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Chapter One

“What the fuck is going on here?”

I’m no angel, God knows, but I don’t like to swear.  Especially the F-word.

I think that people who swear all the time are going through life carrying a glass of water that’s half-empty instead of half-full.

I’d just entered the boy’s room at William Shatner High School.

Two boys, maybe seventeen, were holding another.  A third boy was holding a felt pen.  They looked like they were seniors.

The boy being held wore glasses and he was overweight.  There were red streaks on his face.  He was crying and the ink ran.

It was a grotesque image.  The boy holding his left arm was muscular.  He had short, oily hair and a thick beard.

Holy testosterone, Batman!

The boy holding his right arm was skinny, with long-feathered hair.  He wore a Star Wars T-shirt.  I hadn’t seen it, yet, but everybody was talking about it.

Mark, Maxim, Pike and I had plans to see it this Saturday.  We’d tried to see it twice already.  The line-ups were longer than the Great Wall of China and they sold out fast.  Mark and I were avid readers of Starlog magazine.  So, we already knew a lot about it.  Too much, regrettably.  Still, we were as excited to see it as if we were kids trying to sleep on Christmas Eve.  

CHAPTER TWO

The chubby kid said, “Will you please help me?”

I replied, “Glad to.”

The kid with the pen was taller than me and looked like a weight-lifter.  He said, “Mind your business.”

The Star Wars kid said, in a hushed tone, “Noah, do you know who that is?”

“Yeah, yeah.  So what?  He can’t take all three of us.”

I said, “Yes, I can and I will.”

I fired a left jab at Noah’s face.  I figured he was asking for it.  When my arm connected with his teeth, one of them stuck between my middle-knuckles.

Noah put his hands over his mouth.  Blood seeped between his fingers.  His pen was on the floor.  I picked it up and wrote, “Asshole,” on his forehead.  I said to his friends, “Noah needs to see a dentist.  Which one of you turkeys wants to go with him?”

They released the corpulent kid in unison.  I pulled Noah’s tooth of off my fist and handed it to him.

I said, “I ever catch you doing this, I’ll be handing you the rest.  You’ll be the youngest denture-wearer in America.”

He took the tooth out of my hand and put it in his jeans pocket.

He said, “I”ll get you for this.”

I threw another jab at this face.  This one turned his nose into jelly.

He yelled, “You fucking asshole!”

CHAPTER THREE

I yanked some paper towels from the dispensary, wiped my fist and said, “This is the only thing you guys understand.  Get the fuck out of here.”

I grabbed Noah’s arm, pulled him off-balance, opened the door and round-house-kicked his behind.  Out he went.

His tail tucked between his legs.

I pointed at the Star Wars kid and said, “What’s your name?”

“Liam.”

“I like your T-shirt, Liam.”

He nervously replied, “Thanks.”

I crossed my arms and sternly asked him, “How was it?”

“Um, um, amazing.  I’ve seen it four times, already.  Hey, man, we were just clowning around.”

I pinned him against the wall and wrote “asshole” on his forehead.  It was much more legible, this time.

I mocked his voice.

“Hey, man, I’m just clowning around.”

“Okay, I see your point.  I’m sorry.”

“Oh, fuck off.”

Liam and his friend departed.  The Three Stooges were gone.

I picked up the pen, broke it in half and threw the pieces in the trash bin.

I said, to myself, really, “God, I hate bullies.”

The fat kid stuck his hand out and said, “I’m Brent Williams.”

I shook his hand and said, “I’m 
Tom...

“Oh, I know who you are.  You’re the Urban Tiger.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Molly, Maxim, Mark,  and Varvara, who was my girl-friend at the time, were walking home from school.

Mark and Molly, as far as I could tell, were back to their pre-dating phase of their relationship.

Mark farted and said, “Excuse me.”

Molly gave him a little shove and said, “Here he is, ladies and gentlemen, America’s number-one air polluter.”

Maxim held his nose and said, “Yebana Mat!”

I asked him, “What does that mean?”

Vari laughed and said, “It means “Holy shit.”

Mark was getting fat again.  Molly was all too eager to make it a point of conversation.

She asked him, “What did you have for lunch today, Mark Dixon?  The entire cafeteria menu?”

He frowned and stared at his feet.

Maxim asked him, “Are you coming back to school, Mark?”

“No, I just needed to pick up a few things from my locker.”

Molly sneered, “Candy bars and cheezees?”

I said, “Molly, would you please back off a little?”

She said, “What are you?  Mark’s lawyer?”

A fire-truck, sirens blazing and lights flashing, zoomed past us.

Varvara said, “Thre is an arsonist loose in Queens.”

Maxim said, “I don’t know that word.”

Vari translated, “Podzhigater.  A witness said he saw four fat people wearing stockings over their heads set fire to a church on Jamaica.”

Molly said, “God, I hate religion.”

CHAPTER FIVE  

Maxim said, “Maybe you don’t know this, Molly, but our parents were Christian.  In Russia, if you believe in God, they throw you to the Gulag.”

Molly said, “Good.”

I kept quiet as we walked.  

Maxin went on:  “Molly, you don’t appreciate how lucky you are to live in America.”

“All right, all right.  I didn’t ask for a lecture.”

Maxim sealed his own tomb when he said, “What you need is a kick-in-the-ass.”

Molly said, “You’re welcome to try.”

“Unlike you I’m aware of my limitations.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means that you’re noisy, rude and ignorant.”
I had to stand in front of Maxim to prevent Molly from rocketing his balls up to his face.

Molly yelled , “You take that back!”

Maxim said, “Fuck you, Molly.  I’m sorry, Tommy.”

He replied, “No, it’s fine.”

Molly shook her head in disgust.

“Boys siding with boys.  You’e supposed to side with family.  Tommy?”

Mark started to cry.

He wailed, “Would you guys please stop fighting?”

We contined to walk.

Molly said, with extreme sarcasm, “Mark Dixon, my hero.”

I had a funny feeling in my solar plexus.  We were about three blocks away from where we used to live.

I looked down Metropolitan Avenue. 

And gasped.

“Molly?”

“What?”

“Our house is on fire.”

CHAPTER SIX

We ran like hell.

By the time we got to the scene, the house where Molly and I grew up, was in ashes and debris. 

There were several fire-fighters milling about, smoking and chatting.

Molly fell to her knees and wept.  Mark knelt beside her and wrapped his arms around her.  To my surprise, she accepted his embrace.  

They held each other.

Vari’s fingers were linked in mine.  

Maxim stood alone, on the corner, smoking.

A middle-aged man in full fire-fighter regalia approached us.

His face was covered with soot.  He smiled warmly and asked us, “Do you kids live here?”

I was was stunned to respond.  Vari said, “I’m Varvara Fedorov and this is my boyfriend, Tommy.  That girl over there is his sister, Molly.  They used to live here.”

He said, “I’m Fire-Chief Jeff Jermaine.  As far as we can tell, there was no-one inside.  We suspect arson.  This is the fifth fire we’ve put out this week.  After five years of no fires, at all.  The last one was that church you might have heard about on the news.”

Our heads turned collectively towards the sound of a woman screaming: 

“My house!  Oh, my God!  My house!”

CHAPTER SEVEN

While Jermaine and a couple of other fire-fighters tried to calm her down, Molly, Vari, Mark and I roamed around the ruins.

Nobody tried to stop us.

Mark and Molly held hands.

I wondered if this event would bring them together again.  What a strange relationship they had.

Vari said, “Tommy, I’m so sorry.”

I grimaced and said, “Whoever did this, if it was that gang of arsonists, they’re going to be sorrier.  Boy, are they ever.”

Molly picked up a doorknob and said, “This came from my bedroom door.  Oh, my God.  I recognize it.  I remember the first time Dad picked me up, so I could open it.”

I embraced her and said, “It’s just a house, Molly.  It stopped being ours the night Mom and Dad were killed.’

Mark burst into tears.  My God, he was a crier.  He blubbered, “I’m sorry.”

I said, “Mark, you didn’t kill our parents.  Your dad did.  You’re not him.  There’s more good in your little pinky than he ever had in his whole body.”

The woman broke away from the fire-fighters and navigated through the wreckage as she approached us.

“Who are you?  What are you doing here?”

She was hysterical.

“Did you have anything to do with this?”

I said, “I’m Tommy Ryder.  This is my sister, Molly.  We grew up in this house.  Our parents were killed in this house, two years ago.”

She gasped and put her hand up to her mouth.  She was twenty-something, professionally-attired and quite attractive.

“You’re joking.  Is that true?  Oh, I never pay atttention to the news.  My real-estate agent never mentioned it.  No wonder I got this house at such a bargain.”

Maxim made his way towards us.

He extended his hand and said, “Hello, Miss.  Is this your house?  I’m very sorry.  My name is Maxim Fedorov.  I live with Tommy, Mark and Molly.”

They shook hands longer than they needed to.  One had the sense that time had stopped for them and that the universe around them had disappeared.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Vari rolled her eyes and whispered in my ear, “Back home, Maxim had a new girlfriend, every week.  Sometimes, twice-a-week.”

The woman said, “My name is Jane Kirkwood.”

Maxim grinned.

“I’m eighteen, Jane.  I believe that I am above the age-of-consent in the state of New York.”

She slapped his face.

“My house just burned down and you’re hitting on me!  And you’re Russian!  I hate Russians!”

“Actually, I am an American citizen.  A single and very-interested-in-you American citizen, in spite of your just-now assault on me.”

He rubbed his face.

The fire-chief came up to us and said, “Miss Kirkwood?  Can we speak with your for a few more minutes, please?”

She glared at Maxim and went with them.

Something caught my eye.

I said, “Molly.”

“What?”

“You’re not going to believe this.”

CHAPTER NINE

We stepped over several charred planks.

I picked up a small, metal box.  It was a safe.  I said to Molly, “Do you recognize this?”

“Yeah.  It was Mom’s.  She kept some emergency money in there.  I mean, that’s what she told me.”

I said, “It’s been here all this time?  Do you remember the combo?”

“No.  Wait.  I think it’s her birthday.  Give it to me.”

She turned the knob right, then left, then right again.  It opened.

Molly took something out of it, then dropped it.  What she held in her hands was, of all things...Hitler’s brain!  Excuse me, dear reader, just having a little fun.

Actually, it was a duo-tang notebook.

I stood next to Molly and put my arm around her.

She read what was written in the cover:  The Adventures Of Rebecca O’Day Book One Lost-At-Sea by Joan Ryder.

I said, “Remember when I told you
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