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Times Square, New York. 1975. Prologue.

“How about a kiss?”

“Please, just take my purse.  There’s money inside.  You can have it.  Just don’t touch me, please.”

“Come on.  One kiss.”

“I’ll kiss you.  But you might not like it.”

There were three of them.  We were in an alley, in Times Square.  It was around two in the morning.  

They looked like jocks.  They were fit and they wore sweat-suits.  

The tallest one wore a frayed jean-jacket tied around his waist.  He said to me, “Who are you?  The Lone Fuck-Face?”

The fat one said, “Why are you wearing a mask, kid?  Acne?”

I said to the girl, who was shivering by a dumpster, “Run.”

She did.

The shortest one started towards her.  I grabbed his collar with my left hand and punched the small of his back with my right.  I turned him into a capital “D.”  “D” as in “dip-shit.“  The tall one got into a back-stance.  

I had a first-degree black-belt in Shotokan Karate, so I was familiar with the pose.  He “Key-Ayed!” and tried to chop my neck.  I blocked it.  My eye-mask slipped and it impaired my vision.  Ooops.  

I didn’t see the runaway train that plowed into my stomach.  I felt the wind whoosh out of me.

Then?  They were on me, all three of them, like rabid dogs, and they all got their licks in.  By the time they were done, I was a bloody, bruised and broken poor excuse for a real-life masked vigilante.

So much for the Urban Tiger.

CHAPTER ONE

“Hey, kid.  You awake?”

My eyes opened.  I was looking at a bright, white ceiling.  My arms were in casts.  So was my head.  There was a tube in my left nostril.  In spite of my injuries, I felt comfortably numb.  So this is morphine.  I knew what it was because they talked about it all the time on MASH.

The man speaking to me was maybe thirty.  We wore a suit and a badge on his belt.  He said, “We can do this another time, kid, if you’re not up for it.  I’m Lt. Franz.  NYPD.  You can call me, Jay.  It’s Tommy, right?  Tommy Ryder?”

“Yeah.  I love cops.  Thank you for your service.  You’re the thin blue line between civilization and anarchy.”

He chuckled and said, “Are you for real, kid?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re sixteen, right?”

“Yeah.”

“You mind telling me what the hell you were doing in Times Square at two in the fucking morning?  On a school night, no less?”

“Fighting crime.”

“Kid, it looks to me like crime fought you.”

“It was my first night.  I’ll bet Batman got beat up on his first night.”

“Batman is a make-believe character.”

“I know.”

He pulled out a notebook and said, “You wanna tell me what happened?”

I told him as best as I could.  He said, “Those are good descriptions of the assailants.  You’ve got a good eye.  We’re looking for these guys.  Hell, the way New York is now, we’re looking for a thousand guys at any given time.”

“Maybe I can help.”

“Your parents are outside.  They’re worried sick about you.  You want me to bring them in?”

“Yeah, but not just yet.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ve never talked to a cop before.  You guys are the best.”

He shook his head and lit a cigarette.  I said, “Those things cause cancer.”

“So does being scolded by a teen-aged masochist.”

“I’m not a masochist.  My mask slipped.  I didn’t tie it tight enough.  If it wasn’t for that, I would have been able to take those guys.  For real.  I know how to fight, sir.  I’ve been in martial arts my whole short life.  It’s my passion.  Am I in trouble, sir?”

He shrugged and said, “That’s up to your folks.  Listen, kid.  Don’t you ever do this again.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but this city is crazy with crime.”

“You’re telling me?”

“Well, sir, I read the Times.  Not just the comics.  But I read those, too.  I love Dick Tracy.  His two-way radio-watch is so cool.  I hate that he’s on the moon, now.  He’s not Flash Gordon.  He’s Dick Tracy.”

“And you’re Tommy Ryder.  An American teen-ager who should be home in bed.  Right now.  Not in a hospital.”

I said, “Last Saturday, Mark Dixon—-he’s my best friend—we went to a movie together.  Kung-Fu Master Vs. The Rednecks Of Cade County.”

“Sounds like a cinematic masterpiece.”

I wasn’t sure if he was being sarcastic at the time.  Now that I look back?  I’m pretty sure he was.

“Yeah, we thought it was great.  On his way home, he got jumped by some goon.  He punched Mark in the stomach and took his wallet.  Mark’s the nicest guy you’ve ever met.  He eats like a grizzly bear.  But that’s on account of his low self-esteem.  After that happened, I decided that New York City needs a symbol.  Our city is worse than Gotham City, and yes, I know, that’s a make-believe place.  Anyway, I decided that I want to be that symbol.”

He rubbed his eyes.

“I saw your bloody T-shirt.  There’s a “U” and a “T” on it.  Is that your symbol?”

“Yeah.  It stands for “Urban Tiger.””

“Here comes today’s migraine.”

“Do you watch television with the lights off?”

“What?  Yeah.”

“Oh, that’s very bad.  Television emits low levels of radiation.  Not lethal, of course.  Otherwise, the government wouldn’t allow them.  It’s very hard on your eyes and might be partly responsible for your migraines.  Sir.”

He put out his cigarette in an ash-tray that was on the table next to my bed.  

It’s hard-to-believe these days, but back in the 1970s, ash-trays were omnipresent; and it seemed like everybody smoked.  My parents sure did.  So did my fifteen-year old sister, Molly.

Jay said, “Kid, I mean it.  Don’t you ever do this again.  By the way.  Taking the law into your own hands is AGAINST the law.”

I said, “They were going to rape that girl.”

“If you see a crime, you find a pay phone and you fucking call 911.”

“Sir, if I had done that, instead of what I did do, then that girl would have been raped.  I rest my case, sir.”

For a second, I wondered if he was going to punch me.

“You a good student, kid?”

“Honor Roll, sir.”

“Stop calling me, “sir.” 

“Sorry, sir.  I mean, Jay.  If you have some free time while I’m here, please feel free to visit me again.  I like you.”

Jay took a step back.  He really didn’t know what to make of me.  Much later on, he told me that he thought I was a complete bull-shitter.

“All right.  I’ll bring you an ice-cream cone.”

“Oh, that would be great.  I like chocolate.  Thank you, sir.  Um, Jay.”

He muttered, “Fucking migraine.” 

He left the room and I heard him say, “Mr. and Mrs. Ryder, your son seems to be fine and he wants to see you.  You too, Molly.  I gotta this, folks.  That kid’s a doozy.”

CHAPTER TWO

Suffice to say, Eric and Joan, my father and mother, were not happy with me.

Eric owned a magazine-stand in Queens, where we lived.  

Joan was a stay-at-home mom who raised me and Molly while Dad brought home the bacon.

Joan was a perfect home-maker.  Her meals were exquisitely delicious.

Our Queens house was so clean, almost everyone who entered it for the first time wondered if we’d recently moved in.

Mom was a soap-opera addict.  She read a Harlequin romance novel, every week.

One time, not long ago, I nosed through her purse and found a note-book.  There were two pages filled.  I recognized her hand-writing:

1850.  Rebecca O’Day, eighteen years old, Heiress to the Estate of Lord Winston O’Day, a member of British Parliament, is ship-wrecked on an uninhabited Indian Ocean island.  

I read the rest of it.  I thought it was really good.

That afternoon, while I was watching Aquaman, and Molly was doing her homework, and Mom was ironing, I said to her, “Mom, I’ll bet you could write one of those Harlequin books you like so much.”

She blushed and said, “What in the world ever gave you that idea, honey?”

“Nothing, Mom.  Just a thought.”

“I have no interest in writing whatsoever, dear.”

She continued to iron.  I went to our one rest-room, closed and locked the door, and burst into tears.

Oh, Mom!

CHAPTER THREE

“Everyone in school thinks you’re nuts.”

The following Saturday, Molly, my sister, came to visit me.  She brought her best friend, Lorna Knox.

Every guy at school was crazy about Lorna.  Dylan, another friend of mine, walked past her locker one day, and said, “Hey, Knockers!”

She kicked him in the balls.

Geez.

If my nick-name was Big Dick, I’d take it as a compliment.

Lorna said to me, “I think what you did was really cool.  You saved that poor girl.  You’re like a super-hero now!”

“Thanks, Lorna.”

I found it difficult to look at her.

She was that beautiful.

Molly futzed with her feathered hair and said, “Tommy, now that you’re here, I have to do your chores on top of mine.  Do you think that’s fair?”

I sighed and said, “No, Molly.  Tell  you what.  When I come home, I’ll pick up the slack.  Okay?”

“No, it’s not okay.  Guy-clean is not the same as girl-clean.”

“Hi, Tommy!”

Mark waddled in.  I don’t mean to be mean, but he was humongous.

He liked to tell people that he had a glandular disorder.  But I’d eaten with him plenty of times, since we were like four years old, to know better.

He was a born Aloysius Snuffleupagus.

Molly rolled her eyes and stuck her finger down her throat.  Of course, Mark was madly in love with her.

She said, “I knew you were coming, Mark.  Your body odor precedes you.”

“Hi, Molly.  You look nice today.”

“Fuck off.”

Lorna said, “Molly, for God’s sakes!”

Molly mock-coughed and said, “I’m allergic to cock-roaches.”

Mark, at least outwardly, tended to take this kind of abuse in stride.  Like a duck shaking water from it’s back. He said, “You’re funny, Molly.  You should be a stand-up comic.  Like Joan Rivers.”

“Eat shit, Mark.  Or is that the only thing you don’t eat?”

“I’d eat your shit, Molly.”

She screamed “gross!” and ran out of the room.

CHAPTER FOUR

Four weeks had passed, since my first night as NYC’s first masked-vigilante.

My injuries had almost completely healed.

Lorne Greene High School.

I was at my locker, when none-other than Pike Peterson and his posse of juvenile delinquents approached us.

There were all smoking.

A group of teachers walked passed us; and everyone of them craned their necks away from us.

So much for school discipline.

Pete’s posse consisted of Jake Wilkes, who, if anything was bigger than Mark.  But unlike Mark, he was all muscle, like the Kingpin from Marvel Comics.

Eddie Allenby was Captain of our school rugby team.  He was lean, hard and had a new girl-friend, every week, or so it seemed.  Then, there was Ray Jones and Dave McKee.  They were jocks.

Last year, Eddie went around with Lorna Knox.  According to Molly, this happened:

Lorna walked up to Eddie’s locker and said, “Are you telling everyone that you popped my cherry?”

Eddie apparently, replied, “Yeah.  You’re okay with that?  Right?”

And then?  She kicked him in the balls.

Talk about your definitive answers.

CHAPTER FIVE

Pike
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