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            MEET MAX

         

         This is Max.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Everything normal here.

         Nothing weird about Max.

         
             

         

         8Max lives with his parents, David and Sally Forbes, who own a normal terraced house, on an ordinary street in a quiet (and very respectable) town.
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         This is Max’s cat, Frankenstein.
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         9And here’s another picture, taken of Max and Frankenstein just last week.
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         OK, so there’s something going on here.

         
             

         

         You see, Max is sometimes a boy, who does all the boy things: like go to 10school, occasionally remember to do his homework, pretend to brush his teeth … BUT sometimes he is a monster who does all the monster things: like jump out of unlikely places, roar loudly, eat whole dustbins.

         When he is a monster, Max sometimes forgets that Frankenstein is his best friend and wonders instead what cat tastes like…

         Horrible – luckily.
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         11‘You have to stop turning yourself into a big hairy monster,’ said Max’s dad, one morning at breakfast. ‘There’s a report in the paper. People are saying things.’

         ‘I can’t help it,’ said Max pouring himself some cereal.

         
             

         

         [Important Note: This is not completely true. Max is very special: he can turn himself into a monster whenever he wants – he just has to BURP. And he can turn himself back into a small, grubby boy again just by SNEEZING. He has taught himself how, but (as you will find out) sometimes he burps by mistake and Max is allergic to flowers, which make him sneeze, so when he turns back into a boy again, it is hardly ever the right moment.] 12

         ‘Then you’ll have to work something out,’ his dad continued. ‘It says here that last night something that may have been a bloodcurdling monster:

         
	scared several old ladies at bus stops all over Oxford

            	and climbed a tall statue in the park and shouted ‘Bum!’

         

Luckily, the paper says it was probably someone in a costume … although a Mrs Mudford-Sock of Mamble Drive is sure it was next door’s poodle. But you can’t keep becoming a monster and scaring people.’

         ‘I read a book, too.’

         ‘Well, reading books is good,’ Max’s dad admitted. ‘Well done.’ 13

         ‘See? You should look on the bright side more often, Dad,’ said Max.

         ‘Hmm. Anyway,’ said his dad, ‘you need an M.O….’

         ‘Half a Moo? Like if your cow’s in a hurry?’

         ‘No: a modus operandi. It’s a purpose. Whenever you turn into a monster you think of something good to do…’ Max’s dad held up a picture in the paper. It showed a picture of the local chip van upside down in a duck pond. ‘Instead of this.’

         ‘I think that was Frankenstein…’

         ‘No, it wasn’t,’ said Max’s dad.

         
             

         

         That evening, while he was watching TV, Max did think about things. It was fun turning himself into a Hairy Beast. He 14could run like the wind, he was super strong, he could climb up buildings and eat anything … except Frankenstein. Best of all, no one could tell him what to do.

         He went to the kitchen via the hidden staircase in his room and picked up the newspaper that was lying on the table. Broken lampposts, smashed windows, metal statues of important people bent to look like they were picking their nose…

         It was strange. Max couldn’t remember doing any of it, but he was the only invincible monster in his town, so it must have been him, surely?

         His dad was right, he needed to be more responsible. Besides anything else, he did not want to get his parents into 15trouble. Max was smart enough to know that being different made stuff harder sometimes.

         He would go out tonight, he decided, and try not to break anything or gobble anyone up. Perhaps he might get an idea for an M.O….
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            MIDNIGHT MONSTERING

         

         A full moon floated up into the night sky like a giant silver balloon, shining down on the quiet streets and houses with their neat front gardens and cosy chimneys. Max could see everything as if it were daytime.

         Perfect monstering conditions.

         Max didn’t like to admit it but, even when he was a monster, he was still a bit scared of the dark.

         Frankenstein, napping at the end 17of Max’s bed, woke up and looked at him hopefully. Frankenstein enjoyed monstering almost as much as Max did.

         Max checked it was all clear: both his parents were safely tucked up in bed, fast asleep, and the street outside was dead quiet.

         He crept down to the kitchen and made a monster sandwich with roast ham, hot pickles, cheese, ketchup, a handful of salty crisps, and chocolate sprinkles for good measure. He looked at it for a few moments, then gobbled it up.

         Then he burped giantly and felt his PJs ripping as he grew muscles, hair and big teeth. 18
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         20One of the best things about being a monster is you don’t need to use the stairs. But he’d promised his mum he’d stop smashing windows, so Max had built a special Monster Door.
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         21Unfortunately, he forgot about Dad’s greenhouse.
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         Oops, thought Max, not a good start. He sniffed the cool night air with his monster nose. Right, now what?

         Max looked about for a bit, roared at the moon and climbed a tall tree. Streetlights shone on quiet terraced houses with their sloping roofs, on Mr Nadeem’s shop that sold everything and on St Anthony’s church advertising a 22coffee morning for the over 60s. The only sign of life came from Dave’s Kebab n’ Chip van in the lay-by near the park.

         Max decided to go somewhere he wasn’t going to cause any trouble: the local rubbish dump. Everything was already broken there and they had great puddles.

         Frankenstein loved the rubbish dump, too.

         After making the most of the puddles, Max built a futuristic house out of old washing machines for the people who worked at the dump to shelter in when it rained. Then he felt hungry, so he ate an old lawnmower. He was just licking his monster lips, wondering what else to do, when he heard a curious knocking sound. 23

         He turned to see the pointy top of a bright red hat poking out from a pile of old tyres. The owner of the hat was banging on something.

         ‘Gna gna gna gna gna,’ it said, in a way that made Max’s monster hair stand up. The tyre tower wobbled.

         Max was about to go and investigate when he heard another, more familiar sound: a car engine. It came from the locked gates at the other end of the yard.

         Forgetting the pointy hat and the banging, Max peered around the corner and saw a big man climb out of a rusty van. He had badly drawn tattoos on his neck and he was carrying a large pair of cutters.

         Max watched as the man snapped the lock with his cutters and kicked the 24gates open with his giant, muddy boots.

         ‘Sorted!’ the large man shouted at the other person driving the van. ‘Hurry up, Spike, we ’aven’t got all night.’

         Max’s monster hair really bristled now, something that always happened when danger was about. He watched carefully as the van drove into the dump and parked.

         Spike got out of the driver’s seat. He was very boney with tufts of hair on his head and chin, which made him look like a cross camel, and he had a gold tooth that glinted in the moonlight. ‘Well, Grinder,’ he said in a raspy voice, ‘that was easy.’

         ‘Why are we ’ere, anyway?’ Grinder asked, his big hand scratching his big bottom. 25

         ‘We’ve got to open this safe with all that money from St Cuthbert’s Primary School Charity Knicker Knitting Competition and they’ve got all the sledge hammers and drills for the job in the shed … and it’s so far away from anywhere, no one will hear all the sawing and drilling.’

         ‘Oh, right. I still feel bad stealing all that money from the kiddies,’ said Grinder.

         ‘Well, you won’t be feeling so bad when you’re having the holiday of a lifetime somewhere hot and sunny,’ Spike snapped. ‘Har, har!’

         Grinder opened the van door and Max could see the huge black safe inside. There was also a bunch of roses. ‘Let me find some water to put these in,’ 26he said, picking up the roses.

         ‘Don’t know why you took them,’ said Spike. ‘We’ve got all their money from their Christmas collection. You can afford a hundred bunches of flowers.’

         ‘They’re for the wife, she likes flowers–’

         Spike grabbed the roses from Grinder and threw them across the dump.

         They landed by Max.

         Uh oh, thought Max and sneezed…
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         27Spike whipped around like a snake, his tooth glinting in the moonlight.

         ‘What was that?’ Grinder said.

         ‘Dunno, but it came from there.’ Spike pointed a long, dirty finger right where Max was hiding. ‘If there’s someone spying on us, they’re going to wish they had stayed at home!’

         Max looked down at himself, hoping he was still a monster, but the sneezing had done what it always did – he was back to being a boy. A boy who only had his pants on. And they were very loose.

         Frankenstein gave a miaow that sounded more like a gulp and Max looked up to see Spike glaring down at him.

         ‘What the–?’ Spike’s mouth hung open and Max saw lots of rotten teeth and a 28few gaps: Spike obviously hardly ever brushed his teeth. The gold one seemed to be holding all the others in place. ‘It’s a kid in his underpants,’ he growled. ‘Right, let’s be having you.’

         He reached down just as Frankenstein leapt at Spike and scratched his arm.

         ‘Ow! Why you ’orrible mangy cat, when I get my hands on you…’

         Max knew that this was his only chance. ‘Thanks, Frankenstein,’ he shouted, sprinting towards the gate, holding his pants up with one hand.

         Spike and Grinder took a second to react but then they came lumbering after him. Spike grabbed the large bolt cutters.

         Max was running as fast as he could, but he could tell the men were going to 29catch him in seconds. This is serious, thought Max. He wanted to burp but he was a bit busy running for his life: he didn’t want to think what Spike would do with those cutters when he caught him.

         He took a big gulp of air and tried to speed up. But the air went down the wrong way and instead…

         He burped.

         It was a huge burp: it rattled all the car windows in the dump and echoed off the tower of washing machines.

         ‘Roar!’ said Max the Monster, turning around to face two very surprised robbers. ‘Roaaaaarrrrrrrr!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!’ 30
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         ‘Run for your life,’ said Spike, dropping the cutters on his giant, bony toe.

         ‘I want my mummy,’ whimpered Grinder.

         Max chased Grinder and Spike for a very long time. All the way to the police station, in fact. Then he went back to the rubbish dump and picked up the safe with all the money in it.

         It was very heavy, but Max carried it 31back to St Cuthbert’s Primary School without any trouble at all.

         It was a shame he had to leave the flowers behind.

         
             

         

         The next morning, Max was starving after all his monstering, so he had a giant fry-up breakfast. With extra bacon.

         Max’s dad sat across the kitchen table looking very pleased about something. He was smiling to himself and humming as he ate his toast, sending buttery breadcrumbs flying all over the newspaper he was reading.

         Max looked at the front cover.

         ‘Monster Fancy-Dress Hero Saves Charity Knicker Knitting Kitty Cash.’

         There was also a picture of Grinder and Spike being led away by the police. 32

         
             

         

         ‘It’s a fair cop,’ said the hardened criminal. ‘Take me to your darkest, deepest prison, I don’t mind, I deserve it. But just don’t let that horrible scary monster near me. I’ll never steal anything again.’

         
             

         

         ‘Fancy-dress, indeed! Was that anything to do with you, Maxwell?’ Max’s mother had come back from her early morning line dancing class. She always called him Maxwell when she was being strict.

         ‘Um,’ Max thought about it. He didn’t want to get into trouble, but he was getting a bit too old for telling fibs. ‘It might have been.’ He turned to his father. ‘I think I’ve found my M.O., Dad.’

         ‘Oh?’33

         ‘To protect and do good stuff!’

         There was a long silence. Max looked at his dad, who winked back. Max’s mum smiled the slow secret smile of a wolf and ruffled Max’s hair.

         ‘Well done, Max,’ she whispered.
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