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CHAPTER ONE

Superheroes always have dramatic motivations for doing what they do. 

They witnessed the murder of their parents when they were children.  They were sent to Earth to redeem humanity.  They had the opportunity to stop someone who’d committed a crime, blew it, then than someone killed a loved one.

With great power comes, if you’re a good person, a guilty conscience.  Sometimes.

But that’s the world of comic books.  In the real world, superheroes are literal flights-of-fancy, but true heroes are just as real as the pen I’m using right now to write this.

So.  What’s a hero?

I think a hero is somebody who says and does something that everybody else wants to do, but is too afraid to do.  A hero steps up to the plate and takes a swing.  He rolls the dice, with no guarantee of a positive outcome.

I don’t like that PC-snowflake pronoun “they” that everyone uses in 2022.  It’s such cowardice.

A hero does what’s right, regardless of the consequences.  

In 1975, when I was fifteen, I decided to become a real-life superhero.  I was an unusual kid, not your stereotypical, overweight and insecure comic book nerd.  I was athletic, a martial arts fanatic and didn’t give a damn about team sports.  And I liked helping people, if I could, and if they asked for it.  And I liked giving bullies their comeuppance, when they asked for it.

CHAPTER TWO

I’d already had it in my mind’s-eye that I was going to do this.  I came up with what I thought was a pretty cool name:  Urban Tiger.

My best friend, Mark Dixon, who’s the same age as me, was born in Canada.  He made the U/T logo and sewed it onto a beanie, what Canadians call a “toque.”

In 1975, Mark was beaten and robbed one day in Times Square.  Well, that sealed the deal.

My first night didn’t go very well.  I wound up at St. Michael’s hospital, where I met Lt. Jay Franz of NYPD.

SPOILER WARNING!

He wound up becoming like a second father, to me.  He was the one who told me about my parents.  They’d been murdered by, as it turned out, of all people, Mark’s father, a KGB agent whose mission was to kill a defector who lived in our neighborhood, but stupidly broke into the wrong house and killed my parents, who knew him.  Well, they sure didn’t know that he was a Russian spy.  Nobody did.

Molly, my sister, who’s less than a year younger than me, and I, were devastated, but it strengthened my resolve to do what I could, at least one Saturday night a month, to step up to the plate and try to tilt it a little away from hell and a little closer to Heaven.

Molly, who’s just as crazy as I am, maybe crazier, fashioned a pink mask for herself and joined me on my hare-brained crusade.  She called herself the Urban-Tigress and became lethally proficient with her snap-baton.

Since then, it’s been one life-or-death experience after another.  We’ve crossed swords with some of the world’s worst people.  I’ve lost count of the number of blazing infernos Mark, Molly and I have survived, by the skin of our teeth, by the Grace of God.

Do I believe in God?  I heard His voice, sometimes, so, yeah, I do.

The Urban Tiger/Urban-Tigress Martial Arts Academy is going well.  Molly and I, well, mostly me conduct classes for kids and adults, five times a week, in Queens.

I work three shifts a week at the Funny Book Farm, our local comic book store and I’m working on getting my private investigator’s license.

I’m twenty-seven and I’ve finally decided on what course my life should take.  I want to be a private eye, just like my friend, Lee Hacklyn.

I love Lee.  He’s my big brother.  Unfortunately, my wife, Varvara, loves him, too.

I needed to talk to her about that.  The way she acted around him, in my presence, was unacceptable to me.

I sure don’t ever want those two to be alone together.  It’s not that I don’t trust Lee.  I do.  As much as it pains me to admit it, I don’t trust Vari.

CHAPTER THREE

We have a son, Ilya.  He’s five now and he’s in kindergarten.

Molly and Mark are married and they have a baby daughter, Heather, named after the character Molly played on the now-cancelled John Capitol, NYPD, Heather Keyday.

Mrs. Franz, our stepmother, Jay’s wife, was running a day-care center from our house and looked after baby Heather while Molly worked part-time as an aerobics instructor at a new gym in Queens called True You.

She was taking acting classes at the Tyler Academy and her new agent was getting her auditions, but Molly had been all but blacklisted because of...well, because she’s Molly.

She barely spent any time at all with Heather.  Mrs. Franz, hell, even Varvara, they wore like moms to Heather than Molly was.  That bothered me; Molly’s attitude towards children, in general.  She was the same with Ilya, too.  That created some tension between Molly and Varvara.  

Mark was hellbent on starting his own comic-book company, Dixonverse Comix.  His nascent office was in the attic.

Vari had recently miscarried.  It was something I think neither of us would ever really recover from.  There was no way she could ever risk another pregnancy.  She’d had her tubes tied.

I felt bad for Ilya.  I think only children have a rougher go in life than kids with siblings do. 

They’re lonelier.   Yes, there was Heather now, but the bunch of us weren’t going to live in that house together forever.  I was itching to get a place for me, Vari and Ilya.

“Tommy!”

We were patrolling Times Square, after midnight, on a hot, Saturday in August.

Mark was fat again.  He lost and gained and lost weight again like a human yo-yo.  It worried me.  I’d read that people who fluctuate so dramatically and consistently weight-wise run a much higher risk of dying from a heart attack.  Molly was pissed at him, too, but then, when was she not?

Mark, with him omnipresent Nikon and I, ran up to Molly, who was on one knee in front of someone we knew.

His body was lying in a pool of blood, next to a dumpster in an alley that reeked of human eliminations.

His eyes were open and his skin was blue.

His name was Robert Infantino, like the DC comics artist who drew the Flash, he was fourteen, a sophomore at Kennedy High School and one of our students at the Academy.

His face was ghostly-white and his body was desiccated with stab wounds.

We looked at him for a long time, each of us aware of how fragile our lives are, each of us aware of our mortality, each of us aware of the bottomless evil that men are capable.

I was crying under my mask when I said, “Whoever did this is mine.”

Molly and Mark nodded.  

In comic books, good is always rewarded and evil is always punished.

In the real world, this happens.

That’s why I do what I do.
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CHAPTER FOUR

“Yee-ow!”

“That’s for putting a dead frog in my Blueberry Betty lunch box, Lee, when I was eight, or did you forget?  I’ll bet you remember now!”

It was early and I was taking a shower.  I should’ve locked the door.  Ann popped in and flushed the toilet.

Nothing more refreshing that a blast of icy water on your naked bod.

“I did that because you told Mom I pooped on your pillow when it was Streaky!”

Streaky was our cat.  Streaky the Super-Cat, named after the one from Supergirl, the only comic book Ann ever read that I might’ve taken an interest in.

Every comic book nerd falls in love with Supergirl.

Once again, I was “between domiciles.”  I’d been evicted from my last apartment building for shooting a wolf spider that was running around my suite.

What’s wrong with that?  You know, you’re welcome.  Gratitude seems to be in short supply, these days.

The truth is, I’m, um, mildly arachnophobic.

And after landing a 747 at JFK due to a murdered flight crew, poor guys, I found the idea of ever flying again terrifying.

Great.  Now I’m areophobic, too.

Some hero.

I was living with my sister, Ann, in her posh Forest Hills house.  She was a year older than me, thirty-seven, and she was a corporate lawyer.  So was her husband, Geoff.  They had one daughter, Gretchen, seventeen, whose attitude towards me fluctuated between thinking of me as “Cool Uncle Lee” to “Uber-Fascist.”

Currently, here attitude towards me favored the latter.

Bang, bang, bang.

“Uncle Lee!  I’m gonna be late for school!  Oh, I wrote report for social studies about the abomination that is the Second Amendment and I referenced you and your crimes against humanity.  You’re fine with that, right?  Actually, I don’t give a shit.  I’m just letting you know, because, unlike some people I know, I have class.  That’s a hint.”

I rest my case.

“I’ll be out in a minute, dear.”

“Fuck you!”

––––––––
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Breakfast.

We sat at the dining room table.  I wore my Peter Puck t-shirt, a present from Bob Moranis, a big deal from CSIS, which is like the Canadian version of the CIA, eh?  Why Canada needs a CIA is right up there, mystery-wise, with why doesn’t the villain just kill Bond when he has the opportunity, versus boring him and the audience with a long monologue.

“You and I, Mr. Bond, are not so different.  Two sides of the same coin.”

Maybe I spend too much time inside my own head.

Gretchen’s hair looked like a gravity-defying pile of spaghetti, complete with tomato sauce.  Red on top, white at the bottom.

She chewed gum and popped it in her mouth with clockwork-regularity.  If it bothered her parents, neither of them gave any indication.

Geoff sat at the head of the table.  He was absurdly handsome and tennis-fit and he wore a grey suit.  Ann sat on the opposite end, wearing a pink, silk blouse with a string of pearls around her neck.

Power couple!

Rianne, their new maid—um, Executive Abode Engineer?—whom I was happy to see not wearing a uniform, rather, a sweatshirt and jeans.  A dressed down Alice from The Brady Bunch.  She was Valerie Perrine-busty and had a quick smile.  I was nuts about her.  She lived in Ann’s guesthouse.

I stole a glance at her figure, which Gretchen noticed and she scowled at me.  As far as I was concerned, that was pretty much her default expression, in any event.

With grace and delicacy, she asked me, “When are you getting the fuck out of her, Uncle Deadbeat?  I mean, Uncle Lee?”

Ann cleared her throat and said, “That’s enough, Gretchen.  Your car is in my name.  Maybe you’d like me to take it back to the dealership, today.”

“It’s a shit car, anyway!  I wanted a Mercedes!”

She picked up her glass of orange juice, drank it, then threw it at me.

It torpedoed over my head and smashed into the wall behind me.

Geoff leaned back and lit a cigarette.

Gretchen shrieked, “I want this fellow-man hating beast out of here!  Daddy, you said you’d quit smoking!  Why does everybody in the world hate me?”

She picked up her chair and threw it into the living room.  Unbelievably, I mean, if I saw it in a movie I would have rolled my eyes, the chair landed in front of the fireplace, on it’s legs.

I said, “Wow, Gretchen!  If we were at Coney Island, you’d get the Papa Bear from the hygiene-challenged carnie, for sure!”

“I hate all men!  Except for you, Daddy, but I hate your smoking.  And I love Kent.  All the girls do.  But he’s mine.  And anyone who tries to take him from me is going to die!”

CHAPTER SIX

Kent was her boyfriend.  Nice kid.  Good grades and a jock.  And yes, his last name was “Clarke,” but with an “e.”

Some parents, heh, “apparently,” pun very much intended, don’t put much effort into the names they saddle their kids with.

Gretchen grabbed her knapsack, her car keys and slammed the door so hard behind her, a framed painting fell to the floor and the glass cracked.

Geoff took a puff and said, “Lee, I’m sorry about that.  We should have put her into a private school.  I wanted to, but Ann over-rode me.”

Ann scoffed.  Uh-oh.  Argument ahead, time to go.

“Over-rode?  We talked about it and you agreed.”

“Yeah, honey, I agreed after you threatened me with a divorce.”

“I was joking!”

“It sure didn’t sound like you were joking at the time.”

She took a deep breath and said, “Private schools are too insular.  I see it in
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