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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 family – the source of my inspiration.


     

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Waiting


    Back to Table of Contents


    “Oh man,” I said. “Trapped in my room. Again.” It was pitch black except for the glowing red light from my desk. The numbers on the clock read five-four-three.


    How could I, Max E. James, be stuck in my room? One of my parents’ rules, that’s how. The rule says I can’t come out until the first number on the clock reads six. Thanks, Mom and Dad.


    I stared at my clock for what seemed like an hour, but the numbers didn’t change. Must be broken.


    “That’s it,” I said. “Rules don’t count if the clock’s broken.”


    I grabbed Fuzzy, my best attack blanket, and tip-toed to my bedroom door for a peek down the hall. No sign of life from my big brother Cody’s room. Hmm, it was a little too quiet. I remembered that Cody told me once that monsters hide in dark silent halls. Fuzzy eats monsters.
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    “Go get ‘em!” I shouted, launching Fuzzy into the hall.


    I slammed the door shut, pressed my back against it, and counted slowly.


    “One…two…three…four...five,” I said. “That should just about do it. Any monsters left, Fuzzy?”


    I cracked the door. No trace of any beasts.


    “I can always count on you,” I said. “I hope they tasted good.”


    I grabbed Fuzzy and crept into the living room to watch cartoons.


    “Would you look at that?! The clock on the TV says five-four-three, too!” I exclaimed. “What are the chances?”


    I wrapped Fuzzy around me and left a small peeky hole for just my face. I felt the couch bounce as I flipped through the channels. It was Cody. He plopped down next to me and before I got a word out, he snatched the remote.


    “Hey, no fair,” I said. “My turn to pick.”


    He glared at me and turned back to the TV. I didn’t stand a chance.


    “That’s what I thought,” he said. He yanked Fuzzy away and bundled him around his feet!


    “Gross,” I said. “Get your dirty piggies off my blanket!”


    Cody just smiled and dug his toes in deeper. I clenched my teeth, reached for the closest pillow, and swung it at his big fat head.


    Faah-whap! The force sent him sailing off the couch onto the floor. The remote crashed down beside him.


    “Serves you right,” I said.


    “You’ll pay for that,” he said, wobbling to his feet.


    I slid off the couch and backed away.


    “Ahhh! Mom-my!” I cried. “He’s going to get me!”


    I raced towards my room and heard a thud behind me. What was that? I turned around and slammed into Daddy, then fell backwards onto the floor. When I looked up, I saw that he was wearing a frown.


    “Oh. Hello, Daddy,” I said. “It’s still early. What are you doing up?”


    “What’s going on, Max?” he asked. “It sounds like a herd of elephants out here.”


    “No pachyderms,” I said. “It’s just—“


    “He hit me in the face!” Cody said. “And made me fall, too.”


    “No, I didn’t,” I said. “It’s not my fault you can’t walk.”


    “Is everybody okay?” Daddy asked.


    “Yup,” I said.


    “I guess so, but my butt hurts,” Cody said.


    Daddy knelt down, rubbing his forehead. “Let me see.”


    Cody pointed to a red blotch just below his hip.


    “Mommy said not to rub your head like that,” I said. “Remember? It will give you a retreating hairline.”


    Just then, Mommy walked out of their room, giggling.


    “Good morning, gentlemen,” she said. “By the way, Max, that’s a receding hairline. But you’re right, Daddy’s hair is retreating.” She kissed us each on the cheek and walked down the hall.


    “Oh, and, Daddy,” she said, “it’s only 5:50. Should they be out of their rooms this early?”


    Daddy smiled at Cody and me. He leaned close. “You boys know the rules. Back to your rooms.”


    So there I was, right where I started. Trapped. The worst part? I didn’t even find out what we were going to do today. I looked at my clock. It said five-five-one.
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    “Thank you, six.” I said. “I’m free at last.” I ran to the kitchen and was greeted by the smell of bacon and pancakes. My favorite!


    “Well, good morning, again,” Mommy said. “Please wash your hands before you sit down.”


    “What?” I said. “But I haven’t even touched anything dirty today. They’re clean, see?”


    I stretched my hands into the air and wiggled my fingers inches from her face.


    “Go wash your hands,” Mommy said, laughing.


    I washed them as fast as I could and was back to the table in a flash.


    “Yummy,” I said. “I love the smell of bacon.”


    “And the taste, too,” Cody said.


    My first bite was almost spoiled by a horrible smell: Daddy’s coffee.


     


    “Yuck, Daddy,” I said. “Your liquid stink is ruining my taste adventure.”


    He must have choked on that nasty stuff because he spit some out all over the table. Coffee must taste as bad as it smells.


    I leaned close to him and smiled. He smiled back. Now’s my chance! I jammed my fingers into his mouth and yanked on his two front teeth.


    “Ouch!” he said. “What in the world are you doing?”


    “Well, you drink coffee.”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “So I wanted to see how easily your teeth came out. They’re really stuck in there good.”


    “What are you talking about, Max?” Mommy asked.


    Cody stopped chewing and stared at me.


    “What?” I said. “I saw it on TV. Old people take their teeth out to clean off coffee stains. They put them in cups of bubbly water.”


    Cody rolled his eyes. “Those are dentures, genius. You know, fake teeth.”


    “Oh, I forgot,” I said. “You’re nine now so you know everything.”


    “Dentures are for really old people who don’t have their real teeth anymore,” Cody said. “You have to be like thirty or forty to get them.”


    Unfortunately, the roar of laughter from Mommy and Daddy saved Cody from getting in trouble for making fun of me.


    “One thing’s for sure,” Daddy said. “That boy is getting too much screen time.”


    Cody looked up at Mommy’s bright red face. “How old are you?“


    “I’m thirty-nine, Cody,” Mommy said.


    “Oh,” he said.


    Now Mr. Smarty-pants didn’t know if their teeth were real or not.


    Mommy revealed all of her pearly whites with a warm smile. “Don’t worry. All my teeth are real. And so are Daddy’s.”


    We finished breakfast and I ran to my room. A t-shirt and my favorite swimming trunks had been laid out on my bed.


    “Mom-my! Are we going swimming?”


    “We’re going to the beach, Max,” she said. “But not quite yet. I still have to take a shower.”


    My face crumbled. “But I already had to wait once today. I can’t wait anymore.”


    “Well, you’re going to have to,” Mommy said.


    “Ugh,” I mumbled. Time stands still when mommies are in the bathroom.


    “Why don’t you go help load the truck?” she said. “I think your Daddy and Cody are already outside.”
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    As I stepped onto the driveway, the sun warmed my cheeks.


    “Grab those bodyboards, Max,” Daddy said.


    I felt uneasy as I reached for the boards, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. Their salty smell snapped me out of my trance. Oh well, I thought, and handed them to Daddy.


    After everything was packed, Cody and I hopped in the back seat and buckled up.


    Daddy stood outside the truck shaking his head. As he opened the door, he said, “Gentlemen, it’s not time to go yet. Out of the truck.”


    “Can’t we just wait in here?” Cody asked.


    “We’re so excited,” I said.


    “Fine, but crack the windows so you can breathe.”


    Cody and I smiled at each other and rolled the windows down.


    “And no fighting!” He pointed his finger at us and ducked into the house.


    “Yeah,” Cody said. He flicked my ear. “No fighting, Max. Stay on your side!”


    “Ouch!” I said. “Keep it up and we won’t even make it out of the driveway.”


    I laid a towel across the back seat to separate our sides.


    “There,” I said. “Don’t you dare cross it.”
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    Knock-knock. The rap on the window startled me.


    “You’re both still breathing,” Mommy said as she got into the truck. “No blood even. I’m impressed.”


    Daddy sat down in the driver’s seat and we were off.


    “What do you want to do now?” I asked. “Car rides are boring.”


    “I don’t know,” Cody said. “How about a thumb wrestling tournament?”


    “Sounds good to me. No cheating though, okay?”


    He smiled and we interlocked hands to kick off the first match.


    “One-two-three-four!” we chanted. “I declare a thumb war.”


    Even though Cody’s older, we’re pretty evenly matched when it comes to thumb wrestling. I won the first bout, then he won the second. By the time we turned onto the beach road, the score was tied at seven to seven.


    “Look!” I said. “I see water.”


    “We’re almost there,” Cody said. “Last match.”


    He looked me dead in the eye. “This one is for all the glory.”


    I lunged at his thumb, but it slipped out from under my grip. That’s when he extended his pointer finger and snagged my thumb. I was down for the count.
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