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New York City. 1978.

CHAPTER ONE

“What am I gonna do with you kids?”

Jay lit a cigarette.  Lt. Sam Houston, his partner, sharper-edged than Clint Eastwood, was leaning against a filing cabinet.

Molly and I sat across from Jay’s desk.  He was like a second father to us.  Well, maybe me, more so than Molly.

Outside Jay’s office, cops and staff milled about.  I liked being here.  It made me feel like there was some order in the world.

I sipped black coffee out of a styrofoam paper cup.  Molly wrinkled her nose and said, “How can you drink that swill?”

I said, “It’s gross at first.  I dunno.  I like it, now.  Mom said it’s an acquired taste.”

“Why would anyone want to “acquire,” she made finger-quotes, “a taste for something that you don’t like to start with.”

I said to Jay, who smiled, “She makes a lot of sense, sometimes.”

Molly scoffed, “Sometimes!”

Sam said, “I know you kids have been through a lot...”

Molly, stupidly, I thought, interjected, “We’re not kids.”

Sam slapped the top of the filing cabinet with the palm of his hand.  The whack was startling.  Even Jay flinched a little.

“You’re kids in my book, little girl.  We can still charge you, little girl, even if everyone else involved in your latest episode doesn’t.  Do you want that?”

That was the first time I’d ever seen Sam lose his temper.  Usually, he was cooler than the proverbial cucumber.

That was Molly’s super-power.  She could get under anyone’s skin.  Even a veteran cop like Sam Houston.

Meekly, for her, she replied, “No, sir.”

Conversely, Sam could intimidate anybody.  Even Molly.

Sam said, “The manager gave us his statement.  He told me that the lot of you are banned from Ralph’s for life.”

I held up my hand, as if I were still back at Shatner.  Molly rolled her eyes.

“Tommy, you are such a square.”

Jay said, “What, Tommy?”

“That’s not fair, Sam.  Mark and Pike didn’t do anything.  In fact, the one called Tucker nearly killed Pike.”

Sam said, “Your friend Pike’s welcome to press charges.”

I wondered if Mark was going to lose his job at the Queens Ralph’s he worked at.  Why would he?  I don’t think any of the staff at the Ralph’s where we had our free-for-all knew who he was.  There are like a million Ralph’s all over New York State.

Molly stood and said, “May I be excused, please?  I have to pee.”

Sam gestured and said, “Well, sure, little girl, since you asked so politely.  There’s the door.  You know where it is, right?  It’s the one with the picture of a woman on it.”

Oh, boy.  Molly, whatever you do, please keep your mouth shut.

To my relief, she did.  She even closed the door behind her as she left.

Jay said, “All right, Tommy, let’s take it from the top.  Who started it?”

I couldn’t help myself.

“Jay, you’re not going to believe this:  I rented a gym space in Queens!  I’m opening my own martial arts school!”

Jay extended his hand and we shook, while Sam shook his head.

“Great.  Best news I’ve heard all day.  Right up there with the bombing of Pearl Harbor.”

I think he was being sarcastic.

CHAPTER TWO

FROM THE DIARY OF MARK DIXON

That same Saturday.  

I was in my room, finishing my first-ever assignment as a professional comic-book artist.  It wasn’t exactly a plum gig.  The San Antonio Kid was probably Pinnacle’s lowest selling title, but beggars can’t be choosers.  

The script was by my favorite writer, Abel Nathan.  Like everything else he wrote, it was really good.

The Kid, a teen-aged ranch hand, was on the run after he shot and killed, in self-defense, the Mayor of San Antonio, who objected to the Kid’s courtship of his daughter, Mary-Belle Riley.

In the issue I was drawing, the Kid was hired to protect an Irish family of settlers from a gang of cattle-rustlers.

I was almost done when Tommy and Molly came in.  Molly wrapped her arms around me and kissed me on the cheek.  She smelled good.  I told her as such.  Her response?

“You stink, Mark Dixon.”

That’s my Molly.

She plonked herself down on my bed while Tommy sat on the floor and stretched his groin.

I said, “How did it go at NYPD?  Did you see John Capitol?”

Tommy said, “We’re in the clear.  For now.  Nobody’s pressing charges.  We’re banned from Ralph’s for life.”

I broke my pencil and fell into a mad panic.

“I work at Ralph’s!”

Molly, ever the empathic nurturer, said, “No shit, Sherlock.  Did you recognize anyone there?”

“No.”

“Then don’t shit yourself.  For once.”

I said, “What about that cop, Savales?”

Tommy said, “Jay told me he’s gonna talk to him.  He said he’ll probably get a reprimand, maybe even a three-day suspension or worse.  I have a feeling we haven’t heard the last of that guy.  His brother hung himself in prison and he blames me and Lee.  Crazy.  How’s Pike?”

I said, “Oh, I just talked to him.  He’s fine.  He’s at home, probably wiping puke from his old man’s face.  You saved his life, Tommy.”

He blushed.

Molly threw a pillow at him and said, “You are so full of shit, Tommy Ryder!  You love playing the hero and you know it!”

He said, “I’m just glad Pike’s okay.  You almost done?”

Tommy stood, leaned over me and checked out my finished pages.  He put them back on my desk and said, “You have no idea how proud I am of you.  These are fantastic.  The San Antonio Kid has never looked cooler.”

Now, it was my turn to blush.

Tommy said, “I want the dojo ready by January 1st.”

Molly rolled her eyes.

“Well, that’s what it’s called, Mol.  A martial arts school is called a dojo.  Can you print up the flyers tomorrow?”

She yawned.

“Yeah, but I have to learn my lines for my audition, too.”

“You guys are gonna help me finish painting the place, right?”

Molly yelled, “I’m not Supergirl, Tommy!”

“Since when did you get all modest?”

“Shove it.  I think free classes are a dumb idea.  You’re going to go down in flames.  Not to mention my money, Mark’s money and Pike’s fucking five-dollar contribution.”

Tommy said, “You may be right.  We’ll just have to see.  We’ll give it a go.  Boy, Van and Vince Victory, they weren’t kidding about those guys.  What a bunch of creeps.  Oh, Mark, did you call Marcie?”

“Shit, Tommy, I completely forgot.”

Mrs. Know yelled from downstairs:

“Tommy!  You have a visitor!”

“Who is it?”

“She’s on her way up!”

Molly said, “For fuck sakes, my hair’s a mess.”

Tommy’s jaw fell to the floor as Varvara Fedorov, all two hundred pounds of her, came into our room.

CHAPTER THREE 

FROM THE DIARY OF MOLLY DIXON (Continuing...)

Oh, my God.  You wouldn’t believe it if you saw it for yourself, Dear Diary.  She looks like a fucking hippo.  Poor Tommy!  

He was smiling, but it was his fake-forced-pretend smile.

“Vari.”

His voice shook.  Tommy’s voice rarely ever shook.  For any reason.  For fuck sakes, he was the Urban Tiger.

He said, “I never thought I would see you again.”

She replied, her gross body jiggling, “I’m back for Christmas.”

Her accent was thicker than ever.  Mark was at his desk chewing on his lower lip.  He always did that when he wanted to laugh, during what he thought was an inappropriate moment.

And whenever he did that, it made me laugh.  I guess that’s why I loved him.

Vari said, “Hello, Molly.  Whatever is so funny?”

I said, “You got fat!  How could you do that to yourself?  Haven’t you been living in a hippie commune since last summer?  I thought all of you guys were skinny vegetarians.  Holy Moley, Vari, it’s like you lost your arms and legs and now, all you have are hands and feet.”

She burst into tears and said, “I haven’t forgotten how cruel you can be, Molly.”

“If your hurt feelings stop you from eating an entire cake as opposed to a slice of cake, or maybe just a spoon-lick, then cruelty’s under-rated.”

Tommy said, “That’s enough, Molly!”

“I’m sorry, Tommy, but holy shit, next to her, Mark could be David Cassidy’s twin-brother, body-wise.”

Mark beamed.  I knew that would make him happy.

Tommy roared, “I said, that’s enough!”

He spun on his foot, pivoted, leapt into the air and his shoe brushed the tip of my cute nose.

I barely felt it, but the message was clear.  I’ve gone

over-the-line.  But for me, there really wasn’t a line.  I’d be the first one to admit.  Um, maybe only to you, Dear Diary.

When Tommy landed in the three-point position, he said, “The next’s one’s going to decapitate you, sister.”

Vari said, “This was a mistake.  I shouldn’t have come.”

She was really wailing now.

Mrs. Knox, from downstairs, yelled, “What the hell is going on up there?”
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CHAPTER FOUR

FROM THE DIARY OF MOLLY DIXON (Continuing...)

Vari, through her tears, yelled back, “Everything’s fine, Mrs. Knox.  I’m just so happy to see Tommy, Mark, and M...M...Molly!”

I couldn’t help myself. 

“I’m glad to see you too, V...V...Vari.”

Tommy looked at me for a minute.  I wondered what was coming next.  I knew I could him, if it came down to that.

Because he shows mercy.

I don’t.  Even to kin.  Well.  Maybe kin.  I haven’t had to cross that bridge yet.  And never wanted to.  Yet, here we were.  And yes, it was my fault.  Me and my big mouth.

Tommy said, “Get the fuck of our room, Molly.  I will never let you teach at my school.  Not until you learn how to respect others.”

I spat back, “Then, I want my fucking money back.”

Now Mark started to cry.  Well, that was inevitable.  Mark was Mark.  He sniveled, “Please don’t fight, you guys.  I don’t like it when you fight.  It reminds me of how much my mom and dad used to fight.”

That really set me off.

“Your dad!  Your dad worked for the Russians!  Oh, and then, there’s the little fact that he killed my parents.  Um, Tommy’s too.  You know what the fuck I mean.”

I’d had enough.  I stormed out of Tommy and Mark’s room, went to my bedroom, slammed the door shut as hard as I could and cried into my pillow for an hour.  Nobody checked up on.  Nobody knocked on my door, to see if I was all right.

Sometimes, I want to kill myself.  Life sucks.  The script for my audition was sitting on my night-stand.

John Capitol, NYPD.  Season Two.  Episode Ten.  “Snakes and Looters.”

I wiped my face, blew my nose, and started to learn my lines.

I don’t want to kill myself. 

No, not really.

I just want my mom and dad back.

CHAPTER FIVE

Vari and I went for a walk.  We held hands.

In a way, it was like we were picking up right where we left off.

In another way, a not-so-attractive way, it was like holding the hand of a stranger.  It was so big, and so sweaty.

I wanted to let go and wipe the palm of my hand on my jeans.

I dared not.

Vari was hurting enough and I found
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