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CHAPTER 1

	It was early evening and Maximus Stripe badly needed the bathroom. For any typical 13-year-old, this wouldn’t have been a problem. Other boys or girls his age would no doubt casually stroll down the hallway of their toasty warm home and do their business. 

	Not Max. You see, Max didn’t have a home. For the past five months, he and his little brother, Axel, had been forced to rough it, sleeping beneath a bridge on the wrong side of Detroit. 

	For the Stripe brothers, the simple act of going to the bathroom meant tying your shoelaces with numb fingers, trudging through rain, wind, and sometimes snow, to the most private space they could find. 

	That space was below a busy overbridge, which was choked with cars, trucks and buses, all of which, according to Max, carried people who had families and jobs and a home-cooked meal to look forward to. Those other lucky kids had their own rooms and a mom who helped them with their homework. Max dreamt of going to bed and not having to worry about the cold or the smell of the fumes from the bridge above where he lay.

	But tonight, despite desperately needing the bathroom, Max stopped a few feet before he found his usual spot. He looked above and stared in wonder at a fluorescent constellation of sparkly white balls of fire. Wow, he thought to himself, studying them for so long his neck began to ache. 

	His thoughts drifted along with the passing clouds. One day, he said to himself, one day I will be a star. 

	One day I will have shoes without holes in them and be able to look after my brother. One day I’ll be interviewed by TV reporters and show them the crumby hut where I slept. I’ll say, “I lived in a slum - look at me now!” 

	But a familiar noise interrupted Max’s magical stargazing. It was a noise he despised more than anything in the world. Across the busy road ahead of him, just within view, was a tent lit up with fairy lights. There was a crowd around the singer in the tent. 

	Ugh! It was Rock Boy, and as usual, his mom watched from inside her luxurious, shiny, black 4WD BMW, drinking an extra-large hot chocolate.  

	In an instant, Max’s thoughts turned darker. He no longer felt that anything was possible. Life was awful again. He was angry. Why did every other kid have parents? How would he ever be able to look after his little brother with no money? 

	Max couldn’t live like this forever and he knew it. 

	Then he suddenly remembered he needed to relieve himself, so he walked towards a rock wall covered with graffiti. 

	“OUCH!” he cried. “NOT AGAIN!” 

	For the second time that week, Max was hit in the head with a half-empty can of Coke. 

	The can was hurtled from the window of a speeding car from the bridge above. It landed on his forehead, sending a thunderous noise through his skull. Seconds later, his head throbbed and burned. Maximus screamed at the bridge, but it was no use, the car had already left, and the sounds of rap music blasting from their bass-fuelled stereo became dimmer and dimmer as the idiots drove off.  

	Maximus cursed himself. How could be have been so stupid? He knew this particular spot beneath the highway had always been the most dangerous place to pee. The garbage around him was proof of that. Within a few feet he saw beer cans, cigarette packets, a rusty clothes dryer, a large empty suitcase, and a pile of frozen rotting fish. 

	Once he regained his balance, Maximus did his business and zigzagged his way back inside the hut and lay down next to Axel, who somehow managed to sleep through anything. He tried his very best not to touch the newly formed bruise, wincing as he broke his promise. In the distance, the crowd cheered for Rock Boy as Max covered his ears.

	 

	Max knew the back streets of Midtown Detroit were no place for a child; then again, he and Axel weren’t exactly typical children. Over the past few months they had learned to sleep through the noise, but some nights were so cold they feared they wouldn’t wake up at all. Max sometimes worried his little brother would wake with no fingers or toes.

	Their Uncle Herby often talked about his hometown as being the best city in America, back in the days when Detroit’s streets were packed with flashy cars, driven by people with lots of money. 

	“Detroit was once known as Motor City,” Uncle Herby used to say. “My friends and I used to work in factories that made most of the cars for the United States. It’s home to the original Ford factory!”

	But those days were long gone, and now Detroit had over 70,000 abandoned buildings, 5,000 of which were burned down each year by arsonists.  

	20,000 people like Maximus and Axel Stripe were homeless.

	 

	To people with warm homes and hot food, five months tends to fly by, yet for Max and Axel it felt more like five years. A bitterly cold Michigan winter had somehow frozen their memories. They no longer went to school, instead learning everything from the streets. 

	Which didn’t bother Max. He knew every inch of every alleyway, every pothole, and every shortcut of midtown Detroit. He knew where to find a bathroom that wasn’t polluted or unusable, and most importantly, how to stay warm and dry. That magical spot was a secret, an old abandoned workers’ hut beneath the overpass on the corner of Queens and Governor. 

	Max and Axel slept in a cubbyhole in the very corner of their tiny hut, their mattress little more than a box spring on crates. As for food, they ate whatever they could find, and Max spent his days repeating the same old line over and over to people walking past in the main street. 

	“Excuse me, could anyone help me out with any quarters?” 

	Nine times out of ten it never worked, but Uncle Herby always believed in keeping your manners, so Max always signed off with, “Well, you have a blessed day now.” 

	Max stroked his chin and studied the cloud of mist that left his mouth when he breathed out. The coolness of the hut added to his pain. 

	“Oh, man,” he sighed, rubbing the bulbous mark on his forehead. 

	“STOP going on about your bruise!” Axel said.

	“It hurts!” Max replied.

	“Not as much as the time I was hit with that suitcase. Remember that? The suitcase went all the way over the bridge and hit me in the head when I was taking a dump.”

	“It was empty. It was an empty suitcase!”

	“It was still a suitcase! Yours was just an empty iddy-biddy little wee can!”

	“Twice, doofus, twice in one week!”

	“If you’re so worried about it, wear a helmet next time.”

	Max giggled. Even during the worst times his little brother could still make him laugh. 

	Then he heard a groan. He knew that groan, it was a groan that signalled hunger. But there was a rule between the Stripe brothers. If you were hungry, even if you were starving, even if you were so famished you could chew your own arm off, you kept it to yourself. That was the rule. No one wanted to know about your stupid stomach. If you went on about your stupid stomach, you got a knee in the privates in return. 

	Because if you went on about your stupid stomach, it made the other people worry about their own stupid stomachs, and that was of no use to anyone. 

	“Hey,” said Max, softening a bit, “want some chocolate?”

	“Ha, ha, very funny,” Axel replied. 

	“I found some on a park bench, still in the wrapper, hasn’t even touched a trash can.”

	Axel spun quickly and grabbed the chocolate bar and munched on it merrily. “Hmmmm, hmmmmm, HMMMM,” he said, and pulled the blanket up to his chin, happy as a clam. 

	“Rock Boy is out there again,” said Max.

	“You mean, Rich Boy?”

	“Rich Boy. Rock Boy. Same annoying boy.”

	“Was his mommy watching?” Axel asked. 

	“From the flash car,” Max replied. 

	“Was there a big crowd?”

	“Yeah.”

	Axel sighed, heavily. “Did he sound like a cat having a baby when he was singing?”

	Max giggled, although it hurt to do so. Eventually he fell asleep, his stomach feeling like an empty balloon. 

	 

	Max was jealous of many things when it came to Rock Boy. Obviously, there was his money and his mom’s car, and all the burgers and milkshakes his mom probably fed him, but what most infuriated Maximus Stripe was something he couldn’t talk about, not with anyone, not even his brother. 

	Rock Boy had hairs!

	Under his arms! 

	And a moustache! 

	He was only 13! 

	Max wanted to yell, “Do you know how long I’ve been trying to do that!” For many months Max had stood in front of the mirror willing his own hairs to grow. How did Rock Boy already have them? It seemed impossible! He had money and hairy armpits! This was not fair. 

	Max Stripe was not proud of it, but every time he caught a glimpse of Rich Boy, he felt a knot in his belly, his breath quickened, and he felt like a complete failure.

	Worst, worst, worst of all was the fact that he never managed to come up with a clever response when Rich Boy threw insults. Had it been anyone else, Max would have dreamed up something funny right there on the spot; yet when Rock Boy roasted him, Max felt himself turning into a concrete statue. 

	His tongue and his brain froze. 

	Nothing came out. 

	Why did the perfect reply come in the middle of the night when he couldn’t sleep?

	 

	Max woke with freezing toes. He moved closer to a zonked-out Axel and stared at the hundreds of ripped-up concert tickets plastered to the wall. So many concerts, so many bands, and all of them having played at the nearby world-famous Victory Arena. 

	Not that Max had ever been to any of the shows. Of course, he hadn’t. Each ticket cost at least $100, and he’d never seen that much money in his life. 

	But that didn’t stop either of the Stripe brothers from visiting regularly. Victory Arena was their second home. When touring bands came to town, Max and Axel stood as close as they could to its front doors, watching pumped-up crowds arrive with popcorn and soda, wishing it was them. 

	When they heard the bands sing their hits from outside the arena, they felt lucky and unlucky at the same time. 

	But instead of moping about and wishing he were rich like the people inside the arena, Max was determined to become rich himself. He convinced Axel to bring along Uncle Herby’s old guitar—four strings, used to be six, should have been six—and a washboard, or an old metal bucket, and together they sang songs the touring band would sing that night. 

	Max was something of a musical genius. You see, he could listen to any song once and perform it perfectly five minutes later. Soon Axel learned such a wonderful trick. 

	As a team, the boys knew every chord, every riff, and every lyric. They practiced every day and night, with Max on the guitar and Axel on drums and backing vocals. One night outside Victory Arena, they made $48.50! With the profits, they bought a sleeping bag and two new strings for the guitar. 

	 

	Max thumbed through one of his many old Guitar magazines in his hut. His eyes then fixated on posters on the wall, his favorite bands playing to sold-out stadiums. One day, he said to himself, that will be me.

	“Think it’s ever gonna happen?” Axel asked. 

	“What?” Max replied. 

	“You know what.”

	“Yeah, I know what,” sighed Max. “Course I know what and the answer is the same as last night, and the night before that. I keep telling you, they aren’t coming.”

	“But you said they just dropped a new single!”

	Max knew exactly who his brother was talking about, the band to beat them all, the dope band, the band the Stripe brothers couldn’t live without: California Ghouls. 

	Lead singer, Taylor, with his one and only bandmate Jess on drums and backing vocals. Jess used to be a skater, she had a boyfriend named Marcus, but they were on a break right now. She also had a cat, Gus, and hardly showed her face in interviews. Axel was only 11 but was ready to marry her.

	Taylor wrote the songs. He was a lyrical genius. He was also a rapper and obsessed with English Football. His high score juggling was 2986. Unbelievable! 

	So too was the band. California Ghouls had released four albums, and according to both Max and Axel, as well as music critics from Pittsburgh to Paris, were the best band that ever lived. But they’d never played Detroit’s Victory Arena!

	“But...they’re touring now! You told me!” said Axel.

	“I know I did—they’re touring all around the world, places I’ve never even heard of. But they ain’t coming near us, not to Detroit, and definitely not to Victory Arena.”

	“But why?” Axel pleaded. “They might! I bet they do!” 

	“They won’t!” Max replied. “Because Detroit is a toilet.”

	“Did you know “My Favourite Clown’"s got 10 million views? “Sleepwalker’s” got half a billion! Taylor shaved his head, he’s bald, like a baby. Jess better not! She’s beeee-uitul. Like a flower, on a cloud, on a snowy mountain.”

	“So you keep saying.”

	“She’s got a new tattoo. A wolf face covers her whole arm. I’m totally gonna marry her.”

	For Max, it wasn’t just the music of California Ghouls that sent him crazy. It was the outfits they wore, crazy, colorful, and delightfully creepy outfits. With the release of every new song, came new costumes. 

	Each time the band dropped a new tune, Max crouched outside a TV shop’s window and watched Jess and Taylor dressed as ghosts or ghouls. 

	Their trademark? Masks - evil, terrifying, brilliantly decorated masks. Good masks, evil masks, and demonic masks. Clown masks, skeleton masks, and back-from-the-dead masks. 

	What was not to like? It was little surprise that each time a new outfit was released along with a hit single, it was enough to send the two boys from downtown Detroit into a tailspin.

	Max lay down and thought about his brother’s ridiculous dream. As if it would ever come true! What band, especially one as famous as California Ghouls, would be dumb enough to play in Toilet City?

	 

	# # #



	

CHAPTER 2

	Max woke to the sound of heavy rain hitting the roof of the hut. He always cherished those few minutes when he first opened his eyes, until the icy water hit his face and the same thoughts returned. 

	What exactly had he done wrong in life? What had Rich Boy done right? Was it all just dumb luck? And why had he and Axel been left in the dark about so many important things, like when it came to the story of their mom? 

	What happened to her anyway? No one ever told him the full story, as if they were too young to hear the truth. Everyone thought he was too immature, too fragile. 

	Max quickly discovered not knowing was far worse. He knew his mom had died, but no one ever said how, or gave any other details, despite him asking repeatedly. 

	Every time Max brought up the subject, everyone in the room went quiet, especially their father. 

	Worst of all, Max barely remembered his mom at all; he’d only seen photos of a beautiful woman with a beaming smile. 

	One thing he never forgot was the day his dad’s brother, Uncle Herby, moved in. Herby came to stay the day their dad lost his job at the fish factory for turning up late for the hundredth time. 

	At first their dad seemed deliriously happy about the whole thing. “We can all sleep in and have pancakes, every day!” he’d told the boys, throwing his stinky work jacket out of the apartment window. 

	But there was a problem. Uncle Herby didn’t work either. Two grown men and two boys squeezed into a tiny apartment on the ground floor of a 28-story high-rise. There was no AC. It was a cramped, stifled, uncomfortable life, but at least they had a roof over their heads. 

	One day there was a knock at the door. In came an angry roller in a black suit with a blue folder and scuffed shoes. He smelled of cigarettes. 

	“Who is he?” Axel had asked, sheltering behind his brother. 

	“Dunno,” Max replied. “Never seen him before.”

	Then the front door slammed, and Max crept into the kitchen to find his father with his head in his hands. Uncle Herby was awkwardly patting his brother’s shoulders, but their father pushed him away. Then he stood and threw his chair through the window. 

	It was a shocking sound. Shards of glass covered the kitchen floor. Then he shoved the small kitchen table across the floor, which sent plates and cups flying. He grabbed his coat and hat, phone, wallet, and small backpack.

	“Gonna go get a drink,” said Max’s dad, sweat running down his weathered face. 

	And that was the last time Max and Axel saw their dad.

	Max was 7, Axel, 5.

	 

	Before Max and Axel arrived, Uncle Herby had lived under the bridge for many years. He said it was the best spot in all of Detroit because it was so quiet. Despite the fumes from the buses and trucks above, the concrete bridge was so thick you could barely hear them. Herby said he couldn’t sleep anywhere else. He’d tried a few times, but when he did, he missed the constant, b-bump b-bump of the cars crossing the bridge above. 

	But sometimes the icy grip of winter had forced Herby to move out of the hut and into an abandoned car where he placed rolled-up newspapers on the windows so no one could see in. 

	Times like this, they’d slept head to toe in the backseat of Herby’s car, which was warmer than the workers’ hut, but extremely uncomfortable. 

	Yet even here, in this most inhospitable of places, Uncle Herby had found the time to read books and play guitar to Max and Axel. Having grown up in a musical household, the boys had demanded to be taught Herby’s favorites, songs by famous Motown artists like Doctor Hook, Stevie Wonder, Louis Armstrong, and Harry Belafonte. 

	The boys adored Herby. He knew every trick in the book on how to make it as a street singer, like taking a handwritten sign whenever you sang. His favorite one? 

	“Saving for Wedding Day. 78% complete.”

	“But, Herby!” Axel had said. “That’s not even true.”

	“Sure, it is,” Herby replied, with those sparkling eyes. “I just haven’t found the right woman yet. Or should I say, she hasn’t found me.”

	Herby had also talked about “dressing the part.” “You wanna impress your audience?” he said. “Brush your hair, tuck your shirt in, clean your shoes. Why should your fans give money when you dress like a bum?”

	“Master your routine,” he continued. “Never go searching for a song. When a song works, keep singing it. Give your fans what they want, even if you’re sick to death of it. Be loud and proud, but also respectful. Make the money box large. And don’t forget those three magic words, which are?”

	“Location, location, location!” Max yelled. 

	“Correct, that’s my man,” Herby replied. “Location, location, location. Choose the spot with high foot traffic, because high foot traffic means?”

	“High profit!” Axel said, proudly.

	“Correct! And remember to choose a spot with no other performers. Or just outshine them!”

	Herby had every base covered. Even when there was no money to be made from music, he’d taught the boys to walk to the grocery store and offer to take people’s groceries to their cars. If they earned a quarter each time, they’d have enough money to buy lunch, a little Debbie snack and a Coke. 

	Sometimes Max and Axel were even offered free samples from the grocery store, like bread or small slices of salami. 

	 

	It was a week after the Coke can incident, and Max’s bruise had gotten bigger. It looked like a golf ball was trying to crawl out of his head. He lay in the hut staring at the ceiling when he heard a pounding on the door. “Max! Max! Maximus!” He rolled over, kicking the door open with his foot. “What? What is it?”

	“They...they...they...they..." Axel was on his knees, rocking back and forward.

	“Who?”

	“They...they...they..."

	“Ax, slow down, what is it? What’s wrong?”

	“Wrong?” he replied. “I never said anything was wrong.”

	“What is it then?”

	But Axel couldn’t say the words. He couldn’t find them. Instead, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a half-torn brochure. “California Ghouls - Live at Victory Arena - One Show Only.”

	“OMG!” Max said, his voice all a quiver. “We’ve got to learn every song!”

	“We know every song,” Axel replied. 

	“Including the raps!”

	“We know the raps!”

	“Not for ‘Sleepwalker’! Oh, man, how am I gonna sleep?” Max sprang up like a meerkat who’d had one too many coffees. “Wait,” Max stammered, scouring his finger over the flyer. “When is it?”

	Axel winked. “This is the best part of all. You know how they’re playing in Chicago real soon? Jess and Taylor added Detroit to the tour. It was a last-minute thing, they said they’d never played Detroit, but they knew they had lots of fans in Detroit, like us, and even thought this town sucks like a toilet they said—"

	Max shook his brother, laughing. “WHEN. IS. IT?” 

	“15 sleeps!” Axel replied. 

	Max fell face down onto his blanket and screamed with joy, his pillow barely blocking any sound whatsoever. “ARRRRGH! THIS IS THE BEST DAY EVAAAAAAAAA!”

	People would think Max was crazy, but he was going to see the California Ghouls in concert if it killed him. Those same people would say he had no chance, but they didn’t know how far Maximus Stripe would go to meet his idols. 

	 

	Rock Boy was performing in front of a large crowd, his hat on the ground filled to the brim with five- and ten-dollar notes. He wore a bright white singlet and torn jeans. His boots might have appeared old and scraggly, but Max knew they were new and expensive. He also wore a gold chain and had two small gold earrings in his left ear, and a shark tooth dangling from his right. His long blonde hair was tied into a perfect bun and he wore brand new Versace sunglasses, with smashed lenses so you could see his eyes. 

	“What a waste!” said Max. “Those glasses are brand new! He smashed them on purpose because he thinks it’s cool!”

	“Check out his music tent!”

	“It’s not a tent,” Max replied. “It’s a house!”

	“Why is he wearing that tight singlet? It’s freezing out!” Axel asked. 

	“Who knows?” replied Max, his eyes fixated on those underarm hairs. Hate him. 

	But it was his guitar that made Max almost fall to his knees. Rock Boy was playing a Fender Stratocaster. 

	How horrific! How could he! Max stared in wonder at the double cutaway guitar with the classic shape and the three pickups. Here was a guitar played by every great musician ever! George Harrison and John Lennon from the Beatles had matching Sonic Blue Strats. Jimmy Hendrix played one during a famous performance of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Kurt Cobain from Nirvana played one, too. Anyone who was anyone played one. 

	Rock Boy was not a part of that club. 

	“He shouldn’t be allowed to sing any song by California Ghouls,” said Max. “Jess would not be happy.”

	“Oh, man, make me puke!” he cried, shifting Axel’s head in the direction of Rock Boy’s new illuminated sign. It read, “Your kind donation will go towards my next recording session.” 

	“We play for food!” said Max. “Or new shoes!”

	Upon seeing the boys, Rock Boy wrapped up “Sleepwalker” and thanked the crowd for listening, who each flipped coins and dollar bills into his hat on the ground. 

	“Thanks for coming everyone!” he said. “Don’t forget to grab a free soda and a branded USB stick. There’s plenty to go around. Oh, and please leave a review on my page. ROCK ON!”

	Max licked his lips when he saw the cream soda, quickly turning away and trying to think of something else. 

	He desperately wanted a soda. 

	Rock Boy switched off his guitar and sidled up to Max. “How’s it going, Mr. One Day?” he asked. 

	Max stopped in his tracks. “What’d you call me?”

	“You heard!” replied Rock Boy. “Mr. One Day.” Cuz you always say, one day I’ll be this, and one day I’ll be that. One day I’ll be famous, and one day I’ll drive a Mustang. One day I’ll wear new clothes!”

	Max felt as if his head was on fire. He lunged forward and pushed Rock Boy, who fell backwards into his amplifier. Rock Boy stood up and went for Max, but Axel stood between the two of them. “Cut it out!”

	“He started it!” said Max.

	“He started it,” replied Rock Boy, in a sarcastic tone.

	Max caught his breath and brushed himself off, zipping up his jacket. “You just wait, Rich Boy.”

	“Wait for what, One Day? When you’re famous?”

	Max pulled Axel away, and they began to walk off.

	“Hey!” Rock Boy yelled. “You ladies going to California Ghouls?”

	“What do you think?” Max replied, mad at himself for replying at all. 

	“Such a shame,” said Rock Boy. “I got free tickets — in the VIP section! If you’re nice to me, I might buy you some merch, maybe a sticker. Maybe two, one for Mr. One Day and one for your little Mini-me.”

	“I don’t want your stinking sticker.”

	Max lamented, telling Axel out of earshot of Rich Boy, “Look at us, look at our shoes, our clothes, we’re an embarrassment.”

	“Well at least we’re not douchebags.”

	Max laughed, though only to get one out of Axel. In truth, he wanted to burst into tears right there on the spot.

	 

	# # #



	
CHAPTER 3

	Max stood above his brother and kicked him in the butt. 

	“Get up!” he said. “We’re going to work.”

	“Huh? What? Go away…”

	“We need money, for tickets, remember?”

	“How much do we need?” Axel asked, rolling over and burying his head in his pillow.

	“$162.00,” Max replied. 

	Axel sprung up. “WHAT! $162? For two tickets?”

	“One ticket, $162 per ticket. Now come on! Bum!”

	“WHAAAAT?! How are we gonna get that much money? We’ve never seen that much money ever!”

	Max tied up his shoes and put some toothpaste on his finger. “I’ve got some ideas.”

	“You’re gonna steal it?”

	“Don’t be dumb, doofus, come on, move your butt.”

	 

	As the boys walked along the main street, Axel lagged behind his brother. 

	“So how are we going to do this exactly?” he asked. 

	“We’re gonna walk people’s dogs,” Max replied. 

	“Whose dogs?”

	Max stopped abruptly, facing his brother. “People don’t have time to walk their dogs. We do it for them. I bet the pay’s good.”

	“Dumb idea,” said Axel. “Who is going to trust a bum like you to walk their lovely dogs?”

	“What do you suggest, then?”

	Axel shrugged his shoulders and grinned. “Wash cars?”

	“With what?”

	“Mow lawns?”

	Max threw his arms wide and laughed out loud. He was standing on a gum-covered footpath in the middle of downtown Detroit. “See any lawns around here, doofus?”

	“What about babysitting?” Axel offered.

	“Babysitting? You can’t even tie your own shoes! How are you going to look after someone else’s kid?”

	“I can tie my own shoes. You can’t even grow a moustache!”

	“Shut up!”

	“You shut up!”

	“If you want to go to the concert, you’re gonna have to give me some ideas.”

	“I am giving you ideas here!”

	“Yeah, and they all suck!”

	Axel folded his arms, he looked decidedly disappointed. He prided himself on ideas. They were his thing. “Why don’t we help old people cross the street?”

	“They’ll think you’re gonna steal from them.”

	“Shine shoes?”

	“Are you kidding?”

	Axel swished back his long fringe back and posed. “How about modelling? They get paid heaps of money!”

	“Yeah, but they don’t look like a dog’s butt!” said Max, and slumped onto the ground, his back resting against the window of a 7-Eleven store. He stroked his chin, checking for new growth. 

	“Big bro?” said Axel. “Why can’t we just sing? At least we know how to do that.”

	“Okay, but I’m not going back to the hut to get the gear.”

	“Fine! I will!” Axel replied, and split.

	 

	Max settled on a spot outside a busy clothing store, but also far enough from where Rock Boy often played. His eyes bulged when Axel returned with the instruments. 

	“What? No way!” exclaimed Max. “What if you break it?”

	“Only the best today, big bro. We need a special guitar for a special day.”

	The guitar Max was holding once belonged to Uncle Herby and was his most prized possession. He’d bought it when he was 18 and the lead singer of Herby and the Hummers. 

	Max had asked about the guitar one night when Herby was flipping through old black and white photos of him when he used to sing at a Detroit nightclub. Max was mesmerized by the photos, in particular the one of Herby with a guitar strapped over his shoulder and surrounded by screaming girls. He was wearing a tight black singlet and had hairs under his arms. 

	“Whoa!” Max had said. “You were famous, Uncle Herby, famous!”

	“Hardly,” Herby had replied. “We had one song, ‘Dry Yer Tears,’ and that was about it.”

	“But look at those people in the photo,” said Axel. “Singing with you!”

	“Well, that one song did do pretty well I s’pose, and I did buy a motorcycle with the profits.”

	“What happened to the band?” Axel asked.

	“Exactly what happens to every band,” said Herby. “We played, we fought, we argued, we broke up.”

	Herby sold the motorcycle, but the guitar remained. He sure cherished that guitar — it was his own blood. He cleaned it almost every day, more than himself. 

	“A guitar is your friend,” he always said. “Never leave her alone, or she’ll feel unwanted. She is my old faithful, and unlike everything else in my life, has never let me down. When I’m gone, she will be yours.”

	“Ah, come on, Uncle!” said Axel. “That will never happen.”

	“Ax’s right,” said Max. “You’ll never leave us.”

	It was as if Uncle Herby knew something, even back then. But instead of saying anything, he raised an eyebrow and smiled his goofy, toothy grin, a grin that made Max and Axel feel as if they were the most important nephews in the world. “We all need to go at some time,” he said, finally. 

	“Not you,” Axel told him, hugging his uncle. “Not you, Uncle Herby, not never!”

	 

	Herby’s guitar worked like a treat. It had been a most excellent afternoon of street singing. Max felt at ease, his voice was relaxed and tuneful. He was also most surprised to find he didn’t struggle with the falsetto notes in “Sleepwalker.” The boys played for three exhilarating hours, and each time Axel begged for a break, more people arrived with crisp green dollar notes. Finally, the boys packed up, and on the way home, treated themselves to ice cold Cokes and Debbie snacks. With a full belly and a spring in his step, Max sprinted to the hut and landed with a thump on the hard, damp mattress. His legs ached, but his mind raced. What a day!

	The count was complete. “$216.50!” he screamed. 

	“Count again!” Axel replied. So Max did. Same amount.

	Max jumped to his feet. “What’s the time?” he asked. 

	Axel glanced at his watch. “4:36, why? Please don’t tell me we’re going out again. Please! My fingers will fall off!”

	“Come!” replied Max, filling his pockets with cash. 

	“Where are we going?” Axel replied.

	“To make your dreams come true!”

	 

	The man at the counter of Victory Arena was prim and proper, with not a hair out of place, a pimple or blemish on his face. As Max tried to get the man’s attention, the man did everything possible to ignore him. 

	“Sir?” said Max.

	“We’re closing!” spat the man. 

	“I know,” Max replied. “That’s why we ran here. Can we please have two tickets to California Ghouls?”

	The man, still not facing the boys, chucked. “Ha, ha,” he said. “Nice one.”

	“I’ve got money,” Max replied, and threw the bunched up dollar bills and coins onto the counter. “See!”

	“Uh huh,” mumbled the man, continuing to shuffle papers.

	Max was confused. Wait, he thought, maybe the arena didn’t take cash? Or was it something worse? Yes, he decided, of course it was. This man thought they were bums! The feeling was familiar to Max now. Five months on the street will do that. Max felt his whole body heat up. His eyes began to fizz. 

	“Listen, mister,” he said. “You might think my shoes are too old, and okay, I don’t own a BMW or a flash jacket, but we’re fans, we’ve got money! Give us the tickets! Please.”

	The man finally turned to face Max.

	“Nice little speech, kid,” he said. “But you’re barking up the wrong tree. The show sold out the day it was announced, but you’re a fan, so I assumed you knew that.”

	And he walked off. 

	Max felt as if he was going to fizzle, crackle and pop completely. He looked to Axel, who had gone silent. He knew what his little bro was thinking: here we go again, another one of Max’s dumb ideas that didn’t work. 

	The rain began to fall as the boys trudged towards their hut beneath the bridge. 

	In the distance, Max could hear Rock Boy butchering another one of Taylor and Jess’s songs.

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 4

	Two weeks had passed and Max still hadn’t forgiven himself for his dumb mistake. It was Axel who dragged him out the night Rush Rush played at Victory Arena where the Stripe Brothers made a sweet profit of $21.50, just enough for them to get a new haircut for a truly special occasion. It was the night that California Ghouls were finally coming to Toilet City!

	But Max could see that Axel had a problem. As he brushed his hand through his hair, he recoiled in horror. It was cut short, far too short. His fringe had gone, and the back and sides were prickly. He checked himself out in a shop window. 

	“Oh, man, if Jess ever sees me like this, she’ll just laugh. She’ll call me a sheep! I can’t ask her out, not like this.” Axel glared at his brother, a look of jealousy on his face. “How come yours is so good?”

	Max slowly pushed his long fringe back, it sat perfectly on top of his head. Not a hair was out of place. “I know what to say to the stylist,” he said. 

	“What? What did you say to that dumb stylist?”

	“I said, don’t make me look like no sheep!”

	“Shut up, Doofus!” said Axel, and thumped his brother on the arm and followed it up with a knee in the privates. 

	Then he checked himself out once more in the shop mirror, barely noticing a sales lady on the other side waving back at him. He frowned once more at his haircut. 

	“BAAAAA!” he said. “When I’m rich and famous, I’m gonna get my own hairdresser. She’s gonna look like Jess and she ain’t gonna make me look like no sheep. How long before hair grows anyways?”

	But Max was already halfway down the street. “Come on, let’s bounce. We gotta get there before Rich Boy steals our spot.”

	 

	With a fresh haircut and a finely tuned guitar, Max tried to keep it together as he approached the arena, but his legs had other ideas. Soon he was running like a toddler towards a birthday cake, all arms and legs. 

	If an octopus could run, that was Max. 

	Outside Victory Arena, long lines of weather-beaten children had camped for two nights to get a front-row glimpse of Jess and Taylor. Now that the concert was almost beginning, their parents were dropping off other children. 

	Max rubbed his eyes. He’d barely slept. He marvelled at the cars the children climbed out of. A gleaming white Range Rover and a stretched Hummer long enough to carry twenty people. Two little kids climbed out dressed as ghosts. 

	“Yo dog, check out that balla,” said Axel, pointing at the Hummer. 

	Max watched as those lucky people strolled into the arena. Soon he spied a man selling tickets on the street. 

	He had two spare tickets, gold tickets, three rows from the front. 

	“How much?” Max asked.

	“$250,” replied the man.

	“For two?”

	“Each.”

	Max stomped his foot. “That’s robbery, that’s stealing!”

	“It’s called business, punk,” replied the man. “Go and ask Mommy for some money and take a shower while you’re at it.”

	Max sniffed under his arms and poked his tongue out at the man as he walked off. Hoards of fans continued to arrive, all dressed in California Ghouls tees. It was impossible to see their faces because of their masks. 

	Max finally found a spot, and Axel laid his hat on the ground. Max felt a swell of excitement rush through his body. To think Jess and Taylor were in the arena just a few feet from him. He strummed a note on his guitar, filled with confidence that he was ready to please other fans just like him.

	Suddenly he felt ill. 

	“Whoa!” said Axel. “Do you see what I see?”

	“Yes,” he replied, and lost his concentration completely. 

	Rock Boy had made a specially designed tent for the gig. It looked magnificent and was branded with the California Ghouls logo. Max watched as Rock Boy played his final song. A group of his friends packed up his gear and passed it to other kids who loaded it into the trunk of Mommy Rock Boy’s BMW 4x4. Then she handed him money, cold hard cash, and Rock Boy ran inside the arena with five others who wore matching shiny sneakers and Ghouls T-shirts. Max felt as if he were going to cry.

	After a few minutes, he began to strum and settled into a rhythm with Axel. Soon, a long line of people excitedly weaved their way towards the arena’s front doors. And just like before the "Rush Rush" concert, people stopped, listened, sang, and danced. 

	"You guys are so good!" said a girl with pigtails and denim overalls. 

	"Look how cute the little one is!" said her friend. "You guys should release an album!"

	"How ‘bout you just empty your pockets?" Max growled and began the opening chords to "Sleepwalker." 

	As the last concert-goer sprinted to the closing front doors, Max sat in a heap and emptied his hat. 

	"$9.20? Sucks," he said.

	"Enough for a hotdog?" Axel asked, and his smile made Max feel a little better. 

	"Axel, can I ask you something?"

	"Just don’t ask me to go and get a ticket. They’re sold out, remember?"

	"Very funny," Max replied. "Axel, am I really a One Day Man?"

	"What are you talking about?"

	"Remember? Rock Boy said I was a One Day Man, he said I was always going on about being famous one day. But it’ll never happen. I’m dreaming, right?"

	Axel tucked his shirt into his trousers and wiped the sweat from his brow. "You gotta dream, doofus," he said. "It’s all we’ve got!"

	Max threw his guitar over his back and grabbed Axel’s hand drums. "You always say the right things, little bro," he replied. "Come on, let’s get a hotdog!"

	 

	The line of people had vanished. All that remained on the courtyard of Victory Arena were discarded cups and popcorn boxes. Outside the main front door was a man holding an electronic ticket scanner.

	He waited for Max to produce one. "Tickets?" he asked.

	"Um, no, sorry, sir," said Max. "I don’t have a ticket. Do you know what time the concert finishes?"

	"10.45. Approximately," replied the ticket man. 

	"Thank you," Max nodded. "You have a blessed day now."

	Suddenly, there was the screeching of tires and a very large man opened the back door of a taxi, fell out of it, and landed with a thump onto the curb. He pushed himself up and slammed the door. 

	Then, against the laws of nature, he somehow pushed his body into the vertical position and peered about like a meerkat. He was on the move, though he looked more like a stunned rhino than a graceful lion. Across the arena’s courtyard he stumbled, one heavy boot after the other, adjusting his glasses as he went. It really did look like this unknown man had never walked anywhere his entire life. 

	"He’s so schnookered!" said Max.  

	It was no surprise the man barely noticed Max and Axel at all, though when he plundered past them two tickets fell from his jacket pocket and floated onto the concrete. 

	Like a dog hoovering up scraps in a kitchen, Axel snatched them up immediately. "Max!" he exclaimed, pulling his brother towards the ticket man. "Coming?" he said. "Come on!"

	"You bet!" Max replied, and the brothers sprinted, octopus-style, to the front door. But as soon as they arrived, Max stopped in a hurry. "No," he said, blank-faced to Axel.

	"Huh? Whaddya mean, NO!"

	"No," he said, glancing at the tickets in Axel’s hand. Max grabbed them in a split second, so quickly that Axel had no show of keeping them. 

	"Bro, you are ca-rrazy!" Axel yelled, trying to keep up with his brother. "What are you doin! Max! Stop! Please! Give me the tickets!"

	The drunk man ahead was focusing on taking one step at a time. He felt an arm on his shoulder and spun quickly. Once he regained his focus, he found the face of Max. "Don’t you touch me, boy," he spat. "What do you want?"

	Max held up the two tickets. "Are these yours, sir? I think you dropped them."

	"Hmph," replied the man, who continued to look around for someone, or something. He looked at his watch. "Stupid girlfriend stood me up. You want some advice, some advice for life? Don’t ever, ever get involved with a girl. Married ones are the worst. Talk about baggage!"

	"Sir," Max repeated. "Are these your tickets?"

	"Were," he burped. "Don’t even like the band." The man then flipped the tickets out of Max’s hand and they landed on Axel’s feet. "They’re yours, if you want ‘em."

	The boys hopped inside Victory Arena without so much as their feet touching the ground. 

	 

	# # #



	

CHAPTER 5

	The lady at the entrance was dressed in a black tracksuit with Victory Arena written on her jacket. She held a fancy electronic scanner in her hand. 

	Max approached her, gripping the two tickets as if they were first-class flights to Mars.

	"Max," whispered Axel. "She’s gonna know!"

	"Gonna know what?" Max replied, strutting towards the lady.  

	"We didn’t buy those tickets," said Axel. "We don’t deserve to be here. They’re not ours! We don’t have a credit card. She’ll know, I bet she kicks us out."

	The boys now stood right in front of the lady. She was not a friendly looking woman, bushy-browed and beady-eyed. 

	Maybe Axel was right, Max thought to himself. What right did they have to be here? 

	The woman in the tracksuit glared at the boys, giving a look they’d become very used to. The whites of her eyes were yellow. She smelled a little. "Can’t come in," she said. "No way."

	Axel punched Max on the arm. "See? See!" he said, whacking his own forehead. "Oh man, sucks."

	Max knew what the problem was. He and Axel lived on the street and this lady knew it. Even a flash $9 haircut couldn’t hide that. They were bums, people always told them so, and they believed it. Yet this time felt different! 

	Max decided right there and then that he would not be turned away again. Those hot little tickets in his hand were not going to waste. He’d made a pact with himself - he would rather die than not see Jess and Taylor.  

	"You hear me?" the ticket lady repeated, a speckle of spit leaving her mouth as she did so. "You can’t come in."

	Max held the tickets high. The lady folded her arms and shook her head. “Not with that," she said, pointing at the guitar slung over Max’s shoulder. She did the same thing with Axel’s hand drum. 

	"Oh!" said Max, a sudden rush of excitement zinging through his body. "Is it my guitar?"

	"And the drums," spat the lady. "You bring them in and we’ll throw them away. Or burn them."

	Seconds later Max unslung the guitar from his shoulder and snatched Axel’s drum. "So... where do I put them?" he asked. 

	"Well, I don’t want ‘em," replied the lady. "Put ‘em in coat check. Collect them on the way out, that’s if no one’s decided to steal ‘em." 

	This time when Max held the tickets up high the lady scanned them right away. "Good seats," she mumbled, and took a second look. "Great seats. Birthday present was it?"

	Max turned to face the large man who fell out of the taxi, who was trying his darndest to sit on a park bench without falling off. "Ya huh," said Max. "First ever concert! Cool present, huh?"

	Axel turned to his brother. "Wha? It’s not your birth-"

	"Which door do we go to, please?" Max asked. 

	The lady shooed the boys inside, deciding to take the guitar and drum herself, passing them to a man behind the coat check counter. "Don’t forget ‘em on the way out. I know how forgetful kids are."

	Max forgot all about his brother and took off in no particular direction, searching frantically for door numbers and entryways. The delicious aroma of hotdogs, candy and soda did not help his search. 

	 

	Max stopped in his tracks and grabbed Axel by the collar. He pulled his brother’s face close to his own. "Ya doofus!" he said. "Course it’s not my birthday, little man, you’ve got a lot to learn about hustling!"

	"Hustling? What do you mean?"

	"Hustling, doofus! Just say enough, not everything. Get what I mean?"

	Axel wriggled free of his brother’s clasp. "Hey, you’re actually pretty smart - for a bum," he said. 

	"I am!" Max replied. "Now shut up, cos you’re about to have the best night of your life!"

	 

	Max weaved his way through a sea of fans who were dressed as ghosts and ghouls, wearing t-shirts from every album Jess and Taylor ever recorded. There were costumes from each album too, and the Stripe brothers could name every single one. Fans wore California Ghouls hoodies, badges, and wristbands. 

	As for skeleton masks, Max lost count of those. 

	"We’re gonna get kicked out, I know it!" Axel yelled above the din of the crowd. 

	"Relax, little bro, we got this," Max replied, putting his brakes on causing Axel to topple right into him. He stopped and read from his ticket, looking up the steps to a glowing light. "This is it."

	"It can’t be it," Axel replied. "I mean, look."

	Max had to agree the people around were nothing like them. Parents wore brand-new leather jackets and their children carried enormous buckets of popcorn and triple-scooped ice creams with chocolate toppings and a candy sticking out from the top. It was a miracle the children could carry anything at all, especially as they’d also just been treated to California Ghouls hoodies, tees and signed CDs. 

	Max checked out his own attire. It may have been his best outfit, but he still looked like he’d come straight from the gutter. His grey Led Zeppelin t-shirt, which once belonged to Uncle Herby, was oversized with a rip in the left shoulder. There was a grease mark at the bottom, which he tried to cover by tucking into his jeans, which were also torn. The only part of his outfit he was proud of was a shiny silver belt, the only useful thing to have ever landed beside the boys’ hut beneath the bridge.  

	Axel waited a few steps ahead. "Max, hurry up!"

	"You sure? I don’t feel very...”

	"You look EMO!"

	"Do I?"

	"People pay lotsa money to look like that!"

	"Ha, ha."

	"Remember what Uncle Herby said?"

	"What did Uncle Herby say?"

	"Rock what ya got! Doofus!"

	Max managed a half smile, tucking his t-shirt further into his jeans. 

	"Hey," said Axel, rubbing his head vigorously. "At least you don’t look like a sheep!"

	With that, Max bounded up the steps and whacked his little bro across the head. A heavyset security guard inspected their tickets and pulled the double doors open. They made a sucking sound as they entered the arena. 

	Their lives were about to change forever. 

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 6

	Max grabbed Axel by the elbow and jumped down the stairs, two by two. Past the seats with the letter "M," past the "Ls," past the "Ds," past the... "Bs?" 

	Max stopped, mostly because, if he walked any farther, he would fall over the balcony ahead. Soon he and Axel were so close to the front stage they felt they could almost touch it. 

	Max must have looked like a manikin in a shop window, star-struck and speechless. Was this a dream? It had to be! 

	Max’s eyes fixated on the ticket. "What the...?" 

	"What?" Axel asked, sneaking a peek.  

	"It’s... we’re too close to the stage. These seats are for families like Rich Boy’s."

	Axel snuck a look himself. "Maybe large man is rich man!"

	"He’d have to be," said Max. "A15 and A16," said Max, checking the seats. "That’s us?" And he sat down and wriggled his butt into his new home.

	"That’s us indeed!" Axel replied, snuggling into his own.

	After a few seconds, Max realized something incredible: behind the enormous red curtain ahead were Jess and Taylor. 

	From California Ghouls! In Toilet City!

	By now Max was so overcome with excitement he could barely stop fidgeting. Who could blame him? Hadn’t all of these people waited their entire lives for this? 

	With only minutes before the show was set to start, the rush was on. Children, parents, and teenagers squeezed past, trays filled with hotdogs and pizzas and chips. 

	Max was suddenly very hungry. The music got louder and so did the audience. People cheered and whistled. Soon there wasn’t a single person sitting down. The screen above the stage read the number ten.

	Then 9...8...7...6...

	Max whacked Axel on the knee. "THIS IS IT."

	5...4...3...2...1

	The curtains parted and two figures, dressed in white bandanas and similar-colored robes, strolled onto the stage and the opening chords of "Goody Goody Graveyard" blasted through the arena.

	It was Taylor! With a jet-black Fender Stratocaster strapped over his shoulder, he strode to the microphone. Jess waved at the crowd and sprinted towards her drums. 

	Max felt his face. Hot tears ran down his cheeks. He looked across to Axel, who was jumping up and down on his seat with his hand over his mouth. 

	Was the floor moving? It sure felt like it. 

	"This is the best day of my life!" Max screamed and wanted to give the drunken man who fell out of the taxi the biggest hug in the world.

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 7

	Max felt so grown up in his seat. He couldn’t have dreamt of such an incredible first concert. The tunes thumped and fans like him screamed and sang. The look on their faces said it all: it’s really happening. 

	Max was lost in his own wondrous world. With his eyes glued to Jess and Taylor, a recurring thought so strong and so vivid overtook everything else in his mind. 

	I want to be them.

	I am going to be like them.

	This is the beginning of everything for me. 

	I want to stay here forever. 

	Not a single person was sitting now. The crowd jumped and yelled and cried. Soon the boys could barely hear each other over the screams. Every fan, just like Max, knew every word to every song, even the mind-bending raps. 

	Jess and Taylor didn’t even need to be there at all, they could have left the stage and gone out for dinner.

	They were drowned out by 12,000 fans. 

	Next came the costume changes. Jess and Taylor switched from ghouls to ghosts, from vampires to witches. For their broodier songs, they dressed as demons and zombies. Then, after the final note of each number they each discarded their masks and revealed their true characters. 

	Axel ached to be in the mosh pit, touching Jess’s outstretched arms. "She’s so beautiful," he said. "Like an angel... made of strawberry ice cream... on a frozen lake...in winter... on a day with no clouds."

	"What about Taylor?" Max joked.

	"I ain’t looking at Taylor!" Axel replied. 

	Two hours in, Max was starving. He felt around in his pockets hoping for a piece of gum, or maybe a piece of chocolate he’d forgotten about. He was desperate, shaking in the heat, his tummy as empty as a drum. He’d been this hungry before, many times, yet if only he could find something, anything to chew on. 

	What on earth was he thinking? Didn’t he figure he and Axel would get hungry? He could bear it no longer. He snuck under his seat, pretending he was trying to find something. 

	Success! 

	A half-eaten hotdog on the floor and still in the wrapper. When no one was watching, he very carefully reached across and slid the punnet towards him. There was little left on it apart from a bite-sized piece of meat, a few onions, and half a bun. But it was something. 

	Beside the hotdog was half a cup of something. He sipped it, lemonade. He passed the cup to Axel, who emptied it in seconds and gave his brother the thumbs up. 

	By now some of the fans in the mosh pit appeared exhausted. Max saw a girl taken out in a wheelchair. Security guards passed water bottles through the rest of the crowd. Fans were drenched with sweat. They were all sung out, but the night couldn’t end, not now. Ten songs became 12, became 14. During a ballad, the crowd waved their phones above their heads. The arena resembled a beautiful starry night.  

	"Are you still with me, Detroit?" Jess asked. 

	"Yesssss!" roared the crowd. 

	"Well, we’re not done yet!" she screamed. "We’re gonna give you a night to remember. Who’s with us?"

	"Boooooooooooo!" replied the crowd. 

	Which would have sounded most rude to those unfamiliar with California Ghouls, but not to the Stripe brothers and any other fan who knew every single thing about the band. 

	Because booing was a way of showing Jess and Taylor you loved them. They were ghouls after all. 

	Once, in a radio interview Taylor was asked if he ever felt hurt from all the jeering. 

	"Don’t you see, it’s not jeering," he replied. "It all started one night in Chicago when we were performing a stripped back version of ‘Goody Goody Graveyard,’ a real slow, haunted creepy version, and in the deepest, darkest part of the song, when the lights dimmed and zombies rose from their graves, when everyone in the audience had shivers running down their back, a part of the audience started saying, ’Booooo!’ And it just stuck. Now instead of cheering, people boo us. We think it’s uber cool. And it’s a win-win you know, cuz if there’s a hater in the audience, and every band gets one of those numbskulls, and he or she boos us, we take it as a compliment. The hater gets very confused. Winning!"

	 

	It would take something pretty spectacular for Max to forget about his stomach, and it happened when Jess flung herself from the stage. 

	"She’s on a wire!" yelled someone. "She’s flying!" It was as if Jess was swimming through the air, gliding above an entranced audience. Around the arena, metres above her fans. When she wasn’t singing she was laughing. Who wouldn’t! 

	"I wanna do that so bad!" said Axel.

	"OMG! She’s coming over here!" cried Max.  

	Seconds later, Jess was lowered into Max and Axel’s seating area! A few feet away! She very casually unclipped herself from the wire, adjusting her white tank top. Sweat dripped from her neck. There was the wolf tattoo. She flicked the hair away from her eyes and smiled at the audience. 

	Max felt as if he was going to faint. Is this how it felt to faint? "I’m gonna faint," he said. “Jess!" cried Max. "Jess! Booooo!" 

	"As if she’s gonna go for you," Axel replied.

	Max ignored his brother and tried to scramble closer to her, but there with so little legroom it was near impossible. Jess was climbing the stairs one by one, she soon stood at the end of the boys’ row. She was just seven seats away. 

	Max was stuck. He climbed across the first person, but fell onto the second, a girl about his own age. He rolled around and looked up at the girl, who was beginning to cry. 

	"Hey, kid, take it easy, sit the hell down!" 

	"What he said! That’s my kid you fell on! Punk!"

	Jess was getting away. Max had no choice. Without thinking, he scrambled along the crowded seats where parents continued to yell at him. He squeezed by, knocking knees, spilling drinks, and making a right nuisance of himself. He tripped again, but he was so far gone he didn’t care. 

	Jess hadn’t moved. She held the mic close and... looked at him! She looked at Max. And winked!

	Max stared at her wolf tattoo. She was just one seat away. He lunged forward, anything to touch her. In a few seconds he’d send his brother into a jealous rage. 

	But there was a problem, a man who took up the space of two seats. He slouched on them as if he was watching the TV on his couch at home. Instead of staring at the most beautiful woman in the world he was watching a game of basketball on his phone. During the most important concert ever!

	"Move!" Max screamed, but the man ignored him. 

	So Max climbed right across. The man threw his headphones off, his face now inches from Max’s. His breath smelled like an old shoe. "You want a kick in the head, d’ya?"

	"No... sir, I’m sorry," said Max. "It’s just that..."

	"Do that again and I’ll call security!"

	"Yes, sir, I understand, I’m sorry. But…"

	It was too late. Jess had reached the top of the stairs, giving her fans a high-five, before attaching herself back onto the highwire. Max gulped as she swam through the air, back onto the stage. 

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 8

	Max cursed himself. Of all the times to need the bathroom! With one song to go before the encore hit "Sleepwalker?" Really?

	Max felt as if his bladder was going to burst. He had no choice, he sprinted up the stairs two by two. ARGH! 12,000 fans were about to witness greatness and Maximus Stripe was going to spend the whole song sitting on the can!

	Inside the brightly lit washroom, Max found a man glaring into the mirror as he washed his hands. He was very large with a huge moustache and black eyes which sunk into his face. He was bald, but for a long black ponytail which fell down his back like a limp snake. 

	The man wore a blue suit, at least two sizes too small. As he shook the water from his hands, he attempted to tuck his shirt into his trousers, but his belly had other ideas, spilling over his belt like a whale’s back poking out from the top of the ocean. 

	When the man saw Max, he smiled, his front two gold teeth glistening in the light. Max sidled up beside him and turned the tap on just as the man’s phone rang, and he retreated to the corner of the bathroom.

	Despite the loud flushing sound of the urinal, and Max’s ears still ringing from the concert, he listened closely. "We’re leaving tonight!" said the man. "This town is a dump. Jess is giving me grief about wanting to get home. Taylor’s the same. Pffft. Artists, no idea. Where do we meet? Huh? Exit 17? Did you say 17? The bus is there, right? Waiting for us? Cos I ain’t waiting for no one. Last time I nearly had a heart attack waiting in the freezing cold for some pleb with no teeth who couldn’t even speak English. Exit 17, but the disabled parking, got it. Split."

	Max checked for stubble in the mirror and shook his hands to get rid of any excess water. He looked the man in the eye as he put his phone into his pocket. The man smiled, this time Max discovered even more gold and silver in his mouth. 

	"Enjoying the show, boy?" the man asked.

	"Yes, sir!" Max replied. 

	"So, what the heck ya doing in here, missing the encore, the best part?"

	"Long story. My brother says my bladder came from Walmart."

	"Ha! Funny young man! You and your brother like the band? He here, too?"

	"Yes, sir, he’s here too. California Ghouls is the best band in the solar system."

	"Ha! The solar system, eh? You wanna meet them?"

	"Wha? Wait, you’re joking right?" 

	Suddenly the man’s phone rang, and he left the bathroom in an instant. Max followed him, but the man was in a sharp hurry. His walk became a run and he tried to speak on the phone, tucking his belly into his trousers at the same time. Max was torn. Was this man serious about meeting Jess and Taylor? Or was he, as Uncle Herby used to say, someone who was all hot air?

	Max heard the first chords of "Sleep Walker." He took off and pushed past the security guard, bounded down the stairs, stopping one row before the basketball fan. He very carefully and very politely sidled past at least twenty concert goers, before slipping over his seat and plonking himself next to Axel. 

	"Where were you?" Axel asked. 

	"I needed to pee."

	"Walmart!"

	"Ha, ha," Max replied. "Anyway, I gotta plan. Thought of it in the washroom!"

	"No way, no plans. I don’t want any trouble, just watch the encore. You’re about to see Jess again."

	But Max couldn’t watch the encore because his mind was fizzing and whirring. He didn’t even worry about this being Jess and Taylor’s final song, because his unbelievably dangerously exciting idea involved him and Axel seeing a whole lot more of his two favourite rock stars.

	In the flesh. 

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 9

	The arena emptied in a hurry, but Max didn’t move an inch. He hurriedly filled his pockets with ticker tape and discarded concert tickets which he’d never sell, not ever, not to anyone. 

	Suddenly, as if he’d been waiting for the right moment, he punched Axel on the arm, pulling him towards the concrete steps. "Don’t ask!" Max yelled. "I got an idea!"

	Up the brothers went, two at a time. 

	At the top, the corridors were empty. Families and fans had left, bound for home where no doubt a hot chocolate and a warm bed awaited them. The boys had the whole place to themselves. They weaved from side to side as if they were human planes, bouncing off concrete walls, whooping and hollering like toddlers let loose in a theme park. 

	The stadium was all theirs! Max floored it and Axel struggled to keep up. He watched his brother sprint right past the main exit and towards a sign which read Exit 17.

	Max was completely swept up in the euphoria of the evening. For the first time in his life, he felt anything was possible. Further down the corridor he watched the man who’d been watching basketball on his phone waddle to the bathroom. 

	He then stopped and peered through the floor-to-ceiling windows down to the arena’s courtyard, where he spotted another man asleep on a park bench. It was the guy who gave them the tickets! Max’s hero! Pigeons chomped away at the cold fries and burger at his feet. 

	Down the stairs he went to Exit 17.  

	"There!" Max said, pointing to a magnificent shiny black bus, visible through the automatic glass doors. It was a magnificent bus, long and luxurious, with mag wheels and mirrored windows. The only bus Max had ever seen was a yellow dirt box, filled with garbage and smelling like urine. This wasn’t a bus at all - it was a luxury yacht on wheels!

	"The tour bus!" Max beamed. 

	"Whose tour bus?" Axel replied. 

	"Whose do you think!"

	Max couldn’t believe his luck. No security guard! He grabbed Axel’s hand and bounded towards the open door of the bus. Another stroke of luck, the back door was wide open! 

	Within seconds, the boys intrepidly climbed aboard, Axel clutching onto his brother’s sweat-soaked shirt. 

	"Max!" he said. "WHAT ARE WE DOIN?" 

	But Max only heard garbling. 

	Axel repeated. "Max! WHAT ARE WE DOING? THIS IS CRAZY."

	Five steps later the boys reached the bus’s lounge floor. It smelled like a brand-new car. Surrounding them were lit candles, luxurious black leather couches, and a stylish kitchen with a fancy fridge, complete with luminous lights and a TV screen! Max’s mouth watered as he saw cans of Dr Pepper, orange juice and leftover pizza. The kitchen bench was packed with Doritos, crackers, candy, paw paws, bananas and crispy green apples. A big screen was showing a game of football, the Los Angeles Rams versus the Dallas Cowboys. 

	"Whoah, they’ve got cable!" Max said. 

	Towards the end of the lounge near the driver’s cabin were three guitars, an electric ukulele, two amps, and a microphone. Max suddenly felt very, very bad. What was he doing? He was not allowed in this bus. 

	This was illegal, yet something made him walk towards those instruments. It was as if they were magnets, pulling him towards them, to strum them, pluck them, sing with them. 

	Max snuck across the spongy carpet and ran his hand along the leather couches. He was just steps away from Taylor’s guitar when he heard voices. They were outside, but close. 

	Max spun around to face Axel, whose face seemed to freeze in a millisecond. "What now?" he whispered.

	"How should I know?" Axel replied. "This is your dumb idea!"

	Max felt breathless, his palms were sweaty. He looked into his brother’s fearful eyes. "Maybe I didn’t think this through," he said. "We might... get arrested. For trespassing!"

	"Huh? Arrested?" Axel looked about frantically. 

	Opposite the fridge Max found a cupboard door and snatched at the handle. It swung open, revealing suitcases, blankets and masks. "Here!" said Max. "Hide!"

	"Hide? Are you joking! We gotta get outta here." 

	The voices were closer now. Max heard footsteps at the front of the bus, and at the back. Axel crept towards the cupboard. "Oh, man, you are a doofus!" he said, and dragged Max inside, fumbling his way as well and very carefully closing the door from the inside. 

	Axel was shaking. "This is so stupid, dumb, crazy! What do we do now?"

	Max shrugged his shoulders, trying to offer a kooky smile. 

	"You think it’s funny!" Axel said.

	"I don’t," replied Max.

	A door slammed, then another. The voices were closer now, and the footsteps dimmed by steps on the carpet. There was talking and laughing. Without knowing it, Axel and Max were listening for the same thing, the sound of Jess and Taylor. But none of the voices they heard matched Jess and Taylor.

	What if this wasn’t their bus?

	"Crazy! Dumb! Stupid!" Axel repeated. 

	"You said that already," said Max.

	There was barely any room to move, but he still found the space to kick his brother in the shins, hard. 

	"This is dumb, what do we do now, we might go to jail - for life!" Axel looked like a rabbit in a trap. "Where is this bus going? Huh? I’m out - before we get into real trouble!" 

	And he reached for the cupboard door.

	Max grabbed Axel’s arm. "No," he said.

	"Then what?" Axel asked. "What’s your plan? We hide in here until...?"

	Max smiled like someone who had no idea of what trouble lay ahead. He was spaced out, like a clown whose smile was painted on. "Come on, little buddy, we’re gonna meet Jess and Taylor. They might... they might feel sorry for us."

	"And then what?"

	"They might adopt us! We could be in their family. Their band family. Me on guitar and you-"

	"Band family?" Axel cried. "Band family?"

	"We could all be roommates. I’m sharing with Jess."

	"Max, you think this is a joke? It’s not! It’s serious. If we get caught, we go to jail. Or worse, back to that shelter. Remember the shelter? How we had to sleep on those plastic chairs cos there were no beds? Remember how we had to put all of our stuff into that tiny box. And Uncle Herby got robbed. And remember that guy who got real, real angry and pulled out a knife? Huh? Remember that?"

	Max blocked his ears and rocked forward. He held his knees close to his chest and held his breath. "You’re right," he said. "We gotta split." He leaned forward and swung the cupboard door open, bounded towards the kitchen bench and snatched a bag of Doritos. "Wanna bag?"

	"Wait!" Axel said, peering through the bus window. "Is that who I think it is?"

	"Who? What?" Max replied, pushing Axel out of the way. "It is! It’s Rock Boy in the merch line, he’s buying a t-shirt. What a loser! We’re in their bus!"

	"Ha, true," said Axel.

	The boys could barely hold in their laughter. "One day, Rock Boy, one day!" said Max. 

	Vroom! An engine started. It revved and purred. 

	There were the sounds of doors closing. 

	Suddenly the bus was in first gear.

	Then second. 

	They were on the move. 

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 10

	The cupboard was hot and dark. The bus felt like it was travelling faster now, yet neither boy owned a watch, so they had no idea how long they’d been driving. 

	Max and Axel sat squashed into a corner on top of pillows and duvets, taking extra care not to sit on the number of masks that Jess and Taylor used for their shows. Max heard loud music, then the pop of a champagne bottle. 

	He noticed Axel’s knees were shaking. "What’s the matter, little man?" he asked. "You okay?"

	"I gotta pee," he said, sighing. "Real bad." 

	"And you say I’ve got a Walmart bladder!"

	"Ha, ha, very funny."

	Max had a sinking feeling in his belly. He wriggled about trying to give Axel more room, but it was impossible. "Just see if you can hold on, just a little bit."

	"It’s coming out!" said Axel. "I can’t hold on! What were you thinking? What sort of -"

	"Axel, just... just shut up."

	"You shut up."

	"You shut up, doofus!"

	At that moment Max realized something really quite awful, something far worse than his brother about to pee his pants.

	Axel’s hand drum was back at Victory Arena. 

	And Uncle Herby’s guitar.

	 

	The loud rock music was replaced with the smooth sounds of Wes Montgomery. Max recognized the music, it was Uncle Herby’s favourite jazz musician. 

	The bus stopped and people stepped off. "Bye now," they heard. There were less voices now. Max heard three, maybe four voices, one of them was unmistakably Jess. 

	He froze. The only thing separating him and one of the most famous musicians on earth was a cupboard door.  

	"No way, you are not going anywhere!" said a voice. It was Jess. "We’ve got plenty of spare blankets and the couch is mega comfortable, just ask Taylor, he’s passed out there many times."

	"Too many," said Taylor. "But yeah, man, Jess is right, you might as well stay. Anyway, you must be sick of rooming with the roadies?"

	"Sure am," replied a man with a voice as deep as a bass guitar. 

	"Sorted," Jess replied. "I’ll get some spare blankets and a pillow. Soft or firm?"

	"Soft," said the voice.

	"Ya big softie!" Jess replied, and the boys heard footsteps approaching. 

	Suddenly the latch turned. The boys were stunned by the bright light. Max caught a glimpse of part of a face. Jess" face! Jess from California Ghouls! Just inches from him! 

	Yet, instead of feeling uncontrollable excitement, all Max felt was dread and worry, because he knew what would happen next. The police would arrive and he and Axel would be sent to jail, or even worse, the shelter. 

	Jess reached inside the cupboard without looking. Her hand swung about like an elephant’s trunk searching for a peanut. The boys shuffled around so as not to be touched. 

	Jess wasn’t having much luck, all she seemed to find were ghost and devil masks, which she pulled out one by one, dragging them onto the floor by her feet. 

	She started to get frustrated. "You know what?" she said, giggling. "Let’s pull an all-nighter, we’ll sort out the bedding later."

	Pop! Another champagne cork. 

	"Who wants donuts?" Taylor asked. 

	"Well since you’re offering," said the bass-guitar-voice guy. "And I’ll have a top up too."

	As the cupboard door shut, Max wiped his brow. "Whew," he said.

	Axel said nothing. 

	 


CHAPTER 11

	Soon there was no music or talk at all. The only noise came from the gentle, rhythmic hum of the tour bus’ engine. 

	"They all asleep?" Axel asked.

	"How would I know? I can’t see anything." 

	"Please tell me they’re asleep. I neeeeeeeeeeeed to peeeeeeeeeee. I’m going to DIE!"

	Very quietly, Max opened the cupboard door and peered through to the lounge. He saw a lamp with a very dim light, and three people asleep on the luxurious leather couches near the driver. All three people were beneath blankets, so there was no way to tell whether any of the three were Jess and Taylor. The third person, whoever he was, was snoring so loudly it made his body shake. 

	Max knew his little bro couldn’t wait any longer. He slowly pushed Axel out of the cramped, stuffy cupboard. 

	Axel obliged but stopped. "Wait, where’s the washroom?"

	"How should I know?" Max replied. "Just don’t make a noise. You’ll wake them up."

	He expected more questions, so was surprised when Axel just took off. A minute later Max heard a toilet flush. Wow, he thought, my brother isn’t dumb after all. 

	Then Max had an idea. He crawled out of the cupboard and tip-toed across the soft, spongy carpet. The bus smelt like a flower shop. He grabbed a donut. Everything looked brand new, the TV, the stereo system, the kitchen. Everything was so clean! Clean glasses, clean plates, everything. 

	Jess and Taylor were sooo rich. 

	Poor Max. How did Axel find the washroom so easily? He began to panic, doubting where his feet led him. Max crept down a skinny hallway and discovered three black doors, side by side. 

	He pushed the door. It made a whoosh sound as it opened. It was just another cupboard, filled with folders and a safe with a number keypad on the front. 

	The cupboard beside it was stacked with guitar cases, ukuleles, drumsticks, and keyboard interfaces. Max recognized all of the equipment because he’d seen all of the gear at Motley Music, a store near the over bridge in Detroit. He also knew something else - if he took just one of those pieces of equipment and sold it, he’d have enough money to live for a whole year. But right now there were more immediate issues, like the fact that he was almost peeing his pants.

	He found a third door and placed his ear against it. He heard someone inside, and that’s when he had another absolutely brilliant idea. 

	"Anyone in there?" he asked in the deepest voice he could muster. "WHO’S IN THERE!" Max stood there grinning, most impressed with his deep, rumbling voice. 

	He knew Axel would be worried, he’d think he was dead meat! He’d think his life was about to end. What a doofus.

	Max repeated. "Who is in there? Open this door!" 

	Max waited. And waited. He heard scuffling and shuffling noises. The handle turned slowly, and Axel stood there, bowing his head, before looking up to find... 

	"Donuts?" Max asked, holding up the bright pink delights smothered in icing sugar.

	"Doofus!" hissed Axel, walloping Max as hard as he could. "You scared the crap out of me!"

	"Ha, knew I would!" replied Max. "Now out of the way, I gotta pee so bad my back teeth are floating. I read that in an Australian book."

	"When did you get such a low voice?" Axel mumbled, still reeling from his own stupidity. 

	"One day, little man," he replied. "One day."

	"Shut up."

	Max quietly switched places with Axel and found a gleaming white toilet calling his name. He closed the door and locked it. Oh man, the relief! Max spun around to the basin feeling a whole lot lighter and happier. 

	Max finished up and washed his hands. 

	Suddenly there was a knock on the door.  

	And another. 

	"Very funny, Walmart!" Max laughed. "I’m not dumb. And don’t you dare eat my donut, I know which one was mine, the one with extra sprinkles. You eat it and I’ll kill you, doofus!"

	Max threw the door open. 

	Standing on the other side was a woman wearing a SpongeBob Squarepants onesie. 

	It was Jess.



	
CHAPTER 12

	"Taylor! Quick! Help! Someone!" 

	Jess ran down the hallway towards the leather couches. As Max poked his head out from the bathroom, he watched in terror as a man strode down towards him. The man must have been seven-foot tall and looked like someone who’d once played NFL, or NLB, or at the very least, beat up the bad guys in movies for a living. In short, he was enormous and right now, very angry. 

	Max had nowhere to run. Within seconds, he felt two hands the size of buckets grab him by the collar and lift him into the air as if he were a blow-up doll. 

	Max opened his eyes and got a good look at the beast. Facial tattoos, nose piercings, and a huge scar across this face. 

	The man spoke. "Who the hell are you and how the hell did you get in here?" Max froze. "Answer me!" 

	Max stared at the leftover food in the man’s walrus-like moustache. He tried his very best to speak, but all that came out was a whisper. "Please, sir...don’t hurt me."

	Max was led down the hallway and hung up like a fresh piece of meat at the butcher’s. The collar of his shirt hung from a hook on the wall, and as the minutes dragged by, he swore he was going to suffocate.

	He could barely breathe, let alone talk, but at least the view was good. He was just metres from Jess and Taylor from California Ghouls! This would have been a very bad time to ask for an autograph.

	 

	The bus had stopped. It was deathly quiet. Max’s heart pounded so hard and so loud it felt as if it would pump out of his chest. 

	"You deaf, boy?" said the man. "I said, who are you and how did you get in here?" 

	"And how long have you been in here?" added Jess.

	"Please, sir, please let me down," Max replied. "I won’t do anything."

	Seconds later, the big man unhooked Max, whose entire collar ripped off as he fell to the carpet. 

	"You even think about doing anything stupid," said the big man, "I’ll pull your eyes out through your ears and fry them on a hot plate and feed them to the-"

	"Okay, thanks, Pyro, that’ll be enough," said Jess, backing away into the corner of the couch and tucking her legs beneath her body. 

	Axel was right. She was beautiful, with clear blue eyes, purple hair, and that voice, smooth like melted chocolate. 

	"Now listen up punk," she said. "You’re not in trouble - yet - but what exactly are you doing here?"

	Max said, "I...just...you see..."

	"You need an interpreter?" interrupted Pyro. "Boy can’t even say two words."

	"We’re..."

	"We’re?" It was Taylor talking now, who stood and glared at Max. Oh, man, Max thought, he is so cool. Shaved head, stubbly beard, tattoos on both arms, three earrings in his right ear and two in his left. "What do you mean - we’re?"

	"I meant," said Max. "I... I... saw your show tonight. At Victory Arena. I was in row A-10, I’ve got proof, there’s a ticket in my pocket. I waved at you. You waved back. I like "Sleepwalker" the best."

	"A fan, very nice," said Taylor. "Now answer the question."

	"And, if I’m honest," Max continued. "I think, and you don’t have to agree, that "My Favorite Clown" is too high, a whole key too high, because by the time you get to the chorus it’s too hard to sing, even for someone as good as Jess."

	"What did I tell you?" Jess asked, playfully kicking Taylor. "I told you it was too high!"

	"You said C was fine," Taylor replied. 

	"In rehearsals it was," Jess said, "but when we play it live, it’s too high."

	"C is fine. It suits the song."

	"B would have been better," said Max. "And less predictable. Every song in the world has that chord progression, C, G, Am, F."

	"That’s what I said!" proclaimed Jess. 

	"C is fine," said Taylor. 

	"B!" said Jess.

	"C!" said Taylor.

	"What about A-sharp?" asked Max.

	"A-sharp!" said Jess. "What about A-sharp? Then I could really go for it when we sing it live?"

	"WHAT IS THIS IMBECILE DOING ON THIS BUS?" It was Pyro, who pulled the boy up by the collar once more, what was left of it anyway. 

	Max sat silent for a short time while Jess, Taylor, and Pyro, who looked like three farmers wondering what to do with a sheep-worrying wolf, waited for an answer. 

	"I’m running away,” Max blurted. "I have no mom or dad. You and Jess are my only heroes. You’ve always been my heroes. My brother and I have lived on the streets for five months, we don’t have a home. Your music’s the only thing that helps. I will totally understand if you want to kick me off the bus; but please, I beg you, please, please, please don’t tell the police. They will send my brother and me back to the shelter. I would rather die. I nearly did."

	Jess folded her arms. There was a tear in her eye. Taylor sat down slowly. Max felt sweat build up beneath his arms and down the back of his neck. His back hurt. 

	He was hungry for that donut. 

	"But... when did you get on the bus?" Taylor asked.

	"After the show at Victory Arena," Max replied. 

	"So much for security?" Jess eyeballed Pyro, who shrugged his shoulders and looked away quickly. 

	"The door was open," said Max. "We found exit 17 and my brother saw the tour bus through the window. Oh man, this was a stupid thing to do, I am sorry. So sorry."

	"Where is your stuff?" Jess asked.

	"What stuff?"

	"Well, if you’ve run away," Jess continued. "You normally have stuff. Bags? Clothes."

	Max pointed to his shirt, jeans, and shoes. "This is all I have, apart from Uncle Herby’s guitar, which my dumb brother left in the place where people leave their coats. Our drum is there too. My brother’s so stupid he forgot to get the guitar, which is worth a ton of money. Smokey Robinson played ’My Girl’ on it. I hope no one throws it away, it looks old and crap, but it’s probably worth more than this bus. That’s how we make our money, we play Uncle Herby’s guitar on the street and sing."

	Jess shook her head and rubbed her eyes. Taylor still looked stunned. Pyro stood with his hands on his hips, he hadn’t moved an inch since he peeled Max from the wall. 

	"Please don’t throw me out," Max said. "I beg you."

	Jess folded her arms and closed her eyes. "Well we ain’t taking you to L.A, you know that."

	"Please, just don’t throw me out on the street."

	Suddenly Taylor sprung up like a mad scientist with an equally mad idea. "Wait!" he said. "Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait, wait, wait, wait, wait."

	"Wait, what?" said Jess.

	Taylor locked his eyes on Max. "You said something about a brother."

	"Ya-huh," said Max.

	"Well? Where is he?"

	"Oh, he’s in the cupboard."

	 

	It was Axel’s turn to be dragged into the lounge, though at least, unlike Max, he was spared the embarrassment of being hung on the wall like some cheap second-hand painting. 

	The Stripe brothers were made to sit side by side. Both stared at Jess as if she was some sort of Greek god. But the favor wasn’t returned. 

	"This is not cool, guys," Jess said. "Really not cool, you’ve invaded our space. How do we know you haven’t stolen anything?"

	"We took two donuts," Max said, hoping honesty was the best policy. 

	"But we didn’t eat them," said Axel. 

	"Please don’t be mad," Max continued. "It’s just that we were hungry and trapped in the cupboard and-"

	"You weren’t trapped anywhere," said Taylor. "This is private property - you have no right to be here. What was your plan anyway?"

	Max turned to his brother and raised his eyebrows. Axel stumbled. "It was to... um... maybe we could... be friends? With you guys? Play some songs together."

	"IT’S CALLED BREAKING AND ENTERING," said Pyro. "You’re just lucky I was in a good mood, otherwise I would have pulled your grubby fingernails off one by one and smashed them with a sledgehammer and thrown them into the-"

	"Okay, okay, thanks Pyro," said Jess.

	"JUST DOING MY JOB, BOSS."

	"I know, it’s just that, they’re children."

	"You mean children-imals!" Pyro said, proud of his new term.

	"Huh?" Taylor asked. 

	"Children criminals," said Pyro. "I call them chidren-imals!"

	"Ooooo-kay," said Taylor, turning his gaze back to the boys. "How old are you two anyway?"

	"I’m nearly 12," Axel replied. 

	"I’m almost 14," said Max. 

	"When are you 14?" Taylor asked. 

	"Soon," Max replied. 

	"Na, not soon!" said Axel. "You just turned 13."

	"Doofus!" Max said, giving his brother a mighty dead arm. 

	"So, we have a bunch of kids on our tour bus," Taylor sighed. "Stowaways. How very rock’n roll."

	Jess picked at her fingernails, her furrowed brow growing deeper by the minute. "You’ve put us in a very awkward situation here," she said. "I mean, where are we going to drop you guys? Cuz I’ll tell you right now, we’re not going back to Detroit. We’re ten hours away."

	"That’s okay," said Max. "That’s like, totally cool. As my little bro said, if it’s okay with you, we don’t want to go back to Detroit anyway. The only thing we need to go back for is Uncle Herby’s guitar."

	"You doofus!" said Axel, slapping Max hard on the knee. "You left the guitar at the arena!"

	"Wow, you’re quick," Max replied.

	"And my hand drum."

	"Anyway," said Taylor. "If we can get back on point. You’ve jumped aboard our home illegally, so now what? Did you think about that before you broke the law?"

	Max wriggled on his seat and smiled awkwardly. "Could we... maybe... stay?"

	"Stay?" Jess appeared genuinely surprised. 

	"We’ll do anything you ask," said Max. "Washing dishes! I’ll vacuum, we won’t be any trouble, promise!"

	Axel’s pushed his case too. "I won’t even use the washroom," he beamed. "I’ll go outside, I’m used to peeing outside anyway, and I definitely won’t eat any donuts. Any more donuts."

	Axel put his arm around Max, like bad actors in some schmaltzy TV commercial.

	"Do you really have no mom or dad?" Jess asked. 

	"We fired them," said Axel, to which he received a punch in the arm. 

	"You gotta stop saying that," said Max. "No, ma’am, we don’t have a mom or dad."

	The ensuing silence indicated the boys had nothing more to say. They had gone quiet, there were no more jokes. So, Jess changed tack. "Look, I mean, we don’t even know you. We’re not responsible for you. For all we know you’re gonna run to the newspapers and say we kidnapped you!"

	"I don’t mind being kidnapped by California Ghouls," said Max, who turned to his little bro.

	"Nup, me neither."

	Taylor put his guitar down and his black beanie on. "This is like, so screwed up."

	"NOT IDEAL," Pyro added.

	"We’re trusting you guys," Jess offered. "Don’t go messing things up."

	But both boys were staring so hard at this beautiful woman they heard absolutely nothing at all.

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 13

	As the sun rose, the tour bus continued its way along the highway. Those on board were preparing for a drive that would see them traverse the states of Indiana, Iowa, Nebraska, Colorado, Nevada, and Arizona. 

	Not for the first time, Max overheard Jess say that she had never been on such a badly-planned tour. Six more states and three more shows before she could even think about sitting on her front porch in sunny Los Angeles.  

	Max eyed up Jess and Taylor’s clothes, he noted how old and tatty they looked. They were no different to his clothes.

	Could it be that they paid to look homeless?

	Max crossed his legs and sat in comfort below the heating vent. He thought back to those freezing days when Uncle Herby welcomed them into the shelter. 

	With their mom having died, and their dad nowhere to be seen, Max had to grow up in a hurry and find somewhere to stay. But there was no guidebook. He was on his own. 

	Besides, how could he worry about his own life when he had a younger brother to take care of? 

	He knew the answer. 

	One hit song and I could fix everything. 

	 

	The day Max’s dad stormed off, Uncle Herby moved into the homeless shelter. He couldn’t afford to pay rent in the apartment. Max became so angry. How was this possible! Didn’t adults always have money? Wasn’t that their job? 

	Max desperately wanted to join his Uncle Herby, but his father’s words continued to ring in his ears. 

	His dad and Herby might have been brothers, but that didn’t mean they were best friends. Sometimes Max’s dad called Uncle Herby a loser and a loner. "He can never hold down a relationship and owes a lotta people a lotta money," he said. "All he does is play dumb songs on that dumb guitar of his."

	Max listened intently, but he felt confused because if he was honest, his own father hadn’t done any better. 

	What if he and Axel turned out like that? 

	 

	So, Max and Axel moved into the homeless shelter, which at first didn’t bother them at all. In fact, it was heaven! 

	There were clean showers, three meals a day, and lots of space to play basketball. But then winter arrived, and the boys were so cold they were forced to shove newspapers down their clothes to keep warm. Then people started stealing their shoes. One night, Uncle Herby got into a fight over a cigarette lighter. The next day he was asked to leave, even though it wasn’t his fault. Herby didn’t like fights, he was a peaceful man, so he quietly collected what he had in the shelter and led Max and Axel out of the building. 

	Herby told Max and Axel he had a plan. He’d found an old hut beneath a highway overpass. There was an old sticker on the door that read DLL Construction.

	"Must have been an old office from when the construction outfit built the bridge."

	"Did they forget to take it down?" Max asked.

	"Yup, a-ha," said Uncle Herby. 

	The hut itself was very small, but big enough for two single mattresses. It was free, therefore no greedy landlord to pay. Best of all, they could all call it theirs, they could call it home. Soon the three of them filled the hut with what clothes they had, and even found some heavy blankets which became mattresses. There was even enough room for Uncle Herby’s infamous guitar.

	 

	Back in the tour bus, Jess was reading and Taylor was playing a Led Zeppelin song on his acoustic guitar. Pyro was harrumphing his way through a crossword puzzle. "What’s another word for flightless bird, from Australia?" he asked. 

	"Oo, um, um! Emu!" said Max.

	Jess dropped her book on her lap and studied Max. "You sure you’re from the street?"

	"Uh, huh," nodded Max.

	"Did you go to school?"

	"He reads books," Axel interrupted. "Lotsa books, he finds them in-"

	"Libraries," said Max. 

	"Book shops!" blurted Axel. 

	"And does he pay for them?" Pyro asked, his pen hovering over the puzzle. 

	"He takes them back!" said Axel.

	Max was still coming to terms with the fact that Jess and Taylor from California Ghouls were actually talking to him. He was also beginning to understand his brother’s fascination.

	Max couldn’t take his eyes off Jess. The way she smiled and moved, her eyelashes, her hands, her hair. 

	She was just perfect.

	 

	Pyro marched Max and Axel to the tour bus’s small AV room, where they sat on the carpet in front of the TV. Pyro switched it on at an uncomfortably loud volume. 

	"Don’t touch a thing!" he yelled as he left. 

	What a ridiculous thing to say to a guitar fan like Max. Within seconds he ran his fingers along the shiny guitars which hung on the wall. There was a black Fender Elite Stratocaster, a light grey Charvel Pro-Mod DK24 HSS, and a Kala electric ukulele. 

	"Wow, so cool," he whispered, before sneaking a peek through the open door into the lounge. 

	Pyro fell onto the couch holding a Coke and a large sandwich. "Now," he said, "would you mind telling me where and when we’re going to drop these bums off?" 

	"Don’t ask me, Pyro," Jess replied. "I haven’t exactly been in this situation before. You know, living on a bus, having a couple of stowaways jump on board."

	"Is it even legal?" It was Taylor speaking now.

	"COURSE NOT," Pyro replied. 

	"Can we have them arrested?" Taylor asked. 

	Pyro said, "What’s the point throwing a couple of kids in jail? What are you doing, anyway?" 

	Taylor replied. "Well, apart from wondering whether I should call the police or not, I’m sorting the set list for LOW."

	"Ah no, don’t remind me!" said Pyro. "LOW? I’ll be glad when that’s all over."

	"Um, excuse me, Pyro," said Jess. "You and I both know LOW is the gnarliest festival in the world. Bigger than Glastonbury and Coachella combined. And do I need to remind you, we’re headlining?"

	"I know, I just miss Boris and Mr Nut."

	"Sheesh, Pyro, you and your cats!" Taylor scoffed. "They’ll be fine."

	"But this festival!" moaned Pyro. "How many train-spotting losers are gonna be there?"

	"You mean fans? About 350."

	"Thousand?"

	"Uh, huh."

	"Security nightmare," said Pyro. "We’re not driving, not through those crowds. I’d rather stab myself in the eye with a pen."

	"So how are we going to get there?" Jess mused. "In a Dr. Who phone box?"

	"I ordered a chopper!" Pyro exclaimed. 

	"A chopper!?" It was Jess.

	"A chopper." It was Taylor. 

	"Sure," Pyro said. "Queen did it at Live Aid? Oasis did at Knebworth. Why can’t California Ghouls do it at LOW?"

	"WE’VE MADE IT!" said Jess, and it sounded like she was bouncing around the room. "I’m so excited! Look, Pyro, we’ve got two more gigs, tonight, then one more, then LOW, then you’re home cuddling Mr Nut and Boris."

	"Arrrgh!" he replied. "Why do I do this?"

	"Cuz you love it," said Taylor. "Plus, you get paid well. Very well."

	"Ain’t easy you know," Pyro replied.

	 

	Outside, the barren highway turned into small clusters of homes, which became high rises. The tour bus was rolling into Chicago, which was just the moment that Jess and Taylor burst out of their bedrooms dressed from head to toe in black. Big black boots and silver chains. 

	"She smells like a whole field of flowers," Axel whispered. "Can you smell her?" 

	Max ignored him, but had to agree. Would she notice his new moustache? He was convinced it had grown. 

	"So," Jess announced, "Taylor I have been having a chat and it goes like this, Stripy Stowaways."

	"Hey, how did you know our name was Stripe?" Max replied. 

	Jess tapped her nose. "I have my ways. Now listen up, we’re playing here in Chicago tonight, and as of yet we haven’t decided what we’re going to do with you both."

	"We could stay in the bus," Max offered. "Like, bodyguards."

	"I’ll guard the donuts," added Axel.

	"We don’t need any more bodyguards," said Pyro. "And don’t you go nicking my job."

	"Besides," said Taylor. "I’m not entirely certain I can trust you guys in here." 

	"We could come to the show then!" Max said. "We won’t get in the way, promise. We won’t even talk. Please!"

	Jess and Taylor turned to each other. Both were folding their arms. Both looked unsure about what lay ahead. 

	The bus had stopped now, it was rush hour. 

	"Hang at the back of the arena with Pyro," said Jess. "Any misbehaving, and we’ll throw you back onto the street, I don’t care that it’s winter."

	"We’re not your parents, understand?" Taylor added. "We are not responsible for you."

	Pyro rolled his eyes and pulled his trousers up as high as they would go. "Great," he sighed. "So now I’m a babysitter as well."

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 14

	An excitable throng of fans snaked their way towards the entry to the arena. Max felt a strong arm yank him by the elbow and gently direct him towards a secret alleyway. Past two security guards, who nodded politely. 

	Before he knew it, he and Axel were ushered into a tunnel. Jess and Taylor were just steps ahead, the only sound was footsteps on a concrete floor - and Pyro catching his breath.

	"Where has the crowd gone?" Axel asked.

	"Through here, look!" Max replied, and he parted the curtain and found thousands of fans dressed as ghosts, ghouls, and witches. It was as if they were crammed into a sardine can, chanting, singing, laughing and cheering. 

	The boys kept walking. Soon they arrived at another security guard, who sidled up beside a woman who wore a sharp, blue suit. She wore high heels and her hair looked like a helmet. Her smile revealed yellow crooked teeth, which didn’t quite match her perfect hairstyle. 

	"Hello!" said the lady. "I run the arena."

	Jess extended her hand. "Lovely to meet you," she said. 

	"Yeah, and thanks for having us," said Taylor. 

	"How could we say nooooo!" Miss Hines replied, a voice so shouty she should have been a train conductor. "We are all big fans of California Girls, which is hilarious because one of you is a boy! Or is that the joke? Do enjoy your singalong!"

	As the group walked off, Taylor glared at Jess. "California Girls?" he asked. 

	Max and Axel kept walking briskly through another alleyway. Now they were inside the arena where the walls were littered with signed posters of every band who’d ever played there. "What the heck!" Max yelled. "It can’t be!"

	Axel followed Max’s finger, which pointed directly at a very familiar face. The person in question was part of a small group, with adults dressed as if they were going to the Oscars, and kids wearing only the best clothes.

	"ROCK BOY?" Axel stammered.

	Max tried to swallow, but his throat felt tight. "What... what... what’s he doing in Chicago?" 

	Axel looked as perplexed as Max, their eyes glued to Rock Boy. How did he get here? Who were those people he was with? He’s everywhere.

	Standing on the stairs ahead was Pyro, who looked about as happy as a wet cat. "Move it, layabouts!" he spat. "We’re working, in case you didn’t notice."

	"Yes, Pyro," said Max. "Sorry, sir."

	How did Rock Boy get here, thought Max. Why did that rich little show-off have such a sweet life? 

	Max was so infuriated, he almost walked straight past a musician’s favorite place. He’d read all about green rooms, a place where bands got to hang out and relax before they went onstage. One Direction asked that their green room had a ping-pong table and pinball machine and air hockey or Space Invaders. Justin Bieber always wanted a personal chef who would make dishes named after his songs. 

	And Uncle Herby, who knew every little thing about singer James Brown, said his green room had to have what they used to call a professional hooded hair dryer. Because as Herby always said, James Brown’s hair was almost as important as his songs. 

	Max often dreamt about his own green room when he became a rock star. It would have a spa pool, crates of Dr. Pepper, and a fish tank with a turtle in it. He noticed that Jess and Taylor’s green room looked almost identical to their bus, with comfy black leather lounge suites, dimly lit candles, a soccer ball for Taylor to practice his juggling, a big screen to watch movies and another room with live NFL matches.

	"Three hours till show time!" yelled Pyro, as Taylor lay on the couch watching football. 

	Max and Axel found their own spot on the very end of the couch. The silence was shattered by three exuberant people, two girls and a boy. They each dived into the green room as if they owned it, holding boxes of beer and hovering around Jess, who was busy going through the set list. 

	Jess turned to the threesome. "Oh, hey, you must be-“

	"Swiss Surf Club!" said the man. "I’m Ned."

	"I’m Tanya," said the girl.

	"I’m Lush!" said the second boy.

	"Cool, so you guys are ready to open for us?" said Jess.

	"I guess, for now," Ned snorted. 

	"How do you mean, for now?" Jess asked. 

	"Well, we’re just at the start of our stardom. One day you’ll be opening for us."

	Taylor took a good look at the band in front of him. "Are you nervous at all, I mean, this is a big gig."

	"Nervous! What are ya? I was born to do this, Mister."

	"Is that right?" Taylor replied, folding his arms abruptly. "So what song are you going to open with? Cuz we always liked ‘Long Time Secret.’

	"Hate it," said Ned. "Dumped it. Even deleted it off Spotify."

	"Deleted? But wasn’t that your biggest song? It had millions of streams."

	"Gone!" said Ned. "Tonight is all about new songs from an as of yet unreleased album."

	"You think that’s a good idea?" Jess asked. 

	"Yep," said Ned. "Completely bored with our old songs."

	"Well, your fans aren’t."

	"My girlfriend is," said Ned.

	"And mine!" said Lush.

	"Mine, too!" said Tanya.

	"Listen, peeps," Ned said, blowing his fingers as if warming up for some fight. "You might not understand, but sometimes you gotta chance your arm. You see, I met this girl at a music shop and she recognized me, cuz I get that a lot, sometimes I can’t even walk to the shop without fans wanting selfies. Anyway, this girl told me she hated ‘Long Time Secret’ cuz it reminded her of a breakup. So? It’s gone!"

	Max leaned back on the sofa, not to get more comfortable, but because Ned smelt like a birdcage.

	Jess folded her arms, clearly not impressed with Ned’s little rant. "Well, good luck then," she said. "Knock ‘em dead. Just make sure you warm the crowd up so they’re ready for us, because that’s what supporting acts do."

	"Whatever!" said Ned and pushed his seat back so fast he fell to the floor. Incredibly, the two beers he was holding didn’t spill a drop.

	"And maybe cut back on those before you hit the stage," Taylor added, causally pointing to the bottles.

	"Ha! Only had five!" Ned hollered.

	"And anyway, they’re free!" added Tanya. 

	"Rolling Stones always play better when they’re drunk! Arrggggh!" said Ned and ushered his band to the door.

	Was Max the only one who saw him steal a California Ghouls branded bottle opener as he left?

	 

	# # #



	
CHAPTER 15

	Max watched from backstage and couldn’t believe what he saw. The Swiss Surf Club was an absolute disaster. 

	During their set, the sell out crowd were either silent or booing loudly, and not in a California Ghouls kind of way. 

	Jess and Taylor looked very upset. Swiss Surf Club were literally dying on stage. At one point, Ned tripped over the microphone lead and cracked his guitar open. As Max peered past the band and into the crowd, he noticed how restless they were. Some of them began to swear, others threw bottles. 

	"Screw the lotta ya!" yelled Ned. "Get some taste!" When they played a jokey version of “Sleepwalker,” Taylor kicked the wall. Jess bit every fingernail to its core. 

	Still, Max couldn’t believe his luck! These seats backstage were even better than the ones at Detroit’s Victory Arena. He was mesmerised by the costumes which hung in perfect order in long cupboards labelled, "Set 1," "Set 2," "Set 3," and "Encore." 

	And what about the instruments! There was a Randy Parsons custom guitar, a 1964 JB Hutto Montgomery Airline, a Harmony Rocket, a 1970s Crestwood Astral II, and a 1950s Kay Hollowbody. This was like a guitar museum and Max was itching to play every one of them.  

	All of a sudden, Max was pushed out of the way. There was a buzz of action as makeup artists, designers, roadies, lighting technicians switched into gear at once. Jess was first to be dressed. On went a long, flowing black robe with a hoodie, completed with a black mask with yellow, glowing eyes. She even wore an air-conditioned vent, powered by a remote control in her pocket. Max had always wondered how she stayed cool on stage. 

	As Jess was being dressed, she practiced her first number, "Cemetery City," which as Max knew well, would be followed by "Spirit Voices" and "Deadful Ways."

	Back onstage, things were far more erratic. When Ned began smashing bottles of beer, Pyro sped up the stairs and led Ned away. Lush and Tanya followed sheepishly behind, giving the crowd a lame wave.

	"You’ve been a great audience," slurred Lush. "One of the best."

	But the damage had been done. Max moved slowly towards Jess, who looked shocked and saddened. Next, Ned and his idiot mates fell down the stairs from the rear of the stage right down to the costume cupboards. 

	Yet instead of being angry, Jess and Taylor took a deep breath and shook hands with the entire band. They then fist-bumped each and waited...

	10...9...8...

	It was the countdown, the same one Max and Axel heard at Victory Arena. Two stars stood at the bottom of the stairs, completely still, deep in their own thoughts. 

	"Good luck!" said Max.

	"Yeah, smash it!" added Axel, his hand hanging mid-air expecting a high-five in return.

	But neither Taylor nor Jess replied. Max was left hanging, which made his brother cackle. 

	"Don’t bother talking, they can’t hear you," said a booming voice from behind. It was a sweating Pyro, holding broken beer bottles and an electric guitar.  

	"How come?" Axel asked, to which Pyro replied, "Use your brain, kid, they’ve got their hands full. 20,000 people are very unhappy right now and the last thing Jess and Taylor need is small talk from a couple of couch potatoes."

	"I’m no layabout, Mister," said Axel. 

	"Leave it!" said Max, nudging his brother forcefully. 

	"Listen to your brother," Pyro scoffed. "He clearly has a few more brain cells."

	Axel stuck his tongue out, though hid it behind the palm of his hand. It was a scowl worthy of an Oscar. 

	Meanwhile, Max’s own mood switched in an instant. It was only now he noticed who was in the front row. The kid was behaving as if he was the king of the mosh pit.

	Rock Boy. 

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 16

	Max had a sinking feeling the second Jess played her first chord. The stage set up seemed wonky, the lights weren’t quite right, instruments not properly tuned. It was as if The Swiss Surf Club had left a bad smell behind them, as if they had done their best to ruin the evening for everyone. 

	But this was a forgiving crowd. Within three songs, Jess and Taylor had the audience eating out of the palm of their hand. One hit after the other, just like in Detroit.

	"It’s like they’re magicians," Max said, who spent most of the performance with his mouth wide open and fingers tap-tap-tapping against his chest. "How do they do that?"

	"It’s like they can do anything they want," added Axel. "They’re more powerful than the president. Every boy wants to kiss Jess right now."

	"Well, you do."

	"And you don’t?"

	"I SAID, BEHIND THE RED LINE!" It was Pyro again. He’d been standing guard next to the boys, who’d already been warned if they crept over the red line at the top of the stairs they’d be seen by the whole crowd. "No one wants to look at a couple of unwashed freeloaders," he said. "So don’t go ruining the magic. People are here to see California Ghouls, not two lawbreakers."

	"Sorry," said Max. "Real sorry, sir."

	"Hmmph!" Pyro replied, slurping on a Coke. "Should think so."

	How was it encore time already? Had they really played 16 songs? Max, no doubt like every fan in the audience, knew the best was yet to come. "Sleepwalker" would stretch to ten minutes and involve 50 giant beach balls released from above and being punched throughout the crowd. 

	There would also be an exploding graveyard and singing zombies. A cannon would then catapult 200 free double passes to California Ghouls’ next show. 

	As for the song itself, Max knew the drill. Taylor would walk towards the grand piano before singing the chorus on his ukulele and finish the encore on his electric guitar. 

	The crowd waited patiently. The lights went down. It was as if every fan knew the importance of "Sleepwalker," and those lucky people were about to hear it "live." 

	To get a better view, Max crept ever so slightly over the red line. Axel giggled and did the same. The lights came up, and the crowd cheered so loudly that Jess and Taylor couldn’t begin the song for over two minutes. Jess stood up from behind the drums and took a bow. Taylor followed. 

	This was the infamous reveal. For most of the show both had been dressed as witches, ghosts, and zombies. 

	But now, as they took off their masks, the crowd erupted into a rapture. Unlike the hideously scary mask she wore just seconds before, Jess revealed her true identity, smiling sweetly. Taylor took his own mask off and received similar applause. He sat down at the grand piano, reached for the microphone and said, "This is a little song called ’Sleepwalker.’"

	And that was the moment Max turned to head backstage and saw something very peculiar. It was Ned. In near darkness, he was unhooking Taylor’s Charvel Pro-Mod DK24 HSS! He was stealing Taylor’s guitar! Then he noticed that Tanya had already strapped the Fender Elite Stratocaster across her back! Neither had seen Max, who sprinted towards the stage.

	"BEHIND THE LINE!" barked Pyro, but this time Max didn’t listen. He pulled Pyro away and towards the backstage area.

	"What are you doing, you little punk!" he yelled, and Max used all of his might to drag the big man towards the action.

	Max pointed to Tanya who was skulking off towards the exit. "Is that hers?" he asked.

	"What the heck!" Pyro screamed. 

	Ned, who had no knowledge of anyone watching his thievery, was busy snatching a ukulele when he came face to face with Pyro. Angry Pyro. The other members of Swiss Surf Club jumped on the big man, hitting and kicking furiously, yet Pyro, like some sort of superhero, brushed them off as if they were flies. But Dumbo Ned wasn’t done. He and his band came back for more, though this time Pyro wasn’t so gung-ho. He was struggling, like a wounded bear. The call was put out and Jess and Taylor’s roadies left their stations to help out, leaving Taylor stranded onstage with a very embarrassing problem. 

	And Maximus Stripe was the only man who could fix it. 

	 

	# # #



	
CHAPTER 17

	Taylor stood in the middle of the stage like a lost lamb. He looked about, frantically, expecting a roadie to arrive at any minute. But none arrived. 

	Max gulped. He knew the drill. This was typically where a roadie passed him his electric guitar and plugged it in so he could finish "Sleepwalker."

	But the roadies weren’t available, they were getting clobbered by a terrible band. 

	"Why isn’t Taylor singing?" Axel asked. 

	"He needs a roadie. I’ll go get one!" said Max.

	Taylor was sweating now. There was only so long the crowd could wait. 

	"There are none! Do it yourself! Go help him!" said Axel, pushing his brother towards the stairs.

	Without a second thought Max jumped towards the fight, where he enjoyed great luck by finding Taylor’s guitar, complete with a lead. He snatched it and sprinted up the stairs. "Got it!" he said, brushing past Axel. The expectant crowd were growing restless. Jess sat at the drums and kept the beat going, but without Taylor, "Sleepwalker" would soon fade and die - and so would the show.

	Below the stage the fight continued, but the show had to go on. Max sprung onto the main stage and blinked furiously, his eyes adjusting to the bright, blinding lights.

	First came a look of surprise from Jess, and another from Taylor when he found Max standing right beside him. "Max!" said Taylor, off-mic. "What are you doing here?"

	Max held up the guitar proudly. "Just take it!" he said, and Taylor flung the strap over his shoulder. Max ensured the volume on the guitar was turned down so the audience wouldn’t hear ear-piercing feedback, before grabbing the long lead from the floor and attaching it to Taylor’s guitar.

	Boom! Taylor smiled, and winked at Max before launching into the power chords of the "Sleepwalker” finale. Max was about to leave the stage, but couldn’t resist a quick spin and a bow in front of the audience, who screamed so loud he thought his ears might burst. 

	So, this was how it felt! 

	20,000 people singing your songs, calling your name. 

	He floated back to Axel.

	 

	The Green Room was oh so quiet compared to the deafening madness of the arena. Max thought this might be a time where the band got a chance to relax and joke about, yet the atmosphere was tense, electric and angry. Jess stood in front of Pyro and roadies, a face searching for answers. 

	Pyro wiped his forehead with a hot flannel. "I told you what happened," he said. "Don’t make me go through it all again, not tonight."

	"But I still don’t understand," said Jess.

	"Look!" said Pyro, squirming in his seat. "That clown from that crappy band tried to flog not one, but two of Taylor’s guitars. Things escalated."

	"Escalated?" Taylor asked.

	"There was a big fight," said Max. "We saw it."

	"I’d keep my trap shut if I was you," said Pyro, and he gave Jess a stern look. "I told these two freeloaders a million times to stand behind the red line and they didn’t listen. Dumb, the both of them."

	Taylor jumped up from where he sat, like a bear waking from a slumber. "Ah... well, you might think they’re dumb, Pyro, but if it wasn’t for Max here, there would have been no encore. Tell him what you did."

	Max spoke quietly. "I just... plugged your guitar in was all."

	The five roadies appeared very sheepish, one scrolled on his phone, another jingled the keys in his pocket. 

	No one spoke. 

	"When all hell broke loose," said Taylor. "And I do appreciate your help, Pyro, but when no one else could help due to that ridiculous band causing mayhem, Max here brought me my guitar."

	"On stage? Past the red line!"

	"Yes, Pyro, past the red line, because you need to go past the red line to get to the stage."

	"Max was a hero," added Jess. "He saved the song and saved the day."

	"Pffft!" Pyro mumbled. "You try and help your pals out and that’s the thanks you get."

	"Trust me, Pyro," said Taylor. "We are very thankful."

	Max felt his face heat. He put his hands in his pockets and lightly kicked the ground. 

	Pyro nodded. "Well, anyway, that band just ruined it for themselves. They won’t be getting no Christmas card from me."

	"Or another invite from us," said Taylor. 

	"Their music sucked!" said Axel. "Too noisy. Ain’t got no bridges, no beat, all they got is bad rhymes."

	"Whatever all that means," said Pyro. 

	Axel continued. "Jess, why did you even let them open for you? I wish Uncle Herby was still here, what he said was right. Popular bands get sucky bands to open so they don’t look sucky."

	Jess and Taylor smiled, saying nothing.

	 

	One by one the roadies left the Green Room. Pyro retreated to the TV lounge and took a phone call. Taylor kicked his shoes off and poured himself a large ice cream soda. Max and Axel sat opposite, munching on curly fries.

	Taylor was dressed in a Man United shirt and jeans, practicing his juggles with a soccer ball. "So, Max, your uncle Herby taught you how to be a roadie too?" he asked. 

	"He taught us lots of things," Max replied.

	"Well anyway, that was very impressive out there."

	"You bet," said Max, feeling very proud of himself. 

	"Help yourself to a Coke," said Taylor, effortlessly keeping the ball in the air. "There’s some donuts too."

	"Thank you, sir!" giggled Max. 

	"Taylor, the name’s Taylor. You know that."

	Next to sit beside the boys was Pyro. He wiped leftover hotdog crumbs from his suit and nodded at Max, and that was all he needed. 

	On the couch opposite, Jess looked up from her phone and glanced at Taylor. "Full on show, man."

	"Yep," replied Taylor. "One of our more interesting ones. Did you see Caleb in the front row again?" 

	"Sure did," Jess replied. "Pestering me again to give him a shout out. Such a pain in the butt, that kid."

	"Should tell him to scat," said Taylor.

	"I can’t, you know that."

	Taylor shook his head and tutted. "Rock Boy?" he scoffed. "Pfft. Does he even know the definition of rock music?"

	Rock Boy? What? Not again! What the heck! Max bolted upright as an electric jolt flew through his body.

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 18 

	Back on the bus, Jess and Taylor went straight to their rooms and hit the sack. Pyro stayed up to keep Jed the driver company. The boys were offered the couch, but they chose the floor. It made no difference to Max. He was worried. 

	Sure, he and Axel were safely tucked up for the night, but for how long? They could be kicked off the bus at any minute. Then what?

	Something else also bugged him greatly. He nudged Axel, who was almost fast asleep. "Hey, doofus," he whispered. "Did you hear what Jess said in the green room?" 

	"Bout what?" Axel replied. 

	"Rock Boy! His name’s Caleb, it’s gotta be him they talked about. Jess said she saw this annoying kid in the front row. It sounded just like him."

	Axel turned away. "Yeah, so what?"

	Max slapped his brother on the arm. "So what? SO WHAT! He gets everything! Why does he get everything? Even Jess and Taylor know who he is! How is that possible? He’s just a dumb kid from Detroit!"

	Axel sighed and pulled the blanket up to his chin. "Big deal," he replied. "He’s not on a bus is he? We are!" 

	And within minutes he was fast asleep. 

	Max tried his very best to do the same, but his harrowing thoughts kept him awake until the early hours of the morning. 

	 

	Around 11am the next day, Taylor stumbled into the lounge, wiped sleep from his eyes, and wriggled his bare feet on the luxurious carpet. He clearly had one thing on his mind - coffee, but he stopped when he saw pillows on the floor. "Tell me you guys didn’t actually sleep down there?" he asked. 

	"It’s so comfy!" said Axel.

	"We’re kinda used to it," added Max, wiping his eyes.

	Pyro and Jess emerged next and the five of them found a seat on the leather couches. 

	As she cradled her hot chocolate, Jess suddenly felt very uncomfortable. She was under the watchful eye of Axel, who of course had no clue he was staring at all. 

	Jess finally cracked. "Axel," she said.

	"Yeah? A-huh?" Axel replied, his eyes glued to his crush. 

	"Could you maybe, you know...look somewhere else?"

	Axel blinked and turned away immediately. "Oh, sorry, I was just looking."

	"I’m aware of that," Jess replied.

	Max, meanwhile, couldn’t find a comfortable position. He bit his nails. He would not relax until he had the answer. 

	He simply had to ask. 

	Not yet, Max, chill.

	Axel’s eyes hadn’t left Jess. "You’ve also got a lot of tattoos, if you don’t mind me saying."

	"I get a new one every tour," Jess replied, running her finger along her inked arms. "They remind me of our albums and our times on the road."

	"You are so lucky to have a bus!" said Axel. "You can go wherever you want. That would be my dream come true!"

	"It’s not all happy days," Jess yawned. "For a start you never know when you can sleep. The clock goes out the window."

	"Being on stage is the easy part," said Taylor. "It’s keeping busy the other 22 hours of the day."

	"And you always run outta socks!" It was Pyro who had jumped in on the conversation. "Where do they go? I swear someone eats them!"

	Say something, Max told himself. 

	Don’t. Be. A. Chicken.

	"You gotta understand," Taylor continued, "when you’re on a bus you’re never home, even though we try to make it look like one. You’re very quiet, Max. I thought you’d be a little chirpier given last night’s heroics."

	"Um, yeah."

	Axel looked around the cabin at the candles, books, DVDs, sleep masks, a Polaroid camera, and comfy blankets. "You have a lot of hats!" said Axel.

	"For disguise," Jess replied. "I don’t like to be recognized all the time."

	Taylor was strumming his guitar. "We try our best to be good to our fans, but sometimes all you wanna do is watch cats on Instagram, or lounge around at a cafe without people knowing who you are. But you can’t, because sometimes you look like crap."

	"And that’s exactly when people want a selfie!" said Jess. 

	Axel added, "Do you know Jon Bellion has more than 50 beanies. And Slash from Guns N’ Roses even wore a top hat in the shower and-"

	"Jess, can I ask you something?" Max blurted, and didn’t wait for a reply. "Last night in the green room I heard you talk about someone called Caleb?"

	 Jess rolled her eyes. "Ya huh," she replied. "Caleb, he’s in the front row at every single gig. Pain in the butt."

	Max paused, trying not to act too interested. "Mmm," he said. "I mean, what does he look like, just so I know we’re talking about the same person?"

	Jess said, "Oh, you know, long blonde hair, sunnies, white singlet."

	"Hairy underarms?" Max asked. 

	"Hairy what?" Jess said, cracking up. 

	"Nothing."

	Doh! You’re an idiot, Max!

	Thankfully, he was saved by Taylor who sat down and began strumming a song on his guitar. He paused before he spoke. His look became very serious. 

	 "Now, look here little stowaways," he said. "We really need to talk. We’re in the middle of a very busy, stressful tour. It’s also expensive, and, well look, as much as we’d like to accommodate you both…"

	Max knew what was coming. He’d heard it all before. They were about to be kicked out. Again! Just like when his dad left, and the boys were forced to leave with Uncle Herby. Or when Herby got booted out of the homeless shelter. 

	Max never got used to the feeling. He simply couldn’t have that happen again, but Uncle Herby wasn’t here to help.

	It was up to him. This was his only chance. How could he not throw it all away? Max waited no longer. He catapulted from his seat and gently held the neck of Taylor’s guitar. 

	Taylor looked up at Max, half-smiling and half taken aback. "You wanna have a spin, don’t you?" Taylor asked.

	"Am I allowed?" Max asked. 

	"Know how to play?"

	"Little bit," replied Max, snatching the guitar a little too hastily before making himself comfortable on the sofa. He placed the strap over his shoulder and his left hand on the fretboard. The strings glistened in the sun.

	Taylor rolled off the couch and joined Jess at the breakfast bar where they made coffee and small talk. Suddenly the most astounding sound came from the lounge. 

	The tune stopped them in their tracks.

	It was the opening notes of their song "Goody Goody Graveyard," one of the most difficult tracks to play off their album "Tone Dead." It was so accurate a version that when Jess spun around to find where the sounds came from she almost dropped her cup altogether. 

	"What the actual....!"

	"Where did you learn to play like that?" Taylor demanded. "No one can play that song. No one! Sometimes we use a backing track because it’s so hard - and we wrote it!"

	Max shrugged and smiled a toothy grin, yet the magic was only beginning. It was now Axel’s turn to show his prowess. Without asking, he grabbed the small drum kit from the corner of the lounge and began to sing with Max. 

	This time Taylor did drop his coffee. 

	Pyro arrived next, who took one look at the boys and put his feet up on the sofa. Max had an audience now.

	How confident he looked! 

	How terrified he felt, mostly because every fan of Jess and Taylor’s band knew the most challenging part of this song was the rap at the end, yet the boys glided through it as if they were humming the alphabet. 

	Max was on fire! He didn’t miss a word or a single note.  Somewhat miraculously, he sounded as if he were playing bass, acoustic and lead guitar all in one. His fingers moved around the fretboard at breakneck speed and the lush tunes filled the bus with joy. Max Stripe was in his happy place, it was a time when nothing else mattered and the music flowed through him.

	But as he hit the last chord, he wondered why his audience was so quiet. Had he screwed up? Was it a terrible mistake to play the song in the first place? 

	Of course, it was! Who would be so stupid, so clueless to play a California Ghouls song to the lead singers from the actual band? Suddenly, as if the audience had found a firecracker in their pants, Jess, Taylor, and Pyro erupted.

	"Bravo! Encore!" It was Jed yelling from the driver’s seat.

	"I agree!" said Taylor. 

	"Second that!" added Pyro. 

	"NO! WAY!" said Jess, her hands covering her entire face. "It’s depressing, they sound better than us."

	The boys turned to each other and whispered, "Shall we do another one? Shall we?"

	"Whoa, whoa, whoa," said Taylor, taking a picture of the boys on his phone. "Where the heck did you learn to play like that?"

	"Uncle Herby, I guess," said Max.

	"We’re from Detroit!" said Axel. "Home of Motown Records. Herby’s favourite singers were all from Detroit. He taught us every song. Commodores, Wilson Pickett..."

	"Wilson Pickett? This is unbelievable, I think I need to sit down."

	"Do you know any more of our songs?" Jess asked. 

	"We know all of your songs!" said Axel. "Ready, Max, a one, a two, a one, two, three, four!"

	Next came a flawless rendition of "The Skeleton Shake," and "A Ghoul Ate Grandma." The Stripe brothers played four more songs, before Taylor handed them a huge glass of Dr Pepper with ice, and a remote control the size of an iPad. 

	"Watch whatever you want, fellas," said Taylor. "You’ve earned it." He then noticed Jess. "What’s the matter, sista, you look glum?"

	"I think we’re out of a job," said Jess.

	# # #



	
CHAPTER 19

	After a hearty feed of pancakes, donuts, orange juice, and scrambled eggs, Max and Axel found a comfortable seat at the front of the bus beside driver Jed. He was a slight man with a quiet demeanor. His long grey beard matched his hair, what was left of it anyway, and he never wore much else apart from a beige safari suit with long black boots. 

	Jed used to be a rocker in his day, and even had a few songs in the charts, but quit when his kids hit school age. But they were older now and off travelling the world, so Jed figured the best way to be surrounded by like-minded people was to drive for them. 

	Here was a man who loved to drive and nowhere was too far. Drive from A to B, drink creamy coffee, listen to a podcast. Jed seemed about the happiest dude you could meet. 

	As the bus rolled smoothly along the highway, Max smelled something sweet and lovely. Jess was standing over his shoulder. She was freshly showered and looked a million bucks. She appeared shocked to see Max and Axel.

	"Oh, Jed, I’m sorry," said Jess, eyeing up the brothers. "Are you cool with these guys being in here?"

	"I invited them!" Jed replied. "They’re musical geniuses! And anyway, every kid wants to sit at the front of the bus, isn’t that right, boys?"

	Max and Axel nodded, sipping merrily on their Dr Peppers. 

	"Oh, okay," Jess replied, and sat down beside Max. She whispered in his ear. "By the way, I just spoke with Taylor, we still need to have that little chat."

	"Huh? What chat?" Max replied, the opposite of a whisper.  

	"About where we can drop you guys off."

	Max was stunned. "WHAT?" he cried. "But I thought you liked our music!"

	"We do," Jess replied.

	"So? Doesn’t that mean...?"

	"That you can stay?" Jess answered, catching Max’s drift.  "No, I’m sorry, this is the real world, not some movie. As a band we have obligations. People will be worried about you both."

	"What people?" Max replied. 

	"A family member? Or a friend?"

	"Ha, ha," said Axel. 

	"What do you mean, ha ha?"

	"Jess, I told you," said Max. "We don’t have anyone! No one! No one cares where we are or what we’re doing. And anyway, you can’t just drop us off in the middle of America."

	"That would be mean," said Axel, grimacing.

	"Look, we are very grateful for what you did last night, and you are both so talented. I mean, wow, those songs you played were top drawer. But let’s get real. It would be irresponsible of us if we didn’t find someone to come and collect you!"

	"Who?"

	"Yeah, who?" Axel added. 

	"Hey, now come on, team," said Jed. "Keep the noise down, folks. You’re ruining my vibe."

	Here’s my opportunity, thought Max. "Sorry, Jed, so sorry! Hey, what are you listening to by the way?" Max asked. 

	"Podcast," Jed replied.

	"Really?" Max exclaimed, his voice raised a few notches. "How cool! I loooove podcasts!"

	"No, you don’t," said Axel. "You’ve never even-"

	"SHUT UP, doofus!" Max said, whacking his brother on the arm. "What’s the podcast about, Jed? Is it interesting?"

	Jed slurped his coffee and nodded happily. "It’s a couple of hosts debating whether your grandfather’s diet can shorten your life."

	"And can it?" Jess asked, half-glaring, half-smiling at Max.

	"Dunno," Jed replied. "To be honest, I’d rather switch it off and hear those boys sing again. I’m telling you, I’ve heard a lotta music in my day, they’re up there alright."

	This time it was Max’s turn to grin. 

	Jess stood up to leave, leaning over Jed’s shoulder. "So, do you think we’ll make it to Omaha in time?" she asked. 

	"We made a lotta good time overnight," Jed replied.  "We’ll be there in plenty of time for sound check."

	"Thanks, Jed," said Jess, and beckoned Max with her forefinger. "I’ll see you in the lounge."

	"Okay! Sure!" said Max, and now himself shuffled closer towards Jed. "I just want to find out if I’m going to live longer than my grandad!"

	With Jess gone, Max’s smile faded, and his stomach felt as if it had fallen to his knees. Darn! Just when things were going so well. Same old story. It was all falling apart again. 

	 

	Max was dreading his trip back to the lounge. When he got there, things were far worse than he expected. Like a child after a tantrum, Jess had crawled into a ball on the couch and was drawing circles on the foggy window beside her. The room was silent. What have we done, Max asked himself. Did I say something that I shouldn’t have? 

	It was Axel who broke the ice. "Is Jess okay?" he asked.  

	But Taylor didn’t say a word. 

	"It’s none of your business, kid," said Pyro who looked up from his crossword and excused himself. 

	"Did we do something wrong?" Max asked.

	"It’s Fish," Taylor replied. "He’s on our tail."

	"Who’s Fish?" Axel asked, staying close to Max.

	"Our manager."

	"Is he scary or something?" Max asked. 

	"YES!" Jess replied, her back to the others. 

	"She’s right," added Taylor. "He’s not the most likeable person around." And his eyes suddenly lit up when his own phone pinged. He prodded Jess. "Hey, this will cheer you up. A review from last night."

	Jess buried her head in a pillow. "Urgh, not now."

	"Relax!" said Taylor. "Listen to this… ‘Until tonight, California Ghouls had never played in Chicago. Judging by the noise of the crowd, the 15,000 strong crowd hoped it wouldn’t be the last. What a show, dark, deluded and delightful. While some of the song’s concepts may be, excuse the pun "ghoulish," the heart of the band beats strongly and clearly inspires and unifies the mostly young audience, many of whom dressed up as ghosts, skeletons and witches. These fans stood arm in arm as Jess and Taylor sung "Goody Goody Graveyard." California Ghouls are here to stay. Boo!’"

	"No mention of the fight? Or our under-aged roadie?"

	"No mention," said Taylor, smiling. "Oooh, check out the comments section, thousands of them and they’re all good!"

	This time Jess smiled, though her glee was short-lived. Seconds later, her phone dinged. 

	She blew a loud raspberry when she saw the message. "It’s Fish again," she said. "Ew, yuck, listen to this. ‘Hey honey, got band news. Meet you in Davenport. Wait for me. Xx.’"

	"Ugh, he put kisses on it?" Taylor asked. 

	"He put kisses on it," she said and left the couch. "I need to give Jed instructions on where to stop. Oh man, I don’t wanna know what Fish’s news is."

	"It’ll be fine," Taylor said softly. 

	"Yeah right, like it ever is with him."

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 20

	Thirty minutes later the bus stopped just outside of Davenport. Max and Axel sat on the couch looking out the window. A black, shiny Hummer parked at the nearby washroom and picnic area just outside of Davenport. 

	Taylor was biting his nails, Jess was sucking on a pen. The driver of the Hummer opened the rear door and out climbed a large man in a black suit, with pointy red shoes and grey stubble around his chin. 

	Max recognized the man right away. He was in the bathroom at the concert at Victory Arena! As the man sauntered towards the bus, Jess and Taylor hovered by the door. Jess opened it before the man even had a chance to knock. 

	"Well, hello, my two favorite rock stars!" exclaimed the man, hugging Jess while giving Taylor a sort of mangled high-five, crossed with a handshake. Jess blushed as the man passed an enormous bunch of white roses to Jess. "Thank you, Fish," she said. "You didn’t need to."

	"For your recent success!" gushed the man, before turning his attention to Max and Axel. "And who are these two tagalongs? Let me guess, they’re prodigies! You’re producing a new generation of California Ghouls to continue world domination!"

	"Hello," said Max.

	"Hi," said Axel. 

	Jess, still somewhat surprised at her flowers, fumbled at an answer. "Um, oh...these guys? They’re... sons of a friend. We’re giving them a ride to L.A where they’re going to..."

	"...music college!" Taylor finished.

	What, thought Max. Music college?

	"Oh! Wait!" said the man. "Just wait right there! Don’t move a muscle!" And he harrumphed his way down the bus steps and hobbled to the Hummer. 

	This man was clearly no athlete. He returned a few minutes later holding a large sack, his gaze fixed firmly on the boys. He stuck his hand into the sack as if he were Santa. "I take it you’re fans of the band?" he puffed. 

	"Yes, sir," replied Max.

	Suddenly the man pulled his hand from the sack and pointed a finger directly as Max. He moved closer, uncomfortably close. "Now wait a minute," he said, his breath smelling of mints. "You look familiar. Very familiar."

	"Yes, sir," said Max. "I remember you too. I was washing my hands in the bathroom, in Detroit."

	"Yes! Yes! That’s it! What a memory, musically talented and smart. You will go far. And didn’t I say I’d introduce you to the band?" Max nodded. "Well? Voila!" he cried and passed Max the bag of goodies. "Now, how about you go and look in that bag? We need a little adult time."

	Max nodded enthusiastically. "No problem, Mr...?"

	"Fish," said the man. "Call me Fish."

	"Okay, Mr Fish, thank you for the merch, it’s so cool!"

	"Not at all, now go and enjoy yourselves." The boys ran to the lounge. "Fine young men," he said. 

	"Yes, aren’t they?" Jess replied.

	"Shall we... sit?" Taylor asked. 

	"I don’t have a lot of time," Fish answered. 

	The boys lay on the floor and unpacked their goody bag.

	Axel carefully arranged his merch into tidy rows, smallest to largest, least expensive to most expensive. Max, meanwhile, caught a glimpse at the table above him. Jess was massaging her neck. Taylor was sucking a fingernail, was it bleeding? The room was quiet enough that Max could hear most of the conversation.   

	"Now," said Fish. "As your manager, you need to know the current situation... we all know the best bands should also be the best business people..."

	Beneath the table, Taylor’s legs were jiggling.

	"Therefore, it’s my duty to deliver you some news, news which will determine the future of this band..."

	Fish shuffled about in his seat as if he had marbles in underpants. "But first," he paused. "I need to know you’re both ready to hear this."

	Jess turned to Taylor, who stared at the floor. 

	"I am, I guess," said Jess.

	"Same," said Taylor. "I’m... me too."

	Fish continued. "Good, because this morning I received a call from the label, and they told me..."

	Max could no longer stand it. Fish was going to break the band up! California Ghouls was going to end! This trip was going to end, along with any chance he had of becoming a famous rock star! 

	Act, Max, he told himself. 

	Act! Now!

	He bounded up from the rug where he lay and got down on his knees beside Fish. "Sir!" cried Max, emptying the goody bag’s contents onto the floor. "We can’t take all of this. I know how much it costs because we played by the merch van at Victory Arena. This hoodie is $119.50!"

	"Price is no matter for true fans," Fish replied.

	Max wasn’t stupid, he’d met these types of people before. Just because they appeared generous didn’t mean they were kind. He could tell that Fish was one of those people. 

	This man was here for one reason - to end California Ghouls! For good! 

	"Sir, please don’t break the band up!" Max said.

	"I beg your pardon?" Fish replied, with a wicked grin. 

	"Max!" said Jess.

	"Max!" cried Tylor. 

	Fish turned his attention to a fraught-looking Jess. "Is that really what you thought I was coming here to do?" 

	Jess was speechless. She shrugged her shoulders, a kooky grin on her face. Fish burst into laughter, his fatty chin wiggled and jiggled as he tried to compose himself.

	In an instant, his tone turned serious. 

	"Now, this morning," he continued, "I received a call from the label..."

	Act, Max! Now!

	He held the bag up once more. "Sorry, Mister Fish, but we can’t keep all of this merch! This beanie is $21, these badges are $4 each, and this belt buckle is $64, I think, and this skateboard? The skateboard is $200! And this ghost mask and outfit, this is the one Jess and Taylor actually wear onstage. How much is this worth?"

	"Max, please," said Jess, her face now ghostly white with worry. "We’re talking."

	"As we discussed, young man," Fish offered. "Price is no matter for fans. Boo, I say!"

	"Booooooo!" Max replied.  

	"Boo!" Axel yelled and raced around the bus in his ghoulish outfit, before picking up the guitar and bursting into a rendition of "Goody Goody Graveyard." 

	Fish spun around to face Axel and clapped loudly. "Wonderful! Brilliant! Do we have a new guitarist?"

	Poor Jess and Taylor. What was the news?

	"Look at you two worry warts," Fish said, grinning. "I didn’t finish what I was going to say. Where was I?"

	"Ah, the label called?" said Taylor.

	Fish reached down to his feet and placed a cold bottle of champagne onto the table. "Ah, yes, that’s right, the label called today...to congratulate us."

	"Congratulate us? What for?"

	Fish said, "’Sleepwalker’ is the number one single, right across the country."

	And Jess burst into tears, her makeup running down her face like black paint. Taylor put on his favorite playlist and all three drank the champagne in an instant. 



	
CHAPTER 21

	"Boys, come and join us!" said Taylor, and they did as they were asked, launching into another mini concert, packed to the brim with California Ghouls’ songs. 

	Fish rocked back and forth on his seat and cheered. "I should be signing these two up!" he yelled. 

	"Don’t get carried away," said Jess, joking, a little. 

	As the boys took a breather and enjoyed a cold 7-Up, Max heard Jess mention something to Fish about some threatening texts she had received. 

	"Ha!" scoffed Fish. "Just crazy fans! Ignore them!" 

	But Jess persisted, she said some of the texts said that some dangerous people were after her and Taylor, and something terrible would happen if they ever caught them.

	And that’s when Fish’s face switched to the color of a fire truck and he quickly excused himself. He suddenly rolled forward, grabbed the briefcase by his feet and began to march towards the bathroom. As he passed Max, he slapped him on the back. "More music, boys!" he said. "Your songs are wonderful! Who needs music college!"

	When Fish finished his business, he opened the cupboard door beside the bathroom. A face peered back at him. It was Max. Fish was so surprised he almost lost his footing. Here was a very flustered man. 

	"I gotta pee!" said Max. "Remember? Axel calls me Wal-Mart-Bladder! Funny, right?"

	"Ah, yes, ha!" said Fish. "That is funny, you are both very funny - and talented."

	Max peeped inside the cupboard and watched as Fish hurriedly placed a thick brown paper envelope into his satchel. And another. 

	"What’s in there?" Max asked. 

	Fish was sweating. "Huh?" he replied. 

	"The cupboard," Max said. "Have you lost something?"

	"The cupboard?" said Fish. "Oh, nothing, was just looking for... this!" And he pulled out a ukulele. "Maybe you could give us another song, Mr. Wal-Mart!"

	"Ha! You’re funny too!"

	Fish strode back into the lounge with his briefcase. "Goodness," he said. "Is that the time? I really gotta go!"

	"What? Now? Surely not?" Jess asked, dropping to the couch after a rather vigorous dance. "We were going to grab something to eat. Please stay, our treat!"

	"No, no, no, I couldn’t." said Fish. "I’ve got a meeting, with a lady friend."

	Taylor got up to shake Fish’s hand. "Well, thanks for the flowers, and the champagne, and the good news."

	Seconds later the door slammed, and Fish headed back to his Hummer, where his driver hurriedly opened the rear door.

	Max sprinted from the bathroom, reopened the door and stood at the top of the stairs. "Mr. Fish! What about my song? On the ukulele?"

	"Next time, promise! Bye all!" And he slammed the door of the Hummer and opened it immediately. "Jess, Taylor! Don’t forget the shout out at the concert!"

	Max noticed that Jess didn’t reply. Nor did Taylor. In fact, both pretended not to notice Fish’s remark.

	"I’m serious!" said Fish. "It would be best not to disappoint me." And the car door shut with a dull thud. 

	Jess nodded slowly, she smiled too, but it was not a happy smile. 

	Max prodded her elbow. "Jess, what does he mean by a shout out?"

	"What?" Jess snapped. 

	Max persisted. "Because Mr. Fish said something about a shout out?"

	Jess seemed irritated. "Just forget about it, Max, okay? Come on, let’s eat."

	 

	Max and Axel skipped to Dairy Queen. Who could blame them? Ice cream shakes and hot dogs awaited them, and their bellies were ready! Once inside, Jess stood next to Max and watched as he stared at the menu above the cashier. 

	"Have anything you want," she said, fully aware of the next question.

	"I’m good," said Max, and elbowed his brother. "I’ll just get a small ice cream, if that’s alright."

	"Huh? What!" Axel replied. "Don’t be a doofus, I’ll have chicken strips, a deluxe cheeseburger, chilli cheese hot dog, peanut butter cookie dough, large fries, a Smash Blizzard... and a glass of water."

	"Water?" Taylor asked.

	"Gotta watch my figure!" said Axel, strutting about like a high fashion model.

	Everyone sat at a large comfy booth and tucked into their meals. "What a treat," said Jess. "I bet you think we have this all the time, but when you’re touring you have to be careful what you eat."

	"Well, some of us do!" said Pyro, hoeing into a triple cheeseburger. He washed it down with what seemed like a bucket of sugary soda, before letting out a gigantic burp. "Ex squeeze me!" he said.

	Max noticed that when a crowd of teenagers entered, Jess put her sunglasses on, and Taylor pulled his cap further down his head. He had a feeling he knew why. 

	"Jess, do people ask for selfies when you come to places like this?" Max asked. "Do they ever ask for your autograph?"

	"Sometimes," said Taylor.

	"All. The. Time," said Pyro. "It’s nauseating. Those pests won’t leave me alone. Pass the mustard." 

	Max giggled. He was beginning to understand Pyro’s unique sense of humour. He was also a little perplexed as to why Jess and Taylor were acting like they were. 

	Didn’t everyone want to be famous? Max could only dream of being recognized by complete strangers! Imagine! Singing in the front of thousands of people and making so much money that he and Axel could have Dairy Queen every single day.

	And then right on cue, the Dairy Queen staff huddled around the cash register. The Ghouls had been seen! Girls and guys whispered, pointed and reached for their phones. 

	"Seen us?" Jess asked, lightly kicking Taylor.

	"Ah-huh," he replied. 

	Suddenly the waitress bolted across. "I’m so sorry," she gushed to Jess. "I bet you get this all the time, but if I don’t get your autograph, my sister will kill me. Please sign this!" She passed across a grease-stained notepad with an equally greasy pen. 

	The next song on the loud-speakers would cause delirium. "And now," said the DJ, "the number one song in the country - It’s ’Sleepwalker!’ by California Ghouls!"

	"Turn it up! Turn it up! OMG! Oh my, it’s meant to be!" cried the waitress. "Selfie, selfie, someone take my selfie!"

	"It’s funny," said Taylor, lightly prodding Max. "It’s like people think we don’t eat, or use the bathroom, like we’re some sort of alien from another planet."

	Max chuckled. "Well, um, I mean, until yesterday that’s what I used to think."

	"One day this might be you," said Jess, forcing a smile for the camera.

	"Yes, Jess, it will be!" said Max.

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 22

	Was this a dream? It must have been because the next night was a new city, Omaha, and another free concert!

	This time the opening band killed it. The audience lapped up songs by the The Pun Police and especially loved their top ten hits, "Nothing Succeeds Like a Parrot" and "Geology Rocks!" There weren’t any fights backstage, and Max was asked by roadie Reagan if he would like to set off the pyrotechnics -  otherwise known as fireworks. 

	"What?" Max asked. "I mean, sure I will do it, but why me? Haven’t you got other people who can do it?"

	"You and your little squirt brother are the talk of the town," he said.

	"Huh?" Max asked. 

	"We heard about your concert in the tour bus."

	Suddenly other roadies who hadn’t given Max a second glance offered to buy him soft drinks and hotdogs. Now he was given the chance to push the big red button which was normally reserved for Very Important People. 

	As well as being a roadie, Reagan was also a sound engineer. His job was to stand in a closed booth in the middle of the crowd and mix live audio for the show. 

	Max hung close to Reagan. How fascinating it was to see all of the buttons glowing like Christmas tree lights on the sound desk. Reagan’s finger hovered over a bright red button covered with plastic casing. There was a sign next to it which read DO NOT TOUCH. 

	"So yeah," yelled Reagan. "This is the button you’re gonna hit when I say."

	Max paused. "But it says-"

	"I know what it says, kid, that sign is for imbeciles who don’t know how to tie their own shoelaces or break into cafe wifis without a password. You can hit it, no probs."

	"Really? And I won’t get into trouble?"

	"Sure, you can."

	"What does it do?" Max asked.

	Reagan’s teeth glowed in the dark, matching his eyes. "Pyrotechnics."

	"Fire?" Max asked.

	"Ah, yep! Big fire," said Reagan, and pointed to the cylinders which stood tall at the front of the stage. They had the appearance of five gigantic black toilet rolls. "You hit that button during the final chorus of "Sleepwalker," but make sure you get the timing right. If you don’t, you’ll blow everyone up. Sizzle, sizzle, good night nurse."

	Max looked delighted. "So, when Taylor starts singing the final chorus, I hit that button? And then what happens?"

	"Magic," said Reagan. "Heat, fire, music! Show time! After you’ve hit that button, you’ll feel like the conductor of the London Symphony Orchestra, or the ringmaster of the Cirque Medrano in Paris. You will hold power over 20,000 people, who will jump and scream with delight. And all because you pushed the button. It is a moment you will never forget!"

	Suddenly Max felt a huge amount of responsibility. "Okay," he said, "I’ll do it."

	"Knew you would," Reagan replied. 

	"But, sir, when is the encore, cos I really gotta pee! I’m sorry to say, I’ve got a Walmart bladder."

	Reagan looked at his watch and then at the set list, which was typed out in large letters on his mixing desk.

	"Lemme see, ’Rat In Ma Bed,’ ‘Goody Goody Graveyard,’ ‘Skeleton Shake’... you’ve got time, 17/18 minutes to be exact. But don’t be late!"

	"I won’t," Max replied and made his way through the crowd to the exit. He flashed his VIP card to the security guard outside the green room and flew into the bathroom, after which he rushed to the fridge and grabbed a Coke on his way out. He caught his breath, opened the can and took a slurp.

	The view from the green room was spectacular, lights glistened across the city of Omaha. How far he had come from the grungy hut beneath the bridge. He watched as cars and trucks and trains traversed the city. Who were all of these people? Where were they going? What were they doing?  

	He then turned his attention to the arena foyer far below where he saw people smoking or buying merch. He even spotted street singers, just like Axel and him. 

	Directly below, he spotted Jess and Taylor’s tour bus. It was parked in a secret area with a high fence and protected by a whole bunch of security guards.

	He spied a large figure speaking to one of the security guards. Max recognized him immediately, it was Fish! He was carrying a large suitcase. Through the gate he went and straight onto the tour bus. 

	A few minutes later he came out again, carrying the same suitcase and what looked like a box of beer. 

	Max downed his Coke, remembering he had a job to do! He burst out of the green room and into the din of the concert.

	The air was filled with sweat, perfume and sweet-smelling drinks. Fake smoke and thousands of tiny multi-colored tickets wafted through the crowd, who fumbled like mad to catch tickets, just like he had done at Victory Arena. 

	Whoops! "Skeleton Shake" was coming to an end, which meant that "Sleepwalker" was next! He stumbled into Reagan’s booth and sidled up beside the mixing desk. 

	"You cut that a bit fine, soldier!" said Reagan, nodding to the music. "All good, we’re about a minute away from showtime. Ready?"

	"I’m....ready!" said Max.

	As the final chorus of "Sleepwalker" began, there were a few seconds of silence, a two second beat. Max knew this part of the song well, the silence gave Jess time to clear her lungs and ready herself for the final chorus. 

	Reagan raised an eyebrow. "Now!" he said. "Hit it!"

	Max didn’t mess around. He punched the DO NOT TOUCH button and five black cylinders pumped fireballs twenty feet into the air. A mini heat wave hit every person.

	"Again!" Reagan yelled. 

	"Really? Again?" Max answered. 

	"Yes, soldier! Again! Hit it! Bring it on home!"

	BOOM. Another explosion, more fireballs. The flames licked the sticky air causing delirium among the fans. 

	Reagan was right. One little glowing button made Maximus Stripe feel so powerful. Max laughed, he’d never been so happy. Did this really have to end?

	"Oh, shoot! Guard the desk for a minute." 

	Max turned around to find Reagan leaving the booth. "Reagan! Where are you going! You can’t leave!"

	Reagan kept walking. "You can’t go wrong," he said. "Just don’t touch anything. All of the levels are set up for the next song. I’ve got to fix a faulty lead. I’ll be sixty seconds - at most!"

	"But… but… but-"

	"Stop talking! Just don’t touch anything and you’ll be fine. Sixty seconds!"

	Max stood over the sound desk, watching it like a hawk. The crowd around him waved, peering into the booth a look of fascination and wonder on their faces.

	Maximus Stripe felt like a king. 

	On stage, Taylor was covered in sweat and swigged from a water bottle, but it was Jess that Max was worried about. Instead of launching into their next song, she rested her head on the microphone, staying silent. Had she forgotten what to say? Or sing? The crowd began to get restless.

	Eventually, Jess looked up at her fans and smiled, but Max knew it was fake. He just knew it.

	"Before we begin our next song," she said, "I wanted to give a shout out to a very special musician, someone who has come into our life very recently, but someone we think is going to take his music to another level."

	OMG! Surely not! Maybe, just maybe, the Stripe Brothers were about to get their BIG BREAK? Maybe the shout out that Fish talked about was going to be for them!

	Max flicked back his fringe and readied himself. As the enormous spotlight wavered throughout the crowd, he expected it to land on him. He waited and waited. People cheered. 

	The glowing light eventually landed on a very familiar face. A face which made Max want to vomit right there on the spot! The light shone on a villainous, evil, mean-spirited boy whose singing voice sounded like a cat having a baby. 

	Jess continued. "And that very special musician is here tonight..."

	NOOOOOOOO, Jess, NOOOOOO!

	"In fact, he’s right here in the front row."

	NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!

	"IT’S ROCK BOY!" Jess said, pointing and winking at the slimy sleuth. "Do yourself a favor. Check out his latest EP. I’m telling you, this young man is going places!"

	"She’s lying!" Max heard himself say. 

	A photo of Rock Boy sitting on a red Porsche appeared on the huge screen behind the band, before a live camera zoomed on him in the front row. Rock Boy smiled his cheesy grin and put his arms around two pretty girls. 

	The crowd cheered. Argh! People would be googling Rock Boy right there on the spot. Rock Boy had all the money in the world, the best guitar in the solar system, and now Jess from California Ghouls was telling her adoring fans all about him.

	Max felt as if he was being punched in the gut.

	As the crowd continued to take selfies with Rock Boy, Max felt as if boulders were pounding around in his head. His vision became blurred and his heart raced. 

	Unbelievably, Max’s nightmare wasn’t over. Jess was now listing the songs on Rock Boys’s EP! Max froze. Every word hit him in the face like hail. 

	He had an idea. On the sound desk before him, he found two more buttons. One read JESS MIC and the other, TAYLOR MIC. Microphones! The sticker next to those also read DO NOT TOUCH. 

	"You can buy Rock Boy’s album at-"

	But not a single person heard Jess’ final words because Max switched the button JESS MIC into the off position. Jess’ mouth was moving, but no one heard a word. 

	She tapped the mic. No sound. 

	Good! thought Max. 

	By the time Reagan returned Max had switched Jess’ microphone on and The Ghouls were off again, sounding better than ever. "Everything go okay?" Reagan asked. 

	Max nodded. "Yep. Hey, you’re right, you do have a lot of power in this booth."

	"You bet," said Reagan, passing Max a cold can of Dr Pepper. 

	# # #



	

CHAPTER 23

	Jess and Taylor signed autographs after the show. There was also a DJ from a radio station who brought along two fans who’d won a "Meet and Greet" competition, meaning they could shake hands with Jess and Taylor and get a selfie. How lucky Max and Axel felt - they got all of this for free.

	After two hours, Pyro interrupted the signing session and took Jess and Taylor away. Into the tour bus they went, before flopping onto the leather couches with a cold drink and a giant bag of Doritos. The rumbling of the engine began.  

	"All good to go, team?" Jed said from up front. 

	"Yes, sir, thanks Jed," said Jess. "Let’s get this beast on the road."

	Max was beginning to understand that no one in the band truly relaxed until they were away from the arena, but once they were on the highway and safely in the tour bus, Jess and Taylor could chill. They’d made it, they were home. 

	Jess flung her shoes on the floor and put her feet up. She took a swig of ice-cold lemonade and exhaled loudly. "Big crowd tonight," she said. "One small hiccup with my mic though, during the shout out. Do you think Fish will be mad?"

	"Na," said Taylor. "You’d said enough."

	"Tell me about it," Jess replied. "Soooo painful. But I’m just perplexed as to why the mic didn’t work."

	"Might need to fire Reagan!" said Taylor, laughing.

	But Max wasn’t. He felt as if thunderbolts and lightning were going off throughout his whole body. Why would Jess give Rock Boy so much attention? What did Fish have to do with it? 

	Had his mom paid money for that shout out? Surely not. Then who? And why? It was like a dumb nobody singer getting a free ad at the Super Bowl. 

	It did not make sense. 

	Meanwhile, Axel sat on the floor sorting through his new merch and held up a hoodie with Jess and Taylor’s face on the front of it. "Jess?" he asked. "Did you ever think ‘Sleepwalker’ would be number one?"

	"Never," Jess replied. "We’ve written far better songs, that one just seemed to stick."

	Max sprung up as if he was sitting on fresh lava. "Pyro!" he yelled. "We’ve forgotten Pyro!" 

	"Relax," laughed Taylor. "He’s staying in Omaha with old friends. He’ll catch up with us tomorrow."

	"But how?" asked Max. "We’ll be miles away."

	"He’ll hire a driver with a fast car to catch up with us."

	"What kind of car?" asked Axel. 

	"I dunno, maybe a Mustang, or something as quick."

	"When I’m famous I’m going to get a security guard like Pyro," said Axel. "Then I’d get to beat up Max, just like Pyro did!"

	"He didn’t beat me up!" replied Max, giving his brother a dead arm. 

	"Yes, he did! When he hung you up on the wall. You showed me the bruises."

	"You have bruises?" Taylor asked. 

	"Na, not really," Max replied. 

	"He has," said Axel.

	"SHUT. UP."

	"I’m so sorry," Jess added. "Sometimes Pyro doesn’t know his own strength. I guess he freaked out when he found you in the bathroom. I mean, it’s not every day you find two stowaways in your laundry cupboard."

	Jess hugged her cup of hot chocolate while Taylor strummed his guitar. It was a song Max was familiar with, "Stressed Out," by Twenty One Pilots. Soon Axel chimed in with harmonica, playing the chorus line.

	Taylor grinned. "Is there any song you guys don’t know?

	"No school. What else is there to do?" Axel replied. 

	"Have you boys ever left Detroit before?"

	"We haven’t left our hut before!" joked Max.

	"Do you even know where we are?"

	"A-huh," said Axel. "USA!"

	"More specifically?"

	"Nebraska," said Max. "Otherwise known as the great American desert."

	Axel rolled his eyes. "He read that in a book he stole from the store."

	"Borrowed!" said Max.

	 Jess sat up to collect her shoes, her smile disappearing. "What are we going to do with you two? Because in three day’s time, we’ll play a gig at the LOW festival and after that we’re done. Kaput. Back to our own homes. I live in a tiny apartment in LA and Taylor lives-"

	"Out of the city," mused Taylor. "In the wild, in a log cabin, surrounded by deer, racoons, no noise whatsoever, apart from my trusty Gibson guitar," which he patted like a long-lost friend. 

	Max wasn’t stupid. He could read the concern on Jess’ face. "It’s cool, Jess," he said. "We’ll find something, if we can’t we’ll just..."

	"Hitch back to Detroit!" blurted Axel.

	"Hitch?" Jess replied. "You’re not old enough to hitch."

	"It’s not even dangerous," said Axel. "Anyway, we’re gonna all record an album together, remember?"

	Taylor rolled his eyes. "Oh, is that right? I don’t remember anything about that."

	"Max has got songs, lotsa songs. Originals. So, if you can’t think of any new ones, just ask. Cos you might get that thing, that disease, what’s it called, Max?"

	"What disease?"

	"You know! That disease when you can’t think of songs no more, like Beyoncé had, that disease when your brain turns to concrete."

	"Writer’s block?" Max asked, confused.

	"Writer’s block! That’s it!" Axel stared at Jess and Taylor. "When you guys get writer’s block, talk to my man Max here and he’ll smash your concrete brain and turn it into music."

	"Is that right?" Taylor asked. "Well, when our brains turn to concrete, we’ll be sure to give you a call."

	"Don’t talk to me, mister!" Axel replied. "Talk to our agent, then we’ll settle on a number. Then I can buy a house with a theme park like Michael Jackson did, with an aquarium, and a BMX track, yes!" 

	"Don’t forget the fire truck," said Max.

	Jess looked up from her screen. "Fire truck? Whafor?"

	"Cuz our songs will be so hot someone will need to put them out!"

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 24

	The lounge was quiet and dark. Having enjoyed a delicious helping of nachos with cheese washed down with Dr Pepper, the crew were ready for sleep. Axel lay on the couch and patted his belly like a big fat bear after a successful hunting spree. Max took a moment to reflect on how different each were from the deathly figures who performed on stage. Beside them lay Jess’ artwork, pages and pages of detailed pencil drawings, mostly of rock stars in outrageous outfits. Max saw where the ideas for their costumes came from. 

	Suddenly Jess’ phone pinged on the breakfast bar. Intrigued, Max got up and hovered around the flashing screen.  

	Should he? Or shouldn’t he? A text message popped up. Then another almost immediately. 

	Come on, Max, he said to himself. These are Jess’ personal messages, you’re not allowed to look at them. 

	Max’s breath quickened, he felt a hot flush. He didn’t want to look, but he couldn’t help looking. 

	Here is what it said:

	PAY UP FOOLS OR YOU’LL BE SORRY. 

	THIS IS YOUR LAST CHANCE. 

	There was a shuffling of feet. Max hurriedly took his eyes from the phone and split. He joined Axel and jumped under the covers. He was sweating. 

	Jess arrived and turned the lights off. He saw the boys move from the floor to the couch.

	"You sure that’s comfy enough down there?" Taylor asked.  

	"Yes, thank you!" Max replied, wriggling beneath his blanket. "Not a bad life. I sure could get used to this."

	Max knew that look on Jess’ face. She was about to get all serious and tell them for the hundredth time that they were about to be sent home at any minute.

	Max knew he had to change the topic. "What does it feel like?" he asked. "I mean really, what does it feel like being on stage and singing songs that you wrote, and hearing all of those people are cheering just for you?"

	Jess flung her tea bag into the garbage, nailing it from three feet away. "You know what, Max?" she replied. "Some days you’re just in the zone."

	"Like tonight?"

	She nodded. "On nights like tonight, you stand perfectly still with all the chaos going on around you, and all those people are jumping about. That’s when you stand still and think to yourself, this is the best feeling in the world." 

	"Yeah well, you’re amazing!" said Axel, winking before pulling the sheets up to his chin. 

	Jess giggled when she saw that cheeky grin, one which Max knew girls would fall for one day. 

	"Jess, you and Taylor are our heroes," said Max.

	"So you said," Jess replied. 

	"But you’re not just a famous rock star. You’re also cool and friendly and funny and arty. And you dress swag."

	She was blushing now. 

	"We can’t remember our mom," said Max. "Not really anyway. Are you a mom, Jess, because you would be the bestest?"

	"No, I’m not," Jess replied. "Too busy with all of this," and she pointed to the artwork and guitars around the bus.

	"Whoa, imagine that," said Axel. "A rock star mom! Free Dairy Queen! Free trips across the USA!"

	Jess became very quiet. Then she got down on her knees and moved in closer to Max, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

	Max sprang up in an instant. "Wha! Holy heck!" he said. 

	"Oh, I’m sorry," said Jess. "Just saying goodnight."

	Max tried to keep it together. "No, it’s fine," he said. "It was nice. I liked it. I mean...not liked it...not like that..."

	Jess giggled. "You guys are a crack up."

	"And where’s mine, huh?" Axel asked, pointing to his mouth. "On the lips!"

	"You’d be lucky," Jess replied, and gave him a light peck on the check, but he grabbed her and made her kiss him on the lips. Axel giggled and gave her the thumbs up.

	Jess now stood at the door to the hallway. "You know what guys, I’ve been thinking," she said.  

	"Max tried that once, his brain fell out."

	"Shut! Up!" Max said.

	"I’m a huge football fan," said Jess. "There’s a big game on. I think we should all go to celebrate ‘Sleepwalker.’ I’ve booked seats."

	"For when?" Max asked.

	"Tomorrow night," she said.

	"Football, with you and Taylor?"

	"And Pyro. You’ll have to wear your sunglasses and a hat. They’re Reserve seats. The best in the house. Free popcorn."

	Axel couldn’t help but kick his legs free of his blanket and perform bicycle kicks into the air.

	"One more thing," Jess said. "Not that you guys dress badly, but maybe I should treat you both to some new threads before we go to the match. Would you like that?"

	"This is the best bus ride ever!" said Max. "Thank you, thank you, thank you!"

	 

	Unsurprisingly, the Stripe brothers couldn’t sleep. When Max finally calmed his mind and readied himself for rock n’ roll dreams, Axel prodded him. "You know bro, I’m starting to think you might be smarter than I thought."

	Max faced his brother. They looked at each other, eye to eye. Axel continued. "I thought getting on this bus was dumb, especially when we were trapped in that cupboard-"

	"You called me a doofus!" Max replied. "Said I was stupid and crazy. You kneed me in the privates. That really hurt."

	"You didn’t even have a plan, apart from getting a kiss from Jess."

	"On the lips!" said Max.

	"You took a risk, Max, and look what we have." He pointed to the flashing blue light on the fridge. "For the first time since forever, we can have anything we want. For fa-ree!"

	Max turned over his back facing Axel. He was smiling. 

	"Max?" Axel said. 

	"Yeah-huh?"

	"I don’t want this to end, but it’s going to isn’t it? It’s going to end, because nothing lasts forever, you always said that. Cos Jess and Taylor will go home and we’ll have nowhere to go, we’ll have to go back to the hut. And no one back in Detroit will believe us. Will they?"

	"Shut up, Axel Sonny Stripe and get some sleep, we’ve got a game to get ready for."

	But really, if he was totally honest, Max was scared. What the heck did that message on Jess’ phone mean? Was it a prank? Should he have told Axel about it? Was he putting his little bro in danger by jumping on this stupid bus in the first place? For what, so he could become some dumb rock star? 

	Max fell asleep long after his little bro, who snored and shuffled well into the night. 

	# # #



	
CHAPTER 25

	Max was the first to hear the squeal of tires. He thought he was dreaming, but the loud screech and blaring of horns woke him from his slumber. He sat up in an instant. 

	SCREECH! There was another one. SCREECH! Suddenly the bus slowed, and he heard Jed yell, "Everyone get down! Someone’s after us! Can everyone hear me?"

	"Yes, Jed, I can hear you!" Max shook Axel awake and dragged him towards the driver’s cab. "What do we do?" 

	"Hide!" Jed yelled. "Please, just hide. And tell the others!"

	Axel was awake now, mostly because the bus wobbled from side to side like a ship in a storm. Glasses flew from the kitchen bench. The fridge door swung open and leftover pizza scattered across the spongy white carpet. 

	Jess emerged from her room. Boom! The bus had been hit on the side by another moving vehicle. She ducked for cover. Taylor appeared carrying a baseball bat. The bus had slowed considerably but the wobbling continued. 

	"I can see them!" Jed yelled. 

	"Who!" Jess replied.

	"Whoever is ramming us. It’s a large black vehicle. I got the license plate."

	"Jed, are we going to crash?" Jess screamed. 

	"Just...let me concentrate here," he said, correcting the steering wheel. "I’m more worried about who these people are. Now hide, hide while you can!"

	"But what about you?" asked Taylor. 

	"I’ll see if I can drive into the bush and lose them."

	Bang! Crash! SCREECH! Suddenly the bus stopped with a screaming halt. The vehicle was surrounded in smoke. 

	Max smelt burnt rubber, he also smelt fear. He had been in many unbelievably scary situations in his short life, more than most children his age, but this time he felt completely out of control.

	Soon there was the sound of hurried steps on gravel. Stomp, stomp, stomp. Max couldn’t make out what the voices were saying, or the number of people, men or women, or even what language they spoke. But he did know one thing, the voices were hurried and terrifying. He heard a dog bark.

	Without thinking, Max grabbed Axel by the arm and threw him into the cupboard. 

	"What about the others?" Axel asked. "We can’t leave the others!"

	"For now, we’ll hide in here."

	"No, what about Jess and Taylor!"

	Seconds later Jess crouched by the cupboard door and threw Axel back inside. "Max is right," she said. "This is probably the safest place in the bus. Taylor and I will get Jed and-"

	The footsteps were closer. A window smashed. Whoever it was had reached the stairs of the bus. Jess and Taylor had disappeared. But where was Jed? Through the keyhole of the cupboard door Max saw Taylor arrive. He was now holding a baseball bat. There was no noise from the engine. 

	"Where’s Pyro?" Axel asked.

	"How should I know?" Max replied. "Wait, wasn’t he staying in Omaha? Remember? He was going to catch up with us in the Mustang."

	"We need him!" said Axel.

	"Obviously," Max replied.

	"Don’t be dumb!" said Axel. "I was just saying, that’s all. This isn’t a time to be dumb."

	"Sorry, little man," said Max. "My bad."

	"Are we going to die, Max?"

	"No we’re not going to die."

	"Who are those men? Why are they after us? Why would they ram our bus? Jess and Taylor aren’t bad people, are they?"

	But Max had no answers. He had no doubt that he was more scared than his little brother. Wasn’t he supposed to be the one with the answers? He was the oldest after all and the one who had put them both in this dreadful position. If he had half a brain, he would have just enjoyed the show at Victory Arena like everyone else and taken Axel back to their hut. 

	Is this how parents felt? Making up answers on the spot?

	"Little man," he said, in a confident tone which in no way reflected his true feelings. "Everything will be fine."

	Somebody screamed and ran down the steps onto the gravel. Max heard the unmistakable voice of Jed. "Oh no, you don’t, I served in the Force! I know how to deal with thugs like you!"

	There was the sound of a huge thump - and no more talking from Jed. Max felt sick to his stomach. He was powerless and very worried. Most of all, he was scared. 

	He heard Axel sniff and knew he needn’t ask why. It was stifling hot in this cupboard, so why was he shivering?

	Max froze. He could see the men now, there were at least four of them. They wore bandanas, black hoodies, and black jeans. They stomped and crashed through the bus as if they owned it, opening cupboards, swinging crowbars, and swearing loudly before slamming them shut. 

	Then, as quick as they arrived, they left. 

	The bus was silent again. Ever so slowly Max opened the cupboard door and pulled himself out of the space. The spongy white carpet was covered in muddy footsteps. The bus was a mess, completely ransacked. Tidy Taylor would be most upset. Where was he anyway? And Jess? 

	Max crept to the window and pulled back the blinds. He wished he hadn’t. The four men took to Taylor, they punched him and kicked him repeatedly. When he gathered the strength to get up and run, they tripped him. He now lay on the ground, stranded. Taylor threw his hands into the air and the men stopped for a few seconds. Taylor said something and then the bashing started all over again. 

	Max pushed the blinds back and ran to the cupboard. Axel saw his brother’s face, it was red, tears ran down his face. "What’s happening?" Axel asked.

	"They’re just... oh man," Max replied.

	"What is it? Is it, Jess? Where’s Taylor? What’s happening? Tell me the truth, Max, no stories!"

	But Max had no words. He ran up and down the bus as quickly as he could, peering through every window for signs of Jess. His heart thumped. There was more groaning. It was coming from the driver’s cab. The poor man was like a fallen soldier, a bleeding mouth and a cut head. 

	But he was alive.

	"I’m okay, Mr Man," said Jed, barely awake. "I’m in pain, but...where are the others? Did they get away? Where’s your little brother?"

	"I...he’s fine," said Max. "But, Jed, I don’t know where Jess is. Taylor is outside. They took to him real bad."

	"Take my flashlight, on the dashboard," he managed.

	Max stumbled to his knees. He knew this feeling. It was a familiar one. His world was falling apart, tumbling like a badly made Jenga puzzle. 

	He knew what would happen next. The police would arrive and scold the Stripe brothers for trespassing and send them straight back to their hut beneath the highway. 

	Yet amid his panic, Max had barely realized the mayhem had stopped completely. So had the yelling. 

	Max snuck back to the window and peeled back the blind. Taylor lay on the side of the road, not moving. "Quick, Axel, Taylor’s in trouble!" he said. "We’ve gotta get out there!"

	But when he turned around, Axel was gone. 

	 

	Max checked the bathrooms and the bedrooms. Axel was nowhere to be seen. Surely, he hadn’t gone outside, not into the firing line! Typical Axel, he was here just seconds ago.

	Without another thought, Max bounded down the steps and into the cool desert night air. He checked there were no moving bodies around him, he was safe; he sprinted to Taylor and crouched by his side. "Taylor, can you hear me? It’s Max!"

	Taylor didn’t respond, not so much as a whimper or a groan. Max checked he was breathing. His chest was moving up and down. Suddenly Taylor moved his left leg and bunched up into the fetal position.

	"You’re cold," said Max.

	Taylor’s left arm appeared to be lifeless and his right leg was twisted, like a child’s doll that had been turned backwards for fun. Max turned to stone. He had no idea what to do. What child would? What person would?

	Where was Axel? Where was Jess? Had she been kidnapped? Who would look after Taylor if Max left him? Where were the dangerous men? He had to call the police!

	"Argggh!" It was Axel’s voice, Max was sure of it. There was another cry for help and the dull thud of someone being hit. Max had no choice.

	"Taylor, my friend, I’ll be back. Soon!"

	Max gulped freezing air as he crept around the bus. It was pitch black. He switched on his torch, though the moon helped too, shining brightly enough to light up a path.

	Suddenly, Max stopped walking. He heard something. He stood perfectly still. The only sound was a light wind, which brushed past his ears, making them cold to touch. 

	Max was right. There was a noise, a groaning noise, like an animal in pain. He slowly ventured to where he thought the sounds were coming from. He crept and listened, crept and listened. The groaning continued. It was getting louder. 

	He could now hear a voice, he was sure of it.

	"Taylor? Is that you?" said the voice. 

	Then he saw her. It was Jess, she was lying on her back, folding her arms close to her chest to keep warm.

	And beside her was Axel. 

	Not moving. 

	 

	Max sank to his knees. His poor little bro lay in a heap, covering his eye with his hand. He was groaning now. 

	Thank goodness, thought Max, he’s alive.

	Jess said, "Max. He...he came out of nowhere."

	"Who?" Max replied. "Who came out of nowhere?"

	"The man, maybe two of them, Ax was trying to help me, and they belted him in the face, more than once."

	Max tried to stroke Axel’s face, but he pushed his hand away violently. "Don’t touch me!" said Axel.

	"I’m just seeing if you’re okay?" said Max. "Are you okay? What were you doing? Why did you leave me? I never said you could go, now look at you!"

	Axel buried his head into his hands. "Why don’t you just help me up instead of talking? You’re always talking, always thinking about yourself."

	"Where are the others?" Jess asked. "Where’s Taylor?"

	"He got beaten up, bad," said Max, regretting instantly what he said.

	"A-huh," said Jess. "But...is he okay?"

	"Yep," Max replied.

	"What about Jed?"

	"He’s still on the bus."

	"Have they gone?"

	Max was holding Axel in an effort to help him stand, but he lost strength and fell to the ground. "Where does it hurt?"

	"Everywhere!" Axel replied, his voice shaky and high-pitched. "My eye, it feels like it’s falling out."

	"It’s not falling out," said Max.

	"It is, my eye is falling out. I’m going blind! I can’t see anything!"

	"It’s not falling out."

	"It is! I can feel blood. I’m going to have one eye, like a pirate. People are going to hate me!"

	"IT’S NOT FALLING OUT!"

	"I SAID, HAVE THEY GONE?" Jess repeated. 

	"Yes!" said Max, and he too was now losing patience, and beginning to feel the chill of a desert at night. "The bad men drove off in their car. Jed got the license plate."

	"Ah! My leg!" Jess cried. "I think, I really hope not, but I think it might be broken. I’m in a bit of pain here. Do you...no, of course you don’t? Stupid question."

	"Do I what?" Max asked, pulling his sweater further up Jess’ body.

	She laughed maniacally, before coughing and convulsing. "Sorry, I was going to ask if you can drive. See, stupid question? Course you can’t. You’re too young."

	"I can!" Max said, straight face and all.

	Max pulled Axel onto his feet and the boys huddled a little bit away from where Jess lay. "You stay with Jess, Ax, and I’ll call for an ambulance. Do you have a phone, Jess?" 

	"Ah, yeah," she muttered, pointing to her jacket pocket. "But there won’t be any signal, not out here."

	"Might be!" said Max and recovered the phone. He stared at the screen. "Passcode?"

	Jess was in so much pain now her eyes were puffy and teary. "1234."

	"Really? 1234?"

	"Don’t judge me."

	Max got up to leave. "Hold onto my little bro, I’ll get you both to hospital, promise!" And he was off like a shot, across the desert and heading for mayhem.

	Max stopped forty feet away. "Wait!" he said. "What’s the address? Where are we?"

	"In Hell," said Jess.

	"Well, that’s useful," said Max.

	"I don’t know, Max! How would I know?" said Jess. "Ask someone, ask Jed. Just hurry!"

	 

	Taylor hadn’t moved an inch. He lay almost unconscious, unaware of the dastardly things that had happened around him. Max knew it was up to him, but how was a 13-year-old boy supposed to lift a fully-grown man up the stairs of a bus? Without further injuring him?

	It was freezing. Max had to move fast. He ran up the steps of the bus and grabbed four blankets from the cupboard, and covered Taylor from head to toe. He then stepped back into the driver’s cab with a glass of water for Jed. 

	"Ah, thank you, son," said Jed, who looked no better than when he left him. The welt on his head had gotten bigger and blood covered his normally spotless safari suit. 

	"Man, Jed, we gotta get you to hospital," said Max. 

	"How are the others?" Jed managed. "Did you find them?"

	"Yep, I did," Max replied, entering "1234" into Jess’ phone. "But we’ve got to get you to a hospital. Your head, it’s all cut. It must hurt. Doesn’t it hurt?"

	"I’m fine. So where are the others?"

	"Jess got away, but they caught her. Taylor got beaten up. He’s just outside. Axel’s eye is bad too, he got hit."

	"They hit the boy?"

	"Yes, Jed. Where’s Pyro?"

	"Probably fast asleep back in Omaha. Missed all the excitement."

	"911 - what is your emergency?"

	Max was through - and the urgency in the woman’s voice on the end of the line brought back utterly awful memories.

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 27

	Uncle Herby never told Max and Axel he was sick, yet he had this cough, which became louder and more pronounced every day. When Herby thought no one was watching, he held his chest.

	 Sometimes the short walk to Starbucks made him huff and puff like never before. Max knew something was terribly wrong, but he was too scared to do anything about it. 

	Besides, wasn’t Uncle Herby an adult? And weren’t adults supposed to go to the doctor when they were sick?

	Herby was a trooper, he still sang on the street and prepared meals for his boys. He continued to read to them, taught them new guitar licks, and even painted the hut. 

	The entire time he was sick, he never once lost his temper, even when people called him names, or refused to give him money for singing. 

	When those people refused to put their hand in their pocket or walked around him so as not to get too close, he always signed off with, "Well, you have a blessed day now." 

	Then one day when the boys were singing outside Starbucks on a freezing March morning, Herby collapsed and fell face first onto the frozen footpath. Most shoppers were too shocked to do anything. Some even crossed the street to get away. 

	Then one lady, who was pushing her husband in a wheelchair, knelt down beside Herby and checked his neck for a pulse. "Call 911!" she screamed. "Don’t just stand there. Somebody call 911!"

	What seemed like days later, an ambulance arrived. Herby, who was wrapped in a blanket given to him by a nearby shop owner, was carried into the ambulance. The boys were also allowed to jump in.

	On went the siren as the ambulance wove its way through late afternoon rush hour traffic and slammed its brakes in the foyer outside Henry Ford Hospital. 

	As the eldest, Max was asked to fill in some forms at the reception desk. "This is so embarrassing," he said to Axel, his pen hovering over long and complicated paragraphs. "We don’t have an address. And Herby doesn’t have a job. What’s a...so...cial security number?"

	"Dunno," Axel replied. 

	"He doesn’t have a phone, so he can’t have a phone number. What’s next of kin?"

	"Dunno."

	"And it says ‘sign here,’ but I don’t even have a signature!"

	"Who cares!" Axel cried. "Make one up, come on, we gotta see Herby!"

	 

	When Uncle Herby woke, the nurse told him he had pneumonia. "What’s pneumonia?" the boys asked. "When can he leave the hospital?" 

	But they never got an answer because all of a sudden at least three doctors arrived and told Uncle Herby they needed to do a few more tests. 

	"Don’t you worry now," said Herby, in-between coughs. "Before you know it, we’ll be outta here and back in our hut singing James Brown’s greatest hits."

	Axel learned many words in the hospital that week, one of which was "terminal." Uncle Herby had lung cancer and he was terminal, which meant his condition was very bad and he wasn’t going to make it.

	"But how long?" Max asked the doctor.

	"We don’t know, we’re so sorry," replied the doctor.

	"Yes, you do! Is it one day, one week, one month, one year? You must know!"

	"Just spend as much time as you can with him. I’m afraid your Uncle Herby’s condition is very serious."

	"How long has he had it for?" asked Max. 

	"There’s no way to tell, but by the looks of the x-ray he has been suffering for some time and never said anything. Some people don’t like to come to hospital."

	"Not surprised!" Axel replied. 

	 

	It was Herby’s third week in hospital. He lay fast asleep on his bed beside the boys, who each slept on their own beds. The beds were so comfortable that sometimes the boys felt guilty. It seemed wrong that they were so well looked after while Uncle Herby was suffering so badly. 

	They learned you gotta take what you can get!

	One night, Axel snuggled beneath his clean white sheets and said, "You know what, big bro? It sucks that Uncle Herby is sick, but I don’t mind it here at all!"

	"That’s because you get a warm bed and a clean toilet and actual food. Ya bum!"

	"And we don’t get hit by no suitcases from that dumb bridge."

	"What happens if he does?" Axel asked.

	"Little man," said Max. "He is dying."

	Herby was connected to all sorts of tubes, there was a needle in his arm and stuff dripped into his body from a machine on wheels. He also had an oxygen mask in case he struggled to breathe.

	"Did we ever finish learning that Marvin Gaye song?" Herby asked, when he woke briefly.

	"’Let’s Get it on?’ No, Uncle, we didn’t."

	"Oh well, but you know the chords, right?"

	"Yes, we know the chords."

	"Sing me something - something to lift me up."

	Within minutes, the boys drew a crowd. Doctors and nurses ducked into Herby’s ward to hear the boys sing. It was no surprise, as Max and Axel had been a hit since the day they arrived. At first the medical staff were concerned the noise would disrupt patients, but when those same patients began asking for requests, the doctors decided to leave Herby’s ward door wide open and let the sweet sounds of Motown fill the entire floor. The boys were even paid - in Coke and muffins. 

	Today they were playing The Jackson Five’s ‘I want you back,’ which caused an excitable response by Herby, who clapped and cheered. And coughed. "You’ll be stars one day!" he said.

	"Doubt it," said Max.

	"You know it!" said Axel.

	"Of course, you will, but remember what I said, always take care of your expenses. Don’t let no one rip you off. There are crooks out there. Don’t do what I did, don’t let someone else run your affairs. Because, they get rich and you don’t."

	"Yes, Uncle."

	"What else do you think I’m gonna say?"

	"Write your own songs?"

	"Yes, Max. Write. Your. Own. Songs. Don’t be no copycat. Sing covers to pay for food, sure, fine, but write, write, write your own songs. Own the rights to those songs. Let some superstar cover your songs, then you get the profits."

	The next few days Uncle Herby slept and slept. Talking became very difficult for him, which was so cruel because he loved to tell jokes and stories and laugh and laugh. Max and Axel kept playing songs, but soon Herby didn’t give the thumbs-up anymore. One afternoon after he woke, he pointed to his bedside table. "You want water, Uncle Herby?" Max asked. 

	Herby shook his head.

	"Some food? You wanna mushed-up apple?"

	Herby became frustrated, he had no energy. "Top drawer...envelope," he managed. "Get it, open it." Axel did as he was told. Inside the envelope were a bunch of dollar bills, at a guess over a hundred. "For my favorite nephews," said Herby. "My stars."

	"No way, Uncle, we can’t take this money."

	"Well, what am I gonna do with it, huh? Now, promise me you’ll spend it wisely, look after yourselves. Keep the hut tidy. Look after your teeth. Don’t smoke. Make your beds every morning."

	"Herby, please," said Max, a tear in his eye. "We’re going to get you out of here."

	At the bottom of the pile of ten-dollar bills was a note. 

	 

	ALL OF US HAVE TO GO AT SOME POINT.

	MY TIME IS NOW. IT IS YOUR TIME TO SHINE.  

	KEEP OUTTA TROUBLE. 

	MUSIC IS YOUR FRIEND. ROCK WHATCHA GOT!

	ALL MY LOVE,

	YOUR UNCLE HERBY. 

	P.S. YOU HAVE A BLESSED DAY NOW.

	 

	That night Herby closed his eyes and didn’t wake up. 

	 

	# # #



	
CHAPTER 28

	Pyro held the door open outside Bergan Mercy Medical Center. Max stood a few feet behind. 

	"Hurry up, I haven’t got all day," Pyro muttered.

	Max didn’t move a muscle.

	"Come on already," Pyro repeated. "What’s the problem?"

	"Nothing, Pyro," Max said, finally. "I’m coming, okay?"

	Max moved forward slowly but it must have looked like someone pushing an old cat towards a cold bath. His feet felt as if they were glued to the floor. 

	Max knew he had to be brave, for Jess and Taylor, and for Jed and Axel, but he stopped when he smelled the interior of the hospital. Only bad things happened here. He thought about his mom and Uncle Herby. Now Axel, who he hadn’t seen since he was taken from the ambulance on a stretcher.

	Max moped past reception and reached the elevator where Pyro waited. "Don’t like hospitals, huh?" Pyro asked. "Well, they got sweets, lotsa sweets, and good-looking nurses."

	"Ha, ha," muttered Max as the lift doors closed. 

	On floor number 7, Max exited and shuffled along the corridor. He watched as sick people in wheelchairs with needles in their arms rolled by. There was that awful smell again. It made him want to vomit. His head was spinning. 

	The fluorescent lights and white walls. 

	Bad, bad memories. 

	 

	Max and Pyro sat in silence in the hospital ward. Jess, Taylor and Axel lay as still as stones beneath crisp white sheets. Jed had come and gone. He refused a bed, instead choosing to check himself out and stay in a nearby hotel.

	Typical Jed. 

	The doctors said he had suffered a concussion, but Jed said it was nothing more than a little baby knock to the head. He couldn’t wait to leave his ward.

	As for Taylor, he needed 15 stitches to his lower chin and had three broken teeth. His left arm was broken and his right wrist badly fractured. 

	Jess didn’t get off lightly. Running at speed in the dark and tripping on a large rock caused her to break her right leg. She lay in her bed, drowsy and in obvious pain.

	And then there was Axel, poor Axel whose face was mostly covered by a bulging bandage. Max hated to think how black and swollen his right eye was. The doctor said his other injuries included a nasty painful bump on his forehead and a broken nose. A broken nose! 

	At the moment Axel wasn’t speaking, or even moving. Max felt ill. None of this was his fault, so why did he feel like it was? He comforted himself by thinking it could have been a whole lot worse. If he hadn’t called 911 they’d all still be stranded in the desert. 

	Even so, when he looked at Axel he felt a terrible guilt. Why did he have to drag his poor little bro onto the bus?

	"Rock n roll, huh?" It was Jess. She’d woken up and noticed her friends in the room. Max tried to laugh at her joke, but nothing came out. 

	"Oh, come on!" Jess continued. "We’re not dead, just out of action for a bit. Right, T-Dog?"

	But Taylor said nothing. His face seemed to be one big bruise, his lip fat and cut. Like Axel, he could only open one eye. "Hmph!" he said, finally. "Yeah man, we’re all good, ready to go."

	Pyro laid flowers and chocolates on the end of Jess’ bed. "From Max," he said. "He used his own money." Jess wasn’t stupid. She knew he didn’t have a cent to their name. 

	"Is it sore?" Max asked.

	"Max, baby," said Jess. "I can’t feel a thing. "I’m high on meds, but I think I broke my leg pretty bad. Sucks, right? Dumb luck."

	"You missed the football game," said Max.

	"I know!" Jess replied. "Now that sucks - and they lost!"

	Taylor’s phone pinged. With eyes closed, he reached for it and passed it to Pyro. 

	"It’s from Jed. He said, "I towed the bus to the nearest garage, four new tires." Ping. Another text. "Jed says he got the license plate."

	"Good!" said Jess.

	"Do you think you’ll ever catch them?" Max asked. "Cuz if you do I’ll kick them in the privates so hard they’ll pop out their throat!"

	"You’ve been hanging out with Pyro too much."

	Pyro patted Max on the back. "That’s my boy."

	The beep-beep of the machines in the ward was interrupted by Jess’ ringtone, Jay Z and Alicia Keyes singing "Empire State of Mind." Pyro grabbed the phone, but Jess snatched it off him. It was an unknown number.

	"What the heck," she said. "Hello?" And the voice on the other end of the line prompted her to put it on speaker phone.

	"Consider this a taste of things to come."

	Jess’ eyes ballooned, as she glared at every face in the room. She was shaking. "Who is this?" she asked. 

	"Pay up or things will get a lot worse. Ya hear?"

	"Pay WHAT exactly? Who is this!" she repeated. "I demand to know!"

	Click. The line went dead. 

	Taylor sat up. "We need to call Fish. Now."

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 29

	Fish never answered. 

	Jess tried twice more.

	Fish never answered.

	Jess tried 14 more times.

	Straight to answer machine. 

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 30

	Max sat close to Axel and watched his little bro as he slept. The bandage covered his left eye and his nose which, while not bleeding, was bruised and a little wonkier than usual. Max felt awful, the poor little guy. 

	Axel had always been kind, he’d always looked out for his friends, but this time he’d pushed it too far. In helping Jess, how was he supposed to know he was walking into a ring of fire? As for those vicious men, how could they do such a thing? To a kid? 

	Max made a promise to himself that if he ever saw them in the street, he would punch them in the face. He also made a promise that when Axel woke he was allowed anything he wanted, ice cream, Dr Pepper, fries, anything. 

	Max would find the money. 

	"How is he?" Jess asked.

	"I dunno, I just feel so bad," Max replied.

	"You feel bad? I’m the one he was trying to save, he’s so sweet. I just wish I could rewind the clock."

	Max stoked Axel’s forehead. "Who did this, Jess?"

	"I don’t know, Max, I honestly don’t."

	Pyro arrived with cold drinks from the hospital’s cafe and passed a bunch of newspapers to Jess. "How’s this for irony?" he said. "You’re on page three in two of the leading newspapers, thanks to ‘Sleepwalker’.”

	"Whoa, let me see those!" said Max, and scoured the newspapers. He quickly found photos of Jess and Taylor beneath a headline which read "A Ghoulish Success!"

	Which gave Max an idea!

	Jess and Taylor were already famous, but he felt he could turn them into worldwide superstars! He remembered something Uncle Herby used to say when he read bad news stories in the paper. "If it bleeds it leads," which meant if there was blood in a story people wanted to read more. 

	It was shocking and horrible, but Herby said that readers didn’t want good news, they wanted murders and kidnappings and death and gore. 

	It may not have been the right time to bring it up, but Max couldn’t wait. He prodded Jess. "I have an idea."

	"Mmm?" Jess replied, her eyes heavy from the medication. 

	"I’m your biggest fan, right?"

	"Well, one of them, yeah," she half-smiled.

	"No, no, no! Your biggest fan! And here’s my plan. You should get someone from TV or a big music website to interview you, right here in hospital."

	"No, no, not here, I don’t want anyone to know about-"

	"Lemme finish!" Max continued. "No one wants to read about nice bands with nice songs. They want blood and gore and lead singers like you who run away from bullets and-"

	"There were no bullets," said Pyro.

	"How do you know? You were in Omaha," said Max, and immediately regretted his back chat. Pyro glared at him like a lion eying up a buffalo. "I’m sorry, Pyro, really I am."

	"Hmph, should think so," he replied and buried his head in the newspaper. 

	Max’s attention was back on Jess. "Fans like me want to know what happened. Come on Jess, “If it bleeds it leads.”

	Jess appeared surprised at Max’s quote. "Really?"

	"Yes, Jess! If it bleeds it leads!"

	"What does that even mean?" Axel asked, for he’d woken now, much to Max’s pleasure.  

	"Ax!" cried Max. "How are you feeling, little man? What can I get you? Do you want to sit up, do you need the bathroom? Look, Pyro bought us some cold juice!"

	"I’m fine," Axel murmured, touching his nose and wincing. "Just don’t show me a mirror."

	"Come on, Ax, you look really rock n roll!" Max replied, not fully believing what he said. 

	When Jess turned to face Axel, she frowned. A tear formed in her eye. "Sorry, little guy," she whispered. "I don’t know what happened back there. Rest up."

	Axel attempted a smile, but Max could tell he was in pain without showing it. Max tried to distract himself. "Jess," he said. "We’ve gotta get that TV interview! I’ll try to call the TV station. Can you talk to Taylor when he wakes up?"

	"I’ll...see how we go," said Jess.

	"Promise?" Max asked.

	Jess nodded, though her eyes hadn’t left Axel.

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 31

	It was ten in the morning and a bright sun burst through the ward’s finger-marked windows. As usual, Pyro arrived with a tray of coffees and hot chocolates. As he placed the drinks down, Jay Z and Alicia Keyes were back. 

	Jess looked at the number on the phone screen.

	"Unknown number, again," she said, eventually placing the call on speaker. Everyone heard a familiar voice. "Forgot about the money, have we?"

	"What! Money!" Jess replied. 

	"Now, now," said the voice. "I know neither you nor Taylor attended university, but don’t play dumb."

	Jess seemed lost for words, so Pyro jumped in. "If you don’t tell us what you’re talking about," he said. "I’ll break every bone in your body and feed it to the-"

	"You owe us a million dollars," replied the voice, louder now, so as to trump Pyro’s tirade.

	"One million what?" Taylor asked. 

	"Come on, Fish," said the voice, irritated now. "You promised. Now find the money or you will pay."

	"Fish? Huh, this ain’t Fish!" Taylor replied. "And we don’t have any cash. We don’t carry any. We’re a band, we get paid in royalties!" 

	"Ten days to get the money," said the voice. "Cash."

	Click. 

	The line went dead. 

	 

	Taylor’s bruises had blackened and his broken arm was now in a cast. He stared out of the window where ten floors below people and cars weaved in and about the streets. 

	Axel was sitting up now and happily eating ice cream. The doctor said his eye was healing but to keep the patch on it during his recovery. His nose was still crooked. 

	Pyro could do little more than drink coffee and read papers, or in this case, scroll through pages on his phone. 

	Suddenly, a story got his attention and he spilled coffee all over his lap. "Ah!" he screamed, wiping the hot liquid with his hand. "Take a look at Fish’s Instagram page! The smelly rat is partying it up at Bellagio in Las Vegas! In a five-star hotel!"

	"Let me see that," Jess said, flicking through Pyro’s phone. Max peered over her shoulder. It was true. Fish was holding an oversized bottle of champagne, wedged between two girls dressed in white bikinis. "The son of a... how is he doing that?" Jess was furious. Blood drained from her face. "He doesn’t care, he really doesn’t care."

	"Where’s Las Vegas?" Max asked. 

	"Over 1000 miles away," said Jess. 

	"But how did Mr Fish get there so fast?" Max asked. "He was at the concert two nights ago."

	Taylor slowly lowered his music mag and fixed his eyes on Max. "What are you talking about? Fish was not at the concert at all. No one knows where he is."

	"But he was in your bus," said Max.

	"What are you talking about!" Taylor asked. 

	"He went into your bus. During the concert. I saw him."

	"Fish went into the bus?" Jess asked. "In Omaha?"

	"Yes," said Max.

	"Two nights ago?" Taylor asked. "Mr. Fish?"

	"Yes, sir. I needed to pee, so I went to the green room. And I got a Coke. I looked out the window and saw Mr. Fish walk into the tour bus."

	"Whoa! What? Last night, you saw Fish?" Taylor’s eyes darted about the room. "Anyone else see Fish?" Everyone shook their heads. "How long was he in the bus for?"

	"I dunno, maybe a few minutes," Max replied. "He took some beer. A whole box."

	"He stole my beer!" Taylor replied. 

	"Was he carrying anything else?" Pyro asked.

	"Um, yes, a suitcase."

	"A suitcase!"

	"Yep."

	"He walked into the bus carrying a suitcase?"

	Max nodded.

	"And he left carrying a suitcase?"

	"And beer," said Max.

	Pyro leaned forward and sighed. "I think we have our answer."

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 32

	The mood in the ward was sombre. Max sat in silence as the beep beep of the machines hooked up to Taylor and Jess droned on like a sandfly you couldn’t catch. 

	The lines on Pyro’s forehead had seemed to double in the short time he’d been in the ward. Large patches of sweat started to appear beneath the arms of his white shirt.

	As for Jess, she looked as if she were sleeping. She wasn’t. "Pyro," she said. "Can I ask a question?" 

	"Depends what the question is," Pyro replied. 

	"That attack wasn’t random at all, was it? We were a target." The machines droned on. Not a word was spoken. "Which meant our bus, our home, was a crime scene, yes? Pyro, speak to me here."

	"Yes, Jess," Pyro replied, his voice soft and considered. "It appears what happened was a calculated attack. We were on the wrong end of some sort of deal gone wrong."

	"Deal gone wrong?" Jess said. "Deal gone wrong?! We’re not pirates, or gangsters, or drug dealers. We sing songs. We’re singers! How much money was in our safe anyway?"

	Taylor shrugged. "Fish was the only one with the combination."

	"Obviously not," said Pyro. "Those thugs got in."

	"How?" replied Taylor. "The thing was bolted to the floor. It would take a crowbar or a gun to break it open."

	Jess was most definitely wide awake now and in doing so sent a phone, a book and an iPad scuttling to the floor. "Are you telling me we were driving around the country with one million dollars in our bus?"

	Taylor: "La, la, la, la, la, la!"

	 "One million dollars!" Jess repeated. 

	"Did something happen with your money?" Axel asked. 

	"Not now!" said Taylor.

	Max’s monkey mind was in overdrive. "What will happen with LOW?" he asked, and the room became as quiet as a library. "Your fans will be expecting you to play, I would."

	"LOW is off," said Jess.

	"Absolutely," Taylor replied. "LOW is finished with. We can’t go anywhere like this, least of all on a stage in front of thousands of people. It would be the most embarrassing moment of our lives. LOW is off, and you guys will be too, as soon as we get out of this ward. I am going back to my log cabin with my deer and racoons.”

	"But what about your band?" Max asked. 

	"For now, there is no band. There is no bus, no concerts, no California Ghouls. You must understand, Stripy Stowaways, that we have been dealt a sucker punch from our former manager Fish who is currently getting drunk in Las Vegas with girls half his age, while we have had our dignity, our money and livelihoods ripped from beneath our feet." Taylor raised a plastic cup filled with warm water. "Cheers!"

	Taylor buried his head under the covers. Jess turned to Max, who nodded vigorously. Jess shrugged, Max nodded.

	"Taylor," she said. "Hear me out. I’ve had an email from ABC, they wanna do a prime-time TV interview with us about ’Sleepwalker.’ This might be a good time for us to be honest and open, and authentic."

	"Meaning?"

	"Well, we show up to the TV interview just as we are, with cuts and bruises. We tell our story, tell our fans what really happened. Viewership would go through the roof. We’d get sympathy!"

	"I hope you’re not being serious."

	Jess squeaked an answer. "I kinda was…"

	Taylor raised his voice to a tone Max and Axel had heard many a time. "No one is to know about this, including our fans. We are keeping this whole thing on the down-low."

	 

	The days dragged on as Taylor and Jess recovered from their injuries. Taylor spent most of his waking hours staring at the ceiling. For someone into the latest playlists, he showed no interest whatsoever in listening to music at all. 

	Pyro thought board games might do the trick, but the only ones who showed any interest was Axel, but he tired quickly and often needed to sleep.

	Max wondered why Taylor and Jess had no visitors, but came to realize that most of them would be miles away in California. Besides, if anyone ever found them in hospital, they’d take photos and cause fans to wonder what had happened to their favourite band. 

	On one particularly grim afternoon where the view from their ward was obstructed by torrential rain, Jess could bear it no longer. "I don’t care what anyone says, I am doing that TV interview. I’m going to show the world my scars, my bruises and my hurt. Our fans deserve to know. I’m going to show those thugs that I’m not scared. Why hide? Why hide?"

	Taylor replied. "It’s a mad idea, even for you."

	"Oh, come on, Eeyore!" she replied.

	Taylor shook his head.

	"It’s drama!" Jess replied. "It’s ratings! Sales!"

	"Drama and ratings don’t make us a million dollars in ten days," said Taylor. "Pyro, tell her, would you?"

	"Not my circus, not my monkeys," said Pyro. "The woman’s got to make up her own mind."

	"Our fans will think we’re dead, or worse, on some sort of hiatus."

	"What’s a hiatus?" Max asked. 

	"A break," said Taylor, pointing to his injured arm.

	"Oh, someone’s got their sense of humour back!" said Jess. "Taylor, think about it, we’re already missing out on LOW. Why not go on TV and tell our story? At least that way people won’t be shocked when they see us next."

	"You are deranged!" said Taylor.

	"How about you come up with an idea, huh? See? Nothing."

	Taylor put on his headphones. "Find someone else for your reality show," he muttered. "I don’t care how much you get paid. I’m half of this band and we decide together. We are not going on TV looking like two war patients!"

	"Our fans are going to see us like this regardless! This is a public hospital. They’re going to take pictures of us when we’re wheeled out."

	"Not necessarily," said Max, smiling. "Because I’ve got an idea," and he conducted a well-rehearsed and perfectly pitched speech. Over the next few minutes he would have the entire room hanging on his every word, with an idea so unbelievably crazy, but awfully intriguing, though a little over the top, yet somehow feasible, that might just work.

	Taylor and Jess agreed on the spot.

	Max’s rock lifestyle was not about to end. 

	No way, not yet!

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 33

	Max hardly had time to celebrate before he was told that his crazy plan, while inventive, was also outrageous and could spell the end of California Ghouls. 

	"We will become a laughing stock," said Taylor. "Fans will flock to another band, one that didn’t trick them."

	Taylor’s yes had become a no, and he had more news, which did not impress Max one little bit.

	"It’s been so great to have you both on our tour," said Taylor, "but with everything that’s happened to us, and most importantly, to poor Axel, we feel it’s best to pull the plug and go home to California. And for us to put you on a bus back home. We’re out, Max, sorry."

	Max was confused, especially when Jess began fleshing out his plan in greater detail. She liked his idea!

	 "Taylor!" she said. "Stop with the negative talk. If we go ahead with Max’s idea and get away with it, we will be legends!" Taylor wheeled himself out of the room and Max began to have serious doubts. Could he actually pull this off?

	"Of course, you can!" Jess had said.

	"Are you sure?" Max asked. 

	"I AM SURE," Jess cried. "I think you’re a genius!"

	When Taylor returned, Max, Axel and Jess were organizing the set list, by which time Taylor closed the curtain and put Max and Axel behind it. Did Taylor not know that you could hear everything through a hospital ward curtain?

	"Jess! You’re driving through Crazy Town," he seethed. "Everything we’ve worked for and you want to risk it all? Things are bad enough without listening to some dumb idea by some brainless street kid."

	Axel, who was up and about now, put his arm around his big bro. Jess was silent, so was Taylor.

	"Oh, come on, Jess, he’s just a kid."

	"With a brain."

	"He’s got nothing to lose."

	"He’s lost everything."

	"Jess, you’re getting emotional. He’s just a homeless kid."

	Max sunk into his seat, looking to Axel for some sort of reassurance. But he was speechless.

	Taylor wasn’t finished. "I mean, come on, is he not homeless? Am I wrong? This is crazy, Jess, crazy. Can you believe we’re discussing this?"

	"Pyro, can you close my curtain?" Jess said. "I need some time."

	 

	Axel didn’t need a wheelchair, but he thought it would be fun to try one out, so Max was more than happy to zip him down the mostly empty corridors. He even perfected the wheelie.

	The boys had been invited to lunch in the hospital’s cafeteria. At first, Max thought it was an opportunity for everyone to get out of their claustrophobic ward, but he had a sneaking suspicion that this was the BIG meeting.

	"Do you really think they’ll send us home?" Axel asked.

	"Axel, you heard what Taylor said. He wants to boot us out, they hate my idea, they’re sick of us. I was wrong to make you climb on the bus with me."

	"I jumped on the bus because I wanted to. It was the only chance I would get Jess to marry me."

	Max laughed. How could his little bro still have a sense of humour with a broken nose and a bung eye?

	"Well, anyway," said Max. "I’m sorry about all of this."

	"It’s an adventure!" Axel replied. "Remember what Uncle Herby said, that life is only worth living if you’re chasing an adventure?"

	"Well, the adventure is over, and I’m sorry about what happened to you. Do you forgive me?"

	Axel grabbed Max’s shirt. "If you become a world-famous singer can I be in your band?"

	"Ha! That dream is over too! But sure, of course."

	"50% of royalties. Half for you, half for me."

	Max didn’t hesitate. He shook Axel’s hand and said, "You drive a hard bargain little bro!"

	Axel climbed out of his wheelchair and Max found a spot at the table. Pyro and Taylor sat on the other side. An uncomfortable silence followed.

	A few seconds later a phone rang. Pyro stood quickly.

	"Excuse me, everyone," he said. "This’ll be the police. Again. They’re on my case about what Jed saw exactly, regarding the license plate and make of car."

	"Wait!" Taylor replied, holding Pyro back with his good arm. "What have you told them about those phone calls?"

	"Nothing. Yet," he said, and excused himself. 

	As he walked off, Taylor figured out what was happening.

	He peered over and looked for Pyro. He’d disappeared. Max and Axel thumbed through a menu. 

	"Oh, I get it!" Taylor scoffed, and gave a slow clap. "Of course. Well played, Jess, I’ve been set up!"

	Max peered around him, appearing a little dazed. "Who has? What?"

	Taylor watched Pyro move further away to the outside courtyard. "This is obviously Jess’ plan. She wants us to be alone so I can apologize."

	"Huh? What for?" Max asked. 

	Taylor leaned forward, his deep seat blue eyes glowing in the cafeteria’s dull surrounds. "Because...well, I might have said some things in the ward that everyone heard." 

	Max nodded, so did Axel.

	"Look, Max - and Axel - Jess and I had a little talk. You see, she seems to think this idea of yours has some merit. Me? Well, you know how I feel."

	Max shuffled in his seat and folded his arms. "Taylor, I was just trying to help," he said. "Because I don’t want you to have to pay all that money. Uncle Herby always said-"

	"Anyway," said Taylor, slurping the rest of his drink the hospital called coffee. "You do know this stupid idea of yours, because it is a stupid idea, could get us all into a whole lot of trouble? Oh, and by the way, I’m sorry for calling you homeless, but you are...homeless."

	"But I’m not brainless," Max replied. 

	"Yeah, well, anyway, sorry."

	"Hi."

	"What?"

	"It’s Jess!" said Max, pointing over Taylor’s left shoulder, where Jess was being pushed along in a wheelchair. 

	Taylor gave Jess an accusing look and she shrugged her shoulders in return, smiling meekly. 

	"Did you guys have a good catch-up?" she asked. 

	Taylor picked at the cast on his arm. Jess wheeled herself over to her bandmate and gave him a rub on the back. 

	"I feel your frustration, baby," she said. "We’re gonna be outta this dump before you know it. Back on the bus, with your tunes, and your favourite food, Jed at the wheel."

	"Yes, yes, very nice, Jess," Taylor replied. "But you’re not thinking straight. How are we supposed to get out of here without getting noticed? Fans will see us, reporters will see us!"

	"We’ll make sure they don’t," Jess replied. 

	Taylor shook his head. He looked tired, exhausted even. "It’s a public hospital. How do we get out of here? Huh?"

	Max sat up, he had a newfound confidence. "I"ve got a plan for that too!" he said. "You’re gonna love it!"

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 34

	Max stood in front of the bathroom mirror feeling very proud of himself. He had done it, he had convinced Jess and Taylor to run with his idea. He wanted to scream with joy, but for now a long hot shower would have to do. 

	He got ready to sing his lungs out, but before he did, he inspected his underarms. OMG! He counted 15 hairs under his right arm and 19 under his left. Wait, was that the beginnings of a moustache? Things were truly looking up!

	Afterwards, Max waltzed out into the ward and found a doctor standing at the end of Taylor’s bed. He was a round man with round arms and little round glasses. He had a red puffy face, so red and so puffy that the act of speaking seemed to tire him out. For every few words he took a breath, it was as if he were trying to talk while carrying a sheep up a hill. 

	In short, this man was not a picture of health. In fact, he looked so unhealthy he should have been in bed instead of his patients. The doctor did, however, have some very good news. "You’re both discharged," he said, scribbling notes on his clipboard. 

	Taylor struggled to sit up, but finally found a comfortable position. "We...really?"

	"Yes, Sir!" replied the doctor. "We can finally use those beds for someone who needs them. Just kidding. How did you hurt your arm anyway?"

	Taylor frowned. "I got beaten up if you must know."

	The doctor seemed unperturbed. "You’ll be back to work in no time. Just like normal. What do you do for a living, by the way?"

	"We’re in a b-"

	Jess flung her arm onto Taylor’s bed. "We run a...cake shop."

	The doctor looked up from his notes. Sweat dripped down his cheeks as he studied Max’s face. "A cake shop, you say? By the looks, it sounds like a violent business. Burglary gone wrong was it? All that sugar I suppose, people get all worked up and want to start fights. Is that what happened?"

	"It’s actually none of your business," Taylor said, noticing his voice echoing around the small ward. "Anyway, what happened to privacy? Huh? Don’t your superiors tell you to ask too many-"

	"Ahem," Jess interrupted. "My business partner here is just a little fragile at the moment."

	"I can tell," said the doctor, tapping Taylor’s legs as if he was a newborn kitten. "He seems a little testy, might need a little sleep when he gets home. What sort of food do you sell?"

	"Food?" Jess asked. 

	"In your cake shop?" said the doctor. 

	"What sort of food do you think we sell in our cake shop?" Taylor asked. 

	"I like cakes," said the doctor. 

	"I can tell," said Taylor. 

	"Is that a reference to my weight?" the doctor asked. "Because if it is, let me tell you I run three miles every morning, I eat a bigger breakfast than dinner, I own a sweat exercise vest, I even subscribe to the ""one item diet,"" whereby if you eat just one item for a specified period of time, you will lose weight. You will! Most common foods in this diet include cabbage soup, watermelon and fruit juice-"

	"Okay, okay!" said Taylor. "Pyro, Max, Axel, someone, anyone, get me out of here."

	"I can see I’m no longer needed, or wanted," said the doctor and passed a raft of papers to Jess. "These are your discharge papers. Show the nurse before you leave. Goodbye."

	"Goodbye, and thank you," Jess said. 

	The doctor waddled through the door like a duck. After the door swished shut Taylor turned to Jess, giggling. "A cake shop? Really?"

	"It was the first job I thought of."

	Pyro jumped up from his seat and took the papers from Jess’ bed. "Let’s get these bags packed and get the heck outta here."

	 

	Less than an hour later, Jess and Taylor were fully clothed and everyone sat ready as if waiting for a train. Soon there was a knock at the door. Pyro jumped to attention and met a man in a nurse’s uniform. 

	"Where is Mr. Max?" the man asked. "I am here to see Mr. Max!" The man had a bald head and two front gold teeth and smiled even when he wasn’t talking. The sort of person you liked immediately. 

	"Max?" Taylor replied. "Why do you need to see Max?"

	Suddenly Max appeared from behind a curtain and shook the man’s hand as if they had both been pals for years. "Hey, everyone, this is Stevie!" Max beamed. "He will be our orderly, which means, well, he’s not a nurse or a doctor, his job is to take patients from wards and then he...he...-"

	"Max, we know what an orderly does," said Taylor. "The problem is privacy."

	"I know," said Max. "That’s why I hired my pal Stevie, because we’ve got a plan, don’t we, Stevie?"

	Stevie nodded enthusiastically. By now Axel had joined Max and stood behind him peering at the newly introduced man. Stevie was already into his work, unhooking machines and unlocking the wheels on Jess and Taylor’s beds.

	"I admire your initiative, Max," said Taylor. "And I know this is possibly part of your big idea? But we don’t need Stevie. Pyro is organising something, so we can sneak out via the back door of the hospital. That way no one will see us, including the media."

	Max moved the suitcases to the door. "No need for Pyro to do that. Stevie has a big smile, as you can see, but he never opens his mouth when he shouldn’t. He is a big fan of Californian Ghouls, especially you, Jess." She blushed. "He is going to get us all out of here, and I told him if he tells anyone about today, anybody, especially fans or parasites."

	"Parasites?" Pyro asked. 

	"Journalists!" Max replied. "I said to Stevie if he says anything, Pyro would kick him in the butt!"

	On cue Pyro cracked his knuckles. 

	Stevie seemed to shrink instantly. 

	"I am a big fan," said Stevie, very quietly, sidling up to Jess. "But for today, I will reserve my excitement and ensure that you and Taylor exit this hospital with minimal fuss."

	"Let me guess," said Jess. "Cowboy hats? Sunglasses?"

	"Oh, no, ma’am," said Stevie, his eyes sparkling. "Nothing so crass." He unfolded two extra-large crisp white sheets. "I have another method of exiting celebrities from hospitals, and I have a 100% success rate." 

	Then, without asking, he pushed both Taylor and Jess down into the lying position. He made sure there was nothing on their beds, before covering each of them with a white sheet. The sheet covered both from head to toe. Both Taylor and Jess flipped the sheet off of their faces at the same time.

	"What are you doing!" Taylor asked.

	"I need to cover you," replied Stevie. 

	"Why?" It was Jess.

	"Why?" It was Taylor. 

	"You don’t have to treat us like we’re dead!"

	"That’s exactly what we require," Stevie giggled. "I am taking you to the morgue."

	"THE WHAT?" Taylor cried.

	"We take you to your tour bus via the morgue. No one will suspect a thing. It will look like we are taking two dead bodies to the crematorium."

	"What’s a crematorium?" Axel asked.

	Jess threw the bed sheet onto the floor and sat upright. She glared at Max. "You want us to pretend to be dead just so people don’t see us?"

	"Yes!" Max replied.

	"A little extreme, don’t you think? A little insane? Gory?"

	"Just like California Ghouls!" Stevie exclaimed. "Maybe you can write a song about it one day? You could call it ‘The Day I Died’!"

	"Let me get this straight," said Jess. "You’re going to roll two live bodies through the corridors of a hospital, past reception, past patients, past visitors, and we have to pretend we’re dead?"

	Stevie nodded enthusiastically. 

	"What if I sneeze?" Taylor asked.

	"Don’t," said Stevie.

	"What if I fart?"

	Stevie moved in closer, his face eerily close to that of Taylor’s. "That is completely a-okay Mr. Taylor, because dead bodies, they fart all the time. Gas continues to move through your body after you die."

	Taylor rolled his eyes. "What the heck," he groaned. "Let’s just get this over with."

	 

	Max and Stevie rolled two beds along the corridor of the 7th floor. So far, so good. Both Jess and Taylor behaved themselves, though it can’t have been comfortable lying beneath those suffocating sheets. Past reception they went, into the elevator, down to the crowded first floor, past visitors and patients, and eventually past the incredible smells of freshly baked bread.

	"I can smell sandwiches," Jess muttered.

	"Quiet, Jess!" said Taylor. "You can’t talk, you’re dead, remember?"

	"You can talk!" giggled Jess. "Meatball and cheese, my fav."

	"Shh!" Taylor replied. "Although, now that you mention it, I’m dead hungry." 

	"Dying for one of those sandwiches, right?"

	Max’s plan had worked. Two live bodies pretending to be dead and no one suspected a thing. Soon everyone entered the services lift, the one reserved for medical staff, and arrived at the entry to the morgue.

	Max shivered, wondering what lay behind those doors, what things he might see. How many people were in there? How did they die? But he was very glad when Stevie and his orderly friend continued through to the car park instead of going through the automatic doors where dead bodies lay.

	"Come on, Mr. Max!" It was Stevie, who was pushing Jess through the parking lot. The only other people about was an old man pushing his wife in a wheelchair towards a parked car. 

	Soon they saw the newly refurbished tour bus. 

	"Success!" Max whispered to himself. "No fans, no journalists."

	Jed hopped down the stairs of the bus and into the arms of Jess. She hugged him hard and long. She was crying, so was Jed. 

	"Okay, let’s load these dead bodies into the bus, shall we?" Stevie said. 

	"Can’t wait," replied Jess and took her white sheet off and sat up. "Dying for a drink."

	"You do look very well for someone who died," said Stevie.

	"Zombie genes," she smiled. "Thank you, Stevie. That was a superb job. 100% success rate untainted."

	Stevie stood beside the bed, lingering. He appeared anxious, with the air of someone who wanted to ask something, but couldn’t. "Stevie, you can leave now," said Jess. "We’re all good."

	 "Ah, yeah, um, look, this is very unprofessional," smiled Stevie. "But could you sign this?"

	Jess took the CD case and pen and propped herself up on one crutch. "Of course," and she signed it... 

	 

	Dear Stevie, 

	Treat every day as if it were your last, one day you will be right. 

	Dead Jess.

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 35

	Once Jess and Taylor found the top step, Jed sat at the table in the lounge. With his arm in a sling, he didn’t look like the carefree Jed of old, yet he still put on a brave face. 

	Taylor was placed onto his favourite corner of the couch. "Ah, home," he smiled.

	"Is it ever good to see you guys again?" he said. "You okay?"

	"Box of fluffy ducks, Jed, just glad to be out of that godforsaken hospital."

	Jed had a concerned look on his face. "I got news about the bus."

	"Well, by the looks of it you did a great job, it looks brand new."

	"It’s about the cost," said Jed, flipping a credit card onto the table. "I tried to use this to pay for repairs, but it bounced, there ain’t no money in the band account."

	Jess leaned forward, her brow furrowed.

	"You paid for it yourself?" Her outrage was very clear.

	"Sure, I had some money left over from my house sale, it will see us through for a bit."

	Jess appeared dejected, she couldn’t seem to find the words, so sat on the leather sofa.

	"There’s something else I found."

	"I don’t think I wanna know, Jed," said Taylor. 

	"The safe, in the cupboard, was cracked open and empty. It must have been the thieves."

	Taylor sighed. "That will be the anonymous phone calls we had in the hospital. They’re after Fish. Dammit! Getting ripped off by your manager. Such a cliché. Feel so stupid."

	Taylor got up on his crutches and hobbled past the kitchen and opened the cupboard by the bathrooms. As Jed said, the safe was wide open, smashed to smithereens. 

	"Pyro, do you think they’ll come back, the thieves?"

	"You heard what they said. They’re expecting a quarter of a million dollars."

	"Are the doors locked?" Jess asked. 

	"I had them all fixed checked," said Jed. "Double locks, safe as houses. No go and have a sleep in your own bed. I’ll make some calls, let’s talk in the morning."

	 

	As the bus rolled along the freeway Pyro lay on his bed watching the evening news on his phone. He noticed a shadow appear, soon Max stood at his door. 

	"Can I help you?" he asked. 

	"Pyro, I saw Mr. Fish taking something from the cupboard that night, in a bag. He left with it."

	"I know you did, kid," Pyro replied. 

	"Well? I should have said something. I could have stopped him, then none of this would have happened. Axel wouldn’t be hurt, or Jess or Taylor."

	Pyro grinned. "How were you supposed to know such a grisly criminal was stealing every single cent this band ever made?"

	"Do you really think Fish hid all that money on this bus? Isn’t that kind of stupid?"

	"It’s as safe as anywhere, we’re guarding it after all."

	Max said, "Do you think he will give any money back?"

	"Look, kid, it’s really none of your business, but no, of course he won’t. After all, it’s an expensive business looking after such a spoiled kid."

	Max squinted his eyes. "Huh? What kid?"

	"Fish’s kid. Caleb."

	It took Max a moment or two before it clicked. 

	Caleb? 

	Rock Boy? 

	Fish?

	Caleb’s dad? 

	Fish’s son?

	WHAAAAAAAAAAAAT!"

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 36

	It was 6a.m. Jess was already up. Even with her limited ability to move, she managed to clean the kitchen and make enough scrambled eggs for everyone. 

	As she cooked, the thumping sounds of Taylor’s "Goody Goody Road Trip" playlist echoed throughout the bus.

	 Soon there was a crowd in the kitchen and none of them looked happy. "Oh!" said Jess, handing everyone a plate of delicious food. "Did I wake you guys?"

	Taylor wiped his sleepy eyes. "Hate cooked tomatoes."

	Max was not thinking about tomatoes, nor was Axel. Both had spent most of the night speaking about the unbelievable. 

	How could Max have been so unbelievably stupid? Of course, Caleb was Fish’s son! He was at every show! In the front row! A VIP! He got everything he ever wanted because his dad was a criminal and stole money for a living! Fish paid for the black BMW 4x4, and the tent, and his expensive clothes and guitar! 

	But one thing Fish couldn’t buy was talent, and as Max sat at the table with California Ghouls a fire burned inside him. His outlandish idea had become the most important thing in the world. This, he decided, was his moment. He was going to do it for Axel, and Jess and Taylor. 

	Nothing on earth could stop him. 

	As Jed poured drinks for everyone Pyro shovelled eggs into his mouth. She found her seat and sat up straight, as if being told by a teacher to do so. "Alright," she announced. "I’m not dumb. I’ve heard the murmurs on the bus about the idea, and I must admit they have surprised me."

	"What idea?" Axel asked. 

	"Doofus!" Max said, kicking his brother under the table. "She’s talking about my idea."

	"Oh, that? I like your idea, it’s sick!" he said. 

	"And I still don’t," said Taylor.

	"Which is why we’re going to vote," said Jess. 

	"Really?" Taylor replied. "Now?"

	"Helllooooooo?" Jess said, waving her hand in front of Taylor’s morning face. "LOW is on in less than a week, so yes, we do need to talk about this now."

	"Love you like a sister, Jess," Taylor offered. "But this is the worst idea in the world. We’re setting ourselves up for failure. Big time."

	Jess poured herself more tea. "Okay, Taylor, but not everyone thinks like you. This is a democracy. So, if you don’t mind, we’re going to ask everyone at the table."

	"Dumb, dumb, dumb," said Taylor. "Can I go back to bed?"

	"After the vote. Please, Taylor," replied Jess. 

	Pyro scraped his plate, licking his lips. "Come on then," he said. "Let’s get it over with."

	Jess pulled out her notepad. "Okay," she said. "Who doesn’t think we should run with Max’s idea?"

	Two hands shot up, Pyro’s and Taylor’s. Max gulped. Up until now Jed hadn’t said a word. He sat there digesting every word, being as considerate as ever. 

	"So that’s...two," said Jess. "Last chance. Does anyone else think we shouldn’t run with Max’s cool idea?"

	Taylor seemed to wake in an instant, his lumbering body jerking about as if he’d suddenly been given an electric shock. He turned to Pyro, then to Jed. "Oh, come on!" he said. "You’re a smart guy. If this falls over, you won’t even have a job. Did you hear what I said, Jed?"

	Jed didn’t move or speak. 

	Taylor continued. "Jed! You’ll be unemployed."

	Jed remained silent. He picked at his nails, refusing to look up. He chose instead to look down at his plate, the food untouched. He finally said, "I um..."

	Taylor slammed the table, spilling orange juice from filled glasses onto the tablecloth. "You really want to ruin the band? Is that what you want?"

	Jed didn’t say a word. 

	"Jed, listen to me!" said Taylor. "If you join Pyro and I, it’ll be a draw, things will stay the way they are."

	"That’s a little presumptuous," said Jess, smiling. "The rest of us haven’t even voted yet."

	Taylor ignored Jess, turning his attention back to Jed. "Put your hand up!"

	For as long as Taylor and Jess had known Jed he’d always been his own man. He made his own decisions and never did anything he didn’t want to do. In a clear, strong voice he said, "I’m up for it."

	"Up for what?" Taylor asked. 

	"Up for...giving these two young lads a shot."

	"YOU ARE KIDDING!" 

	"So, there we have it," Jess announced. "Democratic decision. Here’s what’s going to happen. Due to our injuries, Taylor and I won’t be able to perform at LOW, so the Stripe Brothers will wear our costumes and disguise themselves as us. They’ll play four songs, at the end of which they’ll sneak backstage and Taylor and I, wearing the same costumes, will take our masks off and the audience will assume it was us playing all along! Genius! We’ll all make a tidy sum of money, of which Fish won’t get a cent!"

	And she nudged Max, who smiled. 

	"Well, that’s just great," said Taylor, standing to leave. "I need more sleep. When I wake up, I’ll google a new career." 

	Max watched as Taylor shuffled to his room, shaking his head all the way. Jed excused himself next, lightly nudging the boys to do the same. 

	But Jess pulled Max back. Now it was just Jess, Pyro and the boys. Jess studied Pyro who was playing "Words With Friends" on his phone. 

	"Pyro?" she asked. "Did I do the right thing?"

	Pyro tapped away, not committing to an answer. Jess continued. "That voting thing was a mistake, wasn’t it?"

	"It’s your life, Jessica," replied Pyro. 

	"Jessica, JESSICA? Ah, man, this is serious. Look, Taylor’s already stormed off, I feel like I forced Jed, and these guys?" She pointed to Max and Axel. "Oh my god, they’re so young. Please, Pyro, have I screwed up?"

	He finally spoke. "Democratic decision, seems fair."

	Jess studied Pyro’s concentrated look. "Are you mad at me?"

	"I’m a gun for hire," Pyro replied. "I go where you guys want to go, good or bad, right or wrong."

	It was Max’s turn to speak. Still seething from the news about Fish and Rock Boy, he felt compelled to say something. 

	"Jess," he said. "The world is full of dumb idiots who never make a decision, they end up like a sick horse waiting to be shot. So, congratulations, you made a decision and we’re going to make LOW the best night ever, we won’t let you down. We promise!"

	"What’s another word for mistake, five letters, starts with E?" Pyro asked.

	"Huh? What?" exclaimed Max. "Five letters...another word for mistake? Um...error!"

	And the word itself hung in the air like the waft of a gas station bathroom. Because maybe Maximum Stripe was making the ultimate error himself. Was his hot shot idea going to ruin his favorite band - for good? 

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 37

	As Taylor scoured a new playlist on his phone, Jess offered the boys a seat at the kitchen table and opened her laptop. She started speaking and Taylor put his headphones on. 

	"Right, the plan for LOW," she said. "First up - songs. Unlike our normal show, we only have 25 minutes onstage. That’s probably enough time for four songs, five max, with ‘Sleepwalker’ as encore. As you know, some of our songs are tough to sing, so who out of you two is going to sing falsetto?"

	"Axel!" said Max. "His balls haven’t dropped yet."

	"Shut up!" Axel replied, almost sinking beneath the table. 

	Jess continued. "I’ve also checked with our costume department and they’ve moderated our gowns ever so slightly in size. They should fit you just fine. But we also have another issue. Max, how tall are you?"

	"Dunno," Max replied. 

	"What about you Axel?"

	"Dunno, neither. Wait, so who am I again?" Axel asked. 

	"Who are you?" Jess said. "What do you mean, who are you?"

	"Who am I going to be when Max and I are on stage?"

	"Well, you’re going to me," said Jess. "Because you play drums, remember?"

	"And...Max is Taylor?"

	"Yes," smiled Jess, unable to figure out whether Axel was joking. "Anyway, there’s a teeny-tiny issue."

	"I know what it is," Max interrupted. "We’re not as tall as you!"

	"Correct, you’re not as tall as us."

	"Because they’re kids, who should be in school!" Taylor said.

	Jess ignored her band mate. "I have a solution, now it might not be conventional, but this is not a typical situation." Jess rummaged inside a paper bag by her feet and pulled out two pairs of high-heeled shoes, one white, one red. 

	"Ta-daaa!"

	"What the heck are those?" Axel yelped. 

	"Your new shoes," Jess replied, lining the two pair neatly beside each other. 

	"I am NOT wearing high heels!" Axel said, pushing them away. 

	"Well, you’re gonna have to," Jess added, giggling. 

	"Why?"

	"Because we need to be the same height as Taylor and Jess, doofus!" Max added.

	"But... I’m behind the drums. I’ll be sitting."

	"Yes," said Jess. "But you’ve been to enough of our shows to notice I’m not always behind the drums. Sometimes I stand, sometimes I join Taylor on mic number one, sometimes I dance."

	Axel picked up a shoe and inspected it. It was as if he were holding something which had been dredged up from the ocean floor. "How do you even stand in these? What if I trip over?"

	"Practice," Jess replied. "Just like anyone who wears heels."

	Axel looked unconvinced. 

	"Look," Jess continued. "You’ll both do just fine, you might even enjoy wearing them."

	Taylor stood up to leave. "This is going to be a disaster." 

	"Taylor, please," Jess replied, in a pleading tone. "You’re really not helping."

	"Really? Not helping? Jess, come on, how are these two going to pull it off, huh? Our fans know us inside out. They know every single move, every single one of our mannerisms."

	"So do we!" Max replied. 

	"So do we what?" Taylor said.

	Max said, "We know everything you do onstage."

	Taylor scoffed. "How the heck would you know?"

	"Because we copy you all the time when we sing on the street!" Max replied. 

	"Flattering," replied Taylor. "So, what do I do then, exactly? How do you be me?"

	"Easy!" Max said and stood. "You don’t say anything to the crowd until you’ve finished singing the third song. You throw three plectrums into the crowd after ‘Goody Goody Graveyard.’ You always say, ‘Are you with me! Who’s with me!’ You don’t dance at all during ‘Skeleton Shake,’ because the lead guitar bit is so hard to play and you don’t like playing it in B flat. And if the show is going really well you let the crowd sing the second chorus to ‘Sleepwalker’ instead of waiting till the very end of the song."

	"And you never drink chocolate milk before a show!" Axel added, grinning like a goof. 

	"Because it gets stuck in your throat," said Max. 

	"You drink tea now!"

	"Lemon tea."

	"Soooooothes the throat," said Axel. 

	"You said that in an interview with ‘Rolling Stone’ magazine."

	"Last May."

	"Spring issue."

	Taylor turned to Jess, who raised one eyebrow and smirked. "Oh, brother," muttered Taylor, and he walked head down towards the bathroom. 

	"Ah, ah, before you go, mister," said Pyro. "I’ve done some numbers. Things have changed budget wise. There will be no chopper, no 5-star accommodation, and we’ll be driving."

	"My worst nightmare."

	"You and me both," said Pyro. "You can thank your contract for that."

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 38

	Jed hadn’t lost his knack for finding the fastest route, so just short of reaching Los Angeles Pyro had enough time to book a small theatre. Reagan and his roadies set up Jess’ drums, an electric guitar and two microphones. The costume department clothed the boys in their newly fitted ghoulish outfits and made sure they’d be quick enough to swap outfits, something Jess and Taylor had become masters at.

	When rehearsals began, Jess and Taylor watched from the front row. The boys stood on stage in their high heels, resembling two baby giraffes learning to walk. 

	"Do we really have to wear these?" Max asked.

	Jess read aloud from her phone. "Of course," she replied, "unless you can grow a few inches by Sunday. What you need to do is to stay standing. Take small, slow steps, don’t bend your knees. Aim to walk as normally as possible."

	"Normally?" Max said. 

	Jess didn’t look up. "Put your shoulders back and down. Keep your arms relaxed at your sides."

	Taylor laughed. "While playing one of the most difficult guitar riffs ever written?"

	"Ooh, here’s an excellent piece of advice," Jess said. "A good place to practice after you’ve gotten the hang of it in your house is to wear your heels to the supermarket." She faced Taylor. "Say, do you need anything?"

	"I do, actually," Taylor replied. "We’re short of orange juice, tacos, and chocolate. Dark chocolate."

	Jess pulled an earphone out of Pyro’s ear. "Fancy a walk to the supermarket?"

	"Huh?" Pyro replied, eyes closed. 

	"Could you please grab a few things from the supermarket?"

	"Of course," replied Pyro. 

	"Great," she said, and pointed at Max. "Take these two with you. They can carry your bags."

	Max was horrified. "What? It’s...everyone will see us!"

	"You wanna be on stage, you’re going to have to get used to stepping outside of your comfort zone."

	"Take a phone, Pyro," said Taylor. "I want pics."

	Max felt Axel leaning on him so as not to trip, before attempting to scramble to the safety of his drums. He made it, but only just, falling onto the seat, knocking the cymbal, causing a clanging echo.   

	"Once you’ve mastered those heels," said Jess. "You can focus purely on playing the songs, which we know you can do."

	Taylor was juggling his football now, not even looking at the boys. "Just make sure the audience doesn’t figure out that they’ve been tricked and that Jess and I have been replaced by two homeless bums."

	This time Max grinned, including Jess.  

	"Let’s just practice the songs you’re going to sing, and then we’ll help you with your microphone technique. You’ve both used a mic, right?" 

	Both boys shook their heads. 

	"Oh," Jess replied. "But you have played on a stage before?"

	"Only on the street!" said Max.

	"To...how many people?"

	"Heaps."

	"How many?"

	Max shrugged. "Lots."

	"50,000?" Taylor asked, sarcasm in his voice. 

	Max shook his head and began strumming a little louder than normal. He knew where this was heading. 

	He wasn’t ready and he knew it. 

	Jess began to unscrew the microphone, attempting to smile at Max. The room was silent. 

	"Ooh, I can do backflips," said Axel. "At the end of ‘Sleepwalker’ am I allowed to do a b-"

	"Absolutely not," Jess replied, glaring at his footwear. "Not in those you can’t."

	Max stepped in front of Axel. "Jess, he’s actually really killer at doing backflips."

	"No!"

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 39

	One by one the fans arrived at the largest, most televised outdoor music event on earth. With one million tickets sold, the organisers of LOW were expecting big things. 

	Max had good reason to worry. He and Axel were sharing the stage with Panic at the Disco, Twenty One Pilots, Billie Eilish, Blood Orange and Khalid. Each band demanded a lavish green room with all of the trimmings. They would also be paid huge sums of money to play their hits to adoring fans. 

	LOW was the most important gig of the decade. 

	Meanwhile, Jess and Taylor’s tour bus sat in the choked highways of Los Angeles. Two hours later the bus crept its way along the winding roads to Bradley, California.

	Within minutes of arriving, thousands of fans left their tents behind and sprinted to the bus as if it was filled with free ice cream. Of course, they had no idea which band sat inside, they didn’t care. 

	"Thank goodness for mirrored glass," said Jess.

	"Don’t open the window," Pyro said from the couch.

	"Just a little," said Jess, and did so just enough for fans to see her face, but not her leg. As hands slapped the windows, she took t-shirts and other merch through a tiny gap and signed autographs. 

	"That’s enough," Taylor yelled, completely out of view. 

	Max could see that Jed was getting anxious. The bus rolled through the fields of the festival, alongside beer gardens, Ferris wheels and moving art installations. People lined up for porta potties and showers. Everybody seemed to be dressed up, as astronauts, cowboys and even umpa-lumpas.  

	"Well, that was easily the most awkward phone call of my career." It was Pyro, who circled the kitchen table as if he had rocks in his pants. "The organizer demanded to know what time we wanted to do a sound check. Which," he said, pointing at Max and Axel, "might be a little difficult."

	"Just get Reagan and the roadies to do it," Jess replied. "It’s nothing out of the ordinary. Roadies do sound checks all the time, the boys don’t need to be there."

	"Organisers were hoping to get some publicity shots of you and Taylor warming up."

	"Which clearly won’t be happening," said Jess.

	"I’d like to ask something," said Pyro. "These boys are gonna walk on stage and start singing? Straight away? To 100,000 people?"

	"They’ve practiced," said Jess. 

	"Not on this stage they haven’t."

	"We’ll be cool, Mr Pyro," said Max, as nerves spread through his body like some sort of virus. 

	Pyro opened a can of soda, the sound of which only added to the nerves in the room. "Well," he said. "In the next 24 hours, we’ll separate the mice from the men."

	 

	It was 58 minutes until show time. Max watched TV in the green room. He still felt ill. The screen was filled with a live-feed of the festival, where he saw a huge range of rock bands, indie bands, electronica and hip-hop. 

	There were small stages packed with up-and-coming artists, alongside some of the biggest names in the business. The big bands dominated the main stage. It was the most prestigious place to play at LOW. 

	It was also the very spot he would be walking onto in less than one hour, in front of hundreds of thousands of fans, fans who had paid to see not them, but Jess and Taylor. 

	What have I done, Max wondered. 

	What have I done?

	He felt a sudden uncontrollable rush of terror, his body riddled with dread and doubt. He stole a glance at his hands. They were shaking. He desperately needed the bathroom, so he used the bathroom. He needed the bathroom again, so he used it again. And again, and one more time for luck. He began to wonder how many times could one boy go to the bathroom? Many more than Maximus Stripe thought possible! 

	Soon he felt as if there was nothing left inside him. His belly was as empty as his bladder. 

	How did rock stars do it? How did they get rid of the panic, the ache in their gut, the breathlessness? Coffee probably, or cigarettes, or beer. 

	Definitely not chocolate milk. 

	"This chocolate milk is so good," said Axel, playing a video game on who-knew-who’s device.

	"Axel! You, doofus, put that away!" 

	"Put what away?" And he skulled the rest of his glass. 

	"The chocolate milk, remember, you won’t be able to sing!"

	"You’re boring!" Axel hissed. 

	"You suck!"

	"Yeah, well, you’re a doofus."

	"You’re nervous," said Max. "You’re scared you’re going to forget your lines. Or screw up the falsetto! Cos you’re stoopid! You’re going to stuff up in front of all those people. You’re crying!"

	"No I’m not crying."

	"You are, you’re crying, little bubba!"

	"No?" Axel said. 

	"Yes!"

	"ARRRRRRRRGH!"

	A fight? Really? At a time like this? It all started out innocently enough, like any scuffle between two siblings. A few harmless slaps, became larger whacks, became flying fists. 

	But this fight was different, it turned nasty. The blows were harder, more ferocious, mean. 

	Soon Max tasted blood. When did Axel learn to hit so hard, so accurately? Max karate kicked Axel where it hurt most, and when he recovered, he retaliated by biffing Max in the nose, and dragged him onto the floor by his hair. 

	Jess watched from the couch, horrified, helpless. By the time Taylor arrived, Max had Axel in a headlock so tight and so fierce his little brother could barely breathe. With his one spare hand Taylor pulled Max away and yelled, "Save your energy for your stage, will ya!" he yelled.

	By the time Max got up he forgot all about being nervous. 

	 

	A large tumbler of Dr Pepper with ice solves everything. Testosterone had left the room, Max sat opposite Axel on the couch, steely-eyed and high-charged. Two worn down boxers in a ring, sipping from their glass, sitting in silence. 

	Taylor arrived with a cold beer and sat in the middle of the fire. "So," he sighed. "Have we got everything? Cool with costume changes? The reveal? The heels?"

	Max nodded. 

	"Just do me a favor. Don’t speak, just sing. Leave the speaking to us."

	Max nodded again. Taylor stood slowly and fist-bumped the boys, winking as he spoke. "Kill it out there. Don’t screw up every single thing I’ve ever worked for. See you on the other side."

	Seat still warm, Jess took Taylor’s place. "Come in close, you two goobers." Both did as they were told. "What was all that about anyway?"

	"What was what about?" Max asked.

	"That stupid fight," said Jess.

	"Oh, that...dunno," said Max.

	"Dunno," slurped Ax.

	Jess shook her head and closed her eyes. She looked only at the floor, and finally said, "Please make this work, guys. Please, please, please make this work. Taylor would never forgive me."

	Max put on his high heels, Axel followed. From the corner of the room Pyro’s phone pinged. He glanced at it, then at each of the boys. 

	"It’s time."

	 

	Max and Axel followed Taylor down a long corridor, past security guards, and other green rooms belonging to other bands. The boys were fully clothed in their ghoulish outfits, their long capes flowing to the ground and covering their high-heeled shoes. Max could now walk without falling, a great start. 

	The air smelt of sweet incense, sugary pop and an overly enthusiastic smoke machine. Soon it was hard to hear any conversation at all as the crowd warmed up for the final act.

	Pyro and the boys rose up the stairs towards the stage.  Max felt a roadie hook up a wire to his belt and did the same for Axel. The wire meant the boys could sing from a microphone anywhere on stage without having to use a long, awkward lead. 

	Suddenly three sweaty band members stumbled past, including a very handsome man with perfect hair.

	"That was...that was Brendon Urie! From Panic at the Disco!"

	A huge hand landed on Max’s shoulder, as heavy as a sandbag. "Keep your eyes on the prize," Pyro said. "No time to be star struck. Out there," he pointed to the stage. "It’s going to be you they’re screaming about."

	But Max was right, it was Brendon Urie, and he’d just completed a mega set, a show so incredible that the crowd were whipped into a frenzy. Not one person was sitting. The critics would call the set a master class in rock, a stunning, breathtaking, flawless, powerful, jubilant performance. 

	Now that Brendon had skipped down the stairs, Max could think again. From behind the curtain, he heard the MC say, "WHOA! Panic at the Disco! Now that was a career-defining moment. Rock music might have peaked right there."

	Max’s felt his muscles tense. He was scared beyond anything he knew. He turned to Axel. 

	"Hey, how does my moustache look?"

	"You don’t have one," replied Axel. "Just bum fluff."

	"Doofus," Max mumbled, massaging his top lip, disappointed that Axel hadn’t seen what he did in the hospital mirror. "Come on, put your mask on."

	The MC continued. "Before we introduce our headline act don’t forget that this event is being streamed LIVE around the globe! Right now, two billion people are watching! Please look at the cameras and wave to our viewers in Iceland, South Africa, England, Dubai and New Zealand! Selfie!"

	Max turned to face his brother, but a skeleton mask, just like his own, hid Axel’s fear. Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe that’s why Jess and Taylor wore costumes in the first place? Max nodded at Axel, who nodded back, adding, "What do you think? Should I do one?"

	"Do a what?" Max replied. 

	"A backflip!”

	"NO!"

	"A little one?"

	"You do a backflip and I’ll kill you!"

	There was the hand again. "That was the producer," said Pyro, putting his phone in his pocket. "He’s about to introduce you. When you hear the applause, you walk out. Make ‘em say boo. Go get ‘em."

	Pyro pushed Max forward and he barely kept his balance. There was no turning back now. And to think just a few weeks ago he and Axel were freezing their toes off in their hut beneath the bridge. 

	The MC burst into life, screaming into the mic. "Say boo for your favs! It’s California Ghouls."

	The curtain parted and a long wooden stage lay ahead. Max waved at the crowd, wobbling to the front of the stage like a drunken llama. Axel found his drumsticks and sat down. Luckily for him a large "California Ghouls" sign hid his legs so he could pull his costume up to his knees and take his heels off. 

	Max wasn’t so lucky. When he found the mic at the front of the stage, he was milliseconds away from saying, "HOW YA DOING!" but remembered to shut up. Suddenly a guitar lead was thrust around his shoulder, and Reagan the roadie plugged it into a nearby amp. 

	The crowd were going bananas, chanting, screaming, laughing, and whistling. So, this is what one hundred thousand people looked like. Max switched his guitar on and the feedback see-sawed in the evening air. Then it was quiet. He stared at the floor, then at his guitar as if it was some foreign object, like something he’d never set eyes on. 

	How do you play this thing, he wondered. 

	His mind felt like an empty blackboard. 

	He forgot the words to the first verse of the first song.

	Max looked at his left arm holding the neck of the guitar. It wasn’t even connected to his body. The guitar neck appeared to be floating away, it was out of reach altogether. It was only then he realized that no one else was going to do this for him. He, and only he, could hit that first chord.

	Rock whatcha got. 

	What a forgiving crowd, how long had he been standing there? Max’s fingers shook. Again, he looked at the fretboard, then back at the crowd.

	It’s your time to shine.  

	Max panicked - and played! As soon as the opening strains of the "Goody Goody Graveyard" began, everything disappeared. Max felt as if he was playing for Jess and Taylor on the bus. 

	Max’s fingers danced along the fretboard and his voice serenaded his riffs. But he didn’t dare dance. He made sure those heels were planted to the spot like an old oak tree. 

	He was enjoying himself now, Axel was too. That boy didn’t miss a beat and his harmonies were as fine as anything Jess had done. The good vibes continued into "Skeleton Shake" and "A Ghoul Ate Grandma." 

	Mid-chorus Max glanced up at beautiful, suntanned girls, dressed in bright bikinis. The sweet smell of coconut suntan lotion floated over him. Halfway through the set, Max even allowed himself the luxury of taking a peek at the crowd. They were bouncing up and down to the music. 

	The Stripe brothers were conductors! They controlled a sea of fans! 

	"It’s one of the best feelings you'll ever experience, Jess.” 

	As the sun set, the boos arrived. Fans switched their phones to flashlight mode and thousands of glittering lights resembled a clear night sky. 

	But Max was worried now. The stage was slippery, covered with beer and Coke and juice. "Rat in Ma Bed" sucked, it was easily the most poorly performed song in the set. Max was flat and Axel was out of time, which wouldn’t have been so bad if the icing on the cake was still to come. "Sleepwalker" was an extremely difficult song to sing and play. 

	Max tensed up once more. 

	Don’t screw up every single thing I’ve ever worked for.

	Much like "Rat in Ma Bed," "Sleepwalker" was nothing like the recording, or anything like it sounded when Jess and Taylor played. At 11 minutes long, it was a monster, demanding so much from its performers. Max and Ax made it through, but only just. As the last chord rang out, the heel of Max’s left shoe went for a slide on a leaking sunscreen bottle that had been thrown onto the stage. In a miracle move, he kept his balance. He then waved at the crowd, and in the deepest speaking voice possible, yelled "BOOOOO!"

	He turned to Axel, who was moving away from his drums and directly towards the curtain. Max’s feet were sweaty and sore. He could feel blisters developing. He hobbled towards Axel, and the brothers fell through the curtain and into the backstage area. They wasted no time freeing themselves of their masks and cumbersome costumes. 

	Oh, the relief!

	Waiting on the other side were Jess and Taylor, on a small square stage surrounded by a large banner with their band name which came right up to their waists. Jess leaned on a ladder covered in Styrofoam for comfort, and a large black blanket for design.  

	"Outta the way, legends!" Taylor yelled. "We got our goodbyes to do."

	A thumbs-up from Jess was all Max needed. He sat up and embraced his little brother. "I ain’t ever wearing heels again," he yelled, forcing them off. "They SUCK!" 

	"Well done, big bro, we did it!" said Axel.

	"YUSS WE DID," replied Max. 

	Both brothers watched on a small TV backstage as Jess and Taylor were wheeled into the limelight. It was time for the reveal. Very slowly and very deliberately, they uncovered their faces and received thunderous applause. 

	"Boo!" Jess screamed. 

	"BOO!" Taylor echoed.

	"BOOOO!" The crowd was delirious. Once the applause died down, Taylor took to the mic. He looked so relaxed and happy.

	"Thanks so much for coming," he smiled. "And a big shout out to the other dope bands here tonight. We did not deserve to headline."

	"There are far better bands than us here!" added Jess. 

	Huge cheers, which died down only once Taylor hovered his hand to do so. "You know, Jess and I have had a pretty rough week. For a while there, we didn’t even know if we could continue the band, but it was you, our fans, who got us through, because we love doing what we do." 

	"We’re all the same and people are people," said Jess. "We do this because music cuts through to the soul. Hey, while we’re here, I’d also like to thank two little guys in our crew. We met these guys in very unusual circumstances. Shall I say how? No, I shouldn’t."

	"No," said Taylor.

	The crowd cheered her on. 

	"No, I can’t, I wouldn’t want to encourage their behavior. It’s against the law. Someone might—"

	"Hell, why not?" said Taylor. "These guys jumped on our tour bus in Detroit after we played a show there. Can you believe that? The door was open, they jumped on our bus and hid in a cupboard."

	"Stowaways!" Jess cried. "Do you wanna meet them?"

	"Max and Axel Stripe!"

	There was the hand again, two actually. Pyro lifted the boys from backstage and moved them towards the curtain. "Time to shine, boys. Take the accolades," he said, winking. 

	"These little guys are destined for great things some day and, well I don’t know about you Jess, but I’d really appreciate it if they’d give me a job when I’m old."

	"Me too!" Jess added.

	Seconds later the boys were back, standing side by side, grinning like two boys who’d runway with a band. 

	The applause continued, but so too did screams of laughter. Fans whispered to their neighbors and pointed at the boys. They were being laughed at - but why?

	Max looked down to his bare feet, and then across to his brother’s shoes. 

	"The heels," he grunted through his teeth. 

	Axel was waving like the Queen of England. "What?" he replied.  

	"Your shoes," Max repeated. "Take your shoes off."

	Soon the crowd were cheering louder than ever. It appeared Axel’s pink stilettos were a hit. 

	Max slowly crept behind Jess, it was all too much. But Axel had an idea. He slipped off his stilettos and strode to the front of the stage, just like Jess had taught him. 

	With the whole world watching, Axel leapt on top of the piano and stood with his arms wide. He smiled, tapped his nose, and spun around with his back to the crow. Max watched through his fingers. Axel took a long, deep breath and flew through the air, a 360-degree spin, and against the most indescribable of odds, landed on both feet perfectly.

	A back flip, just like he promised. 

	Taylor welcomed both boys back onto the float, bringing Axel in close to his chest. "And that, my friends, is why these boys are gonna make it. Because they’re different, as the shoes illustrate."

	Axel air-kissed the crowd. "Go for your dreams," he yelled. "Rock what you got!"

	 

	Pyro placed Jess into a wheelchair and rolled her along the corridor backstage. "Don’t panic," he said. "I triple checked the place was clear, we don’t need any nosy journos wondering why you’re in a wheelchair."

	Inside the green room, Ax and Max were enjoying a well-deserved glass of Dr. Pepper.

	"Jess!" Max said, springing from his seat. "That was awesome!"

	"Are you kidding? We did nothing, it was all thanks to you little dudes! Good job, you nailed it!"

	"He even hit the high notes," said Max, pointing at his brother’s crutch. "No balls, see?"

	"Shut up, doofus!"

	Taylor patted Max on the back. He said nothing, just slurped his soda and grinned. 

	Pyro leaned forward and began to pull Jess out of her wheelchair. "Don’t mean to break up the celebrations," he said, grabbing Jess’ crutches. "There’s a gaggle of important peeps about to arrive and we can’t kill the illusion now. We don’t need anyone seeing her in the chair."

	"Sure, sir!" Max said, and helped Jess onto the couch. 

	Boom. Pyro was right on the money. Seconds later, the door burst open and in strolled a small man with no hair and Harry Potter-style glasses. Another man, taller and immaculately dressed, held an enormous bunch of white roses and a bottle of champagne so big it took two men to carry it.

	Max had the most dreadful thought! Jess was going to be found out. Surely these people would wonder why she didn’t stand up to shake their hands. 

	"Don’t get up," said the smaller man. "You’ll be tired after such a wonderful show." 

	Jess relaxed and took the flowers. "Thank you so much," she said and read the note. "To thank you for your wonderful music." 

	“Indeed," said the smaller man and reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a large brown envelope. "You really did bring the house down, congratulations. I’ll admit I didn’t know any of your songs before, but my daughter has always been a fan. From now on, I am too. In fact, I tell you right now, we will be listening to ’Skywalker’ all the way home. Love the chorus."

	"You mean ‘Sleepwalker’?" Jess asked. 

	"My apologies," said the man. "Well, I’m sure you have fans to see so I’ll leave. Oh, one more thing, my daughter thought you were taller in real life."

	With that, Max spat his Dr. Pepper all over his shirt and it seeped onto the floor. 

	"Max!" Jess cried, "Really?"

	"It’s really no problem, must have gone down the wrong way," said the man with a chuckle and extended a hand to shake. "And these must be the two young men from the bus? That was a heck of dance out there, if you don’t mind me saying."

	"Thank you, sir," said Max, and shook the man’s hand.

	"Certainly had the crowd behind you. And Taylor and Jess seem to be very impressed with you. Do you want to be in a band one day? Do what Jess and Taylor do?"

	"It would be a dream come true, sir," Max replied. 

	"Do you play music?"

	"Little bit," said Max. 

	"Do you think you could handle playing in front of all those people?" asked the man. 

	"I hope so," said Max, grinning. "But it would take a pretty special person."

	"It would take a genius!" said Ax, winking at Jess, Pyro rolled his eyes. 

	"Well anyway, once again, congratulations."

	 

	As soon as the men left, Jess quickly opened the envelope and squealed like a mouse.  

	"What is it Jess?" Max asked. "Can I ask?"

	"A...OMG...ARRGGH!"

	"Is it bad?"

	"No, Max it is not bad. It is a check for A LOT OF MONEY! Eeeeeeeeek!"

	"Yeah, well just don’t let Fish see it!" said Axel.

	But Jess barely heard a word, she kissed the check repeatedly, until Pyro ripped it away, much to her annoyance. 

	"Jess," he boomed. "We are still working, more guests are trying to get into the green room." And she fell back onto the couch looking about as happy as anyone could be. 

	A few seconds later the green door flung open and in stormed three very familiar-looking faces. Ned, Lush and Tanya. The Swiss Surf Club. 

	"Sheez, Grandpa," Ned scoffed to Pyro. "You took your time." Pyro let the band in and gently shut the door, as well as his mouth, despite the temptation to do the opposite. 

	Upon seeing Taylor and Jess on the couch, he raised his beer into the air. "So, we meet again?"

	"We do," said Taylor.

	"How did you get to play LOW? I mean, I know how we did, but how did you?"

	"We headlined, you might have noticed," said Jess, winking at Max. You didn’t notice?"

	"No, I was trimming my toenails," said Ned. 

	"Haha, good one!" Lush laughed. 

	"Surprised you got another gig, especially after last time," said Taylor.

	"What are you talking about?"

	"Ah you know, backstage fights? Stealing guitars? Upset crowd. Does that ring any bells?"

	"Ah, come on man, it’s just rock and roll. Stories, man! I’ll write about you one day in my autobiography. We’re on your tail, you better look out, we’re still up and comers." 

	"So, what are you doing now? Wanna come out?"

	"To be honest," said Pyro. "I’m going to head home to sleep in my own bed. I miss my cats."

	"All you guys know how to party."

	"We’ve been on the road a long time," said Jess.  "Nationwide tour."

	"Ha, well you snooze, you lose. We’re going to meet some heavy hitters, do some deals and get ready for our world tour, private jet, mini bar, girls, pools, and cold hard moolah."

	"Moolah?"

	"Moola. Coin, cash, dineros."

	"Sounds extravagant," said Taylor.

	"Sounds expensive," added Jess. "If you don’t mind me asking, who’s in your crew?"

	Ned folded his arms, as if hiding a secret. He paused. "Who’s in our crew? Who’s in our crew? Only the smoothest gangsta rap hustler manager on the circuit. This guy knows the talk, he’s the man. He’s got fistful of cash in one hand and the world of music in the other. He’s da boss."

	"Wow," said Taylor. "What’s his name?"

	"He ain’t got no name. Doesn’t need one."

	"Well, he must have a name. We’re all called something."

	"Goes by the handle of Fish."

	Taylor turned to the boys and smiled. 

	Jess dropped her glass onto the floor. It smashed as its contents dripped by her feet. 

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 40

	The green room had emptied. It was time to chill. Pyro was munching on a Caesar salad and doing his crossword. Max and Axel were watching cartoons and scoffing ice cream right from the bucket. Jess squeezed in beside them on the couch, 

	"You weren’t freaking out up there?" she asked. 

	"Was just scared of falling over in those stupid shoes," Max replied. 

	"You’re quite remarkable, aren’t you?"

	"No?" Max appeared embarrassed. 

	"Well, you’ve come a long way in a very short time," said Jess. 

	"Cuz a him!" said Max, whacking his brother on his arm.

	Jess studied the boys’ faces a little longer. "Wish I had that swag when I was your age. You’re not scared of anything are you?"

	"What’s there to be scared of?" Max answered. "Apart from getting cold or going hungry? When I was on that stage, I thought all about what Uncle Herby taught me. He said, you’re in charge of pulling yourself out of a crappy situation. It may have been things out of your control that got you there, but only you can get yourself out."

	"Yup!" burped Axel. "I heard him say that too."

	"Charming," Jess laughed, and patted the empty spot next to her. Taylor flopped onto the couch. "So, what d’ya think?" she asked. "Got away with it. That’s one for the autobiography."

	"Duped our fans, you mean?" Taylor replied. 

	"Ah, come, we didn’t dupe nobody, we just took them on a wee journey."

	"They’d laugh if they knew."

	"They’d understand."

	Taylor put his snacks on the table and took off his shoes. Almost instantly the lines seemed to have disappeared from his face. He looked healthier, like a baby after a long nap. "I’ve been grumpy haven’t I?" he said, finally. 

	"A-huh," said Jess.

	"YEP!" said Max, and waited for something to be thrown at him. It never arrived. 

	"Who asked you?" Taylor replied, before adding. "Well anyway, I’m sorry."

	"Don’t do it again" said Jess, and gave him a dead leg. "Doofus!" she laughed. 

	Taylor threw on his headphones and relaxed with a video game and Axel had found the hotdogs in the buffet.

	 It was the perfect time to bring up something that had bugged Max for days. As Jess scrolled through her phone he asked, "You got paid to do that shout out for Rock Boy."

	"What? Rock Boy? No?" she replied, though not convincingly.

	Max continued, his heart all a patter. "You didn’t want to do it though, did you? Because Rock Boy sounds like a constipated parrot when he sings."

	"Um, Max? Where is this coming from?"

	"Why did you do it? You were paid."

	Jess paused and stared at Max. Those eyes. 

	"Maximums Stripe, I underestimated you. It looks like you don’t need an explanation, you’ve worked out why."

	"Why did he play street music if he didn’t need to?"

	"Imagine having a father like Fish. He hardly talks to his own son, just buys him things to make him happy."

	Max sat back in his seat, he felt better, more relaxed. "All Caleb really wants is to go to a ball game with his dad."

	"You got it."

	 

	At first light Jess, Taylor and Jed stood above the boys on the lounge floor. They were each showered, dressed and smiling. "Dairy Queen?" Jess asked. 

	"Dessert for breakfast?" Max replied. 

	"You’d better believe it."

	Pyro lumbered towards the rest of the crew, threw his sunglasses on and unplugged his phone from the charger. "Rock stars," he grumbled. "So unpredictable, come on then."

	Dairy Queen was empty, perfect. No sunglasses, hats, or orderlies needed. There was so much to talk about, but no one felt like talking. Eating, however, was no problem. Waffles and eggs and bacon and ice cream were demolished immediately, apart from Jess’ plate, which sat piled high and untouched. 

	"I notice you don’t have your phone," said Pyro. 

	"She’s scared," Taylor laughed. 

	"So are you!" Jess replied,

	"I’m not," said Taylor. 

	Jess raised an eyebrow, cupping her coffee in her hands. 

	Taylor looked her right between the eyes. "Okay, so maybe I am."

	"Scared of what?" Max asked. 

	"Reviews," said Pyro. "Especially given they didn’t exactly perform." He scrolled through his own phone and held it close to his chest. "The review for LOW is right here."

	"Who cares?" Jess replied. "Let’s just enjoy our breakfast."

	"Good idea, we don’t need to look at it now," Pyro replied. "But I might," he said, and waved his phone about as if it were a golden ticket. 

	"Give it here!" She scrolled. "Oh god, oh god, oh god, oh no, that’s okay, oh god, oh god."

	"JUST READ IT OUT," Taylor said, a mouthful of scrambled eggs. 

	"Ooh, can I?" Max asked.

	Jess shrugged. "Why not?"

	So, Max began...

	"There seemed to be something amiss during the final set at Low. Jess and Taylor from the hugely popular band California Ghouls seemed a little flat, their playing a little clunky, it seemed void of the razor-sharp hooks and anthems we’re used to…"

	“Oh, no..."

	"If anything, they seemed a little unsteady on their feet…"

	"Because they were wearing heels!" Pyro laughed. 

	"Due to time issues, each band at Low was allowed only five songs. The crowd clearly wanted more, they also wanted to see Jess and Taylor far earlier in their set, only revealing their cheeky grins at the end of their nationwide number one single ‘Sleepwalker.’

	"Amid an atmosphere of anticipation, Taylor, dressed as a ghoul, danced out onto the stage and welcomed the crowd. He was a master. Over the next two songs, their fans, and a TV audience of over half a billion, enjoyed what the California Ghouls have become famous for - delightfully gory tunes accompanied by masterly choreographed theatrical pieces. 

	But it was Taylor’s words at the end of the show that sent their fans into a fervor. Ever the eloquent narrator, he showed the crowd why he is one of the best in the business when it comes to working a room. There were tears, laughter, and wonder, especially when he introduced two homeless brothers from Detroit who somehow managed to join the band. The youngest one’s dance moves stole the show.

	It was a happy crowd who went home on a HIGH."

	Amid celebrations, Jess noticed Jed sitting at the far end of the table. He was far quieter than usual, he was in his own world. He hadn’t said a word since leaving the bus, though something on his laptop screen in front of him had him transfixed. He slowly slid his laptop across the table.

	"I think you guys might be interested in other music news," he said, a cheeky grin on his face. "But I think an adult needs to read this one aloud," he said, winking at the boys. "No disrespect." 

	Jed read on...

	 

	“Well-known Music Producer Surrenders in Money-Laundering Case”

	 

	“The hip-hop music producer and record executive Coleman Nippett, known to many in the music industry as ‘Fish,’ surrendered to federal authorities to face money-laundering charges yesterday as prosecutors said he had aided a friend and convicted drug kingpin in concealing more than $2 million in illicit narcotics proceeds. Mr. Nippett could face up to 20 years in prison, although a sentence of that length is considered extremely unlikely in a money-laundering case.

	“More to come.” 

	 

	# # #

	 


CHAPTER 41

	In a perfect world the ride to Union Station in Los Angeles would have taken longer. That way the boys could have enjoyed the tour bus one last time. 

	They could have raided the fridge, snacked on Doritos and chugged fresh orange juice. A longer ride would have meant one last jam with Jess and Taylor. 

	In an extra perfect world, the ride wouldn’t be happening at all, yet here they all were, the crew, the posse, waiting in silence for a train to take the boys home to Detroit. 

	Boys with no bags, no belongings, no nothing.

	Max looked up at the electronic timetable. Their train was less than ten minutes away. Taylor squeezed in-between the boys and offered them one of his fries. 

	"Is the train ride really fifty hours?" asked Axel. 

	"Yes, Ax, but don’t stress," Taylor replied. "It’ll be over before you know it, and then you’ll be home."

	"Yep, home," said Max, in a despondent tone.

	An awkward silence followed as all eyes were fixed on the departures board. Nine minutes. What more was there to say? 

	Pyro had something. 

	"Been to the bathroom, Wall-Mart?" he asked, lightly punching Max on the arm, but his joke fell flat. A lot of things felt flat for the Stripe boys right about now. 

	Jess knelt down in front of the boys and smiled. That smile. "Keep in touch, okay?" she said. "We’d love to know what you’re up to. Do you think you’ll make a band back in Detroit? You guys could be massive, you know that? Taylor wasn’t lying when he said that on stage." 

	"Yep," said Axel, a tear forming.

	"We might make a band," said Max. "Or maybe we’ll stick to the street." 

	Seven minutes, nothing more to say. Pyro had something. "Wowzer," he remarked studying the train tickets. "You’re in the first-class carriage. Free wine! Don’t get too smashed!"

	Taylor frowned. "Inappropriate, Pyro," he said, and turned his attention to the boys. "Hey, don’t forget to pick up your Uncle Herby’s guitar from the arena. He’d hate to think it was lost forever."

	"Uh-huh," Max replied. 

	Five minutes. 

	Jess hugged Max first. As he stood, she held her arms as wide as they would go. Max felt them wrap around his body like a friendly woollen octopus, and in that moment everything he was worried about simply disappeared. He could smell strawberry - and success. For five seconds his life was just wonderful. Couldn’t they swap lives, he wondered. Was that possible? Just for one day? 

	When he finally let go Jess stood back and looked into Axel’s eyes. "No kissing on the lips, you rat!" This time she pulled Axel out of his seat and hugged him too. 

	Two minutes. 

	"Ladies and gentlemen," sounded the voice over the loudspeaker. "Los Angeles to Detroit about to depart. Please stand clear of the doors."

	 Axel was crying now. He tried to hold the tears in, he really did, but they ran down his cheeks one by one, causing him to sniff loudly every few seconds, for which he received an almighty smack on the arm.

	"Doofus! Quit sobbing, baby!"

	Max was crying now too. As for Taylor, initially he was quite happy to sign off with the bro-handshake, but things had changed. He hugged Axel first, then Max. 

	"Promise you’ll still talk to me when you’re famous?" 

	"Sure," Max replied with a wry smile. "Might even let you open for us. Just don’t start a fight or steal one of my guitars."

	Taylor laughed. "Anyway," he said, "I wanted to thank you both for many things."

	"Yeah, like what?" Axel replied, waiting for praise as if it were cold hard cash. 

	"Lemme see," Taylor continued. "Calling the ambulance, playing a killer set at LOW, making us laugh when we needed it most, and wearing those ridiculous heels. Jess and I really appreciate everything you’ve done. You’re two very special young dudes. I wish I had half your talent when I was your age, no jokes. What was your favorite part of the tour?"

	"Dairy Queen!" Axel said, far too loudly. 

	Jed shuffled slowly forward from the back of the group and shook the boys’ hands. It was a firm handshake, sturdy and full of life. "Keep up the music," he said in a soft, reassuring tone. "Don’t ever give up. Also, get your bus license, just in case."

	"Thanks, Jed," the boys said together. 

	Next was Pyro, who pointed his forefinger at the boys, eyeballing them like some sort of worn-out school principal. "Get a contract, get it in writing," he said. "And remember what your Uncle Herby said, don’t be no one else. You’ve both got something special, don’t waste it."

	"Okay, thank you, Pyro," Max replied.

	"Fist-bump!" Pyro said, far too loudly, and clearly needed a lesson in how to actually carry one out. Max’s hand would throb for the rest of the day. 

	"Oh hey, I got you a gift!" said Jess, standing, and she pulled a signed California Ghouls CD from the bottom of her rucksack. She handed it to Max. "Sorry, just got the one, but you guys can share it."

	Max accepted the gift with glee, though when he opened the CD case, he found nothing. The case was empty. 

	"Oh, man!" said Jess. "I must have left it in the tour bus! I’m so sorry, I’ll send you another one."

	"It’s cool," said Max. "We don’t have a CD player anyway. Well, bye, then."

	"Bye, little dudes," Jess replied, covering her puffy eyes with her sunnies. "Have a good-"

	 But Max never heard the rest as the boys were suddenly thrown into a heaving throng of bustling travellers, scrambling like a hoard of buffalos onto the train. The human herd soon found themselves at the top of the steps, snaking their way along the carriage’s carpeted corridors. 

	When a sharply dressed conductor checked Max’s tickets he smiled and showed them exactly where their room was. He even opened the door for them.

	"Please enjoy your stay gentlemen, we will expect you for supper in the dining cart," he said, and brushed some dust from his dark blue suit with his crisp white gloves.  

	It was time to scope the cabin. Two huge sofas, bunk beds, their very own toilet, shower and kitchen. 

	"I call the top bunk!" Axel said, and climbed the rungs whilst barely touching them. 

	Max slowly crawled onto his bed beneath and began to lightly bicycle-kick the wooden slats above him. The cabin was so luxurious, so swag, like something from a movie set, so why did Max feel so down? So ungrateful? 

	He pulled the CD case from his pocket and looked inside. Empty, a familiar feeling.  

	Suddenly there was a jolt and the train kicked into gear. The boys quickly left their beds and made for the window. They tried to find their friends, but they weren’t there. 

	As the train crept along, Max thought he might still catch them one last time. He longed for a wave, a smile, a thumbs up, anything, but the platform was filled with unfamiliar faces and the terminal soon became little more than a nondescript building in the distance. 

	They were on their way back to Detroit.

	 

	How long exactly had he been looking out the window? One hour, two? 

	"What’s wrong with you?" Max asked, kicking the wooden slates. 

	"Nothing, doofus."

	"You’re not talking, that means you got a problem."

	"Why can’t we just go back?" Axel asked. 

	"What do you mean, why can’t we just go back?"

	"They don’t even care about us. Don’t they know we got no home?"

	Max was silent. 

	"I’m hungry," said Axel and rolled off his bunk and onto the floor. He stopped abruptly at the door. "What the heck’s this?" he asked. It was a handwritten sign, which read "LOOK UNDER YOUR SEAT, BUMS." Axel wasted no time. He checked under both seats in the cabin and found an envelope. He ripped it open and pulled out a letter. "It’s from Jess!" he said. 

	"Really? What’s she say? Read it!"

	"’Gentlemen, before you get too comfortable in your digs, or eat all the free chocolate, I need a favor. Go to the bar in the dining lounge and ask for a Frozen Coke. Tell the man it’s for Rob the neighbor. Please, I need you to do this. Sorry, I couldn’t tell you earlier. Quick, do it. Love, Jess.’"

	Axel gave his brother a blank look. He received one in return. "What is she on?" Max asked. 

	"Dunno. Shall we do it?"

	"Of course, doofus! But I’m not asking, you can."

	"Why me?"

	"Just do it, Doofus!"

	The boys left their cabin and skipped along the corridor, following the signs to the dining lounge. It was almost empty and there were plenty of spare tables. The bar was directly ahead, and behind it, a chubby man wearing a blue and white striped apron. He had a bulbous nose and a bushy grey moustache. To Max, he looked 150 years old. He also looked kind of angry. 

	Max propelled Axel forward. "Okay, okay," he said, eventually standing before the barman. Max listened intently.

	"Hello?" Axel said.

	The barman said nothing.

	"Can I please have a Frozen Coke...for Rob the neighbor."

	The barman frowned. "A Frozen Coke? For Rob the neighbor? For Rob the neighbor? Is this some kind of joke? You come into my bar, underage, with no shoes on, and by the looks of it with no money, and you have the gall to ask me to give you a drink for ROB THE NEIGHBOR?"

	Axel recoiled. "Um, yes?"

	The barman scowled, frowned and grimaced. 

	"Sure!" he said and poured a large Frozen Coke, before pulling a plastic bag out from beneath the bar. "There you go," he added, pointing to the bag. "That’s also for Rob the neighbor." 

	Axel tentatively took the drink and the bag, and he and Max found a table with a view. Both stared at the bag.

	"Open it!" said Max.

	"But it’s for Rob the-"

	"Give it here!" Max replied and ripped open the bag. Two hoodies fell out. Branded hoodies - from Victory Arena. "What the heck?"

	"There’s a note!" Axel replied. 

	Max unfolded the piece of paper. "It’s from Jess!" 

	"Then read it!"

	Max scoured the page. "’Gentlemen, Part Two,’" he read aloud. "’Taylor and I spoke to the guys at Victory Arena, they said once you’re both old enough you can get a job at the door welcoming people to shows. Who knows, you might even open for us one day. Without the silly costumes. Now go back to the bar and ask for a Double Martini for Beezow Doo-Doo Zopitty Bop.’"

	"What is she on?" Max shrieked.

	But Axel had left already. He was at the bar. 

	"Well, I can’t serve you a Double Martini, obviously," said the barman. "But there is something here for...what was the name again?"

	"Beezow Doo-Doo Zopitty...

	"Bop! Yes, that’s it, and here it is!"

	The barman placed a large box onto the bar, big enough to fit a cat inside. 

	"Thank you!" Axel said, and joined Max again at the table, who pulled the box towards himself. "Na ah!" Axel said. "My turn!" he cried, and ripped the box open in an instant. He peered inside and flipped the contents onto the table, spilling what was left of the Frozen Coke. Neither boy cared. Before them on the table was a fart cushion, a tiny carton of guitar picks, and a mini safe. 

	"What’s in the safe?" Max asked. 

	"How should I know?" 

	"There’s another note!" Max said, grabbing a familiar looking piece of paper. "’Gentlemen, Part Three,’" he read. "’Go back to the bar and tell the barman you desperately need the phone number for Sexy Legs Suzy. That number is the number you need to get into the safe. PS. You can call Sexy Legs Suzy too if you like, but she’s fat and bald, so yeah. Do it!’"

	Max put the note down. "I ain’t doing that." 

	Axel grinned and nodded. "Your turn, chicken."

	"Okay, I’ll do it!" Max replied and faced the barman. "Excuse me, sir," he said. "I really need the phone number for....Sexy Legs Suzy."

	"Ha, join the club," replied the barman and wrote the number on the back of a beer coaster. He slid it across into the eager hands of Max, who split to the table and immediately keyed the number into the safe. 

	Seconds later, a little door popped open. 

	Max gasped. 

	He could barely breathe. 

	Inside, were piles upon piles of one hundred dollar bills, all tied together with rubberbands. 

	Max shut the door immediately, leaned back and stared into space. 

	 

	How long exactly had Max been staring at the safe? Five minutes? Ten? Soon, the barman waddled over with a tray packed with cheeseburgers, curly fries and two more Frozen Cokes. "These are on the house," he smiled. "No charge."

	A thank you would have been nice, but Max could do little more than stare at the man. Max was clutching the safe as if it was the last bottle of water on earth. He glanced at the food, then at the barman. "You look like you’ve seen a ghost," he said, adjusting his apron.

	Max whispered. "Sir, it’s just that...what just happened?"

	"Rest easy, fellas," said the barman. "It’s all legit. You see, I used to be in Jed’s band, we’ve been friends for years. Funny, we both ended up in travel, him on a bus and me on a train. I saw you two on TV."

	"Huh? What? Where?" Max asked. 

	"At LOW," laughed the barman. "In your stupid pink high heels."

	"Oh, that," Max replied, trying to piece together the last few crazy weeks into one tidy bunch. But it was an impossible task. So instead he picked at his fries and watched as his little bro pulled his new hoodie over his head and listened as he hummed the opening notes of "Goody Goody Graveyard."

	Goody goody indeed.

	 

	# # #
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	Can Leo save himself and his friends before the island’s Komodo dragon eats them for supper, or is their fate already sealed?

	 

	 

	# My Best Worst Year

	 

	A hilarious story about a boy who is promised a Gamebox V3 by his dad if he scores 20 wickets in cricket and 10 tries in rugby, but is foiled at every turn by the class bully.

	 

	justinchristopherauthor.com


cover.jpeg
TWO YOUNG BROTHERS.
ONE CHANCE
TO SAVE |THEIR HEROES

e o
I

) —
WAY.

y Ry

JUSTIN CHRISTOPHER





