





“What did you find, boy?”

Wesley asked his dog, Mookie.



At the sink, Mr. Wheeler turned around. When he saw what Wesley was holding, his jaw dropped open.

Wesley saw the expression on Mr. Wheeler’s face. He looked at the black leather mask in his hand. He thought about Mr. Wheeler limping. He thought about the night before. He looked at the muscles on Mr. Wheeler’s arms. And he came to a conclusion, the only conclusion that made any sense at all.

“You’re Dr. Demented!”

Wesley couldn’t believe what he had just discovered. Mr. Wheeler, the friendly guy down the street who taught gym at Nimitz High, led a secret life as Dr. Demented, the meanest, cruelest, and most violent man in the AWF.
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Heels and Babyfaces





“I’M GONNA RIP YOUR HEAD OFF, DOCTOR Demented!” Sergeant America shouted hoarsely into the microphone. “And I’m gonna take that ugly mask off with it! Then we’ll see who you really are!”Sergeant America stood motionless in the center of the ring, with one well-muscled arm pointing toward the door of the “ready room,” where the wrestlers got dressed. A single spotlight illuminated him. The rest of the Houston Astrodome was in darkness.

“Die Doctor Demented!”chanted fifteen thousand rabid professional wrestling fans at once, shaking the building.“Die Doctor Demented!”

The despised Dr. Demented had yet to emerge from the ready room, where he was sipping from a bottle of carrot juice while thumbing through the latest issue ofBetter Homes and Gardensmagazine.

“A week ago during SkullCrush in Dallas,” Sergeant America continued over the crowd noise, “my lovely wife Erica left me and ran off with you.”

“Boooooooooooooo!”screamed the fifteen thousand. The fans hated Dr. Demented, but they loved having Dr. Demented to hate.

Hoping to get on TV, many fans were holding up banners and cardboard signs they had made: DEATH TO DR. DEMENTED. WE HATE DR. DEMENTED! GIVE BACK MRS. AMERICA. And so on.

“Well, Doctor Demented, I’m here tonight to win Erica back!”

“Yeaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”

Erica America’s real name was Wendy Blau. She was a struggling actress who took the Erica America role because it paid better than waitressing.

Sergeant America, whose real name was Bill Anderson, let the booing die down before continuing. He had only been Sergeant America for a few months, but he was enjoying it immensely. Before he became Sergeant America, he had wrestled under the name Roadkill. Before that, he was Urban Legend. And before that, he had been part of a tag team called Hurricane and Tornado: The Natural Disasters.

None of those characters had caught on big with wrestling fans, so the AWF (American Wrestling Federation) had informed Anderson that his career as a professional wrestler would be over unless he could create a character the fans would respond to more.

Bill Anderson had always loved being a “heel.” That is, a bad guy. But the AWF (usually dubbed “awful”) suggested he might be more popular as a “babyface”—a good guy. Because of Anderson’s all-American looks, the AWF decided he would become Sergeant America and fight for truth, justice, and the American way.

In the early days of pro wrestling, there were lots of babyface wrestlers. But lately, just about all wrestlers were heels to one degree or another. There hadn’t been a real “I love America” character in a long time, and the AWF decided it was time to revive the classic good versus evil story line.

Anderson liked changing characters every year or so. It kept the job new and exciting. Even though babyfaces earned less money than heels, he had to admit it was nice to hear the crowd boo theotherguy for a change.

Sergeant America stood in the middle of the ring wearing nothing but red, white, and blue trunks and a large top hat that had been painted to resemble an American flag. His chest had been carefully shaved and oiled to shine when the spotlight reflected off it.

Anderson was proud of his bulging muscles, having been a bodybuilder for years and taken enormous amounts of muscle-building supplements to make himself resemble a Greek god. He had discovered there was little money in bodybuilding, so he turned to professional wrestling five years ago. As a wrestler, he had millions of fans, his own web site, and he was earning two hundred thousand dollars a year plus a nice cut of the T-shirt sales.

“It’s one thing to steal my wife, Doctor Demented,” Sergeant America continued, “but worse than that, you insulted the United States of America!”

“Boooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!”

In the ready room, Dr. Demented yawned, flipping throughBetter Homes and Gardensuntil his eye was caught by an article on how to make the perfect walnut-pear sour cream cake.

Dr. Demented also loved being a heel, and he loved being Dr. Demented. It was the only character he had played since starting in pro wrestling. He could hear Sergeant America’s rantings through a small speaker above the ready room door.

“The Star Spangled Banner” started blaring over the sound system inside the Astrodome.

“Doctor Demented, you ripped our American flag to pieces in Dallas last week. You threw apple pies at the crowd. You said that you despise children, small animals, and democracy. You reject everything that good Americans stand for—the American way of life.”

“Boooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!”

“Well, let me tell you something, Doctor Demented. We didn’t let the British kick us around in the Revolutionary War. We didn’t let the Germans kick us around in World War II. We didn’t let the Russians kick us around in the Cold War. And we’re not going to let you kick us around now.”

“Yeeeeeeeaaaaaaaaaaaah!”

“As a citizen and representative of this great nation, I will personally kick your butt all the way to the Gulf of Mexico for the good people of Houston tonight! And in doing so, my wife will see who is the better man!”

“Kick his butt!”screamed fifteen thousand angry Texans.“Kick his butt!”

Sergeant America was proud of the references to the British, Germans, and Russians. A history buff, he had come up with the idea in the shower that morning and rehearsed his lines with the AWF writers that afternoon.

“I’m talking toyou, Doctor Demented!” Sergeant America shouted, his voice rising. “Or are you toochickento come out here and stand up for your twisted beliefs?”

“Chicken! Chicken! Chicken! Chicken!”

In the ready room, Dr. Demented sighed and slipped the magazine into his gym bag. He carefully put on the black mask that covered his head, tying it in the back so it would be secure.

    *    *    *

“Do you think Doctor Demented is gonna show?” Jimmy Erdman yelled in Wesley Brown’s ear. The boys, both fourteen years old, had seats in the upper level of the Astrodome. They were best friends, and really, each was the other’s only friend.

Jimmy was a big, heavyset boy with a crew cut. Wesley, much shorter and very skinny, had red hair and freckles. They traded their pair of binoculars back and forth so they could get a better view of the ring.

“Of course he’s gonna show,” replied Wesley. “Sergeant America wouldn’t be saying all that stuff if Doctor Demented wasn’t sitting in the dressing room right now. He’s waiting until the timing is right.”

“You boys want to go get some cotton candy before the show starts?” asked Jimmy’s dad, who had gotten the tickets and driven the boys from their homes in Humble, Texas.

“Thisisthe show, Mr. Erdman!” Wesley said, rolling his eyes. Jimmy’s dad was not tuned in to the fine points of professional wrestling. Wesley and Jimmy were such devoted fans that they watched three hours of wrestling on TV every Monday night while taping two hours on another channel, so they wouldn’t miss a minute of mayhem.

Sergeant America walked around the ring chuckling and making chicken noises into the microphone, taunting Dr. Demented.

“I guess Doctor Demented couldn’t make it tonight!” chortled Sergeant America. “Maybe he got tied up in traffic. Maybe he had a previous engagement. Or just maybe—” Sergeant America put a long dramatic pause here—“just maybe . . . he’s afraid!”

“Oooooooooooooooooooooooooh!”

The crowd noise had built up to the point where it was impossible to hear what the person one seat away was saying. People were screaming, chanting, booing, stamping their feet and smacking metal objects together.Music was blasting out of the Astrodome speakers. Nobody could make it out, but it was Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyrie.”

When the noise level had reached its crest, a blazing bright white spotlight appeared at the far end of the arena. Into the circle of light stepped . . . Dr. Demented.
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Ruler of Our Pathetic World





IT DIDN’T SEEM POSSIBLE THAT IT COULD get any louder in the Astrodome. But when Dr. Demented stepped into the spotlight, the place nearly exploded with noise. Grown men put their hands over their ears while shouting his name. Some young children, who were up past their bedtimes and shouldn’t have been there in the first place, began to cry. The noise was too intense for their delicate ears.On either side of Dr. Demented, Roman candles were ignited and shot majestically into the air. Giant sparklers sent showers of sparks on and around Dr. Demented. He didn’t flinch.

Multicolored lasers swirled pinpoints of light around the Astrodome. Smoke machines poured out artificial fog until a layer of it filled the path leading from Dr. Demented to the ring. Purple spotlights gave the arena an eerie, otherworldly glow. Dr. Demented’s body filled the video screens that had been placed around the arena.

“It’s him!” Wesley Brown marveled. “Doctor Demented!”

Wesley and Jimmy had been serious wrestling fans for several years. They read all the magazines, rented the pay-per-view specials, bought the Tshirts and other memorabilia. But neither boy had been to a professional wrestling match in person. They were in awe.

Dr. Demented stood rock solid in one spot. He let the emotions of the crowd wash over him.

“I hope you choke on some poisoned food and die, Doctor Demented!” a lady screamed into a bullhorn.

“Marry me, Doctor Demented!” hollered another.

Even from their distant seats, Wesley and Jimmy could see the huge muscles that seemed to be trying to push right through the man’s skin. Dr. Demented was even bigger than Sergeant America. His shoulder muscles were so built up that it looked like he didn’t have a neck.

“He iscut,man!” Wesley declared. Jimmy knew what his friend meant, but his dad did not. The boys explained that being “cut” meant that your muscles were sharply defined, as if your body were chiseled from stone.

Dr. Demented’s costume was basic black. Black trunks. Black boots. Black mask that completely covered his head except for his eyes, nose, and mouth, like a ski mask. It was made from leather. He looked like a homicidal maniac, which is exactly what the AWF made him out to be.

Dr. Demented held a cordless microphone in his right hand. Slowly, in a voice that sounded like death itself, he spoke the words he used every time he stepped into a wrestling arena. The crowd recited those words with him. . . .

“I . . . RULE . . . THIS . . . PATHETIC . . . WORLD!”

The crowd erupted in another earsplitting burst of boos that sounded like a jet engine revving up.

“Shut yer stinkin’ mouths, ya losers!” Dr. Demented shouted at the crowd. “Erica America ismywoman now, and I’m gonna keep her! Right, baby?”

A gorgeous woman with dark hair and a low-cut red dress ran out and wrapped herself around Dr. Demented. That made the crowd scream even louder. Dr. Demented waited a few seconds until he could be heard.

“I fear no man,” he boomed. “Iamthe man. If thatwimpis the best man America can come up with to represent this country, it’s no wonder his wife would rather be with me, arealman. I feel sorry for your country. Sergeant America will be spending the night in the hospital. And Erica America will be spending it withme. Right, baby?”

“Booooooooooooooooooooooooooo!”

“I don’tthinkso, Doctor Demented,” boomed Sergeant America from the ring. “At the end of the evening, Erica will be with me. And you will come to me and bow before me. No, more than that, you will get on your knees and beg for my permission to allow you to exist. Because if Doctor Demented doesn’t beg, Doctor Demented is gonna need arealdoctor, real bad.”

“Oooooooooooooooooooooooooh!”

“I get on my knees before nobody,” replied Dr. Demented. “You hear me, Sergeant America? When I get through with you, you’re gonna wishyounever existed!”

With that, Dr. Demented handed the microphone to Erica America and sprinted up the aisle. He leaped into the ring and tackled Sergeant America, grabbing him around the waist. Sergeant America powered out of the hold and threw Dr. Demented against the ropes. Demented clotheslined him on the way back, dropping Sergeant America on his back.

The two men went at it furiously for the next few minutes. Chokeslams. Moonsaults. Jackhammers. Combinations. One wrestler would have the advantage momentarily, then his opponent would battle back until he was on top. Several times the referee reached a two count, but each time the man on the bottom would kick his way out of it.

The crowd was roaring, screaming, exploding emotionally with each violent blow.

Any one of these blows, if struck with full force, would knock a man senseless and perhaps kill him. But Dr. Demented and Sergeant America were professionals.

They knew how to hit a man to create a loud smacking noise without putting their full weight behind the blow. They knew how to collide chest to chest; flat part of the body against flat part of the body, so nobody got hurt.

They knew how to jump and miss their target by an inch. They knew how to fly through the air and land without letting the sharp, vulnerable parts of the body—elbows, knees, or head—strike the mat first. Through years of practice, they’d learned how to spread each fall over the largest area of the body possible to prevent injury.

Finally, they knew how to react to each blow and fall to make it look like they’d been hit with a sledgehammer.

Using all this knowledge, neither man suffered a scratch.

“Oh no!” Erica America shrieked into the microphone every time Sergeant America took a hit. “Stop hurting my husband!”

After a few minutes of fast-paced action, Sergeant America gained the upper hand. He had Dr. Demented facedown on the mat, and he was sitting on his back.

“Kids,” Sergeant America exhorted as Dr. Demented lay on the mat. “Don’t try this at home.”

Then he unleashed a “powerbomb.” He picked Dr. Demented up by his legs, squeezed Demented’s head between his thighs, then dropped him, headfirst, to the mat. Dr. Demented lay on his stomach, twitching.

“And don’t try this at home either,” Sergeant America growled.

Then he did a double arm DDT. He grabbed Dr. Demented’s arms behind his back, then sat on his head, driving it into the mat.

“Or this!”

Then he did a standing drop kick, jumping in the air and slamming his boot into Dr. Demented’s face.

“On your knees, Doctor Demented! Get on your knees and beg for my forgiveness.”

Dr. Demented lay there for what seemed like an eternity, but was actually just fifteen seconds. Slowly, as if every muscle in his body was crying out with pain, he pushed himself up to a kneeling position.

The crowd was goinginsane. Dr. Demented hadnevergiven up before. He had never evenlostbefore. Professional wrestling history was happening before their eyes!

But suddenly, Dr. Demented shot out an arm and speared Sergeant America’s right ankle. America went down and Dr. Demented leaped on him like a cat. He slammed his elbow into Sergeant America’s midsection, pummeled him with punches, chops, and knees, and executed a drop toe-hold/face-lock combination that left Sergeant America stunned and helpless.

Sergeant America rolled out of the way, trying to get to the ropes. But Dr. Demented was too quick. He dragged the woozy Sergeant America back. Rather than go for the easy pin, he decided to inflict further punishment.

Dr. Demented picked America up, spun him upside down and hoisted him over his shoulders. Then, walking forward, he press slammed him, dropping him chest first to the mat.

Dr. Demented walked around Sergeant America’s body, as if deciding whether he should hit him again or call an ambulance. He dragged the big man a few feet to one side, then ran to the corner of the ring and climbed up to the top rope.

“He’s going to do it!” Jimmy marveled.

“Do what?” his dad asked.

“The Doctor Demented Death Drop,” Jimmy replied. “It’s his signature move.”

Dr. Demented was on the top rope now, taunting the crowd. Sergeant America lay motionless on his back. Demented leaped off the rope, did two backward somersaults in the air, and then landed, chest first, on Sergeant America.

In ten minutes, it was over. As always, Dr. Demented was the winner. The referee slapped the mat three times with his hand, and Dr. Demented jumped up to do a little jig around Sergeant America’s lifeless form. The crowd went crazy.

Dr. Demented climbed up on the top rope again and taunted the crowd some more, posing and showing off. Many of the fans threw things and screamed insults at him.

“I willneverget down on my knees!” Dr. Demented repeated.

As he jumped out of the ring, Dr. Demented stumbled on the apron around the ropes and almost fell down. He grabbed Erica America’s hand and together they ran out of the arena.

Sergeant America lay stretched out across the middle of the mat, eyes shut, seemingly unconscious. A siren was heard in the distance. Two men in emergency medical uniforms solemnly rolled Sergeant America’s lifeless body onto a stretcher and carried him out of the ring.


A few minutes later, in the ready room, Sergeant America hopped off the stretcher.

“Nice job, Billy,” Dr. Demented told Sergeant America, wrapping his thick arms around him.

“You were great, man,” Sergeant America told Dr. Demented. “You gonna be okay?”

“I twisted my ankle coming off the rope,” Dr. Demented replied, rubbing his leg.

“You gonna be okay for bowling on Wednesday?” asked Sergeant America.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” Dr. Demented replied. “Pick you up at nine.”

The house lights in the Astrodome came on. Fifteen thousand contented fans gathered up their coats, fumbled for their car keys, and shuffled out the exits, just as if they had just attended a performance by the Houston Symphony orchestra.

Dr. Demented was already in the media room being interviewed by an AWF reporter.

“How did you feel,” the reporter asked, “when the ref counted Sergeant America out?”

“Steve, I was thinking about how much fun it is to inflict extreme pain on another human being. I mean, what could be better than beating on someone’s flesh and making them cry out in agony?”

“Well, thank you, Doctor Demented, for being the ruler of our pathetic world.”

“Anytime, Steve.”
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