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 Chapter One:
The Protectress Sleeps

 


This summer I still lived in the East
Village: Ninth Street and Avenue B, but I often ate in the West
Village or Midtown. A couple years earlier when I’d started to get
a little more known, the powers-that-be (okay, The Protectress)
prevailed on me to give up my day job in construction work. She
objected to my decision to live without a secret identity, which in
her mind was just petulant next-generation hot-doggery, but as that
cat already had clawed through the bag, she focused on my
insistence on holding a day job, which she found appalling, if not
downright immoral.

“You’re putting your co-workers at risk
every day,” she warned me not long after she made it her business
to know me. When one of the companies I worked for lost its bond
due to a revenge ambush against me on West Ninety-Ninth Street had
caused the unscheduled demolition of a brownstone our work crew was
renovating, I had to agree with her.

Dana Anzar arranged a small stipend for me
through one of her shell companies. When I say small I mean small.
The Protectress didn’t quadruple her original inheritance by
throwing cash by the sack-load at every second-stinger she tripped
over. And she had helped a lot of us in this way.

Commercial endorsements were almost
unheard of then. Charging outright for vigilante services was
frowned upon. The line between good-guy and bad-guy had blurred
even then (maybe it has always been blurred) but it hadn’t been
erased yet.

Since I couldn’t earn money, nor did I want
anything to do with the various clandestine agencies operating at
various degrees of efficiency for various competing political
agendas, then, via her stipend, Dana Anzar, a.k.a. The Protectress
of Manhattan, offered a middle way between selling out and giving
up.

The Anzar stipend kept me in rent, costume,
and motorcycle repair, but many months were a stretch, which is why
I ate most every meal out. Uptown, Midtown, and Greenwich Village
restaurants were good about comping meals; the presence of a bona
fide superhero at a corner table being good for tourist trade. East
Village joints in the jaded 1980’s—not so much. I got a free tofu
scramble with home fries at the Life Cafe once for taking down a
baddie called Iamb who had a phobia against free verse and
made it his employment to menace open-mic nights, but superheroes
didn’t operate much—or impress much—in the neighborhood.

That’s how I liked it.

Because I entered my hidden top-floor
apartment via a secret passage in another building, and because I
paid my rent by mail using an alias, no one knew where in the East
Village I lived, but my neighbors would have feigned not caring
less anyway. Like Quentin Crisp, Laurie Anderson, or Jim Jarmusch I
was just another quasi-famous boho denizen. Sure, I could have
gotten into any after-hours club or performance-space free from
cover charge ... but I found myself too busy at night anyway.

I found walking in the East Village in the
late afternoon—a morning’s training or detective work behind me and
the evening’s patrol still ahead—the perfect way to stay
centered.

The first Friday evening that August remains
crystallized in my memory. The air hung unseasonably dry. It felt
more like Indian Summer than a steamy, wet-hot city dog day. After
a local stroll, I headed over to the West Village, to meet Sandra
Cyan for some pasta primavera—early dinner for me, and late, late
lunch for Sandra—when I crossed paths with the Bicycle Thieves.

The Bicycle Thieves were not actual bike
thieves, nor did evidence suggest they were
Italian-neorealist-cinema aficionados. Rather they were triplets
who had harried high-end retailers up and down Fifth Avenue, from
First Street to Fifty-Ninth all summer, using late afternoon
traffic snarls to escape with loot stuffed in messengers bags, or
bungeed to the saddle racks of their mountain bikes. An effective
scheme—surprising no one had tried it before. Five years in the
city and I still witnessed new schemes tried all the time.

The triplets were not super-villains—just
three mortal large-calved men in Kevlar safety helmets—a low
priority for me. Still I was pleased when they fell right into my
hands.

An alarm sounded at an antique store and the
trio burst onto the sidewalk, each triplet with a Ming Dynasty vase
tucked under his right arm. The trio made for their bikes, cowing
the thick after-work sidewalk crowd between themselves and the bike
rack by brandishing high-voltage stun guns in their left hands.

I wasn’t in costume, so neither the Bicycle
Thieves nor the panicked bystanders noticed me right away. Standing
only about ten feet away from them, I could have charged, snagged
the nearest triplet by an ankle and swung him into the others.
However, since I don’t possess much in the way of superhuman
speed, one or more priceless vase could have shattered. So I held
for a beat.

It took less than a millisecond for the
triplets to secure their loot to their bikes with bungee cords.

Ever since a botched caper where the
triplets had had their own bikes stolen while robbing a store had
forced them to abandon their loot and flee on foot, the brothers
had taken to locking their bikes before each caper. In the instant
it took them to unlock the bikes now, I acted.

I snagged the nearer two brothers in a
headlock with my left arm. The third bolted but I was able to hook
an index finger in the waistband of his biking shorts. He snapped
backward. I transferred my grip to his helmet.

I knocked his head twice, once each against
each brother’s helmet—not too hard, just enough to stun them all
into dropping their weapons and buckling to their knees. It took a
few moves more to seize their keys, unlock their bikes, and use the
locks to secure the triplets to the bike rack by their necks.
Done.

The crowd applauded. A small elderly couple
spilled forth from the antique store, examined their vases through
their matching pairs of coke-bottle glasses. Finding their vases
unharmed, the couple reached out their tender hands and thanked me
profusely.

An ordinary capture like this was not time
consuming. I judged the crowd sedate, and therefore I would not
have to stick around and protect the thieves until police arrived,
which was fortunate, as I was already late to meet Sandra. We had
had little enough time for anything as simple as a quick dinner
date since she had been hired as feature columnist at the New York
Observer, a new weekly—but full-sized—paper. I used to rib her
about the gig: “how long can it take to write one
eight-hundred-word column once a week?”

“There’s research. It’s not as easy as it
looks,” she would say, giving me her sharpest
and-it’s-not-like-your-career-doesn’t-come-first look.

Sandra Cyan did know a lot about the
time-constraints the superhero game placed on relationships. She
had famously dated Troubadour, a hero with musical powers, a
bit of a preener if you ask me, but they had broken up long before
she and I started dating. Sandra gained a reputation for being too
close to the superhero community, and lost her job on Live at
Five. Now she was back in print journalism, and happy about it.
True, her new publisher probably hired her because of her
superhero connections, including the juicy romantic innuendo, but
everyone has to make a living. It was a new age, the Eighties, and
Sandra was the among the first to pick up on just how
celebrity-driven our city—and the country—would soon become.

At least she was sure that for print, as she
was never sure of television, she’d been hired for her talent, not
her blonde hair and the poise she learned runway-modeling her way
through grad school. Did it bother me that people thought I was
dating a groupie, a star-f*cker?

Look, when you’ve read as much
misinformation about yourself in the press as I have, you don’t
spend much time dwelling on what the media says about anyone else.
Now the fact that Sandra herself was a member of that same
scandal-obsessed journalistic tribe did give me pause.

That day, being a Friday, and the weather
beautiful, folks felt like lingering after my takedown of the
Bicycle Thieves. Escaping from a grateful crowd of citizens
can be trickier than capturing bad guys. Superhero sightings were
rarer now, because of Shadow Demon War in the pocket universe,
which didn’t help. Crowds got much worse in the summer when more
tourists were in town. A battle at the Statue of Liberty that July
left me trapped signing autographs and posing with families for
pictures over an hour. This was before cell phones—and
camera phones were limited to spy and super-villain
arsenals. I don’t envy the kids that came into the game a
generation later, forced to deal with that ubiquitous technology,
and the paparazzi besides.

Having no flying ability, no gadgets, no
extraordinary leaping power or rocket boots, put me, like
any gravity-bound superhero, at disadvantage in these situations. I
could often make a decent lunge at an advantageously-position fire
escape or passing delivery truck. Sometimes ducking into the
nearest subway and coming back up another exit in the same station
was an option. A block or two makes a difference. Nothing like any
of those escapes presented itself just then, and grateful citizens
had me boxed in. The crowd grew.

Selecting a thin section of the crowd, and
making excuses repeatedly, I worked my way toward the street. I
stopped traffic, crossed to the center and, protected by vehicles
flowing around in two directions, I raced toward the intersection
as the light turned red. That did it, bolting west on Tenth, I made
my escape.

A block over I slowed to a trot, and dodged
my way back to the sidewalk, annoying drivers forced to break for
me. They didn’t know about the take down on a whole other corner,
and probably couldn’t have cared less, having their own lives to
worry about. They didn’t associate me with Red Jacket, the
superhero. I was just a guy in black jeans and engineer boots and a
red CBGB tee-shirt, who for some reason had made himself a nuisance
running in traffic for awhile. Infuriating, but they would get over
it. I walked on to meet Sandra.

She spotted me first, not far from her place
on Jane Street and about a block from the restaurant. She stepped
up beside me and slipped her arm under mine. Most people won’t do
that to a superhero—come up on you, that is—worried that such
behavior leads to finding oneself flung up to the nearest rooftop
by an ever-vigilant metahuman. But Sandra, even before she knew me
well, never thought in human or superhuman terms. She saw heroes as
individuals, and was, often as not, unimpressed. It’s refreshing to
know someone sees you as ordinary. You grow to cherish it. You
start to feel like it’s even true. That, on the other hand, brings
its own challenges.

“Hi babe,” she said.

“Hi you,” I said. Friday night dates with
Sandra had become our relationship’s highlight. I have total recall
of Sandra’s work schedule in those days. She was a mess on Tuesdays
afternoons until she heard back from her editor and completed
rewrites. Then she was a wreck until The Observer went to
press Wednesday, then a bundle of raw nerve-endings Thursday
waiting for peasants to storm the castle or at least shut down the
paper’s switchboard with calls demanding her immediate firing. She
feared this whether her column had been an exposé on political
corruption or a slice-of-life about the Coney Island Cyclone. By
Saturday morning she already worried she had no material for the
coming Wednesday, by Sunday that feeling drove her into a gray
funk, by Monday into a hostile defensive stature bolstered by a
fortification of ripped-up legal pad sheets. By Tuesday morning
siege mentality and typing frenzy displaced all else.

Then Friday came again, and the whole city
and its world of possibilities reopened. Galaxies of imagination,
of new beginnings, expanded before her shining eyes.

I tried to make Friday night dates as often
as I could. A theory holds that we all have latent super-powers,
though rarely to a degree that would help in a street fight. If
that theory holds any weight (which is doesn’t, but lets not spoil
my reverie) then Sandra’s superpower was to see the world in all
its richness and possibility and glory once a week, every Friday
night.

We walked arm in arm the blocks to the
restaurant, she held herself to me like we were walking against an
autumn wind in The Hamptons. I didn’t get out to The Hamptons much.
One time, to battle a resurrected U-Boat captain and his crew of
rusty robots, but I hadn’t had an opportunity to really enjoy the
area.

“I’m starving. I’m going to out-order you
tonight,” Sandra promised.

“You can try.”

“And I’ll outdrink you,” she
said.

“No doubt.” I never drank before patrol.
“But the day is coming, Sandra ... My next night off ...”

“You mean your first night off.”

“No. You’re forgetting Axel’s thing,” I
reminded her.

“Oh right. RJ, there is no chance—none—that
you will make it to Axel’s show Tuesday night. No chance. Even
though you promised him. I would feel sorry for the poor man if I
thought for a second that he believed you when you said
you’d show up.”

“Like I’m going to miss a midget—whose only
aerobic exercise is tramping to the bodega for a tiny cigar and a
triangle of crema de leche—perform his first dance recital
at the age of thirty-something. Solo.”

“That’s not nice. Don’t say midget. He’s
your friend. Your best friend.” She said best but she meant
only friend. We had had this discussion before.

“What? He knows he’s small. He calls
himself a midget.”

“Well he can. You don’t have to.”

“I do it in front of him.”

“At least don’t when he’s not here. Around
me. What would he think?”

“He wouldn’t care. You know he calls me
—”

She stepped back, almost knocking down a man
walking a wiener dog behind us and waved her hands in the air. She
thought I was going there, but I hadn’t planned to go there. It
hadn’t occurred to me to go there.

I let it pass. “‘Alphabet City’s Mightiest
Metahuman.’ is all I was going to say.”

“That’s supposed to hurt?” she said, adding
a doubtful arch of one eyebrow.

“Well it’s his inflection,” I said, a touch
too defensively.

She shook her head. “I don’t get you artsy
guys and your jokes anyway. Everything has to be oh-so-ironic and
cutting. Are you sure you’re a superhero, or are you some sort of
hipster-prankster-poseur?” she teased. It burned a little, and I
hoped it didn’t show. “I’m an old-fashioned sincere person,” she
said, “you can take a lesson from me and my plain simple
values.”

“From plain simple Eighty-Fifth Street,” I
reminded her.

“My family moved to Jersey when I was
ten.”

“Yes, Summit is in New Jersey. Why do you
want to see Axel’s thing so bad anyway?”

“Because he’s in it, he’s a friend, and this
is what we do on this planet, honey.” She was joking, I feel
constrained to add here. I’m not from another planet, no metahuman
is, not even The Golden, rumors and wishful thinking to the
contrary.

“I’ll be there,” I said. “Checked the
weather report. Humidity is going to be way up. Not like today.
Isn’t it gorgeous out? Look at that blue sky. But it’s going to top
105 degrees next week. Way too hot for serious crime. Half the
underworld will be passed out on wine coolers by dark.”

“Don’t think much of your foes these days do
you, superhero? What is it The Golden always says? ‘Crime never
sleeps and I never will’?”

“‘I never shall.” Naturally. “Fine
for him, The Lost Son of Atlantis. If he did sleep, what
would happen to that part in his hair? That is one straight hair
part line he’s working there. And people say being able to fly is
cool. That hair, that’s the real superpower.”

“Jealous.”

“I’m a Protectress guy. You know that.”

“Oh, I know that.”

“Jealous?”

She slapped my arm.

“Even the Protectress has to sleep,” I
said.

Sandra’s eyes brightened, in front of my
face she slipped into journalist mode, before I could do anything.
“She does?”

“Don’t.” I said.

“What?”

“Fish for information about The
Protectress.”

“You brought it up ...”

“Drop it Sandra.”

“Drop nothing. I didn’t say anything
did I? Don’t get on my case.”

She was right, it wasn’t her fault. It was
my fault, I had let my guard down for a second. Forgotten
myself.

No matter how close you get to a civilian
(though, in fairness to my younger self, I guess I considered
Sandra only quasi-civilian) you must never forget the code. You
must never let down the side. Give yourself up, if you must, but
never expose another superhero’s secrets once you’ve been
privileged to them. It kept us close, as we needed to be close in
our “fraternity”—the term we used that sounded corny and hoary even
back then—but you’ve got to be a little corny to go in for
superhero-ing anyway. No, the Golden didn’t have a monopoly on
corny.

And the one secret above all, in those days,
the one question any journalist would sell her inkwell to have
answered was whether or not The Protectress had actual superpowers.
When the truth came out later, the public loved and respected her
all the more for being human, while her enemies shuddered all the
more, knowing a mere human had vexed them so long—until her own
inevitable demise.

Even if Sandra Cyan hadn’t been the best
journalist in the city, been in some other line of work entirely, I
wouldn’t have told her anything about The Protectress, or The
Golden for that matter—not intentionally. But, from little acorns
...

I had said it, the Protectress
sleeps. A small peek through the cloud she created to protect
herself so that she could protect us. Sandra would never use
it, would never use me that way, not if I asked her not to.
Still, she had heard it. I could sense Sandra thinking: “What did
he say? The Protectress sleeps? Like any ordinary woman? Where? In
a bed? In Manhattan? Or in some parallel else-when, realm of night
terrors and dream monsters, battling ever escalating evils to hold
them at bay?”

Nice one, RJ, shooting off your mouth to
your reporter girlfriend, way to go Red Jacket, young gun, badass
with the strength of three-to-five men and rhino-hard skin, and not
worth a hundredth of her, never would be, and never should be. Big
mouth.

The Protectress sleeps.

One verbal slip about my friend and mentor,
The Protectress. One verbal slip that nothing came of. I regret I
never confessed my indiscretion to Dana. She would have barely
registered it—maybe a lop-sided half frown under her mask, and the
smallest hand wave at belt-level. She would have handled it.

She would have forgiven my slip-up, because
whatever else you believe about The Protectress you can believe
this, she knew everyone of us is human, everyone of us makes
mistakes, the good guys and the bad guys, and that’s the secret
source of her power. She knew that villains, even the great ones:
The Terror, Orgone, Vein, and the rest, are just humans behind the
disguises and the mutant abilities and the nuclear exoskeletons. As
much as they could fool us, fool themselves even, they never fooled
her. All just people to encounter, all just flawed vessels that
could be understood. All human beings like herself. The Protectress
I keep—in my imagination at least—would have said, “Forget it,
everybody messes up, even The Protectress sleeps.”

It has been said our heroes always let us
down in the end. The heyday of the superhero era, which I mark
roughly as 1932 until the Bicentennial six years ago, is ripe with
corroborating examples. But we let our heroes down too, and we
don’t think enough about that.

Just as I was about to tell Sandra I’d lost
my appetite and sulk off to a pre-sunset patrol, Sandra snapped me
out of it. It was her Friday night too, dammit, and she wasn’t
about to let a little thing like the Code of the Superheroes ruin
it. This is why I liked civilians. This is why I liked Sandra.

She stuck a finger into my side. “Hey, how
about that article on you in the Post today?” Because if you
ever want to get a superhero out of his mopey funk and back in to
his usual spirit of annoyed mild frustration, you definitely want
to call attention to tabloid press reporting about himself.
Especially when the coverage is by the Post. Among the six
active heroes in the city: me, Sandra’s ex-boyfriend Troubadour,
Magenta Gymnast, Duelo, Concrete Jungle, and Key, I remained
forever the Post’s favorite punching bag.

“What is it this time?”

“You really haven’t seen it?”

“Do I ever?”

“But this one? Nobody said anything to you?
I think news radio picked it up.”

“I stayed inside training all day.” I hadn’t
seen anyone, and the only news I ever listened to anymore was Robin
Quivers on Howard Stern. “I’ve avoided seeing the Post since
last Christmas when Hyena Vultura suspended me upside down over the
press machines and made the operators print a full run with the
headline “Vultura Kills Red Jacket.”

“It was ‘Vultura Vanquishes Red
Jacket,’ and you can’t blame the Post for that one, Hyena
Vultura made them print it.”

“Still, I did save their entire work force,
you’d think they would have cut me some slack on their
actual headline ...”

“‘Red Jacket Shuts Down Post,’ well
it was the first time they missed an edition since the 1863 Draft
Riots. And you didn’t save their editorial board, they were in
another building after all. The pressman’s union thanked you.”

“I’m sure everyone who gets the union’s
newsletter appreciated reading the truth. You have to defend
your tribe do you? Even the Post? You know, Fulton Street
doesn’t smell that way because of the fish market.”

“You’ve used that line before. And everybody
loves superheroes no matter what the Post writes. For a guy
who can stop a bullet, you’re pretty thin skinned.”

“I can stop a bullet, but would I ever get
up again?” I know I’m good for a .22 caliber, which bruises, and I
have a mean scar on my left thigh where a .50 caliber “flak-jacket
buster” shattered going in and (mostly) didn’t come out once,
everything in between was a gray area.

“So you didn’t see the story about you in
the Post today is what you are saying.”

I ignored that.

“Okay. Never mind.”

“All right.” I sighed. “Go ahead and tell
me.”

“I have to show you. Where is a
newsstand?”

“On second thought” I said, “don’t tell me,
and don’t show me either. I don’t want to know about
it.”

“I’ll show it to you after you’ve
eaten.”

“You don’t want to spoil my meal, just the
rest of my evening. Sweet of you.” We bickered, but it was good
bickering. She squeezed my arm again.

We walked. I felt happy, silent for a bit
and just walking with Sandra. She was a very demonstrative friend,
and right then she held her body very close to mine, as close as
two people can touch and still be ambulatory. I never let her do
that when I wore the costume and had a certain image to project. I
had to appear impartial and love all citizens equally. The populace
didn’t need to be reminded by our own actions what a soap opera the
superhero subculture can be. They got enough on that from the
media.

Right then, strolling through the Village we
were getting looks. Sandra never noticed, or claimed never to
notice those things. I notice. I get stared at a lot, and I have
theories on the different types of stares I get.



I get stares when I’m in costume, of course.
I sometimes do get stares as well when I’m out on the street alone
as a civilian. People give me a second look, wonder where they’ve
seen me before, maybe they figure it out, maybe not. Other times I
get looks “just because.” A tall guy with cut arms and broad
shoulders doesn’t necessarily signal superhero, not even in New
York, but it certainly does rule him in. I try to dress baggy.
Loose sweatshirts, or long-sleeved tee’s—the tight red tee-shirt
that day being a departure from my regular off-duty attire. It’s
the one original CBGB T-shirt I have, and it was laundry day. If
I’d have thought about it in the context of meeting Sandra for
dinner, I might have thrown on a linen suit jacket or even a
leather jacket (though not the signature red double-buttoned number
of course) just to draw down the attention level, because another
type of stare I tended to get with Sandra beside me made for
attention enough.

More accurately, we both got the stares. As
I said, she’s demonstrative. Even in the Village, even in 1983, a
couple like us drew stares, and a few stiffening backs. Not only
stares from white people, as some white people seem to assume, but
from black people too. Something about the very tall very brown
man, and Sandra’s cascades of blond hair falling against his
shoulder. It’s something taken note of.

I experienced a heightened self-awareness
beyond my usual heightened self-awareness, impossible to ignore,
when we were together in public. Sandra thought my imagination
exaggerated the degree to which we caught these stares; superheroes
and their giant egos after all, always needing attention, always
finding (making?) themselves the center of some drama. There could
be a bit of that. Sandra kidded me once that if a super-villain
wanted to hurt me he could invent a de-charisma-fying ray and watch
me wither from inattention. As much as I cared for Sandra—I could
have done without those stares. Sometimes you want to be with your
date, walk down your city’s sidewalk arm-in-arm and enjoy a little
bit of the evening like anyone. Is that a lot to ask? For a
six-foot-two African-American superhero with a five-foot-eleven
blonde white girlfriend, yes it is.

Sometimes I believed that, and sometimes I
made the effort to laugh it off and live my life. I only had to
think about Sandra and the way things didn’t bother her—because she
didn’t have to live with them every minute of the day, sure that is
part of it—but her natural temperament was the main factor. She
can’t be faulted for not worrying about what other people choose to
carry around and hold in their heads, or perhaps their hearts. I
admired this trait in her, cared for her all the more for it: her
form of recovered-innocence born of optimism and experience, rare
on Earth at that time and in this. Sometimes, even a superhero
lucks out, and finds someone to look up to.

We were coming up toward a newsstand at the
next corner, my hopes to avoid the headline of the Post a
bit longer about to end, when I noticed two beat cops next to the
stand grinning at us. One nudged the other. Great, I thought.
What’s this now? One of the cops caught my eye and shouted:

“H-hey, RJ, do we have to arrest ya?”

I slowed up, my hands remained in my jeans
pockets, with Sandra still hooked around my right arm, but I did
slow up as I spoke to him. “How’s that, officer?”

Now the other one chuckled. “Yeah, sorry Red
Jacket, looks like we gotta run you in.”

I blinked, and now I did stop. The first cop
gulped down his smile. His eyes got a little wider. He was first to
realize, though his partner only took a second longer, that
whatever the joke was, I didn’t get it. With a shaky finger, first
officer pointed over to the paper rack at the newsstand. “The
Post ...” he said.

“He hasn’t seen it yet, I was just telling
him ...” Sandra said.

I reluctantly took a step over and looked
down at the papers. A broken corner of old brick held down the
Post stack. I paid my silver to the attendant and took a
copy from under the brick. The Post had devoted half its
front page to a photo of me. Or almost of me. Almost
my uniform on a man stepping out of a broken jewelry-store window
and carrying a bag of what would have been stolen loot slung over
his back. The page’s top half was a headline that read: BLACK
JACKET!?!?

“Some clown,” said the first cop, confident
now that I would get the joke. “Some moron calling you out.”

“Oldest trick in the book, ain’t it, Red
Jacket?” said the other.

“Just about,” I muttered. The impostor had
even gotten himself a Red Jacket Halloween mask. An older one, or
maybe just a bad likeness, because I had let my hair grow out this
year. But yeah, that was my jaw, my nose, my former bald head all
pressed from rubber. According to the article, the impostor’s
outfit was all black leather—not my red.

“Bush league,” said the first cop, being
helpful. “Mailed the photo in himself after the robbery.”

Indeed. Pure amateur theatrics that gets
pulled on every reputable superhero many times over a career.
Nobody falls for it anymore, and even the Post must have
been embarrassed that they couldn’t find anything better to go with
on a slow news day. If it had been anyone but me, that paper’s
go-to whipping-boy, then they wouldn’t have bothered.

An impostor. Some loner: rejected, bitter,
and harmless, until the day he accidentally spills radioactive goo
on himself, or a digs up a cursed idol, and then through whatever
causality-chain appeals to these people decides to spend all his
time obsessing over a particular superhero. It was insulting to
even think I would bother being insulted by it. I chewed my lip and
folded the paper backwards before rolling it up tight to shove in
my back pocket. This type of thing had become a real nuisance since
the war. Not enough local superhero activity to spread the
spotlight around. Now the loonies had fewer targets to pester. It
was my turn.

So even though it shouldn’t have
worked, and because I knew better than to let it work, it
started to work. If this annoying new villain had known, it might
have brought a smile to the face he hid under a mask of me.

That rankled most of all.

 



 


 


 Chapter Two:
Thirty-Two Weeks Earlier...

 


At Washington Square I passed through a
police perimeter, an indifferent-to-me press corps, and a few dozen
colorful, caped, winged, cowled brethren gathered in the elements
like a life-sized action-figure collection belonging to the world’s
luckiest nine-year-old. I entered the crowded park-enveloping tent
and weaved through an instrument array that hummed insistently to
remind us that only technology’s vigilance could keep the
hyper-dimensional rift in check. Machinery and bodies warmed the
air in the tent some, but I still saw my own January breath.

I could not see the actual rift at first. I
had vaguely pictured a ragged—possibly fiery—rip, afloat midair.
Actually it lay a dozen-feet deep, covering a fifty-foot-wide
crater’s bottom, solid, like a skim-milk-blue ice rink.

Somewhere below, Shadow-Demons moved, rapid
and ghostly.

I stopped gawking and went to the staging
area where The Protectress stood, dividing her focus between
directing the scientific team and babysitting politicians. The
Deputy Mayor for Superhero Relations, sunken-cheeked and tightly
wound as always, stopped annoying her long enough to point a finger
at me and bark: “Primary focus number one: guard the arch.” To
think I almost missed that moment. I had no reason to visit the
site until The Protectress decreed I must, so I did. Outside The
Golden still speechified to gathered superheroes, so I guess having
to listen to the Deputy rather than stand captive in the elements
to “Atlantis’ Lost Son” wasn’t so bad a trade.

That the Washington Square Arch remained
Gracie Mansion’s principle concern didn’t surprise me. Weeks
earlier, the rift had appeared spontaneously, sucking the central
fountain and several hapless pot-dealers down before physicists at
nearby NYU contained it.

The deputy mayor liked to play generalissimo
to metahumans. His office issued so-called guidelines, but you knew
he wished he could call them edicts: “primary focus number one”
this or “A-number-one priority” that. He was kindred spirit to the
new U.S. Attorney—the individual Jimmy Breslin would one day call
“a little man in search of a balcony.” At my level I never dealt
with The Deputy or the U.S. Attorney much—which worked out
well for everyone.

“Primary focus number one is the Arch. Okay
Deputy,” I said. “How should we prioritize citizens? Will we
classify them ‘Primary focus number two,’ or ‘Secondary Focus
Number One?’ We could go as low as ‘Secondary Focus Number Two’ but
it’s your call.”

The deputy ignored me, shooting his
remonstrative look at The Protectress instead, correctly deciding
that nothing he said to me would have a useful effect.

The Protectress’s eyes went to me. Below her
cowl, she allowed her mouth’s corners to bend downward.

I shut up.

“Mr. Deputy,” said The Protectress, “I
assure you the rift will seal behind us. The seal
will hold. The rift will not spread.” Her inflection
closed the matter. Like I had learned to do, when The Protectress
talked the city listened, even the city in the dubious guise of its
current Deputy Mayor for Superhero Relations. Moving the rift,
though possible, held greater dangerous than sealing it.

A youngster in a white lab coat, scruffy,
scrawny, a bit pimply, rushed forward to interrupt our little mix.
I took him for a lab assistant or an intern. He pushed himself
between The Protectress and me. “Eight minutes,” he said.

She towered over him. “Thank you, Mr.
Fiennes.” The kid hustled away again.

I closed my jaw which had fallen open at the
name. “Arlo Fiennes?” The scientist Protectress entrusted to
reseal a rip in the cosmos? I suddenly had as much confidence in
this scheme specifically as the Deputy had in me generally.

The Protectress led me away by my elbow.

When we’d moved beyond The Deputy’s earshot
I said, “Mr. Fiennes? Not even Dr. Fiennes?”

“I don’t judge by titles—or
appearances.”

Only abilities mattered. Or should
matter. I backtracked. “Maybe it’s for the best. Doc Megazoid...
Doctor Carnivial... Professor Fossil, where have all the PhD’s
gotten us...”

She made me suffer one of her terrible
pauses before answering. “Save the wisecracks for the bad guys, Red
Jacket. You need to decide which side you’re on.”

Even though I didn’t keep my identity
secret, she always called me Red Jacket—never R.J.—when I wore the
outfit. That’s not true. She never called me R.J. at all.

“I’m one of the good guys,” I said, failing
to keep the sound of childish-outrage from my voice.

“Obviously, but what I’m ask—”

“Heck,” I interrupted, “I’m even a ‘Rear
Guardian.’ Did you catch the Post? It’s what they call the rest of
us. Respectful, huh?”

She let disappointment show. “That’s
what this is?”

My cheeks burned. I knew somebody had to
stay behind. “I’m on your side, and you know that.”

“But are you on your own side, Roy?”
Like I said, she never called me R.J.

I bit my tongue. I better had be on my own
side, with the likes of Trumpeteer, Magenta Gymnast, et al. as
backup.

“We’ll face tests in ways we can’t
anticipate,” she said.

Really? New? Else? Anything?

“I count on you, Roy. You. That’s why
I insisted you come down here today. You’re staying in the
city because if I fail I need someone willing to destroy the
gateway we are going create, even if it means sacrificing me and
the other champions.”

“That won’t happen.” No chance. The
Protectress always prevails. I couldn’t imagine a world where she
didn’t.

“Just stand ready.”

“Can’t this Fiennes kid seal the rift if it
comes to that?”

“He’s a citizen, not a metahuman. After
this, go see him for the details. If you do need to close the rift
it means we lost—the shadow demons killed us, or we would have
sealed it ourselves. Which means you’ll find yourself in a world
with a good deal fewer heroes. Which is why you need to stay on
your own side.” Then she smiled and made a rare joke. “Maybe you’ll
get to the show yet. Don’t make more enemies than you can avoid,
fight hard, keep the street mayhem to a minimum, and hold on.”

“Okay.”

“No problem?”

None.

I get a lump in my throat now thinking of
the lump I got in my throat then, as I realized the confidence Dana
Anzar, the world’s greatest hero had in me. I ninety-percent
believe it. At least eighty percent, anyhow, though I wouldn’t put
it past her to have given the other five so-called “rear-guardians”
the same base-covering ego-soothing speech. Nor would I blame
her.

“Now, The research team informs me the rift
will burst wide open in twelve months, when Earth’s orbit
re-intersects with the relevant anomalous hyper-dimensional
polarities. Time’s measured differently over there, but we need to
defeat the Shadow-Demons before then, or they’ll spill into our
reality. I anticipate missing next Christmas, but we should be home
before the ball drops on New Year’s.”

“That’ll make Dick Clark happy.”

“Mr. Clark is a fine American.”

“Yes he is,” I said. Sure, why not?

Arlo Fiennes barreled toward us again,
shouting at The Protectress. “Get Ready! Three minutes!” Her
presence didn’t intimidate him. By the look he gave me, he found
mine merely annoying.

She took my hand and shook it. “Good luck,”
she said, and turned away from me without another thought. Crying
“Assemble!” she moved to the crater’s edge, next to Fiennes and his
machinery. I, not knowing what else to do, followed.

Police officers guarding the tent took rope
holds and pulled up one long flap, revealing that large and ready
array of spandex and latex as even New York City had ever
witnessed. The Golden hadn’t finished orating, but turned and,
determined to become first champion in, flew over the throng’s
heads, circled, then hovered above the rift.

Fiennes gave a signal. The various
instrument’s pitches sharpened. The deputy, and the other VIPs
backed to the far corners. A bluish glow rose from the crater.
“Thirty seconds!” shouted Fiennes.

In the air, The Golden waved superheroes
forward. For the first time it hit me how different life would be
for the next year. While everyone else focused on the rift, I
looked around. The rift represented their fight. The city remained
mine.

One guy, wispy-haired, in a khaki shirt,
earmuffs and thick glasses didn’t look at the rift either; he
watched Fiennes, and that didn’t fit.

“Ten seconds!” yelled Fiennes, hand poised
on a final lever ready for the precise moment to pull it.

The gun came up in the wispy-haired man’s
hand. A flash burst from the muzzle. I sprung forward, knocking
Fiennes, the intended victim, down. The bullet, a .22, caught my
cheekbone. It burned like lightning, left a welt for weeks, and a
pockmark I still have today.

The Protectress grabbed the gun, then the
assassin.

Fiennes, under my feet, scrambled back up to
the lever. “Go!” he shouted, and pulled it. The rift opened.

The Protectress flung the assassin toward
me. “Everyone! Move!” she shouted. No time remained for more.
Despite the chaos the bullet caused among the police, the pols, the
scientists—the superheroes held ranks and dived into the crater,
disappearing by twos and three into blue light.

The assassin turned and tumbled in the air.
I caught him. He struggled. “Stop!” he cried, at the rushing
heroes.

“What is it?” I shouted. Did he know
something?

More heroes rushed past us. “You can’t
leave! Who’s gonna to protect the city? Don’t forsake us
Protectress!”

He trembled in my grip. Clipped to his
flannel pocket an employee badge—forged, I assumed—identified him
as Bernie Gough, an electrician assigned to run cable for the NYU
Hyper-Dimensional Physics Unit.

Later I found out he was Bernie
Gough. He was an electrician. He had no record. Buying the
unlicensed handgun constituted his first criminal act. Firing it
this once, his last. An electrician named Bernie, scared and
desperate enough to believe assassinating a physicist would prevent
his hero from leaving the world’s fate in lesser hands. Lesser
hands like mine.

Poor guy.

 



 


 


 Chapter
Three: Black Jacket, Red Rose

 


Sandra did not out-order me at
dinner. I had the pasta primavera as planned. Sandra ordered the
mussels instead, changing her mind at the last minute. We “shared”
a bottle of wine she selected. I never had more than half a glass
on patrol nights, which, as Sandra often chided, was every night.
Sandra could polish off her own bottle, and, other than two rosy
cheeks, come out no worse for it.

I had two orders of mussels as well, and a
large chicken Caesar, a side of garlic bread (and most of
Sandra’s), a pitcher of iced tea, and fried ice cream and coffee
for desert. You can see why some places won’t comp me. The strength
of three-to-five men comes with elevated calorie requirements.
That’s why I posed for pictures with so many restaurant owners.
Restaurateurs are the unsung heroes in the war against
super-villainy; a metahuman flies on his stomach, The Golden would
say privately.

“You hardly touched your dinner,” said
Sandra, joking as she gestured to the tableau of empty plates.
“Still thinking about that butthole?”

She pried at the final steamed mussel.
Stubborn, it had not opened.

I reached over and opened it for her. “The
butthole. That’s a good name for him. Can you get that into your
paper? Self-styled Red Jacket impersonator a.k.a. ‘The
Butthole’.”

“I need a more reliable source.”

“What’s the use dating a columnist, if I
can’t even manipulate the press in justice’s cause?”

“You’ll get him.”

“I shouldn’t bother.”

“Meaning?” She eyed my final spoonful of
fried ice cream.

“You could have ordered your own,” I
said.

“I can’t eat a whole one.”

“I can.” Then with an elaborate sigh, “Oh I
guess I can spare it. This once.” I held the spoon to her lips.
“This isn’t a precedent, understand.”

“Understood, sir.” She accepted the
spoonful. “Mmm. Maybe I will have one. See what a bad influence you
are?”

“You begged!”

“You’re supposed to resist, superhero. A
girl bats her eyes and you surrender the last of the fried ice
cream? Oh you’ll never make it in this city.”

“Maybe I should leave. Head back west.”

“Nah, you’ll never leave Manhattan. This is
the show!” After a lull, she asked, “You said you shouldn’t bother?
About the butthole? The guy in the paper?”

“Attention is what he wants.”

“What can you do? Good guys fight bad guys.
Today it’s jewelry stores, tomorrow he cuts the Roosevelt Island
tram cable.”

“They should close that thing. Hostages in
midair: super-villain crack. You’re right. He’s so...”

“What?” she asked.

“Is this my girlfriend leaning in with
increased fascination—or the reporter? He’s so cliché.”

“He’s real life, not a movie. Don’t bad guys
pretty much all do the same in real life? Theft, kidnapping,
apocalypse. If they could come up with new stuff, they’d go to
Hollywood and get themselves deals.”

“You have a high opinion of Hollywood,” I
said.

She paused. “You almost slipped that passed
me.”

“What?” I asked.

“My girlfriend, you said. You called
me your girlfriend.”

“Well.” We hadn’t defined this in words
yet.

She couldn’t suppress a smile. “You have
a girlfriend,” she teased in a schoolyard singsong.

“So what if I do?” I laughed.

She looked away, red from more than the wine
now. She wouldn’t stop smiling. “Sooo, that’s a pretty good
thing. She’s a pretty good woman.”

“Oh, be careful. I hear she’s media. You
can’t trust them,” she bantered.

“I never do.”

“Villain-bate.”

I lost my smile.

“Kidding, RJ. I can handle myself.”

“You shouldn’t have to.” She had to bring up
reality.

“I know the game. Everyone in New
York—Super-villain Central—knows the game.”

“It’s not a game.” I said, a little too
harshly. “People die.”

She withdrew, chastened. We call it
the game, superheroes do, but I didn’t care for the term, and I
didn’t want my non-meta, vulnerable girlfriend to think that
dangerous way.

“We need to keep a lower profile,” I
said.

“RJ...” she started, but I wouldn’t let her
finish.

“At least while this “Black Jacket” is out
there.”

“The butthole? You cannot be serious,
RJ!”

“He made it personal.”

“He’s nobody. A jewel-heister in a Halloween
mask.”

“They start that way.” We were making each
other’s arguments now.

“What else is behind this?” she asked
me.

“Nothing. This is what it is.”

“This is what it is? Nice. Aren’t you
sweet?” She mocked, and not in the gentle tone she’d used a moment
before. Funny how things turn.

Outside, darkness would soon fall. “Let’s
talk about it later,” I said.

“No. We’ll talk now.”

I didn’t react. She didn’t appreciate the
silence, after a minute she spoke. “All right then. Okay then,
we’ll talk about it later. You brought up this boyfriend/girlfriend
terminology, you know. I didn’t ask you for anything.”

“Except a bite of my dessert,” I said, in an
attempt to lighten the mood, which any reader more perceptive than
my emotionally underdeveloped twenty-six-year-old self can see did
nothing to lighten the mood.

“Okay, okay.” She looked at the red and
white tablecloth, not at me. Almost to herself she said, “You need
to patrol anyway.”

“I do...” I faltered. Black Jacket wasn’t
the only butthole. “Sandra, can we just set aside the last five
minutes.”

She held back a grimace. “Sure. You’ve got
to patrol and you need your focus...”

“I don’t mean that. I’ve had—I’m
having a wonderful time with you ... I mean this has been a
great dinner ...” I fumbled, sounding like I didn’t mean it.
There’s a guy in Chicago I think, Takeback, who allegedly
can reverse time two minutes; I could have used that ability. Why
does conflict saturate everything?

“Okay. Stop speaking.” She reached across
the table and took my hands in hers. She wasn’t mad. She decided
not to be mad, not to dangle me from that hook. Decided better than
that. She handled personal stuff better than me. Superheroes don’t
do personal.

Darkness hadn’t descended yet, but we didn’t
linger much longer. I’d ruined another Friday, but she would
forgive me. Or not. I couldn’t blame this one on the bad guys.
Sandra was right. So had the cops been. No black-jacketed impostor
was worth whining and fretting over. Only the jewelry-store owner
had yet suffered, and he had insurance. And the Post readers who
read the dreck, but they had themselves to blame.

Even after we left the table it took awhile
to get out of the restaurant. The owner, Massimo, emerged from the
kitchen, as he had done earlier to seat us. “Mr. Red Jacket!” His
grand voice boomed when he discovered we were leaving. That was
fine. We talked a few moments and he flirted with Sandra in a
grandfatherly way. She was good at the social stuff and a bystander
would have never known we had just had words.

She let Massimo think she was hunky-dory,
but on the street minutes later she dropped that mask.

“I’ll walk you back to your place,” I said.
It was only a couple blocks, so she let me.

A woman approached us at the corner of Jane
Street, where Sandra lived. She was one of those ladies who sell
roses wrapped in tight cellophane tubes on summer nights to happy
couples. This was early, so she still had a full pail. “Red rose
for the lady?” she asked.

We declined politely and absently. I didn’t
think much about it at the time.

Sandra left me at the bottom of the stoop.
We kissed goodnight. Not our best kiss. “I’ll call you at work
tomorrow,” I said.

She nodded, put her hand against my heart
for a moment.

As she climbed the stairs I added, “See you
at Axel’s performance Wednesday, if not before.”

She unlocked the door and squeezed through.
Turning, and sticking her head back out she said, “Axel’s show is
Tuesday.” Then she closed the door.

“Goodnight,” I whispered, then left.

The old lady with the roses stood at the
corner still, as if waiting for someone.

“I rose for you, sir. A nice red rose, Red
Jacket.” She took one from the pale and gestured toward me with it.
“Free,” she said.

I waived her off again. “No thank you,” I
said.

“Not for the lady. For you, just for you.
Special rose.”

My ears pricked. The lady looked harmless
enough, but superhero instincts, despite my distraction, kicked in.
I took my hands from my pockets and rocked forward on the balls of
my feet. “Okay,” I said, “what you got there, dear?”
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