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      To all the kids in Henry Street

      
   
      
      One

      
      

      
      ‘Alice, you’re getting fatter and fatter,’ said Meg, as she patted the friendly labrador’s expanding tummy. ‘How many puppies
         have you got tucked away in there?’
      

      
      Alice looked up at her reproachfully and slowly wagged her tail. Even that seemed an effort lately. She hadn’t realised that
         having pups would be so exhausting. Of course she was older now, but the urge to have one last litter had been so strong.
         And the father, Jay Jay, a pure black labrador from a neighbouring farm, was such a good choice, because he had a pedigree kays long. His real name was Jupiter Jet III. It was eight years since Alice had given birth to four dead pups,
         and that had been an awful experience. She’d been a starving stray, the Greens had found her, brought her home, adopted her,
         and thought it was strange that she’d never wanted a mate. That was, till she’d escaped from Animal Haven to go hunting for
         rabbits one sunny afternoon and met Jay Jay. Love at first sight.
      

      
      Alice sighed and tried to roll over. Everything was such an effort now. Just as well Jay Jay couldn’t see her, looking like
         a pregnant pudding. Although he’d love her no matter what she looked like. But there’d be no more puppies. Not after all this
         discomfort.
      

      
      ‘Take your special vitamin, Alice,’ said Mum, offering her a scrap of ham rolled round a pill.

      
      Alice was hopeless at taking medication. Even if you popped the pill right on the back of her tongue then closed her jaws
         with one hand and tickled her throat with the other, she was too shrewd to swallow it. Instead, she’d somehow tuck the pill in the side of her cheek then spit it out later when no
         one was looking. Only Uncle Pete succeeded in getting any medication down her throat, and even he had trouble. She was just
         too smart for her own good. If you wanted Alice to take anything, it had to be wrapped in food.
      

      
      Meg and Mum were in the kitchen, and Alice was on a thick rug by the wood stove. It was spring: a good time for puppies to
         be born, along with all the other springtime babies that were making their way into the world. But even though the sun shone
         brightly in the cloudless blue sky, it was chilly first thing in the mornings, and then at night. Alice usually tried to sneak
         onto Mike’s bed and curl up at the foot of it, but couldn’t manage to jump up there now, so she was allowed to stay in the
         warm kitchen all night.
      

      
      ‘You’ve got to be the world’s most spoilt dog,’ Meg said.

      
      Mike came into the kitchen, followed by Mark and Dad. Alice did a feeble tail-wag and tried to look tragic, because that scrap of ham had tasted good and she wanted
         more. She needed as much nourishment as she could get at this particular time in her life.
      

      
      But all of the Greens, and Boris, knew that Alice had to maintain a healthy and strict diet. No fatty bones. No little snacks
         under the table. Just a scrap of ham round her pills and lots of steamed vegetables and rice to keep her weight down.
      

      
      ‘What extra jobs do we have to do today?’ Mike asked, as they sat at the table ready to tuck into scrambled eggs and warm,
         buttery toast.
      

      
      Spring was always a busy season. All the bulbs pushed their green spears up through the soil, but so did the weeds. The grass
         was growing, but there wasn’t enough for the animals to feed well on it yet, so hay had to be forked out in the paddock to
         the cattle that they were minding for their neighbour, Annie, who’d gone away for a week’s holiday. The Angels were also feeding her two dogs and keeping an eye on her property generally. As well as all this, lots of baby animals were
         being born, but some of the births were difficult, especially with the pedigreed animals like racehorses and the prize cows
         and sheep. So Uncle Pete was busy too, from dawn to dusk. He was hoping to visit Animal Haven and check on two baby possums
         and a koala whose mother had been hit by a car and had died, leaving the little furry orphan in her pouch.
      

      
      ‘This is a real buzzy time,’ said Mark as he ran into the room and plonked himself onto the nearest chair.

      
      ‘Do you mean “busy” as in flat out with lots of work, or “buzzy” as in bees?’ asked Dad, raising his eyebrows.

      
      ‘No. Buzzy. As in chainsaws.’

      
      Everyone stared at Mark. What on earth was he talking about?

      
      ‘Chainsaws?’ Dad frowned.

      
      ‘You know. Someone cutting wood.’

      
      ‘People cut wood ready for winter, not spring,’ Meg pointed out.
      

      
      ‘People are in our forest near the West Barwon dam cutting wood with a chainsaw, because Kara Bronley said so.’ Mark helped
         himself to a huge spoonful of scrambled egg from the dish and managed to slop half of it on the tablecloth. Not daunted by
         this at all, he scooped it up with his knife, left a trail of creamy egg behind, and that made the mess even worse.
      

      
      ‘So? Kara Bronley’s a big pest and a know-all, but I didn’t know she was an expert on chainsaws and people cutting wood,’
         said Mike.
      

      
      ‘They’re hippies and they’re building a log cabin.’ Mark helped himself to the plum jam and piled it onto his toast. ‘I wonder
         why they’re called hippies. It sounds really cool, huh? I reckon I’d like to be a hippie.’
      

      
      ‘It’d be gross.’ Meg shuddered.

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Dad, with a big wink. ‘We could easily be hippies. Set up a couple of tents, build a log cabin, grow all our own food, just drift along: no chores, no mortgages, no hassles.’
      

      
      ‘Can we do it, Dad? Can we?’ Mark looked excited.

      
      ‘Sure. Why not? Of course there’d be no electricity so there’d be no computer, no TV, no washing machine, no microwave, no
         DVD, no fridge, no …’
      

      
      ‘What?’ Mark looked horrified.

      
      ‘Some hippies have generators,’ Mike pointed out. ‘Some have electricity connected, too.’

      
      ‘No, we’d be real hippies. We’d live naturally.’ Dad looked serious. ‘Of course, there’d be more chores, because you’d have to carry the water
         from the creek to wash the clothes, and you’d have to chop lots of wood so that Mum could cook meals on the wood stove all
         the time and not just some of the time, like she does now. We’d have to build strong pens for the ducks and hens or the foxes
         would get them. Yes, there’d be a lot of work erecting fences, too. You’d have to milk cows every day. And you’d have to wash yourselves in the creek. And go to bed as soon as it got dark, because we’d only have candles. And
         …’
      

      
      ‘Forget it,’ said Mark. ‘I think being a hippie sounds like too much hard work!’

      
      ‘Good,’ said Mum. ‘I’m glad that you’ve changed your mind. Now we can all stay here.’

      
      Dad looked at Mum. ‘If this hippie crowd is cutting down trees in the middle of the forest with chainsaws to build a log cabin,
         I’d better look into it.’
      

      
      Mark bit his lip. Kara Bronley had told him not to tell anyone, cross his heart, and he’d gone and blurted it out. He hadn’t
         meant to tell, but he was hopeless at keeping secrets. He’d felt important when he’d made his buzzy joke about the chainsaws
         and then it had kind of escalated from there into a full-blown account of everything. If Dad went storming into the forest
         and upset the hippies, they’d tell Kara, and she’d know that he’d told his dad. Then she’d tell everyone in the whole school
         that he was a big-mouth who couldn’t be trusted to keep a secret and then no one would tell him anything private again. Ever. Why hadn’t he kept his big mouth
         shut?
      

      
      ‘Why can’t you just stay away from them?’ Mark glared at Dad.

      
      ‘Why? Because it’s my job to protect the Otway Ranges and the wildlife, you know that. People aren’t allowed to just go into
         a forest and set up a house. Even if they were, first of all, they’d have to get a permit to cut down trees and I’ll bet my
         bottom dollar a permit hasn’t been issued. And secondly, they wouldn’t be allowed to live permanently on Crown land, especially
         a national forest, without permission.’
      

      
      ‘But if they’re right in the middle of the forest, it wouldn’t hurt if they cut down a few trees, specially old ones that
         have got borers in them.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not the point, Mark,’ said Mike. ‘It’s Crown land. It belongs to the government. People can’t just build houses in
         the middle of a national park.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see why not!’ Mark’s bottom jaw jutted out stubbornly.
      

      
      ‘Look, if everyone could just go into the forest and hack down a few trees and build a cabin and live there free, there’d
         soon be houses everywhere and no trees,’ said Meg. ‘Then they’d need roads and shops and schools and sewage and water and
         electricity and the whole forest would be an urban development. You know that.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I think that’s unfair,’ yelled Mark. ‘I think if people want to be hippies and live in the forest like that, then they
         can do it and Dad shouldn’t interfere.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm,’ said Dad. ‘I think we have a small problem here, and I suspect that it’s nothing to do with civil liberties and Crown
         land. It’s to do with Kara Bronley and maybe a secret that wasn’t supposed to be told, eh?’
      

      
      Mark pushed his chair back and stood up, his hair sticking straight up in the front where he hadn’t brushed it properly. His
         eyes were hot with anger.
      

      
      ‘You always spoil everything!’ he shouted at Dad as he stormed out of the room. ‘Those hippies are nice people. I know they
         are. Leave them alone!’
      

      
      Alice raised her head and looked at his retreating back. All his shouting had woken her up. What was all the fuss about? She
         whined and looked anxiously at Mum, who was sitting nearest to her.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right, Alice,’ Mum comforted her. ‘It’s just Mark getting excited. Go back to sleep.’ She looked at Dad. ‘Are you
         still going to check on the hippies? They could get difficult, maybe even violent. Perhaps you should take another ranger
         with you.’
      

      
      ‘There’s no one available. Everyone’s flat chat. And anyway, if they really are hippies, they’ll be fairly peaceful.’

      
      ‘But they mightn’t be. I don’t think you should go on your own. Bill from Fisheries and Wildlife might be able to go with
         you, dear.’
      

      
      ‘He’s got enough hassles of his own. I know that he’s busy on a stake-out, trying to nab some poachers. Look, I’ll go and have a friendly word with these so-called hippies and see what they’re up to. It might all
         be a big fabrication in Kara Bronley’s head. You know how kids get things wrong: they hear something and get it all twisted
         and the next thing you find, there’s a whole lot of rumours flying round the countryside.’
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