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CHAPTER 1

From Ancient Grudge Break to New Mutiny

I TOOK A DEEP BREATH and backed through the swinging stainless steel door, leaving the chaos of the kitchen and entering the hushed, dimly lit dining room. Our sound system piped in Dean Martin’s “You’re Nobody ’Til Somebody Loves You” for no less than the fifth time that night. What a horrible sentiment, I thought, surveying the all too familiar scene. I’d been working at Cap’s, our family’s Italian restaurant, since I was old enough to know a two-top from a four-top. Located one flight of stairs below street level, the eatery had been a speakeasy during the Prohibition Era, and still looked as though it would be an ideal spot for a clandestine rendezvous. The low arched ceilings might have made the place feel vaguely cryptlike were it not for the smattering of regulars and the remarkably nondescript tourists who came in for our house specialties, including our “world-renowned” deep-dish pizzas (though let’s face it—practically every pizza joint in town liked to claim this distinction). A sign outside decreed the building, built prior to Chicago’s Great Fire of 1871, a historic landmark. I knew if tonight didn’t go well, our restaurant could be history, too—only not the kind that gets commemorated with plaques.

My arms were laden with plates, probably one more than I should have attempted. A thin film of perspiration formed on the back of my neck from the effort to keep everything from sliding to the floor. Glancing up at my intended destination—the coveted corner booth of the restaurant’s elevated mezzanine—I saw my dad already standing there, turning on his legendary charm as if he were George Clooney’s slightly less dashing stunt double. Correctly interpreting my visual distress signal, Dad excused himself and swept down the four steps to remove the plate of risotto precariously balanced on my inner elbow.

“Gigi,” he said, hissing into my ear, “that was the mistake of a rookie waitress. On tonight, of all nights?”

“Sorry, Dad,” I whispered back, following him back up the steps toward our waiting VIP.

“Never mind. Where’s Mario?” he said, asking about our maître d’. (Did I mention our restaurant was older than “old school”?)

“With Chef. They’re having a disagreement over the dessert. Chef told Mario that—”

“Never mind.” My father groaned almost inaudibly as we reached our destination, the popular Monroe booth. A framed black-and-white photo on the wood-paneled wall above the table revealed the source of the sobriquet. In the picture, seated at that very booth, was the revered (even by diehard Cubs fans) New York Yankees center fielder, Joe DiMaggio, feeding a spoonful of spumoni to his then-bride, a laughing Marilyn Monroe. Though we usually saved the popular engagement spot for couples, tonight’s guest was a chubby, middle-aged man in business casual, dining solo. He’d told my dad that he was a banker in from Boston for the week, but we knew differently. The minute he walked in the restaurant’s leaded-glass front door, Mario rushed forward to seat him at the Monroe table before ushering everyone on staff into the kitchen for a group huddle.

“It’s him,” Mario said in near hysterics, his heavily gelled black hair cascading in molten volcanic waves atop his head. In one hand he held aloft a mug shot type of photo that had been tacked to the kitchen wall for the last three weeks. Not a Wanted poster, per se, though it inspired the same sense of apprehension. The pixilated photo had been e-mailed to us by my distant cousin Olivia, who knew a proofreader at the New York office of the famed restaurant ratings publication Zwaggert. This unassuming man, who’d made a reservation under the equally unassuming name (or was it a pseudonym?) of Jason Smith, was the reviewer who would be responsible for updating or, perish the thought, removing our entry in their iconic foodie bible. To my family’s growing chagrin, locals and tourists both seemed increasingly inclined to spend their paychecks at the latest trendy spot rather than at a venerable neighborhood institution like ours. Making matters worse was an Internet rumor claiming that our secret marinara sauce was actually a well-known grocery store brand. This vicious lie had recently spread across restaurant review sites like a mutant virus. Coupled with the costs for upkeep and outrageously high property taxes, the truth was this: without our Zwaggert rating, we could no longer stay afloat. The restaurant my great-grandfather had opened more than half a century ago was on the verge of oblivion, and “Jason Smith” held our future in his pudgy little palms.

“Nothing can go wrong tonight,” my dad had warned us, unnecessarily, or so I thought at the time. We had all nodded in complicity and prepared for the evening ahead as if for battle. Having sharpened his knives resolutely, Chef Angelo hunched over his prep station with all the intensity of a surgeon being forced to operate at gunpoint. Mario and Mom frantically inspected the glasses and flatware for stealth water spots. Even my notoriously wayward cousins set about their waiter and busboy duties with startling sobriety, plying our ancient waitress, Carmen, with double espressos to jolt her otherwise sloth-like step into high gear. We Caputos knew how to stick together, and nothing in life was more important to us than Cap’s. It wasn’t just our family business; it was our nucleus, the center of our existence. As much as I sometimes yearned to escape into the wider world, I couldn’t imagine who I would be without this place, or what I would do if I didn’t have it to come back to.

Subtly sizing up our important patron, I lowered the dishes onto his table, gave him what I hoped was an endearing smile, and made a quick retreat as my dad resumed conversation with the seemingly ambivalent reviewer. As I headed back down the steps and into the main dining room, I took in the scene around me with a more critical gaze. The dated decor was quaint bordering on cliché. Red-and-white checked tablecloths were topped with blood-red glass candleholders, in which tealights flickered. Raffia-wrapped Chianti bottles hung from the ceiling. The brick walls were barely visible, covered as they were in hundreds of framed photos featuring headshots of has-been Chicago “celebrities” and yellowed pictures showing what the neighborhood looked like back in the “good ol’ days.” We may have been stuck in the past, but fortunately we were busier than usual tonight, and most of the tables were filled. A few couples on dates held hands while they waited for their first courses to arrive. Several of the old-timers were there, too. My favorite cousin, Ty, winked at me as he leaned over to refill the water glasses for an older couple who came every Saturday night without fail. Other than Mario and Chef’s typical stoveside spat over whether to serve our standard tiramisu or the more elegant panna cotta, things couldn’t have been going any more perfectly.

As I think back on that unblemished moment of calm, it was almost as though I’d been watching everything from underwater, where it was all peaceful and floaty, only to surface during a raging thunderstorm full of sound and fury. It all began when a brusque male voice I didn’t recognize shouted that one damning word: “Fire!” As if on cue, the obscenely loud smoke detector started wailing its ear-splitting tone. Ty and I exchanged concerned glances, then he raced toward the kitchen, colliding with customers who were trying to make their way to the front door. As this fiasco unfurled, the overhead sprinkler system gave an initial venomous hiss before showering us all with water. The diners in their exodus let out screams, some toppling over chairs in their hurry to escape. As I started toward the front of the house to help direct traffic, my black flats slid on the wet tiles, and I grabbed the brass rail on top of a nearby booth to catch my balance. You’d have thought we were all on a downward-listing Titanic.

“Gigi!” My mom shouted to me from the kitchen pass-through, looking frazzled but resolute through the unexpected rain. “Help Mario get all the customers out of the restaurant safely. There’s no rush; no one needs to be trampled. The police and fire department are on their way. Let everyone know there’s no danger.”

“But what about the fire?” I pushed wet strands of hair from my face and looked around in dismay. “What set off the alarm?”

“It’s not a matter of what,” yelled Dad as he brushed past me, looking as angry as I’d ever seen him, “but who. I’ve got to go shut off the water. Let everyone in the dining room know their next meal here is on us. If we reopen for business, that is.” He stormed off through the back hallway. The smoke detectors continued their obsessive shriek.

“You mean, there’s no fire?” I shouted over the din to another of my cousins, Frankie, who was occupied in supporting the elderly Mr. Garcetti toward the front of the house. Frankie shook his head grimly, yelling back, “It was them!”

Them. I knew instantly whom he meant. Their pranks and petty sabotage were one thing, but this time they had gone too far. As I digested the news, a loud cry seized my attention. Spinning around I saw, sprawled at the bottom of the mezzanine stairs, the Zwaggert reviewer, Jason Smith. He was clutching his leg and writhing in pain. I dashed over to him and crouched down.

“Sir! Oh my gosh, are you okay?”

“Do I look okay?” he muttered through gritted teeth. Given the strange angle at which his lower leg jutted out on the floor, it was clearly broken. As the remaining customers exited through the front door, water continued to pour down on us, a baptism by false-alarm fire.

“We called 911. You shouldn’t move.”

“As if I could,” the food critic groaned. “Can’t anyone turn these infernal sprinklers off?”

“My dad’s working on it,” I assured him. “I’m so sorry! Here, wait one second.”

“Not going … anywhere,” he said, grimacing in pain.

I went to a nearby booth, grabbed an oilcloth tablecloth—at least the underside of it was still mostly dry—and spread it carefully over him.

“I’ll stay with you until help arrives,” I said, situating myself on the step next to him.

The dining room now resembled a still life portrait of abandoned bacchanalia. Pools of water had formed on the floor. Wine and water glasses overflowed like dozens of mini Niagara Falls. Abandoned meals sat bloated, while streams flowed in tiny rivulets off the tables. All of it, ruined. I used the sleeve of my white blouse to wipe the water from my face, and, if I was being completely honest, the tears from my eyes. It was true that tonight’s incident had “Monte payback” written all over it—but why? Why did they have it so in for us? I wasn’t oblivious to our restaurants’ long-running rivalry, and my cousins never wasted an opportunity to trash-talk our rivals, who owned an upscale Italian joint three blocks away—but there was a big difference between “friendly competition” and malicious destruction.

The sprinklers and fire alarm both suddenly ceased—way to go, Dad! I offered Mr. Smith a tentative smile.

“Uh … refill on your water?” The soggy and crippled food critic was obviously in no mood for my lame attempt at humor, so I hugged my knees and fixed my gaze on the wall to my left. Nearly all of the treasured photos on our walls had been pelted with water, and I couldn’t help but hope the flimsy frames were barriers enough to preserve them. I used the edge of my apron to wipe the glass of the photo nearest me, which hung two feet above the floorboard, too low to have ever caught my attention before. Two boys stared back at me from the black-and-white image. They were standing in front of an old-fashioned pushcart with their arms slung over each other’s shoulders. Wearing identical white aprons and newsboy caps, they couldn’t have been older than thirteen. What struck me most was the fact that the young men were grinning from ear to ear. Senseless as it seemed, these unknown faces angered me. How dare they smile so callously in the face of my family’s ruin! In the lower right-hand corner of the picture, faint pencil markings scribbled in the white border told me when and where the image was taken: The Chicago World’s Fair, 1933.



CHAPTER 2

She Doth Teach the Torches to Burn Bright

TWELVE YEARS OLD WAS TOO YOUNG TO DIE—especially on some thrill ride at the Chicago World’s Fair. You simply couldn’t trust that the guy in charge of the safety switch had an IQ greater than a sock monkey. Or what if the engineers had cheaped out on nongalvanized screws, and the whole tin contraption was this close to crumbling like day-old biscotti? I was justifiably cautious. Benny had a simpler way of describing it.

“Sissy.”

“I am not going up on that thing. You can’t make me.” Craning my neck, I squinted into the sun. Rivulets of sweat, prompted either by the June heat or my sudden panic, threatened to spill down my neck into my collar. I swiped my skinny elbow across my brow, attempting to mop up.

“C’mon, Nick,” Benny said. “You’re breaking my heart!”

“You promised me a naked lady, not a date with certain death.”

“We’ll see Sally in all her peach-bottomed glory soon enough, but she doesn’t go on stage for hours. Besides, I promise you, this view will be just as good as that one. Well, almost, anyway. Trust me on this.”

Trust me on this. I’d heard that line a million times from Benny and recognized it as a harbinger for trouble. My skeptical eyes scrutinized the glass and aluminum “rocket car” trams suspended high above the two man-made lagoons perched on the edge of Lake Michigan. Snaking toward the entrance to the Sky Ride’s elevator was a crowd eager to plunk down twenty-five cents to catch the million-dollar view of the colossal fair’s expansive Midway, home to all of the expo’s rides and amusements.

“We shouldn’t waste five dimes on this,” I said.

“Oh, does the widdle baby need to wide the ponies instead?” I could feel my cheeks flush.

“If we spend it all now, we’ll have nothing left for tonight.”

“We’ve got enough to spare. Thanks to me.”

I’d been a neurotic namby-pamby this morning when Benny suggested we hop the turnstiles to avoid the fair’s fifty-cent admission, but I had to hand it to him. My clammy palms aside, our stealth maneuver—which he’d been crowing about all day—meant we actually had money in our pockets to splurge on a few amusements, the main attraction (for us, at least) being the ample-bosomed goddess, Sally Rand. Her fan dances could make even the devil himself blush, or so it was said. Benny and I had only heard secondhand accounts of her mesmerizing undulations behind strategically placed ostrich feathers. Buoyed by our wanton imaginings of this burlesque beauty, we had weeks ago devised a plan to see her here in the midst of our city’s epic extravaganza. Having scraped together what small change I could, I was racked with guilt. I knew better than to spend money on something so unsaintly, considering the minor miracles it took for Ma to pay our landlord each month. But that wasn’t the only thing eating away at me this hot afternoon. While I’d never admit it to Benny, the prospect of our first girlie show had my stomach all in knots. For starters, two knobby-kneed kids were guaranteed to get booted from a burlesque show quicker than you could say “hoochie-coochie.” I pictured my pal and I being hauled away by the scruff of our necks, some hard-assed cop notifying our disgraced parents. When I suggested this likely outcome, Benny merely offered up another customary “trust me,” leaving my anxiety at an all-time high.

Because here’s the thing: I did trust Benny. If he said he could get us into the show, then he would. Using his wit, his charm, or the face old ladies could never seem to resist pinching, he’d get us in all right—maybe even front and center. And that’s what ultimately had me feeling shakier than a two-legged table: Me, at a striptease. You may as well drop an elephant onto an iceberg. I’d been trying to tell myself it was a triumphant rite of passage. I was a healthy, almost-adolescent male whose only real experience with the human female form had been pictures of the Venus de Milo and clinical images from our life sciences seventh-grade textbook. So to see a real naked lady with an actual head and complete appendages? A month ago, I was throwing around all kinds of twelve-year-old bravado at the prospect, but now that it seemed a certainty, I was feeling the jitters. On top of that, going twenty-three stories skyward in what amounted to a giant sardine container wouldn’t help quell my growing nausea. I racked my brain for more reasons we should move along to some other amusement when Benny, as if reading my thoughts, shoved an index finger in each of his ears.

“I’m deaf to your excuses, so don’t even start. Let’s get in line.” I inched into the queue with him, but didn’t intend on staying.

“You go ahead, Benito,” I said, clearing my throat after I spoke. “I’ll just wait down here for you. Get a soda or something.”

“Grow some hair on your chest, already,” he said with a sigh, as if he sported anything beyond peach fuzz. “You’re in the best clothes you own. If the worst happens—” He drew a finger across his neck, morbidly. “—at least you’re casket-ready.” He glanced down at the cuffs of my trousers, which hit about an inch too high above my ankles. “Prepared for a flood, too, I’d say.”

“This from the boy who glued cardboard to the soles of his shoes this morning.”

“Lay off.” Benny looked genuinely irked by this reminder of how hard up our families were. “Someday I’ll be richer than Wrigley. You can say you knew me when.”

If confidence was any indication of success, this was probably true. Still, I scoffed and glanced again at the silver gondolas ferrying passengers back and forth over our heads. Arguing with Benny about the Sky Ride seemed to sum up our friendship in a nutshell. He was the one with his head perpetually in the clouds, while I was the grounded one. His antics were audacious, dazzling, and larger than life, whereas doorknobs and telephone directories were more intriguing than yours truly.

“Hey, you two jokers, inch forward!” A brusque, hairy, and well-nourished man in a fedora hat and rolled-up shirtsleeves had gotten in line behind us. Benny turned around pointedly and cocked his head at a forty-five degree angle, his unwarranted moxie on full display. As I cringed, Benny leaned closer to me, then said loud enough for the man to overhear:

“Looks like ‘The Human Ape’ escaped from the Ripley’s Believe It or Not! show, Nicky. Who’da thunk a steady diet of bananas could account for such massive girth?” I clenched my jaw and glared at Benny. Stop before you get us both killed.

“What? We’re kids. What can he do to us?”

“Move it or split,” the man muttered, apparently unruffled by my friend’s obnoxious remarks.

“Tarzan’s getting impatient,” Benny said. “Listen, Nick, forget the ride. This is our day. The only thing I want is for me and you to root up some memories we can tell our grandkids about some day. Minus the part about seeing naked bazoombas.”

“Really? Because I can just picture bouncing those future tots on my knee: ‘Kids, you should have seen the size of ’em!’”

“All I’m saying is, if you really don’t want to do the Sky Ride, then we don’t do it.”

I was grateful to my pal for this out, but his kindness only left me more conflicted. I hated being the damper on his devil-may-care zest for life. He never held it against me, but I knew I was dead weight around his ankle rather than a proper sidekick. Why couldn’t I have been more like him? Why did I have to be so me?

“I’m really sorry, Ben.”

“Nah, cut it out.” He gave my ear a flick—his way of being conciliatory. “I thought it might be good for you, that’s all.”

“Good for me how?” I wondered, rubbing absentmindedly at the sting he’d inflicted.

“I just thought being up there, getting to see how big the world really looks, you might … oh, never mind.”

“I might what?”

“You might wake up, I guess.”

I furrowed my brow, not wanting to admit that I knew exactly what he was talking about. “Aw, hell, Nicky,” Benny continued. “You need to open your eyes. Live a little. Are you going to spend the rest of your life assuming the worst? Because the worst doesn’t always happen. It usually doesn’t, in fact. We’re kids, we should be having fun.”

“I’m fine with fun,” I said. “I’m just not fine with this fun.” Benny glanced off down the Midway and shoved his hands in his pockets.

“When you’re ninety-years old, you’ll regret what you didn’t do more than what you did do. But never mind, what do I know?” he said, shrugging off our tension with a smile. “This is the World’s Fair! We came and we saw, now let’s conquer! We’ve still got to check out the trained fleas!”

At that moment, shrill feminine giggles erupted from the line of people waiting to ascend the Sky Ride elevators, and we both homed in on a group of young girls, indistinguishable in their straw cloche hats and pretty summer dresses. Naked ladies terrified me, admittedly. But fully clothed girls? Sure, I was interested. This group was worthy of a whistle (though I prayed Benny would refrain).

“Or,” Benny murmured, nudging me in the ribs, “we could take Cupid’s wings and fly?” My pal had a way of sweeping people up in his vortex, and though I was more resistant than most, his powers of suggestion were hard to resist. After all, Benny provided one thing I wasn’t usually able to drum up on my own: the sense that something exhilarating could (and just might) happen. With his little lecture still gnawing at me, I reached into my front pocket and rustled for change.

“I’ll go,” I relented. “But you owe me.”

We stepped into the elevator a scant few minutes later, and then I felt my stomach lurch as we ascended. Had I just made a decision I’d live to regret?

• • •

From my seat on the lower level of the gondola, I contemplated a screw in the ceiling, refusing to shift my gaze to the windows that surrounded me on all sides. I could hear Benny about six feet away, his face pasted to the glass as he prattled on excitedly. By my count, he had uttered the phrase “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” fourteen times since we’d been up here. The theme of the World’s Fair was “A Century of Progress,” which seemed a misnomer if ever there was one. Just because you couldn’t see the bread lines and shantytowns from way up here didn’t mean they’d ceased to exist. I gripped my thighs nervously with my hands, trying to tell myself this was just like the ‘L’ train—only a lot more elevated.

“Aren’t you going to check out the view?” The voice coming from my right-hand side was high pitched yet delicate—encouragement enough for me to dart my eyes in her direction. I quickly glanced back at the ceiling, hoping my cheeks weren’t as red as they felt. I remembered her from the gaggle of girls we’d seen standing in line. “Kittens,” Benny had called them, as if he was some society gigolo. She’d been decidedly shorter than the rest of the group. From the glimpse I’d just gotten, she appeared to be around my age, and she was cute, in a Norman Rockwell kind of way. Cascading from under her summer hat were two ponytails the color of brass. They hung in perfectly sculpted ringlets, like springs. She had rosy cheeks and lips that looked poised to say something precocious. I sat like a complete clod, too paralyzed to make eye contact, let alone speak.

“Why’d you even come up here if you don’t want to look?” Her question almost sounded like a challenge.

“Why aren’t you looking?” I asked. She sighed and fiddled with a small pearl stud in her earlobe.

“My mutton-headed big sister and her friends told me to scram.” She rolled her eyes and nodded her head toward the right side of the gondola, where five older girls were oohing and ahhing at the vista. “I’m pretending to sulk.”

“Doesn’t look like they care.”

“Yeah, well, they’re annoyed with me. At least, Trudy is. She’s mad that Mother forced her to let me tag along. As if I want to hang out with her. So, you afraid of heights or something?”

I could hear Benny still running his mouth on the other side of the gondola and realized it was rare to find any girl, let alone a cute one, conversing with me instead of my Casanova counterpart. Moments like this? Well, they just didn’t happen to me.

“I guess I’m a little afraid of heights,” I replied after a moment or two, instantly mortified that those words had escaped my mouth. Why not just lift up my shirt and advertise my yellow belly?

“Our insides would turn to pudding if we fell,” she confirmed, unfazed by her own dire observation.

“Uh-huh,” I stammered, sounding about as eloquent as Frankenstein’s monster.

As quickly as it had begun, our conversation came to a standstill. I knew it was my turn to volley back a retort, but my brain and tongue felt stuck in drying cement. Wishing I could psychically beg, borrow, or steal some witty remark from Benny, to whom they came as naturally as breathing, I glanced again at the girl. I wanted to tell her that her eyes were the same color as the blue hydrangeas in our window box at home, but that would have been totally cornball. With the image of “blood and guts pudding” ricocheting in my brain, I was rendered mute.

“Are you alone?” she asked, breaking the silence. “Seems like you’re up here on a dare.”

I pointed with my thumb in Benny’s direction and waited for the imaginary hearts to come shooting like fireworks out of her head. Whenever a girl got her first glimpse of my devilishly handsome (even for twelve) friend, swooning was inevitable.

“Hmm. Got a name?” she asked.

“Oh, that’s Benny,” I responded. “I’ve known him all my life.”

“Not him. You. I’m Stella.” She extended her hand so that I might shake it. I wiped my palm on my pants, then obliged her as she continued. “It means ‘star.’”

“Dominick,” I said, all formalities, since the moment seemed to suddenly suit it. “It means, ‘our Lord.’” Benny would have fallen on the floor, howling with laughter, had he heard me. I swallowed hard, hoping to calm the snare drum beating in my chest. Gee, she sure was cute. Instead of letting go of my grasp following our introduction, she laughed and squeezed my hand tighter.

“Well, ‘my Lord,’ we’re almost back to the platform. You really should look out the window, just once, before the ride is over. Come with me.” She stood and tugged on my hand with both of hers. Mesmerized by this girl’s face—and our sudden physical contact—I allowed her to lead me as I trudged, practically sleepwalking, to one of the observation windows on the other side of the tram car from where Benny was standing.

I felt woozy, and involuntarily squeezed Stella’s hand tighter while steadying my left hand upon the glass.

“Holy mackerel,” I marveled.

Stella leaned her forehead against the windowpane, the garish sun illuminating the top of her straw hat as if she were wearing a halo.

“Be careful!” I stammered, prompting her to giggle again.

“Thank you for caring, but there’s no chance of me falling. Try it, you’ll see.”

As if going in for a first kiss, I reluctantly inched my forehead closer and closer to the glass until it landed with a soft thud against the smooth warm surface. I inhaled deeply, allowed my shoulders to relax, and gazed at the truly remarkable view spread out before me. Eastward, Lake Michigan reflected like a giant looking glass as far as the eye could see. In the other direction was the bustling skyline of the nation’s second largest city. The skyscrapers gleamed and sparkled like the imaginary Oz from the illustrated book I’d seen on a class visit to the Chicago Public Library.

“Made you look,” she whispered next to me. “You’re going to thank me for this one of these days.”

Though I couldn’t see her face, I glanced down, taking note of Stella’s pristine black patent Mary Janes and white ankle socks. We were still holding hands. Her last comment implied that she expected the two of us would still be interacting at some future point in time. Or was I taking it too literally? Not that I’d mind, but it wasn’t likely this girl with the fancy new shoes and pearl earrings would enter my orbit (let alone the Near West Side where I lived) once we returned to earth. Not, at least, unless I did something audaciously “Benny-like.” As I contemplated this, Stella dropped my hand, and my heart sunk. An older girl who could only be her overbearing big sister strode up to her.

“Give me your coin purse, Stalactite,” she demanded. “I’ve only got two dollars left.”

It sounded like a fortune to me, but Stella dug in her heels.

“No. Mother gave us an equal amount. It’s not my problem if you spent all yours on chewing gum and cotton candy.”

“Mother said I’m in charge, which makes me the boss. C’mon, cough it up.”

“Uh-uh.” Stella shook her head resolutely, causing her sister to scowl.

“I can make you.”

“I can scream.”

“I hate you, brat. Why don’t you just get lost?” Trudy turned on her heel and stormed off to the far side of the gondola again. I looked at Stella’s face and saw the fire in her eyes turn to sadness. I felt instinctively compelled to change that.

“Have you been to Paris yet?” She looked up at me, with a bemused expression. “You know.” I pointed toward the ground way too far beneath us. “The Streets of Paris. Down there.”

“Oh,” she said, realizing I was talking about one of the fair’s more popular international pavilions. Over a dozen countries were represented, including France. “I haven’t seen much of anything yet. Trudy the Terrible insisted on spending most of this morning fawning over all the babies on display.”

“You mean the ones in the incubators?”

“Yeah,” she huffed. “All they did was sleep. So much for World’s Fair excitement.”

“Well, excitement just happens to be my middle name,” I lied, my boldness increasing as I sensed the gondola bumping its way back to the platform. It was now or never. “I haven’t seen Paris yet, either. Maybe you and I could … go together?”

“But my sister ….”

“Unless I’m really confused on what ‘get lost’ means, I think she just told you to disappear. Am I wrong?” A sly grin instantly took hold of Stella’s girlish face.

“Wouldn’t it be sweet revenge if I did? Get lost, I mean? With you?” Now she was the one who blushed. “But your friend—he might not want some girl tagging along.”

“Oh, no—you won’t be tagging along. And he won’t mind. Just give me five minutes to talk to him.” The gondola doors opened and our fellow passengers began to exit. I saw Benny threading his way over to me. “Go on ahead, and when you get off the elevator, give your sister and her friends the slip. I’ll meet you behind the shooting gallery in the arcade.”

“Promise?”

“I swear—on my favorite baseball card, in fact. That’s as good as a blood oath.”

• • •

“What do you mean you want to split up? Right now?”

“Yeah, Ben, like I said, I met a girl. A really nice girl. And cute, too.”

“I saw you chattin’ up that powder puff on the ride, but come on, Nick. You just met her. We’ve been talking about this day for months. This wasn’t the plan.”

“We have a pact.” A year ago when Benny and I first began to realize that girls were not, in fact, carriers of the dreaded “cootie” scourge, we both agreed either one of us could give the other the boot to pursue l’amour, no questions asked. “You’ve cashed in pretty much biweekly for the last six months,” I added.

“Quit exaggerating.”

“Remember Abigail? Anna? Then let’s move on to the Bs—”

“The difference is, I never asked you to honor the pact at the World’s Fair, for crying out loud! Here, Nicky? Today, of all days?”

“We had a deal. I’ve always honored it, now it’s your turn. C’mon, you wanted me to go on the Sky Ride, and I went. Do something for me, for once.” I regretted those words the minute I said them, but it was too late to take it back. I sighed and hung my head. “Twenty minutes ago, you were telling me I’d regret all the chances I didn’t take. You were right. I don’t want to have any more regrets, starting now.”

“You’ll regret this,” he said quietly.

“Just a couple of hours, that’s all I’m asking.” Part of me did feel guilty, but it wasn’t like Mr. Personality ever had any trouble fending for himself. By the time we crossed paths again, he’d probably have amassed a harem of female admirers.

“I can’t believe you’re ditching me for some Dumb Dora.”

“She’s not dumb. And I wouldn’t even ask except, well, there’s just something about her.”

“Oh, what? Newly-minted loverboy thinks he’s just met his future wife or something? Guess what, Nick: We’re twelve. Quit acting all moonfaced. You’re not going to end up ‘happily ever after’ with the first girl who plucks your heartstring. Trust me on this.”
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