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To my family.

And to everyone who listened to me talk about Spider-Man for the last decade.

I appreciate you.
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Peter is incessantly scratching at his leg, but the dang bug bite (not the bug bite, but a bug bite) he got the other day is under his spider-suit. Which is under his pants. And it is a problem for him. He’s sitting in his science-and-engineering class—not an opportune place for him to be distracted. His foot is tense against the linoleum tile, and he’s leaning pretty far over to the left, and someone is bound to noti—

“Mr. Parker!”

Peter immediately stops scratching and looks up at his teacher, Dr. Shah, who has his hands on his hips and is glaring at him. Peter wonders, not for the first time, why his spider-sense doesn’t work as well in the classroom as it does during a fight with Doc Ock. Peter slowly brings his hand back up and rests it on his desk. Slowly, because even though he’s been doing his night job for a bit of time now, he still likes to be extra careful about trying to look normal when people are paying attention to him—despite his… powers? Reflexes?

“Sorry, sir. I missed the question?” His voice lilts up at the end, as if he is unsure if it was a question he’d missed or something else.

Dr. Shah just pinches the bridge of his nose and lets out a big sigh. “It’s fine, Mr. Parker. I know it’s Friday and the weekend is calling, but please try and pay attention. I asked, based on the reading I sent home last class, what we can surmise the impact of easily accessible video manipulation might be on society.”

The reading! I forgot to do the reading. He tries to focus, but he is so tired, and his leg still hasn’t stopped itching. He stares at Dr. Shah, as if doing so will pull the answer straight into his brain. Without Peter realizing, his hand inches down to scratch at the bug bite again. Video manipulation? The bite’s tender and swollen now, and the pain of his own scratching seems to break him out of his reverie. “Um…”

“I think it means I can put my face into whatever action movie I want and become the star, and that is freakin’ sweet.” Flash’s voice breaks into the silence, and Peter would send a thank-you up to whoever made that happen, but he already knows what’s coming next. “Parker would probably just use it to be in a chick flick so he can pretend to have a girlfriend.”

Peter rolls his eyes, and his shoulders straighten; he’s resisting the urge to put his head down on his desk. “Shut up, Flash,” he says wearily, hoping he doesn’t sound as tired as he feels. Mostly he tries to ignore Flash Thompson, but sometimes his mouth gets the better of him. Someone walks by the classroom doorway, cutting a shadow across the light from the hall.

“Thank you for that, Mr. Thompson,” Dr. Shah says drily. “But that’s an interesting thought. We’re here today to talk about the ethics of technology, and wouldn’t it be unethical to trick people into thinking you’ve done something you hadn’t?”

“And you’d be taking credit for someone else’s work!” Liz Allan interjects. “You didn’t make that movie; someone else did.”

“Not that Flash does his own work in real life, anyway,” Randy Robertson says with a laugh from the back of the classroom. Peter cracks a grin.

“I heard that, Robertson!” Flash makes as if to stand up.

“Hey!” Dr. Shah has his hands around his mouth to amplify his voice. “Mr. Thompson, please stay seated, and everyone, keep your comments to yourself unless they are about the ethics of video manipulation.” He looks at the class, thoughtfully. “Now, Ms. Allan brought up a good point. Is it fair to pretend you’re something you’re not?”

Peter sucks a quick breath in through his teeth. Sometimes he feels like pretending is all he’s been doing for the last six months since he started his nightly escapades. He rubs a hand through his hair and then raises his hand.

“Yes, Mr. Parker?” Dr. Shah looks at him over the rims of his reading glasses, which he’d forgotten to take off his face again.

“Isn’t everyone kind of pretending they’re something they’re not all the time? Like… aren’t we all just… I mean—” He isn’t sure how to end his question, or if it was a question at all. He considers if this is a sign that he really needs to get a better school–vigilante life balance.

“I agree.” Another voice speaks up, and Peter almost cracks his neck turning to look back at the person who is speaking.

Mary Jane Watson is resting her chin in the cradle of her hand, head tilted just so to the side. She’s using her other hand to lightly tap her pen against the desk. The sun coming in through the window makes her hair look golden red, and Peter is sure his pupils have turned into actual hearts. She is so pretty, he thinks. Then his ears catch up to his brain, and he realizes she said she agreed with him!

“What do you agree with, Ms. Watson?” Dr. Shah encourages her to keep going.

“I think, on some level, we’re all kind of faking it all the time? And anyway—”

“Not me, baby! I’m one hundred percent Flash all the time,” Flash jokes, flexing a bicep.

MJ narrows her eyes at him. “Unless you’re stealing the body of an action star so you can pretend to be in his movie, Flash.” But the corner of her mouth lifts as if to soften her words. Not that she needs to soften anything for Flash, Peter thinks. “As I was saying, I think, on some level, we are all pretending. Like Peter said. And—” But whatever MJ had been about to say is cut off by the ringing of the bell, signaling the end of class.

Peter shoves his notebook into his backpack, not really caring when the cover bends up and over, wrinkling the notepaper underneath. MJ had agreed with him, and she’d said his name. Even if the rest of the day sucked, at least he had that going for him.

Dr. Shah’s voice rises above the ringing.

“Remember! Next week I’m going to assign your groups for the OSMAKER prep project. Start thinking about what you want to tackle.”

“Dr. Shah, can’t we pick our own groups?” Liz’s voice has a plaintive note. She definitely only wants to work with the popular kids. Which Peter is not. Obviously.

“Sorry, Ms. Allan. I have a system, and it works. I’ll be assigning your groups; you just think about what you want to work on!”

The whole class groans in response. Assigned groups are horrible. Last year, before it all, Peter got stuck working with Flash Thompson on exactly one science project, and it had been one of the worst academic experiences of his life. Sure, he was only sixteen, but he was pretty sure nothing could top Flash Thompson walking into class the day of the presentation saying, “Oh, that’s today?” at Peter’s tri-fold poster board of mitochondria diagrams.

Peter zips his backpack and hitches it up on his shoulder, letting the class empty out some before walking to the door.

“Mr. Parker! Try to work on your focus, please,” Dr. Shah calls him to as he leaves.

Peter raises a hand in apology. “Yes, sir, sorry about that. Won’t happen again.”

“You’re a bright kid, Peter. Just try a little harder.”

Peter shoots him a flat grin that doesn’t reach his eyes and nods. He lets the expression fall after turning away. He knows he has to get better at this. He steps into the hall, where the sounds of every kid in school commuting to the next class are almost overwhelming.

“Bro, did you see the Wolves’ match last night? Brutal.”

“And then my mom said I wasn’t allowed to go! Can you believe that? All I did was come in, like, five minutes after curfew one night.”

“Let’s go off campus for lunch. There’s a bomb taco place that just opened, like, two blocks way.”

“What is Peter’s deal? He’s been so weird lately.”

Peter’s ears perk up. That was Liz Allan, and she was walking with MJ. He strains to hear her response, but they’re too far away and MJ’s answer is lost in the mess of Midtown High’s overpopulated hallways. He grips the ends of his backpack straps, pulling them taut and locking his elbows. It’s better that he couldn’t hear what MJ said. She probably agreed with Liz anyway. He throws his head back and groans at the ceiling, standing stock-still on the side of the hallway while students go past.

Universe, could you just let me have one day of being cool? Peter thinks. Is that too much to ask? Just one day?

As if in answer, his phone buzzes in his pocket. Probably a text from Aunt May asking if he is coming straight home after school. He pulls the old brick out of his pocket and groans again.
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NEWS ALERT: SPIDER-MAN: MENACE OR MENACING MENACE?



Come on, he stews. He stopped two bank robberies and a mugging, and helped an old lady take her groceries home last night. In what world was he a menace? And what is a “menacing menace”? That doesn’t even make sense. He makes a mental note to send J. Jonah Jameson an anonymous letter to the editor asking for more even Spider-Man coverage.

…Again. Maybe this time the Bugle will print my letter.

The bell rings, interrupting his thoughts, and Peter’s eyes go wide. I’m late!

For once, luck is on Peter’s side. He manages to slide into a chair in the media center unnoticed as Ms. Vasquez explains they’ll be using the period to work on researching their History of the Americas essays. He sits at one of the school laptops and brings up the Bugle’s homepage in an incognito tab, hoping to read the hit piece Jameson published. He finds it quickly, but he has to scroll to get to it and is momentarily happy that at least it’s not the top article on the site. He clicks through. The huge banner on the bottom of the page says this is the first of two free articles he’s allowed to read for the month. At the header is a blurry cell-phone shot of Peter in his spider-suit sitting on the grated balcony of one of those three-level apartment buildings in Greenpoint. In it, he’s holding a hot dog. He’s trying to wipe away a huge glob of ketchup and mustard and onions that has dribbled directly onto the spider in the center of his chest. His gloves had been sticky for the rest of the night.

Well, more sticky than usual. A gross sticky, not normal sticky. Movie-theater-floor sticky, not like hey-I-was-bit-by-a-spider-and-can-stick-to-walls sticky.

In Peter’s opinion, any professional photographer would see the picture for what it was—a bad shot that a reputable paper would be ashamed for publishing. He absentmindedly wipes at his chest, but he knows he shouldn’t feel embarrassed for just eating and forgetting to grab a napkin. He ignores the fact that his cheeks are definitely hot and probably red.

Spider-Man was spotted last night hard at work… getting a stain out of his own suit.

Wow, he can’t help but think, such journalistic integrity.

He skims a little further and finds nothing out of the normal—some light name-calling, some implications about his weak power levels, some counterintuitive calls for him to do more but somehow also not do anything. Bugle gonna Bugle, he muses.

As he reads, something on the side, in the “similar stories” section, catches his eyes. He moves the scroll bar back up. There’s a small picture of a face he knows too well.

FLINT MARKO, A.K.A. SANDMAN, 
RELEASED ON GOOD BEHAVIOR

Peter holds the end of his pencil to his mouth and bites at the eraser. He hovers over the link, debating whether to click. He shudders once and then presses down on the mouse.
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“HEY, MR. SANDMAN, ARE YOU GONNA BRING ME A DREAM?” It wasn’t his best witty retort, but in Spider-Man’s defense, he was currently buried in sand that was also a part of someone’s body and it was categorically gross. He was a little preoccupied with how gross it was.

“Is this stuff you, Marko? Like, is this your foot?” He held up a fist of sand in his hand, the grains sticking to his suit. “Because that is disgusting.”

“I’LL SMASH YOU TO BITS!”

Flint’s voice roared from all around. Spidey would’ve consider it a neat trick if it wasn’t so terrifying. He punched a fist into the air, taking two fingers and pressing them against the button on the inside of his palm. The webs flew out with a soft hiss from the shooter at his wrist, sticking to a rafter in the empty factory they were fighting in. Spider-Man wrapped his fingers around the thin wire and pulled, slinging himself upward and landing on the bar in a steady crouch. He rested his elbows on his knees and looked down at Marko, who was re-forming into the shape of something humanoid, but all sand. Fun Sandman fact: He’s always sand.

Spidey needed to get Marko up to the roof. There was a water tower there, and if there was one thing he knew, it was that Sandman cannot handle a little H20.

“Can’t smash me if you can’t catch me!” Spider-Man called out, and then immediately launched up to a hole he’d seen earlier. The light of the moon shone through, giving him a beacon to aim toward. He heard the rush of sand behind him and grinned under his mask. These jerks never think.

Marko’s voice reverberated along a hundred thousand grains of sand. “I’ll get you, you insect!”

“Hey! It’s arachnid! Haven’t you ever read a book, Flint?” he called back, a hint of mocking laughter seeping into his tone. Marko screamed behind him, rushing forward. Spidey gripped the edges of the hole and pulled himself up, flipping into the air and landing several feet away. The water tower loomed in front of him, standing tall on the heat-reflective paint along the roof of the factory. He shot another web to pull himself up but found himself yanked backward. A fist of sand grasped his ankle tight.

“AHHH!” he screamed, his ankle twisting painfully in Sandman’s grip.

“I don’t think so, bug. You ain’t gettin’ rid of me that easy.”

Spider-Man pulled hard on the web still in his hands, and Sandman’s fist tightened around air as Spidey flew toward the water tower.

“Oh, I think it’ll be plenty easy, Marko!” Spidey shouted down. He limped slightly to the tower and ripped off one of the side panels, letting a rush of water out to fall onto the giant form of the Sandman below.

Sandman sputtered and flailed, but it was too late. The water had done its damage, and he clumped together, wet and miserable.

After that, it had just been a matter of time for the authorities to get there. Spidey watched from the safety of one building over as they pulled Marko into a prisoner-transport truck, heading straight for the Raft, the high-security prison floating on the East River.

“HEY, SPIDER-MAN, WE AIN’T DONE YET. YOU BETTER SLEEP WITH ONE EYE OPEN!” Marko shouted before the doors of the truck slammed shut on him. Spidey could see him in the low light of a streetlamp—the greens and browns of his shirt looked muddied and yellow, and his face jaundiced.

Spidey hadn’t lost a wink of sleep over the threat. Sandman was B-level at best; he was no Doc Ock. That was for sure.
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That was only three months ago. How the heck did he get out so fast?

“Mr. Parker, I’m not sure what a scandalous article from the Bugle about a criminal being released has to do with the history of the labor movement in America.”

Peter closes the window. Seriously, spider-sense, come on. Ugh.

“Sorry, Ms. Vasquez.”
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The slats running up the face of this two-story home in Brooklyn are not made for leaning. They are tiered and awkward, but sometimes that’s what’s available for surveillance. Spidey’s boots are uneven by virtue of the broken slats, and he can feel a tightness in his hip from sitting stuck against the house for so long. But he doesn’t move. He knows Sandman is in the brownstone across the street. Spidey’s been on the side of this building for an hour now, and so far there has been zero movement. But something in his gut tells him to stay put.

The window next to him opens, and he jumps a little at the sound. He knows it’s safe, because his spider-sense gave no warning, but he’s still a little embarrassed at being taken off guard.

“Hello, Spider-Man.” A gravelly tenor cuts through the night air, and an old man leans against the windowsill, lids low and his skin almost blue-black in the dark night. He’s wearing a burnt-orange sweater that looks comfortably worn. Spidey can hear a late-night host making jokes on the TV in the man’s apartment.

“Hey,” Spider-Man replies.

“Just hangin’ out here tonight?”

Spidey nods. He can never tell if someone’s a fan or not, so he’s cautious. He wasn’t always—his suit smelled like rotten eggs for a week after a run-in with some Bugle readers a few months earlier.

“Well, here. At least have some coffee while you’re waiting.” The man reaches an arm out and hands Spider-Man a steaming mug. Spidey begins thanking the man, moved by the unexpected gesture.

“Oh, uh, thanks, Mr.—”

“Ikem. Michael Ikem. Nice to make your acquaintance.” The man, Mr. Ikem, nods at the building across the street. “You waiting for something to happen?”

Spider-Man shrugs. “I got a hunch,” he says slowly, not willing to give too much information to a civilian. He doesn’t want to pull anyone into anything, and he’s learned that even offhand comments can do that.

“A good hunch. Weird stuff happening in that house. Not sure what to make of it. Glad to see you here to handle it. Let me know if you want a refill on that cup; just knock on the window.” With that, Mr. Ikem waves and makes to pull his window back down.

“Thanks, Mr. Ikem. For the coffee and the tip.” Mr. Ikem smiles and nods once, then latches the window shut and returns to the recesses of his home.

Spidey waits a beat and then pulls up his mask so it rests tight over his nose, leaving his mouth free to sip at the coffee. He lets out an appreciative hum, glad to taste more sweet than bitter, more milk than coffee. Just then, a huddled mass starts moving down the street. Spider-Man takes one more sip of his coffee before leaving the cup on Mr. Ikem’s sill. He pulls his mask back down over his chin and crawls quietly to a higher vantage point, shadowed by the grated balcony to his left. The mass lifts its head up and eyes Spidey’s direction, and Spidey sees that it’s him. Sandman. Flint Marko narrows his gaze, searching, but then shrugs and goes back to shuffling toward the door. He makes his way up the stairs with difficulty, like he’s carrying something big under that massive coat he’s got on.

He looks left once, then right, then left again—as if he’s expecting to be caught out doing something wrong, Spidey thinks.

But Marko’s not doing anything illegal right this second, even if he is acting extremely shady. Spider-Man watches as Marko fits a key into the lock and carefully makes his way through the door, letting it slam shut behind him. Spidey’s eyes narrow in thought, and the lenses of his mask move to reflect his expression. What are you up to, Marko?
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It’s Tuesday morning in the Parker household, and Peter has spent a few days scouring the news for any mention of Sandman or Flint Marko, but he can’t find anything. It’s as if Sandman has gone totally and completely radio silent. Pete’s nightly patrolling hasn’t gotten him anywhere, either. It’s like all the major crooks in the city are asleep, which is great in his opinion. All he has to do is some minor lifting—just last night he took down a bike-stealing ring!

Turns out, there’s a lot of money in bicycles. Who knew?

But even with all that, something in the pit of his stomach isn’t sitting right. He had been planning on skipping breakfast, but when he came down the stairs this morning, he realized the world had other plans for him.

“You haven’t touched your wheat cakes! I’ve got enough batter for at least three more.”

Aunt May’s standing at the burner, her silvery hair pulled up in a messy bun, and an apron keeping her work clothes from getting dirty. There’s wheat-cake batter simmering in the pan in front of her, and a slew of bowls and ingredients on the counter next to her. She’s got wheat flour on her nose, and she’s pointing at him with her spatula. He shakes his head and sends his aunt an apologetic grin.

“Sorry, Aunt May. Just daydreaming, I guess.”

“Peter, are you all right? You’ve been so quiet lately. Is everything okay at school?”

Peter, again, wishes he could tell her the truth. He hates lying to Aunt May, but… she’d never let him do what he needs to keep people safe! He can imagine her lecture now: You’re too young; it’s too dangerous. No, better to keep his secret safe.

“Yeah, everything’s fine! Just a lot of homework last night, so I was up really late.”

That was true. Granted, he hadn’t started working until 2:00 a.m., but he was up really late studying ethics in technology and doing his trig homework. May looks at him like she knows he’s hiding something, but thankfully, she doesn’t push. He cuts into his wheat cake, lifting a gooey, buttery bite to his mouth, watching the syrup leave a long trail connecting his fork to the plate—it makes him think of his web-fluid. He makes a face and puts his fork back down.

“Okay, Peter. You can talk to me if there’s anything wrong. I know it’s hard to believe, but I had trouble making friends when I was your age.”

Peter’s head shoots up. He’s mildly offended.

“I can make friends!”

But then he thinks about it and realizes that, with Spider-Man cutting into his time, he actually hasn’t been too great about keeping the friends he had or making new ones.

“Are you still thinking about getting an after-school job?” she asks him, turning back to the stove to flip the wheat cake before it burns. Peter takes another bite of the one on his plate, thinking about where he could even apply.

“Mmmyes,” he says, mouth full. He pauses and swallows before continuing, “Yeah, I know you could—”

“Peter Benjamin Parker, if the next words out of your mouth are ‘use the help,’ I will ground you from now until eternity so you can’t get an after-school job. We are fine.” Peter thinks that’s only kind of true. He’s seen the past-due bills and watched Aunt May balance her books, more stressed than he can ever remember her being. So he backpedals.

“I know you could see me meeting new people at a new job?” he tries. She gives him a knowing look, and Peter holds his breath. But Aunt May shakes her head and smiles a moment later.

“I’ll let you have that one, kid.” She turns back to the pan and slides the spatula under the cake to clear it for a new one. Peter holds his plate out for another round, knowing that saying no is a lost cause. “Besides,” she continues, after pouring the last dredges of the batter into the skillet, “you can join a club if you want. Doesn’t have to be a job.”

Peter chokes a little bit on the gigantic bite he’s just taken.

“Look at the time!” he says too loudly after swallowing. “I’m gonna miss the bus.” He pushes back from the table and ignores the slight tear that results when his sleeve gets caught on a splinter in the table.

“Peter!” May looks harried as Peter jumps up, a mite faster than he might have otherwise, and kisses her on the cheek.

“Bye, Aunt May! Love you!” The words hang behind him as he grabs his bag and rushes to the door, somehow managing not to trip on his way out.

Peter pulls his bag onto his shoulder and chuckles a little bit. That was a close one. He knows his aunt wants what’s best for him, and that she thinks he deserves some kind of carefree life. But that’s for kids who can’t do what he can do! It’s the biggest lesson he’s ever learned, and he can’t just ignore it. And helping Aunt May is part of that… if someone will hire a sixteen-year-old kid whose only employable skills are sticking to walls and producing semi-good one-liners under pressure.

He laughs at himself as he turns onto the sidewalk along his street. Okay, Parker, let’s dial the self-pity back a few beats.
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Mary Jane Watson is running way later than she should be. Her standard is just to grab a few extra minutes of sleep, but today she snoozed three times! There’s a pile of clean laundry on the end of her bed that she’d been too lazy to fold, so she grabs a pair of jeans and an oversize sweater without having to dig through her closet. After brushing her teeth and rushing through makeup, she makes it downstairs, swipes her phone from where it’s lying on the table near their door, and runs outside without stopping to say good morning or good-bye. She takes the stairs down her stoop two at a time and lands at the bottom just in time to see Peter turn off his walkway onto the sidewalk. As usual, he looks like he’s a million miles away. He hasn’t bothered to comb his hair again, she thinks. Is his sweater on inside out?

She bites her cheek to keep from smiling too wide. He’s still cute. He’s a few feet ahead of her when she hears him laugh. “What’s so funny, Peter Parker?”

Peter twists around to look at her, his eyes going slightly wide in surprise. He really must be out of it to not have heard me right behind him.

“Oh, hey, MJ—you’re late.” He catches himself. “I mean, we’re late. But I’m always late, so this is normal for me. But you’re not usually this late. Why am I saying the word late so much? Oh my god.” MJ can tell that last part was meant to be under his breath, but she’s already close enough to hear it.

“I was beholden to the Snooze Gods this morning.” She shrugs. “We’ll make it to the bus.”

Peter narrows his eyes and shakes his head, like she has no idea what she’s talking about.

“MJ, you’re dealing with Parker Luck now. Or should I say, lack thereof. This is not a normal morning for you anymore.”

She puts a hand to her chest, pretending to be shocked.

“Not Parker Luck; it can’t be. Say it isn’t so! What will I do? What can I do? I guess I just have to balance it out with my Watson Luck.” Peter lets out a bark of laughter, and MJ smiles, obviously pleased.

“If it’s that easy to waylay the ole Parker Luck, then we should walk to school together every day, MJ.” They’re passing by 71st Avenue now, almost to their bus stop. MJ looks around at the scenery, searching for something else to say—some observation to make—but before she can, her phone lets out a loud chime. Peter looks at her sidelong as she stops walking to dig it out of her pocket.

“Another snooze appointment?” he asks, stopping next to her. She grins while reading through the reminder alert.

Today’s actionable item is supporting your local mutual aid fund!

She swipes at the screen, clearing the reminder away before answering.

“Nope, just a reminder I set up so that I wouldn’t forget to post an actionable item to my Twitter account!”

“That’s so awesome, MJ, seriously.” He sounds impressed. Not that it matters that he’s impressed, she thinks. But it does feel nice. “How does it usually work?”

She steps closer to show him her screen so he can read what she’s just posted to her timeline. He jumps a little as she steps into his space, and she takes a minor step back to give him some room. But then he steps forward. She laughs and can’t help but notice the red rising in his cheeks. He looks down at her phone and clears his throat before reading: “‘Here’s a list of five mutual aid funds in New York that you can support today—volunteer or donate, if you can! Hashtag MJsAction.’ MJ, this is really cool of you to do.”

“Thanks! I mean, it feels good to try and help however I can? I’m going to volunteer at one next week if you ever want to join? But I started doing these actionable-item things a few months ago. I just… feel like people want to help; they just don’t know how. So I started researching easy ways to get involved in the community, and that’s what I share. It’s not that big a deal.” She tucks a piece of hair behind her ear and looks down. She is a little embarrassed and worried that it sounds like she’s bragging. But when she looks up again, Peter is beaming, looking down at her phone screen, where he’s scrolled further back.

“It’s a big deal! Your last one got, like, two thousand retweets! That’s amazing! MJ, this is incredible.” Now her cheeks heat up. She looks away and watches a city bus roll to a stop in the distance.

“Thanks, Peter, I—”

“Do you think you could teach me how to do this?” he interjects before realizing he’s interrupted her. “Ah, sorry, sorry, I was just excited. You seem so good at this.”

She waves it off and starts walking to the bus stop again. “No worries. Yeah, I’d be happy to help. Why?” she teases. “You want to become Mr. Popular Peter Parker? It does have a nice alliterative quality to it.…”

“What? No!” Peter replies, a stricken look on his face.

It’s her turn to let out a loud laugh. “Kidding, kidding! Of course I’ll help, Peter.” She knocks his shoulder with hers, and he scrunches his nose before returning her grin. “You know,” she says, switching tracks, “I’ve been thinking that maybe the organizing thing would be a good basis for our project in Dr. Shah’s class? Oh! Maybe we’ll be in the same group!”

“Oh man, I hope so—and not just because I haven’t thought about what the project could be and I like your idea,” Peter jokes.

MJ opens her mouth to respond when she sees their bus pulling up to the stop. “The bus! Peter, run!”
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MJ moved to town a few years ago, and Peter was not ready for her. It was the summer before eighth grade, and Aunt May mentioned meeting their new neighbors. He’d been sitting at the kitchen table doing some of the summer reading and taking notes on a book called Gabi, a Girl in Pieces.

“They have a girl about your age, Peter! I told Madeline—Watson, they’re the Watsons—that we should set up a playdate for the two of you.”

Peter groaned and rubbed at his eyes under his glasses.

“Please tell me you didn’t say ‘playdate,’ Aunt May. I’m about to go into the eighth grade. We don’t have playdates anymore.”

Aunt May raised her hands in mock surrender.

“I don’t think the girl heard me. Don’t worry.”

“And I don’t need you to set up playtime with me and some random new neighbor, please. It’s the summer; I just want to be lazy.”

“Peter! I think you can take one afternoon to show a new girl around the neighborhood. You’re picking her up tomorrow afternoon, and I don’t want to hear another word about it.” She punctuated her sentence with a stern glare that would have shriveled even the most stubborn of spines, and Peter nodded. He took his glasses off to rub away the fingerprint smudges he’d just gotten all over them and sighed again. Great, he thought. Now he had to babysit a new kid. All he wanted to do was play the new MMORPG.

Then he met MJ and everything changed.

He’d left his house with a sullen “I’m leaving!” and walked over to the Watsons’ next door. He’d rung the doorbell, and who had opened it but the cutest girl he’d ever seen. He noticed she had red, red hair and killer green eyes. She was wearing a black top with a stylized tiger on it and jeans and somehow looked so much more put together than he did—why didn’t Aunt May tell him this was… a cool girl? But what could she have said to prepare him?

“Peter Parker? I’m MJ.” She’d put out a hand to shake his. “I hear we’re on for a playdate.”

He didn’t think his face had ever been so hot in his entire life. In his memories, his face is basically replaced with a tomato.

The date, play or otherwise, was a complete disaster from that point on, and Peter tried his best to never reference it ever again. The smell of an Arnie’s pretzel cart still made him nauseous to this day. But only Arnie’s. So weird.

“Peter! Earth to Peter!”

Peter shakes himself out of his memories and looks at the girl he’d been thinking about, sitting next to him on the deeply uncomfortable vinyl bus seat. MJ is gesturing at her cell phone.

“Sorry! What did you say, MJ?”

“I said I set up an account for you on Twitter. I can’t believe you don’t already have one, by the way.”

He shrugs noncommittally. “I think I had a Facebook when I was, like… eleven? But my uncle wouldn’t let me use it. I kind of lost interest?”

MJ shakes her head with a smile. “Well, you waited too long, so most accounts with any iteration of ‘Peter’ and ‘Parker’ were taken, and you never want to put too many numbers in a screen name, but I got PeterBPark3r with the number three for the last e. The password is MJisGr8 with a capital G and the number eight instead of e-a-t.”

He leans over to look at her phone and raises his eyebrows, pleasantly surprised. “You know my middle name?”

MJ tilts her head and gives him a sympathetic look. “Oh, Peter, you don’t think I’ve heard Aunt May tell you to clean your room before?” MJ moves into a terrifyingly accurate impression of May Parker: “‘PETER BENJAMIN PARKER, IS THIS YOUR DIRTY UNDER—’”

“OKAY! OKAY!” Peter says loudly, cutting off wherever that was going. “Let me see it!” He pulls MJ’s phone out of her grasp—it’s pretty easy to do considering how hard she’s laughing. He takes a second to appreciate the fact that Mary Jane Watson is sitting next to him on the bus and laughing. He sends a thanks up to whoever is in charge for making sure that he’d mostly gotten through it without embarrassing himself.

He glances at the profile she’s set up—not that he needs an account for himself, but if he made one for Spidey, this could be a way for him to change the way people see Spider-Man! He knows that with this he could tell his own story instead of letting the Bugle do all the talking. And hey, if he gets to hang out with MJ in the process? For once, it seems like a win-win for Peter Parker.
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“I—argh—can’t believe—HEY!—you—okay, come on—are in this situation.” Spider-Man balances precariously on a high, thin branch in a tree, trying to get a dachshund out of it. “Heeeere, Mr. Meeps, I’ve got a treat for you.…” He holds his palm open, gesturing at the dog to walk down the thin branch back toward the ground. He can’t help but wonder, How did a dog even get stuck in a tree?

“YOU GOT HIM, SPIDER-MAN? YOU BETTER NOT DROP HIM!” a high-pitched, ancient-sounding voice shouts up at him from the ground.

“I almost got him!” he calls down, only lying a little bit. He looks back at the dog, lenses wide and pleading. “Come on, Mr. Meeps. Can you do me a solid? Just come over here, and I’ll take you down to your mean owner and then we can never talk about this again.”

The dachshund barks once and turns its back. Spider-Man wipes a gloved hand down the front of his mask in frustration.

“You know what? Fine. We tried this the nice way, you hot dog.”

Mr. Meeps’s ears perk up like he knows what’s about to happen, and his hackles raise. Spider-Man straightens one arm out and shoots a thin line of webbing toward the dog. It’s big enough to cover the dog’s entire back. Spidey pulls, and the dog is in his arms, yelping at the indignity. He grips Mr. Meeps tightly and flips down to the ground, landing on the hard concrete of the city sidewalk. There’s a tiny old white woman waiting for him, covered almost entirely in a head-to-toe puffy jacket despite the mild weather.

“Mr. Meeps!” She has her arms outstretched expectantly. Spidey holds the wriggling noodle of a dog out to her. “Did the scary bug man hurt you? Did he? Aw, you’re the bravest puppy in the whole world. Yes, you are.” Then she kisses the dog on its mouth.

Under his mask, Spidey frowns. Ew.

“Uh, anyway, ma’am… try not to let Mr. Meeps up any more trees.” Spider-Man gives her a salute and braces himself, ready to jump back into the air to continue his patrolling.

“Wait, what the heck is this crap all over his back? Spider-Man! What did you do to him?!”

But Spidey’s already careening to the next stop, his web taut.

“Sorry!” he calls back. “It should dissolve in an hour or so!”

“SPIDER-MAN, MY HAND IS STUCK TO MY DOG.…” The end of her sentence trails off into nothing as Spidey gets farther away. And if his shoulders are shaking with laughter, who’s going to see?

He swings for a few blocks, keeping an eye out and listening for any signs of trouble. He couldn’t keep sitting outside Sandman’s apartment—like a creep, he thinks—so he went back to his normal patrolling. Sandman would do something bad or he wouldn’t, but if he did, Spidey would be ready. For now, he’ll continue to keep the city streets as safe as he can.

He releases the web and flies into a flip, landing on top of a bodega awning, surveying the ground below him. It’s quiet. This is his third night in a row of getting dogs (or, more generally, cats) out of trees, or stopping a runaway food cart, or—

“Excuse me!”

Spidey looks down from his perch to find a little kid looking at him, lit up bright by the lights illuminating the produce and various things for sale outside the shop.

“You talkin’ to me?”

The kid looks left once, then right. Then he frowns. “Who else would I be talking to? You’re Spider-Man, yeah?” the kid asks, not appreciating the pop culture reference, clearly. Spider-Man just jumps off the awning and drops in front of the boy, who can’t be more than eight years old.

“Never mind. Yup, I’m Spidey. What’s up?”

“I need to get a MetroCard for my abuela. Can you walk with me to the subway? My older cousin was supposed to do it, but he left me here to wait while he went to ‘talk to a girl.’” The boy rolls his eyes and gags. “Blech. And now he’s been gone forever.”

“Uh, sure—what’s your name?”

“I’m Héctor. My abuela likes you, so I figured I could ask you for help.”

“Okay, but uh, don’t talk to strangers. I’m the real deal, though, so we’re okay.” Although, he thinks, even if I wasn’t the real deal, I could still say that I’m the real deal. Is this even a good lesson? Argh.

Héctor digs into his pocket and pulls out some crumpled bills and hands them to Spider-Man, who balls them in his fist. Then he holds out his other hand for Héctor to take, and they walk together down to the A/C station to buy Héctor’s abuela a MetroCard.
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After that, it’s time to call it a night. The city is quiet, and Peter still has some trigonometry homework to get to. He swings his way to a dark alley, where he has a secret stash of clothes—he only had to fall into the Hudson one time to learn that lesson. He changes and
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