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CHAPTER ONE

Queens, New York State.  1983.

FROM THE DIARY OF MARK DIXON

“No.  No way.  Forget it.  I’m not standing in that fucking line-up.”

“We don’t have to stand, Molly.  We could sit on the sidewalk.”

“You sit on the sidewalk.”

“I don’t mind.  You can sit on my jacket.”

“That I bought you for your last birthday?”

Sigh.

“I’ve been waiting three years for this movie, Molly.”

“You already know what happens.  You told me, as if I cared.  You read the fucking comic-book.”

Tommy said, “Well, I haven’t so would the both of you please shut your faces?”

Ilya, Tommy’s three-year old son, burst into tears.  “No fighting!”

Varvara, Tommy’s girlfriend and Ilya’s mother, three months into her second pregnancy, scooped him up, gave him a kiss and said, “Maybe we should take him home, Tommy.”

Ilya cried even harder.  We got some very ugly glares from people in the line-up.  One of them, a skinny guy wearing a Darth Vader helmet, took it off, revealing a huge red afro and said, “Would you please shut that kid up?  I’m trying to enjoy John Williams.”

He tapped his headphones and his Sony Walkman, that was clipped to his belt.

Molly front-kicked the helmet and sent it airborne.  It spun three times in the air, then crashed on the street under a traffic light, where it exploded into a dozen pieces.

“Hey!  That cost me forty bucks!”

There was another guy with him.  He was wearing a stormtrooper helmet.  He touched his arm and said, his voice muffled, “Dude, that’s Molly Ryder.  You know, THAT Molly Ryder.  The Urban-Tigress.”

Vari was trying to comfort Ilya as his wailing escalated to level 11 a la Spinal Tap.

He was loud enough to wake the dead.

Vair said, “Shhh, it’s okay, honey.  We’re going to the movie.”

Red Afro said, “I’m serious.  Shut that kid up!  There’s noise by-laws, you know.  I could pick up that pay phone and call the city on you guys.”

Molly rolled her eyes and said, “Report this.  Urban-Tigress!”

She spun, leapt and kicked him in his mouth.  She made a three-point landing and Red Afro stumbled into the arms of his buddy, the stormtrooper.

Ilya stopped crying.  He yelled, “All right, Aunt Molly!”

She smiled at him, briefly.  Molly was weird around Ilya.  She loved him, I guess, but she hardly ever spent any time with him, or made any displays of affection towards him.

It was something I’d been meaning to ask her about.

CHAPTER TWO

FROM THE DIARY OF MARK DIXON

(Continuing...)

The hard-core fans helped each other to their feet.  Red Afro said, “You kicked one of my teeth loose.”

Molly thundered, “I’ll kick one of your balls loose if you don’t get the fuck out of here!”

Vari stomped her foot, which made Tommy wince, I knew that he hated it when she did that, and said, “That’s enough, Molly.  F-word this and F-word that.  How many times have I asked you?  Not in front of Ilya!”

“Fine.  Bugger off.  Hey, losers.  I’ll save you some money.  Mark told me the whole, um, effing story.  Luke and Leia are brother and sister, which is absolutely disgusting, the good guys blow up another Death Star, big surprise, and Darth Vader saves Luke from the Principal.”

I cleared my throat and said, “Emporer.”

“What difference does it make?  It’s a movie.  Make-believe, you know?  Or am I the only crazy one here?”

Red Afro and the stormtrooper piled into a cab and off they went.

Now, there was some commotion in the line-up.  It looked like a lot of people heard Molly’s plot-revealing tirade.  What started off as very ugly glares became very threatening stares.

Tommy shook his head and said, “Thanks a lot, Molly.”

“I can’t believe we cancelled class for this.  Not that our school makes any money, anyway, Mr. One-Dollar-A-Class.”

That was a real sore spot between them.

“My foot hurts.”

I said, “Here.”

I dropped to one knee, removed her shoe, her sock and began to massage her foot while she balanced herself against a brick wall.

Tommy ran out onto the street, nearly getting killed in the process, picked up the helmet pieces and dropped them into a trash bin.  That was so Tommy.  It’s a wonder he didn’t put his mask on first.

Vari, still holding Ilya, scowled at Tommy and said, “I don’t remember you ever massaging my feet, Tommy.”

For Tommy, he rather sheepishly replied, “You never asked, honey.”

“Molly didn’t ask.  Mark just did it.”

I didn’t want to be the unintended cause of any tension between Tommy and Vari, so, in what was perhaps a lame attempt to break the ice, I said, “I’d wipe Molly’s ass if she needed me to.”

Molly grabbed my hair—ouch—pulled me to my feet and said, “Mark Dixon, there are times when I think that marrying you was the worst decision of my life.  This is not one of those times.  You’re the only guys I’ve ever known who can be romantic and disgusting at the same time.”

She kissed me, and with exquisite timing, I broke wind, which always make Ilya euphoric and giddy.

“Uncle Mark farted, Daddy!”

Molly held her nose as I put her shoe and sock back on.
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CHAPTER THREE

FROM THE DIARY OF MARK DIXON

(Continuing...)

Life was good.

My hand was completely healed and I was back at Pinnacle, drawing Hugh Mann, one of our top-selling comic-books.

Bill Drake, the veteran artist I’d decked after he insulted Molly, retired.  Good riddance.  I had to give him credit, though, for not filing charges against me.

Tommy and Molly were running their Urban Tiger Academy from the basement of Mrs. Franz’s house, where we lived.

Tommy was working part-time at a Brooklyn Bar called Irish Dreams.  It was owned by a guy named Sean Donovan.  His daughter was Lee Hacklyn’s girlfriend at the time.  Lee helped Tommy get the job.

Lt. Jay Franz of NYPD, Tommy and Molly’s stepfather, more or less, was in Las Vegas, attending a law enforcement convention.

I’d always thought that conventions were just a comic book thing.  That was the world I lived in.  But now I was creating them, as well as reading them.  That made a world of difference in my life.  

Molly, my wife, was giving acting another go, in spite of her frequently violent on-set behavior.  She had a new agent and she was going to auditions again.

Once a month, usually a Saturday night, Team Tiger, me, Tommy and Molly, patrolled Times Square, which was still very much the crime capitol of New York State, if not the entire country.

We’d been on the news a bunch of times and we were kind of famous, or infamous, depending on whom you asked.  It’s “whom,” right?

I had it in my mind’s-eye that some day I was going to write and draw an Urban Tiger comic book.

But I was also very keen on the idea of working in animation.

Lou Sands, editor-in-chief of Pinnacle Comics, and my boss, kept telling me that an opening for the position of creative conceptualist was imminent.

He’d been telling me this for months now.  You wouldn’t find Lou’s definition of the word “imminent” in Webster’s Dictionary.

Molly was equally keen on the idea of moving to L.A., where the Pinnacle Animation Studio was located.

She’d changed her name from Molly Ryder-Dixon, back to “Molly Ryder.”

Her explanation?  The hyphen was starting to get on her nerves.

I was a little hurt at first, but then I remembered something Tommy once told me:

“You have to choose your battles in life, Mark.  Ask yourself this:  Is this the hill I want to die on?”

Anyway, except for today at the theatre—we never did get to see the movie, Tommy made us leave, there was too much tension from the people waiting in line—it was a peaceful time in our lives.

Peaceful times in our lives tended to be short-lived.

Man, were they ever.  Tommy, Molly and I, still in our early twenties, had been through more life and death situations than the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew combined.  

We seemed to attract the worst human beings in the world.

And there were more, just waiting in the wings.

You never really understand what it means to love someone until you realize that you’ll never see that person again.

That’s how it was with Molly.

When she disappeared.

CHAPTER FOUR

“Is there room for two in there?”

“Maybe.  If you’d suck in your stomach a little.”

Ouch.

“Hey, that hurts!  I do like a zillion sit-ups every day.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

A month had passed since I killed NYC’s latest serial killer, Mr. J, the Tax Auditor Slayer.  Of all things, he turned out to be my client, the guy who hired me in the first place.  Not a precedent setter and it was beginning to weigh heavily on my shoulders.

I’d been doing this since 1973.  It’s not like I didn’t have any idea of what I was getting into.  But Geez Louise!

My cynicism-elevator was fast approaching the roof, Willy Wonka-style.

I sure miss being able to accept people at face value.

Maybe that’s a rite of passage for everybody, not just private investigators.

Understanding that a lot of people are going through life wearing masks.

I was living with Alicia Donovan, now.  She’d hired me to investigate the murder of her husband; and we fell in love.  Not very professional for a guy like me to fall for a client, but life is short and I’ll take love, true love, anywhere I can find it.  

Alicia had a sixteen-year old daughter, Kelsey.  It took a long time for her to warm up to me.  Initially, she blamed me for the death of Hoke Atkins, a fellow student at her school, Kennedy High.  Kelsey was smitten with him, despite the fact that was a bully and a thug.  In fact, it was my partner, Clint Courage, who killed Hoke, saving my life in the process, but Clint wasn’t her mother’s boyfriend and I was.  

That’s how that works.  Fairness has nothing to do with it.

Kelsey finally began to see me as something other than the Anti-Christ the day she killed one of my clients, a woman I’d almost married under duress.  Long story.

My partners, the aforementioned, Clint Courage, and Sid Phelps, were man-children who lived with their moms. Oft-times, I felt like I was their father, in spite of the fact that Clint was like ten years older than me.

Each of them had saved my life more times than I could remember.

Life was good.  I was happy.  But happiness was an emotion I was learning not to trust.  Maybe guys like me can never really be happy.  Because unlike most people, we have so many enemies, not imagined, for real, who’d like to kill us, if they could.

Best not to live in the hypothetical world.  Best to live in the here-and-now.  And my here-and-now at that point in my life was pretty great.

“Lee, would you like to wash my back?”

“Well, if you’re going to twist my arm.”

CHAPTER FIVE

It was the first time Alicia and I shared a shower.  Bliss.

“I have to open the store early, today.  We’re having a big sale.  You should stop by, later.  Most of our customers are very wealthy.  I could introduce to you one who might have need of a real-life superhero.”

I kissed her and said, “That’s another reason I love you.  You always say things I’ve always wanted to hear from another woman.  Like what you just said now.”

Alicia managed a perfume store in Manhattan.  It was called Good Scents.

I’d recently murdered one of Alicia’s former employees, who showed up at Alicia’s house one day wearing a nylon stocking over his head and wielding a can of mace, which he doused Alicia with and then threatened to burn her house down, all because she’d fired him for stealing from the till.

No, Dear Reader, I don’t consider myself above the law, but I don’t second-guess myself, either, and when I choose a course of action, I commit and accept whatever consequences may ensue, good, bad, and all things in-between.

I don’t enjoy killing, but I hate the idea that anyone I care about feels that they have to live under a shadow of fear, because of those who can’t control their primal impulses.  

And if there was a cop on every street corner, there would still be crime.  Because if there is one constant in this world, it’s human nature.  And, in the words of Rocky Balboa, it ain’t all sunshine and rainbows.

I’ve never killed anyone who wasn’t begging for it.  And I’ve never felt a trace of guilt in the aftermath
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