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			Prologue

			All About Monsters
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			Monsters really do exist. Most grown-ups will pretend that there are no such things as monsters, but sadly, they are wrong—as grown-ups sometimes are. Maybe these are two of the most disappointing and scary facts of life: monsters exist, and grown-ups sometimes get it wrong.

			Monsters live in a network of underground tunnels, and they come for misbehaving children. They don’t target grown-ups, otherwise there would be heaps of them underground too. But, if you’re a kid and you’re being naughty—incredibly naughty, so naughty that the grown-ups can’t handle you—the monsters decide to take over instead. They climb out of one of their windows and take you underground to teach you a lesson. Who knows what happens down there? The children who are taken are never seen again.

			You see, monsters are logical. They think that if you behave like a monster, you belong with them.

			And no one can outrun a monster. They catch up with you in the end.

			Chapter One

			The Window in the Ground
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			Jerry leaned into his parents’ bedroom, waiting for the Saturday morning routine to begin. His dad—Mr Ronden—was lying in a messy and rather comical-looking hump beneath the blanket, and his mum—Mrs Ronden—lay rather stiffly next to him. She was in her bright orange nightcap that Mr Ronden had nicknamed the ‘road cone’.

			Any minute now. Jerry held his breath, waiting.

			The alarm clock shrieked at six o’clock. Mr Ronden groaned and pounded it with his fist, which didn’t help as the clock was metal.

			‘Ouch,’ he moaned, rolling out of bed.

			‘Dear,’ Mrs Ronden said, ‘don’t kill the clock.’

			Mr Ronden must have thought Mrs Ronden looked kind of cute, with her pointy chin and nose, because he tried to kiss her. Then he caught a whiff of her morning breath and thought better of it. Stifling a giggle, Jerry raced back to his room. The lounge he darted through was drowning in newspapers, books, and old crosswords. The TV was perched on a little table in the corner, buried beneath a pile of books and a broken iPad. The windows beside it looked out onto the street.

			Through them, Jerry glimpsed the mailbox, which had once looked like a little shed. Now it looked like a smashed little shed.

			He knew exactly why Mr Ronden got up at six on Saturday mornings. It was so that he could get Jerry out of the house for the day. He wanted to watch the news without Jerry pulling out the TV cables. He wanted to have a peaceful morning without witnessing Jerry lighting newspapers on fire in the lounge. Most of all, he probably wanted to get revenge on Jerry for that mailbox.

			Jerry lunged back through the yellow hallway and into his room, where he positioned himself under his blankets, imagining what Mr Ronden was thinking before he entered.

			Mr Ronden’s footsteps paused before Jerry’s door. He was bracing himself. He was about to see his ten-year-old dynamite of a son.

			He turned the handle slowly.

			The shadowy room looked like something out of a haunted house. Strings of old slime hung from the light shade and the walls had smears of Mrs Ronden’s lipstick all over them. A patch of the carpet had been ripped up and an axe was embedded in the floorboards beneath.

			Mr Ronden took a step into the room and closed his eyes for a moment, waiting for the minefield to go off. Having survived this far, he opened his eyes again. Jerry watched him from beneath a corner of his blankets. To Mr Ronden, he would look like an innocent bump beneath the bedclothes.

			Jerry knew how to look innocent. He could get his green eyes to look very docile, even pleading. His fuzzy red hair hung around his face in a way that would look sweet to a stranger. Even his freckles and ears—which looked like teacup handles—could look cute. But unfortunately, that didn’t always work on his dad. Mr Ronden knew the truth about Jerry.

			Mr Ronden cautiously edged around the axe and his head collided with the strings of slime.

			‘Ugh, ugh,’ he said under his breath, frantically rubbing his nearly bald head.

			He made it to the bed and reached out with a shaking hand.

			Jerry exploded into view and grabbed his shoulders. Mr Ronden’s vision was filled with a pair of crazy green eyes.

			‘Good morning, Daaaad!’

			‘Aaargh! Get off me!’

			He staggered backward, yanking Jerry off him as if he were a giant huntsman spider. Jerry flopped cross-legged onto his bed, laughing helplessly. Mr Ronden cleared his throat.

			‘Don’t do that to your father,’ he said. ‘You’re not supposed to be awake at this hour anyway.’

			‘Oh,’ Jerry said, ‘sorry.’

			He stretched himself out on his bed, closed his eyes, and started snoring loudly.

			‘But as it so happens, this morning, you’re allowed to be awake now,’ Mr Ronden said loudly. ‘Get up. That’s an imperative, Jerry.’

			Jerry’s eyes flicked open, and the snoring stopped. He looked mildly curious. He wouldn’t have known an imperative if it were skateboarding backward past him in his granny’s Batman boxers.

			‘Get dressed,’ Mr Ronden said.

			Jerry stared at him for a moment. Then he sprang out of bed again.

			‘Okay,’ he said, whipping a pair of underwear out of nowhere and jamming them onto his head.

			He capered around like a madman.

			‘Jerry,’ Mr Ronden growled.

			Jerry continued capering, more frenzied than before.

			‘Jeremy Ronden, stop!’ Mr Ronden bellowed in his best angry father voice, seizing his son’s favourite comic book and pretending to rip it.

			‘No, don’t!’ Jerry cowered. He raised his face to Mr Ronden’s. ‘Sorry, Daddy,’ he whispered.

			Mr Ronden slowly lowered the comic book.

			‘Don’t worry, son,’ he said, melting. ‘I didn’t mean it. Just put on your clothes.’

			‘Yes, Daddy,’ Jerry said, still looking pitiful. ‘I love you, Daddy.’

			He came closer, looking all sad, and Mr Ronden stooped to give him a hug. That was when Jerry nipped his ear.

			‘Yoww!’ He recoiled. Jerry grinned at him with sharp little teeth.

			‘That’s it! Just get dressed, you little vampire!’ Mr Ronden yelled.

			***

			Once Jerry was dressed, Mr Ronden trudged into the brown kitchen and poured him some cereal. Jerry flooded his bowl and the kitchen table with milk and spent half an hour finger-painting with his breakfast. While he did this, Mr Ronden went to the bathroom, shaved his face, and combed his nostril hairs.

			Arthur Ronden was forty-six, and Mrs Ronden said he was altogether too old for children, which is why the Rondens only had one child. Mrs Ronden felt her husband lacked the energy to chase around kids. Mr Ronden’s face was wrinkled and rather pale from working in the cheese factory. His hair was also reddish-brown like Mrs. Ronden’s, and freckles were scattered across his face. Mr Ronden had large ears that flapped when he shook his head. His right front tooth was solid gold, and Mr Ronden claimed it was the one thing of value in the Ronden household. He often said that if the Ronden house were burgled, the thief would have to go right into his mouth to steal anything of worth. And then, Mr Ronden said, he would bite off the thief’s hand and fry it up with a side of potatoes. On the contrary, Mrs Ronden often said that if the thief did go into Mr Ronden’s mouth, he would get the tooth because Mr Ronden had been known to sleep through hailstorms.

			‘Arthur, that’s disgusting,’ Mrs Ronden said, watching him combing his nostril hairs. She pulled off the road cone. Her red-brown hair stuck up at odd angles.

			‘I’ve heard the Prime Minister does it.’

			‘I don’t think so.’

			‘Well, that’s your problem.’

			Mrs Ronden put her hands on her hips. She was in a bathrobe, and she looked like a karate champion.

			‘It’s all right, honey. I’ll get the hairdresser to cut them soon,’ Mr Ronden assured her, making his way to the kitchen.

			‘And what if she doesn’t? I told you the pliers might work,’ Mrs Ronden said, following him.

			They stopped and stared. The kitchen table was white with milk. Jerry, looking horribly like a dog, was lapping it up with his tongue.

			‘I thought you were going to get him out of the house,’ Mrs Ronden muttered to Mr Ronden.

			‘He had to have some breakfast before that,’ Mr Ronden muttered back.

			‘I disagree,’ Mrs Ronden said. ‘Jerry, get out.’

			She pointed a nail-polished finger at the door of the kitchen that led to the backyard.

			Jerry continued to alternate between lapping and finger-painting.

			Mr Ronden rolled up his pyjama sleeves, Mrs Ronden rolled up her bathrobe sleeves, and what followed wasn’t exactly a ‘happy families’ moment. Jerry may have been an expert in getting under his parents’ skin, but he wasn’t Superman.

			And so, after ten minutes of screaming, Jerry was successfully wrestled onto the back lawn.

			Mr Ronden slammed the door and locked it.

			‘Right,’ he said, ‘let’s barricade it.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Mrs Ronden said, shaking down her bathrobe sleeves. ‘We’re not at the mercy of this child.’

			‘You’re very wrong, my dear,’ Mr Ronden said.

			***

			Jerry, in the meantime, moped beneath the washing line. He stared at the next-door neighbour’s pale orange house and Mr Spinner’s blue shed, wondering if they were in and if he could have some fun with them. Normally, Mr Spinner was quite easy to tease, mainly because there was no fence between his and the Ronden’s property. When Jerry knocked at different parts of the walls of his shed, Mr Spinner thought that he was under attack; he had nightmares about serving in the army, even though he’d never done so. He would start jabbing empty firearms out of his one window or throwing fruit cans at invisible criminals. Mr Spinner was a wrinkled old man who had spent his entire life collecting brooches, and because he didn’t have a job, he couldn’t get a bigger house. Jerry had never seen the man out of his white long johns. Mr Spinner earned the little money he had by fire juggling. Mrs Ronden hated him.

			But just as Jerry thought of harassing him, he also decided he didn’t feel like it today. He was bored.

			Mr and Mrs Ronden often said they didn’t understand Jerry. This came as no surprise to him. Grown-ups often don’t understand children.

			‘How can you be bored when you live in such a beautiful house in such a nice neighbourhood? How can you be bored when you have so many toys?’ Mrs Ronden would say, wringing her hands. ‘I’m just trying to get in your head, Jerry. I’m trying to see why you do these horrible things!’

			Jerry had decided long ago he didn’t want his mum in his head. It would have been uncomfortable and weird. So, he never told her why he used her makeup as war paint or lit fireworks in his parents’ bed. The reason was obvious, anyway.

			He did it for fun. There was no fun in being good. The ridiculous rules around him served no purpose. But there was great fun in seeing how many bad things Jerry could get away with in one day. After all, Jerry liked the way it made his parents notice him. Mr Ronden practically lived in the newspaper and Mrs Ronden was always rushing out to play bridge and take dance classes. Jerry strongly suspected he was what grown-ups called ‘an accident’. Well, he was going to be the most memorable accident that ever appeared on planet earth.

			‘I was having fun finger-painting,’ he told Willy.

			Willy appeared next to him. Eleven years old, Willy had black hair plastered to his head and wore smart clothes with a Victorian collar. He was also see-through because he was what most people called an ‘imaginary friend’. When Jerry’s parents had caught Jerry talking to Willy, this was exactly the term they had used: ‘imaginary friend’. Jerry had rolled his eyes at them. He knew better than that. He knew he had special eyeballs, so he could see things that most people couldn’t. It was just like his parents to think that he didn’t have any real friends.

			‘Think of something else to do,’ Willy told him. ‘Play Ferris wheel on the washing line again.’

			‘I didn’t even get to finish my breakfast,’ Jerry said. ‘They’ll pay. I’ll make them pay.’

			‘Our monster friend said they’d pay, so we’ll take their Jerry away,’ someone snarled.

			‘Who’s there?’ Jerry said, leaping up and whirling around.

			And then, as the wind stirred the grass, he saw it beneath Mrs Ronden’s washing line.

			It was a window. The frame was earthy brown, but through the glass panel, two bulging yellow eyes glowed in heavy blackness.

			Chapter Two

			Tyler Gertson’s Gift
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			Jerry screamed.

			The eyes blinked and disappeared into the darkness. Shimmering, the window faded, leaving only the green grass behind it.

			Jerry screamed again.

			‘Hey, kid!’ Mr Spinner poked his scruffy head out of his window. ‘Saturday’s sleep-in day, remember? Cool it!’

			He drew his head back into his ugly blue shed.

			‘Willy,’ Jerry whispered, ‘Willy, did you see—?’

			‘No,’ Willy said softly. ‘You saw it, Jerry. I chose not to. I think it’s an illusion.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Jerry said.

			He was edging away from the washing line as if it were going to eat him.

			‘Oh, yes,’ Willy said, floating alongside him. ‘I’m sure you’ve imagined things before, you know.’

			***

			It was a Saturday, so Jerry didn’t go to school. It would have been nice if he had because then he wouldn’t have had to spend the whole day in his backyard. Mr and Mrs Ronden didn’t want to let him back in, for some strange reason. Mr Ronden had locked all the doors and pulled down the shades. For a while, the house was silent, and Jerry wondered if his parents had died. He hung around by the back door, scratching it with his fingernails and crying, and checking that the horrible window didn’t reappear under the washing line.

			But shortly after, Mr Ronden turned up the music. It was a song that grown-ups loved, and Mrs Ronden started screaming like a schoolgirl. Flashes of light appeared behind the shades, and some rather frightening thumps made Jerry conclude that his dad was trying to dance.

			Jerry thought he would creep round to the front of their property. He swam through the garden, pulverizing the petunias and stepping on the cat, which made an awful shrieking noise. Once he reached the front of his parents’ house, he saw fifteen cars parked down his street and a bunch of shoes by the front door.

			‘Willy,’ he complained, ‘they’re having a party without me.’

			‘There’s only one thing to do,’ Willy told him. ‘Crash the party.’

			‘I agree,’ Jerry nodded.

			Willy winked at him and pulled out of mid-air the BIG Encyclopedia of Pranks that Jerry always referred to. This, in Jerry’s opinion, was proof that Willy wasn’t an imaginary friend. He had this book, and the ideas Jerry got from it really worked. They made Jerry the most powerful person in his universe.

			Willy flicked to page six hundred and thirty-five.

			‘You’re working through this,’ he said. ‘Here we are, under Mission Stink Bomb. Tyler Gertson helps you wreck your parents’ party. You should try it.’

			‘It’s a plan,’ Jerry said, heading down the footpath.

			***

			It took him twenty minutes to walk to Tyler’s place. It was one of those summers where you could fry eggs on the pavement, and by the time he got there, Jerry had almost melted.

			The Gertsons’ house looked like it was shedding; the paint was peeling in every place imaginable. The nicest part of the house was the veranda out front. Jerry often wished his parents had a veranda just like this. But he didn’t like to hang around the veranda too much, because Tyler’s mother—Christine Gertson—was a great tall lady, two point three meters to be precise, and she had a booming voice that could stop traffic five kilometres away.

			Down the side of the house, Tyler’s dad—a gentle-looking office worker significantly shorter than Mrs Gertson—was just visible from behind a very aggressive-sounding lawnmower.

			Jerry crept up onto the veranda and walked through the open door, only to bump into someone.

			He shrieked like a rabbit that had been stomped on.

			‘Whoa, Jerry, what’s the matter?’ Tyler said.

			Tyler had dark skin and perfect white teeth. His head, covered with a mat of fuzzy black hair, only just came up to Jerry’s nose. Tyler and his family had come here from America four years back, and people still teased him about his accent. If Jerry had been a nicer person, he would have stood up for his friend. But he wasn’t a particularly nice person, and that was Jerry’s loss, as Tyler was a very decent guy.

			‘Anyone would think you’d been scared,’ Tyler said.

			‘Hey,’ Jerry said, ‘I never get scared.’

			A tall figure appeared behind Tyler, and Jerry squealed.

			‘Your no-good friend come back then, Tyler?’ Mrs Gertson boomed. ‘Keep him out of my house! Get on out, kid.’

			She raised a broom and made a hacking motion with it.

			Jerry shot out of the door with Tyler close on his heels.

			‘So, Jerry,’ Tyler said as if nothing had happened, once they were safely on the veranda. ‘What’s up? Are we going to steal lollies from Mr Alwood’s again?’

			‘Nah,’ Jerry said. ‘I got bigger fish to fry this morning, Tyler. My parents are having a party.’

			‘Without you?’ Tyler said in shock.

			‘Exactly,’ Jerry said.

			‘Whoa, Jerry, this calls for desperate measures,’ Tyler said grimly. ‘They’ve gone too far this time.’

			‘How could they do this to me?’ Jerry said, looking upset.

			‘You’re a victim for sure, Jerry. Your parents don’t care about your feelings.’

			‘Aaaah,’ Jerry gasped, as if he had taken a heavy blow to the heart.

			‘I’m surprised you don’t need counselling,’ Tyler told him.

			‘I only need one thing,’ Jerry said, leaning heavily on Tyler’s shoulder as

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Chapter Three

			A Stinky Party
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			Jerry Rides the Bus
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			Rolling Pin and Encyclopedia
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					A packet of pencils for Miss Meyur

					Two pairs of pants for Kennedy

					Some toothpaste and floss for Mr Alwood, which had been thrown at his head after he gave it. It appeared Mr Alwood still didn’t trust him. Jerry was working on it.

					Some chocolate flowers for Eugene that he could give to his girlfriend.

					Some hairspray for Amelia (he was working up the courage to give it to her – that can would really hurt if it was thrown at his head).

					Some crossword books for Dad

					A new vacuum cleaner for Mum

					A new beanie and some chewing gum for Igor the bus driver (whom he still couldn’t locate, so that gift hadn’t been given either)

					An inhaler and a waffle maker for Mr Spinner (he had suggested an RV to his parents, so Mr Spinner had something nicer to live in, but Mr Ronden had pointed out it was a little expensive).
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