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C H A P T E R  1  

Just James 

James was nothing 

special: just a typical 

eleven-year-old boy. Who 

cared if he was an only 

child? No one. Who cared 

if he had no friends? 

Nobody. Was it his fault 

his father had left when 

he was a baby? Yes. 

According to his mother, 

James had caused all her 

troubles. “Oh, how I wish 

you were never born!” 

she’d moan. He didn’t 

mean to make her so 

miserable, but what could 

he do? That’s just who he 

was. 

If there was one word 

you could use to describe 
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James, it was “nice.” That’s if you noticed him 

at all. He acted nice even when he didn’t have 

to—by himself in his room, just for practice. 

No one had any cause to give James a second 

thought and that’s the way he liked it. 

At school, he constantly doodled in his 

notebook. He doodled only one thing: rolling 

hills with an ever-narrowing, winding road 

cutting through halfway down the page and 

disappearing at the horizon line just below 

some big triangular mountains. It was a 

perspective drawing he had learned to do in 

art class. He wasn’t good at drawing people 

(though he tried), and he wasn’t interested in 

drawing cool cars like some of the other 

boys. And he definitely wasn’t interested in 

drawing horses. (That was a girl thing.) He 

just liked to doodle this image for no 

particular reason. 

It was the end of the quarter at school and 

James was at his desk in homeroom, head 

down in his notebook, doodling while Mrs. 

Decker strode up and down the aisles passing 

out report cards. “These need to be signed 

and turned back in tomorrow.” 
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James ran down his list of grades. Math: C-

, Science: C-, Social Studies: C, Art: C, English: 

C+, French: C+, Reading: C+. James does not 

apply himself. Could do much better, read 

the teacher’s comment in red ink. Conference 

requested. That’s not good, James thought. 

When he got home, his mother was already 

in her bathrobe and on the phone with Sadie, 

their next-door neighbor. Sadie was the only 

one who would listen to his mother’s 

complaints, probably because she liked to 

complain as much as his mother did. 

His mother’s white uniform from the 

Manor House Diner hung over the red vinyl 

chair by the secondhand red formica table 

where she sat. That’s where James would sit 

when she served him his dinner of unwanted 

sandwiches and other leftover items from the 

restaurant. She didn’t like to cook. 

James watched her light another cigarette 

while absently stirring her coffee, keeping the 

phone pressed between her ear and shoulder. 

The table was littered with dirty dishes and 

papers. The large square glass ashtray 

brimmed with cigarette butts. 



Gary Schwartz 
 

4 
 

“Uh huh, me too . . .” 

“If that was me, I’d—uh huh.” 

“I know what you mean. I . . . I’d—uh huh.” 

She didn’t really want to hear Sadie 

complain; she was looking for an opening to 

vent her own frustrations. 

James patiently stood nearby holding the 

report card, waiting for her to notice him. 

When she finally did, she made a shooing 

motion, mouthing the words, “Go upstairs.” 

When he didn’t move, she covered the 

mouthpiece and hissed at him, “Don’t you 

have anything better to do?” He handed her 

his report card. She barely scanned it. 

“I don’t have time for a conference. Tell 

her I work all day. This is the best you can 

do? You can’t do anything right, can you?” 

“Could you sign it? Please?” 

She took a long drag on her cigarette, 

exhaled, and squinted to keep the smoke 

from getting in her eyes. She put the report 

card on top of the folded newspaper next to 

the overloaded ashtray. And, still cradling the 

phone on her shoulder, she stubbed out her 
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cigarette, grabbed a pencil, and quickly 

scribbled her name on the report card. 

“Why did I ever have children, Sadie? Why 

am I so cursed?” 

She lit another cigarette. 

“What? Nothing. Just my son. A scholar 

he’s not. Just like his father, the good-for-

nothing bum!” 

Like my father, James thought. Even a 

good-for-nothing bum like him couldn’t stand 

me. His dad must have been a bum to saddle 

his mother with him. James had an urge to 

protest but didn’t want to set her off. She had 

an awful temper. 

When she got to ranting at him for ruining 

her whole life, he’d retreat to his room and 

wait for things to calm down. 

He’d imagine arguing back, “I’m not so 

bad. Okay, so I’m not the world’s greatest son 

. . . but I’m definitely not the worst!” There 

were worse kids—lots worse! Bobby Jenner, 

for example: a brooding bully who lived up 

the street. He picked on everyone on the 

block littler than he was and pounded them 
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every chance he got. Last year, he had set his 

own house on fire. That was one rotten kid. 

I could never be that bad, James thought 

as he looked at the report card. And I’m not 

that dumb either, he insisted to himself. I 

didn’t even fail one subject. Not one! 
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C H A P T E R  2  

The Great Idea 

On his walk home the next day, James took 

his usual shortcut, cutting across Mrs. 

Shubin’s backyard toward Hillside Avenue. He 

considered his report card. All C’s. C stands 

for satisfactory, he told himself. It means 

average. You could get by with all C’s. 

“See? I’m not so terrible!” he said aloud. He 

glanced around. Had anyone heard him? No. 

The only living thing in sight was a little 

blackbird with orange-tipped wings perched 

on the telephone wire above his head. 

It was a relief to finally hear it out loud. 

“So I’m average! What’s wrong with that?! 

Absolutely nothing!” 

Then it came to him, an idea so intriguing 

and paradoxical that he had to laugh. What if 

I was more average than anybody else in the 

entire world?! 

He was very pleased with himself for 

coming up with such a wonderful idea. It 
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made him smile as he walked. The more he 

thought about it, the better he felt. All C’s! 

That’s average intelligence. Physically, he was 

average too. When he stood in line at school 

in order of height, he was always right in the 

middle. And he was never picked last for 

team games, like Todd Grant, who couldn’t 

play very much because he was small and 

had asthma. Even his name—James. Probably 

the most common name in the history of the 

English language. “I bet I could become the 

most average person who ever lived!” he 

announced. 

That’s when the little bird dove from the 

wire and headed straight for his head. 

“Wraawk! You could!” it cawed. 

James covered his head with his arms as 

the bird dove at him again squawking, “It’s 

possible!” Then it took off like a shot and 

disappeared. 

Did that bird actually speak? James 

thought. Maybe it was a mynah bird or 

something. 
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He started back for home but stopped 

when he spied another strange thing: a gray 

goat wearing wire-rimmed spectacles and a 

green tweed vest stood in Mrs. Shubin’s 

garden, calmly grazing on some pansies. A 

real live goat! The neighborhood had its share 

of dogs and cats, but never any farm animals. 

Especially ones in fancy clothes. 

Not wanting to scare the goat, James edged 

closer, moving slowly, until he heard it 

mutter, “Oh, me. Oh, dear me. Dear mee-ee-

ee!” 
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James blinked. Then blinked again—hard. 

“Are you a real goat, or someone dressed up 

to look like a goat?” 

The little goat offered its backside to him. 

Cautiously, James reached down and patted 

the goat on its bony rump. “You’re a real 

goat, all right.” 

“Go ahead, kick me!” The goat shook its 

head, pansy petals flying from his mouth. 

“It’s all my fault! We’re doomed! Baaaaa!! Ba-

aaaaaa!” It nudged its rump against James’s 

leg. “Go on! I can take it!” 

“What are you talking about? What’s your 

fault? And how can a goat talk, anyway?!” 

James scanned the yard. “Is someone hiding 

somewhere doing your voice? A ventriloquist 

or something? Is this some kind of joke? Hey! 

Who’s doing this?!” 

The goat looked directly at him. “My, my, 

my! Suspicious, aren’t we?” 

James rubbed his eyes. “This can’t be real.” 

“Oh, but it is, James. It is real,” the goat 

assured him. 

James couldn’t speak. 
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“Oh, dear! What a fool I am. How 

thoughtless of me. Let me introduce myself, I 

am Mayor Culpa.” 

“M-Mayor Culpa? Mayor of what?” James 

asked, finding his voice at last. 

“It’s an honorary title,” said the goat. “I am 

the royal mascot of Average. And you are 

James, an average boy. Am I right?” 

“H-h-how do you know m-m-my name?” 

James stammered, more than a little 

discombobulated. 

“A little bird told me-ee-e.” 

“Ha, ha, very funny. I’m on TV, aren’t I?” 

He looked around for the hidden camera. 

“Enough! No more questions! Follow me-

ee-e!” The goat took off toward the well-worn 

path by the lilac bushes. 

What was a talking goat doing wearing 

clothes and spectacles? Maybe there was a 

circus or carnival in town. James wondered if 

he might be coming down with some kind of 

virus. Perhaps he had eaten something that 

made him hallucinate. Or maybe he was just 

going nuts. Whatever the reason, he watched 
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the goat disappear into the hedge and bolted 

after it.  
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C H A P T E R  3  

The Realm of Possibility 

James hadn’t gone more than a few steps 

before something even more unbelievable 

happened. 

He was no longer in Mrs. Shubin’s 

backyard. 

The familiar houses were gone. In fact, 

there were no houses, just a rolling grass-

green plain. Craggy mountains wreathed in 

mist and clouds rimmed an endless horizon. 

No transporter beam had disassembled 

James’s molecules and reassembled them on 

another planet. Somehow, in a flicker of an 

instant, everything had changed. 

James froze. The goat trotted back. 

“What’s the matter now?” 

“Where am I?” 

“You’re here and we’re he-ea-aded to 

Average.” 
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James hardly heard a word the goat said. 

He was still grappling with what had just 

happened. How had he gotten here? And 

where is “here”? 

“Step lively, there’s no-oo time to lose. Our 

king is gone—vanished!” 

“What are you talking about?” 

The little goat kept on as if it hadn’t heard. 

“And it’s all my fault! Baaa-aaa-aah!” 

When he saw James gaping at him and not 

moving, the goat stopped wallowing in guilt 

for a moment and smiled (as much as a goat 

could smile). 

“Ah! Good! Yes, yes, very good indeed. Of 

course, it’s to be expected. The average 

person doesn’t catch on too quickly. Let me 

explain. And try not to ask too many 

questions; there’s only so much an average 

person should know.” 

“H-H-How . . . ?” James stammered. 

“How did you get here? The usual way. 

Nothing unusual ever happens in Average, 

only ordinary things. It’s the law!” 

“Only ordinary things,” James repeated. 
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“Not grasping it right away,” the goat 

nodded approvingly. “Fine. I’ll go a little 

slower. You . . . are . . . not . . . far . . . from . . . 

Average. The Kingdom of Average, to be 

precise. A Commonwealth in the Realm of 

Possibility.” 

The goat waited patiently for James to 

digest this before continuing. 

“I’m told you want to become the most 

average person in the world. Is that correct?” 

“How did you hear that?” 

“Like I said, a little bird told me-ee-e.” 

James shook his head vigorously, trying to 

rattle his brain into sanity. There were no 

signs of his neighborhood anywhere. Instead, 

he surveyed a landscape very much like the 

one in his doodles. Only this wasn’t crayon, 

ink, or pencil. The sky was real, cloudless, 

and pale blue; the air was still; and the 

ground smelled of real earth and greenery. 

This was real. Very real! 

Stands of small trees dotted the rolling 

plain in the distance. Each looked to be a 

day’s walk away. He looked right and left for 

anything resembling his old neighborhood, 
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but there was nothing. Not a house, fence, 

garden, or path. Farther out, more rolling 

hills swelled and behind them, far off in the 

distance, stood jagged mountains shrouded 

in a gray haze. 

“We-ell-ll?” 

The Realm of Possibility spread out before 

him. It was stunning and totally beyond 

belief. 

“I’m imagining all this. Aren’t I?” He took a 

deep breath and looked about. “I have to get 

home. How do I get out of here?” 

“Give up now and go home if you want. We 

don’t abide failure,” warned the goat. 

James’s mind kept reeling. He shook his 

head harder, trying desperately to shake this 

reality away without success. 

“Hmmm. You don’t look very bright 

standing there with your mouth open. Maybe 

you’re not as average as I was led to believe. 

But if you really aspire to be truly average, 

then follow me.” 

James took another deep breath and 

steadied himself. 

“Are you average or not?” asked the goat. 
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“I’m average all right . . . or, could be—” 

but before he could say anything more, the 

little goat took off. 

James called after him, “Wait! I’m coming 

with you.” 

He quickly caught up and marched 

alongside the goat. “Okay, okay. I can’t deny 

I’m actually here. This is so weird. It feels like 

it’s really happening. I’ll probably wake up or 

come to eventually,” he said, trying to sound 

as nonchalant as he could, though that was 

the furthest thing from what he was feeling. 

This was the most fantastic thing that ever 

happened to him and he honestly hoped it 

was real. 

“Besides,” he said, attempting to sound 

rational, “if I really am going to be completely 

average, I should see what Average looks like, 

shouldn’t I? What’s it like? Nice, I expect.” 

“It’s not a bad place. Goo-o-ood as some, 

not as good as others,” said the goat. “Some 

places are baaa-aa-d. Take Accusia. There’s 

always such turmoil there and they 

constantly blame us for it. Below Average is 

Apathia. Nothing ever goes on there to bother 
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about, for the most part. Not so bad, I 

suppose, but who cares? Then there are the 

places above Average in the highlands on the 

other side of Expect Station, where we are 

now. No one from Average ever goes there if 

they can help it. And wa-aay in the distance 

over there—it’s hard to make them out 

they’re so far away—are the Unattainables, 

the highest mountain range in the world. Its 

highest peak is Mount Impossible. Beyond 

that, they say, is the Realm of Genius. No one 

really knows if it exists. Many think it’s a 

myth. But there are stories.” 

“Uh-huh,” was all James could muster. 

“Never mind all that. We have enough to 

deal with right here. Our king has gone 

missing! Everything was just fine and then he 

vanished without so much as a word.” 

“So you had a king and now he’s gone,” 

James repeated. 

“O-oh-oh, he was such an average king!” 

the goat rhapsodized. “So wonderfully 

mediocre!” 
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James nodded as if he understood, but 

truth be told, he didn’t. “What did he do to be 

so average?” 

“Nothing we didn’t expect,” the goat 

sighed. “Now he’s gone and there’s no one to 

rule Average.” 

“What about you? You’re a mayor. Couldn’t 

you—” 

“Me-ee-eee-e, King of Average? I’m a goat! 

Too strange. It’s not permitted.” 

“I guess you need someone human. That 

sounds logical,” James agreed. 

“Not just someone! We need the most 

average person in the world. Someone 

completely, absolutely, perfectly average in 

every way. Someone like you.” 

“Me? You think I’m average enough to be 

the king?” 

“That remains to be see-een.” 

The goat stepped up his pace. “If Average 

can’t maintain its place in the world, there’ll 

be nothing for the world to compare itself to. 

Disaster!” he called out over his shoulder 

toward James as he trotted along. “Hurry! I 
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must present you to the Council of Judges in 

Median City.” 

“The Council of Judges?” James had to jog 

to keep up. 

“Yes, the . . . judges,” panted the goat. 

“They deal . . . in . . . the Law of Averages. 

They gave . . . me a 67 percent chance . . . of 

finding you,” he huffed. “They also said . . . 

there was a slight chance . . . you wouldn’t 

come. Less than 10 percent . . . But you did, 

thank goodness.” 

The idea of being so important gave James 

pause. “A . . . king? I . . . don’t know . . .” 

James said between gulps of air as he jogged 

along. He wasn’t a very fast runner. 

The goat stopped abruptly and turned to 

James. “You are the only eligible candidate! 

You can’t refuse. If you do, we will fail! We’ll 

be ruined, and it’ll be all my fault.” 

The goat’s expression changed from mild 

anxiety to awe at the enormity of being 

blamed for the collapse of an entire kingdom. 

He pawed the ground and stamped his 

hooves in a fit of recrimination. 
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James tried to calm the goat. “I don’t see 

how this could all be your fault.” 

“It is my fault and always will be!” snapped 

the goat. “I’m a Scapegoat and proud of it.” 

“A scapegoat?” 

“As long as I’m to blame, no one else can 

be burdened. It’s what I was bred for.” 

“Do you mean nothing can ever be my 

fault?” James asked. 

“Of course! You leave that to me,” the little 

goat snorted, peevishly. “May I continue?” 

As Culpa went on explaining, James 

wondered what it would be like to be king. 

What do kings actually do? Maybe, if I wasn’t 

leading armies and fighting battles, I would 

just sit on the throne all day granting or not 

granting requests. Maybe I’d decree 

something or other— 

“You’re not paying attention!” scolded 

Culpa. 

“I’m sorry,” said James. 

“No! My fault entirely. Perfectly all right,” 

said the mayor. “A perfectly normal thing to 

do. You are, after all, average and the average 

person can’t pay attention to any one thing 
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too long. That is, after all, exactly what we 

need. Fine!” The goat bowed his head and 

muttered to himself, “Probably bored you 

with too many details.” 

Culpa trotted over to a nearby tree and 

butted his head against it. He rammed it 

several times with loud thwacks and thuds, 

punctuating each word with a headbutt. 

“Boring!” Thud. “Stupid!” Bang. “Story!” 

Thwack. Finally, he stopped. “Much better!” 

“Sorry,” James replied. 

“No need to apologize,” said the scapegoat 

cheerfully. “Not your fault.” 

“Doesn’t it hurt when you butt your head 

like that?” 

“Of course,” Culpa replied. “Not to worry 

though, I can take it.” 

They continued on at a half-trot. 

“Is it far to Median City?” James asked 

after a while, breaking the silence. 

“Not too far.” 

“How far?” 

“Just far enough.” 
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Even at this pace, James was running out 

of steam and patience. “Why won’t you give 

me a definitive answer?” 

“That’s enough of that!” snapped the goat. 

“You ask too many questions! You don’t need 

to know everything. That would make you a 

know-it-all. And that is not average! Too 

many questions require too many answers 

and I don’t have them. No one in Average has 

all the answers, or needs them, for that 

matter.” 

James saw his point. If one were to be 

completely average one would have to ask 

just the right amount of questions. But how 

many was that? 
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C H A P T E R  4  

The River Maunder 

After an hour of steady walking they came to 

the edge of a river. James and Culpa took 

long, satisfying drinks and sat by the bank. 

James dangled his feet over the edge, 

brushing the water with the toe of his 

sneaker. He took a rock and threw it into the 

water and watched the ripples move out from 

where the rock went kerplunk. James sat 

there happily, thinking about ripples; how 

one always leads to another and another. 

Suddenly, they heard a voice coming from 

the tall brown wheatgrass on the far bank of 

the river. “Shhhhhh. They’ll hear us!” 

It was a high-pitched, wheedling whisper—

a cross between a whine and nails on a 

blackboard. 

“We can hear you!” James called out. 

James and Culpa listened to the odd 

debate coming from a clump of grassy weeds 

and cattails. 
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“But mon ami, ’zey are most likely friendly 

and may even be rich! ’Zey could benefit us 

enormously!” It was a boisterous, pleasant 

voice speaking in what James recognized as a 

French accent. 

“They’re thieves with knives! They’re going 

to rob us, I just know it! We remind them of 

someone they hate! They want revenge!” 

replied the irritating voice, quavering with 

fear. It didn’t have an accent. Then he heard 

it whine unintelligibly, raspy and shrill. The 

whine had a squeaky quality, like a slightly 

bent wheel on a bicycle. 

A dapper, rotund man in a beige suit 

emerged from the rushes, fanning himself 

with a brown bowler hat. 

“Zut alors! We are found out! Heh, heh! 

’Allo, mes amis! Yoo-hoo!” 

His shiny black mustache was well 

groomed and thin. It was tightly wound and 

waxed at the ends, so much so that it looked 



Gary Schwartz 
 

26 
 



The King of Average 
 

27 
 

like checkmarks framing the man’s long nose. 

He had a monocle wedged in one eye above 

his rosy cheek. It was attached by a ribbon to 

his lapel. He sported a red necktie and wore a 

light brown brocade vest, the fabric pulling at 

the buttons so tightly it seemed ready to 

burst. 

In his vest pocket, a place usually reserved 

for a pocket watch and chain, a tiny, pale, 

bald-headed man peeked out. He squinted 

and squirmed. His long bulbous nose dangled 

over the edge of the pocket like a very short 

trunk. 

“Yoo-hoo!” the Frenchman called out again, 

smiling broadly. He swept the grass out of 

the way with a wave of his gold-tipped 

walking stick. “’Allo! ’Eere we are! Peek-a-boo-

oo, we see you!” 

James waved back. “Are you lost?” 

The man laughed, “No, no, no, not at all!!” 

while simultaneously, the little man in his 

pocket shrieked, “Yes, yes we are! Totally 

lost!” 
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“Please. Ignore my little friend. ’Ee’s a little 

touchy today. Ah! What a glorious day, n’est-

ce pas?” 

“Yes, it is!” replied James, recognizing the 

phrase from French class. It meant “is it not 

so?” It sounded like “nest pa” and that’s how 

James remembered it—a father bird in his 

nest. 

“Terrible day!” the little man in the pocket 

insisted. “Awful!” 

James thought maybe the Frenchman was 

a ventriloquist, because he never saw the 

little man’s mouth move. It was a small 

frown, pinched and puckered, hidden behind 

his thick nose and the pocket’s rim. 

Culpa eyed the strange pair suspiciously. 

The larger man smiled and waved once 

more, silently nodding and tipping his bowler 

hat. He surveyed the river and his 

surroundings and looked up at the sky in 

utter admiration. 

“Let’s see what they want,” James 

suggested as he rolled up his pants and 

removed his sneakers and socks. He stuffed 

his socks in the sneakers and tied the laces 
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together, hung them around his neck, and 

waded into the river. 

“Jaa-aam-ess! Wait!” Culpa cried. 

The river suddenly churned. As the current 

pulled at James, he felt as if he were going to 

be swept away. 

“Whoa! Oohhhh!” The water rushed around 

his legs, tugging and pushing. With 

considerable effort, he managed to leap back 

onto shore. 

“I should have warned you,” Culpa said 

regretfully. “If you had drowned, it would 

have been my fault and I would have felt 

terrible. I wouldn’t have been able to live with 

myself!” 

“Well I didn’t drown, okay?” James cut him 

off. “This constant blaming yourself for 

everything is getting annoying.” 

“You’re right. I’m sorry . . .” the goat said, 

looking around for a tree to ram. 

“It’s my own fault!” James admitted. 

“Oh, no! NO! James! NEVER! It’s entirely my 

fault, please!” 

“Okay, okay—it’s your fault, if that makes 

you happy,” James said, turning his attention 
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to the water. “What happened to the river, 

anyway? It was calm and shallow just a 

second ago.” 

“It’s the River Maunder, a tributary of the 

mighty Meander. You can’t just cross it. It 

gets angry if you do. You’ve heard the 

expression ‘Don’t cross me or you’ll regret it’? 

Well, it started with this river.” 

“So how do we get across?” James asked. 

“By not wanting to,” replied the goat. 

“I don’t understand.” 

The goat smiled in a self-satisfied way. 

“The bird was right—you’re the perfect 

candidate.” 

“Who—” James stopped himself, fearing he 

might be too inquisitive. 

“The river will let you across as long as it 

feels it isn’t being crossed. Just play lazily in 

the water, dawdle, and waste enough time; 

eventually, you’ll get to the other side.” 

“What do you do if you’re in a hurry?” 

“Drown.” 

Culpa went on, “The Meander and the 

Maunder are the borders between Average 
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and Expectation. To enter Average, you have 

to waste time; the more the better. The river 

hates it when you have a goal or deadline. 

Having a very specific goal is uncommon in 

Average,” lectured the goat. “And now, 

because we have someplace to be, we’re 

stuck. Baa-aaa-aaaa! 

“We’re going to be too late. This is not an 

average situation. I-I don’t know what to do-

ooo-oo,” he whined. “If I fail I’ll be exiled, and 

I’ll deserve it, too! Baa-aah-aah-aaa!” 

James had an idea. “I’m not sure I really 

want to get there on time anyway,” he said 

loudly to Culpa with a wink, signaling for him 

to play along. 

“Can I ride you into the water and just 

splash around awhile? It’ll be fun!” He waved 

to the pair on the other side of the river, 

giving them a big smile and an encouraging 

nod. The Frenchman returned the wave and 

smiled back, acknowledging them with a raise 

of his walking stick. 

“Ride on me?” The mayor stiffened. 
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James nodded and winked again, this time 

more pronouncedly. Then the goat smiled 

and nodded, seeing what James was up to. 

“Of course!” said Culpa in an over-loud 

voice for the river’s benefit. “Why not? We 

have nothing better to doo-oo!” 

So saying, the mayor pushed his head 

through James’s legs and hoisted him up 

onto his bony back with an “oof.” 

“Giddyap!” said James. 

“What’s ‘giddyap’?” asked the mayor. 

“It’s how we tell animals to get a move on 

where I come from,” explained James. 

“Oh,” said the mayor. “We just say ‘let’s 

go.’” 

“Well, let’s go, then,” said James, urging 

the goat forward. 

They waded into the calm green-blue 

water. Kersploosh. James sat atop the goat, 

firmly gripping the collar of Culpa’s vest, and 

splashed the water with his bare feet. 

“Whoopee tai aye yay!!” yelled James, 

playfully kicking water in the face of the 

patient goat. “Let’s have some fun!” he 

shouted, raising his voice for the river’s 
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benefit. The mayor shook off the water with a 

shudder of his head that vibrated down his 

whole body, nearly unseating his rider. 

“’Ooray! C’est magnifique! Marvelous! Look 

at the goatsmanship he displays! Quite 

impressive, eh?” the Frenchman cheered. 

“Leave me out of it!” squeaked the sour 

little man in his pocket. 

“Now what? Should we go fishing?” James 

mused. “Or we could take a swim. There’s 

just so much we can do in the water.” Culpa 

waded in farther with James still astride as 

the river lowered to a trickle. 

“Baaa-aaah-aa,” replied the goat, reverting 

to his native tongue. 

James leaned down near Culpa’s ear. 

“We’re almost there!” Then he shouted, 

“Giddyap—I mean, let’s go!” 

But James had misjudged the distance. The 

river began to rise and the current 

strengthened. The goat struggled to keep his 

footing and then suddenly he was lifted off 

the river bottom. 

Quickly, James reached up and grabbed 

the end of a low-hanging branch to avoid 
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being swept downstream. He hooked his legs 

under the belly of the goat to keep them from 

being separated. Culpa began treading water, 

bleating piteously. 

“Sacre bleu! ’Zey are real daredevils! ’Zey 

must be champion swimmers, non?” said the 

Frenchman, admiringly. 

“No!” said the little man in his pocket. 

“They’re going to drown. . . . Let’s get going 

before people think we did it!” 

The Frenchman clapped and cheered, 

“’Ooray!” 

James clung to the branch with both 

hands, clutching the goat between his legs 

while the river churned white foam, becoming 

a furious, roaring torrent. 

“Hang on, Mayor Culpa!” James hollered. 

“No, no! Let me go, I did this to us! Save 

yourself! I wouldn’t blame you if you did. It’ll 

teach me a good lesson!” 

There was no time to answer. Although he 

had never succeeded in doing even one pull-

up in gym class, James strained to pull 

himself and the goat up onto the branch and 

out of the water. But he could only hang 
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there. He tightened his grip around the goat’s 

midsection and managed to hoist him up as 

high as he could. They were both clear of the 

raging river, hanging onto the branch, 

dangling precariously above the water. 

“Amazing!” the Frenchman said. He looked 

on in wonder at the sight of James hanging 

from a tree limb with the soggy goat hooked 

between his legs. 

“Not bad,” admitted the little man 

grudgingly. 

“Let me go-o-o! Save yourself!” the goat 

pleaded. 

James strained to pull himself up but 

couldn’t manage it. The water continued to 

rise. It was now at his knees and up to the 

shoulders of Culpa, who bleated wretchedly. 

“I don’t think I can do it!” James wailed, 

angry at himself for being such a weakling. 

Overhead a thick gray cloud materialized, 

drifting slowly down toward the worsening 

crisis. It cast an ominous shadow that crept 

toward them. 

The Frenchman hollered encouragement. 

“You can do it! I am sure!” 
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“Didn’t you hear him? He said he can’t!” 

the little man contradicted. “Let’s get outta 

here!” 

The Shadow separated from the cloud and 

leapt at them from the riverbank. The sky 

darkened and James lost sight of the shore. 

He was surprised to find himself on the verge 

of tears. Hanging from a branch with a 

talking goat between his legs and a strange 

Frenchman cheering him on over a 

dangerously roaring river was no time to cry. 

James hung on for a few more seconds, 

feeling very sorry for himself. 

A dark despair came over him. “What’s the 

use?” he cried, giving up and falling into the 

water with Culpa—but only up to their knees! 

Upon hearing him declare defeat, the river 

had instantly receded. 

James picked himself up and stood on the 

riverbed, sopping wet. Culpa shook off the 

water. James watched the dark cloud 

dissipate and retreat, but the gloomy Shadow 

lingered a moment before following after it. 

That’s odd, James thought, a shadow can’t— 
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“’Zat was ’ze most amazing, daring thing I 

have ever seen, saving ’zat poor little goat. I 

salute you! ’Ooray! What courage! What 

bravery!” 

James weakly smiled an acknowledgement 

but knew his success had been a combination 

of his inept weakness and dumb luck. But 

there was no time to wallow in self-pity 

because the scapegoat was wailing so loudly. 

“I’m so-oorry, James. I dragged you dow—” 

James quickly realized that they were still 

standing in the drained riverbed, and he 

yanked Culpa up by the collar and dove for 

the other side, dragging the surprised goat 

with him. The river immediately began to 

rise, but by the time the current reached 

them, they were safe on the other side of the 

River Maunder. 
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C H A P T E R  5  

The Optimist and the Pessimist 

 

 James sat on the bank and collected himself, 

putting on his shoes and socks. He leaned 

over to the goat and whispered, “Do you 

know them?” 

“Oh, mon Dieu!” exclaimed the Frenchman, 

overhearing him. “’Ow utterly uncouth! 

Pardonnez- moi!” Jumping to his feet, he 

proffered a small white card engraved in very 

fancy script: Monsieur W. Roget, Optimist. 

Mayor Culpa strained to read the card. 

“Roget?” he said, pronouncing it with a hard 

‘G’ and a hard ‘T.’ “Optometrist?” 
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James had only gotten a “C” in French but 

knew how to pronounce the man’s name 

properly. “It’s pronounced Ro-zhay. And he’s 

an optimist, not an optometrist.” 

The little goat frowned, worried James 

might be above average somehow. 

“Exactly! I am Monsieur William Roget! And 

’zis is my partner, Kiljoy,” the Frenchman 

said, referring to his vest pocket. “Pessimist-

at-large.” 

“At large! What a joke!” sneered the little 

man. “Look at me! I’m tiny and I’m stuck with 

you and I can’t do a thing about it.” 

Kiljoy eyed James suspiciously and nodded 

a tentative hello, his nose hanging between 

his bony fingers. 

“This is Mayor Culpa, and I’m James.” 

“Contender to the throne of Average!” 

Culpa said with his nose in the air, trying to 

sound official. 

“My, my,” said Monsieur Roget. 

“Impressive. Royalty? Is ’zis true? I ’ave never 

met a king before.” 

“And I’ve never met a professional 

optimist. You do that for a living?” 
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“Absolutely!” said Roget. “’Ze amateur 

optimist looks at things only one way. On ’ze 

bright side, of course. But, when he sees a 

glass of water filled halfway, a traditional 

optimist sees it as only ’alf full. But a 

professional optimist is also happy to see 

fresh, clear water to drink or wash with or to 

water plants and make things grow. Like food 

for instance! ’Alf-full or ’alf-empty? For 

amateurs!” 

He stood there proudly, clasping the lapel 

of his brocade vest in a pose that reminded 

James of the famous portrait of Napoleon he 

had seen in a history book. 

James noticed Kiljoy rolling his eyes, 

having probably heard this speech a million 

times. The tiny man slapped his forehead in 

resignation and slid down into his pocket. 

“Come on!” bleated Culpa. “It’s getting 

dark, we’re very late. It’s not good to keep the 

council waiting to-oo-o, too long.” 

“It’s like I’m in some bizarre version of 

Alice in Wonderland! ‘I’m late, I’m late! For a 

very important date . . . ,’” said James, doing 

his best impression of the White Rabbit. 
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Culpa looked shocked. “Sarcasm is against 

the law in Average. It’s a tool of the inferior 

man of superior intelligence and not a trait of 

an average person.” 

“I was just making a joke.” 

“Oh! A joke, yes? Of course! Oui, a good 

one! Non?” cried Roget, slapping James on 

the back, who didn’t quite get it but laughed 

heartily nonetheless. He abruptly stopped 

and drew James close and whispered 

confidentially, “Er, Monsieur James, would 

you mind if we come with you? Kiljoy and I 

were touring the countryside looking for 

adventure. We crossed ’ze river some time 

ago from Dullsville. It is a nice enough place, 

oui. But frankly, very boring. And then, you 

came along! I would enjoy it immensely if we 

could, er . . . ah . . . tag along?” 

James looked to Culpa, who didn’t object. 

James considered it. Normally he kept to 

himself, not because he much liked being 

alone but because of how his mom would 

react if he imposed any sort of friend or 

playmate on her. He could just imagine how 

she’d take this strange bunch. Besides, this 
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optimist seemed a jolly sort and would 

probably find something nice to say about 

even the worst things. 

“Sure,” said James. 

Culpa was already pulling at his sleeve, 

urging him along. Roget and Kiljoy fell in 

alongside them. 

The way to Average was a trail of beaten-

down grass, which led to a well-traveled dirt 

path. The scenery reminded James again of 

his doodle, rolling hills with a road cutting 

through to the horizon. They climbed a small 

hill and saw a walled city perched on the 

horizon. 

“There it is. Median City. Jump onto my 

back!” ordered the mayor. “You too, Mon-

sewer. I haven’t got all day!” 

“How much of ’ze day ’ave you got?” 

Culpa snorted as James and Roget climbed 

onto his back. Once they were safely 

mounted, the goat trotted along at a quick 

pace. 

Kiljoy moaned and protested with every 

bump and lurch. “Watch where you’re going! 

We’ll fall off and break something!” 
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James pleaded with Culpa in between 

“oofs” every time his bottom hit the goat’s 

bony back. “Let us . . . oof . . . get off . . . oof . 

. . your back! Oof . . . Ple-ee-ee-ease! . . . oof . . 

. It’s too much for you-u-u!” 

“I ca-aan take it!” the scapegoat assured 

them.   
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C H A P T E R  6  

The Nervous Nellies 

“What’s going to happen when we get to 

Median City?” James asked. 

“The council will test you for your 

suitability,” said Culpa. 

“I hate tests!” said James. 

“Very typical,” the goat nodded 

approvingly. 

But that did little to make James feel 

better. His mother’s words echoed in his 

head. You can’t do anything right, can you? 

His heart sank, and he sighed. 

Culpa trotted on and out into a large field 

dotted with clusters of bushes. The gentle 

rolling terrain made the ride atop the goat a 

little less bouncy. 

“Yaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Whoooop! 

Whooop! Get ’em!” cried a voice from behind 

a thorny hedge. 
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“YEEEEEE! YAAAAAAW! YIPES! 

WAAAAAAGH!” 

A horde of voices rang out over the field. 

Thirty or forty scrawny, bare-chested, pasty 

pink little men, knee-high to James, 

scrambled out from behind a nearby thicket 

and swarmed around James, Culpa, and 

Roget. Kiljoy shrank back into the safety of 

Roget’s pocket, saying, “I knew this would 

happen!” 

A net of thorny brambles had been thrown 

over the travelers, trapping them. Every move 

resulted in a prickly poke. 

The little men surrounded James and 

company. They wore loincloths around their 

scrawny waists and leveled thorny little 

spears at their captives. 

“Don’t move or it’ll be all the more 

painful!” shouted a little man, stepping 

forward to inspect his prisoners. 

James, Roget, Culpa, and Kiljoy stood very 

still. 

“This is all my fault!” cried the goat. 

Kiljoy popped out of Roget’s pocket, 

certain they were in trouble. He said with 
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pride, “See? What did I tell you? Why doesn’t 

anyone listen to me?” 

The pale little man put his little hands on 

his little bony hips and paced back and forth 

in front of them. 

“So! Now we have you,” he crowed 

triumphantly. 

“Yes, you do,” said James. 

“Yes, indeed, we do,” repeated the little 

man. “That we do. Don’t you doubt it.” 

“I don’t,” said James. 

“We have you right where we want you!” 

reiterated the little man. 

“Yes, of course you do!” said Roget, 

smiling and applauding. “Good for you! A 

fine job of capturing!” 

The crowd of miniature warriors cheered. 

“Who are you?” asked James. 

“Who are you?” the little man countered. 

“I’m James.” 

“What are you doing here?” he demanded. 

“I’m headed to Average to become king,” 

said James matter of factly. 
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“Oh, no!” said a voice in the crowd. “He’s 

gonna be the king?!” 

“Uh oh!” came another voice. 

“Now we’re gonna get it!” moaned another 

little man, hiding behind some others. His 

knees were shaking. 

“What’re we going to do?” quivered 

another. 

The tribe of little pink warriors flushed a 

darker shade and began wringing their hands 

and shaking their heads, moaning and saying 

things like, “Now, we’ve done it!” and “Oh 

boy, are we in trouble!” 

The leader darted his head this way and 

that, looking for an ambush. He raised his 

hands to calm the tribe. He looked again at 

James, Culpa, Roget, and Kiljoy in the net and 

edged closer. He crooked his finger at James, 

imploring him to bend down. James obliged. 

“Is this some sort of trap?” the man asked 

in a whisper. 

“Of course it’s a trap, you ninny!” barked 

Kiljoy. “And we’re in it!” 

“We’re not Ninnies!” shouted the leader. 

“We’re Nellies!” 
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“The Ninnies live over there.” A little man 

popped up above the other Nellies and 

pointed south. 

“You’re Nellies?” asked James. 

“Ah ha! So, you’ve heard of us,” boasted 

the leader. 

“No,” James confessed. 

The chief deflated and turned, shouting to 

his tribe, “He hasn’t heard of us!” 

Another chorus ensued: “Oh, no!” “How 

can that happen?” “I thought everyone knew 

us!” There was a lot of tsk-tsking. Some 

Nellies held their chins. Others hugged 

themselves tightly in fear and scratched their 

heads nervously. They all bit their nails. 

Suspiciously, the little man approached the 

captives. “Why haven’t you heard of us? We’re 

the Nervous Nellies! We’re known all over 

these parts. I’m the chief Nellie.” 

Kiljoy, still in a foul mood, puffed up in 

righteous anger. “We haven’t heard of you 

because you’re little, you’re ugly, and you’re 

stupid! And we’re even stupider to be caught 

by the likes of you!” 

 



The King of Average 
 

49 
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Originally from New York State, 
Gary Schwartz began his 
professional career as a mime at age 
13, performing up and down the 
Hudson River with Pete Seeger and 
the great folk entertainers of the 
1960s. In the 1980s he appeared in 

numerous film and television projects, including the 
Oscar-winning feature film Quest for Fire. As a voice-
over artist, he’s lent his voice to hundreds of film and 
television projects and is the voice of several well-
known video game characters, including Heavy 
Weapons Guy and Demoman in Team Fortress 2. 

Schwartz has written for two children’s television 
series in which he co-starred: Zoobilee Zoo as Bravo 
Fox and the Disney Channel’s You and Me, Kid. 

Gary studied with and became the protégé of Viola 
Spolin, the creator of Theater Games, the basis for 
improvisational theater in America. He is a passionate, 
dynamic improv coach and facilitator devoted to 
carrying on Spolin’s techniques. 

The King of Average is his first novel. Learn more 
at gary-schwartz.com. 

 
Nicole Armitage: Illustrator ww.armitagearts.com 

.





The King of Average 
 

 
 

Ackno wl edgments  
 

Thank you to my team at Booktrope. Pam 
Labbe, who’s shepherding me through 
launching this book. To Christina Lepre 
who’s done a great job of editing and made 
the book so polished. To Tricia Parker, who 
proofread this more than once and to Gwen 
Gades for the lovely cover design. 

I would like to thank Susan Hughes for her 
very thorough notes and questions – she was 
a great mentor and helped immensely to 
shape the story. To, Eva Moon who made me 
balance the female perspective and fixed a 
lot of faulty typing, Wendy & Joe Wahman 
who made it better by reading and making 
some great comments. Thanks to and Mark 
Brandon for his comments and corrections. 

And an added thanks to Mark Breitfuss for 
challenging me to show him 30 pages in 30 
days and in doing so, allowed me to end up 
with a whole book. I have to thank my pal 
Stan Brothers who gave me some space to 
write at his home in California. 

Thanks also to Norton Juster, and his book 
The Phantom Tollbooth for the inspiration. 

And to my wife Tina Brandon – for lots of 

stuff 


	1. Just James…………………..……………………………………….…..1
	Just James
	The Great Idea
	The Realm of Possibility
	The River Maunder
	The Optimist and the Pessimist
	The Nervous Nellies

