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“What are you doing?  Don’t just stand there!  Go after the ball!  Stop looking at me!  Don’t be a wimp!  This is all your fault, Lana.  Look at me.  You mollycoddle that kid.  You’re like a helicopter around him.  Oh, bloody hell!  That’s something I’ll never unsee!  Jake, you idiot!  You just scored for the other team.  Why can’t you do anything right?  Hey!  Where do you think you’re going?  Get back on the field!  Don’t make me come down there!”

It was a grey and drizzly Saturday morning in September.

I was sitting on a bleacher with a Styrofoam cup of cold and pukey coffee between my hands.

Should’ve brought my gloves.

Huddled next to me, her arms around me—NICE—was my then-paramour, the lovely, chatty, opinionated and pet peeve-obsessed part-time security guard and freelancer for the New York Times, the improbably named Lois Layne.

She spells it with a “Y,” in case you’re a Warner Bros. lawyer, Dear Reader.

We were watching a soccer match between the Kennedy Rangers and the Truman Islanders.

Each team was comprised of seven thirteen-year-old boys.

At the center of attention was Jake Layne, the son of my gal’s sister, Lana.

Mark Stevens, her boyfriend, was in his mid-twenties—chronologically—but his grotesquely lardy frame was racing like the devil towards an early expiration date.

Today would suit me just fine.

For me, his voice was akin to Kryptonite.

He received a few curt glances from some of the other parents as he stood, shambled off the bleachers and bolted towards Jake.

The poor kid was running and blowing his runny nose into his t-shirt.

This is one day he’ll have to carry with him for the rest of his life.

Childhood is the cruelest part of life for some of us.

Mark roared, “Did you hear me?  Get back on that field or I’ll beat your pansy ass in front of your friends.  Oh, wait.  You don’t have any friends.  How could I forget?  And why is that?  Because every normal kid hates everything you like!  Comic books!  Star Trek!  Those stupid cartoons from Japan!  You’re going to die a pitiful loser:  Broke and alone, like a Times Square vagrant!”

Oh, ho!

This I cannot let stand.

SHAZAM!
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When I caught up to Mark Motormouth, I grabbed the scruff of his shirt.

He spun and flung my arm away.

“This is none of your business, Lee!”

“That’s not for you to decide.  Walk away, Mark.  You’re no good for Lana and you’re right-as-rain no good for Jake.  Go.”

“Or what?”

That night, in my Queens studio apartment, Lois and I were cuddling on my couch and watching The Star Wars Holiday Special.

What an endurance test.

It was like the anti-Star Wars.

Lois yawned and said, “This sucks.”

“You’re not wrong.”

“You know what I hate more than people who floss in public?  Actually, I only saw that the one time, but sometimes, one time is too one time too many.  That makes sense right?    I hate bullies.”

“Me too.  That’s why I traded my pencil for a pistol.  I have to wash my hands, hon.  I still have some of Mark’s blood under my fingernails.”
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“Do you practice martial arts, Lee?”  

“A little.  When I was a kid?  My Dad taught me how to box.”

“Boxing is not a martial art.”

Some people are so dogmatic.

Her name was Akiko Tanner nee Yoshida.  She presented herself with elegance and dignity.  Her age was hard to determine, but this was undoubtedly a woman who knew how to take care of herself.

She was clad in a Jack LaLanne-esque jumpsuit with a red sash tie around her shapely hips.

Holy Moley!

It’s Mr. Marvel!

Seated next to her—in my other client chair—was her son, Robert.  He was seventeen, tall enough for the NBA and attired in a blue, Adidas track suit.

A ballcap with the Superman insignia sat atop his handsome head.

He eye-balled my hardback copy of Superman: From the Thirties to the Seventies.

It was face-down on my desk.

Robert grinned and said, “Cool!  I have that at home.”

Akiko stuck her finger down her throat and opined, “American pulp trash!”

I said, “Mrs. Tanner?  You and my Mother would get along very well.  As far as martial arts goes?  I have a black belt in Shotokan Karate, and I never miss an episode of Kung Fu.  Are you in some kind of trouble, ma’am?”

“My husband was murdered.”

Robert CRACKED my desk with a hammer-fist.

“And we know damn well who did it!”

“Robert, please.”

“For God’s sakes, Mom!  It was Uncle Lance!  And you know it!”

“Go downstairs and wait in the car.  NOW!  Or I’ll humiliate you in front of this man.”

“You mean again, don’t you?  I’m sorry about your desk, sir.”

“That’s okay.  I was planning to get a new one anyway.”

Whenever I said “new,” what I really meant was “used.”

The Salvation Army staff knew me by name.

“And I’m so sorry about your Father.”

He exploded into tears and bolted out of my office.

His Mother sighed.

“On the surface?  Robert is like his Uncle.  But deep down?  He and his father are two chips off the old block of cool-headedness.  Is that a word?  Well, if it isn’t, it ought to be.  I was born in Hiroshima, Lee.  I hated the war, and I was ashamed of my country.  I fled Japan for American the day before the bombs fell.  I was fifteen.  So much of life depends on timing, doesn’t it, Lee?  You’re in the right place at the right time?  You meet the person you’re going to happily spend the rest of your life with.  You’re in the wrong place at the wrong time and you die.  My parents and sister burned in that unholy fire.”
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