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TO MRS MCCAVE
AND HER 23 SONS




CHAPTER


1


STEALING
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‘So are you in?’ Francis demanded.


Tommy looked at his feet and shrugged. He didn’t have a good feeling about this.


‘It’s sort of stealing,’ he said.


Francis rolled his eyes. ‘It’s not stealing … it’s only borrowing.’


Martin had a brand new mountain bike and he was bragging about bringing it to school on Monday. Francis was planning to take the bike home to his own place on Monday afternoon.


Without telling Martin.


‘We’ll give it back,’ Francis went on.


‘When?’


Francis smiled with slitted eyes. ‘When we get tired of it.’


Francis’s two stupid mates sniggered.


Tommy felt lousy. He liked Francis; they were friends. Everybody liked Francis, even all the teachers … except Mrs O’Grady of course. She didn’t trust him. And it was true that sometimes Francis got Tommy to do things that he shouldn’t: harmless things like passing notes in class or climbing the mulberry tree that was outside the school fence, which was out of bounds. These things were against the rules but they weren’t actually wrong. Not as far as Tommy could see.


But helping themselves to Martin’s bike … well, that was different.


‘It won’t make any difference to Martin,’ Francis continued. ‘His dad’s so rich that he can just buy him another.’


This was true. Martin’s dad was loaded. He gave Martin whatever he wanted, including the new mountain bike and even tuckshop every day. Tommy remembered the time that Martin had bought two donuts from the tuckshop on donut day, leaving none for Tommy – it just wasn’t fair. So Tommy had swiped Martin’s donut right out of his hand and eaten it.


That was a sort of ‘stealing’ too, Tommy supposed. And he remembered how bad it had made him feel afterwards. He really didn’t want to feel guilty like that again.


And anyway, Martin was all right.… Sure, he had plenty of things that other kids didn’t, but that wasn’t Martin’s fault. And Martin had been quite nice about the donut, and he had even forgiven Tommy for kicking him afterwards as well. In fact, sometimes Martin hung around Tommy as if he wanted to be friends, the same way that people always hung around Francis. That was OK with Tommy. He guessed Martin was lonely.
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Besides, if Francis really was planning to return the bike, why would Martin’s dad need to buy him another? Tommy didn’t have a good feeling about this at all.


‘No,’ he muttered at last. ‘I’m not in.’


Francis scowled. ‘Please yourself. If you’re too chicken.’


Francis’s idiot mates laughed. Tommy supposed that this meant he was no longer in the gang. This made him sad; he liked hanging out with Francis, even if it meant spending time with the thugs that Francis hung around with as well. Francis loved horses just like Tommy did; they spent hours together talking about horses. Francis had a black horse of his own. Tommy had never seen it but Francis had told him all about it.


Tommy had a horse too: a bay horse with a white blaze on his face called Combo. He loved Combo more than anything in the world. Combo was not just a horse – he was a friend. Together they had shared some strange adventures, ever since Tommy had discovered the old hat in a cave near his grandpa’s farm. It was a ‘cabbage-tree hat’, just like the type that bushrangers wore in the olden days, as Tommy’s grandpa had explained.
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