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Big Idea: Every member of a team is valuable, no matter their task.
Problem: Arnold feels like a useless member of his team of superheroes, so he takes on a task on his own.  
 It proves more than he can handle.
Hot Spot: Arnold is defeated by the villain Fingerpaint.
Solution: The rest of his team arrives to save Arnold. But then it looks like Fingerpaint is about to escape  
 until Arnold single-handedly saves the day.
Main Character: Arnold: white, 12 years old
Setting: An evil fortress; the secret base of The Squad of Goodness; an art museum—all within a comic-book-style metropolitan area
Discussion Questions: Why does Arnold feel useless even though he’s a superhero?
 How would you describe the tone of the story? What are some examples from the text that support your answer?
 What does Arnold learn from his adventure?
 Arnold’s talent is described as “not a fighting talent.” How would you describe his talent?

We hope this generates a discussion of how this satirizes the superhero and his sidekicks.
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Arnold huddled with the other three members of  The 
Squad of  Goodness outside the Fortress of  Doctor Gloom as 
the team prepared its assault.

“How many guards, Señor?” asked Captain Fantastic, his 
large, muscle-bound frame tensing in anticipation of  a fight.

Señor Sniffer pressed his nose against the wall of  the 
building and took a mighty sniff. His unique sense of  smell 
(a result of  his exposure to experimental gamma rays years 
earlier) allowed him to quickly calculate the number of  guards 
stationed within as well as their exact location.
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“Two,” he said. “Fifty feet back and to the left. One of  
them has not changed his socks in three days.”

“Only two?” asked Captain Fantastic, frowning.
“He’s up to something!” said Arnold. The others ignored 

him.
“Tadpole,” ordered Captain Fantastic. “The lock.”
A teenage girl in a tight ponytail, a junior member of  

the squad, nodded grimly and opened her mouth. Her elastic, 
super-powered tongue shot out and inserted itself  into the 
keyhole, quickly unlocking the door with a loud click. 

“It was booby-trapped,” she announced once her tongue 
had disappeared back inside her mouth.

“I suspected as much,” announced Captain Fantastic. “Stand 
back, everyone.”

Arnold and the others did as instructed as the powerful 
superhero lowered his shoulders and crashed through the 
door.

The guards barely had time to react before the blur of  
movement that was Captain Fantastic knocked them both out 
cold with a single swing of  his arm.

The rest of  the team entered as Captain Fantastic carefully 
sat the two unconscious guards up against the far wall. Señor 
Sniffer quickly approached the inner door and took a whiff. 
“They’re both inside,” he announced.
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“Right,” said Captain Fantastic. “Arnold, stay back. It’s time 
to dispense some justice.” 

Arnold sighed and stepped back as his three teammates 
prepared to thwart evil. Captain Fantastic yanked the door 
open, revealing a cavernous hall. At the opposite end of  the 
room stood Doctor Gloom—his face drooping in a pout—and 
his prisoner, the Mayor.

“Stop right there, Doctor Gloom!” announced Captain 
Fantastic. “Your villainy is no match for The Squad of  
Goodness!”

 “Oh, man,” moaned Doctor Gloom. “You always interrupt 
me when I’m trying to plot and scheme. I never get to have 
any fun.”

“Captain Fantastic!” shouted the Mayor. “Look out for 
the—”

Doctor Gloom yanked the Mayor back by the arm, 
silencing him. “Oh, well,” continued the villain. “I guess I’ve 
lost yet again. That is such a bummer.”

Alarms went off  in Arnold’s head. Something wasn’t right. 
He wanted to speak up, but he knew nobody would listen to 
him.

“You are correct, Doctor Gloom!” announced Captain 
Fantastic. “We’re wiping that frown off  your face and sending 
you to jail.”

4
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As Captain Fantastic marched forward to apprehend his 
nemesis, Arnold watched a wicked expression spread across 
the villain’s face. He was about to call out in warning, when 
Señor Sniffer beat him to it.

“He’s dropping the ceiling on us!” cried the large-nosed 
man.

Even as he called out, a massive anvil the size of  a school 
bus fell from the ceiling. There was a crash, a scream, and a 
cloud of  dust.

“Oh wow,” lamented Doctor Gloom. “I’ve just squashed 
The Squad of  Goodness flat as pancakes! The paperwork is 
going to be such a hassle.”

“Not so fast, Doctor Gloom!” The cloud of  dust settled to 
reveal Captain Fantastic holding up the huge anvil with one 
hand; the other was planted firmly on his hip. “It takes more 
than a giant anvil to stop The Squad of  Goodness!”

“You’re alive? What a downer.” Without another word, 
Doctor Gloom shoved the Mayor aside, then turned to run 
out of  the room.

“Tadpole! Tongue!” shouted Captain Fantastic.
Instantly, Tadpole opened her mouth and snapped her 

elastic tongue at the retreating Doctor Gloom’s heels, tripping 
him up. 

“Ow! That hurt!” cried the villain.

5
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“Justice is served!” said Captain Fantastic. He turned to the 
forgotten member of  the team. “Arnold. You’re up!”

Arnold hurried forward, pulling a small length of  rope 
out of  his pocket. He dropped the rope on the groggy form 
of  Doctor Gloom, furrowed his brow, and concentrated. In 
seconds, the rope tied itself  around the villain’s wrists in a 
first-rate knot, thanks to the young superhero’s telekinetic 
power.

“He’s all tied up,” said Arnold, unnecessarily.
“Excellent job, Squad,” said Captain Fantastic. “Now, does 

anyone know where I can put this anvil?”
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Later that evening, while the Squad’s headquarters, 
the Secret Base of  Goodness, was filled with laughter and 
celebration, Arnold sat moping in the corner.

“What’s wrong, Arnold?” asked Tadpole, pulling a chair 
over with her tongue and sitting down next to him.

“I just feel so useless here,” answered Arnold. “You guys 
are the real heroes.”

“Are you kidding? You totally tied up Doctor Gloom! If  
you hadn’t done that, he might have gotten up and run off  
again.”

“And you would have just tripped him again,” countered 
Arnold. “Or Captain would have bonked him on the head or 
something. Face it, as far as superheroes go, I’m pretty weak.”

“No member of  The Squad of  Goodness is weak!” 
announced Captain Fantastic, joining his teammates.

“Then how come I always have to stay back when you 
guys are fighting?” Arnold barked angrily.

Captain Fantastic leaned back a moment to take in 
Arnold’s outburst before answering. “Your talent isn’t a 
fighting talent,” he finally said, smiling. “Now, who’s hungry? 
Let’s go to Simply Soup! My treat!”

The others cheered, but Arnold passed. He just wasn’t in 
the mood to celebrate. He didn’t feel like he’d done anything 
to earn free soup.

7
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Once he was alone in the Secret Base, Arnold’s mood 
darkened. It wasn’t fair. He hated playing second fiddle to his 
fellow Squad members, just because they had flashier talents. 
He was a superhero too! Sure, his power to control string 
and rope with his mind was limited to pieces no longer than 
his arm, but it was still a superpower!

The others never said anything, but Arnold knew they 
thought of  him as a junior member of  the Squad. The 
sidekick, even. He sighed.

Arnold was so lost in self-pity that it took three whole 
seconds for him to even notice the red flashing glare of  the 
Alarm of  Trouble. Instantly, his moping ceased and he sat up 
in his chair. There was no more time for brooding—evil was 
afoot!

His hands flew over the controls as the details of  the 
emergency became clear. It was a break-in at the Museum 
of  Not-So-Fine Art. Arnold had a hunch who was behind the 
crime, the notoriously evil genius Fingerpaint!

Arnold reached for the phone to alert the other members 
of  the Squad, then stopped, his hand hovering over the 
device. Fingerpaint was a minor villain, nowhere near as 
dangerous as Doctor Gloom or The Plumber or even Mr. 
Obnoxious.
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Arnold could take on a minor villain like that without 
help, couldn’t he?

The more he thought about it, the more confident he 
became. And after he’d defeated Fingerpaint and saved the 
Museum, the rest of  The Squad of  Goodness would know he 
was a real superhero.

He pulled his hand away from the phone, smiling with 
confidence. Let the others enjoy their soup. He’d go out and 
save the day, all by himself.

The first problem Arnold faced was getting to the 
museum. Señor Sniffer did most of  the driving for the Squad. 
Arnold didn’t even have his license yet. Luckily, The Museum 
of  Not-So-Fine Art wasn’t very far away and he had his 
bicycle.

Less than five minutes later, he was on the scene. He 
set down his bike and looked up at the Museum. The large, 
toilet-bowl-shaped building seemed quiet, but through the 
windows, Arnold spied a few flashes of  light moving around. 
Somebody was definitely inside and up to no good.

9
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Arnold carefully approached the Museum’s front door, 
ready for anything. For a moment, he wondered what he’d 
do if  the door was locked, but he soon realized he needn’t 
have worried. Whoever was in there had shattered a glass 
window to get inside. As he stepped through the broken 
glass, Arnold’s suspicions were confirmed when he found the 
security guard lying on the lobby floor unconscious—his face 
painted to look like a butterfly.

There could be no doubt about it—this was Fingerpaint’s 
handiwork.

A few more steps in, and Arnold could hear maniacal 
laughter echoing down the halls. He took a deep breath to 
calm his nerves. Fingerpaint was laughing now, but he’d be 
crying when Arnold caught him and threw him in jail.

A soft squeak to Arnold’s right grabbed his attention. Did 
Fingerpaint have assistants? He couldn’t remember. Tadpole 
would know, but she wasn’t here. Maybe it was just another 
security guard. Arnold wished Señor Sniffer were there to 
sniff  out whoever or whatever had made the noise. He waited 
a moment more, frozen in place, but the sound did not 
repeat itself. Up ahead, the soft glow of  light taunted him. 
Fingerpaint was in the next room, doing something evil. It 
was up to Arnold to stop him.

11
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Arnold inched forward until he was just around the 
corner, then carefully poked his head into the doorway. Sure 
enough, there was Fingerpaint—in his floppy blue beret and 
flowing white painter’s smock. He was cackling with glee and 
pulling moderately-priced works of  art from the walls.

This was it. Arnold’s big chance. He took an arm’s-length 
piece of  rope out of  his pocket and was considering exactly 
how best to stop the malevolent art thief  when he heard the 
squeak again—this time right behind him. He spun around 
and came face to face with a man whose face was painted 
white, with black circles around his eyes and bright red lips.

Oh, no! thought Arnold, his eyes widening in fear. I forgot 
all about Fingerpaint’s silent henchmen—The Mimes!

The Mime thrust the pointed end of  a paintbrush into 
Arnold’s face. Right away, Arnold’s superhero instinct took 
over. He flicked his length of  rope at his attacker and made 
it yank the weapon out of  the Mime’s hand. The Mime 
jumped back, startled.

Pressing on, Arnold caused the length of  rope to slap the 
tip of  the Mime’s painted nose. The Mime stumbled backward 
again. Arnold was winning! He really could handle this on his 
own! His chest swelled with pride.

12
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He was about to say something suitably heroic when the 
shuffling of  feet off  to his left caused him to whip his head 
around. Two more of  Fingerpaint’s henchmen approached, 
sharpened paintbrushes in hand.

Oh, no! thought Arnold. More Mimes!
The three evil-doers closed in around him, laughing 

silently. Arnold’s rope jumped from paintbrush to paintbrush, 
but it was no use. There were too many of  them! 

Finally, his luck ran out. One of  the Mimes struck out 
with his paintbrush and the length of  rope dropped to the 
floor. Arnold froze, fear welling up inside of  him, and he 
threw his hands into the air.

13
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The original Mime gestured at Arnold, who cocked his 
head to the side, confused. The Mime rolled his eyes and 
tried again, and then his two associates joined in, gesturing 
and motioning with their hands until Arnold finally realized 
they were trying to tell him to turn around and march into 
the main gallery.

With the sharp ends of  three paintbrushes poking him 
in the back, Arnold entered the gallery to find Fingerpaint 
pulling an uninspired work of  abstract art off  the wall. The 
Mimes gestured to their boss, but he was too involved in his 
task to notice. Finally one of  the Mimes poked Arnold with 
his paintbrush.

“Ow!” yelped the would-be hero.
Fingerpaint turned at his cry and took in a quick breath, 

his eyes widening eagerly as if  he’d just been given a free 
pony.

“Wonder of  wonders!” he cackled. “Did the brave little 
boy think he’d stop the master criminal?” he then taunted, 
stepping forward and flexing his fingers.

“Master criminal?” asked Arnold, trying not to laugh. 
“You’re not even as dangerous as Professor Volleyball.”

Fingerpaint’s nostrils flared with anger. “I’m far more 
wicked than that fool!” he exclaimed. “I stole the sculpture  
of  the duck off  the steps of  Town Hall!”
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“Sure,” agreed Arnold. “But The Squad of  Goodness 
caught you and got the statue back.”

“But I DID steal it!”
“You had it for maybe ten minutes. Tops.”
“I am very wicked!” insisted Fingerpaint, stomping his foot. 

“Feel my artistic wrath!”
Fingerpaint held out his hands, palms down, fingers spread 

wide. Instantly, streams of  paint shot from his fingertips. 

15
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When the assault was over, all the colors of  the rainbow 
dripped from Arnold’s face. As bad as he looked on the 
outside, he felt worse on the inside. He had failed. He wasn’t 
an all-powerful superhero after all.

Fingerpaint’s mocking laughter was suddenly interrupted by 
the crash of  shattering glass. Everyone looked up as Captain 
Fantastic crashed through a skylight and dropped down into 
the room. His massive, muscle-bound arms swung about as 
he fell and simultaneously smashed two of  The Mimes against 
the wall. The third Mime raised his paintbrush but the elastic 
tongue of  Tadpole shot down and yanked him off  his feet.

Next, Señor Sniffer dove through the skylight, to be 
expertly caught by Captain Fantastic and then hurled at a 
quickly-retreating Fingerpaint. Señor Sniffer’s feet slammed into 
the villain’s back, sending Fingerpaint sprawling headfirst into 
a large painting leaning against the wall. The villain’s head 
tore through the canvas, and he slumped down, defeated.

Arnold hadn’t even had time to breathe.
“Justice is served!” stated Captain Fantastic, arms on  

his hips.
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“Captain Fantastic!” cried Arnold as Tadpole lowered 
herself  down from the skylight using her tongue as a rope. 
“How . . . ? Where . . . ?”

“We saw the distress call when we got back from Simply 
Soup,” explained Señor Sniffer.

“Why didn’t you call us, Arnold?” asked Tadpole. “What 
were you thinking?”

“I . . . I thought . . . ” Arnold dropped his head in shame. “I 
thought I could handle it on my own.”

Captain Fantastic dropped his powerful hand onto Arnold’s 
shoulder and squeezed gently. “I told you, Arnold. Yours is 
not a fighting talent. This was not a wise course of  action. 
You could have been seriously harmed.”

“I wanted to be the hero,” admitted Arnold. “For once.”
“You are always the hero,” explained Captain Fantastic. 

“We all are. We are a team, Arnold. None of  us fights evil 
alone.”

“You could,” said Arnold.
“Probably, but that’s not important,” admitted Captain 

Fantastic. “What is important is that we—all of  us—have once 
again foiled a criminal deed and brought a dastardly villain to 
justice. The Squad of  Goodness has done its job.”

17
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“Don’t speak before the paint dries!” cried the forgotten 
Fingerpaint in a high-pitched squeal of  delight.

Suddenly, jets of  paint bombarded all four members, coating 
them from head to toe!

“My eyes!” cried Captain Fantastic.
“My nose!” cried Señor Sniffer.
“My tuungh!” cried Tadpole, her mouth overflowing with paint.

18
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“You’ve stopped me this time, Squad of  Goodness,” 
exclaimed Fingerpaint, admiring his handiwork. “But I have 
many more evil, wicked plans!” He turned and ran for  
the door. 

“He’s getting away!” warned Señor Sniffer. “Stop him 
before he befouls even more art!”

“Where?” asked Captain Fantastic. “I can’t see! Tadpole! 
Your tongue!”

Tadpole opened her mouth, but there was just too much 
paint in the way and her tongue simply fell limply to the 
ground.

“See you next time, Squad of  Goodness!” taunted 
Fingerpaint. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I’m afraid I must 
Van GOgh!”

Oh no, you don’t, thought Arnold. Once again, instinct took 
over. He closed his eyes and concentrated, using his ability to 
control small lengths of  string with his mind. In a flash, he 
took control of  Fingerpaint’s shoelaces and quickly tied them 
together.

“What . . . ?” Before Fingerpaint could finish his thought, his 
laces were tied together in a double knot and he tripped, face 
planting into the floor.

Tadpole raced over and sat on him, pinning the colorful 
villain to the ground.

19
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INTERVIEW WITH
THE SQUAD OF GOODNESS

“Great job, Arnold!” cried Captain Fantastic, wiping the paint 
out of  his eyes. “You saved the day like a true hero!”

“That was some quick thinking!” complemented Señor Sniffer.
“Way to go!” cheered Tadpole from her perch atop Fingerpaint.
“Curses, you foul Rope Boy!” cried Fingerpaint. 
Rope Boy? Arnold thought to himself, smiling. Not bad. Not bad 

at all. 
He stepped forward and proudly set his hands on his hips. 

“I’m afraid today your work has been judged Worst in Show by 
your personal art critics, The Squad of  Goodness,” he said, casting 
an appreciative glance at his three teammates. “Justice  
is served.”

20
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TADPOLE 
ARNOLD  INTERVIEWER SR. SNIFFER CAPTAIN FANTASTIC

INTERVIEW WITH
THE SQUAD OF GOODNESS

INTERVIEWER  Thank you, Squad of  Goodness, for agreeing to speak 
with us today.

CPT. Fantastic  We’re always happy to talk to our fans, the People.

INTERVIEWER  Yes, well, I know you all must be tired. You defeated 
two master villains today!

TADPOLE  And we’ll take down two more tomorrow if  we have to!

ARNOLD  It’s what we do. 

INTERVIEWER  Let’s talk about your superpowers.

SR. SNIFFER  Any talk of  superpowers starts with the Captain!

A Readers’ Theater

Characters:
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ARNOLD  He has super strength!

CPT. Fantastic  Correction. I have FANTASTIC strength! I could 
lift up this table with my lower lip. Watch!

INTERVIEWER  That’s OK, we believe you. Tadpole, you 
have . . . well . . . 

TADPOLE  You can say it. An elastic tongue. I shoot it 
out and bonk people on the head or trip them 
up or pick locks and stuff. It’s cool.

SR. SNIFFER  And I smell things!

INTERVIEWER  Right! That’s very interesting.  
How does it work?

ARNOLD  His power of  smell is unlike  
anything humankind has ever known!  
He can tell you what you had  
for breakfast!
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SR. SNIFFER  Scrambled eggs, a slice of  bacon, and a  
glass of  prune juice.

INTERVIEWER  That’s . . . that’s right!

SR. SNIFFER  I can also smell that you are left-handed,  
like to knit, and your socks don’t match.

INTERVIEWER  I . . . I was in a hurry.

CPT. Fantastic  The best power, however, is Arnold’s.

ARNOLD  It’s nothing, really—

TADPOLE  Don’t be modest, Rope Boy.

INTERVIEWER  Rope Boy?

ARNOLD  My new superhero name.  
Do you like it?

CPT. Fantastic  I suggested Fantastic Rope Boy,  
but was voted down.

INTERVIEWER  What do you do?

23
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ARNOLD  I control rope with my mind.

INTERVIEWER  That’s incredible!

ARNOLD  Not big pieces, mind you. They have to be 
small. Like the length of  my arm or shorter.

INTERVIEWER  But what can you do with something that 
small?

ARNOLD  Plenty. Tie knots. Untie knots . . .

SR. SNIFFER  He took down Fingerpaint all by himself !

TADPOLE  He tied his shoelaces together!

ARNOLD  It was no big deal, really.

INTERVIEWER  It certainly sounds like a big deal to me! 
Thank you all for keeping our city safe.  
This has been a great interview.

CPT. Fantastic  Great? It’s been FANTASTIC!

24
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A Note from the Author
When I was a kid, I loved to watch 
the old Justice League cartoons. 
Batman, Superman, and Wonder 
Woman usually took center stage 
to save the day, but my favorite 
was always Aquaman. He gets 
picked on sometimes, seeing how 
he’s not much use if he’s out of 
the water, but he doesn’t pay his 
critics any attention. He’s still a 
Super Friend, and that’s saying 
something. It’s a lesson Arnold, 
the main character in this book, 
could stand to learn.

—David Neilsen
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Arnold is a member of The 
Squad of Goodness, but his 
teammates generally have 

him stay out of the way until 
the action’s over and done 
with. Does that make him 

any less of a superhero?  

A Second-Class Hero?
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