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Queens, New York, 1975.

CHAPTER ONE

“Mark!”

“I’m sorry!”

“Tommy!”

“What?”

Three months had passed since our parents were murdered.  The killer was still out there.  Was he just some strung-out dope addict with a gun, looking for a few bucks and/or some wares to steal and sell in exchange for his next hit?  Or, were our parents, particularly our mother, victims of mistaken identity?  That was the theory of my friend, Lt. Jay Franz of NYPD.  

According to him, Katya Golubov had disappeared.

Molly and I wondered if those government guys had moved her to a new location.

We were living in Mark’s house.  It wasn’t far from where we used to live.

Other people were living in our house, now.  It made me feel strange.  Knowing that strangers were living in the house that Molly and I grew up in.

I’ll bet they got it for a song.

Maybe they didn’t know.

How could they not?

It was all over the news.
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CHAPTER TWO

“Mark!”

“What, Molly?”

Mark’s dad, Robert, ran a security company.  He’d converted his basement into a two-bedroom suite for me and Molly.  Like the Brady kids, we shared a rest-room.  Unlike the Brady kids, this rest-room actually had a toilet.

Sharing it with Molly sucked.  I always had to wait for her in the morning.

By the time she was finally done, the sink was a mess of residual make-up.  

I was in my room—well, my side of the basement—there was a partition, and a door—the rest-room was next to the washer-dryer—doing push-ups.  Like Wolverine—ugh—I never really warmed up to the “all-new, all-different X-Men,” until John Byrne took over the art-work—I seemed to possess—and my doctor remarked on this too, but who knows—maybe he says this to every kid who puts on a mask and prowls the streets of NYC, only to wind up hospitalized—an abnormally fast ability to recover from shit-kickings.  My first two, anyway.

Molly continued to scream:

“Tommy!  Mark saw me in my underwear!”

I could hear Mark’s quaking voice from the kitchen, upstairs:

“I didn’t mean to!”

Molly:  “Fucking knock first before you come downstairs, you fat-asshole!”

I continued to do my push-ups.

101, 102...

Molly and I were now employed, part-time, at a nearby Ralph’s Family Restaurant.

We each worked about twenty hours a week, while Mark vigilantly rose at four-in-the-morning, Monday-to-Sunday, to deliver the New York Times.

110, 112...

I hopped to my feet and said, “Molly, I’m crossing over to your side.  Put your clothes on.”

“Wait!  Okay!”

I walked into her room.  She was a huge fan of Betty and Veronica.  There were posters of Archie’s revolving-door girl-friends, plastered all over her room; and there was a huge poster of David Cassidy.

I was a fan, too.  The only time Molly, Mark and I, really bonded was when we watched The Partridge Family together.

Molly said, “Oh, God, Tommy.  You’re sweating like a hog-in-heat.”

I said...I don’t know why I said this...

“Mom and Dad are dead.”

She froze.

“You fucking asshole!”

Like her best friend, Lorna Knox, Molly loved to kick guys in their balls, for any good reason, in her mind.

In Shotokan-karate, there’s a technique called “Gedan Barai.”  It means “downward block.”  

Fellas, this is an effective way to prevent the flattening of the testicles, but it can hurt your forearm.  Easy trade-off, right?  In this case, it hurt Molly’s shin.  Not to brag, but my forearms were rock-solid.

Mark’s voice:  “No fighting!  I’ll tell Dad when he gets home!”

Molly roared, “Fuck off, Mark.”

She sat at her desk, tears running down her face, while she rubbed her shin.

“I’m sorry, Mol.  It’s hard for me, too.”

“Like hell it is.  I haven’t seen you cry one time.  Not once.  Not even at the funeral.”

She was right.  

Three years ago, our cat, Whiskers, was run-over by a drunk-driver.  I cried for days after that.  Even in school, in front of everybody, student and teacher, alike.  Nobody made fun of me.  Nobody dared.  Not even Pike.

I said, “They’re dead, Mol.”

“Fuck you!”

Then, she threw her arms around me and I held her as she sobbed into me.

Mark’s voice, from above:  “Um, dinner’s ready.”
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CHAPTER THREE

“How was work today, Molly?”

“Oh, it was horrible.  I hate that place.  Somebody pooped in the guy’s can and I had to clean it up.  And I’m a girl!”

I scooped some chocolate pudding into my mouth and said, “Thanks for sharing, Mol.”

Mark said, “The pudding’s great, Molly.  You made it from scratch?”

She sighed.  As far as Mark was concerned, he only saw, at best, Bare-Minimum-Polite-Molly.  At worst?  Cover-Your-Balls-Molly.

“It was Mom’s recipe.”

“Oh.”

Silence.  Robert said, “No second helping of pudding for you, Mark.  My God, son.  You put on another pound and you’re going to go right through that chair.”

Mark broke into tears.

“I’m sorry, I’m such a loser, Dad.”

He wiped his mouth, dropped his napkin onto his plate and ran to his bedroom, which was on the main floor.  He slammed the door shut.

Robert said, “Excuse me, kids.”

He got up and headed for Mark’s room.  Molly and I looked at each other.  She said, “I hate it here, Tommy.  I want to live somewhere else.”

“There is nowhere else, Mol.  Unless you want to live in a foster home.  Or with Uncle Steve, in Japan.”

“I hate Chinese food.”

“What?  Did you just say that?  China and Japan are separate countries.”

“I know, stupid.  I’m not blonde.”

“You sure talk like one, sometimes.”

The water in her glass wound up on my face.  I wiped it off.  She left the dining-room table.  Mark’s room was deathly quiet.

“Dad!”

I got up, bolted and entered Mark’s bedroom, unannounced.

Robert was taking off his belt.

Mark was sobbing into his pillow.

I stood between them, faced Robert and folded my arms.

He said, “This is none of your business, Tommy.”

I said, “Sir, Molly and I will never be able to fully repay you for taking us in.  But if you hurt Mark, I will hurt you.”

Robert held onto his belt—it was off now—and laughed, “My God, Tommy.  Your moxie is off-the-charts.  Mark!  You fat, sobbing, pitiful excuse for a son!  Why can’t you be more like Tommy?”

I hook-punched the side of his head.  It hit a wall, just under Mark’s poster of the Six Million Dollar Man.  He dropped his belt.  I tucked my foot under it and jerked it to my hand.  Then, I proceeded to belt—no pun intended—Robert.  He tried to protect his face, while I hoisted him on his own petard.

Mark threw his arms around me, from behind.

“That’s enough, Tommy!  Stop!  Please!”

I dropped the belt and Mark knelt by his dad, who was huddling himself on the floor.  He looked at Mark and spat some blood in his face

“Don’t you touch me!”

“I’ll lose weight, Dad.  I’ll try!  I’ll try!  I want you to be proud of me!”

“Help me up, son.”

Mom and Dad, are you watching this?

I said, “You’re the one who should have been killed.  Then?  Mark would be living with me and Molly, not the other way around.”

Molly’s voice, from her room:  “I’m trying to study!”

Robert’s arm was around Mark’s broad shoulder.  Mark helped him to his feet.  Robert said, “Thank you, son.  I have a cut lip to attend to.  Tommy, would you please give me my belt?”

“Sure.”

He grabbed one end.  I held on to the other.  We gave each other the thousand-yard stare, while a tug-of-war over his belt ensued.  Mark said, “Enough, Tommy.”

I let go.

Robert lost his balance, a little, then he put his belt back on.

Blood dribbled down his chin and onto his white button-down shirt.

“Fuck.  I’ll have to take this to the dry-cleaners.  You’re picking up the tab, Tommy.”

“Fine, sir.  Just don’t you ever hurt Mark again.”

“I’m his father!”

“And I’m his protector.”

Robert sneered at Mark.

“Did you hear that?  He thinks of you as a woman.  Maybe you two are queer for each other.”

I said, “Don’t make me hurt you again, sir.”

“I can put you and Molly in a foster home like that!”

He snapped his fingers.  I said, “Maybe we’d be better off.  Same with Mark.”

Robert sighed and said, “Let’s just pretend this little episode never happened, shall we?  Come here, Mark.”

They embraced and I looked away.  Poor Mark.  His dad was a bully, a sadist and a manipulator.

They withdrew.  Mark looked relieved.  Robert said, “All right.  Everything’s back to normal.  Tommy?”

He stuck out his hand and we shook.

“You’re a stand-up young man, Tommy, and I respect that.”

Warily, I replied, “Thank you, sir.”

He left the room and closed the door behind him.

Mark said, “Thanks, Tommy.  Hey!  I wanna show you something.”

“Your nut-sack?”

“Even better.  Check this out.”

He handed me a duo-tang, from his desk.  It was full of drawings.

Superman, Batman, Captain Marvel.

I said, “This one looks just like Jackson Bostwick.”  

Mark blushed.

I continued to flip through the note-book.

Spider-Man, The X-Men—the original team, The Fantastic Four, The Unknown Detective and finally....me.

Wearing the black toque that Mark had given me, my white T-shirt with the red “U” and “T” on front, my jeans, and my Keds, standing in a heroic pose.

Mark nervously asked me, “What do you think?”

“I think you’re a great artist, Mark.  Did you show these to your Dad?”

“Oh, no.  He despises comic-books.  Remember last week?  When I spilled paint on the garage floor?”

“Boy, do I ever.  He said he was going to burn all your entire collection.  He’s crazy.”

“He’s my dad.”

“Mark, these are really good.  Keep at it.”

“Thanks.  Wanna go to a movie, tonight?”

“No.”

I raised an eye-brow at him.  Like Spock.

He said, “Really?”

“Yeah.  It’s time.”

“My dad will kill you.”

“Were you not paying attention to what just happened?”

“Can I come with you?  I can be your side-kick.  Urban Bear!”

I laughed.  This is why I loved Mark.  At least once a day, he made me laugh.

“Mark, get real.”

“I can take pictures of you.  Like Peter Parker.”

He showed me his camera.  A Nikon F401.

“Dad got this for me, last Christmas.  He’s not a total monster.”

“It’s nice.  Okay, your call.  But you’d better keep your distance.  When stuff goes down, and it will, crime’s worse than ever....”

Mark’s door flew open.  Robert, as enraged as I’d ever seen him, with a Band-Aid on his lower lip and chin, yelled, “Forget it!  You’re both grounded!  For a month!  And if either of you are not home, tonight, for any reason, then I’m calling the police.”

Slam.

Molly’s voice:  “Would you guys please keep it down?  I’ve got a math test on Monday.”

CHAPTER FOUR

“That man took my wallet!”

Times Square.  One am.  The next morning, so to speak.  Mark and I had successfully snuck away from the house.  After we alit from the subway, we walked towards the intersection of 7th Avenue, 42nd St. and Broadway.

A skinny man in a long duster, with something in his hand, shouldered past me.  I teetered on my feet.  Mark futzed with his camera and said, “Go get him, Tiger!”

I took off my toque, tied the mask to my face and gave chase.

What a rush.

The
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