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CHAPTER ONE

“Do you believe in God, Sensei Paul?”

“Oh, yes.  God is real.  And what is real, Kohai Tommy?”

“I don’t know.”

“A country in the Middle East.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Your sensei made a joke.  Don’t worry.  Your reaction is the same as everyone else’s.  Crickets.”

A memory.  As clear as if it were happening right now...

I was ten.  Sensei Paul and I were stretching in his dojo.  All-Ages Shotokan Karate in Hempstead.  I was always the first student to arrive.

“Why did you ask me if I believe in God, Kohai?”

“Every Sunday morning, Molly and I watch this religious show with our Mom, while Dad sleeps in.  It’s called, “God Loves You...Yes, Even You, with Reverend Saul Bartholomew.”

Sensei Paul laughed.

“Oh, him.”

“You don’t like him, Sensei?”

“I think he’s a fraud.  Children in wheelchairs.  He touches their foreheads and boom!  They can walk.  Sorry, but your mother.  She doesn’t really believe in such nonsense, does she?”

“Oh, she totally does, Sensei.”

“That’s fine.  I don’t mean to disrespect your mother, Kohai.  There’s an old saying:  different strokes, for different folks.”

“I think he’s a fraud, too.  So does Molly.”

“God will judge his soul as He sees fit.  Up to me?  Hell was created for men like Saul Bartholomew.  Men like him, prey on people’s despair, like a demon.  Feet together.  Stretch your groin.”

“Hai, Sensei.  Why do you believe in God, Sensei?”

“I’ll tell you a story, Kohai.”

“Is it boring, Sensei?”

He cuffed the back of my head.

“Nothing your Sensei says is boring, Kohai.”

He laughed.  I said, “Sorry, Sensei.  I was just kidding.”

“Don’t forget.  Your purple belt test is next Saturday.  I’ll be judging your performance.  It behooves you to be extra-respectful, right now.  Don’t you think?”

I smiled and said, “Hai, Sensei.”

“On your knees.  Seiza position.  Now shut your mouth and listen.  You don’t know this about me, but I was married once.  Her name was Aiko, a Japanese-American, like me, and we were married for three years.  She died while giving birth to our daughter.”

To my utter, gaping astonishment, Sensei Paul put his face in his hands and began to weep. 

“Sensei!”

I hopped to my feet and put my arm around him.  He said, “I’m sorry, Kohai.  This is very embarrassing for me.  A master should never display such womanly-emotion in front of his student.”

I cried into his arm.

“I’m so sorry, Sensei.  I won’t tell anyone.  You can trust me.  I love you, Sensei.  You’re like my second father.”

“Thank you, Kohai.  What a wonderful thing to say.”

We sat on the dojo floor and cried for a while.  

“Well, after Aiko and Yuki, our baby daughter, died, I felt very much like committing seppuku.  Japanese ritual suicide.”

“Sensei!”

“Hai, Kohai.  Very shameful to have such thoughts.  No matter how long one lives, life is short.  It ends soon enough, for all of us, whether we like it or not.  Well, I was at home one night, shortly after they died, and I was preparing the ritual.  My Katana was pressed against my bare stomach while I sat in the seiza position.  I was fully prepared to do the one thing that can never be taken back, when a mysterious force seemed to pull the blade from my hands.  I began to weep, just as I am, right now.  And then?  I prayed.  For the first time in my life, I began to pray.  And I said, “Our Heavenly Father, forgive me.  Please forgive your son, Paul Kikuchi.  I was on the verge of throwing your precious gift away, like so much rubbish.  Please help me, Our Heavenly Father.  The dark side of me wants to die.  The light side of me wants to live.  Please guide me towards the light.  Your Heavenly Light.  And remove this evil thought from my mind.  And if Aiko and Yuki are in Heaven, right now, then I beseech Thee to bless their souls; and grant them eternal happiness.  And I pray to Thee, Our Heavenly Father, that when my corporeal existence ends, my soul will be reunited with theirs.  For Thine is the the Kingdom, the Power and the Glory.  Forever and ever.  Amen.”  Ever since that day, Kohai, it has never occurred to me to end my life, by my own hand.  And well that I didn’t.  Otherwise, I never would have met you.  Kohai Tommy.  Enough.  Class is starting soon.  Let’s wipe our faces, blow our noses and continue stretching.  After class, how about Kentucky Fried Chicken?”

“Oh, boy!”

“Oh, boy.”

My eyes opened.  There I was again.  In a hospital bed, with my arm in a sling.  My head was bandaged.

I was almost getting used to this place.

My friend, Lt. Jay Franz, of NYPD, was seated and smoking.

He said, “Kid, what am I gonna do with you?”

CHAPTER TWO

“How are Colin and Barry?”

“They’re fine.  Back on-duty.  You saved their lives.”

He showed me the front page of that morning’s New York Times.  The head-line read:  “Teen Vigilante Saves Two Of New York’s Finest.”

I said, “Oh, my God.”

Jay said, “You’re a celebrity, now.  Happy?”

I swallowed.

“I’m not doing this for fame and fortune, Jay.  I’m doing it because...well, I don’t know.  Maybe I read too many comic-books.”

“This morning, I spoke to Robert Dixon.  He told me he wants to have 

you committed to a psych ward.”

“Nobody’s putting me in a straight-jacket.”

“It doesn’t have to come to that if you’d just give up this mask nonsense.  You wee damn lucky, last night.  Not to mention our boys.”

I tried not to get angry.

I said, “If I’d stayed in the car, your boys would be dead.”

“Yes, that’s quite possible.  Maybe even probable.  I’m on your side, kid.”

“Thank you, Jay.  You’re a good friend.  Who killed my parents?”

“We’re working on it, kid.”

“It’s been three months now.”

“And since then?  There’s been at least three hundred homicides in Times Square alone.  I’m sorry, kid.  In the meantime, I want you right now to swear to me that you’ll put your Urban Tiger toque on the shelf.  For good.”

“I can’t do that, Jay.”

“If Robert has you committed, there’s not a fucking thing I can do about it.  You don’t want that, kid.  They strap you down.  They pump you full of drugs and the other kids are legitimately nuts; and usually out-of-control violent.  Which is why they’re there in the first place.”

To my shame, because I didn’t want to look weak in front of Jay, I began to cry.

“I’ve done some good things.”

“There, there, kid.  Like I said, I’m on your side.”

“I’m glad Barry and Colin are okay.”

“I’ll tell you this much.  You won’t be going on any Ride-A-Longs any time soon.”

The door opened.  My heart started to hammer.  Vari!

“Hello, Tommy.  May I come in?”

“Absolutely.”

“Jay, this is Var...Var...Vari.”

She laughed and said, “Varvara Fedorov.”

“Vari, this is Lt. Jay Franz of NYPD.”

They shook hands.  Jay looked at me and raised his eye-brows.

Vari was a foreign exchange student and went to my high-school.  

Geez Louise, I didn’t even know what grade she was in.  But she appeared to be age-appropriate.  She certainly was easy-on-the-eyes-appropriate, if that makes any sense.

Vari said, “Am I intruding?”

Jay replied, “No, I was just about to leave.  Kid, think about what I said.  Make the right choice.”

“Thanks, Jay.”

He looked at Vari and said, “Russian, huh?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How do you like New York?”

“Oh, it’s wonderful.  I assure you, sir, I’m no spy.”

Suddenly, I felt embarrassed.  Jay, please go.  Or, if you’re going to stay, turn off your cop-switch.

Of all things, he asked her, “How do you feel about communism?”

Vari laughed and said, “I despise communism.  Marx was a pseudo-intellectual clown.  Are you satisfied?”

“Sure.  Have you ever heard of a woman named Katya Golubov?”

I said, “Jay.”

Vari chucked and replied, “Of course I have.  All Russians know each other.  And all we ever talk about is the coming glorious future of world socialism.  Just as all Americans know each other and discuss nothing but the coming glorious future of American-Imperialist Manifest Destiny.”

Jay looked a little flustered.  It amused me.  I’d never seen him like that before.

He lit a cigarette and said, “I suppose I deserve that.  All right, Archie and Betty, the ultra-conservative and ever-suspicious public servant is outta here.  Heal fast, Tommy.  Like you always seem to do.”

“Bye, Jay.”

He left.

Vari sat next to me.  She wore a red (!) sweater and smelled like vanilla.  I wondered if she noticed the accelerated beating of my heart, under my blanket.  Not to mention, um, something else.

She took my hand, “Tommy, I’m so glad you’re okay.”

“I guess we’re gonna have to postpone our date.  Hey, I never asked you...”

“I’m sixteen.”

“Well, that’s a relief.”

“Do you think I look younger?”

“I think you’re beautiful.”

She flushed.

“You’re not exactly an ogre.  Who is Katya Golubov?”

“She was our neighbor.  Um, my parents were murdered three months ago.”

She gasped, “Oh, Tommy!”

“Yeah.  She was the only witness.  She told the cops she saw a man, dressed in black, break into our house.  Lucky for me and Molly, we weren’t home that night.  Not so lucky for our folks.  He shot them.  Katya’s a defector.  Some government guys, a few years ago, came to our house and we had to sign a form.  Even me and Molly.  We weren’t allowed to talk about Katya to other people.  Anyway, the morning after Mom and Dad died, Katya disappeared.  Jay thinks—I mean, it’s just his theory, but you know, the killer, he didn’t steal anything—he thinks maybe he meant to kill Katya and broke into the wrong house.”

Vari said, “Oh, he’s seen too many Bond movies.  Tommy, maybe this isn’t the right time, but I have to tell you something.  I have a boyfriend back home.  He name’s Alexi.”

This makes no sense at all, but I felt as though my heart was oozing out the pores of my back.  I could almost hear it smack the floor.

Vari said, “I’m sorry if I led you on.  But we can be friends, okay?”

“Sure, Varvara.”

Now I remember her name.  

Friends.

She wants to be friends.

Just what every guy wants to hear.

CHAPTER THREE

The next morning, I woke up to the not-so-pleasant discovery that my good arm and both legs were immobilized with straps.

I was in a different room.  There were no windows.  It was less of a room and more of a cell. 

I heard the door unlock—oh, my God, there’s a lock on the door—and a man came in.  He had grey, frizzy hair, wore a long white-coat and carried a clip-board.

He slid a chair up to me and sat.

“Good morning, Tommy.  I’m Dr. Julien Wayne.  You can call me “Doc,” if you like.”

I said, “You can call me “Grumpy,” if you like, Doc.  What am I doing here?  Why am I restrained?”

“I’m told that your friend, Lt. Franz, warned you this might happen.  Your legal guardian, Robert Dixon, has had you committed to the Child Psych Ward of this hospital, for thirty days.”

“A month!  What about school?  I have to live like this for a month?”

He
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