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STOP THE PRESS! I’m in a band with Miller the Killer … Oh, and all these other things are happening!


	I got a new job—with a rad Aussie hipster (man bun alert!)

	Mom’s taken up sweaty yoga—GROSS

	We have the world’s most boring teacher, Mr. Mann, who may or may not be who he says he is …

	My friend Kasey is visiting from Down Under—basically, the Aussies have invaded Hills Village



Will I end up a rock god, or will I hit rock bottom?
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WITH A NOISE like a rusty dumpster full of scrap metal and plate glass being dropped into a steam-powered woodchipper, The People—aka the Absolutely Bestest Most Totally Ace Glitter-Punk Rock Band on the Planet—launched into the crowd-slaying anthem “Everything Sucks” from the platinum-selling My Life Stinks album.


The mosh pit at the front of the Hollywood Bowl went absolutely ape and completely chimp, totally tapir, wickedly wildebeest … Basically, you name an animal, we went it. A roar of applause came crashing back at us as I placed one of my silver platform boots on the riser and leaned into the tidal wave of love (like that woman in Titanic … only with a guitar and without Leonardo DiCaprio standing behind me). I brought down my heavily insured hand and smashed out the final chords that led into the chorus.

“Keep your marzipan, schoolwork, your Peking Duk! Brussels sprouts, fake tan, and all textbooks!” I screeched into the mic. “I don’t like ’em ’cause …”
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“… EVERYTHING SUCKS!” the crowd yelled as one.

“I love you, Rafey!” a girl screamed from the front.

I winked at her and she fainted (seeing as how I’m a super-famous, MASSIVELY COOL, glitter-punk rock god and all). I made sure one of my bodyguards carried her to safety (I may be a super-famous, MASSIVELY COOL, glitter-punk rock god, but I still care about the fans) and then did a backwards scissor kick with a triple jeté.
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Behind me, Miller the Killer (yep, him … more deets on that later) was laying down a beat on the drums so intense it made your insides wobble. To my left, the magic fingers of Jason “The Changmeister” Chang were flying across the keyboards. The People were on fire and—

“FOR THE LAST TIME, RAFE, TURN THAT MUSIC DOWN!”

Reality, in the shape of my mom, came crashing into my daydream. It was day one of us—me, Miller, and The Changmeister—as a band and, instead of performing to a sellout crowd of adoring fans at the Hollywood Bowl, we were practicing in my garage in Hills Village. And we absolutely sucked.
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MAYBE I’D BETTER explain a few things and give you some background to this rock-and-roll tale. I’m Rafe Khatchadorian. Teenager. Dark hair. A loser, mostly. Not always, but mostly. This is me:
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If you’ve read my previous books, some of this is going to be a little boring, but it’s got to be done, so let’s get it out of the way.

I’m kind of okay at drawing and art stuff, but not much else, if I’m honest. I’ve got a bad habit of making the wrong decisions at the right time, or maybe it’s the right decisions at the wrong time. Either way, by the time the dust settles, it usually turns out I’m in the wrong.

I live with my mom (Jules) and sister (Georgia) and grandma (Dotty … that’s her name, but it could also work as a description), in a totally average house in a totally average town called Hills Village, a place that’s north of nowhere and south of sorry-what-did-you-say-I-totally-tuned-out. My dad left a while back and I once had a brother, Leo, who died when we were both little. He’s going to pop into this story now and again, and you might catch him in one of our Loozer and Leo comics later. Oh, and just to make things real clear, because Leo is, uh, deceased, only I can see him. Don’t freak out, okay?
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I get along fine with my mom (most of the time), and even though Georgia can sometimes be MASSIVELY ANNOYING, she’s still my little sis.

I also have a (non-imaginary) dog called Junior and, between all the usual arguments and family stuff everyone has, us Khatchadorians generally look out for each other. We do okay.
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Hmm, what else do you need to know?

When I’m not at school, I work at Swifty’s Diner on weekends and in the holidays. The place is rated number 12 of—you guessed it—exactly 12 restaurants … and that includes Old Sal’s Pizza Palace aka Old Salmonella’s Pizza Palace, which has been shut down three times in the past two years by the authorities. I’m hoping to get another gig somewhere else, but I’m also not holding my breath since my skills amount to washing dishes and taking out the trash. I’m not exactly top of anyone’s wish list when it comes to employees. Even allowing for my lack of cool, I have done some pretty cool stuff. I’ve been to Australia a couple of times, and London too. I’ve accidentally worked on a movie and been chased by zombies (who turned out to be angry Australians, but I didn’t know that at the time).

I’ve kind of got a “thing” for Jeanne Galletta, a girl at my school.
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Jeanne doesn’t have a thing for me, which sucks, but I’m used to it. I’m only telling you this because someone’s bound to blab sooner or later. It’s all right—I’m pretty good at dealing with soul-crushing disappointment (it comes with the Khatchadorian territory).

So, that’s me taken care of. Now we can move on with the story of how I came to be the nearest thing to a rock star Hills Village has ever seen.
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IT’S NOT AS if I ever wanted to be in a band. For a start, I couldn’t play an instrument and I’d never been that interested in music.

I mean, don’t get me wrong, I listen to music. I’m just not one of those uber-cool musos like Solo Barnes or Terri McCready, who always seem to know exactly what’s hot and (more importantly) what’s not at all times. Want to find out about the best beats, the next big thing, the gnarliest grooves? Don’t ask one R. Khatchadorian. By the time people like me know what the coolest thing is—whether that’s music or clothes or movies or whatever—it instantly becomes UNCOOL.
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Anyway, back to the story …

So, I hear you ask, seeing as how you aren’t cool and don’t really like music and all, how’d you end up in a band then, Captain Smarty-pants?
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The truth is, this whole thing started with Miller the Killer, which may be a shock to anyone who’s read my books before. For those joining the circus now, this is him:
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Scary, huh?

Miller has been pounding on me since dinosaurs roamed the earth.


Any time he gets slightly bored, Miller would think nothing of making my life (more of) a misery. Sometimes, he doesn’t even know he’s doing it. It’s just an instinct for him. So, like I say, that was the situation between me and Miller.

Until London, that is, and The Strange Case of the Two Millers …

(Screen starts to wobble and “going back in time” music plays.)
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THE LONDON FOG was as thick as pea soup. As luck would have it, I was actually eating a bowl of pea soup, so it was easy to compare the two. Yup, it was totes a pea-souper. I, Sherlock Khatchadorian—London’s greatest consulting detective—and Dr. John Watson, my sidekick, were deep in the bowels of London’s Limehouse district, an area close by the stinking mud of Old Mother Thames and within spitting distance of the Smithfield Market, where the alleys ran with blood. What with all the bowels and spitting and stinking and blood and stuff, it was plenty gnarly, but we were hot on the trail of the Fruit Thief of Old London Town, so there wasn’t much we could jolly well do about it.


“I say, Khatchadorian,” Watson said, “how on earth did the thieves get in?”

I pursed my thin lips and looked down my long, sharp nose at the scene that lay before me. There, lying in the window of Josh Miller’s Bespoke Fruit and Veg Emporium, was a watermelon surrounded by shards of glass from the broken shop window. The Miller mandarins, renowned across our great empire, from Afghanistan to Zanzibar and back, had vanished without a trace. Miller himself was unconscious on the floor of the shop.

“It’s a melon entry, my dear Watson,” I said. “That much is clear from the merest trifling observation.”
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Watson sprang forward to administer what aid he could to the unfortunate fruiterer. “But who would do such a thing?” he said. “And what has trifle got to do with it?”

I snorted. “Isn’t it obvious? Miller is the culprit.”

Watson looked at me as though I had finally gone mad. He always did think I was a few sandwiches short of a picnic, so it wasn’t exactly a surprise. “How could Miller be the culprit when he is here and the mandarins are gone?”

I smiled. Even though I say so myself, it was the smile of a superior intellect at work. “Why, because there are two Millers in this tale.”
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OKAY, MAYBE WE went a tad too far back in time, but you get the idea. As Sherlock said, there were two Millers in this tale—the Miller the Killer who likes nothing better than to pound me into mush, and a Miller who is my … buddy.

“WHOA! How’d that happen?” I hear you ask.

We were on a school trip to London a little while back (see Middle School: From Hero to Zero) when Miller (SPOILER ALERT: his first name is Dryden … no, really it is, snarf-snarf …) got it into his head that me and him—him and me?—were best buds. This was probably because, as ridiculous as it sounds, that’s exactly what had happened over there in Old London Town. Yup, me and Miller were buddies. I mean, some of me being nice to him was due a little (okay, a lot) to me not wanting to get pounded, but there’s no getting around the fact that we had sort of accidentally become friends. How long that would last, I didn’t know. I also didn’t care on account of the fact Miller doesn’t pound me any more … although I’m sure that would change if I ever called him Dryden to his face.

Now, being someone in the non-pounding sector of Miller the Killer’s brain is very definitely A GOOD THING. But it does come with a flip side: Miller gets ideas from time to time and, when he gets one of those ideas, guess where he takes ’em? That’s right, straight to me.
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Last Tuesday, just after school had finished, my bestie cornered me with a total doozy. I was practicing staring into space while thinking about Jeanne Galletta when Miller stomped across, took off his headphones, jabbed a finger the size of a hot dog (with bun) into my chest, and asked me if I played guitar.

“No,” I said, pleased that I’d just gotten myself off the hook with whatever lousy idea he’d dreamed up. Although I hadn’t exactly been paying much attention to what Miller had been doing, now I stopped to think about it, he had started wearing headphones and T-shirts with band names on them. Maybe this guitar thing was something to do with that?

Miller eyed me suspiciously. “I thought you played guitar,” he said, like maybe I was a secret guitar player who was holding out on him. “You sure you don’t play guitar, Khatchadorian?”

“Yep,” I said, nodding. “I mean, nope. I mean, yep. I’m sure, but, no, I don’t play guitar.”

Snappy, huh? Even when he’s my buddy, Miller the Killer has that effect on me.

“Whatever,” Miller said with a shrug. “You’ll learn. I’m learning the drums. It’s easy.”

So that was it. I was learning guitar.


It seemed this time Miller had gotten it into his head that he was going to form a band PLUS I was going to be the lead guitarist in that band. He told me he’d already recruited Hills Village Middle School’s Head Nerd, Jason Chang, on keyboards, and was looking for a bass guitarist. That’s how he said it—he was “looking” … as if he was a band manager or something.

“By the way, we’re called The Village People,” he added.

A dim memory of my mom singing along to a group of cowboys and construction workers popped into my head. “Um … aren’t they … already a band?” I asked.
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“Well, we’re people and we’re from a village, right?” Miller said. He cracked his knuckles and stared at me from under that overhanging forehead of his.


“Anything you say,” I said, and raised a fist in the air. “Yay, The Village People!”

Miller nodded. “And we’re gonna win the crummy New Bands competition. I already entered us. We’ve got six weeks to get good.”

I should mention that the “crummy” he’s talking about is KRMY, the Hills Village radio station. Only thing is, their annual New Bands comp is for bands who can, you know, actually play songs. We had absolutely zero chance of winning. I didn’t even know what kind of band Miller wanted us to be. Punk? Thrash? Grunge? Rap? Hungarian folk metal?

“What kind of band are we?” I asked. I’d realized by now that nothing on the planet was going to stop Miller from either:
 
(a) making me be in his stupid band; or
 
(b) pounding me into mush.

Unsurprisingly, I opted for (a).

“How would I know?” Miller growled. “That’s your job, Khatchadorian. You’re the creative genius. Right, genius? Duh.”

Yep. So, no pressure.
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ON MY WAY home from school, I was still trying to figure out how I was going to get out of Miller’s grand plan, when I turned the corner and saw something so HUMUNGOUSLY un-Hills Villagey, my lower jaw hit the sidewalk with a CLANG! and bounced straight back up. All thoughts of Miller and his music dreams blew straight out of my head as I gazed in wonder at a sight never before seen in Hills Village: a man bun.

Yup, that’s right. An actual real-life man bun. A topknot. A—Wait, hold on just a second. Maybe I’ve got ahead of myself.

Do you all know what I’m talking about when I say “man bun”? What am I saying? Of course you do. You guys probably live in cities awash with hipsters. You’re likely knee-deep in man buns and waxed mustaches and oiled beards.

Not in Hills Village. The nearest we’ve gotten to a genuine hipster was when they made that movie in town (see Middle School: Hollywood 101 for deets). There were a few goatees and no-sock wearers floating around for a while when that was happening. But even then there was nothing like this dude. He was the real deal. A full-blown hipster.
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I’ll begin with the man bun. It was a big one, which suggested this dude really needed a man bun otherwise his glossy locks would come down to his knees. Below the man bun was a face—would’ve been real weird if there wasn’t, right?—which was mostly hidden behind a black beard that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a pirate ship. This impressive bit of face fungus was topped off by a waxed mustache with curly ends. He was wearing a retro nylon shirt so nasty that it had to be hip, and no shoes.

Don’t get me wrong. If this guy didn’t want to wear shoes, that was entirely his biz. But wearing no shoes in Hills Village? That’s dangerous. I mean, it’s not like our town is a total dump or anything, but we have our fair share of broken glass, doggy doo, and suchlike. This dude was committed.
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The hipster was standing in front of a hardware store that had shut down last year. There was a fresh coat of paint on the door and newspaper over the windows. A sign that read GUDONYA: COFFEE, VINYL, YOGA hung from a repurposed pallet. He turned and noticed me staring. “G’day,” he said. “Howzit gwan, mite?”

The hipster was Australian.

Life in Hills Village had suddenly got a whole lot more interesting.
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NOW, THOSE OF you who’ve been paying attention to all things Khatchadorian will know that, when it comes to Australia, I’m pretty much an expert. I’ve been there, like, THREE times. I’ve had some mega-great, awesome times in Oz and met a bunch of totally cool people—in fact, one of them was about to come visit me (more on that later)—but I’ve also had a few less good things happen Down Under. For instance, there was that time I got chased out of the country by a pack of bloodthirsty zombies, and that other time I broke my leg, not to mention the time I stood on a crocodile and—wait, you can go read all about it for yourselves. Trust me, a lot of Khatchadorian-related stuff went down Down Under, so when I hear the word “Australia”, or meet an actual Australian, my response is … complex.

But, whatever my feelings are about Oz, one thing was for sure: I had the Australian language nailed.

I know you’re thinking:

[image: image]

*Buzzer sounds*
 
UHHH, NUUUH!

Wrong.

Australians don’t speak English. They speak a little known language called Strayan. To talk Strayan, there are some rules you have to follow. They’re pretty simple rules (just like most Aussies … ha-ha, only kidding). Gulp.
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1. Always shorten a word and add “-o” or “-ies” or “-ey” to the end. So “ambulance” becomes “ambo”, “service station” becomes “servo”. Geddit? Your “relatives” are “rellies”, and “mosquitoes” are “mozzies”. A “fireman” is a “firey”, and a “kangaroo” is a “roo”. Wait, that doesn’t fit …

2. “Mate” can be added to the end of any sentence. As in “Can you grab me a sausage, mate?”, or “Prime Minister, when are you calling the next election, mate?” Note: your “mate” can be everyone and anyone, from your gran to a total stranger. It’s not unheard of for an Aussie to call the Queen of England “mate”.
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3. If you draw out the “a” in “mate”, it can be used as a kind of thank-you or warning. So if your friend buys you a ticket to the movies, you can thank her with a smile and a “Maaaaaate!” If your friend tells you he’s going to try to swim across a crocodile-infested river while wearing a suit made of raw meat, you can warn him with the exact same word but said while frowning.




[image: image]


4. Words can run into one another, like cars in a low-speed traffic accident. “Go on” becomes “gwan”, “Good on you” turns into “Gudonya”, and so on.



There are a lot more rules, but you get the idea.

So, when Hills Village’s only hipster spoke to me, I knew exactly what he was saying. “Howzit gwan, mite?” translates to “How are things going with you, my friend?”


“All good,” I replied, “mate.” See, I was straight in there speaking fluent Strayan, like I’d just stepped off a plane from Sydney.

The hipster paused and looked at me more closely. “You’re not Strayan, are ya?”

“No, mate,” I replied. “But I’ve been a few times, mate. Love it, mate.”

Okay, I admit I was overdoing it, but the hipster looked impressed. He stuck out a paint-spattered hand.

“Good to meet ya, fella! Put ya paw right there! Sid’s the name. Sidney Harberbridge.”

I blinked.

Sidney Harberbridge? Did he think I was born yesterday? Sidney Harberbridge as in THE Sydney Harbor Bridge?

“Yeah, mate,” the hipster said. “I know you’re thinking: What kind of a name is that?”

“No, I wasn’t. I didn’t. I mean, hey, like, whatever,” I burbled. I do that a lot—burble—when I get embarrassed.

“My folks musta had a sense of humor, hey?” He waved a hand at the sign. “Whaddya think?”


“It’s Aussie for ‘good on you’, right?” I said. “What are you selling? The coffee makes sense, but where does vinyl and yoga come into it?”

Sid grinned. “Glad you asked, mate! Lemme show ya,” he said, swinging open the front door. “This joint is sick!”

I stepped into Gudonya. If only I’d known that things would never be quite the same again (or at least not until the end of this story).
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OKAY, LET ME cut to the chase here.
 
Gudonya was basically a shop that sold coffee (organic, cold-drip, triple-filtered Tasmanian espresso, if you must know. And, no, at that point I didn’t have a clue what any of that meant either) and vinyl—as in the big old, black plastic records your grandparents used to buy back in Ye Olden Times. You know the ones? Like this:
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Sid was also planning to hold yoga classes in a tent on a spot of wasteland between Gudonya and Vic’s Auto-Lube next door. When I say “tent”, I mean “yurt”. (Sid corrected me when I called it a tent.)

Pay attention to that yurt as it comes into the story later.

“I’m going to run Bikram yoga in there,” Sid told me. “That’s, like, hot yoga. Everyone gets heaps sweaty. Frees up the chakras like nobody’s biz, yeah? Got a heap of bookings already from the leaflet, yeah?”

I nodded. I didn’t know what a chakra was, but I wanted to play it cool. And, by the way, I thought, Good luck with persuading anyone in Hills Village to do sweaty yoga, buddy. People round here … Well, let’s just say they don’t exactly trust stuff like that.
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Sid’s mention of a leaflet suddenly reminded me that I’d seen something like that attached to our fridge door. I hadn’t really looked at it properly because (a) it was Mom who’d put it there; and (b) it was Mom who’d put it there. I don’t mean I pay no attention to what my mom’s into—she’s pretty cool for a mom, tbh—but you know what it’s like. Moms do mom stuff and I guess I’d tuned it out.

After Sid had given me the tour of the shop/cafe/ whatever it was, he picked up a guitar, sat on one of the upturned crates he had instead of chairs, and started to pick out a tune. “So, mate, whaddya think?” he asked.

What did I think? I blinked. Adults usually never asked me that. I looked around at the racks of vinyl, the upturned crate chairs, the vintage posters on the walls, the turntable cranking out some song I’d never heard, the concrete floor (hipsters don’t like carpets), the blackboard listed with retro breakfast cereal on offer (the only food Gudonya served), the stack of ’90s video games, the graffiti across one wall (“That was, like, already there when I moved in, so I just left it as it was …”), and the jar of handcrafted Peruvian kazoos (given free to loyal customers). You get the picture. Was he kidding? I LOVED EVERY FREAKING INCH OF THE PLACE!
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“Yeah,” I said lazily, with my eyelids half-closed, “it’s okay.”

Sid stopped plunking the guitar strings and pointed a finger at me. “The cool approach, hey? I like it. You’re a natural hipster, kid,” he said with a smile. “Want a job?”

“Here?!” I squeaked. I tried again, this time with less enthusiasm. “Here?”

Better.

“No, at the 7-Eleven. Yes, of course here. General coffee duties, mopping up, sales … and you can have as much Cap’n Crunch as you can eat.”

I shrugged. “Okay.”
 
Sid held out his hand and we did one of those way cool upright handshakes. Like this:
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“Welcome aboard.”

Sayonara, Swifty’s! So long, suckers! It felt great having a new job—and in Hills Village’s first hipster cafe, of all places.

Later on, WHEN EVERYTHING WENT COMPLETELY AND TOTALLY WRONG, I’d remember that feeling and wonder why I didn’t—wait, I’m getting ahead of myself again. Why don’t you get comfortable? This might take a while. Sit back, pull up a chair and let me tell you what happened …
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THE NEXT DAY I was back at school. Woo-hoo.

I managed to avoid Miller in the morning, but he grabbed me at lunchtime to check how I was going with the IMPOSSIBLE job of turning me, Miller, and Jason Chang into a band.

Of course, I’d made completely ZERO progress, but one glance at Miller’s face told me that was not news he was even in the neighborhood of being ready to hear. I’ll say this for him, once he gets hold of an idea, it sticks … just like me. We may have been buddies back in London, but deep down he still blamed me for Bobby Flynn barfing all over him on the plane (don’t ask). Plus, don’t forget Miller was still totally Miller the Killer, buddy or not.
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“Yeah,” I croaked, once I’d persuaded him to unclamp his paw from my throat—when I’d said he grabbed me, I meant that literally. “I’ve found someone to teach me guitar.”

I figured I could maybe ask Sid later, which made it practically true. In any case, I had to say something if I wanted to keep breathing. There’s only so long you can be lifted off the ground by your throat.

“How are you doing with the drums?” I gasped, in an effort to distract him. He put me down and I sucked in oxygen like my life depended on it.
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“Drumming is hard, Khatchadorian,” Miller growled. “Getting good at the drums is gonna take up all my time, okay? Which means you gotta learn to play the guitar, write the songs, and work out how we’re gonna win the comp. Not just enter it, understand? Win.”

“No problem,” I squeaked.

With a grunt, Miller stomped off, the ground shaking under his feet. He stopped to bite the heads off two passing seventh graders who’d been dumb enough to look at him.

If I was going to keep my own head, I needed to figure out what to do—stat. I liked my head. It was the only one I had.
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UNFORTUNATELY, THE NEXT lesson was music. That was the last place I was going to find out how to get a band up and running.

“Hold on,” I hear you say, “surely music lessons are precisely the place you’d learn about that kind of thing?” And I’d say, yes, in some schools that might be true. The problem was our music teacher. Miss Murgatroyd wasn’t exactly … musical. In fact, she was tone-deaf, couldn’t play a single instrument, couldn’t sing, and seemed to hate everything there was to hate about music. I wasn’t going to learn anything from Miss Murgatroyd. I trudged into the lesson and sat down next to Shayleen Hoyt.


“Hey,” Shayleen hissed, “you hear about Murgatroyd?”

“No,” I said, once I’d gotten over the shock of Shayleen Hoyt speaking directly to me. Shayleen was one of the cool kids and hadn’t said a word to me since third grade. If she was talking to me now, the news about Murgatroyd had to be gigantic. “What about her?”

Shayleen looked at me as if I’d just said I’d never seen the moon or something. “You mean you haven’t heard about what happened with her and the kettledrums?”

“No,” I repeated, as the unfamiliar feeling of hope rose in my chest. “I’ve heard nothing. What happened?”

“She’s been suspended, or kicked out, or whatever they do with music teachers!” Shayleen whispered gleefully. “Word on the street is, we’ve got a new teacher this semester.”

A new teacher? That sounded promising. That sounded like the answer to all my problems. Maybe this new teacher was going to be someone young (y’know, born in this century) and cool who (a) knew everything about music, including how to (b) play guitar, and was willing to (c) give up all of their spare time in the next month to stop me from getting pounded into mush.

I was so excited I forgot to ask Shayleen what Miss Murgatroyd had done with the kettledrums.
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THE DOOR TO the music room opened and my heart sank. Our new teacher was bald and way, way old—about fifty. He wore a gray suit, dark gray tie, and black shoes, and was carrying a briefcase. He looked like an accountant. A very boring accountant on a dull day in January.

[image: image]

This guy was definitely not the answer to my not-getting-pounded-into-mush plan.

“Good afternoon, class,” he said in a voice devoid of emotion. (It was actually pretty impressive how little emotion he exhibited.) “My name is Mr. Mann. M. A. Double N. And I will be your music teacher this semester.”

Oh great. “A. Mann” was our teacher. They should have sent a robot.

“What happened to Miss Murgatroyd?” someone piped up from the back of the classroom.

Mr. Mann began rummaging around in his briefcase. “There was an … incident,” he said, pausing to cough. “Involving … kettledrums.”

As we waited for him to explain (he didn’t), I wondered if I was maybe being too quick to judge. Just because Mr. Mann looked boring, had a boring voice, and wore boring clothes, it didn’t mean he was going to be boring. He could be the best music teacher we’d ever had, for all I knew.

One thing he did have was a little S-shaped scar high up on his left cheek. You could hardly see it, but it was there all right. It was the only thing about Mr. Mann that suggested he might possibly not be the most boring teacher on the planet.

We watched as Mr. Mann pulled out a thick wad of paper from his briefcase and started passing it around the class. “German composers of the nineteenth century,” he droned. “Test next week.”

Well, that just goes to show what you get for being an optimist. I put my forehead on the desk and groaned. It was confirmed. Mr. Mann was the most boring teacher on the planet.
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WORKING AT GUDONYA was definitely different to working at Swifty’s. For a start, it smelled different: of coffee (natch), but also of incense and cool.

Yes, cool.
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Betcha didn’t know that cool even had a smell, did you? Well, ace reporter Rafe Khatchadorian is here to tell you that cool does indeed have a smell and it smells exactly like a hipster cafe. Not that I had much to compare it to. Swifty’s just smelled of grease and disappointment.

There were some other pretty neat things about working at Gudonya. There was the music, for a start. Sid always had a record spinning on the turntable; usually some totally obscure band I’d never heard of but knew was cool.

When the place was quiet, Sid didn’t get on my case about doing stuff. At Swifty’s, there was always some lousy job or other to be getting on with even if it was completely pointless. Swifty didn’t believe in paying someone to sit around doing nothing, but Sid didn’t seem to mind me flicking through the albums, or sketching when it was quiet. One of the best things about Gudonya—maybe even the best—was that Sid not only tolerated me drawing, he encouraged it. I know I don’t make a big deal about drawing and art, but when someone likes your stuff, it really helps, y’know? Without getting all fancy about it, Sid liking my drawings made me feel like a thirsty plant getting a cool drink of water. Okay, maybe I got too fancy, but that’s what it felt like.

And Sid didn’t stop there. When he saw me drawing pictures of some of the customers, he pinned a few of them up on a wall. I wasn’t sure at first—especially as the drawings weren’t all that flattering—but people seemed to like it if they made it onto the wall. It became a thing. Before too long customers were asking me to draw them, and the crazier I made them look, the better and the more they’d pay me (yep, actual money). Plus—and this is a majorly major plus—they impressed Jeanne Galletta.
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“You should totally fill that wall, Rafe,” she said one day, when she’d come in to see what the fuss was about. “It would be cool.”


It. Would. Be. Cool.

With those four simple words, Jeanne Galletta had changed my noodly-doodles into A MISSION. I was going to fill that entire wall and then she’d fall madly in love with me. Sid’s encouragement was one thing, but for Jeanne Galletta, I’d have doodled enough to cover the Great Wall of China. I’d have doodled until my fingers bled, until the world ran out of trees, until … you get the picture. Basically, I would do A LOT of drawing.

This was my big chance.
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EVEN WITH THE GALLETTA MISSION UNDERWAY, I still had time in between doodles (and band rehearsals) to concentrate on becoming a hipster. By the third weekend of me working at Gudonya, I felt like I was halfway there. Sid ha taught me how to tell a mocha from a macchiato, what crema was and the trillion little things that coffee nerds get excited about.
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The only trouble with all of this was, Hills Village didn’t, y’know, have any coffee nerds.

“No problemo, bro,” Sid said when I pointed this out. “We’re just gonna have to educate the population, mate.”

I had my doubts, but that’s exactly what Sid did. Inside three weeks, Gudonya began picking up a solid clientele and so did the yurt. Yep, sweaty yoga was a hit. Hills Village—where the most freaky thing that happened was half-price bowling every second Tuesday at Lane-O-Rama—was taking to sweaty yoga big time. And, despite my very best efforts to stop her, Mom had even signed up. As you can imagine, I took this news well.
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“There’s no need to be crabby about things you don’t understand,” Mom said. She was holding a fish slice and using it to emphasize the conversation. “Just because it’s something I’d like to try. Give me one good reason I shouldn’t.”

Because you’re my mom! I wanted to say, but I didn’t because (a) it was a dumb thing to say, and (b) because, if there’s one sentence guaranteed to send my mom into TMMM (Total Mom Meltdown Mode), it’s me saying stuff like that. Truth is, I didn’t know why I was bothered about Mom doing the class. What did I care? It wasn’t like I had to go along or anything. Mom had done zip to deserve me being sarcastic. She worked hard, she took great care of me, all the good Mom stuff. I knew I should do the right thing and SHUT MY GREAT BIG TALK-HOLE. But I didn’t.

“Bikram yoga,” I sneered, putting a spin on the word “Bikram” for some unknown reason. Sorry, Mom, said a little voice inside my head while my actual voice said nothing.

Mom raised an eyebrow. “I bet you’ve never even seen what Bikram yoga is like.”

“Yeah, right,” I said in a triple extra-sarcastic voice so she would think I knew everything there was to know about Bikram yoga.


At that point, I actually had zero idea what it was. I mean, I knew it was hot and sweaty, but I had no real details. How hot? How sweaty? Did it involve chanting? Humming? Headstands? Human sacrifice? The fact was, I knew as much about Bikram yoga as I knew about quantum physics (which is exactly zip, in case you were wondering).

So I decided it was time to find out.
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BIG MISTAKE.

Like a majorly major, I-really-wish-I-hadn’t-done-that kind of mistake. By the time I’d finished my undercover fact-finding mission, this was how my eyeballs felt:
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But let’s hit rewind. The 6 pm Tuesday class was in full swing when I arrived. I figured I’d sneak up to the yurt—I mean, how do you even get a yurt? Run down to the Yurt Shop? Make a quick trip to Yurts ’R’ Us? Order online at YurtMart.com?—and see if I could find a gap to peek through. I wasn’t proud of myself weaseling around like a … well, like a weasel … but I needed to know what kind of gig my mom had signed up for. The plan was just to take a quick look and then skedaddle out of there.

I waited outside and listened. I could hear the whirring of six heater blowers and the faint lilt of pipe music. You know, the kind that’s supposed to make you feel like you’re on some long-lost mountain in Peru. They probably recorded it in Des Moines or somewhere. But it sounded peaceful, I had to admit. Soothing. Maybe this Bikram yoga stuff was okay, after all.
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I cracked open the flap of canvas and copped a blast of hot air to the mush. It was like dunking my face into a bowl of soup. It was so humid it took me a moment to take in what I was seeing and a few more seconds for my brain to process the full horror.
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The fog cleared to reveal Sid standing on one leg at the front of the class with one foot placed at an angle on his standing knee. His hands were clasped in front of him and his eyes were closed (which I was glad about because it meant no one saw me). There were about twenty people in the yurt, all facing Sid, all in the same pose.

And all naked.
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OKAY, OKAY, EVERYONE, calm down.

Maybe I was exaggerating a teeny-tiny bit. They weren’t completely naked, but there was definitely waaaay too much skin on show for my liking. And it’s not like I can just wipe the memory clean. That will take years of therapy. YEARS.
 
[image: image]

The image of Mrs. Schultz in her short-shorts and sports bra is one that will be forever burned onto my retinas. I didn’t even want to think about what might have happened if my mom had been there.

Just so you know, it’s not like I’m some nut who freaks out about people in their undies. The problem was the kind of people who were there in their undies! When I tell you that Principal Stricker was one of them, and that they were all sweating like chili-guzzling Scandinavians in a Saunathon, you’ll start to get an idea of the mentally scarring experience I’d had. In addition to Stricker, I spotted Hairy Harry, the scary biker dude from the gas station; Darlene, the head of the Hills Village Civic Society; Rajeev, the sometimes short-order cook at Swifty’s; Mayor Thompson; plus a whole bunch of others.

Who knew that Hills Village had such a thirst for Bikram yoga? I remembered thinking—while my eyes were being boiled alive—that it was a sign of Sid’s immense Hipster Power. I bet most of the people in the yurt hadn’t even heard of it until Sid moved to town.

As the pipes wound down, Sid opened his eyes, spread his arms wide, leaned forward, and placed his forehead against his knees. The class followed suit and I almost fainted as the nearest person to me—Hairy Harry, wearing only a shiny red thong—bent forward enthusiastically.


Then things suddenly got a whole lot worse. With a loud ping, the rear part of Hairy Harry’s massive sweaty thong snapped off and flew across the yurt at the speed of light, splattering around my face like an alien octopus coming out of a spooky alien pod.
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My screams could be heard in Mexico.
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WITH EVERYTHING THAT had been happening with Miller the Killer and the yurt and THE MISSION to cover Dingbat Wall in Jeanne Galletta-pleasing drawings, I’d sort of semi-forgotten to mention that—ta-da!—Kasey Moran aka the Egg Girl and all-round Roller Derby Queen was coming to visit! The Sydney Spitballers (Kasey’s team) were touring the US and Kasey had fixed up to come stay with us in between games. It was just as well because my main man, and holder of the World’s Funniest Dude title, Flip Savage, was spending a semester on the East Coast while his dad was working a contract. I may not be the most popular kid at HVMS—all right, all right, no need to agree so quickly!—but my status was in danger of dropping from loser to downright loner.

Anyway, if you don’t already know, Kasey and yours truly are pretty tight. We’d been through plenty the last time I’d been Down Under. I really liked Kasey and was looking forward to showing her Hills Village … which I figured would take about eight minutes. Still, now that I was working at Gudonya, I could at least take her somewhere that would feel like home. Somewhere Australian.

The last time I’d seen Kasey, we’d just saved the Golden Blades Stadium (home of the Sydney Spitballers) from demolition at the hands of a crooked property developer: see Middle School: Million-Dollar Mess Down Under for deets. It had been a total Khatchadorian triumph, if I do say so myself (and I do), so I was sorta, kinda expecting Kasey to be excited to see me again. Which just goes to show how much I know.
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“Kase!” I yelled, waving like a lunatic as she stepped off the bus.

“Rafe!” she yelled back, then ran over and kicked me in the shins.

Hard.
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IF YOU’VE EVER been unexpectedly kicked in the shins, you’ll know that it’s one of the most painful places to be unexpectedly kicked. No flesh to cushion the impact, see? And Kasey is something of an expert in shin-kicking. That was, after all, exactly what she’d done to me the first time we met, but, I’ve got to say, I still wasn’t expecting it.
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So, when I was done hopping around like a demented frog—I don’t even know if frogs have shins, but you know what I mean—I turned to Kasey. “What was that for, Moran?” I yelped.

“That’s for the man bun, doofus.” She pointed to the top of my head. “If that doesn’t deserve a kick in the shins, I don’t know what does. And there’s the sign too. Cobber? Who says ‘cobber’? It’s practically racist.”

“What’s wrong with my man bun?” I rubbed my shin and tried not to cry. “And I thought Australians called everyone ‘cobber’. Isn’t it friendly?”
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Kasey threw her bag at c. “In 1885 maybe, and I shouldn’t have to explain the man bun. Now, show me the sights!”

“The sights?”

“Yeah, you know, the best parts of town. There’s got to be heaps of things you blokes are proud of round here.”

In Australia, I’d seen the Sydney Opera House gleaming white against a perfect blue sky, I’d gasped at shimmering pods of dolphins leaping out of crystal-clear water, I’d watched the sun rise over the vast red expanse of the Outback, and I’d discovered 40,000-year-old cave paintings by flickering torchlight.

I looked around at the Hills Village Bus Depot.

It was a concrete building that might have looked good around, say, 1972 and sat at the end of a strip mall featuring the Korean Nail Palace, a 7-Eleven, a boarded-up computer repair shop, KwikStop Dental, and a tanning salon. On the other side of the depot was the disused Hills Village train station and a second-hand auto dealership. I swallowed hard and tried to look optimistic.
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“How about a coffee?” I said, steering Kasey toward Gudonya.
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BEFORE WE GET to the part where Kasey meets Sid, there’s something I’ve got to admit.

I was sort of trying to sneak in the information about me having a man bun so as to avoid everyone having a TOTAL MEGA-GIANT FREAK-OUT BRAIN SNAP over it. Man buns, or topknots, kind of seem to have that effect. Peeps either love ’em or hate ’em. No in-betweens.

I tried out the new look upstairs in my room for a while. I didn’t spend too long getting it right. No more than two hours.

Okay, three.
 
Maybe four.


When I finally got it looking the way I wanted, I checked the mirror one last time then strolled downstairs and into the kitchen, hoping no one would notice. I mean, it’s only a hairstyle, right?

Wrong.

My family acted like I’d walked in naked—worse, maybe. My ever-lovin’ fam fell fairly and squarely into the man bun ‘hate’ camp.

I played it ice-cool, which is pretty difficult when your grandma is poking at your head with a fork and saying stuff like “That’s how Susie Armstrong used to wear her hair” and “You know this means we’ll have to leave town, right?”
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Georgia—once she’d stopped zipping round the room like an untied balloon—crept closer, eyeing the man bun like it was a rare creature.

“The Greater Crested Topknot,” she whispered in a pretty good imitation of that David Attenborough dude, “is rarely seen outside it’s natural habitat. Here we see one nesting quietly on Doofus Idioticus, one of the unsuspecting local creatures …”

“Mom,” I said. Jules wouldn’t stand by and listen to her only son being teased mercilessly, would she?

“Knock it off, Georgia,” Mom said.

See? I was right. I could always depend on—

“Don’t tease Rafe about his wig,” she added, exploding into howls of laughter.

“A WIG!” Georgia squealed, pretending to faint.

Mom was doubled over, clutching her stomach and laughing so much she was struggling to breathe.

“Is that thing a wig?’ Grandma tugged at my man bun. “Oh my!”

“Of course it’s not a wig!” I yelped, jumping away. “Do you honestly think I’d be wearing a wig?”


I may have been more convincing if my man bun hadn’t chosen that exact moment to roll off my head and bounce across the kitchen floor like a hairy tennis ball.

“It’s not a wig!” I yelled, running after it. “It’s a clip-on man-bun hair accessory!”

My loving family wasn’t listening. They were too busy laughing. Mom did look sort of sorry about it … but she was still laughing.

I stomped out of the room, only stopping to pick up my man bun and clip it back into place. What? It’d cost me $19.95 and I wasn’t going to waste that kind of money.

“I’m sorry, Rafe! Come back!” Mom yelled, but it was too late.
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IT’S FAIR TO say that our visit to Gudonya didn’t go to plan.

It wasn’t a complete disaster, but I guess I’d hoped Kasey would be a bit more enthusiastic about Sid than she turned out to be. After all, I was going to be spending most of my time there and it would help if Kasey liked the guy. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s do things in order.

When we walked in, the place was a customer-free zone and Sid was nailing a box of plastic rabbits to a wall. I might have thought the decor was weird a few weeks back, but now it seemed … cool.


Sid looked up, a yellow rabbit in one hand and a hammer in the other. “G’day, bro,” he said, flashing Kasey a smile. It was a nice smile, a welcoming smile, a smile that deserved a smile back. “I’m Sid.”
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Kasey’s face didn’t exactly light up. To be honest, she looked about as happy as someone who’d just stepped in something nasty on the sidewalk. Barefoot.

“Kasey,” she said, nodding coolly. I should add that when I say she nodded, Kasey moved her head about two millimeters. It only just scraped into “nod” territory.

Sid’s smile vanished quicker than donuts at a police station.

I looked at Kasey, puzzled. Where had that famous Aussie friendliness gone? I’d figured two Aussies meeting each other overseas might have been a good deal less frosty than where this seemed to be headed. We’d only just arrived and the temperature in Gudonya had already dropped ten degrees. It was practically arctic.
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“Another Australian, huh?” Sid said. “You’re a long way from home, man.”

Kasey nodded again. “You too … man. Where are you from?”

“Sydney,” Sid replied.

“Which part?”

Sid turned back to nail another rabbit to the wall. “Oh, all over.”

“And your name’s Sidney Harberbridge?”

“Last time I checked.” Sid hammered a nail through a rabbit ear.

Bang!


“Kind of a weird name,” Kasey said.

Sid picked up another rabbit. “Uh-huh, blame my mom and dad.”

Bang!

It might have been my imagination, but Sid seemed to be hitting those nails a little harder each time. Kasey looked like she was about to say something else, and I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to make things any better. Sid picked up another soft toy, but this time he missed the nail and—BANG!—flattened the rabbit’s face into mush.

“Okay,” I said, stepping forward. I was going to have to find out what was bugging Kasey about Sid, but that would have to wait. Right now it was time for me to Stop the Awkward.
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SID HARDLY GLANCED at us as we left. He looked completely at ease, as if the frosty face-off between him and Kasey hadn’t happened. As a rule, I’ve noticed that hipsters don’t “do” anger. It was only the almost-impossible-to-see quivering taking place at the tips of Sid’s waxed mustache that told me he was ABSOLUTELY FURIOUS.

I hoped Kasey hadn’t totally messed things up between me and Sid. I mean, I knew he was a bit of a Terry Try-hard sometimes, but I liked working at Gudonya.

“What was all that about?” I said, once we were safely away from the cafe. I was carrying Kasey’s bag and it weighed about as much as a minivan. “And what have you got in here? A walrus?”
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“Yeah,” Kasey said, rolling her eyes again. “You got me. That’s what’s in there. A walrus.”

I wasn’t carrying Kasey’s bag because of some being-a-gentleman type deal. I was carrying it because she flat out told me to carry it. Kasey is like that sometimes: bossy. I was starting to question whether having her stay with me in Hills Village was a good idea, after all. (Although, as things turned out, it was A Very Good Idea, but we’ll get to that later.)

“Don’t change the subject.” I hoisted the walrus bag into an easier carrying position and pointed a finger at Kasey. “Why did you go all Ice Queen on Sid back there?”

“Oh, puh-lease,” Kasey said. “Sidney Harberbridge? Who has a name like that?”

“Maybe he just likes the name? Or maybe he’s telling the truth?”


Kasey stopped walking and looked me straight in the eye. In both of them, really. She looked me straight in the eyes. “Mom?”

Had Kasey lost her marbles? “Uh, I’m not your mom, Kase,” I said in that fake calm voice you’d use if you were trapped in an elevator with a rabid wolf armed with a flamethrower. “You’re in Hills Village, remember? Now, let’s get you home. You can take a nice long lie down in a dark room and—”
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I saw Kasey’s shin-kicking foot twitch, and took a step back.

“No, you idiot,” she huffed, “I’m talking about how Sid said ‘mom’ instead of ‘mum’. Aussies don’t say ‘mom’.”
 
“What are you getting at?”

Kasey leaned in close and jabbed a finger in my chest. “The diff is this, Einstein: Sidney Harberbridge is about as Australian as you.”
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NOT AUSTRALIAN?

It was unthinkable! Ridiculous! Bogus! The dude had a cafe called Gudonya. He spoke with an Australian accent. His name was Sidney Harberbridge, for cryin’ out loud! Kasey must have been barking up the wrong gum tree. That was the only answer.

When we got home, everyone made a big fuss over Kasey. She’d brought cute little Aussie gifts for all of us: a jar of Vegemite for Georgia, an opal necklace for Grandma Dotty, a book of cartoons by a dude called Leunig for Mom, and a jar labelled “Australian Anti-Tourist Cream” for me. When I opened the lid, a giant pop-up drop bear leapt out. It was supposed to be frightening, but I took it all in my stride.
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“I got you this too,” Kasey said, once I’d stopped quivering. She handed me a hat with a wide brim and corks hanging off the end. “The most daggy hat I could find.”

I had no idea what “daggy” meant—I figured it was probably Australian for “cool”—but I put on the hat to please Kasey and, when I did, a strange thing happened. As soon as the hat was on my head, I immediately felt Australian.

“G’day, mates,” I said experimentally.

Everyone fell about laughing, so maybe the hat wasn’t so magical, after all. I kept it on, though. It was kinda cool.
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“At least it covers up your wig,” Georgia snorted. “That’s something, I guess.”

“It’s not a wig!” I said. “It’s a—”


“Clip-on man-bun hair accessory!” Mom and Grandma yelled in unison. They high-fived each other, which I thought was rubbing my nose in it, to be honest. Mom leaned over and patted me on the shoulder. Sorry, she mouthed.

I remained stony-faced, but I was glad she’d apologized. Mom looked like she regretted joining in with all the man-bun jokes, so I winked to show her we were still buddies and she winked back. I didn’t forgive Georgia so easily and gave her the old Rafe K. Death Stare. C’mon, she’s my sister. What do you expect? She didn’t notice, anyway. The old Rafe K. Death Stare clearly needed work, so I settled into an old-fashioned sulk.

The thing about sulking and giving people the old death-stare treatment is it’s hard to keep up. Have you ever noticed that? And I had to admit the clip-on man bun was maybe a little funny. I watched my whole family laughing and telling stories and I slowly thawed out. Even with Georgia. By the time dinner was ready, Georgia, Kasey, and Grandma were taking turns trying on the man bun. It suited Grandma Dotty so much I made a mental note to ditch it.


After dinner, while Mom headed to yoga, Grandma Dotty settled in to watch Celebrity Paintball Partner Island, her fave TV show about semi-famous people on an island trying to get married while playing paintball in bikinis. Georgia disappeared to do whatever it is that little sisters do. Full up with cheese and pasta, Kasey (who’d found out all about Miller’s idea) got me into the garage for a bit of (much-needed) practice.

“No, doofus, like this.” Kasey moved my fingers on the guitar fret for about the eighteen thousandth time since we’d started. “That’s a C. Try it. Then do the E minor I showed you.”

I twanged the strings and it sounded like an actual chord. (As far as I could tell.) I shifted my fingers and did a reasonable E minor. With Kasey around correcting my mistakes, I felt like I’d learned more in the past twenty minutes than I had in the couple of weeks I’d been practicing on my own. Maybe this dumb band might just work …

“Let’s try to write a song,” Kasey suggested. “Any ideas?”

I figured we could kill two birds with one stone (not that I’m in favor of killing birds with stones …) by digging a bit deeper into the Sidney Harberbridge Mystery while writing a song.

“Why would a guy try to be someone who is Australi—ooh?” I sang as the chords twanged. I added the ooh part to work in the rhyme. It was a work in progress.

Kasey rolled her eyes. “How would I know?” she sang back. “Yo, do I look like a mind-reader? Maybe he just needs ta?”

“Needs ta?” I said, not singing now. “Needs to what?”

“Rhymes with ‘reader’.” Kasey leaned back against the garage wall and shrugged. “That’s the big question.”

“If you’re right.” I played three chords without messing up. “Hey!” I said. “Check me out!”
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Kasey nodded, but I could tell she was still thinking about Sid. The verse I’d sung about the Sidney Harberbridge Mystery might have sucked, but it was a good question. Why would anyone pretend to be Australian?

“Does it matter if he’s not Australian?” I said. “I mean, I’m not saying he is or he isn’t, but even if he isn’t Aussie, what harm is he doing?”

“Maybe nothing,” Kasey said. “I don’t like it, that’s all.”

I was about to reply when the door opened and in walked Miller and The Changmeister.

“GOOD EVENING, HILLS VILLAGE!” Miller shouted, and let out a scream that shook the entire house.
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KASEY AND I let the Sid argument slide for a day or two. And once she’d stopped looking like she wanted to start in with the whole shin-kicking thing, I took her back to Gudonya. Although she wasn’t wild about the idea, in the end she did kind of bury the hatchet with Sid. They were never going to be best buds, but at least we weren’t operating at North Pole temperatures.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

What difference did it make if Sid was laying the Aussie on thick? And so what if Kasey was right about him pretending to be an Aussie? He could pretend to be a space alien as far as I was concerned. Sid was cool to me, from his glossy man bun down to his bare feet.

As it happened, I didn’t have much time to think about that because Kasey assumed the role of manager of The People. (Miller finally agreed to drop the “Village” part once she convinced him that a band called The Village People already existed.) And she worked us harder than a Marines drill instructor. There were times when the whole band seemed like a total monster pain in the butt. My fingers bled genuine red blood from plucking all those C’s and E minors and whatever the other one is called. Guitar strings are sharp! Who knew?
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But, even though I was literally bleeding for the rock-and-roll cause, being whipped into the shape of a real band by Kasey Moran was roughly 98.65% fun. Before long we started to sound a little less like a runaway train hitting a glass truck carrying bone china and more like a band that wouldn’t make your ears beg for mercy. I’m not saying we were good or anything, but we had definitely left Trainwreck Town behind us.

The week before Kasey was due to head off to compete in her next roller-derby match, we’d settled into a routine: school (Kasey had to come along as part of her deal about being allowed to tour with the Spitballers, heh-heh-heh), followed by band practice every night at the Hills Village Rehearsal Studios aka the Khatchadorian garage. By Friday, we’d come up with four songs: our punk anthem “Everything Sucks”; the catchy “Parmesan Cheese Smells like Baby Sick”; a ballad called “O, Gail Jenetta” (which was secretly about Jeanne Galletta); and “Fight The Stricker”, a protest song about the injustice of school detentions.

Between them, The Changmeister and Kasey were getting Miller and me up to speed PDQ on drums and guitar. And for a 400-pound mountain gorilla, Miller was a fast learner.


“Good rhythm, Millo,” Kasey said. “You’re doing great!”

Like all Aussies, Kasey liked adding the letter “o” to the end of people’s names. “Millo” didn’t seem to mind when Kasey called him that, but I wasn’t going to risk it.

“Um flobble, shnumbumble,” Miller mumbled, turning the color of a sunburned tomato.
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The Changmeister looked at me and rolled his eyes, which was about as chatty as Jason got.

Hmmm. I’d noticed recently that, whenever Kasey was nearby, Miller’s tongue seemed to have trouble forming actual words. It was a bit like me when Jeanne Galletta was within … Wait a minute!


Questions began circling my brain like bats around a Transylvanian tower.

Was it possible Miller the Killer had a thing for my shin-kicking Aussie buddy?

Would I be able to fill the Gudonya wall with totally cool drawings?

Why does dropped toast ALWAYS land butter side down?

Did our band really have a shot at the KRMY competition?
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LIKE THE TITLE SAYS, nothing much happens in this chapter except for me getting attacked by drop bears at the bus stop.
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… Obviously, that did not happen.

But, to be honest, so many weird things involving Australians were starting to happen in Hills Village that the appearance of a mob of psycho koalas wouldn’t have been that surprising. And the week that Kasey headed out of town to play against the Detroit Dee Stroyers was so boring that some drop bears showing up would’ve been a welcome distraction.

In books and movies and TV, something’s always happening, right? Car chases, aliens, clues, fights, cliffhanger endings, unexpected plot twists. In real life, though, a lot of the time not … much … happens. All I did that week was go to school (where Mr. Mann continued to do his best to bore us into mush), practice with the band (I was starting to get a kick out of saying “the band”), and work at the cafe. And, of course, keep drawing away on Dingbat Wall. That was still one of the most enjoyable things I was doing plus I was making progress with THE MISSION and Jeanne was loving it. Okay, I’m basing this purely on seeing her half-smile when she walked past one day, but that’s good enough for me.


Sid had got the place going pretty well now and a few more hipsters had begun showing up regularly at the cafe. Hills Village must have had a secret hipster hideout where these dudes grew their man buns and goatees in private.
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Mom continued doing more sweaty yoga, so (duh!) I stayed well clear of the yurt. Apart from not wanting to know any more about what Mom was doing, I really—like, really—didn’t want to see Hairy Harry in action again. Although, I had to admit, Mom seemed to be enjoying the yoga and, if it made her so happy, I guess I could tone down the anti-yoga whining. She seemed to like Sid and that was fine with me. I liked Sid too.

In other news updates, Grandma Dotty was still being Grandma Dotty, which basically meant watching lousy TV shows and coming up with more weird food combos—burgers with strawberry jelly being the latest brainwave. Junior kept right on eating and pooping and wagging his tail and doing all that general doggy stuff, and Georgia literally never stopped bugging me to be in The People. Yeah, that was totally a thing now even though she had her own band. Little sisters can be like that—plain greedy. Or maybe it was a sign the band was getting better? What made Georgia tick was as baffling to me as Russian poetry or car engines or brain surgery.

“I can be your singer,” she whined. “I’m a good singer. Puh-leeeeease? I won’t say anything else about your wi—man bun, I promise!”

This was about the seventy millionth time she’d tried to join the band. So far she’d sneaked into rehearsals disguised as a chair, pretended to be doing a school report about being in a band, tried some good old-fashioned anti-brother screaming, told me she’d hold her breath FOREVER unless I let her join, and attempted to bribe me with donuts. I admit, that last one almost worked, but I held firm. Just like this time. Sometimes a Khatchadorian’s gotta do what a Khatchadorian’s gotta do. There was no way Georgia was joining the band.

“We’ve already got a singer,” I said.

“Who?”
 
“Me.”

Georgia didn’t stop laughing until Tuesday.

I don’t know about you, but my feeling is that sisters are totally overrated.
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KASEY HAD BEEN back a couple of days (Sydney Spitballers won 12–9, in case you were wondering) and we were over at Gudonya catching up on stuff. While I scrubbed and polished the coffee machine like my life depended on it—Sid being real particular about having a shiny machine—Kasey was flicking through some of the records stacked next to the turntable. She picked up The Spiderzz album and started to read the sleeve notes on the back.1
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“So, what happened to them?” I asked. “Did they become big?”

“Nope,” Kasey replied, bent over her laptop. “It says here they had one hit song and that was it.” She picked up the album again and started looking at the photos of the band. “After ‘Kangaroo Krush’, they kind of disappeared.”


Although we’d been playing the album nonstop for the past couple of weeks, I hadn’t given The Spiderzz much thought until now. Even with a song called “Kangaroo Krush”, I hadn’t joined the dots to figure out they were from Australia.

“Whoa!” Kasey gasped. “Double whoa! No, make that a triple whoa with chocolate sprinkles on top!”

I looked up from the coffee machine. “Triple whoa? With chocolate sprinkles on top? Come on, Kase, nothing’s worthy of a triple whoa with chocolate sprinkles on top.”

“I don’t believe it.” Kasey passed The Spiderzz album to me. “Check this out!”
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I took it and turned it over in my hands, but couldn’t see anything that would have caused Kasey’s triple whoa reaction. We’d looked at the album a million times already. “So what?”

“Look at it closely.” She tapped the photo of Niki Blister, lead singer of The Spiderzz and (according to the internet) all-round totally major rock wild man. “Notice anything?”
 

I sighed heavily and rolled my eyes. (Hipsters do a lot of eye-rolling and I was becoming an expert.) “Big hair, check. Big screamy mouth, check. Cheesy—but also pretty cool—spandex gear, check. Have I missed something?”

“The scar on his left cheek,” Kasey said. “It’s real faint because of the makeup, but it’s there all right, or have I got a roo loose in the top paddock?”

“Roo loose in the top paddock?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “You’re laying that Aussie stuff on too hard.”

Kasey shrugged. “My dad says it all the time, so I thought I’d give it a spin.” She waggled The Spiderzz album in front of my face. “I still think this needs confirmation.”

I squinted hard at the photo of Niki Blister. For a second or two, I couldn’t see what it was that had rated a triple whoa with chocolate sprinkles on top and then …

“Triple whoa!” I looked at Kasey in disbelief. “It can’t be … can it?”

“It is.”

There, almost hidden under Niki Blister’s makeup, was an S-shaped scar high up on his left cheek. A scar I’d recently seen in the exact same place on someone else’s left cheek.
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“You know what this means?” I said, and Kasey nodded.

Mr. Mann was Niki Blister, long-lost Aussie rock god.
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THERE COULD ONLY be one explanation.

“Body-snatchers,” I said. “From Australia.”

“Australian alien body-snatchers?” Kasey scoffed. “That’s your theory?”

“At least it’s a theory.” I held out the back of The Spiderzz album for her to look at again. “What do you think happened? How does Mr. Mann come to have the exact same scar on his face as Niki Blister? Explain that, Captain Smarty-pants!”

“Coincidence,” Kasey said, and sat back like she’d just invented time travel or something.

But I wasn’t convinced.


As usual, Kasey was probably right.

Wait a sec, what am I saying? Probably? There was no “probably” about it. Of course she was right; this thing had to be one supersized coincidence. I was adding two and two and coming up with a bogus baloney sandwich with cheese on top. Finding out your substitute teacher was a long-lost Australian rock god just didn’t happen, right? The S-shaped scar meant zip. Okay, Mr. Mann looked a little like the missing Aussie rock star, but, now I think of it, there were probably a bazillion other dudes out there who looked like an older Mr. Blister.

Coincidences do happen. They happen every day. And, right then, as if to prove the point, a coincidence came right along. As I looked up from the album cover, Mr. Mann walked into the cafe. I super-casually nudged Kasey with my elbow. There was a possibility I wasn’t as super-casual as I’d imagined because I knocked her off the table.

“What the!” she yelped. But, being a roller-derby player, Kasey bounced back up without a second’s hesitation.

I instinctively pulled my shins out of range.


“Is it just me or has he gotten more boring since the last time I saw him?” Kasey whispered. She’d been so convinced earlier about Mr. Mann being Niki Blister that I was surprised to hear the doubt in her voice. “He doesn’t look like a rock god.”

I snuck a glimpse of Mr. Mann, who was methodically flicking through the stacks of records. He’d swapped his usual gray suit, shirt, and tie for a pair of gray tracksuit pants and a gray sweatshirt. He looked over at me and waved—one of those half-waves that means “I recognize you but don’t want to talk”. I got that. Being a teacher and seeing kids out of school must be a bummer. After a week of coping with us at HVMS, the last thing you’d want is any interaction with actual kids.

I gave him a hipster wave. You know the kind when you flick your wrist toward someone and point your index finger at them with your thumb upright? It’s best done quickly and with a click of the mouth. Sid did it all the time.
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Unfortunately, I’d completely forgotten I was still holding The Spiderzz album sleeve. Here’s a tip: for a successful hipster greeting to work, it is ABSOLUTELY ESSENTIAL you aren’t holding something in the hand while performing the wave. As I flicked Mr. Mann my cool hipster greeting, the sleeve flew out of my hand at twice the speed of light. It streaked through the air like a rocket-propelled grenade (except it was square and made of cardboard) and smacked Mr. Mann right between the eyes.

Not cool.
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“I AM SOOO SORRY, Mr. Mann,” I said, hurrying over to him.

And I meant it. Even though he was the most boring teacher ever to walk the halls of HVMS—or the planet—I had nothing against the man and I certainly hadn’t meant to bean him in the head. It wasn’t his fault he was so … gray.

There was another thing. Up close like this, and seeing Mr. Mann all shook up and stuff, there was no way we’d been right about the whole Niki Blister thing. If Mr. Mann was a missing Aussie rock god, I was President of the United States.

We helped Mr. Mann to his feet. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and winced. A vivid red mark showed exactly where the corner of the album sleeve had connected.

“What the hell was that about?” he barked. “I know I’m new around here, but is that how you treat every new teacher in this flaming town?”

I began babbling about how my hipster wave had gone wrong and how I’d forgotten the album was there, but Kasey pushed me aside.

“What Rafe’s trying to say is that he didn’t mean it,” she said. “He’s an idiot.”

I opened my mouth to defend myself, then closed it again. Then I opened it to say something else but forgot what I was going to say.

“See?” Kasey said, gesturing toward me.

Mr. Mann looked at her. “You’re Australian,” he said.

Kasey nodded. “Last time I checked.”
 
“And what was it you threw at me?” Mr. Mann picked up the record and examined it. While he did, it was Kasey’s turn to nudge me with her elbow. I looked at her and she raised her eyebrows. Mr. Mann was staring at the album sleeve like it was the golden key to the lost city of Atlantis, or maybe like he’d seen a zombie or something. It was hard to tell. He looked like this:
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“Mr. Mann? Are you okay?” I asked.

His face had drained of blood and his hands trembled, while the S-shaped scar on his left cheek throbbed like a neon sign. A single drop of sweat ran down his forehead, reached the end of his nose, and fell with a splat directly onto the face of Niki Blister on the album sleeve. The impact seemed to wake Mr. Mann from his trance.

“GOTTOGOBYE!” he blurted and, dropping the album sleeve like it was radioactive, bolted out of Gudonya as fast as his gray tracksuit legs could carry him.
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OKAY, THIS IS probably—no, definitely—the point in the story where we would normally go over all the evidence stacking up in favor of Mr. Mann, our boooooring substitute teacher, being none other than the long-lost Niki Blister, Aussie Rock God and all-round Bad Boy. And there’s plenty, believe me. However, before we get into ALL THAT, the door to Gudonya opened once more and in walked Sid.

With my mom.

“Oh,” Mom said. “Hi, sweetie.”

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi,” Kasey said.

“Hi, Kasey,” Mom said.


“Hey,” Sid said.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” Kasey said.

“Hey,” Sid said.

Written down like that, it doesn’t look like much was happening, but what you can’t see is all the stuff that was going on under the surface. That’s the thing about writing down what people say—it doesn’t show what was really going on … sort of like an iceberg-of-hidden-meanings deal.
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And what was going on here was something fishy. By “fishy,” I mean full-on shoal-of-sardines fishy. Tuna fishy. Blue whale fishy. (Yes, I know whales aren’t fish, but you get the idea.) What it all came down to was (and I’m kinda spitballing here) that Mom wasn’t expecting to see me at the cafe.


“So, uh, you guys can run along,” Sid said. “I’ll lock up.”

Mom looked everywhere but at me. She picked up a flyer, whistled tunelessly, checked her phone, and coughed into her hand.

I recognized the signs immediately.

Mom was doing an impression of someone who had nothing to hide—someone who definitely, absolutely, one hundred percent was not guilty about something. Hmmm. Double hmmmm. I knew the signs well, mainly because I did exactly what Mom was doing right now every time I was SUPER-GUILTY. My mind raced.
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I knew Sid was way too young for Mom to be interested in him (eewww!), but they were acting like they’d been caught out. The big question was, why? And then—BOOM!—it hit me. All the pieces of the fishy jigsaw clicked neatly into place. Or, since it was a fishy jigsaw, flopped fishily into place with a dull plop.


1. Sid and Mom hadn’t expected me to be there. I was supposed to have locked up, but we’d been delayed by the discovery that Mr. Mann was Niki Blister (possibly, probably, maybe, the jury was still out, etc.).

2. The yurt heaters had been going full blast for the past hour and there’d been a note from Sid not to switch them off because he had a private Bikram session booked.
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3. By the usual standards of Hills Village, both Sid and Mom were dressed in not all that much.
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I didn’t have to be Sherlock Khatchadorian to know this all meant one thing: Mom had become a secret Bikram yoga addict.
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“C’MON, MATE. Get a grip,” Kasey said, rolling her eyes at me. “There’s nothing wrong with trying something new. It’s only yoga.”

I was becoming something of an expert on Kasey’s eye-rolling. This one rated around about a six (on a scale of one to ten, one being me doing something only mildly annoying—like saying something dumb about Australia—right up to a ten, which probably meant I’d done something bad enough to go to jail for).

“Yeah, but it’s my mom!” I protested, making sure my shins were out of kicking range. “And it’s sweaty yoga, not regular yoga. Ewww.”

As the words were coming out, I had to admit it didn’t sound like much of an argument. You ever get that? Hearing yourself say something and you know it makes you sound dumb as a fencepost, but there’s still nothing you can do to stop yourself from saying whatever it is you’re saying? No? Just me then? Okay, where were we?
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It turns out it didn’t matter, because Kasey seemed to have lost interest in debating the finer points of sweaty yoga and moms. Plus, I remembered—just in time to make me feel even more of a total ding-dong in Kasey’s eyes—that she didn’t have a mom. I bet Kasey’d like nothing better than to worry about her mom doing sweaty yoga. I made a note to engage the Khatchadorian brain before I said anything else. Which would be a change.
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Right then, the 400-pound mountain gorilla sitting behind a set of drums threw back its gigantic head and rapped out a single loud crash against a cymbal. “KHATCHADORIAN!” it roared. “Are we gonna do this thing or not?” The gorilla banged the bass drum a couple of times and did a 600-decibel rat-a-tat on the snares to emphasize its point.
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“Easy, Millo,” Kasey said. “There’s no need to get your knickers in a knot. Just concentrate on being ready to do your bit like a good boy when I tell you, okay?”

Now, if I’d said something like that to Miller the Killer, I would have carried on breathing for about, oh, three nanoseconds before he ripped my head off my shoulders. But all Miller did was turn bright red, grunt, and put on his headphones to listen to the song we were learning. Either Kasey was a gorilla-tamer or old mate “Millo” had a super-massive KRUSHOLA on Kasey. Either way, it was making rehearsals a lot easier.
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Kasey was taking her role as unofficial band manager and all-round organizer very seriously. In the short time she’d been doing the job, we’d already made progress. For one thing, Kasey could play guitar—she’d taught me some basic chords on the guitar Sid had lent me—and she was pretty good at writing songs. Even though I’d been pressured into doing it by a 400-pound mountain gorilla, this was turning out to be fun.

It had been raining hard the past couple of days and we hunkered down in the studio (aka my bedroom) coming up with ideas. I was concentrating on lyrics while Kasey worked out tunes we might be able to follow. Miller, much to my surprise, seemed to actually be learning how to play the drums. I guess all that people-pounding practice over the years was beginning to pay off. All he did was substitute drums for people and—bingo!—Dryden Miller was a drummer in the making.

But the biggest surprise of all was The Astonishing Transformation of Jason Chang …
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WHO?

Don’t worry if you don’t remember Jason Chang because his name’s only been mentioned a couple of times in this story and so far he’s said exactly zip.

In fact, I’ve never heard Jason say anything. To anyone.

I don’t mean he’s got a problem with talking—or, at least, I don’t think he has—but the fact is, no one at HVMS has ever heard him say anything out loud. Period. Miller the Killer had basically dragged him into our band and even a motormouth like Flip Savage wouldn’t have argued with Miller in one of those moods. It’d be like trying to reason with, well, a mountain gorilla. (Hey, I only just realized “Miller” rhymes with “gorilla”!) A nerd like Jason Chang didn’t stand a chance.

A word about nerds: I don’t want you to think I’m being cruel by saying Jason was a nerd. For one thing, being a nerd isn’t as bad a thing as it used to be. Years ago, being a nerd was uncool, but nerds are everywhere now. Plenty of people at HVMS probably think I’m a nerd. I mean, I’m not a brainiac like nerds are supposed to be, but I admit I do have nerd-like qualities … However, we’re not supposed to be talking about me; we’re supposed to be talking about Jason.

Now, while it’s true that nerds have become kind of cool and plenty of nerds do sneak over into hipster territory, it’s fair to say Jason wasn’t one of those cool nerds. But—cue spooky music—something real weird happened to Jason in the short time since Miller the Killer had made him the offer he couldn’t refuse. I could explain what happened, but it’s probably easier to show you.


This is the old Jason Chang as he was two weeks ago:
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Like I said earlier, I’m not judging. My cool levels are usually so low they don’t register.
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Anyway, fast forward less than three weeks, and here’s Jason as he is today:


It’s safe to say The Changmeister has taken to this rock-and-roll thing like a yak to donuts.2 And he still hadn’t said a word.

Oh, and one last thing. It turned out that The Changmeister could actually play the keyboard. Which, since I only knew three chords and Miller the Gorilla was still learning the drums, was maybe the only thing that gave us even a teeny-tiny chance of winning the competition.

Wait. Who am I kidding? The chances of us even getting into the competition were about as high as me being MVP in the Super Bowl.
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“TOUCHDOWN!”

The umpire raised his black-and-white-striped arms3 to signal my stunning, one-handed, last minute, 62-yard, Hail Mary pass was good.

Eighty thousand spectators minus those losers supporting the other team—so say about 45,000—crammed into the Pudding Bowl, plus the two billion people watching around the planet, went totally loopy bananas bonkers. I couldn’t blame them. I had, after all, just scored the winning Super Bowl touchdown for the Hills Village Hawks in my first season as a professional football player. I had also scored the other eight touchdowns as well as six interceptions, three punt returns and rushing six hundred yards. All in all, I had definitely been busy.

I backflipped onto the balls of my feet and spun the football on the end of a finger as silver and gold fireworks exploded in the night sky.
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“WHAT A CATCH BY THE KHATCHA!” yelled the commentator. “THAT’S GOT TO MAKE HIM THIS YEAR’S MOST VALUABLE PLAYER!”

Cameras flashed, people screamed, phones rang. Wait, what do you mean phones rang? I—

A ringtone snapped me—pow!—straight out of my daydream and—oof!—back into reality. For a brief second I’d known exactly what it would feel like to be the MVP in the Super Bowl (spoiler alert: it felt pretty good) before it was cruelly whipped away from me—whoosh! (Okay, enough with the sound effects.)


I rubbed my eyes and answered the phone. It was Sid. “Wassup?” My hipster phone manner was coming along nicely.
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“Remember how you asked me about that radio thing?” Sid said. “Like, y’know, the competition?”

Of course I remembered! Was he kidding? But I shrugged in a real cool way, then realized Sid couldn’t see me. “Yeah. Kinda.”

“Well, I called in a few favors, kid, and the long and short of it is that you blokes are in, ya dig?”

“We am? I are?” I couldn’t believe it. Sid had pulled off the impossible. “Wow! Wow! Woo-hoo! Hubba hubba!” You’re showing way too much enthusiasm, yelled my inner hipster. Tone it down, Khatchadorian! “I mean … uh, sure, bro. That’s hefty potatoes.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head in disgust. First “hubba hubba” and now “hefty potatoes”?


Where did “hefty potatoes” even come from? Who says that? I couldn’t remember ever hearing the word “hefty” before in my entire life and here I was hooking it up to a vegetable and flinging it around to a real hipster like it actually meant something. This was it—I was going to get caught out once and for all as a failed hipster wannabe. I’d be expelled from The Grand Order of Hipsters, banned from coffee shops the world over, my clip-on man bun removed and my retro sneakers replaced with regular, ordinary-person sneakers.

“Yeah,” Sid said. “It is kinda hefty, bro. Nice wordage.”

Sid closed the call before I could say anything else dumb.

We were in! And I’d invented a hipster word! Hefty.
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SEEING HOW WE’RE almost halfway into this story, it’s probably worth a recap on the highlights so far … mainly to help me sort out my thoughts on what’s becoming a complicated Khatchadorian tale. The short version is that we’ve been overrun by a bunch of stray Australians. Here’s the longer version:
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1. Australian hipster Sidney Harberbridge has come to town, bringing his rare vinyl grooves, cold-drip coffee, topknots, attitude and Bikram yoga in the yurt along with him.

2. Non-Australian (but with Australian hat) Rafe Khatchadorian has begun work at Gudonya, Sid’s pop-up hipster cafe and music shop, where, in addition to learning how to make coffee and listening to old vinyl, is also doing insulting sketches of the customers (see Point 9).

3. Another Australian, my buddy, the shin-kicking Sydneysider, Kasey Moran, is in town in between joining her roller derby team on tour.



[image: image]


4. Miller the Killer has (sort of) kidnapped me and Jason Chang and forced us into forming a rock band called The People. Oh, and Miller expects me to somehow enter us AND WIN the local radio station Best Band Comp.

5. My substitute music teacher, Mr. Mann, might be the long-lost Australian rock god Niki Blister of cheesy eighties glam-punk combo The Spiderzz. Me and Kase are basing this suspicion almost entirely on a scar Mr. Mann has on his face. That makes three Aussies in Hills Village … or two and a half until we discover the truth about Mr. Mann.
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6. I’m getting worried about Mom’s newfound love of doing Bikram yoga in the nude.

7. Sid has got us on the bill at the KRMY Best Band Competition!

8. Miller the Killer has a “thing” for Kasey, and I’m pretty sure Kasey doesn’t have a thing for him.
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9. THE NOODLY DOODLE MISSION: I am about halfway through filling one wall of Gudonya with drawings of the customers in an effort to impress Jeanne Galletta. I have no idea if that’s working but it’s too late to stop now. Plus, I enjoy doing it.

10. There is no Point 10, but leaving it as a nine-point list seemed wrong somehow.
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Have I missed anything?
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IT WAS A Sunday night and we were sitting around the kitchen table, eating Thai egg noodles with tofu for dinner. Since Mom had started doing the whole Bikram yoga thing, she’d begun experimenting more with our food. She’d been out at the yurt last night on something called “Mmmmeditation”, which Sid had come up with and was about eating the right food to free up your mind. Or something like that. Anyway, food and yoga.

Don’t get me wrong, I was all for changing up the Khatchadorian chow (especially on those nights Grandma Dotty was doing her “special” meat loaf) and had absolutely no problem with noodles, but tofu was a step too far.

Have you ever eaten tofu? You’d know if you had, believe me. The stuff is basically chewy wood and tastes of NOTHING.

I had carefully picked every brick of the stuff out of my dinner and was steadily constructing a Great Wall of Tofu on the side of my plate.

Naturally, Mom, who’d spent time actually cooking the tofu, didn’t see things the same way. I noticed her eyeing the Great Wall suspiciously and kept my fingers crossed she wasn’t going to make me eat it. The only thing I could think of that would be worse than tofu was cold tofu. Still, Mom had put a lot of effort into this meal. I owed her for a ton of stuff she’d done for me and now it was payback time.

I braced myself and sucked down a noodle. I’m so brave. I just wish Mom knew the sacrifices I was making.

“So you’re defo in?” Kasey said. After I’d told her about Sid getting The People onto the KRMY Best Band bill, she kept coming back to the subject. “Just like that, no audition, no nothing?”


“Yep, Sid says we’re in,” I replied casually. “He says they think we’re great.”

“So they haven’t heard you, then?” Georgia sniggered.

Mom shot her a warning look, then turned back to me, smiling. “Honestly, I think you guys are starting to sound pretty good. I heard you rehearsing in the garage the other night and I think I recognized one of the songs.”

I didn’t say anything. Although Mom generally knew the right thing to say, my hipster cool wouldn’t let me let her know I was happy she thought the band was sounding good. Mom wasn’t off the hook yet, but she didn’t seem to have noticed my extra-cool lack of response. She was just smiling at me.

I turned back to Kasey, who was still banging on about Sid. “So he just called up someone at the radio station and got you in?”

What was her problem? Hadn’t I explained all this already? “Yeah,” I said in a tone that also said “end of discussion”.

Kasey and Georgia exchanged SGs—aka “significant glances”. I couldn’t read what the SGs meant, but that was nothing new. I could think of a million times when I’d be in one conversation and there’d be this other, totally silent one going on between Mom and Georgia. Was that secret language a girl thing, an adult thing, or did everyone on the planet get it except me?
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Mom was still looking at me weird—all kind of spaced out and dreamy, like the time I’d seen her in hospital just after an operation to fix her broken ankle. I decided to check in later with Kasey about those SGs.


“Sorry I was making jokes about the band earlier, Rafe,” Mom said, smiling serenely. She closed her eyes and placed the palms of her hands together in front of her face. “Namaste,” she said.

Namaste? MAYDAY! MAYDAY! This yoga-experimentation thing was getting completely out of control!

I looked at Kasey and Georgia, but they didn’t seem to have noticed.

Noodles and tofu were one thing, but namaste was getting dangerously close to Mom turning into a full-blown hippy.
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My social status in Hills Village was already at dangerously low levels. I might have been mutating into a hipster, but I could not afford Mom becoming a hippy. It was only a matter of time before she changed my name to Butterfly and moved us all to a commune in New Mexico. I didn’t want to be called Butterfly! I lowered my head to take a forkful of noodles and hunkered down behind The Great Wall of Tofu, my good mood at hearing the news about the KRMY comp fading fast. It was, after all, still Sunday night … which meant one thing: Monday morning and SCHOOL was coming right at me like a stampeding rhino.
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NO RHINO, but Monday morning still came charging in uninvited like it always does, and the first thing I saw when we got in was this:
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“No pressure, then,” I said.

Kasey shrugged. “That’s rock and roll, dude! Awesome work by Millo, hey?”

I was impressed, to be honest. I didn’t think Miller was organized enough to design and print and stick the posters all over school.

And they were everywhere. Miller must’ve been up early. Even though I hated the fact he was telling everyone we were going to win, the poster campaign was still impressive.

Plus, everyone knowing about The People came with an added bonus.

If you’ve read any of my stories before, you’ll know that me and HVMS don’t always see eye to eye. There have been a few popularity issues (as in me being unpopular), a few problems with following the massively dumb Code of Conduct, a few suspensions and expulsions and suchlike, but—apart from one epic split-second when I semi-accidentally made the football team—I’d never been cool.

Now, though, word had gotten out that I was in a band and it was like a switch had been pressed, transforming me from Rafe Khatchadorian, slightly nerdy, totally uncool goofball, into Rafe Khatchadorian, uber-cool rock-and-roller.
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Even though no one at HVMS had heard a note of what the band sounded like, Miller’s posters had kicked things up another level. Kasey and me walked to class through a sea of fist bumps and back-pats and shouts of “Go The People!” Jeanne Galletta even complimented me on the poster and Dingbat Wall.

It was awesome.

It couldn’t last.
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IT DIDN’T. Last, I mean. I was so happy being kind of cool that after lunch I’d sort of forgotten I had a DOUBLE music lesson with Mr. Mann. That’s right, less than 48 hours after I’d zinged him between the eyes with The Spiderzz album sleeve, the evil school timetable had come up with a double period of music.
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I tried to psych myself up to survive 80 minutes of learning about Belgian opera singers of the nineteenth century, but it was impossible. No one can psych themselves up to survive Belgian opera singers of the nineteenth century. Not even Belgian opera singers.

As it turned out, I had nothing to worry about.
 
When Mr. Mann arrived for the lesson, I could see there was something different about him. I don’t mean the bandaid he had taped across the bridge of his nose. I mean that he walked different and talked different and looked different. If someone had asked me exactly what it was that was different about him, I wouldn’t have been able to pin it down. He was just different.
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Kasey jogged my elbow as Mr. Mann began writing names on the blackboard behind his desk. “Check out the daks,” she whispered, chuckling.

Although I thought I spoke fluent Strayan, “daks” had me beat. What could it mean? Ducks? Darts? Donkeys?

“The pants,” Kasey hissed, gesturing to Mr. Mann’s legs.

“Pants? How do you get ‘pants’ from ‘daks’?” I whispered.

“Will you just take a closer look?” Kasey snapped. Eye-roll, 6.5.

I took a closer look. Mr. Mann’s daks were gray, just like all his other pants. Okay, these pants were a bit looser than the kind he usually wore maybe, but I still didn’t get what it was that had Kasey—

“Yoga pants!” I yelped.

Mr. Mann looked up from his list of Belgian opera singers. “Did someone say anything?” he asked.

I swallowed hard and picked out a name at random. “François van Campenhout!” I yelped again—I was in full yelp mode—trying to make it sound a bit like “yoga pants”. It wasn’t very convincing, but it was too late to stop now. Kasey covered her eyes and groaned.

“What about him?” Mr. Mann asked. He was smiling pleasantly enough, but it wasn’t fooling me. Mr. Mann was like a snake (not a good snake either, but one of the bad, eaty-bitey kind), waiting for me to get closer before he pounced, and I had nothing on François van Campenhout to help me. I’d only seen the dude’s name for the first time eighteen seconds ago. This is François van Campenhout, btw:
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After the whole being-hit-right-in-the-face-with-an-album-sleeve incident, Mr. Mann didn’t need an excuse to make mincemeat of me. This Belgian opera singer stuff probably meant I was toast unless I came up with a real good reason RIGHT NOW why I’d shouted out François van Campenhout.

“I, uh, like him?” I said. “His, uh, singing and all?”

A vein in the middle of Mr. Mann’s forehead twitched. “You like him?”

I nodded vigorously. “Yeah, uh-huh. He’s, uh, cool.”

Kasey was trying to put as much distance as she could between us. Traitor. It seemed I was digging a hole so deep it would take twenty guys with a backhoe to get me out.
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“François van Campenhout died in 1848, Mr. Khatchadorian,” Mr. Mann droned. “There are no recordings of his voice in existence. None.”

Gulp. There was no escape. Kasey was leaning so far away from me she was almost out the door.

But, as I considered my options (there were none), I noticed something strange going on with Mr. Mann. He twitched, shook his head, and licked his lips as though he was fighting an overpowering urge. I figured he was fighting an overpowering urge to strangle me on the spot.

Oh boy, I thought, this is it. I could almost see the headlines: Dumb Kid Sparks Teacher Frenzy! “He Just Went Nuts!” Says Witness. Substitute Teach In Middle School Meltdown!

Then, just as I was about to fess up that I’d shouted “yoga pants” and not “François van Campenhout”, and beg forgiveness for being such a total loser, Mr. Mann threw back his arms, put his chin in the air, and started singing a rock version of the Belgian national anthem at the top of his voice.

None of us had seen that coming.
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NO ONE IN the class knew the Belgian national anthem. I mean, why would we? None of us were Belgian or had ever set foot in Belgium or knew any Belgians. We only found out later that what we were hearing was the Belgian national anthem. I’m not even sure that many Belgians know it, and the way Mr. Mann was belting out the words, I’m not sure the dude who wrote it would know it. We also found out later that it’s in three different languages, which must make it one of the most confusing national anthems on the planet. But I’m getting ahead of myself.


“O dierbaar België, O heilig land der Vaad’ren, Onze ziel en ons hart zijn u gewijd!” Mr. Mann sang. He put one foot up on my desk and used a pen as a microphone. He put his other arm straight up in the air with his fist clenched. “Awooooooooooooooooooooooo!” he sang, nodding his head to an imaginary beat. He was really getting into it now, although I was pretty sure “awooooooooo” wasn’t part of the Belgian national anthem. I looked at Kasey, but Kasey was watching Mr. Mann.
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Mr. Mann took his foot off the desk and strutted across the front of the classroom, his head bobbing forward and his arms tucked behind his back like a chicken. When he reached the side of the classroom, he lifted his microphone-pen and leaned in toward a terrified Suzi Schultz.

“À toi notre sang, ô Patrie!” Mr. Mann screeched in Suzi’s face. “Oh yeaaah!”

Again, I was pretty certain “oh yeaaah” wasn’t in the official lyrics, but I wasn’t about to argue with Mr. Mann in this mood. The mild, boring substitute teacher had vanished completely and in his place was a swaggering, cocky, wailing rocker ripping out the rockiest ever version of the Belgian national anthem.

“Nous le jurons tous, tu vivras!” Mr. Mann yodeled. He yanked off his tie and whirled it around his head. “So blühe froh in voller Schöne, awooooo! Zu der die Freiheit Dich erzog, wooh-ah, whoa-ah! Und fortan singen Deine Söhne: Le Roi, la Loi, la Liberté! Oh, yeah!”

Mr. Mann wiped the sweat from his brow and picked up a (totally invisible) guitar. Screwing up his face, he jumped onto my desk and began playing a (totally imaginary) solo.
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“Dum duh de dum, weehoo, nee-naw, zoing!” he shouted, imitating the guitar noises. “Weeehow! Weehow! Weehow! Dum dum de dum dum de dooooo!”
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Mr. Mann was tapping his foot on the desk to give a backbeat to his “guitar”. I had to admit, it was kind of catchy.

The class was roughly divided between those who thought this was the coolest thing they’d ever seen and those who were figuring out the quickest escape route. Back on stage—at this point I considered the front of the classroom a stage—Mr. Mann had leapt off my desk and was building up to a big finish. He smashed up his imaginary guitar, strutted to the imaginary microphone stand and belted out the last lines. Then he stepped back and put both his arms high above his head, his middle fingers tucked in as he gave us a rocker’s salute.

“G’day, America!” he yelled in a broad Australian accent. “You’ve been awesome!”
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“I REALIZE,” Mr. Mann said in his regular voice, “there have been many different versions of the Belgian national anthem since Van Campenhout wrote the melody, which he’d based on several traditional French and Belgian folk songs. The composer was influenced by a French song called ‘The Tune of the Polish Lancers’ and it was first performed in September 1830.” Mr. Mann picked up his tie and put it back on as if nothing had happened. He leaned back against his desk and looked at us. “Any questions?”

There was a stunned silence.

None of us had ever seen anything like what had just taken place. Suzi Schultz wore an expression that suggested she might need therapy for about, oh, six hundred years. Miller the Killer was staring at me and twirling a finger round and round at the side of his head. Did you see that? he mouthed, taking care that Mr. Mann couldn’t see him. Total fruitcake or what?

At the far side of the room, Nathan Orlap and Jessie Bamforth had turned purple trying not to laugh. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Kasey put up her hand to ask the total fruitcake a question.

“Yes, Kasey?” Mr. Mann said. “You have a question?”

Kasey nodded. “Can you do that again?”

Mr. Mann laughed. I couldn’t remember seeing him laugh before. He flicked a speck of dust off his yoga daks and turned back to the blackboard. “Maybe next week,” he said, then carried on writing the names of Belgian opera singers. “Now, please open your exercise books and copy these names.”

As he wrote, Kasey leaned in close. “You know what that meant, don’t you?” she whispered.

“That our substitute music teacher is a total fruitcake? That I should call a psychiatrist?”

Kasey kicked my shin. “It means we’ve found Niki Blister.”
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OF COURSE, WE couldn’t let a discovery like that just sit there without doing something. We’d found Niki Blister! Kasey was right. Everything Mr. Mann had done in the class was what Niki would have done on stage at the Hollywood Bowl, or Glastonbury, or somewhere. She’d also done a bit more digging around on Niki and discovered, tucked away in an old newspaper interview she’d found online, the info that his mother was … Belgian. It was another piece of evidence. Kasey’s theory was that Mr. Mann had been keeping his true identity pushed down for so long that it was just bursting to come out, kind of like a volcano.
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“It was only a matter of time. All that pent-up rockage was probably bubbling away under the gray suits.” Kasey paused. “He looked totally at home on stage, didn’t he?”

Mr. Mann had been as relaxed as anything while he was doing his rock version of the Belgian national anthem. “Something must have pushed him over the edge,” I said. “Was it something I said? Something I did?”

Kasey frowned. “I don’t think so. All you did was blurt something about his daks.”

I was about to say something sarcastic when I stopped short. Kasey’s words had helped a couple of things tumble into place. Yoga pants. The yurt. Mom going to the yurt. Mr. Mann wearing yoga pants. The twitchy way Mr. Mann had looked at me just before he did the whole rock star act back there in the classroom …

Was I imagining things, or could it be that Kasey’s Pent-up Rockage Theory was right and Mr. Mann had mutated back into Niki Blister partly because he was guilty of liking my mom? It was a lot to take in.

I decided to do the sensible thing and not think about it for the rest of my life.
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I WENT STRAIGHT to Gudonya after school because Sid had asked me to work a couple of hours. He’d started keeping the place open in the evening when he was, like tonight, busy with yoga in the yurt. I was happy to head in. This was a chance for me to make more progress with THE MISSION to fill Dingbat Wall with drawings. I hadn’t forgotten how Jeanne Galletta had looked at me in school now word was out about The People. Perhaps me finishing the wall of noodly doodles on top would woo her into actually having a thing for me. It was possible … right?


When I walked into the cafe, The Spiderzz album was on the turntable. Two or three tables had customers, including (shudder) Hairy Harry. Sid was behind the counter, his hipster head bobbing up and down in time to the music.

“Mega retro cheesefest choons!” he said as I got closer. “Total ’80s, dude!” He smiled and gave me a fist bump.

“I thought you’d heard this before?” I said.

Kasey and me had been playing The Spiderzz on rotation, but now I came to think about it, mostly when Sid was out.

He shook his head. “Nah, never heard it.” Sid picked up his yoga mat and headed for the back door. “Catch you later.”
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Hairy Harry got up and followed him to the four o’clock session. He’d upgraded from a thong to a kind of diaper and singlet combo. It wasn’t much of an improvement, tbh.
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Two hours later, leaving a sweaty Sid to finish up at Gudonya, and with three more sketches up on the Great Wall, I turned down Sid’s offer of a freebie vegan beetroot, kale, and wheatgrass smoothie, and ducked into Swifty’s for a guilty greaseburger. With a couple of hours’ band practice ahead, I needed something more solid than tofu and beansprouts inside me.4

When I got home, I dumped my bag on the porch and walked toward the garage without going inside the house on account of me not wanting to get into the whole Swifty’s greaseburger thing with Mom. I grasped the handle of the side door just in time to hear the unmistakable wail of The Spiderzz’ big hit, “Kangaroo Krush”. It sounded fantastic. The People had been busy learning this song, so I figured Kasey was playing it again to get us in the mood. But there was something different about the vocal. It was louder, more raw. It sounded … live.

I opened the garage door.


Kasey was leaning against the opposite wall, watching the band. Miller the Killer was behind his drum kit, banging away like his life depended on it, and The Changmeister’s fingers were flying across the keyboards.

And there on vocals and guitar, in full rock-god mode in the middle of the Khatchadorian garage, was long-lost mystery Aussie rock god Niki Blister.
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TO SAY I was surprised to see Niki Blister in my garage in full rock-star mode wouldn’t be true because “surprised” just doesn’t begin to describe it.

I was stunned.

I was shocked.

I was flabbergasted. My flabber hadn’t been so totally and completely gasted since a mob of bloodthirsty zombies had tried to eat me on my first ever trip to Australia. (Don’t panic, it all worked out okay—check out the deets in Middle School: Rafe’s Aussie Adventure, available from anywhere on this planet that sells books.)
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My second reaction, once the whole flabbergasting thing had died down, was that we’d been right all along. Mr. Mann really, awesomely, magically, no-question-about-it whatsoever, was none other than Niki Blister! This was absolute one hundred percent proof. There was no mistaking that voice doing that song. There was no mistaking those rock-star moves. This was a genuine rock-out happening right here right now in the Khatchadorian garage. The People had never sounded so good. Mr. Mann/Niki Blister nodded to me and smiled before he screamed out the last lines of the song.


Long way from home out Woop Woop in the bush, Where the sun’s got my brain all turned to mush, That’s when I need you bad, my kangaroo krush, Oh yeah, I need you so bad, my kangaroo kruuuuuuuuuuuuush!


As he belted out the last word of the song, Mr. Mann/Niki Blister brought his hand crashing down for one final booming chord that made the walls of the garage vibrate.

“G’day, America!” he screamed. “You’ve been awesome!” He jumped high in the air and leapt clear across the garage before landing in the splits with his guitar held high.
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For a few short moments, after the last of the reverberating chords died away, there was silence. Then we all started speaking at once.

“Wow! That was incredible!”
 
“Insane, dude!”


“Exemplary rockage!”
 
“Krushed it!”

Then I remembered something. “Hey!” I said, sounding like my mom during one of the ten million times I’d been in trouble. “You’ve got some explaining to do!”

“Can it wait until after the hospital?” Mr. Mann (aka Niki Blister) squeaked through gritted teeth. “I think I’ve broken my pelvis.”
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WE NEVER DID get to the hospital.

Mr. Mann hadn’t broken his pelvis, after all. We later heard from Grandma Dotty, who had broken her pelvis learning how to ice dance (don’t ask), that breaking your pelvis is just about the single most painful thing a human being can break without dying and, if Mr. Mann really had broken his pelvis, his screams would have been heard from Saskatchewan to Siberia and back again. I’m not saying Mr. Mann was what you’d call comfortable or anything, but it only took about five minutes for him to be up on his feet again, so I think his pelvis was fine.
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The time it had taken for Mr. Mann to recover from the broken pelvis that wasn’t really broken had given me time to think things through, to come up with a clever Khatchadorian strategy for getting to the bottom of the Blister Mystery. I wasn’t going to blunder in like some hayseed klutz—not me, no way. I was going to play things super-cool, do it the new, uber-laidback, Rafe Khatchadorian hipster style. And the first thing I needed to do was make some sort of cool, laidback hipster remark to let him know I knew (if you know what I mean). I took a deep breath and concentrated on making this the coolest sentence Niki Blister the Rock Legend had ever heard.

“You’re Bliki Nister, Mannster Miss!” I blurted out in a great, big, splurgy mixed-up word salad of complete garbage. “Biki Nibster, Miss Mannster! Blanster Blister, Sister Mister! Bicky Blaster, Mossy Moan!” I stopped, squeezed my eyes shut, and with a superhuman effort, practically screamed the right words in Niki’s face. “Niki Blister, Mr. Mann! You’re Niki Blister!” I sank back, exhausted.

Kasey rolled her eyes all the way up to a nine.

Miller the Killer looked puzzled. “Who’s Niki Blister?” he asked.

“Me,” Niki Blister said.

“But you’re Mr. Mann,” Miller said.

Kasey rolled her eyes again. “He’s Mr. Mann and Niki Blister. He’s a missing Australian rock star from the 1980s.”

The Changmeister nodded wisely. He was so brainy he’d probably figured everything out three weeks ago. “Of course,” he murmured, like everything made sense.

“So you’re not Mr. Mann, our substitute music teacher?” Miller said.

Boy, this was going to take a while. To expect Miller to understand the situation would have been like expecting an aardvark to translate Chinese poetry into Swahili.
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Mr. Mann/Niki Blister nodded and shook his head, which was confusing in itself. “I am Mr. Mann. I’m both people.” He limped across to an upturned crate and sat down on it carefully. He looked at the four of us and nodded to himself, as if he was turning something over in his head. “Okay, perhaps I’d better tell you what happened …”
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“ME AND THE rest of The Spiderzz met at school when we were about the same age as you guys,” Niki said. (He’d asked us to call him Niki because Mr. Blister sounded weird.) “We grew up in a small town in New South Wales called Wagga Wagga and we liked the same sort of music—mostly American stuff. Songs about cars and desert roads and midnight trains. All guitar solos and glitter and big hair.” Niki smiled and patted his bald head. “When I had hair.”

He looked off into space like he was back in Wagga Wagga.5


“The Spiderzz?” I said gently.

“Oh, yeah, right,” Niki said. His voice had lost all trace of an American accent. He was back in Wagga. “It was my sister Kelly’s idea that we formed a band.”

“Mr. Blister’s sister!” Miller snorted. “Ha!”

Niki raised his eyebrows. “Very funny.”

“Soz,” Miller said, shrinking back.

“Anyway,” Niki continued, “like I said, it was mostly Kelly’s idea. And she wasn’t Blister’s sister because Blister isn’t my real name. I was plain old—or young—Nicky Bleddisloe back then. But Bleddisloe isn’t really what you’d call a rock-and-roll name, right? So I became Niki Blister. We made up cooler names. That was one of the things my sister got us to do. If you want to be a true rocker, you have to live and breathe rock and roll. You need the right clothes, the right hair, the right attitude.” Niki put both arms up straight in the air in the rocker salute and let out a loud whoop. “Woo-hoooo! G’day, America! That kind of thing.”

If I’d done something like that, Kasey would have kicked me in the shins. When Niki Blister did it, she just nodded thoughtfully. And it did sound good coming from Niki, now we knew he was a genuine rocker.

“We started rehearsing, just like you guys are doing,” Niki said. “We got better, then got good, began writing songs, started playing some small places, then some bigger places. Pretty soon we had a heap of people who liked us. We got signed up to a record label and made an album. The first song we ever wrote was ‘Kangaroo Krush’ and that became a big hit all over, not just in Australia. We were famous.”

“So what happened?” I said. “What went wrong?”

Niki leaned forward and propped his arms on his knees. “Cincinnati. That’s what went wrong.”
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“CINCINNATI WAS WHERE we were going to kick off our big American tour,” Niki said. “The record company in Australia had put everything into making us massive over here. They got a fancy US promoter, Heavy Blert, to organize everything and gave him a ton of money up front to make sure nothing was left to chance. The tour was called G’day, America and it was all part of pushing The Spiderzz right up into the big leagues. We were going to be stars, Heavy told us. We were going to be the next Bon Jovi.”

We all looked at him blankly.

“Bon Jovi,” Niki repeated. “You must have heard of Bon Jovi? ‘Living on a Prayer’?


 

‘You Give Love a Bad Name’? You seriously haven’t heard of Bon Jovi?”

“Who’s he?” I asked.

“They were massive in the ’80s and ’90s,” Niki said.

“None of us were born then,” I pointed out.

“Oh boy,” Niki sighed. “I was forgetting how old I am. Anyway, Bon Jovi were huge and we were next. We were going to play the Cincinnati Colts Arena. ‘Kangaroo Krush’ was high in the charts and Heavy Blert said he’d never seen tickets sell so fast. We were all set. We flew to America—four Aussie boys ready to conquer the world.”
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Niki stood up and began to pace. He seemed agitated. Without warning, he kicked the crate he’d been sitting on. Yup, he was definitely agitated.

“So I’m guessing the show didn’t go well?” Kasey said.

“Go well?” Niki scoffed. “No, it didn’t go well, Kasey. It didn’t go well at all because there was no show. Turned out there was no such thing as the Cincinnati Colts Arena. There was no G’day, America tour, no other stadiums, no other shows—nothing. The whole American tour was one gigantic con. Heavy Blert was a total crook. He’d taken everything—the money from the record company, the ticket sales, the merchandise money—and skipped down to Venezuela. He’d done that trick to five other new bands at the time. He made squillions out of us suckers. Just like that, The Spiderzz were finished.
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The rest of the boys wanted to go back to Australia and start again, but it had been a real kick in the guts for me. I took off on a motorbike and drove across the US. I drifted around a bit, did some rodeo, spent a few months on an oil rig out in the Gulf of Mexico and even drove an ice truck in Alaska for a while. Then I became a supply teacher specializing in European composers of the eighteenth century.”

“I did not expect that last bit,” Kasey said.
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AFTER NIKI BLISTER HAD told us his sad tale of rock-and-roll dreams gone bad, we had a whole bunch of questions and stuff, but none of it really matters to this story, so I’ll skip past that part. When he’d heard us out, Niki stood up and clapped his hands.

“So,” he said in a businesslike voice, “show me what you got.”

“Now?”

“No time like the present,” Niki replied, handing me the guitar and plec6 he’d been using. “This is the one I used when we made ‘Kangaroo Krush’,” he continued. His voice became a whisper. “It was given to me by Angus Young at a gig in Melbourne, and it had been given to Angus by Jimmy Page, who’d been gifted it by Gene Vincent himself at a crossroads in Memphis at midnight. That plec is rock-and-roll history.”
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If I’m being honest, I’d never heard of any of those people (I googled them later), but, as I looked at the plec, a ghostly shiver ran up my spine (or down—I never know which way they go). This one was the coolest I’d ever seen. Full disclosure: I’d only ever seen three plectrums before.

“Are you sure?” I said, swallowing hard again. (I really had to stop doing that.)

“Play, kid,” Niki Blister growled in a voice that sounded like he’d been gargling rusty nails. “Before I lose interest.”

Mr. Mann was long gone. In his place was a rocker who’d seen it all. Behind me, Miller did a quick drumroll. “Let’s do it!” he yelled, and we launched into “Everything Sucks”.

I’d like to say we ripped up the joint and the moment went down in rock history, but I’m not going to lie. We stunk. We stunk worse than a garlic-eating skunk in a vat of diapers. Worse than a hippo with halitosis eating herring. Worse than Hairy Harry’s yoga thong dipped in Vegemite.
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Everything we thought we knew was forgotten. Guitar strings broke mid-song. I mixed up the lyrics to two songs. At one point, Miller kicked over his drums because he’d lost the rhythm. It was a disaster.

As the last, badly out-of-tune chord died away, silence fell.

“Okay,” Niki said after a pause that lasted, oh, six hundred years, “that kind of sucked.”

Yeah, tell me something I don’t know.

“But you don’t totally suck. There’s something in there we can work with—a miniscule window of non-suckability.” Niki jumped up and clapped his hands. “Right. We’ve got two weeks before the comp. I can get you to the next level if you do exactly as I say from now on. Agreed?”

We agreed.

We didn’t want to totally suck.

We wanted to go to the next level.

We’d do anything Niki thought would help.

Anything.
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OKAY, CALL ME an optimist, but with Niki Blister helping us prepare for the band comp, it was within the realm of possibility that we could win the thing. I mean, I know Miller already expected us to win and all, but I’d never even considered that as a realistic possibility … until now. Having a genuine rock star on the team was going to improve our chances by roughly eight billion percent.

And—ta-da!—that meant Jeanne Galletta was definitely/maybe going to pay me more attention! Everyone loves a rock star, right? And if I got to be a kind of rock star and kept at Dingbat Wall, then my mission to get J.G. to have a thing for me was going to be that bit closer to completion. This was great! This was awesome! I could see no possible problem with anything!

“Rock-and-roll boot camp starts tomorrow at five sharp,” Niki said. “And get ready for some work, people! Like the mighty Bon Scott himself said, it’s a long way to the top if you wanna rock and roll!”

I wasn’t sure who Bon Scott was, but two questions I had about what he’d just said drove all thoughts about asking Niki for details. Those things were:

(a) What exactly was rock-and-roll boot camp?
 
(b) Five sharp? As in FIVE AM?

Maybe this rock-star thing was going to be harder than it looked.
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THE DAY AFTER Niki had agreed to become our rock-and-roll mentor, I was back to (unsuccessfully) avoiding Harry at Gudonya. The hairy one had been bugging me for weeks to add a drawing of him to Dingbat Wall.

Even though it’d be just another doodle, I wanted to draw Hairy Harry about as much as I’d wanted to cop another face full of his stinky flying thong—an incident that was still giving me panic attacks and flashbacks. The last thing I needed was seeing any more of H.H. up close and personal. But Hairy Harry must’ve been part mule because he just wouldn’t let it go.


“Come on,” Hairy Harry pleaded. “Anyone who’s anyone is up on Dingbat Wall! C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, c’mon!”

Sid, who was over at the register ringing up a sale, lifted his head and gave me a cool hipster nod. Hairy Harry was a good customer, after all. I surrendered, pulled out my sketch pad, pointed to a chair, and tried to think about how drawing H.H. would help me with J.G.

“Sit,” I said.

Hairy Harry leapt into place like an obedient labrador. “Awesome!” he said. “You won’t regret this, Khatch!”
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I was already regretting it, but I swallowed the rising bile and began sketching. Pretty soon I’d gone into auto sketch mode. Auto sketch mode? Okay, that’s like a kind of trance that happens when I’m drawing. It doesn’t happen all the time … only when I’m in the zone. I don’t really think of much; not even what I’m drawing. It all becomes angles and shapes and stuff. It sounds weird, but I guess it’s what meditation must feel like.

And then it happened.

Right when I’d got to the end of drawing Hairy Harry, Jeanne Galletta walked into the cafe. She came and stood behind me and looked at the drawing. To get a closer look, she leaned in and put her hand on my shoulder. Did you hear that? Jeanne Galletta put her hand on MY shoulder! I almost fainted.

“Awesome, drawing, Rafe,” she whispered in my ear and planted a kiss on my cheek.

I’m not saying I actually passed out or anything, but things did get a bit wobbly for a while in Khatchadorian Land. When I opened my eyes, Jeanne was ordering coffee from Sid and Hairy Harry was looking at me like he was some Tibetan Wise Man of the Mountains or something.

“She likes you, Khatch,” he said, smiling.

I was about to say something hipster back to Harry, but I stopped dead. Thong Boy was right: J.G. did like me! She’d just kissed me, hadn’t she? Proof! I sat up a little straighter. I wasn’t going to take any chances with THE MISSION. From now on there was only one thing driving Rafe Khatchadorian forward: finishing Dingbat Wall and winning (yes, WINNING) the KRMY Best Band Comp so that Jeanne Galletta would be into me. Oh yes, I swore, this will come to be.

Hey wait, I hear you ask, we know you can probably finish enough doodles to fill Dingbat Wall, but how can you be sure you’re going to win that KRMY Best Band Comp?

The simple answer was, I didn’t.

But in the last two seconds, I’d had an idea so great and so amazing and so perfect that I went all wobbly again. Exactly what needed to be done had come to me in a blinding flash and it was perfect in every detail. All I had to do was make sure it happened.

I finished the sketch of Harry with a flourish and turned it around so he could see. Ignoring his screams (of laughter), I tacked the drawing to Dingbat Wall, flicked Jeanne a cool hipster wrist/point/wave, and headed home.

THE MISSION was on.
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WE DON’T KNOW, but we’ve been told! Jimi’s axe is made of gold!

The People wail and what you’ll find

is The People on stage will blow your mind!

Testing!

One, two!

Testing!

Three, four!

When Niki had said “boot camp”, I figured he just meant that we’d be practicing hard. But here we were marching up and down the garage, singing like a bunch of Marines in training.

(Okay, I was exaggerating about Niki being in uniform, but he might as well have been.)
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“COMPANY AT EASE!” he screamed, and we all relaxed.

“Do we have to do this?” Miller wheezed. “Can’t we just practice?”

“The first lesson of being a true rocker is discipline, soldier!” Niki shouted into Miller’s face. “We march together and we play together! IS THAT CLEAR?”

Miller blinked. “Uh …”

“I SAID, IS! THAT! CLEAR!” The veins on Niki’s forehead throbbed. He looked like an angry tomato.


“Y-yes!” Miller stuttered.

“YES, WHAT?” Niki screamed.

“YES, SIR!”

“That’s better, soldier.” Niki strutted toward the microphone stand (which we’d slapped together from a broom and a bucket of sand). While his back was turned, I looked over at Kasey, who shrugged and mouthed go with it.

Niki had brought a blackboard. He picked up a piece of chalk and wrote “THE WAY OF THE ’TUDE” on it.

“’Tude,” he said, tapping the board. “That’s short for ATTITUDE, people. Quite simply, it’s the key to rock-and-roll success. You don’t got ’tude, you don’t got what it takes. Hit the lights, Rafeman.”7

I switched off the garage lights and Niki flicked a remote. The data projector whirred to life. A black-and-white photo of a guy smashing up a guitar on stage popped up on the screen.
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“Joe Strummer. The Clash. London, 1977.” Niki turned to us. “’Tude.” He clicked the remote and another photo appeared. This one showed a guy wearing clown makeup and sticking out his tongue, which seemed to be about eight feet long.

“Gene Simmons. KISS. Chicago, 1986. ’Tude.”
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Another click, another pic. This time it was a woman with MASSIVE hair. She was screaming into the lens while wearing a red leather suit and boots and holding a leopard on a leash.
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“Tina Turner. New York, 1984.” Niki looked at us meaningfully. “Textbook ’tude. You getting this yet?”

The images came thick and fast, each one accompanied by Niki saying the word “’tude”. I couldn’t help but notice all the rockers Niki told us had ’tude came from the 1980s or before.

Just like Niki.

I glanced over at Kasey. For something that was supposed to be turning The People into a competition-winning band, the rock-and-roll boot camp didn’t include much actual, y’know, music. Up to this point, we hadn’t played a single note.

“Stick with it,” Kasey whispered.

I nodded. This ’tude training was all well and good, but the idea I’d had back at Gudonya was itching away inside my head. I wanted to run it past Kasey to see if she thought it was as totally, massively awesome as I did, but so far, Niki wasn’t giving us a spare second.

The plan would have to wait.
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IF WE THOUGHT Niki’s first Rock-and-Roll Boot Camp was weird, Boot Camp 2 the next night got a whole lot weirder. And I STILL hadn’t had a chance to share my big idea with Kasey.

“One word,” Niki said. “Hair.” He pointed to his bald head. “Great big rocker hair is the next most important thing after ’tude. No big hair, no can rock. It’s like Samson in the Bible. If a rocker cuts their hair, or it falls out, he or she just can’t rock. They can’t. It’s science.”

“Pretty sure it’s not science,” Kasey whispered.

Miller ran his hand nervously across his shaved dome.


Niki opened a cardboard box and pulled out what looked like a small animal. He gave it a shake. It wasn’t an animal: it was a bright yellow wig.

“Come up here, Changmeister,” Niki said.

Jason stood up and walked toward Niki about as enthusiastically as a chocaholic taking a seat in the dentist’s chair.

Niki placed the wig on Jason’s head. “Amazing!” he gasped. “You look totally awesome!”

Jason did NOT look awesome. Jason looked totally unawesome. He looked like a nerd wearing a wig. He looked ridiculous.
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Niki pulled out two more wigs and put them on me and Miller. Jason had looked ridiculous, but we looked insane.

“Kasey,” Niki said, “I know you’re not in the band, but would you like a wig too?”
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Kasey held up her hand. “I’m good, thanks,” she said, and smirked at me.


Niki pulled out a wig and slipped it on. This one was the biggest and thickest by far. Niki flicked his head back and the hair cascaded around him. He gave us a full rocker salute and then grabbed the microphone with one hand. “HELLO, CHICAGO!” he screamed. “ARE YOU READY TO ROCK?”
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In that moment I knew the idea I’d had back in the cafe would work. A tingle ran up and down my spine. There we were in our garage, looking at my boring, baldy, middle-aged, substitute teacher wearing a stupid ’80s wig. It should have been the dumbest, most uncool thing in the history of the known universe … and yet … and yet … it wasn’t.

It was perfect.

Having Niki Blister, rock legend, right there in front of us was like being in a time machine. I could almost hear the roar of the Chicago crowd, the twang of guitars being tuned, and that first rat-a-tat as the drummer got ready for the first song. Whatever anyone says about Niki, the dude has ’tude. Yep, my big idea was definitely going to work.

That is, once I’d run it past Kasey. It wasn’t that I didn’t know this was a solid platinum answer to The People winning the KRMY Comp … but I did want to have my Aussie bestie on board to check I wasn’t making some humungous mistake. But straight after Rock-and-Roll Boot Camp 2 (and I mean straight after), Kasey zipped off to Phoenix for her gnext roller derby match. My double-check would have to wait until she got back. That was okay, I was pretty confident. It hadn’t just been me getting that spine tingle at the sight and sound of Niki Blister yelling at an imaginary Chicago crowd. Miller and Jason must have had it too because, by the end of Boot Camp 3, we were all in full rock-and-roll mode. Okay, it was full rock-and-roll mode with a HUGE chunk of cheese thrown in … and it looked like our rock-and-roll guide, Sergeant Niki Blister of the 23rd Rock-and-Roll Commando Squadron, was stuck firmly somewhere in 1988 … but it worked.

The People had found their mojo. We were a band. We had ’tude. Nothing could stop us now.

Except maybe one thing.

Something none of us had seen coming.
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WHAT WITH NIKI BLISTER and the Rock-and-Roll Boot Camps and all the ’tude and The Big Idea and Kasey going to Phoenix and stuff, I hadn’t been paying much attention to the rest of the Khatchadorian family. To be honest, I don’t usually pay much attention to anything Georgia does, and Grandma Dotty can be, well, a bit dotty, so I tend to zone out a little with all things Grandma Dotty-related … but I was definitely surprised to find Mom had turned into a full-on zombie without me noticing.
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“I am not a zombie, Rafe,” Mom said with a sigh. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

I spooned a mouthful of Chokko Mellos (so good) and watched Mom walk like a zombie across the kitchen. It was breakfast time at the Khatchadorians but only me and Mom were there. Grandma Dotty was at her aquarobics class and Georgia had already gone to school. Kasey was in my room Skyping her dad in Australia.

“Mmoomorkbikeabumlee,” I said.

“What?”

I finished chewing. “I said you walk like a zombie.”

Mom gently lowered herself onto a chair, wincing in pain. “It’s my back,” she groaned. “It’s killing me.”

I pointed my spoon at her like a tough New York detective who’d found out the flaw in the suspect’s alibi. “I thought that sweaty yoga was meant to be good for your back? Aren’t you yogis supposed to be bendy?”

“That’s what I thought.” Mom winced again as she opened another bottle of painkillers. “I must’ve pulled something at the diner.”

I nodded, but now I was applying the full Rafe Khatchadorian brainpower to the problem, I wasn’t convinced Mom had gotten her bad back at Swifty’s. Something had been off about Gudonya last night and I’d just figured out what it was.
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There hadn’t been a bendy person in sight.

I took another spoonful of Chokko Mellos and chewed them thoughtfully, but for some reason, they didn’t taste quite so good.







 



[image: image]




OKAY, I’M GOING to fast forward over the next week because it was another of those times when not much happened … except for the one weird thing I’m going to tell you about later.

I went to school every day, worked my shifts at Gudonya, did some drawings for Dingbat Wall, ate and slept and walked Junior, and generally did all the million and one boring things everyone does every day. Y’know, the usual stuff. I also practiced like crazy every night with The People. We were getting better and I was finding out that doing stuff with a bunch of other people felt different. Like good different, if you know what I mean.

We were a team.


That one weird thing that happened was something I’m not real proud of, but I’m going to have to mention it anyway. When I’m telling a story, I have to tell the whole story, right?

This one weird thing happened one night in Gudonya. Sid had been busy on his laptop, getting things ready for the yoga festival, which was coming up in three weeks’ time. He’d been on KRMY a bunch of times, talking up the event, and must’ve tapped into some massive yoga shortage around Hills Village because tickets were selling fast. Around seven, Sid asked me to lock up the place once the last customer had gone. This was something he’d been doing more and more, but I didn’t mind.

Anyway, when I was shutting up shop, I noticed Sid had forgotten his laptop. Hills Village isn’t exactly America’s Crime Capital, but I still thought I’d better put it somewhere safe. Then, as I was closing the lid, a ping signaled an incoming email. Now, I’m not someone who would ever open up someone else’s email, but I couldn’t help reading the little notification bubble that popped up on the screen. It was an email from an airline confirming Sid’s flight to Miami. I only glanced at it, I swear. I closed the laptop and locked it away in a closet under the coffee counter.

It wasn’t until I got home that I realized why Sid’s emailed flight notification was bugging me. After all, there was nothing wrong with Sid taking a flight to Miami. Plenty of people fly to Miami. I’ve heard it’s a great place. No, what was bugging me was the date of the flight. It was the day before the Hills Village Yoga Festival. Which gave me some thinking to do. As a rule, I try to avoid thinking too much—I don’t want to strain my brain if I can possibly help it—but Sid booking a one-way ticket to Miami on the day of the yoga festival smelled fishy.

The question was, what was I supposed to do with that information?
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IN THE MORNING I still hadn’t figured out the whole Sid/Miami question. It just seemed a bit grown-up for me to be worrying about that stuff. Besides, if I told Mom, she’d think I’d been spying on Sid’s emails. She’d be okay about it, I figured, but there was a weird niggle at the back of my mind that also worried Mom would maybe think a little less of me … no matter what she said. The last thing I want to do is make her “disappointed” in me. That’s the word that always hurts most.

So I did what I always do when there’s a problem I can’t fix right away. I parked it down a quiet side street in my brain called Laters Alley. Things don’t usually stay in Laters Alley for long. It’s just somewhere I can forget about things for a while.
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On the Friday before the competition, Niki had called up and told us it would be a good idea to put in a whole weekend of practice. And, even though I was supposed to be working at the cafe that Saturday and Sunday, I should try hard to get the time off.

“You’ve got to decide if you’re really going for this,” Niki had said. “There’s no time to lose.”

Miller the Killer and Jason didn’t have part-time jobs, so they had no problem. And with that Sid/Miami thing parked over in Laters Alley, I wasn’t real keen on getting over to Gudonya—even if that did mean work slowed on Dingbat Wall. Yep, I still hadn’t forgotten THE MISSION. So I called Sid and asked to have the weekend off.


“Yeah, yeah, Ray,” he said. “Okay, whatever.” Then he hung up without asking why I wanted time off. He seemed distracted. He’d called me Ray. It made me more twitchy about the Miami plane ticket. Maybe I’d have to get that problem out of Laters Alley sooner than I thought.

At practice, Niki worked us hard. We went through every song we knew. There were eight in total—four we’d written and four old Spiderzz tunes. By Sunday, we knew them all pretty well.

“One more time through ‘Everything Sucks’ and we’ll take a break,” Niki said. “Miller, watch that finish. Jason, let’s see some more frills on the solo, and, Rafe, give it plenty of ’tude on the mic, man. Don’t hold back!”
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We didn’t hold back. In fact, we nailed it. Everything didn’t suck. As the last chord died away, I looked around at the rest of the band and smiled. I really thought we might have a shot at winning this KRMY thing.

To make things even better, Kasey was back from Phoenix. I caught her eye and she winked and gave me a thumbs up. I made a mental note to get our heads together to explain my big idea (not to mention getting her advice on the Sid/Miami sitch) once rehearsal finished.

“Not too bad,” Niki said, nodding. “Let’s break for ten and then we’ll run through ‘Parmesan Cheese Smells Like Baby Sick’ and ‘Fight The Stricker’. I want you to finish on ‘Fight The Stricker’, boys. Make it your big finale at the competition.”

I put down my guitar and stretched as Niki made his way over to me. “What time are we on next week?” he asked. “At the competition, I mean.”

I shrugged. “Sid hasn’t said anything about that.”

Niki frowned. “We’ll need to know to make sure we’re ready. And it’d be good to get a look at the venue. Where are we playing?”


I shrugged again.

“Don’t tell me—Sid hasn’t told you.” Niki took out his phone and checked out the KRMY website. “Says it’s at the Rio.”

The Rio used to be Hills Village’s movie theater. It closed down years ago and re-opened as a music venue.

“There you go,” I said. “We’re playing at the Rio.”
 
Niki gave me a hard look. “I’ll give them a call and find out the details. If there’s one thing the music biz has taught me, Khatchadorian, it’s to never take things for granted. Promoters, venues, managers, and record companies will all try to take advantage. It’s a jungle out there.”
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WHEN NIKI CAME BACK IN, I could tell by his face he didn’t have good news.

“It’s not good news,” he said.

See? Maybe I was a mind-reader or something. Niki held up his phone. “I called up KRMY to ask them which slot you’re in next Saturday.”
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“Is it a good slot?” Miller asked. “I hope we got a good slot. It’d be good if we got a good slot!”

“It’s not a good slot,” Niki said. “It’s not a bad slot either.”

Kasey cocked her head to one side like a curious parrot. “That sounds good, but I’m guessing it’s not.”

“Correct,” Niki said. “It’s not a bad slot because there is no slot.”

“Wait,” Miller said, his face clouding over. “I don’t get it. Have we got a good slot or a bad slot?”

“No slot,” I said, turning to Niki. “How come? How is that possible?”

“We haven’t got a slot because the station manager at KRMY has never even heard of The People. She’s not all that enthusiastic about Sid either. To her, he’s the hipster guy who comes in to talk about the yoga festival. She told me she’s sick of the sight of him.”

Kasey’s eyebrows knitted together. “Why would Sid tell us he’d got us a slot if he hadn’t? It doesn’t make sense.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Niki said, frowning, “Unless …” He looked at Kasey, who somehow seemed to know exactly what he was thinking. Maybe it was a kind of weird Aussie mindmeld.

“Unless,” Kasey said, her eyes widening, “he’s a Great Australian Blowhard.”
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EVEN WITH THAT EXPLANATION, I figured there had to be more to the story. We knew Sid had lied to us about being on the KRMY bill, but I wasn’t sure him being a blowhard (even a Great Australian Blowhard) got close to covering all the bases. Still, now wasn’t the time to wonder why Sid had stitched us up. No, now was the time for one thing and one thing only: PANIC!

The first thing we needed to do was find Sid. When I couldn’t get Sid on the phone, we raced over to Gudonya. With it being a Sunday afternoon, the place would be packed with Hills Village’s new hipsters swilling down turmeric lattes and guzzling deconstructed all-day breakfasts while listening to cheesy retro choons.

But it wasn’t packed.

There were no hipsters, no turmeric lattes, and no deconstructed all-day breakfasts because Gudonya was about as dead as an eighteenth-century Belgian composer.

“Well, this isn’t good,” I said.

“You better believe it,” Kasey muttered. “I don’t like the look of this,” Niki said.

Miller scratched his head. “So do we have a good slot or not?”

A strange, sickly feeling—exactly like the feeling I get after one of Grandma Dotty’s mac and cheese Tuesday specials—settled in the pit of my stomach. I had been banking on us getting an explanation once we got to the cafe. “Of course!” we’d say, as Sid explained why everything was still totally cool and we’d all laugh like this was one big misunderstanding. Ha-ha-ha-ha. But the reality was that the door to Gudonya was shut, the lights were off, and the nearest thing to a turmeric-latte-swilling hipster was Old Man Schultz coming out of the Piggly Wiggly down the block.
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I remembered I had a set of keys to the cafe and fished them out. I unlocked the door and pushed it open. It swung back with a long, slow spooky creak like we were walking into an abandoned castle. “Hello? Anyone here? Sid?”

My voice bounced off the concrete floor and corrugated-tin ceiling. The hipster toy rabbits nailed to the wall seemed to be laughing at me. If you’ve ever been laughed at by a hipster toy rabbit nailed to the wall, you’ll know that’s never a good experience. Creepy is what it is. Flat-out creepy.
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Niki headed behind the counter. “Looks like everything that could be taken is gone,” he said, waving an arm at the empty record racks, the space where the coffee machine used to be, and the missing cash register. I couldn’t blame Sid for leaving behind the creepy rabbits.


Kasey jogged my elbow. “Look,” she said, pointing at Dingbat Wall—or what was left of it. It was empty. Every drawing had gone. Even the one of Hairy Harry. “It’s kind of a compliment.”

“How do you figure?” I didn’t know what Kasey was talking about. A compliment?

“He’s only taken things that are worth money,” she explained.

Kasey might have been right, but it didn’t make me feel any better. With Sid lying about us being on the KRMY bill and Dingbat Wall disappearing, my chances of impressing Jeanne Galletta had gone from “pretty good” to “absolutely zero”. As if she knew what I was thinking, Kasey put her hand on my shoulder. I noticed Miller staring at her hand, so I patted it and moved away. With everything going wrong, I didn’t want to add a pounding to the list.

“We need to find Sid,” Niki growled. He looked mad—like properly, steaming mad—and even though I wanted to see what Sid had to say, I was glad he wasn’t around right then. The last thing we needed was Niki slung in jail for doing something stupid.


“Something tells me we’re not going to find old Sid,” Kasey said.

Niki kicked a wastepaper basket across the shop floor, which I took as him agreeing with Kase. Leaving the others to pick their way through the rest of the cafe to see if Sid had left behind any clues to his whereabouts, I looked out of the window. It had started to rain and I let out a long sigh as I watched the raindrops spatter the dust on the glass.

Apart from the TOTAL TRAGEDY of my chances with J.G. vanishing down the plughole, one other question kept nagging at me like Grandma Dotty on a clean-up splurge: what was everyone going to say at school when they found out The People weren’t even playing at the KRMY Best Band Competition let alone in with a chance of winning?

Would we still be cool?
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“HEY, KHATCHADORIAN!”

I turned and a wadded ball of soaking-wet toilet paper hit me—whomp!—smack in the face. I’d gotten the answer to my question loud and clear. The news about our KRMY disaster was definitely, absolutely, totally out. The only question was, how bad was it? I knew I’d blown it with Jeanne, but I still figured there was a slight chance I had some cool left in the Khatchadorian tank, or was I right back to being Chief Dork at HVMS?
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Across the schoolyard, Che Guzman and Elliot Peagood were laughing their rear ends off and wadding up a second paper ball in the drinking fountain. Peagood was flexing his throwing arm like he was at a baseball try-out. This dude really wanted to make his point.

“You suck, Khatchadorian!” Guzman shouted. “Loser!”

Kasey yelled something back at Guzman that I can’t repeat here (Australians know a super-impressive amount of curse words …), but I pulled her away as paper ball number two zipped past.

“Forget it,” she said as we huddled in the relative safety of the lockers. “Not everyone’s like them.”

I stared at my locker, where someone had spray-painted “LOOSER!”. Even the fact that the vandal couldn’t spell didn’t make me feel any better.

It was true. Not everyone at Hills Village Middle School was like Guzman and Peagood—only about ninety-nine percent of them.
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BY RECESS IT was crystal clear: my time as someone in the same zip code as cool was toast. The People were a complete joke and practically every breathing human I met in the first two hours at school made a point of telling me exactly that. Only Jeanne Galletta and a couple of other kids kept quiet. Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t like Jeanne and the others gave me a big hug or nothing. It was more that they didn’t actually let me know how deeply uncool I’d suddenly become. It was something, I guess.

Toward the end of recess, I was heading back to class—math, yippee!—when Miller indicated he’d like a quiet word.
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“Why is everyone on our case, Khatchadorian?” he hissed, his face about an inch away from mine.

“Urgle burgle, shmurgle burble,” I said, and pointed at my throat. Being lifted into midair by your throat tends to cut off the air supply. If Miller wanted an explanation, he was going to have to rethink his tactics. He couldn’t strangle me and have me talk. One or the other, dude, make your mind up.

Miller put me down. “What gives?” he said, and poked a finger the size of a dachshund into my chest.

Huh? Hadn’t he been right there when Niki told us Sid had stiffed us on the KRMY deal? “Weren’t you right there when Niki told us Sid had stiffed us on the KRMY deal?” I asked.


[image: image]

Uh-oh. Wrong question. Miller looked like his head was about to explode. It’s true he looked like that most of the time, but this was a totally different level of head explosion. A dangerous level. “Of course I was there!” he yelled. “You think I’m dumb or something, KhatchaDORKian?”

I’d have gone for both options, but I figured this would be a real good time to keep my trap firmly shut. It was the right move because, as it turned out, he really didn’t want an answer.

“I figured you were gonna sort everything out,” he said. “Isn’t that what you do? Figure things out, smart guy?”

I don’t know exactly where he’d got this weird idea that figuring things out was something I did—or that I was smart—but I wasn’t going to argue.

“I, uh, guess so?”
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“Yeah, you guess right. So, go figure it out,” Miller hissed. “This thing is all your fault, anyway.”

Whoa! Hold on just a minute! The walls began closing in. The red mist was coming down. It was my turn to get angry. Miller had really crossed the line, pinning this thing on me. He was the one who’d ordered me to join the band and fix us up to enter the KRMY Best Band Competition! Now here he was blaming me because Sid had done the dirty and messed up his plan? I was furious. I was fuming.
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“I’ll see what I can do,” I squeaked.

Miller grunted and stomped away. “By tomorrow, Khatchadorian,” he yelled over his shoulder. “Or else!”







 



[image: image]




MILLER’S THREAT REMINDED me of the GREAT IDEA I’d come up with about how The People could improve our chances of winning the KRMY Best Band Competition. Fear has a way of doing that. I had shelved the GREAT IDEA until I could talk to Kasey and, with one thing after another, never got the chance.

Except … my GREAT IDEA did depend on us actually being in the KRMY Best Band Competition. Minor detail. With Sid not having secured us a spot, my GREAT IDEA might turn out to be just an idea. For the millionth time that day, I cursed Sid.

From what people were saying, there had been no sightings of him. It looked like Kasey had been right—the dude was gone, along with all my drawings from Dingbat Wall and my chances with Jeanne.

The bright spot in all this was that I’d gotten more used to being yelled at, laughed at, and generally abused on all sides. I mean, I wouldn’t say I liked it, but I was definitely getting better at shrugging it off. So what if everyone thought I was a total loser? That had pretty much been my role at HVMS until very recently. I could do loser! I could do loser better than anyone!
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After school, Kasey and I walked home.

We didn’t say much on the way about what had happened, mostly, I think, because Kasey was kind of disappointed she hadn’t come up with any smart plan about what to do. Even though Miller had pinned that ability on me, it was Kasey who was good at coming up with smart plans to save the day. I could see she was feeling guilty she hadn’t thought of anything.

“Listen,” I said eventually, “I did have one sort of, kind of an idea.”

Kasey raised an eyebrow. “So, are you going to tell me this sort of, kind of an idea?”

“It doesn’t really work now we’re not in the competition,” I said. “It sort of depends on us—”

“Just tell me!” Kasey snapped.

So I told her.
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AFTER I’D TOLD Kasey about my GREAT IDEA, she went very quiet. So quiet that I figured she thought I’d lost my mind. Maybe the cat had got her tongue. Have you ever heard that expression? Grandma Dotty says it sometimes when I’m quiet and it always freaks me out. What’s the cat doing with your tongue? Cats have claws and tongues are all soft and putting those two things together makes me feel icky, plus we don’t even have a cat! Anyway, back to the story …

“I knew I shouldn’t have said anything,” I said, sighing. “It’s totally ridic—”


“I like it,” Kasey said.

“There’s no need to be so—wait—you like it?”

Kasey nodded. “Only problem is, it needs us to be on the bill.”

“Exactly,” I said, still reeling at the fact we were in agreement. “And with Sid gone …”

“Let me think,” Kasey said.

We walked home the rest of the way in silence. I could almost hear Kasey’s brain working.
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When we got home, Kasey still hadn’t stopped thinking, but I remembered something that cheered me up. It was Leftover Meat Loaf Spaghetti Special night!

Don’t laugh. I know Mom’s Leftover Meat Loaf Spaghetti Special sounds like a contender for The Worst Meal on the Planet, but it’s actually totally yummy. She takes a few slices of five-hundred-year-old meat loaf that you wouldn’t give Junior and, by adding some mysterious ingredients (olive oil, garlic, tomatoes, balsamic vinegar, cheese, and brown sugar … so actually not all that mysterious now I think about it), turns it into something pretty neat.

“It’s Leftover Meat Loaf Spaghetti Special night!” I yelled.

Kasey nodded one of those nods that means “I heard what you said, but it has done nothing to help the situation, okay, doofus?”

I pushed open the kitchen door and immediately noticed four things:


1. Mom was ripping one of Sid’s yoga festival posters into a zillion pieces.

2. Mom was so angry her face had pretty much turned purple.

3. Junior was quivering under the kitchen table.

4. The chances of us getting Mom’s Leftover Meat Loaf Spaghetti Special tonight were zero.



Mom threw the pieces of the poster onto the kitchen floor and began jumping up and down on them as we entered the room. I was about to say that it looked like her back was feeling better, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t go down well.
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“She’s been like this for an hour,” Grandma Dotty said, and took a bite of her biscuit.

“Why?” Kasey asked. “What happened?”

Mom stopped stamping on the pieces of poster and looked up like she’d just noticed us. Then she burst into tears before running straight out of the kitchen. Kasey and I turned to Grandma Dotty.

“It’s that Australian,” she said through a mouthful of crumbs. “He’s stolen a bunch of money.”
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TWO HOURS LATER and Mom still hadn’t come down. I’d wanted to go check on her but Grandma Dotty had stopped me. “Let her get it out of her system. She’s more angry about being fooled than anything else,” she’d said. “No one likes losing anything to a crook, but it wasn’t a huge bunch of money. Enough to hurt, but it’s more her pride than anything else.”

Grandma Dotty wasn’t always right about things, but when it came to the big stuff like this, she usually was. Georgia was out at a friend’s house, so at least she didn’t have to see Mom upset. As for me, all I wanted to do was find Sid and push him into a shark-infested pool. (In my mind he was already sitting on the edge of a shark-infested pool when I found him, which, I admit, isn’t very likely, but it helped.)

“So,” I said, sitting down across from Grandma Dotty, “what happened with Sid?” I’d known that Gudonya had been cleaned out, but stealing money? That was a whole other thing.

“He took ticket orders from a bunch of folks in town,” Grandma Dotty said, dipping a cookie into her cup of coffee and taking a bite. She’d actually bitten into a coaster, but she seemed to like it, so I didn’t say anything. “And money from folks all over.”

“Wouldn’t it have been easier to just go through with the yoga festival?” Kasey said.

Grandma Dotty shrugged and put down the coaster. “I guess, but I don’t think Sid was the real deal. If he was a yoga teacher, I’m the Queen of England.” She nodded at Kasey. “It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if he turned out not to be Australian.”

Kasey looked at me. “Told you so.”

I pointed out that no one liked a person that says “I told you so,” but Kasey wasn’t listening. She had a strange expression on her face. (Although it would have been weird if she’d had a strange expression that wasn’t on her face. Like, where else would it be?)

“I need to make a phone call. Right now.” She stood up and left the room at about a zillion miles an hour. I guess sometimes you just really have to make a phone call.

“So,” I said, “what now?”

Grandma Dotty’s hand shot into the air like she’d had a brilliant idea. Maybe she was going to come up with the answer to our problems. Maybe she knew stuff we didn’t. She was old and wise, after all, like an owl, or a wizard, or something. “Macaroni cheese,” she said.

I helped Grandma make macaroni cheese, which, considering it was a microwave packet, meant putting plates out and, uh, that was about it. By the time I’d finished, Kasey was back and grinning. It was kind of scary, tbh.

“What?” I said. “You’ll find out,” Kasey replied. “Mmm, smells good!”
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I knew Kasey wasn’t telling the truth about the smell. Grandma Dotty’s macaroni cheese was a long way from Mom’s Leftover Meat Loaf Spaghetti Special and it tasted like cardboard. Cardboard with cheese, but it was still cardboard. I snuck a couple of pieces to Junior and even he wasn’t real enthusiastic. In the words of one of our songs, everything really did suck.
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“Come on,” Kasey said. “Cheer up.”

I waggled a fork at her. “If the next thing you say is ‘she’ll be right, mate,’ I swear I’ll put you on a plane tonight.”


“She’ll be right, mate,” Kasey said with a wink. “So what are we going to do? And by ‘we’, I mean you, obviously.”

“Obviously,” I said. “Maybe I could change my name? Go into hiding? Get plastic surgery? Move to Australia? Or I could go into school tomorrow with absolutely no plan and let Miller pound me into sausage meat. It’s not like someone’s going to knock on the door with a brilliant idea to fix everything, is i—”

There was a loud knock on the door.

I looked at Kasey. “Your phone call?”

“My phone call,” she said with a nod.

“Rafe?” a voice yelled from behind the door. “Kasey’s had a brilliant idea to fix everything!”
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IT’S EASIER TO show you who was knocking at the door:
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“Whoa!” I said, taking a step back. I checked the calendar on the fridge door. Nope, it wasn’t Halloween, but that didn’t stop Grandma Dotty from screaming.

“Pretty awesome, hey?” Niki said, doing a twirl.

Kasey leaned against the doorframe and laughed. “Awesome doesn’t cover it. Nice one, Nik.”

Grandma Dotty had the phone in her hand and was trying to call 911.

“It’s okay, Grandma,” I said. “This is, uh, my music teacher.” I looked at Niki. “Come on in.”

It was easier said than done. For a start, wearing those boots made Niki about ten feet tall. He clomped inside, knocking a coffee cup off the counter with the exhaust pipe from his guitar. (Yep, this guitar shot flames from the end of the neck).

Niki carefully sat down at the kitchen table and we looked at him expectantly.

“So?” I said. “The brilliant idea?”

Niki nodded. “Okay, I got to thinking that KRMY might be interested in The People topping the bill at the competition rather than being in the competition, understand? Playing as the main attraction!”
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Was it just me, or had Niki Blister just tipped over into cuckoo land? “Um,” I said, trying to figure out a way of not making him feel like a complete idiot, “if we can’t even get into the competition, why would KRMY let us top the bill?”

Niki clambered to his feet. It was supposed to be a dramatic moment, but he had to get Kasey to give him a hand, which kind of ruined it. Anyway, once he was on his feet, he struck a chord and raised a rock-and-roll hand to the sky (bumping his skull rings against the ceiling and breaking the light fitting).

“You already know what would make KRMY interested in The People topping the bill, don’t you, Rafe?” Niki said. “And it was Kasey’s idea to call me and for me to call KRMY and do a deal for Niki Blister and The People to top the bill!”

I looked at him, stunned, and Kasey laughed.

“That’s right, bandmates,” Niki said. “I’m coming out of retirement!”
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THE RIO WAS ROCKING.

The two thousand people packed inside had just watched four of the best bands in the Greater Hills Village area battle it out for the title. In the end, it had gone to The Mighty Phlegm Overlords of Zoon, a folk-metal rap outfit, who just got it over Android Acoustica, a duo dressed in clown outfits (they were actually pretty scary-looking, tbh).
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“Let’s hear it for The Mighty Phlegm Overlords of Zoon!” KRMY’s rock DJ, Shaun Baron, yelled.

Backstage, Niki adjusted his wig. “Right, People,” he said. “Let’s kick some rock butt!” He bumped fists with everyone and then got us all into a huddle, which took some doing as we were all wearing MASSIVE platform boots.

On stage to our left, Shaun was giving Niki Blister and The People a big build-up. “Rio rockers! Are you ready to see some real rock-and-roll history?”

The audience went nuts.

“I said, ARE YOU READY, HILLS VILLAGE?” Shaun screamed.

The audience went double nuts. I’m not even sure that’s a thing, but they went it. I swallowed hard and tried to control the flappy bats in my stomach (butterflies are way too small to describe how nervous I was feeling). This was it.
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“For the first time on stage in thirty years, please give it up, Hills Village, for one of rock and roll’s long-lost legends—NIKI BLISTERRRRRR AAAAAAND THE PEOPLE!!!”

“Showtime,” Niki said, smiling under layers of makeup. It was hard to think that only a few weeks ago I’d thought of him as Mr. Mann, our boring substitute music teacher. “Let’s rock!”
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THE REALITY OF playing in front of two thousand people hit me like a bucket of cold water as we headed for the stage. All those faces! Who was I kidding trying to get up there and pretend to be in a band? I stopped dead in my tracks, which, given I was wearing platform boots, wasn’t easy.
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“Uh-nuh, no way, soldier,” Niki whispered in my ear. “Not on my watch.” He put a firm hand on my back and started pushing me toward the spotlights. “The show must go on, Rafeman. Your fans await.”

“Fans?” I squeaked. “I don’t have any fans.”

“You do now,” Niki said, and shoved me onstage.

I staggered into an amplifier and dislodged my wig, which fell offstage and disappeared down a black hole.

“Keep going!” Niki hissed. “They’ll never notice!”

We came into view and, at the sight of Niki Blister, the crowd erupted. Okay, most of them probably didn’t have a clue who Niki Blister was, or who he had been, but since Niki had made the station an offer to play last week, KRMY had been playing “Kangaroo Krush” nonstop. Plus, even if you’d never heard of Niki or “Kangaroo Krush”, there was no question that up there on the stage at the Rio was a genuine rock star. He looked incredible.

Niki strutted to the front of the stage and grabbed hold of the mic. “G’day, America!” he shouted. “How’re you goin’?”

As the crowd roared, two jets of silver glitter shot into the air. Niki glanced round to check Miller was in place and that The Changmeister was ready. With a last nod and smile to me, Niki turned back to the microphone.

“You might’ve heard this one before!” he shouted. “One, two, three, four!” Niki’s hand came down and the familiar intro to “Kangaroo Krush” rang out across the auditorium.

Niki Blister and The People were up and running.
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IN THE WORDS of Miller the Killer, we totally krushed it.

With Niki Blister (AUTHENTIC ROCK GOD!!!!!) at the mic and the rest of us playing as well as we possibly could—which, considering we’d only been practicing for six weeks, was not too shabby—we really did kick some rock-and-roll butt.

After “Kangaroo Krush”, we went into “Parmesan Cheese” before heading straight into another couple of storming Spiderzz tracks—“Armageddon Highway” and “Wild Hair Boogie”—when Niki shoved me in front of the microphone.

“This next one’s kind of personal to Rafe,” Niki said into the mic. “It’s about a special someone out there. You know who you are.”


The crowd roared and I went about as red as a sunset on Mars. I glanced over at Kasey, who was standing in the wings taking photos. She put a finger down her throat and mimed gagging.

“Uh, hi,” I said, into the mic. “This one’s called ‘O, Gail Jenetta’.”

As Jason began the slow keyboard intro to the song, I did my best to look like I knew what I was doing. I knew Jeanne was in the audience because she’d told me she was going and I hoped she knew it was about her. My voice cracked a bit on the opening line, but I kept it together and by the middle of the song half the audience were holding up their cell phones as torches.

At the end of “O, Gail Jenetta”, Niki took back the mic and we finished the set with three big numbers: “Fight The Stricker”, “Everything Sucks,” and one more “Kangaroo Krush,” during which (despite being warned not to by the Fire Department) Niki got his guitar to shoot flames across the auditorium.

“Oops!” Niki shouted. “My bad! Good night, Hills Village!

The mosh pit went crazy—that’s right, we had a mosh pit—and, with a shock, I saw Mom crowd-surfing. As she passed close by the stage, she waved to me.

“My back’s fine!” she yelled. “Woo-hoo!”

Miller gave one final drumroll and crashed the cymbals so hard one of them spun across the stage and almost decapitated a stagehand.

People fainted, cameras flashed, Mom’s bad back was cured by crowd-surfing across the mosh pit and, most importantly, my cool status at Hills Village Middle School soared to record heights. Everything most definitely did not suck! I was going to be a rock star!

Nothing could stop me!
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I HAVEN’T BEEN around all that long, but I’ve seen enough to know that life’s got a funny way of kicking you hard in the butt at the exact moment you think you have everything going for you.

Take me, for instance. There I was, school cool restored, rock music career ahead of me, Mom’s back fixed, everyone liking me (including Jeanne Galletta). Nothing could stop me now.

Except it turned out there was something that would stop me becoming a rock-and-roll star, after all. At least for now.

And that was Niki Blister disappearing without a trace.

Again.


After the show at the Rio, everything seemed normal … or as normal as things can be after playing our very first, smash-hit rock gig. Everyone wanted to congratulate us, shake hands, get a photo, interview us. I even had to sign a couple of autographs. Me!
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I noticed that Niki wasn’t around for too many photos, but I sort of figured he was probably taking off his stage clothes and makeup somewhere. Anyway, it was crazy right after the gig, so it wasn’t for a few days that any of us really noticed we hadn’t seen him around. We were all on cloud nine for a while. Miller “asking” me to be in the band had turned out to be one of the best things that had ever happened to me. Doing stuff I never thought I’d be able to do and doing it as a team. That was what made it really special. I knew we’d all been randomly thrown together, but we’d somehow managed to turn into a proper band. I’d learned how to play the guitar and I’d written songs and performed live on stage! I might not stay friends with Miller and Jason forever, but I’d never forget what we’d achieved together.

Going back to school was a bit of a shock, I’m not going to lie. It was like the Rio hadn’t happened. Or, more like it had happened, but to someone else. The levels of cool I’d built up before KRMY (only to then see them all drain away) were back … but it didn’t feel as good as I figured it would. One reason was that Kasey had returned to Australia. I know I should’ve given you a whole lowdown on what she’d said and what I’d said and all that kind of stuff … but I haven’t. I don’t know why. Maybe it was too personal to write down. Maybe it’s too personal to share, even with you guys. I mean, I like you all well enough, but you have to keep some stuff secret, right?

I had an idea that Kasey wasn’t too keen on seeing me back at HVMS and that Jeanne Galletta being around might have had something to do with that. As far as Jeanne was concerned, I was not only a rock star, I was a rock star whose artwork was good enough to steal. Anyway, for whatever reason, Kasey was gone and, despite my improved standing with J.G., Miller wasn’t the only one who didn’t like that.

The people around me seemed to be disappearing on a way too regular basis. There was Kasey, obvs, but also Sid … and, of course, Niki—all Australians. I was beginning to wonder if that was an Australian thing. Disappearing, I mean. I knew Australia was basically empty. There’s, what, about two hundred people on the whole island, right?
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I’m only kidding. I know Australia has more than two hundred people. There’s got to be at least a thousand.

Still only kidding. But the people from Down Under had certainly turned everything in Hills Village upside down, which I guess is kind of ironic. Or not. I can never figure out what’s ironic and what isn’t.


Sid had been caught in Miami with most of the money from the yoga festival. Kasey had been right: he was about as Australian as a polar bear. And his name wasn’t Sidney Harberbridge. It was Steve Hackensack, from Earlville, Idaho, who turned out to be quite the specialist in conning people in small towns. The sad thing is, Mom said, he could probably have made a bunch more money if he’d actually kept the cafe and put on the yoga festival. Grandma Dotty said a leopard never changes its spots, but that sounded unfair to leopards to me. Besides, what’s with all the cat metaphors?

We never found out why Sid told us we were on the bill at KRMY when we weren’t. After all, as far as we knew, he hadn’t made any money by lying to us. My guess is that, for someone like Sid, lying just becomes second nature. He couldn’t resist making himself sound hipper than he really was … no matter how pathetic. He was a hipster through and through.
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And that’s the other thing—I’m totally done with hipsters and all things hip. I talk with my old voice again. I don’t do the hipster wrist-click wave. I don’t make artisan coffees. The angled bag has gone, and I wear shoes at all times. I don’t listen to music ironically (there you go again)—I just listen.

Life’s a lot simpler this way … although sometimes late at night when I close my eyes I can hear the roar of the mosh pit, smell the smoke from the dry-ice machine, and see the stage lights flicker as I step to the microphone and scream out one more time, “G’day, America!”
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MOMS NEVER FORGET, RIGHT?

Mine doesn’t, anyway. Not. A. Thing.

Remember way back in the middle of all this I promised Mom I’d take up yoga if she made her Leftover Meat Loaf Spaghetti Special? Remember her saying that she’d keep me to it? No, me neither.

But Mom remembered. And if Mom remembers something, it stays remembered. There was no getting out of it: I was doing yoga.

“Down dog,” the instructor said.

I stuck my butt in the air and tried not to feel as ridiculous as I looked.

Namaste.
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1. History lesson #1: old vinyl records used to have stuff written on them about the artist. These were called “sleeve notes”. Since The Spiderzz (SPOILER ALERT!) do play a part in the rest of the story, it’s probably worth telling you what the sleeve notes said.
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2. I have no evidence that yaks like donuts. I’m not totally sure what a yak

3. For those of you easily confused—or in Australia—the umpire was wearing a striped shirt. He didn’t actually have black-and-white striped skin.

4. DISCLAIMER: all of the above does not mean R. Khatchadorian disapproves of beansprouts, beetroot, kale, or wheatgrass … although he does still think tofu is chewy wood.

5. Here’s a tip for non-Aussies: Wagga Wagga is always referred to as just “Wagga” and it’s pronounced “Wogga”. Go figure.

6. For those of you who don’t know, a “plec”—short for “plectrum”—is a little piece of plastic, or bone, or wood, that guitarists use to hit the strings.

7.  Since signing on as our guru, Niki had started calling me a whole bunch of different “rocker” names. So far I’d been called The Rafeman, Rafadocious, Captain Rafe, The Rafe-amator, and Wild Rafe Khatchadorian. I figured Niki was trying them on for size and waiting for one to stick.
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THE MIDDLE SCHOOL SERIES



THE WORST YEARS OF MY LIFE

(with Chris Tebbetts)

This is the insane story of my first year at middle school, when I, Rafe Khatchadorian, took on a real-life bear (sort of), sold my soul to the school bully, and fell for the most popular girl in school. Come join me, if you dare …

GET ME OUT OF HERE!

(with Chris Tebbetts)

We’ve moved to the big city, where I’m going to a super-fancy art school. The first project is to create something based on our exciting lives. But I have a BIG problem: my life is TOTALLY BORING. It’s time for Operation Get a Life.

MY BROTHER IS A BIG, FAT LIAR

(with Lisa Papademetriou)

So you’ve heard all about my big brother, Rafe, and now it’s time to set the record straight. I’m NOTHING like my brother. (Almost) EVERYTHING he says is a Big Fat Lie. And my book is 100 times better than Rafe’s. I’m Georgia, and it’s time for some payback … Khatchadorian style.

HOW I SURVIVED BULLIES, BROCCOLI, AND SNAKE HILL

(with Chris Tebbetts)

I’m excited for a fun summer at camp—until I find out it’s a summer school camp. There’s no fun and games here, I have a bunk mate called Booger Eater (it’s pretty self-explanatory), and we’re up against the kids from the “Cool Cabin” … there’s gonna be a whole lotta trouble!


ULTIMATE SHOWDOWN

(with Julia Bergen)

Who would have thought that we—Rafe and Georgia—would ever agree on anything? That’s right—we’re writing a book together. Discover: Who has the best advice on BULLIES? Who’s got all the right DANCE MOVES? Who’s the cleverest Khatchadorian in town? And the best part? We want you to be part of the fun too!

SAVE RAFE!

(with Chris Tebbetts)

I’m in worse trouble than ever! I need to survive a gut-bustingly impossible outdoor excursion so I can return to school next year. Watch me as I become “buddies” with the scariest girl on the planet, raft down the rapids on a deadly river, and ultimately learn the most important lesson of my life.

JUST MY ROTTEN LUCK

(with Chris Tebbetts)

I’m heading back to the place where it all began: Hills Village Middle School, but only if I take “special” classes … If that wasn’t bad enough, when I somehow land a place on the school football team, I find myself playing alongside none other than the biggest bully in school, Miller the Killer!

DOG’S BEST FRIEND

(with Chris Tebbetts)

My name is Rafe Khatchadorian, and Trouble’s my middle name. From my very first disaster, when I tried to break every rule in my school’s Code of Conduct, to my newest catastrophe in this book, when I start my own dog-walking empire and it goes horribly wrong, I can’t seem to keep from ending up in deep dog doo-doo. But if my crazy adventures make you laugh, then hey—it’s worth it!

FROM HERO TO ZERO

(with Chris Tebbetts)

I’m going on the trip of a lifetime! What could possibly go wrong? For starters, how about: Causing a barftastic catastrophe on a ten-hour plane ride or almost accidentally stealing a priceless national treasure. But the worst thing that happens? I’ve spent all of middle school being chased by Miller the Killer, but on this trip, there’s NOWHERE TO RUN!
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