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One afternoon, Dianne Edwards gutsed down two chocolate bars, a bag of chicken chips, two licorice straps, a litre of soft drink, three ice-creams and a family-size block of chocolate.

The next day her teeth fell out.

It might not surprise you to learn that Dianne was a big girl. Or that she didn’t mind a lolly or two. Which was never a problem because Dianne always had heaps of money. Her mum and dad worked a lot, so to keep her happy they gave her fifty dollars a week.

She needed love, not money, but what’s a kid to do? She spent the cash.

Poor Dianne tried three times to tell her mum about her teeth, but she was always too busy to listen. And then when her mum did notice, she was really angry. ‘Serves you right!’ she said. ‘All those lollies you eat.’

Finally, they went to the dentist. Well, that’s not quite true. Dianne went by herself. Her parents had to work that day.

Dianne hated the dentist. As she walked along the street to the dark-looking house where he worked, she felt sick. Sick and cold and scared. And really mad at her mum.

Wouldn’t it be nice, thought Dianne, to just run away from everything? Mum and Dad included.

Suddenly, there was a kid running straight at her, screaming, ‘Don’t go in! He’s crazy!’

‘Who?’ asked Dianne.

‘The dentist,’ said the kid. ‘He’s new. And he’s crazy. My brother says he just got out of the loony bin!’

Then the kid’s mother was running after him, yelling, ‘Richard, come back here now! Did you hear me?’ But the kid was gone, running as fast as he could.

Oh, terrific, thought Dianne. If she didn’t go to the dentist, her mum would kill her. If she did go, it sounded as if the dentist would do the same. As Dianne nervously opened the front door, she almost felt like fainting.

Dianne only had to look at the dentist to know the kid was right. The dentist had sticky-out hair, thick glasses, bits of food in his teeth and a really loony smile. And he had come to the door with a hammer in his hand. If Dianne felt sick before, you can imagine how she felt now.

‘Now,’ said the dentist, ‘your mother told me on the phone you’ve been a very naughty girl. Too many lollies, is that right?’

Dianne was too nervous to answer.

‘Well,’ said the dentist, dragging her into the chair, ‘let’s have a look, shall we? Mmm. Not good. Not good at all. You’ve lost a total of seven teeth, which leaves twenty-one. Might as well pull out the lot and start again.’

Dianne’s eyes almost popped out!

‘Right,’ said the dentist, ‘I’d usually give you an injection for the removal of twenty-one teeth but since you’ve been a naughty girl — nothing. Your mother said to teach you a lesson.’

Out of the corner of her eye, Dianne could see the dentist smiling as he reached into a cupboard for a huge pair of teeth puller-outers. He snapped them closed a couple of times, grinning, and whispered to himself, ‘Yes!’

Inside, Dianne could feel herself saying a very big ‘No!’

It’s funny how things happen. Sometimes, we have only seconds to make decisions that can change the whole of our lives. And this was one of those times. Dianne decided that if the dentist thought he was going anywhere near her teeth, he had another think coming.
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Dianne waited and waited, and just as the dentist reached into her mouth, she rammed her knee upwards. Bang! Right on the dentist’s chin.

The dentist couldn’t believe it. He dropped the puller-outers and stood there. ‘Great,’ he said. ‘I love a fight!’

As the dentist reached for his hammer, Dianne grabbed the drill, switched it on and stuck it straight into the dentist’s butt.

‘Ouch!’ screamed the dentist.

But that wasn’t all. The turning drill grabbed at his pants, twisted them in a knot and gave him the wedgie of the year. Next, Dianne grabbed the sucker thing they put in your mouth and pushed it up his nose. The gurgling sound it made was something shocking. Gooberama!

Last, but not least, she grabbed the tooth puller-outers and snapped them closed on the dentist’s knee-cap. The scraping sound they made was just like fingernails on a blackboard.

The dentist groaned and blocked his ears, and Dianne made a break for it. She was gone in a flash!

As she ran down the street, she thought to herself she had never felt better. She felt free. She felt as if she could run forever. Away! And she did.

Running away felt great. Fantastic. But only for a while. Soon it became dark and Dianne felt cold and hungry and lonely. But there was no way she was going home. So she hung around a fast-food shop and watched other people wolf down burgers. She would have killed for a single hot chip.

Later on still, the fast-food shop closed and Dianne had to leave. Suddenly, being free felt terrible. She was cold again and scared as well. A nasty-looking man walked past and Dianne jumped back in fright. Where would she go? What would she do?

Just then, Dianne had the best piece of luck a girl could ever have. A nice old lady asked if she could help. Dianne explained what had happened and the lady said there was only one thing to do — ring her mum and dad and explain to them how unhappy she was.

‘They’ll be angry at first,’ warned the lady, holding out a dollar coin, ‘but my guess is everything will end up OK.’

The lady was right. Dianne’s dad hit the roof when she first rang.

‘How dare you cause us all this worry!’ he screamed.

‘I didn’t think you’d miss me,’ said Dianne.

That seemed to throw her dad. He didn’t say anything. Dianne could almost hear him thinking over the phone. And then, softly, her dad said, ‘Of course we miss you. What do you mean?’

‘Well,’ said Dianne, ‘I hardly ever see you. You’re always so busy.’

Dianne’s dad started to get angry again. ‘That’s because we’re earning money,’ he yelled. ‘For food, to feed you! And buy you clothes!’

‘I don’t want clothes,’ said Dianne. ‘I just want you to love me.’

There was another silence. Then her dad started to cry.
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These days, Dianne and her mum and dad are the best family you could ever find. They muck around together all the time. Dianne has even cut back on the lollies a bit.

And the dentist is back in the loony bin where he belongs. Which is just as well because it was only a week later that Dianne’s mother needed to go, too. She’d been interviewed on television — you know, those things where they ask people in the street about the latest movie — and she got so excited that her false teeth popped out and smashed on the concrete.

Dianne’s mum had never been so embarrassed in her life! And you know what was even worse? On the very night it was shown on TV, every single one of her friends was watching. It didn’t surprise Dianne. She’d rung every one of them.
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‘Big Butt’ Barton, or Rupert Clarence Barton to his parents, was the laziest kid I have ever known. So lazy that one day, he simply refused to get out of bed. Ever! Except to go to the toilet, of course. And even then he sat down for everything. But more of that later.

It all began when Rupert was a baby. His parents thought he was the dearest little thing that ever breathed. To make Rupert happy, they gave him things. Anything and everything. Spoilt him rotten. Toys, cuddles, drinks and as much as he could possibly eat. Which was a lot.

It wasn’t long before poor Rupert looked like a plastic blow-up baby that’d come out of the factory all wrong. Fat head, huge tummy and massive bum. When it came to changing Rupert’s nappy, volunteers were hard to find.

As Rupert grew older, his parents continued to spoil him and unfortunately, it really messed him up. When people give you stuff all the time, it makes you unhappy. Because the fun of life is doing things. What is there to do if everything is done for you? So, you become sad and lazy, and sadness seems to make people tired. Which just makes you lazier still.

Rupert didn’t ever make his bed. He threw his dirty clothes on the floor, never cleaned his teeth, never replaced a toilet roll, and left lolly wrappers all over the place. He never put the milk back in the fridge, he used the same tissues to blow his nose if the new box hadn’t been opened and he stuck chewed bubblegum on his bedroom wall.

But a day came along when Rupert’s parents at last woke up to themselves. Rupert’s dad was cooking a surprise dinner for his mum when the phone rang. He yelled out to Rupert that it could be the really important call he was expecting — so would he please watch the chops frying on the stove?

Rupert didn’t even bother to answer. He was watching TV and it was one of his favourite shows. Well, guess what? The chops caught fire and the kitchen burnt down. Five thousand dollars’ worth of damage.

Rupert didn’t care. Why should he? They weren’t his chops.

That night, Rupert’s dad said to his mum, ‘You know what? Our son is a pig. A lazy, selfish, disgusting pig!’

So, when Rupert became so lazy that he refused to get out of bed, his father went off.

‘You will get up,’ screamed his father, ‘and you will get dressed for school. Otherwise you’re grounded for a month!’

Grounded, thought Rupert, smiling to himself and snuggling in under the blankets. How much more grounded can I get?

Although Rupert knew that his father was right about him being lazy and selfish, he was sure his mum wouldn’t be a problem. He could con her every time. Wrap her around his little finger. You see, his dad went off to work every day, leaving his mum, who worked from home, at Rupert’s mercy.

Rupert waited until his dad had left for work, and then he started on his mum. ‘Mummy,’ he called from his bed. ‘I love you very, very much.’

‘And I love you too, darling,’ his mum replied.

‘Mummy, can I have some lunch?’

‘No, dear,’ his mum said. ‘Your father and I have agreed to no food — in fact, nothing at all until you get out of bed.’

‘Then you mustn’t love me at all.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Then how could you make me starve? I’ve read about poor little kids like me. They feel unloved, they leave home, they fall off a cliff and they die with broken hearts.’

It wasn’t too long before Rupert was propped up in bed with extra pillows munching into hamburgers, chips, fried chicken, onion rings, eggs and tomato sauce. Followed by ice-cream, lemonade and donuts.

On the first night of his big lie-in, friends came around to see why he hadn’t been at school.

‘Because I can’t be bothered getting up,’ replied Rupert.

‘Fair enough,’ said his friends. ‘Cool!’

That night, when Rupert’s father found him still in bed, he went berserk. He tried dragging Rupert onto the floor, but Rupert was too big to move. Apart from being huge, Rupert’s bottom had made a massive hollow in his mattress. It was like pulling an elephant out of quicksand.
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It wasn’t long before Rupert’s teachers began to ask questions. The newspapers as well. Someone had rung The Daily News and the headlines screamed, They’ve Made His Bed. Now He’s Lying In It!

The story said that all kids get it too easy these days and it’s their parents’ fault. If something isn’t done soon, the newspaper said, the world will fall to bits. Suddenly Rupert was becoming famous.

Television, radio and magazines all wanted to speak to Rupert and finally, one TV program said that if Rupert would speak to their show and their show only, they would pay him ten thousand dollars. An exclusive, it was called.

Yes, yes, yes, thought Rupert.

On the big day, Rupert looked out his window and it seemed as though he was the most important person in the world. There were trucks, people, cameras, lights and, if Rupert wasn’t mistaken, a man carrying a padlocked bag, which surely contained ten thousand beautiful bucks.

There was a knock at the door. ‘Mum, Dad,’ yelled Rupert. ‘Quick, it’s them!’

‘Oh, really?’ said his dad, peering around the door. ‘Get it yourself.’

‘What?’ said Rupert. ‘I can’t. If I get up that means I’m not in bed and that means they won’t talk to me. It ruins everything!’

‘Love to help,’ said his dad, ‘but I just can’t be bothered. Sometimes life sucks, doesn’t it, Rupert?’

‘Mum,’ yelled Rupert. ‘Please!’

‘Can’t hear you properly,’ his mum called. ‘I’m in the kitchen cooking your favourite meal.’

Poor Rupert. He did end up answering the door himself. He tried running quickly back to bed, but he tripped. Right in front of the man with the camera. Guess who was so big that he couldn’t get up again? Like a beached whale, he was. Coughing and spluttering and thrashing and sweating in his very smelly pyjamas.

Rupert made it onto television, all right. But only as a joke. And the ten thousand bucks? No way.
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Rupert helps his mum and dad out a lot these days. And he’s never been happier. He’s still pretty big, but who cares? Size doesn’t matter. Some of us are big, some small and some medium. Big deal. In fact, Rupert’s only problem in life is sleeping. He keeps hearing a knock at the door.
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‘Go near that tunnel again,’ yelled Megan’s father, ‘and you’re in big trouble. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Yes, Dad,’ replied Megan, knowing never to argue when her dad cracked it. No point in letting things get ugly. Especially with it being only a month since she was last grounded.

Yet only twenty-four hours later, Megan and her friend Sophia were at the tunnel again. It was like a magnet! Megan knew it was very, very wrong of her to disobey her father and that she would later regret it ten times over. But she couldn’t help herself. She and Sophia were drawn to the tunnel. Drawn by the mystery of it all. I’d better explain…

Megan and Sophia lived in the country and they were both crazy about horses. A couple of months before, on an organised trail ride, they had listened around the campfire to two old cattle men talking about a man who went missing years ago. A man who was never seen again. Jack Blair was his name.

Apparently Jack had come into town one day looking for work. On the third night of his stay, Jack had too much to drink and got into a huge fight with a local named Clarry Brown. The next day, Jack didn’t turn up for his carrot-picking job, so everyone thought he must have had enough and left town. Shot through.

But the men around the campfire had noticed something. An old mineshaft on Clarry’s farm had suddenly been bricked up. Closed over the very next day. When one of the men joked to Clarry, ‘You didn’t chuck that poor Jack bloke down there, did you?’, Clarry seemed to come over all funny. He went red, mumbled something about the mine being dangerous, and then walked away.

A couple of months later, police arrived in town and said they were looking for a missing person. A Jack Blair. But no-one said they knew anything. Sure, Jack had been there once, but that was it.

People can be like that sometimes. When it comes to trouble and the police, memories can suddenly go missing. The men around the fire admitted that they too told the police nothing, but that hadn’t stopped them from wondering what had really happened that night.

Some other people started wondering, too. Megan and Sophia.

You see, Megan’s dad had often gone looking for gold down old mineshafts and at the end of dark tunnels, and sometimes he took Megan with him. He’d once said that a lot of the tunnels and mineshafts were connected, but most of them were too dangerous to explore. Especially Tamar’s Tunnel.

The trouble was, Tamar’s Tunnel ran directly under Clarry Brown’s place. Megan and Sophie started wondering whether it would meet up with the bricked-up mineshaft. Maybe they could find poor Jack Blair’s bones down there. Maybe they could solve a murder! It drove them mad.
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So one day, armed with torches, rope, pencils, paper and a compass, Megan and Sophia set out along Tamar’s Tunnel for the adventure of their lives. They were scared, but determined. Excited, but careful.

Megan went first, with one end of the rope tied around her waist and the other end around Sophia’s. That way, if either of them did happen to stumble into a hole, the other would break their fall. Hopefully.

The girls measured every step and each time the tunnel took a turn, they checked the compass and drew a line on the paper, like a map. They had already drawn the exact spot where the bricked-up shaft should be and, little by little, they could see they were getting closer. Megan was beginning to feel sick with excitement.

Then suddenly, there were bats! In their faces, in their hair — almost, it seemed, in their mouths. They screamed. Then just as suddenly, the bats were gone.

Megan’s heart was beating so hard she could hear it. ‘Ready to go on?’ she whispered.

‘Yes,’ replied Sophia, with a lump in her throat. ‘I think so.’

Sophia was the first one to see it. A face in the distance. A face without a body! She screamed as if her life were about to end. It had to be Jack Blair’s ghost!

Megan screamed too, but not for as long. ‘Who is it?’ called Megan.

No answer. Sophia started screaming again.

Quickly Megan repeated to herself, ‘I don’t believe in ghosts, I don’t believe in ghosts!’ But the face appeared to move. Then it was gone.

Were they imagining it? Sophia had fallen to her knees, trembling, but Megan was determined to go on.

‘Boys would go on, wouldn’t they?’ Megan said firmly. ‘And we’re better than boys.’

‘What was it?’ asked Sophia.

‘It looked like a ghost,’ said Megan. ‘But it can’t have been. There’s no such thing as ghosts. Must have been a reflection or something. Sophia, we’ve got to go on. If we give up now, we’ll never try again. I know it.’

Shaking all over, poor Sophia nodded. Her mouth was too dry to speak.

Suddenly, the face appeared again. This time, making ghostly ‘ooh’ noises. Right in front of them! The girls screamed.

Then Megan realised something. Wait a minute, she thought to herself. If this really is a ghost, it wouldn’t be making ‘ooh’ noises. That’s just movie stuff. It’s someone trying to trick us. And that someone mustn’t want to hurt us, because they’ve had plenty of chances before now.

So, taking the deepest of breaths, Megan took a step forward.

‘Please, no!’ pleaded Sophia.

‘It’s OK,’ said Megan. ‘Trust me.’

‘Ooh,’ said the face again.

‘Ooh yourself,’ said Megan. Then she reached out and stuck her finger right up the face’s nose.

‘All right, all right,’ said the face. ‘You win! I am so sorry. It’s me, Clarry Brown.’

The girls had jumped back to see that it was indeed Clarry, holding a torch up to his face.

‘I feel so terrible doing this to you,’ said Clarry. ‘Really bad. But I had to do something. I’d heard rumours you girls were looking for poor Jack Blair and I decided to scare you off. Because I did throw him down here all those years ago. During our fight, he hit his head and died. It was an accident, but I panicked. I’ve felt so guilty all these years that it’s almost eaten me away. But you know what? I almost feel better. I’m finally going to tell the police and take whatever’s coming to me. At last, it’s all over.’

‘Why didn’t you just shift the bones?’ asked Megan.

‘I didn’t have the courage to go near them,’ replied Clarry, hanging his head. ‘Not the sort of courage you girls have got. Please let me say sorry again. And thank you. Thank you very much.’

Well, the local papers were full of the news that Megan and Sophia had solved a real murder. The two of them quickly became heroes. But what’s the use of being a hero when you’re grounded?

‘The two of you could’ve been killed,’ Megan’s dad yelled at her. ‘I warned you, so I’m afraid it’s no going out, no having friends around, no anything for two months!’

Try solving that one.
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Roy Kline had always wanted to be rich. He wasn’t sure why. His parents had certainly warned him that money couldn’t buy happiness. That love and health and family and friendship are the keys to a good life, and that chasing money too hard can sometimes cost you all those things.

But what would oldies know? thought Roy. I love them, but sometimes Mum and Dad sound like a couple of real losers. I want a big house, a big car, a motorbike, an iPod, every Wii game known to man, a mobile phone, pay TV and fast food every day. And I’ll do anything to get it.

So Roy decided to set up his own business. Every night after school, he dropped notes in his neighbours’ letterboxes that said:

ROY THE DIRTY-JOBS BOY

NO JOB TOO SMALL

NO JOB TOO DIRTY

RING ROY KLINE

$5 PER HOUR

Roy’s dad said it was good that Roy wanted to work hard, but to remember what they had said and not to forget his schoolwork.

Well, the phone rang hot. People had no end of dirty jobs that they were more than happy to hand to someone else. Raking up chook poo to spread on gardens, scrubbing the inside of toilet bowls, cleaning leaves out of gutters, dragging bits of food out of gully-traps, washing dog and cat bowls, shaking out stinky, flea-ridden rugs, finding dead rats that had carked it above ceilings or sometimes in fridge motors, and reaching up into dark corners to remove spider webs.

But one couple, Mr and Mrs Sloan, said they had so many jobs for Roy that they didn’t know where to start. They had bought a huge old house down the road and their plan was to fix it up and turn it into the beautiful mansion it once had been. Mr and Mrs Sloan would do all the finishing jobs like the painting and the tiling, and leave the yucky cleaning-type jobs to Roy. If Roy thought he could handle it, they had at least six months work for him. Possibly a year!

Roy jumped at the chance. ‘Two hours after school,’ he told his mum, ‘five nights a week plus, say, six hours on Saturday and Sunday equals a hundred and ten bucks a week. In a year, that’s five grand!’

[image: image]

‘What about school work and your friends and just relaxing a bit?’ asked his mum.

‘No worries,’ said Roy. ‘I can fit it all in. Easy.’

Roy worked his butt off. Cleaning bricks, scrubbing sinks, sanding wood, peeling off flaky paint, scraping mould and ripping out old carpets. The money was adding up and up and up.

When he’d done a week’s work, Roy asked about getting paid.

‘Thought we’d pay you once a month,’ said Mr Sloan. ‘That way you won’t be tempted to spend it on lollies and stuff.’

‘Good idea,’ said Roy.

In fact, Roy couldn’t have spent it the next month, either, because Mr Sloan seemed to have forgotten all about paying him.

Must be too busy to remember, thought Roy. Besides, it’s a great way of saving.

Then, a very strange thing happened. A man that Roy had seen deliver some new windows a few months before came and took the windows away again.

‘Excuse me,’ said Roy. ‘Mr Sloan isn’t here right now, but I think those windows are his.’

‘Then tell the mongrel to pay for them,’ said the man. ‘The filth bag doesn’t pay his bills. We’ve run a check and he does it all over the place. Same with another joint he fixed up in Queensland. Didn’t pay anybody. Sold the house and shot through.’

Didn’t pay anybody? thought poor Roy. Oh no. I’ve been ripped off!

Roy told his dad, who went berserk. ‘What a jerk,’ said his dad. ‘There are blokes like him all over the place. They owe people money and then just say, “What are you going to do about it?” It’s terrible, son — I’ll front him, of course, and speak to the police — but you might just have to call it a lesson. The first rule of earning a buck is to make sure you get paid.’

Oh, I’ll get paid all right, thought Roy to himself. I’m not worried about that. If this turkey thinks he can rip Roy Kline off, he’s got another think coming.

Roy had a plan. The very next day he was back there working again! Then a truck pulled up. It was some poor fool bringing another set of windows. After he’d gone, Mr Sloan said to Roy, ‘If anyone ever comes snooping around asking for me while I’m working inside, just tell them I’m out, would you? That way I’ll get more work done.’

‘Sure,’ said Roy. ‘No worries. Anyway, the harder you work, the quicker you’ll find it and the quicker I’ll get paid.’

‘Oh, you’ll get paid all right,’ said Mr Sloan. ‘I just haven’t had a chance to go to the bank yet. Hang on, what was that you just said? About finding something?’

‘The money hidden in the house,’ said Roy.

‘What money?’ asked Mr Sloan.

‘But you must know,’ answered Roy. ‘Why else would you be pulling down old boards and ripping up the carpet and stuff?’

‘To make it look nice, of course,’ said Mr Sloan.

‘If you really don’t know, I suppose I should tell you,’ said Roy. ‘The old lady who owned this house used to be worth heaps, everyone reckons, but no-one ever saw her go to the bank. So they say she used to keep the money hidden somewhere. In a wall, maybe. Or under the floorboards. But no-one could find it after she died. I reckon they were all looking in the wrong room. That’s why everyone thought you bought it, though. To find the money.’

‘The wrong room?’ said Mr Sloan, suddenly looking very interested in what Roy had to say. ‘What do you mean?’

‘They all looked in the one where she used to sit alone in her rocking chair,’ said Roy. ‘But I reckon it’s in the other room.’

‘And which room might that be?’ asked Mr Sloan, his eyes almost popping out of his head.

‘Oh, now that would be telling, wouldn’t it,’ said Roy. ‘It’s sort of a local secret. Only people who live in this street know about it and we keep it to ourselves.’

‘But I live here now!’ said Mr Sloan.

‘Almost,’ said Roy.

‘By the way,’ said Mr Sloan, pulling out a large roll of fifty dollar notes, ‘I’ve got your money for you. What are we up to now? Three hundred? Three fifty?’

‘Six hundred and ten,’ said Roy. ‘Make it seven hundred!’

‘Seven hundred!’ said Mr Sloan. ‘Oh, all right. There you are. Now, which room was it? Which room’s got the money?’

‘Can’t remember,’ said Roy. ‘Anyway, time for me to go.’

‘You’ll remember, all right,’ said Mr Sloan. ‘Otherwise I’ll have that money back in my pocket before you can blink.’

‘Got to catch me first,’ said Roy. ‘Greaseball!’

Roy had prepared well. He had loosened floorboards, hammered in rusty nails so they were sticking up all over the place and done a great many other naughty things.

As Mr Sloan lunged at Roy, he stood on the ugliest of rusty nails and it shot through his shoes and straight into his big toe! He jumped back in pain, standing on a loosened floorboard that flicked up like a see-saw and bopped him right on the nose. Tears sprang to his eyes, which meant he had no hope of seeing Roy jump in to whack him on the shin with a hammer, and as he hopped backwards holding his shin, the power drill went straight into his butt. Lucky it wasn’t on!

As Roy moved in with a pair of pliers to squeeze Mr Sloan’s ear lobe, he saw his father though the window coming up the driveway with the police.

‘Help,’ called Roy. ‘Mr Sloan’s had an accident. In fact, a couple of accidents.’

Mr Sloan ended up going to jail. And Roy kept his seven hundred dollars. Was the bit about the old lady and the money true? Of course not!

Roy did end up making his millions. By buying houses, fixing them up, then selling them. But he always paid his bills.

One day, however, he just stopped. He sold everything, gave half to the Salvation Army and just worked quietly at home making furniture and stuff. Do you know why? Roy had his own kids by then and one day his little boy had asked him for a kick of footy.

‘Can’t,’ said Roy. ‘Love to, but I’ve got to go to work.’

But, as he drove away, Roy remembered that he was always too busy to have a kick of footy. And he realised, after all those years, that his own dad was right. If you chase money too hard, you can end up losing everything else. What is money if you haven’t got family or friends or kids that feel loved?

So, parents can be right. Sometimes. But you’d never tell them that, of course.
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Mr Fleming, our teacher, was so angry he was shaking. He went straight up to Mr Singh during morning recess and said, ‘Is it me or is Richard Parsons a nightmare? He’d have to be the most difficult little monster I’ve ever had the misfortune to teach. Can there be a worse kid in the world?’

I was standing nearby and heard the whole thing!

On Monday, Richard threw a rock at Mr Fleming’s car. On Tuesday, he smashed a window and then threw broken glass at Sarah Blewett. On Wednesday, he flushed three kindy kids. On Thursday, he spat in my lunchbox. And on Friday, he dacked our PE teacher, Miss Fay.

Richard seemed to spend more time up at the principal’s office than he did in class. But it didn’t make any difference. If anything, he became worse. He must have had really rough brothers and sisters, too, because he always seemed to have bruises on his face.

The teachers spoke to his parents, but they didn’t seem to care.

‘You’re the teachers,’ said his mum. ‘You fix it.’

One day I heard that Richard’s dad reckoned he’d have a go at Mr Fleming if he didn’t leave them alone. I think the police had something to say about that, but I’m not sure what.

Our principal, Mrs Stacey, was a really nice lady and she wanted to keep Richard at our school. She probably could have kicked him out, but since Richard had to go to school somewhere, she thought it might as well be with us. With people that cared. I’m not sure that I cared too much.
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Strangely, a few weeks went by without anything really bad happening — and then Richard suddenly became worse. He came to school with a huge bruise over his eye and I could tell he was really angry. He went straight up to Gavin Spencer’s desk and just chucked all his books on the floor. Next, he grabbed me by the jumper and yanked it till it ripped, and finally, just as Mrs Stacey went past, he did a full moonie.

As usual, Mrs Stacey took Richard into her office and gave him a good talking-to, but by lunchtime he was at it again. He blocked up the boy’s toilets, threw Angelo Rossi’s marbles on the road, gave Daniel McDonald a Chinese burn and tipped a rubbish bin over Fiona Tyer’s head.

I tried talking to Richard once. I said, ‘If you hate us all so much, why do you come to school? Why don’t you just nick off to the park and bang your head against a brick wall for a while?’

I wish I hadn’t. He stuck a banana down my dacks and gave me a five-minute wedgie. Can you imagine the mess?

And then came the day. The worst day of my life.

For some reason, Richard’s mum decided to have a birthday party for him. Maybe she thought it would make him nicer. Richard didn’t want to have the party but his mum said he had to and that was that. What’s more, he had to ask the whole class.

Guess who was the only one stupid enough to turn up?

You can imagine how embarrassing it was. All this food, all these silly party hats, heaps of balloons and no people. Just me and Richard.

Richard said he was glad because the other kids were jerks anyway. But I knew he wasn’t glad because later I saw him crying behind a tree. And then it got even worse.

Richard’s dad came home and I could tell he was drunk. He burst through the door into the kitchen, and Richard’s mum screamed, ‘Sorry!’

And then the worst thing I have ever seen in my life. Richard’s father staggered outside and grabbed Richard by the ear. He swore at him for keeping the party a secret, screamed, ‘I’ll teach you to lie!’ and slapped Richard really hard right in the face.

Richard reeled backwards and fell to the ground in terrible pain, bleeding from his nose. I couldn’t believe it. I stood there, shaking, and then threw up against a tree.

Later, when I told Mum and Dad what had happened, they called the police.

The police came straight away and also a lady from community services. They’re people from the government who keep checking to make sure everyone’s OK.

The community services lady said they had thought for a long time that Richard was being hit by his dad, but it was hard to prove. Now they had a witness. Someone who actually saw it happen. Me. I felt sick all over again.

I won’t go into all the stuff that happened after that, but it turned out Richard’s dad had done a lot of other wrong things and he went to jail for a while. Poor Richard, when the police asked why his dad had hit him, Richard said it was because he was naughty. As if it was his fault.
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Richard is a much better kid these days but still not as happy as he deserves to be. One good thing has happened, though. At least now he’s got a friend. A friend who knows what he’s had to put up with. A friend who feels so lucky that he’s got a normal mum and dad that he’s going to stick by Richard for the rest of his life. Me.

I don’t want to sound like a hero, because I’m not. Richard’s the hero. But I think I might have helped him a bit. He had long ago given up all hope of being anyone’s mate, let alone a best one. And now we’ve got each other.
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Three years later, Richard’s dad was let out of jail early for good behaviour. As he walked out of the gates, he looked around. Although he knew he didn’t deserve it, he somehow hoped that one of his mates might be there to greet him.

But there was no-one, except a couple of kids staring from across the road. One of them happened to look like his own boy, Richard — only much bigger.

Richard’s dad had cried a lot in jail. And now he was crying again. You see, the kid that looked like Richard was coming towards him. And the kid was saying, ‘Hi, Dad.’

Forgiveness isn’t the answer to every-thing. But it’s a very good start.
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Spider Summers had challenged Snowy Seward to a dim-sim eating competition, and the rest of us could hardly wait.

The two of them had been carrying on for months about how many dimmies they could wolf down in one go, and it was time to sort things out. The challenge was to take place on a Friday after school at the Top Food Takeaway shop, and the rules were simple.

One dimmy each every two minutes, and the first one to spew was the loser.

For those of you who haven’t had the pleasure of eating a dim-sim, I had better describe one to you. It was originally, though not exactly, a sort of Chinese sausage roll with pork and vegies.

Then we got in on the act, and nowadays the filling of an Aussie dimmy could be anything. Rotten vegetables, cat’s guts, sawdust — who knows?

‘Mystery bags,’ my dad called them. Of course, some dimmies are made from good stuff, but I’ve got terrible doubts about the ones we’d buy from the Top Food Takeaway. Run by Tony Wouldn’t-Know-What-Day-It-Was.

The Top’s dimmies looked like something the cat had dragged in, sitting there as they did in a pool of oil in a half-warm tray. I’m sure I saw one move one day. And what about that gnarled old one in the corner! Stuck to the bottom of the tray with a couple of Tony’s hairs on it. I’d swear it was the same dimmy, brought out day after day, until some poor fool felt hungry enough to buy it. Me.

That’s the bit I forgot to tell you — no matter what they’re made of, all dimmies taste great!
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Finally, it was the night of the big challenge, and I reckon half the school turned up to watch. And the Top had been warned to have heaps of dimmies hot and ready to go. Or warm anyway. I doubt if Tony knew what ‘hot’ meant.

Well, Snowy and Spider had been at it for half an hour and the first fifteen dimmies slipped down easily. The next fifteen, well, that was a test.

Snowy was starting to look a bit green around number twenty, but when he did this massive sickie burp right into Spider’s face, he looked much better. I’m not so sure about Spider.

Spider ate in a very steady way. Deep breath, pop the dimmy in whole, chew, try to think of something else, close his eyes and swallow. Always taking the full two minutes. Whereas Snowy would gobble, forever trying to make out how easy it all was.

And then we hit a problem. The stupid Top had run out of warm dimmies, so now it would be cold or nothing. And I should warn you that cold, unfried dimmies are not a pretty sight.

For a start, you know that the fat inside them will just be sitting there, in one big hard lump. And the outsides, well, they’re usually sort of white and wrinkled, not unlike skin that’s been in the water too long. Both Spider and Snowy looked positively sick at the thought, but neither was giving in.

Then another problem. Snowy desperately needed to go to the toilet. ‘No way,’ said Spider. ‘Not unless someone goes with him to make sure he doesn’t chuck. And he better be quick.’

I could think of more pleasant jobs, but I suppose someone had to do it. ‘OK,’ I said.

Now, the Top’s toilet really was a sight to behold. Once you got over the most disgusting smell, you had to walk past a mountain of stinky, greasy boxes right up to the toilet door. Inside there were torn newspapers everywhere and an old brown toilet brush in the corner with some empty paper rolls. The toilet seat had long since disappeared.

When poor Snowy looked into the bowl and saw a couple of floating cigarette butts, I thought, Well, that’s it.

But somehow he hung on.

Finally, both Spider and Snowy were standing at an incredible thirty-two dimmies each. They stared straight ahead with bloodshot eyes and mouths gaping open.

And then out came Tony with two more dimmies. White and cold, lying dead in a pool of fat. With the Top’s usual specialty, several strands of Tony’s hair. And something else. A light sprinkling of dandruff.

Whether it was Spider or Snowy who spewed first, we will never know. We were all too busy getting out of the way. Bodies went everywhere, tripping, falling, lurching, as the tsunami of spew came sloshing towards us.

You would have thought a vomit bomb had exploded. Ugly scenes at the Top!

Neither Spider nor Snowy has ever eaten dimmies again. Not from the Top, anyway. It was only a week later that it was closed by the health police. Tony was charged with failing to tie back his hair or wear a cap while preparing food. Tie back his hair? I’m surprised there was any left.
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Robyn Carter had everything a girl could ever want. Money, friends, lollies, good looks, excellent clothes, no stupid brothers or sisters to put up with, a pool in the backyard, every toy ever invented, two bikes and dopey parents who let her do just about anything she liked.

But Robyn Carter wanted more.

You see, Robyn had become bored with owning just things. Now she wanted to own people. To be the boss. To have everything she could think of, exactly to her liking.

So on the first day of grade six, Robyn Carter decided that every kid at Rokeby Primary School would be her slave by the end of the year.

It wasn’t that Robyn was such a nasty kid. Well, yes she was, actually. An absolute dragon. But you have to understand that spoilt kids always want more, because they think you can never have too much stuff. They’re never happy. So really, they’ve got nothing.

In fact, we should feel sorry for kids like Robyn. But try telling that to the kids at Rokeby Primary School.
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Robyn’s plan to make everyone her slave was fantastic, and she decided to start with the other grade six kids. If she could get them, then the rest of the school would be easy.

First, she spoke to her friends Amanda and Kathy.

Amanda was the toughest kid in school. Even tougher than the boys. She was cool at fighting and excellent at corkies and wedgies, but her speciality was scratching. And guess who had the longest nails in school?

Kathy was pretty tough, too, but she was more into sneaky fighting, like coming up from behind and pulling your hair, or running her bike into your legs.

It was Amanda and Kathy’s job to be the school ‘heavies’. To make everyone do what Robyn wanted. And in return, Robyn paid Amanda and Kathy ten dollars a week, let them use her pool whenever they wanted and bought them as many lollies as they could eat. Which was a lot. We didn’t call Amanda ‘Garbage Guts’ behind her back for nothing.

Then Robyn told every kid in grade six that from now on, they had to do exactly what she wanted. If they didn’t, Amanda and Kathy would smash their faces in. And if anyone told the teachers or their parents, there’d be even worse to come.

Once that was done, Robyn decided to test whether everyone really was her slave. She was going to make every kid in the class be really rude to their teacher, Mr Gates.

Robyn hated Mr Gates. If she could make Mr Gates angry without getting into trouble herself, her life would be perfect. Unfortunately, Mr Gates was the type of teacher who got angry easily. Which is part of the reason Robyn disliked him so much. He was always yelling at her.

And so it began. Kids started to answer Mr Gates back, to talk during lessons and to make the classroom really messy. Everyone except for Robyn.

None of the kids had liked Robyn’s deal. But every one of them was afraid of Amanda and Kathy.

Mr Gates started to get so angry that he looked as though he might explode. Kids were banging desk lids all the time, leaving old bits of lunch lying around so the room would stink, doing silent smells when he was walking around the classroom and giving really cheeky answers when he asked them questions.

In fact, little Brendan Sheedy took it a bit too far. Mr Gates had put a whole lot of words on the blackboard and everyone had to find words that meant the same thing.

‘Can anyone see a match?’ asked Mr Gates.

‘Yeah,’ said Brendan. ‘My bum and your face.’

Poor Brendan got into terrible trouble over that one.

By the end of the week, Mr Gates thought he was going mad. ‘What is going on!?’ he’d yell, as everyone got naughtier and naughtier.

Mr Gates was in such a bad way that some of the kids even felt sorry for him. Actually, a lot of them did. And that was when Debbie Pringle and Lucy Grollo decided that enough was enough.

It was time to stop Robyn Carter’s plan and give her some payback.

One night, Debbie and Lucy got all the kids together to decide what to do. Not just the grade six kids. Everyone in the school. It was a really hot day so they knew Robyn wouldn’t catch them. She and her two thick-head friends had gone straight home to jump in the pool.

‘What I reckon,’ said Debbie, ‘is that we’re all too scared to do something because Amanda and Kathy will punch us out. But if we do something secret, and all do it together, then they can’t bash us all up, can they?’

Secretly, the other kids weren’t too sure about that. But then they heard about Debbie and Lucy’s plan. An excellent plan. I won’t tell you what it was yet, except to say that all 158 kids decided to wait until it was dark and then sneak around to Robyn’s place.
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The next day was really hot again. Which was just what Debbie wanted.

After school, so Robyn would hear, Debbie said, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever felt so hot. I’d love to jump in a pool somewhere.’

‘Well bad luck, jerk,’ said Robyn. ‘Because you haven’t got a pool. And I have. Kathy and Amanda and I are going there right now.’

Excellent, thought Debbie.

As soon as Robyn and her heavies had disappeared, the 158 kids who had met the night before raced around to Robyn’s place and hid behind the fence. And just as Robyn and Amanda and Kathy dived into the pool, 158 heads popped up.

‘Oh, yuck!’ screamed Amanda.

‘Oh, no!’ shouted Robyn, splashing wildly.

‘Someone’s done a wee in the pool!’ shrieked Kathy.

And 158 voices said, ‘Yes, we have.’
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Everyone laughed so much the fence shook. And when they found out the next day that Robyn’s hair had turned yellow, they laughed even louder.

Robyn was so worried about her hair that she offered everyone five dollars a week not to laugh. No-one took it, of course, and Robyn had to put up with the most terrible wee jokes for the rest of the year. Some people reckon the smell stayed with her for months.

Hardly anyone would talk to Robyn for a long time, except to make fun of her. Not even Amanda and Kathy. She had no friends at all. And when she really thought about it, that was all she’d ever wanted. Some real friends. People who liked her for herself — not just because she had money and a pool.

Eventually she did find a friend. You’ll never guess who.

Debbie.

After the wee trick, Debbie thought they were sort of even. One each. They realised they liked each other because they were both good at naughty tricks. And you can be sure the friendship isn’t because of Robyn’s pool. Neither would go near it if you paid them.
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