Chapter 6: Friday
It was still dark outside, as I opened my eyes at the next morning. Well, as far as you can speak of darkness in New York City.
Nikki was snoring a bit, her time to wake up was still over an hour away. My girl was sleeping tight and didn’t recognize, as I left the bed. I sat down on the desk and wrote down a few notes into my journal, which helped me to remember everything what happened during the last couple of days. For example, about this stranger I saw several times since we are in this town. I still don’t know if he was really there. I looked over to my lovely girlfriend. 
How peaceful she looked. Her spotted fur between the white covers, like a tasty fruit in natural yogurt. I could spend hours with only watching her lips moving, when she is having a dream. How her ears and paws were twitching during her sleep is looking so damn cute.
I turned my head back to my journal. I wrote down my memories about Dr. Allister, this will make an excellent essay for my biology class. One of the books I found in the gift shop was the one the doctor has mentioned during his lecture. There is an email-address of his organization in it. Maybe I will try to write him. It would be interesting to have him at our school.
Then once more my thoughts went back to this mysterious stranger. 
“My name is Peter.” 
He even introduced himself. Since when do imaginary people introduce themselves? 
I shook my head. What is wrong with me?
Nikki woke up, as her alarm set off. My ears turned in her direction, when I heard her say my name.
“Balto? Why are you up already?”
Quickly I stood up from the chair and jumped on the bed, to give my love a big hug.
“Good morning, Nikki. I woke up early, I couldn’t sleep anymore.”
“Balto, are you still thinking about this phantom you have seen? You need your sleep, sweetie. I have to leave soon, promise me that you will lay down and try to sleep for a bit longer, ok?”
“I promise, Nikki.”
“Good boy. Now come and help me get ready. Today is my last training, and tomorrow is the show. After that, we will go celebrate. I can't wait for all of this to be over."
I helped Nikki to get ready, and an hour later, she left me alone in the hotel room. As I have promised it to her, I laid down again and tried to get some more sleep. It was a surprisingly good sleep, till I heard Mom knock on the door and ask if I was awake yet. A quick glance at the clock showed that it was almost 10 o'clock.
Tiredly, I answered her:
“Yes, mom. I am up.”
“Good. Please get dressed and join us for breakfast. We want to leave right after it, so please take everything you need with you.”
I stood up slowly and moved down to the lobby, where I got some breakfast with my mother and Nikki’s parents. While I smashed my cereals with a spoon, my thought drifted way, till Mr. Kofi’s voice brought me back:
“Today we are going to see the Empire State Building and Rockefeller Center, and perhaps we also can see the Flatiron Building. And tomorrow is Nicole's play at the Minskoff Theater.”
I yawned with my mouth wide open and had trouble holding my head up. The sight of me made Mrs. Kofi giggle.
“Aww, is our little prince still tired? Did Nicole not let you sleep last night?”
Her husband cut her off:
“Asha, please.”
Mrs. Kofi gently touched my back, what made my tail wag a little. Then she asked me:
“Balto, is everything ok with you? You know that you can tell us everything, sweetie.”
Slowly, I nodded at her.
“I am just tired, Mrs. Kofi.”
Mom seemed to be worried.
“Balto, do you want to stay here today?”
I shook my head.
“I want to see the Empire State. And the other things. And I want to go to the Comic Store again.”
This last thing made mom growl.
“Do you mean the comic store in which that man treated you like some kind of parasite? Balto, is that really necessary?”
“Mom, I want the second part of this comic. The manager said, that he will put one aside for me.”
My mother only nodded. After we all had finished breakfast, it was time to begin with today’s program.
We were nearly out of the hotel’s front door, as I stopped. I forgot my backpack and Little Balto up in my room. I quickly ran back upstairs to get my stuff, then we first walked to the Rockefeller Center. Sadly, the big Christmas tree wasn’t there yet. But is still was interesting to see this place. 
We spent an hour there, before we walked south to the Empire State Building. This took us another 20 minutes.
In front of this famous landmark, we saw several street vendors who tried to sell us tickets for the Empire State Building. But Mr. Kofi denied that and said, that we will buy our tickets inside. For me, this sounded a bit strange. These vendors claimed that their tickets were much cheaper. As we were able to enter the Lobby, we moved towards a big desk in front of this breathtaking wall decoration, which I knew from photos. A lady was standing there and showed the visitors the way to the ticket counter. 
Mr. Kofi asked her, as we passed the desk:
“Excuse me, ma’am. May I ask you a question?”
She answered very friendly:
“Of course. What can I do for you, sir?”
“We have seen these vendors outside selling tickets. Are those really cheaper than the ones we get at the counter?”
She shook her head.
“No, sir. In fact, they are often not even valid. We have so many angry people every single day, who bought these worthless tickets. It is always the best to buy the tickets upstairs at the counter.”
I could see a smile on Mr. Kofi’s face. 
“That is exactly what I thought. Thank you very much. I wish you a nice day.”
Then Nikki’s father looked at me.
“See, this is why I didn’t buy the tickets outside. You always have to be careful with street vendors who try to sell you something.”
We took the escalator up and got in line for our tickets. Afterwards we had to make a security check, and then we were allowed to visit this iconic building. We saw many billboards with information about the skyscraper, but the best was the balcony, and the ride with these high-speed elevators. They made my belly feel funny.
On the balcony, we made photos with Little Balto, enjoyed the wonderful view over the city. Even from up there, I couldn’t see the edge of the metropolis, that is New York City.
We stayed there for over three hours, until we had seen everything and went back down to the first floor. What a breathtaking building. Thanks to the cold air, I was fully awake by now. I wanted to see more. Our next goal was the Flatiron Building. The walk there took us twenty minutes. This building looks so funny. Like an architect would have said:
“Hey, we have a triangle-shaped spot left here, let us build a house that looks like a piece of cake.” 
It was late afternoon, as we took a seat at some benches next to this funny-looking building. The adults talked about what we can do with the rest of the day. It was decided to visit Macy’s next. Especially mom and Mrs. Kofi wanted to go there. As we reached the shopping center, Mr. Kofi made an offer. He wanted to go with me to the comic book store, so the women have time to go shopping in peace.
And that is what we did. After a ten-minute walk, we entered the comic store.
Mr. Kofi began to look around. To my surprise, he seemed to be interested in a comic book, which had a masked man I didn’t know on the cover. 
He had a big black hat, a mask over his eyes and a cape. O that cover, he was sitting on a horse, doing a cool pose while holding a rapier.
Nikki’s father read a few pages of the book, while I looked around. I would have never thought, that Mr. Kofi likes comics.
He was still reading this comic, as I rejoined him. I became curious.
“Mr. Kofi, what are you reading there? I don’t know this hero.”
He looked at me with a smile.
“I cannot say that I am not surprised, that you don’t know Zorro, Balto. As I was at your age, he was my favorite hero. I wasn’t aware that they still make comics with him. You know, he is pretty much the archetype of a superhero, with the cape, mask and a secret identity. I think I will take that one. Have you found what you were looking for?”
“No, sadly not. And I haven’t seen the manager.”
“Hm, we will simply ask the cashier. Come.”
We made a few steps towards the cash desk, as I heard the manager's voice from behind us.
“Oh hi, little guy. I already thought you won’t come anymore. Still interested in the second issue? As promised, I have saved a copy for you.”
I called out cheerfully:
“Oh yes! Thank you!”
He gave me my copy of the comic book, Mr. Kofi paid, and we left the store to go back to Macy’s. While we walked down the street, we saw some military guys collecting money for veterans. Mr. Kofi gave them a few bucks, and one of the guys seemed to recognize him: 
“Sarge, is that you?”
Mr. Kofi was a bit surprised:
“I was a Sergeant back in my time in the Army, yes, but…wait, Privet Colins?”
The man saluted in front of Mr. Kofi.
“Yes, sir! Well, I am sergeant myself by now. What are you doing in New York?”
“I am here my family and some friends of ours. My daughter has a training at the Minskoff Theater, and the rest of us did some sightseeing during the week.”
The man became curious.
“Your daughter? Little Nicole? It was over 15 years ago, since you had her and your wife with you at our annual meeting.”
Mr. Kofi giggled.
“Nicole is 19 by now, and visits college. She is not so little anymore.  Wait, I show you a picture of her.”
The man looked at the photo, then his gaze wandered over to me.
“And who is this little guy?”
Mr. Kofi put his hand on my shoulder.
“This is Balto, the son of our neighbor and good friend Christa.”
I remembered his words from yesterday, that I should stand in for my relationship, and be proud of it. Which is why I said into Mr. Kofi’s friend’s face:
“And I am Nikki’s boyfriend.”
The man began to laugh, as he tousled through my hair.
“Sure, young man. You have a little Joker here, Idrissa.”
Mr. Kofi stayed calm, while he crossed his arms.
“It is true. Balto is Nicole’s boyfriend.” 
He looked at me and smiled, before he continued.
“And I am happy about it. He has proved himself worthy of my daughter more than once.”
This sergeant was speechless for a moment, until he began to laugh again.
“Are you serious, Sarge? Your daughter is 19, this boy must be way younger.”
Mr. Kofi had now a more earnest tone in his voice.
“I am, Colins.”
Once more, the man became silent. Then he patted my back, what hurt a bit, and said:
“My respect, kid.”
Their conversation went on for a bit longer, but it tired me out, so I didn’t listen so close anymore. The window of a nearby toy-store was way more interesting for me. They had a really cool Iron Man Statue standing there. 
But sadly, it was too expensive for me. This is why I only looked at it, till Mr. Kofi was done with his conversation. We walked back to Macy’s now, where we met mom and Mrs. Kofi. Nikki’s mother had a bag in her hand and smiled at her husband, before she stepped closer and whispered something into his ear. His eyes became big during that, and his tail twitched. His gaze suddenly wandered over to my mother, who also smiled at him. I didn’t understand what was going on there, but that wasn’t so important for me at the moment. The only thing I was thinking about now was food. I was so hungry that I didn’t want to wait for Nikki joining us, so we could go out for dinner. Luckily mom had packed me a small sandwich from the breakfast buffet.
We decided to pick up Nikki in front of the theater, and walked north to Time Square. On our way, we passed an old-looking book store, and I remembered something. Gently, I pulled on my mother’s sleeve with one hand while pointing at the store with the other.
"Mom, can we go in there, please? Maybe they have a certain book I'm looking for Nikki as a Christmas present."
Mom seemed a bit surprised.
“Balto, you know that this isn’t a comic store, yes? What exactly are you looking for?”
I answered enthusiastically:
“I want to see if they have the book that 'Cats' is based on.”
So, we stepped into this bookstore. The wooden door creaked as we entered, and a small bell jingled. It smelled after wood and old books, then we were welcomed by an elder lady. As she came closer, I could see that she was walking on a cane. A really nice and expensive looking one, with a dog’s head as its handle.
“Hello, there, welcome in my little place of wonders and fantasy. What can I do for you on this beautiful day?”
Her voice sounded so calm and friendly. The lady stepped closer to me, and gently touched my cheek.
“Oh my, I haven’t seen one of your kind in here for so long. Are you searching for something special, my dear boy?”
How she knew that it was me who was seeking something, I will never know. My tail wagged a bit, as I explained to her:
“I am looking for a Christmas gift for my girlfriend. Do you have ‘Old Possums book of practical Cats’ from 1939?”
A smile was her response.
“I would have never thought that a boy in your age might be interested in a book like this. I love this book, its stories, and the lovely characters in it. As it happens, I have just one copy here.”
She pulled a box out of a shelf, after she had slowly walked behind the counter. It looked a bit faded, like it would have been there for many years. Inside the box was a book, and in the store’s dim light, I could see a signature on the cover: T.S. Elliot. 
The lady told us that she got this when she was young. But now she is old, and since she has no relatives, she doesn't want it to get lost somewhere or end up in the hands of someone who wants it just for its value. She further explained to me, as she saw the confused expression in my face:
“Books are meant to be read, to be enjoyed by those who have enough fantasy to bring the stories to life. They are not meant to end up in a collector’s shelf. I sell you this for, let us say, 50 bucks?”
Nikki’s mom took a closer look at the book.
“Ma’am, you are aware that this is a first edition, yes? It must be worth thousands of dollars.”
The old lady smiled.
“Yes, my dear. But look at me. I am old, and my time on earth is running out. What should I do with thousands of dollars, if I instead can make a young boy happy? This is way more important for me than any money on earth.”
Mrs. Kofi took out her purse, as she saw me taking out the 50 bucks, which I got from my mother earlier this week.
“Wait, let me at least double that.”
The lady smiled, as she took the money. 
“Thank you. My dear boy, I am sure your girl will like her present. Tell her she should keep an eye on it for me, yes? I wish you all a nice Christmas, and thank you again for stepping in. Not many people are still reading books these days. You all made an old lady very happy today.”
Deep in thoughts about the kindness of this wonderful lady, and with this precious book in its box in my hands, I walked out of this store.
Mom carefully put her hand on my shoulder, and took the box out of my hands.
“Let me put this into our bag, ok? Just to prevent that Nicole sees it before Christmas.”
I happily agreed, before I asked my mother:
“Mom, do you think that Nikki will like my present?”
Mrs. Kofi took the word and answered me:
“Like it? She will jump right through the roof, if she sees that.”
After mom had put the box into Mrs. Kofi’s bag, we continued our way north to Time Square.
Nikki was already waiting for us in front of the theater.  I ran towards my girl, as I saw her. She gave me a tight hug, while my tail was wagging fast.
“I missed you so much, Nikki!”
She giggled.
“Careful doggy, before you fly away. I missed you, too.”
Then she waved at the others.
“Hey, everyone. Where do we go for dinner? I am starving.”
We decided to try out a Chinese restaurant for a change. I had noodles with roasted duck, what was delicious. I just couldn’t eat with chopsticks. Luckily, the waiter had mercy on me and brought me a fork, after I tried it several times to get something into my mouth with the sticks. I was close to eat my food, how should I call it, doggy-like.
While we ate, Nikki told us about the play, and her progress. As she explained it, the whole thing tomorrow will be like a sketch show. Always two will play a scene out of a musical, for which they have trained during this week.
It will start at 10 am, so afterwards, there will be plenty of time for us to do a bit more sightseeing. I still wanted to see the Intrepid, but Mr. Kofi said, that the time for that might be too short. But we would decide this tomorrow. 
After our dinner, we went back to the hotel.
Nikki quickly laid down on the bed, after she stripped out of her clothes. While she wrote some messages on her phone, I stepped closer, and gave her a little paw massage. I really love her sweet beans. They are so soft and warm.
A sudden noise made us both listen closely. It came from next door, and was actually music. Nikki told me, after she listened to it for a minute:
“That is from Moulin Rouge. They possibly just watch a movie.”
After a while, they increased the volume a bit. After about an hour, it became silent again. Nikki was already asleep, as I stood up and walked out of the room. I knocked at their door.
“Mommy?” 
My mother opened and stepped out of the room, while she was clothed only with a bathrobe.
“Yes, sweetie? Is everything ok?”
The smell out of the room was well known to me.
I looked at my mother and tilt my head to the side. My mother sighted and knelt.
“Balto, I know what you want to ask. Yes, we had sex. To be honest with you, I have sex with Asha since we were in High School. And this time, well, we asked Idrissa if he wants to join us.”
She sounded like she was regretting it at that moment.
“I am so sorry, Balto. I didn’t want you to find out. You know, I still love your father, and I will never have a new relationship. But like you and Nicole, I need sex from time to time. And with Nicole's parents, well, your dad and I have already shared that particular kind of fun with them. Please Balto, can you forgive me for this?”
I didn’t respond to her right away. I looked down on the floor, even turned away and made a few steps, before I faced my kneeling mother, who covered her face in shame.
After I walked back to her, I took her into my arms and told her silently:
“I want my mommy to be happy. I love you.”
She pressed me against her.
“I love you too, my son. Thank you for understanding this, my big little man.”
Mr. Kofi opened the door. He must have heard the whole thing.
“Hey, Balto, I am sorry, too. Are we still friends, champ?”
I nodded. 
“Sure. I know nothing bad will happen to mommy, if she is with you and Mrs. Kofi.”
He smiled down at me.
“You have my word on that, Balto. But now you maybe should go back to your girl, and try to sleep a bit. We will stand up early in the morning.”
And that's how this day ended. I snuggled close to Nikki, her scent soothing my senses, and I quickly fell asleep.
I know. Some of you might wonder why I wasn’t more shocked after this confession. Do you remember the day I came home, while Mr. Kofi and mom were sitting on the couch, with nothing on her body than her bathrobe? Back then, she tried to tell me that Mr. Kofi was only there to repair the sink. Yes, I am only 14 years old. But I understand analogies by now. 
Mom also had fun with Nikki in the past, but their last time was months ago. I know that mom is a good-looking and still young woman. I am not blind or stupid. And I know how much fun it is, to have sex. Wouldn't it be selfish to deny mom this kind of fun? And besides, the Kofi’s are our friends. Mom is in good hands with them. 
But enough of these thoughts for now.
We still have one more day to go.
