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PROLOGUE
Old Gravedigger Quang had never seen anything quite so 

extraordinary in all his seventy-five years living in Saigon, now 
Hồ Chí Minh City, and he had seen some strange occurrences 
working in the graveyard for the past forty years, unworldly 
sights that made his body shiver and his heart pound. He would 
never tell anyone about those things and he certainly would 
never tell anyone about what he saw this afternoon, especially 
his drinking buddies, the other old soldiers at the noodle stand 
where they drank themselves to oblivion each night. No, they 
would just laugh and say that his war memories had finally 
driven him điên cái đầu.

Yes, the war did make him a little crazy; no one could expe-
rience those years of horror and not be. In the gravedigger’s 
mind, a little crazy was a good thing. It gave him courage to 
face the Việt cộng every night in his dreams and defy the ghosts 
that visited him in the graveyard. Yes, his head might not be 
right but he knows that what he saw today was real, and it 
nearly stopped his old heart. 

Over the years, Old Gravedigger Quang had watched the 
Chinese master, Shen Lang Rui, a white-goateed man in his 
late seventies, whenever he came to teach his student, the one 
named Le. 

The gravedigger had his doubts that that was really the 
man’s name, one so common to his people. There were villagers 
who thought he might be Vietnamese with Caucasian features, 
or perhaps half Vietnamese, half French. He looked American 
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to the gravedigger who fought alongside them so many years 
ago. Still, the man’s mannerisms and his demeanor were Viet-
namese, and his mastery of the language was flawless. 

The gravedigger guessed that Shen Lang Rui and Le had 
been master and student for at least twenty years, which is how 
long they had been training their kung fu in his graveyard, over 
at the north end where there is cool shade beneath the fruit 
trees. He never tired of watching the two, their fluidity, their 
power, and especially their unbelievable speed. 

As a boy, Old Gravedigger Quang had trained in the mar-
tial art style of Vovinam with a master whose prowess was 
renowned. As skilled as his teacher was, it paled in comparison 
to Shen Lang Rui and the man named Le. 

The two did not mind that he watched; they would often 
smile at him and wave a greeting. The master moved slowly 
when he demonstrated movements to Le, but the few times the 
old man did move fast, the gravedigger could hardly catch his 
breath. Le’s skill was amazing, too, and though it was not yet at 
the level of the master, it was clear that it would be soon.

As often as the two men had dazzled the old gravedigger, 
what he saw today was beyond his comprehension. It sent him 
straight to the roadside noodle stand earlier than usual to buy 
his first of many cups of rice wine. 

His nightly routine was to drink until the decades-old 
sounds of the bombs and the screams of men muffled in his 
skull. Then he would struggle to his feet and stagger home. 
Not tonight, though. Tonight he would drink until he became 
unconscious and fell off his stool. Tomorrow? He might not go 
to the graveyard to dig tomorrow, or the next day, either.

The incredible thing he witnessed happened late this after-
noon. If he did tell anyone, they would argue that shadows 
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and the late sun streaking through the trees played tricks on 
his eyes. They would be wrong. There was no question about 
what he saw, a sight more soul shaking than those incoming 
Communist rockets so many years ago. He could explain the 
rockets; what he saw today, he could not. 

Shen Lang Rui and Le had been meeting under the trees all 
week. This afternoon, it appeared that the master, in accented 
Vietnamese, was pushing Le to move faster and faster. To Old 
Gravedigger Quang, Le was moving extraordinarily fast already. 
His quick hands would snap out and back like the crack of a 
whip; still the old master looked dissatisfied. 

From fifteen meters away, the gravedigger could only hear 
bits and pieces of their conversation, words like, “too slow,” 
“engage your thoughts,” and something about “the fourth 
level,” whatever that meant.

Then Shen Lang Rui walked over to an old urn, a black and 
crudely ornate piece of no religious significance that sat beside 
what was left of a broken down cinderblock wall that used to 
border this part of the graveyard. A communist rocket destroyed 
a big section of it early in the war and, because the adjacent 
property had been purchased to accommodate the growing 
number of war dead, it was left to crumble into the ground with 
the passing years. About a year ago, Old Gravedigger Quang 
and two other much larger men chipped the decaying mortar 
away from under the urn’s base and nearly broke their backs 
lowering the thing to the ground. 

Weathered and coated with three decades of grime, the 
urn stood about one-meter high, the bowl about a meter 
across and deep enough to hold ten liters of rainwater, or 
so. It was full today because it had rained for the last several 
nights.
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Shen Lang Rui positioned himself slightly behind the urn, 
close enough to touch the water. At first, Old Gravedigger 
Quang thought the master was going to plunge his fist into it, 
an exercise he himself had done as a boy during his Vovinam 
lessons. He and the other students would punch to the bot-
tom of a barrel and then retract their fist as fast as they could. 
The smaller the splatter, the better the technique. Given what 
he had seen of the Chinese master’s great speed and purity of 
movement, the gravedigger guessed that the water disturbance 
would be minimal.

Shen Lang Rui stood motionless over the urn, his palms 
pressed together under his chin as if in prayer to the Buddha. 
There was something odd about how he stood so very still. It 
was as if the old man were a photograph. Yes, that was it: as if the 
master and everything in his immediate aura were a photograph.

Le stood two strides off to the side, his hands clasped in 
front of him, his expression one of deep respect for his teacher. 
The way he stood motionless was not the same as Shen Lang 
Rui. Le’s hair moved in the afternoon breeze, as did his loose, 
white shirt, the tree leaves above him, and the long weeds at 
his feet. 

Just as the gravedigger was thinking that all of this was more 
than strange, just as he was wondering how the master would 
thrust his fists into the bowl given his odd position, the water 
exploded upward out of the urn like a geyser. His first startled 
thought was that someone had thrown something into it, such 
as one of the many broken bricks that lay scattered about. No, 
he had been watching; there was no brick. 

The splash shot up nearly as high as the master’s face, not 
once, but twice. The second time it erupted, which followed 
the first in about the time it would take to blink three times, 
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the heavy urn cracked loud enough that Old Gravedigger 
Quang heard it from way over where he had just dropped his 
shovel. Then it shattered, all of it, spraying pieces of pottery 
and rainwater over the ground. 

Old Gravedigger Quang’s heart nearly stopped right then. 
From where he had watched, it looked as if, and this is hard to 
fathom, that the force that broke the urn came from… inside 
of it. How could this be? But, as frightening and confusing as 
that was to ponder, there was something even more startling. 
What nearly stopped his heart was not what he saw the master 
do, but rather what the master did not do. 

As God is his witness and as Buddha surely saw with his 
holy eyes, and what is driving the gravedigger to drink earlier 
than usual, is this: When that rainwater exploded upward out 
of the urn, not once, but twice, and the vessel shattered into 
pieces, Master Shen Lang Rui remained as still as a photograph, 
his palms ever pressed together. 
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CHAPTER ONE
I lunge diagonally away from Alan’s roundhouse kick and 

manage to shield my upper body with both forearms a hair of 
a second before his padded shin slams into them hard enough 
to jar loose my bone marrow. Before he can retract, I give him 
some low pain with a snap kick to the shin of his support leg 
and then split his attention with a brain-jarring palm against 
his forehead. I drive his head back and down until he plops 
onto his back. He jerks away from my attempted elbow lock, 
rolls up onto his knees, and launches a barrage of punches at 
my legs, two of which land hard enough to send biting shock 
waves into my thigh muscles. 

I teach my students that training in the martial arts is a meta-
phor for life, with ups and downs, wins and losses, and pain and 
pleasure. Alan’s T-shirt reads: “Get knocked down ten times, get 
up eleven.” That’s a good one, too. Actually, sparring with one of 
my most skilled and inventive advanced students is a metaphor 
for the way my life has been going for the past few weeks. Just 
when I think I know what’s coming next, he throws something 
unexpected that jars my brain and forces me to regroup. 

About a week ago, I was watching a reporter on the news 
interview a woman about to turn one hundred and seven years 
old. When the old gal was asked what it was like to have another 
birthday, she said, “Life is a gift. Everyday is an opportunity.” 
That was almost an epiphany to me. It’s definitely more posi-
tive than “life sucks,” which is where my head has been for the 
last sixty days and nights. 
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I step back to lure Alan into thinking that it’s safe to get up. 
My quickly formed strategy is to let him plant his weight on 
one leg, and then seize the opportunity to lunge in and unleash 
a category five all over his unbalanced body. Okay, there’s the 
foot plant and—

He springs off his foot, tucking his head into a fast  somersault 
that for an instant I think is going to bowl right through my 
slow-to-react body. At the last instant, his legs shoot out from 
the ball and scissor one of mine. So much for that opportunity 
metaphor. I wonder if that old woman ever sparred a third- 
degree black belt. He traps my ankle with one foot and hooks 
behind my knee with his other, sending me to the mat face-
first. I slap out, roll up on my side, and shield my chest against 
another hard roundhouse kick. Those are getting old, fast.

His shin stays on target a hair of a second longer than it 
should—a gift, perhaps—allowing me to trap his ankle with 
my hands and snake my leg over his knee. He tries to sit up 
to punch, but he’s a tad tardy because I’ve already seized the 
opportunity to put a crank on his ankle and a hyperextension 
on his knee. He winces and taps out.

How about that? Maybe the old woman’s metaphor is just 
fine after all.

I’m up first and help Alan to his feet. I lightly punch his 
shoulder. “You got one nasty roundhouse. Where’d you come 
up with that somersault? You Tube?” 

He places his weight carefully on his foot. “Thanks,” he 
chuckles. “And double thanks for not breaking my ankle and 
knee.” He studies me for a moment. “When was the last time 
we sparred? Five weeks ago?” 

I nod, knowing what he’s thinking. Five weeks ago, when 
apathy ruled my days, only his respect for me as his teacher 
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kept him from handing my butt to me in a basket. Thankfully, 
the indifference has been dissolving progressively as my old, 
charming self reemerges. I’m not all the way there yet, but I 
will be. “About that. Thanks to you and the others, I’m getting 
better.” 

He nods with a faint smile. “Good,” he says, testing his 
weight on the ankle. “I think.”

“Is it okay?” I ask with concern. Hitting each other hard is 
one thing but you have to go easy on the parts that keep you 
moving. That might be another metaphor but I’m too tired for 
any more philosophy. 

“It’ll be fine. Just trying to make you feel bad.”
I snort a laugh before turning to watch the others spar for 

a moment. 
They call themselves “Sam’s Bloody Dozen,” ten males and 

two females, all wearing black pants, sopped T-shirts, and salt-
stained black belts. The “newest” has been with me for ten 
years, the oldest for eighteen. Each one knows that to be at this 
level in my school, they have to push their muscles and minds 
past fatigue, past exhaustion, far beyond that place where other 
supposedly advanced martial artist whine, “This is bullshit, I 
quit.” 

I slap my hands together. “Okay, people. Fall in.” The cou-
ples stop immediately, bow to one another, and form into two 
rows. 

They see me as a stern father, one with a twinkle in his 
eyes. Unlike my newer students in the white and colored belt 
classes who stutter and blush when I look at them, these veter-
ans know, like kids in a loving family know, that their “father’s” 
sternness is at once bluff and genuine. I reprimand them and I 
give them positive strokes; I encourage them to do more when 
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their enthusiasm wanes and I rein them in when its overabun-
dance risks their health; I push them to find their individuality 
in the fighting arts and I give them subtle hints when they lose 
their way.

They know that I care about them in and out of the school. 
I’ve been there for them when they’ve lost loved ones, lost their 
jobs, bled through divorces, and suffered a host of other mis-
eries. Tillie, my twenty-nine-year-old second-degree, used her 
skills a couple of years ago on a jerk who apparently failed to 
notice her muscular neck and calloused knuckles before he 
tried to date rape her. She did such a job on him, that while he 
might have fantasies of doing it to someone else, his equipment 
was no longer up for the task. Or as she put it, “The little guy 
is permanently down for the count.” His Oregon State Prison 
cellmate was either happy or sad to find that out.

Tillie was all bravado when she first told me how she 
thumped the guy inside his car and out on the sidewalk, but 
only her mouth was smiling as she kept shifting her weight 
from foot to foot and tugging on her belt ends. Being the vic-
tim of a sex crime can leave a major gouge on a person’s psyche, 
even when the victim is able to defend against it. But when you 
train at this level together, you learn when to step in and when 
to step out. So I went along with her play and I stepped out.

A week later, after Tillie and I had wrapped a children’s ses-
sion that we co-teach, Tillie stepped in. As we cleaned up the 
studio I asked how things were going. The forced smile she’d 
been wearing all week disappeared, and she began to weep and 
twist her belt ends again. Not a shoulder shaking cry, but the 
kind where the tears creep slowly down the face, gathering pain 
with every inch of travel, and turning me into mush in their 
wake.
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She didn’t answer and I didn’t push for one. We sat qui-
etly, stretching a little, and just being together. After about ten 
minutes, she sucked in some air, and whispered, “He grabbed 
my breasts… and between my legs.” Her jaw was trembling as 
she talked and, after a few seconds, I was struggling to control 
mine. “He grabbed me so quickly and so out of the blue that 
it caught me completely off guard. It was our second date. I’ve 
known him for about a year at work, a quiet guy, attractive. 
I didn’t expect this and when he did it, it took a couple of 
seconds for it to sink into my head what was going on.” She 
started to say something else, but instead thinned her lips and 
swiped the back of her hand across her teary eyes. 

Again, we sat quietly. When she hadn’t said anything after 
several minutes, I cleared my throat, and said that there was no 
way that I could relate to what happened to her and to what 
she was feeling. I did know that she should not blame herself 
for this man’s actions. He was the lowest form of vermin, a sick 
creep and a bully. I said that she was a wonderful young woman 
and I considered her a blessing in my school. I told her that she 
had acted as a true warrior by fighting back fiercely, conquering 
her assailant, and holding him for the police.

It haunted her that she hadn’t acted faster, that the guy had 
grabbed her before she was able to respond, that she hadn’t sus-
pected. I tried to assure her that that was perfectly normal and 
that’s why it was called a “surprise attack.” But I knew that the 
words weren’t helping, and when she asked if we could work on 
a defense against the way her date had grabbed her, I was ready. 
I knew she was perfectly capable of defending against what he 
did. What I think she really wanted was to recapture some sense 
of control that was lost when the guy took her by surprise. What 
she wanted and needed was to stop the offense on its way in. 



12

Loren W. Christensen

So I let her beat on me. I grabbed at her repeatedly, each 
time a little harder and faster than the last. She blocked my 
attacks easily and followed with fierce counters that landed all 
over my body. After half an hour, I was bleeding from my nose 
and the corner of my mouth, I had a bump on my head the 
size of a walnut, and my jammed left index finger was swelling. 
Tillie was feeling great and that was good enough for me. 

The next day I connected her with a counselor who works 
with the PD and within two months she was her old self again, 
although my finger took about four months to heal.

My senior black belt, my oldest at forty-two and a Mult-
nomah County sheriff deputy, went into a Seven-Eleven one 
night when he was off duty to buy a quart of milk. When 
Fred came out, he found his pregnant wife fighting desperately 
with a teenage street creep trying to carjack their Subaru with 
her still in it and his six-year-old daughter screaming in the 
back. Fred yanked the thief out and commenced to go rat-a-
tat-tat all over his body, breaking the man’s jaw and thighbone, 
and inflicting a dozen knots and abrasions. Turned out that 
the  carjacker’s old man had bucks and the mayor’s ear. Within 
a week, Fred was standing before the district attorney who 
claimed his actions were too rough on the street thug who, 
after all, didn’t really steal his car or his family. Fred hired a 
good attorney and managed to come out of the mess without 
a record and without losing his job, although he was ten thou-
sand dollars poorer. 

I talked with him a couple days after the incident to get his 
take on what happened. I was a little concerned because Fred 
has a temper, and although it has mellowed over the years he’s 
been training with me, I wanted to be sure that all the damage 
he inflicted on the guy was needed. I’m all about dishing out 
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necessary force but I’m not in the business of teaching people 
to be assailants. 

I was satisfied after talking with him that he had acted 
responsibly. In fact, I praised him for his restraint considering 
that his wife had been injured, a detail the police-hating Orego-
nian newspaper had omitted.

These guys have been there to help me, too. They were 
there for me when I got divorced in my early twenties, when 
my mother died in a traffic accident, when Tiff and I ended it 
a couple of months ago and, just recently when I was placed 
on administrative leave, they’ve filled in for me when I felt like 
lawn fudge and couldn’t bring myself to leave my house. They 
know that in the weeks since I fired a nine-millimeter round 
into that tweaker’s acne-splattered face, that some days I’m up 
and some days I’m down. 

“Fighting positions!” I center myself in front of them, stag-
ger my feet, and raise my fists. “Okay people, let’s get fast. 
We’re going to punch out as hard and fast as we can, but only 
half way. Half reps only. Got it?”

“Yes, sir!” they chorus.
“Don’t think fast. Think explode and fast will happen.”
“Yes, sir!”
“It was a tough class tonight but pay no attention to how 

your body feels; it’s all about right now, this moment, and creat-
ing energy within your mind. It’s within you and it’s dynamite, 
and it’s about to explode all over that big, fat, ugly imaginary 
assailant in front of you. Feel your energy starting to boil over, 
Fred? Dave, you feel it? Cathy, you see that ugly predatory beast 
in front of you? Good.”

“The fuse is lit folks! It’s burning down, shorter and shorter 
and shorter… Readyyyy… Explode one!” 
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Whump! Twelve punches slam forward in unison toward 
mine. 

“On-guard. Half punch… readyyyy… two!” 
Whump!
I pace along the front of them again. “You’re not exploding. 

You’re punching hard, but you must explode. This drill is about 
fooling your brain.”

Twelve voices: “Yes, sir!”
I move back to center and assume my stance. “To fool it, 

you must explode.”
“Yes, sir!”
“Feel it, feel it, feel it. Explode! Three!”
WHUMP!
“Excellent! Four!”
After training with both back-to-back ninety-minute 

classes and sparring hard with Alan, my energy is still good, 
still focused. My black belts watch me closely, rep after rep, as 
if I were a conductor of a symphony orchestra, an orchestra of 
controlled violence. 

“Ten!”
WHUMP!
“Switch sides. Readyyyyy. One!” 
An orchestra of controlled violence. Hey, that’s pretty good. 

Reminds me of something an old hung gar teacher once told 
me. “Fighting is chaos,” he said. “And as a trained martial artist, 
your job is to bring order to the chaos.” I’ve always remembered 
that. Now as a teacher, I’m trying to orchestrate my black belts 
into a masterpiece. 

“David, stay focused,” I say to myself as much as to David. 
“Three! Don’t think about work or that cutie you saw at the 
mall today. Four! Your whole world right now is a half punch. 
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Five! Not your fatigue, not your aching shoulder. Six! Not the 
sweat in your eyes. Seven! Just the punch. Eight! The punch. 
Nine!”

My training, especially the extra training I’ve been doing for 
a few weeks, is helping to bring order to the chaos that’s been 
my life these last couple of months. It’s been more helpful than 
the sessions with the police shrink. Neither is working as fast as 
I’d like, but I’m better now than I was. 

Okay, practice what you preach, Sam: focus.
“Ten!”
WHUMP! 
I’m pacing in front of them. A student once said that I pace 

like a panther at the zoo. Maybe I walk like one, but I don’t feel 
captive here. I have at home recently and I was starting to on 
the job. But here in my school? Here I feel free. Here is where 
I can be me.

“Full-rep punches! You just put all you had in those half 
reps and they were fast. Now let’s bring that same speed to your 
fully extended ones. It took a quarter of a millisecond to punch 
out half way. Now let’s punch all the way out in that same 
quarter of a millisecond. Think half punch, but extend all the 
way. You can do it!

“Yes, sir!” 
I again center myself on them. “Nothing else exists right 

now. Not the half reps you’re still panting from or all the other 
drills we did tonight. Your drive home doesn’t exist, nor does 
that welcoming shower. There’s only the punch that you’re 
doing right now. Got it?

“Yes, sir!”
“Reeeeady… Explode! One!”
WHUMP!
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Two minutes later, we collectively ram out the last punch 
with a sharp exhalation and then come to attention. They’re 
exhausted but they know that if they were to sag their posture or 
blow out a gush of fatigue, I’d give them more. Since they were 
white belts, I’ve drilled in them the old saying “Hide your bro-
ken arms in your sleeves.” Never show that you’re hurt or tired.

“Very good, everyone. Thank you for teaching me.” 
“Thank you for teaching us!” 
“Fred, would you please close up?”
“Yes, sir,” he says, though my asking and his response is 

merely a formality since I’ve been asking him to see everyone 
off for several weeks. 

“Ready!” We simultaneous slap the sides or our legs. 
“Salute!” In unison, we cover our right fists with our open left 
hands and extend them forward. 

“Thank you, everyone.” We applaud. 
As the group moves toward the dressing room, chatting 

affably and teasing one another like the old friends that they 
are, I head quickly toward the small room next to my office. 
In the twenty-some years that I’ve owned this school, it’s a first 
not to always be available to my students or be able to teach all 
my classes. I’m missing fewer than I was a month ago and I’m 
guessing—make that, I’m hoping—that I won’t be missing any 
by the end of the month. I’m feeling better, a lot better than last 
month, and a heck of a lot better than in those awful days right 
after the shooting went down. 

I step into the room, close the door behind me, and stand 
motionless for a moment to collect myself and enjoy the feeling 
of being in my private space. I like the sparseness and simplicity 
in here. A hundred-pound heavy bag hangs from a low beam 
in the center of the room and a large mirror covers most of the 
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opposite wall from the door. That’s it. I might not have a sim-
ple life outside my school right now but I still have it in here, 
and I savor it.

Within a minute or two of coming in and locking the door 
behind me, I get a small bump in my pulse rate and begin 
sweating. The only time I’ve experienced that outside of class 
was two weeks ago when I drove through that intersection for 
the first time since the shooting. The power of the mind never 
ceases to amaze me. 

Being in here is all about my head. When I attack the bag, 
I do so with all the frustration, rage, fear, and pain that I can 
bring up from the depths of my being—“the bowels of hell”—as 
my friend Mark calls it. Five minutes into the sessions, I feel an 
explosion of emotions coming from somewhere deep, fueling 
my punches and kicks with high-octane energy. Ten minutes 
in, I’m a machine, one with arms and legs slamming my bulk 
into the leather with blows that, in this empty room, sound like 
bursts from a sixty-caliber machinegun. When I can’t punch 
or kick any longer, I clinch the bag and slam it with my fore-
head, elbows and knees, and I keep going until I collapse to the 
floor or power vomit into the toilet. When I’m fresh, it takes 
an hour before I slump into a heap. Times like tonight, when 
I’ve trained hard along with two classes, I’ll crash after about 
thirty minutes.

After the first couple of these insane sessions, I realized 
they weren’t for my body; they were just too harsh to be of any 
physical benefit. Head-wise, they were helping me to… what? 
Cope? Yeah, that’s it, and to not dream the dream so much. To 
not see the man’s exploding face every damn night. 

I strip off my sweat-sopped T-shirt and drop it to the floor. 
Seeing my reflection reminds me of a line I heard Bill Cosby 
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say once on one of his TV programs. He looked into his bath-
room mirror, nodded smugly, and said to himself, “Not bad. 
Not bad at all.” Well, these extra bag sessions have been etching 
in a nice six-pack on my two-hundred pound frame. Actually, 
I’ve lost some in the past weeks, so I’m probably more like one 
ninety. Yup, not bad at all for a dude pushing thirty-five years 
old.

The face, well, that’s a different story: skin tight, dark circles 
under the eyes, a couple days growth, and a head in need of a 
haircut. On the positive side, it’s an improvement.

What does the other guy look like? Not so good. He’s cov-
ered with six feet of dirt. 

I step over to the big bag, give it a little push and commence 
to go totally ape shit all over it.

*

“If you’re a burglar,” Tiff calls from the kitchen as I come in 
the front door, “please don’t hurt me. I’m not wearing a bra.” 
If she hadn’t parked her Honda in the driveway I would have 
probably jumped a foot. I forgot she was coming over tonight. 
She steps around the corner, wiping her hands on a red hand 
towel, wearing blue sweat pants, a brown tank top and, yup, 
no bra. 

“Have you no decency,” I ask, shooting her a mock evil 
smile. 

She bobs her eyebrows. “Nope.” 
“That works for me,” I say, following her back into the 

kitchen. Two months ago we would have done the hug and kiss 
greeting. Not doing it feels awkward. Doing it would feel even 
more so. 

“How were your classes tonight, Sam?” 
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