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Superheroes Anonymous

By Jeremy Bursey


Andy stared into the mirror intensely for several minutes before brushing his teeth.  This was something he knew he had to do, and was prepared to do whatever it took to make it right.  His secret had to be told, and he wasn’t going to let it go another day.  Too many have passed already.

As he looked at himself with uncertainty, dressed in his button-up shirt and Dockers khakis, he realized his deception had already gotten too deep.  If he revealed the secret in one magnificent revelation, it would probably shock the world.  Perhaps baby steps would be wiser.


He brushed his teeth with peppermint flavored toothpaste, and smiled to see how pearly they turned out to be.  White they were, but pearly not so much.  He spit out the excess toothpaste and rinsed his mouth.  Now he was ready for work.


He stealthily got into his 1984 Pontiac Firebird and fired up the engine.  He heard a couple chugs in the motor and saw black smoke spitting out the back before it turned over completely.  The thunder under the hood was almost too loud to hear Van Halen’s “Jump” on the radio, but he was still able to discern a few of the higher pitches.  Looking at his watch he realized he was endangered of being five minutes late if he didn’t leave right that moment, so he pulled out of the driveway to embark on his journey.


The air conditioner would have been nice for his trip to the office, since the outdoor temperature was reaching a hundred.  But he stopped expecting top performance out of his aging car, so he kept his complaints under his breath.  Of course, when he hit the expected traffic jam on the interstate, it took him a mighty biting of his tongue to distract his thoughts of ripping out the worthless air conditioner and drowning the car in a pool.  But, fortunately he was strong like that.


When he got to the office, he found a memo on his desk telling him that he was running late again.  He decided to file the memo in his drawer where he kept other such memos like the reminder that he left early on a Monday, and the reminder that he forgot to file a return memo to his supervisor stating that he made it to work shortly after receiving a memo about running late again.  He opened the drawer slowly, so all the memos he received in the last month would not leap out at him.  There was no real system for order, since it all went into the “What’s the Point?” file, just behind the very small “Files of Relevance” section, which he often had a hard time finding once he remembered it existed.


After spending several hours sitting at his desk, filing a few more memos that were subtly dropped in front of him throughout the morning, he finally heard the very thing that caused him to stir impatiently in his chair.  The radio in the next cubicle had been broadcasting music and news all morning.  Even though the music was an unscrupulous mix of metal and 90s boy bands, the occasional important news and weather information interrupted the programming schedule.  This time criminals were taking the mayor hostage.


Andy was torn by his dilemma.  Did he just sit in the office and idly listen to the news report as it was given, or did he leave his desk, risk getting some more memos, and try to be a patriot for his city?  As he dwelt on the thought for a moment, the news reported some disturbing information on the situation.


“Great news,” shouted the radio newsperson.  “Leotard Man, Cannonball City’s most flamboyant superhero has just rollerbladed onto the scene and is now inside the mayor’s office kicking some evil butt.  Thank you, Leotard Man for saving our city.  To all of the other superheroes out there, better luck next time.”


The news report ended, and the latest song called “Ooh, Girl,” by the teen sensation Beards to Butts resumed.  Andy snapped his pencil in half.  That lousy Leotard Man hogging all the glory again had built up just a little too much fury in his heart to let it go quietly.  If only he knew who his alter ego was, he’d go hunt him down and pummel him.  Other superheroes needed people to save too, but this guy wouldn’t let them.  Andy remembered that he almost had a heart attack when he found out that the Big Kahuna, Cannonball City’s only Hawaiian shirt clad superhero, beat Leotard Man to a crime scene involving a wacky scientist and some escaped pigs.  That was the last time the superhero justice system had any meaning.  Sure, the crooks were getting put away, but how many superheroes were stuck doing their alter egos’ jobs in the meantime?  Enough was enough.


As Andy stood up from his chair, prepared to find Leotard Man and tell him just how he felt about his pedestal status, someone walked by and dropped another memo on his desk.  He picked up the note to read that he needed to send off a memo to his supervisor and three neighboring coworkers before he could get up from his chair.  He sat back down and twiddled his thumbs.


When the day ended, he sent off his required twenty-plus memos stating his purpose and desire to go home for the day, and then quickly made a run for the elevator.  After a few minutes of fighting the crowds to get to the parking lot, he finally reached his car and took a ride around town to look for this out-of-control Leotard Man.  Of course, when he arrived at the mayor’s office, Leotard Man was nowhere to be seen.  The mayor’s secretary told him that he rollerbladed into the city skyline around lunchtime, and no one had reported a sighting since.  Andy concluded that that was the problem with crime anymore—only happened when he couldn’t leave his desk.  Since there was nothing else he could do, he decided to go home.


Andy tossed and turned in his recliner for almost two hours when he finally decided he couldn’t take it anymore.  The world had to know the truth about his secret life.  His memo-frenzy boss and coworkers had to know the truth.  Leotard Man, the bane of his existence, had to know the truth.  He decided to reach for the phone and call somebody.  He pounded on his telephone keys with a hammer’s fury, and placed the receiver up to his ear like the wind.  It rang like the gongs of China.


“Hello?” mumbled the voice on the other line.


“Who’s this?” he asked.


“Who’s this?” responded the other.


Andy hung up the phone.  This wasn’t the way to do it.  He needed another method, something safer.  He got out of his chair and picked up the newspaper.  The answer to his problem had to be in there—it always was.  Page after page didn’t have much to go on, but everything changed when he got to the Classifieds.  That’s where he discovered the greatest gift to people who shared his secret.


“Hi, I’m Kevin,” said the small guy with glasses, “and I’m an alter ego.”


The small group of people in the room clapped as their uncoordinated voices congratulated him for being so brave.  Andy clapped with the rest, even though he felt awkward being the new guy and all.  Kevin nodded at them and sat back down in his chair.


“Thank you for being honest with us,” said the leader of the group.  “We all know the struggle you have, keeping your identity a secret from everyone.”


“Including loved ones,” said Kevin.  “My wife still doesn’t know the truth.”


“I see.  And how have you kept your secret from her?”


“I do my laundry at the Laundromat,” he said, readjusting his glasses.  “She’s never seen my cape.”


The room mumbled in agreement with him.  Andy thought that he really picked a hard core group of people to keep such secrets from even their spouses.  He listened some more.


 “My kids are discovering things about themselves that they never knew they had,” Kevin added.  “Things that they inherited from me.”


“Such as?” asked the group leader.

 
“Well, my powers of course.”


“And can you tell us what your powers are?”


Kevin hesitated a moment.  Something in his face looked unsettled.  His lips curled as his eyes darted back and forth.  Once his eyes stopped, he rubbed his knees softly and stared at the floor.


“I’m not sure I’m ready to reveal that yet.”


The rest of the room clapped.  Andy clapped too, only because the others were clapping.  Frankly, he didn’t see the point.


“The group agrees, Kevin,” said the group leader, “that if you’re not ready for such an undertaking, you don’t have to share it.  Showing up to the meeting is the first step to your recovery.”


“Well, I’m not trying to recover from anything,” he said, as he looked up from the ground.  “I just don’t want to hide anymore.  I’m tired of people looking at me as the little nerd in the corner, punching thousands of lines of code on a computer.  I want them to know me as the leader of justice I am, Plummet Man, master of the—”


Kevin quickly covered his mouth and buried his face as the realization of what he just said hit him point blank in the chest.  Andy noticed the little man’s cheeks turning red.  Another guy dressed in shorts, T-shirt, and sunglasses stood up and pointed at him.


“I knew I’d seen you before,” shouted the sunglasses guy.  “You’re awesome, dude.”


The leader audibly cleared her throat.


“Jimmy,” she said.  “Don’t patronize him on his coming out.”


“What?  No, Plummet Man is the rockingest of us all.  Who else can fling himself off a building and land perfectly on the villain’s car at high impact, permanently disabling it and causing him to rely on his feet to make the rest of his escape?  No, Plummet Man’s the coolest.  He makes everyone else’s job a whole lot easier.”


Kevin shyly smiled.  Of course, Andy didn’t know why.  It seemed like this guy was mocking him.


“I guess that is kinda cool,” said Kevin, now with a red face.


The leader slightly shook her head at Jimmy, and turned her attention to Kevin.  She folded her hands and leaned into her lap.


“How does it make you feel to be Plummet Man?” she asked.


“Well, I used to think it was terrible because I was always stuck in an office while criminals would carve up the streets with their stolen Corvettes and such.  But, now that people know my identity, I can leave my job with ease.”


“Well, Kevin, we’re the only people who know about your true identity.  The next step is to tell others, starting with your family.  I’m sure your kids want to know why they have the powers they have.”


“Yeah, I’m sure they probably do too.  I know that they’re tired of climbing up on the roof all the time, just to get comfortable up there long enough to enjoy the first lick of sunshine before losing their grip, rolling off, and rocketing around in the air until they crash down onto the nearest operating vehicle.  That’s why my lawnmower is in the shop right now.”


The leader nodded with a smile.


“I see.  It seems now that you know what to do then.  I think we all here are happy for you.  Does anybody else have anything encouraging to tell Kevin?”


A really fat man stood up and laughed heartily until his belly rolled like the ocean.


“Don’t quit your day job,” he said through his echoes of delight.


“Sit down, Danny,” said the leader sternly.  “This is no time to use your power of the punch line.  Kevin is one of the good guys, or else he wouldn’t be here.”


Danny sat down and smiled.  Andy noticed his gut continuing to wave, which must have meant that he was chuckling under his breath.


“Right you are then,” said the fat man.  “Pretend I’m not here.  Though that might be hard since I take up so much room.”


And again the fat guy laughed up a storm.  This time the leader just shook her head in defeat and waited for the laughter to stop.


In that moment Andy realized what he would be in for if he stuck with this group for the long haul—a critique of his powers with possible support of his alter ego lifestyle.  He crossed his arms as he prepared to take it all in.  But something told him that the night was going to be long if he hung around, and he wasn’t so sure he wanted that.  Perhaps he was only meant to take one baby step tonight.  He figured he would at least wait around long enough to see if there was a chance that he would gain some positive support from it.


As the evening drew to an end, Andy sat like a blob in his recliner pondering the events of his day.  Obviously, there wasn’t much to think about when it came to his job, but his support group adventure occupied a hefty amount of thought.  His first night with Superheroes Anonymous was okay in his opinion, but the only thing he really accomplished in one sitting was to discover the identities of Plummet Man, the Joke Artist, and what he thought to be the Pig Rocker.  The last personality was unconfirmed because the man he thought the identity belonged to didn’t actually reveal himself in words.  But, the pig and the guitar in his lap made that possibility likely.


It seemed like the rest of the night blended time together and stirred it up a bit, since three hours in front of the television first felt like three minutes, then turned into three days or so.  One lame show after another followed each other as he held his remote control in an upright position.  Part of the problem was that the hilarious late night talk shows, filled with movie stars and stupid pet tricks, were over, leaving only the gripe and moan talk shows to flood his pre-bed brain.  After watching a woman, who said she spent most of her days watching television shows like this one, yell and scream at her infidel mailman for sleeping with her milkman, Andy decided it was time to turn off the TV.


The clock next to his bed revealed that it was after three in the morning.  Obviously for someone who had a regular office job filled with memos and filing cabinets, he thought the smart thing to do would be to get some sleep.  But, for some reason he didn’t feel like it.


Andy stepped outside his apartment to sense the summer humidity sticking to his face.  As he pondered the state of the weather, he realized that his clothing ensemble was vastly incomplete.  Therefore, he went back inside to get a jacket and a hat.  If anything, the garments would’ve hidden his true identity from those who might have had the keen eye and the ability to see through a disguise of glasses.  Feeling secure in his evasion of the curious public, he walked outside again where the nighttime heat was next to miserable.


He didn’t know what raised his impulse to take a walk through the city streets at this late hour, or what nagged him to stay out of bed tonight.  But as soon as he heard a store alarm go off and saw a masked man jump out of a shattered window frame with a big bag of stuff, he thought that maybe his keen sense of bad timing was meant to kick in tonight.  And that wouldn’t have happened if he were fast asleep.


Andy looked around to see if any of the superheroes he met earlier had come out to save the day, but the streets seemed pretty quiet.  He decided to give it a minute.  If Plummet Man or any of the other guys came out and did their thing, then he knew his job was done.  But, if this criminal managed to avoid the clutches of other peoples’ justice for even a moment longer, then he figured he would have to step in and do his part.  After two minutes of waiting without an answer, Andy knew it was all up to him.


Realistically, he didn’t know how smart it would be to chase the crook through the streets in his current clothing state because, in the eyes of others, he was still Andy the office worker.  But his destiny this night dared not be thwarted by wardrobe inconvenience, and deep down he knew that fact well.  Despite his unusual summertime garb, he was still a hero who was desperate to make the night safe, and this was his chance to fulfill his purpose without interference from other glory-hounding men in tights.  So, at the risk of revealing himself to an untrusting soul, Andy dashed from the corner of a quiet intersection and pursued the store robber with all the speed he could muster.


The criminal didn’t appear to notice Andy at first, but he ran as fast as he could toward some unknown location nonetheless.  Perhaps at this stage he was still more concerned about cops than he was about Andy, but Andy was determined to change his tune drastically.  As Andy drew closer to the fleeing crook’s proximity, he heard the man panting heavily as his bag of loot continued to drag him down.  When he thought he was close enough to make his presence known, Andy called out to the man to get his attention.


“Stop, you wretched fiend,” Andy shouted, trying his best to adhere to the superhero code of bad dialogue.  “Stop in the name of the law.”


The crook turned his head just for a moment to catch a glimpse of his pursuer, but in doing so blinded himself to everything that remained in his path.  Just as his eyes made contact with Andy’s, the criminal ran smack dab into a street lamp and knocked himself out.  When Andy finally caught up to him, the villain’s eyes rolled up into the back of his head and a tiny stream of drool poured out of his open mouth.


This wasn’t quite what Andy had in mind.


A few minutes later, as he continued to lie flat against the sidewalk, the crook slowly opened his eyes.  Andy leaned over his face to get the man’s attention.


“Running for any particular reason?” asked Andy, defiant to the fact that he still looked like an ordinary citizen.


The criminal didn’t say anything at first because he was still too busy rubbing his forehead vigorously.  But once he fully trained his eyes on Andy, he managed to eke out a response.


“Yeah, what’s it to you?” sputtered the dazed robber.


“Nothing, just thought I should know the answer before I haul you off to jail.  That’s all.”


The criminal looked like he was about to respond, but then he hesitated.


“I don’t have to talk to you,” he said finally.  “You’re no one to me.  The only person I’ll speak to tonight is Leotard Man.  You get me Leotard Man, or at the very least an autographed picture of him, then I might talk.  But only if you have the clout to do that.”


Andy felt his stomach churn a little before the crook spoke again.  Now he not only wanted to turn this guy in, he felt like punching him too.


“You know,” continued the criminal, “I only did this to get Leotard Man’s attention.  That guy is the coolest.”


Upon hearing that, Andy sensed a rush of vomit threatening to come to the surface.  Instead of asking anymore questions, he simply stood up over the fallen criminal and walked away.  He decided that he finally caught up to his three a.m. destiny and that he needed to go home.  The ordeal was a matter for the cops now.


The next morning turned out to be more of the same, with a frustrating drive to work, an onslaught of pointless memos, and a news report on how Leotard Man rescued a monkey from a tree.  Andy finally snapped his pencil when a passing coworker dropped the memo that mentioned the eminent arrival of Leotard Man, to give the department a lecture on office safety protocols.  If he couldn’t invade just one domain, he had to invade another.  Andy snapped another pencil too, just to make the point clear that he was upset.  Another coworker walked by and dropped the memo that pencil snapping was not allowed on this floor.


When the moment finally arrived for this unwanted visitation, Andy picked off a post-it from his desk and scribbled a memo about how much he thought Leotard Man sucked.  After placing the last punctuation mark, he pasted it to a regular sized sheet of paper and faxed it to the rest of the office.  About two minutes later, his fax machine spit out a memo that had nothing more than a drawing of somebody flipping him the finger.  It was clear these people were brainwashed.


Leotard Man entered the office with his huge cape flapping like a flag behind him, which was a peculiar thing considering there was no wind on this floor.  He placed his hands gently on his hips and clenched them into fists.  His smile was broad and flashy, and his teeth looked too big for his face.  His hair also flapped like a flag, but that wasn’t as strange since there was probably some wind coming from his head.  Andy gently tucked his fingers into his ears as Leotard Man began to speak.  Somebody stealthily placed a memo in front of him that said he had to listen or he would be demoted to basement worker.


As great as the benefits would have been for getting out of this office and not being subjected to listening to this moron, basement pay would have meant getting kicked out of his apartment, and probably out of town, so he decided to unplug his ears.  Of course, when the fake bellowing voice of Leotard Man echoed into his personal space, he thought maybe moving wouldn’t be so bad.


“I’m ecstatic that everyone is so motivated to work today,” said Leotard Man.  “Seeing your fresh faces puts a healthy smile on mine.”


It looked like everyone else in the office laughed as his “quote of the day” sprung off his lips.  Deep down, Andy wanted to laugh too.


“As you all know,” continued Leotard Man, “office safety is very important in a workplace.  Fortunately, all of you are doing your jobs very well, so keep up the good work.  Thank you all, and have a wonderful day.”


Leotard Man stepped away from his pedestal at the front of the office and walked down the aisle, shaking the hands of every worker he passed.  Andy heard each employee say that they were so glad to meet him, and that he could adopt their children if he wanted.  The cheesiness of the situation made him want to puke.

Andy opened his top drawer, sifted through a pile of forgotten memos, and removed some Vaseline from the back.  Immediately, he dipped his hand into the jar, then put it away again.


He faked a smile when Leotard Man finally reached his cubicle.  When the two men shook hands, Andy felt a silent sense of joy as he watched the show stealer’s mouth curl into a half smile, half disgusted, and all embarrassed shape.  A second later, he noticed the superhero scanning his eyes to the left and to the right, perhaps to see if there was anyone nearby with considerably dryer hands.  When no one stepped forth to take over handshaking duties, Leotard Man removed his hand from Andy’s grip and hid it stealthily behind his back.  Andy figured he was subtly wiping the petroleum jelly away.


“Nice to meet you, er?” said Leotard Man.


“My name is Andy.  What’s yours?”


Leotard Man paused a moment.  Andy extended his hand again and smiled.


“I already shook your hand, Andy,” he said.  “No need to shake it twice.”


“Where I’m from,” said Andy, “you’re supposed to shake someone’s hand whenever they introduce themselves.  I’m introducing myself as Andy, so I would appreciate it if you would do the gentleman thing and shake my hand again, sir.”


Andy smiled even harder.  His sense of delight became almost overwhelming when he saw Leotard Man carefully remove his hand from behind his back while his face turned red.  Andy reached out and grabbed his hand to speed him up.  This time he used his other hand to cover the first, trapping Leotard Man in a firmer, longer handshake.


“I’m sorry,” said Andy, “what did you say your name was again?”


“Leotard Man.  But, you can just call me Leotard Man.”


Leotard Man chuckled at his remark.  Perhaps he thought it was funny.  Andy pressed his hands tighter around Leotard Man’s hand as he felt him struggle to break free.  He could almost see his tongue peeking through his mouth in disgust.


“I’m very pleased to meet you, Leotard Man,” said Andy.  “In fact, if you want, we could go get some lunch and some coffee and talk about office safety.  What do you say?”


Leotard Man finally managed to wrestle his hand away.  This time, he blatantly wiped his hand on his cape.


“I’m afraid I’m busy,” he said.  “In fact, I need to go now.  There’re still some superhero things I need to get done before four o’clock.  Take care, citizen.”


“Okay, LM,” said Andy, pointing his finger like a gun at him.  “Great to meet ya.”


Andy winked the hipster’s wink and quickly threw his arms around Leotard Man.  If a slimy handshake weren’t going to do him in, then a greasy bear hug would do the trick.  Andy rubbed his jelly hands all over Leotard Man’s back, clutching his cape like a towel after a shower.  Leotard Man used what must have been all his strength to push him away.


“All right, friend,” said Leotard Man.  “I must be going now.”


Leotard Man narrowed his eyes in quizzical thought before stepping away from the cubicle.  Andy wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep himself from exploding into sheer laughter, but he did his best to hold it in at least until he stepped out of the office.  He reached for his napkin from under his coffee and wiped away the Vaseline.  Just as he tossed it away, Leotard Man popped his head around Andy’s cubicle wall.


“Now I know where I’ve seen you,” said Leotard Man, rather loudly.  “You were at Superheroes Anonymous last night, weren’t you?”


Andy quickly looked around the room, checking to see if anybody heard him.


“Keep it down, okay?” he whispered.


“I know I saw you there.  Give it to me straight.  Who are you?”


“Not here, okay?”


Andy saw a couple people nearby turn their attention toward him.  One person had his eyebrows raised.


“Come on, man,” said Leotard Man.  “I’m just like you.  End the suspense.  You’re Freaky Man, aren’t you?  Or maybe Baron Von Sticky?  That’s who you are, aren’t you?”


Andy noticed more people looking in his direction.  A part of him was prepared to kick this so-called hero in the face if he didn’t leave him alone immediately.


“Look,” said Andy, “I thought anonymous meant hidden identity.”


“Not to other anonymous people.  Come on, who are you?  Let the cat out of the bag.  You wouldn’t have come to the meeting last night if you weren’t itching to tell someone.  So, go on.  Tell me.”


“No, you fruit.  I have no desire to tell you anything except maybe a couple things that would be inappropriate for public ears.  Now stop bothering me and get out of my office.  Your job is done.”


“Don’t insult me, Andy.  I am a superhero.”


“Well, gee, I must be one too.  In fact, I’m a superhero who’s sick of you hogging the spotlight.  Whenever anything happens, you’re the one who has to be there, leaving no one else an opportunity to use their powers for good.  Some of those guys last night looked pretty geriatric to me, probably because they haven’t done anything in years.  They’re washed up guys in tights because you don’t give anyone a chance.  What’s the matter with you?”


Leotard Man stood upright and placed his fists on his hips.


“If those other guys were real superheroes,” he said, “I wouldn’t have to take all the crime fighting under my own cape.  As for you, what right do you have to talk down to me?”


Andy paused a moment.  His brain went momentarily blank.  He was never very good with snappy comebacks.


“Well?” continued Leotard Man.  “What makes you so special?”


Andy still had nothing good to say, so he punched Leotard Man in the face.  Fortunately, Leotard Man’s super powers did not include having a jaw of steel.  The man in tights clutched his agonized mouth as he kept his eyes focused on Andy.


“Does that answer your question at all?” asked Andy.


Leotard Man remained silent.  Maybe he had nothing to say either.  Maybe he couldn’t say anything.  Whatever the reason, Andy was glad to have some silence.  He placed his fists on his hips while he waited for Leotard Man’s next move.  A moment passed with nothing happening.


“Do you have anything else to say?” asked Andy.


Leotard Man removed his hands from his mouth and let them fall to his sides.  He stared at Andy for one more moment, but continued to remain silent.  His cape flapped a few times before he turned around and walked away.  Andy kept his eyes trained on him as the alleged superhero stomped all the way out of the office.


When Leotard Man disappeared from sight, Andy looked around the room to notice everyone else looking back at him.  He waited for someone to drop him a memo of some sort, but no one bothered.  The steam from his coffee cup rose into view, reminding him that he still had some remaining.  All of a sudden, the coffee grain scent refreshed his mind.  Now he thought of some good comebacks to Leotard Man’s ridiculous questions.  He reached for his beverage and took a sip.  His coworkers continued to stare at him.


“Yes,” he said.  “I already know what you all are thinking.”


He set his coffee down and took a big breath.  For the first time since he started working here the office air actually felt fresh.


“It’s all true,” he continued.  “I’m one of Cannonball City’s Superhero Elite.  I work at a thankless job to blend in with the common folk, but my true vocation is in the judicial arts; that is, when that caped moron you all think is so awesome isn’t taking all the calls.”


Andy waited for a response, but no one made any.  He thought he saw someone almost raise his hand, but it turned out he was just aiming to scratch his head.  With that he realized there was no reason to hang out any longer.


“Well, anyway,” he said, “I quit, so don’t call me.”


Early that evening, Andy walked into Superheroes Anonymous, where he saw the same people who were there the night before sitting in a circle of metal folding chairs, continuing their efforts at uncovering each others’ identities.  He took a seat next to Jimmy, who decided to wear blonde hair to the meeting this time.  As he sat down, he noticed everyone looking at him.


“Hello,” said the group leader.  “Welcome back.  Right now we are talking about Jimmy’s secret.”


Andy casually waved at everyone.  He noticed everybody, except for the man sitting next to Danny the fat guy, smiling at him.  The man without a smile narrowed his eyes while his hair blew in the breeze, or whatever it was that made it seem like there was a breeze.  Andy smiled at him and silently mouthed that he knew who he was.


“The truth is,” said Jimmy, “I used to only be a tennis player.  But, a visit to a chemical factory changed my life forever.  It was kind of cool because I discovered powers I never knew I had.”


“Like going blonde overnight?” said Danny, chuckling under his breath.


“Now, Danny,” said the group leader, “we talked about using your powers on your fellow heroes.  It’s not right.”


“No,” said Jimmy, “that’s cool.  That was actually one of my powers.  I walked into the factory with short brown hair, but walked out with long, blonde hair.  It made me quite the chick magnet I think.  Too bad it didn’t improve my game.”


“So, how has that helped you confront and adjust to your superhero identity?” asked the leader.


“It makes the disguise process tricky to some extent because I have to give myself brown hair in my alter ego form, but blonde in superhero form.  That’s a lot of dye.”


“But, the question I’m asking is how has that affected you emotionally?”


“I think both levels have their perks.  The real problem I have is adhering to the superhero code of anonymity.  Honestly, there are nights like tonight when I really don’t feel like changing my hair back into its short brown state to conform to my alter ego’s identity.  I find one hair color and shape saves money, which is important when your alter ego is one of the lesser known tennis pros.”


“He’s definitely got a point,” said the guy holding a pig.  “I know I spend about twenty dollars a day to keep Oinky fed, and another ten on size D batteries to keep my guitar powered up for a whole evening.  It really adds up to keep two identities separate.”


“But your identities are both the same,” said Kevin.  “We all know you’re Pig Rocker.”


“What?  No, that’s absurd.  What makes you think…”


“It’s true,” said the group leader.  “Your two identities clash with each other.  Your secret isn’t very well kept.”


“Well, fine.  Then I guess I have no reason to be here anymore.”


The man stood up, tucked his pig under his arm, and walked out the door.  The others clapped for him.  Andy clapped too, without asking himself why.


“So, you were saying about budgeting as a tennis pro?” continued the group leader.


Before Jimmy had a chance to respond, a stick of Power Stick deodorant fell out of his pocket.  Everybody watched as it hit the ground.  Jimmy removed his sunglasses and stared at it.  As he looked up to see everyone looking back at him, he quickly picked up the deodorant and stuffed it back into his pocket.


“You’re Powerstick Man, aren’t you?” asked Danny.  “You have the lamest of all our powers.”


“Danny,” interrupted the group leader.


“He’s right again,” said Jimmy.  “I throw deodorant at stinky people.  That’s my super power.  I still have fun with it, even if it’s a little embarrassing.  Man, you guys are good—uncovering two identities in one minute.  I’m impressed.”


Everybody clapped.  Andy pointed to the man who gave him the dirty look when he walked in.


“While we’re at it,” said Andy.  “That guy next to Danny is Leotard Man.  You know him as the green-suited jerk who takes all your work.”


Leotard Man covered his face while the others quickly diverted their attention to him.  All of a sudden, a thunder of boos rolled throughout the room.


“You’re Leotard Man, huh?” said the man sitting to the opposite side of Danny.  “Thanks to you, my sidekick quit on me last year.  He said there wasn’t enough work going around, so he went back to school to become a doctor.  Do you know how cold my coffee has gotten since then?”


“Yeah, and what about me?” interrupted a gnarled man with a hunched back.  “I been trying for years to get my back corrected from this infernal body bowling power I have, but I can’t because the city’s got no reason to pay me for my services.”


“And let’s not forget my costume expenses,” said a bearded man in women’s clothing.  “It ain’t cheap to be both a superhero and a circus freak.  You got me?  You try to balance the expense of a utility belt with gallons of women’s makeup.  I swear, if it ain’t the trapeze swinging midgets taking all my glory, it’s some fame stealing jerk-off like you.”


Before another harsh insult echoed between these hallowed walls, the alter ego of Leotard Man lurched up from his seat and stared icily at the members of the room around him.


“Well, if you all would be a little more super,” shouted Leotard Man, as he dropped his hands to his sides, “maybe I wouldn’t have to do everything for you.”


Before anymore words could be exchanged, everybody but Andy and the group leader jumped from their chairs and rushed for Leotard Man.  He quickly leapt high over his chair and landed next to the wall, which was primarily the sort of thing he did when he caught criminals.  He grabbed a folded chair from a small stack of chairs in front of him, and used it to keep everyone at bay.  They all tried to gang-bang him anyway, but the group leader stood on her chair and shouted at them.


“Everybody stop,” she yelled.  “This is a therapy group, not anger management class.  Leave him alone and sit back down.”


The members of the group stopped their impending assault on Leotard Man and headed back to their seats, each grumbling under their breaths to one another.  Leotard Man remained pressed against the wall as the others walked away.  Jimmy, meanwhile, before reaching his seat, took a cheap shot at him, casting his deodorant at the cornered reject like lightning.  Leotard Man blocked his face before it could hit him.


“Jimmy,” yelled the group leader.  “Apologize right now.”


“Sorry, dude,” he said.


Andy saw Jimmy’s mouth slightly quiver, as if he were chuckling under his breath.


“Now you apologize for causing all of this,” the leader said to Andy.


The only problem with Andy apologizing to Leotard Man at this point was that he really wouldn’t have meant it.  Instead, he crossed his arms.


“I’ll do it tomorrow,” he said.


The group leader paused a moment.  The others in the circle smiled and appeared to cheer him on with their fists slightly thrusting back and forth.


“Okay,” said the group leader, “as long as you do it.  Our main rule at Superheroes Anonymous is that no conflict goes unresolved.  Now, while we have you on the floor, why don’t you tell us who you are and why you have chosen to join our organization?”


“It’s simple really,” he said.  “My name is Andy and I’m an alter ego.”


The others clapped for him, while still giving Leotard Man the evil eye.  He nodded to them with approval.


“When I made the decision to come here, I knew I had to get my secret out in the open.  But, now that I know what really goes on with revealing one’s double-identity, I’m not sure I care anymore.  I know who I am, and I think that’s more than enough.”


“That is a very engaging philosophy,” said the group leader.  “We as a group are happy that you came to such a revelation.”


“No we’re not,” said Danny.  “We wanna know who you are.”


The group leader looked at him, but didn’t say anything.


“Yes,” said Leotard Man, as he unfolded the chair and sat down.  “Why don’t you tell us who you are?”


“Don’t listen to them, Andy,” said the leader.  “You don’t have to do anything unless you’re ready.”


Andy stood up from his chair and looked around the room.  The faces that stared at him seemed innocent of aggression, and appeared to be virgins of the real world of crime and the degeneration of ethics.  Those hopeful smiles were probably what made him see these people in such a way.  But the truth was that he wasn’t looking at a bunch of superheroes, like the group name would imply, but rather a bunch of alter egos who were nothing more than ordinary people with jobs as redundant as the one he held a few hours before.


“I know,” he said.  “That’s why I’m leaving.  My secret isn’t so important that I have to sit here and sweat out my decision to share or not to share with you.  I’d rather sit at home and watch television.”


Andy walked toward the front door and turned the handle.  As he opened it and looked outside to see the rain falling, he turned around to face the group one more time.


“But,” he said, “if you must know, I am Carpe Diem Man, the seizer of the day.”


“Who?” asked Jimmy.


“When I watch the news tomorrow,” he continued, “I expect to see each and every one of you fighting some kind of crime.”


He pointed at Leotard Man.


“Except you.”


Andy took a step outside and felt the rain hit against his legs.


“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to go to bed early tonight.”


He stepped completely outside and closed the door behind him.  The next item on his agenda was to go home and turn off his alarm clock.  He couldn’t wait to sleep in the next day.

