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New York City.  1976.

Chapter One

I was in trouble.  Three guys were whaling on me.  They were muscular and clad in red-mack jackets.  

I slid my behind towards a fire-exit and bumped into a sleeping vagrant.  He stirred some and said, “Fuck off.  This is my alley.  Quint’s alley.  And there’s only room for he.”

“Sorry, sir.”

Whump!  A foot kicked my thigh.  It hurt like hell.  Molly, where are you?

“Urban-Tigress!”

Thunk!

Her baton whacked one of my assailant’s hamstrings.  He fell to one knee.  His buddies turned towards Molly.  

It was after midnight and there was just enough light from a street-lamp at the mouth of the alley.  

I was injured—my right pinky, of all things, was broken—but not so injured that I couldn’t back-flip to my feet.

One of the goons was around twenty.  His hair was soaked and rock-star long.  He pulled down his zipper and said to Molly, “Nothing gets me harder than a chick who can fight.”
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CHAPTER TWO

“Not this one!”

She struck his groin with her baton.

He screamed, “Ah, you bitch!”

I side-kicked the small of his back.  His body bent like a snapped twig.

Two down, one to go.

Flash, flash.

Mark, wearing a yellow slicker with a huge umbrella over his head, the stem tucked into his rain-coat, snapped away.

He yelled, “Go, Team Tiger!”

Molly retorted, “Shut your fat face, Mark!”

In spite of the fact that Mark and Molly were now dating; and, in spite of the fact that Mark was no longer fat; and was now looking-good, my sister was still horrible to him.  

Worse than ever, actually.

CHAPTER THREE

“I love you, Molly!”

“Asshole!”

See what I mean?

The third man—great movie, incidentally—put his hands up and cried, “Uncle!”

I said, “Where’s the wallet?”

I reached into his back pocket and found it.

He said, “That’s mine, fucker.”

I looked inside. 

“No, it isn’t.”

I said, “Thou shalt not steal.”

“Oh, fuck that Bible-shit!”

Molly brought her baton back and fired the tip of it into his left eye.

“Molly!”

“Oh, dear God!”

Molly laughed and said, “Oh, so you’re a believer, now, huh?”

That was funny, coming from her.  An avowed athiest.

He bolted towards the mouth of the alley.

As he approached Mark, he jerked the camera out of his hands and it smashed on the pavement.

Molly chased after him.

I turned to the man on the ground and said, “God’s watching you.  He’s watching all of us.”

His reply?
“F—k God!”
I stifled an urge to break his neck.  Instead, I whispered in his ear:

“God thinks you can do better.  And so do I.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Mark came up to me.  He was bawling.  He really should been an actor.  A stoic, he wasn’t.

“That guy broke my camera, Tommy!  It’s ruined!”

I gave him a hug and said, “There, there.  Save your money and you can buy yourself a new one.  There’s plenty of thrift and pawn shops around.  Especially, in Times Square.  Maybe you can get a good deal on a used one.”

“But my Mom bought me that camera!”

I squeezed his shoulder.

A frail, elderly man with a walker, came up to us.  He was soaked and shivering.

I looked inside the wallet, again.  The driver’s license inside had a picture of his much younger self.  

It sent chills down my spine.  He looked so virile and handsome.

Now?

Now.

I said, “Mr. Jeffries?”

“Yes, young man.”

“Here’s your wallet, sir.”

He took it.

“Thank you, young man.  Why are you wearing a mask?”

“My name’s Tommy Ryder, sir.  I’m the Urban Tiger.  This here’s my best friend, Mark Dixon.”

We all shook hands.

He said, “Well?  What’s with the mask?  It’s not Halloween.”

I replied, “Well, I don’t really know, sir.  I guess I’ve read too many Batman comic-books.”

He said, “Apparently.  Well, I’ll be on my way now.  Thanks, again.”

“Is there anything else we can do for you, sir?”

“No, no, that’s fine.”

He put his wallet into his inner jacket pocket and slowly went on his way.

Mark said, once he was out of ear-shot, whatever passed for ear-shot, for poor Mr. Jeffries, “Getting old sucks.”

“Well, there’s only one other alternative.”

“Yeah.”

Molly hugged me from behind.  Then, of all things, she leapt into Mark’s arms.  His back buckled a little.

Molly probably weighed a hundred pounds, but some of it was muscle.  Lately, she’d been working out even more than me.  And that’s saying a lot.  I trained every day.

She looked up at Mark and said, “No asshole’s going to break my man’s camera and live to tell about it.”

I said, “Molly, you didn’t.”

“Oh, yeah.  I killed him.  Nothing to it.  Can we go home now?  I’m starving!”

Mark farted.

“Oh, you fucking pig!  Put me down before I kill you.”

Mark blushed and obeyed.

I tried to ignore the sinking feeling in my stomach.

I couldn’t give her shit.  She’s just throw it back at me, anyway.

My hands were soaked with the blood of others.

But I didn’t like it.

That was the biggest difference between me and Molly.

She loved it.

CHAPTER FIVE

When we boarded the subway, all hell was breaking loose.

A man dressed in a long T-shirt with a Starsky and Hutch logo on it was running up and down the car and howling.

There were three other passengers:  a teen-ager, who looked to be about our age; and a couple in their mid-thirties.  The woman was screaming and the man sitting next to her had his arm around her protectively.

My pinky was killing.

Molly and I were still wearing our masks.  The kid hooted and cried, “Yes!  Urban-Tiger!  And Tiger-Girl!”

Molly just couldn’t help herself.

“It’s Urban-Tigress, you idiot!”

“Molly,” I admonished.

The trouble-maker froze in his boots.  He pointed at us and howled, “You can’t stop it!  The Purity!  Human beings are a virus!  We’re poisoning this green-and-blue paradise!”

He gave Molly the once-over. 

“Say, you’re kind of cute.”

“Fuck off, weirdo.  I have a boyfriend.”

I could feel a glow radiate from Mark’s face.

The door slid shut behind us and the car started to move.

Mark said, “Am I really your boyfriend, Molly?”

“Shut up, Mark.  Take your pictures.”

“I can’t.  My camera’s smashed.”
Suddenly, he burst into tears again.
Molly:  “Oh, my God.”

The lunatic said to our teen-aged fan, “You think those two are going to stop what’s coming?  Because they wear masks?  Life’s not a comic-book, kid!”

I said, “Sir, why don’t you sit down and relax?  You’re causing a disturbance.”

He pulled a switch-blade out of his front pocket and flicked it open.
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CHAPTER SIX

He wildly swung his arm at me.  I slipped it, spun and side-kicked his head.  He dropped the switch-blade to the floor.  Molly scooped it up and tucked it into her jeans pocket.  Mr. Doom-Monger lay on his back.

The car stopped at the next station and a transit cop boarded.  I recognized him.  O’Malley.

He pointed at us and said, “Not you two, again!”

Molly said, “He’s all yours, Officer O’Malley!”

He pulled out his walkie-talkie and radio-ed for back-up.

Mark pulled me towards him and whispered in my ear.  He was still crying.

“Did you hear that,” he sniffed.  “Molly called me her boyfriend!”

We stopped off at a Queens clinic before going home.  A cute nurse put a cast on my hand.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

“Excuse me?  Are you Tommy Ryder?”

School.  The next Monday morning.  I was at my locker waiting for Varvara, my girlfriend.  She was late.  I was getting used to that.  We shared a history class and we had a library study room booked for eight.  It was seven-thirty.  My hand itched liked hell.

The girl standing in front of was slim, dark-haired and great to look at.

Her hair was long and in a pony-tail.  She smelled like cinnamon.  

She carried a small purse and a knapsack.

“Yeah.”

“What happened to your hand?”

“Oh, Urban Tiger-stuff.”

“That’s awesome!  I’m Paula Jackson!  I write for the Bonanza.”

That was our school paper.

“I’m a sophomore.”

“Oh, sure.  I’ve seen you around.”

My heart was beating like a jack-hammer.  It was the same way I felt when I first met Vari.

Paula said, “Well, I’d like to interiew you.  You’re kind of famous.  Or infamous!  I want be a crime reporter.  What do you think?”

“Um, okay.”

She fished a slip of paper out of her purse and handed it to me.

“Here’s my address.  It’s in Queens.”

“Hell, we’re practically neighbors.”

“Tonight?  Eight?  My mom’s dying to meet you.  We have a scrap-book of all your Urban Tiger columns from the Star.”

“Is that right?”

“Tommy?”

My head hit the ceiling.

“Oh, hi, Vari.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

“You’re late.”

“Who’s this?”

Her voice was sharper than a shark’s tooth.

I nervously said, “Varvara Fedorov, this is Paula Jackson.  She writes for the Bonanza.”

Vari scowled.

“I read your review of Rocky.  You said it sucked.  What’s wrong with you?”

“I don’t like movies that glorify violence.”

“Then don’t watch them.”

Her voice slipped into her natural Russian accent.

“Rocky represents everything that’s great about America.  The individual triumphing against all odds.”

“He loses the fight.”

“It was a split-decision!”

Pike Peterson, a senior and my best friend, after Mark, came up to us and said, “All right, catfight!”

CHAPTER NINE

Paula smiled at him.  Their eyes locked.

“Pike.”

“Paula.”

“I like your boobs.”

“So do I.  Tommy?”

“Um, yeah.  See you tonight.”

She departed.

Varvara put her hands on her hips.

“Mr. and Mrs. Lewis invited you over for dinner tonight.”

Oh, shit.

Vari was a foreign exchange student and she was staying with them.

“Vari, I’m sorry.  I totally forgot.”

Pike lit a cigarette—a teacher walked past us and ignored him.

He said, “You know what’s great about me?  I can do whatever I want and nobody says shit.”

“Why is that, Pike?”

“Hell, if I know.”

Vari said, “Pike, would you please fuck off?”

“I can take a hint.”

He left us.

I said, “Paula wants to interview me for the Bonanza.”

“At her house?”

“Yeah.  Her mom’s crazy about me.  Why don’t you come along?  We can go after dinner?”

“You can go to hell.”

She slapped my face and buggered off.

CHAPTER TEN

“Comfortable?”

“No, not really.”

Eight-fifteen, that night.  I was at Paula’s house, in her bedroom.  My pinky was killing me.  I was angst-ridden with guilt.  I wondered what Vari was doing right now?  What was she thinking?  What was she feeling?  Would she ever speak to me, again?

I loved her so much.  I had it in my mind’s eye, that we would marry after high school and raise a family together.

We’d even discussed it.  We’d even made love.  Once.  More on that later.  Maybe.  

Suffice to say, a second experience was not on the front-burner, especially now.

And I was attracted to Paula, as much I was—well, as much as a guy can be sure, with the narrowest margin of error—to Vavara.

I asked Paula, “Do we have to do this on your bed?”

She futzed with her tape-recorder and said, “What’s wrong with that?”

I nervously replied, “Nothing. Just don’t mention it to Varvara, please.”

“I don’t reckon I’ll be saying much of anything to her, anytime soon.  You saw the way she treated me
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