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To Isabella and Nick,

who get my admittedly biased vote


[image: image]





Epigraph

[image: image]


“Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon ’em.”

William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night

“When you wake up in the morning, Pooh,” said Piglet at last, “what’s the first thing you say to yourself?”

“What’s for breakfast?” said Pooh. “What do you say, Piglet?”

“I say, I wonder what’s going to happen exciting today?” said Piglet.

Pooh nodded thoughtfully.

“It’s the same thing,” he said.

A. A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh
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A Foiled Plan
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Zeke’s letter informing him that he might be the greatest kid in the world came while his brother was baking in the driveway.

It was a slow process, even with the yards of aluminum foil Zeke had wrapped around Nate’s scrawny frame. He’d emptied the whole box—enough foil to wallpaper the living room, making his little brother look like the world’s very first Reynolds Wrap mummy. The sky was spotty with clouds, the sun peeking through and glinting off the metallic statue of Nathan Stahls standing with his arms straight out like a scarecrow.

“Do I have superpowers yet?” Nate murmured from the hole Zeke had poked with a butter knife close to where he assumed his brother’s mouth should be.

“Not yet,” Zeke said. “Patience. It will happen when it happens.”

Or not, Zeke thought, but it had been important to tell Nate something. If Zeke had said I want to wrap you up in aluminum foil and stick you out in the sun and see what happens, Nate might have balked at the idea. So instead, Zeke put on his straightest face (much practiced, nearly perfected) and said, “I learned in science class that if you can find a way to harness the energy of the sun, it can give you superpowers.”

This sounded like a fabulous idea to Nate, who had posters of Spider-Man on his wall, which was really their wall given that they shared a room in their rather cramped three-bedroom house. “What kind of powers?”

“Oh, you know. Laser vision. Thermonuclear stomps. Supersonic speed. The classics.”

“Frost breath?”

“Pft,” Zeke scoffed. “Seriously? How are you going to get frost breath by harnessing the power of the sun?”

Nate shrugged. “Superman has frost breath.”

Point made. Then again, Superman had everything. Total overachiever. “Okay. I’m not sure about the frost breath. But I know it will make you awesome.”

Nate wanted to be awesome. Zeke long suspected that his little brother thought he was awesome, which explained why he was so eager to be Zeke’s guinea pig all the time. Nate was always imitating Zeke: copying his walk (chin jutty, slightly strutty, like the world’s coolest chicken), echoing his words (even the naughty ones) (especially the naughty ones), snagging Zeke’s socks and T-shirts out of his laundry basket to wear (though Zeke drew the line at letting his little brother steal his underwear). It was annoying occasionally, having a pint-size shadow of himself, but mostly it felt good to be looked up to. It made Zeke feel powerful. Important. Like the president. Or Genghis Khan.

“But how do I harness the sun?” Nate had wanted to know.

“That’s the easy part. We just wrap you up in aluminum foil and stick you in the driveway for a few hours until you absorb an adequate amount of solar radiation.”

Nate said he could handle a few hours of radiation easy.

So far it had been three minutes. “Now do I have superpowers?” he whined.

Zeke checked his watch—a ten-dollar digital from Walmart with a plastic band that was already breaking—and squinted at his brother. Nate actually looked like a robot from one of those bad black-and-white sci-fi movies, the kind where the rockets are made out of toilet paper tubes and the planets are painted basketballs suspended on strings. Zeke’s dad loved those movies, forcing his family to sit and watch them every Friday night—when he was home, that is. He said they were campy. Campy, Zeke decided, was just another word for dumb. Still he figured his brother would have looked perfectly at home on the set of Invasion of the Killer Automatrons from Zelnar Seven, their father’s personal favorite. “We’ve barely started.”

“But I have to pee,” Nate said, listing back and forth from one foot to the other like an unsteady canoe. He couldn’t bend his knees or cross his legs. Five layers of aluminum foil had transformed him into the Tin Man. If I only had a heart, Zeke thought, though he knew his brother wasn’t lacking in that department.

Zeke reached out and touched Nate’s shiny, crinkly forehead—barely warm. Did foil absorb heat or reflect it? He probably should have researched this. He stood close to the ear holes so that his seven-year-old brother could hear. “You ever seen Captain America complain he has to take a leak?” Nate admitted that he hadn’t. “Exactly. Superheroes can hold it indefinitely. It’s one of their powers. Except Aquaman. He just goes in the ocean.” At least that’s what Zeke would do, though admittedly he’d never even seen the ocean. Not firsthand.

He heard a car approaching and spied the mailman coming up the road. Normally, someone passing by might see a kid wrapped in aluminum foil standing in the driveway and think, Huh. Why is there a kid all wrapped up in aluminum foil standing in that driveway? But Frank Rawles had been delivering mail to 4882 Grayfox Lane for fourteen years, which meant he should surely be used to such things by now. Kids hanging from the gutters. Bonfires in the yard. Garter snakes in the mailbox.

Zeke waved amiably.

Frank Rawles shook his head and moved on to the next house.

“How much longer?” Nate pleaded.

Zeke didn’t even bother to look at his watch again. “At least another twenty minutes. Then we’ll take your temperature.”

That, Zeke had explained, was how you could tell if the superpowers were budding. In truth, he just wanted to see how long Nate could take it. He’d read somewhere that enough heat can make your brain cook in your skull like pulled pork in a Crock-Pot. Not that he wanted to fry his brother’s brains. He didn’t even want Nate to pass out or anything terrible like that. But it was summer, Zeke was bored, and a little brain warming in the name of scientific experimentation never hurt anyone. Probably.

“I’m going to get the mail,” Zeke said, leaving his brother in the middle of the driveway, reflecting a miniature landscape of the neighborhood in his silver suit.

The mailbox squeaked open. Bill, bill, credit card offer, coupons for takeout, his sister’s latest edition of Elle—he’d have to think of something clever to do with that—a flyer advertising roof repair, a brochure for the local community college also addressed to his sister, another bill.

And a letter in a plain-looking envelope, addressed to the parents of Ezekiel Stahls.

He frowned.

Zeke had gotten letters like this before, addressed much the same way—to the parents of, still including that erroneous plural after more than three years. They were usually from school and they were almost never good news.

Strike that—they were never good news.

This is to inform you that your son screwed up yet again—that was usually the gist of it. Zeke tried to intercept them whenever possible, get them from the mailbox before his mother could, though often it just delayed the inevitable: that look on her face and the sigh that could be heard ’round the world. A blindfolded Zeke could still pick his mother out of a crowd by her sigh.

He ripped one end of the envelope with his teeth and pulled the single sheet of paper free. He would read it first and decide if it was something he should flush down the toilet or not. From the driveway he heard his brother squeak, saw him slowly spinning, peeping out through his too-small eyeholes. “Z? You still there?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“It’s gettin’ kinda itchy in here.”

“That just means you’re going to be impervious to bullets,” Zeke called over his shoulder. He unfolded the letter. It wasn’t from Stanton Public Schools at least. He’d feared it was notification that he’d finally been kicked out of the district, banned from all forms of education for life. Not that that would be such a tragedy, but Mom would flip. He’d be grounded for centuries.

But this wasn’t that kind of letter. This letter was from some group calling themselves the Klein Agency. Zeke had never heard of them. They sounded like lawyers, which wasn’t good either. (Not that Zeke had ever done anything he would be taken to court over—not that anyone knew about at least.) He read on, ignoring the murmuring behind him.

To Ezekiel Stahls and Parents:

Congratulations! You have been chosen as one of five finalists in the Greatest Kid in the World competition! Based on our analysis, you have been selected to compete for the Grand Prize: a $10,000 cash award; an all-expenses-paid vacation for you and your family to beautiful Honolulu, Hawaii; and the title of World’s Greatest Kid.

You will be contacted personally sometime in the next three days regarding your participation in this event, at which point the details of the competition will be revealed. If for some reason this letter has reached you in error, please notify us immediately at the phone number listed below. Otherwise, we will see you soon!

Sincerely,

Gordon Notts, Director of Charitable Programming

The Klein Agency for the Betterment of All Mankind

There was a phone number and an address—somewhere in Texas. Zeke read the letter twice. Then he just stared at that one sentence at the top, repeating it over and over in his head.

World’s. Greatest. Kid.

He let it sink in for a moment.

Then he laughed out loud.

Because it was ludicrous. Like basketball planets dangling from strings or flashlights pretending to be laser guns level of unbelievable. In no dimension was he the greatest kid in the world. Obviously, somebody somewhere got their wires crossed. It had to be a mistake. Or a scam. Or a joke.

Zeke crumpled the letter into a walnut-size wad and tossed it in the bush at the end of the driveway.

Ten feet away, Zeke’s little brother was trying to reach his face, maybe to pull the foil free and feel some fresh air on his cheeks, but the kid’s elbows wouldn’t cooperate. He moved like an old Barbie doll, all right angles.

“Be still,” Zeke said, taking the thermometer out of his back pocket. The tip of the thermometer disappeared into the foil mask and Zeke watched the numbers marching up, quickly at first, then slowing dramatically. 98.7. 98.8. Finally stopping at 98.9. You couldn’t even stay home from school for that.

“I really gotta go,” Nate murmured, shifting and crackling in his armor. “Can I just try and get superpowers later?”

Zeke looked up at the sun. It was still early afternoon. Plus they had all summer to do stuff like this. “Yeah, okay,” he said. Then he carefully unwrapped his brother’s sweaty face.

Nate blinked four times and then stared intently at the driveway for a few seconds before frowning. “No lasers.”

“Sorry, man.”

“Do you think I can deflect bullets at least?”

“Probably shouldn’t test it,” Zeke said. “Come on. Popsicle time.” Nate smiled at his consolation prize. Didn’t take much to make the kid happy.

Zeke headed into the house with rest of the mail in hand, his shiny little brother waddling after him, leaving the one crumpled letter in the bush and wondering how long it would take to even get to Hawaii and how much pee was really in the ocean and if that Boy Scout Superman ever got tired of being perfect all the time.

Couldn’t be me, he thought, and shut the door.
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A Cheesy Prank
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Coming in from a humid June afternoon, air-conditioning feels heavenly. A blissful kiss of cool.

If only theirs worked. It had been out for four days now, the condenser kaput, leaving the Stahlses sweating through their shirts.

There were plans to get it fixed, of course. There were plans to fix a lot of things. The dishwasher that made a horrible knocking noise. The baseball-size hole in the living room drywall. The minivan door that wouldn’t lock. The outside spigot that leaked. The ceiling fan in Zeke’s room (turns out the blades aren’t strong enough to support the full revolving weight of a twelve-year-old pretending he’s Indiana Jones). The fifth dining room chair with the duct-taped leg that was seldom ever used anymore. Of all of these, the air conditioner was the first priority. After all, nobody was going to steal the decade-old minivan complete with french fries shoved between its seats. And it was kind of funny to watch someone try to sit in the taped-together chair. But central air was kind of a must in the throes of a Midwest summer.

Zeke had to settle for sticking his face in the freezer, feeling his hair stiffen. The chill was delicious. Nate looked around anxiously. Zeke knew what he was looking out for.

“Don’t worry. I’m sure she’s hiding in her cave.” Because of course she was. The boys’ big sister hadn’t slunk out of her room since lunch. Odds were good that they wouldn’t see her again until their mom got home. Not that she would begrudge her brothers a Popsicle, but then they’d have to listen to her lecture them about only eating them in the kitchen and not dripping on the counter. Jackie was in charge during the summer while Mom was at work, and she was paid handsomely for it, Zeke thought: a hundred bucks a week to sit in her room and be on her phone, occasionally venturing out to make a pot of mac and cheese.

Not that he minded her hiding away. In fact, he preferred it. It wasn’t that he didn’t love her—he wouldn’t want to see her thrown into a volcano or mauled to death by a wild grizzly bear, for example. Just that the number of things he had come to dislike about her over the past few years—her ever-rolling eyes, her constantly condescending tone, her dismissive attitude, the way she chewed her gum (all the smacking) or flipped her dirty-blond hair—mostly outweighed the things he liked: namely that she could drive them places and she let them watch whatever they wanted on TV.

They used to watch TV together. As a family. Huddled on the couch, fighting over the pillows and stealing the chip bowl from each other. Now the only time they were in the same room was for a half hour at dinner. If it even lasted that long.

Zeke handed a cherry Popsicle to his brother, who still had bits of foil stuck to him in places. The rest of it lay in shimmering strips on the kitchen floor. “Thanks,” Nate said.

“Don’t mention it.” Zeke gave his brother a stern look. “Seriously. Don’t say anything about the experiment. Not to Mom or to Jackie. They won’t understand the complex inter-thermodynamics of sunlight absorption and superpowers.”

Nate nodded. Zeke could usually count on the kid to keep a secret . . . or at least to try, though their mother was not to be underestimated; her interrogation techniques rivaled those of the FBI. Zeke took a grape Popsicle for himself, then grabbed a slice of Great Value American cheese from the fridge.

“What’s that for?” Nate asked.

“Just a little fun,” Zeke said. He opened to the middle of his sister’s new magazine and placed the cheese in the center of the page, covering the top half of an ad showing some airbrushed celebrity in a five-hundred-dollar dress. Zeke’s entire wardrobe probably didn’t cost that much. Nate’s cost almost nothing at all—the curse of the younger sibling who only gets hand-me-downs. Zeke carefully closed the magazine again, placing it on the floor next to his brother’s feet. “Hulk smash,” he said. His brother grinned and stomped. Zeke bent down to inspect the effort. “Now one-hundred-percent cheesier.”

Nate snorted. That’s how his little brother laughed, in snorts and hiccups, like a drowning pig. He looked at the magazine with the slice of processed cheese smashed inside of it, the pages smeared shut. “Isn’t she gonna be mad?”

“She’s always mad about something,” Zeke said. “At least this way we’ll know why.”

Nate shrugged. It seemed some days he was the only one who could follow Zeke’s logic.

Zeke opened the refrigerator again and grabbed a can of Diet Dr. Fizz. No Dr Pepper in this house. Their pantry housed Fun-Time Chocolate Sandwich Cookies and Tastee-Brand Wheat Squares. It was simple math. One parent with one job plus four mouths to feed equals off-brand soda and a lot of bologna sandwiches. He looked at the rest of the six-pack sitting in the fridge and the engines in the most Zekey part of his brain fired up. He turned to his brother and grinned his bolt-of-inspiration grin—the one his mother called his “supervillain face.”

“Have you ever seen a can of pop explode?”
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Going Commando
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As far as smiles go, Zeke supposed his was a little on the malevolent side. Maybe it was the way his eyebrows arched or his slightly crooked teeth, but there was definitely something maniacal about his grin.

Zeke wasn’t actually evil, though. He wasn’t even a bad kid.

Per se.

That’s how his fourth-grade teacher put it. It was actually how she started the parent-teacher conference, her voice hoarse from a day of begging students not to glue things to the desk or use a shirtsleeve as a tissue or, in Zeke’s case, to put origami sailboats into the class aquarium with the hopes that the goldfish would re-create a scene from Jaws.

“It’s not that your son is bad per se,” Mrs. Riles said to Zeke’s mother.

Zeke didn’t know what purr say meant, but he guessed it meant something like not quite or almost, as in, your son’s not exactly terrible. Not completely rotten. Not necessarily a reincarnation of Attila the Hun. Zeke tried to imagine where he stood on the badness scale in Mrs. Riles’s eyes: Worse than Dr. Doofenshmirtz? More sinister than Darth Vader? At least he hadn’t Force choked anyone yet—not successfully, anyway; sticking out his hand and saying you have failed me for the last time, Lunch Lady Marris ultimately just resulted in a dirty look and an extra spoonful of cooked carrots.

“Zeke is incredibly smart,” Mrs. Riles went on to explain. “Very creative. But he has a mischievous mind. He schemes.”

Schemes. That word he knew, and he took no offense. Being a schemer implied ambition and forethought, which were things to be proud of. Scheming was just another word for dreaming. It was a quality he came by honestly: his father was a dreamer too, always making plans upon plans upon plans. Zeke just happened to be better on the follow-through.

Zeke’s fifth-grade teacher, Ms. Crawford, the one he’d recently said goodbye to when the summer started, had come to a similar conclusion about him, though hers came saddled with an ultimatum.

“Zeke can be a rascal sometimes,” Ms. Crawford told his mother, adopting a stern look despite her big brown eyes and colorful butterfly sweater. It was nearing the end of the school year, and Zeke’s mom had been called in, again, for a little roundtable discussion about her son’s behavior.

“What was it this time?” Mom asked, already sounding exasperated. Exasperated was another word Zeke was readily familiar with because his mother used it constantly. She turned to him. “Please tell me you didn’t put vinegar in the hand sanitizer again.”

Zeke smiled involuntarily, then flipped it to his rehearsed look of guilt and shame: head down, lip out, hands folded neatly in his lap. The vinegar incident had been the subject of the April parent-teacher conference, and he’d already served his time in the Choices and Consequences room for it. In the C&C room you were supposed to think about what you did and what you might have done differently, so Zeke thought about how he should have put vinegar in the soap dispenser as well and doubled his chances of getting a reaction.

“No,” Ms. Crawford sighed. “No, today during indoor recess Zeke decided he was going to start a revolution. Didn’t you, Zeke?”

Teachers always made it sound worse than it really was. Ms. Crawford said it like he was Katniss Everdeen bringing down the Capitol when that wasn’t what he was trying to bring down at all. “It wasn’t a revolution—” Zeke started to explain, but Ms. Crawford cut him off.

“He stood on his desk and gave the order to the other fifth-grade boys to ‘go commando.’ Then he proceeded to pull his underwear out of his pants and wave it around like a flag.”

Okay, that was pretty accurate.

Zeke watched his mom’s face carefully—so many colors. Peach, red, purple. Like a sunset. “Your underwear?”

“Not the pair I was wearing, obviously,” Zeke explained. He couldn’t even wrap his head around the logistics of how that could work. “It was a spare that I stuffed down my pants beforehand. A prop.”

“Yes,” Ms. Crawford said, “but the pair Micah Johnson was wearing was his only one—and unfortunately it didn’t stop him from trying to take them off.”

Zeke’s mother’s mouth opened and shut silently. Another parent might have had a hard time suppressing a giggle at least, but when you’re that exasperated, apparently nothing is funny.

His father would have laughed.

“Micah just got caught up in the moment,” Zeke explained, remembering how the kid had managed to get his joggers halfway down to his shoes before Ms. Crawford stopped him. Gullible, that one. Even more so than Nate.

Of course, even better than seeing Micah’s Incredible Hulk undies was seeing the look on Amanda Troxell’s face, sitting right behind Micah, staring at both cheeks, probably worried he was going to topple backward off his desk and plant his jolly green butt right in her lap. Zeke didn’t know someone’s eyes could get that big.

Zeke’s mother put her head in her hands. She clearly didn’t appreciate her son’s charismatic hold over his classmates.

“Ms. Stahls, we’ve talked about this before.” Ms. Crawford checked her notes. “Five times before. Your son is a disruptive presence in the classroom. He pulls these kinds of stunts constantly. Last week he went around informing everyone that his cat had bitten him and now he was slowly turning into a catman.”

“Werecat,” Zeke corrected. “Big difference.”

His mother glared at him. He shut up.

“That wasn’t the problem, really,” Ms. Crawford continued. “I can appreciate Zeke’s imagination. But as the day went on, he started hissing at people. And then he coughed up a hairball in the middle of Language Arts.”

Zeke looked down again to hide his smile. The hairball had been pretty fantastic in his estimation. The Stahlses didn’t even own a cat—Mom constantly reminded them they couldn’t afford one—so the hair Zeke “regurgitated” was collected from Jackie’s brush that morning. It looked gross enough when mixed with a little vanilla yogurt, and he felt his hoarking sounds had been spot-on. He couldn’t help but think that his dad would have been impressed by the special effects.

No sense trying to explain that to these two, though. They simply wouldn’t get it.

“There’s a pattern here,” Ms. Crawford concluded.

Zeke’s mom sat in her chair, silent. She had run out of excuses a long time ago. The only one she had left usually started with the words His father, but she didn’t even use that one much anymore. She just sat quietly, holding hands with herself, drafting the lecture she would give him in the car. Or maybe she would just do that thing where she stared out the window and said nothing at all the whole ride home. Zeke wasn’t sure which was worse.

“Ms. Stahls, let me be honest with you,” Ms. Crawford said. “In some ways your son is an exemplary student. He gets all of his work done on time and his test scores are outstanding. Unfortunately, he also makes my job of teaching the other twenty-five students in class difficult. He doesn’t always stop to consider his actions. He is disruptive on an almost daily basis.” She stopped to give her pencil a tap. “I’m sure it hasn’t been easy. . . .”

Zeke’s teacher trailed off, giving Zeke’s mom an opening. She didn’t take it.

Ms. Crawford frowned and shook her head. “If Zeke continues to act out like this, I’m afraid I will have no choice but to recommend him to a different school. One that specializes in students with behavioral problems.”

“Behavioral problems?” Zeke’s mother repeated.

“I don’t want to go to a different school,” Zeke protested.

“I understand,” Ms. Crawford said, looking straight at Zeke now. “But this really has to stop. I can’t have you standing on your desk, waving your underwear around. There are only two weeks left in the school year. Let’s see if we can just get through them without another incident. Do you think you can do that, Zeke? For me? And for your mom?”

Ms. Crawford stared at him. She looked exhausted—maybe even a touch exasperated too. But his mother looked flat-out desperate, pleading with her eyes. Please be good, those sea-greens said.

“Of course,” he said. For her.

And he probably would have. If it weren’t for the mouse.

The one he cornered in their cluttered garage three days later and managed to smuggle to school in his backpack, the temptation too much to resist. In the chaos of morning arrival, with nobody looking, he dumped it from its box into Amanda’s desk. He wanted to see if her eyes could get any bigger.

They definitely could.

Zeke spent most of the last week of school sitting in that all-too-familiar room, thinking about his choices and their consequences.

It was only three weeks after that that a letter arrived in the mail telling him he just might be the greatest kid in the world.





Greetings from Keystone, South Dakota, home to the most famous rock carving of four dead white guys in history. Did you know that originally Mount Rushmore was going to feature heroes like Buffalo Bill Cody and Lewis and Clark? Or that it took fourteen years and four hundred men to carve the darn thing? Miraculously nobody died even though they mostly used dynamite. (Don’t get any ideas, kids.)

I hope we all get the chance to come out here together as a family someday. Rushmore is only cool for about five minutes or so, but the Black Hills are absolutely gorgeous—at least what little I got to see of them from out the window. Be so much better to hike through them with you guys.

Miss you all. Hugs all around.

Dad

P.S. Why did they pick Mount Rushmore for the carving?

Its beauty was unpresidented.
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It’s Always Something. And Something.
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Zeke was still thinking about the obviously erroneously sent letter when he heard his mother’s key jiggling in the door, the signal to turn off the television and grab the book that he’d strategically placed beside him so as to look intellectually stimulated. Nate dropped his own game controller, rolled off the couch onto the floor, and began fiddling with some LEGO. Zeke heard Jackie’s feet in the hallway. She had probably seen Mom pull in and was coming to make sure her younger brothers hadn’t set fire to anything.

“Nate, why is your chin bright red?” Jackie charged over and began furiously scrubbing at Nate’s face with a spit-moistened thumb just as the door swung open, revealing their mother in all her business-suited glory.

“You’re home!” Nate dodged around his fussing sister and bolted to the front door for a hug, then quickly stepped back. “God, you stink.”

Their mother sighed. “Half the store called in sick today, so I had to work fragrances.”

Zeke’s mom was an assistant manager at the Penney’s in the mall, but only an assistant, which meant she went wherever she was needed. Some nights she came home smelling like she’d fallen into a vat of Axe body spray and then rolled around in a bed of potpourri.

“There were these three teenagers,” she continued. “I swear they tried everything. You could see the fumes drifting up from their bodies. I have the biggest headache.” Ms. Stahls went to the first kitchen cabinet and fished some pills from the top shelf, swallowing them without water. She eyed her sons. “How about you? What did you rascals do all day? Please tell me it wasn’t all video games.” Clearly the book hadn’t fooled her.

“Course not,” Zeke said. “We played outside mostly.”

Ms. Stahls’s eyes narrowed. She wasn’t buying that either, which was a shame seeing as how it was mostly true. “And did your sister look after you?” She looked from him to Jackie and back again.

“If by ‘look after us’ you mean locking herself in her room and texting her friends for seven hours, then yes, there was topnotch after-looking.”

Jackie’s cloudy blue eyes—their father’s eyes—suddenly caught fire, making Zeke thankful she didn’t have laser vision. “You little twerp! I did too watch you. I made you lunch like always.” She pointed to the dirty pot rimmed with orange gunk still sitting on the stove.

Their mother sighed again. “Well, that nixes my idea for dinner. Nuggets and tots it is.” Mom reached into the freezer and started gathering bags. Frozen chicken was cheaper than fresh and came prebreaded. She opened a drawer and stopped. “Where’s all the aluminum foil?”

Standing beside him, Zeke’s brother whimpered like a scolded puppy.

“I swear I had a whole new thing of foil. I just bought it, and now it’s gone.”

“Don’t look at me,” Jackie said. “I was in my room texting all day, remember?”

Zeke’s mom skipped clear over him and leveled her eyes at Nate, going straight to the weaker link. Her auburn hair, carefully bunned at the start of the day, was loose and frazzled now. She held a spatula in her hand like a club.

Nate bit his lip; Zeke could sense his brother was already about to break and she hadn’t even started with the questions.

“We were playing knights,” Zeke said, jumping in with the first feasible lie that came to mind. “In shining armor. We made swords and shields and everything. We used up all the foil.” At least it sounded better than I tried to bake my brother like a potato.

“You used it all? Do you know how much that stuff costs?” His mom stopped to think about it. “All right—so it doesn’t cost that much, but that’s not the point. The point is we can’t go around wasting stuff. I’m not made of money, you know.”

He knew. She reminded him constantly. She wasn’t made of money. Money didn’t grow on trees. Nobody poops nickels—as if that was something somebody would even wish for. “Sorry, Ma,” he said.

“Sorry, Ma,” Nate echoed.

Zeke’s mother shook her head, then turned and opened the fridge. “And who drank all the soda?”

Zeke couldn’t help but marvel; the woman was like Sherlock Holmes.

She spun back around, hands on hips. “There were six cans in there this morning and now there’s only one.”

That’s because Nate and I shook four of them up and launched them off the roof pretending they were hand grenades, Zeke thought. The fifth one, they split.

He was about to make some excuse but his mother said, “You know what? Just forget it. Go wash your hands. And if your teeth fall out it’s your own fault. I’m not buying you new ones.”

“Diet soda doesn’t rot your teeth,” Zeke said. “No sugar.”

The hard stare from his mother didn’t have a lick of sugar in it either. Zeke shut his mouth and followed his brother to the bathroom. Clearly it had been another long day at work, and he was already testing her patience.

Then again, it was always a long day at work. And she didn’t seem to start with much patience anymore.

Twenty minutes later the four of them sat around the dining room table over plates of dinosaur-shaped chicken and tater tots. Dinner at the Stahlses’ always had an and. Mac and cheese. Rice and beans. Hamburgers and fries. Noodles and sauce. Sometimes there were peas and carrots to go with it. Sometimes it was canned peaches and pears. Most everything came out of a can or a box or a frosty bag. It’s not that Zeke’s mother couldn’t cook from scratch. Once, she used to enjoy it, filling the house with the snap of oil in skillets and the sweet tang of minced garlic or a savory waft of rosemary chicken simmering in a pan. More often than not, Dad would help her, the two of them bumping into each other, sometimes stopping to waltz for a moment to whatever song he was humming, causing Jackie to groan and beg them to stop before she barfed in the salad. Mom was usually the pilot in the kitchen; Dad was her wingman.

Except on Sunday mornings; that’s when Zeke’s father would fly solo. Most every Sunday his dad would get up with the sun to make his famous Stahls family breakfast feast, waking them all an hour later with the smell of sizzling bacon and homemade buttered biscuits, fresh fruit cups and pancakes loaded with sprinkles or chocolate chips drenched in real, honest-to-goodness maple syrup out of a glass bottle. Zeke and his sister always used to fight over the sprinkled ones.

That was before the house got quiet and the waltzing stopped. Before Mom got the promotion at the store and started begging for overtime, coming home late and filling the kitchen with the sound of the microwave’s ding and the smell of Juicy Couture. Serious cooking required time and effort and a constant supply of fresh ingredients, not to mention a head free of aches.

So instead it was nuggets and tots. Zeke sat next to Nate as always, across from their sister. Mom sat at one end, across from the empty chair with the wonky leg that would probably only take fifteen minutes to fix. “Did somebody think to check the mail today?” she asked.

“Jackie got a magazine,” Nate said, chuckling into his glass of milk. “Looked kinda cheesy to me.” Snort, cough, snort. When you’re seven, things stay funny much longer than they should.

Zeke considered saying something about the letter. The one that was balled up somewhere in the bushes. His mother had obviously had a tough day at work. It might give her a laugh to know her son might be the greatest in the whole entire world. It would certainly give his sister one. Maybe that’s why he kept it to himself; Jackie didn’t need any more ammunition. “Bills mostly,” he said. “I put ’em on the counter.”

“Blood from a turnip.” Another of his mother’s favorite sayings. Zeke always wondered why a turnip; it was just as impossible to squeeze blood from a banana or a head of broccoli. Or, apparently, from his mother’s checking account.

“Jackie also got something from some school,” he added. “Walton Community College.”

“Ugh,” Jackie grunted, rolling her eyes. Like every other seventeen-year-old confronting the onset of their senior year, Zeke’s sister was deep in the throes of figuring out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. She had her sights set on college and had accumulated a list of places she planned to apply to. Apparently, Walton Community was not at the top of that list.

“You shouldn’t dismiss it,” Mom said. “Walton’s a nice school. Nice campus.”

“Just because it has a Starbucks, doesn’t make it nice,” Jackie snipped. “Only the tech kids go to WCC. They probably don’t even have a music program. Angela’s applying to Michigan and Chicago and Berkeley, and my grades are just as good as hers.”

Another sigh. “I’m not saying you couldn’t get in somewhere better. But it’s a helluva lot more affordable, and the credits would transfer. Plus it’s close, so you could continue to live at home for a couple of years,” Zeke’s mother countered.

“Terrific,” Jackie murmured with less than zero enthusiasm. She picked up one of her nuggets, stared at it for a moment, then tossed it back on her plate. She was clearly finished, with both her dinner and the conversation. “Jasmine invited some girls over to her house tonight. They wanted to know if I could come.”

“It’s a Thursday.”

“It’s Friday, actually,” Jackie countered. “And it’s summer, so what difference does it make?”

“Is it really Friday already?” Mom looked at Zeke, who shrugged. It was summer. Who could keep track?

“So can I go?”

Their mother nodded, then raised a finger. “But only if you promise to watch your brothers tomorrow night. Sondra needs me to take her shift and we could use the extra hours. And I mean actually watch them this time, not hole up in your room tweeting your business to the world.”

“Twitter is for crusty politicians with nothing better to do than bully each other. And why can’t the boys just stay home by themselves? Zeke’s twelve. You made me start babysitting when I was that age.”

Stay at home on a Saturday night without the threat of his big sister looming over him? Zeke nodded eagerly.

“True,” their mother said, “but . . .” Zeke knew what was behind that “but.” But you know your brother. You know what he’s capable of. Instead, she said, “You’re a girl. Girls are just more mature and responsible.”

“That’s gender bias,” Jackie said. “It’s illegal.”

“I don’t think anyone is going to sue me for making my daughter stay home and babysit. Besides, the store closes at ten. I won’t be late. And you better not be either tonight, understand? I want you home before midnight.”

“Yes, Fairy Godmother,” Jackie said, her sarcasm dialed to ten. “Should I also leave a slipper on the steps of the palace on my way out?”

“If it means you’ll find some prince to marry you and come pay off the Visa, be my guest.” Zeke’s mother stopped and considered what she’d just said. “On second thought—keep your shoes on. I’ve got enough to worry about.”

Zeke wasn’t sure his sister was listening, though. She was already up out of her chair, her tongue set to rapid-fire. “Jaz said to come at seven and I have to stop and pick up Angela on the way also can I take the van ’cause I’m almost out of gas promise not to wreck it thanks you’re a saint and you smell really good love you bye.”

In a whirlwind, Zeke’s sister managed to kiss their mother on the cheek and fish the keys out of her purse. She was halfway to the door before Ms. Stahls knew what was happening.

“No texting and driving!”

“Texting, bad. Total obedience to overbearing mother, good,” Jackie called back in a flurry, followed by the sound of the front door slamming shut.

Zeke’s mom rubbed her temples and sighed. It seemed like dinners usually ended this way. With Jackie finding some excuse to leave the table first. Though that was better than the ones that dragged on in silence, where you could hear the clink of everyone’s forks against their plates, his mother staring across the table at the empty chair.

Zeke finished his tots quickly and Nate followed suit. Mom left most of her dinner uneaten. “You and your brother clear the table. I’ll get the dishes later,” she said, her voice soft.

Normally Zeke would protest. It was technically Jackie’s turn to get the table. It was his week to take out the trash—though he hadn’t actually done that yet either, which could explain why it was overflowing, with two hundred square feet of aluminum foil shoved down somewhere toward the middle. But it seemed best to just follow orders tonight. He stood up and grabbed his plate when he heard a knock on the door.

It obviously wasn’t Jackie coming back for forgotten ChapStick or a hoodie. Could be the neighbor, Mrs. Gwon, who sometimes stopped to pawn off her leftovers or to comment on something she’d learned from the neighborhood crime watch. Now they are just breaking windows and tearing up the car looking for money to buy drugs. I swear, this neighborhood is going to h-e-l-l. Mrs. Gwon liked to spell out her curses, thinking that Nate wasn’t old enough to figure them out. Zeke looked to the door and then to his mom.

“I’ll get it,” she said. “You just do what I asked you to, please.”

Just do what she asked.

She made it sound so easy.
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KABAM and Kerpow
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Zeke stood in the kitchen, peeking around the corner with a ketchup-smeared plate in each hand as his mother opened the front door.

On the other side was a tall, lean man with gaunt cheeks and tanned skin, his hands cupped prayerlike before him. He wore an all-white suit with a peacock-blue shirt and a yellow bow tie. His hair was a bush of golden, looping curls—a cherub’s ’do. His broad, toothful smile was capped by deep dimples. He looked kind of like a little kid dressed up for an imaginary tea party. He pressed his finger to the bridge of his wire-frame glasses, giving them a boost, Clark Kent style.

Zeke had never seen him before. He surely would have remembered.

“Ms. Charlotte Stahls?”

Zeke’s mother nodded.

“Good evening. My name is Gordon Notts. Is your son Ezekiel home by chance?”

Gordon Notts. Where had Zeke heard that name before?

“You’re not with the police, are you?” his mom asked.

“Oh, most definitely not. I’m with the Klein Agency for the Betterment of All Mankind. KABAM for short.”

Right! The letter! Zeke nearly dropped both plates he was holding.

There was a pause, then his mother said, “Kabam?”

“Kerpow!” the man shouted, making an explosion with his hands, causing Zeke’s mom to take a cautious step backward. “Sorry. Just can’t help myself sometimes. So, is your son here?”

“Well . . . yes, but—”

“Excellent,” Gordon Notts said, suddenly stepping right inside the front hallway without permission. Zeke moved a little farther back into the kitchen, keeping one eye peeping around the corner. He felt a tug on his T-shirt.

“Who’s that?” his little brother whispered.

“Gordon Notts,” Zeke whispered back. “From KABAM.”

“What’s Kabam?”

“I’m not sure,” Zeke said, then pushed Nate back, completely out of sight of his mother and this stranger facing off in the hallway.

“Sorry to just drop in on you,” Mr. Notts continued cheerily, “but we find it works better when there’s an element of surprise. We prefer to capture you in the moment.” His voice sounded like something out of a commercial daring you to compare laundry detergents.

“We?” his mother said.

“Oh right. Sorry. Come on in, Logan.” Notts waved outside and a much larger man entered the house with a video camera perched on his shoulder. Unlike Notts, who looked lithe and slippery, like a well-dressed eel, Logan was bulky, shaped almost like a Mr. Potato Head. He wore flannel and jeans and high-top sneakers. He seemed young, but his beard was already streaked with gray. “This is Logan, one of our cameramen. Logan, this is Ms. Stahls.”

Logan reached out with the hand not anchoring the camera. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” he said. His voice was much deeper than his companion’s. And much less grating.

“Is that thing on?” Zeke’s mom asked.

Gordon Notts grinned. “Yes, but don’t worry—it’s not going out live or anything. We’re just getting some footage of the initial meeting in case we need it.”

“Need it for what? What are you talking about? Who are you?”

The man cocked his head to the side, perplexed. “Didn’t you get our letter?”

In the kitchen, Zeke bristled, pressed tight behind the doorframe. He watched the cloud of confusion settle over his mother’s face, but it was just as quickly replaced with annoyance. “Letter. No. I didn’t get any letter. I don’t even know who you are or why you are in my house. I certainly don’t know why you are filming this. I suggest you leave this instant.”

“I understand, but perhaps you should ask your son if he knows anything about this first,” Gordon Notts countered, still sporting his smile as he pointed toward the kitchen. The cameraman shifted, panning the camera’s glassy eye in the same direction. Zeke ducked all the way inside, but it was too late.

“Ezekiel Samson Stahls, come here, please. Now.”

Zeke knew he couldn’t ignore the name trifecta. He took a step out, then realized something was holding him back: Nate still fixed to his shirt. They emerged in tandem, engine and caboose. Zeke kept his eyes on the two strangers—it was better than making eye contact with his mother beside him.

Gordon Notts clapped his hands. “There he is. The man of the hour. Logan, get a shot of him, will you?”

Zeke watched
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