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About the Book



How do you protect yourself from a stalking mother? What are the 79 cheekiest excuses for not doing your homework? Why is your pencil case holding dangerous secrets? And what happens when you discover your teacher is not who you think they are?

Find out in this hilarious collection of short stories. One thing is guaranteed – you will NEVER pick the endings!
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1. I was too busy thinking about what a great teacher you are. Sometimes, that distracts me.

2. I thought it was due yesterday. I did it and brought it to school, but you didn’t ask to see it, so I took it home again.

3. My pet cat ate it.
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4. I saw an old lady crossing the road, so I stopped to help her. She was very grateful and wanted to know how she could thank me. I gave her my homework and asked her to deliver it to you. I think she’s a criminal, because she didn’t hold up her end of the deal.


5. I was going to do it, but I have this disease that makes me forget things. What was the question again?

6. I volunteered at a magic show last night. The magician made lots of things disappear, including my homework. He couldn’t bring it back, but at least I got a refund.

7. We had a freak car accident on the way to school, and the only thing that got written off was my homework. I didn’t even have it insured.

8. I spent my time planning ahead for next week’s homework. It will blow your mind.

9. I thought the tasks you set were too easy. Can you please challenge me next week?

10. I was caught in a storm on the way to school. I tried really hard to hang on to my homework, but the wind was too strong. I should have stapled it to the bottom of my bag.

11. Aliens came and abducted me. They wanted to know all about Earth: our wildlife, plants, people, food, sport, clothing and our education system. I told them they wouldn’t find a better specimen than my homework. It’s somewhere between here and Jupiter.
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12. I’m raising awareness for disadvantaged people. I have to spend the next twenty days not doing my homework. Will you sponsor me?

13. Burglars broke into our home last night and took all the good stuff.

14. I would really like to give it to you now, but I’m afraid I can’t let that happen. If you see it, I will have to kill you. *put sunglasses on and walk away briskly*

15. My pet goldfish ate it. Trust me.
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16. Haha! Good one.

17. ‘Homework’? I thought you said ‘no work’.

18. Dad really needed it for his job. He works in recycling. Keep an eye out for it next time you go to the loo and use environmentally friendly toilet paper. The third paragraph is a beauty.

19. It’s in my head.

20. I didn’t have time to do it because I was too busy shopping for your Christmas present.

21. Charlie and I did it together. I let him take it to his teacher because he did all of the tricky bits. I can’t remember what school he goes to. Come to think of it, I can’t even remember if his name was Charlie.

22. The fish-and-chip shop ran out of newspaper and they really needed to use my homework to wrap the food in. I could have burnt my fingers, but your homework task saved the day. Thank you. Chip?


23. Do you remember the times I used to hand my homework in? The homework times? I remember them, too. They were good times.

24. I did it on the computer. I remembered to save it and everything. It’s just that the computer was too heavy to carry to school.

25. I’m offended. Every week you ask me the same homework question, and every week I give you the same answer. Of course I didn’t do it. I can’t stand us living like this anymore. There’s no future for us. *sob into handkerchief and run to bathroom*

26. My pet rabbit ate it. Trust me. It really did.

27. The world is not ready for it.

28. I spent too much time researching the word ‘procrastination’. You’ll be pleased to know that I will get back to it at some stage.

29. A gang of vicious criminals attacked me on the way to school. I fought them off with my homework. The police have kept it as evidence.
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30. I thought you were joking about us having homework due today. Sometimes, I don’t get your humour.

31. But I emailed it to you . . . stupid technology.

32. I thought this whole day was a dream. I was going to do it when I woke up. Hang on . . . is this a dream? I could have sworn I flew to school. *slap self in face*

33. I spy with my little eye, something beginning with ‘H’. I’ll give you a clue. It covers your head and it’s not my homework.

34. This is going to sound outrageous and ridiculous . . . but . . . YAY-DIDDLE-DIDDLE-WOOT-WOOTY-WOO-DIDDLE-DIDDLE-DIDDLE-DINKY-DYE-DO!

35. The doctors recently informed me that I’m allergic to homework. I’m getting tested for a punishment allergy tonight, so be careful what you do.

36. Guess which hand my homework is in . . . Unlucky, it was the other hand.

37. I saved you the work. I collected and marked it all by myself.
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38. My pet donkey ate it. Trust me. It really did. Truly.

39. I didn’t do it because I was deeply offended that you cut into my family life. How would you like it if I stood in your bedroom asking you meaningless questions? It’s the same concept, isn’t it?

40. It’s probably not a good time to tell you this, but I’ve decided to start speaking Spanish. Buenos días. ¿Cómo estás? Yo no he hecho mi trabajo. Por favor, no me dé detención.

41. We are moving and so it is packed away in one of the boxes. Did you know moving is one of the most stressful things a person can go through? There you go. You learn something new every day.

42. You haven’t checked Amanda’s yet. *point to Amanda and run away*

43. Mum accidentally spilled coffee all over it. Well, we thought it was coffee, but it turned out to be some kind of acid. The homework disintegrated, and Mum is acting really weird.

44. The questions were easy, but the answers were hard.

45. I forgot to take the homework out of my bag when I went to swimming training. I also forgot to take the bag off my back when I dived into the water.

46. Dad said I should surprise you by completing my homework for once. Well . . . you’re in for a real surprise. I haven’t got it! Surprise!
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47. Can I please have an extension? Eight more years should do the trick.

48. No. No way. No, no, no, no, no. You’ve got me all wrong. I don’t do that stuff.

49. My pet spider ate it. Trust me. It really did. Truly. I know it sounds weird, but it did.

50. Do you believe in ghosts? I didn’t either until my homework turned into one.

51. Mum and Dad told me I should have a week off. They gave me that wonderful advice a few years ago around Christmas time, but I’ve been saving it up until now.


52. I turned my homework into a neat little paper aeroplane. You should have seen it fly! It just zoomed off the bridge and kept going right down into the river. Then it turned into a boat!
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53. I was sick and touched my homework all over. I’m sure you can appreciate the precautionary nature of not handling it.

54. I didn’t know what to do. Please be clearer with your instructions.

55. I just wanted to make sure you would check to see it. Now that I know you check for real, I will do it for real.

56. You keep teaching me to take risks. Does this count?

57. Mum and Dad made me do the washing-up every night as punishment for not doing my homework last week. I didn’t have enough time to do anything else. Keep talking to them and the endless cycle will continue. Okay, the ball is in your court now.


58. My pet snail ate it. Trust me. It really did. Truly. I know it sounds weird, but it did. Who would have thought it was a part of their diet?

59. You keep blaming me for something I didn’t do.

60. I was doing my homework and helping Mum with the cooking at the same time. She asked me to chop it all up. How was I meant to know she was talking about the pumpkin?

61. I was doing my homework and helping Dad with the firewood at the same time. He asked me to chop it all up. Aha, you thought I was going to say, ‘How was I meant to know he was talking about the firewood?’. Well, I chopped the firewood, but how was I supposed to know he meant to put the wood into the fire?

62. I turned my homework into a scary Halloween costume. I know, it gives me bad dreams, too.

63. ‘Due Friday’? I thought you said ‘June Friday’. We all laughed at you because we thought you were really weird.
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64. There is a big difference between ‘due’ and ‘dew’ that I am yet to learn. I left my homework on the lawn overnight. It disappeared when the sun came out.

65. It’s in South America. Looooong story.

66. But you told me to make sure it was amazing. Good things take time.

67. Close your eyes and I’ll teleport it to you.

68. Would I be lying if I told you I did it? Have a think about that for a while and get back to me. *hold eye contact and slowly back away*

69. You don’t have a reputation as the most forgiving teacher for nothing.

70. Our printer ran out of ink. Yes, I know it had to be handwritten, but I had to help Mum get new ink. Ahhh, got you with that one.

71. Dad needed help testing the new shredding machine.

72. My pet giraffe ate it. Trust me. It really did. Truly. I know it sounds weird, but it did. Who would have thought it was a part of their diet? And, yes, it’s legal to have them as pets.
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73. It was cloudy on the way to school. Then it started raining. I took cover under a big gum tree, but the rain got really heavy. As I was running for a more suitable shelter, the rain increased so much that it started to flash flood. I had to run back to the gum tree and hold on for dear life. The raging waters swirled around me. The rain got even heavier, and debris started floating past my safety point. Some ants floated past and I let them use my homework as a raft. I know it sounds absolutely ridiculous, but I swear I’m telling the truth about the cloudy part.

74. My pet humpback whale ate it. Trust me. It really did. Truly. I know it sounds weird, but it did. Who would have thought it was a part of their diet? And, yes, it’s legal to have them as pets. One day, when all this blows over, I’ll take you out to meet him. Or it could be a her. I’m not too sure.


75. You keep encouraging me to work to my strengths. Homework isn’t one of them.

76. I sold it on eBay.

77. I told you last week. And the week before. Why do I have to keep reminding you that I didn’t do it?

78. No offence, but have you ever thought about becoming a tax collector? That’s the kind of vibe I’m getting here.

79. What! It was right here on my desk. I did it. I actually did it and brought it to school. It was right here. I can’t believe it! It was truly right here! This is an outrage because I had it just a second ago. I spent so much time on it and everything was done. It was right here on the edge of my desk. I had actually done it. For once in my life I had done it . . . just joking. Sorry about that.
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Throughout the ages, human beings have given and received billions and billions of gifts. The GPS that Dad gave Mum last Christmas was by far and away the worst of the lot.

 

The house lights dimmed and the giant speakers on the cinema walls began to emit a deep sound. It was the rumbling of an engine. A helicopter whooshed across the screen. The audience gasped as the helicopter suddenly exploded into a million pieces.
 

‘The bad guys,’ squeaked Ed. He covered his eyes as an enemy stealth bomber zoomed onto the screen.

I dipped my hand into the buttery popcorn and took a sip of my soda.

‘Watch out!’ blurted Ed as the enemy stealth bomber hit another target. The whole cinema shook with the impact. The massive screen flashed yellow and orange as the target blew up. I could feel my insides shake with the blast.
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I loved going to the movies, especially with Ed. He was my best friend.

I wriggled back into the spongy cinema chair and took another sip of my soda.

One of the good guys’ cars appeared and shot down the enemy stealth bomber. The audience cheered. Ed began to celebrate, too, though he accidentally snorted buttery popcorn in through his nose. I was about to laugh at him but, unfortunately, something stopped me.

It was Mum. She had found me.

‘Dewey!’ she called in her most annoying tone.

Her voice cut through the 5.1 surround sound like a jagged knife cutting butter. ‘Dewey, darling . . . where are you? Dewey!’

I covered my face with my hands and wriggled further into the chair.

‘Dewey!’

‘Shhh!’ hissed someone near the front.

‘Dewey!’ called Mum even louder, ignorant of the fact that most of the cinema audience was now glaring at her.

The movie screen froze and one of the cinema staff shone their torch at Mum.

The audience booed.

‘Dewey!’ persisted Mum, ignoring the torchlight on her face. She started walking down the aisle, calling out my name over and over again.

‘Shut up,’ complained a teenage boy sitting near the back. ‘Dewey obviously isn’t here.’


Mum ignored him and kept moving closer to where I was hiding.

I wriggled so far back into my chair that I passed wind.

‘That stinks,’ protested Ed.

Mum spotted me.

‘There you are, Dewey, darling!’ she squealed in delight. She pointed directly at me so everyone could see who I was. ‘I knew you were here. This GPS never lies.’

Mum was holding her favourite item: a state-of-the-art GPS device.

GPS stands for Global Positioning System, in case you didn’t know. Most people use a GPS to navigate when they drive. Some people use them to track how far they walk or run, while others use them to calculate distances.

Mum uses hers to stalk me.

Dad gave her a GPS last Christmas. It came with a watch and tracking device. Dad thought Mum would enjoy seeing how far she walked each day.

Mum had other ideas.

I have to wear the watch. It beams a signal into space. The signal bounces off a satellite and returns instantly to Mum’s GPS, showing her my precise location. She always knows exactly where I am.

‘Dewey, you forgot your special hanky,’ she said, handing me a bright-yellow handkerchief.

‘What are you doing, Mum?’ I moaned, taking the handkerchief. ‘You’ve ruined the whole movie.’
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Everyone in the cinema was watching us. They were all frowning. I was beyond embarrassed.

‘What if you need to blow your nosey wosey, Dewey?’

‘Call me David,’ I complained. ‘Dewey sounds like a girl’s name.’

‘Don’t be silly, Dewey, darling,’ replied Mum, turning to the audience. ‘Does anyone else here think Dewey sounds like a girl’s name?’

‘Mum!’ I hissed. ‘Stop it!’

‘Who thinks Dewey sounds like a girl’s name?’ she repeated.

A kid in the row behind us put his hand up. So did his dad. About six other people put their hands up, too. The teenager at the back probably would have as well, but he was too busy kissing his girlfriend.

‘See, Dewey, darling? Most people don’t think it’s a girly name,’ said Mum. ‘Now, you come home in time for your bubble bath. I’ll be waiting to help wash behind your ears.’

Someone in the audience giggled.

‘I’m eleven years old,’ I groaned, my cheeks flushing with humiliation. ‘Please stop embarrassing me.’

Mum ignored me with a silly laugh and turned to leave.

‘I’ll be waiting for your bubble bath, Dewey!’ she sang, waltzing back up the aisle as if her cinema disruption was the most normal thing in the world.
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At soccer training the next day, I instructed Ed not to tell anyone about the movie incident.

‘It’s just so embarrassing,’ I said, fiddling with my watchstrap. ‘I wish this whole GPS system didn’t exist. No matter what I do or where I go, Mum can always hunt me down.’

‘If my Mum hunted me down like that, I’d move to Kazakhstan,’ said Ed.

‘I wish I could move to Kazakhstan,’ I sighed. ‘Maybe I should live under the ocean – anywhere to get away from the embarrassment.’

‘Why don’t you take the watch off?’ suggested Ed. ‘That way you can hide it somewhere and she’ll never find you.’

‘No can do,’ I replied. ‘The watch has motion sensors. As soon as it stops moving, it sends alerts to Mum’s GPS. She’ll know something is up.’

Ed passed the ball to me and I kicked it extra hard, pretending it was Mum’s head.

‘So, are you going to ask Jenny to the secret school dance?’ asked Ed, changing the conversation.

I nodded, blushing a pleasant blush.

Jenny was the best-looking girl in the year. Every time I saw her, my mind melted into delightful ooze and I couldn’t concentrate on anything else. She tied my stomach into knots that held my whole body together in an electric bind.

‘The secret school dance,’ I pondered.

The secret school dance happened once a year. It was easily the highlight of the school calendar. The teachers would prepare a secret venue for a dance. Nobody knew where the dance was going to be, or what the dance theme was, until the teachers announced it on the actual day. It meant you only had a few hours to get ready, which was really fun. Everyone loved to guess where they thought the dance would be.

‘I should ask Jenny soon,’ I said. ‘The dance is next Friday.’

Ed nodded in agreement as Coach called us over for a team chat.

‘Okay, team, listen up,’ he said in his commanding coach voice. ‘It’s time to man up. We’re playing the Devils this week, and we know how hard they play the game.’

Everyone listened closely.

‘This Saturday, I want you to turn into men. You’re no longer boys. You’re men. Real men. Play hard and tough and don’t give the Devils an inch. Get rid of the boy in you. Get rid of everything soft. Get rid of everything childish. Have no fear and grow up. Just grow up. Go hard or go home. We are the mighty Roos!’

The team began to clap.

Then Mum appeared.

‘Dewey! Dewey, darling.’

Coach’s usually stern face turned to bewilderment as Mum frolicked airily through the team huddle directly to me. She was holding her GPS in one hand and a tube of sunscreen in the other.

‘Dewey, sweetheart, do you need any more protection from Mr Hot Sun?’ she said in a toddler-type voice.

‘Mum, what are you doing?’ I sighed, wishing one of the soccer balls would turn into a hungry lion that had an appetite for ridiculous mums.

‘Mr Hot Sun is nasty blasty,’ said Mum. ‘I don’t want my darling Dewey getting roasty toasty from Mr Hot Sun.’
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She splattered sunscreen over my forehead and began to rub it in.

‘Dewey sounds like a girl’s name,’ said one of my teammates as Mum massaged the sunscreen into my eyebrows.

The whole team looked on with dumbfounded expressions as my face got covered in thick layers of white cream.

‘Now, Dewey,’ said Mum. ‘Make sure you come home in time to feed Buggsy Boo Boo. He needs some special munchy treats.’

Defeated, I looked down at my shoes. I was now officially the biggest baby on the team. The Devils ate people like me for breakfast.

Mum strolled over to Coach and ruffled his hair with her hand. ‘Do you have a bunny wabbit, too? Dewey has Buggsy Boo Boo. He is white and fluffy like the clouds.’

[image: image]

Coach raised a weirded-out eyebrow.

Mum giggled before floating away, singing to herself and turning around every now and then to blow me imaginary kisses.

‘Make sure Jenny never, ever meets that woman,’ said Ed. ‘She’s a GPS pest.’
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Ed had made a good point at soccer training. I had to somehow make sure that Jenny never saw or met Mum. The consequences would be disastrous – Jenny would never go to the secret school dance with me if she knew what Mum was like.

This meant that I had to keep an enormous distance from Jenny because I knew that Mum could strike at any time. I couldn’t risk talking to Jenny very often since I was constantly on high alert.

At lunchtimes, Ed and I went and sat with some of the older kids on the far side of the playground. That way, I thought, Jenny was unlikely to come anywhere near me. She preferred to go to the library and read Exploding Endings.

The dance was fast approaching and everybody was talking about it.

‘I hear there’s a prize for best dressed,’ said one of the older girls.

‘The teachers reckon it’s the best secret location ever,’ said somebody else.

‘I reckon it will be at the ice rink,’ said the girl, ‘or maybe the disco hall.’

‘Could be beach themed,’ suggested Ed.

‘I wish the dance was for senior students only,’ said another girl. ‘We’re the only ones mature enough for it.’

‘Hey,’ protested Ed. ‘I reckon David and I can handle it.’

The girl looked at us and paused for a moment. ‘Yeah, I guess you two are okay. You’re pretty cool.’

Mum’s timing couldn’t have been worse.

‘Dewey! Dewey, darling,’ she called loudly as she approached the group from the other side of the playground.
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‘Who’s that weirdo?’ said the girl. ‘And where did she come from?’

‘I have no idea,’ I lied, trying to hide my face from Mum’s view.

‘Dewey, darling,’ called Mum, pointing the GPS directly at me. ‘There you are, my gorgeous honey boy.’

She leaned down and squeezed my cheek with her hand.

One of the girls shook her head in disapproval.

‘Dewey, darling,’ said Mum, ‘I need to make sure you are wearing the right undies. I don’t want you getting a nasty rashie rash. Your legs will get all ouchie sore.’

The older kids looked on, flabbergasted, though some of the curls on their lips suggested they were enjoying this a great deal.

‘I’m having lunch,’ I frowned. ‘Just leave me alone and stop embarrassing me.’

‘Now, Dewey, darling,’ replied Mum, shaking an exaggerated finger at me. ‘Mr Rashie Rash gets cranky if you don’t wear your soft undies. Show your mother your undies, please.’

The older kids giggled.


‘Go on . . . Dewey, darling,’ cackled one of the boys. ‘Show Mummy your special undies.’

Mum nodded in agreement. ‘You heard the young man. Show me.’

‘What . . . now?’ I managed, my stomach reeling in horror.

‘I’m not leaving until I know my Dewey is safe and sound in his soft undies,’ said Mum. ‘Mr Rashie Rash can come again another day.’

I didn’t know what else I could do. Mum wouldn’t accept anything other than obedience. I had no choice.

I stood up and slowly unzipped my fly.
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‘Nice pink undies,’ teased some of the older students as I trudged back to class at the end of lunch. ‘They match your girly name.’

‘Just ignore them, David,’ said Ed, trying to comfort me. ‘They’ll forget about it soon enough.’

‘I’m so sick of Mum popping up out of nowhere and embarrassing me,’ I sighed. ‘Life is so stressful not knowing when she’ll strike next. I wish I didn’t have to wear this watch. I wish she didn’t know where I was all the time.’


‘I wish I could help you,’ said Ed.

‘What if Jenny finds out about my pink undies?’ I complained. ‘What if she witnesses one of Mum’s appearances? She’ll definitely say no to the secret school dance then.’

‘You can always just ask her anyway,’ said Ed, giving me a comforting pat on the back.

Ed was right; all I could do was try, even if it meant being rejected because of my pink under-attire. There was no harm in asking. Jenny would be on the bus that afternoon, and it was my best chance to invite her to the dance. The big night was approaching quickly, and I had to act fast.
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The afternoon bus was typically packed, but thanks to Ed, who squeezed onto the bus after Jenny and saved me a seat in front of her, I managed to find myself in the perfect position to act.

The bus departed school for its afternoon run, and I felt myself tensing with nervous excitement. Jenny’s stop was the third stop and time was precious. I closed my eyes to prepare myself for the big question.


Ed nudged me in the ribs as the bus made its first stop. I swallowed hard and turned around.

‘Hi, Jenny,’ I said.

‘Hi, David,’ she replied, giving me a smile that doubled the size of my heart in an instant.

There was an awkward pause while I thought of something else to say, though nothing came to mind.

Ed did the talking instead.

‘David has an important question for you, Jenny,’ he said, giving me a slow nod. ‘Don’t you, David . . .? A really important question . . .’

The bus slowed down and made its second stop.

Ed nudged me in the ribs again. ‘What was that important question, David? You know . . . the one you had for Jenny.’

Jenny looked at me with her bright, blue eyes. They reminded me of the sky on a clear day.

‘I was just wondering,’ I said quietly, ‘if you . . . ummm . . .’

‘Yes?’ said Jenny, expectantly.
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It suddenly dawned on me that I had nothing to lose. Jenny was right here, right now. Ed had opened the conversation door wide, and I was free to enter. I was free to ask her to the secret school dance. Mum couldn’t humiliate me. Not here. Not on the afternoon bus. Hope flooded my body like a cool drink on a hot day.

‘Well, I was wondering,’ I said more confidently, ‘if you would like to –’

‘Dewey, darling!’ blared a voice from somewhere outside the moving bus.

Mum had found a way. She had somehow found a way to get to me.

I looked out the window. Mum was driving alongside the bus in her car, her window open and a megaphone in her hand. She had it pointed at me.

‘Dewey, darling,’ she crackled through the megaphone. ‘Did you do a number two today?’

Everyone on the bus laughed. Even Jenny giggled.

I glared at Mum. I could see the GPS device on the passenger seat next to her. I hated that thing.

‘Dewey,’ she continued, ‘I hope you did a number two. You know how sore your little tummy gets when you don’t do number twos.’

I shook my head in frustration.


Mum interpreted it as no number twos.

‘Oh no!’ she boomed through the loudspeaker. ‘You need to go straight home and do a number two!’

Everyone on the bus was now in stitches. Even the bus driver was chuckling away to himself.

‘And don’t forget to wipe Mr Bottom properly,’ added an amplified Mum. ‘Last time you didn’t wipe Mr Bottom properly, it took three washes to get the stains out of your special undies.’

By now the bus was shaking with hearty collective laughter.

‘And don’t forget to feed Buggsy Boo Boo,’ blared Mum through the megaphone.

I wanted the bus driver to veer Mum off the road. I wanted everything to be a bad dream. I looked at the watch on my wrist with disdain.

Mum’s car pulled away as the bus slowed for its third stop – Jenny’s stop.

The laughter died down and Jenny stood up to leave. She took a few steps towards the front of the bus, then paused and looked at me.

‘What was the big question you had for me, David?’ she said.

The whole bus watched silently. Everyone wanted to hear what I had to say.
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No words came to my mouth. I was deflated. Defeated. Done. I sighed and looked down at my feet in silence.

‘David wants to know if you would go to the dance with him,’ piped up Ed.

A million thoughts, all of which involved hurting Ed, flashed through my mind. I held my breath and looked expectantly at Jenny.

She smiled and nodded.
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The Devils sneered as Mum gave me the sunscreen treatment in the middle of the pitch. They snickered and pointed at me.
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‘There’s our target,’ snarled one of their bigger players. ‘Run the ball at little diddums, and he’ll dive for Mummy.’

‘Dewey is such a girly name,’ added another Devil.

It was the day of the big game, and Mum was typically over-enthusiastic. And ever-present. It was bad enough having her drop in unexpectedly, let alone be there for the whole game.

‘Now, Dewey, darling,’ she said in her most embarrassing voice so that everyone on the field could hear. ‘Don’t forget to blow your darling mummy a kiss or two. I’ll be watching you kick Mr Bally Ball and cheering you on from the sideline.’

‘Just think,’ said Ed as Mum walked away, ‘at least Jenny said yes to the dance. That’s something that’s gone right, right?’

I nodded. ‘You were brilliant on the bus, Ed. I still can’t believe she said yes . . . especially after what Mum did.’

Ed smiled. ‘That’s what friends are for.’

‘But what’s Mum going to do on the night of the dance?’ I frowned. ‘She’ll be hanging around and making life weird for Jenny. She has to get involved in everything. She keeps randomly popping up and embarrassing me.’


‘Go, Deweeeeyyyyy!’ called Mum from the sideline.

Having the most embarrassing mother on the planet didn’t do me any favours during the soccer match. I missed the ball at least five times in the first half because Mum called out to me right when I was about to kick it. At half-time, she even made me sit on her lap while Coach talked.

During the second half, one of the Devils tripped me over.

‘Hey!’ I objected, bouncing right back to my feet.

I wasn’t hurt, but the referee had missed a clear penalty. I bent down to straighten my shin guards.

‘Dewey, darling!’ cried a hysterical Mum, invading the field like a crazed shopper at a Boxing Day sale.

The referee tried to shoo her away, but she ran over to me, causing the whole game to stop.

‘I’m fine, Mum, just leave me alone,’ I pleaded. ‘Please just leave me alone for one minute of my life.’

‘Dewey, darling, you’re horribly injured!’ she shrieked. ‘Mr Hard Ground hurt you!’

‘I’m fine,’ I snapped, annoyed that she had interrupted the match and caused yet another scene.


‘No, you’re awfully injured,’ she persisted. ‘You fell over and Mr Hard Ground hurt you.’

She reached for her phone.

‘What are you doing?’ I said.

‘Calling an ambulance!’ she howled. ‘My poor Dewey darling is hurty hurty!’

And that’s how it happened. That’s how Mum caused the rest of the game to be cancelled. Both teams were furious. Everyone seemed to be blaming me.

‘You should have just played on, you little sook,’ growled the Devils’ coach.

‘So soft,’ seethed one of their players.

‘Such a baby,’ said one of my teammates.

Everyone glared at me as we waited for the ambulance to come. And when it finally arrived, the ambulance driver looked more bemused than the Devils’ coach.

‘You called me out for this?’ he said, pointing at my perfectly preserved, injury-free leg.
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Within seconds, Mum was making such a fuss that the driver quickly backed down. ‘Okay, okay. We’ll take him in for some precautionary tests.’

Off we drove, the whole soccer field watching, both teams cursing, the driver shaking his head and Mum fretting over me in the back of the ambulance.
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In the space of a few weeks, I had grown a reputation as the sooky boy with the over-protective, chaotic, embarrassing and harassing mother.

The only thing untrue about the reputation was the sooky part. The rest – about Mum – was completely accurate.

The day of the secret school dance had arrived and the school was buzzing with excitement.

‘I hear it will be at the bowling alley,’ said Toby, a boy in my class.

‘I reckon it will be at the town hall,’ said his mate.

Another one of Toby’s friends singled me out instead. ‘I wonder how long it will take Dewey, darling’s, mother to ruin the dance?’

‘I bet twenty minutes,’ said a girl.

‘Ten minutes,’ said Toby.


‘Mummy is probably outside the classroom now, waiting to come in,’ teased the girl. ‘As if you would let your mum pop up like that all the time. What a loser.’

Toby and his mate sniggered.

I tried to ignore them, but I thought about what they had said. It was true. Mum was sure to interrupt the secret school dance with something ridiculous that would embarrass me. Deep down, I knew my special night with Jenny was doomed.
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‘Dewey, darling, where is the secret school dance?’ pestered Mum as I made the final adjustments to my hair. ‘Your mummy, dear, will check in on you to make sure you are looking after Jenny penny. She’s a lovely girl, that Jenny penny.’

I didn’t want to answer. I was sick of her interrupting and embarrassing me. Day after day, she had bothered and humiliated me, and I had had enough. I decided not to tell her.

‘I can’t remember,’ I said. ‘But Ed’s dad knows where to go, so we will get there safely.’

Mum smiled a silly smile and glanced at my watch. ‘Okay, honey bunny. I’ll find you anyway. Awww . . . you look so cutey putey in your green shirt.’ She ruffled my carefully combed hair until it resembled a bird’s nest. ‘Well, I will see you at the dance in any case. My GPS never lies.’

‘Okay,’ I sighed, thinking of Jenny. What was she going to say when Mum burst into the evening like an unwanted bad smell?

‘Mummy is going to have a shower now,’ she sang. ‘I will say goodbye. You remember to thank Ed’s father for driving you.’

I nodded.

‘And don’t forget to feed Buggsy Boo Boo before you go,’ she added, closing the bathroom door behind her.

I walked to the backyard, utterly annoyed with my mother. I couldn’t stand to think of what she had planned.

I fed Buggsy Boo Boo some celery sticks, and checked my watch. Ed’s dad would be arriving any minute.

My watch stared up at me, taunting me with its GPS powers.

I looked down at Buggsy Boo Boo munching on the celery. I wished for a moment I was him. It would be far less stressful being a rabbit.

I looked back at my watch.

I looked at the rabbit.

I looked at my watch again.


A car horn sounded at the front of the house. Ed and his Dad had arrived.

I picked up Buggsy Boo Boo and headed to the front door.


[image: image]

My alarm clock went off at 7am the next morning. I yawned a delicious yawn and rolled out of bed, feeling content. It was the best I had slept in weeks. It is funny how a great night out can make you sleep well.

I skipped outside to give Buggsy Boo Boo his morning carrot stick.

‘Here you go, fella,’ I said, patting him gently. ‘You deserve this after your big run last night.’

Buggsy Boo Boo looked up at me with a sparkle in his eye and chomped into the carrot.

I adjusted my GPS watch and plucked a bramble leaf out of its band. I scraped some dried mud off its face. It looked like new again.

‘Good boy, Buggsy Boo Boo,’ I said. ‘Good boy.’

‘Ooohhh,’ moaned a quiet voice from the back door. It was Mum. She limped outside and rubbed her tired eyes, yawning as she did so.

‘Good morning!’ I said happily.


Mum picked a bramble leaf out of her hair.

‘Did you sleep well?’ I chirped.

She shook her head, bending down to scrape some dried mud off her skirt.

‘Would you like some breakfast?’ I asked.

She nodded, plucking a leaf off her shirt.

‘Where was the secret school dance?’ she asked hoarsely. ‘I couldn’t find it . . . in the bush . . . it was dark . . . the bush was so dark . . .’

‘At the disco hall,’ I said brightly. ‘It was a great dance. Just awesome. Jenny danced with me the whole time. We even won the best-dressed prize!’

‘That’s nice,’ she managed, stiffly stretching one of her legs and shaking some dust out of her hair.

‘You look terrible, Mum,’ I said. ‘Next time you go bushwalking at night, you should take a torch.’

I leaned down and patted Buggsy Boo Boo again. ‘Let me know the next time you feel like exploring the bush,’ I whispered so that only he could hear. ‘Just let me know.’
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It’s not my fault the bus crashed.

While I was waiting at the bus stop, I found a red rubber band. It was one of those fat, stretchy ones. I did what most eleven-year-old boys would do – I put it in my pocket.

Anyway, Bing and I were sitting at the back of the bus, like most mornings. And we were getting bored, like most mornings. I remembered the rubber band and pulled it out to show him.

‘That’s a beauty,’ he said. ‘Bet it flicks a long way.’


‘Reckon I can flick it all the way to the front of the bus?’ I said.

‘Do it,’ he dared.

I took aim and flicked.

The rubber band whizzed through the air and struck Mandy Morris sharply on the back of the neck.

‘Great shot!’ crowed Bing, though I could barely hear him – Mandy’s high-pitched squeal was too loud.

What happened next wasn’t my fault, I swear.

‘YEOW!’ Mandy cried, turning angrily to see where the rubber missile had come from.

Her long hair whooshed as she spun her head, brushing Neil Boon’s nose in the process. Neil sneezed and banged his forehead on the back of Jamie Selwyn’s chair.

Jamie didn’t like his chair being banged and he swore loudly.

Mrs Laycock, who doesn’t like swearing, stood up to investigate.

It’s a shame Mrs Laycock’s pink handbag is so sparkly. If it wasn’t so sparkly, it would not have drawn the attention of Daryl Briggs.

It did.

While Mrs Laycock was busy telling off Jamie Selwyn for swearing, Daryl decided to go through her handbag. He pulled out some red lipstick and tried it on. He looked hilarious.

[image: image]

Patsy Pollard laughed so hard she began to choke on her chocolate milk. It spluttered out through her nose, splashing all over Manuel Rojas.

Manuel, who is allergic to milk, screamed and ran to the front of the bus. He tripped over Wesley Cheung’s bag and landed on top of the bus driver.

The bus suddenly jolted and veered off the road. The driver panicked and accidentally accelerated, sending the vehicle neatly through the front doors of the National Bank.

Jamie Selwyn swore.

The transport company sent a replacement bus to get us to school.


Bing and I took our usual seats near the back.

‘I like your purple pants,’ said Bing, eyeing off my mufti clothes and trying to distract me from the fact that I had caused a major accident – which I hadn’t, though Mandy Morris put the blame on me.

‘I don’t like my purple pants,’ I replied. ‘I wish I had normal clothes like you.’

It was mufti day, and nobody was in school uniform. Dad had recently bought me some purple pants from the op shop, and he made me wear them to school. It was a bit embarrassing, but not as embarrassing as Daryl Briggs’s red lips. I smiled to myself as Daryl kissed his hand and giggled at the leftover lipstick mark.

‘What’s that?’ said Bing, pointing to something shiny near my feet.

I leaned down to investigate. It was a small magnifying glass.

I picked it up and showed Bing.

‘That’s pretty cool,’ he said. ‘Bet you can’t hit Mandy Morris.’

I laughed and put the magnifying glass in my purple pocket.
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‘Good morning, class,’ said Mrs Chan.

Our first lesson was Chinese.

‘Today, I have something special planned,’ she continued. ‘We are having our lesson outside. It’s a perfect, sunny day out there – consider it a treat.’

I gave Bing a high five.

I loved having lessons outside. It was always more fun outdoors, like that time Mr Rundle’s art class got caught in a thunderstorm. It was pretty funny, especially when Mr Rundle slipped on a hailstone and landed on the painting of his wife singing opera.

Mrs Chan led the class to the playground and made us sit down in a big circle. She started telling us the Chinese names of things we could see. Everything was going well until Sam Johnson started feeling ill.

‘Do you need to go to sick bay?’ asked Mrs Chan.

A pale Sam nodded.

Mrs Chan turned to the class. ‘Wait here while I take Sam to the nurse.’

After a few minutes, Bing and I started to get bored. I remembered the magnifying glass in my pocket and pulled it out.

Magnifying glasses have many uses, we discovered. We used it to examine some ants that were trying to move a half-sucked lollypop, to get a close-up of Bing’s thumbnail, to make our eyeballs look four times as big and, best of all, to burn a hole in a dried-up leaf.
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That’s when the smoke started.

Manuel Rojas, who is allergic to milk and smoke, started coughing. His eyes went all watery and he choked and heaved.

Daryl Briggs thought Manuel was about to die, so he tried to administer mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

That only made things worse.

‘Gross, they’re kissing,’ squirmed Edith Bentley, pointing at the lipstick marks on Manuel’s face.

How was Daryl supposed to know Manuel was also allergic to lipstick?

Manuel started running around in circles, frantically trying to wipe the lipstick off his face. He was so hysterical that he crashed into me, knocking the magnifying glass out of my hand.

Mrs Chan came back just in time. She knew first aid and quickly sorted out Manuel. Then she ordered Edith Bentley to calm down.


We were hastily ushered back to class and I forgot about the magnifying glass.

Until the fire, that is.

The fire alarm went off about ten minutes later.

We were halfway through learning the Chinese words for ‘lipstick’ and ‘hilarious’ when the alarm sounded.

Everyone had to line up at the school basketball court to be counted by the teachers.

Mr Gray, the school principal, made an announcement.

‘Attention, please,’ he said in a self-important kind of voice. ‘The fire brigade has successfully put out the fire. It appears to have started in the playground due to a magnifying glass causing some dry grass to catch alight.’ He looked at me and then continued. ‘Everyone is to go back to normal classes, but the playground is out of bounds for morning tea and lunch.’

Mr Gray pointed to me. Then he wiggled his finger to show he wanted me to come over. I hate it when teachers do that.

 

Mr Gray’s office was almost as scary as Mr Gray. Detention slips and naughty lists lined his desk. He sat back in his chair and frowned at me.


‘Think you can burn down my school, hey?’ he scowled. ‘Silly boy.’

‘I swear, sir,’ I stammered. ‘It was an accident. Manuel bumped me.’

‘Typical,’ he glared. ‘Trying to blame somebody else for your own stupidity. Take some responsibility, you little fool.’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ I replied softly. ‘I really am.’

‘You’re as foolish as your father,’ he huffed. ‘He was a silly boy, too – just like you!’

Mr Gray had crossed the line. I’d been in trouble before, but had never heard anything this nasty.

He had always been a horrible principal, Mr Gray. Nobody at school liked him. All the children were frightened of him and even the teachers loathed him. They said he was cruel and unfair. The only people who liked him were the parents. For some reason, they always fell for his charm. When parents were around, he always acted differently.

‘Clean-up duty for the rest of the year!’ he roared, slamming his fist on the desk.
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Our next class was sport with Miss Green. She was my favourite teacher.

‘Good morning, everyone,’ she smiled. ‘Ready for some fun?’ She gave me a special wink and started handing out the equipment.

‘Looks like baseball,’ said Bing, taking a bat from Miss Green.

And baseball it was.

For almost an hour, we enjoyed the perfect game. Everyone had a bat and everyone had a pitch.

‘Your turn to be catcher,’ said Miss Green towards the end of the game, pointing to Bing. ‘And your turn to pitch,’ she added, pointing to me.

Bing put a helmet on and stood behind the batter. I walked over to the pitching mound and warmed up.

‘Nice and straight,’ encouraged Miss Green. ‘Aim for Bing’s gloves.’

She threw two baseballs to me.

‘Keep one in your pocket for the second throw,’ she suggested.

Jamie Selwyn was the last batter of the day. He took guard and held the bat, ready for my pitch.


I put one ball into my pocket and got ready to pitch the other.

The first pitch wasn’t very good. It sailed over the top of Jamie and disappeared behind some bushes.

‘Never mind,’ said Miss Green. ‘Try again.’

I reached into my purple pocket and pulled out the second ball. I took aim and pitched again. This time, it was right on target. Unfortunately for me, Jamie, who is as good at baseball as he is at swearing, hit the ball in the middle and sent it soaring over the outfield. It bounced once, before smashing through the window of the Kindergarten class.

Jamie swore.

Kindergarten screams filled the air. Kindergarten children ran from the room. The Kindergarten teachers quickly followed them.

‘How unlucky,’ said Miss Green. ‘That was a very good hit.’

That was unlucky, I thought.

Everything that day seemed to be going wrong. First the bus, then the fire and now the baseball – not to mention my year-long clean-up duty.

If it wasn’t for the fact that I found a fifty-cent coin on the way back to class, I would have sworn it was my unlucky day.

I put the coin in my pocket.


 

By lunchtime, it was starting to get hot. I decided to grab an ice-block from the canteen before doing my clean-up duty.

The ice-block cost fifty cents.

At least something has gone right today, I thought, handing the coin to the canteen lady.

She put the coin in the cash register.

And that’s when it happened. The power failed. The whole canteen suddenly plunged into darkness.

‘Blast,’ said the lady. ‘Not today. We’ve got the school assembly this afternoon. The drinks must be cold. I’ll have to call Mr Gray.’

Just hearing the principal’s name was enough to scare me away. I dashed off to do my cleaning duty.

While cleaning the eating area, I found an old teaspoon and a bright-blue USB memory stick.

The bell rang. I put the pair of objects in my pocket and headed off to science class with Mrs Nelson.

‘What did I tell you?’ said Bing as I showed him the teaspoon and USB memory stick. ‘It is your lucky day. You keep finding cool stuff.’
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‘I wouldn’t call a bus crash, playground fire, smashed window and blackout lucky,’ I said. ‘I just don’t know what’s going on.’

‘It’s almost like everything you pull out of your pocket turns bad,’ said Bing.

‘That’s it!’ I cried. ‘It has to be. Everything I’ve put in my pocket has started something bad. My purple pocket is like a bad-luck trigger.’

‘Sorry to interrupt you, gentlemen,’ said Mrs Nelson, tapping me on the shoulder. ‘But we’ve work to do and science to learn.’

She walked to the front of the class and held up a bag of sugar.

‘Think about it,’ I whispered to Bing. ‘First, the rubber band on the bus. It started the whole bus crash. Then the magnifying glass – it started the playground fire after it had been in my pocket.’

Bing nodded slowly.

‘Then at sport,’ I continued, ‘the baseball was in my pocket. As soon as I pitched it, Jamie hit it through the window. Then the fifty-cent coin caused the whole canteen blackout. That coin was in my pocket, too.’

‘Yeah,’ said Bing. ‘I think you’re right. Your pocket is causing deep trouble.’


I looked at the teaspoon and bright-blue USB memory stick on the desk. Like everything else that had caused trouble that day, they had been in my pocket, too. What curses did these two items now hold? I dared not think. I pushed them away and closed my eyes, waiting for something bad to happen.

Nothing did.

Until Mrs Nelson used the teaspoon, that is.

‘Just what we need for our sugar experiment,’ she said, taking the spoon from my desk.

Bing looked at me and shrugged his shoulders helplessly.

Mrs Nelson heaped the teaspoon with sugar and held it near a flame.

‘What would happen if I heated this sugar?’ she asked.

I gulped. This was not looking promising.
 
Nobody answered, so she held the teaspoon over the flame.

Nothing happened.
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‘What a relief,’ I said to Bing. ‘For a moment there, I thought –’

‘Stop talking,’ hissed Mandy Morris, who was still angry about being hit in the back of the neck with a rubber band.

‘Leave him alone,’ said Bing, frowning at her.

‘Shut up!’ she yelled. ‘I’m trying to watch the sugar experiment.’

‘You shut up,’ said Bing.

She threw a grape at him.

Bing ducked, and the grape landed on the floor next to Sam Johnson. Sam, who wanted a better view of the melting sugar, stood up and slipped on the grape. He skated across the floor and crashed into Neil Boon, making him drop his camera.

The camera’s flash went off in Daryl Briggs’s eyes.
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‘I’m blind!’ yelled Daryl, stumbling off his chair.

‘Everyone just calm down,’ said Mrs Nelson, forgetting to concentrate on the teaspoon over the fire.

‘Mrs Nelson,’ gasped Mandy Morris. ‘Your sleeve is on fire!’

Mrs Nelson screamed and dropped the teaspoon, sending hot sugar into the air.

Some of it landed in front of Manuel Rojas, who is allergic to milk, smoke, lipstick and hot sugar.

Manuel squealed and started running round in circles. He bumped into Mrs Nelson’s table and sent the flame crashing to the ground where it ignited Mandy Morris’s schoolbag.

‘See,’ I said, looking calmly at Bing. ‘My pocket is cursed.’


[image: image]

The school assembly went ahead that afternoon, though the cold drinks for the parents were warm. The canteen still didn’t have power.

‘It’s been a wonderful, albeit dramatic, day,’ said Mr Gray, smiling a fake smile as he addressed the parents.
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The parents smiled back at him.

‘We are lucky to have such wonderful students at our school,’ he continued. ‘Even in the midst of drama, we find courage. Today, I had the pleasure of helping a little boy through some hard times.’

He looked at me.

My blood boiled. How could he tell such lies? He didn’t help me. He yelled at me. He gave me a year-long clean-up duty.

His lies were all a show to charm the parents.

‘And on a day with great drama,’ said Mr Gray, ‘came great reward.’

The parents listened closely.

‘I was fortunate enough to help extinguish the fire in our science lab. It seems our young learners were really getting into their lesson. Accidents do happen, but with my exceptional emergency-response plans, we got everything under control.’

Everyone clapped.

Mr Gray smiled his fake smile and stepped to the side of the stage.

‘I am a reluctant hero,’ he said. ‘But my bravery proved that good can come from bad.’

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bright-blue USB memory stick.

‘I found my lost memory stick in the burning science lab,’ he said, holding it up for everyone to see. ‘I wouldn’t have found it if it wasn’t for my courage and valour.’

He put the USB memory stick into a computer at the edge of the stage.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, enjoy my spectacular presentation!’

Mr Gray suddenly lurched backwards as sparks shot out from the computer.

The Year Six computer helpers leapt out from behind the stage curtains to assist. Unfortunately, one of them got his feet tangled in the curtain cords.

The curtains fell down, covering the school band.

The band drummer panicked and began hitting his cymbals, making the Kindergarten kids scream in fear of the noise. This alarmed the Year One students, who stood up and fled towards their parents.

One of the mothers rushed to her horrified Year One son, only to have her dress snag on her chair. It ripped from her body, leaving her standing in her underwear. Her husband frantically tried to cover her up.

Year Six started laughing.

Mr Gray snapped into action. He stormed across the stage and grabbed the microphone.

‘Stop this at once, you ridiculous clowns!’ he thundered.

Everything went silent. Everyone turned to Mr Gray. Nobody dared speak.

‘What a pathetic bunch!’ he bellowed. ‘You are all useless buffoons!’

The parents looked shocked.

‘Useless, pathetic buffoons!’ he repeated.

‘That’s a bit unfair,’ said one of the mums quietly.

‘Shut up, silly woman,’ he retorted.

Everybody was in shock. The parents had finally seen the real Mr Gray. Now they knew what he was like to the children and teachers. He had finally revealed his true character.

I looked at Bing. He was grinning his head off.


‘Told you it was your lucky day,’ he said.

‘Shut your fat mouth, Bing!’ roared the principal.

Just then, a spark shot out from the USB memory stick, and a photo of Mr Gray appeared on the giant screen above the stage.

Everyone gasped.

The photo was of Mr Gray in his bathtub. He was wearing striped swimmers and playing with a yellow rubber duck. He had a very hairy chest.

Jamie Selwyn swore.
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[image: image] Preheat the oven to 190°C. Hang on . . . somebody has already done it for you. The oven is ready to go when you are. Brilliant!

[image: image] Grease a 20cm-square cake tin and line the bottom with baking paper. You find a ten-dollar note at the bottom of the baking-paper drawer. Nice work! You put the ten-dollar note in your pocket.
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[image: image] Beat the eggs and add a pinch of salt (optional). While beating the eggs, you remember it’s your birthday. This is turning out to be a rather good cooking session.

[image: image] Add the sugar and half of the vanilla essence. You overhear your sister talking on the phone. She tells her friend she bought you the best birthday present ever.

[image: image] Beat everything until it is thick and creamy. Your sister ends her phone conversation and offers to do the beating for you. What a champ!

[image: image] Sift the flour, cornflour and baking powder into a new bowl. You accidentally bump the bowl filled with the ingredients off the table. It twists and turns in the air and you miraculously catch it with your left foot – without spilling a bit! You’re not even left-footed. That was special. You wish somebody else saw that amazing feat of reflex genius (pardon the foot pun). Your sister happened to be filming it on her phone and captured the whole thing. She uploads the video to YouTube.

[image: image] Add the sifted flour and baking powder to the egg mixture. Your sister gives you the birthday present. It’s a ticket to see your favourite band play live. Tonight. In the front row. In the middle of the front row. With backstage passes afterwards. Including photos with the band. By a professional photographer. The photos will be framed. The band will add the photos to their memorabilia collections. The photos will feature in their TV documentary. You’ll be interviewed about the photo shoot and will appear in the documentary, too. In every country in the world. Insane.
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[image: image] Carefully fold through 60g of the softened butter. You’re still thinking about the concert. You google the band and discover their favourite food is lamingtons.

[image: image] Pour the mixture into the cake tin and bake for 30 minutes. The YouTube video of you has gone viral and already has 5 million views. You’re an internet sensation! A radio station calls and asks if you will do a live interview. You even get to request a song after the interview – one by your favourite band, of course.
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[image: image] Take the cake tin out of the oven and leave for 10 minutes. Take the cake out of the tin and let it cool on a rack. A second radio station calls and you allow them to interview you. This is the same radio station regularly listened to by the Prime Minister, who is very impressed by your well-spoken nature and calls you shortly afterwards to congratulate you and your left foot, as well as to invite you to dinner before the concert.

[image: image] Cut the cake into 20 smaller squares. The YouTube video now has 40 million views. Your sister informs you that she monetised the video and has earned $75,682.45 so far. She tells you she is giving the money to you as part of your birthday present. This is EXACTLY the amount of money required to buy your favourite car, including on-road costs.

[image: image] Dissolve the cocoa in a third of a cup of boiling water. While you are waiting for the water to boil, you call the car company and order your favourite car to be delivered as soon as possible. The car company informs you that they happen to have a rare opening and can deliver the vehicle within the hour.
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[image: image] Add the icing sugar plus the remaining vanilla essence and butter to the cocoa mixture. Your sister asks how you will drive the car, considering you are under-age. You call your new friend the Prime Minister and ask for a favour. He has a special driver’s licence made that enables you to drive to the concert. It will be delivered at the same time as the car. You offer the Prime Minister a ride in your new car, and he says ‘yes’.

[image: image] Stir the icing mixture together. You try a bit and it tastes delicious.

[image: image] Coat each cake-piece in the icing mixture and cover with desiccated coconut. Offer a lamington to your sister for all of her great work. The front doorbell rings. The car and driver’s licence have been delivered.
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[image: image] Place the lamingtons in a plastic container to take with you, and head outside to check out your new car. It’s better than you imagined. You start the engine and take off. You get every green light on the way to the Prime Minister’s house. You pick him up and blast rock music. You lower the car’s roof and drive in the open air. You yell over the music to each other like old friends and discover you have a lot in common. The open air ruffles the Prime Minister’s hair and you both get the giggles.

[image: image] The Prime Minister pays for your dinner at a very expensive restaurant. He asks you to be his deputy. You accept. He likes the lamingtons.


[image: image] You get back in the car and head to the concert. The Prime Minister eggs you on to drive faster. You do. You start considering a racing career. You arrive at the concert and fluke a parking space right outside the venue.

[image: image] The concert is absolutely incredible. It’s better than amazing. It blows your mind. The band are superstars. They invite you on stage to sing a song with them. It’s your favourite song. You nail it. The photo shoot goes well. The band LOVE your lamingtons and improvise a new song about them. It goes straight to number one on the charts. The YouTube video from earlier that day has 200 million views. Everything is perfect.

[image: image] The concert ends and the band want to hang out with you back at your place. So does the Prime Minister. Everyone piles into your car and you take off for home. Everyone is egging you on to drive fast. You do it. A siren sounds. It’s the police.

[image: image] You pull over.
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[image: image] The police officer looks bemused at the sight of the Prime Minister and one of the most popular bands in the world being driven around by a kid. You hand your special licence to the police officer. The officer tells you there will be a fine due to your driving a few kilometres per hour over the speed limit. You start to cry and tell the officer it’s your birthday. The officer sympathises and reduces the fine to ten dollars. But you have to pay it on the spot. There’s a lot of pressure. The Prime Minister and the band only have credit cards. You have to pay in cash. You have to pay it now.

[image: image] You remember the ten-dollar note in your pocket and hand it to the police officer. What luck!

[image: image] There’s one lamington left over and you eat it.
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Mrs Alfonzo stood over me, glaring.

‘Get that disgusting picture off your desk at once, Sebastian.’

I sighed and looked down at my desk.

A large picture of a bottom looked back at me. The bottom was doing something that bottoms do well. Whoever drew it had a good imagination.

‘Please, Mrs Alfonzo . . . I didn’t draw it,’ I said for the seventh time.

Mrs Alfonzo crossed her arms and frowned. She gave me one of those looks that teachers give you when they are about to explode.

I was telling the truth, but I knew she wouldn’t believe me. She never believed me. All year, I had been her favourite student to put on detention. She had it in for me, and there was nothing I could do.

‘Get it off right now or it’s another Friday afternoon detention,’ she said firmly. ‘In six years, I have not taught a more frustrating student!’
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I reluctantly reached for my pencil case and pulled out a brand-new packet of erasers.

There were six erasers in the packet; each shaped like a racing car and each a different colour, making a neat little row of rainbow horsepower. Mum had bought them for me the day before and given them to me as an early birthday present. I took a blue one out of the packet and looked wistfully at Mrs Alfonzo. I hated the idea of ruining a brand new eraser to please a teacher.

Mrs Alfonzo tapped her foot impatiently.

I gripped the tiny car tightly and looked at the bottom on my desk. It seemed a shame to erase such a well-drawn bum.

‘I’m waiting,’ said Mrs Alfonzo.


Mrs Alfonzo could have been waiting all day, but what she was about to see would have still shocked her. It certainly shocked me.

No sooner had I pressed the eraser against the desk than my hand was empty and the whole desk had disappeared. I gasped. The desk and blue-car eraser had vanished into thin air. In the blink of an eye, they were gone – just like that!

My pencil case and books crashed suddenly to the floor.

‘What have you done, Sebastian?!’ shrieked Mrs Alfonzo. She glared at me with frightened and accusing eyes.

‘I . . . I don’t know,’ I managed softly.

The entire class stared in silent disbelief. I, Sebastian Walters, had somehow managed to make a whole desk disappear. I had literally erased it.

‘Where did it go?’ demanded Mrs Alfonzo.

I shrugged my shoulders weakly.

Mrs Alfonzo looked very unsettled, but meanness shone in her eyes. ‘Explain it to the principal, then,’ she said. ‘And take your things with you.’

Dumbfounded, I stooped down and picked up my pencil case and books. I put the packet of racing-car erasers into my pocket.
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‘Mr Walters,’ said Mr Silvers calmly. ‘I find it simply remarkable that you could make an entire desk just . . . disappear. Please, kindly tell me your story again.’ He smiled at me.

For the seventh time, I explained what had happened. As I spoke, Mr Silvers walked thoughtfully around his principal’s office, stopping occasionally to look at a large aerial photograph of the school that hung on his wall.

Mr Silvers was a reasonable man and a kind principal. I knew he wouldn’t punish me unless he could prove I had done something bad. He was much fairer than Mrs Alfonzo, and the students at Cherryvale Prep had grown to love him over the years.

Still, being in the principal’s office wasn’t something I was fond of. I wanted the whole thing to be over, and I longed to be back in class, even if it was with Mrs Alfonzo. I wished I could somehow be magically let off.

‘I’m going to let you off,’ said Mr Silvers.

That was lucky, I thought.

‘But there is one condition,’ he added. ‘You are to go and apologise to Mrs Alfonzo immediately. Tell her you are deeply regretful and that you will do anything to make up for this unfortunate . . . mystery.’

I nodded thankfully and returned to class.

 

Mrs Alfonzo was typically unenthusiastic to see me.

‘You’re back,’ she said bluntly.

‘Yes, Mrs Alfonzo,’ I replied. ‘I’m deeply sorry for –’

‘What happened?’ she demanded. ‘Did you get suspended? Expelled? Why are you back here?’ She frowned and looked down her nose at me.

‘No,’ I said, pausing. ‘Mr Silvers told me to apologise and –’

‘Apologise! Is that all?’ she yelled, going red in the face. ‘That man has no idea. He’s dodgy, I tell you. Six years I’ve worked at Cherryvale, and he’s never backed me up. Never! I’ve had to hand out my own punishments every time. Typical!’

The class was hushed by her outburst.

I had never seen a teacher go off at another teacher before – especially not at the principal, even if it wasn’t to his face. I didn’t know what to say. What could I say?

Mrs Alfonzo did the talking for me.

‘Toilet cleaning at lunchtime, Sebastian,’ she said hotly. ‘For the next week.’
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Cleaning the school toilets wasn’t as bad as I had expected. My best friend, Ray Smiggins, had managed to get himself on toilet duty as well.

‘What did you do to get loo duty?’ I asked him.

‘Just the usual stuff,’ he replied. ‘Being a smart alec, and using my American accent to make a point.’

As much as I liked Ray, he had the unfortunate habit of not being able to control his mouth or his accents. He was really likeable but, when his mouth got the better of him, he tended to get into serious trouble. Lately, he had been obsessed with using a corny American accent. He sounded like a cheesy game-show host.

‘What about you?’ he asked in his tacky American voice. ‘How did you get on loo duty?’


‘Weird stuff,’ I replied. ‘I don’t even know what happened. It was weird, weird stuff.’

Ray looked interested. ‘Tell me morrrrre.’

‘Mrs Alfonzo reckoned I drew a picture of a bum on my desk. I had to clean it off, and then my desk vanished into thin air.’

‘Say what?’ he said, suddenly looking puzzled and using his normal voice again.

‘My desk vanished into thin air,’ I repeated.

Ray looked confused. ‘How did you make your desk vanish?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘One minute I was erasing the picture, and the next minute the desk was gone.’

‘What sort of eraser were you using?’ he asked.

‘It was a blue racing car,’ I replied. ‘Mum got me this pack of six. It was the first time I’d used one.’
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‘Where’s the packet?’ he said. ‘I want to see what the erasers look like.’

I reached into my pocket and retrieved the packet of erasers, handing them to Ray. He pulled out a red one and held it in his hand for a moment.
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‘Fair enough,’ he said, tossing it back to me. ‘Pretty cool little car, but it doesn’t explain the desk.’

Ray was right. Nothing could explain the desk. I tried not to think about it and changed the conversation instead.

‘Have you found a story for the newspaper-article competition?’

‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘I can’t find anything worth reporting. How about you?’

I shook my head. ‘Same. There are no big stories. The only thing worth reporting is Mr Jones’s dandruff issue, and nobody would want to read about that.’

Ray laughed.


I looked unenthusiastically into the next toilet. ‘Gross,’ I said. ‘Check this out.’

Ray craned his neck to look inside the loo. ‘That’s nasty,’ he said. ‘Nothing like a bit of dried poo on the edge of a toilet to ruin one’s day.’

I laughed.

‘You should see if your little red car eraser makes that disappear,’ he added.

‘That’s not a bad idea,’ I agreed, pointing the car at the poo.

‘Go on,’ dared Ray. ‘It’s just an eraser.’

I leaned over the toilet, gripping the eraser tightly. I closed my eyes and pressed it against the bit of dried poo.

I suddenly lost my balance and fell forward, landing where the toilet had been just a second before.

‘What on earth?!’ gasped Ray. ‘How the flip did you do that?’

‘I don’t know,’ I replied, shocked. ‘Where did it go?’

The toilet was gone. It had disappeared into thin air, just like the desk had.

We sat in stunned silence for a moment before Ray spoke again. ‘Sebastian,’ he said. ‘Where is the eraser?’

‘It’s gone,’ I whispered, opening and closing my empty hand. ‘Just like the first one.’


I pulled out from my pocket the packet of erasers. The four remaining racing cars lay silently inside, teasing us with their mystery.

The power of the erasers suddenly dawned on me. The cars had the ability to make things vanish. They were like kamikaze magicians, taking things with them into the unknown.

If they could wipe out desks and toilets, what else could they vaporise?

I had four erasers left – four opportunities to make objects disappear with the slightest touch. A strange sense of power swept over me, and I could tell by Ray’s face he was feeling the same way.

Mrs Alfonzo appeared at the bathroom door. She took one look at the spot where the toilet had been and narrowed her eyes.

‘Up to your disappearing tricks again, Sebastian?’ she hissed.

‘He hasn’t disappeared at all,’ said Ray, pointing a sarcastic finger at me. ‘He’s right here.’

‘How dare you,’ retorted Mrs Alfonzo.

‘How double dare you,’ replied Ray calmly.
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‘Stop the funny comments, Smiggins!’ she snapped.

Ray smiled. ‘Funny? Why, thank you.’

‘You know what I mean!’

‘I certainly do and I appreciate it very much,’ he said, taking a bow the way actors do at the end of a show.

Mrs Alfonzo looked as though she was about to burst. I had to act fast.

‘We don’t know where the toilet is,’ I interrupted. ‘It just vanished.’

‘You have a bad habit of hiding school property, Sebastian,’ she spat, turning back to me. ‘Mr Silvers will have no excuse but to suspend you in-school.’ She looked at Ray. ‘You, too. You’ll both have three days in the office for this little stunt. In my six years here, I’ve never known such rudeness.’

Unfortunately, Mrs Alfonzo was right. We did get an in-school suspension. For three days. Mr Silvers had no choice but to order us out of class for the rest of the week.
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Being suspended from class wasn’t as bad as

I expected. First, I got to escape Mrs Alfonzo for three days, and second, Ray and I got to sit next to each other.

Don’t get me wrong, being suspended in-school is not much fun, and Mum was pretty upset, but you can learn a lot about the inner workings of a school when you’re stuck inside the office area.

On the first morning of our suspension, Mr Silvers asked us to come and talk to him in his office.

‘Mr Walters and Mr Smiggins,’ he said gently, walking thoughtfully around his office. ‘I am sorry to have to punish you with the suspension, but I’m sure you’ll agree that I had no choice.’

‘The choice is always yourrrrrs,’ said Ray in his cheesy American accent. I punched him sharply on the arm.

‘We are very sorry, Mr Silvers,’ I said. ‘We will take full responsibility for our actions in the future.’

‘I have no doubt you will,’ he replied, pausing to look at the aerial photograph of the school. ‘You are both delightful young men, and I’m sure you’ll learn a valuable lesson out of this.’

Just then, Mrs Hitchcock, Mr Silvers’ assistant, poked her head into the room. ‘Sir, John Alfonzo is on line one.’

‘Thank you, Janine,’ he said, turning back to us. ‘Boys, please return to the desk outside my office and complete the work sheets I have left for you.’ He showed us to the door and shook our hands as we left.

‘Why do you suppose Mr Alfonzo is calling the school?’ I whispered to Ray.

‘Maybe he wants to talk to his wife?’ suggested Ray.
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We sat at the desk in the office area and looked at the work sheets. They were just as Billy Zilwich had described – fun and worthwhile. Billy had said that the best thing about being suspended was doing the work sheets. He reckoned Mr Silvers gave the coolest work sheets ever, and Billy used to try to get suspended just so that he could complete them. That was until he eventually got expelled for being suspended too many times.

I started working on a maths puzzle.

‘Mr Alfonzo,’ said Mr Silvers from inside his office. ‘It is delightful to talk to you again. Your wife is doing a splendid job at Cherryvale.’

There was a long pause while Mr Silvers listened.

‘I understand,’ he said finally. ‘But you do realise this simply won’t happen. Cherryvale Prep is a proud school with a proud history, and we are in no position to sign the contract. The council and community would not have a bar of it, least of all me.’


I stopped working on the maths puzzle and looked at Ray. ‘I don’t think Mr Alfonzo wants to check up on his wife,’ I said.

Mr Silvers continued. ‘You need to understand that you would have an enormous fight on your hands, but you have to come through me first; I am telling you no, so consider the offer rejected.’

There was another long pause before Mr Silvers spoke again. ‘Mr Alfonzo, I appreciate your offer, but I will, under no circumstances, sell Cherryvale Prep.’

The phone clicked back down on his desk.

Ray looked at me, wide-eyed. ‘Sell the school?’ he whispered. ‘Why would he want to sell the school?’

‘He doesn’t want to sell the school,’ I said. ‘But Mr Alfonzo wants him to. It sounds like Mr Alfonzo wants to buy Cherryvale Prep.’

Ray looked even more confused. ‘Why would Mr Alfonzo want to buy the school?’
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I shrugged my shoulders. ‘I don’t know. But I think we found our big story for the newspaper-article competition. We have to find out more.’
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The weekend following my suspension was fairly uneventful. That was until my little sister discovered the packet of erasers. I had hidden them under my pillow in the hope that nobody would touch them. I was wrong.

‘This is my room, Hayley,’ I warned. ‘Get out.’

‘What are these?’ she teased, waving the erasers in front of my face.

‘They’re my racing cars,’ I yelled. ‘Give them back or you’ll regret it!’

She whipped a green car out, dropped the packet and ran to her room before I could stop her.

I banged on her locked bedroom door. ‘Give it back . . . you don’t know what it can do. Just give it back before I tell Mum.’

There was silence.

‘Mum,’ I called. ‘Hayley stole one of my erasers and she won’t give it back.’

‘You can’t talk,’ yelled Mum from the kitchen. ‘Three days out of class and now your sister is a criminal. Cut the nonsense!’

I ran down the hallway to protest.

‘Fair go, Mum,’ I complained. ‘I’ve done my time. Please tell Hayley to give it back.’

Mum gave a resigned look. ‘Hayley,’ she called, shaking her head. ‘Come here and give back Sebastian’s eras –’

Her face suddenly dropped and she looked behind me. I turned around to see Hayley standing in the hallway, a scared look on her face. ‘Mummy,’ she whimpered. ‘Fluffy just disappeared.’
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‘So, let me get this straight,’ said Ray over the phone. ‘Your sister found the erasers, stole one and then made the cat disappear.’

‘Yep,’ I replied. ‘Fluffy fluffed off. Now we’ve only got three cars left. And no cat.’

‘Bummer,’ said Ray.


‘Double bummer,’ I said. ‘I was saving that green one for Mrs Alfonzo.’

Ray laughed. ‘What are you going to do with the other three?’

‘I’m not sure yet,’ I said. ‘But something tells me they’ll come in handy later on.’

I put the phone down and thought for a while. The conversation Mr Silvers had had with Mr Alfonzo was bothering me. Why would Mr Alfonzo want to buy the school? What was he up to? Was there something in the school that he wanted? What was his job and why was he pressuring Mr Silvers to sell? The only thing I knew was, with a story like this, I could win the newspaper-article competition.

Hayley’s crying outside the door interrupted my thoughts.

‘I miss Fluffyyyyyyy . . .’ she bawled.

I closed my eyes and tried to ignore her. My main priority was to get back to school and find out what Mr Alfonzo’s job was.

 

‘Excuse me, Miss,’ I said in my nicest voice.

Mrs Alfonzo glared at me. ‘What do you want, Sebastian? Looking for something else to make disappear?’


I shook my head. ‘No, I was just wondering what your husband does for a job. I’m researching different jobs and have to make a list.’

‘Oh,’ she replied. ‘Is that all? He works in real estate. Now, get back to work.’

I returned to my desk, a content smile on my face.

Mr Alfonzo wanted to buy the school. It made sense that he worked in real estate. This could mean he knew something about the school land that nobody else knew. Grown-ups usually bought and sold things to make money, so maybe Mr Alfonzo thought there was value in the school land.

 

I found Ray at lunch and told him the news.

‘Interesting,’ he said. ‘Perhaps Mr Alfonzo wants to buy the school so he can sell it again and make a profit.’

‘Exactly,’ I replied.

‘But schools can’t be sold easily,’ said Ray, scratching his head. ‘Mr Alfonzo hasn’t got any right to buy it.’

‘Maybe you’re right,’ I replied. ‘We could always ask Mr Silvers about it.’

Ray’s eyes lit up. ‘Good idea,’ he said. ‘Let’s go and make an appointment. He is always happy to see his students.’

We headed straight to the office.


‘Mrs Hitchcock,’ I said in my politest voice. ‘Ray and I would like to see Mr Silvers, please.’

‘I’m sorry, boys,’ she replied. ‘He’s in a meeting. If you are happy to wait, just take a seat.’

‘Time is time and time is on our side,’ said Ray in his cheesy American accent. ‘We will wait.’

Mrs Hitchcock raised her eyebrows.

‘Don’t worry about him,’ I said.

‘Time is time,’ repeated Ray.

I shook my head and pulled him to the seat.

We sat silently for a moment, thinking about what we would ask Mr Silvers. We had to find out about the school’s history and about the land. We had to find out anything that would give us a clue as to why Mr Alfonzo wanted to buy the school.

The door to the principal’s office opened and a short, fat man stepped out. Mr Silvers stepped out with him.

‘See you tonight at 9pm,’ said the fat man, shaking Mr Silvers’ hand.
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‘Indeed,’ replied Mr Silvers. ‘I’ll see you at the bowling club.’

The fat man waddled off, and Mr Silvers looked at Mrs Hitchcock. ‘Any further meetings, Janine?’

‘Just these boys,’ replied Mrs Hitchcock, nodding at us.
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‘So, you’re interested in the school’s history,’ said Mr Silvers. ‘What a splendid thing to research.’

Ray and I stood in the centre of the office for the second time in as many weeks, though this time we were not in trouble.

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘We are researching it for the newspaper-article competition.’
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Mr Silvers’ eyes twinkled. ‘A worthy cause indeed,’ he said.

‘Worrrrrthy,’ said Ray.

Mr Silvers walked over to the aerial photograph of the school and gently tapped the glass inside the frame.

‘The school was built in 1907,’ he said. ‘It was quite controversial at the time, because it was the only school in the district built on privately owned land.’

‘What does that mean?’ asked Ray.

‘A fine question, Smiggins,’ said Mr Silvers. ‘Nearly every school in this country is built on government land. That means the government owns the land in the first place. They can do whatever they want to the land because they own it.’

I scribbled some notes in my scrapbook.

‘Cherryvale Prep was built on land that the government did not own,’ continued Mr Silvers. ‘The Harrisons, a local family, owned the land and it was their wish to have the school built. The government agreed to build the school on the Harrisons’ land, and it has stood here to this day.’

I continued scribbling notes.

Mr Silvers looked longingly at the photo on his wall.

‘The Harrisons would all be dead by now,’ said Ray. ‘Who owns the land today?’

Mr Silvers smiled warmly. ‘What an intelligent question,’ he said.

Ray blushed.

‘The unusual thing is that the school itself now owns the land. The Harrisons have all since passed away and their family line has died out. The government still runs the school, as it always has, but the school itself owns the land.’

‘What does that mean?’ I asked. ‘Does it really matter who owns the land?’

‘It means that the government has no control over what happens to the school land,’ said Mr Silvers. ‘The land could be sold and bought privately without any government interference. It means that if the land was sold, the whole school would be shut down. The government would be powerless to stop it.’

‘The Cherryvale community wouldn’t like that,’ said Ray.

‘You’re right again, Smiggins,’ replied Mr Silvers. ‘But in the end it is not up to the community. The final decision is always with the school principal.’

I shot a quick glance at Ray. I could tell he was thinking the same as me. Mr Alfonzo knew what he was doing in pressuring Mr Silvers into selling. He knew the final buying and selling decisions lay with the principal.

One final question bothered me.

‘Mr Silvers,’ I said. ‘Who would get the money if the school was sold?’

‘An insightful question, Mr Walters,’ he smiled. ‘The Harrisons made it their will that if ever Cherryvale Prep was sold, the principal would decide what to do with the money. Their greatest wish, though, above everything else, was that the school not be sold. Despite the fact that there are no longer any living Harrisons, and that we can’t find the original will papers, the school has honoured their wish for over a hundred years.’
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Ray and I left Mr Silvers’ office with more knowledge than we’d bargained for. Our article for the newspaper competition would be overflowing with juicy information, and Mr Silvers had given us the perfect start.

 

That evening, things got better.

‘Sebastian,’ said Ray on the other end of the phone. ‘I’ve got it. I know why Mr Alfonzo wants to buy the school land. There is a big article in today’s newspaper about a development that his real-estate company wants to build. They want to knock the school down and turn it into apartments.’

‘It all makes sense,’ I said.

‘There’s more,’ said Ray. ‘There is also a huge mining company that wants to start digging around town. Apparently they are looking at the school’s land!’

‘Thank goodness for Mr Silvers,’ I said. ‘He’d never let a real-estate or mining company buy the school.’

There was silence on the other end of the phone before Ray spoke again.

‘The fat man we saw with Mr Silvers today,’ he said quietly. ‘He works for the mining company. It’s all here in the paper.’

‘They said they were meeting tonight,’ I gulped. ‘The fat man is probably going to pressure Mr Silvers into selling. We have to help Mr Silvers.’

‘The bowling club . . . 9pm,’ said Ray, remembering the details. ‘We have to go! And Sebastian . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘Bring the racer erasers!’
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Ray and I quietly put our bikes down behind a large dumpster bin at the rear of the bowling club. We tiptoed round the side of the old building, looking for a way to get in.

‘This way,’ whispered Ray, pointing to a side door that was half open.

We quietly slipped inside and edged our way down a narrow corridor. Our footsteps were light; getting caught would be disastrous. Not only would our plan to help Mr Silvers be foiled, our parents would go berserk if they knew where we were.

Ray paused in the corridor and put his finger to his lips. We could hear voices, and one of them was immediately recognisable. It was Mr Silvers.


‘Thank you kindly for inviting me this evening,’ he said.

‘The pleasure is mine,’ replied another voice. ‘Meeting in person is far better than talking on the phone, wouldn’t you agree?’

‘Without doubt, Mr Alfonzo,’ said Mr Silvers. ‘Without doubt.’

I looked at Ray. Mr Alfonzo was obviously here, too. A concerned expression filled Ray’s face, and he edged closer to where the voices were coming from. I had no choice but to follow.

A third voice spoke. ‘Gentlemen, I’m sure you realise I’ve called this meeting to discuss some very important matters regarding Cherryvale Prep.’

The third voice sounded just like the fat man we had seen earlier that day.

We edged even closer to the voices until we reached an open doorway in the corridor. We pressed ourselves flat against the wall outside the doorway and listened closely.

‘I’ll get straight to the point,’ said the fat man. ‘How much do you want, Silvers?’

There was a long pause.

‘Let me assure you,’ said Mr Silvers quietly, ‘that I have no interest in selling the school.’


Mr Alfonzo spoke up. ‘I’m sure one of us can find the right price. You do realise how important the school site is, don’t you? The potential for development at Cherryvale is too great to ignore.’

‘There is a fortune buried in the rich soil of the school,’ said the fat man. ‘An absolute fortune. Blow the development. Think about the mining.’

Just as things were beginning to get interesting, Ray’s digestive system got the better of him and he accidentally let out an enormous burp. It echoed loudly in the corridor and bounced directly into the room where the meeting was.

‘Who’s there?’ demanded Mr Alfonzo.

A split second later, he was standing over us in the corridor.
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‘Who on earth are you?’ he asked firmly. ‘And what are you doing here?’

‘We can explain,’ I said desperately. ‘We just wanted to . . . play some bowls.’

‘Booowwwllls,’ added Ray in his American accent.

Mr Alfonzo wasn’t convinced.

Mr Silvers and the fat man stepped out into the corridor. Mr Silvers looked surprised to see us, but stayed typically calm.

‘Walters and Smiggins,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Do join us inside.’

Mr Alfonzo and the fat man reluctantly led us into the meeting room and made us sit down on two chairs at one end of the table. The three men then took up their seats at the other end.

Mr Silvers looked at me with a slight frown.
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‘I suppose, Mr Walters, you heard some of the conversation just now?’

I nodded guiltily.

‘That’s a shame,’ he said coolly. ‘In any case, you may as well hear the rest.’

I looked at Ray and shrugged my shoulders.

Mr Silvers turned to face Mr Alfonzo and the fat man. ‘Say I was interested in selling Cherryvale Prep, how high would you be prepared to bid? I’ve waited a long time to have two bidding parties in the same room, and I’m not about to miss my chance.’

The fat man’s eyes lit up. So did Mr Alfonzo’s.

‘Two million,’ said the fat man excitedly.

‘Two and a half,’ said Mr Alfonzo.

Mr Silvers shook his head. ‘Too low, too low.’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Mr Silvers was actually letting the men bid for the school.

‘Three million,’ said the fat man.

‘Four!’ cried Mr Alfonzo.

‘Five!’

‘Five and a half!’

Mr Silvers kept shaking his head. ‘I’ve done my research, gentlemen. You amuse me with your low bids. Consider me officially interested in signing the papers tonight. Continue with your bids.’
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‘Seven!’ announced the fat man, banging his fist on the table.

‘Ten!’ argued Mr Alfonzo, equally enthusiastic.

‘Now you’re in the ballpark,’ smiled Mr Silvers. It was a cunning smile; one I had never seen him use before.

‘What are you doing, Mr Silvers?’ said Ray suddenly. ‘You can’t sell Cherryvale Prep.’

Mr Silvers paused to look at Ray. ‘Oh, yes I can, Smiggins,’ he said. ‘I’m the principal and I can do whatever I like with the school. Thanks to the Harrisons, it’s all in the will. How fitting that two students get to witness the sale of their beloved school.’

Mr Silvers bent down and picked up a black briefcase. He took out three pieces of paper and placed them on the table.


The fat man and Mr Alfonzo leaned forward, eager to see the precious documents.

‘Are those the original will papers?’ asked Mr Alfonzo. ‘The ones from the Harrisons?’

‘Indeed they are,’ smiled Mr Silvers. ‘And I am quite prepared to sign them tonight.’

‘Twelve million dollars!’ squeaked the fat man.

‘Fifteen!’ cried Mr Alfonzo, standing up as if to signal victory.

The fat man stood up, too. ‘Twenty million!’ he boomed.

‘Twenty-five!’ retorted Mr Alfonzo.

‘Forty million dollars!!’ declared the fat man, slamming a cheque book onto the table.

Mr Alfonzo slumped back down in his chair, clearly defeated.

‘Sold,’ said Mr Silvers, a wicked smile filling his face. ‘Sold for forty million dollars.’
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I had just witnessed the sale of Cherryvale Prep. I sat in silent disbelief, watching as Mr Silvers and the fat man signed the three documents.

‘The racing cars,’ whispered Ray, urgently tapping me on the leg. ‘Have you got the three racing cars?’


I immediately understood what Ray was getting at and quickly pulled the packet of erasers from my pocket. There were three cars left and three pieces of paper on the table. I knew what I had to do.

Diving onto the table, before any of the men could stop me, I erased each piece of paper in a flash. They were gone in the blink of an eye. They had disappeared forever.

‘WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?!’ screeched Mr Silvers.

‘You little fools!’ roared the fat man. ‘I can’t buy the school without the official documents!’

Mr Alfonzo suddenly cleared his throat loudly, signalling he had something important to say. He moved towards Mr Silvers and grabbed him by the wrist.

‘Edward Silvers,’ he said, ‘you are under arrest for conspiracy to sell Cherryvale Prep and for fraud.’

‘Edwarrrrrd,’ said Ray. ‘A fiiinnne firrrst name.’

Mr Alfonzo continued. ‘Those documents you had were fraudulent and false. We’ve been tracking you for six years, and at last we’ve got you.’
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The fat man’s jaw dropped as Mr Alfonzo pulled a police badge from his jacket pocket.

‘You can’t prove anything,’ said Mr Silvers sharply. ‘Without the papers, you have no evidence at all.’

Mr Alfonzo pointed to a camera on the ceiling. ‘We have all the evidence we need.’

‘Plus, we have the real original documents,’ said a woman’s voice from the doorway. It was Mrs Alfonzo. To my surprise, she was dressed in a police uniform. ‘We found the original papers in a safe behind the aerial photo of the school in his office,’ she said. ‘It seems the papers he forged for tonight were full of false claims and details. Our ceiling cameras were powerful enough to detect that. We have everything on record.’

‘Well done, honey,’ said Mr Alfonzo. ‘We finally got our man.’

‘Six years,’ said Mrs Alfonzo, shaking her head. ‘Six years of undercover operating and pretending to be a teacher. We finally got him.’

Mr Alfonzo dragged a kicking and screaming Mr Silvers outside while the fat man sat slumped at the table, looking dumbfounded.

‘You’ve got nothing to worry about,’ said Mrs Alfonzo, showing him her police badge. ‘You were not to know the documents were false.’

She turned to look at Ray and me. ‘Well done, boys,’ she said. ‘I saw what you did on the ceiling camera. It is clear you love your school and want to protect it. I’m happy to say your school is completely safe.’

‘Are you really a policewoman?’ asked Ray.

Mrs Alfonzo smiled and nodded. ‘Indeed I am,’ she said. ‘I’ve been doing an undercover investigation on Mr Silvers for six years. He has a strong history of fraud, and we knew he was intent on selling the school. I had to pretend to be a teacher for all those years, and my husband had to pretend to be a real-estate agent. I’m sorry if I’ve been unkind, but I really have no patience with children. Police work is my thing.’

I smiled an understanding smile.

‘Now, before I head back to the station to charge Mr Silvers,’ said Mrs Alfonzo, ‘can you tell me where you put the three documents? That was a great disappearing trick, but I need the documents to file in the official police report.’

‘Ummm,’ I said softly. ‘I don’t know where they are. They just disappeared.’

‘Rubbish!’ she growled in her cranky teacher’s voice.

‘Rrrrrubbish,’ said Ray.


 

A few weeks later, the newspaper-competition results came out. I was sure that our story would win us the prize.

To our shock, we only came fourth. The teachers said there were too many spelling mistakes and errors in our work. After all, they said, that’s what erasers are for.
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Have you ever wondered what is really inside your pencil case? The stationery you use every day has top-secret uses and was specially designed to kick butt. However, nobody knows this because it is classified information. I’m breaking government rules by telling you.

Take a deep breath and prepare to learn the truth about your stationery.
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COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS: Designed for ruling margins, measuring length and drumming on desks. WRONG!

 

KICK-BUTT DESIGN: Actually designed for tattoo ink. Whether plastic or wooden, the ruler is marked with top-secret ink. Those tiny millimetre and centimetre lines are your key to access countless cash. The ink melts at high temperatures and is transformed into tattoo ink. This can be sold to tattoo artists for a princely sum. Take the money, treat your friends to milkshakes and kick some butt!
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COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS: Designed for highlighting key information, drawing pretty things and drumming on desks. WRONG!

 

KICK-BUTT DESIGN: Actually designed for fingerprint protection by spies. Did you ever wonder how spies are identified? Fingerprints. Highlighter lids are the perfect size to cover your fingers. They were designed for this specific purpose. Cover each finger with a highlighter lid and you’ll be an unidentifiable spy. Kick some butt!
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COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS: Sticking things together, repairing damaged books and covering an annoying person’s mouth. WRONG!

 

KICK-BUTT DESIGN: Actually designed as an emergency plug. If you ever find yourself on board a sinking boat or sneaking through the city sewers when a water main bursts, pull off as much sticky tape as possible and scrunch it into a ball to create an emergency plug. Keep a spare roll in your pocket and kick some butt!
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COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS: Writing, colouring and laying out on the table in a rainbow pattern. WRONG!


 

KICK-BUTT DESIGN: Actually designed for drumming on desks. Drum away and kick some butt!
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COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS: Cutting paper, hacking through cardboard and giving improvised haircuts. WRONG!

 

KICK-BUTT DESIGN: Actually designed as spy mirrors. Why else is the metal part so shiny? Position the scissors to see around corners and over walls. Spy on your enemies to your heart’s content. Use scissors as spy mirrors and kick some butt!
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COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS: Sticking paper on paper and balancing stuff on. WRONG!

 

KICK-BUTT DESIGN: Actually designed to send secret messages to your allies. Simply remove the glue section and insert a message. Glue sticks can be rolled silently along the carpet to your in-class kick-butt ally. Plan a classroom prank in secret with these sneaky rollers and kick some butt!
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COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS: Holding multiple pieces of paper together, unfolding then refolding into the shape of a love heart. WRONG!

 

KICK-BUTT DESIGN: Actually designed for teacher distraction. Place 20 to 30 paperclips into your teacher’s top drawer and they will automatically become entangled together. This will distract your teacher for up to 45 minutes at a time as they try to untangle and organise the paperclips. You will have free rein over the classroom during this time to do as you please. Distract away and kick some butt!

 

And there you have it. Your pencil case is a haven for top-secret tools. Enjoy your adventures and don’t forget to kick some butt!
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When Tiffany Chee arrived at Williamstown School after the holidays, my whole life changed. She was the first girl who had ever spoken to me without complaining about something I’d done. She made my tummy tingle in a nice way.

‘Hi, I’m Tiffany,’ she said, holding out her hand.

‘I’m Rake,’ I said.

‘That’s a funny name,’ she smiled. ‘I like it.’

‘Thanks,’ I said.

From that moment on, I knew I wanted to marry Tiffany Chee. Unfortunately for me, Tiffany’s good looks and charm meant that every other boy at Williamstown School wanted to marry her, too. There was going to be a lot of competition.

It took about three weeks until I got to speak to Tiffany again. There was just too much hustle around her in the playground. The boys swamped her at every opportunity, and I was too skinny to push them out of the way. They don’t call me Rake for nothing.

Anyway, three weeks later, Tiffany and I were grouped together in drama. Our drama teacher, Miss Player, drew names randomly out of a hat and made us sit in pairs. I could feel the cold stares of the other boys when my name was drawn with Tiffany’s.

Miss Player walked round the room and gave us our instructions. ‘Today, we are exploring emotions,’ she said. ‘You will be asked some very personal questions and must share your emotions with your partner.’

I couldn’t believe my luck. I was about to hear Tiffany Chee’s deepest secrets. She would trust me forever and we would live happily ever after in a big house with a white picket fence.

The other boys were frowning in my direction. I flashed a cheeky grin around the room before listening attentively to Miss Player. I didn’t want to miss any of her instructions.
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‘The most important thing about this lesson,’ said Miss Player, ‘is to remain completely honest with your partner. Tell them the truth about yourself.’

A few groans popped up around the room. The only groan I gave came from my bowels. ‘Scrambled eggs for breakfast,’ I informed Tiffany. I had to be a hundred per cent honest with her.

‘The first discussion,’ continued Miss Player, ‘is about your favourite place. I want you to tell your partner about your favourite place in the world, and the emotions you feel when you are there.’

‘I’ll go first, Rake,’ said Tiffany.

‘Okay,’ I said.

‘My favourite place in the world is the park at the end of Barracks Avenue.’

‘That’s where I live!’ I interrupted.


Tiffany raised her eyebrows. ‘You live in a park?’

‘No, Barracks Avenue,’ I said, grinning. This lesson was proving to be most valuable. I was going to find out a lot of good stuff about Tiffany Chee.

‘Barracks Park is the most amazing place in the world,’ said Tiffany. ‘When I’m there I feel safe and secure. I feel like I am free from the rest of the world. I love the rush of the wind in my hair when I ride on the swings, the knot in my tummy when I go down the slippery dip, the gentle dizziness when I spin on the roundabout.’

I was lost in the sound of Tiffany’s voice. Her descriptions made me quiver all over. She was definitely the girl for me.

‘Sometimes, when I climb the fireman’s pole,’ she continued, ‘I imagine I am lost in a faraway jungle. I dream I am Jane, waiting for my Tarzan to come to my rescue. I think of all sorts of adventures. I feel so happy when I play at Barracks Park. I feel like I could do anything.’
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‘Wow,’ I whispered.

‘Your turn,’ blushed Tiffany.

Miss Player clapped her hands loudly. ‘Well done, class. It’s time to move on to the second question.’

‘But Rake hasn’t had a chance to share yet,’ said Tiffany. ‘Sorry, I must have got a bit carried away.’

‘That’s quite all right, Tiffany,’ smiled Miss Player. ‘Perhaps Rake would like to share now.’

I was caught off-guard. This was supposed to be for Tiffany’s ears only, and now the whole class was listening! I panicked. And when I panic, I do some pretty stupid things. My mind morphed to mush. I scanned the room for something to say.

‘What’s your favourite place and how does it make you feel?’ encouraged Tiffany.

I couldn’t think of anything. The whole class stared at me.

‘Go on,’ said Miss Player. ‘What’s your favourite place?’

I trembled as the pressure built. The silence was deafening. Everyone was eager to hear my answer, and nothing was coming to mind.
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‘Well?’ insisted Miss Player.

I spotted a toilet sign near the door.

‘The loo!’ I blurted. ‘I really, really love the loo.’

A couple of kids giggled.

Tiffany blushed again.

‘Do go on,’ said Miss Player, a puzzled look on her face. ‘And how does the loo make you feel?’

I squirmed, embarrassed. I was committed to my answer and had to go through with it. ‘When I am on the loo,’ I said, ‘I feel . . . relief.’

A few more giggles erupted.

‘No, no, that’s not it,’ I gushed. ‘I feel . . . powerful!’
 
Even more giggles.

‘The loo makes me feel adventurous,’ I offered.

Belly laughter.

I was flustered. ‘Elated!’ I cried. ‘The loo makes me feel elated!’

Miss Player stepped in. ‘Rake,’ she said, ‘that’ll do. If you’re that desperate to get out of the lesson, I’ll excuse you to go to the toilet. Off you go.’ She pointed to the toilet sign near the door.

‘Must be the scrambled eggs,’ whispered Tiffany as I walked past her.

By the time I had left the room, the whole class was in stitches. I could even hear Tiffany laughing. But the worst thing I heard was Miss Player asking for a new partner for Tiffany. Somebody else would be hearing her secrets when it should have been me.

Down the empty corridor I trudged, humiliated and dejected. However, not all was lost. I was armed with the knowledge that Tiffany Chee loved Barracks Park. It was a park I was unfamiliar with. A park at the end of my street. A park I would be heading to straight after school.
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Barracks Park was at the end of the street I never went to. I never went that way because I had no reason to. The shops and intersections were at the end of Barracks Avenue where my family lived. Mum ran a dry-cleaning business and she needed to be close to the hub.

The first thing I noticed about the park was the sheer size of the playground equipment. It formed an impressive jungle-like structure in the centre of the grounds. Red woodchips lay littered beneath the equipment, while grass stretched out in every direction away from it. It looked like a gymnasium island in the middle of a green sea.

It was very quiet and it didn’t take long to spot Tiffany. She was sitting on the seesaw with her best friend, Bella.

‘Hi, Tiffany,’ I said, walking over to her, doing my best to act cool.

Tiffany looked surprised. ‘Hi, Rake,’ she said.

‘Hi, LB,’ smirked Bella.

‘What does LB mean?’ I asked.

‘Loo Boy,’ she said. ‘Everybody at school’s been calling you that.’

‘Great,’ I said.

‘What brings you here?’ asked Tiffany. ‘I’ve never seen you at Barracks Park before.’

‘Nothing, really. Just thought I’d go for a walk.’

‘Just thought you’d go for a walk to spy on your lover,’ huffed Bella.

Tiffany poked her in the side. ‘Leave him alone.’

A small dog appeared from behind the slippery dip and limped towards Tiffany.

‘Is that your dog?’ I said.


‘No,’ said Tiffany. ‘But I think he’s hurt. His back leg is funny.’

The dog managed to hobble to Tiffany’s feet and sat down, licking the soles of her shoes.
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‘The poor thing,’ she said. ‘Oh, what a precious little doggy he is.’ She leaned down and picked the animal up, resting it on her lap. She gently stroked its fur, and the dog’s sore leg seemed to relax.

‘It looks pretty helpless,’ said Bella.

‘It is helpless,’ said Tiffany. ‘I just adore helpless animals.’

The dog whimpered softly under Tiffany’s caring strokes.

That should be my fur she’s stroking, I thought. Hang on, I don’t have any fur. Maybe I should grow a beard.

‘I have a soft spot for anything helpless,’ said Tiffany. ‘If it’s hurt, in danger, weak or in trouble, it has my heart. I would do anything to care for the needy.’

‘You do have the magic touch,’ said Bella.

The dog had fallen asleep. It was resting safely in the arms of the girl I loved.

Tiffany smiled at the dog. ‘I would give my soul to care for others.’


‘That you would,’ said Bella. ‘Anyway, I had better get going.’ She stood up to leave.

‘I had better get going, too,’ said Tiffany. ‘I think I’ll carry this adorable little doggy home with me. He can stay with me until he’s fixed up.’ She cradled the dog and began to walk away.

‘Wait,’ I said.

The girls stopped and turned around. ‘What is it?’
 
‘Nothing,’ I said sadly. I couldn’t compete with the dog. My luck with Tiffany Chee simply wasn’t working.

I watched as Tiffany and Bella walked away, swooning over the injured dog.

So that’s the key to Tiffany’s heart, I thought. I’m pretty good at getting hurt. I’m pretty good at getting injured. I can be helpless. I can be hopeless.

‘Bye, Loo Boy,’ called Bella over her shoulder.
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‘Mum, how does one break one’s leg?’

‘Why on earth would one want to do that, Rake?’
 
‘If one wanted to get the attention of the one one loved.’

Mum frowned. ‘You’re not making any sense, Rake. And enough of the ones!’ She pulled a shirt out of the steam press.

‘I need to break my leg,’ I said. ‘How would I go about it?’

‘What a ridiculous question,’ she snapped. She put the shirt on a coathanger and scowled at me. ‘I’m busy, Rake. I’ve got six more dry-cleaning orders to get through. Go and ask your brother.’

 

‘Sledgehammer, how does one break one’s leg?’

‘Easy,’ replied my older brother. ‘All you need is another person. Preferably a strong one. Preferably like me.’

I smiled. They don’t call him Sledgehammer for nothing. I sat on his bed and listened as he explained the details.

 

Barracks Park was quiet again the next afternoon. Apart from a group of senior students sitting under a tree, Tiffany and Bella were the only people there. They were playing on the slippery dip.
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‘LB!’ called Bella. ‘Have you come to use the park loo?’

Tiffany smiled and waved. My heart did a mini somersault and I waved back. In just a few minutes, after I’d had my leg broken by a senior student, she would be stroking my non-bearded face. She would be caring for me like she cared for the hurt dog.

‘How’s the dog?’ I asked.

‘Not great,’ replied Tiffany bluntly. ‘I had to put him down.’

My blood turned cold. ‘You had to . . . kill him?’

Tiffany shook her head. ‘No, I couldn’t carry him all the way home, so I had to put him down. I made him walk. His leg got worse, and now he’s at the vet. We found his owners and notified them. He should be okay in about a week.’

One of the senior students, a large boy with arms the size of a gorilla’s, approached and poked me in the chest. ‘Oi, Loo Boy, is your real name Rake?’

‘Yes.’

He poked me again. ‘So you’re the one who feels elated on the toilet.’

Bella sniggered.

I frowned and poked Gorilla Boy firmly in the shoulder, ready for a fight. The plan was working perfectly. With a bit of luck, we would tiff and the primate would break my leg. All he needed was a good excuse to do so, and it seemed my poking him did the trick.

‘Do that again and I’ll break your arm,’ he snarled.

I did it again.

‘Alright, LB, time to break your arm.’

‘Leg please,’ I smiled.

‘Huh?’
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I thrust my leg out. ‘Break my leg, please,’ I said.

‘I will,’ he said. ‘After I’ve finished pummelling you with my fists.’

I can’t remember exactly what happened after that, but I do remember waking up under the slippery dip in a pile of red woodchips. Tiffany was standing over me.

‘What a strange person to pick a fight with,’ she said. ‘You’d never win that battle.’

‘I think my leg is broken,’ I managed.

‘Nah, he didn’t touch your leg. He got bored after he finished punching you in the stomach.’

Tiffany’s phone started ringing. She took it out of her pocket and answered it. ‘Yes, this is Tiffany Chee . . . of course . . .’

I listened closely. Tiffany’s voice was as pure as honey in the comb.


‘I understand . . . maths and science . . . Mrs Nguyen, I’d love to help . . . I just adore helping other kids learn . . .’

Tiffany was definitely the girl for me. She was so caring. And as soon as she’d finished the phone call, she would be able to tend to my bruised body.

‘Mrs Nguyen, please understand that helping others learn is one of my favourite things in the world . . . I will assist your daughter with all of my ability . . . there’s no need to pay me . . . I’ll come right away.’

My heart sank.

‘See you in a few minutes, Mrs Nguyen. Bye.’

‘You’re leaving?’ I croaked.

‘Gotta fly. Tutoring is a passion of mine.’

So that’s the key to Tiffany’s heart, I thought. I could do with some help on my tricky maths work. Tiffany loves teaching, and I could be her student.

‘Bye, Rake,’ called Tiffany over her shoulder.
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I arrived at Barracks Park the following afternoon with a maths textbook tucked under my arm. All I needed was for Tiffany to see how much help I needed with learning, and she would be mine. I spotted her on the swings with Bella.


‘Loo Boy!’ teased Bella.

Tiffany smiled one of her glowing smiles, and my tummy felt nice for the first time since the previous day’s beating. ‘What are you up to?’ she said.

I opened the textbook. ‘Just trying to get some maths done,’ I replied. ‘But I could use the assistance of someone who loves to teach!’

‘I might be able to help you. What’s the topic you’re learn –’ Tiffany paused.
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A hand grabbed me by the shoulder and I spun round to find Gorilla Boy staring down at me. He smacked his lips together as though he were about to eat a banana. ‘Back for another beating, are we?’

‘I just need help with my schoolwork.’

He tore the book from my hands and turned to a page on addition. ‘What’s ten plus ten?’

The plan was in motion and I had the golden chance to persuade Tiffany to be my personal teacher. ‘Umm . . . is it seven?’ I said.

Gorilla Boy laughed. ‘Not even close. What about five plus five?’

‘Eighteen.’

‘Way off, monkey brain. I’ll make it easy for you . . . what’s two plus two?’

I glanced at Tiffany. She had a concerned look on her face. Perfect.

‘Two plus two,’ I repeated. ‘Easy. Eleven.’

Gorilla Boy laughed so hard I thought his apelike arms would fall off. He pushed me over and called out to one of his friends, who hulked over to see what all the fuss was about.

‘Loo Boy here,’ said Gorilla Boy, ‘needs some help with maths. I say it’s time we teach him a lesson.’

Gorilla Boy’s mate chortled a wicked laugh, exposing a set of yellow teeth that complemented his hideous face. If Gorilla Boy’s arms were worthy of a nickname, this kid’s face was begging to be linked to all manner of jungle animals.
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‘Come on, Hoggy, let’s help Loo Boy with his maths,’ said Gorilla Boy.

That solved the nickname problem.

Hoggy kicked at the red woodchips, sending a pile into my lap. ‘Count those correctly, or else.’

Things were working out beautifully. At this rate, I would prove incapable of basic maths and likely get my leg broken. I looked at Tiffany for assurance, though she seemed to be staring at Hoggy with sympathetic eyes. ‘You poor, poor boy,’ she said.

Hoggy backed away uneasily as Tiffany stepped off the swing and approached him with outstretched hands. ‘You need a makeover. I can give you a makeover. We’ll start with your hair. Oh, I love this sort of project!’

Hoggy opened and shut his mouth in disbelief.

‘Oh, precious Hoggy,’ said Tiffany. ‘I’ll find the perfect toothbrush for you. I’ll dress you in the smartest clothes. We’ll fix your hair. You’ll be the most handsome boy in the school. I simply adore giving people makeovers.’ She took Hoggy by the hand and led him away. ‘Come on, let’s make a plan.’

‘She has a heart of gold,’ said Bella. ‘She’s always helping others.’

Gorilla Boy shook his head and skulked off.

‘Looks like you could do with a makeover, too,’ said Bella, pointing to the woodchips in my lap. She jumped off the swing and walked away.

So that’s the key to Tiffany’s heart, I thought. I’m not very good at keeping up appearances. I’m not very good at brushing my hair. I can be ugly. I can be repulsive.

‘Bye, Loo Boy,’ called Bella over her shoulder.
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‘Mum, how does one become instantly ugly?’

‘Why on earth would one want to do that, Rake?’

‘If one wanted to get the attention of the one one loved.’

Mum closed the steam presser and glared at me. ‘Not this rubbish again. Go and ask your brother. This pile of clothes is keeping me busy enough without having to worry about your nonsense.’

 

‘Sledgehammer, how does one become instantly ugly?’

‘Easy,’ he replied. ‘All you need is red pen, a bit of mud, a bad shirt, some scissors and a set of pliers.’

‘What are the pliers for?’ I asked.

‘Pulling out one of your front teeth.’

‘Oh.’

Sledgehammer started rummaging through one of his drawers. ‘How’s it going with Tiffany, anyway? Is she into you yet?’

‘Definitely,’ I replied. ‘It’s just a matter of time until that magical first kiss.’

I admired my brother for the help he was giving me. His advice and planning was going to help Tiffany fall in love with me. Without his help, none of the action at Barracks Park would have been possible. He triumphantly pulled a pair of pliers out of the drawer and grinned. ‘Righto, come over here, little bro.’

 

Being ugly felt natural for me. I was filled with confidence and knew Tiffany Chee would be mine. She would have to give me a makeover. Then she would help me with my maths and care for my bruises. And then we would get married.
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‘Oh . . . my,’ said Bella as I approached the seesaw.

Tiffany’s jaw dropped. ‘Rake! What happened to you?’

‘Got out on the wrong side of the bed,’ I said casually. ‘Could do with a makeover.’

‘Could do with a life,’ said Bella.

Tiffany tried to smile, but she kept staring at my face. ‘What are all those dots on your forehead?’

‘Pimples,’ I announced proudly. The red pen had done the trick.

‘And what’s that brown stuff on your neck? Is that poo? It had better not be poo.’
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‘Just some mud,’ I said. ‘It will wash away when you give me a makeover.’

Tiffany looked horrified. ‘What have you done to your hair? It’s been hacked to shreds.’


‘Dodgy trim. Bad scissors. Could use that makeover.’

Tiffany gasped. ‘Is one of your front teeth missing?’

I nodded. ‘Yep. Indeed, it is.’

Tiffany’s face changed again. First she looked alarmed. Then she looked at me accusingly. ‘What on earth are you wearing? Whose shirt is that?’

‘It’s my ugly shirt,’ I said proudly.

‘It looks just like my dad’s,’ she said suspiciously.

I shook my head. ‘I’m the only person who would wear such a gross shirt. You’ll have to give me a makeover.’

Tiffany narrowed her eyes. ‘Where did you get it?’

‘Bought it at some dodgy shop,’ I lied. ‘They sell ugly things to ugly people.’

Bella grabbed me by the collar and turned out the inside tag. ‘John Chee!’ she roared. ‘This is Tiffany’s dad’s shirt!’

Tiffany snatched the collar from Bella and read the name, almost choking me in the process. ‘You stole my dad’s shirt!’
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Gorilla Boy stepped out from behind the slippery dip. ‘What’s Loo Boy doing here? Check out those pimples!’

Tiffany blushed and let go of the collar. ‘Rake stole my dad’s shirt,’ she said.

I couldn’t keep on lying. I couldn’t keep up the act. I had to tell Tiffany the truth or she would never like me. ‘I borrowed it from Mum’s dry-cleaning business,’ I admitted.

Tiffany shook her head.

‘I just wanted you to notice me,’ I said. ‘I wanted you to care for me like you care for everyone else. I’m in love with you, Tiffany Chee.’

Tiffany blinked, listening closely as I explained my story. The twinkle in her eye, though, suggested she had known what was happening all along.

‘Ever since you moved to Williamstown,’ I said, ‘I’ve been madly in love with you. I’ve been coming to Barracks Park to win your heart.’

‘I’m sorry, Rake,’ said Tiffany. ‘But somebody else already has my heart.’

‘Who?’ I said.


‘Your brother, Sledgehammer. He’s the boy for me.’ She looked at Gorilla Boy. ‘It’s you, Sledgehammer. I’m in love with you.’

‘You knew we were brothers?’ I said, exchanging glances with Gorilla Boy. ‘We’ve been pretending to be enemies.’

‘Of course I knew you were brothers,’ she replied. The twinkle returned to her eyes. ‘Your mum does my dad’s dry-cleaning and they talk a lot. Everybody in this town knows you two are related.’

Sledgehammer patted me on the back. ‘Sorry, little bro,’ he said. ‘I did everything I could for you, but the plan just didn’t work.’

‘But why do you love him and not me?’ I pleaded.

‘Because he cares for his little brother so much,’ said Tiffany. ‘He cares for you, Rake. It’s obvious what’s been going on at the park, and Sledgehammer’s loyalty to you speaks volumes about his character. I want a boy who will be loyal to me – just like he is to you as a brother.’

She reached out and took Sledgehammer’s hand.

Bella, meanwhile, stepped forward. ‘But don’t despair, Rake,’ Bella said. ‘There is someone who likes you.’

‘Who?’ I asked.


‘Me, of course,’ she grinned. ‘I want a boy who is hilarious and who embarrasses himself all the time. You’re too funny, Loo Boy! You’re the one for me.’
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When Angela was a little girl, her father made up stories about space.

‘The sun is a great big smiley face,’ he would say. ‘The stars are all diamonds, and the moon is made out of Swiss cheese.’

Although Angela enjoyed hearing the stories, she couldn’t bring herself to believe them, so she decided to find out more. She borrowed books from the library, interviewed astronomers, searched the internet and looked through a telescope.

‘Father,’ she said one day. ‘I know a lot about space. The moon is not made out of Swiss cheese.’

Her father stubbornly shook his head. ‘You are too young to understand, my daughter. The moon is truly made from Swiss cheese.’

Angela was still not convinced, so she decided to spend the next few years learning to become an astronaut.

Her maiden voyage was to the moon. She took close-up photos of the moon’s surface and collected rock samples, ready to prove a point.

She returned to Earth and showed her father the photos.

‘That does not prove a thing,’ he argued, taking a bite from his sandwich. ‘The moon is truly made out of Swiss cheese.’

‘But I’ve seen the moon for myself,’ said Angela. ‘It’s made out of rock.’

Her father simply shook his head and took another bite from his sandwich.

‘Ouch,’ he cried. ‘I’ve cracked a tooth!’

Small grey stones fell from his sandwich and onto the plate. They were the same colour as the moon.

‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ said Angela. ‘It’s only a Swiss cheese sandwich.’

Her father, realising he was eating the rock samples from the moon, smiled and winked.

‘But the stars are truly made from diamonds,’ he said.
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Tim Harris is the bestselling author of several laugh-out-loud series for kids, including Toffle Towers, Mr Bambuckle’s Remarkables and Exploding Endings.

A former primary school teacher of fifteen years, his stories are filled with quirky scenarios, loveable characters and plenty of imagination. Tim’s ‘humour with heart’ writing style has seen his books receive multiple awards, including two KOALA Honour Books (2017 and 2019) and a Children’s Book Council of Australia Notable Book (2018). His books have been published in Australia and the USA, and have been translated into numerous languages.

An advocate for creativity and short stories, Tim’s presentations and workshops are dynamic and entertaining. He is a sought-after presenter, having worked in hundreds of schools across Australia.

Tim lives in Sydney with his wife and four young children.
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Mr Bambuckle’s first day at Blue Valley School was a most remarkable day. The fifteen students of room 12B straggled in after the bell to find their new teacher balancing on a unicycle, on top of his desk. He was singing in full voice about ‘glorious days’ and ‘magical ways’ and, as the students took their seats, he told them it was a rare Mongolian welcome song.

The students looked at him in wonder and delight – and a little trepidation. He was clearly going to be far more exciting than the class’s previous teacher, Miss Schlump, who had fallen in love with a helicopter pilot and moved to Switzerland. In fact, the students would soon find out that Mr Bambuckle was the sort of teacher they had only ever dreamed of – young, funny, clever, handsome, full of surprises, and in all ways mysterious.

Mr Bambuckle was dressed in a dazzling blue suit, which sparkled nearly as brightly as his mischievous green eyes. Draped tastefully around his neck was a woollen scarf that looked so soft the students longed to touch it. He had dark hair, and his caramel tan suggested he had spent a great deal of time outdoors. Either that or he was from a distant overseas country. The students couldn’t work out which. But they could work out they liked him from the get-go.

‘Hey, new teacher – what’s your name?’ said Vex Vron, a boy never lacking in confidence but always lacking in manners. Vex had a strong reputation for being a troublemaker, and he wasn’t going to allow good feelings about a new teacher to spoil the fact.

Mr Bambuckle stepped down from the desk and placed his unicycle in the corner of the room. He flicked his wrists and produced an egg and two rashers of bacon – seemingly from midair – and started cooking them in a frying pan, which was apparently self-heating. Sizzles and pops soon filled the air.

‘You got a name or what?’ said Vex.

‘Good morning, Vex Vron. I’m delighted to meet you,’ said Mr Bambuckle. His voice was crisp, and it danced with the rhythm of a favourite song.

Vex frowned, his eyes turning as dark as his black hair. ‘What . . .? How did you know my name?’

‘That’s an excellent question, Vex. I can tell we are going to get on splendidly.’

‘Bet you don’t know my middle name.’
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The class sat forward, eager to hear any insight the new teacher might have.

Mr Bambuckle turned a piece of bacon in his pan. ‘I do believe, dear Vex, your middle name is . . . Wilberforce.’

Vex squirmed in his seat, embarrassed his best-kept secret was no longer that. ‘Oh, you do know it.’

‘I know everything,’ said Mr Bambuckle.

Vex clenched his jaw. He couldn’t let this intriguing new teacher get the better of him so early in the game. ‘But what’s your name?’

Mr Bambuckle walked over to a girl sitting near Vex and shook her hand. ‘I’m delighted to meet you, Scarlett Geeves. My name is Mr Bambuckle.’

Scarlett smiled.

And just like that, Mr Bambuckle answered Vex’s question without answering it at all.

‘I suppose you would like to know a bit about your new teacher,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘Feel free to ask any questions. Just don’t ask me to show you my Indian spark-maker beetle.’

All fifteen students thrust their hands in the air.

‘Too many questions for politeness,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘You’ll have to call out.’

‘Where did you get your unicycle?’

‘Lithuania.’

‘How did you learn to sing like that?’

‘My cousin is an Icelandic rockstar.’

‘Why are you wearing a blue suit?’

‘It’s rather dashing, don’t you think?’

‘May I please have some bacon?’

‘Be my guest.’

‘May I see your Indian spark-maker beetle?’

‘Uh-uh, it’s far too dangerous.’

‘What kind of name is Bambuckle?’

‘What kind of name is Vex Wilberforce Vron?’

The students were in awe. Mr Bambuckle was easily, by far, without doubt, incomparably and unquestionably the most interesting teacher they had ever had.

A sharp knock at the classroom door disrupted the good feeling. It was Mr Sternblast, the school principal, and he was frowning – something the students saw all too often. ‘Bambuckle, I take it you found the classroom.’

Mr Bambuckle swung stylishly around and smiled at Mr Sternblast. ‘Thank you, dear Mr Principal, for your kind concern. Indeed, I have. Though I wasn’t expecting the numbering to go 11, 12, 12B, 14?’

Mr Sternblast went red and coughed. ‘Humph. Yes, well, we can’t have people thinking this room is unlucky. Those incidents were all just . . . accidents.’

‘Of course,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘In any case, I think 12B has a rather lovely ring to it.’

 

Mr Bambuckle’s Remarkables is out now!
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this. How about | try making you

polite, rude and vague all at the
same time?

‘Thank you very much for that
excellent idea... you absolute
buffoon. It makes me feel... like
things are happening.

You're really wasting my time.
It's been fun. But the last thing

I'l try is making you disappear.

Today 334

Why are you ignoring me?

Tangentine?

Are you there?
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Excuse me for interrupting, Tim.
1 was wondering if you would
kindly tell me what you mean by
‘making me polite? Thank you
very much for your time and |
look forward to hearing from you
s00n. Best wishes, Tangentine.

See what | mean?

1 do see what you mean, Tim. |
thank you very much for giving
me such politeness.

Or | could make you even ruder.

Shut up, ya fat slob! Get back
to your silly book. You
suck!

Hmmm...

Get lost, clown!!!l

I'm not sure | like this version of
you. | could try making you
vague. How do you like this?

Ilike being vague.

What
vague?

you like about being

Just the whole thing.
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IT'S WORKING, TANGE!! UR
DA BOMB!! @

Try making yourself really lazy.

Today

Is that all you've got?

BRB. TV show.

Okay. Why don't you try
making yourself really sad?

“sniffs” &

What's wrong?

1 need some tissues. #sad
#needahug #blue #down

This isn't working. Can you turn
back into your normal self?

Done. Now, while I'm back to

normal, | need to ask you
something.

Shoot.

Is there a real reason why you
texted me?
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Today 5

I miss you, Tangentine. Please
come back

No.

No, I'm not. You made me.
disappear. It really hurt my
feelings.

I didn’t mean to. | was just

experimenting with your
character.

Experiment with someone your
own sizel

You!

I il to see how that is possi

Just give it a go. Try making
yourself... say... over-
enthusi

OKAYIIlIl YEAHI!! | TOTALLY
WILL! YEAH THIS IS

AWESOME!! BEST. IDEA.
EVAIL @O

That didn’t work.
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.. AND WHAT ABOUT THE
TOFFLE TOWERS SERIES?
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