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“Hi, there!  Welcome to the First Annual Queens Community Center Sci-Fi, Comic Book and Fantasy Convention!  I’m your host, Bob Barker.  Come on down!  Ha, ha!  No relation.  What a fantastic turn-out.”

There were exactly eight bewildered and overweight prepubescents sitting apart from one another in mismatched chairs. 

The meeting room we were in had a long table.  Barker stood in front of it, and I was leaning against the frame of a fire door.

Barker was my client, and he was in my office yesterday.

“These anti-comic book nuts are right out of Nazi Germany, Lee.  They wanna ban everything they don’t like!  If they hate freedom so much, then why are they living in America?  Right?  I got an anonymous phone call the other day.  This guy says he’s gonna show up and fight for decency and the Puritan way.  Oh, hey!  I just realized!  You look just like that actor.  What’s-his-face!  Jan-Michael Vincent.”

I decided to work for him pro bono.  I’m a sucker for compliments.

And I liked comic books.

“Ok, then.  Without further ado, I’d like to introduce our Special Guest of Honor.  He’s a pioneer of the industry that all of us are so passionate about.  He started as an errand boy, then became a writer, then Editor-in-Chief and now he’s publisher of the Top Shelf Comics Group.  Let’s give a warm round of applause to Len Stockwell.”

Only one kid in the bunch stood and applauded.  The other boys looked at him like was bonkers.

He sat and chewed on his lower lip.

I could tell that he was struggling not to cry.

I winked at him, and he shivered.

I had a vision of his adult life, and it wasn’t a happy one.

How we think shapes who we are.

A lot of people will go to their graves without ever really coming within a light-year of ever really grasping that.
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Len stood and flashed a dazzling smile.

“Hey, kids!  Thanks for being here, today.  You know what the hardest thing in the world is?  It’s being yourself.  Accepting yourself and living in a state of the truest version of yourself.  It can be dangerous.  Some folks, they shouldn’t feel this way, but they do, some of them are my relatives, they feel threatened by those of us who dare to be what we want to be, not what others think we should be.  When I was your age, all my friends were into baseball.  I never gave two hoots about baseball.  I loved reading.  I’ve spent more than half of my life in libraries and bookstores.  Especially used bookstores.  I love the smell of old paper!  It takes me back to a simpler time.  I grew up reading Jules Verne and Edgar Rice Burroughs.  I always wanted to be a writer and I won every writing contest I ever entered.  I don’t mean to brag about it...I’m just sharing my story.  All of you are here today because you love stories.  So do I.  We don’t love just any kind of stories, do we?  No, we love stories about heroes and villains and damsels-in-distress.  Well, now.  This is my theory.  Anyone who loves to read?  Loves to write, too.  As much as I still love to read—boy, oh, boy!—there really is nothing more gratifying for me than writing.  It’s my bliss.  It’s an act of faith.  It’s an act of creation.  It’s an act of love.  When we write, we’re doing something that’s, for real, super-heroic.  We’re saving the world from falling into total darkness.  Now that can still happen.  And it will happen if too many people watch the game of life instead of playing it.  You’ll stumble.  You’ll fall.  People will make fun of you.  So what?  You don’t want those kinds of people in your life, anyway.  Any questions?”

The door leading to the common area of the community center swung open with a startling bang.

“Roger!  Your mother is worried sick about you!  What did I tell you last night?  You chose to ignore me, so this morning, when I saw that you weren’t in your room, the shock of your latest act of disobedience compelled me to take every box of your moronic comic books and I dumped that stuff down the garbage chute!  Where it belongs!”

The boy who had the balls to stand and applaud burst into tears.

The party pooping Puritan grabbed his ear and gave it a hard twist.

What to do.

I wasn’t a social worker.

At what point does parental discipline, however misguided, become child abuse?

Another boy yelled, “Leave him alone,” and Roger’s father backslapped his face.

At this point, apparently.

Pun intended.

Fifteen minutes later, I was giving my statement to New York’s finest.

Roger’s father was strapped to a gurney.

He was still breathing.

Len Stockwell walked up to me, and we shook hands.

“You’re the kind of guy I write stories about.”

“You’re the guy who writes the kinds of stories that makes me want to do this in the first place, sir.  May I have your autograph, please?”

“Only if I can have yours first.”
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