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Um.

I guess you need to know stuff?

Well, this is where I live.

It’s a house. In a street.

That’s not my motorbike.




There are other kids who live in my street.

Maybe I should give you a map.

Like, this is Luisa and Zak.

They live across the road.

Luisa is the one on the left.

And Zak stares at everyone like that, so don’t take it personally.
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This is Rocco.

I’ve been trying to work out if he’s good-looking or not.

I think he might be.

What do you think?

    I know what he thinks.
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This is Evie Watson.

She’s . . . Well . . .

Evie Watson is pretty awesome.
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And this is a new kid.

I haven’t met him yet.

Not sure what the deal is with the tie . . .
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There are other people in the street, but those are the main ones you need to know about.
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Yeah . . . I will draw you a map.

It’s way easier.
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Dedication

For Chren.

This series was born out of our conversations together

and for that I’ll always be thankful.
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My name is Milo Kim and I am very bored.

I’m so bored that I’m following an ant. I think it’s bored too, hey. It doesn’t seem to know where it’s going.

The ant and I are walking very slowly along the street outside my house. I live at number one, Turtle Place.

Mum and Liz say our street is called that because it’s slow and free of drama. I dunno. Seems pretty obvious to me. Our street is shaped like a turtle so what else are you gonna call it?

I think the ant looks lonely. Why don’t you have any ant friends? Where’s your mum? Or your big bro? Did he join the army like mine?

I wonder if the ant knows whether there’s an actual war going on. I don’t. Whenever I ask Mum, she tells me I should be doing clarinet practice. Whenever I ask Liz, she tells me to talk to Mum, which just brings us right back to the clarinet.

So I’ve stopped asking. I hate my clarinet.
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The ant finally gets to my BMX bike ramp. I don’t think he’s very impressed.

Fair enough. It’s just a piece of wood with a photo of Extreme Steve on it. I stuck that there for inspiration. Extreme Steve’s doing a mad jump. One of those ones where you turn your front wheel on the side while you’re flying.

I reckon Evie Watson would think Extreme Steve was very awesome. I’d better make sure they never meet.

I would have leant my ramp up against the gutter so I could get air, but we don’t have gutters in Turtle Place. Just a bit of a grass and then a bit of dirt and then the road. So my ramp is really just a wonky slope with two bricks under one end.

I’d better show the ant how it’s done.

I hop on my bike and pedal as fast as I can, with my arms bent and my bum in the air. My front wheel hits the ramp. I see the photo of Extreme Steve. I feel the inspiration. I stick out my tongue just like him.

CLA-CLUNK!

That’s the sound of the piece of wood thudding against the bricks as I ride over it. I don’t get much air. Not enough to turn my wheel or be very awesome.

The ant thinks my jump sucks. This ant is a very critical ant.

‘How about some encouragement, eh?’

I circle around to go again.

But I stop.

There’s money on the road.
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A one-hundred-dollar note is sitting in the middle of the street. I’ve never even seen one before. I didn’t even know what colour they were.

There’s a five-dollar note too.

One hundred and five dollars in the middle of Turtle Place. It’s a miracle!

Someone must have dropped it. I look around.

My street is a cuddly sack. That’s what my big brother, Henry, always calls it. Or what he used to call it before he went away.

I don’t know why he started calling it that, but it annoyed Mum, so he kept doing it. Mum would correct him every single time. She would say each syllable like it was a stick she was poking him with. Cul-de-sac. But cuddly sack is better.

There are only six houses in Turtle Place and they all face each other. There are new people next door to us, but I haven’t seen them yet. Then it’s Evie Watson’s place. And next to her is the empty block. Then Rocco’s, with Zak and Luisa’s next door to him. Mr and Mrs Katz live opposite us. Henry used to call them the Old Cats. Mum didn’t like that either.

No one is outside this morning. Just me and this ant.

‘You missing any dollars, ant?’

Before the ant can answer, my front door opens.

Out walks my stepmum.
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Liz is a personal trainer, so she has to work on Sunday mornings.

Liz has really good triceps. That’s the muscle between your armpit and your elbow. Liz says that you can always tell if someone works out at the gym by how good their triceps are.

My triceps are not very good.

Liz says in a couple of years we can change that. Ripped triceps will get Evie Watson’s attention for sure.

‘Drop and give me twenty!’ Liz calls out as she walks over to her motorbike. It’s parked in front of our garage.

Liz always jokes about making me do push-ups. I’ve been practising when she’s not around, but once I get to eleven I mostly just lie on my tummy on the floor.

It’s peaceful lying on the floor like that.

‘I found a hundred and five bucks!’ I call out.

‘Where?’

‘Just out here on the road.’ I point to the spot.

‘Lot of money. That’s probably mine,’ Liz says as she rolls her bike out onto the street. ‘Give me a look.’

I hold it up. She looks at it as though she’ll be able to tell if it’s hers – like different people’s money looks different or something.

‘Yeah. That’s definitely mine,’ she says, and puts her helmet on. It’s one of those ones that don’t cover your mouth, the sort that just clip under your chin. ‘Give it back, then.’

Well, that didn’t last long.
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I hold out the money.

Liz grins. But it’s not funny. I was pretty excited about that money and now she’s taking it off me. I only had it for about thirty seconds.

When Liz moved into our place, I was seven. I remember asking if, because she loved my mum, that made her our stepmother now. She laughed and just said it made her ‘our Liz’. When Henry was annoyed with her, he would call her ‘Stepmother’ to her face. She hated it. I’ve never done it, but I’m thinking about it now. I might have to throw one ‘Stepmother’ in there after she takes this money.

She’s not taking it. She’s just grinning.

‘Go on, then,’ I say, waving the dollars towards her. Get it over with.

‘I’m joking, Milo.’

Oh. Right.

Liz laughs. She turns the key and her bike starts up.

‘You can’t just let people take your money that easy, bud,’ she says. ‘Finders keepers, you know? That’s yours now.’

I look down at the money in my hand. What am I going to do with one hundred and five dollars?

Liz seems to read my mind.

‘I reckon there are lots of cool things an eleven-year-old could do with that money,’ she says over the engine noise. ‘Let’s play some basketball when I get back.’ She winks and nods at the hoop above the garage door.

‘Can’t find the ball,’ I mutter as she rides out towards Mars Road.

That’s what I always say when she tries to get me to play basketball. I don’t want to find it. That basketball is Henry’s.

The sound of Liz’s motorbike fades into the distance. It’s quiet again in Turtle Place.

Except then someone yells, ‘Hi-WHOOP!’

At first I think maybe someone has had a horrible accident.

Then I see there’s a kid doing kung fu next door.

He wiggles his fingers on top of his head and touches his nose with his tongue.

Hmm.

Yeah, nah.

That’s not kung fu. That’s just embarrassing.
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That must be the new kid.

People moved into the house next door during the week. I haven’t seen anyone around, though. And I think I would have remembered this ninja-warrior. He’s rubbish.

He’s like one of the kids in those karate movies. But right at the start of the movie. Before they get good at it.

If I were him, I’d do that in the backyard. At least until I got skills.

I have to work out what to do with all this money. I always wanted to build a balcony outside my bedroom window. Nothing fancy or anything, just somewhere I could sit and shoot the breeze.

I mean, I don’t know exactly what ‘shooting the breeze’ is, but I heard it on TV and it sounds relaxing.

Is a hundred and five dollars enough to build a balcony that doesn’t fall off the side of the house when you stand on it?

Probably not, hey.

I could buy stocks?

Kids at school are always talking about buying stocks, but I’m not sure any of us knows exactly what stocks are. All we know is they’re a way people get rich. They buy the stocks when they’re cheap and sell them when they’re crazy expensive. Then they use the profit to do it all again. But this time with more stocks.

Yeah, I could buy some stocks. I don’t know that they’re that fun, though. I mean, what can you do with stocks while you have them?

Maybe, if I’m rich, Evie Watson will want to go on a date with me. I’ve heard Mum and Liz saying that some people marry other people because they have lots of money. I don’t mind what the reason is. But maybe we could go to the movies and have a nice dinner.

I wonder what Evie Watson likes to eat. I’ll need to find that out before I can ask her on a date. Henry says that if you like someone, you find out all the things they like and do them. And if they like you, then they find out all the things you like and do them. Then you both get to do the things you like. Henry says that’s how true love works.

I wonder if Henry needs my money.

I’d give it to him for sure. But do you need money for stuff in the army? Can you buy kebabs there? Henry loves kebabs and he used to buy them from the place near the bowling alley, because we never ate anything like that at home. You must be able to buy, like, a year’s worth of kebabs with a hundred and five dollars.

If Henry was actually fighting in a war right now, Mum would’ve told me, right? I’m sure he’s just training. I think you have to train for a long time and he’s only been gone for three months and six days.

I watch the news sometimes. If I see anyone in an army uniform, I check that it’s not him. One country always seems to be fighting another country about something, but not anywhere near here. I don’t think.

I’m pretty sure Henry’s still here. In this country, I mean. I wanna know and I don’t wanna know at the same time. I wish I was madder that he left, but I can’t really be angry at Henry. I like him too much.

Mum’s mad. I’m just sad. Liz tries to help both of us. I wonder what she feels.

Uh-oh. Mum’s trying to tell me something through the window. The window’s closed, so I can’t hear her.

It doesn’t look good.
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‘Put. Your. Helmet. On.’

Mum says it like she’s sick of saying it, but to be fair, mostly she was saying it to the glass. I couldn’t hear her until she came outside.

‘You know the rules, Milo,’ she says, walking across the front grass in her pyjamas. ‘If you’re on the bike you must wear a helmet.’

I’d forgotten I was on the bike. I’m just balancing on it while I think about my newfound riches. Coen from school, his mum is a financial planner. Maybe I need to talk to her.

‘Where’d you get that?’ Mum asks, looking at the money in my hand.

‘I found it.’

‘Where?’

‘Right here on the road,’ I say.

‘Whose is it?’ Mum asks.

‘I dunno,’ I say. ‘Liz says it’s mine. Finders keepers, you know?’

‘Finders keepers is not a thing, Milo.’

‘Yeah, it is.’

Mum lets out a big sigh.

I think she’s going to talk to me about principles. Mum loves talking about those. She says there are things called ‘fundamental truths’, which we all need to accept if we’re going to ‘build a better society’.

Things like everyone being equal, taking care of sick people and not parking in disabled spots even for a minute.

Mum and Henry used to argue all the time. Mostly I just listened.

‘If I find a car on the side of the road,’ she asks, ‘can I keep it?’

Mum loves hypothetical situations. She invents things that haven’t happened before, and will probably never happen ever, and then pretends that they almost definitely will.

Mum’s learning to be a lawyer. One day she wants to be a judge. She says that when you grow up you accept that you have to ‘participate in the system’ in order to change it. Henry said that was why he was joining the army, but I don’t think that’s true.

Mum’s still pretty angry about the army thing.

I think about her hypothetical. ‘Well . . .’

I’m trying to figure out how to answer it in a way that lets me keep the money. It’s pretty tricky.

So Mum comes up with another one.

‘If I find a house and the front door is unlocked and I go inside and I find a safe with a lock, but the combination is on the fridge, so I open the safe and inside I find precious jewels, can I keep them?’

Woah. That was detailed.

‘No, of course I can’t. That’s robbery,’ I say.

‘It’s actually burglary, but never mind,’ Mum says. Time for hypothetical number three. ‘If someone finds you, can they keep you?’

This is getting heavy.

‘Can they take you to their house and make you work for free?’ Mum asks.

‘That’s slavery, Mum.’

‘I thought it was finders keepers?’

Somehow I don’t think I’m going to win this one.

‘That money belongs to someone, Milo,’ Mum says. ‘You need to find out who.’

‘But how do I do that?’ I ask.

‘Ask the neighbours.’

Mum looks around the street. She spots Kung Fu Panda next door. ‘Go ask him.’

‘I don’t want to.’

‘Go ask him,’ she says again. It doesn’t seem like a suggestion this time. ‘Then come back inside and start your homework.’

I look back at my new neighbour. ‘He’s doing weird karate,’ I say. ‘What if he fly-kicks me?’

We both watch him for a minute. He’s doing that move where you balance on one leg and then jump onto the other leg. Except I think you’re supposed to do it without falling over.

Mum smiles. ‘I think you’re safe. Go.’
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I leave my bike on the grass and walk next door.

This kid is totally gonna take my money. Not putting a helmet on is about to cost me one hundred and five bucks.

‘Hey!’ I call out.

He looks at me but doesn’t change his fighting pose.

Then he replies, ‘Hi.’

He might be a year older than me, I reckon.

‘Did you drop some money?’ I ask.

I’m holding it behind my back, because if he says yes, I’m gonna ask him how much and he’s gonna have to guess. No one would guess one hundred and five dollars. I might still have a chance.

‘Where?’ he asks.

‘In the street.’

‘Nah.’ He shakes his head and changes into another pose.

Huh. That’s a surprise. He didn’t even try to take it.

‘OK,’ I say. ‘Bye.’
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I walk back towards my house. Mum’s already gone back inside.

‘Who’s your favourite superhero?’ he says.

‘What?’ I stop.

‘Your favourite superhero.’

He’s still doing his karate or kung fu or whatever, and he’s talking as though I hadn’t just walked off.

I go back.

‘I don’t have one.’ I shrug.

‘Mine is Aquaman,’ he says.

‘Cause you like swimming?’ I ask.

Now it’s his turn to shrug. ‘My name’s Frog.’

‘I have never heard of a kid named Frog. Is it a nickname?’ I ask.

‘Nah,’ Frog says.

‘So, like the animal?’

‘Frogs were alive with the dinosaurs. Did you know that?’ he asks.

I shake my head.

I’ve heard of kids with weird names. Some people might even think Milo is a weird name. What makes a name weird? Can anything be a name? Could you call someone Bike? Dollar? Boring?

Hello. I’m Boring.

‘So, who is your favourite superhero? You must have one.’ Frog asks again. He says it like it’s a really important question that must be answered.

‘Probably Robin,’ I say.

‘Is that your name?’ he asks, and tries to kick some air.

‘No. It’s Milo.’

‘Why wouldn’t you pick Batman? He’s the hero. Robin’s just the sidekick.’

‘I dunno. I just like Robin,’ I say. I was always Henry’s Robin.

Frog does two air punches.

‘Where’d you learn that?’

He looks at me as though he’s double-checking that I’m referring to his mad martial-arts skills.

‘YouTube,’ he says. ‘I’m pretty good at it. Good at fighting. Like my dad.’

I look at his house. I’ve never been inside. We didn’t talk to the old neighbours much. Now I’m imagining Frog’s dad is in there, like a ninja in the kitchen or something.

‘Your dad is good at fighting?’

‘The best.’

‘So why doesn’t he teach you?’

Frog doesn’t answer that.
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‘So how much money did you find?’

Frog walks over and I show him the notes I’ve been hiding behind my back.

‘My mum wants me to find out who dropped it,’ I say. And I don’t tell Frog, but I am curious to know who could lose one hundred and five bucks and not miss it. That person must be pretty rich.

‘Who do you think it was?’ he asks.

‘I dunno,’ I say.

‘Someone in the street probably,’ Frog says.

‘Yeah. No one comes round here very much, unless they live here,’ I say.

‘Who lives there?’ Frog nods at his neighbours on the other side.

‘That’s Evie Watson’s place,’ I say. ‘She’s twelve.’

‘I’m twelve.’

‘I’m eleven,’ I mumble.

Suddenly all I can think about is that Frog better not fall in love with Evie Watson. I already have so many obstacles to overcome. For starters, I’m a year younger than her. Then there’s the fact that she’s way cooler than me. Also, I’m mostly too shy to actually say anything to her. It’s all quite exhausting and I am not ready or mature enough to cope with a love-triangle situation.

‘Evie Watson has two little sisters and a mum and a dad,’ I say. ‘It always smells nice out the front of their house.’

‘What, like perfume?’ Frog asks.

‘Like baking.’

Next to Evie Watson’s house is an empty block. Someone owns it and they were going to build a house on it, but then they ran out of money, or something.

For now, there’s nothing but a whole lot of grass. I want to move there one day. Evie Watson’s bedroom window is on that side, so after lights out we could send each other messages by flashing torches on and off with our very own secret code.

I point across to the other side of the cul-de-sac.

‘Past the empty block is Rocco’s,’ I say. ‘His dad’s a plumber and always parks his truck on the grass.’

‘Is that Rocco?’ Frog points.

‘That’s him,’ I say.

Rocco Santos is sitting on the roof of his house, reading a book. I didn’t notice him straight away because he’s around the side a bit. Rocco is the only kid in the street whose parents let him sit on the roof. In fact, he’s the only kid I’ve ever heard of who’s allowed to sit on his roof.

Mum and Liz say it’s very irresponsible.

Rocco is also the only kid on the street who doesn’t go to Richmond Public. He goes to a private school, because Mum says plumbers make good money. We talk about the Santos family a lot in our house.

Next door to Rocco’s, the garage door is open and a station wagon is reversing down the driveway. Only one of the back lights is working.

‘That’s Zak and Luisa. They’re off to church,’ I say.

‘How do you know where they’re going?’ Frog asks.

‘Because they always drive out at this time on a Sunday morning,’ I say. Zak and Luisa stare at us from the back seat.

‘You know everything that’s going on, eh, Milo?’ Frog grins.

‘Luisa’s adopted. Zak isn’t.’ I shrug. ‘Luisa is popular. Zak isn’t.’

Zak’s in my class at school. When Mr Patel hands our work back to us, Zak always asks everyone what mark they got. His mark is always better.

Everyone’s sick of it, so it’s turned into a class joke. If Zak asks, ‘What’d you get?’ you say, ‘I got Shut up, Zak.’ Everyone does it. But for some reason, Zak still asks every time.

‘Zak’s eleven and Luisa’s twelve, but if you ask her how old she is, she’ll say she’s “almost thirteen”. Luisa’s pretty cool. She’s going to go skydiving for her birthday.’

I point at the next house.

‘Next to them are the Old Cats.’

‘Maybe the old people dropped the money,’ Frog says.

‘Nah. They never leave their house,’ I say. ‘Mrs Katz knows everything that’s going on, though. She spies on us from behind those rose bushes. See her there? She’s watching us now.’

I point, because I can tell Frog didn’t notice her at first. The rose bush on the left has two feet at the bottom.

‘Creepy,’ Frog says.

‘I haven’t seen Mr Katz for a long time,’ I say.

‘He might be dead.’

‘I think he just watches a lot of TV.’

‘Maybe Mrs Katz saw who dropped the money?’ Frog suggests. ‘Let’s go ask her.’

I shrug. ‘She’s a bit . . .’

‘Come on, Robin. Old ladies love me. All I have to do is turn on the charm.’

Frog starts walking towards the human rose bush. I follow.

This should be good.




11

‘Those are some beautiful roses, Milo,’ Frog says very loudly. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen such beautiful roses. I am overcome by all this loveliness.’

I’m trying not to laugh when Mrs Katz pops her head out from behind the bushes.

‘Well, that’s very sweet of you to say, dear,’ she says.

Frog gasps and grabs his chest. This kid is such an actor he needs to be on a stage. Maybe he already is.

‘Be still my beating heart!’ Frog says, looking at Mrs Katz. ‘Who is this vision of beauty?’

I get such a shock that I choke on, well, nothing. I can’t believe he just spoke like that. Out loud. For real.

The old lady looks surprised and a bit embarrassed, like she just did a little fart or something. ‘Oh! Um . . . I’m Mrs Katz.’

Frog still has his hand on his heart.

‘Allow me to introduce myself, Mrs Katz. I live at number two and my name is Frederick.’

Frederick? Didn’t he say Frog was his real name?

‘Oh yes, I know. You’ve just moved in,’ she says.

‘How did you know?’ Frog asks.

‘Oh, well, I . . .’ Mrs Katz looks embarrassed again. Mum always says Mrs Katz wants to know everything that’s going on, without looking like she wants to know everything that’s going on.

‘I do have a bit of a reputation with the ladies,’ Frog confesses. ‘What can I say? I respond to beauty. And then beauty responds to me.’

‘Well . . .’ says Mrs Katz. ‘I’m glad you like my roses.’

‘Mrs Katz, my friend Milo here has a bit of a problem. I’m trying to help him out and be a good mate.’

‘Oh, this is about the money, is it?’

Good old Mrs Katz. She doesn’t miss a thing.

Frog turns to me and grins.

‘What did I say, Milo? Didn’t I tell you this vision of heaven would know what to do?’

‘Oh, stop,’ says Mrs Katz with a big wrinkly smile. She’s loving it.

‘Did you see who dropped the money, Mrs Katz?’ Frog asks.

‘Oh, no, no,’ she shakes her head. ‘My eyesight isn’t the best.’

‘But did you hear anything, Mrs Katz?’

‘No, no. Sorry, I can’t hear very well, either.’

Mrs Katz is the worst liar in the world. ‘Frederick’ might be the best.

‘If you know something, Mrs Katz, you can tell me,’ Frog says.

‘Let’s just say . . .’ She leans towards us a bit. ‘I have my suspicions.’

‘Hmm . . .’ says Frog, nodding like he knows what she’s talking about. She doesn’t say anything else, though, so instead he says this: ‘Would you be my girlfriend, Mrs Katz?’

I think her eyeballs almost pop out of her head.

Frog grins and winks.

‘You’re very sweet,’ Mrs Katz says, looking embarrassed, but also smiling like she stole some cake. ‘But I don’t know how Mr Katz would feel about that.’

‘He doesn’t have to know, Mrs Katz,’ Frog says.

I’ve never seen a kid talk to a grown-up like this. It’s amazing.

‘How old are you?’ Mrs Katz asks Frog.

‘I’m twelve, Mrs Katz. Now where do you think the money came from?’

She sighs, like she cannot resist the charm of the Frog any longer. We watch as she glances around the street to see if anyone is listening. We lean in a little closer.

‘I think it was the plumber’s,’ she says. ‘That Mr Santos is no good. You know he fixed our sink for us and he didn’t even give us a discount. We’re neighbours! What happened to good deeds? That man just cares about money, and then he leaves it lying around! Even after all that, he did a lousy job on the sink, you know. But don’t tell anyone I told you. I’m just an old woman tending to her roses.’

‘Mrs Katz,’ Frog says, very seriously. ‘I will defend your honour to my dying breath.’

‘Oh, move along. You are too much,’ she says, laughing. Frog winks at me again and we start to walk back towards the middle of Turtle Place.

‘I miss you already, Mrs Katz!’ Frog calls out over his shoulder. I can hear laughing.

I am gobsmacked. ‘Where did you learn to talk like that?’ I ask him.

I feel like my blood is running faster through my body. Frog walks around our street like he owns it. He doesn’t seem scared at all, even though he’s brand new.

‘I didn’t go to school for a while.’ Frog shrugs. ‘There are some weird shows on TV during the day. You can learn a lot.’

‘And is your name Frog or Frederick?’ I ask.

‘Frog,’ he says. ‘Frederick’s a weird name.’
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Frog and I stand in the street for a bit until Mum calls me in for homework.

During the afternoon, I spend a lot of time thinking about some of the things Frog said. Actually, I don’t know if I’m thinking. I’m just replaying them over and over again in my head because I feel weird.

Clearly he’s the strange one. Not me. I try to remind myself of that during the rest of the day. He does martial arts in the front yard when he’s no good at it and he flirts with old ladies. That is strange.

But for some reason, I feel strange. And I don’t think he does.

Like when he said that I know everything that’s going on in the street, because I told him that Zak and Luisa were off to church, was he saying that it’s weird that I know that? Because it’s not. I’m just observant. And I remember stuff. Or is that not normal?

Surely talking to Mrs Katz like that wasn’t normal. Except Frog was so relaxed and I was super-awkward. How can he be strange and comfortable when I am normal and uncomfortable?

Unless I’m not normal.

I can spend a lot of time thinking about stuff like this. And I don’t feel like I can ask anyone about it, either.

I miss my brother.
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At dinner, Mum and Liz want to know whether the money belonged to the kid next door. I tell them that it didn’t and I haven’t found out who it belongs to yet.

‘Well, don’t stop looking, Milo,’ Mum says as she takes the empty plates back to the kitchen. ‘You have something that doesn’t belong to you.’

‘Alice.’ Liz says Mum’s name with a sigh. ‘Give the kid a break.’

‘What?’ Mum says. ‘It belongs to someone, Liz. I’m sure they’re looking for it, racking their brain trying to work out where they lost that much money. Just don’t get too attached to it, Milo, that’s all I’m saying.’

Liz rolls her eyes at me, and mouths, ‘Finders keepers.’

I like the way Liz and Mum disagree about stuff. Sometimes it’s pretty funny. They’re so different, in lots of ways. Mum’s mostly serious and Liz likes to laugh at her. Not in a mean way. Liz is super-nice. Everyone likes Liz.

Mum pretends not to notice things like me and Liz rolling our eyes at each other, but I know she does. She doesn’t seem to mind.

After dinner, Liz and I watch funny videos we found on the internet. We save our favourites to show Mum after she’s finished studying.

While I brush my teeth, I think about which video Evie Watson would like best. I think she’d like the one where the cat is afraid of a cucumber.

I like thinking about Evie Watson at the end of the day. It makes me smile while I go to sleep.
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In the morning, I have to get ready for school, but I still have the money to worry about.

Mrs Katz thinks it belongs to Mr Santos. Do I have to go ask him? He has wide shoulders and big arms, and he makes really loud grunting sounds when he’s working on his truck.

Maybe Mum will make me do it this afternoon. Mr Santos always leaves early for work like Liz does.

Frog would probably be happy to ask him. But I’m not sure Mr Santos would be quite as happy about being flirted with as Mrs Katz was.

That thought makes me smile as I leave for the bus stop.

In Turtle Place, people pretty much keep to themselves. Liz always says that cul-de-sacs should have ‘community spirit’, with street parties on holidays and kids playing cricket in summer. Not in our street.

Here, the grown-ups nod at each other as they drive by and stuff, but no one really talks to anyone. Except if something’s happening. Like when Evie Watson’s mum reversed into Mr Santos’s truck by mistake. Or the time Zak and Luisa’s pipes leaked and flooded their front yard with all the things they’d flushed down the toilet, never to be seen again. Except they were seen again. And smelt again too.

The Watsons don’t come out onto the street that much.

Mr Watson is some sort of a business guy. He wears a suit and his car is often not there.

I don’t know what Mrs Watson does, but she does seem to spend a lot of time yelling, ‘Be careful!’ at Evie’s two little sisters. Henry and I used to hear her while we were playing basketball.

No wonder Evie Watson is always wearing her pink headphones.

When I get to the bus stop, Evie’s already there drawing in her sketch book and listening to something. She hardly ever looks up, which is fine, because I don’t know what I’d do if she looked at me. I’m gonna have to come up with a plan for that.

Rocco is already there too, but he’s waiting for a different bus from the rest of us.

I think about whether to ask him what he was reading on the roof yesterday, but I think about it too long and then it feels like it would be weird.

‘Greetings, one and all!’

Everyone looks up to see that Frog has arrived.

I’d forgotten, but of course, he’s enrolled at our school. Today is his first day.

Normally no one talks at the bus stop much.

This’ll be different.

We all stare at Frog, but no one actually answers him. He shrugs.

‘So, did you find out who it belonged to?’ Frog asks me.

‘Who what belonged to?’ Rocco interrupts before I can answer.

‘Nothing,’ I say to Rocco.

I find it best to keep things brief whenever I have to talk to Rocco. But Frog doesn’t know about that. He seems to think my answer’s not good enough or something.

‘Milo found some money on the road yesterday,’ Frog says. ‘We’re trying to work out who lost it.’

‘How much?’ Rocco asks me.

‘A hundred and five bucks,’ I say. Ah, that was a mistake.

‘That’s mine,’ Rocco says, like, straight away.

It was stupid to tell him how much I found, cause now I can’t make him guess. It’s just that if Rocco asks you a question, you’re better off answering it.

Rocco sticks his hand out for the money.

Frog laughs. ‘Yeah, right!’

No one else is laughing. Evie Watson has gone back to her drawing.

Rocco looks at Frog, all the way from his toes up to his face.

‘Who are you?’ Rocco says, coming closer to us.

‘I’m Frog.’

‘Freaky,’ Rocco says, and looks back to me. ‘Give me my money, Milo.’
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Rocco has some hairs growing on his top lip. I’ve never noticed that before. He’s standing so much closer to me than he normally does.

My hands are getting sweaty in my pockets. I don’t have the money with me, but Rocco still has his hand out for it as though I do.

I could just tell him it’s not here and at least that would put this conversation off till later. But I start to wonder what I would do if I didn’t feel uncomfortable.

What if I pretended, just for a second, that Rocco didn’t make me nervous?

If Evie Watson had her headphones off and was listening to all of this, what would I say?

Say that, Milo. Say that.

‘Um . . . how’d you lose it, Rocco?’ I ask him. OK. I’m a bit proud of myself for that.

Rocco screws up his face.

‘Doesn’t matter how I lost it, Milo. Give it here.’

All right, so that didn’t work.

Some kids just have power and other kids don’t, and I don’t understand it. Where do you get power from? Because if I knew, I’d happily spend a hundred and five dollars to buy some.

‘Hey, back up, Roof Boy,’ Frog says to Rocco.

‘Roof Boy??’ Rocco says, his eyes wide with disbelief. ‘Are you talking to me?’ I don’t imagine Rocco gets called names very often.

‘Frog, it’s cool,’ I say. The kid is new and he’s gonna get himself in trouble before the school day even starts.

Mum says Rocco is a boy with a bad reputation, for reasons she doesn’t want to go into. Perhaps, she says, his parents should stop letting him sit on the roof if they want to discourage his ‘risk-taking behaviour’.

Liz says she thinks he’s just going through a phase, but that his biceps are also quite well-developed for a twelve-year-old.

‘No, Milo, it’s not cool,’ Frog says to me, and turns back to Rocco. ‘Of course I’m talking to you. Who else sits on their roof?’

Rocco takes a step towards Frog. ‘You better watch yourself.’

‘You better watch yourself,’ Frog says, pointing wildly at Rocco. ‘I know martial arts.’

Ahhh . . . Yeah, this is not good.

‘Frog . . .’ I warn, but he’s not listening.

‘Is that what you were doing over there on the grass?’ Rocco grins and points towards Frog’s house. ‘I thought that was ballet.’

‘It was lots of martial arts combined. I’ve invented my own by taking all the best bits from the others. So you never know what’s coming.’

‘That’s called Mixed Martial Arts, Frog Boy,’ Rocco says. ‘You didn’t make that up.’

‘Nah, it’s better than Mixed Martial Arts,’ Frog replies. ‘It’s my unique combination. Frog-fu. I’m gonna get a trademark. Sell some hats.’

Rocco turns to me. ‘So this freak lives here now?’

Why is he asking me?

I wish whatever this is would just stop. Where’s the bus anyway?

If they actually start fighting each other, what am I supposed to do? Frog seems to think we’re on the same team, but how did that happen? I didn’t sign up for a team. Certainly not a team against Rocco.

And surely Frog’s not expecting me to fight too? I’ve never been in a fight and I never want to be in a fight.

I don’t like this kind of pressure. It feels like someone’s blowing a balloon up inside my head.

‘I wouldn’t take your eyes off me if I were you,’ Frog says to Rocco. ‘I’m very fast. One minute I’ll be ninja-ing you and WHAM!, I Frog-fu you with my tickle-punch.’

Ah, no. Frog is missing some important information here.

‘Don’t,’ I say. ‘Frog, Rocco does—’

‘Did you just say tickle-punch?’ Rocco asks.

‘Don’t make fun of the tickle-punch if you’ve never been tickle-punched. You’ll regret it.’ Frog is being very serious, which is quite confusing. Like seeing a sad clown.

‘You’re gonna tickle-punch me?’ Rocco asks again.

Frog waves his hands and wiggles his fingers. ‘I don’t want to. But sometimes, if my buttons get pushed, I can lose control, you know? I’m just warning you.’

So Rocco pokes Frog right in the chest.

‘This button?’ Rocco grins.

Oh no. They both seem to want to fight each other. I blame Mum. She started this by making me ask questions about the money. This fight, right here at the bus stop on Mars Road, is her fault. It’s got nothing to do with me.

‘Don’t do it,’ Frog says.

Rocco pokes him again. ‘What about this button?’

‘Rocco does Brazilian jiu-jitsu,’ I finally manage to say. ‘Don’t fight him, Frog. He’s won trophies.’

‘He’s not giving me much choice, Milo,’ Frog says. ‘He’s pushing my actual buttons!’

Did he not just hear me? Does he not know what Brazilian jiu-jitsu is?

This is going nowhere good.
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‘Is Rocco picking on you boys?’

I turn. Luisa has arrived behind me. This whole situation is giving me sweaty armpits, but she’s smiling, like this is all happening on a TV show and she’s keen to watch. Back down the road a bit, scuffing his feet on the ground and slowly catching up to his sister, is Zak.

‘He’s trying to steal Milo’s money,’ Frog says, while Rocco keeps poking him. ‘I’m defending Milo’s honour.’

Defending my honour? Who talks like that?

‘I didn’t ask him to.’ I make sure Luisa understands.

She smiles at me. She gets it.

‘Rocco, you wouldn’t take Milo’s money,’ Luisa says. It’s sort of a question and sort of not. I’m not sure why she’s getting involved. Maybe she finds fights entertaining.

‘It’s my money,’ Rocco says. ‘I dropped it.’

‘Show us your wallet, then,’ Frog says.

‘What?’ Rocco stops poking.

‘Why?’ Luisa asks Frog.

‘To see if it has a hole in it, that the money dropped out of,’ Frog explains.

‘It wasn’t in my wallet,’ Rocco says. ‘It was in my pocket.’

‘You keep a hundred and five dollars just in your pocket?’ Frog doesn’t look like he believes that.

‘A hundred and five bucks!’ Luisa says loudly to me, even though she’s standing right there. It’s the first time she’s heard how much money we’re talking about.

‘Then you must have a hole in your pocket,’ Frog says, and points at Rocco’s pants. ‘Show us your pockets. Pull them inside out so we can see.’

Rocco screws up his face. I think it’s the first time anyone has ever told him to show them the inside of his pants.

‘Shut up, Frog Boy,’ Rocco says. ‘This is my school uniform. I wasn’t wearing these pants yesterday, you idiot.’

Would now be a good time to make it clear to everyone that I don’t have the money here?

Luisa steps forward and looks at our new neighbour. ‘Who are you, anyway?’

‘His name’s Frog,’ I say.

‘He’s the new kid from number two,’ Rocco says.

‘Why don’t you mind your own business . . . Frog?’ Luisa moves to stand next to Rocco.

Oh, no. Are we making teams? Don’t make teams. I’ll have to stand next to Frog and I don’t want to stand opposite Rocco. And I really don’t want to stand against Luisa. Sometimes she’s nice to me.

‘I just don’t believe he dropped the money,’ Frog says.

‘Who cares if you believe him or not?’ Luisa says, and then turns to Rocco. She’s about as tall as him. ‘You really had a hundred and five dollars?’

‘Yeah.’ Rocco shrugs. ‘I think.’

‘You think?’ Frog throws his hands in the air. ‘If you had a hundred and five dollars in your pocket, you would know.’

‘Unless it was change.’ Zak’s here.
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Rocco looks at Zak and then starts nodding.

‘Yeah, yeah. It was change,’ he explains. ‘I bought something and they gave me the change and I put it in my pocket without looking and I must have dropped it.’

‘That’s why it’s such a weird amount,’ Zak adds.

‘Yeahhh . . . That’s right! Change is always a weird amount,’ Rocco says.

We all know Rocco is lying. But it doesn’t really matter. It’s Rocco. He’s bigger than us, he goes to a better school than us and he’s allowed to sit on his roof. If Rocco wants the money, there’s not really much we can do.

Frog doesn’t get that. I can tell by the look on his face. And that’s because he doesn’t know Rocco. He doesn’t know the rest of us either.

But surely he knows that when you’re new somewhere, you’re supposed be really careful? You can’t just make a lot of noise and say whatever you want. You’ll mess things up. People don’t like it when things get messed up, so then they won’t like you.

It’s almost like Frog isn’t scared we won’t like him. So he’s just saying whatever he wants.

Super-weird.

Frog turns to me. ‘So you’re just gonna give it to him?’

Yes. I mean, I think. Obviously not now. Later, probably.

If Frog wasn’t here saying it out loud, I wouldn’t have even thought twice about it. I’d probably have just told Rocco I’d drop the money over after school and that would have been the end of that.

But when Frog says it like that, and I hear it, and I imagine Evie Watson hearing it instead of listening to her music . . . Should I not just give it to Rocco?

‘What exactly happened?’ Zak asks.

‘Milo was out the front of his house—’ Frog starts.

‘No, we want Milo to tell us,’ Luisa interrupts. I don’t think she likes Frog very much. Probably cause he’s messing things up.

Everyone looks at me, waiting for me to tell the story. But I’m thinking about something else. I have a question and I think I’m gonna ask it. I don’t think I would have before, but something about Frog being here makes me want to give it a go.

‘What did you buy where a hundred and five bucks was the change?’ I ask Rocco.

The others turn and look at Rocco instead. Frog grins.

Rocco looks like he’s thinking quickly. And struggling. Cause I just realised you can’t really get more than a hundred dollars in change and now Rocco is realising it too.

Say Rocco had bought something that cost ninety-five dollars. To get a hundred and five dollars’ change, he must have given them two hundred dollars. There’s no such thing as a two-hundred-dollar note, though, so he must have had two one-hundred-dollar notes.

But if he’d had two one-hundred-dollar notes, and the thing he was buying only cost ninety-five dollars, then he would have just paid with one of them to begin with, not two. Then he’d have got five dollars’ change, not a hundred and five. You can’t get a hundred and five dollars’ change!

‘Ah . . .’ Rocco says. Looks like he’s doing the maths in his head too. Finally, he shrugs. ‘Actually, I think I’m getting it mixed up with something else.’

Frog grins again, and at last the bus turns up.

I smile too, but only on the inside. I think I just bought a bit of that power.
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I’d love to sit next to Evie Watson, but I can’t.

One day, if we’re in a relationship, we could sit together. I think that would feel pretty good. It wouldn’t even be weird or anything, because everyone would already know that we were in a relationship. But it would be strange now, that’s why I can’t do it.

It really is a tragedy. I look at the empty seat next to her and have to walk right past.

I do catch a look at her drawing, though. She’s still working on it, but it looks like hair. Long, flowing strands of hair, weaving together all across the page. Evie Watson has a bit of purple hair that is tucked in under her headphones. It’s pretty awesome.

I think we might have a bond, Evie Watson and I. Something nobody knows about but us. Or at least me.

I sit in the empty seat in front of Zak. Luisa lands beside her brother and Frog sits next to me. We leave Rocco on Mars Road, waiting for the bus to his school.

‘How come you didn’t sit over there?’ Zak leans forward, resting his forearms on the back of my seat. He’s pointing next to Evie Watson.

‘What?’ I ask. Play dumb, I tell myself. No one can know how much I like Evie Watson.

Frog looks where Zak is pointing and grins. Then Zak tells Frog.

‘Milo loves Evie Watson.’




19

‘No, I don’t,’ I say.

Zak cackles. Frog laughs too.

Luisa overhears and says, ‘I think it’s lovely.’

I’m panicking a bit. I can feel my cheeks going red. I look out the window. I need to pretend it’s all cool, but it’s definitely not cool.

‘I don’t love her,’ I say again.

‘He totally does,’ Zak says. ‘He’s always looking at her.’

He’s still just talking to me and Frog, but I’m sure other people can hear too. At least Evie Watson has her pink headphones on.

‘You should tell her, Milo,’ Luisa says. ‘You could write her a letter! A love letter.’

Now my whole face is on fire. I hate Zak so much. I hope this bus crashes.

‘I had a girlfriend at my old school,’ Frog says. ‘She had braces.’

‘Evie’s not my girlfriend!’ I whisper.

‘She could be, though, Milo,’ Luisa says. ‘Now that you’re a rich man.’

All three of them are looking at me. I must still be bright red. I hate it when things happen to my body that I can’t control. Like redness. Or crying. Or redness while crying.

‘Wait. Where did you find this money?’ Zak asks.

‘Just on the road,’ I say.

‘In our street?’ he asks.

I nod.

His eyebrows go up. ‘That’s public property, then.’

‘So?’ Frog says.

Zak crosses his arms.

‘It belongs to all of us.’
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The bus stops suddenly and we all jerk forward for a second. The bus driver swears and honks his horn at a car. Some of the kids up the back cheer.

‘Turtle Place belongs to all of us,’ Zak says. ‘So, so does the money.’

‘That’s not a thing,’ Frog says, turning fully in his seat so he’s facing backwards.

‘Yeah, it is,’ Zak says. ‘We should split it.’

‘Sounds fair,’ Luisa adds.

You know what? Maybe we should just split it. But can we split it and not let Zak have any? Probably not.

‘I don’t think—’ I start to say, but Zak interrupts me.

‘It wasn’t in your house, Milo. You found it on the road. So it belongs to me as much as it belongs to you.’

Luisa laughs and says Zak is a communist. I’ll have to google that later, but I don’t want her to know I don’t understand, so I do a little half-smile.

‘Am I wrong?’ Zak asks.

‘Nope.’ His sister shrugs.

At least we’re not talking about Evie Watson any more.

But now Luisa and Zak are looking at me like I have something of theirs. Great.

Why didn’t I just stay inside yesterday morning? If I’d watched TV instead of riding my bike then someone else would have found the money. Then everyone would be hassling them.

Actually, they probably wouldn’t be. If anyone else had found it, they would have just put the money in their pocket and never said a word to anyone. That’s what a normal person would have done. Why didn’t I do that?

‘He found it,’ Frog says. ‘It’s his.’

‘But he can decide to split it,’ Luisa says. She looks at me and winks. I know what that wink means. It means I don’t have to share the money, but if I don’t, no one will like me. Share the money and I make everyone happy. Keep it and I make everyone mad.

Zak looks at my face and gets to work.

‘So . . . a hundred and five dollars split between five of us is . . .’

‘Why only five?’ I say quietly.

‘You, me, Luisa, Rocco, Frog,’ Zak counts. ‘That’s five.’

‘Why only five?’ I say again.

Zak gets a massive grin on his face. ‘He wants to include Evie!’

They all laugh at me again, but this time I don’t go red. I have an idea, and it’s not about Evie Watson.

‘It’s her street too, isn’t it?’ I ask.

‘Fine, lover boy,’ Zak chuckles. ‘Six.’

‘And her sisters. That’s eight,’ I add.

‘What?’ Luisa scrunches her face.

‘Evie’s got two little sisters,’ I say.

‘Nah, hold on,’ Zak says, shaking his head.

‘Plus my older brother Henry . . .’ I start to say.

‘He doesn’t even live here any more,’ Luisa says, but I just start counting people on my fingers.

‘And then you’ve got the adults in the street,’ Frog suggests.

I nod and keep counting. Maybe I do like Frog after all. Maybe we’d make a good team.

‘No way!’ Luisa says.

‘Public property,’ Frog reminds them.

‘What’s a hundred and five dollars divided by twenty-one?’ I ask.

Zak groans. Luisa rolls her eyes. Frog grins.

Evie Watson draws in her sketch book, completely oblivious to the fact that she just inherited five whole dollars.
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In class, my spot is next to Coen. Coen is fine. We don’t talk to each other much. That means Mr Patel likes us, but not as much as other teachers would.

Every year before this one, my teacher would really like me, because I do my work and I don’t muck up. I’m not trying to make them like me. I’m not even trying to be good. I just find class pretty easy. I guess I’m lucky like that.

But this year, Mr Patel doesn’t not like me, but I don’t think he likes me that much either. Being good used to be all you had to do. Now I think you need to be interesting too. That’s way harder. At least for me.

It doesn’t seem to be hard for Hendrick or Ava or Izzy. Mr Patel loves them. He has conversations with them like they’re adults. He treats the rest of us like we’re younger than them. But we’re not. And he really doesn’t like Zak, even though Zak’s the smartest kid in the class. I thought teachers were supposed to like the smart kids.

I’ve been trying to work out what happened. It’s like they changed the rules and only some of us got told.

Hendrick has hair that looks good when it’s messy. Like it spikes up, but kind of on its own. I don’t know how he gets it to do that. I’ve tried, but I had to put so much gel in my hair that it just looked wet. It felt all crunchy. Crunchy-wet. Not a great combination. Next time, I tried Mum’s blow dryer, but my hair went floppy and sort of fluffy.

Liz told me this whole step-by-step technique and even showed me a video tutorial on the internet, but all I could think was, There’s no way Hendrick does all that every morning. I reckon he just walks out of his house without even thinking about it. Maybe hair is easy for him, just like class is easy for me.

For the first time, I’ve started thinking that I wish I had the easy-hair thing instead of the easy-school thing. Better not tell Mum that.

At lunch, Coen is explaining the difference between a Gibson electric guitar and a Fender electric guitar, but I don’t care about guitars at all. That’s why I’m not asking him any questions. He doesn’t seem to have noticed. He really likes guitars.

That’s when Luisa comes up out of nowhere. She grabs my arms and says, ‘I need to talk to you. Now.’
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‘He’s gonna come get you, Milo,’ Luisa says.

‘What? Who?’

She’s dragged me around behind the toilet block. Zak is waiting there. At the end of class, he told everyone he was going to chess club, but apparently not.

Luisa puts her hand on my shoulder. ‘You gotta be real careful, OK?’

The way she says it suddenly makes me feel worried. It’s a feeling rather than a thought, because I have no idea what she’s talking about. It makes my tummy feel tight and the place where her hand is on my shoulder gets really warm.

‘Who’s gonna come get me?’ I ask.

‘Frog,’ Luisa says.

‘What?’ I say. I don’t understand.

‘That’s why he doesn’t want any of us to have it.’ Zak kicks a stone on the ground. He seems to know what his sister is on about.

‘What are you talking about?’ I still don’t understand. ‘Why do I have to be careful of Frog?’ I ask Luisa.

Her eyes get really wide.

‘Because it’s his money.’
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‘You think the money belongs to Frog?’ I ask. ‘But he said it wasn’t his.’

‘Of course he said that, Milo,’ Luisa says. ‘That’s cause it’s bad money.’

‘What do you mean it’s bad money?’ I ask. The money just felt like normal money to me. Nothing good or bad about it.

‘From the black market. Organised crime,’ Zak says.

‘Organised crime?’ I repeat. No way. ‘Frog?’

‘There’s something not right about him, Milo,’ Luisa says.

‘Tell Milo about what Frog did in your class,’ Zak says to his sister.

‘They put Frog in my class,’ Luisa explains. She glances around to check no one is listening to her. ‘Ms Bennett was telling us about this science project we have to do, where we have to make something out of an electrical circuit. You know, like a battery and a lightbulb and stuff.’

‘Oh, I saw this thing you could do where—’

‘Shut up, Zak,’ Luisa slaps her brother on the arm and he stops talking. ‘Frog put his hand up and guess what he asked?’

‘What?’ I ask.

‘I couldn’t believe it,’ Zak says, shaking his head and kicking more stones in the dirt.

Luisa is pausing for dramatic effect. Her eyes are still super-wide and she’s breathing quickly in and out through her nose. The effect is dramatic all right.

‘What did he ask?’ I say again.

‘Frog asked Ms Bennett if he could make an electric fence to put around his house!’ Luisa says. ‘Everyone was like . . . woah. Like, that’s messed up. You should have seen Ms Bennett. She was like, “What do you need an electric fence for?” and Frog said, “To keep bad people out and protect my stuff”!’

‘Protect it from who?’ I ask.

‘That’s what Ms Bennett asked!’ Luisa says. ‘She was like, “From who?” and Frog just shrugged and said, “I don’t know, just . . . people.” But there’s no way he was just talking about random people.’

‘He wasn’t?’ I say. I’m so confused.

‘Nah. Anyway, everyone was going, who is this new kid? And Bella was like, doesn’t he live in your street? And I was like, I mean, yeah, but. Then I was like, the money! That explains the money!’

She’s talking really fast and it’s kind of hard to keep up.

‘What’s it got to do with the money?’ I ask.

‘Oh, Milo,’ Luisa says, looking at me like I’m a little kid. ‘You’re so naive.’

‘Am not,’ I say. Though I’m only sixty-two per cent sure I know what naive means.

‘You don’t talk about making an electric fence to go around your house unless something’s messed up,’ Luisa says. ‘Like, maybe you come from a bad family or something. I think he’s faking being nice to you, maybe because he’s afraid of all of us or something. I reckon it’s his money and if you’re not careful he’s gonna come get it. Come get you.’

Luisa certainly is pretty panicked, but it also feels like she’s excited. I don’t think what she’s saying makes much sense, though.

‘Frog’s not dangerous,’ I say. ‘He invented his own martial art and called it Frog-fu. He tried to fight Rocco. His favourite superhero’s Aquaman. Crazy maybe, but not dangerous.’

‘It might not be him,’ Zak says. ‘It could be his family. They could be like the mafia or something.’

‘Have you ever seen his family, Milo?’ Luisa asks. ‘You live next door. You heard anything strange?’

I shake my head. I haven’t really seen them at all. Their blinds and curtains have been shut since they moved in. Come to think of it, other than the moving truck coming the other night, the only sign anyone was living there except for Frog was that there’s been a car in the driveway since Thursday. Not parked in the garage. Just in front of it.

‘Nah. Not really,’ I say. ‘I haven’t seen anyone except Frog.’

‘That’s weird,’ Zak mumbles.

‘And now he wants to make an electric fence to keep people from finding out his secrets. It’s scary, Milo!’ Luisa says, unable to hide the glee in her eyes.

‘He did say his dad’s a good fighter,’ I add, remembering what Frog said yesterday.

Zak and Luisa glance at each other.

Yeah, that doesn’t sound too good, does it.

Luisa starts whispering and looking around, trying to make sure no one can hear. Frog is somewhere in the school, after all.

‘Just give it back to him, Milo. Drop it on the doorstep and run.’ She likes to talk to me as though I’m a lot younger than her. Or like she’s a lot older.

‘Why do you think it’s bad money, though?’ I ask. Have I missed something? The only new information is that Frog said the thing about the electric fence, right?

‘Cause it’s such a weird amount,’ Zak says. ‘A hundred and five dollars. No single thing costs a hundred and five dollars. But a lot of little things . . .’

‘Bad things,’ Luisa adds, nodding.

‘A deal gone bad, even,’ Zak says. ‘Or a bet. Dodgy poker and stuff. That’s the thing about crime families. They always come for their money.’

I know that I’m supposed to be scared, but I’m really not feeling it. Zak and Luisa look like they’re telling a horror story, but it’s just not giving me the shivers. Maybe it’s because Frog doesn’t seem that scary to me.

‘But I asked him if it was his and he said no. He could have said yes and taken it,’ I say. I still don’t wanna just drop the money on his doorstep. That seems super-weird.

‘He may not even know about it.’ Zak shrugs. ‘It could be his dad’s.’

‘But his dad will know you have it now,’ Luisa says, waving her arms about.

‘So you think I should just go over there after school and put it on the doorstep and run away?’ I say.

‘Yes,’ Zak says.

‘Definitely.’ Luisa nods.

The bell rings. And that’s when I realise I’m busting for a wee.
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Mr Patel has no patience with kids who want to leave class to go to the toilet straight after lunch. He also has no patience with kids being late, so I’ve gotta make this quick.

I stand at the urinal and try to relax.

Then someone stands next to me and starts singing.

It’s Frog.

I know the song from the radio but I’ve never listened to it while trying to wee. It’s a little off-putting.

‘Hey, Milo,’ Frog says.

I’m not a big one for talking in the toilets. It makes it hard to go. Not for Frog, apparently.

‘Ah . . . Hi . . .’ I mumble.

‘How’s your day going?’ Frog asks. He’s peeing away, but I can’t go when someone’s standing nearby. Henry calls it stage fright. I just like privacy, that’s all.

‘Fine,’ I answer.

Probably best I don’t tell him that I’ve spent most of lunch trying to work out if he might be a criminal. I also can’t be too weird, in case he thinks something’s up. If he does turn out to be a criminal, I’d rather he not think I’m suspicious. I don’t think criminals like suspicious people. Better ask him a question, so I can focus on trying to pee.

‘How’s your first day going?’

‘Awesome,’ Frog says. ‘I think I’m off to a pretty good start. Making a good impression, ya know? It’s like in that episode of Hedgehogs and Bananas where Sterling time-travels to the 1980s and the rap scene of Los Angeles. You know that episode?’

What is he talking about? He takes my silence as a ‘no’.

‘You don’t know Hedgehogs and Bananas? Ah, you’d love it. It’s so good. So what happens is Sterling gets in the Bazzaro-11, but he presses the wrong button by mistake. Do you know what the Bazzaro-11 is?’

I stare at the tiles in front of me.

‘OK, so the Bazzaro-11 was first created by this scientist called . . .’

For the next four and a half minutes, Frog talks non-stop about the very detailed plot of some TV show I have never heard of – apparently it has subtitles – and all I’m trying to do is wee.

I have to get back to class. The bell went ages ago. Doesn’t he know that? It’s his first day at this school. He shouldn’t be late to class. Neither should I. But he’s just talking and talking and talking. And it’s not just the plot of the TV show now either. It’s every single thing that every character says. How does he remember all that stuff?

‘We’d better be getting to class,’ I interrupt eventually.

‘But you didn’t even pee,’ Frog says. I can feel my cheeks going red. He follows me to the sink, where we wash our hands. ‘Why didn’t you pee?’

‘Didn’t need to,’ I mumble, which is totally not true. I’m busting, but now I’m gonna have to hold it for the whole of the rest of school. I just cannot wee with someone standing there.

As we walk out of the bathroom, Frog says he’s sorry that he won’t see me on the bus this afternoon, so he won’t be able to tell me about the rest of series six, episode two of Hedgehogs and Bananas. His mum is coming to the school to talk to the principal and she’ll drive him home after.

‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘I gotta go.’

I run to class and spend the rest of the afternoon trying not to wet myself.
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Just like he said, Frog’s not on the bus on the way home.

I stare out the window at the cars passing by and try to decide if the mafia are going to get me. It’s hard even to think about Evie Watson when there’s a chance you’re involved in a criminal conspiracy.

Once we get off the bus at Mars Road, I walk up to the corner store. We’ve always called it that, even though it’s not on a corner. It’s just a convenience shop a little bit past the bus stop. I sometimes have to run up here to get milk or bread when we’re out, but I also like to go in after school and buy a packet of chips.

‘Any news from your brother?’ Amir asks me when I give him the money for my chips. I use money from my wallet, not the hundred and five dollars. I still haven’t decided what to do about them.

Amir owns the corner store and he’s always sucking on Butter Menthols, and he asks me about Henry every time I come in.

‘He’s fine,’ I say.

‘Tell him I said hello,’ the old man says from the stool behind the counter.

‘I will,’ I tell him, even though I don’t get to talk to Henry that much. He calls sometimes, but mostly he just texts Mum.

Henry and I used to buy chips from Amir together. Henry always had money, because he’s eight years older than me. He used to buy old vintage stuff from garage sales and second-hand shops then take photos of it and sell it for more money on the internet.

Liz loved what she calls his ‘head for business’, but Mum got pretty sick of the randoms always turning up at our house to buy old baseball cards or bikes. Once he made two hundred dollars’ profit re-selling a kayak, even though he didn’t know anything about kayaks!

I keep forgetting that every time I go to the corner store it’s going to make me think about Henry and how he left me behind.

‘Say hello to Liz and your mother too, Milo.’

I nod. ‘See you, Amir.’

When I get back outside, Zak and Luisa are waiting for me and they have Rocco with them.
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Judging by the looks on Zak and Luisa’s faces, they’ve filled Rocco in on the electric-fence incident.

‘So I guess you think I should just leave the money on Frog’s doorstep too?’ I say to Rocco.

He shakes his head. ‘Nup.’

Clearly that’s not what Luisa thought he was going to say. ‘Why not?’ she asks. She seems annoyed. ‘Something’s definitely up. He didn’t even come home from school.’

I know why Frog wasn’t on the bus, but I can’t be bothered telling them. Rocco’s already talking again anyway.

‘Don’t just give that frog-freak your money,’ Rocco says. ‘Make him come get it.’

‘But what about his dad?’ Zak says.

Rocco is shaking his head and standing up a bit taller. ‘Bring it on.’

None of us knows what to say to that. Does Rocco want to fight Frog’s dad?

‘You can’t just surrender, Milo. Otherwise he wins, doesn’t he? Didn’t even have to say anything to you and you just hand the money over.’

Luisa groans. I kinda feel like doing the same thing. Why can’t they all just agree on what I should do? Every time they argue with each other, they look at me as though I have to decide. Like I’m the judge or something. It sucks.

‘What if we caught him in the act?’ Zak says.

‘What do you mean?’ Luisa asks.

Her little brother grins. ‘Like a sting operation,’ he says. He turns to me. ‘Yesterday, did you see anyone come looking for the money later on?’

I shake my head.

Zak shrugs as if to say, ‘See?’ and I do see his point. Someone is missing a hundred and five dollars. How can they be missing that much money and not notice? Sooner or later someone’s going to realise their money is gone. When they do, they’ll come looking for it.

‘If we want to see whose money it is,’ Zak says, ‘we should put it back on the road.’
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‘That’s a great idea. Put it back where you found it, Milo,’ Rocco says as we walk towards Turtle Place. ‘Then we’ll see if Frog comes to get it.’

‘And what, we’ll hide in the bushes or something? Like Mrs Katz?’ I ask. Is he serious?

Luisa crosses her arms. ‘I’m not hiding in the bushes.’

We turn the corner into our street.

‘We can just hide behind my dad’s truck.’ Rocco points towards his place, where his dad’s truck is parked on the grass out front. That’s the closest Rocco has ever come to asking me over to his place.

Everyone’s looking at me again as though it’s my choice. It’s like having the money has made me the boss or something. I don’t feel like the boss, though.

‘You don’t think it’s Frog,’ Rocco goes on talking. ‘The rest of us do. This way we find out.’

‘I’ve seen this sort of thing on Special Crimes Unit,’ Zak says.

‘You’re not allowed to watch Special Crimes Unit,’ his older sister tells everyone.

Zak shrugs. ‘Sometimes I watch it.’

I’m still thinking about what Rocco said. That this is a way to catch Frog.

‘But Frog knows I have the money. He’s going to know something’s up if I go and put it back on the street,’ I say.

We all look over at Frog’s house. The car is still in its spot in the driveway. Does that mean Frog is already home?

‘He’s probably watching us right now,’ Luisa says. ‘With binoculars or something.’

‘So he wouldn’t fall for the trap then, would he,’ I say. ‘Not if he’s watching.’

‘Then you just drop it, Milo,’ Rocco says.

‘Like, accidentally?’

‘Yeah. Walk by his house. Let it drop out of your pocket, you know?’ Rocco turns his back on Frog’s place.

‘He’ll be looking for a way to get the money back,’ Zak says. ‘This’ll be easy, because he won’t know we’re all hiding and watching.’

‘What if, like, someone else just takes it?’ Luisa asks.

‘Like who?’ says Zak.

‘I dunno,’ she says. ‘Like the postman or something.’

‘The postman doesn’t come in the afternoon,’ says her little brother.

‘You know what I mean.’ Luisa rolls her eyes. ‘Someone just picks it up. Like Milo did. Then we lose the money.’

‘And it doesn’t tell us anything,’ I add.

‘Good point,’ Rocco mumbles.

‘I know what to do,’ Zak says.

‘What?’ Luisa asks, as though she thinks that’s pretty unlikely.

Zak grins. ‘We make fake money.’
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If everyone else wants to do something, it kinda doesn’t matter if you don’t. I know Mum would be all, ‘Don’t just go along with the crowd, Milo. Forge your own path, Milo.’ But she doesn’t know what it’s like. It’s like trying to run in the ocean. You just can’t.

I haven’t even thought about whether this plan is a good idea, when I realise we’re all walking into Rocco’s house.

The first thing I notice when we walk in the front door is that his place smells funny. Not bad. And not of anything in particular, just not like my house. I wonder if the others can smell it too. Do all our houses have smells? Does mine?

In the lounge room, it’s a bit darker than in my house. There’s a TV on somewhere in the back of the house, and I assume that it’s Rocco’s dad watching, because his truck’s outside.

We don’t see anyone else. But there are photos everywhere. Old school photos of Rocco. Family photos from when he was littler. Photos of him in his Brazilian jiu-jitsu uniform, holding trophies. We don’t have family photos up in our house. There’s art on our walls, but not on Rocco’s.

‘You should draw the money,’ Rocco says to me. He grabs some paper and pencils from a brown cupboard in the corner and drops them on the coffee table next to some car magazines. ‘Just push my dad’s stuff out of the way.’

I don’t say anything and neither does anyone else, so it seems it’s decided that we’re making fake money and I’m drawing it. I run back to my place and get the real money so I can trace it.

When I get back, I walk straight through Rocco’s front door like I’ve been there a thousand times. Does this make us friends now?

‘We’ll need scissors,’ Luisa says, and Rocco goes digging in that same cupboard until he finds some. He throws them on the coffee table next to me. He shouldn’t be throwing scissors.

I trace the outline of the money to get the right size, then I trace the position of the words and pictures. I can just see the money through the paper.

‘Apparently this is illegal,’ Zak says from where he’s flopped on one of the couches.

‘What? Drawing that badly?’ Rocco laughs. Zak laughs too.

‘I’m doing my best,’ I mumble. I agree with him, though. It’s pretty bad. Drawing with everyone watching is hard. You know who would be good at this? Evie Watson.

‘It’s good, Milo,’ Luisa says. ‘Don’t listen to Rocco.’

‘Nah,’ Zak answers Rocco. ‘It’s illegal to make fake money. It’s called counterfeiting. You could go to jail, Milo.’

Could I? Is that true? Why does no one seem to think I should stop drawing, then?

‘It’s all right,’ Rocco says. ‘It only has to look real from a distance. When Frog runs out to grab it, we’ll have caught him in the act.’

‘What will we do then?’ Luisa asks.

‘I dunno,’ Rocco says. ‘Call the cops, probably.’

‘Just don’t tell them about the fake money, eh?’ Zak says, and then reaches over my shoulder and points at the drawing. ‘That line’s not straight.’

‘Leave him alone,’ Luisa says. ‘Milo, it’s great.’

‘Yeah, it’s pretty good, actually,’ Rocco says.

They’re all looking over my shoulder. I can hear them breathing. I hate how close everyone is. But also, it’s cool, I guess.

‘Don’t forget that bit,’ Zak says, and points at the part with the tiny signature on it.

‘He’s got it. It’s good,’ Luisa says, and I finish colouring it in and cut out the notes until I have a fake one-hundred-dollar note and a fake five-dollar note all ready.

‘What now?’ I ask.
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I wonder where the ant is. He must be somewhere. Is he still walking around by himself? I’m walking around by myself. The only difference is Rocco, Luisa and Zak are watching me from where they’re hiding behind the truck.

And maybe Frog and his whole family are watching me too.

I look up at number two as I walk in front of it. The others are probably talking about whether that is a good idea. If I’m walking right. Moving my legs properly.

I don’t really like people watching me. I wish I was hiding behind the truck too.

I’m holding the money inside my pockets. The real money is in my left hand, the fake money is in my right hand. Better not drop the wrong notes.

Once I’m in about the right spot, I relax my right hand and push the fake notes out the back of my pocket with my fingers. Just like they fell out without me noticing. I can’t check how they fell on the ground, because if Frog is watching that will show that I know I dropped them. Hopefully they landed OK.

Then I jog over to where I keep my bike down the side of our house.

When I stop to look back, I can hear my breathing all of a sudden. It’s really loud.

Now I wait. No one can see me, but I can see the fake money on the road. It’s pretty close to where I found the real dollars.

Nothing happens.

I realise that we never talked about how long to wait for.

Still nothing happens.

I guess that’s to be expected. Maybe we’ll have to sit here for an hour. Or two. Or until it gets dark.

I look over towards Mr Santos’s truck. I can see the others peeking their heads around watching, but I can’t talk to them and they can’t talk to me. I’m with them, but not with them. They can talk to each other, but I won’t know what they’re talking about. I’m on the outside.

There’s a hedge near where I’m standing and underneath I spot the basketball. So that’s where it is. I really didn’t want to find that.

Playing basketball out here with Henry was the best. I liked the sound of the bounce on the driveway. I was never on the outside when I was with my big brother.

Ever since he left to join the army, things have just felt really strange. All the time. How can he have left me? What am I supposed to do now?

No one is coming for that money. I’m going to be stuck here all day. Staring at the basketball. Missing Henry. This sucks.

Then a gust of wind blows through Turtle Place and the pretend dollars begin to move.

This is no good.
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The wind is blowing my fake money across the road. Or along the road, more like it. Away from Frog’s house.

I look over towards the truck, but I don’t think the others are watching. They probably got bored.

I can’t stand here and watch our fake money blow away. Those notes took ages to draw and I really don’t want to do it all over again.

If I run out and catch them, though, this plan isn’t going to work.

The fake notes are dancing across the asphalt. The longer I spend thinking about this, the closer the money is going to get to . . . Evie Watson’s house.

That’s where it’s headed. My fake dollars are blowing towards number three!

And Evie Watson is there! I can see her walking to her letterbox.

I’d rather go to jail for counterfeiting than have to explain to Evie Watson why I’ve drawn fake money to try to catch out the new kid, who actually seems pretty nice and who talked to me yesterday, when no one else on this street usually does, but who also might or might not be in the mafia.

So I run!
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I’ve got to get the dollars off the road before Evie Watson sees them. Or sees me.

As soon as I think about trying to explain what’s happened to Evie Watson, everything that has happened sounds very dumb in my head.

I run past my Extreme Steve ramp, which is still on the edge of the road.

Hopefully I didn’t step on the ant.

I have that feeling I sometimes get, where it’s like there’s a noise in my head that suddenly gets very loud. Like when you put headphones on and slide the volume control up and up and up.

The sound of panic.

The wind keeps blowing. Stupid wind.

I almost get to the fake notes and they move again. They’re doing little flips.

I’m not a good runner. I’m good at riding my bike, but not at running. I can find my rhythm on the pedals, but when I have to run at school I always feel out of balance. Then I think that I probably look awkward. And thinking about being awkward just makes me more awkward.

Stop thinking about being awkward, Milo.

But trying to pick something off the ground that is blowing away from you while you’re running to try to catch it before it gets to Evie Watson’s house is a very awkward thing to do.

Then I see the edge of the driveway of number three.

The fake money blows onto their grass.

I see Evie Watson’s feet.

Too late.
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I like Evie Watson’s hands.

They’re not like my hands. Her fingers are longer, and for some reason I think that fingers that are her shape look really nice. Fingers that are my shape do not look really nice. They just look like fingers. I can’t work out which bit of the finger shape is the bit that makes the difference. But it does.

I’ve thought about this a lot sitting on the bus.

Evie Watson’s fingers pick up the money that I drew.

Rocco was right. When you look at the money from a distance it looks kinda real. When you look at it very closely it looks fairly rubbish.

Evie Watson is looking at it very closely.

‘Is this yours?’ she asks me.

‘Ah . . .’

I was afraid of that question. I’m trying to think of a good answer, but my brain is busy trying to figure out is whether that’s the first time Evie Watson has spoken just to me.

She holds the fake money out towards me, while I stand there panting because I just ran in a panic.

‘Cute drawing,’ she says.

Cute? Is that a good thing? I don’t think it is. I can imagine her saying that to one of her little sisters.

The grass up to the front door of number three is on a bit of a slope. I’m pretty sure I’m not normally this much shorter than Evie Watson. I think it’s the slope.

‘It’s not mine,’ I say. I kinda blurt it out, thinking it might magically fix this situation. But as soon as I hear it coming out of my own mouth, I know it just made this situation much, much worse.

‘Really?’ Evie Watson asks. She doesn’t believe me. Of course she doesn’t. It was the most pathetic lie I’ve ever heard! And now I have to explain it.

‘It’s . . . ah . . . I just saw it.’

Yeah, that’ll do. If someone saw a hundred and five dollars blowing across the road, they would probably run and pick it up. That’s a completely normal thing to do. In fact, I did something similar for real yesterday. That’s how this whole mess started in the first place.

She’s still holding the fake money out towards me. She’s waiting for me to take it. So I do.

‘That’s weird,’ she says, once she’s let go of the fake money. She turns back towards her front door. ‘Because you’ve got coloured pencil all over your hand.’
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I look down at my left hand.

From my pinkie down the edge of my hand to my wrist there is the smudge of colour that comes from leaning on your hand when you draw.

Evie Watson is gone.

Any chance of her speaking to me again is gone too.

I can hear laughing.

Rocco, Luisa and Zak are standing in the middle of Turtle Place laughing their stupid faces off.

I walk back towards them.

Rocco pats me on the back and says something like, ‘Next time, bro.’ Luisa ruffles my hair like Liz does. Zak can’t speak because he’s laughing so much.

Even though they’re making fun of me, for some reason it feels OK to stand there.

I don’t want to run away.

‘Who calls their kid Frog?’ Luisa says. She’s looking over at number two and trying to change the subject.

‘It can’t be his actual name,’ Rocco says. ‘It’ll be, like, Francis or something. Fred.’

‘Freakoid?’ Zak says.

He’s still laughing. Rocco laughs too. It’s like they’ve taken their laughter and pointed it at Frog instead of me. That sucks for Frog, but the noise in my head is being turned down.

‘Freakoid,’ Rocco repeats. ‘That’s what’s on his birth certificate.’

‘I’d be fine with people calling me Frog if my real name was Freakoid,’ Zak says.

‘Why doesn’t anyone come out of there?’ Luisa asks. She’s still looking at number two. ‘It’s like they’re hiding in there or something. It’s been a few days since they moved in now. There’s stuff happening at other houses. But that one, it’s just, like, all quiet.’

Their blinds are still closed. I look around the street and number two is the only one like that. Our curtains are open. Mrs Katz is in her front yard still. Luisa and Zak’s front door is wide open. There’s a cat sniffing around in the empty block and Mrs Watson has just stepped out of her front door to water her flowers with a spray bottle.

Signs of life in every house except for number two.

‘Do we know they’re not Russians?’ Rocco says.

‘What would it mean if they were Russians?’ I ask.

‘You know. Spies,’ Luisa says. ‘My dad loves old movies about Russian spies.’

Spies? In Turtle Place? That would liven things up a bit.

‘You can’t say all Russians are spies,’ Zak says. ‘It’s racist.’

‘I didn’t say all Russians are spies. You did,’ Luisa argues with her little brother.

‘I’m telling Dad you’re racist,’ Zak says.

‘I’m telling Dad you’re ugly,’ Luisa says.

‘Shut up.’

‘You shut up.’

‘All right,’ Rocco says. He says it like a teacher would say, ‘Enough!’

But then he says, ‘I’m gonna have a look.’

And he starts walking straight towards Frog’s house.
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‘What are you doing?’ I ask.

‘Let’s go have a look around Freakoid’s house. See if we can find out what they’re hiding,’ Rocco says, and grins.

I don’t like how they’re calling Frog Freakoid. It makes me feel squirmy, like my skin has become too tight for my insides. I should have told them to stop when they started, but I was just happy they weren’t making fun of me about Evie Watson any more. Not that they would have listened to me, anyway.

Now I have bigger problems.

Rocco has a look on his face like this is a really great idea.

This is not a really great idea.

‘But . . .’ I say. ‘They’re in there.’

I point at number two. Rocco’s idea would seem crazy enough to me if we knew that Frog and his family weren’t home. But we know the opposite. They’re all in there. Frog. His mum. And his dad. The one who’s good at fighting.

‘We’ll just look around the back.’ Rocco shrugs. ‘Through a couple of windows. Nothing much.’

This must be the ‘risk-taking behaviour’ Mum’s always talking about, the behaviour that happens when a kid’s parents let him sit on the roof.

Zak looks really excited and he starts to walk with Rocco. I wonder if he’s just happy Rocco’s not making fun of him too.

‘Come on.’ Zak beckons to Luisa and me.

There is nothing that makes me want to go snooping around Frog’s house. My stomach feels wobbly just thinking about it.

‘Are you crazy?’ Luisa shakes her head.

‘I’m just gonna go home,’ I say.

Rocco turns back to us and folds his arms. His face turns serious, a bit like it did when he was talking to Frog the first time. And he’s not looking at Luisa. He’s looking at me.

‘But you started this, Milo,’ he says.

‘What? Did not,’ I say.

‘Kinda did.’ Luisa shrugs.

Did what?

‘Let’s go,’ he says. He sounds like a teacher again. All firm and serious and stuff.

I don’t know what he means when he says I started it. Does he mean the money? Does he mean talking to Frog? Does he mean stuffing up the fake-money thing?

Apparently something is my fault.

‘Fine, I’m coming,’ Luisa says, and suddenly she’s not standing next to me any more. All three of them are walking towards number two.

I’m standing in the middle of the road by myself.

‘We’re just looking,’ Luisa says to me. ‘There’s nothing wrong with looking.’

This from the girl who just accused Frog of being a Russian spy.

But I follow.
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The volume is starting to turn up in my head again.

I always hate those bits in TV shows when people snoop.

Anytime the person is not where they’re supposed to be and there’s that music that makes you think they’re about to get caught, it makes me feel like my stomach is being squeezed.

This. Feels. Like. That.

There’s plenty of space between the side of Frog’s house and the fence. There’s no gate or anything blocking our way round the back either.

I should have gone home.

Instead, I’m following Rocco and Luisa and Zak and trying not to think about it. They don’t seem worried. They seem fine. What’s wrong with me?

We walk underneath some high windows and then past some normal ones. The blinds are closed, though, so we can’t see in.

Rocco gets to the back corner first. Once the rest of us catch up, we all look around.

The backyard is empty, apart from a couple of plastic chairs and an old washing basket tipped upside down.

I realise I’ve been holding my breath.

‘I thought we might find his mum sun-baking or something,’ Rocco says. He’s grinning. Isn’t he worried at all?

‘Gross,’ Zak says.

Maybe now that we haven’t seen anything we can just go.

‘All the blinds back here are shut too,’ Luisa whispers.

‘Can you hear anything?’ Rocco asks. ‘I can’t.’

‘Nup,’ Luisa says.

‘How many people did you say are in there, Milo?’ Zak asks.

‘Three, I think,’ I whisper. ‘Frog and his mum and dad.’

‘Super-weird,’ Rocco says. He’s looking up at the roof. Surely he’s not thinking about climbing up there.

‘We need to see inside,’ Zak says.

No. We don’t. Why would we need to see inside?

Rocco starts to walk back down the side of the house. Excellent. Let’s get out of here.

‘Hey, Milo,’ Rocco says. ‘If I give you a boost, you can look in that window. It doesn’t have blinds.’

He’s pointing to one of the high windows that we passed on our way in.

I shake my head. ‘No. Way.’
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‘Yeah, come on. Easy,’ Rocco says. ‘You’re the smallest.’

I’m still shaking my head.

‘That window’s frosted,’ I whisper. ‘Must be a bathroom or something. You can’t see through it anyway.’ Phew, got out of that.

‘Not that one. That one,’ Rocco says, pointing.

There’s another window slightly closer to the front of the house that isn’t frosted.

‘That’s the side of the garage, isn’t it?’ Luisa says.

Yes, thanks, Luisa. Not much point looking into a garage, is there?

‘They don’t park in there, though. Their car’s in the driveway,’ Zak says. ‘Something else must be inside.’

‘Like a tank,’ Rocco says.

He must be joking. It’s just he doesn’t look like he’s joking.

Zak loves the idea. ‘Cool, can you imagine? See if it’s a tank, Milo.’

I’m trying to work out my options.

I could just run off. Back home or something. I could be in my bedroom in about twenty seconds. Close the door. Not have to deal with any of this.

But if I do, what will happen at the bus stop tomorrow? What will they all say about me? What names will they come up with? If Frog is Freakoid, what will they call me?

The next option I can think of is that I could try to convince them that we should all leave.

Mum always says stuff about leading. She wants me to be a leader, not a follower. Except that’s never gonna happen. Not here. Rocco is tougher than me. Luisa is older than me. Zak is just super-pushy.

So the only other option I can think of is just go along with it and hope it’s over soon. Because it might work out fine. Right? If nothing goes wrong and we don’t get caught, then there’s no problem, is there?

I just need to get over this feeling or something. Pretend it’s not there.

‘Come on,’ Rocco says. ‘It’ll be real quick.’

I close my eyes for a second, then look him right in the face. ‘All right. I’ll do it.’
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I’ve never touched Rocco before.

He laces his fingers together with his palms facing up. It makes a step. Then I put my hand on his shoulder and my foot on his hands.

He counts to three and then lifts.

As I’m hoisted up, I grab the ledge under the window with my right hand and then my left as well. I pull myself up and Rocco pushes from below, until I can see through the window.

It is the garage.

There’s no tank.

But Zak was right. There’s no car either.

Just heaps of stuff.

There are some boxes over on the left-hand side. They look like moving-house things. I can see a clothes-drying rack and a bike. Stuff like that.

But most of the garage is full of furniture. There are three, no, four couches. There are two tables and a few armchairs. Two dressing tables. And I can see a big TV cabinet, without a TV in it.

‘What can you see?’ Luisa asks.

It’s weird. There looks like there’s way too much stuff for their house. There are only three bedrooms in my house, and ours is double-storey. Frog’s house is a bit smaller, and single-storey. Two bedrooms, I think. But this is enough furniture for a mansion. There’s even a pool table! You could never fit a pool table in my house.

No wonder they have to park their car outside.

‘Milo!’ Zak whisper-hisses at me. ‘Is there a tank?’

Right near me, just inside the window, there are a few more boxes, sitting on a shelf. They’re white and all taped up with labels on them.

‘What’s a penitentiary?’ I ask.

I hear all the others suck in a breath at the exact same time.

From underneath me, Rocco says, ‘You serious?’

He sounds nervous. Like, whatever that word means, he wasn’t expecting me to say it.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘I think so. It’s written on one of the boxes here. Devington Federal Penitentiary.’

‘We gotta get out of here,’ Zak whispers.

Finally.

I feel Rocco start to lower his hands. I let go of the window ledge and drop back down to the ground.

When I turn and see their faces, they look nervous like me.

‘What is it?’ I ask.

Luisa stares at me, shaking her head in disbelief. ‘Milo, it’s a jail.’
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‘A jail?’ I say, forgetting to whisper.

‘Shh!’ Zak says. ‘What else was in there?’ The three of them lean towards me, like they need all the information right now. ‘What did you see?’

‘Just heaps of furniture,’ I say. It doesn’t sound like useful information to me.

‘Like, nice furniture?’ Zak wants to know.

‘I dunno. I guess,’ I say. ‘Nicer than our stuff.’

‘Any weapons?’ Rocco asks.

What? Why would he ask that? Is he really scared? Are we supposed to be actually afraid now? I don’t know what the right feeling is. I can’t keep up.

‘No,’ I say. ‘Of course not.’

‘What sort of furniture is it?’ Luisa asks.

‘Couches. Like, four of them. Dressing tables. Dining tables. I didn’t think there was a TV at first, but actually I think it was in a box in the corner,’ I say.

‘All just piled in there?’ Rocco asks.

‘Yeah. So?’

The others look at each other.

‘Stolen furniture,’ Zak whispers. Rocco nods.

‘They steal, store it, then sell it online or something,’ Rocco says.

‘Or on the black market,’ Zak says.

I think about the profit Henry used to make re-selling things online, but he always bought the stuff first.

‘I told you,’ Luisa says. She slaps me lightly on the shoulder with the back of her hand. ‘Didn’t I? Didn’t I say?’

‘They must have dropped the money during a deal,’ Zak says to me. He nods towards my left pocket where everyone knows the real notes are. They’re wet with the sweat of my hand.

‘Maybe on Saturday,’ Luisa picks up where Zak left off. ‘In the middle of the night or something. It would be easy to drop money in the dark, and you wouldn’t even notice you’d lost a hundred and five dollars if the deal was worth millions!’

‘Did you hear anything on Saturday night, Milo?’ Rocco asks. He nods in the direction of my house, which is just on the other side of the fence.

I shake my head. There’s too much noise going on in my brain for me to work out words. Plus I have a painful lump in my throat.

Jail? Mafia? Criminals? Stolen furniture? Russians? Black market? Electric fences? Million-dollar deals in the middle of the night?

Yesterday I was just bored, talking to ants and trying to jump my BMX like Extreme Steve. Then I found some money on the ground. That’s all I did. Nothing.

How did I end up in this situation?

Ever since Luisa grabbed me at lunchtime today, I’ve been pretty sure this was all nuts.

I mean, there’s nothing actually weird about Frog except the fact that he is . . . weird. All the rest of it is just drama and make-believe, right?

Maybe not.

Devington Federal Penitentiary. Luisa and Zak didn’t make that up. I just saw it with my own eyes.

I think I want to call Henry. I want to get Mum’s phone and just call him. I’ll tell him all of this and he’ll tell me what to do. He’ll know what’s real and what isn’t. And even if it is real, things won’t feel as scary if Henry knows about them.

‘We should take photos,’ Zak says.

Huh?

He turns to his sister. ‘Have you got your phone? Give it to Milo so he can take photos through the window. We need proof.’

I shake my head. I find some words.

‘Let’s go before his dad hears us,’ I whisper.

‘I totally forgot about his dad,’ Rocco says a little too loudly.

‘What about my dad?’

Our heads snap round at the sound of the voice.

Frog is standing right there.
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‘What are you doing round here?’ Frog asks us.

We must look pretty guilty. Four kids whispering to each other around the side of his house.

I feel like the lump that was in my throat just dropped down into my guts with a thud. This is what I was afraid of. We’re caught. By Frog.

Frog looks confused. But more than that. Maybe a bit hurt or something.

I don’t know what to say. And I really don’t know what to feel. Guilty for snooping, when he was nice to me with the money stuff? Scared because he might be a really bad kid? Angry because the money was his the whole time and actually it’s criminal money and he’s doing dodgy stuff right next door to my house?

Rocco knows what to say.

‘What’s with all the stuff in your garage?’ he asks. He stands a bit straighter and taller. Takes a step towards Frog.

‘How did you . . .?’ Frog asks. Now he definitely looks confused. He looks up above where we’re standing. ‘You’ve been looking through our windows?’

‘Milo did,’ Zak says very quickly. He points at me. I hate Zak. Does he think Frog has forgotten who I am? ‘Saw all your stolen stuff.’

Frog looks at me. Now he definitely looks hurt. I look at the ground.

‘It’s not stolen,’ Frog says. He actually sounds pretty calm. ‘We just moved here.’

‘We think you might need to move out again, Frog Boy,’ Rocco says. I look up and watch as he takes another step towards the new kid.

‘What?’ Frog says.

‘You heard me,’ Rocco says.

‘We’re not moving anywhere. We live here now. You’re just gonna have to deal with it, aren’t ya,’ Frog says.

With everything that’s been going on, I’d forgotten that Frog stands up for himself. This is the kid who flirted with Mrs Katz and threatened to tickle-punch Rocco. For some reason, and I don’t know what it is, he’s able to stand as tall as Rocco.

‘Who do you know in jail?’ Rocco asks.

‘What?’ Frog says again.

‘Who’s your friend in jail?’ Rocco asks. ‘Or has one of you been in jail already? You? Your mum? Your dad?’

Suddenly Frog’s eyes go huge.

He leaps towards Rocco.
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Frog tries to karate-chop Rocco!

Like, actually.

Uhh, this is scary now. Frog looks like he really wants to hurt Rocco.

Rocco is quick, though, and he moves out of the way. The karate chop misses.

I’ve never seen a for-real fight before. Like, there’s rough stuff at school sometimes, but right now Frog doesn’t look annoyed. He looks angry.

But not Rocco. Rocco is laughing.

‘Woah,’ he says. ‘Was that your Frog-fu, was it?’

The laughing makes Frog even angrier. He turns and tries to do one of those twirling kicks, but his leg never goes straight, so he mostly just loses his balance.

‘Shut up!’ Frog shouts. ‘All right? Just shut up!’

Frog has had two misses now and I can see on his face that he is frustrated.

‘Get him, Rocco!’ Zak says.

As soon as I hear that, I realise I need to say something too. This is going to end really badly. Like, it’s just a misunderstanding, I think. They need to calm down so we can all work it out.

Rocco is finding it all very funny. He sticks his tongue out at Frog and waves his head as if to say, ‘Come get me.’

‘Stop!’ I say, but no one even hears me.

Frog lunges at Rocco, but Rocco just steps to the side and Frog trips and lands on the patchy grass. I’m worried about where this is going, because Rocco actually is really good at Brazilian jiu-jitsu and Frog-fu clearly sucks.

But then I feel something else. It happens when I see Frog on the ground. He looks small. Almost like he’s crumpled. He doesn’t look anything like the boy who asked me who my favourite superhero was or smooth-talked Mrs Katz.

And I know right then that Frog is definitely not a bad kid. He just isn’t. I don’t know what’s going on and I don’t know who the money belongs to, but somehow I just know it’s not Frog’s fault.

Frog clearly isn’t going to beat Rocco in a fight, but he gets up again anyway. He’s still mad, but if he keeps trying to fight Rocco, he’s gonna get hurt. I want to stop him getting hurt. I want to stop Rocco too. But I’m scared of Rocco and I’m scared for Frog. And I’m sad for Frog. And I’m frustrated because I don’t know what to do.

‘Milo says your dad’s a good fighter,’ Rocco says. ‘Does he do Frog-fu too?’

Hearing my name feels like getting an electric shock.

How am I part of this? Is this my fault? It must be. Frog’s face is screwed up so tight he looks completely different. He runs at Rocco again, but again Rocco laughs and jumps out of the way.

It’s like teasing, but awful.

And then something happens. Something that sometimes happens. Something I hate so much, but have no idea how to stop it.

I cry.
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This happens to me sometimes. It starts like a burning feeling in my nose that quickly starts to make my head hurt and my throat tighten up painfully. As soon as I feel it, I know what it is. I also know I can’t stop it.

I squeeze my eyes shut, as though if I close them tight then nothing can get out. Maybe, even though it’s never worked before, it will work this time.

But they do get out. The tears get out.

Then I feel embarrassed and angry. Every time.

And I run.

I run straight past Rocco. Past Frog. Once I’m out onto the street, I turn and run into my driveway. Liz’s motorbike is there.

I go to the front door, wiping the back of my hand across my eyes. My face is wet. Stupid tears. Stupid, stupid tears.

The door bangs as it opens. I run upstairs and straight into my room.

I push my door closed behind me and crash onto my bed.

I’m finally alone.
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I know she’ll knock. I like that she’ll always come. It makes me feel safe.

‘Can I come in?’ Mum asks. She opens the door a crack. I’m sitting on my bed now. I’ve stopped crying, but I know my face must be red and blotchy, because that’s what happens when I’m upset like this.

‘What happened?’ Mum asks quietly.

‘Nothing,’ I say.

‘It doesn’t look like nothing,’ Mum says. She sits next to me on the bed. I feel her hand on my knee.

‘I hate getting upset,’ I say. ‘It makes me so mad.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with being upset,’ she says. Her voice is gentle. Like soft music. It helps the volume in my head slowly turn down. ‘Let it move through you, Milo. Don’t fight it. Don’t hold on to it either. Just let it be. It will come. And it will go too.’

‘Yeah, but crying sucks,’ I say, after a minute. ‘Henry never cries.’

‘Just because he doesn’t cry, doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to,’ she says. ‘And just because you haven’t seen him cry, doesn’t mean he hasn’t.’

I look at Mum for the first time, not sure if I can believe her.

‘When your brother was little, before you were born, he used to tell me that he loved to cry, that it helped him get the sad out of his head.’

‘Who would want to cry?’ I ask.

‘It helps the feelings move,’ Mum says. ‘It gives them something to float on.’

‘Yeah, well. It doesn’t feel like that.’

Although I can breathe better now.

‘I wish I’d never found that stupid money,’ I say.

‘Did you find out who it belonged to?’ Mum asks. I look up and see that Liz is standing in my doorway. She’s leaning on the frame and listening. I think she might have been there for a while.

‘I tried.’

‘I saw you kids all hanging out in the street this afternoon. You don’t normally do that. Was that OK?’ Mum asks.

‘It was all right,’ I shrug.

‘Just all right?’

‘Actually,’ I say, ‘it was kind of good. I went over to Rocco’s place.’

I see Mum and Liz give each other a look. I can imagine Mum saying something like ‘That sounds positive’ with that expression of hers.

‘But the money made everything pretty complicated,’ I add.

‘Being a kid is pretty complicated,’ Mum says. ‘I think you’re doing a great job.’

She puts her arms around my shoulders and I let her pull me towards her.

‘Maybe I should just give the money to charity or something,’ I mutter.

‘That’s a nice idea,’ says Mum. I knew she would like that.

‘No, it’s not,’ Liz says from the doorway. We both look up at her. She’s smiling. ‘He’s a kid, Alice. You’re a kid, Milo. You found some money. What do you want to spend it on?’

I look at Mum. She rolls her eyes. I think actually Mum and Liz roll their eyes at each other about the same amount. That seems fair.

‘Clearly we have a difference of opinion on this one,’ Mum says.

I smile. ‘I kinda like Liz’s opinion better.’

‘Of course you do.’
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Now I know why Evie Watson wears headphones all the time. I thought it was just that she really liked music, but I think I know the real reason.

Because now I’m wearing them too.

It’s so I don’t have to talk to anyone.

And when I get to the bus stop to go to school on Tuesday morning, I see that everyone has them! None of us wants to talk to anyone else. No one even seems to want to look at anyone else.

I guess it’s a bit like the old days, before Frog arrived and I found the money. Last week. We never talked then. And we don’t talk now.

There’s no way I want to look any of them in the eye after what happened at Frog’s house, but . . .

It was good for a bit, before it wasn’t.

It was a surprise, but I guess it felt like what having good friends feels like.

It sucks that we wrecked it.
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Coen is away from school, so my day is really quiet.

At lunch, I go to the library for a change. I know this is where Zak goes for chess club, but I should be able to avoid him. He’ll be busy telling everyone how great he is at chess.

I don’t spot him at first. I’m looking for a big group of people so that I can make sure I don’t go anywhere near them, but I actually can’t see the chess club at all.

It’s when I go through the non-fiction section towards the study desks that I spot him. Zak is sitting by himself at the end of a big table. He has a chess board all set up in front of him. I watch through a gap in the shelves as he moves a white chess piece. Who’s he playing?

Zak carefully spins the board around. He thinks for a minute and moves a black piece. Then he turns the board again.

He’s playing by himself. There is no one else in chess club.

‘Milo,’ says a voice from behind me, and I jump. ‘I was looking for you.’

It’s Frog.
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‘Hi,’ I say.

‘You OK after yesterday?’ Frog asks.

I nod. ‘You?’

‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Everyone left after you ran off.’

Frog seems a lot quieter than he was on Sunday, when we first met. It doesn’t feel like he’s on a stage any more.

‘Why were you looking in our windows?’ Frog asks.

‘Are you selling stolen furniture?’ I ask, even though I’m pretty sure I already know the answer.

He screws up his face in confusion, like my question is super-random. I guess if you’re not selling stolen furniture, then it is.

‘No,’ he says.

‘Is the money yours?’ I ask him. ‘Don’t lie.’

‘No,’ Frog says. ‘Why do you all think that?’

You know, I can’t even remember. Luisa and Zak and Rocco seemed so sure of everything yesterday, and I guess I believed it too, but when I try to string it together again, nothing makes any sense at all.

‘I don’t know. I’m sorry, Frog.’ I look at the carpet in the library. It’s green. I wonder who thought that was a good idea. ‘Is your dad mad about us snooping around your house?’

‘I dunno,’ Frog says.

‘Well, I hope he’s not.’

Frog lets out a sigh.

‘My dad’s in jail,’ he says.

‘What?’ I look at Frog, but he doesn’t look at me.

‘That’s why we moved.’

So his dad isn’t inside number two after all? Just Frog and his mum?

The boxes I saw under the window must have been his dad’s stuff.

‘What’d he do?’ I ask.

‘Some business thing. Took money from rich people, he says. I don’t really understand,’ Frog says.

I have no idea what to say. Frog glances at me quickly, and then looks back at the ground.

‘We used to live in this awesome house,’ he goes on. ‘It had a swimming pool and a movie room and then, one day, we didn’t have it any more. Dad went to jail and some people from the government came and took lots of our stuff and Mum said we had to move. Mum’s gonna go back to being a teacher now. She used to be a teacher before I was born. She’s really sad. She doesn’t think I know how much, but I do.’

Woah. That explains so many things. I’d want an electric fence around my house too, if someone had come along one day and taken all my stuff.

‘You had a movie room?’ I ask.

Frog looks up and grins. ‘It was cool.’

‘And so all the stuff in your garage . . .?’

‘It’s just some of the older furniture that they didn’t take, but that doesn’t fit in this house. Mum’s gonna have a garage sale or something to get rid of it,’ Frog says.

‘Why did you have so many couches,’ I ask, ‘if it was just you, your dad and your mum?’

‘Dad had this room downstairs he called his den. That’s where the pool table was and a few of the couches. Some of his buddies used to come over and they’d all play card games down there and stuff. Mum hates it all. She might even just give it away, I reckon.’

‘And that’s why your dad didn’t teach you how to fight,’ I realise. ‘You had to learn off the internet because he was in jail.’

‘My dad doesn’t know how to fight,’ he says. ‘Sometimes I make stuff up.’

‘But not this?’ I ask.

Frog looks at me. ‘Not this.’

‘Well,’ I say. ‘I’m not sure you can call what you and Rocco did a real fight anyway.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t think either of you ever actually touched each other.’ I grin.

He laughs at that and nods.

‘Hey, Frog? I have an idea.’
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After I drop my stuff at my house that afternoon, I walk over to Frog’s house.

‘Mum!’ he yells through the front door. He doesn’t invite me inside. We’re both standing on the doorstep.

‘I’m in the bathroom!’ Frog’s mum yells back.

Suddenly I feel really awkward again and I have the urge to head straight back home.

I’m about to tell Frog not to worry about it, but he turns to me and says, ‘It’s OK. I’ve got this.’

He takes a deep breath and it reminds me of when he walked over to Mrs Katz on Sunday. He holds the front door wide open.

‘You know how you want to sell some of dad’s old couches?’ Frog yells inside to his mum.

‘I said, I’m in the bathroom!’

His mum doesn’t sound happy. That doesn’t seem to bother Frog.

‘Well, I thought I’d help you out and put signs up on some of the lampposts out on Mars Road.’

His mum calls out again. ‘You what?!’

‘Yeah, you’re welcome! And I’ve found someone who wants to buy one!’ he yells again. ‘Just that red one at the front of the garage will do. He’s got money here right now.’

‘FROG!’

I almost say to Frog that my mum’s the same. She hates it when I try to talk to her in the bathroom too. But I don’t want to interrupt him. He’s on a roll.

‘This guy’s in a bit of a rush. Don’t worry. I’ll sort it out, Mum,’ Frog yells and winks at me. ‘Happy for me to sell the one at the front? How much do you want for it?’

There’s no answer. His mum’s gone quiet.

This really was just a silly little idea. I actually thought his mum would like it. It wasn’t supposed to be a big deal. I’ll think of something el—

‘Five hundred!’ His mum yells from the bathroom.

Five hundred? Is that how much couches cost? I’ve never tried to buy a couch before.

I wave my hand at Frog. That’s the end of that. Forget it.

He shakes his head. He doesn’t seem to think that’s the end of it at all.

Frog yells back into the house again.

‘Yeah. He doesn’t have that much. But, you know, close enough, eh?’

‘How close is “close enough”?’ comes the answer from the bathroom.

Oh, no. At least I don’t have to see his mum’s face when Frog answers this one.

‘Ah, he’s got a hundred.’

‘A HUNDRED!’ Frog’s mum yells again. I think the whole of Turtle Place probably heard that. She’s not happy. ‘That’s an expensive couch, Frog!’

‘He’s happy to go up to a hundred and five,’ Frog adds with a grin. My whole face must be bright red. It feels very hot. ‘I think we should take it, Mum!’

There’s no noise from inside the house.

His mum is silent.

She’s either thinking or fuming.

‘He’s gonna go, Mum!’ Frog yells again.

He makes it sound like I’m getting in a car and driving off. What’s she gonna do when she finds out the guy playing hardball to buy the couch is the eleven-year-old next door?

‘We’re gonna lose him if we don’t accept his offer now!’ Frog yells. ‘It’s just the red couch at the front of the garage. You hate that one anyway.’

Silence again.

Then . . .

‘Fine!’

Frog grins. I don’t believe it. This kid is amazing.

‘Yeah?’ Frog says. ‘You’re happy to sell it for a hundred?’

‘You said a hundred AND FIVE!’

‘Done! Thanks, Mum!’ Frog turns to me and shrugs. ‘I thought I might have been able to save you five bucks.’
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I hand over the money. Finally. It’s gone.

I just bought a couch.

Frog opens the garage door and there it is. It’s a dark red colour, with leather cushions.

‘OK,’ I say. ‘Now let’s move it over to the empty block.’

We each get on one end.

‘Make sure you lift with your knees, not your back,’ Frog says. ‘Or you’ll end up with a stoop.’

‘Ready and . . . lift!’ I say.

The couch doesn’t move.

‘OK,’ says Frog. ‘This time we might have to lift with our backs. Let’s try again.’

I hunch over my end of the couch, bracing myself against it. ‘Ready . . . and . . . LIFT!’

Nothing.

Turns out it’s really hard to move a couch.

We work out that if we both get on one end at a time, we can kinda zig-zag it down the driveway and out into the street.

We get about halfway across Turtle Place and we’re cooked. At least we have somewhere to sit and catch our breath.

Frog looks at me, gasping for air. ‘Milo, I think we might have just swapped one problem for another.’
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‘What are you boys doing now?’

Frog and I look up and see Luisa watching us, with a hesitant smile on her face. Zak is next to her. He makes eye contact for a second, but then looks back at the road.

‘Ah, great.’ I grin at them. ‘Help us move this, would ya?’

‘Where are you taking it?’ Zak asks.

‘To the grass over there,’ I say, pointing to the empty block.

‘Why don’t you just put it in your front yard? It’s way closer,’ Luisa says.

‘Nope.’ I shake my head. ‘It’s my couch and it has to go over there. Come on. Everyone grab a corner.’

And to my surprise, they do exactly what I tell them.
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Turns out Luisa and Zak aren’t that strong either.

‘I need to put it down!’ Zak yells, after we’ve taken about four and a half steps. We lower the couch back to the ground.

‘I’ve got a bad ankle,’ Zak says. ‘It’s a condition. I can’t lift heavy stuff.’

Turns out it takes Zak exactly four and half steps to come up with an excuse like that.

‘Can we push it?’ Luisa asks.

We all get on one end. I count us in and we push.

The couch makes that horrible screeching noise that metal chairs make when you slide them along a tiled floor, but mixed with what I imagine it would sound like if you tried to grate a rock.

The noise is loud enough and horrible enough to bring Rocco out.

‘Why is there a couch outside my house?’ Rocco asks. He’s standing with his hands on his hips, directly in our way.

Next to me, I notice Frog get all tense.

‘I bought it,’ I say to Rocco.

‘You bought one of the stolen couches?’

‘It’s not stolen,’ I say. ‘It’s just Frog’s mum’s old furniture. Nothing dodgy at all. She wanted to sell it, so I used the money to buy it for over there.’

I point to exactly where I want to put it.

Rocco looks at me like I’m making no sense at all. ‘Why would you want to put a couch in the empty block?’

I roll my eyes. ‘So we can sit on it, Rocco.’

I don’t think I’ve ever spoken to Rocco like that before. But I’m sick of letting everyone else make the decisions.

‘It’s my couch and I want it where I want it.’

Rocco shrugs. ‘Dad’s got a trolley we can use.’

A few minutes later, we’ve got one of those flat trolleys underneath the couch.

All five of us stand at one end and push it like a shopping trolley up onto the grass.

‘Tell us where, Milo,’ Rocco says.

So I do. And that’s where we put it.

I look up at Evie Watson’s window.

Now. I’m ready.
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If only the ant could see me now.

I get on my bike. I put on my helmet. I start to pedal.

My run-up begins right in the middle of the cuddly sack. As I look down Turtle Place, I can see the others all standing in the empty block.

Number four. Our block.

They’re waiting for me.

In the middle of the grass is the red couch.

And leaning against the red couch is my Extreme Steve ramp.

No more wobbly bricks now. That wooden ramp is pointed straight up into the air. The air that leads to Evie Watson’s window.

I pedal as hard as I can. I grip the handlebars tightly. The wind is blowing in my face.

Evie Watson should have a very good view of my jump, because if this goes to plan, I’ll go flying through the air, just like Extreme Steve.

I reckon Evie Watson would think Extreme Steve was very awesome.

Soon, maybe, she will think I am very awesome too.

I’m racing towards the empty block. My arms are bent and my bum is in the air.

Here goes.

My front wheel hits the grass. Then it hits the ramp.

I see the photo of Extreme Steve stuck to the wood. He’s doing that mad jump. He’s sticking out his tongue. I feel the inspiration.

CLA-CLUNK!

My bike vaults through the air.

The couch disappears underneath me.

I’m flying!

I have so much air I can turn the front wheel, just like Extreme Steve.

I look over at Evie Watson’s window.

She’s there! I see her. I see the astonished look on her face.

She’s looking at me. She waves at me.

Evie Watson waves!
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So I broke my arm.

It was a pretty bad crash. I hadn’t thought much about the landing.

My mum had some pretty strong words to say about responsibility and risk.

Frog’s mum kept telling my mum how sorry she was. She said she didn’t know that she was selling the couch to an eleven-year-old. She also didn’t know the couch was going to be used as a BMX ramp. She said most people just sit on couches.

Which is exactly what we are doing right now.

It’s Sunday afternoon again.

I am sitting on the couch trying to keep my cast still. It doesn’t hurt too badly, so long as I don’t move it much.

Frog is standing in front of the couch, telling us every single detail of a Hedgehogs and Bananas episode. It does sound pretty funny, although it’s scary to think how many times Frog must have watched it to know it this well.

Rocco is kicking a soccer ball against the back of the couch.

With my good arm, I’m holding Luisa’s phone and timing Zak while he sits next to me and does a Rubik’s Cube.

‘Stop!’ he says. ‘How long?’

I look at the cube.

‘You haven’t finished,’ I say. ‘You’ve only done one side.’

He snatches the phone and hands it to his sister, sitting beside him. ‘Luisa, you do it.’

That’s when I see the ant.
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It’s crawling down the arm of the couch into the cushions.

I don’t know why I feel so sure that it’s the ant from last Sunday, but somehow I just know that it is.

‘Quick, get up!’ I tell the others. No one listens, but then Rocco kicks the soccer ball again and it misses the back of the couch and whacks Zak in the back of the head.

That gets him up.

I pull the cushion off to see where the ant went to.

Luisa gasps.

She registers it a split second before I do.

Under the couch cushion I’ve just found a whole lot of money.

I let out a groan. ‘Not again!’
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‘Woohoo!’ Luisa yells.

‘Look at that!’ Rocco says.

There are heaps of notes all spread out underneath the cushions. Mainly fives, tens and twenties, but I spot at least two one-hundred-dollar bills. I can hear Zak counting, picking up one note at a time.

‘Is this where your money came from, Milo?’ Luisa asks. ‘Do you think?’

‘It could have fallen out when they moved the couch into your house last week, Frog,’ Rocco says.

‘And now we have so much more of it,’ Zak says. ‘There’s five hundred bucks here at least.’

I look at Frog.

‘You said this was your dad’s couch, right?’

He nods. For the first time since I met him, Frog doesn’t seem to know what to say.

But I know what to say.

‘This money belongs to Frog’s mum,’ I tell the others. ‘Give it here, Zak. Frog can take it back to her.’

I remember that Frog said his dad’s buddies used to sit on these couches and play cards. Maybe they lost their money in the cracks. Maybe they stuffed it down there on purpose.

‘Didn’t you just say it was your dad’s couch?’ Rocco asks Frog. ‘Shouldn’t we give it your dad?’

Everyone looks at Frog. They expect him to explain, but he doesn’t. He looks at me instead.

I turn to the others.

‘Frog’s dad is away on business,’ I say. ‘We’ll give it to his mum.’

Frog smiles at me.

‘It’s a pretty good deal,’ I say. ‘Your mum gets the money she wanted for her couch and we get a free couch.’

‘Hey, Milo?’

I turn and look.

Evie Watson is standing on the grass behind me. She’s got a purple marker in her hand.

‘Can I draw on your cast?’

The End
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