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For my sister Carla, who was never allowed
to touch my comic books—and still isn’t.
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PROLOGUE



Great Ball o’ Fire

The meteor was hurtling toward me and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I tried launching my body into the air, willing myself to fly, but with no luck. The fireball got closer and closer, and just as it was about to hit I raised my arm to ward it off, knowing it was futile.

And then I woke up, safe in bed, drenched in a cold sweat. It took me a moment to realize I had been dreaming. It was the cool air of the October night drifting across my skin, raising a field of goose bumps, that finally convinced me there wasn’t a flaming meteor coming.

But there had been, less than two days earlier. In fact all Superopolis had been facing complete destruction at the hands of Professor Brain-Drain. The evil genius had succeeded in his plan to transport the entire city sixty-five million years into the past to the very moment when the site that would become Superopolis had been formed by the impact of an enormous meteor. His plan had been for the city to be destroyed by the same event that created it.

The neat symmetry of his plot hadn’t distracted me from the realization that it was up to me to stop him. With the help of a villain named Cyclotron, and one of Professor Brain-Drain’s own gadgets, I had used a little ingenuity of my own to return Superopolis to the present just in the nick of time. In the end, Cyclotron turned out not to be a villain after all, and Professor Brain-Drain was marooned one hundred and thirty million years in the past.

That’s the short version. Along the way, in the guise of the legendary hero Meteor Boy, I also spent a couple of days twenty-five years in the past battling evil. Wait a minute—let me clarify that. I wasn’t disguised as Meteor Boy—I was Meteor Boy, one of the most powerful young heroes in the history of Superopolis. The irony of all this is that I’m actually the least powerful hero in the history of Superopolis. They don’t call me Ordinary Boy for nothing.

You see, Superopolis is a city of heroes—and villains—and every one of them has a superpower. Except me. But, thanks to a trip through time courtesy of Professor Brain-Drain’s Time Tipler and a mysterious jet pack that allowed me to fly at tremendous speeds, I had the thrill of spending two days battling crime as Meteor Boy—and I had loved it!

During my adventure in the past I made the acquaintance of the League of Goodness, Superopolis’s first and greatest team of heroes. The team’s leader, Lord Pincushion, provided me hospitality and an opportunity to fight alongside him and the rest of the league. I’m not so sure I did him much of a favor in return. I introduced him to the Amazing Indestructo.

The thing you need to know about AI (that’s what everyone calls him for short) is that up until a couple of weeks ago, he was my absolute favorite hero. He’s totally indestructible, which gives him a pretty good advantage over any villain, and he’s turned the hero business into a hugely profitable enterprise. Between his TV show, toy lines, packaged food business, and dozens of other endeavors, AI has become incredibly wealthy. The problem is all those things come ahead of actually battling crime. He’s really kind of a creep, to tell the truth. It took me a while to realize it, and most of the population still hasn’t figured it out.
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The only part of my trip to the past that still makes me a little queasy is the fact that I was the one who suggested AI join forces with the League of Goodness. It had been for the best of reasons. The league was bankrupt from the expense of fighting crime, and the Amazing Indestructo needed a well-known name to launch his own career. The league provided the name, and AI soon provided the money.

Sadly, it didn’t take long for AI to drive the founding members out of the league and replace them with the most incompetent array of nitwits you could imagine. He changed their name to the League of Ultimate Goodness, and set himself up to be the team’s most impressive member.

My own father had tried to join the LUG a bunch of times. He never realized what a compliment it was that they wouldn’t have him. His name is Thermo. He has the ability to generate enormous levels of heat in his hands. For most of my life he had a job at Dr. Telomere’s Potato Chip Factory heating their massive fryers. But prior to that he had been part of a superhero team called the New Crusaders.

That’s where he met my mom, Snowflake. She can freeze anything solid just by looking at it. She has a great job at the Corpsicle Coolant Corporation, although I’ve never really known what she does there. Here’s the entry for CCC in the Li’l Hero’s Handbook. The handbook has sections on all the people, places, and even some of the things in Superopolis. I carry it with me constantly!

LI’L HERO’S HANDBOOK
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CORPSICLE COOLANT CORPORATION

From its earliest success when it applied for—and received—a patent on winter, CCC has dominated the market for subzero products. Their Chilled Gills line of frozen fish and their Frigi-Fries line of frozen potato products have all been hits. Equally successful is their Vegicles line of frozen vegetables, despite the notable failure of their advertising campaign to convince kids that their vegetables were made by elves who lived in a magic igloo.

Because of the money my mom makes, Dad was able to quit his job at Dr. Telomere’s and return to crime fighting. He joined some of his former teammates and they’re calling themselves the New New Crusaders . . . and, no, that’s not a misprint.

Of course, there’s one thing I miss about his old job, and that’s the unlimited supply of free potato chips. Boy, do we eat a lot of them! So does everyone in Superopolis. In fact, the only business more successful than the Amazing Indestructo’s is Dr. Telomere’s chip factory.

I’m sure it drives AI crazy, but there’s nothing he can do about it. Nothing beats the salty, fried goodness of a bag of Dr. Telomere’s potato chips.

Mmmm . . . potato chips. With that pleasant thought I felt my eyes drifting shut once again. But only a moment later I was reawakened by a familiar voice.

“Thank you for saving me, O Boy.”

I opened my eyes and found myself atop Crater Hill in the center of Telomere Park. It was still the middle of the night. I was dressed in my Meteor Boy costume, and standing in front of me was the cartoon figure of Dr. Telomere, a potato chip wearing a derby hat, pincenez glasses, and a bow tie. The thought that I was dreaming again never even occurred to me as I talked with the advertising spokescharacter of Dr. Telomere’s Potato Chip Company.

“You’re welcome,” I answered, as if talking to a potato chip was a routine situation. “But how could I have saved you if you’re not real?”

“Aren’t I?” he replied with concern as his gloved hands patted at his potato chip body. “Oh dear. Then are any of us real?”

“I’m real!” I insisted. “I think.”

“Only because of that, boy!” The potato chip pointed to the night sky. “Only because of that.”

I looked up and there it was again—a huge flaming meteor heading right for me. I turned back to the potato chip, but he was gone—replaced by the sinister, cackling presence of Professor Brain-Drain. I jolted awake—once more back in my bed. But the image of the fireball stayed with me. I may have escaped it, but it had hit the piece of land where Superopolis now sits. The effects of a collision of that magnitude must have been enormous. Now wide awake, I couldn’t help but wonder if an event like that might still be affecting things even all these millions of years later.
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CHAPTER ONE



Tossed Salad

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. A group of vegetables had just robbed the Mighty Mart! I know that sounds ridiculous, but it was true. Even now, an enormous stalk of celery was crossing the parking lot heading right for me. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t really a giant piece of celery (not that such a thing was impossible in Superopolis), but it was a guy dressed like one. And he was trying to get away with a large bag of Maximizer Brand Booster Bars.

But just as he tried to escape with his loot, a powerful blast of air knocked him to the ground, courtesy of the hero Windbag. As the startled vegetable struggled to get back on his feet, a large ear of corn pushing a shopping cart filled with Maximizer Brand Superdoodlers tripped and fell on top of him.

“You’re stepping on my leaves, Colonel Corncob,” yelled the celery. “Watch where you’re going!”

I almost started clapping as my father, the mighty Thermo, strode up to the crumpled vegetables and lifted Colonel Corncob off the flustered stalk of celery.

“The only place you’ll be going, Celery Stalker, is prison!”

“Tarnation!” hollered Colonel Corncob as he got a taste of my dad’s power. “I’m feelin’ hotter than a peck of pipin’ peppers!”

A second later, some of the Colonel’s kernels exploded in my father’s grasp. Amid the confusion, the Celery Stalker made his escape. He didn’t get far before another hero grabbed him and hoisted him effortlessly into the air.

“The Levitator!” I cheered, as my dad’s teammate used his power to levitate the human-size celery stalk. Wrapping his hands around the villain’s ankles, he began swinging him around in a circle.

“Batter up!” He laughed as he spun the Celery Stalker faster and faster.

“And here’s the pitch!” someone added from across the parking lot.

There, another member of my dad’s team, the Big Bouncer, was rolling toward a horrified-looking onion. Actually, only his head looked like an onion— or more precisely, a shallot. Regardless, as the Big Bouncer smashed into him, he went flying toward the swinging stalk of celery. The Levitator smacked the onion-headed guy with the Celery Stalker, and he went flying across the parking lot, leaving a shower of Maximizer Brand Fudge Brawnies, raining down on the startled onlookers.
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NAME: Levitator, The. POWER: Can make anything weightless just by touching it. LIMITATIONS: Except himself. CAREER: Following the disbanding of the New Crusaders, the Levitator became a dietitian whose happy clients always held his hand when weighing in. CLASSIFICATION: An all-around lighthearted guy.

With everyone’s attention focused on the shower of snack cakes, an irritated-looking chickpea came running up to my father.

“What da heck are youse guys doin’?!” he sputtered in frustration. “Da script says dat we’s s’posed to be roughin’ youse guys up at foist.”

“Oh, sorry, Garbanzo,” my dad said, raising his hands defensively as he backed away from Colonel Corncob, who was now missing several kernels from his body.

“Dat’s da Great Garbanzo to youse,” the cigar-chomping chickpea responded with disgust as he motioned forward another member of his “gang.” “Now let da Broccoli Robber here rough youse up some.”

The Broccoli Robber was definitely a guy in a costume. His fists were sheathed in big, poofy gloves that looked like broccoli florets. He nervously approached my dad and began punching him feebly. My father almost looked sorry for the guy.

“You could at least act like I’m hurting you,” the Broccoli Robber whined between breaths.

“Oh, sure,” Dad replied. “Sorry about that.”

“I’m powerless . . . against . . . broccoli,” he said in what was supposed to be a weakened voice. He then fell to the ground beneath the Broccoli Robber’s blows.

“Man, your dad is a lousy actor.”

I turned to my best friend, Stench, who was standing beside me.

“Yeah, I know,” I admitted. “Your dad is actually pretty good though.”

We both looked over to where Stench’s dad, Windbag, was on his knees in front of the guy with the onion head. He was bawling his eyes out.

“No, he’s pretty bad, too,” Stench said. “That guy’s head actually is an onion and he’s making my dad’s eyes water.”

Looking around I realized that none of the members of my dad’s team, the New New Crusaders, were very good actors. The Levitator was practically throwing himself at the feet of the Celery Stalker, who could barely maneuver in his unwieldy costume. Not far from them Colonel Corncob was trying to lasso the Big Bouncer, who was standing completely still to make the task easier.

“Now youse guys see da effects dat vegetables can have on youse.” The Great Garbanzo laughed as he got everyone back on script. “Youse heroes is too weak to even fight back!”

Okay, so maybe this wasn’t the most honest representation of the “dangers” of vegetables. But, then again, no one here was trying to sell vegetables.

“Must . . . increase . . . strength,” my dad said robotically as he reached for one of the scattered packages of Maximizer Brand MaxiMuffins.

Ripping off the wrapper, my dad gave a performance he didn’t need to fake as he shoved the muffins into his mouth. A moment later he slowly got to his feet and delivered another wooden line.

“I feel my energy returning,” he said. “Listen up, New New Crusaders. These Maximizer Brand snack cakes can give us back the strength these vile vegetables have sapped from us.”

The Broccoli Robber backed away nervously.

“And the first thing coming off the menu”—Thermo smacked a fist into his hand—“is broccoli.”

Dad lunged for the frightened guy in the broccoli costume as the rest of his teammates helped themselves to the scattered snack cakes. The Levitator made light work of the Celery Stalker, grabbing him with both hands and launching him into the air. The piercing scream of the celery ended the moment he landed atop the fleeing Broccoli Robber.

“Ah say, sir, you are no gentleman,” Colonel Corncob sputtered as the Big Bouncer hurtled toward him. If he thought words could stop the rubbery hero, he was mistaken. BB smacked into him and sent the ear of corn flying—minus another half dozen kernels from his body.

The guy with the onion head was making a serious attempt to use his power, but Windbag had learned his lesson and stood safely out of range.

“Cry. Cry! CRY!” the shallot shrieked hysterically.

“Watch this!” Stench elbowed me as his dad took an enormous breath.

On cue, Windbag exhaled with such incredible force that the onion-headed guy was blown head over heels into the accumulating pile of vegetables.

“Now that’s what I call onion breath,” my father said stiffly, following the script. “There’s only one item this tasteless salad is lacking.”
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With that, each of the four New New Crusaders grabbed a different one of the Great Garbanzo’s limbs. When they had a firm hold, they began swinging him back and forth.

“Is dis da end of da Great Garbanzo?” the giant chickpea asked dramatically at the height of one of the swings.

“One . . . two . . . three,” the New New Crusaders chanted in unison before releasing the Great Garbanzo into the air.

“Brace my fall, boys,” I heard him say to his horrified team members as he flew toward them. They tried to scatter, but he got there too fast and crushed them beneath him.

With the medley of “criminal” vegetables practically pureed, my father turned to the crowd that had assembled behind us.

“Vegetables just can’t compare to the power of Maximizer Brand snack cakes,” he said dramatically.

Stench and I immediately started clapping but quickly realized we were the only ones doing so. We turned around in surprise. There had been at least two hundred people here in the parking lot of the Mighty Mart when the performance began, but now there was no one to be seen. The crowd had vanished.

“Where is everyone?” my dad asked with alarm. “They’re missing the debut of the New New Crusaders as the official spokesteam for Maximizer snack cakes.”

“Maximizer Brand snack cakes,” corrected an irritated Great Garbanzo as he got off his groaning comrades. “How many times does I needs to remind youse dat we always has to say “brand”? It prevents us from infringin’ on da manufacturer of shoe lifts wit da same name.”

“Look.” Stench pointed. “The crowd has moved to the far side of the parking lot.”

Sure enough, something else had caught the eye of the crowd—something even more exciting than a group of villainous vegetables. Even from where we were standing there was no mistaking who it was—Superopolis’s greatest (self-proclaimed) superhero—the Amazing Indestructo.





CHAPTER TWO



New and Improved?

The look of annoyance in my father’s eyes couldn’t have been plainer. His team’s big debut had been spoiled by the Amazing Indestructo. The Great Garbanzo was even more peeved.

“Let me at dat so-and-so,” he cursed. “If he’s here to push his own line a snack cakes at da expense a mine, I’ll break botha his legs and den his arms just ta make soiten he gets da message.”

“But, boss,” said the guy in the broccoli suit, “he’s indestructible.”

“I’ll shows youse indestructible,” he said as he barged past the broccoli, knocking him to the ground.

My dad and his teammates hesitated for a moment but then followed the fuming legume. After all, he was their new boss. The Great Garbanzo was the owner of the Maximizer Brand Snack Cake Company. Stench and I went along, too.

LI’L HERO’S HANDBOOK
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NAME: Great Garbanzo, The. POWER: High in protein. LIMITATIONS: Low in flavor. CAREER: When his line of hummus breakfast products failed miserably, the dispirited Garbanzo abandoned all his strongly held beliefs on healthy eating and started the Maximizer Brand Snack Cake Company. It was an immediate success. CLASSIFICATION: A sugary triumph has only led to a sour disposition.

As we walked across the parking lot the throng continued to grow. AI’s ability to draw a crowd went far beyond that of the New New Crusaders’, and he stood silently, basking in the admiration, atop a makeshift stage that had been built for this appearance. Lined up behind him were six of the ten members of the League of Ultimate Goodness: the Crimson Creampuff; Featherweight; Moleman; the Human Compass; Cap’n Blowhole; and my personal favorite, Whistlin’ Dixie.

As soon as Dixie started whistling the Amazing Indestructo theme song—perfectly in tune, of course—the crowd quieted to a low murmur. AI waited a moment or two longer and then began to speak.

“I know that you, the good citizens of Superopolis, expect nothing but the finest when it comes to products bearing the Amazing Indestructo name,” he began in a serious tone. “I take great pride in the restraint I’ve shown throughout my career in not releasing just any old merchandise for the sake of a quick buck.”

A mocking snort erupted from deep inside me. People nearby turned and glared, but my dad gave me an approving pat on the shoulder.

“Which is why,” AI continued, oblivious to my editorial outburst, “I am proud to announce that, after more than a decade in development, Indestructo

Industries has produced a potato chip worthy of the Amazing Indestructo name!”

I think he was expecting a massive roar of approval from the crowd, but all he got was a stunned silence. He plowed ahead anyway.

“Superopolis, I’m proud to present to you the Amazing Indestructo’s Amazing Pseudo-Chips!”

We all watched in astonishment as four enormous cylinders rose from each corner of the stage. They were designed to look like canisters of AI’s Amazing PseudoChips, and each bore the tagline “Every Chip as Perfect as Him!” No one in the crowd had ever seen anything like this before—with the exception of me.
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Less than a week earlier, I had not only gotten a sneak peek at these odd looking potato chips that stacked in a can, I even used the can as a component in the fully functional time machine I created as a science fair project. I should have known it was only a matter of time before the Amazing Indestructo attempted to launch them as a new product line. But even he faced an enormous hurdle in making them a success.

“Potato chips?” I heard someone mutter. “Why would we buy any chips other than Dr. Telomere’s?”

Similar comments were filtering through the crowd when the tops of the four enormous canisters exploded and potato chips—make that Pseudo-Chips—began raining down on the startled spectators. People frantically tried catching the crispy projectiles, and those who were successful popped them into their mouths. Meanwhile, the members of the League of Ultimate Goodness had moved to the forefront to perform their individual parts in this crass, commercial enterprise.

“There’s only one direction to follow for true potato chip–like flavor, and that’s to AI’s Amazing PseudoChips,” proclaimed the Human Compass.

“They’re plum gar-un-teed to leave ya whistlin’ fer more,” Whistlin’ Dixie said, tipping her rhinestone-studded cowgirl hat.

Featherweight stepped forward and raised a finger as if he were about to speak, but then a stiff wind caught him and whipped him into the air.

“They’re as light and crispy as . . . ,” I think I heard him say before the breeze whisked him—and whatever his analogy was going to be—out of earshot. His teammates carried on without missing a beat.

“Aaargh, mateys!” agreed Cap’n Blowhole as a plume of water shot out of the top of his head. “Discovering Pseudo-Chips is like finding buried treasure . . . except you’ll find them aboveground . . . and they’re not really made out of gold.”

“Regular, boring chips contain only potatoes, oil, and salt,” the Crimson Creampuff informed the audience. “But the Amazing Indestructo’s Amazing Pseudo-Chips contain dozens of ingredients, most of which are unpronounceable!”

“They have an earthy flavor . . . like something that’s just been dug from the ground,” announced Moleman, as everyone on the stage, including AI, turned and glared at him. “I meant that as a compliment,” he added meekly.

But the crowd was having none of it. We had spent a lifetime eating Dr. Telomere’s potato chips, and anything else seemed like heresy. I couldn’t help but smile at the thought that I was witnessing a monumental financial defeat for the Amazing Indestructo. He had finally pushed his luck one chip too far.

He realized it, too. In a panic, he turned to another figure on the stage who I hadn’t noticed until now. It was an older man dressed all in red, and AI ushered him up to the microphone.

“And here to speak about yet another of the tremendous benefits of AI’s Pseudo-Chips is our official spokesman, Comrade Crunch.”

There was something about the intensity of this silver-haired old man that made the crowd go silent. He strode purposefully to the microphone, and his gaze washed over us. For a moment it felt like his eyes had focused on me, and me alone. Instinctively I knew that every person standing here had experienced the same sensation. Then he began to speak.

“Comrades,” he began in an aged yet powerful voice. “A new day is upon us. For decades we have been told what we like and what we don’t like when it comes to salty, fried snacks. A force beyond our control has guided us down one particular path, telling us that there is only one choice when it comes to something as important as potato chips.”

The crowd was hanging on every word. In fact, so was I. His statements sure felt compelling, but what was he really saying? It was difficult, but I forced myself to focus on Comrade Crunch’s message rather than on how it was making me feel.
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“But now, at long, long last, we have a choice. Open your eyes! That single path has finally reached a fork in the road. Will you continue down the path to the right? A path that has been laid out for you as if you had no mind of your own? Or will you take the path to the left? This is a new path, an exciting path! A path you choose for yourself. Are you ready to try a new kind of potato chip?”

“YES!” the audience erupted in unison.

“Are you ready to take a new path?” Comrade Crunch shouted even louder.

“YES!” the crowd exploded in response, including my dad and Stench. What was happening here? That speech had made no sense!

“Then express your collective will,” the old man in red built to a crescendo. “And take that path to the left. Amazing Indestructo Pseudo-Chips were made just . . . for . . . YOU!”

As if they had one mind, the crowd expressed their preference by turning en masse to the left and toward the grocery store. The Mighty Mart was about to sell a whole lot of potato chips, but they weren’t going to be Dr. Telomere’s.





CHAPTER THREE



A New Day Dawns

I came downstairs the next morning to find my mom and dad quarreling. It didn’t take a genius to know what the argument was over. It had begun the moment Dad and I returned home from the Mighty Mart the day before.

“What got into your head?” Mom asked yet again as she gestured at the sixty or so canisters of Amazing Indestructo Pseudo-Chips that were stacked on every counter in the kitchen.

Normally, when Mom gets this mad, Dad immediately apologizes—even if he doesn’t really think he’s done anything wrong. That strategy has kept them together for years. But in the case of the Pseudo-Chips, he just wasn’t budging.

“These chips are the future,” he insisted. “We’ve been forced to eat one brand our entire lives, and now we finally have a choice.”

“But we’ve always loved Dr. Telomere’s chips,” my mom pointed out. “You used to work there! Why do you suddenly think there’s something wrong with them?”

“It’s not them,” my father insisted, “but rather the opportunity to take a new path; to try something different.”

He was parroting exactly what Comrade Crunch had said.

“They don’t even taste good,” my mom said in frustration as she sampled one of the chips.

I grabbed one of our remaining bags of Dr. Telomere’s potato chips and headed for the TV room. I turned on the set and plopped onto the couch. The latest episode of The Amazing Adventures of the Amazing Indestructo (and the League of Ultimate Goodness) was on, but I had no intention of watching it. I no longer had any respect for AI and refused to support him in any way.

I flipped around and finally stopped on a channel running a Sunday morning news show. The banner across the bottom of the screen identified the program as The Great Superopolis Mayoral Debate. The announcer was in the process of explaining the setup.

“. . . and with the election now only sixteen days away, we’re proud to be hosting the first in a series of debates. On your right is the incumbent candidate, Mayor Whitewash.”

The camera turned to a podium where the mayor stood. He was smiling in his usual forced-casual sort of way and waving to the TV audience.

“And since the mayor is once again running unopposed,” the announcer continued, “we’ll represent his opponent in this debate with the prize-winning pumpkin from the recent Carbunkle County fair. We’ve even carved a face on it to increase the level of tension between the two debaters.”

This was quite possibly the stupidest thing that I’d ever seen on TV, and that was saying a lot. I mean, there was no mystery why Mayor Whitewash was unopposed. Take a look at his entry in the Li’l Hero’s Handbook and you’ll see why.

A general sense of agreement was usually all it took for people to cast their votes for Mayor Whitewash. Of course, to actually force people to go out and vote for him would require a much stronger power—like the one I witnessed from Comrade Crunch yesterday. If the mayor had had that kind of ability, there would have been no need to stage a debate between him and a carved pumpkin.

“To get things started,” the announcer continued,
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NAME: Mayor Whitewash. POWER: The ability to make people agree with him. LIMITATIONS: Just because they agree with him doesn’t mean they’ll get off their butts and go vote for him. CAREER: Despite a formidable handicap in his first election, Whitewash has gone on to twelve consecutive terms as mayor. CLASSIFICATION: Utterly incompetent, yet highly electable.

“I’m pleased to welcome our guest moderator and member of the League of Ultimate Goodness—Mannequin!”

There was a weak smattering of applause from the tiny studio audience as Superopolis’s greatest super-model made her appearance. She was clearly perturbed by the mediocre response.

“Zank you for zat vonderful reception,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

She stalked over to the table facing the two podiums and took her seat with all the flair one would expect from a fashion model with zero journalistic credibility.

“Zee first question is to you Mayor Vhitevash,” Mannequin began. “As vith makeup, a good foundation is ezzential for good government. Vhat have you done vhile mayor to create such a foundation from vhich beauty can flourish?”

The camera switched to Mayor Whitewash, whose expression showed he clearly had no clue what Mannequin was asking. But like any good politician, that didn’t stop him from answering.

“Why of course, madam moderator,” he said with a courteous bow. “But first, I must tell you how beguiling you look this morning.”

Despite the mayor’s ability to make people agree with him, his power wasn’t necessary in this case. Mannequin had no doubt that she was beguiling.

“In answer to your question,” he continued. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and I’m certainly beholding it now.”

Mannequin blushed, completely ignoring the fact that he hadn’t answered her question at all. She turned next to the carved pumpkin.

“Ze question I have for you, Mr. Pumpkinhead, is more zerious,” she said in her zerious tone of voice. “How can von be avare of zee importance of beauty if von . . . vell, how does von say it? . . . if von looks . . . like a pumpkin, and not a very attractive von at that.”

The camera turned to the pumpkin, which, not surprisingly, said nothing at all—although it did appear to have a hurt expression carved on it. The camera remained fixed on it for the full two-minute response time. As this silent mockery of broadcast journalism continued, my parents entered the room.

“Why is there a pumpkin on the screen?” my father asked.

“I think it’s running for mayor,” I responded. “What’s up?”
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“I’d like to know what you think of these chips, OB,” my mom said. “I don’t know why your father is obsessed with them. Maybe if he hears your opinion he’ll realize he’s been brainwashed.”

“I don’t get them, either,” I agreed, “but I told him that as he was clearing them off the shelves at the Mighty Mart along with the rest of the mob. He wouldn’t listen to me.”

Just then the pumpkin’s two minutes ended, and the announcer used the opportunity to cut away to a commercial. I sat up with alarm when the face of Comrade Crunch appeared on the screen.

“Perfection is at your fingertips, Superopolis,” he began. “Who wants to deal with the sloppiness of potato chips that all look different from each other? Chips like that are drains on our society, competing with one another for attention instead of focusing on the common good. But I’m pleased to announce this potato chip problem has finally been fixed. Just like the hero himself, every Amazing Indestructo PseudoChip is a paragon of preformed perfection. No greasy textures. No wasted packaging. NO INDIVIDUALITY! Each chip works in unison with every other for the common, crispy goodness of all! What’s more, they’ll make you smarter and better looking!” As he concluded, his voice rose to a crescendo. “This is Comrade Crunch telling everyone to go forth and buy the Amazing Indestructo’s
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