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 One

I dragged the door open. The bell jingled against the glass, and a swell of warm sporting-goods air bulged out to greet us.

Beecher pushed past me into the brightly lit store. I followed and we stood side by side, wiping our sneakers on the big mat inside the door and giving our noses a chance to thaw out.
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“Oooo.” Beech squinted over the top of his fogged-up glasses. “Tool.”

My brother has a problem with c’s. They come out sounding like t’s.

I pulled off his glasses, wiped the fog on the hood of his coat, and slid the glasses back on his face.

“Ooooooo!” He blinked as the blur of shine and color suddenly sharpened into racks of jerseys and shoes. “Really tool.”

He stood there, barely breathing, taking it all in. The bats. The balls. The tables heaped with Wheaton University hoodies. The giant flat screens mounted high in the corners, all tuned to the same basketball game, the play-by-play blasting through the store.

We’d been here before, lots of times, back when Dad still lived with us, before he moved to Boston. Beech had been pretty little then, so he probably didn’t remember. Still, he’d never been a sporty kid, so who knows why soccer cleats were suddenly so fascinating to him.

“Superhero tore,” he said, his voice filled with wonder.

I looked at him. “What?”

“Superhero. Tore.” He threw his mittened hands wide. “See?”

“I see sports equipment,” I said.

Beech gave me a sad look and shook his head, like I was a pitiful case if I couldn’t recognize a superhero store when I was standing in one.

And really, as I unzipped my coat and peeled off my gloves, I realized he was kind of right.
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I headed toward a rack of high-tech workout shirts. Here in Wheaton, Kansas, I was not known as a superior athlete (or, well, any kind of athlete). Still, I could totally rock a shirt like that. Comic book geniuses may not be ripped, but we get sweaty too.

I whisked through the hangers on the rack, thinking black might be my speed. Or no—red, like Spider-Man. And like the Red Sox. (My dad would like the Red Sox part.)

I stopped. Dad was going to ask me what I bought. He was going to flat out ask. I couldn’t tell him T-shirts. I wouldn’t be able to stand the disappointment crackling through the phone line.

Beech tugged on the bottom of my coat. “Tut.” It was his way of saying my name. “Ine Man.”

“Beech. This is a sports store. There’s no Iron Man.”

“Uh-huh.” Beech whipped off his mittens, shoved them at me, and shot like a laser to the baseball aisle, the hood of his puffy winter coat flopping against his back.

I caught up with him beside a display of baseball helmets.

He stood on tiptoe, inching his stubby fingers toward a helmet at the top.

“Ine Man.” His voice was hushed with awe.

“Beech. It’s a baseball helmet.”

I pulled it down and handed it to him.

He held it like a precious jewel. “Ine Man.”

And in a weird way—again—he was kind of right.
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Beech lifted the helmet and placed it reverently on his head, as if he were crowning himself king. It dropped down over his eyes. He tipped his head back so he could peer out at me.

“Tool?” he said.

“Way cool,” I said.

“Hey, guys. Can I help you find anything?”

I looked up.

A girl in a Bottenfield’s T-shirt stood beside us, flashing a sporty smile. The white plastic name tag pinned to her shirt said JESSICA, and I could tell right away she was big into athletics. Her hair was pulled back in that perky sort of ponytail girls wear when they play sports, with shiny blond streaks, probably from playing outdoor sports, and her high-performance running shoes gave her a sporty bounce when she walked. You could tell she felt right at home around athletic equipment. She even had a neon pink soccer ball tucked under her arm.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “We’re not sure what we’re looking for.”

Beech nodded. The helmet slid down over his face. His voice echoed out from under it: “Tarts.”

“Tarts?” Jessica looked confused.

I deciphered for her. “Cards,” I said. “Gift cards. From our dad. For Christmas. We’re here to spend them.”

“Ah.” She nodded. Her ponytail bounced. “I get it. Just look around, and if you need help, let me know.”

She started to turn away.

“Tut superhero,” the helmet told her.

Jessica stopped.

I closed my eyes.

We’d been through this with our downstairs neighbors, two different breakfast waitresses at the Atomic Flapjack, and the guy who emptied the change machine at the laundromat. And even though it was nice that my goober of a brother thought I was a superhero, I knew in my heart it would only end up one way: me looking pathetic.

Jessica smiled down at Beech, in that bright way people smile when they’re trying to figure out what he’s saying. “You?” she asked him. “You’re a superhero?”

“No.” Beech tipped the helmet back. “Tut.” He grabbed the front of my shirt and tugged.

She gave him another bright smile. “Tut?”

“He means Tuck.” I peeled his fingers from my shirt. “Short for Tucker. It’s what he calls me.”

“Tut draw superhero. And win.” Beecher threw his hands wide. “Win big.”

Jessica looked at me.

I shrugged, kind of embarrassed because I didn’t want to brag. And also because it was a pretty big deal and I kind of did want to brag.

“You know H2O?” I said.

“Big superhero,” said Beech. “Really tool.”

Jessica nodded, clearly puzzled.

“They had this contest to invent a sidekick for him. I invented a sidekick named Beanboy and sort of”—another shrug—“won.”

“Oh!” Jessica’s confusion cleared up. “Just like my niece. She won first prize in the art contest at her grade school.”

“Yeah,” I said, even though it wasn’t like that at all.

Jessica flashed another smile. “You guys let me know if you need any help, okay?”

She ambled off in her bouncy white running shoes, and as she went, she gave the pink soccer ball a spin and stuck her index finger under it.

I stayed where I was, looking pathetic.

Dad had told us to spend the two gift cards on anything we wanted. I’d tucked them in my shoe. The round plastic corners were starting to wear a blister on my foot. 

Beech wanted a batting helmet. He wouldn’t use it for actual batting, of course. But I knew for sure he’d sleep in the dang thing. So he was taken care of.

I left Beech admiring himself and the helmet in a mirror, and wandered through the aisles, searching for my sport.

I sighed. This would be a lot easier if Dad had sent gift cards to Caveman Comics. At Caveman, I wouldn’t even have to look around. I’d head straight for the Reference Section, pull The Dark Overlord Comics Encyclopedia: The Definitive Guide to the Dark Overlord Universe from the top shelf, third book from the left, haul it to the counter, and plunk down my gift card. The whole thing would take approximately twelve seconds.

I ran my hand over a lacrosse stick. Because who knows? I could have a real gift for lacrosse.

Or no—fencing.
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I slid a fencing foil from the rack. It was kind of like a light saber. Without the light part.

Fencing might be just the thing to bring out my inner Jedi. I wielded the foil before me in both hands and spun around, ready to take on the Empire. The bell jangled against the Bottenfield’s door, and a clump of guys blasted in on a gust of late December air. Guys from my school. Guys who actually belonged in a sporting-goods store. One guy especially. Wesley Banks.
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 Two

Wesley Banks wasn’t by himself.

He was never by himself.

When he strode into Bottenfield’s, shook the cold out of his hair, planted his feet wide on the mat inside the door, and flipped his black shades onto his head to scope out the scene, T.J. Hawkins and Luke Delgado strode, shook, planted, and flipped right behind him. The gunslinger and his gang. Butch and Sundance and another Sundance.

If athletes were superheroes, you’d have to call Wesley Banks the superhero of Amelia M. Earhart Middle School, maybe all of Wheaton, probably whole chunks of northeast Kansas.
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Wesley Banks scored runs and baskets and touch downs and goals. He sacked quarterbacks and turned double plays. He won games single-handedly. Didn’t matter what he was playing. You could invent a whole new sport—upside-down water basket-bowling—and Wesley would be the star.

Wesley strode toward the aisles of sports equipment.

I quickly developed a plan: 

 


1. Stop making the embarrassing hum/buzz light saber sound in my throat. 

2. Stay crouched behind the rack of fencing swords till Wesley and his gunslingers were gone. 



 


Case File: Banks

(That’s what it says on the back of his jersey, and that’s what he answers to. If you say “Banks,” everyone in Wheaton knows who you’re talking about.)

Status: He’d say superhero. The people in the bleachers cheering him would say that, too. Those people have never seen the dark side of all his superhero business. Those of us who have know the truth: supervillain in disguise.

Base: Ball fields, gymnasiums, and locker rooms everywhere.

Superpower: Complete and total athletic domination, plus a whole lot of swagger.

Superweapon: Any piece of sports equipment he can use to pummel balls/opponents/unsuspecting bystanders: hockey stick, baseball bat, dodgeball, spit wad, swinging locker door—whatever’s handy.

Real Name: Wesley Banks

 




“NOOOOO!” 

I closed my eyes. My plan had forgotten about Beech. 

“NOOOOOOOO!” His screech echoed through Bottenfield’s. “Ine Man. Ine Man.” 

I peeked over the fencing display. I couldn’t see him past all the shelves and displays. But I heard him. 

“Mine! Mine.”

I slid my foil back onto the rack and wove my way through the aisles to the baseball section. I found him facing off against Butch and the Sundances. I flicked a glance at them. “What’s going on, Beech-man?”

His face was scrunched in pure panic, his body stiff. He pointed a trembling finger at Wesley, who was now holding the red and gold batting helmet.

“Ine Man,” Beech said. His voice trembled, too.

Wesley gave a shrug. “Don’t have a clue what he’s saying.”

He tossed the helmet from one mighty hand to the other. He’d had an early growth spurt, back when we were still in grade school, and now he loomed over me, with his big shoulders and all his muscles.

He kept his gaze steady, daring me to challenge him.

I swallowed. I wasn’t a gunslinger. I didn’t have a gang. No Butches. No Sundances. No muscle tone to speak of.

I steeled myself, steeled my bony shoulders under my big winter coat. “My brother’s going to buy that helmet,” I told Wesley. “That’s what he’s saying.”

“Sorry,” said Wesley, “but it’s mine. I picked it up. I’m buying it.”

“You picked it up off his head.”

Wesley shrugged. “Finders keepers. Losers . . . well, that would be you and the little dork.”

He aimed a laugh at the Sundances, who nervously laughed back.

I clenched my fists. “He’s not a dork. He’s a little kid, and he had it first.”

“Right.” Wesley laughed again. “Like he needs a batting helmet.”

I clenched harder. I could feel my fingernails digging into the palms of my hands.

“Give it back to him,” I said.

“Or what?”

“Give it back to him.”

Wesley stared at me. Stared me down cold, his eyes not flinching. “Why? It’s not like he’s ever going to play baseball.”

I stared back. Tried not to flinch, even though I know I did.

“How do you know?”

Wesley gave a snort. “Look at him.”

I didn’t have to look at him. I’d been looking at him for nine years, and I knew exactly what he looked like. At this very moment he was white and shaky and about to pass out from rage and frustration and helplessness and flat-out fear.

“He’s going to play baseball,” I said.

Another snort. “Right.”

“No! No baseball.” Beech grabbed my arm. Panic shot through his voice. “Superhero. Superhero.”

I closed my eyes. Thanks, Beech.

Wesley looked at him. His mouth twisted into a smile. Not a friendly, sporty smile, like Jessica’s. Not a superhero’s smile. Not a smile with a speck of happiness in it.

A slow, mean, hard smile.

“Superhero?” Wesley put the helmet on his head. He turned to model it for Luke and T.J. “Look at me,” he said. “I’m a superhero.”

He held out his arms, I guess to act like he was flying, and flapped them this way and that.

Wesley Banks might have been the greatest athlete to ever step onto a Wheaton, Kansas, ball field, but he didn’t have the first clue about superheroes.

“Tut!” Beech clamped his fingers onto my arm. They dug into my coat sleeve. “Tut!”

Wesley stopped. Stared at me, his eyes wide, his hard smile even wider. “Tut? Is that your superhero name? Tut?”

He cut a look at Luke and T.J., and all three of them laughed.

“Well, Tut. This helmet’s mine.” Wesley tucked it under his arm. “So I guess you’ll have to find another one just like it. Except, oops! You can’t. This is the last one.”

He fired off one more hard, smirky smile, then pushed past us toward the cash register. Luke and T.J. followed.

“Tut!” Beech stared after them in horror.

“I know,” I said. “I got it.”

I bent over and dug inside my shoe for the gift cards. They’d worked themselves down my sock and lodged under my heel. I ripped my shoe off.

The bell jingled against the door, and another blast of winter air swept through Bottenfield’s. Swept down the aisles, rattling the hangers of jerseys and baseball pants and fluttering the FENCING sign tacked over the rack of foils. Swept over me and Beech and ruffled my hair back from my face.

I looked up—

—straight into the eyes of Emma Quinn, shiniest girl in all of Wheaton.

The morning sun shone behind her, so that standing there in the doorway of Bottenfield’s—her cheeks glowing pink from the cold, her eyelashes sparkling with snow, the fur-lined hood of her winter coat pushed back from her shiny blond hair—she fairly shimmered. Like she’d been sprinkled with fairy dust. I think maybe the Kaleys were with her—they usually were—but I couldn’t see them. I couldn’t see anything but Emma. And all that fairy dust.

She waved a gloved hand at me. “Hey, Tuck,” she said, and even her voice glistened.

I crouched there, frozen, my shoe tucked under my arm, my hand still jammed into my sock. My body was paralyzed, my tongue twisted around my tonsils.

“I—uh—erg,” I finally managed to say back.

It wasn’t my fault. Emma Quinn possessed the most powerful superpower in all of Wheaton: the superhuman ability to jam all signals to and from a person’s mind, rendering their brain cells completely useless.

The cash register binged.

Emma swept her glistening gaze toward the front counter.

“Oh, hey, Wesley,” she said.

Wesley gave her a casual tip of his chin. “Hey.”

The register churned and spit out a receipt, and before I could do a thing about it, Jessica slipped the receipt into a plastic sack along with the helmet.

Wesley snatched it up and turned toward the door.

“See ya, Tut,” he said as he blew past, out the door and into the cold, the Bottenfield’s bag swinging from his wrist.
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 Three

I stomped into the Batcave, a.k.a. my bedroom, and chucked my coat onto the bed. I paced the creaky floorboards in front of my desk.

What was wrong with me? I couldn’t even go shopping—shopping—without turning into a big fat loser—in front of the shiniest girl in Wheaton, Kansas.

I strode back toward my bed. Thought about kicking my desk chair, but that would only bring my mom down the hall, determined to find out what was wrong.

I heaved myself into my chair instead. A sheet of smooth, white Bristol board stared up at me. Mrs. Frazee had asked everyone in Art Club to create something artistic for the club’s bulletin board over winter break. I’d started sketching out a poster.

I didn’t even want to look at it now.

But the drawing just sat there on my desk, staring at me. Before I knew what I was doing, I popped the cap off my permanent black marker and started inking in the details of Beanboy’s stretchy crime-fighting costume.
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It wasn’t just a school art contest, no matter what Jessica or the Flapjack waitresses or the guy at the laundromat thought. It was a prestigious, national contest. I’d gotten the winning letter right before winter break, and ever since then, since that day, I’d felt like some kind of small-town superhero. A ruler-wielding superhero with a pencil grip of steel.

I’d strutted around my house feeling like a superhero. I hung with Noah at Caveman Comics feeling like a superhero (especially since the last time we trekked in there, Caveman himself had glanced up from his graphic novel and uttered two entire words—“Dude. Intense.”—before burying his shaggy head in his novel again and completely ignoring me). I felt like I could be a superhero anywhere in Wheaton, anywhere in Kansas, anywhere in the universe (if, you know, I actually went places).
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And then I’d walked into Bottenfield’s.

My marker squeaked as I blackened Beanboy’s mask.

It was the classic dilemma. Superman: one kick-butt superhero. Alter ego, Clark Kent: nice guy, decent reporter, never going to kick anything, butt or otherwise.

Tucker MacBean, Comic Book Genius, felt like a superhero.

Tucker MacBean, Real Live Person? Not even close.

The afternoon sun flung its weak yellow rays against my second-floor window. The winter wind skittered over the glass, searching for a way in.

But the Batcave was my fortress, my watchtower, where nothing from the outside could touch me. As the tip of my marker glided over the smooth surface of the Bristol board, inking the perfect curve of Beanboy’s cape, that superhero feeling washed over me again. The rest of the world fell away, till it was just me, my marker, and the Bristol board, pulling the comic book vision in my head onto the blank white paper on my desk.

I sat back in my chair and studied my drawing.

It was probably the same feeling baseball players get when they knock one over the fence. They know it’s out of the park the instant they hit it, just from the feel of the impact, from the crack of the bat. 

The difference was, comic book artists didn’t have bleachers of fans leaping to their feet to cheer or mobs of teammates carrying them off the field on their shoulders.
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I absently spun the marker between my fingers. It was something I’d done my whole life, whenever I was drawing. Between my fingers. Around my thumb. Mostly I never thought about it.

But I thought about it now. I thought about Jessica spinning the pink soccer ball. I thought about me spinning my marker. And I thought about how the world sees those two things. Spinning a ball—amazing! Spinning a pencil—lame. 

But who made that rule? I mean it. Who decided that balls are cool and drawing pencils are boring? That muscles are impressive, but excellent manual dexterity (like mine), not so much? That ball players like Wesley Banks would be the all-star major leaguers of middle school, while comic book geniuses like me would forever ride the pine?
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I capped my marker (carefully—it was a professional model my mom had given me for Christmas, and I didn’t want it to dry out) and rummaged through my closet. I dug through shoes and old Halloween costumes and my science fair project from fifth grade and finally wrestled out the basketball my dad had sent me two years ago.
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I measured the heft of it between my hands. It was just a dang ball. I could spin it as well as anyone. I held my finger up, balanced the ball, and gave it a spin. It wobbled off, bounced across the floor, and banged into my desk chair. 

“Tucker?” Mom’s voice echoed down the hallway. “Is everything okay?” 

“Fine,” I hollered back. 

“Good.” 

I waited for a minute. I was pretty sure she wasn’t done.

I was right.

“Don’t forget your resolution,” she called out.


 


Case File: Mom

Status: Superhero. (Okay, so it’s kind of dorky to call your own mother a superhero, but she puts up with Beecher every day and somehow manages to stay cheerful—most of the time, anyway. I doubt even H2O has enough strength for that.)

Base: MacBean Family Apartment.

Superpower: Mind reading (completely handy when she uses it on Beecher, completely unnecessary when she uses it on me).

Superweapon: She has a complete arsenal at her disposal: mom-powered super-detecting eyebrow (when she cocks that sucker, you can’t hide anything); mom-powered supersonic hearing (picks up any sound, no matter how carefully disguised, within the MacBean Family Apartment); mom-powered x-ray vision (allows her to see through walls and holler things like “Tucker, put your comic book away and finish your math homework” from the kitchen, even when you’re in your room at
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