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			Dedication

			For every fat kid who doesn’t know how awesome they are.

Don’t change yourselves. Change the world.

		

	
		
			Prologue
What Would Master Plan Do?

			Max shouldn’t have been thinking about revenge, about taking down Johnny Properzi once and for all. Max shouldn’t have been thinking about how good it would feel to throw him through the nearest window. The boy the whole school called Johnny Pro had already gotten what he deserved for making Max’s life miserable, at least that’s what Max told himself. But to have Johnny Pro physically feel just a little of what he’d made Max feel since the school year began, what other kids like him had made Max feel for as long as Max could remember . . . that was so tempting.

			He knew he could do it. He had the training now.

			Max should have been thinking instead about finishing the plan, about putting “the last piece in the puzzle,” like his friend, teacher, and mentor told him he could do at this party. Revenge wasn’t part of that plan.

			That should have been at the front of Max’s brain, but all Max could think about was how uncomfortable the suit he was wearing made him.

			Master Plan said he’d get used to it. He told Max that it was like anything we do to help us become the people we want to be. Those things can be uncomfortable at first, they can even hurt, but it is the kind of hurt that’s like a broken bone healing. In the end, it makes you stronger.

			Most kids in the sixth grade didn’t wear suits to school, at least not to his school. He’d told Master Plan that he’d get killed wearing one to class. But this was a party.

			It was only the second time he’d ever worn one. The first was at his first Communion ceremony, and it was this itchy brown thing his mother bought at a secondhand shop that was too small. He remembered he could barely keep the shirt tucked inside the pants.

			The suit Master Plan had ordered for Max, made just to fit him, was like wearing a cloud compared to that other one, but it was still more than he was used to.

			Master Plan told him it was the last step in changing the way the other kids thought of him. Max did think the suit looked cool. He just didn’t like it because it made him sweat. Everything made him sweat, but wearing layers of clothes always made it worse.

			Max watched half the Captain Clobbertime Memorial Middle School Water Polo Team striding toward him, danger in their every step and fury in their eyes, led by the eighth-grade boy whose downfall Max had directly caused.

			He wondered if he was sweating more because of the extra clothes, or because of how nervous he felt about what was about to happen.

			Max had learned a lot since he opened his first email from Master Plan, but the biggest thing he’d learned was that there are things people do and say that they can never take back. There are some things that saying sorry for isn’t enough. Those things change people and the world around them forever. You had to decide if doing them would change your world for the better, and if making that happen was worth it to you.

			Master Plan was the one who had taught Max what “consequence” meant and, more than that, what it could do to people.

			That’s how Max knew that what he had done to Johnny Pro was one of those things you couldn’t take back. As he watched the boy, the one who’d made him afraid just to exist, about to step to him, Max knew at once that if he let Johnny Pro provoke Max into acting, something else would happen that he couldn’t take back. The world around him would change. And whether that change was good for Max, it would definitely be bad for the other boys.

			A big part of him wanted that to happen.

			He still wasn’t sure, though.

			Master Plan wouldn’t wait. Max knew that. He wouldn’t ask himself questions. He wouldn’t be sweating through two shirts. Master Plan would’ve already decided to wreck them all if they were coming after him.

			But Max wasn’t Master Plan.

			Yet.

			A second ago, he didn’t think he could sweat any more or any harder, but he was wrong.

		

	
		
			Lower Class

			Max yawned until his jaw hurt. He could never sleep the night before the first day of school, and last night had been even worse. It was probably because he was starting at an entirely new school the next day, his first day as a sixth grader. He’d been among the biggest and oldest kids in elementary the year before, and now he was the youngest. He was far from the smallest but being big had never seemed to help him. It was the opposite, in fact.

			He’d stayed up most of the night watching the same movie over and over again, Waitress, the one about the girl who bakes different pies and names them after all the problems she’s having in her life. Those problems were a lot more adult than anything Max had dealt with, but he still liked the idea, and he loved the pie recipes. He’d made his own versions of all of them at home.

			He wished he were in his kitchen now. At least he had Luca. The two of them were posted up outside on a cement bench in the quad of Captain Clobbertime Memorial Middle School, waiting for the first bell.

			Max always felt weird thinking of Luca as his “best” friend, partly because Luca was his only friend, and partly because Luca had never said Max was his best friend. It also might have been because neither of them had really decided to hang out. They sort of just fell together a few years ago. In elementary school, kids made fun of Luca for wearing the same clothes almost every day, and they didn’t always smell great. The same kids made fun of Max for being fat. They started eating lunch together, because they were the only ones who didn’t make fun of them.

			“Did you hear about Cobalt?” Luca asked him.

			“No, what about him?”

			“I dunno, I was asking you. They were saying something about him on the news when my mom dropped me off. It sounded like a big deal.”

			“Probably got another medal or blew up another building or satellite or something, and they have to pretend it wasn’t an accident.”

			“Dude, that happened like one time. Why do you always talk smack about him for that? Cobalt’s the coolest.”

			Max ignored the question. He usually did when the subject of superheroes came up. He was also distracted, though. There was a girl across the quad who looked to be their age giving out cookies from a plastic container. She was just sort of handing them out to what looked like random sixth graders, smiling and laughing.

			Her smile was nice. Her laugh, too. Neither seemed fake to Max. She was pretty, but it was the cookies that interested him. He wondered if she baked them herself. He didn’t know any other kids who baked.

			“Do you know her?” Max asked Luca.

			“Who?”

			Max didn’t want to point, so he leaned his head in the girl’s direction.

			“With the cookies,” he said.

			Luca looked over at her without even trying to be sneaky about it.

			“Dude!” Max barked.

			He looked from the girl to Max, blinking.

			“What?”

			Max just shook his head. “Did she go to our old school?”

			Luca shrugged. “Maybe? Like, in another class? I dunno.”

			“You think she made those cookies herself?”

			“How would I know? Maybe? Why?”

			“I dunno. They look good.”

			“They look good, or she looks good?”

			“Shut up, dude. I’m not being gross. I just was . . .”

			“You should go ask her if you’re so curious. You bake, too. You could talk about it. We said middle school was gonna be different for us, right? Talking to a girl the first day would be different.”

			Max thought that sounded terrifying and impossible, not different.

			He realized the girl was getting closer and closer to where he and Luca were sitting. Max’s heart started beating fast.

			“What is wrong with you, man?” Luca asked, staring at him like Max was slowly transforming into a large bug or something.

			“What? Nothing.”

			The next thing Max knew, he was staring into the girl’s open plastic container of cookies, and she was looking down at them on the bench.

			“Hey, you guys went to Glow Girl Elementary, right?”

			Max didn’t say anything. Fortunately, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Luca nodding.

			The girl nodded. “Yeah, I remember seeing you at recess. Here, I made cookies for everybody. I figured we all need it, y’know?”

			“That’s a cool thing to do,” Max managed to say.

			“Can I take two?” Luca asked. “I missed breakfast.”

			“Sure! You both can, if you want.”

			Luca quickly grabbed four cookies, handing two to Max.

			“See you in classes, maybe?” the girl said to them, her eyes meeting Max’s for a second before she walked away.

			Max crammed most of the first cookie into his mouth. It tasted amazing. There were chocolate and peanut butter chips, and what he thought were vanilla chips.

			“These cookies rule!” Luca mumbled with his mouth also full. “You should definitely get her recipe and make these.”

			Max only nodded. He still had his mouth full of half-chewed cookie, crumbs covering his cheeks and the front of his shirt like grains of sand, when several long shadows fell over him and Luca.

			They were older boys, maybe even eighth graders. The three of them were wearing the same Capes jacket. The Capes were the school sports team name.

			They did not look like they wanted to give Max and Luca free cookies.

			Max knew right away and from experience that the tallest one standing in the middle of them was going to be the biggest problem. He had that look on his face. Max knew that look. While the other boys barely seemed to even see Max and Luca, the tall one was staring right at Max, like nothing in the world except Max even existed. His eyes were full of something that wasn’t totally anger or menace, although there was plenty of both there. It was more like disgust, though, like whatever he was looking at was the grossest thing he’d ever seen.

			“You’re getting crumbs all over my bench,” he said to Max.

			“How’s it your bench?” Luca asked.

			Those mad, disgusted eyes snapped to Luca for just a second. “Shut up, thrift store, nobody’s talking to you!”

			The leader looked back at Max, as if he was waiting for Max to say something.

			Max tried to chew faster so he could swallow the cookie in his mouth, but that only seemed to make the other boy angrier.

			“God, you look like a cow when you do that. Stop it!”

			Max stopped chewing.

			“Can you even talk?” the boy demanded.

			“His mouth’s full, and you told him to stop chewing,” Luca pointed out, only for one of the boy’s teammates to reach down and flick Luca in the face with his fingers.

			“I said shut up!” the tall one who was doing all the talking yelled at him.

			Luca dropped his gaze to the ground.

			“I asked you a question,” the eighth grader said to Max.

			Max didn’t know what to do, so he did nothing.

			That was the wrong choice, apparently.

			The tallest one reached down and grabbed Max in a headlock, holding his neck tightly with one arm and pulling Max from the bench. Max lost his balance and fell to his knees. The older boy dropped to the ground with him, keeping ahold of Max and pulling up Max’s shirt, over his belly. He started slapping him in the stomach as if he were using Max’s belly to clap.

			Max spit chewed-up cookie all over the grass as he cried out and struggled just to breathe. The other boy was strong. It was impossible to break free. Max could see Luca trying to help him, but the older boy’s teammates kept pushing him down against the cement bench.

			Max shut his eyes tight. It wasn’t getting his belly slapped, although that stung mightily. It wasn’t even that he had to gasp to breathe. He just didn’t want to see everyone who was watching this happen. That was always the worst part.

			When it was over and the eighth grader let him go, Max realized he’d started crying without even knowing it.

			Max heard laughing. He didn’t want to, but he opened his eyes. A big crowd had gathered, mostly upper-class kids. Through his teary eyes he didn’t see a face that wasn’t grinning or smiling, like this was the funniest thing they’d ever seen.

			Then they started chanting like they were at a sports game cheering for their favorite player.

			“Johnny Pro! Johnny Pro! Johnny Pro!”

			What the heck is a Johnny Pro?

			The boy who had just wrestled him to the ground stood over Max and raised his arms in the air like a rock star.

			He must be Johnny Pro, Max thought.

			The eighth graders were gone by the time a teacher, a ferret-faced little man with a mustache and wearing a whistle around his neck, pushed his way through the crowd to find Max barely managing to sit up on the ground.

			“You want to be suspended for fighting on your first day?” the teacher asked him angrily. “Get up and get to your first class!”

			Max could only blink his wet eyes up at the adult. He couldn’t believe the man was yelling at him.

			The teacher turned to the crowd that had gathered. “All of you, let’s go! Now!”

			He’d already forgotten about Max. He was busy herding the kids who’d laughed at Max from the quad.

			Luca was there, on his knees next to Max. His hair was all messed up, and his cheeks were dark red.

			He helped pull Max to his feet and tugged Max’s shirt down over his swollen belly for him.

			“Bad start, huh?” Luca said.

			“Did the cookie girl see that?” Max managed to ask through a bout of coughing.

			“I dunno, but we can just pretend she didn’t.”

			Max’s legs were shaking. He clenched and unclenched his hands, trying to breathe normally again.

			The first bell that was really a beep finally came, sounding across the quad.

			“Forget it and let’s just go to first period, okay?” Luca said, trying to sound reassuring. 

			“Is middle school different yet?” Max asked his friend, laughing so he wouldn’t start crying again.

		

	
		
			Superheroes Suck, and You Know It

			“How was your first day?”

			It was the question Max had been afraid of hearing since he got home from school.

			His mom never got home until very late in the evening, so Max had hours to think about it. He did his homework, feeling more than a little overwhelmed by being assigned work by multiple teachers instead of just one. He figured out what he was going to make them for dinner, as he often did during the week. He preferred baking, but Max was turning into a pretty good cook.

			It was past 8:00 p.m. when his mom walked through the door of their apartment, tired as usual.

			Max was sitting at the little bar counter between the kitchen and the living room, reading a book he’d started at the end of summer.

			She’d barely even put down her briefcase and said hello before she asked him.

			“It’s school,” he said, not even trying to put on a smile. “It’s the same as it always is.”

			His mom sighed, probably more because of the way he’d said it than anything. They’d had a whole talk over the summer (or rather, his mom had talked at him) about how Max needed to “try” more at school, to make new friends and try to find things he liked about his classes.

			“Were the other kids nice, at least?” she asked, trying to sound hopeful.

			“One girl gave out cookies she made to all the new kids, which was cool. And then . . .”

			Max stopped, wincing as memories of what happened after that.

			“And then?” his mom asked, waiting.

			“Nothing,” he said.

			He just couldn’t. He couldn’t tell her about Johnny Pro.

			Max knew it wasn’t that she didn’t care or didn’t want to help, or even that she didn’t listen to him. Mostly she was just busy. His parents had divorced when he was a baby, and his father had moved across the country. They never talked, and Max knew his dad didn’t help them with anything. It was just his mom, on her own, and she had to work long, hard hours to make sure they had everything they needed. Most of the week he barely saw her.

			A lot of the time he didn’t want to make things harder on her with his problems. The rest of the time it just felt pointless. She couldn’t do anything about it. She wasn’t there with him during the day at school.

			“Hey, maybe you could write a letter to Cobalt. I see him all the time on Facebook where he gives advice to kids.”

			“I don’t really like Cobalt, Mom.”

			She stared at him like he’d just told her he didn’t like french fries.

			“What do you mean? Since when?”

			“Since always.”

			“This is news to me,” his mom said. “I always thought Cobalt was your favorite. You’re always reading about him. That’s why I mentioned it.”

			Max definitely wasn’t going to tell her that the reason he liked Cobalt stories was because Cobalt’s nemesis was Master Plan, and Max thought Master Plan was actually kind of awesome.

			“Maybe you could write to another superhero you do like,” his mom suggested.

			“I hate superheroes,” Max said before he’d really thought about it.

			It was true, though. As far back as he could remember Max had hated superheroes.

			His mom looked really shocked now. “Well, this is the first I’m hearing about it! How long have you felt like this?”

			Max regretted opening his mouth, but for some reason he didn’t want to take it back, maybe because of the day he’d had.

			“I guess for a long time I pretended that I did. Whenever I was around the cousins, or around adults who were talking about the news and how some superhero did something all superhero-y or whatever, I’d just be like, ‘Yeah, that’s awesome. We’re lucky they’re out there.’ But I don’t think I ever meant it.”

			“Why not?”

			Max took a deep breath, thinking about it.

			“For a long time I didn’t know. It even felt weird that I didn’t love them like everyone else. But a couple of years ago I started thinking about how I was impressed at first, but then I started to notice stuff. Stuff other people didn’t seem to talk about, like how superheroes always make things worse. Every time we’d see a news story about a big battle between a superhero and a villain, it was like the hero had wrecked a whole city trying to beat up the villain.”

			“That’s not their fault!” his mom insisted. “They’re not the ones forcing some villain to commit crimes or . . . or hatch some nefarious plot that needs to be stopped!”

			Max knew she wouldn’t get it. He was sorry he’d even tried to explain it to her.

			He thought part of it was that she’d never really had to deal with superhero fallout. They lived in a smaller town, and the big heroes only seemed to do their hero-ing in large cities. That was another thing that bugged Max, because bad things happened in towns like his, too. His mom and him had driven through Acropolis City once, on their way to his grandmother’s, right after Cobalt had “stopped” Ragemonger from stealing something, a bunch of expensive jewels or whatever.

			It took them two hours longer than it should have to go from one side of the city to the other. A huge part of Acropolis was closed off because of massive damage. Entire buildings had been smashed to absolute dust in the fight between Cobalt and Ragemonger.

			It looked bad. Just seeing the wreckage scared Max.

			He asked his mom who had knocked down all the buildings.

			She told him Cobalt had done it to stop a bad guy.

			Max asked why he had to knock down all the buildings to stop the bad guy.

			She told him that’s what superheroes did.

			Max asked his mom if Cobalt was going to put the buildings back up.

			His mom was quiet for a minute, and then she said she didn’t think so, no.

			Max asked his mom why not.

			She said she didn’t know.

			Max asked his mom if anyone was hurt when Cobalt knocked the buildings down because she said he had to knock them down.

			His mom told him they would get McDonald’s cheeseburgers if he stopped asking her these questions.

			Max thought about reminding her of that time, but he knew it would only make her really mad.

			That was another reason why you couldn’t tell adults anything, he decided. At least nothing real. They just wanted kids to listen to them and do what they say. They didn’t want kids making them feel wrong, or like they didn’t know something. They didn’t want to have to rethink all the stuff they were so sure they knew already.

			Max didn’t understand how you could expect to teach anyone if you weren’t willing to learn yourself.

			“Anyway,” his mom said, as happy to change the subject as he was, “what’s for dinner?”

		

	
		
			The Race

			Max didn’t know the kid’s name. The only class they had together was physical education, and the two of them hadn’t spoken to each other once so far. All Max knew about the other boy was that he was even bigger than Max, almost twice his size, especially through the middle, and he always wore sweater-vests. He had a different colored one for every day of the week, it seemed. 

			They started having their daily “race” that first week of school. Neither of them had agreed out loud that that’s what it was, but they both knew they were racing each other at the beginning of fourth period every day. 

			PE was the class Max had been dreading the most going into middle school, and for one reason: he knew they made you change clothes for it. They’d explained the whole thing during orientation for fifth graders moving up. Each of them would be issued a set of gym clothes by the school and a padlock with a combination. There was a wall of tiny lockers, barely the size of cereal boxes, outside the school gymnasium. They were each assigned one in which to keep their gym clothes. Inside the gym, there were bigger lockers that were available for anyone to use. 

			At the beginning of PE class, they were to report to the gym, retrieve their gym clothes, and then pick an open locker inside the locker room to stash their books and backpacks and street clothes after they’d changed. They were supposed to use the padlock to lock up their stuff during class. 

			This is what scared Max more than anything about the sixth grade, more than moving to a new school, more than having so many different classes and teachers, more than the classwork getting harder, and, before he’d met Johnny Pro on his first day, even more than the seventh and eighth graders. He didn’t want to change clothes in front of the other boys. He didn’t want to change in front of anyone, ever. He even wore a shirt whenever he went swimming at a public pool or the beach. 

			The gym clothes were every bit as terrible as he knew they’d be for him, too. The shorts were okay. They were black and stretchy enough that they didn’t look too tight on him, but the shirt barely fit him. It was white, too. He always thought wearing white made him look gigantic. 

			The boy’s locker room wasn’t that big, and half of it was a bathroom with sinks and just one stall with a door on it where the toilet was. When they had talked to the fifth graders about gym class, they’d specifically told them not to change clothes inside the stall. They told them not to be shy or nervous, because no one would be looking at them.

			Max didn’t believe that, and as soon as he saw the stall he knew if he was changing his clothes, it was happening in there, where he could be alone.

			The problem was he wasn’t the only fat kid in PE class. They were only given five minutes to change and get outside where their PE teacher was waiting. If you were late you got in trouble, and it happened in front of the whole class. Max found out the hard way on the second day of PE when the sweater vest kid beat him to the free stall. By the time he was done changing and shuffled out of the stall past Max, there were only a few seconds left before the start of class. 

			By the end of the first week of school, Max had started running between bells before PE. It really bugged Luca, who’d roll his eyes and yell at Max every time Max sprinted away from him in the hall after third period.

			“You’re going to give yourself a heart attack,” Luca had scolded him. “If you just change real fast with everyone, no one will have time to mess with you.”

			They had PE different periods, and Max told himself, and Luca, it would be different if Max didn’t have to do it alone.

			They both knew that was a lie, though.

			Max was so obsessed with making it to that open bathroom stall first so he wouldn’t have to change in front of the others that he barely even noticed other kids making fun of him as he ran to the locker rooms. He couldn’t explain, even to himself, why the thought of kids making fun of his body was worse than kids making fun of him for running through the halls, but to Max it was.

			One day, as he hurried to get out of his street clothes and into his gym clothes, Max looked down and spotted the chunky fake leather shoes worn by his competition for the stall. He watched the feet inside those shoes shuffle from side to side, nervously and impatiently, waiting for their turn. 

			Max stopped changing suddenly. Something about the way the other boy was shifting his feet. For Max it was like looking into a mirror and seeing how scared he was. That made him feel bad. There were thirty kids out there in the locker room who weren’t scared or panicked right now. They were laughing and joking and having a good time before class. Max could hear them. He wanted to be out there, too. 

			He just couldn’t, though. School was hard enough in the halls, dealing with Johnny Pro and the other seventh and eighth graders who wanted to make him their entertainment. He had to do whatever it took to make it through the day, to make things a little easier to deal with.

			Max hoped it wouldn’t always be that way, but he’d also had a lot of hope for moving up to sixth grade, and so far that hope had been smashed into the dirt.

		

	
		
			Reaching Out

			The first few weeks of the school year dragged on slowly for Max, and he found that when he came home at the end of the day, he wanted to leave his house less and less. It was the only place he felt, not only safe, but removed from his trouble adjusting to life in the sixth grade.

			He’d tried to shake off everything that had happened on the first day, but it was clear by the end of that first week that Max had managed to become Johnny Pro’s favorite between-classes activity. It was like winning a contest Max hadn’t even entered, and the prize was a big target painted on his back.

			Sometimes it was an actual target. At lunch Johnny Pro and his teammates had started pelting Max with french fries from across the cafeteria. One such lunchtime, Johnny Pro even tried to make Max pick one up off the floor after it had hit Max in the face and eat it. The only reason Max hadn’t ended up doing it was because a teacher wandered near them, not that they were really paying attention.

			Every time they passed each other in the halls, Johnny Pro either shoved Max into a wall or spit at his head. If Max had to walk past them when Johnny Pro and his teammates were hanging out in the quad and they didn’t feel like chasing after him, they’d just shout horrible names at Max
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