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1 – Introduction 
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It’s been a while since I’ve seen it, but that’s how I remember the chicken scratch from the cover of Tom’s journal. Tom Ryan — he’s my big brother. He was in sixth grade at the time he started keeping it. He was ten and I was five. Sister Jeanne Lorette made him do it, he said. Tom thought it was punishment for constantly misbehaving in her class. He would say that. That’s how he was. I think she was just trying to help him express himself in ways more productive than his usual tough guy act. 

Speaking of tough guy acts, I’ve always imagined that if Tom had the room on that composition book cover, he would have added:

You’re still reading, aren’t you? I warned you, but you couldn’t stop, could you, you nosey-baloney? Well, it’s too late now. And don’t bother wiping your prints off the book. I have my ways. And don’t try to hide either. I’ll find you. 

Go ahead, keep reading, but once you know the secrets, it will be the last thing you ever read.

Tom was big on threats. That was his modus operandi. He was under the impression that it was the only way to get anyone to do what he wanted. So he picked on us a lot, but we all knew he was a softy deep down — all talk, no action. You know the type. I honestly don’t remember him doing anything really nasty to anyone, except kids who were picking on us. And I’m sure he felt totally justified in those cases because he was doing it for a good cause. 

Of course, I can’t speak to his behavior once he moved on to high school. I saw less and less of him and the gang had, by then, disbanded. But before that, we were all part of his gang and under his protection, whether we wanted to be or not. 

Tom’s journal is long gone. It’s unfortunate in a way. It would be much better hearing his story in his own words rather than from my memory of the events that took place that year. It seems like so many years ago. But I imagine like all the other evidence he wanted “lost,” he covered it with Testors cement and burned it when he moved on to the seventh grade. Or maybe he buried it in the side yard. We’ll probably never know. I’m sure he’ll never tell, and I doubt Mom and Dad will be digging up the yard any time soon to find it. 

That leaves you with me to piece this together. You have to keep in mind that I was only in first grade at the time, so my reading skills were limited. Simple chapter books were easy, but not sixth grade Tom-ese. He used words I’d never heard of, words I found out later I was better off not knowing. 

How did we get our hands on Tom’s secret journal? My other brother, Sam and I found it. We used to sneak into Tom’s bedroom despite the threat of the “Keep Out or Die” sign on his headquarters door. Or maybe it was because of that sign and the inherent danger involved in tempting fate. In any case, we’d play with the toys he never let us touch, we’d look out his window at the Ioli’s house across the street just like he did when he was preparing for a mission, and we’d rifle through his drawers looking for his secret stuff. That’s how we found it. He kept it hidden under a pile of shoes in his closet. It smelled like old shoes, too. That was cool, but the coolest thing? The journal was about us.

Tom was chronicling the adventures of his gang for Sister Jeanne Lorette. Every chance we got, we would sneak in, and Sam would read it to me or I would try reading to him. We had a blast with it. The way Tom described his adventure we couldn’t believe it was about us at first, but there was no doubt after several pages that this story was our adventure as seen through his imagination. And did he ever have an imagination.

So, if you’re willing to accept it on that basis and for what’s it worth, I invite you to enjoy the story of A King in a Court of Fools. 

H. Ryan
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2 - The Caswell Gang 
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I should first introduce the Caswell gang to you. That’s what Tom called us. Tom was the oldest of the Ryan kids. He was our leader, a position he said could only be held by him since he was the one who’d started the gang. There was no argument on this point. Or, as he put it, “If you don’t like it, lump it.” Tom was born right after World War II. Mom and Dad had married during that awful time and when it finally ended and everyone went home, Dad got a job as a truck driver; they bought a house and started their family by bringing Tom into the world. Tom always said that they should have stopped there. The rest of us are happy he didn’t have the only vote in that.

Next was Mary. She was a year younger than Tom and probably the most responsible one of us. Just ask her. She was always an expert at details and organization, so Tom appointed her secretary to take minutes and collect the dues. Yes, that’s right — dues. Everyone had to chip in twenty-five cents of their weekly allowance. For those of us who got no allowance, we went without our nickel milk for lunch and drank water from the fountain instead. Believe it or not, the dues were Mary’s idea, not Tom’s. She argued quite logically that without them there would be no parties at Isaly’s, no root beer floats, no cherry Cokes at Meade Drug, and definitely no official Caswell Gang hats. I think you can see where she was coming from, but she was right as usual, and thanks to her and additional funds supplied by Mom, we each had an official Pittsburgh Pirates baseball cap to call our very own. 

Then came Sam. Sam started off life very short and didn’t get much bigger for a long, long time. He was barely four feet tall in fourth grade. At first, Tom didn’t have much hope for him as a gang member. But if nothing else, Tom was clever, and he quickly found a good use for Sam. Sam became the mole, the one Tom sent into the tight spots —the storm drains, basement windows, the newly discovered caves; you know the kind of places I’m talking about. Sam was pretty good at it, too. Of course, once he got to high school, Sam shot up like a bean sprout and was never able to do that kind of thing again, but by then, the gang had long since disbanded. 

Kate — Katherine that is — was the next in line. She was the family talker and, as Tom said, was so bubbly she could fizz up a flat, day-old Coke. She was also the baby in the family, even after I was born. And for some reason, no one, and I mean no one, not even Tom, dared hurt her. Tom said she was born with a built-in punch-proof, torture-proof, Colgate Gardol shield. But it was just something about her, I guess. Tom appointed her chief negotiator. Anytime another gang invaded our territory, Kate did the talking for us. She always won, or should I say, we never lost. She was our mouthpiece.

Lastly, came me — Harry. I was the youngest. Even Tom couldn’t figure out a use for me right away. I was the tag along of the gang. I was in first grade when he was in sixth, so I was more an in-the-way nuisance than an asset. “Mom made me bring him” was Tom’s patented response to anyone who asked what the little squirt was doing there. But eventually even I assumed a role. I became the official decoy, the one sent to flush out the enemy, the one to take their fire while the rest outflanked them. The others thought I was crazy for doing it, but you’d be surprised just how bad a kid’s aim can be when he’s trying to hit a little pip-squeak like me with a snowball.

The rest of the gang was other sixth graders from the neighborhood. They were Tom’s soldiers. Wayne Brubacher was one. He lived a few streets over from us. I don’t remember him much outside of the gang. Funny how that is. Bobby Fey was another. He was a nice kid, great sense of humor — I liked him — but Tom picked on him more than anyone else. Tom thought he and his jokes were stupid. Then there was Tom Braithwaite, who lived down Caswell Drive from us. There wasn’t anything special about him that I could tell except that Tom liked his sister, and that was enough to get Braithwaite into the gang. We all had to call him “Braithwaite” so he wouldn’t be confused with our fearless leader. Finally, there was Bob Cassidy. He was big, but not just big; he was really, really big. Whatever it was that Sam missed out on, Big Bob got a double dose of it. He was the Friar Tuck of the gang — always smiling and happy, and so big he’d scare the heck out of anyone, even some high school kids. That’s why we called him “Big Bob.”

Our secret hideout was in the woods next to our house. Deep in that woods was a cherry tree, but not just any old cherry tree, the Cherry Tree. That’s all you had to say, “the Cherry Tree,” and we all knew what you meant. It was the tallest tree around and if you climbed to the top, which was a good forty feet up, everything you saw belonged to the Caswell gang. And our claim saying just that was staked by a sign tacked to the base of the tree, warning off any interlopers who happened by. We defended it with our lives. Those were the rules. Our parents never knew we climbed that tree. Otherwise, I’m sure they would have banished us from the woods. But climb it we did, every day. Tom went first and sat on the King’s limb — the highest spot. Naturally. Next was Mary, then Sam, Kate, Wayne, Bobby Fey, Braithwaite, Big Bob, and lastly, me. I couldn’t even get to the lowest limb, so Big Bob always pulled me up that far before heading higher up himself. I was happy there. Anywhere off the ground made me part of the Caswells.

Everyone in the gang went to Saint Catherine’s. That was a rule, too. No publics were allowed. Tom had a book in which he kept all the rules, but he never let anyone see it. It was one of those little black books guys kept girls’ phone numbers in. He called it the Book of Tom. Sam and I never found it when we were rummaging through his room. It never left his sight.

We assembled at 7:30 every morning on the corner, wearing our school uniforms — dark blue pants, blue shirt, and tie for the boys, and blue plaid skirt and blue blouse for the girls. The boys all wore white socks because it was cool, and the girls wore dark blue knee-highs. Black dress shoes all around. The uniforms each bore the Saint Catherine’s emblem. That got us past the patrol boys and hall monitors — at least that’s what Tom claimed. Everyone carried a lunchbox — the design was optional according to gang rules. Mine was Mickey Mouse. And everyone had a book bag. I didn’t have many books in mine — papers and composition notebooks mostly — but what I did have stashed inside it, and what we all had, was the official gang Pirates cap. Once we were out of sight of our house, Tom put his hand up just like General Custer did for his cavalry to stop, and we all put on our caps. That was a special moment for us every day; that was the moment we became the Caswell Gang.
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3 - The Archenemy 
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There are some things in life that can be understood fully only by comparison to their opposite. Some call that conceptual polarity. For example, can one really know what truth is without also knowing what it is to lie? Does beauty require the existence of ugliness to be truly comprehended? Does good need bad? I think you get the idea. The Greek philosopher Plato thought that anything that comes to be comes from its opposite. Thus, good comes from evil and therefore cannot exist without it. All very interesting on a conceptual level, but in practice, in the reality of the Caswell Gang, it all came down to this — Tom Ryan was our leader, the one we looked up to, the one we followed willingly or otherwise; he was our superhero. And all superheroes need an archenemy. Without one, they simply cannot exist as champions of truth, justice and the Tom Ryan way.

Our walk to school was always an adventure. One mile, fifteen minutes — that was our goal, set by Mary, the mistress of efficiency, and so decreed by Tom, king of the Caswells. Mary said that even old people like Granddad could walk a fifteen-minute mile. After all, it was only four miles an hour. For me, that was more a trot than a walk, but I kept up. Tom said that any of us who couldn’t were out of the gang. I remember it being Wayne who complained about that the loudest, but Tom told him he could walk it backwards faster than that and even proved it once just to shut him up. That’s what real superheroes are made of.

After crossing Conner Road, the only main road between us and our objective, we had several choices of ways to get to school that were pretty much all the same distance. It didn’t matter particularly which one we took, or as Tom said, “All roads might lead to Rome, but every one of them goes by way of Saint Catherine’s.” But every morning we’d argue about it. Mary’s boyfriend lived on Wainbell. We should go that way so Billy could walk with us. Some third graders were picking on Braithwaite’s little cousin so we should take Pinehurst and let him tag along. Someone had thrown a rock through a window on Piedmont. That would be cool to see. Tom listened to us all, and once in a while he would even acquiesce, but his was the final say and nearly every day we took Hastie Road. No one argued with that choice. Everyone knew why. That was where his archenemy Frankie Marx hid out.

Frankie Marx. Just say his name and that was enough to make Tom’s blood boil. Tom said Frankie was too smart for his own good — the only boy with straight A’s in the sixth grade. Didn’t he realize how tough that made it on everyone? And Frankie was his own public relations department complete with loudspeaker and regular public service announcements — “I got an A on the spelling test, Tom. What did you get?” Worse, Frankie was the teacher’s pet, every teacher’s pet. He had that market cornered and was even voted by the gang most likely to open a pet store before he was twelve. All the girls liked Frankie, too. Every day his Mom packed extra Kit-Kat bars for him to give to his favorite girl friends. They fawned over him and fought over them. Every day. It was disgusting. He had cornered the market on girls, too. And worse still, Frankie was a blabbermouth. No secret was safe with him. Not even guy secrets. There was nothing about Frankie Marx to like and everything to hate. It was conceptual polarity at its finest: good versus evil, right versus wrong, superhero versus archenemy.

Tom’s battle against Frankie had been going on as for as long as they’d known each other — five years. Five years is forever to a kid. That was half of Tom’s life. Quite a sacrifice to make, even for a superhero, to give up half his life for such a noble cause, even if it meant ridding our world of a straight A’s, teacher’s pet, girl stealing, blabbermouth. 

But even superheroes and their gangs need a break, and we got one every summer. An unofficial truce was called; nothing was signed, no handshakes, nothing like that, but everyone knew there was an armistice between Tom and Frankie during the summer. Things got a lot quieter at home then, too. Sam and I heard less of Tom’s scheming through the keyhole of his bedroom door, and oddly enough, not as many of our toys wound up broken, and things were about as normal as normal could be at the Ryan household. I think Tom found it easier to ignore Frankie then, especially since Frankie spent most of his summers either away at Camp Fatima, traveling with his family around the country, or staying with relatives in New York City. That’s where he had special boogers implanted in his nose; ones that made him say he liked looking at art and listening to opera more than playing baseball and kick the can. 

Though we almost always took the Hastie route, we rarely saw Frankie Marx. Archenemies are like that — nefarious, elusive, and shadow-born. When Tom talked about things like that at our secret meetings, he usually left out the fact that Frankie’s dad dropped him off at school on the way to work. But, even knowing that, we always fanned out in scout formation when we rounded the bend at the top of the hill near Frankie’s house, I mean his secret hideout, and approached with caution; all but me, that is. I was the decoy in case it was a clever trap, so I was right out in the open.

“Hi, Harry. Where’s your brother?”

Some decoy. I was too busy kicking dandelion heads to notice Tom frantically giving me the “get down” sign from the bushes. Bonnie Shoedel was standing right in front of me by Frankie’s driveway. Bonnie was the prettiest girl in the sixth grade, hands down. She had long brown hair and big eyes, and a nice smile. Tom was in love with her and we all thought he secretly wanted to marry her. That’s why we never, ever went by her house on the way to school, or even suggested it. You can’t show girls you like them. Superheroes don’t do that.

“Hi, Bonnie. He’s over there,” I pointed right to the gang’s hiding place, having not quite acquired the cunning of a sixth grader. “What are you doing?”

She patted me on the head, “You’re such a little cutie. I’m waiting for Frankie. He asked me to go to school with him.”

“Frankie?” My eyes shot a look of panic toward Tom. I could see he’d heard — he came running out of the bushes.

Bonnie waved to him, “Hi, Tommy.” She blushed. Sam was the one who explained girl signals to me when I finally got to the sixth grade, but just then, I thought Bonnie might have something catching so I backed out from under her hand.

“Hi,” Tom waved back. They looked at each other for a minute. Tom kicked a stone down the street. “I can kick the same rock all the way to Saint Cath’s and still get there in fifteen minutes. Want to see?”

“I wish I could but...”

“But unfortunately, she is going to school with me, Ryan.” 

It was him — Frankie Marx — the archenemy, appearing from the shadows to confront his nemesis. I backed farther away. I knew better. I’d read the Superman comic where Jimmy Olsen had gotten stuck between Superman and Ultra-Humanite, the criminal mastermind with the super intellect, the one even Superman had trouble with. 

“You’re going with him?” Tom seemed weak, like Frankie had just tricked him into picking up a box of Kryptonite. Bonnie flashed him a quick “sorry” smile. Kate explained that one to us later at the Cherry Tree. It made Tom feel much better then, but just now, he was helpless.

The garage door opened and Mr. Marx backed his car out. Frankie grabbed Bonnie by the arm, and just that fast, they were gone. And we all saw clearly that day what it really meant to be a superhero by seeing what it was like to lose to your archenemy.
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