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Urban Tiger in Let's Make A Drug-Deal

Times Square, New York State. 1979.

CHAPTER ONE

“Molly!”

“She’s not here, Tommy!  She’s at home...conva...conva...um, healing!  From being shot in the kneecap!  Did you forget already?  It wasn’t that long ago.”

“Yes, Mark!  I remember!  Oof!  Maybe instead of standing there and taking pictures of me getting my ass-kicked, you could find a pay-phone and call...ow...911!”

“Sorry, Tommy!  Hang in there!  You’re doing great!  Um, there’s one!  Team Tiger!”

“Don’t dawdle!”

That’s something my Dad would’ve said.

It was, for real, Dear Reader, a dark and stormy night. Cold, too.  

I was a little rusty.  I hadn’t been in a scrap since my friend, Lee Hacklyn, the famous private investigator, choked me out during that whole underground-fighting episode.  Yeah, episode.  That’s what my life felt like to me.  A television series that nobody would watch because nobody would ever believe it.

I learned early in life that truth is stranger than fiction.

Four years ago, my best friend, Mark Dixon, was assaulted and robbed, after leaving a used book-store, not far from here.  New York State, especially the Big Apple herself, during the 1970s, had become internationally infamous for out-of-control crime.  Nobody here felt safe.  Ever.  No matter what the time.  What happened to Mark happened in broad daylight.  Nobody lifted a finger to help him.

We were fifteen.  One of the reasons Mark and I became life-long friends was our shared passion for comic-books.  Especially superhero comic-books.  They provided kids, and a few grown-ups, too, with stories that weren’t being told so much in other forms of entertainment.  Or so it seemed to me, at the time.  Stories about colorfully clad heroes with physics-defying abilities standing up to equally colorfully clad villains with physics-defying abilities.

Stories that provided the reader with morals and values.  Whatever you weren’t learning at home or at school could be learned in a superhero comic-book.  Like how to be a good person.

Over at Marvel, writers like Stan Lee and Roy Thomas, his protégé, gave their characters foibles and idiosyncrasies that the reader could identify with.

When I read Spider-Man, it wasn’t hard for me to relate to his alter-ego, Peter Parker.  He was a real dude I could see myself hanging out with.  As for Clark Kent and Bruce Wayne?  They were my parent’s friends.  Don’t get me wrong.  I loved the DC heroes as much as the Marvels.  But the former were nigh unto Gods, whereas the latter were often schlubs, just like you and me.  Sorry.  If your response to that, Dear Reader, is, “speak for yourself, Tommy,” then I say this: touche.

Maybe other than Reed Richards and Tony Stark, the Marvel characters were and are flesh-and-blood, fallible human beings living in a highly exaggerated and infinitely more exciting version of the real world.

So.  Back to 1974.  After visiting Mark at the hospital—man, I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve been in a hospital, as a visitor, but mostly as a recovering patient—and while taking the bus home and reading the latest issue of Black Goliath, a light-bulb appeared and flashed above my head.  Or so I liked to imagine.  Has anybody ever actually done this?  For real?  Put on a mask, maybe a cape, and try to be a super-hero?  And if they did, then how come we haven’t heard about it?  I was a news junkie, even as a kid.

Would I be the first?
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CHAPTER TWO

I espied a double-bill playing at the Coronet in Queens: “Kung-Fu Tiger Strikes Back,” starring Bruce Lu.  Poor Bruce Lee.  

After he died, so many parasites in the film industry tried to sucker audiences by exploiting his name.  The other movie playing was called, “Urban Uprising,” starring none other than John Capital star himself, Mack Allman.  Huh.  John Capital NYPD was the most popular cop show on tv at that time.  Co-starring, unbelievably, my sister, Molly.  The Urban-Tigress.  I was so proud of her.

I thought about the title of those movies and boom: Urban Tiger.  I thought it had a ring.

And thus, a legend was born.  Not to mention, endless hospital bills.

“My brother went to the joint because of you!  He hung himself with his belt!  Because of you!  This is for him!  And our Mama!”

WHUMP!

If you’re a man, Dear Reader, and you’ve never been kicked in the balls before, consider yourself blessed.  I’ve been kicked in the balls so many times over the last three years it’s a wonder I have any libido left.  As it turned out, I did.  The proof lay in the existence of my baby son, Ilya.  

As I lay in that dirty alley, curled in the fetal position, three angry teen-agers, wearing fleece-lined jean jackets, were kicking every part of my already-beaten body.

Why am I still doing this?  

I’m a father now.

And I have Varvara.  We’re engaged.  I’m starting the dojo again, Tommy and Molly Ryder’s Urban Tiger Academy of Martial Arts, this time, at Mrs. Knox’s...um, I mean, Mrs. Franz’s house, where Molly, Mark and I lived after we were orphaned.  This is how crazy our lives were:  Mark’s Dad turned out to be a KGB agent, on a mission to kill a defecting Russian civilian who lived next door to the house Molly and I grew up in.  Robert Dixon murdered our parents, by mistake.  The idiot-beast broke into the wrong house and killed the wrong victims.  For a time—how’s this for irony?  Molly and I lived with Mark and his father.  When the truth was revealed, Robert nearly killed Molly, but my friend, Lt. Jay Franz of NYPD, now the husband of Alice Knox, a woman who was like a second-mother to Molly, Mark and I, shot and killed Mark’s dad.

Like I said.  Truth is stranger than fiction.

Jay and Alice had just returned from their honeymoon in the Bahamas.  They came back looking tanned, slimmer and happy.

Now?  Mark, Molly, Vari, Baby Ilya and I were living in a two-bedroom apartment suite in downtown Manhattan.

We were nineteen, and, perhaps, growing up far too fast.  Mark was working full-time at Pinnacle Comics as a professional artist.  Like Molly, I was so proud of him.  He was paying the rent, for the time being.  He was happy to, in fact, he made a point of insisting upon it.

As for the rent, it was two-hundred bucks a month and the place was fully-furnished.  Can you imagine?  Even back then, it was a steal.  And as it turned out, like many things in life, too good to be true.  Why should any of us had been surprised, considering all we had been through and all we were about to go through.

Why am I still doing this?

I wasn’t asking God.  He doesn’t like questions.  He doesn’t like being second-guessed.  How the hell do I know this?  Because, Dear Reader.  Just because.  But in spite of that, I heard His Holy Voice outside my ear:

“You have a calling, Tommy.  Ignore it at your peril.”

CHAPTER THREE

My three drunken assailants had been undressing an unconscious, young woman in the very same alley I found myself in now.

When Mark and I came upon the scene, he started to do his thing, which was to take pictures with his Nikon F-4-whatever, while I started to do my thing, which was this: engage in some well-deserved vigilante justice.

Initially, it went well.  The young lady awakened, quickly slid into her dress, looked at me, wide-eyed, and muttered, “Thank you, Urban Tiger.”

Oh, I love hearing that.  Ah-ha!  That’s why I was still doing this.  Anticipating gratitude can be a great motivator.

She scooped up her preposterously uncomfortable-looking foot-torture devices I reckon she referred to as “shoes,” and fled into the night.

A glace at her beautiful behind earned me a right-hook to my exposed jaw, from the most porcine of these malcontents.  I felt like I was reliving my first night as the Urban Tiger.  That didn’t go so well, either.

I was going to die if I didn’t get my second wind.  And soon.

Sensei Paul’s voice, outside my ear:  They won’t stop, Tommy.  They’re determined to kill you.  Breathe.  Think about Varvara.  Think about Ilya.  They’re not doing it to you.  They’re doing it to them.

I inhaled as deeply as I could.

A foot penetrated my crossed forearms and flattened my nose.  Ouch.  I tasted blood.  Mine.  And leather.  His.  Breathe.  Another foot struck my back.  I couldn’t take much more of this.  I was starting to feel like the Enterprise with her shields down during a Klingon attack.  Where are you, Captain Kirk?  Where are you, Superman?  Who’s going to save the Urban Tiger?

Sometimes, heroes need saving, too.

Did I really think of myself as a hero?

You bet I did.  And I had the track-record to back it up.

This isn’t happening to me.

This is happening to Varvara.  My love.

This happening to my son.

They’re beating on my wife.  They’re beating on my son.  No.

“No!”

CHAPTER FOUR

I backflipped to my feet.  Suddenly, I felt fresh.  Newborn.  Just like the day I was awarded my black belt.

Five seconds later, I had to shield my eyes from the flashing of red-and-blue lights.

Mark, alit from the backseat of a police unit, with some agility.  He was slim, now.  Whenever he and Molly were on good terms with one another, his diet was reasonable.  If he was in Molly’s doghouse, so to speak, then all bets were off and he was back to pizza and candy bars.

He took some pictures.  My three new friends lay at my feet.  The tables had turned.  Boy, had they ever.  Thank You, God.  Thank you, Sensei Paul.  

One guy had a broken arm.  It was bent at a sickening angle.  The second guy was screaming, his hands over his face.  One of his eyeballs was in my fist.  It’s a good thing Molly wasn’t here.  She was a total bad ass, but she had a squeamish side, too.  She’d be puking her guts out, right now.  As for the third malcontent, he was lying on his back, but his face was kissing the pavement.

I’d broken his neck.

Two cops had their guns drawn and pointed at me.  I dropped the eyeball and raised my hands as high as they would go.

The fresh-out-of-the-Academy-looking-

rookie blurted, “Jesus!”

I said, “My name is Tommy Ryder.  You might know me as the Urban Tiger.  Or that crazy kid who runs around wearing a mask and thinks he’s Zorro.  These punks tried to rape a girl.  I stopped them.  Two, temporarily, I guess time will tell.  One, permanently.  You’re welcome.”

CHAPTER FIVE

FROM THE DIARY OF MARK DIXON

“Mark!  If you fart one more time, I will kick your ass out of bed and you can sleep with Tommy and Vari.  Or on the living-room couch.  Or on the kitchen floor.  Your choice.  Oh, God.  Would you please open a fucking window?”

I said, “Sure, Mol.  Like I’m the only guy in the world who farts.”

“Nobody farts as much as you do.  If they did, nobody would ever go outside.”

I looked at our alarm clock.  It was almost six-in-the-morning.  I’d slept exactly one hour.  Hell, that was all I needed, anyway.  For a day or two.

Thank God the cops didn’t charge Tommy.  I’m worried about him.  He used to feel bad about killing someone, even a bad guy, even in self-defense.

After the cops took our statements, we rode the subway
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