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    From the Author


     


    If you enjoyed this book, please leave an honest review. Word-of-mouth is truly powerful, and your words will make a huge difference. Thank you.


    



    As you read this, I’m writing the next Max E. James adventure. For updates on new releases, promotions, and other great children’s book recommendations, join my Kids’ Club at:


    http://www.maxejames.com/kids-club/
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    To my boys – May you remember and laugh as you read to your future children.
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    Scratch. Scratch.


    I sat up and rubbed my eyes. Today was the day our training would finally pay off. I could feel it. I swung my feet over the side of the bed.


    Scratch. Scratch.


    “Hold on a second,” I said. “Where’d I put my whistle?”


    I slipped off the bed and landed on something squishy.


    “Eewh,” I said. “What is that?”


    I shut my eyes and crossed my fingers. Please don’t stick, please don’t stick. I shook my feet and a mangled clump of fluff and fur dropped to the floor.


    “No, puppy!” I said. “That’s the third stuffed animal this week. I can’t even tell who it is!”


    I scowled at my little white dog, Birthday Miracle, and tossed the slobbery mess she’d made into the trash.


    “I won’t even bother burying this one since you’ll just dig it up. Then I’ll have to wipe up your little mud tracks when you drag it through the house.”


    Birthday Miracle wagged her tail and scratched the door again.


    “Hold on a second. You need monster protection.”


    I slung my favorite blanket, Fuzzy, around Birthday Miracle’s neck. She wiggled, but I still managed to tie a loose knot.


    “That will have to do,” I said. “Now it’s time for ‘Operation Attack Cody’.”


    I admired my handiwork and grabbed my whistle.


    “Remember,” I said. “Just like we practiced.”
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    Birthday Miracle nibbled at Fuzzy as I poked my head out the door.


    “No movement in the hall,” I whispered, “and I can hear the TV, so Cody’s already out there. Ready?”


    Birthday Miracle tilted her head and yawned.


    “One. Two. Three!” I flung the door open and blew the whistle as hard as I could.


    Tweeeeet!


    “Sic ’em!” I screamed.


    Birthday Miracle scurried down the hall with her blanket-cape trailing behind.


    I slammed the door, counted to five, then listened for Cody’s cries as ‘Operation Attack Cody’ began.


    By now, I imagined that her needle teeth would be digging into Cody’s arms. Where was the screaming? The crying?


    “Hmm. It’s too quiet. I should have heard something by now.”


    I popped my head out the door and blew the whistle again.


    Tweeeeet! Tweeeeet!


    “Attack!” I called into the darkness.


    I had to see for myself, so I raced into the living room. I turned the corner and there was Cody, calmly watching TV.


    “What?!” I said.


    Birthday Miracle was sitting on his lap, licking his face! She hadn’t bared a single needle tooth!


    Tweeeeet! Tweeeeet!


    “There’s no licking in this operation, Birthday Miracle!” I ordered.


    Cody laughed.


    “Stop tying your blanket around that dog,” he said. “She trips over it.”


    “Fuzzy was an important part of the operation,” I said. “Do you see any monsters?”


    “Great operation,” Cody said shaking his head.


    Birthday Miracle whined and jumped off the couch. She strutted down the hall into the darkness, with Fuzzy trailing close behind.


    I clenched my teeth. “There’s always next time.”


    “And another thing,” he said. “You’d better stop blowing that whistle. You’re going to wake up Mommy and Daddy.”


    “What? My training whistle?” I spun it around in the air. “Mommy loves this thing. She tried to keep it for herself.”


    Cody looked at me funny.


    “I brought it home last week and it disappeared the same day,” I said. “You know where I finally found it?”


    “Where? In the trash can?”


    “Nope! I found it in her makeup box. The one on the really high shelf. I’m telling you, she wants it for herself.”


    I stared at the whistle. “Anyway, now I’m using it to train Birthday Miracle.”


    “I see that’s going well,” Cody said.


    A door creaked and someone stumbled into the hall.


    “Ahhhh!” It was Daddy. His voice echoed down the hall. “Gross!” he said. “The floor is wet!”


    Cody glared at me. “Did you let the dog out?”
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    “One responsibility,” Daddy mumbled. “Just one. You don’t have to feed or bathe her. Even Mommy usually gets stuck walking her.”


    “Uh-oh,” Cody said. “He’s talking to himself again.”


    We tiptoed to the hall for a peek. There he was, balancing on one foot. We lost it.
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    “’Please, Daddy’,” he said in a squeaky kid voice. “’We’ll take care of a puppy. We promise. We’ll do anything.’”


    We tried to hold it in, but we couldn’t stop laughing. My belly began to hurt.


    “That’s what I get for listening to you boys.” Daddy looked up at us. “Would somebody please get me a paper towel? And for goodness’ sake, let the dog out!”


    “By the looks of it, she doesn’t have to go anymore,” said Cody.


    I snickered, but Daddy didn’t. Cody let the dog out and I went to the kitchen to grab some paper towels.


    Mommy was awake when I returned. She was standing beside Daddy.


    “So where’d he go, Max?” she asked.


    “Where’d who go?” I said.


    “The angry little traffic cop who kept blowing his whistle,” she said, leaning closer. “My children certainly wouldn’t do a thing like that. So, I figure there’s a tiny policeman roaming the house somewhere.“


    I grinned but didn’t say a word.


    She held out her hand. “Please turn in your whistle, Officer.”


    “But I just got it back!” I said.


    She glared at me.


    I reluctantly handed the whistle to her.


    “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get breakfast going while Daddy finishes tidying up.”


    “Thanks for the hand, Mommy,” Daddy said.


    She smiled. “You’re doing just fine, honey.”


    I set the table and Mommy filled two bowls with cereal. I lifted the first scoop to my mouth and almost choked on it when Cody burst through the door.


    “They’re here!” he shouted. He ran in and slammed a long rectangular box on the table.


    “They weren’t supposed to come until next week,” he said. He slashed the cardboard box with a pair of scissors.


    “Careful with those,” Mommy said.


    “What?” I asked. “What’s in the box?”


    The packing paper fell away and revealed two shiny fishing rods.


    “These,” he said.


    He handed me one. I turned the crank.


    Click. Click. Click.


    Daddy appeared with a handful of dirty paper towels. “Whoa,” he said. “Nice poles. I see they came early.”


    “Please tell us the story again,” I said, stuffing another spoonful of cereal in my mouth.


    “Aren’t you tired of that story yet?” He asked.


    “Are you kidding me?” Cody said. “It’s our favorite!”


    “Well,” he said. “They call him Toothy Brutus. Some say he’s named after his huge set of choppers. Some say he’s named after his brute strength. Many have tried but he’s never been caught. They say he snaps your line if—”


    “Or even your pole, right?” Cody said.


    “Yes,” Daddy said. “He can even snap your pole if you’re lucky enough to hook him. When I was your age, I was fishing alone and already had a few trout on the stringer when I started packing up.”


    “That’s when you heard it, right?” I said.


    Daddy pulled a chair up to the table. “Yes,” he said. “It reminded me of a whip cracking or a huge mouse-trap snapping.”


    You could hear a pin drop in the kitchen.


    “I turned to see what it was, but all I saw were a few ripples in the water. I had nothing to lose, so I baited my hook and tossed it out.”


    I looked at Cody and scooted my chair closer. “I love this part.”


    “As soon as it landed,” Daddy said, “the hook and bobber disappeared in a splash.”


    “Then what?” Cody asked.


    “My pole bent over so far the tip touched the water. Line began peeling off the reel and it almost pulled me in.”


    Cody swallowed. “But you held on, right? You had a good grip?”


    “Yes,” Daddy said. “But Toothy Brutus was so strong and swam so fast that he stripped all the line off the reel in just a few seconds.”


    We finished breakfast in silence, soaking it all in. I wondered what kind of fish could do that and how big it must be all these years later.


    “What do you think it is?” I said.


    “I don’t know,” Daddy said. “I never saw it.”


    “I bet it’s a catfish,” Cody said. “Or a largemouth bass.”


    “What if it’s not a fish at all?” I suggested.


    Cody looked puzzled.


    “What if it’s a pet that got flushed down the toilet? Like a mutant goldfish or a little alligator that’s three-hundred-feet long now.”


    I stretched my arms out as far as I could.


    “Yeah,” said Cody, “or maybe it’s the Loch Ness Monster.”


    My eyes widened and my mouth dropped open.


    “Maybe!” I said.


    “No, gentlemen,” said Daddy. “It’s not any of those things. Just a big sneaky fish that hasn’t been caught yet.”


    “How do you know?” I asked. “You just said you didn’t see it.”


    “Wait a second,” Cody said. “Our poles came early, so can we go fishing today?”


    “Yeah!” I said. “Please, Daddy. Can we?”
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    My heart pounded while we waited for the answer. I glanced at Cody, whose eyes were shut tight in concentration.


    “Hmm,” Daddy said, “I don’t think so.”


    “But, but, why not?” I said.


    “Because, sillies. We don’t have any bait.”


    “Right,” I said.


    “Let’s go, Max,” Cody added.


    We inhaled the rest of our cereal and hurried out the door.


    “I’ll get the coffee cans,” Cody said. “You grab the shovels.”


    He stopped and shook his finger at me. “And stay away from Mommy’s tulips this time. Remember how much they cost?”


    I frowned. “And just how was I supposed to know tulips died so easy? They were only out of the ground for a few days.”


    The sun crept over the trees as we walked across the yard. I chose a spot away from Cody and away from the flowers. Birthday Miracle scampered over and joined me.


    “I’m a good hole-digger, puppy,” I said. I shoveled a clump of dirt and tossed it to the side. This is almost like being at the beach, I thought. Except I don’t have to worry about pinchy crabs. Worms don’t even have claws or arms for that matter. Wait. What about teeth?


    “Worms don’t bite, do they, Cody?”


    “No,” he said. “But snakes do.”


    I froze, then slowly searched the area. “Snakes?”


    Cody grinned. “Ooh,” he said. “There’s one right there.”


    I sprang to my feet and spun around in a circle. “Where?”


    He stuffed his hand in the hole and pulled out a pink wiggly worm.


    “Right here.” He held the worm high in the air. It squirmed in the sunlight.


    “Oh,” I said. “A worm.”


    “There’s another one,” Cody said. Every scoop seemed to uncover more.


    I looked down at my empty hole. “I haven’t found one yet,” I said.


    “Just keep digging.”


    I jammed the shovel into the dirt and pried a clod loose. Something moved.


    “Ah-ha,” I said. I stuck my finger in the hole, but the pink nub vanished.


    That sneaky worm must have had an escape tunnel built in! I wondered what room his tunnel led to.


    “Cody, do worms have houses like us?”
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