and squirted
more lighter fluid onto the grill. A pillar of fire shot into the
air.

Bobbyjay confiscated the lighter fluid. “I
told you last night, Dad. Pop’s running for office this year. This
story comes out, it could blow his re election.”

Bobby Junior narrowed his eyes. “You talkin’
back to me, boy?”

Oh, shit. Bobbyjay reddened. “No sir. But
Bobby Senior said — ” He should never try to explain. It only made
Dad worse.

“I said,” Bobby Junior raised his voice,
“you talkin’ back to me?”

“But, Dad — ” Bobbyjay bowed his head and
let the storm break.

“Have you got no respect for your elders?
You think you’re smarter than your old man? Is that it? You think
just because the old man sent you to collitch you know something I
don’t? Maybe you’re too good for stagehand work, is that it? You
got a Bachelor of Asshole degree so seniority don’t mean nothin’
anymore? What th — ” Dad’s tirade broke off.

Bobbyjay raised his head.

“The fuck’s going on? I’m trying to sleep.”
Pop stuck his head out of the basement window. “Oh. You showed up,”
he said as he spotted Bobbyjay. “Get in here.”

“I’m talkin’ to my son,” Bobby Junior
whined.

Bobby Senior ducked back into the basement
without answering.

Keeping his head bowed, Bobbyjay mooched
into the house, carrying the lighter fluid can with him.

“Well?” Pop demanded, as Bobbyjay cautiously
entered the basement den.

His grandfather looked older by the light of
the Sports Channel. Bobbyjay thought he detected a creepy
resemblance to Marty Dit: same big red nose, same wrinkly crinkles
around the eyes, the same shrewd, calculating look, like, How
dumb are you?

“What’s the matter with you? Siddown.”

Bobbyjay sighed and took a seat on the edge
of the broken-backed sofa.

“Talk.”

Tiredness and frustration overwhelmed
Bobbyjay for a minute. After picking smelt out of the Targa’s
upholstery at the Ditorelli place he’d dragged ass back to the
Opera House to find that Mikey Ray and Scooby had covered for him
like champs. The post-performance changeover from the
Gotterdämmerung set to the Siegfried set had lasted
until two in the morning. His shoes were still damp. His clammy
jeans bunched and chafed him at the crotch. He felt too whipped to
get bitched out any more.

He swayed where he sat. But Pop settled on
the sofa, nursing a beer, and watched him.

Reluctantly, Bobbyjay told all.

It took a while, because Pop exploded a few
times. Especially at the part where Daisy told Marty Dit they were
engaged.

Bobbyjay kept his head down and waited for
the cursing to stop.

“My god! You’re engaged? Are you stupid? You
got engaged to Ditsy Daisy? This is your big idea of fixing things?
Jesus H. Christ! What were you thinking?” The rhetorical-question
bitch-out was hereditary to the Mortons.

“I knew you would take it like this,”
Bobbyjay muttered.

“You thi-i-ink? You’re shitting me. Tell me
you’re shitting me.”

“No sir,” Bobbyjay said stubbornly. He
couldn’t forget Daisy crying over the car, throwing herself between
him and her grandfather’s gun. “We care about each other. I know
you don’t like it.” He set his jaw. “But we do.”

“Are you trying to make my life harder?
Ditsy dumbass Daisy,” he muttered.

“She’s not so ditsy,” Bobbyjay said.

“I’m run ragged trying to watch over this
bunch of idiots I spawned,” the old man grumbled.

Bobbyjay’s shoes smelled like fish. He was
too tired to listen to this any more. For one horrible moment he
was back in Marty Dit’s Targa, up to his armpits in icy fish. Black
rebellion rose in his throat.

“She’s not stupid,” he said, louder than
he’d meant to.

His grandfather sent him that calculating
look again. “You’re my only help, and not much darned help at
that.”

“I’m not much help,” Bobbyjay repeated
numbly. He thought of Daisy watching him climb into that car full
of fish. Had he looked dumb and helpless to her? His voice rose.
“I’m the one who’s run ragged fixing up the messes. Your idea of
fixing it is to call me. And then I take the blame.”

For the first time in his life, Bobbyjay
felt annoyed about that.

He couldn’t believe he was arguing with the
old man. Mutiny made his ears ring. Dammit, there was a difference
between protecting his family and looking stupid to Daisy
Ditorelli. He had to draw a line.

But Bobby Senior didn’t turn a hair. “You
can’t expect me to take the blame, can you? I got a position to
uphold.”

Nettled, Bobbyjay said, “Can’t you think of
something? You’re the boss of this family.”

Pop showed his yellow teeth. “You think of
something, collitch boy.” God, that was getting old. “You want to
be the boss so bad, you gotta come up with something better than
goofing off and making a monkey of yourself.”

This was a new accusation. “Wh — but — I
don’t want to be the boss!”

“Well you’re gonna be,” Bobby Senior said
with finality.

Bobbyjay’s jaw dropped in horror.

Pop scooted forward in his chair. His voice
sank to a confidential growl. “You don’t think I can get that moron
Bob Junior elected, do ya? Rob don’t give a hoot. It’ll be twenty
years before Bobbert and Raybob have any sense, if it don’t take
forever.”

The old man really meant it.

Bobbyjay couldn’t breathe. “Why do any of us
have to get elected?” Oops, don’t say that. “You’re our
f famous guy, Bobby Senior.”

Bobby Senior’s resemblance to Daisy’s
grandfather intensified. He stabbed one stubby finger onto
Bobbyjay’s knee.

“Because I ain’t retiring from the Board
someday just so Marty Dit can fill it up with hisself and his
retarded nephews.”

Bobbyjay stared into the face of the
seniormost Morton and realized once again how right Daisy had
been.

They’d kill each other.

They would take both their families down
with them.

And nothing stood between them except him
and Daisy and this fake engagement.

“But Pop,” Bobbyjay said feebly, aghast at
what Daisy had got him into. “Dad won’t be too happy about
this.”

“That’s why I ain’t sayin’ anything yet. You
got to help us out here, boy. Show us you’re leadership material.
Figger out how to square Bobby Junior with it. And for Chrissake,
get rid of this damnfool engagement with the Ditorelli brat. I need
that like I need a hole in the head right now.”

Bobbyjay felt himself getting mad. “We’re
engaged. I’m going to marry her.”

“‘We’re engaged,’“ Pop mimicked falsetto.
“‘I’m going to marry her.’ She’s stupid.”

“So am I,” Bobbyjay snapped.

Bobby Senior’s fist smashed down on top of
his beer can, spraying Schlitz on the big TV screen. “You must be!
Christ, that pigfucker Marty Dit will make shit outa me for
months!”

Daisy was right. The engagement was the only
thing keeping these two maniacs apart right now. Quick thinker,
that girl.

An idea of low cunning occurred to
Bobbyjay.

“Old man Ditorelli isn’t any too happy about
our engagement either. He smiled a lot last night,” Bobbyjay said,
passing lightly over the police .38 misfiring, “but I could tell he
was pissed.”

Bobby Senior’s evil old face lit up. “I
should hope so. The foxy old motherfucker thinks he’s so goddam
smart. I bet he’s shitting stage weight.”

In pursuit of his cunning idea, Bobbyjay
said, “He doesn’t want Daisy to get a stagehand job either. Says
she can’t take care of herself. Thinks she’ll get into
trouble.”

“Probably get knocked up in the first week,”
Bobby Senior agreed, confirming Bobbyjay’s own worst fears.

But Daisy wanted the job. She’d pleaded with
him. She’d touched him on the arm and begged.

Ruthlessly, Bobbyjay turned the screw.
“Yeah, it would probably give Marty Dit a coronary if she actually
got a gig somewhere, like, props extra at the Opera or something.
All those scumbags in the apprentice program hanging around her
like flies.” The thought made him a little queasy. He stifled the
feeling and watched his grandfather’s face.

The seams around Bobby Senior’s mouth slowly
creased. “He’d hate it.”

Bobbyjay gave it one more turn. “Pop, are
you sure you want to provoke Marty Dit? You do this every election
year.”

Bobby Senior bridled, trying and failing
utterly to look innocent. “Do what? I don’t do nothin’.”

“Every election year you run for the Board
and Marty Dit tells everybody, ‘Let Bobby Morton Senior do it.’
Halfway through the campaign you do something to piss him off. And
then he just has to run against you.”

Pop chuckled. “Yeah, he does seem to get
hisself all lathered up, doesn’t he?”

It occurred to Bobbyjay that he wasn’t
totally pouring oil on the troubled Morton-Ditorelli whirlpool.
“You’re not gonna do that this year, are you, Pop?”

Bobby Senior smacked him on the knee. “I’m
gonna give your fiancée what her pretty heart desires, boy.”

“Oh, good,” Bobbyjay said hollowly.


Chapter Seven

“We have to talk. Right away,” Daisy hissed
into the phone.

“I know,” Bobbyjay said. “Can you get away
this afternoon?”

She peeked out the window to the driveway.
Goomba was standing in front of the Targa, waving his arms
emotionally while some guy in a nylon jacket took pictures. “I’m
doing groceries this afternoon. Meet me under the big tree by the
soccer field.”

“I think I’d like to meet in, like, a
restaurant,” Bobbyjay said. “If it’s all the same to you.” He
sounded uneasy.

“You want somebody to see us together?”

“Lots of somebodies. Your grandfather might
not shoot me in front of witnesses.”

She laughed in spite of her shredding
nerves. “Poor Bobbyjay! I’ll protect you. How about Pierogi Palace
on Milwaukee? Around four.”

“Date. Bye.”

Daisy stared at the phone in her hand, then
realized he had hung up. This had to be harder on Bobbyjay than it
was on her. At least nobody had threatened to shoot her.

At four she pulled up to a meter right
behind Bobbyjay’s Jeep in front of Pierogi Palace.

Bobbyjay waited, all-of-a-twitter, by the
pastry case. “Did you drive yourself?” he asked in an
undervoice.

“Of course. I get to do groceries by
myself,” she added bitterly. She made him sit down at one of the
plastic-lace-covered tablecloths and order her some pork pierogis
before she would listen to him fuss. “Don’t be so nervous.”

“I thought my Dad would have a coronary,” he
said. “Pop’s pissed, of course. How’s your family taking it?”

Rightly supposing he referred to their
engagement, she said, “Mom’s holding out for a monster wedding. My
stupid cousins are just stunned, I think. Wesley hates you.”

“Oh good. Who the fuck is Wesley?”

“Be nice, he’s just a kid. He’s in love with
me. Wesley is my cousin, he’s Goomba’s grandson. Goomba worries me.
He’s pretending this is all just wonderful.”

Their Cokes came. The waitress was one of
those hundred-year-old black shawls who never smiled. She dumped
their Cokes on the table and slapped down a pile of napkins beside
them.

“I can’t understand why Goomba’s so calm,”
Daisy said when the waitress was out of earshot. “The insurance guy
said it would cost five thousand dollars to detail it and replace
the upholstery. Nothing else will get the smell out.”

Bobbyjay blanched. “Will that do it?”

“Should, the guy said. Goomba really loves
that car.” She added, “I’m expecting you to kick in the
deductible.”

“Whatever, no problem,” Bobbyjay said
hurriedly. He gave her one of those dog-like looks of devotion that
depressed her so much. “We’re in this together.”

“That we are,” Daisy said in gloom. Sitting
across from him now in Pierogi Palace she wondered why she’d wanted
to meet with him. Bobbyjay Morton had goofed off so badly in his
apprentice days that even she, shielded from the Local by a solid
phalanx of scratching and farting male relatives, had heard about
it. He may be a hunk of surfer-blond beef but he’s thick.
What was she doing engaged to him?

Like right now, he was pretending his family
hadn’t filled the Porsche full of smelt. The dope.

Be reasonable, common sense said. What good
would it do if he admitted it?

She couldn’t think it would do any good at
all. Still, it might be less of a strain on him to admit the truth.
He would see she didn’t care, and then maybe he’d relax around
her.

Fat chance. When men fell for her, they lost
their minds.

She broke the news hard and fast. “Mom’s
going to take me to Bloomingdale’s to look at wedding dresses. And
we’re registering for china and linens. You have to be there.”

Bobbyjay didn’t look delighted. “When? I’m
running the opera for, like, the foreseeable.”

She rolled her eyes. “When are you not
working?”

“I’m a stagehand,” he said.

Give me strength. “I’m aware of
that.”

“I’m always working.”

She set her jaw. “Well you can break away
for an hour to look at china with me and Mom. I can’t pick out
everything myself. It won’t look right.” The fact was, Daisy was
getting a little creeped out by Mom’s enthusiasm for this wedding.
You’d have thought Mom would be more nervous, not less, to know
that the groom was in the crosshairs of every
male-relative-by-ex-marriage Mom possessed. “We’re committed,
Bobbyjay. I know this isn’t what you would have wanted, but if we
don’t put up a really, really good imitation of a happy couple, our
grandfathers are going to end up shooting each other.”

“I know,” he said unhappily. “I know.”

“I’d like to turn them both over my
knee.”

“You hold ’em down, I’ll paddle ’em,” he
said. He gave her a weak smile and, when she giggled, his smile
brightened until he looked positively intelligent.

“Bobbyjay, is it true you went to
college?”

His expression turned wary. “Yeah.”

“What was your major?”

His lips pressed together. “Mechanical
engineering, with a business minor.”

“Whoa. Good grades?” she said wistfully.

“Yeah,” he said, eyeing her.

Daisy sighed. “I wonder sometimes how much
of my life I destroyed forever, blowing off high school.” She
marveled that someone who could get to college and do well there
could have so little common sense.

“I’m no shining example, Daisy. What am I
doing with my degree? Pushing boxes and taking abuse — “ he
stopped.

“From my grandfather, I know, it’s not a
career, it just feels like one.” She tried to smile. “If it’s any
comfort, he talks that way to everybody. That I’ll-kill-you-now
thing.”

“Not to you.”

“For me, he puts sugar on top.”

“You’re a girl.”

“That’s not it,” she said, annoyed. “I’m
special.” Bobbyjay looked at her with cow eyes. “I’m special to
Goomba. I did something when I was small that made him love me.
Once upon a time, nothing was too good for me. Seems like, when I
messed up in high school, he forgot all about that.” She added
gloomily, “I’m only the housekeeper now.”

“You’re Cinderella,” Bobbyjay blurted.

Daisy looked at him with new eyes.
Bobbyjay’s big, handsome, dumb-brick face was pink. He believes
in fairy tales, she thought. He’s got me in the middle of
one. She was touched in spite of her cynical misery. Trouble
with living in a fairy tale is, you never know how long is your
sentence of scrubbing hearths before your prince finally shows up
with the glass slipper. She softened.

“So you’ll come to Bloomie’s with us?”

“I can’t pick out shit for your trousseau
thingy.”

“Of course not. But you have to pretend like
you love me enough to show up and let me drag you through
prewedding hell.”

“Oh, that’s an inducement.”

She opened her eyes. “Big word alert.”

“Uh,” he said, “I mean, isn’t it gonna
irritate your mom to spend all this money on a wedding that doesn’t
come off?”

Daisy waved that away. “It’s Goomba’s money.
He owes you after pulling a gun on you. And I want some new
clothes. Besides, wedding shopping takes months.”

He groaned. “It sounds like hell all
right.” He fiddled with the slice of lemon on the rim of his Coke
glass.

“It’s just shopping,” she said, not sure if
that was the whole truth. “Plus Mom’s being
psycho-mother-of-the-bride. She’s freaking me out. It would be nice
to have you there,” she admitted. “I feel so alone. My cousins
think I’m a traitor and Goomba’s constantly lying about how great
this match is, which makes me so nervous I can’t tell you, and
Wesley acts pathetic and heartbroken and I feel guilty and I don’t
want to.”

“Look, who is this Wesley?”

“He’s only sixteen and he’s my second cousin
or something. He thinks Badger Kenack is God’s gift and he wants to
be just like him.”

Bobbyjay sent her one of those slow dumb-ox
looks that said, You had it for Badger too, once up on a
time.

She wanted to tell him to shut up, but it
was only Bobbyjay looking dumb. That’s how he gets away with
dealing with his family the way he does. She vowed that she
would never, ever take that look at face value. It was the kind of
look that got people to confess.

She wasn’t ready to confess anything to
Bobbyjay Morton.

“Wesley’s problem is he’s too smart to be in
this family. He fights for me. He wants to be accepted for being a
brawler, but he’s too small. They won’t let him in on the big calls
’cause he looks too young. He — he sympathizes with me.”

“When do you want to go shopping?”

And it was that easy. She’d forgotten he was
in love with her. Just tell him what you want and you get
it.

“Thursday around lunchtime?”

“We get a meal break at the Opera House at
noon. Meet you where?”

“The bridal shop on Bloomie’s twentieth
floor. We can get you fitted for a tux while we’re at it.” She
glanced at him, expecting him to whimper, but he nodded.

The shop bell jingled. “Oh hell,” she
hissed, as someone came into Pierogi Palace. “It’s my cousin’s
ex wife. She’ll spy on us and tell Vince and Vince will tell
everybody. Can you, like, kiss me or something? On the cheek,” she
added hastily.

Bobbyjay rose from his little wire chair and
got down on one knee.

“Bobbyjay!” she squeaked. “Don’t overdo
it.”

“I gotta be me,” he said solemnly. He lifted
her hand from the table and held it in both of his. His voice rose.
“I’m glad you told your grandfather, Daisy. Now I can give you
this.”

And, right there, he pulled out a little
blue velvet box and popped it open on the biggest diamond solitaire
Daisy had ever seen in her life.

“Oh, Bobbyjay,” she breathed.

“It’s real.” He stayed kneeling, looking
into her face as if he had no other plans for the rest of the
afternoon. She thought, If this engagement was real, I’d be all
choked up. “You’ll get it back when this is over,” she
whispered. “And I’ll take it off when I do the dishes.”

“Try it on.”

She couldn’t resist. She would have felt
guiltier if she hadn’t known Bobbyjay pulled down close to a
hundred large every year. She had to think hard about the Targa
full of smelt before she could pretend that he owed her anything
this nice.

Bobbyjay plucked the ring out of its little
velvet slot and slid it onto her finger.

“Perfect fit,” she said, surprised.

“I thought it might be.” He watched her
stare at the ring on her hand, making her feel self-conscious and a
little teary, and then he put his hand on her cheek and pulled her
close to him. “Get ready,” he whispered.

Then he kissed her.

She thought about Goomba’s police .38 and
considered pulling away.

She thought about Vince’s ex watching and
put her soul into kissing back.

To her complete surprise, it was a hell of a
kiss.

It felt like he was talking to her with the
smoothness of his lips. It felt like riding a motorcycle. She found
herself trying to squirm off her chair onto his knee, only to
realize his arms were in the way, blocking her. She settled for
feeling up his torso.

Beef is good, she thought, kneading
his shoulders with both hands.

He kissed her like he would never again get
to kiss anyone as long as he lived. Daisy shut her eyes and kissed
back.

To her disappointment he broke the kiss
first. He put his lips near her ear and whispered, “I think I can
get you a job at the Opera House. I mean, Bobby Senior can. I think
I’ve talked him into arranging it.”

Daisy gasped. Work away from home! Paying
work! Stagehand work! “Oh, Bobbyjay!” she squealed, throwing her
arms around him again.

The black shawl slapped their plates of
pierogi on the table and harrumphed long and loud.

Bobbyjay sprang away and perched on his
little wire chair again. “Uh, sorry, Maria,” he said to the black
shawl.

“We’re getting married,” Daisy said to
Maria, flourishing her diamond.

“Eat,” Maria grunted. Out at the front
counter, Vince’s ex paid for her pastries and rushed out with her
cell phone glued to her ear.

The mischief was done now.

“You’ll probably have to talk to Pete
Packard,” Bobbyjay said. “Pete’ll take you in to oblige Bobby
Senior, but he has to look you over first.”

“Isn’t he president of the Local?” She ate
half a pierogi.

“Past president. Now he’s up to the
International in New York. We don’t see much of him,” Bobbyjay said
and seemed glad of it. “Just tell him you’re Marty Dit’s
granddaughter and you want to work at the Opera House.”

“That’s all? Why’s he got to come from New
York to ask me that?”

“He’s not coming from New York just for
that. He’s in town this week negotiating a contract with a road
house in the burbs. You got to show your face so he knows you ain’t
a coke-head or a ninny.”

Daisy nodded. “I can fake it.”

He gave her another of those dumb looks.
“Nobody ever said you coke.”

She slapped him on the arm. “Thanks a lot.
You said they call me Ditsy Daisy.” He chewed pierogi, swallowed,
and popped another one, still eyeing her. Daisy bit her own tongue
in sheer annoyance. Okay, she’d sort of bought her reputation for
ninny. But Bobbyjay’s emotional handicap about her clearly wasn’t
blinding him to her faults. “Couldn’t you, like, pretend you
respect me?”

He looked hurt. “I do respect you. I kept my
hands off you, didn’t I?”

She frowned at him until he frowned back.
“All right, what else do I do with Pete Packard?”

“Nothing. Don’t talk. Don’t volunteer
anything. Don’t make suggestions. Don’t ask for anything except a
job at the Opera House.”

“You’re pretty bossy. Why the Opera House?”
she said. “I mean I’d love to work there, I’d love to work
anywhere. But aren’t those jobs kind of special?”

He nodded, chewing. “That’s Bobby Senior.
He’s doing it to piss off your grandfather.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Does Pete Packard
know that?”

“It don’t matter,” Bobbyjay said, shrugging.
“It’s Pete’s job to support the Board here and represent the Local
to management and the International.”

“And Bobby Senior’s on the Board.” She
understood afresh why Goomba ran for the Board against Bobby Senior
every three years like clockwork. With all her loser male cousins
to provide for, especially whenever they got divorced or their
girlfriends kicked them out, Goomba would find it super-convenient
to be able to get them jobs.

An unsettling thought occurred to her. If
Goomba had ever won an election against Bobby Senior, would he have
given her a job at the Opera House?

“Oh, and wear something you can work in.
That won’t do,” Bobbyjay said, pointing a forked pierogi at
her.

“What.” She looked down. Her tee-shirt was a
scoop neck but not flagrant. She looked up in time to see redness
flow up Bobbyjay’s face into his scalp.

He frowned. His sentences came out slower
and slower, as if the machinery were grinding to a halt in there.
“See, the guys are a little outspoken. Pete knows this. He knows
Marty Dit.” The implication being, Goomba was somebody. “He don’t
want to hear from Marty Dit that you been getting harrassed on the
job.” He gulped. “But if you ask for it — “

So stagehands were susceptible. Convenient,
Daisy thought, filing the information under ‘work, dress code, male
management.’ “Thanks for the advice. Will you be working at the
Opera House too?” she said innocently.

“Most of the time,” he said. “But I can’t be
everywhere at once. And there are a lot of horny guys at the
opera.”

“There are a lot of horny guys at home,” she
said darkly. Really, it looked as though she might have some
work-related skills after all.

“Yeah, but your grandfather’s there. He
don’t take no shit.”

“No, he doesn’t take it, but I do.” When
Bobbyjay frowned again, she sighed. “Don’t sprain your brain,
collitch boy. I can take care of myself.”


Chapter Eight

Monday all the theatres were dark and
Daisy’s Goomba did something he hadn’t done for years: he took her
downtown on the commuter train for some shopping.

Daisy felt uneasy on the train. She’d been
eighteen last time they went downtown. They’d shopped at Marshall
Field and Carson’s, broke for an early supper at Ruth Chris
Steakhouse, and at the end he’d taken her into the bar in the train
station for a Mai Tai in a plastic coconut shell with an umbrella
on top. At the memory Daisy shrank up inside.

Somehow that Mai Tai had soured their day
together. Maybe she’d got too tiddly.

This time, she promised herself, she
wouldn’t do anything dumb to ruin it. She felt bad enough putting
Goomba through this engagement thing, plus the Porsche.

“What do you want the most for your
trousseau, preziosa?” Goomba said, clasping her knee.

“Oh, nothing, I guess.” He looked at her
like he was actually paying attention. The little girl inside her
warmed. More boldly she said, “Maybe some new jeans. My low-riders
are out of style.”

He clicked his tongue. “You can’t get into a
limo in blue jeans. Let me get you something nice.”

If he only knew. Mom had registered for
everything under the sun at Lord & Taylor. “How about, um, some
shoes? — Uh, maybe not shoes.” Shoe shopping was serious work, and
Goomba only wanted to play. His idea of shopping was to let her try
on a couple of dresses, buy her a ring at the costume jewelry
counter, and carry her off to lunch where he could get outside a
big chunk of seared meat with all the trimmings.

That’s a cynical thought. When did I stop
believing in Goomba’s presents?

Goomba dug her in the side with his elbow.
“How about a car of your own?” He laughed at her flabbergasted
expression. “A new car for my angelina. My baby’s chariot.”

That was Goomba, piling on coals of fire. It
was her fault his favorite car got ruined, so he was buying her a
new car. She thanked him and looked out the train window, wondering
if she would ever recover from all this good news.

They went to a BMW showroom. Daisy was
appalled at the prices. Goomba asked the salesman shrewd questions
and urged her to look at all the most expensive models.

“You’re always saying the shocks are gone on
the Oldsmobile,” he said gaily. “One of these babies won’t need
service for years. It’ll be a savings.”

She managed to hold him off signing on the
dotted line for a Beamer SUV. The relief of getting out of there
without the car left her wide open for an assault on Marshall
Field, where he blew about a thousand dollars on stuff she tried on
at random. He paid for it all, radiating a huge amount of
satisfaction, and Daisy slumped into a pouffy chair, thinking
longingly of lunch.

Lunch was the best part of these outings. He
was always attentive and appreciative and fascinated with her. He
made her feel loved. He asked about her plans at those lunches. She
was a person in her own right, she had a future, she was loved.

To her surprise and delight, Goomba took her
to the Opera House next. Had he found out that Bobbyjay was getting
her a job there? She hadn’t dared mention it. But here they were,
walking in the shade of the huge columns.

She strutted just a little. Guys in suits
veered out of her way as if she were dangerous, and a couple of
construction workers turned their heads as they passed.

Goomba smiled at the whole world, as if he
were proud to be out with his granddaughter.

Daisy felt a swell of that
loved-and-belonging feeing. Will I always be your
angelina?

They went in through the big, shiny, heavy,
brass doors and followed a crowd into a cafeteria. Every table was
packed. “Where are we going to sit?” she said, feeling
overwhelmed.

But a bunch of burly guys in rock’n’roll tee
shirts saw them standing with their trays and just got up and left.
Goomba thanked them. They all seemed to know Goomba, but not one
made eye contact with her.

“So, angelina, you given any thought to your
future?”

Oh, God, this was it, this was perfect, this
was what she’d been wanting him to ask for three years.

“Me?” Say it again. Make me believe
you’ll let me go. “I don’t think I can make a decision yet. I
think I’ll just get my feet wet at the Opera House.”

He looked puzzled. “I was talking about your
marriage.”

Please don’t spoil this day. If he
brought her here to rag about her engagement, the day was spoiled
already. She blurted, “Bobbyjay says I can work at the Opera
House.”

Goomba’s woolly eyebrows snapped together.
“Bobbyjay Morton can’t get you a job.”

She swallowed. “His grandfather can.”

He rocked back in his chair. He turned pale,
and the veins on his nose looked blue. After a long, tense moment,
he blinked and licked his lips.

Now I’ve done it. He’s going to stroke
out.

But he started gently enough. “Are you sure,
angelina? They don’t take in many women, you know.”

“His grandfather — ” She felt like such a
traitor saying that word. “ — his grandfather arranged it.”

“I’ll bet he did,” Goomba said under his
breath. He looked furtively around the cafeteria. “I can’t explain
why you mustn’t — why it’s a bad idea for you to work here,” he
said, lowering his voice. “I can’t tell you here.”

“I already know why. It’s ’cause they’re a
bunch of lechers.” He put his finger to his lips and she lowered
her voice. “Like I don’t know how to deal with that.”

“These aren’t schoolboys,” he said sharply
and she jumped at his tone. Goomba never talked like that to her.
“These men are hardened.”

He sounded hard himself. He could work
himself into a fury when he was like this. Never at her, before
now.

“Bobbyjay can handle the Mortons,” she said,
hoping so. “Plus, I mean, since it’s Bobby Senior’s doing, won’t
they leave me alone?”

“It won’t be just the Mortons.” He leaned
forward, his bushy eyebrows drawn in with evil sarcasm. “Think
about Badger. You have him on a string, because he’s my
friend.”

She thought of Badger kissing her when she
was just a kid and flushed. Did Goomba know about that? Had Badger
actually told on himself? The implications made her hot with
humiliation.

Goomba nodded, still giving her that
terrible look over his big moustache. “Now think about two hundred
and fifty Badgers. And no Goomba to watch over you. No Bobby
Morton,” he spat.

Oh, God, she’d done it, she was between
Goomba and his arch-enemy now. And he thought she was siding with
the Mortons! “I thought you brought me here because you knew. And
it was okay.” Her throat was tight with unshed tears. “You know
about everything, Goomba.”

“If I had known about this, I could have
....” He looked dark and far away.

She realized that he didn’t have any idea
what he could have done. That means it’s done, she thought,
first stunned, then joyful. He can’t stop me.

He drew himself up and looked stern. “I
forbid it.”

Crossing all her fingers under the table she
said, “Tomorrow’s my first day at work.”

For a long moment he stared at her. The rage
faded out of his face, and then he reached out to pat her cheek.
“My preziosa.”

His tone was suddenly warm, as if he weren’t
angry at all. I never realized what an actor he is. It was
scary.

The table next to them filled up with
loud-talking guys in suits.

He said, “You know I want the very best for
you. How well do you know this young man? There’s a reason why we
don’t see the Mortons socially.”

Like she didn’t know. “You fight with them.
You fought with them for years.”

“Not since you were little. Don’t you
remember?” he said wistfully. “That was your doing.” He sure was
yanking her heartstrings today. “You were just a tiny girl. You
looked at me and you said, ‘I love you, Goomba, please don’t
fight.’ So, to please you and keep you safe, I stopped
fighting.”

“You still run against him for the Executive
Board every time,” she blurted. “You’re going to do it again this
year, aren’t you? You always say you won’t, and then you get mad at
them for something, and you run, and you always lose. Why do you do
it, Goomba? Can’t you just...let it go?”

“My little peacemaker,” he said mildly. “Why
run? I suppose because people should have a right to choose. I
believe that democracy calls for a choice.”

That’s such a lie. “Bobbyjay isn’t
like his family.”

“He owes them loyalty, just as you owe us
loyalty.”

Under his gaze she looked down and fiddled
with her pickled ginger, feeling guilty.

“How can I be sure this stupidhead is going
to remember to take care of my angelina? You should come first with
your husband, just as you come first with your own family.”

She felt horribly guilty. He’s doing it
on purpose.

Didn’t help.

“Do I really come first with you?” she said.
Will you tell my cousins to stop pinching me and talking trash to
me?

“You’re the light of my life,” he said
simply. “Does this Morton boy say that to you?” He put his hand
over hers. “Once you marry, you’re his responsibility. I lose the
right to take care of you.” His voice broke, and she saw tears in
his eyes.

She choked up. “Oh, Goomba,” she tried to
say over the noise of suits drinking their lunch at the next table.
Tears welled in her own eyes. Guilt was crushing her. Lie hard,
or he’ll guess. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to marry him. I’m
starting at the Opera House tomorrow. After I’m married I’ll — I
probably — I won’t be able to keep house for you.”

At the thought of housekeeping, she felt
less guilty.

He honked into his napkin and wadded it into
his shirt pocket. “I need more coffee. You sit, I’ll get it,” he
added, patting her on the shoulder, as if she had been about to
jump up and fetch the pot.

He blundered away emotionally between the
crowded tables, and Daisy sat back and heaved a huge hot sigh.

She was trapped. Goomba wasn’t giving an
inch on this feud. She would have to find a way to cool it off
before she dared to break her engagement to Bobbyjay. And she had
to make sure Bobbyjay wouldn’t back out until their families were
safe.

The rowdy suits from the next table got up,
leaving their trays behind, the slobs. She didn’t think anything of
it until she realized they hadn’t left.

“Hey there, hot thing.”

She looked up. The four of them were
standing around her table, looking down at her.


Chapter Nine

Bobbyjay came out of the cafeteria restroom
just as Marty Dit bolted past, leaving Daisy sitting looking
hunted. She hadn’t yet noticed Bobbyjay. Here in the Opera House
cafeteria she looked incredibly young, with all that kiddy makeup
and the filmy top and a face like a little girl in a corner with no
choices. Bobbyjay’s insides gave a twist. He wanted to go sit in
Marty Dit’s chair and tell her not to worry. But what would be the
point? They both had plenty of worrying to do.

If she couldn’t handle her family, he sure
couldn’t. He had his hands full, keeping his Dad from perpetrating
more atrocities on the Ditorellis, and managing the titanic ego of
the patriarch, Bobby Morton Senior.

While he watched, a bunch of boozy
stockbrokers got up and stood over Daisy’s chair, looking down her
shirt and tossing remarks at her.

Bobbyjay started forward. Then he noticed
Marty Dit reappear at his elbow. While they watched, the
stockbrokers talked to Daisy and she blushed, her head twisting,
trying to answer them all at once. She didn’t seem to be having
fun.

The shitheads. Marty Dit will settle their
hash, Bobbyjay thought.

But he didn’t. The old man stood next to
him, watching his granddaughter field stockbroker remarks like he
was watching a tennis match.

The tallest stockbroker obviously thought he
was irresistable to women. He grabbed Daisy’s hand and tried to
shove his card into it.

Bobbyjay started forward again.

“Wait, kid.” He felt the old man’s hand on
his elbow. “Think you’re so smart, getting my girl a job at the
Opera House? This is what she’ll have to face.”

Bobbyjay turned a scowl on him. “You just
gonna stand here?”

“Better she should learn she can’t handle it
now, with me watching,” the old man said, looking serene and
evil.

Daisy slapped the guy’s card away. Bobbyjay
gave up on self control. He slipped between the crammed tables like
a quarterback sneaking through a defense line, and stepped hard on
the stockbroker’s foot.

She looked up, saw him, then looked past
him. Her face changed slowly, like a two-mile-an-hour fender
bender.

“Hey, Daisy,” Bobbyjay said, as if the
stockbroker weren’t howling in pain in his left ear. He picked up a
chair from a nearby table and dangled it from one finger, looking
down at her. “Mind if I join you?”

“Who the fuck are you, Gomer?” one of the
other stockbrokers said in an unfriendly voice.

Bobbyjay put his hand on Daisy’s shoulder
and then glanced up innocently. “I’m her fiancé. Who are you?”

The other stockbrokers looked at each other.
Their tall buddy had limped off.

Bobbyjay swept the rest of them out of his
way with his chair, planted it beside Daisy, and sat down.

“You okay?”

“Oh, God.” Her face was white.

“Your grandfather should be here any
second.” He glanced over his shoulder. Marty Dit had
disappeared.

She looked sick. “He’s punishing me,” Daisy
whispered. “He did this last time. At the train station.”

So she knew what her grandfather was up to.
“Train station?” Bobbyjay said, feeling like the fender bender was
turning into a three-car pileup.

“And the time before that, at the baseball
game. I went to the bathroom and he gave me money to buy Cokes and
some guys ... bothered me. It took him forever to come find me.”
Her sloe eyes filled with tears. Bobbyjay put his hand over hers
again and she squeezed it hard. “I was so scared.” Her face
hardened. “He did it on purpose!”

“You were how old?” Bobbyjay said.

“Fourteen.”

Bobbyjay bit back fifty-seven swear
words.

“Thank you for chasing them off, Bobbyjay,”
she said, with a look that turned his insides to jelly. She blinked
away tears.

Her grandfather plopped into his seat
opposite her. Bobbyjay started. Daisy got up with a sniff. “I gotta
go pee.” She gave Marty Dit a searing look and swept off.

Bobbyjay exchanged glances with the old man.
“I didn’t tell her what you said,” he muttered. Marty Dit’s eyes
narrowed. Bobbyjay took a deep breath. “Yet.”

They played stare-down for a minute.
Bobbyjay knew he couldn’t afford to break first.

The old man’s face was a mask of wrinkles.
He smiled. “Point to you, son. I’ll leave her in your hands. You
can keep her safe at the Opera House.”

Bobbyjay thought with a sinking feeling of
all the roughnecks he worked with. “Uh, I gotta go back to
work.”

In the elevator he wondered if Daisy would
challenge the old man over what had happened. All in all, he was
glad he wouldn’t be here to find out.

oOo

Daisy had put herself together by the time
she came back from the bathroom, but she was still sick to her
stomach with over Goomba’s betrayal. So much for his protection.
Out on the town, at home, or on the job, she now knew exactly what
his love was worth. Home cooking, bleached and pressed
handkerchiefs, and a spotless house. Oh, and no complaints,
ever. Not Daisy, nosirree, she loved him so much, she would cook
and clean and wait on him and his worthless male descendents
forever. Thinking of Tony’s foul mouth and grab-ass games, she felt
her tummy roil. I’ll show him. I’ll never complain again. I’ll
just get a job and move out. She hadn’t the faintest idea how
much an apartment cost, but she vowed here and now that she
wouldn’t spend a penny of her paychecks until she had enough.

Goomba didn’t meet her eyes. “What a nice
young man you got for a fiancé,” he said. “I won’t have to worry
about your future welfare any more. A great guy, a steady guy.”

You jerk. She did an eyeroll.

“What’s for dinner?” he said.

Their day out was over.


Chapter Ten

Marty Dit called his best friend as soon as
Daisy started dinner. He took the phone outside, away from little
pitchers.

“Compagno, I got problem.”

“I got your back,” Badger said easily.
“’Sup?”

Marty Dit lowered his voice, though Daisy
was inside and on the other end of the house. “You know that
bastardo Bobby Morton?” Between the two of them, there was only one
Bobby Morton, Bobby the first, the sonofabitch. “He got my Daisy a
job at the Opera House.”

“What, making lattes in the coffeeshop?”

“No,” Marty Dit said, pausing to add
importance to his revelation. “Slinging counterweight.”

There was a pause. “No.”

“Yes. She starts tomorrow.”

Badger drew an audible breath. “You must be
shitting stageweight yourself. Who’s gonna cook your dinner?”

Marty Dit scowled at the hydrangea bushes.
“It ain’t about my dinner, it’s about my angelina in that snakepit
of fucking deckhands. She’s still got no sense. I took her to the
Opera House cafeteria for lunch and a bunch of stockbrokers hit on
her. She was hopeless,” Marty Dit said, omitting to mention
Bobbyjay Morton’s role.

Badger grunted. Thank God Badger understood.
It was Badger who had dragged her butt out of a karaoke bar at two
o’clock on a school day three years ago, and brought her home to
her Goomba for judgment. Badger had a soft spot for the kid.

“I can’t have this,” Marty Dit said, his
voice cracking.

“The kid’s a walking candy store,” Badger
agreed, and Marty Dit winced. “What do you want me to do?”

“You can’t get a gig over there?”

“Yeah, I guess I could,” Badger said,
sounding reluctant, and Marty Dit cursed under his breath. “Only
I’m putting Morrissey through the Pavilion for four days. How about
I drop by the Opera House on my dinner break?”

Marty Dit squinted at a blue jay rocketing
by. “You can get over there in that time?”

“If I park like an asshole,” said Badger,
who never parked any other way. “What do you want me to do? Scare
off the strumenti?”

Marty Dit closed his eyes, thinking. “No.
No, she probably won’t get into too much trouble on her first day.
The real assholes will scope her out first, figure out what kind of
protection she has. Maybe the first day will scare her enough.” He
thought. Then a golden idea occurred to him. “She’s probably still
got a crush on you. Talk to her.”

Badger groaned. “Aw, Marty, do I hafta?”

“It’s puppy love. She can’t hurt you.”

“I’m working on a dancer in the Ring
cast.”

“So make her jealous,” Marty Dit said in a
hard voice. “Make ’em both jealous. You know your business best,
goddammit,” he said, thinking of all the women Badger had had. It
was only because Badger had been in the cradle at the time that he
hadn’t been the one to steal the love of Marty Dit’s life, instead
of Bobby Morton. And now a fucking Morton was stealing the light of
his life again. “Do it.”

“You know your business best,” Badger
said.

“Sarcastic bastard. You’ll do it?”

Badger sighed. “Yup.”

“I need your heart in this, compagno. She —
” Marty Dit choked. “She’s engaged to that moron, Bobbyjay
Morton.”

Badger was silent again. Marty Dit savored
the shock he could picture on Badger’s face.

“His stupid fucking family filled my Targa
full of smelt and then he took my angelina.”

Heavy breathing noises came out of the
phone. “This is war.”

Well, a last. A reaction. “I can count on
you,” Marty Dit said, positive.

“Yup.”


Chapter Eleven

At ten-thirty next morning, Daisy was told
she could take a break. Most of the guys headed for the Opera House
back door so they could smoke. She watched them go with mixed
feelings.

It had been an eventful three hours. At
seven a.m. Bobbyjay had escorted her into the presence of Pete
Packard, a man whom providence had expressly designed to be the bad
cop version of her grandfather. He was old and paunchy and his nose
was red and he had a voice like Gene Hackman. The great man seemed
to be in a bad mood. Bobbyjay seemed to think Packard might bite
him.

“Your grandfather know you’re workin’?” he’d
said to her, just like Goomba in a grouch, and she’d lost a lot of
her awe.

She opened her mouth to tell him that Goomba
knew and Bobbyjay stepped on her toe.

“Uh, yeah, Pete,” he said, and cleared his
throat. “It was my grandfather who called in for her.”

Packard looked at him hard. “I din’t
forget.”

“No, sir,” Bobbyjay said and shut up.

“I don’t want to hear a lot of whining ’cuz
the work is hard, young lady.” Packard resumed his weary and
displeased examination of Daisy. “Lot of women coming into this
Local, and they all piss and moan. Way it’s been for a hunnert
years ain’t dainty enough for ’em. You ain’t one of them, are
you?”

Daisy gave him the look she had used on nuns
who didn’t like her. “No. Sir.”

Packard looked her up and down and she
remembered suddenly Bobbyjay telling her what to wear on the job.
Maybe she should have listened.

Pete sighed. “Awright then.” He stood up and
walked to the door as if he couldn’t stand having them in his
office one more minute. “You will show up on time. You will have
your tools with you. You will be sober.” He looked her up and down
one more time, and she fought the urge to slap him for it. “Try not
to start no riot with my boys.”

Really slap him.

Bobbyjay hustled her into the corridor.

“Don’t fuck with Pete,” he said, “if you
ever want to work in this town.”

Daisy had shut her mouth. Huh.

And for the next three hours it went pretty
much like that. Guys told her what to do in an impolite tone. Guys
brushed up against her when Bobbyjay wasn’t around, or, when he
was, looked at her in a way that would have had her siccing Wesley
on them if Wesley’d been here. She got dirty and sweaty and after
an hour she hated her crop top and low riders with such passion
that she would have asked Bobbyjay to take her to the nearest Gap
for some yuppy cover-up clothes if she could have found him.

She saw a couple of women stagehands working
on the electrics crew, but never nearby. They seemed in a subtle
way to be guys. Their hair, the way they dressed. The way they
yelled up at the darkness over the stage — the flyloft, her
superviser called it. If I see a pretty stagehand, like, a grrl,
I’m gonna ask her what the fuck, Daisy vowed, swearing in her
head.

That was part of her problem right there.
She heard plenty of language around Goomba’s house, but she wasn’t
allowed to curse. Here, she suspected, saying ‘darn’ was like
painting ‘victim’ on her forehead. ‘Darn’ plus the low riders.

Overalls, she promised herself. Tomorrow.
If I survive. She also promised herself she would apologize to
Bobbyjay. And ask him about a million questions.

But Bobbyjay was called away at the break to
talk to the head carpenter. The other guys strode purposefully
toward the loading dock for their smokes.

The women stagehands passed her as if she
were invisible. One of them glanced her way. “She’s related,” the
other one said shortly, and the glance shifted.

Feeling bereft and a deep loathing for the
entire male population of the planet, she walked out the stage door
on Wacker to stand under the monster colonade. The next guy who
pinches me, she thought, gets a kick in the balls.

So when Badger Kenack came up behind her and
blew in her ear, they both got a surprise.

“Aaaagh!” he screamed.

“Badger!” Remorse clutched her. “Omigod, are
you okay?”

Badger was busy cursing under his breath. He
clutched his crotch and staggered up against the gold picture-frame
that held the poster for Wagner’s Ring Cycle.

In a squeaky voice, he swore, “Fuckin’ Marty
Dit, I am never coming down here again, fuckin’ candy store with a
fuckin’ doberman is what she is, ow ow ow.”

“I’m so sorry, Badger! The guys have been
pushing me around all day and I — I kind of snapped. Oh, God, are
you okay?” She wrung her hands.

The stage door opened behind her and Badger
stood up in a hurry, lounging against the wall like the biggest
wolf in the Local, looking a bit strained.

“Yo, Mikey Ray. Weasel. Lon,” he said
casually, nodding like he was the chairman of something.

The guys eyed her and then Badger. Daisy
sensed them withdrawing. An oh-fuck-she’s-Badger’s look was in
their eyes.

Weasel approached them with elaborate
caution. Weasel had copped a feel of her butt on the rail this
morning.

“Uh, how’s your first day at work goin’,
Daisy?”

“You have a nerve asking me that,” she said
calmly. Badger’s presence took the edge off her skittishness.

“He bother you, Daze?” Badger said in a
higher-than-normal voice.

Before she could say anything, Weasel had
his hands in the air. “Whoa, whoa, I wouldn’t poach, Badger. Shit,
she’s like your daughter practically.”

Daisy made a face at this. To her surprise,
Badger looked sour too. She opened her mouth and, again, nobody was
listening.

Badger said, “She’s engaged to Bobbyjay
Morton. She’s Marty Dit’s granddaughter. And — “ he squeaked, and
paused.

Daisy gritted her teeth because now he was
about to tell everybody how he spied on her for her grandfather and
ruined her karaoke career and “advised” her about guys in his own
special way and he’d tell them all and she couldn’t stand it.

“ — And she just kicked me in the nuts. You
got a fuckin’ death wish, Weasel?”

Now the guys were looking at her. Finally.
She tossed her hair over her shoulder and raised her chin at them,
aware of her crop top rising over her bellybutton as she did
so.

The guys looked at each other and sidled
away.

Badger eyed her morosely. “I hope Bobbyjay
Morton knows what he’s getting into.”

“I suppose you’re going to tell him.”

Badger moved toward her. He looked like
forty miles of bad road. But oh, those miles. The crinkles around
his eyes got her pulse fluttering. In the light of day, next to the
Opera House’s assortment of his brother stagehands, Daisy knew
perfectly well that Badger was a wicked old roadie with more
notches on his tool belt than any of them, including
Ask-Me-Why-They-Call-Me-Weasel.

Nevertheless, the fluttery pulse. Her tongue
touched her lips.

“Don’t break your grandfather’s heart,
Daisy. I know he should have put you to work years ago. But Morton
is his enemy and a fuckin’ moron. This is no way to punish
him.”

She almost told Badger everything, but three
things stopped her. First, Burg the doorman stuck his head out the
door and said the flyman wanted her. Second, she thought of Goomba
telling her she was too dumb for college and then practically
siccing those stockbrokers on her. Three, she remembered Goomba
pointing a gun at Bobbyjay and pulling the trigger.

She lifted her chin. “He’s not a moron. And
we’re engaged.”

Badger sighed. He started to reach for her
arm, but drew back warily. “Let me take you in. I’ll make sure the
flyman leaves you alone.”

She read him a lecture about using excessive
influence on her behalf, all the way to the stage right rail.

oOo

Meanwhile Bobbyjay Morton was taking a
ribbing from Lon Murphry. “Kicked him in the balls. Badger Kenack!
You better hope he don’t take it out of yours with interest, haw
haw.”

“What did Badger do to get kicked in the
nuts?” Bobbyjay said, homing in on the important part.

“Who the fuck knows? I know Weasel been
after that thang all day and she din’t lay a finger on him. Yet,”
Lon said, licking his lips.

“I know you’re desperate for the attention,”
Bobbyjay said after some thought, “but honest to God, Lon, a kick
in the balls from my fiancée feels just the same as a kick in the
balls from, like, me.” It was no use trying to look menacing.
Bobbyjay knew his baby face was about as terrifying as the
busboy’s. But he did outweigh Lon by a hundred pounds.

“No prob, buddy,” Lon said and changed the
subject.

“What you been up to?” Bobbyjay asked Daisy
in an undervoice when he collected her at the end of the workday.
“You kick Badger in the nuts. You did something to Weasel, I’m
afraid to ask what.” Weasel had come up to him in the afternoon and
apologized for stepping out of line with Daisy. For pete’s sake,
Weasel Rooney! Anxiety made Bobbyjay read the worst into the
glances of departing stagehands. He tried not to snarl at them.
Wouldn’t do any good.

Serene and lovely with stageweight soot on
her hands, on her cheeks, across her mini-shirt at tit-level, and
on her bare bellybutton, Daisy sashayed beside him, eyeing suits
and being ogled in return.

“I’ve got a lot to learn,” she said. “Like,
what’s it mean, I’m ‘related?’“

“Related?” he replied absently. “That means
some dumb ex son-in-law or a relative who got the office to
hire him even though he’s useless. Oh,” he said, as his brain
caught up with his mouth.

They were stopped at a Don’t Walk sign.

She met his eye. “I should have listened to
you. I’m sorry.”

Bobbyjay was speechless.

She put her hand on his bare arm. “You’ve
been so great, Bobbyjay. I’ve wanted this for three years and you
made it happen.” She dimpled. “Wesley will be sooo jealous!
Tomorrow I’ll wear something for getting dirty,” she said, and
Bobbyjay whanged up a boner. “And put my hair back.” He thought he
heard her sigh but the traffic was godawful loud. She added, “I
don’t want to inflame these losers any worse than I have
already.”

“Took the words right out of my mouth.” A
flash of gratitude and lust overwhelmed him. She thanked him. She
said he was right.

She looked down at herself. “Boy, I’m a
mess.”

“You look hot,” he blurted.

Flushing, she glanced into a plate-glass
restaurant window as they walked by. “You think so? Oh my God, my
face is all black!” She stopped dead and scrubbed at her cheeks
with her blackened hands, making it worse, and he took her hands
and led her into the parking ramp. “You’ll help me with tools?”

“We’ll stop at my place and pick you up some
of mine," he said, dragging his mind out of the gutter.

“I bet you have a big tool collection
already.”

Christ, Morton, rein in your imagination.
“Uh, yup.”

“And Bobbyjay? Tomorrow I want to try to be
just me. Between you and your grandfather and Badger and that rude
Packard guy — ” Bobbyjay cringed and hoped nobody would hear her. “
— Everybody’s using their pull for me and I think that’s just going
to annoy people. Those dykes already called me related. So, no
hovering and fussing over me, okay?”

Bobbyjay opened his mouth, trying to find
any part of this speech he could safely address. “They’re not
dykes. Well, some aren’t. Liz was boinkin’ Jack Yu for twenty years
and nobody knew about it until they, like, finally got
married.”

“Oo, scandal.” Daisy looped her arm in his
and bumped against him, making him sweat. “Tell me everything.”


Chapter Twelve

Goomba was waiting for her when Bobbyjay
dropped her off. “How did it go? They treat you okay?”

“Fine,” she chirped, thinking longingly of a
shower. She knew he would notice the dirt on her face, hands, crop
top, low riders, and every exposed inch of skin on her midriff. “I
had fun.”

She breezed past him into the house, dumped
her purse in the hall, and pelted up the stairs. Maybe she would be
able to get that shower before —

“What’s for supper?” Goomba shouted up the
stairs after her.

She stopped, sighed, turned around, slumped
back downstairs and into his flat.

Vince and Wesley were sitting on the couch
watching a dog race.

“How’d it go?” Wesley said anxiously.

“What’s for supper?” Vince said.

“Went great,” she said. “Linguine and white
clam sauce. Supper’s on in twenty minutes,” she called over her
shoulder. It would take more time than that, but she was counting
on Wesley to help. Sure enough, he followed her into the
kitchen.

But every favor comes with a price. “How’d
it go?” Wesley said again as he pulled plates out of the
dishwasher.

“Good, great. I met a ton of stagehands.”
She threw butter and garlic into a saucepan and opened a bottle of
clam juice.

“Were they polite?” he said darkly.

“Mm, most of ’em.” She dumped a can of clams
into the butter. “Start the pasta water, will you?”

Wesley turned in the act of filling the big
pot. “Who was it?” he said in a throaty voice. “Who disrespected
you?”

“It was nothing.” When the clams were heated
through she removed them with a slotted spoon and set them
aside.

“I gotta know who I hafta kill,” Wesley
said, channelling his sixteen-year-old fantasy version of Badger
Kenack. He got the burners going under the big pot. “Which linguine
batch?”

“Um, Tuesday’s. White.” She stirred a little
flour into the liquid in the saucepan and heated it until it turned
brown. Then she whisked in the clam juice.

“Aw, no spinach?”

“Okay, the spinach.” She hadn’t the heart to
deny him, tonight. The thought of her first day of real work still
thrilled her, even after all the hassles. Besides, she didn’t dare
give the men any reason to complain about the service.

“Better be a double batch,” Wesley warned.
“Tony worked the Clafoutis in at the Allstate. So who bugged you,
Daisy?”

“You, for starters. Sheesh, can’t I take
care of myself?”

“No.”

“Well, I did today. I kicked a guy in the
nuts and scared the rest of the crew half to death.” It hadn’t been
her who did the scaring, but hey.

Wesley got up in her face with two bundles
of frozen homemade spinach linguine gripped in his fists. “What’s
his name? I’ll kill him!”

“Well it was Badger, so you can settle down
and unwrap that stuff.”

Wesley stared. “He wouldn’t.”

The hell he wouldn’t. “I think he
only meant to be friendly. Only I was feeling a little ...
sensitive. So I kind of kicked him before I saw who it was.”

“Hoo!” Wesley laughed. “Am I gonna kid him
about this!”

She pointed with her whisk. “Unwrap.”

“I bet now you’re glad you took that tae
kwon do class with me. What did he do to you? Did you see the grid?
Did you take the little elevator? Did you go to the piston room for
lunch break? Did Burg remember you? Have you seen props
storage?”

She answered mechanically while the sauce
thickened. Bobbyjay had been really nice about her mistake with the
clothes. How could he not say, I told you so? Her first day
at work had proven one thing conclusively: living with the males of
the Ditorelli family had prepared her perfectly for the physical
and verbal abuse she could expect on the job.

When she had whisked in the clam juice and
turned it down, she rinsed the parsley, dried it, and minced it
with the big knife.

It was clear she would have to defend
herself. That Packard guy had decided on sight that, if anything
happened, it would be her fault. Bobbyjay couldn’t be around all
the time. Even Badger didn’t know enough to back off.

Wesley pulled her out of her dream. “Did you
see Pete Packard?”

“Uh, yeah.” Suddenly she remembered that
Wesley and Goomba were very close. If Wesley knew anything Goomba
wanted to know, it was as good as telling her grandfather to his
face.

Wesley burbled, “Is he really mean and
scary? Everybody’s afraid of him. Even grampa. Tony said Uncle
Gambolino filed a grievance against Jack Yu when Jack sent him home
drunk and Pete Packard almost killed him. Didn’t even yell. He just
hauled off and hit him. He didn’t disrespect you, did he?” Wesley
sounded less than eager to correct the attitude problem of the
Local’s representative in New York.

“He was very clear about the rules,” Daisy
said with minimum spin. “We didn’t talk long.” The clam sauce began
to turn light green. She turned off the heat, stirred in the clams,
covered the pan, and went to the fridge for salad. “Slice the
bread?”

Wesley took the big knife to this morning’s
loaf. “Want me to do garlic bread?”

“No time,” she said, looking regretfully at
the kitchen clock.

“Aren’t you going to get cleaned up?”
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