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About How To Spell Catastrophe

Nell McPherson is a catastrophe expert, but nothing has prepared her for the impending catastrophe of her mum’s plans to merge families with boyfriend, Ted and his annoying daughter, Amelia. As if that’s not dire enough, grade six is turning into an emotional obstacle course as Nell moves away from her old spelling bee friends and into some rule-bending with new girl, Plum.

When Nell decides to tackle the biggest catastrophe of them all, climate change, and campaigns for grade six to attend the School Strike 4 Climate, old friends and new will come together, and along the way plans to foil the family merge give way to an understanding that it might not be such a disaster after all.
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Prologue

Years and years and years ago, when I was little, I drew a self-portrait.

I was a warrior, in chain mail armour, holding up a sword and wearing a spiky crown.

The picture shimmered with bronze and silver and gold and copper, coloured with metallic markers sent to me by my grandmother, Map.

At the bottom I wrote, Nelly, A Mity Worrier.

Sure, it was a spelling mistake, but – accidentally accurate.

A mighty worrier is someone who worries a lot.

A mighty warrior is the one who goes into battles.

I am Nell, now.

Not Nelly.

But I’m still more a worrier than a warrior.


Like Being on a Swing

In another world I love mornings and I even like school most of the time.

‘Nell! Eleanor!’

In the world of right here, right now, this particular Friday, 13 August at 7.08 am, even though I know there’s going to be a spelling bee meeting with snacks today –

I

just

don’t

feel

like

getting

out

of

bed.

Despite not technically being a teenager, I think that’s a pretty teenage way to feel.

I curl up, settle Snoog-bunny under my chin, and put my head in a pillow sandwich.

Two more precious minutes of snuggly silence.

‘Eleanor. Fry. McPherson.’ Mum has entered my room.

Boundaries!

Where’s a drawbridge when you need one?

‘Your breakfast is not going to eat itself.’ She leans down to say in a singsong voice, ‘Blueberries.’

I groan and roll over. ‘I don’t feel good.’

She puts her lips to my forehead, which is how she checks my temperature. I’m usually okay with that, but this morning the mother lip thermometer is super annoying.

‘No temperature. Come on. Upupupupup!’

‘If I’m not sick, why do I feel so urghhh?’

‘Hormones?’

That’s our joke reason for anything that doesn’t seem to have another explanation.

At school we had our second annual sex education talk, presented by the Hormone Hub, just last week.

It was mostly about hormones and puberty, with a side order of reproduction.

As I told my grandmother, Map, it made me feel extremely conspicuous, being one of the girls in grade six who doesn’t have her period.

My best friend Cecily Smart does have her period, but it’s not regular.

As she says, anything could happen at any time, and in her opinion that is worse than not having your period at all.

I don’t agree.

But Cecily and I do agree that we’d like the whole idea of puberty better if only it had a less disgusting name. Pubic is bad, too.

Sometimes we say it just to enjoy being revolted. We attach it to something stupid.

Pubic nostrils.

Pubic sneakers.

Pubic gravel.

Any other word, please!

Sure, it would still mean periods, pimples, moods and sprouting hair, but at least we wouldn’t ever have to hear anyone say puuuubic or puuuuuuuuuuberty.

After the Hormone Hub talk, Mum asked if I had any questions.

Um, no.

But I do like that my mum is up for giving me information about anything if I ask her.

She says it should all be on a need-to-know basis, and if I ask that means I need to know.

Once when she was busy she told me to look something up on Wikipedia. But when she looked over my shoulder and saw the page, she said, Hmmm, those illustrations are very explicit.

She meant: too much information.

I stay in bed for four more toasty minutes then head into the bathroom for a Sleepy Shower, which is quickly washing bits that count and then standing like a zombie for the longest possible time with water pouring over me – before my mum starts yelling about not wasting water.

The opposite is the Fully Present Shower where I use orange blossom shower gel and my daisy wash mitt and wash every square inch, also shampoo my hair, twice, and condition, just the ends, plus do a tea-tree oily-face wash – before my mum starts yelling about not wasting water.

Because it’s a Sleepy day I’m shampooing my fringe only and will jam my hair into a ponytail-bun.

Rinsing my fringe until it squeaks and letting the warm water pour over my face, I wonder about . . .

Why I desperately need to sleep in some mornings.

When, when, when, when, if ever, will I get my period.

Who Plum Clarkson, the new girl in our grade, will end up being friends with.

Why my mother keeps arranging catch-ups with her boyfriend, tedious Ted, and his daughter, awful Amelia.

What my ‘Important to Me’ Civics and Citizenship talk should be about.

And,

What even is Important to Me?

Shouldn’t I know that by grade six?

It feels like being on a swing.

Looking down at the ground, heading backwards, legs tucked under, I want everything to stay the same forever and ever, and the next second, head back, eyes full of sky, legs stretched out, can’t wait for everything to change.

Confusing.

‘NELL! Water!’

Some things never change.
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Hopping across the rug, drying between my toes, I land on one corner of my catastrophe notebook*, poking out from under the bed, and only just manage to stagger backwards so I fall on the bed instead of facedown on the floor.

Phew.

Catastrophe averted.

I might have broken my nose!

Not everyone knows what to do in case of an emergency, disaster or catastrophe.

And that’s okay because emergencies, disasters and catastrophes don’t happen every day.

But they do happen occasionally.

So some people need to know.

I’m one of those people.

I have an interest.

I keep notes.

And I remember this sort of information; it sticks like glue.



* This is where I keep all my catastrophe information – practical tips, trivia, random thoughts – a two-hundred-page spirex binder with tabs. One catastrophe is banned: climate change. It’s too big for me. Or I’m too small for it. I like a disaster that I can do something about.




The shower is definitely a place of potential catastrophe.

One slip could turn out to be fatal.

And, no question, the shower is a slippery place.

If the shower head is over a bathtub, like ours, it is possible to slip, knock yourself unconscious, fall over in such a way that you block the plughole and then drown as the bath fills with water.

You’d have to be unlucky.

It would depend on a string of unlikely – but not impossible – events.

Overheating and fainting is also a possibility.

On the other hand, because it’s likely to be a strong structure, a bath or shower can also be a safe place to shelter if certain other catastrophes are on the go, for example a tornado, earthquake or hurricane.

So, there’s that.

Things are never simple.




Bad News Breakfast

Okay, I do love porridge with blueberries.

Cecily says porridge looks like lumpy glue, but I think you’re either a porridge family or you’re not.

We are, and the Smarts are not.

Right into the middle of my three bears – or two bears, in our case – thoughts, just as I am about to drop a thick slice of bread in the toaster for stage two breakfast, Mum drops the bomb.

‘Ted and Amelia are coming over for dinner tonight.’ She looks at her watch.

‘Noooooo! Amelia is the worst! Can’t you tell them I’ve got something contagious?’

‘You haven’t, and it’ll be fun.’

Mum and I have such different ideas about what that word means.

It is not fun listening to a seven-year-old tell you scene by scene about their favourite episodes of The Inbestigators.

It is not fun wondering if a seven-year-old sitting right next to you, in your own house, is scratching her head because she has head lice.

It is not fun being demoted to invisible entertainer of itchy seven-year-old while your mother is laughing merrily at something that Ted is telling her.

‘Where’s the peanut butter?’ I ask.

Mum flips the lid off an alien jar – almond butter – and hands it over. While I’m spreading my toast with the inferior nut butter she rinses our bowls and puts the maple syrup back in the fridge.

My mum is a wide-awake, super-efficient morning type who clears up, washes up, wipes up while you’re still eating – and by the time we leave there will be no sign that humans had breakfast in this house on this day.

I make myself a cheese bagel and pack it together with the container of salad that is ready for me in the fridge.

I sigh, loudly.

We may be the only family on the planet actually eating the recommended daily number of vegetable servings.

A mandarin, a couple of homemade cookies, water bottle, iPad and I’m ready to go.

‘I’ve said yes to the spelling bee permission request,’ says Mum.

I grunt.

‘I’ll take that as a thank you.’

My mum understands that I’m not a morning person. She does help me to wake up, but it’s not compulsory for me to talk at breakfast.

We save chit-chat for later in the day.

Today, it will be cranky chit-chat about why our pizza night is being invaded by two people I do not want to see.
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We leave the house at the same time, heading in opposite directions.

I’m walking to school, which is two blocks away, and my mother is driving to Glenbrook Terrace where she goes every Friday morning to treat a bunch of old people.

She works with them on mobility, gentle exercise classes, and rehab after they fall over.

Stuff like that.

She’s a physiotherapist.

Her name is Anne Fry, which is how I get Fry as my middle name.

Three days a week she works in a big physio practice in the city, helping lawyers and accountants with their stress-related, sitting-too-long-at-the-desk-related and bike-gym-marathon-related problems, and on Mondays she takes classes in hospitals for women who are pregnant. Antenatal classes.

‘Ante-’ means before, not to be confused with ‘anti-’, meaning against.

Handy to know if you’re a spelling bee person, which I am.

Anty, covered in ants, or relating to ants, is not really a word but obviously should be, particularly in Australia, a land of thriving ant communities.

Our street, Little Stuart Street – which we call Stuart Little Street after our favourite mouse – is mostly Victorian-era houses with a couple of 1970s apartment buildings.

The corner houses that face onto Purcell Street are tagged all over their Stuart Little Street sidewalls.

Our council used to remove graffiti regularly, but now they only do it if there’s offensive language.

Turning left into Purcell Street’s tunnel of budding plane trees, I can’t stop stewing about Ted and Amelia which is a shame because it’s Friday, a good day. Wrapping up the week, weekend coming into view. It’s my top-ranking schoolday.

Wednesday is obviously the wishy-washy worst.

Mondays are fine.

Everything is freshly possible on Mondays.

It’s a clean sheet of paper in art class, a blinking cursor at the top of a blank screen, wet sand that hasn’t been stepped in.

I came up with those three when we did similes and metaphors in English last week.

Tuesdays and Thursdays can fall either way – it depends what else is happening.

As I walk towards school, I imagine seeing Plum – what a great name – in the bag room, and saying hello, in a casual but friendly way.

Hi, Plum.

Hiya!

Hey.

Hey there, Plum.

It’s Plum, isn’t it? Hi!

I don’t expect her to remember my name.

We only have her name to remember, but for her there are twenty-four new names.

What will she be wearing today?

What am I wearing? I glance down: my grottier trackies.

What might she and I have in common?

Will we be friends?

Having a cool new girl in class sure has put crispy bits in the day.

I pick up the pace, barely dodging a splattering magpie poo as I approach the school crossing.




The most likely on-the-way-to-school catastrophe is falling over and having to go straight to sick bay with bleeding knees or elbows or nose.

The second most likely is abduction.

It’s extremely rare, which is good. It hardly ever happens.

We have all known since forever: never go near a car that slows down or pulls up next to you.

Don’t get lured over to look at a puppy or help with directions or accept a lolly.

Your parents will never ask someone you don’t know to pick you up.

Don’t be shy about screaming, shouting and making a big fuss if a stranger approaches you.

Run.

And so on.

You might only be a kid, but as Map says, forewarned is forearmed.

That of course is not talking about actual forearms; it means you are prepared and armed with a weapon.

The weapon in this case is street knowledge.

Of course, natural disasters can also happen on the way to school: lightning strike, being swept into a stormwater drain by a flash flood, being electrocuted by a falling power line, being swooped by a bird, etc.

All you can do to avoid these is read the weather forecast and be ever alert.




New Girl Socks

It’s unusual for anyone to start at school part way through the year, let alone four weeks into third term, but that’s when Plum Clarkson joined our class – grade six blue – on Wednesday, wearing casual clothes.

Wearing sparkly lurex socks.

Hollyhill Primary School had never seen anything like it.

‘Socktacular,’ said Cecily under her breath.

‘Specsockular?’ added Gus.

‘Socktastic,’ I agreed. ‘Where did she even get them?’

Our school has a uniform. You can wear grey anything on the bottom, with a lighter grey (they call it ‘silver’, but it’s just light grey) school-crested polo, grey socks, black shoes.

Our crest is bright orange, which looks good with the grey. Our official schoolbag is also bright orange.

It’s a safety bonus for people who bike to school.

Plum told Alex, our teacher, that she’d be getting her uniform this weekend.

Yesterday she wore a pleather skirt and a long-sleeved T-shirt with the stripes going all the way across from one sleeve end to the other.

And stripy socks.

Six clips on each side of her hair, in colours coordinating with the T-shirt and socks.

Plum Clarkson has style. You could easily believe she was a year or even two years older than the rest of us.

Gus is so right when he says Plum is fashion-forward.
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Cecily is waiting for me inside the main school gate and we head for the grade six area together.

Casual low five for having the same hairstyle. We don’t plan it anymore but nine times out of ten it happens anyway.

Today we both have ponytail-buns, a two-minute do, including brushing, thanks to our elastic bun noodles from Chemist Barn.

We wind our way between the portable classrooms, past the kitchen garden and the little kids’ playground, where a bunch of grade twos are pretending they are horses with the help of skipping ropes, towards the old building, where the grade six classrooms are.

‘So, what’ll Plum be wearing today?’

‘Cannot wait to see,’ I say, slinging my bag down.

In the grade six area we have coat hooks and open pigeonholes for our bags. The pigeonholes are painted in rainbow colours. As cute as they are, bring on high school and my own locker.

‘Hey, what do you think about short hair for summer? Like a proper pixie cut?’ asks Cecily.

‘Maybe.’ We have often coordinated our haircuts. In fact, we always do it. So I’m surprised to feel a flash of annoyance. A resistance that springs out of nowhere.

‘We don’t have to.’

‘You totally should. It would look great!’

‘I won’t if you don’t want to.’

I sigh. ‘We don’t always have to have the same hair, do we?’

She looks hurt. ‘No, of course not.’

‘It would be kind of weird if we still do that in high school, wouldn’t it?’

It’s her turn to sigh. ‘Fine.’

One amazing thing about Cecily is that she cannot stay cross.

She is a sunny person.

Optimism is her superpower.

So even though I’ve just been snippy, she hardly misses a beat before continuing down the pathway of friendly chat.

‘Lucky you; pizza night. I asked Mum what we were having for dinner and she said, leftovers surprise. I told her it was abusive.’

‘I’ll swap leftovers surprise for dinner with Ted and Amelia.’

‘No way!’ Cecily understands that my pizza Friday night is ruined.

Plum zips in right on the bell. Our school plays music as the bell sound; it’s great because it can’t be mistaken for a fire alarm and give you a heart attack.

Sometimes people will do a little dance move at the beginning or end of class.

This morning Plum is wearing leggings and a matching hoodie in an all-over leaf print. Her socks are bright green with little red pom-poms at the back. Cecily and I exchange an interested look. Plum’s sock game is extremely strong.

‘Heyo!’ I say to Plum, quite loudly.

Heyo?

I have somehow blended hello and hey? How?

‘Hey,’ says Plum.

She does not seem to have noticed my heyo, which is a relief.

‘Where do you get your socks, Plum?’ asks Cecily.

Plum looks at her. ‘You don’t just get cool socks in one place.’

What makes me decide to jump in at that moment? ‘Yeah, you’ve got to shop around. For socks.’

Plum looks at me, her glance travelling all the way down to my grey socks.

Cecily looks at me, too, and her look says, Whose friend are you anyway? Or maybe, Who made you the socks guru?

I mean, fair point. I’m certainly not Plum’s friend.

Or a socks guru.

I know next to nothing about socks.

But Plum gives me a small smile as she makes her stylish way into the classroom.


Our Classroom

Looking at our classroom with fresh eyes, the way a new person might look at it, you’d have to say it is an excellent classroom.

For one, we are in the oldest part of the school, so our room is big and has a high ceiling. That makes for a free, floating feeling. And because it’s brick, it stays cool(ish) in summer. But it’s still cosy in winter.

As well, we have almost a wall of windows. Five long double-sash windows each with nine panes of glass. Ninety small windows. Perfect for people like me who enjoy staring up at the sky. Even though I’m an Opportunity Class student, I suffer from daydreaming.

OC students are not separated at our school, we just get extra work to do. In addition to being in the grade six leadership group, it means a busy year for me.

Our room gets the morning sun, which is a happy way to start the day. Afternoon sun classrooms are too warm and sleepy.

Outside the windows is a jungle of overgrown jasmine, which has become one of the room’s sunk-in smells. Inside the room there are interesting places to visit like Philosopher’s Corner, and our Wings of Hope installation, where there’s always something new to read and reflect on.

The wings started as an outline but are now made up of hundreds of bright paper feathers on which we write our hopes for this year and for life in general. It’s at the right height so if you stand with your back to it, you look as though you have wings.

Romi Lethlean has just added another career hope.

Her hopes are boring and today is no exception: I hope to make a major contribution to public life one day.

That could mean anything. Does she want to be Prime Minister, or a popular busker?

Alex loves it when we post a career hope, because she says when we write it down, it helps us to imagine our bright futures. And we all have bright futures because of where and when, in history, we live.

At the start of the year she said she’d like to see everyone having at least five diverse ideas about career hopes and dreams by the end of the year, and to try to include at least one STEM job.

Cecily posted: I hope to be an award-winning vet, working with large animals. A STEM job.

Alex asked what the award might be for, and Cecily said right away, vaccine development.

My first one was also a STEM career: I hope to be an award-winning child psychiatrist, helping children deal with their worries in the world.

I’d put ‘award-winning’ because Cecily did, and why not?

I’ve often thought about accepting awards, and what I’ll say when it happens. But when Alex asked me what the award would be for, I couldn’t say vaccine development, so I said, kindness.

Nate Matsouka snorted and said, ‘Yeah, right. There’s no such thing.’

Alex said straight away, ‘Well, maybe there should be.’

Not wanting to be critical, but if you asked Romi what area of public life she’ll contribute to, you’d get a whole lot of waffle, i.e., she just pins hopes to get attention.

Our week-one self-portraits with bio notes make a colourful border running along two walls.

My friend Gus Li recently added a rainbow border to his self-portrait, because he thinks grade six blue could do with a bit more gay energy.

Alex supports things like that because grade six is a year of growth and change and finding our voices.

My own self-portrait with bio notes is the fourth version I’ve done.

Cecily’s created two.
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As well as being our grade six blue classroom teacher, Alex is the spelling bee coordinator.

Spelling bee is an inter-school competition, and not mandatory. I did it last year, and so did Cecily and Gus.

In fact we are the dream team – in grade five we won the Under 12s competition.

Even though Alex is such a good sport, and it’s all about participation, and just do your best etc, she pretty much punched a hole through the ozone layer when we won. It was a big deal. The whole school clapped us and buzzed like bees at assembly.

Alex is reminding us now that the spelling bee comp season will be starting soon.

‘Yes,’ says Omar El Khoury, doing the thing where he looks like he’s grabbing something from the air, making a fist, and pulling it down hard by his side.

Nate Matsouka says, ‘Spell this, Omar,’ and holds up his middle finger.

‘T-H-I-S,’ says Omar, and everyone sitting near us cracks up.

Even though Nate tries domination tactics whenever he can, people like Omar better.

Funny beats muscles?

Something like that.

Nate gets more annoying by the day. He’s had a massive growth spurt this year. Result: a taller, wider, louder, hairier, increased number of obnoxious comments, Nate.

Hormones. (In this case, the actual explanation.)

When Alex invites everyone who is interested to a lunchtime spelling bee meeting, Rhianna Gupta puts up her hand and asks if it could be on television, like the American Spelling Bee show.

When the answer is no, there’s a ho-hum feeling in the classroom. A shrug.

I watch Plum as she looks around, reading the room.

Today Plum’s hair is done in the highest pigtails I have ever seen. They are just about meeting at her middle part.

‘Plum, would you like to join us for the lunchtime spelling bee meeting?’ Alex asks as she hands back our Civics and Citizenship tasks. She’s offering a personal invitation because Plum is new, and Alex wants to make sure she is settling in and feeling welcome.

‘Do you mean like a test?’ asks Plum.

‘No, it’s spelling for fun.’

Plum looks trapped. ‘I mean, sure, I guess.’

‘Excellent!’ says Alex.

It makes me feel squirmy – almost embarrassed – seeing how unenthusiastic Plum looks about something that has been one of my favourite things.

It’s possible that Plum and I have exactly nothing in common.


Spelling Bee Doubts

It’s confirmed that grade six isn’t into the idea of spelling as a competitive sport, unless it’s going to be a reality TV show, or a YouTube phenomenon, when only five of us show up for the meeting:

me,

Cecily,

Gus,

Omar,

and Plum Clarkson.

It’s clear that Plum is only here because she was caught off-guard by the personal invitation.

If I think about exactly why I like spelling bee, it has a lot to do with my friends. Cecily, Gus, Omar and I and other OC people are always invited to do extra activities.

And those activities end up being hanging out times for us.

With snacks.

If spelling is easy for you, spelling bee is fun.

It’s a bit like drama, without having to learn lines, or debating, without having to write a speech. You stand there, spell a word correctly, and people clap.

Plus spelling can be useful.

For example, there’s a big difference between your favourite dessert, and your favourite desert.

For me, it’s lemon meringue pie, with a three-flavour gelato waffle cone coming a close second, but I don’t really have a favourite large arid sandy place.

The room we gather in is the big art and activities room as well as the grades five and six wet day lunch room.

It has the ghostly smell of sneakers and craft glue and is decorated with papier-mâché masks from first term art.

Some still have bits of dead balloon stuck inside.

Alex has remembered that our unanimous favourite chip flavour is salt and vinegar; that’s the sort of excellent human she is.

She opens chips by cutting right down one side of the pack and using it as a bowl. It’s very creative.

‘I have some exciting news,’ Alex says. ‘This year’s Under 13 grand final winners will compete with the winners from across Australia for the interstate spelling bee championship.’

Gus, Cecily, Omar and I exchange looks: next level – could we win a national competition?

Plum scoops up a large handful of chips and starts munching.

‘The final will be held in Tasmania, so we might have to do some fundraising to get there – if you get to the final round. Which you will.’

Interstate travel.

Yay.

In theory.

In reality, I hate the idea of being that far away from Mum. I also hate that I hate the idea because it makes me feel younger than I am. In grade six I should be relaxed about having a couple of nights away from home.

Only I’m not. It makes me super anxious.

What is wrong with me?

Little kid me is trying to overpower nearly teen me.

And she’s winning.

I don’t even like sleepovers much.

Except at Cecily’s. But I’ve known her since prep and her place is where I had my first ever sleepover, when we were five.

Cecily’s mum, Heather, sat up with me for most of the night; I was too nervous to actually sleep. I gave her a little poke in the arm to wake her up every time she nodded off.

I didn’t like (and still don’t like) being the only one awake in the middle of the night.

Plum stands up, gently dusting chip salt from her hands. ‘I’m not really that big on spelling. Good luck with getting to the finals in Tassie,’ she says, heading for the door.

‘Uniform on Monday, Plum, yes?’ says Alex.

‘For sure,’ says Plum.

‘Okay. Let’s spell!’ Alex opens a folder and hands around some warm-up spelling sheets.

The first word is ‘conundrum’ – which means a confusing, difficult problem or question.

I have three conundrums right now.

Worrying about maybe having to go to Tasmania without my mum. Hate the idea, even though it would obviously be great if we got to the finals!

Seeing how uninterested Plum is in spelling bee. How much do people need to have in common to become friends?

Remembering that Ted and Amelia are coming to dinner tonight. Why? And how can I make sure it never happens again?


Way to Wreck a Friday

Glum and cranky all the way home about the unfairness of Ted and Amelia coming over tonight, I don’t know whether I want to cry or shout by the time I drop my bag on the kitchen floor.

‘Please don’t throw your bag down like that.’

‘It’s only got to last till the end of the year.’

‘If you keep it in good shape, someone else can use it next year.’

‘Who?’

‘We’ll give it to the uniform swap shop.’

As much as I’m ready for an argument right now, I am pro-sustainability and anti-waste, so I’m forced to say nothing.

Cecily and I care about the environment in a major way.

Two years ago we gave up Nutella for a whole year because it has palm oil in it and we hate the idea of orangutan habitat disappearing. They now use sustainable palm oil, so it’s back on rotation. Thank god.

I give my hands a thorough wash, go to the fridge, get out some cheese and a carton of strawberries, and make myself two cheese and sliced strawberry rice cake sandwiches.

After school is a major hungry time for me. It’s as though I need a whole meal between lunch and dinner.

‘How was your day?’ asks Mum.

‘Fine. How about you?’

‘Good. Apart from a frustrating meeting with hospital HR people. Thank heavens it’s pizza night.’

‘It was pizza night, now it’s utter misery night.’

‘It’s still pizza night.’ She takes a few almonds out of a container and slides it across the bench in my direction.

I put a handful on my plate and we sit, chewing, looking at each other.

‘Why did you have to invite them?’

Our pizza and film night is a tradition. Just me and Mum. It’s our relaxing ease-out-of-the-week-and-dive-into-the-weekend night.

It’s our thing.

My grandmother Map comes if she’s in town, but that’s not often because she lives in Glasgow. And air travel is a big carbon emitter so she limits the number of flights she takes.

‘I told you – we thought it would be fun.’

She thought wrong. It was fine going out to brunch with them (strawberry hotcakes involved), tolerable going bowling (we won), bearable when we went to a football game together (they left at half-time).

‘What film can we even watch with a seven-year-old?’

‘There’s heaps.’

‘She’ll probably want to watch Frozen or something.’

My mother starts humming ‘Let It Go’, trying to make me smile.

To be fair it was my favourite movie when I was seven and I actually wouldn’t hate to see it again.

‘Very funny. You’ll be just as bored as me.’

We were going to watch Best In Show. We both enjoy the same sort of films these days. Some of our recent favourites are About a Boy, Hunt for the Wilderpeople, and Bend It Like Beckham . . .

Singin’ in the Rain is another one we love.

When I googled the song ‘Singin’ in the Rain’ I found Tom Holland on Lip Sync. He starts performing ‘Singin’ in the Rain’ and then, kapow, he straight away morphs it into ‘Umbrella’.

My mother thinks Tom Holland is a great dancer and very strong.

I have a serious crush on him, not that I am interested in boys yet – I’m so not – but if I were, he would be the boy.

Cecily and I are both keen.

So is Gus.

Apart from Singin’ in the Rain, not one of these films is right for an annoying seven-year-old like Amelia.

My mother gives me a kiss but I squirm away. ‘Nell. I’m relying on you to be polite. I hope you’ll make them welcome.’
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They’re so welcome, barging into my Friday night and wrecking it.

Safely in my room, leaning against the door, I chuck my bag as far as it will go and hope Mum hears it land.

Monday to Thursday I leave my uniform on after school, but because it’s Friday I peel off school layers and put on home layers. Anything stretchy and cotton is my happy place.

Leggings, a T-shirt, a big sweatshirt.

A sigh of comfort.

Stretched out like a sea star on my paisley rug I let the annoyance about film night spill out.

It’s our thing.

No one else is needed.

No one else is welcome.

My mum and me: a single mother, an only kid. That’s the shape of us, and we’re mostly fine with it.

There’s even a word for it that I got from spelling bee: homeostasis, a state of balance and stability.

Sure, I’d rather my dad were still alive.

Sure, she’d like it, too, but it didn’t work out that way.

I can see his photo from down here on the floor.

He doesn’t just look nice; he looks so nice. A thousand times nicer than Ted.

In the photo he is truly smiling: not camera smiling, not posing, but smiling with his whole heart shining out.

He was smiling at my mother, who was taking the photo, but when I look at it I pretend he is smiling at me.

His death was unusual and unlucky. He was a doctor, still finishing his training in a hospital, and he caught an infection that went to his heart. It’s called myocarditis, and he died, even though he was young and fit and healthy, and had a baby who had only just turned one: me.

Myocarditis is one word I wish I didn’t know.

Your dad thought you were the ant’s pants, my mum always says. I had to persuade him not to wake you up when he came home late from work. He used to go in just to watch you sleeping, and take a big breath of you. You smiled at him first, before you smiled at anyone in the whole world. And the first word you said was ‘dada’.

Now I know that it is a pretty common first word.

But, still.

I don’t have a single memory of my father, and you can’t miss what you’ve never had, right?

Right.

Only somehow I do miss him. And I really miss the family that we might have been.

Maybe it’s like that idea of a phantom limb. After an arm or leg has been amputated, people can sometimes still feel it, even though it’s not there.

If my dad were still alive, there would be no Ted in our life.

And if there were no Ted, there’d be no Amelia.

We’d probably have a large hairy dog like the Smarts’ dog, Gertie.

I might have a brother, or a sister. In my dream family, there’s one of each.

Plenty of protection from possible invaders and perhaps no need to be the one who knows so much about catastrophes.




Some diseases, like myocarditis, you cannot avoid.

But there are others that you absolutely can – and in my opinion should – avoid.

I always encourage people to go to sick bay if they cut or graze themselves at school. If left untreated, simple infections can spread throughout your entire body bit by bit, turn into septicaemia and kill you.

Vaccines protect us against a bunch of diseases that used to kill people.

Living in the twenty-first century protects us from others, e.g., bubonic plague, or Black Death, as it was called, because we now have antibiotics that can treat it, so it won’t become a pandemic the way it did in the 1300s.

But if antibiotics stop working, which could be any day, it’ll be game on again for the Black Death.

The silver lining to the COVID epidemic is that we’ve got into a whole lot of good public health habits that mean fewer contagious diseases get passed around.

For example, hand washing: it’s powerful.

You can’t wash your hands too much.

Although, I actually did, and got dermatitis.

Now I try to wash my hands frequently, but not excessively.

Face masks are great. Okay, yes, they get hot and uncomfortable from time to time, but they not only protect us from COVID, they also keep out other bugs like cold and flu.

We don’t need to worry, just keep our antennae up.

Although we do need to be on the alert for symptoms at any time because, as the World Health Organization itself has told us, there will always be emerging dangerous pathogens.

Or, to put it another way, strange new germs that could lead to strange new diseases.

Just as we have the novel coronavirus, there will be novel something else viruses in future.

So, you can never let your guard down.




Pizza Surprise

The invaders have made themselves comfortable at our kitchen table.

As much as I don’t like them, I’m admiring their hair. They both have the sort of loose curls that sit in strands and tendrils. Ted pushes his back from his face and tucks it behind his ears. Amelia’s is a long pretty tangle. Do they use special curl product, or are they just lucky?

While I test the strength of a large corn chip by overloading it with hummus, my mum and Ted are making an – announcement of some sort? The corn chip comes close to crashing, but I duck and catch it in my mouth just in time.

Life skills, I have them.

Words are bouncing around the kitchen, but their meaning isn’t clear.

Someone is moving somewhere.

Wait. They’re moving in together? My mother and Ted?

What? Where will I live?

WHAT?!

I’ll be living with him and the little troll?

Two virtual strangers living here with us? How would they even fit?

Phew. They can’t fit here! We only have two bedrooms. And surely I’m not expected to share my –

WAIT. What did she just say? We’re moving? Into their place? We’re moving out of our perfectly lovely house? Where I’ve lived since I was five years old?

When is this happening?

Are happiness, privacy and movie Fridays gone forever?

How can my whole life change in a moment – before the pizzas have even arrived?

Amelia is smiling up at me, with bits of corn chip stuck in her teeth. She’s happy about the whole deal. Looking like it’s no big surprise. Looking as though she hasn’t just been knocked over by an unexpected tidal wave of life?!

‘We’ll be sisters,’ she says.

I don’t even try to hide my horror.

‘Eleanor,’ says Mum, in her stern-but-we’re-in-public tone of voice.

‘What?’ I say in my rude-and-I-don’t-care-who-knows-it tone of voice.

‘I can see that you’re surprised, so how about we let the news settle, and we’ll talk some more about timing and logistics.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ says the brat. ‘I wished for it with my birthday cake wish.’

Mum gives her a kiss on the top of the head. My mother is on kissing terms with the Amelia creature? Since when?

‘That’s lovely, Mills. I know we’re all going to be very happy together.’

Mills?

Ted better not try to drop a kiss on my head any time soon unless he wants a Glasgow kiss in return.

A Glasgow kiss is slang for head-butting.

I wouldn’t hesitate.

‘Amelia’ sounds like ‘ameliorate’, which means: to make better. She should be called anti-Amelia because she – and her knucklehead father – are making things worse.

Ted is exchanging a meaningful look with my mother the traitor.

He squeezes her hand.

Gross.

The doorbell bing-bongs and Ted goes to collect the pizzas.

Even my favourite smell in the entire world can’t soothe me now.

‘We’ll be blended,’ says Amelia to my mum, who is opening pizza boxes, getting out plates and giving me stern side-eyes.

A mother, a father and two kids – a nuclear family.

That was what they used to call a typical family. We learnt about it in Civics and Citizenship.

But this is more like nuclear as in the bomb, as in ka-BOOM.

Nuclear as in get me out of here.

NUclear as in UNclear how we got here.

LET ME OUT!

‘Not that anyone’s bothered to ask, but my vote is a hard no.’ I calmly stack six slices of pizza on a plate and stamp my way upstairs.

Blended? Good word for it.

Pulverised.

Smooshed.

No longer recognisable as separate ingredients.

Mum and I are already a family.

We do not need any blending.


Don’t Call Me Nelly Noo!

I send an emergency text to Cecily as I wolf down my first slice of pizza.
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At least she managed to hit send before Heather or Rob made her put her phone away.

That’s so Cecily.

A friend you can rely on.

Even when you’ve been less than enthusiastic about getting your hair cut the same way as hers.
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Whatever film they chose must have been short because the front door closes with cheery-sounding goodbyes at nine thirty.

I wait for it . . . and my mother is heading upstairs for the talk.

I give her my coldest look as she picks up the plate of pizza crusts, puts it on my desk, and sits on the bed.

I only eat the part of pizza that includes toppings.

It’s a firm principle.

Sometimes I eat my leftover crusts with butter and vegemite – it’s delicious – but that won’t be happening tonight.

‘You can’t force me to live with Ted and Amelia. I won’t do it.’ I’m getting in first, before she tells me how rude I was.

‘There I was thinking it was just a –’ Her glance sweeps across the floor, as though the word she’s looking for might be in my pile of clothes, ‘– a logical culmination of everything that’s been happening. I’m surprised that you’re surprised. And I’m sorry. But nothing is happening immediately – there’s plenty of time to process and plan.’

‘I have processed it: I hate them. And my plan is, I’ll go and live with Map.’

‘Sweetie, that’s a bit extreme. And not possible, I think. Map’s too old to have you landing on her doorstep. Heavens.’

‘She’s a very young and fit sixty-eight. And she’ll understand that I don’t want to be trapped living with strangers.’

‘How about you just let the idea grow on you.’

‘Like fungus? Like a wart? Like mould? Like a parasite? Like a MALIGNANT TUMOUR?’

She is stifling a smile, which makes me sizzle with anger.

‘You’ve always wanted a bigger family, Nelly Noo.’

‘Not them. My own family. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. Dad not dying. The family we were supposed to be. Don’t you even get it?’

I roll over and pull my doona firmly up over the rumbling storm of me: cross, rude, nearly crying, misunderstood me.

I poke my head out. ‘AND DON’T CALL ME NELLY NOO! I HATE IT!’
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Still awake at eleven thirty, feelings of being sorry for myself have now rolled into the feeling that I’ve also been peak horrible to my mum.

We’re usually okay together, the two of us, our small-as-it’s-possible-to-be family.

She totally wrecked my pizza night, and now I can see that I probably wrecked hers as well.

Hot tears roll down my face, across the bridge of my nose, making a soggy spot on my pillow.

I’m going to be so nice to her tomorrow.

I get a stomach-churning, heart-thumping worry surge that she could die in her sleep before I get to remind her that I love her.

My heart is racing, but I know how to handle a thought that’s blowing up like a monster. I look at it, put it in a frame and hang it on a wall in a room full of lots of other thoughts, mostly positive.

I flip my pillow so it’s soggy side down, punch it into shape, and turn over.

The stepfamily plan should not have been one hundred per cent a surprise, if I think about it.

Six signs that I should have seen it coming:

• My mum has been going out with Ted for quite a while, not sure exactly how long but maybe a year? As far as I know, he is her only (urgh) boyfriend since my dad. She’s been on random dates here and there, but he is the only one she’s brought home.

• Mum talking about how Ted’s house is so close to the high school I’m going to next year.

• Mum and Ted going away together on a long weekend to a luxury gourmet retreat while I stayed at Cecily’s.

• That time she started going on and on about how lovely it is to have brothers and sisters, despite not even having any herself.

• A new beauty product called Wrinkles Schminkles turning up in the bathroom cupboard.

• When she said something – ages ago – about having Christmas with Ted and Amelia, which I laughed about with a sarcastic Yeah, that’d be heaps of fun, and then completely ignored as something so obviously stupid that it wouldn’t happen.

But it turns out that I’m the something so obviously stupid, at eleven forty-five pm.

Even Amelia guessed what was happening before me.

I shoot a goodnight glance at my Tom Holland Spiderman poster. There’s enough streetlight spilling onto the poster past the edge of the blind for me to see that he looks disappointed.

He’s probably lovely to his mum, my possible future mother-in-law.

Sorry, Tom.



friday note from under the doona

word

treacherous – involving disloyalty, betrayal, or deception

My mother is a treacherous fiend.

(How could she?)

problem

Ted and Amelia

plan

???need one!!!

fruit ranking

this week was a delicious bunch of green grapes with no seeds, but – thanks Mum – it turned into the last overripe banana in the bowl, my most hated fruit in the world

gratitude

nil


Fire Dreams

I wake from the old dream with a shudder, clammy, heart pounding.

Red sky.

Black sea.

Hot sand.

The stink and roar of burning on the shore.

Choking in the smoke.

Tiny little voice; I can’t shout.

I sit up, gulping in cool night air and find Snoog-bunny right down near my feet. My pillow is on the floor.

Not even a whisper of morning in the sky.

The stair landing light a dim strip under my door.


Digging In

When I wake up in the morning the dream is a thousand miles away and there is a clear idea sitting at the front of my brain.

The fact that they have been thinking about it for a while does not make moving in together a good idea.

Things are fine as they are.

I’m sorry that I was mean, and I do want my mum to be happy. I don’t even mind that she’s going out with Ted, but I am not going to be blended with him and Amelia.

Not if I can help it.

I love our life exactly as it is and there is not a single good reason to tip it upside down and spill the homeostasis.

I know my own mum well enough to know that the move is unlikely to happen without my cooperation.

And I do not plan on cooperating.

That is the plan.


The Smart Family

‘Is it okay if I go to Cecily’s?’

‘If it’s okay with Heather,’ Mum says. ‘That avocado is ripe, if you want some on toast.’

I put bread in the toaster and slice a banana. I’m not in the mood for going along with any of her suggestions. I’ll have almond butter, banana and honey. ‘Does our sudden lack of peanut butter have something to do with Ameeelia?’

‘Stop saying her name like that. You know she has a peanut allergy, and we’re going to be spending more time together, so it makes sense –’

To stop buying my favourite spread? I’m fuming. ‘Great.’

Mum is doing her Saturday morning fridge sorting. This afternoon she’ll make a clean-out-the-fridge meal. Usually that is soup or a frittata or a vegetable curry.

She’s a good cook and knows all about nutrition, so our food life is healthy and delicious. And we do get to have pizza Fridays, but we definitely rate too low on the sugary junk food scale, in my opinion.

And now we are apparently living in a world without peanut butter.

‘So, is there anything you’d like to talk about, Nell?’

‘I’m sorry I was rude.’

‘I’m sorry you were rude, too.’

I go over and give her a hug. ‘But I still mean what I said. Why do we need to change anything?’

‘What you said about wanting the family you were supposed to have –’

‘Yes?’ I spread my toast firmly.

‘We can’t live in that place of what might have been.’

She is making a pile on the bench – a wedge of pumpkin, a couple of potatoes, a tired bunch of broccoli, half a red capsicum.

Most likely a future curry.

‘Okay – but why can’t we live in the place of things are fine as they are?’

‘We can, sure, but let’s not rule out the place of what might come next.’

‘Just so long as what might come next doesn’t include sharing a house with Ted and Ameeeeeelia. I wish you’d never met him. I wish you’d never brought them into our life.’

‘Nell! What’s going on?’

We stare at each other crossly and say it at the same time:

‘Hormones.’

But our circuit breaker isn’t working; we’re frowning, not laughing.

‘Sweetheart, this is not okay. You’re sounding so mean, and you’re not a mean person, you’re very kind.’

But I’m brimming with mean-person energy. ‘I’m just saying, why take on a little kid just when we’re enjoying ourselves? I’m through the little-kid stage, you and I like the same movies, I’m about to start high school . . .’

‘Hey, don’t get ahead of yourself – you’re still a little kid. You’re my little kid.’

She wraps me in a big hug and here are those swing feelings of wanting to be older and wanting to be younger.

‘Despite being almost as tall as your mumma! When did that happen?’
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The twins are leaving as I arrive at Cecily’s.

Stu and Ben.

Tall and smiley, they have Heather’s fair skin and gold-red hair. Cecily has Rob’s straight brown hair.

They are only three years older than us, fifteen, but it feels like a lot older.

‘Little duuuuude,’ Stu says.

‘Sup, Nelly,’ says Ben, giving me our both-sides elbow bump that has taken the place of our old two-hand-slap hello.

‘Hey, you guys.’ I’ve been noticing more often lately how good-looking these two are, but I can’t see them as anything other than brother figures.

It’s quite a waste, because when I’m nineteen and they’re twenty-two, our age difference will be nothing, and that’s two perfectly funny, clever boys I won’t be able to date, because of them being honorary brothers.

Just a passing thought.

I wonder again briefly about the twelve-year age difference between me and my true boyfy-to-be, Tom Holland, and, once again, decide that twenty-five and thirty-seven will be okay. I’ll make it work. We can have two children, preferably twins – Saffron and Oliver or Violet and Louis or Maxi and Zed – before Tom turns forty.

Stu and Ben were my playground heroes when we started school.

Cecily had no front teeth at the time and couldn’t pronounce her own name. It came out as Thethily Thmart. Nate – of course it was Nate! – was teasing her, imitating her pronunciation at recess one day.

I was explaining to Nate that the only reason it sounded different was that her missing teeth weren’t letting her say ‘s’, when the twins strolled over to see how their little sister was doing in the preppie playground.

They heard enough of what was going on to be unimpressed with Nate.

As two huge grade three boys, all they had to do was stare at him with their arms folded to have him slither away and never pick on Cecily again.

Even though I didn’t put it into words at the time, it was the exact moment I realised that my mum and I were perhaps too small as family units go.

Some people had extra people, people who might come and protect them when they needed protection. Other people, like me, had nobody else.
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‘What do you want to do?’

‘I’m easy.’

We wander towards the kitchen.

The Smarts’ kitchen is the very opposite of our kitchen.

The bench is piled high with life things, today: mail, magazines, newspaper open at a half-done crossword, two books facedown, splayed flat, stranded snacks, two empty teacups, a half-peeled orange, bits of schoolwork, sunglasses, reading glasses – strewn over a layer of phones, and coins, pens, keys, batteries, lip balm and tangled earbuds, among other things.

Heather’s most frequent words are, where on earth. This is the beginning of questions about keys, phone, glasses, handbag and children.

She hurries through the world leaving a trail of things in her wake.

Rob, a furniture maker, lives in a different speed zone. When we were little, Cecily and I loved playing with wood shavings in his workroom while he rubbed beeswax into tabletops or coated them in layer after layer of thin lacquer.

Cecily’s life is suspended in a happy place between rush and smooth.

‘Where on earth have Stu and Ben disappeared to?’ Heather asks. ‘I thought they were going to vacuum the house today.’

She consults a paper planner on a pin board that covers a floor-to-ceiling strip of wall between two long windows.

‘No, that’s tomorrow. How are you, Nell?’

‘Average,’ I say.

‘Her mum wants them to move in with Ted,’ says Cecily. The Smarts are a family of blurters. No secrets here. Not for long, anyway.

‘Hmmm. How do you feel about that?’ asks Heather. She’s a journalist. They love asking questions.

‘She’s angry,’ says Cecily.

‘I don’t want to do it,’ I say.

‘It’s in the category of parent’s call, I’m afraid, Nelly. And I have complete trust in your mum’s judgement.’ Heather is rummaging about in her bag. ‘Where on earth is my phone? Can one of you please give me a call?’

Cecily rolls her eyes and calls Heather’s number. A subdued buzzing emerges from underneath a folded newspaper.

‘Thanks, darl.’ Heather takes her phone, drops it in her bag, nudges sleepy Gertie, an elderly golden retriever, off her shoes, which she slips on. ‘Rob’s in the workroom; I’m back in a couple of hours. There’s fruitcake in the pantry. Love you so much.’


Fruitcake and Plans

We cut ourselves big slices of fruitcake and pour glasses of milk.

‘I love the way your dad puts pineapple in the fruitcake.’

‘Mmmm.’

‘Do you think your mum’s right about parent’s call?’

‘You know she is.’

The thing is – having all the words you need, being able to express something, isn’t enough.

Because the adults have the power.

So kids need creative strategies.

‘I refuse to cooperate.’

‘Strong starting position!’ says Cecily.

‘But what can I actually do? Apart from saying I hate the idea.’

‘Tricky.’

‘I could try for a delay, I guess. They might stop liking each other if they have more time together.’

‘Yes! Ask to move after something. Like, after grade six graduation – or after Christmas.’

‘Ooh – after Map’s next visit. She won’t want to be visiting my dad’s replacement.’

‘Map’s so nice, though. She’ll probably be happy for your mum.’ Cecily gives me a considering look. ‘Don’t get mad, Nello Marshmallow.’

‘What?’

‘I’m just going to put it out there that you have always wanted a bigger family, more like my family.’ She lifts her eyebrows innocently. ‘Maybe this is a step in the right direction.’

I put my glass down a bit too firmly on the bench. ‘Bigger family does not mean choose two randoms and add water! It means wishing my dad hadn’t died, and I was part of the family that we should have been.’

‘Okay. Calm your farm, you need a list.’ Cecily hands me a piece of paper and a pen.

I write, How to stop getting blended.

After half an hour we don’t have a huge amount, but at least it’s something to work with.

• Refuse to cooperate. Dig heels in whenever possible.

• Delay move for various good reasons. Example: Ask not to move until after grade six graduation, or after summer holidays.

• Refuse to move because accommodation is unsuitable. Is there even room for me? Do I like the look of the place?

• Investigate Ted and discover he is a gold-digger. A scammer, trying to take advantage of a single professional woman.

• Discover Ted is a creep. Secretly dating other women.

• Hope that Ted is a passing phase. Holding back on the moving-in front will help Mum to see that Ted was nothing more than a teenage-like crush.

• Object on Map’s behalf. Map’s feelings would be hurt if my dad is ‘replaced’ by Ted.

• Allergies. I discover that I am allergic to something in their house. A long shot, but would be a sure-fire delay tactic.

‘Trouble is, I’m not allergic to anything.’

‘That you know of,’ says Cecily.

She is so optimistic.

We FaceTime Gus. Building on what we have so far he suggests:

• Ted smells bad. He is olfactorily upsetting to me.

As soon as Gus suggests it I realise that Ted does actually have a weird smell.

Gus also suggests we could follow Ted some day.

Who knows what he might be up to?


Ted Smells

We’ve just finished Sunday night dinner, pumpkin gnocchi with pesto – delicious – and it’s time to pounce.

‘Have you noticed there’s something – strange – about the way Ted smells?’

My mum looks surprised and perhaps mildly amused. ‘I have not.’

‘Well, smell him next time you see him.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

‘Peee-yew is all I’m saying. Pong factor: off the charts.’

‘Would you like some more gnocchi, or salad?’

‘No, thanks.’

She takes our bowls to the sink, and I get out a plastic container for the leftover salad.

‘Take a good hard sniff next time you see him. Then tell me I’m wrong.’

I can see it’s got her thinking. He does have a smell.

‘He’s noisome,’ I say.

‘He’s what?’

‘It means a bad smell.’

She gives me a narrow-eyed look, so I press on.

‘It sounds like it means noisy, but it means disagreeably, offensively smelly. Really stinky. We learnt it in spelling bee. Ted is N-O-I-S-O-M-E.’

‘You are pushing my patience, Nelly.’

‘M-A-L-O-D-O-R-O-U-S –’

‘Eleanor!’

‘What? It’s on my list.’

That’s true – it’s on the mal- prefix list, sitting right there on the bench – which I take as a sign that the universe is on my side.

‘I’m Skyping with Map now,’ I say.

‘Good.’


Skype with Map

Skype makes the happy robots sound and Map is there straight away because we always text before we connect to make sure we’re both ready.

End of the day for me, beginning of the day for her.

A Scottish granny probably makes people think about a cute old lady in cosy tweeds who bakes shortbread. Map is nothing like that.

She lives in Glasgow, in a house with a wild garden.

She studied at the famous Glasgow School of Art.

She is tall and skinny and has unruly red hair. She dyes it. She twists it up in a bun and fastens it with anything handy from a chopstick to a piece of twisty willow.

She loves walking on Hebridean islands.

She has a Japanese boyfriend called Hiroto who’s ten years younger than she is.

Trivia alert: Research shows that Glasgow-accented English is the easiest English for Japanese speakers to understand. Glasgow has its own festival of Japanese culture.

She swears.

And is unafraid.

She is a member of Extinction Rebellion, a direct action climate protest movement.

And she reads to me, on Skype. Has done since I was little. As a result I can do a perfect Glaswegian accent.

Map has always read me books my dad liked when he was my age so it’s been a way of getting to know him as well as being connected to her.

For years now, we’ve read to each other, taking turns.

We talk about the books, and that talk always leads to other talk, so even though she’s far away, geographically, she is close to my heart and when we do see each other in person, it is as though we have not been apart.

‘Do you still have that perfect fool of a Prime Minister, or have things taken a turn for the better this week?’ Map has strong views about politics.

‘He’s still there.’

‘Phrrrgh. Now, did you know dunderhead, bonehead and muttonhead are unhyphenated, but ninny-brain takes a hyphen?’

‘I did not. Did you know my mum is dating someone?’

‘I did.’

‘What do you think?’

‘Well, without meeting him, I know he won’t be a patch on your dad.’

‘Not a patch.’

‘But – I find myself in a position of trusting Anne’s taste in men unequivocally. So.’ She smiles at me with her bright eyes. ‘It’s not easy, is it?’

‘I said I’ll come and live with you if they move in together.’

‘Did you indeed?’

‘I know it’s probably not practical, but can I? Please?’

‘I’d love you to come and spend some time here, but Anne and I have always thought a year during high school might be a good time.’

‘Why can’t it be now?’

‘In a couple more years, I think, when you’re a bit older but I’m not too old to live with a cheeky teenager.’

She makes me laugh.

‘I wish it were easier for you to come for a shorter holiday, but it’s not. I’m too far away.’

She’s right. It’s not easy; distance, the lurking fear of pandemic outbreaks washing around the world, and what that might mean in a worst-case scenario: the possibility of air travel being shut down, borders closing, not being able to get home.

And things can change at any time.

‘I wish I could come over right now.’ I have to squish tears back. I open the book. ‘Shall I go first or do you want to?’

‘You go, darling.’

We are well into our current read: Northern Lights by Philip Pullman.

My dad was twelve when the book was published.

The main character is Lyra, who is raised as an orphan in a college in Oxford, where she is allowed to run wild.

The world of the book has real and fantasy elements. An example of a fantasy element is that everyone has their own daemon, in the form of an animal. Lyra’s daemon is called Pantalaimon.

Lyra joins a search party that travels to distant northern lands in search of children – including her friend Roger – who have been kidnapped. Along the way she meets amazing characters including witches and talking bears who help her, and she learns to read a rare symbol-based forecaster called an alethiometer.

‘What do you think a daemon is most like, in our world?’ I ask.

‘Something like the truest part of yourself,’ she says.

‘And it protects you. I wish I had a daemon.’

‘What would your daemon be?’

‘I had a dream about it! He was a lovely dog. Black, with long, pointed ears and a kind face. Who would your daemon be?’

‘I think it might be . . . a goshawk,’ she says.

‘Daemons help people know who they are.’ I sigh.

‘What’s up, Nell?’ says Map.

‘You know that new girl at school? Sometimes I say things that I think she might like. I’m not just being regular me the way I am with Cecily.’

‘You’re trying to make an impression?’

‘I guess.’

‘Just be yourself, darling one.’

‘I want to be like Lyra. Fiercer and more free than I am.’

‘I suppose we are as fierce as we need to be. Lyra needs to be quite fierce, and she’s had freedom thrust upon her. But even Lyra does some showing off to impress other kids.’

‘I guess.’

‘So, go easy on yourself.’

I ask Map what she was most worried about when Lyra was crawling through a ceiling cavity, trying not to be discovered. I was worried she might see a rat and scream.

Map says, ‘I was just worried she’d sneeze.’


Sneezing Plan

And when I wake up, there it is: the next part of the plan.

I have springs in my feet all the way to school on Monday morning.

‘Pepper,’ I whisper to Cecily as we swap maths sheets to correct each other’s work.

‘Huh?’

‘When we go to Ted’s place, I’m going to make myself sneeze.’

Cecily’s face lights up. ‘Genius.’

‘We can’t live somewhere I’m allergic to.’

‘Your mum takes health things so seriously; this could work!’

‘If peanut butter can be banished because of an allergy, then so can a house move.’

It’s time for an Important to Me talk, and we listen to Nate tell us about why the world needs more skate parks.

To be honest, he is quite persuasive and you can tell he has rehearsed.

When he finishes a few minutes before the recess bell, Alex says, ‘Just enough time for a word of the week speed acrostic!’

Alex loves a speed acrostic. She says it’s a great brain-on activity.

No one minds it because we are all allowed to shout out as loudly as we like at the same time.

Our school principal Sofia announces our word of the week in the Monday morning announcements.

Today’s word is unique.

After a lot of shouting we end up with:


Unusual

Novel (as in ‘new’, not as in fiction)

Individual (inimitable) (idiomatic)

Quintessential (no one had ideas for Q so we were allowed to do a dictionary dive)

Unimitated (unlike)

Eccentric



Plum is looking as though she’s landed on Planet Very Strange.
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Walking home after school, Cecily and I discuss our Important to Me talks.

We need to lock in our topics pretty soon.

Cecily is doing her talk about animals and loss of habitat.

I’m still not sure.

The thing that’s really Important to Me right now is that I don’t get forced to live with Ted and Amelia.

But it can’t be about that!


Spelling Bee Surprise

At lunchtime on Tuesday we meet for the spelling bee season planning session.

As Alex is going through the schedule – preliminary rounds every Tuesday night, practice sessions every Saturday morning, two semi-finals, and the finals – I am getting the strong feeling that whatever it was that made the whole of grade six blue less interested in spelling bees than they were last year has also infected me.

I’m convinced of it.

I’m feeling fidgety.

In fact, when Plum left the lunchtime meeting on Friday, without me even being aware of it, my shadow self apparently got up and walked out with her.

I wish I’d done it for real.

What am I doing here, worrying about Tasmania, worrying that I might unconsciously sabotage the whole competition because I don’t want to go there?

Right now my only priority is stopping a major life change disaster.

I don’t need a plateful of spelling bee worries added to that.

Without my brain and my mouth even having a planning meeting, I stand up and hear myself saying, ‘I don’t think I’m going to do spelling bee this year, Alex.’

‘Nell! Are you sure?’

Cecily is looking at me as though she thinks I’m joking, but is worried that I’m not.

‘She’s kidding,’ says Gus. ‘The person who smashed it with coccyx in the grand final is not quitting the team. Tell her, Nelmac.’

Omar also looks surprised, but I see him registering that this means he will move up from standby to front row position in the team.

‘Sorry. I mean, I’ve loved spelling bee – bzzz, bzzz – but I just don’t feel – like – it – this year.’

I can’t look back at Cecily as I leave the meeting, surprised at my own decision, but also feeling as light as air.
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The first person I see in the playground is Plum, my accidental inspiration for quitting.

I head over in her general direction, not sure whether I should stop and talk to her. She is sitting cross-legged on a bench cleaning her thumbnail with the tip of a gum leaf.

She’s chosen a uniform look that no one else has: shorts with an almost knee-length leg. It’s as though she bought trousers and had the length cut specially. They look amazing.

‘Where’s your twinnie?’ She means Cecily. I confirm with myself in that instant not to coordinate summer haircuts.

‘In a spelling bee meeting.’

‘Wow. The fun never stops.’ She pretends to fall asleep and then wake up with a jolt.

I laugh, trying on this new self, the one that doesn’t do spelling bee. ‘Actually, I’ve just quit.’ I hope I sound cool and casual, not half-scared, the way I feel.

She looks at me with new interest. ‘I mean, we’ve got spellcheck, right? So who needs to learn spelling?’

I bite back what I’m about to say which is that spellchecks often throw you an American-English spelling.

I also don’t share that one of my favourite things to do is flick through the two-volume Oxford dictionary at home, browsing.

Or that Cecily and I are excited to find out which new words have made it into the Macquarie Dictionary each year.

Instead, I nod. ‘True.’ And in some ways it is true.

‘Nate’s the hottest guy here, agree?’

‘Nate?’ I look at her. ‘Really?’

‘Sure. Who else do you think?’

I think Gus is the nicest and nicest looking boy in grade six, but he’s my friend, so I’m not going to throw him into a random looks competition. Instead I shrug. ‘Nate looks fine, I guess, but he’s not that nice.’

‘Ooooh, yeah, he’s fiiiiine,’ she says, laughing, making the word sound like a big sexy compliment. ‘He’s so fine.’

‘No,’ I say, embarrassed. ‘I don’t mean it like that. I mean as in barely okay.’

We watch as Nate and Sid and Harry kick someone’s apple around at the edge of the oval where the grass has worn thin and we’re not supposed to play.

The apple is covered in dirt and getting more disgusting, and they are laughing harder with each kick.

‘Why do boys always seem younger than girls?’ I wonder.

‘It’s why you need a boyfriend who’s a year older.’

‘That makes sense. Not that I need a boyfriend.’

‘Maybe not now, but some day. Do you want to come to my place after school? I live close.’

Is this the moment I get to be fierce and free, like Lyra?

‘Sure.’


Plum’s Place

Cecily gets picked up for her saxophone lesson after school on Tuesdays so we haven’t had the talk about why I’ve quit spelling bee and how come I didn’t tell her that I was planning to.

The answer to that is, of course, I wasn’t planning it.

I read a series of texts from Cecily as they appear on my screen. I’ll call her later.

It is very clear that I’m allowed to be alone between the end of the school day and when my mother gets home at around 6.15 pm only if I walk straight home from school.

I’m not allowed to go anywhere else without arranging it in advance.

The only things I’m likely to do usually are going over to Cecily’s or Gus’s.

So I am feeling sick in the stomach to be heading off so casually with Plum who lives in the opposite direction from my place.

Fierce and free apparently live well outside of my comfort zone.

But if I’m home before 6.15 pm, I can do it just this once, can’t I?

Next time, I’ll get permission.

I focus on breathing calmly to slow my racing heart. Am I really doing this?

‘Got any money?’ asks Plum.

I have my emergency ten dollars.

I’m not one hundred per cent sure what sort of emergency this is for.

Bandaids?

Water?

Tampons (for a friend)?

Top-up MYKI card that I use hardly ever?

Something unpredictable? Be prepared!

I scramble around for it and pull the flattened note from the bottom of my backpack pocket.

Plum smiles as she takes it. ‘You won’t be sorry. I found this place on the way to school. It looks amazing.’

We walk on for about five minutes. I’m making sure I know where I am heading and what my landmarks are.

Soon we are standing in front of a window that looks more like a picture storybook than a doughnut shop.

I check my watch and text my mother the usual message at the usual time, home xx

A deliberate lie! I do it with a pang, and feel my cheeks burning.

I will soon be at someone’s home, just not mine.

I’ve never seen so many doughnuts in such a rainbow of colours, each with its own cute accessory and name. We spend ages debating the pros and cons of the mouth-watering selection.

Eventually I settle on ‘Crimson Adrenaline’, which has a syringe of raspberry syrup to squirt into the heart of a doughnut that is already filled with raspberry mousse, its pink icing covered with red-stencilled hearts.

Plum chooses ‘Death by Chocolate’ featuring a tiny chocolate coffin on glossy chocolate icing dotted with white chocolate bones.

The doughnuts are five dollars each and have their own cute little carry bags. Here’s hoping there’s no unexpected emergency between now and when I get home.

It’s already twenty to five by the time we reach Plum’s place – modern flats on Halliday Road one block back from the main shopping strip.

‘It’s really hard to get into this building,’ she says as we enter the ground floor foyer. ‘My mum had to be interviewed and give references. Lift,’ she says in a tone that tells me to be impressed.

The lift is small, smells like cleaning products and makes a bumping sound.

If it breaks down and we get stuck, I’m dead.

Not literally, but in terms of my mother’s reaction.

Before I can ask if we can take the stairs she has pressed the button for the third floor. We get out, but we’re not going into a flat.

Instead we stare in through a glass window at a sweaty old guy on an exercise bike who frowns at us. There’s other equipment in the room, but not much.

‘Gym,’ she says airily, heading back to the lift. ‘We’ll need a workout after we eat these.’

We bump up another two floors.

Plum unlocks the door. A stuffy, new-paint smell meets us.

A clotheshorse stands in the middle of the living room floor. Plum walks around the underwear display, drops her bag, heads for the kitchen and puts the kettle on. ‘It’s been “completely refurbished”.’ She makes air quotes with her fingers. I’m not sure who or what she’s quoting. A real estate brochure maybe? ‘Tea?’

I don’t drink tea. But then, I don’t go to people’s places after school without telling my mother, or use my emergency money to buy doughnuts, either. ‘Sure. Thanks.’

She shows me through the apartment: her mum’s room and her room, separated by a bathroom, the living room – which, as well as the clotheshorse, contains a comfy-looking sofa and chairs and a huge television screen – and the kitchen.

‘Kitchen-dining room,’ says Plum.

 A table and chairs fill one corner of the kitchen and a glass door opens onto a cute balcony.

The bench is covered with mess from breakfast.

Over tea with milk and sugar, and the doughnuts that we decide to cut in half and share – equally outrageously delicious – we chat, look at baby hedgehogs on YouTube and flick through a pile of magazines, the sort Mum and I look at in the supermarket queue but never buy – royal family and celebrities on the cover.

‘Mum gets these for free,’ Plum says. ‘She can take them home at the end of the week.’

Plum and I are both only daughters of single mothers. Her father is still alive. She calls him Jonno, not Dad. I can tell she likes him. He lives in Perth, works doing FIFO maintenance on oilrigs and he and Plum talk every week.

Her mum Viv is a hairdresser and beauty therapist. She’d like to remarry one day, but not a loser she needs to support.

They’ve moved to Melbourne from Perth and this is Plum’s fourth school.

‘Is it hard meeting a whole new group of kids every time?’ I ask.

Plum shrugs. ‘I don’t know. Is it hard only knowing one group of kids since prep?’

I notice the time and jump up. It’s quarter to six, already getting dark outside, and I need to beat my mum home.

‘What’s the hurry? You can stay for dinner if you want. I don’t know what we’re having.’

‘I’ve got to be home by six fifteen.’ I’m checking my phone for the fastest route and I’m going to have to hurry. ‘See you tomorrow.’

I jog home, being so careful crossing roads. I know for sure that not every driver will stop at a red light, so I don’t automatically trust the ‘walk’ sign. I check and double-check to see that vehicles have come to a stop before I cross.

This is a good policy, and I’ve got Cecily and Gus on board with it.

When it comes to being hit by a car, avoiding it is better than knowing what to do if you are hit – which I do know – but human bodies are soft, and cars and roads are hard, so do the maths.

I honestly don’t think what I’ve done, and how I’m planning to cover it up, is dangerous. But I know it’s sneaky.

We don’t like sneaky at our place.

My mum is very big on honesty. It’s fine to make a mistake, forget something, break something or mess up in any way, but just tell her about it.

Okay?

No one minds people making a mistake.

What you must never do, though, is lie. I have known this forever. It gets reinforced all the time. Politicians and criminals tell lies.

We don’t lie.

I feel sick.

Reason?

Fifty per cent lie, fifty per cent running with about a kilo of doughnut inside me.

What if she beats me home?

I pick up the pace and arrive at 6.05 pm, panting.

I race around making things look the way they’d usually look. Lights on, iPad open with homework visible, cushions disorganised, book on sofa.

Food!

Cracker jar out.

Dip container out of the fridge – I eat a quick spoonful – back in the fridge. Pour a glass of water.

Run upstairs with my bag as I hear her key in the door.

Flush the toilet, wash my hands and come downstairs, trying to look calm.

It feels awful acting like a cold-blooded professional deceiver.

She looks at me. ‘Are you okay? You look hot.’

I kiss her on the cheek. ‘I was doing some prone holds.’

A physiotherapist parent never thinks it odd if you do random exercises or stretching at any time of the day.

‘Good on you.’

She’s brought home a spinach quiche for our dinner, which she puts in the oven before heading upstairs.

I flop down on the sofa. If I can talk about school while we eat, there might not be any difficult questions, and I won’t have to actively lie.

I don’t feel as relieved as I should.

As another message from Cecily beeps in, I take a deep breath and call her.

‘What was that about? How come you quit?’

‘I’m so sorry!’

‘I don’t get it. We love spelling bee!’

‘I don’t get it either! It just blurted out of me, but it felt right.’

‘You know I can’t go to Tasmania without you! Who will I share a room with?’

‘I’m sorry, Smartie!’

‘I don’t believe it, Nello. Can you pleeeeease sleep on it?’

‘Yes, but – I know I’m not going to change my mind.’

‘How come you didn’t text me back right away? This is a crisis.’

‘I couldn’t find my phone, and it wasn’t making any noise –’

‘– because it had a flat battery?’

‘I keep forgetting to check if the power point’s switched on when I charge it.’ Technically this is one hundred per cent true.

‘Dad’s calling us for dinner. I’m still devastated.’

‘Sorry, bye.’ I had avoided an active lie, again, but I don’t feel good.

I replace my emergency ten dollars with ten dollars from my pocket money stash.

Feeling all ruffled the wrong way, I browse my catastrophe folder to calm down before dinner.


Favourite Catastrophes

Heading downstairs, I’m quite proud I didn’t tell Plum what to do if the lift in her building starts plummeting to the ground.

You don’t always have to share safety information, unless you believe that it’s important for someone in that moment.

If it’s not, it might cause them to worry for no good reason.

Not everyone has my level of interest in what to do in the case of catastrophic events.

The safest thing to do is lie flat on the floor of the lift. It distributes the force of the impact, and it also makes it less likely that you will bang your head when the lift finally lands. You should also cover your head with your hands to protect it from falling debris.

A lift is probably less likely to break down in a new building, so that’s why I decided I could share the information another time.

Most of my favourite catastrophe knowledge is urban.

Plummeting lifts, how to escape if you are trapped in a walk-in freezer in a big store, how to extinguish an oil fire on the stove (not water!!), how to avoid being trampled by a stampeding mob of people.

Gus loves knowing about natural hazards, what to do in an avalanche, or if you get lost in the bush, which way to swim if you get caught in a rip.

And Cecily is into anything that involves animals, snake bites, how to behave with a savage dog, what to do if birds attack you.

I wonder what category of catastrophe Plum might like best.


Still a Mity Worrier

When I tell my mum, she says, ‘Why would you quit spelling bee? You love spelling bee.’

I shrug, cutting a bite-sized triangle of quiche. ‘I just don’t want to do it anymore.’

She’s looking at me as though she is trying to figure out if it’s something she should worry about or not.

Me and spelling. I do love words, but I don’t love spelling.

It’s just something I can do.

When I see a word written down, I remember what it looks like, so I know how to spell it next time.

It’s not a photographic memory – I can’t recite pages from a book or anything – it’s just that words are easy for me to ‘see’ again once I’ve looked at them. So, in a spelling bee I’m not trying to figure it out on the spot, it’s more like reading it out from my memory picture of the word.

That means I don’t feel too stressed about it. As well as that, Alex gives us word lists and strategies and we talk about etymology – which is the root system of words – so our word knowledge is strong. If I get a word I haven’t seen before, I can often figure it out.

Alex also made sure we were confident asking the question, Could you please repeat the word? Listening is super important; you can often hear the difference between an ‘a’ and an ‘e’ in the middle of a word, for example.

Not always, because English is tricky.

‘Heather told me that the spelling bee finals are in Tasmania. Does that have anything to do with why you quit?’ asks Mum.

‘No.’

Maybe.

‘Because you know it’s something we could make a therapy appointment about.’

‘I don’t need to talk to Grace!’

‘Okay. Just putting it on the table.’

‘Maybe I’ve grown out of spelling bee. It’s not a crime.’

‘Of course not. Does it have anything to do with our family plans?’

‘Your family plans. No.’

Definitely.

She offers me the salad bowl. I take a second serve.

Grace is the psychologist I see sometimes. Dr Grace Leong. I hardly ever need to see her these days.
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The first time I saw her I was seven.

For whatever reason it had hit me that if I had a father who had died too soon, then it was also possible for my mother to die too soon.

Map could die any time.

And even I might die before I was supposed to.

Maybe dying early was something I would inherit! Like grey eyes, but less desirable.

Death was on my mind in a big way.

Back when I was seven, I saw Grace once a week for a while.

We talked about lots of things.

She told me that seven is a typical age to start having more serious thoughts, and to be worrying more. We think about what might happen, not just what is happening, or what has happened. She wasn’t surprised that I was being swamped by thoughts of death.

One of the best things I have learnt from Grace is not to worry about worrying.

Another is that worries hate the light of day. That is to say, they get smaller when you talk about them.

Grace encouraged me to talk to her, or my mum, or Map about my worries and my fears.

It is okay to have worries, but they don’t need to take over. When that happens they are called intrusive thoughts.

Together we came up with the idea of framing a worry and hanging it on an imaginary wall with lots of other thoughts.

Some people look at their worry and release it into the air like a bubble. Some people just write their worry down. I preferred putting my worries in imaginary picture frames.

Grace said that even though when I first started seeing her I looked at the death worries a lot, one day I’d find that I had hung them in a corner I hardly ever looked at.

And that is exactly what happened.

It’s easy to say that now, but I remember how it felt to be seven and flooded with worry, to be drowning in thoughts of death.

I’m still extremely interested in death – and how to avoid it – but I don’t worry about it in that way anymore.

The last time I saw Grace was when I started having the fire dream two years ago.

We had been staying at Mallacoota only one week before catastrophic bushfires stormed through, forcing an evacuation to the beach. Even though we watched the news footage from safe-at-home, we were so close to being there at the wrong time.

One week later and it would have been us on that beach.

And even in Melbourne, we needed masks because the bushfire smoke travelled south. Our skies were hazy for weeks.

I imagined what it would have been like if we’d been at Mallacoota one week later, herded with a crowd of strangers in the screaming roar of the fire, choking, eyes streaming, sky red, sea black and the sand starting to sizzle and melt as a choking wall of unbearable heat pushed us into the water.

I dreamt over and over of losing my mother in the water, my scream coming out as a small rasp because of smoke, losing my footing on the sand, being too tired to stay afloat.

Going under.

Weather events, like bushfires and typhoons, are getting more extreme because of climate change.

I talked to Grace about how scary it was almost being in the Mallacoota bushfires, and how scary it was to go to sleep knowing that the dream was there waiting for me.

And how thinking about climate change made me feel – helpless.

She said it’s not kids’ responsibility to fix all the problems of the world and it was okay if I didn’t want to think about it too much.

It’s why I don’t have a climate change page in my notebook.

Map does so much work with Extinction Rebellion.

Maybe one person per family fighting for climate action is enough.

If I told Grace I’d had the fire dream again, I’m pretty sure she’d say it has to do with My Other Worries.




Strange and interesting accidental deaths:

Spontaneous combustion

Laughing to death

Stabbed with own baton while conducting orchestra

Struck by meteorite during a meteorite storm

Struck by tortoise dropped from sky by eagle

Infected mosquito bite

Kicked/slashed by a cassowary (big foot claws)

Strangled by own scarf

Carrot juice overdose (you can die of too much vitamin A)

Water overdose!

Choking on a small book

Crushed by a coffin

Touching a poisonous snail

Drowning in quicksand

Drowning in molasses

Drowning in grain silo

Drowning in wine

Note: do not fall into large containers of anything




Leadership Challenge

Alex has asked me to come in for a chat at recess.

Recess chats are always about problems and everyone knows it.

She starts off by saying the exact words my mum said: ‘Why would you quit spelling bee, Nell? You love spelling bee.’

I

hate

people

telling

me

what

I

love.

I sigh, trying to remember the moment. ‘It was like finding out how I felt while I was saying it.’

Alex is listening carefully and nodding.

‘And you talked about it with your mum?’

‘Yep.’

‘Well, I will certainly respect your choice, but I want you to know that you can change your mind and come back at any time. You also need to think about what other contribution you might like to make as part of the grade six leadership group.’

Uh-oh. That sounds like demotion time.

Am I getting kicked out of the leadership group?

In a way it would be fair enough. I said in my application at the end of last year that I would be a spelling bee role model to younger students.

And I meant it at the time.

‘Do you want me to go away and think about it, or say something now?’

Plum looks through the window in our classroom door, holds up her middle fingers and ducks out of view.

I manage to swallow my laugh, turning it into a cough.

‘Whenever you like. I have some ideas that might get the ball rolling.’

‘O-kay.’ This is a potential teacher trap, where they find a way to get you to pick up rubbish in the playground by calling it something like environment protection.

‘Maybe I could share some more catastrophe information. Because it’s really all about safety, when you think about it. I could share something new every week.’

Now Plum’s hand appears, waving at the window in the door. I have to take a deep breath and hold it, forcing myself not to laugh.

‘Maybe. Although, we have already heard quite a lot from you on the catastrophe front. I will certainly always be grateful for your advice on what to do if I ever get caught in a lion’s cage.’

‘There’s lots more.’

Alex is doing some respectful nodding, but I can tell she’s not going for my suggestion.

‘Nell, you know we’ve been looking at healthy environments being diverse environments?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you know we’ve got that strip of land next to the oval that is basically a weed patch?’

Here it comes. Weeding. ‘Yes.’

‘I’m wondering if grade six blue might work on planning a native garden for that area, to attract some birds, and insects and bees?’

‘That sounds good.’ It would actually be good, something to stop the wind freezing us there in winter.

With a gulp I remember that we won’t be here next winter.

We’ll be scattered to different high schools and I might not even be living in my own home anymore.

‘Think about it and come back to me with any other ideas you have.’

The first music bell starts and Alex stands up. ‘You’ve just got time to eat your snack.’

She turns to see Plum doing silly dancing to the music bell. ‘And thank you for making Plum feel welcome, Nell. That’s some nice leadership right there.’




It’s not emergency knowledge that you’d need every day, but this is what to do if you are ever trapped inside a lion’s cage or enclosure.

First up, obviously avoid lions’ cages.

But just say you were doing work experience at a zoo, and you were putting down some feed, and the lion supervisor didn’t know you were there and locked the gate as they left . . .

Stay calm.

Scream loudly.

This has two functions: you need someone to know you are in the lion’s cage so they can let you out, and secondly the lion will possibly be put off attacking you because they don’t like loud noise.

Try not to move around too much.

But do slowly make your way to the gate of the cage or enclosure.

Be alert to a growl, which might signal an attack.

Other behaviour that signals anger: a flicking tail (just like domestic cats), and eye contact.

Look around for something you can use as a weapon to whack the lion with if it does attack.

Keep yelling.

Good luck.

My mum thinks there is likely to be a safety release handle of some sort, so no one could get trapped, but I doubt that, because what if the lion managed to activate it?

I wouldn’t do work experience in a zoo if you paid me.

Imagine if all the glass shattered in the Reptiles’ enclosure!

Cecily is still keen.

As a precautionary measure I’ve encouraged her to learn how to pick a lock.

So far, we have successfully unpicked several luggage locks using a straightened-out paperclip, which worked better than the more traditional hairpin.

There are plenty of very clear lock-picking tutorials on YouTube.

But none of them show you how to do it without turning your back on the lions!




Showing Off

One of the worst things about third term is that athletics training starts.

Maybe it’s because our school is conveniently located just a block away from an oval with proper running tracks, or maybe because our principal Sofia is an outdoorsy person, or maybe just to make my life hell, we do a lot of athletics.

They encourage every single one of us to be involved.

Rhianna Gupta got in early this year with a letter about her high arches, so she’s allowed to do timekeeping.

I’m so jealous.

There’s no way I will ever qualify as team-worthy for any inter-school competition, and that means I spend a lot of time slowly jogging around with people who are training for long distance runs.

Our squad divides into two groups: people like me who cannot do sporty things to save our lives, on the fun and fitness end of the spectrum, and people like Monty Soda, lean and strong and can run forever as though he’s never heard of an off switch, who will probably be a professional marathon runner one day.

When I was young I thought I was just slow to find the sport at which I would shine.

I knew there should be at least one, because of my mother.

She is naturally sporty. She runs; she plays tennis; she swims.

She has great reflexes. She can even juggle.

Whereas – well, there is a home movie starring me, as a baby, that says it all.

I’m sitting on the patchwork blankie that Map made for me – we still have it – and my dad, who is off camera, rolls a ball towards me. I look at the ball. And I look up towards him as though I’m saying, Huh?

His hand comes into the frame to take the ball, which he rolls to me again, saying, Are you ready, Nelly? Here it comes.

And I stare down at the ball, as though I’m waiting for it do something.

I look up at my parents, puzzled, and they start to laugh. Mum’s laugh is louder because she’s the one filming.

A third roll, and I’ve had enough of this caper. I look at the ball in disgust, pivot away from it and crawl off.

The image shakes as my parents totally crack up, and the footage is cut.

‘Your fine motor skills were very advanced, and so were your verbal skills, but it was as though you had ball-blindness.’

‘I wish that had my dad in it,’ I said, when she first showed me.

She said she wished it, too. ‘It’s hard knowing he’s there, just out of frame, and not being able to see him.’

My mum recently watched me attempting to throw a screwed-up ball of paper into the recycle bin, and miss three times in a row. The last try rolled halfway around the rim and dropped to the ground.

‘It’s as though there’s an anti-gravitational force that activates when you throw something,’ she said, genuinely mystified.

With encouragement like that, no wonder I struggle.

Even though it was obvious that I didn’t have good – or any – ball sense, I thought I’d probably be a useful runner, having long legs. Surely that would be an advantage.

It was not.

I can never manage to get any speed up.

I have an unbroken record of coming last or second last in every race I’ve ever run.

When I tried shot-put, I staggered over backwards, toppled like a skittle by the shot’s weight.

One discus throw that went surprisingly (and quite dangerously) in the wrong direction alerted me to the fact that it was probably safer if I stuck with the slow jogging.

Cecily is a sprinter, Gus is good at middle distance running, and Omar can fly over hurdles as if the hurdles are not even there, so usually I have no particular friend among the joggers.

Today Plum self-sorts into the group by telling our teacher, Sam, that she’s a fan of fitness but not competition.

Cecily runs past, her face as red as hot sauce. I raise my hand, but she is concentrating fiercely and doesn’t notice.

‘Check out twinnie, she’s going to explode,’ says Plum.

‘She’s working hard. And it’s warm. Warmer than it should be in August.’

‘It feels Perth-warm. I thought Melbourne was supposed to be cool.’

‘It is supposed to be. This is because of climate change.’

Plum looks at me. ‘Or – maybe it’s just a warm day?’

‘My grandmother is a climate activist, so I know quite a lot about climate change.’

‘I mean, so do I. We’ve all learnt about it, I guess,’ says Plum.

‘Well, Mum and I were almost caught in the Mallacoota bushfires, so it’s also pretty personal for me.’

She looks blank.

‘Where everyone had to be evacuated to the beach?’

‘Oh! Wow. Sorry.’

I don’t explain that we weren’t actually there. We might have been! One more week and we would have been.

I’m swamped by a post-show-off embarrassment blush, and immediately go blank on what I actually know about climate change.

I drop down on one knee and pretend I need to re-tie my laces.

As I stand up, Plum says, ‘You’re as red as your twinnie. What’s that about?’

‘I’m hot, okay? Because it’s hotter than it should be. Because of climate change.’

‘Er, sure. I think it’s going to stay warm on the weekend. Do you want to come to my place on Saturday? I found a cute park at the end of my street.’

Sam runs up alongside all the sluggish joggers. ‘Come on, year sixes, we’re jogging for fun and fitness, not dawdling for a chat.’

Plum jogs ahead, not waiting for my response.

I pick up my pace and catch her up. ‘Yes, to Saturday.’

She smiles. It’s a smile that doesn’t care too much one way or the other.

I put that smile in my pocket to practise later.


After School with Cecily

Cecily and I are occasionally allowed to have a shop browse on the way home from school on Friday if we’ve asked.

‘Do you know what I really hate?’ she says.

‘What?’

‘We don’t have enough time together since you quit spelling bee.’

‘It’s been one session.’

‘But every time I thought of something funny on Tuesday, I looked around and you weren’t there to tell.’

‘So, tell me now.’

Cecily stops walking.

I stop too.

She stares at me with quiet focus. I give her a minute while she scans the memory banks.

‘I can’t think of anything.’

For no good reason, this makes us both laugh.

We have a diagnosed laughing problem: we are contagious.

It’s why we are not always allowed to sit next to each other in class, because we can make each other laugh without even talking.

‘When will you get to try the sneezing plan?’

‘Not sure.’

‘I thought of something else last night – introduce your mum to another man! Competition for Ted.’

‘But I don’t know any men she doesn’t already know.’

‘It’s really hard, isn’t it?’

‘Really hard.’

‘Your life challenge right now is the exact opposite of The Parent Trap plot.’

We do the usual: check the supermarket free fruit barrel.

It’s supposed to be for people shopping in the supermarket, and our families do shop here, so we figure it’s okay. Sometimes the fruit is disgusting and not worth taking, but today there are some okay-looking smaller-than-average apples, so we get one each.

Next stop, Aniseed: one large fries, one large strawberry thickshake, two straws.

On to Chemist Barn to check out makeup.

Of course we are both feminists, but we are also fans of makeup.

The mothers don’t let us wear any makeup other than lip gloss, but we have pushed the boundaries this year with tinted sunscreen. Spot sticks are also allowed. Woohoo.

We both try on a shade of lipstick called Black Cherry, after I wipe it carefully with some of my pocket hand sanitiser squirted onto a tissue, followed by a second wipe with a clean tissue. The colour is extreme. More black than cherry in the mix, put it that way.

‘Dramatic good . . . or dramatic bad?’ I ask.

‘Hard call,’ says Cecily, narrowing her eyes in concentration as she assesses our lips in the makeup stand mirror. ‘Maybe more of a Halloween look?’

‘Could it give you lip blackheads?’

‘Is that a thing?’

We both shrug.

We take a quick selfie for further review of the colour, then scrub it off with the free makeup remover.

‘Don’t crack the mirror, losers.’ Nate Matsouka strolls past us.

‘Diarrhoea tablets are in aisle six,’ says Cecily.

He ignores us and keeps walking. At least he knows enough not to have a war of words with the word girls.

Though, on second thoughts, that was a weak burn that would only work on someone like Nate.

Anyone more tuned-in would immediately turn it back on us: how come we know where the diarrhoea tablets are? (We don’t.)
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We head home, each chewing on half a raspberry twist from the newsagency’s mixed lollies selection. We only live a block apart.

‘I wish you’d change your mind about spelling bee, Nello Marshmallow.’

‘I don’t think I will.’

‘Did I tell you Rhianna’s joined?’

‘Rhianna?’ I’m annoyed that this makes me feel annoyed. ‘She can’t spell.’

‘Yet,’ says Cecily. ‘She can’t spell yet. But she wants to go to Tasmania to see the Cadbury factory, so her motivation is off the charts.’

‘You know Alex says I have to do something to replace my spelling bee work?’

‘Like what?’

‘Maybe something to do with the environment?’

‘Weeding?’

‘A new garden strip on the side of the oval.’

‘So, yeah, weeding.’ She stops dead. ‘How about forget the garden strip and go big, do something with School Strike 4 Climate?’

Images of parks and streets and city squares full of kids, from all over the world, protesting for climate action, come to mind. It’s huge – a global movement.

‘Like what?’

‘Like I don’t know what, but Stu and Ben are making a gigantic figure to take to the strike. In their art class.’

‘When is it?’

‘Last day of term, I think.’

By the time she peels off at Edgar Street I have still not mentioned to Cecily that I’m invited to Plum’s tomorrow.

It feels weird not telling Cecily, but at the same time I’m excited that this is something just for me.

I get to be someone new, not just Cecily’s friend.

I walk the rest of the way home, my squirmy feelings about how I’m managing friendship, about quitting spelling bee, about blended families, and about why I would show off to Plum about climate change, all pushed deep down in my backpack.


Pizza Sulks

‘Let’s spend some time in the vegetable garden this weekend.’ My mother says it as though it’s something to look forward to. ‘I want to plant some peas and spinach and rocket. Maybe even some early basil. You can help me make a frame for the peas!’

Oh, joy.

I’ve told her about the dangers of breathing in invisible bacteria from soil and compost that you buy at the nursery.

It’s no secret. I’m not making it up to get out of gardening.

They literally have warnings printed on the bags.

Sharing the information didn’t put her off at all, but at least when we spread stuff like that around we do wear facemasks and gloves.

‘Can I see a friend tomorrow, or are you going to keep me trapped in the garden all day?’

My mother gives me a humorous eye roll, but it’s not like I was joking. ‘Of course. Who?’

‘The new girl, Plum. I’m trying to make her welcome. Alex said it’s good leadership.’

‘I was going to suggest we go over to Ted and Amelia’s in the afternoon, so you can see the house.’

‘Where you want to force me to live against my will.’

‘Where I hope we will all be living happily and harmoniously on a date yet to be decided.’

‘Please don’t make me do that as well as gardening. Saturdays are supposed to be fun. All I’m asking is if I can see a friend from school.’

‘Is Cecily going?’

‘No.’

‘Give Plum my number and get her mother to call me, okay?’

‘Newsflash. Nobody does that in grade six anymore. We’re old enough to pass on messages from our parents.’

‘Newsflash back at you: not only am I doing it in grade six, I will continue to do it in high school.’

‘Don’t worry, no one will ask me to do anything when they find out I have such a mean mother. I’m so sick of you treating me like I’m five years old!’

I hurry out of the room, swamped by a feeling that I’m about to cry.

Like a five-year-old.
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I text Plum the message and even though, as predicted, she thinks it’s weird, her mum rings my mum, and I’m going there tomorrow.
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It’s a quiet pizza Friday.

I guess we are both remembering the unpleasantness of last Friday night. Caused by the announcement.

And how I reacted to the announcement.

Are pizza Fridays forever to be haunted?

As my mother brings the pizza boxes into the kitchen, I can hear Amelia’s words, We’re going to be a blended family.

‘Why the grumpy face? This is regular pizza Friday, just the two of us.’

‘I’m worrying about how many of these we have left before they’re gone forever.’

She puts a few slices on each of our plates and gets out two water glasses.

‘You’re not having a glass of wine?’

‘Don’t feel like it. What would you like to watch?’

‘You choose.’

‘What about Enola Holmes?’

‘Yeah, fine. Whatever.’

‘Oh no, we are not whateverers. We care about our films. We love our films! There’s no whatevering allowed.’

It makes me smile.

‘That’s more like it.’ She bites into a piece of the mushroom pizza. ‘Oh, that’s good. Really good.’ She is nodding with a look of happy concentration. ‘Seriously delicious.’

I pick up a slice and take a bite. ‘Whoa, they’ve really stacked on the garlic this week. It’s yum.’

‘Or we could watch Bringing Up Baby – it’s hilarious – or Clueless . . . again?’

‘No, I’d LOVE to watch Enola Holmes.’

‘That’s more like it.’

I pour two glasses of strawberry water* and head into the living room.

Settling down next to Mum, I wonder if pizza and movie night is an endangered species or if I will be able to delay things to the point where she might have a change of heart about old Ted.



* This is delicious and easy to make. You slice up five or six strawberries and put them in a jug of water. That’s it! Put it in the fridge and after about two hours, you have strawberry water.



friday note from under the doona

word

niggle – small, repeated discomfort or worry

My conscience is niggling me because I showed off about climate change to Plum, I’m hiding stuff from Cecily, and I’m hiding stuff from Mum.

problem

• Ted and Amelia

• not feeling v relaxed with Plum, but want to be friends

• can’t imagine Cecily and Plum as friends

plan

• avoid going to Ted and Amelia’s house. How??

• if forced to go, try pepper sneeze

• spend time getting to know Plum, likes, dislikes, etc

fruit ranking

a fruit salad week – too much apple (boring), some underripe pineapple (stressful), cantaloupe (hate it), but also a couple of lovely strawberries

gratitude

new-friend practice! handy skill for high school!


Plum’s Place Again

There’s no clotheshorse up today. Her floors are wooden but smooth, no joins, so we slide around in our socks and take turns leaping into the sofa, holding a stupid pose as we fall.

Her mum is not home from work yet. There’s no Settle down, or That’s not a piece of playground equipment to worry us.

I mistime a landing and bump my head on the floor.

Hard enough that I’d cry if I did it at home.

It’s the first time there’s no adult nearby when I’ve hurt myself.

That feels good and bad.
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We head to the park. I’m not allowed to go anywhere on my own ever without permission, time limits, agreement about texting if I am even held up for one minute.

It makes me dizzy to think that my mum has no idea where I am.

Another good and bad.

Because I’m with Plum, I pretend it’s no big deal.

Entering the playground area, we find dried vomit in the spin-around apple where we were planning to sit and eat sour worms.

We twist ourselves in the swings and let them spin us around as they untwist until a mother with little kids asks if we’ve had a long enough turn yet.

When we finally head back to Plum’s, her mum is still not home.

‘Blood’s a secret ingredient of protein drinks, did you know?’ says Plum.

‘I’m pretty sure that’s not true,’ I say.

‘A friend of my mum’s works in the industry, so I think he’d know.’

‘If you want to know some really strange ingredients – snail mucus, bird poo and crushed beetles are used in cosmetics.’

‘I’m pretty sure that’s not true,’ she says.

Actually, it is true, but I don’t want to argue and I’m getting hungry. ‘When’s your mum coming home?’

‘Whenever. Why? Are you scared?’

‘No.’

‘Aren’t you allowed to be home by yourself?’

‘Yes.’ But only for such a short amount of time, three afternoons a week, it doesn’t really count.

‘Do you want to see my clothes?’

Her wardrobe is overflowing.

She’s so lucky.

Heels.

She sees me checking them out.

‘Are you allowed to wear heels?’

‘Not really.’ I had to beg for my platform thongs and they’re not even high.

‘Try them on.’

I quickly choose some sandals, silver with a kitten heel.

‘You wish they were yours.’ She digs into her wardrobe and throws me a silver crop top.

‘You can borrow the shoes if you want.’

I imagine my mother’s reaction. Laughing, but a bit annoyed. And did they look ‘inappropriate’? A major negative, in her book.

The sandals are a size too big, but they look amazing and make a cool clock-clock sound on the wooden floor.

We check ourselves out in the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door.

‘You look hot!’ Plum pauses.

I’m late, but I catch the cue. ‘So do you!’

She looks at herself in the mirror. ‘At least I’ve got boobs.’

I glance at her chest. She’s probably wearing an actual bra.

‘Have a good look, why don’t you?’ Plum laughs.

The heat hits my face as embarrassment and indignation battle it out, with the reliable second wave of more blushing because I can feel I’m blushing.

She’s the one who mentioned boobs.

She looks at me sympathetically, flat as a coin in the silver top.

‘Don’t worry, it’ll happen sooner or later.’

Will it? Mum and Map are both pretty flat-chested, so that’s my breast destiny.

My breastiny. I’d say it to Cecily, but not to Plum.

There’s a key-in-lock sound, so we head back into the living room.

It’s Plum’s mother, loaded up with supermarket shopping bags that we help her carry into the kitchen.

She’s young and pretty with professional-looking makeup and long black hair in a high ponytail. She seems surprised to see me.

‘Hi, honey,’ she says. ‘I’m Viv. Who are you?’

This is odd, because I know she rang my mother to see if I could come over.

‘It’s Nell, from school,’ says Plum.

‘I think you spoke to my mum?’ I say.

‘I got Suzanne to ring and ask if Nell could come over,’ says Plum.

Viv looks vaguely puzzled as she focuses on getting milk and yoghurt into the fridge.

‘Who’s Suzanne?’ I ask.

‘Upstairs babysitter,’ says Plum.

‘Speaking of – she’s coming over tonight,’ says Viv.

‘Oh, Mu-um, no way. You said you’d do my hair.’

‘Change of plans; I’ve got a date.’

‘No fair.’

‘We’ll do it another time. Soon, I promise.’

Plum is transformed from the confident, don’t-care person I am getting to know to a sulky, sad little kid. ‘You suck.’

Viv gives her a narrow-eyed look, but Plum doesn’t even seem to be in trouble for saying that. ‘If you girls need the toilet, now’s the time. I’ve been waxing wazoos all morning and I need a soak in the tub.’ Viv heads for the bathroom. ‘Can you please put the rest of the shopping away?’

Plum starts putting things in cupboards.

‘And make yourselves some nice sandwiches,’ Viv calls out.

Plum gets out two plates and opens a new loaf of bread.

Delicious, soft as a cloud, white, sliced bread.

At our place, the bread fights back, it’s always wholemeal or sourdough or full of grains and seeds. Jaw exercise bread.

‘What do you want in your sandwich?’

‘Do you have peanut butter?’

She gets a jar out of the cupboard and slides it across the bench in my direction.

Plum has cheese and tomato.

Viv is singing as the bath runs.

When we finish our sandwiches, Plum opens a box and puts two apricot pop tarts in the toaster.

Yum.

I don’t spoil things by telling her how much added sugar they contain.

‘How come your mum didn’t know I was coming over?’

‘I don’t know. Who cares? She promised to put a blue streak in my hair tonight.’

‘Blue?’

‘Blue?’ she imitates me, and then relents. ‘What colour would you get, if you got a streak put in?’

‘I’d get bright, neon red. I love spray-on hair colour.’ Cecily and I used it last year for our spelling bee party. We put in yellow and black stripes.

I have a little pang of wishing I was with her and the others at spelling bee training.

‘Spray-on colour’s for little kids. I’m talking about proper colour.’

She expects me to be impressed and I am.

I imagine tucking a bright red streak of hair casually behind my ear as though it’s no big deal.

Plum gets the pop tarts out, slides them onto our plates and pours us each a diet Coke, with ice.

It’s like a party in my mouth.

We never have sweet fizzy drinks at home. I’m allowed to make flavoured water with fruit and occasionally mix orange juice and mineral water.

Plum is living the dream.
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Parking near Plum’s is hard, so Mum texts me when she’s outside the building in a loading zone area and Plum and I go down in the lift.

‘I can ask my mum if she’ll dye you a streak too, if you want.’

‘Really? I’d love that!’

We hug goodbye.

Plum waves and as we drive off I’m wondering uncomfortably what half-truths or not-quite-lies I might need to tell in order to get away with hair colour.


Half True

When we get home Mum announces that we’re going to Ted and Amelia’s place for dinner.

A thousand groans.

‘Why do I have to go?’

‘Nell, we are going to be living together.’

‘I feel sick just thinking about it.’

‘Ted and Amelia are lovely. You’ll see that when you get to know them better. Now, can you help me make a salad, please?’

‘Doesn’t he work in a café or something? Can’t he make his own salad?’

‘What has got into you, Nell?’

‘Me? I’m not the one ruining our whole life.’

Mum takes a calming breath. ‘There’s no rush on a moving-in date, but it is happening. You need to get used to the idea.’

I give her my most furious look.

She ignores it. ‘Did you have fun at Plum’s today?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did you do?’

‘Just stuff.’ I think of the most mother-friendly activity. ‘We did some floor sliding and landing on the sofa.’

‘And what did you have for lunch?’

‘Sandwiches. And – fruit.’ There would have been fruit in the pop tarts. ‘I’m still a bit hungry.’

‘There’s some leftover pizza in the fridge.’

‘Okay.’

My mum is shredding red cabbage and wombok cabbage in the Magimix. She changes discs and juliennes some carrot. Next, she launches into chopping up a mountain of coriander, flat leaf parsley, Vietnamese mint and spring onions.

I put a slice of pizza, some cheese and crackers and an apple on a plate.

‘Can you squeeze these when you finish that, please?’

She rolls two limes – with coordination and accuracy – towards me. I’d love to let them land on the floor, but she’d only make me pick them up.

‘Now, we can’t use peanuts on this because of Milly’s allergy.’

I can’t believe Amelia is now Milly.

She’s wormed her way into my mother’s crisp apple heart.

‘Poor little thing. She’s already so good about it, so aware of what she needs to say, and to ask in restaurants, or visiting friends.’

Opening the bottom drawer in the fridge, she pulls out a bag of cashew nuts. ‘I’ll use these and some fried shallots. That’ll work . . .’ Now she’s examining the ingredients list on the label of the fried shallots container. ‘Unless they’ve been cooked in peanut oil. Boy, you have to be so careful.’

I strike while she’s occupied. ‘Next time I go to Plum’s her mum said she’ll put a coloured streak in our hair.’

‘Oh, that sounds like fun,’ says my mother, pouring fish sauce into a dressing jar. ‘Like you and Cecily had last year.’

I cross my fingers behind my back as I hand her the lime juice.

‘Grab the sweet chilli sauce for me, please, Nell.’

So, I haven’t exactly lied, and I haven’t exactly told the truth.

And Mum’s too busy thinking about salad dressing to interrogate me.

I kill some time reading up on peanut allergies before we head out.

It would be a massive pain and I feel sorry for anyone who has it, even Amelia.

When we were in prep and Romi told the class she had an egg allergy I went home and asked my mother if I could tell the class that I had any allergies.

She said she noticed I had a slight rash after I ate some star fruit when I was about two, but it might have been a coincidence.

I let everyone at school know that I was probably allergic to star fruit, just to be on the safe side.




Everyone knows the common allergies – mould, pollen, some furry pets, nuts of various types, eggs, shellfish, dairy, etc – but I also found out that people can be allergic to:

Water! (aquagenic urticaria)

Leather

Caterpillar fuzz

Semen (human seminal plasma hypersensitivity)

The sun (polymorphic light eruption)

Your own period!? (autoimmune progesterone dermatitis)

Plastic

Nickel (this means you can be allergic to your own phone, tragedy)

Touch (this is called dermographism)

Cockroach poo

Glitter

And many other strange things.

Allergies can develop even when you haven’t previously been allergic to something.

We always need to have our wits about us, as Map would say.




Bad News: Good House

Walking up to the front door of Ted and Amelia’s house, I have to hide my admiration.

It’s cool.

A huge iron gate in a bashed-up red-brick wall with a ghost of old signage: Morgan’s Grocery Supplies.

‘Great building, huh?’ says my mother. ‘It was a warehouse until the 1960s.’

Usually I’d agree enthusiastically, but I’m in protest mode.

‘The only place I want to live is our place.’

She rings the buzzer. ‘Behave.’

‘Welcome!’ says Ted. He kisses my mother and offers me some friendly knuckles that I choose to ignore.

We walk through a living area, then along a glass hallway with courtyard gardens on either side of it, into a kitchen and dining area, where Amelia is standing on a small footstool and stirring something on the stovetop.

Show-off.

‘Hi, Nell, hi, Anne.’ She jumps down. ‘It’s ready, Dad.’

Ted takes a glass bowl off the saucepan and gives the contents a light stir with a spatula. ‘Perfect!’

He pours the chocolate icing over the top of a cake waiting on the bench. Wow.

Super glossy and mouth-wateringly chocolatey-smelling.

‘It’s ganache. Anne said chocolate’s your favourite cake,’ says Amelia.

My mother and Ted give each other a look. I’ve obviously been classified as difficult and needing to be won over.

‘I like chocolate cake,’ I say. ‘Who doesn’t?’ I’m imagining the tone of voice Plum might use in this moment: unimpressed.

‘We usually save this one for birthdays and special occasions,’ says Amelia, looking a bit disappointed at my lack of enthusiasm.

‘And what more special occasion is there than you two coming over for dinner?’ says Ted.

I frown at my feet.

‘Can I show Nell my room?’

‘Sure. I’m going to barbecue some chicken on the hibachi. We’ll eat at about seven.’

Great. I’ve got to kill forty minutes before we even get fed.

I trudge upstairs behind Amelia, checking my phone for messages.

A spelling bee conversation between Cecily and Gus in our group chat makes me feel left out. Feeling left out after I chose to quit?

It makes no sense.

We are walking through a casual living area with a long desk running the length of the room.

It would be a great place to leave an arty crafty project set up.

Amelia leads the way deeper into the upstairs space.

I look up and the night sky looks back at me from long rectangular windows near the ceiling.

The high-up windows are called clerestory windows. I got sidetracked into a bit of window research when I looked up unusual ways to die and came across the word ‘defenestration’.

That’s when someone is killed by being thrown out of a window.

Truly, there is a word for every occasion.

‘My dad’s room and bathroom are there, and this is my room,’ says Amelia.

She has two huge bean chairs and I flop down into one of them, kind of hoping it will pop, but when it doesn’t, I’m relieved.

She sits in the other one. ‘Comfy, hey?’

‘Very.’ I get out my phone again. I text Cecily and Gus.
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‘What will we do?’ says Amelia.

‘I’ll sit here until the parents make food and then I’ll go and eat some, and then I get to go home, I guess.’

Her face falls. ‘I can show you my animations on Animazing – I’m mixing up fairytales to make funny stories.’

‘Maybe another time.’ I hold my phone up. ‘I’ve got to answer some messages.’

‘Okay.’

No response from Cecily and Gus.

I’m the one who has created some distance between me and my friends, and I’m also the one who is annoyed by it.

Who didn’t want a pixie cut? Me.

Who quit spelling bee? Me.

Who feels jealous that Rhianna is now friends with my friends? Me.

Who is hanging out with Plum and not including Cecily? Me.

Who isn’t telling Cecily everything anymore? Me.

Who wants Cecily and Gus to be there whenever I need them? Also, me.

I’ve read about friendship transitions.

It often happens around years six and seven, and when you’re older, too, and it means changing from one friendship group to another.

It sounds simple and clean-cut.

But my life is a big syrupy swamp of wanting different bits of everything at different times, not wanting to let go of anything, sometimes feeling strangled and wanting to escape, other times feeling stranded and alone, often being totally confused, and wanting everyone to like me whatever I do.
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Amelia sits at her desk, opens her laptop and starts working.
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Does she mean the bit about me being a loser? I think it’s just her sense of humour.

The Bachelor is on a long list of shows we are not allowed to watch because No Good Reason. My mother thinks reality TV can turn your brain into mush, and the time is better spent reading.

Or doing anything else.

How old do I have to be before I’m allowed to do what I want, eat what I want, and live where I want?

Cecily gets to watch heaps of unsuitable TV because of having older brothers and her parents being more relaxed because she’s a third child.

‘Are you okay?’ asks Amelia.

‘Sure.’ Instead of sitting here staring into space, I should be using the time to gather information to help my campaign.

‘Where would I sleep if we did end up moving in here?’ I’m looking at the trundle bed under Amelia’s bed.

A room share with the troll baby would be a totally legitimate reason to refuse to move, but Amelia springs out of her chair.

‘I’ll show you.’

She takes a left outside her door, and we walk along a mezzanine that’s open to the downstairs living area where my mother and Ted are chuckling over something in a totally sickening way.

Do they think they’re in a TV commercial for a bank or something?

Amelia opens a door. ‘You’d have this room.’ My eyes sweep around a perfectly nice, private space with a window looking onto a tree in what must be the back garden.

This room looks like it’s being used as a study at the moment.

‘Or . . .’ Amelia says, as we leave that room and head further along the hallway, ‘You could have this room. We’d have to paint it. You could choose whatever colour you like.’

Annoyingly, my mother is right. If our two households were to merge, we’d fit in here, but they wouldn’t fit at our place. ‘Not to be rude – but doesn’t your dad work in a café?’

‘Yes. First he was a banker for years and now he has a café. Have you been there? Oliver and the Bean. It’s really nice. If they know you, you get extra marshmallows with your hot chocolate.’
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I’m kicking myself for only remembering the pepper in my pocket when it’s time for us to leave.

I jam my fingernails into the pepper and take a big sniff.

Four impressive sneezes in a row as we’re heading out and all my mother says, in a semi-annoyed tone of voice is, ‘I hope you’re not getting a cold.’

‘It feels more like I’m allergic to something,’ I say, stomping out.


Brave Like Lyra

On our Sunday Skype, Map reads from Northern Lights for a while and then it’s my turn.

When I stop we talk about what we’d ask an alethiometer – the magical device that lets Lyra glimpse the future.

‘I’d ask it, when will I stop blurting things out when I speak to Plum?’

‘What is your current blurt worry, my love?’

‘I was a bad friend to climate change at athletics on Thursday.’

If I could show you how kind my grandmother looks right now, you’d wish she were your grandmother.

‘Darling one, I cannot imagine that you’ve hurt the cause.’

‘I used it to show off. I said I was almost caught in the Mallacoota bushfire –’

‘Which you were.’

‘But I let it sound more like “running to the water’s edge”, than “there a week before it happened”.’

‘Right.’

‘I said I know lots about climate change because of you –’

‘That’s true, isn’t it?’

‘Huh! I haven’t even given climate its own section in my catastrophe notebook.’

‘Oh, sweet Nell, you really truly did almost get caught up in a catastrophic bushfire. You are not the only one who had nightmares about that, either!’

‘Grace told me climate change wasn’t my problem to solve, back when I saw her about having the fire dream.’

‘And she was right!’

‘You know how I have to do something to replace my spelling bee stuff? Because of being in the leadership group. Well, Cecily thinks it could be something to do with School Strike 4 Climate.’

‘How do you like that idea?’

‘I like it, I think. I’m not sure where to start. How did you start?’

‘I joined a group called Friends of the Earth, way back when your dad was a baby.’

‘I want to be a friend of the earth, not just a show-off about nearly being in a bushfire.’

Map laughs. ‘Stop being so hard on yourself, Nell.’

‘How do you make your climate action work fit in with everything else you do?’

‘Okay, you’ve seen this, I think . . . ?’ She turns her laptop camera to face the wall, where – I have seen it – she has painted words in large script directly onto the plaster: Pay attention! Make art!

‘I remember.’

‘That’s my motto.’

She turns the camera back to face herself.

‘How I think about climate is so connected to who I am, as a person, as an artist, how we live on earth and how we can do that better – those things are all joined up so that I can’t even see the seams anymore.’

Map is ‘cautiously optimistic’ about being able to reverse climate change damage.

But she thinks current targets to get carbon emissions down to zero are the least we need to do. And we all have to pressure governments to keep raising their ambitions about how quickly we can meet those targets.

Meanwhile, there are lots of small things that will help: planting trees, conserving resources, not keeping your money with a bank that has fossil fuel investments, using solar energy, eating less meat, and so on.

I hope Map is right.

But even though I’ve done my best not to look at it, like holding my hand in front of my face during a scary movie, I have a deep-down secret fear that it’s too late, climate change will destroy the planet and we’re all going to die.

Map never laughs when I tell her my worst imaginings.

When she was eleven she was sure the planet would end in a nuclear warfare apocalypse. Countries had enough bombs aimed at each other and ready to go for it to happen.

But it didn’t happen.

‘Last night I dreamt I was running across rooftops, like Lyra does at the start of the book,’ I say.

‘Scary or exciting?’

‘Exciting for a bit, but then someone was chasing me.’

I don’t say it was Amelia, with sharp pointy teeth and blood around her mouth. And she chased me all the way to the edge of the water. And the water was black, and the sky was red . . .

‘Lyra has great freedom, but she’s a bit neglected.’

‘I guess.’

‘Are you feeling a lack of freedom this week?’

‘Kind of. Even though we are school leaders, and next year we start high school, everyone still treats us like kids. My big freedom is being able to go to the shops on the way home from school on Friday. Sometimes.’

‘Would roof leaping help?’

I know Lyra is risking broken bones, concussion, paralysis, or even death, but still, it makes me wish I could be that brave. ‘It might.’

‘You’re braver than you know.’

‘Did my dad ever break anything? Any bones, I mean.’

‘No, my darling. He was quite cautious. Rather good at looking before he leapt. Like you.’

[image: illustration]

I go to sleep imagining I’m leaping from roof to roof. It would be so easy to fall.

Am I even capable of doing more leaping and less looking?

Could I ever really be fierce and free?

Doubtful.




Small injuries, like a sprained ankle, are not exactly catastrophes, but I’d put them in the emergency category in that you still need to know what to do.

With a physiotherapist mother, I can’t remember a time I didn’t know about R.I.C.E. – Rest, Ice, Compression, Elevation.

You can often minimise the damage to soft tissue if you do these simple things as soon as you sprain your ankle.

In case a break happens when you are bushwalking, always carry an elastic bandage. If you don’t have a bandage, use a piece of clothing to tie the splint on – e.g., a singlet or the arms of a jumper.




Hamburger Hell

We are in our usual spot on the grade six side of the kitchen garden at morning recess.

‘Who’s coming to Hamburger Heaven after spelling bee tomorrow night?’ says Omar.

‘Who’s invited?’ asks Cecily.

‘The team,’ says Omar. ‘My parents are taking us, if you’re allowed.’

Gus’s eyes shine. ‘I really want to go there. They’ve got spiral sweet potato chips with herb mayo.’

‘Oooh,’ says Cecily. ‘My brothers went last week and had amazing-sounding burgers. Stu’s was called Chilli Pickles Squared. He said it was the best burger he’s had in his whole life.’

‘And they do ice-cream burgers!’ says Omar. ‘I mean, it’s ice-cream in a brioche bun.’

‘Sweeeeeeet!’ says Gus. ‘Literally.’

They are talking to each other as though I’m not even there.

Until Rhianna pipes up. ‘You sure chose the wrong time to drop out of spelling bee, Nell.’

Cecily looks down and puts her eyebrows up just a fraction, in agreement.

Gus says, ‘Nelmac, it’s not too late to come back!’

But the others don’t chime in and agree; they’ve obviously moved on.

My face is stuck in an embarrassed smile, and it feels like a thousand years between the first bell and the second bell when we can finally go back inside.

Our word of the week is participation.

More like ‘exclusion’ for me, not that anyone seems to care.


Feeling Mean

Stomping home alone, I’m feeling bitter about Hamburger Heaven and hoping they all get food poisoning.

How awful it would be if people could see your meanest thoughts.

Does everyone have private mean thoughts, or am I a meaner than average person?

I’ve only had food poisoning twice, and if I had to choose between being sick with poo or vomit, I choose poo.

I hate vomiting.

Once I vomited so hard that I had little red specks around my eyes from tiny blood vessels exploding.

I don’t really want Cecily or Gus or Omar to get food poisoning, but it relieved my feelings to imagine it.

I wouldn’t mind if Rhianna got it.




The most obvious thing to do to avoid gastro bugs is wash hands after the toilet, as soon as you get home, before you prepare food, before you eat, etc.

Washing hands is a power move.

Also, keep hands away from your face; germs can get in through the mouth, eyes and nose.

I carry hand sanitiser with me at all times.

Rotavirus can spread gastroenteritis from person to person and, fun fact, it can be transmitted in airborne droplets. Yes, you can catch gastro from a sneeze!

My greatest food poisoning nightmare would be unexpected diarrhoea with no toilet nearby.

The thing that grosses me out the most is that one of the main ways you get food poisoning is because someone preparing the food hasn’t washed their hands properly after going to the toilet.

Meaning, you are eating a microscopic amount of someone’s poo!!!




My Daemon Dog

‘Don’t worry, it might never happen,’ says Mr Gruber as I wander past on my way home. He is out clipping the Gruber hedge. It is perfectly Gruber manicured because he spends about half his life clipping.

He has retired.

Mr and Mrs Gruber have lived next door since we moved here when I was five.

They are perfect neighbours because they are always at home, so if anyone tried to break into our house, for example, you’d better believe Mr Gruber would be on the phone to the police right away.

Also, they are not noisy.

However, they are nosey.

My mother doesn’t mind that because she says it’s like living next door to the neighbourhood hotline without having to take any of the calls herself.

But the Don’t worry, it might never happen, which is his way of saying ‘cheer up’, is extremely annoying by the millionth time he says it.

Also, it makes no sense.

Surely a more helpful mindset is: worry if it happens and you haven’t figured out what to do in that particular disaster!

If you don’t do some worrying, it probably means you haven’t identified potential problems, and so you certainly haven’t figured out what to do in those worst-case scenarios.

Sometimes it does happen. And, newsflash, you might want to be prepared.

Moderate worrying is a part of sensible planning.

Mr Gruber most often says it when my face is just neutral, though to be fair, Cecily correctly diagnosed me with having a naturally glum face when we were in grade four.

But even when I am glum, is it any business of his?

No!

My mother says Mr Gruber thinks it’s amusing.

Which tells you everything you need to know about next door’s bar for humour.

Because I am truly glum at the moment, that only makes it more annoying when he says, Don’t worry, it might never happen.

Because actually it – my life being pulled out from under me – is happening in all probability, as well as it – my friends excluding me – is also actually happening, so I scoot straight past him, giving him the minimum level of polite smile, and don’t stop for any talking.
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I get inside to find Mum settled at the dining room table, working.

‘Nell, I have a pile of case notes to finish, are you happy to get yourself some afternoon tea and give me an hour or so before we catch up on the day?’

‘Sure,’ I say. Not like I have any choice.

I haven’t done it for a long time, but I dump everything from my desk onto the floor, drag my quilt off the bed and drape it over my desk, which is actually a table, to make a hideaway space, a quilt cave.

I weight the quilt with some heavy books and crawl in under the table, bringing a plate of food, the framed photograph of my father, Snoog-bunny, and my bad mood.

Backed into the corner, knees up, Snoog-bunny tucked under my chin, a crack of light coming in from the window, I put my finger up and trace the little dog face I drew inside the table edge when I was seven. I smell the cedar woody smell of Under Table Land.

If only I had a dog to look after.

If only I had a daemon to look after me.

If only my dad were alive.

If only my friends still included me in all their plans.

If only my mother had never met Ted.

If only they’d never started going out.

If only I could stop worrying because it might never happen.

If only I could go and live with Map.

If only this wasn’t the pandemic era.

If only I could leap, like Lyra, without looking.

If only I didn’t know so much about dangerous things then I might have the necessary combination of ignorance and courage to run away.

If only I weren’t so sensible that I know there’s no point in running way.

If only we were still allowed to have peanut butter at home.

If only I had some mini Mars Bites with me right now.

If only I could save the planet and maybe appear on the news giving an inspiring speech like Greta Thunberg.

I stack up four crackers and cheese and crunch down. Delicious. I poke my head out, blinking in the stronger light, and drag a black Fineliner pen into my sulky den.

Closing my eyes, I imagine my perfect dog and my perfect daemon.

I blend them into one perfect creature –

Dark, shiny as a wet night road, light on his feet.

He steps elegantly, crouches and sprints – flying, feet barely glancing the ground.

He turns back to check where I am.

He always knows, always wants to be near to me.

His ears are long and finely pointed. They sit straight up, alert to every sound, turning delicately like antennae.

I am safe.

What will I call my daemon dog? He needs a light, swift name. Maybe . . . Kite! Fast, fleet, and it’s a type of bird, too.

Perfect.

I know well enough that I am too old to draw on furniture. But this inside-the-table canvas belongs to me.

I look at the photo of my father, smiling.

He understands, for sure.

I smile back.

Dad and I love the same book, Northern Lights, across a twenty-seven-year bridge; he stands there on the other side, a twelve-year-old boy in Glasgow.

I uncap my pen and draw Kite’s face, pressing each line firmly into the wood, filling it in, black, black, black. His head tilts to the left, as though he’s listening.

He’s right next to my seven-year-old dog drawing.

Last time I made the quilt cave – ages ago – it was with Cecily.

We persuaded my mum that we could sleep in the cave.

Two girls. Two sleeping bags. Not much air.

We just squeezed in but only lasted for a couple of hours.

We ran out of air but we did not run out of giggles. We dragged the sleeping bags out and slept on the rug.

A camping inside night.

I’m missing Cecily.

We haven’t even had a fight, but we’re drifting. There’s a coolness between us now that wasn’t there before.

And that’s a first.

It’s all down to me, quitting spelling bee, and keeping it secret that I’ve been to Plum’s place, twice.

I’m looking at my phone, willing someone to text me when I remember the audiobook, No One is Too Small to Make a Difference by Greta Thunberg, also read by Greta Thunberg.

Map sent it to me ages ago and I forgot I had it.

I listen until Mum calls me for dinner.


Important to Me

Later, curled up in bed past my usual lights-out time I finish listening to the book, which results in . . .

An epiphany.

A light-bulb moment.

Clarity!

New understanding!

Ever since we were almost caught in the bushfire, climate change has felt too big and too worrying to look at.

Now, thank you, Greta, a switch has flipped and climate change feels too big and too worrying not to look at.

Time to email Map.

I have an idea and need her expert feedback.

We email back and forth, back and forth.

My mother would not approve, at this hour, but Map is reassuringly vague about bedtime and school nights.

My email subject line was: Being a friend of the earth.

I text Cecily that we need to talk.

She won’t get the message until morning because of the Smart family all-devices-out-of-the-bedroom-by-bedtime rule.

I want her to know she planted the seed.

As I drift towards sleep, muffled scraps of the late-night current affairs show theme music waft upstairs and I’m thinking, there’s no Don’t worry, it might never happen from Greta, she is as clear as glass: climate catastrophe is happening; urgent action is needed.


Pitch Preparation

Even a non-morning person can set an alarm and get some pre-breakfast work done.

I gather up my index cards and tap them into a sharp pile.

Even though there are just three cards.

If only I can be brave like Lyra

If only I can be persuasive like Greta

If only I can walk the walk like Map –

I

might

be

able

to

make

a

small

difference

to

a

big

problem.


School Strike 4 Climate Plans

Cecily and Gus are deep in talks about round one of the spelling bee when I arrive, so I don’t get a chance to share my plan.

When everyone heads out to morning recess I stay to make my pitch to Alex.

I look at the first index card to help me remember what I want to say. I got so much good advice from Map about how to persuade someone.

Our school’s policy is that we don’t attend the strike as a school, but that you are allowed to go with your parents.

‘I believe it’s time we persuaded the school to change its mind about School Strike 4 Climate: the whole of grade six should go to the rally, representing Hollyhill Primary.’

I start on my bullet points.

‘First – in less than a year we will all be high school students, and as such we need some rehearsal in responsibility.’

‘Okay.’

‘Second.’ I hold up my grade six blue ‘Being Good Research Detectives’ sheet. ‘This is exactly what we’re learning about – how to see the difference between valid and invalid sources. In all my research, using valid sources, scientists say we are in the middle of a global climate catastrophe. There is expert consensus, just like we’ve talked about.’

‘I hear you.’

‘Third, I have a genuine interest in catastrophes and I’m confident that this information is correct.’

Alex nods.

‘This is not about having a day off school –’

‘Though it does involve the better part of a day.’

‘Yes, but it will be part of a well-thought-out strategy.’

More nodding. ‘I fear it’s likely to be a “no” from Sofia, but she is more likely to be persuaded by a well-thought-out strategy. What are your strategy prongs?’

It’s on another index card. I’m glad mine are pink. It’s an encouraging colour.

‘One, grade six to lead planning for the native garden at the side of the oval.’

Alex nods.

‘Two, invite our local member of parliament to the school to discuss climate policy.’

More nods.

‘Three, write a letter from our class to the Prime Minister to share our ideas about more ambitious zero carbon emission targets. Remind him that we will be voting in just six years. And four, attend the School Strike 4 Climate on the last day of term.’

‘This is good work, Nell.’

‘I emailed my grandmother and got lots of help from her.’

‘Do you think you could do everything except the strike?’

‘No, because the strike will send a strong message to the government. They should see as many people as possible and as big an age range as possible.’

‘I do see your point.’

‘Also, because the Australian School Strike 4 Climate will be on the news, it gives kids in every other country around the world the message that we care, too. It makes us all stronger when we see that.’

Alex starts jotting down some notes.

‘You could say that the idea was inspired by our word of the week, “participation”!’ That was Map’s idea: when you need their cooperation, encourage people to feel as though they have some ownership of the idea.

‘Do you think that the whole class would support the strike?’ Alex asks.

‘I’m glad you asked me that.’ This is from Map, too: welcome people’s input! Ideally you have anticipated the question and already have your answer.

‘This is going to be my Important to Me talk, and I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to persuade everyone that going to the school strike is important to all of us. And I’ll have a petition ready to sign.’

I’m not showing off when I say that Alex looks impressed. Honestly, it’s mostly because I got pro advice from Map.

Map said it’s crucial to canvass the views of the class before I do my talk. Canvassing is like suggesting it to them as something to consider, also persuading them that it’s what they want.

To put it another way, you want people warmed up to the idea of signing before you put a petition in front of them.


Moving Plans Get Real

For dinner we are having a vegetarian Thai green curry. It’s one of my favourites so I’m in a happy haze of lemongrass and coconutty anticipation and doing the right thing without being asked – i.e., getting out cutlery and setting the table.

In our dining room there’s a narrow table with two drawers. A large mirror hangs above it. On that table sits a blue china jug filled with jonquils from the garden, along with today’s mail, our keys and Mum’s sunglasses.

My mum has opened a couple of letters and as I get out place mats and coasters, I see it: a removalist’s quote!

I look up to see my own horrified face staring back at me in the mirror, my mouth a comic book ‘o’.

First of all, who knew how expensive it is to get your house packed up and relocated?

Second, a moving quote? Good for sixty days?

Third, I have a pimple that’s come from nowhere right between my eyebrows.

Looks like my mum told a big fat lie when she said there was no rush, we could take it slowly, get used to the idea.

‘Nell, can you please come and give me a hand?’ she calls from the kitchen.

I take a deep breath and put on a calm face.

Now is not the time for a battle, but it looks like time to implement some strategy.

I slip my phone out and take a photo of the quote.

It’s not till my head hits the pillow later that night that I realise I have completely forgotten about my friends having their first spelling bee round which I kind of said I’d go to.


Fire Dreams Again

Black water.

Endless black water.

Red sky.

Sizzling sand.

Gulp of smoke.

Try to call out, can’t make a sound.

Mum!

The tiniest croak no matter how hard I shout.

Toe juuuuust touching the hard sand.

Toe pointing down not finding the sand.

Mouthful of water.

Head swallowed.

The suffocating hush of black water.
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Wake with a gasp. Sit up, shivering.

Phew, early light outside.

Get my phone.

Photos.

The removal quote.

That was no dream.


Some Friendly Help

Omar and I arrive at school at the same time.

‘Where were you last night?’ he asks. He’s talking about round one of the spelling bee. ‘Also, my mum said I should have invited you to come to Hamburger Heaven. Sorry!’

He is dragged away in the direction of the prep area by his little sister.

I’m in Cecily’s sights as she comes hurrying into the bag area.

‘Where were you?’

Even though I’m not officially involved, I should have been there to lend some support.

Spelling bee is like debating: a little audience creates atmosphere, even if it’s just family and a couple of friends.

‘You said you’d be there.’

‘– if I could.’

‘Well, why couldn’t you?’

I show her the removalist’s quote on my phone.

‘Whoa. So it’s really happening.’

‘I’m sorry – I went into shock, then I forgot to ask Mum.’

Cecily’s look of annoyance doesn’t last long. ‘I didn’t remind you, either. I hate going straight from saxophone to spelling bee, it sucks.’

‘How did you go?’

‘Won. By a mile.’

‘Ha. You don’t need me at all.’

Rhianna rushes in, smiling, and ignoring me, does a fancy fist and hip bumping routine with Cecily, saying, ‘Winner, winner, hamburger dinner.’

Gus arrives and joins in.

This is new.

Just as I’m feeling as left out as it’s possible to feel and doubting my decision to quit spelling bee, Plum comes up behind me, gives me a friendly shove in the shoulder, and we all head into the classroom together.
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Morning recess and we’re sitting on the border of the kitchen garden, inspecting and swapping snacks.

Key move for me is swapping a large oatmeal and raisin cookie for a snack pack of cheese corn chips. Omar takes the deal not because he prefers the cookie, but because it will fill him up better than his more delicious corn chips between now and lunch. My hungry peak hour is after school, so I can put flavour first.

‘Listen up,’ says Cecily. ‘Urgent business, what is Nell going to do about the removalist’s quote?’

Gus whistles. ‘So, I thought this was a distant maybe, but now it’s really happening? Back to the strategy list – what is this guy up to that would be a deal-breaker for your mum?’

Omar is across the whole catastrophe. ‘That’s what you need to find out.’

I nod, eating the last corn chip. There are never enough in the snack-size pack. ‘We could go to the café where he works and – spy on him?’

‘I’m out, sorry,’ says Omar. ‘I told Mum I’d help with the sisters after school. They want to make slime. Again.’

We throw him looks of sympathy. His sisters’ love of slime is lasting forever.

‘I can come,’ says Gus. ‘What about you, Smartie?’

‘I’m in,’ says Cecily. ‘But what do we tell the parents?’

‘Can we say it’s a brainstorming session for our Important to Me talks at your place, Gus?’ I ask.

‘Sure.’

Right behind where we are sitting, inside the kitchen garden, Nate and Monty are balancing on a pile of bricks they’ve found and Plum is laughing and joining in.

‘So, your girl Plum sure likes hanging out with Nate and Monty,’ says Omar.

‘She’s not my girl.’

Cecily raises her eyebrows.

‘She’s your girl, Nelmac,’ says Gus with a shrug. ‘You like her. You’ve befriended her.’

‘She said you went to her place,’ says Cecily in an accusing tone.

‘That’s not a crime. She’s new; I’m being friendly.’ But I’m blushing with embarrassment. I should have told Cecily. We both know it.

‘But how do you feel about being in an overlap friend group with Nate?’ Omar wants to know.

‘I’m not even,’ I try.

But – I am, I guess?

And for the record, that is, my private record, I don’t feel good about it.

‘Don’t worry, it won’t last,’ says Gus. ‘She’s the cool girl, still finding out who’s who and what’s what at the new school, and when she does she’ll drop you.’

‘Or – maybe she’s nicer than you think.’

Three pairs of eyes disagree with me.

And that’s without them having heard her say That zit needs its own desk, on the way out to recess. Plum does seem mean sometimes, but I think-hope maybe it’s her sense of humour.

‘You know this is her fourth school, right?’ I say. ‘Might be worth actually giving her a break.’

Just as I’m about to get their help talking to people about the petition, Alex buzzes over to round up the spelling bee crew for a newsletter photo.

‘You’re welcome to come along, Nell,’ she says.

‘That’s okay.’ I get up and brush corn chip crumbs off the front of my track pants. I’ve got work to do: canvass the views of my classmates.

It’s a win–win proposition: sign the petition and you get the day off school, or sign the petition and you help save the planet.

I study the scattered groups, both grade six blue and grade six green, divide them in my mind into people who’ll do it for the principle, and people who’ll do it for a day off school, and start canvassing.


Spying On Ted

Oliver and the Bean is in the middle of a small shopping village, its entrance on the corner of Oliver’s Lane, a few shops down from where two streets intersect.

Seeing as how we all loved the book Harriet the Spy when we read it in grade four, it’s fair to say that this, a legitimate spying opportunity, is a dream come true.

We have a clear view from where we are standing on the intersection roundabout which has been made into a little garden that now contains a tree, a flowerbed, a bench, and us.

We feel so conspicuous, because what is there to do except stare at the café, hoping Ted will come out and we can follow him?

Maybe it would have been a better idea to go to his home address. Though I don’t know it. I was only half paying attention when we went there.

Luckily the shops are between school and Gus’s house, so we would be walking through here to get to his place.

‘We need a reason to be here,’ says Cecily, looking around.

‘Our reason is spying on Ted.’ Gus is digging in his backpack for his mini spyglass. He’s carried it with him since grade four.

It’s as much a part of him as his Minecraft obsession or the fact that he eats strawberry jam toast for breakfast every day.

As he brings it up to his eye, Cecily grabs his hand and pushes it back down.

‘When do I get to use it if not now?’

‘We can see the café clearly from here without it!’

‘Any Agatha Christie tips?’ I ask Cecily.

‘Wrong genre. She’s crime, not spy.’

Even five minutes feels like a long time when you are standing doing nothing but looking at a café doorway in the middle distance.

‘Gus, could you maybe do a solo shift while Cecily and I have a quick look in a shop?’

‘If I must,’ says Gus, straightening up, ready to assume full responsibility.

We go into Design Squad and browse. The guy here says good afternoon but not like he means it.

We do a lap of the shop, and try on some of the rubbery non-pierced earrings.

‘Can I help you with those?’ shop guy asks.

‘We’re just browsing,’ says Cecily, unconcerned.

‘For a birthday present,’ I add, trying to give our browse a more realistic flavour.

‘Shall I wrap a pair for you?’ he asks, sending us silent hate bombs. He knows we’re not buying anything.

‘We’re still thinking about it,’ says Cecily firmly.

‘Do you know the owner of the café over there?’ I ask, nodding across the road as I sanitise my hands, because who knows who’s just been handling those earrings?

Cecily smiles her approval at my investigator skills.

‘No,’ he says.

He is not making us feel welcome. I can’t decide if I want to come back soon and buy something, just to show him, or never darken his doorstep again, just to show him.

We rejoin Gus. ‘Any Ted action?’ I ask.

‘None.’

‘How long were we gone?’

Gus checks his watch. ‘Five and a half minutes.’

So, spying is harder than you’d think and we’re back feeling conspicuous again in the roundabout garden.

Whenever you see spying on TV or in a film, people are either in disguise or, more typically, they are sitting in a car, where you can hide by slouching down, and you can follow the person you’re spying on if they take off.

If Ted drives away from the café, we can’t follow him. In fact, the best we can hope for is to see him in his café’s doorway.

Thinking of that, I scan the streets and don’t see Ted’s car parked anywhere. There’s probably a back entrance and car park, which I hadn’t even thought about.

It’s one hundred per cent possible that he only comes and goes from the back door of the café.

If nothing happens in the next fifteen minutes, we’ll have to head home after our impromptu fake brainstorming meet-up at Gus’s.

Kristen from the bookshop walks past briskly and waves at me. She and my mum are both crime fiction fans.

‘It might look more natural if we’re eating or drinking,’ says Gus. ‘Otherwise, we are just loitering with intent.’ Gus’s mother is a solicitor, and he has a good working knowledge of criminal behaviour.

‘Anyone got any money? We could get icy poles from the corner store,’ I say.

Cecily digs around in her backpack. ‘I’ll go.’

Soon enough we are three friends innocently meeting for an after-school icy pole. In the middle of winter.

People enter and leave the café, but Ted isn’t one of them.

While we wait, Gus checks Ted’s social media.

Fruitless.

Everything is set on private except the café’s Instagram account which is full of gorgeous food pics that make us hungry.

Then, hello, just as we are about to give up, Ted, wearing a black wrap-around apron, appears in the doorway of the café with a woman who is not my mother.

‘It’s him!’ I say.

Gus and Cecily stare.

I grab Gus’s shoulder. ‘Stop looking! Turn around, turn around, turn around, face me! Cecily –’

Peeping over Gus’s shoulder I see Ted and the woman laughing as he leans down, kisses her on the cheek and hugs her before she walks off and he goes back into the café.

I didn’t need to tell Cecily what to do. She’d whipped her phone out immediately to take the photos we need.

‘Not exactly passionate,’ says Gus, swiping through the images.

‘But it is a kiss,’ I say. ‘Evidence of him kissing another woman!’

Cecily looks at me. ‘I know it would be, like – great – if he turned out to be a liar and a cheat, but that was not a romantic-looking kiss.’

We three put our heads together and look at the pictures again.

‘My mum always says it’s a good sign when men have women friends,’ says Cecily.

‘And people don’t have to be dating to kiss and hug each other goodbye,’ says Gus.

‘Wow. Whose side are you two on?’

‘Yours,’ they say together.

When we finish spying, we just have time to race into Gus’s and out again, and hurry home.


Writing Like Fury

As soon as we’re alone, heading home, Cecily asks me why I didn’t tell her about going to Plum’s.

‘I don’t know. You don’t like her,’ I say.

‘Since when did you stop telling me stuff?’

‘When I started worrying about THIS the whole time.’ I take her phone, find the photos she took, and send them to myself.

‘I get it,’ she says. ‘But no more secrets, okay?’

‘Okay.’

We’re pretty quiet the rest of the way home.

In the pre-Plum, pre-quitting spelling bee times, I talked to Cecily about everything. I would definitely have shared my Important to Me ideas with her. We would have gone over and over who the other woman might be. We knew all the details of each other’s days.

But now I want some spaces of my own, as well as things I share with her.

I’m still in the syrupy swamp of wanting different bits of everything at different times.

I really appreciated spying help from Cecily and Gus – they’re the best. But I also want to see if Plum and I can be friends.

Is it a crime if I try that out alone?
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‘How was brainstorming?’ Mum asks.

‘Good. I’m going to write my talk now.’

When and how should I mention the possible other woman?

I’ve looked at Cecily’s photos on repeat and I’m determined to remain hopeful that Ted could be two-timing my mum.

That woman walked away from the café with a spring in her step and a smile on her face.

I’m a bit insulted that Ted would prefer anyone to my mum, but on the other hand it would be exactly what I’ve been hoping for, an end to the ridiculous plans.

I make four slices of vegemite toast. Generous amount of cold butter on golden toast, a light and even scraping of vegemite over the whole surface, with a few darker patches for a salt bang. Cut each piece in two diagonally.

This is the correct way to make vegemite toast.

Before I head upstairs I put my phone on the coffee table in the living room. Part of our phone agreement is that Mum knows my password and can check my phone any time. With a bit of luck she might discover the photos herself.

I get into bed – my favourite place to work – one piece of toast in my mouth, seven on the plate.

First step, write a work plan.

Now: research and draft Important to Me talk, topic: Climate Change Action. Write petition statement that grade sixes should attend School Strike 4 Climate.

Tomorrow: ‘revise, refine and make it shine’, remembering to incorporate linking words.

Friday: deliver talk.

I look up carbon emissions.

I look up climate change environment impact.

I look up polar ice climate change impact.

I look up native animal habitat climate change.

I look up ecosystems climate change.

I look up catastrophic weather events climate change.

I check through my climate change work sheets from last year.

I feel about on my empty plate: I have chomped my way through eight pieces of vegemite toast.

Crumbs have worked their way down my neck and somehow right down to my toes.

My bed has become a spiky place.

I’m overheated under my doona and I have managed to smear vegemite on my top pillowslip.

My cheeks are burning with concentration.

I’m in a fever of anger and fear and crumbs and irritation.

I may not have a climate change page in my catastrophe notebook, but I have a whole lot of separate entries in my ‘Natural Disasters’ section: tsunami, bushfire, flood, typhoon, staying cool in a heatwave.

I look up climate change symptoms causes.

It all comes crashing into focus.

Greta showed me the big picture and now I’m starting to understand how it fits together.

I write like fury until Mum is calling out that dinner is ready.


Climate Action, Talking the Talk

On Friday morning Mum gives me a huge goodbye hug and hands me my phone. ‘You’ve left this downstairs two nights in a row.’ She looks confused. I’m allowed to have my phone under my bed at night in case there’s a fire or some other emergency.

‘Did you look at it?’ I ask. ‘Because you know you can.’

‘No. Is there something you want to show me?’

I wimp out. ‘Not – particularly.’

‘Okay, good luck! I hope your talk goes well.’

[image: illustration]

I’m not usually too nervous about giving talks. We do it a lot. But today it feels like there’s something real at stake.

I stand in front of my class and take a calming breath.

‘As you all know, I am someone who’s interested in catastrophes . . . and today I will talk to you about one that is Important to Me, the biggest catastrophe of our time: climate change, and I will suggest that we – grade six – can do something about it.

‘Small degrees of climate warming equal large degrees of destruction for our planet.

‘What exactly causes global warming?

‘We do! Humans and our greenhouse gas emissions: specifically, too much carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.

‘The emissions are caused mainly by our use of fossil fuels – petroleum products, coal and natural gas – and if we don’t reduce them to net zero by 2050, much earlier if possible, our planet’s ecosystems will not survive.

‘Along with burning fossil fuels, the other big impact on carbon emissions is clearing land for farming and logging. This also destroys habitats for living creatures.’

I look up. It’s important to make eye contact during a presentation.

Cecily is looking daggers at me.

I remember that land clearing and its impact on animal populations is her Important to Me topic. Ugh. I should have made sure I talked to her about my talk.

Plum, on the other hand, is transfixed, listening with full concentration, leaning forward on her elbows, thoughtfully nibbling the tip of her right-hand pigtail.

I have ‘captured the imagination’ of one listener, at least. It’s one of our Important to Me goals.

‘So, mining, manufacturing, transport, deforestation and population growth have caused record carbon emissions.

‘In addition, our destruction of habitats means that not only are species dying out at a record rate but zoonotic, or animal to human, diseases have become a global threat to public health.’

Uh-oh, I’m reading. I remind myself to look up again.

More daggers from Cecily.

‘With the COVID-19 pandemic we had to act quickly because it was a crisis.

‘Climate change is an even bigger crisis, but somehow governments are still not acting fast enough. I think that’s because it can look like a lot of separate problems, and they fix those one at a time. But they are all connected. And they are symptoms. The cause is the big overall problem of climate change.

‘Climate change causes bushfires, droughts, flooding, loss of sea ice, record heatwaves and other catastrophic events. We lose flora and fauna species. We breathe air full of particle pollution.

‘People and animals are literally dying due to climate change but our government still supports fossil fuel producers when we should be planning for a clean energy future.

‘Led by the stunning example of Greta Thunberg, from Stockholm, Sweden, millions of school students are giving their governments the message that it’s time to commit to a clean energy future right now –’

Someone does an audible fart.

I bet anything it is Nate.

Yes, he’s smiling proudly and nodding to Monty and Sid.

A few sniggers.

I work with the material. ‘Methane is another greenhouse gas, mostly caused by cattle farming, and cow farts. It is carbon emission.

‘My handout* includes an interesting fact about how to make cow farts less toxic.

‘We can help by making sure we have plenty of meat-free days at home. This is a good example of how kids can make a difference, just by asking for something different for dinner.

‘If your parents get cross and talk about how busy they are and ask can you just eat your dinner, please, you can offer to cook one night a week. I can share a very easy and delicious recipe for chilli beans.

‘Another way we can make a difference is by showing our government that we care enough to get out and protest.

‘As we are studying in class this year, many social reforms have been led by protest, for example the work Nelson Mandela did in South Africa to stop apartheid and fight for majority rule.

‘And on the last day of this term, Australian students, along with students from all around the world, will join School Strike 4 Climate to say that we need urgent action to save our planet.

‘I’m suggesting that all of grade six should attend the strike. Most of us will be voting in six years’ time. That is, in two elections. It is not too soon for us to think seriously about the climate policy we need urgently in order to save our planet.

‘Finally, as Greta Thunberg has said, we know what needs to be done, we just have to do it! So, in conclusion, I ask, who is with me? Who will strike with me for climate action on Friday 17 September?’

With adrenaline-shaky, sweaty hands, I get out the petition sheet I’ve prepared for grade six blue and hold it up.

‘If every single grade six student signs this, we have a chance for our school to let us make a difference. Why should we wait until we’re in high school? We are just as capable as year sevens to go to the city and go to a rally.’

There is a moment of silence.

Then, whoa, I’m hit by a wave of applause.

Plum races to the clipboard and is the first to sign. She passes it on, saying, ‘We’re all signing this, am I right?’

I’m swarmed by my whole class as they clamber to sign the petition and Alex is saying, ‘Okay now, one at a time, one at a time.’

I instinctively look for Cecily to share the moment.

She is the only person still sitting at her table, looking at me with her disapproving eyebrows-up face.



* You can find my handout on page 305.


Unfriends?

Cecily and I stomp along together.

Without asking us, the mothers have arranged that Cecily will come home with me this afternoon.

‘Mum only just texted me. She’s doing a tricky Zoom interview and she wants the house empty. Believe me, I would not have agreed to go to your place today. You knew I was doing “Saving Habitats for Local Species”! You basically just stole a whole lot of my material.’

‘I only mentioned it once! You’ll give a fantastic talk about it!’

‘A heads-up would have been nice.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It sounds like you spoke to everyone about your petition except your friends!’

‘You were having the spelling bee photos done. And then . . .’ I should have spoken to her.

‘That’s not even why I’m cross. I’m cross because it was my idea, School Strike 4 Climate. You did that whole talk because of something I said, and you didn’t even bother telling me about it. But you obviously told Plum. She just about knocked people over to sign the petition. I thought we agreed, no more secrets?’

One minute I’m worrying about drifting away from Cecily, the next minute I can’t stand walking down the street beside her.

One minute I feel apologetic and the next I’m angry.

She’s acting like I needed her permission to talk about School Strike 4 Climate. She might have mentioned it, but she doesn’t own it.

I’m a human yo-yo.

Could it be hormones?

Am I finally about to get my period?

I open our gate. Creaky iron in a wrought-iron fence. It needs a gentle lift so it doesn’t scrape.

We walk along the path, up the two bluestone steps onto the verandah, and as I get my key out, my mother opens the door.

‘Hey there, I heard the gate.’

She drops a kiss on my cheek and gives Cecily a hello hug.

‘How did the talk go?’

‘A huge success,’ says Cecily coldly.

My mother smiles. ‘Just as I suspected – I picked up a plum cake on my way home.’

‘Mean girl cake,’ Cecily mutters so only I hear it.

We drop our bags in the hallway, wash our hands on the way to the kitchen and I get the milk out so we can make Milo to have with our cake.

‘Were you two anywhere near Ted’s café on Wednesday after school?’ Mum asks.

‘Well –’ I start.

‘That’s Oliver and the Bean, right?’ asks Cecily innocently. ‘We stopped near there to get an icy pole on the way to Gus’s.’

‘Who told you we were there?’ I ask.

‘Well, Ted. We had lunch today. He said you were standing in the roundabout garden staring at the café.’

I blush.

‘I wouldn’t say we were staring,’ says Cecily.

‘Really, you can’t help seeing it from there,’ I say, flashing a grateful look to Cecily. ‘But why we were there, our reason for being there, was icy poles.’

I’m standing in my own kitchen lying to my mum.

Or giving a very twisted truth.

Feeling squirmy.

‘Okay,’ she says. ‘But I don’t want – and I know Heather doesn’t either – any of this hanging around in the street. You’re either at someone’s house, or you’re in transit. Okay?’

‘Or we are having a Friday browse.’

‘Occasionally,’ says Mum.

‘Yeah, because nothing fun could be a regular thing.’

Mum looks at me as though I’ve said something unreasonable. ‘What time do you need to be at Plum’s tomorrow?’

‘Um, after lunch.’

‘You’re going to Plum’s again?’ Cecily says it like an accusation.

‘Yeah. I thought I mentioned it.’ My voice comes out squeaking with the effort of sounding casual.

I know I haven’t mentioned it.

I should definitely have mentioned it.

‘Maybe I could come too?’ says Cecily.

‘I think she’s only asked her mum if I can come,’ I say.

‘Do you want to ask her if I can come?’

I hesitate.

Cecily is being bossy.

But she is also asking something that a best friend might ask.

‘Maybe when I know Plum a bit better –?’ I say.

‘Sure,’ Cecily says, looking annoyed.

My mother is shooting me a laser-strength butt-in look. ‘I think that’s a very good idea. Why don’t Plum and Cecily both come here next weekend?’

‘Okay,’ I say, cutting a piece of cake.

It’s weird that at the exact same time you can feel annoyed and pressured to do something you don’t want to do, you can also feel you’re mean for not wanting to do it.

Underneath that is the feeling that I don’t even know if Plum and I are really friends yet.

Gus was right; I’m in line for being dumped when something better comes along. But instead of making me feel loyal to Cecily, it makes me keener for Plum to like me.

Plum energy is what I have always imagined high school would be like.

Plum is the next thing, the unknown, the unpredictable.

Plum energy is fierce and free, like Lyra.

Plum can be mean, it’s true. Maybe it’s her sense of humour, or maybe she has needed to build herself some spiky protection.
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Cecily does not stay for pizza.

Mum and I watch School of Rock. It’s funny, but neither of us is in much of a mood to laugh.

My life used to be a comfortable place.

Now it’s an overheated, toast crumb bed.



friday note from under the doona

word

confuffled – muddled, running in many directions, not sure about stuff

I actually made up the word ‘confuffled’ (true!) but when I looked it up, someone else had already made it up. It is a blend of ‘confused’ and ‘baffled’, but I will keep my definition, because I thought of this word myself independently before I knew it was already a word

problem

• Ted and Amelia

• friendship confufflement

• need to save planet

plan

• show Mum pic of possible other woman, when?? how to, without getting into trouble for spying?

• find more sneezing opportunities

• fix things with Cecily + keep getting to know Plum as a friend (without Cecily, because I am allowed to be an individual, as well as a best friend) (But how would I feel if Cecily made a new friend and kept me out???) (not great, but we are all individuals?!?! idk)

• strike 4 climate petition must succeed, but will it?

fruit ranking

confusing! this week has been a mandarin, half of it perfectly delicious, and the other half foul and slimy between the slices

gratitude

nice pizza, I guess


Colour Me Excited

Proper hair colour takes forever.

First Viv asks us to choose the pieces of hair we want coloured. Then she leaves that hair out and ties the rest back in a ponytail. She mixes up some bleach in a small black plastic bowl.

Putting the hair that is going to be coloured onto a flat piece of foil, and holding that in one hand, she paints the bleach on with the other hand, and finally wraps the foil around the goopy hair so it’s hanging from our scalps like tin sausages.

We each have two streaks; Plum’s are thicker than mine.

Viv checks the bleach after half an hour, and again after forty-five minutes. Mine is ready then. Because we’re not in a salon, she just gets me to hold my head over the basin as she shampoos the bleach off, and hands me a towel and a hair dryer.

The colour is a pale blonde when I dry it.

While Plum is rinsing her bleach off, Viv prepares my red tint.

‘This is going to be very bright – just double-checking that’s what you want.’

‘Yes, please,’ I squeak. I’m so excited and, at the same time, becoming more and more alarmed at how my mother will respond.

My emotional spin cycle is set on dizzy.

My heart is pounding.

Viv paints on the red dye and wraps the streaks in fresh pieces of foil.

Plum’s blue and my red are eventually ready, washed, dried and FABULOUS.

I can’t stop checking my hair in the mirror.

‘Remember it will bleed colour for a couple of weeks, so avoid white towels and pillowcases, okay?’

I nod. ‘Thanks, Viv.’

‘It’s a pleasure, now do something nice and quiet for an hour, little chickies, I need some zeds.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ Plum says, admiring her reflection. ‘I love it.’
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We spend ages in front of the mirror quietly constructing hair-dos that show our streaks to maximum effect.

‘We’re going to look great at the School Strike 4 Climate,’ says Plum. ‘What are you going to wear?’

‘If we get to go, we’ll be in school uniform.’

‘Boring! Of course we’ll get to go. Your talk was so good.’

‘Thanks. Cecily was the real inspiration for it.’

‘Whatever. You’ll be the most popular person in grade six if we get to go.’

I blush.

Doubtful.

We check out images from School Strike 4 Climate, followed by baby rabbits in cups, and I start to feel extremely nervous, because it’s pick-up time.

I put my hair into a ponytail and then take it out of the ponytail, put it in and take it out once more, and tell myself not to worry.

Technically I did tell Mum and she didn’t say no.

My mum has found a parking spot this time and texts to say she’s on her way up.

Viv opens the door. ‘Hi, I’m Viv,’ she says, smiling.

‘I’m Anne, nice to meet you. Though we have met on the phone.’

Viv shakes her head. ‘No – are you thinking of one of the other parents?’

Plum pipes up. ‘She means Suzanne. She babysits sometimes. She rang to see if Nell could come over.’

‘I assumed I was speaking to you,’ my mother says to Viv.

I can see that she’s divided between angry and embarrassed and not sure which way to jump.

Viv simply looks puzzled. ‘Why did you do that?’ she asks Plum.

‘I don’t know. You were at work,’ Plum says.

‘You should have just waited till I got home, you silly monkey.’

‘It was Thursday, it would have been too late.’

Before there’s any more tangling in that particular spider web, my mother notices my delicious new red streaks.

‘What – is – this?!’ She is picking up a piece of coloured hair between a finger and thumb as though it’s a vile serpent.

‘My – hair.’

‘You’ve dyed your hair?’

She turns to Viv. ‘You dyed her hair?’

Viv turns to me. ‘You didn’t have permission?’ She assures my mum, ‘I would never have done it without your okay.’

The two mothers are looking at Plum and me, and it’s hard to choose which one looks more annoyed.

‘Nell, you lied to Viv?’

‘No, I told you. You said it sounded like fun.’

I can see she’s thinking back. ‘I thought you meant spray-on colour.’

‘It’s not my fault that’s what you thought.’ My face betrays me, blushing bright to match my streaks.

I took advantage of what she assumed so I could go ahead and do something I knew she wouldn’t let me do, and we both know it.

‘Okay, you and I are having a talk about how we communicate with each other,’ says Mum.

‘Ditto,’ says Viv, looking at Plum.

Plum looks annoyed with me as we say goodbye.

‘I’m so sorry Nell put you in an awkward position, Viv,’ my mum is saying.

As the mothers focus on their phones, making sure they have each other’s contact details, Plum whispers, ‘Thanks a bunch. Now I’m in trouble.’

‘It’s not my fault.’

‘Wow, nothing’s your fault, is it?’ says Plum.

Old friend: cross with me.

New friend: cross with me.

Mother: cross with me.

Me: cross with me.


Colour Me in Big Trouble

My mum gives me the silent treatment as we drive home, flicking me an occasional Very Serious Look in the rear-view mirror.

We sit at the kitchen bench for the talk.

‘I’m not even sure what to say to you, Nelly, because you know everything I could possibly say. You know how to behave. You know I have to trust you. And if I can’t –’

The quiet disappointment in her voice gives me an uncomfortable feeling that goes from my scalp to my stomach to my knees. It’s like a spine tingle merging with nausea, while the blood beats loud in my ears.

She takes a breath and continues in a firmer voice. ‘If we’ve lost that somehow, we need to get it back.’

‘I’m sorry. But I knew you’d say no.’

‘Some things are a “no”.’

‘But why? It’s just hair. My hair.’

‘I like the idea that you can save some stuff for when you’re older.’

‘Why is this a big deal? You’re acting like it’s a tattoo, or something.’

She lifts up an offending piece of hair. ‘It is pretty permanent. But that’s not even the point. The point is, please don’t stop being the honest, trustworthy person I know. Okay?’

‘Okay.’

‘What would an appropriate punishment be?’ my mum asks.

This is child cruelty, making me think up my own punishment.

‘Shave my head, I suppose,’ I say.

‘Or, help out in the garden. The violets are taking over again. We need to weed a heap of them out. We can put clumps in pots for people to take home.’

‘I do not believe my life.’

‘Eleanor Fry McPherson, your life is just fine,’ says my mean mother. I bet this is the exact bossy voice she uses when she’s persuading people they can do some exercise that still hurts after an injury.

How can she say my life is just fine? Fine? When she’s planning to force me out of my own home? She doesn’t care about my feelings at all.

‘Have you noticed Ted’s smell yet?’

She takes a couple of calming breaths. I’m counting along with her silently. One, two, three, four, five –

‘Maybe he’s just a stinky crush. You might go off him in a couple of months, but by the time you figure that out, our whole life will be ruined.’

She sighs deeply.

‘Are you even exclusive? He’s probably dating other women and you don’t even know it.’

She smiles, as though I’ve said something funny. My blood is boiling. She tries to take my hand, but I snatch it away.

‘How are we going to make this better, Nell?’

‘Either you say we don’t have to move, or you talk to Map and let me go over and live with her now.’

‘It would only side-step what we need to work through.’

Oh no, she’s going to mention We’re Going on a Bear Hunt, her favourite picture book, which also happens to have a message about persevering that she loves.

‘We can’t go over it –’

‘Mum, don’t give me the bear hunt lesson, I’m begging you. I don’t want to work through this one, I just want things to stay the way they are.’

‘It doesn’t look that way to me. You seem to be changing lots of things.’ She’s looking at my hair.

‘I’m not the one changing things; it’s you!’ I shout. ‘I saw that removalist’s quote, so I know you were lying when you said there’s no rush!’

I run upstairs to my room and slam the door shut.

I open it and slam it again.
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We did the gardening in complete silence. We gave each other plenty of space. I made a sign that said Violets – take me home and put it in front of the twelve little violet pots we made. Someone swapped a pot for some lemons. Someone else left a bunch of parsley and mint. And someone else told me my hair was cool.

Going to bed with red streaks, knowing that everyone at school is going to see them on Monday is pretty exciting.

Having a big fight with Mum is pretty horrible.

We hardly ever fight.

Both those things are making my heart beat too fast and I have to do some equal breathing to get to sleep.


Trying to be True

‘Map, every single person in grade six blue and green signed the petition.’

‘Good work, Nell! How did that feel?’

‘Amazing. I mean, our principal Sofia can still say no, but –’

‘She might say yes!’

‘Exactly. Thanks for all your help.’

‘It’s my pleasure.’

‘I forgot to tell you last week, I quit spelling bee.’

She doesn’t say, But you love spelling bee!

‘You’ve a gift for language, like your dad. But I never did see the point of making spelling into a competition.’

‘And they’re making people go to Tasmania if they get into the finals!’

Her lovely face is full of understanding and sympathy. She knows how hard that would be for me.

‘And I’m in trouble for dyeing my hair.’ I untuck my hair from behind my ears and hold up a red strip right near the camera.

She is smiling. ‘Great colour.’

‘Thanks, I love it. But I didn’t tell Mum the truth about it. I let her think it was going to be spray-on colour, but Plum’s mother is an actual hairdresser and she gave us real hair dye streaks.’

‘Well. You know what you did wasn’t right.’

‘I know. Tell the truth. Don’t tell a half-truth, half-lie.’

‘Exactly.’

‘I have been so truthful about how much I hate the idea of moving in with Ted and Amelia.’

‘No change of heart?’

‘None.’

We open our copies of Northern Lights to Chapter 19.

Lyra is taken prisoner, but cleverly tricks her captor, an evil bear, into agreeing to a battle to the death with his enemy – her friend – the mighty and good bear, Iorek Byrnison.

If her friend wins, Lyra will be free.

Imagine having a friend like Iorek Byrnison! A huge, brave, fearless talking bear who would die for you.

But this lovely bear is also exhausted from a long journey.

Lyra is worried about whether he can win the fight.

I’m worried.

‘I can’t wait for the next chapter!’ says Map, closing her book. ‘The winner will be king of the bears.’

I hug the book to my chest. ‘It better be Iorek Byrnison! I will not forgive this book if he dies.’

‘Can you see what I’m using as a bookmark?’ Map holds it up to the camera. ‘It’s a ticket. Your dad left it in the book. I took him to see The Cure at Barrowlands.’ She reads from the ticket. ‘The twenty-fourth of April 1992. The Wish Tour.’

‘Did he like it?’

‘He did. And it strikes me that someone who is dyeing her hair red, quitting spelling bee, organising protests, and sometimes wishes to be leaping around rooftops might also enjoy listening to their music.’

‘I’ll look them up. I wonder if there’s any footage of the exact concert on YouTube.’

‘I don’t know. Bizarre as it seems, we didn’t carry around phones that are recording devices and cameras, as we do now.’

‘That is so weird.’


Hair and Hurt Feelings

Monday morning and I’m running a few minutes late. I get into the classroom just in time for Sofia’s morning announcements, including our word of the week, considerate.

We all know why that’s the word of the week.

Nate was mucking around near the Milton Road gate after school on Friday and bumped into our lollipop lady, Tammy.

She made a huge deal out of it.

It’s true that Nate is annoying but it was a genuine accident and he said sorry right away.

She is one of those old ladies who just acts like a nice old lady, but really she’s grumpy with kids and sucks up to teachers and parents.

Sofia is talking in her soothing voice . . . so we must walk gently through the world keeping an eye out for others in our community. Let’s be considerate at all times. When we look out for each other’s wellbeing, we create a safe space for everyone.

Cecily and I exchange an eye roll, a moment of truce.

When she notices my hair, her eyes nearly pop out of her head. ‘WHAT?! Oh my gosh, I can’t believe your mum let you, Nell! It looks great!’

She is examining my red streaks when Plum hurries into the classroom with her blue streaks.

Cecily’s admiring look melts away.

She flashes me a look of hurt and betrayal. ‘Only, don’t you think matching hairstyles are so – junior school?’

She pretends not to care and starts to talk with Rhianna about their visit to Gus’s on Saturday to meet his new kitten, Fennel, and it’s my turn to feel hurt and betrayed.

Why wasn’t I invited to meet Fennel?

‘Are you still in trouble?’ asks Plum.

‘I should have asked my mum, but she would’ve just said no,’ I say.

‘What’s her problem?’

‘She’s obsessed with young people acting young.’

‘It’s no big deal. I mean, it’s expensive if you go to a salon, but you’re lucky it cost you nothing because my mum did it for free. Your mum should have said thank you.’

‘Is that what your mum said?’

‘No, it’s what I say. She was just mad because I got Suzanne to ring up and it made her look “so irresponsible”. Even though I told her I did it and she just totally ignored me.’
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In the bag area at the end of the day, Cecily says, ‘It would have been really considerate if you had the same rules for old friends and new friends.’

‘Yeah, and it would have been considerate if you’d given me the heads-up about meeting Fennel.’

I try to sound cross but I feel like a hypocrite, because I would have been at Plum’s when the others were at Gus’s.

Plum cruises past us. ‘Twinnie fight fight fight?’

‘Stop saying we’re twinnies. We’re not, okay?’ I say.

‘Wow,’ says Cecily.

I know what she’s thinking. It used to be our peak favourite thing in grade four, dressing alike, trying to look like twins. Like Ben and Stu.

One night I went out to dinner with the Smarts and a woman at the next table said to Heather and Rob, ‘Two sets of twins! You’re very lucky.’ We were so happy.

Cecily throws her backpack on and leaves without a smile.

I wish I had a twin.

I feel so alone.

I fiddle about and repack my bag so there’s no chance that Cecily and I end up walking together.


Babysitting Plans

My mum and Ted are both at my place when I get home.

They look up at me as though they have just been in the middle of a serious talk and I’ve interrupted them.

He’s getting into all the nooks and crannies of my life and I don’t like it.

‘We thought that it might be nice to have you babysit Milly this weekend,’ says Mum with her bright-brisk-try-again voice.

‘And I’d like to pay you, Nell,’ adds Ted. ‘You’d be giving up some precious weekend time.’

I realise this is an unexpected fake-allergy-sneeze opportunity. I don’t have any pepper handy so I just produce my best fake sneeze. Twice.

Mum is either deliberately ignoring it or she genuinely doesn’t even seem to notice that I’m sneezing.

‘When?’

‘We’ve got a lunch booking at Pomegranate on Saturday,’ says Mum.

‘Sure. Can I get a friend to help?’

‘Of course. But you girls will have to split the fee.’

‘Okay. I’ll do it.’ I say it in a neutral tone, and my mum looks annoyed. What is she expecting? That I’ll jump with joy because I get to spend time with the little troll?

‘And Nelly –’

‘Nell,’ I say.

‘– I was saying to Ted, we’ve probably got some clothes we can pass on to Amelia.’

‘My clothes?’

‘Yes, there’s that bag of stuff you’ve grown out of in the laundry cupboard.’

‘She’ll love anything that belonged to you,’ says Ted. ‘She thinks you’re very cool.’

I frown. As if Amelia even knows what cool is.

To be honest, I doubt I know what cool is.

Someone like Plum definitely knows what cool is.

But anyway, why would I care about the opinion of a seven-year-old? How much of a pushover does he think I am?

My mother is looking at me sternly, hoping she can make me behave in a more pleasant way using only the power of her laser vision.

She can’t.


Library Angel, Library Devil

Cecily and I are collecting returned library books and issuing new loans.

Today, I’m a library devil and Cecily is a library angel.

This is one of the many ways Alex makes things fun. She could have a bunch of badges or lanyards, but instead she has a basketful of dress-up accessories that we dip into for any official helping-out roles.

Cecily and I usually choose to be the same, but today she waited until I picked up devil horns, and then put on a halo. Huh!

Alex allocates time for this during an English class every two weeks.

We don’t have a proper library, but we have a library function.

That is to say, there are books, but no librarian. So, it’s a bit haphazard. Boxes of library books get brought into each classroom.

My mum says it is a disgrace and that every primary school should have a dedicated librarian. And how are we going to be a smart country if we don’t even care about kids reading.

She has an opinion about everything.

Good, yes, but also tiring.

Cecily and I volunteer for the job regularly because you can usually get first go at new books when they come in and we are OC students, big readers, and happy to recommend books.

‘Mum said if your mum drops you there, she can drop you home if you want to go to spelling bee tonight, which I know you don’t, but I’m passing on the message because I have to,’ says Cecily with a pained sigh.

She is certainly not being friendly, but she’s keeping the friendship door open the tiniest crack, even after the hair betrayal.

And the twinnie betrayal.

And the not talking to her about my Important to Me talk betrayal. Even though I think she was making a big deal out of nothing much.

It’s genuinely hard for her to stay angry.

‘And P.S., I’m glad you won’t be there,’ she says.

Okay, maybe she’s building up her staying angry muscles.

I hand Sick Bay by Nova Weetman to Monty. ‘An excellent choice.’

‘You know it’s for my sister, loser,’ he says.

His sister is in grade five and she’s already asked him to borrow this title for her twice before. That’s how good it is.

‘You would also enjoy it, Monty. If you could read,’ says Cecily.

I acknowledge her fair burn for Monty calling me a loser with a nod of appreciation.

She nods back, coldly.

Of course Monty can read, but for him games come before books.

I hand As Fast As I Can by Penny Tangey to Rhianna. ‘Read it and weep.’

She looks dubious. ‘I’m not really looking for a sad book.’

‘It’s not that it’s sad, although sad things do happen. It’s more that it really makes you feel what the main character is going through. And it’s funny!’

‘Okay,’ Rhianna says, as though she’s doing me the favour by taking the book. She’ll love it.

Cecily flicks through the book Nate has handed in. ‘What the hell did you do with this? Clean the floor?’

‘It was like that when I borrowed it,’ says Nate.

‘I doubt that. I’ll check the register.’ I click open the file where we make a note of book damage.

‘Don’t,’ says Nate. ‘Please?’

I look up.

‘Can it not be a big deal? My little brother might have used it as a truck.’

He’s smiling at me, and I find myself smiling back.

I smooth out the pages and bend it back into shape a bit. Maybe it’s not that bad.

‘I’ll get killed if school sends home a replacement note. I’m already in trouble this week for wrecking another pair of trainers.’

‘Mmm. Brick climbing?’

‘Maybe.’ He selects the final Paladero book by Steven Lochran and heads back to his table.

‘Omigod, you so are overlap friends with Nate,’ says Cecily, entering the loan.

‘As if.’

‘I’ll never forgive him for our detention. He should have got it, for polluting grade five red.’

Cecily and I had had enough of Nate’s classroom farts last year. We printed out and gave him an article from New Scientist magazine, ‘These are the foods you should eat if you want fewer smelly farts’, and we got into trouble for it.

Not the person farting, the people trying to help the person farting.

‘So, would you come to spelling bee tonight?’ Cecily’s niceness floats out like a helium balloon.

‘I mean, I guess I could. It’s just not that interesting if you’re not participating.’ Even as I say it, I realise that it might not be the best time for honesty.

‘Fine, don’t come!’

‘All right! I’ll come.’ Now I’ve raised my voice.

‘No need to yell. Nobody wants you there if you’re not interested.’

‘I am. I really want you guys to win.’

‘Seriously, don’t bother. I knew I shouldn’t have asked.’


In Need of a Friend-Mend

Buddy time happens on Wednesday morning, every second week.

Our school moved to a fortnightly timetable a year ago, but I’m still not one hundred per cent used to each week looking different.

Our buddy year level is grade two. We divide it up so half of us go to grade two and half of grade two comes into the grade six room.

We’re in the grade two room today, squinched down in the little chairs.

Our buddies, Amarynth and Lily, are noodling around with a whiteboard sign. They have been given the job of rewriting the class rules in their best writing.

The sign got smudged when the window cleaners moved it.

So far, they have rubbed out ‘Work as a TEAM’ about one hundred times, but now it’s finished and perfect, and they are moving on to ‘Be KIND and RESPECTFUL’.

Most of the rest of the class are practising their best signatures, in joined-up writing that none of them really uses yet, because after the rules sign is finished they all get to sign it.

Cecily is ignoring me completely and recapping whiteboard marker pens.

I give her a gentle poke in the arm.

She acts as though she hasn’t felt it.

I poke her arm ten times in a row. She swings around angrily.

‘WHAT?’

‘How did you go last night?’

‘Got beaten.’

‘What school?’

‘St Hilda’s. Did you ask your mum yet about that woman at the café? One of the mothers last night looked just like her, but shorter.’

‘Not directly. But I’ve tried leaving my phone around for her to find it.’

‘Why did we even bother to help you spy?’

‘How did you go last night, you personally?’

‘Fine,’ says Cecily.

‘It was Omar, right?’

‘Yeah. But he’ll get better. He’s committed.’

‘What word?’

‘Onomatopoeia.’

‘Onomata?’

‘You got it.’

People often don’t realise the fourth vowel is an ‘o’ even if they get the tricky run of four vowels at the end. ‘Bummer.’

‘Like you care.’

‘Cecily, I do. I do!’

Plum comes in and plonks down next to me. ‘Are you two getting married or something?’

Cecily rolls her eyes. ‘Yes. Two year sixes are getting married in the grade two classroom.’

‘Well, excuse me. It was a joke.’ Plum is looking around the room, not sure what she’s here for.

She’ll have to share a buddy with someone.

‘A joke is not the same as saying any stupid thing,’ says Cecily.

‘I’m not stupid,’ says Plum.

‘I didn’t say you were,’ says Cecily. ‘I was making a point about jokes.’

‘Don’t fight, sixes,’ says my buddy, Lily. ‘Have a friend-mend.’

‘What’s that?’ I ask.

‘A way to be friends again . . .’

She points to the wall.

Literally everything in grade two is put on a poster.

It’s the law.

The number one friend-mend strategy on the poster is saying something nice about a person, something you are grateful for.

Plum turns her back on Cecily. ‘I’m grateful that Nell and I are going to hang this weekend.’

Cecily looks at me and I know what she’s thinking in the way that only an old friend can know.

She is waiting for me to say, ‘Let’s all hang together’. Just like my mother suggested.

But I don’t say it.

Last Friday I wrote a note to myself: fix things with Cecily.

Why can’t I manage to do it?


Pizza Night Ruined

Our Friday night falls as flat as a pizza with no topping.

We watch Suddenly 30. A thirteen-year-old magically becomes her thirty-year-old self. It is excellent.

One of the characters says, Am I malodorous?

We don’t look at each other, but I know we’re both thinking of Ted.

Are Friday nights ruined forever?

When we press pause so I can go to spread my pizza crusts with butter and vegemite, I’m thinking that in films kids can make things happen.

But in real life a spider bite is just a spider bite, there’s no magic wishing dust, and parents have all the power.

None of my plans to stop us moving in with Ted and Amelia has worked.

• Objecting strongly to the idea of moving because I don’t want to live with them – didn’t work.

• Ted smells strange – didn’t work. But it’s true.

• Asking to live with Map – didn’t work.

• Trying to fake an allergy – hasn’t worked so far. Potential to try it again.

• Spying on Ted – how can I show Mum the photos of potential ‘other woman’ without getting into trouble for spying?

• Suggesting Ted was a temporary crush – didn’t work.

• Being unfriendly to Amelia – ongoing, but not working so far.
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My mother gets her own way all the time!

• Make a decision to move in with another family – she’s the boss of where we live.

• Refuse to let kid move in with grandmother – she’s the boss of where I live.

• Get a removalist’s quote – she’s the boss of where our furniture lives.

• Force your kid to socialise with your boyfriend’s family – she’s the boss of the weekend.

• Get your kid to babysit your boyfriend’s kid – I mean, I guess I could have refused this one, but I am being paid. It will not make me magically closer to Amelia, which is no doubt what they’re hoping.
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Pressing play again, I chomp into my first vegemite crust.

Seriously good.

Even when it’s just us on pizza Fridays, it is not just us anymore because the gloomy shadow of Ted and Amelia hangs over everything.



friday note from under the doona

word

quench – satisfy thirst, extinguish

Despite having cool red streaks in my hair, I feel quenched of hope.

problem

• Ted and Amelia

• in trouble with everyone

• bossy mother

• good chance we won’t be allowed to Strike 4 Climate, because kids get no say in what happens, so unfair

plan

nil

Yay! Gratitude gave me an idea for a plan: get information from Amelia to use against Ted

fruit ranking

briefly a perfect peach (hair colour) but quickly turned into a bruised apple

gratitude

babysitting with Plum tomorrow


Babysitting

My mum and Ted are ready to leave for lunch when Plum rings the doorbell.

‘That’ll be Cecily,’ my mother says, opening the door. When she sees Plum on the doorstep and steps aside to let her in, I can see that she’s forcing out a friendly smile.

‘Hello, Plum!’

‘Hey, Anne.’ Plum walks past her into the house, looking around.

‘I thought Cecily was babysitting with you,’ Mum says to me quietly.

‘I never said that.’

She gives me a serious look. ‘You didn’t, Nell, but you let me assume it.’

I can tell my mother is cross, but now is not the time to have the discussion.

I shrug, feeling bad, but not that bad. ‘Don’t you need to leave?’

Ted comes back, having delivered Amelia’s overloaded backpack into the living room.

I introduce Ted to Plum, and he makes eye contact with us both. ‘Okay, the only thing you need to remember is no peanuts or anything containing peanuts, or peanut oil. There’s an EpiPen in the backpack which Milly knows how to use. Ring me if you need anything.’

Amelia is obviously just as keen as I am for them to leave. ‘Bye, Dad. Bye, Anne. Have fun,’ she says, smiling up at me.

‘You too. Be good for Nell!’ says Ted.
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Amelia wants to use the bathroom.

‘Come upstairs when you finish,’ I say.

I head straight up to my room and Plum follows.

‘What are we going to do?’ she asks.

‘Babysit.’

When Plum sees the photo of my dad, she picks it up and carries it over to the window. ‘Hot guy!’

‘It’s my dad.’ I feel anxious that she’s holding the photo, but I make myself breathe. It’s not like she’s going to hurt it, or steal it.

She puts it down.

‘He died when I was a baby. I never knew him.’

‘I’m sorry about your dad. He’s heaps better looking than Ted.’

I feel a strange moment of loyalty to Ted, who looks fine, but must be about forty, and can’t be compared to my handsome father who’d just turned twenty-eight in the photo.

‘How long’s your mum been dating Ted?’

‘For a while. They want us all to move in together,’ I say, ready to share my worries.

‘So, is he going to put a ring on it?’ Plum waggles her left hand in front of her face. She’s talking wedding ring.

‘Oh, no. My mum doesn’t believe in marriage.’

‘Um, well, newsflash: it’s real. It’s not like Father Christmas. You have to believe in it.’

‘I mean for herself. She knows it’s – a thing – in the world.’

Plum looks at me with the are-you-an-alien look, which is becoming familiar. ‘Your mum is weird.’

She’s not wrong, but I prefer to be the one to criticise my mum.

And I do not criticise her for not believing in marriage.

I criticise her for wanting to upend our life, for having such an eagle eye on how much sugar I’m allowed to eat, for being so keen on activities like spelling bee, and for not giving up on me being sporty or coordinated. Et cetera.

Why is it easy to talk to Cecily and Gus about how I feel about the plans to move in with Ted and Amelia, but somehow with Plum, conversations swerve off course?

‘Knock knock,’ says Amelia, at the door, looking shyly into the room.

I give her an official babysitter welcoming smile. ‘Come in. Sorry about the mess.’

She should not be feeling that we are ignoring her. For a start it’ll get back to Ted and my mum, and trouble will follow.

‘What are we going to do?’ Amelia asks, sitting on the edge of my bed, looking around at my room.

‘Yeah, what are we going to do?’ Plum asks, rolling her eyes.

‘Well, we are babysitting and – what would you like to do?’

‘Do you know how to do French braids?’ Amelia asks.

‘Sure,’ I say.

‘I already got out the tangles this morning. And I brought over modelling clay for us to make some beads.’

‘Wow, that sounds like fun,’ says Plum, crossing her eyes and pulling a face behind Amelia’s back.

I set up a stool in front of the bathroom mirror and start braiding.

Plum is concentrating on her phone and even though she’s getting half the money, it’s clear I’m going to be doing all the babysitting.
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Plum beckons me over to the doorway and whispers, ‘Nate and some of the others are at that park near school. Let’s get out of here.’

‘We can’t, we’re babysitting.’

‘This is boring, and it’s not how you babysit. What’s supposed to happen is this: you put the kid in front of a movie with a bowl of snacks and leave her to enjoy it. I didn’t sign on for crafty Saturday.’

Actually, she did sign on for babysitting Saturday, but she’s obviously changed her mind.

‘Come on, Nell, what are you so scared of?’

‘What are you whispering about?’ asks Amelia. ‘Are you planning a surprise for me?’

Plum looks at me. ‘We are!’ she says in a fake-friendly voice. ‘A lovely surprise of choose your own film and we’ll make you a special bowl of snacks to eat while you’re watching it.’

I check the time. We’ve got at least two hours before Mum and Ted will be home from lunch.

What am I so scared of?

‘Sure,’ I say. ‘Let’s choose a film that you really, really want to see. And then later, after the film, we can make some beads.’
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Amelia is one hundred per cent concentrating on Ratatouille and putting one smartie after another into her mouth, eyes not leaving the screen, when we sneak out.

I let the front door lock click as softly as I can. My heart is racing uncomfortably fast, but I ignore it as we hurry to the park.

I tell myself that we’ll only be away for an hour.

Probably less!

Home way before the film is finished, ages before the parents return.

Plum whoops and starts running. ‘We’re free!’

I run beside her.

I am laughing, leaping, reckless, electric.


Escape to the Park

When we get to the park Nate and Harry and Monty are already there, playing with a tennis ball.

They see us but don’t stop or ask us to join in.

Not that I want to play any game with a ball, let alone a game where it seems the idea is not that you catch the ball, but that you hit someone as hard as you can with the ball.

Plum sits on the grass, leaning against the trunk of the closest tree.

I stand next to her, not super keen to sit down where dogs wee.

‘Nice one, Nate,’ she calls out as Nate’s shot hits Harry in the thigh and Harry hits the ground in a combat roll he’s been perfecting since prep.

I have a flash of what this would be like with Cecily. We’d see the boys, and walk in the other direction, in the direction of a tree that we like to climb.

If I were here with Gus, he’d look at them, look at me, shrug, shake his head, and ask, Why, Nelmac, why? as we walked past.

‘Hey, Nate,’ Plum calls out.

Nate puts his hand out in a casual greeting but doesn’t take his eye off the ball.

‘Nate, did you know that Nell thinks you’re so fine?’

Nate looks at me, looks at Plum, and back to me with a shocked expression.

Monty takes advantage of the break in concentration to land the tennis ball squarely into the front of Nate’s shoulder.

‘Not like that!’ I call out. ‘Like, just barely okay. Okay?’

Nate looks relieved. ‘Okay!’

Homeostasis.

In what kind of off-balance world would I actually think Nate was the other sort of fine?

Nate throws the ball really hard and gets Harry in the upper arm with a loud bock noise.

‘Nice one,’ Plum says, again.

Is she really interested in watching these guys?

Why am I even here?

I have zero interest in being an audience to this stupid game.

And I’m letting my mum and Ted down. My first proper babysitting gig, and I’m blowing it.

In fact, I am doing the worst thing I’ve ever done in my life. I have left a seven-year-old kid alone in a house that isn’t even her house.

It’s probably an actual crime to leave someone that age unsupervised.

Understanding washes over me, cold and clear.

‘Hey, I’m going back home,’ I say to Plum.

‘No, you’re not,’ she says, hooking her arm into mine.

‘We – I shouldn’t have left Amelia. I have to go.’

‘Relax. She’ll be fine. Don’t be such a stress-head. What’s the worst thing that could happen to her?’

That’s when I remember.

It flutters around my edges, then rips through me like a hurricane: I tipped the contents of my backpack onto my rug. Including an old bag of scroggin. And that bag contains peanuts.

I feel goosebumps of horror gently lifting the hair on my scalp.

What if she realises we’re not there?

What if she calls out and we don’t answer?

What if she wanders around looking for us but we’re gone?

What if she’s frightened and crying?

I think of how worried I would have been if something like that had happened to me when I was seven. I would have flipped out.

What if she heads upstairs calling out my name?

What if she goes into my room and looks around? Of course she’ll head straight for my room.

What if she sees a tasty-looking bag of snack food and doesn’t register that there are peanuts in it because it’s also got banana chips and dried apricots and SMARTIES?

What if she dips in and eats something from the bag and has an anaphylactic reaction?

No one will be there when her airways close over.

What if she . . . dies?

She could actually DIE.

And it will be my fault.

‘What’s happened to your face?’ Plum asks. ‘Your lips have gone all white. And your freckles look weird.’

I bend over and vomit. I didn’t even know I was going to be sick. It’s my body telling me as strongly as it can that I should be horrified at what I’ve done.

‘That’s gross,’ says Plum, pushing me away. ‘Yuck!’

Spitting, and wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I turn away from her and run.

Super-charged by adrenaline, I finally work out how to run fast.

Past the roundabout with the flowering gum trees, past the kindergarten, past the bus shelter that smells like wee, past the place they were going to put the safe-injecting room but then didn’t because it was too close to the kinder, past the Hawkinses’ house where they leave out bags of free stuff from their veggie garden, around the final corner, past Mr Gruber’s clipped hedge, gasping and running.

I yank open our gate so hard it slams with a heavy iron clunk on the gate post.

My hand is shaking so much as I try to put the key in the lock that I have to steady it by grabbing my own wrist.

It took ten minutes to walk to the park; it’s taken five to run home.

I can see from the hallway that Amelia isn’t in front of the television.

The film has been paused.


Amelia

I’m halfway up the stairs, too scared to breathe, when the downstairs toilet flushes and a tap is turned on. I exhale, and head down with shaky legs.

Amelia’s face lights up as she sees me.

I am ashamed.

What have I ever done to deserve a friendly look from her?

‘Come and watch this bit, it’s so funny! When Ratatouille is using his hair like puppet strings so he knows what to do!’ She links her still-damp little paw in mine and we settle in front of the television.

‘I like Ratatouille, too,’ I say.

‘Where’s Plum? Does she want to watch with us?’

‘She had to go home.’

As we settle down, I check the snack bowl and see she’s eaten way too many Smarties, so I gently lift it away.

‘Time for some lunch soon?’

‘No peanut butter,’ she says vaguely, completely reabsorbed in the film.

I put the snack bowl in the kitchen and go upstairs. Everything is on the rug, undisturbed. I pick up the potentially deadly scroggin bag and jam it on a high shelf in my wardrobe.
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Amelia climbs on a stool to sit at the central kitchen bench.

‘What’s your favourite sandwich?’ I ask.

She looks wary. ‘Don’t laugh.’

‘You like a funny sandwich?’

‘I like cheese and apple.’

‘I like cheese and strawberry.’

We look at each other in a fruit and cheese bonding moment, and I start to make our sandwiches.

‘Okay – let’s play favourite food snap.’

‘Okay.’

‘Favourite fruit, one, two, three . . .’

‘Cherries.’ We say it at the same time.

‘Favourite pasta, one, two, three . . .’

‘Lasagne.’ Again, we say the same thing.

‘Best flavoured milk, one, two, three . . .’

‘CHOCOLATE!’

‘Four out of four!’ We high-five each other.

‘Are you warming to the idea? Dad said you would.’

‘Did he? What else did he say?’

She looks down at her plate and speaks quietly. ‘He said that I’m a lovely girl, and when you got to know me, you’d like me.’

Maybe. And I have to admit that what my mum said could be true – spending a bit more time with Amelia I can see she’s not a bad kid. But liking someone does not mean you want them in your family!

‘Your dad is probably right. How do you like the apple sliced?’

‘I’ll cut them,’ she says.

‘Are you allowed?’

‘I’m allowed to use a paring knife, but not a chef’s knife yet. Not till I’m ten and my hand fits it better. It’s so unfair because Buddy Oliver gets to use a big knife. And hot pans. And make cooking videos. He’s very talented.’

‘Would you like to make cooking videos?’

She smiles shyly. ‘I’d love to.’

I push the board over to her and watch her slice the apple like a pro, holding her fingers in the crab position. ‘Wow.’

‘It’s because of Dad being such a good cook,’ she says. ‘My mum can’t cook so well. She says she didn’t need to once she met my dad. But then they didn’t stay together, so . . .’

I hand her another apple to slice. ‘I’m going to try apple and cheese, too. What’s it like living between two houses?’

‘It’s okay, now.’

She’s cutting so carefully and so well and I’m filling the sandwiches as she finishes slicing.

‘But we had to try lots of things. My dad calls it an “agile approach”. That means you’re allowed to keep changing stuff till it works.’

Things that Ted and her mum have said to her seem to have sunk in.

‘What are some of the things you’ve done to make it work?’ I open a bag of chips and put some next to each sandwich. ‘Don’t tell my mum.’

She takes a chip and puts it inside her sandwich and takes a bite. ‘That’s good!’ She’s thinking about her answer as she chews.

‘The main thing was having extra stuff that didn’t have to go from house to house. Like PJs and undies and toothbrush and enough books. I have spares at both places. And I have the exact same pillow on both my beds, so going to sleep always feels right.’

‘And it was two years ago that they separated?’

‘Yes. I was in prep.’

‘Wow. That’s a pretty big change when you’re five.’

She nods and brightens up. ‘The good thing is that I got a big stepbrother and a dog. My mum’s partner, Sadie, has a son called Will and a dog called Birdie. We call Will “Willo”.’

‘How old’s he?’

‘Just turned thirteen.’

‘And you get on with him?’

‘He’s the best. I like this bread.’

‘My mum gets it from Lilly Pilly.’

‘Oh, yeah, that’s how they met.’

‘My mum and your dad?’

Amelia nods. ‘They already knew each other because Anne gets coffee at Oliver and the Bean sometimes, and then one day they were next to each other in the queue for a baguette at Lilly Pilly.’

Because I’ve thought of Ted as annoying and strictly temporary from day one I never asked how they met. Bread and coffee? Not exactly romantic. Good!

I remember about gathering information I can use against Ted.

‘So, your dad, has he had lots of girlfriends since he split up with your mum?’

‘Nope. Just Anne.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. He looooooooooooves her.’

When Mum and Ted get back we are making beads at the kitchen bench and Amelia grumbles about going home.

It must look like a perfect babysitting scene, and Mum gives me a ‘good job’ smile that I one hundred per cent do not deserve.
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Later, as I’m going to sleep, I decide I have to be nicer to Amelia from now on.

It’s not like the parent plans are her fault.

I’m so relieved that she was okay!

No

harm

done.

I will never nearly kill her again.

I also have a pang of missing Cecily.

Can you be homesick for a friend?


Don’t Look Away

As I head upstairs to Skype with Map, my mum comes out of the living room where she’s been on the phone to Ted.

‘Ted tells me that Amelia had a great time here yesterday.’

‘Good.’

‘And –?’

‘And, I made some babysitting money. Woo!’

‘And –?’

‘And you got to go to Pomegranate?’

‘Okay, I was hoping to hear that maybe you got to know Milly a bit better.’

I sigh. ‘I know she is into food and, related: she would love to make cooking videos and she’s a fan of Buddy Oliver.’

My mum smiles.

I check my watch. ‘Map Skype.’

‘Give her my love.’
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We’re reading the battle scene in Northern Lights, Chapter 20, ‘À Outrance’, which means to the utmost, or the bitter end, or the death.

If someone had told me I’d love a book that involved a battle between two armour-clad bears this much, I would not have believed them.

But I do.

Because the battle is not just about bears, it’s about honour, loyalty, corruption, truth and so many other interesting things.

I start, reading the first five pages, where Lyra has to make sure she can warn her bear friend, Iorek Byrnison, that she has tricked the evil bear into doing battle with him.

But she knows her friend is tired and hungry and his armour is old and battered.

Lyra is worried he’ll lose.

I am worried!

Map takes over for the next five pages. Things are looking bad for Iorek Byrnison.

When Map reads that Lyra – brave Lyra – is in tears because she believes her friend will die in the battle, I stop breathing. He can’t die!

Lyra decides she must keep looking at him, so if he looks her way he will see her love and belief in him shining from her eyes.

She must not look away, no matter how difficult it is to see her dear fearless friend in this deadly battle.

Map has to stop and blow her nose. She gets quite emotional sometimes.

‘Break?’ she checks.

‘No!’ I need to know urgently, one way or the other, whether Iorek Byrnison can defy the odds and win.

She reads on until we can finally relax.

I was so scared, I could only take tiny little half-breaths for about three pages and now my face is very hot.

Spoiler: he wins.

I’ve had to flop on my bed and take a few huge gulps of air to recover, and have never felt more relieved about anything I’ve ever read in a novel.


School Strike 4 Climate

Lying in bed, wide awake, still thinking about Lyra and her determination to look, without flinching, at the worst possible thing she could imagine.

She’s determined to be there for her friend, Iorek Byrnison, if he happens to look her way while he’s in a battle to the death.

It connects like a puzzle piece with Greta Thunberg. The courage of not looking away, no matter how painful.

It’s not an armoured bear in Greta’s case, but a planet she loves.

She looks, without flinching, at the effects of climate change.

Sitting alone outside the Swedish parliament.

Not being afraid, not being intimidated, determined to change things.

Facing up to the most difficult thing imaginable again and again and again.

Repeating her clear and urgent message to adults all over the world until she is more than one girl sitting with a protest sign, she is the face of a movement of millions of kids who want climate action.

Because she would not look away.

And it’s like Map’s wall message about paying attention.

I know I’m not that brave – not as brave as Lyra, or Greta, or Map – but I am now looking at climate change.

I have finally given it a proper divider section in my catastrophe notebook, my whole Important to Me talk, stapled in because I couldn’t find sticky tape.

Even though I’m utterly failing – so far – to have any impact on my mum’s plans, maybe I can succeed at getting the grade sixes to the School Strike 4 Climate.

I must do it, or die trying.

Not literally die, but try really, really, really hard.


Greta and Lyra Energy Needed Urgently

Arriving at school a quarter of an hour earlier than usual I head straight for the principal’s office.

Dev, the principal’s assistant, is already having his first cup of tea and biscuit, and is hard at work.

‘Hi Dev, is Sofia free? I need to see her.’

‘Good morning, Nelly. Unless it’s an emergency, can I suggest you catch up with her in the playground at lunchtime?’

Sofia has a playground wander every Monday and Friday lunchtime, so she can be accessible to students.

She likes to hear our ‘news and views’.

‘It is a dire emergency.’ I fix my eyes on Dev, not looking away, hoping to channel some Lyra energy.

He stands up, looking worried. ‘Let me see if she can find a couple of minutes before her eight thirty.’

[image: illustration]

‘Take a seat, Nelly.’

‘Nell.’ They forget, these people who’ve known me since prep.

‘Nell!’ Sofia gives me an encouraging smile.

‘Sofia, I’m here to personally let you know how important it is that grade six gets to go to the climate strike.’

Sofia shuffles through some papers on her desk. ‘I have your petition here . . .’

‘So you know that every single grade six signed it?’

‘Yes.’

‘We are unanimous. We are committed.’

‘Good work, but I still need to speak to a couple more members of the school council before I make my decision.’

‘Thank you, Sofia. Is there anyone you’d like me to speak to?’ I’m keeping the eye contact dialled to ten.

‘No, thanks, Nell. I’ll be sure to let Alex know the outcome. Is there anything else?’

I stand up, fierce eye contact unwavering.

‘Let’s talk again soon,’ she says, glancing at her watch.

I will not look away, no matter how difficult it is. ‘I should mention that I’m prepared to come and sit outside your office every day, if necessary. If that’s what it takes to get grade six to School Strike 4 Climate, I’ll do it.’

She looks startled, but smiles and nods as Dev comes in to usher me out.
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I’m floating along on the specific good feeling of trying to do the right thing, until I cross paths with Plum and Nate.

My smile freezes as Nate starts pretending to puke.

Nate is particularly good at a realistic ‘about to vomit’ action and sound effects.

What Cecily would do is tell Nate not to be horrible.

What Plum does is laugh.

Who is she, my maybe friend who got really excited about grade six going to School Strike 4 Climate, or someone who cares more about being popular with Nate?

I trail along behind them towards the grade six building feeling queasy and humiliated.

Is my friendship with Plum fizzling down before I even get to ask her about her favourite sort of catastrophe?

I bet she would have said ‘fashion catastrophes’.

That’s the sort of story in the magazines at her place. Two celebrities turn up somewhere in the same outfit! Who wore it best?

Not as interesting as Cecily and Gus’s areas, but it is a thing.




When someone says ‘fashion catastrophe’ it usually means that you don’t look right for various reasons according to someone else, probably a fashion journalist, or even a mean friend.

Maybe this shouldn’t be worn with that, or your colours clash, or your accessories are all wrong, or that’s so last season, or something doesn’t suit you.

What comes to mind when I think ‘fashion catastrophe’ is slightly different.

I think of the time Cecily told me about a boy in the twins’ class who got his penis caught in the zip of his pants and had to go to hospital.

Having a synthetic material melting into your skin in a fire.

Bursting for the toilet while wearing a onesie that you can’t get out of in time.

Getting your neck broken by a scarf that gets caught in the wheels of an open car. That happened in real life to a famous dancer called Isadora Duncan a long time ago.

Period blood leaking onto light-coloured jeans or skirt and making a huge, red, impossible-to-hide stain. My plan if I do ever get my period is that I will always carry a long-sleeved top that I can casually tie around my waist in a situation like that.

Bell sleeves draping themselves in gravy.

Finally getting to wear high heels only to lose balance and break your ankle.

Using an old-fashioned umbrella with a metal spike and getting electrocuted when struck by lightning.

I’m sure there are lots more, but those are some of the most obvious fashion catastrophes that spring to mind.




Juggling Friendship

In the bags area Cecily and Gus have goo-goo eyes looking at new photos of Fennel on Gus’s phone.

They glance up but don’t offer the phone to share as they would have before I ditched spelling bee, before I ditched them for Plum.

‘Can I have a look?’ I ask.

Gus shrugs and hands me his phone. ‘Sure.’

The kitten is adorable, tortoiseshell, with little black splodges on her face, as though she’s been splashed with paint.

One photo shows her teeny little paw-pads. I need to share the cuteness with someone, but Cecily has gone over to chat with Rhianna.

‘When can I meet her in person?’ I ask Gus, feeling needy, and aware of Nate still miming the big vomit episode and Plum still finding it funny.

Gus shrugs again. ‘I mean, Saturday after spelling bee practice if you want to come over.’

My mouth is open, about to enthusiastically agree.

‘Oh, no, it can’t be this Saturday,’ says Gus. ‘I think we’re meant to be going to Rhianna’s.’

He says it like he couldn’t care less either way and does not offer a different time that I could come over.

And it’s another awkward frozen-smile-on-my-face moment.

Walking into the classroom in the cold air between all my not-friends, I check that my phone is on silent and hand it to Alex who is greeting everyone and holding the phone locker.

Over at the Wings of Hope installation on the back wall, Plum is pinning up a feather while Cecily, standing next to her, poses for Rhianna, before Alex removes Rhianna’s phone.

Time to check in on my hope levels.

• Hopefulness levels re friendship: LOW. I will have to go to spelling bee tomorrow night. Friendship action is needed. As with climate change, talking isn’t enough. Need to walk the walk. Have I left it too late? I hope not.

• And what about Plum? What sort of friend teases you about something that is already embarrassing, like public puking?

• Hopefulness levels re blocking the move into Ted’s: VERY LOW. But it’s not over till it’s over, i.e., until the removalist truck arrives.

• Hopefulness levels re grade six getting permission to go to the School Strike 4 Climate: MODERATE.

Could a school council and a school principal ignore a one hundred per cent petition response?

Not without the whole year level feeling disrespected!

If I sit alone outside Sofia’s office, day after day – which I’m fully prepared to do – eventually new friends might gather around me, like-minded friends.

I look around the room.

Cecily is the most like-minded by a long way.

I haven’t added my climate action hopes to the Wings of Hope, so I go to the hope box and choose a mauve feather to take back to my desk.

On it I write: I hope to attend School Strike 4 Climate with my whole year level.

Cecily is sitting next to me and leans in a bit to see what I’ve written.

Normally she’d say something encouraging.

Now she has no comment for me, or my hope.

I miss the hundred little drips of kindness that a nice friend can give you on any old day.

I pin my hope onto the edge of the left-hand wing.

Half covering Romi’s hope to make a major contribution to public life.

Seriously.

I meant to look for Plum’s feather, but I didn’t see what colour it was.

Walking back to my table, Plum shoves me in the back. When I turn to frown, she’s grinning. ‘Just kidding with all the –’ She mimes vomiting again.

Yeah, right.

‘Sure,’ I say, forcing out what is meant to be a chuckle, but is really more of a gulp.
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Lunchtime starts with Cecily not waiting for me to go to our usual spot near the kitchen garden.

She no doubt thinks I’ll be sitting with Plum.

Plum makes the ‘are you coming?’ gesture by moving her head in the direction of the door, but she’s with Nate and Monty, and I’m in no mood for more dissection of my public vomiting episode.

So I start chomping on my loner-lunch sandwich sitting in the bag area, but soon get shooed outside by Alex.

In the blinking bright playground, the first person I see is Sofia.

I make a beeline for her and we talk about climate action until she checks her watch and remembers she needs to make an urgent call.

Let’s hope it’s to a council member about the climate strike!
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While we’re cleaning up after dinner, I ask my mother if I can go to spelling bee, round three, tomorrow night.

She abruptly stops spraying and wiping the bench. ‘Of course you can! I’m glad you want to go.’

I try out my quizzical look on her. It’s one hundred per cent based on Sofia’s. Eyebrows up. Three-quarter face.

‘I think Cecily has been hoping you’d go, even though you’re not competing.’

‘Well, I will.’

‘No second thoughts about stopping?’

‘Nope.’

Spelling bee is definitely over.

But I hope our friendship is not.


Triumph!

We are responding to a creative writing prompt to use a number or numbers in any way we like in a short piece of writing.

It can be fiction or non-fiction.

Alex has left us working quietly while she speaks to someone in the hallway.

We can see her back through the closed door, so no one is bothering to talk.

She’d just come straight back in looking disappointed and talk to us about the benefits of behaving as independent learners.

Nobody wants to hear that one again.

I read Cecily’s first sentence over her shoulder: No one knew exactly what was going on behind the doors at 234 Pickles Lane, but private investigator Susan Lamington had her suspicions.

If things weren’t so chilly between us she would have already shown me and asked me what I thought of her character’s name. (I love it.)

What a hook! I don’t even like mysteries, but I want to read on.

My first sentence is, The ten most common hazards in the home are mould, an unserviced gas heater which might be putting fatal levels of carbon monoxide in the air, loose rugs, smoke detectors with flat batteries, spoiled food that has become toxic, cigarette smoke, poisons, for example dishwasher powder or liquid or pesticides not kept in child-safe cupboards, pool with unlatched gate or even a fishpond, objects left on the floor which could be a choking hazard for small visitors . . .

That’s nine straight off the top of my head.

‘Numbers’ prompts me to brood again on my failed strategies to avoid moving in with Ted and Amelia.

I still haven’t figured out a way to show my mother the photos outside Ted’s café without also having to admit that we were spying on Ted.

While I’m trying to think of a tenth common household hazard, Alex comes back in pink-cheeked and smiling.

She does her ‘attention, please’ signal, which is both arms in the air and two finger clicks, pause, two more clicks. We respond, both arms up straight and two finger clicks, pause, two more clicks.

A classful of finger clicks is a lovely sound.

‘Grade six, big news! We have permission to attend School Strike 4 Climate!’

It’s as though she’s given us an Academy Award.

Everyone cheers, and stands up. Some people are dancing on the spot. Others are screaming their heads off. Romi and Sid start drumming their table with rulers. There’s an ongoing loop of woo-hoos racing around the classroom.

Even though this is an unusually loud response, and we would usually be told to settle down, Alex is standing there, nodding and smiling.

She is honestly the most enthusiastic human I’ve ever met.

‘Lap of the oval to express our high spirits, I think, and then back into the classroom. And three cheers for Nell and her leadership on this.’

As people cheer, I can see Cecily being overpowered by her own niceness.

She gives me a high five. ‘Go, Nell. You did it!’

As we grab hats and head out to the oval together in the throng, I say, ‘I can come to spelling bee tonight; I checked with Mum.’

She links arms and pulls me along with her. ‘I’m so happy.’

And so am I.

But I missed a chance to tell everyone that it was Cecily who inspired me.




This is a special planning entry because I’m feeling the weight of responsibility for bringing my whole class to the School Strike 4 Climate, and will give a short talk about staying safe at a demonstration.

I’ll include suggestions of what to bring:

Sunscreen

Hat

Water

Substantial snacks

Phone

Myki card

Comfortable shoes, important for walking without getting blisters and to save feet from possible trampling.

Everyone will need a designated friend not to lose sight of in case they get separated from the group, and a landmark place to meet up after the rally if they do get separated.

Knowing how to stay safe in a crowd is important, especially if you are small or short.

Crowds can gather their own momentum like a wave and surge forward, so if you get stuck between a hard wall and a surging crowd you could get squashed.

This has happened with fatal consequences at sporting events and even music festivals from time to time.

I’ll remind people to avoid the front of the crowd if we’re heading for a wall.

If you can make your way to the edges of a crowd it is often a bit less densely populated and safer.




Disaster!

Crowd worries aside, my hopefulness levels have risen exponentially in just one day.

I’m so happy it would be possible to skip all the way home, even as I think of safety issues.

However, for whatever reason, grade sixes don’t skip in the street. That stops by the end of grade three.

I almost feel as though I’m floating.

It’s no trouble at all to smile as I walk past Mr Gruber and so he doesn’t get to say that it might never happen.

I lift the gate to the exact sweet spot where there’s no scraping.

As I put my key in the lock, the door opens from the inside.

‘Hi, you’re –’ I say.

‘Late cancellation.’

‘Mum, the best thing – we’re allowed to go to School Strike 4 Climate, officially, the whole of grade six.’

But – what is going on?

My mum isn’t doing any of the right things.

Where there should be a huge smile, a hug, some congratulations, there is only angry silence.

‘My talk and the petition – they worked!’

‘You and I need to talk.’

I follow her as she walks briskly to the kitchen.

She uses a hand gesture for me to sit down as though I’m in a job interview.

‘I am trying to contain my annoyance here, so let me double-check this with you. Did you leave this house when you were babysitting Amelia on Saturday?’

Eep.

I don’t need to answer; she can tell just by looking at me that I did.

‘How did you find out?’

‘How did I find out? HOW DID I FIND OUT? That is not the question here, Eleanor. The question –’ She stops to take an enormous breath. ‘The question here is, what on earth were you thinking?’

‘How did you find out, though?’

‘Because I finished early today, I bought a babka on the way home and took half of it in to Mr and Mrs Gruber.

‘Mr Gruber was asking me if you were in training, or if school sports were coming up. Because he had never seen you running so fast as when you ran home on Saturday, around lunchtime. You were running so fast, apparently, you didn’t even hear him say hello.’

She cuts some babka and pushes a slice towards me.

Thankfully we are a family that does not neglect to eat in a crisis.

‘And I gather you were alone. Was Plum still here looking after Amelia?’

I don’t know where to begin. I turn my plate in a full circle while I think.

‘Is this ringing any bells?’ she asks.

I’m looking down at the chocolate swirls in my babka. They’re hypnotic. ‘I’ve been very irresponsible.’

‘So it seems.’

‘I wasn’t gone for long. And I realised that I shouldn’t have gone at all. So I came straight back home.’

She looks a fraction more relaxed.

‘That’s why I was running so fast.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘The cockatoo park.’

‘Were you meeting someone there?’

‘Some kids from school. I didn’t even want to go . . .’ Uh-oh. Now I’ve dragged Plum into it.

‘I see.’ She chews a mouthful of cake and puts on the kettle.

I get up and pour myself a glass of milk.

‘I can’t believe that you thought it was okay to leave a seven-year-old all by herself. I honestly thought you were mature enough to do a two-hour daytime babysitting job in your own home.’

‘I should never have done it. I’ll never do it again.’

‘Imagine if a babysitter had deserted you at that age!’

‘I would have been scared. But I promise Amelia didn’t even know I was gone. She won’t be traumatised. You don’t need to tell Ted, do you?’

‘I certainly do. And I need to work out an appropriate punishment.’

I gulp some milk.

‘Is it still okay for you to drop me at spelling bee?’ I ask in my most polite voice.

‘You are not going anywhere except your room, young lady.’

‘But you said . . .’

‘Now.’

‘You’re really sending me to my room?’

Another huge breath. ‘I need some space to think about this and calm down.’
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I put my bag down very quietly, flop onto my bed, and text Cecily. Huge trouble. Not allowed out of my room. Tell you tomorrow. Good luck! That’ll be hovering in space until she finishes her saxophone lesson.

I’m hanging out for that blue double tick, proof of connection to someone who’ll understand, forgive, and be on my side.

Default on-my-sider is my mother, but I’ve blown that for the time being.

Glancing at my Tom Holland poster, I know I’m completely unworthy.

He deserves to marry a woman of integrity: someone like Greta or Malala, if she hadn’t just got married, and I’ll be out in the cold.

Deservedly so.
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My mother calls me down for dinner, but doesn’t eat with me. She is finishing some work and says she’ll eat later. I hear the buzz of her voice talking on the phone.

Impending punishment is circling me like a large shark.

It’s out there.

It’s coming for me.

It’s just a matter of when, and what the damage will be.

General hopefulness level has plummeted to ocean-deep doom.




Shark attacks are incredibly rare.

But if it happens and a shark is coming for you and you haven’t fainted with fear, you’re supposed to try for a hard punch or poke in the eye; this frightens sharks away. Would also be frightening to do.

Also, don’t swim alone.

And don’t swim at dusk, shark feeding time.

Stone fish. Know what they look like and avoid stepping on one.

Stingrays. I hate swimming over them. You can’t put your feet down in case they spike you.

Blue-ringed octopus. Never run your hands along the underside of rocks in rock pools.

In piranha-infested water, the main thing to do is not bleed: they are attracted to blood; so, associated, stay away from where people might be fishing.

Irukandji jellyfish. Man, you do not want to run into one of these. They are lethal.

If you are stung and don’t die, you are likely to be sick and in excruciating pain. Vinegar straight onto the sting and removal of tentacles is good first aid.

When I did a talk on Irukandji jellyfish in grade four, my presentation included a first-hand account of the pain of a sting victim who had said, Just let me die, and Hannah Lewinsky’s mum rang my mum to complain, because Hannah refused to swim in the ocean after that.

But jellyfish are seasonal, so you can just try to avoid them.

Or swim in pools.




Punishment

My mother and Ted sit side by side on the sofa. I hate the way they are looking at each other, as if they are a double act.

I prefer Mum cross and alone.

We have been through the details of what happened. The facts, or the ones I’m prepared to share, are on the table.

The scroggin bag left on my bedroom floor will go with me to the grave.

At the end of all the hashing through, my mother asks me what I have to say.

The words are there but they sit at the back of my mouth, little aeroplanes refusing to leave the runway.

That metaphor class has really stayed with me.

One aeroplane is full of the bits I can’t say about why I went to the park. Who I am, or who I sometimes want to be, or worse, who I want to look like, or be seen as.

That plane has my insecurities sitting up front in business class, with Plum wandering the aisles deciding who’ll get food and drinks.

I don’t like it.

Another plane contains my apologies. They’re buckled up, in every shape and size, and they are all sincere. I am old enough to know that what I did was wrong with no get-out clause.

Plain, big, full caps wrong.

WRONG.

Neon-signed wrong.

Embroidery stitched and made into a cushion wrong.

Written in the sky wrong.

Another plane is screening this scene as if it were film or television.

I’d either cry and say I was sorry, or I’d huff and puff like a wolf, raise my voice, stamp my foot and say to Ted, You’re not even my real father.

One plane carries a solo passenger, my little-kid self, convinced that she is suddenly and completely unimportant. As though there’s a competition for my mother’s attention, little-kid me wants to shout, look at me me me me me me me me me me me, don’t look at him.

In my heart is something looser and more out of control. More like, how come you are suddenly in my life? Who let you in? Why didn’t I get a vote here?

Just two words comes out, ‘I’m sorry.’

Two little packages on the luggage carousel.

Maybe they are the only words that count.

But I can’t even get that right; they emerge with a half-swallowed squeak.

‘What did you say?’ my mother asks.

I clear my throat and push the words out a bit harder. ‘I’m sorry.’

When we get down to the nuts and bolts of punishment, it’s another exchanging glances moment.

They’ve discussed it.

They’ve talked about me behind my back.

They’ve workshopped the best way for me to make amends.

I am going to help out at Ted’s café.

Thrice.

This Thursday after school, Saturday afternoon, next Thursday after school.

And I’m grounded for the same three weeks.

They are making the punishment do the extra work of me getting to know Ted and his world better, of me liking Ted better, of me accepting that we’ll all move in together and blend.

They wish.

I am nodding when a final plane turns up and shows me who’s on board.

It’s my dad, with his great smile.

But I don’t know what he’s saying. What would he say? I can’t hear him, no matter how much I long to hear him. No matter how much I hope he’d understand and be the one on my side.

His plane makes me cry.

It’s the crying that grabs you unexpectedly and fills your eyes so they’re brimming over before you’ve even realised what’s happening.

When my mother and Ted see that I’m crying, they think it’s because I feel so rotten about what I did, and that I’m so sorry, but it’s not that, it’s that I’m alone.

They have each other but I’ve only got me.

I hug my mother back and agree that we can all put this behind us and I’ll prove that I can be the responsible person they both knew I was when they first suggested that I could look after Amelia.

I ask if they’ve told Amelia. They do the glance again. No. They decided that she didn’t need to know.

To be clear, that’s not to spare me; that’s so they can keep going with their blending plans and minimise the hiccups.

A terrifying thought: I ask if I can still go to the School Strike 4 Climate if I’m grounded.

They look at each other again. They have talked about this, too.

It’s a ‘no’.


The Other Woman Isn’t

On the first Thursday of punishment I make my way to Oliver and the Bean straight after school.

Ted might teach me how to make coffee.

I can totally see myself working in a cool café handing delicious café lattes over the counter, and the word spreading about how good my coffee is.

A TV station might want to come and do a story on me – ‘Youngest barista in town wows the locals’, something like that.

‘What’s on your mind?’ asks Ted.

‘Will I be making coffee?’

‘It depends how long you work for me. Say if you apply for casual work when you turn fifteen and prove yourself to be dependable, maybe you could start some training after a year or two. I’ve never had someone that young making coffee, but who knows?’

Training?

Fifteen?

I’m not offering to perform brain surgery.

‘To be honest, Nell, you’ve got a bit of ground to make up before I can think of you as being dependable.’

That stings. I am The Unreliable Babysitter.

I’m also one hundred per cent against our families moving in together.

I must be about his least favourite person in the world.

The person behind the bar, Addison, makes Ted a coffee and hands it over without being asked.

It is moody in here – a long bar of dark timber, polished concrete floor, and a ceiling that looks like it belongs in a factory.

It’s just after three thirty and there aren’t that many people here. Ted says peak hour is between eight and eleven am with another spike between noon and two.

The customers are mostly hipster-y looking twenty-somethings, couples, and solos with laptops, and a few mothers giving kids an after-school hot chocolate.

‘Would you like something?’ Addison asks.

I remember Amelia’s information about marshmallows and wouldn’t mind a couple, but I’m too shy to ask.

‘No, thank you.’

Ted is looking at stuff on his iPad screen – tables of information that he scans and swipes through while he has his coffee. ‘Let’s see if Lizzie can take on some more shifts while Maeve is away.’

‘All good,’ says Addison. He takes a phone from his back pocket and starts texting.

I look at the big blackboards behind the bar area, their messages in coloured chalks. One is the menu, the other one reads: Thank you, Oliver and the Bean fam, this year our profits are going to Ethiopia, educating girls from families living in poverty.

‘What’s that about?’ I nod towards the blackboard.

‘Oliver and the Bean is a not-for-profit company,’ Ted replies.

‘I thought it was yours.’

He nods. ‘I take a salary, and pay overheads, like food, coffee, staff, rates, utilities, and then every year I donate the profits to education projects that benefit girls.’

I have nothing to say.

My mother is dating Jesus.

And I hate him.

‘You should give a TED talk about that.’

Ted smiles. ‘I don’t know you well enough yet to register the level of sarcasm.’

Two women enter the café, one of them blowing a kiss in Ted’s direction as they sit at a table in the window.

IT’S HER. The other woman.

I stare at Ted, my heart pounding. This is happening! He follows my eye-line.

‘That’s my sister, Ivy. Would you like to meet her?’

Heart stops pounding.

Heart sinks.

Drag heart along behind me as I troop over to meet Ivy – who is as nice as pie, who has heard so much about me, who has met my lovely mother.

At this exact moment I realise that there is no way out of this. I don’t mean the café punishment, I mean the family blend punishment, the one that will last forever.

The one I will never accept, even if I am forced into it.
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Now we head to the back of the café and through to some big storage rooms just behind the kitchen.

This space is crowded but organised, lined with shelves stacked with crockery and trays of cutlery and metal baking sheets and sacks of coffee beans. There’s an industrial fridge running along one wall.

‘What’s that?’ I point to a steel machine I don’t recognise.

‘A roaster.’

‘What’s in there?’ I’m pointing to a couple of huge containers standing on the floor.

‘Coffee grounds. What’s left after we make a coffee. I keep it for customers who want it for their compost. If there’s any left over a local nursery takes it.’

My job is to stamp the café’s logo onto the takeaway coffee cups.

Ted points out that they use a premium brand that can be recycled, so he likes to keep the stamping neat and not have any wastage.

He sets me up at a bench with cups, a stamp and an inkpad. He stamps a couple of cups to show me the right position: directly opposite the seam, in the lower half of the cup, but not right at the bottom.

Because the cup is curved, you need to apply pressure with a gentle roll of the stamp.

And then you leave them for a while before you stack them so they don’t smudge.

‘If you need me, I’ll be in there.’ He points through a doorway into a small office. ‘Or out there.’ The café. ‘And let me know if you want anything to eat or drink.’

I’m starving but too proud to ask for anything. I’m going to have to survive on the banana and muesli bar that I ate on my way here.

I get into a rhythm after the first twenty or so cups.

While I’m stamping, I realise what Ted’s funny smell is: coffee beans, which is a different smell from coffee itself.

I can’t win.


Depths of Despair

‘My life is a disaster. Even Ted’s smell came to nothing.’

‘What was it?’ asks Gus.

‘Unroasted coffee beans. It must seep into his clothes. Now I know what it is, it doesn’t even seem that bad. Just unusual.’

‘No luck with him wanting your mum for her money?’ asks Cecily.

I groan. ‘A, she’s not rich anyway, and B, he’s some former banker who now gives money away to good causes.’

‘What about the woman?’ asks Gus.

‘It was his sister.’

Plum, Cecily, Gus and I have been sent to Philosopher’s Corner to finish colouring in the diorama of ancient Rome, the last item being pinned up for Marcus Aurelius month.

We are looking at how the words of the ancient philosopher might be relevant to people in grade six blue.

‘If it is not right, do not do it, if it is not true, do not say it,’ Plum is reading one of the Marcus Aurelius quotes.

‘It is true. And I’ve said it a hundred times: I don’t want to move in with Ted and Amelia.’

‘You don’t have to turn this into something. It doesn’t have to upset you,’ offers Gus.

‘I’m already upset! I’m being forced to live with people I hardly know, I’m not allowed to go to School Strike 4 Climate and Marcus Aurelius can’t help me.’

‘Just do what I do,’ says Plum. ‘Lie low, be nice, and assume you’re allowed to do it. Parents are busy; they forget.’

‘You don’t know Anne,’ says Cecily. ‘She has a mind like a razor.’

Plum bristles.

Finally, something Plum and Cecily have in common: they both like knowing best.

‘I do know you shouldn’t give in without a fight, like a weak baby,’ says Plum.

‘I didn’t say Nell should give in.’

‘It sounded like it.’

Plum and Cecily glare at each other.

Oil and water.

‘On the morning of school strike, just say it’s compulsory,’ says Gus. ‘It was your idea. It won’t be fair if you don’t get to go.’

‘Have you told Alex you can’t go?’ asks Cecily.

‘I’m leaving it until the last minute, in case there’s a miracle and Mum does change her mind. We’ve got to colour in the Tiber or Alex will come over.’ I sigh. ‘Should we use blue or green?’

‘Both.’ Cecily and Plum say it at the same time.

‘So, it’ll be –’ Plum starts.

‘– turquoise.’ They say that at the same time, too.

If they were friends, it would be a pinky-pull moment for sure.

You wouldn’t think that two cranky people could mend an argument by deciding that the Tiber should be turquoise, but it feels like some sort of truce.

‘What about this one?’ says Cecily. ‘The impediment to action advances action. What stands in the way becomes the way.’

‘What does that even mean?’ Plum wants to know.

Cecily has her mind-whirring face on, staring into the middle distance. ‘You’re being punished for letting Amelia and Ted down. So Ted is the thing that stands in the way. He’s the impediment. If you can find a way to convince Ted you should be allowed to go to the school strike, he could become the way.’

‘How?’ I ask.

‘That’s the bit I don’t know,’ says Cecily, applying her green pencil in wave-like strokes to the Tiber. ‘But I do know your mum won’t budge.’

‘Waste no more time arguing what a good person should be. Be one.’ I say it to myself, wondering how I can convince Ted that I’m a good person.

The original quote had ‘man’ but we voted as a class to change it to ‘person’ so it could apply equally to all genders.
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Alex has her arms up doing the double clicks. We double click back.

‘This time next week we will be at the School Strike 4 Climate rally in the Treasury Gardens. We will carry our school banner, and if anyone wishes to make their own climate action signs, that would be great. But because we are marching as a school group, and representing our school, I am reminding you now that language and messaging must be appropriate.

‘Okay, how about a speed acrostic! What are the words we can build on “appropriate” in the context of a political demonstration?’ She is standing at the white board ready.

No point groaning; we know we just have to get on with it.

Or as Marcus Aurelius says, ‘You have power over your mind – not outside events. Realise this and you will find strength (to survive another acrostic).’


Accurate

Polite (i.e., no swear words)

Pertinent

Respectful (no direct insults to politicians)

Opinion

Political

Relevant

Impact

Action

Timely

Energy
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Walking home from school I listen to The Cure, which I don’t love, but I do like, and Map was right. It fits the sort of leaping around rooftop feeling that I have. My feet beat the street in a jittery rhythm to ‘Friday I’m in Love’ and the lyrics make me smile, a miracle, because I’m in the depths of despair, as Anne – of Green Gables – would say, about not being allowed to go to the climate strike.


Pizza Pleading

‘What about if I begged you to be allowed to go?’

‘No.’

‘Everyone I know will be going. My whole class is going, because of me. But I’ll have to stay at school and sit in with the grade fives.’

My mum looks at me. ‘This is not up for discussion or negotiation. I’m not going to change my mind.’

‘What about if Map spoke to you about it?’

‘Map has no interest in micro-grandparenting. She’s got enough on her plate.’

‘Including climate action.’

‘For which you need reliable people. People who can be trusted to turn up and do what they have said they will do.’

‘You are so mean.’

‘If you say so.’

Mum is the sort of parent who is a parent first. Some parents try to be popular with their kids, as though they are friends. Not my mother. She has no problem with the mean aspects of parenting.

Unfortunately for me.
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We decide on Clueless for our film tonight.

I phone our local pizza restaurant, Raymondo’s, to order. It’ll be one large Fun Guy (mushroom, geddit?) with extra garlic. One large Veggie Star (roasted red capsicum, bocconcini, capers, parsley, garlic). Every second week we get a hot salami pizza, the Piccante.

We both love the Piccante, but we are trying to eat less meat, in general, for the planet, without becoming one hundred per cent vegetarian, though it is possible we are heading steadily to being pescatarian, held back only by my love of homemade chicken nuggets with chilli mayo, and my mum saying every few weeks, My body is asking me for a steak.

This is a non-Piccante week.

But as I’m waiting for Raymondo’s to answer, Mum says, ‘Can you include a Piccante, please? With either of the others.’

‘Okay, you’re the boss.’ Honestly, I have no power. I’m at her mercy. But in this case, secretly pleased.
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As we settle into a repeat viewing of Clueless – one of our favourite films – we exchange small truce smiles and open the pizza boxes.

I watch my mother choose three slices of Piccante in a row, even though we would usually alternate pizzas.

‘Hey, are we sharing, or what?’

‘Ooops, sorry for hogging it,’ she says. ‘I am loving this hot salami tonight. Loving. It.’

She looks at the last mouthful in her hand like it’s a long-lost friend, pops it in, then chooses a Fun Guy slice with an apologetic smile.



friday note from under the doona

word

vanquished – to be utterly defeated

I have been vanquished by nosey neighbour Gruber, a horrible stinky old fossil who’d better believe I will never smile at him again.

problem

• Ted and Amelia, especially Ted, and my mean mother!

• banned from attending strike, so unfair!!!

plan

recover from being vanquished and go to the strike! (will lead to more punishment – who cares?)

fruit ranking

this week should have been a yummy kiwifruit, but all I got to eat was the prickly brown skin

gratitude

grateful that I did not accidentally kill Amelia


More Punishment

On the second day of punishment I am expecting to go back into the coffee cup room for more stamping. I’m up for it.

But today, Saturday, the punishment is made more annoying by the addition of an Amelia.

Also doesn’t leave me with much opportunity to convince Ted that I’m a good person who should be allowed to go to School Strike 4 Climate, which has to be worth a shot.

Apparently stamping is a job Amelia loves to do. Of course she does. ‘For a little while,’ says Ted, with a wink.

Amelia sees the wink, and says, ‘That’s rude. I’m a good worker.’

But he’s right.

A little while turns out to be a very little while, as in ten cups, one smudged, one off-centre, one down too low.

She is more interested in foraging through the lost property basket, ooh-ing and aah-ing at her discoveries. She is allowed to keep stuff that’s not collected within six months, and the rest goes to the op shop.

As I carefully position and stamp the café logo at the midpoint opposite the seam on each cup, putting them on the bench for the ink to dry before I stack them, Amelia is doing some dance moves in a green and white striped poncho.

Right now, this very minute, if I’d stuck with spelling bee, I could be sitting with my friends and drilling some tricky words, having some laughs, and maybe Alex would have brought in the cheese and chive scones that she sometimes makes for the Saturday meetings.

Instead . . . I’m unpaid child labour for a business that thinks it’s so good.

I could go to a TV news bulletin with the story, and then Ted would be sorry.

Ted comes in with a couple of extremely delicious-looking muffins.

‘White chocolate and raspberry,’ he says. ‘Any treasures?’

‘I adore this poncho,’ says Amelia, giving a twirl.

Ted laughs. ‘Its owner probably does, too, Mills. I’m sure it’ll get collected.’

Amelia puts on a mock-tragic face, and digs further into the basket.

‘I have to pop out for an hour to see a supplier –’

Ted looks at me.

Am I going to get a second chance to prove I can be responsible?

‘I can keep an eye on Amelia,’ I say, before he has a chance to ask.

‘Thanks, Nell. I’m just a couple of blocks away if you need me. You have my number. Addison is here, and Maeve is about to arrive.’

‘Dad, we’re fine!’ Amelia gives Ted an eye roll. ‘Thanks for the muffins.’

Before he leaves he gives her a big kiss and a hug, scrunching her up and making her laugh.

We chomp away in silence. The muffins are still warm. The white chocolate chunks are sweet and melty, the fresh raspberries are tart. It might be the best muffin I’ve ever eaten.

Amelia has found a stuffed toy that she sits on her shoulder. ‘Just like a cute little Ratatouille.’ She strokes it as if it’s a real pet, and I get back to stamping until a van’s reverse beeping sound in the laneway at the back of the café breaks my concentration.

Amelia has stopped her stream of chatter to the Ratatouille thing. I turn to see if she needs anything, and she’s sitting very still in the corner.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes.’

I’m about to turn back to stamping when I notice her breathing. She seems to be concentrating on it, breathing slowly.

I get up and go over to sit next to her on the floor. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Something’s a bit funny.’

Her breathing sounds wheezy.

‘It’s like I’ve had peanuts, only I haven’t. My lips are going numb.’

My heart starts pounding.

‘Could it be the muffin?’

She shakes her head. ‘We don’t have any peanuts at the café. I’ve only been home and here.’

Now she’s mentioned peanuts, things hit fast-forward.

Her breathing looks as though it is becoming more difficult, her eyes are starting to puff up, and I can see blotches on her face.

Something I’ve read about peanut allergies flashes into my mind. Toy stuffing sometimes includes peanut shell fibre, and inhaling that can be enough to cause an allergic reaction.

That must be rare, more likely that the kid who left the toy here also left an invisible smear of peanut butter on it.

Amelia is crying now, snuffling into the little stuffed rat. I snatch it away from her, throw it across the room, take her hand and run out to the café.

‘We need an EpiPen,’ I say.

Addison turns away from the coffee machine, sees Amelia and goes straight to a first-aid box under the counter.

He unlocks it and finds an EpiPen while I hold Amelia’s hand. ‘It’s going to be okay.’ I’m talking to myself as much as to her.

She hauls in a breath, and starts crying. ‘My throat’s swelling up.’

Addison looks at me. ‘Can you use one of these? I haven’t had training, but Maeve has, and she’s due any minute.’

He takes the pen from its packaging and squats down so he’s at Amelia’s eye level. ‘Mills, you know how to do this yourself, don’t you?’

She’s sobbing now, and clearly frightened. ‘I want my dad to do it.’

‘I’ll do it.’ I take the EpiPen. I’m running through everything I learnt doing the grade six leadership group first-aid training course at school.

I know for sure that we do not have time to wait even one more minute for Maeve, or to ring Ted.

This has to be done NOW.

I take the pen from Addison, check it’s a junior dose, unwrap it, remove the blue cap. ‘Look out the window, Mills.’

I place the orange end firmly on the side of her thigh, holding her leg still and – click – inject right through her jeans, just like I practised at school.

‘Count with me,’ I say. She joins in. ‘One – two – three.’

She knows to rub the injection site.

I put my arm around her. ‘You’re going to be fine!’ I look at her, checking to see if her breathing is improving and, thankfully, it is.

As suddenly as the symptoms appeared, they are fading.

She can feel it too, and is trying to calm herself down.

‘It’s going away,’ she says, her face a picture of relief. She is still pale, but the blotchy patches are receding.

Ted rushes through the door, takes one look at the scene before him, and scoops Amelia up. ‘Are you okay?’

Then, to me and Addison, ‘What happened?’

‘Nell gave me my EpiPen shot.’

‘Good work, Nell! What did you eat, sweetie?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Amelia, and she starts crying again, probably partly with relief, but she’s also clearly shocked to have had the reaction when she thought she had been in two safe places. ‘Just the muffin.’

‘I think I know,’ I say. ‘There was a stuffed toy in the lost property basket.’

Ted looks confused. ‘You didn’t chew it, did you?’

‘No, but I just snuggled it near my face a lot,’ says Amelia.

They both look at me.

‘Thanks, Nell,’ says Ted. ‘Fast work.’

‘You called me Mills,’ says Amelia.

Her smile shines like sun cracking a rain cloud in two.


The Upside of Worry

Map is smiling at me with the particular twinkle that lets me see what she looked like when she was a kid, like me. ‘Listen, after our Skype last week, I found something in your dad’s copy of Northern Lights. So I posted it to you.’

‘What is it?’

‘A surprise! Look inside the back cover. Should be with you in a couple of days.’

‘Oooh, I can’t wait! That reminds me, I listened to The Cure.’

‘And?’

‘I liked it. I’ll listen some more.’

‘Nice and complain-y.’

‘Yeah.’

‘So, my darling grandperson, within the space of a week you’ve gone from worrying that you might have put Amelia’s life at risk to saving her life!’

‘You talked to Mum?’

‘Long chat, last night. You did a very good thing.’

‘Oh, well. I guess.’

‘Hey, you were prepared for a catastrophe, and you saved the day.’

Map and I used to talk about my worries quite a lot. Like Grace, she encouraged me not to worry too much about worrying.

She even told me that it had ‘adaptive value’.

It means that from an evolutionary point of view, the worriers might have had an advantage.

So, while some of our early human ancestors wandered around idly chomping on berries and watching clouds shape-shifting through the sky, others were worrying about whether or not a sabre-toothed tiger might be nearby.

And planning what they’d do if one turned up.

‘I was ready for the tiger.’

‘I am glad you are you, Nell.’


Cecily the Peacemaker
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When she comes in to say goodnight, Mum says that after much consideration and due to exemplary life-saving EpiPen skills and general quick thinking, my grounding is lifted and I am allowed to go to the School Strike 4 Climate on Friday, and to Cecily’s after school tomorrow to make signs to take to the rally.

Yes!!!

I fall asleep smiling.


Protest Signs

We’re allowed to use the big table in Rob’s workshop where he usually has plans laid out.

We decide in the spirit of the march to use recycled cardboard boxes for our signs. When Plum arrives, she is carrying a craft box of painty things, even though we said we had plenty. She puts it on the workbench and Cecily and I spot the offending item and say at the same time, ‘No glitter!’ We look at each other and burst out laughing.

Plum is looking at us. ‘Calm down; it’s glitter, not poison.’

So we tell her why this is a glitter-free zone – making artisanal furniture in this space means it has to be clean, and that even a tiny speckle of glitter can find its way into a coat of polish and ruin it.

Also, it’s a disaster for the environment!

Plum takes her box outside.

Gus and Omar and Rhianna arrive and we workshop some sign ideas, and do an image search for School Strikes.

Some of our favourites end up being:


There is no Planet B (classic)

Voters of tomorrow demand action today

Stop burning our future

We’ll be less activist if you’ll be less sh*t (Alex would say no for sure)

Don’t be a climate dodo

We’ll go to school when you listen to scientists

I’m voting in 6 years

Climate change is killing me

Fossil fools

We’re adulting because you won’t

Frack off (another probable Alex thumbs down)

Stop burning my house down

I’ve seen smarter cabinets at Ikea
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Before I was banned and reinstated to go to the strike, Mum took me to Officeworks to get a big print of the picture of Greta sitting alone in her yellow raincoat outside the Swedish parliament in August 2018 with her sign, Skolstrejk för Klimatet.

She is my absolute hero.

While Cecily and I paint side by side, she asks, ‘No sign of things winding up with Ted?’

‘None. If anything, they seem even happier.’

‘Maybe that’s good. Maybe they’ll have a baby!’

I laugh. ‘Yeah, right. Do you know how old my mother is?’

Cecily lifts her eyebrows.


A Small Fry and Another Daemon Dog

When my mum tells me, we’re in the kitchen and I’m making a snack of rice cakes with Nutella and sliced banana.

I glance up and notice my mother looks very pale. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes. It’s just the smell of the banana.’

‘You love bananas.’

‘I do.’ But she steps away from the bench and takes a deep breath.

‘Nell, I’ve got some big news.’

I see it like a series of flip cards.

Not drinking wine.

Getting overexcited about garlic.

Inhaling that Piccante.

Ted mysteriously being at our place on a Monday two weeks ago, both of them looking like they’d just had a serious talk.

Now the banana smell.

‘You’re not. You’re pregnant?!’

She nods, smiling.

I cannot believe it.

‘When?’

‘The baby’s due in April.’

I sit down.

Big news?

Understatement of the century.

But she’s looking at me with a worried face, so I step up. ‘Will it be a McPherson person? Like me?’

‘It will be a little Fry, like us.’

A small Fry.

‘I’m – wow – shocked. This is such a – big – surprise.’

‘For both of us!’

‘I think I’ll be so happy. When it sinks in.’

‘I hope so. I am.’

‘Is this why you want us to move in with Ted?’

‘We were planning that before we knew.’

‘No way out of it now, I guess.’ But I make myself say it with a smile, not a frown.

I think of what Cecily said to me about it, You’ve always wanted a bigger family, Nell.

I remember longing for some siblings, pretending that Cecily was my twin sister.

I get a glimpse of understanding that Mum’s new chapter doesn’t have to mean my dad gets scribbled out.

‘I think we’re all going to love living together.’ Mum gives me a sympathetic hand squeeze. ‘Eventually.’

‘Eventually,’ I agree.

In this exact moment the big knot of resistance inside me unravels.

All it took was one little baby who’s not even born yet.

‘Oh, there’s a parcel for you from Map.’

‘Thanks. Can I help with dinner? Aren’t pregnant people supposed to rest a lot?’

‘Sweetheart, thank you.’ She kisses me on each cheek and gives me a huge hug. ‘I’m fine, but I’d love some help.’

I cut up the fennel while Mum chops garlic and an onion. We are having a prawn and fennel risotto, which is a delicious and easy-to-make dinner.

The main trick is having approximately double the amount of stock to rice, having the right starchy rice, like arborio or carnaroli, and remembering that it will take about twenty minutes to cook.

The prawns themselves go in for the last few minutes only.

I flash forward, imagining a bigger group of people making dinner in a different kitchen, one of us holding a baby. It looks like – fun, and a smile floats up through me like a bubble of happiness.
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The pregnancy news has so completely filled my mind that I don’t end up opening Map’s parcel and unwrapping my father’s copy of Northern Lights until I’m in bed.

I kiss the book’s cover and flip through to find the surprise.

My heart somersaults as I see the inside of the back cover.

My dad has drawn a picture of a dog.

A black dog with fine, pointed ears.

Next to it, the words, Swift, my daemon.


Climate Change, Walking the Walk

The day of the School Strike 4 Climate is a perfect spring day – limitless icy blue sky, thin air, a bare scrape of clouds.

With the whole class going, it feels official: we are a delegation.

I’m proud of us.

A couple of parents were initially resistant to the idea, but Sofia sent the best letter home.

She put everything in a curriculum context and said this is an excursion no less informative than our trip to Canberra in first term.

We will be exercising our democratic right to be heard on an issue that affects us.

She also mentioned that we are being encouraged to look at science, look at evidence such as that reported on by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, and in addition we have studied political change brought about by protest movements this year.

When you have Nelson Mandela in your corner, you have a good chance of winning.

It feels like an accurate description of what we are doing, telling our political leaders that we, the kids, the ones who will inherit this mess, care very much about fixing the climate crisis.

Cecily, Omar, Gus, Plum, Rhianna and I sit together on the train holding our signs.

Gus has gone with the classic ‘There is no PLANet B’.

Cecily’s sign says ‘I’m Voting in Six Years’, with an angry face emoji on one side and a really lovely polar bear on the other side.

Omar has painted a picture of planet Earth on fire with the words ‘Stop Burning Our Future’ written in flame shapes in red and orange.

Plum made her sign in the shape of a big sunflower and it says, ‘We’ll go to school when you listen to scientists’.

Rhianna’s message is, ‘Don’t be a fossil fool’.

My sign says, ‘Can You Hear Me?’ on one side and the other side is my picture of Greta-who-did-not-look-away.

My mum has taken a once-in-a-million-years day off work, and Heather is coming with us and will be taking photos with her proper camera to accompany a news piece she is writing on the rally.

Getting off the train at Parliament station, I have to blink quickly so I don’t cry. It’s amazing to see so many kids, so many teenagers, and so many adults supporting the strike.

My heart is bursting as we all stream up the escalators wearing our masks and holding our signs.

Every train must be full of people coming out to demand climate action.

I’m a small part of something big and important.

Something that will be on the news – today we are the news.

It’s not a film, we don’t have superpowers or magic dust, we’re just kids making something happen in real life.

‘I want us all to stick together,’ Alex says. ‘I’m not joking – it’s going to be very crowded out there.’

As we hit ground level at the Macarthur Street exit, I can’t believe my eyes. It’s the biggest crowd of kids I have ever seen.

The sound is a happy roar.

We make our way slowly to the Treasury Gardens.

The walk will start from there once everyone has arrived.

Slowly is the only way we can move through this many people. Someone is saying stuff through a speaker system but we can’t make out the words.

There’s a group of percussionists playing a sound that echoes my mood. I imagine the urgent beat is saying, listen to us, listen to us, LISTEN TO US.

What I can’t get over is how a crowd of people this big can feel so – friendly. It’s like we’re all in this together. And we are.

Kids are nodding and smiling at each other as they walk along. We’re admiring each other’s signs and making sure everyone has space.

A whole lot of older kids using wheelchairs are heading along one of the wide paths, flags and signs attached to their chairs.

Another group of people have signs about helping the climate by not eating meat. Featuring a lot of swear words. Would not have passed the Alex test.

I take pictures to send to Map; she’s been a vegetarian for twenty years.

Cecily and I had already decided that we’d start a chant if we had the guts and something contagious in the crowd is definitely giving us the guts.

Cecily jumps up on the base of a statue of some old dude that we’ve stalled in front of due to extreme concentration of humans. She scrambles further up the statue and holds out her hand to me.

I clamber up beside her. We look at each other.

We’re really going to do this?

Cecily cups her hands around her mouth and starts at top volume: ‘What do we want?’

‘Climate Action,’ I call out in response, just as loudly.

‘When do we want it?’

‘NOW!’

It starts off being just the two of us, and then our group, but pretty soon it builds to a roar from everyone who’s around the statue.

From up here, in the clear air, with all the strength of the rainbow flowing river of climate school strikers and everyone else who has come out to support us, I can believe that things are going to get better.

Heather is taking photos of us from a little way away, and my mother is nearby keeping a close eye on things.

But I feel free and fierce and strong.

I’m leaping across rooftops.

Metaphorically.
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Friday, so it’s pizza night.

Everyone is allowed to come back to our place. We order plenty of pizza and instead of a film, we get to see ourselves on the news!

Plum and Viv arrive with waffle cones and a huge tub of gelato.

Looking at the aerial views of the rally shot from drones, and our whole city – block after block after block – flooded with people who care about the planet, my eyes brim again with happy tears.

We did something.

We spoke up.

We will be part of the solution.



friday note from under the doona

word

replete – filled or satisfied with something

My body is replete with pizza and happiness.

problem

nil

plan

• sleep in (which really is a teenage way to feel and does have something to do with hormones)

• ask Cecily and Plum over if allowed

fruit ranking

a bowl of perfect cherries

gratitude

• we’re having a baby

• blending families is feeling more okay

• got to strike 4 climate – felt powerful

• loved feeling powerful

• friends are merging a bit – good!


Daemon Dreams

I’m under the desk with my phone torch and laptop camera pointing to the drawing of my daemon that is pretty much identical to the drawing my dad did of his daemon inside the back cover of his book.

‘Wow,’ says Map. ‘That’s – uncanny.’

‘It feels like being this age together and knowing each other as kids.’

‘A little time-slip.’

‘I dreamt that exact dog, Map. Do you think my dad – visited my dreamland?’

‘A moment of magic. Why not?’

‘Maybe like two dimensions bumping into each other.’

We have let ourselves read ahead, because we couldn’t wait, but we’ve saved the last two chapters for tonight.

At the end of the book, Lyra is going into a new land, a new dimension, and she is feeling scared and alone.

When we get to the part where the whole snow bridge falls down with a soft whoosh after Lyra and her daemon, Pantalaimon, have crossed it, I feel a bit the same way, as though the bridge behind me has gone with a whoosh, too, and all I can do is walk forward.

I’m about to enter a new world, and it’s not possible to go back.

Lyra and Pantalaimon are alone and scared and stepping into the sky.

My unknown land is just a house move one suburb away and two families joining forces, but it still feels scary.


Changes

We make a patchwork of our picnic rugs in the Botanic Gardens.

Amelia sits down next to me. ‘I can’t believe I get to be a big sister.’

‘How amazing is it?’ Honestly, I’m still in shock that I’ll be a big sister. Twice.

‘You’re so lucky, Nell. You get to be with the baby – and my dad – all the time. I have to keep going backwards and forwards between two houses.’

I hadn’t even given that a second thought. Selfish.

‘I want to tell you something I did that I’m really sorry about,’ I start.

She looks at me sternly. ‘I’m seven, not stupid. I know you left me alone. And then I heard Dad and Anne talking about it.’

‘It was a terrible thing to do.’

‘I would have rung my dad if I was scared. I thought you’d probably gone out with mean old Plum. And you’d be back soon. And you were.’

We both look over at Plum. ‘Plum is more – careless – than mean, I think. She needs practice at being a friend, like I need practice at being a sister.’

I make eye contact with Amelia.

I don’t look away.

‘I’m sorry I’ve been mean to you, and I’m sorry I left you alone.’

‘But last time you looked after me, you gave me the EpiPen shot, so you’re not in trouble with the parents anymore.’

‘But are we okay?’

‘We’re okay.’
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What does a family look like?

For a long time it’s been a small picture, just me and Mum. Map too.

A good little family.

But it also looks like this.

Map with her wild hair and boots, not here in person but always with me.

Amelia and me. And next year, the baby.

My mum and Ted, and Ted’s sister Ivy, and Amelia’s mum Bec, and her partner Sadie, and Sadie’s son Will.

I am not imagining this: Will looks like a young Tom Holland.

I should know.

And Will’s dog, Birdie.

A black dog, with fine, pointed ears and a face that he tilts to one side as he listens with great concentration.

I nearly fainted when I saw him.

And Cecily and Omar arriving on their skateboards.

And Gus who, from the look of delight on his face as he talks to Plum, has found someone who appreciates the Minecraft colour palette, or speaks the language of Star Wars.

It looks like lying on this picnic rug, staring up through the oak tree branches, a dog called Birdie sniffing into my neck, and settling down right next to me with a big soft sigh, me closing my eyes and hearing chat and laughter thread and weave its way around me like a nest.

I turn my head sideways and whisper to Birdie, ‘No pressure, but it looks like you’re my pretend daemon.’

I imagine Map lying down next to me and saying, ‘He would have loved to see the way you’re growing up, Nell, he’d be so proud,’ because that’s exactly what she said to me on Sunday and I have played those words over and over in my head.

My dad will always be in the picture.

And Ted, Amelia and our new baby won’t take that away.

Because families grow and change shape, ready or not, like a tree.

Right now I close the door on my worries and – eyes full of sky – let myself float up, up above the picnic rug, not crashing, flying, not looking at what I’ve lost, but at what I’ve found.


A Note from Nell

The trouble with climate change, our biggest catastrophe, is that it’s made up of millions of fragments.

It’s a mosaic of catastrophes, small and large.

When they are dealt with, one by one, some people think the job is done.

The job is not done.

As Map says, we need global action, and that means every country playing its part, and we need it now.

But

the

good

news

is

there is also lots we can do in our everyday lives to help.

It can be as quiet as planting a little seed.

As loud as attending a rally.

As persistent as writing to politicians.

As big as planning a career in climate science.

As simple as converting to solar power.

As easy as eating less meat.

All of our actions have consequences.

And Greta has shown the world that no one is too small to make a difference.



Important To Me handout

Nell McPherson

Grade six blue

CATASTROPHE ACROSTIC

Clean energy.

Action – have a plan, don’t just talk. Call a politician to let them know what you think. When I ring I give my name and postcode, and say I’m a future voter. Join your local climate action group.

Trees. We need to plant lots. New Zealand has a target of planting a billion trees by 2028. Trees create oxygen and they remove carbon dioxide from the air and store carbon. We can start a tree propagation program at school and we can hand it over to next year’s school leaders, the grade fives, at the end of the year.

Anthropocene. This is the age of human impact on the earth, the sixth mass extinction, with record global warming and record rates of plant and animal species becoming extinct. A disaster!

Seaweed for cows. Simple things can have a big impact. Just feeding cows some asparagopsis seaweed in their daily diet reduces the methane they produce by more than 90 per cent!

Turn down the heat thermometer in winter, turn up the air-conditioner temperature in summer, turn off the lights, turn down the water pressure.

Reduce the amount of meat we eat.*

O pretending it’s a zero, lol. Net zero carbon emissions. Soon, sooner, soonest.

Plant gardens for bees, birds and insects, and remember to leave water out for them in summer.

Help countries in our region. Some island nations are suffering right now from rising sea levels.

Energy – we need it, but we have to be smart about it. Clean, renewable energy will save our planet. To look at it another way, using fossil fuels is like pulling your house to bits and burning it to stay warm. You wouldn’t do that. You need to live in your house.



* I have posted my simple chilli beans recipe on the grade six portal for anyone who would like it.
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