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CHAPTER ONE

FROM THE DIARY OF MARK DIXON

I thought I was in love with Molly.  The feelings I have for her are small potatoes compared to the feelings I have for Julia.  My entire body feels like electricity.  As I write this, it’s two am and Tommy is snoring in his bed.  Molly is downstairs watching A Night To Remember with Maxim.  Maybe they’re necking.  Or more.  I don’t care.  Before tonight, I would have.  

After dinner, I went to Julia’s house.  She lives in Brooklyn.  It took me over an hour to get there.  

On the subway, a man tried to urinate on me.  I couldn’t get away from him fast enough.  

They removed driver’s ed. from the curriculum at our school, Lorne Greene High.  Budget cuts.  That means Tommy, Molly and I have to pay for our own private driving lessons.  Mrs. Knox can’t teach us.  She doesn’t have a license.  Molly and Tommy work part-time at Ralph’s, after school.  They make three dollars an hours and they get free meals.  Speaking of food, I have no desire to eat whatsoever.  The feeling is unusual for me and quite wonderful.  

I deliver the New York Star every morning, Sunday-Friday.  Mrs. Knox works as a file-clerk at a real estate company.  

Tommy and Molly’s parents had no life insurance policy.  There was no inheritance to speak of.  I loved Eric and Joan Ryder.  But I thought they were short-sighted that way.  Eric never owned a car.  My father didn’t like him and I think the sole reason was, well, he once said to me, “An American man who doesn’t own a car is neither.”

Which was ironic as Hell coming from him.  The KGB sleeper agent who was plotting to nuke Three-Mile Island.

I miss him, but he was often cruel to me.

And he killed Tommy and Molly’s parents.

Anyway, Mr. and Mrs. Ryder were always kind to me.  Never a comment about my weight.  

One time, when I was sick, Mrs. Ryder came over to our house with a bag of comic-books. When Dad brought them to my room, he dumped them on the floor, tore them up and said, “It’s okay, son.  You don’t have to clean that shit up until you’re feeling better.”

My dad was an interesting guy.

Back to Julia.  When I got to her house, a two-storey structure that appeared so fragile to me, I wondered if it could withstand a strong wind.

I rang the door-bell.

Julia answered.  She was still wearing the same dress as the night we met in Times Squared.  Her hair was blonde and feathered back. 

I wanted to wear my suit, but Tommy talked me out of it.  He said, “Your blue, casual shirt and jeans.  Your black shoes.  You might want to scrap that gum off.”

Julia said to me, “I’m watching Star Trek.  It’s the one with the Tribbles.  Come on in, and we’ll watch it together.

I didn’t know what her last name was, but I thought, some day, it’s going to be Dixon.
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CHAPTER TWO

“Mark, what are you doing up?  It’s almost three.”

“Writing in my diary.”

“You were doing that when I fell asleep.  Why aren’t you drawing?”

“I did some today.  Pike and me.  We’re gonna do a comic-book together.”

Tommy yawned and said, “That’s awesome.  Why don’t you invite Julia over for dinner, tonight?”

“I’m afraid to.  One look at Maxim and she’ll forget all about me.  I can’t compete, well, with most guys, but especially him.  For fuck sakes, he’s a David Cassidy look-a-like with a Russian accent.”

I said, “Mark, Sensei Paul said a lot of wise things to me.  Here’s one of them.  There is only one you in the world.  Be the best “you” you can be and never mind others.  Do you understand?”

“Yeah.”

Molly barged in.

She said to Mark, “Still up, handsome?”

Mark looked at me.  I shrugged.

Molly said, “Tommy, Maxim and I were listening to music on the radio.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Don’t be a pig.  Something bad happened.”

I grabbed my pillow and put it over my face.

“You were right, Molly.  Our lives will never be normal.”

She cleared her throat and said, “Your friend, Jay.  His wife was found dead last night.  They said it on the news.”

I sat up.  Oh, Jay.

“There’s more.”

“Of course, there is.”

“The police arrested Jay, Tommy.  They think he did it.”
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CHAPTER THREE

“Hey, kid.  What the fuck are you doing here?  Today’s a school day.”

I was in the visiting room at NYPD Headquarters talking to Jay on the phone.

There was a glass partition between us, like I’d seen in so many movies and tv shows.

Jay was wearing a prison uniform.  It wasn’t that different from the one I wore during my one-day stay at Reform School.  

I said, “Jay, I’m so sorry about Denise.”

He nodded, sniffed and then tears began to stream down his face.  Other than my dad, and Sensei Paul, Jay Franz was the toughest man I’d ever known.  It wasn’t an affectation.  Like Steve McQueen, Clint Eastwood and Bruce Lee, all it took was one look and anyone with a double-digit IQ or higher, would think, don’t get on this guy’s bad side.

I’d never seen him cry before.  He’d seen me cry plenty of times before.  And this was another one.

He said, “It’s too bad you never met her, kid.  We always talked about you and Molly and Mark coming over for dinner.”

I replied, “Jay, if you don’t wanna talk about it, it’s cool; but what happened?”

“What did they say on the news?”

“Just that there was a report of someone breaking into your apartment.  Denise was home and she called the police.  You came home a few minutes later and found her.  Her body, but not her spirit.”

He wiped his face and said, “That’s a nice thing to say, kid.”

“When the police came, they arrested you.  Why, Jay?”

“I was interrogated by Mac, of all people.”

Lt. Mac Houston was Jay’s no-nonsense partner.

“And Captain Ross.  He received a letter that morning.  He showed it to me.  I read it.  It said that Denise and I had been arguing the night the before over the amount of time I was spending on the job versus the amount of time I was spending at home.  Denise said she wanted a divorce.  That part’s true.  The part where I threatened to stab her to death is not true.  Ross showed the letter to Mary-Beth Beach, the District Attorney.  Apparently, according to her, there was nothing to be done about it, unless Denise filed a complaint.  Now?  She’s dead.  None of our neighbors noticed anyone suspicious in the building at the time of Denise’s death.  But one of the neighbors, according to Mac, he didn’t say who. I guess I’ll find out at the trial, said that he heard me yell, “I’ll kill you, Denise!  I’d rather see you dead than go through a divorce.”  Anyway, Denise and I pretty much kept to ourselves.  Our neighbors were strangers.”

I said, “Jay, I want to help.”

“I know, kid.  But if you want to make me happy, go back to school.  Never mind me.  I’m not your dad.”

“But I love you, Jay.”

“I love you, too, kid.  You’ve been through more shit—well, I’m not counting your time playing El Zorro—that shit you brought on yourself—but Geez Louise, it’s been one thing after another, hasn’t it?  Now this.  But this has nothing to do with you.  I mean it.  You’ll piss me off and alienate me for good.  Don’t try to stick your kid-civilian nose into this business, which you tend to do anyway, but not this time, Mr. Hardyboys.”

He slammed the palm of his hand on the table, pointed at me and gave me a glare that would have stopped a rabid pit-bull.  It chilled me.  He stood and a guard escorted him out of the room.

Jay under arrest!  Of all things!  After all we’ve been through.

I wiped my face and blew my nose.

CHAPTER FOUR

Just before leaving the station, I bumped into Lt. Houston, Jay’s partner.  He liked me the way cats like dogs, which is to say, not at all.  

He was with a woman of about forty.  She was tall, slender, attractive and clad in what looked to me like a man’s suit and tie.

Mac said to me, “Hello, Tommy.  Are you here to see Jay?”

“Yeah.  He didn’t kill his wife.”

“Not a chance.  But it looks bad for him right now.  Don’t worry.  We’re investigating.  Something will turn up.”

That was the most civil conversation we’d ever had.

“Tommy Ryder, this is one of New York City’s most important people.  She’s the District Attorney, Mary-Beth Beach.”

Oh, boy.  From what Jay had told me, when Principal Willis was murdered, she was the one who ordered me charged and arrested as the prime suspect.  Even though there was no hard evidence suggesting that I had anything to do with it.

I extended my hand and said, “Pleased to meet you, Ma’am.”

She looked at my hand as if I’d wiped my butt without toilet paper.

“Ah, yes.  The Urban Tiger.  My file on you is so thick, it takes up one entire filing cabinet.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.  Was she joking?

“Um, thank you.”

She poked my chest and said, “Now, you’ve got your sister running around Times Square at night, wearing a mask.  What kind of brother deliberately puts his sister in harm’s way?”

I bristled, but tried to remain calm.  Boy, Jay wasn’t kidding.  I said, “Molly insists on doing it.  She loves it.  She even told me that she’d do it with or without me.  And because of her?  Maxim Fedorov is alive.”

That story had been reported around the world.

Molly and I were kind of famous, at that point.  Or infamous.  If your point-of-view as in-synch with this very cross woman before me.

The tip of her finger was still dug into my sternum.

It started to hurt.

She said, “And now?  Three men are dead.”

My defensiveness threatened to break my barely-intact reserve.  I heard Sensei Paul’s voice:

Breathe, Tommy.  Don’t let others force you off your path and take you onto theirs.”

CHAPTER FIVE

I said to Ms. Beach, “They weren’t men.  They were savage animals.  They were prepared to murder everyone in that room that was full of teen-agers.  Including my girlfriend, Varvara.  One of them threatened to rape and murder her.  Oh, yeah.  And finally.  They not only murdered our biology teacher, a man named Everett Kotter, in case you’ve forgotten, a man who was married with two kids.  They just dropped him out the window.  And when he hit the ground, he he exploded blood and bone.”

Mac and Mary-Beth stared at me.  Mary-Beth looked like she was trying to keep her breakfast down.

Maybe she wasn’t as tough as she thought she was.

I said, “I’m glad those men are dead.  They reaped what they sowed.  I’m sorry, you don’t like me, Mr. Beach.”

It came out more like “bitch.”

She snarled, “Watch your pronunciation.”

“I mean no offense.  But I’m proud of myself and I’m proud of Molly.  With that?  I’m going back to school.  Nice to
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