
[image: ]


Contents

Cover

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

About the Author

Copyright


[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]

Three key things you need to know about Hazel Morrison. The last one may surprise you!


1. She is ten years old and since her birthday was pretty recent, she will still be ten years old for a while.

2. She lives with her mum, her dad and her big sister who is called Tess.

3. She has a strange and secret habit that no one knows about.



Thanks for listening! If you have any questions, leave them in the comments below. Don’t forget to hit subscribe and have a great day!
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So I’ll tell you what my strange and secret habit is. It’s that even when I am doing the most ordinary and easy things, I like to pretend that I am making a video about them. Eight important tips for successfully buttering toast! Putting your hair in a ponytail: a step-by-step guide! The ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts’ of cleaning up the sink after you’ve brushed your teeth – everything you need to know! I even have music for the beginning and the end of each video that I play in my head. And I always round it off with something like: If you would like to see more videos by Hazel Morrison, don’t forget to subscribe to my channel!

I don’t actually do any of this out loud, in case you were wondering. I’m not that weird. Well, not unless I’m absolutely and definitely all by myself and I’m certain no one can possibly hear me. But it is something I find myself doing especially when I’m feeling worried about stuff.

I think I got the idea because when my older sister Tess started watching lots of video tutorials on the Internet, she used to let me watch them with her. How to make a big bowl of pretend snow with just a few common household ingredients! How to make a facemask out of an old sock! How to do your hair in a French braid with a twist! How to make edible roses out of puff pastry and apple slices! I really liked watching those videos with Tess. I loved the way they made everything look so easy. I especially liked the way people could speed everything up when they were doing something boring, like stirring for a very long time or sewing a very long seam. Sometimes they iced just one cupcake or painted just one fingernail and then they snapped their fingers over each of the others and it looked as if all the rest were being finished instantly and perfectly, like magic.

Tess and I tried out a lot of the ideas together and usually things weren’t quite as quick or as easy as the videos had made it seem. The pastry and apple roses were especially disappointing. Not even Mum and Dad would eat them, and they were usually pretty encouraging when we were trying out new things. But I didn’t mind too much – not enough to stop watching the videos anyway, even after Tess stopped being so interested in them, or wanting to do things with me at all. I tried showing a few of the videos to my best friend, Gina. Gina is really fun to do things with, but it still wasn’t quite the same as watching them with Tess.

Anyway, just recently I’ve found myself wanting to make those pretend videos pretty much all day and every day. Some big things have been happening in my family that are not anyone in my family’s fault. That’s what Mum and Dad keep telling me, as if I have suggested that they are someone in our family’s fault. Which I actually haven’t.

I don’t even really know all that much about what originally happened at Tess’s high school, because obviously I wasn’t there. And most of the talking about it at home has been done in quiet voices in rooms with closed doors and me on the outside, so I can’t usually hear very much. But I do know that Tess got a jacket she really liked for her birthday and she wore it to school and she looked really beautiful in it. I thought so, anyway. When she got home Mum found it in her bag and it was all ripped with horrible things written on it in thick black pen that wouldn’t come off. I know her phone bleeped all the time and when she read the messages she got really upset and after a while Mum and Dad kept her phone and said she wasn’t allowed to read the messages anymore. I know she was having tummy aches that made it hard for her to eat breakfast in the mornings before school. And that Mum and Dad kept wanting to phone her teachers and have meetings with them and Tess kept begging them not to because she said the phone calls and meetings were actually making things worse.

I know that last bit because it was the day of the jacket and even though the door was closed while they had the conversation, everyone was shouting and at least two people were crying. I did a lot of pretend videos in my room that evening and, since there was no chance anyone could have heard me over all the shouting and crying, I even did them out loud. Three ways to arrange the books on your shelf – a beginner’s guide! Choosing what to wear to school tomorrow – three ‘do’s’ and three ‘don’ts’! How to make an origami heart in six easy folds!

For that last one I made a few extra hearts so I could snap my fingers over the flat square papers and quickly swap them over and pretend that the folded ones had magically appeared like in a video. When I was done, I wrote nice things on the hearts and put them in the pockets of what was left of Tess’s jacket, since it was still on the kitchen table downstairs while everyone talked and cried upstairs. The jacket got thrown out after that though, and no one mentioned finding anything good in the pockets.

Back then I thought things were as bad as they could get. But this morning it actually all got a lot worse. Dad got up early to go for a run before work, so he saw whatever-it-was first. He told Mum and they both tried to stop Tess from going outside and seeing it but somehow she got past them and saw anyway. Mum and Dad said she didn’t have to go to school that day because she was too upset, but I still did. Instead of going out the front door like normal, Dad walked with me out the back door and all the way around the side of our house to the car, so I wouldn’t see it. How to walk on grass without accidentally treading on insects – all the best tips and tricks! How not to look at something you’re not supposed to see – it’s harder than you’d think!

I could have peeked. I was definitely curious. I have seen a dead kangaroo before and even though it was very sad and very gross, I was fine. It is hard to imagine anything much worse than a dead kangaroo outside our house. But I knew Mum and Dad really, really didn’t want me to see, and I definitely didn’t want to do anything at all that would make things even worse. Tess was in her room with Mum when I left so she didn’t say anything to me, but I was pretty sure she wouldn’t have wanted me to see either. So I kept my head looking the other way (How to count houses as you drive past them – common problems and pitfalls!) until Dad had driven far enough down the road that our house was out of sight.

Dad and I usually have nice talks on the way to school. “So how are you feeling about all this, Hazy?” was what I kept thinking he might ask me as we drove. “I mean, we have a counsellor for Tess, and a special phone number she can call any time she is feeling worried or upset, and a doctor helping with the problem of her not wanting to eat breakfast in the mornings. But what about you? Do you need anything? Are you doing okay?”

If he really had asked me those things, I don’t honestly know what I would have said. After all, it was Tess who was having the actual problems, and he and Mum who were trying to sort them all out. I was just a sort of extra person in our family. It is difficult to say whether you’re doing okay or not when nothing is actually happening directly to you. But anyway, it didn’t matter, because he didn’t ask if I needed anything or if I was doing okay.

Instead, he asked how Gina and I went with our book review presentation. Gina and I have been best friends since our very first day of kindergarten and we always work together when Bruce, our teacher, lets us pick. I told Dad I’d wanted to give our book five stars and Gina had only wanted to give it three, and then I told him why I was still sure it should be five. He was only half listening, I could tell. He was holding the steering wheel really tightly. I thought it might help if I made him laugh so I told him the funny story of how, when Bruce had asked how many stars we were giving our book, Gina and I gave our different answers at exactly the same time in really loud voices so the class wouldn’t hear the other person. Everyone had laughed when we did that, including Bruce. I thought I told the story really well. But Dad just did a small smile, and only when I laughed so he could tell which bit of the story was supposed to be funny.

When we got to school Dad hugged me a bit longer and tighter than he usually does to say goodbye. Then he put his hands on my shoulders, gave me a smile and said, “Well, thank goodness you’re all right, Haze!” It was funny to hear him say that, when I wasn’t even sure about it myself.

And now that I’m home from school, I am even less sure if I’m all right. There is a giant pale pink smudge that goes all the way across our front door and onto the walls on either side of it where a lot of big red painted letters have been scrubbed away.

And Mum and Dad have started to talk about moving.
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The idea seems to be for us to move as quickly as possible and as far as we can get from Tess’s high school, while still being sort of in the direction of Mum’s work. Dad’s work is already quite a long way in the other direction, but he says he doesn’t mind looking for a new one wherever we end up. We drive to some really faraway suburbs to look at houses. Some of them take me nearly a whole audiobook to get to. If Gina was with me, going on a long drive would actually be fun. She is really good to talk to and even after hours and hours it is never boring. I wish a lot that she was with me.

Some of the faraway suburbs look brand new, as if all the houses have been built at exactly the same time, using the same bricks and the same colours of paint. Not like our nice higgledy-piggledly street, where everyone’s house and garden are different. Other suburbs look kind of run down, as if the people who live there don’t have enough energy to weed their gardens or fix the peeling paint on their doors. I wonder if we will lose our energy if we live there too.

As we look at the houses Dad keeps doing a big sniff in through his nose and then a big ahhhhh out of his mouth, as though the air is much fresher in these faraway places. Which it isn’t particularly. Mum keeps saying things like, “It will be so good for us all to have a nice fresh start. Just what we need!” Their big hard smiles seem to stretch right over the possibility of me saying anything like “But I don’t need a nice fresh start. I like it where we live” or “But I really want to stay living on the same street as Gina” or “But it will take me over an hour to get to school from here”. I can tell from the strange smiles that it would be a very bad idea to say any of the things I am really thinking, especially if they begin with “but”.

I do wonder, though, if Tess might be going to say something. I am pretty sure she doesn’t like these places any more than I do. She likes things that look interesting and special, like clothes with colourful patches and extra pockets. She has a big collection of unusual postcards, including some that I have given her. Usually, I find it easy to know the sorts of things she will like. But it is hard to tell if she likes anything at all while we are house hunting. Even when Mum and Dad ask her if she’d like this brand-new bedroom with a special walk-in wardrobe, or that old bedroom with its own little bathroom (and I am almost certain she would really love both) she mostly just says “okay” and “sure” in a sort of quiet, tired voice. She always looks as if she might be going to cry.

This isn’t a very nice thing to admit but even though she is my own sister, it actually feels a bit scary to be around her just now. As if I could accidentally say or do something and she will get so upset that she will never be okay ever again.

So when Mum says about one of the houses, “Wouldn’t it be handy to live this close to a library! What do you think Tess?” and Tess just nods and does a sort of swallow, I say, “I think it would be great! I could give all the books star ratings!” I wonder if it might help even more if I can make everyone laugh, so even though Dad has already heard it, I tell the funny story about the book review for Tess and Mum. Mum laughs a lot, even though it isn’t that funny. Dad laughs too, as though he has never heard me tell it before. Tess looks a tiny bit relieved at not having to answer Mum’s question. Which I am glad about.

Anyway, that ends up being the place Mum and Dad choose. A house in a run-down street with a broken mailbox that Mum says she can fix, no problem. The one with the extra little bathroom for Tess and a funny big bedroom for me with a tatty old carpet.

“I wonder if the library has audiobooks!” I say in the car on the way back, trying to do an excited kind of voice. “I’ll need lots of them with such a long drive to and from school every day!”

“Oh, you’ll be able to walk to school,” says Mum with her smile on extra big. “That’s one of the great things about this move. No more rushing in the mornings! It’s just down the road!”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Your new school,” she says. “It’s just down the road from the new house.”

A slow swirl of thoughts begins to rise up in my mind. Bruce the teacher who thinks I am really funny. The nice time with just Dad and me on the morning drive to school. The school camp that everyone goes on in term 2. And most of all, Gina, who I’ve been planning that camp with all year.

“But it’s Tess who needs a new school,” I say, “not me. I really like my school.”

Then Tess does her swallow thing again, followed by a sort of cough. Mum turns around very quickly and looks at me and says, “We’ll talk about it later. When we get home. Okay?”

And she won’t turn back around until I say, “Okay.”

After that I don’t feel like listening to my audiobook. I can’t concentrate properly. Instead, I make up videos in my head, getting faster and faster, and making less and less sense. How to fix a mailbox using common household items! How to create your dream bedroom even if it has a tatty old carpet! How to imagine moving away from your very best friend – a guide for absolute beginners!

In the evening, it isn’t really much of a talk between Mum and me. I start to say something about how there are still two more book reports that Gina and I are planning to do together. I say I’ve already done a lot of work on our next presentation and I really, really want to do it with Gina. It takes less than a minute for me to say those things. I don’t even mention the school camp, or Bruce, or the nice morning drive with Dad. But when Mum answers, her voice sounds tired, as if I’ve been talking about it all day long. “Please, Hazy, this is hard for everyone. We’re all doing the best we can. We really need you to try to understand.”

She gets out her phone and starts showing me pictures of the new school playground and the foyer at the front where there are special student trophies displayed in cabinets.

“Doesn’t it look nice?” Mum asks me, flicking through more and more photos. She seems to have an idea that the horrible, awful, terrible thought of changing homes, changing schools, changing everything, will somehow be nicer if she can just find the right picture of people winning ribbons on sports day. Which she is wrong about. I don’t even really like sports day at my own school.
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The last day at my school is one of the saddest days I have ever had. That might be partly because I’m one of those lucky people who haven’t had that many sad things happen to them. No one in my family is sick. All my grandparents are still alive. I did once have a pet guinea pig who died, but to tell you the truth she bit me a couple of times and we weren’t that close.

On the drive to school that morning Dad does something he usually only does on days with tests or an injection or something like that. He gives me a secret pack of chocolate bears to put in my lunch. I start to tell him I am going to share them with Gina, but as soon as I say her name I almost can’t finish the sentence. Luckily, he starts talking then. Something about how endings can sometimes actually be beginnings in disguise. How in one language the word for problem is actually the same as the word for opportunity – it all depends on how you look at things. I put the chocolate bears in my lunchbox.

When I get to school Gina and some of my other friends have come in early and hung a beautiful garland of paper triangles over my desk. They are waiting for me when I arrive and they all really want to show it to me. But when I look at it properly, I can see that the person who made it is mainly just Gina. On one side of each triangle flag she has spelled out the letters of my name and on the other she has done a drawing of one of the special things we have done together. Her first sleepover at my place where we had a secret midnight feast. The school play where we were Weasel 3 and Weasel 4 in Wind in the Willows. The time she broke her leg and I was her helper at school when she couldn’t carry anything because of her crutches, and I was also the first person to sign her cast. One of the good things about Gina is that she is a very thoughtful person who is great at remembering special things like the ones on the triangles. That is something very important in a friend, I think.

Another good thing about Gina is that even though she likes laughing at funny things, you never have to be funny or pretend you’re happy around her if you don’t feel like it. She is not one of those people who needs to be laughing and smiling all the time. When I told her about things like the writing on Tess’s jacket and the pink smudge all the way across the front door, she mostly just listened. And when I told her about us moving, she cried. There aren’t many people in the world like Gina and when you find one, you really want them to be your best friend for your whole life.

Even though a few people were excited to show me the garland, after a while it is just me and Gina, which is what I like best really.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” she says.

“Me neither,” I say. And I really can’t.

“I made you something too,” I say. It is just an envelope of origami hearts and inside them I have written memories of things we have done together. Most of them are actually the same ones she has drawn for me on the garland.

Bruce has done something special too. He has made a mailbox out of a shoe box with a slit cut in the top of it and ‘Hazel’s Mail’ written on the front and put it on the corner of his desk. He tells everyone in the class that if they want to write me a ‘good luck’ letter they can fold it up and put it in the box. So even though it is a normal school day with maths and library and spelling and ordinary stuff like that, in between people keep going over to his desk and slipping little notes into the box. Even people who I doubt will miss me all that much are writing me goodbye notes, like Phillip Bronson who still calls me Weasel instead of Hazel even though the Wind in the Willows play was two years ago now.

At lunch Gina and I go over to the bushes where no one will find us.

“Who will you have lunch with tomorrow?” I ask her. As soon as I ask, I realise I don’t really want to hear the answer.

“Jasmine, maybe,” she says. “But it won’t be the same without you there too.”

We share my chocolate bears. There is an uneven number and I give her the last one.

At the end of the day Bruce puts all the letters and notes and the lovely paper garland in a big envelope for me and he sits near my desk and talks to me for a bit.

“How are you feeling about all this?” he asks me. “It all seems to have happened in a bit of a hurry.”

I still don’t know the answer to that question but it is nice to hear him ask it anyway, I think.

“The thing about changing schools,” he says, “is that it can feel pretty scary at first. And moving away from a place you like is always sad. But you’re a lovely person Hazel, and I think you will always find other lovely people wherever you go. The trick, and I know it isn’t a very good trick really, is to give it time.”

I guess the reason it isn’t a very good trick is because there aren’t any very good tricks for something as difficult as this. But I am still glad he said those things. I wish Bruce had a video channel. If he did, I would definitely subscribe.
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Bruce was right. Everything seems to be happening really quickly. It isn’t like in a video tutorial when they speed it all up because they’re doing something that takes a long time and it would be boring to watch. Actually, each little bit of the packing seems to take ages. The only reason it seems fast is that the whole thing has to be done in less than ten days. That’s how long it takes for all the things in our home to be put in boxes and thrown into an enormous van driven by people we don’t even know. And when you’ve lived in a house your whole life, ten days can feel like a pretty short time.

I make up lots and lots of videos.

How to fit all your old toys from when you were little into three boxes – it’s not as easy as it looks!

Three ways to pack all the special things that will make sure you remember your best friend. The third one is clever!

The clever third way is putting Gina’s special notes and drawings and the garland she made me inside the cover of a big hardback book so they don’t get bent or crumpled when they get thrown in the van by the people we don’t know. It really works, if you ever want to try it. Another handy tip is not stopping to read the notes because that can make you feel too sad to go on with packing boxes, which is no good if you only have ten days.

So before very long at all we are in the new house, far away from where we are all supposed to be, and all those same boxes of my things are piled up in the middle of the tatty carpet in my new room that feels too big, even when all my old bedroom furniture is moved in along with some extra shelves that won’t fit in the new living room.

In the morning while I unpack my books and put them back on the shelves, I borrow Mum’s phone and talk to Gina.

She tells me about some things that are happening at school. I can’t think of very many things to tell her. “I miss you already. I really, really miss you,” she says, with her voice all wobbly.

“I really, really miss you too.” My voice is wobbly as well.

I don’t want to say goodbye to her but she is going to see a movie about a mermaid that we were supposed to see together.

“Maybe you can see it near your new house and we can talk about it after,” she says.

“Maybe,” I say. I’m not sure if there is a cinema near us now though.

After we hang up I do a quick pretend video about how to put your books in alphabetical order. Then I make up another one about how to organise them by size, since they don’t actually look very good the first way.

It would be helpful, I think, if there was a girl my age next door. If there was, maybe I could meet her before my first day at the new school and then at least I’d know one person. If she was nice, and if she thought I was nice, maybe I’d even have a sort of friend right from day one. But having an idea like that is a bit like watching one of those craft tutorials where they say, “To start off you’ll need an actual ship’s anchor, six hundred perfectly clear marbles and a soldering iron.” It actually doesn’t matter how good the idea is if you just don’t have any of the things you need.

I know this is true about my situation because I have seen our neighbours in the house on the right and they are just a mum and dad with a newish baby. The house on the left looks even less likely to belong to the kind of neighbour I need. It is an old-looking house with a very overgrown garden and piles and piles of junk everywhere. There are crates of rubbish in the knee-high grass on the nature strip and boxes stacked up all over the porch. It actually looks a bit like an abandoned house, as if maybe someone just got sick of all the rubbish and went to live somewhere else. Personally I would not blame them.

When the neighbour with the baby comes over to say hello, Mum asks her about the messy garden on the other side. It is quite difficult to get the chance to ask her a question because she talks a lot.

“Oh, that’s Veronica’s place. She keeps to herself mostly, but when our little one was born we came home from the hospital to find she’d put a big batch of homemade pumpkin soup and a tiny knitted hat on our doorstep for us. And once when I locked us out of the house during a thunderstorm she invited us in to her house for tea while we waited for the locksmith. She even managed to calm the baby!”

“She sounds very nice,” says Mum.

“She was very kind to us,” says the neighbour. “I think it might be starting to get a bit difficult for her to take care of the place by herself. It’s a terrible mess in there. We’d offer to help out, but it’s so hard to find the time!”

The neighbour is jiggling her baby, who is starting to wriggle and grizzle.

Veronica actually does sound nice, but definitely not the kind of person who can help with the problem of a new school.

While I unpack a few more of my boxes I wonder if Tess might have any ideas. After all, she is starting at a new school too, and she has her special counsellor and the phone number she can call whenever she needs to. Someone might have given her some useful tips. So I leave my boxes and tap quietly on Tess’s door to see if she might be in the mood to talk, even though I know she probably won’t be. I try to do such a quiet tap that she will be able to ignore it if she wants to.

She is in the middle of putting up her postcard collection on her new wall using tiny bits of blue tack in the corners. She turns around and sees me in the doorway.

“That looks really good,” I say.

“Thanks.”

“Can I come in?”

“Just for a minute.”

I go in and sit on the edge of her bed. The door of her little bathroom is open and I can see she has made a row of the mini bottles of shampoo and conditioner that you get in hotels. Whenever Mum goes interstate for work, Tess always asks her to bring those back. I always ask for the little soaps that come in flowery envelopes but when I see how nice all the bottles look in a row, I wish I’d asked for the shampoos.

“Your new bathroom looks so beautiful,” I say.

“Thanks.”

Since she said I could only stay for a minute I figure I’d better just say the thing I came to say.

“I’m a bit nervous about starting at my new school,” I tell her.

“Well don’t blame me.” Tess snaps a new bit of blue tack. “I didn’t ask to move. I didn’t ask for you to go to a new school. I didn’t ask for any of this.” “I know,” I say quickly. “I know you didn’t. I just thought that maybe because you’re starting at a new school too, you might have some ideas about what to do if you feel nervous.”

“Haze, you’ll be fine. You’re lucky. Everything is always easy for you. Seriously, don’t bug me about this, okay? I’d really prefer to be on my own right now.”

“Okay,” I say, slipping off the edge of the bed. I had sort of known it wasn’t a good idea to bother her.

As I go back to my room, I overhear Dad talking to Gran on the phone in his and Mum’s new room. He is talking in a soft voice but the door isn’t closed or anything, so it is easy to hear.

“Oh, you know, so far, so good,” he is saying. “For now, we’re just taking it one step at a time. And I really need to focus on finding work as soon as possible. This move hasn’t been cheap.”

Then there is a pause while Gran is saying something.

“Haze? Oh, she’s fine. We’re so lucky with that kid. We never have to worry about her! She’s made of tough stuff.”

It is funny to hear him say that about me. I think about the thick tough brown tape we used to seal up our packing boxes because ordinary clear sticky tape wasn’t tough enough. I think about tough vegetables that have been cooked too much or not enough, so you have to chew and chew and chew them. I think about the enormous tyres on tractors and bulldozers that carry giant heavy rocks and get rained on and covered in mud and still keep on going with no problem because they are so tough. Is that what Dad thinks I am? Is that what he is telling Gran? Because actually, ever since the day of the pink smudge across the door, I have felt a lot more like the thin glass that very old Christmas decorations are made of. The kind Mum had when she was a little girl and now takes care to pack up in lots of soft padding in an egg carton. She has even written a little note on it that says ‘fragile, be very careful’, and we all are, and still one gets broken nearly every year.

I run out into the new back garden all the way to the bottom corner where I know no one can possibly hear me and have a really big cry. It is so big it gives me actual hiccups near the end. And since I didn’t stop to pick up tissues on the way out to the garden, it is a bit messy. When I have finished, as I am all by myself and everyone is busy inside, I make up a video out loud. It isn’t a proper one though, it is a silly, angry one called How to start at a new school: A special guide for people who no one cares about. It is hard to catch my breath after all that crying, but I try anyway. I say:

Step one: Make sure you don’t ask anyone for any help because there is no point since no one cares

Step two: Be really, really sad and scared all by yourself because leaving your best friend behind and starting school somewhere new is the saddest and scariest and most horrible thing in the world

Step three: Don’t expect anyone to understand because they won’t

Then I hear someone say something on the other side of the fence. The voice has the slight crackle of an older person.

“I think I might understand. At least a little bit.”
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It is such a surprise to hear the voice that I stop being either sad or angry for a moment. I am much more embarrassed that someone has overheard me doing a tutorial, especially such a silly, angry one. I am guessing it must be Veronica, the kind lady with the messy house that the neighbour told us about, because the voice is coming from over her fence.

I don’t say anything in response. I just sort of tiptoe back into the house hoping Veronica will think she has made a mistake and that my voice was just a radio or something. But to tell you the truth (and this might just be because I am in a funny mood after crying so much) I am also a little bit curious about her and especially about the idea that she might understand. The thing is, her voice sounded as though she really, actually might.

So instead of going back to my room I go all the way to the front of the house and along the path to the mailbox, which Mum hasn’t had time to fix yet. I open it and look at it carefully, as if I am thinking about how I might fix it myself. My breathing is still funny from all the crying. Out of the corner of my eye, though, I am trying to see into Veronica’s garden.

Before too long I hear the slight squeaking sound of feet in gumboots plodding down the path. I see her bend over, open a cardboard box on her front porch that looks as if it has been left out in the rain for a long time, and start shuffling through some of the papers in it.

“If you’d like to pop round for a cup of tea and have a chat some time,” she says without looking up, “you’d be very welcome.”

I don’t answer. I am curious but I am still too embarrassed. She probably thinks I am just a slightly bigger version of that crying baby on the other side of our house that got locked out in the storm. I am also not sure about having a cup of tea in a house full of piles of junk. I actually don’t even drink tea. But it feels rude just to say “No thank you”. Instead I pretend I am so interested in our broken mailbox that I haven’t heard her. Which is probably even ruder.

Luckily just then Mum calls out, “Haze, where are you? Can you come to the kitchen?” So I take the opportunity to run back inside.

Mum is sitting on the kitchen floor trying to find the right lids for all the empty plastic boxes we keep our leftover meals and snacks in. There are a lot of boxes and I’m pretty sure some of the lids were missing a long time before we moved.

“Tess said she was a bit cross with you before and then when she was looking for you to say sorry, she couldn’t find you.”

“I was just in the garden,” I say.

“Are you okay?” asks Mum.

“Yes,” I say, although I am sure she can tell just from looking at me that I recently had a big cry. She puts her hand on my back in a nice way.

“Things are still very difficult for Tess,” Mum says. “We all need to have lots of patience and understanding.”

“I know,” I tell her.

“I’m sure she didn’t mean whatever it was that she said.”

“She didn’t really say anything.”

It is a small round lid that Mum needs, and the only ones left in the cardboard box are either big and round or else small and rectangular. I get down on the floor with her to look.

“Veronica asked me over for afternoon tea.”

“That’s nice of her,” says Mum. “Maybe we can all visit her some time. It probably won’t be for a while though. Just now I barely have time to go to the loo.”

“Could I go and visit her?”

“What, by yourself?” asks Mum.

“Well I doubt if Tess would want to come,” I say. “And Dad barely has time to go to the loo either. But that other lady next door said she made them pumpkin soup when they had a baby. And you just said she sounded very nice. So would it be all right?”

Just then Mum’s phone rings and it is something to do with the teachers at Tess’s new school needing to be sent some important files from the old one, so she goes into the living room to talk to them. I look for the small round lid for a little while longer without finding it, and then go back to my room. I make up a quick tutorial called Writing a letter to your best friend: Everything you need to know! And then I write a letter to Gina about how terrible everything is. It would have been nicer to talk to her again and maybe hear about the mermaid movie, but I can tell Mum is going to be on the phone for a long time about the files, and probably will be calling other people about them too, and I don’t have my own phone. So a letter is the next best thing.

I mention to Gina about Veronica with the messy house next door and how I would maybe like to go there for tea, but I don’t tell her about accidentally doing the tutorial out loud. Even though Gina knows most things about me, she actually doesn’t know my secret about the pretend video tutorials. There are some things that are so embarrassing and silly that you don’t even want your best friend to know about them.
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It isn’t long before everything is properly unpacked at the new house and I have new exercise books and a new school uniform, which is a dress with a checked blue pattern. On the morning of my first day at my new school I wake up so early that it is still dark outside. The dress is hanging on the outside of my wardrobe door all ready for me to put on. When I first found out about it, on top of all the other things I didn’t like, I really didn’t like the idea of a school uniform. At my old school you just wore whatever you liked, and it meant you could sort of guess things about different people. Not really important things, like whether or not they were nice, but smaller things like what they might be interested in. Gina and I wore really similar clothes and sometimes even exactly the same tee shirt or pants, and we were interested in lots of the same things. Even though I never really thought about it before, I have always really liked wearing my own clothes to school.

But now that I’m here, lying in the early morning darkness and thinking about everything that is going to happen today, I am actually glad I don’t have to decide what to wear. It is scary to think of all those new people knowing things about me right away. It will be good to have the uniform to hide behind. I wonder what Tess will wear and if she wishes she could hide behind a uniform too. I don’t think there is one at her new high school.

Mum has taken the morning off work so she can take Tess for her first day. Dad doesn’t have a new job yet, so he walks with me for mine. As we go past Veronica’s house she is in her front garden again. She gives me a little smile and a wave. I smile and give her a wave back, just a small one.

“How are you feeling about your first day?” Dad asks me.

“Okay,” I say. I say it softly though. I would like him ask me again to make sure, so I can say that actually I am feeling very nervous and definitely not made of tough stuff.

But instead, he says, “That’s my girl”.

One of his jobs while Mum is at work is to try and sell the bits of our furniture that don’t fit in the new house, like his big old desk. His phone bleeps a lot on our walk to the new school. People have questions about whether the desk has four drawers or five and what the condition is like. I help him to think of nice ways to say that there are only four drawers and the condition is quite bad due to some drawings I did on it when I was a toddler. I don’t remember doing them but I must have used a ballpoint pen and pressed very hard because even though the ink is all scrubbed off you can still see them and even tell that most of them are of cats.

While Dad texts our responses, I try to make up a tutorial called Three keys to a successful first day. But actually, I can’t think of any real keys. The only one I can really imagine is Try to find someone who understands. In my head, I am thinking of Veronica smiling and waving from her garden, and how she said she might understand. It is a small thing, but so far it has actually been the best help all morning. That and the dried strawberries in my lunch which I don’t usually have, but Mum has packed for me because she knows that next to chocolate bears, they are my favourite. I think they are a sort of good wish for my first day. It is nice of her and I do really like them, but dried strawberries seem too specific to include as a key in a tutorial.

When we arrive at the new school Dad takes me to the front office and the lady who works there says she will take me to my classroom to meet my teacher. My chest does not feel very good.

“Have a great day,” says Dad, kissing the top of my head (which is okay because no one is there to see except the lady from the front office).

“I’ll try,” I say.

Three quick ‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’ for when you have a funny feeling in your chest.

My new classroom is right at the end of the corridor. There are school projects on big pieces of cardboard on the walls and I can see some names there. Laura. Colin. Vijay. Bridie. I consider a quick tutorial called Easy ways to guess if someone is nice based on their name. But it’s hard to think of any tips since I don’t think a name can really tell you very much about a person.

“Hazel, this is your new teacher, Miss Taylor. Miss Taylor, this is our new student, Hazel.”

“Hi,” I say, making eye contact and smiling. (Those are both things I saw in an actual tutorial about meeting new people that I watched on Dad’s laptop last night.)

“Lovely to meet you Hazel!” says Miss Taylor, smiling back.

The desks at my old school were in little clusters and you didn’t get to pick who was in your cluster, you just sat wherever Bruce put your name sticker at the beginning of term. That was a good system, I think, because it meant that no one got left out at the end from not having been picked. It was also a good system because he put my name sticker next to Gina’s. The desks in this classroom are arranged in rows of pairs.

“One of the reasons I’m glad you’ve come,” says Miss Taylor, “is that we’ve had an odd number of students all term so we were all pairs and then just one row of three desks. Now we can have all nice neat rows of two.”

Miss Taylor shows me my desk.

“Who will I be sitting next to?” I ask her.

“Camila,” says Miss Taylor.

“Is she nice?”

“Oh, everyone in this class is nice. It’s a great group.”

I unpack my new books and get a new pen and pencil out of my pencil case.

How to set up a desk: the ATIOOS technique: Arrange Things In Order Of Size

“First days can be difficult,” says Miss Taylor, “especially starting in the middle of term. How are you managing?”

“Okay,” I say. “A bit nervous.”

“Well if you have any worries or questions, I want you to feel free to talk to me, okay? Any time.”

She shows me where different things are kept in the classroom and asks me quite a few times if I have any questions. I still can’t think of any but I like the way she asks me more than once.

Then the bell rings and it actually sounds like a kind of siren. At my old school they played a song when you needed to come inside. The teachers chose a different one each term. This term it is a song called “Absolutely Everybody”. It will be playing right now and Gina will be going inside to sit next to someone else who will have my dolphin sticker on their desk. Unless they have decided to peel it off.

How to set up a desk: the PTIAR method: Put Things In A Row

I don’t actually know how it feels to be an antelope when a big herd of jaguars gallop up the mountain you’re on all by yourself, but I imagine it might be a bit like I feel now, listening to all the school shoes clattering down the corridor towards the classrooms. The door swings open and people pour in, laughing and talking to each other.

Three girls come over to where I am sitting. Miss Taylor comes over too.

“Camila, Mika and Laura, good news! Now that Hazel is here we can finally split you up into pairs. Camila, you’ll be sitting next to Hazel now.”

You can see on their faces that none of them think this is good news. They do not try to hide it even a little bit.

“That’s not fair! Why do I have move?” asks the one who I guess must be Camila.

“That doesn’t sound like a much of a welcome to our new class member!” says Miss Taylor. But she says it as though nothing especially horrible has just happened. Which I am actually pretty sure it has. She only adds, “It’d be great if you could all show Hazel around and make sure she has everything she needs.”

I make eye contact and smile at the three girls like the tutorial said. They are not saying anything to me or to Miss Taylor. Instead, they are giving each other funny little looks that Miss Taylor doesn’t seem to be noticing.


[image: ]

Miss Taylor introduces me to the class just by telling them my name and asking everyone to make sure I feel welcome and have a good first day. One boy turns around and asks me, “How come you’re starting here in the middle of term?”

I have no idea what to say.

“Hazel’s family has just moved house,” Miss Taylor answers for me, as though that explains everything. And maybe it does because he turns back around and doesn’t ask me anything else.

I wonder if Miss Taylor knows about what happened. If Mum or Dad have told her, she might actually know more about it than I do.

“I have a different question for Hazel,” says Miss Taylor, quickly. “I hear that you really like reading. Do you have a favourite book?”

That is a much easier question to answer.

“At my old school I was reading a book called Toppling,” I say. “It’s about a boy who likes dominoes and his friend gets sick. The whole thing is written like a long poem. I gave it five stars.”

“We have that book in our library,” says Miss Taylor smiling. But I can see Camila, Mika and Laura giving each other little looks again and I really wish I hadn’t said that stupid thing about the stars. People probably don’t even do star ratings at this school.

I have been wondering if the work at the new school will be much harder or much easier than at the old school, but it turns out to be about the same. I can do all the maths problems and we end up doing maths for most of the morning, so it isn’t too bad.

Then the bell rings again and it is time for recess and everyone gets up from their desks to go outside. Miss Taylor says something to Camila, Mika and Laura as they head out together, and whatever it is makes them come back over to me.

“Do you want to sit with us at recess?” Laura asks me.

“Sure,” I say. “Thanks.”

It would be much nicer to sit with people who didn’t keep giving each other little looks. In fact it would probably be nicer just to sit by myself. But I don’t want to seem rude.

“Your shoes look brand new,” says Mika, and Camila does a funny smile.

“They are,” I say.

It isn’t exactly a nasty thing for Mika to say. If Miss Taylor had overheard it, for example, she might not guess that it was nasty. But right away I can see what she means. My shoes are the ones Dad picked up when he bought my uniform – shiny lace up ones straight from the box. Everyone else in the group has shoes with a little pattern on the toes that do up with a buckle at the side and they have that nice creased look from being worn all term. I think I was probably wrong about it being better on your first day when you can hide behind a uniform. When everyone is wearing the same thing, small differences like these are really important. I wish so much that I had buckle shoes with creases.

“I like your bracelet,” I say to Camila. I’d noticed it in class. It is gold with a little pink heart dangling where it does up.

“Thanks,” she says. But she doesn’t follow it up with, “I got it for my birthday,” or “I have one with a blue heart too,” or anything else that could turn it into a conversation.

Then they all start talking about the school camp they already went on in term one, so there isn’t much I can say to join in. Usually if Mum has packed me a treat I save it for lunch, but I eat all my dried strawberries right there at recess.

I make up a tutorial in my head called How to eat dried strawberries: the “no mess, no waste” method while they keep talking about camp.

When the siren bell rings again, I walk back to class looking as if I am walking with Camila, Mika and Laura, but really I am on my own. Only Laura talks to me a little bit.

“I’ve read Toppling,” she says. “I really liked it too. Have you read any of Sally Murphy’s other books?”

“Just Pearl Verses the World,” I say. I wonder if she is going to start teasing me about the silly thing I said in class about the stars. It seems like the kind of thing that could easily happen.

“That’s my favourite one,” says Laura. I start to say it is my favourite too, but then Camila and Mika give her a look and she stops talking to me.

The rest of the day is pretty much the same. The schoolwork isn’t too bad. The little looks are terrible. But sitting with Camila in the classroom, and with all three of them in the playground, is the worst thing of all.

Dad is there to meet me when the final siren bell rings. As soon as I see him I run over and give him a hug. I don’t care if people give each other looks. It is just so nice to see his familiar face in among the big crowd of total strangers.

“How was it?” he asks me.

“It was okay,” I say, quickly. “Let’s go.”

“Did you meet anyone nice?”

“I don’t know yet. It’s hard to tell.”

“How about Miss Taylor? Is she nice?”

“She seems alright,” I say. “Can we talk about it later?”

“Sure,” says Dad, and I think he is relieved because his phone keeps bleeping and he really needs to keep seeing who it is in case it’s important.

“Dad,” I say, “can I go and see Veronica when I get home?”

“Who?” asks Dad, between bleeps.

“The person next door,” I say. “The one with the messy garden.”

But his phone is ringing while I say it. He picks up and then while the other person is talking he just makes the words with his mouth – “Hang on a minute”.

Our walk home is a bit rushed because the people on the phone are coming to look at the desk right away and Dad really doesn’t want to keep them waiting. It turns out he is right to be worried because when we get home there are already two people waiting in the driveway and they seem a bit cross. It is definitely not a good time to talk more to Dad about how my day really was. Mum won’t be back from work for ages because she has such a long drive now. Tess is home but her bedroom door is closed.

I can hear Dad trying to talk to the desk people in the living room but also on his phone to some one who might be able to give him a job. It must be quite difficult to explain to one person about how reliable you are, while also explaining to someone else why you have cat drawings scratched very deeply into your desk. I know it is probably unfair of me to quietly say, “I’m just going to visit Veronica,” and leave without really giving him the chance to say anything. But I do it anyway.

I walk out, still in my blue and white checked uniform dress and my too-new shoes. I stand on the curb where the long grass of the overgrown garden starts to grow. I can see just some pinned-up little silver plaits bobbing up and down in it.

I take a deep breath and I say, “Hello.”
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“Hello!” Veronica says back. She has been kneeling down and is now starting to stand up as though it isn’t a very easy thing to do. She has muddy knees and her boots, which are funny half-gumboots, are muddy too. “You have excellent timing. I was just about to have some tea out here in the front garden. Would you like to join me?”

“Yes please,” I say.

“Is it all right with your parents?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say, quickly.

“Well then, do come round. Though it’s all a bit of a mess I’m afraid.”

She is sort of right. It is a bit of a mess. But as I walk into Veronica’s garden I notice that actually the long tangled grass is mainly at the front near the road. There is a sort of path running through it and as you get closer to the house it stops being a messy dirt path and starts being paved with what look like pieces of old china and pottery, laid flat in the dirt so that the shapes sort of fit together. Also, behind the long grass at the front, there are actually lots of flowers growing. They’re not in neat rows or anything. They grow in little clumps and clusters. There are purple bell-shapes, bright orange fans of petals that look like wild birds, and tiny sprays of white, pink and yellow. Now that I am closer I can also see that the piles of old teacups and plates are not just junk that has been left lying around. They are filled with soil and sprouting with little green shoots.

“I like your garden,” I say. “It isn’t how it looks from the street.”

“I know,” says Veronica, taking a leaf out of her hair and not realising there is still another one in there. “It’s a sort of secret of mine. So …” she says, “you seem to know my name but I don’t know yours.”

“I’m Hazel,” I say. “What are those?” I point to a collection of oversized glass jars that are all upside down with drips of water gathering at the top.

“Do you know what a greenhouse is?”

I tell her I do know. Bruce explained it to us when our class was learning about climate change and someone asked how the ‘greenhouse effect’ got its name. He told us about how a greenhouse is a little house made of glass that gardeners use to keep delicate plants warm, because once the warmth from the sun gets through the glass it stays there.

“Well, those jars work like mini-greenhouses,” says Veronica, “and as well as keeping my new seedlings warm, they also keep them safe from the birds and the wind.”

“That’s really clever,” I say. Veronica smiles the same smile she gave me on my way to school. It is a nice smile, I think.

“Why don’t you have a seat out here and I’ll go and get our tea.”

We have to move some boxes and papers and other things, but underneath them all is a metal table with a rusty lacy pattern, one matching metal chair and one wooden chair. Mine is the metal one and it has a patchy plum-coloured velvet cushion on the seat and a flowery one on the back to make it comfy.

“What kind of tea do you like?” Veronica asks me.

“I actually don’t usually drink tea,” I say.

“Would you like to try some made with fresh peppermint from the garden? It’s lovely with honey.”

“Yes, please.”

Veronica disappears back inside her house, which gives me a chance to look around a bit. The things that looked like junk from a distance really aren’t exactly junk when you look at them more closely. In the wooden crate nearest me I can see a little china statue of a lady holding a bunch of balloons with her other arm missing, a box of old-fashioned dominoes, a snow globe with a little girl kneeling beside a cave with the word Lourdes written in gold, and an open shoebox full of tiny empty perfume bottles. I pick up a bottle with a little flower engraved on the front and rubbings of gold all over it. It doesn’t smell any more. There is a little tree right near Veronica’s front door with what look like tiny mandarins growing all over it and the lovely smell of them keeps wafting over. Maybe the original perfume was a bit like that.

I hear a whistling sound coming out of Veronica’s house and I recognise it because it is a sound I have heard at my Gran’s house. She has one of those old kettles that isn’t the sort you just plug in. You actually have to put it on the stove and wait for it to boil and when it does, it whistles so you know it’s ready. Mum and Dad have been wanting her to get a new one. In fact, they have actually bought her new ones, twice. But she put the new ones next to each other in the cupboard, still in their boxes, and keeps on using the old one because she says she likes the sound of it. I like it too. That’s why I recognise it coming out of Veronica’s house.

Soon Veronica comes back out, carrying a big rosy tray piled up with a pink and gold stripy jug, two flowery teacups with saucers that don’t match, a jar of honey, and a little tin with an old photo of a kitten on it. She puts it on the table and sits down.

She points to a leafy plant in a big round pot. “That’s one’s mint,” she says. “Could you pick us two nice leafy sprigs?”

I pick them and the lovely smell of the leaves stays on my hands. She puts one in each of our teacups and pours hot water on them from the jug.

As she pours she says, “Was it your first day of school today?”

I nod.

“How was it?”

“It was okay,” I say.

I feel my cheeks getting warm, thinking about that stupid pretend tutorial I did in the garden that she overheard.

“I was just being silly yesterday,” I say.

“You didn’t sound silly to me,” says Veronica.

I don’t say anything, but it is nice to hear that she didn’t think I sounded silly.

Veronica takes the sprigs of mint out of our teacups and spoons some honey into each one.

“You’re in luck this afternoon,” she says. “I made some lemon biscuits and they turned out pretty well. They don’t always.”

She opens the kitten tin and puts one on each of our saucers.

“So, what were the people at your new school like?” asks Veronica.

“I don’t know,” I say. “They are mostly already friends with each other. I don’t think they really wanted to meet anyone new.”

“Ah,” says Veronica.

“The teacher split up a group of three girls and made one of them sit with me so everyone would be in pairs, and it was really obvious she didn’t want to. They all kept giving each other funny looks.”

“Ah,” says Veronica again. Then she frowns a little bit, as if she is thinking. She doesn’t say it will probably all be okay in a day or two, or that maybe I only imagined the funny looks, or how lucky it is that I am made of tough stuff. She doesn’t say anything like that. She says, “Well, that actually sounds like a pretty difficult first day to me.”

“It was,” I say. Then I start to cry a little bit. I tell her about how my shoes were too new and how I said that stupid thing about stars and books. It’s funny how you can stop yourself from crying and talking when no one is being nice to you, but then as soon as someone is nice to you, it can be really hard to hold it in. Veronica rummages in her pockets and up one of her sleeves. She finds three different handkerchiefs and puts them down on the table in front of me. One has a picture of a windmill, one has embroidered flowers, and one has a green curly letter V sewn into the corner.

“I’ve just washed them all so they’re all perfectly clean,” she says. “Use whichever one you like.”

I pick the windmill one and wipe my eyes with it and blow my nose. It smells nice.

“You can keep it. I have a whole drawer full of hankies inside.”

I sniffle into the windmill hanky for quite a while but Veronica doesn’t seem to mind. She just keeps drinking her tea and nibbling her biscuit.

“I’ve had quite a few first days in my life,” she says after a while. “First days of school, first days of jobs, first days in new places. They weren’t always easy and some of them were really quite difficult. But I’ll tell you what I’ve found. Wherever there are lots of people, there is usually at least one nice person. You don’t always find them right away, but sooner or later you usually do. And after that, things tend to get a bit easier.”

“I hope you’re right,” I say, still sniffling.

“And as for shoes that are too new,” she says, “I recommend extra walking on muddy dusty paths. You’re welcome to use the ones in my garden any time you want.” She is smiling a little bit when she says that, and I find myself smiling a little bit too.

Some little brown sparrows hop around us looking as if they wish they could have one of the lemon biscuits.

“Give them one if you like,” says Veronica.

I take a biscuit out of the tin, crumble it up and throw the pieces down one by one. The sparrows peck at them excitedly and Veronica watches them with me.

“Hazel,” I can hear Dad calling out of our front door. “Hazel!”

Mum must be home because I’m pretty sure I can hear her calling out of our back door too. They both sound really worried.

“I’d better go,” I say. “Thank you for the peppermint tea and lemon biscuit. And for letting me see your lovely garden.”

“You’re very welcome,” she says.

“Is it really okay for me to keep this?” I ask, holding up the windmill hanky.

“Of course.”

“I’ll take it to school with me tomorrow. Maybe it will bring me luck.”

“What a good idea,” says Veronica. “Maybe it will. Come again tomorrow if you like and tell me how it goes.”

She waves goodbye to me with the leaf still in her hair.
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When I get home Mum and Dad look really cross. They are both in the living room and they say I have to sit down because we need to have a serious discussion.

“Where were you, Hazel?” asks Dad. He only ever calls me Hazel when I’m in trouble.

“I was next door like I said,” I tell him.

“What do you mean, ‘like I said’?” asks Dad. “We had no idea where you were. You really scared us!”

“I told you where I was going while you were on the phone and those people were here buying the desk.”

“Hazel, that is not okay!” says Mum. (Now she is Hazelling me too.) “Firstly, we need to know where you are at all times. And secondly, Veronica is a total stranger. In this family we have conversations about where we go. We don’t just disappear off into strangers’ houses!”

“I didn’t just disappear,” I say, feeling my voice getting louder because it is so, so unfair. “And I didn’t go into anyone’s house, only their garden. I tried to have a conversation with you about it last night and you just walked off into another room on your phone.”

I am not sitting down any more. I will not sit down when people are Hazelling me for no good reason.

“Then I tried to have a conversation about it with you on the way home from my first day at my new school,” I say to Dad, “and you were too busy rushing to even listen to me properly. And by the way, I did not have a good first day at school today,” I say to both of them, “and I am not made of tough stuff!”

By the time I get to the last bit I am nearly shouting. I stomp out of the living room and up to my bedroom, leaving Mum and Dad with funny looks on their faces. As far as I can remember I have never stomped out on them before. Not one single time in my whole life.

I sit on my bed and wait for them to come up and Hazel me about stomping. But when they come up I can see that they are not cross with me anymore. And when I see they’re not cross, I feel a bit less cross too.

“Hazy, I’m sorry I answered the phone when you were talking to me last night,” says Mum. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

“It’s all right,” I say. “I know it was about important stuff about Tess’s school.”

“Even so,” says Mum. “What you were saying was important too.”

“And I’m sorry for being in such a rush today,” says Dad. “I thought you said your first day was okay. I should have been listening harder.”

“I did say it was okay,” I admit. Since they are trying to be nice now, I want to try too. “But it takes a bit of time to talk about your first day. You can’t explain it quickly to someone who is in a rush.”

“That’s true,” says Dad. “I really am sorry. Would you like to tell us about your day now?”

It is not quite as easy as it was with Veronica. I think it is partly because even though they’re trying to be nice, I know how much they both really need me to be made of tough stuff. So I just tell them a few things. I tell them about how Camila, Mika and Laura were a “three” and now they are a two and a one who has to sit with me and really doesn’t want to. Mum and Dad both just listen. When Dad’s phone buzzes he switches it off.

Mum gives one of my hands a squeeze and Dad squeezes the other.

“How can we help?” asks Mum. “Would you like us to talk to Miss Taylor about who you’re sitting next to?”

“No it’s okay,” I say. “I can talk to her if I need to. She said I could.”

“Is there anything else we can do to help?” asks Dad.

It is a nice question for him to ask, I think.

“Well, I really want to go and visit Veronica again,” I say.

They both look a bit puzzled.

“Why?” asks Mum. “I mean, she sounds like a very nice person, but I can’t imagine you two have very much in common. What did you even do over there?”

“Just talked and drank peppermint tea in her garden,” I say. “Her garden is actually really nice. And she said I could go and visit her again tomorrow after school and I really want to.”

“Well, how about we invite her over for afternoon tea at our place tomorrow instead?” suggests Mum. “That way we can all get to know her a bit too.”

“Okay,” I say.

“Hazy,” says Dad, “what was that other thing you said? About tough stuff?”

“I heard you say it to Gran. I heard you telling her on the phone that I am made of tough stuff. And it sounded horrible and it isn’t true.”

Dad looks at first as though he doesn’t remember, and then as though he suddenly does.

“Ah. Yes. You’re absolutely right, that was a very silly thing for me to say,” he says. “I’m sorry Hazy. I won’t ever say that about you again. Okay?”

“Okay,” I say, giving him a hug. Then I give Mum one too.

That evening after dinner while Mum and Tess have a cup of tea together and talk about her new school, Dad and I go for a walk and talk a bit more about mine. On the way past Veronica’s house I put an invitation I made for afternoon tea in her mailbox. I wear my new school shoes to help them get a bit less new. It was a good tip of Veronica’s, along with a few I’ve thought of myself, like walking on tiptoes to make creases along the front, and bending your toes backwards and forwards as far as you can to stretch them out. I could make up quite a good tutorial about how to make new shoes look less new, I think. But actually instead of doing that while we are walking, I just talk to Dad and listen to him talking back to me.
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Even though I am not sure if it will bring me much luck, I am glad to have Veronica’s windmill hanky in the pocket of my school dress the next day.

Apparently, the week before I arrived, everyone had started a project about problems that affect young people. They had all been working in their desk pairs except for Camila, Mika and Laura who were allowed to be a three.

“Now that we can have all pairs for our projects,” Miss Taylor says, “I’d like Camila and Hazel to work together.”

“But that’s not fair!” says Camila. “You said Laura, Mika and I could work together and we’ve already started!”

Mika and Laura look around at us and then back at Miss Taylor in a kind of panic.

“Well, that was before,” says Miss Taylor. “This will work out very nicely and will give you and Hazel a chance to get to know each other a bit better.”

“Maybe Hazel could join our group and we could all work together instead of being split up,” suggests Laura.

“No, I’d like you all in pairs like everyone else,” says Miss Taylor.

Camila doesn’t argue but sitting beside her feels a bit like holding a sparkler that is sparking much too close to your hands.

The project that she, Mika and Laura were doing was about junk food and how there is a lot of sugar in it that young people might not realise is there. Camila tells me they have already done important work on it together. They have even started their research. They were going to bring in some examples of junk food and then at presentation time they were going to show the class, using an actual packet of sugar and a teaspoon, how much sugar is in things like a can of soft drink or a chocolate bar.

“But now I won’t be doing that,” Camila says to me quietly. “Now I will be doing some other dumb thing with you.”

“I actually know how you feel,” I say, swallowing hard. “When I left my old school I was in the middle of a book review with my best friend. It was supposed to be a class presentation, but I didn’t get to finish it before I came here.”

Camila doesn’t say anything but she looks at me as though I have just told her that my best friend and I used to ride to school on a zebra. To be honest, I have a feeling she would look at me that way no matter what I said.

“Do you have any ideas for a new problem we could do our project on?” I ask her. I am trying to go on speaking clearly and confidently. That is a tip I once heard in a tutorial about how to manage feeling nervous in a difficult situation. But it is hard with the way she is looking at me. I can hear my voice shaking.

“No,” she says. Then she raises her hand. Miss Taylor looks up and comes over to our desks.

“Hazel doesn’t have any ideas about what we can do our project on and I have used up all my ideas on our original project.”

“Why don’t you try brainstorming?” suggests Miss Taylor. “Don’t worry if some of the ideas seem silly. Just think of as many possibilities as you can and see if anything interesting comes up.”

That is the kind of thing I could easily do with Gina and if one of us said something silly we would just laugh about it. Actually we would laugh a lot and then in the end we would probably come up with a really good idea. But Camila isn’t the type of person you can say something silly around. I really don’t want to try brainstorming with her.

“You go first,” Miss Taylor says to Camila. “Just say the first thing that pops into your head.”

“Pollution,” says Camila.

“Okay, interesting!” said Miss Taylor, encouragingly. “How do you think that is a problem for young people?”

“I don’t,” says Camila. “You said, ‘say the first thing that pops into your head’ and that’s what I thought of.”

“All right, how about you Hazel? What pops into your head when you think of problems young people might face?”

Kids being mean to each other, I think. Kids giving each other looks when someone new comes to their school. Teachers splitting up groups of three and everyone thinking it is your fault when actually you never even wanted to be there in the first place.

Those are the things that pop into my head, but of course I don’t say them.

Instead I say, “Preservatives”.

“Pardon?” says Miss Taylor.

I am trying to think of something Camila might like as much as the idea of sugar.

“Well, there are preservatives in food that young people might not realise are there. Maybe we could do our project on those?” I suggest.

Camila rolls her eyes without even trying to hide it.

“Okay,” says Miss Taylor. “That’s another possibility.”

Camila sighs loudly.

“Fine,” she says. “When we were brain-storming in my original group and coming up with some ideas that were actually good, we talked about pocket money and how kids get different amounts and some kids don’t get any at all, and how it isn’t really fair. We can just do that I guess.”

“What do you think, Hazel?” Miss Taylor asks me.

“That sounds great!” I say, with my voice still doing that funny shaking thing.

Camila sighs again and Miss Taylor, pleased that we have agreed on a topic, goes over to help some other people.

“Let’s not talk,” Camila says to me. “I don’t feel like it. Just write down what you think and I’ll write down what I think. It’s all a big waste of time now anyway.”

I sit with Camila, Mika and Laura while I eat my lunch, since Miss Taylor has pretty much forced us all to do that. They talk about the mermaid movie that I wanted to see with Gina. I still haven’t seen it, so I can’t join in. But that is okay because I don’t even want to. I finish my food as quickly as I can and then I tell them that I think I will go to the library to see if I can get some more ideas for the project.

“Our school librarian really likes Sally Murphy’s books,” says Laura, as I am getting up to leave. “The library copy of Pearl Verses the World is actually signed by Sally Murphy because she came to our school once.”

This time Camila doesn’t just give Laura a look. She gives her a real frown.

Laura might still be teasing me. I’m not sure. But at least she has given me something to do at the library, and I do get to see Sally Murphy’s actual signature written with a pen. I also look up ‘pocket money’ in the encyclopedia and find out that it is sometimes called an ‘allowance’ and that some people think kids should do chores to earn it while other people think it should just be given to kids for nothing. I actually already knew that because Gina’s parents are the sort who like her to do chores, and my parents don’t really make me do anything except keep my room cleanish and sometimes help with drying the dishes. I do other helpful things too of course but it’s not for pocket money. It’s mainly so I can make up tutorials about them.

Camila doesn’t even read the page I write these things down on, when I show it to her back in the classroom. She just sort of skims her eyes over it.

“Okay, when we do our presentation you can talk about all this weird stuff,” she says, “and I’ll talk about the actual issue which, like I told you before, is about kids getting different amounts of pocket money.”

She says it in a mean voice and Laura hears and turns around and looks at us. I guess maybe it is fun for her to see me being upset, which I am. I wonder if I will go through the whole rest of primary school having no actual friends and with people being mean to me. It is such a scary thing to think about.

While Camila scribbles down her own notes about pocket money I make up lots of tutorials in my head. It’s like that time in the car though, after I found out about changing schools. All the different tutorials just run into each other and make no sense at all.
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When Dad meets me in the playground after school he has already been to the bakery to pick up a cake for our afternoon tea with Veronica. It is a really nice looking one I think, with slices of strawberry on top. On the way home he asks me how my day went. I tell him the truth. I say it wasn’t any better than yesterday and actually maybe a bit worse. He puts his arm around my shoulders and asks if I would like to tell him about it. I say I would, but I don’t really know what to say. He says he’s had a good look at my new school’s website and there is a nice-sounding school counselor I could talk to if I like. I have heard Mum and Dad saying that Tess’s counsellor has been a big help to her. I guess maybe something like that could be helpful for me too. So I say, “okay” and Dad says he will make me an appointment. He keeps his arm around my shoulders all the way home.

Back in our old house it would have been nearly impossible to find things like the tablecloth and napkins that we hardly ever use. But everything is pretty organised since we put it all away so recently and I find them easily when I get home. As well as getting the cake, Dad has also found a packet of loose-leaf tea that someone gave us as a Christmas present and we never opened since Mum and Dad mostly use teabags. It’s not as special as mint sprigs fresh from a pot in the garden, but it is a bit more special than teabags I think.

Dad lets me use his laptop and I look up one of my favourite old video tutorials by Chef Jane about how to make mini blueberry muffins. I am having a bit of trouble concentrating because I am still thinking of things I wish I had said (and not said) at school today, but it is nice to see that tutorial again. While I am putting all the ingredients on the kitchen counter, something else good happens. Tess gets home from school and instead of walking past me while saying “Hi Haze” like normal, she puts her bag down and comes into the kitchen and starts helping me. When we used to do Chef Jane recipes together a lot, Tess always teased me about putting all the ingredients in little bowls before using them. I know it’s silly and it makes more washing up, but I just really like having all the little bowls of pre-measured ingredients like Chef Jane has. Instead of teasing me, though, Tess helps me measure out the butter and the blueberries so I can tip them out exactly like on the video. Then we pick out twelve of the nicest looking blueberries to go on the top of the dozen mini muffins once we have put the icing on.

“Something smells lovely!” says Mum, when she gets home early from work. And even though I am still not feeling very good, it does smell nice. For the first time, the new house smells a little bit like a proper home. Tess helps me arrange everything on the table. It is nice to do something with Tess again and I do my best just to think about that, and not about things at school.

When Veronica comes over she looks a bit different from yesterday. She has a lovely scarf on with little embroidered circles in all different colours and instead of her half-gumboot gardening shoes she has pink velvet slippers a bit like ballet shoes. Her hair is in little silver plaits pinned up again, but there are no leaves in it today. She looks lovely, I think.

It isn’t quite the same as when it was just Veronica and me, but we still have a nice time. Veronica has brought a big wet bunch of flowers from her garden for us and Mum says how beautiful they are. Then Veronica talks to Mum and Dad about the antique clock above the TV that they got as a wedding present, and tells them which bit of Germany it was probably originally from. She knows a lot about that kind of stuff. She asks Tess about her necklace and Tess says she made it herself and looks really pleased that Veronica likes it. And she asks me about the muffins and how long you need to cook them for when they are the mini kind instead of being full-sized. She asks if I’ll teach her how to make them some time and I say I definitely will. I also tell her about Chef Jane, and she is really interested.

Mum and Dad ask Veronica some questions too, about how the street has changed in all the years she has lived there, and if she remembers a big flood that happened a few years ago, and if it is tricky for her to manage her big house and garden all by herself.

“I get along pretty well most of the time,” she says, “though people often suggest I should be thinking about a retirement village or a nursing home by now.”

“Is there anywhere like that nearby?” asks Mum.

“Yes, there’s a place just a couple of blocks away, and I’ve heard it’s very nice. I’m sure it is. But I’m not keen on the idea. Not just yet, anyway.”

“Why not?” asks Dad.

“Oh, lots of reasons,” says Veronica, sighing a little bit. “I love my garden. I love waking up in the mornings and lying in bed listening to the birds singing in my fruit trees. I love having all my old things around me. And I also have some very nice new neighbours.” (I notice Veronica looks especially at me when she says that.) “But most of all, I’m just happy here where everything is comfortable and familiar to me. I don’t like the idea of moving to a new place and having to be the new person.”

Even though she looks a little bit sad as she says that last part, Veronica has actually brought a really good mood into our house. Everyone likes her, you can tell.

After she goes home I say to Dad, “If Veronica invites me over again some time, is it alright if I go?”

“Yes,” says Dad. “As long as we know where you are, it will be no problem at all.”

Later on, when the house is still full of the good mood, the nice mini muffin smell and the lovely flowers from Veronica’s garden, I borrow Mum’s phone and ring up Gina. She got my letter so she asks me about Veronica and some of the other things I told her about our new house. I tell her about Camila and Laura and Mika. Then I tell her about the things Camila said to me today when we were meant to be working on the project.

“What did you say back?” she asks me.

“Nothing,” I say.

“I wish I’d been there,” says Gina. “I’d have said something back to her for sure.”

“What would you have said?” I ask.

“I’d have said, ‘that is not an okay way for you to talk to my friend Hazel’.”

It would have been so good if Gina really had been there to say that. It makes me feel a bit better even just to hear her say it down the phone. Gina is telling the absolute truth too. She is a brave person and she definitely would have said something like that if she had been there.

Before we say goodbye Gina tells me that she is writing back to me and that she is going to put a new dolphin sticker in the envelope. Which is a small thing to look forward to, but it actually makes me feel a bit better too.
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The next day at school we have to work on our projects again. I remember what Camila said about how our project is meant to be focused on kids getting different amounts of pocket money, and not the points I had looked up. So when we have independent research time in the library I try to find out a few more things. The librarian, who is really nice, helps me to find a useful article that says that in France kids get hardly any pocket money and in Portugal they get quite a lot. I write that down in my notes. I’m still not sure if it’s the kind of thing Camila wants me to do and I definitely can’t ask her because she is with Mika and Laura and they are laughing about something which I think is probably me. Though actually, Laura doesn’t seem to be laughing quite as much as the others are.

When we get back to our classroom we are supposed to share the new information we have found with our pair and look for connections. I am dreading it, but I open up my notes so that Camila can see.

She skims the pages again with her eyebrows raised and then does one of her big loud sighs.

“Don’t you understand anything?” she asks me. Usually she says mean things to me in a soft voice so that Miss Taylor can’t hear. But because everyone is talking about their independent research, she doesn’t have to do that this time. She actually uses quite a loud voice. “Our project isn’t about differences in kids’ pocket money in different countries, Hazel. It’s about differences in pocket money here.” She stabs the desk with her finger, as if she thinks I probably don’t understand what ‘here’ means. “I’ve explained that to you twice now,” she goes on. I think her voice is actually getting louder. “What school did you come here from anyway? Was everyone there as stupid as you are?”

I can feel my face getting redder and redder with every one of those horrible things she is saying to me. She is being so loud that people are turning around and looking at us. Mika and Laura have turned around and they are looking at my red face and I am worried that I really am going to cry in front of everyone. I wish I could think of something to say back, but I literally cannot think of a single word. So instead I just wish and wish that Gina was here to say That is not an okay way for you to talk to my friend Hazel. I would give almost anything for her to be here right now, being brave and nice like she always is, and saying something like that. Instead, no one is my friend and everyone is staring at me and probably thinking I am completely stupid like Camila says. Which maybe I am.

But then the most surprising thing happens. Laura says something. And she uses a loud voice too. It is so loud that most of the other kids in our class stop talking and everyone hears her.

“Camila,” she says, “I am really sick of hearing the way you talk to Hazel. She didn’t ask to sit next to you. And she isn’t stupid. You’re just being mean to her for no reason.”

Even Miss Taylor looks over.

“What’s going on over there?” she asks.

“Camila is being really mean to Hazel and she has been mean since the very first day she arrived in our class,” says Laura, still talking loudly and strongly. “It’s a horrible way to treat a new person and I don’t think Hazel deserves it. And I don’t think Camila should be allowed to do it.”

“Is that true?” asks Miss Taylor. Camila and I both think Miss Taylor is talking to us so we answer at the same time. I say “yes” and Camila says “no”. It is a bit like when Gina and I gave our star ratings for Toppling, but not even slightly funny.

“I see,” says Miss Taylor.

At recess she asks Laura, Camila, Mika and me to stay back and have a chat with her. I am scared to sit down with them. Even though I don’t personally think I have done anything wrong, I have such a bad feeling that somehow I am in trouble anyway. I remember back to my first day when Miss Taylor said that everyone in the class was nice and it was a great group. Is it just since I got here that there are looks and meanness and people using really loud voices? If so, maybe I really am in trouble.

Miss Taylor has put chairs in a circle so we will all be facing each other for the chat. She sits down first and I sit next to her. Laura sits down next to me. Camila and Mika sit down together in the other two seats. They don’t look nervous at all. They just look really angry. Camila especially.

“So, can someone fill me in about what’s been going on?” asks Miss Taylor.

None of us say anything.

“Would you be willing to start us off, Laura?”

“Okay,” says Laura. “We were all upset when our table got split up and then even more when our group project did too. But I don’t think that was Hazel’s fault. And I feel like Camila has taken it all out on her and been really mean and it isn’t getting any better. It’s actually getting worse.” Camila rolls her eyes as if the chat is boring for her. “And you have been joining in Mika,” Laura goes on, “and I even did a bit at first too. I feel really bad about that and I’m really sorry Hazel. I actually think you seem really nice and interesting and I wish I had stood up for you right from the beginning.”

When she is saying all that, she sounds nearly as good as Gina.

“Thank you Laura,” says Miss Taylor. “I really appreciate you being so honest about how it has seemed to you.” Camila rolls her eyes again and does a loud sigh.

“How about you Mika?” asks Miss Taylor. “What do you think has been happening?”

“I don’t know,” says Mika, sounding as if she also doesn’t care. “Like Laura said, we were just annoyed about changing our project and Camila having to move desks. But we weren’t that mean to Hazel. I think Laura is making a big deal out of nothing.”

Camila nods all the way through.

“Has it felt like nothing to you, Hazel?” asks Miss Taylor.

“No,” I say. I figure that if there is a good opportunity to be honest it is probably right this minute. “It has actually felt really, really horrible.”

Laura reaches over and touches my hand and it nearly makes me cry, but not quite. I just give her a little smile back that I hope says that her apologising and sticking up for me now is making everything a lot, lot better.

“How about you, Camila?” asks Miss Taylor. “It would be great to hear your perspective too.”

Camila does another big, angry sigh. “This is all so stupid,” she says. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I don’t see why I should be the one who has to sit with the new person and I don’t see why it’s such a massive deal if I don’t want to be her best friend. Or her friend at all.”

“Well I do want to be her friend,” says Laura, “and I have an idea I’d like to suggest.”

“Please, go ahead,” says Miss Taylor.

I wonder so much what she is going to say.

“If it’s okay with Hazel, I would like to swap desks with Camila and sit next to her. And if it’s also okay, I would like to do the project with her.”

“What do you think, Hazel?” asks Miss Taylor.

“I would really, really like both of those things,” I say.

“How about you two?” Miss Taylor asks.

Mika says “sure” and Camila says “whatever”.

“Good, let’s make those changes straightaway then,” says Miss Taylor.

It takes less than a minute for them to switch their desks around but to me, the change feels almost as big as when we moved house.

“Okay, let’s leave it there for now,” says Miss Taylor, “and we’ll all talk a bit more later. Laura, Hazel and Mika, why don’t you go out for recess. Camila, I’d like you to stay so we can talk a bit longer, just the two of us.”

Camila shrugs and doesn’t say anything, but she sits down again. Laura, Mika and I get our things and go outside.

When we are outside the classroom Mika kind of rushes away without saying anything to either of us. I am glad. It will be really nice just to talk to someone at school who wants to be my friend.
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One of the first things Laura and I talk about is what we will do our project on now that it will be just us. When Laura asks me if I have any ideas about problems that affect young people, it feels very different from when Camila asked me. I definitely don’t feel as if I have to pretend to be interested in anything that I am really only slightly interested in, like preservatives. Instead we both talk about problems that affect young people that we really are interested in. We think of a few different possibilities.

Laura and Gina seem similar in some ways, mainly because they are brave and I really like that about them both. But while we are talking I can tell that having a conversation with Laura is actually pretty different from having a conversation with Gina. Laura does not make as many jokes or laugh quite as much as Gina does. But one of things I notice most about her straight away is that she cares a lot about things being unfair. For example, she thinks it is not right that big companies are allowed to pretend climate change is not happening when real scientists say it definitely is, and she actually wrote a letter to the prime minister about it. Gina and I talked about that problem back when Bruce was teaching us about the greenhouse effect, but neither of us ever thought of writing a letter to the prime minister. Now that I know you can, I am interested in doing it too. Laura is going to give me the address you can write to.

We talk about that problem, and we both think it is interesting and important, but we know that at least two other pairs of people in the class are doing their projects on very similar things. We would like to do ours on something different, and we actually end up having a really good idea. Since one of the biggest problems in my life has been being a new person at school, and since Laura is a young person who noticed and helped, we are both experts on that topic in a way. And we do not think any of the other pairs will be doing it. When we check with Miss Taylor she thinks it is a really good idea too.

One of my favourite bits of our first proper conversation together happens when I suggest that maybe part of our presentation could be giving people tips and tricks for how to manage being a new person and also how to help a person when they are new.

Laura says, “Yes! Maybe we could present it a bit like a video tutorial! You know, like with music and stuff?”

Of course, that is exactly how I would absolutely love to do our presentation too, but I would never have suggested it in case someone found out my secret. But Laura says it excitedly, as if it would be really good fun to do our presentation like that and not strange at all. She is really looking forward to it.

That day, and most other days after school, I go and visit Veronica. She is really interested to hear about Laura and she is especially interested in our project.

Veronica and I do some really good things together too. The tree in her garden with tiny mandarins on it made me remember one of the videos I used to watch with Tess where an American lady had some limes and little oranges that she said were too sour to eat so she stuck pointy dried things called cloves into them and hung them in her house from ribbons with pins and said they smelled nice. I explained it to Veronica and she said she had a jar of cloves in her kitchen so we could try it right away. She also had a box of spare little bits of ribbon and some pins. (Actually I am pretty sure Veronica has most things tucked away somewhere in her house if she looks in enough of her boxes.) She says I am actually unusually good at explaining how to do things step by step and making everything very clear. I guess my secret has helped me to get quite a bit of practice. Anyway, the little hanging mandarins turn out really well.

So while I tell Veronica about things like the project, and we do interesting things like make clove mandarins, she always makes me peppermint tea from the plant in her garden. She tells me things too, about how she used to be a nurse and wear a tiny upside down clock pinned to her uniform, and how she has always wanted to go up in a hot air balloon but she never has, and how her brother, who died a long time ago when they were both still quite young, always gave her a funny brooch on her birthday and one was a poodle and one was a flamingo and one was a tiger wearing a hat, and she still has them all in a box somewhere.

On the day we make the hanging mandarin things I take one home to put in my room and one for Tess, just in case she wants it. But when I knock on her door she isn’t there. Mum and Dad say she is out at the shopping mall with some people she has met at her new school. They are a bit nervous about it, I can tell. I am hoping that Tess is with nice people who are not at all like the ones at her old school. But I am also glad that Tess has met some people she wants to go to the mall with. I think Mum and Dad might be glad too.
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It has actually been quite a good day today so far. I just had my second session with the counsellor Dad mentioned. Her name is Samantha and she is really nice. She has given me a workbook I can do at home and it has instructions for making a kind of map of all the people you can talk to when you feel worried or scared or sad about something. Samantha says mine can include people who are very close to me, like Mum and Dad, as well as people who are a bit further away, like Gina and Bruce. Samantha says I can decorate it and make it look any way I want, so when I draw Veronica I think I will put leaves in her hair like she had that first time I went to visit her. Since Gina’s dolphin sticker has arrived, I will stick that next to her name on my map. I am making these plans and thinking about who else I can include while I look out for Dad, who always waits for me outside the school gate so we can walk home together.

When I find him he has a worried look on his face. I haven’t seen that look for a while now. I had actually almost forgotten it. For a moment, the idea of the map of helpful people fades away like a splash of cold water on hot concrete.

My first thought is about those people I mentioned Tess going to the mall with, as she has been going nearly every day since then. I wonder if they have turned out not to be her friends but instead to be like the people at her old school who did that terrible thing to her jacket. Or maybe the problem that is making Dad’s forehead look so wrinkled is the people from her old school. Maybe they have come all the way over to our new house and written something terrible across it in paint. Maybe they are still there now. Maybe they have done something even worse. It is amazing how quickly a thousand horrible thoughts can swirl around in your head when you see your dad looking worried.

“Is Tess okay?” I ask him right away, before he has even said anything to me.

“Tess is absolutely fine,” says Dad, giving me a hug.

“Is Mum all right? Is Gina? Are you?”

“Haze,” says Dad, “everyone is all right, I promise. Just listen, okay? Something has happened that I need to tell you about, but I promise everyone is all right.”

As we walk and I do my best to listen and not just guess more and more bad things that could have happened, Dad tells me that there was a small accident at Veronica’s house today. Then, because I ask him a lot of times, he tells me a lot of times that she, like everyone else, is absolutely and definitely okay.

He tells me that as far as he knows, what happened is that Veronica was weeding in her front garden and listening to some music on the radio and she forgot that she had left her kettle on the stove. She didn’t hear it whistling because of the music. Then she noticed lots of smoke coming from inside her house and it gave her a big scare. When the fire brigade came, they went into her house with hoses and everything but all they really had to do was turn off the stove. They said that the big clouds of smelly smoke were just because the kettle had run out of water and burned all the way through the metal. They were a bit worried about Veronica getting a nasty shock from thinking her house was on fire and possibly breathing in a bit of the smoke. So even though they thought she was okay, they had taken her to hospital just to make sure.

“Did you see Veronica?” I ask him. “Did you think she looked okay?”

“I did see her, and I thought she looked okay. But I think it was a good idea to take her to the hospital just so they can take lots of extra care of her.”

I think it was a good idea too. I am glad everyone is okay like Dad said, but I really don’t like the idea of Veronica having a bad scare like that. I don’t feel at all better just yet. I keep having to remind myself over and over again that everyone is okay, including Veronica.

“I promised her we’d look after the garden and keep an eye on everything for her,” Dad told me.

“Veronica really loves her house and garden,” I say. “We’ll definitely need to look after them for her.”

Veronica has given Dad a set of her keys and they are on her keyring which has a toy soldier and a little owl hanging from it. It feels funny for Dad and me, going into her house without her being there. The smell of the burnt-through kettle is really horrible. We open up all the windows and doors to let the nice garden air blow through. The smoke has covered her kitchen in a kind of grey dust, so Dad and I wipe everything down. Whenever you try to wipe a surface down you have to move all Veronica’s little things that she keeps everywhere. I think lots of people might think it was junk. But I know that whenever you ask Veronica about one of her things there is always a story behind it and a special reason that she has kept it for such a long time. So I am very careful with every single one and I make sure that Dad is too.

Later on, Mum and Tess come over to help. Tess has been watching videos about how to get rid of the smell of smoke from a house. She has found out that white vinegar can help and also half an onion, so they have brought a big bottle of vinegar and a bag of onions with them to try it out. Personally, I am not sure if it is helping that much. Soon Veronica’s house smells like onions and vinegar and burnt-out kettle smoke. I don’t want to say anything, but I actually think it might smell worse than it did before. Tess says maybe if we leave them in there overnight it will help. We pour vinegar into Veronica’s beautiful teacups and put half-onions on the saucers, and before leaving we put a pair in each room and two pairs in the kitchen where the smell is the worst.

In the evening Dad phones the hospital and they say that Veronica is doing well but they are going to keep her overnight just to make sure, since she really did get a bad scare. I would have liked to say hello to her but Dad says they are very busy at the hospital so you have to be quick.

Before I go to bed I look out of my bedroom window up at the moon and ask it to shine down on Veronica in her hospital bed and let her know that her house and garden are okay and that I am making sure everyone is being very careful with all her precious things.

I don’t know if things like moon-messages really work, but they can still feel nice to send when you’re worried about someone. And just in case it does work, I don’t mention about the onions and vinegar smell.
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Although Veronica hasn’t been home for three days now, she actually only stayed at the hospital for the first night after the day of the kettle. Since then she has been staying in a kind of nursing home for a little while, so that she can get some extra help while she recovers from her scare and so we can make sure her house is ready for her to come back to. Personally, I think it is very ready. You can’t smell the smoke anymore and you can hardly smell the onions or vinegar. Tess and I made lots of the tiny mandarins with cloves stuck in them and hung them on all the doorknobs, just to make sure. The people at the nursing home say they can’t have many visitors coming in because you have to be extra careful about people’s health when they are very old, which some of the residents are. So instead of visiting, I talk to Veronica on the phone when I get back from school and tell her how carefully we are looking after everything for her.

I ask her how the nursing home is and she says it isn’t too bad. Even though it’s not as nice as being in her real garden, she says there is a small garden and she is helping the nurses to choose which flowers will be right to plant since there is only a little bit of sunlight. I ask her when she thinks she will be ready to come back home. She does a big sigh.

“I’m not really sure, Hazel. The nurses here say it might be time for me to begin a new life somewhere that will be easier for me to manage. I’m starting to think they’re probably right. One of the nicest people I’ve met here is from the retirement village not too far from our street and she says it’s very nice.”

All her words about the retirement village sound as though she feels okay about living there. But her voice doesn’t quite match.

“How do you feel about it?” I ask her. It’s the kind of thing that both Veronica and my counsellor Samantha sometimes ask me, so I know it can be a helpful question when someone is trying to manage something difficult.

“Well, I feel sad to think of leaving my house and garden, as well as one of the nicest neighbours I have ever had,” says Veronica. “But I also feel relieved that maybe the time has come to finally make a decision I have been worried about making for a long time.”

“If you do end up moving, as soon as we are allowed, I will come and visit you all the time,” I tell her.

“I would love that,” she says.

Then we make a really good plan. Veronica says the nurses are very good at helping people to use laptops so that they can see their friends and family, and they even have spare laptops to lend people like Veronica who do not have one of their own. So Laura and I can do a trial run of our presentation for her by video, using Dad’s laptop. There is already a plan for Laura to come over to our house tomorrow afternoon and practise with me, and I am sure she will like the idea of the trial run too. Veronica says she can’t wait.

We have also found out that you can take small deliveries to people at the nursing home, so for the rest of the afternoon I prepare some things to take. First, I pick a fresh new tiny mandarin from Veronica’s garden, spike it with cloves and hang it on a green ribbon so that she can have the beautiful smell I know she likes right in the room she is staying in. Then, when Dad and I go and check on her house, I collect a small brown box I noticed when we were moving her things to wipe them down. It is full of little brooches including a poodle, a flamingo and a tiger wearing a hat. They must be the ones she told me about that her brother gave her and I think she might like to have just a small box of her special treasures with her. Then Tess and I make another batch of blueberry mini muffins, since Veronica really liked them when she had them at our house and I haven’t had the chance to show her how to make her own yet. They turn out really well. I pack it all up and when Tess gets back from the mall that afternoon, we walk over together to the nursing home and leave it at the front desk for Veronica.

Before I go to bed I run through my part of the presentation, but I don’t really need to. Laura and I have been practising non-stop.
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The next day at recess Laura shows me a little speaker she has brought so we can play music at the beginning and end of our presentation. We choose the bouncy, cheerful kind that they have on video tutorials that makes you feel like even difficult things could be easy and fun. We have written our key points on cards and we are going to hold them up at the right times so people can read them when we talk about them. That was my idea and it works pretty well.

After school, instead of waiting on the other side of the gate where her mum picks her up like she usually does, Laura waits for my dad with me and we all walk back to our house together. I know some people get embarrassed when their friends meet their dads, but I don’t. I feel pretty sure they will like each other because Dad was really interested when I told him about Laura writing to the prime minister and said he actually wouldn’t mind sending a letter or two himself. So that is an important thing they are both interested in and we talk about it for most of the way home.

We have afternoon tea, which is the blueberry mini muffins that were a funny shape and didn’t end up with the best ones I gave Veronica. I show Laura my room and Tess even lets me show hers. And then it is time for us to do our video presentation for Veronica.

Dad helps us to set up the call and when it finally works I can see Veronica sitting in a comfy chair in the little garden she was telling me about that does not get very much sun. Veronica must have given the nursing home good advice because there are some lovely flowers behind her. There is another lady in a comfy seat next to her and a nice smiley-looking nurse helping to make sure the volume is right and tipping the screen away from the light so they can both see us. When I look closely I can see that Veronica is wearing the little brooch of the tiger wearing the hat.

“This is Iris,” says Veronica. “We met this morning at breakfast and when I told her about your presentation she asked if she could come and watch too. I hope that’s all right.”

Laura and I both say that it is alright and that it is actually extra good practice for us to have a few people in our audience. The smiley nurse wants to stay and watch too.

Then I get our cards ready and Laura switches her little speaker on and we begin. Just for a moment I feel a bit shy about doing a real tutorial with actual people listening for the first time ever, even though I know it’s only Veronica and nice-looking Iris and a smiley nurse. But as soon the music starts and Laura says the first part the way we have been practising, I can see that she’s having fun and not feeling worried at all, and I don’t feel worried either.

“Hello and welcome to the Hazel and Laura Show, where we share tips and tricks that can change your life!” says Laura.

Then it is time for my first part. “Have you ever been the new person at your school and wondered what you can do to make your first days easier? We have some great ideas you can try!”

“Or,” says Laura, turning down the music a little bit, “have you ever noticed a new person at your school and wondered how you can help them to feel at home? Keep listening and we’ll tell you everything you need to know!”

Veronica, Iris and the nurse are all listening carefully. I can tell they are really enjoying our presentation so far.

“Step one for a new person,” I say, holding up my first card. “Remember that everyone finds first days tricky! It definitely isn’t just you. Think of the people in your life who you can talk to about how you feel and make sure you let them know what’s going on.”

“Step one for helpers of a new person,” says Laura, holding up her first card, “be friendly! You could start a conversation about something you are both interested in, or maybe you could invite them to join in with something you think they might enjoy doing.”

In the video I can see Veronica sharing her blueberry mini muffins with the others so they can all nibble while they watch us.

“Step two for a new person,” I go on, “let people at your new school know what you’re interested in and what you like doing and see if you can find out about interesting things they like and do too. It’s a great way to find out what you might like doing together!”

“Step two for helpers of a new person,” says Laura. Her card is upside down and our audience laughs, so we laugh too and I help Laura to turn it the right way up. “When you learn a bit about what a new person is interested in, see if you can think of something at your school they might especially like to see or do. There could be something in the playground that they would love, or some of their favourite books might be in the library. Be a good tour guide!”

I can see Veronica’s new friend Iris nodding and I wonder if she is thinking of some good things at the nursing home that she could show Veronica. The nurses might already know our tip, though, because I think they did a great job of showing Veronica the little garden right away.

“Step three for a new person,” I say, and because this is my final and most important tip, I say it very clearly and carefully. “Wherever there are lots of people there is usually at least one nice person. You don’t always find them right away, but after a while you usually will. And after that, being a new person is a lot easier.”

Veronica smiles at me right through the screen and I feel very sure that she is remembering telling me that helpful tip in her own garden on my first day at the new school.

“Step three for helpers of a new person,” says Laura, and I know she has saved her most important tip for last too. “Don’t forget that new people are only new at first. If you talk to them and find out about them, you might soon realise that you have made one of the most interesting friends you have ever had.”

After that, Laura turns up the music on her little speaker again and I say, “Thanks for listening! If you have any questions, leave them in the comments below. Don’t forget to hit subscribe and have a great day!”

We really do sound exactly like a proper video-makers and making a real tutorial is actually as much fun as I always thought it would be, with Laura next to me waving and making silly faces into the camera and Veronica, Iris and the smiley nurse all clapping at us from the little garden at the nursing home.
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Dad set up his laptop so that it would record our trial run of our presentation, so that evening after Laura has gone home I send the video of it to Gina. Then I call Veronica.

“Is Iris your one nice person at the nursing home?” I ask her.

“Actually most people here seem quite nice,” she says, “but I do especially like Iris. She used to be a midwife! And she loves gardens. She was very interested to see the little hanging mandarin you made for me. She said she and her sister used to make them when they were young and they called them ‘pomanders’.”

It sounds to me as though Veronica is doing a very good job of being a new person, and I am glad she has met Iris. Tess must be doing a good job too, I think, because she is still not back from the mall with her new friends. Dad will be the new person at his new job starting tomorrow, and I have already made an origami heart to go in his lunchbox.

Tomorrow Laura and I will be doing our presentation for our class for real, and there could easily still be some little looks from Camila and Mika. But I don’t really mind too much. Laura will be there, and I will have Veronica’s windmill hanky in the pocket of my school uniform for good luck, and I am still working on the map of people I can talk to if I start to feel worried or sad again.

When Gina calls me to say she watched the video and she really liked it, she says there is a new person starting in my old class next week. She is going to ask Bruce if they can all watch the tutorial video to make sure that person has some good ideas of what to do, and everyone else knows how to help. She thinks Bruce will definitely say yes and I think so too.

I am glad that Gina really will be there to help the new person, if they need any help. Maybe the rest of the class will too, if we’re right about Bruce playing our video. And even though I have never met them and don’t even know who they are, I send a good wish with the moon that night to the new person.
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Anna Branford was born on the Isle of Man and because she lived in many other places too, she was ‘the new person’ at nine different schools. She has never forgotten the feeling of it, or any of the lovely people who helped to make it (mostly) okay. As well as writing stories, Anna loves walking in forests, making dolls, and working at a university, where she helps people to choose the kind of job they would like to do best.
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Possible Friend

Violet Mackerel doesn’t have any friends near the new
house and she would quite like to make one. There is a girl next
door who could be a possible friend. In fact, she would
quite like Rose to be a very good friend.
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Pocket Protest

Violet Mackerel loves to collect acorns from under the big
old oak tree. But the oak tree is going to be cut down.
Violet does not think this is a good idea! And Violet hopes her
pocket protest will be just the thing to save it.
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Brilliant Plot

Violet Mackerel thinks she would quite like to own the
blue china bird at the Saturday markets. This is not just a
silly wish. It is instead the start of a very important
idea. But what she needs is a plot.
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Rerarkable Recovery
i

Violet Mackerel has to have her tonsils out. Violet does
not think this is a good idea. She prefers not to have things
taken out. But the tonsils have to go.
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Natural Habitat

Violet Mackerel quite likes helping. She PARTICULARLY
likes to help small things. So when Violet makes
friends with a tiny ladybird called small gloria,
she wants to give her a helping hand.

SARAH

DAVIS

ANNA
BRANFORD

Viglet

Mackerels

Personal space

Violet Mackerel has some good news and some not-so-good news.
The good news is about Mum and Vincent! The not-so-good
news is that they have to move house. Violet is trying to be brave,
but sometimes leaving your personal space can be tricky.
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Helpful Suggestion

Violet Mackerel is excited. Her best friend Rose is going on
a trip to Japan. But Violet is going to miss her terribly.
Six weeks is a long time. What if Rose forgets her?
It may all be a slight disaster. Unless Violet can come up with a
perfect plan and a very helpful suggestion.
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Violet Mackerel has found a beautiful locket. But she is also
sad because Mum has lost her basket of knitted things.
Violet wants to make Mum feel happy again. And she may just have
the perfect plan: a surprise just for Mum!
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