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LIBRARY

I’m in the library. I should be happy. Libraries are great! Free books! Shelves of them to explore! Many good places to hide from Taylor Dellabella. So yeah – I should love the library. But the truth is that Freedom Valley Primary School library is one of the most stressful places on the planet apart from sitting next to Taylor Dellabella on the bus to a school camp where you are also sharing her cabin.

The library stresses me out because it is part of Freedom Valley Primary School. Our principal, The Enforcer (you’re right, that’s not her real name. Her real name is Ms Anthrope), just loves rules. The Enforcer can even make rules about rules – in fact, RULE NUMBER ONE is DO NOT BREAK RULES. So it goes without saying that the library has a million rules. Not just the usual library rules. You probably know them:


	Do not return books late.

	Do not damage books in any way, shape or form.

	Do not bring drinks into the library.

	Do not scribble in books – even if you are really good at drawing and use your best textas.

	Do not eat in the library – and that includes cough lozenges even when you have a bad cough and the only way to be silent in silent reading and not have a coughing fit is to suck on a cough lolly.



Some of these rules I have learned the hard way.

The Freedom Valley Primary School library also has some specific rules:


	Do not highlight words on a page to make rude messages.

	Do not cut out pictures from a book no matter how much you love them and even if they are pictures of Sailor Moon, your favourite character in the whole universe and negaverse.

	Do not stand on a pile of books to reach the high shelf.

	Do not pick your nose and wipe your booger on the page – a new rule made last year when Melody McMillan arrived at the school.

	Do not pick your nose and wipe it on the carpet …or the chair … or the table … or the shelf … or the whiteboard – a rule that quickly followed.

	Do not lick books – still looking at you, Melody McMillan.

	Do not sniff books – which is a shame because I secretly love smelling books. This rule can still be broken on the sly, or to use a vocabulary word from last month, surreptitiously.

	Do not read books in the bath.

	Do not read books up a tree.

	Do not let your dog read a book, even if you think she will like it.

	Do not sing in the library – not even the Sailor Moon theme song even when it is your most favourite song in the whole universe and negaverse and not even Happy Birthday even when it is your best friend’s birthday.



Some of these rules I have learned the hard way.

I’m looking at the list of rules on the wall. Next to it is a long list of vocabulary words that Ms Guide, our new librarian, has put there. Because Ms Guide loves lists. And words. And all librarians love rules. So I bet the list of rules is her absolute favourite list of all time.

I’m here at recess because Ms Guide insisted that I be the Library Helper today. It’s making me feel a bit on edge, or to use the vocabulary word at the top of the list, apprehensive. Ms Guide has only been at Freedom Valley Primary School for a term, but anyone who chooses to work for The Enforcer is probably here to help her to feast on our souls.

‘Ah, Hattie. Here you are!’ says Ms Guide. 

I jump. I open my mouth to say something but nothing comes out.

Ms Guide has straight grey hair that falls to each side of her face like curtains. She always dresses in black, which seems to highlight her very large, intense dark eyes that are staring right at me. ‘What’s wrong, Hattie? Cat got your tongue?’

I nod and can’t help but relax a bit. It’s a saying my Nan uses. 

‘I’m so pleased you could come and help. Let’s start with moving these. I hear you are good at heavy lifting.’

This is true. I am. She shows me a pile of books on her desk. I load them up in my arms. 

‘Just come this way,’ she says, and starts walking towards the back of the room. I peer out from behind the pile of books in front of my face. Oh my god, I think she’s taking me into a cupboard.

‘Come in. I won’t bite.’

Does that mean she could bite me but won’t? Note to self: must check Ms Guide has a reflection and is not actually a vampire.

She unlocks a door and I follow her with some, to use a vocabulary word from last month, trepidation. 

But it’s not a cupboard. It’s a room. 

It’s small and cosy, lit by two green glowing desk lamps on a large wooden table where piles and piles of old books are stacked next to various brushes, glues and tapes. 

‘What are all these books?’ I ask. 

‘Oh, they are damaged or discarded. I repair them. This is my book binding tape. And I have special glues and even string to sew some pages.’

I place the books I am carrying in a pile on the floor.

‘I hate throwing things away,’ she says. ‘Just because something is broken or old it doesn’t mean you just forget it. Things can so often be fixed.’

Lying open on the desk are several books about the moon. I gasp. The moon is my special interest subject. I love how the moon spins but always shows us the same face. Bright and calm. 

‘Have a look at this, Hattie.’ Behind me is a large glass cabinet. Inside is a scale model of the earth, sun and moon, moving and spinning before my eyes. ‘It’s called an orrery. Do you like it? Here is the moon orbiting earth and the earth orbiting the sun. It’s accurate to where they are right now. Today. This minute. This second.’ 

I watch and I am, to use a vocabulary word, mesmerised.

‘Did you know it’s a special moon this week?’ Ms Guide moves closer to the model and points. ‘It’s a super moon because the moon is at perigee, which means closest to the earth. This is the second full moon we’ve had in April, so it’s a blue moon. And it’s a blood moon because on Thursday night, there will be an eclipse – the moon, the earth and the sun will all align, turning the moon red. A triple moon event like this only happens say, twice in a lifetime.’

I watch the model turn. Of course, I already know about the upcoming special moon. I’m thinking this could be it. You see, Usagi was just a normal, clumsy, food-loving schoolgirl like me until a talking cat revealed that she was really Sailor Moon, Champion of Justice. Then she was joined by a group of schoolgirls who all turned out to be special Sailor Guardians. Sailor Moon is my favourite show in all time and space. Triple moon power? Surely if there is going to be magic, this will be the week.

My hand goes to my Sailor Moon necklace which Nan gave me for Christmas. Wearing it is breaking The Enforcer’s RULE NUMBER TWENTY-FOUR so I quickly tuck it under my jumper and hope Ms Guide didn’t see.

‘Here, Hattie. It’s your turn to have The Golden Astrolabe by Patty Malouf.’ 

I turn and look at the book she is holding out to me and I can’t help but do a double fist pump and dance on the spot. I have been waiting for months to get my hands on this book. All the grade five-sixers are crazy about it. 

‘I thought our library didn’t have any copies left? After the Great Book Tearing Incident of last year?’ It really was amazing just how quickly small hands could tear a book into a pile of confetti. 

‘Yes, I heard about that,’ says Ms Guide. ‘But I have a new one. That’s why I asked you to be monitor today. To avoid any book fights. Make sure you put it straight in your school bag before any of the other students see.’

I hug it to my chest and even manage to lower my head and sniff in the goodness, hoping Ms Guide hasn’t noticed. The bell rings. As I rush to leave, I hear Ms Guide humming. I guess technically she isn’t singing in the library? Is she?
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WEEK-ABOUT

‘Are you okay, Hattie? You look kind of stressed,’ Patrick says. 

‘I’m waiting for my mum,’ I answer. ‘Why isn’t she here yet?’

‘The bell only just went,’ says Patrick reassuringly. ‘Do you want me to distract you with my latest tap routine?’

I don’t answer but I can hear that Patrick has taken my silence for a yes. I stand on tiptoe to see over the crowd of students and parents. For some other kid, spotting their mum would be easy peasy lemon squeezy. But for me it’s different. I haven’t seen my mum for a whole week. Yep. Seven whole days and seven whole nights. Not since last Monday morning, when she dropped me off for school and kissed me goodbye and gave me a really, really, really, really (picture me here squashed in her arms and gasping for air!) extra-long hug. Or maybe it was the other way around – me giving her a really, really, really extra-long hug. I had to flutter my tongue in my mouth and say ‘tra la la la la’ very fast and quietly to myself so that I didn’t cry. 

All around me I see other kids getting picked up in a blur, as though time has been sped up. Patrick’s mum is on the other side of the hall. She always wears a big colourful headscarf and in fact I would use a special vocabulary word from last week’s list and say that she is statuesque. There are heaps of kids in his family – all boys with black frizzy hair. She makes a big ‘come on’ gesture with her arm and they all flock together like a bunch of birds. ‘See ya tomorrow, Hattie!’ Patrick calls as he high kicks across the hall and is swooped up into the whirl of it all. As I wave back, I can’t help thinking how easy it looks to be in a big family.

I guess you are wondering why I haven’t seen my Mum for a whole week. Maybe you think I’ve been on school camp or sailing around the Bahamas with friends? Or on a secret mission to find the Loch Ness monster? Or in Antarctica counting penguin chicks … or competing in the world stone skimming championship? (It’s a real thing okay? Look it up!) I wish. But it’s nothing like that. 

You see, I do this thing called week-about. That’s what we call it – we as in me, Mum, Dad and my little sister, Ivy. Week-about. Because one week I’m at Dad’s house and the next week I’m at Mum’s house. And if you think that sounds okay, then you haven’t really thought it through. 

All you are thinking about is the double up of things – two houses, two bedrooms, two beds, two computers, two hairbrushes, two wardrobes, two bookshelves, two trampolines, two TVs, two novelty night lights – two of everything! But the fact is, all that stuff doesn’t mean anything. I’ve only been doing it for a few months and I already know that.

And then there is the rule. The one rule to rule them all. Yes, really. The one rule of week-about is that you can’t see the other parent in the other parent’s week. Got it? Mum and Dad say this will help us adjust. But I think it is to help them adjust. Because for me, it just makes it worse. But I don’t know how to tell them that. So I will tell you. The cold hard fact about doing week-about is this: I’m always missing someone. 

In Dad’s week I’m missing Mum and in Mum’s week I’m missing Dad. I never miss my sister Ivy because she is always with me. I wouldn’t mind missing Ivy. Ivy can be a pain in the neck. But then she’s only five years old. And the youngest. So, yeah. You know what that means. I’m always being asked to look after her. And she always gets away with everything.

Mum calls her week ‘my week’ and Dad calls his week ‘my week’. It never seems to be my week. Hattie’s week. My week would be if we could all be together like we used to, before the Big Split. 

But this isn’t my week. It’s Mum’s week. I scan the room. I see lots of blond heads and black heads and brown heads and I realise part of the problem is I don’t really know what I’m looking for. I mean, I’m looking for my mum and you would think that is pretty easy, right? Because you always know your mum and recognise her because she is just, you know, your mum. But Mum is an artist and changes how she looks all the time and have I mentioned that I haven’t seen her for an entire week? Seven whole days and seven whole nights? Mum changes her hair colour like other people change their undies. Her hair could be green or purple or blue … or still pink like it was last Friday. Her hair could be long or short because sometimes she thinks that it’s fun to wear a wig. I know. Weird. And yes, a bit creepy (especially if she slides it off her head in front of you. Yikes!). 

I’m freaking out because I’m in a hall full of kids and there is a waft of forgotten fruit and a feeling in the pit of my stomach and I don’t even know if it is anatomically correct to say a stomach has a pit – but if it does have a pit, then the pit of my stomach is deep and dark and there is lava at the bottom of it that’s hot and bubbly and the lava steam is rising in my throat and bringing with it this feeling that I don’t even have a name for but it’s like being hungry and being scared. It’s empty, empty, empty and lost and then it’s tight and stings like when Taylor Dellabella does a Chinese burn on my arm and it’s hot, but not in a cuddly hot water bottle way like when Nan gives you a hug – it is a burning, prickly heat. Like when Taylor Dellabella sticks thistles down my jumper.

I know I shouldn’t worry so much. Ivy doesn’t seem to worry about any of it. She’s still in kindergarten and it’s just all rainbows and finger-paints for her. Peggy tells me that I have to think this stuff through. Peggy’s my psychologist. Yep. I have a psychologist. Don’t judge me. Peggy tells me to break things down. Identify the worry. To breathe. To be realistic about ‘my concerns’ and to tackle them one at a time rather than as one big overwhelming bubbling-lava-pit-of-your-stomach worry. So I will try to do that. I will break it down into smaller worries. 

Here goes:

It’s been a week and for all I know Mum has had an accident and can’t pick me up because she tripped over while painting and has been impaled on a paint brush.

It’s been a week and for all I know Mum has been abducted by aliens and is now five billion light years away in another galaxy and will never be able to pick me up from school.

It’s been a whole week and for all I know Mum was running out the door but tripped on the rollerskates I know I left in the hallway last Monday and she has hit her head and now she can’t remember who she is let alone who I am and she tried to call out but she’s lost her voice so no one is going to help her and no one is going to pick me up and I’ll be standing here and everyone will be gone and the lights will go out and the moon will be in the sky and I’ll be out in the playground on my own with only floating muesli bar packets for company and the half-eaten sloppy yoghurt that smells like baby vomit and the swings will be swinging creepily on their own. And who knows what will happen to Ivy? I can see all that happening. Peggy calls it catastrophising. I call it life. 

Suddenly Taylor Dellabella is right in front of me, waving in my face. ‘Bon voyage, Hattie,’ she says.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘It’s French,’ she answers. ‘But you wouldn’t know that. It’s what you say to someone going on holidays.’

‘Umm … but I’m not going on holidays, Taylor,’ I tell her.

‘Well, you look like you are going on holidays. For like, a year. You’ve got enough stuff.’ 

I look around me. I do have a lot of stuff. That’s another thing about week-about. Sure, you have two houses, two bedrooms, two beds, two novelty night lights, etc. but a lot of things you only have one of and you have to take those many ‘one-of’ things from house to house. My school bag is stuffed full with all the ‘one-of’ things: my reader; my pencil case with my eraser collection and special Sharpies of every colour; and my Sailor Moon alarm clock, which is my favourite way to wake up because it plays the theme music from Sailor Moon and then says, ‘Good Morning! Good Morning!’ over and over in a robotic but bright and happy voice. (Although Mum doesn’t agree so I keep it under my pillow where it ticks into my dreams like a heartbeat.)

I have a bag for clothes containing another pair of shoes so I’m not in runners all week, my netball uniform and my rain parka because it’s autumn and you never know what the weather will be like, which is why I also have my gumboots in there. And in the third bag is the stripy blanket that Nan made for me when I was a baby and Pung, my teddy bear. I look down at my bag and hope Pung’s ear isn’t sticking out because if Taylor Dellabella sees I have him then everyone in the whole school will know I still have a teddy bear at almost 11 years old and that will be social death for me. And now I have my extra-special library book, The Golden Astrolabe, which I must not lose or I will be sent to our evil principal, The Enforcer. I had to shove it into the bag with Pung because it didn’t fit in my school bag. I hope Taylor doesn’t see it. She was the first person in the school to read it and she loves to remind you of that by accidentally-on-purpose slipping spoilers. 

Oh, and I have my guitar. It is in a special guitar case with a pocket and in the pocket is my capo and guitar tuner and the guitar strap Mum made for me, which is rhinestone bedazzled to say HATTIE in a glittery, sparkly, starry way. Hmm. Looking around me, I can’t help but worry that I’ve forgotten something. I shuffle in front of the teddy bear bag so Taylor can’t see it.

‘Where’s your mum, Hattie?’ Taylor asks. ‘Hasn’t she turned up? She’s probably forgotten you. Do you want me to get a teacher?’

I’m not sure if Taylor is being nice or not. Sometimes it seems like she’s being nice and then things come out a bit differently than I expect. 

The Enforcer. I sense her before I see her. It’s the cold chill that surrounds her like perfume. 

‘Oh look! There’s Ms Anthrope. I’ll go and get her for you,’ Taylor says like she is doing me the biggest favour anyone has ever done for anyone in the history of the whole world since life began with a single cell microbe in a puddle. She waltzes away in The Enforcer’s direction – well, when I say waltz, I don’t mean in the one-two-three-one-two-three ballroom dancing way. I just mean she seems to not have a care in the world and her ponytail sways as she bounces. I see her waving at The Enforcer and dragging her mum, Tara, with her.

Taylor’s mum has a superpower. She is always in her active wear but never looks sweaty. When I exercise, I go really red in the face. Not normal pink-cheeks red in the face. I mean bright red. In the whole face. Not just the cheeks. Every last millimetre of my face. My forehead. Nose. Chin. Ears. Everything. When I play netball, Taylor calls me the tomato can. And beetroot face. And cherry cheeks. And watermelon head. Sometimes red dot special. 

I see Tara talking to The Enforcer and looking back at me. I’m super careful not to even have the slightest risk of locking eyes with The Enforcer. Instead I look at her crazy wild frizzy hair and her cheekbones that poke out like two knife blades because she is so thin. Her pale skin is almost see-through (or if I was going to use another of last week’s vocabulary words I could say transparent) and you can make out each bone in her body. She never smiles and seems to have an aura of evil around her just like all the best worst baddies and villains. Just like Queen Beryl in Sailor Moon. I can feel her eyeballs boring into me. 

The Enforcer starts to glide towards me. I swear her legs don’t move. My mouth is now so dry it’s as if my tongue is made of Velcro. My heart is racing. Then my arms start to tingle. Maybe I will faint. I do the only thing I can think of that might help: the superman pose. I lie down on the floor on my stomach and lift my head and my legs and shoot my arms out in front of me and focus on stretching.

I can feel The Enforcer getting closer and then … from the floor I see a pair of silver platform shoes and when I look up, Mum is there! She hasn’t changed her hair colour after all. It’s faded pink and in pigtails. Mum looks a bit pale, but she smells of sandalwood and paint and she is just my mum and of course I would always know her. She crouches down next to me. 

‘Whatya doing, Hattie?’ she asks.

‘Superman pose. Peggy taught me.’ I tell her.

‘Right,’ she says, and then Mum gets on the floor and tries it.

‘It’s a body break. Helps break the anxiety circuit,’ I explain.

‘Yeah … it’s fun,’ she says, lying on the floor and looking at me. ‘But let’s get up now, hey.’ Mum takes my hand and drags me up. ‘Are you okay, Hattie?’ 

The Enforcer skims past us and out the door.

‘I am now.’ I turn my frown upside down and I flash my best smile at Mum. I never realise how much I’ve missed her until I see her. ‘I was worried I wouldn’t recognise you!’ I say. 

Mum laughs. ‘Don’t worry, Hattie. I’ll always recognise you!’

We load up all our bags and walk out of the hall. Mum pretends the bags are all really heavy and does a funny walk. ‘My sisters always said I would end up a bag lady,’ she laughs.

I don’t really get the joke, but I love seeing my Mum laugh. Especially after what has happened. She still cries a lot, so I do my best not to upset her. Unlike Ivy.

We walk out to the tram stop and I see the signpost has been covered in rainbow crochet. ‘Look, Mum! The Brunswick Bomber strikes again!’ 

‘Who?’

‘The Brunswick Bomber! Haven’t you seen all the bike racks outside the library? They’re covered in crochet too! It was in the paper. It’s called yarn bombing – which is why they say there is a secret Brunswick Bomber. Dad thinks it’s really cool.’

‘Does he just? Hmm. I think it looks a bit messy.’

I know Mum doesn’t really think this, but I also know she will never agree with Dad. If he says something is black, then she says it’s white and then the arguing starts again. Thinking about Mum and Dad arguing gives me a headache. I grab the tram stop pole, haul myself up and turn upside down. I love flexing my muscles. The yarn is good to grip. All the blood rushes to my head and my hair hangs down loose and I feel much better. Through my brown curls I can see the busy street with beeping cars and streams of people and then up to the sky through the tram wires and electricity wires, which I imagine walking along like it’s a tightrope. The street smells of icing sugar and almonds from the Lebanese bakeries and I think I hear my tummy rumbling … but it’s just the rumbling of the tram, coming to a stop.

‘Come on, here’s the tram. We’d better pick up Ivy,’ calls Mum.

I do a flip and the world is right side up again.
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HUMMINGBIRD HOUSE

Oh, the good old days of kinder when you had your whole life in front of you. Days of freedom and fun! Days of sandpits and paintings! Days of tricycles and dress-ups! When I walk into the room, I take a deep breath and smell the oily playdough and vanilla perfume of my old teacher, Missy. All the kids are outside and I have a quiet moment looking around. I loved kindergarten. They were the best days of my life. I can still feel the sloppy squelch of shaving foam in my fingers from the sensory play. 

I throw myself down on the cushions and bury my face … then I notice they are damp … and there is a strange smell. Not a good smell. A someone-has-forgotten-to-go-to-the-toilet-and-couldn’t-hold-on-any-longer smell. Ew! I jump up like a jack-in-the-box and run to the water taps and bump my knee on the trough. Jeez Louise! When did the water taps get so low? I’m wiping my face, a lot, when I hear Mum calling me.

At the lockers, Mum is gathering up Ivy’s bag and lunch box and a roll of paintings from the art box with ‘IVY’ written on them in fat blue texta. See what I mean about the youngest being spoiled? I used to pack up my own kinder bag because Mum was busy with baby Ivy. Sigh. No use saying anything. 

Mum is frowning and looking into the playground. 

‘I can’t see Ivy. What was she wearing this morning?’ And I see a crack in Mum’s face that floods with sadness because she doesn’t know.

‘She has her rockstar dress on because she knows it’s your favourite,’ I say, and Mum’s sadness seeps away a little and she smiles.

‘I’ll go get her,’ I say.

Ivy’s rockstar dress is a red shiny vinyl dress from the 1960s that Mum found at the op shop. She should stick out like a sore thumb, as Nan would say … except that the playground is more like a circus ring than a kindergarten. Seriously – all that’s missing are some elephants. To the right are children piled up on tricycles and tearing around in circles wearing silly hats that probably started out as today’s craft activity. To the left are children on climbing frames performing death-defying feats, and then directly in front of me there is a pile-up on the slide where not-so-little Lucy has got to the bottom and is refusing to budge but everyone keeps going down the slide behind her. There is much squealing and babbling and, to use one of Ms Guide’s very first vocabulary words, it is mayhem.

I turn my head and catch a flash of red going out the gate, following another family. 

‘Mum! Ivy’s got out!’ 

‘Which way did she go?’

‘That way.’ I point.

Mum knows which way. It’s towards Dad’s house. 

‘Ivy!’ Mum shouts at the top of her lungs then starts to run awkwardly, with her arms full of stuff, shouldering bags and teetering in her platform shoes. I know it’s up to me to get to Ivy first. I run, following the blur of red down the footpath and around corners. Up ahead I see Ivy run into the park reserve, a large square of trees and grass that hides behind the buildings. I follow. Looking back over my shoulder I see Mum enter the park and briefly stumble. Dad’s house is just on the other side of the reserve. Our old house. Mum’s old house. She’s never been back. Not since the Big Split.

‘Come on!’ I call.

Ivy’s red dress flashes past the trees like a running Christmas bauble and changes direction from Dad’s house and instead, I see her disappear through the dense hedge of the old mansion that borders the parkland. Following, I burst through the waxy pine leaves after her, arms waving in front of me to protect my face … and come out the other side. 

I’m here. Hummingbird House. My heart swells. I stand and catch my breath. This is my favourite place! It’s a puddle of magic, out of time with the rest of the city. Even though it hums with a strangeness I don’t understand, I always feel as though the house is happy for me to be here – like a hand waiting to be held. And I haven’t been here for so long. Well. Not since the you-know-what.

The air is quieter because of the huge hedge and the temperature drops a notch or two as the greenness washes softly over me. The sunlight filters through the huge trees and comes out in speckled glowing spots. The long grass in the overgrown garden brushes my legs. I breathe the sweet perfume of the flowers that have special names like from fairytales or the old songs Nan sings – hollyhocks and snapdragons, foxgloves and lambs-ears, love-in-a-mist and forget-me-nots.

The mansion, three storeys high, is like a ramshackle old-fashioned wedding dress trimmed with lace frills. The lines of the house are like one of Ivy’s crayon drawings – all soft and wonky. I stretch my neck back to look up to the tower, four storeys high, pointing up to the sky like an arrow. At the top of the tower is a cone roof of terracotta tiles and on every roof peak there is a statue of a bird, looking out, watching you. The window glass is thick and wavy like a pool of water you could dive through and … there’s Ivy! Through the window. Upstairs! Inside the house! 

‘Ivy!’

I run after her, climbing through an open window. I’ve never been inside the house before. I’ve spent so much time in the garden but the inside of the house is a stranger. It is full of shadows and dark wood and …

I sneeze. 

Dust. The house is full of dust. I sneeze again. And again. And again. I haven’t had a sneezing fit like this since the silent reading incident of Grade One. I call for Ivy as I walk through rooms crowded with heavy furniture and old murky paintings hanging crooked on the walls. The carpets under my feet are threadbare and faded. 

‘Ivy?’ I call up the stairs.

There is a stained-glass window at the top of the stairs and the sun is streaming through. I walk up and through the dust particles disco dancing in the coloured light. A creeping feeling of being watched comes over me. I get goosebumps.

‘Ivy?’

My hand grips the carved banister at the top of the stairs, and I turn and enter the hallway, squinting my eyes to try and spot Ivy in the gloomy distance. Where is she? She’s probably hiding somewhere and thinks it’s a game. So annoying. To my left there is an open door and I go in to look for her, relieved the room is bright from the sun coming through the window. The floor creaks as I get down on my hands and knees to look under the small bedframe. She’s not there. But I sense there is someone in the room and turn quickly. No one – just a wooden wardrobe lurking in the corner. A breeze ruffles my hair but I don’t know where it is coming from. I get goosebumps on my goosebumps. 

A fluttering of wings fills the room. Oh no! Is there a bird trapped in here? I look around and can’t see anything, but the sound of the wings gets louder. I run to the window to open it. It’s stuck and only opens a crack. The bird sounds closer, almost on top of me and I hope it won’t crash into the glass. I put my arms up and wave them about and feel the air moving from the bird flying so close to my face. I try the window again and this time it opens with a whoosh and I fall backwards. I crouch on the ground with my arms over my head and eyes squeezed shut. The fluttering of wings swoop down and circle me close and then … they stop. Phew. The bird must have got out. Relieved, I stand up but I hear a groaning behind me. I spin around, and with a jolt I see the wardrobe door swinging open. ‘Ivy?’

I go to check if Ivy is in there and see it is empty, except, at the bottom, there is a book. The door creaks again as if nudging me. I pick the book up. It looks old, and has a brown leather cover with gold initials engraved in the centre: H. M. I gasp. Those are my initials. Hattie Maxwell.

I hear running footsteps. I turn and see a flash of red run down the hallway. Ivy! I tuck the book in my backpack and go after her. I’m gaining on her with large steps. She’s just ahead of me and I reach out and grab her by the scruff of her dress, while she strains to keep going.

‘Ivy! You shouldn’t run off like that!’ I say, taking her firmly by the shoulders. 

Ivy turns and looks at me with her large hazel eyes, two spots of colour glowing on her cheeks. She holds her right arm up on a strange angle and says, ‘Where’s the library? I can’t find the library.’

‘We’re not at the library, stupid! We’re at Hummingbird House.’

I hear Mum call from outside. 

‘Come on, Ivy. We’ll get in trouble for being in here.’

I take a last look around as we leave, wondering who lived here. The house feels so grand and solid. I grip Ivy’s hand tight so she can’t get away. Her other arm is still weirdly in the air. I shake my head. I bet whoever lived here didn’t have to deal with a stupid little sister or a Big Split.

When we climb back out the window, Mum runs to us and sweeps Ivy into her arms.

‘What’s wrong with your arm, Ivy?’ asks Mum. 

‘It’s a perch.’ 

‘What?’ I say.

‘My arm is a perch. For my pet eagle,’ says Ivy.

‘What eagle?’ I ask.

Ivy stares at me. ‘You can’t see him? Eagle can see you.’ 

I sigh. Most kids would have a nice imaginary friend – maybe something like Mr Snuffleupagus from Sesame Street or a creature with cute floppy ears and a big swishy soft tail or maybe just you know, an imaginary little girl called something weird and old-fashioned like Tracy. But no. My sister Ivy seems to have an imaginary eagle. Which is perched on her arm. Looking at me. 

‘What’s the eagle’s name, Ivy?’ asks Mum.

Ivy rolls her eyes. ‘Eagle.’ 

I wish it would stop looking at me. In fact, Eagle is starting to freak me out. I try not to think about it. Instead I run to my mullolly tree.

The trunk is so thick I can’t get my arms around it as I hug the tree hello. I look up through the massive twisting branches dancing into the sky. I love this tree. 

I know you are wondering what a mullolly tree is. How do I know you have never heard of a mullolly tree? Because it’s a special name we made up. Mum and Dad and me. Let me tell you all about it. 

Me and Mum and Dad (and now Ivy) have always loved this place. We would play in the park for hours and drift into the garden and explore. There’s never been anyone living here and Mum used to wish she could buy the house. Before Ivy was born, Mum and I would climb the tree most afternoons. Being in the tree is one of my earliest memories. Those vague memories that flash as pictures in my head – shapes of blue sky in the gaps between leaves and sunlight glinting on dark round berries about to burst with juice. In spring, when the berries are ripe, we would sit there and stuff our faces until we were covered in purple stains. You see, the mullolly tree is sometimes a mulberry tree. But every year since my fifth birthday it’s always been my special mullolly tree. 

That morning I woke up and there was some wool tied to my bed and a note:

Good morning, Hattie. Follow the string!

So I did. The long length of wool led out of my room, down the hallway and into the living room, where it ended with a picnic basket and a treasure map and Mum and Dad standing there grinning. I could tell that the map was of the park and Hummingbird House.

That was the day we had a picnic on the verandah of the house and a treasure hunt in the garden and I found my presents, including my precious Sailor Moon alarm clock. Then Mum said we should climb the tree and eat the berries, but she couldn’t get up because she was pregnant with Ivy. I thought it was strange that she told me to get some berries, because the berries are ripe at Halloween every year and never on my birthday in May. Dad gave me a push up into the open branches of the tree. When I got up higher, I couldn’t believe my eyes. The tree had grown lollies instead of berries! 

I still can’t believe how special that was. A lolly tree! I sat up there and grabbed juicy jubes and golden wrapped chocolates and even sprouting lollypops. It was cold but the sun was shining and my breath came out in sun-sparkled puffs as I yelled down to Mum and Dad, ‘This isn’t a mul-berry tree – it’s a mul-lolly tree!’ 

And it’s true. Some of the year it grows mulberries and sometimes, mostly when you least expect it, the tree has lollies.

Last year, when Mum had just moved into her new house, I could see the ripe mulberries and said we should climb up and scoff them but Mum was too sad and we kept walking. I think it was because she didn’t want to risk running into Dad. It was the first year in my whole living memory that we didn’t bother to climb up and eat berries. A lot has changed with the Big Split. Too much. I just want things to be back how they were. For Mum and Dad to be back together. And for the mulberry tree to have lollies again. I press my cheek to the rough bark, listening to the leaves whispering.

‘Come on, girls,’ calls Mum, gathering up all the bags. ‘Let’s go out this way,’ Mum says, leading us out the front to the street so we have no chance of glimpsing Dad’s house. But as we leave, we have to get through a high wire fence that was not there last time we walked past. There’s a small sign and Mum starts reading it out loud and I mean loud because the more she reads it the louder her voice gets, especially on the words ‘Planning permit!’, ‘New development!’ and ‘Ten storeys high!’. Mum’s face goes as pink as her hair and I think there is steam coming out of her ears. 

‘Does this mean they’re going to demolish the house? Does this mean they’ll chop down our tree?’ I ask in a panicked voice.

‘It means,’ says Mum, ‘that we’re going to fight to save them.’ 

I wonder what Dad will say about this? 
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WALKIE-TALKIES

I can’t believe that Ivy can hold her arm in that position all the way home, but she does. None of us talk on the way and my mind is whirring with what is happening to Hummingbird House. We walk inside the house and Ivy places Eagle carefully down on the back of the kitchen chair. Looks like Eagle is going to hang around for a while. I squeeze past Mum on the other side of the table and go to the sink to get some water. Ivy is scratching Eagle and makes kissing noises at his invisible beak. I wonder how I am going to cope with that bird of prey living in the house with us. Mum’s house is really small. The walls and shelves are filled with odd bits and pieces, and every time I come back, I try to pick the new thing from the picture I have in my mind from the week before. It’s like a spot-the-difference game in my head.

‘You’ve got two new ceramic donkeys and … a giant wooden fork.’

‘Yes!’ says Mum. ‘Well spotted.’ 

It’s good to be home with Mum. But it’s strange too. The house smells of paints from the laundry that Mum uses as a studio and of the fresh lemon ginger cake on the table and of roses from the front garden. I miss everything about here sometimes. Even the way the front gate squeaks and how the toilet doesn’t flush properly. 

It’s different to Dad’s house. Dad still lives in our old house, the one where we lived all together. Lots of things there are the same as they have always been. But then, not quite. Because Mum isn’t there anymore, but you know how when you draw really hard into the paper with a pencil and even after you rub out the drawing there is still an impression of the outline? It’s like that. 

The furniture has been divided up. For my whole life the coloured Mexican rug was always with the fringed green lamp and the painted coffee table. It’s in all the photos of me as a little tacker toddling about. But now Mum has the rug and Dad has the coffee table and as for the lamp? It must have got lost in the move. When I see the rug at Mum’s place, I can’t help but wonder if the coffee table misses the bright zigzag weave under its legs and if the rug feels lonely without the coffee table sitting on it. To be honest, I don’t feel quite right at either house anymore. I’m a bit like the lamp that everyone forgot to pack.

I walk into the bedroom I share with Ivy, dump my bags and put Pung on my bed. There is something else I take from house to house when I do week-about. It’s a secret. I keep a photo of Mum and Dad on their wedding day. The photo is black and white and Mum’s hair is pale blonde and curled like a movie star and she’s hugging a big bunch of tulips. Dad’s hair is in a big quiff like Elvis and they are grinning their faces off. Mum says they had costumes from the local theatre company and that it was all a joke. Playing grown-ups. But I don’t understand because they were grown-ups and are still grown-ups and grown-ups are supposed to know what they are doing. 

I look at the photo. Mum and Dad’s heads are together like they are magnetised. I can’t believe that they don’t like being together anymore. Aren’t families destined to be together forever? Are we even still a family? Two families? I just don’t get it. 

I put the photo under my pillow and then run into the kitchen before Ivy eats all the cake.

Mum always asks lots of questions about the last week but only the official stuff. Mum never asks about Dad.

‘How was the week? Anything I need to know?’

‘Nup, can’t think of anything.’

‘Any excursions, birthday parties, sleepovers, head lice notices, working bees, fundraisers, walk-a-thons, read-a-thons, school concerts, dress-up days or homework?’

‘Nup.’

‘Extraordinary!’ Mum says. ‘We’re free!’

Just stuff like that. She hates us talking about Dad and what we did with him. I can’t tell her that Dad was working really hard all week and that when I got up in the night, I found he was asleep at his desk. I can’t tell her that we had takeaway almost every night. Or that Dad helped me with netball training so I can get better at goals. It’s as if she only wants our lives to exist when we are with her. 

Mum wraps me in her arms and gives me a big hug. She keeps hugging me. Really hugging me. The hug is now beyond a hug. It’s going on for too long. Still hugging. I do a nervous cough. Still hugging … I’m not sure if Mum is hugging me and crying or if she is checking my hair for nits. I cough again and finally, she lets go.

I go to grab a slice of cake and Ivy shouts ‘Eagle!’ I duck and I swear I can feel the whir of wings near my ears.

‘Can you put Eagle somewhere else? Like in a zoo? Or a cage or even, you know – set Eagle free?’

Ivy collects Eagle on her arm. ‘Eagle wouldn’t like that. Eagle is my pet.’ 

Ivy gives Eagle an Eskimo kiss and places him in the corner of the lounge room. I can feel his eyes on my back.

‘Here, Hattie,’ Mum says. ‘Nan has sent you a parcel.’

A bubble of love rises through me like a lava lamp. My nan is the best. She can do everything from cooking a lemon meringue pie to reversing a trailer. She lives in the country on a farm and we don’t get to see her much. But every second week since the Big Split she has been sending me a letter or a card or just something. She never forgets me.

I open the parcel and see two old walkie-talkies and a note:

Dear Hattie,

I thought these might come in handy. 

Love, Nan x

Just knowing Nan is thinking about me makes me feel less jittery. One of the walkie-talkies even has my name on it. Hattie. That’s because it’s Nan’s name too. I’m named after her. We like to joke that it means I’m her favourite, even though grandmothers never have favourites (wink, wink). I turn on the walkie-talkie and static blares through the speaker. 

‘Ivy! Come here and take this!’ I show Ivy how to use the other walkie-talkie. ‘Now go out the back and see if you can hear me, okay?’ 

I watch through the window and can see Ivy at the clothesline. Her arm is raised up so I assume Eagle is with her. I push the button. ‘Can you read me, over?’ I say, using proper walkie-talkie speak.

Silence.

I change the channel.

‘Ivy! Can you read me? Over?’ 

Nothing.

Does this thing work or not? I give it a bit of a bash.

Behind me, Mum calls Nan from the landline. We only have a landline for Nan. 

‘Hi, Mum. Yes, the kids are back. She loves the present, here, I’ll put her on. Hattie!’

I put the walkie-talkie on the kitchen bench and run to the phone. 

‘Hi, Nan! Thanks for the parcel!’

In the background I can hear the sheep baaing and cockatoos squawking and I can clearly imagine Nan standing at the back door and looking out to the bush around her as she talks.

‘I thought you could use them, Hattie. They are proper ones, you know, not toys. They should pick up a good signal. Pop and I used them when we were out in the paddocks, but I don’t need them now.’

Poor Nan. Pop has been gone a few years but I know it’s still hard for her. 

‘I’ll look after them, Nan,’ I say. ‘And I’ll bring them to the farm next time and we can use them in the paddocks.’

‘Roger that,’ she says.

‘Over and out,’ I say.

Then I pass the phone back to Mum.

I run back to the walkie-talkie and hit the button. ‘Hattie to Ivy. Do you roger that?’

Nothing. 

‘Hattie to Ivy, over.’

Then I hear Ivy reply, but her voice is weird. She says what sounds like, ‘Focus on tuna’.

‘You want tuna, over?’

I release the button to listen.

‘Where is the half key? I need to find the half key!’

‘What are you talking about, Ivy?’ 

‘Focus on tuna,’ she says again.

I guess she’s too young to use the walkie-talkies properly.

Mum’s still on the phone, and I can hear her telling Nan about Hummingbird House.

‘It’s terrible. If this area gets developed the parkland will go for sure. I don’t know if I’d still want to live here. Whatever’s left will be overrun with all the people living in the apartments … hmmm … Yes, I know … yeah … the city is getting too crazy … Of course I’d like to move back to the farm, Mum. It’s a great place to grow up. I know you’d help …’

I can’t believe it! Would Mum really move back to the country? And what would happen to us? I mean, I love Nan and I know she’s lonely without Pop, but how would we do week-about from the country? Or would we just be with Mum? Then I’d never see Dad! My heart starts jumping out of my chest. If we move to the country, that’s it. The Big Split becomes the Final Split. Mum and Dad will never get back together. 

The walkie-talkie in my hand bursts to life with Ivy saying ‘Focus for tuna’ again. 

It really is hard work, having a little sister like Ivy. ‘Come and get some tuna if you want it, over and out!’ I say, and click my walkie-talkie off. I’ve got better things to do than deal with Ivy. I’ve got to stop that development and save Hummingbird House and my mullolly tree – or we will never have a chance to be a family again. 
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IF MY LIFE WERE A TV SHOW …

You know that feeling you get when you realise you have done something wrong? It’s like the floor falls away. Your tummy feels churned up – like you ate too much fairy floss and that made you thirsty so you drank a whole bottle of creaming soda and then you went on the Crazy Coaster. Nope. It is not a good feeling at all. 

Well, that’s the feeling I get when I go to our room to practise guitar, unzip the guitar case and suddenly realise the thing I’ve forgotten. My guitar music. Of all the ‘one-of’ things I have to take from house to house, my guitar music is probably the most important. 

How will I tell Mum? She hates contacting Dad. It’s against the rules of week-about. But I really need my music. I need to practise. There’s a school music concert coming up and I’m finding my part really hard. There’s some big stretches and complicated fingerpicking going on. And have I mentioned my guitar partner in the concert is Taylor Dellabella? And that sometimes I play guitar like I’ve got two left feet? Or so Taylor tells me.

I go to Mum’s room. She’s at the computer. 

‘Hi, Hattie! What’s up?’

I try a delay tactic. ‘What are you doing?’ I ask.

‘I’m researching the apartment development at the old mansion. There’s not much information about it yet. But look – we’re not the only ones upset about this. There’s a Facebook page against the development and it already has plenty of likes. And there’s going to be a protest on Sunday. Look.’ Mum clicks to the next photo. I read the caption. Mayor approves development at Hummingbird House. The mayor looks like a doll. Her tanned skin highlights the whites of her eyes and her teeth glint. Her hair is super straight and blonde and stiff, as if it is frozen. Crisp, I would call her. Mum clicks through more photos of the mayor cutting ribbons and looking pleased with herself. I can’t work out if she looks young and nice or haggard and scary. She’s like the optical illusion of the young woman/old woman that totally freaks my brain out. If she were a character in a fairytale, she would be the Ice Witch. In the last photo she is shaking hands with a man in a suit who looks like a movie star. Or a superhero. If he were a character in a fairytale he would definitely be the handsome prince. The next picture is a computer image of the development, complete with happy people drinking coffee and riding bikes. Seeing it made real like that makes my chest feel like a squeezed face washer. 

‘What an eyesore!’ Mum says.

The building is huge with funny shapes all over it. It looks sad. I can literally see a sad face in the arrangement of balconies and windows. I want to tell the building not to worry. To cheer up. I don’t think I could handle seeing such a huge, sad face on my way to school every day. Looking at it does in fact make my eyes sore and sting. Or maybe that’s the strain of holding back tears. 

‘I really hope our mullolly tree doesn’t get cut down, Mum.’ But I can see in the pictures that there will be nothing left of what I know and love at Hummingbird House. I think about all the times Mum, Dad, Ivy and I have been in the mullolly tree. Together. How the branches are so thick you can stand up and walk along them like a balance beam. And how the mulberries are always ripe for Halloween and we pretend the juice is blood for our costumes. And how the leaves are waxy and big and have silkworms on them. Surely no one could cut down a tree like that? 

I lean on Mum’s shoulder and she gives me a hug while she uploads photos to the Save Hummingbird House Facebook page. There is one from the first time we took Ivy there. A newborn baby, straight from the hospital. We used the timer on the camera so we are all standing together. Mum is holding tiny baby Ivy and I am looking up and giggling at Dad who is so tall his head is hidden in the leaves of the tree. When I look at it, it is hard to think we are still the same people. That we are still the same family. Because I am not sure we are.

While my head is on Mum’s shoulder I say, ‘Mum, I’m sorry, but I’ve forgotten my guitar music.’

I feel her shoulders stiffen and she stops typing.

‘O…kay,’ she says, in a forced-calm sort of way. ‘Maybe you can just go without it this week, hey?’

I love my Mum and I hate upsetting her, especially since the Big Split, but I really need my music. So I just have to say it.

‘I can’t, Mum. I really can’t. I need my music to practise.’

‘Well, is it available online or something?’ She opens a new tab. ‘What’s the song called? I’m sure I can find it.’

‘Mum. It’s just at Dad’s – and it has notes on it I need.’

Mum sighs. I don’t have to be Einstein to know she really doesn’t want to call Dad.

‘I’ll think about it. Just let me finish this.’

Then I do something I really shouldn’t do. As I leave Mum’s room, I swipe her phone. And then I do another thing I really shouldn’t do. I text Dad.

Hattie forgot her guitar music

It pings back straight away.

Okay then come and get it

I reply: 

Maybe you can drop it off?

And straight back comes:

No. Why don’t you come and get it?

I get frustrated. This is so like them. So I try another way. 

Why don’t you bring it over and stay for dinner?

There’s a pause. I go and get my netball and while I’m going outside to practise goals, I hear the phone ping.

Okay sure. See you around 6.30

Great! I reply and add a smiley face. 😊

It is hard to restrain myself to just one emoji, but I don’t think Mum is the overly expressive emoji type. Maybe if I can just get Mum and Dad in the same room at the same time it will all be fine? I stand at the back door with the netball, take a step forward, balance on one leg, aim at the netball hoop on the shed, bend my knee and shoot. Goal! The ball bounces near where Ivy is drawing with chalk on the path. 

Ivy stares up at me intensely with her big hazel eyes. ‘If they knock down Hummingbird House all the ghosts will come out.’

‘What ghosts?’ I say, pretending not to be scared.

‘You know. The ghosts. Can’t you see them?’

‘Nope.’

‘The old man and all the birds.’ Ivy says, matter-of-factly. ‘Parrots and peacocks …’

‘Ghost birds?’ I say.

‘Yes. But I’m not afraid of ghosts,’ Ivy says.

I know this is true because I remember when we went to the cemetery and Ivy put her hand in the collapsed grave and said, ‘It’s not so cold in the cold dark grave.’ I could never in a billion years have done that. 

‘Ghosts like me,’ says Ivy. ‘They tell me things. Ghosts are all around us. All the time. Even here. Even now.’

I hear a terrible squealing noise and I jump up and scream. Mum comes running outside. 

‘What on earth is the matter?’

‘The ghosts! Can you hear them?’ I yell.

Mum picks up the walkie-talkie from the ground next to Ivy and turns it off. ‘Just static, Hattie.’

Phew.

‘Oh, your face! So funny,’ laughs Mum as she goes back inside. 
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Later when I walk into the kitchen, Mum has turned into an octopus. This always happens when she cooks. Can it really be only two arms flying everywhere doing a million things at once? I’ve told her I’m REALLY hungry so I hope she will cook enough for Dad too.

I feel hot and scared. Last time Mum and Dad were in a room together was at Ivy’s last birthday party, which was just after the Big Split. There was a moment when everything was fine and then the next thing they were wrestling in the sandpit and throwing sand at each other in a very unfriendly way. 

In Sailor Moon, the negaverse makes good people behave badly to suck out their negative energy. I’m really feeling a lot of negaverse when Mum and Dad are in the same room. It’s like they’ve forgotten that they belong together. With me and Ivy. Maybe tonight will remind them of that. 

I go into the hallway to calm myself. I try to stop my brain from racing out of control. I push the wall really hard and concentrate on the strength in my muscles. I take the deepest breath I can, as if I am gulping all the air in the hallway. I focus on the lines between the floorboards. I exhale slowly … then I hear a crack.

I’ve cracked the plaster! Sheesh. Sometimes I don’t know my own strength. I hope Mum doesn’t notice. I bang my forehead on the wall a little.

If my life were a TV show, this is how the evening would go:

Dad would walk in. He would have flowers for Mum. She would blush and be happy and rush to put them in a vase. He would hand me my guitar music (and it would be in a rainbow glitter folder like the one Taylor Dellabella has). The table would be set with candles and flowers. Mum and Dad would have a laugh while Dad helped at the stove. We would all sit down together and eat and Ivy would definitely not have an imaginary eagle. After dinner Dad would do the dishes and maybe even cuddle Mum at the sink. He would tell Mum to put her feet up and make her a cup of her favourite peppermint tea. And then I would perform my classical guitar piece perfectly for them while Ivy danced. Oh, and we would be dressed in matching blue velvet dresses with white lace collars …

The doorbell rings. My stomach does a lurch like I’m still on that roller-coaster after the fairy floss and creaming soda pig-out.

‘I’ll get it!’ I yell.

I open the door. There he is! My dad. Stretching up to the sky and smiling his big goofy smile. I grin back.

‘Hi, Dad!’

‘Hi, my little Hat-star!’ he says. 

He takes off his bike helmet and dips his head a little as he comes in. You see, Dad is really tall. And not tall like most dads are tall. Dad is really tall. He is so tall he says he experiences different weather up there. Sometimes I stand on a chair to talk to him just to give him a break from having to fold himself up like a pocketknife to get down to our level. 

He looks nervous too. I give him a hug.

‘Hey, Hat-star – I need to talk to you for a second. It’s about Hummingbird House.’ 

‘We know! It’s terrible!’

I look at Dad’s feet and can see he has odd socks on – one red and one green. 

‘Dad, you’ve done it again,’ I say, pointing at his ankles.

He looks down and pulls up his trousers a little.

‘I have?’ 

You see, my dad is colour blind and always relies on me to match his socks.

‘I’m hopeless without you, Hattie,’ he says. And without Mum, I think.

Ivy storms in, crying, ‘Daddy!’ He picks her up and gives her a twirl and puts her back on the ground. Ivy pulls his arm and is saying ‘This way, Daddy.’

‘Did you hurt your arm, Ivy?’ asks Dad.

‘No. My eagle is on it!’ she says.

‘Oh … okay,’ says Dad and I mouth I-mag-in-ary Eag-le and then do crazy eyes. Dad laughs.

Dad has never been to Mum’s house before and Ivy wants to show him around. She drags him down the hallway and into the kitchen. Mum looks up in surprise and a haze of flour puffs in front of her. When it settles, her face has changed from surprised to angry.

‘What are you doing here?’ she says – with the emphasis on the ‘you’.

And Dad says, ‘I’ve brought the guitar music over like you asked.’ With the emphasis on the ‘you’. See! They have so much in common!

Mum says, ‘Hattie – take your music from your dad.’ 

Which I do (and yeah, it’s still in the crappy dirty old red folder it has always been in – not a sparkle in sight).

Then Mum says, ‘Hattie, tell your dad that he should help you pack on change-over day so that you don’t forget things.’

And then Dad says, ‘Hattie, tell your mum that I do help you pack, but I have to get to work and get Ivy ready for kinder, which isn’t easy.’

Then Mum says, ‘Hattie, tell your dad that now he knows how much work I used to do getting both of you ready every day.’

And then Dad says, ‘Hattie, tell your mum that I work hard too and Ivy is difficult.’

And Mum says, ‘Hattie, tell your dad that it’s hard for Ivy. She is adjusting to a lot of change and she’s only five years old.’ 

I don’t know why they are even telling me to tell the other one something because neither of them is letting me get a word in.

And then Dad says the wrong thing. ‘So, what’s for dinner?’ 

And if that isn’t bad enough, he goes and lifts the lid on the pot on the stove as if he lives here. Mum’s eyes go all fiery and narrow and she seems to grow about five centimetres taller. ‘Hattie, tell your dad it’s none of his business what’s for dinner.’ 

Which I start to say to Dad but before I finish, he buts in and says, ‘Hattie, tell your mum that she was the one who suggested I come for dinner in the first place.’

Which I don’t even say because Mum says, ‘What? Why would I do that?’

And then Mum and Dad say the exact same thing at the exact same time. ‘Hattie?’ 

I have to fess up. I can’t bear to look at them so I stare at the floor. ‘I stole your phone and sent Dad a text asking him for my music … and to come to dinner.’

Mum grabs her phone and frantically scrolls through the messages then she clamps her mouth shut tight and that means that she is really, really furious.

‘Get out!’ she says, low and scary.

‘I’d better go,’ Dad says to me and then he just leaves. He doesn’t say goodbye or anything. Just leaves. I notice movement out the corner of my eye, and turn to see Ivy run from the room. Was she there the whole time? Mum gets really busy cooking and slamming dishes and I can tell from her shoulders that she is crying. I’m standing in the kitchen and I don’t know where to go. I wish the floor could open and swallow me up. Then I hear noise. Banging and clanging and clashing. And it’s coming from our bedroom. 

When I open the door, I can’t believe what Ivy has done. The room is destroyed. Our clothes are thrown into every corner and every single book has been pulled from the shelves. The drawers and wardrobes are open and everything is on the floor. All of my Sailor Moon dolls and figurines are lying in a heap like a superhero avalanche and even my school bag has been emptied out.

Ivy is in the corner, crouching down and crying. I am so angry. I glare at her and scream, ‘MUUUUUUUUuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuUUUUUUUUUUMM!!!!!!!!!’

Mum races into the room, takes one look at the mess, and runs straight past me to cradle Ivy like she’s a baby. Mum’s crying too. They are only on the other side of the room but it feels like they are on the other side of the world with an ocean between us and I am stranded all alone on a rocky cliff.

I listen through the walls as Mum runs a bath for Ivy and stays with her. I’m left with the mess. Great. I find Pung and my blanket. I find my pencil case under the bed but it’s empty. There is stuff everywhere. I trip on my guitar, which is lying on the floor. All this trouble over a stupid guitar. I wish I didn’t even learn it. I zip it into the case so I don’t have to see it. Worst of all – I can’t find The Golden Astrolabe. I’m sifting through everything and I find the photo of Mum and Dad. It’s been torn in two. Everyone is angry with me. Dad, Mum and Ivy. There are no words for how I’m feeling and all I can do is cry.

When Ivy is out of the bath, Mum calls for me to have dinner. 

‘I’m not hungry,’ I shout back. Mum comes to the door. Her eye make-up is all smudged. She leans against the door and looks at our room. 

‘I can’t believe this mess,’ she says shaking her head. I can’t either. Ivy was like a tornado. She has even pulled the mattress off her bed. 

‘I’m sorry I took your phone and messaged Dad. I just wanted my music and knew you wouldn’t contact him.’

‘I know. I’m bad at contacting Dad. Maybe we need to see about you getting your own phone soon.’

I want to say that I don’t need a phone. It will just be another ‘one-of’ thing I have to remember. I just need for her and Dad to let me call them whenever I need to. Or better still – just get back together. 

‘I can’t find my library book. Ms Anthrope is going to kill me,’ I say instead.

‘Don’t be silly, Hattie,’ says Mum.

I hate how grown-ups can exaggerate all they want but whenever kids do it, we are being silly. And it’s not as if I’m even exaggerating. My soul is literally at stake here. I want to tell Mum she doesn’t understand but her eyes are red from crying and she looks really stressed out, so I don’t say anything.

‘Do you want some dinner?’ asks Mum.

I just shake my head. 

‘At least come out into the lounge?’ she asks. Being on the floor in the mess and looking up at Mum’s worried face makes me feel so heavy it’s as if I will fall through the entire Earth and out the other side into space. So I get up and follow her out of there.

Ivy is tucked up on the couch in her pyjamas and patting her imaginary eagle.

‘I know!’ says Mum with a fake enthusiastic voice. ‘Why don’t we have a sleepover in the lounge room tonight? It will be like a party. Now. Who wants some golden syrup dumplings, eh?’

Mum thinks dessert solves everything.

I sit at the opposite end of the couch to Ivy. I’m still really cross with her and she is still really cross with me. It is nothing like a party.

‘Hattie – I think you should be nice to Ivy now,’ Mum tells me and I feel like my head will explode. It’s so unfair. She does something wrong and I’m supposed to be nice to her?

‘No way.’ I say. ‘She needs to say sorry to me. She wrecked my stuff and my library book is gone.’

‘Your library book will turn up.’

‘I’m not forgiving Ivy until she apologises. That would be fair.’

Mum sighs. 

‘Ivy – say sorry for the mess.’

‘I already said sorry to you, Mummy. In the bath,’ says Ivy, in her best I’m-only-five-years-old-cutesy-voice.

‘Yes, I know, and I forgive you. I understand you were upset that Mummy and Daddy were fighting. But you need to say sorry to Hattie too.’

Ivy looks at me. She strokes her eagle and says, ‘It was Eagle who told me to do it. I was looking for something. I have to find the key to my half. I’m not sorry … but maybe Eagle is sorry.’

‘The key to your half of what?’ I ask, but she doesn’t answer.

Mum comes back and makes our makeshift beds in a big gust of doonas and blankets as if everything is okay now but I can’t imagine anything ever being okay again. I’ve made everything worse. I bet now Mum really will want to go and live with Nan. And what if she decides to leave us with Dad? Or worse – what if she only leaves me behind with Dad? I fling the doona over my head. Even with the Big Split, Ivy and I were together. Always. Now it feels like we are separate planets – me, Ivy, Mum and Dad – all in our own separate orbits and maybe not even part of the same solar system or even the same universe. 
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LORD LANDLORD

I wake up on the lounge room floor and find Ivy snuggled up next to me. For a dreamy second, I forget the night before and cuddle her back before I remember how angry I am and shove her away. Everything that happened last night still echoes around the house. In the doona on the floor. In the dishes in the sink. Especially in the mess of my room. Everything being messed up just reminds me of how I messed up. 

I go into our room to get ready for school and it’s a disaster area to the power of a billion. I really need to find the library copy of The Golden Astrolabe but I have no idea where to start looking. Mum and Ivy come in as I find my walkie-talkies. I hold them up to Ivy and say, ‘These are mine and you’re not allowed to touch them.’ And then I stuff them in my school bag to make sure. 

But Ivy is oblivious to how angry I am. She is completely preoccupied with Eagle. She seems to be stroking his head and scratching him under the chin. Do eagles even have chins? Mum is struggling to get Ivy’s t-shirt on over the giant imaginary bird of prey perched on her arm. 

I check the time on my Sailor Moon alarm clock. I hope there is something wrong with the batteries and we are not actually running as late as I think we are. I can feel my breaths getting puffy and short. My heart is pounding and my blood is a fast river with crashing waterfalls. I can literally hear my blood rushing in my veins.

‘Ivy – can you just put Eagle down?’ I plead. ‘We’re going to be late.’ 

‘Eagle wouldn’t like that. He wants to be with me.’ 

I can’t stand watching Mum struggle with Ivy so I leave the room and wait by the front door. Eventually they appear, ready to go, in the hallway. By now I am on the floor, slumped against the wall. 

‘What are you doing down there, Hattie? Here – I found your library book,’ says Mum. 

My heart leaps in hope. But instead of The Golden Astrolabe, Mum hands me the old leather book I found in Hummingbird House. I stuff it in my bag and hope I find the library book before I get in trouble from Ms Guide and have my soul snatched by The Enforcer.

‘Come on!’ I call to Mum and Ivy and I take off like my legs are steel springs. I look back and see that Ivy is moving slowly, arm in the air, and walking carefully so as not to disturb Eagle. 

‘Why don’t you leave Eagle at home?’ I suggest to Ivy.

Ivy gives me a look that makes me understand the expression ‘If looks could kill’ in a way I never have before.

I can’t handle being late. I’ll get into trouble. I hate getting into trouble. But today that seems to be, to use a vocabulary word, inevitable. I watch my stupid crazy little sister walk along merrily scratching and cooing at her stupid giant IMAGINARY eagle completely oblivious to my hyperventilating and Mum’s coaxing. 

I wish I could just transform like Sailor Moon. How easy life would be! You know, she says ‘Moon prism power’ and in a twirl she can go from dorky schoolgirl to superhero. But it doesn’t work for me. Believe me, I’ve tried. I just stay a dorky schoolgirl. Dorkier actually, because Taylor Dellabella saw me and told everyone. She said it was because she was concerned for my mental health. 

As we get close to Hummingbird House, I see a red flag hanging from the fence and some people gathering. At the gate is Mr Movie Star Prince I saw on the website with Mayor Ice Witch. 

His hair is perfect, not even a single strand out of place, and it shimmers in the sunlight. His shoes are polished and glossy and his white shirt is so white that if I look at it for too long I will go blind. His tie is the most luscious purple silk. I’m dazzled at the glow of him.

Suddenly Mum puts a firm hand on our shoulders, bends down to our height, looks us dead in the eyes, and says, in her most serious voice, ‘Do not call me Mum in front of that man in the suit.’

‘What? That man over there?’ I ask, nodding towards the prince. 

‘Yes. Him. He’s our landlord.’

‘What’s a landlord?’ I say, thinking it’s a perfect name for him. Prince Landlord? Lord Landlord!

‘He owns the house we rent. I told him when I rented it that I didn’t have children. Or pets.’

‘What? You told him we didn’t exist?’ My breathing gets a little funny.

‘It’s very hard to get a house to rent, Hattie. Real estate agents think children are worse than pets.’

‘What about Eagle?’ Ivy asks. 

‘I think Eagle will go under the radar,’ Mum says in a kind voice.

‘Yeah,’ I add. ‘Because, you know, Eagle is imaginary.’

‘Don’t be mean to Ivy,’ snaps Mum.

Mum always takes Ivy’s side. Ivy whispers in my ear: ‘Eagle hears everything, Hattie.’

I don’t like thinking that Mum said we don’t exist. I don’t like thinking that Mum isn’t my mum. I wonder if Mum wishes we were imaginary, just like Eagle?

‘You are our Mum, right?’ I ask.

‘Yes, you know I am,’ Mum answers.

‘Just checking,’ I say.

‘But don’t mention it within earshot of that man. I want to talk to him. I think he’s the developer who is destroying Hummingbird House.’

I listen closely with my best eavesdropping powers.

‘Good morning,’ Mum says. ‘What’s happening here?’

‘It’s your lucky day! We’re making the most wonderful apartments right here. What a location! Close to trams, trains, the bike path. Here, take a brochure. Perhaps you will want to rent one?’

Mum’s right. Lord Landlord is behind this. So he’s an evil prince then. I narrow my eyes as I look at him. 

‘So you’re just going to knock this old place down?’ says Mum.

‘I really think I could huff and puff and blow it down, don’t you?’ he says and laughs. ‘What a terrible old mess it is.’ 

I can tell that Mum is about to get really angry when Ivy walks over and tugs her arm. ‘Come on, Aunty. We’re going to be late for school.’ 

I can’t believe she said that. Sometimes Ivy is really brave. Mum snatches a flyer and walks away.

‘Look! The Brunswick Bomber has been here!’ I shout.

Through the fence I can see the trunk of the mullolly tree is wrapped in a rainbow of crocheted wool. Ivy and Mum join me by the fence for a closer look. I love thinking that the mysterious Brunswick Bomber is on our side. It’s as if they’ve put a warm protective blanket around the tree and maybe around me too. If the Brunswick Bomber can take a stand, so can I. I’m going to save this tree and this house. I just have to think of a way. 
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LOOKOUT

Unfortunately, I am late for school. 

Fortunately, this morning is assembly, which means I might be able to slip by without needing a late pass. I try it. I stay low and crawl down the corridor to the assembly hall. To use a vocabulary word, I go stealthily.

Unfortunately, all entrances are guarded by teachers.

Fortunately, school assembly is disrupted when Gene Begley starts to play the recorder through his nose so the music teacher, Mr Beck, runs to stop him.

Unfortunately, Mr Beck trips on a music stand and lands on top of Gene. And Gene ends up with a rather unlucky injury – a recorder up his left nostril. Yee-ouch.

Fortunately, in the ensuing chaos I slip into the assembly and sit next to Patrick while Gene is hurried out of the room by Mrs Collodetti from the school office. 

Ms Anthrope, aka The Enforcer, takes control of the situation. She speaks into the microphone. In capitals. She always speaks in capitals. I think the caps lock button in her brain is stuck. We all go instantly and completely silent. After all, she could suck out our souls.

‘GOOD MORNING STUDENTS. I WOULD LIKE TO REMIND YOU OF THE NEW RULES. RULE 235 IS NO SPITTING WATER WHILST AT THE BUBBLERS. RULE 235 PART B IS NO SPITTING WATER FROM DRINK BOTTLES.’

We all start to drift off. 

‘RULE 235 PART C IS NO SPITTING WATER FROM THE RAIN. RULE 235 PART D IS NO SPITTING WATER FROM ANYWHERE. RULE 235 PART E IS NO SPITTING. RULE 236 IS NO JUMPING TO THE FOURTH BAR.’

There’s a gasp from the crowd. We are not drifting off now. This is important. This is about the monkey bars.

‘RULE 236 PART B IS NO JUMPING TO THE THIRD BAR. RULE 236 PART C IS NO JUMPING TO THE SECOND BAR.’

We all brace ourselves for monkey bars being banned altogether when The Enforcer says, ‘YOU CAN JUMP TO THE FIRST BAR.’

There is a sound like a big balloon deflating but it is actually a whole school sighing with relief.

Then we stand to say the school motto. 

I grab Patrick’s arm and say, ‘I think I need your help with something.’

‘Good,’ he says. ‘I need your help too.’ The room is chanting: Safety first, safety last, safety slow and safety fast. School rules make schools rule.

Then Ms Guide catches us. ‘Hattie and Patrick! No whispering during motto.’

As we leave the assembly hall, I manage a parting whisper, ‘Meet you at the fort at recess!’
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At recess the kids are just dangling and dropping from the monkey bars like sad baby sloths. The Enforcer really does have a special talent for sucking the fun out of everything. The monkey bars are my favourite thing at school. I play on them so much that my hands have callouses on callouses. Sometimes when I’m bored in class I peel them off like pieces of burnt cheese. The monkey bars make me strong. Sometimes, since the Big Split, when my chest feels squashed, going across the monkey bars, reaching out and swinging through the air, gets my heart pumping in a good way and it feels like everything will be okay. But there’s no time for monkey bars today anyway. I’ve got to meet Patrick. 

I’m cocooned in the squeals and bumps and shouting and thumping that is the distinct sound of my school at playtime. I say, ‘Hi!’ to the hair chain girls, plaiting in a row as if their lives depend on it. Hope none of them have nits. I make it past the potion makers in the sensory garden and avoid being hit in the head by the footy as I get through the oval. 

But the final challenge is the hardest: I have to get past the Preps. They are ruthless. You would be surprised how quickly they can turn an innocent hula hoop and skipping rope into a deadly lasso and they like nothing better than holding a big kid captive for an entire playtime. And have I mentioned that they move in packs? I run like the wind through their play area and arrive gasping for breath at the fort.

It’s not really a fort. That’s just what everyone calls it. It’s a little box room under the adventure playground. The pine has turned sickly green and there are rude pictures drawn underneath the walkway, which I am not going to describe because I am sure your school has the same sort of pictures. 

Patrick is sitting there, just playing with the tanbark. I stand at the entrance, darkening the door.

‘Patrick! I need your help!’ My words tumble out urgently. ‘I have to save Hummingbird House and the mullolly tree from being destroyed. Yesterday I discovered there are plans to knock it all down and put up a ten-storey apartment block! I have no idea how to stop this and to use a vocabulary word I would say it is a quandary. Or a dilemma. Or as Nan would say, I’m in a pickle.’

‘What? But what about your birthday? You always have your party at the tree! I’ve been to every one for the last four years. It’s a tradition,’ says Patrick.

I think for a second about telling him how I stole Mum’s phone and texted Dad and caused a huge fight and how everyone is angry with me but all of those words are stuck in my throat. 

‘And what’s more,’ I say instead, ‘Mum says if they do knock it down she might move to the country. Which I think means I move to the country. I can’t handle more drastic upheavals in my life, Patrick. You have to help.’

‘I can’t handle any more drastic upheavals in your life either,’ says Patrick. ‘What do you need me to do?’

‘I thought I could chain you to the tree to stop the bulldozers.’

‘What?’ splutters Patrick.

‘Or to the house. Whichever you prefer.’

‘What if I prefer neither?’ Patrick asks.

‘Well, you have time to think about it. First we have to make copies of this poster and plaster it all over Brunswick.’

I unfurl the poster I made in class this morning. 

Patrick reads, ‘“Salva la casa del colibrì!” Um … Sorry, Hattie, but I don’t understand.’

‘It says “Save Hummingbird House”. In Italian.’ I translate.

‘Why?’ he asks.

‘Because I made it during Italian class this morning!’ 

I look over and see Ms Guide is on yard duty.

‘Perfect,’ I say. ‘Let’s go.’ I take his hand and pull him to his feet. Patrick doesn’t help much, but that’s okay. I am very strong.

‘Go where?’

‘To the library! Oh, and here – have this.’ I pass him a walkie-talkie. 

‘What’s this for?’

‘You’re going to be the lookout – teamwork. Just like on the netball court,’ I say, ducking down so Patrick is hiding me.

‘Why are you walking like that?’ 

‘I’m avoiding Ms Guide. If she’s out here then now is the perfect time for us to sneak into the library and break rule number something-or-rather by using the photocopier for personal items.’

We walk across the yard trying to not draw any attention to ourselves AND avoid the preps. This is not easy and let me just say it involves some zigzagging. ‘Ivy says the house is haunted and when it is knocked down all the ghosts will fly out,’ I say.

‘Ivy is so weird,’ says Patrick.

‘Yeah, I know. She now has an imaginary pet eagle.’

‘Whoa. I’ve never heard of that.’

‘It gives me the willies.’

Patrick gives me a wet willy. Yuck. I slap him away.

We go down the corridor to the library.

‘Is this going to be like the time you roped me into helping you do face painting at the shopping centre and we used all of your mum’s make up?’ Patrick asks.

‘No. Because this time we’re not getting caught. You do know what a lookout is, don’t you Patrick?’

‘Of course I do.’

I quietly slide open the library door and sneak in. I place the poster face-down on the photocopier. I give my hands a massage, which Peggy calls a sneaky body break. My hands are very sweaty. I set the copier to one hundred and hit ‘COPY’. I’m breaking so many rules that my head spins.

The machine whirs and copies start spitting out. My heart races. I wish it could go faster. The photocopier I mean, not my heart.

‘All clear, Patrick? Over?’ I say into the walkie-talkie.

‘I think so,’ Patrick answers. ‘Hattie, I need to talk to you.’

‘What is it?’ I ask as the twentieth copy slips out of the machine.

‘Well, I think …’

He pauses.

‘Make it snappy, Patrick. We are on a covert operation.’ I watch the counter on the copier go from twenty-nine to thirty. If I get caught using the copier for personal use I don’t know what will happen.

‘It’s my parents …’

‘What about them?’ 

‘I think they are …’

Uh-oh. The machine starts beeping and flashing. Paper jam. I’m rubbing my temples, hoping it will stimulate an idea when through my walkie-talkie I hear …

‘Patrick! What are you doing inside at playtime?’

It’s Ms Guide! I grab the photocopies and the original and throw myself out the window and into the bushes below. I will have to talk to Patrick about the roles and responsibilities of being a lookout.
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SICKBAY 

‘Phew! That was a close call at recess,’ I say when I meet Patrick at lunchtime. 

‘Yeah, I had to lie and tell Ms Guide that I was just on my way to Lost Property! But she only seemed interested in the walkie-talkie anyway. Here,’ he says, ‘have it back. I don’t want to be your lookout. Too much pressure!’

I put the walkie-talkie in my pocket.

‘Going to eat your lunch?’ asks Patrick as he bites into his vegemite sandwich.

I am hungry. I look down at my lunch box and wonder what will be in it. Mum is an artist and full of ideas and let’s just say she sometimes lets those ideas spill into our everyday life. Her creativity is like a fizzy drink that has been shaken up so when you start pouring you think you have just the right amount in your glass, but it overflows everywhere onto Nan’s best hand-embroidered-by-your great-great-grandmother table cloth and you feel guilty forever after … especially at every family occasion when the table cloth is laid out and the story inevitably follows and everyone points out the faded stain. Except Mum doesn’t feel guilty about her creativity. She feels good about it. One area of our lives where her imagination really goes to town (although which town it goes to, I do not know) is in our lunch boxes. Think of the lunch box as a frame and the contents are a work of art by my mum. 

‘Hattie, at recess. Were you listening to what I was saying through the walkie-talkie?’ 

‘I was listening to what you weren’t saying – which was “watch out, here comes Ms Guide!”’ I say.

I open my lunch box and find … a bread tractor in a field of cheese. It’s like Nan’s tractor and I know Mum was thinking about moving to Nan’s when she made this. The thought makes the liquorice tyre taste even more bitter. 

‘Hattie, were you listening?’ Patrick asks.

‘What?’ I say. 

‘I said, I need to talk to you about my parents …’ 

The next thing I know Taylor runs past and grabs my jumper and knocks over my lunch box. 

‘Hey! Watch it!’ I shout.

She laughs, rolls up my jumper and throws it back at my head.

‘Oh, you missed!’ she says. ‘No way you’ll be Centre this week, with hand-eye coordination like that.’ 

Then she snatches my jumper again, rolls it into a ball and, standing on one leg, lobs it in the compost bin. ‘Goal!’ she says, throwing her arms in the air and dancing off. 

Great. Now I have to get my jumper out of the compost bin. I only have one school jumper and if I am not in full uniform it is breaking RULE NUMBER THREE and I will get a detention. And if I lose my jumper then Mum will have a fit because she doesn’t have enough money to buy another jumper, which is why I only have one jumper in the first place. 

I must look upset because Patrick says, ‘It’s okay, Hattie. I’ll help. Again.’

The compost bin is enormous! It is taller than both of us. And the smell coming from it could best be described with last month’s vocabulary word: stench. It’s a special primary school stench. Like the smell in your lunch box when you forget about it and leave it in your backpack for two whole weeks over the school holidays. But multiply that to the power of one thousand. 

Patrick gives me a leg up to the edge and I hurl my body in while he holds my legs. Dangling there in the darkness, I feel for my jumper while a whole swarm of fruit flies explore my eyeballs and the fumes waft up my nose and penetrate my brain cells. It’s out of reach so I stretch myself further. Then it happens. 

I fall in. 

Headfirst. 

The compost is horribly soft and warm. I can feel my jumper. I grab it and get onto my feet, sinking slightly into the hot mush. I jump to the edge of the bin and use all my strength to haul my body up and flip out onto the ground. 

‘Patrick! Why did you let go?’ I ask. And then I see he is holding his asthma puffer and looking at Taylor with significant eyes. Enough said.

I stand up, shake the yuck from my hair and brush myself off. Then I start to itch. Really itch. Itch all over. Really. Itch. All. Over.

‘Oh, look! You’re turning into the red dot special, Hattie!’ yells Taylor, while her friends giggle. And when I look at my arms and legs I see big red welts appearing. I start scratching. Really. Scratching.

Ms Guide rushes towards us.

‘Hattie, what happened?’ she asks.

I wonder for a split second if I should dob Taylor in – but then maybe she would just make my life worse? So I’m about to tell Ms Guide I accidentally fell in the compost when Taylor butts in.

‘Hattie was in the compost bin, Ms Guide. It’s disgusting!’ 

Ms Guide looks between Taylor and me, then sighs. ‘You’d better come with me to sickbay, Hattie.’


[image: ]



I have never been to sickbay.

This is what I discover. ‘Sickbay’ is actually just a roll of paper towel, an ice-cream container and an old sleeping bag on an exercise mat. I’m here with my school bag because it looks like I’ll have to go home. Mrs Collodetti is still trying to get hold of Mum, so I might be here for a while. If only I had The Golden Astrolabe to read! Thinking about The Golden Astrolabe makes me think of everything that happened last night with Mum and Dad and I feel even itchier. My tummy gurgles. All I’ve had for lunch is a tractor tyre. I rummage in my bag for a snack when my hand finds something book-shaped. I pull it out. 

It’s the book I found at Hummingbird House yesterday. For the first time I realise it’s strange that the book only has initials on the cover, rather than a title. But the moment I open the cover it all makes sense. It isn’t a book at all. 

This journal belongs to H. M., it says on the first page. The same initials that are on the cover. My initials! This has to belong to someone who lived at Hummingbird House! Maybe there will be something in here that can help me save it. I flick eagerly to the next page.

The Illustrated Compendium of the Nonesuch Library with Associated Lists and Vocabulary Appendix.

Names of Full Moons:


	Wolf Moon

	Storm Moon

	Wind Moon

	Pink Moon

	Flower Moon

	Horse Moon

	Hay Moon

	Lightening Moon

	Harvest Moon

	Hunter Moon

	Tree Moon

	Cold Moon



The writing is in blue ink that has soaked deep into the page. The word ‘moon’ jumps out at me from all over the page. Could this be the moon sign I’ve been waiting for? I didn’t even know the full moons had names. I turn the page again.

List of Possible Supernatural Occurrences and Unexplained Phenomena:


	Ghosts

	Vampires

	Werewolves

	Yeti

	Aliens

	U.F.Os

	Zombies

	Telekenesis

	Premonitions

	Deja Vu

	Extrasensory Perception

	Witches

	Time Travel

	Miracles



I shiver at the spookiness and turn the page quickly.

List of Occurrences of a Triple Moon: 


	14 March 1886

	6 July 1922

	4 November 1970

	30 April 2020

	31 January 2037



Today’s date is 27 April and the eclipse will happen on 30 April. I wonder why the person who wrote this is interested in the triple moon? The dates dance before my eyes and it’s as if I feel the book tickle my brain awake.

I turn another page. 

I’m waiting. 

I know there is more to the world than just this. There is a whole universe of unexplained mysteries. Of supernatural occurrences. Of paranormal activity. 

Unidentifiable. Inexplicable. Unknown. Undiscovered. Mysterious. Metaphysical. Magic.

I’m waiting for just this sort of something to happen. Right here. To me. 

I may be woebegone but I am not lily-livered. I’m looking out for a sign and will know it when it comes.

I turn the next page and there is a sketch. A house in the moonlight with a large tree in the garden. It looks a lot like Hummingbird House. Like a lot! In fact, it is unmistakeable. It is Hummingbird House. I feel as if my hair is standing on end. 

I turn the page and pasted into the book is a polaroid photograph. Mum has a polaroid camera. So does Nan. But the photo in the book hasn’t worked out. It just looks like some grey blotches. I squint my eyes but can’t make out what it is. I rush to see what else there is and turn the page again. And again. But the rest of the book is blank. 

Who wrote this? I close the book and run my finger over the gold initials. H. M. What does it mean? I know it is connected to Hummingbird House and my mullolly tree. Is this my moon message?

I hear Mum’s voice talking to Mrs Collodetti at the office. ‘Sorry I took so long! Is she all right?’

Phew. Hang on. I can also hear Dad’s voice. Mrs Collodetti must have called both emergency numbers.

‘I’m here! Is Hattie all right?’ Dad asks. 

‘What are you doing here?’ Mum says.

‘The school called and said you weren’t answering. Where were you?’ grumbles Dad, his voice getting louder.

‘None of your business,’ snaps Mum. ‘I’m here now and you can go.’ 

‘I want to see that she’s okay first,’ says Dad.

My heart swells like a rolling wave. Dad isn’t mad at me about last night after all! 

‘Alright, alright. That’s enough!’ I can hear Mrs Collodetti breaking up Mum and Dad’s fight.

‘How about we go into sickbay now? But be prepared. It smells worse than it looks.’ 

The door opens. Mrs Collodetti is wearing a surgical mask. I hear her mumble, ‘Well. I’ll leave it to you.’

I guess the ‘it’ she is referring to is me. 

I look up and wave. Mum’s face changes from a stressed-out frown festival to melting with relief to screwed up in disgust as my smell drifts to her. It’s a how-do-you-do-can-you-believe-just-how-awful-I-am smell. It’s an I’m-so-good-at-being-smelly-I-deserve-a-medal smell. It’s an I’m-so-smelly-I’ll-waft-wherever-I-please smell. It’s an … 

‘Oh my goodness, that’s an awful smell!’ says Mum.

Yep. It’s an awful smell. I’m almost proud of it.

But Dad rushes in and folds his long arms around me. You see, Dad has no sense of smell. What with that and his colour blindness, we like to say that Dad is pretty senseless. 

Mum asks from the door, ‘What happened? Are you okay?’

I tell her I climbed into the compost bin and I seem to have had a reaction.

‘You were in the compost bin?’ she says.

‘Oh! Look at that rash!’ says Dad. ‘I think you’d better go to the doctor. Or even the emergency room. Should we call an ambulance?’

Mum sighs and rolls her eyes. Mum and Dad always disagree on sickness. Mum thinks Dad is a hypochondriac because he goes to the doctor at the slightest sign of being sick. Mum, on the other hand, hardly ever goes to the doctor.

Mum gets over the smell and comes closer. ‘She doesn’t need a doctor. She needs a bath. I’ve got calamine lotion at home.’ 

‘You at least have to go to the chemist,’ says Dad.

‘Actually, I don’t have to. It’s my week,’ says Mum as she starts gathering my things. 

The room is smelly and now, with Mum and Dad here, it has a tense atmosphere too.

‘Well, I’d better get back to work,’ says Dad, heading for the door.

‘Yeah, we all know how important your architecture work is … and you’d better have a shower too,’ says Mum. 

Dad gives me a sad wave at the door and leaves. Mum leans down and gives me a hand up. I see some green wool in her pink hair. I grab it out and show her. 

‘Oh, yeah. I’ve been knitting …’ she says, and I almost burst out laughing at the thought of my pink-haired-platform-shoe-wearing mum as a knitting nanna.

We walk home and don’t even catch a tram. Mum suggests I walk behind her – downwind. 
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After I have soaked in the bath (then rinsed in the shower and then soaked in the bath again and then rinsed in the shower again and then been covered in calamine lotion until I resemble a pink iced doughnut), I feel much better.

Dad left antihistamines on the doorstep for me but Mum says I don’t need to take them. I sigh. How did I never realise how different Mum and Dad are? Mum is freer and more chaotic and likes clutter and mess. Dad is tidy and likes dot points and calendars. But together they became a mishmash of both. Somewhere in the middle – like how blue and yellow make green.

Since the Big Split, it’s not just our lives that have changed. It’s like Mum and Dad have changed. Now they are apart, Dad is even more Dad-like – more ordered and tidier. There’s a roster on the fridge for who goes where and what’s for dinner, but half the time he works so late that it doesn’t even happen. All the planning makes me feel nervous that I’m forgetting something or mucking up some plan. 

Now they are apart, Mum is also more Mum-like – it’s all chaos, as if she is a genie freed from a bottle. It makes me feel nervous that she’s forgetting something, and I can never find anything. 

Both have their advantages and disadvantages, but I’m used to how it was when they were together. That’s been my whole life. Now with week-about, we are going from one extreme to another. It’s like being on a really big see-saw, swinging through the air with a sickening stomach drop and always landing with a hard bump. If only they would get back together.
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GHOST GIRL

My rash is a bit better (because I secretly took one of the antihistamines Dad left) and I manage to convince Mum to let me out of the house. I walk around the streets and put up the posters, the words from the journal spinning in my head. It’s as if it is calling to me. My heart cartwheels in excitement. This could be the beginning of something special. Something I have been waiting for. I stick posters on poles underneath the signs for lost cats and lost dogs and garage sales. I use a whole roll of masking tape. 

When I get home, I dump my leftover posters on the table. Mum is busy preparing dinner and I send out a moon-magic wish that tonight, maybe, we can have a calm meal. Because dinnertime with Mum and Ivy is normally, on a scale from one to ten, a nightmare. I don’t know why Mum can’t be like Dad and just let her eat whatever she wants. Instead, it’s a battle of wills between Ivy and Mum (spoiler alert! Ivy always wins). You see, Ivy only eats food on the white to yellow colour spectrum. And at dinnertime, all we focus on is trying to get Ivy to eat even a single bite of a single vegetable that is a colour other than white. Ivy resists. Mum encourages. Ivy throws a tantrum. Mum gives in and lets her eat a bowl of rice bubbles. There’s even a chart on the fridge and Ivy gets a star sticker every time she is willing to try something. Even if she just licks a vegetable, she gets a sticker. I know, right? It’s hardly good for my digestion. Sometimes it feels like everything in this family is about what Ivy needs and never about what I need. 

‘I’m glad you have some leftover posters, Hattie,’ Mum says while optimistically chopping bok choy. ‘I’ll send one to show Nan.’ 

Ivy unrolls the paper and looks at the picture.

‘Where are the hummingbirds? Why didn’t you draw the hummingbirds?’ Ivy asks.

‘It’s just called Hummingbird House. There aren’t actually any hummingbirds.’

‘But there are hummingbirds! My golden hummingbirds,’ Ivy says creepily. ‘They will swoop down from above.’

You can always count on Ivy to be weird. 

I notice Mum has several large feathers tucked into her hair.

‘Where’d you get the feathers, Mum?’ I ask.

‘Nan sent them. Wonderful kookaburra and black cockatoo feathers! And she sent a jar of quince jelly she made herself from the quinces in her garden!’

I look at the quince jelly sitting on the windowsill glowing rosy and clear like a perfect summer afternoon in a jar. 

‘Life at Nan’s really is delectable,’ says Mum, sighing.

I go to the fridge to get a drink and notice a postcard there. Fig Tree Pocket. It’s Nan’s town. I pull the postcard off the fridge and look at the back.

Dear Penny, (That’s Mum’s name.)

Thought you might need a reminder of the good things about country living. 

Love, Mum

Anger burns in me. I look at the picture. A sunset over the bush, a haze of eucalypt, a waterfall and a kookaburra in the foreground. I gulp down some cold soda water. Why is Nan doing this? I will not be lured in by her tricks (even though I love kookaburras). But it does give me an idea.
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We push through the temporary fencing surrounding Hummingbird House. Mum has her super-duper digital SLR camera and is hunching and snapping and looking through the lens. Ivy and I run to the mullolly tree. We stroke the rainbow crochet wrapped around the trunk.

‘Taking photos of the house for the Facebook page was a great idea, Hattie,’ Mum says. ‘It really does look magical at sunset.’

It’s nice to feel like I’m getting something right – especially after last night. The leaves are turning red and gold and the flowers in the garden are glowing like dabs of wet paint. The sunset sky is pink and orange and the full moon is already in the sky and the air is fizzing, changing from day to night. The peeling white paint on the house flutters like feathers and the rusty iron lace glows. I look through the windows and wonder if the person who left the journal behind ever did the same.

‘Hello!’ Ivy shouts suddenly, waving her arm wildly. 

‘Who are you talking to?’ I ask, following her gaze. 

‘The girl in the window!’

She points to the window in the tower. But when I look up, there’s no one there. 

‘Stop telling fibs, Ivy.’

‘But I saw her! I bet she’s a ghost!’ says Ivy, her eyes glistening with excitement. 

‘There’s no such thing as ghosts,’ I snap. I’ve had enough of her strangeness and I’m still not ready to forgive her. And, if I’m honest, I’m also annoyed that maybe, just maybe, she saw something and I didn’t.
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While Mum is busy finishing dinner in the kitchen, I look through the photos on her camera. There’s one of the house shimmering in the pink sky, the full moon glowing just beyond the roofline behind the tower. Magical. Just as I’m about to flick to the next photo, I notice something. A weird blur in the tower window. It’s just faint. My heart beats a little faster. I press the little magnifying glass icon and zoom in and zoom in again and catch my breath like someone has just squeezed me tight. There is a girl. In the window. Looking straight out at the camera. At me. A shiver runs down my spine. Did someone else climb in through that open window? Were they watching us? Or … could Ivy be right? Is the girl a ghost? 

I should tell Ivy. Shouldn’t I? Apologise for snapping at her? I look over to her, sitting at the table, waiting for dinner, knife and fork gripped in her hands and a look of determination on her face. Mum comes to the table holding a platter piled high with greens and I just know that in ten minutes Ivy’s going to be eating a bowl of cereal. 

So I don’t say anything. 

Then I do something even worse. 

I delete the photo. 
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SUPER MOONLIGHT

I  look at my Sailor Moon alarm clock. It’s almost midnight. 

I can’t sleep. I toss and turn. I’ve already tried Peggy’s sleep technique (sort of) and it’s not even slightly working. All I can think about is a bulldozer plunging through Hummingbird House and the tower of bricks and iron collapsing on the mullolly tree, crushing it to smithereens. It just keeps playing in front of my eyes like a news item on the TV and I can hardly expect to feel relaxed with that movie playing on a loop in my head. And when I stop imagining that, I feel my anger with Ivy. Always wrecking things and never getting into trouble. It’s not fair. And if I let the heat of that anger go? Then curiosity curls like a question mark inside me. Who wrote the book I found at Hummingbird House? Why did they leave it behind? Was it a ghost girl in the window? Is it my moon message, at last? The curiosity flows into all the corners of my brain, of which I feel there are many, and manages to push all other thoughts out of the way. 

I grab my torch and put on my runners. Then I tiptoe out through the house. All of the crazy things on Mum’s walls and shelves are staring at me. I wonder if Eagle is watching me and I start going faster because I hate not knowing where Eagle is. I go through the laundry to shrug on my parka as I push open the back door, run to the gate and out into the alleyway. 

It’s dark. It’s the middle of the night. But it’s not as dark as I thought it would be. The moon is so big! So full! So super! So even though I’m slightly towards the upper scale of terror-stricken, I feel like the moon is with me. Mrs Petunia’s cat is on her back fence watching me. I ignore his disapproving stare and run to where the alley meets the street and turn left.

I hear distant traffic – growling cars and wailing sirens and rattling trams with dinging bells – and dogs barking as I go past fences. I try not to think scary thoughts like there is someone following me, but as soon as I try NOT to think scary thoughts like there is someone following me, I realise it’s too late and I am already thinking scary thoughts like there is someone following me. I run around the next block towards the park. On the corner, under the streetlight, I catch my breath. I can see Hummingbird House and the large STAY OUT fence that Lord Landlord has put there. It will be easier to get in through the side, so I run to the park, where a line of gum trees guard the border. There is a crashing sound above me that makes my heart jump to my throat. When I look up, I see a possum crouching and glaring, eyes glossy and dark. It scrambles away from the tree to the power lines, disappearing into the night. 

The gumleaves crunch under my feet as I leave the footpath and run through the open park with my torch light bouncing in front of me. Bats fly overhead – black flapping splotches on a not-quite black sky. Breathless, I arrive at the hedge surrounding Hummingbird House. It looms large and dark, waxy and cool. My heart does a tap dance of excitement and fear. I crouch down and push through, breathing in the pine smell as I come out the other side. 

Hang on. Where am I? I stand up straight and look around. It’s the wrong garden. Where’s the long grass and rambling flowers? I look back at the hedge I have just crawled through. I reach out and touch it. It seems the same as always. But around me something has gone, to use an excellent vocabulary word, awry. 

Before me, the moon lights up the house like a cinema screen. Unmistakable. Hummingbird House. There’s nowhere else like it. But instead of the wonky lines I am used to, it’s sharper. Neater. Smoother. But how? I was just here this evening, taking photos with Mum and Ivy. Wasn’t I? Was that a dream? Is this a dream? 

I take off towards the house and trip over a large toy truck. Who left that there? It clatters, and somewhere, a dog barks. It takes me four big leaps to reach the house, and I can already feel a lump rising on my shin. Ouch. I lean against the wall and it is smooth. Not flaky. It has been painted. Did Lord Landlord change his mind and decide to fix the house instead? Does he live here now? I pat the wall like a dog. It is real. I am here. 

My breaths start coming short and sharp. I look back at the garden and see there’s a swing set. And next to me on the verandah are more pot plants than even Nan has. Okay. This is strange. And getting stranger. 

The mullolly tree draws me to it like an old friend. I lean into the trunk, hoping to calm my heart under the cover of the large outstretched branches. But the bark is rough. I stand back and inspect the trunk with my torch light. The crochet around it from the Brunswick Bomber is gone. Has Lord Landlord cut it off? And mowed the lawn. And painted the house. And planted pot plants. All since dinnertime? 

My skin goes tingly all over. My head feels floaty. I stamp my feet to feel the ground like you do when your legs go to sleep and then jump, grab the lowest tree branch, and swing into the hug of the tree. But something squishes under my hand. Mulberries. But there are no mulberries in autumn, right? I climb frantically, as if the mulberries are squishy bugs chasing me, wondering how everything I know is shifting around me. When I get to a high branch, I walk out to the end to get a better look at the house and the garden. This high, the tower balcony is only just above me. And standing on it, holding a torch is … a girl! 

I freak out and lose my footing. I’m falling through the branches, crunching and swishing through the darkness and it feels as though my stomach has leapt out of my body and is trying to keep up. I catch a lower branch with my arms and legs, like a sloth. I jump to the ground and lay on my back, breathing deeply to stop my head spinning. 

The next thing I know I am blinded by a light in my face. My arm flies up to shade my eyes and I see one dark eye, fierce and bright, looking back at me, while the other is covered by a block of black hair. The girl from the window.

‘Gadzooks! You’re real!’ she says and then quickly follows with a long dramatic, ‘Shhhhhhhh!’

I grab for my own torch and sit up, leaning back on the tree.

‘I came as soon as I saw you labascate from the tree. Do you need expert dipsopathy?’ she asks with great seriousness.

‘I’m not sure I get your drift,’ I say. ‘What language are you speaking?’ 

‘English,’ she says. ‘You’re just betwattled. You look welmish. Are you hurt?’

‘I think I’m okay.’ Although I’m wondering if I have knocked my head and that is why she is speaking gobbledegook. We both look down and see a large, dark red splodge on my knee.

‘Hearken!’ says the girl. ‘Come and I will fix this erelong anyone wakes. Quietly. You’ll be safe. I need to work out what you are.’

What I am? What on earth is she? And what is she doing here? 

‘Well?’ she says, as she turns to go. ‘Don’t whiffle!’

Did she say whiffle? Is that like a type of waffle? I feel a bit hungry. At least that means my flying stomach has made it back into the right place. I stand up, brush myself off, and follow the strange girl. Now it is my heart galloping so fast it is outside of my body.

She is taller than me, wearing a floral nightie and an oversized blue-and-red-checked dressing gown tied with silky rope. We go through the back door and into the house. It is not like it was yesterday, full of dust and cobwebs and an overwhelming sense of emptiness. It is clean and fresh and full of family life. You can feel it. Warmer. Cluttered. Full of good smells. Like Mum’s place. We go through the laundry, which has lemon-scented washing folded in baskets. I sneeze.

‘Shh!’

‘Sorry!’ I mouth. I want to warn her that being silent isn’t my greatest personality trait, but I actually manage to keep my trap shut and say nothing. As I walk through the doorway, I hit my head on something and she turns and shushes me again. I can see cloth bags hanging from the ceiling. ‘It’s labna,’ the girl whispers. ‘Cheese. My Aunty Alba makes it.’ I duck under the other bags. 

The kitchen smells so good it makes my tummy start a loud conversation with my brain. I wait for the girl to shush me again, but she ignores it. We both shine the torches at our feet as I follow her through large rooms and up the stairs. Above us there is a stained-glass window with moonlight streaming through, painting red and yellow splodges all over the wall. We are soaked in beams of multicoloured moonlight and I feel a sense of dreamy magic wash over me. I wonder to myself when I will wake up. 

The girl stops and reaches out to a light fitting that looks like a candle in a holder. I see there is a golden eagle decorating it. ‘Shh!’ says the girl again, her eyes wide and holding my gaze like a warning. She grabs hold of the light fitting, pulls it down and click. Before my eyes, the wall opens. A hidden door! What else is there to do but to follow her through it? 
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THE NONESUCH LIBRARY

Swinging the torch around, I see that the room is circular and lined with shelves that are empty. On the floor are patterned carpets. There’s a large fancy fireplace with a mantlepiece carved with flowers and birds. Above it is a huge painting of a beautiful lady. The torch light dances off the brushstrokes of her dress and her glossy black hair piled high. The girl leads me to a small couch near the window and I feel the velvet of the cushions smooth and soft as a Siamese cat. 

‘Let me look at your leg junction discomfiture,’ she says. I guess she means my knee?

‘It doesn’t even hurt,’ I say, thinking that maybe this is all a dream.

I pull up my pyjama leg and the girl shines the torch there. I reach down and touch the red gloop. Then I pick it off my knee and put it in my mouth. 

‘Vampire!’ the girl hisses, lunging from me. 

‘It’s not blood,’ I say with my mouth full, ‘it’s a mulberry. And it’s delicious. I just landed in mulberries!’

The girl looks relieved.

‘So you are not injured then?’ she says, coming closer.

I stand up and do a handstand just to make sure.

‘Nope. All good!’ I say when I am right way up again.

The girl stands close and looks me up and down.

‘Ouch!’ I say. ‘You pinched me.’ 

‘Hmmm,’ she mumbles to herself, ‘not a ghost then.’

‘If anyone is a ghost round here it’s you!’ I say, thinking of the blur of girl I saw in the window at sunset. Although thinking it makes me a bit spooked and I really hope I am not in a hidden room with a ghost.

She paces around me. ‘An alien, perhaps?’ Frown lines criss-cross like an asterisk between her eyes. Then she shines the torch right in my face. 

‘Tell me the truth. Why are you here?’

My hand shades the light in my eyes and I stumble over my words. Whoa, this became intense very quickly.

‘I came here because I have to save Hummingbird House from being destroyed,’ I say, somewhat dramatically. Although now I have said it out loud, I realise that it sounds dramatic because it is dramatic. She lowers the torch from my face.

‘This house? Erstwhile House?’

‘We call it Hummingbird House,’ I tell her.

‘So do lots of people,’ she says.

‘Why do you call it erstwhile?’ I ask.

‘Erstwhile – it’s an old word which means once upon a time. A sometime word.’

‘Are you living here for just a short time? Did you move in today?’

‘What do you mean? I’ve lived here for years. With my Aunty Alba and my cousins. I call it erstwhile because I hope this place will one day be in the past for me,’ she says.

‘But no one lives here. The house is abandoned. It’s always been abandoned. For as long as I can remember,’ I say. ‘And now Lord Landlord is going to demolish it and build a ten-storey apartment block in its place.’

‘Lord Landlord? Never heard of him,’ the girl says as she continues to inspect me like a specimen in a science experiment. She pokes my backpack, touches my top, looks at my shoes. Her eyes widen. 

‘Perhaps it is not where you are from, but when,’ she says.

‘But I’m just from now. You know. Tuesday,’ I say.

‘What’s the year?’

‘2020,’ I say.

‘No it’s not. It’s 1970,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘2 November, 1970, to be precise.’

‘Whoa!’ I say. ‘That’s …’ and I do some calculations and I get flummoxed because I am really bad at mental maths … ‘that’s 50 years before my now!’ 

‘You’re not a ghost. Or a vampire. Or an alien. You have travelled back in time!’ 

That makes me feel a little bit lightheaded. To use a vocabulary word from last week, I would say I feel discombobulated. I rub my forehead. Meanwhile the girl is jumping out of her skin.

‘Gadzooks! This is flippercanorious! Tell me how you did it? A time machine?’

‘I don’t know how I did it. I just came through the hedge and everything was … just … different.’ 

‘You’ve slipped through time!’ 

‘Do you think I will slip back?’ I say, feeling slightly panicked. 

‘No need to joppety-joppety,’ she says. ‘I’m sure you will. I just hope you stay long enough to teach me to time travel too. I was really hoping for an alien to abduct me. But now you are here I can see that travelling in time could fix everything. So salutations and welcome. You are the inaugural visitor to my latibule.’

‘Your what?’

‘My latibule. Hiding place. No one else knows this room is here. I call it The Nonesuch Library.’

‘Why?’

‘Because there has been nonesuch library like it before,’ she answers.

‘It’s a library?’ I say, looking around at the empty shelves. ‘I’ve lost my library book.’

‘Well you can’t have mine,’ she says, clutching a large book from the couch. ‘This is the only one I have.’

She shows me the cover. It looks ancient! Dark green leather, all worn like an old shoe. My torchlight glints on the gold letters across the front: Glossographia of Lost Words. 

Lost words? In my mind I imagine a book with words falling out like loose teeth and leaving blank spaces.

‘I didn’t know words could be lost,’ I say.

‘Of course they can! Even whole languages can be lost.’ Her voice goes quiet and she says, ‘Anything you have can be lost. I should know.’

Her dark eyes go glossy with tears that don’t leak out. I think I understand. I think I have lost who my family used to be, and I never even thought that was possible. And now Hummingbird House and the mullolly tree will be lost too.

‘How can it be a library if there is only one book?’ My torch shines across the empty shelves.

‘Oh, there are more books – I just can’t reach them.’

She waves her torch up over our heads and my eyes follow and my neck stretches back and I gasp. For as far as the beam of torchlight will go, I see a series of balconies wrapping around the room, each elaborately decorated with carvings and on each one there are huge bookshelves stuffed with books. Walls of books stretching up into darkness. It’s a library, alright! 

‘Fortunately, I am happy with this book,’ she says. ‘You see, I am an e peolatrist – I love words.’

My torch searches the room and finds the longest single spiral staircase I have ever seen. It winds up the middle of the balconies, connecting them all, like a coiled spring. 

‘But there are stairs!’ I say. ‘I could get up there. All we have to do is climb the stairs.’ 

‘Wait! Sprackling up there? Through murklins? That would make me tremefied.’

I look at her. She has folded into herself with fear.

‘So let me get this straight. You’re a girl in 1970 who just hides in here reading a book of lost words and waiting for paranormal occurrences.’

‘Indubitably,’ she nods.

‘I could climb up for you, you know. And get you some books. I’m good at climbing. And heavy lifting.’

‘You would do that for me?’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

‘Well. We haven’t even been introduced. Don’t you think we should be introduced before you risk your life getting me a book?’ 

I note that Peggy would call that catastrophising.

‘Oh. I’m Hattie,’ I say, giving a little wave and grin.

‘I’m Hypatia,’ she says.

‘Wow! Both H names!’

‘I’m named after my grandmother Hypatia Baroud.’ She shines the torch on the painting above the mantlepiece.

‘Wow. I’m named after my grandmother too,’ I say. ‘Although I don’t have a fancy painting of her. Are you your grandmother’s favourite then?’

‘She died when I was a baby. She was my mother’s mother and I’ve been told many stories about her. I believe this is the secret library she shared with her father.’

A secret library. I spin around, taking it all in. 

‘How did you even find this place?’

‘It was as if the house just brought me here. It was night and I couldn’t sleep. I thought I heard a bird flying through the hallways. The sound of wings. I followed, thinking I should let it out. As I went up the stairs it swooped and I fell against the light fitting and grabbed it. Then the door just … opened. Do you believe me?’

I nod. This house certainly does have something strange about it. Hypatia sits on the couch and takes a book from her dressing gown pocket.

‘Now, tell me how you came to time travel.’

I go closer and, when I see her notebook, I have to sit down too because I think my legs are going to give way. It’s the book I found here when I was looking for Ivy! She must be H. M.!

‘I don’t know anything about time travelling,’ I say. ‘The house sort of pulled me here. Like you said.’

‘Yes, I’ll admit the house does seem to be a little bit special. Even if I don’t want to be here. And now it seems it is a place where you can slip through time.’ 

‘The house has brought me here to save it,’ I say, standing up.

‘It doesn’t matter to me if the house is saved or demolished in fifty years’ time,’ says Hypatia. ‘Now I know I can time travel here I am going back in time to warn my grandmother of the future so I don’t even end up here in the first place. It’s simply flippercanorious!’

‘Hang on, if you don’t end up here in the first place then how do you meet me to find out about time travel in order to make the plan to travel back in time to your grandmother?’ 

‘It’s like a loop – the past affects the future, and now you are here, the future is affecting the past and then affecting the future …’ 

‘Wait, what?’ I start sniffing the air. ‘Can you smell that burning?’ I ask.

‘What?’ says Hypatia.

‘That burning smell. It’s my brain frying!’ 

Hypatia laughs and her whole face is transformed.

‘You’re funny,’ she says. I smile. It feels good to make someone happy after making everyone at home sad. I decide it is best not to mention the notebook in case it somehow mucks the whole thing up and I am stuck here forever.

‘I think the answer to saving the house is up there. And perhaps for time travelling too. I mean, it is a library, right?’

I’m on the staircase before Hypatia can say, ‘Hearken! Be careful!’ 

The staircase sways and creaks and I freeze. Above and around me is a cliff face of books. And I think of all those books containing all those chapters of all those sentences of all of those words. I feel dizzy. 

‘I don’t even know where to start,’ I say.

I could spend a lifetime searching and never find what I’m looking for.

‘The library is roomthily expansive, isn’t it?’ says Hypatia, coming to the bottom of the stairs. 

‘It is,’ I say, slowly stepping down to the bottom step. ‘What do you know about the house, Hypatia?’ I ask. 

‘My great-grandfather, Abraham Baroud, built it. I never met him, but there is a rather large and rather blood-curdling portrait of him downstairs. Want to see?’ 

I nod. Of course I do!

‘Shh! Be very quiet. Whatever we do, we do not want to wake anyone,’ says Hypatia.

We sneak down the stairs, stopping at every creak and bump. Hypatia guides me into the living room. 

‘Over here!’ she whispers. I turn and shine my torch onto an impressive painting that takes up a whole wall. My torch wanders over it to take in the details one by one. The cold eye of a bird of prey. A grand moustache. A man standing tall, surrounded by birds. 

‘They say he was very rich, but his fortune must have disappeared because we don’t have any of it,’ Hypatia says quietly.

‘How can it just disappear? Where did it go?’

‘Well, there is a family story that he hid the fortune somewhere to keep it from his greedy son.’

‘Then it could still be here? Hidden? Is there anything else you can show me?’ I ask.

She nods.

She takes something from the bookshelf and motions me to sit with her on the armchair by the moonlit window. It’s a large old photo album. Each photo is held to the page with little corner frames and between each page is a swishy filmy piece of paper. Our heads almost touch as our torches search for clues. 

There is Baroud as a young man with a moustache in front of a store bursting with wares. 

There is a photo of a small tree and Baroud with what must be his two small children dancing around it holding hands. I can almost hear them singing ‘here we go ’round the mulberry bush’.

More photos. Picnics in the garden that show the tree growing and children growing with it. Until I can recognise it really is my mullolly tree. Just smaller and younger. I reach out and touch it gently. 

As we turn the pages, the album makes me think of winter nights by a fire. Of soup and toast. Of warm cuddles on the couch. The photos make me think of love. There is a family portrait – a mother, father, son and daughter. But then there is a photo of a funeral carriage. And a family in mourning wearing black – a father, a son and a daughter – but no mother. 

‘The mother must have died,’ I whisper. Hypatia nods. We turn the pages and see a girl growing older and more beautiful. ‘It’s definitely her – your grandmother. Look. Just like the painting. She looks like you.’

‘Yes, these are photos of her life here in Melbourne,’ says Hypatia. 

‘It looks like your grandmother and her father were very close. No wonder they had the secret library. Look, here they are together with books. Here with the peacocks.’

‘Well, that definitely changed. She ran away from here,’ begins Hypatia. ‘That’s why the lower shelves of the Nonesuch Library are empty, I think – she took those books back to Lebanon. I saw them when I was little.’

‘And she never ever came back?’ I ask.

‘No. She never wanted to. She hated it here. That’s what she told my mother. And to believe this is where I too have ended up. But now I will go back in time and tell her everything, warn her, so I don’t end up here either.’

Hypatia’s face is fixed and determined.

‘What happened to you that means you have to live here?’

‘What happened is too sad for words said out loud.’ Hypatia looks away and I feel like a weighty curtain of sadness has closed over her.

‘Yep,’ I tell her. ‘I sure know that feeling.’ I understand what it’s like to swallow the sad words down.

‘Any somewhither whencesoever would be better than here. I don’t belong anywhere anymore.’ 

‘Have you told your aunty about how you feel?’

Hypatia looks up at the darkness and rolls her eyes and answers, ‘Aunty Alba? No way. Grown-ups don’t know how to listen. I think they develop ear-lids and shut them when anyone young is talking. They just want time to pass and hope for the best.’ 

Hypatia does have a point there. It’s like how Mum never wants to hear about what happened at Dad’s house.

‘Do you have any friends you can talk to about it?’ I ask, thinking about how Patrick helps me with, well, everything.

‘No. And I don’t want any friends. Ever.’

‘Okay,’ I say. Then Hypatia looks right into my eyes. 

‘If my life were a book, I would be special – a future king! A gifted witch! A destined child!’ Her voice drops to a whisper. ‘But my life is not a book. I am not special. Instead I’m stuck here. In this erstwhile house.’

She wriggles up on her knees and I grab the photo album from falling. She takes her journal from her pocket, opens it, writes something and then shows me: I am an orphan.

I don’t know what to say her. Orphan. Such a small word for something so big.

She puts the book away and sits back in the chair and looks at me directly.

‘Hattie, you’re the key. If I can time travel like you and fix the past, then none of it has to happen. You have to help me.’

‘We need to find out more about how it works,’ I say, turning back to the album. ‘What’s this?’ I ask.

We shine our torches over a photo of Baroud and Grandmother Hypatia smiling and holding a large book between them. It says The Complete Compendium of Hummingbird House by A. Baroud and H. Baroud.

‘What does a compendium mean?’ I ask.

‘It means a guidebook,’ she replies.

‘We need to get that book!’ we say simultaneously, leaping from the chair. The Nonesuch Library! It must be up there. 

‘If I can find out something special about the house maybe it would be important to history and Lord Landlord wouldn’t be allowed to knock it down. Or maybe there is even another secret room with the fortune hidden in it?’

‘And perhaps the time portal might be explained too!’ says Hypatia.

But then I think – all of those floors with all of those shelves with all of those books with all of those words! How on earth will we find the book in all that?

I hear a strange wailing noise. ‘What’s that?’ I ask. 

‘It’s Fahid, crunkling like a baby, again,’ she says.

‘Who’s Fahid?’ I ask.

‘The most annoying spoilt brat of a little cousin on the planet. Aunty Alba treats him like a prince. She’ll be up any moment. Quick! You’d better hide!’

I run out the door to hide in the garden, but when I look around, I find it has changed. I turn back to see Hypatia, but the door is closed. I try the handle. It’s locked. Even though I just ran through it. I step back and look up at the house. Paint flaking off. Rust on the metal. I am back in my time. The night is alive with bats, possums and the distant sounds of the city. It hits me. It’s the middle of the night! And I’m just a kid! Out on my own! I run home as fast as I can. I climb into bed and this time, even with thoughts of Hypatia and Hummingbird House swirling in my head, I fall asleep immediately. 
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MOUSTACHES

When I wake in the morning, I wonder if last night really happened. I swing my legs out of bed and can see a dark purple stain on my knee. Mulberry juice. Underneath is a bruise on my shin from the toy truck. I give it a rub. It was real! Then I wonder, will I have somehow affected time and find that the dinosaurs are no longer extinct? 

But it seems nothing has changed. My room still looks like it has been ransacked by gorillas. When I look at the stuff thrown everywhere, I can hear Mum and Dad’s angry shouting in my head, which makes me feel bad for causing the fight and makes my cheeks glow hot. I can’t face tidying it even though I know I have to find The Golden Astrolabe. I bet Mum can’t face it either. I still think Ivy should tidy it up. She made the mess. 

‘Come on, sleepyhead,’ says Mum, standing in the doorway. ‘Why are you so tired? Time to get up!’

Well, I guess if I told her I spent half the night in 1970 she wouldn’t believe me anyway. 

I wonder if I will get back to Hypatia again? My mind is spinning about Hummingbird House. Time travelling. I’ve been at the house so many times and it’s never happened. But then I’ve never been there after midnight before. I grab my Sailor Moon clock and set the alarm so I can go back at the same time tonight. The more I think about it, the more I think that a whole fortune can’t just disappear into thin air, and the more I think that a whole fortune can’t disappear into thin air, the more I think that it must still be in the house somewhere, and the more I think it must still be in the house somewhere, the more I think that I will be able to discover where it is. If I can get back to Hypatia she will help me find that book. There has to be a clue in it about where the fortune is hidden.

When I’m trying to brush my teeth, Ivy pushes in front of me and stretches to see herself in the mirror.

‘Moustache, Mummy! Right here!’ she says, pointing to just below her nose. She wants a moustache now? As if she wasn’t difficult enough already! 

I get muscled out of the way while Mum crouches down and carefully draws a moustache on Ivy with a black eyeliner pencil – two perfect lines that end in curls. And of course on anyone else it would look silly, but because it is Ivy it somehow looks cool. It balances out her monobrow. I am literally frothing at the mouth with toothpaste and it drips on my school uniform before I get the chance to get to the sink and spit. Not that Mum cares or notices. 

‘My own little Salvador Dali!’ Mum says, admiring her work. 

Ivy looks at herself in the mirror on tiptoe, moustache on and arm in the air for Eagle. As I leave the bathroom I hear her say ‘Focus for tuna’. 

Now she wants tuna?
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Walking to school, Mum says, ‘The city – it’s so busy, isn’t it, Hattie? Think how easy it would be to walk to school in Fig Tree Pocket!’

I don’t answer and, fortunately, Mum doesn’t keep talking about it because she is distracted by an old phone box filled with books. Ivy opens the door, grabs a book and puts it in her kinder bag. I can’t believe it!

‘Stop, Ivy! You put that back! You can’t just steal a book!’ I say.

‘It’s okay,’ says Mum. ‘It’s a footpath library. Anyone can take a book.’

‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ I say under my breath. I know about libraries. They always have rules. But as usual, Mum sticks up for Ivy.

‘Hurry up, Ivy!’ I say. But she has gone back to look for another book. ‘I can’t believe you’re going to make me late again.’ Well, maybe I can believe it.

When Mum drops me off at the school gate she says, ‘Please, Hattie. Just be more understanding of Ivy.’ 

I don’t say anything. I shrug my backpack on my shoulder and leave Mum and Ivy at the gate, and don’t look back because if I do, I will cry.

In the school carpark I see Lord Landlord. Does he know I broke into his house last night? Am I in trouble? Then I see him walk up to Ms Guide as she gets out of her car and I see that they are fighting. How can I tell? Oh, I became an expert at detecting adults fighting during the Big Split. I can tell an adult argument from a twitch in a shoulder. I wonder if Ms Guide and Lord Landlord are boyfriend and girlfriend. When I run to the school I crash straight into a pinstripe suit and when I look up I see it belongs to Lord Landlord himself. He is looking ridiculously handsome in the morning sun. I remind myself he’s the bad guy.

‘Sorry,’ I say, quickly drawing back as if I have been burned.

As I run off, I hear him say, ‘Don’t I know you from somewhere?’

Miraculously I am not late for school! I even have time to play on the monkey bars. It’s hard to believe there was ever a time when we were allowed to do whatever we wanted on the monkey bars. I used to love sitting on top, doing the waterfall over the edge or flipping into a butterfly between the bars. But all that was banned by The Enforcer when Coco Nguyen broke her arm and her leg in Grade Two. It wasn’t the monkey bar’s fault. Or even Coco Nguyen’s fault. It was actually the roast chicken’s fault, but no one is trying to ban roast chickens. 

You see, Arlo Walker had roast chicken that day for a lunch order. And so did Ravi Mishra. And so did Annette Okeke. And they all ate their hot oozing roast chickens with their hands. And after that they all went across the monkey bars and thanks to those roast chickens, the monkey bars got greasy and therefore slippery and when Coco Nguyen, innocently sitting on top of the monkey bars, having eaten a simple honey sandwich for her lunch, reached out to grasp the bars and do a waterfall, she slipped off and well … like I said … the rest is history. 

It became rule ONE HUNDRED AND SIXTY-FOUR. It’s crazy. I mean – a few broken arms, a collarbone here and there … it’s worth it. The monkey bars make us all fit and strong. Without them we would all be a pack of weaklings.

I look longingly at the fourth bar, wishing I could jump to it. Last year I managed to jump to the third bar. It made my heart flip when it happened. I just leapt out and my hands found the bar. It was like the world was perfect that day. No one in the whole school can jump to the fourth bar. Not even Will Kirkwood, who is a foot taller than everyone else and has arms are so long it is like they are growing at a different rate to the rest of his body.

I stare at that fourth bar. The blue sky is crystal clear and each bar is defined with a sharp edge of sunshine. Today could have been the day. 

The Enforcer is coming my way and I look away to avoid curse-making eye contact. At the exact same time, I feel a hard shove in the back and I’m knocked off the steps of the monkey bars. I leap out and grab but only one hand connects. I look over my shoulder and there’s Taylor Dellabella sniggering into her hands. 

‘Ms Anthrope,’ I hear her yell. ‘Hattie Maxwell jumped to the third bar!’

I look up and count the bars, I see that I have, in fact, jumped to the fourth bar! The fourth bar! Even if it is just with one hand. I drop to the ground and The Enforcer is in my face. 

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I– I slipped.’

The Enforcer goes ballistic! She looks just like the demon in season one, episode seven of Sailor Moon. Her face turns purple and her curly hair seems to swish with an otherworldly power and I feel a big whoosh of negaforce coming from her. In a low growly voice she tells all the children, ‘IF ONE MORE PERSON BREAKS A BONE – EVEN THE SMALLEST BONE IN YOUR PINKY TOE – BECAUSE OF THE MONKEY BARS, THEY WILL BE REMOVED AND THROWN AWAY FOR SCRAP METAL.’

I look up and see dark clouds have covered the sunshine. I catch a few angry glares sent my way. I have threatened the very existence of the monkey bars at Freedom Valley Primary School. I don’t know if I should be happy that I made it to the fourth bar or upset that Taylor pushed me or happy that she helped me or mad that I will be in detention for a whole recess. Life can get complicated so quickly.
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DETENTION

I have never had detention. It turns out it is just sitting in a room next to the office with Mrs Collodetti keeping an eye on me. It is perilously close to The Enforcer’s office and I don’t feel good about that. Her door is closed but I can see her shadow moving about in the gap under the door. At least I have my book with me. I flip the journal open to a random page and find four small familiar words scrawled there: I am an orphan.

I gasp. That proves it! It really is Hypatia’s diary. And this is the loop of the past influencing the future and the future influencing the past influencing the future influencing the past … in an endless loop-de-loop. I shake my head like a wet dog. I have to stop thinking about it because I can’t spare too many brain cells for frying. 

I turn the pages back and check the List of Possible Supernatural Occurrences and Unexplained Phenomena and see there is now a tick next to time travel. Yep. That’s me affecting the past, alright. My brain starts to sizzle.

Then I turn the page and find another list. 

A List of Reasons Why I Hide:


	To get away from everyone

	So I don’t have to do housework

	So I don’t have to look after Fahid

	So I don’t have to pretend to be fine



I turn to the next page. 

A List of Lost Things:


	My home

	My street

	My school

	My city

	My country 

	My continent

	My past

	My friends

	My dog

	My Baba 

	My Mama

	My everything



The list makes my whole body feel heavy. Even my fingertips. No wonder she doesn’t want to talk about it. Over the page there is more.

The Journey

I clutched the suitcase so tightly my hand hurt. There were cars with strangers. A boat. A plane. People trying to be nice. Even if I had wanted to smile, my face couldn’t do it. It was like the muscles were frozen. The journey took so long. Each moment taking me further from home, each moment reminding me there is no home to get further from. I am homesick for something that doesn’t exist. A homesickness that is emptier than any homesickness should be. Eventually I arrived at an airport. Aunty Alba picked me up and drove me to her home. She asked questions but I just stared out the window.

I don’t belong here. I know my grandmother hated this place. She couldn’t wait to get away. Aunty Alba tells us it was built by my ancestor, my great-grandfather, like that should mean something. But I don’t feel anything. Everything I have ever known is gone. There is no sense of my past. Of who I was. No baby photos. No shoes I have grown out of. No school reports. No friends from yesterday. No one who has known me since the day I was born. I am just here and now with nothing. Floating in a today that means nothing without a yesterday. How do you go forward without anything behind you?

I feel heartsore for Hypatia. I can’t imagine losing everything and having to change countries. I mean, my family has changed. But I still have them. Don’t I? For now, anyway. As long as I can save Hummingbird House and stop Mum from moving us to the country. If I could find that treasure? Then Mum could buy Hummingbird House just like she always dreamed and it would be ours to keep safe forever. Who knows? Maybe I can still fix the whole Big Split and we could all live there together? I have to find that compendium in the Nonesuch Library and maybe there will be something in there that can help both me and Hypatia. 

Hypatia’s list-making has given me an idea. I go to the last page in the journal and write.

A list of ways to protest:


	Posters

	Petition

	Graffiti

	Public speeches

	Letters to the paper

	Media attention

	Sky writing

	Sit-ins

	Blockades 

	Chaining Patrick to the bulldozer?



I tick ‘posters’ on the list. Because I have done that. I also tick ‘graffiti’ because The Brunswick Bomber has got that well and truly covered … in crochet, in fact. Then I look at the other things. Petitions …

‘Excuse me, Mrs Collodetti?’ 

‘Yes, Hattie.’

‘Can I have some paper and a stapler?’ 

I write the petition heading at the top of the page in my best handwriting and staple pages together ready to fill with names, addresses and signatures after school. 

I glance over at The Enforcer’s office. The dark shadow is still pacing. I shudder. 

‘Mrs Collodetti, would you like to sign my petition to save Hummingbird House and the mulberry tree?’

‘Oh, yes. I think it’s terrible that they are knocking that place down.’

She signs the petition and the bell rings. First signature done! Many more to go.
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I meet Patrick at the fort at lunchtime.

‘Where were you at recess?’ he asks.

‘Ugh! Detention!’

‘What?’

‘It was okay. I started this petition. You can help me get everyone to sign it.’

‘What’s a petition?’

‘A petition is when you get people to sign that they agree with you. See – at the top of the petition it says, We the undersigned think that Hummingbird House and the Mulberry Tree should be saved from imminent destruction for the purposes of a multistorey apartment building because it is the most magical and wondrous thing that exists in all of Brunswick. Underneath will be signatures from all the kids at school and the parents and then every person I can find in Brunswick. Then I will present my petition – which will be pages and pages thick like the telephone book that holds up the couch at Mum’s house – to the mayor and Lord Landlord and they will almost fall over with the weight of the paper and the weight of their wrongdoing and they will say they are really sorry and then they will promise me that they will never threaten the wonder of Hummingbird House and the mullolly tree again and thank me for righting a wrong and bringing this to their attention. Are you still with me?’

‘Um, okay.’

‘Great. We can collect signatures after school.’

‘Okay. But first, Hattie, I really need to talk to you.’ 

‘We are talking,’ I say.

‘No, I mean really talk,’ he says, with emphasis on ‘talk’.

‘Okay. I’m listening,’ I say, and I turn to face him.

But Patrick just freezes up and starts playing with the tanbark. 

‘Here,’ I say. ‘Hold this.’ I pass him a rock from the ground. ‘Let’s call this the speaking stone. Hold the stone and speak when you are ready.’ I use my best Peggy voice. Peggy does this with me every week. Except that her stones are smooth and round and calming and cool and heavy in your hand. This is a jagged rock with a bit of old bubblegum on it. But beggars can’t be choosers, as Nan says. Patrick looks at the rock and shakes his head a bit and passes it back to me. 

‘Come on, Patrick. Tell me,’ I say, passing it back.

Patrick stares at the tanbark as if it will reveal the answer he is looking for. Then all of a sudden, he blurts out, ‘I’m pretty sure my parents are breaking up!’ 

‘Tell me, Patrick,’ I say, using his name like Peggy does and speaking slowly and calmly, ‘what makes you think that?’

‘I heard Mum and Dad fighting! I heard them say something about lawyers. And then this morning when I got up Mum was on the laptop and she quickly closed the tab but I could see she was looking at real estate! She’s moving out! I just know it. What will I do? I don’t want to live with just my Mum or just my Dad and no offence, Hattie, but I could never live in two houses. What about all my dancing costumes? And what about all of Archie’s Lego? And what about the DOG! Would Flossie do week-about too?’

Patrick starts to breathe funny and he fumbles for the ventilator in his pocket and has a puff. His eyes have tripled in size. I do my best to calm him down.

‘Just hang on, Patrick. I’m sure it’s not that. There are signs, you know.’

I think about the Big Split. I remember all that happened. Just thinking about it opens a lid on the jar of sadness I keep deep inside me and I close it quickly and twist it shut tight. Then I have a brilliant idea.

‘Why don’t I come over and we can investigate? I bet I can work out if it’s going to happen. I can bring the walkie-talkies! It will be fun!’ 

‘Fun?’ Patrick glares at me. ‘Didn’t you hear what I said?’

‘I didn’t mean it like that! It’s just that I’m sure you’re wrong. Your parents would never break up.’

‘Really? Didn’t you think that about your parents? You’re not even taking me seriously!’

‘I am! I promise,’ I assure him. ‘I’ll come over tonight, okay? We’ll get people to sign the petition and then we’ll go to netball and then we’ll investigate your parents and I will prove to you that everything is going to be fine! Okay?’

‘Okay,’ Patrick says, sniffling a little. But he doesn’t sound totally convinced. 
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THE TECHNICALITIES OF NETBALL

Patrick’s house is always fun. I mean it’s a big house full of kids, so what’s not to like? All of his brothers are playing outside; I can hear the squeaking of the trampoline springs and the roar of the skateboard on the concrete driveway and the thump of a ball being hit against the wall. And I can hear Patrick’s musical soundtrack blaring from his bedroom. Patrick loves old movie musicals. He calls them his ‘golden oldies’.

Patrick and I get ready to go petition signing. We get drink bottles and pens of every colour and walk out the gate. If my life were a TV show it would take no time at all to fill pages of signatures. This part would be a sequence of shots cut together or, to use a technical term, a montage. Doors opening, people smiling, pens signing paper and the pages turning, showing an ever-growing list of signatures. All to an upbeat soundtrack. But my life, as I am realising, is definitely not a TV show and it takes what feels like forever to just knock on each door in Patrick’s block and ask the same question, over and over. We encounter nice dogs with angry people and angry dogs with nice people. Young people and old people and some in between. An old nonna, as brown as a walnut and shorter than me, gives us icy poles and I give her one of my posters in Italian. She signs the petition in fancy handwriting. The young people in the flats mistake us for their food delivery but sign anyway. Some people are not even home. We go around the corner and can hear loud rock music coming from a garage. We knock, yell, and in the end, we go around to where the music is coming from. The music stops with squeals of electric guitars and off-beat drums.

‘Look at the little kids!’ says the drummer. ‘Are they for real?’

‘Hi,’ I say, waving. ‘Yes! We’re real. We have a petition to save Hummingbird House and the mulberry tree. Want to sign?’

‘The big house near the park?’ says the guitarist.

‘Yeah, they’re knocking it down for apartments,’ says Patrick.

‘No way, man. We want to do our film clip there for our first single,’ says the lead singer.

‘There’s a big protest on Sunday. You should come along,’ I say.

‘Sure thing,’ says the drummer. ‘You’re a real little activist, aren’t you?’ 

An activist. I like that. I smile. I feel like I’ve grown taller and my curls are bouncier. 

Then I look at the time on the clock on the garage wall. 

Taylor Dellabella is going to kill me. 
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‘You’re late!’ is the first thing Taylor Dellabella says when she sees me. Patrick stands next to me in his shorts and team T-shirt, even though he says he’s happy to wear a netball dress like the rest of us. In fact, he told me he would like to wear a netball dress but he’s scared of what Taylor will say. Taylor isn’t the captain or anything, but it’s somehow like she is. Her mum is the coach, which seems to mean that Taylor always gets her way. Especially when it comes to the most important thing about netball. 

Positions.

Centre is the best position – or at least, I think it is – because Centre gets the first pass and also gets to run everywhere on the court except the goal semicircles.

The next most important position is Goal Attack. They’re allowed in two-thirds of the court and can shoot goals, so they’re really important (and get to have heaps of fun). But the most glamorous princess position is Goal Shooter. They just stand and shoot and get all the glory. Really. They hardly work up a sweat or mess up their hair. And. Get. All. The. Glory. 

Taylor always gets the choice positions. Like Centre and Goal Shooter. I’m often in Wing Attack. I think I’d make a great Centre though because I’m fast. Everyone is supposed to rotate through the positions to keep it fair, but whenever Taylor has to play a position she doesn’t like, she cries. So her mum lets her stay in Centre or Goal Shooter. 

All we hear over and over is ‘it’s junior netball and it’s not about winning’. But it’s one of those things that adults say but don’t mean. Like ‘sticks and stones may break your bones but names will never hurt you’. (Whoever says that has never been called Fatty Hattie by Taylor Dellabella.)

Suddenly there is a hand waggling fingers in my face. ‘Fingernails!’

It’s Tara. She needs to check our fingernails. I forgot to take any notice of mine and hope they aren’t too long. All at once I overwhelmingly miss Dad. He would have checked. He should be here. Netball is his thing. His thing and my thing. Mum doesn’t even bother coming so I just go with Patrick!

We stand in a line with our hands up as if we are surgeons about to operate or as if we are about to dance and have our spirit fingers at the ready. Patrick does a little twirl when his are checked. Tara lingers as she inspects my nails and I’m thinking uh-oh but she looks and moves on. Phew. The whistle blows. Time to play.

I’m playing Wing Attack … again. Taylor is playing Centre … again. She is supposed to throw the ball to me when the whistle blows but she keeps throwing it behind to Sophie instead, who is Goal Defence. It’s kind of going backwards but it’s an option, I guess. At quarter time I ask Taylor why she isn’t throwing it to me. 

‘You’re not fast enough,’ she sneers. ‘Anyway, throwing to Goal Defence is clever. It’s called a tactic, Hattie.’

We go through two whole quarters where I don’t get a centre pass even though I am getting past the Wing Defence. At half time we eat oranges and Tara gives us a pep talk while massaging Taylor’s shoulders. I look over at the stands and there, head-and-shoulders taller than all the other parents, is Dad. He’s here! And heading for the court. He walks straight up to Tara. They are talking but I can’t hear what they are saying. Dad gives me a wave and leaves. Then Tara takes the Centre bib off Taylor and walks towards me. Everything moves in slow motion. 

‘Here,’ says Tara, as she shoves the bib into my chest. 

I can’t believe it. I take off the Wing Attack bib and hand it to Taylor. She looks like she just vomited into her own mouth and swallowed it.

I’m actually Centre. Me! Finally! I look up at Dad and he gives me the thumbs up. 

The whistle goes. I look out to pass to Taylor but she can’t get clear. I look around. I have three seconds to throw the ball. I see Patrick’s black hair from the corner of my eye. He’s Goal Defence. I swivel and throw to him. He throws to Taylor and I run to the edge of the goal circle and she lobs the ball to me and I quickly bounce pass it to Saskia, the Goal Shooter. Goal!

On the way back to our positions Taylor runs up to me.

‘You can’t do that, Cherry Cheeks,’ she sneers.

‘Do what?’ I ask.

‘Throw to Goal Defence,’ she says.

‘What? But you did it twenty times in the last half!’ 

‘Yes, I know,’ admits Taylor. Then she adds, ‘It’s TMed.’

‘It’s what?’ I ask. 

‘TMed!’ she shouts. ‘TMed! I’ve trademarked that tactic.’

‘You can’t trademark a netball tactic,’ I tell her in disbelief.

‘Yes you can,’ she insists. ‘And I have.’

After the third quarter, Taylor complains to her mum that the Wing Defence from the other team is being mean to her so she gets to go into Goal Shooter. She puts on the bib and tightens her high pigtails. And now I’m Goal Attack, which means I have to work in the goal circle with Taylor. At least Patrick is Centre.

In the first play of the last quarter I run out at the whistle and Patrick passes to me. I am able to get the ball down the court to Taylor in the goal circle and I run in to join her. She takes a half step – just one foot forward – she’s there perched on one foot doing the flamingo. She wobbles, steadies and then – goal! 

For the whole quarter I let Taylor shoot all the goals and with less than a minute to go, the score is tied. I run into the goal circle and take a pass from Patrick. I turn to the goal post. I can feel the breath of the defender leaning over me. I have to shoot. The ring looks like it is a mile high and the size of a 5-cent coin. I take a step forward and balance on one leg and do the flamingo. 

Taylor says, ‘There’s no way you can do that!’ 

I ignore her. I balance. I breathe. I bend my knee slightly and flick my wrists and … GOAL! The whistle blows and we win! 

‘How about that?’ shouts Patrick as he gives me a high five. 

I hear Taylor and her friend Saskia humming the ‘Oompa Loompa’ song from Willy Wonka. Tara thinks they are so cute. But I know why they are doing it.

‘Hey, Patrick,’ I say. ‘My face is bright red, right?’

‘Yep,’ he nods.

‘Like an Oompa Loompa,’ I sigh.

‘Yeah, but Hattie – that shows you worked really hard. You should be proud,’ he tells me.

‘Thanks, Patrick,’ I mumble.

Tara draws us into a big circle for a pep talk. ‘This is junior netball and it’s not about winning – but hey! We won! It was good to share out the positions …’ 

Taylor looks all pouty-mouthed at her mother and makes her eyes well up with tears. 

Tara looks up at the stands to Dad and then says, ‘And we’ll keep rotating positions from now on.’ 

As we leave the court, Taylor grabs my shoulder. I turn and she is right in my face.

‘Don’t ever think you can do the flamingo, Hattie,’ she growls.

‘I’m pretty sure I just did, Taylor!’ I say.

‘You can’t. I’ve TMed that too,’ she says.

‘Taylor, everyone does it. You can’t TM a netball move,’ I say.

‘I can,’ Taylor declares, ‘and I have.’

Then I see Dad is on the court coming towards me. ‘Hey, Hat-star,’ he says. 

I run and give him a hug. ‘I loved being Centre! Thanks, Dad.’

‘Can we chat? It’s about Hummingbird House …’

Patrick’s mum starts calling for me. ‘Sorry, Dad! Gotta go.’
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TOAD IN THE HOLE

After netball we go to Patrick’s room. Patrick puts on his favourite musical soundtrack on his old record player. He sings along with dramatic hand gestures as the song ramps up to a thrilling end. I clap.

‘I thought I’d better keep things happy while I can,’ he says. ‘It will be all sad ballads and tear-jerkers for me when my parents break up.’

‘We don’t know that’s happening for sure, right? That’s why I’m here: to investigate.’

From my backpack I get everything I need: a notebook and some special glitter pens, Mum’s old digital camera and the walkie-talkies. I take a deep breath. I hate thinking about the Big Split. It makes me feel something I don’t even have a vocabulary word for. Maybe there’s a lost word for it. I should ask Hypatia. 

‘Here, take this.’ I give Patrick a walkie-talkie. ‘You go and check out your mum’s room and I’ll go talk to your dad.’

We walk down the hall. Patrick’s mum, Bridget, is in her home office, sitting on a big ball at her desk. Patrick hesitates at the door but I give him a shove. I go into the kitchen to talk to Patrick’s dad, Paul, who is making dinner. I begin with asking him about work. 

‘So, Paul, how’s work?’ I ask.

‘That’s a strange question, Hattie,’ answers Paul.

‘It is?’ I ask, wondering if I have already blown it.

‘Yes, it is. I mean – why do you want to know about my work?’

‘Oh! I’m doing an assignment for school about what it’s like to be a grown-up … man … with a job.’

Lying is not my strong point and I almost just blab the truth. But it seems to have worked.

‘Well …’ begins Paul, ‘Work is fun at the moment. You know I write for the paper? I’m involved in this big investigative case at the moment. Here.’

He wipes his hands on a tea towel and shows me the front page of the paper.

The headline reads: Brunswick Bomber Strikes Again! Underneath is a picture of the town hall covered in doilies. There is also a small, blurry photo of a person dressed head to toe in black, like a ninja.

‘I’m going to discover who the Brunswick Bomber is!’ says Paul with steely determination.

‘But why? I think what the Bomber does is amazing! I really liked the rainbow bike racks.’

‘Well, to tell you a secret, I really like it too. But they are causing a bit of a public nuisance and graffiti is a crime … even if it’s crochet.’

‘Have you seen the blanket around the big tree at Hummingbird House? I think the Brunswick Bomber is trying to stop the apartment development.’

‘Yes, that’s another big story at my work – the apartment block. There’s something not quite right there with how it’s been fast-tracked through planning. I think it is a big mistake to knock that old mansion down.’

‘Do you think if there was something special about the house, there would be some way to stop it?’ I ask.

‘I think it would take a lot of money to save the place,’ he answers. ‘I’ve looked into the history of the house. It was built by a Mr Baroud, who came to Australia in the Gold Rush seeking his fortune – and he sure found it.’ 

Hypatia’s great-grandfather! A prickle of excitement goes through me.

‘He came to Australia from Lebanon back in the 1880s. He brought with him luxurious products from the Middle East and he had a shop in the city. He was famous for his large aviary of exotic birds, even flamingos, at the house. People would come from far and wide to see them. He also had a fortune in gold. Did you know, Hattie, that Melbourne was once the richest city in the whole world?’

No wonder the house is so grand and so different to everything around here. A fortune in gold. How could it just vanish?

‘What happened to all the gold? Don’t his relatives have it?’ I say, thinking of Hypatia and her cousin. 

‘Well, it seems they do not. The fortune disappeared a long time ago when Baroud died. He left nothing to his son except the house and now the descendants can’t afford the upkeep and are more interested in making money from the land. I mean, it would take a fortune to fix that place up, but it’s still unique and special, even if it is rundown,’ answers Paul. ‘Sorry to distract you from your assignment.’

My walkie-talkie squeals and I turn it off. I look at my notepad and see the other questions.

‘Yes. My assignment,’ I say, then clear my throat.

‘Do you have a secretary?’ I ask.

‘Nope! Just me. Working solo.’ 

‘Okay. Any other stress in your life?’

‘Grown-up life is full of stress, but the main thing is that I have a wonderful home and family and we are all healthy and happy.’

Kids’ lives can be stressful too, you know, I think, but I don’t say anything because grown-ups always think they are the only ones with problems. I ask the next question.

‘What about household chores? Do you think you do your fair share?’

‘Well, you know Bridget is a terrible cook. It’s her English background. All she can ever manage is bangers and mash. Whereas me, I love cooking for everyone. Tonight, I’m cooking Bridget’s favourite meal because she hasn’t had a great day.’

I think I’ve heard enough. No one makes someone their favourite meal if they are breaking up.

‘What’s her favourite meal?’ 

‘It’s a traditional English thing. Toad in the hole.’ 

My stomach turns. Toads! 

‘Are you staying for dinner, Hattie?’

‘No thanks, Paul. I draw the line at amphibians. I’m really thinking very seriously about being vegetarian.’

Paul laughs but I don’t get what is so funny. Then Bridget comes into the kitchen and I watch as she rests her head on his shoulder and checks what he’s cooking, and he doesn’t even mind or get angry or anything. I sneak Mum’s camera out of my bag and snap a photo.

I’ve seen enough. I walk out of the kitchen, carefully taking the front page of the paper as I go. In the corner there is an advertisement for the new apartments at Hummingbird House. I can’t imagine this building being where the house and mullolly tree are now. As I pass Bridget’s office I go in and have a look. There are brochures on her desk that say Retirement Village. The photos show grey-haired old people smiling and playing golf. I add it to the collection of evidence in my backpack.

Patrick’s room is strangely silent. I knock. The door opens, revealing Patrick’s tear-stained face. 

‘I heard you!’ he says. ‘Through the walkie-talkie! All you did was ask my dad about Hummingbird House. That’s all you care about. You don’t care about me at all.’ He thrusts the walkie-talkie at me, pushes me out of his room and slams the door. 

I knock again and again, but Patrick doesn’t answer and after a moment, loud music starts to play.

I never knew a musical could sound so angry. 
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Patrick’s mum drops me home. I run in and dump all my stuff and go to the kitchen. Nan must have sent Mum a recording of bush sounds, because I can hear kookaburras and magpies and the sound of wind through gum trees. It’s definitely the sound of Nan’s house. I take a deep breath. This has been a very trying day, as Nan would say. Ivy is standing on a chair at the kitchen bench, arm out for Eagle, moustache on and wearing what looks like a little blue beach bucket on her head. 

Looks like the day will continue to be trying.

‘What’s that on your head?’ I ask.

‘My top hat,’ she says.

I decide not to ask more. 

‘Ivy is helping to cook dinner tonight,’ says Mum. ‘We’ve worked out that if she is more involved in the decisions around dinner, she is more likely to eat it.’

‘Really?’ I say. I don’t think I need to add that I am, to use a vocabulary word, sceptical. 

‘Hattie, can you put the dishes away?’ asks Mum.

I start to dry the spoons and drop them loudly in the drawer.

‘Me and Mummy went to the supermarket today and looked at all the dead things,’ Ivy says.

‘What do you mean?’ I ask.

‘The meat,’ explains Mum. ‘She means the meat section.’

‘Did you know pork means a pig?’ Ivy asks, her eyes popping from her head. ‘And guess what? When we eat lamb, it’s a lamb!’ 

‘I guess that one’s pretty obvious,’ I say as I put the cups in the cupboard. ‘They are having toads for dinner at Patrick’s house.’

‘Ooh,’ says Ivy. ‘Well, look what we have!’ She holds up a can with a mermaid on it. ‘Canned mermaid!’ 

‘Don’t be silly. We wouldn’t eat mermaids!’ I say, grabbing it from her and double-checking. ‘It’s tuna. You’ve only been asking for it all week.’ 

‘Tuna? Why would I ask for tuna? Tuna is yuck!’ says Ivy. ‘But maybe mermaids would be tasty.’ 

Sometimes I think that Ivy has serious problems. Really. She’s the one who should be seeing Peggy. From the recording, I hear a kookaburra laugh. 

‘Don’t you just love the sounds of the bush, Hattie?’ says Mum. 
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THE KNICK-KNACKATORY

I double check the alarm on my Sailor Moon alarm clock before I stick it under my pillow. Mum seems more and more keen on moving to the country, I can’t talk to Dad, I’m still angry with Ivy and now not even Patrick is on my side. I have nothing left to hold onto except the promise of slipping back in time to Hypatia. I fall into an exhausted sleep … and wake with a start because Sailor Moon is shouting in my ear.

Along the street I run through bluish pools of moonbeams and arrive quickly at the hedge. Holding the torch in one arm and pushing the dense foliage with the other, I climb in. I try to feel the sensation of time slipping but don’t feel anything except the itch and scratch of the leaves. But when I get through, I know immediately I have made it. The neat lawn, the swing set, the mullolly tree green-leaved and bursting with fruit. I look up to the tower and see Hypatia pressed to the window. She waves me to come up. 

‘Great Gadzooks!’ says Hypatia as soon as I enter the Nonesuch Library. ‘How flippercanorious! I have been in a state of betwitterment awaiting your return. And now you’re really here!’ She pinches me just for good measure. 

‘Ouch!’ I say. ‘And me being here is changing the past and my present just like you said!’

‘Really? Egad! Tell me more.’

She gets out her notebook. 

‘Well, I don’t want to tell you in case it mucks everything up,’ I say.

‘Really? That seems a bit unfair,’ she says, sounding disappointed.

‘But writing down everything is a very good idea,’ I say to encourage her.

‘You know, I’ve been through that hedge at least a hundred times today and it was a complete boondoggle.’

‘A what?’

‘A complete waste of time! I’m here, as you can see, am I not?’ 

She sounds more than a little bit tetchy.

‘We need to find that compendium your great-grandfather and grandmother wrote. If the house is a time slippery-dippy-thing …’

‘I think you mean portal,’ interrupts Hyaptia.

‘… that’s what I said. A time slippery-dippy-thing. Then the book might have the key to time travel and it might hold a clue to where that fortune is. Finding it could save the house.’

‘Why is it exactly that you want to save the house?’ she asks.

‘It’s special to my family,’ I say thinking about all the good times before the Big Split. ‘And I think losing Hummingbird House will mean my family will break apart even more. You see, my mum and dad broke up. I wish it was an erstwhile split but I think it is the Big Split.’ I go to the window and look out at the mullolly tree. ‘If the house is lost? Well, Mum might move and then we are all broken. And it’s not just the house. The tree will be lost too.’

I’m looking at the tree fifty years younger than my tree and the branches seem to be reaching to me, asking me to help.

‘Don’t you just think it is the best tree in the world to climb?’ I say.

‘I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been in the tree,’ she says.

‘What? You haven’t climbed the tree?’ I start to think that Hypatia is so busy not wanting to be here that she can’t even see the good things right in front of her. 

‘I go outside as little as possible,’ she answers.

‘But the tree – it’s magnificent. It’s the best mulberry tree in all of Brunswick. I call it the mullolly tree because sometimes it grows lollies,’ I tell her.

‘Really? It’s lolliferous. Interesting. I will write that down.’ I look back at Hypatia writing in the book and remember what has happened to her. Even so, I’m sure climbing the tree would help. It always makes me feel better. If it’s gone I don’t know what I will do. 

‘We have to find that book.’ I look up at the massive library. ‘I can’t do it without you.’ I go to the spiral staircase. ‘Will you come up with me?’

She comes and stands next to me and looks up at the balconies that stretch into the darkness. She slips her hair behind her ear and sticks out her chin bravely. 

‘You’re scared,’ I say.

‘I’m not usually lily-livered … except for heights. And murklins … sprackling up there?’

‘Just come up as high as you can, okay?’ 

We start to climb, holding our torches, me in front. The staircase lurches and wobbles. We stop and hold the railing.

‘It will be okay. Hold on to me.’

She does and we slowly start climbing again and reach the first balcony. We are almost one storey high and I hope Hypatia doesn’t look down. There is a plaque on the side of the shelves. 

‘The knick-knackatory,’ I read. ‘Hmmm, let me guess – a collection of knick-knacks?’ 

Nan likes knick-knacks and so does Mum. We step off the staircase and run our torches over the shelves. They are all stuffed full of old strange things. It’s like Mum’s dream op shop. Many are labelled. ‘Hypatia’s baby bonnet.’ ‘Hypatia’s first doll.’ ‘Hypatia’s building blocks.’ ‘Hypatia’s school notebook.’ ‘Hypatia’s hair ribbon.’ 

I watch as Hypatia touches every object on the shelf and reads the labels. She picks up a ribbon and winds it through her fingers. ‘These must have been my grandmother’s,’ she says. ‘He must have kept all of her things.’

I think of how I found Hypatia’s journal before I came here.

‘Maybe you need something from the time you want to go to. To get you there. Like a charm,’ I say.

‘Do you have something from my time?’

‘Well, I did find something here in the house. But it was more like the thing found me.’

‘Something from the house?’

‘Yes – but like I said before, telling you might ruin everything.’ 

‘I have this,’ she says, and shows me a golden key on a chain around her neck. ‘My grandmother bequeathed me this necklace. As her last descendant.’

‘My grandmother gave me a necklace too!’ And I show her. ‘Although I’m not her last descendant. There’s still Ivy. It’s my Sailor Moon necklace. Sailor Moon is the champion of justice and the moon princess and on behalf of the moon she can right wrongs. There are many wrongs I would like to right,’ I say. 

‘I like the sound of her,’ answers Hypatia. ‘A good word for her would be a selenophile – it is someone who loves the moon,’ she explains. 

‘Want to come higher?’ I ask. She looks up and the colour drains from her face. I have an idea.

‘Here. Take this,’ I say, and hand her a walkie-talkie from my backpack. I wave the other one and show her how to turn it on.

‘I’m going up higher but I’ll talk to you all the way, okay? Maybe we can work this out with teamwork.’

‘Okay,’ she nods. 
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LOST WORDS

I climb with the walkie-talkie in my back pocket and the torch in one hand. The stairs wobble under each step. The next balcony has a plaque with several subject headings listed there. I read them out to Hypatia. 

‘Phron-tis-tery, over.’ I say

‘Phrontistery. It means a place to think, over,’ she says. 

‘Oh and now it is selenolgy – let me guess! The moon, right? Over,’ I say.

‘That’s right! Books for your Sailor Moon, over.’

‘Next is genealogy – oh I know that one too. Family history, right? Over,’ I say.

‘Indubitably, over.’ 

I go higher.

‘How about den-dro-chronology, over?’ 

‘Ah … that means the study of tree rings, over,’ says Hypatia.

‘Wow! You’re good at this!’ I say. ‘Ornithology? Over?’

‘Birds, over.’

That might be useful, I think. As if reading my mind Hypatia says, ‘Ornithology. My great-grandfather was famous for his birds.’ 

‘Ten-four that. I’ll come back to it. I’m going higher, over.’

Up I go to the next level.

‘Okay, so here is the list of subjects. Coleopterology, over,’ I say, trying not to think about how high I am or how tricky that word is to say.

‘The study of beetles! This is fun, over!’

‘Okay, then we have ombrology, over.’

‘Study of rain, over.’

‘What about brontology, over?’

‘Oh, that’s thunder, over.’

I keep going up. The staircase is creaking more and swaying as I get higher.

‘Okay, now we have lepidopterology, over.’

‘Butterflies, over.’

‘Olfactology, over.’

‘Study of smell, over.’

‘Your great-grandfather had interesting taste in books! Over,’ I say.

‘Forsooth! I think my great-grandfather Baroud was a bibliophile for sure, over.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘That he loved books.’ 

‘There’s a word for that?’

I keep climbing. I’m getting pretty high now. The staircase is really shaking as I climb. I decide whatever I do I must not look down. So yeah. Of course I look down. I see Hyaptia by the light of her torch, her pale face looking up at me. I just have to keep going.

‘And Ich-thy-o-cop-ro-lite?’ I say. 

‘Fossilised fish poop,’ says Hypatia.

‘You’re kidding me!’ I say.

I hear her laugh through the walkie-talkie. ‘Completely serious, over,’ she says.

‘Lexicology and etymology, over.’

‘Oh, I wish I was up there! Lexicology is the study of words and meanings and etymology is the study of word origins, over.’

‘Yep! This would definitely be the level you would like, Hypatia! Over – wait, what about rhino-tillex-omania?’

‘Compulsive nose picking, over,’ says Hypatia.

‘Really? Someone I know at school called Melody might find that interesting.’

I go up even higher.

‘Now it’s horology, over.’

‘Oh, the study of time! That might be useful for time travelling, Hattie, over.’

‘I’ll come back to it once I find the compendium. This next one has me stumped. En- chir-id-ions, over.’ 

‘Oh, try there! That means guidebooks! That’s what a compendium is. Over,’ says Hypatia.

I step off the staircase and onto the balcony. I shine the torch along the shelves. There are books above, books below. Then I trip on a book at my feet, open on the floor. I shut the cover and shine my torch over the title, The Illustrated Compendium of Hummingbird House. ‘Got it! Over,’ I say.

‘Wow. That was quick! Over,’ says Hypatia.

‘I tripped on it, over!’

‘How serendipitous! Over!’ says Hypatia. 

‘Serendipitous!’ I say. ‘That’s a good word! Over!’

‘Forsooth! A happy accident! Over!’

I look over the balcony and all the way down to the spot of light that is Hypatia and wave.

I climb down as fast as I can while carrying a torch, a walkie-talkie and a large old book. The arrangement is, to use a vocabulary word, precarious. I find Hypatia sitting on the floor in the knick-knackatory, her hair over her face. 

‘Look what I found,’ she says, and she holds up a large snow dome almost as big as her hand. The glass catches the moonlight. I go over to her.

‘This is my home. Beirut. Some people call it the Paris of the Middle East. I miss everything about it,’ she says. She shakes the snow dome and stares at the falling flakes of snow. ‘I miss the view from our roof over the streets. I miss the feeling of the rough stone of our house on my hand. I miss eating figs from the garden. I miss the spicy smells from the market. I miss my dog.’ She pauses and takes a breath and says, ‘But mostly I miss my Baba and Mama,’ she says. ‘I just want to go home.’

‘Come on,’ I say. ‘The book. Let’s see what it says.’ 

She puts the snow dome down while I sit next to her and open the compendium. It says FOCUS ET FORTUNA in big letters on the first page.

‘What does that mean?’

‘It’s Latin,’ she says. ‘But I don’t know what it means. It’s over there too.’ 

She shines her torch on the mantlepiece opposite us. I can just make out the letters carved there. 

‘Focus et fortuna. It must be the family motto,’ I say. 

We pour over the book, our torches shining two bright circles on the pages.

‘Look! That’s a map of Brunswick from 1886,’ says Hypatia. ‘1886. That was when this house was built.’ I look at the map and see there was more parkland then. But I see my street was already there.

On the next page is the title: Inventories and Lists. 

There is a list of furniture for the house, including the portraits and a grand piano and fifty chandeliers. I imagine the house lit up like a Christmas tree. The handwriting is swirly and quite hard to read. I pull the book a little closer to myself.

‘Look. An Aviary Inventory,’ I say.

Listed are peacocks and flamingos and parrots and cockatoos and lyrebirds and falcons. 

‘What about the hummingbirds?’ asks Hypatia.

‘Were there hummingbirds?’ I ask.

‘Well, I suppose so. That’s all my grandmother inherited from Great-Grandfather Baroud. A flock of dead hummingbirds. Grandmother told Mama it was proof that her father hated her.’

‘What? He hated her?’ I say, thinking of all those happy photos of them together.

‘The story goes,’ begins Hypatia, ‘that he wanted her to marry a man of his choice and she wanted to be free. She wanted to travel the world and study and he refused. So do you know what? She ran away from here. Went to live in Lebanon. And never came back.’

I look through the list of birds.

‘Here it is,’ I say, pointing. ‘One hundred golden hummingbirds! I guess what your grandmother said was true. Wow. One hundred hummingbirds.’

I read more.

‘It says here they cost three thousand pounds sterling,’ I say. ‘I think that’s a lot of money.’

‘What a waste of money if they all died,’ Hypatia says. 

Maybe the fortune was wasted after all? I lean in and search the page, my torch shining over each word. There are lists of family trees, birthday dates, dates of deaths. There are lists of plants in the garden.

‘You know, you have a lot in common with these people, Hypatia,’ I say. ‘I mean, you like writing lists …’

‘How do you know I like writing lists?’

‘Um … I just know, okay. It’s a time thing.’

‘What are you keeping from me?’

‘Nothing. I just mean you’re a word freak like your great-grandfather and you look just like your grandmother – you’re even named after her. I just thought with so much in common with your family, maybe you could see that you do really belong here?’

‘What? No, I don’t. They’re not my family! Of course I don’t belong here. What would you know?’ she says. I can’t see her face in the dark but I can hear she is angry. 

‘It was just a thought,’ I say, bringing the book closer to myself.

‘You said you would get me the books on horology,’ she says.

‘I will, I just want to look in here first. I’m looking for the gold. What happened to all the gold?’ I whisper, almost to myself. It must be recorded in here with everything else. 

I pull the book onto my lap and shine the torch closer to see better. I find large architectural drawings of the house that fold out. Dad would love these. I’m good at reading drawings like these. I’ve been doing it all my life. When I was a baby, Dad would work on designs with me in the sling. I look over them to see if I can locate a secret room and then think that if it were a secret room then it wouldn’t be drawn in the first place? But then I see the library marked.

‘I don’t think this room was secret. It’s on the drawings. There used to be a door here.’

‘Let me see,’ says Hypatia.

‘Wait. I’m good at reading architectural drawings. And it’s not as if it will say “time travel happens on x marks the spot”.’

‘Well, it’s not as if there will be some stupid treasure map either,’ says Hypatia. ‘Let me see the book!’ She tugs it but I hold on tightly. ‘Give it to me,’ she demands. ‘You wouldn’t have even been able to find the book if it wasn’t for me.’ 

She shines her torch right in my eyes and I throw my hands up to cover my face, letting go of the book. She grabs it from me.

‘Give it back!’ I say. ‘That’s not fair. I might not be here for long.’

She stands up with the book and from the pages falls a bundle of letters tied up with a ribbon. I grab at them before she can. Each one addressed to Hypatia Baroud. Each one says RETURN TO SENDER. I turn to the back of the envelope. The sender? Abraham Baroud. Her father. And every single one is sealed with a red wax seal. 

‘Show me what they are,’ Hypatia says, but I ignore her.

This could be the clue to the fortune. I break the red wax seal on the back of one and unfold the paper.

‘It’s in another language,’ I say, and I reluctantly pass the letter to her.

She takes one look and says, ‘They are in my mother tongue.’

‘Brilliant! You can read it, then!’ I say.

‘No, I can’t,’ she says, and quickly folds the letter back into the envelope and hands it back.

‘What do you mean? There might be a clue! It might mention the lost fortune or another room or even … I don’t know. But you have to read them!’

‘I said I am nequient!’ 

‘What?’

‘I’m ramfeezled,’ she says. 

‘Ramfeezled?’ I say.

‘Tired! I’m too tired!’ she shouts.

I stand up too, feeling hot and angry.

‘There could be answers in there about the fortune!’ I say.

‘I must absquatulate from this circumbendibus blateration,’ Hypatia says, picking up her torch and pushing past me.

‘What do you mean?’ I’m so frustrated with Hypatia and her weird lost words.

‘The letters will be a complete boondoggle. You said you would help me time travel, but you won’t even tell me anything about how this is changing the future.’ 

‘What if you can’t time travel anyway? What if it is only me who can?’ 

‘Well, it’s a better plan than looking for some imaginary treasure.’

‘I have to save it to save my family!’ I say. Why can’t Hypatia see how important this is? 

‘You haven’t even lost your family. I’m the one who has lost everything.’

‘Exactly! You’ve already lost your family, but I could still save mine.’

I hear her intake of breath and her footsteps going down the metal spiral staircase.

‘Please,’ I say, ‘can’t you just read the letters?’ 

She stops. ‘No! My mother tongue only reminds me of what I must forget. I only speak English. Mostly lost words.’ I see her torch light moving away from me.

‘Don’t you see how stupid that is?’ I shout. ‘Don’t you want people to understand you?’ I watch as her torch light stops still. 

From the darkness I hear, ‘No one would understand me anyway.’ 

It hits me like a hard-thrown netball. Ooft. I might not understand being Hypatia, but I sure do understand what it’s like to feel as though no one understands. I understand that no-one-understands feeling to the power of a billion. I have a no-one-understands understanding.

‘I’m sorry!’ I say, but as I do, her torch light blinks out. ‘Hypatia?’ 

I shine my torch around but all I see is gaping blackness. At my feet is the other walkie-talkie. I pick it up. So much for teamwork. 

‘I’m sorry!’ I say again into the darkness, but I know she can’t hear me. I go down the spiral staircase.

I’ve managed to upset everyone now. Wow. Well done, me. My special talent. My cheeks burn with the feeling and I leave the house as fast as I can and run home, each footstep beating in my head with sorry, sorry, sorry. I just want to curl up in bed. When I get home I catch my breath and I wrap my arms around myself in a hug. A body break that helps. Hypatia’s words are ringing in my ears. All you care about is the house. No one would understand anyway. And then I hear Patrick’s voice in my head. All you care about is yourself. My stomach feels squirmy. I do care. I care about Patrick. About Hypatia. I don’t know how to help Hypatia time travel but maybe I can help some other way. I need to show her that living at Hummingbird House isn’t so bad. I need to show her I’m sorry. And then I have a light bulb moment. Maybe there is something else I can do for Hypatia.
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COUNTRY AIR

In the morning, there’s a knock on the door and I hear Dad’s voice. I eavesdrop from my room.

‘What are you doing here?’ asks Mum.

‘I’m here to check on Ivy. Kinder called me. They said she’s behaving strangely,’ he says.

‘It’s Ivy,’ says Mum.

‘Stranger than usual! They said something about a moustache and trying to smoke cigarettes from Missy’s bag?’ says Dad.

‘She’s fine,’ insists Mum. ‘Just go away. It’s not your week!’ 

I hear the door slam.

I wish Mum and Dad would just stop fighting. Will they ever be how they used to be? Sometimes I wonder if it is a good idea to want them back together after all. I just know that week-about like this sucks.

‘Come and have breakfast!’ Mum yells from the kitchen like it’s an order. Great. She must have leftover anger from seeing Dad. When I get to the kitchen, I see Mum is wearing a checked shirt and overalls and has her hair in plaits.

‘What are you wearing?’ I ask.

‘Country clothes!’ she says. ‘It’s my new look.’

I sit at the table next to Ivy and Eagle. Ivy is wearing the blue bucket on her head and has her moustache drawn on.

‘What are you drinking?’ I ask her.

‘Espresso!’ she says with a rolling tongue.

Then she looks at me and says, ‘Where is my half key?’

‘You’re so weird, Ivy,’ I say, and I sniff her cup. ‘Mum! Why are you letting Ivy drink coffee?’ 

‘She insisted,’ says Mum, as if that explains it. 

‘She’s five years old. Do you think maybe you let her get away with too much?’ 

Mum looks surprised. I feel surprised. I’ve never spoken to Mum like that before.

The doorbell rings. It’s the postman with another parcel from Nan. Mum opens it and laughs.

‘Look, girls! A jar of Fig Tree Pocket air. Pure country air.’

She places it on the windowsill and gazes at it. Then she presses play on the country sounds recording and the magpies gargle, the wind rustles the eucalypts and the bellbirds pip. 

‘We’re really getting a feel for country life now,’ she says. 

I wish Nan would stop trying to get Mum to move. I wish Patrick wasn’t angry. I wish Hypatia wasn’t sad. I wish Ivy wasn’t weird. And I wish the Big Split had never happened.
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Lunchtime without Patrick is terrible. I’m sitting on my own, looking over to where he is. He’s with the Grade Ones in the sensory gardens picking flowers, crushing petals with stones and adding water. Potion making. It kind of looks like fun. It would be fun. If you were doing it with Patrick. 

I’ve never really thought about why I am friends with Patrick. I just am. It’s how it has always been. For as long as I can remember we’ve been friends. I don’t even feel like I can be me without him.

All I can think about is saving Hummingbird House and the mullolly tree and Mum and Dad and Patrick and Nan and Ivy. And Hypatia. So lonely, hiding up there in the dark. I can’t just leave her there like that. Never climbing the tree. Too scared to even climb the stairs to get a book. And there are so many books there she would love. 

I watch Patrick in the distance. Now he’s been caught by the Preps. They’ve got him tied to the swings. I shake my head. He must have been too slow for the hula hoop lasso.

I open the journal. More writing has appeared since yesterday.

List of ways to time travel:


	Slip through time

	Time machine

	Portal

	Wormhole

	Some sort of device that could transport you?



A list of things I must not forget but that are too painful to remember:


	My Mama’s face

	My Mama’s laugh

	The apple smell of her hair

	The feeling of her hand in mine

	My Baba’s voice

	The bristles on his face when he hugs me

	The rumble of the laugh from his chest

	The smell of tobacco on his shirt

	His singing voice

	My mother tongue

	The feeling of belonging to a family



I wanted to tell Hattie what happened to my parents, but even though I have so many words, these ones stick in my throat. Baba and Mama. The words are simple. The house was on fire. The crackle was so loud. Like the world splitting open. So much smoke we could hardly breathe. Baba got me out. Then he went back. For Mama. I never saw them again.

No wonder Hypatia is desperate to change the past and stop that from happening. I can’t believe the mean things I said to her. What if she never speaks to me again? What if she won’t let me into the library? What if she somehow puts it into the world in 1970 that there will be a child born called Hattie who will be the world’s worst friend and that it will be written down even before I am born and the only destiny I will fulfill will be failing at friendship and I will have to live a friendless life, alone like a hermit in a cave in the woods living off strange berries that are probably poisonous. Gee. I really don’t want to live alone. Or eat poison. I hope my idea for helping her works. We are friends, even if she refuses to admit it. 

When the bell goes, I take a last chance to read over the journal for clues. I start at the start. List of Full Moon Names. There is still so much I don’t understand. Head down, eyes fixed on the page, I slowly walk towards the class line but bump straight into Taylor Dellabella.

‘Ms Guide! Hattie Maxwell is pushing,’ she says in her special sweet whiny voice that is just for teachers.

I look up, dazed. Ms Guide looks at me. My legs begin to shake a little, or to use a vocabulary word from earlier in the year, I would say tremble, which is one of the best sort of words because to say it out loud is to mimic the precise meaning of the word and then I wonder … is there a word for that? When a word is so right it becomes the thing it is? But then I think back to the reason I am trembling and I wonder will I be sent to The Enforcer? I gulp.

Ms Guide looks at the book I’m reading. She looks shocked. Uh-oh. Will she ask me why I’m not reading The Golden Astrolabe?

‘What an interesting-looking book. Are you enjoying it?’ she asks.

Is this a trick question? 

‘Yes – and I wasn’t really pushing. I was just so, to use one of your vocabulary words, enthralled, and didn’t realise I was walking and reading at the same time which I know is breaking rule number ONE HUNDRED AND SEVENTY-SIX, Ms Guide.’ 

I hold my breath, awaiting my inevitable punishment and hoping it doesn’t involve The Enforcer sucking my soul out through my nostrils. 

‘Never mind, Hattie,’ she says. ‘Sometimes there are exceptions to the rules.’ 

Yes. She actually said that. I can’t believe it either! I even give my ear a shake. I mean – a librarian saying there are exceptions to rules? All librarians love rules – don’t they? 

And then I’m shaking my ear some more because she says, ‘Taylor Dellabella, apologise to Hattie, please. I am ramfeezled of your quiddling blatherskiting.’

I think Ms Guide just told off Taylor Dellabella. In lost words.
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BETRAYAL

If my life were a TV show this would be another montage. But instead it’s me, trudging the streets without Patrick, knocking on every door in my block. But this time, when I ask them to sign the petition and tell them about the protest, I also ask to borrow all the torches and any fairy lights they have. By the time I have knocked on every door, my backpack is stuffed full and my petition is huge.

I drop my backpack at home and proudly carry the hefty petition in my arms, all the way to the town hall. The automatic doors slide open to a room with smooth marble floors and a big reception desk. The air conditioner hums. There is a model of the apartment block on a pedestal in the middle of the room. I am drawn to it like a magnet. Up close, I can see the sad face made of windows and balconies and that there are no trees anywhere except the rooftop garden. It’s so detailed. There are even tiny people and bikes. It is beautiful and awful all at the same time. It shows me a 3D world without Hummingbird House and the mullolly tree. My hands grip the petition. This had better work. 

I go to the reception desk but it is too high for me to see over. ‘Ahem!’ I cough. ‘Excuse me!’ I say while jumping. Finally, the receptionist stands and looks down to see me.

‘Good afternoon! May I help you?’ she asks. I’m relieved she is friendly.

‘I have a petition for the mayor,’ I say.

‘Oh, how cute!’ she says. ‘You will need to fill in an H143 form and lodge your petition between 5pm and 5.05pm on every second Thursday. Thank you!’

‘What?’ 

‘How would you rate your service? In stars – one being least satisfied and five being very satisfied?’ she asks.

‘Um … I think it would be one star?’ I say.

‘Oh dear,’ she says. ‘We need to get a rating higher than three stars on this exchange. Shall we try again? Hello, may I help you?’

‘Yes, I need to give this petition to the mayor right now.’

‘Okay. An immediate petition lodgement. You will need a P123 form for urgent requests, which can be lodged any time between 9am and 9.30am Monday to Friday. Now. Would you like to fill in this customer service questionnaire?’

She hands me a clipboard and pencil, saying, ‘Try and give me at least three stars, sweetie.’ 

I go and sit on the soft chairs and am just starting to fill out the form (all one stars, obviously) when I hear voices. With a quick glance to see that the receptionist is busy, I follow the voices down the hallway to the mayor’s office. I’ll give the mayor the petition myself!

Through the slightly ajar door, I see Lord Landlord. He’s sitting with his feet on the desk and I must admit he has beautiful shoes. So shiny! 

‘We’re almost there!’ he says. ‘Only a few weeks more. When the rezoning is through …’

‘Shush! Don’t talk about it here,’ hisses Mayor Ice Witch. ‘I’ll meet you at the house tomorrow at 4pm sharp and we can discuss the progress then. The architect will be here soon.’ 

I hear footsteps coming and quickly tuck myself behind an enormous indoor fern in the corner. The steps approach and enter the office. I sneak back down the corridor. There is a low strip of glass along the office and I slide on my tummy and peek in. What I see there makes my heart feel sunburnt. I would know those odd socks anywhere.

Through the door I can hear them discuss the open day on Sunday.

‘I’ve got everything ready to start selling the apartments,’ says Dad. ‘A display room in a caravan is all set up and looking terrific. Such lovely finishes and eco materials. Do you want to see the carpet swatches?’

I take my pulse. It’s like a beating drumroll. I try to breathe slowly like Peggy tells me. But all my hair feels prickly on my head like when you pull your ponytail too tightly. I can’t believe it. Dad is the architect behind all this. Behind destroying Hummingbird House and my mullolly tree.

My blood starts to boil. I run out to the foyer and see the model of the apartment block high on the plinth like a prized piece of art. And Dad was the one who made it. Without thinking, I slam down the petition and smash it to smithereens. The receptionist calls out and an alarm starts going off. I look down at the ruins of the model and all the tiny people lying around, almost like they are dead. I run through the door and all the way home.

‘Mum!’ I shout as I burst through the door and run down the hallway and into the kitchen. I lean over, hands on my knees, and take deep breaths.

‘Hattie, what on earth has happened? Breathe,’ says Mum, rubbing my back and handing me some water. I gulp it down. I look up at Mum and tears fill my eyes.

‘Mum! You have to look at the Hummingbird House development website. You’re never going to believe it!’

Mum moves to the computer in her room and clutches my arm as I follow. She clicks to the page.

‘What is it, Hattie? The demolition hasn’t happened yet, has it? We’ve got the protest on Sunday.’

‘The architect,’ I say. ‘Look at the architect.’

Mum scrolls and clicks and sees.

‘Oh!’ she exclaims, as if she has been hit by a blow. She presses play on a video interview with the architect and Dad’s voice comes out of the speaker. He’s saying ‘green building’ when I know the place is brown. Maybe his colour blindness is getting worse?

‘Is that who I think it is?’ Ivy asks. I didn’t realise she had followed us. All I can do is look at her and nod.

Why is Dad doing this? Does he hate Mum so much? Does he hate me? Doesn’t he know how much I love the mullolly tree? That it’s my favourite place in the world? 

Mum grabs her phone.

‘I’m going to ring him right now and give him a piece of my mind,’ she says, and she walks outside and closes the door. My eyes fill up with tears and I try to blink them away but they escape onto my cheeks. I realise what I am feeling. Betrayal. It’s a vocabulary word that I never thought I would be putting into a sentence with my own Dad.
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THE MULBERRY TREE 

That night I lie in bed and it’s like the world has turned upside down. Mum has been tight-lipped and upset all evening. I’m so confused. I want to talk to someone about Dad and realise the only person I can talk to is Ivy. Even though I am still angry with her I say, ‘Why would Dad be doing this? Why would he be working with the bad guys?’ 

‘Dad is a good guy,’ says Ivy. ‘He’s the best.’ 

‘Yeah, well, if Dad is such a good guy then why is he destroying my favourite place and chopping down my special tree?’ 

Saying it aloud to Ivy sends a rush of blood to my head.

‘Maybe Dad doesn’t care about you or your stupid mullolly tree but I’m sure he still cares about me!’ Ivy screams back at me – and then she starts to cry but I can tell it’s fake. Mum comes rushing in as she always does when Ivy cries.

‘What’s wrong, Ivy?’ she says as she appears at the door. 

‘Hattie hurt me,’ Ivy lies.

‘No way! I didn’t touch her,’ I say.

But Ivy just cries louder and Mum’s brain melts when Ivy cries. I want to say that Ivy is five years old and I never would have been allowed to act like such a baby when I was that age but what’s the point? Mum is already scooping her into her arms – like a baby!

‘It’s alright, Ivy, shush now. Come and sleep in my bed.’ 

At the door Mum looks over her shoulder at me and says, ‘Have a think about being a better big sister, Hattie.’

Unbelievable! Now I am completely on my own. All I have left is the Nonesuch Library. Will Hypatia even want to see me after our fight? It all spins in my mind like a mouse running on a wheel until I fall asleep. I wake before Sailor Moon tells me to, as if my brain already knows it’s time to get up and go.

In the laundry, I put on my shoes and slide on my very full backpack. It’s heavy and I’m glad I’m strong. I really hope my plan for Hypatia will work. Then I’m out the back door and the gate and into the alleyway. The moon is huge and orange. Tonight is the blood moon – the eclipse. Here it is. The triple moon. Super blue blood moon. 

I climb through the hedge and when I come out, I know I am in Hypatia’s time. But although the garden is different there is the same orange-tinged moon hanging in the sky. It lights up the mullolly tree and the branches cast shadows that look like monster hands grabbing at me as I run inside. I go slowly up the stairs to avoid making any noise. When I get to the landing I see the candle-shaped light fitting and pull it. Click. The hidden door opens. I hope Hypatia is waiting for me. I hope she lets me in. I shine my torch before me.

‘Hello?’ I say in a small voice. ‘Hypatia? It’s me. Hattie.’

‘Well, of course it’s you. Who else would it be?’

‘I’m sorry about what I said. Can I come in?’

‘Of course you can come in!’ says Hypatia. ‘Hurry up! I’ve been waiting for you.’

I’m relieved right up to my hair follicles as I rush through the door. She’s sitting on the couch with her torch, surrounded by objects and wearing a large hat of scrunched up white netting that’s decorated with large feathers. 

‘Nice hat!’ I say. 

‘I went back to the knick-knackatory. I’ve tried to time travel with each of these objects from my grandmother’s time and nothing works. I’ve been through the hedge. I’ve wandered the house searching for portals. Nothing.’ 

I clear some space and sit next to her. 

‘After what I said yestreen I wasn’t sure I would ever see you again,’ she says. 

‘After what I said, I wasn’t sure you would want to see me again. Nan says I can be like a dog with a bone sometimes. I’m sorry I said those things yestreen. Hang on, it was yestereen for you too?’

‘Yes, you have visited me the last two nights … yestreen and ereyestreen.’

‘That means day before yesterday, right?’

She nods.

‘And the compendium?’ I ask.

‘I’ve read it from cover to cover. The whole thing. No mention of time travel at all.’ She shoves the book at me in annoyance. ‘I did find this mention of gold. It’s no good to me, but might be useful to you. As you are a treasure hunter.’

Sitting in the back of the book are handwritten pages. At the top it says: 

Appendices and Addendums

20 June 1908

With a heavy heart, I close the library and seal it up until my daughter returns. 

‘Look. Here is the date your great-grandfather sealed this room, never to be reopened until she returned.’ 

There’s more, but the page is riddled with holes. Book worms. All that’s left are snippets.

My fortune is … My hummingbirds are just for her … Lost forever … Worth their weight in gold.

‘Alack, if I don’t noggle this time travel business out I may be stuck here forever. It gives me the mubble fubbles,’ says Hypatia, throwing off her hat and putting her head in her hands. I place my hand on her shoulder.

‘I have a surprise for you,’ I say. ‘Don’t peep!’ 

‘Or to use a lost word, don’t keek!’ she answers, sitting up and shutting her eyes tight.

From my bag I get all the lights I collected this afternoon from everyone in my street. All the torches and solar powered fairy lights and little fake candles I found in Mum’s cupboards. Mrs Petunia had heaps. She’s a real Christmas person. I place them in a circle in the middle of the room and turn them all on. The place glows and flickers. I grab Hypatia and lead her to the centre.

‘On the count of three, open your eyes. One, two, three!’ 

‘Oh, it looks …’ says Hypatia.

‘Yes?’ I say.

‘I’m lost for words. Even lost words,’ says Hypatia as she turns about, looking at the room.

I see the whole room for the first time. The portrait of Grandmother Hypatia and the intricate carvings of birds and flowers all over the mantlepiece. Even the patterns and colours in the rugs on the floor.

‘I also brought this. Come, sit.’

We sit in the middle of the circle of candles. From my backpack, I bring out my lunch box. 

‘I thought we could have a midnight feast!’ I get out a thermos of hot chocolate and pour her a cup. ‘Food does make everything better.’

Hypatia takes the cup.

‘Just so you know. We’re not friends, okay? I still don’t want to be friends.’

It feels like I’ve been stung with an elastic band when she says that. I look down at the food in my lunch box.

‘Okay,’ I say. Then I look back at her and smile. ‘I’ll be your not-friend. You want a peanut butter sandwich?’

I pass her a sandwich and take a bite of mine.

‘My not-friend,’ she says. ‘I like that.’ And she takes the sandwich, saying, ‘Luckily I don’t have arachibutyrophobia.’

‘What?’ I say.

‘A fear of peanut butter sticking to the roof of your mouth.’

‘There’s a word for that?’ I ask as peanut butter sticks to the roof of my mouth. 

‘Hmmm hmm,’ she says with her mouth full and, I suspect, with peanut butter sticking to the roof of her mouth as well. There are so many words, I think. But even with all the words, so many things are so hard to say. 

We sit cross-legged and eat. 

‘How’s saving the house going?’ she asks.

‘I don’t know. And it’s worse now. My dad is involved in the new development. He’s the architect. I found out today.’

‘What?’ says Hypatia. ‘Why would he ruin something you love?’

I shake my head and shrug.

‘It’s like we are on different sides and I don’t know how I will forgive him. Part of me thought if I discovered the fortune then me and Mum and Dad and Ivy could buy Hummingbird House and live in it. I just want to be together as a family again.’

‘What is it like? Your mum and dad not being together?’

‘It’s just … hard. It’s like I have to be two people living two different lives.’

‘And when they are together it’s better? You like it?’

I think about Mum and Dad together. The white noise of the shouting. The constant disagreement. The uncomfortable atmosphere. The fights over me and Ivy.

‘Well. Not exactly. When they are together it’s lots of yelling.’

‘But you want them back together?’

‘Of course I do. I want my family back.’

‘But you still have them, right?’

‘I guess so.’

‘Perhaps you don’t want them back together but you want your life to be easier?’

‘Maybe,’ I say. The crust of my sandwich falls apart in my tense fingers while I think about it.

‘Thanks for all this, Hattie. I’m sorry I got grumpish. But I still can’t read the letters for you, okay?’ she says. 

‘That’s okay, Hypatia. I don’t want to make you sad.’

She looks up at me. ‘Really? What about looking for clues to the fortune? You don’t mind?’ she asks.

‘No, I don’t mind,’ I say. And it’s true. I don’t. ‘But I think you should read them. For you. There’s been a Big Split in your family – your grandmother and great-grandfather – and you have inherited that. She never returned. He closed up the library and never came back. What if it is your destiny – our destiny – to fix that? Maybe that’s why you found this place.’

‘Wait there,’ she says. She gets up and runs to the couch then sits back down with me, holding a boxy camera. ‘I brought this here tonight. To see if I could get evidence that you are real.’

‘Ouch!’ She has pinched me again.

We smile and squish our heads together while Hypatia holds the camera out in front of us. The flash goes off in my eyes, blinding me. The photo slides out of the camera and we watch it develop. 

There we are. Together. Hypatia slips it into her book, closes the cover and puts it carefully back in her dressing gown pocket.

‘Perhaps we can still find a way to fix both our problems,’ I say, ‘But first, you have to climb up the staircase.’ She starts to shake her head fast. ‘I know. Sprackling in murklins – climbing in the dark, right?’

‘I’m afeared,’ she says.

‘But look,’ I say, gesturing at the lights. ‘No more murklins. Come up the stairs. With me. You need to explore all this. Horology! If you’re going to learn to time travel you need to get up there. Not to mention all the rest! Look!’ I stand up and spread my arms wide. ‘All of these books! Here for you! I’ve only known you two days and I know you want to read them! You just need to go up and get them.’

I put out my hand. She takes it. I haul her to her feet. ‘It will be okay. I’m strong. I’ll hold onto you,’ I say.

Hypatia holds my hand so tightly I think my circulation will be cut off. We get to the first level of the knick-knackatory and keep going up. 

‘See! It’s fine,’ I say. ‘We’re already on a level with books.’

We keep going higher. I look back and Hypatia’s eyes are like saucers. When we reach the third level, I can see she is a little pale. The stairs sway much more with two of us but I show my bravest face to Hypatia. The light dims as we go higher and the walls are swarming with shadows.

After the fourth level, she freezes. ‘I can’t go any higher,’ she says.

‘Not even for the compulsive nose-picking books?’ 

She laughs a little. 

‘Take a deep breath,’ I say. 

She starts taking enormous breaths.

‘I can’t,’ says Hypatia.

‘You can. Come on,’ I say, trying to sound encouraging. ‘Don’t look down!’ 

But it’s too late. She already has. She starts swaying. She’s going to take us both off the edge! I’ve got to calm her down.

‘Come on, Hypatia. I might not always be able to come here and I want to help you get to the top while I can.’ I decide to just keep walking. When I look back, Hypatia is glued to the spot. 

‘When I’m frightened, I think of Nan,’ I say. ‘Thinking of Nan is like getting a warm hug in a cosy kitchen that smells of fresh bread. What about you?’

‘When I was scared my Baba would sing me a song,’ Hypatia says.

‘Then why don’t you sing it?’ I say. 

She begins to hum a wordless tune. It’s a sad lilting song with a gentleness to it. It’s not a song I know. The notes run into each other like a waterfall and I can tell it is a lullaby. And she starts climbing higher. 

‘Good,’ I say. ‘Just a few more. Don’t look up and don’t look down. Just one step at a time. We are going to get to the top.’

She keeps singing, now with words from another language. Her mother tongue. I don’t say anything in case she stops. We keep climbing. We get up higher and higher and even I feel a bit wobbly. Hypatia’s song resonates around the tower. When I turn to look at her behind me, I see there are tears on her cheeks. She stops singing. We are almost at the top, almost touching the ceiling. So high above the floor. 

I shine my torch at the ceiling and glimpse something shimmering up there. I grab the top of the stair railing to get onto the highest balcony and straight away I hear a loud metallic clunk. And another clunk. Clunk, clunk, clunk. Each step of the spiral staircase is snapping closed under our feet like a series of eyes flipping shut. Hypatia screams.

‘Hold on!’ I shout. ‘It’s booby-trapped so we can’t get to the top!’

‘What will we do?’ asks Hypatia.

It is pretty clear to me what we have to do. The stairs have become a very long and very windy and very dangerous slide. 

‘I don’t want you to be tremefied, okay?’ I say. ‘Just turn around. Hold the railing and sit down.’ Hypatia does as I tell her. ‘Don’t let go of the railing until I say!’ 

I hold on with one hand and stand on the now sloping ramp and tuck the torch into my hoodie. I sit down behind Hyaptia and grab her around the waist with one hand and keep hold of the railing with the other. ‘Are you ready?’ I ask. ‘This may be a bumpy ride. Let go on three. One, two, three!’ 

We let go and take off, sliding down and around, screaming our lungs out as we turn and gain pace and slide around and around and around. My insides go through a spin wash and my head is woozy when finally we fly off the last step and land on the floor with a thump right in the middle of our picnic.

Hypatia is on the floor making a strange noise. ‘Are you okay, Hypatia?’ I ask. Then I realise. She’s laughing! Laughing and laughing. Or to use a vocabulary word, she is guffawing. I laugh too. We roll around on the rug and laugh until our stomachs hurt.

‘That was amazing!’ Hypatia says when she gets her breath back. ‘What a flumping ride!’

‘Your Great-Grandfather Baroud was quite a character, as Nan would say. This place. It is booby-trapped! It’s crazy!’ I say, looking up at the ceiling.

‘Oh, Hattie!’ says Hypatia. ‘That was grandificient! Oh, I haven’t laughed so much since I got here!’ 

That’s a long time between laughs, I think. I mean, we’ve all been glum since the Big Split, but we still laugh. Don’t we? As we lie on the rug gasping for air, I feel the room darkening.

‘There’s a moon eclipse here tonight. As a selenophile like your Sailor Moon, you might be interested,’ says Hypatia. 

‘It’s an eclipse here? It is an eclipse in my time too,’ I say.

‘What?’

The moon! I sit up.

‘Hypatia. What if it’s moon power that’s connecting us? It’s a triple moon when I’m from. A super blue blood moon.’

‘And it’s a triple moon here!’ says Hypatia. ‘I wrote it in my book. That’s why I thought something supernatural might happen!’

‘What if you can only time-slip between triple moons?’ I say, jumping to my feet. 

‘Thrice full moon power in both our times over thrice nights,’ she says, standing up too.

‘Then that means tonight would be the last night,’ I say.

I go to the window and look out but the mullolly tree is gone!
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TRIPLE MOON

‘Hypatia – quickly. You’ve got to see this.’ She joins me at the window and presses forward to see. ‘Are you seeing what I’m seeing?’ 

‘Forsooth,’ she says. Lit by moonlight is a tall man with a shovel, digging a hole. He bends down and plants a seed, and covers it over. He stands up and looks to the orange-tinged moon and we see his face. He has a big moustache and a big smile and he opens his arms to the sky. He picks up his watering can and pours it out from up high, the water droplets glowing in the moonlight. It’s Baroud planting the mullolly tree!

‘We’re time travelling! Right now!’ says Hypatia. 

I look at her and nod. ‘This is one crazy time slippery dip, alright.’

‘Let’s go out there,’ she says.

I hand her a walkie-talkie, just in case, and we rush out of the library to the staircase. But we’re stopped in our tracks by what we see. 

The house! It’s all new and shiny. Huge chandeliers drip from the ceilings like diamonds. We walk slowly down the stairs, bright carpets under our feet. My hand reaches out and touches the walls. They are covered in patterned silks that go all the way to the ceiling. All around the edge of the walls are paintings of birds flying and dipping and darting about, glinting with dabs of gold.

From the stairs we walk, stunned, through the entry hall. In the corners are sculptures of elephants and leopards and on ornate pedestals are enormous vases bursting with flowers and plants. Hypatia runs to the living room and motions me over. The tall windows have flouncy heavy drapes and tassels in shimmering green. The carpet under our feet is bright with colours of precious stones.

‘Look up!’ she gasps.

On the ceiling is the most beautifully painted sky of fluffy clouds and blue sky and birds flocking around the central chandelier.

At the front door is a huge grandfather clock with a glowing brass mechanism and there on the ceiling is a midnight blue sky with the constellations of stars dotted around. We reach the front door, a door of perfect polished wood.

‘Are you ready?’ I ask her.

‘Yes,’ she says.

Hypatia turns the handle and opens the door and we rush out into the garden … but there it is. The mullolly tree. Fully grown and old, its gnarly branches spread out like a welcome hug.

‘He’s gone,’ she says. ‘I didn’t get to say anything. Didn’t get to tell him anything.’ 

I take her hand and drag her with me to the base of the tree and as I get there I knock my toe on a stone. 

‘Ouch!’ I say, jumping on the spot. ‘I kicked something.’ Hypatia leans down and brushes her hand over the stone. 

‘What is it?’

‘Look,’ she says. I shine my torch and see a foundation stone buried in the dirt. We shine our torches over the words.

Planted with a seed brought from my home in the hope that my family will always be connected like the roots of this tree, will be fruitful like the berries and spread and grow like the branches. 14 March 1886

I repeat the date. 14 March 1886. I’ve seen it before.

Hypatia opens her journal and frantically flicks through the pages. 

‘14 March 1886. It’s a triple moon date,’ she says. ‘The time-slipping. This proves it. It does happen on triple moons.’

We read over the list of dates.

‘Do you know what this means?’

I shake my head.

‘Look at the dates. It means I couldn’t have gone back to change the past anyway. It was a complete boondoggle after all. There isn’t a triple moon date when my grandmother was even here at the house. There is no way to get back to see her now.’ She slumps to the ground against the tree and looks up at the house. ‘I am stuck here.’

‘Is that so bad?’ I ask. She looks up at me with her dark eyes. ‘I know something that will help,’ I say.

‘You do?’

‘Uh-huh. Do you trust me?’

She takes my hand and smiles.

‘Come on. I’ll give you a leg up. You’re going to love this. Put one hand on that branch up there,’ I say. ‘And your foot on this knot in the trunk here.’

I grab her other foot and launch her upwards.

As Hypatia disappears above me into the branches I look back up at the house and see a small boy at the window. I wave to him and he waves back before hiding behind the curtain. I jump up onto the branch and haul myself into the tree and follow Hypatia. I find her sitting on a large branch, looking out at the darkening moon.

‘Are you okay, Hypatia?’

‘I like it up here,’ Hypatia says. ‘Listen to the susurrus.’ 

‘What does that mean?’ I ask.

‘It’s a word for the whispering of the breeze through leaves.’ 

‘Susurrus,’ I say. ‘It’s one of those words that sounds like it means.’

‘That’s called onomatopoeia,’ she says.

‘There’s even a word for that?’ I say. I can’t believe it!

We start to giggle.

‘Don’t you love being in the tree, Hypatia?’ I stand up on the branch, holding the one above. ‘It makes me feel as if my heart is floating free like a helium balloon straining on a string. Like I could do anything!’

‘Yes. It does,’ she says, and stands up next to me.

‘I’m sorry you can’t fix the past,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t much help.’

‘But you were a help, Hattie. You’ve given me the library. And the tree. Somewhere to belong.’ 

I smile. My plan worked. Then I think of the painful memories in her journal.

‘You can’t help all of the terrible things that have happened, but you can write your own story of your future, you know. Make it how you want it to be – an adventure. With a happy ending.’

‘I’d like that,’ she says. ‘I hope you can save the house, Hattie. But even if you don’t? You know you still have your family. And you never know. If I research enough, perhaps I will discover a way to time travel?’

‘If anyone can,’ I say, ‘I think it would be you. And we did just time travel!’ 

‘Yes, we did!’ she says, eyes glistening. ‘It was magical.’

‘Can you believe how beautiful the house was? And we saw this tree being planted. It makes me want to protect it all even more.’

I can see the berries on the tree. Juicy ripe and bursting. ‘Here. Have a mulberry!’ I say. ‘They’re the best I’ve ever tasted!’

Hypatia takes one and bites into it, the purple juice running over her chin.

‘Mmmm, tayib,’ she says.

‘Is that a lost word too?’

‘No. It’s a word from my mother tongue,’ she says. ‘It means yummy.’ I smile. Hypatia is getting braver by the minute.

We walk to the end of the branch and sit and look at the super blue blood moon. 

‘This is it,’ says Hypatia. ‘The last night of the full moon. I feel an overwhelming sense of finifugal – a fear of something ending.’ 

‘I feel that too,’ I say. ‘I just didn’t have a word for it.’ 

The branch we are on gently sways as we watch in wonder, the moon shadowed by the earth, and I think about all the things we can feel but never name.

‘I promise never to forget you,’ Hypatia says. Even though I can’t see her face I know there are tears in her eyes. And I realise there are tears in mine too.

‘Here, I want you to have this. To remember me by,’ she says. And she takes off the key necklace from around her neck.

‘We’ll swap!’ I say. ‘We’ll swap our grandmothers’ gifts!’ I take off my Sailor Moon necklace. ‘As my Nan says – sharing is not losing half, but gaining double.’

‘I hope you save the house, Hattie. And the tree. You’re right. It is special.’

As I take the key necklace in my hand a glimmer of moonlight emerges from the earth’s shadow and makes it shine. I look up to show Hypatia, but she is gone. ‘Oh!’ I gasp. I didn’t even get to say goodbye.

I’m in the tree. In my time. There are no mulberries. And no Hypatia. I close my hand around the key necklace. I still have it. When I drop to the ground I look around for the walkie-talkie Hypatia had but I can’t find it anywhere. 

I go back into the house, climbing through the window, up the stairs and into the library. The blinking fairy lights show the dust motes falling through the air like rain. I gather up all the lights into my backpack and as I do, the room gets folded into darkness and I wonder if I will ever see Hypatia again.

From the window I can see a light on at Dad’s house. He’s working late again. Working on destroying something I love. How will I ever go back to his house? I look at the mullolly tree. Branches reaching and growing without a care in the world. How can such a thing be destroyed?

When I get home, I look inside the journal’s secret pages. The polaroid that was just blotches? It has changed! And there we are. Hypatia’s smooth dark-haired head bent next to my curls, big smiles white in the flash and a glint at both our necks where I can see the moon crystal necklace and the key. Written on the back of the photo is:

Hattie and Hypatia. Not-friends forever.
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SILENT READING

In the morning, Mum is angry about Dad. How can I tell? Because I’m pretty perceptive. Oh, and also because she’s cleaning. Not the usual cleaning. I mean big cleaning – all the contents of the kitchen cupboards are on the floor and she’s wiping down everything. She’s either angry or we’re moving out soon. Or both. Ivy doesn’t like it. How can I tell? Because she tells me. When I find her hiding in the bathroom. I know I should comfort her or say something nice but I don’t want to. Instead I say, ‘Mum’s cross and it’s all Dad’s fault.’

‘No it’s not! It’s your fault!’ she says back. ‘You made Mum and Dad fight. I wish I could go to Dad’s house.’ 

I can’t believe she can even think that.

‘Dad’s house?’ I shout back at her. ‘You can go on your own!’ 

I go to my room. I’m so angry. I want to shout that Dad’s a traitor. I want to shout that I never want to go to his place again. I want to shout that I don’t love him. But the words stay in my head, glowing red and catching fire. I think smoke is coming out of my ears.

I put my hand on my necklace. Something concrete from Hypatia. Except it’s not concrete, it’s probably brass. I’ve got to find a way to fix all this or me and Dad will be broken forever, just like Hypatia’s grandmother and great-grandfather. 
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Things are already feeling pretty stressful when I arrive at school and realise the first class is in the library. Welcome to the corner of Stress Street and Rule Avenue. I enter with a sense of impending doom. I wouldn’t be surprised if Ms Guide had special powers that could sense when a library book has gone missing and just sends me straight to The Enforcer. Goodbye, soul. It was nice while I knew you. But when I enter, Ms Guide isn’t there. Standing in front of the whiteboard is Mrs Collodetti from the office.

‘Quiet, class,’ she says. ‘Ms Guide isn’t at school today so I’m filling in. You can do silent reading.’ 

I guess silent reading is self-explanatory. Or so Ms Guide told me when I had my first lesson in her class where my shoes squeaked and my knuckles cracked and I whispered nonstop to Melody McMillan. Silent reading. It is reading. In silence. 

Everyone is quietly reading. I can hear the wind whistling. A tram clattering. I think I can even hear the sound of lost souls calling out from The Enforcer’s office. I open Hypatia’s book to see if anything else has appeared. Having the book is like she is still with me, talking.

I see a page of tracing paper has been pasted in. I unfold it and see a rubbing of the carved mantle in purple crayon. Focus et fortuna. The family motto. I fold it back in and turn the page and find more. 

Without parents or a home, I felt like I was floating away on a stormy ocean. Lost. Alone. But Hattie found me. Grabbed me. Showed me where I am. My grandmother’s mementos are like a piece of elastic stretching between the past and now – from her to me. For the first time I feel connected. Like I am meant to be in the library, this special place for my great-grandfather and grandmother. Like I am meant to be in this house. I was waiting for something paranormal and I got my wish. It was Hattie.

I can’t help but smile. It’s like the words are giving me a hug. I turn to the next page.

An associated list of attributes and actions of a not-friend:


	A not-friend listens and doesn’t judge

	A not-friend shares their problems

	A not-friend helps without being asked 

	A not-friend is thoughtful 

	A not-friend makes you brave

	A not-friend leaves you with more than they take



I never wanted another friend. I have lost everything. If I have a friend and then lose them, I don’t think I could survive the pain. So instead I have a not-friend. A not-friend who I only knew briefly but who taught me all this and I will never forget it. Not-friends are forever.

I smile. I’m a good not-friend. But Hypatia’s list reminds me of a promise I haven’t kept. 

‘Mrs Collodetti,’ I say. ‘Could I have some paper and some textas? I have a homework project I need to do.’

Mrs Collodetti delivers me a few large pieces of coloured paper. 

‘Here you go, Hattie. I’m glad you are using your time well.’

At the top of the page, I write:

A Report on Patrick’s Parents as Investigated by Hattie Maxwell. 

And I get to work.


[image: ]



At lunchtime I drag Patrick away from the hair chain. 

‘Really, Patrick? The hair chain?’

‘What am I supposed to do without you? I had to do something to avoid capture by the Prep Gang. Really. It was terrifying, Hattie.’

‘Come on. We need to talk.’

We go to the fort and I get straight to the point. No use beating around the bush, as Nan would say. I hand him the roll of paper. 

‘What’s that? Another poster to save the house?’

‘Unroll it,’ I say. He holds it out while I read it.

‘A Report on Patrick’s Parents as Investigated by Hattie Maxwell. 

‘Exhibit A) Dinner. Your dad was cooking your mum her favourite meal. There is no way that happens when the Big Split is coming.’ I point to the photo of his mum and dad together, her head on his shoulder.

‘Exhibit B) Your dad is stressed at work but happy at home.’ I point to the report on the Brunswick Bomber his dad wrote. 

‘Exhibit C) I saw your mum and dad look at each other and smile and they smiled with their eyes as well as their mouths.

‘Exhibit D) You heard them fight, but you also heard them make up. 

‘Exhibit E) Your mum is looking for a small apartment for old people. I think it must be for one of your grandparents.’ I show him the brochure and then continue. 

‘And exhibit F) Your dad does all the cooking and cleaning and my mum says she would never ever leave a man like that. My final conclusion? There is no way they are heading for divorce.’

‘You really think so?’ asks Patrick, and I can tell he is almost too scared to hope. 

‘I really think so,’ I say.

I take a deep breath. I know what I have to do. I tell Patrick about the Big Split.

‘Listen. When we were heading for the Big Split, no one cooked dinner. It was like Mum and Dad were so sad they turned into zombies. Ivy and I lived on bits of toast, cereal or takeaway. They had lot of “appointments” together, and we had babysitters. Then Mum was always out or Dad was always out. And when they came in, they didn’t greet each other. They just walked into another room. You know, the weird thing was that there wasn’t any shouting anymore. There was silence. No talking. And they were polite with each other, like they were strangers. And then we went to stay with Nan for what seemed like ages.’

I feel sadness drip from my head all the way through my body to the soles of my feet. I look at my lunch box. Mum has made it look like a mountain range. Just like Fig Tree Pocket, with cracker mountains coated in hummus dirt, alfalfa grass and jellybean wildflowers. Suddenly I don’t feel hungry.

Patrick sees me looking sadly at my lunch. ‘Want to swap?’ We are breaking RULE 86 but we swap anyway. 

‘So how did the rest of the petition go?’ asks Patrick.

‘I took it to the town hall. I overheard the mayor and Lord Landlord talking. It sounds like they’re not telling the whole truth about the development. And Patrick? I also found out the architect working on it and you’re never going to believe who it is. It’s my dad.’ 

‘What? Why would he do that? At your birthday parties he always seemed to love the tree!’ says Patrick.

‘I know. I just don’t understand. And Mum is furious. I think she’s already packing to move to Nan’s.’

‘No way, Hattie. I can’t have you leave me. Those Preps will eat me alive.’

‘I’ve got to come up with some way to stop all this. The mayor and Lord Landlord said they’re meeting at the house today at 4pm. I want to be there. To find out what they’re really up to.’

‘Why don’t I bring my Dad’s video camera? We can film the evidence! Catch the mayor lying on camera!’ Then he takes a puff of his asthma puffer. ‘Sounds daring, huh?’ 

‘Nice to have you back, partner,’ I say.
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INVESTIGATORS

‘Welcome, viewers. I’m your host, Patrick, and today I’m investigating reports of possible dastardly deeds at Hummingbird House with my trustworthy friend Hattie Maxwell.’

Patrick turns the camera to my face and I smile and wave and then he turns it back on himself. ‘As you can see the house has a certain … atmosphere. It has been here for over a century and now faces destruction to make way for an apartment block. But is all as it seems?’

He swings the camera around to take in the scene. The afternoon is stormy and the sky is dark blue like wet denim. The house casts heavy shadows over us and the mullolly tree bristles in the wind.

‘We are bravely venturing inside … come this way …’

We climb in through the window while Patrick narrates, ‘Here we are breaking in through the window of the abandoned house. It’s been empty for years.’

Once we’re inside he says, ‘Phhoooowee, this place stinks!’ 

I feel a bit offended, almost as if it is my house. But he’s right, it does have a musty smell.

The camera pans up to the large painting of Hypatia’s great-grandfather. I have never seen the portrait in the daylight. Mr Baroud has a large moustache and is wearing a black top hat. Next to him on a perch is an eagle. He has a lot in common with Ivy. The whole thing – moustache, top hat, even an eagle. In fact, he is exactly like Ivy if Ivy were an old man from the nineteenth century. That is truly creepy.

Patrick films his feet climbing the stairs. I know now that I can only slip in time with the triple moon. But maybe something mysterious might happen? There was that photo of Hypatia, after all. I still can’t believe I deleted it. I’m so stupid sometimes. Or all the time, if you believe Taylor Dellabella.

We find a good hiding spot at the top of the stairs. Patrick shows me his watch. It’s just after 4pm. Where are they? I start to apologise for dragging him on a wild goose chase, as Nan would say, but Patrick shushes me. And when I shush I realise why. Voices. 

Through the balustrades we see Lord Landlord and Mayor Ice Witch walk through the front door of the house. 

‘I can’t wait to knock down this old house,’ says Lord Landlord, scanning the place.

‘Prime land!’ says Mayor Ice Witch. ‘Once we rezone, we can make this development twenty or even thirty storeys high before anyone even realises! Especially not that stupid architect with his medium-density-sustainable-housing talk.’ She starts to laugh like a horse whinnying.

I gasp then feel a hand over my mouth. It’s Patrick – and I see that he is catching the whole thing on camera. My eyes tell him that I think this is excellent and exciting.

Mayor Ice Witch’s talon fingernails tap Lord Landlord’s chest. ‘We’re almost there. Remember! We have a deal. I rezone the parkland so we can build whatever we want and you give me half the profits. Think of all the money we will make when this whole reserve is full of multistorey apartment blocks,’ she says with glee. ‘But we can’t have anyone know about it. Not yet!’

‘No. Not until this place is gone for good,’ says Lord Landlord. ‘But not long now. I’ve got the bulldozers booked for Sunday.’ He makes a sniggering laugh.

The thought of the house being a pile of rubble makes me squirm and a pencil falls out of my pocket. Yikes. There is no sound for a few seconds as it falls through the air … then a clatter as it lands on the floor below. We scramble further back into the shadows. I stretch my neck like a turtle to see if Lord Landlord heard it.

He looks at it and then looks up. ‘What was that? A ghost?’

‘You’re not serious?’ sneers Mayor Ice Witch.

‘I saw a ghost here once. A long time ago. The ghost of a girl. Out climbing the tree.’

Even from here I can see his eyebrows twirling together, or to use an excellent vocabulary word, I would say they are entwining. He places his hand on his heart as if he has had a fright and looks around nervously. 

‘Is there anyone here?’ he calls. Patrick and I almost die holding our breath. He shakes his head. ‘Let’s get out of here.’ He looks around again before leaving in a hurry, Mayor Ice Witch clattering behind him on her spiky high heels.

We both sigh with relief at the same time. Then we look at each other’s face and collapse into giggles. 

‘Patrick! You’re brilliant! You filmed the whole thing!’

‘Do you think this will help stop the development?’ he asks.

‘They’re lying to my dad! They’re lying to all of us! They want to get rid of all the parklands here! It has to work! The bulldozers will be here on Sunday.’

‘I’ll give this tape to my dad,’ Patrick promises. ‘He’ll know what to do.’
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Mum is in the garden dressed in farm overalls, digging and planting with Ivy. I see they have made a scarecrow. 

Mum is enjoying this country life idea way too much.

‘Mum! I think Dad is being tricked into being the architect for Hummingbird House!’ I say. Mum stops and leans on her shovel.

‘Oh, Hattie. I know that’s what you want to believe. After all the times we’ve had there. After all the times I’ve said I wanted to live there. But you have to accept that things are different with your dad now.’ She goes back to her digging. I know I will never be able to make her see Dad differently. I feel a panic inside that I might not be able to stop all of this. I climb over the bales of hay that seem to be filling up the backyard and go inside. I look at the jar of Fig Tree Pocket air. Why isn’t Nan on my side? She’s always on my side. 

I grab the landline and quick dial Nan. It rings for ages. Come on, Nan. Pick up. Finally, I hear her voice. It’s true that I talk fast at the best of times but what comes out of my mouth is, to use a vocabulary word, a torrent. I tell her how hard week-about is, but that it’s the only thing holding this family together. I tell her about my connection to the tree and the special times we have had there. I tell her how I need Mum and Dad, if not back together, then at least on the same side and how if I don’t save Hummingbird House then all my chances for a happy family life are over forever. I tell her the bulldozers are coming on Sunday. And I tell her she has to please stop asking Mum to move to the country.

‘Ten-four, Hattie. I hear you loud and clear. Over and out,’ says Nan.

When I hang up, I open the jar of country air and gulp it in, then replace the lid. Mum will never know.

That night, Mum makes a roasted vegetable platter that looks delicious but will be challenging for Ivy. Mum has listed all the vegetables on Ivy’s chart and we have the stickers ready. We sit down to our meal and pretend like this is all fine when really we’re prepared for battle. We sit and watch while Ivy … just tucks in. And eats. Everything. On. Her. Plate. Just like that!

Mum and I are stunned. 

Ivy looks at us. ‘What?’ she asks. ‘This is tayib!’

‘Tayib?’ repeats Mum. ‘That’s a strange word.’

‘Yummy,’ I say. ‘It means yummy.’

‘Is that a word you learnt at kinder?’ Mum asks, motioning to me to be quiet. I can see how relieved Mum is that Ivy is eating vegetables. She quickly gets up and dishes her seconds.
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NOT-FRIENDS

Later that night, I can’t sleep. The house is creaking and groaning from a roaring wind and I can hear the vines down the side of the house scratching on the windows. I’m relieved we have video evidence of Mayor Ice Witch and Lord Landlord telling lies, but will it be enough to stop the development? And even though they are tricking Dad I still don’t know why he is helping destroy something so special to me in the first place. ``I need to tell Hypatia what has happened. I know the moon is no longer technically full – but I’ve got to try. 

I grab my backpack and my shoes. Outside the wind is swirling and I can barely see the moon for the clouds racing across the night sky. My hair is a wild frizzball and I am breathing hard as I run.

I push through the hedge and my heart sinks. Overgrown grass rubs at my legs and darkness creeps at the edge of the garden, like it falls away into nothing. There is the house, old and crumbling, and the mulberry tree dances wildly with the wind, branches bending and creaking and leaves blowing into the sky.

Inside, the house yawns with a long-time emptiness that has crept into every crack. I go up the stairs, pull the light fitting and the wall opens. I enter. I walk to the fireplace and run my fingers over the words there. Focus et fortuna. There must be a reason Hypatia has put that in the journal. My footsteps echo in the towering room. It’s true. The super blue blood moon is over. I won’t ever see Hypatia again.

Suddenly, I hear a voice through the walkie-talkie in my backpack. 

‘Hello? Hattie? Are you there?’ It’s Hypatia! ‘I’m here, in the library, over.’ 

I grab it out of my bag.

‘I’m here too!’ I say. ‘Just not in your here.’

‘It’s the moon,’ says Hypatia. ‘No more thrice moon power. Just enough moon power for this. Just your voice.’

‘You’ve got the walkie-talkie?’ 

‘Yes. And your necklace. They stayed when you disappeared.’

‘I have your necklace too,’ I say, my hand reaching to touch it. ‘On other nights everything disappeared but last night was different. It must have been the eclipse.’

‘I’ve been back up in the library stacks today and I found a book about the moon,’ Hypatia says. 

‘Oh, yay!’ I say, so proud that she has gone back there. ‘And? What did it say?’ 

‘Well, I’m not sure. Except that in an eclipse the planets and celestial bodies line up in the sky and it is called a syzygy. And I was thinking – that’s like us. We are paired – or lined up – across time. Both namelings for our grandmothers.’

‘And we both have the same initials,’ I add.

‘What? We do?’ asks Hypatia.

‘Yes. H. M. I’m Hattie Maxwell and you are …’

‘Hypatia Malouf. How did you know we had the same initials?’

‘Well, I don’t want to get tangled in any time-loopy thingies, but it has to do with that thing I found from your time. That I told you about?’ I say. ‘It’s your notebook. I found it. In the house.’

‘Really? My journal? You have it?’

‘Yes, I do. I found it in a wardrobe here. I know more about you than you realise. I know how hard it’s been for you, Hypatia. And I’m sorry. I do understand – a little, anyway.’

‘I know you do and you’ve helped, Hattie. Is the house still being destroyed? In your time?’

‘I don’t know. I think I can stop it! I did a bit of researching today too. I overheard Lord Landlord and the mayor scheming to rezone this place and make the apartment block even bigger! They’re lying to my dad. They’re lying to all of us!’

‘Oh, what a skilamalink throttlebottom snollygoster!’ she says.

‘Lost words?’ I ask. ‘What does it mean?’

‘That he’s a lying selfish twit!’ she says.

‘Sometimes lost words are most effective,’ I say. 

‘Oh, Hattie! You may have saved this place!’

‘I hope so,’ I say. ‘I heard Lord Landlord say he’s secretly organised for the bulldozers to come on Sunday. This Sunday. It’s only two days away!’ I look out at the tree bending in the wild wind, reaching to the moon as it peeks out behind the tumbling clouds. The whole world feels like it’s rushing.

‘I don’t know how long this connection will last,’ she says. ‘But, Hattie. I read the letters. The ones from my great-grandfather to my grandmother.’

‘You did?’

‘You were right. They are important. In each one, my great-grandfather apologises for not allowing my grandmother to be free, even though all he wanted to do was protect her. Each letter begs her to come back. And she never did. She never even read them. I think my great-grandfather died of a broken heart. My grandmother was wrong when she said he hated her. He loved her. He was sorry.’

‘Oh. And he closed up the library and never came back. It’s so sad that they never made up,’ I say.

I can’t help but think about me and Dad. From the window, I can see his place. The light is on in his study again.

‘But if he loved her, why did he leave her dead hummingbirds?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘Maybe they weren’t dead after all?’

‘Where in the library are you?’ I ask.

‘I’m at the window,’ she answers.

‘So am I.’

I put my hand out to the glass and imagine Hypatia doing the same.

‘I want to promise you something,’ Hypatia says. ‘Wherever I am in your time, whoever I am in your time, if there is a way to stop those bulldozers on Sunday and save Hummingbird House and your mullolly tree, I will do it. I will try to find you, Hattie. And I will try to help.’

‘I hope you can, Hypatia. I hope you are in my here and now. Somewhere,’ I say.

‘I know I said you weren’t my friend. I just didn’t want a friend because I couldn’t risk losing again, after losing everything,’ she says.

‘I know,’ I say.

‘And now all my fears are true. Because you are my friend. And now I am losing you too,’ says Hypatia. And I can hear a sob in her voice.

‘You won’t lose me, Hypatia. Not-friends are forever.’

But all I hear back is static. 

‘Hypatia? Are you there? Over,’ I say into the walkie-talkie. ‘Hypatia?’

But she is gone. I’m in the tower alone. My tears drip all the way onto the floor.
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FOR TUNA

‘Wouldn’t it be marvellous to look out the window and have a view like Nan’s?’ sighs Mum, staring out the window as she waits to flip a pancake. ‘All we can see is Mrs Petunia’s brick wall!’

It’s Saturday. No school or kinder today. And pancakes for breakfast. The first pancake is rubbery and funny-shaped and flops onto the plate like a wet fish. The next one is better because the pan is hotter and the third one is perfect. I can’t wait to eat it.

‘You know what?’ I say as I realise it. ‘Pancakes are the opposite to children.’

‘What do you mean?’ says Mum.

‘Well … With pancakes, the first one is the worst one,’ I explain.

‘Yes?’ asks Mum, spatula in hand.

‘And, well,’ I nod my head in Ivy’s general direction. She has her moustache drawn on, the bucket sitting on her head and her arm extended for Eagle.

‘Obviously, with children … it’s … the opposite.’

‘Huh?’ says Mum, flipping a pancake.

‘Well, with children, obviously the first kid is the best,’ I say.

Ivy looks up quickly, her eyes glaring fire at me from under her monobrow, and I know I might be in for it later.

‘Just joking, Ivy,’ I say as I stuff the perfect pancake into my mouth. ‘Mum, can I go to the library after breakfast? I’ve just got to do some research. For homework.’

‘Of course! You know, in Fig Tree Pocket the library is a truck. Isn’t that great?’
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From my pocket I take the rubbing Hypatia made of the motto above the fireplace. Focus et fortuna. Hang on. Focus for tuna? Isn’t that what Ivy keeps saying? I really need some help. I fold it back up and put it in my pocket and enter the library. As soon as I’m through the door an overenthusiastic children’s librarian pounces on me. Her badge says ‘Katy’ with a big smiley sticker. You can smell the desperation coming off her. She shouts, ‘Oh, a child! In the library!’ 

I am, to use a vocabulary word, appalled at how loud she is! I almost shush her. I mean, she’s like me to the power of a hundred! 

‘You’re here for the free Make It session, right?’ she shouts.

I shake my head.

‘Yes,’ she insists, her voice getting louder. ‘You are! You are a child, right? And you are here! In the library! For craft!’

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m here to find a book.’

‘A book? Are you sure?’ she shouts. 

I nod.

‘You’re here for a book?’ she says. ‘Are you sure you’re not here for the PlayStation? The 3D printer? The scanner? The table tennis? The community garden? The digital resources?’

‘Just a book!’ I say.

‘A book? Don’t you mean the podcast kit? The sewing machine? The recording studio? The film-editing suite?’

‘Are you really a librarian?’ I ask. 

‘Yes! I am! But I also have a black belt in karate,’ she yells.

‘What?’ 

‘I do! Really! I’ll stand here and you pretend to attack me from behind.’ 

She turns her back to me and plants her feet firmly on the ground.

‘Seriously?’ I ask.

‘Go on! You won’t hurt me,’ she insists.

‘Okay,’ I say. 

I run at her back and grab her arm and faster than I can say ‘Ouch, that hurt!’ Katy has karate-chopped my arm and flipped me over her back where I have landed on the beanbags. 

‘See!’ she says, looking pleased with herself and brushing her hands together. ‘Told you!’

‘Can I just get a book?’ I squeak from the floor.

‘Sure. But first you have to do craft,’ says Katy, standing over me.

I can’t believe the librarian is essentially going to hold me hostage for my book needs. I sigh.

‘Okay, Katy,’ I say, struggling to get out of the beanbag. ‘Let’s get this over and done with.’

Katy looks so happy with me. I make my frog finger puppet as fast as I can.

‘Here you go,’ I say. ‘Now. How about that book?’

‘Look at that frog-puppet. So lovely!’ says Katy, the volume going up again. She puts it on her finger and makes it hop about saying ‘Galumph, galumph’. Then she looks up at me. ‘Did you enjoy that? Will you be coming back next month?’ she says with great enthusiasm and loudness.

‘How about this,’ I say, feeling like the adult in the room. ‘I will come back next month, I promise. But only if you get me the book I need,’ I say. 

‘Deal,’ says Katy, and shakes my hand. ‘What book do you want? Let me guess – you can’t remember the title but it has a blue cover?’

I get the rubbing from my pocket. ‘I need to translate this. I think it is Latin. Do you have a Latin dictionary?’

Katy lets out a laugh. ‘A Latin dictionary? What do you think this place is? Dude! Have you tried the internet?’

Katy drags me over to the desk.

‘Right,’ she says, opening a tab on the browser. ‘Here goes. Let me see that again.’ I show her the paper. ‘Focus et fortuna,’ she reads. She types in the phrase and hits enter.

‘Let’s see … hmm, nothing comes up … oh, but here’s a nice recipe for tuna casserole.’

‘I think I do need a dictionary,’ I say.

‘We’ll try the online Latin dictionary … hold on … let’s look up each word … Focus means hearth.’

‘A hearth – that’s a fireplace, right?’ I ask.

‘Yep,’ answers Katy. ‘Now let’s see about the next word, fortuna … it means luck or fortune or prosperity. So together I guess it means hearth and fortune.’

‘Hearth and fortune,’ I repeat. 

‘Ooh, look – here’s a whole page of Latin quotes as tattoos! Do you want to see?’

‘No thanks, Katy,’ I say. ‘That’s all I needed. Just the words. Hearth and fortune.’

‘Terrific!’ she shouts and starts shaking a bell at the desk. ‘Happy patron here! Found what she was looking for!’ I smile and the next thing I know a flash goes off in my eyes.

‘Is it okay if we Instagram you?’ asks Katy.

‘Okay?’ I shrug. ‘Hey, Katy,’ I say as I leave. ‘If I come back for craft will you teach me karate?’

‘You mean WHEN you come back for craft! Sure thing! Kids, craft and karate! What could possibly go wrong?’

‘Great!’ I say. ‘See you!’

‘Don’t forget!’ Katy shouts after me. ‘It’s the first Saturday of the month!’
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Walking home, I pass the footpath library. The old phone box is now covered in crochet. The good old Brunswick Bomber strikes again! There is someone taking out books and as she closes the door, I see it is Ms Guide.

‘Hi, Ms Guide. Are you borrowing from the footpath library?’

‘Actually, I’m restocking it. I made the library, so I do feel that I should look after it,’ she says.

‘Oh!’ I say, surprised. ‘What are the rules of this library?’ 

‘No rules,’ she says. ‘Just take what you like and put in what you like.’

‘Really? What about overdues? Scribbling in books? Turning down the corners? Reading in trees, reading in the bath, reading with …’ Ms Guide puts her hand up to stop me. 

‘There are no rules, Hattie. Just take a book if you want it.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’

I guess Ivy was right.

‘Why do you do this, Ms Guide? Don’t you get enough of libraries at school?’

‘I’m not sure I could ever get enough of libraries, Hattie. Besides, it’s important to give. Sharing is not losing half, but gaining double,’ she says.

‘Oh. My Nan says that,’ I say. 

‘Does she really?’
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SISTERS

When I get home, Ivy is standing at the door with her moustache drawn on, wearing the bucket and her imaginary Eagle on her perch arm and smiling at me. She looks like the cat that got the cream, as Nan would say. Which means pretty pleased with herself. She does a grand sweeping hand gesture for me to enter.

When I get to our room, I can’t believe my eyes. It is perfect. Straightened and tidy and my Sailor Moon figurines are in order. I think she has even dusted. And if I were a cartoon my eyes would be jumping from my sockets because on my bedside table is the library copy of The Golden Astrolabe by Patty Malouf. I am so relieved that I hug it and then stretch out my arms to admire it and turn it over to read the blurb. Oh. I hadn’t noticed before. On the back cover is a snow dome that looks just like Hypatia’s. 

I look over at Ivy. A message is not always a word and I know Ivy is sorry for wrecking my stuff. She raises her monobrow and I smile back. 

‘I’m sorry I caused a fight between Mum and Dad,’ I say.

‘It scares me when they yell,’ Ivy says.

‘It scares me too,’ I say, and give her a hug. I smell the salty biscuity smell of Ivy. I know in every cell of my body that even with all the turmoils I face because of the Big Split, the two of us will always be in it together.

‘Hattie, can you read me this library book?’ asks Ivy.

I sit next to her on the bed and look at the book. It is a field guide to birds.

‘Where did you get this?’ I ask.

‘From the footpath library,’ she says.

‘Well, it won’t be a story. But we can look at it together, okay?’ I say.

We flick through the pages.

‘Look! Hummingbirds!’ she says. ‘Read to me about the hummingbirds!’

‘Okay,’ I say. I start to read.

‘Hummingbirds are native to the Americas. They are the smallest of birds, measuring 7.5–13 centimetres in length. They get their name because of the humming sound created by their beating wings, which flap between 50 and 200 times per second at frequencies that a human can hear. An average hummingbird’s heart rate is more than 1200 beats per minute. In comparison, a human’s average heart rate is only 60 to 100 beats per minute at rest. Hummingbirds come in all colours of the rainbow, and some of their feathers actually change colour as they move in the light. Hummingbirds can fly forward, backward, and even upside down and they’re the only vertebrates capable of sustained hovering.’

And then I see something that takes me by surprise. 

I read, ‘Hummingbirds are in almost constant flight and require special food. Hummingbirds are extremely difficult to keep in captivity and because of that they are not recommended as pets.’

But what about Hypatia’s great-grandfather’s aviary? What about the one hundred golden hummingbirds? Is that why they died and he left Hypatia’s grandmother dead hummingbirds? Or were they just stuffed hummingbirds all along? 

‘Keep reading!’ says Ivy. I turn the page and keep going.


[image: ]



All the lights are out and I should be asleep. I look at Ivy. When she sleeps, a small vein pulses on the side of her nose, just near her long lashes, and her nose twitches like a little woodland creature. I try to relax. 

‘Mum,’ I call out in a loud whisper.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asks from the doorway.

‘Do you think the protest tomorrow will save Hummingbird House? And my mullolly tree?’

She comes and sits on my bed.

‘I don’t know, sweetheart. But we’ll make sure we are heard, okay? Now close your eyes and try to go to sleep.’

‘It would be easier if Eagle wasn’t looking at me.’ 

She kisses me on my head, and gets up and walks to the corner of the bedroom. Mum makes a big show of carefully lifting Eagle onto her arm.

‘Try and sleep, Hattie,’ she says at the door. ‘Big day tomorrow.’

Well. That’s hardly going to help me sleep. Why do grown-ups always do that? Sometimes parents are not very helpful. I practise the sleep technique that Peggy taught me. I start at the tips of my toes and imagine them relaxing, flopping, going to sleep. But they wiggle about instead. 

I grab Hypatia’s journal just to see if more has appeared. And there is a new list.

A List of Celestial Navigational Instruments:


	Astronomical dial

	Sundial

	Astrarium

	Sextant

	Oxtant

	Kamal

	Compass

	Astrolabe
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PROTEST

In the morning, Ivy sits up, looks around the room and says, ‘Where’s Eagle?’ 

Whoa! Ivy can be so spooky sometimes. I tell her Mum put Eagle in the laundry and she goes running to get him. 

The house rumbles. I hear the squeal of breaks. Then a long, loud horn. 

We all run to the front door and out into the street. There’s Nan driving a bus full of people! On the side of the bus it says Fig Tree Senior Citizens. The door opens with a hiss and Nan leans out. ‘Hi, Hattie! We’ve come to save your Hummingbird House and mullolly tree from those greedy developers, eh? I’ve got everyone here.’ 

Hanging out of the bus windows I see their protest signs and colourful flags flying in the breeze and everyone waving to me.

‘We’ve even got banners and drums. Should be quite a show.’

I’m gobsmacked.

‘What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?’

‘I didn’t expect …’

‘Who do you think taught your Mum all she knows about protesting? See you there. Oh, and here – something for later,’ she says, and hands me a lemon meringue pie.

Nan! She is amazing. The seniors all shout goodbye as the bus lurches away and I can hear them singing and banging drums long after they have turned the corner and are out of sight. It’s time to get ready for the protest. We’ve got to stop those bulldozers.

I help Ivy get ready before Mum has a chance to ask. I even draw on her moustache for her and find her bucket for her head.

‘Thanks, Hattie,’ Mum says, and I see the tension melt from her face.

I am emotionful. I know it’s not a word but it should be. I’m full of emotions. TV cameras and reporters will be there at the protest. But what makes my stomach really lurch is that Dad will be there. And Mum. And us. All in the one place but not talking. A family that is not a family. I don’t know what will happen or how to behave. I know Dad is being tricked but I still don’t know why he was even doing this in the first place, destroying something I love so much. And I wonder if anything will come of the video of Lord Landlord and Mayor Ice Witch? 

I look at Ivy. Standing there with her bucket on her head and her moustache, arm raised for Eagle. She looks just like the portrait of Hypatia’s great-grandfather. All the pieces of a puzzle I didn’t even know I was doing are now falling into place in my brain, creating a picture that I can see very clearly. I am at once amazed at my own cleverness and annoyed at my own stupidity. In the same moment.

‘Ivy,’ I say slowly, ‘can you do something for me? Say focus et fortuna.’

‘Focus for tuna,’ she says.

‘Ivy, say the word hearth,’ I say.

‘Half!’ she says.

‘Ivy, say hearth key,’ I say.

‘Half key,’ she says. 

I know what is happening to Ivy. And it’s got everything to do with ghosts and everything to do with Hummingbird House! I get out the rubbing from the fireplace and see there, just below the Latin motto, is a keyhole. I grab the key around my neck. I need to get into the Nonesuch Library.
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The day is cold, bright and sunny. The light is bouncing from all the colours – the protest banners, the flowers in the garden, the lush green hedge, the white mansion tinged with gold and the leaves of my mullolly tree fluttering red, yellow and orange. I look up to the window of the Nonesuch Library. I’m so close!

The gathering crowd is converging like a school of fish. A school of fish chanting and banging drums, that is. I’m glad of the big turnout for the protest but how on earth am I going to get through all the fish – I mean people – and sneak inside the house? It’s obstacle number one. 

‘Hold my hand, Ivy,’ Mum says. ‘I don’t want to lose you.’

‘I want to hold Hattie’s hand,’ Ivy says, smiling up at me. She slips her hand in mine and it’s slightly sticky and warm. Nice. Now I will have to drag Ivy to the Nonesuch Library with me. Obstacle number two. Eagle is on her other arm and far too close to my head. Hi there, obstacle number three. I search the many faces for a grown-up Hypatia. Would I even know her?

Mum wants us to join in holding a long banner that says, ‘Save Hummingbird House’. She chants along, ‘Save the house! Save the tree! Save Brunswick for you and me!’ over and over. Mum isn’t going to like me and Ivy wandering off. If I told her I have been out almost every night this week she’d have a fit. I guess Mum is obstacle number four.

People are stomping their feet. Clapping their hands. Nan and her gang of senior citizens are shaking tambourines and banging drums, the band we met doing the petition is here and so are Mrs Petunia, Mrs Collodetti and kids from school. News cameras swing around trying to capture it all. But I can’t see Patrick or his dad anywhere. I wonder if he has watched the video?

Lord Landlord and Mayor Ice Witch are standing together at the front door like a bride and groom. How will I ever get past them? I guess I’ll call them obstacle number … I’ve lost count of the number of obstacles. At least there’s no sign of any bulldozers … yet.

Speaking of bulldozers, I see Taylor and Tara pushing through the crowd. Wow, they really know how to use their elbows. They have matching braided hair and their lips glow with gloss like the sheen on a licked gobstopper. They wave their brochures as they strut past us towards the cute little caravan sitting by my tree like a sardine can, all silver and shiny. It’s there for people who want to buy an apartment. Dad comes out of the caravan to greet them. He looks over at me and our eyes lock, and he gives a little wave, but I look away as fast as I can. I wonder how he is and how he feels about me and Mum and Ivy protesting? I wonder if I should tell him that Lord Landlord and Mayor Ice Witch are lying to him? Would he even listen to me? 

A TV reporter shoves the camera in Mum’s face. It’s her colourful hair. She always gets on the telly. She follows them as they move to the verandah for an interview with Mayor Ice Witch and Lord Landlord too. And the next thing I see is Dad walking there to join in. I look away before any shouting starts. I feel heat in my face and my stomach flips. Then I realise. With all those obstacles occupied, now is my chance to get inside the house. I don’t think twice. I don’t even think once.

‘Come on, Ivy,’ I say. ‘We’re going in.’

‘Focus on tuna,’ she answers. 

‘Yes. I am,’ I assure her.

With Ivy’s (warm sticky) hand firmly in mine we push through the crowd, doing my best Taylor impersonation – elbows out. We get to the back door and push inside. 

I close the door and lean back on it. We’ve done it. The thick walls muffle the noise of the crowd and the shadowy corners are cold patches of darkness as we walk through the house. We head towards the kaleidoscope of colour streaming through the stained glass window above the stairs. We’re so close now. Then I hear a thud and see the flash of someone’s feet running up the next flight of stairs. Following, with Ivy and Eagle lagging behind, I trip on something on the landing. At my feet is The Complete Compendium of Hummingbird House. 

Hypatia? Could she be here? Picking up the book, I start after the feet, with Ivy clomping up behind me. At the top of the stairs, through a window, I can see a person running along the balcony. I look back at Ivy and think I should just go straight to the library when I hear a commotion from the crowd outside. I’ve got to go and see.

‘Stay here,’ I say to Ivy, shoving the compendium into her arms as I go through a door and out onto the balcony.
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GOLDEN HUMMINGBIRDS

I look down at the huge crowd. I can see Patrick and his Dad waving their arms at me but I have to keep going. 

There’s a balcony that wraps all the way around the house and I run along until I see – there, right below the window of the Nonesuch Library – Ms Guide! 

What is she doing here? I didn’t know she cared about this place. Maybe I didn’t have to sneak in to photocopy all of those posters. Ms Guide takes a large megaphone from her backpack and raises it to her mouth.

‘Attention, members of our community! Protesters and friends of Hummingbird House! This development is not as it seems. The mayor and owner of this house are deceiving us all. Think of how fast they put this through planning. There is a lack of transparency in their dealings, and they have failed to tell the truth about their plans. The bulldozers are coming today!’

A gasp goes up from the crowd. A gasp goes up from me. How does Ms Guide know about the bulldozers?

‘Ms Guide! What are you doing?’ I call out.

‘Hattie!’ Ms Guide shouts back. ‘It’s me! Hypatia!’

Ms Guide? How can she be Hypatia? 

‘It seemed like a dream! It was so long ago. But then the thrice moon was coming and I thought – perhaps it was all true. I promised you I would help and here I am!’

I look at how her hair falls to either side of her face and her shining dark eyes, and what’s that in her hand?

‘Look! I have the walkie-talkie!’ She waves it around. Wow! It really is Hypatia! Ms Guide is Hypatia! I can’t believe it! I start to run towards her. 

‘Hattie! The bulldozers are coming now! I can see them!’ she shouts. She leans out on the railing and points towards the road. I’m almost to her when the balcony collapses between us, the railing she is holding onto falling away. Hypatia screams as she falls and only just manages to grasp the edge of the rotted decking. Right then I know what I have to do. It’s just like jumping to the fourth bar. 

I stand up on the iron lace rail of the old mansion balcony, hold the verandah post to steady myself, bend my knees and leap up to the rafters, grasp on, swing across the gap and land where Ms Guide is dangling. 

‘Give me your hand,’ I shout. I grab her arm and pull as hard as I can and she scrambles up onto the balcony. Breathless, we lean against the wall. Then we look at each other and hug as tightly as we can. She is rescued. She is safe. She is Hypatia. A huge cheer, that some would describe as jubilant, goes up from the crowd. 

‘Hattie! I’m so sorry. I don’t think my plan has worked,’ she says.

But then I think – I still have a plan.

‘Hypatia! We have to get to the library! Right now! Focus et fortuna – it means hearth and fortune. I think the fortune is there!’ 

We are running around the unbroken section of balcony towards another door when Lord Landlord appears on the outside stairs just below us.

‘Where do you think you are going?’ he growls. 

‘Fahid!’ says Hypatia.

‘You’re Fahid? Lord Landlord is your little cousin Fahid?’ In my head I see the boy in the window from the night of the blood moon. 

‘Don’t I know you from somewhere?’ he says, looking at me. 

From where we are I can see to the road. The bulldozers! Nan and her senior citizens are rushing there, sitting down and creating a blockade, tambourines shaking and drums banging. 

‘Quick!’ says Hypatia, and pulls me to a door leading into the house. We turn and rush back down the stairs to the secret library door. I look behind and see Lord Landlord and Mayor Ice Witch are on our heels. But when we get to the special landing on the stairs, the door to the library is already open. We exchange confused glances before rushing in.

The Nonesuch Library is flooded with autumn sunlight and there, by the fireplace, stands Ivy.

‘I have a message from Abraham Baroud,’ she says. ‘Where is the half key?’ 

‘What?’ says Hypatia.

‘It’s my sister, Ivy. She’s haunted. Look at her – doesn’t she remind you of someone?’

‘Gadzooks! A supernatural occurrence!’ says Hypatia.

‘This is the hearth key,’ I say, taking the necklace off. The words carved across the front of the mantlepiece are clear in the daylight. And so is the keyhole. I place the key in the lock.

‘Here,’ I say to Hypatia. ‘You should do it.’ 

She turns the key and with a loud click the mantlepiece pops open like a trap door. Hypatia lifts out a tin box from inside, opens it and … no gold. Just a scrolled document.

‘Read it,’ I say. ‘Quickly!’

As she starts to read, Lord Landlord and Mayor Ice Witch enter the room shouting.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ yells Mayor Ice Witch.

‘You’re trespassing!’ adds Lord Landlord.

But Hypatia reads, ‘The date on it is 28 September 1907. It says, “This is the last will and testament of Abraham Baroud. I leave Hummingbird House, and everything in it, to my daughter Hypatia in the hope that she knows I will always love her. In this way I hope to atone for driving my dear daughter away. I also leave to her the charm of golden hummingbirds. Hummingbirds to remind me that I couldn’t and shouldn’t have tried to keep my daughter in a cage. That she just wanted to be free.”’

I watch as it dawns on Hypatia. ‘That means … that means the house is mine! I’m Hypatia’s heir. I inherit the house!’ 

‘Let me see that!’ says Lord Landlord, grabbing for the document.

But Hypatia snaps it away from him. 

‘Fahid! The house is mine,’ she says. ‘I am the last descendant of Hypatia Baroud!’ 

‘No one will believe you! Anyway – it will be too late. This place will be rubble,’ sneers Lord Landlord.

That’s it. No fortune. No gold. I look out the window and see the movie that has been playing in my brain where the bulldozer turns the whole place to rubble is about to become real. Suddenly Mum and Dad burst in. Together. 

‘There you are!’ says Mum as she sweeps Ivy up in her arms.

‘We’ve been searching for you everywhere,’ says Dad.

Ivy tugs at my arm.

‘The old man says the golden hummingbirds will swoop from the sky,’ she says. ‘Where are the hummingbirds?’

‘But aren’t they dead?’ says Hypatia.

‘I don’t think so,’ I say. ‘Even now, hummingbirds are difficult to keep in captivity. Your Great-Grandfather Baroud would have known that.’

I think about the motto. Hearth and fortune. Hearth and fortune. A charm of golden hummingbirds. Left for Hypatia’s grandmother. Think! Her father loved her. They have to be important. I run to the mantelpiece and turn the hearth key in the lock again. And I hear a click. Two doors flip open, one on either side of the fireplace. In each is an old iron lever. Hypatia comes closer.

‘Another booby trap?’ she asks.

‘Let’s find out,’ I say.

Hypatia holds one lever and I hold the other.

‘One, two, three,’ I say, and we both pull the levers.

There is a crunching sound and plaster falls from the ceiling. Lord Landlord and Mayor Ice Witch cower and I close my eyes to avoid falling plaster. Then I hear Hypatia gasp and I look up. Descending slowly from the ceiling is a glittering huge candelabra made from a swirling spiral of what has to be one hundred hummingbirds. It stops just above our heads. 

‘The hummingbirds,’ Ivy says.

The sunlight bounces golden rays around the room.

‘I think it is real gold!’ says Hypatia.

‘This must be worth a fortune!’ says Lord Landlord.

‘Indeed, Fahid,’ says Hypatia. ‘Our great-grandfather’s fortune. Enough to restore Hummingbird House to its former glory!’

Hypatia smiles at me. ‘You did it, Hattie! I knew you would!’

‘You’re too late,’ says Lord Landlord. ‘Look!’

We crowd at the window and see Nan and her friends are being held back by security guards. And here come the bulldozers.

Behind me I hear, ‘I think before you say anything else, you need to look at this.’

I turn and see Patrick’s dad, Paul, running into the room. 

He opens the flip screen on his digital video camera and presses play.

It’s all there. I watch the faces of Lord Landlord and Mayor Ice Witch change from smug to horrified as the video shows what they are really planning. How the mayor will rezone the parklands and make the development huge to make more money. How they were never interested in the sustainable stuff at all.

‘Where did you get this?’ asks Dad, his ears glowing red.

‘From Hattie and Patrick. I think we have two future investigative journalists on our hands.’

‘Hattie, you tried to tell me and I didn’t believe you! I’m so sorry,’ says Mum.

‘Oh, well done, kids,’ says Dad. ‘Great work.’

Mayor Ice Witch’s talons snatch at the camera but Paul pulls it away.

‘I have copies,’ says Paul. ‘You stop this development now. This is going to be on the news tonight and it will be much worse for you if you’ve knocked down the house.’

‘Alright, alright!’ says Lord Landlord. I see him get out his phone and make a call. 

Suddenly the rumbling in the air stops. From the window I see Nan and her friends jumping around and cheering. 

‘Fahid,’ says Hypatia. ‘I think you and I need to have a little chat about what is going to happen next.’

Lord Landlord starts brushing the plaster from his suit as he leaves with Hypatia. 

Mayor Ice Witch tries to slip out the door but Patrick is there.

‘Not so fast!’ he says. ‘I think you’ve got some explaining to do.’ 

‘Yes,’ says Paul. ‘You may as well start on your resignation letter right now.’

Ivy starts shaking her head like a wet dog. 

‘Are you okay?’ I ask.

‘He’s gone!’ she says.

‘Who?’ 

‘The old man. And Eagle,’ she says. ‘Eagle has flown away.’

‘Oh, you two!’ says Mum, gathering us into her arms. ‘You gave us such a fright, disappearing like that! Dad and I have been looking for you everywhere.’

‘Both of you?’ I say. ‘Together?’ 

‘Yes, both of us,’ says Dad. ‘Together.’

Mum and Dad are in the same room and helping each other and not shouting. I know I should be over the moon, but there is still something that is really causing my brain to burn and my heart to ache.

‘How could you, Dad?’ I ask. ‘How could you want to destroy this place?’ My arms swing out, taking in the amazing expanse of it all. ‘You know how much I love it.’ Tears sting in my eyes even saying it.

‘I’m so sorry, Hattie,’ says Dad, his ears glowing even redder. ‘I didn’t want to destroy anything! I took this job so I could save it – or the tree, at least. I thought if anyone else worked on this the whole place would be lost. But if I was the architect, I knew I could at least save your tree. Come with me. I want to show you something.’
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Dad gives me a leg up into the mullolly tree and follows me into the leaves. 

‘Over here,’ he says. I climb to where he is. 

‘There,’ he says. I look. Carved in the tree are all of our initials. J for Dad, P for Mum, H for Hattie and I for Ivy. And around it he has carved a big love heart. I run my finger over it. It’s beautiful.

‘In a way,’ he tells me, looking right into my eyes, ‘here, in this tree, is the only place where we all still exist together as a family.’

It’s a special tree. Of friendship. And of family. 

And that’s when I notice. I can’t believe it – the mullolly tree is lolliferous. Lollies dangle off twigs and branches and for the first time I notice that they are attached with sticky tape and threads of cotton. It must have taken hours! I smile at Dad. ‘You did this? For me?’

And he just wraps me into his long arms.

There are two words that make kids crazy. Two words that, once they have been spoken, take over the mind of any child. Those two words are ‘FREE LOLLIES!’ and I stand up and shout them as loudly as I can.

Straight away, kids are sprackling up the tree. Patrick and all his brothers, Melody McMillan and Coco Nguyen, who still loves climbing despite the multiple limb breaks. I even see Taylor on a lower branch enjoying a lollypop. The tree is filled with laughter and I’m surrounded by the feeling of magic. 

‘Thanks, Dad,’ I say.
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HERO

Nan and her friends had to leave straight after the protest. It’s a long drive back to Fig Tree Pocket. Before she left, Nan gave me a hug and said she was proud of me for speaking out. 

‘We’re a lot alike, you know. You get your fiery nature from me. Never be afraid to speak up, Hattie.’

‘Ten-four that, Nan.’

She’s coming back in spring to pick ripe mulberries for jam.

But the best thing about today? Dad is here at Mum’s house for dinner. There isn’t any fighting or even the slightest hint of negaverse – and Mum and Dad are in the same room! On the same couch! With me and Ivy! We all sat together and had fish and chips while we watched the news. The Hummingbird House protest was the main story. The report showed me jumping across the balcony like an acrobat and saving Hypatia. And it showed the announcement she made to the crowd with me standing next to her. 

‘Hummingbird House has special historical and cultural significance and must be preserved! My great-grandfather, Abraham Baroud, built this house and was famous for bringing Middle Eastern culture to Australia. I plan to restore the house and turn it into something to be shared by the whole community.’ As Hypatia said it she looked down to me and we smiled at each other. Behind my back I was tugging each one of my fingers in a sneaky body break to keep me calm and my face was red from all the running up stairs and rescuing and treasure finding and you know what? I’m proud of those cherry cheeks. I know that they are glowing from hard work and that hard work helped to save this amazing place. 

The news also showed Mayor Ice Witch and Lord Landlord standing next to us, nodding. A lot. And smiling – but only with their mouths and not their eyes. Paul was next to them with the video camera tucked under his arm. I can’t wait to see the paper tomorrow morning.

Ivy has fallen asleep half on top of me. She told me this afternoon that she quite liked being haunted by Hypatia’s great-grandfather. ‘I told you, ghosts like me,’ she said. But she made sure we all knew she was never eating vegetables again. 

‘I think it’s your bedtime, Hat-star! It’s a school night,’ says Dad.

Mum sits up straight, ‘Hang on, it’s not your week.’ 

Uh-oh. Here we go again. But then Mum covers her mouth with her hands and laughs. Both of them start saying sorry simultaneously. 

I take a deep breath and decide to tell them what I should have said months ago.

‘Mum? Dad?’ I say. ‘This week-about business. It isn’t really working for me.’

Both Mum and Dad sit forward, listening carefully.

‘It’s the one rule – you know, that you can’t contact the other parent? I don’t like going a week without seeing or hearing from either of you.’

‘We don’t like going a week without seeing you either,’ says Mum, squeezing my shoulders.

‘How about we ditch that rule?’ says Dad. ‘What do you think?’ he asks Mum.

‘I think we should definitely ditch that rule,’ says Mum.

‘And can we have a different rule? That we can ring the other parent whenever we want?’ I ask.

‘Of course. That’s how it should be,’ says Dad. ‘It’s not your fault, Hattie. It’s ours. Me and Mum? We’ve been very selfish. We’ll try to be better. Won’t we?’ he says, looking at Mum.

‘Yes, we will,’ says Mum. 

I’m so relieved.

‘You know, now that Ms Guide is going to turn Hummingbird House into a community centre, I’d like to help out with that,’ says Mum. ‘Perhaps with the painting and decorating.’

‘Well, you know I’ve offered my services too,’ says Dad. ‘The house does need some structural work and reconfiguring before it can be opened to the public.’

‘So you and Dad could be on the same team?’ I ask. ‘Working together?’

‘Maybe we will! I would like that,’ answers Mum, smiling right at Dad.

I can’t believe it. Even though we don’t live in the same house, we are all back on the same planet together, orbiting the same sun and spinning in the same solar system in the same universe. 

‘Okay, Dad’s right. It is bedtime now,’ says Mum, picking up Ivy. 

I give Dad a kiss goodnight.

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ says Dad. ‘Peppermint tea?’

‘Yes. That would be lovely,’ says Mum as she carries Ivy to bed. I follow and look over my shoulder to see Dad making himself at home in the kitchen. I look at Mum and she just smiles.

Lying in bed, I realise I am exhausted. I look at my Sailor Moon alarm clock. I am a bit like Sailor Moon after all. A simple, clumsy schoolgirl who has become an unexpected hero. And just like Sailor Moon, champion for justice, I fight for what I believe in and I’ve even learnt how to speak up for what I need. 
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THE BRUNSWICK BOMBER

MAYOR RESIGNS! 

It’s the front-page headline on the paper in the morning. There’s also a photo of Lord Landlord with the words Corruption Exposed underneath. Paul has written an exclusive about it. I bring the paper in and leave it for Mum. She’s going to love this.

It’s Monday. Changeover day for week-about. I go to my room and pack all of my ‘one-of’ things, making sure I have remembered my guitar music. I think I might give up guitar. I’m not sure I even like it. I decide to leave my Sailor Moon alarm clock at Mum’s place. And Nan’s blanket. And Pung. I do sneak the wedding photo of Mum and Dad into my bag though. I’ve sticky-taped it back together. 

As we leave Mum’s house, I notice there is a small patch of yarn bombing on our squeaky gate … and on the signpost at the corner … and on the post box near the bus stop. The Brunswick Bomber sure has been busy.

We drop Ivy off at kinder first and I notice the fence has a line of crochet on it like an arrow. We pass Hummingbird House. The big signs that were advertising the development have been taken down but the large wire fence is still up because the building has been deemed dangerous. The fence is covered in crochet doilies that are like huge flowers clinging to the wires. I can’t wait to see how the house will look when it’s all fixed up. I’m sure Dad will have some great ideas and I can’t wait to talk to him about it this week. Maybe we can even have a site visit together. I can wear a high-vis vest and a hard hat. I have some good ideas for the community house too. It had better have a Nonesuch Library, for a start!

As we walk to school, I notice the Brunswick Bomber has been really, really busy. There is even coloured yarn curled up in the cracks in the footpath. We turn to the main street and hop on the tram. Out of the window, I see the statue of Matthew Flinders wearing a beanie and leg warmers and then we pass the rainbow yarn-bombed bike racks outside the library, the town hall covered in doilies and the pom-pom garden out the front. Then I notice yarn bombing on every tram stop pole. When I get off the tram and turn to the school gate I see, on top of the school sign, a crocheted eagle and a crocheted Sailor Moon … and it all dawns on me. 

I grab Mum’s hand and say, ‘Mum! You’re the Brunswick Bo-!’

‘Shhhh!!!!’ says Mum.

‘You’re the Brunswick Bomber!’ I whisper.

‘You must promise not to tell anyone,’ Mum says.

We pinky promise. With a thumb seal. Sacred. 

Then Mum says, ‘If you are ever lost or overcome with worries, follow this trail of yarn bombing from school to my front door. And Hattie, if you are ever missing me, just look at the yarn bombing and know I am thinking of you too.’

I hug Mum and for the first time since the Big Split I don’t cling too long, even though there are tears in my eyes. 

They are happy tears. 

‘Thanks, Mum! I’ll call you tonight.’

I head straight to the library. And for the first time in my whole school life I am super happy to be there! Hypatia is behind the desk – although I guess I’m going to have to call her Ms Guide at school. 

‘Here you go. I have to return this.’ I hand her The Golden Astrolabe by Patty Malouf and tell her, ‘I haven’t even read it yet! But I know it’s in high demand.’

‘Why don’t you keep it, Hattie?’ says Hypatia.

‘But won’t I get detention for life if I keep a library book?’ I ask.

‘Open the book and look at the first page.’

I do as she says and see the dedication.

For Hattie. Who taught me to write my own happy ending.

I look up at her and frown.

‘You seem betwattled! Haven’t you noggled it out yet?’ she says, grinning, and I see the girl Hypatia in that smile.

‘Patty Malouf?’ she says. ‘It’s me. I am Patty Malouf. I changed my name to Patty, short for Hypatia, after I met you,’ answers Hypatia. ‘Patty rhymes with Hattie, you see. And Guide is my married name. So I write under my maiden name. Hypatia, Patty, Malouf.’

‘You wrote this book? A bestseller? That all the kids love? That causes playground riots?’

‘Yes, Hattie! I’ve had a wonderful life. Thanks partly to you! Our adventures in the Nonesuch Library inspired The Golden Astrolabe. Let me just say, it is a time travel book with many a time slippery-dip. I think you will love it.’ 

‘Well, speaking of books,’ I say, and I give her the journal.

‘Thank you, Hattie. It’s lovely to have this special book back. To think, I was a frightened girl in a tower. Thank you for teaching me to embrace life. And for making me laugh. And for showing me I could change my future.’

‘Are we still not-friends?’ I ask.

‘Forsooth, not-friends are forever – and you are a fellow largiloquent.’

‘Largiloquent,’ I repeat the word and feel it somersault in my mouth. I like the shape of it. ‘What does that mean?’ 

‘It’s a lost word. It means you are talkative and full of words.’ 

‘As Nan would say, I’ve got the gift of the gab!’ I say, smiling at Hypatia.

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Speaking of your Nan – here. Your necklace.’ She hands me my Sailor Moon necklace. As it sits in my hand I see that it is less shiny than it was four days ago.

‘It got old …’ I say.

‘I’ve had it for fifty years,’ she says. Then she sniffs the air and says, ‘Is that your brain I can smell frying or mine?’ 

We laugh.

‘I know I’m breaking RULE NUMBER TWENTY-FOUR!’ I say as I put it on.

‘It’s okay, Hattie. Sometimes there are exceptions to the rules,’ she smiles. ‘I was wondering if you wanted to help me create a Nonesuch Library at the house? We could fix some of the old books? I thought we could have a special stamp and everything. You could do some heavy lifting?’

‘I’d love that!’ I say. ‘I’d really love that.’ 
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I am on my way to my locker when I hear a familiar voice say, ‘Got enough stuff, Hattie?’ 

Taylor has appeared like a rain cloud to ruin a picnic.

‘Um … well, it is changeover day, Taylor. I go to my dad’s house today. I do week-about.’

‘No, you can’t do week-about,’ she snaps.

‘What do you mean?’

‘My mum and dad have split up too and now I do week-about.’

‘What? Your mum and dad broke up?’ I repeat.

‘Yes. And now I do week-about and I’ve TMed it.’

‘You TMed it?’

‘Yes. I’ve TMed it.’

‘Um, Taylor … no offence, but you can’t TM a custody arrangement.’

‘I can. And I have,’ she replies.

My mind flashes back over all the mean things Taylor has done lately.

‘Hey, Taylor,’ I say. ‘If you ever need to talk, you know where to find me.’

An announcement comes over the speaker. 

‘GOOD MORNING, CHILDREN!’

The Enforcer, of course, with her voice of doom talking in capital letters again. I sigh and wonder what new rule she is going to ruin my life with today.

‘SINCE THE INCIDENT AT HUMMINGBIRD HOUSE YESTERDAY AND AFTER THE INCREDIBLE MEDIA ATTENTION IT RECEIVED, MONKEY BAR SKILLS ARE NOW ENCOURAGED. RULE NUMBER 295 IS YOU CAN NOW JUMP TO THE SECOND BAR. RULE NUMBER 295 PART B IS THAT YOU CAN NOW JUMP TO THE THIRD BAR. RULE NUMBER 295 PART C IS THAT YOU CAN NOW JUMP TO THE FOURTH BAR AND EVEN THE FIFTH BAR – IF YOU DARE.’

A cheer goes up in the hallway and we all run outside. I see Patrick already there, waiting for me. Everyone stands back to let me go on the monkey bars first. I walk through the crowd like a prize fighter while they clap and chant my name. 

‘Hattie! Hattie! Hattie!’

I stand on the base platform and silence washes over the crowd. I hold onto the sides, just to get my balance. I take a deep breath, swing my arms back, bend my knees … and jump.




	

GLOSSARY

absquatulate – to leave somewhere in a hurry 

arachibutyrophobia – fear of peanut butter sticking to the roof of your mouth

bequeath – to hand down or pass on

betwattled – confused

betwitterment – excitement 

bibliophile – a lover of books 

blateration – babbling chatter

blatherskite – a talker of nonsense

boondoggle – an unnecessary and time-wasting activity 

circumbendibus – an argument that goes round and round 

crunkle – to cry desperately

dipsopathy – medical treatment involving abstinence from liquids 

egad – a mild oath

enchiridion – guidebook or handbook 

erelong – before long; soon 

ereyesterday – the day before yesterday

erstwhile – former; bygone

finifugal – fearing or avoiding the end of something

flippercanorious – brilliant 

flumping – the act of falling heavily; with a thud

forsooth – in truth; indeed 

gadzooks – a mild oath

hearken – listen

joppety-joppety – nervousness

keek – to peep surreptitiously

knick-knackatory – a collection of knick-knacks 

labascate – to begin to fall or slide

largiloquent – talkative and full of words

latibule – a hiding place

lily-livered – cowardly

mubble fubbles – a sense of doom 

murklins – in the dark

namelings – those sharing the same name

nequient – unable to 

noggle – achieving something with difficulty 

nonesuch – unique 

onomatopoeia – a word that sounds like what it means

phrontistery – a place to think

quiddling – to waste time 

ramfeezled – tired

rhinotillexomania – compulsive nose picking 

roomthily – with respect to space 

salutations – greetings 

serendipitous – a happy accident

skilamalink – shady; deceiving; or secret

snollygoster – a person, especially a politician, who acts in an unprincipled way

somewhither – to some place; somewhere 

sprackling – clambering up something with great difficulty

susurrus – a soft murmuring sound, rustling, whispering of wind in leaves

throttlebottom – a bumbling, inept person in public office

tremefy – cause to tremble

welmish – of a pale or sickly colour 

whencesoever – from whatsoever place or source 

whiffle – to be indecisive

woebegone – woeful 

woundikins – a mild oath 

yestreen – last evening
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