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CHAPTER ONE

Have you ever wanted something so badly, you would do just about anything to get it?  When I was ten, I wanted to be a Tree-House Avenger.  Now.  What in the world is a Tree-House Avenger?  Well, let’s start with the tree-house.  Billy West’s dad was a carpenter.  Mr. West built Billy the most amazing tree-house ever.  Or so I’d heard.  In order to actually enter the tree-house, you had to be a Tree-House Avenger.

Billy loved comic books.  He had the world’s biggest collection, or so he claimed to anyone who would listen.  My Mom and Dad wouldn’t allow me to have comics.  I had three issues of the Unknown Detective stashed between my mattresses.  I must have read each one about a hundred times.  God, I loved comic books.  There was a spinner rack at the 8-12 near my house in Queens.  Every day after school, I’d go there and look at each title.  One time, I tried to read an entire issue of the New York Knight, and Sam, the old man who managed the store, threw me out.  “This is not a library,” he roared, scaring me half to death.  The next time I went there, he pointed at me, then the door.  I showed him my one-dollar bill, which was my weekly allowance, and he nodded.  Curtly.  Back then, comics were twenty-five cents a pop.  Can you imagine?  As much as I wanted to buy some, I was nervous enough about my Mom finding the ones I had.  So I bought a root beer Pop-Fizz and a strawberry ice cream Mouth-Blaster.

Boy, was I ever addicted to sugar.  At ten, I weighed around one-hundred and fifty pounds.  Fat?  You bet.  Self-conscious about it?  Leaning towards “yes.”  Lousy at sports?  Uh-huh.  Shy, insecure, fearful?  Check all the boxes.  I was as stereotypical a comic book nerd as they come, and I don’t mean to play the world’s smallest violin, but I had no friends, none.

Once the tree-house was finished, Billy announced to all the other kids at school that he was starting a club called the Tree-House Avengers.  He pointed at his best friends, Dave, Louie and Scott, who all nodded and beamed with pride.

We were in the school-yard, just before gym class, in our school t-shirts and shorts, waiting for Mr. Ryan, our gym teacher to warm us up for our weekly run.  God, I hated running.  I hated exercise of any kind, other than walking to the 8-12 to check out the new comics.  On top of everything else, I had the biggest boobs of all the other kids, including the girls.  Dan Brent, a jock and a bully, was forever grabbing my boobs and squeezing them.  “Are you sure you’re a guy, Wagner?”

That’s my name.  Clint Wagner.
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Wally Whale would have been more fitting.  Clint Coward?  Frank Friendless?  Carl Comic Book fan?

Anyway, back to that fateful day at the school-yard.  Fateful for me, because suddenly my life had gained new meaning.  I wanted to be a Tree-House Avenger.  Boy, did I ever.  More than anything.

Billy continued to talk as we all shivered in our gym wear.  “Dave, Louie and Scott, and me, duh, are all founding members of the Tree-House Avengers.  Now.  My Dad said I can have four friends at a time in my tree-house.  That means there’s an opening.”  Dan yelled, “I wanna be a Tree-House Avenger!”  Billy, the only kid in our grade who wasn’t afraid of Dan said, “Do you like comic books?”

“Comic books?  I hate comic books.”

His voice was deep, for a ten-year old.  And terrifying.  Even scarier than Sam’s.

Billy said, “Then you can’t be a Tree-House Avenger.  Tree-House Avengers like comics.”

I could feel my heart racing.  “I LOVE COMICS,” I blurted.  I hardly ever blurted.  All of the other kids laughed.

I hardly ever spoke, unless I was called upon by Mrs. Kincaid, and even then, even if I knew the answer, I’d usually stay mute.  My shyness bordered on phobic.  And whenever I said something my voice quavered to such a degree, you’d think I’d seen a ghost.  Billy laughed the hardest.  “Didn’t you hear what I said, Clint?  My dad said I can have four friends.  First, you’re not my friend.  Second, you will never will be my friend.  And third, I hate you, and so does everybody else in the world, including your Mom and Dad.  Especially your Mom and Dad!”  All the other kids were really howling now.  Billy was on a roll.  “And if somehow we ever did become friends—hah, that’ll be the day—I’d have to count you as like what twenty-five normal sized friends and then?  Louie, Dave and Scott couldn’t be Tree-House Avengers.  Heck, my Dad would have to build a bigger tree-house.  He’d have to build a tree-house apartment building.”

Some of the kids were actually sitting down from laughing so hard.  I could feel my face turn every shade of red.  My throat clogged up.  My fat body shook and I exploded in a fit of emotional agony.  Tears fell from my chubby face like rain-drops.  Snot spewed out of my nose, in green, thick ropes.  Marcie Goodman, a girl I liked, a girl every boy liked, pointed at me and said, “Ew!” and then she threw up.

“What on God’s Green Earth is going on here?  Marcie!  Are you all right?”  She cried and wiped her mouth with her t-shirt.  “Clint made me throw up!”  Mr. Ryan, who was an amateur body-builder in his spare time, and had, in fact, appeared as a guest on the Jack Lalanne show, scowled at me.

“Potatoes!”

That was his nick-name for me:  “Potatoes.”  As in a sack of potatoes.

“What did you do to make Marcie throw up?  Never mind, you can tell Principal Brow.  And wash your face!  For the love of Pete, Potatoes, can’t you go 24 hours without crying?”  It was a reasonable question.  I cried a lot at school.  If I did well on a test, which was rare, especially math, I cried.  If I failed, which was often, I cried.  Sometimes, I cried for no reason at all, right in the middle of class.  An eager school counsellor would’ve been all too happy to make a case study out of me.  Back then, as far as I knew, there was no such thing as a school counsellor.  At least at my school.  As I made my way up the stairs, my heart pounding with terror, I heard Mr. Ryan say, “Debbie, go with Marcie.”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes, young lady, you have to.”

Debbie hated Marcie.  

“Marcie, go with Debbie to Nurse Sally’s office.  Marcie, you’re excused from gym class.”

Still crying and blubbering, I held the door open for the girls.

Marcie said, “Clint Wagner, you’re a fat, disgusting pig.”

Debbie said, “You have snot on your shirt.”

She smiled when she said it.  Debbie was the only kid in school who was sort of nice to me.

I said to Marcie, “I’m sorry I made you puke.”

“Oh, go eat a hot-dog.  Oh, no.”

And then she threw up again.

A few minutes later, I was sitting outside the office of Principal Brow, furiously trying to rub the snot out of my shirt and trying not to have a complete nervous breakdown.  This was, at that point in my life, my worst fear realized.  Corporal punishment was legal back then.  And according to some of the other kids, especially Dan, Principal Brow loved to give the strap.

My teeth chattered.

Mrs. Wayne, the office receptionist, smiled and said to me, “Principal Brow will see you now.”  Then, she laughed.  “That makes me smile every time I say it.”  

“Good rhyme,” I said, trying to be polite.  As I entered Principal Brow’s office, he said, “Close the door behind you.”

I did.

“Sit down.”

I did.

Principal Jack Brow was a giant of a man.  He sat behind his desk with his fingers locked together.  I looked up at him.  It was like looking up at King Kong.  He had a crew-cut and thick spectacles.  He wore the same kind of after-shave as my Dad, only a lot more of it.  And I was trying my hardest not to wrinkle my nose.  He was maybe forty and rail-thin.

There was a medal in a frame on his desk.  I stared at it.

“That’s a purple heart.  It was awarded to me after I was shot in France.”  I nodded.  “Did a German soldier shoot you, sir?”  

“Yes.  Funny thing about that.  His rifle was pointed right at me.  Right between my eyes.  He was as close to me as you are right now.  He had me dead-to-rights.  Instead, he shot me in the shoulder.  Right here.  Still hurts sometimes.”  I cleared my throat and said, “Why didn’t he kill you?”  

“He should have.  That’s what war is. You kill the enemy before he kills you or your buddy.  Funny thing about the enemy, though.  Turns out, he’s not the Boogeyman after all.  He’s a human being, just like you and me.  Heck, he even looked a little like me.  Were it not for the fact of Adolf Hitler and the fact that we were born on different continents, we may have very well been friends.  Anyway, in retrospect, I’m damn glad he didn’t kill me.”

I flinched when he said “damn.”  It reminded me of my Dad.  He had a terrible temper and he swore a lot.  “So.  Clint, right?  Who sent you here?”

“Mr. Ryan.”

“And why did he do that?”

“Because I made Marcie Goodman throw up.”

To my surprise, Principal Brow laughed.

“Would you care to elaborate?”

“Oh, um, well, Billy West was making fun of me and I started to cry and then, uh, snot flew out of my nose and then Marcie Goodman threw up.”

Brow sat back in his swivel chair.

“He sent you here for that?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You realize that I’ll be talking to Mr. Ryan later in the day.”

“I’m telling you the truth, sir.”

“I’m sure you are.  Are you happy, Clint?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What do you want to be when you grow up?”

“A police officer.”

“That’s fine, Clint.  All right, you can go.”

I stood.

“Thank you, sir, for defending America.”

He winked at me and I blushed.  

“That’s a very nice thing to say, Clint.  Clint, I’m a busy man, but if you’d like to talk to me sometime about anything at all, feel free to see me.  Okay?”

“Okay, sir.  Thank you.”

I stood.

“And, Clint?  For goodness sakes, don’t eat so much.”

“I’ll try, sir.”

He gave me a thumbs-up and I left his office, feeling a lot better.

I started down the hall and looked out the window.  There was Mr. Ryan, running along Cypress St., with Dan Brent, his pet student.  Billy, Louie, Scott and Dave ran together, and then the rest of the kids, huffing and puffing.  I smiled.  I hated running as much as I loved comic books.

“Why aren’t you in class?”

I flinched.  It was Mr. Callus, our school hall monitor.

“I just came from Principal Brow’s office.”

“I see.  And who sent you there?”

“Mr. Ryan.”

“Causing trouble, Mr. Wagner?”

“No, sir.  Not on purpose, anyway.”

“Carry on then.  And for Heaven’s sake, don’t eat so much.  What are your parents feeding you?”

“Food, sir.”

“Was that a smart-aleck remark?”

“No, sir, it just popped out of my mouth.”

“Is that so?  Well, guess what’s popping out of my pocket?  A detention slip.  Present this to Mrs. Wayne at three o’clock today.  Just a moment.”

He took out a pen and wrote something on the slip and handed it to me.  The slip said “Detention: Student Responded With A Flippant Answer.”

“What does “flippant,” mean, sir?”

“There’s a dictionary in the library.  I suggest you go there before your next class and look it up.  The next time I see you, I’m going to ask you to define the word “flippant” and if you don’t give me a satisfactory answer, then you’re getting another detention slip.  Good day.”

I put the slip in my pocket and went to the boy’s washroom.

There were two seniors inside.  I knew who they were.  All the kids did.  They were Dragons.  Mike Zabka and Pug Lawrence.  The Dragons were a gang.  Everyone was terrified of them.  Even Dan Brent, or so I’d heard.  You had to be a senior if you wanted to be a Dragon.  You had to smoke cigarettes, drink beer and/or steal something to be a Dragon.  I didn’t want to do any of those things and I sure didn’t want to be a Dragon.  What I wanted to do, was turn around and run, but I had to pee like crazy.  I said, “Hi, guys.”  My voice warbled.  I walked to the urinal.  They watched me as I unzipped and did my business.  The room was full of their cigarette smoke.  And I started coughing.  Mike
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