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Chapter 1

It’s the second-to-last day of Dani’s first year at school. 

Dani’s so happy she could write a book about it! 

In fact, that’s exactly what she’s done, but unfortunately it’s not quite finished yet. 

The question is whether it ever will be. 

Now the book is in her backpack with all the other things she has to take home before the summer break. 

The only thing not yet in the backpack is the photo of Dani’s best friend in the whole world, Ella. 

This year, Ella moved to another town, thousands of roads and forests and houses away. 

Dani has had her photo on her desk since Ella left. She’s looked at it so many times it should have completely faded away. 

But luckily you can’t make photos fade just by looking at them. 
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Every time Dani looks at the picture, Ella gives her a fresh smile. 

This time too. 

And Dani smiles back. Then she puts the photo in her backpack. 

Now she’s almost finished with school for the year. 

In the morning it will be the very last day of school, when everyone has to put on their best clothes and sing. Dani’s going to wear the new dress her grandmother bought her. 
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In the shop there were two dresses Dani liked: one pale blue and one with pink stripes. 



She didn’t know which one to choose. 
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In the end, she sang:

 Eeny, meeny, miny, moe, 

 Catch a tiger by the toe. 

 If he hollers, let him go. 

 Eeny, meeny…

 miny…

 moe! 



It was the blue one! 

She also got new white sandals with roses on the toes. 



Chapter 2

Not only do the children have to wear their best clothes for the last day, but the classroom has to be decorated too. 

All morning the class has been busy painting flowers and hanging them on the walls. 

Dani painted a big purple rose. It was really beautiful! Everyone who saw it thought so. 



But by the time it was ready to hang, the thumbtacks had run out. 

It looked as if Dani’s flower wouldn’t be on the wall. 



At the last second, Vicky and Mickey came to the rescue. 

“You can have this one,” said Vicky, pulling a thumbtack out of her shoe. 
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Mickey pulled one out too and gave it to Dani. 

Mickey and Vicky often have thumbtacks in their shoes because it makes them sound like tap dancers. 

“Oh, thank you!” said Dani. 

“No problem,” said Vicky. 

“That’s what friends are for,” said Mickey. 

The teacher had told them they should all try to be friends. And they are, Vicky says. 

Best friends, says Mickey. 
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But one day when they played ghost ball and Dani happened to win…



Vicky and Mickey were so angry they chased her till she crashed into an older girl called Ellen…

and Dani  

hurt her nose so  

badly it almost fell off! 

Ellen said sorry over and over again. 



But Vicky said:

“That’s nothing much!” 

And Mickey thought so too. 

Best friends aren’t always the kindest. 

That’s something Dani has learned. 



Chapter 3

But overall it’s been a good year. 

Especially the time Suzy pretended to be a cow. 

That was during Fun Hour. 

Dani laughed so much her stomach hurt. 



And there was the time the teacher told a story about a little boy who floated down the river Nile in a basket. 

And she showed them old pictures from when she was their age. About a hundred years ago. 

The boy was named Moses. Dani loves that story! 

Imagine something as wonderful as a little boy floating in a basket in the reeds! 

When Moses grew up he went up a 

mountain and met God who gave him the Ten Commandments. They were written on two stone tablets. 

The commandments were rules that people should follow so that everything would work out happily. 

Then Dani and Ella made their own 

commandments—because back then Ella was still in Dani’s class. 
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Dani and Ella wrote their commandments on thick pieces of paper because they didn’t have stone tablets. 

26



Their first commandment was:

 You should never hit someone smaller than you. 

If a little child is very upset you should leave it alone until it has calmed down. 
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Their second commandment:

 You shouldn’t show off too much. 

Only a little bit, if someone else is showing off a lot. For example, if someone says: “My bike’s better than yours!” 

That’s what Cushion says, even though his bike is so old it hardly hangs together. 

His grandfather has fixed it at least ten times. 
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The third commandment went:

 Don’t be greedy! 

If there are thirty cakes and a hundred people want to try them, don’t eat all the cakes yourself! 
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Writing commandments was fun! 

Back when Ella was in the class it was always fun, except one time when they had to draw pictures of their mothers. 

Dani can’t remember very much from the years when she had a mother. She was so little then. 

She can only remember them telling her that her mother had died. 

Her father cried. 

Years later, he told Dani the last thing her mother had said:

“Say goodbye from me, especially to Dani,” she had told him. 

That felt good to know. 

When they had to draw pictures of their mothers, Dani drew her father instead. 
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Chapter 4

Dani is a happy person, she really is—but not all the time. 

She tries not to think about the unhappy times. 

She’d rather skip over them. 

In any case, she doesn’t cry much anymore. 

She’s getting quite big. More like her father. And he never cries. Only when someone dies. 

Something else new about Dani is that she has had her ears pierced. 
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At first she didn’t dare. But her father came with her and held her hand. 



And soon she had small glass diamonds in her ears. She only has to touch them to feel happy. 

That’s what she’s doing for the last hour of the second-to-last day of school. 
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Because she’s the first one finished with packing her things, she gets to write a story. 

But it has to be a quick one. 

THE TERRIBLE ISLAND

That’s what it’s called. It’s about a girl who walks around an island picking flowers. 

“Good,” says the teacher when she has read it, 

“but what was terrible about it?” 

“I don’t know,” says Dani. “Something terrible was supposed to happen, but it never did! Just like always.” 

“That’s nice,” says the teacher. “But now I think you should find a good ending for your masterpiece!” 

Dani knows very well what her teacher is talking about. 

She means the book about Dani’s happy life. 

The one that isn’t finished yet and is packed away in her backpack. 

Dani picks the backpack up from the floor and finds the book. She opens it to the first empty page near the back. What should go on it? 

In such a happy book, the ending should be the happiest part of all. 
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Dani thinks for a bit. She thinks so hard that you can hear her brain creaking. 

That’s what you say even though it’s completely quiet when you do it. The quietest you can ever be is when you’re thinking so hard that your brain creaks. 

What should she write? 

The problem is that Dani is happy so often that it’s hard to choose. 

Vicky and Mickey are happy when they have birthdays and get presents. 

Cushion is happy when he plays football and scores the winning goal. Meatball is too. 

But Dani is happy about almost everything. 
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Even the time her class lost their baseball game, Dani was happy. Really happy! 

Afterwards Cushion said:

“Everyone who thinks this was fun, put up your hand!” 

Dani’s hand was the only one that went up. 



But that isn’t a thing she wants to write about. 

Soon she thinks of something better and picks up her pen. 

The last time I was happiest, she begins. 

She gets no further before the classroom door opens. 

Bee—who usually works in the principal’s office—pops her head in. She only comes to the classroom when something special has happened. 

Now she waves to the teacher. 

The teacher hurries out and closes the door behind her. But soon it opens again. 

“Dani, can you come here, please?” says the teacher. Her voice sounds strange. 

Has Dani done something wrong? What could it be? 

Dani puts down her pen and gets up. Her knees feel quite wobbly. 

Everyone watches her as she goes out into the hall. 
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Chapter 5

The teacher gives Dani a serious look. 

She can be strict. Although there’s usually always a twinkle in her eyes. But not now. Now they are plain gray. 

“Today your grandmother is coming to pick you up,” she says. 

Dani looks questioningly at her. 

Grandma quite often comes to pick Dani up after school, for example on Fridays when they go to the swimming pool. 

But this is Wednesday. 
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The teacher takes Dani’s hands. 

“There’s been an accident…” she begins. 

Dani turns cold. Icy cold. 

The teacher hesitates a moment. 

“Your father has been run over,” she continues. 

Dani begins to tremble. 

“He was biking to work.” 

The teacher looks as if she’s about to say more, but she doesn’t. 
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Dani’s schoolmates, who have been creeping out into the corridor, wonder what’s happening. 

Bee tries to stop them, but she can’t. 



“Bee,” says the teacher finally, “stay here with Dani, and I’ll go and talk to the class.” 
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Bee takes off her big cardigan and puts it around Dani’s shoulders. 

And Dani sinks onto the school bench beneath the coat hangers and shuts her eyes. 

There was something she had to remember! 

What was it? 

Something she was thinking just before she was interrupted. 

“The last time I was happiest,” she mumbles to herself. Then her mind goes blank. 
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Chapter 6

It’s not long before Dani’s grandmother arrives. 

She hugs Dani long and hard. 

“There, there,” she says. 

Then she tries to explain what has happened. 

But Dani doesn’t want to hear. She puts her hands over her ears and keeps them there until Grandma stops talking. 

Then Dani whispers:

“Where is he?” 

“In the hospital,” says Grandma. “Come on, we’ll go now.” 

They leave the school in silence. 
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When they’re almost at the car they hear the bell ring. Dani stops and turns around. Some of her schoolmates are running down the steps. 

They wave to her. 



But Dani doesn’t wave back. 

“Come on now, Dani,” says Grandma. 

Dani stays where she is. 

“What are you waiting for?” 

Dani doesn’t answer. She can’t. She doesn’t know what she’s waiting for. She is completely bewildered. 

Then the teacher appears. She is carrying something. 

“Your backpack, Dani!” she calls. 

Grandma hurries back to get it. 

“Thank you,” she says, “and thank you for all you’ve done this year!” 

Grandma and the teacher continue talking. 

After a while the teacher comes over to Dani and gives her a big envelope. 

“All your classmates are thinking of you. These are letters from some who were quick enough to write you a few lines.” 

“That’s very kind,” says Grandma. 

But Dani doesn’t say a word. 

When Grandma goes on to the car, Dani stumbles after her. 

She climbs into the car and puts on her seat belt. 
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She doesn’t open her mouth until they’ve driven quite a long way. 

“We’re going to see Dad now, aren’t we?” she asks in a croaky voice. 

“No,” says Grandma. “We’re going to your house. We’ll gather up the cat and the hamsters. 

We’ll be looking after you for a few days.” 

“But I have to see Dad,” Dani protests. 

“You can’t see him yet,” says Grandma. “He’s asleep.” 

“Then we should go and wake him up!” 

“I’m afraid we can’t. He’s so deeply asleep that he can’t be woken yet,” explains Grandma. 

It’s quiet in the car. 

“But what if he never…” begins Dani. 
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She stops. She mustn’t think that! 

But this time she can’t help it. 

Dani has found something she can’t not think. 

She crumples up in the back seat. 

Chapter 7

When they arrive at Dani’s house, she gets out of the car and follows Grandma to the door. 

But Dani doesn’t want to go inside. 

She stops in front of the house and looks around. 

In the morning when she went to school everything was normal. 

But now her whole life has turned upside down. 
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The only thing still the same is the blue dress. It’s hanging on its coat hanger, waiting for the end of school as if nothing has happened. And the shoes, the ones with roses on the toes, are waiting as well. 

The cat comes and purrs, standing completely still with its nose in the air as if it’s asking what the matter is. 

But Dani doesn’t feel like telling. 
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Grandma takes the dress off its hanger and lays it carefully in a bag with the shoes. 

Then she collects the cage with Snow and Flake and puts it down in front of Dani. 

Two terrified hamsters look out from the cage. 

What’s going on? 



Dani takes the cage, and Grandma takes Cat and the suitcase. Then they leave the house. 

Dani stops at the gate and looks back. 

“Goodbye, house,” she mumbles. 

“Soon they’ll call from the hospital to tell us that Dad’s woken up,” says Grandma when they’re back in the car. 

But you can tell she’s not absolutely sure. 
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Chapter 8

And what happens next? 

Not very much. 

Dani paces about in Grandma and Grandpa’s house, waiting for the phone to ring. 

Grandma stays in the kitchen, putting away glasses and plates. Grandpa sits paralyzed behind his newspaper in the sitting room. 



Dani touches the envelope the teacher gave her, but she doesn’t open it. 

Right now she can’t read any letters. 

All she can do is wait. 

She doesn’t leave the telephone for a moment. 

Not even with her eyes. 

The phone doesn’t ring, but the doorbell does and Dani’s cousin Sven looks in. 

He and his mother live nearby, so he visits Grandma and Grandpa almost every day. 

“You’re here!” he cries happily when he sees Dani. 

“Yes,” Dani sighs. 

Sven looks at her in surprise. 

“It’s good you came!” calls Grandma from the kitchen. And Grandpa looks out from behind his newspaper. 

“Hello, Sven! Can you and Dani find something fun to do together?” 

“Of course,” says Sven. “Come on, Dani, let’s go to my house and say hello to Tiger!” 

Sven loves animals. His dream is to have a dog, preferably a wolfhound, which only he can tame. 

But so far he has to make do with a parakeet, one with tiger-stripes on its front. 

That’s why it’s called Tiger. 

69

“I’m teaching Tiger to talk,” he says. “That bird is a genius…” 

He stops and looks at the envelope Dani has pushed away over the table. 

“TO DANI,” he reads. 

“It’s letters to Dani from her classmates,” 

Grandpa explains. 

“From her classmates? Why would they write to her?” 

Dani doesn’t answer. 

“Shall I open it for you?” 

Without waiting for an answer, he tears open the envelope with his finger and holds it upside down. 

Several pieces of paper fall out. 
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One of them is decorated with suns, another with footballs, a third with skulls. 

Sven studies them closely. 

“Dani!” he bursts out. “These are very strange. 

Listen to this!” 

Hi Dani! 

I will think of you over the summer. 

With best wishes from Meatball

Sven looks questioningly at Dani, but she looks away. 

He reads the next piece of paper:

GO DANI! GO DANI! 

From Benni

P. S. GO DANI! 

Then comes a letter from Cushion:

HI DANI! 

I HOPE YOUR FATHER GETS  

BETTER SO YOU DON’T HAVE  

TO GO TO AN ORPHANAGE! 
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Dani sniffs, even though she doesn’t cry any more these days. Sven puts down the letters and looks at Grandpa. 

“Would someone like to tell me what’s happened?” 

Grandpa straightens up. 

“Dani’s father has been run over,” he says. 

“Run over!” Sven shrieks. “How?” 

“By a car when he was biking to work.” 

“Is he very…run over?” Sven asks. 

“We don’t know. He’s unconscious. We’re waiting to hear from the hospital.” 

Sven sinks into the sofa and stares intently at the telephone with the others. But it stays silent. 

In the end Grandpa picks up the phone and makes a call. 

“Can I speak to someone in intensive care?” 

he asks. 

Then he goes out into the hall. 
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“They say his condition is unchanged,” he says when he comes back. 

“What does that mean?” asks Sven. 

“That nothing new has happened.” 

“I want to see Dad anyway,” says Dani. 

“Soon you’ll be able to.” Grandpa tries to calm her. “As soon as he wakes up.” 

Then Sven says what mustn’t be said, let alone thought. “But what if he never does? What if Dani’s father never wakes up?” 

Dani starts bawling her eyes out. 

Grandpa takes out a big red handkerchief and wipes Dani’s nose. 

“Calm down, Dani!” he tries to say. 

But Dani can’t calm down. She cries as she’s never cried before, loudly and so hard that Grandpa can’t bear it. 
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“I want to see my Dad!” bawls Dani. 

Grandpa gives in. “Come on, let’s go then,” 

he says. 
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Chapter 9

And so it is that Dani, on the second-to-last day of school, goes to the hospital where her father lies sleeping so deeply that he might never wake up again. 

She cries all the way there. 



She cries all the way down the long hospital corridors. 



She can’t stop even when they reach intensive care. 

First Grandpa speaks to the doctor. Then the doctor turns to Dani. 

“Are you sure you want to see your father right now? You might feel scared. He has lots of tubes in him!” 

At last Dani stops crying. 

“No,” she sniffs and wipes away tears with the back of her hand. “I won’t be scared.” 

“Dani is very brave,” Grandpa agrees. 

And the doctor takes her hand as they go into the room where her father is. 

But she is scared, nonetheless, when she sees him. 
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Her father is lying absolutely still with his eyes closed, surrounded by machines that blink and beep. 

It’s a long while before Dani dares to let go of the doctor’s hand and go over to the bed. 

“Dad,” she whispers. 



But he doesn’t move. 

“Your father can’t hear what you say,” the doctor explains. 

“Dad,” says Dani, louder this time. 

Dad doesn’t move. 

Dani takes a breath and shouts in her loudest voice: “WAKE UP, DAD! IT’S DANI!” 



And then it happens! His face moves a little and he opens his eyes. 

“Dani…” he mumbles. 

Then he mumbles something else: “Amore! ” 

That’s Italian, because Dani’s father is from Italy. And  amore means love in Italian. 

After he’s said it, he closes his eyes. Dani turns anxiously to the doctor and the nurse. 

“Has he gone back to sleep?” 

“Yes,” says the doctor. “But he woke up. And he knew you immediately! That is a very good sign.” 
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The doctor turns to Grandpa. “But it will be some time before he’s all better.” 

“How long?” 

“Probably the whole summer.” 

“The whole summer!” cries Dani. 

“Don’t be sad!” Grandpa is quick to comfort her. “You can stay with us. And have fun with Sven. And with me!” 

Dani tries to swallow her disappointment. 

Yes. She will have fun with Sven. And help him teach Tiger to talk. 

And help Grandpa with his stamp collection. 

Dani’s grandpa is a stamp collector. But not just any old stamps. Only the most valuable ones in the world. And stamps with sports on them. 
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Dani’s a collector, too. But only of stamps with whales on them, because they’re in danger of extinction. 

When she thinks about how badly in danger whales are, she almost starts crying again. 

She doesn’t usually cry any more, but today she’s crying over all kinds of things. 
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Chapter 10

As soon as they get home to Grandma and Sven, Grandpa tells them what Dani has done:

“She just went up to her father and ordered him to wake up!” 

He describes how amazed they were, both he and the doctor. 

Grandma’s amazed too when she hears what happened. 

And Sven’s so impressed that he doesn’t say a thing for a long time. 

It’s not until dinnertime that he becomes himself again, tapping his glass and standing up, as people do when they’re about to make a speech. 
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“You have to guess a riddle,” he says, because Sven always has a couple of riddles up his sleeve. 

This one goes: “How many eyes does a herring have?” 

He waits a moment so they can think. 

“Well?” 

Grandma guesses two. 

“Wrong,” says Sven, pleased. 

“Surely it has two,” says Grandpa. 

“Still wrong!” 

Then Dani puts up her hand as if she’s at school. 

“One,” she says, because she’s heard that riddle before. It happens to be Ella’s best joke. 

“Right,” says Sven. 

“What!” cries Grandpa. “Only one?” 

“Yes, because herring only has one i!” Sven crows. 
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When Sven has eaten dinner and emptied the bowl of M&Ms on the table beside the sofa, he disappears back to his own house. 

And Dani fetches her hamsters, whom she’s hardly had a chance to see all day. 

“The worst is over now,” she tells them. 

“Come on, let’s go outside!” 
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Chapter 11

With her hamsters in her arms, Dani sits on the bench outside. That’s where she and Sven used to sit and hold hands when they were small. 

And they would sing:



   Dani and Sven 

 sitting in a tree, 

 K-I-S-S-I-N-G! 

But that was a long time ago. That was when they were living with Grandpa and Grandma almost the whole time, because Dani’s mother was sick. 
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“There, there,” she says to Snow and Flake. “At last I have time to talk to you. I’ll try and tell you what’s happened…” 

The hamsters creep into her lap and get ready to listen. 

But there’s not actually much to say. Dani doesn’t feel like talking. She’s worried that her dad has gone deep asleep again. 

She tries to think about something else. Ella, for example. But she can’t. 

Today she can’t think about anything except her father. 

Grandma comes out onto the steps. 

“Dani,” she says. “Do you think you could pick some flowers for your teacher?” 

Dani nods. Perhaps she should give the teacher a present as well. But what? A book…

Suddenly she knows which one:  My happy life. 

Her teacher thinks it’s so special, that book. 

But if it’s going to be a present it has to be finished! 
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Just as she gets up from the bench, she hears someone call her name. 

It’s old Jimmy coming with his dog. 

Jimmy’s knees are so sore sometimes that he has trouble walking, but the dog is bouncy and needs exercise. 

Now it’s heading straight for Dani and the hamsters. 

“Dani, would you be so kind as to walk my dog?” 

asks Jimmy, sinking down on the bench. “I have to rest my weary bones.” 
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Dani nods and leaves Snow and Flake with Grandma. Then she rushes after the dog to a corner of the woods where lilies of the valley grow. 

Lilies of the valley are one of the things Dani loves best. 

The scent! She can’t help being a little bit happy when she smells it. But is that all right, when your dad has just been run over? 

The walk makes her feel better. She has always liked going around and sniffing things…
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…a bit like Jimmy’s dog…



…but only if it smells good! 

When Dani has picked some flowers for her teacher she walks back with the dog. 

Jimmy thanks her and asks if she’d like to sit down and chat, but Dani is in a bit of a hurry. 
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Chapter 12

Dani has to finish the present for her teacher! 

She dashes inside with the flowers and hunts for the book in her bulging backpack. 

She turns to the page where she’d finished writing in the classroom. 

The last time I was happiest, it read. 

That was it! That was where she had got up to. 

If only she could think what to write next. 

She starts thinking so hard her brain creaks again. Although you can’t hear it. 

105



The only sound is Grandma’s voice in the living room. She’s talking to someone on the phone. 

Grandpa is there too, interrupting. 

Dani doesn’t listen. She takes one of the flowers she’s picked and holds it thoughtfully under her nose…

Grandma calls her exactly at that moment. 
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“Dani!” she calls. “Listen to this! I’ve asked Ella’s mother if you can go with them to their summer island!” 

Dani stares at Grandma. 
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“Would you like to?” asks Grandma. 

What a question! 

Would Dani like to go with Ella? 

Her best friend in the whole world! 

To an island for the summer! 

The island Ella always talks about. 

Where you can build huts. 

And swim! 

And sit on the edge of the cliff and dry off in the sun while you’re looking for swimming deer. 

Dani has never visited the island, but she’s been wanting to go there her whole life. Without even knowing. 

You can also row around it in a boat, Ella has told her. 

And fish from the fishing cliff! For all kinds of fish. Perch and sole. And herrings with one i. 
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Of course Dani wants to go. Suddenly she feels a rush of happiness inside! 

But it stops just as quickly. 

“What about Dad?” she asks. 

But Grandma keeps talking. “They’ll come and get you tomorrow evening.” 
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“But what about DAD?” Dani repeats. 

“We’ll visit him on our way home from school,” 

says Grandpa. 

“So he can see how nice you look in your new dress,” says Grandma. “He’ll be so happy when he hears that you’ll be with Ella for the summer.” 

“Do you think so?” 

“I promise you! He’ll get better much faster if he doesn’t have to worry about whether you are having fun or not.” 

“But he’ll miss me!” says Dani. “The whole time!” 

“Yes, of course...” 

“And I’ll miss him!” 

“There are telephones,” says Grandma. “You can ring him every day and tell him all the fun things you’re doing. That will make him feel better.” 

“That’s right,” says Grandpa. “It’ll be like pure medicine for him.” 

Dani looks hesitantly from one to the other. 
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“But I need to talk to Dad first.” 

“Of course, we’ll do that. Talk to Dad, then decide what you want to do,” says Grandpa. 

“Okay,” says Dani. “I just need to write something first.” 



Because now she knows exactly how the book will end! 

This is what she writes:

The last time I was happiest was when I heard that I might be going to stay with Ella on her island. 

We have so much fun together, she and I. 

I don’t know why. 

We are both quite alike. 

We both have pierced ears! 
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We are both good at drawing. 

We both have hamsters. But Ella only has one. 

I hope she gets another one. 
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And we both think it is very difficult to imagine the way space never ends. We get headaches when we try…

Dani pauses and rests her hand. She doesn’t usually write this much. Not all at once, anyway. 

But now, that’s enough. 

Spit spot spun

Now my book is done

is how she finishes. 

There. Now she can give it to her teacher. 

She leaps up, runs to get the phone, and puts in the best phone number she knows: Ella’s! 
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“There you are!” cries Ella, thousands of streets and roads away. 

Dani laughs, even though her father has been run over and everything. 

You wouldn’t think you could tell just from a voice how happy someone is! 

“My mother told me what happened,” says Ella. 

“What horrible bad luck!” 
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Dani swallows and feels in her whole body how close she was to having horrible bad luck forever. 

Then Ella tells her the good news that she has another hamster, called Roy. 

“Is Roy as cute as Party Boy?” asks Dani. 

“Cuter!” 

When they’ve finished talking, it seems as if things are getting back to normal. At least a little bit. 

Suddenly Dani remembers her father’s voice. 

“Dani,” he’d said to her. And then, “Amore! ” 

Those words! You’d hardly believe that two words could mean so much! 

“Now the summer can begin,” she says to herself. 

“What did you say?” asks Grandma who has come in to get the phone. 

“I said: now summer can begin!” 
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