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To my partner in crime, Blunt Girl








“Freedom” is just another word for
“time to kick your ass.”

—Captain Freedom
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The Beginning of the End




WHOOSH! The forty-foot-long scimitar slices through the sky, aimed straight at me. It’s a near miss, but the sudden partition of air created by the weapon produces gale-force winds. The air column pushes me backward several hundred yards, enough so I can size up my dreaded opponent. Genghis Kong, the giant Barbarian, has escaped from his unusually large prison off the coast, its powerful electromagnetic fencing disrupted by offshore oil exploration, and he’s back in Los Angeles for a weekend of rest, relaxation, and wanton destruction. I fly back up into his face.

“Your furlough ends now,” I shout at him. Genghis came looking for freedom, but Freedom found him.

I’m sure he can barely hear me. The sound of rotors from military choppers is deafening. Not sure what they think they can do, and the Pentagon’s highly touted Barbarian Defense Shield has been a total failure.

Genghis was part of the Monsanto giant laborer breeding program. The agriculture company had created an entire line of genetically altered superfoods, like twenty-foot rutabagas. Realizing they hadn’t thought of a way to harvest the humongous produce, the company quickly bred giant farm workers to do the job. Unfortunately, the giants proved harder to control than the average migrant worker and escaped out into the world, seeking better-paying jobs and, in some instances, a life of crime.

My cell phone vibrates in a hidden panel in my costume. It’s nice to have, a great convenience, but I can imagine my mentor Chief Justice looking down from his Secret Headquarters in the sky and frowning. The man had no use for nondestructive technology. The Chief didn’t even own an answering machine.1.

I hover in midair. Holding still above Earth takes quite a bit of concentration—it’s somewhere between treading water and doing Kegel exercises. I hope it’s my sidekick calling. He hasn’t been taking my calls lately. I don’t recognize the number on the screen, but he’s always losing his phone.

“Hello?”

“Uh, Mr. Freedom?”

“That’s Captain,” I correct, and know right away it’s a telemarketer.

“The New York Bank of the Americas has a great credit card offer.”

I have no time for this. “What’s the APR? Annual fee? Do you have any way to capture a rampaging Barbarian?”

“Uh, I’ll have to check with my supervisor. Can you hold?”

There is no way that Genghis is acting alone. He’s a Barbarian, and though I consider myself a tolerant person and have several Barbarian American friends, they generally aren’t the smartest group. And they stink. I’m relieved he didn’t bring his giant horse.

“Sir, we don’t have anything specifically for Barbarians, but we do offer a concierge service and I’m sure they could help you with that sort of thing.”

“Great. Sign me up.” I answer all the required questions impatiently but, I hope, without being rude. By the end of the day I should have a new DisasterCard—My Strife, My Card.

I click off the phone, fly as fast as I can, and smack Genghis in the back. He ignores me and turns toward downtown L.A.

But who—or what—controls him?

Whoever it is must be close by, but we’re on an isolated patch of ruined freeway. It’s just me, him, and the helicopters. Then I see it. One of the choppers has a different insignia, not Army or LAPD or Eyewitness News 7. The markings belong to that French triumvirate of terror, Les Misérables, and I’ll bet anything that the Villain inside is Enfant Terrible.

Terrible’s supposed to be in jail serving out a long sentence for importing raw-milk cheese. Supervillains always get out. Sometimes a spectacular escape is involved, but they usually get released because of budget cuts.

My day is already in a shambles, and I am angry.

My career’s entered an irrevocable tailspin. There’s an important dinner party that I’m going to miss. My girlfriend isn’t speaking to me. I’m in no mood for Enfant’s merde.

I fly up and rip open the helicopter door and step inside. “Thought you needed a breeze in here.”

The pilot looks confused and then taps on his helmet. He can’t hear me. I grab a spare headset and repeat myself.

“Captain Freedom,” crackles the snide, nasal voice of Enfant Terrible over the headset. “The Barbarian is on a collision course with your beloved city. Think you can stop him? Or maybe you should warn the citizens first. Oh, the dilemma!” He laughs a French laugh.

I fly away to face Genghis, and he pulls out another weapon. It’s light blue and looks something like a mace. His arm flits down toward me, and I change direction quickly. So does he.

We continue our deadly dance. I’m trying to figure out what he’s holding. The sword was better. Where would you get a forty-foot sword sharpened, anyway?

The weapon comes down on me. The uniform distribution of pores tells me what it is: a giant flyswatter. He’s got me on the ground, pinned.

I can’t focus. Too many other things on my mind. There’s been a little trouble at work. I’ve made some mistakes, but what can I say—I’m only human (partly). I need to get back to my party and fix things. If I don’t get out of here, my soufflé will be ruined. But that’s no reason to fight like an amateur.

The implement presses down on me. I feel at least one rib crack.

Nobody breaks my bones and gets away with it. The enormous Barbarian might be strong, but I’m stronger. I push with all my strength, breathing into the pain, and the flyswatter is off.

Now that I’m free, I blast into the sky with a plan. The Misérables helicopter hovers nearby. Probably needs to be close by to control Genghis. After I catch the rotor in my hands, I rip it off and then grab the chopper by the skids. Heavier than I thought.

After a few cleansing breaths, I wind up and heave it into the Pacific Ocean. Sure enough, Genghis follows it to save his criminal master. But there’s one thing that Enfant Terrible doesn’t know: Barbarians can’t swim. The giant fumbles as soon as he’s caught in the undertow and makes a tremendous splash as he flails in the water, hopeless as a cow without water wings. The Navy can handle it from here. A city is saved, but my evening is ruined.

Do I get accolades, a key to the city, a poorly drawn crayon thank-you from a classroom of children who cannot spell?

Instead of getting a ticker tape parade, I will soon be out of a job.

Over and over, I ask myself why am I thrown out of the game, given the red card of life? Who is responsible? The Supervillain masterminds whom I’ve thrown into jail repeatedly? The international crime syndicate, INTERBAD? Traitors within our own government?

No.

It’s Upper Management.









Forced Out




Instead of going to college, I studied with a Korean master to learn several ancient and useless forms of combat. And when I turned twenty, with the help of my mother’s expert machinations, I joined Gotham Comix. I gave them my heart and soul and my four superpowers: flying, lightning-fast reflexes, supernatural strength, and the uncanny ability to predict the weather.

People always ask, if you’re so good with the weather, why didn’t you become a meteorologist? It’s a typical reaction, like when you ask really tall people if they play basketball.

But not even my understanding of the difference between sleet and freezing rain can prepare me for the treachery I’m about to experience.

I’m in New York, teaching inner-city schoolchildren about the value of flossing, when I get a call from the Accounting Department at Gotham Comix. I fly up to their midtown offices right away.

Entering the conference room, I’m immediately suspicious. They have a PowerPoint presentation.

First, they remind me that my insurance premiums are too high. But I have put a generation of criminals behind bars. Then they start hurling financial mumbo-jumbo like Zeus’s lightning bolts. “Sales of your comic book are in decline.” “The market favors graphic novels about losers.” “We’ve posted losses for the last seven quarters.” “We can’t compete with the indecipherable but adorable manga.”

“But what about the children?” I ask. “I’ve taught so many of them valuable life lessons, like how to increase self-esteem by purchasing Captain Freedom products.”

Ray Hellander, the chief accountant, drops the bomb: “McDonald’s ditched your Happy Meal toy.”

I am stunned by this fast-food treason. “Who’s going to fight evil?” I ask them.

“We’ve got a group in Bangalore. You don’t have to speak English to fight evil.”

They offer a paltry retirement package, but I’m not going without a fight. I search my mind for an appropriate comeback. “Freedom ain’t cheap.” In my case it’s $4.3 million a year.

Hellander brandishes a covered platter that was hidden under the table. “You know what this is?”

I admit ignorance.

He opens the lid. “Tofu. Just a single block, medium firm, provenance unknown. Perhaps Chinese, perhaps not.”

There’s no doubt he knows soy is my weakness. If I ingest it, I lose all of my superpowers.

“Quite a miraculous food, tofu. Adopts the flavor in which it is marinated. Fries quickly. High in protein—if you eat it with rice,” he cautions.

I smile. “How is a group of accountants going to force me to eat that?”


“You already have, Captain.”

“?!?!?!?!” A bead of perspiration abandons ship from the dry dock of my forehead.

“Your nonfat chai latte. This morning, at the Heroes’ Commissary.”

“What about it?”

“It was made with soya milk.”

I try to use one of my secret powers. But I won’t be able to use any of them for the next seventy-two hours. The froth on my morning beverage had seemed a little lacking in exuberance, but I had assumed that was the telltale sign of skim milk.

A door opens and in rushes a platoon of superattorneys. I’m surrounded, my powers useless. I stall.

“You really think you can force me into retirement?”

He waves a legal document in front of me. “You’re going to volunteer. It was the right incentive package. Freedom, you have no choice.”

Desperate, I remind Hellander that a large sell-off of Gotham Comix stock could trigger a panic in the market. The attorneys back off, and we negotiate. I don’t get a gold watch, but now I have a golden parachute. According to our agreement, nobody can know that this happened—I volunteer to leave behind the life of fighting crime.

They give me forty-five minutes to leave the building. I have to clean out my corner office but leave the laptop. There’s no time to grab the Dilbert cartoons from my wall. They take away my secret decoder ring, my autographed copy of the Flash Gordon Hero Handbook, and the keys to the Freedom Utility Vehicle. I grab the promotional poster from the Captain Freedom movie. When it is time to go, security—some of my best Superhero friends—escorts me out of the building.


I never even used this office—Gotham put it here for tourists visiting the building. So right now some hack is clearing out my real office in L.A. I’m being simul-canned!

I’m angry enough to toss a car across the street. But I’m not warmed up, and that’s just begging for a back injury.

I pass some guys working in a manhole in the middle of traffic, and I realize that life is not that bad. I’ve got a massive Secret Headquarters that’s already been paid for. I can travel the world. Tibet! Never been there. Heard they have some great mountains. And they’re languishing under the evil rule of the Chinese. Maybe I’ll free Tibet.

When you say that, you sound like a celebrity has-been embracing fashionable causes like a hip-hop MC grabs his crotch. But I don’t know what to do with my life. Being a Superhero is the only job I’ve had since high school. Now I have to do something else?

Life has only prepared me for this one thing: to do good and to break the record for the number of bank robberies foiled.

After I leave the Gotham Comix office, Cher—I know a lot of people in the entertainment business—is kind enough to let me crash at her place, and I remain in New York for a week to do a quick job search. I apply to work for the State Department, but they say I need to know Arabic. Then I apply at the Defense Department, and this time I tell them I know Arabic. They deny me the job—if I know Arabic, I must be a terrorist.

Mom calls and leaves an epic message to tell me that she’s sorry I resigned, she’s sure it’s somehow my own fault, and she got me an interview with Occidental Comics. But I can’t work with the O.C. Their production values are low; their books aren’t bound well. Famous artists won’t go near them. I might as well sign up for a newspaper cartoon strip.


After fifteen years on the side of good, maybe it’s time I bat for the other team. I have plenty of contacts, and how hard can it be to become a Supervillain?

But I can’t go evil. It would really disappoint the kids. Plus, I would be at risk of losing my $4 million settlement.

The story that I’ve left Gotham gets out, and I schedule a press conference to discuss my future. The press is unkind. They interrupt and ask leading questions. Not a single person asks for my autograph.

“I’ll never do that again,” I say to nobody in particular after I remove my microphone.

“Sure you will,” says a chipper voice. It’s Skip Goodwin, the plucky reporter with the boyish charm who I’m certain is somehow responsible for my downfall.

“You won’t have a choice”—he grins—“if you want to stay in the public eye. And I know you do!”

Because of national security, the media are barred from covering Heroes under contract unfavorably, but now it’s open season. No matter how discreet I try to be, the paparazzi are there, taking humiliating photos of me falling down drunk in public or dancing on tables at the local bar. It’s like they’ve singled me out because I’m famous.

I’m ready to fly home to L.A. but something stops me. Evil is still lurking. And there are several Superheroes in the New York area who owe me money or who have borrowed CDs that I’d really like to get back.

My sources tell me that the villainous Wayne of Mass Destruction has engineered the Ronald Ray-gun, a mind-control device that could enslave New York. I must respond, even if I am sans a Happy Meal contract.


Using Google, I quickly find Wayne’s lab. He’s surprised to see me.

“Captain Freedom,” he snarls. “I thought you retired.” He’s pointing the Ronald Ray-gun at me.

“I am, but I still hate evil. Surrender the weapon.” I give him the calm, trusting look of a friend who would never put him back in jail.

Wayne throws down a smoke pellet. By the time the air clears and I get Visine into my eyes, he and his weapon are gone.

I rush outside to see that he’s high in the air. I will never understand why criminals are allowed to buy jetpacks.2.

I launch into the sky and catch up with him.

“You can’t fight me,” he sneers. “You don’t have insurance anymore.”

“I’ve got COBRA.”

He hurls his homemade explosives at me, but I dodge them with ease.

“I’ve got a heat-seeking missile, Freedom, straight from my friends in North Korea. You’ll never escape.” Little does he know!

We enter a region of high barometric pressure, which stalls his jetpack engine. WMD is tilted off balance, and—CRACK—I knock him unconscious.

I pry the Ray-gun from his clutches—it will be a great addition to my exotic weapons collection. Spectators cheer as we land, and for once I’ve saved the city without destroying real estate.

I may be retired, but the Captain Freedom Happy Meal will return. Right?









Time for a Memoir




“Does it bother you that you don’t have a nemesis?” The man stares at me, but I avert his gaze.

“What are you talking about? I’ve got plenty of archenemies.”

“So you tell me. Freedom, you have many foes. Many casual enemies. But from all the stories you tell me, you have had a problem becoming intimate with any of them.”

“Okay, you’re right. I never had a deep and true archenemy,” I sob.

My life coach is the only person on Earth who can make me weep. Lionel and I have been meeting for a few years, since I left the Superhero job. He’s heard everything—the search for my father, stories of my crazy mother, and the ego roller-coaster known as online dating. All my low points.

After I left Gotham, my sidekick DJ urged me to go into therapy, but I wasn’t convinced. It seemed so weak. After I went on a week-long drunken binge in New Orleans otherwise known as Mardi Gras, the results of which were mercifully kept out of the tabloids, he scheduled an appointment for me to see a life coach. I didn’t even know what a life coach was.


“It’s kind of an advocate. A teacher. A friend. A person you can tell your whole story to and not worry about it being leaked to the press.”

“Like a priest or minister?”

“Like a very suntanned, highly paid priest.”

It had been a few months since I retired. The world should have been open for a man with my many talents. I kept hoping a board position might open up at some important corporation, preferably one involving very little actual work, but those jobs are surprisingly competitive. I’d been fundraising extensively for SOY—Save Our Youth—a foundation dedicated to discovering a cure for the crippling soy allergy. It was fulfilling, a palliative for my soul, but I wanted to get back into the action. I was itching to don the costume that I made famous, the costume that launched a lucrative line of clothing.

But DJ was right: it was time for some internal housekeeping.

My first meeting with Lionel was tense. I didn’t trust him. We arranged to meet first at a café, neutral ground. He looked like one of those guys that you see in daytime movies about the inspirational basketball coach who turns everyone’s life around. Tough but kind. Strong but gentle. Disheveled but quite expensive.

We enjoyed our coffees, and our initial talk was small. We discussed why I came and what he could do for me—what I needed. I appeared as my alter ego, Tzadik Friedman, and told him I was a mildly successful screenwriter who retired early and lost his way.

“I don’t normally work with screenwriters.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a professional liability.”

I backpedaled. “It’s more that I dabble in screenwriting. But I have other work. More sensitive work.”


“I have, occasionally, treated Superheroes. If you know any.”

“Uh, no,” I replied.

 

“I know who you are. And you’re no screenwriter.”

He had me, and I couldn’t trust anyone who hadn’t done the basic research and tailed me for a while. “You know, I never expected to become a Superhero.” I didn’t want to be life-coached as a Superhero. I wanted to be treated like any other wealthy narcissist.

“But you’re preternaturally strong, you can fly, and you can accurately predict the weather.”

“Don’t forget the lightning-fast reflexes.”

We had returned to his office when he abruptly asked me about my costume switch.3. At the time it was a question I was not prepared to answer, and I shut down for some time. We moved on to other issues, like my ability to act violently.

The general opinion among civilians is that you have to have some killer instinct or maybe a vigilante complex to become a Superhero. People think I’m ferocious, but really I’m just like Ferdinand the Bull. I don’t love fighting, and I’d rather spend my days smelling pretty flowers than cracking skulls. If they paid me to do that, I’d do it. But the perfume companies never came knocking at my door. Crime did.

“So why did you answer that call?” asked Lionel.

I fell silent. It always seemed that I had no choice.

“But there were those dinosaur bones calling to you.”


Growing up, I always wanted to be a paleontologist. “What are you going to do with that?” my mother asked. “Put your shovel away and get out of the sandbox. You’re twelve years old. It’s time for flying practice.”

Many days I regret not becoming a paleontologist. I could be at some fancy university with a real lab and government funding, and I’d travel to exotic locations to identify dinosaur bones rather than stop a madman from awakening an ancient evil below Earth’s crust. I’d squint at the enormous fossil and say, “Don’t be silly. The brontosaurus doesn’t exist. This is the jawbone of a brachiosaurus.” Which I’ve used to crack the skulls of evildoers, by the way.

On another visit, out behind Lionel’s office we shot hoops. He’s a great ballplayer, and even with my myriad talents, I couldn’t block a single shot. We laughed, and talked, and shared a cold beer while the sun went down. That was the best day I’d had in a long time, even if it set me back $960. Since then, we have worked through many issues. But I’d never really considered the archenemy problem.

At the end of this session, Lionel repeated that I need to get in touch with who I am—not just the Hero who can twist steel beams as if they were balloon dogs, but the man inside that man. A little paleontology for the soul. Lionel’s wisdom made me emote in the form of a solitary, raging tear.

He suggests I write down my own history to increase my self-awareness. “A memoir might be therapeutic. And financially rewarding as well.”

“That’s not my style.”

“We need to understand why you never had an archenemy,” he says. “It’s important.”


“Not really.”

“Freedom.” Lionel laughs. “Over the past few years you’ve spent thousands on me. There’s only so much else I can do. I can coach you forever, whether you improve or not. My financial adviser and I are both prepared to do that for you. But don’t you think it’s time to let the healing begin?”

It’s late afternoon when I drive home. As the sun sets and the smog lays a red-orange gauze pad over the city, I cry one last time.

My coach is right. A memoir! I will devote the rest of my life to it, if necessary, and it will be more fulfilling than providing community service or going on motivational speaking tours. The whole Captain Freedom saga—from life on the Montana ranch to my humble beginning as a sidekick, to saving the world (three times), to my line of sportswear, to the dinner party that forced my early retirement, and my long struggle to return to the public and become a Figure of Importance. America’s Hero.

As soon as I sit down at home in front of my laptop, my enthusiasm wanes. Tough stuff, this writing. Each morning I start promptly at eleven-thirty, and I write until noon. It’s a painstaking process—I don’t wish to relive the Macarena days or combat against the evil grunge band, but this is what it takes to write an honest memoir. I work on my grammar as if I were training at the gym, and I hire a ghostwriter.

Little by little, the book takes shape. Although I can’t remember why I switched costumes, I know it’s important, and I press on through the fog of memories, going way back. Did it affect me that all the other kids made fun of me because I could fly? I’m not sure.

Writing has made me a better reader, something I’ve always wanted. My lightning-fast reflexes cause me to skip over certain lines—and sometimes I’ll read the same line over and over, giving the impression that the book is very repetitive. This is a learning disability, something I haven’t had to contend with since high school. But now, I write, and when I say write, I mean that I narrate to the ghostwriter, who then shows me a typed draft of my half hour of excruciating work. I don’t understand how full-time writers do it. It must be all that drinking.

I frequently argue with my ghostwriter, who believes his glorified stenography gives him some say in the creative process. He suggests we write the memoir in the past tense, but I won’t have it. The present tense is the tense of action, the tense of decisiveness. It’s really the tense of the future.

Where to start? Should I talk about my boring upbringing on the Montana ranch where I used my superstrength to rassle cattle? Or the bar fights my mom used to get into? My father’s disappearance? My first girlfriend?

I’ll start with what motivational speakers call the best days of your life: the punishing, scarifying, hellish high school years.









School on the Hill




I grip my pencil so hard it snaps. A few students around me giggle, and the test proctor delivers a stern-faced silent warning.

I settle back into the test. The question I wrestle with is mathematical in nature: a simple conversion of parsecs to light-years. If it were any other time, I’d blow it off. Since when do exponents help fight crime? But the test I’m taking will determine my future.

The CAPE (Criminal Abatement Preparatory Exam) is my final at the extraordinary high school where I’ve spent the past three years.4. The Vineyard School for Excellentness is a training ground for future Heroes and the leaders of tomorrow. It appears to be a normal prep school from the outside, but this venerable institution has secretly trained budding Heroes in need of discipline for years. The school is nestled in the heart of Napa Valley, where its students experience heartbreak, conflict, self-loathing, and rage—in short, everything one needs to become a Superhero or an executive director of a nonprofit organization—all in the name of good.


But the Vineyard is not just a school. It is also a vineyard, complete with a tasting room and a wine bar. Here we help our headmaster, Master Cleef Lee Van, grow and bottle his famous Super Tuscans.

Dozens of other gifted youngsters study here. In addition to the future Heroes, there is a group of misfits from around the globe: a champion speller, several members of the British royal family battling drugs and/or weight problems, and a promising young singer named Marky Mark. All are here to hone their abilities, to learn to blend in with others in an unsympathetic world that will compensate them highly for their abilities.

As I work on my test, my ears imagine sounds of students in the empty halls. The underclassmen have finished and left for the summer, and we seniors have been left to spend our time studying for the CAPE. Those who do well on this test are bound for greatness and will become the superdoctors, superspies, or supersommeliers of tomorrow.

The CAPE is a nationally mandated test for all potential Superheroes. I’ve had a hard time studying because the Master has refused to alter his curriculum in any way to accommodate the exam. Because we are a private school, unknown to the outside world, he can do as he pleases. While young Superheroes at other secret schools learned hostage negotiation, international diplomacy, chemical forensics, survival skills, and emergency medicine, the Master taught us the following subjects: Secret Headquarters decoration, media relations, wine pairings, ancient weapons, and the nearly useless martial art of Pho Van. I flip through the rest of the test. Not a single question on the pratfalls of serving lamb curry with Montepulciano d’Abruzzo or the benefits of screw tops versus cork.


A couple seats away I see the straight black hair of my girlfriend Kaeko, and I know she’s doing fine on the test. Her perfect shoulders are relaxed. She’s beautiful, intelligent, faithful, as American as apple pie and also as American as sushi, for she is half Japanese. If I had spent more time studying with her and less time enticing her into having sex, I wouldn’t have this problem. It makes me wonder whether nerds don’t get laid because they are nerds or become nerds because they aren’t getting laid.

My mother has done everything she can to prepare me for this day. In elementary school, she got me onto the right soccer team, hired tutors, and made certain I loaded up on plenty of extracurricular activities. She has her heart set on Harvard’s Schwarzkopf School for Heroism. But at this moment, my physical talents are worthless; all I have are my brains to pass this test.

Most of my classmates have made other plans. Before going off to college, they’ll have the perfect summer jobs: lifeguarding, camp counseling, house painting, demolition. I never bothered to apply for college. If I’m not immediately taken in as a sidekick or allowed to join some ensemble group, it’s back to the ranch in Devil’s Craw, Montana.

There is only one answer: cheating.

Kaeko sits too far away from me. There’s no opportunity for me to read her answers. To my right is my friend “Binary” Bergson. His extraordinary computer-hacking abilities guarantee him a high score, a score he’ll fix later no matter how badly he does now. He’s been talking about an outlandish scheme to invent electronic voting machines. To my left is Skip Goodwin. He accelerated his coursework to graduate early.

Everyone in my class hates Skip. The boy has a preternatural sense of timing. His “scoop sense” helps him run the school newspaper, and he witnesses every embarrassing moment that will look good in print; not even an untimely pimple will escape his byline.

At the Vineyard we learn to shun media. Guest lecturer John Glenn taught us that no matter what heights you aspire to, some media bully will attempt to pull you down.

The Master allowed Skip to start the paper so that he’d have some use for his annoying superpower. But like any cub reporter, he jealously guards secrets. I cannot get a look at his paper. It looks like the moment of accountability, when everyone finally finds out that I’m destined to become a stunt actor or a bodyguard for the rich and famous.

The bell rings, and Skip and I stand at the same time, knocking into each other. Using my lightning-fast reflexes, I switch cover sheets on the two exams, so that my answers are attached with his paper. We mutter excuse mes to each other, and he never notices that the paper he hands in will spell his doom. The exam proctor, who taught our psychological profiling class, glares at me but says nothing. There’s more than a little risk. I heard of a promising kid who was caught cheating a few years ago. Now he works as a crash-test dummy.

We seniors spend a week waiting for our exam grades, so we party every night. I spend some time getting to know 420, an innovative future Hero who can fashion pot-smoking devices out of everyday household items. And we play Glenfiddich, a sort of flying beach volleyball/softball/Frisbee game with a cask of Scotch at every base. Feeling on top of the world, we violate league rules and use live missiles instead of blanks.

To blow off steam, we launch an attack on the local charter school, the Franklin School of Criminal Sciences. Our battle is short, and the kids from the Vineyard are victorious. Once we’re done, Franklin Charter looks worse than a public school in Oakland. When we return, the Master notifies us that our grades have been posted. It is time to face the music: Did I cheat off the right guy?

As I look for my grade, I think about the fight that Kaeko and I had last night. She confronted me because she wasn’t happy that I cheated.

“On the exam or on you?” Apparently I misread her feelings about the relationship. I never specifically talked to her about seeing other people. She stormed off, and we wouldn’t speak to each other again for many years.

Looking back, I can’t help but think it was I who drove Kaeko into a life of crime. Or perhaps it was her guidance counselor, who acknowledged that Kaeko’s precision marksmanship and agility would be well rewarded if she became a professional assassin.

I look at my exam. Eighty-three percent. My friend Binary gave himself a 91. Kaeko, for what it’s worth, was the only 100. Then I see a crestfallen Skip Goodwin, whose 58 should have been mine. He’ll never be a Superhero with grades like that. Not that his stupid superpower would help anyone. Except maybe the National Enquirer.

“I don’t understand,” Skip complains to me.

“Maybe you should have studied?” I offer, without gloating.

“You! You did this to me. I know it. Somehow our grades were switched.”

Soon after exam results are posted, I am summoned to Master Van’s office. I’m afraid he knows I’ve cheated. As I’m admitted to his waiting room, I see Skip Goodwin leave. His eyes narrow as they meet mine.

“I know you cheated, Friedman. I’ve just filed a complaint with the Headmaster.”

“What proof do you have, Skip?” I ask jovially.

“Oh, I’ll get proof.” His determined tone makes me suspect he’ll embark on a lifelong quest to bring about my downfall. But I doubt it; he never took the Lifetime Vendetta elective.

The secretary buzzes me in to see Master Van. He is not alone in his office.

A Hero is there, a man in a trench coat and dark sunglasses. His name is known throughout the entire Hero universe. The two men are drinking brandy and look like they’ve been enjoying a good joke, but as I enter the room they grow somber. The Hero looks at me. I notice a pair of handcuffs dangling off his Orvis utility belt. Will the Master send me away?

Master Van is Irish-American, a boxy man of fifty with sandy hair and a strong chin. He grew up in a large family and literally fought his way out of poverty. After years working in a Korean restaurant and studying the martial arts, Cleef Lee Van became Korean himself. After working as a for-hire Hero, he used his street smarts to become headmaster of the Vineyard. Sending me to jail isn’t his style. He runs our school on the philosophy that you can get anything you desire if you develop discipline and are exposed to near-constant beatings. I expect one of those beatings now.

“Mr. Friedman, your classmate Skip tells me, actually us”—he waves his hand to include the famous guest—“that you cheated. On the CAPE.”

I gulp. “He’s lying.” I imagine the worst punishment: to repeat senior year at a public school.


“Of course you were cheating. You could never score an eighty-three on the CAPE. But you’re aggressive. Cheating shows you know how to work the system.”

“So I’m not in trouble?”

“Trouble? We’re going to reward you. This is a meritocracy. If people like you didn
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