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Part One

Lily in the Mirror

For Josephine Lois Thompson and Charlotte Josephine Hayes

— big love.


One

I have started this journal in the hope that something interesting and supernatural will happen to me but I fear this is unlikely. I am not an orphan and I do not live in a cupboard under the staircase. We do have a staircase cupboard — it is full of gumboots and old newspapers but I don’t live in it and I have parents, two of them. Alive. And they both love me. A lot. This is good but annoying, as it is usually unloved orphans that have all the magical luck. Mum actually gave me a cushion with ‘You are so loved!’ written on it. I was like, what is this … I wanted the one with the black leafless tree lithograph on it. It looks dark and mysterious. To be dark and mysterious is one of my lifelong goals. If passing inhabitants of an alternate magical world see the ‘You are so loved!’ cushion on my bed, they will keep walking.

When my dad comes home from business trips, he tries to read to me books like Matilda (best book ever) but I am getting a bit old for it and I point kindly to my hardback series of Harry Potter with the ADULT covers so he will understand I am quite literate and stuff.

I also have two sisters and tragically … one brother. None of us can guess which one is Mum’s favourite because she loves all of us so much — even Pig Boy slash the male sibling. Annoying MUCH? It’s a love festival at our house. We range in age from twenty-four to eleven, with me being the youngest. I am the fourth child of an only child (named John) and a third adopted child (named Letty) who has no idea about her birth family, which I must say does give me hope in the dark-and-mysterious department. If I were Mum I would really want to know that sort of thing. She could be royal or something. My mum is special but she could be authentically special.

There are only two of us loved-up kids living at home at the moment, so sadly we look like a really typical family. Typical — this is a terrible concept, I hate typical. It is the exact opposite of interesting and unusual.

I live at home, naturally, as I am only eleven years old. My brother Linden (AKA Pig Boy!) is fourteen. He hates me and he lives at home. And then there is my twenty-two-year-old sister Fern. She is an Arts student who kind of lives at home when she is not cat-sitting. I find it disappointing that she has never looked after a black cat — now that could be interesting as it might be a ‘familiar’, which is a witch’s magical lifelong pet. But no, they are all silvery blue or ginger; typically (shudder) they are a very boring stripe. Fern is not in residence at the mo — YAY. She always hogs Mum with her stupid love-life problems.

My eldest sister Zinnia is aged twenty-four. Zinnia has moved to Spain to be with her Spanish fiancé Manuel. They are both working on a big engineering project. This is very exciting except Zinnia is not excited about it because she is so boring. Mum has to send her Vegemite, bulk Cherry Ripes and Smith’s Crisps in a large box every month

When she skypes, Zinnia always ends up crying. I feel like saying, ‘YOU ARE SO LUCKY TO BE IN A DARK AND MYSTERIOUS PLACE! Go and explore a Gothic basilica and eat some tapas and stop crying for heaven’s sake.’ But I don’t. I am mature that way.

I am being packed off to my grandfather’s down south for two weeks because my parents are going away to celebrate their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. They go away every year at this time and they think it is funny to say they pretend they do not have four children for two weeks of the year. Hilarious. NOT.

Fern has to come home with the three cats she is minding to mind Linden. Mum says it is to keep Linden ‘company’ as her strapping lad certainly doesn’t need taking care of, but then I overheard Dad say that he does not trust Linden to not burn the house down as he is ‘easily stimulated’ and ‘easily led’. Mum replied that Linden is going through a ‘difficult stage’. This stage is fourteen years long with no end in sight. Then I heard Mum say that she can’t believe people trust Fern with their cats and there is no way she would leave Fern in charge of me and Linden while he is ‘journeying through his special challenges’ which is like … being the best BULLY he can be.

It’s not that Mum doesn’t adore Fern — they are like besties with all their sickening girlie chat. It’s more that Fern forgets stuff like food and hygiene and is not very observant of the Pig Boy bully ‘going for Olympic gold’. She is not ordinary and is what Mum calls a ‘free spirit’. You would think this would make me like her more. It doesn’t. She is sooo self-involved. Bleurghhh!

So back to me … I overheard Dad say a break from Linden would do me the world of good and that next term they should seriously think about enrolling me in a fun young people’s dance class like funked-up jazz hip-hop so I can meet new people.

NOT HAPPENING IN THIS LIFETIME, FATHER DEAREST!

So it’s Grandad and me for a fortnight. He is so ordinary it makes me want to sigh. He makes jam and has a jam collection. JAM! Thirty different combinations with fig; it’s not even something sexy like strawberries. It’s a yawnfest. But he is a dear sweet thing and I do love him a lot. And I love his house. And he is big on food and hygiene. He makes a cake every day — a lot of times the cake contains fig, which is vomitous, but every few days he pulls out a hazelnut and chocolate cake with GANACHE and it more than makes up for nibbling politely on figgy loaf. Mum and I once tried to make the chocolate cake at home but it was a disaster and this made Mum cry.

Back to the house — Grandad’s house is the oldest in the street by a long way. It has pretty stained-glass patterns around the front door and roses that are older than Dad. So they are ANCIENT! Their branches are like … gnarled and as thick as sausages. When I was little I thought they were magical and spent a lot of time crawling in and between them. I was looking for fairies (blush!) but all I got was scratched — rewrite: severely hacked to pieces — and Grandad would chase me around with some homeopathic ointment that probably contained stewed figs.

So food and hygiene covered.

I am taking this journal of course. I am enjoying writing with my new pacer but I am on the lookout for a quill or a fountain pen. My violin is already packed up and ready to go because Grandad is a fantastic audience and he would be sad if I didn’t play for him. A lot. I am also taking my laptop because it has all my novels and stuff on it. Grandad doesn’t have an internet connection so I won’t be able to google new words to learn — which is my all-time favourite hobby in the world! Grandad says his eyes are too weak now for a computer, but when he stays with us in Perth he always manages to enjoy searching for designer cake recipes or the value of coins in his coin collection.

I won’t write any more until we get to GG’s. This is what we call Grandad, thanks to Zinnia.

Zinnia, Fern and Linden … their names are woody, weird and embarrassing. We are all named after plants. I guess Dad is into gardening and Mum is into babies. They must have imagined Linden would grow into a wise talking tree. Wrong.

And then there is me … I am Lily (so glad I didn’t get stuck with Fern), which is the same first name as Harry Potter’s mother, and my surname is Griffin, which is pretty close to Gryffindor — so I think this is a good omen that I could be a chosen one in some sort of way. EXCITEMENT!


Two

On this visit to Grandad, I am going to concentrate my paranormal investigations in the Rosy Room across from the kitchen. We call it the Rosy Room because the walls are covered in faded pink rose wallpaper circa nineteen-forty-something. It’s creepy, I’m sure I can feel a weird vibe coming off it, which is very Potteresque of me. I’m quite drawn to vibes. I love the word circa, it means around about! Actually I love all kinds of words. According to the Pig Boy I am a nerd and a word-freak. WHATEVER!

I asked Grandad about the wallpaper and he said it was a bit before his time. He said the house belonged to Grandma’s family first and then he and Grandma inherited it. Our name for Grandma is Nimmy (thanks Zinnia … NOT). I would like to ask her what is up with the creepy room off the kitchen and I also have a lot of other inquiries about stuff. But Nimmy does not have the answers anymore. She lives in a nursing home three streets away. Grandad visits her every day. She has a sort of dementia.

Sometimes she remembers Grandad and on those days he is very happy, and sometimes she even pretends to remember me, which I think is incredibly kind of her since she got ill when I was around six and she couldn’t possibly connect that gorgeous child with this beautiful preteen. Still she tries, she tells the nurses, ‘This is my granddaughter,’ and because she has three granddaughters I feel it is a pretty good guess, which I think means she is still in ‘there’ somewhere. But my dad thinks she is ‘gone’. I do not like it when he says that. I think it is ‘incredibly simplistic’ (Dad is always saying this) and quite rude but then, she is his mother and he would kind of know that sort of stuff. But seriously, it does upset me and I wish he wouldn’t say it.

When I look at all the beautiful pictures of Nimmy in her younger days (she was so beautiful back then), I get a very sad vibe. I also get a very sad feeling that I do not look like her. AT all.

I am now at Grandad’s house. I am unpacking and Grandad is cutting up the cake. It is a plain vanilla butter cake and there has been no mention of fig whatsoever. Yay!

The cake was delicious (no surprise) and Grandad has slipped off his Italian loafers and is having a nap. Grandad is a bit ‘dapper’. This means he is neat and stylish.

I am going to examine the Rosy Room for interesting and mysterious stuff. The key to the room hangs on a hook right next to the door so it will be easy to get into. Apparently Nimmy wouldn’t let anyone in and the key went missing for a long while. GG found it recently and put it back where it belonged. GG said it is a bit of a storage area for things Nimmy couldn’t part with. Sometimes I stickybeak around when GG unlocks the door to find one of his coins or stamps. It has a lot of old furniture and boxes and tins and clothes, so something a bit vintage and antique might show up — which is my second favourite thing next to dark and mysterious.

[image: Image]

Okay, my hand is shaking. It is literally shaking. I HAVE FOUND SOMETHING. It took me a while to work out exactly what it was I found, because it was hiding under some letters and cards in an old chocolate tin. When I began to have a suspicion about what it was, I did not want to touch it. I have to confess that at first, I let out a little squeak and dropped the tin of letters onto the floor.

I snuck into the kitchen and Grandad was still snoring in his chair by the old range, warm from cooking the cake. I got a pair of tongs and went back to pry off the letters and cards.

My hand wobbled around a lot and I kept thinking it couldn’t be what I thought it was — because that would be crazy and highly unlikely. These two things are always good indicators that you are onto something a bit special and supernatural.

It is what I suspected.

It is a finger.

A FINGER!

Sickening. I had to leave the room and go into the kitchen again. I nearly woke up GG but he looked so old and tired I didn’t have the heart. So I sat down and ate another slice of his most excellent cake. I waited at least ten minutes and then I began to feel ‘calm from the carbs’ (Fern says this as she stuffs her face — now she has the muffin top to prove it) and my brain started to work again.

This is it.

This finger is my calling. This finger is my destiny. So I am going to investigate it and use the surrounding facts to build a picture of how a finger has come to reside in an old chocolate tin in the Rosy Room.

Later in the day …

Okay, so this is really freaky and I am feeling a chill as I write this. The finger is fresh. If that is not creepy enough, the cards and letters from the chocolate tin are dated 1945 to 1952. I have read a couple of them for clues. They don’t seem to contain any. They are like:

Dear Lucy,

Happy Christmas 1950, so lovely to see you

again. Keep strong.

Love, Uncle Don and Aunty Ena.

Dearest Beryl,

May I trouble you for your simply delicious

jam-filled sponge recipe? I also adore your

mock cream …

Not riveting stuff, although the mock cream recipe does intrigue me. I know Lucy is my grandma that we call Nimmy, but who is Beryl?

The papers are yellowing and stuck together and there are a couple of black-and-white photos of two girls and a cat. (Not black but stripy — SIGH! Sighing is so Zinnia.) If the finger was put in the tin all those years ago, wouldn’t it be all black and green and blue with dried blood and, more than likely, wouldn’t a bone be sticking out?

This finger is pink and all dewy. The nail is quite pretty and clean. There is no dirt under it. The lid of the tin was really hard to get off and I had to get a metal letter opener out of the desk drawer. It took me ages and I stabbed myself twice but I felt compelled to finish off the job, as I was very drawn to the tin. I think I might have a gift and my gift is telling me that the finger has been there a long time. But my eyes are telling me the finger looks … I don’t know how to say this … the finger still looks alive.

Grandma Nimmy has been in the nursing home for four years and so it is just GG here. My powers of deduction tell me Grandad must be responsible for the finger. It is quite probable that he cut off someone’s finger. Maybe he has even murdered someone. Maybe he is not my grandad but an evil doppelganger (which I’m not sure how to pronounce but it means a look-alike on the outside but totally different on the inside). I am really feeling sick now and should not have eaten the second piece of cake.

Grandad has just opened the door and popped his head around the corner and asked what I want for dinner. I actually had the presence of mind to answer, ‘Fish fingers,’ and I watched his face really carefully. He slapped his hands together and said, ‘Yummy! Let’s do wedges with that, Lily Pilly!’ like he was really looking forward to fish fingers and wedges with his youngest and favourite grandchild. I have to listen to my intuition (because I have a gift) and it tells me Grandad is not a murderer but my awesome GG.

PS GG is the only one who can call me Lily Pilly.


Three

Before we got the fish fingers and stuff at the shops, we walked around to Nimmy’s Home. She is no longer beautiful. In fact, and this really pains me, she is quite unattractive. She has crusty freckles that are now the size of planets and her front tooth is missing. There was an incident with a gingersnap biscuit recently. Apparently she is not to have them anymore as she ‘can’t manage them’ and nobody is sure who gave it to her. Dad was really cross about it.

I don’t like to look at the gap but find I can’t stop. She didn’t know Grandad or me today. I could tell Grandad was sad and he went off to find her missing underpants that were clearly labelled. Sophie, our favourite nurse, stayed for a minute and asked me what I was reading now — she so gets me. I said I had just finished the Anne of Green Gables series. She said that series was an ALL-time favourite. Even though it is not supernatural at all, I like it … it is still a really good read. Anne is such a crack-up.

Last holidays I had just finished Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows and we had a discussion and stuff on it. It was great to meet a kindred spirit. Sophie’s favourite character is Dumbledore. Her second fave is Ron Weasley. Sophie feels sorry for Snape. That is plain creepy. My faves are a tie between Harry Potter and Hermione Granger and I do feel sorry for Hagrid because he is so big and dumb. I am very tiny and very smart so I know how it feels to be different too. Although owning a hippogriff would be extremely cool so I don’t feel that sorry for him. I did not tell her I have also read all of the Twilight series. Twice. I ‘borrowed’ them from Fern, who was like soooo Team Jacob but seriously … wrong! Team Edward. Yes!!! Book four was just weird.

For a while it was only Nimmy and me. Awkward. She looked at me and smiled and I looked at her and smiled. This was encouraging, so I told her that her garden was looking awesome. Grandad’s cake tasted awesome. And that Dad and Mum have been married for twenty-five years and were in Hong Kong, which was genuinely awesome. She nodded and dozed off and so I kind of said to myself, ‘Oh and I found a piece of finger in a tin in the Rosy Room,’ and she opened her eyes and said, ‘Is it still fresh? How is my darling? Does she miss me? I miss her terribly.’ And then she started to cry — just little tears, nothing dramatic. I tried very hard not to cry because I must be strong for Grandad. But really underneath I was like … freak-out … Nimmy knows about the finger. What is up with that! MIND. BLOWN!

Then Grandad came back with two pairs of enormous bloomers with ‘Lucy Griffin’ written on them in HUGE LETTERS in black permanent marker. But by then Nimmy had gone to sleep, and so GG tucked them into her drawer and we left. Normally when we leave she asks GG to please take her with him. She always, always asks to go home. Even if she does not remember Grandad, she seems to remember she is not at her own home. So poor GG always has to think of some nice white lie, like the plumber is coming in the morning and there will be a frightful mess or it is raining too hard to wheel you home — wouldn’t want your lovely hair set to frizz etc etc. So it is good she was asleep. GG gave her a kiss and said, ‘A good evening to you, Miss Lucy,’ and then I started to cry because he always says that and I was touched and saddened and happy all at once. And GG understands.

After tea, I played a few songs on my violin from my sad song collection to cheer Grandad up. It worked for he suddenly remembered that he had purchased me a new holiday book. It is our thing. This holiday book is called Playing Beatie Bow. It was a very good choice and it showed he can see I am growing up. It also reminded me that he is not boring but really a kindred spirit because the book is a bit magical as well. So we took turns to read it out loud and then we went to bed.

When I could hear GG snoring from his room off the front door entrance, I got up and brought the chocolate tin into my bedroom. Then I felt uneasy so I put it under my bed, and then I felt scared so I put it back in the Rosy Room. As I turned to flick off the light switch, I noticed that the big mirror under a sheet seemed to vibrate. Sometimes this happens because the house does need restumping and when the buses go past things do shake. This is what I told myself all the way back to my room, it’s just a bus … just a bus … or a truck or a bus but probably a truck. But right now it’s three-thirty in the morning, I am still awake with the light on and The Philosopher’s Stone out again for a bit of light comfort reading. Harry has just met Ron and Hermione. Jealous.


Four

GG has gone to play bridge at his bridge club. Bridge is a tedious card game. Grown-ups can be dull beyond words. But I suppose it is good for him to mix with people his own age like I am supposed to. There is an incredibly rude and smelly old lady he calls Ms HB who lives down the street, and sometimes she knocks on the door and wants to walk with GG to bridge. When this happens he puts his finger on his lips and looks at me with big eyebrows. Then we have to bend down so we are under the front room window and she can’t see us. I think he is a bit scared of Ms HB.

The Bridge Hall is four streets away so Grandad said I could stay here and watch ABC3 for a bit of company. So I said that would be great and turned on the telly and laughed my head off at Scotty Tweedie. He is ADORABLE … according to Fern, not me! I do not like the prank part. I think a lot of them are mean.

When I heard the front gate latch click, I turned off the telly and went to the Rosy Room. I had to calm myself because I am prone to getting into a highly suggestible state. I am not sure what this means but I heard Dad telling Mum this, and also that I am ‘very sensitive’ and ‘can get carried away’ and yet again a suggestion I should play netball or something vomitous like that. Just because they can’t read and listen in at the same time does not mean I can’t. It is not a gift. It is a skill I have to practise.

I decided I would set up my laptop to record my investigative findings and then I would replay and freeze-frame it to unearth stuff that I missed in real time. Dad and Linden are always shouting at the TV for a replay and then they slow the footage right down and argue about where an almond-shaped ball is and where it should be. Even though they are shouting, they seem to be very happy at the same time. Bizarre!

I fetched the key, which is a heavy old vintage key that leaves orange rust all over your hands. YUCK! I tried to open the door but I didn’t have enough hands so I had to put the laptop on the floor. At first I couldn’t get the key to move the lock but I jiggled it a little and it opened with a creak. The Rosy Room was dark. The curtains were heavy and dusty. The room felt different without GG around in the house. So I opened the curtains up to give me a bit of light and courage.

I was totally drawn to the mirror that was under a dusty sheet and wondered what secrets could lie beneath. The sheet was no longer white — it was a powdery grey and had enormous spider webs dangling off it in every direction. I couldn’t see any spiders and I examined the webs for ages to be sure. There were dancing dust motes catching the light leading to the mirror. It was totally screaming dark and mysterious at me. I was excited but frightened which is an extremely awesome feeling, so I grabbed the sheet and pulled it off like I was a crazy bullfighter swirling a red cape, but I started to cough and my nose is still dripping. Annoying MUCH? The base and frame are made of really cool timber and the mirror is old with black bits where the special mirror paint has worn off. It is a very nice piece of furniture … if you like the haunted Gothic vibe. But it is not a portal to the stylish royal vampire boarding school I thought it might be. This is a shame and a relief. I have to say I am secretly pleased, as the closer I get to the dark and mysterious the more scared I feel. This is very tiring.

So emboldened (fab new word), I ripped the sheets off all the furniture to reveal two old wingback chairs and a footstool. There was also a sewing machine that sits in its own desk! There were piles of boxes and cake tins and chocolate tins everywhere. I remembered I had left my laptop on the floor outside but instead of fetching it, I worked out where it should sit for a fabulous panoramic view of all the retro treasures. I felt sad that it is highly plausible Nimmy was/is a crazy hoarder lady and there is enough stuff in here for a whole television show.

Then I had an idea. If there is a finger in one tin, there might be a toe or a nose in the others. There could be a whole person in this room cut into little tiny pieces and stored in these tins. I felt compelled to open up a shoebox but all I found were postcards dated long ago.

Dearest Beryl, 3/6/1942

One has not lived until one sees ‘the changing of the guard’ at Buckingham Palace.

And so on and so forth.

And so my investigation will look at these primary resources first. I feel there could be some revealing background information.

Ten minutes later …

So this is beyond weird and all my life’s reading and preparation did not prepare me very well because when it happened I screamed my lungs out and had to run into the kitchen where I still am. It was not very Hermione of me but then she is actually in a magical castle and she knows she is in a magical castle whereas I’m at Grandad’s who thinks figs are magic. And I am spewing because I bolted out of the room and accidentally stomped on my laptop. It still works but I have cracked the screen and Dad is going to be furious and will say stuff like, ‘Stop daydreaming, Lily, and be more observant of your surroundings.’ Thank goodness he is out of the country. I have NO footage to play or replay or freeze and I need it because I want to know if I am in one of my states or in the middle of a supernatural encounter. YIKES!

So this is what happened … I was reading another letter to Beryl, regarding her ‘exquisite petunia border garden’, when I HEARD A VOICE.

It was a girl’s voice. She did not sound very nice. She said, ‘Who are you, Chinese child? Do you speak English?’ which, in my opinion, is very rude and bordering on being racist. I could not see anyone and I presume she is a ghost. A rude ghost who will not even show herself. So I’ve been thinking about this and I have decided to go back and confront her. I would like to shout, ‘Show yourself, you plausibly Caucasian child.’ But I know I won’t. I have calmed down now and I only have a half an hour before Grandad comes home.

And now I have to do my deep breathing and ‘think about things rationally’. Am I in one of my highly suggestible states in which my brain is making up stuff? Like the dancing Bratz doll performance of 2011 where I could have sworn Cloe strutted her stuff across my bedroom floorboards. Maybe the voice is a bird twittering in the background, perhaps even a well-trained parrot.

This thought has calmed me down, except now I am thinking about talking parrots that spy on people. A vivid imagination can be a terrible burden.

It is not my imagination … I have heard the rattling again and I KNOW the number 44 bus is not due for twenty minutes. And I heard the VOICE AGAIN and it said, ‘Well? Who are you?’ The voice was quite demanding and bossy. But then it got softer and nicer, ‘Has the house been sold? Do you know where Lucy is? It’s been simply ages since I last saw her and she was wearing a tea cosy instead of her hat. ’Twas odd even for Lucy. Is Lucy … Is Lucy dead?’

I knew the answer to this one and I couldn’t help but shout back, ‘NO!’

My helping instinct kicked in, like ka-chow!

‘I saw her yesterday but she is —’ I stopped because I didn’t know what to say. ‘Gone’ was hanging around in my brain but I pushed it away.

‘What is wrong with her?’ the voice screeched. How rude!

Then I had an inspiration. ‘She is not herself,’ I replied, which ticked all the boxes nicely.

The voice seemed to understand this as she asked, ‘Has she taken to her bed again?’ I wanted to answer NO but then remembered that Nimmy did spend a lot of time in an easy chair with her head slumped and her mouth open. Was this the same thing?

So I just said, ‘She is in a Home.’

And then the voice got very small and a bit scared and it said, ‘I don’t understand, this is her home … our home. Please, please come and sit with me.’

The girl sounded lonely. I know lonely, it is my specialty subject.

I have decided I will go back into the Rosy Room but I have to push away the thought that she might be an evil sorceress who wants my pinkie finger for a powerful antisocial spell. I am trying to visualise Nimmy’s hands and I can count ten fingers and a wedding band and an enormous emerald ring in the shape of a sunflower. It swivels like crazy now. Her hands are as gnarled as the non-magical rosebushes. The random finger is still in the tin. I hope this girl has not come to reclaim it. SCARY! I have had another thought; she could be invisible and watching me right now. Nowhere is safe! Freak out! I must go in and ‘face my fears’ just like Dad is always saying. He also says I should have a backup plan/strategy. If there truly is an evil entity, my plan is to run screaming along the four streets to the bridge club. Be back soon. I hope!
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SO MUCH TO TELL …

So I proceeded with caution and terror into the Rosy Room and I saw NOTHING! I looked up at the rose cornices and for a second I thought it was a trick after all, involving a diabolical invisibility cloak. I was about to run from the room when the voice shouted (rude!) at me.

‘I’M IN THE MIRROR, YOU SILLY GIRL.’

And there she was! The girl was taller than me but not much. She had curly golden hair and extremely pretty blue eyes. She was wearing what GG would refer to as a ‘cotton frock’.

So, no heavy black eye makeup and black supernatural shimmery lace gown.

She looked older than me — like thirteen or something like that.

The first thing I said was, ‘Are you a ghost?’

And she laughed as she replied, ‘I wish!’ This struck me as weird. Her face got all thoughtful and she said, ‘I’m not sure what I am anymore.’

Very weird.

I said, ‘My dad says there are no such things as ghosts.’

Of course I totally believe in ghosts but listening to my dad’s boring voice inside my head made me feel braver.

‘There is so! One used to live in this very room and we frightened him away.’ The girl shook her clenched fist fiercely, ‘We don’t put up with any tommyrot round here.’

Perhaps I should have started with, ‘My name is Lily,’ but I am not good at this sort of stuff. People stuff. So I tried again and said, ‘My name is Lily.’

And the girl looked at me and squealed back, ‘My name is Lily too and I remember you.’

FREAKED OUT! … OFFICIALLY!

Then I heard the key in the front door lock and GG was saying, ‘Lily Pilly, absolutely cracking game today! Ms HB was ill. Let me freshen up and we will head off to visit Nimmy.’

Then my unidentical, very surprising doppelganger whispered, ‘Is that Colin?’

Colin, who in the world is Colin? Then I remembered GG’s name is Colin and so I whispered back, ‘Yes!’

‘Lucy always left me when Colin came home, apparently he is a dreamboat and a real charmer. You’d better go … Colin is not in on it. Put the dust cover back on and when you can talk again, take it off — that was Lucy’s secret signal for me.’

Then the Other Lily stepped back and I couldn’t see her anymore until she jumped forward and whisper-shouted, ‘DO NOT, UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCE, TOUCH THE GLASS!’ So I carefully tossed the sheet over the mirror, which was difficult because I am short and even though I ‘need to be logical’ more often and can be ‘overly emotional’, I am not so illogical that I want to be stuck in a mirror!

Just then GG (AKA dreamboat Colin!!) popped his head in and said, ‘Gracious, you are not in here? Come on, out you come. It’s freezing and I need help with my cake.’ This is Grandad code for ‘stop being weird’. I looked at his long bony nose full of nasal hair and I studied the way he still styles his hair in a part on the side, like there is still enough hair to part. He is quite charming. He never says ‘stop daydreaming’ or ‘don’t be silly, Lily’. Instead, he says something like, ‘let’s go for a little walk around the tulips’, which means let’s talk of something else for a while.

So I came out of the room.


Five

When we saw Nimmy later that day, it was the first time I really thought she was ‘gone’. I do not like the feeling at all. Her eyes were bloodshot and her head was cocked to the side like she was listening to music but there wasn’t any music playing. I felt sad like never before. I was sad for Nimmy because she is not Lucy anymore, and I was sad for Other Lily and how all her secrets are wrapped up in this little wispy white-haired head, and how they will never be revealed to me. I tried very hard to ‘think of a positive’. At last, I thought perhaps it is a wonderful and magical place inside Nimmy’s head and it is much better in her brain than watching telly and looking at the other old farts. So I will rename ‘gone’ to ‘Nimmy Land’. When I daydream, Mum and Dad say, ‘Lily’s off in Lily Land again!’ I am very nice because I do not reply and I only think, Well it’s better than being stuck here in Pig Boy’s world.

As we were walking home, GG took my hand and said, ‘Maybe you could visit Isabella tomorrow when I visit Nimmy.’ Apparently she is a girl ‘round your age’ with allegedly ‘common interests’. She has just moved next door to GG. It’s not her fault that I do not want to meet her. But I do not.

I said, ‘No way, José.’

GG sighed and I thought he was going to say ‘it’s tulip walking time’ but he didn’t. He sighed again and said, ‘Okay, Lily Pilly dear.’

[image: Image]

That night we read twenty-three pages of Playing Beatie Bow and then we went to bed. I had every intention of chatting with Other Lily but I was so tired from being freaked that I slept all night and woke up in the morning to the smell of figgy goodness (alleged goodness) wafting down the passage.

Grandad was sitting at the top of the table with his black-rimmed spectacles slipping down his nose as he read the paper. He looked up at me and I could tell he had something to tell me that I wouldn’t like one little bit. Sheepishly, he peered through his incredibly thick glasses.

‘There seems to be a problem back at your house.’

And before he said anything more I knew that the problem was named Linden.

‘What has he done this time?’ I said and I got a vibe of what could be coming next. It was an utterly shocking vibe and, as it turned out, my vibe was shockingly correct.

Grandad started off carefully with, ‘As it so happens, Linden had a little gathering with some chums.’ (Read — evil cronies.)

‘And they ended up spray-painting the three white Turkish Angora cats in Fern’s care with her red craft spray-paint. She left it on the kitchen sink so it would be handy for when she had time to finish off her new mural.’ (Well, it’s not that new, she started it six months ago after she broke up with her boyfriend, Cody. Traumatic! It is called Love Is Only a Figment.)

Grandad continued, ‘Now she has three expensive cats that all look like they have been cleaved open with an axe. Apparently, Linden pleaded it was in the interest of animal welfare as now they cannot be made into hats.’ GG had his genuinely cross look on and I was glad. Everyone else thinks Linden is a prankster and that he is hilarious. He is NOT.

As if the cats were ever going to be made into hats. Ridiculous and completely erroneous! It has taken me a long time to be able to use erroneous in a sentence because it is a Linden-ism … a very mean Linden-ism. (In our family when someone says the same word a lot, my dad calls it their ‘ism’. This means it is one of their catchphrases. Poor Dad doesn’t realise he has the most ‘isms’ of all. He can be a bit repetitive in a nice but slightly boring logical way.)

When I was eight, Linden would say to me, ‘You are so erroneous!’ like I was clever and pretty. He would say, ‘Wow, that assignment on Adélie penguins was way erroneous, well done,’ and then he went as far as to say my birth was a most erroneous affair, like I was Aurora from Sleeping Beauty. This went on for weeks. I began to get suspicious about the word’s meaning and its nastiness was confirmed when I overheard Dad on the phone telling another guy his calculations were erroneous and they did not want any MISTAKES for the client. Then I looked up the meaning in the dictionary and felt sick.

So I dobbed on him to Mum and she was way … WAY angry. Angry big-time! Linden got grounded for a whole month and has hated my guts ever since because he missed a big party that gazillions of his friends were going to. I felt a bit bad because I didn’t really want him to miss the party — Linden out of the house is always the best kind of Linden. But he still hates me and perhaps this is why I am having such supernatural luck — because I have a real live enemy. He makes Draco Malfoy look like a doofus.

Fern phoned Dad who phoned Grandad, who very kindly said it was all right if Linden caught the bus down to us for the last week of the holidays. This is one of the main problems with the charming Colin. He is too TOO NICE. I am not a baby but I burst into tears and without thinking I ran straight to the Rosy Room. For once the key turned straight away and I flung open the door. Dramatically. I threw myself into one of the cold old chairs and then … I might have got a teensy-weensy bit carried away with my crying because I started to hyperventilate until I felt woozy. The mirror started to rattle, but then Grandad came in with a cup of hot chocolate and a paper bag, so it stopped. He spoke to me in a soothing voice and actually said he would SPEAK to LINDEN about his BEHAVIOUR. This made me feel much better but certainly not my normal self.

Grandad did not visit Nimmy today. He said that he had a little cold but I never saw him sniff or cough once — but he did mention Nimmy was a bit susceptible to bugs at the mo. He did have a longer nap, which allowed me more time in the Rosy Room, but I think he stayed home because I got overwrought and he was worried about me. BLESS!

When I pulled back the sheet today, Other Lily was waiting for me. She had a very caring look on her face and the first thing she said was, ‘How are you now, dear?’ which was very nice of her. I was not ready to talk about the Linden thing so I said breezily (fab new word) that I was super. She didn’t believe me but she was quiet about the tears. I guess girls in mirrors can be quite sympathetic and intuitive too.

I had some questions to ask her, mostly about the finger, her entrapment plus I wanted to know who Mock Cream Beryl was.

So I opened up the chocolate box and pulled out the finger and I showed it to her. I was expecting her to be curious or disgusted but she actually clapped her hands together with glee and did a very pretty dance. ‘You found it! You found it!’ she shouted and I had to say, ‘Inside voices, Lily, we don’t want to freak out Col,’ and she laughed even harder.

Once she had settled down with her barely contained joy, she told me that Lucy had lost it and that they had spent YEARS looking for it. I said I was glad I found it for them but what was the deal with it anyway. Other Lily held up her hand in the glass and I could instantly see she had a finger missing. The finger belongs to Other Lily! Then, get this, she started laughing and put her foot up and there was a piece missing from the sandal and the tip of her toe was gone!

GROSS-A-ROONEY!

‘Haven’t found my tippy-toe have you?’ she asked. I said no but I would start looking.

She watched me for a moment and asked, ‘How is Colin these days?’ I replied he is fabulous and the best grandad in the world.

Other Lily smiled and said, ‘Lucy loves him dearly too … what is a Home like?’ I told her it’s not as nice as it sounds.

‘Is Lucy’s favourite colour still emerald green?’ I answered yes it was.

‘Does she still sing like a bird?’ I said no and I then asked a question next. ‘How do you know Colin and Lucy anyway?’

Other Lily laughed again and I have to say that her cheerful chuckle was getting on my nerves a bit. She said, ‘Lucy is my twin sister, silly billy. She is the eldest by eight minutes and thirty-two seconds.’

I have to say that I was surprised, as in blown away, as in gobsmacked, because there has never been any mention of ANY sister let alone a twin one. The thought floated through my head that she was indeed an evil witch and she was making up porky pies but then I remembered the picture of two girls in cotton frocks. One was holding a cat and the other was patting it. So there could be some sort of truth to it and I have made a mental note to ask GG in a roundabout non-confrontational (Fern’s word) sort of way. What else don’t I know about this family?

I really wanted to ask her how she came to be trapped in the mirror but I felt like the answer was obvious to her. It was certainly not obvious to me but I did not want to be called a ‘silly billy’ again.

So I kept looking for the toe tip by opening up all the tins and shoeboxes and stuff. Another one of Beryl’s riveting letters fell out and this time she had the secret to a crisp and moist lamington and before I could stop myself I said, ‘Who is Beryl?’

This caught Other Lily unawares because she answered, ‘My mama, of course,’ in a very quiet voice and her eyes fell to the other wingback chair, which has a small knitted rug folded, resting on the cushion. I looked into the mirror and I could see tiny tears running down her pretty chin. I am beyond BLUE for her just remembering it now.

And then I just had to ask, ‘What happened? Why are you inside a mirror?’

Other Lily looked sad and a bit troubled. It was the sort of look my mum gets when she has been thinking for a long time about a problem that she doesn’t have the answer to. I hope she is thinking, ‘Why do I have one awesome child, two normal children and one that is an odious Pig Boy named Linden.’


Six

Other Lily (OL for short, it’s called an initialism!) opened her mouth just as I had one of my on-the-spot light-bulb moments. I shouted, ‘Shazam! Hang on just a mo,’ and ran into my bedroom to get my slightly smashed laptop.

I returned to the Rosy Room, opened up the computer to face the mirror and then I hit record. Lucy was totally intrigued by it and I had to explain it was like a typewriter that could make movies and access all kinds of books, pictures, music and information across the whole wide world. I showed her my amazing ebook collection. She loved the adult Harry Potter covers — she got their symbolism straight away.

OL was impressed with the laptop and said (which I thought was way clever) that it was like Lucy’s old typewriter and gramophone together with all her records, her mum Beryl’s entire newspaper hoard and top-secret recipe notepads, her dad Ken’s home projector, family slides and the wireless radio PLUS her own entire book/encyclopedia collection and Kodak Brownie camera all rolled into one. OL said she had never seen anything like it ‘in all her born days’. She absolutely loved it and even hinted she was a teensyweensy bit envious. It was like her nine fingers yearned to touch the keyboard.

I showed her a few more things it could do and I took a photo of her and turned it into pop art. Fern is so into pop art and she is always changing things to look either cutting-edge or retro. I am not sure which one pop art is. OL asked me if I could get her an ebook of Alice in Wonderland as Lucy had lost theirs. She had so enjoyed listening to Lucy read it day after day. She never got tired of it. I said Colin didn’t have an internet connection so I was sorry but I couldn’t. I have not read Alice in Wonderland but I did not like the movie so I was not that sorry.

OL kept asking me all kinds of questions about the laptop and it was almost like she didn’t want to talk about how she got stuck in the mirror and I could understand … but I was also dying to know so I said, ‘Why don’t we make a movie of you telling the story of how you got stuck in the mirror.’ I am clever too.

First of all OL patted down her adorable curls and smiled sheepishly but then she took a deep breath, slid down to the ground and sat crossed-legged. She played with her cotton skirt and kept smoothing out all the wrinkles over and over again. I know that feeling — it is stressed to the max. So I said, ‘Don’t worry, we can listen to music if you like, or I could read Harry Potter to you,’ but I was sooo hoping she would tell her story.

Finally, she whispered, ‘Do you remember when we first met … I mentioned a ghost?’

I shut my eyes like I was trying hard to remember and said, ‘Yeah … kind of.’

I did not want to tell her that evening I had an ‘accident of an embarrassing nature’. GG had my favourite PJs dry and extra fluffy for me the next day.

‘As you know, this house is terribly old. There really was a ghost — and his name was Edgar. He made himself known to Lucy and I five months and three days before our fourteenth birthday. We had been living in the house for nearly a year. Fabian, our cat, had sensed him straight away and became uncharacteristically skittish. Edgar had been here all along but our ‘spiritual energy’ was not in the least bit powerful or interesting until then. He also said Ken and Beryl were the dullest people in the entire universe; living or dead.’

‘How terrifying … and rude!’ I whispered while crossing my legs and sitting down as well.

‘Oh, not really, he was more of a nuisance than anything else. Lucy and I called him Edgar the Pudding Head. You see, Lucy could see him and his enormous grinning face. I couldn’t. But that didn’t matter because Edgar was one of those show-off poltergeists — always banging and moving our things around. He was wily enough to only put on a show in front of Lucy and myself. He loved to provoke me on purpose because I suppose I am quite orderly and tidy.’

She sighed and looked around at the scattered topsyturvy piles of top-quality jumble. ‘He thought he was hilarious but he was not! Edgar had just turned fourteen when he died — apparently he had choked to death in 1898 in a pie stuffing competition. He was the outright winner but unable to claim his prize on account of being dead. The highly desired prize was a bar of Cadbury chocolate from the homeland and it went to the runner-up who had had the commonsense not to inhale the pastry up his nose. This riled Edgar beyond belief and he spent the rest of his afterlife utterly fixated on sweet treats. He was forever ruining Mama’s prize-winning cakes, and Lucy and I would get the blame! And the punishment! OUTRAGEOUS!’ Other Lily’s blue eyes sparked and glowered.

Naturally concerned, I asked, ‘What kind of punishment?’

‘Why, the wooden spoon to the derrière of course!’

‘Beryl, you are outrageous!’ I shouted, but OL seemed not to be worried at all by her mama’s actions … like a wallop to the tooshie was totally acceptable. Shudder! Thank goodness our house is a spank-free zone!

I do not like Beryl.

‘We muddled on, the three of us — sometimes Edgar was quiet for ages and ages, other times he was chatty and cheeky and then patty cakes, devils-on-horseback and lamingtons would fly around the kitchen. Lucy would laugh and clap her hands in delight but I was furious … it was a waste of good food AND a paddywhack for us. Lucy said the smack was worth the spectacle of it all. She could be very bold, you know, but I suppose she could see Edgar and talk to him while I kept my nose in a book and tried hard not to pay him any attention — he seemed to thrive on it. I suppose I was a little bit jealous. Anyway, after a few long chats with Lucy, Edgar settled down in this room because it was off the kitchen and he could smell all of Mama’s delicious cooking. He even stopped juggling treats around. And things were fine for a time but then —’

Other Lily stopped talking and played with her skirt some more and then fiddled with her sandal strap so I looked at her foot — and saw the spot where her toe used to live! I tried hard not to look at the missing chunk. Plus I desperately wanted to ask what kind of a treat was a devil-on-horseback! (According to Beryl’s notes which I discovered later, a ‘devil-on-horseback’ is a tasty morsel of dried fruit wrapped snuggly in a lardy piece of bacon. It is not an apocalyptic horseman.)

‘It’s all my fault,’ she whispered in a voice I knew was hurting her throat to keep the tears in. Heartbreaking.

‘You see, Lucy and I always shared a room. Always … and we were so lucky because as well as being sisters, we were jolly good friends. But then we got out of sorts and I became pernickety. I was jealous of her little tête-à-têtes with Edgar. On the rare occasion that Edgar would hear Lucy playing tunes on her gramophone, he would float on into our bedroom at night and together they would dance to a silly crooning man called Frank Sinatra, and Lucy would twirl and strut and shake her derrière. I was scandalised … it was almost like she was enjoying herself … dancing with a boy! A dead boy, no less. It was very vexing. There was one song I remember well, it was called “I’ve Got a Crush on You” and I knew nothing good would come from her shenanigans. When I look back on it, which I must confess I often do, I now realise she was simply appreciating the music and the movement of it all. But at the time … some nasty words may have flown out of my mouth.’

OL looked up and saw my eyes pop and my wide-open mouth shout dismay at her without words.

‘Oh don’t worry, Lucy could be quite feisty as well. When I wanted to read at night, she would want to sleep and then snap the light off … just like that — SNAP! When I wanted to sleep, of course Lucy would insist on having the lamp on so she could draw the supposedly dreamy Frank Sinatra in pencil. This went on and on and caused quite a few more cross words and bad tempers, until Papa had a very good idea. He suggested I move into the room off the kitchen just before Christmas as a reward for all my hard work and good grades! I was his favourite little bookworm, he said, and Lucy was his favourite little chanteuse, and we were different but equally adorable.’

I like Ken.

Her story was epically intense and even now when I play it back, my heart hurts for Other Lily. But I am torn — it was incredibly rude of Lucy not to let Other Lily read but as for being able to see AND dance with a spectre, that’s AWESOME. I’m basically in awe that my actual grandmother is a medium and it is highly plausible that by the time I turn thirteen I could have this gift too. SCARY WONDERFUL!!

Then OL went on to reveal the most incredible story, now that I’m her confidante (a French word that means she trusts me with her secrets).

It was nearly Christmas time. Other Lily and Lucy were buzzing with sheer happiness as they knew their mama, Beryl, was working hard sewing new matching dresses and had crocheted them each an identical new bedspread in quite a cutting-edge fancy 1940s pattern to celebrate their individuality. Bless! Ken papered the walls in this rosy spewalicious wallpaper that is still here today. Apparently Ken’s catchphrase was, ‘If it’s a job worth doing, it’s worth doing well.’

Beryl helped choose (read — fully chose) the wallpaper.

One fateful Saturday morning, Ken got Beryl off her Singer sewing machine to help him move Lily’s mirror into the newly minted Rosy Room. This is where it all went wrong. BIG-TIME!

Ken didn’t realise they had ‘a poltergeist with an insatiable appetite for sugary tidbits residing there already’ (OL is a total word nerd too) and when they moved her mirror into the room, Edgar quickly shunted it back out into the hallway with a twirl and a kick. Poor Fabian ran outside screeching and hissing and hid under the house for hours.

Ken’s mind was blown AWAY! This was when Kenneth P. Dunnings of Dunnings Hardware and Nursery passed out cold, hitting his head with a thwack on the freshly polished floorboards. Apparently he was a sensible man and flying furniture was too much for all of his senses — but mostly his sense of sight.

Of course OL knew it was troublemaker Edgar and she was ENRAGED. She pointed her finger at the mirror and screeched that it was time to leave and he was to pack his pudding-filled bags and to go AT ONCE.

OL’s boldness caught Edgar off guard and he must have overshot his dramatic exit through the wall as he ended up in the bathroom with Lucy, who was in a state of undress and ONLY had on her trainer brassiere plus a singlet tucked into her sport bloomers which were pulled up over her knickers with matching anklet cuff socks. ‘Practically naked!’ was how OL described it.

It was Lucy’s turn to get all fired up as she rushed out of the bathroom to find her pa on the ground quite ‘insensible’.

‘EDGAR!’ she shouted and apparently also pointed her finger — and because Lucy could see him, it really hit the mark. ‘Edgar, I explained to you that Lily is going to have your room because she is driving me mad with her neat-asa-pin attitude and incessant blasted studying.’

‘Language, Lucy!’ warned Beryl, who was obviously upset about the ruckus but held that rules were rules.

I really do not like Beryl.

It was at this point of her recount that Other Lily started to cry and her bottom lip became beyond wobbly. She held her breath as a tiny river of tears trickled down her nose. She said Lucy’s words had cut her to the very core and she looked at her with pleading eyes. But Edgar seized the moment to say Lily was driving him mad too and perhaps he should move into Lucy’s room so they could dance and eat cake to their heart’s content and — BANG — Lucy’s gramophone cranked up and Ol’ Blue Eyes Frankie was singing ‘I’ve Got a Crush on You’. DRAMA!

Lucy quickly realised what she had just said and freaked. Lucy did not want to share her room with an amorous pudding and cried out, ‘I am sorry, Lily.’

Edgar, although greedy, was no fool. He quickly worked out that he was on the losing team and pleaded that he might be allowed to stay in the washhouse where he had ‘formerly resided since 1898 without any bother’. But Lucy said NO and asked him in no uncertain terms to leave and never come back.

Other Lily got on the bandwagon and shouted, ‘Just BUZZ OFF, Edgar!’

Edgar looked at Lucy, who was like … hopping mad, and then he looked at Lily who was like … smiling a ‘take that, scallywag’ smirk. Furious, he began to chant in a singsong voice:

SILLY LILY, DON’T DILLY DALLY

INTO THE MIRROR YOU GO

SILLY LILY, DON’T DILLY DALLY

STAY THERE AND NEVER GROW

He PUSHED Lily into the mirror. Lucy said later that evening that Edgar had a look of utter surprise on his face that his chant had actually worked, but then his eyes quickly narrowed and you could see he was thinking that this was a very good solution to their little accommodation problem.

Other Lily ran hard at the mirror to get back out, hands outstretched, but when she touched the glass her finger exploded and fell right into Lucy’s hand. (Impressive Nimmy — I would have dropped it for sure.)

Lucy screamed and screamed and screamed. She yelled, ‘Give her back to me, you rotten scoundrel!’ and went to beat the glass with her fists, but Mock Cream Beryl had the presence of mind to stop her by wrestling her to the ground. From the freshly polished floorboards they beseeched Edgar to ‘GET LILY OUT THIS INSTANT!’

But Edgar rallied and puffed up ‘like he was the peacock with the trump card’ (OL is also great at similes) and said with authority, ‘Please say we can be friends again.’

‘Yes, of course, Edgar,’ shouted back Lucy in a state of despair.

Edgar tried to undo his curse and went through all combinations of words and melodies — but nothing happened. Over and over he repeated the words but this did not break the spell; it seemed to only make it stronger and sparks flared around the hall and off into the kitchen. Beryl’s perfect pavlova was practically glowing green!

Frightened, he turned to Lucy and said, ‘Say I can stay in the room off the kitchen and we can be the best of friends,’ but Edgar’s courage was failing and he was totally confused — ‘Silly sausage? Pilly Polly? Oh pooh … please say I can stay. Say it, say it.’

Stunned, Lucy — who was prone to high emotion — shouted, ‘I will never ever be your friend again!’

Then something happened that no one expected but that would have dire consequences for a very long time. Edgar began to explode into tiny colourful shards of light while emitting the most delicious scent. He looked down at his dissolving self and then back at Lily while mumbling the spell one more time in an overwrought voice. As he faded away he whispered, ‘Sorry, dear girls …’ and then disappeared forever. Lucy had broken his non-beating heart.

Here OL finished her story and I was sniffling A LOT because it was very sad indeed.

‘And I have been trapped ever since. After years of reflection — forgive the pun — I am not sure what I am anymore.’ OL closed her eyes, covered her face and breathed deeply for a mo.

I was totally devastated and I shut the laptop. I didn’t need to replay or freeze-frame. I will never forget this story ever. It is imprinted on my brain.

Other Lily now drew her knees up to her chin, put her arms over her head and was silent. Then the silence got awkward and my brain was overloaded with questions like ‘don’t you ever get hungry or tired or gassy?’

It was like OL had read my mind because she looked up and said, ‘I don’t sleep, I don’t need food, I don’t get cold and I don’t feel a thing except boredom, loneliness and … regret … it’s the most terrible feeling — rather like indigestion. I’m sorry for being a sourpuss and a grumblepot.’

After a long time in silence, she sighed deeply and said, ‘Lately I am beginning to feel like I am losing my stuffing. I feel like flat lemonade … not a bubble or a zing left some days.’

As the words left her mouth she turned sideways and, just for a moment, disappeared out of my sight. She swung back round to face me and there she was again, all pretty and polished. Then she turned to her other side to try to catch a glance of the sunlight sneaking into the hallway. She said she loved the patterns dancing on the boards.

It happened again.

I literally could not see her. She was like my well-loved bookmark. She was FLAT.

Is this normal behaviour for mirror girls or is OL changing?

So confusing.

Vexation City.


Seven

I found I was craving bacon so I made myself a bacon sandwich before I went back to the Rosy Room to check on Other Lily. After such an intense story I was worried she might have literally evaporated into nothing. She was so weak! But she was there as always waiting for me and she had more to share.

A LOT more!

The hours that followed Other Lily’s disappearance into the mirror were a terrible time for the Dunnings. Beryl had been struck dumb for a time but then went into a very loud state of conniption. She bellowed for the doctor, the police and the reverend. Ken came round and saw his Lily in the mirror, hit a high note there for a moment or two and then fainted away again. When Other Lily saw her parents so upset, she kicked her side of the mirror hard and her toe blew off. This gave them all an even greater fright. Beryl insisted she should not touch the glass ever again. As Beryl was saying this, Lucy went and touched the glass really softly. Her fingerprints were wiped clean off and it hurt her so much she started screaming again. Young Nimmy became totally unhinged but I suppose if I saw one of my sisters in the mirror I would go crazy too. If I saw Linden I would throw a party — IN FRONT OF HIM — with a DJ and a slushy machine.

When Ken got conscious for the second time, he moved the mirror into the Rosy Room as Beryl said it was creating a clutter in the hallway. She had decided she did not want anyone to know about the strange goings-on. Just like that! Fate sealed. Ken wanted tea and cake first to get his thoughts together but Beryl said NO. No discussion to be entered into, Kenneth. Beryl was prone to saying this a lot.

Then, a knock at the door. Ken hit the ground once more, weakened by the exertion and lack of sugar. Thud! Total panic station! A small charming voice cried out, ‘Is everything all right?’ and Beryl (who believed in manners) opened the door. There stood Miss Janet Knoblett, the girls’ beloved teacher who had brought books for Lily, records for Lucy and chocolates for Beryl.

Even though Mock Cream Beryl was a large lady, she could not hide her flaked-out husband lying face down in the hallway. Miss Knoblett (who was a kindred spirit and excellent at reading vibes) saw him and the look on Beryl and Lucy’s faces and knew something of a significant nature had just taken place.

‘It’s Lily,’ shouted Lucy.

And Beryl had the presence of mind to say, ‘She is missing, we can’t find her — please alert the sergeant, go … go … go quickly,’ and then went back to wailing and shouting and sobbing all at the same time. (She had hiccups for two days.)

Beryl threw the dust cloth over the mirror and shut the door to the Rosy Room when the sergeant arrived. She wanted to keep this a secret. But guilt-ridden Lucy moved all her things into the Rosy Room that very night to be close to her sister. She apologised about being silly over the lamp and for her hurtful comments and told Other Lily she was very insightful regarding Edgar and that the two sisters were never to separate again. Anytime OL got sad or a bit panicky, she knew she could call out to her. OL didn’t often cry out for her because Lucy needed all her strength for life on the outside. But just being there for her was a great comfort.

I know this is a paradox (according to Fern, life is full of them!) but listening to lovely stories about a lovely sister REMINDED ME ABOUT LINDEN! SPEW!

Linden is coming here soon and I don’t want him to find Other Lily and I don’t want him to come at all. FULL STOP!!!!

Other Lily noticed my brow going all intense and furrowed and she said, ‘Please, won’t you tell me what is wrong?’

I shrugged and said nothing, but seriously, I was slightly jealous that my Nimmy was her Lucy first and I got stuck with a pig instead of a cool twin sister. Young Lucy sounds like so much fun — not that I am into fun, it’s totally overrated. I just bravely shrugged again and said, ‘What happened next?’

Other Lily said everyone eventually calmed down and the family got into a pretty cozy routine. Lucy, Beryl and Ken would sit here in this bedroom with her of an evening. So sweet! And they would show her all the new stuff in the world and read her the newspaper and listen to music. Beryl would knit in one old chair and Ken would read his newspaper in the other and on the little stool sat Lucy … sounds pretty comfy. They even finished papering the room in this vomitous rose wallpaper to remind her of the garden. Beryl was ‘well pleased’ with the result.

Other Lily looked sad and I asked her if she was okay.

‘Not too bad considering the circumstances, and much better for having you here,’ she answered. So brave!

And then I felt so incredibly sorry for both Nimmy and Other Lily that I started to cry. Again. This must have reminded her of my little performance this morning because she asked me what was wrong back then.

I took a deep breath and said, ‘My brother is coming to stay and he hates me.’ I must admit, I just kept crying and the tears were very hot and angry and I was embarrassed so MUCH that I kicked over a pile of boxes — newspaper cuttings, birthday cards and old electricity bills flew everywhere.

‘Not Linden the handful?’ asked OL.

‘Yes!’ I said, ‘What is up with that? How come you know stuff? Please explain!’

Apparently, Nimmy would bring in all the babies in the family for her sister to see. She started off with her own son, my dad (John), and then he got too big and too aware of stuff, like that aunts shouldn’t be in mirrors, and she had to stop. But when Nimmy had grandchildren, she would show her each baby. Each child could visit until they were nearly three. Sometimes she would watch Zinnia and Fern play and it was really lovely and very good for her heart.

‘Do you remember me?’ I asked, soooo excited.

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘because you were the last. Linden was three and he kept climbing up onto the top of the wooden base, and Lucy was holding newborn you and she kept pulling Linden back by the pants until she had to take him outside so she could show me the new baby. You were utterly, utterly adorable with a tiny little head like a fresh peach … simply the most divine baby of all.’

She said she saw photos of John and Letty and us kids growing up over the years and she knew all kinds of snippets of stories about us. Then Other Lily looked at me and asked, ‘Did Letty find her Vietnamese birth mother as she was thinking about doing years ago?’

I answered, ‘No.’

Other Lily said this was a shame and I sighed and agreed … only because I want to find out what mysteries could lay there. Then I told OL about Nanna Pinkington, who is Mum’s adopted mum but really her true mum as the Universe chose for them to be together. Pinkie (thanks once again, Zinnia) is the best mum and nanna in the world. She lives in a unit that is very close to us (which is great) but that’s very clean and neat. She likes to give old things away! Not so great! The only mystery surrounding her is her love of Midsomer Murders on the television. Actually, this is not strictly true. Not the bit about Nanna Pinkie loving English detectives but the bit about me only being interested in Mum’s birth family for its intrigue factor. Last Christmas, I overheard my sisters talking about it too. Fern said she looks Vietnamese but feels ridiculous because she doesn’t know a word of the language, and Zinnia said she was sick of her new Spanish friends asking her to whip up a bowl of pho and being surprised when she bakes perfect pumpkin scones. (Nimmy recipe!) Fern and her friends are going to Vietnam before she heads off to Europe and they wanted to visit her ancestral village. She had to tell them she had no idea. Realistically, Treebark is our ancestral village. Fern said it was Mum’s decision and we needed to support her and stuff.

OL is awesome at reading vibes, just like I am, because the next thing she said was she was so ashamed of being snippy and tetchy with me at the start … and for calling me ‘Chinese girl’ when I am actually Australian with Vietnamese heritage.

She often wondered if the house had been sold, because it had been a long time since Lucy had gone away for good. Long before that, her visits had become erratic and sometimes Lucy would forget who she was. Sometimes — this was even worse — Lucy would think SHE was the girl in the mirror and would start to brush HER hair and straighten HER hat. (OL does not even wear a hat!) There were days when Lucy wouldn’t visit at all as ‘she had taken to her bed because of her nerves’ — I suspect it was the neurons not working, which is close enough. GG has explained it to me.

I told OL it had been four years since Lucy had gone into the Home, so about seven years since she had last seen my adorable face. She said she had been so lonely and frightened and bored, but mostly lonely, in the mirror that she thought she was having one of those bad dreams that make you wake up and scream. Except she never quite got round to the wake up and scream bit. She said it made the whole cake-cartwheeling Edgar episode pale into utter insignificance and she now wished she had let the greedy pudding head stay in his own room and not been such a jolly spoilsport.

Apparently, when Nimmy realised her neurons were on the slide, she suggested that they let Colin in on it (the sister-in-law behind glass deal) and OL was totally up for it but then poor Lucy forgot to mention it to him before it was too late. I actually got a lump in my throat because that is seriously sad.

But OL was like, so positive. She shook herself and shuddered, ‘There I go again being as miserable as a bandicoot … so sorry.’ Then she smiled her brightest smile and asked, ‘Is Linden still a handful?’

‘Handful? He is a mental case!’ I answered, only because it is the TRUTH.


Eight

I told Other Lily all about Linden and how mean he is to me, including the erroneous story and another one involving my trumpet case being hidden on the school bus by him and his friends, which led me to have a very public panic attack because that trumpet is expensive to Dad and precious to me. One of his friends, named Harry, slid it out from under Linden’s seat and said sorry. Linden teased him and said he was a Lily lover pansy.

I even told her about the time Linden held my head under the water at our family Christmas pool party and Zinnia had to hit him hard on the head with the leaf scoop to get him to stop. Meanwhile Fern had dived in and rescued me. I vomited up all my chunky Christmas ham and potato salad and I have to say, throwing up lumpy potato is almost as bad as nearly drowning.

Other Lily was outraged. OUTRAGED. And she shouted, ‘He sounds PERFECTLY GHASTLY AND A BULLY AND A RAT AND A FINK TO BOOT!’ and she paced back and forth until at last she said, ‘To be perfectly frank, he needs to be taught a lesson.’

I really REALLY REALLY like Other Lily. She is the best friend ever!

And then Other Lily smiled what I can only describe as a wicked smile, and I wondered again if she was an evil fairy. This did not stop me from liking her. It actually increased my like. But she is not, of course, an evil entity of any description. She is just plain awesome. Other Lily bent over to touch her toes like she was in training for the Bully Olympics. She turned to her side and did a few quick knee lifts and suddenly she was flat again. All I could see of her were knobbly knees and swinging arms, like a jerking ribbon. OL was as flat as the Queen on an old postage stamp. She was so busy being chipper that she did not see my open mouth of SHOCK. I pulled myself together.

OL turned and jogged towards me and said she COMPLETELY understands how I feel because when she lived outside the mirror in the real world, there was a girl down the street named Dawn Hornbuckle, who would pull her plaits and set her dog onto her AND the wretched beast had even taken a piece out of her ankle. Other Lily popped her leg up and showed me the scar. It was still quite raw and angry looking. It made the space where the missing toe was on the other leg look healthy and completely normal and acceptable. This is how utterly horrible it is. Wretched, a fab new word I learnt from OL.

‘It happened a fortnight before I got stuck in here,’ she said sadly, ‘Mama had just removed the bandages.’

‘What happened?’ I asked. What bad luck to have a dog bite you and then become trapped in a parallel dimension.

‘I was riding my new bicycle past her house when Deadly Dawn opened the gates and released Chompers — he was a very large and peculiar-smelling Doberman with a deep hatred of shiny bicycles and girls. I suspect it was because Dawn was a cycling girl and I suspect that she terrorised Chompers as much as she terrorised me.’

‘How long ago did this happen?’ I asked, taking another sneak peek at the scar. Shudder.

‘December the 12th, 1947… It feels so long ago. I have lost track of time. When Mama and darling Pa died, Lucy helped me keep track of the days by sneaking in and telling me the time and the day and what the weather was like. She would read bits and bobs from the newspapers and sometimes, if Colin was out at bridge, she would bring in the radio and we could listen to tunes. We even tried a portable television set but we could never get the rabbit-ears antenna to work properly and when the sewing machine was running as well … it was a nightmare!’ Other Lily sighed. ‘One day, she came in with a tea-cosy on her head and I asked her if she had the morning papers handy — but she couldn’t remember what a paper was. I thought she was joking until she started crying and snapped, “What a darn nuisance this paper thing must be … whatever it was.”’

We were both quiet for a long time and both felt a bit dreary until I broke the silence by saying how I wished I had a twin sister and not a psycho brother.

OL’s eyes began to shine with mischief again and she whispered, ‘We will teach him a lesson for sure.’

Just then, Grandad shouted out, ‘A certain favourite cake is ready for a certain favourite grandchild.’

‘Is it a chocolate ganache and hazelnut cake?’ asked OL and I nodded. She said this cake was Lucy’s favourite too and the charming Colin would make it for her on the weekends. I feel very special that I have something in common with the beautiful girl that was Nimmy in the photograph but I feel very scared that if I eat too much of it, I will end up like Nimmy in the Home, all jiggly with drooping bits.

I am feeling loved and mysterious all in one.

But I have a voice niggling at me in the back of my head. I think it might be a kind of logic. Why does Other Lily keep going flat? I am trying not to think about what this means.

Can’t stop thinking about it.

What does it mean?


Nine

I have been spending every minute in the Rosy Room with OL and now I feel very sorry for GG, as he must miss me terribly. I’ve only played the violin just the once, I must try harder for his sake. I told him I was collecting all the old recipes from letters and that I would make a recipe book for him and he said that sounded like a very worthwhile idea and gave me a plastic folder and a label gun. (It’s left over from when Nimmy was still at home — everything around here is labelled!) And so I am sorting and looking for a tippy-toe and recipes and secrets of any kind.

I came across a beautiful jam tart box full of blue letters with Par Avion on them. They are aerogrammes, which sounds cutting edge, but I think it just means letters written on blue paper and sent by an aeroplane, which is not that radical. On the front are these readymade stamps of the Queen wearing a tiara and she looks as pretty as, maybe even prettier than, Kate Middleton.

These letters are from Lucy to Beryl and Ken and Lily. Lucy and Colin went to London and then toured something called the Continent. Lucy describes tulip gardens and old clocks and pointy shoes and twirly spaghetti and Yorkshire puddings and Monte Carlo — which, as it turns out, is a place and not just a tasty biscuit. There are heaps of letters all folded upon themselves. Some of them are boring and some are awesome — complaining about chilblains and asking about Fabian her darling cat all the time … Yawnfest. But describing the midnight sun … Amazeballs.

I shook one of the letters and out popped a photograph of Lucy and Colin in Paris. Colin had his coat over their heads and Lucy was looking at Colin in such a nice way. Colin’s hair was dark and wavy and parted in the exact same part he has now (except there is hair in the photo) and he was wearing large black-rimmed specs that are incredibly ugly — poor Colin. You would need to be charming to wear that freaky nerd-alarm on your face. I held up the pic for OL to see and she sighed and said, ‘What a jadorable couple.’ This is French for totes adorable. And they are.

And that’s when I had a very important thought. These little crinkly pieces of blue tissue paper are like Nimmy’s memories; it’s like looking into the Pensieve with Dumbledore smiling behind me … except behind me is a squashed thirteen-year-old girl trapped in a mirror. These soft petal-like papers are special and amazing and irreplaceable. I looked around the room and there are heaps and heaps of tins and boxes full to the brim with them. It’s like all the good thoughts Lucy ever had are written here for Other Lily. They still exist and I can read them. I can see into Nimmy’s mind before the dementia came and ate up all the memories like a ticked-off Chompers. I looked up and saw OL smiling kindly at me and realised … she was like a LIVING MEMORY BANK about Lucy and Beryl and Ken and John and Letty and all of us, in a way. I looked like a peach, for heaven’s sake. This is IMPORTANT STUFF.

I am borrowing some photos and a couple of letters as they make me feel very close to Other Lily and Lucy in the good old days. My life seems to have happened after the good old days because Zinnia and Fern can remember heaps about Nimmy before she went off into Nimmy Land. Linden doesn’t care. I can remember some stuff too, like how she could peel potatoes in one long curly piece and how GG would laugh loudly at her jokes. He would bend over and come up with happy tears running off his face. But my sisters have years of memories. Nimmy even met Manuel and got her flirt on with him as she spoke to him in Spanish. She will never meet my future dreamboat and that makes me sad.


Ten

Last night I couldn’t sleep and not even reading about Hermione and Viktor Krum hitting the D-floor at the Triwizard Yule Ball helped. I had to come clean with OL and tell her that Nimmy has dementia.

So this morning I did and she said, ‘What is this?’ So I went and got GG’s book on it and read her the description and symptoms and stuff. I left out the PROGNOSIS as my throat was really sore from trying not to blub like a baby but then I did blub like a baby anyway.

When I looked up, Lily was blubbing like a baby too and she cried out, ‘It would do my heart the world of good if I could just see my dearest Lucy one more time,’ and then I started howling because that is IMPOSSIBLE and I am grateful that GG is a bit deaf and is outside pruning the roses. So we both got ourselves into a bit of a state when GG’s big old-fashioned phone rang. I pulled myself together and thought rationally and ran to GG’s bedroom and answered it.

It was Linden and he said, ‘Are you looking forward to seeing me? Because I will be there tonight at six pm, loser.’

I said, ‘Thank you for that information, I will tell GG ASAP.’ Then I hung up and ran back to OL and started howling again.

‘Who was it, dear?’ asked Lily.

‘The HANDFUL arrives tonight at six pm,’ I replied.

Then we had a secret chat about teaching Linden a lesson. I started to feel a bit better but I knew in my heart that Linden is a bigger handful than Dawn and Chompers Hornbuckle put together.

Other Lily said the key to executing a terrific idea was in the groundwork.

‘Does Linden have any foibles?’ she asked me.

‘He does have a furuncle on the side of his neck that he takes antibiotics for,’ I said.

She laughed, ‘No, I mean weak character points.’

‘I can’t think of one,’ I said, ‘he is much taller and stronger and meaner than me.’

Lily told me to look a little deeper and so I thought hard and answered, ‘He is a fussy eater and is a smelly Pig Boy.’ I added, ‘Oh, and Dad said he is easily stimulated and when I asked Fern what this meant, she said he has the attention span of a gnat.’

Lily thought these were indeed foibles enough and gave her plenty to work with.

Well, Linden is here. He is completely ignoring me in his scowly way, which suits me fine. Being ignored does not leave psychological damage.

I have taken the key and locked up the Rosy Room. It is a really big key and I am wearing it around my neck on GG’s West Coast Eagles member lanyard. Not that Linden will be interested in vintage or history and family stuff — but I can’t risk it. He will be interested if I show interest. I am thinking about taking my own bedroom key as well — thanks to his ‘bush cockroach in Lily’s bed’ prank I have skin sensitivity issues. That night still haunts me to this day. Actually, I had to go and speak to a special therapist about it. Embarrassing! Now I do not like being tickled. FULL STOP!

Linden is still Linden. I will not waste the lead in my new pacer on writing about him.
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We had our dinner, which was a delicious gnocchi with burnt butter and sage number, which GG is legendary for. Linden had plain pasta because he is a fussy eater. The phone rang and GG answered it and, while he was on the phone, Linden took a second lemonade can out of the fridge AND put one in his bedroom for later. PIG. Then he finished off the remaining chocolate ganache cake and burped into my face, the most disgusting smell.

I must say as I write this I feel alive with RAGE. I am fairly seething with rage.

Then GG came back to the dinner table and said he had to go out. And I’m like, GG you said you would talk to Pig Boy about his behaviour and now you are leaving me alone with the psycho at nighttime. Obviously, I couldn’t say this in front of Linden so I said it telepathically with my eyebrows and my mouth turned down. GG got the message at once and said he was so sorry to be running off on Linden’s first night but a friend from bridge had had a nasty fall and needed some help. He would only be a short time. GG told us there was plenty of cake but I am afraid I could not stop myself from saying, there was not … ANYMORE. And GG frowned at Linden, and Linden was like WHATEVER.

I hate him.

I took the key to my bedroom and I locked myself in. I attempted to read Playing Beatie Bow but I couldn’t concentrate. So I put it away and got out my laptop to read — this time The Chamber of Secrets. I went straight to the bit where the Weasley brothers get the Ford Anglia to fly and they rescue Harry. It is very good comfort reading and it helped me tremendously, even though there is a squiggly shatter line running through the screen that makes the words jumpy. I heard my door rattle and felt good having the key around my neck, even though it was poking into my ribcage and it smelled rusty, which is my least favourite smell.

This morning I slept in and I was so angry with myself because I was supposed to get up and execute phase one. I jumped out of bed and went to find GG at the top of the table, figging up all the toast and basically ruining it. But he was not there and so I searched the laundry slash jam-making room and he was not there. Only figs and sugar and buckets — YUCK!! SPEWALICIOUS! I could also see a big bag of quinces sitting on the washing machine. Quinces actually hurt my tongue and make my mouth produce too much saliva. VOMITOUS! He was not tending to the garden or watching television. It was not a bridge day and I wondered if he had nipped out to see Nimmy. But it was too early for Nimmy as she would still be in the breakfast room eating some non-crunchy food.

Then I started to panic! I looked into Linden’s room and he was snoring his ugly head off. So I had the presence of mind to execute the plan. I took the finger out of my dressing gown pocket and placed it on his pillow. Then I tiptoed out and kept looking for GG.

I found him. He was asleep on his bed but he had his glasses on and was fully dressed, holding onto the bedside dresser phone. The short curly cord was stretched out straight. He cradled the two bulky plastic parts to his chest like a teddy bear. I strongly, strongly felt that something bad had happened. So I crept forward thinking please don’t let GG be dead … please don’t let GG be dead, and he must have felt me telepathically as he woke up and smiled at me.

I told GG I strongly felt something was terribly wrong, and GG started to CRY. And I thought to myself this is almost as bad as if he was dead because GG does NOT cry. I took his hand and he said, ‘My dear little Lily Pilly, something is wrong. I am afraid my bridge story was a bit of a ruse. It’s Nimmy. Nimmy has gone downhill and it is not looking good for her.’

I am embarrassed to say that at first, all I could see was Nimmy speeding out of control in her wheelchair down a steep hill, while shouting WOOOO HOOOOO and that made me smile. But Grandad kept on talking and I soon realised that what he meant was, she was dying. Then I started to howl and GG held me tight and he howled too but then there was a CATASTROPHIC NOISE and Linden started screaming his lungs out and came running into GG’s room, screaming the words, ‘BODY PART! There is a random finger on my pillow, a finger on my pillow, come and see it, come and see it … Get it off my pillow, GG!’

GG said, ‘Maybe it is a worm or slug, or something of that nature — it can’t possibly be a finger as all our fingers are present and accounted for,’ and he was the old GG again.

I felt slightly sorry for Linden because I was, at least, sort of prepared for mystery from the Rosy Room but to wake up with a juicy digit on your pillow slip must have come as a bit of a shock. Ba Ha Ha Linden!! Suffer in your jocks!

Grandad said, ‘Please calm down, Linden, and let me change my glasses,’ so he started looking around for his other pair and he couldn’t find them. I slipped very quietly into Linden’s room and popped Lily’s finger back into my dressing gown pocket.

Linden was still screaming, ‘I DID SO SEE A FINGER,’ and he was all jumpy and sweaty and I have to say, even though I was drowning in sorrow for poor Nimmy I was extremely pleased that Linden was MIND-FREAKED this badly.

I heard the mirror rattle loudly like OL was doing a victory dance and then I felt terrible for her as Nimmy, her dear one, was going downhill — her absolute dearest one. And it is totally up to me to break the bad news.

I am worried this might make her flat twenty-four seven. As in ALL THE TIME.

So GG found his glasses and pulled himself together and went to see this alleged finger, which was, of course, not there. He was quite sharp with Linden but not sharp enough for my liking until Linden turned and said, ‘It’s Lily, Lily did it, where is the finger, turdburger?’ and I started howling in indignation (fab new OL word) and GG really snapped BIG-TIME and shouted, ‘PISH POSH! DON’T BE RIDICULOUS, LINDEN, Lily can’t even stomach the look of a fig, let alone touch a detached finger. YOU IMAGINED IT.’

This is true. My disgust of figs is well known.

Then GG said Nimmy was not well and he wanted to freshen up and go back and see her. But first he had an important phone call to make. I knew he had to call his son, my dad, to tell him the bad news too.
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It is later on in the day. I have not seen Nimmy or Other Lily.

So GG was on the phone and Linden made some figgy toast for himself and then ate it in his room with his earplugs in like the surly little pudding head that he is. I pulled out the key and opened the door to the Rosy Room … and the dust cloth was jiggling and jiving all over the place. OL was super excited and I wanted to say ‘calm your farm or we will get busted’ but I didn’t have the heart. I let her have a nanosecond of joy before my bad news. The news could have thrown her into the depths of anguish for all eternity. Heavy!

So I took my time pulling off the sheet to reveal her beautiful eyes glistening with happiness and she was doing that chuckle thing which is no longer annoying but simply delightful. (FAVE NEW OL WORD OF ALL TIME!)

‘How did it go?’ she whisper-shouted joyously — and as I write this I am struck by how much fun a really good prop can be and I almost, almost understand Linden’s rubber-vomit stage.

‘It went very well,’ I replied with as much joy as I could muster but she could tell it didn’t match her joy at all as she is incredibly good at reading things like people’s faces and voices. It’s probably because she has been stuck in a mirror since 1947.

‘What’s the matter, dear one?’ she asked very gently but firmly. ‘Has Linden been mean to you?’

And I said, ‘No, we totally nailed freaking Linden out. It’s Nimmy … Lucy … she is going downhill … I just heard GG slash Colin say on the phone that she only has a few days left,’ and then to make it perfectly clear, I added, ‘left alive.’ Then I blubbed like a baby again but Lily did not.

She leaned forward and said, ‘Can I ask you a favour, dearest?’

I said, ‘Yes, anything, anything at all!’ but I was actually thinking, what can I do for a girl inside a mirror?

‘I must see my dear one, one more time. Please, do you think you could organise it?’

And I’m like, yeah sure, I will just put the mirror in my Hello Kitty organiser and off we go. Of course I didn’t say that. I did say, ‘I can’t promise anything but I will die trying,’ and this seemed to give her confidence in me.

Then I heard Linden rabbiting around (GG-ism) in the kitchen for chips and biscuits so I said I must go. As I placed the sheet over the mirror, OL started to cry and she almost touched the glass.

‘Stop!’ I shouted — and she did. Big silent tears plopped down her face and I was completely gutted.


Eleven

So we are now going to see Nimmy. Linden did not want to come so GG said he could stay at home and watch ABC3. Linden laughed and said that is for babies but he sat down and watched it and laughed his head off at Kayne and Ambo. They are really funny — Kayne is cute but not as cute as Scotty Tweedie. The key to the Rosy Room is still around my neck and I feel glad but itchy and stinky.

I am scared to see Nimmy as I have not seen anyone dying before and it might be a bit frightening. I hope there are not too many cords and machines and stuff.
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It is a very beautiful day and the weather is all springtime even though it’s the middle of winter. We were in a hurry to get to Nimmy’s this morning so we walked straight past Ms HB’s house. Sometimes, we cross the road and take a bit of a detour (for our health, says GG, but I think it is because he can’t stand her dogs going ballistic at the gate).

Today Ms HB was sitting outside on the padded seat in her walking frame enjoying the weather as well. I think she spends more time using the seat bit than the walking bit. She was wearing a dress that was too short and there was a gap between her hemline and her knee-length stockings and I could see her knees, which were as white as a ghost’s, they contrasted much with her very tanned pantyhose. She shouted out, ‘Yoo-hoo, Colin and little Lindy, how are we today? Terrific weather we are having, isn’t it? Care for a cordial?’

And GG actually said, ‘That plurry woman!’ (plurry is an almost-swearword old people use when they get cross) under his breath just so I could hear, and then he said breezily, ‘So sorry, Ms HB, we are in a bit of a hurry. Lucy is not too well at the moment.’

Ms HB replied, ‘Sorry to hear that. Now … dear Colin, I won’t ask you again, please dear … do call me Dawn.’ Then she tried to straighten up to show off her big bosoms. At first I was shocked — Ms HB was getting her flirt on with my GRANDFATHER — but then I had a light-bulb moment. It was as bright as GG’s fluorescent hallway light that has a broken shade. MS HB IS DAWN HORNBUCKLE … THE HORRIBLE GIRL FROM DOWN THE STREET … AND SHE WAS HITTING ON GG! — except she was most certainly not a girl anymore. She was totally ancient.

I was in a state of shock. I felt more upset than when I found the finger. That was a mystery. This is plain VOMITOUS.

GG did not seem surprised and said in his charming voice, ‘We must be getting along,’ and then held my hand tightly and although we walked away at a normal pace, GG’s face was saying he wanted to run.

I am back home now at GG’s even though Nimmy is not dead … yet.

In the end, it really wasn’t that scary. At first, it was flat-out off-putting — Nimmy was lying in her bed and her eyes were closed but her face said that she was in Nimmy Land twenty-four seven. I tried to imagine Nimmy Land full of babies, shoes, boxes, swing music, cakes and a Colin with hair … and of course her dearest sister. This helped me tremendously and I was even able to take her hand and stroke its gnarly old skin. (Note to self: sunscreen is very important genetically for me.)

GG sat on the other side and held her other hand, the one with all the twisty jewellery. He said lovely things to her about John and Letty and all of us … and about Paris in 1957 and Cairo in 1962 etc etc etc. And then he went on about the rose garden … and he even managed to say something nice about Linden. He said he was a strong, good-looking fellow with a healthy appetite and left it at that, which was very kind of him. Apparently I am a sheer delight.

Then Nimmy sat up and opened her eyes and said, ‘Home,’ and as she said it, a whole lot of brown stuff came out of her mouth and I screamed and GG hit the emergency button and nurses came running.

The brown stuff was tea and then we saw the tea sippy cup next to her. The matron apologised and said she’d forgotten to phone and tell us that Nimmy became conscious again this morning and had asked for tea and her dear one. She particularly wanted her sister, whom they had never seen visit, so they hoped she might settle for tea. And she did, she took a sip and fell straight back to sleep. Only problem was she forgot to swallow it.

Then the matron looked at me and asked, ‘Were you named after anyone special in the family?’ I shrugged because I didn’t want to alert GG I am onto the secret, even if he is not. And the truth is, I am not sure if I am named after her or if it was one of those Freudian coincidences Fern keeps banging on about, like somewhere in the deep grooves of Dad’s brain he remembers a pretty girl in a mirror named Lily.

The matron smiled at me, which is odd because usually she is like super busy swishing around. She only stops to spray her hair with more hairspray behind the nurses’ station and then she is off again being bossy but friendly. Then she asked, ‘Who is Edgar?’

I shrugged in a noncommittal way. I’m getting really good at shrugging.

GG was a bit flustered but stayed strong for Nimmy and me.

After a while, the matron and the other nurses left and GG settled down. Sophie, our special nice nurse, stayed on. She asked GG if Lucy really did have a sister because last night she had been calling for her. It was two-thirty in the morning and the matron decided not to phone as Lucy’s vital signs were good for a dying person. Then Sophie lowered her voice and added that Lucy had managed to limp into her ensuite and there Sophie had found her banging on the bathroom mirror … calling out for Lily, her dear, dear sister, her dearest one. There was a bit of mumbling about her mama and pa too. At first, they thought she was calling for me and having the usual delusions and mixing everything up but something — the nurses and matron were not sure what that something was — made them feel like Nimmy was really remembering when she pleaded, ‘Please Edgar, please let her go, please I beg you.’ The matron was stunned and a bit unnerved as she had given Nimmy extra medicine, which usually makes her drowsy. It takes all the pain away and sends her on the express train to Nimmy Land … but not this time. Apparently, Nimmy lay her forehead on the glass and whispered, ‘I am sorry, dear Lily.’ Sophie said that it took three nurses and the matron to get her back into bed.

And I did stop myself from saying, ‘YES, SHE HAS A NON-IDENTICAL TWIN SISTER WHO HAS BEEN STUCK IN THE MIRROR SINCE NINETEEN FORTY-SEVEN!’ Instead, I looked at GG and thought to myself, Well, go on, Colin … who is this sister that is never spoken of. Not even once.

And GG looked at me and said Lucy did have a twin sister named Lily who mysteriously disappeared in the summer of 1947. It was in all the newspapers. She vanished without a trace. The Dunnings were incredibly brave and carried on very well but Lucy never ever EVER wanted to discuss it. She ended up inheriting the house and he was very happy to live there, as it is a wonderfully big house with terrific bones. But Lucy tended to spend a lot of time in Lily’s old bedroom and he let her because it seemed to rally her spirits no end. Then he said Lucy was very secretive about the room and the disappearance and so it just naturally happened that her sister was never mentioned and forgotten. GG lowered his voice and said one of the main reasons dear Lucy had to go into the Home was because night after night she would get up and bang on the mirror. One night she got so agitated, she threw her favourite Bohemian cut crystal vase at the mirror and the vase smashed into smithereens. She was screaming, ‘Lily!’ Poor GG continued on bravely and said that was when he realised he couldn’t manage anymore. He was frightened Lucy might hurt herself. He dabbed at his eyes with his tissue.

And I am so so glad that I know Lily.

She is NOT NOT NOT NOT forgotten, not ever.

When Sophie left, GG said he wanted to go and find a cup of tea as he was feeling a titch headachy. When he left, I whispered into Nimmy’s ear, ‘Lily is going very well and she misses you heaps too.’ I hoped that Nimmy’s eyelids might flicker in recognition but they didn’t.

Grandad made some more phone calls in the corridor and I heard things like ‘strong heart’, ‘feisty spirit’ and ‘my dear one’ in his cracking voice.

Then it was time to go because the rest of my family will be arriving soon to say goodbye to Nimmy. Mum and Dad are flying in from their anniversary holiday. Zinnia is arriving shortly from Spain with Manuel. Fern is already driving down from Perth with the three munted Angora cats. And of course, Linden is sitting on the couch waiting too. There is only one turdburger in this family and that is Linden. He only has to walk three streets, not catch two planes and a bus.

TURDBURGER EXTREME.

But as we were leaving to go get supplies for three random cats (because no doubt Fern would have forgotten to pack their food) and food for the eight of us, the very nice nurse Sophie caught up with us in the car park. I thought Nimmy must be dead because she looked kind of agitated and shy.

Sophie said she was going on holidays with her friend — they were meant to go on a bushwalk but the friend had just texted and said she had twisted her ankle. She showed us the photo the friend sent and the ankle was enormous and disgusting so they wouldn’t be walking anywhere for a few days … but Sophie still had leave, starting from this afternoon at two pm, and because there were so many of us and because she was so fond of Nimmy and because Nimmy has asked her every day for four years could she go home, she said she would be honoured to nurse Nimmy in GG’s house and, ‘Would he consider taking his Miss Lucy home?’

Well, GG looked so pleased and even though his mouth was smiling, it wobbled all over his chin. I was so happy I shouted ‘Yay’ out loud, which was way babyish but I couldn’t even be bothered being embarrassed. I actually gave Sophie a hug AND a high five and she looked incredibly pleased. The IMPOSSIBLE might be happening.

Sophie and GG went back into the Home as they had to check with the matron and get permission and stuff because apparently it is going to be a logistical nightmare.


Twelve

I was happy to walk home by myself because I knew Fern was nearly at GG’s house and suddenly I wanted to see my own sister. Even though I do not like her I do love her, plus I wanted to see what Linden did to the cats.

As I turned into our street I remembered about Dawn. The memory of the bright pink scar on Lily’s ankle rushed into my brain and I started to feel seriously angry. I could even hear my heart pumping blood through my ears and each thump was telling me to punch Dawn in the head even though she was an old lady. I have never felt like this — even with Linden.

I walked past really slowly and there she was.

‘Hello Lindy,’ Dawn shouted out all sickly sweet.

And then it was like I was channelling Harry Potter because I felt brave enough to say, ‘It’s Lily, I was named after my great-aunty Lily. L-I-L-Y DUNNINGS.’ Although that statement might be an erroneous lie, it rolled right off my tongue really nicely so maybe it’s true after all.

Dawn’s purple eyelids went all squinty as she looked at me over her triple chins. This made me feel even crosser and so I asked, ‘How is dear Chompers these days?’

‘Chompers? What are you talking about, girl?’ And you could actually see her brain trying to remember the poor dog … tick … tock … tick … tock … until eventually … it did remember. Then Dawn said, ‘Chompers has been dead since 1952, he is buried over there by the gate under the Vinca plants. How did you know I once had a dog named Chompers?’ She grabbed her Zimmer frame and bolted over to the gate where I was standing. Meanwhile, her two very much alive but really skinny dogs were going psycho and I began to feel scared, but only of pain and not of Dawn and the dogs.

And then I amazed myself as I got all mystical and mysterious and whispered, ‘Lily speaks to me from the Otherside,’ and just so Dawn got my vibe, I pointed to the sky.

Dawn’s goggly eyes followed my finger and she looked up. Now it was her turn to feel scared even though she pretended not to be. She laughed and said, ‘Oh yes? And what does that little blonde brat have to say?’ like she was humouring me.

I answered, ‘She says you are a big bully and that she is WATCHING YOU all the time. She showed me her ankle, not very nice of you, Dawn, not very nice at all.’

And Dawn’s bottom lip began to wobble as she whispered, ‘How do you know about the ankle?’

I pointed up to the sky again and looked happy like Other Lily was waving at me from a nearby cloud. And so I went on, ‘Who could forget the 12th of December 1947 when an enormous tortured dog chases you down the street, rips you off your Malvern Star and tries to eat your ankle!’

I know it was just a spooky coincidence but the two dogs went very quiet. The timing was freaky but probably they were exhausted because they are so thin. So I kept on talking. ‘How you treated Chompers and all your dogs is disgusting. Disgusting!’ and then I did get a bit carried away and I finished up with, ‘You haven’t got long to live, Dawn Hornbuckle, so you’d better make amends!’ Mum is forever telling us to make amends because life is short and precious.

Then I walked off quick smart, and Dawn shuffled closer to the gate and leant over it shouting out very dramatically that she was very sorry and, ‘Please Lily, please forgive me.’ I turned around to find her looking up at the sky. She looked really pathetic and I felt a bit sorry for her and so I quickly added, ‘Lily says she forgives you,’ and watched as a lovely smile spread across Dawn’s face. She didn’t look so ugly. She looked kind of nice, but then I remembered the other thing and I shouted, ‘Lily says to STAY AWAY FROM LUCY’S COLIN, NOW AND FOREVER!’

Dawn said, ‘Yes I will, consider it done!’

I kept walking, feeling shaky and sick but over the moon with joy.

When I got home and opened the front door, I found the good room in a big mess. There were chips and cushions and a spilt half-empty mug of Milo and magazines and newspapers everywhere.

I totally flipped out. I shouted, ‘What happened here because it looks like a wild boar on a rampage has gone through GG’s good room.’

Linden said, ‘Nothing happened … I got bored and hungry.’

So I said, ‘Nimmy is dying and Fern and EVERYONE is coming here soon to say goodbye.’ My voice cracked unintentionally but very dramatically.

He replied, ‘She is old. CARE FACTOR — ZERO!’

And I am utterly speechless and beyond cross.

Without thinking, I found myself going into my bedroom to find the hidden finger. I tucked it into my pocket and went back into the good room and plopped it right into Linden’s Milo while he was laughing his head off at some stupid children’s cartoon. Linden always, always finishes off his Milo with an enormous slurp and then he sticks his own finger into his cup and scrapes off all the sugar and crunchy bits. Vomitous behaviour. Shake hands with Original Lily, Pig Boy!

And so I started cleaning up with great indignation until I remembered the good news that Nimmy might be coming home and that Dawn was going to start behaving herself. By this stage, Linden had rammed his earplugs back in and was starting to gyrate on the sofa like a frying piece of bacon crackling in GG’s extra-large pan. WEIRD MUCH?

So I took out the key and visited OL. She was waiting for me and almost touching the glass with anticipation. I said straight off that everything is okay and that Nimmy was not dead yet and she might, just might be coming home thanks to a very nice nurse called Sophie and a twisted ankle friend.

Lily was completely silent with joy and started rocking back and forth like she was trying to keep the joy in. Kind of unnerving! I had to get my nerves together and tell her that Nimmy coming home was only a might, a probably, and not a guaranteed thing. I was worried that she would explode into tiny parallel universe pieces if she didn’t see her Lucy dearest soon.

This freaked me out and so I quickly changed the subject and said that Linden was pure evil and that I hope she didn’t mind but I’d gone straight to phase two and dropped her finger into his Milo. OL looked at her hand in a curious way and replied she didn’t mind at all and hoped he had a nasty choke on it.

She went quiet for a minute then finally said, ‘Years ago, before it was lost — and only sometimes and not always — I could make the finger wiggle and wave. If Lucy held it up for me and I concentrated hard, it would move. It would give us both such a blast that Lucy would roll around on the ground dying with laughter.’

OL and I both went very quiet and I guess it was because Lucy is dying for real this time.

When I was done feeling maudlin (I feel this word is totally me), I went to ask OL would she like me to read to her or something, while we waited for the pig to make his big discovery. I even picked up her favourite copy of Biggles but as I turned the pages I could feel a very sorrowful silence coming from the mirror. It was not in the least bit maudlin but it was very intense. My vibe detector was totally shrieking ALERT! BIG-TIME. So I looked up from Biggles (who was getting into his plane … again … beyond boring … I don’t understand why she likes it so much!) to find that OL was looking past me and at the old dusty furniture. Her blue eyes were wide and watery and I could see her hands trembling like she was being gripped by something terrible.

‘Lily!’ I shouted, ‘What is the matter … apart from the obvious?’ (Dying sister and long-term entrapment etc etc.)

OL was quiet for a long time and I knew she was thinking of how to say something that is upsetting in a non-upsetting way, but then it all just spurted out anyway.

‘I am being as dull as dishwater. I do apologise. It’s just that lately I really do feel weak, I feel like a paper cut-out dolly that needs to be glued to stiff cardboard to keep me upright.’

BINGO. OL totally nailed her new condition.

I was torn. Did I mention to her that in the last couple of days, she disappeared whenever she turned sideways? The whole dying sister thing was enough at the mo. A tiny bit of logic in my brain told me that perhaps these two things were connected.

But OL rallied and repeated the words, ‘Chin up, chin up, chin up,’ which I think means be brave and positive. She brightened and said, ‘Wouldn’t it be fun if I could wiggle my finger and give Linden the biggest fright in the world?’

I replied the finger was in the good room sitting in a cup on the coffee table by the bookcase and OL breathed in deeply and put her fingers on her temples and whispered, ‘I am visualising the finger in the Milo cup and I am commanding it to wiggle in a most violent and obvious manner.’

She spread her hands out and wiggled each finger in turn until she came to the empty spot. She clenched her eyes shut and I could almost feel the electricity zapping off her and down into the good room. She opened one eye and said, ‘Go and see if it is working because it will be a jolly good spectacle indeed.’

I lowered the dust sheet over the mirror, leaving OL looking constipated in deep concentration. I whispered, ‘Goodbye, I will be back shortly.’

I tiptoed down the passage and peered between the crack in the doorway, just in time to see bubbles coming out of the top of the cup. There was a veritable (no idea as to meaning but feel it really suits) cappuccino froth going on but Pig Boy did not notice because he was going crazy over a new violent movie that was being advertised loudly on the telly.

Just when I thought all dear OL’s energy was being wasted on this pudding head, he picked up the Milo and started to drink it — but his eyes were still glued to the screen and he didn’t notice the finger slip down onto his tongue. And this is when he did start to notice it. He screamed and had conniptions beyond belief and literally vomited up the rest of the Milo in a chunky custard style. And there in the middle of GG’s good room mat was Lily’s pointer finger waving and wiggling like it was possessed. It was grooving and flexing like a gymnast on fast-forward. It was KERAZEE TOWN.

I opened the door and just stood there and my mouth was actually gaping open. It was like bizarro world had arrived at GG’s. It was a good thing I looked so shocked because Linden pushed past me screaming as he bolted to the front door. He actually screamed, ‘Mutant body part. Run for your life, Lily!’ as the finger started to propel its way forward like it was spring-loaded. I watched him run out onto the street and keep on running.

HUZZAH, LOSER! OINK-I-TY OINK OINK!
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I ran and snatched up the finger and quickly rinsed and dried it and then I burst into the Rosy Room, ripped off the dust sheet and held up the finger like it was made of gold!!

‘TA DA!’ I said, ‘Best dancing finger in the world!’ Even if it’s highly plausible it is the only dancing finger in the world.

‘Did I wriggle it? Did it move?’ she asked anxiously.

And I answered, ‘It totally rock-and-rolled, Lily!’

‘What is this rock-and-roll again?’ Sometimes I forget she has been in the mirror for sixty-something years.

‘Never mind, what I mean is, it worked!’ I stopped and tried to remember an old-fashioned dance and then I said, ‘It foxtrotted, shimmied and strutted like crazy.’

And OL was delighted with this news. Then she said, ‘When you popped me in the Milo I got a warm sensation up my hand, which has never happened before.’

But then she slumped to the ground and said, ‘Dear me, I am quite exhausted from the exertion!’ Nanna Pinkie is prone to saying this and then she has a nanna nap and feels better. I began to feel very worried for OL. Something was changing about her. It seems the weaker Nimmy gets the more out of shape Other Lily becomes. And that’s a seriously sad thought. Though I only met OL a few days ago, I feel like I have known her all my life. We are kindred beyond words.

But then I remembered Deadly Dawn! Double Whammy!!

And so I said, ‘I bumped into your good friend Dawn.’ (sarcasm MUCH?)

‘Oh, I knew she never moved house but I thought (read — hoped) she might have snuffed it,’ OL said.

‘She is lumpy and old and on her way out, but she has all her marbles (Dad-ism for not crazy) and she is after Colin!’

OL shouted, ‘Not still!’

‘Still? What is this still business?’ I said.

‘Lucy told me that Dawn would flirt with Colin in the most open and obvious manner. One time at a mutual friend’s wedding, Dawn drank three shandies and put her hand on Colin’s knee! Lucy was beyond livid. Outrageous and disgusting behaviour.’

I now didn’t feel so bad about getting a bit OTT with my ‘make amends’ finale. So I told OL exactly what happened and what I said to dear old Dawn (not).

OL was delighted I’d given Dawn a fright but beyond outraged that Dawn’s new old dogs are still skinny and mean. So I promised I’d check on them before I leave GG’s house and if they did not look happier and healthier I was going to call the RSPCA. Then we were both really sad because I don’t want to leave her ever and OL doesn’t want me to go.

I pulled out one of the drawers of the mirror’s wooden base to hide the finger in a safe spot. Inside it was a small pile of yellowing crinkly newspapers dated 23 December 1947. These old papers had articles on Other Lily and her mysterious disappearance. I read the first article. There was a photo underneath it. It is the photo of OL and Lucy holding onto a cat, except the photo had been cropped and enlarged and so it’s just of OL’s face. She is soooo pretty. I cut out the first newspaper article and have stuck it in my journal. There are heaps of them — mostly they are about how OL’s disappearance is still a mystery.

MYSTERIOUS DISAPPEARANCE OF LOCAL GIRL

Dec. 23.

Christmas preparations in the small south west town of Treebark have ceased as the town searches for one of its brightest and most promising young students, thirteen-year-old Miss Lily Beryl Dunnings of Flotsam Road.

Her twin sister, Miss Lucy Dunnings, last saw the missing girl out the front of the family’s Edwardian home. She confirmed Lily was practising cartwheels and handstands and then stopped to make a daisy chain. This has been verified by neighbours from across the road, a Mr and Mrs F. Daglish.

Miss Lucy Dunnings says that was the last time she saw her sister outside of the house.

Mr Kenneth Dunnings (of Dunnings Hardware and Nursery) and his wife, Mrs Beryl Dunnings (CWA best sponge cake winner, 1936 to present), declined to comment as they are overcome with worry.

The alarm was raised by Miss Janet Knoblett, a recent graduate teacher to Lily and Lucy. Miss Knoblett visited the Dunnings on the 22nd with a tin of chocolates for the family as they had shown great kindness to her in her first teaching post far from her home. She found the family ‘in a state of absolute chaos’ as they searched for Lily. Miss Knoblett was asked to notify Sergeant Glendennings, who authorised a search party. The Dunnings family could not shed any further light on the disappearance.

I put the papers aside, wrapped up the finger and placed it in one of the smaller boxes by itself. And that’s when I had another idea.

‘Lily?’ I asked with trepidation because I did not want to get her hopes up, ‘Can you feel your finger? Even in the slightest bit?’

And she answered, ‘Why no, dear heart, that is why it was lost for many a year and I am so grateful to you for finding it.’

But I continued, ‘You said you felt a warm sensation in your hand before?’

‘I certainly can’t feel the finger jiggle, but I must admit,’ and then she hesitated, ‘I must admit that just after the warmth, I felt a cold tingle.’

‘Like running water?’

‘Yes!’ she squeaked.

And so this is my idea.

In Harry Potter, portals are opening and closing all the time and perhaps, just perhaps — this is not a guaranteed fact but an idea I am having — this mirror portal might be opening up now for the first time since Edgar the Pudding Head cast his terrible spell. And it’s somehow related to Nimmy dying. And this is why Lily has some sensation in her finger.

To test my theory I asked OL if she had any sensation where her tippy-toe might be.

‘No, nothing of the sort.’

‘Try to look a little deeper,’ I urged her.

So she closed her eyes and then lifted her missing toe leg up and pointed it at me, then all of a sudden her foot swivelled in the direction of the pile in the corner. So I went to the corner and there were chocolate tins and shoeboxes and patterns for awesome cotton frocks and, underneath the delightful junk, was a pretty red sewing basket. Apparently it belonged to Beryl who said it was strictly ‘out of bounds’, as it contained her sharpest Art Nouveau sterling silver sewing scissors WITH Floral Repousse handles from the Motherland and ‘could not be replaced for love or money.’

‘It’s in the sewing basket,’ gasped OL, as if she was a magician or something and I, her faithful assistant, opened the basket and started to take out measuring tapes and loads of cotton bobbins and the hallowed scissors and scraps of what is now vintage material but at the time was cutting-edge fashion. There were so many cool sewing patterns that I got a bit distracted. (Note to self: learn how to sew awesome vintage stuff.)

When I came across the special scissors, they were wrapped in velvet, like the Queen’s best brooch. I unwrapped them to reveal the freakiest scissors in the entire world. They actually had horrible little flowers all over the handles AND at the bottom of the blades were two little kids’ faces popping out of roses. The children’s eyes were rolled in toward each other like they were asking the other one, ‘What’s up?’ It was plain creepy … more like ‘What’s up with Beryl?’

I got worried the toe was not in the sewing basket because I couldn’t see it. I lifted everything carefully because even though I am now used to the finger, a large piece of toe with a scratchy broken nail was a bit of a spew-making thought.

‘I can’t see it,’ I told OL, and she closed her eyes and started to really get into the vibe of it.

‘It is definitely in there,’ she said, ‘keep looking.’

Just then, I spied a little blue box of pins and my vibe was very strong that the tippy-toe was inside it. And I was right. I opened it up and there, sitting on a nest of pins, was the toe, still plump and fresh. There was a bit of dirt under the nail but nothing too much.

I held it up like a trophy and OL clapped her hands in sheer delight. I moved toward the mirror so she could have a good look at it and after a minute or two she gazed at me with her big blue eyes and said, ‘What do you think this means?’

My mind was swirling with possibilities and all seven of the Potter books hit me hard in the head — one at a time. Kerplunk! Kerplunk! Kerpow! Not literally, of course, but I now know that anything is possible.

I answered that this is a very promising turn of events and promise is a very good thing indeed. And I really, really, really wanted to touch the glass … and I nearly did as fingerprints are overrated but pain is not.

I shook my head because even in my own head I dare not think what it might mean. That either the best thing in the world might be happening — that Other Lily comes out of the mirror. Or that it’s the worst thing in the world — that she is dying too. Why is she becoming like a faded postcard? Alarming! If she can now feel stuff, maybe she can age too. Maybe she is reconnecting with our time and could shrivel up in the mirror and turn into one of those old skinny ladies that wander around at the Home smiling at everyone with lopsided lipstick. (Except without the lipstick … obviously.)

Other Lily has been in the mirror for around seventy years. When she went into the mirror, Queen Elizabeth was all young and pretty plus she was still a princess getting married to a handsome prince who was adorable but looked like a naughty goblin before he died. The Queen is still very pretty for a very old lady. There are some old newspaper clippings in a shoebox of the bride and groom looking so happy. But now it’s just the queen and she looks reasonably happy for an old person. Maybe OL will turn into an eighty-year-old just like that and the shock of rapidly aging organs will explode and kill her. Then she will be a puddle in the mirror. I can’t feel a vibe on this one. Something is changing, OL can feel stuff but she is now as flat as one of Zinnia’s old DVDs all the time. I am very worried but still very excited. It is a paradoxical thing.

Just then I heard a knock on the front door so I quickly put the toe with the finger in the drawer and said a quick goodbye to OL. I locked the Rosy Room and ran to answer the front door. It was Fern, of course, and she had the three peeved cats in a cat travelling box, wailing like they really had been cleaved open with an axe.

Fern hugged me tightly and said, ‘How are you, Lily Pilly?’ and I replied with great indignation, ‘I am fine, Frondsy.’ This made her laugh (odd girl) and then she waved her arms around dramatically and slapped her hand to her head and exclaimed, ‘I have forgotten the cat food,’ and I replied, ‘It is alright because GG has remembered it and will pick some up on the way home from the Home.’

‘Bless,’ sighed Fern like GG is a leprechaun or a gnome, but he is neither.

Then there was another knock on the door and it was the man from Silver Chain. He had all kinds of stuff to make Nimmy comfortable for her last few days. He went about measuring and setting up stuff in GG and Nimmy’s bedroom and made lists and then went away and came back with more stuff. Soon Nimmy and GG’s room looked a bit like the Home, so I went and cut some roses from the ancient rosebush and put them into a vase. I thought this was a lovely touch but I am still bleeding.

So it really truly must be happening — Nimmy is coming home! Yay! But it is such a long way to the Rosy Room from this bedroom off the front door that it might as well be to Antarctica. Will it be enough for OL to have her dear one in the same house? I was starting to feel one of my highly suggestible states coming on and that I could easily slip into hysteria. So I went into the kitchen and grabbed some cake and a paper bag and breathed deeply until I felt I was able to eat the cake without being sick.

Next thing I knew, Sophie the nurse was knocking on the door and she had more stuff from the Home, but she was wearing her own clothes and looked different. She looked younger and she had put in her second ear-pierced earrings and was wearing her long blonde hair out of her usual tight bun. Quite Awesome.

Sophie said the ambulance was transporting Lucy right now because she was reasonably stable at the moment. So Nimmy and GG are in the back of the ambulance like they are riding in a horse-drawn coach — just like the Queen and her Prince in 1947.
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It is UNBELIEVABLY DIFFICULT to get some privacy and peace around here at the mo. There is SO MUCH going on that it is impossible to sneak into the Rosy Room as much as I would like to. (I know Other Lily is going bonkers with anxiety and anticipation.) Other Lily has had an idea but she needs me to execute it. Execute is a bizarre word for carrying out a plan. I can’t stay long with her and the more nervous I get, the more difficult it is to get the key in the door. Stress City. Other Lily is rattling like crazy and she is lucky the house is so noisy and full of people because otherwise we would be busted for sure.

My family members keep on arriving!

Fern — 11.05 am yesterday, drove in her Hyundai with traumatised cats.

Mum and Dad — 12.42 am today, took a plane home and then drove the Subaru down.

Zinnia and Manuel — 5.22 pm today, took two planes and a bus and a taxi.

Linden (AKA Pig Boy) is here already, which is a darn shame (old-fashioned swearword that is nicer than new-fashioned swearwords).

Linden and Fern are not talking because Fern has unfriended Linden on Facebook, thanks to a funny cat meme that offended her big-time. Zinnia and Manuel are speaking in Spanish all the time. I asked Zinnia what they were saying and she said they were angry that the taxi driver ripped them off. I thought they were declaring their passionate love for each other, it sounded so good.

Fern, Zinnia and Manuel are planning a trip across Europe with their old friends. Apparently, travelling across Europe used to be called ‘touring the Continent’, because good old GG piped up and said he and Nimmy had done that. So then Zinnia was desperate to get into the Rosy Room and find all the old letters and photos. PAR AVION? NO WAY JOSÉ!

GG asked me if I had found them and I said no, I knew nothing about the tart box of blue aerogrammes but I was your girl if you were looking for the perfect pavlova. GG smiled at me in a funny way. Then he tried to open the door but of course it was locked. He looked for the key, which normally hung on the wall, but it was not there. Of course it was digging into me. GG turned and looked carefully into my face and I looked back. I was hoping my vibe was travelling telepathically into his brain. And then finally GG totally got me. Sure, he had no idea of what he was ‘getting’, but he was on Team Lily … pending an explanation. Grandad then turned to Zinnia and said, ‘Oh Zinnzy, I have misplaced the key, I will look for it later. So sorry.’

And Fern was like, ‘Oh GG, don’t worry about it, we can look for it later,’ and Zinnia dabbed at her eyes and smiled and said, ‘Yes, later GG,’ like he was dying too.

And then Fern gave me a look that said, ‘Hope GG isn’t losing it?’ and I looked into the distance and sighed as if to say, ‘The poor darling,’ and Zinnia smiled at me. She is so pretty when she smiles. Meanwhile, the key was all caught up in my crop top and singlet straps and had worked its way under my armpit which was sweating like crazy.

Nimmy slept through all of this. She had an open-mouth snore going on that showed the gap where her front tooth used to be and it was a bit off-putting. She was a full-time resident of Nimmy Land and I hoped she was thinking about pretty patterned material and jiggling wiggling fingers, and that she might see Beryl and Ken soon.

Everyone was getting on everyone else’s nerves so Sophie took Nimmy’s vital signs and told GG and everyone it was okay to go and have a walk around the park because it was only three streets away. I said I don’t want to walk, I want to read my book, so they left me in the good room and I watched until they wandered higgledy-piggledy around the corner in a multi-size pack and out of sight! Hurrah!

Mum and Dad were sleeping because they are so old and jetlagged. Sophie was having a nap in the easy recliner chair in GG and Nimmy’s room. She was out cold, poor thing — her shift at the Home had started at 4.30 this morning. I knew I must be quiet or the plan would be ruined.

[image: Image]

I took the finger out of my pocket and very gently stroked Nimmy’s scaly old face with it. Then I opened up her hand, placed the finger in it and closed the hand up. Nimmy did not stir at all and I got scared I was too late. I watched her closely and I also watched Sophie closely and she was still napping away.

Five minutes later, Nimmy woke up and tried to say something but the words were all mixed up and back to front. Sophie was still snoring her box off. PHEW!

This is when things started to happen.

Nimmy opened her hand and saw the finger and looked hard at it. Then her eyes looked to me and they opened just a little bit wider, like she was trying to say, ‘Am I really holding Lily dearest’s finger again?’ and I answered with words and said, ‘Yes, it is really Lily,’ and then Nimmy’s papery old gnarled hand squeezed hard and opened, and the finger danced for her. It was waltzing on the palm of her hand. Nimmy’s eyes looked to me as if to say, ‘You are seeing this too, I am not crazy?’ And I answered with words, ‘You are not crazy. It is Lily doing her thing … especially for you.’

Out of the corner of my eye I caught a strange metal thing with wheels sitting under the window, and as I looked harder at it I realised it was Nimmy’s wheelchair and then I had an idea. It was an awesomely scary idea that could have gone very wrong. But once I had the idea, there was no way I could forget it and I had to move quickly.

Nimmy’s eyes were closed and she had a lovely smile on her face as I raced over to the wheelchair to set it up. It took two attempts and I got my finger caught and I could not stop myself from shouting out, ‘OUCH.’ This woke up Sophie and she caught me with the wheelchair by Nimmy’s bed, with my hand under my arm and tears running down my face. She said, ‘Lily sweetheart, what is going on?’

I had the presence of mind to say I was going to take Nimmy for a stroll around the garden as the weather was delightful and GG said she really loved her garden.

Then I had to sit through a bit of a lecture on why this was not a good idea and this was when I slipped into a highly suggestible state to the POINT OF NO RETURN as I blubbed, ‘Listen, Sophie, I am not an idiot but you have to believe me that Nimmy needs to go to the Rosy Room right now, while she is stable, even if I am not.’ And then it was like Nimmy heard me and was completely on Team Lily-times-two because she opened her hand and out rolled the dancing finger and I shouted, ‘Go for it, Lily,’ and she did. And Sophie did not run away screaming like Pig Boy, she actually sat down on the bed and looked at the twirling finger very carefully and calmly, although her mouth was wide open and I could actually see her molar fillings on the left side. She was so cool and composed and then I remembered she was a trained professional.

Then she said something that no adult has ever said to me. She asked, ‘What would you like me to do?’

So it was time for my mouth to flop open as I shouted, ‘WHEELCHAIR … NOW … COAST CLEAR.’ I couldn’t get proper sentences out and my mind was whizzing along like a wheelchair on a forty-five degree angle.

With two gentle moves, Sophie got Nimmy into the chair and Nimmy’s eyes opened wide like we had supercharged her or something. This was scary but good. She was awake but I had no idea if she was in Nimmy Land or Lily Land at this stage. I threw her lap rug over her and opened the door. I whispered to Sophie, ‘It’s safe to proceed,’ as I really wanted to be all professional too. I got my Hermione Granger groove on as there was no room for erroneous mistakes.

I could tell Other Lily was seriously conniptive because the mirror was rattling like crazy and I was totally channelling Hermione because as we whizzed past Dad and Mum’s bedroom I had the presence of mind to say, ‘Darn those buses and trucks,’ like GG does when the house rattles a lot.

Sadly, I went back to being plain old Lily as I fumbled for the key (I know I am throwing an allergic reaction, I can feel the eczema growing!) and I had a lot of trouble getting the wretched thing into the old misshapen lock. Sophie took the key from me and unlocked the door.

Nimmy was sitting up like the Queen in her carriage. Her eyes were like pretty blue stars and my brain screamed silently, Nimmy please leave your special place just for a mo!

I was getting frightened Other Lily was going to shatter the mirror; she was absolutely going off like a frog in a sock. Her hands were clasped together and she was rocking backward and forward like a skittle about to topple over.

I ran into the room and they followed. As Sophie took her eyes off Nimmy for the first time she looked up and saw Other Lily being joyous beyond belief on the wrong side of the mirror. Her mouth dropped open again and this time I could see her fillings on the right side. There were not as many.

I whispered, ‘This is Other Lily, well, THE Lily actually … she did disappear in 1947 but only to a parallel universe in the mirror.’

Sophie tried to speak but found she couldn’t and even though we have discussed Harry Potter in depth, I got the feeling she really thought that magic was just in stories and books. She put the brakes on for Nimmy and sat down on the ground, in a way that could be described as falling over.

Other Lily waved politely with the missing finger hand but she couldn’t take her eyes off her dear one. Sophie and I couldn’t take our eyes off the pair of them. OL was fit to burst with happiness but Nimmy was partying on in Nimmy Land which, I have to say, annoyed me at this point in time. Meanwhile, OL was getting so excited that she ALMOST touched the glass and I ALMOST had to shout at her, ‘GET BACK FROM THE GLASS UNLESS YOU WANT TO LOSE THE END OF YOUR NOSE FOR HEAVEN’S SAKE.’

I whispered loudly in Nimmy’s ear that her dear one, Lily, was here with her once again and slowly, very slowly, Nimmy’s eyes came into some sort of focus and she lifted her hand slowly and leaned toward the mirror and whispered, ‘Lily dearest,’ with little dew drops of tears falling down her face.

Other Lily answered, ‘Yes, it’s me, we are in the Rosy Room together again.’

And I have to stop writing now as I am crying and smudging the pacer.

Other Lily moved so close to the mirror that I could see the pretty weave in her cotton dress. I could see that her buttons were green and her skin was tanned. I could see that she was crying with happiness and … whoops there I go again.

Okay I am back. I needed tissues and cake. There was only fig loaf left in the tin but after my recent experiences I feel mature enough now to enjoy it with a lot of butter.

What happened next can only be described as a feat of strength and pure love. And MAGIC of course. Nimmy stood up and held out both hands, leaned into the mirror and grabbed her sister’s hands and SHE PULLED HER OUT OF THE MIRROR.

Total headspin.

Suddenly, there was Other Lily in real life and she hugged Nimmy and kissed her old wrinkly cheek and Nimmy very gently put her hand on Other Lily’s face and said, ‘Goodbye dearest.’ She started breathing heavily … a kind of shallow pant … but managed to turn to Sophie and me with her eyes and they said, Thank you, dear girls. She looked over my shoulder and I wondered if she was seeing Beryl and Ken in homemade angelic costumes, so I turned around and there were GG and Linden. In my hysteria, I had forgotten to shut the door.

Grandad was crying and Linden was very quiet and had a look on his face that could have passed for a human with feelings.

Nimmy whispered, ‘Goodbye Col,’ with a smile so beautiful that I didn’t even notice the missing tooth. I don’t think GG ever did notice it.

But Nimmy was beyond tired and OL held her tightly while she slumped back into her chair. Her Colin moved forward and placed his cheek on her head. Nimmy was still holding OL’s hand … but her eyes were closing

We knew Lucy Griffin was moving on from the Rosy Room.
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Apparently GG and Linden came home early as they had broken off from the rest of the group to have a little chat about ‘the benefits of an improved attitude’ and that’s how they got to witness the very good magic. So I guess if Linden was a woody wise tree instead of an oinker, GG may have not got to say goodbye.

GG is old and can only deal with one thing at a time so he was totally focused on loving Nimmy. So only Sophie, Linden and I watched as something of an extraordinary nature was happening to OL during all of this. For the first few seconds, she was dewy and lifelike with real freckly tanned flesh and real bouncy golden curls. But when Nimmy died, she began to flatten and pixilate like GG’s television screen during a bad storm.

Other Lily smiled forlornly as her whole body jittered. The wobble became a fuzzy whirl and suddenly she slipped from standing near the wheelchair and INTO a chocolate tin on the ground. I could see her pretty blue eyes looking up wistfully at me.

I picked up the tin and clutched her to my tummy even though the bottom of the tin was so tarnished and old it had crumbly rust coming off it and onto my hands and shirt.

This had exceeded my wildest imagination. My brain hurt. Other Lily was out of the mirror, which was an extremely big tick. But I did not feel like celebrating. She was tiny and translucent and terribly sad. In my imagination, she came out all shiny and normal and stayed that way. My imagination was in shock from reality.

What had I done?

In all the commotion, Mum and Dad woke up and were like, ‘What is going on?’ just as the rest of my family returned from their little park walk.

It was me who cried out, ‘Nimmy has just died!’ to help everyone come up to speed with the fact. There was a lot of crying and talking and phone calls to be made, cake to be eaten and tea to be drunk. The Rosy Room felt crowded and I began to feel squashed and small and tragic. I started to chant, It will be alright Lily, and Mum thought I was giving myself a weird pep talk but I wasn’t, I was just trying to reassure OL whose face flashed between a picture of rusted roses and the list of quality chocolates, which included a tempting soft-centred selection. Yum. (I can’t help it if I notice important details in the midst of a crisis.)

I looked into the chocolate tin and tried to smile because if I had just gotten out of a mirror after seventy odd years then turned into a slippery little version of myself inside a chocolate tin that was chocolate-free and full of Beryl’s old bits and pieces — I’d need some cheering. But truthfully … I was not sure how I was going to make it all right for OL.

I gazed intensely at Zinnia in an attempt to appear normal and not like I was clutching onto a tin full of supernatural goodness. I thought (hoped) Zinnia might burst into her usual loud tears and distract everyone so I could deal with the situation in my hands but surprisingly Zinnia did not cry. Instead she said something very nice in Spanish. She was looking at GG holding Nimmy and then she looked at Manuel and then she smiled at Fern. (Fern is learning Spanish so she can visit Zinnia soon.) Even though it sounded very beautiful, I thought she was saying, ‘Would anyone care for a cup of tea?’ because we do drink tea in a crisis. She kept on talking so I thought she added, ‘It’s a pity we have run out of milk,’ but she didn’t say that at all because the words made Manuel have a little cry too. He is a big softy — but I was sure he would not be blubbing over milk.

We were all in and out of the Rosy Room for the next little bit. Then Sophie said it might be a good idea if we took Nimmy back to her bedroom so we did. GG and Mum hurried ahead as they wanted to remake the bed and open up the curtains etc etc. GG loved my roses and said, ‘You are a very thoughtful young lady.’ Dad and Mum tucked Nimmy up and GG sat down next to her. Then all my family stood or sat in GG and Nimmy’s room to wait for the doctor and the matron and the non-sirened ambulance to come. It didn’t take long … Treebark is pretty small.

The room was very quiet so we could hear the magpies singing and the dragonflies buzzing, which was really nice. But we could also hear HB’s dogs going bonkers at the postman. Sigh!

I whispered to Zinnia, ‘What did you say back in the Rosy Room?’

Zinnzy smiled and translated for us, ‘Love is not a figment, it is alive and real and in this room.’

El amor no es una invención. Es un ser vivo y real, y está presente aquí en esta habitación.

Surprisingly Linden blubbed like the rest of us.

Mum squeezed Dad’s hand and he smiled at her like he met her last week and not over twenty-five years ago, which was nice but nauseating too.

This veritable love-fest made me think of poor OL who was still in my tin. Or I thought she was! I looked down and she wasn’t there. My brain went into total overdrive but I had the presence of mind not to scream out loud WHERE IN THE BLAZES ARE YOU, LILY?

I looked hard into the tin willing her to pop back into my sight. I stared so hard I felt hot tears blur the picture on the lid. The red and yellow roses became blobs of orange and the word Cadbury became Farbslurry. Not as appealing.

I kept my eyelids half shut and squinted down mournfully at the rug. The tassles at the end of the rug started to twitch and before I could think the pesky mice are back I caught sight of a foot wearing a sensible sandal and missing a toe.

OL had slid out of the tin and into the drapes. They were a faded chintz pattern and her image made the material shimmer like a cloudy flowerbed.

Breathtakingly beautiful but utterly woebegone. (Linden, family Scrabble loser three years running, argued woebegone was not a word. Seriously!)

It now appeared Other Lily could stretch or shrink to match the shape and size of her support vehicle.

I was wishing for my sensible Hermione to come back but I couldn’t even muster Dobby the house elf.

I watched Other Lily stare at her dear one and attempt a brave but shaky smile just for me. But the wobble turned into a wiggle and the wiggle became a jiggle. The curtain started to bounce and twitch and Fern stood up to shut the window. But it was, of course, closed. Draughts and old people are mutually exclusive. Fern did her that is a curious thing frown but said nothing. Thank goodness! I watched as OL slid into the floorboards and out of sight.

The doctor came and he had heaps of questions for Sophie and GG. Mum and Dad stayed and helped GG sign some forms (he was a bit shaky) but the rest of us went into the kitchen and Zinnia put the kettle on (typical Griffin procedure). We wanted to give Nimmy some privacy for the last part of her journey.

At first there was a lot of confusion in the kitchen: Where are the special herbal tea bags? (Fern) Where is the decaf? (Zinnia) Why does GG insist on drinking goat milk? (Linden) I found the proper milk! (me) Please — I need coffee right now! (Zinnia) Who ate the last piece of chocolate ganache cake? (Pig Boy) And yes … it was me in a moment of panic … BLUSH. Everyone blustered around, trying to be upbeat about Nimmy having a long and pretty awesome life.

I overheard Zinnia saying she was going to bake some scones as the cake tin was empty and I got distracted for a minute or two. They are simply the best and their comfort factor is like … a thousand.

But then I couldn’t find OL and I was really scared some more bad magic had happened to her and she had disappeared forever.

I went back into the Rosy Room but the mirror just looked like an ordinary old mirror. I carefully threw over the dust cloth for the last time.

My vibe kicked in and it grew stronger and stronger as I walked down the passage and entered the good room. Other Lily was there, twisted around the wooden hatstand like a gorgeous scarecrow so she could support herself to look out the window. She was watching the ambulance drive away. She didn’t notice me. I stepped back into the hallway and the burbling noise of my family struck me — yes, loud and annoying, but well … I was glad my awesome family was in the next room.

Thinking about my own family made me think OL would never see or talk to hers again. All of us were her family as well but unless we all knew the truth, there would be more secrets … and she might be forgotten. I was glued to the spot. I could not leave OL but I could not join my family.

The kitchen door opened a crack. Linden came out into the passage and shut the door behind him which, I guess, was thoughtful of him. He stood next to me and watched Other Lily staring at the rose garden that was blooming brilliantly with bees buzzing all around. It was a veritable riot of pinkness but even vibe-free Linden got the vibe she was not enjoying it.

‘She is flat like that boy … in that book … remember?’

‘Book?’ I said on the verge of a total breakdown.

‘Yeah, it’s a little kids’ book, Flat Stanley, remember Mum would read it to us all the time.’

This is probably about the last time he touched a book. I was four and he was nearly EIGHT.

Just saying.

So we had a ‘moment’ which was nice but then he caught sight of OL’s hand and saw the spot where a finger should reside. And then I could actually see his brain go CHA-CHING because next thing I knew, he shouted at me, ‘I KNEW IT! I KNEW YOU WERE INVOLVED SOMEHOW,’ and then I could see his brain deciding if he was going to go nuts or not. Meanwhile he could not help but blurt out, ‘What happened to your finger?’

OL snapped to attention and shouted boldly back at Linden, ‘Listen here, chum (said in a non-chummy tone), you leave Lily alone. Do you understand, Bacon Brat!’ She lifted her hand from the hatstand to point her finger at him. At first she dipped and swayed to the ground like a kite without wind but then she straightened herself up, clenched her fist and shook it with ferocity.

‘It’s Pig Boy,’ I whispered while trying not to laugh and then I blinked innocently and said, ‘Involved with what, Linden? Please don’t be so erroneous.’

The pudding head stopped in his tracks and looked rather confused. He had seen a finger do a disco solo and a pretty girl pulled out of a mirror. He had witnessed very good magic, the best kind of magic … magic of epic Harry-Potter-book-seven proportions. He looked bamboozled and then thoughtful … and it really suited him.

Just then Dad poked his head out the kitchen door and said, ‘What is going on here? He eyeballed Linden in an authoritive way like eyes on you, Sonny Jim.

But Linden smiled (gasp) at me and said, ‘Touché, Lily, touché.’ (This is a Griffin-ism for you are right, well said or, in this case, well done.)

‘Touché to what?’ quizzed Dad. He was obviously shocked that Linden was being nice to me.

Linden looked at me and opened his mouth to say something when an almighty crack came from the Rosy Room.

Everyone rushed out of the kitchen and GG thought the ceiling might have fallen down, like it did in the laundry last spring (a plurry nuisance!) but we were not greeted by a big plastery powdery mess at our feet.

It was the mirror.

It was vibrating and wobbling like crazy. The aerogrammes that I had left out to read later glided around the room like pretty blue fairywrens. Everyone watched and nobody spoke — very weird for my family.

I thought for one spooky moment that Mock Cream Beryl was going to pop in but that would have been ridiculous and, as it turned out, completely erroneous. The drawers beneath the mirror rumbled forward and then the middle one — the one I had popped OL’s finger and toe into — flew out and landed at my feet.

The entire family and Sophie were now crowded into the room. I could see OL’s face glowing out of the large silver door handle. She winked at me.

Linden hid behind one of the big wingback chairs. Zinnia wailed loudly that the whole day was getting much too much for her and Fern stepped forward and said, ‘Speak to us, oh visiting spiritual guide … teach us your ways.’ And even though we had been full of family love two minutes ago, Mum said, ‘SHUT UP FERN — don’t frighten Lily … Lily sweetie, it’s just the house falling off the stumps.’

Dad shook his head and lifted his glasses before he shouted, ‘THERE ARE NO SUCH THINGS AS GHOSTS!’

But then the dust cloth lifted and twirled up to the ceiling rose and swayed and swished. And everyone’s faces were saying that no amount of termites and old wood could make the sheet dance on the ceiling. I have to say that it was mesmerising, utterly spectacular and beyond frightening. I almost need a new word to describe just this moment. Then the dust cloth fell on Linden’s head and he started screaming. (I would like to say ‘like a stuck pig’ but I am working on my relationship with him. Kind of!)

Dad pulled him up off the floor and that is when we heard the second crack. The mirror was splitting into pieces. It was like watching ice break open on a frozen pond (in the movies … sadly there is no snow in Treebark). The glass turned into crazy geometric patterns and then each piece of the pattern started to crumble again until finally the glass was like a sheet of crystals … and then even the crystals became powdery like sand.

‘DON’T TOUCH IT!’ I screamed, ‘EDGAR THE POLTERGEIST CREATED A VORTEX THAT TRAPPED OTHER LILY FOR SEVENTY ODD YEARS BECAUSE HE WAS SWEET ON LUCY — I MEAN NIMMY!’

‘CALM DOWN, LILY,’ shouted Dad in a completely agitated way. (Shouting at someone to ‘calm down’ when they are stressed is plain dumb.)

The glittery powder started to slide down and I thought once the powder hit the floorboards, we would all be trapped inside grains of powdery mirror. ‘LET’S GET OUT OF HERE,’ I screamed, feeling beyond highly suggestible and steamrolling into highly charged. But as the twinkly powder touched the ground … it disappeared. It just evaporated until soon the whole mirror had vanished and we were left with a very nice frame.

Something sashayed down from the ceiling and floated to Dad’s feet. He picked it up and cried, ‘It’s Mum’s handwriting,’ as he wiped his tears with the back of his cardigan sleeve. His hand wobbled and a book fell to the ground. Of course, I was the only one with the presence of mind to pick it up.
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It was one of Beryl’s old notepads. On the first page Beryl had set down ‘ten terrific ways with tripe’. Nimmy had scratched it out and had written Setting Lily Free. Dad had no idea what it meant and tried his best to put a sensible spin on it while I flicked through Nimmy’s writing. The rest of the notepad was all about her ideas for getting Other Lily out of the mirror. Her handwriting started off way messy and then it got all small and loopy and grown up — like on the aerogrammes. She had scribbled Edgar’s curse over and over like she was trying to work out what special clue she was missing. She had written down all the possible phrases that might undo it.

Of course nothing had worked but she must have had the vibe that the time was right, right now. The gift of Vibe is a totally underrated powerful thing. It is mighty MIGHTY.

Nimmy must have kept her secret thoughts stuck behind the mirror. A place where Other Lily could not see and Beryl would not dare to look!

‘I’m sure there is a reasonable explanation,’ said Dad in a voice that did not sound rational but squeaky and weird.

GG pushed his glasses back up on his nose and said, ‘PISH POSH, JOHN, we just witnessed something supernatural and it was a magnificent display of … of what I don’t know, but it surely was not rational or logical.’ GG gulped and I could see his tears were about to spill out from under his ultra-daggy spectacles. The thick glass made them look like a weir about to gush over. He attempted my favourite classic Colin smile but failed. ‘When my dear Lucy …’ he could not say the word died so he said, ‘When my dear heart took leave of the Rosy Room, I could have sworn … I could have sworn I saw her younger self … not quite herself … a different self.’

Then he looked at me with big watery eyes as the penny began to drop clang clangity clang. The telepatheticness between us was electrifying. His big wide eyes said, MISSING KEY + THE CLEVER COVER OF A COMPENDIUM OF RECIPES + FREAKED-OUT FAVOURITE GRANDCHILD ENSCONSED IN VINTAGE PARADISE = THE MISSING SISTER LILY.

‘Lily? It was Lily. It is Lily. Lily Dunnings!’ he whispered, ‘Lily Pilly, is she here now?’

Everyone’s faces said, ‘Oh dear, GG has totally flipped out!!’

But I said, ‘YES, YES SHE IS!’

Grandad’s legs swayed and buckled and Fern ran towards him to keep him from keeling over. She sat him down in Ken’s chair.

My Grandad is made of strong stuff.

‘Before my Lucy went into the Home, she would talk incessantly to the mirror — any mirror — and I presumed it was part of her … condition. I paid no heed but I now know she was talking to her own dear sister … all this time … all those years.’

GG was very brave and continued on. ‘To me the mirror always seemed … I don’t know how to say this. I was jealous of dear Lucy’s strange fascination with it. I found it quite unsettling … it was always covered up and Lucy dearest would squeal with rage if I so much as stepped a foot near it, particularly if she was in the process of throwing the sheet over it. I have to admit that sometimes I was slightly miffed by her maudlin preoccupation with things from her past. But now I understand. I just wish she had told me.’ GG’s voice cracked and fell silent until he blew his nose trumpet-style on his gentleman-sized old hankie and tried to smile.

Dad was shaking his head and trying to talk but no words came out of his mouth. His mother had passed on and he thought his father was booking into cuckoo lalaland all in the same day. Poor Dad.

‘You know I always got a strange feeling as well, GG,’ said Fern, ‘like the mirror was trying to draw me to it … as irresistible as the needle on the curse-ed spinning wheel.’

Whatever — I said to myself. I watched OL move from the shiny silver door handle and into the glass window, making sure this time she did not ruffle the sheer voile lace.

Am I the only one in the family who has any powers of observation at all?

‘And just then in your bedroom I felt the drapes were possessed by a dreamy melancholy.’ Fern began to tear up to show how overwhelming her gift of vibe is.

Annoying MUCH? (Although melancholy is an excellent word.)

I scowled at her and Mum saw me and tilted her head at Fern then back to me. This is Mum’s code for You are affecting Lily’s mental health. Please stop ASAP.

Fern scowled but shut up. It is so like Fern to want to be all in on the dark-and-mysterious thing. It is my thing. Stick to cats!

‘Thank you, dear Frondsy,’ smiled GG at Fern. This is his pet name for her. Mine is better.

Dad recovered and crossed his arms. He looked a bit like Linden when he gets into trouble. ‘Now, Dad … you are overwrought,’ he said in his I am humouring you voice.

I knew it was up to me to speak up for Lucy and Other Lily and Colin. As I took a deep breath in, a vision of a young Nimmy popped into my head and she said, ‘Finger fun time, dear Lily.’

So I bent down, intending to pick up the finger and the pin box with the toe bit in it. But the pin box snapped open ON ITS OWN and the toe bit left the pretty pinhead pins nest and moved forward up into the air and before my Dad could say, ‘Go to your rational place and think logically,’ the finger started to wiggle and jiggle and then it flew up to join the toe.

I turned to OL and said, ‘Are you doing this?’

She shook her head and said, ‘Golly gosh NO!’ Her eyes were as big as my Dad’s. ‘But I know who is!’

Everyone turned at the sound of her charming voice ringing out of the lace.

Their eyes became as wide as orbs because they could all see a lovely vintage teen girl in the window. The lacy voile shimmered and it really suited her … quite atmospheric. The best thing was she was no longer downhearted — she was beaming with sheer joy and chuckling. She waved and curtsied politely at us all but her eyes were glued on the floating finger and toe.

We followed her gaze and the eight of us slipped into a highly mesmerised state as the finger and toe literally tangoed and twisted midair in front of Dad’s nose and then … whoosh they flew and flittered and flounced all the way to the windowpane and the voile parted by MAGIC.

The body parts settled onto OL’s missing finger hand and damaged toe foot. OL giggled loudly and I thought this was way inappropriate at the time, until she whispered, ‘Thank you, dear Lucy.’ She moved her hand in a way that made me think she was touching dear Lucy’s pretty ghostly face. Nimmy had fixed everything and given her dear sensible son John a bit of a fright. It was if she was saying, ‘Go to your magical creative place and think of endless possibilities … and piffle to logic every now and then.’

Other Lily held out her hand and stepped out of the window all freshly refreshed. As she became clearer, someone of equal beauty began to materialise. Other Lily was holding a young Lucy’s hand! AKA our dear Nimmy.

Lucy/Nimmy was totally gorgeous. She had very straight blonde hair (exactly the same as mine except for the blonde bit) and she was rocking an emerald-green frock with a snazzy crocheted trim (a Beryl original). On her feet was a pair of sandals of a strappy nature, not in the least bit sensible, and quite sassy. I could not be sure but I thought she had on the slightest smear of a coral-coloured lipstick.

The sisters shimmied over to me. ‘Thank you, dear Lily, for reuniting us after all these years. We could not have done it without you, you perfect peach,’ trilled Nimmy.

I was bursting with sheer joy and I have to say it is the best, best feeling in the world.

Other Lily’s blue eyes watered up with tears of happiness and she whispered, ‘Two sisters — together again.’

I think Nimmy/Lucy must have felt extra chatty and excited because she could now think and say what she needed to think and say for the first time in years.

She glided over to Zinnia. ‘Zinnzy darling, ENJOY!’ and she touselled Manuel’s curls.

Then it was Fern’s turn. ‘Frondsy, FOCUS!’ She playfully tweaked her nose.

She appeared in front of Mum and said, ‘Letty sweetheart, COURAGE!’

Then she hurried over to her only son, my dad. ‘John, RELAX!’ She rubbed his belly.

Then she marched over to Pig Boy. ‘Linden dearest, BUCK UP, BUCKO!’ She poked him in the chest. I could tell it was not a hard poke but Linden jumped back like a scaredy-cat and stood on my toe.

Just saying.

She looked at Sophie and said, ‘Thank you for having faith in Lily and for your devotion to me.’

Then it was my turn. ‘Lily Pilly, you are a sheer delight,’ she squeezed my hand and whispered, ‘Life … EMBRACE!’

Finally she shimmied over to GG. ‘Colin, my dreamboat — my love.’ She kissed his cheek tenderly and I was right about the lipstick … GG’s cheek is still glowing.

She returned to Other Lily’s side and said, ‘Well, dear heart, we have a bit of time up our spectral sleeves … where to now?’

And as quick as a flash Other Lily replied, ‘Papa’s rose garden, of course, I noticed the Queen Elizabeth grandiflora was exquisite — but it wasn’t the same without you, dear.’

They flew and glided over our heads and out into the glorious day. We could hear them giggling above the rose petals. We followed them outside to catch sight of the two gliding higher and higher.

Lucy squealed with a hint of wicked glee, ‘Oh Lily darling, let’s pay a visit to Dawn and get her sorted once and for all. We must — simply must — help her darling dogs.’

‘We might kill her with the fright!’ gasped OL at first but then began to titter, ‘or just hospitalise her for a short spell. To save the pooches I think that is an acceptable risk! Smelling salts at the ready!’

OL turned to wave at me for the last time. She blew me a kiss as she cried out, ‘If you need us, call on us!’

‘How?’ I shouted.

‘You’ll know,’ laughed Nimmy, ‘you are a very special and very smart girl!’

Higher and higher they flew until I could not see them but could just make out Nimmy’s voice. ‘How about Paris after that?’

‘Jadorable,’ was Other Lily’s faint but dreamy reply.
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The absolute best thing is that my entire family and Sophie the super-nice nurse (who is now our dear friend) SAW the entire thing. Not a product of Lily Land, father dearest!

After the magic slash supernatural fun finished, we all ended up back in the kitchen and Zinnia put the kettle on and started to make the scones.

Mum, Fern and I settled down in the Rosy Room to go through all the tins and boxes. We were looking at old photos and cards and reading about all the wonderful memories. Mum found the copy of Alice in Wonderland hidden behind the wardrobe, double-wrapped in greaseproof paper with a kitchen string triple knot — sly Nimmy! When Fern found a picture of Fabian the cat she shouted, ‘OMG — I forgot to feed the cats.’

The three cats were going off their white-and-red furry faces.

Fern opened the laundry door and screamed before bolting outside and running down the road shouting at the sky, ‘Thank you, Nimmy and Aunty Lil.’

(The utter nerve … her name is LILY not LIL.)

I figured out why she was happy slash hysterical as the three cats strode into the Rosy Room and began to smooch and cuddle around my feet. They had completely returned to a normal sparkly white.

Amazeballs!

Everyone had so many questions and they were all talking at once so I went and got this diary and read it aloud for them while they were all sitting around the table. I left some bits out about me being scared at first, but I did not leave out anything that had to do with Linden!

He put his head down and chewed on his scone in a state of total embarrassment. Then he whispered, ‘Sorry, Lily … for everything.’ Mum was like, over the moon that he had said sorry, and even though I have kindly forgiven him, I can’t help it if I have a really good memory. It is actually one of my strengths … along with my vibe gift.

GG wanted to read this journal for himself and has very nicely let me keep any letters and photos and material and newspaper clippings I want. I am going to glue them into the back of the notebook. GG said this is called an appendix. I do not like this word as it makes me think of a person’s appendix. I prefer the word scrapbook. Mum is mad for scrapbooking, so she said she would help me arrange it all so it looks great and I can even use her hot-glue gun and double-sided tape — quite a breakthrough. (Letty/hot-glue gun = Beryl/creepy scissors; I do not understand how adults become so attached to boring everyday things!)

This reminds me, Dad was cool about the laptop damage. He said ‘these things happen’ (and did not add ‘mostly to you, Lily’ like he normally does). Apparently it is still under warranty. PHEW!

Fern is not smart like me but she is kind (I suppose) and is going to stay on to look after GG who has apparently been knocked for six (Dad-ism for totally shocked!).

Linden is still being nice but I won’t waste my last pacer lead on him as I am nearly out of lead and want to finish this journal. We walked down to the shops together for milk, butter and choc bits so GG could make the ganache cake. He did not run away with all the money like he did last time so I dare to hope.

[image: Image]

This morning Zinnia started screaming in Spanish from the bathroom. As it turns out, Zinnia’s screams were happy screams because she and Manuel are having a baby!

I thought I would be grossed out but I am not. I’m going to be an aunty. Amazeballs! Everyone is over the moon and it’s the second best thing to happen this week.

I think my life is about to change.

I overheard Dad say that realistically he is not getting any younger as he is closer to sixty than fifty which is way old — and maybe they should think about retiring to Treebark. Mum said something about a tree change and a complete reevaluation of life values. She said she finally felt ready to find her birth mother.

Zinnia told them that she and Manuel want their baby to grow up in Treebark.

Then Fern piped up and said she didn’t want to do Arts anymore, she wanted to be a wildlife rescue officer and Treebark is the perfect place for her as it is her ancestral village. Spew! Sigh! Spew again!

We were still in a joyous commotion when the doorbell rang.

I ran to answer it because I hoped it was the new and improved Dawn. But it wasn’t. It was Isabella, the girl from next door, with her dad. She was carrying a massive big bunch of old-fashioned flowers and they both wanted to tell GG they were there for him. Bless!

Isabella was wearing a Harry Potter T-shirt that had the words Wizard in Training printed on it. I have seen the shirt before on the internet and always wanted one. My intuition shouted YOU ARE AWESOME!

I asked her, ‘You like Harry Potter?’

She smiled shyly and answered, ‘It is my life.’

GG smiled at both of us and then invited the pair of them in for a cup of tea but Isabella’s dad said that it was Issy’s eleventh birthday and they were travelling to Perth to visit a special bookshop which is totes my favourite too!

I really hope we move here.

Mum and Dad told Zinnia and Fern ‘not to mention it to Lily’ as they do not want ‘to overstimulate her’ at this point in time. They have never seen me so chatty and happy and I guess it’s freaking them out a bit. But my vibe is super strong that we will all be moving here very very soon! Hooray! I wanted to play a joyful jig but it appears that Fern has tidied my violin into a locked cupboard.

I brought my pacer and this journal into the Rosy Room as I thought I should write the last words in here. I was sitting on the rug and looking around wistfully when I got a very strong vibe to open up a certain shoebox; I was seriously overcome.

So I opened up the box and all I saw were piles of baby photos of us all. There was a cute one of a bald Zinnzy cutting her first tooth, Fern has medieval-style braces on in one photo and Linden is wearing an elf suit that is clearly chafing in another. I am jadorable blowing out candles on my sixth birthday cake, with Nimmy’s scaly old hand on top of mine, holding onto the knife. I had to stop for a while because of the lump in my throat.

I persevered with my divination and dug around to the bottom when my fingers touched a small wooden box. It is tiny and carved with the most glorious patterns. It has a beautiful smell — like lilies. I feel it is not part of the Rosy Room but it has a story of its own.

I can’t work out a way to open it up. It looks like a smooth square but when I rattle the box I can hear something move inside.

Diamonds?

I don’t think so.

Intrigue and mystery?

I know so.

I can feel in it my very core.

#mightyvibe #verygoodmagic #wordnerd


Part Two

Lily in Full Bloom

For Elizabeth Mairi and Marie Elizabeth

–Guardian angels with the biggest of hearts.

I thank you.


One

So, we are definitely moving down south to Treebark which is fantastic as GG and his house are the best. The potential for magic and love is unlimited and … proven. Although Probability is my least favourite kind of Maths, I must say the probability of having another supernatural adventure is high. Hence, it is time to start this new journal.

I thought after my entire family experienced a supernatural encounter we would … I don’t know how to say this … but we would be our best selves twenty-four-seven. I thought we would all become perfect, but it seems it is still just me and GG. After witnessing the very good magic last holidays, Dad and Mum went home to the city and had a rethink. They put our house on the market, and it sold in two days. They were gobsmacked and then Dad got all sad that they should have asked for more money. He is still talking about it to this day. Now he keeps saying words like superannuation, interest rates and fiscal policy. These are my least favourite words in the whole world. I suspect they only have meaning for boring adults. Mum and Dad are planning their dream home on a block nearby in Treebark. They are going to ‘down-size and build a new house with beautiful lines that will be simplicity itself’. The dreamhouse is a very strange concept indeed.

I overheard Mum say she didn’t need much, but she simply must have a scullery. I looked it up, it means a small kitchen off the big kitchen. Seriously? Dad agreed and said he only needed a lap pool and a spa. I wonder if they have forgotten the meaning of the word simplicity. Or if it is one of those words that changes meaning when you get old.

The good news is we will be living with GG until the dreamhouse is ready. My family have been worried about GG, he has lost his soul mate and your bounce back factor at eighty-seven is pretty low. So, Fern stayed on to keep an eye on him. It brings me some comfort but not a lot, as Fern’s speciality is distressed homeless cats, not aging grieving humans on the edge. So, it is good that we are moving soon so I can repair the damage she causes. GG is highly suggestible when it comes to loving his grandchildren and I do not want Fern to become the new favourite. Going down-hill may have played with his mind and Fern is very kind and will be fluffing about him with love as she basically has nothing else to do. She stopped working at the wildlife rescue centre and has started making retro clothes and selling them online. She got inspired by all the colourful scraps of vintage material in the Rosy Room calling her name … loudly. Apparently the voice said make cool stuff, recycle and reuse all the boxes of wonderful patterned materials and accessories and let them shine in the world again. I think it might have also said and sell online for a huge profit as you are using someone else’s sewing machine and materials and all the owners are dead!

Zinnia, my eldest sister and her handsome fiancé, Manuel went back to Spain to finish up their project engineering contract. Zinnia has an open mouth bawl thing going on when she skypes and is constantly saying embarrassingly immature things like only seventeen more sleeps until we are back in Australia — like she is ten or something and counting down the days until her braces come off. Then she stands side on to show this baby bump growing inside of her. Months ago, she/we thought her tummy was growing due to the prolific production and consumption of pumpkin scones to help with her home sickness, but it turns out it is a human being. It’s like a basketball stuck up her jumper — bizarre.

Linden keeps to himself and instead of watching the television I see him staring into space. His face goes from all wide-eyed to dewy-eyed to sad-eyed to scary-eyes popping out of his head. I think he is replaying the events of last holidays. It is fantastic footage — I know — I replay it over in my brain all the time as well. It puts a smile on my face. But the big magic was pant-wetting stuff for him. Literally. This is not good for an uber cool dude just turned fifteen years old. For a former bully he is now passable as a brother. Well, he is not bullying me anymore. I think being frightened into being nice is not really being authentically nice. As Mum says, he is still journeying, and I feel ready to support him by making him truly sorry and not scared out of his limited wits into being sorry. I love to help out …

Dad said I am not to write anymore about the supernatural encounter that happened in the house for if someone found it they would lock us all up. But alas dear father, it is too late. I have already started this new journal! GG gave it to me for Christmas with a fountain pen complete with dipping ink. It is literally the perfect gift for me. GG is totally awesome and is encouraging my new gift of writing; it goes so well with my gift of vibe and imagination. I want to write in it every day, but this has proven difficult, as nothing in the slightest bit supernatural has happened since the last school holidays. I filled a whole book in two weeks last time. Actually, nothing ink-worthy at all has happened since the last school holidays. It’s nearly February and the blank pages loom at me most tragically, except for where I have written my name Lily Marigold Griffin one hundred times in different styles.

But I guess Dad does have a point about appearing to the wider world as totally insane for believing in magic. I have placed my last journal in a very safe place; it’s wrapped in the original mirror dust sheet and stuffed into my old hello kitty backpack. I have placed it in a packing box Mum has labelled LONG-TERM STORAGE. It is a real shame because its contents would make an excellent book/movie/Netflix series.

But, boring father of mine, I have a teeny tiny secret. I have found a small wooden box and my gift of vibe can hear it silently screaming magic and mystery at me. You did not say anything about documenting a new magical mystery. Take that! However, I have to report that the box is taking its sweet time to reveal the exact nature of its specialness. Sadly, the mystery of the box with endless possibilities is still a mystery. It is highly likely it is a Tardis of endless possibilities — micro-worlds within worlds? Maybe it is home to a genie that who has down-sized from a lamp? I don’t know, but I want to know! Touching it is a problem because it kind of makes me feel a bit sad. So, I don’t, I pick it up with an oven mitt to stop me from getting a tad teary. Or could it be my hormones surging? I’ve never had hormones before. Apparently my body is under siege, the evidence is a pimple on the end of my chin. I just know when Fern sees it, she is going to want to squeeze it and rub a leaf of her homegrown aloe vera on it.

Something has definitely shifted in my spiritual solar plexus. I think the experiences of the paranormal have changed me a bit because I am also looking forward to seeing Isabella, GG’s new neighbour. People skills are not my strong point, but I yearn for conversation and stuff. Although we only met once, we had an instant connection, drawn together by our love of Hogwarts. After I returned to Perth, Isabella started to email me and send me cool links to all things Harry Potter. She then revealed the most envy-making news I have ever heard — she was going to London with her dad to visit her granny. I knew straight away that she would be visiting Harry Potter World. And she is! Isabella and her dad are in London right now and she keeps sending me pics of her and her dad at the most wonderful place on EARTH bar none.

This puts me in a state, as Mum says, because I am so happy for Isabella that she has actually touched the waxy cheek of Harry (even though there is a sign clearly saying Do Not Touch). Isabella is fearless. I am in awe of her audacity but can’t help feeling the rules are there for a very good reason, mostly to keep Harry in peachy condition. I have deleted the photo of her reaching for the sorting hat. I am mature enough to know that I am beside myself with jealousy as Isabella is having a top time in London and I am stuck in Perth in an empty room that is in serious need of dusting. I am beginning to suspect that Mum wants me to help out with the move and the cleaning. Cleaning and divination are mutually exclusive but Mum doesn’t seem to understand this. She said she missed Fern because Fern is so helpful and supportive and stuff. Harsh words to my ears. I feel like I have missed my Hogwarts letter. My magical gifts lie dormant like a tulip bulb in the bottom crisper of GG’s fridge.


Two

I have finished packing all my books and stuff and I have dragged the vacuum cleaner into my room and plugged it in. Please do not imply that I am not helpful, Mother dearest!

This is all very boring and mundane. Life is magic free, so I decided to make my own. I tried to move a teacup with the power of my mind; I stared at it for three minutes demanding it to move forward and into my hands. At first, I put the Milo and milk inside, but I think this was a bit too heavy for my brain, so I sculled it down and experimented with an empty cup. Then Linden walked by and told me most people begin with bending spoons with their minds and I’m not sure if he was being serious or teasing me, so I ignored him. But then I heard him clattering around in the cutlery drawer and making a wheezing noise like he was holding his breath in intense concentration, so I guess he was legit.

I have just snuck a peek at Linden. The spoons still look like normal spoons and I am pleased he doesn’t have the gift of the mind warp. He got stuck with the gift of being good looking and sporty. I feel this is enough. #blessed#spew

Other Lily and Nimmy did intimate (which is basically saying something, but not terribly clearly) that they were available for me anytime if I needed them. I have been tempted to call on them, but two things stop me. I don’t know how to, and I have no need of them but to get rid of boredom. I really think Other Lily and Nimmy are the ‘make your own fun with outdoor activities’ kind of gals. Spew. I am scared that if I call them and they come they will be like — What is the emergency? We were riding ghost camels in between the sphinxes and chatting to Cleopatra. Other Lily will say make a daisy chain and Nimmy will chime in with do a cartwheel. I can’t do either nor do I wish to learn how.

Luckily I have a live nanna that lives down the street to call on instead.

Nanna Pinkington is Mum’s adopted mum, but they were destined to be together as they fit like the last two pieces of a 1000-piece jigsaw. Pinkie is coming with us to live in Treebark but I know she really loves the city and using public transport is her life, after me. She will miss the tension of connecting the bus and the train in the rain. I hope she will be okay.

Newsflash!

I wandered into Mum and Dad’s bedroom and saw that Mum had her passport laid out on the bed and I could not help but yell out, ‘What is going on? You said there was only money for a dream house I have yet to dream of once! You are going on holiday again while it is imperative (awesome word for the world as we know it will end if this doesn’t happen) for my personal development that I should spend a fortnight minimum at Harry Potter World.’

Do you even love me?

I did not add these last words but my downcast eyes spoke volumes.

Dad started laughing at me and ruffled my hair which he is prone to do these days and said I was getting more teen than preteen. Mum said she was going on a voyage of personal discovery and one day I would understand. I understand that Isabella is having the time of her life and I am — legit — the biggest Potter fan in the world who is being denied my right to discover Potter World in person.

Mum burst into tears and held me close; I had to pause and calm myself down so I could use my gift of vibe to work out where she was going and why. I felt nothing. Blank. Except I could smell Mum’s perfume and her heart beating like she was worried about something that she didn’t have an answer for. This calmed me down from my own problems and allowed me to panic freely for Mum.

What is wrong?

Mum was like this when she thought she would have to leave Nanna Pinkie behind in the city. She cried so much Dad had to have a rethink and agree it was okay to ask Pinkie to come to Treebark. Dad said, to keep it simple we should build Nanna Pinkie her own self-contained yurt out the back of the block. Mum said, ‘I don’t think so John Leslie! You can live in a yurt!’ Her arms were crossed and her face was cross too. When she uses our middle names, it’s like a cyclone warning, you are in trouble buddy! I looked up yurt, it means a circular one room tent that can be collapsed down quickly.

I don’t know what is happening with Mum and I still can’t open the box. This could mean one of two things — nothing is wrong at all and the box doesn’t open, or that I have peaked supernaturally. Maybe my encounter in the Rosy Room was a one-off thing. This makes me feel terribly sad. My vibe is very low and I am feeling super sorry for myself. I know for sure that Mum is sad but I don’t know why. But I do get the feeling it is important because Mum is not acting like Mum anymore. I have just made myself a snack with no fruit and put an extra slice of cake in my pocket. When I’ve tried this, before I have even closed the pantry door she is like put the second piece of cake back, your teeth will thank you but I have also secured a small bag of Maltesers and a fun size packet of salt and vinegar chips. My pockets were stretched to bursting and she just smiled vaguely at me and went back to her laptop. I saw a map of Vietnam flash up and then a list of flights. How can she think of going on holidays when I am in the tween transition of my life? The threat of a new school has increased my consumption of toilet roll by 100%. Only a trip to Harry Potter World would soothe my soul and my associated tubing. It’s not like her to be selfish, but I think this is a classic case.

I think for my mental health’s sake I will stop looking over and over at the pictures that Isabella is so kindly sending me. The one of Isabella and her dad in front of a glowing Hogwarts dining room is particularly gut wrenching. Dad says I have the green-eyed monster. I said, ‘I wish I did. It is so boring around here; a green-eyed monster would be great fun.’ Dad patted my head and said, ‘Oh Lily, you’re a silly sausage.’

I am twelve soon and it is possible that I have peaked. I am washed up. I probably need to discuss this with my special therapist but I am being beyond brave. Perhaps I will never ever ever ever again experience the dark and mysterious. Plus, the wretched box will not open up. Full stop. It is brazen in its opposition to my will.


Three

When I arrived today I found Pinkie sitting inside the car which was weird because she doesn’t drive anymore. Her eyesight is getting dodgy — as in almost legally blind — and this means she is not allowed to drive. She can see me but not stuff like stops signs and other cars in the distance. It was the saddest day of her life when she had to hand in her licence as she was born to speed and weave on the highway. When I got closer I saw she had her cheek on the steering wheel and her hand on the dashboard. She looked up at me, blushed and sniffed. I felt sad. My vibe is telling me Nanna Pinkie is missing Pop. And that she hopes that Linden doesn’t trash the Holden. Pop has been dead for three years. This seems to be a theme for the old people in our family.

Nanna Pinkie is super organised and doesn’t need much assistance with the big move down south which suits me.

I am helping her go through all her stuff, which is not a lot. She doesn’t have books but she sure does have a lot of old DVDs. These are shiny disc things that have movies and television series stored on them. She is not into technology; it confuses her. Pinkie likes to keep her things spick and span in the unit. The garage is a different story.

It is full of Pop Pinkington’s stuff, his tools and his car. It is a vintage EH Holden in the most perfect shade of cobalt blue. The car is so cool and it smells like Pop which is a petrol and lavender smell. Pop wrote in his will that Linden can have the car once he gets his learner’s permit. The car stays in Pinkie’s name — which is Marigold — because Pop did not want Linden to swap it for a bag of beans. Pop was onto Linden. He did not leave anything special to me and that’s okay because Pop and Linden were close, a bit like me and GG. GG said he was going to leave me his comprehensive life’s work recipe collection. I am honoured and Linden’s jealousy factor is zero.

Nanna Pinkington’s unit was the cutting edge of fashion for the Eighties with blue carpet and rose velour velvet furniture. Her vertical blinds are always open so she can talk to her plants. They are mostly succulents; it has taken me years to fall in love with her spiral aloe and cacti. They are not welcoming like roses. You have to really focus to get over their squishy spiky uneven bits. But every now and then you get an amazing blossom or even better — a droplet of water trapped in the leaves. If you block out the squishy bit from your mind’s eye, the blooms are spectacular and the droplets are magical. Their beauty can be ruined by the clanging of Pinkie’s wind chimes. It is supposed to increase your serenity but when it is windy I want to take it down, pack it up and hide it in the garage. I never would but argghhhhhh, the noise is like sandpaper on the skin.

Pinkie has an enormous fish tank in her main room that used to have heaps of tropical fish swimming around and around. It is huge and divides the room into two parts; the dining room and the television watching areas. I used to be able to see fish from either side of the dining and lounge room. I would be eating my fish curry and one of Nemo’s friends would be watching me. This was quite unnerving. I guess this is why Pinkie eats so much ham and salad. Or I could be watching an ocean scene on the TV and I would turn my head to see all the fish watching over my shoulder like they yearned for freedom. When Linden was little he would stand on the couch and scoop the fish out and plop them into my bath. This made Pinkie crazy angry and she would shout the words I am livid, Linden! At that age I had no idea what livid meant but her face would go a purple pink and this seemed to be a clue.

Today we are cleaning out her tropical fish tank. When the last fish carked it a year ago, Pinkie started to use it as a space to store all her DVDs. These are discs in boxes a bit like hard plastic envelopes. It looks nicer than it sounds as Pinkie is orderly and big on colour coordination. Every Sunday afternoon I walk over to visit and we have a long chat in which I tell her all my problems and she listens and says supportive stuff like, ‘Well, I never,’ or ‘Never mind, love,’ and she makes a nice clucking sound. Then we put on one of her DVDs as their dullness is as calming as Fern’s incense sticks and I am instantly soothed.

Sometimes the DVDs get all jumpy on the screen because a bit of scratchy pretend seabed pebble has made its way into the box and rubbed at the disc. This is annoying. Some of them can be a bit smelly and now I have to leave the room when Linden cracks open a snack tin of tuna because it reminds me of it. He knows this and is now addicted to chilli and tuna snack tins. A mystical coincidence? I think not. The return of pig boy stage one. But it does not stop me from helping my beloved Pinkie from packing up her tropical aquarium of murder mystery delights, when I discovered right down the bottom there were these plastic ancient things that looked as thick as chunky books but tape squirrelled round and round inside. I have seen Pinkie take a spoon and start turning the loose tape to tighten it up. I asked Pinkie what in the world they were and she laughed and said VHS videotapes. They are huge things that only have one film on it, not even extras. She looked at the box I had in my hand, it said 007 James Bond starring Sean Connery. Pinkie actually blushed, I could see her nose go fire engine red and she stuttered that this one was her favourite. Apparently, it was Pop Pinkie’s favourite as well. He was partial to action and international espionage while she was partial to Sean Connery who played the sexy spy. Apparently he lived to ninety-one and his tough man charisma was one of the beacons of light in Pinkie’s life.

I opened up the video tape box. There was no videotape of a twirly whirly nature inside but it did contain a small teak box identical to the one I found in the Rosy Room. My gut screamed at me urgently that a highly unlikely coincidence is coinciding in my world. But because of recent life experiences, I did not scream out I have a matching box, I just casually put it in my pocket with total discretion as I really need time to think and feel hard about this. Happiness wriggled in my pocket and I feel shivers as I write this down.

A most excellent feeling!

I rationalised (the ultimate grown-up word that has many meanings for them) that Pinkie is always saying what is hers is mine so I will test the theory for forty-eight hours. I really need to run some scientific tests on the boxes. So, I went to excuse myself and said that I was going home to help Mum pack boxes but I stuttered because it was not true. (Note to self — practise lying). It was okay, Pinkie didn’t notice because Mr Tran, the very nice neighbour who takes her bins in and out, was knocking on her door with huge amounts of food. Mr Tran loves to cook his traditional Vietnamese favourites and then share them with all the people in the units. Nanna Pinkie always says to Ms Tran, whose name is Dan — Dan, this is far too much food, I will never eat it all! It is always gone by Monday night when he comes back for the empty plastic containers. His wife, Mrs Tran is a Professor of Mythical Studies and Dad says he cannot believe this is a real job. He blames the government and then I stop listening, so does Mum.

Sometimes when Mum sees Mr Tran’s genuine Asian food she gets a bit jealous because she wants to cook like that and she can’t. She practises all the time and shares the food with Nanna Pinkie but Mum’s dinners tend to stay at the bottom of the fridge until Pinkie remembers them and feeds them to the stray cat she has befriended. She makes it up to the cat by giving it deluxe fancy tin food the next night. When she does this in front of me, she puts her finger on her lips and this means, don’t tell your mother, her gift is not the kitchen variety and I know Pinkie would never hurt Mum’s feelings and neither would I.


Four

I have worked out what is up with Mum. I did not need to deduce, divine or find any more clues because she has just come into my empty bedroom and told me. Apparently, everyone knew Mum’s plans weren’t just a fun holiday except me because I have been spending too much time in Lily Land and on the laptop worrying about a teak box that probably holds the meaning of life/the universe.

SOO — RRRR — YYYYYY!

She is going to Vietnam with Nanna Pinkie to find her birth mother. I was like, ‘Why? You have an awesome mum and even though you are not biologically related you always said it didn’t matter. A chosen child was the luckiest child in the world.’ I was shocked and hurt for Pinkie. The ‘fessing up about the leftover cat food thing crossed my mind but I held my mouth shut. Mum said, ‘Yes, you are right, nothing has changed.’ But then she went on to say that after the big magic when Dad got to see his mum reveal a big family secret and other happy sad stuff, she really needs to find out her history/secrets — whatever they may be. She needs to know where she came from. There is a space in her heart. Mum dabbed at her eyes and added, she needed to do it before she started her new life in Treebark, she just can’t keep pushing the feelings away, it’s not good for her mental health and with Dad working less these days, now is the perfect time. Plus, Mum said she is about to become a grandmother and it has set her off big time to find her own roots, to find out where she belongs in the world and stuff. When we were little she didn’t have time to do it, it was enough to keep Linden alive, me in books and therapy, to keep Fern grounded and Zinnia motivated. I guess she has always been preoccupied with her roots as we are all named after things that literally have roots.

I looked into Mum’s face and knew that she had to go. When I close my eyes, I can almost feel the space in her heart. I am glad that Pinkie is going along to help out because Mum is prone to getting lost whereas Pinkie is like the human divining rod, her brain is a road map, despite being legally blind, it’s like she is channelling the scent of petrol on the wind. She is little and old but street smart and Mum needs her. Even though they are going on a spiritual journey they will still need to connect flights and trains and taxis for the real part of the actual journey.

[image: Image]

Mum and Pinkie have just left for the airport. Nanna Pinkie sat in the front; she likes to chat to the driver to tell him the quickest route. Traffic lights are her pet hate. Mum was sobbing most tragically and this set me off. Pinkie got out of the car and hugged me for the fifth and final time. Dad looked at his watch and said, ‘Marigold, you will miss your plane.’

I waved until the car was out of sight. Just before the taxi turned the corner, I could see Pinkie’s face, she winked at me and stuck her tongue out at Dad, which left Dad speechless. When he regained the use of his tongue, all he could get out was, ‘That woman!’


Five

It’s no use, I can’t open up either of the boxes. I am totally frustrated. I am just lying here staring at them, willing them to reveal their secrets yet the boxes refuse to heed my messages. And I have so many questions.

Are the boxes from the same place? And if they are, how did they end up so far apart? Or are they not connected at all and there are billions of them in shops all over the world? Are they from an ancient IKEA? Maybe I need to approach this more methodically. What is the common factor?

It is Pinkie. She has visited Treebark loads of times and that is where I found the first box, and the second box was in her unit. Nanna Pinkie and Pop loved to drive down to visit Nimmy and GG for the good food and top-quality conversation. It was as far as Pop would travel (and how he loved to let the EH Holden hit the open highway and spread its wings). Pinkie is not into antiques or mystique so maybe she misplaced the boxes because she cannot feel their specialness. In fact, she doesn’t like clutter or hold with too many knick-knacks around the place at all. I can’t make a proper connection because Pinkie is totally lacking in the dark and mysterious; she is more beeswax polish and toilet lollies.

[image: Image]

I am lying on my mattress on the floor of my room and I am trying not to notice the moonscape of cobwebs and dust left behind in the nooks and grooves where my furniture once lived. All the furniture has gone and it has left the carpet squished flat in random patterns and so now I can’t stop thinking about alien crop patterns. And aliens.

I need distraction and happy vibes. I am going to read the Great Lake part in The Goblet of Fire, which is my favourite bit in the whole book. It is when Harry is in the Triwizard tournament and rescues his competitor’s sister from drowning just in the nick of time because he is so brave and caring.

I have just had the most amazing idea ever. Sheer brilliance! Tonight, I will take both boxes into the bath and see if they open up and sing their secret to me when placed underwater. Perhaps a selkie or a sprite is counting on me to release her into a watery wonderland and will thank me by revealing a magical mystery. Selkies are like mermaids in seal suits but can turn nasty with sharp teeth and pointy boobs. I don’t think I want to look at one, let alone talk to one. I cannot entertain the possibility that my gift of vibe is failing and that I have two wooden boxes that contain something unremarkable like a dice, a marble or a button.
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I borrowed Fern’s homeopathic kit; she left it behind as it is out of date. So, its ancientness should help me. Apparently, it contains real herbs and oils which will be excellent for my investigative studies. I refrained from using the demister fan because I was looking to create a great-lake-like mist. Dad thinks steam makes mould which is unhealthy, not atmospheric, and if he doesn’t hear the whirr, we get into trouble. I chanced it this one time. I also borrowed GG’s oven mitt because when I picked the boxes up together I got such conflicting feelings that I didn’t know whether I was going to laugh or cry or vomit. I needed to keep a clear head.

I slid into the non-bubbly bath and although Fern says Sodium Laurel Sulphate is bad for my skin and the environment I have to say that I really could have gone some atmospheric bubbles. Watching little swirling clumps of dried-up herbs is the opposite of a magical experience. But I was brave and slid under the freshly created memory murk. Although peppermint oil is good for your brain and skin, it is very bad for your eyes. My eyeballs stung like ants were biting them; I had to jump out of the bath and grab a towel. I left the boxes in the bath and ran into Linden’s bedroom and found his state-of-the-art goggles that demist and defog and basically make you swim faster. Something caught my eye on his desk. I did not have time to analyse it but my brain did have time to say to me; remember to investigate later.

By the time I adjusted the goggles to fit my petite face (a painful sporting event in itself) the water was cold and the tub really did look like the bottom of the Great Lake. The herbs had stuck to the side of the bath like soggy reeds and it was total disgustingness itself. Except I could smell the herb rosemary — apparently it is good for memory too and it triggered the memory of GG’s last roast lamb dinner. YUM! I did not want to go back into the bath but I had to get the boxes out and I began to feel that these terrible conditions could actually help to release what was in the box. Adversity equals magic, it is the most basic of formulas.

I yanked off the oven mitt, got the boxes up to the surface and decided I would communicate in a more obvious way. So, I shouted at them, ‘PLEASE OPEN UP, I AM HERE TO HELP.’

Nothing happened. No sprite, now selkie, no Moaning Myrtle (thank goodness, she freaks me out). I took Linden’s goggles off with an exasperated flourish, which in some small way may have helped to snap the elastic. I am now back in my room and even though I am dry and toasty warm I still look like a koala that has experienced dry cupping at the mo; it gets the blood flowing and helps give supreme athletes an edge. I have just heard Linden shouting that his high-tech goggles are broken and he is following the wet trail the culprit left behind on the floorboards. He is coming for me, no doubt seeking vengeance with a capital V. I feel like I am in a horror movie again, waiting for him to strike. He is closing in. Got to go!
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Well that was weird!

Linden knocked on the door and said, ‘Excuse me Lily but did you happen to break my goggles?’ He said it in really loud voice as if he was showing Other Lily and Nimmy he was new and improved. Sadly, I am not skilled in lying but it is on my list to improve on so I blurted out, ‘Yes!’ and then added, ‘Sorry,’ because I did not mean to break them and I tried to put myself in his place as if he had come into my room and snapped my pacer and all my leads … oh wait, that did happen. This memory made me say, ‘Yeah … so what?’ and he replied with a slick, ‘I don’t mind sharing with you but please ask in the future,’ and then he slinked away as if the heavens might throw a thunderbolt at the back of his head at close range. This made me feel relief but it also confirms my suspicion that Linden is just scared into being nice and may need some help.

After he left, I turned my attention back to the boxes and gave them a vigorous yet gentle shake to ascertain what the clinking noise was.

Newsflash!

I can’t hear a noise of any description. Have I drowned an elfin? Have I smited a world of smurfs? My gift of vibe eludes me but my gift of smell is overwhelming. I can smell earth, rich earth and if I close my eyes I can almost see a forest. The germination of mould? Intriguing but alas not illuminating.


Six

Disaster. One of the boxes is missing!

I have looked everywhere and I am beside myself with hysteria, paper bag at the ready, GG-style. I left the boxes on the bedroom windowsill to dry and one has vamoosed. There is nothing much left in my room so I can see clearly it has not fallen down behind a cupboard or a bed. I am gutted. Mum is not here to calm me down, Nanna Pinkie is not here to feed my fears away, Dad is at work wrapping up the business and Linden is at preseason football training even though he won’t be playing. Thank goodness he can’t see me going red in the face with too much oxygen hitting my brain at once. In my hyper confusion I ran out the door and down the street to Nanna’s unit. Had the box magically moved back to the original hiding spot snug beneath Sean Connery’s suave suit and mischievous twinkling eyes. I was compelled to check.

I took Nanna’s spare key and fumbled with it. ‘Curse you key!’ I shouted. Then I remembered that all of Nanna Pinkie’s stuff was on a truck on its way to Treebark Storage so the house would be totally empty. I pushed the door open but I forgot about the house alarm.

It was Armageddon in my ears and in my pants.

Mr Tran came out of his unit next door with his arms crossed like a bouncer. He was on the case, but he smiled when he saw me and asked if I was okay.

I confessed, ‘I have a bit of a problem. I have misplaced something of a significant nature.’

‘Can I help you find the missing thing?’

I tried to say no I am on top of the situation but found my hand going into my pocket and pulling out the box. ‘I have lost something a bit … exactly like this.’

Mr Tran looked aghast (fantastic word). ‘Where did you get that?’ His eyes were literally popping out of his head.

I said I fished it out of Nanna’s tropical tank, it was stuck inside a James Bond 007 VHS and he understood at once. I saw Mr Tran’s curtain twitch and the blinds crack. There was an eye looking at me. I knew straight away it was Mrs Tran because she colours her eyelids in and wears eyeliner in a unique way. The light shone through her black pink tipped hair; I think she wants to be a punk Cleopatra because her hair is naturally blonde.

Mr Tran looked like he wanted to say heaps of stuff but Mrs Tran shook her head, her lips said not yet and so he squashed whatever was on his mind back down and said he hoped I found the box because it was important for our cultural heritage and stuff. Then he went on to say when I found it, could I bring it over so Mrs Tran could do an assessment on it. I imagined her holding a magnifying glass to her over made up glittery eye, huge and evil.

I looked back at the window but Mrs Tran was no longer spying on us. I felt a strange unease. If the Trans were after the box, it must be important. Cultural heritage is probably a clever clogs code for a museum would pay a lot of money to get it. Maybe the box is worth millions.

I did not think it was possible that Mr Tran was an international artifact thief. But it is highly possible that Mrs Tran is a criminal mastermind. She has the fingernails for it. Two toned and filed to a dangerous point!

There is no way I am giving the box to them. I feel glad we are leaving for Treebark soon. Now I just have to find the missing box and then get both of them to reveal their secrets to me. I will never give up.


Seven

I give up. I can’t find the box anywhere.

There is so much other stuff to think #worryabout.

The house is all packed up. Is the box in a box which has been accidentally chucked out or put into the St Vinnie’s bin? I am prone to accidentally throwing out small stuff like the pencil sharpener with sharpened shaved bits, and spoons left in yoghurt containers. I am sad to say I sat on our front verandah and cried my eyes out. I stole something from Pinkie and now I’ve lost it and it is probably of inestimable supernatural value. Luckily I had decided to be brave and control my breathing with counting and visualisation of all my favourite book covers — there are seventeen — because just at that moment Linden and his gang walked past me. Harry asked what was wrong. He’s quite sweet for an evil sidekick. Plus, his name is the best. I replied, ‘I have lost something.’

Harry kindly inquired, ‘Would you like some help to find it?’

I said, ‘No.’ I did not add that I was doomed. Doomed is a word that gets a bully’s jocks in a twist and Linden was in ear shot. Harry is very nice and it will be good for him to get away from Linden. Harry’s mother thinks so too. My gift of hearing overheard her saying this is in the check-out aisle of our local IGA. I wanted to congratulate her on her insight.

Linden took the other sidekicks inside. I could hear him open up a packet of chips so the boys’ minds and mouths were fully occupied and then he came back outside.

‘You looking for this?’

It was the box. I tried to play it cool but failed. ‘You found it! Where was it?’

Linden went red and said he had taken it just to have a look, because he found himself drawn to it. He meant to give it back but when he held it in his hand it made him … stronger … not so worried about the move. ‘And I kicked six goals today,’ he added like a big show off.

‘That is weird,’ I blurted out, ‘the other one made me feel sad.’

Oversharing is my curse.

Linden handed me the box, like no big deal, it’s just a dumb box and went inside to commandeer the chip packet. When it touched my hand the desire to punch Linden in the head diminished considerably; being shoved down the front of Linden’s footy shorts cannot have been good for it. I fetched some soothing disinfectant and said cleansing words to the box, Fern-style.
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Today we are going down to Treebark to stay with GG until the dream house is built. All our stuff is in storage and this is the last time I will be in the house that I was born in. Not literally born in, but I have lived here all my life. This is a big deal for me.

Dad is tooting the horn. Sentimentality is not his thing.

I am totally overwhelmed with emotion but I must put down my pen and pack up the diary. I will kiss every wall in the house and thank it for its gift of comfort and protection. Dad is tooting again. I will skip the goodbye ceremony. I have to go right now so I can bags the front seat, I need to be able to control the temperature, blue tooth MY music and control the volume. I can’t stand it when it’s too loud, it is harsh on my ears. Plus, I can pretend I am starring in one of those animal documentaries where I observe the creature that is Linden in the rear view mirror like I am David Attenborough.

When I got into the car I could see that Dad’s eyes were watering a bit and he asked us, ‘Alright kids?’ Usually Mum decodes Dad speak for us and says, ‘What Dad means is, we are going on a journey of growth and personal development experiencing new things. Please keep positive and embrace the changes.’ Linden grunted yeah and I burst into tears and cried for the first half an hour of the trip.


Eight

When we got to Treebark, GG was sitting on the front verandah looking at the roses. He was looking wistfully into the middle space above the floribunda roses and I knew telepathetically that he was thinking of his dearly departed wife Lucy. It was so good to see GG. He looked completely like himself which was a relief because Fern has been talking to Dad on the phone saying alarming stuff like he is not himself and has even stopped baking fig cakes and making fig jam. The allure of the mulberry family has ceased and this saddens me beyond belief because good food is what GG is all about. I am also saddened because I was starting to enjoy the fig loaf and it appears the source has dried up. My bad luck knows no end. I raced up to him and took his hand, he hugged me tightly and a little tear trickled down his face. I know that he misses Nimmy so much that his heart is out of shape. Possibly fig-shaped.

‘Hello Miss Lily Pilly, how I have missed our conversations.’

Take that Fern!

Linden shook GG’s hand and in an effort of big love he patted his shoulder. Linden turned away and I could see his bottom lip wobbling all over the place which is a possible indication of feelings of the human kind. I guess he really loves GG too.
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It was a strange evening without Mum. Normally GG whips up a feast but tonight Fern cooked dinner and it was surprisingly quite passable. I think this is part of GG being sad; he cannot be bothered cooking. GG, Dad and Fern had a small glass of sherry. Linden wanted one but Dad said definitely not as he is underage and can’t afford to expose any of his brain cells to it.

Then Fern (aka Frondsy dearest) said she felt eyes boring into her. Turns out it was her new forever cat, Lawrence judging her. Fern has read heaps of animal behavioural books and paid for a cat psychologist so she reckons she can heal his neurosis but she needs to do it soon because GG has had to buy a new rug for the good room after Lawrence trashed the old one. It was the first time I had seen him; I noted he was black and looked intelligent and could be a familiar but this is all wasted on Frondsy dearest. Spew!

Fern and GG then perked up a bit and said for fun and to support Mum on her journey they had been learning Vietnamese and they started to speak to each other in it. It made Linden laugh which I thought was racist and beyond rude but then GG started laughing too. He flicked through his translation book and said they had just said — help yourself to another pooh but mind the crackers.

We all laughed and I noticed that Fern poured herself another sherry then asked us would we like to hear her sing a song about a Vietnamese myth and before Linden and I could say NO she started singing. Actually, it was more of a warble. Sherry is not her friend. Fern sung on and on about fairies coming down the mountains and seducing humans with their pretty faces and flappy wings. Then it happened.

The roses in the vase on the table that were looking droopy and sad sprung back open into bloom. Supernaturally!!

Linden and I witnessed the magical event transpiring on the kitchen table but GG had his eyes shut like he was transported to a better place by the warbling voice and Dad was looking at the muted news on television with subtitles.

I was so full of complicated feelings, I rushed out to the rose garden to do a tulip walk. I needed to pull myself together privately through breathing and thinking and walking about in nature.

Linden pulled himself together by clearing the table and washing up because he thought the dearly departed sisters were nearby. But when nothing else happened, he took the opportunity to watch the end of a violent zombie movie as Mum is out of the country and Dad and GG were highly distracted by unrolling a big rolled up drawing aka the dream house. Dad was saying GG should knock down his house, as to renovate would be too costly. This unnerved me and I sincerely hoped it was the sherry talking. GG just looked at him as if he was an alien. I agreed, the big magic was wasted on this one.

Despite what Linden might be thinking, my gift of vibe was telling me the supernatural event was not the return of our pair of spooky cool sisters but something to do with the boxes. I went to look at the roses in the vase again and they were dead. I was gutted. Did I imagine it or is it weak — or worse — evil magic. I did not want to get emotionally damaged by the living dead and the rose corpses in the kitchen so I took the opportunity to look around the Rosy Room once again.

Fern has been cleaning it up and I hate to say it, but it looks good — just how neat-as-a-pin Other Lily would have liked it. Instead of a mish mash of cool vintage stuff, it is all orderly and is now the manufacturing hub of Fern’s frock company which she has named The Rosy Room Ptd. When I first heard she was using the name, I was OUTRAGED which quickly morphed into wounded. I wanted to speak to a lawyer and get copyright rights but when I saw the room I was … well … happy. It is how it would have been seventy odd years ago with the addition of supplementary IKEA shelving units. But being in the Rosy Room makes me miss Other Lily so much. I miss having a friend, a confidante, and even though she was my great aunt stuck in a mirror we had much in common. I’d like to talk to someone magical or non-magical — it doesn’t matter. I have just watched roses that were old get fresh and perky before going back into a death wither. I need input and I need to escape my brain!

Reading time!

I think I will try something completely different to read, maybe I need to train my brain to grow into adult books. I started looking in the YA section of the library but there is so much smooching, I feel embarrassed yet … intrigued. I did not want Ms Miller to know I am now having thoughts of the kissing nature so I kept walking back to the classic shelf. I’ve almost finished Treasure Island. I only read it for Ms Miller and I have to say, it is dull. Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of rum! If rum smells anything like sherry then what an appallingly stinky boat it must have been.


Nine

I am writing in bed under the covers as something has just happened and I am unnerved. I have switched back to my pacer as ink on the doona could tip Dad over the edge. Fern had two more sherries (scandalous behaviour — I’m putting it down to her missing Mum) and started to sing again. I could hear her as she moved down the passage looking for her slippers with Lawrence tucked under her arm. I had almost lulled myself to sleep with my lamp, my book and my lavender oil when she started up the wail again which sent Lawrence over the edge. He began to howl and because he is a bit of a psycho, he scratched her, so Fern went from wailing to sobbing. But it shut her up because she had to find Lawrence’s behavioural report and speak the calming phrases to him.

Anyway, I am overjoyed and fully freaked. The boxes are shining. Bursting out of the beautiful carved pieces is bright light — it’s filtering out and flickering up onto the wall in majestic patterns and colours like a rainbow forest. Breathtaking! I know in my centre something supernatural is happening. And I may never sleep again! We call this ‘contact’ in the magical mystery trade. With contact made at last, I grew emboldened and said, ‘My name is Lily — who are you and what are you?’

Nothing, no response. I got down on my hands and knees and crawled across the floorboards whispering kindly, ‘I am here to help.’

I could hear a teeny tiny noise, it sounded faraway like when Linden’s ear pods are playing music but they are left on the lounge room floor and not attached to his ears. They make a soft burbling noise but when you watch him put them in his head he kind of staggers a bit because it is so loud, then he smiles and rams them further into the cavern that is his head.

I immediately divined the sound was coming from the lit-up boxes, but I could not make out the words. Experienced, I pleaded, ‘Please, please, please tell me your business … who are you? You are in a safe zone here.’

I knew if I touched the boxes, the magic might stop but I was drawn to them and gently placed my palm on the top of one and instantly felt a tremendous whoosh of energy. I began to feel intense sorrow. I ripped my hand off the box and found tears trickling down my cheeks. But then the next box lit up again and I could not stop myself from touching it with the top of my finger. I didn’t want to feel the shocking sadness come back but this time a happy warmth tingled up my finger, hand, arm and into my heart and I felt AMAZEBALLS!

This must be the box Linden stole/borrowed, it gave me the feeling of hope, that everything was going to be okay. I picked up the box, kissed it and then put it back down. I was hoping that a kiss might release whatever/whoever is inside. It did not. I was going for something similar to The Sleeping Beauty effect, you kiss someone to wake them up but without tongue of course. Actually, to kiss someone without their permission is wrong, no matter who you are. But I think it is acceptable with wood.

The gentle noise and the wonderful lights have slowly faded away, leaving me feeling curiously calm enough to turn off my own night light. I have not come across little boxes of feelings in my extensive mystical reading research and so I am bewildered and befuddled.

Has my imagination finally carried me away? Or is reality fantastical? I think the latter.


Ten

I am starting Year Seven soon at Treebark Tingle Tops College tomorrow. The only place I have checked out on the school map is the location of the library. Oh, and the girls toilets. Luckily for me they are next door to each other. #lucky#blessed

To stop myself thinking about school, I decided to investigate the mystery item I had spied in Linden’s bedroom while searching for his goggles. It doesn’t take me long to find the item of interest: it was secured in the bottom of his swim bag — a little soggy but in reasonable condition.

It was a note book with numbers in it, the title was Linden Griffin’s Journal of Personal Best Records. The numbers scrawled inside were his times in swimming laps and his goals in football. It was a very small note book, just saying. The pad was stuck to an A4 photo of his favourite Olympic swimmer who is the fastest in the world at the moment. I don’t know his name as I don’t care. Linden had neatly wrapped his first-place medals and ribbons around the photo like he is trying to morph/merge into this champion. He’d written down his hero’s PBs at his age and then his own. There is a gap — like a BIG gap. With all those numbers and hardly any words, the journal did not appear to be of a personal nature so I did not feel conflicted reading it. Actually, it felt pretty good. It was all came second, but a PB! Boring! So I flipped to the end. It was empty, more PBs to come I guess. Very carefully without messing up the ribbons and stuff, I turned over the photo and Linden had scribbled, Make Mum and Dad proud and become an Olympian.

If it had been another person and not Linden my brother, I might have cried at the poignancy (very good word for tugs at the heart strings) but it is Linden so I carefully arranged everything just the way it was and left the room to have a think. Linden does care about stuff. The wrong stuff, but stuff none-the-less. Mum and Dad don’t care about him being the best, they just want him not to leave his school bag on the bus every week or spray white cats red or put lemonade in the iron to make caramel sauce or swap Fern’s eyeliner for permanent marker. The list goes on …

I have seen into Linden’s psyche and it is a reasonably fertile place. He is at swimming training right now and I know his eyeballs are exposed to amounts of chlorine that are needed to kill the bits that come out of other humans in swimming pools. I put some of my hard-earned birthday money in a plain envelope and left it in his room. Anonymously. This means I didn’t tell him it was from me. I did not alert him to the fact I’d had a moment. Instead of writing, I drew a pair of goggles, blood shot eyes and a thumbs up sign. I tried to draw the dove of peace but this eluded my gift of art. It looked like a squashed letter M.

I know that Linden cannot think about school either. Dad has bought us new uniforms and school paraphernalia (cool word — means stuff attached to an activity, in my case learning; in Linden’s case — jury’s out). I can sense that Linden is sad about leaving his evil henchmen gang behind in the city and I am scared that even though I have experienced the magnificence of the supernatural, it’s not really the sort of thing you can just bring up in conversation.

Hey, my team won the grand finals.

That’s awesome, well done.

We went skiing in Japan.

Squee!

My dog had puppies.

OMG that is sooo good, can I come and see them? Sooooo cute!

My grandmother died last holidays but it is okay as she is visiting the top spots of the world with her equally dead sister in their ghostly teen veneer.

Silence, move away while avoiding eye contact.

See … not really useful.

GG came and tucked me into bed tonight, not I that I need tucking in but he does manage to make the blanket tight enough to feel safe but not so tight that my toes snap backward. He sensed my overwroughtness as I did not sleep last night but put it down to merely starting school and not losing my mind over magical mood boxes.

He brought in Other Lily’s school reports and awards.

‘I thought you might be interested in these,’ he said, giving me an A4 envelope beautifully labelled by Fern. I read through and the reports confirmed that Other Lily was gifted and special like me but I felt sorry for myself that competitive spelling bees had lost their popularity. Everything I am good at … is not cool.

‘And these keepsakes,’ he opened up a bag full of medals and a few trophies and said, ‘these are recognition of your dear Nimmy’s sporting achievements.’

I looked at him in disbelief. Salt in wound!

‘Sport?’

‘Yes, how Lucy loved to run and jump and dance,’ he sighed.

‘I know,’ I said while thinking where are you going with this old man?

‘But did you know Lily Dunnings was a budding baton twirler? Lucy dear did not speak much of her sister but she did tell me that after Dawn Hornbuckle took her baton from her and broke it in two, she never twirled again and she had so much promise.’

I gasped. Dawn — now known as Ms HB and constant harasser of GG — is horrible beyond words. ‘Perhaps Lily just needed a new baton?’ I offered.

‘HB broke more than her baton, she broke her spirit — don’t let anyone break your baton dear Lily Pilly.’

GG then went on to say that HB had suddenly sold up and gone to live with her nephew in Tasmania. GG laughed, ‘She said her house was haunted!’ He looked at me with intrigue and wonder, followed up by a wink and a belly laugh. ‘Oh Lily Pilly, you are a card!’

I smiled innocently with a hint of coyness. I am satisfied with this news of my success in scaring HB, because it was totes awkward for GG to leave the house without this old wobbly skittle of a lady hounding him in the most flirtatious manner. My work is done. GG can roam the streets freely (all be it slowly these days).

But GG wasn’t thinking about HB, he was thinking about me. ‘You will bloom here Lily Pilly, I can feel it in my bones.’

Considering that he hadn’t picked up that his sister-inlaw had been trapped in a mirror in a room off the kitchen for nearly seventy years, I was not convinced about his intuitive feelings. ‘I’m not a floribunda rose GG, it is simply not that simple,’ I sighed.

I don’t want to bloom, I just want to survive.

GG thought about this for a moment and said, ‘Fig or chocolate ganache for the cake of the day tomorrow?’

‘Chocolate ganache cake,’ I said instantly forgetting that in my maturity I was warming up to the fruit that is fig.

I think GG is getting back to his old self and this makes me happy. I will try my hardest tomorrow. It strikes me that old people need to feed people and I am happy to help.


Eleven

Today was the first day at Treebark Tingle Tops College.

‘Look out for our Lily,’ Dad whispered into Linden’s ear as if I was a deaf pumpkin or something of that nature. ‘I don’t need looking out for,’ I responded. I guess it came out with a scowl on my face and Dad looked sad like he is always saying the wrong thing, but it is only because he is always saying the wrong thing. Always. Mum would have said exactly the right thing like, ‘Today is going to be awesome, now, remember to breathe.’ So embarrassing when I forget and I hold my breath until I am seeing non-magical pixies in front of my eyes and then faint. Total mortification.

Then Linden said, ‘Thank you for re-embursting me with the money for the goggles you destroyed.’ Dad was just out of earshot. Well played. If I had raised my voice, my crime would have been discovered. I nodded. I did not say it’s reimburse pig boy because that would have been rude. It was, however, a difficult struggle to keep my mouth shut.

At this school, the uniform policy is not very strict so Linden is expressing himself by growing a goatee and shaving both sides of his head, leaving a long chunk from his forehead to back of neck, right down the middle of his scalp. It casually flops and covers his left eye. Fern helped him and Dad lost his mind.

Linden walked with me for the first three streets and then apparently a sugar rush from his morning Coco Pops unleashed fructose and vitamins into his legs and he could not help but stride out in front of me. By the time we reached the school gates, all I could make out was his backpack and his flapping fringe that is supposed to be new age romantic but is jarhead neck snapping. The tragic twitching of his greasy hair then fell from my view.

I walked past a group of cool kids and there was Linden in the middle flashing a bedazzling charming Colin GG dreamboat smile. I was in shock to see how free ranging the laws of genetics are. I could have done with the old GG pizazz, why did Linden get so much of it and I got zip? He was all happy and hilarious and henchmen were literally falling over their smart phones and tripping over their ear bud wires to audition for the chance of evil crony; the next generation. I ascertained that their present leader was a girl with too short a uniform and a boldly painted-on-smile of an archetypal villain set in a custard-coloured cakey makeup. She welcomed him into the group with words like OMG you play football, I love to watch it! Then a girl with long green hair smiled and said she played football and preseason training was starting very soon. The pasty-faced girl shot her a death stare: hands off, the new eye candy is mine.

I quickened my pace and avoided eye contact because I know the drill — we are not related during school hours or in any places of public gathering. It really helped me big time to whisper chant watch your back bacon boy and picture my celestial besties giving him an atomic wedgie. So, I was by myself, no biggie, being alone is another one of my gifts. Anyway, Linden had so much deodorant on that he was toxic and making me wheeze.

Then I heard a noise I didn’t recognise. At first, it sounded like Filly on my ear! Filly on my ear! But then I realised it was GG’s neighbour Isabella, freshly returned from Harry Potter World, and she was calling my name, ‘Lily, over here!’ She ran up to me and said, ‘I was sorry to miss you this morning, I knocked gently on the door and I could see Linden but he had his head phones on and he was wriggling weirdly as he ate his cereal.’ She blushed, I have no idea as to why? ‘I couldn’t see you so I ran away.’ I just beamed, ‘Linden dances like he is a piece of bacon frying in the pan.’

Isabella laughed and said she thought it was dancing or choking, either way it was weird to watch and she wanted to get away. I was soooo happy to see her. I followed her back to the lockers but then my heart dropped into my stomach.

The horror!

There was another girl waiting for her. The girl was super tall with a really thick red pony tail and I divined a very strong sense of ball sports around her aura. Everything about her was bouncy, her curly hair pony tail bounced and shone in the sun and her shoulders went up and down when she spoke like she was feeling each word. It was cool and disheartening all at the same time.

I’d almost had a friend … only to discover with a sickening Coco Pop crunch that she already had a friend. Why would she want to be friends with me? This girl looked more kindred with Isabella — taller and more coordinated than me. Then the girl did a backflip and the hypnotic perfume of sporty pine cones lingered in the air. I could not compete with her wares.

Isabella was so excited it was hard not to smile as she introduced her friend to me. ‘This is Cat. And if you are wondering, her name is Cat for cat as in the feline variety of animal. It’s not short for Catherine or Caitlin or anything like that. Mrs Quinn loves cats a lot.’

Cat finally spoke, ‘My mum was raised by cats and her gran, well mostly her gran!’ she laughed to clarify any confusion. ‘Granny Gentle was the crazy cat lady of Treebark back in the day,’ she added bursting with pride. Perhaps the old lady had been a witch of powerful sorcery? I noted Cat’s mismatched sweat bands and deduced it was highly unlikely. ‘Mum used to have four cats but when the last one, Moggles, died in his prime last year Mum said she needed a break, it was too heart wrenching. I hope she feels better by my birthday because I really really want a Sphinx cat for my present.’ She whipped out her phone and showed me a photo. It was a hairless cat, the skin sat all saggy and wrinkled like the flesh on Nimmy’s pre-deceased body and the texture was like GG’s facial hair. Not the chin stubble but a fine layer of fuzz all over his ears and forehead. YUCK. My face must have betrayed my disgust for Isabella quickly piped up, ‘Cat is the only person I know that can do a back bend and put her head between her legs.’ Cat dropped her school bag and proceeded to flip herself into an alarmingly unnatural pose like a champion gymnast made of quality elastic. Isabella clapped her hands in appreciation. My brain spoke sternly to my jaw to shut as I was stunned and feeling a little uncomfortable in my pelvis and lower hips. Isabella continued on rapturously, ‘Cat loves sport and wants to play professional football one day or compete in the Olympics for gymnastics. She also takes the minutes for our Harry Potter Fan club and plays netball.’

‘Club?’ I asked with a sense of complete doom overtaking me as I envisioned dozens of unfurling Cats and smiling Isabellas claiming Harry and chums as their own.

‘Yes, it’s the two of us and sometimes Cat’s brother,’ smiled Isabella proud as punch, ‘his name is Clive. He was here just a few minutes ago, where did he go?’

‘He is so shy, he is probably in the library,’ said Cat, now the right way up. Her skeleton appears to be normal although it is clearly not. ‘Isabella kept sending us emails about how she made a new friend and how awesome you are. I feel like we are friends already.’ She turned to the library window and waved, I could see the outline of a boy waving back, ‘knew he would be watching us, he wants to meet you but he gets the nerves a lot!’

I had made someone else nervous? My eyes and ears popped in disbelief. I remembered to breathe but my vision blurred as I remembered the vomitus N word, however my gift of vibe brightened because of my disarming accuracy. She did play ball sports, her well-worn sneakers were a give-away. Cat sweetly asked, ‘Do you play? We could really do with another team member, couldn’t we Isabella?’ She looked at me expectantly; she had kind eyes and strong hands.

I was characteristically silent so Isabella kindly spoke for me, ‘Nah,’ she said, ‘look at those fingers, they are the fingers of a very gifted musician.’ Then she made me hold them up my hands and Cat inspected them as if they were the crown jewels.

‘Cool,’ said Cat, ‘we have a huge band.’ I later learnt this meant a boy who played the tuba and two girls that played flute. I don’t want to get into the wind verses string thing but just let me say this, string is superior. Still, it was nice of her to mention it.

Cat and Isabella are in all the same classes as me which is beyond awesome; it’s like having friends and a personal assistant and a bodyguard all at once. By the second period, we were moving around the campus like a well-tuned analogue clock. Isabella found the classrooms on the map. She didn’t even have to turn the map around and around like me, she can see how this rabbit’s warren of a school is interconnected. I think Hogwarts is more straightforward. Then Cat ran into the classroom and sourced the desks and chairs for the three of us to be together. She put her long legs over the chairs and her arms over the desks and gave everyone a look that said, these spots are taken, understand that I am not moving my leg or arm for anyone but Lily and Isabella. So cool. And then I revealed the answers to the trickier questions so we could finish first and chat softly. With the teacher’s permission of course.


Twelve

Then at last the final siren of the day sounded. We decided we would walk Cat home and then continue on to Flotsam Road. Cat was late because she had to get her sister and her brother from the junior school next door. I was shocked to see her holding her little sister’s hand and they were having a good old laugh. They were like … friends. She introduced them to me, her brother is named Cork. Isabella swiftly explained that he was not named after the bobbing waterproof stuff from the cork tree that is used to stop the fizz coming out of fizzy wine bottles but County Cork, Ireland, where Mr and Mrs Quinn met and fell in love. The little sister’s name is Crystal. I guessed that the Quinns were into the transformative power of the crystal which was correct but also Mr Quinn’s favourite movie as a boy was The Dark Crystal. I have spent my life avoiding any image of the skeksis. The siblings have matching bouncy red hair, mine only moves in a storm and then the effect is lost by the rain making it stick to my head. Jealous much of this family’s good looks.

I calculate that Crystal is six while the middle brother, Cork, is ten. Cat stopped holding Crystal’s hand as she was doing cartwheels and to continue to do so would have been dangerous for all involved. Then Cork started flipping like a wave of overexcited collagen peptides and I was mesmerized. But mostly I was mesmerised as it was as if the family liked each other. The two finished the performance with a high five. I could not remember Linden ever touching me in a big brother mode, only that once he pushed me into the wading pool face down and this is not hand contact of the healthy variety.

It was perfect timing. The three of us made our way past Linden and his new gang, he looked at me and I thought I saw guilt flash over his eyeballs like he was supposed to look out for someone but couldn’t quite remember who? Oh yeah, his little bitty sister.

On the way home Cat, Isabella and I played the most fantastic game of Finish that Quote. We took turns at thinking up the start of a Harry Potter quote and the others had to finish it correctly. We all had the seven novels of the series inscribed in our brains and I felt … happy that two other people got it. Isabella was really good at the game and so was Cat. She even got the Hagrid one on his self-worth and identity which I thought might stump her. I am what I am.

Then terror struck again!

Isabella said that once a month they took turns sleeping over at each other’s houses. Sometimes Clive would come unless he was reading a gripping book, then he needed to be alone to keep in his favourite character’s character. My ears registered this with approval. Cat said she really hoped I would join in. I smiled, but I did not show my teeth for it was not a proper smile as sheer panic was setting in. #secret I have never been on a sleepover. Linden walks around in permanent sleepover readiness, with a change of underwear, a toothbrush and spare fish oil caplets in his backpack. The caplets are Mum’s idea and they are probably out of date.


Thirteen

When we arrived at Cat’s house a huge pack of six possibly ten or eleven giant wasps buzzed straight for me and I began to scream. Then Cat screamed, Isabella screamed and Crystal and Cork screamed until Cork got a blood nose and we all ran into the house. Our volume alerted Cat’s dad, Mr Quinn, to our dilemma. He put on his motor bike helmet and leather jacket and caught the wasps with the swimming pool scoop and released them on the vacant block. My dad would have called the exterminator and cordoned off the area with yellow tape for at least three days.

He then found the wasp nest and using a large plastic box and BBQ tongs moved the offending insects into the bush behind the house. Cat said everything has its place in nature and needs to be respected. Wasps kept the spiders in check and made wonderful hexagonal nests without a calculator or a ruler. Amazing! I felt bad/ridiculous for screaming so loudly but then I remembered everyone screamed. #waspbitesreallyhurt #bigtime

While Mr Quinn was showing the wasps who was boss in a kind and thoughtful way, Cat’s mum introduced herself to me. She is so lovely. She is a kindergarten teacher. I still remember my kindy teacher, Mrs Hamley, and I know they are the best sort of people. Mrs Quinn is from Treebark but she used to perform for a travelling acrobatic circus, it did not have animals and flaming hoops thank goodness! The circus went to County Cork where Mr Quinn lived and the rest is Quinn history. International dreamboats. I guess this is where the kids get their bouncy factor.

The front yard is full of veges/herbs, sunflowers, tiny sexy stone garden fairies (one seems to have forgotten to wear her shirt and support undergarment), dumpy plaster gnomes and masses and masses of flowers of all colours. It is amazeballs! There is simply no other word. Each room inside the house is painted a bright colour. Cat’s is Heavenly Teal and Mrs Quinn has painted angels and clouds around the cornices (not very well but the idea is stunning!). The dark green hallway is covered in family photos and memorabilia. There are a lot of photos of Mr Quinn as a younger man in Gaelic football gear. Apparently now he is a living legend in Australian Rules football. The cross over skills are similar — kicking and catching a ball. I think anyone who can take on wasps without chemicals is awesome. He is a landscape gardener and handy man and killer insects are a daily threat in his work day but he doesn’t appear to see it that way, more like we are all in this together. He was telling me all about wasps’ social habits. I have never thought about how wasps could improve my life. Interesting. His Irish accent is strange but absorbing, I missed a few details because I was getting caught up in the rhythm of his speech. I couldn’t think too hard about it because there were heaps of things to look at on the wall — babies, old people, kids, animals and lovey dovey couples looked back at me. There is one of Mrs Quinn standing on a trampoline in a leotard and wings that look like they are made from spun silver, so beautiful! She is about to dismount and there are headless clowns marching sombrely around her, apparently this is high art with a lot of meaning. I’m not so sure.

Cat leapt up from the front verandah for she had finished her chocolate milk and sultana scones (sultanas were on my hit list but I am converted after tasting Mrs Quinn’s excellent scones). The yard was now wasp free and Cat shouted, ‘Nettich time!’ which is apparently a kind of quidditch game without the flying brooms or snitches and heavily features a netball and a goal ring. I knew it was not polite to say sounds a lot like netball to me so I didn’t. I also imagined Nimmy’s voice whispering sounds like the most marvellous fun. Shhh Nimmy I retorted back quick smart. And don’t even think about saying engage … blah blah!

Instead I said I didn’t know how to play and Cat said it was easy. She is totes bossy yet encouraging. I spied a boy reading under the cherry blossom tree and felt the safety of the ground calling my name. ‘Hey Clive, meet Lily, she loves reading as much as you do, maybe even more.’ Clive looked up from his book and said, ‘Hi,’ and moved over so I could get some shade. He went back to reading and this suited me fine. We had at last met and Clive can get on with his life. He whispered, ‘She means well,’ and went straight back to reading. I was getting my confidence up to ask him what he was reading even though I could clearly see the title The Happiest Refugee. Impressed BIG TIME. I also wanted to ask Clive what he was named after but could not make the words form. I had discreetly looked up the meaning in English, it means cliff or sloped riverbank. Could there be some dirt on an angle somewhere of deep significance to the Quinns? I tried not to look at Clive’s bouncy blonde hair parted in an eclectic crooked part. Something inside of me stirred but I am not sure what.

I watched the game for a while and Cat accidentally threw the ball at my head and lightning reflexes and extra-long fingers caught it and threw it hard back at her head. Cat is gifted as well with lightning reflexes and caught the ball a centimetre from her nose. Isabella looked at me and then she looked at Cat who shouted, ‘That was amazing! You are awesome at Nettich! Your speed and reflexes are magical.’

I shouted, ‘Thank you,’ while I thought to myself it was not magic, of which I had some experience, but probably the years of running scared from Linden that had honed my skills. She gave me a the force is strong with this one look, and so because it is not netball and is a supernatural exercise that possibly Hermione would have, at the very least, watched with appreciation, I decided to give it a go. But I did some quick calculations in my head and worked two against one in any sport is not fair and I found myself turning to Clive and saying the words, ‘Would you like to play?’ It seemed like the logical thing to do. Clive put down his book and replied, ‘Okay.’

‘Yay,’ said Isabella, ‘we are always asking him to join in and he never does.’ Probably because he has worked out the two against one thing in his head. I felt like a friend facilitator and it was amazing. As I suspected, the game is very like netball but the addition of tree branches as brooms and constant Potter quoting is something the netball association should look into including. I was having the time of my life.

But then the boss girl from Linden’s group walked past and I noticed Clive blend into the picket fence while Cat and Isabella fell silent. I held the ball close to my body as my natural instinct was to throw it at her head with the intention of knocking her teeth out. She did this eyes on you thing with her fingers and eyeballs and then kept walking. I got a very strong sense of bully and I asked, ‘What is her problem apart from the obvious?’

‘Where do we start?’ said Cat, sadly working her way up to angry.

‘Her name is a good place,’ I replied.

‘It’s Breanna Bowden and she doesn’t like us.’

I could see Cat was getting visibly upset and so I said, ‘We can talk about it later if you like?’ We went back to playing Nettich, the second-best fun in the world after reading a really good book. Seriously. Running around with a tree branch between your legs with only one free hand is exhilarating. But then I died of shame … non-literally. Dad and GG drove into Cat’s driveway. It was 4.30pm and Linden was home without me and had to fess up that he had no idea of my whereabouts. School finished at 3.30pm.

They had checked with Isabella’s dad and he said that it was Monday and last year that meant Cat’s house and so they raced around the three streets to check I was there and okay and had not been abducted by aliens. No, but I had been spooked by a human. I felt terrible that I had missed the ganache cake for afternoon tea and that I made GG worried.

Dad’s face was thunderous but when GG saw me riding a tree branch in Cat’s front yard with other kids, his face broke into a smile. He got out and strode over. Mr Quinn came out of the house and said, ‘How are you, Col?’ to which GG replied, ‘I am very well, just missing a Lily but I see she is in your yard safe and sound. I must say you did a great job on the lawn edges, I’m getting too old to push the mower around. Let’s make it once a fortnight. My son John says he will do it, but knowing him he will pave the grass by the end of the week.’

He turned to me and gave me the big eye, ‘Did you have a good day?’ I think he was meant to be scolding me and I said, ‘Yes the best. I’m sorry I got carried away and forgot the time.’

‘Good,’ said GG, ‘I’m so pleased,’ he looked at his watch with a pretend stern face. ‘It’s now 4.35, we would like to see you at home by five for pre-dinner snacks of cheesy arancini balls, with chocolate ganache cake for an after-dinner treat.’

My favourites! I am giving GG a reason to cook again and it is his life. I made a face like whatever, but then I whispered, ‘Thanks GG you are the best.’

He got back into the car, Dad was fake smiling but he was cool enough not to wave and call out, ‘Get in the car this instant, I was sick with worry, why do I pay for your mobile if you are not going to use it responsibly etc etc blah blah blah.’

But I will remember to use it next time. If GG is cooking for me, I cannot let him down.


Fourteen

The big night has arrived.

Fern helped pack my bag and GG stuffed it with shareable treats. Fern unpacked my book, I repacked my book. Dad inquired twice if I had packed my toothbrush and now it is time to leave. I am going on my own personal journey. A sleepover.

Thank goodness I decided against packing the two boxes, they would have been discovered by Fern and she would naturally be interested #noseybeyondbelief. I put the boxes into my school bag for safe keeping. Linden will never look in there, he barely looks in his own.

Fern hugged me like she was never going to see me again and GG teared up. Dad took me by the hand and we walked down the driveway and across the nature strip. We opened the gate and waded through the very long straggly grass and I tried hard not to think about lurking summertime snakes. Then we walked straight up to Isabella’s door. We did not have to ring the bell because Isabella was standing there and so was her dad.

Something made me turn and I could see Fern and GG leaning over the fence waving at me. I had to tell GG telepathetically to take Fern away! He saw my frown and understood at once but he got chatting to Mr Quinn, who’d walked Cat the three streets from their house and they were totally into some organic garden talk so Fern got bored and went inside. The quiet night air was broken up by the hammering of the sewing machine and I was relieved.

Mr Websley welcomed us in and Dad was about to step over the threshold with the words I believe you are an interior designer when I gave him a look that said, thank you Dad, your work here is done, please go away right now. Mr Websley must have read my mind because he said, ‘John, let’s do coffee in the morning. Colin tells me you are creating a dream house and I have lots of ideas for keeping it simple and stylish.’

Cat grabbed my hand and then grabbed Isabella’s until we were all holding hands doing a little jig that would have been even better if there had been a maypole in the middle. I mentioned this and Isabella said we could decorate her netball pole with flowers and ribbons tomorrow morning. Cat very reasonably remarked that Isabella’s garden didn’t have any flowers just weeds, so I said we could raid GG’s roses after we got permission from him. This brought joy and satisfaction to us all. (Sadly, we forgot).

Although the outside of the house needs an intense make over, the inside is fantastic. I had been in the house a couple of times over the years when it belonged to Mrs McInerney; she was toothless yet enjoyed the challenge of a full mouth of boiled lollies and she would try to fill my pockets with them. I’m sad to say that some were pre-sucked. She was possibly legally blind as well. She had a collection of vintage dolls in a glass cupboard that were as scary as misshapen aliens in wigs. I may have looked over Linden’s shoulder at a scary movie for a moment too long recently.

All her old lady stuff and smell was gone. The house was cutting edge with the floorboards shining and the white walls full of artwork. One painting was just splotches of shades of green, nothing else and Mr Websley asked me how it made me feel. At first, I wondered if it was a trick question but then I looked at it and I felt calm. He smiled and said he was glad. It made Isabella feel itchy, it reminds her of grass #allergy.

The designer kettle matched the designer toaster and I knew that Mum would love her dream house to look like this.

Isabella’s dad’s name is Ted (I believe and hope this is short for Edward and that he was not named after a stuffed toy). He insists we call him Ted, not Mr Websley. Ted made the most amazing paella. It is a traditional Spanish rice dish. I have secured the recipe for GG to make for Zinzy on her return as she has spent her time in Spain avoiding it, living on toasted sandwiches and pumpkin scones. I want her to know what she was missing out on.

After dinner, it was movie time. We flicked through Netflix for a few hundred options — for a moment Isabella slowed down on the preview of the Headless Hunter Part Three: The Regrowth. I thought if they wanted to watch a scary movie I would say boring I have already seen it and get my book out or pretend to go to the toilet and slip home via the laundry door.

But both Cat and Isabella said what kind of freak watches this rubbish and I said Linden. They both looked at me like how brave is he? So cool! So, do they think he is a freak or a hero? Strange how they seem to like him. He is yet to acknowledge their existence.

We settled on a movie which got really bad reviews and went straight to DVD. It was excellent but emotionally charged. Cat and Isabella could not stop crying at the ending and I have to admit my heart strings were tugged violently. The hero had honey-coloured eyes of the most bewitching nature and my thoughts went straight to Clive’s own eyeballs for he has irises of a similar colour.

And then next thing we knew, we were both looking at Isabella and one of or both of us wanted to ask what is the deal with your mum? But we couldn’t because it was none of our business. Isabella is gifted in guessing the unasked question department for she replied (without us actually asking) that she was born in the United Kingdom but her mum was not into mothering, and so her dad who was/is into fathering suggested that he look after the baby and she should do what made her happy, which as it turns out is working on archaeological digs in Egypt. On the rare occasions that Isabella sees her mum, she doesn’t call her mum, she calls her Natalie as that is her name.

Isabella said with conviction, ‘I have the best dad in the world and that’s all that matters.’

‘I agree,’ I agreed.

Then Cat said, ‘You are so wanted.’

Isabella said yes, she knew. And so that was the end of that.

Then we discussed our secret desires. Cat said she really does want to play professional state women’s football. She has two cousins in the WAFL, sadly they are both boys. She is going to have five children when she retires and run a sport clinic focussing on being a good team member.

Isabella wants to split her time between a castle in the UK, hopefully enchanted but with central heating and here in Treebark. If Treebark had enchanted castles she would most probably stay. Her dream is to be a vet to small animals of the furry variety.

When it came to my turn I had to have a think; the first two things that came into my head could not be shared. One — that the boxes would open up and reveal their magical secret to me and me alone, NOT the Trans or Linden.

And … two — tell Clive he is my absolute dreamboat.

But instead, I found myself saying that I keep a journal and to write a novel and have it published was my life long goal, then something tugged violently and aggressively at my heart strings for I finished off with and to find my Vietnamese family roots and suddenly I really wanted this. I was forced to turn away as I dabbed at my eye with my dressing gown tie.

They were totally impressed.

Isabella asked did I know if they were refugees and how heroic would that be. I didn’t have an answer but I did say when Clive finished his book I would like to borrow it as preparation for Mum’s victorious return. Cat texted Clive and he said I could have it first thing in the morning. He took five seconds to return text. Just saying.

The next morning when I woke up, Cat was gently snoring but Isabella was missing! I got up and followed my sense of alarm. She was out in the garden. Mrs McInerney’s chicken coop was now the residence of four rabbits and there was trouble a-brewing. Isabella was in tears because Neo bunny, who had just had his eye removed (which is a big deal whether you are a rabbit or a person) was being bailed up and mugged by a punk rabbit named Fletch. The other rabbits were cowering in the corner and balls of rabbit hair and fluff floated uneasily in the air. They had been abused as well. Fletch was all claws and teeth and thumping and jumping on the poor one-eyed bunny.

‘Help me catch him,’ she pleaded as the bunny took a chunk out of her fingernail as she tried to scoop him up in her arms. He was fast but my lightning reflexes took him by surprise and I braced for harm of the sharp spiky claw/nail kind. But when I picked him up his body relaxed, he snuggled close to me and batted his eyelashes like a cutie pie. I was shocked by the many faces of this rabbit. Isabella put him in a hutch by himself and spoke stern words to him followed by a rundown of all his good points so as to not break his spirit. I know my dad would have turned the hose on him and shouted swearwords, and much to my shock I agree with his strategy. Fletch is a maniac. Isabella locked up both the time-out hutch and the mothership hutch which I thought was odd as bunnies don’t have prehensile (cool new word) digits to open up the door.

It was time for home and I found myself throwing my overnight bag over the fence and telling GG, who was pruning the geranium bushes, that I would walk Cat home with Isabella. I said I would text him later. This is how I roll these days.


Fifteen

Clive was on the front verandah digging around in a bag. Mr Quinn was kicking the football to Cork and he was taking some good marks. It appears I know more about the sport than I thought I did because when Linden and Dad watch the football on the big screen television, they give advice to the players and the umpire. Dad gets so red and sweaty it is like he is out on the field giving 110% effort and Linden gets so parched from shouting helpful suggestions and reminding the opposition team of the rules of the game that he needs a Coke can on hand. It seems I have picked up the fundamentals. I am a sponge for info. It is a curse. I wish I could switch off my ever-curious brain at grand final time. Linden and Dad ramp it up by 1000% and I can’t escape it.

Cat ran ahead to play with her dad and brother while Isabella and I made our way up to the verandah. Clive handed me the novel with a curt yet friendly nod and I received the novel with a smile of considerable toothiness. I could not help it. Clive pulled out a ball of wool attached to two needles and then began the clickety clack of speed knitting a stunning red bobble yarn vest. I looked to Isabella for guidance, the men in my house do not knit, not even dapper GG. Was this a dreamboat trait? But Isabella was totally cool with it and asked, ‘How come the vest has four arm holes,’ to which Clive replied it was for Nancy, the dog. Her hair was coming out in chunks and he wanted it to be ready for winter. She needed seven vests, one for every day of the week. That’s when I noticed a dog the size of a small caterpillar-infested cabbage sitting next to Clive.

‘Meet Nancy, she is seventeen years old, which is one hundred and nineteen in dog years,’ said Clive. I said, ‘Hello Nancy.’ Nancy looked at me. One eye was cloudy and the other stared permanently up at the sky. Nancy is not totally blind, but if she was a human, no one would be giving her a driver’s licence in a hurry. ‘You know what would look good with that?’ I ventured boldly, ‘chunky blue buttons! I can get some from my sister, Fern … if you like? They are vintage, legit.’

Clive nearly dropped his knitting needles as he exclaimed, ‘I was just thinking blue buttons. I need for her to be snug but not too snug, so big blue buttons would be better than a tight zip, a zip might pinch the bits of hair left.’

We are moving beyond kindredness, this is a new playing field for me. Also, it is apparent to me I need a pet.

Mr Quinn went inside for a cool drink and a bulky shadow emerged from behind the jacaranda street tree. It was the pasty-faced Breanna girl, a couple of her cronies and Linden. Nancy skedaddled into the house like she had been hit with an electric volt. Our eyes met, Linden looked away. I did not. Cat waved and said, ‘Hi Linden,’ in a neighbourly way. He ignored her and her face fell but she saw that he ignored me too and this gave her some comfort. The pack skulked away.

Isabella sighed, ‘He is so handsome and yet,’ she stopped herself from saying he is not very nice.

‘He is a turdburger,’ I confirmed.

‘Yes! Nice choice of words. It looks yummy on the outside but it’s rotten on the inside,’ replied Isabella with a disarming accuracy.

Just then Cork kicked an enormous kick, it went over Cat’s head and out on to the road. Cat ran and got the ball but stopped in front of the street tree. Cat’s face went through all kinds of expressions — from shock to hurt. Breanna had graffitied the tree with four of the most poorly drawn stick people I have ever seen. I was almost going to laugh until I realised it was a visual representation of my friendship group and then I felt tears well up. The word freaks was written on the smooth bark, except it was misspelt — FREEKZ!

Cork went inside and got Mr and Mrs Quinn. Mrs Quinn got a scrubbing brush and started to silently scrub at the offending word and pictures. Mr Quinn was angry and asked did we see who did this so he could tell the ranger. Cat looked at Clive who looked at Isabella who looked back at Cat and then everyone looked at me then Clive said, ‘Just some kids.’ Mr Quinn phoned the ranger anyway because he is in the football club and is good friends with him.

I was torn. My brother was an accessory to vandalising/bullying the best people in the world — me and my friends. Cat said they didn’t tell her dad they knew who did it because Breanna has a terrible habit of wreaking revenge when busted. Clive said he didn’t want to frighten me, but when his mum told the principal that Breanna had bullied him on camp instead of mentoring him, and had deafened him by 43% in the left ear in the process — something very bad happened after that. He launched into a terrible tale of abuse.

Nancy had been taking in the afternoon sun when she was abducted by Breanna. Nobody had realised at the time it was a dognapping. The Quinns were beside themselves with worry and made posters for the streetlight poles and shopwindows and a Facebook page — NANCY COME HOME! They thought she had a gone for a bit of a wander, got confused and lost on account of being a centenarian.

Nancy was missing for two whole days and then, on the third evening, Clive heard a noise in the middle of the night and had the good sense to spy carefully from his window. It was Breanna and she was dumping Nancy out of her barely used library bag onto the front verandah. She left a note saying, I won’t be so nice next time before she ran off and left Nancy dazed and confused due to a lack of food and water.

I now understand why Isabella locks in her rabbits. They are under threat of being stolen.

I am scandalised. I am angry and if you look up the word outraged at this present point in time, you will find a picture of me with a pitch fork in my hand and Breanna’s bottom in my sights. A barely used library bag is a crime in itself!


Sixteen

Fern has been at me at all week to have a sleepover here at GG’s. She says my friends are awesome and being a good friend means returning the favour. I sighed like … if you say so … crazy cat lady. She sighed back and a little happy tear slid down her own perfect chin.

I am scared! I haven’t hosted a sleepover before and I don’t know what to do. I took my book to Isabella’s but I didn’t get a chance to read it on the account of the Drake Allderton film we watched. I cannot stop thinking about Drake Allderton and it still makes me smile to remember him saying, ‘I dream of you and your honey-coloured eyes.’ He is a total dreamboat. Our honey is creamed and pale and if you had eyes that colour it would indicate that you suffered from serious health issues but I guess there are all shades of honey.

Although Dad instantly organised for the arrival of the internet when we first arrived at GG’s, we are still … weeks later … without the world wide web due to a technical glitch that must be more like a technological crater around our house.

I know Isabella will be happy to read and chat but I am dubious Cat will be content to read round robin. At this stage of our lives, I find I can’t blame her. She is super fun. I find myself laughing around her and feeling happy vibes. She will discover that I am a word nerd in need of a makeover.

What are we going to do for all of that time?

No YouTube! No Netflix! Could I possibly hold a séance and ask Other Lily and Nimmy to entertain us? But I already know they would not be in on that and would be extremely cross about the possible disruption to sitting on top of the Eiffel Tower doing crosswords in the clouds.

But Fern went on and on — she was uber excited. Fern said we should lay some mattresses on the floor of the Rosy Room and to leave the rest to her. She looked so happy that I did not have the heart to argue and I have just this minute slightly nodded my head in agreement, followed up by the classic whatever shrug. It is my new word of the moment as it suits so many situations.

Now how to ask?

Rejection lingers on my frontal lobes; what if they both say no? What if they are pretending to be my friend? What if it is all a cruel joke? My brain is skedaddling out of control.

Fern is getting quite good at reading my mysteriously complicated facial expressions and reassured me, ‘It will be great, great fun,’ she promised. ‘Do not worry so much!’

[image: Image]

It turns out the asking part was easier than I expected. The three of us have to finish off our dangerous creature project, our chosen creature is a fearsome arachnid — the redback spider. We need pictures for our power point presentation and because of a slight addiction to nettich, we have not spent much time on our homework. Clive said he would have given us his project from last year but the teacher did not appreciate that he picked humans as the most dangerous creature on Earth and listed all the animal species we have annihilated or hunted and killed since the beginning of time.

I said I would still like to read it for my own personal knowledge. Clive just happened to have it in his school bag and handed it to me; a small sticky note stuck to the three thousand word essay said, ‘Maybe of interest to Lily?’

My heart skipped a beat at our kindredness. I had no words but I hope my big smile conveyed my appreciation for his thoughtfulness and insightfulness. And also, I hope he did not see my hand shake just a little when I accidentally touched his pinkie finger in the exchange.

The presentation is due on Monday and so Cat said we could sleep at her house on Saturday night and work on it on Sunday. Isabella said that was perfecto for her and I agreed as I squashed/hushed the little voice that said how about you have a turn dearest peach, flat into my inner recesses. I really need the internet because all I have is a depressed redback spider in an empty bucket and two library books which cannot be shoved into a power point presentation.

Then Cat slapped her forehead and goes, ‘My parents are having our family over. When Dad moved to Treebark, his five brothers followed him. Two live in Treebark, one lives in the next town over and two live in Perth. Once a month they have a get-together, they have a laugh, a good time — we call it a craic and a bit of a dance that turns into a bit of a sing song that turns into a deadly karaoke competition. It’s a great time but the back porch is right outside my bedroom window. I usually sleep on the floor on Clive’s room or the front room floor. Nineties big ballads keep popping up between traditional Irish folk music and it puts me on edge.’

I totally understand that adults singing and dancing to folk music and vintage eighties and nineties rock is not conducive to pre-teen fun. Cat added that her little cousins come, and they are adorable yet annoying for they need looking after. Sometimes she has to warm up bottles or change nappies because her aunts and uncles can’t stop in the middle of a jig or put down the microphone mid solo lilt, so it is up to her to help which she generally loves but is temporarily over and could do with a bit of a break. I agreed with her, I do not know much about little kids but it cannot be good. Sadly I have heard too much lilting. It’s Fern’s favourite form of free singing — she lilts, she scats and she wails. Absolute gibber!

Clive said he would do the bottle and bum run this weekend. #legend

Isabella said her dad was in recovery from a terrible cold and still sitting on the couch surrounded by an avalanche of snotty tissues and green stuff he’d coughed up into hankies. She had been nursing him in the evening and frankly she was happy to get away from the hacking noise as that can get on the nerves too.

Yuck I thought and so the words rushed out, ‘You can both come to my house if you want … it’s okay if you don’t want to … we still don’t have the internet but there is cake … it is good cake … GG is back in the kitchen … you like cake … right? And Linden is on a swimming camp so the turdburger is out of the house.’

Cat wrapped her arms around me and said that would be legendary as she was dying to look inside our old place because it was full of antiquity. The cake GG packs for my recess makes her mouth water in a good way. She said we could sleep at my house and then go to her house on Sunday morning to use her internet connection for the project. Her family went home early in the morning for they had various sporting commitments so the house would be quiet.

Isabella piped up and said my house was fabulous but what she really liked was my family and then she looked at me in admiration with possibly a hint of envy. Isabella’s family in Australia consists of her and her dad, all her other family are in the UK. I suppose when Ted is sick, it’s just her wearing a dust mask as she picks up his tissues and rubbish with her old toy claw. It is I who am in awe of her.

Clive smiled at me and it was the first time I really noticed his honey-coloured eyes, dark like the wood in GG’s polished jarrah dining table. #secret #itispleasingtome
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Seriously, someone needs to give Fern a chill pill because she has turned the Rosy Room into a retro day spa. All the little scraps of material that could not be turned into frocks or non-sexist pinnies have been sewn together in a patchwork quilt. I guess it is impressive. Her gift of creativity knows no limits but neither does her annoying factor.

Cat gasped, ‘It’s so super snuggly and colourful, the stitching is so neat and tiny — your sister is amazeballs!’

Isabella loved the wallpaper, ‘It looks so good, is it new?’

I said, ‘No, it has been on the wall since 1947.’

‘How do you know that?’ asked Isabella with great interest.

‘GG told me, he loves facts,’ I gulped as this was a lie. Thank goodness Fern was standing by the door and jumped forward. She was carrying her makeup bag and pulled out her dark as the night purple nail polish and her curling tongs. ‘Make over time,’ she sung out like she was announcing the winners of a TV reality show.

So Fern painted our nails with an accuracy I did not think she was capable of and curled our hair at the ends supermodel style. Then she took heaps of pics and crooned how beautiful we all were but she was looking at me and getting a bit teary. I conveyed with my eyes that is was time for her to take her make-up mischief and leave but she did not receive my message and so I was forced to add, ‘I think I hear Lawrence meowing for his Kitty Krunch. This she understood. She packed up her non-magical wares and pinched my cheek softly as she closed the door behind her. Both girls went on and on about how fantabulous Fern is and how lucky I am. I smiled calmly and changed the subject.

I suggested a visit to the redback spider that lives in the bucket in the laundry. It was like having an excursion for our project because our laundry is outside. Isabella took heaps of close-up photos which can go into the presentation. They were totes impressed and Cat asked me to fetch a lunch box with a firmly fitting lid and somehow got the spider out and placed it in the garden amongst the tangled messy webs which indicated the rest of her family was close by. Impressed much?! Fascinating. The spider keeps the fly population down and the wasps keep a lid on the spiders. Double fascinating.


Seventeen

Lying on our mattresses under Fern’s cuddly rug we were getting into a pretty intense discussion of The Spook’s Apprentice series book covers. I have the entire original set and Cat has all the new ones. Isabella has an eclectic collection of new and old. This made her the authority. Isabella said the books were so good that the cover didn’t matter and to never judge a book by its cover. I had to agree but added it was a very sad day in my life when I saw the Spook looking all action hero-style. He was totally better as an atmospheric old style lithograph leather man.

Finally we decided to disagree for now and discuss again tomorrow as Isabella was getting fully riled up and it was going to get into a whole words-versus-art-thing which would have taken hours to get to the bottom of.

So we snuggled down and I began to feel sleepy and warm. But of course Cat likes to push the letter out of the envelope and whispered, ‘Do you girls believe in ghosts?’

All the talk of spooky stuff had got her thinking. Isabella straight away said, ‘Yes.’

I smiled on the inside because she is so kindred.

‘I don’t,’ said Cat. ‘Otherwise the world would be overcrowded.’

Isabella countered with, ‘It may not happen to every single dead person but I’m sure it happens to some.’

I shrugged in a non-committal way but I was shaking with excitement as I was bursting to tell the girls all about the original story of the Rosy Room and not just the wallpaper but my small and absolutely vital part in its happy ending. But I didn’t blurt it out. I have to be sure that it is falling on the right ears. I don’t want Cat to think I am a fruit loop.

We were all a bit zingy thanks to a ganache overload and so I turned off the night light and said, ‘We’d better go to sleep — Mrs Redback can’t finish our dangerous creatures project for us.’ I was shocked to find I sounded like my dad.

‘This is a great sleepover Lily,’ whispered Cat and Isabella closed her eyes and whispered, ‘the first of many!’

I was totes touched.

The house began to creak and groan which is like a lullaby to me but Cat was scared as an unearthly whistling noise invaded our ears. ‘What is that?’ she whispered pulling the covers up to her nose.

‘Oh, that’s just GG, he is boiling the kettle for his final cup of tea for the evening — he is prone to getting parched.’

Cat nodded and relaxed.

Then we heard a demonic rustling and crackling. It startled Isabella and she sat bolt upright, ‘What was that?’

‘That’s Linden rummaging through the biscuit barrel and the chip packets. He is prone to piggery.’

Isabella lay back down and sighed, ‘Sorry, I’m just used to Dad noise — and rabbit thumping.’

A spicy weird smell wafted under our door which Cat inhaled, coughed and spluttered before pulling the covers over her head as she cried, ‘And the smell?’

‘Fern’s lighting her incense stick for the night. They really help her with the meditation process. She is prone to pondering.’

The backdoor key clicked and clacked loudly but before the girls could speak, I reassured them that it was Dad and he was prone to protect.

‘I like the way you speak,’ said Cat, ‘it’s like the words come alive.’

I scanned for sarcasm, irony and plain meanness and found none. I blushed — no other kid has ever said that to me before. At my old school the girl who sat next to me once grumped, ‘Can’t you speak in plain English?’ I said, ‘Yes.’ I really wanted to say in the affirmative, you baboon to her but that would have been a waste of a great word.

Cat laughed and said she was prone to partying!

‘Hey,’ said Isabella, ‘let’s have a dance around.’

I looked at the old clock on the spewaliciously wallpapered wall. It said 9.47pm. I imagined Nimmy whispering in my ear strut your stuff old chum for at least fifteen minutes.

Isabella was busy finding the perfecto song on her iPod. ‘We need a good beat.’

‘I don’t dance,’ I said starting to get a bit stressed.

‘You didn’t play nettich and now you are the rules committee,’ bossed Cat in her warm but bossy way.

Isabella held out her hand and said, ‘For starters, just watch us.’

So I watched for a bit but I guess I know what a rhythm feels like because I have been playing the violin for so long and I found myself caught up in the beat, making up my own little dance. Cat and Isabella copied me! #proudmoment

We played the song three times over until we had created a routine. Breathless, we fell down on to the quilt laughing with joy.

‘Why did you say you couldn’t dance? You are great!’ said Cat.

I shrugged whatever pretending to be still out of breath but I was thinking I have never tried before but that would be an admission of an embarrassing nature. My Lucy/Nimmy hips have been released.

‘I like this room,’ giggled Isabella, ‘my bedroom is just on the other side of the fence.’ There was a swirl of jasmine growing over the lattice and I could just make out her curtains. ‘You will probably think this is silly but I would sit on my bed and feel drawn to staring out my window into this window. The curtains were always shut and I often wondered why?’

I almost teared up because Other Lily would have seriously loved talking to Isabella.

A sweet rosy smell came dancing through the room and we could hear the soft crackling of an unseen old gramophone bang out a fast-paced swing tune. It hit our eyes and our hips and we jumped up and jived and strutted and shook our derrieres to the beat. The music stopped as suddenly as it started and we collapsed on to the mattress in a giggling heap.

‘Wow, I don’t normally like old people music but that was amazing,’ gasped Cat.

I think it was the Glenn Miller band banging out In the Mood. GG plays it a lot, he says jitterbugging to this with his Lucy was the bee’s knees, which is geriatric speak for the best ever.

‘How did you do that?’ asked Isabella, ‘do you have a remote control or something? And that smell of roses is divine.’ She breathed in deeply with a huge smile on her face.

I did not have an answer (I could share) and so I smiled mysteriously. It was more family members but they were a little bit … dead! I knew in my heart it was Other Lily and Nimmy giving me a spectral thumbs up.

Things settled down and Cat confessed that she found Linden’s hair suited him in the extreme and it was a shame he was of a Slytherin nature. Isabella agreed, ‘For a turdburger, he has dreamboat looks.’

I shrugged whatever.

Isabella got all pensive for a mo and asked, ‘Why does Linden hang around Breanna and her gang? She is pure trouble.’

I wanted to say it was because Linden is a semi-reformed/retired bully formerly known as pig boy. Then I remembered about the PB sport log and stopped. I followed through with another non-committal shrug that indicated I know, but what can you do?

Then Cat shared poor Clive’s most rage making back story in its full detail.

‘Breanna put dirt in Clive’s school bag and tossed his hat on top of the shed when we were on a school camp. She was a mentor/leader, but that was the biggest joke of the century because she threw a mud patty at his head and it blocked his eardrum for months. He actually had to have his sinuses and earhole flushed three times. Now he can’t put his head underwater — which makes swimming lessons an ordeal. On the bright side, he does know all there is to know about ossicles.’

(I had to look up the word ossicles in GG’s encyclopedia. Ossicles are teeny tiny bones in the ear drum that transmit sound, they cannot work if they are clogged up with mud. Seriously, my heart is breaking for Clive. He is a musician like me, our ears are vital instruments. What was the Booga capable of? Would she break his pointer finger next?)

I was shocked. My ears ached with the terrible truth. I needed to tell Linden what kind of pyscho he was dealing with but suspected he already knew.

Takes one to know one.

I swallowed my disgust.

‘But why? Clive is so interesting with his knowledge of everything and so very well read.’ I remembered the book I saw him reading at recess yesterday and it alerted me to why Clive might be bully bait: The Laws of Physics applied to Science Fiction by A. Baldock.

‘Exactly! But he is different to the other boys, he reads science texts so he can learn how to create time travel,’ said Cat.

‘Well, I think that is a very sensible idea — you have to know the basics,’ I argued.

‘I agree,’ nodded Isabella.

‘Me too, but not many others get it,’ said Cat.

‘The knitting?’ I enquired, ‘that is different?’ I did not want to give away my gender bias on craft.

‘Clive was very close to our grandmother, Mum’s mum — she lived with us until she died last year. Nan never stopped knitting. I think Clive took it up as a way of keeping her memory and her knitting needles alive but found he loved it and had a gift for it.’

‘Totally understand. Traditions are important and you must use your gifts,’ I said with vigour.

‘Then there is the glockenspiel — his choice of instrument is unusual,’ offered Isabella.

But I countered with, ‘It makes a beautiful sound,’ and I found myself sliding into controlled rage that our peers/bullies could not understand that. I have imagined myself on more than one occasion playing a duet together. I am wearing eyeliner and my nails are a smoky shade as I wield my violin bow. Clive is appreciative.

‘I know,’ sighed Cat.

‘I know,’ sighed Isabella.

‘Maybe Bully Breanna had a bad experience with a glockenspiel?’ added Cat kindly.

I would like to smack her in the head with the rubber mallets.

I looked closely at Cat. She is taller than her dad and extremely kind, happy and giggly. When she laughs it is like a noisy cockatoo that has had too much Coca Cola. Actually, maybe more than one bird — more like a flock or I believe the collective noun is crackle. Her long limbs kind of have a mind of their own when she is not on the court and I guess the word dork could be applied to her by an underdeveloped brain.

I looked at Isabella. She never ever takes off her Harry Potter T-shirt. Sometimes there is a tang in the air around her but I sense she is a true believer. She wears it under her school uniform. Last night she was wearing it over her pyjamas. It is like she is letting the universe now she is totes ready for magical action. I fully understand but can see why other kids might think she is obsessive and crazy. And a bit whiffy.

‘What makes a bully a bully?’ pondered Isabella.

‘I don’t know but it is a really good question,’ said Cat.

‘I think I might do a thesis on it when I grow up,’ I offered deadly serious, ‘I’ve had some experience.’ Cat and Isabella look at me with sympathy and empathy. I think they knew I was pointing the finger at Linden (which I was) but it was more than that. I could not relay the Hornbuckle/Other Lily interpersonal issue without getting into supernatural magic etc etc. Also, I did not want to reveal how I was completely excluded at my old school. I’m not ashamed of it but it does make me cry and go a bit off kilter. Not cool for a sleepover.

Isabella looked at me with respect and said, ‘That would be awesome. Imagine if you could stop bullying, you would win like a Nobel peace prize.’

Cat was not convinced. ‘We might talk about bullying a lot at school and give it different names and discuss a whole lot of strategies but it’s just words. Humans are humans, they do good and bad stuff. How do we fix that?’

I was just thinking how profound Cat was when Isabella said, ‘And rabbits tend to be rabbits.’

‘Excuse me?’ I exclaimed.

‘Fletch,’ replied Isabella flatly.

I remembered I had witnessed Fletch biting the bottom of an invalid one-eyed bunny who was easily cornered as looking both ways and running was out of the question. What chance do we have if cute animals are pyschos?

‘Hey, we just had our first D&M,’ said Isabella.

‘But we still don’t have any answers,’ sighed Cat.

‘Meanwhile what can we do about Breanna … Breanna Booga,’ I whisper shouted fiercely.

‘Stay out of her way,’ whispered Cat, who I knew was braver than me and more sensible.

‘Good advice,’ yawned Isabella, who is stronger than me and I knew right there and then we had a bully of Hornbuckle proportions.

‘Breanna Booga, that is a good name,’ giggled Cat.

Game on Booga.


Eighteen

There is no news on the supernatural box front, nor have there been any further floral resurrections. But, there is big news on the family front.

Manuel and Zinnia have arrived home in Treebark. Dad was awkward and patted Zinzy on the back while looking at her enormous tummy in disbelief. GG was very pleased to see them both and had a little cry that he was blessed to be a great grandfather and Nimmy would have been overjoyed. Fern and Zinzy are finishing each other’s sentences and Fern has sewn heaps of non-gender clothing which means it is all white and grey. Normally I would be a bit jealous but I am sure my deep and meaningfuls are more interesting than theirs; the evil vs good points regarding baby pacifiers or should you wake a sleeping baby. Plus the big one that almost ended in a punch-up — is breast the best? Yuck!

It is unnerving in the extreme when I see Zinzy’s maternity shirt swing all on its own. It moves like a tiny tidal wave is washing over her belly. She caught me watching the strange movement and offered to pull up her swinging shirt to reveal the bare bulge. I declined and moved out to the rose garden ASAP.

Mum texted Dad late last night to let him know she was very tired and sad and when she perked up she would phone us for a chat. The fun photos of being ripped off by a rickshaw driver and Pinkie looking mystically over Ha Long Bay have stopped. At first we got an image of every meal and every drink the pair of them had. Mum did a good job and it was gourmet magazine stuff but it got boring pretty quickly. Unless you are eating it, food is not that interesting.

Today at lunch my phone started to vibrate. We had to pause the nettich game as it would have been rude to ignore my mother’s overseas call plus I was totally desperate to hear her lovely voice. She sounded a bit down as the orphanage she had been born at had closed down and been built into some really nice accommodation units, lap pool included. Before that, there had been a terrible fire in the front office and a lot of adoption papers and birth certificates had been burnt to pieces. Hers included.

Mum’s voice cracked but then she rallied — there was an old nurse who lived close by who’d worked in the orphanage from its very start to its very end, thirty-seven years later. Someone at the agency suggested that Mum should speak to her. The nurse was tiny and wrinkly but had a huge memory.

Mum’s personal journey made me take out my baby photos and even though I often wish I belonged to another family, I know for sure this is my family, I am 100% Griffin.

I know I am an Australian with Vietnamese heritage and I am the youngest and the smartest of the Griffin family. I know Lucy and Colin Griffin and Trevor and Marigold Pinkington are/were my grandparents and I could go back further if I chose to open up one of Fern’s neatly filed envelopes named Dunning Ancestry. There is Mock Cream Beryl and Keep it short Kenneth, who are my great grandparents on my dad’s side but it doesn’t help with the Vietnamese heritage as it only has info on the Treebark stuff, which is stuff I mostly know. So I am kind of understanding Mum more. If you don’t know stuff, it does get you wondering. I find myself thinking about my Vietnamese grandparents and if they are still alive out there and waiting for the void in their life to be filled by me — and Mum of course.

Mum rang again before dinner. She’d spoken to the very nice old nurse and the nurse remembered her birthmother. Nanna Pinkie came with her and they remembered each other as Pinkie had visited three times, once for Uncle Gavin who lives in Canada, once for Uncle Barry who lives in South Australia and once for Letty, my mum. The old nurse hugged them both and told Pinkie she really preferred her hair this style and colour. Random and rude! The old nurse said Letty’s birth mum was extremely upset about giving up her baby and that she was in two minds. Her husband had recently died and she was homeless and struggling to feed herself. Plus she was not well. Not cool. I felt shock and pain cut through me.

Mum was super excited at this point, like wound up (about the nurse remembering her mum and Nanna P but not about her mum starving, she cried so much she couldn’t talk). Then the old nurse very gently told her that her birth mother had died soon after her birth as she had been suffering from tuberculosis. The memory had stayed with her and there was something else that dangled on the old lady’s mind, she cried out Tôi đã quên một cái gì đó quan trọng which is apparently I have forgotten something very important but then she fell asleep and began to snore loudly. Her daughter came in and said that was enough for now and that she would sleep all afternoon.

Mum was gutted and started to weep into the phone. Their flight home is tonight, apparently Nanna Pinkie gave the old nurse a slight pinch on the toe under the covers and said, ‘Come on Hue, spit it out,’ but the old nurse did not stir. No answers.

Mum said she was going to phone Linden to make sure he was doing his homework and then talk to Mr Tran about turning Pinkie’s succulents for maximum sun coverage before he shoved them into the boot of the EH Holden to bring down to Treebark soon. Mr Tran has agreed to drive the car down to Treebark for Pinkie as a nice surprise as she is feeling low, moving away from her friends and less significant family. Also, she is on her way home from a journey that turned out to be only a literal one and not a spiritual one.

Plus, Linden now needs the car, as he got his learner’s permit today. Miracle? Yes!


Nineteen

I could see Dad’s car pull up in the driveway with Mum in the front seat and Nanna Pinkie in the backseat. Pinkie was sleeping, her head drooped on her chest and I knew she was going to have the neck crick of the century tomorrow. Mum was staring out the window looking happy but forlorn. These are difficult emotions to balance. I knew she was happy to see us but sad that her lifelong dream had not fruited.

Mum has been telling us all about Vietnam and how fantastic the people are and how awesome the landscape is and how amazing the food is. She wants to go on a family holiday after the baby is born, gets a bit bigger and has all its needles. Dad rolled his eyes and said, ‘That sounds expensive,’ and Mum burst into tears. Then Dad said, ‘There, there, Letitia my darling, I have been thinking I don’t need the spa and lap pool, perhaps that will free up some funds for the holiday.’ Mum smiled through her watery tears but Dad could not commit to the fiscal details because it was time to take Linden to his swimming competition.

Mum went to bed early as she was jet flagged. I got up to help myself to another piece of cake for dessert as my piece was exceptionally small and I am a growing girl. On my way back to my bedroom, I heard an unusual noise coming from Mum’s room. At first, I thought it might have been a wolf howling but it was Mum! She was making the noise, crying and sobbing loudly like a disturbing movie scene.

I knocked on the door and she asked, ‘Who is it?’

I replied, ‘It’s me, Lily Pilly.’

‘Come in my sweetheart,’ she blubbed.

I played it cool, ‘You seem sad?’ I climbed into her bed and held her hand, but what I really wanted to say was you are freaking me out woman, what is wrong with you?

Mum said she was a little bit sad but very tired and she burst into fresh tears and ’fessed up, ‘Actually I am very, very sad.’ Surprised? No! Mum started up the sobbing again, so I clucked at her Nanna Pinkie style until she settled down and just had the hiccups and a very red nose.

Mum confided that she really felt that this journey was going to be a success, she felt the answers were close, and she’d got some of them and it made her feel sad because her birth mother had had a very hard time of it and she still didn’t have names or dates or anything to work on now she was back home.

I held her hand as she cried her heart out. Then I had an idea. I went back to my room and got the boxes. In all the new friends, nettich, sleepover excitement my interest in their mystical potential had waned somewhat. Plus, I still couldn’t get them to open. I also couldn’t tell them apart, so I had to hold onto them. The first one I picked up made me feel sad and hopeless so I dropped it with a clatter, this meant the second one was the happy box. I raced back to Mum. ‘I found this and I think it might help you settle down (read — please pull yourself together mother dearest and stop this hullabaloo). I put the box in her hand and tightly wrapped her fingers around it. Mum began to smile and she instantly stopped crying,

‘I don’t know,’ I said with authority. Then I had a thought, ‘Do you know anything about two tiny identical wooden boxes?’ I asked hopefully.

Mum shook her head, ‘Do you mind if I sleep with it under my pillow just for tonight?’ she whispered looking at the box with awe and reverence.

I was like this is my box mother, but then I remembered how it helped Linden and I guess it must kind of belong to all of us. Note to self: Do not tell Fern about the box she will want in on it too.

‘It’s a secret,’ I whispered.

Mum nodded and said, ‘I won’t tell Fern,’ just like she had read my mind.

The good box worked well as Mum was asleep in about five minutes flat but I was perturbed because her sadness was as strong as the feelings coming out of the first sad box. That has got to hurt. Poor Mum.

I went for a wander around the house. Fern was sewing in the Rosy Room. She looked up and saw me, ‘Come in, come in, I have just sewn my first cat hat sun protector. I think it’s going to be a big seller.’

Poor Lawrence came to Fern with crumbling ears. Turns out it was due to sun damage of a significant nature and so he had to have his triangle bits lopped off and now he is point free. She put the cat hat sun protector over her own head. It was two mismatched floral triangles on a little cap thing. It looked ridiculous but I could not say this so I said, ‘My friend Clive knits awesome dog vests.’

‘Oh wow, I can sell stuff online at Craftseey for him if he is interested. Please let him know I would like to support his passion in any way I can. I was thinking of taking up knitting. Maybe you could learn to knit with me? It could be our thing?’

‘Don’t think so,’ I replied in a hurry, ‘but I did mention to Clive you might have some blue buttons to give him.’

‘Of course,’ Fern jumped up and got her blue button collection. It was a whole lunch box container. ‘Please let him pick whatever he wants.’

Fern is so sweet and kind, I guess I am lucky to have her for a big sister. Next I went and saw how GG was going, he was sitting at his desk in his room going through all his recipe books, writing up a weekly shopping list and menu plan.

‘Ah, Miss Lily Pilly,’ he said looking over the top of his specs, ‘How do you feel about pork and fennel Fridays?’

I said, ‘I feel positive for pork and Friday, but no fennel on my plate please.’

‘Done!’ said a beaming GG. I feel so happy to have such a wonderful grandfather.

Pinkie was asleep in front of the television. When I turned it off she woke up. I had to rub her neck as it was stiff and she could not turn to the left or the right.

‘I must check on your mum, she is not happy.’

I told her that Mum was fast asleep and that we’d had a good chat. I didn’t say Mum cried like a banshee and I held her hand clucking and cooing helplessly letting a mysterious mood box do the comforting. Pinkie looked at me and said, ‘You are indeed growing up, my little sugar plum,’ and then went to bed.

I am feeling so loved, I’m going to get my ‘so loved’ cushion out of storage.

Dad and Linden came home from the swimming trials and there was great laughing and chatting. #nicechange. Dad was all excited because Linden won a race and come second twice. ‘I’m very proud of you,’ said Dad but then the email account on his phone buzzed, he checked it and saw that it was from the school. Linden hadn’t handed in two of his assignments and was getting two detentions. Dad’s pride evaporated like the froth on a baby cino.

‘You are spending too much time hanging around with those kids that look like hippy thugs with their inappropriate earrings up their noses and in their eyebrows and fluro hair! This is Year Ten, not a dress rehearsal, blah blah blah and do not think you are in any way shape or form getting a body piercing or a tattoo. Blah blah blah. Linden, are you listening to me?’

Poor Linden’s face went from happiness to sadness in one fell swoop. He moved like a thunderstorm to his bedroom. I wanted to comfort him but knew he would not open the door so I went to my room and wrote an anonymous note before slipping into the kitchen. I slid my message under his door. Well done on the swimming, please find a pack of chips, two slices of cake and a Coke on the other side of this door. How my pen itched to write but you stink at choosing friends and I am so close to dobbing on you for being part of an assault on a jacaranda tree and a bully to four younger kids. One is your sister! FYI Freekz is spelt freaks.

The door slowly opened and Linden swept up the loot and closed the door quickly. His face was puffy from crying and chlorine. It was not nice to see him this unhappy and I knew I must hold my tongue.


Twenty

We have moved after school nettich to the park courts because the driveway is too small and is holding us back. We are taking it to the streets. Not many kids go to this park because there is another park near Finga Lick’n Jick’n (the spelling hurts my eyes) which has an all-you-can-drink Coke policy. Our park has a water fountain for dogs. If only Nancy could come out of the house, it would be perfecto. Perhaps when her knitted coat is finished? Cat is thinking about using one of her cousin’s old prams as a mode of transportation for Nancy but I figure her nerve is gone and if she is happy to watch TV and sit in the air conditioning all day then let her.

The four of us were deep in concentration in the most intense game of nettich so far. We’d changed the rules and we had just sourced four big gum tree sticks from the ground to use as brooms. But suddenly my sense of smell alerted me to trouble a brewing as I got a nasty blast of Lynx on the breeze. I recognised it at once. Linden. And there he was standing with the cool kids, walking towards us, no doubt getting ready to make fun of our game. No biggie; some brains don’t recognise imagination and you can only feel sorry for them. Sadly, I had just shouted at Clive, ‘My Gumnutbis model two is sooo swift,’ to which Clive replied, ‘But not as powerful as my Eucalyptusbis model four point five.’ Looking back, perhaps not hipster to an outsider of the game.

I completed a victory lap around the court in which technically I was flying past an indulgent Dumbledore and getting the thumbs up from Ron but literally I was skipping around with a stick between my legs. Gumnuts were scattering left, right and centre. I guess it would look a bit funny to the uninitiated so I dismounted my broom ASAP and stood still. The others followed my lead.

Clive was particularly nervous and the recollection of him being made deaf by a mud cake came rushing back into my brain. The torture of Nancy trapped in a library bag also slid swiftly into my mind’s eye and I was fuming.

We eyeballed each other and Cat who is bold and courageous shouted, ‘Sticks and stones may break our bones but words will never hurt us!’ in an impassioned voice.

I feel words can have a devastating effect on the body but now was not the time to contradict her.

The group started circling us and for a moment I felt like a witch on trial for creating a fantastic figgy ointment with untold healing properties.

We moved closer together with our branches at the ready. Ready for what? We did not know. I looked sideways at Isabella and saw big tears plop down her face and I knew instinctively that this had happened before. A lot. I looked at Cat and saw her broomstick wobble most violently from terror.

Booga moved forward and zeroed in on Cat, ‘You look like a stick with a wig, freak. And for the record, girls don’t play football. Stop kicking the ball out the front of your place and shave your legs, you look like a chimp.’

Cat’s eyes widened like she had been smacked in the face; she know knew words could pack a punch.

‘Oh look, it’s the nervous knitter. Maybe you should knit yourself a dress. Are you a girl or a boy, n-n-n-n-n-ervous knitter?’

This was beyond craft gender bias. She was being offensive calling into questioning Clive’s gender identity. Bullies do not get individuality. In fact, it is their pet hate. Not only that, she was being rude to all the kids who do have gender questions and needs. Rage — an understatement. Clive’s eyes bulged in hurt and he opened his mouth to speak but he was wordless. Booga could see she had thrown a well-aimed shotput into his inner psyche and was beginning to enjoy herself. I wanted to scream you have hurt my friend. He identifies as a male with the gift of craft, sensitivity and a higher than average IQ.

‘Maybe you could knit my guinea pig a poncho, oh no wait, that is only for weird losers and lame dogs.’ The snigger after this horrid statement will be forever on my ears. I wanted to shout I am calling the RSPCA and getting some respite and a foster home for your poor guinea pig but then I worked out the pasty-faced crackpot was joking.

The she turned to Isabella, ‘What about you Bugs Bunny?’ she smirked, ‘Yes, you rabbit girl, you that is so sweet because you look like a bucked tooth bunny.’

I looked at Isabella and she was gutted. Her teeth are at unique angles but she had her plate in and was on the countdown for braces. I simply never noticed her teeth because her eyes are this amazing rare green colour. Like a basilisk but nice.

And this is when the turdburger hit the fan and spread its evil sloppy stink over me.

The Booga monster turned to me and pulled her eyes tight to imitate my eyelids. ‘Why don’t you go back to where you came from,’ she sniggered. I was beyond shocked. Nothing like this had ever happened in Perth. Our old school was totes multicultural. I was rejected for myself and not for my heritage. Linden and Zinzy have Dad features whereas Fern and I are beautiful like Mum. The gene pool is an unpredictable thing.

Never in my wildest imaginings did I think I would have to justify my existence in my own country, right here in Treebark, my ancestral village. I swallowed hard to wake up my voice box and said clearly and carefully, ‘I was born in Australia and my great grandparents Beryl and Kenneth Dunnings funded that wishing well to your right in 1952.’ How I wished she would disappear. (I guess the Dunnings were wishing for Other Lily to come out of the mirror).

‘You are a liar!’ bellowed Breanna.

‘I am not! The Dunnings family have been in Treebark since 1872. They have lived in Flotsam Street since 1945. I have documentation. My mum has been on a journey looking for her Vietnamese roots and we are all really proud of her.’

I did not add she had not discovered much about our cultural and familial heritage as that would have been anti-climactic, big time.

I looked at Linden who was flicking his fringe out of his left eyeball with enough grunt to snap his neck. After Breanna Booga stopped teasing, she had to reapply some lip-gloss. Being mean must dry you out. Linden started to walk away like he had forgotten something in his locker, or an unfinished bottle of Coke was screaming his name.

I felt scared but sadly vindicated which means I was correct all along. Linden was a phony. When Breanna Booga finished painting her mouth back in she snapped away her phone and said, ‘You four are a bunch of freaks and losers.’

But I was ready for her and shouted with an imposing force, ‘WHATEVER! We don’t care what a racist bully thinks!’

The Booga did not take kindly to my sassy tone and comments and flew in on me like a homing bird of prey. I was shaking now, but Cat, Isabella smiled at me with their eyes popping out of their eye sockets like well said, good choice of words! I felt as tall and as strong as Hagrid. This girl will not break my baton.

Breanna Booga put her hand under my chin and raised it up so I could look her in the eye (mostly up the nose — all her cakey makeup had clotted her nasal hairs and boogas together and it looked like the inside of a turtle mouth which is nothing like its sweet shelly exterior; it is a horror film of jagged flesh). I gagged as saliva rushed into my own mouth in disgust. I was contemplating calling out, Other Lily and Nimmy — does this constitute a crisis because I really feel it ticks all the boxes!

But I never got the chance because the next thing I knew she had jumped away from me and there was someone behind her. It was Linden and a steely rage had transformed his face into that of a vigilante revenge-seeking maniac. It really suited him. He was saying stuff like if you ever touch my sister or even look at her friends again and sprout that insane dribble or violate a tree, I’ll get all legal with you and go big time with the principal and your parents, our parents and the local member of parliament. And obviously Treebark Treasure Trove newspaper will be involved. And the police! You don’t lay a finger on my sister like that and he had his pointer finger stabbing the air in a most pin pointing point. And what you said to her friends is disgusting!!

Then he took my arm and walked calmly away but indeed, I could feel he wanted to sprint or use a flying broom. A couple of boys and a girl rushed to Breanna Booga’s side but most of the group followed Linden. I mean Linden and me. He held my arm and I held Cat’s hand and she gripped Isabella’s Harry Potter T-shirt and Clive walked so closely behind me that he trod on the back of my heel and my shoe fell off. We stopped so I could hitch it back up and together we walked across the park like a victorious pack of winners. The girl with the green hair said Breanna had gone too far this time and she had been out of control for a while. A boy with a nasal ring said it was all of their faults because they did not have the courage to stand up to her. The girl with the green hair is named Alice and even though I do not like Alice in Wonderland, it struck a chord with me as it was Other Lily’s favourite book.

I have a good vibe about Alice of the Green Hair. I watched as Linden flashed her the charming GG/Colin smile and this time the skin around the corner of his eyes crinkled just like GG. Authentic style.

So, there we were, jubilant and wondering what to do next. Cat and Isabella texted their dads to tell them to lock down their furry friends as Breanna Booga was on the rampage. The pets were secured. I felt perhaps a sweet treat was in order but there was no time. We heard an enormous beep and saw Dad drive onto the grass of the oval like he was a rally car driver. Skid mark impressive. Normally he crawls along in a logical and cautious way, I have found this makes for road rage in others drivers nearby. He was mad at us. ‘You haven’t checked your phones all afternoon!’

Dad was right. It is hard to get off my broom and ground myself back on terra firma. Linden turned bright red and said, ‘I am sorry I haven’t returned your calls but I did not want to let on that I have a father or any family, but that has changed.’

Mum was there too. She was hanging onto the gran handles where she normally hangs the dry cleaning, she looked wild and her eyes were bloodshot from tears. I observed Dad’s cardigan buttons were through the incorrect holes combined with mismatched socks and got a pang of understanding. Something was wrong.

‘Get in the beeping car,’ shouted Mum. I had never heard Mum use such a word and we jumped in lickety split!

‘What is the matter?’ asked Linden in the most caring tone.

‘It’s Zinnia, she has gone into early labour and there has been a bit of a problem,’ cried Mum, ‘Fern and Manuel are in the waiting room.’

This was not the plan. The plan was Manuel would be holding Zinzy’s hand and telling her she was amazeballs while Fern facilitated the oils, the inspirational music and the positive birthing animal noises like the gentle blue whale in total distress. Also and most importantly she would keep Zinzy’s chakras sparkly clean.

My heart sunk into my shoes. Linden’s face went droopy and tears welled up. We sped on to the hospital in total silence.


Twenty-One

Everyone is okay. These words are like music to my ears.

This morning I went to school as Lily Marigold Griffin and came home as Aunty Lily. This is totally amazing and I feel a bit shaky. It’s a big responsibility and … I am no longer the youngest in the family. I am filled with mixed emotions because there are a lot of perks to being the youngest. Adults get worn out from their older kids so they say to their youngest okay, okay, okay, if you want to, just stop pestering me.

I can’t stop to write about my spin cycle of feelings. Dad has dropped GG home for a nap as he is also presently in the spin cycle of emotions — so happy to be a triple GGG but being so old, feelings tucker him out. Pinkie went home to telephone every one she knows, which is a lot of people. #pinkieinherelement

Mum was gripping my hand so tightly I had to say, ‘Mum, I know you are overwhelmed but you are like … really hurting me.’ Zinzy was sleepy (read — drugged to the eyeballs) but she smiled and tried to wave at us but her hand was caught up in a drip of this medicine stuff and made the machine beep. It was a bit scary because it was not like the YouTubes that Zinzy and Fern had been watching in preparation. She was not wearing her new nightie, she was in a hospital sack thing. There were no essential oils floating into space and the sound recording of the birthing of the blue whales never made it out of her overnight bag. I felt sorry for her and tried hard not to think about the bits that must be hurting. Fern had gone home to get the right oils and to make a post on Facebook about the momentous arrival of the darling thing. Mum stroked my arm and said, ‘Poor Zinzy has had a difficult time of it,’ then she went on to tell me what had happened and how they got the baby out of Zinnia. I literally went to put my hand up to signal CEASE TALKING ASAP but Linden beat me to it. ‘Yuck! Mum, you are making my ears want to crawl inside my head. Save it for Fern.’

‘Well said.’ I raised an eyebrow in agreement.

Mum smiled as Zinnia fell asleep and I was so glad she was out cold because when Linden and I examined /looked at our new family member we both nearly spewed. Legit.

Its head was all out of shape and there was plenty of baby goo stuck to its chin. It had a mop of black hair that seemed to be growing on its forehead too and the first image that hit me was GORILLA. I did not say this out loud but Linden caught my eye and starting laughing, ‘It looks like a monkey!’ We had another authentic moment. Best day ever …

Mum peered down into the laundry basket wheelie thing and she did not disagree. She said the baby had been through a bit of a struggle and the head would go back into place soon enough. And then she picked it up and it opened its little sticky eyes and they were out of focus. Then it started screaming like a mandrake.

‘Babies are so over-rated,’ whispered Linden and I found myself agreeing. Shocking, I know! I stopped myself from texting Fern, please use words or a fun meme, do not post a photo of the actual monkey baby. But then I tried to imagine Cat or Isabella saying such a thing and I couldn’t. Maybe it was a bit mean.

Just then Manuel came in and hugged and kissed us including Linden. He’d been home to get more stuff and picked roses from GG’s garden to perk up Zinzy’s spirits. He was so happy and busy I guess he hadn’t got a good look at it.

I wondered if Other Lily and Nimmy would make a secret visit to their great grand baby. I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply. I could smell rose water in the air but it was fading. I am 100% positive the pair of them would have been here during the tricky bits of the birth sending Zinzy love and support. I breathed out and breathed in again. This time I smelt something like when you go past the monkeys at the zoo. The baby had pooed. Manuel carried on as if he had won lotto and the gift of overfilling your nappy was a national sport.

Linden excused himself to go and find a Coke machine like a moth to a flame. It is his gift and skillset and it is important to keep hydrated in a crisis. He got me one too, first time ever. I was touched but declined as I have seen the Coke and Mentos experiment. Mum was holding up her phone and recording the momentous non-event of the first nappy change and that’s when I saw something I had never seen before and hope to never see again. It was actually a boy.


Twenty-Two

Zinzy, Manuel and the bambino needed some alone time and so we came back to the house to have a discussion/fight about the name of the little spudling. Zinzy likes Otis Purple while Manuel had his heart set on Wrigley Toblerone. This made Dad run his fingers through his remaining strands of hair and shout, ‘What is wrong with Matt or Jack. I’d be happy with River right now and that is a big concession.’

Mum was as overwrought as I have ever seen her and she shouted, ‘Do shut up John, it is none of your business.’

Everyone fell quiet as Mum rarely raises her voice. It made the entry of the EH Holden in the driveway more noisy and special. Mr Tran had driven the Holden with Mrs Tran; they had the radio blaring a sassy salsa with a disco drumbeat. It was like a bluetooth speaker on wheels.

‘Oh dear,’ said Mum, ‘I forgot to cancel the Trans. They are delivering Pop’s car and Nan’s plants. Then they are staying a couple of nights before catching the coach home. What with Zinzy and the baby, it’s all getting a bit much and I was going to postpone them for a few days.’

Nanna patted her hand and went out to welcome the Trans. Mum blew her nose and followed, Dad followed Mum and if he’d had a tail, it would have been between his legs.

I rushed to the window, my danger vibe on high alert. The Trans wanted to get their hands on my boxes! Mrs Tran got out of the car first. Her hair was windswept and she was smiling like she’d had the ride of her life, James Bond style. She winked at Mr Tran.

Was this the code for Operation Box Snatch a go-go?

Linden had been living for this moment but seemed oblivious to the arrival of his new form of transportation. He raced out of his bedroom with one of the boxes on his palm and his eyes popping out of his head. I could see the box was shaking and jumping like a square egg was about to hatch out an impatient chick. ‘Where is the other one?’ he whisper-shouted while flicking his greasy locks out of his stunned eyeballs.

‘Why did you take it?’ I screamed.

He replied at an equal volume, that he took it because the pattern was so cool that he wanted to copy it for his woodwork project. And who wouldn’t want a little ray of sunshine in the prison that is Treebark Tingle Tops College. Technically, he also shouted, the term was borrowed, unlike broken which was the term for his goggles — and did I have documentation of the ownership because the box really loved him the best. Seeing as I had pinched both, I was silent on the matter and commended him on his sneakiness. ‘I can’t believe you thought to look in my school bag, well done. School bags are repellent to you!’

I immediately got my bag and tipped out the contents. My beloved books hit the rug with a thump and a whack but the remaining box went scatting along like it was flying on a magic carpet. In that instant, Linden’s box rose up out of his hand and zinged straight over to my box. Linden stood behind me and said, ‘You’re the expert,’ and pushed me forward.

Thanks bro.

Mum, Dad and Nanna were outside on the verandah helping the Trans get the pot plants out of the boot of the car. There were heaps and heaps and heaps of them, so the adults were not alerted to the levitating boxes. By then the boxes were going crazy and no amount of whisper-shouting or chasing them around was going to help.

I heard the crackling musical noise, only this time it was much louder and growing louder by the second. GG was having a nap at the other end of the house and I was glad. Fern was on the old Singer sewing machine keeping the nostalgia in the clothing but it sounded like a demolition site which is usually irritating but today — perfect.

The boxes snapped open and the most fantastic lights from each box intertwined like New Year’s fireworks but with a very strange soundtrack. We thought our heads were about to explode when there was a rattle at the window. It was a shard of light dancing on the pane of glass like a glitter bomb had been released. It was beaming out of Mrs Tran’s imitation Gucci everyday tote bag and suddenly a third box rose up out of the useful yet stylish handbag and winged its way to the window.

‘Don’t open the window!’ shrilled Linden but my gift of vibe kicked in and I opened it up and watched as the light swam and jiggled through the air to join the other two boxes. Once the third light joined them, it was like a rave party mixed with the Northern Lights Aurora.

By this stage, Mrs Tran was alerted to the magical events by the fireworks of colour leap frogging around the good front room with the two of us shouting. She started shouting too and for a tiny woman with fresh pink hair, she has a voice that could cut through concrete.


Twenty-Three

What happened next was beyond my magical expectations.

Mrs Tran actually lost her mind and went off like a frog in a sock. She started shouting stuff at us and I thought she was possessed by a demon for a split second but she was just super excited. As a Professor of Mystical Studies she had a good idea what was going on, so we all shut up and listened. Everyone was now in the good room with their mouths wide open.

‘The three vessels containing the magic seeds have reunited,’ exclaimed Mrs Tran. ‘The seeds have grown, the light has shone for them and now their secret memories will be revealed.’ I have to say that Mrs Tran has an absolute flare for the magical and the dramatic.

The three rays of light created a flower bud, and this beautiful and bedazzling bud began to grow and grow. Linden looked at it like it was a carnivorous flesh-eating plant from one of his movies. The petals began to open, not to reveal a long probing sticky tongue with crocodilian teeth, but a beautiful white lotus. Each petal had a story to tell like a film on a smart white board but organic.

Beyond breathtaking!

Fern and Mum started to cry and Dad fainted. GG tended to him for Mrs Tran was not stopping for anyone and Mum was so transfixed — she hadn’t even noticed.

A soft woman’s voice spoke in Vietnamese but Mrs Tran translated what she said into English.

[image: Image]

Transcript of Mrs Tran’s Translation:

Happy family.

The first petal revealed an image of a man and a woman and a baby. They looked so happy. I could feel the love radiating off the picture.

Trouble came.

The second petal opened to reveal the small family fleeing.

Death came.

The third petal showed a grave. It didn’t have a fancy headstone, just some rocks, dirt and two sticks in a cross. A very big lump came into my throat. Hose kinked 1000%. The background looked like a bombsite.

Life came.

The fourth petal unfurled to reveal a heavily pregnant woman with a toddler on her hip. She was coughing. I knew in my heart that her husband was dead and war was raging.

Help came.

The fifth petal revealed the woman in childbirth holding onto a kind young nurse’s hand.

It was at this point, Pinkie interjected with, ‘Crikey! That is Nurse Hue!’

So this woman was Mum’s birth mum!

Hope came.

The sixth petal was released. Mum’s birth mum asked Nurse Hue to make sure her toddler and the newborn stayed together if she died. She hoped their grandparents would find them. She handed Nurse Hue three boxes. Hue put two into the baby crib, but the third one fell back into Mum’s birth mum’s ratty looking bag. Hue didn’t notice because all of a sudden there was an almighty mechanical roaring sound and I just knew that there were more bombs.

Death came again.

The seventh petal opened up and showed an empty bed and the toddler crying inconsolably. Nurse Hue was hugging him but she gave him to a different nurse as the baby started to scream. Hue placed her hand on the baby’s head and looked panic. She pulled off the baby’s swaddling and ran towards a man with a stethoscope round his neck. The swaddling covered the two boxes.

Love came.

An elderly couple arrived and spoke to the new nurse who gave them the toddler and the ratty old bag after they showed their documentation. The toddler smiled and relaxed as he reached for the old woman’s face. He knew her.

‘Ba noi and Ong noi — my grandparents!’ cried Mr Tran in shock.

Love came again.

A young couple arrived and the woman and Nurse Hue embraced. Hue placed the baby in the woman’s arms and tucked the boxes in her hand.

‘That’s Mum and Dad,’ whispered Mum as she fell to her knees.

‘That’s me and my darling Trevor,’ cried Pinkie, wiping her face with the front of her dress, her mascara was on the move.

Pop Pinkington’s dark hair was oiled into complicated swirls and Nanna’s hair was in a beehive of a significant height and an artificial orange colour. Nurse Hue was right, a snazzy bob in a plain brown is much nicer.


Twenty-Four

After all that excitement, the lotus bloom was spent. The petals fell off and it disappeared into nothingness, its story told, its quest complete.

There was a stunned silence, then Mr Tran looked at Mum and Mum looked at Mr Tran, ‘You are my sister!’ he said. To which Mum replied, ‘You are my brother!’

And that is when the hugging and the happy tears began.

My Uncle Dan (formerly known as Mr Tran) said his grandparents had searched the orphanages for him, fearing something had happened to his parents. They did not know about the new baby as they had been separated from their son and his wife for many months. They fled Vietnam and ended up in Australia where they settled down and tried to get on as best they could. They would talk about their son and daughter-in-law a lot, so Uncle Dan had stories to share. When his grandmother found the little wooden box in the old bag, she knew it was a memory box and beyond significant. When Mr Tran was older, she told him there should be two more. When Mr Tran showed Mrs Tran the box, she knew at once it meant his mother had magical powers, for they are needed to cast memory box spells. If only they could find the other two — but it was beyond a needle in a haystack situation. Then I had showed him Pinkie’s box, and he began to hope afresh.

Mr Tran, I mean Uncle Dan, called his grandparents to tell them the astoundingly awesome news and Mum got to talk to her biological family. Mum and Uncle Dan were both so happy/upset/emotional that GG poured them both medicinal sherry and Mrs Tran piped up and took over the story.

Mrs Tran (who from this point on will be fondly known as Aunty Yvonne) told us this was a very special and rare kind of magic. She said she doubted if Nurse Hue knew about the magic in the boxes, for her accent was not the same as our grandmother’s. Hue was not a mountain girl like our grandmother. The mountains were once full of fairies who were prone to marrying humans. Fern’s song had been correct and not just blush making.

So, our Vietnamese grandmother must have had a tiny bit of fairy in her to work such magic. If she had a good amount she could have saved herself, instead she only had a tiny amount and used it up to leave a message to her babies so they would understand their past and to feel her big big love.

But the three seeds needed to come together to make the memories appear.

The first box contained the seed of sadness, the second box contained the seed of love and the third box contained the seed of hope. Together they allowed us to see into the heart of the person in great need, like a camera on delayed action setting.

Aunty Yvonne said that memory boxes were generally handed down from parent to child. Ours were probably hundreds of years old. The memories that they contained have now been released and the boxes are just boxes until they are needed again. Literally hundreds of important messages and images from my family tree have passed through these tiny boxes. I feel so connected to my heritage that I am going to learn Vietnamese with Fern and also how to knit. My need to bond with her is great.

Nanna Pinkie took Mum’s hands in her hands and cried, ‘I never knew they were magical boxes, or that they belonged to your birth mother. I thought they were extra-large souvenir dice or part of a game. I only kept them because they came from Hue — you know I don’t hold with trinkets. I thought she was giving me a farewell gift when I told her I wouldn’t be coming back, as three children was my emotional and physical limit and we would not meet again any time soon.’

‘How did one get to be here with Nimmy’s old stuff in the Rosy Room?’ I asked her in a loud and excited voice. She looked at me as if I was crazy and then her eyes lit up and she replied, ‘I brought one down to show dear Lucy.’

She went on to say that about ten years ago, well before Lucy got ill, the two of them were talking about Letty’s adoption, for Lucy loved Letty as her own child. She looked at Dad and did not add possibly more so but we got the idea.

Dad was unusually quiet for Dad.

‘I mentioned the boxes because I knew Lucy and Colin loved to travel the world and I thought maybe they might have known a bit more about them. I thought they were part of a game and perhaps the board bit was missing.’

‘Did you know anything GG?’ I asked with bated breath.

‘No we didn’t, but it did put us in the mood for a game of mahjong and I still remember it. Cracking fun, it went on for hours!’

‘Oh yes,’ replied Pinkie with her eyes lighting up, stifling a giggle, ‘Trevor was such a sore loser and Lucy was an absolute sook!’

GG laughed and sighed happily, ‘Indeed they were!’

‘Must get the old mahjong out again. I say Marigold, couldn’t tempt you to join my bridge club?’

‘Possibly Colin!’ beamed Nanna.

All that was needed was the exchange of braided friendship bracelets. They are going to be BFF for the short remainder of their lives.

Then I remembered, ‘I found the other box inside an empty VHS videotape container. It was 007 James Bond with your fav, Sean Connery on the cover. How did that happen?’

Pinkie blushed and whispered, ‘I keep the videotape in the video machine … so I can watch it when I … when I miss Pop … so every night at about a quarter past ten … on the dot.’ She dabbed her eyelids with her collar (it was too late for the mascara — it was a landslide now). But Pinkie is tough and rallied, ‘As for the wooden box, I do not like knick knacks so I popped it into the empty container and well … it ended up at the bottom of the fish tank, as you know Lily. Thank goodness you are a natural born snoop!’

‘It’s called intuition,’ I said but she drew me into a big hug and I knew she knew I had divined it.

After we all settled down, Mr Tran/Uncle Dan went back out to the car and pulled out a huge esky full of food he’d cooked for us. Mum followed Uncle Dan into the kitchen to help with the reheat and the final special garnishes. When she saw how many dishes there were and how fantastic they looked and smelled, I saw her frown. It was like she was thinking you are a try hard big bro. It was only fleeting but I knew she was a tiny bit jealous and right then I knew they were truly legit brother and sister.

It was Fern who made the connection. If our grandmother had fairy blood did that mean we are all part fairy? Aunty Yvonne said yes, but just like normal genetic traits some follow through and some don’t follow through to the next generation and it was such a little bit to begin with anyway. Fern looked momentarily bummed then went back to stuffing her face with pork dumplings.

I watched Linden look at his reflection in the big screen TV, he was looking for pointy ears and wings to erupt. I could tell he was in two minds about whether this was a good thing or not.

‘I think you might have a little fairy in you,’ Aunty Yvonne whispered to me with an adorable follow-up wink. She would know, she is the trained professional in these matters. My gift of vibe was wrong about her. I stand chastened and corrected. I believe I was thrown off by the dramatic use of eyeliner and eyeshadow. Without it, she is a peach! Aunty Yvonne is my favourite aunty in the whole wide world. And that is not because Uncle Gavin is married to Uncle Jerry or that Uncle Barry is single yet again.


Twenty-Five

I decided to celebrate our close escape from the infernal witch-hunt that is Breanna Booga, the surprise birth of the baby and the discovery of an uncle with another sleepover, because that is how I roll these days. There was so much food and love in the house, it seemed like the right thing to do. I could not mention the magic in the boxes had facilitated the discovery of an uncle or that I am legit magical with fairy blood travelling through my veins but there was enough to celebrate for now.

Newsflash!

After Linden and I left the park, Cat and Alice became good friends because Cat mentioned to Alice that she wanted to play football. Mostly because she was good at it, but also because she came from a long line of football legends/champions, that were sadly all male. She wanted to change that for herself and for her family’s future history.

Alice was way impressed and organised for Cat to try out as the preseason training started that very afternoon while we were at the hospital visiting the hobgoblin that is the boy child. Regular football training is on the same day as netball training. She was torn because if she doesn’t play netball, there are not enough players for a team. They would have to forfeit the rest of the season. I found myself saying, ‘I can play.’

I wouldn’t want Cat to give up her dream and now I know the rules of netball thanks to our intense nettich sessions I feel ready to give it a go. The use of my second hand, and being stick/branch free will make it a breeze for me.

Cat and Isabella hugged me and Clive nodded approvingly. Cat said it was time to celebrate with GG cake!

Clive settled down to read the last seven pages of Journey to the Centre of the Earth (I will not be asking to peruse this book — the genre is repellent to me) while Isabella and Cat were recounting Linden’s epic intervention — like he was the dreamboat of the century — I went to secure the cake. Dreamboats can get peckish too.

I was right. Linden was sitting at the kitchen table but not enjoying someone else’s clearly labelled treats. I thought he would devour our midnight snacks (which Mum insists we eat at 9pm and then brush our teeth — not cool, Mother) so I was about to shout out, ‘Step away from the cake of chocolate delight and the spring rolls of eternal happiness,’ but I held my breath and stopped. I remembered how brave Linden had been in rescuing us from the crunch nose crackpot. He had risked his social status, and being socially significant is Linden’s gift. It’s important to him but not as important as keeping his sister safe and defending her friends. #bless #localhero

He wasn’t sitting there to gorge on GG’s cake. He was waiting to explain stuff to me. He looked down at the tablecloth and started to pull at a thread — read stressed to the max.

‘I am truly sorry for the way I treated you … like … for years on end but you have to admit you were a bit of a smarty-pants-know-it-all.’

A rough start but I kept my tongue inside my head. Maturity beyond my years.

He went on, ‘Nimmy did frighten me and I was being nice because pranks are only funny if you are playing them on someone and not the other way around. I did not stop to think about that. And the whole ghost thing was way too much for me, it was really scary.’ He stopped and lowered his voice, ‘I need you to understand about the erroneous thing.’

I looked at him with my eyes about to dribble over. Why bring up his extraordinary meanness now?

‘The erroneous thing … well I used to get the word ‘error’ written all over my spelling pad and my maths book and that year Mrs Lynch wrote the word on my report. At first, I really did think it was a compliment like prestigious or stupendous but then Mum read it out to me in context and explained to me that it was not such a good thing. She accidentally left your report out on the kitchen bench and so I read it. It was easy to read because it had words like good, well done, excellent, high standard and motivated.’

He twisted the tablecloth around and around into a skinny knot.

‘And I got … well jealous, … because for me … words jump around on the page and when they go into my ears they get muddled up. And for you … words are like … your friends or something equally weird but cool.’ He smiled like he had accepted my calling of word nerd.

I was touched and all of Mum’s comments came back to haunt me: ‘Linden’s special challenges’ was her lovely way of saying learning difficulties. I tried to imagine words turning their back on me and I was gutted. Poor Linden.

I knew he had suffered. A lot. Dad used to get cross at me for daydreaming and living in Lily Land fearing I might end up friendless and not very useful and it hurt. But I bloomed and he had to shut up.

But Dad stills gets cross at Linden all the time for not concentrating or taking the time to think things through. If these are not your strong points, no amount of yelling will improve them. In fact, my observation is it often has the opposite effect.

There has not been the right moment to tell the adults about Linden’s glorious feat of bravery and strength. Without a thought for his prime spot in the top group, he rescued his sister and her most deserving friends. I will recount the episode for them tomorrow when Mum and Uncle Dan draw breath for a nano-second. I will embellish (top word for spice it up) the heroic details to do his act of courage justice.

I said, ‘Thank you Linden for revealing your thoughts. They were most illuminating and I am looking at the situation in a new way. Thank you for sticking up for us today. You could have ended up a social outcast and being popular is your gift.’

I did not add that in the end, he is now even more popular than before, for he is the boy who faced the Booga and lived.

Linden looked thoughtful and replied, ‘You know, you are right, I got awesome people skills.’

Perhaps a stretch of the truth but he does have a certain charm that must be inherited from GG and I can work with that.

‘And now we are an aunt and uncle!’ he sparked up. ‘How random and awesome is that?’ He almost gushed the words out like he is going to make the responsibility great fun, probably with floaties and footies. I thought about all the great books I could read out loud to our hairball of a chimp and found myself agreeing. I am going to get all my picture books out of storage and start tomorrow. The baby has already missed a day and I hope he won’t be damaged beyond repair. I will read two books tomorrow — just to make sure!

I picked up the cake and then turned to look at Linden. He still had on his thinking face and I could sense good thoughts going around in his brain. I walked back and gave him a chunk of cake and he stuffed it down appreciatively. While he was inhaling his cake, my attention was caught by a pink glow — I could just make out Other Lily and Nimmy. Other Lily was wearing a buttoned-up blouse and a wide brimmed hat that said sun care is important even in the afterlife. She waved with enthusiasm at me. Nimmy was wearing a halter neck dress with a sun hat on a jaunty angle. Her nose was pink — the hat was for fashion only. She blew me a kiss and then blew one to Linden who smiled when it landed on his cheek. He couldn’t see her but he could almost feel her. I walked up to him and wiped all the icing out of his goatee (it felt like bark, I suspect his wisdom is finally sprouting) and I went back to my friends.


Twenty-Six

When I got back to the room, the other three were deep in conversation. Cat looked at me and asked if Linden knew how Breanna was or where she was?

I said no!

‘Maybe we should go out of our way to show her kindness,’ she pondered out loud.

I could not stop the words coming out of my mouth, I was, indeed, incredulous (means couldn’t/wouldn’t believe what I was hearing!). ‘What? Put her in a cage by herself like Fletch and pat her while saying kind words and feeding her carrot tops? We are on standby for Operation Fluffy Friends Filch. You have Cork as Nancy’s bodyguard and Isabella has moved all the rabbits inside to free range in the laundry. I presume Fletch is also inside but housed in his timeout box/high-security prison. Or did he have a light-bulb moment and reform?’

Isabella shook her head sadly, ‘As of this morning, Fletch is still an out of control sociopath.’

Cat admitted she had not thought it through and could see there were problems with safety and justice. But then Isabella said perhaps we could send her an anonymous fun poem with helpful tips and suggestions.

To which I replied with gusto, ‘What would we write — blow your nose, it’s an ecosystem in itself? Oh yeah, and please stop being a bully?’

Cat replied being kind was not usually this hard and she would need to think about it more.

The four of us settled down to the enchanting creaking and groaning of the old house. There was not enough room on the mattresses for Clive so Fern set him up on a blow-up mattress. He had to have his feet under the desk table of the Singer sewing machine but he didn’t care as he felt it was like sleeping in cave on a mountain. This is on his list of things to experience. I too suddenly want to sleep in a cave on a mountain.

We heard Linden close the kitchen door and it took a couple of attempts as his hands were full of fig cake and treats.

Then there was an almighty clunking sound!

Cat, Clive and Isabella looked at me to explain away the noise but I had no explanation. Clive read the expression fear on my face and quietly asked, ‘What is it, Lily?’

I could not imagine in my wildest dreams that Other Lily and Nimmy would make such a noise. Our nerves were twitching. The grown-ups were outside in the garden drinking sherry and catching up on over fifty years of life stuff so they did not hear the commotion. Plus, I have noticed sherry tends to dull the hearing.

‘I don’t know but I have a strong vibe it is trouble. I am going to check it out. Stay here. I will be back soon.’

I opened the Rosy Room door, slowing turning the knob so as not to alert them I suspected something supernatural was happening on the other side. I drew the door back only to tread on Clive’s foot and elbow Cat in the tummy who in turn pushed over Isabella with the sudden swing of her bottom. They bravely held in their yelps of pain and said, ‘We are not letting you go into the kitchen by yourself, it could be anything, maybe even an alien.’

The thought of a man-sized dust mite alien smashing up the kitchen did put the wind up me so I shrugged and said, ‘Okay … thank you.’

We tiptoed across the hallway. I led, as I know all the non-squeaky floor boards by heart. I noticed that although Clive was shaking in fear, he had a very determined look on his face. Determination suited his chin. Just saying.

The clunking sounded like someone was trying hard not to be noisy and the harder they tried, the noisier they got. I have suffered with this problem.

What was in the kitchen could not be worse than Breanna Booga. Unless it was Breanna Booga?!

I paused at the kitchen door because I was overcome by the most delicious smell, it was salted caramel, a personal favourite of mine. Breanna did not smell good. I ruled her out. We all breathed in heavily except for Isabella who mimed it was more than likely a cleverly disguised sleeping gas and we would be knocked senseless.

Good point.

So while holding my breath and standing on tiptoes I carefully opened the door and standing/floating there was … Edgar the Puddinghead. I knew in an actual instant it was Edgar because Other Lily’s recount of him was so good. And also I had googled him and there was a drawing of him online in the archives of Treebark Treasure Trove newspaper (1898 edition).

Edgar had attempted to take the lid off the cake tin only to drop the tin on the ground. In his effort to stop it clunking to the floor he had dived down to the floor and his bottom had side-swiped the ironing board knocking it and the iron over.

Edgar attempted to hide the cake behind his back but this was sheer foolishness because we could see right through him.

Then there was another clunking noise. It was Isabella. She was still holding her breath and had tried to grab hold of the table for support but missed and fainted to the floor. Poor Isabella! Clive put her in recovery position and stood by my side again. Edgar floated/strolled over and sadly said, ‘I seem to have that effect on people, makes for a lonely life.’ He sighed heavily and whispered to me, ‘Dear girl, please fetch Lucy for me. I hope she is still not cranky about the mirror incident. No doubt, Lily was out of the mirror by tea time.’ He said it without conviction. ‘Please rouse them, I think I have the answer to the little curse I most foolishly shouted out last Saturday.’

Last Saturday?

This is where I lost it big time.

‘Edgar Pommeroy, you stupid boy! Lily Dunnings was trapped in the mirror for nearly seventy years and has only recently been released because of Lucy’s big love for her sister and my gift of intuition!’

Edgar thought about this for a moment then said, ‘Does this mean they are really old and wrinkly now?’ You could see he was hoping they were not.

I said, ‘No, they are dead! They are having the time of their afterlife touring the world, as SOMEONE trapped Lily in the mirror and she did not get to have a life.

Edgar looked embarrassed and countered with, ‘I didn’t get to have a life either.’

This was true but I found myself getting irritated and saying, ‘Well, that was your own greedy pudding head fault. No one put a nasty curse on you.’

Edgar was hovering over a very dented ganache cake and could not argue.

Cat was following the story like a head turning game of nettich. She was not scared at all and full of … compassion for Edgar.

‘I’m sure you didn’t mean to,’ she said kindly.

‘That’s right,’ he puffed up, ‘of course I didn’t mean to, I only wished for it and it happened. Imagine if everything you wished for came true.’

The thought of the Booga monster being exploded out of a freshly lit cannon did come to my mind but then I squashed it because I need to be kind like Cat. Kindness is her gift and it is very powerful.

But then he took an admiring look at Cat and said, ‘I say, do I know you? I never forget a pretty face.’

Cat blushed and replied, ‘No, you are my first ghost.’

‘The honour is all mine,’ bowed Edgar.

Cat curtsied!!

Keep a lid on your kindness I eyeballed her, he is trouble.

‘Now, who are this Other Lily and Lucy?’ she was asking me but Edgar answered.

‘Lily was an old stick in the mud and Lucy was the most tremendous fun! How she could shake her derriere!’

‘Derriere?’ asked Cat.

I answered, ‘Lily is my great aunty and Lucy is my grandmother and derriere means bottom.’ I glared at Edgar. How dare he mention my grandmother’s twitching bottom.

‘You have your own magical story?’ Clive’s eyes grew bright, ‘Please tell us right now.’

‘Yes!’ pleaded Edgar. ‘I would rather like to know what happened.’

Isabella regained consciousness, she sat up but couldn’t stand up. ‘Lily has her own ghost story,’ beamed Cat holding out both hands and yanking her to her feet.

‘I knew it,’ smiled Isabella.

‘You were right Isabella, it happened in the Rosy Room, your gift of vibe is strong.’

I did not add obviously not as strong as mine, but there is time.

Clive put the kettle on, Cat got out the cups and fed Isabella a piece of mooshed in cake as she had the hand and leg shakes all at once. Once she stopped involuntarily twitching, I regaled them with rendition of the Rosy Room events. They listened with rapt attention.

I was bursting to tell them about the boxes, the cinematic lotus and my fairy-like nature but knew that the Rosy Room story was enough excitement for one day and sleep deprivation loomed. Even Edgar was tired. He opened the pantry door and lay down on top of the well-stocked varieties of flour (gluten and gluten free).

We will deal with him tomorrow … I hope!
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It is tomorrow and the pudding refuses to move on. He will not budge. How will we get rid of a lonely spectre who has developed an eye for Cat? Being TOO kind is her gift/curse. At least this time I have a whole army of supporters — Isabella, Cat, and the adorable Clive. I mustn’t forget Fern, Linden and GG. And Mum and Pinkie and Uncle Dan and Aunty Yvonne if I really get stuck. Between our brains and gifts we will work it out.

Eventually.

I hope.


Part Three

Lily in a Pickle

For Zoey Lee Narrier and Michelle Jaqueline Hamley

— I have two Cats in my life, kind, loyal but sadly, only one is good at football.

I thank you.


One

You would think that the heavy scent of caramel in the air 24/7 would be amazing and morish. It is not, it is vomitous. Edgar the Puddinghead Pommeroy, dead since 1898, is STILL sadly not departed. Sure, we had one magical night listening to my charming recount of what had happened since his last appearance, but now he won’t go. He is still stuck in the kitchen and associated back areas of the house, smelling sweet but wreaking havoc. Irritating beyond belief. I am totally Team Other Lily today! How Nimmy could have jitterbugged with him beggars belief, mostly from me.

He is an absolute phantasmic fruitloop. For one with little actual substance, he makes a lot of noise. I’m so cross I’ve had to stop myself from adding in a descriptive swearword of the most deplorable nature. Clunk/crash! Smash/bang! Goodbye last nerve, I will miss you.

It’s like there is a wrecking ball in the kitchen. Lawrence has lost so much fur and it’s only been twenty-four hours! If he were a meme, he would go viral. Think you’re having a bad day … with a picture of Lawrence and his balding backside. Think again! Even with Fern’s healing balms and mindful chants, Lawrence is on the edge.

What in the world wide web is that buzzing whirring noise? It sounds like a car engine that won’t start. Oh no! I can smell burning. I must check it out. The noise is constant and Edgar is always at the bottom of it (or the top or the middle!).
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Edgar got his tongue caught in one of the beaters of GG’s 1971 Sunbeam Electric Mixmaster. GG was making meringue. He left it unattended with the beaters coated in sheer irresistible yumminess. I have been guilty of licking the beaters myself on occasion but always had the good sense to switch the machine off first. The Mixmaster was in pristine condition for forty-nine years but now it was gooped up with a halo of smoke. Edgar had his whole body stuck in the bowl, wrapped around his head like a flat fruit roll up of the most vile nature.

How do I explain to a man in his twilight years that the prized Mixmaster of which he has been the masterful master of for so long is now trashed?

I pulled the plug out of the wall and demanded Edgar leave the premises ASAP. He looked up at me with his big green bulging eyes, his repulsive grey tongue still stuck in the beater and said eye oan o ow oo as one leg popped up over the stainless steel bowl and then the other. The sight of it made a bit of vomit come into my mouth, although his lace up boots were quite smart. I gleaned he was saying I don’t know how to. My heart sank and I am beyond blue.

Edgar has to go, but how?

If I had a nerve left it would be absolutely sliced, quite julienned into slivers. I can hardly write! My printing looks like Lawrence’s pre-wee scratching in the sand/kitty litter. Plus, I have spilt my new purple ink, my page is now a bubblegum storm cloud of mess. I hope it is not an omen.

He must go.

The only other living entities in the family that Edgar shows himself to are Lawrence the cat and Linden. So Linden and I are constantly cleaning up, rescuing Lawrence, scooping up the resultant cat pooh and stressing our heads off.

Edgar is crafty for a dead boy with a sweet tooth. He moves Dad’s spectacles, hides Fern’s sewing scissors and keeps relocating the TV remote control which makes Nanna Pinkie crazy as her shows are her life. Luckily, Edgar has the memory of a gnat and hides all his loot in the same place every single time.

He takes it easy on GG (except for having just blown up his most treasured and useful possession —I am calling it an accident because I am growing my kindness muscle). He also leaves my mum alone which I am grateful for. She does not need her belongings fiddled with and besides, she has no time to find anything for she has been facetiming Uncle Dan non-stop to catch up on fifty years of stories and love.

Edgar loves to tease Linden and at first Linden was scared, but I recently witnessed Linden and Edgar playing tug of war in the hallway with a jammy donut and Linden was victorious. He had purchased it from the bakery and Jimmy’s jammy donuts are legendary and … expensive. They were going for it like the battle of the Titans. Now Linden has taken to storing food in fresh lock plastic clip down boxes under his bed. This has thwarted Edgar as he is a plastic novice. This means he has never seen it or experienced it in his life or afterlife. Well played, brother of mine.

Fern’s antique sewing business is going from strength to strength to strength. She has used up all the vintage bits and bobs from the past in the Rosy Room and has had to buy new old stuff. People in Kyoto, Japan, are wearing vintage aprons made out of our paisley and cats in Seattle, USA, are enjoying the protection of our floral ear flap cat hat. I guess I am proud of Fern.

Mum is back to being Mum again and it is wonderful. The Trans stayed a couple of days with us but sharing one inside toilet of yore with ten people was a dicey business for all involved. So I am not that sad. Also I will see them again soon. They have invited me to Perth on the Easter holidays. I cannot wait to see my other new but old great grandparents in the flesh. Apparently they are wiry but super spritely for nonagenarians (this means they are in their nineties and not members of a negative cult). Mum and Dad have been to visit but all of us together in the nursing home is way too much. We are going to drip feed them the joy. And so I must wait until the Easter long weekend. All Mum’s family/ancestral/adopted issues are solved. She is back saying cool stuff like the Universe is a compassionate place for all and dreams can come true. Then she whispers to me you’re my dream come true and to Linden, success will flow freely when you open your school bag and take out your homework and sit at your desk. For heaven’s sake, at least sit at your desk! Her mellow tone starts to get a little cranky at the end of the sentence. I cannot blame her, I have told him many times sitting down is conducive to thinking. It is a basic formula.

GG has gone back to mowing his own lawn. It is like he is on steroids. I think he is happy to have so many people around to cook for. How am I going to break the news to him about the Mixmaster? GG’s cakes are legendary! Every member of our family depends upon them for comfort and calories.

Dad, sadly is still Dad. Logical to the point of insanity.


Two

Clive (#secret #loveinterest) has been researching facts for me as we still don’t have the internet at our house. Dad is going to sue the company if it’s not working by Friday. I am beginning to think this house repels technology like one of Fern’s citronella candles do a mozzie.

Clive’s research revealed Edgar is a poltergeist — a noisy attention-seeking spirit, as opposed to the laid back chilled one we know as a ghost. This results in objects being moved, various creepy sounds, levitations and odours. Although to give credit where credit is due, Edgar does smell amazing, it’s just that it’s lost its yumminess because there is too much of it. But here is a scary fact, the adults can’t smell it. What happens to your senses when you grow body hair in places I shall not name?

Clive can read two hundred words per minute and although his memory is not photographic, it takes a very good photocopy of information. When he speed knits while using his tablet to access new knowledge I get a tingle in my back left tooth, it is like a divining rod for happiness. So clever and each day his chin gets more chiselled. #suitshimintheextreme

Isabella, Cat, Clive and I have been nothing but kind and reasonable to Edgar. So over breakfast the next day we planned to have a rational conversation with him regarding his exit plans but he was being non-compliant and kept licking the maple syrup off the bottle in the most stomach-turning way. His tongue is not transparent like the rest of him, it’s kind of grey and droopy and totes creepy.

Edgar kept looking at Cat in a weird, alarming almost kind of quizzical way. It was Isabella who worked out the problem. Edgar has the hots for Cat!

Cat is kind. Normally Cat’s kindness is a very nice thing that makes everyone feel included and loved but kindness shown to this supernatural whippersnapper is proving to be our undoing. Cat smiled at him and he was all Why Miss Cat how well you look today! Is that an A on your boot for Adorable? Cat blushed and said no, it was for Adidas her favourite sport stuff company.

So we can’t meet at my house anymore because Poltergeist Pudding Boy is in love with her and it is beginning to freak her and well, all of us out. This is a #massiveproblem #epicproportions because my twelfth birthday is in six days and two hours and I wanted to have a party for the very first time in my life with people who are not related to me.

Also, Zinnzy is due home from hospital soon with the little spudling. Luckily for us, she had complications and had to stay in a bit longer. Poor Zinnzy is still walking on tippy toes, no idea why but it can’t be good.

I am no expert but I know it is not conducive for a new mother to have a poltergeist in the pantry, so he must leave. I go to the hospital each day with my hello kitty backpack stuffed full of my old picture books. I look at my brand new baby nephew AKA Griff (totally love the name) and divine the right book. Today it was Possum Magic. I found myself crying for Hush, I have never been so overcome with raw pointy emotion of the most heart tugging nature for an illustrated possum. She just wanted to be seen and not be invisible anymore. Here come the tears again!

Is the change about to happen? Is this hormones? I have grown a second pimple on my chin of despair. And I hope it is not improper to record that I noticed Cat’s armpit is home to two hairs of a twirly whirly nature and that Isabella told us her Dad said she might need support under her T-shirt and would she like to go bra shopping with him. She declined but says the jiggle factor is embarrassing.

So last night we had a meeting at Cat’s house regarding What are we going to do about the ghost boy living in my kitchen and attached areas?

The meeting was nearly derailed as Isabella came in wearing a plain white T-shirt. We have never seen her out of her Harry Potter T-shirt, like ever. We had to discuss the momentous occasion. Isabella explained she always suspected the world was magical but after meeting me and Edgar she now knows it to be totally true. It was like getting her Hogwart’s letter. The magical world now needs her to be inconspicuous and low key. Plus, her dad said he would like to soak it in a bucket for a day or two and if she said no again he would have to seriously think about not letting her play netball on Saturday morning. She knows it is my first game and said she would not miss it for the world. So even though Ted went all tough love on her, Isabella was ready and at peace with the decision to take off the pongy shirt.

Then we got distracted again because Linden and Alice knocked loudly at the Quinn’s front door. Linden was wiping custard out of his goatee and had sprinkles in his hair which looked like colourful dandruff. It mixed nicely with his regular dandruff. (It is on the improve, his shoulders are no longer furfuracous — now that is a top-quality word.) Alice had the jelly that was going to go in the middle of GG’s trifle all down the front of her shirt. With her green hair and her red belly she looked like a very scared and startled Christmas elf. She clutched Linden’s hand while Linden said, ‘We have just come from GG’s kitchen. Please explain to Alice.’

So I did. I gave her the short version, pyscho poltergeist has visited our house before in 1947, caused big trouble for the dearly departed in our family then disappeared. Has very little brains but an odious tongue as you have seen for yourself. You can read my journals but you must keep it a secret or Dad will get all litigious with the law.

We are working on a need to know basis. Alice needed to know.

‘His tongue,’ garbled Alice, ‘his tongue.’ Her head was shaking like the bobble-headed Elvis on the dash of the EH Holden. This I know from experience is caused by supernatural shock.

Stunned but satisfied with my words, she snuggled down into Linden’s arms and Linden was like I will keep you from harm always, I am your protector. I could just about hear Mum’s voice controlled smart speaker playing Hero by Enrique Iglesias. More vomit tapped the back of my own tongue.

But then he turned to me and said, ‘What are we going to do, Lily?’ Like I was the wise leader, which I am, so I swallowed my spew down and said, ‘I don’t know at this point in time.’

Cat took the notes of the meeting because she has the neatest handwriting. There was a lot of agreeing about how annoying Edgar was, how he had to go, how he kept mulching cakes and snacks and how it was totes inappropriate to be crushing on Cat. Alice suggested smudging which is burning tasty herbs such as sage to ward off bad energy but I said even though Edgar was waiting for the Sunday dessert smells, he really enjoyed a good whiff of the savoury herbs served with the main and sage is his absolute favourite. So no smudging.

The nuts and bolts of getting him back to the afterworld is proving a bit tricky. But we have come up with a top name for our group — GROEP! Getting Rid of Edgar Pommeroy. Clive is googling like crazy and I have total faith he will come up with the solution. He is hoping he will have to design a ghost disabler and disposer. He has maxed out his library card and I have selflessly lent him mine. #nogreaterlove


Three

GG was very good about the demise of his favourite electrical appliance. He came back into the kitchen expecting to see his light as a cloud meringue delight only to discover a sooty sticky bomb site. Moved to tears, I rushed forward and said, ‘I can explain.’ GG looked at me bewildered and befuddled. I peered into his freshly growing cataracts and I found myself saying, ‘Edgar is back!’

He looked at me blankly.

Again, this information is strictly on a need to know basis and indeed my grandfather needed to know.

‘Edgar the Puddinghead Pommeroy, the ghost that accidently cursed your sister-in-law, your wife’s non-identical twin Other Lily, into a mirror for seventy years. Remember — your most beloved Lucy spent at least sixty of those years trying to get her out until she lost the plot with dementia.’

GG looked at me for a long time, at least five seconds and then said, ‘Is that why Lawrence has regressed, everyone keeps losing their things and Linden has a doomsday collection of treats under his bed with my new plasticware?’

Up to speed in ten seconds, he really is a wonderful man.

‘Yes,’ I cried.

‘I have been puzzling over the stickiness of the counter tops and floors. Could you please ask him to leave dear old Pinkie and Fern alone?’

‘What about Dad, he is your son?’ I asked.

GG shrugged, ‘Rather funny watching John frisk himself for his specs while walking around in circles. Reminds me of Lawrence chasing his tail on one of his better days.’

‘GG!’ I chided with mock dismay. ‘What are we going to do about the Mixmaster?’ A world without homemade cake was not one that any family member could cope with. #especiallyme

GG examined it with an expert eye and announced with a heart-breaking finality, ‘It cannot be fixed.’

But I could tell telepathetically that his mind was pacing forward for solutions.

‘The little house,’ he whispered to me with a magical glint in his eye, ‘I think you are ready, my dear little Lily Pilly.’

I have always, always wanted to see inside the little house situated far down the back of the garden, it is like a shed that thinks it is a house with its high windows and non-puffing chimney. I think Ken, my great grandfather, coined the name as he was known for his words being of an accurate and concise nature. This means he didn’t talk much but was bang on when he did.

The little house is full of old stuff from the big house that no one could part with and so it is a storage area to rival the Rosy Room. I have stood on piles of old bricks and broken paving slabs trying to catch sight of its historical yet familial contents. Sadly, I always lose track of my footing as I crane my neck to catch a stolen glimpse, I fall off and injure myself in a painful yet non-permanent way that requires tears and cake.

The number one reason the little house has always been out of bounds for me is on account of the spiders. The redback spider has turned the little house into a high-rise complex community full of webs housing their nurseries, restaurants and nightclubs. GG has hidden the key for my own safety and life span. It is highly likely that his own incredible fear of spiders is playing out too.

And scarily enough, on three separate occasions it has also been home to a tiger snake (1967), a dugite snake (1981) and a western brown snake (2014).

At the moment, it houses a family of blue tongue lizards. GG leaves green vege scraps and a water bowl for them. Fern said he started this after Nimmy died so I guess he was really lonely to befriend reptilians. They can leave anytime they want (there is a gap under the door) and I see them sunning themselves under the clothes line. They are not dangerous, just lazy as they know they are onto a good thing. Probably they have told the snakes about the free feed as rats are also prone to guzzle down the vege and then flake out in the rafters plopping their plop onto everything down below. Well-fed vegetarian rats are a fav of snakes.

I pushed this fact to the back of my mind.

So, GG and I had a cautious rummage around in the little house. Hoarding seems to run in our blood and generation after generation have crammed the stuff they couldn’t part with into the little house. Then, while the next owners/generation were cramming their stuff in, they were eyeing off the old stuff and couldn’t part with it either. So stuff of a useful and not-so-useful nature is piled to the rafters and covered in rat plop.

There is no electricity in the little house so GG found a candle. Linden had flattened the only torch on one of his longer trips to the outside toilet (GG affectionally calls it the lavatory, I will not! As a word, it is mournfully lacking). Sadly, Linden is prone to constipation and whether it is a nature versus nurture issue, he also has a massive fear of the arachnid with the red dot.

So even though the sun was shining and the rose garden was humming with bees, inside the little house it was cold and dark with messy cobwebs to indicate the presence of the poison ones. But I must say the candle made it wonderfully atmospheric, I wasn’t scared at all. The candle flame threw light forward as GG and I shimmied along between dusty boxes and seen better days furniture. My eyes saw snippets of objects before being cast back into darkness.

There were horse shoes everywhere — nailed to the walls, sitting on old washing machines and messed up with rusty tools.

Apparently they bring good luck and I guess it is totally working for the rats and spiders by the amount of plop and webs around.

GG narrated each thing’s history and it was beyond fascinating. Imagine televisions encased in wooden boxes with steel bunny ears sitting on top. Apparently they were antennas and picked up something known as radio waves from the local television studio. How quaint!

GG was particularly sold on the stereofidelity radiogram circa 1960, so compact and neat with its multi features of radio, record player and sideboard for (ugly) ornaments. GG said it was a total game changer. It is the size of a small table with the depth of a linen/treasure chest. This cutting edge of technology would block the hallway!

Not everything was so charming. I was alarmed to see great lumps of coral painted in tacky bold colours.

I looked at GG with concern, ‘This belongs in the ocean because it is home to countless sea creatures.’ I was too shocked to name them all but a homeless Nemo popped to mind.

GG bowed his head and said, ‘It was the 1950s, we did not know any better.’

And I knew at once that these decorative lumps of coral had had pride of place on top of the stereofidelity radiogram.

A poor excuse but still, I had greater fish to fry. I wondered if anything belonging to Edgar was laid to rest in here. I scanned the darkness, I could see nothing that might interest a 14-year-old boy. Actually I could not see anything at all. I gave myself a pep talk that hidden in the darkness there may be at least five more epochs awaiting discovery.

Finally, we happened upon what he was looking for — the 1948 Sunbeam Mixmaster in olive green. It belonged to my great grandmother Mock Cream Beryl whose baked goods were award winning. It was lovingly boxed up in the original packing with a vintage tea towel of all the roadhouse stops on the Nullabour nestled around it to keep it dust free.

As we were heading out, the candle flickered on the wall and I caught sight of the words YOU DON’T. They were in big capital letters and looked like the writer had taken much pride in their work for it was neat and even. The rest of the sentence was behind a very sturdy Edwardian wardrobe. The two words looked like they had been scrubbed and painted over and over. I could also see that someone (no doubt Beryl) had wallpapered over them with a cheerful corn husk design but it had peeled away and the words remained. It was like the words were burnt into the wall for all to see.

I could not ponder further as Pinkie was rushing down the garden path. She was walking to the shops and did GG want anything? Pinkie is not afraid of spiders or rats or snakes and so she waltzed/pushed right on in. Her phobia is mess and when her brain took in the sight before her she had to do an about turn and sit/slump on the grass for a while.

‘Let me clean it up,’ she said to GG in an almost death rasp, although it could have just been her allergies kicking in.

‘Please Colin,’ she said, like it was physically hurting her to know of that amount of disorganisation and dust on the premises.

‘In the morning, dear Marigold,’ replied GG.

Her face brightened and as she was getting her old bones up off the grass she missed GG add, ‘Perhaps.’

Perhaps it was the overexcitement of being sprung by Pinkie for the out-of-control storage of everything to ever pass through the house, but I happened to notice that the key to the little house resides under the lining of GG’s spectacle case. Well played GG, for the case is normally in your top pocket. Well played indeed.

#hoarding #thepainisreal


Four

We are all living in our own zones so we don’t bump into each other and get on each other’s nerves. However, I wander freely between the zones like a teeny tiny Geneva.

Mum is still spending a lot of time at the hospital with Griff and Zinnzy. Her free time is spent facetiming Uncle Dan as he holds up photos and relics important to their family and Mum grips cushions and does a happy sad rocking cry motion. I never knew a rusty wok could make such emotions. I have to stay clear because the problem of Edgar is enough for me to deal with. Plus Fern is all over it with cups of tea and tissue boxes.

Thank goodness for Pinkie and GG; they have food and cleanliness covered!

Although Nanna Pinkie and GG have known each other for over thirty years, since Pinkie has been living with us here in Treebark they seem to be working like a well-oiled team. They tend to stick to the kitchen zone. GG cooks, Pinkie cleans; GG reads the current affairs out to Pinkie and she tells him what she thinks and he totally agrees; then, when GG has read every word in the newspaper, he pulls out the crossword, folds it neatly, puts it in his top pocket (nestled next to his spectacle case, with the little house key) and together they slowly fill it in over the day. GG could be cutting carrots and Nanna might be mopping the floors when he’ll shout out four down, a type of male Irish fairy starts with L and ends in N!

And Nanna Pinkie will answer L E P R E C H A U N and spell it out for him.

‘Marvellous Marigold!’ is his usual reply and this makes Pinkie happy. It’s kind of their non-touch high five. I have noticed when Dad walks into the kitchen to make himself a cup of tea that Pinkie’s smile goes slack and she busies herself with cleaning out the vege compost pot or she sticks her head in a cupboard until he has gone. GG also pushes his glasses up his nose and reads the newspaper with renewed fervor until the kettle has boiled and Dad is on his way again, slapping his back pocket for his missing glasses.

I think Pinkie and GG are a bit cross because Dad is at Linden 24/7 regarding his homework, shocking attitude, laziness, untidiness, not concentrating, not doing his best, lack of study habits, listening to that damn satanic brainwashing music, the most ridiculous hairstyle ever and a nose piercing — are you a pig for market? Linden had the good sense to get a removable nose ring that does not actually pierce the cartilage bit of his nose but Dad thought it was real and lost his mind and various other body parts such as the volume knob on his voice box.

The rant is rounded off with the compulsory you are beeping hopeless, with few more barbs into Linden’s heart and psychological wellbeing. Dad’s biggest issue at the mo is with the girlfriend choice.

Alice of the Green Hair AKA Alice Hickleberry.

Dad does not approve of Alice Hickleberry. Linden and Alice had a ‘thing’ for twelve hours so they really took their time but now they are a fully loved up couple. She is the captain of the girl’s football team, her hair is green (not Billy Eilish style but more of a scungy mermaid teal green — it is way cooler). She has piercings, wears a shirt that is done up with safety pins and has her socks above her knees like a sexy Pirate Pippy Longstocking. She is totally amazing and I love her for she has taken my friend Cat under her wing and Cat is totally loving football training. She literally hasn’t stopped talking about Alice for days.

It is through Cat that I now know Alice is an A student and does Pre Lit and her favourite Humanities branch is History. Kudos dear Alice — reading my journals will be a breeze for her, plus it will be good for her to know what a Pig Boy Linden was previously. It’s called transparency in a relationship, it’s so important to be open and honest according to Fern who seems to choose lying and cheating scoundrels every single time.

Dad does not hold with body piercings or a woman who can kick a ball better than him, so when Linden brought her home to meet the fam, Dad was very quiet. He studied the stockmarket in the newspaper like it was the most interesting thing in the world. Discourteous!

I suspect that her turquoise hair, nose piercing and her amazeballs football skills are not the things he was looking for in a love interest for his son. Boo hoo!! Alice is wonderful. There is only one person who has fallen down a rabbit hole and that is you Father dearest. I really do not like Alice in Wonderland and I will not read it, but I do like Alice Hickleberry.

I was embarrassed by my patriarch’s actions; in fact, I think the words are total mortification and shame beyond belief.

GG, Pinkie, Mum, Fern and my good self made an uber fuss over Alice. GG gave her the largest piece of chocolate ganache cake. Pinkie made her a coffee with Manuel’s new espresso machine, short black — no sugar, so sophisticated (note to self — give up crunchy cold Milos and take up coffee) as she does not drink tea. Dad noticed this and hmphed, he stuck in his earbuds and we knew he was listening to his fav Money Matters radio show. Pinkie threw a scowl his way, GG also frowned and Fern gifted Alice an apron and asked did she have a cat because Lawrence was purring and jumped up on her lap and this was an activity that had not been witnessed before. It was the most normal we had ever seen Lawrence — makes me wonder if Fern is the problem. Mum engaged Alice in conversation in which Alice revealed she was planning to go to university to study Vet Science and become an equestrian vet just like her mum. They live on a farm five kilometres out of Treebark. She does not have a cat but she has three horses named Stamp, Bert and Ponyboy. They are rescue horses that were malnourished and highly strung but are now really chilled and buff. Although her first love was horses, she had a special interest in reptiles as her dad is a herpetologist (which is not a gatherer of herbs as I once thought but a person who studies reptiles — he is actually doing a PhD on how snakes hear with their jaw and smell with their tongue, the strongest of their senses). He also milks the snakes and gives the venom to the big hospital in Perth to make anti-venom. Fern began to giggle as she had thoughts of a snake having tiny teats/udders but Alice pointed out it was the snake’s fangs that were milked and it did not result in rich creamy milk but a very poisonous and helpful venom. Kudos!

Dad could not hear her smartness, kindness and determination over the drone of the dollar expert.

After she left, Dad threw down his newspaper in an aggressive manner that was quite uncalled for and shouted, ‘For heaven’s sake Linden! Safety pins? Does the girl not know what a button is? Or a press stud, zip or Velcro? A very poor friendship choice yet again. You are beeping hopeless!’

Dad did not even care that my vulnerable young ears were yet again exposed to a swearword of deplorable nature.

I saw Linden go all taut like he was going to shout back, possibly punctuating his sentences with some choice swear words as well, but Pinkie placed her hand on his back and after thirty to forty pats he was soothed-ish. GG then said, ‘That’s enough, John.’ I don’t think I have ever seen him so calm and so quiet, so deadly. He was simply stunning.

Linden went off to his room and I set my phone alarm for seven and a half minutes before I knocked on his locked door bearing cake and a Coke. This is our pattern.

He said, ‘Thank you, Lily,’ as he took the treats from me, put them on his bed and then he hugged me. First time ever. He has toned down the Lynx deodorant, ramped up the abluting (washing every nook and cranny of his body). He is not washing his hair as he needs his body’s essential oils/scums to make dreadies. He smelt nice and so I found myself hugging him back and saying, ‘Dad is a poop.’

He replied, ‘What if he is right? What if I am hopeless? It means without hope?’ Looking at me in the hope that I might have a better definition.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘hope free.’ This was not helpful and so I went on to say, ‘He is not right, he is very very wrong. You courageously saved me and my friends from Breanna Booga which could have impacted negatively on your social status.’ (I did not add it has actually increased his social status at this point in time). ‘You are washing now and smell pleasant.’ (I did not make eye contact with his transitioning hair). ‘You are no longer a bully but when you were one you excelled at it. And … you are excellent at sport.’ His smile brightened but I struggled to keep filling his bucket. Thankfully I saw his plastic lock down lunch box full of chocolate. ‘You thought of placing your treats in plastic — you know your history, no plastic products in Edgar’s lifetime.’

His smile was dazzling, ‘Yeah I did, didn’t I?’

‘Plus we all really like Alice! Good choice!’

But he had no time to respond for there was a tremendous crash followed by the wailing of Lawrence and the chanting of Fern. Edgar was at it again. Dad was shouting, ‘What in the blazes are you doing now, Linden?’ Even though he was sitting neatly on his unmade bed about to have a sip of Coke bought to him by his thoughtful sister.

These are words I never thought would spring from my pacer or fountain pen: I feel so sorry for Linden. I told everyone how last week he rescued me and my friends from a horrible bully but I got grilled as to why Linden and Alice were there in the first place and it sort of tumbled out that they were originally Breanna’s evil henchmen but had had a light bulb moment when she turned on me.

Nanna Pinkie, Mum, Fern and GG were like oh that is wonderful, at last, you are really growing up to be a wonderful young man, at last, at last. They all looked at each other in a silent and meaningful way, Let’s try not to say at last again as it doesn’t sound like praise and congratulations. But then someone would say at last again. It could not be helped. Fern pinched his cheek being careful not to touch the contents of his goatee. Pinkie dabbed her eyes. GG shook Linden’s hand and Mum hugged him until he had to ask her to let go (he did so very nicely) and Mum released him instantly but then gave an unauthorized tussle of his ever-expanding one-sided mohawk thing that is now defs turning into dreadlocks. She pulled her hand back and studied it #natural #filth and tried hard not to scurry into the bathroom but failed.

But, on the plus side, his natural oils have totally curved his furfuracous tendencies. #dandruffbegone #bonus

But Dad was not having it. Bad choices! Put your little sister in jeopardy! Very nice kids in the swim team and yet you pick the riff raff etc. etc. so on and so on to infinity.

I raced into the kitchen to find Edgar as puffed up as I have ever seen him with raisin toast breadcrumbs running through his mouth, down his body and out of his bottom with the force of a hair dryer. ‘Poor chap,’ he sighed. Even Edgar was sorry for him.


Five

It’s official, we have a diagnosis. Clive has done exhaustive research on the matter and Edgar has a classic case of ghost amnesia. It’s quite common — apparently if your death was a bit of a shock, you forget everything. According to Clive (he would totes know, masterful master of the tablet — #blushmuch), it is quite easy to fix and does not require a disabler/disposer. He is gutted because he had already sent an email requesting the price of a vat of nitrous oxide by posing as a medical specialist from Idaho USA. He is peeved that it is just going to take a big group hug memory session to get rid of Edgar and not an invention featuring his dad’s industrial leaf blower on reverse stocked full of chemicals.

I knew Edgar’s paranormal wiring was broken but it seems the sticky pockets of recollection of his former live life are completely empty. He only knows the house used to belong to his family in the late 1800s. He remembers my dead grandmother Lucy being tremendous fun and Other Lily being as much fun as sucking on a lemon. Mock Cream Beryl, their mother was able to talk underwater with a mouthful of marbles. Ken, their father was very good at nodding. But Edgar is vague on the decades in between and the fourteen years he was alive.

We presume Edgar woke up dead and confused. We also presume he may not have been the sharpest steak knife in the drawer while still alive. I guess this makes sense, for I remember Dumbledore saying after his death/departure, to the well-organised mind death is but the next great adventure. Edgar is not well organised and it is likely he missed the bus to Ever-after town because he had the timetable upside down.

He knows he had a mother and a father and that is about it.

Funnily enough, he can remember a little of his first return haunting following his pie-eating death debacle. He saw his father smoking his pipe out the front without blinking looking grim while his mother had a large hanky over her face as she lay on the good rug inside the house. But he wasn’t paying much attention for he was looking for someone or something he can’t quite put his icky sticky finger on. The harder he tries to remember, the greater the nothingness prevails.

There is another closely related disorder. Often when a ghost is experiencing amnesia, it is due to U B S, the unfinished business syndrome. This sounds similar to Linden’s irritable bowel syndrome; it is not the same thing but is vexatious just as much. Possibly Edgar is peeved he did not get to finish the pie he choked to death on and I know he was totally bummed in missing out on the prize — a bar of Cadbury’s chocolate. Again, it is not a magical syndrome at all but what is needed is a big chat with the Puddinghead so he can work out why he is stuck in the present day when he should have been fluffing about in the great celeste ages ago. What is his unfinished quest? What are the answers he is seeking, without knowing he is seeking answers or even how to seek them? He needs a sort of psychological evaluation with helpful prompting. We may need to borrow Lawrence’s cat behavioral report and copy the healing phrases such as Feel the calm from whisker to tail and I will not let loud noises hijack my emotional centre. Hmm not really relevant, I think we could come up with better ones for Edgar. I will not let sugar — fructose or glucose — own my higher powers or levitating lamingtons do not end in happiness for anyone, particularly Lily and the mop.

Cat said we should also each write up some investigative questions and then probe him with the questions to help him come up to speed on his psyche and missing memory.

We got out our notepads and silently wrote down our pointed probes. I reminded Cat that the best, well, only place to find Edgar was in my kitchen and associated back rooms. Cat said she would come back into my house for it was for the common good and realistically being stuck in our kitchen can’t be good for Edgar either. It was not his final destination and we must help him reach eternal peace. I had not looked at it in this altruistic way. Altruistic is a fantastic word, it means doing something for someone else and not benefiting. Though actually, Cat does benefit, for she can sleep over at my house again but knowing Cat she would not have realised this selfie silver lining.

I just want him gone. Vamoose!

Armed with our questions and two jammy donuts we set up headquarters in the kitchen. GG had a casserole bubbling in the oven and the smell was amazing but I have a feeling it interfered with the smell of our clever tasty lure.

It is typical of Edgar to be missing when you really want to see him. We found ourselves sniffing and dipping our fingers into the sugary goodness of the donut but nothing doing. No Edgar. Overcome by the power of the lure, Cat stood up and got a knife and cut it into three even parts. ‘Mmmmmm, this sure smells good,’ she smiled with a hint of too much longing and then Isabella picked up one piece and took a bite, ‘Tastes amazing!’

And she was not exaggerating!

Soon we all succumbed and just as Isabella was chasing the last lone sugar grain around the plate with her pointer finger Edgar arrived. Thank goodness I had wiped my face with the back of my hand. He sniffed me suspiciously.

Edgar was mightily miffed, big time.

‘I say, you might have waited. You know Jimmy’s jammies are a favourite of mine. I was having a jolly good time in Linden’s room. I have found a box of biscuits in a tin stowed away in his undergarment drawer. Tins are my specialty. No wretched plastic. Though I figure this is plastic — does anyone know what this is?’ He pulled out Linden’s mouthguard, ‘Is it a mold for a fancy jelly?’

‘No,’ said Clive, ‘it is to protect an athlete’s teeth.’

Edgar frowned and dropped it to the ground, disgusted as was I by his proximity to Linden’s spit.

However, Isabella went beetroot red because saliva reminded her of kissing and this was something she wished she could do with Linden. Cat kicked it under the couch to prevent Isabella collapsing. She began a giggle sequence that almost ended in a convulsion. She couldn’t stop she was so embarrassed. I almost had to wake up GG to be the responsible adult.

Edgar zoomed in on Cat. He took her hand and kissed it leaving a sticky residue. Shaken but not stirred Cat explained we had another donut and if he would like to answer a few questions it might release some memories which could help him on his way. This was very kind of her for what I had actually written down for her in our briefing notes was pointy probes primed to get rid of Edgar.

Cat read hers first.

‘What is your favourite colour?’

‘Hmm,’ replied Edgar, ‘I really don’t know.’

‘How much was a bottle of milk in 1898?’

‘Bottle of milk? Milk comes from cows.’

Breakthrough not?

‘Did you have any brothers or sisters?’

‘No, just a mother and a father, I’ve already told you that.’

Waste of a question.

‘Which sport was your favourite?’

‘The one with the … oh dear what is it called?’

‘Ball?’ said Cat helpfully.

‘No, no, the other,’ puzzled Edgar.

‘Bat?’ pursued Cat kindly.

Edgar scrunched up his eyes and cried, ‘It’s no use … I can’t remember!’

I thought that her questions were vague and too kind and would have been perfect if we had a Humanities project to finish and not a mystery to solve but I held my tongue and nodded at Isabella to share her probes.

She started out strongly, possibly a little too intensely.

‘Recount the events of the last twenty-four hours before your death in detail, Pommeroy.’

Ambitious much?

‘No, not an inkling, my dear girl,’ he answered with a shrug.

‘Did someone poison your pie, Pommeroy?’ she demanded to know.

‘Only with deliciousness,’ he sighed with a smile.

‘Did you have an unhappy childhood?’

Edgar looked as thoughtful as I had ever seen him.

‘Hmm, maybe? But I am sure there were good things like … curses, it eludes me so!’

‘How about bad things?’ probed Isabella like she was an intimidating police woman.

‘I could not say for I don’t know.’

‘Dig a little deeper, Pommeroy, or there will be no more Jimmy’s jammies for you!’

But then Isabella softened and said, ‘If bad things happened then you must tell a trusted adult,’ as if he wasn’t over a hundred years older than us.

‘No, nothing. I am so sorry, you are trying hard, thank you.’

‘No thank you, it is an honour to help you in your spiritual journey, Edgar.’

But indeed you are not helping was on my lips but I kept them sealed.

‘What was your favourite novel or poem?

Seriously Isabella?!WT!

His frown deepened like he was chasing a thought, ‘You know the one about, oooh I can almost see the … nope it is gone.’

‘Never mind, keep trying and it will come to you, Edgar. Don’t give up, never give up. Then she began to chant, ‘Mind over matter, say it with me Edgar, mind over matter.’

I did not point out that he was brainless and almost matterless. I smiled encouragingly as he repeated the phrase many, many times. How my lips ached.

It was like a crime scene meets one of Fern and Lawrence’s behavioral therapy sessions.

I looked to Clive in desperation and I was not disappointed. He turned the wheel right around 360 degrees on the investigation by inviting Edgar to ask him questions.

A brilliant manoeuvre from the masterful master of the tablet.

He’d gone online into The Treasure Troves Newspaper archives and found some material of interest which, as it turned out, was quite upsetting.

July 18th 1884

Mr Lloyd Pommeroy from London, England has taken on the position of bank manager of the local branch of The Bank of Empire Building. He is accompanied by his wife Agnes and his infant son, Edgar. Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy attended Oxford University but her dillydallying days are behind her as she undertakes the position of bank manager’s wife.

‘I say, now I know their names, top shelf, Clive. I can almost smell them.’ Edgar sniffed the air theatrically, ‘Father smelt of tobacco, he always had a lit pipe between his lips and mother smelt of Borax, a most excellent soap with antiseptic properties … rather strange as she didn’t use her hands to clean but only to write letters, such a flurry of letter writing.’

Clive looked at Edgar with the expectation that this riveting revelation would be a catalyst for every memory he ever had.

It was not. The great grey blanket of fog closed tightly around his facilities/faculties.

The final discovery was some letters to the editor. My intuition tingled; Dad is a great writer to the editor. I felt Agnes may be a complainer as well. Clive then read out the letters to the editor of The Treebark Treasure Trove written by none other than a very pent-up Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy (AKA Agnes) of Flotsam Avenue. I was correct — total whine fest.

Clive shared some of the choice missives/missiles.

Feb 13th 1890

I call for the boycotting of the establishment of Jimmy’s Coffee Palace and Bakery as a Coffee Palace should serve only crustless sandwiches and plain tea cake for refreshment. The introduction of such vulgar oddities as a jam doughnut (the very word is offensive to the ears) is an outrage as the sugar content is incalculable and the origin is Germany. Of late, it has become a base and fattening addiction of the Americas. We should stick to our own dear motherland’s plain scone. Jimmy has corrupted this as well by throwing in a handful of dried fruit, some of it ‘candied.’ Disgusting!

‘That is so wrong, and racist against Americans and Germans,’ cried Isabella.

‘And it’s anti-fruit,’ I added, ‘for your mum’s sultana scones are the best in the world.’

Cat’s offering was totes annoying, ‘Maybe she wrote letters because she couldn’t write essays or theses anymore.’

Isabella’s eyes widen in horror, ‘I’ve just remembered, my great great grandmother studied at Oxford but she was not allowed to graduate.’

‘Why?’ I exclaimed, hoping it wasn’t because she copied someone’s work. Now was not the time for shameful secrets. People copying other people’s work and claiming it as their own is a pet hate of mine. It’s happened to me seven times at my old school.

‘No,’ said Isabella with much gusto, ‘Women were not allowed to graduate until the 1920s.’

The shock was palpable and her words hung in the air like a despicable dust cloud.

Clive plowed on, like he was rowing in a sea of dung.

December 7th 1897

Good help is so hard to find in this outpost of an outpost of the Empire we call Treebark. I spend more time trying to explain to the help what is required than the time it takes to complete the most simple of tasks. I have an Irish woman and her daughter, recommended by my kind but easily swayed ladies’ sewing circle. Unbeknownst to me at the time, the pair had run away from a travelling circus. A more indolent and willful duo I have never had the misfortune to support with my uncommon generosity. For as our deceased, but beloved, old prime minister Disraeli (Earl of Beaconsfield) said of the Irish, ‘this wild, reckless, indolent, uncertain and superstitious race have no sympathy with the English character’

Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy went on and on with more non-choice sentences that I refuse to repeat or write down ever!

I could see Clive’s hands shaking with a seething anger and Cat’s kindness muscle was in shock. She looked to the ground with large tears leaving her most beautiful eyes, but to his credit, Clive kept on reading as Isabella shredded her questionnaire into a tiny thousand pieces of pure rage. I clenched my hands and had to chant, do not scream for she is long dead and cannot hurt anyone (unless she rises from beyond as a psychotic phantom) but then I remembered Breanna Booga, our own personal contemporary racist bully and felt some people were just bad apples who wanted to hurt the shiny apples to make their rotten selves feel better. I lost control. I screamed, ‘How dare you Agnes, you racist bully!’

Cat hugged me tightly, Isabella grabbed my hand and Clive nodded his approval. He added that according to his reading there was a whole deal between the English and the Irish that we would not understand now but for literally centuries there had been issues galore between them and it particularly went pear shaped when a king of yore got jiggy with the law, religion and getting rid of wives.

Edgar looked aghast and totally embarrassed. In fact he said it had prodded a tickle, an itch of a memory; how he wished he could remember the memory for it seemed important.

‘Please do not read any more of Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy’s musings or I will be sick,’ said Isabella.

‘Why do they use her husband’s first name instead of her own?’ Cat wondered out loud.

Clive had the answer to that question. He told us that women took their husband’s name because it was the custom that the old father hand his daughter over to the new husband and as she was now his problem/property or hopefully — partner — they changed her name.

Fossicking among my great grandmother’ and grandmother’s letters last year, I could see that it was common to address correspondence that way. There are many envelopes that are addressed to a Mrs Kenneth Dunnings from a Mrs Warwick Sapling but reading on they are to Dearest Beryl, with much love from your sister Elspeth. Thank goodness that custom is done with. Nowadays we can choose whether or not to change our last name. But our first names are non-negotiable!

Cat’s kindness muscle limbered up like it had been swabbed in sports ice gel, ‘Going to university for a girl in the late 1800s was a major big deal, a majorly, majorly big deal. That was exceptional for the times. Plus she wasn’t allowed to graduate. That is beyond unfair and that could have had a negative impact on her psyche. Maybe she didn’t fit in here because she was interested in other stuff that people in Treebark weren’t that into and it made her feel alone and well, what’s the words … isolated and frustrated.’ She had a point. There was no university in Treebark or nearby at that time. Windy Waters got a campus in 2008, well over a hundred years too late for Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy.

‘You have a point,’ said Clive, as a male knitter with a love of the glockenspiel, he was in his own group of one as well. ‘But that doesn’t call for such meanness.’

‘Sometimes not being able to do what you love the most can make you very low and maybe even grumpy … like depressed?’ offered Cat.

‘Another fair point,’ conceded Clive.

The last article was about Edgar’s untimely death. An eerie quietness fell over our little group as Clive read. He took his beanie off out of respect. I have asked Clive to give me a copy and have glued it in here.

Local Bank Manager Mr Lloyd Pommeroy’s only child Edgar Pommeroy died in unexpected circumstances on Saturday morning. Edgar was defending his reigning pie eating championship 1898. He had held the title for the last three years in a row. The competition is proudly sponsored by the Bank of Empire Building. It appears the youth inhaled a Jimmy’s fruit mince pie instead of chewing it which caused it to become lodged in his windpipe. Runner up, Albert Hickleberry, was deemed the new champion by default due to the demise of the winner.

Hickleberry had this to say when he was interviewed: — ‘Pommeroy was a good chap and I will never forget the day we met, for I was new to the town. We were ten years old and Jimmy of Jimmy’s Coffee Palace and Bakery left an iced almond cake on the bakery’s windowsill. Both Ed and I saw the cake at the same time and raced like billy-o toward it but Ed beat me to it. I stood back and to my surprise he offered me some of the cake. We ate the whole thing up together without the use of a dessert fork or napkin. We have been good mates ever since. I can’t bring myself to eat my prize of Cadbury chocolate for it will not taste as good without sharing it with Ed.’ At this point, Hickleberry sobbed insensibly as he placed the prized chocolate in his top pocket.

Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy stated, ‘It was Edgar’s own fault, the number of times I told him to chew his food properly beggars belief. It was only a matter of time. And you must excuse me for I have an important meeting to attend.’

‘Any questions?’ asked Clive looking hopefully at Edgar.

‘Yes,’ said Isabella, ‘who dislikes Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy with a passion?’

We all raised our hands except Edgar who looked miffed, ‘Fair crack of the whip chums, that is my mother you are talking about!’

‘I have a question,’ said Cat, ‘do you think Albert Hickleberry was related to Alice?’

‘It seems highly likely but I will have to check Treebark; A history — Kith and Kin and Prudent Family Recipes. He added, ‘Do you have any questions, Edgar?’

‘No,’ replied Edgar, ‘I say, you have gone to an awful lot of trouble Clive, thank you old chap. Ten out of ten for effort. I wish I could remember Hickleberry, he seems a good sort.’

‘Has this prompted a clue or anything that perhaps I could research for you?’

‘No,’ said Edgar, ‘so sorry not to be more helpful.’

Isabella made the insightful remark that Edgar’s happy place was around sweet treats. Maybe this is why he gravitates to anything of a sugary nature?

We all agreed, including Edgar, that she could be correct.

This was my small offering. I tried to stick to the facts as I had an inside source.

‘Now Edgar, you seem to remember Other Lily and Lucy, my dear, dear dearly departed great aunt and grandmother. What was your trigger before you disappeared so perhaps we can recreate it?’

‘Well that one is easy, Lily Dunnings was frightfully annoying and mean to me and she set Lucy off who had always been great fun, ah the way we would shake our behinds to the music, well I remember this one time—’

‘Stick to the question Edgar,’ I said getting into the interrogation spirit.

‘I felt … I felt so very hurt, I’d lost a friend. It was so nice to have a friend for I hadn’t had one in such a long time and her words literally broke my heart and I dissolved away.’

‘Do you miss your friend Albert?’ asked Isabella.

‘Who is Albert again?’ asked Edgar.

And we were back to irritating just like that.

I guess my face said well this solution is easy, words are my specialty. I am more than happy and capable of hurting you right out of the kitchen, house, Treebark and the planet Earth but before I could open my mouth primed with thoughtful insults that would do the trick Cat took my hand and said, ‘Hush, not an option.’

I stood chastened and annoyed beyond belief.

‘Where did you go when you disappeared?’ I inquired curtly.

‘Umm, the waiting place, very pleasant but it’s faded already.’

But then things got weird. Edgar playfully grabbed Cat’s arm and said, ‘Oh you must remember what we used to play, it was such fun and by jingo you could run like the wind.’ He was almost having an out of body experience if he had, indeed, a body. He then looked at Cat carefully and shook his head in confusion.

I intercepted and reminded Edgar that he had died in 1898 and that Cat was born more than a century later. It was impossible for them to have been chums.

‘So sorry, Miss Cat, I am a little lost and at sea. Adieu for now. I need to smell the sweet smell of the biscuit barrel to rally my spirits a tad … for I feel rather glum.’

We could not blame him. But insight gained — Edgar had a good friend and terrible parents. Progress.


Six

Baby Griff Alfonso came home today and he has come on. His head is a human shape which is a huge improvement and he has had at least five baths so he is goo free. I quickly assessed he looked as cute as a new born lamb but smelled like a farmyard animal and so I divined Where is the Green Sheep was the right book of the day. I called Zinnzy to fix the animal smell and when he was free of odour, I began. Griff was totes touched because he fell asleep which is apparently a big deal/impossible task — Kudos Me!

GG had the biggest room in the house and said with authority that he did not need it and that Manuel, Zinnzy and Griff should have it until they worked out their future plans. Mum and Pinkie have been in their element cleaning and sorting and making it over. It has taken Pinkie’s mind off the mega dust bunny monsters lurking in the little house. Fern has knocked up some new curtains with matching pillows. GG got Linden’s room which, I discovered after Mum and Pinkie gave it a good airing and stripped it of everything not nailed down, has a lovely view of the rose garden and this makes GG happy.

Linden now resides in the back sleep out. It is an outside closed-in area, like a verandah that got confused and thought it was a room. It has window slats that open and shut and a door that locks, but it’s pretty breezy. He does not need to go into the house because right next to him is an outdoor toilet of a historic yet recommissioned functional nature. Mum has stocked up on torch batteries for him.

If he leaves in the middle of the night no one will know. I was going to point this out to Mum and Dad but did not. Dad is at him so much that he needs some respite. He has a lovely view of our great grandfather’s garage which houses his new heirloom EH Holden with magnetic L plates proudly attached.

So it’s tick and tick for Linden and GG. In fact, GG’s naps are now much shorter and he is always wide awake when I return from school so there is less opportunity to borrow the little house key. No biggie. I have no idea what I am looking for but my gift of intuition is screaming Aladdin’s cave.

Pinkie had her cleaning fix of the inside of the house and like an addict she had to keep going. Now the little house serenaded her.

She demanded GG get the key and a broom as she pulled on her special occasion industrial plastic gloves and tightened her cleaning belt adorned with cloths and various sprays — natural and non-natural (read toxic). Her war cry was ‘Surely there is something you are willing to part with, Colin?’

I could tell GG was in the middle of a silent mantra, I will not let the past create clutter for the future. ‘Yes Marigold dear, let us sort it and send it on its way,’ with a little too much pretend enthusiasm. The first thing she pulled out was my dad’s old perambulator/pram and GG cried with real tears, ‘Oh don’t throw it away. It reminds me of a time when I liked John, it was before he could talk. Did you know his first word after Mumma and Dadda was mine. Lucy and I had so many pleasant walks with dear John fast asleep, his little serious face relaxed for once.’

And although she doesn’t hold with knick knacks, clutter and old stuff, Pinkie wiped her eyes on the back of her lint-free cleaning cloth and said, ‘Colin, I feel restoration and preservation is the way of the future. Perhaps Zinnia might like to use it. She has nothing to push Griff around in as she did not have time to get organised.’

(You would think eight months was enough …)

‘Do you really think so?’ beamed GG.

Pinkie then proceeded to fossick around like a jewel miner looking for other sparkling useful gems.

She pulled out a corrugated metal thing and ran her fingernails up and down it, making a passable sound. I thought it might have been a percussion instrument as I have seen something similar on the cover of one of Fern’s alternative hippy music albums but Pinkie went on to say, ‘Well, if the washing machine breaks dear Colin, please do not fetch this for me from the little house,’ she said with a chuckle, ‘but it is a good reminder to our grandchildren that life was hard back in the day.’

The board was for washing clothes! A rubbing motion of the most physical nature was used with the help of a cake of Sunlight soap. Mind blown. I suddenly felt sad for Mock Cream Beryl and the never-ending beetroots and grass stains her daughters provided for her. Sunlight, no doubt that was the time she had to wake up to get the stains on the move.

Zinnzy came out wearing her pajama pants and a shirt that hung open. I wished she had a safety pin to keep her shirt together as I could see her enormous pink maternity bra and I am scarred for life. Legit. Honestly, the mistakes people make on forty-five minutes of sleep per night.

Note to Fern: make a useful shirt for Zinnzy as her chest parts are working hard and have literally doubled in size. Is this a Zinnzy thing or a lady thing? Either way I am never ever having a baby. Full stop. This reminds me, I need to get a pet.

Pinkie told Zinnzy about the possibility of a recycled pram and Zinnzy was rapt. It sparked an intense conversation about who was going to do what to get the pram in shipshape. A trip to the hardware store this afternoon is planned.

While this great discussion was going on I took the chance to sneak into the little house but GG was onto me, ‘Out you come dear Lily Pilly, we will fix up the pram and leave the little house tidy up for another day.’

My senses were on high alert but I obeyed my lovely GG. I know where the key is now and GG’s nap time is fast approaching. I also know that any emotion — good or bad — for an old person is like giving them a sedative, it knocks them out cold. I will take my chance to investigate this afternoon.


Seven

In GG’s own words, he needed a quick kip. I waited/lingered nonchalantly for four and a half minutes outside his door until I heard the rustle of his book page turning cease and his gentle snoring commence. The roar of the Hyundai down the driveway told me the others were off to the hardware shop. This was my chance. GG had fallen asleep with his glasses sliding down his nose and his spectacle case lay open on his bedside table singing to me operatic style Hurry Lily, it is meant to be, I’m here! I’m here under the fake veloured plastic. Hur-reeee Lil-eeee!

I did not need any encouragement. I swiftly secured the key and moved directly outdoors only stopping to get a biscuit from the kitchen and the torch from the sleepout. The key is small as it is for a padlock bolt. The key slid into place and I felt my heart surge with delight for keys and I have a history. But then I could not turn the wretched, wretched thing clockwise or anti-clockwise, left or right or any other words key-loving maniacs use. Was it years of rust or the god of keys mocking me? I felt the latter.

I also felt someone was watching me and I ceased my battle and turned around, ready to deny what my hands were doing. But to my embarrassment and joy it was Clive. He’d dropped off a bag of carrot tops and broccoli bottoms to Isabella for the bunnies. He’d jumped the fence to see if I was finished with The Happiest Refugee (non-abridged) and if I would like to discuss it. I said I hadn’t finished it, I had thirty pages to go. Clive looked disappointed/gutted until I reminded him that babysitting Edgar was taking up a lot of my time and my mop to floor ratio was through the roof. He totally understood and said I could keep it for as long as I needed it.

Then ensued an awkward silence with (I’d like to think but I am not sure) some tension of a love interest nature. It was Clive that broke the mountain of muteness and asked, ‘You seemed to be having a bit of trouble with the lock. Can I help?’

I will not be one of those heroines that needs a male to do her grunt work. I turned back to the key and the lock to try once more and if it is possible to telepathetically communicate with steel I demanded it to OPEN NOW.

And it did.

‘I’m looking for clues from Edgar’s past life. I was thinking perhaps something was left behind in here by the Pommeroys and hoarded by the Dunnings.’ I nodded to the dusty space beyond the door. Would you care to join me in the dark? seemed too forward so I thought about it for a nano-second and said, ‘Would you like to help me with my investigation?’

Clive looked very excited by the prospect of perusing the historical contents of the area. He blushed and said yes, he would and it was lucky he had his GROEP note pad in his pocket.

And so we entered the great unknown together. Clive smelt of photocopier paper, fresh grass clippings (he had been helping his dad in the garden) and Norsca Fresh deodorant and I had to do some tough self-talk not to swoon.

Again it was Clive who sheered through the silence with, ‘This is so cool,’ he beamed with delight. ‘We have a shed that has stuff in it but the oldest thing in there is a deep freezer from 1998. We keep fishing bait in it.’

With the torch in hand, I suggested we shut the door as I was pushing the envelope out a bit here going against GG’s health and safety wishes. Clive understood our need not to be busted by grownups and shut the door. I turned on the torch to illuminate endless piles of quality junk splayed out before us. It was quite overwhelming. Where to start looking for something important when we did not know what we were looking for? A blue tongue lizard eyed me crossly before sauntering away obviously disappointed that I was not bearing neatly diced celery or kale.

I’m ashamed to say I dropped my torch as the door was suddenly pushed silently open. As quick as a flash, Clive picked up the torch and said in a gruff compelling voice, ‘Who’s there?’ ready to protect me from responsible adults.

There was no answer for there was no one there. But something was definitely there for it entered the room. Was it one of the overfed rats growing bold and super smart on a diet of chopped kale? Last night, over Linden’s shoulder I caught snippets of a scary movie about sharks fed special powered kelp shakes in a lab to help them to become super smart. When they escaped the lab they were prone to biting people’s heads off and leaving their mutilated corpses in disappointment as they swum off in search of a highly preferred superfood seaweed. I could hear footsteps and chatting and laughing; they seemed human like and not ratty or fishy.

There was a hum of low chatter and then a whooshing noise followed by a loud giggle. If I had been with Cat or Isabella we would have been in each other’s arms screaming hysterically. I turned to Clive ever so slightly. He raised one eyebrow to indicate that is curious and I responded with a curt nod yes indeed, it’s getting curiouser and curiouser. I did notice that he had a large amount of sweat dripping down his eyebrows and I was wishing I’d had the presence of mind to go to the toilet before an investigation of this nature. I crossed my legs and shouted, ‘Please show yourself and state your business,’ like a seasoned trooper but the chatting and the giggling didn’t stop, not even a tiny pause. I was ignored.

How rude!

Again I could not let Clive take the wheel merely because he was a boy. Here is a fun fact — anger takes the wind out of fear and so I said again, ‘My name is Lily. I am a semi-trained professional in matters magical and supernatural,’ I added, ‘I am here to help,’ to make me sound approachable and supportive.

Not a pause, not a missed beat. Just more jibber jabber and laughter.

The whooshing got louder and louder until Clive poked my arm gently and said, ‘It’s coming from over in that corner.’ It was hidden away in the dark.

We had to stick close as we squashed ourselves through narrow corridors between the hoards. We shared the same oxygen, not literally but I did feel some of Clive’s recycled carbon dioxide enter my lungs. I had to clutch the corner of the 1975 wood-veneered television set with chiselled legs to keep my bearings.

In the corner of the room sat a circular thing about the size of a large cake tin and the height of a can of baked beans (400g) with slits in it, it seemed to be propped up on an upside-down cake stand but this was no culinary accessory.

It spun madly all by itself and the giggling had gone up a notch to full on mirth/laughter. I badly wanted to see what all the fuss was about and move forward but I also badly wanted to run out of the room screaming, wake up GG and confess to my crime.

I was in a pickle but a hand came out of the blue and touched my hand. It was flesh, Clive’s flesh. #fighttheswoon I grabbed it and knew that telepathetically he was telling me that together we could be braver than alone so we inched forward to investigate the spinning cake tin colander.

I peeked through the slits and saw inside the cake tin thing travelling at the speed of sound (not quite but it was stomping along) a small boy chasing a bearded dragon lizard. It was a series of drawings rotating so fast that it looked like a cartoon (animated but no soundtrack). Then it stopped and a new set of drawings appeared — the bearded dragon was chasing the boy with a rolling pin. The laughter stopped. If there’d been a soundtrack, it would have been sad violins with a hint of doomsday drums.

At this exact point in time, a shadow passed by the little house door, the sun seemed to dim and the hairs on our necks stood up. The shadow lingered for a nano second, there was no more laughter or noise. Instead, I got the feeling of someone holding their breath and trying not to move a muscle (and it was not just Clive and me). Clive gripped my hand tightly and wiped tears away with his free hand. Terror was replaced by tears of sorrow and I found myself crying too.

I worked hard to regain control of myself.

What just happened? was the question I attempted to ask Clive in a detached journalistic way but it came out as a series of small unintelligible sobs — Clive understood.

He let go of my hand, and pulled out his GROEP notepad. He flicked to the back where he had been recording his ghostly research.

‘What we have just experienced was a ghast,’ he replied with gentle authority.

I knew from Linden that ghasts are nasty weird boxy things in Minecraft and so I said, ‘I’m sorry — I don’t understand.’

‘It is like a ghost recording of a memory — an imprint of events caused by intense feelings. Just like the memory boxes but without the wood or a dying wish. There weren’t any ghosts here, just a memory playing out that must have been significantly wonderful or traumatic that just stained the space around it.

‘Perhaps both, the feeling I felt went from happiness to sadness.’

‘For me too,’ sighed Clive now reaching into his pocket for a tissue.

For that moment in time the sadness consumed us to the core, just like the memory boxes but we did not have the relief of using an oven mitt for protection. I felt like I would not be happy again but then it passed and the room became once more a safe haven of old family friendly junk, nothing more sinister than a living memorial of my family’s collective hoarding insanity.

‘I need to put the key back before GG wakes up. Should I take the cake tin cartoon thing so we can show Isabella and Cat?’

‘No,’ replied Clive, ‘the memory needs it to play out, it probably does this every now and then.’

I was speechless to think of magic happening in my backyard without my knowledge. Yes, I had yearned to go in there but I had not divined the magnitude of the magic. I blame the incredibly thick limestone.

‘I have enough information to continue my research at home,’ he looked at me intensely for a mo or two before jumping the side fence like a handsome gazelle and disappearing down Flotsam Street.

I waved a secret wave and proceeded to cry again with the smell of cut grass lingering in my nose. Clive. Damn these hormones to hell!

But it was not the change I was experiencing, flashbacks of dear little Hush the possum trapped in her invisibility suit only wanting to be normal hit me hard. I do not know why I was being so affected. Hush wanted to be seen. Just like our ghast — noisy but not there. I was gutted. I had forgotten to show Clive the words emblazoned on the wall, I returned to the little house and shone the light behind the wardrobe and could just make out the next part, YOU DON’T LIKE US.

Sadness with a hint of anger pulsated through me this time. The writer was stressed while writing this but kept their letters even and strong. And almost a little bit fancy!

Note to self

I have just remembered that Alice said snakes’ stronger senses are hearing and smell/touch. The snakes in Possum Magic would have been able to sniff out Hush in a heartbeat and gobble her down whether they could see her or not. I am going to write a well-worded letter to Mem Fox on the erroneous nature of her best-selling picture book. She is familiar with me as I sent dozens of letters in my formative years appreciative of her stories, in particular whether the missing green sheep had anxiety like me and that is why he hid and fell asleep near a bush.


Eight

I did not have long to remain maudlin and thoughtful, for Clive sent out a group text to GROEP and we were in the Quinn’s family room within 15 minutes with a plate of fruit scones. We discussed our encounter with the spinning artistic cake tin and ghast memory imprint, trying to find ways it might connect with Edgar’s long past life. The voices, though not clear, sounded like a boy and a girl. Clive and I felt it was highly likely that it was Edgar even if he did sound less irritating. It seems Edgar is ghosting in the big house and ghasting in the little house. We did not discuss our hand-holding moment for it was only to steady our nerves and to help us persevere in our magic cake tin enquiry. This is what is called the official line but for me it was bliss, sheer bliss, and I will find it hard to sleep tonight as I will be recounting the touch of Clive’s knitting callouses on his right thumb and pointer finger against my inky stained palm. This reminds me, Cat’s hand still reeks of delicious salted caramel and is attracting non-magical sugar ants. They don’t bite but they do tickle. Poor Cat, she is totally craving Caramello koalas but then can’t stomach them.

Clive had googled the rotating cake tin full of moving pictures and discovered it is known as a zoetrope. It was a very popular form of entertainment for youngsters Edgar’s age and was indeed the first form of animation. It is highly likely it was Edgar’s toy.

But how did this fit in with Edgar sticking around? More brain food was required!

We are spending all our spare time at Cat’s house as Isabella’s is getting a garden makeover. When the special clay was dumped for the earthen bio fishponds, we had a great time pretending we were picking giant pumpkins in Hagrid’s vegetable patch. We forgot to wipe our shoes on the door mat and the white foyer carpet rug ended up like the tummy of one hundred and one dalmatians. On discovery, Isabella’s father’s knees buckled and he had to prop himself against his designer imported hallstand. To his credit, he did not lose his cool but suggested that until the garden was finished, and the paved paths went in, perhaps we could play elsewhere. We all felt terrible for our thoughtlessness and tried to make it up by thoughtfully sponging the rug, but all the footprints and splotches turned into one solid poohey coffee colour. This was still not the effect Ted was looking for.

Mrs Quinn is totally cool with us going to the fridge and getting whatever we want to eat. It means we walk up and down the hallway lined with collections of weird stuff in display boxes and of course the family photos. The display boxes are like a picture frame that thinks it is a cupboard. Mrs Quinn discovered her mum’s family has a colourful carnival heritage. In one of the boxes is an ancient clown shoe styled next to a jumbo black caterpillar moustache. It catches my eye every time and the feeling I get is not pleasant. I feel if there was no glass between me and the shoe, I would be holding my nose to prevent an ancient malodorous odour becoming aquainted with my delicate nostrils. Mrs Quinn found the shoe among her deceased mother’s shoes; it was wrapped up in a tea towel and it appeared to be hidden. Intriguing. Knitting Nan did not feel the same way about circus life as Mrs Quinn does.

There are a lot of photos of Mr Quinn airborne taking impressive football marks but now that I have walked up and down from Cat’s bedroom to the fridge so many times, I am looking at the other faces. Wedding photos and baby photos and family group photos all beam down at me and make me feel happy.

There is a very nice photo of Mrs Quinn as a teenager patting a dolphin on a holiday. She is in the ocean and is wearing knitted bathers #unusualbutnojudgment The bathers seem to be dragging her down into the sea because they are not water resistant. She looks elated for the dolphin but concerned for her life. Then I remembered her mother was a great knitter and this is why Clive has taken knitting up and made it next level. #crafty #smart #honeyeyed #handofanangel

On this particular journey from the kitchen, we strolled past the portraits and relics of Quinn past and present having made toast with strawberry jam, when something … someone caught my eye.

It was Cat in a funny olden day costume, her big happy grin and her bouncing hair and shiny eyes looked at me from the wall and then looked at me from the side as she handed me a piece of jam toast. ‘When was this taken? Was it for a school dress-up day?’ I asked, as I licked the jam off my thumb. Generosity is also her curse.

‘No,’ laughed Cat, ‘that is my great-great grandma Eefa Gentle,’ Cat stared hard at the photo and added, ‘well she isn’t Eefa Gentle there, she is Eefa Little because she is only thirteen and hadn’t met my great grandfather. She is my mum’s mum, Nanna — the knitter. That is a very special, very old photograph, very rare to have such a nice old photo. When Nanna died we found some really old photos in the bottom of her wool bag wrapped up in cling wrap, so we put them up on the wall. That one there was her great great grandmother.’

Our eyes turned to a scantily dressed lady for the times. She had on a heavy lace bustier with silky puffy sleeves and long thick stockings that rendered her almost naked. She was about to get feisty with a trapeze. Written on the back of her cape was the name Kitty the Cracker Jack!

Amazing! Amazeballs! Amazeville!!

But Cracker Jack’s buxom bosom could not distract us from the photo of Cat’s great grandmother. She was seated on a vaguely familiar verandah, smiling though the last rays of sun caught her eyes and made her squint ever so slightly. There appeared to be a blob on her hair. The distant relatives looked so much alike it was uncanny.

‘You could be her doppelganger,’ said Isabella with magical authority.

I was thinking it before she said it, just saying.

Something knocked on my skull with a rat a tat tat.

‘Remember when Edgar said he thought he had seen you before? Maybe he was talking about Eefa — you look so much alike. And then he did that weird thing when he thought you were someone else alive over hundred years ago?’ I rushed on with my clogs clogging together.

‘Do you think it is possible for one tiny moment,’ said Isabella getting my drift at an annoying speed, ‘that he is mistaking Cat for Eefa? Oooh, I know — what about reincarnation?’ whispered Isabella with a chill in her voice.

Isabella’s gift has grown but I cannot be jealous because I think it is because I am her mentor. Just saying.

But then Cat said she felt very much like herself and didn’t have any repressed memories of an olden day type. Plus, she slept very well and her dreams were mostly about her future football heroics, new dance moves and whether she might ask for a Sphinx cat for her birthday.

‘You could be repressing the other person inside of you,’ I said helpfully. Cat thought hard for a minute and then said she would be proud to have Eefa living inside of her but she did not think it was the case and she was sorry.

It was Clive who popped his head out of his book and said, ‘How would a bank manager’s son get to know a circus girl? I don’t think it’s possible, particularly with Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy’s approach to life.’

I did not want to contradict Clive as he was right but something in me stirred and it was not just because Clive was wearing a new hand-knitted beanie on a rakish angle.

‘Why don’t you look her name up in the Kith and Kin book?’ asked Isabella.

Clive put his ultra-speed-reading eyes into gear but could not find her.

We parked the thought of reincarnation/doppelganger for now but it had been flagged and Clive wrote it down on his list because he is a good sport. I like to think he knew it was important to me.

We went and asked Mrs Quinn what she knew of Eefa Little. She was planting alfalfa seeds inside half an egg shell for her kindy kids. They will look like hairy people this time next week. Can’t wait until next week! Love a hairy edible egg person. Not that I have eaten one, alfalfa is disgusting but fun to look at.

Mrs Quinn stopped cracking eggs and planting seeds and looked pensive (great word meaning beyond thoughtful) as she cleaned the gunk off her hands. ‘I don’t know much about her as a child, I have no idea where she was born, whether it was here or in Ireland.’ Mrs Quinn frowned and added, ‘She got married to Billy Gentle and they had seven children.’

‘I can find the Gentles in the book but I can’t find the Littles,’ mused Clive.

Then Mrs Quinn got a bit teary and sniffed, ‘I wish your Nanna was still around, she would have known all about this and would have enjoyed helping you kids out.’

Clive went off to look under the mattress where their nanna had slept. Apparently it was a handy filing/storage system for her.
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I literally raced home free of breath and full of stitches — I needed to speak with Edgar about our discovery of Eefa Gentle, the non-literal Cat doppelganger.

‘Did you know a girl named Eefa when you were alive, is that why you get confused around Cat? Eefa is her ancestor and they look very similar!’

I stopped for a quick pant while looking at Edgar with great expectations.

‘No dear Lily,’ he answered softly, ‘I have no recollection of a girl named Eefa at all although I truly wished I did for your sake.’

‘Please Edgar, please dig a little deeper,’ my voice began to wobble.

And then he did something I did not expect, he started to cry just as I realised I was crying. Silent sad tears rolled down my face until my throat ached for my inner garden hose was kinked trying to keep a lid on my feelings. I was crying for the lost soul of Edgar but mostly I was crying for me. To steal an almost swearword from GG, he was a plurry nuisance. I could not have my friends over to our house, Lawrence was psychotic and well … I hate cleaning. I really, really hate cleaning up his mess. This is when my hose unkinked — I wailed loudly and Edgar joined in. #gutted #emotionaldepletion #plaintired

Later

Clive has informed me of the correct spelling of Aoife. It is not Eefa as it sounds but follows another set of spelling rules in Gaelic. I think he is almost bilingual. Actually if you count Japanese at school, he is trilingual. Aoife means beautiful and there was a famous warrior of a most hands-on nature. Clive is so learned and I fancy I saw a lone stubble on his chiselled chin today. #watchingthisspacebreathlessly


Nine

Although my mind is overloaded by my supernatural reality at the moment, I have to focus on my other reality, that is normal day-to-day reality. I’ve got to keep chipper for my friends and for my team.

Today was our first netball game of the season. I have said it before and I will say it again, the netball association needs to look into the addition of a tree branch between your legs and a Harry Potter quote on your lips.

I am amazing at nettich and transitioned to netball like a Slytherin to a Death Eater.

Of course Dad is rapt that I have friends and I am playing a team ball sport so he wanted to attend. I said NO! Having witnessed his loud angry know-it-all behaviour in the lounge room while watching ball sports on TV, it is not something I want the general public (kids in my team/class) to endure/witness.

Mum wanted to come because she is supportive and stuff and although she is very well behaved she is prone to saying stuff like — it doesn’t matter about winning or losing, it is all about having fun and being healthy!

I could not allow her to say such kind things in front of our team, for netball is a kill or be killed game for girls in Year Seven. So I said NO!

As for me, go hard or go home (usually applied to a violin eisteddfod) is totally my personal mantra. Sadly, it is also Nanna Pinkie’s and she is prone to spectator aggression at Linden’s swimming meets and football games. She had to be escorted off the sidelines once. I said NO! to Pinkie, too.

I looked at GG who said he would love to come but he had a bit of a cold and he would need to rug up and wear his beanie under his fedora hat. A fedora is a stylish olden day man’s hat but his tatty blue and yellow old Eagles beanie cancels out the stylish bit and indeed the look says crazy person as it is the middle of summer. Old people feel the cold! I swallowed up my word NO and smiled YES but then GG began to cough and said he was really under the weather and would I mind if he came next week.

My smile broadened and I said that was very acceptable to me.

Fern was at the sewing machine rattling away like machine gunfire and did not know what the day was or possibly the month. Planet Fern — population one. I had Isabella and she was all that I needed! We’d planned to walk together as Ted had a client meeting. Isabella was glad because apparently he is prone to positive rhyming chants and clapping for the opposition.

After Dad left the house with a click of the front door, a well-timed Linden strode into the kitchen to get breakfast. ‘Hey, today is your first netball game. Mind if Alice and I come to watch and be supportive and stuff.’

Super cool football swim champ with the uber cool smart pixie pirate girl watching me play my first game = kudos to infinity for both Isabella and I! ‘YES,’ I said, ‘that would be awesome!’

Linden ate four hash browns, a salad bowl of weetbix (twelve weetbix with a teaspoon of honey for each one) and six pieces of toast heavily indulged with Nutella. Then he snatched the last Danish pastry from Edgar without a backward glance and we hit the open road.

Edgar stood at the backdoor and waved me a fond farewell.

‘Best of luck Lily,’ he said with real enthusiasm. ‘How I used to enjoy a game of …’ he scratched his head and stared into space. The great nothingness prevailed.

Even though we had bonded over the big wail and Edgar was really growing on me, it struck me that he could not leave the premises and I was not saddened.

Isabella popped her head over the fence and saw Linden was my escort which meant she blushed and giggled the whole walk and could not form words. The crush is a debilitating malady and to suffer under it is actually exactly like having your brain crushed and your heart squeezed. #bestfeelingever

We met up with Alice and Linden swaggered forward to instigate a kiss of the slobbery variety. I turned my back to the disgusting sight and counted to forty-seven and wondered how they did not pass out and hit the pavement with lack of oxygen. Isabella stared at her runners but I don’t think she was truly examining them as she would have noticed her socks did not match. I had already noted she was wearing a sports upper chest garment of a durable nature. ‘Fern helped me. She called me over to the fence to have a chat last week about girl stuff,’ she smiled and nodded while staring at her one striped and one spotted sock but I presume she was seeing only Linden’s face. I have had this happen to me as I have been reading, suddenly Harry is tall and wearing a beanie with eyes of a honey-coloured hue and is scar free — my Clive.

Alice squeezed my shoulder and asked, ‘Are you nervous, Lily?’ I shrugged like, not really! Not even! I suspected that she was using me as a support beam to prevent a swoon. As a fellow sufferer I stood firm and tall for her.

Cat then showed up and asked, ‘Are you nervous Lily?’ and I said, ‘Yes, I spent a record amount of time on the toilet for the tiniest amount of wee.’ Isabella came out of her zombie-like state, regained her power of speech and hugged me, ‘You will be wonderful.’

Alice overheard, laughed (nicely) and said, ‘You three must be the very best of friends.’

‘We are kindred,’ we replied at the exact time which really nailed our point home.

Alice replied that Anne of Green Gables was one of her all time favs to which we all passed each other a look of well done, welcome to our tribe. Another look passed between us, why would such a great person have hung out with a bully like Breanna Booga?

Alice answered the query without having to be asked, ‘My two besties went to a Perth school for musical scholarships at the end of last year and I was lost without them at the beginning of this year.’

I refrained from saying poor choices and settled on, ‘I play the violin; what instruments do your friends play?’

‘Cello and percussion,’ she replied proudly.

Cello — string — tick — kudos.

Percussion — hmmm, this is a fancy word for drums, half a tick.

Ooh I’ve just remembered that Clive is a master of the glockenspiel. A full tick and a blush.

She was about to ask me a question but found Linden’s tongue in her mouth. I divined she was about to ask me for a personal recital and Linden stopped her in her tracks.

While the pash was going on — and on — Cat whispered, ‘Poor Alice was lonely. She made a bad friendship choice.’ Isabella and I nodded but still couldn’t completely understand. We would rather have been lonely than hang out with that hag.

Clive could not make it to the game as he was in discussion with the school Year Eight coordinator that perhaps he could be doing Year Ten work as he was beyond brilliant. I was relieved because since the ghast/hand incident he has been on my mind twenty-four seven. If I swooned on the netball court, we would be down a player and we would have to forfeit. NO WAY!

I got a bit overwhelmed/confused/really nervous at the start of the netball game and embarrassingly I kept my thighs together as I usually have to maintain my branch broom firmly in place. We had also recently updated our nettich with the inclusion of a snitch, in our case one of Mr Quinn’s ping pong balls. To catch the snitch, we have made it super difficult — we have to open our mouths and scoop it up liked a pelican on steroids. We have not been successful so far with the mouth/snitch catch. The idea is to keep throwing the ball up in the air while concentrating on the main netball. Total skill and concentration is needed.

With my legs welded and my mouth open it took me a while to remember these were not the requirements of netball. Alice made some very gentle gestures that indicated I should shut my mouth and make use of my whole legs and not just from the knees down.

By jingo as Edgar is prone to say, what a world of difference it made to my speed and accuracy. I was unleashed.

In the second quarter, I was put in the significant role of goal shooter for although I am tiny, I have a deadly aim. The goal keeper from the opposition team was Evie. She is in my English class and I like her; I saw a copy of Pride and Prejudice, (abridged edition) fall out of her bag. My years of being bullied by Linden helped me enormously to play against her, for her defense was the traditional armpit in the face tactic. It was useless — all I could smell was the very pleasant scent of hello kitty deodorant and not three-day-old boy body odour after footy training which would put anyone off their game. I have also developed an extra sense of peripheral vision which means I can see around and above things. I don’t think it is a gift but a skill honed in my need for survival from my brother formerly known as Pig Boy. I looked to Linden who gave me a proud thumbs up. I now have a totally supportive older male sibling. Legit.

In the third quarter I was moved to centre. My adversary was Emily (who I like very much, is in my Humanity class and is interested in vintage stuff as well), her tactic was to pretend she was throwing/running one way but then go the other way. It is a strategy I was familiar with from the years of Linden pretending to run one way to throw me off but then running the opposite way while shooting spitballs from his misused pen. I quickly worked out that foot left meant I am turning right. It was easy to intercept the ball and pass it to Isabella and we got the ball into the hands of our goal shooter who missed it every time. Insert swearword. I was thankful Pinkie was not there or she would have been escorted over to the sausage sizzle stand to have a bit of a think about her behaviour.

In the fourth quarter, I was reinstated as goal shooter and my new opponent was Liv from Art. She is excellent at drawing comics and had approached me to write the words. #proudmoment. Liv used the same tactic and again there was a large armpit in my tiny face but Liv’s mum is a naturopath and so her armpit smelt of teatree oil deodorant and although it is not as pleasant as hello kitty, it certainly cleans the sinuses and focuses the mind and I shot five goals which in no small way made us win!!

Linden could not finish off his sausage in a bun as he had worked out how and why I had developed such extra skilled capabilities. But Alice and Cat were clapping and cheering and it was a spectacular feeling. I knew not to bow or curtesy like I do after a violin recital but I must say I really felt like it. It was awesome, absolutely amazeballs. Instead, I high fived Isabella and we headed off to seek refreshment.


Ten

The five of us thought we would celebrate our first win and my large pivotal part in it with an outing to Jimmy’s. Jimmy’s Bakery is no longer called a Coffee Palace but it does have a café that looks onto lush forest and I was eager to peruse the menu, for Jimmy makes more than donuts. To make amends for a lifetime of abuse, Linden shouted everyone a sugary treat and went a step further to organise for Alice and everyone to hear me play the violin in the good room tomorrow. Sincerity — legit.

I settled on a multi-coloured macaroon. I was thoroughly disappointed (colourful does not translate into tasteful) and so I ordered a mini cupcake with cachous (they are not pronounced cackaz as I first thought, but cash—ooo). It was fantastic so I ordered two more.

We bought Alice and Linden up to speed on GROEP inclusive of our questionnaire inquisition, Aoife/Cat doppelganger factor and the zoetrope ghast experience. Isabella remembered the fact that an Albert Hickleberry was a friend of Edgar’s. Alice’s eyes lit up and said that Albert was her great great grandfather and his hearty appetite and big heart were legendary. Then we thought of poor Edgar choking. A revered silence was broken by an emotional Linden. He said he wouldn’t mind if Edgar ate the treats but he seemed to mulch them to a slobbery paste which was a waste and a mess. He also added that he was afraid Edgar was getting weird for his plastic mouthguard was missing. The three of us looked to the ground and tried not to giggle — or in Isabella’s case — die …

Linden eyes widened. He’d had an idea.

‘Why don’t we stop the sugar!’

‘Excuse me,’ I said as ate my third mini cupcake with lemon icing and a smattering of silver cachous. I felt the probe was aimed at my two pimples which, btw — are in the prime of their pustular lives.

But it was Cat who picked up the thought baton and ran with it, ‘You know Linden. I think you are right. You need to stop the supply of sugar going into your house. Maybe Edgar is growing strong because of it. He might not need to eat it, just touch it! Who knows how magical chemistry works?’

Relieved I exhaled, ‘Well that is a reasonable suggestion but the execution will prove difficult, we all love our sugar.’

*Although Pinkie is tiny she cannot stop at one piece of chocolate and suddenly a family block will be secured in her belly. Then she gets a surge and burns it all off with an extreme cleaning session.

*GG loves cake and carefully cuts a small piece to have with his cup of tea. He has six cups so that is two-thirds of a cake. If he needs a midnight cuppa, there goes the rest of the cake.

*Mum calls herself an emotional eater — happy, sad, stressed, bored will all see her snacking on anything with glucose in the pantry. Her favourites are red jelly babies and, according to Edgar, she hides them in her shoe boxes.

*Dad likes GG’s homemade sweet treats and that is it. He will not eat shop bought stuff like chocolate bars, lollies or biscuits but he does have a weakness for real licorice. He keeps it in his glove box (no need — no one wants to steal it). It looks like black rope and I think it is possible to tow a trailer with it, it is so thick and disgusting.

*Fern says GG’s cake is like a warm hug. Does she need a warm hug?

*Zinnzy and Manuel are pretend health freaks. They juice green vegies one day of the week and then use their juicer to make chocolate thick shakes for the rest of the week (they are slightly green but taste excellent) until their blood sugar levels suggest they juice again.

* Linden legit needs sugar as he does so much cardio. If he doesn’t eat enough of it his jeans fall down and we can see his expensive underwear. This is a trigger for Dad.

It was Cat who leaned forward and suggested we needed to get Pinkie and GG on board or the plan would not work. I was thinking it. Just saying!

The need to know arose yet again. I need to tell Pinkie about Edgar. She’s had one very personal magical experience and managed it well and so I am sure she would take a free range sugar freak teen poltergeist in her stride.
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I was right. Pinkie was relieved on two accounts. Firstly she was not losing her marbles by constantly misplacing the television remote control and secondly she was relieved that the thin veneer of sticky residue she found around the kitchen was supernatural. Pinkie was lucky to have only experienced Edgar’s ectoplasm as a veneer. Pinkie said she was dying to use her toxic cleaning chemicals on it but feared upsetting GG’s lungs and the integrity of the linoleum. After all, both were many decades old.

Pinkie also questioned me as to whether we were safe and I replied, ‘As long as you are not a chocolate bar, you are fine!’

She did not need any further info. Pinkie is pretty cool and in-tune for old neat freak.


Eleven

We had to move everything with sugar in it into Isabella’s laundry, even Lawrence’s choc flavoured worming tablets — we could take no risks. It was quite the hoard. We told Ted that Fern had developed diabetes type 3 and we needed to help her. Ted was incredibly supportive.
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Isabella has just been to see me, it’s only 6.30 am. Normally we do not communicate before 7.15 am. Sadly, in her hurry to eat a handful of red jelly babies Isabella forgot to secure Fletch the bully bunny’s time out/jail hutch. In the morning she found him dead with a big grin on his face. He had nibbled a hole in the brown sugar bag and eaten the contents.

Isabella was distraught/totally gutted and utterly relieved. She said she told me first because she knew that Cat would be upset and would not get the whole thank goodness that episode of my life as a carer of a wayward lupin is over as Cat only saw Fletch as a poor darling, a misunderstood bunny that just needed the right treatment and not the psychopath evil genius that he was.

And so the day began with a visit from the literal grim reaper and as each of my family members woke up to a sugar-free house, the reaping of grimness continued. As things turned out, the morning began with an itch and ended in an explosion.

At 6.47 am, Lawrence began to twitch and drag his bottom across the new tufty mat in the good room which indicated to Fern he was itchy and full of the pestilence that is tapeworm. She had forgotten to administer his dose on the day marked on the calendar — weeks ago. I cannot bring myself to even think about worms that enjoy the company of cat intestines and back associated areas or I will never sleep again. But of course Fern needed the chocolate worm treatment and couldn’t find it and then on further investigation discovered her morning chocolate croissants were missing just as a bleary eyed Linden shouted his fruit loops were gone. I had to remind him through sign language that his most excellent exit sugar plan was underway and did he not remember carrying a box of treacles, syrups and sugary spreads over to Isabella’s last night? He did and with a blush silently ate his plain buttered toast.

Then Mum came out of her room in the mood for a hot chocolate perhaps with a marshmallow or three and Dad was outraged that someone had eaten all of the fig yogurt. His muesli would not be the same, in fact it was ruined, and he had a fair idea who the culprit was. His eyes settled on Linden.

Pinkie and GG came out of their rooms as if on cue shouting the virtues of bacon and eggs as a lovely treat and this soothed the marauding masses for a time. I also made a mental note that as Linden ate his plain toast, Edgar was seated next to him, well behaved but asking for marmalade and where in the dickens was the sugar bowl? Was his inner light dimming? Maybe the plan was working?

Manuel likes espresso black coffee with five sugars and my attention turned to him as he opened and shut and opened and shut the pantry door with the despair of someone looking for the room of requirement at Hogwarts. GG stepped in with the comment that he had to go to the shops and would restock the sugar. He winked at me, pleased with his fib. With tears in his already bloodshot eyes, a sleep-deprived Manuel settled on a five pod coffee and two bacon and egg sandwiches while stuffing his dressing gown pockets full of cabbage leaves for Zinnzy (curious?) and went back to a squawking Griff and a zombie Zinnzy. (I discovered later that the cabbage leaves were not for a coleslaw or a refreshing Vietnamese salad. I saw Fern chucking them into the composter in a most altered state. Cooked! They had been stuffed into Zinnzy’s bra to help with the very sore contents!?!! Fern tried to explain it to me but I shut her down by offering her a toffee.)

The kitchen hummed with the sound of my family feeding their faces and Linden looked at me as if to say, this is a high price to pay but if Edgar goes, things can go back to normal and then long may sugar reign! Edgar looked quite happy, he was not withering or evaporating, but he probably still had a bit of sugar on board from yesterday.

I nodded in agreement. We both kept looking at Edgar to see if he was disappearing in a cloud of caramel coated dust but he was not. Dad asked GG what the cake of the day was and GG fumbled and said it was a cheesy onion savoury bread twist which was the truth. Lying is not his skillset either. It was at this point in time, while Dad was pointing out that savoury is not sweet, that Linden’s phone beeped loudly.

It was Alice.

Dad’s faced crumpled/scowled and Linden whispered with a smile, ‘Giddy up, babe,’ and jumped up (no doubt to secure privacy in the sleepout) knocking Dad’s tea mug over into his lap. Dad ripped off his striped pajama pants (to reveal his striped boxer shorts) while shouting at Linden that he was a beeping danger to the entire household. And even though Linden looked gutted and remorseful, Dad did not give him a chance to say sorry and pushed him away as Linden approached him with an outstretched wet tea towel and a bag of frozen peas.

‘And what in the blazes does giddy up mean?’ shouted Dad.

Edgar became agitated and sad, he seemed to grow heavier even though he had not slopped or mulched a single sweet thing. Linden was now shouting, it was an accident and I am sorry, but his tone indicated otherwise. Edgar sat on his hands and began to rock back and forth like a lunatic until suddenly Dad’s mini radio, set to the news of the world station 24/7, exploded into literally dozens of pieces of plastic. AAA batteries, colourful wiry bits and sharp antennae bits were all over the kitchen table.

‘I’m so sorry,’ whispered Edgar, ‘but I can’t seem to find anything a bit sugary this morning. This has never happened before, I’ve always been able to find a little treat.’

Dad looked at Linden and said, ‘You have been fiddling around with my radio! I have had that since I was sixteen. I’ve listened to every world news event and cricket and football game on that since 1975! What did you do to it?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous John,’ shouted Mum, ‘it is old, these things happen.’

Fern grabbed the cat and clutched him to her ample chest. Lawrence had moved on from frantic to catatonic only to come back to life to rub his affected wormy area on her dressing gown which made her scream and run outside still holding Lawrence but with outstretched arms.

Just as Dad exited the room in his boxer shorts, Manuel’s brand new coffee machine mysteriously started to perk up making a very long short black minus the cup and so scalding hot coffee was streaming over the bench and a mess of dangerous proportions set Nanna Pinkie off into a save the linoleum frenzy.

Linden attempted to escape the scene but slipped on the coffee and howled — he literally unwittingly impersonated a full-grown werewolf as he crashed to the floor hitting his head on the kitchen cabinet and screaming a swearword my ears had never heard before. I could only tell it was a swearword by the way the others sucked in their breath and looked disgusted but understanding. After all, a blow to the head is a nasty shock.

Edgar moved off the seat, sat on the floor next to Linden and was wrapped up in a tight ball under the table as Linden began to shout words and sentiments that I will not repeat. The kitchen pendant light fitting of an ornate and glassy nature exploded into a thousand shards of tiny daggers.

Pinkie did not know what to clean up first and Mum ran around the room pulling electrical plugs out of everything. I had the presence of mind to shout, ‘The Mixmaster, please save the Mixmaster.’

‘I’m calling the electrician,’ she bellowed in an un-Mum way.

I pulled Linden up off the floor, he looked at me and I looked at GG and GG looked at Pinkie and Pinkie turned to Mum, ‘Let us not be too hasty, it may be an earthquake or the tectonic plates shifting, or it is very common in my international spy mystery films for the baddies to have an underground lair which can cause disruption to the unsuspecting land dwellers above.’ Mum looked at Pinkie, her credibility shot. There was nothing electrically faulty in our house despite its resistance to the installation of the internet and so another need to know situation had presented itself to us.

Linden shouted, ‘I am going to the Hickleberry’s farm, I’m going horse-riding.’

Giddy up started to make sense. Edgar crossed his legs and put his head down as the toaster hit the ceiling.

‘Somebody give Edgar a chocolate right now!’

‘Edgar? Who is Edgar?’ demanded Mum.

‘Letty, please sit down and I will put the kettle on,’ clucked Pinkie as GG pushed his glasses thoughtfully up his nose and started off with the casual introduction, ‘Letty, my dear Letitia, my sweet pea — as we know this house is awfully old …’

But I could not stay for the ghostly back story as I bolted next door to bring back a selection of hyper sugary treats plus the treatment for the tapeworms. Lawrence was now dragging his bottom across the lawn and Fern was trying to attach his auricle sun bonnet to protect the nubs of his former ears. Poor Lawrence — another ‘would be’ viral moment.

I did not bother Isabella or Ted as they were having a moment with Fletch, a shovel and a small hole in the ground.

Relieved at my return, Edgar strapped a plastic tub of caramel mousse to his face like it was an oxygen mask and then faded away to a quiet spot on the back verandah roof. Dad stormed out to the Hyundai. I presumed he was going out to pace on the block but after a couple of minutes, there was a shout from the passenger seat of the car.

‘Where is my licorice? I need my licorice right now!’ He was totes frantic, even for Dad.

‘Oh no,’ sighed Mum, ‘I will have to go and buy some, he uses it for medicinal purposes.’

Everyone but me seemed to understand. At this stage, care factor zero. (It turns out real licorice is a laxative. Both father and son are slow evacuators of the by-product of eating (AKA pooh). At last, a common interest, but alas one that neither is interested in sharing.)

Note

My violin recital has been postponed, for to fit the mood of the moment in my house I would need to learn Requiem and right now I am learning Fur Elise and although I make myself cry because I play it so enchantingly, I cannot shine in these conditions.


Twelve

The sugar-free experiment had failed, with despair and the lonely tang of salt and vinegar chips in the air (for I had given Edgar my last chocolate), I reached for my phone, it was Clive texting for an emergency meeting of GROEP.

He had discovered something of the utmost importance and he was devastated. It was what was literally feeding Edgar and making him thrive and it was in no way related to sugar. It was scary and serious. Clive looked at Cat who looked at Isabella who looked at me and then Cat gave the nod and Clive began his startling revelation.

‘Don’t be scared Lily, but I have to tell you this. I’m so sorry I did not pick up on it before. Mum has put the net nanny on our internet because she could see my history was going all obsessed supernatural again. Last year before we met I thought I’d had my own supernatural encounter,’ he paused to assess if I was trustworthy enough to share or possibly might laugh in his face. Indeed, I would never do such a thing. ‘I thought I saw a centaur in the bushland behind us but it was a donkey that had gone through a clothesline.’

An easy mistake to make. Ahh, the humanising of my love god makes him all the more adorable.

Cat added, ‘Clive went through a Greek mythology stage big time last year, sometimes when he gets into the reading loop, he forgets to sleep and well …’

I wisely said, ‘Sleep deprivation and reading can overexcite the imagination, it has happened to me many times.’ I did not elaborate on my ability to turn microscopic dust mites into enormous killer aliens.

Clive relaxed, ‘Also, it did not help that I had surfed the net for nitrous oxide and to do this I needed to talk to adults that were strangers. It pushed Mum over her safety limit and she reinstalled the Net Nanny and forgot to mention it to anyone. I could not tell her that I was gathering info for a ghost friend of yours or I would have lost my privileges altogether. So the sites that I was allowed into were pretty lame but I twigged and went to our cousin’s house and used his internet and well, it’s intense.’

He then proceeded to explain a most alarming matter.

Poltergeists tend to thrive on pyschokinetic energy particularly around those journeying on the emotional and physical changes of puberty and growing up. Tweens and teens. Apparently we give off a vibe that is irresistible — all that hormonal turmoil and being misunderstood results in a funk of a most alluring stench and energy. Of course dear Edgar has no idea what draws him out, he just rolls with it, keeping his mouth stuffed full of sweeties to keep the lid on his tendencies to break stuff in a spectacular fashion.

Clive looked at me and said, ‘Is there anything you need to share with us Lily? Any bit of information could be vital in getting rid of Edgar. Are you secretly unhappy?’ he uttered these words so kindly I almost wished I was.

‘Well,’ I said slowly for I did not know what to say, ‘I am perfectly peachy, I am in the prime of my life and I guess I am … happy!’ What a lovely word to write. Let me try that in Vietnamese — tôi hạnh phúc. I am happy even though I am in a bit of a pickle!

Cat and Isabella relaxed, ‘We thought so,’ she hugged me, ‘but you never know, people do keep secrets.’

Well, I do have a secret but it is a happy fantabulous secret — but surely the hint of fairy swimming in my genetic material could not be attracting Edgar?

Who was unhappy? Who was the emotional quicksand into which Edgar’s shiny boots were sinking?

‘It’s Linden,’ I shouted with a lightning bolt clarity. Indeed, I felt like I had been hit by lightning or at the very least, touched a dodgy power point. ‘He has journeyed through the bully stage to the nearly normal stage. He’s really changed in lots of ways but Dad is not happy with him and there is a lot of shouting at my house and I think Linden uses a lot of effort trying hard not to shout back and run out the door! I did not add that he had failed recently and had a bump on his head the size of a goose egg to prove it.

‘Wow,’ said Cat, ‘that must make a whole load of angry energy right there!’

‘His aura must be fiery red,’ added Isabella with authority. I was not so sure about that; to me he looked green and I figured that it was Alice’s hair dye rubbing off her and on to him during the pashing.

‘Conflict with the patriarch is bad,’ Clive uttered with a sad face.

Cat looked at him tenderly and explained, ‘Dad was not so keen on Clive taking up knitting, he said it was for old ladies and hid his needles. Mum found them and gave Dad a serve. He is totally accepting of Clive’s craft preferences now.’

Then I remembered Other Lily’s suggestion that spiritual energy could be a factor for Edgar did not rouse himself from the washhouse where he had resided on and off from 1898 until cracks of a hormonal essence began to appear in the relationship between Other Lily and Lucy. They were darling fraternal twins who adored each other, but just prior to their fourteenth birthday, they had experienced a few differences of opinion slash could not stand the sight or sound of each other and so I guess it is possible that their hatred, anger, resentment and sheer fury drew him in.

I have to say that when Linden is at his lowest, Edgar is clambering around slamming down melting moments and side swiping the biscuit barrel off the counter. And today without sugar to keep him feeling happy he exploded electrical appliances and fittings.

Coincidence — I think not. Now obvious from the start of haunting — perhaps. It is hard to remember everything when seventy percent of my brain is thinking #Clive #honeycolouredeyes #dreamboat


Thirteen

This was going to be our biggest challenge yet for we were dealing with a substance that does not change, Dad. Boiled, frozen, liquefied or gassed he remains in his original state of Dadium. Inert is too kind of a word for it.

We met after school at Jimmy’s. Linden said that as I was observant of the family dynamic facts, maybe I should be the one to form the list for if he knew what he was doing wrong he would stop doing it. Probably. It was quite hard not to be yourself but he would try. He left to go to the beach with Alice. She was going to teach him to surf and I have a feeling she would be wearing a bikini not made of chunky dense wool. Also Linden has trouble talking about the situation with others without crying or hitting a cushion with a great fist of force.

We sat down and wrote out a list of what needed to happen for this experiment/solution to succeed. Clive drove the pencil and I filled him in on the interpersonal issues between my brother and my father. After fifteen minutes, (I had not finished) Cat said she had to go, she was going to get a head start on her chocolate fundraiser for football as she wanted to make the most money so Alice would know she was useful and determined, and that she felt sorry for Linden but he was lucky to have an awesome girlfriend like Alice. A few more minutes passed (I had not finished) and Isabella decreed that Linden was like the hero from one of her recently borrowed library books. A little teary, she couldn’t remember the title and walked home to check it out. Then she texted she wasn’t coming back as she was too upset for dear Linden and was in the middle of making him a card to show she cared with a love heart stamp and would that bother Alice?

‘Why would it bother Alice?’ asked Clive.

‘Isabella has a crush on him,’ I answered looking directly at Nancy dog lying on her doggy bed staring at the ceiling and the doorway simultaneously. I could not trust my eyes not to reveal that I have a crush on Clive.

This is not a needs to know basis. Clive does not need to know. EVER.

Eventually I finished my assessment of the Linden and Dad dynamic. Clive to his credit, took very comprehensive notes (while retaining strong eye contact).

We came up with a list of key issues to be addressed:

1. How Linden looks

We both agreed the mohawk dreadlock thing running down the middle of his scalp was beginning to look cool. But to please Dad it had to go. Clive made a note that Linden should probably extend the number one clipper over his whole head and not just the sides.

Shirts with slogans such as What are you looking at punk? and Tell someone who cares and my personal favourite in tiny print If you can read this you are standing too close to me — MOVE! should be kept in drawers and definitely not worn on special occasions or at all.

Underpants should not be on display (even if they are costly) popping up beyond ripped designer jeans and as Dad says … get a beeping belt.

For the leisurely look, Dad is fond of a matching tracksuit. So we will advise Linden to get one and team it with white non-brand sneakers. Until his hair grows into a number four length all over, Clive is happy to lend him one of his plainer home-made beanies.

2. Who Linden hangs out with

Linden hangs out with Alice and some of their old group who were not mean just cowards. He doesn’t want to be head honcho leading minions astray anymore. He hangs with Alice, so he listens a lot and I know that he is looking up words and concepts on his smartphone and then nodding or frowning his opinion. I hear words like the environment and government and emissions. Alice is incredibly angry at a group called the baby boomers which is not a rival gang but people Dad’s age. Interesting.

3. The question of Alice

Alice is amazing but to stop the rage and Edgar’s stopover she will have to go. She does not go inside the house anymore because she can’t unsee nor wants to refresh the memory of Edgar’s grey tongue but she does come into the garden and waits by the back verandah for Linden to emerge from the sleepout. Then there is a kissing session which is l-o-n-g and salivary. I will not be sad for this to cease. Awkward much?

4. What Linden does in spare time

To give credit where credit is due, Linden exercises a lot. He goes to the gym and has space in the sleepout with his own home gym in which he crunches and lifts ceaselessly and noisily. When he is not hanging with Alice, he goes to football training and swimming training and enjoys getting Finga Lickin Jickin with both teams. He likes people, he is a people person. This should please Dad, but Linden enjoys people so much that he ends up staying out late and not getting anything done. When he is not training or eating or kissing or listening, he likes to round things off with the big sleep. Indeed, he is a champion sleeper.

The above activities use up the time that other students may use in completing homework tasks and study. This one is a real toughie; Linden hates schoolwork because he thinks he is not good at it and this in turn makes him not good at it because he has stopped doing it. Clive said he is happy to tutor or even complete the homework for him to get Dad off his back. However, Clive cannot sit Linden’s Year Ten exams for him and so cheating is our next option. Clive will have to look into it properly for if he gets caught Dad will explode and Edgar may as well bunk in with Linden for eternity.

Update One

Linden read our list and stoically agreed to the terms although I could see it went against every natural fibre of his body. And so it was with tears in my eyes, I shaved the dreadlocked mohawk strip clean off his head (which made a feature of his goose egg sized bump/bruise) and waxed his goatee. It took years off him — in fact he looked like a giant toddler. The old Lily would have offered him one of Griff’s pacifiers and made a run for it but I was truly saddened.

We sourced a canary yellow tracksuit and plain sneakers from the op shop. Linden point blank refused to wear any beanie as it looked like all that was missing from his outfit was a bib and mittens. We agreed.

I cleaned Linden’s room and made a study corner for him. I sharpened his pencils, shared my pacers and my study note cards because having them arranged on my desk really fires me up to do my best work. The smell of new stationery is quite the motivator.
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Linden emerged from the sleepout the next morning to be greeted by Clive and myself and not Alice and her tongue. His eyes were puffy from crying and Edgar was sitting on the steps as concrete as I have ever seen him. He was licking a whole block of chocolate and the sight of his grey tongue was gross yet saddening.

I was surprised. Dad had nodded at Linden in a curt yet friendly manner as he sneakily copied Clive’s answers into his own note book at the dinner table. Dad stopped and asked him did he need any help? It was the politest night we had enjoyed for a long time.

Update Two

‘I’m sorry,’ he cried, ‘I can’t do this. I need to be me! According to Dad I may be dumb and hopeless but it’s better than pretending to be something I’m not, it’s making me feel stressed and worthless.’

Edgar looked down at the ground and said, ‘Please be yourself. I do feel like I have experienced something similar to this Linden, this feeling of not measuring up for the folks but I can’t for the life of me remember what happened?’

‘Thank you for understanding,’ smiled Linden looking uncannily like Griff during a nasty bout of wind.

‘You must always be true to yourself — to thine own self be true,’ Edgar added theatrically.

‘That is Shakespeare,’ said Clive with admiration.

‘Shakespeare? Was he a friend of mine too?’ asked Edgar.

‘No,’ said Linden with authority, ‘he was a detective, he solved mysteries with his side kick Dr Watson. Great movie — excellent martial art scenes — the hit to the nose — classic.’

Clive and I sighed.

I didn’t think much could be done with the hair situation but Clive suggested we shave it with a razor and shaving cream to make it look smoother and tougher and not so freshly hatched chick/toilet brush for Linden has thick wavy hair. A well-placed mock eyebrow ring paired with his pretend nose ring and his nastiest T-shirt made Linden look at least twelve. Huge improvement! Linden was back to being Linden. Frustrated beyond belief, for there seemed to be no resolution in sight, I was still happy for Linden. He knows who is and that is important. Actually, I think it might be very important. Kudos Linden!


Fourteen

Overwrought at another failure, I needed to get away from Edgar, Linden and Dad: the trifecta of doom. So we organised a sleepover/much-needed respite at Isabella’s house. Ted has not replaced the rug and is going for the bare (and cheap) look now.

Ted and Isabella’s garden is now finished #awardwinning #awkward. Award winning is the swimming pool, it looks like a creek or a pond with lots of stones and plants surrounding it. We went for the first swim and although it looks very natural, it is heavily chlorinated. Blinded, I had to get out and run home to ask Linden for a loan of his goggles. He was more than happy to give me his old pair to keep forever. #blessed #change They are badly scratched but I am not in pain and as long as I can keep an eye on the direction the creepy crawly is creeping then I am happy.

The bunnies have had their own special enclosure upgraded as the original structure, Old Mrs McInerny’s chicken coop, was cracking up under the stress of thumping jumping animals. A hen house is intended for pecking strutting non-contact birds. It is like a Zen paradise retreat for the rest of the bunnies now Fletch has crossed over to the great carrot top of beyond.

Ted has an artistic stone sculpture of a naked person by the front verandah. Ted asked me what I thought of it and I said, ‘I don’t know if it is a girl or a boy.’

Ted said, ‘Well done Lily, that is the point! On the inside we are all the same.’

Seeing my brow furrow Isabella sighed heavily, perhaps with a hint of irritation at Ted. She went around the back and pulled her bathers off the line. She found her bright orange rashi that said Make a splash and clothed said naked non-specific person with it. Then she took her hat off her head and placed it on said not so naked non-specific person and looked at her father. Ted put his finger to chin and went, ‘Hmmm interesting, Isabella,’ like she was making a political statement.

To which Isabella said she got the point but either way naked was naked and it was totes inappropriate for a front verandah. Plus she was making a comment about being sun smart and why couldn’t they have garden gnomes like the Quinns or potted geraniums like the Griffins.
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Things turned from truly pleasant to truly supernatural in a very short time. I will recount in detail, for this was an amazing experience. Ted was cooking paella which is a personal fave of mine and talking about Fern. Weird!

‘How is your sister feeling? Is her diabetes getting under control? I noticed all the sugar is gone from the laundry? Does she have a boyfriend?’ his sentences seemed to run together.

I looked at him blankly. Isabella nudged me. Keeping up with a lie is exhausting — lying is still not in my skillset. ‘She is very well. In fact, she has experienced a miracle cure … and Fern is very private so she won’t want to talk about it. And neither do my entire family. Please don’t mention it.’

A good save. My lying muscle grew heaps in four sentences. Kudos to me!

Ted seemed genuinely delighted at this fake good news and after serving us he ate his paella straight out of the paella pan. Most unlike Ted. Then he sat in the dining room with his noise-cancelling earphones listening to his fave audio science fiction book (a most terrible genre) The War of the Worlds. His eyes closed and I could tell he was fighting Martians and thoroughly enjoying it.

We set up our camp in the family room and opened the minimalist blinds to the sliding glass doors to let the last rays of the sun in, for Clive had written a poem about the last rays of the day and I was eager to hear it. But sadly we never got the chance for through the extensive pane of glass was Edgar.

‘Coo-eee!’ he cried out.

He was hanging over the fence munching on a rum ball. ‘Hello chums, how are we all feeling on this glorious evening,’ but I could tell his heart was not in it.

Edgar looked quite opaque — almost boyish instead of ghoulish. I thought I could see a smattering of pimples across his chin. He was not attractive but not repulsive. In the background I could hear Dad going off his nut about Linden failing yet another maths test. Clive had left him the correct answers but I guess Linden has principles and a short memory.

Edgar looked forlornly at us over the fence. He waved sadly and Cat who is cursed beyond belief with kindness waved back, ‘We are very well, thank you. How are you?’

We need respite Cat I screamed silently in my head. If you encourage him I will be jumping the fence back on wipe and mop patrol!

But Edgar took her up on her offer to chat, ‘I’m as strong as an ox and as lonely as a marooned pirate,’ he sobbed as his slithery tongue mulched the rum ball to pieces. ‘It’s like that poem, oh dear I forget the words.’

He surveyed Isabella’s yard and then turned his attention back to ours, scratching his head and pondering blankly on the little house. Perhaps he sensed the ghasting, I do not know. I did not feel the usual tsunami of vomit tickle my tonsils but a welling of the heart.

‘He looks so sad,’ cried Cat bursting into noisy overwrought tears. This had what is known in technical terms as ‘the domino effect’ and we all started to cry.

‘It must be terrible for him to be trapped on Earth with the very nice place waiting for him and he doesn’t know how to get there. Death can be very hard on a dead person,’ wailed Cat.

I got into a lament as well, ‘And even though I now know he needs sugar and he has access to plenty of sweet stuff, he can’t actually taste or digest anything, just make a shocking mess which I clean up without complaint.’

Clive added, ‘I can’t believe I was hoping to suck him into the leaf blower and freeze him with chemicals for all eternity. I’m evil.’

Au contraire mon cher said my expression and Clive blushed as I blushed.

‘I just knew he was a poetry lover,’ sobbed Isabella.

We closed the blind as Edgar slunk off the fence and walked straight through the louvred glass window slats to be shouted at by Linden, ‘Please get out! I don’t have any more treats. I am completely treatless.’ His voice sounded like it was losing hope, indicating he felt completely hopeless. This set me off big time. I can’t stand Linden feeling hopeless when he is trying so hard to be the opposite. Clive produced a leftover empty chip packet for me to hyperventilate in and sat with me until I could breathe unaided by a Smith’s Crisp Cheese and Onion bag #ourfav. When I regained my breath, I had to move away quick smart from his touch for I felt a swoon coming on and I was already weakened at the knees.

When we had pulled ourselves together, we secretly checked in on Ted who had changed the pace up and was in the middle of having a silent disco with his earphones. Party of one. He still had his eyes shut and he was thrashing and twitching and shaking his bottom which he doesn’t appear to have much of. The sight made us all giggle but then Isabella stopped laughing and said in sombre tone.

‘Sometimes, not often, Dad likes to pretend he is in a friendly trendy pub in London with his old uni friends … I guess he gets lonely.’

Poor Ted, I looked at him and realised he is reasonably young. My dad is old, like he is 56, but Ted’s skin looks dewy and he still has all his hair. I remembered Isabella saying he had just started uni when her mum got pregnant so he can’t be more than just over thirty.

We shut the door and proceeded to all bawl our eyes out some more.

A feeling of doom and despair cast its ugly shadow over the freshly renovated room.

Then I had an appropriate idea.

‘We are meant to be a having a break. Let’s not talk about Edgar for one night,’ I said. ‘Mum always says it is important to have a circuit breaker and just throw the switch every now and then.’

‘I am officially throwing the switch,’ sighed Cat. ‘I’ve cut the power to Edgar.’

We tried to talk of books and Netflix but our eyes wandered back to the minimalist blinds and Edgar with his eternally breaking heart. It was Isabella who said, ‘Let us read round robin Harry Potter from the very start of book one. I will go first.’

The effect was quite soothing but we only made it up to page seventeen, Dumbledore was asking for one more look at baby Harry before his final goodbye. #gutted


Fifteen

My three friends fell into an emotionally depleted deep sleep at only 8.39 pm. Even though our midnight snacks were of an exceptionally high quality for Ted puts in a big effort — we thought of them not. I turned to face Cat who had a trickle of sleep dribble on her cheek. I turned to face Clive who had forgotten his mouth guard and was grinding his teeth making a sound like he was participating in a bone splitting competition. Isabella’s book had gently fallen onto her face making her snores resemble a sea lion in mighty distress.

I wiped Cat’s face, took the book blocking Isabella’s vital airholes and rolled Clive into recovery position. He ceased for a minute and then the noise ramped up.

I did not sigh as the sound became curiously soothing.

I pulled up my blanket and found myself thinking wistful thoughts about my Rosy Room rug and how good it would be to pull it out of my pyjama sleeve and wrap myself up in it. My thoughts then turned to Harry and the gang and it inspired me to keep on keeping on. My eyelids had grown as heavy as my heart when suddenly my nerves were alive and humming as I picked up the scent of lavender and butter menthol.

A figure was floating near Cat and it was not of this world. It was not a ghast but a ghost for it turned when I scratched my head (I needed to remind myself that tapeworm do not enjoy clean hair, that is nits). Being a completely seasoned ghost whisperer, I whisper shouted, ‘State your name and your business.’

The ghost looked at me with narrowing eyes like what a rude girlie and I could divine it was an old woman. Thoughts of Mrs McInerny, the deceased previous owner of the house sharing presucked boiled sweets with the neighbourhood children during her life made me jump. I thought she may lovingly slip one into my friends open mouths and kill them without meaning to for she was not vicious just loopy.

I jumped up to scream Mrs McInerny don’t inadvertently choke my friends when the face became clearer. It was wrinkled, and a mass of white thick curls sprung from it. The woman looked like an old tiny wrinkled crabby version of Cat!

She scowled at me, ‘You a friend my bairns?’ nodding to Clive and Cat’s sleeping faces. The ghost had a strong Irish accent and her blue eyes twinkled magnificently out of her crumpled bag of a face.

‘Yes, who are you and what is your business?’

‘Don’t you use that bossy voice with me you little scut.’

I had no idea what that meant but knew it was not a compliment in any language.

She went back to patting the tears from Cat’s face with a hankie and gently singing, ‘Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral, Too-raloo-ra-li, Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral, hush now, don’t you cry!

I had no idea what too-ra-loo-ral meant, if anything at all, but I felt myself relax at the smoothness of her perfect voice. She then floated over to Clive and stroked his back while shoving a hankie in his mouth. It seemed to do the trick and the terrible noise ceased.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I didn’t mean to sound rude, it’s just that we are all completely besides ourselves. My name is Lily.’

The old lady broke into a smile, her twinkly eyes twinkled for her teeth could not. She did not have a single tooth in her head but I could really see my friend Cat in her warm smile.

‘Well Lily, I saw you being kind to my little bairns,’ she laughed, ‘I was just messing about with you!’ she said with a wink.

I looked her up and down, she was feisty and smart and with her slippers on she was only a fraction taller than me. Cat is so tall they cannot possibly be doppelgangers or anything of a supernatural nature — just relatives with a strong smile gene. Plus, Cat does not tease, even playfully.

‘My name, if you need to know Miss Lily is Aoife Gentle but everyone called me Mother Gentle. I’ve been dead since 1973, died of a bad chest but it was fine for I was 86 and was getting tired of dragging the old bones around. When one of my brood needs me and is sad I come and give a bit of comfort and love so their troubles don’t seem too heavy for a while. Haven’t seen these two since Nancy dog was stolen last year. Poor little whelps cried their eyes out. Clive takes things to heart so.’

I was about to name the wrongdoer but Aoife beat me to it, ‘That no good upstart scoundrel Bre-an-na! Spare the rod and spoil the child is what I say!’

Followed up by, ‘She is an absolute pox bottle, a scaldy,’ said it in a way that made it a significant insult and I knew that Aoife was one sharp spectre.

‘There is a reason we are so sad,’ I said forlornly as I took her to the window, ‘This is the reason why we are so sad,’ I said carefully opening up the minimalist blinds to reveal through the open slats of the sleepout, an angry Linden doing his crunches and squats.

Aoife looked at me confused, ‘Nice looking boyo to be sure, a bit aggro though.’

‘No, not him,’ I said, ‘look up at the roof.’

There was Edgar sitting cross legged on the roof of the sleepout looking mournfully into the night skies with the mound of his tummy picking up the streetlight. It was like there was now an unseen umbilical cord of a surgical steel nature keeping Edgar attached to Linden’s perturbed and angsty teen spirit. He sighed and disappeared before I could shout out, ‘Edgar over here!’

‘Eddie? Eddie? Oh Eddie, you poor fella,’ whispered Aoife and then added to my reasonable surprise, ‘My poor darling.’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘His name is Edgar Pommeroy.’

‘I know his name Missy Lily,’ she snapped, ‘he should’ve been long gone. His poor spirit, oh it’s very sad.’ Yet another magic hankie appeared and she wiped the tears from her own face in long sad streaks. ‘He tried to help me, he was brave, he tried to help me before his death. I was so sad for such a long time after.’

‘I am sorry,’ I could not ask her to go into detail as her dabbing became a bit manic and I could tell she was devastated.

‘Poor Eddie, he was my … friend, such a lovely fella. But now he is lost, he needs to go over to the otherside.’

It was nice of her to summarise the situation although I had well and truly worked that part out. Edgar had to go! But the thought of Edgar being a friend and not a public menace struck me as true; he was a friend and my eyeballs welled. Then I had another thought — perhaps Aoife could help/guide/push Edgar over to the otherside? Perhaps good old Eddie just needed a mentor? Some instructions?

‘We all need your help Mother Gentle,’ I said with urgency I’d never felt before. Linden was about to crack up, I was not far behind and Edgar was on the edge, he just needed a gentle nudge or an almighty shove and Aoife was our girl.

And Aoife was all over it, understanding at once what was required. She nodded her head and waved a fresh hanky at me, ‘Tomorrow at the big house,’ she nodded her head in the direction of my home, ‘when the black cockatoos stop their noise and settle down in the trees for the evening, I will be waiting for you all by the little house. I got to go, my daughter Alma needs me. She is my youngest babe, my darling wean. She is ninety-something-ooh-I-forget-years-old, she lives in the big city. Alma’s old cat has gone missing again, gone for good this time. She is about to discover Fluffy met his end under a rubbish truck. She will need me, the poor mite.’

And with that Aoife was gone, leaving me with a pleasant silence, a hint of lavender, Butter-Menthol and hope — a very good combination.


Sixteen

In the morning, Cat and Clive woke up at the same moment bursting to tell me their dreams. Clive said he had dreamt he was sleeping in a cave that looked out over a field of lavender, he was cosied by his knitted blankets and reading the most interesting book that he couldn’t quite remember the name of. It was bliss. Isabella woke up with a smile and rubbed her eyes as Cat shouted, ‘Guess what I dreamt of?’

‘Was it Harry Potter and Linden duelling with their wands over who would take you to the Yule Ball?’

‘No,’ said Cat with a frown.

‘Just me then,’ whispered Isabella with a teary smile.

Cat said she’d dreamt she was surrounded by cuddly kittens that preferred Butter-Menthol lollies to cat food. It felt awesome.

‘Guess what? You weren’t dreaming!’ I revealed.

Isabella sat up, ‘Linden and Harry are fighting over me?’

‘No Isabella,’ and I am afraid I did that temple rub thing with my pointer fingers that Dad does when it is all getting a bit much.

‘Something supernatural happened last night, didn’t it Lily? I can tell you are excited, you have that special gleam in your raw sienna-coloured eyes.’

Clive blushed like he had said too much. I think it is a compliment — big time. Raw Sienna is a beautiful brown unlike burnt sienna which takes on red tones and would only suit a vampire.

‘Well, you were dreaming but the dream was being driven by your long departed Mother Aoife, she felt your distress and came to offer comfort and hankies.’

Cat said, ‘Now that you mention it, I do feel better, I was getting a bit off kilter there with worry for Edgar and us.’

‘I feel positive today, too,’ added Clive, ‘What was she like? What was our Ma Aoife like?’ he asked excitedly.

I felt obliged to tell them she was old and totes wrinkly but that I could see Cat’s smile and that Cat was right — there was no way they were reincarnated or doppelgangers for Aoife was short and Cat is very tall.

I also told them the good news — Aoife was coming back tomorrow to help us with our problem of Edgar and I was sure she would have the solution. They could meet her then. Their excitement runneth over, Cat did an impromptu dance and Clive reached for his GROEP note book and made an extra-large neat asterisk next to the dated event.

All I need to do now is inform Edgar of these developments ASAP.
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Very beeping typical! It took ages to find Edgar this morning, he was not in the kitchen or in the pantry or under Linden’s bed. Linden was not there either as he now has a job on the Hickleberry’s farm picking fruit and pashing Alice on breaks. I had to get a large slice of GG’s freshly baked fig cake and wave it around like a chunk of cheese on a mouse trap.

Still nothing happened. I needed help.

But GG was napping so I could not talk to him. Nanna had her headphones on and was getting her groove on with Roger Moore as 007 James Bond.

Mum was sorting out a leak on the roof. She had taken the renovation and recycling thing very seriously and was turning her attention to the house. She wanted everything to be fixed and easy maintenance for when GG got really old and we’d moved to the dream house. I legit hate the dream house. To leave GG is a hellish nightmare to me.

In my desperation, I decided it was need to know time for Fern even though she was in a sweet sewing bubble. There was much to talk about but I was hesitant sharing with her as Edgar walked through her yesterday and Fern had not even blinked. Not kindred.

Fern was pinning/sewing patterns together on an old table. Dress patterns are made of the softest/strongest tissue paper in the world. The paper has words, numbers and symbols on it like a long last ancient language, but Fern seems to have worked it out pretty well. She has her eye in, her nerve up and her skills honed. She has cast her eye over the dead ladies in our family’s vintage dress pattern collections — circa 1911—2005. Her focus era is 1945— 1975. She is pushing out some magnificent evening gowns — or as GG calls them, formal frocks. She is in 1955 at the mo and it’s all tight body and big swishing full skirts which is good because she is prone to having a big bottom and lots of lovely floral material really suits.

Through the pins in her mouth she mumbled, ‘Oh ank oo m arv.’ A dangerous and unnecessary thing to do as she had sandwich crumbs on her plate and jam on her face. It had been seventeen minutes since lunch.

I looked at the plate of entrapment bliss in my hand and thinking on my feet, said, ‘Yes, I brought this for you!’

She spat out the pins and cried, ‘Thank you. So kind of you. I am literally famished.’

My eyes told me otherwise, my lips did not move.

‘You are so thoughtful, oh the serendipity, I was just enjoying the most fantastic smell, there it is again (even Other Lily had to concede that Edgar’s smell was most moreish). Is GG making caramel slice? It’s so close it’s like he was in the room with me!’

Well someone was but it was not GG!

This was the first time any grown up had sensed the smell. Was Fern on the magical improve or was Edgar’s scent ramping up from angst and loneliness?

Indeed, I was full of thoughts, but they were of a most desperate and apoplectic nature for when I smelt salted caramel I knew our dead boy was wandering in his former favourite room. Our most beloved Rosy Room.

I handed Fern the cake just as Edgar patted me on the shoulder. I looked at Fern to see if she could see the supernatural paw at all, but she was eating the cake, pushing up her specs and puzzling over pieces of tissue paper labelled ‘bustier.’

Vomitous.

Need to know cancelled.

I turned my attention to Edgar.

He’d floated over to the wall and was stroking the Rosy Room wallpaper forlornly.

‘Lovely times here with Lexi and Lulu.’

‘Lucy and Lily,’ I corrected crossly. I looked at Fern, she was well and truly bubble wrapped and did not hear me.

‘Oh yes, of course, my mistake,’ he bowed deeply and sighed. ‘I’m getting all out of whack again. I’m such a dolt.’

I jerked my head and smiled as to intimate that we should leave my non-magical sister’s abode and move into the empty kitchen but I guess because I have been overwrought and well, rude most of the time, he looked at me blankly and then decided the idea was to copy me. So, for a minute or two we were doing these head bounce chook dance of a most irritating nature until I had the presence of mind to shout, ‘I think I will go into the kitchen because there is no one in it.’

Fern looked up with big sad eyes and said, ‘Of course, we all need alone time, it is important to listen to our quiet thoughts.’ Next to her were two sets of knitting needles and the most gorgeous skeins of rose-coloured wool. I did not have time to process my thoughts that perhaps I had promised Fern that we could learn to knit together for fun and friendship as my literal thoughts were screaming blue murder but I smiled as I herded Edgar into the kitchen.

[image: Image]

I thought I would introduce the topic thoroughly and ground it with context and stuff. I began with, ‘Our friend Cat Quinn,’ it was at this point I took a breath and Edgar rallied back with, ‘Hi ho Spotty Finn, I say I like this game.’

‘No Edgar,’ I sighed but admired his speedy reflexes.

‘No Edgar,’ he frowned, ‘A tough one dear miss.’

‘Snow Headgear,’ he trumped.

Well done I thought.

It dawned on me that shouting and demanding is not good for anyone’s memory and so I said in my softest kindest voice, ‘Do you remember your friend Aoife for she remembers you.’ The blankness prevailed. I soldiered on. ‘She looks very similar to our friend Cat Quinn for she is a relative. I don’t know how you know each other but Aoife remembers you.’ I added casually, ‘she visited us as a ghost last night.’ (I did not add ‘in an advanced geriatric state’ as I knew this would alarm him).

‘Aoife?’

‘Yes, Aoife Gentle nee Little,’ I shouted in a non-gentle way (Nee means the name you were given at birth before changing it after getting married. It seems the ladies had to change their names, not the men. Lily Quinn, Lily Quinn Griffin, Clive Griffin Quinn … hmm I prefer the latter.).

The familiar googly-eyed blank look panned across Edgar’s face and thoughts of punching him in the head did fly past my mind’s eye. My arm muscle quivered but I quelled it as I thought of Cat’s ant-infested toffee slopped arm.

But then at last a little spark.

‘Little you say? Now that rings a bell!’ his bulging eyes scrunched closed.

I was disappointed with the result.

Edgar opened his mouth and said, ‘By jingoes, Twinkles Little and our dog named Skittle!’

‘No more rhyming games,’ I whisper shouted with decreasing kindness, indeed my kindness muscle was shrivelling.

‘Are you sure her name wasn’t Twinkles for it is what I called her. Such beautiful big blue eyes, absolutely sparkled and shone when she smiled. Hang on a moment, Mother called her Aoife, Mother was frightfully formal and cold. Wipe your feet and shut the door behind you Aoife, you dirty grub!’

No surprise there, thank you very much Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy!


Seventeen

‘Edgar,’ I whisper screamed, ‘you’ve had a whole memory all by yourself!’

‘I did, didn’t I? Hurrah!’ he exclaimed puffing up a bit.

‘Tell me all about Aoife, I mean Twinkles Little,’ I urged with ultra-delight. At last, at last, we were having a breakthrough.

Edgar’s face resembled a kitchen tap being turned on filling up a sink — with memories, obviously, not hot water. His eyes went from a trickle of a glimmer, to a suggestion of a memory, to the scent of a sudsy memory and then blasting memories like a fire engine hose foaming up with luscious bubbles that almost touched the top of his head. The light switches were finally flicked on.

‘Now that I remember her, I can barely remember a time without her. We grew up together for my mother was very busy writing letters and left the feeding and the cleaning of me to the help. Twinkles and Kitty arrived in the dead of night in the most outlandish clothes when I was about ten years old and instantly gained my heart. Every time I stepped into the little house Kitty would say, ‘Ahh here is my stout little sweetheart. Come sit, come eat some stew,’ I felt so loved and welcomed. She was so happy to see me even though they lived in the store room and there wasn’t much space for them amongst bags of flour, cases of Father’s port and masses of chopped wood, it was my favourite place in the world. The Littles preferred to sleep under the stars behind the shed that looked out onto the bush. Mother would walk past my door to make sure I was saying my night prayers in the correct order and when I could hear her scratching out letters at her desk in the next room, I would slip out the window to join them.’ His eyes misted at the memory and then he choked out, ‘I remember now! I remember everything! I came back to check on Aoife and Kitty, to help them for terrible times were about to unfold but I couldn’t remember them or the problem. In any case they were gone from Flotsam Road. There was only Mother and Father just as I told you. Even Skittle the dog was gone. All I could remember was that the last thing I was instructed to do was to stay in the kitchen and washhouse so I did … for decades on and off until Lucy and Lily moved in … and I ruined that too, I am such a dolt. I was so eager to have a friend I overstepped the mark and behaved very badly.’

Poor Edgar was crumbling with post traumatic afterlife shock; I had to keep him on track. I gave him a lamington and tried not to flinch as coconut sprayed everywhere. Feels like the broom is becoming an extension of my arms.

‘Tell me about Aoife … I mean Twinkles,’ for I was keen to learn more about her spirited spirit … and to promote memories that dredged up the missing pieces of the quest Edgar didn’t realise he was on.

‘Well, her name Twinkles Little suited her for she was tiny but feisty. Much cleverer than me and a lot faster on her feet.’ Edgar looked out the window into the clear blue sky with a curious mix of chocolatey coconut and pimples on his chin, ‘She had the most beautiful coloured eyes like—’ he stopped as if to recollect just the right colour.

‘Honey?’ I faltered for I had said too much.

Edgar looked at me aghast, obviously he had seen our pasty glue honey on the breakfast table made even more disgusting mixed with butter by those who do not take care but shall remain nameless. (Linden, Fern and sadly Manuel.)

‘No, blue like a balmy summer sky,’ he crooned with vigour.

‘I was so fond of her, I rather had feelings for her — when she beat me fair and square in an arm wrestle, I felt faint from a most peculiar feeling.’

I said, ‘It is a swoon and it is resultant from a crush.’

‘Why yes! How do you know of such things?’ he said with a hint of a smile.

I yearned to tell someone of my love for Clive but could not. It was a secret of life-changing proportion. Edgar looked into my eyes and said, ‘You are quite taken with Clive?’ It was more like a statement than a question and so my inner taps were turned on full throttle.

‘So much, oh so much Edgar. He is the first thing I think about when I wake up and the last thing at night — along with about seventy percent during the day for I must do my schoolwork and think about how I’m to get rid … I mean how to help you.’

I took a deep breath and looked into Edgar’s green eyes which I had not noticed until now were as cool and calming as Isabella’s pool with tightly secured goggles.

‘Thank you Edgar, I’ve been dying to speak what needs to remain unspoken and now … let us never speak of it again.’

Edgar nodded with a laugh.

‘Please keep telling me about Ms Twinkles Aoife Little Gentle,’ I implored.

‘Well, it felt like we had been friends forever, we were like brother and sister, the best of chums. I would go to school and bring my lessons home and Twinkles would pore over my books. She taught herself how to read and write for she was not allowed to go to school which was a crying shame for she was twice, nay thrice as smart as I. A time came when I would bring my lessons home and she would help me, giving me all the correct answers. My teacher was so pleased with my ‘prodigious progress’ she often had a little sweet treat for me as a reward for all my hard work which I shared with Twinkles. So, we played, ate and worked together for well, four years or so. I was so happy. Very happy.’ Edgar sighed deeply and then with a beaming smile continued on, ‘She was frightened of nothing and no one.’

Edgar started to look emotional and overwrought again, I knew the breathe into the paper bag trick would not work on him for he was air free.

‘Tell me, tell me more about the dog called Skittles!’ With skill, I had changed the subject, my interpersonal expertise was on fire.

‘He was a tiny little waif, a bitzer and a stray. He was prone to rolling over and over in an unusual way so we named him Skittles. How I loved him but Mother could not abide animals of any sort and I could not keep him. Twinkles offered to keep the pup in the little house so I could visit him every day, because as you know I was visiting the little house everyday anyway. I would bring him scraps and he would sleep by the open fire outside nestled between Kitty and Twinkles, for Kitty was very kind to everyone and everything. I would see her rescue bees by feeding them honey on a stick (I have witnessed Cat doing this). Twinkle was tremendous fun, smart as a whip, good at running and sport. Why, she could play cricket as well as any boy. Of course she wasn’t allowed to join the team for she was a girl. She could skip and dance and do headstands and backflips and walk on a tightrope between two old gums. Rumour had it, Kitty and Twinkles had run away from the circus. Something to do with a short-tempered whiskey-sodden clown. But she never ever talked about her life before the little house.’ Edgar grew pensive, ‘I think they had a very bad time of it. Once I found a very odd shoe hidden in a bucket and it made Kitty smile a strange sad smile and say, ‘Oh that old smelly boot belonged to the nastiest man on earth, Kewpie the Clown.’ I got the feeling that he had been unkind to the pair of them with his fists. She said she had taken one shoe to teach him a lesson as clown shoes are expensive and hard to come by.’ Edgar shuddered at the memory of the clown shoe but rallied with, ‘So talented, not just sporty but artistic — what pictures she could draw, fantastic drawings just spilled out of the pencils or chalks I gave to her. But our favourite game for just the two of us was chasey, by crikey it was fun running through the bush at the back of the house.’

I wanted to say that the cricket comment was an outdated gender stereotype and that girls were as good as boys at everything in the universe but I did not. It was not the time or place. I was facilitating a lifetime of memories and it felt amazing.

‘Then we’d go back to the little house and have something to eat, oh the tea cake was so moist and the Irish stew was to die for. For dessert we would have the finest shortbread. Kitty made it for Mother, but Mother would take one bite and say, Katherine, these are inedible, throw them in the bin, not fit for humans. You may eat potatoes day and night but I do not. So Kitty would bring them out to us and we’d wolf them down for they were smashing. Absolutely top notch!’

Edgar added with a laugh, ‘Twinkles soon discovered why Mother wouldn’t eat them — her pockets were full of chocolate wrappers. She’d been eating Cadbury fancy chocolates after dinner by the handful and had no appetite for anything else. Not once did she offer me any,’ he said with a sad kind of reproach, but then he got uncharacteristically angry. ‘Mother sent Twinkles under the house to check for snakes and she discovered the empty tins. Mother’s sisters had sent them from England. Twinkles said that the tins had cards with FOR DEAR EDGAR written on them — of course Mother didn’t know she could read!’

Edgar was silent as if he was choosing his words carefully not to include swearwords.

‘Oh yes, Mother could be mean. Twinkles and I called her the bearded dragon!’

Not a very nice thing to call your mum but I felt Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy deserved it. Something inside me stirred, but I could not examine it as Edgar was off and racing down memory lane and it was up to me to guide him.

‘Why did you call her that?’

‘Well, she was very tall and thin, she kept a pair of tweezers up her sleeve and was constantly plucking her chin for she grew whiskers to rival my father’s.

‘It was a favourite past time of mine to hide her tweezers. Oh, for sure I would get soundly beaten for it when she discovered my hiding spot but oh it was worth it to see the stubble work its way up to break through the surface. Twinkles said she would have been a great success in the circus as a bearded lady.’ Edgar smiled wistfully at the thought but then his face grew thunderous. ‘And besides she would beat me for no reason at all, might as well give her one. Twinkles thought it very daring of me and she would often apply Kitty’s home-made remedies and bandages to stop the bleeding. She begged me not to do it again for Mother was growing ferocious. She said she would not know what to do if anything were to happen to me.’

Bleeding! Dear giddy aunt what type of a person was this Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy formerly known as Agnes? But Edgar didn’t seem phased — being thrashed was obviously a regular thing. This does not make it acceptable, nor does the fact that Agnes had been thwarted in her personal life. I’m sorry Cat but it’s called child abuse and there is no excuse. Clive told me there was even a new law in 1894 that gave kids rights. Not a lot but certainly Agnes should have been put in the back of a police cart and hauled off for a big think. But I guess kids having rights was a new concept and it took a while to catch on.

It was here that Edgar sat on the kitchen table, stroking the sugar bowl and looked at me earnestly, ‘And well, dear Lily, as you know, feelings can change and I began to love Twinkles and I hoped she felt the same way about me. I had dreams that when we grew up Twinkles could replace Father as the bank manager for no one could do numbers quicker (not even Father) and I could become a baker, but these were foolish hopes. Father had already insisted that I would begin at the bank at the age of fifteen even though I still got the pound sign back to front and upside down. I really just wanted to join Jimmy at his bakery, he said he would be more than happy to have me apprenticed at the end of the year. But I was fourteen, the future seemed a lifetime away.’

Silence prevailed as poor Edgar didn’t get to have a future and I gave him three minutes of talk-free time before prodding him with, ‘Keep talking.’

‘Yes, anyway,’ he rallied, ‘Mother didn’t care I spent so much time with the Littles because it meant she didn’t have to spend any time with me. But that changed one day when she came upon Twinkles and I in the little house having fun, playing games and talking fondly. She must have sensed that our feelings ran deep.’

Note

Dolt was the word Edgar’s parents called him. I looked it up in the hardback dictionary and was not surprised to find it was a very mean insult. It means someone who is not very clever, a sandwich short of a picnic. I am seething with anger. Words can be like poisoned barbs. Dangerous and harmful.

Note to self

Remember to look under the house for vintage chocolate tins and other hidden Pommeroy historical relics that may bring information and unrealised money. Money that could be realised if I could bring myself to sell anything I find. Oh no! I have the Dunnings compulsion to hang onto every little thing that Pinkie affectionately calls crap.


Eighteen

The thought lurking in the back of my mind now perforated my brain and ran free and easy. ‘Did you own a zoetrope?’ I asked Edgar with breathless enthusiasm.

‘Zoetrope?’ he frowned perplexed but eager to remember. Even though he was accurately prompted by me, Edgar had to think about this for many seconds before exclaiming, ‘The spinning picture maker mover? Why yes! It came in a large package from my aunts in England for my fourteenth birthday with a tin of chocolates. Mother had no use or understanding of it so she put it under the house and of course kept the chocolates. Twinkles dragged it out, gave it to me and we read the instruction booklet. We kept the gadget in the little house. She also managed to take the chocolates and hide them in the chook house (Mother had a peculiar bird phobia and would never look there) so we could eat them when Mother was at her meeting on pest control. The kangaroos were nibbling at her manicured hedge again, I am afraid to say she was petitioning for their extermination.’ He changed the subject quick smart after that sad thought, ‘Twinkles said her favourite chocolates were the strawberry flavoured, mine was caramel. We ate the whole box in a jiffy. She had a little vomit but I was fine.’

Poor Edgar — at last he could taste the wonders of chocolate and my goodness how much it influenced his after-life!

‘So the pictures showed a cat chasing a mouse but Twinkles was clever at drawing. She could not resist borrowing Father’s still point fountain pen and changing the cat to a—’

‘Frillneck lizard?’ I interrupted him with the correct answer.

‘Why yes, a bearded dragon, it was our private joke for Mother,’ chuckled Edgar.

‘And she changed the mouse into a boy named Edgar,’ I triumphed.

‘I say, how do you know all this?’

‘Clive and I found the zoetrope in the little house and I don’t want to alarm you but the memory seems to have left a mega deep imprint in the atmosphere and is played over and over again like a song on the gramophone. You will be pleased to know that the zoetrope is in top-quality condition.’

‘I see,’ mused Edgar fascinated at the thought of Twinkles and himself on replay.

‘It’s just your vague noises and the sound of the zoetrope, not your images … go on, go on!’ I encouraged.

‘Twinkles reversed the contraption and made the mouse … I mean myself chase the bearded dragon which was hilarious but then it switched back to the cat which was now a dragon chasing the mouse which was now … me and we felt …’ Edgar’s voice faltered.

‘You went from sheer bliss to utter misery beyond belief? Sad — like you couldn’t be happy ever again if you were separated from each other but you knew it was coming? Like it was inevitable? And you were frightened you would be tortured again.’

‘Yes, so sad, for I was beginning to understand Mother would never accept Twinkles as anything other than our house girl to be berated and harangued when in fact she was smart and sweet and could turn her hand at anything. Twinkles understood it very well that we would not be allowed to be together but it made her so sad and we both cried.’

Edgar tried to keep his lips together but they wobbled violently and his grey tongue popped out. ‘Twinkles had just patched up a rather big bruise on my back. She had taken it upon herself to hide the rolling pin in the biggest gum tree out in the bush right about where your dear friend Isabella lives. She thought Mother would go back to the good old fashioned wooden spoon but she upped the ante to my cricket bat and well, I was seeing stars. I really didn’t feel like batting after that for a time but I got over it; the Treebark Trunks Under 16s needed me.’

Horrified, I remembered, ‘There was a dark shadow at the door, tall and thin — was that your mother?’

‘It was Mother. She was not alone. When she moved away from the door, I peeked through the crack and could see she’d stopped by the fig tree (my word how it has grown) to talk to a man I had not seen before.’

My blood literally chilled.

‘I could overhear their conversation, well mostly it was Mother talking in her normal overbearing voice for she did not see or hear us in the little house and presumed us to be in the kitchen with Kitty. She said the girl had potential and was quite smart, too smart for an Irish girl and would make a reasonable housegirl in the city far away from Treebark. Then Mother added her own son was very immature, was not learned in the proper ways of the world and needed to be protected from the wily girl. As he was a dolt, he needed a plain wife who could read and write which was beyond Twinkles’ capabilities. The man said he understood completely and he would return tomorrow at noon. Mother turned and indicated that if the wench was not in the little house, he would find her in the chook house or under the big house as being a naughty little sneak was also in her nature.’

‘That night after I had recited my prayers — I must say I struggled to keep to the speed and correct order — Mother came into my room and declared that I was forbidden to go the little house from that moment forward. If I stepped through the doorway, she would make me wish I had never been born, just as she had wished it many times. I was to go no further than the kitchen — the washhouse at a pinch. I immediately jumped out the window and went to warn Twinkles and Kitty. They both suspected trouble was brewing. I was a mess but they made a plan at once and … and … and … oh no I can’t seem to remember what happened next.’

Edgar looked gutted, I took a chocolate bar out of my pocket, he stuffed it into his face but was unable to go on for long lost tangled traumatic memories hounded him. It was he who changed the subject and asked me how had I come across Twinkles.

What to say?

The truth!

‘Her most beloved yet distant kin, Cat and Clive, are so freaked out by you that their sad vibes called her name without actually calling her name for she is now on an eternal cuddle patrol for a heavily populated immediate and extended family.’

‘I say, how is she looking my dear little Twinkles, for she was so beautiful.’

I could not bring myself to say she looked like she had had seven children and lived her life for everyone else. I did not add when she died she was at the age that comfort overtakes fashion and wore her slippers and headscarf everywhere. I replied, ‘Twinkles is going to help us tonight and you can rekindle your friendship then. She was not big on time, she just said when the cockies calm down.’

‘The red-tail black cockatoos, there were whole crackles of them, dozens and dozens of them settled in the white gum before dusk.’ Edgar smiled the most brilliant tongue-free smile, ‘Follow me, I need to go back to the little house,’ he said gaining in excitement and speed (thank goodness I had the presence of mind to grab another lamington).

‘Mother said to me again on the day I died I was not to ever go inside again. She said things were changing and if I so much as went near the footpath then she would beat me with the cricket bat around my ears this time. That was the last thing I remember her saying to me so when I was dead I didn’t leave the house because I couldn’t remember who I was looking for but now I do and it’s too late. I got it all so messed up. I’m such a dolt.’ Some ugly crying followed. I had to look away as his grey tongue was flopping about in a featureful way. But I steeled myself.

‘Look me in the eye, Edgar,’ I said, ‘You are not a dolt, anybody would be confused after hearing that terrible threat rammed into their brain before having their oxygen supply cut off by a piece of pastry. No wonder you had amnesia. You were suppressing trauma of a childhood of being bullied!’

He whizzed past Pinkie who was hanging out the washing and past GG who was rehoming lady bugs onto the aphids on the roses. Mum was repainting the back gate in its original glory green and making it sure it swung without a screech. Plugged into her ears were her earbuds and I could tell by the intense expression she was learning Vietnamese.

Edgar stopped at the back of the yard in front of the little house. ‘This is the little house — it is little and the Littles used to live here.’ He whooshed through the door and opened it for me key free, ‘Welcome dear girl or as Kitty would say a hundred thousand welcomes!’

The room was all tidy and I felt so glad that Nanna Pinkie had not thrown anything out. All it took was for an old man to break down and cry.

‘And you say she is coming to see me tonight?’ beamed Edgar who surprised me by searching for a mirror. Pinkie had put a sparkle back on the vintage television set and Edgar looked at himself for the first time in a long time.

‘The tongue is a bit of a problem,’ he turned to me and smiled, ‘What do you think?’ I could not tell him that even after all these days and nights together, his grey tongue makes me want to scream and retch. Instead I said, ‘Your eyes are a most beautiful green and if you don’t open your mouth, you are quite passable.’

Edgar was touched and bowed.

Now we’d finally had a proper breakthrough, my mind relaxed and I am sad to admit that a teeny tiny green-eyed monster raised its spiky head. I found myself asking, ‘Why were you hanging around Fern? She is not a teen and she is angst free.’

Edgar looked at me solemnly and whispered, ‘Dear Lily, your lovely sister Fern is terribly lonely. She was meant to be going on a trip abroad with her friends but she decided to stay and look after your grandfather. Her chums, it seems, went anyway and she spends a good amount of time looking at her little picture box with the noise (her smart phone!) at photographs of them having the time of their lives. Let me tell you, the pictures of the food are remarkable! Who would have thought to take pictures of food! Fern is lonely — it is palpable in the air around her. It feels like a biting cold wind rattling a lone blossom on a gumtree. Can you not feel it?’

No, I could not, perhaps the rattle of the sewing machine cancelled it out for me. All those hours she spends on it … alone. Fern had missed out on the overseas trip with her friends because she chose to look after our beloved grandfather. Kudos Fernsy!

I hung my head in shame. As I looked up I saw Ted uninstalling his naked person statue with the help of a fridge trolley. Isabella had been at him to move it around by the pool for context and privacy. Seems he was doing it at last. ‘Such a great dad,’ I sighed out and when I breathed in my inner voice whispered, ‘He is no Clive but he would make an awesome boyfriend for a certain single sister.’

My heart gladdened at the thought.


Nineteen

When you are waiting for an ultimate supernatural experience, time drags. It gives me insight and sympathy for poor Linden and his slow evacuation problem. Clive and Cat were beyond excited as it is not every day you meet a cherished dead relative.

Clive has been continuing his online research about his family and discovered that Twinkles/Aoife was a very good artist in her later life but there was nothing about her early life. She shall be known as Aoife from now on because I am confusing myself and as I have given Alice journals one and two, she may be captivated by my writing and lifestyle and ask for journal three and therefore I need it to be accessible. (Hi, Alice!)

Pinkie has done an awesome job of tidying and cleaning up the little house. I like to give credit where credit is due and it’s gone from a gothic allergy nightmare to quite cosy and homely — like a museum with a really nice cake shop/cafe attached. While she cleaned and sorted, I hung around making sure that the zoetrope cake tin was left alone and all the lovely heirlooms including the horseshoes, nails, screws and mouse traps of yore were collated and put into their own boxes. It is highly likely I really do have the genetic compulsion to keep everything I see. I am not ashamed and I think I will study everyday cool historical stuff like this at university after I finish my PhD on what makes a bully a bully. I hope that Clive and I go to the same university so we can drink black coffee and close talk all day. #perhapsasmoochiekissbutnotapash

Pinkie did wrap the zoetrope in plastic and placed it on top of the radiogram. I unwrapped it and put it back in the corner so as not to upset the ghasts. Although on that day there was no invisible giggling or sorrowing. In fact, I haven’t heard them again.

We waited in the little house and although four out of five of us were alive, hardly a breath was drawn in or out. I was super excited to see Aoife again and super exited to help Edgar … go away. Clive looked out of the sparkling clean window and said, ‘Well, it’s not a crackle, it’s just three birds, a male and female and a juvenile in the white gum. But the dusk is fast approaching.’ (So poetical — just saying!)

Regardless of their numbers, the noise was at first exhilarating and then unpleasant on the nerves, there seemed to be an interpersonal issue going on between them until the light shifted, all the heat went out of it and the birds settled down in the last gentle golden rays.

I rushed to the door and saw Aoife materialise by the fig tree. She was still wearing her head scarf, her hair was white, wild and wispy and I spied a curler. She was dressed in a knitted cardigan paired with an elastic waisted skirt set off with a pair of gumboots, and was coughing into yet another magical hankie. She was in her Classic Nanna ensemble. And although this old Nanna image would bring great comfort to Clive and Cat, Edgar would not be able to recognise her and our plan would be thwarted big time.

I was prepared!

I had borrowed something from the Quinn wall of Past and Present. It was the photo of Aoife as a teenager. I pulled it out from my hello kitty bag and pondered on how to say you look old, dressed for comfort and slightly bedraggled and will not prompt a thing in a 14-year-old boy who remembers your shiny straight teeth and lustrous hair that are missing in action.

‘The old dead girls in my family can change their appearance — is that a thing everyone can do or just a Dunnings thing?’ I said as I casually placed the photo right under her nose.

Aoife got my drift immediately and morphed into her former glorious youthful self. Hand to mouth, she stifled a giggle and looked shy. Of course! Her original dreamboat was on the other side of the door! I thought I could see a rosy blush across her pretty cheeks. I grabbed her ethereal hand and it felt soft and warm like the last rays of the sun. Then we entered the little house for the reunion of a lifetime or two.

[image: Image]

I have cried too much since Edgar’s much unwanted return to Flotsam Road but the tears we all shed in the little house that eve were of pure joy and happiness.

I thought the two were going to embrace but Aoife poked out her tongue to which Edgar crossed his eyes and tweaked his ears.

Then they fell about laughing, obviously it was some sort of secret code of friendship that ended in a raucous laugh that imitated a crackle of cockies — many, many cockies. Apparently that was their meeting call, so Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy would not suspect that they were planning on playing chasey in the snake-ridden bush or scoffing down treats Aoife had scavenged (#restoredtorightfulowner) or whatever the pair chose to do. Then some private words of an emotional nature were exchanged. Then they started to crack each other up. I tried to write down their banter but it was hard to understand with the hysterical laughter going on. The two began to settle down as Edgar succumbed to hiccups and Aoife began to cough. Wiping her eyes, Aoife turned and made a beeline for Clive and Cat embracing them in her tiny spectral arms.

Isabella introduced herself and then asked a most excellent question, ‘Why did you change your name from Twinkles to Aoife?’

Emboldened, Clive asked, ‘Where did you go after Edgar suddenly passed away and how did you feel?’

Cat, who is kind to a major fault line asked, ‘What happened to Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy? I really felt that she was quite unbalanced and a bit crazy, did she get help?’

‘You mean did she get arrested, straight jacketed and sent away?’ added Isabella.

‘No, that is not what I meant, more like help for being pyschotic? Obviously you don’t choose to be that way!’

‘It’s a long story,’ replied Aoife quietly.

The little house fell quiet, almost sombre and sad. The hum of the mosquitos entered our ears but not for long as the redback spiders lured them in like Edgar to a jammy donut. Total silence prevailed.

However, Edgar was not silent.

‘I am beginning to remember our life, my life, but there are still blanks and of course there is the bit in which I am dead and not yet familiar with how to be a ghost. There is actually a bit of a knack to it initially. Took me few days to pick up.’

He squeezed Aoife’s hand and did not leave a sloppy syrupy mess.

‘My death left me confused and befuddled. I simply couldn’t remember what it was I needed to do. I needed to help you escape. All I could remember was I was not allowed in the little house ever again and I would be thrashed within half an inch of my life and having experienced being thrashed within an inch of my life I did not cherish the thought but that would not have stopped me but I guess my death wreaked havoc on my memory. Lily says it is caused by trauma.’

Aoife nodded and she squeezed his hand back.

‘Please Aoife, please tell us your story,’ whispered Edgar.

‘My story?’ Aoife sat on the ground and thought hard for a minute. ‘What is the last thing you remember, Eddie?’

‘I didn’t want to go to the competition. I wanted to help you. It was the day … it was the day you were to be taken away. Father said I was to go, for eating was the only thing I was good at and the bank had arranged with Jimmy’s for a staff discount if I won again. I pleaded I felt unwell for I did. I was sick with nerves for you and Kitty but Mother piped up and said I was going, that was that and she finished off the sentence with one of her unhinged looks.

‘Father never went anywhere with me, but he walked me down to Jimmy’s with Mother in the rear. And there they sat with their arms crossed staring at me while I was eating which really put me off my game I must say.

‘The taste of the pie was superb but between my glaring parents and the desire to run home and help the Littles escape I misjudged a chew. Suddenly I saw a tunnel with a light beckoning me appear in front of me and I was drawn to it then the tunnel shut and the light dimmed. I was dead.’

The words hung over us like a nightmare.

We looked to Aoife who was twirling her dress hem into a stress knot, she dropped the hem and sat down cross legged and began her story.
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‘Eddie had told us what was going to happen the night before. If he’d gotten caught he would’ve got a hiding that sent him to bed or worse.’ She turned to Edgar and said, ‘You wanted us to go right there and then but Mama and I said no because if we were missing in the morning, your mother would have guessed you’d told us and given you a whacking. You helped Mama and I put our stuff together and we hid it in the bush behind the house. We didn’t have much anyways. You told us to take Skittles dog with us as you were scared she would miss us and start her yelping and that your mother would …’ Aoife bit her lip and scrunched up her apron. She turned her head and pointed to the door.

‘I watched you being marched off to Jimmy’s and I knew you didn’t want to go.

‘Your father never showed any interest in you at all. He practically lived at the bank. He had no idea your mother was losing the plot. When he was home, he was wandering around the bush taking specimens and clippings. Apparently, he fancied himself as an amateur botanist and entomologist. He even took a photo of me once as I had a rare moth in my hair!’ (I remembered the photo of her at the Quinns. It must have been taken on our front verandah!) ‘He left it pinned to the door of the little house as the moth was blurred and I was not.’ Aoife was really getting uptight at the memory of Mr Lloyd Pommeroy. She was picking at her worn nails and tearing up but she soldiered on. ‘I’ll tell you what he really was — an eejit. Didn’t know what was happening right under his nose in his own house!

‘Mumma was wringing out the washing and I was hiding in the little house looking out through a crack of light in the doorway. I knew you wanted to turn and say goodbye but that would have ruined it for us. Instead, you made the sound of the black cockatoo. Your voice rang out into the blue sky and I returned your call and I hope you heard Goodbye goodbye my dear Eddie. I will never forget you ever. You seemed to understand for you bowed your head as you passed the little house and wiped your tears on the back of your hand. You went to respond but your mother cuffed you hard on the back of your head with her handbag and you fell quiet. Then she shouted at Mumma to iron Mr Pommeroy’s shirts with more care, “The idea Katherine is to take the creases out, not put the creases in you silly woman. And keep your little bendy freak stick of a child inside your little house today. I will not have her fossicking under the house through my private detritus again or I shall charge her with stealing”’

I must say, although the content was scary it was an excellent impersonation.

‘Mumma wrung out the shirt in her hands until it was nearly in two pieces with tears running down her face. For Mumma has the gift and something inside her told her we would never meet Eddie again. But the Mrs did not see for she was out the gate and around the corner without a backward glance.’

‘I understood you, Twinkle,’ whispered Edgar wiping away his tears with the back of his hand.

‘Not much time had passed when the man came in through the back gate but we were gone. I will never forget his ridiculous bowler hat. It was far too big for his head. We had only just made it out for Skittles hid under the house and we could not get her to budge. I had to drag her out; it was like she knew everything was about to change. We made it to the biggest tree and scarpered up. The man threw things around the little house, kicking stuff, tossing stuff, looking for us. He touched the fire — it was still warm for we heard a yelp. Blow me down, your mother appeared at the fence and shouted, “Do you have the little urchin yet? I’m due at the morgue in half an hour.”

‘The man shouted no and so your mother ran inside the big house to search and came out screaming, “Edgar must have told the little potato munchers you were coming and they have got a head start.” She had that look on her face, what did you call it … unhinged, she looked really wild, the very devil herself.’

“They will be hiding in the bush — these circus folk are wily. More like slippery snakes than humans. It makes it harder to catch them but we will, I will put the word out. Do not fret Mrs Pommeroy.”

‘Then your mother ran into the little house like she was hoping we would pop out of the fireplace in there and she was out of sight for a while. When she came out, she was different, so very different. She was carrying all my writings and drawings, clutching them to her chest.’

Aoife stopped and fell silent, ‘She said a very strange thing for her, she shouted, “You won’t find them, they are clever … I hope, I hope you don’t find them. I hope you don’t find them because you are right Aoife, I don’t know you and I didn’t know Edgar, I didn’t know my own son. What I do know is you’re both loyal and loving and clever and it is I who is the horrible grub.”’

Just like that Mrs Lloyd had had a light bulb moment at last. And so had I!

‘It was you who wrote those words on the wall!’ I cried.

‘Yes,’ answered Aoife. ‘I started the night before but had to finish in a hurry.’

With that she pointed her finger at the wardrobe and it seemed to flex and bend down to reveal the rest of the sentence.

YOU DON’T LIKE US FOR YOU DON’T KNOW US

The S was crooked and was pointing to the door as if Aoife had bolted with the pen in her hand.

‘I wanted to leave a message for Mrs Lloyd Pommeroy, I had so much to say about how terrible she had been to Eddie and how rude she was to me and Mumma. I had all this venomous stuff churning around in my gut, I felt I might explode. But when I thought more about it, it was because she never got to know us, she didn’t want to know about people like us including Ed, how we saw, felt and did things differently to her. She thought she was better. She was not.’

I am going to use Aoife’s wise words in my PhD on bullying. Aoife nailed it. You need to try on other’s non-literal shoes to understand them and see things from their perspective.

‘The bowler-hatted man looked at her as she if she had gone stark raving mad. Then the Mrs did an even stranger thing. She started crying, she was crying and crying and shouting, “I’m sorry Edgar! I’m sorry Aoife and Katherine. I was forced by my father to marry Pommeroy when I was twenty-six and I had to give up my dreams. He said that I had no need for books and learning anymore and that I was an old maid and an expensive encumbering embarrassment to him. I detested Lloyd and he carted me off to this island prison of a country. Then I had his son, who looked just like him and how it irked me, I felt it was a double punishment for a sin I had not committed. If I could not hurt the man then I would hurt his kin. I never thought of Edgar as my own flesh and blood. But he was, now I can see his generous spirt was just like my sisters, for they sent him gifts more regularly than Sunday mass. Now I can see I forced my own son to give up his dream of a baker to become a banker. I’m just as wicked.” Then she howled like a banshee, “And I can never make it up to him, my fine lad. I’m so lonely, I’m just so lonely for my own country. Don’t you miss the green fields and the gentle rain in Ireland too? I miss the great libraries where there were books as far as they eye could see. You were so kind to Edgar, and I was so so rotten and now he is dead. Run Kitty, run Twinkles, yes I do know your pet names. Run and have good lives!”

‘Me and Mumma were shocked to hear you were gone forever. Mumma clapped her hand around my mouth to stop my screams. She rammed her hanky in my mouth and rocked me like a baby. Skittles was so tired she slept in my arms, this was a good thing for us. Bowler man looked disgusted at your mother and made a dash to jump the fence to chase us but the Mrs fell to the ground and grabbed his trousers at the knees and shouted, “Please do not leave me sir, I have just lost my son and I am in need of tea.” Then she was shouting, wailing, crying — and she just about dragged his britches off until he had to stop and bend down and say, “There, there Mrs Pommeroy, inside we go.” It gave me and Mumma (with Skittles under my arm) a chance to shimmy down the tree and run and we did not stop running until it was dark. We hid in a small cave. When we were safe, we collapsed into a huddle and cried all night, no dinner, no fire, just a terrible pain in our hearts. The next day we made a plan to get to old circus friends near the town of Windy Waters. Every day we walked a few miles in the deepest bush away from the track. It took us a fortnight to get there. I was still beside myself with grief and Mumma feared for my sanity. Finally, she said we weren’t to talk of the dead anymore and that Eddie would be in heaven and I would be making him sad with all my tears and so your name never left my mouth until last night.’

But the look on her face told us she had kept her promise and had never forgotten Edgar.

‘We stayed in Windy Waters for four years. Then I met Willie Gentle, he was very kind and calm. I liked that about him. He got a good job on a farm in Treebark and so the three of us and Skittles dog came back to start a new life. I was now Aoife Gentle always. Mumma said it had been a mistake for her and Eddie to call me by my pet name Twinkles; she loved it for my blue sparkling eyes but it was also my stage name and she felt it might lead the nasty clown to find us. He was my father. Years later, when Skittles died, we buried her under the fig tree, for she belonged to you too. No one noticed us. The garden was a big overgrown mess.’

It was Edgar, who said in a quiet whisper, ‘Did you ever see my parents again?’

I was quietly relieved as I thought he might ask Did you love Willie more than me? because I was thinking it. What if my Clive married someone else? The pain would be epic. It is not an acceptable thought. Even if I am dead.

‘Mr Pommeroy was still living in the house but he was by himself. Gossip has it that the Mrs went back to her beloved motherland for she was never seen again.’ Aoife paused and thought hard for a moment, ‘Some think that she wandered into the bush and kept on walking. I have never seen her on the other side.’ Aoife’s face grew reddish and her eyes brimmed with tears. I could see Cat well up like a leaking tap with the thought of Agnes wandering through Treebark’s forests looking for forgiveness with the weight of her guilt crushing her.

Intense!

‘I did see Mr Pommeroy but he paid no attention to me in life and so he couldn’t recognise me in death. I didn’t take it personally as I knew he was an eejit. Actually, what was that terrible word he used to call you?’

‘Dolt,’ replied Eddie without expression.

‘Well, it was he who was the bloody big dolt, didn’t have an idea what the Mrs was doing!’

Aoife’s hair began to turn a silvery grey strand by strand and she whispered, ‘I gotta go Eddie, Nellie’s little bairn is sick with the fever and she is scared stiff. It will be alright but I’ve got to hold her tight for a while, the poor darling.’

She stood up and so did Eddie, ‘Twinkles, dear Twinkles …’ but only a sob and the flop of his grey tongue appeared but Aoife did not need words, true love rarely does.

‘Eddie, the black cockatoo loves another for life and … always.’

With that she was gone.

And all of us understood.
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The heartwarming smell of lavender water and butter menthol were carried away on the evening breeze.

The five of us sat in a huddle on the floor of the little house and looked at each other. And then we looked to Edgar, I mean Eddie, and he looked back at us. We now loved him like a friend but he really needed to get the peace he deserved and … well go to the great beyond and away from our house on Flotsam Road.

Ghost amnesia fixed — tick.

Unfinished business — tick.

Eddie turned his head and looked to the doorway, ‘He is coming,’ he gasped with utter melancholy like it was the grim reaper or something of that nature. I thought this was unlikely as he had been kind and heroic in his life time. He put his head in his hands and began to weep.

‘Who is coming?’ whispered Isabella in a voice that indicated she too was thinking about the grim reaper.

‘Linden,’ he answered flatly.

Just then we heard the thrum of the EH Holden turn into our driveway. Eddie rose to his feet trying hard not to move to the doorway but failing. The surgical steel umbilical cord lassoed him once again.

Fern was in the instructor’s seat wearing a dotty vintage driving scarf around her hair. I think they were handy back in the day controlling hair when spinning around in a convertible sports car but a tad theatrical in the EH. But at least she was not holding onto the little push out triangular window thing with her eyes closed as Dad was prone to do.

Linden was smiling and from this I deduced that the lesson had been successful. Fern was giving him a big thumbs up as he traversed the narrow driveway up to the garage. The doors were wide open, and the sun was setting in the sky in a glittery cosmic orange kind of way.

‘He is quite chuffed with himself,’ rallied Eddie and floated freely in the doorway. He was not drawn on for Linden was giving off a very rare happy vibe.

But then there was a sickening crunch. It was the kind of noise that makes neighbours pop their heads over the fence and family members come running out of the house in various states of undress. This happened in both instances.

Pinkie came out with wet hair and her dressing gown but no slippers! GG came out in his slippers with a cheeky pre-dinner sherry in his hand. Mum was covered in paint and looked like a green leprechaun. But it was Zinnzy who took the prize for best on ground for Griff was still attached to her bosom and everyone caught a glimpse of her bare left mammary. #nowords #therereallyarenowords

The four of us rushed to the scene of the noise but poor Eddie was way ahead of us. He was already sitting on the car roof in a sad bundle. Fern jumped out and inspected the damage and it was severe. Linden had snapped off the passenger side rear view mirror and made a dent on the front side panel. Indeed, the bumper bar had become dislodged and swung sadly in the air reflecting the last rays of sun in a beautiful way that was lost in the moment for we were worried for Linden.

Linden was in total shock and put his head down on the steering wheel which made the horn go off. If the surrounding neighbours had missed the crunch and the screech, the shrill of the horn got them up to speed.

Linden had damaged Pop Pinkington’s prized possession, the EH Holden circa 1963, one owner — formerly in original mint condition.

The gates of teen hell had been opened.

Eddie looked as sad and as opaque as I had ever seen him and I knew he was becoming earth bound again.

Dad came running down the driveway in his boxers and even without his bifocal glasses on, he could see the damage and the culprit.

His face was legit red, and I turned to my friends, ‘Save yourselves, seek sanctuary at Isabella’s. I will get there when I can. Don’t look back. Jump the fence and run!’

‘I’m not leaving you,’ said Clive. I was touched but firm in replying, ‘I think Linden would be totes embarrassed for you to watch the unfolding family devastation. He thinks you are a cool dude.’

‘Really?’ Clive’s worried look turned into a small smile and he fled the scene turning twice to wave. How my hand and lips tingled to blow him a kiss but I resisted, now was not the appropriate time.

Ted’s head disappeared (not before smiling at Fern who smiled back and waved) and we were left alone as a family on the edge of an emotional eclipse.

But then a most striking four-legged outline appeared at the top of the driveway on the street side. Dad stopped mid-sentence for it looked like the headless horseman or at the very least, the first horse of the apocalypse come a bit early. I was thankful that Clive was not there for it could have triggered a centaur flashback. The glare of the sunset shifted as the clouds thickened and we could see before us Alice no longer of the green hair, now with a new mane of pink hair, astride Stamp, her beloved caramel-coloured mare. She had a spare helmet in her hand and a smile slipping off her face at the spectacle before her.
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And so, there we all stood.

Relieved it was just Alice of the Pink hair and not the heralding of the end of the world, Dad quickly went into full rant mode. Zinnzy discreetly put her boob away while Manuel burped Griff. A surprisingly large amount of frothy sick was propelled out of his teeny mouth and hit the pavement with a splash. No one cared. Dad ploughed on and on. It was as if the world slowed down like bullet time in the movies. We could see his mouth open and the words blooming hopeless come out in a slow rumble from the depths of the earth.

Fern moved to intercept and cried, ‘It was an accident, it is my fault. I was chatting too much, telling Linden what a good driver he was, and he turned to me and smiled, and it was so lovely to talk to someone that I forgot to remind him eyes to the front. Plus, the sun is so glary, I should have told him to bring his sunnies!’

Mum moved forward to shield Linden from the impact of any more damaging words and with the amount of emotional eating she had achieved recently; she was doing a good job. Her emergency use of the sentence barrier now let’s be sensible John Leslie, rolled off her tongue like thunder and rain from a storm cloud on slow mo. Ka-boom! Ker-ack! This allowed Pinkie to put her two bits in about everyone making mistakes and at the end of the day the car is in my name and I am paying the insurance, so it really isn’t any of your business, John. GG was grey, ashened beyond belief and looked like if he spoke words his head would explode but something in my inner psyche popped.

It was my turn to roar; I ran to the rose garden and I shouted with all my might, ‘Nimmy and Other Lily, Baconboy — I mean Linden has really changed and for reasons known to you both I am the best judge of his progress and in terms of a crisis we are ticking all the boxes, this simply can’t go on. It’s not good for Linden’s personal development and mental health. It’s not good for Edgar Pommeroy, he needs to go to the good place as he is a very nice person and a bit of a hero but he can’t move on because of the stench Dad is causing Linden to emit from his mystical pits twenty-four seven. You must know that!’

When I turned around Other Lily was in front of me, ‘No need to shout dearheart, we are never far away for astral travelling is speedy and a decent amount of fun,’ she laughed as she corrected three hairs out of place.

‘Hello Other Lily, so lovely to see you but where is Nimmy?’

‘Why she is talking to John. I believe you young people call it getting up in one’s grill!’

I had never heard the expression before but knew at once that Nimmy, my grandmother, was about to deliver her thoughts on the matter, and I did not want to miss a word.

Other Lily saw Edgar sitting on the car and shouted, ‘Wait right there sport, don’t move a muscle!’

‘As if I can go anywhere, sour puss,’ grumped Eddie.

Touché I thought.

‘Know the feeling Puddinghead,’ slam dunked Other Lily as she glided past.

Touché indeed!

But I found myself saying, ‘Edgar is a kind and fun soul, it appears to me you did not give him a chance.’

Other Lily turned and looked at me, ‘I will give it some thought,’ she said reasonably chastened.

Nimmy had morphed into her fifty-something-year-old self with an enormous bosom, her hair in a tight beehive and she was wearing a green polyester pantsuit with a collar size that beggared belief.

‘Follow me,’ she demanded, and we shuffled in behind her swaying bottom and mighty big steps in her cutting edge of fashion platform shoes. She stopped abruptly in front of the rose bed and pointed her pointer finger at the exquisitely blooming roses and then she pointed her pointer finger at Dad.

‘How many rose bushes are here before you?’ She nailed the interrogative voice big time.

‘I don’t know,’ was his cocky immature response.

‘How can you not know?’ boomed Nimmy.

‘I can’t remember off the top of my head, Mum … hardly relevant,’ I deduced a kind of teen-like sneer creeping over his smug face and I felt frightened for him for Nimmy was ropeable. You would think that he of all people would understand this but his EQ is coated in a large old turtle shell (EQ = Emotional Quotient and is how good you are at reading the situation and being kind and understanding about it. I know this because Fern is always talking about it, she is looking for a decent sized EQ in her dreamboat. Ted ticks that box!).

‘Oh, I beg to differ. I think the answer is pertinent to the matter at hand. I guess then, if you don’t know how many are here before your very eyes then you will not recall how many there should be, how many were there originally?’

Dad’s memory neurons slowly began to fire and reach out for each other. He looked at the ground as if he was suddenly remembering an event he did not want discussed in public or even in private.

‘What was the question again?’ he stuttered. (The stall — one of Linden’s fave tactics).

‘Do not play dumb with me, my lad!’ cracked Nimmy.

‘I don’t recall … oh Mum, you wouldn’t? Would you?’ a tiny look of horror flickered over his eyeballs.

‘Indeed, I would and I am. Luckily your father and I can remember for you. Colin dearest, when we first met, how many pink roses resided in this garden bed?’

‘Twenty-four my love,’ said GG with what I can only call a wicked smile.

‘There were twenty-four rosebushes which Kenneth Dunnings, your grandfather sourced from nurseries all over the state, also he was gifted many by loyal customers and friends for he was well loved as a gardener and man. It was his hobby, his passion … his life. It had taken him years to achieve the perfect symmetry and each rose had a story of its own. Irreplaceable. Linden, let us count how many rose bushes we have before us.’

Linden did not have to count, he answered straight off, ‘Eighteen in total, ten Queen Elizabeth grandiflora, six cabbage garden rose romantic pinks, one Moonstone hybrid tea and a Mrs John Laing that is not doing so well but it is alive. So yes, eighteen in total Nimmy.’

Everyone’s eyes popped including the dead people. It had not struck anyone that Linden may have an interest in or feelings for the roses. (It did strike me that perhaps ‘Mrs John Laing’ would feel better if she could use her own name Florence (nee Mason) which is the most perfect name for this beautiful rose. Why would you call it John instead? Honestly there were some pretty weird gender customs back in the day.)

Dad folded his arms and had a very rude look on his face that he was using to keep the scared look underneath it from emerging.

‘I wonder how there came to be only eighteen? Ideas, John?’

Dad’s tough veneer was cracking and I am afraid I saw tears well up. I was torn for I felt sorry for him but intrigued as I wanted to hear the rest of the story.

‘Can’t remember? Let me remind you — a certain novice driver named John Leslie Griffin was driving my Morris Minor without a licence when he saw Myra Biggins roller skating past on the footpath. To show his admiration of her skill, he swerved into the driveway taking out five pickets of the fence and six rose bushes that your grandfather had nurtured for years.’

She paused like a barrister in her closing address to let that rosy little gem sink in and then she changed gears and said in a low sad voice, ‘Do you know what the word memorial means?’

‘Yes, of course I do, Mother!’ loudly snapped Dad, like Nimmy was a bit deaf.

‘Well?’ thundered Nimmy.

‘It means …’ Dad’s voice dropped from loud know-it-all to a quiet mumble, ‘it means making a special thing or place where you can remember those who have left us …’ but then he got cocky again and added, ‘and keep coming back!’

Nimmy had the good sense to ignore this stab to her surreal heart and went on to say, ‘There was one particularly special rose that was destroyed that fateful day that had special significance to your grandfather. The now very rare hybrid tea Pernetiana Willowmere 1914, it was given to him to remember his older brother who died in battle during the First World War in France.’

We all stood in silence for we did not know that. Nimmy had a knack for keeping secrets and then later in her demented state, she must have forgotten to tell anyone.

‘When your grandfather came running out of the garage, the very garage that was the scene of the unfortunate incident just now, he could see the Willowmere enmeshed in pieces in the grill of the Morris Minor. Beyond salvation! What did he say to you as he surveyed the sight of destruction before him?’

Dad looked at the ground like a petulant child, ‘He never mentioned a special rose!’

‘Of course he wouldn’t. He would not have wanted to upset you further for you were already crying like a newborn. What did he say to you, John?’

Dad began to mumble.

‘We can’t hear you! Do speak up!’

‘Poppa said … Poppa said are you alright, John? As long as you are okay everything else can be fixed or replaced but we can’t replace you, my darling boy.’

I knew I loved Ken. What a champion of men.

‘You have a short memory dear, do I need to remind you of other incidents? Does the fire caused by the careless and improper use of my heat rollers ring any bells? It certainly rang the fire department’s bell. And all because you wanted to have hair like a certain rockstar named Rod Stewart.’

‘I told you I needed volume and height … like how the other boys wore it,’ replied Dad without expression but he could not repress a sniffle.

‘I am sorry to say you are a bully, and what is worse you are a boring fart of a bully. How many supernatural encounters do you have to have before you learn the lesson?’

‘The lesson?’ Dadium at its worst. I literally felt a Mexican wave of inward groans move through the family which ended in Griff doing another spew. Coincidence? I think not.

It was at this point in time that Alice came into my exceptional peripheral field of vision. I had not noticed her dismount Stamp and tie her to our very sturdy brick letterbox. She must have made her way down the driveway and overheard the supernatural reprimanding/life lesson that was going on before us all. I was beyond surprised that she interrupted the proceeding in a most urgent way!

‘Mr Griffin, excuse me. Mr Griffin, I need to tell you …’ and then she made a gesture to the ground near his feet and I knew at once what the problem was.

‘Dad, shut up and listen to Alice,’ I said in a steady but firm voice.

Finally, a wild-eyed father turned to look at Alice while shouting, ‘What in the blazes could you possibly want?’

‘I just wanted to point out that everyone living and dead, but particularly you, Mr Griffin, needs to freeze as a male adult dugite snake is at your feet. As the summer is passing and the temperature is dropping, it is quite sluggish and grumpy. Please don’t move, I have my snake catcher rod and my blackout drawstring sack in my saddle bag. I will be back in a flash.’

Alice walked backward with stealth and skill and in no time returned to our family playing musical statues for our dear lives. Although the non-living of us were not at risk, a sudden movement from them could startle the snake and it may have got scared and lashed out at the air breathers among us.

Eddie looked down from the car roof at the snake and said, ‘I would pick him up and take him back to his home but I struggle with anything heavier than a pound or two.’

Linden nodded and said, ‘I think this one is five kilos or about 11 pounds. You see that big lump, I think he ate a rat about one hour ago, probably from the little house. You’ve got to stop feeding the blue tongues, GG. He is not going to be happy about being bagged.’

Again everyone looked at Linden for being a font of fact.

The digesting snake took a real shine to Dad and slithered right in between his feet. Dad was wearing his thongs and boxer shorts and the depositing area for fangs full of venom was vast and soft aka white hairy legs.

‘Now stay calm Dad. Don’t move a muscle,’ said Linden with gentle authority for he could see Dad’s knees begin to wobble and his right eye twitch with great uncontrollable convulsions. ‘Breathe in and out slowly. Just imagine you are a statue. He is more scared of you, imagine looking up two hairy towers and not knowing what they were. You will be totally safe if you don’t move!’

If Alice tried to catch the snake in this tender situation, we would have had a medical emergency of a possibly fatal nature. I was so worried for Dad, the lump in my throat was sore but I could not shed tears as Alice had instructed us not to move and I cannot cry without the heaving of shoulders and the dabbing of tears.

‘Hello, Alice dear, the last time I saw you, you were in your mother’s arms. I’m Lucy Griffin, Linden’s grandmother and I have an idea — distraction and pounce!’

It was almost as if an idea telepathetically flew between them.

‘Got it, Lucy!’ said Alice with determination and the slightest of nods. (Her pink hair shimmered in the sunlight, she actually looked like a rose bud — adoreballs).

Nimmy suddenly appeared in front of Dad and shook her finger at the snake and said, ‘Yes, I agree he is a bit of a nuisance but how about you have a dance with me.’ She shook her finger and then turned and shook her derriere to an imaginary yet catchy beat. The snake wiggled out from between Dad’s legs intrigued by Nimmy’s offer and Alice whipped out her hook thing and bagged the big boy quickly.

‘I’d better get this little fellow back to the bush where he belongs,’ like the snake was a cuddly baby possum.

We were in awe of the breathtaking bravery, speed and coordination of Alice but Alice was very humble. She said she helps her dad to remove snakes from backyards or in the bush for milking all the time. They are always released back into the right natural habitat.

Now that the threat was gone, Alice could have a good look at Nimmy and Other Lily’s sassy ghostly apparitions and of course Eddie was waving to her with his tongue lolling about like a slice of corned beef gone off. ‘So lovely to see you again Alice.’

Alice waved, ‘And you too, how are you?’

‘Smashing! Except I had rather hoped I would cross over to the nice place to catch up with a couple of my dead chums.’

‘It will happen soon,’ said Alice, ‘until then, I have bought you another brownie. Mum just made them and Linden says you love them.’

‘Too kind,’ enthused Eddie.

Nimmy turned to Dad and said, ‘You’ve met Alice. I believe she is Myra Biggins’ daughter.’

While Dad was coming to terms with this, his phone squawked. It was an email from the school. Linden had gotten a B in his science test!

And as Eddie and Aoife like to say, you could have knocked Dad down with a feather.

Note to self

I have still not sent an email to Mem Fox informing her of her incorrect use of snake senses. Must get to it.


Twenty-Three

Dad disappeared for a time into the outside toilet, it was generally understood that the licorice and the fright had sped the evacuation process up. Other Lily stepped forward and said in a loud and dramatic voice, ‘I forgive you, Edgar, for banishing me into a mirror for nearly seventy years. I now know you were a decent human being.’

‘Do you really forgive him?’ asked Nimmy astonished, ‘because when we were chatting to Cleopatra in Cairo you said you would …’

Other Lily frowned a oh do shut up, sister dear frown and Nimmy who is sensitive to facial expression nuances as she has a jumbo EQ shut up with a smile of relief.

‘The fault is all mine, dear Lily. I was lonely, confused and not myself. Lily has diagnosed me with many genuine complaints and disorders as a result of a cricket bat, a piece of scrummy pastry and a love lost.’ Then Eddie looked down to the ground. We had fixed nearly all of these problems bar one. Linden’s Dad-driven funk was still as powerful as superglue.

Dad then went into the house for his pants and wellies for a safety measure and when he came out he promptly tapped Linden on the arm and then hugged him like a bear.

I will not record the words between the two as for the most part I could barely hear them. Mum made us all go and stand on the verandah to give them space and privacy to heal the rift. I did tune my ears into my long distance hearing setting and picked up the words ‘sorry, son.’ It was at this point, while Linden was ugly crying over Dad’s shoulder in acceptance of the apology, that I noticed there was a change in the atmosphere, a gentle warming sensation touched my arm. It was Eddie. He was leaving the confines of the back verandah and floating toward the fig tree. He kept on rising until he was floating above the tree and there he hovered most altered. He was almost human and his tongue was actually pink. Everyone could now see him. I had the presence of mind to text GROEP look out of the family room glass door, the one with the minimalist blind right now and run to the fence!

The effect was immediate and within a nano second my three besties were standing next to me on the verandah. Edgar turned to my friends and family and said, ‘Thank you! I’m on my way! Cat — my favourite colour was sunset orange and Kitty milked our cow but I do believe a pint of milk was five pence and I may not have had brothers and sisters but I had friends who I can see right now. And my favourite sport was cricket, the one with the bat and the ball. Don’t mean to blow my own trumpet, but I was quite the batsman. Isabella, my parents were rotten for I was an eternal disappointment to them and I know how you used to feel, Linden. But I wasn’t unhappy for I had my true family in the little house! Plus I had poetry and sport and shortbread and cake from Jimmy’s. And it would have been wonderful to have told a grownup of my troubles, it simply wasn’t the done thing but I am so glad young folk can now. Oooh and Isabella, I remember my favourite poem The Jabberwocky, and if you would be so kind as to indulge me I will recite the opening lines —

’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;

All mimsy were the borogoves,

And the mome raths outgrabe.

As touched as I was by his strong enthusiastic voice the nonsense words grated on my nerves — the poem seemed vaguely familiar and irritating but I could not place it. But Other Lily could, ‘Oh Edgar, if only I had known that was your favourite for I love it, too.’

Eddie bowed and we clapped, I clapped the loudest to stop the ridiculous words coming out of his face.

‘Clive, thanks for all your efforts, top-notch job, and Lily, dear little Lily, how can I ever thank you enough.’

I felt a deep curtsy was in order, I blew him a non-smooch kiss and watched his face become rapturous as if the clouds had revealed to him some secret wonderful world we could not see. I turned to Other Lily with the words on my lips — isn’t this wonderful while thinking perhaps if you had gotten to know Eddie a little better, you wouldn’t have gotten yourself into the shocking prolonged tragic mess you were in but they were gone. Way above the fig tree floated the sisters. Other Lily was holding Eddie’s hand and bashful is the word that comes to mind but Nimmy was looking at GG with a loving stare that could only be called significant before she shivered, smiled and waved to all of her brethren and neighbours below.

The cloud seemed to softly embrace the three until they were out of sight but never ever far from our minds and hearts.

Later

My gift of intuition took me directly to the scarily well-thumbed book of Alice in Wonderland that had belonged to Other Lily. It was there I found The Jabberwocky; it is an irksome poem that features in the novel and I felt justified in my vexation.


Twenty-Four

Today I am twelve. I wonder if anyone will remember my birthday. Usually I write a comprehensive list of books and stationery I need and am kind enough to also include shop addresses with the cheapest prices. I usually start a countdown twenty-nine days before. I start off gently with a priming word or a thoughtfully placed catalogue to catapult my family’s memory but end with lists on the fridge and calendars clearly marked and put in high-trafficked areas like blue tacked to the LCD plasma screen or on the back of the toilet door. But this year, I have not given my birthday a second thought. Am I growing up or was I supernaturally stressed to the max? I do not know the answer.

I wonder if anyone has remembered?

I can smell the wholesome goodness of GG’s chocolate cake cooking in the oven. It’s wafting down the hallway into my nostrils plus I can smell the old original Sunbeam Mixmaster on the verge of an electrical fire as it whips up ganache with my name, legit, on it.

Good old GG!

My phone is pinging!

It is Clive, wishing me a happy 4380 days alive and saying he is going to deliver a home-made present this afternoon. A bespoke beanie? A once-in-a-life-time scarf? A well-formed haiku? My heart is still hammering in my chest with anticipation.

Then it pings again. It is Isabella, texting me happy birthday and telling me it was Ron Weasley’s birthday as well. I am not as excited about that as I should be. She says she picked up her gift last night for me and wants to keep it, that’s how good it is and I am going to love it. Clue: it is organic and brown and Hagrid loves them. This made me think of giant dung heaps near Hogwarts but they are not referenced in the enchanted forest and I sincerely hope it is not a rabbit.

Then Cat pings me. She says she has bought some stuff at the big pet shop to go with Isabella’s present and cannot wait for my surprise party tonight!

#blessdon’teverchangeCat

So I guess that my present is alive! I cannot wait. I’m not sure if I am a cat or a dog person but as soon as I have my bundle of joy in my arms I will know. If I don’t like it, I’m sure Fern will foster it for life.

Seriously, I have the best friends in the world.

I must admit I miss Eddie, dear Edgar Puddinghead Pommeroy. Not the stickiness that required mop and broom action, just his upbeat sweetness. Who could resist liking him … well me initially, but he grew on me like mould on one of Linden’s hidden old school lunches.

Linden has just knocked at my door to wish me a happy birthday, and he has organised six free horse-riding lessons from Alice. I am mature enough to not say I cannot think of anything worse and instead smile brightly. I quickly examine my reluctance/repulsion and realised that I am scared of horses but will do my best to overcome my fear of their enormous square teeth and ever squirting bottoms because well … I am brave now. Linden also gives me a hug and a bag full of quality pencils and pens. I have a feeling he stole them from the school supply room but am willing to overlook this as the educational benefits of belonging to me are huge plus the smell of the permanent marker is making me spark up.

Is it possible my friends have bought me a horse?!?!

I hope they can get their money back if that is the case because I am in the market for something that can sit at the end of my bed and look at me lovingly for hours on end.

I love Linden and he has taught me a lot. Sitting down at a desk is not a basic formula for learning. I was wrong and it does not pain me to admit it. Linden had learnt the whole periodic table by lifting, crunching, punching and squatting his way through it. He learns stuff about the world by experiencing it, it’s not my style but it is certainly working for him.

I need to gauge the rest of the household and see if all my family members are as thoughtful as GG, Linden and my beloved friends.

[image: Image]

The old polished jarrah table is covered (well half covered) in beautifully wrapped presents from everyone and I am guessing that the one in the shape of a scented candle is from Fern. GG is not in the kitchen but Lawrence is. He is fast asleep in front of the oven, so exhausted from the supernatural goings-on I guess that he doesn’t move. He looks quite serene and stately without his paisley auricle bonnet. I took it and hid it behind Nimmy’s urn.

I decide to take a quick tulip walk (even though the tulip bulbs are in the bottom of the fridge crisper) to clear my head ready for the wonderful day ahead.

As I stand by the rose garden, I look to the morning sky above and feel peace.

I am happy!

I notice a slight dip in the lawn near the rose garden bed and catch myself thinking about the Dunnings, the Griffins, the Pommeroys and the Littles and wonder who else had lived in or visited this house leaving marks unseen to the eye but written in stone and earth to the trained observer such as myself.

I wander over to the garage, which is minus the EH. With the damaged bumper, the car no longer fits snugly. It is parked on the tiny gravel driveway and I know that today is the real test of father/son reconciliation. Dad will need to keep his cool getting quotes to fix the car. I am strangely hopeful for the pair of them. Pinkie is also going to arbitrate in a very biased Linden-based way!

The garage is empty. Along each wall are shelves lined with old milk crates packed full of the remnants of septuagenarian potting mix and fertilizer bags. I pull one open — it is a half empty rose manure bag dated 1939. Nanna Pinkie’s new project has been unveiled. She will need a hazop safety suit, that is for sure.

Well-thumbed gardening books, manuals and a much-loved hard cover copy of The Joy of Propagation rise up to greet me. So many tools, so many old gloves and scrap books full of plant tags, cuttings and pressed flowers reveal themselves to me, dear Kenneth, you sweetheart!

But then I am overcome by the smell of frankincense, clove and cinnamon. Another ghost? I twirled around to be accosted by the sight of Fern in her yoga gear rubbing her arms with essential oils post exercise to keep her limber but I fear essentially doing nothing.

‘Happy birthday, dear Lily,’ she hugged me tightly and I was left so relaxed that it is possible I may have been mistaken about the effectiveness of her oils.

‘Will you see your friends today?’ She enquired with a bit too much gusto, I attempted to look forlorn and replied I had no plans as to not give away that the secret was already given away. ‘Oh I am sure you will see them,’ she rushed on, ‘Ted is an interesting fellow, don’t you think?’ she gushed and blushed, ‘Perhaps he will walk Isabella over to see you today?’ I stopped myself from saying that is highly unlikely as Isabella jumps the side fence many times a day all by herself but then I knew in my heart, I was witnessing two dreamboats about to collide in the sea of love. I could not suppress my smile.

Instead I answered, ‘Yes, he will,’ and made a mental note to text Isabella Ted and Fern — Game of Lurve is on! She is going to be sooo happy, just like me!

I went to shut the wooden doors of the old garage but judging by the cobalt blue paint on the left one and bulging bent hinges Linden had worked his magic there too. They would not shut. I opened them out as far as they could go and surveyed Ken’s garage — his modest castle — one more time.

And that’s when I saw them! Kenneth was tinkering and Mock Cream Beryl was walking toward him with a tray of two tea cups and a plate of scones that were Instagram worthy — such height, such volume and the pot of jam was absolute lump-free peachy sunshine! Kenneth stopped what he was doing and hurried to relieve Beryl of the weighty carb-laden tray kissing her gently on the tip of her button nose and Beryl’s response? She blushed and even though she was a stout woman of a sensible nature I saw her swoon. The original dreamboats faded away and I was left with a smile on my face and a hunger in my belly.

But then I heard my name being called and saw my beloved GG, my awesome Pinkie, my lovely Mum, my dependable Dad, my heroic Linden, my sweet Fern, my tenderhearted Zinzy, my fun-loving Manuel and my windy well-read Griff at the back door with a bunch of flowers and a bunch of balloons. I ran into their collective arms and the day began with a bang! Two of the helium-pumped balloons exploded and Griff lost his mind with the noise and sadly so did Pinkie as she is prone to fright. In all the hubbub, GG squeezed my shoulder and handed me his recipe to the chocolate ganache cake #kudosmethechosenone and I know that my twelfth year is going to be exceptional!

The End
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