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About the Book

It’s the start of 2020 and Harper is filled with anticipation about being in the final year of Riverlark Primary. She wants a leadership role, the comfort of her friendship group, and to fly under the radar of Riverlark’s mean-boy.

But one by one things go wrong. When Harper’s best friends are made school captains they are consumed by their roles, while her own role — library captain — is considered second-rate. Then something major throws life off course: her parents take overseas jobs as nurses in a war zone. Harper moves in with Lolly, a grandmother she barely knows — and her five pets, vast collection of old trinkets and very different expectations.

Just as Harper is getting used to Lolly, the pandemic arrives, and her goodbye year is nothing like she’d hoped it would be. Strange things are happening: she wakes in the night in odd places, fixates on an old army badge that seems to have a mind of its own, and on a visit to the school library during lockdown she’s convinced she’s seen a ghost.

Who is haunting her?

Can she get through the anxiety of the pandemic without her mum and dad? And will Harper find a way to be happy with her goodbye year?

The Goodbye Year explores all the trickiness and confusion of the end of primary school and a new stage of life that looms with all its uncertainties and possibilities.
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‘You have been my friend.

That in itself is a tremendous thing.’

E. B. WHITE, Charlotte’s Web




PROLOGUE

MELBOURNE, JANUARY 2020

Harper’s twelfth summer was strange.

She was safe at home in the city while bushfires scorched the country. Instead of watching the news, which looked made-up, she lazed in the old paddling pool and read novels, which felt real. Meanwhile, her parents, Liz and Larry, took turns to work their hospital shifts or hang out with her—often asleep. They were nurses on a children’s ward. After long shifts they brought home noodles or pizzas, and sometimes stories of kids who couldn’t breathe properly because the fires had polluted the air.

Any time it got too smoky in the garden—or there was an unfamiliar bug in the paddling pool—Harper read her books in the bath.

Her best friends were on holidays far away: Cleo on a camper-van trip to Queensland, Ro in Mumbai with his grandparents. The next time she’d see them would be the first day of their last year at Riverlark. In the six weeks of the holidays she’d grown three centimetres, cut her hair to just above her shoulders, had her ears pierced and bought her first bra. It sounded like a lot, but summer had been long and mostly full of waiting.

Whenever her parents dragged her to the supermarket and they bumped into someone they knew, there’d be a comment like Someone’s ready for high school. And then smiles all round, including Harper’s, while privately she’d think, Hardly. She was tall but still needed her parents to do all the talking in shops, and when she saw teenagers in the street she looked at the ground. Not ready. Things she’d heard about high school put her off.

All she wanted was to grow up and never leave Riverlark.

She had one more year there before everything would change.
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There’d been a huge storm in the night. Clouds boiling over and hailstones so huge she couldn’t wrap her hand around them: Larry brought one in because Harper didn’t believe they could get that big.

But this morning the air was clean. She got on her bike and pedalled away from home under a grey-stuffing sky. Shimmer on the powerlines. Thin rain falling, nearly invisible.

At the river path, the bikes came thick and fast. She had to speed up and make sure she didn’t swerve and crash. Even though the rain had dappled Harper’s glasses and her schoolbag was digging into her back, slowing down was unthinkable. It was her first time riding to Riverlark alone. All summer long she’d campaigned for it.

The thing in her bag that was digging in was a box of tissues. Everyone had to bring two for the classroom stock, even if you hardly ever caught a cold. Misha used lots for nosebleeds, poor thing. Then there were twelve exercise books, a netball, pencils and gluesticks, a full drink bottle and leftover pasta packed tight in a tub. It was like giving someone a piggyback, but she’d stuffed her own bag full while Liz had said things like That’s ridiculous, love, followed by, I’m sure you know what’s best, so there was no room for regrets.

The path inclined steeply. Harper had to cycle standing up on the pedals to get up the last bit, but then it was flat and easy. Someone overtook her on her right and they weren’t even holding the handlebars. That was how Harper wanted to be one day: a fast, no-hands cyclist. It felt a long way off; she wobbled a bit just sticking out one arm and looking behind her before she turned into Riverlark’s back entrance.

By now the clouds were lit up from behind and the path had dried in patches. Her back was sweaty, her shoulders were sore and her uniform was damp, but she’d proved something by getting here in one piece. Shame there was no one here to see it.

This was as far as she’d ever cycled on her own, to the river’s wide turn where the path turned dark. Like riding to the edge of her world.

Wheeling her bike to the gate, she heard a twang near her foot and crouched down to see if her tyre had gone over a piece of glass. It wasn’t glass; it was an old metal badge with a pin on the back. Maybe the storm had unearthed it and rinsed it clean. A picture was engraved on it. Some kind of fish. And two time-damaged words: Cadet Corps. The underside was covered in scratches. She slipped the badge into her pocket and, as she did, the pin went sharply into her fingertip. A dot of blood appeared and she sucked it.

She turned, feeling that there was someone near her, but the path was clear in both directions. Nearby on the grass there was a small black bird with a white belly. It twitched its stuck-up tail and took off.

Harper heard her name shouted from a distance. It could only be Cleo.

She forced the bike clumsily through the school gate to the bike racks. Cleo tore across the netball court, straight through a game. Harper braced for it as her friend stopped just in time and flung her arms around her, and they laughed as if one of them had told a good joke.

‘You got taller!’ said Harper into Cleo’s wild curls. The Cleo smell. The Cleo hug. Harper’s family were not huggers but with Cleo you didn’t have a choice.

They came apart and Harper shifted the straps of her bag on her shoulders. Cleo gasped. ‘You got boobs!’

‘Ssshhhh! Everyone’ll hear you!’

Cleo put on a dead-straight face. ‘Sorry. Were they from Santa?’

‘Yeah, Santa got me boobs and a new bike.’

Cleo yelled at the sky, ‘Thanks, Santa!’

‘Ssshhhh! I mean it, stop!’

Cleo clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘Sorry. Promise.’

Cleo had been wearing a bra for a year and she wasn’t shy about anything.

With looped arms Harper and Cleo walked towards their usual spot with that fizzy, first-day feeling. The top year was what they’d always talked about. They’d be getting a dark-green hoodie with all their names on the back, and leadership roles, yet to be announced. At Riverlark the teachers decided on those. Harper kept saying she didn’t mind if she didn’t get one, but Cleo said she’d die.

They walked around the edge of the netball court, past the friendship bench and the big wooden fortress, where they’d spent every spare moment when they were juniors, past the library on their left—it was dark inside, like always—and alongside the old redbrick seniors building with its tall narrow windows, slate roof and bell tower, which had been there since 1877.

‘Don’t say the Santa joke in front of anyone,’ said Harper.

‘The boob one?’

‘Ssshhhh!’

‘Harper,’ whispered Cleo. ‘People are going to notice them.’

‘They might not,’ Harper whispered back. ‘They’re small. Don’t make a big deal.’

‘I swear,’ Cleo said, in her normal voice. ‘Anyway, we can’t joke about Santa in front of Misha.’

‘True.’

Misha Volkov was sweet and old-fashioned. She spoke so quietly that you had to stand close to hear her.

‘You have got to see Jake,’ said Cleo.

‘Why, what’s happened to him?’

‘Puberty. It’s gone well.’

‘Cleo! It’s been six weeks. He’s eleven and he’s… Jake.’

‘You got boobs in that time.’

‘Okay, just stop saying boobs forever.’

‘Sorry. I’m wired. I’ve been up since five. Mum said she’d call ahead to warn the school I’d be extra annoying.’

‘Aww, you’re not annoying, you’re the best.’

Cleo beamed and bumped Harper with her hip. In juniors the teachers had called Cleo a busy bee, now they called her a livewire. She was already twelve, unlike the rest. Cleo started school late because she didn’t speak very much when she was little, but everyone liked to say she’d made up for it.

‘Anyway I’m not saying I like him, I’m just saying good job, Jake Cohen. He’s grown his hair long and he’s on TikTok, apparently.’

‘I don’t even have a phone yet.’

‘Me neither. I thought Mum had finally got me one because there was a phone-shaped present under the Christmas tree. But it was a box of socks!’

They laughed then and Cleo stretched the joke, miming a whole scene of unwrapping the socks and trying to use them as a phone, until Harper’s eyes were leaking. She’d missed this. Liz and Larry could be fun in their own way but it was different, and she’d been alone so much too. The first ten minutes of school had been excellent.

Harper pulled her friend to a stop when she noticed something different.

‘Cleo, where’s the tree?’

‘I know, I got a shock when I saw it too. Or didn’t see it.’ She laughed and tried to make them keep walking. ‘But look, they’ve made a cool garden. Benches, and raised beds and really pretty plants.’

Harper murmured as if she agreed, but she was stuck on the space where a giant red gum should be.

‘They had to, Harps. It was old and dangerous. Anyway, who cares? We’ll be gone next year. High school!’ Cleo was always ready for the next big thing.

In the shelter shed, bent over his phone, was their other best friend. Harper and Cleo sat either side of him and swapped a look over his head when he didn’t react. Cleo curled her hand into a mouthpiece and made her voice sound like Barb the school secretary on the intercom: ‘Rohit Sharma, phone to the office.’

He cracked a smile. ‘Knew you were there, just telling Mum I got here.’

Cleo shoved him. ‘You live on the same street as the school!’

Ro shrugged, eyes downcast. ‘True.’ And he tucked his phone into his bag. Harper widened her eyes at Cleo, meaning: Don’t forget what happened to Ro last year.

They were supposed to hand in their phones in the morning but Ro made himself exempt. He said it was because his computer skills were better than anyone else’s at Riverlark, including Greg the IT technician, so he needed what he called the tools of his trade. But Harper and Cleo knew that wasn’t the whole reason.

The bell rang, Ro’s mood lifted and everything was good again. They started towards the main hall, Harper still struggling with her overloaded bag. Kids in the younger years overtook them, making a race out of getting to assembly.

‘Were we that keen?’ Cleo said.

‘Were we that small?’ Harper replied.

‘Dunno. I’ve always been this much shorter than you two,’ said Ro.

Harper pointed at one with fluffy red hair. ‘Look at his tiny shoes. They don’t look real.’

‘Freaks,’ said a familiar voice. Corey barged through on his scooter and knocked Harper sideways.

‘Corey!’ Cleo said. ‘You’re not supposed to ride that here; you could hurt someone.’

‘Get out of my way then.’

‘What’s the hurry? Corey need pee-pee?’ said Ro with a bright, sarcastic smile.

‘Shut up, fat boy!’ Corey said over his shoulder as he kept riding. He said it so casually, as if it was just another boring part of his day, like brushing his teeth.

‘Hey! I’m cuddly!’ Ro called out without missing a beat.

Harper struggled to think of something to shout in her friend’s defence.

‘Don’t call people fat!’

But Corey was long gone.

‘Sorry, I was too slow,’ she said.

‘He’s not worth it,’ replied Ro, still smiling.

Harper wondered how deep the smile went. Corey hated their trio and the feeling was mutual. Last year, Ro gave a class speech about sexuality. At the end he told everyone he was gay. Some kids looked awkward and said nothing; most nodded and said cool. Harper and Cleo were on the look-out for anyone with enemy vibes but it seemed they had nothing to worry about.

The week after, Ro was jumped on his way home by a group of high-school kids. They ripped his clothes and used a bunch of slurs. Ro’s little brother, Adil, had nightmares about it for ages.

The thing that only Harper and Cleo knew was that one of the high-school kids had been Corey’s big brother, Damon. That must have been how they knew about Ro.

But Ro told the principal, his parents and the police that he didn’t know who’d attacked him, and he made Harper and Cleo promise not to tell.

Harper and Cleo both knew that the real reason Ro liked to keep his phone with him was that it made him feel safer.

Corey had carried on giving Ro a hard time but Ro’s comebacks had levelled up. It was as if he was telling Corey: I could get you and your brother into trouble for what you did, and you know it.

Every time Corey was a bully, Harper felt twice as sick because in year three she’d had a crush on him. It was her darkest secret. That she could ever like someone like Corey weighed much more on her than this lump of a schoolbag.

But. Year-three crushes were nothing compared to year-six crushes, and shouldn’t count. According to Harper’s older cousin Patrick, year-six crushes had nothing on year-eight crushes, but Patrick was always showing off.

Still, Harper thought back to what Cleo had said about puberty going well for Jake Cohen, and she hoped that she wouldn’t feel differently about him.

Crushes couldn’t be trusted.
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Assembly was in the senior-school hall, in the oldest of Riverlark’s buildings. It had a stage at one end and no aircon. On a hot day it was like being inside a lunch box. Harper had to sit on one side with her house group, called Park, and Ro and Cleo would be on the other with theirs; an aisle ran down the middle.

‘Don’t leave us,’ Cleo said, holding Harper’s sleeve. Harper mimed being dragged away, wheeling one arm and sticking out her leg.

‘That’s enough!’ snapped Mr Glass, the principal, who appeared out of nowhere. He glared at Harper. ‘A big girl like you could hurt someone, mucking around like that.’ He made his way to the stage, shooing children into neater lines.

‘You didn’t even do anything,’ said Cleo when he’d gone.

Harper felt deflated. That was it, first day ruined, perhaps the whole year. She’d made it through nearly all of primary school without being shouted at by a teacher.

‘Shake it off,’ said Ro. ‘I get told off twenty times a day.’

True.

Harper spotted Misha sitting in the back corner, drawing something on her fingertip. But she felt too moody about Mr Glass yelling at her to chat, so she took a spot at the other end of the row.

On stage, Mr Glass said all the usual stuff about how excited he was for the year ahead. It sounded fake. Mr Glass never looked like he was enjoying his job.

All of a sudden Harper felt a sharp sting in her leg and yelled loud enough that Mr Glass stopped his speech and the whole room turned to see where the noise had come from.

‘Who’s that shouting?’ said Mr Glass.

Harper looked at the floor, holding her breath. There was a tiny pulse where the pain had been. The badge in her pocket must have done it, but she couldn’t take it out while she was so conspicuous.

‘Well? Who said Ow just then?’

There were ripples of laughter around the room. Harper’s face burned.

‘I’ll carry on then,’ continued Mr Glass. The microphone screeched and everyone covered their ears. His mouth was too close. It’s not an ice cream, Mr Glass, Harper thought, hating him more even though, technically, he wasn’t the cause of the pain in her leg. She was relieved that the attention was elsewhere again.

‘Now for the exciting part of the assembly,’ he said. ‘Our senior students are about to receive their leadership roles. These selected students will be role models who will demonstrate the school motto all year: Curious! Confident! Resilient! Riverlark’s school captain will be...’

Harper silently repeated: Please not Corey.

‘Rohit Sharma.’

There was a wave-like gasp and then applause. Harper searched out Cleo, the only person who would truly understand what it felt like to see Ro get the top job. They locked eyes and grinned. Harper thought she might even cry a little so she bit her lip. Cleo did one of her loud finger-whistles and the teachers didn’t tell her off like they usually would. Ro sloped down the aisle and kids reached out to high-five him.

This was as good as it could get.

‘Shh, shh, shh,’ went Mr Glass into the microphone when the applause didn’t die down. He loved a triple-shush at assembly ‘Now then, our two vice-captains for this year will be…Cleo Albertini and Corey Hurst.’

Oh, no. This was unbelievable! Her best friend and the boy she most wanted to see fall into a sinkhole.

Harper clapped hard and made sure Cleo could see. But this was horrible. This was the wrong trio. On the stage, admiring her badge, Cleo was beaming and couldn’t keep still. If Harper closed one eye and shifted her focus, Corey was just a blur.

Mr Glass announced the other roles. Tahira Baqri got sports captain. Augie Roberts got art captain. He was incredible at drawing animals. Jake got music captain. That was a good one because you got to make the playlist for the disco and choose the song everyone had to sing on Graduation Day. Harper stared at Jake to check if she had any new feelings now that he had floppy hair and longer legs.

No change detected. Relief.

Soon there were only a dozen students left who hadn’t got anything. Nearly all Harper’s friendship group had one.

‘Two final positions,’ said Mr Glass. ‘This year we’ve decided to appoint an environment captain.’

This could be it. Harper had been meaning to help the environment for ages.

‘Briar Byrne.’

Disaster. Briar was a backstabber and couldn’t give a stuff about the planet, you could just tell.

Harper felt sick. It was only now that she realised how badly she wanted a leadership position. The remaining kids were left and there were two types: boys who were never out of trouble and girls like her who barely said a word. Couldn’t she be curious, confident and resilient? Maybe she’d always put so much into being curious that she’d neglected the other two.

Harper checked on Misha. She had her head bowed, still drawing on her finger, hoping not to be noticed.

Harper wanted not to be noticed and to get a position.

She looked at the leaders crowded on the stage. Maybe Harper wasn’t as shy as Misha but she wasn’t a natural captain of anything either. She was a nothing.

‘And our library captain position goes to…Bella Monroe.’

‘Brilliant,’ Harper said under her breath. Bella didn’t even go to Riverlark any more. Her family had moved to a new suburb.

Barb the secretary got up from her chair and shuffled over in her heels to whisper something to Mr Glass. He took the microphone again and said: ‘Harper Moss.’

Finally! The library! All thanks to Barb.

As she made her way to the stage, Harper tried not to care that she was an afterthought. She promised herself she’d be the best library captain that Riverlark had ever known.
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It was recess straight after assembly but Harper couldn’t find Cleo and Ro. When she finally did they were in the new garden that had been put in over summer. Corey was with them. There was already a leadership meeting happening: they had clipboards.

‘Hey,’ she said, when none of them noticed her.

Ro said, ‘Hey,’ without looking up. Cleo beamed at Harper, then nudged Ro and said, ‘Compost bin. How much, do you reckon?’

‘Thirty?’ said Corey.

‘Have you got money then?’ Harper asked.

‘Mr Glass is giving us a budget,’ said Cleo, and then she turned back to the boys: ‘Put thirty for now.’

Harper felt like she’d missed a whole day instead of half an hour. The three of them looked cosy. Corey had called Ro fat less than two hours ago.

‘I thought Briar was the environment captain,’ she said. ‘Isn’t the compost bin her job?’

Ro thumb-typed on his phone. ‘Briar has a guitar lesson; we’ll give her the notes later.’

Harper waited for his joke to come—Briar had teased Ro since Prep and his impersonations of her were brilliant—but, nothing. Ro had said her name as if she was no longer the girl whose favourite thing to say was ‘You’re the odd one out because…’ while her eyes flashed trouble.

Harper had stumbled into an alternative universe where her friends had forgotten who their enemies were. Was a leadership badge so powerful?

‘I’ll ask my dad to get us a compost bin for free,’ said Corey. ‘He’s awesome at that.’

Corey’s dad stood for election in their district every year. He’d never been elected but the way Corey acted you’d think his dad was King Riverlark. They had a swimming pool.

‘Don’t forget to save me some budget for the library,’ Harper said.

‘What would the library need?’ asked Ro. The way it came out, he already thought the answer was nothing.

‘Books, obviously?’ she replied.

‘Too many books in it already,’ added Corey.

Cleo shrugged and said, ‘No one uses it, to be fair. No offence, Harps, but it’s locked most of the time. We only go in for half an hour a week during literacy and most kids take their iPads.’

‘I don’t,’ said Harper.

‘But you want to be a writer and you like old stuff. It’s too late for the library. That place is a museum. My mum says there hasn’t been a librarian since my sisters were here, and they both have babies now.’

Harper tried to get her head around what her best friends were saying. Did everyone hate the library?

‘Why didn’t I know you wanted to be a writer?’ said Ro.

‘Writers don’t make any money,’ Corey piped up. ‘Anyway, books suck.’

‘You suck,’ Harper blurted out. Her heart started to beat too fast.

Corey looked calm as he said, ‘Can you actually go? This is nothing to do with you.’

‘There’s no need to say that, buddy,’ said Ro.

Buddy!

Cleo held Harper’s sleeve but Harper pulled her arm away. She had no choice but to go before she humiliated herself by crying. She hadn’t wanted anyone to know that writing was her ambition; it was embarrassing. She wasn’t even the best in her class at English.

Most of all, she didn’t want to be captain of a place that her friends didn’t like. She took the library-captain badge off as she walked away

‘Cricket nets!’ blurted Ro, and they were back to scribbling, Harper and the library forgotten.
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Larry and Liz had worked the same shift and were home together at seven for lasagne. Harper had already put it into the oven as instructed by post-it note. She was ready for her mum’s typical questions: Liz would be desperate to know if she’d got a leadership role but would try to make it seem like it didn’t matter. Harper got in first.

‘Ro got captain and Cleo got vice. Amazing, right?’

Larry nodded and said ‘Mm!’ with a mouthful.

Liz went overboard. ‘I’m happy for them! Such great kids, those two.’

Harper saw a twitch in her eye. Her mum loved Cleo and Ro, but she was faking.

‘I didn’t want a major role,’ Harper went on. ‘I’ve got enough going on with schoolwork and netball and…’ It didn’t sound like much compared to what some Riverlark kids got up to. She was too shy to start new activities; she liked netball, which she’d done for years, and spending time with Liz and Larry. ‘And reading,’ she added, to make the list longer.

‘Mm.’ Larry was chewing again.

‘Mm!’ said Liz, eating faster, like she often did when she was upset. Her eye was still twitchy.

Had she really thought that Harper would be school captain? Larry was the easy parent who couldn’t remember the names of Harper’s teachers and never asked her if she’d done her homework. But there was almost no point having one easy parent if you had a mum like Liz. She was the one in charge.

‘The roles don’t even mean anything, Mum. The other vice-captain is Corey, the worst bully in our year, so what does that tell you?’

Larry finally swallowed. ‘That school is a lot like real life.’

‘Of course it’s real life, Dad. It’s my life.’

‘You know what I mean. So, come on, did they give my Harpsicle anything?’

‘Just library captain, but it’s pointless.’

Liz threw her fork down with a clatter. ‘But that’s tremendous, sweetheart! Did you get a badge?’

‘Yeah, it’s in my pocket.’ Reaching in, she found the badge and remembered the other one she’d put in there before school.

‘Wait, I found something else too,’ she said. But the old badge wasn’t in either of her pockets. Perhaps it had fallen out in assembly. She felt a sense of loss even though she hadn’t thought about it since it had pricked her leg. ‘Oh, I guess I didn’t. Anyway, here’s the library-captain badge.’

Liz held it up to the light and made a giant fuss of it. ‘Wonderful! You love reading. You’re an excellent, excellent choice! Isn’t that brilliant, Larry?’

‘A toast to Harpsicle!’ said Larry at almost a shout, raising his glass. They both took a huge gulp of wine. Something was definitely wrong. Maybe Liz was going to have a baby. No, too much wine, and Liz was nearly fifty. A divorce, then! Or someone had died.

‘What’s going on? You’re being strange,’ Harper said.

‘You’d better tell her, Liz,’ said Larry.

Harper’s mum squeezed her hand, the one she was holding a fork with. It was very uncomfortable.

‘This year is going to look a bit different, Harpsicle.’

‘Different how? I don’t like different.’

‘Different exciting. Or, different challenging. Dad and I are going on that mission we spoke about, and after a great deal of thought’—she glanced at Larry, who nodded—‘we’ve decided you’ll be living with my mother while we’re away.’

Liz and Larry carried on explaining the mission while Harper’s body reverberated with the news like a glass hit by a teaspoon.

Away, she kept thinking. While we’re away.
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In bed, in the dark, she untangled some of it.

Her mum and dad were going to be emergency nurses in a country where people had been fighting a war for years. Harper had to pretend she’d heard of the country. It was called Yemen; she’d never forget it now. Liz and Larry had described their mission more than once as extremely safe, nothing to worry about. They’d said, We spoke about this, sweetheart. This was technically true, though she didn’t think it was fair that just because they spoke about this it was all right that it was actually happening.

In a few weeks, Harper would move in with her grandmother. She didn’t know her very well and had never even been to her house even though it was right there in Melbourne, only a suburb away. They’d always spent their time with Larry’s parents, but last year Nana and Grampy had moved back to Bath, in England.

‘Couldn’t I go and live with them?’ Harper had suggested, but it was ruled out because the school system was so different.

After dinner the conversation had migrated to the kitchen for Harper’s dishwasher duties and Dad’s tea-making duties. Mum had sat at the bench showing Harper pictures of children in the extremely safe war zone they’d be working in.

‘You understand why we’re doing this, don’t you, Harps.’ Liz hadn’t looked up to get the answer, and her voice had gone down at the end where the question mark should be, instead of up.

The last thing Liz said before Harper closed her bedroom door for the night was: ‘You’ll get on brilliantly with my mother. Really, sweetheart. You two are quite similar, now I think of it.’

Harper didn’t know how to take that. The only comfort was that she would still be at Riverlark.
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Cycling to school on the second day felt completely different. The year she was expecting had been crossed out; the feeling of what was to come jammed in her throat. She needed to tell Cleo and Ro.

It was literacy first and she was in Ro’s group but not Cleo’s so she put it off. Then it was maths and she wasn’t with either of them. She nearly spilled to Tahira and Misha when Misha asked if she was okay. But there was a natural order for something this big. She had to tell Cleo and Ro first.

Corey was in that class, too. Halfway through he said he had to go to sickbay because he had a headache. It wasn’t that Harper wanted him to have a headache, but she liked seeing the back of him.

Her first chance came at recess. The conditions were perfect: just the three of them in the new garden where the big old tree used to be. She waited for a gap in conversation, but it was like waiting to cross the bike path in the morning. Ro and Cleo talked back and forth in a fast stream. First it was about Cleo’s dad needing a new job or they’d have to sell their house and move to a different area. Harper had to admit that was a big deal, but it was not as big as her thing. Then they talked about all the things they wanted to do as captain and vice-captain. Cleo wanted to start a petition to bring back the tuckshop, which had existed when her big sisters went to Riverlark. Then they got onto the subject of food wrappers—there were always twists of cellophane or chip packets blowing around the playground—and the bin-raiding ravens.

‘Look at them, they’re as big as dogs,’ said Ro. There were two ravens hopping on the lid of the closest bin, as if testing it.

‘But we only want to get rid of the rubbish, not the ravens,’ said Cleo. ‘The school would fall down if the ravens left.’

Ro laughed and shook his head. ‘Riverlark isn’t the Tower of London, Cleo.’

Then they got onto all the places they’d travelled. And after that they looped back to the tuckshop and the foods they wanted on the menu, like sushi and samosas, chicken pies and poffertjes.

The more Harper listened to their plans, the more she felt how strange and difficult the next few months would be without her mum and dad.

‘You’re quiet, what’s up?’ said Cleo, finally.

Now Harper was on the spot, the words she’d stitched together seemed to fall apart. A plane flew across the sky. Liz and Larry were booking their flights today.

‘Headache,’ she lied.

Cleo insisted on taking her straight to sickbay. It happened so fast. She pulled Harper up and guided her through the playground, sat her down in the little room—it was more like a cupboard with windows—and knocked on the staffroom door to get one of the teachers. This was the last thing Harper wanted but she couldn’t seem to take control.

She remembered Healthy Harold telling them it was important to confide in their close friends as they faced life’s challenges, but Harper had just lied to hers. She was obviously doomed for high school.

She’d stay here with the ravens forever.
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After the final bell they were near the new garden again, about to go their separate ways, when Harper suddenly came out with it.

‘My mum and dad are going on a volunteer mission. They’ll be away for months. I have to live with my grandmother.’

‘The funny English one?’ said Cleo.

Harper shook her head. ‘No, the one I hardly know.’

‘Oh. Well, we’ll look after you!’ said Cleo. She wrapped her in a hug that was tighter than normal. Harper tried to let the hug make her feel better, seeing as she didn’t really know what she needed. The words she’d used were just the ordinary facts. Cleo and Ro would have to work out the rest because it was impossible to describe how she felt.

‘You should come and live at mine,’ said Ro. ‘My mum says all she wants in life is a daughter.’

Suddenly there was a boyish yell. They were just in time to see Corey tumbling over the handlebars of his scooter, which kept going until it crashed into the friendship bench.

‘Whoops,’ said Cleo. ‘I told him not to ride that thing here.’

‘Guys, I think he’s hurt,’ said Ro.

Corey was moaning on the ground. As they walked closer, Harper saw a long, thin cut across his forehead. Very quickly he was surrounded by parents, teachers and kids. Harper stayed back but Cleo and Ro were right in there.

‘I think we need an ambulance,’ said Mr Glass. ‘Could someone, please?’

A mum said she’d call one. A couple of dads tried to lift Corey but he yelled in pain so they stopped. Even though there were lots of people crowded around him, it was oddly quiet.

‘You’ll be all right, mate,’ said Mr Glass. He sounded like he’d never used the word mate in his life. ‘What happened?’

‘Something flew into my face,’ said Corey. ‘Ow! My ankle hurts!’

‘All right, brave boy. Do you mean something like a stone from the playground or a twig or…It’s made quite a scratch,’ Mr Glass continued. ‘You know you’re not allowed to ride in here, but we’ll forget about that for now.’

Corey was always hurtling around, making kids leap out of his way. It was lucky he hadn’t hurt someone else, and now he was getting all this sympathy.

Then Corey said something that she didn’t hear. And the next thing, kids were looking on the ground all around her.

‘What is it?’ she asked Jake. ‘What’s everyone looking for?’

‘He said the thing that flew into him was metal. A badge or something.’

Harper joined in the search, though she had a strange, cut-off feeling as she was looking, as if she knew what the thing was.

But she couldn’t know; she hadn’t seen it happen.

No one found anything. Corey’s dad arrived in a black car with dark windows. Somehow he looked angry with everyone, as if the kids who’d stayed to look after his son were responsible for his accident. The paramedics came and stretchered Corey away.

Afterwards, there was a bunch of Harper’s year level hanging around to pick apart what had happened. All anyone had seen was Corey tumbling, but there seemed to be a lot of ways to describe those few seconds. Harper just listened. What she’d needed today was for Cleo and Ro to make her feel better about her parents. Now Corey, of all people, had them glued to his story.

Jake told everyone that Corey had gone to sickbay during maths with a headache, and maybe that was why he didn’t see the thing coming—whatever it had been—because Corey was usually such a good rider. Harper wondered if Corey had gone to sickbay with a real headache or a pretend one.

‘Poor guy,’ Ro said.

After the group dispersed and it was just Harper and Ro, she asked, ‘Did you mean that? Poor guy? After everything he’s said and done?’

‘Sure. Maybe? Dunno really. Does that answer your question?’ Ro’s mellow smile and the dimples in his cheeks made Harper decide to drop it. She said goodbye and walked towards the bike rack.

Corey’s words from yesterday popped into her head. This is nothing to do with you. She’d heard the paramedics say he might have a broken ankle. From the way everyone else was acting, Corey’s entire head had come off.

She didn’t feel one bit sorry for him.

She noticed a movement out of the corner of her eye. It made her look at the library. She walked to the large window. None of the lights were on. The door was locked. Everything looked perfectly still and untouched, but she had a feeling someone was in there.

When the clouds moved, she could only see herself in the glass. Mystery solved: the movement must have been her own reflection as she went past. Some library captain.
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On the way back from the airport, Harper’s grandmother drove the ute so fast that Harper wanted to hold the grab handle above the door for safety. Worried that it would look rude, she tucked her hands under her legs and gripped the rim of the seat.

It was hard to stop thinking about the last glimpse of her parents’ faces. They’d all managed not to cry at passport control, as Liz had instructed. But Harper regretted that now, feeling like a full glass of tears on the bumpy ride. She couldn’t cry in front of a grandmother she barely knew, even if there was something about her that felt familiar in a way she didn’t understand.

They’d all done their fair share of crying that week. Every time it had happened, Harper had felt a spark of hope that the plan would be called off. But the plan was unstoppable.

Larry had told her to keep an eye out for the positive things; that would be the way to get through the separation. He said he’d be doing the same, which sounded like a serious challenge in a war zone.

The good things she’d noticed so far were the dogs—three of them in the tray of the ute with all the equipment from her grandmother’s gardening business. Annie and Murph were almost identical black greyhounds with silver hair around their mouths, which made them look like they’d been lapping milk. Murph had a milk-tipped tail, which told them apart. And then there was Hector, a small, stocky white-and-tan wire-haired Jack Russell who growled at something every few minutes. So far this included: Harper’s suitcase, the sound of the ute starting up, and Annie’s tail.

Harper was nervous around Hector, and wanted him to like her.

She followed her grandmother up the wooden back stairs of the building. It was a brown-brick, two-storey block of flats, with rectangular white-framed windows, and balconies with white railings that curved like a rib cage.

The small landing at the top of the stairs had a door at each side. The dogs gathered at the bright yellow door on the right. Harper’s grandmother paused with her hand on the key in the lock and the dogs sat as one, looking up at her. Harper and her grandmother had hardly spoken a word on the journey, just about the traffic, which Harper had tried to sound knowledgeable about even though Liz and Larry didn’t own a car.

Her grandma was a head shorter than Harper. She had short white hair, pale skin covered in sunspots, and young eyes, grey with a shine. She was curvy and strong-looking, in navy pants with a navy T-shirt tucked in. She eased off her work boots and left them to one side. Harper did the same.

‘Call me Lolly, not Grandma, if that’s all right.’

‘Oh, sure.’

‘That’s what you called me when you were little.’

‘I know. Mum reminded me. It was because she calls you Charlotte and I couldn’t say it properly.’

There was a flicker of something on Lolly’s face that Harper couldn’t work out.

Harper knew there had been a problem in the past between her mum and her grandmother but she didn’t know what it was. Liz wasn’t the sort of mum you could interrogate. If she didn’t want to tell you something, that was that. But she’d sometimes say things like, ‘That sounds like my mother,’ when there was someone on television with what Liz called crackpot ideas. This was why it had seemed odd when her mum had said she was like Lolly. Harper had never had a crackpot idea.

‘Oven, fridge, cleaning products under the sink.’ As soon as they were inside, Lolly started to point at things in the tiny kitchen, which the back door opened into. It had mandarin-coloured walls and cupboards, and a floor like a chessboard. There was an old radio, which was on, playing something with violins—Lolly turned it down but not off. ‘Kettle. I hope you know how to use that.’

‘I can make tea,’ Harper said. ‘But for coffee Mum and Dad have those pods.’

‘Terrible for the environment!’ said Lolly. ‘Follow me. Living room, balcony, dog bowls—never give in to their begging—radio, thermostat…’ The rapid pointing continued. ‘This is where I eat, here’s the television, the telephone, mind these shelves—’

The shelves were heaving with various objects. Harper was genuinely worried that she’d forget this instruction and do something terrible. She vowed to put her hands in her pockets whenever she walked past.

‘Cat one, cat two,’ said Lolly, pointing at two black cushions that turned out to be alive.

‘Oh, sweet! What are their names?’

‘They are not sweet, I’m afraid. They’re naughty. And I’ve never been able to decide on names for them. Maybe you could help.’

Harper stared at the twin black cats. As much as she’d named a hundred imaginary pets in her head—Larry was allergic so she’d never had a pet—not a single name came to her now.

‘Well, give it some thought. And by the way, if anyone asks, I have two dogs—one greyhound and one Jack Russell—and one cat. That’s the maximum per apartment, so don’t rat me out…Or rather, don’t cat me out.’ Lolly laughed at her own joke while Harper’s anxiety rose: now she had to remember to mind the shelves and not accidentally tell someone that she had five pets.

It seemed like a lot for the first few minutes of being here.

The living-room floor had the look of wooden planks but it was completely smooth under Harper’s socked feet, like plastic. It would be fun to slide across, but not today. The best thing about the room was a window like a cinema screen. It looked towards the river and bunches of treetops. Lolly slid the windows across and stepped out. The balcony had a fake-grass floor. Vines looped around the railings, and there were herbs and small trees in pots.

Lolly’s pointing continued. ‘Lemon, pomegranate, mint, parsley, nasturtium.’

‘It’s nice out here, Lolly.’

‘The birds love it. I have lots of visitors. Only trouble is the bird poo.’

‘Oh.’

‘But, as I always say, everyone’s born, everyone cries, everyone poos, everyone dies.’

Harper laughed for the first time, but she didn’t say it was because Lolly was really old and said poos. Her grandmother smiled at her warmly. Harper almost counted it as one of the positive things that Larry had told her to watch out for, but the word dies kept on like an echo as she thought of where her parents were headed.

‘Now, the rest of it,’ Lolly said. The flat got darker as they walked along the hallway on faded pink carpet. The dogs came too: Annie, steady alongside Lolly, Murph trying to weave around them, knocking the wall with his tail as it was such a tight fit, and Hector, racing up the hall and back, yipping.

‘Towels in there,’ said Lolly. It was a door that looked like it should be a room but turned out to be a deep cupboard. ‘Bathroom. Washing machine’s in here, too. Know how to put a wash on?’

‘Yep,’ Harper lied. She’d have to google that, though so far there was no sign that Lolly had a computer. There was a radio on in the bathroom, too, but it was people talking instead of violins. The room was all pale blue: bath, toilet, basin, floor tiles, wall tiles, towel, all the same shade.

‘It’s called duck-egg blue,’ said Lolly, noticing Harper’s frown. ‘Big in the 1950s and life’s too short for redecorating. Come along, nearly done.’

There were three doors at the end of the hall and a dull fishbowl light fitting that hung from the ceiling.

A sudden click made Harper gasp and turn.

‘What is it?’ said Lolly, with a little irritation in her voice. The door to the towels cupboard was ajar.

‘Nothing, the door gave me a fright,’ said Harper, and she went to push it shut again.

‘You spook easily. Now, back to it: this one’s my bedroom.’ She pointed at the closed door on her left. Harper could hear another radio inside. ‘That one’s yours. And this is the front door, which we never use. I prefer the back. So, that’s the lot. I’ll make the tea, as it’s your first day.’

Harper had never had a cup of tea. Liz didn’t approve of caffeine for children, she just approved of children knowing how to make tea for their parents.

The dogs followed Lolly. Harper and her bags stayed at the dark end of the hall.

She went into her room. It was small but sunny now. There was an old desk, a bashed-up leather spinny chair and a bookshelf in dark-stained wood with a few fat novels with cracked spines on it. There were no children’s books. One of them was The Exorcist—she’d heard of that. Cleo’s big sisters had let Cleo watch the movie version and she remembered her saying, grimly, ‘Trust me, Harps, it’s not for you.’

Harper sat down on the bed, which was made up with sheets and layers of blankets instead of a doona. The mattress felt just right though. There was a window behind her but she didn’t want to look out in case she saw a plane in the sky. She unzipped one of her bags and took out her dark-green graduation hoodie. Riverlark 2020. It was almost perfect, apart from it including the names of two people she didn’t like on the back of it: Corey Hurst and Briar Byrne.

Underneath, the book she was reading was wedged into the winter things that Liz had helped her squeeze into the bag. As she pulled it out, something flew out and made a sharp ting against the wall.

On the carpet was the old badge she’d found at Riverlark—the one she’d lost. It hadn’t been lost, only caught up among her things. Strange that it had found its way into this bag and somehow nestled inside the book. It had made a deep dent in the pages.

Harper held the badge and examined it closely.

It had a crown at the top, a curled ribbon shape at the bottom and under the words Cadet Corps were some others too damaged to read. Along the sides were two rusty fin shapes and in the centre a fish curled upright like an ear, with a large round eye and bubbles rising from its mouth.

She turned it over to all the scratches she remembered, and the pin and hook that didn’t line up very well. It was pretty bashed-up.

She looked at her thumb and the small, hard mark from where the pin had stuck in when she found it. She lifted her shorts, remembering that the badge had stung her that first assembly, too. And then out of nowhere she thought of the clean slice across Corey Hurst’s forehead.

There was a thump on the door that made her jump, and Harper hid the badge in her fist.

‘Are you decent?’ said Lolly.

She said yes, though she wasn’t sure what Lolly had meant exactly, and as the door was opening she put the badge in the bedside drawer. Lolly came in holding a cup and saucer with both hands.

‘Before you ask, I used my head to knock on the door and my derriere to open it.’

‘What’s a derriere?’

‘A bottom. It’s French.’

Harper smiled. ‘I didn’t know you spoke French.’

‘I don’t. Now, look, I’ve made it too full.’ She took careful steps across the carpet, and handed the saucer over with a moat of tea around the cup. ‘I made it nice and sweet after what you’ve been through today.’

Harper almost burst into tears. After all the instructions when she first got here, the way Lolly spoke just then had reached a different place.

She took a sip. It was almost nutty, and the warmth of it going down settled her. Nervous thoughts about the badge were fading, fading…and were gone.




[image: image]

After a month at Lolly’s, Harper could barely remember her first night. So much had happened—not to Harper but to the world.

She never used to watch the news with Liz and Larry because they liked chatty dinners and made Harper go to bed before nine. But Lolly kept the television on all evening and told Harper that she was old enough to decide how much sleep she needed. Which meant that Harper saw all the news about the pandemic. She was watching when the newsreader said that people had started to die of the virus. She was watching when the number of deaths passed a thousand. It was rising towards a million around the world, with no sign of stopping.

There were days when the numbers didn’t feel real until an image on the screen reminded her that the numbers were people. Australia was doing all right compared to most countries but Harper kept hearing that it would only be a matter of time before things got worse.

The only quiet room was Harper’s bedroom because Lolly kept her radios on day and night, a different station in every room, talking here, violins there. It sometimes felt like Harper lived with more people than just Lolly.

Once, when she was washing her hands in the duck-egg-blue basin, she heard a radio voice say that the government might shut all the schools and another voice say that would never happen in Australia. Then some gentle classical music came on as if everything was normal.

Whenever she thought about Liz and Larry she got a burning sensation in her throat that made her wonder if she’d caught the virus. But as soon as she stopped thinking about them, her throat stopped hurting.

Lolly said that Harper was not to worry because the virus was only a proper danger to old people. ‘Are you worried, Lolly?’ Harper asked.

‘Not a bit. I’m as strong as an ox. Now, put the kettle on and try not to fret about things that can’t be helped.’

Lolly’s kettle rarely went cold.

Harper couldn’t tell if Lolly worried about anything. She was shut-up and sturdy like Liz. She had a way of making questions bounce off her and go in unexpected directions.

Still, Harper memorised the guidelines about how to wash your hands like a surgeon and what symptoms to look out for. There was a new thing called social distancing, which meant not standing too close to people. Harper tried to do it at home without Lolly noticing; she kept quiet about how scared she was of catching the virus at school and passing it to her grandmother. Lolly had quickly become someone she could truthfully say she loved. Maybe deep down she’d always loved Lolly, the way you did with family, but it was different when you spent every day with someone.

At school, Cleo and Ro were obsessed with their leadership roles. Most lunchtimes they were in a huddle with the other leaders in the new garden. They asked her to join in, but what was the point? Harper knew how everyone felt about the library. And they were planning things that were months away. Since the pandemic, Harper didn’t like to think about the future. It couldn’t be trusted.

But at home, she and Lolly were learning about each other. It felt easier than school. Lolly divided up household chores as if she and Harper were equals, but she never said a word if Harper’s bedroom was a mess (it usually was). Lolly had lots of opinions, which she liked to shout at the television. She didn’t always have the nicest things to say about people who got on her nerves, but Harper got the sense that she was always fair. And she laughed a lot. Lolly always seemed to know where Harper’s glasses were, and she respected Harper’s hatred of eating fish by never suggesting it for dinner.

Lolly expected a bit more of Harper—dog-walking, chopping vegetables, a dash to the shops if they’d run out of something—but Harper wasn’t sure if there were any real rules. Or if there were, she had to work them out herself. At home, there’d been many rules, which Liz designed and Larry went along with: never whisper to someone when you’re in a group of people, don’t answer the door if there’s no one else at home, no candles in the bedroom, don’t lean back on your chair at dinner, and never drink from the milk carton.

Well, she’d seen Lolly do that more than once.

The cats were beautiful and puzzling, both of them girls. Lolly had bought them from a rescue shelter a year or so ago. She explained that names she came up with never seemed to stick. They’d feel right for a moment, and then wrong so she’d stop using them. She’d decided not to rush it. Meanwhile they were simply: the cats.

Sometimes they were aloof; other times they’d make Harper feel welcome by brushing against her legs while she was waiting for the kettle to boil or cleaning her teeth. They weren’t allowed outside because, Lolly said, they had an appetite for birds.

Harper now had holes in all her socks. This was a mystery until she’d caught one of the cats hooking a sock out of the laundry basket with a claw and taking it away in her small, sharp mouth, like it was a mouse without the energy to resist. Occasionally the cats worked together to take over the couch. Usually they occupied different places: on Harper’s spinny chair, or in a stretch of sunlight.

Sometimes Harper would come up with one name—stolen from a novel—but when she tried to match it with another, and tried them on the pair of them they didn’t fit.

While the cats belonged to themselves, the dogs were Lolly’s.

Most of the day, Annie and Murph lay on the floor like rugs—rugs that burst into life as soon as Lolly picked up her keys from the table. They both had long pointy faces that seemed noble and serene. Though they never refused a walk, once they were home they didn’t move around much. It was just as well with dogs that large in a flat that small.

But Hector was always sniffing at doors, growling when the pipes clanked, poking his head through the balcony railings, digging the couch for a ball he’d buried between cushions. He’d tolerate a gentle stroke of his back after Harper filled his food bowl, but she still wasn’t sure what he thought of her. He didn’t lick her face when she came home from school, or snuggle on her lap. He was a busy little dog.
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Harper’s eyes opened into darkness. For a moment she didn’t know where she was. Then the dark shapes became familiar: desk, wardrobe, Riverlark graduation-year hoodie hanging down the back of the spinny chair.

The mystery was why she was sitting on the bed with her feet on the carpet, instead of lying down under the covers. And why she had one hand on the bedside table.

Sleepily she lowered her head to the pillow, and made the sheet billow as she drew her legs up. The bright numbers on the bedside alarm clock read 3:01. She looked at the numbers until the 1 turned into a 2, and then closed her eyes.

From that night on, Harper often woke at around three o’clock.

She’d be sitting up, or kneeling on the bed—sometimes with her head pressed to the cold glass of the window—or standing in the middle of the room. When she asked her friends if it ever happened to them, Cleo said she got halfway down the street once when she was six, and her mum had to have the bolt on the front door moved up higher. Ro insisted that once he was asleep, that was it. He’d even been the only member of his family who didn’t wake during a tropical cyclone when they were on holiday.

Harper didn’t think it had happened to her before. She didn’t tell Lolly. Somehow she had the impression that Lolly would think of something like sleepwalking as making a fuss. A few weeks back, Lolly had come home from a gardening job with a deep gash on her hand, and said she’d only see a doctor if her fingers turned blue. Then she cleaned and wrapped it herself and settled in front of the telly with a stumpy bottle of beer like she always did after work.

Harper could hardly call it sleepwalking, anyway. She wasn’t even leaving her bedroom.
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One morning, showered and dressed, she went down the hallway towards the voices of the kitchen radio. The door to the linen cupboard was ajar again, so she pushed it shut hard like she’d seen Lolly do.

Lolly was at the round table next to the shelves that were crammed with curiosities, as she called them: small coloured bottles, spoons, rings, broken toys and crockery and other objects that didn’t have names, which Lolly called gizmos and gubbins. Some were dug up from the gardens Lolly worked in, and others were from mudlarking. A mudlark was someone who searched for objects along riverbanks, Lolly had said. She mudlarked while she cleared up litter; one curiosity for every ten bags of junk.

Harper had asked if mudlarking was legal. Lolly had tapped her nose and said it was all right as long as you didn’t use tools and never kept something that could belong to the Wurundjeri people.

Breakfast was fried eggs on two slabs of toast. Harper’s was waiting for her, kept warm under a large saucepan lid. Lolly was chewing a big mouthful and slurping tea. She ate every meal in a hurry.

‘We’ll call your mum and dad tonight,’ she said.

‘What if the connection doesn’t work again?’

‘It will. Think positive, Harps.’

The last three times they’d tried to call, they had been cut off. But Harper was certain that the pandemic meant that her parents’ mission would have to end. On the news she saw that Australians overseas were being told to hurry home. She was desperate to hear Liz and Larry name the date they’d be back. Cases were rising: Australia was going to need nurses just as much as the country they were in now. They had to come.
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At six o’clock, Lolly rang the number to get Liz and Larry. She held the phone to her ear for ages, and spoke to several different people about tracking down either of the nurses whose name was Moss, each time explaining herself again and then waiting, giving Harper a confident nod. As Harper gazed out of the living-room window, she was remembering images of the war zone. Hungry, wounded children; dust, rubble and blood. Suddenly Lolly pressed the phone against Harper’s ear and mouthed, ‘Mum’.

‘Mum, are you there?’ Harper said into the phone.

‘Sweetheart! So good to hear your voice.’

‘Are you okay? Is Dad okay?’

‘We’re both fine. What about you?’

‘Schools might be closing. When are you coming home?’ In the background there was some shouting. ‘What was that, Mum?’

‘Just patients arriving.’ Liz talked as if she was at a supermarket not in a war zone. ‘Tell me everything you’ve been doing, Harpsicle. Is my mother behaving herself?’

Lolly was standing right there. What did Liz expect her to say? Then Harper thought she heard Larry’s voice yelling, and suddenly her head was spinning.

‘Is that Dad? What’s happening?’

‘I promise it’s fine, Harps. There was an explosion in a different hospital so they’ve transferred all the patients to us. There’s just nowhere quiet to take a phone call. Try to ignore it.’

A bomb.

‘But when are you coming home, Mum? On the news they said all Australians should hurry.’

‘Sweetheart, we can’t leave. Things are even more desperate now. You understand, don’t you.’

Harper wanted to roar No down the phone! Her hands were shaking. She felt Lolly’s hand on the small of her back and stepped away from it, not wanting to be touched. Her parents were in a place where even hospitals got bombed. Now there was a virus as well and if they didn’t fly back now, maybe they’d be trapped forever.

She passed the phone to Lolly and ran up the hallway. She slammed her door and cried for the first time in ages. It was all coming out: anger because they’d put themselves in danger, and shame because she’d ended the phone call and they hardly ever got to speak. All her confusion fell out of her in breathless sobs.

They’d think she didn’t care.

She cared so much that she didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t stop crying, pacing the room and covering her mouth because she didn’t want Lolly to hear. Liz would tell her she needed to slow down and breathe. Larry would put his warm hand on the back of her neck and say nothing. Thinking about them made it worse.

After a few minutes, Lolly knocked on her door.

‘Pet? I’m walking the dogs. Fancy coming? Might do you good.’

Harper took a huge gulp of air and put all her energy into making her voice sound normal.

‘No thanks! I’m fine!…Just doing homework.’

There was a pause. Then Lolly said, ‘All right,’ as if she didn’t believe her for a second.

Harper heard the commotion of the dogs realising it was walk time, and then the rattle of the back door.

The moment it closed, Harper cried out loud. She wasn’t thinking straight; her head was too full. The sound she was making was separate to the rest of her. It felt like she was listening to a young child.

She yanked the bedroom door open and stormed down the hallway, shoving that annoying cupboard door on the way. She picked up the phone from the top shelf and looked for the piece of paper with the number for the hospital where Liz and Larry worked. She’d call them back. Make them listen to her. Where was it?

She spotted it on the coffee table and walked over to the window where she could see it better because it was written in pencil.

As she pressed the first digit there was a horrible thud, and the sound of little things breaking.

The shelves had tipped over. The top had smacked against the small dinner table and just about every object had fallen on the floor.

She threw the phone on the couch and pushed the shelf upright, which caused more objects to fall. There were shards of glass and broken bits of china, but plenty of objects hadn’t broken. She started to pick them up and put them back on the shelves, moving bits here and there as she remembered where they went. It had been so crammed, maybe Lolly wouldn’t notice some were missing.

She grabbed the dustpan and brush from under the kitchen sink and swept up the broken bits, working as fast as she could. These things were important to Lolly. Harper thought she’d been careful, but somehow when she’d grabbed the phone she must have…

But that didn’t make sense. The shelves had fallen ages after she’d picked up the phone.

A high ting sound while she was sweeping caught her attention. A glint of metal in the dustpan.

Harper picked it out. It was the cadet badge from her drawer. But how could it be here?

There was a dull pause in her head, like a thought without anything in it. She heard a kind of whistle. A small, black-and-white bird had landed on the balcony. The same bird she’d seen when she found the badge at Riverlark.

Harper’s heart was beating as if it wanted to escape. The badge had turned up, as if it was wanting to be discovered again. And then the exact same bird had caught her attention.

Both cats crept soundlessly to the window. They sat upright, and their tails slithered on the smooth floor. They made soft, chattering sounds that the bird would not be able to hear through the glass.

A clear thought came to her: Lolly must have found the badge in her drawer and put it among the other old, interesting things. Although she couldn’t imagine Lolly going through her room, it was the only explanation. It looked like Lolly had given it a polish and straightened out the pin so it fitted easily into the hook.

As for the bird—so many different kinds came to Lolly’s balcony. Of course there was no connection. Harper had been upset and it was giving her wild, impossible thoughts.
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Harper and Lolly didn’t speak much at dinner—Lolly put the news on. As usual it was about all the new restrictions around the world. They ate spaghetti and watched old people in Serbia who could only go out to buy food once a week, very early in the morning. In parts of China, officials were stopping people from leaving their homes. In Italy, schools were already closed and so were all the shops that didn’t sell food or medicine. In America, there was an old clip of the president saying that the virus would just go away soon, and a new clip of him saying it was very serious after all. The virus had spread through England, where Harper’s Nana and Grampy lived.

She tried to concentrate on twirling spaghetti around her fork.

Waiting for the virus was like being knee-deep in the ocean. Feeling the sand loosening under her feet. Trying to guess if a wave would swell and break before it reached her, or hit her with full force.

Around the world, the death toll was rising. It was impossible to tell whether the virus wave would only ripple against Australia, or knock them all down.
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Later, in bed, Harper’s eyes were still tender from crying earlier and she had a dull headache.

There was a knock on her door so soft that first she thought it was the wind.

‘Come in…?’ she said.

Lolly’s dark shape crossed the room. She put Hector into the curve of Harper’s body, and left.

Hector stayed there all night.
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Lolly seemed distant in the morning. They ate granola in silence at the little table.

On the radio, a newsreader talked about how many people had the virus in Australia. Harper tried to pay attention to the crunching sound of the granola instead. She ate spoonful after spoonful with no gaps in between where the news could get in. Outside, the sky was blue and empty. There’d be no plane bringing Liz and Larry home any time soon. Harper squeezed the spoon handle tight and held everything in.

Riverlark was ten minutes by bike from Lolly’s. The route went along the wild, shady river path where she never used to ride. It was always quieter than the journey had been from her old house; there was often no one else around.

Halfway to school, her tyre got a puncture and she had to wheel her bike. It shouldn’t have been a big deal but she was jumpy and tired after the nights of disrupted sleep. As Harper walked along, there were moments where the air ran cold and any movement on the surface of the water or in the steep, overgrown banks made her look. She was on edge. At the same time she felt like a baby for being scared in the daytime. This path seemed so much further today and she wished there were other people around.

She didn’t get to Riverlark until five past nine, and it was a relief to walk into a full classroom. There was a stranger at Mr Kumar’s desk.

‘Come in, dear. Take a seat. I’m Mrs Kovac. Here today, gone tomorrow!’

Harper figured that was her strange way of saying that she was a substitute teacher.

Mrs Kovac was sitting very low behind the desk. Although she was much older and smaller than any teacher Harper had ever seen, Mrs Kovac had the attention of the whole class. Perhaps this was because of her bright-orange jacket, or her bold, drawn-on black eyebrows. She didn’t look scared of them, like some substitute teachers did.

‘Now then, class, Mr Kumar has left you some worksheets.’ She peered so closely at the papers she was holding that her nose was almost touching them. ‘Oh, these look dull. Well, you there’—she flapped the papers at Augie, who was closest—‘pass them around. But just between me and you, you may draw or read a book or, I don’t know, do some sit-ups if you prefer, as long as you don’t cause a ruckus.’

There were murmurs as everyone discussed how to use the free time. Mrs Kovac put on some electric-blue headphones and tapped in that old-person’s way on her iPad.

‘She’s funny,’ said Cleo.

Harper agreed. ‘She reminds me of Lolly.’

‘I’m going to be like that. Say whatever I like, ignore the rules and wear weird clothes. Otherwise, what’s the point of being old?’ Cleo said as she passed Harper a worksheet. Then she put on a prim voice. ‘Here’s your worksheet on complex and compound sentences. Enjoy that, won’t you.’

On the other side of Harper, Ro had his phone hidden inside his open book. He had one earbud in and was watching anime.

‘Ro, your book’s upside down,’ Harper said.

‘No it isn’t, I’m a professional,’ he said without even looking up. Cleo and Harper laughed.

‘This is what I call a ruckus. Shush,’ said Mrs Kovac with one headphone lifted off her ear.

Surprisingly, the class settled down.

Cleo started to draw. She was brilliant. She could make her drawings look real without seeming to try, even hands, which were impossible. Harper had never drawn a hand that didn’t look like a glove.

Corey Hurst was on crutches and the cut on his head was still sharply visible. He was counting sit-ups for Briar and her friend (or more like follower) Dree and telling them he could do loads more than them if he wasn’t injured. Augie and Jake were having an arm wrestle. Tahira was making a paper crane out of the worksheet and Misha was reading. Harper wanted to read too but she’d run out of books. Mr Kumar hadn’t taken them to the library all term because he said they had too much to get done. Since Harper had become library captain, she hadn’t set foot in it, or worn the badge.

‘I wish we could go to the library for this session,’ Harper whispered to Cleo.

‘Yeah? You should ask Mrs K,’ Cleo replied.

‘I can’t, I’m too shy. And no one else will want to go.’

‘So what? You want to. Who cares what anyone else thinks?’ Cleo nudged Ro. ‘Hey, you don’t mind coming to the library, do you?’

Ro didn’t blink. He was transfixed by whatever he was watching.

‘See, he doesn’t care,’ Cleo said.

‘But…you told me the library was pointless.’

Cleo scrunched her nose. ‘Did I? I say a lot of things—you know me.’ She stood up. ‘Um, excuse me, Mrs Kovac?’

Minutes later, thanks to Cleo’s natural talents, Mrs Kovac was leading the way to the library and unlocking the door. Harper was amazed at how easy Cleo made some things look.

The library lit up and was filled with bodies and noise. It was L-shaped. In one corner there was a room with a locked door that no one had ever seen open. They’d asked a teacher once and she said it probably had old props and furniture in it.

Harper had an armful of novels before the last people had even entered the room. Last in were Corey, Briar and Dree.

‘Whose dumb idea was this?’ Corey said, standing much too close to Harper.

‘Social distancing, Corey?’ said Harper.

Then Briar piped up, ‘Eww, Harper, did you brush your teeth this morning? I can smell your breath.’

‘Shut up, no you can’t.’

‘You’ve gone all red,’ said Briar. ‘I’ve got gum in my bag if you want it.’

It made Harper sick how low Briar could sink to impress Corey. Harper moved away from them, ending up in an empty non-fiction aisle. Such a pathetic insult shouldn’t have got to her but she breathed into her cupped hand to make sure.

Cleo and Ro were huddled in the opposite corner glued to Ro’s phone. They’d been spending so much time in leadership meetings with Corey that she wasn’t even sure how they’d react if she told them what had just happened. Things had changed since year five, when everything made sense.

Though Harper had a pile of novels in her hand, she was drawn to one spine in the history section where she was standing. Contagious. It was about another pandemic—the Spanish flu, more than a hundred years ago. It had a sticker on it that said ‘Reference Only: Not For Borrowing’, so she sat down where she was to read it.

The story of the Spanish flu sounded familiar in some ways. It had travelled around most of the world before it had got into Australia, same as the virus they had now. A few schools had been used as hospitals back then, which made Harper shiver. She wondered if Riverlark had been one of them—it was old enough—and if so which rooms they’d used for the patients. And how many of them hadn’t survived.

The thought of people dying at her school was horrible. Maybe that would happen this time, too.

That afternoon, as she climbed the back steps at Lolly’s, Harper could hear her grandmother singing along to the radio in the kitchen. Whatever strange mood Lolly had been in at breakfast, it was finished. When she was loud and lively, it stopped Harper from worrying so much.
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A few days later, Harper was on her own at lunch. Cleo and Ro had asked her to join in with the leadership meeting they were having in the new garden, but it was a hot day with no breeze and she didn’t want to get sunburn while listening to Corey Hurst showing off.

She spotted Misha in the junior playground with some little kids, but she wasn’t in the mood for babysitting.

All her class’s bags were outside the art room, ready for double art in the afternoon, so she grabbed a book from hers and took it to the bench outside the library. It was an old hardback novel with pages that were brown around the edges, and it had been read so many times that it sat flat in her hands without having to be held open.

While she was reading, something passed over the page, like a flicker of sunlight. She shifted sideways on the bench. When it happened again, she looked up. The sun was hidden behind the tall slate roof of the old building. Harper tried to carry on reading but she kept seeing the light, and this time it lingered, almost pulsing. Someone must be playing that old trick with a watchface. She looked around for Augie and Jake, who were always pranking. Seeing no one, she looked down again. While the light had gone, a page lifted for a moment and fell back into place. Not with a flutter like a breeze would make it do—and anyway, there wasn’t one—but slowly, and deliberately.

And again.

She snapped the book shut.

Mr Glass was coming directly towards her, looking, as usual, as if he was about to complain about something.

‘Got a job for you, Harper,’ he said, and briskly unlocked the library door, propping it open with a brick.

She shook off the thought of the strangely behaving page and followed him through the fiction aisles to the picture-book corner at the back of the room. Here the beanbags looked saggier and dirtier every year, and the posters that had been on the walls forever were sun-faded with several corners missing where someone had stolen the Blu Tack.

The shelves looked like they’d been hit by a storm.

‘Our younger students have done their best to wreck the place, as you can see,’ said Mr Glass. ‘Since you’re our library captain, could you straighten it all up, please? Leave the door open. Strictly speaking you’re not supposed to be in here without a teacher, but as it’s you I think we can bend the rules.’

He said he’d be back shortly.

As it’s you. Harper smiled awkwardly at the praise, even though she didn’t like Mr Glass.

The rule about students not being in here without a teacher was the reason the library wasn’t open at recess or lunchtime. There was a teacher for art and teachers for sport, music and Italian lessons, but no one was in charge of the library. It wasn’t like the school libraries in books she’d read, where the characters would confide in the librarian, and sometimes the librarian turned out to have secret powers. Just a regular human would have been fine.

The first thing she did was use the computer by the window to return the book she’d been reading outside just now. She put it in its place on the shelf, and felt better.

Then Harper worked quickly at the back of room. The little ones clearly didn’t know their alphabet yet and had put the books back wherever they felt like it, including shoved down the back of the shelves. She found four used tissues, eleven pencils, three hair slides, two drink bottles and a small shoe. Using two pencils like chopsticks, she picked up the tissues and put them in the bin. The other things she lined up along the desk so that the next time the little ones came in, they’d find them.

It was like Lolly’s mudlarking. Harper arranged the objects like they were on the shelves at home. Though these objects were very ordinary.

Once she’d finished, she checked it over and let herself feel good about the transformation. She almost wanted to put her library-captain badge back on.

There were ten minutes until the end of lunch and she had to be here when Mr Glass returned. Harper wandered around into the non-fiction area to read more of the reference book about the Spanish flu, though she didn’t know why she kept wanting to.

She read that it was called Spanish flu because Spain was the first country to tell the world that their citizens had it, but it didn’t start there. Other countries wanted to keep it secret because they were at war. Harper could understand that—if Corey or Briar knew how sad she was about her parents, for example, or how scared she was about Lolly getting the virus, they’d somehow use it against her.

Then she read that the Spanish flu had come in three waves, and the second wave killed the most people. Between 50 million and 100 million people are thought to have died. Harper looked at that sentence for a long time.

She caught a sudden movement in the corner of her eye. Someone else was in the library.

‘Hello?’ she said.

Maybe some juniors had spotted that the door was open and crept in.

‘No one’s supposed to be in here except me,’ she said, trying to sound confident like a library captain should. The shelves were too tall to see over so she walked back to the main part of the room. ‘You’d better leave before Mr Glass gets back.’ She strained to listen for giggles or movement.

Perhaps she’d imagined it. She sniffed the air. There was a bitter smell like bonfire smoke.

Mr Glass arrived. She wanted to show him how tidy the books were but he ushered her outside and said the bell was about to go, he had a meeting and needed to lock the door.

Watching him turn the key, she had the oddest feeling that he was locking someone in.

At the end of the day, she came back to check through the big window. Nothing moved. There was no sign of anyone inside.
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Harper woke up curled against the door as if she was keeping it shut. It was like being uprooted, waking each night somewhere different. In the dark, she felt her way along the wall to the bed. The numbers on the bedside alarm clock read 3:03.

It didn’t take long for sleep to pull her under.

The next night, Harper woke up on the carpet in the middle of the floor. Her arms were outstretched and she gasped when she saw that her right arm finished at the wrist. But, as she became fully conscious, she realised she could wriggle her fingertips: her hand was only hidden underneath the wardrobe. She pulled out her arm and sat up. Her hand was cold and she rubbed it back to life.

3:04.

This time she got back into bed and lay there filled with dread—not frightening images, or words, or nameable things, but thick stuffing. She wished she could pull it all out but all she could do was stare into the darkness, tired but awake.

She wanted her mum and dad to come into the room and make her feel safe, the way only they could.
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The new garden had become the main hangout for year six.

At the start of recess one day, Harper and Cleo found themselves on the edges of it listening to a big gang arguing about the virus. Some kids were saying the virus was deadly, others that it was just a cold.

It blew Harper’s mind, the difference between what people thought; friends who said it was nothing standing next to friends who were worried because they had family overseas, where the virus was spreading, and killing, faster than anything. In that moment, the ones who said it was nothing were loudest.

Harper didn’t think it was nothing. She whispered her opinion to Cleo.

‘That’s good, say that to everyone!’ Cleo whispered back, but Harper didn’t have the nerve. Finally, Cleo yelled, ‘Shut up and listen to Harper—she knows what she’s talking about, okay?’

Everyone turned because it was Cleo. So Harper didn’t have a choice.

‘Well, we should have a lockdown. Like, now. Spanish flu was really bad because everyone kept ignoring it.’

‘What’s Spanish flu? I think I’ve heard of it,’ said Cleo.

‘It started at the end of the First World War and lasted for two years,’ Harper explained.

Corey laughed. ‘That is so long ago. They probably all died of boredom because there was nothing to do in the old days.’

Half of the group laughed along with him. Harper felt like giving up if her classmates thought someone like Corey was funny. He looked smug and added, ‘I had a bunch of symptoms last week and I’m fine.’

‘So did I,’ said his friend Marco. ‘And so did my dad.’

Then Corey added, ‘The virus is a hoax. Don’t get sucked in, people.’

Harper’s blood was thumping. ‘That makes zero sense. Do you really think that prime ministers, doctors and nurses and scientists are all making up deaths?’

‘Kind of a good point,’ said Marco.

Corey thumped Marco on the arm.

‘My great-grandfather was born a few years after the Spanish flu,’ said Ro, ‘but they called it Bombay Fever in India. It killed a lot of people.’

‘But we’ll be okay because Australia’s an island. That’s what my dad says,’ said Cleo. ‘We’ve got to make sure no one leaves and no one comes in. Just wait for it to be over.’

‘But loads of us have got family in other countries,’ said Tahira. ‘What about your mum and dad, Harper? Are they coming home?’

Harper’s face flushed; this was the first time anyone had mentioned her parents since they’d left.

‘They can’t. They’re not allowed to leave,’ she said, spinning a white lie.

‘That’s not fair. They live here and they’ve got you,’ said Tahira.

‘Yeah, but they’re helping people, and I’m fine.’

Harper hoped no one else would say anything sympathetic. More than anything she didn’t want anyone to know that her parents didn’t think a pandemic was a good-enough reason to come home. She had flashes of thinking that one or both of them would die. But if she let anyone know that’s what she was thinking, she’d somehow make the worst happen.

‘How did they cure Spanish flu?’ asked Misha, in her sweet voice.

Harper was grateful; it was a relief to be back on history facts, things Harper could be sure of since she’d read that book.

‘They didn’t cure it,’ Harper replied. ‘It turned into regular flu eventually.’

‘How many people died?’ said Tahira.

‘They don’t know exactly, but millions and millions.’

That stirred up the group again. And then Corey snapped, ‘This is all bull. It’s just a sniffle.’

‘Yeah, stop scaring people, Harper,’ said Briar. ‘Dree’s getting upset, aren’t you?’

Dree shrugged as if this was news to her.

‘These are facts,’ said Harper. ‘Sorry if you don’t like them.’

‘Whatever. This is getting boring,’ said Corey. ‘Hey, Ro, Cleo, let’s go and check the stuff for assembly. Can you give us a hand?’ He held up his crutches.

‘S’pose so,’ said Cleo.

So Harper was losing her friends for yet another recess.

Some of the other captains invited themselves along to help out. Harper wanted to take every leadership badge and flush them all down the loo. Ro was even carrying Corey’s drink bottle for him. It made no sense.

Cleo looked back and gave Harper a smile and a shrug, as if she knew something wasn’t quite right about how things were but had to go along with it. Maybe Corey had lost the debate about the Spanish flu, but he’d ended up winning in a different way.
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That afternoon they had sport with Mr Mandy. It was the netball rotation and there were four people chosen to pick teams. Harper only stood a chance of getting picked by Jake because the other captains were Briar, Dree and a newish boy called Sol who she’d hardly spoken to because she was nervous around new people.

But Sol picked her first and gave her the goal-shooter bib. That was the position she loved most and she almost couldn’t believe that something so good had happened. Cleo bounded over with the goal-attack bib in the same colour.

Cleo whispered, ‘Oh my god, Sol likes you.’

‘Shhhh! I will seriously kill you!’ Harper whispered back.

Cleo pulled her towards the goal circle, singing Sorry! and dancing around. Harper couldn’t help laughing but she realised she wouldn’t be able to look at Sol for the whole game, which might get in the way of being brilliant at netball.

Briar was centre for the opposing team. Dree was goal defence, marking Cleo. Harper smiled as Ro came towards her in the goal-keeper vest.

‘I know, I know: you’re scared to go up against me,’ he said, going on his tiptoes, which made him as tall as her shoulder.

It was a windy day and the branches of the trees around the court swayed high above the game. Odd bits of rubbish from lunch kept blowing across the court. The ravens were chasing them.

Harper felt rusty for the first few minutes but her body loosened up and then she was feeling confident again. After her first goal, Sol jogged over to high-five her. She somehow managed it without looking him in the eye. But then she looked at Cleo who made a kiss-face and did a cartwheel, which Mr Mandy saw and told her off for.

The first half of the game was fast and even. As they walked to their huddles for half-time, Briar passed by with Dree.

‘Oh, wow, Harper,’ said Briar. ‘Ever thought about shaving your legs?’

‘Why?’

‘No reason!’ Briar replied with a big grin.

Harper hated how much Briar got to her. It wasn’t even something you could complain about; it was like being poked in the arm every day in the same place. Liz would say, ‘It says more about her.’ But that didn’t stop Harper feeling a hard pit in her belly. She’d never done anything to Briar.

The teams were in place for the second half. Briar had the ball in the centre and Mr Mandy blew the whistle. Briar couldn’t pass it to Lily, who was blocked, so she was forced to pass it to Misha, who was wing attack and hated sport. Misha looked like she’d caught a bomb.

A few of the team started yelling, ‘Over here!’ ‘Pass it, Misha!’ ‘Hurry!’ And Harper felt bad for her.

Then Misha threw it much higher and further than anyone was expecting. Briar ran and shouted ‘Mine!’ as it came towards her.

But as the ball landed in her outstretched hands, there was another strong gust of wind, so fierce this time that everyone shielded their face from the twigs and leaves blowing in their direction.

Above the noise of the wind there was a scream. Then the wind dropped.

When Harper uncovered her face, Briar was on the ground.

‘She’s bleeding, Mr Mandy!’ yelled Dree.

They all rushed over. Briar’s cheek had a long, clean cut on it.

It looked like the one on Corey’s face.

Harper felt an idea thud inside her. She walked around the outside of the crowd, scanning the ground.

There was a glimmer of metal by her foot. The cadet badge. Harper swallowed and picked it up. It felt very warm, at first, but the longer she held it the less sure she was about that: perhaps the warmth was from her hand. She rubbed her thumb over the shape of the fish. Her heart was going so fast. The pin was loose again; she tucked it back under the hook. How could the badge be here, on the netball court?

Perhaps she’d brought it to school by accident, the way it had appeared in her bag when she moved into Lolly’s place. She could have put it in her schoolbag in her sleep. That part could make sense. But was this the thing that had injured Briar? She heard some of the others saying that they’d been cut like that by sticks and thorns before. She was overthinking it. She didn’t really know what overthinking meant but Mr Kumar said it to her sometimes when she was anxious during maths.

Harper just couldn’t shake the idea that this was somehow her fault. But if she didn’t know how it was happening, how would she stop it?

There was lots of thinking time on the way home since she had a punctured tyre and had to walk. When she was almost at Lolly’s place, she stopped on the river path and left her bike leaning against a tree. She climbed down the steep bank to the brownish water. From here, she turned and looked up. There was Lolly’s balcony—it was strange to see it from below when she was so used to looking out the other way.

Briar wasn’t badly hurt. She’d had the cut cleaned up in sickbay. But it was Ro saying how strange it was that Corey and Briar had the same thing happen to them at school that made up Harper’s mind.

There was one way to stop overthinking it.

For the last time, she inspected the badge. And then she threw it in the water.
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The next day, they were doing maths when Mr Glass interrupted the lesson. A boy in year one had tested positive. Riverlark was to be closed, the whole of year one had to get a virus test and the school would be cleaned.

Cleo and Ro were getting picked up at the main gates, but Harper had permission to go home by herself because Lolly was still at work. Luckily, Lolly had mended the bicycle the night before.

As Ro drifted off to answer a text, Cleo said, ‘I heard Briar is getting tested today. She woke up with a fever, Dree said.’

Harper swallowed to see if her throat hurt, but it felt fine. Her head felt heavy but that could just as easily be because she was tired from waking up all the time.

Cleo lifted her elbow. ‘As we’re not meant to hug?’ she said. Harper lifted hers too and they bumped them together.

Harper had a bad feeling, like it was going to be ages until she saw her friends again.
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The news was on full blast in the morning.

‘Good, you’re up!’ yelled Lolly over the noise. Then she muted the TV. ‘Looks like we’re going to be stuck with each other even more now.’

Lolly was always funny like that, but Harper knew deep down that Lolly liked her being around.

‘How come?’ said Harper.

‘They’ve closed all the schools, pet. You’re not going back for the rest of term. We’re in proper lockdown now. Playgrounds, beaches—everything’s off limits. You can only have five people to your wedding and ten to your funeral, so it’s a good thing I don’t plan on getting married or dying just yet.’ Lolly laughed at her own joke but Harper struggled to join in. The thought of Lolly dying was anything but funny. And maybe once she wouldn’t have minded time off school, but this was Harper’s last year at Riverlark. It was meant to be the best year.

‘Well!’ Lolly clapped, getting up from the sofa and unmuting the news. ‘That leaves me plenty of time to educate you myself, starting with tea. I’d love a cup, thanks, love.’

Harper managed to smile. ‘I’ve been making you tea for weeks, Lolly.’

‘And you’re almost perfect. Keep practising. I’ll have mine down by the ute, I’ve got a few things to tinker with.’ Lolly left the back door wide open, and Annie and Murph followed her down the back stairs.

Harper kept the news on. In a way, she didn’t want to know anything more, but it was addictive too because if she missed something important, the consequences could be terrible. It didn’t feel like the old days when all the news was boring to her and didn’t seem to make any difference to her life.

This was serious enough to close all the schools in the state.

As the kettle boiled, she learnt that school would be online instead. That could be a problem. One of Lolly’s ‘crackpot ideas’, as Liz called them, was that she didn’t believe in wi-fi. As in, she believed it existed but she didn’t trust it. There was no wi-fi in the flat.

Harper knew Ro’s mobile number so she called him on the landline while Lolly was down with the ute. As she waited for him to pick up, she fed Hector tiny blobs of porridge from Lolly’s breakfast bowl. His tail wagged faster each time. She could picture Ro in his bedroom: he had two monitors on the desk, and when he wore his headphones with the mouthpiece and typed without watching his hands, he looked as if he worked in a control room.

Harper told him why online school was going to be impossible for her.

‘Let your Uncle Ro sort it,’ he said.

‘That’s super weird, but go ahead.’

‘First things first, you need a good device because you’re going to be on it all day. What about the computer at your old house?’

‘Nope, there’s a family from America renting it and the computer was part of the deal, so Mum asked the school to give me an iPad. Greg in IT set it up for me weeks ago but I’ve hardly touched it.’

‘It physically hurts me to think of you using a substandard piece of technology, but let’s move on: what about the internet?’

‘Lolly won’t have it. She doesn’t trust wi-fi.’

‘Why? What does she think it will do to her?’

Harper sighed. ‘She thinks it worms into your brain and turns it into scrambled eggs.’

Ro sounded like a cartoon character when he laughed.

‘Shush, Lolly’s lovely apart from that.’

‘Sorry, I get it. There are weird ideas in my family too. So why don’t you just tell your mum and dad and they can make Lolly get wi-fi?’

‘Definitely not. It seems like something that my mum and Lolly would have an argument about and I don’t want that.’

‘Fair enough. So you’re in an apartment block, right?’

‘Six flats.’

‘You could try to log onto someone else’s wi-fi.’

‘Won’t they have a password?’

‘Maybe, maybe not. You’d be surprised how many people leave their network’s front door wide open. The other day I—’

‘Ro, wait, don’t tell me about things you’ve hacked into again, I’ll just worry about it and feel guilty.’

‘Only you could feel guilty about something you’d never do!’ He laughed that cartoon laugh again.

After that Harper phoned Cleo.

‘Harps, Mum’s put a total ban on me going out the front door since the virus numbers went up this morning. I’m not allowed to see anyone. My nonna’s high-risk so it’s family only from now on. Both my sisters have come back home and their boyfriends and the baby too. My life is over, basically.’

It sounded so lively in the background. Harper wasn’t straight-up jealous of Cleo’s bigger, louder family, but she was definitely curious about what it would be like. Maybe less room and less quiet meant less worry.

‘I had a test,’ Cleo continued. ‘I’m pretty sure the thing touched my brain. But it’s already come back negative. Have you had one?’

‘Not yet.’

‘What about Lolly? Has she got any medical conditions?’

‘I don’t know. She’s really private. She says age is all in the mind. She’s always lifting heavy stuff even though she’s seventy. She squints to read the paper instead of wearing glasses and she has the TV up so loud that I can hear every word, even when I’m in the shower. But if I said anything she wouldn’t like it.’

‘Look in the bathroom cupboard for pills and stuff, you might find a clue. Hopefully this will be over soon and we can go back to normal. And there’s always the chat forum Ro’s setting up.’

‘But I haven’t even got the internet. Lolly doesn’t trust it.’

She heard Cleo sigh. ‘My gran thinks throwing salt over your shoulder brings good luck.’

‘That doesn’t sound so bad.’

‘You haven’t seen how much she throws.’

Harper searched the bathroom cupboard like Cleo said. The radio was on in that room as usual: more talk about the virus. There were a lot of creams and tablets in the cupboard but none of them looked serious. Serious would be something with a prescription label on it. The funniest thing she found was a jar of vapour rub that had an expiry date of 1985. Liz would have been about Harper’s age then. She took a sniff, and for some reason it made her feel happy, though she was definitely not going to use it.

She went into Lolly’s room, which was surprisingly messy. There was jazz on the radio, and it was fast and sounded a bit disorganised. Lolly’s clothes were piled up on the armchair; there were two old teacups on her dressing table and another one beside her unmade bed. Harper pressed a big lump under the sheet, which turned out to be one of the cats.

She opened the little cabinet that Lolly used as a bedside table. Inside there were hundreds of old letters, bills, bits of ribbon and string, pens, a toilet roll, and an open packet of wine gums. Harper took an orange one. She lifted up the papers and reached her hand in to see if there was anything at the back. She felt a box-shaped thing and carefully drew it out. It was cigarettes! There were only four left.

Her parents talked about smoking as if it was only a bit less bad than cold-blooded murder. She’d bet her life that they’d made Lolly promise to give up while Harper was staying here.

Harper pushed Lolly’s secret back where it belonged, and left the room to the bright, bold notes of a saxophone.
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‘Nearly done, good girl,’ said Lolly. She was in the living room trimming Annie’s nails. It was funny to watch. Annie and Murph looked at the clippers intently while Lolly was doing it. Hector had been done first and had taken himself off somewhere to sulk, according to Lolly. She’d had to hold him under her arm like a football because he was nowhere near as cooperative as the bigger dogs.

Harper had watched from the kitchen, where she was making dinner. They shared the cooking and she’d become quite good. Or at least not bad. She was making salty-skinned baked potatoes and sour cream, with chives fresh from the balcony and corn on the cob smothered in butter. Lolly had a box of unpaired sweetcorn holders dug up from gardens she’d worked in. Harper imagined they’d rolled off people’s plates at barbecues and were trodden into the ground, never to be thought of again. Then they had a second life with Lolly.

The news was on, as usual. Politicians were arguing about what to do. Some kept saying that thousands of people would die if they didn’t do certain things, and others were saying that wasn’t true. It was like listening to Liz and Larry argue. They didn’t do it very often, but when they did it made Harper feel like she wasn’t as safe as she’d thought.

‘Here’s dinner. Hope it’s nice,’ said Harper, putting the plates on the table.

‘I could murder this, love. Just been listening to them talk about remote school, all the kids on computers for hours at a time. Lucky your school is posting all the work to you, that’s much better. Did you check the mailbox to see if it’s arrived yet?’

‘Yep, got it all, Lolly. Don’t worry, I always get on with my schoolwork.’

‘Oh I’m not worried, pet. I trust you. This is delicious, by the way. We’ll call your mum straight after.’ Lolly always said your mum, as if Liz belonged to Harper but not to her.

Ten minutes later there was a knock on the back door.

‘Who on earth’s that?’ Lolly seemed very put out as she got up, though she had finished her dinner.

Harper turned in her chair to see.

‘Charlotte, sorry to disturb,’ said a bald man in a green jumper and perfectly round glasses.

‘Angus.’ That was all Lolly said in reply. Not Don’t worry, Angus, we’d just finished eating, or anything like that to make the man feel welcome.

‘I wondered if I could be of any assistance to you,’ he went on, sounding nervous. ‘With this blasted lockdown. I could walk the dogs if you get stuck.’

‘Get stuck?’ said Lolly.

‘Well, this virus sounds pretty nasty.’

‘It does, so if you don’t mind I’ll shut the door now.’

Angus put his hand out to stop it. ‘Oh, is this your granddaughter? We’ve not been introduced.’

‘Yes, this is Harper. Goodbye, Angus!’ And Lolly closed the door.

Harper heard his footsteps retreating. She felt terrible for the man. ‘That was a bit weird, Lolly,’ she said.

‘I know. Always bothering me, silly old fool. He lives next door.’

Harper had meant that Lolly had been weirdly rude to him. ‘It was nice of him to offer to walk the dogs,’ she said in his defence.

‘Was it? No it wasn’t. What does he think I am? Old? I’m fitter then he is!’

Harper said no more. But she wondered if Angus had wi-fi.
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For once the call got through first time. Lolly told Liz in a loud voice that Harper was as good as gold. Her phone voice was equal to someone yelling in a storm. She passed the phone to Harper and collected the plates from the table.

Liz said, ‘Harper, sweetheart, tell us everything you’ve been up to.’

The question made Harper’s brain feel like a black hole. And they had this annoying phone habit of passing the phone between them without telling her so that one minute she’d be talking to her mum and the next her dad would speak.

Somehow she came up with enough to satisfy them, and the rest of the time they talked about the children they’d saved. Then Harper felt bad for feeling so hard towards them. But these calls were so much pressure, not like the way things were meant to be with your mum and dad.

She went to bed early, curled up with Hector.
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It was the end of April; they’d been in lockdown for five weeks. People were meant to stay at home all day unless they needed to buy food, see a doctor, or had certain types of jobs. There were lots of other rules and people were always arguing about them on the news. Harper hated the arguing almost as much as the virus.

The good thing was that it wasn’t hard at all to do remote school. They didn’t have many lessons at Riverlark, but they had to check in each morning to get the work, and again in the afternoon to send it to Mr Kumar. Harper got into Angus’s wi-fi using Ro’s tips about commonly used passwords. This meant subtly asking Lolly some questions about their neighbour and experimenting with names and numbers. Names were often family, pets or streets Angus had lived on. Numbers could be birth years or ages or something simple like 1234.

Did Angus have any pets? Lolly said he had fish. Did he name the fish? Not as far as Lolly knew. What about children? Yes, a son called Jack. How old was Jack? About thirty, Lolly guessed. Harper tried ‘Jack’ with a range of possible birth years. The password turned out to be Jack1989. It was that easy.

Every morning when they logged in, Mr Kumar told them that he missed them and that he was always around if anyone needed him. Harper didn’t think she would need him but it was still comforting when he said it. The Riverlark teachers made a video about staying positive. Even Mr Glass was in it, holding his tabby cat, as well as Barb the secretary, Mr Mandy, bouncing a ball on his head, and Greg from IT. It was very interesting seeing inside teachers’ kitchens and gardens, but by the end Harper felt like she was going to cry, so she turned it off.
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Harper woke one morning to familiar sounds: the fluty whistling of Lolly’s stovetop kettle, the rattle of the cutlery drawer that always jammed. Lolly was getting ready for work. Her routine hadn’t changed; she was still in people’s gardens almost every day, which was either breaking the law or pretty close, Harper wasn’t sure. She’d questioned her grandmother about it, but as she was no match for Lolly it was simply added to the list of things she worried about.

Sometimes Lolly didn’t seem to take the virus seriously. Then again, she’d bought a lot of cans of baked beans, and the linen cupboard in the hallway was stuffed full of toilet rolls.

At breakfast, Harper was miles away when Lolly put something beside her: a worn leather case with hints of dark red. Inside was a pair of gold-rimmed glasses.

‘Wow, these are cool.’

‘Good, take them, thought you deserved a present.’

‘Really? They look like an antique.’

‘1900s by my reckoning. I dug them up months ago. At your school, as it happens, so they may as well be yours.’

‘You found them? At Riverlark? What were you doing there?’

‘The garden, of course! Goodness, doesn’t Liz tell you anything?’ Then her expression changed. ‘Or perhaps I forgot to tell her…’

Harper was stunned. ‘You made the new garden? That’s where my year level sits every day, Lolly. Wait, was it you who cut the gum tree down?’

‘Not personally, no, but I was there. Found the glasses tangled in the old roots, would you believe? Absolutely mysterious. Try them on.’

Harper was still stuck on the image of her grandmother at Riverlark.

‘But they must belong to someone, Lolly. We can’t just have them.’

‘Blimey, don’t kids believe in finders keepers any more?’

Harper took them out carefully. The frames were octagon-shaped with rounded corners.

‘Who should they belong to? A museum?’ Lolly continued. ‘They might as well go to someone who’ll appreciate them. That’s my philosophy.’

Liz thought that finders keepers was nonsense. But what Lolly said made sense, too. Sort of. Harper really liked the glasses. The thin arms wrapped around her ears. There was a minuscule crack in the corner of one of the lenses. Apart from that, she was sure she could read with them. Lolly swivelled a gardening manual around so she could test them.

‘They’re super clear just like they were made for me. But don’t you want them, Lolly?’

‘I don’t need glasses, pet.’ She handed Harper the case.

As Harper took it, there was a high-pitched ting against the glass doors at the other side of the room. They both turned to look. One of the cats was over that way, arching her back, her black fur on end along her spine. She was staring at something on the carpet. Lolly got there before Harper.

‘Well, well, how did that happen?’

When Lolly turned, holding a small object, Harper gasped in fright. It was the cadet badge.

‘What is it, Harps? You’ve gone a funny colour.’

‘Nothing,’ she said, covering up her shock. ‘I just got up too quickly.’

Lolly chuckled. ‘You’re a delicate thing sometimes. We’ll have to toughen you up. Now then, I can’t for the life of me think…’ Lolly looked at the badge in that way that old people do, holding it half a metre from her face and tilting it to the light, the corners of her mouth turned down.

Harper remembered each time she’d found the badge.

First time: under her bicycle wheel at Riverlark.

Second time: in her bedroom, here at Lolly’s.

Third time: in this room.

Fourth time: Riverlark netball court.

Then she’d thrown it in the river.

And now, fifth time: back in Lolly’s living room again.

The cat who’d been playing with it pressed her body against the wall and let out a long hiss.

‘This was a mudlarking find,’ said Lolly.

‘Are you sure?’ said Harper. Lolly had hundreds of objects like this, and she’d been mudlarking for decades. Surely she wouldn’t remember finding every single one.

‘The cats are always taking things off that shelf. Or at least one of them is. I never catch them up to no good at the same time. Naughty things.’ Lolly held the badge in the sunlight, so the colours were more vivid. ‘World War One. I wonder what happened to this cadet.’

Harper felt so muddled—she hadn’t imagined throwing it in the river, had she? But at least now she could ask Lolly questions about it.

‘Where do you think it came from? What’s a cadet?’

‘They were boy soldiers. They started at twelve, trained at school, then went off to war when they were old enough.’ Lolly frowned at something behind Harper’s shoulder. ‘Off there, ratter!’

Hector was on top of the table looking for breakfast scraps. Lolly scooped him up with one hand.

‘Can’t he have my crusts? I don’t mind,’ said Harper.

‘All right, just this once. Lucky ratter.’ The dog took a corner of toast from Lolly’s fingers and wolfed it down.

‘Why did you call him ratter?’

‘That’s how Jack Russells were known in World War One. The trenches were full of rats and these little dogs had the perfect build and temperament to catch them.’ She cuddled Hector close and scratched behind his ears. ‘Soldiers used Jack Russells as hot-water bottles when they were cold, too.’ Lolly let Hector lick her nose a few times, scrunching her face.

‘Hector is my hot-water bottle,’ Harper said.

‘Good boy,’ Lolly said. She put him down, and reached over to pin the badge to Harper’s T-shirt.

‘Oh, no I don’t want it, it’s…too old.’

‘Old things are nothing to be scared of,’ chuckled Lolly, and Harper felt like she couldn’t stop her. The pin stuck into her skin and Harper flinched and yelped.

‘I’m so sorry!’ said Lolly. ‘I don’t know how that happened, pet. I was being so careful.’

Harper pressed the sore point and said she was really fine, though the pain pulsed like a bee sting.

After Harper reassured Lolly a dozen more times that it didn’t hurt, Lolly left for work with Annie and Murph. Hector stayed behind these days because Lolly said he was always getting under her feet, but Harper thought it might also be so that she’d have company. She wasn’t the only year six who was home alone most days. Ro was too, only he had his little brother with him. Harper loved her little trench dog.

In the bathroom, she inspected the place where the pin had gone in. It had bled a little into the T-shirt and bloomed into a shape like a tiny red war poppy. She looked at herself in the mirror: the glasses, the badge, and the poppy-shaped blood.

Either something was happening inside her mind, or something was happening outside of it. Whichever it was, she didn’t want the badge too near her. She put it on Lolly’s shelf with everything else.
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As lockdown continued, Harper felt vague and tired a lot of the time, and the longer it went on the more she wondered if that was how she’d always felt. Things seemed blurrier and she hated the feeling of delay while objects came into focus. She started to wear her glasses more often. It was lucky she had two pairs now—her old ones and the antique ones Lolly had found—because she was always losing one and finding the other. It was as if one only existed when the other was lost.

She kept thinking she could hear that high-pitched ting sound that the badge had made, but every time she checked it was still in its place on the shelves. Using next door’s wi-fi, Harper did a search for hearing high-pitched noises. The results told her it was either a brain tumour, hearing loss or her imagination.

She mentioned it to Cleo during a video chat while Lolly was at work. Cleo said, ‘Lockdown fever is a thing.’ And then: ‘My gran keeps thinking she can smell something. She walks around the house going “What’s that smell?” It’s driving Mum mad.’ Harper suddenly remembered the strange bonfire smell in the library. Then Cleo told her another twenty things that were driving her mum mad and Harper was relieved to be swept away by the tide of Cleo’s busy household.
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By the end of May, Harper was still hearing the high-pitched noises and waking up out of bed at night. It was always about three o’clock, and she could be anywhere in the flat.

The worst time was when she’d found herself at the back steps. It was raining and she was standing with her toes at the edge of the top step. She’d gripped the railing and felt as if her stomach had flipped out of her mouth and plummeted to the yard. It had only happened once but her body would flood with fear when she thought of it. She’d actually opened the back door in her sleep—just like Cleo had said she’d done when she was little. All three dogs had been sitting in the kitchen when she came back in, looking at her as if they weren’t sure if it was time for a walk.

Now Harper was finding it more difficult to get to sleep in the first place, not knowing where she might end up. She could lie there for ages in silent panic, which got worse if a twig snapped outside the window, or the front door rattled, or the hallway cupboard clicked open.

In the mornings, although she’d feel relieved that the night was finished, she also felt ashamed of how scared she’d been. She was acting like the most terrified person in the world. Logically, she was one of the safest. That’s what Mr Kumar said in so many of his morning greetings. But she didn’t feel safe any more.

Her parents were risking their lives to help people who had real problems. Harper didn’t think they’d want to know what a chicken she was. And nothing scared Lolly.
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The virus was still killing thousands of people in many countries around the world. But in Harper’s state, lockdown had worked—the virus was nearly under control.

The younger kids were going back to Riverlark and in less than two weeks Harper and her friends would be returning too. She couldn’t wait.

In lockdown Harper had been thinking about all the times she’d let Corey stop her from hanging out with Cleo and Ro. And about the library-captain badge, all but forgotten in her pencil case. She couldn’t let anything else ruin year six. There were two terms left to turn it into a brilliant year to match her expectations.

One Sunday afternoon, she had the idea that she wanted to see Riverlark before everyone else went back. She brought Hector, who fitted neatly into the wire mesh basket on the back of her bike.

The river path was so busy with people taking their lockdown walks that Harper went a different way. She’d been riding her bike on the road more because with everything shut down there were hardly any cars; the roads were as empty as if it were midnight. Today they hadn’t passed one single human. Hector growled at pigeons pecking in the gutter, and then at a postbox and an empty tram rattling along.

At school she put her bike in the rack and scooped Hector out.

‘Hector, this is Riverlark,’ she told him. He always looked like he understood, or was trying.

Hector ran ahead. He growled at the noticeboard and ran down to the sandpit. He barked at it before jumping into it and using it as a toilet. Harper laughed and hurried after him to take care of the mess, while Hector sped off in another direction. She stopped abruptly when she saw Mr Glass walking from the office towards the staff car park, and hid behind a paperbark tree. After a few moments, she heard a car door thunk, an engine starting up…the engine fading. He’d gone.

Harper couldn’t see Hector anywhere. She called him softly, in case any other teachers were lurking. A light rain began to fall. Harper took off her glasses, cleaned them on her T-shirt and put them back on, hoping Hector would magically appear.

She walked briskly around the junior building and jogged to the netball court. No Hector. She was getting worried now. She raced around the main building and the art room, across the fake lawn down to the wooden fortress. By now she was shouting his name. There was such a tall fence between school and the river path that Hector couldn’t have got out that way, but she checked all along it for holes in case he’d dug his way out, like Lolly had said the World War One ratters used to do.

The thought hit her that she might not find him. Lolly would be absolutely broken.

She looked up at the swaying branches of the trees that skirted the playground, and heard a noise like voices. There were three ravens on the netball court: one perched on the ring and the others stepping around the base in their careful, mechanical way. Kar-kar-kar-karrr. The ravens sounded like they were warning her. Harper’s fears were dragging her into unreal territory, imagining that the birds had done something to her dog.

Finally—a bark. It seemed to come from inside the toilet block. Harper tried to budge the door but it was locked tight. Another bark: she raced around the corner of the toilet block to a small square area with tall walls on three sides. Her eye was drawn to a long, wide pipe with an open end that pointed into a deep drain. Could Hector fit into that pipe? Lolly had talked about Jack Russells being able to squeeze into small places to chase rats. What if Hector had seen a rat run up the drainpipe and followed it? Her eyes traced the solid pipe up and up to the slate roof; she felt breathless, as if she was trapped inside.

A strange yellow leaf distracted her. It floated slowly past at eye level and landed elegantly in front of her.

Strange, the movement of it.

There was no breeze, yet the leaf lifted up from the ground again. Harper followed as it rose and fell to the ground again. Rose and fell. Rose and fell again. This time it landed down the narrow passage by the side of the library. Students were not allowed down there. She went, cautiously.

The leaf drifted around the bend.

There, the ground was covered in hundreds of identical leaves. Her leaf must be among them. She looked and looked, feeling dizzier, waiting for one of them to rise. The tree they’d fallen from rested some of its branches on the library roof.

Harper was startled again by Hector’s bark and she shouted his name. He appeared in a flash from a door that was slightly ajar: the door at the back of the library. She’d never seen it open, not in all her years at Riverlark.

Hector jumped into her open arms and—wildly wriggling—licked her face. Harper put up with it, she was so relieved. As Hector calmed down, so did Harper. She detected a faint smell of smoke. She sniffed the air. Maybe whoever lived over the fence was having a barbecue. Perhaps that was what she’d smelled that other time in the library.

Now Harper had time to wonder how Hector had got inside. Had this door been left open? Or was there someone in there now who’d let him in?

Hector was panting, his heart pulsing rapidly into her hand. Was he afraid? Harper stepped closer. Inside, the lights were out.

‘Hello?’ she said into the door opening. She could only see a small part of the room. There were no signs of movement. No voice replied. She needed Cleo and Ro with her. Alone, she couldn’t shake the fear.

When had she become so scared of…nothing? It was just the library, where she’d spent a thousand happy times. She was sensible Harper, library captain—in a way, wasn’t it up to her to check that everything was okay?

But the thought of the empty school now filled her with horror.

Hector squirmed free and jumped to the ground. He raced away from the library at full speed. As she looked back once more through the slightly open door, she saw a change of light and then a dark shape, a fraction of movement.

She ran.
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When Harper woke at three o’clock that night, she knew something was wrong: she was lying in something cold and wet.

At first she wondered where she was. But this time, she was actually in bed.

She sat up and flung off the covers to find a large dark patch. When she switched on the light, it was red as anything. Her period. She was angry with herself for not wearing a pad just in case. She’d had her period for a while but it had never come at night before. And anyway, each time one cycle was over, she forgot all about the next one.

Harper bundled the sheets into a ball. Seeing how much blood there was, she wanted to call out for her mum and hand the problem over. But Liz was in a place where blood was a sign of something a lot more serious than this. Even if it was a lonely thought, she knew what she had to do. Get cleaned up, find a pad, don’t wake Lolly.

In the duck-egg blue bathroom, she shoved everything into the washing machine, added the washing powder and a lot of stain remover, turned the dial to Cotton and pressed Start. Then she got into the shower. It was different, showering in the middle of the night. As she stood there, she couldn’t help going over what had happened in the library.

She’d seen something.

No, she’d imagined it.

There was something wrong with her.

There was nothing wrong with her—everyone felt strange: it was lockdown.

Afterwards, she googled: What are the symptoms of PMS? The top result said there were 150 symptoms, some common, others rare.

150! Maybe her period explained everything, like why she’d been hearing the sharp ting sound, or waking up at night, and, more recently, sleepwalking. And why she’d been so freaked out at school today.

Liz had told her the obvious symptoms like mood swings and cravings, cramps and sore boobs, but she had no idea about the ones she was reading now. Number 27 was increased sensitivity to light, 28 was increased sensitivity to sound, 32 was ringing in the ears, 39 was blurred vision, 44 was increased sensitivity to odours, 75 was poor decision-making, 83 was brain fog, 96 was anxiety, 104 was paranoia and 105 was fearfulness!

She shut the iPad. That was enough. Everything she’d been worrying about was just her useless period. There was nothing creepy or strange going on.

The badge, too! That was all just in her head.

Harper found a clean T-shirt and a pad. She laid a towel on the mattress, pulled one of the blankets over her, and curled up in a ball. She whispered for Hector to come, but he didn’t. Harper felt silly and alone.

But that night, she slept without waking up out of her bed. And the next day, when the sheets came out fresh and white, and she’d made her bed and changed her pad for another clean one, she felt relief. Now that she knew what it was, she’d be ready for anything strange. She could go back to Riverlark and everything would be fine.
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It was a sharp, June morning. Riverlark hadn’t opened up in May, after all. Two teachers had tested positive, followed by three students who’d had to go to school in lockdown because their parents were essential workers. But now, finally, school was opening again. There was still time for year six to be everything it was supposed to be.

Riding her bike along the river path, Harper felt a surge of happiness that made her remember running down hills. Things were getting back to normal. There’d been no more night wakings. No more objects flying out of nowhere. No more shadows, noises, smells. The virus numbers had gone down and everything had started to open again. Harper’s fears had dried up like rain. She wanted to be the school leader she was meant to be. Library captain was nothing to be ashamed of. She’d make something of it, even if she was the only one who cared.

When she got to the gate, she heard her name shouted by more than one voice. Cleo and Ro waved from the top of the wooden fort. It looked like most of her year level was up there.

‘We’ve taken back the fort!’ yelled Cleo. She was in the gap of the tallest tower, dangling her legs. Ro was tucked behind her, on his phone. Corey, Briar and Dree were in the far corner on their phones, too. Sol, Jake, Augie; even Misha was up there. Most of the little kids had found other places to play.

Corey leaned over and shoved his phone in front of Cleo’s face. She laughed at whatever was on the screen. ‘Harper, you have to see this.’

But before Harper could climb up to look, Briar appeared.

‘Are you the only one without a phone, Harper?’ She smiled, showing pink braces.

‘Cleo doesn’t have one either,’ Harper said.

‘Yes she does,’ replied Briar in a heartbeat.

Cleo reached into the pocket of her shorts.

‘Nonna upgraded and gave me her old one.’

‘So now it’s just you, aww,’ said Briar.

Harper had a vision of everyone in her year level texting each other for months, making new jokes she’d never understand.

‘Harper doesn’t care. She likes old things, not technology. Come up, Harps,’ said Cleo. ‘I’ll make room.’

‘Old things, lol,’ Briar said, close into Harper’s ear.

The bell rang. As Harper walked to class with Cleo, she couldn’t tell her why all the happiness she’d felt on the way here had vanished so suddenly. She didn’t really understand it herself. This term wasn’t supposed to be like this.
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Mr Kumar sent Harper to the office with Sol to collect the lunch orders.

She felt awkward around Sol. Their friendship so far consisted of a high five during a netball match months ago and seeing his face in a small square on her iPad screen in lockdown. But she forced herself to say something.

‘It’s weird being back, don’t you reckon?’

‘I never really left,’ Sol replied. ‘My parents are doctors so I had to do school here. But there were hardly any of us.’

‘You were here that whole time? I didn’t know, sorry. My parents are both nurses,’ said Harper.

‘No way, so how come you weren’t here? That would’ve been way better. I was the only year six.’

‘Mum and Dad went overseas to do humanitarian work before the pandemic started. They can’t get back, so I live with my gran.’

‘Whoa, you must miss them like…yeah, wow.’ Even if the words didn’t quite come out, he said it with a lot of feeling.

‘I do,’ Harper replied. There were tears just holding on, and she turned away to wipe them with the sleeve of her hoodie.

‘Sorry, Harper.’

‘No, I’m fine! Seriously.’

‘It sucks sometimes having parents who are always helping other people.’

‘A bit.’

‘But it’s also really cool, I think.’

Harper smiled. ‘Yeah, it is.’

After they’d picked up the crate of lunch orders, Sol said he needed the toilet. There was no way Harper wanted to wait outside the boys’ toilets holding a crate of sandwiches, so she walked on extra slow.

She went around the block to the small high-walled area and put the crate down. She remembered what had happened there a few weeks ago—the yellow leaf, the search for Hector.

Her heart leapt when a yellow leaf appeared just as it had before.

Nothing stirred at all apart from this one leaf.

She followed it.

It made the same graceful movements, leading Harper around the corner to the door that she’d never given a second thought to until that day with Hector.

Just as before, the door was ajar. This was too weird.

Into the dimness, Harper called: ‘Hello?’ She could smell that waft of smoke again. She climbed onto a ridge on the fence behind the library to peer over. There was no smoke in that direction.

What if something was actually on fire in the library?

She went inside. There was no sign of smoke or flames or anything. She breathed in. It was a really faint smell.

From where she was standing she could see Sol emerge from the toilet block, so she hurried out again. She gasped as a shadow moved across the gap. She pulled the door closed behind her and held the handle tight. In her mind the shadow grew the features of a face.

Not again.

She couldn’t start thinking like this. Was it her period? No, it wasn’t due for a while.

She heard Sol calling her, and she walked quickly back down the narrow side path.

Sol was smiling. ‘Isn’t that out of bounds? I didn’t know you were a rebel.’

‘I’m not,’ she snapped. ‘There was…a bird, it had hurt itself. I helped it.’ She felt guilty for snapping, and worse for lying.

Harper gave Sol the most awkward smile. She was trying to look like she hadn’t just chased down a leaf for no reason, seen a face that wasn’t really there, and snapped at him when he didn’t deserve it.

All through maths she was stuck in her thoughts. What makes a leaf do that? Did I see a face, or a shadow? What was that burning smell?

She wanted to let it go, but it wouldn’t let her.




[image: image]

All week, Harper pretended the library didn’t exist. She tried so hard to be her old self.

On Friday, during silent reading, Mr Kumar asked her why she was staring into space. As soon as she explained that she’d finished her book and didn’t have anything else to read, she realised her mistake: Mr Kumar gave her permission to go to the library.

‘Shouldn’t someone come with me?’ Harper said in a small voice, thinking he’d pick Augie who was sitting right next to her.

‘Yes, well done for reminding me—Corey, go with Harper to the library and let her recommend you a book, please, you’ve read enough Captain Underpants for one year.’

‘Do I have to?’ Corey said. ‘She has bad taste, Mr Kumar.’

Mr Kumar simply pointed at the door. Some of Corey’s friends made teasing noises. This was torture. Harper didn’t want Corey anywhere near her.

‘Won’t the library be locked?’ she tried, hoping Mr Kumar didn’t know about the unlocked back entrance and that he’d feel like it was all too much effort. He was a bit like that.

‘Barb was doing a lot of photocopying in there not long ago so it’s likely to be open. Off you go.’

Harper walked a little ahead of Corey. She hoped that Barb would still be there. Having an adult around would chase away any wild thoughts.

‘Why’d you have to be such a nerd?’ Corey said. ‘This is the second time I’ve had to go to the dumb library because of you.’

‘Trust me, I didn’t want you to come,’ Harper replied.

‘Yeah, right. Briar told me you used to like me.’ He sniggered. ‘I’m not interested, eff-why-eye.’

How could Briar know that? Harper had never told anyone and it was years ago. She stopped and turned, but all she could think of to say was, ‘Shut up.’

In a fury Harper pushed down on the handle of the library door. Now her energy was fixed on surviving the next few minutes in here. Barb must have left and forgotten to lock the door. Harper needed to choose a book and use the computer without looking around the room. She needed to keep her eyes narrowed on the space close to her, a safe circle.

She locked her eyes on the first row of fiction, concentrating hard on the spines, running her fingers along the books and taking long breaths to stay calm. There is no one in here, she told herself. No one but me and the boy I hate.

But her eyes were drawn up, and there at the back of the room a face flickered and disappeared.

Harper felt a needle pain in her chest. A little to her right, the face showed up again; she began to gulp at the air. Her head jerked left as the face appeared again, and then once more flickered out of view.

‘What’s your problem?’ said Corey.

Harper panicked. But some curious part of her made her walk the length of the shelves into the middle of the library, where it turned to a corner into non-fiction. There was a thick book on the floor with the title Gallipoli in the same aisle where she’d found the book Contagious.

She saw the face again, saw it and lost it over and over. She’d turned a full circle, trying to keep track of it. Now she realised something else: she could smell smoke again. That smell seemed to be part of whatever was happening.

‘Are you sick or something?’ she heard Corey say, but he didn’t matter to her now. Harper needed to see the face, to know for sure. She adjusted her glasses. Then she saw it properly. The face was a boy, older than her. His lips moved as if he was talking to her. The non-stop flickering and movement made her feel ill.

She heard her own voice: ‘Stop moving around!’

And then like a sound coming down a tunnel. ‘Don’t be scared of me, Harper.’ His voice. She could hear him, see him, and was the smoke him, too?

Then Corey spoke, behind her: ‘I’m telling everyone about this. You’re a freak.’

He yanked the door clumsily and hurried out. The door was slowly closing, and in a split second Harper grabbed the handle too and left the ghostly sight.
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If Corey had told everyone, they were keeping quiet about it. No one was looking at her strangely. Maybe when Corey tried to put it into words, he also realised how weird it was.

For the rest of the day, Harper felt like she was in a bubble. She kept replaying the scene in the library. Flickers of the boy like moving light. As she’d left, he’d called out to her. He knew her name. From his collar and shoulders, which were all she could see, it looked like he was in a soldier’s uniform. Did he have something to do with that book on the floor? Gallipoli.

Mr Kumar put on a film for a Friday-afternoon treat. Cleo, sitting next to Harper, was drawing instead.

As Harper watched Cleo’s pencil, she got goosebumps. Cleo was drawing the face from the library. Not just his head and shoulders either: a tall soldier with long legs that didn’t match how young his face looked. He had dark hair, rounded eyes, high cheekbones, and an expression like he wasn’t sure if he was meant to smile. He looked like a boy in a man’s uniform: Cleo must have seen him too. But she seemed so calm as she shaded underneath the soldier’s feet.

Harper was shaking as she wrote a note.

You saw him?

Who?

That soldier! I saw him too!

You mean the photo?

What? Where?

In the library. In a frame on the wall. It’s always been there.

Has it???

He used to go to Riverlark, remember? William Park. You’re in Park House, lol!

So Cleo hadn’t seen a ghost’s face, just a photo. Harper had known that Park house was named after a soldier. But what had she really seen? And what was she supposed to do now? Go back in and check again? Pretend she’d never seen it? It, or rather, him.

‘What’s wrong?’ Cleo mouthed.

Harper shook her head and forced a smile.

After the final bell, Cleo handed the drawing to Harper.

‘I can’t take it,’ Harper said.

Cleo frowned. ‘Why? You said you liked it.’

‘I do. It’s brilliant.’

‘I want you to have it,’ Cleo said, solidly. There was no room for Harper to say no when she put it like that.

Back at home, Harper propped the sketch against her bedside lamp.
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The night wakings began again.

This time she was kneeling beside her bed. Her heart was pounding. She looked for the sketch. It was lying flat on the bedside table with something on top of it.

The cadet badge.

Harper switched on the lamp.

Everything else in the room was normal. Hector was asleep on the end of her bed. One of the cats was curled up on the spinny chair. Across the hall, Lolly was snoring.

Harper couldn’t turn the light off. Lying down, nervously, she pulled the sheet over her head.
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The virus was building again. Cases were rising, there were hundreds more every day. Schools were closed again—not just schools, everything was shut, and lockdown was stricter this time. Cleo’s dad, who was a restaurant manager, lost his job. Augie’s mum, who worked in a university, lost hers too. Even Lolly stopped going to gardening jobs. The two of them wore masks even to walk the dogs. Lots of people had died, mostly other people’s grandparents.

Every day was slow, but Harper’s final year at Riverlark was falling through time like dry sand.

The badge was still on top of Cleo’s drawing. Harper never slept in the dark any more. Now, whenever she woke in the night, she read a book. It usually sent her back to sleep, eventually.
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For a Saturday-night treat, Lolly made her famous cricket-ball veggie burgers: very round, and bright red from the beetroot. Lolly didn’t believe in takeaway unless it was a cone of chips at the beach. But she believed in homemade chips stacked high like a bonfire, glistening with salt crystals.

‘Your mum and dad are calling soon,’ said Lolly with her mouth crammed. Harper took a huge bite and didn’t reply. Little things reminded her of Liz and Larry, and they were like pressing a bruise: pulling the freshly washed clothes out of the washing machine; Lolly brewing coffee; the beginning of Larry’s favourite TV show; an old rollerskate wheel on Lolly’s shelf of curiosities. Liz always talked about how much she loved skating when she was a teenager and that it was something she’d love to do with Harper, but they’d never got round to it.

Harper was no longer sure that everything would work out. The pandemic had changed the present, but, worse, it had taken hold of the future.

‘Earth to Harper, come in Harper,’ said Lolly. ‘How are those glasses going, not giving you headaches are they? You’re wearing them more these days.’

‘They’re good, so light I forget I’m wearing them.’

‘Good. Eat up or I’ll steal your chips.’

Harper took a chip in her fingers while her mind turned to the day Lolly had given her the glasses and accidentally pricked her skin with the cadet badge.

And the poppy-shaped bloom of blood on her T-shirt.

And the face—or, when she dared to think it, ghost—in the library.
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For more than a hundred days—days so stretchy and slow it was hard to believe they had the same number of hours in them—Harper was stuck at home with no way of finding out more about the soldier boy.

She read books from the shelves in her room. She liked the Agatha Christies because they stuck to the point. She didn’t like books with page after page about fields. She got through a stack of novels that Liz probably wouldn’t approve of, and she found where the sex bits were in some of them. Well, this was remote learning, she had to use what she had.

Cleo found some of her sisters’ old books and flicked through them to find the kissing scenes. Harper and Cleo exchanged emails every few days where they’d copy the funniest lines from their books. Cleo said that she hoped she’d be a cool granny like Lolly and let her grandkids read romance novels if they wanted to.

Harper turned twelve.

Lolly made her such a huge birthday cake that they ended up throwing half of it away. Harper left a piece outside Angus’s door with a note that said Dear Angus, hope you enjoy, from Charlotte (number 3). She didn’t show Lolly. Angus posted a note back, which said Dear Charlotte, that piece of cake made my day. Harper intercepted it just in time.

Liz and Larry sent her a generous e-book voucher, and she got another one from her grandparents in England. Thanks to the vouchers and the wi-fi from next-door, Harper had downloaded twenty ghost novels and four non-fiction books about the paranormal in one go. She was doing research: people who believed in ghosts said the ghosts were trapped and needed help to leave. They were often connected to special places or objects. Sightings of them varied from wispy shapes to realistic human forms.

When Harper read novels about ghosts, they felt more real. Some of the non-fiction didn’t sound believable. She’d stop thinking that she’d seen a ghost and decided it was a mind-trick, a light trick, hormones, stress, the virus.

She went on like that. Believing, and then not believing; trying not to read the ghost stories at night because they might keep her awake, but sometimes she was so caught up in one that she did it anyway.

Other nights, she didn’t read at all. She imagined kissing, instead. She’d put her thumb and forefinger together, close her eyes and press them onto her lips. It didn’t feel like anything. Imagining was better. There was no one she wanted to kiss, but it’d be useful to know what it was like so she didn’t have to worry about it.

Liz and Larry started sending gifs every few days instead of long emails. The pictures were usually something like two adult elephants and a baby elephant with their trunks curled around one another. Harper preferred it, in a way, but she’d built a sort of wall so her real feelings couldn’t get out. One day she’d have to take it down, and maybe that would be hard, but for now it helped.

She thought about the boy in the library every day. Every day for more than a hundred days.

Was the cadet badge his? Had it stayed in place lately because it was where he wanted it to be, alongside Cleo’s drawing? Had it really been the thing that had hurt Corey and Briar? Did that make it her fault, somehow?

Had it done other things that she didn’t even know about?

She couldn’t get him out of her mind.
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It was the middle of October, and there were only two and a bit months left of year six at Riverlark. Harper had plans.

Lolly made her a special breakfast of French toast, which Harper ate in giant bites, eager to get going.

She put on her Riverlark hoodie and got on her bike. It was so early that there were dewdrops on the stalks by the river. She rode fast, leaving no space to feel nervous about the deserted river path. The birdsong sounded like questions, and she was on a mission. First thing, she was going to sneak around the back of the library and use the door that had been left open both times she’d been around there. A hundred days of wondering was enough. She hoped she was so early that no one would see her and want to chat.

Harper put her bike in the rack and put her mask on. There had been a message on the class page last week that all of their year level had to wear them. Hers was dark blue with white spots; one of Lolly’s friends had made it for her.

As she looked up, Cleo and Ro were hurrying towards her. Ro’s mask was black and said Gamer in white letters. Cleo’s had ladybirds all over it. Why were they here so early? She needed to get into that library. It was like having an itch; nothing else mattered.

‘Can’t believe it, you’re even taller,’ said Ro. ‘I hoped lockdown would stunt your growth.’

Harper laughed and tried to think of excuses to get away.

‘I missed you!’ said Cleo, and made a hug-shape around an imaginary Harper just in front of her, because they still weren’t allowed to hug. Harper’s heart expanded in her chest but the words she should have said back were stuck behind her mask. Maybe in lockdown it had become even harder to say what she meant?

‘I need to go to the office before the bell,’ said Harper. ‘Catch up with you at recess?’

‘Oh, okay.’ Cleo shrugged and her eyes looked sad.

It wasn’t even on the tip of Harper’s tongue to tell her friend what she was really doing. It was much deeper.

Then Cleo added, ‘But we might have a leadership meeting at recess.’

‘Maybe I’ll come,’ said Harper. ‘If I’m still invited.’

Without waiting to see what Cleo thought of that, Harper headed for the office. Then she checked they were gone and ran back towards the path to the back entrance of the library.

The yellow leaves had all gone. A whole season had passed since she was last here.

Nervously, Harper turned the handle, and when the door opened she felt her heartbeat quicken. She took off her mask and stepped into the L-shaped room. First, she searched the walls for the photograph Cleo had talked about.

She found it near the photocopier, where it looked strangely out of place because it was in an old-fashioned frame among large plastic machines and stacks of paper. This was definitely the face she’d seen. The boy in the photo was wearing a hat and a uniform, and he looked no older than the kids in her class. His name was written on a card mounted under the frame.


Private William Park, student of Riverlark School, graduated 1913.

Killed in action, Gallipoli, 1915.



A book called Gallipoli was on the floor that day when she’d been in here with Corey. Now it seemed like a message.

Everyone who graduated from Riverlark was twelve. Did that mean William Park had died when he was fourteen? Harper’s cousin Patrick was fourteen. When she’d been over to his house last year, he still had soft toys in his room, same as she did.

She could hear voices in the playground and the scrape of ravens’ feet on the roof. A breezy sound stirred the room, and there was that smoky smell.

Harper looked behind her.

Private William Park was ten steps away.
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The vision of him wouldn’t keep still. Watching him was like trying to keep track of a dragonfly by the river. But he was far enough away from her that she could run to the doors if she wanted to escape.

Now she could see his lips moving but there was no sound. It was impossible to work out what he was saying while he kept moving.

He seemed to be shouting, but not angrily. He looked happy, and as if he just wanted her to be able to hear him.

He stepped towards her. Harper yelled out, ‘Stop!’

His face changed. He seemed shocked and put up his hands, and he stayed exactly where he was.

‘Harper, don’t be scared.’ She could hear his voice at last. She let out a single note of fright at how clear it was. He was unmistakable, but still flickering in and out of focus.

‘I’ve got an idea. Try this.’ He was clearer now. His voice sounded like it had just broken, like her cousin Patrick’s. ‘Hold a finger an inch from your face. Focus on it. Move it slowly away. Keep your focus steady…Good, that’s it. Now, look into the distance in the direction of my voice.’

‘It worked!’ Harper exclaimed.

From his head down to his army boots, he was thin like the smoke from a snuffed candle.

‘G’day then. I’m Will,’ he said, and he smiled, almost shy now that he knew that he could be seen. The school bell rang and for all that time they stared at each other.

When the bell stopped, Harper said, ‘How do you know my name?’

‘I’ve heard people call you that.’

‘Can anyone else see you?’

‘Not as far as I know.’

‘What…what are you?’

He smiled. ‘A ghost, I guess? Last one standing at Riverlark. There were hundreds of us here a while back.’

‘Hundreds? Why?’

‘Beats me. Place was like an army barracks. One by one everyone disappeared. Now it’s just me.’

‘But…disappeared where?’

‘Not a clue. Sorry.’ He smiled once more. ‘All these questions I don’t know the answers to. Just like me at Riverlark in the old days.’ He made fun of himself with a short laugh.

Harper tried to picture hundreds of ghosts wandering around the school. He’d said they’d all gone, but could she trust him?

‘Have you always been here?’ she asked.

‘Not at all.’

‘How long then?’

He looked towards the big window. ‘Time doesn’t feel the same but all I can tell you is that when I got here it was summer, it’s been autumn and winter and now it looks like spring.’

‘So that’s just one year? Where were you before if you weren’t at Riverlark?’

‘Total blank, to be honest. Others said the same. One minute we were nowhere, the next here. I feel all right so I don’t think it was the bad place, if you know what I mean.’

He had an easygoing way about him. It didn’t fit with anything Harper had read about ghosts in her research. People who believed in ghosts said they were sad or bitter. When they haunted people, it was for revenge, or because they needed something.

She’d have to say she was one of them, now. Someone who believed in ghosts.

There was a banging on the big glass window at the front. Cleo was at the library door, rattling it but it wouldn’t budge. She called through the glass, ‘What are you doing? How did you get in?’

Harper told Will she had to go.

‘But we haven’t even got started. I need your help.’

‘Why me?’

The second bell rang. For the first time in her life Harper ignored it. She’d been haunted by thoughts, night-wakings and things moving when they shouldn’t for months. Here was her chance for answers and she wanted them too much to leave now.

Cleo banged on the glass again. ‘Harper! What’s going on? It’s PE!’

‘Go without me!’ Harper yelled.

Cleo left, looking back once.

‘You asked why you,’ said Will. ‘When I saw you the first time I thought you were someone else. An old friend called Mae. By the time I realised you couldn’t be her, you were wearing those.’ He pointed at her face.

Harper touched the frames of her glasses.

‘Are these yours?’

‘I had some like that—can’t be sure if they’re the exact pair but seeing them on you made me think it was a sign.’

Harper moved the glasses down her nose and looked over the rim. She could still see him, but not as clearly. For now, she decided not to say where the glasses had come from. First she had to know if Will had made the badge fly around, and if he’d ever been at Lolly’s.

‘What else do you know about me?’ she said.

‘Not much. Your name, well, I’ve said that. I know you notice things, I s’pose. I got a good feeling because you reminded me of my friend, like I said. You sit on that bench outside to read. And when you do, you look serious. I was never much for reading.’

‘But you’re here, in the library…’

He blushed. ‘Honestly, when I saw the photo of me there it felt like I should stay. That’s all.’

It didn’t seem like Will knew where Harper lived, or anything about Lolly. He sounded as if he didn’t leave the school grounds, if he was telling her the truth.

‘I need to know something. Did you injure some kids to get me to notice you?’

‘What? I’d never hurt kids,’ he said.

He didn’t look much older than a kid himself, though he was very tall. He’d said the glasses might be his, but the badge had to be his too. World War One, Lolly had said. A cadet badge, and Will was in army uniform.

‘But you wanted my attention. Maybe you hurt people by accident trying to get it?’

‘I swear I didn’t. I had other ways. The leaf. That page of your book.’

She remembered how the page had lifted—she’d known there was something strange about it.

There was almost nothing Will said without a smile. That made it hard to figure out how he really felt about one thing or another. Was he just happy about everything?

‘And one time I met your dog, that was a while ago now. Dunno—time feels different. I thought he liked me at first. He was just like a dog I knew once—another sign, I thought. But then he started barking and ran out, and you didn’t come inside that time.’

Harper noticed Mr Glass walking towards the office and she moved out of his sight. She had to get to PE or someone would come looking for her—Cleo knew where she was.

‘I have to go but I want you to tell me something about yourself. Something I can look up. So I know if you’re really real.’

He frowned. ‘Look up?’

‘On the internet. It’s a thing we have now. It’s got everything on it. Old newspapers and stuff about history and…I can’t describe how much is on there, it’s everything.’

‘Crikey, that sounds all right. What about my mum and dad? Would there be anything about them on there?’

‘Maybe. Tell me where you used to live, too.’

Will gave Harper his parents’ names, the names of his three sisters and the address of the house where they all lived. And then he added a friend who’d joined up at the same time, Vince Lyons.

Harper repeated the information back to him to be sure she had it right. Then she made her way cautiously to the back door, not wanting to get too close to him.

‘Come back when you can. Please? I could use the company. It’s too quiet here.’

‘Can’t you just leave if you want to?’

‘Oh, I can leave. I just don’t have anywhere else to go.’
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Harper couldn’t tell if Cleo was annoyed with her. They were playing dodgeball in PE, which always had a strange effect on Cleo: she had no fear and never held back. She may even have aimed at Harper a few times, though it was hard to tell if there was anything behind it, like how rude Harper had been when Cleo had knocked on the library window.

While Harper stood on the side in the out row, she remembered something. When they were little, Cleo had an imaginary friend called Bumble. Liz advised Harper to go along with whatever Cleo said about Bumble so she didn’t get upset. This had included giving Bumble her seat and, once, her biscuit—which Cleo had eaten after it had sat in front of Bumble for a few minutes. Strange, Harper couldn’t think of when or how Cleo had stopped referring to Bumble.

Straight after dodgeball, Harper went up to her, said ‘Hey!’ to check that Cleo wasn’t angry with her. Cleo was all pink in the cheeks after beating everyone in dodgeball, and there was no sign that she was upset. Though she did ask what Harper had been doing in the library. All Harper had to do was shuffle the truth from the other day—Mr Glass had let her in to do some tidying.

Harper wanted to tell Cleo the real truth. But the consequences were too unpredictable. Cleo might go along with it to save Harper’s feelings, or she might see her differently in way that Harper would never be able to change. She might take her word for it, get too excited and tell other people. That was a Cleo sort of thing to do.

They’d been apart so long this year. She didn’t know if Cleo was still hers in the way she’d always been, or if lockdown had flattened their friendship into something less special.
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Harper was in a different maths group to her friends, which made it easier to spend the lesson researching William Park.

His house was still there—she found it on a real-estate website. It was lovely inside: bright white walls with cool furniture and zingy cushions on the couch. It had a big extension. There was a courtyard with fake grass, a table set with colourful glasses and plates, and an outdoor fireplace. Someone had bought it for more than a million dollars.

The house must have looked so different when Will lived there. Pokier, with harder furniture, and nothing white. Six of them in two bedrooms; washing hung in the bare stone courtyard; an outside dunny. The real-estate site called it a workers cottage. That made sense because Will had told her his dad worked in a shoe factory.

When Harper typed the name of the road and all their names, only one thing came up: a funeral notice for Will’s youngest sister, Elsie, in 1919, not many years after Will died at Gallipoli.

Will must already know that all of his family would have died by now. But Harper didn’t want to tell him that Elsie had only been six years old.

When she searched for his friend Vince who’d joined up at the same time, nothing came up apart from Facebook pages: dozens of Vince Lyonses who lived now, not then. She needed to be more specific, and give more detail for the search engine. She tried Private Vincent Lyons Gallipoli and that was enough: he was on the War Memorial website under Honours and Awards. Vince Lyons had won a Military Medal. Will wasn’t on the list so she supposed he didn’t get one.

‘Harper, that doesn’t look like maths to me,’ said Mr Kumar.

‘Sorry, I was just quickly checking something for a history project.’ She swiped the page away and tried to think about fractions.
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After lunch, Mr Kumar was reading aloud from a book that Harper already knew, so she put her iPad on her lap and did some more searching. Will had mentioned Hector so she looked up: can dogs see ghosts? There was an article that said dogs could detect everything from cancer to changes in weather. Hector often growled at things that she and Lolly couldn’t figure out. The article also said that dogs were better at seeing movement than humans are, especially in low light conditions—the lights in the library were usually off. Dogs also had a better sense of smell than humans. Maybe that’s what had drawn Hector to the library, the smell of smoke.

Cleo whispered, ‘What are you doing?’ trying to see Harper’s lap. Harper quickly clicked on a cute photo of a dog and showed her.

Then Misha’s nose started bleeding, and Mr Kumar called on Harper to take her to sickbay. Mr Kumar couldn’t stand the sight of blood.

After she’d left Misha in the tiny room and told Barb about the nose bleed, Harper went back outside. She stopped dead when she saw Will in the distance, leaning against the library wall. Right there, head to toe, no focus trick or flickering. He had his hands in his pockets and was looking at the sky.

It was as if now that she’d learned how to see him once, it came naturally to her. As she walked closer she wondered if he could feel that wall behind his back, or the ground under his boots, or the wind or sun. They made eye contact and he looked surprised too.

‘Righto, you can see me then?’ said Will.

‘I wasn’t even looking for you that time.’ Harper adjusted her glasses. ‘I think these must be yours, don’t you? Do you mind that I’m wearing them?’ She’d only just thought that he might resent her having them.

‘They’re better on you. I only had them for schoolwork and I was never any good at that. Or anything at school, apart from cadets. Where did they come from?’

Harper shivered when he said the word cadets, thinking of the badge, but she kept quiet about it.

‘My grandma found them. She’s a finders-keepers kind of person. See that garden up towards the other building? She made that. There was a tree there before—do you remember it? The glasses were tangled in its roots.’

He shook his head and looked confused. Perhaps the tree had been planted after he left Riverlark and removed before he returned. That was a strange thing to imagine when she thought of how tall and thick the tree was, how permanent it had seemed and how long it had taken to get used to it not being there any more.

‘Can’t think why my glasses would be in tree roots. They were at home last time I saw them.’

Harper was about to tell Will what she’d found on the internet about his house, his family, and his friend in the regiment when she heard a familiar voice behind her.

‘Who are you talking to, freak?’

She froze. It was Corey.

‘No one,’ she said.

‘I heard you. I’ve been right here listening to you talk to the air. You’re cracked.’

‘Get lost, Corey.’

‘Who’s this?’ said Will. ‘And is it all right if I kick him from here to next week?’

Harper couldn’t help smiling, even though she was a pacifist.

‘What are you grinning about, you loony-tune?’ said Corey. ‘You’ve always been a sad case. Your friends found something better to do so you had to get yourself an imaginary friend.’

‘Touch your nose if I can give this nobody a fright,’ said Will.

Harper saw the look of hate in Corey’s eyes and there was no doubt in her mind. She brushed her nose with her finger.

Corey yelped as his feet left the ground for a second. It only looked like he’d tripped but it was enough to scare him. He looked around his feet trying to work out what had happened.

‘What was that?’ Corey looked scared, but he tried to laugh it off.

‘Blink twice and I’ll make it happen again,’ said Will. Only Harper could see and hear him. This was fun. She blinked twice.

Corey was even louder the second time. There was a tiny gap under his feet as if the ground had repelled him. He looked as if he’d been hooked from above. For only a few seconds but it was enough.

Harper saw a teacher coming out of the office, and shook her head at Will.

‘Righto, but that was fun,’ he said.

‘Are you okay, Corey?’ said Harper, only pretending to care.

Corey sprinted towards the toilets. The teacher walked past and didn’t say a word. But too quickly, the fun of it turned into worry.

Will must have seen it on her face. ‘Don’t look so guilty. He deserved that.’

Harper chewed her nail. ‘What if he tells everyone and they believe him?’

‘What could he tell them?’ said Will. ‘Would you believe it if you hadn’t seen it?’

Misha came out of the other building with a large wad of tissues.

‘Thanks, Harper. You didn’t have to wait for me.’

‘Oh, that’s okay.’

Harper felt bad. She was only there because of Will, not because she was being a nice friend. ‘Is your nose okay, Mish?’

‘Yeah, it’s fine. Let’s go.’

Misha looked past her towards the library. When Harper turned to see what she was looking at, Will was gone.
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That night, Harper felt suspended between two worlds: one where talking to a ghost felt natural and exciting, and the other, the real world, where she watched herself do all of the usual things like walking the dogs, hanging out the washing, eating dinner with Lolly, watching TV, doing her maths homework, reading a book, taking a shower.

In odd moments, the real world seemed unreal compared to what had happened today.

Later, in her room, Angus’s wi-fi didn’t show up in the list on her iPad. She couldn’t dig any deeper into Will’s life. But tomorrow she’d tell him what she’d found out so far.

Staring at the bedroom ceiling, she imagined what hundreds of ghosts at Riverlark would look like, but she could not think why they might have been there, or where they were now.

There was only one ghost she had to know more about. And that was William Park.

She remembered how quick she’d been to let Will scare Corey. And how much she’d liked the fear in his eyes.
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The following day at lunchtime, Harper spotted Cleo in the shelter shed with Corey. What would he be telling her? She wanted so much to trust Cleo with her secrets. Cleo always had tons and now Harper had the wildest secret of all.

Will’s words were in her head: Would you believe it if you hadn’t seen it?

‘Cleo, I need you,’ Harper said.

‘Sure,’ Cleo replied, and got up.

‘What’s the emergency?’ said Corey. ‘I was just about to tell Cleo something.’ He gave Harper a piercing look while Cleo wasn’t looking.

Harper ignored him and pulled her friend away.

‘Is it about your mum and dad? Are they okay?’ said Cleo as they picked their way around games of two-square.

‘They’re fine. It’s not about them.’ Harper didn’t add that she’d trained herself not to think about them. That was a secret she’d never tell. If people found out, they’d think she didn’t love her parents. ‘Has Corey said anything about me?’

Cleo stopped walking.

‘He has, hasn’t he?’ said Harper. ‘What’s he said?’

‘He said you talk to yourself. But no one cares. Everyone’s told him to shut up. Don’t worry.’

Harper’s mouth had gone dry.

‘He just jokes around!’ said Cleo. ‘No one cares, Harper.’

‘Come this way.’ Harper led Cleo down the path towards the back of the library.

‘But we’re not supposed to go down here,’ Cleo said.

‘It’s fine.’

‘But I’m a vice-captain, Harp—’ Cleo began.

‘Look at this door,’ Harper interrupted.

‘Oh! Was this always here?’

Harper had a moment of doubt. She took off her glasses: she couldn’t be sure that they had anything to do with seeing Will, since she could also see him without them, but she’d been wearing them the first time so it might help Cleo now. ‘Wear these,’ she said.

‘Why?’ Cleo leaned back to stop Harper from putting them on her.

‘Please. Trust me?’

‘Harps, you’re being weird. Is this about what happened when you were in here with Corey?’

‘Nothing happened. He doesn’t know anything. Just wear them for a second. And come inside.’

Cleo put the glasses on and said her eyes felt strange. Harper took her hand and opened the door. Once they were inside she shut it again, closing them off from the playground.

‘I’ve been having these weird…experiences,’ Harper began.

Cleo looked worried, the way she always did when Harper was upset.

‘This is not something that’s easy to believe, but it’s true. I need you to look all around the room.’

Harper held onto her while she walked around.

‘Look everywhere, Cleo. Tell me if you see something.’

Cleo giggled. ‘Harps, all I can see is what’s always in here. Old books.’

‘Keep looking.’

‘Harps, come on, what am I meant to be seeing?’

Harper’s frustration was rising. It wasn’t Cleo’s fault she couldn’t see Will, but Harper couldn’t help feeling like she wasn’t trying.

‘Okay, take off the glasses, give them to me.’

Harper turned in a slow circle as she adjusted them on her face. Then she did it again, heart beating fast in anticipation, eyes wide and searching.

She couldn’t see him. She panicked, thinking it had been a one-off thing and she’d never get to speak to him again.

‘Will?’ she called softly.

‘Who’s Will?’ Cleo asked.

This had been a terrible idea. Harper had said his name out loud but she had no evidence for Cleo.

‘Who’s Will? There’s no Will,’ Harper replied, putting on a smile.

‘But you just said, Will!’

‘Yeah…but what I was saying is…will you come to my birthday party at the weekend?’

‘Huh?’

‘As I didn’t get to have one. I want to invite you, um…Ro, Misha, Tahira, Augie, Jake. The old group. Maybe Sol, too. Lolly’s flat isn’t big. Will you come?’

‘I mean, sure,’ said Cleo, with a frown. ‘But is that all you wanted to say? Why did you say you’d had weird experiences?’

‘Just—everything’s weird at the moment, right? Pandemic.’

‘I guess, but why did you make me wear your glasses and come in here? What was I supposed to be looking at?’

‘At the…shelves! I tidied up! Doesn’t it look nice?’

‘Have you? Okay. Cool, I guess.’ Cleo didn’t look convinced.

‘I didn’t want to tell you when Corey was there. He’s always making fun of me being library captain. And I was just messing about with the glasses. Because you look pretty in them.’

Cleo smiled awkwardly and said, ‘Well, so do you. You’re the prettiest ever. So what’s happening with this party?’

‘Sunday. Five o’clock. We’ll just listen to music and eat. Will people think it’s boring?’

‘Course not! You’re so funny, Harps. And I want to meet your nonna, she sounds funny too.’ Cleo hugged her suddenly. ‘I know this isn’t allowed but I’m doing it anyway. I missed you. Are you sure you’re all right?’

‘Promise.’

A hug and those perfect words: I missed you. They should have made Harper feel like everything was good again. But now she was stuck with a party she didn’t really want, and looking over her friend’s shoulder, thinking: where is Will?
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Cycling home, she wondered if Will had gone for good. They’d only just met but that night she couldn’t think about anything else.

After saying goodnight to Lolly, Harper got out her iPad and typed: Underage ANZAC soldiers World War One.


Douglas Wood: died at the Battle of Fromelles, aged 15.

Leslie Prior, died at the Battle of Bullecourt, aged 15.

James Martin, died at Gallipoli, aged 14.

William Park, died at Gallipoli, aged 14.

Vince Lyons, joined at 14, survived Gallipoli.

Leslie Shaw, joined at 13, survived Gallipoli, Flanders and the Somme.



Harper inched open the bedside drawer where she’d put Cleo’s drawing of Will and the cadet badge. Both were there; nothing had moved, nothing strange had happened and it had been a while since she’d woken in the middle of the night.

She propped the drawing against the lamp and looked at it for a long time before she fell asleep.
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First thing when she arrived at school the next day, Harper headed for the back door of the library. She made sure no one saw her.

She walked in tentatively, keeping clear of the big window at the front. Her breathing was shallow as she searched the room. It wasn’t like looking for a missing book or anything solid. Her gaze was somewhere in between herself and the library walls, like trying to find a dragonfly in sunlight.

Then she smelled that familiar burning smell.

‘Will? I can’t see you,’ she said.

‘I’m right here.’ It was his voice, but far away.

Harper turned around on the spot and wanted to shout Where? but she was too shy. Finally, in the near distance, over by the place where the photo of him hung, there was a disturbance in mid-air that caught her eye like a downy feather. She focused as he’d taught her.

There he was.

She tried to hide how anxious she’d been. ‘I can see you now,’ she said.

The first bell rang and Will looked disappointed. ‘Guess you have to go already.’

Harper shrugged. She’d never missed a lesson on purpose in her life. ‘I’ll stay. I’ve got things to tell you.’

She told Will what she’d found out about his house and his family on the internet. Will didn’t say much, but she could see it was sad news for him—especially about his little sister Elsie. Hearing about his friend Vince who’d won the war medal brightened him up again. He said he’d love to know what else Harper could find out.

Now it was his turn to explain a few things.

‘Can you walk through walls and locked doors?’ Harper asked.

‘I can if I have to,’ Will replied. ‘But it feels like… well, I never drowned but passing through solid things feels the way I imagine drowning would feel, until the moment I’m through to the other side.’

‘That sounds horrible,’ said Harper. ‘Can you teleport?’

‘No idea. What’s that?’

‘It’s when you go from one place to another as if there’s no distance in between,’ said Harper. ‘Like if I started here and went straight to where I live without the bike ride.’

Will’s eyes popped. ‘Is that a thing people can do? I thought the internet was strange enough.’ He was funny about what life was like now.

‘We can’t,’ Harper said, smiling. ‘But what about ghosts, like you?’

‘Oh! Maybe some can,’ he said with a brief downturn of his mouth. ‘Even the trick with the leaf took me a while. I wasn’t good at much when I was alive so it’s no surprise I’m just as bad now.’

Harper took a second to hear the sadness in what he was saying. He put himself down a lot, but he never scowled or pouted.

‘You picked Corey right up off the ground, Will. That was amazing. But how does it work?’

‘It’s more or less the same as how I used to decide to do something. Y’know, climb a hill or pick up a rifle. Except that now the thoughts feel further away—they come from me but they don’t stay inside me for long.’ He smiled. ‘Am I making any sense?’

‘A bit, keep going,’ Harper replied, trying hard to understand.

‘Never tried to put it into words before. So… wanting to do a simple thing feels big and wild. When I was alive, I might think to myself: I want to eat that pie. And it’d be a small, private thought and I’d pick up the pie and bite into it. But now, say I want to take a book off the shelf.’ He looked at one. He was really concentrating. ‘Wanting the book already feels like it’s outside of me, almost like the wanting doesn’t belong to me.’ His voice sounded strained.

Then the book fell to the floor and Harper flinched.

‘There. At first, it was hard to put one foot in front of the other because I can’t feel the ground. But I can remember what the ground feels like. So I use my memories. I think that’s it.’

‘Do you ever take off your boots?’ Harper asked. ‘They look heavy.’

He found that funny. ‘Never crossed my mind. I can’t feel my uniform. Or anything. I can see my boots but that’s the only way I know they’re there.’

‘Do you get hungry?’

‘Never. I do feel tired though, but I never sleep. I can’t feel heat, or rain.’

‘What about happy and sad?’

‘Yes. But the strongest feeling is that I’ve walked into a room but forgotten why, and the reason is right’—he raised his hand and grabbed the air—‘there.’ After that he paused, then did a quick shake of his head and said, ‘I just want to find out what I’m doing here. I’m grateful for your help. Thanks, Harper.’

‘I haven’t done anything yet.’

‘You have. And I never thought about what it would be like for you. The leaf. The page in your book. Your little dog. You must have been scared. Not scared now, are you?’

She still was, a bit. But she didn’t want him to know.

‘I had a dog when I was in Gallipoli,’ Will continued. ‘He wasn’t really mine but sometimes that’s how it felt. His name was Arthur. He belonged to a sergeant, who’d smuggled him onto the ship. When we landed on the beach, we were hit from above by so much gunfire and we lost half the regiment. But my strongest memory is little Arthur barking at the guns, running towards each man who fell and then running again in another direction.

‘That first night, when I couldn’t believe I’d survived the landing, Arthur curled up with me. He’s the only reason I got to sleep that night, and every night after that.’

Harper said, ‘That’s how I get to sleep, too. With Hector.’ And then she wondered if Will would think less of her for not being able to sleep when she wasn’t at war, just at home. But it didn’t seem like he did. He just said, ‘I feel like I owe that dog.’

They talked until the end of recess. She wanted to ask Will how he died and what it felt like to be dead, but maybe he wasn’t that sort of friend, yet. He had questions, too, about the food he saw people eating, and serious questions like had there been other wars, and was there still a king of England.

Harper told him what she knew and showed him where the books were that could fill in the gaps. But Will’s reading wasn’t up to most of the books she opened.

At the recess bell, when Harper slipped outside, she pretended to her friends that she’d had a dentist appointment and had only just arrived. Ro nearly caught her out by saying he thought he’d seen her bike in the rack. But she told him it must have been someone else’s, and he dropped it.

Lunch was the next time she saw Will. She told him about her parents being away. He listened, seriously. Then she changed the subject to Lolly and the pets to make him laugh.

They got onto the virus, masks, why the school had been empty, and how the rest of the world was doing. Will had questions about cars, planes, computers, clothes, haircuts, buildings, words—everything.

If she was a ghost in a hundred years, she’d want to know everything too.

She asked him what Riverlark was like in his day.

‘More strict in some ways, I reckon, bit less strict in others. If you were late in the morning, the gates were locked. Tough luck, off you went to the headmaster and you’d get lines if he was in a good mood. Had to salute the flag every morning and say, “I love God and my country, honour the flag, serve the king and cheerfully obey my parents, teachers and the laws.” Some kids used to stay quiet for the “teachers” bit.’

‘Didn’t you like them?’

‘Hard to like someone who gives you the strap. Though often they’d send us to the headmaster for him to give it to us and we’d run our hands along the brick wall to make them red, and go back pretending we’d had a hiding.’

‘I can’t imagine a teacher hitting us. Ours are mostly nice. A bit annoying sometimes. Were you one of the naughty ones?’

‘More an observer of trouble. Kids used to drop wattle seeds in the ink wells, and good luck if you were nearby when that happened: the smell was foul. We’d shoot peppercorns through pea shooters.’

‘And then you were in a war.’

Will blinked a few times like she’d noticed he always did when he was thinking back. ‘It was my pa who was going to join up first. He’d taken me down to the parade a few days earlier. They were marching soldiers through to drum up new recruits. He goes, “This time tomorrow I’ll have a uniform like that. What’ll you think of me then, Willo?” But it turned out they wouldn’t take him. Too old and not fit enough, they reckoned. He was a strong man, with big rough hands, thick arms. Watching him come home after they turned him down was terrible. I’d never seen my pa like that.’

Harper knew her parents would have been crushed if they hadn’t been able to go off to help people.

‘So you joined up in your dad’s place. You did it for him.’

‘I wouldn’t say that exactly. I really wanted to go. Vince was going. I would have done anything for Vince. All my friends wanted to go. Can’t understand it now but that’s what we felt. Telling my folks was almost the hardest bit. They were hurt that I was leaving them but the call to join up felt bigger than anything else. It was all wrapped up together—wanting to go, loving them, my country, my friends.

‘They were about to have supper: just tea and Mum’s fruitcake. I can see the cake and everything. I can smell the kitchen.’ He stared as if he was somewhere else.

Harper started to think about Liz and Larry. The night they’d told her they were both going away. The days when they were packing. The times she’d caught her mum crying when she walked into a room, and then her mum would pretend everything was fine. The phone calls she hadn’t wanted. The emails that hurt to read.

She hadn’t let herself think about that properly until now. For a moment, she could see it their way.
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Cleo was being quiet, which wasn’t like her. Harper started to get a bad feeling. After last bell she asked her, ‘What’s up?’

Cleo shrugged and shook her head. She was definitely annoyed.

‘Cleo, I can tell there’s something.’

‘You can’t cos there’s nothing. Come on, we’ve got netball.’

A netball game seemed to be the cure. Cleo was louder, faster and fiercer than ever.
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All week, Harper went to see Will every recess and lunch. The first few days she was on edge, wondering if Corey had told everyone what had happened to him. But just like it was after the time she got spooked in the library in front of him and worried he’d tell, no one had been giving her strange looks. She didn’t sense any whispering.

Harper hoped that Will was right: that Corey had realised no one would believe him.
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After the last bell on Friday, Harper and Cleo had to carry a tub of netball bibs and balls to the sports shed. With that done, they went to the small square area beyond the toilet block, where Cleo thought she’d left her lunch box.

When they got there, they saw Corey shove a younger boy. The boy fell backwards to the ground, landing hard on his arm.

‘Corey! What did you do that for?’ yelled Cleo.

‘He deserved it!’ Corey shouted back.

Ro was there. He picked up his bag and was about to speak when Cleo yelled again. ‘What did he do, Corey? Wear the wrong brand of runners? You can’t push people around.’ She helped the boy up. Harper had seen Cleo defend people hundreds of times, but this was unexpected. Maybe Cleo was finally seeing Corey for what he was. The boy hurried away.

‘It’s not Corey’s fault,’ said Ro. ‘That kid was being racist, Corey stuck up for me.’ And he turned to Corey. ‘Thanks, okay? But no violence, not my style.’ Corey looked as if he couldn’t decide if he was sorry or angry.

‘What happened, Ro?’ said Harper.

‘It wasn’t much. I asked him to pick up some rubbish because I saw him drop it. He said I wasn’t the boss of him, and something about curry. Because, you know, ha ha, I’m from India. Then Corey did that.’

‘I was helping,’ said Corey.

‘Yeah,’ said Ro. ‘But I didn’t ask you to hit anyone.’

This time Corey seemed to get it. He said sorry, picked up his bag and left.

‘I guess he was trying to be nice,’ said Cleo afterwards.

‘He’s never nice!’ Harper snapped.

Then she had to listen as they both gave her examples of how Corey wasn’t so bad. Corey was a good vice-captain. Corey bought Cleo a slurpie when she forgot her money. Corey let Ro bat first in cricket. Corey caught a pigeon in the art room and took it safely outside.

Corey Corey Corey.

Last year the three of them had pledged to hate him. Now Corey was a different person, according to them. But he wasn’t.

Harper stewed on this all the way to the bike rack.

It was those leadership roles.

Or was it something she’d missed? She never had mean thoughts about her friends—a smudge of jealousy, a flicker of annoyance, maybe, but not this.

She’d always been one of the quieter ones. In their friendship group, Cleo, Ro and Tahira talked the most and made the decisions. Augie and Jake were easygoing. Misha was always around but she was quiet and delicate. That left Harper harder to define.

She was someone who had a lot to say, but she had trouble saying it.

She was someone who hurt easily but looked like nothing bothered her.

She wasn’t an obvious leader. When Mr Glass gave her the library-captain badge, all those months ago, it wasn’t because he thought she’d be great but because there was no one else.

And now she’d gone and invited everyone to a party. It was the last thing she wanted.

As she buckled her helmet under her chin and caught a tiny bit of skin, she yelled out: ‘How can you like him?’

‘What?’ Cleo replied, looking shocked.

‘You’re actually friends with Corey now. So is Ro. We hated him, Cleo!’

Cleo’s mouth opened but nothing came out. That was a first.

Harper yanked her bike out of the rack and muttered that it didn’t matter, she had to get home.
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She cycled along the river path thinking about what had just happened, first in the open heat and then finally into the long, cool corridor of trees, where her eyes had to adjust to the shade. She’d cancel the party. She only wanted to spend time with Will. She’d ignore her old friends and focus on finding out more about her new friend.

A bird swooped in front of her and Harper swerved hard. The front wheel hit the grass verge and she fell heavily on her side. She lay still, sizing up what hurt. Her leg, trapped under the bike. And the arm she’d fallen onto.

‘I’m okay,’ she said, quietly, with cold blades of grass against her cheek.

Easing the bike off her leg, she sat up and unclipped her helmet. The shock would pass soon. Her parents had taught her that: take a minute. Everything was peaceful. There was a faint smell of mint and honey in the air. The river: shiny and untouched. On a branch overhead there was a bird, tiny, black and white, shifting side to side and singing—did that tiny bird make her fall? It was the same as the one she’d noticed the day she found the badge and the same as the one that showed up on Lolly’s balcony when the shelves fell down. Seeing it now, she felt fear rise up out of nowhere.

It made no sense!

This was a normal little bird, completely harmless, but when she looked down the pathway she didn’t want to continue. It wasn’t just the bird, but all the nights lying awake, alone, not knowing if there was something really wrong and carrying a huge secret around: Will.

The chain had come off her bike. She faced the bike in the direction she’d come from. There was nothing chasing her and no danger she could put into words, but she walked as if there was, heading back to Riverlark. If she hurried she might catch Cleo and Ro. She regretted everything she’d thought that afternoon. They were her friends, she mustn’t lose them.

Suddenly Will was running towards her, his boots silent on the ground.

He called out, ‘What happened? Are you all right?’

Harper checked around to make sure no one would see her talking to nobody. ‘I fell off my bike and then…doesn’t matter, it’s embarrassing.’

‘I can’t even ride a bike, if that helps,’ said Will. She noticed that he wasn’t out of breath at all, even though he’d just been running. It must be so odd to be him.

‘I keep getting spooked by a bird,’ Harper explained. ‘You can laugh if you want.’

Will smiled. ‘When we were kids there was a big house on the way home that everyone said was cursed. Some people wouldn’t walk past it because of the old lady who lived there.’

‘But not you, I guess.’

‘Including me!’ he said, wide-eyed. ‘I was terrified of that old lady.’

Harper laughed, and when she next looked along the path, she felt calm again. It was strange how fear could come and go like that.

Will said, ‘Can I walk with you a bit? Which way are you going? This way?’ He pointed down the path that Harper used to ride along every day, which led back to her old house, where a family of strangers was living.

‘No, back the way I came,’ she said.

When they’d walked a while Will said, ‘Did you have any more trouble from that kid, what was his name?’

‘Corey. Well, not really, but I hate him. I liked you scaring him. Someone needs to, he thinks he’s so great.’

‘I can probably scare him even more if you give me some ideas.’

She could tell he was joking. Even though the books she’d read had said ghosts wanted revenge, so far Will just seemed a bit lost.

‘Did you believe in ghosts when you were alive?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know. Never thought about death.’

‘But you went to war, Will. You must have thought about death then.’

‘Didn’t think I’d actually die,’ he said.

Harper gave him a dubious look.

‘It’s true!’ he insisted.

‘I can’t believe how brave you were,’ said Harper. ‘I’m twelve and scared of going to high school.’

‘High school—what’s that, school for clever people? I’d have been more scared of that than going to war.’

‘How can you say that?’

‘Because I didn’t know what I was in for. With school, I knew I was bad at anything to do with books. Teachers told me often enough. If I’d had a clue about what war is like, maybe I wouldn’t have wanted to go. But I was the best at cadets at Riverlark and somehow everything I heard about war made it sound…like I had to do it.’

‘Oh,’ said Harper, seriously, though she was still far from understanding.

Next she asked him about the day he arrived back at Riverlark. Will described suddenly finding himself inside the gates. As though he’d been lost before but didn’t know it. It sounded a lot like when Harper woke in the middle of the night and realised she was not in her bed.

Will couldn’t understand why he was at Riverlark instead of anywhere else: his old house, the place where he’d died, or his uncle’s farm, which he’d loved. He’d hated school. That day he arrived, it was dark and though parts of Riverlark were still the same, beyond the gates the streets were so changed. He couldn’t understand the rows of cars.

Then he’d heard an owl and he was relieved: something familiar.

He stopped suddenly.

‘This place! I’d forgotten,’ he said.

They were by a tree with a long branch that stretched over the water.

‘On warm days we ran here for a dip after morning lessons. This was our swimming spot. You ever swim here?’

Harper told him that she’d never dared to because you couldn’t see the bottom and it was full of people’s litter.

‘In my day,’ he said, ‘the boys would jump in while the girls stayed on the banks. Except for two of them, my friends Molly and Mae. They were twins. They got into more trouble than all the boys put together. Especially Mae.’

Will talked more about swimming. Dares and races, and floating on their backs. Eels sliding around with them. Lunch on the banks: whatever his ma had wrapped up, cake on a good day. And there’d be games—jackbones, cherry bobs, hoops, marbles. Drying off in the sun. He looked happy remembering it.

‘Hey, would you look Molly and Mae up on the whatjercallit?’

‘Internet. Yes, if it’s working when I get home. What’s their last name?’

‘Lamb.’

That was funny. Lamb was Lolly’s last name. Charlotte Rosemary Lamb.

‘That’s who you reminded me of when I first saw you,’ said Will. ‘Not Molly so much, but Mae.’

Harper kept quiet about Lolly. It could be nothing.

They came to a fork in the river path. He followed her up the steep way to the main road. But shortly after they got to the top of the slope, Will said he was going back. He seemed bothered by something. Harper had never seen him so agitated.

Then, almost angrily, he said, ‘Look, are you going to help me?’

She felt scared again. ‘Help you? I don’t know, Will. What help could I be?’

He kept looking past her at the road, where streams of cars and trams were passing by.

‘I can’t stay here forever. Why is it just me left behind?’

Harper tried to see what he was looking at but there was nothing obvious. She turned back to tell him that she’d look things up on the internet as soon as she got home, but he’d vanished.
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Lolly and the dogs weren’t home yet. The cats were more friendly than usual. As Harper looked inside the fridge, the pair of them weaved around her legs.

The slightest sound or movement made her look, half-expecting Will to be there. She needed more distraction. Crunching an apple helped her think; her head was so full. Sitting on the spinny chair in her bedroom, Harper typed ghost sightings in pandemic and she spun around while she waited for the results.

There was a full page of links to choose from, mostly from America. She clicked settings and changed the region to Australia.

The first page of results was confusing. There were newspaper articles that called cities like Melbourne ghost towns. Only they weren’t talking about ghosts but about how empty the streets were in lockdown, when no one was allowed to go to work or school. Ghost town meant deserted, not full of ghosts.

On the second page, there was something interesting.

Pandemic Stirs Up Paranormal Activity

For some, life in Melbourne lockdown has been less isolating than they imagined, according to paranormal investigators. Unexplained activity in the home has been frequently raised in calls to the Australian Paranormal Society. Pandemic restrictions, forcing people to spend more time indoors, has led some to wonder if they are sharing their space with supernatural forces.

That was interesting; it meant that Harper wasn’t the only one.

Next she tried to look up Molly and Mae Lamb. She added ‘Melbourne’, ‘1913’, their last year at Riverlark, and ‘1915’, the last year Will had seen them before he went to war. After some false starts she found two funeral notices. Molly Lamb’s funeral: 8 July 1919. Mae Lamb’s funeral: 17 July 1919. So close together.

Harper searched for Vince Lyons, Will’s friend who’d survived Gallipoli and had received a medal. Another funeral notice: 21 June 1919.

Will and Vince, Mae and Molly. Harper pictured the lunchtimes at the river that Will described. It sounded exactly like the word Riverlark. A lark meant a good adventure: a good adventure at the river. But the four friends had all died as teenagers. It seemed that Vince, Molly and Mae might have been taken by the second wave of Spanish flu to hit Australia. The dates matched. She didn’t want to tell Will more sad things, especially after the way he’d seemed just before.

Two hours later, she heard the back door and the clatter of dogs. Hector came barking up the hallway to find her and leapt into her arms. She carried him back down the hall, taking a good, comforting sniff of him.

‘You’ve stopped barking, have you?’ Lolly said to the little dog. ‘Rascal. Started as soon as I parked the ute, yapping away up the stairs giving everyone a headache.’

The kitchen smelled of hot chips and vinegar: Lolly was unwrapping the parcel on the bench. She said she’d had a job by the bay so it was only right to take advantage: a long piece of battered fish for her and two dim sims for Harper. All the thinking and researching had made Harper hungry. She took plates and cutlery to the table, and got the sauce and Lolly’s nightly beer.

‘Never seen you so ravenous,’ said Lolly. ‘They must be working you hard at that school.’

Harper slowed down on the chips and picked up a dim sim.

‘Lolly…?’

‘Mm? That sounds ominous.’

‘It’s just…I don’t know much about our family on your side. Going back generations.’

Lolly put another chip in her mouth. Harper tried to be patient.

When Harper had done a family-tree project the year before, Larry’s family took up all the room. She’d made it last minute when her mum was on a nursing shift, so there was only a little branch for Liz’s side. There was Harper’s grandfather—her mum’s dad—Jack Standish, builder (deceased). He’d died when Liz was a teenager and she didn’t talk much about him. Next to Jack Standish, the tree had an ‘m’ for married and the name Charlotte ‘Lolly’ Lamb. Below their names it said Elizabeth ‘Liz’ Standish, her mum, and below Liz and Larry, ‘Harper Moss’. She had Larry’s last name.

‘I was wondering if there were twins in your family,’ said Harper, trying again.

‘Oh yes, I was a twin. Did I ever tell you that? No, I don’t suppose I did. I had a twin sister called Rose. She died when we were two.’

‘That’s so sad.’

Lolly nodded, and kept eating. Harper wasn’t sure if she could ask anything else. It might upset her grandmother.

But then Lolly said: ‘How are you with ladders?’

There was a hatch in Lolly’s bedroom that Harper had never noticed. Lolly pressed on it with a broom and it popped open. She used the other end of the broom to hook a ladder and drag it down. Harper climbed up with a torch.

At the top, there wasn’t an attic but a roof space about a metre high, full of boxes and other bits.

‘It’s a large one marked Lamb Stuff,’ Lolly called up from the bottom of the ladder.

Harper balanced it on her shoulder and came down the ladder one-handed.

After they cleared away the dinner leftovers, Lolly opened the box on the dining table and Harper watched her unpack: photo albums, bundles of letters, and assorted small boxes, cardboard or velvety—for jewellery, perhaps.

Lolly chose a small red album and sat down. Harper looked over her shoulder at black-and-white photos of a baby in a knitted bonnet that tied under its pudgy chin with ribbon.

‘This is my mother, Sarah Thomas. She was born in 1923. Don’t you think your mum looks like her? Here, this is better, she’s about fifteen in this one.’

It was true, Harper’s mum and Lolly’s mum looked like the same person.

‘I didn’t have a very nice father, unfortunately,’ said Lolly. ‘So although I grew up with the last name of Thomas, when I was fifty and a widow I decided to use my mother’s childhood name of Lamb.’

Harper got goosebumps on her arms.

Lolly pointed to another photo. ‘And this is my grandfather, Edward Lamb. Born, let me see…1898.’

‘You look like him, Lolly.’

‘That’s a nice thought. I was close to him. Now, he had an older brother he didn’t like, and two little sisters. Twins, as you were asking. And there was a sad story about them. Where are they? Here, Molly and Mae.’

Harper could hardly contain her excitement. Molly and Mae Lamb.

‘What does that make them to me? My great… great…’

‘Great-great-great aunts. I’m trying to remember what happened to them.’

In the photo there were two older girls who looked about eighteen. They were arm in arm and Harper could just make out that they were smiling; the photo wasn’t very sharp. One girl was wearing a dress down to her feet, belted at her waist, and had dark hair in a bun with neat waves that framed her face. The other girl had the same face but her hair was cut to her chin and dead straight like Harper’s. She was dressed in white, not so much a dress but a uniform, with an apron, and she was holding a small piece of cloth in one hand.

‘Lolly, who do you think the twins look like?’

Lolly held the photo closer to her, then away again, then closer, and then looked at Harper.

‘Spitting image of you! Especially this one,’ she pointed to the one in the apron.

‘That’s what I thought. Is that Mae?’

‘I believe so. Well, how lovely. You can keep that.’

‘Really? Are you sure?’

‘They’re your family too. I don’t see why not.’

Harper had another question lined up already. ‘Lolly, do you think that Molly and Mae might have died from Spanish flu?’

‘You’re so clever. Yes, that’s exactly what it was,’ said Lolly. She put the photo of Edward Lamb against her heart. ‘I remember my grandfather telling me.’

Harper held up the photo of the twins. ‘I think Molly and Mae went to Riverlark.’

‘Do you? Well, it’s possible. My grandfather lived around here all his life. I grew up in a different part of town but I loved visiting him. S’pose that’s why I planted myself here, eventually. But where’s all this sudden curiosity coming from?’

‘Just from things I’ve been reading about in the library. For a project.’

Something else in the box distracted Lolly. She started to read a letter and stopped talking completely. Harper sat opposite and quietly picked through the other things. It seemed strange that Lolly had all of this hidden away in a box when the shelves beside them were crammed with things that had belonged to strangers.

Soon, Lolly yawned and said she’d had enough history for one day, and could Harper pack it up and put the lid on because the cats had been known to chew paper or make off with bits of jewellery.

When Harper went to bed, she put the photo of Molly and Mae on top of Cleo’s drawing of William Park, and the cadet badge on top of that. She tried to read, but instead of being drawn into a story, the words were like bits of barbed wire keeping her out. Her mind was on other things.

Why did people always think that ghosts haunted the place where they died?

People could die anywhere.

What if where you died had no meaning but where you lived did?

What if you could return to an object, as well as a place?

She got her iPad and tried to google her questions but there were no solid answers for a cadet badge appearing out of nowhere, or for tumbling shelves, for Corey’s strange scooter accident, or the clean slice on Briar’s face at netball and the badge being there on the court.

She pictured herself throwing it into the river that day.

The badge sat still and innocent next to her.

Her eyes were prickly-tired. She turned off the ipad and lay down, curled around her little trench dog.
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‘I’ve been thinking about it all night,’ Lolly said, first thing. They were side by side in the kitchen: Harper was stirring porridge; Lolly was stewing apples with brown sugar and cinnamon for putting on top. ‘My grandfather’s family, especially Molly and Mae. I’ve heard you can look people up on a website called Ancestors-something. Would that be any use for your project?’

‘You need wi-fi for that,’ Harper replied.

‘Well,’ Lolly sniffed, and had a look about her that Harper hadn’t seen before. ‘Angus next door has it. We’ll ask him after breakfast.’

‘But you don’t like Angus. You called him annoying.’

‘I’ve never said that. Goodness. I can put up with him for your project.’

Lolly took the apples off the stove and spooned them into a bowl. There was no need to go over to see Angus when his wi-fi worked in her bedroom, but Harper couldn’t tell Lolly that.

After breakfast, Lolly said, ‘Nature calls!’ and went to the bathroom. When she came out her hair was smoother, she smelled flowery. ‘Ready?’ she said.

It was obvious by the way Angus smiled at Lolly when he opened the door, and the casual way Lolly walked into his flat, that Harper had missed something: Angus and Lolly were friends.

The flat mirrored Lolly’s in shape and size but not in decoration. Angus had a large fish tank on his kitchen bench, with lots of neon tetras darting around in it. There was a soft grey carpet in every room and down the hall, and the walls were all whitish, with paintings in frames of different sizes and colours. Harper was drawn to a bookcase that filled a wall from ceiling to floor. There was a ladder on a rail for reaching the top shelf.

Angus started up his computer, which sat on an antique desk in the same place as Lolly’s round dining table. He told her to use his account for searching ancestors. Harper had to bite her lip when he said his password: Jack1989. Angus seemed excited by her project and started to talk rapidly about Spanish flu, which he called the forgotten pandemic, until Lolly shut him up and said they should let Harper get on with it.

Lolly and Angus took coffees to his balcony. As Lolly closed the glass sliding doors, Harper caught her eye and smiled. Lolly frowned, which made Harper giggle. As she got started, she could hear them talking about birds.

There were lots of Lambs on the ancestors website. With some extra dates and facts that Lolly had remembered over breakfast, Harper found the right family tree. Like the one she’d hastily made for school last year, it had missing branches. This time it was Harper, Liz, Lolly and Lolly’s parents who were missing.

Molly and Mae’s birth and death years were there, 1901–1919. There was a birth date for Edward, Lolly’s grandfather, but no death date. Harper guessed that whoever had made the tree hadn’t known. The older brother’s name was Tobias Lamb; all the other branches of the tree came from him.

There were photographs next to some of the names. One of them was unmistakably of Molly and Mae as little girls, with their brother Edward and their other brother Tobias.

As Harper clicked one picture after another, hairstyles and clothing changed, poses relaxed and soon the photos became colour. A Christmas lunch with everyone in a paper hat. Men in stiff shirts, women in dresses cinched at the waist. Men with beards and women in short skirts, sitting on cars, saturated colours.

She found a boy called Francis Lamb. He wore a wide school hat with the Riverlark emblem: the tall steeple from the main building held inside a flourish of river. Francis Lamb was born in 1972, the same year as Harper’s mum. But Liz had gone to a bigger, nearby school. It was strange to think of Lamb families living so close but not knowing each other. Then again, before this year, Harper hadn’t known Lolly very well. That was hard to imagine now too.

After Francis, the background in the photos changed. Nothing looked like Melbourne any more. When she dug deeper, it seemed everyone had scattered: some to Adelaide, some to Perth. Lolly might be the only one of those Lamb relatives left in Melbourne and she wasn’t even on the tree.

Angus came inside to make more coffee. He put a large glass of his homemade lemonade next to Harper on his way back to the balcony. She sipped it and winced. It was the sourest thing she’d ever tasted. And there was so much of it. Harper forgot the Lambs and focused on this new problem: she’d have to pour it somewhere so that Angus wouldn’t be offended. So while Angus and Lolly were pointing out things to each other from his balcony, Harper snuck up the hallway to the bathroom.

She opened the door on the right but it was a cupboard, like Lolly had on the left. The bathroom was on the other side. She locked the door and tried again to sip the lemonade but it made one eye close and her mouth prickle. Guiltily she poured it into the basin and ran the tap.

Lolly was calling her. In a panic, she put the glass down by the side of the laundry basket and said ‘Coming!’

‘I’ve got a gardening job to get to,’ Lolly said. ‘And the dogs need a walk. But Angus says you can come back any time to do work on your school project. Find anything interesting?’

‘I found a boy called Francis Lamb who went to Riverlark. He was born the same year as Mum. 1972.’

‘Aren’t families strange, sometimes?’ said Lolly. ‘Relatives I never knew about. Would the school keep records that far back?’

Angus took his glasses off, and cleaned them with a handkerchief.

‘I suppose you’ve already looked through the Riverlark archives?’ he asked Harper.

Harper tried to look as if she knew what that meant but Angus must have seen through it.

‘An archive is a collection of important historical documents.’

Harper thought of the door in the library that hardly seemed like the entrance to somewhere else at all, but more like a part of the wall that nobody noticed. That was why the library was L-shaped, because of whatever was in there. Maybe it wasn’t props or sports equipment, but an archive. She’d have to find a way to get in there.
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Harper took the dogs for a walk by the river. Annie and Murph were on leads and walked calmly beside her; Lolly never used one for Hector, he was always free range. Everything around her was familiar, but in her head she was lost. She’d pulled at the thread of Molly and Mae because they were Will’s friends and they’d turned out to be her own family. What about what Will had asked of her? He wanted help. What was she supposed to do next?

But the problem was going to have to wait because in less than twenty-four hours her friends were arriving for her party. There were two worries about that: first, that the last time she’d seen Cleo she’d walked off in a huff. Second, that she hadn’t told Lolly yet.




[image: image]

Lolly was so excited about the party that Harper realised she still had a lot to learn about her grandmother. Considering how many people had made it past the door since Harper had lived there (none!) and how many times Lolly had said she much preferred the company of animals (hundreds!), it was a good surprise.

But on Sunday afternoon, Lolly started to behave in a way that made Harper nervous. She was making so much food: rainbow fruit skewers, meringue nests with strawberries inside, chocolate crackles and sugary ring donuts, which she hung from the balcony ceiling. Lolly said this was Liz’s favourite party game when she was a girl. Harper liked that part, but she started to worry that her friends would think the food was childish.

Lolly was also making a lime-green jelly rabbit. She had a kitchen shelf full of jelly moulds. But as soon as the green rabbit plopped onto the plate, perfectly intact, Harper changed her mind. No one should feel too old for a jelly rabbit. It was so lovable, especially when it wobbled. She decided to call it Rosa, and she didn’t really want anyone to eat her.

‘Angus very kindly gave me two bottles of his lemonade for your party,’ said Lolly, opening the fridge to show her.

‘Oh! Great,’ said Harper, remembering how the lemons had dried out her mouth and left sour darts on her tongue.

The cats hid under Lolly’s wardrobe together, sensing invasion. Annie and Murph lurched from Harper to Lolly with worried faces. Hector, quiet for once, curled up on Harper’s bed, away from the commotion.

‘Now then, you’d better walk those ratbags before your guests arrive,’ said Lolly at just gone four. ‘I’ve got the pastizzis to bake and I have to tidy up. There’s so much dust!’ She hurried down the hall towards the bedrooms. Harper followed.

‘Lolly, my friends don’t care about dust.’

‘Walk the dogs,’ Lolly replied in her blunt way, and pulled out a clunky vacuum cleaner from her wardrobe.

‘But Hector’s asleep.’

‘Well Hector can wake up, can’t he?’

Harper didn’t argue any more; she wanted her friends to meet the best Lolly, not this vacuuming, stressed-out version.
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When Harper got back she saw that Lolly had strung up fairy lights in the living room, and the flat smelled like warm pastry. Harper went to her room to change into the clothes she’d picked out—denim shorts and a soft black shirt that tied at the front; she didn’t want to look like she’d tried too hard.

Back in the living room, Harper imagined her friends out on the balcony or sitting on the comfortable sofa. Maybe they’d ask about the shelves of curiosities, or be interested in the dogs. The whole time she’d lived here, it had just been Lolly, the pets and no one else.

‘Coming through, coming through!’ said Lolly, barging past with half a watermelon that had been scooped out and filled back up with all kinds of fruit.

While Lolly was on the balcony, adding to the already heaving table, Harper saw a movement in the long curtain by the side of the window. It was probably the wind, or the speed her grandmother was going.

Lolly rushed back through.

‘I hope this bulb isn’t about to go!’ she called from the kitchen. Harper went to look.

The light flashed off and on several times.

Harper had a shiver. She looked back at the curtain and waited.

Again, it moved. And she didn’t doubt what was happening; she knew.

She’d put her old purple-framed glasses on for the party so now she raced back to her room and changed them for the gold-rimmed ones, hurriedly hooking them over her ears.

When she returned, Will was standing by the large window.

‘Hey, Harper,’ he said. He looked embarrassed. Harper remembered how they’d left things the day before.

‘Hey. What are you doing here?’

He’d found out where she lived. She wasn’t sure if she should be scared or not.

Lolly pulled metal trays from the oven and yelled at the dogs to get off the sofa. Harper watched as Will melted into the space where he’d been standing. To where? As she rushed to look for him, she almost collided with Lolly.

‘Sorry!’ she said.

Lolly grabbed her arms and looked at her with wide eyes. ‘Did you put the new soap in the bathroom?’ she said.

‘That’s the third time you’ve asked me, Lolly. Yes!’

Lolly released her and returned to the kitchen. Now she was doing a combination of talking loudly to herself and pulling serving dishes out of jam-packed cupboards. And Harper still hadn’t found Will.

She squeezed past her grandmother to get to the back door.

‘Where are you off to? They’ll be here any minute!’ Lolly was red-faced and more stressed than Harper had seen her through the whole pandemic. She was breathless and swearing and didn’t look like herself. Harper should have been more helpful.

‘Are you feeling all right, Lolly? Maybe you should sit down.’

‘Sit down? I’m not an old woman. You’re in the way again. Come on, budge!’

‘I’ll be back in a sec,’ Harper said as she slipped through the back door.

Will was sitting on the top step.

‘Here you are,’ said Harper in a soft voice that Lolly wouldn’t hear over the racket she was making. She eyed Angus’s front door, hoping he wouldn’t come out either.

Will gave her a serious look.

Harper still couldn’t believe he’d turned up. Seeing him on the back step, suddenly she thought of all the different times she’d woken in the night, out of her bed. Once, out here. How scared she’d felt, all alone. She had been alone, hadn’t she?

‘Tell the truth, Will. Is this the first time you’ve come here?’

‘I swear on my…well, I don’t have a life, what can I swear on?’

‘That’s okay. I believe you.’ She did. Even if nothing else was clear, Harper felt in her heart that those night-time fears had been about the pandemic, and that she could trust Will.

Then she said, ‘How long have you been here? Did you follow me from the river—on Friday?’

He nodded. ‘Not long. Sorry. I meant to go back to Riverlark. But you said it was the weekend and the thought of being alone again got to me. I ran to follow you. But the noise—the cars, trams, all these people—it was horrible. I never felt that way when I was alive. Just goes to show, I’m not really meant to be here.’

Will dropped his chin towards his chest. Harper had never seen him so down. He’d asked her to help him; she still had no idea what she could do or what to say to cheer him up.

He looked up again and said, ‘I nearly lost you a few times on the street. Then I watched you go through that yellow door and I lost my nerve because of the way I’d acted. I sat here for a while until someone came. Your dog Hector being one of them. And two bigger dogs and that lady who I’m guessing is your grandmother.’

‘And then what?’ said Harper.

‘I left that time. But I decided to try again. And this time the streets were quieter.’

‘It’s Sunday today.’

‘Right. The days are so stretchy and I can’t tell what’s an hour and what’s a whole week.’

That sounded familiar to Harper, like all the days in lockdown.

‘Will, I’ve got something to tell you,’ she said. Will shifted to the side and she sat. There was something very strange about how faint and fragile he looked—especially in the daylight—and how everything else about him had a weight that scared her.

Harper told him that Molly and Mae were her family, and about Lolly’s box of Lamb Stuff, and the photograph that was hers now.

The doorbell rang at the other end of Lolly’s apartment. Harper froze in horror. Her ghost was here and so were her friends.

‘What’s wrong?’ said Will.

‘I’m having a party,’ Harper replied, hunching her shoulders as the strangeness of the situation sank in. ‘That’s my friends arriving.’

‘I shouldn’t have just turned up.’

‘But I want you to stay, really. It’s just…don’t do anything. Like the curtain or the lights. I don’t want them to get suspicious. No tricks.’

Lolly was at the front door. It was funny to see it opened—it hadn’t been used the whole time Harper had been living there.

‘You must be Cleo,’ said Lolly. ‘Come in. Harper described you well.’

‘Hi, you must be Lolly.’ Cleo looked nervous. ‘Hi, Harper! I came straight from dance, can I put my bag somewhere?’

Lolly hurried back to the kitchen while Harper took Cleo into her bedroom. Cleo walked around talking very fast about everything in it. She opened and closed the wardrobe, picked things up and put them back in a different place, sat on the bed and bounced, knelt on it to open the curtains and pulled up the window so she could lean out. Harper had the feeling something was bothering her. She was being extra-Cleo.

Meanwhile, Harper was worried about whether Will was still on the back steps. Would he break his promise? Or give up and return to Riverlark? It would be horrible to be fourteen and watch a party you weren’t invited to; watch friends together and know you couldn’t join in.

Harper couldn’t relax. How much easier this would be if her best friend knew what was on her mind. It would be exciting, too. To be able to say: I know a ghost…He’s here, right now. Was there any way to say it that would make Cleo believe her?

‘Shush a minute,’ Harper said, interrupting the Cleo monologue. ‘This will sound weird but what the hell. You know these glasses.’

‘You wear them all the time now. Do you need them more now?’

‘Yes. Well, no. Well, yes. I think they helped me to see someone.’

‘Like, faces.’

‘Just one face. This boy. A soldier.’

‘What? You’ve got a boyfriend? When did this happen? A soldier? Do you mean he’s in Scouts, my cousin’s in Scouts.’ Her face was so bright—she didn’t understand what Harper was saying. Of course she didn’t.

‘I’m not explaining it properly. I can see the ghost of a boy called Will. He was a soldier who went to Riverlark before World War One. Then he went to Gallipoli, and he died there when he was fourteen.’

‘Are you talking about the soldier from the photo in the library?’ Cleo frowned. ‘Wait,’ she smiled again, ‘Ohhh, you’re so good! Look how serious you are! Nearly got me there. You can see ghosts, yeah-yeah, sure, I believe you!’ Cleo got up and took a big brush out of her bag, giggling at what she assumed was her best friend’s joke. She tipped her head upside down and brushed her long black curls.

Oh well, thought Harper. She’d tried.

‘Harps, listen,’ Cleo said as she stood up straight again. ‘I’ve got something to tell you. But this is actually real. Don’t be upset.’

‘Upset about what?’

‘I wanted to text you but you don’t have a phone and I couldn’t find the piece of paper where I’d written down Lolly’s number.’

‘Just tell me.’

Cleo looked guilty. In the next moment the doorbell rang again, giving Harper a rush of nerves. More friends were arriving.

She opened her bedroom door at the same time as Lolly opened the front door.

At the back of her group of friends there was a face she didn’t expect to see.

Corey Hurst.
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Lolly invited everyone inside and warned them not to aggravate the cats or they’d risk being scratched. Then she directed them to the living room because there wasn’t enough room to be hanging around in the hallway. Misha, Jake, Tahira and Augie made their way down. Sol was taking his shoes off on the doormat. Corey pushed past him.

Harper mouthed to Cleo: ‘Did you invite him?’

Cleo whispered, ‘It’s complicated. I’m sorry.’

‘I came on my electric scooter,’ Corey told Lolly. ‘It’s brand new. Will it be safe downstairs?’

Lolly frowned. ‘What do you mean, pet?’

‘Is this, like, a good area?’ He spoke to her as if she were his valet.

‘You’re never more than a couple of metres away from a snake when you live this close to the river, but I think you’ll survive.’

Harper could tell that Lolly didn’t like him.

‘Now, you didn’t have to do that,’ Lolly told Sol as he entered in his socks.

‘Sorry, just a habit,’ said a smiling Sol. ‘Thanks for inviting me. I’m Sol.’

‘Very nice to meet you, Sol,’ said Lolly. ‘Come in.’

That bit had gone well, Harper thought. But a normal party seemed out of the question: ghost outside, enemy inside.

Lolly herded everyone to the balcony and told Harper she’d hide out in her bedroom.

The others didn’t seem as bothered by Corey being there as Harper was. Maybe the mountains of food distracted them: meringues and pastizzis and Rosa the jelly rabbit. Corey gave Rosa’s plate a shake but to Harper’s relief he didn’t poke a finger in. He grabbed a handful of popcorn and threw it piece by piece into the air, catching it in his mouth, making sure he had an audience.

‘What are we actually doing at this party?’ said Corey, plucking a leaf off the lemon tree and dropping it off the balcony. He was sitting on the only chair with his feet on the railing. ‘Have you got a PS4, Harper?’

‘I’ve got a Switch,’ she replied, when what she really wanted to say was: Why are you here? ‘I thought we could just hang out, eat some food. I’ve got a few games.’

Corey sneered. ‘What? Actual games? We’re not four years old.’

‘Sounds perfect, Harps,’ Cleo said. ‘What are we playing first?’

Harper pointed out the hanging doughnuts. ‘We have to eat them with our hands behind our backs. And there’s the chocolate game where you roll the dice and cut a block of chocolate with a knife and fork while you’re wearing gloves and extra clothes. And the biscuit game where you put a biscuit on your forehead and you have to get it into your mouth using the muscles in your face.’

‘Sounds crap,’ said Corey, and kicked a flowerpot. ‘A bunch of food games.’

‘Corey, shut up,’ said Cleo. Then she turned to the rest of the group. ‘We could play limbo too?’

‘And Name that Tune,’ said Ro. ‘But let’s use the music on Tahira’s phone because, no offence, Harper, your taste is…’

‘Is what?’ Harper said, smiling because she already knew.

Cleo put her arms around her. ‘Depressing,’ she said. The others giggled.

Tahira took her phone out of her back pocket. ‘Yeah, your music’s not really for limbo, Harps. More for curling up in a ball.’

‘Ouch!’ said Harper, laughing, finally relaxing.

Then, as everyone chipped in about Harper’s taste in songs and which of her games they wanted to play first, and how good the pastizzis were, it was only Corey who was sulking on the outer. For the first time in ages Harper felt part of things. She studied them all: Misha, who kept nervously touching the back of her neck, maybe because she was still getting used to her pixie cut. Augie, who always laughed the longest. Tahira, who was born cool. Jake’s ability to charm any animal instantly (Annie and Murph were standing either side of him, looking up). Sol, who was still the new boy but had a way of making other people feel comfortable. Ro, who would be famous one day, probably. And Cleo, who was somehow soft and strong at the same time.

They’d all had the same year as Harper: locked down and kept apart. Now they were here, together.

For all she knew, they could all have a ghost.
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The doughnut game made them thirsty. Harper went to the kitchen while the others argued over which song to play next. Ignoring Angus’s lemonade, she filled a jug with ice cubes and water.

Harper was dying to see if Will was still there. While her friends were distracted, she silently opened the back door.

The image of Will flickered in and out of the exact spot she’d left him in. Up close, he was fragile, a dim light. He seemed to be making leaves move to a small, neat pile in the corner of the yard.

Harper crouched down behind where he was sitting. ‘You’re bored, stuck out here,’ she said.

‘Not really.’ He glanced at her over his shoulder. ‘I’ve been practising. Leaves are easy now.’

One more leaf joined the pile. There was a tiny tremor in Will’s outstretched hand, and Harper remember him describing the things he wanted as being somehow outside of him now that he was a ghost. As if a kind of energy between Will and the objects made this possible. Was it the same energy that made the cadet badge act the way Harper imagined it had all those weeks ago? Or had that been in her mind? She still hadn’t told Will that part.

‘When my friends have gone can we talk?’ she said. I do want to help you.’

‘Guys! She’s doing it again! Quick, come here!’ Corey yelled behind her.

Will stood up and seemed to melt away.

Cleo, Ro and Tahira crowded in the doorway behind Corey.

‘She was talking to someone,’ said Corey. ‘Like I said last week.’

‘No she wasn’t,’ said Cleo, pushing past to stand by Harper. ‘Corey. Don’t, okay? This is Harper’s party.’

So Corey had told them about that day. And Cleo had never mentioned it.

‘Can anyone else smell smoke out here?’ said Tahira. Harper’s heart thumped harder. She thought she was the only one who could smell it. The other three sniffed the air but no one else could. Harper dared to look at the stairs. She couldn’t see him.

‘See? She thinks there’s someone there!’ yelled Corey. ‘Believe me, Cleo. She talks to someone. She can make things happen. She made me trip! Harper’s a psycho. I’m not lying.’

Cleo had a worried face but the others looked at Corey as if he was mad.

Harper swallowed and tried to sound casual. ‘Great joke, Corey.’

‘I recorded you on my phone,’ he bragged. ‘And—’ he thumb-tapped the screen—‘shared.’ There were some pin-drop sounds, but no one reached for their phone. Harper could tell they wanted to.

The wind chimes that hung next to the door rattled. Was Will still here, out of sight?

‘See!’ said Corey.

‘You’re so spooked!’ Cleo said, rolling her eyes. ‘It’s the wind.’ But then the chimes shook violently and clattered to the ground.

Everyone gasped.

‘Oh come on!’ said Harper, nervously. ‘That’s a coincidence!’

‘It’s you!’ Corey yelled.

Harper’s friends had strange expressions now, somewhere between finding it funny and being unsure.

‘Well?’ Corey demanded.

‘Just leave her alone,’ said Tahira.

‘Yeah, come on, Corey,’ added Ro. ‘You sound obsessed.’

‘It’s true, Ro!’ Corey replied, red in the face, louder and angrier.

‘Hey, what’s this?’ said Sol, looking at his phone.

Harper’s guts churned: it was the video of her talking to nobody on the back stairs.

‘Sol, delete it!’ she said, but the others were already watching. By now everyone was in the kitchen while she stood on the back steps alone.

‘Who were you talking to?’ said Cleo. She sounded like she was trying to keep the worry out of her voice.

Harper watched herself on Cleo’s screen. It looked like she was talking to no one.

She put her hands over her face. How could she explain any of this?

‘Harper?’ said Cleo, very quietly, and touched her wrist.

Harper drew her hands down slowly. She felt as if all her friends were looking at her like they didn’t really know her.

‘I feel sick,’ she told Cleo. ‘The party’s over.’

‘But Harps—’

‘I just want everyone to go!’ she said, raising her voice. She turned away. She was ashamed, furious, her chest tight with it. There was something unreal about this moment. It seemed impossible to fix. She wanted the flat empty like it had been in lockdown.

For several long minutes she listened to her friends getting their stuff and talking to each other as if she couldn’t hear them. They were all saying kind things, but she felt horrible and far away.

‘The rest of you can come with me to the milk bar if you want,’ she heard Corey announce as they all walked up the hall. ‘My dad gave me fifty bucks.’

It was Ro who replied: ‘Nobody cares, Corey.’

But then the front door closed behind them. Harper was cut off.

She hung the wind chimes back on the hook. Will had promised no tricks but that couldn’t have been the wind.
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Harper put her ear to Lolly’s bedroom door: she could hear steady snoring. There was a chance that she could cover up what had happened and avoid Lolly’s questions.

The sun was going down. She lit the tea-light candles in the lanterns because Lolly had gone to so much trouble to dig them out of the shed. Then she sat and ate as much food as she could. Lolly had worked hard all day. And Harper didn’t know how to explain why her friends had left.

Right on cue, all three dogs came to help. They sat obediently and she fed them pastizzis. They took each one carefully between their teeth, as if a sudden move would end their good luck.

If only life could be simple the way it seemed to be for a dog. Everything had gone so wrong: Corey sneaking up on her, the way she’d shouted at Cleo, the things they’d all be thinking about her now. She felt hollow and lonely. And there was no sign of Will.

Harper picked up her Switch for the first time in ages and played a quest game to try to stop thinking.

At a few minutes past eight, Lolly came into the room with tight eyes and more wrinkles than usual on one side of her face.

‘I needed that nap. Everyone gone then, pet?’

‘Yeah. They loved the food.’ There were crumbs on Hector’s whiskers. She brushed them off while Lolly wasn’t looking.

The sky was dark now; the lanterns glowed. Lolly scanned the table.

‘You let them eat Rosa then?’ she said.

Harper’s tongue tingled with lime flavour.

‘And you haven’t opened your presents yet, look.’

‘I will a bit later.’

‘Course, pet.’ Lolly yawned and arched her back. ‘Well, there’ll be no later for me, even after that nap. I’m done-in. Going to take a few of these,’ she piled three meringue nests onto a small plate. ‘Might just save one for…’ She didn’t finish the sentence but Harper knew.

‘Angus?’ she said.

Lolly didn’t react, which made it even more obvious.

‘I’m getting back into bed with a cuppa to watch a movie. Want to join me?’

‘I’m okay out here.’

‘All right then.’ Lolly added a chocolate crackle to her plate. ‘You did enjoy yourself, didn’t you? You’ve got a funny look about you, pet.’

‘Probably ate too much. I loved my party. Thanks, Lolly.’

When Lolly had gone, Harper stared at the small pile of presents: every one of them book-shaped. The thought of her friends choosing books for her made her feelings swell up. Stuck to Cleo’s gift was a card with a drawing of the three of them—Harper, Ro and Cleo. In this unexpected year Harper had stopped believing in her friendships and started believing in ghosts.

The phone rang, and Harper wouldn’t have picked it up except that there was a chance it was Liz and Larry.

‘Hello?’

‘Harps, it’s me.’ It was Cleo.

‘I thought you’d lost my number.’ She didn’t mean that to be the first thing that came out.

‘I found it again.’

‘Really? Or did you just make that up so you didn’t have to explain why Corey came to my party?’

‘I said I was sorry about that! I really am,’ said Cleo. ‘He told me he likes our group now and he really wanted to come. I feel bad about it, okay? I didn’t call to fight with you.’

Harper bit her lip.

‘Harps? I’m worried about you.’

Harper managed to croak, ‘Why?’

‘Something’s been going on. You’re really stressed. Tell me. I’m your best friend.’

But Harper couldn’t. There were a few reasons. One of them was that she didn’t want Cleo to know about Will any more. She held the phone away and blocked the speaker so she could take a breath.

When she put the phone to her ear again, she said, ‘Everyone’s stressed, not just me, it’s a pandemic. There’s nothing wrong with me apart from Corey coming to my party and being his usual self. But it doesn’t matter any more. I just want to forget it.’

‘But are you really okay? The video…’

‘I was just talking to myself, don’t you ever do that?’

‘Not really.’

‘Well I do. Maybe it’s because I live with Lolly. She’s old and does it all the time. Every day. I just picked it up because of spending so much time with her.’

‘I didn’t think of that.’ Cleo sounded convinced as well as sorry. But it was all too complicated to feel relieved about. ‘I’ll tell everyone that’s what it was, Harps. No one thinks anything bad.’

Harper winced when she remembered how she shouted at her friends to leave.

‘You don’t need to worry about me,’ she said. ‘But I have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

Her head was as muddled as ever.

The phone rang again half an hour later while Harper was putting leftovers in the fridge. It would be Ro this time. They were probably discussing tactics. They thought they knew her so well. You try first, Cleo, and if that doesn’t work…She’d tell Ro it was their fault for letting Corey turn up.

‘Hello?’ she said.

‘Darling?’

‘Mum!’

She heard crying, then Larry’s voice saying, ‘Shall I speak to her?’ and Liz again, ‘No, let me, I’m okay.’

‘Mum, what is it?’

There was a long pause.

‘We’re home, sweetheart. We’re in a hotel in the city.’

‘Really?’ her voice went so high and she started crying. She squeaked, ‘How come?’

But Liz was crying again. The next voice was Larry’s. ‘We wanted to tell you we were coming but we were so scared it wouldn’t work out, but we’re really here.’ Then Larry cried too.

All three of them were crying down the phone at each other.

‘Why are we crying?’ Harper said. ‘I’m so happy!’

‘Us too,’ they both said.

‘We’re here for a while but you’re not allowed to visit. We’re going to have to wait a bit longer to see you, until we’ve finished quarantine.’

Harper wiped her eyes with her sleeve. By now she’d walked up the hall to Lolly’s bedroom. Through the crack in the door she saw that the only light was from the little television, and her grandmother’s eyes were closed.

‘Lolly’s already asleep. Should I wake her? Or does she already know?’

‘No, leave her. We didn’t tell her. My mother is dreadful at keeping secrets,’ said Liz. Harper thought of the cigarettes hidden in Lolly’s bedside table.

‘Actually, she’s not that bad.’

Harper told them a bit about her party and what was happening at school, but not the bad bits. Hanging up felt so different this time. She changed for bed, brushed her teeth and got under the covers with Hector.

Liz and Larry were only a few kilometres away. She imagined the room they’d be in. Their open suitcases. Tiny hotel shampoos. Trying to work a remote control they weren’t used to. Larry would rummage in the mini bar and Liz would read out the prices and he’d sigh and shut the door.

She cried again. Here were all the feelings she’d held in for so many months while the virus had taken over: that Liz and Larry would die, that Lolly would die, that Harper herself would die and they’d never see each other again. Some days the fear had been all over her like clothing, other days it had lurked in corners like a separate thing or shot out suddenly in front of her. The lonely nights, the strange imaginings, and the way that every time her friends mentioned their parents she wanted to block her ears.

But they were back. Maybe it was all over.

She couldn’t ignore one thing: the return of Liz and Larry meant change, the same way that their departure had. She had more freedom with Lolly; her parents had this way of knowing things about her.

Harper wanted to figure everything out about William Park in the time that they were still one step away.
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Harper woke on Monday to pouring rain and the smell of bacon. Then she remembered! She flung the covers off.

The dogs were transfixed in the kitchen doorway as Lolly nudged mushrooms and eggs in the frying pan.

‘Guess what,’ said Harper.

‘You’re hungry and you want a lift to school because it’s bucketing down out there.’

‘Yes and yes, but something else. Mum and Dad are home!’

‘Home?’ Lolly turned off the gas and put the tongs down. They really hadn’t told her.

Harper grinned and nodded. ‘Home. They didn’t want to tell us they were coming in case something went wrong. And they have to quarantine in a hotel in the city for two weeks. They called last night when you were asleep. It’s true, Lolly.’

Lolly had tears in her eyes before Harper had finished speaking. She was silent for a long time, pressing her fist hard against her lips. Then she picked up the tongs as if nothing had happened. She hadn’t said a word.

‘Lolly, are you okay?’

‘Oh, yes! Don’t mind me, pet. So relieved and happy I don’t know what to do with myself. Apart from cooking your breakfast.’ She gave a quick smile. Harper figured that Lolly had some of the same thoughts in the back of her mind as Harper did last night.

‘We’ve still got two whole weeks together,’ said Harper.

‘We have,’ said Lolly. She turned to get the bread and didn’t turn back.

Harper understood. Getting exactly what you wanted sometimes meant losing something else.
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They lifted her bike into the back of the ute with the dogs. On the drive Harper was glad Lolly put the radio on too loud for talking, even if the songs weren’t her style. She had a lot to think about.

Will. Her friends. The cadet badge and all her fearful thoughts. The last weeks of Riverlark.

Liz and Larry at home and safe.

Today was new.
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Harper wanted to find Will first thing but with the traffic she was only just on time and she had to rush to class. Remembering the embarrassing scenes of yesterday, she sat down without looking at anyone. Mr Kumar said they were going to use the whole morning to plan their graduation day. Cleo, Ro and Corey stood at the front with their blue clipboards and asked if anyone had ideas. In past years there’d been an outing somewhere in the city. This year they had to stay at Riverlark because of the virus.

Sol put his hand up.

‘At my last school, when I was leaving I kept thinking, oh, this’ll be the last time I play footy with my mates, this’ll be the last time I go to the art room, or the music room, or whatever. But I was the only one leaving. Everyone else was staying. So no one else knew what that was like. This time it’s everyone, so we could have a day of doing things for the last time.’

Everyone loved it. The captains at the front could barely keep up with all the suggestions. Mr Kumar leaned on the edge of his desk with his arms crossed and a smile on his face. Harper did her trick of not looking at Corey at all.

An idea for how the library could be part of these plans was coming to her, but it had to be right. When the bell rang for recess, she left the classroom without waiting for anyone. Cleo caught up with her.

‘Where are you off to?’

‘Just to talk to Mr Glass about the library. Don’t tell anyone.’

But the others—everyone who’d been at her house the day before, minus Corey—were suddenly there. This was the ambush she was dreading.

‘Tell her, Cleo,’ said Ro.

‘Tell me what?’

‘Corey told me a rumour,’ said Cleo.

Harper tensed, wondering what was coming.

‘They’re getting rid of the library next year.’

Oh. Harper had not expected that.

‘But we don’t know if it’s true,’ said Ro. ‘Corey makes stuff up sometimes. He told me he has thirty-kilogram dumbbells in his room that he lifts every night. In his dreams.’

‘It could be true about the library,’ said Harper.

‘And we won’t be here but we thought you’d still want to know,’ said Cleo.

‘I’m not sad. I’m angry, if it’s really happening.’

‘Me too,’ said Misha, quietly. ‘I love the library.’

‘Thanks for telling me, but you can all stop worrying about me, okay?’ Harper looked around the group. ‘My mum and dad got back last night.’

Cleo flung her arms around her and at the same time danced around in her irrepressible way. The others tried to get in too, and over Cleo’s shoulder, Harper swapped smiles with Sol.

No one had said a word about the party. It was such a relief. They were still her friends. If Corey’s aim had been to hurt her, he’d failed.

‘Okay, I’ve got stuff to do,’ Harper said, laughing and trying to untangle herself from Cleo.

‘Okay, go, go!’

Asking Mr Glass if she could have the keys to the library was the boldest thing Harper had ever asked a teacher. When he said yes, she felt even more brave and asked if she could look in the small room inside the library.

‘I thought it might be an archive,’ she said.

‘You’re absolutely right,’ Mr Glass replied, and he showed her which key unlocked the door.

When she told him about her plan, he gave her permission to spend any recess and lunch in there until the end of the year. He said he’d have to check her progress, but the way he put it—‘If that would be all right with you?’—it was as if he actually cared how she answered.

She would finally be a library captain and do things the right way.

‘Is there anything else I can do for you?’ said Mr Glass.

There was Corey’s rumour about the library being taken away. But the truth was she didn’t want to know right now. She asked something else: ‘Can I cover the windows? I want to keep my plan secret until it’s ready.’

Mr Glass’s eyebrows shot up. ‘A big reveal. I like it.’ He opened a drawer, and passed over another set of keys. ‘The archive room is the blue key on that bunch. Riverlark’s history is in there. I’m sure I can trust you with it, Harper.’
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After the last bell, Harper said goodbye to her friends and slipped down the path to the back of the library.

At the door, she heard someone call her name behind her.

‘Misha! Hey, um,’ Harper said, panicking. She was anxious to see Will.

‘You don’t have to tell me, but are you doing something special with the library for graduation?’ Misha asked.

‘Oh, well…’

‘It’s okay, it’s your thing. It’s just’—Misha was bright red and almost in tears—‘as it’s nearly the end of Riverlark, and I’ve always loved the library, I was wondering…’

As Misha ran out of words, Harper felt terrible. How could she have missed this? Misha was always reading. She’d stood right next to Harper and said that she loved the library. Harper had ignored her and it wasn’t fair. This was everyone’s place.

‘Mish, did you know this back door’s always open?’

Misha shook her head and smiled. Her face went back to its normal colour.

As they went inside, Harper had half her mind on whether Will would be here and the other half on Misha.

There was no sign of Will.

‘You like history and stuff, don’t you?’ said Harper. ‘In this room I think there’s a lot of history about Riverlark. My idea for the last day of term is to do something with that.’

Harper took out the keys and opened the door. It was a room with no windows. There was a wooden desk with a lamp on it and not much else, and grey filing cabinets along two walls. She shivered, thinking about all the layers of history.

On top of the filing cabinets were framed photos and certificates, rolled-up papers secured with elastic bands or ribbons, old paintings, and bulging black rubbish bags.

Harper and Misha poked around. One of the bags was filled with clothes—the Riverlark uniform in a paler green with a different logo. The framed things were covered in grimy dust. When Harper and Misha pulled open the cabinet drawers, the room started to smell woody, like old paper, and earthy, like mould. The files were stuffed full.

The size of this job suddenly loomed. Harper didn’t have a clear idea of what she wanted, except to find anything about Mae and Molly, Vince and Will.

Misha took a file out and opened it on the desk. She spread out papers and photographs, which had rounded corners and strange colours like too much food dye in a cake mix.

‘My mum came to school here,’ Misha said. ‘These look like the photos they had when she was young.’ She pointed at a boy with shaggy blond hair. ‘That boy looks like my Spoodle. I think this is the 1970s. My mum was here in the 1980s.’

So was Francis Lamb, Harper remembered.

‘Tell me if you find the surname Lamb,’ said Harper.

‘Okay, I love doing detective stuff,’ said Misha. ‘But what’s your idea for graduation day?’

‘It’s not really a proper idea yet. You know when you walk into a room and the idea is just…there?’ She grabbed the air the way Will had done the other day by the river.

Misha nodded. ‘Let’s keep looking. The idea will come.’

‘Are you sure you want to?’ said Harper. ‘Some people would think this was boring.’

‘Harper,’ Misha rolled her eyes. ‘I wanted to be the library captain. I was happy you got it instead of someone else, but still.’

‘I didn’t know. Sorry, Mish.’

‘It’s fine. I mean, I kept seeing the badge in your pencil case, and a couple of times I thought about taking it.’ She smiled and shrugged. ‘But I got over it.’ Harper was hungry to get into every file but Misha was methodical and calm. They decided that whatever they found that was interesting, they’d write down a description and the file name it came from, and leave it out so they could think about what to do with it once they’d seen everything.

There were old leaflets for concerts, a homework book from the 1930s with neat looping writing in faded blue ink, black-and-white photos of girls dancing with flowered hoops, silver trophies the size of egg cups, school magazines, a bottle of ink, an old football, and so many other curiosities.

They’d been there for half an hour when Harper realised that the woody, earthy smell now had a smoky tang. She turned without thinking, and dropped a file when she saw Will in the corner of the room sitting on a filing cabinet.

‘Are you okay?’ said Misha.

‘Yes! Fine. I thought I saw a spider but it was an elastic band.’

Misha went back to what she was doing, while Will mouthed A spider? at Harper, and she tried not to laugh. He was quiet while they worked. She liked him just being there.

It was nearly five o’clock when Misha’s phone rang. Her dad was waiting for her in the car outside school.

‘You’re not going to stay here alone are you?’ said Misha.

‘I’m not alone,’ she said. ‘Joking, obviously. I’ll leave soon. Shall we do this again tomorrow?’

As Misha left, Harper had a floating feeling as if she’d made a new friend. Except Misha was an old friend. It was so funny and unexpected.
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With Misha gone, Harper told Will what she’d found out about Mae and Molly, like how they’d died of Spanish flu just weeks apart, and that Will’s best friend Vince had also died during that time, probably of the same thing. Harper remembered from the book she’d read that the flu had spread very quickly among soldiers near the end of the war, and to almost everyone else when the soldiers returned.

Will didn’t say a word. This wasn’t just history to him. He belonged to that time.

Quietly, she went back to a file she’d been looking through. Inside were yellowing pages, thin and lined. Lists of names on one, another headed Drills. The file name was J Cadets. Will always lit up when he talked about cadets. It was the only thing he’d liked at school.

‘This is from when you were here,’ Harper said. ‘What do you think the J is for?’

‘That’s easy. Junior.’

She found a black-and-white photograph: about twenty boys in smart clothes standing with rifles. On the back in loopy script: Riverlark Cadets, 1913.

She picked Will out before he did. He must have been twelve here, same age as Harper, holding a gun in the schoolyard. He pointed out Vince and stared for ages. The photo was so recognisably Riverlark: the old brick building with its tall windows and spire.

Harper took it closer to her, suddenly. A face in the background made the hairs on her arms stand on end. ‘Who’s that in the window?’

‘It’s you,’ Will grinned. ‘Well, it’s really Mae. She wanted to be in the cadets with Vince and me. She was always spying on our drills. Molly fancied it for a bit, too, but she gave up when it was clear there was no way. Not Mae though. Once she dressed as a boy and tried to blend in but some of the others ratted on her. Didn’t matter what punishments they gave her though, Mae kept trying to be a cadet. I remember Vince had the bright idea to give Mae and Molly our pins. Cadets were given a special one—a fish blowing bubbles, blue and shiny. Well, that was fine for Molly, she was happy to have Vince’s and she didn’t say any more about being a cadet. But when I gave mine to Mae she looked angrier than ever. Still took it though.’

Harper was staring at him with her mouth open. When he stopped telling the story she shivered hard.

‘What’s wrong?’ he said.

‘I found one. Outside the gate. Earlier this year I got a feeling that there was something wrong with it. Remember when we met I asked you if you’d hurt anyone? It was this hunch I had about the badge or the pin, whatever you want to call it. I was convinced it was haunted. Corey got injured, and then this girl called Briar. I’ve never said this out loud but I thought it was the badge doing it. I threw it in the river.’

Will jerked his head in surprise.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I was scared. At first I thought it could be yours. And then I thought you’d be angry that I’d thrown it away. But the thing is, it seemed as if it came back. It kept showing up like it wanted to be seen. Right now it’s in my bedroom, only it seems like an ordinary thing again. My grandmother even said it was hers. That she’d found it at the river ages ago. That got me even more confused. I thought she couldn’t have. But now I have a theory.’

‘More than one badge?’ he said, and Harper nodded.

She thought of the one she’d thrown in. If only she hadn’t. It could have been the one Will gave to Mae.

‘Tell me more about Mae,’ she asked.

‘There was no one like her. She tried joining up before I did.’

‘For war? But you had to have a medical, they’d have seen she was a girl.’

‘True. Though they couldn’t tell that I was fourteen, could they? Mae had tricks up her sleeve. Get this: she snuck onto a ship full of recruits that was heading to Egypt. She was all dressed for it. Cut her hair, borrowed whatever kit she could. Turned out she had the wrong boots. That was all. She might have got away with it but once they spotted those, they chucked her off. Took her a long time to get over that.

‘When Vince and I signed up to go, Mae couldn’t hide how she felt. I can’t imagine her being a nurse, like you told me. She was the one who would take one look at our injuries from climbing trees and such and say, “It’s just a scratch, you’ll live.”’

Harper smiled. ‘That’s what my mum always says, and she’s a nurse, too.’

There was no further trace of Mae Lamb in the archives. She was just a name on the roll, and a face in a photograph she wasn’t supposed to be in.

Along the river path on her way home, Harper noticed how different Will had become. When they’d first met, he smiled at everything. He was almost too happy for a ghost. That wasn’t true any more.

‘Will, you seem sad.’

‘Do I?’ He smiled but it wasn’t very convincing.

She gave him a look.

‘All right. See, when I got here I was happy. Here was the world all over again. The sky, trees, birds, dogs, people. Even school. But seeing’s all there is for me. I can move a leaf from here to there. I can turn a light on and off. I can watch other people living.

‘And then you could see me. I like talking with you but it’s made things harder. Made me remember what life was like when I had Vince and Mae and Molly. And my sisters and my parents. And a future.

‘Every day, I feel worse. I can’t help it. I thought I’d have more freedom when I got back to Riverlark but it’s a trap.’

Will was in his own kind of lockdown.

‘I don’t know how to help,’ Harper said.

‘You can’t, and don’t take that the wrong way. I asked you for help when we met but I’m un-asking you now. I just know I’m here for a reason.’

They reached the part of the river that he’d called the swimming spot. The water was deeper and darker here. It was nearly six o’clock and the air was filled with the high notes of crickets. Will could only ever look back and remember his larking days. Kids running to this place to make the most of lunch break. Some leaping into the river without a worry. Others watching, cautious or fearful. Clothes and shoes hastily left on the grassy banks.

Harper felt guilty because even though she could see how sad he was, she liked having Will around.

‘This is your epilogue, Will,’ she said, ‘That’s the bit of a story that comes after The End.’

He nodded slowly and looked at the sky. ‘I like that.’

‘You’ve never told me about the end. I mean, what happened to you.’

‘You wouldn’t want to hear it.’

She waited for him to look at her. ‘Yes, I would.’
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Lolly had the television at full volume when Harper came in the back door.

‘There you are!’ She turned the volume off. ‘You just missed your mum and dad on the phone. Where’ve you been?’

‘Working on a school project.’

‘Heavens, they’re still making you do work when it’s nearly time to leave for good? That’s a bit rough, pet.’

‘It’s okay. It’s something I like doing.’

Harper dropped her bag on the floor. Annie and Murph looked up briefly from their beds. ‘Where’s Hector?’ she asked.

‘Probably on your bed, as usual. Now, sit down. I’ve made us a cold dinner.’

On the table there was bread, cheese and salad things. Lolly asked Harper to get the mayonnaise. In the fridge door there were still two bottles of lemonade. Harper had a moment of guilt about that.

‘Do you want the lemonade, too, Lolly? I’m sorry we didn’t remember to drink it at the party.’

‘Absolutely not,’ Lolly replied. ‘It’s horrible stuff.’

Harper smiled and shut the fridge. But Lolly seemed rattled.

‘Did something happen with you and Angus?’

Lolly scoffed. ‘There is no me and Angus. He’s a silly old man.’ She shook salt vigorously over a plate of sliced tomatoes. ‘So I hope you’ve finished your research because I don’t want you going over there again.’

Harper sat down and thought she’d better change the subject.

‘Lolly, do you remember that cadet badge from a few months ago? It fell on the floor and you thought the cats had been playing with it. You said it was from World War One, like the glasses.’

‘I know exactly the one you mean, pet.’

‘Can you remember anything about that badge, like exactly where you found it? Was it near a tree with a long arm that stretches right out across the river?’

‘I didn’t find it at the river.’

‘But you said it was from mudlarking, Lolly!’

‘Did I? I don’t remember saying that. I’m sure it was in my mother’s jewellery box. Only there were no boys in the family who were the right age for cadets in World War One so I never knew whose it was.’

So one badge was always here, after all.

One badge was passed down through the Lamb family. Harper had a hunch it was Molly’s, given to her by Vince. She stuffed her mouth with cheese and lettuce as the tangled story started to make sense.

Molly’s badge, calm and still. Mae’s badge, a lively one, haunted maybe.

In the river now.

Lolly carried on talking about the war but Harper was only half-listening. Her thoughts returned to Will and what he’d told her.

I didn’t fire a single shot on Gallipoli. I didn’t kill anyone when I went to war. In fact, I fired more bullets in training. The picture in the library says ‘killed in action’ but there wasn’t any action for me. I got sick in the trenches not long after we’d landed on the beaches. So sick I couldn’t move. Arthur stayed with me for days. Eventually they stretchered me down and took me on a little boat to the hospital ship. I reckon I was dead no more than a day later. Do you still think I’m brave?

She did, of course, but he was impossible to convince.

The cats walked side by side to the balcony where they stopped and sat in front of the flyscreen. Their tails flickered and Harper tried to see what they were both looking at.

A large black bird with a bright white eye was on a branch not far from the balcony railings. It was a raven like the ones at school. The cats chattered to it.

‘What are you looking at?’ Lolly said. ‘Oh! It’s her again.’

‘Who?’

‘She’s just kicked her young ones out. Their nest is always right there. I leave her some grapes and grains to help her out. Very demanding, baby ravens. But she’s a darling. She brings me things to say thank you. They’re such clever birds.’

The raven took flight from the branch. As she headed up and over the building something clattered on the balcony table. Ting! Harper felt she knew exactly what it was from the sound. She scooped a cat in each arm and tried to hold on to them as they mewed and kicked in protest.

‘What’s going on?’ said Lolly, who looked amused.

Harper dumped the cats in her lap. ‘Hold them a minute,’ she said.

Then she opened the flyscreen.

Her heart flipped over when she saw a cadet badge on the table. She grabbed it and shut the screen again.

‘Okay, Lolly, you can let them go.’

The cats screeched and bolted down the hallway.

‘All this commotion is giving me indigestion. Will you tell me what’s going on?’ said Lolly.

‘In a second.’

Harper ran to her bedroom, holding the cadet badge tightly.

The other one was still there.
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Breathlessly, Harper explained her theory to Lolly.

‘So you’re saying you found one of these badges on the river path near school,’ said Lolly.

‘Yes, on my first day. This one with all the scratches.’

‘And you threw it back in the river?’ Lolly was frowning while Harper tried to think how to explain why she’d done that. Luckily, her grandmother had already moved on.

‘Where were you when you did it?’ Lolly asked.

‘Just down there.’ She pointed at the spot that you could see from Lolly’s balcony.

‘That’s a shallow spot,’ Lolly explained. ‘It’s not impossible that an object would end up somewhere reachable, especially with all the rain. Just think, that incredible bird bringing it back! She’s brought me things before. People think they steal shiny things but ravens never keep anything for themselves apart from food. It’s probably more accurate to say that they’re scared of shiny things. Maybe she thought the badge would be better off with me.’

‘Maybe,’ said Harper. What she really thought was that the two badges wanted to be together again.

‘So the other one is from my shelves,’ said Lolly. ‘The one that was in my mother’s jewellery box.’

‘Yes, I think that one was Molly’s, and this one might have been Mae’s.’

‘And you worked out all of this from some things you’ve read about in the school library archive.’

‘More or less.’

‘Goodness. Seems like this one was just desperate to come home.’

‘Exactly, Lolly.’

Every time Harper looked at the two badges, she had a soft, tingling feeling all over her skin.

Lolly picked up her keys for the evening dog walk. Annie and Murph were ready and waiting in seconds. ‘Where’s Hector? In your room?’ she said.

‘Probably, I’ll go and get him.’

Hector was not in his little croissant-shape at the end of her bed. He wasn’t on Lolly’s bed, either, or underneath it. They checked the whole flat, calling for him. Harper looked everywhere, pushing aside the shower curtain, even looking inside the washing machine, and more obvious places like the wardrobe. Harper opened the hallway cupboard but no little dog came running out.

Lolly opened the back door and stood outside.

‘Now I’m wondering if he came back with me earlier,’ she said, rubbing her temples.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well he’s not here, is he? I’m starting to doubt my memory. Maybe I took it for granted that he was right beside the other two like he always is. He could be anywhere. I’m going out to look for him.’ She whistled for the others and slid her feet into the boots that were always waiting at the door.

Harper followed, feeling sick for not realising Hector was missing sooner. Annie and Murph’s long faces seemed more fretful than usual.

They looked until it was after dark and their voices were sore from shouting his name. Hector was nowhere to be found.
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Two nights later, Harper found herself standing in the middle of her room. She saw the green numbers of the bedside clock: 3:03. But she couldn’t place herself in time. Were they still in lockdown? Were Liz and Larry still thousands of kilometres away?

She turned on the light and saw the two badges on top of the photograph of Molly and Mae. Now she remembered that the most important thing in her life at that moment was that Hector was still missing.

Sticking out from under her bedroom door there was something that made her heart catch. A long, yellow leaf. She picked it up and went out, peering around her nervously.

For the last two nights, she’d heard her grandmother crying in her bedroom, but now Lolly was snoring. When she peeked inside the room, Annie and Murph were both on the bed with her, which was usually against the rules.

Will was in the living room.

‘What’s going on?’ Harper whispered.

‘I don’t know,’ he whispered back. ‘I got the urge to leave the library and walk here. It was strange, as if the thought was coming from outside of me.’

They’d left the sliding doors open with the flyscreen pulled across to let in the night breeze. The treetops were dancing out there.

‘What’s that noise?’ said Will.

‘Just the trees.’

‘No, it’s…like crying.’ He went into the kitchen and faced the back door. ‘It’s out there.’

Harper opened the back door but still couldn’t hear the sound. Will walked past her across the landing and stood outside the other front door.

‘That’s where Angus lives,’ whispered Harper.

Will was quiet, listening. There was a warmish breeze on her bare arms and all she could hear was the occasional rush of a car on the far-off freeway.

‘I think it’s coming from inside,’ said Will.

He went closer to the door, hesitated for a moment and pushed one hand into it. Harper remembered what he’d told her about moving through solid objects: how it felt like drowning.

‘Will, what are you doing?’ she said.

‘It’s not crying,’ he said. ‘It’s howling.’

Harper’s heart began to thump. ‘My dog’s missing!’

Will forced himself further through the red door until Harper could see only one boot and the tips of the fingers of his other hand. And then nothing but solid door.

Annie and Murph were in the kitchen, looking out. The cats came from behind them and Harper thought she should pull the door closed in case the cats escaped, but one sat and licked her paw while the other curled around Harper’s bare leg. She picked it up and it purred in her arms.

The red front door looked as if it had a burnt line down the middle. But it was Will coming through again—backwards. When he was all the way out he turned.

‘Yes it’s him. I think he recognised me.’ He smiled, but Harper was frantic. ‘I can’t carry him through the door and there’s no one else in there,’ said Will.

Hector had been missing for two days. ‘I have to wake my grandmother,’ said Harper.

‘Yes, go, I think he needs water,’ said Will. ‘He’s in a small cupboard.’

The cupboard! The two flats mirrored each other. Harper let the cat jump down and she was about to run down the hallway to get Lolly when something made her stop and look at Will.

He was turned away from her, and his head was tilted to the stars. He looked calm.

Harper had to be quick.

Lolly stumbled to get into her dressing-gown and, still half-asleep, she held onto the walls to steady herself as she hurried down the hallway, too confused to question how Harper could know that the little dog was trapped inside the flat next door, and too desperate for it to be true.

From inside a teacup in one of the kitchen cupboards, Lolly retrieved a key. Angus had gone away for a few days, she told Harper.

Will wasn’t out there any more and there was no time to look for him. It was so quiet when Harper and Lolly went into Angus’s flat that Harper worried they were too late. She turned the handle of the hallway cupboard door. Hector was lying on his side. He didn’t even lift his head when he saw it was them.

Lolly held him. ‘Get some water, love.’

They dipped their fingers in a bowl of water and wet Hector’s mouth. After a few goes, he licked Harper’s hand.

‘Keep giving it to him slowly,’ said Lolly. ‘We have to get him to the emergency vet. See if there’s some ice in the freezer. He can lick that while we find somewhere to take him.’

‘Is he going to be okay, Lolly?’

‘I think we’ve got him just in time,’ she said, and she kissed him on top of his head. ‘Good boy.’

They piled into the ute and reached the vet when it was still dark. Hector was admitted for treatment but the vet was confident that he’d recover. He needed fluids and rest and they wanted to keep an eye on him.

Lolly cried as soon as they stepped outside again. Harper put her arm around her.

‘Oh. It’s just the relief,’ Lolly said. ‘I feel so lucky. Thank you.’

On the way home they talked about how Hector could have slipped into Angus’s flat and got into his cupboard, which had a perfectly good door that didn’t seem to slip open all the time like the one in Lolly’s place.

Harper had another theory. When they were back at home, she emptied out the linen cupboard, which she’d always had a funny feeling about.

Hector had made a tunnel all the way through, but the hole looked tiny. Lolly said he must have just squeezed in and found he couldn’t get back.

‘This must have taken him years,’ said Lolly. ‘I always thought I could hear scratching but I put it down to possums. Dear little ratter.’

‘We never heard him bark,’ said Harper. But Lolly always had the television on loud, and radios in all the other rooms. Maybe Hector had given up barking. They’d never have found him if it hadn’t been for Will.

Something had made Will come. He hadn’t been able to explain it. Harper thought of his face in the last moment she’d seen him. That smile.

Lolly said Harper could stay home from school as she’d been up half the night. There was a big part of Harper that wanted to go to Riverlark even though her eyes were scratchy and she felt like an old rag. There was so much she wanted to do in the library with Misha, and she had to thank Will and tell him that she owed him a million dollars for saving Hector. But it seemed like Lolly wanted her to stick around. They didn’t have many days left together.

‘I had an idea about the cats,’ Harper said when she brought Lolly her fifth cup of tea on the balcony. ‘We could call them Molly and Mae.’

Lolly took a sip of tea. ‘That’s perfect,’ she said.

‘The tea or the names?’

‘Both, Harper. Thank you.’ Lolly took her hand and squeezed it.

In the evening, there was a knock on the back door. Lolly grumbled as usual but she got up to open it.

It was Angus. Harper tried to listen from the balcony to what he and Lolly were saying. Angus muttered something like too soon and old fool, and maybe marry and definitely sorry. Maybe he’d proposed! Harper could imagine Lolly getting very annoyed about that.

But when Lolly returned to the living room, Angus was behind her holding a huge pot with cloths on the handles.

‘Angus has very kindly brought chicken soup for our dinner. It was his mother’s recipe and apparently it cures everything. So I think we’ll have some.’ She still had a kind of grumpy look about her, but Harper could tell that she was secretly pleased to have made up with Angus.

The three of them ate chicken soup at the table. After Lolly and Harper had told Angus about Hector being in his cupboard—which horrified him—he and Lolly chatted about all kinds of other things, and, instead of asking Harper lots of annoying questions the way adults sometimes did at dinner time, they just let her be.
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As soon as Harper walked into the library, she knew that Will wouldn’t be there.

She walked from corner to corner, breathing slowly, watchful, nervous. The room felt different.

All the times that Will had said he’d hated school and couldn’t figure out why he’d returned here as a ghost. She saw that differently now and wondered if he had, too. At Riverlark Will was told many times what he wasn’t good at; he’d also found the one thing he was best at. He thought that he was best at being a soldier. But maybe now he’d realised that what he was best at was friendship.

School was where Will had made the greatest friends of his life. Perhaps he’d come back to Riverlark to say goodbye. But being Will, he’d had to do something important for a friend before he could leave. Harper was the lucky one.

It didn’t surprise her that he hadn’t said a proper goodbye to her, whatever that meant. What if it had felt like the day he’d said goodbye to his parents before he went to war? Or the day she hugged her parents at passport control? The important thing was the time they’d had together.

I will never, ever forget you, Will, she thought.

‘Hello?’ called a soft voice.

‘I’m here, Misha,’ Harper replied.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Thinking about all the people who went to Riverlark before us. And about graduation day.’

‘Good, I missed you yesterday. But while you were gone I found loads of new stuff and I had an idea for how to display it.’

Misha described her idea to make the library into a giant timeline. And all along the timeline there would be photos, student work, artefacts, whatever they could find. They’d put arrows from the oldest section through to now: 1877 to 2020.

‘A guided tour of Riverlark,’ said Harper.

‘Exactly.’

‘Misha, that’s perfect. It’ll be like walking through time. Not everyone is going to think it’s cool though. Some people might be awful about it. Like Corey and Briar.’

‘That’s their problem,’ said Misha.

Harper laughed; this was a Misha she’d never seen before. She was different when it was just the two of them in the library.

Harper and Misha asked Miss Weiss the art teacher for thick paper to cover the library windows from the inside: the large one at the front and three others down the side. They used black paper, and some photo corners that Misha had found in a drawer, to start on the displays. In silver pen they wrote neat labels and descriptions, using information from the files and from the history books in non-fiction, and what they could find on the internet, especially from websites with old newspapers.

They took down the old, sun-bleached posters from the library walls, rolled them up neatly and tucked them away. Misha used masking tape on the walls to plan the timeline.

‘William Park has to go in the display,’ said Misha.

‘Yep…good idea,’ Harper replied, trying to look as normal as possible.

At recess, some younger kids opened the door to ask what they were doing. Harper said that she and Misha had been given a punishment and had to clean all the shelves—the covered windows were so that no one would feel sorry for them and try to help. Then she said, ‘But do you want to clean it for us?’ and they ran away.

They weren’t the last visitors. The girls wanted their idea to be a surprise but they weren’t allowed to lock themselves in, so Augie and Jake volunteered to be door security. They enjoyed it so much that they promised to do it every recess and lunch until the project was finished. Harper heard them making up outlandish stories about what was going on.

Hearing all those voices out there asking questions made Harper see the display with new eyes. She wanted it to be something that everyone would like. And for people to see that there was more to the library than they thought.

‘What do little kids like doing at museums?’ Harper asked Misha, who had two sisters in the junior school.

‘Touching everything,’ said Misha, rolling her eyes.

Harper went back into the archive room and rummaged for objects. She found a heavy blue typewriter with clunky grey keys.

‘What about this?’

‘Perfect. Anything with buttons, handles or moving parts. There might be some things we can’t let them play with though, things that are very old and delicate.’

‘We can make labels. But not boring ones like “Do Not Touch”. Funny ones…Like, “You are the best at not touching this! Keep up the good work!”’

Misha giggled. ‘Yeah, that’s better. And let’s ask Cleo to draw pictures for the kids who can’t read yet. She’s great at cartoons.’

‘Definitely. And I’ve got a drawing Cleo did of William Park a while ago. I want her to add one thing to it. And Ro might have something on his computer that will put colour into these photos. It could make them look more real.’

Misha held up the black-and-white photo of the junior cadets. Harper had such a rush of feeling, certain now that she’d never see Will again. She was relieved she had something to concentrate on. And she went back to digging through the archives.
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On Wednesday, Harper and Misha froze when the door opened and Mr Glass poked his head inside.

‘Just checking on your progress,’ he said. ‘May I come in?’

Harper and Misha showed him what they’d been doing. He didn’t talk at all, which made them nervous. But as he was leaving he said, with a serious face, ‘I’m excited about this.’

They tried to cover up their laughter after he shut the door.

‘I’m excited about this,’ Harper mimicked in a deep voice.

‘I can’t wait,’ said Misha, as low as she could make her voice go.

Misha had been working backwards through the timeline: the 2010s, the 2000s, the 1990s, and the 1980s, when her mum was at Riverlark. Harper was at the other end, starting with the 1870s. They’d meet in the middle.

‘We can do a separate section for 2020, our graduating year,’ said Misha. ‘With things from remote learning as well.’

Harper was researching on the library computer. The blue typewriter was from the 1970s. Next she found a metal object about the size of a small teapot with eight holes in different sizes and a handle. She held it up to show Misha.

‘Look at this,’ Harper said. ‘I think it’s from the 1950s. Guess what it is.’

‘It looks like a cross between an old telephone and my dad’s salami maker,’ replied Misha.

‘It’s a pencil sharpener.’

‘No way, I love it. Harper, do you think we’re nerds?’

‘Mish, we’re definitely nerds.’

‘Good, that’s what I thought.’

They were about to pack up at the end of lunch when Misha gasped.

‘Harps, didn’t you say Lamb?’ She turned a large, bulging schoolbook around to show Harper the front cover.

My Hero, by Francis Lamb.

Harper took it. Even though Francis Lamb wasn’t on her family tree, and she wasn’t on his, he was technically related to her. He’d be about the same age as Liz and Larry. Inside were photos, letters and his neat handwriting telling the story of his hero: his great-great-aunt Mae Lamb.

Harper wanted to read it there and then, but she hugged it instead.
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That afternoon, Mr Kumar made them do a class clear-out. It was funny how long ago the things from the beginning of the year felt now.

‘Come to mine for dinner and a sleepover?’ said Cleo.

Harper hesitated. She wanted to take Francis Lamb’s schoolbook home and read it cover to cover.

‘It’s been so long since Mum said I could have you over,’ Cleo continued. ‘And I’ve got something I want to tell you as well.’

The book could wait.

Cleo had said she wouldn’t tell Harper what the thing was until they got back to her place, but she lasted five minutes out of the school gates.

She was beaming. ‘We don’t have to sell our house after all.’

‘What?’

‘Remember how my dad lost his job in lockdown? Well, he got something at Hursts so now everything is fine and we don’t have to move!’

‘Hursts? Isn’t that Corey’s dad’s company?’

Cleo rolled her eyes. ‘Yes! That’s why I had to be nice to him all year. Please don’t hate me.’

Harper started to laugh. ‘Cleo! I thought you actually liked that toad. Why didn’t you just tell me?’

‘I was going to! But I didn’t think I could do it if you knew. The whole thing with the job for my dad dragged on and on and on because of lockdown. And I ended up having to be nice to him for ages!…What? Why are you laughing so much?’

‘It’s just funny. And a relief. It really bugged me!’

‘I know. You really don’t like him, do you?’

‘I really don’t.’

‘Yeah. I feel a bit sorry for him.’

‘Why? He’s mean.’

‘I know. One minute he’s nice, the next he’s a pig. I think he has no idea who to be.’

‘Did Ro know about your dad’s job? Is that why he was being nice to Corey too?’

‘No, that was Ro’s own idea. I think he didn’t want his last year at Riverlark to be about fighting with Corey. He told me the truce was political.’

Harper smiled. ‘That sounds like Ro.’

‘Let’s get ice cream, my shout,’ said Cleo.

‘Okay, but I still can’t believe you brought Corey to my party.’

‘I know. Double scoop.’
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Lolly shook Harper awake so early on Sunday that Harper thought there was something wrong. She could feel the weight of Hector at the end of her bed.

‘Is it Mum and Dad?’ she said sleepily.

‘No, pet, it’s tea and a sunrise.’

There was a fancy blue-and-white teapot on the balcony table, with matching cups and saucers. Lolly said that the set was her grandmother’s, and that perhaps Mae and Molly had drunk tea out of the cups.

‘I’ve been meaning to show you the sunrise from this spot all year,’ said Lolly. ‘But I never had the heart to wake you up so early. After this, we’re going to my favourite beach.’

The sky was very pretty, but Harper was quietly happy that Lolly hadn’t woken her every morning for it. From the way her grandmother was looking at it, sunrises obviously got more exciting the older you got. Harper yawned and sipped her tea. She could hardly remember not drinking tea, though she still only had one cup a day compared to Lolly’s ten. Sleepily, she thought of her library project.

Lolly threw the dregs of her first cup onto the lemon tree, and poured a second. ‘I don’t want to get all soppy, but I can’t tell you how much I’ll miss you.’

‘Lolly, I’m not disappearing on Tuesday. I’ll be down the road.’

‘I know, but it’s been special having you here. And it won’t be the same.’

‘I’ll ride over all the time,’ Harper promised.

With the three dogs in the back, Lolly and Harper drove to a place called Birdrock Beach. It was still so early that the roads were almost as quiet as they’d been in lockdown.

They threw sticks into the shallow waves and the dogs ran back and forth as if they’d never get bored. Even though Hector was the littlest, he came back with the stick the most.

‘Hector’s like a puppy today,’ said Lolly. ‘You wouldn’t think he was fourteen and got stuck in a cupboard for two days.’ Lolly threw the stick further out this time. Hector disappeared right under a wave, but then he sprang up again, ran back and dropped the stick at Harper’s feet.

Just before nine, Lolly put up a beach umbrella. She called the dogs and they shook off the sand and water and went underneath for a sleep. Dogs weren’t allowed to run around on the beach after nine.

‘Our turn now?’ said Harper, tying up her hair.

‘Not on your life!’ Lolly replied. ‘You know I can’t swim.’

‘Just a paddle. I’ll protect you.’

Harper led Lolly into the water up to her knees. It was a funny feeling being the confident one. Lolly had a nervous look about her every time a wave hit their legs. But after a few minutes, Harper caught the peaceful look on her grandmother’s face as she gazed across the water to the horizon. Lolly was still holding tight.

While Lolly gave the dogs fresh water to drink, Harper had a proper swim. She dried off while her grandmother walked to a breakfast van. Lolly brought back egg-and-bacon rolls with spicy tomato relish. Nothing on earth tasted as good as a hot breakfast after being in the sea.

When the beach started to fill up, Harper and Lolly packed up and drove home.

In the afternoon, Harper read Francis Lamb’s book, curled up on the bed with Hector. Down the hall, Lolly watched a film with Annie and Murph. It was a perfect Sunday.

[image: Image]

Harper couldn’t get to sleep. Tuesday was her last day of Riverlark and as it was now past midnight, she was already at Monday.

She tried lights on and lights off.

Went to the kitchen to make a warm chocolate drink. Did some yoga moves that Cleo had taught her. Flipped the pillow over to the cooler side. Tried lying with her head at the other end of the bed.

At one o’clock she remembered that reading was the only thing that worked when she was like this, and she wondered why she hadn’t tried it hours ago.

She took the glasses out and looked closer at the empty case. There was something in the velvet lining that she could feel. Carefully she went around the seams to see if there was a way in. The frayed lining eased out of the join along the bottom. She poked her finger in, and was just able to pull out a small tight roll of paper.

It was a note.

Dear Will,

We are planting your glasses with the new tree at school. It was Molly’s idea. Vince got the job to plant some memorial trees, and we wanted to remember you and write you a message, even though you’ll never get it. It’s a few years since you left and we miss you, Will. Remembering always the good times at Riverlark.

Mae & Molly & Vince

Harper cried a little. If only she’d found this note sooner and shown Will. Maybe that would have made everything feel perfect. Or maybe there was no such thing as a perfect ending to a story. She rolled the note tight again and returned it to its hiding place, put the glasses inside and closed the case. She’d keep the glasses for just a little bit longer. They were never really hers.
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The phone rang when Harper and Lolly were having breakfast on Tuesday morning, graduation day. Harper sat opposite Lolly, listening to her talking to Liz.

‘You had enough of room service yet, Lizzie?… Yep…Uh-huh…Yep…’ Lolly was smiling the whole time. Perhaps Lolly had not only got closer to Angus but also to her own daughter. Funny to think that the thing that brought them closer was distance. And maybe Harper helped too, a little bit.

When it was Harper’s turn on the phone, Lolly went to do the washing up.

‘Harpsicle,’ said Larry, ‘we just can’t wait to see you.’

‘We really can’t,’ said Liz. Harper could picture them both with an ear on the phone.

‘Me too. But I can’t talk now. I’ve got to get to school. There are things I need to finish in the library.’

‘Harper, it’s only seven o’clock. You can’t leave yet,’ said Liz.

Larry added, ‘Anyway, there’s someone at the door.’

‘Oh, did you get room service?’ Harper asked. ‘What did you order?’

She could hear them laughing.

‘I ordered toast and an amazing daughter,’ said Larry.

Harper noticed Annie and Murph’s faces change and their ears prick up a few seconds before Lolly opened the back door.

It happened so quickly. One minute Liz and Larry were standing in the doorway and the next Harper was sandwiched between them. There were tears and laughter and her mum cradling her head and saying, ‘My beautiful girl’. Then Liz held out her arm and said, ‘Mum, get in here will you?’ And it was the most awkward, lovely four-person hug for their not-really-huggers family.

‘Okay, I actually need to get to school now,’ said Harper, squirming free.

‘Just a few more minutes!’ said Larry.

‘Later, Dad!’ she said. ‘It’s really important.’

‘Absolutely. Do what you need to do,’ said Liz. ‘We will hug the life out of you this afternoon and after that we’re never letting you go again, so make the most of it.’
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Harper reached the back gates of Riverlark just before eight o’clock and put her bike in the rack. She wasn’t the earliest. There were kids from her year scattered around the school. Two boys were carrying a table between them. She spotted Ro in the distance with Greg the IT technician, who was in charge of the slideshow for the graduation assembly. Cleo shouted to Harper from the doorway of the art room and waved before disappearing inside.

Harper used the keys to open the library door. There was one more thing she needed to write for the project. Angus had found the only record of Riverlark’s time as a Spanish-flu hospital in a place called the Public Record Office: it was a list of names, ages, dates and symptoms of its patients. There was a final column of single words like Recovering, Discharged or Deceased. At the bottom, a familiar name.

Mae Thomas (volunteer nurse). Age: 17. Fever. Aches. Deceased.

And now that Harper had read Francis Lamb’s schoolbook, she knew the whole story.

Things got lost, even in families. The library was more than a room of books, it kept people’s stories safe for when they needed to be told again.

She was halfway through the writing when Misha came in. They didn’t have time to chat, they were both so determined to get everything finished.

Outside they could hear the rest of their year level getting ready for the Day of Last Things. The graduation assembly was at two.

‘I hope the library is the best thing out of everything,’ said Misha. ‘I know I said I don’t care what anyone thinks but I want everyone to love it.’

Everything was laid out in a timeline from 1877 to 2020. There were tables of artefacts that the kids were allowed to touch, each with a card that had some details of its use and the rough dates. There were some other artefacts on the tops of the shelves, out of the reach of little hands. The walls were covered in smart black paper displaying photographs, schoolwork, art and memorabilia. There was a display of badges on a black cloth, including the two cadet badges. And underneath the portrait of William Park were his glasses, inside their open case.

‘Ready?’ said Harper, when the bell for recess rang.

Whatever happened now, and whatever anyone else thought, Harper would never forget making this with Misha. She’d never forget her goodbye year at Riverlark.

They took down the paper from the windows and let the light in.


THE STORY OF MAE LAMB, 1901–1918

Joseph and Verity Lamb, of Abbotsford, Melbourne, had four children: Tobias, Edward, Molly and Mae. Molly and Mae were twins. They started at Riverlark School in 1906 and for most of their time here they were known as The Ems.

The Ems were known for being kind, outgoing, intrepid and sometimes naughty. They didn’t always follow the rules. Some say they were always the first to jump into the river on a hot day. Their best friends were William Park and Vincent Lyons.

Riverlark School trained boy students for the army. When Mae was twelve, she badly wanted to join the cadets with her friends, but girls were not allowed. And even though Mae was tough, strong and determined, they would not make an exception. Mae did not give up.

William Park and Vincent Lyons became two of the youngest ANZAC soldiers. Vincent survived the war and was awarded a medal for bravery. William died of tuberculosis soon after arriving on Gallipoli in 1915. He was fourteen.

Mae Lamb tried again and again to be part of the war. The bravest time was when she tried to sneak onto a ship. She cut her hair off and dressed in as much uniform as she could find. She wanted to fight alongside all the kids she’d grown up with. But someone spotted that her boots were not army boots, and when they questioned her, it was discovered that she was a girl.

Mae tried two more times to do the exact same thing, but she was always found out.

When Spanish flu swept around the world, in 1918, Mae trained as a nurse. Riverlark School was turned into a hospital and she worked here. Mae took it very seriously and was devoted to her patients. She wouldn’t leave their bedsides when they were dying, even though she knew the risk to her own health was high.

Some people didn’t think Spanish flu was serious. They tried to convince Mae that she should still live her life the way she always had, to have fun and see her friends and get away from the hospital. This included some of Mae’s family. But Mae refused. She wanted everyone to see how bad it was, and her letters (see below) show that she was angry and frustrated that some people did not listen to the experts, and that as a result lots more people were dying.

Molly Lamb fell gravely ill with Spanish flu and was brought to Riverlark, where Mae nursed her. As soon as Molly died, Mae also became ill. She died a few days after getting a fever. They were seventeen.

The Lamb family never recovered from the loss of Molly and Mae. The brothers Edward and Tobias argued after the twins’ death and never spoke again.

The story of Mae Thomas was kept safe in the Riverlark library for over a hundred years.

I will never forget her.

By Harper Moss, library captain, 2020
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‘I thought you might have a use for this,’ said Mr Glass. It was a blackboard on a stand. ‘So that no one walks past the library without realising there’s something special going on in here.’

‘Thanks, Mr Glass,’ said Harper. ‘We’re worried that not many people will come.’

Mr Glass took a long time to look around the room. ‘They’ll come,’ he said, gravely. Harper had grown to like his serious ways.

He was about to leave when Harper got up the courage to ask him something. ‘Mr Glass, I heard a rumour and I’m not sure if it’s true. Is Riverlark closing the library?’

‘It depends how you look at it,’ said Mr Glass. ‘If you mean are we knocking down this particular building? Then yes, we are.’

She heard Misha’s sigh of disappointment but she could tell that Mr Glass had something else to say.

‘But?’ she said.

‘We have a beautiful new spot for a library. In the old building. And I can see that we need to update the book collection, too. I’ve reserved some of next year’s budget for that. You’ll have to come back and see it when you’re both in high school.’

Then, just as serious as ever, he took one more look around the room and added, ‘Simply terrific!’

There was a queue outside at recess that snaked all the way back to the friendship bench. Harper and Misha had to be careful about how many people they could let in at once because every room had a maximum since the virus. But the kids who couldn’t wait said they’d be back at lunch, and lots stayed anyway. They loved the old typewriter and the pencil sharpener, and everyone touched it like it was a precious old thing that deserved respect, even the kids who were as gentle as hammers any other time.

It was the same at lunch, and not just the students but all the teachers, too. Even Barb came over. She squeezed Harper’s arm, winked and tapped her nose before she left. It took Harper a few moments to think why, then she remembered: it was Barb who’d whispered Harper’s name for library captain to Mr Glass at that first assembly.

Harper kept stealing glances at Misha. Her favourite part was that she had a friend she could share this with.

As the lunch bell rang, and she realised it was over—really over—she could feel sadness coming like a great wave. Then she was hugged from behind by a friend who put her chin on Harper’s shoulder. She could tell it was Cleo.

Harper turned around. Cleo had always seemed like she was the right height for her personality, but Harper, at the same height, had often felt as if she wasn’t ready to be in her own body.

But not any more. Mae’s story and Will’s too had made her feel brave. She didn’t have a war to fight; it was just that she’d loved something—a library—when others had thought it didn’t matter. She’d survived months without Liz and Larry, too.

Will had died thinking that he was a failure, but what mattered was how he’d lived. When Harper pictured the last time she saw him, she knew he had worked it out.

Harper wanted to be a writer of these kinds of stories. She’d hold onto that—secretly—until she was ready.

‘You’re so clever. It looks amazing in here,’ Cleo said.

‘Thanks. And thanks for making that drawing even more brilliant.’

She pointed at the framed sketch next to the photograph of Will. Cleo had added a small, scruffy trench dog next to the soldier’s enormous boots.

‘Come on,’ Cleo said. ‘Let’s go and graduate.’

[image: Image]

Liz and Larry were waiting outside the school gates with Lolly when she came out. Harper’s shirt was covered in signatures and her bag was stuffed full: rolled-up posters, a clay head that was supposed to be Ro but was so terrible that she’d decided not to tell him, her books and projects, and a small silver cup that both she and Misha had been presented with at the ceremony for their work with the Riverlark archive.

‘Mum’s giving us a lift home with all of your stuff,’ said Liz, ‘and she’s staying for a special dinner.’

‘Oh, but can’t I go and get ice cream with everyone first?’ said Harper.

‘Of course. Just be back by six-thirty,’ Liz replied, looking extra happy.

Things really had changed—that was a full hour later than she was allowed last year.

As Harper looked around for the rest of the group—Cleo, Ro, Tahira, Sol, Augie, Jake and Misha were all going to Scoops together—she caught a glimpse of Corey walking out of the gates with Briar and Dree, going in the other direction. They’d gone a little way when Corey looked back at her. She couldn’t make out what his expression meant. But she hoped he was still a tiny bit afraid of her and her ghost.

They were so noisy that the manager of Scoops said he would give them all an extra flavour if they promised to eat their ice creams outside. They agreed, of course, and headed to the park.

Harper could not believe that Riverlark was over for them, or that today felt so right.

[image: Image]

At six twenty-five she turned into her street. It was quiet, with no cars about, and she could imagine for a moment what lockdown had been like right here. She hadn’t been far away but somehow what she saw as she walked home was different. Or she was different.

Liz opened the door before she’d even had a chance to get out her key. Her smile was so big and warm, just like Lolly’s. At the doorstep, Liz reached out to take something from Harper’s hair.

‘Here you are. That’s good luck,’ said Liz.

Harper held it carefully and smiled. It was a perfect yellow leaf.




EPILOGUE

Riverlark School, graduating class of 2020

CLEO ALBERTINI

What I want to be: teacher

Motto: I am no longer accepting the things I cannot change. I am changing the things I cannot accept. — Angela Davis

ROHIT SHARMA

What I want to be: tech giant / billionaire

Motto: Stay hungry. Stay foolish. —Steve Jobs

AUGIE ROBERTS

What I want to be: footy player and then own a football team

Motto: No detective ever solved a mystery without the help of a hot jam doughnut. —Andy Griffiths

TAHIRA BAQRI

What I want to be: human-rights lawyer Motto: One child, one teacher, one book, and one pen can change the world. —Malala Yousafzai

JAKE COHEN

What I want to be: explorer and zoologist

Motto: Never, never be afraid to do what’s right, especially when the welfare of an animal or a person is at stake. —Martin Luther King

MISHA VOLKOV

What I want to be: bookshop owner or librarian Motto: The only thing that you absolutely have to know is the location of the library. —Albert Einstein

SOL HENRY

What I want to be: surgeon

Motto: Why fit in when you were born to stand out?

—Dr Seuss

HARPER MOSS

What I want to be: author

Motto: You can’t go back and change the beginning, but you can start where you are and change the ending. —C. S. Lewis




AUTHOR’S NOTE

The character of Will was inspired by a real soldier. Private James Charles Martin is the youngest known ANZAC soldier to die in active service. Born in 1901, he attended school in Hawthorn, Victoria, where he received cadet training under the compulsory scheme. When his father was unable to join up, being the only other male in the family, Jim persuaded his parents to sign the permission form that was required for anyone under twenty-one. Reluctantly, they agreed. Jim was fourteen years and three months old. He died of typhoid fever at Gallipoli in 1915.

The character of Mae was inspired by a real nurse. Maud Butler was from Kurri Kurri, New South Wales, and left school aged fourteen. Twice she tried to blend into the army and get to the frontline during World War One. In 1915, she cut her hair, disguised herself as a soldier and snuck onto a troopship at night. At first she mingled with the soldiers, played cards, and no one suspected a thing. But finally what gave her away were her black boots, which were nothing like the regulation army boots. Within months, Maud tried again. But again she was discovered and sent home. After the war, Maud went to night school, became a nurse and raised a family.

There were many young teenage boys who enlisted in World War One, and many teenage girls who signed up to nurse the sick during the Spanish flu years, knowing that they too were risking their lives.

We often think of heroes only in relation to war, rather than illness, but doctors, nurses and volunteers put themselves on the line for others during the Spanish flu, and continue to do so during the COVID-19 pandemic.

As I write this the COVID-19 pandemic is not over. There will never be a universal story about 2020, but I hope that Harper’s story will encourage children to tell their own. I, for one, would love to read them, real or fantastical.
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