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Every Thursday afternoon, while I’m sitting here with Mum, I think about my dead rellies.

I call them my great great greats.

You know, like in great great great grandad or great great great grandma or great great great dog etc. Except most of my dead rellies need heaps more greats than that, cause most of them lived bulk amounts of time ago.

As Dad always says, life is short.

So make the most of it.

Which is why, as I’m sitting here waiting, I like to pretend I am them, my greats.

Which isn’t as crazy as it sounds. We’ve all got bits of our greats inside us. We’re actually made of them, inheritancely speaking. Ask your teacher, if you don’t believe me. Or a rellie if you’ve got one who’s still alive and very old, like over fifty.


Today I’m being my great great great etc Uncle Thyroid. Who was a fearless sloth hunter on the icy slopes of the tundra an incredibly long time ago when they hadn’t even invented ski lifts.

The truth is I’m not completely sure his name was Uncle Thyroid.

So I’m partly guessing.

But one thing I do know, which is why I like pretending to be him, he was mega brave.

 

Gee, it’s cold here on this icy tundra that in only a few thousand years will be known as the BP petrol station on the A12 near Colchester.

It is I, Thyroid The Brave, following the tracks of a giant sloth.

I’m doing it because I’m desperate to feed my family, who are shivering in a cave near what one day will be called the Clacton-On-Sea turnoff.

Oops, information update.

When I say I’m following the tracks of a giant sloth, it’s really just one single track, but a very wide one.

Giant sloths always drag their tummies along the ground when they flee, they can’t help it, which makes them much easier to hunt than say, giant stick insects.

Trouble is, this giant sloth’s gone high up an icy slope. And I’m having trouble following because of how my hunting boots, which I carved out of ice, keep slipping on all the other ice.


I wish there was a way of getting up there that didn’t involve slithering on my tummy.

I know. I’ll find myself a walking stick.

Here’s a pile of old branches and twigs, must be something here.

Yes, that looks like a good one. Sturdy and stout, perfect for a fearless sloth hunter.

I’ll just reach in and drag it out . . .

Oh no, what’s tickling my arm?

Please, don’t let it be what I think it is.

Let it be a liver-eating tundra wolf instead. I’m nowhere near as scared of those as I am of . . .

Oh no, I don’t think this is a wolf up my sleeve. My hunting jerkin isn’t that loose. And liver-eating tundra wolves don’t tickle like this.

I shake my arm. I see what’s crawling out of my sleeve. I scream.

‘Aaaaaaaarrrrrrgh, a spider!’

I run.

Down the slope.

Sliding, howling, desperate to get away.

This is an outrage. There’s not a single handrail anywhere around here.

My feet slip and I hurtle down the icy slope on my tummy, straight towards the glacier below.

With its deep dark ice chasms.

Which, legend says, are bottomless.

Except, I think as I hurtle into one, that can’t be right. There’s got to be some sort of bottom down there eventually.


And a bottom would have a pile of snow on it, probably, just waiting to break my fall.

Deep, soft, fluffy snow.

Full of frozen spiders.

‘Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrgh.’

 

The good thing about being a great great great in your imagination is you don’t have to hang around for funerals etc.

You can check with Mum that it’s still not our turn yet, then sit back and move on to the eleventh century, where I am now.

It’s lovely weather in France at this time of year.

These big blocks of stone that I’m clinging to as I climb up this castle wall are really warm from the afternoon sun. They’re so pleasant to the touch, I’d hate to be shot through the head with an arrow and not be able to enjoy them any more.

So far, so good.

And here’s a window ledge to help me up.

Oh dear. This isn’t so good.

A young woman inside the room has spotted me. She’s getting up from her spinning wheel and coming over to the window.

She’s about my age, and she actually looks quite friendly. Maybe she doesn’t get out much with other young people and so she’s a bit lonely. Just a guess, from the way she’s not pouring boiling oil on me.

‘Bonjour, interesting stranger,’ she says. ‘Who are you?’


‘Gaston at your service, mademoiselle,’ I say, with a flourish of my helmet, which is a bit difficult with both of my hands hanging onto the window ledge, so I have to ask her to flourish it for me. ‘Junior soldier, second class.’

‘Nice to meet you, Gaston,’ she says.

We smile at each other.

I’m too embarrassed to say that my boss is the Countess of Orleans, who has commanded me to slip into this castle unnoticed and open the drawbridge from the inside so she and her army can seize the castle for herself on account of her other castle needing re-grouting.

‘Gaston,’ says the young woman. ‘Can I share a secret with you?’

I nod, feeling a bit guilty that I haven’t shared mine with her.

‘Can you help me get out of here?’ she says. ‘My mother has kept me prisoner in this tiny room for three years because she’s jealous of my beauty. Plus she wants my bedroom to age cheese in.’

Her face is so hopeful, how can I say no?

‘OK,’ I say. ‘I’ll give it a try.’

The young woman grabs her spinning wheel, and a big bulging brand-new travel bag as well, and clambers onto my back.

Slowly I climb down the castle wall.

‘I’m Lucienne,’ she says on the way down. ‘This is very good of you, Gaston.’

‘My pleasure,’ I say. ‘I like climbing.’


‘You’re very good at it,’ says Lucienne.

‘It’s a family thing,’ I say. ‘We’ve got this legend about one of our ancient ancestors who climbed out of a bottomless chasm in a glacier using only his hands and a walking stick woven from facial hair.’

‘Incroyable,’ says Lucienne.

‘He was being chased by a spider,’ I say.

We reach the bottom of the wall.

‘Merci,’ says Lucienne. ‘I’m very grateful. But also very curieuse. Your ancestor did not like spiders?’

‘Not really,’ I mumble.

‘It takes all sorts,’ says Lucienne with a shrug. ‘Merci again, Gaston. How can I repay you? The least I can do is buy you a slap-up feed. I’ve got lots of gold saved up from my pocket money, and I’ve heard that the inn near here does cream buns and really delicious pig-gut sausages.’

‘Yum,’ I say. ‘Thanks. I’d love that.’

Then my insides droop.

‘But I can’t,’ I say. ‘I have to finish my mission.’

Lucienne frowns, and I can see she’s wondering what it is I’m actually doing here.

I hesitate.

But not for long. Mum has often told me about the two things that are very vital for a close and trusting relationship.

Honesty and regular visits.

‘The thing is,’ I say, hating to have to say it, ‘my mission involves your castle being violently seized and totally redecorated.’


Lucienne shrugs again.

‘Pas de probleme,’ she says. ‘I’m never coming back here anyway.’

Oh well, I think to myself. At least this is what will one day be called a win-win situation.

For Lucienne and for the Countess.

But not for me, sadly. I think Lucienne and I could have been friends. If only I hadn’t sworn on my honour to the Countess to do everything in my power to get her into the castle. Which was the least I could do after she touched me on the shoulder with her sword. And flicked that spider off.

‘Au revoir,’ I say to Lucienne. ‘And good luck. It’s been very nice meeting you. Very, very nice.’

‘Don’t be a dopey duck,’ she says. ‘I’ll wait.’

 

Climbing up the castle is easier the second time, because now I’ve got delicious food to look forward to, and a new friend.

But we must be careful on our way to the inn.

We must make sure we avoid the local market. The Countess and her army are there buying sheets and pillowslips for the castle.

Ah, here’s the window ledge again.

That was quick.

I reach up and grab it.

And freeze in horror.

Because of what’s crawling all over the ledge. And now, all over my hands, and arms, and into my ears.

Spiders.


Frantically I try to ignore the sickening fear that has cursed my family.

I force myself to climb on, past this nightmare. But the tickling is just too tickly. And revoltingly spidery.

My hands slip off the ledge.

I plummet down.

Towards the hundreds of spears in the mud of the moat, razor sharp metal tips pointing upwards just below the surface of the water.

I was able to squeeze between them earlier, but now, no chance.

‘Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrgh.’

 

Huh?

I’m not getting stabbed. Not hundreds of times, not even once. I’m just bouncing up and down on something stretchy and a bit sticky.

‘Thank goodness,’ says Lucienne’s voice.

And, as she said earlier, incroyable.

I’m lying on long thick strands of sticky rope, stretched across the moat. With pieces of Lucienne’s spinning wheel anchoring them at each end.

Lucienne grabs my hand and helps me down.

‘I’ve been spinning that for three years,’ she says. ‘Hoping that one day, when it was long enough, it would be a ladder for me to climb down. But I’m so glad it did the job of saving your life.’

So am I, even though I do have sticky strands of something all over my clothes.


‘Thank you, Lucienne,’ I say. ‘I’m speechless.’

‘You’ll think of something else to say, Gaston,’ says Lucienne. ‘Once you’ve had a cream bun. Just relax while I pop over and open the drawbridge for the Countess. It opens from the outside if you kick the bottom left hand corner.’

While she’s gone, I suddenly do think of something else to say.

‘Lucienne,’ I ask when she gets back. ‘Just now you mentioned about spinning that sticky rope. What was the stuff you actually spun it from?’

Lucienne grins.

‘Spiders webs,’ she says.

She grabs my hand and we hurry away from the castle.

I look back over my shoulder, squinting up at the window ledge that is still alive with not quite so terrifying furry wriggly creatures.

‘Thank you,’ I whisper to them.

 

Another good thing about being a great great great in your imagination that is you don’t have to hang around for gooey romantic stuff and weddings etc.

You can pop into the nineteenth century and find yourself opening a window of a luxurious fourth floor apartment in Constantinople.

From the outside.

So, you think excitedly to yourself, as you step inside and untie the rope from round your waist, the Queen of the Cat Burglars strikes again.


Actually, I don’t know why I’m saying you. Not to sound mean, but this is my great great great grandmother that I’m being.

OK, I’m not sure about the Queen of the Cat Burglars bit, but you have to use your imagination with history, specially when you’re imagining yourself doing stuff in it.

I creep across the grand living room, careful not to tread on any empty take-away food containers, which in a place like this would be made of very noisy gold and porcelain.

I’m here for jewels.

Fabulous, priceless diamonds and emeralds.

And any books that look interesting.

The bookshelves in front of me are vast. Floor to ceiling, wall to wall. Full of books. And not boring out-of-date encyclopedias and ancient coffee-table books about interior decorating in medieval castles.

Stories.

I can tell they’re stories from the fingerprints gleaming in the moonlight on the leather covers. Only stories can make you so excited or weepy or wetting yourself with laughter that you leave part of yourself on the book.

I grab an armful of books.

Forget diamonds and emeralds.

Who wants to be lugging less important stuff when you’ve got a pile of good books to keep safe on a four-storey climb down a brick wall?

I turn to head back to the window.


Except I don’t.

Because I spot something in front of me, in a corner of the bookshelf section I’ve just emptied.

A small spider.

Which is slowly and patiently weaving a big beautiful complicated web that gleams like silver in the moonlight.

Which is exactly what I’ve always wanted to do.

Not be a spider, don’t be dopey, my family has very mixed feelings about spiders.

I mean, to create something that is incredibly exquisitely eye-wateringly beautiful. Plus useful in a practical way.

I think that’s why I steal things.

Things that are beautiful and useful both at the same time. Really nice kitchen appliances, for example, studded with diamonds and emeralds.

And why I also steal books.

Because it’s stories that remind us anything is possible. Even a Queen of the Cat Burglars giving up her life of crime. And stealing – oops – buying herself some tools, and a book about how to make beautiful and useful things, with large numbers of easy-to-follow diagrams.

And getting started.

‘Thank you,’ I whisper to the spider.

Which gives me a weird feeling. Like part of me has done this before.

I turn to leave.

Except again I don’t.


I find a piece of paper in my pocket, and a pen studded with diamonds and emeralds.

It’s from a mansion in Thessaloniki I spent a few minutes in last week. With it I write a note to the owners of this apartment.

A short note saying I’m taking the books, but I will return them after I’ve read them, a process that in a few more years will be known as going to the library.

Also, I write, ‘Be kind to the spider, OK?’

 

The best thing about being a great great great in your imagination is you can come back to the here and now the moment you need to.

The moment a prison guard finally comes into the visitors’ waiting room and says to you and Mum that you can both go in now and see Dad.

‘Thanks, officer,’ says Mum.

She always says that.

I don’t say anything this time. I don’t want to be attracting attention to myself.

Specially not to what’s in my pocket.

The matchbox.

And what’s in the matchbox.

I haven’t asked, but I’m pretty sure you’re not allowed to bring spiders into jails.

This one’s really good at spinning webs.

I watched it for ages yesterday in our shed. And decided it was the spider for me.

I mean for Dad.


When you’ve been sentenced to a year in prison for stealing freezers, and you’re sharing a cell with someone who snores every night, you can end up spending most of your time wishing you could get out and steal some earplugs.

And I don’t want Dad to steal any more.

So I’m hoping he’ll spend his nights watching the spider instead. And start to get interested in other possibilities for a new career. Such as doing something slowly and patiently and beautifully.

Since Dad came in here, he’s always saying how really great it is to have his family behind him. He means me and Mum, and we are.

But in a minute, when I give Dad the spider, I’ll explain to him how actually his whole family is behind him.

All of them.

And I hope he’ll think that’s really really great.
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Our Year Six school holiday project is called Helping At Home, so we’re helping Mum.

Things aren’t going well.

Probably best that Mum doesn’t know what we’re doing. It’s harder than you’d think to get a glimpse of nude neighbours.

‘Jock,’ whispers Wil, her hands tight around my ankles. ‘What can you see?’

‘Not a lot really,’ I say, peering even harder out of Mum’s bedroom window.

I try to make the binoculars focus better, like you have to when you’re fact-checking.

But it’s not easy when you’re also wobbling.

Mum’s dressing table isn’t very steady, specially when you’re standing on it.

‘You don’t have to see a whole naked person,’ says Wil. ‘Just a bottom or a nipple will do.’


‘I’m trying,’ I say. ‘But their fence is too high.’

‘Go on tiptoe,’ says Wil.

I do. The dressing table wobbles even more.

We hoped that from up here we’d have a good view of next door’s backyard. But I can only see one small part of it, the part with the washing line.

If the neighbours are sunbathing in the nude, or weeding the veggies in the nude, or just walking around in the nude chatting in the nude, they’re doing it behind the fence.

‘Wilamina and Jock.’

It’s Mum calling from downstairs.

‘Are you up there? My computer’s frozen again.’

Wil and I look at each other.

We both sigh.

School holidays were much easier before Mum got obsessed with crazy stuff on Facebook.

‘Coming,’ I shout as Wil helps me down.

‘Anything interesting,’ says Wil, ‘on next door’s washing line?’

‘Two pink tops with tractors on them,’ I say. ‘And two pairs of tights with glittery stripes.’

‘Hmmm,’ says Wil. ‘Good to know, but doesn’t really prove anything.’

‘Sorry for hogging all the fact-checking,’ I say. ‘You’re taller than me, so you’d probably have done better up there.’

Wil gives me an older sister look.

Which I don’t mind, because she is twenty-three minutes older than me.


‘Be proud of your work,’ says Wil. ‘You did a good job in very adverse conditions.’

‘Thanks,’ I say.

‘Plus,’ says Wil, ‘I’m only one centimetre taller. That wouldn’t have got us even half a nipple.’

She grins.

I grin back.

There’s nobody in the world I’d rather be a twin with.

Specially with what’s going on.

 

‘Mum,’ I say, after Wil has brought the computer back to life, ‘Ms Bryant at school says that before a person believes anything on Facebook, they should check the facts.’

Mum looks at me.

‘Have you been reading my private stuff?’ she says.

‘Not reading it,’ says Wil. ‘When we fixed the computer yesterday, our eyes just sort of flicked onto some parts of it.’

‘Not many parts,’ I say. ‘Just a bit of the stuff your friend Moira sends you. The stuff about lizard aliens who are living in our midst and who take human form and other people’s jobs and never wear clothes at home.’

‘And,’ says Wil, ‘who move into houses next to where twins live so they can kidnap the twins and take them to another planet and do research on them.’


‘And,’ I say, ‘who peg very weird clothes on their washing line always in identical pairs so the lizard alien spaceships know the pickup location.’

Mum looks at us.

She gives a long sigh.

‘OK, all right,’ she says. ‘Moira does forward me those posts. Not just me, she sends them to all her other friends too. Moira’s had a hard life and I think she’s just doing it for fun. There’s no way she believes all that stuff. Almost no way. Not a lot, anyway.’

‘What about you, Mum?’ says Wil. ‘Do you believe it?’

Mum hesitates and frowns.

‘Not really,’ she says. ‘There are probably other reasons why we only hear whoever they are next door coming and going at night and never see them during the day and why they put all those pairs of clothes on their line.’

I look at Wil.

I can see she wants me to say it.

‘If you really don’t believe all that stuff,’ I say to Mum, ‘why are you selling the house?’

Mum hesitates again.

‘Because,’ she says.

She looks like wants to say more, but can’t find the right words.

‘Just,’ she says, ‘because.’

I wish we knew what Mum was really saying.

Is she worried the Facebook stuff might be true?


Or is it just because Dad ran off with that lady from his work and Mum wants the three of us to have a new life too?

Me and Wil hope it’s neither of those.

We don’t want a new planet and we don’t want a new life. We want our same school and our same friends and our Mum like she used to be.

Poor Mum.

She was such a good office manager. It was so unfair, Covid making her employer go broke. And even more unfair now that nobody wants to give a job to a very excellent office manager just because she’s turned fifty.

After everything Mum has suffered, we can’t really blame her for losing interest in reality and starting to read Facebook conspiracy theories.

Mum puts her arms round us.

‘Oh, kids,’ she says. ‘I wish you hadn’t seen that Facebook stuff. Just stop thinking about it, OK? We’re all going to be fine.’

She gives us both a big hug.

While we’re pressed to her tummy, me and Wil look at each other. I can see that Wil is thinking the same as me.

We probably will be fine, but only if we check all the facts.

 

I’m starting to have some doubts.

At first all this just felt like a simple search for the truth, to help Mum.


But now that me and Wil are crouched in the bushes in the neighbours’ front garden, peering at their front door, it’s starting to feel a bit scary.

What if just this once, Facebook is right?

I whisper that to Wil.

She doesn’t say anything back.

‘Are you sure there aren’t safer fact-checking methods we can try,’ I whisper.

‘We’ve tried everything else,’ mutters Wil.

She’s right.

We tried to drill a hole in the back fence and the drill broke. We tried to climb up to look over the fence and my neck nearly broke when Wil stood on it. We borrowed my friend Nathan’s drone for aerial surveillance.

Which worked. For about eleven seconds until it crashed into next door’s clothes line.

I sigh.

‘OK,’ I whisper. ‘Let’s do it.’

 

When we get to the front door, we stop and listen.

And look at each other.

We’ve been wondering if things would be weird over here, and they are, a lot.

Inside the house, somebody is singing. But in a very weird way in a very strange language.

It’s not a recording on Spotify or anything.

You can tell because whoever is doing it keeps singing the same bit over and over.

Again and again.


Unless this is what the Top 40 sounds like on another planet.

‘Knock loudly so they can hear us,’ says Wil.

‘I’ll ring the bell,’ I say. ‘It’s more polite.’

Instead of going ding-dong, the bell plays brass-band music that sounds like some kind of national anthem. Which I didn’t think they had in other galaxies, but they might.

The singing stops and we hear footsteps coming towards the door.

Wil grabs my hand. She hasn’t done that for about five years, since we first started school.

I’m glad she’s doing it now. You need someone to hang onto when you could be meeting a lizard or a naked person or both.

The door opens.

‘Hello,’ says a woman in a glittery pale purple tracksuit, which has a flag on the front I don’t recognise and gold cuffs on the wrists and ankles.

She’s quite a lot younger than Mum and she’s got long blonde hair pinned up on her head in a pile and she’s looking surprised.

We probably are too, because if the woman’s either naked or a lizard, she’s hiding it really well.

‘What a nice visit,’ says the woman.

She has a very strong accent.

Wil is staring, probably because she’s not sure what the woman means. A nice visit for all of us? Or just for an alien kidnapper and researcher, possibly with laser scalpels in her tracksuit pockets.


I’m not sure either, and I’m starting to panic.

‘Sorry to bother you,’ I blurt out. ‘Can we have our drone back, please?’

The woman looks at me, puzzled.

I don’t think she knows what a drone is.

‘It’s a small remote-operated flying device,’ I say. ‘They’ve become very popular here on Earth.’

Wil jabs me with her elbow.

The woman smiles.

‘I know what a drone is,’ she says. ‘But sadly I’m afraid I haven’t seen yours.’

‘We’re extremely sorry, it’s in your backyard,’ says Wil, doing a brilliant job of sounding like an innocent person who wouldn’t dream of spying on neighbours. ‘Hanging off your washing line.’

‘It’s tangled up in two old-fashioned bright blue army jackets,’ I say. ‘With attached flared leotards.’

The woman smiles again.

‘Please,’ she says. ‘Come in.’

I glance at Wil. This could be the moment we regret for the rest of our lives.

Oh, well, I think. If we do have a reason to regret it, at least the rest of our lives probably won’t go on for very long.

That thought doesn’t really cheer me up, so I don’t mention it to Wil.

 

The woman leads us into a living room.

Which I’m relieved has the sort of wallpaper I don’t think you’d see in a lizard swamp.


A man comes in from the backyard carrying a laundry basket. He’s wearing a glittery pale purple tracksuit too, just like the woman, with the same flag on the front and the same gold cuffs on the wrists and ankles.

Maybe their planet has its own Olympics.

The man smiles and takes our drone out of the laundry basket.

‘This is yours, I believe,’ he says, in the same accent as the woman.

I nod nervously.

I’m guessing he wants us to explain why it was tangled up in his leisure wear.

I frantically try to think of a safe answer.

Wil gets in first.

‘We’re from next door,’ she says. ‘We’re the family with the very nice mum who’s a bit stressed.’

The man and the woman both chuckle.

‘We know,’ says the man.

‘We’ve seen you climbing up at the window,’ says the woman. ‘And heard you trying to drill a hole in the fence. School holidays, hard to keep yourselves amused sometimes, eh?’

I don’t know what to say.

Neither does Wil.

She’s gripping my hand again.

This is serious. They could be onto us. I think they probably are. So we’ve got nothing to lose. We might as well put all our cards on the card table. At least we might find out what’s going on.


Wil gets in first again.

‘Actually,’ she says, ‘today we’ve been very busy. Trying to find out if you’re lizard aliens planning to kidnap us.’

Wow. Wil said exactly what I was going to say. Except for those couple of extra bits about lizard aliens and kidnapping.

It’s so amazing being a twin. You get to have an incredible best friend who’s exactly like you only smarter and braver and way more interesting. I can so absolutely understand why civilisations with no twins would cross the galaxy to get their hands on something this amazing.

Except I wish I hadn’t thought that last bit.

My insides are trembling now.

So is Wil’s hand.

The man and the woman are frowning. They look at each other. Then at exactly the same time, they both burst out laughing.

Perhaps I’m being too hopeful, but it sounds to me like friendly laughter.

Another thought hits me.

The man’s hair isn’t quite as long as the woman’s, and he has a short blond beard, but apart from that they look very similar.

Are they twins too?

 

Later, after the man and the woman have made us a cup of tea, I ask them that.

They both chuckle again.


‘No, no,’ says the woman. ‘We’re not twins. But you’re right, we do mostly dress the same. For our work, anyway.’

‘We’re the Salty Seas,’ says the man.

Wil looks puzzled, which is exactly what I’m feeling. Until the man and the woman explain it’s actually spelled Salty Cs.

‘I’m Caroly,’ says the woman, ‘and my husband is Calev. We’re from Estonia.’

I think hard, but I’ve never heard of a planet called that.

‘It’s a country in Northern Europe,’ says Calev. ‘But we’ve both been here for three years, working. In community clubs mostly. We’re a singing act. We sing the folk songs of our native country.’

‘But with a disco beat,’ says Caroly.

They perform a song for us. They’re very good singers, and great dancers too. They do exactly the same moves. Which looks amazing when you’re both wearing exactly the same clothes.

I wish Mum’s friend Moira and the people who run Facebook could see this.

When Caroly and Calev finish their traditional disco folk song, me and Wil clap. They both bow, then sit back down.

And sort of slump.

Looking sort of sad.

I glance at Wil and see she’s thinking the same as me. What’s going on? Is Caroly and Calev’s act all an act?


An act to fool us so we’ll be easier to kidnap when they turn back into lizards? And now they’re feeling guilty?

I don’t think that’s it. But now I’m wishing we’d never seen all that stuff on Facebook. Once it gets into your head, it’s really hard to get out.

Check the facts, I remind myself.

Wil’s ahead of me.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asks Caroly and Calev.

They both sigh.

‘Sorry, kids,’ says Caroly. ‘This is the first time we’ve performed in front of an audience for several weeks, and it’s just brought everything back.’

‘What sort of everything?’ I say.

A fact-checker has to be nosy sometimes.

Caroly sighs again.

‘Our agent,’ she says. ‘The person who organised all our gigs. A few weeks ago, he stole most of our money and disappeared. The police can’t find him. Since then we’ve tried to be our own managers, but it’s not what we’re good at.’

‘We’re good at singing, dancing and costumes,’ says Calev. ‘And reinterpreting traditional Estonian folk tunes in the context of a seventies urban nightlife subculture.’

They both sigh yet again.

I’m not sure exactly what that last bit Calev said actually means, but one thing I am sure of is that the tears dripping down Caroly’s cheeks are real.

Almost totally sure.


‘We need a new manager,’ says Calev. ‘But so far we haven’t been able to find one.’

I stare at them both. So does Wil.

I know exactly what she’s thinking, because I’m thinking it too.

‘How’s your tea?’ says Caroly, sniffing back her tears.

Me and Wil look at our cups.

We haven’t even tasted our tea. We didn’t really want to when Caroly first poured it, and not just because it was hot.

Now I think we should.

I pick up my cup, and Wil picks up hers.

We glance at each other. This will be very useful for our fact-checking. After we drink some tea, if we don’t wake up on another planet, we can be fairly sure Caroly and Calev aren’t lizards.

Then we can take them to meet Mum.

And if she agrees to be their manager, which she’d be really good at, and which I think she will agree to if Caroly and Calev promise never to do research on us with anything sharp, Mum can do her own fact-checking. About whether Caroly and Calev really are who they say they are, rather than fake nudes. And if they turn out to be OK, which I think they will, Mum will end up with four very good things.

Two nice neighbours.

One job.

And the truth.


I lift the cup to my lips.

And hear a voice in my head.

‘This is a little bit scary,’ says the voice. ‘But very exciting.’

It’s Wil’s voice.

We hope that one day it’ll be Mum’s.

Wil and I smile at each other, blow on our tea, and both take big gulps.
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‘Audrey,’ says Dad, coming into the laundry. ‘What are you doing?’

Audrey pauses, puzzled.

Dad sounds cross for some reason.

‘I’m cleaning your watch,’ she says.

She lets him see how carefully she’s cleaning it, with water that’s not too hot, and pure liquid soap that doesn’t have any artificial fragrances or harsh additives, plus the washing machine is on the gentle cycle.

But Dad still looks cross.

Very cross.

He jabs the Cancel Wash button, snatches the lid open, grabs the watch from the water and starts drying it on his shirt.

Audrey sighs.

Dad is the best dad you could hope to have, but sometimes he forgets things. He must have forgotten the thing he always says when he gets home from work and he’s excited because he’s just sold someone’s house for a lot of money.

‘It’s not the money that’s important,’ he says. ‘I’m a real estate agent. I just love helping people.’

Audrey hopes he’ll remember that now.

‘I’m being like you, Dad,’ she says.

Dad looks puzzled.

‘I love helping people too,’ says Audrey. ‘Like tonight, when you showed us your new watch and baby Olive tried to grab it and it fell into the salt-crusted baked fish.’

Dad does a big sigh.

‘I appreciate you helping, Audrey,’ he says. ‘But Mum wiped the cod off my watch.’

‘But that’s not enough,’ says Audrey. ‘Salt needs washing off quickly. In warm water. Otherwise it can eat metal.’

‘Not this metal,’ says Dad.

‘My friend Gina reckons all metal,’ says Audrey. ‘She dropped her medical puffer in the sea and it turned green.’

Dad goes quiet for a moment.

Audrey watches him, feeling a bit guilty. Poor Mum and Dad, they always go a bit quiet when she mentions her friend Gina.

‘Listen,’ says Dad, holding up the watch. ‘This is a Schauspringer Chemin De Fer Prezioso. It won’t turn green.’


‘How do you know?’ says Audrey.

‘The man in the shop told me,’ says Dad.

Audrey wonders if the man in the shop was telling the truth.

Something else Dad says a lot is that when you’re selling things, you have to tell people what they want to hear.

‘Just to be safe,’ she says, taking the watch from Dad, ‘let’s give it a rinse and spin.’

‘Audrey, stop,’ says Dad.

He snatches it back.

‘This is a very expensive watch,’ he says.

‘So’s my watch,’ says Audrey. ‘Nearly sixty dollars, Mum said. It got washed when I accidentally picked it up with my undies and it was fine.’

Dad sighs again.

‘Oh, Audrey,’ he says. ‘You’re a very smart kid, but you’re only nine. There are lots of things in the world you don’t know about yet.’

He puts the watch back on his wrist. Then he takes out his wallet and unfolds a piece of paper and holds it up so Audrey can read it.

She sees the word Receipt.

And lots of numbers.

At the top are the numbers of today’s date. Plus the street number of the shop and their telephone number.

At the bottom there’s another number.

Audrey gasps.

Then she realises it must be a mistake.


What a silly receipt. Audrey looks at Dad and waits for him to tell her how funny the mistake is so they can both chuckle.

Dad doesn’t do that. He just looks at her.

No chuckle.

Audrey stops breathing.

‘Fifty thousand dollars?’ she whispers. ‘For a watch?’

Dad nods.

He folds up the receipt, puts his wallet away, and gives his watch a last wipe with his tie.

He leans down and kisses Audrey on the head.

‘My fault,’ he says. ‘I thought Mum had told you.’

Audrey doesn’t say anything.

You need time to calm down when you’ve just discovered your Dad might have a serious illness.

 

Dad’s right, thinks Audrey.

When you’re my age, the important thing to remember is that even if you know a lot of things, you don’t know everything.

‘Mum,’ she says, as Mum tucks her into bed. ‘Is Nanna OK?’

Mum looks at her, surprised.

‘What do you mean?’ she says.

‘Has something bad happened to Nanna?’ says Audrey, trying not to have a wobbly voice. ‘Such as her winning the jackpot on the scratchies. And then having a heart attack from the shock. And leaving all the money to us.’


Mum smiles, but a bit sadly.

‘Oh, Aud,’ she says. ‘What an amazing mind you do have. But Nanna’s totally fine. Dad bought the watch with his own money.’

Audrey closes her eyes. She knows she should feel relieved, but this is even worse.

Much worse.

‘Mum,’ she says. ‘Is Dad OK?’

Mum looks at Audrey, puzzled for a moment. Then she smiles again.

‘He’s fine,’ she says. ‘I know it seems a bit crazy, spending so much on a watch. But we’re lucky. I’ve got a job that pays well. And Dad’s earning heaps because everybody wants to buy a house these days. And he’s always wanted a very good watch.’

This isn’t making Audrey feel better at all.

‘I wanted a very good watch too,’ she says. ‘And when you and Dad gave me this one, it was so good I almost did a pee. The strap fits my wrist perfectly and it tells the time perfectly and it looks great.’

‘It does,’ says Mum.

‘It’s totally worth sixty dollars,’ says Audrey.

‘I agree, Aud, it is,’ says Mum. ‘It’s very good. But Dad wanted one that’s a bit better. One that’s very, very good.’

‘You mean one with a leather strap?’ says Audrey. ‘Dad could have got one like mine with a leather strap for a hundred dollars.’

Mum doesn’t say anything.

Audrey realises why.


The bedroom window is open.

If Dad is relaxing next to the swimming pool, looking at the moon like he sometimes does after dinner, Mum probably doesn’t want him to hear this and have hurt feelings.

‘Dad’s new watch fits his wrist perfectly, right?’ whispers Audrey. ‘And tells the time perfectly. And looks great like mine.’

‘Of course,’ says Mum.

‘Then why,’ says Audrey, ‘did Dad spend an extra forty-nine thousand nine hundred dollars when he didn’t have to?’

Mum puts her finger gently onto Audrey’s lips.

‘One day you’ll understand,’ she says. ‘But now you must go to sleep.’

She kisses Audrey, hugs her, and goes out.

Mum’s goodnight kiss usually makes Audrey feel warm and sleepy, but not tonight. Her insides feel like they’re wearing a watch with a strap that’s way too tight.

Audrey huddles in the dark, trying to think of an OK reason why Dad would do this.

Waste money.

Money that could help people.

Which he loves doing.

She can’t.

All she can think about is a movie she saw on TV last year with Sass and Gina. About a dad who was very sick and only had a few months to live and didn’t tell anybody.


His family only found out because he started buying himself expensive bottles of wine and silk socks and genuine rally-driver car seat covers.

Suddenly Audrey’s bedroom door half opens.

Audrey sees Dad’s dark shape looking in.

He’s sort of leaning slightly to one side, which gives Audrey an anxious feeling.

She tries to remember if there’s an illness that can make a person stand like that.

Or maybe, she thinks hopefully, Dad is just lopsided from having such an expensive watch on his wrist.

Audrey wants to ask him to tell her the truth.

But she stays silent.

If Dad knows that the truth will upset me, she thinks, he’ll almost certainly try to protect me from it. Just very kindly tell me what he thinks I want to hear. Like he does with house buyers who haven’t noticed the bathroom trap is dripping.

Just like Mum was probably doing too.

Which means, Audrey decides sadly, I’ll have to go somewhere else to find out the truth.

 

The man in the watch shop looks friendly.

Until Audrey tells him why she’s there.

Then he frowns at her.

‘It’s OK,’ says Audrey. ‘I’m Dad’s daughter. So you can tell me. What did my Dad say about why he wants a fifty-thousand-dollar watch?’

The man sighs.


‘Actually,’ he says, ‘it’s not OK. You’ve probably heard of the rule that doctors have. How everything a patient says to a doctor is top secret. It’s the same here with our customers, I’m afraid.’

Audrey stares at the man.

‘Except,’ says the man, ‘we don’t bulk-bill.’

Now he’s making her feel cross.

‘Sorry if this sounds rude,’ she says. ‘But your bill was forty-nine thousand nine hundred dollars more than it needed to be. Which sounds quite bulk to me.’

The man doesn’t say anything. Just gives a little nod. Then he looks at her school bag.

‘Audrey Sass Gina,’ he says. ‘Is that your name?’

‘Only the first one is,’ says Audrey. ‘Sass and Gina are my best friends. I put the names on my bag cause Gina’s in a hospice so she can die in peace.’

The man’s face goes soft and sad.

‘That’s tough,’ he says quietly. ‘I can see why you haven’t got much patience with people who want a watch that won’t lose a single ten thousandth of a second. When other people are losing almost all of their time.’

Audrey looks at the man.

He’s actually quite nice after all. But she hasn’t got time to make friends now.

‘Sass and her mum are waiting for me in the car,’ Audrey says. ‘We’re going to visit Gina. So, please, can you just tell me what my dad said?’

The man frowns again.


‘He didn’t really say anything, not about why he wanted the watch,’ says the man. ‘But I can say this. Many of my customers believe an exquisite timepiece is a messenger. They think it tells the world about the special qualities of the person wearing it. How, like their watch, they’re better than average. Which I’m sure is true of your father.’

Audrey stares at the man, taking this in.

‘He didn’t say anything about dying?’ she says.

‘No,’ says the man.

‘Thanks,’ says Audrey, weak and wobbly with relief. ‘You’re a nice person, even if you do bulk-bill.’

 

Audrey creeps in through the back door.

Hoping nobody will hear her. So she can spend some quiet time cuddling baby Olive and trying not to think about Gina. But Mum comes out of the kitchen, and stares at Audrey’s face.

‘Oh, love,’ she says, her own face crumpling too. ‘Has it happened?’

Audrey nods tearfully.

‘Gina died last night,’ she says in a small voice.

‘I’m so sorry, Aud,’ says Mum, hugging her. ‘You poor thing. And Sass. How’s she?’

Audrey can’t answer for a few moments.

All she can think about is the note Gina left for her and Sass.

I’ve run out of time, but I hope you never do, so I want you to have this.

In the envelope was Gina’s old scratched watch.


‘Sass wants some quiet time at home on her own,’ says Audrey. ‘Which I’d like too, Mum.’

‘Of course,’ says Mum, hugging her again.

Suddenly, from the living room, comes a loud explosion of laughter and adult voices.

Mum winces and Audrey remembers.

Dad’s friends from work, coming for Saturday dinner and a swim first. Which means Olive must be at Nanna’s house.

Mum is looking at her, even more concerned.

‘Oh, love,’ she says. ‘What bad timing.’

‘It’s all right,’ says Audrey, trying to pull herself together. ‘I know how much Dad wants his work people to meet me.’

‘It’s because he’s very proud of you,’ says Mum. ‘If you can manage just a quick hello, I know Dad will understand when I explain. And then I’ll bring your dinner to you upstairs.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ says Audrey. ‘But I don’t really feel like any dinner.’

 

‘Hey, it’s Aud,’ says Dad, delighted, as she walks into the living room. ‘Everyone, this is Audrey.’

Audrey manages to smile at all the guests.

Who seem extremely well dressed just for a swim. The men are all in tight suits and colourful ties, Dad included. The women are in tight dresses and very high heels. They must have come straight from selling houses, which you must be able to do better if your clothes are tight.


And also if you’re feeling confident and full of special qualities because your sleeves are up and everyone can see your watch.

‘G’day, Aud,’ says a man.

His teeth are so white, Audrey can only think that he must have walked into a For Sale sign at a house and his teeth all had to be replaced.

‘Poor Audrey isn’t feeling very social today,’ says Mum. ‘So she hopes you’ll all understand if she goes upstairs.’

‘Of course, we understand absolutely,’ murmur a couple of the guests.

Some of the others, including the teeth man, smirk into their drinks and mutter ‘Tik Tok’ and ‘boyfriend’ and ‘she’d be lucky’ to each other.

Dad glares at them.

He’s cross with them, Audrey sees. But he’s also a bit bewildered and disappointed.

At first Audrey doesn’t understand.

Then she looks again at the wrists of the people Dad works with, and suddenly she does.

‘Actually,’ says Audrey to Mum, ‘can I stay down here?’

‘Of course, love,’ says Mum, looking surprised and pleased. ‘If you’re sure.’

‘I’m sure,’ says Audrey.

 

‘Don’t forget to take your watches off,’ calls out Dad, as everyone goes to get changed for their before-dinner swim. ‘It’s a salt-water pool.’


Audrey, peeling prawns for Mum in the kitchen, smiles.

It’s exactly what she hoped Dad would say, and she doesn’t even mind that he’s not telling them where he got the information about salt from.

Because, thinks Audrey, where the information comes from is important, but even more important is what you do with it.

Poor Dad.

A little while ago in the living room, he got some very important knowledge. Which must have been very painful for him.

He had to admit the world won’t think you’re as rare and precious as the expensive watch on your wrist, not if most of the people wearing them have got showy-off teeth and very rude manners.

Poor Dad, thinks Audrey again.

But she’s glad it happened. She’s glad Dad was brave enough to get the knowledge. And she’s pretty sure he’ll want to do the right thing with it.

All he needs is a bit of help.

 

Audrey watches as the guests come out of the bathrooms in their pool robes.

Their wrists bare.

She keeps peeling the prawns until she hears splashing and laughing coming from the pool.

Then she peeks out the window to check that everyone’s in the water.

They are.


All the guests.

Mum and Dad too.

Everyone.

Audrey washes her hands very carefully.

That’s what you do when you’re about to handle very expensive items.

Then she visits all three bathrooms as quickly as she can, even though she only needs to do a pee in one of them.

 

Audrey can’t be certain, but coming back from the hospice on her bike seems to be taking much longer than it took her to get there.

She wishes she could check her travel time.

But she can’t, not without her watch.

Maybe, thinks Audrey, it’s because on the way to the hospice I pedalled faster. Maybe I had extra energy because I was so excited by all the numbers buzzing around in my head.

Twelve watches, including Dad’s and mine.

Eleven lots of fifty thousand, plus an extra nearly sixty. Which is more than half a million dollars.

Who wouldn’t be excited by what that could do for the kids in the hospice? Like medical research, for example, and airfares for families to visit, and really big TVs for everyone, including the nurses.

Audrey is still excited by that thought.

But she’s also starting to feel worried. And not just because it’s dark and she’s getting out of breath from pedalling.


She can’t stop thinking about the note she left. And whether leaving it with the watches in the supermarket bag on the front steps of the hospice was such a good idea. With her home address and phone number on it.

Audrey takes some deep breaths, pedals faster, and tells herself not to be an alarm clock.

It was, she thinks firmly to herself.

It was a good idea.

She had to put her address on the note, once she saw the CCTV cameras and realised it was too late to keep her face off the hospice security system.

At least this way she won’t be dragged off her bike by a car-load of police and sentenced to however long in jail you get for stealing stuff worth half a million dollars.

Half a million years probably.

Much better for the police to have the address and go straight to our place.

Where Dad and the guests will explain everything. How their watches haven’t been doing a very good job of showing everyone’s hidden qualities. Such as kindness and compassion and sympathy for children in pain.

But now they are.

 

Audrey hurries into the house, calling Mum and Dad.

Silence.

She checks all the rooms.


Nobody.

The house is empty. So is the pool.

She goes to the kitchen. The prawns are still in the fridge, half of them still unpeeled. And the rice is still in its packet, but on the floor.

Audrey sits down next to the rice because she’s having a scary thought and suddenly her legs are too wobbly to stand.

Have the police already been?

And taken Mum and Dad away in handcuffs after the guests accused them of planning the whole watch theft, with their daughter as their sinister accomplice?

Have I put Mum and Dad in jail?

Audrey knows what she has to do.

Give herself up and confess.

She drags herself to her feet and goes back out to her bike. Her legs are still wobbly, but she tells them to pull themselves together.

Don’t waste a second. Not even a ten thousandth of a second.

Get me to the police station.

 

Just as Audrey is about to set off, Mum and Dad screech into the driveway and jump out of the car, looking relieved and cross at the same time.

They tearfully check Audrey for injury as they tell her off.

Which is a bit confusing for Audrey, but she doesn’t mind because everything’s OK.


She’s not injured and they’re not in jail.

‘Just as well for you, young lady,’ says Dad, ‘that you left that note.’

‘Another one at home would have been nice,’ says Mum. ‘To stop the guests getting so hysterical.’

Audrey looks at Mum.

Maybe everything’s not OK.

Maybe things aren’t turning out how she hoped they would.

Not even a tiny bit.

‘Where is everyone?’ Audrey says as they go into the house.

‘Most of our guests have left the hospice and gone home with their watches,’ says Mum.

Audrey tries not to feel disappointed.

But she does. A lot.

‘A couple of them are still there,’ says Mum. ‘Thanking the staff for ringing us. We’d have stayed too if we hadn’t been frantic with worry about you being killed on a dark street.’

‘Sorry,’ says Audrey in a small voice.

She looks at Dad’s wrist, but his jacket sleeve is covering it.

‘Have you got your watch back?’ she says.

Dad nods and takes his watch out of his pocket.

Audrey tries to make herself feel glad.

After all, it’s Dad’s watch. She had no right to take it. Which is what she’ll have to tell herself each time she remembers today and her heart skips a few beats with disappointment.


She manages to give Dad a smile, to show him she’s glad that he’s got his watch back.

But Dad isn’t smiling.

He’s not even looking at the watch in his hand.

‘Those kids at the hospice,’ he says in a wobbly voice. ‘We met some of their parents. Including a dad whose daughter is younger than you and . . . and she probably won’t ever be your age. Girl’s dad tried to shake my hand and I couldn’t do it. I was too ashamed. About what his daughter needs and me having this thing on my wrist.’

Dad tries to say more, but his voice is so wobbly it won’t let him.

‘I think the man understood,’ says Mum gently. ‘When Dad offered to leave his watch at the hospice so they could raffle it. And they asked Dad to do an auction instead after I told them how good he is at getting money out of people.’

‘Starting,’ says Dad quietly, ‘with the people who were here today.’

Audrey stares at Mum and Dad.

She can feel her heart beating steadily, not skipping a beat, just chiming with love for them.

Dad puts his hand back into his pocket.

He pulls out another watch.

Hers.

Audrey doesn’t hesitate.

‘No, Dad,’ she says. ‘If you’re auctioning yours, I’m auctioning mine.’

Dad shakes his head.


‘We were talking about it on the way home,’ says Mum. ‘And we knew you’d want to do that. But we also know you’ll be doing a lot of things in your life. Shaking the world up a bit. Inspiring people to make changes. Letting them know it’s time. And we think people are more likely to believe that from someone wearing a watch.’

Dad gently straps Audrey’s watch to her wrist.

Audrey decides not to argue.

‘Thanks,’ she says quietly to them both.

Then Audrey has an idea.

She reaches into her pocket and takes out Gina’s envelope. And hands it to Dad.

He opens it and reads the note inside.

I’ve run out of time, but I hope you never do, so I want you to have this.

Puzzled, Dad takes Gina’s scratched old watch out of the envelope.

‘I think Gina and Sass would want you to wear this, Dad,’ says Audrey. ‘For a while, anyway. They’d reckon it’s a fair swap.’

Dad looks a bit stunned as Mum makes an extra hole in the strap with the prawn knife and Audrey puts the watch onto his wrist.

His eyes fill with tears.

‘One thing, Dad,’ says Audrey softly. ‘Don’t try to wash it, OK?’

She hugs him and Mum does too.

Then Audrey makes Mum and Dad a cup of tea and a toasted prawn sandwich.


While she does, she says a quiet thank you to the most exquisite timepiece in the world.

Not on anyone’s wrist.

Inside us.

Audrey can feel hers, still beating steadily, still chiming with love for Mum and Dad, making sure she doesn’t miss a single second of any of this.

Not even a single ten thousandth of a second.
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As usual on a Sunday morning, Ludo was still in bed.

Feeling sad about Mum.

He was trying to do it a bit less these days, now he was in Year Seven.

But still always on Sunday mornings.

Ludo was pretty sure that’s what Mum would prefer, watching him from wherever people went when they died. Heaven, or another planet, or Surfers Paradise.

‘You’ve got other important things during the week,’ she’d say. ‘Schoolwork and helping Dad.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ whispered Ludo. ‘Bye till next time. I love you.’

He looked at his watch.

Eight forty-five.

He had to be up at nine.


Which meant he only had fifteen minutes left for the other thing he was trying to do a bit less, but still on Sunday mornings.

Worry about Dad.

Ludo got started.

 

After a few minutes, there was a knock on Ludo’s bedroom door.

Dad poked his head in. Dressed for work. Which Ludo wasn’t surprised to see, even on a Sunday. Dad hadn’t had a day off for more than a year, and probably never would again.

‘Bye, Ludie,’ said Dad. ‘Got to dash. Love you.’

And he was gone.

‘Hope you have a good day,’ called Ludo.

But he knew Dad probably wouldn’t. A good day for Dad would be helping to make the world a bit better and happier. Which was why Dad got elected to federal parliament in the first place. Before he found out what federal parliament was really like.

Ludo sighed.

He sometimes liked to imagine Dad was one of the Guardians Of The Galaxy.

Trouble was, as Mrs B said, all the other galaxy guardians were so busy squabbling and plotting to get the top shelf in the tea room fridge, they hardly ever got any galaxy guarding done.

Poor Dad was trying to do it all on his own.

By working a hundred hours a week.


Which I’m pretty sure, thought Ludo, isn’t good for a person over thirty. So I have to find a way to get those other guardians to pull their fingers out.

 

Thirteen minutes later, another sound interrupted Ludo’s worried thoughts.

A message was arriving.

Incoming. Top secret. For the ears of Ludo Simpson only.

Ludo smiled.

He recognised Henry’s message style.

As usual Henry wasn’t actually speaking the message. Or sending the message in actual words.

Instead, the bedroom window was vibrating.

Ludo listened carefully as a wobbly rubber glove on the end of a garden rake tapped out the rest of the message on the glass in Morse code.

Amazing, thought Ludo, as he jumped out of bed and grabbed his socks.

He never stopped being deeply impressed by how creative Henry was with mission-enhancing cyber-security.

Specially for someone who was still in Year Six.

 

Mrs B was waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

‘Red alert?’ she said.

Ludo shook his head.

‘Just a meet,’ he said. ‘Usual procedure. Find out what the problem is and who’s got it.’

He waited for Mrs B to do what she always did.


Look him up and down. Check he had his bike helmet and backpack and sensible shoes.

This time, as she did it, she smiled to herself.

Ludo felt himself blushing.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘You know about the procedure. You’re the one who taught me the word.’

Mrs B licked her finger and wiped something off Ludo’s t-shirt.

‘I also know,’ she said, ‘how often you do or don’t change your clothes. And I don’t mean in the sense of adopting a new fashion style.’

She gave him her amused but stern housekeeper look. The one Ludo was pretty sure, back when she used to work at The Lodge, would have had prime ministers scampering back upstairs to change their socks.

‘I’ll put on a clean t-shirt tomorrow,’ said Ludo. ‘Promise.’

‘And clean jeans,’ said Mrs B. ‘And undies. Just because the political ethics here in Canberra are a bit grubby, doesn’t mean our clothes have to be.’

Ludo nodded.

He’d heard of political ethics, but he’d have to ask her later what they were exactly.

Mrs B handed him a thermos flask and a brown paper bag.

‘Hot chocolate and Anzac biscuits,’ she said. ‘In case the poor kid you’re about to meet can’t pull themself together without sugar.’

‘Thanks,’ said Ludo.


‘My Morse code’s a bit rusty,’ said Mrs B, ‘but I think Henry’s waiting out the front. That’s if he’s managed to get my garden rake untangled from the azaleas.’

 

Ludo wheeled his bike out of the garage.

Henry’s bike was in the driveway, with Henry sitting on it, impatiently twiddling the woggle on his scout uniform, keen to get started.

‘Sorry,’ said Ludo. ‘Mrs B kit-check.’

‘It’s a girl,’ said Henry.

Behind his round glasses, Henry was blinking a lot. Ludo knew why. Henry liked a tough challenge, but sometimes he found girls a bit too tough.

‘Are those Anzac bickies?’ said Henry, staring at the paper bag.

‘They’re not for us,’ said Ludo. ‘Not yet.’

Henry sighed.

‘Who’s the girl?’ said Ludo.

‘Her name’s Alice,’ said Henry. ‘She wouldn’t say which member of parliament her dad is. Just kept saying how desperate she is.’

Ludo nodded.

All sounding familiar so far.

‘Anything else?’ he said.

‘She wouldn’t give me any more details,’ said Henry. ‘She just kept asking if she’d come to the right address. Dad was in his underwear, so she was confused.’

‘Understandable,’ said Ludo.


‘I did some close observation,’ said Henry. ‘As per the scout manual. She’s displaying definite stress symptoms. I think we might need to apply first aid.’

He was looking even more anxious now.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Ludo. ‘We’ve got biscuits.’

Henry nodded, giving the paper bag another wistful look.

‘Is she still at your place?’ said Ludo.

Henry shook his head.

‘Didn’t want to stay there,’ he said. ‘Not even after Dad put on a kaftan. I explained we couldn’t come to your place because your dad’s a member of parliament and he might have other MPs round for a committee meeting or a renewable energy afternoon tea or something. She’s waiting for us in Gerrymander Park.’

Ludo got onto his bike.

‘I’ll lead,’ said Henry, turning his bike round. ‘Stay close.’

He headed off.

Ludo followed.

‘Oh,’ called Henry over his shoulder. ‘She did say one thing. She reckons her dad’s been kidnapped by aliens and replaced with a politician.’

 

Alice chewed her lip miserably.

Ludo and Henry sat either side of her on the park bench, waiting for her to tell them more.

Alice took a deep breath.

‘I know you two are experts,’ she said. ‘So you’ve guessed my dad hasn’t really been kidnapped by aliens. But that’s how it feels. It’s like he’s not my dad any more.’

Ludo nodded sympathetically.

Henry was nodding too, face creased with concern. Because of how very upset Alice was, and also, Ludo guessed, because of how many other miserable and upset kids had told them the same things about their own member-of-parliament parents. And how desperately those kids wanted somebody to work out how to make their parents OK again. Which Ludo and Henry hadn’t managed to do yet.

‘My dad used to be such a great dad to talk to,’ said Alice. ‘But now his brain plasticity’s on the fritz and he’s showing signs of a borderline personality disorder.’

Ludo nodded sympathetically again.

He waited for Alice to go into more detail.

At the other end of the bench, Ludo saw, Henry was pointing urgently at the backpack. At the hot drink flask and the brown paper bag.

Ludo gave him a nod.

Good thought.

‘Would you like a hot chocolate?’ said Ludo to Alice. ‘Or an Anzac biscuit?’

Alice shook her head.

Henry, who had reached for a biscuit himself, paused with it halfway to his mouth.

He was looking even more concerned now.


He held his biscuit out to Alice.

‘It’s one of Mrs B’s Anzacs,’ he said.

‘I just want my dad back,’ said Alice miserably.

Henry put the biscuit into his mouth, but Ludo could see he wasn’t enjoying it.

Ludo glanced across the park at Alice’s driver, who was standing at the kerb by a Commonwealth car, smoking a cigarette and watching them.

We have to get a move on, thought Ludo. Before the driver comes over and tells Alice his shift is almost finished and he has to get her home.

Ludo decided to take a punt.

‘Alice,’ he said, ‘I don’t want to put words into your mouth, and I’m just guessing, but when your dad was first elected, did he come to Canberra all fired up about making the world a better place?’

Alice nodded.

‘And then,’ said Ludo, ‘after your dad arrived at parliament house, did he get sucked into silly squabbling between his political party and all the other ones, day in day out, week after week, we’re the best, you’re the worst, nerni nerni ner ner, and now his brain is stuck in a rut, and the only thought he’s capable of having is that he’s always right and if anybody else even just wants to discuss something, they must be wrong?’

Alice was staring at him, her mouth open with amazement.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s it.’

She paused for a moment, having a thought.


‘Is your dad like that?’ she said.

Ludo hesitated. He was tempted to say ‘not yet’, but that was just his fear. Alice was the one who needed help now and she deserved the truth.

‘No,’ said Ludo. ‘My dad’s luckier than yours. He’s an independent MP, so he’s not in a political party. So he’s not under the same pressure to hate people as your dad is.’

Alice thought about this, and nodded.

‘I know how painful talking about all this is,’ said Ludo. ‘But we need to get all the data we can. So just a few more questions, OK?’

‘OK,’ said Alice.

‘Does your dad ever tell lies in public?’ said Ludo.

Alice gave a little nod.

‘Does he ever try to make people scared of stuff they don’t have to be scared of?’ said Ludo. ‘So they vote for him to protect them.’

Alice nodded again.

‘My go,’ said Henry. ‘Does your father always say he’s working hard to make things better for the nation, but you’re worried that he’s really just working to make things better for himself, for example when he has an afternoon tea with people who need his help, is he more interested in the biscuits than the people?’

Ludo saw that Alice was looking even more upset than when they’d arrived.

‘I don’t know exactly about the biscuits,’ she said. ‘But yes.’


Her eyes were filling with tears.

‘Alice,’ said Ludo gently. ‘Your dad’s not a bad person. None of them are, not really. He still loves you. He just works in a very dangerous industry. It’s not his fault he’s got a workplace-acquired thinking disorder.’

‘Heaps of them have,’ said Henry. ‘But luckily me and Ludo are trained scouts. So we never give up. Not even in the face of overwhelming catastrophic disaster. Don’t worry, we’ll save your dad.’

Alice stared at Henry.

Ludo wondered if calling her dad a catastrophic disaster was going a bit far.

But Alice didn’t seem to think so. She threw her arms round Henry’s neck and kissed him.

Only on the cheek, but still.

Henry looked like he was having a panic attack.

‘Thank you,’ Alice said to them both. ‘Thank you so much.’

Ludo and Henry watched in stunned silence as she hurried across the park to the Commonwealth car. The driver trod on his cigarette, opened the door for her, got in himself, and they drove away.

‘Are you OK?’ said Ludo.

‘I think so,’ said Henry, in a faraway voice.

Ludo held the bag of biscuits out to him.

Henry pushed them away without taking his eyes off the departing car.

Ludo could see he was worried Alice might make it turn round and come back for another kiss.


‘Until we get the job finished,’ said Henry, still in a faraway voice, ‘I don’t think we should be distracted by sugary refreshments.’

 

Rather than waste the biscuits and hot chocolate, Ludo decided to give them to Miss MacTavish, who lived next to the park.

‘Ludo,’ she said, her wrinkled face beaming with pleasure as she opened her front door. ‘What a lovely surprise. And who’s your wee dazed-looking pal?’

‘This is Henry,’ said Ludo. ‘He’s just had a bit of a scary experience.’

‘I was at the window,’ said Miss MacTavish. ‘Don’t worry, Henry. First time’s the worst. You might even get to like it.’

‘This is Miss MacTavish, she’s Mrs B’s friend,’ said Ludo to Henry. ‘She used to work with Mrs B when they were both teachers.’

Henry looked surprised.

Miss MacTavish smiled.

‘I’ll never forget when Freda joined the staff at my school,’ she said. ‘Wonderful teacher. Brilliant with children. Sadly, only for ten years, then she got a job looking after members of parliament.’

‘That must have been a big change,’ said Henry.

‘Maybe,’ said Miss MacTavish. ‘Follow me, boys, I’ll put the oven on.’

She led them into the kitchen.

While Miss MacTavish kindly heated up the hot chocolate in her microwave, and crisped the Anzac biscuits in her oven, Ludo looked at all the photos in frames on the kitchen wall.

They were all class photos. With different groups of students and teachers. But each photo had one thing in common.

A student, a different one in each photo, was circled in ink.

‘That’s our little club,’ said Miss MacTavish.

‘What sort of club?’ said Ludo.

‘It’s a wee club some of us retired teachers have got going,’ said Miss MacTavish. ‘A club for those of us who taught kiddies who are now members of parliament.’

Ludo looked at the photos more closely.

A few of the faces were definitely recognisable, if you ignored the runny noses.

Miss MacTavish came over from the stove.

‘We started the club,’ she said, ‘to celebrate our wee contribution to the health and future of the nation.’

‘What a good idea,’ said Ludo.

Miss MacTavish frowned and gave a sigh as she looked at the photos.

‘All in all,’ she said, ‘our contribution to the nation has turned out to be a bit disappointing.’

Ludo looked at all the photos again, thinking about that. Somewhere inside him, excitedly, he could feel the beginning of another idea.

Then Miss MacTavish hurried back to the oven.

Ludo smelled burning biscuits.


He was surprised Henry hadn’t got there before her. He saw why. Henry was standing at the kitchen window, gazing out towards the park. Probably keeping an eye out for Alice’s car.

‘Henry,’ said Ludo.

Henry turned, frowned, and started sniffing.

‘What?’ he said.

‘After we have hot chocolate and biscuits with Miss MacTavish,’ said Ludo, ‘I think I know how we can get the job done.’

 

‘Ah, the club,’ said Mrs B, taking off her silver bracelet, rolling up the sleeve of her silk blouse, and unblocking the waste-pipe in the laundry sink. ‘Yes, I know about the club.’

‘Miss MacTavish says you’re in it,’ said Ludo.

‘She says you were the best teacher she ever worked with,’ said Henry.

Mrs B smiled as she dried her hands.

‘That’s very sweet of Em,’ she said. ‘But I stopped working with kids a long time ago. For thirty years I’ve been looking after MPs.’

‘Miss MacTavish wasn’t sure if that was a big change for you,’ said Henry.

‘Hmmm,’ said Mrs B, smiling again. ‘I’d better say no comment.’

Ludo and Henry followed Mrs B into the living room so they could tell her Ludo’s idea. But before they could get started, Ludo saw something on a chair.


Dad’s briefcase.

‘Is Dad home?’ said Ludo.

‘Yes, he is,’ said Mrs B. ‘But the poor thing’s exhausted. Four meetings, two school fetes and a three-hundred-kilometre drive to plead with some coal miners. Too big a weekend even for Canberra’s hardest-working MP. Let him have a nap.’

Ludo tried not to feel disappointed.

Dad had earned a nap. More than a nap. A very long sleep with snoring and dreams of Mum if that’s what he needed.

‘What I think you need,’ said Mrs B to Ludo and Henry, ‘is a mid-afternoon burger or two. From the sound of it, there weren’t many Anzac biscuits left after Miss MacTavish scraped off the charcoal.’

‘We asked her to leave it on,’ said Henry. ‘In scouts we’re trained to pretend that charcoal is chocolate.’

Mrs B gave them both a fond smile.

‘Give me a few minutes in the kitchen,’ she said, ‘then I’ve got something to show you.’

 

Ludo stared at the TV screen.

Parliament was in session. MPs from the two main political parties were yelling at each other, without listening to each other or even waiting for each other to stop speaking.

Tragic, thought Ludo.

So tragic, that even with a Mrs B burger in his hand, he didn’t feel very hungry.


Mrs B froze the screen.

She pointed to a red-faced man, arms in the air, eyes bulging and mouth wide open.

‘Thought it might be useful,’ she said, ‘for you to see Alice’s dad in action.’

Ludo looked at Mrs B. How did she know who they’d just had the meet with?

Mrs B gave him a gentle smile.

Ludo remembered that Mrs B knew most of what happened in Canberra because she knew most of the people it happened to.

She unfroze the screen.

Alice’s father continued bickering and name-calling and sneering.

Ludo sighed.

How could MPs hope to get good things done if people didn’t know they were tragically work-damaged and just thought they were embarrassing and ridiculous?

No wonder Alice was so upset.

Ludo felt upset himself, and Dad was one of the least embarrassing and ridiculous politicians in Australia, except when he chose his own shirts.

Mrs B froze the screen again and sat down next to Ludo and Henry.

‘I could be retired,’ she said, ‘and living in a small French apartment overlooking the river Seine with a poodle and a season ticket to the Paris Opera.’

Mrs B gave a long sigh.

‘But I’m not,’ she continued. ‘Because I very much enjoy looking after you and your dad, Ludo, and also because my soul will not rest until somebody finds a way of reminding our elected guardians just how much they’re actually capable of.’

She gave another long sigh.

‘I feel the same,’ said Henry. ‘Apart from the season ticket.’

‘Me too,’ said Ludo.

Suddenly he was feeling hungry after all.

He took a bite of his burger.

Henry took a bite of his, then stopped and stared at Alice’s dad frozen on the screen.

‘You know,’ he said, ‘I reckon MPs are a bit like burger buns.’

Ludo looked at him.

So did Mrs B.

‘In what way, Henry?’ she said.

‘Well,’ said Henry. ‘Burger buns hold everything together, right? They stop all the important stuff falling in a heap. Which is a very important job. But imagine what would happen if the buns started thinking it was all about them?’

Mrs B nodded thoughtfully.

‘You’re right, Henry,’ she said. ‘We’d have burgers with nothing inside. Just empty buns making big promises about beef patties.’

Ludo stared at Henry.

That was amazing.

Henry must have been studying at scouts for his political science badge.


Mrs B was chuckling.

‘Good thought,’ she said to Henry.

She picked up a burger for herself.

‘You two are remarkable,’ she said. ‘I’m too old to change the way things are. My only hope is that young people have got it in them. Well, sitting here with you two, I feel very cheered up.’

‘We’re trying,’ said Ludo.

‘Scouts always try their best,’ said Henry. ‘And if we want to change the way things are with Alice’s dad, Ludo’s got a suggestion.’

 

They talked for a long time about Ludo’s idea, and then had dinner, and then Mrs B put Henry’s bike in her car and drove him home.

Ludo went wearily up the stairs for an early night. He needed to be fresh for what they were going to attempt tomorrow.

As he tiptoed past Dad’s room, the door opened.

Dad stood there, in his pyjamas, yawning and rubbing his eyes.

‘Hi, Ludie,’ he said.

‘Hi, Dad,’ said Ludo. ‘Hope you had a good sleep. Mrs B left your dinner in the microwave and she said there’s ice-cream in the freezer.’

‘Thanks,’ said Dad, gently ruffling Ludo’s hair. ‘Can you spare a moment?’

Dad headed for the stairs.

When he got there, he sat down on the top step and patted the carpet next to him.


Ludo went over and sat down as well.

‘I just want to say sorry,’ said Dad. ‘For leaving you on your own so much. Canberra was meant to be our big adventure together.’

He gave Ludo a hug.

‘Turned out to be an adventure for me,’ he said sadly. ‘But these days, not much of a one for you.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ said Ludo. ‘But I wouldn’t say that. I mean, in Canberra anything’s possible, right? Let’s see what happens next.’

 

Ludo had often seen how very good Mrs B was with travel arrangements, but even he was surprised by the helicopter.

‘Why not?’ said Mrs B. ‘It’s a six-hour drive each way by road, so when my friend the air commodore heard about the trip, she insisted.’

‘Very thoughtful of you both,’ Miss MacTavish said to Mrs B.

‘And very kind of you too, sir,’ said Henry to the pilot in the front seat. ‘Over and out.’

The pilot gave Henry an amused look in the rear-vision mirror.

‘Crucial mission,’ said the pilot. ‘The nation is holding its breath and praying it succeeds.’

Ludo couldn’t hear anything else for a while because the take-off was so noisy.

He tried to guess how many megalitres of fuel were being guzzled by the huge roaring engine above their heads.


If we want to set a good example, thought Ludo, might be an idea to use public transport for future missions.

After a while Mrs B glanced over, pointed, and Ludo remembered to switch on the sound system in his helmet.

‘ . . . but apart from that,’ Henry was saying, ‘really my only regret with the scouts is they don’t teach us how to fly helicopters.’

Mrs B nodded sympathetically.

So did Miss MacTavish.

‘OK, boys,’ said Mrs B. ‘Estimated arrival time is twenty-eight minutes. Ludo, talk us through our mission plan again.’

 

Their destination was a small country town which luckily had a big sports oval.

As the helicopter was coming in to land, Ludo saw a police car, lights flashing, waiting next to the footy posts.

He hoped that Mrs B had friends in the police force as well.

She did. As soon as the four of them were in the police car, it accelerated noisily across the oval towards the street.

‘Excuse me, sergeant,’ said Mrs B loudly to the officer driving. ‘It’s very kind of you, but we don’t actually need the siren. We’re going to see a eighty-two-year-old woman for a retired teachers’ meeting.’


‘Enough said,’ replied the sergeant, switching off the siren. ‘Undercover operation.’

 

‘Come in, come in,’ said the eighty-two-year-old retired primary school teacher, leading them into her small cottage. ‘I’m Merl. Real nice to meet some other club members at last.’

Mrs B introduced herself and the others.

Morning tea was waiting for them in the cosy living room.

‘Hope you folks like Anzac bickies,’ said Merl, picking up a heaped plate. ‘Just made ’em.’

Ludo hoped that the mission hadn’t reached a difficult moment.

But when Merl saw Mrs B’s plate, with the pile of Mrs B’s Anzac biscuits under cling wrap, she chuckled, as did Mrs B.

Henry was chuckling too, so hard he had to sit at the table next to the nearest plate of biscuits and eat a couple to calm himself.

Tea was poured and biscuits were praised, with murmurs of pleasure and the swapping of recipes.

Then Ludo gave Merl her briefing.

On the chopper they’d all agreed it would have been better if Alice could have come with them to do the briefing herself. But if she had, they all agreed, her father would have found out about this visit to his primary school teacher and the element of surprise would have been lost.

Ludo explained this.


Merl understood.

‘Got to confess something,’ she said. ‘When I watch that ex-student of mine carrying on like a pork chop on the news, I’ve often wondered if he’s got any kids. I’m ashamed to say I’ve sometimes hoped he hasn’t. Can’t imagine what it must be like for her, poor mite.’

‘Not good,’ said Henry sadly while he munched. ‘She’s totally off her food.’

Merl nodded sympathetically.

‘Strange thing is,’ she said, ‘when he was a little kid, he used to be such a curious and friendly little fella. I reckon something real tragic must have happened to him.’

‘It did,’ said Mrs B. ‘It’s called politics.’

‘It’s not really their fault,’ said Ludo.

‘It’s called an occupational hazard,’ said Henry. ‘Like when a bus driver drives over his own foot.’

Ludo could see that Merl understood that too.

‘So,’ he said to her. ‘Would you be able to have a word to Alice’s dad? Remind him about when he was a kid. So he can see what’s happened to him.’

Merl thought about this.

For about one second.

‘Definitely,’ she said. ‘I’ll do it in person. Best to do it that way, so I can make sure he’s facing the front while I’m talking to him.’

‘Thank you,’ said Ludo. ‘We’re very grateful.’

‘Glad to help,’ said Merl. ‘I’ll just get my outside shoes on and we can head off.’


‘You’ll be back by teatime,’ said Henry. ‘We’ve got a helicopter.’

Ludo saw that Mrs B was frowning.

‘Actually, Merl,’ she said, ‘I’m starting to suspect there are some other possibilities with Ludo’s idea. And it would be such a shame to rush it. Would you mind if we postpone your trip to Canberra for a couple of weeks, so we can think about it all a little more?’

‘No problem,’ said Merl. ‘You’re the expert.’

For a moment, Ludo felt anxious. Was Mrs B having second thoughts about the mission? Was she cancelling it in a polite and diplomatic way?

He looked at her, and saw from her face that she wasn’t cancelling anything.

And Merl was right, Mrs B was the expert.

 

The anniversary of the opening of Australia’s New Parliament House was a gala occasion, as usual.

A gala week, actually, was how Ludo described it to people in the years that followed. But people weren’t so interested in hearing about the rest of the week. Just about the incredible event that had become part of Australia’s modern history.

‘It was just a senior citizens afternoon tea,’ Ludo would say.

People would wait for him to say more.

He could see from their faces how excited they were to be hearing about it from the actual person who’d been responsible for it all.


Ludo would explain that it wasn’t just him. That none of it could have happened without Mrs B or Henry or Miss MacTavish.

People would nod, but Ludo could see they were more interested in the juicy details.

So he’d tell them.

‘There were heaps of politicians there,’ he’d say. ‘Some pollies have always believed that if you want a senior citizen to vote for you, give them a cup of tea and an Anzac biscuit.’

People would always laugh at that.

Ludo was glad they did.

It showed that voters knew what they wanted from their MPs, and it was significantly more than a sugary refreshment.

Which is why what happened that afternoon in the Great Hall of Parliament House was worth all the danger and all the stress.

 

On that afternoon, Ludo had been very stressed.

‘You’re looking very stressed,’ said Henry.

‘I am a bit,’ said Ludo.

He lifted the edge of the tablecloth and peered anxiously out from under the table.

The Great Hall was already very crowded with politicians and senior citizens. But so far not the senior citizens Ludo was waiting for.

‘I’m quite stressed too,’ said Henry, crouching next to him. ‘What with being under this table since before lunch. With all those Anzac biscuits and mini pizzas and burgers just above our heads. So near and yet so far.’

‘Don’t think about them,’ said Ludo. ‘We’re not senior citizens. We haven’t been officially invited. We have to stay hidden.’

He lifted the tablecloth again and peeked out.

Still no sign of them.

‘Scout ingenuity required,’ said Henry. ‘A food-procuring mechanical arm, to be assembled from found objects.’

Ludo saw what Henry had found so far.

A couple of empty cupcake boxes and a worn-out elastic sock.

‘At ease,’ said Ludo. ‘No scout ingenuity required. Scout patience is what’s required. And hoping for the best.’

‘Sorry,’ murmured Henry.

Ludo’s insides were so knotted with anxiety, he didn’t know how a person could even contemplate a cupcake at a time like this.

‘I’m sure it’ll be totally OK,’ said Henry. ‘Elderly people are travelling all the time without having heart attacks or bladder problems. And care-home mini-buses hardly ever skid off country roads and burst into flames. And walking frames very rarely snap and pin senior citizens to the ground through the sleeves of their best frocks. Though actually, I did read . . .’

‘Henry,’ said Ludo. ‘Please.’

He peered out from under the table yet again.


And suddenly something snapped inside him. The knot in his tummy, with relief.

There, coming into the Great Hall, were Mrs B and Merl and Miss MacTavish. And coming in with them, about twenty other elderly and in some cases frail but otherwise happy and healthy retired teachers.

All looking very fired-up.

‘Yes,’ breathed Ludo.

‘Amazing,’ squeaked Henry.

They watched as Mrs B, using just the power of her amazing memory, introduced each teacher to a different MP. Who, judging by their stunned reactions, knew exactly who they were meeting all these years later.

Ludo held his breath.

It was a scene that he suspected hadn’t often been seen in the Great Hall of Parliament House. A large gathering in which most of the MPs were just standing there speechless while other people did the talking.

The retired teachers weren’t very retiring at all that afternoon.

They had a lot to say, and they said it all.

Some smiling, some frowning, some looking disappointed, some looking exasperated. But all of them, Ludo could see, glowing with the kindness and determination of a good teacher who knows that naughty kids just need a bit of firmness and understanding and encouragement to do better.


Quite a few of the MPs spent the whole time looking ashamed.

A few tried arguing, but only for a while.

One started shouting, but quietened down when he saw that everyone was watching. As Merl led him outside by his ear.

Ludo hoped that whatever Merl said to Alice’s dad outside would not only help him learn how to behave himself, but also help him learn how to be curious and generous and friendly again.

Which Dad could help him with too.

‘Incoming alert,’ muttered Henry.

Ludo was jolted out of his thoughts.

There were suddenly people very close by. Who were noisily filling plates with food from the table directly above his and Henry’s heads.

Ludo quickly let the flap of the tablecloth drop down again.

Didn’t matter, he and Henry had seen enough. Whether it would be enough to change things for the better was now in the hands of the nation’s elected representatives and their primary school teachers.

‘We did our best,’ whispered Henry.

Ludo nodded.

‘We did,’ he said.

Suddenly he was starving, and he could see Henry was too.

He heard a scraping sound in front of him. Something was being pushed towards them under the edge of the tablecloth.


A plate, loaded with mini burgers.

Ludo looked at the dark blue lace-up shoe that was pushing the plate.

Mrs B’s shoe.

‘Thanks,’ he whispered.

‘You’re welcome,’ whispered three voices.

Mrs B’s and Miss MacTavish’s and Dad’s.

Ludo was surprised. How did Dad know about the plan? Of course. Mrs B would have made sure he was here.

Ludo smiled and turned back to the burgers.

He saw there were two separate piles of mini burgers on the plate, separated by a diagonal line of tomato sauce.

Henry was counting the burgers in each pile, because scouts were trained to share and be fair. When he whispered that there were exactly ten in each pile, Ludo smiled again.

He would enjoy telling Mum about this. How two retired teachers had given their mission a very good mark. Ten out of ten.

Henry grabbed a burger and ate it.

‘Mmmm,’ he said. ‘That’s better.’

It was better for Ludo too. Even though he hadn’t eaten a burger yet. Because now he thought about it, with one burger inside Henry he preferred what the plate was saying.

Nine out of ten.

A good mark, but with room to do better.

Which is the best way to be, thought Ludo.


In Canberra, home to the nation’s federal parliament, where any hour of the day or night burger buns could forget themselves and end up behaving badly, it was the only way to be.
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Run away.

That’s what I want to do.

Down the curved driveway, along the tree-lined street, making sure I’m not flattened by any caviar delivery trucks, running, running, running, all the way back to my place.

But I don’t.

Instead I stay where I am and think about Dad. I make myself breathe long breaths. The same ones Mum means when she says, ‘Rose, breathe slowly.’

Breaths that are brave and determined and not panicky at all.

Then I ring the rich-looking doorbell, and get myself ready to ask the most important question I’ve ever asked.

As soon as somebody comes.

Which they’re not doing.


I put my ear to the door.

Silence.

I’m pretty sure the people must be home. There’s a big new car in the driveway. Unless it belongs to a cleaner. Do rich people pay their cleaners enough for big new cars?

I don’t know.

I ring the bell again. The ding dong echoes, then there’s just silence again.

I stay hopeful.

The house looks very big.

There’s probably a swimming pool. An indoor one. And the people are probably drying themselves before they come to the door, including between their toes.

While I wait, I also stay hopeful about what will happen when the door opens.

Hopeful the people will be kind.

Hopeful they’ll want me to keep my Dad.

The door opens.

An elderly man in rich-looking clothes frowns down at me.

‘Yes?’ he says.

‘Hello,’ I say. ‘Sorry to bother you. I won’t take long. I’ve just come to ask you something.’

The man frowns even more.

‘I’ve come to ask you to be kind,’ I say.

Unfortunately, while he’s frowning like that, the man doesn’t look very kind.

‘Who is it?’ calls another voice.


‘A girl,’ says the man. ‘She’s here to ask us to be kind.’

An elderly woman, also in rich-looking clothes, with flour on her hands, appears next to the man. She frowns at me too.

‘Are you a beggar?’ she says.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I am. I’m begging desperately. I’m begging you, please don’t sell our house.’

 

‘So you see,’ says the woman, holding out a plate with slices of chocolate cake on it, ‘the situation is quite simple really. It’s not your house, it’s our house. Your mother rents it from us.’

I shake my head because the woman doesn’t understand what I’ve been trying to say.

And also because no sane person would take a slice of chocolate cake while they’re sitting in this white armchair.

On a white carpet.

‘Hasn’t your mother explained all that?’ says the woman.

But before I can answer, the woman has an extra thought and frowns again.

‘Or did your mother make you come here?’

I shake my head sadly.

‘Mum reckons the same as you,’ I say. ‘About it being your house. I’ve explained to her that we’ve lived there all my life, ten years and one month, so it’s sort of our house as well, but she won’t listen.’

The man grunts.


‘You’re a brave girl, coming here,’ he says. ‘And I understand how you feel. But there’s something I’ve done all my life too. I’ve been a lawyer. And I can tell you, dear, it’s definitely not your house.’

‘And sadly,’ says the woman, ‘we need to sell that house. We need the money to build an extension here, two new bedrooms with ensuites and maybe another TV room. So our daughter and her family can come and live with us.’

‘That’s right,’ says the man. ‘We’re not getting any younger. Hilda slipped over in the spa yesterday.’

I sigh.

This isn’t working, I think miserably. I can’t tell people they’re not allowed to be with their family.

Then I have an idea.

‘Me and Mum can help,’ I say. ‘We can turn your sewing room into another bedroom. Mum’s a whizz with curtains. And I helped Alyssa in my class build some IKEA bunks once.’

The man stands up.

So does the woman.

‘I think it’s about time we said goodbye now,’ murmurs the man.

‘I’m sure that your parents will find another nice little house to rent,’ says the woman.

They steer me across the white carpet.

‘You don’t understand,’ I say. ‘We can’t move house for an important reason. A very, very, very important reason. Dad’s in the garden.’

The woman gives a sigh.


‘That’s very nice, dear,’ she says. ‘It’s lovely that your father’s a keen gardener. But there’ll be plenty of other rental properties with gardens.’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I don’t mean that. I mean Dad’s in the garden.’

 

I sit down wearily and sadly onto my faded pink plastic Fun For Toddler tricycle.

My knees are almost up to my chin.

But I don’t mind.

This is where I always sit to talk with Dad, ever since my third birthday. Which was when Mum told me that Dad had tragically died a few months before I was born.

It’s also where, after Mum told me that, she tried to scatter Dad’s ashes next to the fence so we could plant a rose bush there. But the wind blew at the wrong moment and scattered the ashes across the whole backyard.

Which I don’t mind at all.

I love having Dad all around me. Specially when I’m feeling sad.

‘Sorry, Dad,’ I say. ‘I tried. But the owners need to sell the house for family reasons. And we can’t afford to buy it cause the bank won’t give a loan to someone who’s on casual shift work. Or to someone who’s in Year Six.’

I pause and close my eyes, to see how Dad feels about this.

As usual, he’s concerned and caring.


Not just about me, about Mum too.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ I say.

I open my eyes and look at the big square of sun-dried dirt in front of me, with its friendly little tufts of brown grass.

Most people would think this is a dump of a backyard.

Well they’d be wrong.

I pity people who’d think that. They can’t ever have felt the forgiveness and hugs of a loving dad coming from his mud patches and worm holes.

‘Don’t worry, Dad,’ I say. ‘I’m not leaving without you. You’re coming with us. And I don’t mean just the little bit of soil Mum’s planning to take in your old urn. I mean all of you.’

Except, as I explain to Dad, Mum doesn’t know about this yet.

‘It’s OK,’ I say. ‘When I spread you all over the garden at the next place, I know she’ll be pleased.’

I grab my new gardening trowel that I bought with my savings at the hardware shop, and one of the big orange plastic bags I bought too.

The bloke behind the counter couldn’t believe I was buying so many bags.

‘Jeez,’ he said. ‘You doing some gardening?’

‘It’s for Dad,’ I said.

‘Good on you, girly,’ said the bloke. ‘If I have a kid, hope I get one like you.’

As I remember that, I smile, glad that Dad has me and I have him. I can feel Dad smiling too.


I kneel on the ground and very carefully push the trowel into the soil.

‘Sorry, Dad,’ I whisper. ‘Hope this doesn’t tickle too much.’

As I gently tip the first trowelful of Dad into the plastic bag, he lets me know it’s fine and he doesn’t mind at all.

 

I’m exhausted.

I can hardly stay awake long enough for Mum to come and tuck me in.

I’m partly exhausted from filling the orange bag and bringing it inside in the supermarket trolley Mum keeps in the carport.

But my brain’s exhausted too. From worrying about all the practical details of digging up Dad.

I only had time to fill one bag and get it hidden before Mum got home.

Which is fine, I told myself. It’s a good start.

But only a start.

When I looked at the hole I’d made, and the size of the garden, that’s when I started worrying. About just how much of Dad there is. And the size of the removal truck. And whether I’ll fit all the bags of Dad into it.

I worked out there’ll be at least fifty bags.

Then I had an even worse thought.

About all the rain that must have fallen in the last ten and a half years, and how deeply it would have trickled Dad into the soil.


That’s when I started feeling sick with worry.

I’ll have to dig twice as deep so I don’t leave any of Dad behind.

A hundred bags at least.

 

‘Oh, love,’ says Mum, coming into my room. ‘You look exhausted. What did you get up to with Alyssa today?’

‘I didn’t actually see Alyssa,’ I say quietly. ‘I did something else.’

Mum looks at me, surprised and a bit concerned.

I tell her about going to see the people who are selling our house. To ask them not to. And how they wouldn’t listen.

Mum’s face sags with so many painful-looking feelings, I feel bad about telling her. But it was best. When there’s only two of you in a family, you can’t keep things from each other.

Unless you really, really have to.

Which is why I’m certain that one day Mum will finally tell me how Dad died. Instead of just saying, ‘He slipped away peacefully, love.’ Which is all she’s managed to say for seven years and one month so far.

I do understand why it’s so hard for Mum.

She loved Dad a lot before he died. Which must be way more painful than only having the chance to love somebody after they’ve died.

Mum sits on the bed.

She gives me a hug.


‘You’re incredible, Rosie,’ she whispers. ‘But it’s not going to be so bad, moving, I promise. Look what I did just now. For us.’

I see what Mum’s been holding in her other hand, behind her back.

A paper bag, with Dad’s urn in it.

‘You won’t believe it,’ says Mum. ‘That darn dog from down the street has been in the backyard again, digging. Which at least made my task a bit easier. And here it is, all we need of Dad, safely packed away, nice soil from deep down because as I’ve told you, he was a deep thinker.’

She taps the urn.

I don’t say anything.

It isn’t all I need of Dad. It’s only about one millionth of what I need. For a sec I’m tempted to tell Mum now about the orange plastic bag of Dad under my bed.

But I don’t.

No point making Mum even more worried.

She’s already said she’s nervous about the cost of even a small removal truck.

I’ll tell her later, when I’ve got all the practical stuff worked out.

‘Shall I leave this here?’ says Mum, putting the urn on the bedside table. ‘So Dad can keep you company.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ I say.

Mum hugs me and gives me a goodnight kiss.

I tell her how much I love her.


‘Oh, Rosie,’ says Mum. ‘I love you too.’

But I see that for some reason, as Mum is saying that, she looks even sadder than usual.

 

I knew I’d conk out as soon as Mum left the room, and I do.

So it’s a surprise when I find myself blinking in the dark, and then peering at my bedside clock, which says 2.10 am.

Poop. I’ve woken up five hours early.

Alyssa says this happens to her too. When you have worries, she says, they stay with you in the night and jab you in the guts to let you know this isn’t the time for sleeping.

I’ve got numbers jostling around in my head. A hundred bags, maybe a hundred and fifty. And just one small truck.

I shake my head hard, to make those thoughts back off. To make room for new thoughts about the best way to get Dad to the next place.

Forget bags.

Some other way.

I try to remember if any of the kids in class have ever mentioned having a kind parent who owns large-scale earth-moving equipment.

No, they haven’t.

Anyway, even if someone did have a parent like that, I read somewhere how expensive that equipment is, and how people who buy it have to charge very high earth-moving fees to pay for it.


Even the kind ones.

I sag.

‘I need an idea, Dad,’ I say. ‘More than one, actually. I wish I had a book of ideas.’

Then a thought hits me.

I sit up.

Yes, of course. I’d totally forgotten, but now that I’ve remembered, yes, of course.

This could solve everything.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ I whisper, as I find my torch in the bedside drawer.

In future, if I ever have something else that’s worrying me and waking me up, I’ll make sure I’ve got Dad under the bed.

 

At first, kneeling and shining my torch on the bookshelf in the lounge room, I can’t find what I’m looking for.

There are cookbooks, and books about grief, and loneliness, and cricket, which these days is Mum’s favourite hobby, and travel, and knitting socks on two needles, which Mum is also really good at.

But not the book I need.

It must be here somewhere.

I go back to the top shelf and start searching again. Shining my torch on each book, one by one.

Then I remember.

The place I discovered the book last year while I was looking for something that would help me get better at cricket so I could play with Mum.


It was tucked inside a big fat book called Gone With The Wind, which turned out to be not about cricket.

Yes, here it is, still tucked inside, out of sight.

It’s a small book, but now I’m holding it again, it feels like a big book. Because of the big hopes it’s giving me of keeping Dad.

I give the book a grateful hug.

Coo-ee In Coober Pedy it’s called, written by a bloke who spent his life going all over Australia in search of precious things to dig up.

I sit against the wall with the torch in my mouth and read what’s on the back of the book, under the photo of the author who is very old with grey whiskers.

Feeling lucky? Then Coober Pedy is the place for you. Drag your swag out here and chuck your hat into the ring for a spot in pickaxe paradise.

If Dame Fortune smiles on you, don’t hang back, start digging like crazy, because any precious opal you find is yours to keep.

And if your back goes wonky, don’t forget, there are local chums with their earth-moving equipment who’ll happily help you out and all they’ll want in return is half of what you find together.

Good luck, cobber!

I smile.

Yes, I think. Thanks, Mum.

Mum often talks about the travelling she did before she met Dad, and this must be one of the books that inspired her.


I’m lucky she hung on to it.

It makes me feel that Dame Fortune is smiling on me already.

 

The email I send on Mum’s old computer in the kitchen is short but detailed.

And polite, because I’m asking the Coober Pedy Visitor Information Centre a big favour.

First, I explain about Dad being in the backyard. Then I give details about the orange plastic bags, and how many Dad will need. Then I mention the removal truck that’s booked for Thursday in two weeks, and how small it is.

Then I ask for the big favour.

I type this part extra carefully.

Mum’s computer doesn’t have spell-check so I have to do it myself.

Please please please print this email and pin it to the Visitor Information Centre noticeboard, with the following words underlined in red texta.

Here are those words.

ANYONE WHO COMES TO OUR PLACE WITH EARTH-MOVING EQUIPMENT AND HELPS ME GET DAD TO OUR NEXT PLACE CAN KEEP SOME OF HIM. NOT HALF, THAT’S TOO MUCH, BUT DEFINITELY A FEW BUCKETS. DAD WON’T MIND AND I BET HE’LL HELP YOUR LIFE TOO.

And I’m not just saying that. Dad would.


I write thank you a few times, and put my name and address, and send it.

Two weeks, I think to myself.

Even if it takes a few days for earth-moving equipment to get here from the middle of the South Australian desert, there’ll still be plenty of time.

 

A week later, we step out of the new back door, which is actually very old and squeaky, and gaze at what will soon be our new backyard.

It’s perfect.

Old and neglected and full of straggly weeds.

And flat and quite big and not cluttered up with gazebos and swimming pools and things.

Plenty of room for Dad here, soil included.

‘I love it,’ I say to Mum.

Mum slips her arm round my waist and gives me a squeeze.

Which makes me feel even more that I should tell Mum about the Dad-moving plan. How we’ll have all of him, not just the bit in the urn. And how there’s still a week for the equipment to arrive from Coober Pedy.

But when I open my mouth to start telling Mum, the words won’t come out.

I know why.

What if she doesn’t like the plan? What if she’s worried the owners of the old house will tell the police that some of their backyard has been stolen?


Personally, I don’t think they will do that. They haven’t been to the house for at least ten years and two months, so they probably won’t even notice.

But I do understand why the plan might scare Mum. Stealing backyards, even just a part of one, could probably make you lose your job.

So I stay silent and give Mum a squeeze back.

‘The rent’s a bit high,’ says Mum. ‘But that’s how rents are these days. It’ll be a bit tight, Rosie, but we’ll manage.’

I wish I could mention something else to Mum.

The other good thing I’ve just thought of. How we won’t even need to find heaps of money for a removal truck. Because there’ll be room for the furniture in with Dad on the earth-moving truck.

But of course, I can’t.

 

Another day comes, says hello and goes, and still no Dad-moving equipment.

And another.

And another.

Each night, as I flop into bed and sink into my mattress, my hopes sink too.

But only a bit.

Luckily I’ve got Dad in his urn next to the lamp, and under the bed in his bag, and in the backyard.

All of him.

Every night he reminds me what a good plan it is, and how proud he is of me for thinking of it, and for making it so low-cost.


And how, when the kind person with the earth-mover arrives, Dad’s looking forward to shaking that person’s hand.

Which makes me smile.

Or it did until tonight.

Dad just told me all that again.

I tried to smile, but I couldn’t. There are only three days now till the removal truck arrives.

Stop it, I think. This is too soon to panic.

But to stay hopeful I need emergency help.

I switch on my bedside lamp and pull open the drawer where I keep my special things.

I take out the envelope with my third birthday card from Mum in it. And carefully slide out the other precious thing that lives in that envelope.

My photo of Dad.

The one Mum took of him during his last days.

I look at it. At Dad’s gentle face and his kind mouth. And his big eyes, which are also gentle and kind, but which always look at me like they’re saying sorry. About his illness, probably.

‘You don’t have to be sorry, Dad,’ I whisper. ‘Whatever illness you had, it wasn’t your fault. And I’m so lucky to have you in the garden. Raoul in my class, his dad works in Dubai and only phones once a week. Poor Raoul needs a fourteen-hour flight to see his dad. I only need wellies.’

I hope that makes Dad feel better.

I look at his photo for a long time.

Which certainly makes me feel better.


Then I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I know, Mum is leaning over me and gently pulling the photo out of my hands.

‘Sorry to disturb you, love,’ she whispers. ‘I was just worried it might get crumpled.’

Mum’s face is what looks crumpled.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say.

I know how hard it is for Mum to look at that photo. I saw how hard it was on my third birthday, when Mum first gave the photo to me. Which is why it’s the most generous gift I’ve ever had, as well as the most precious, and that includes my pink plastic Fun For Toddler tricycle.

‘You don’t have to be sorry, Rosie,’ says Mum, her voice wobbly. ‘Never. He’s your dad.’

 

‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ I whisper into the darkness of the backyard two nights later.

I wipe my eyes and pull myself together.

Dad needs information, not tears.

‘It didn’t work, Dad,’ I say. ‘Tomorrow is moving day and nobody’s come. It must have been too much to ask. Wanting them to drive all that way from Coober Pedy with the cost of fuel and meat pies and stuff. And the person not even knowing if such a big vehicle would even fit in our street.’

I stop and take some deep wobbly breaths. I can feel Dad’s sympathy and concern, which somehow makes it even worse.

I make myself stay determined.


‘Don’t worry, Dad,’ I say. ‘Plan B didn’t work, but we’ve still got Plan A.’

I shine my torch into the shopping trolley.

Onto the pile of orange plastic bags.

‘It’s only midnight,’ I say. ‘The removal truck won’t be here till 7am. So we’ve got time. And I’m going to ask the removalists to do a second trip with you on board. I’ll pay for it a bit each week from the job I’m going to get teaching cricket to the kids in my class. Plus I’ve got a couple of spare garden trowels in case this one wears out. So we’re going to be OK.’

I grab a plastic bag and one of the trowels.

I don’t wait to hear from Dad. I kneel down and concentrate totally on the digging.

It’s best, this time, if I don’t know what Dad’s feeling. In case he’s feeling a bit doubtful about whether I can do it. Because for the next six and a half hours, I haven’t got time for doubt.

Not with more than a hundred orange plastic bags to fill.

 

It takes me a few moments to realise why my arms are glowing. Not just with effort and pain, also with the first pink rays of the dawn sun.

I know what that pink means.

Removal truck time is getting closer.

I dig faster.

As the sunlight gets stronger, so does my arm pain. But I don’t dare stop. I haven’t filled anywhere near enough bags. There are parts of the backyard my trowel hasn’t even touched yet.

Faster.

Faster.

Then I see something that does make me stop. I can’t help it.

Mum, standing outside the open back door.

She’s clutching the hem of her nightie in both hands, and she’s staring at the rows of bulging orange plastic bags. And at the backyard, which is now a pit.

And at me.

I stare back.

I’ve never seen Mum like this.

Trembling.

Not with anger, like I thought she would be.

Not even with fear, which would be normal if a person was worried about being arrested for stealing a backyard.

Something else.

I can’t work out what it is.

Then I do.

Mum is looking ashamed. She’s trembling with shame.

I stumble towards her, dropping the trowel. Or trying to, but my fingers won’t open.

Mum takes a few steps towards me, then sits down on an orange bag.

‘What is it?’ I say as I get closer.

Mum looks at me for what feels like ages.


Even her lips are trembling.

Then she pats a bag of Dad.

‘Sit down, Rosie,’ she says. ‘There’s something I have to tell you.’

As I sit down, I have a crazy thought. Have the owners decided not to sell? Did they tell Mum last night and Mum didn’t tell me? Which is why she’s looking so ashamed? Because now I have to empty Dad out again?

Then I see on Mum’s face how it’s something even more serious than that. Much more serious.

Mum gently holds my hands. She’s taking deep breaths. I can feel her trembling now.

‘Rose,’ says Mum. ‘Dad didn’t die.’

I stare at her.

I don’t understand.

My brain must be too tired.

‘What do you mean?’ I say.

Is she telling me her love for Dad didn’t die?

‘I mean,’ says Mum, ‘Dad’s still alive.’

I can’t breathe. Or speak. My head feels numb and not just from digging.

‘Well, I assume he is,’ says Mum softly. ‘I haven’t heard from him since before you were born. I don’t even know where he is.’

I have a numb thought.

‘Have you . . . have you always known he didn’t die?’ I say.

Mum looks so guilty, I have to close my eyes.

I just want to sleep for a very long time.


Then I want to wake up in the new house. In a different family.

I feel Mum’s hands on my shoulders.

Not trembling so much now.

‘Dad and me were eighteen when we discovered we were having you,’ says Mum. ‘I was so happy. But Dad left. Not because he didn’t want you, I’m sure of that. And I know he wanted me. So he must have felt just so scared about being a father.’

I keep my eyes closed.

I think about Dad’s ashes. I wonder what they really were. Dad’s farewell note to Mum? Which she burnt with all his socks or something.

It doesn’t matter now.

‘Dad told you that?’ I say, opening my eyes. ‘He actually told you he was running away because he was terrified?’

Mum hesitates.

‘He didn’t actually say it,’ she says. ‘But I knew. When he did it.’

The more I think about whether Mum’s right, the more I feel terrified too.

What if she’s wrong?

What if Dad didn’t want me?

‘Why didn’t you tell me before?’ I say. ‘I could have found him even if you didn’t want to.’

Mum takes a breath.

‘I was scared too,’ she says. ‘Scared of how hurt you would be if you knew the truth. So I put it off. I was going to tell you a couple of years ago. Gran and Poppy were going to help me. Then, well you know what happened.’

I nod.

Covid.

‘Ever since then,’ says Mum, ‘I’ve been asking Dad’s parents where we can contact him. In case you wanted to do that. But they won’t talk to me.’

I think about this.

Poor Dad.

If that’s what they’ve always been like, what chance did he have of learning to be a parent?

Suddenly I want to find them and drag them here and whack them with all the bags of Dad.

Except, I remember, they aren’t bags of Dad.

They’re just bags of dirt.

So I can’t even tell him how much I’ll miss him, or hear him say how much he’ll miss me.

Mum’s arms are open. As I sink into them I have one last try to bring Dad with me.

But I can’t.

I’ve lost him.

I can’t even hold onto the trowel.

It slips out of my grasp too.

 

Later, I sit up and wipe my tears away.

I don’t know how much later it is, but it can’t be hours because the removal truck hasn’t arrived.

‘Shall we empty the bags?’ I say to Mum.

‘After,’ says Mum gently. ‘Best wash your hands and get the last few things packed in your room.’


I nod.

My arms don’t feel like they could lift a cotton bud. And my heart doesn’t feel like anything can lift it ever again.

‘Rosie,’ says Mum, as we go into the house. ‘Why Coober Pedy? A journalist rang at six o’clock this morning. Told me about the email you wrote. It’s in the Coober Pedy local newspaper. Why there?’

‘I read about it in that book of yours,’ I say.

Mum looks puzzled. She takes me straight into the lounge so I can show her.

I fumble through the box of books I packed. I find Gone With The Wind and shake out Coo-ee In Coober Pedy.

Mum takes the book.

She stares at it, still puzzled.

‘This isn’t mine,’ she says. ‘I’ve never seen this book before.’

She takes Gone With The Wind from me and stares at it for a moment.

‘This one was Dad’s, I think,’ she says.

She gives the two books back to me and starts putting the others back into the box.

I stare at the books in my hand. Dad’s books. Which meant he actually touched them. And now I’m holding them. So in a way this is the closest I’ve ever physically been to him.

I hug the books, thinking desperate thoughts.

Perhaps these books will be enough of him.

I tell myself to stop.


They’re just books.

Travel books were probably what attracted Dad and Mum to each other. And Mum’s probably forgotten which are his and which are hers.

I try to clear my head.

Alyssa stayed up all night once and she said that afterwards your brain feels like it’s been in the microwave.

She’s right.

But at least I haven’t got someone yelling at me and making it worse.

When Alyssa’s dad discovered she hadn’t been to bed he totally lost it and yelled at her for ages.

Like he does a lot.

Grumpy poop-head.

Dad’s dad sounds like he might be one of those too. Loads of dads probably are.

So I’m lucky. I’ve had a dad who never yelled. Never even muttered angrily at worms. Never got cross even when it rained. And always had time and love for me.

That’s the dad I had, even if it was only for seven years and one month.

So I have to make sure I always remember how lucky I was.

I can’t quite manage it at the moment.

Not with all these tears.

But when I’ve had some sleep, I hope I will.

A loud noise outside makes me jump.

A truck engine revving.


‘Just our luck,’ says Mum. ‘They’re early. Quick, go and finish packing your room. I’ll get them started in here.’

Mum goes to the front door and opens it.

I head into my room, then suddenly stop when I hear Mum swear. Mum never swears. Well, only once when the police pulled her over for speeding.

Oh no. Have our house owners found out about the backyard? Have the police come to arrest us? With a truck, so there’s room for Mum and me and all the bags of evidence?

I hurry to the front door.

And almost swear myself.

In front of the house, nearly taller than the roof, blocking the whole street, each wheel higher than a car, is the biggest truck I’ve ever seen.

On the back of the truck is something huge and bright yellow in the sunshine.

A bulldozer.

This is a disaster.

Some extremely kind person’s come to help dig up Dad, and Dad’s not here. They’ve driven two thousand kilometres for nothing. They won’t even be getting any help with their life.

Mum is standing, staring.

Still gripping the door handle.

She must be thinking the same as me.

The driver’s door clicks shut high up on the other side of the truck, and I hear the crunch of two boots hitting the road.


A man in shorts and a t-shirt appears, tells a dog in the cab to stay, and walks towards us.

In a shy sort of way.

‘You must be Rose,’ he says. ‘The girl who wants to take her dad to the new house.’

Mum swears again, but under her breath, softly.

I look again at the truck, and the bulldozer, and the man. Then I have to hold onto the door post because suddenly I haven’t got any breath to say anything, not even softly.

The man opens the front gate. He stops and looks at me and Mum, a bit uncertain.

I try to breathe long slow breaths. The type of breaths that are determined and brave, not fainting and dizzy.

Is it possible for people who have big fears to become fearless? I wish someone could answer that question. It would be the most important question I’ve ever asked.

And the scariest.

Run away. That’s what I want to do.

As fast as I can, past the removal truck that’s just arrived behind the bulldozer, running, running, running till I get to the rich people’s house so I can hide in their sewing room.

But I don’t.

Because I’m thinking about something I read in the Coober Pedy book. About how you never know exactly what you’re going to dig up. So there’s no point worrying. Just try and stay hopeful.


He’s smiling now. Trying to.

But he’s got tears as well, like I have.

Which makes him look different from the photo, but not that different.

His big gentle eyes are still sorry. I struggle to be like him. Still hopeful.

But I don’t know if I can. I feel Mum squeezing my hand. Encouraging me.

Suddenly I do it.

I run.

But not away.

Towards Dad.












[image: image]





Good one, low and hard.

It was the best tackle Nate had ever done on the garbage bin, even if he did say so himself.

Spot on, he thought. Right below the knees. OK, below the council logo.

Except, oops.

For a sec Nate thought he’d gone in too hard and split the bin open. Which he knew would make Mum and Dad extremely sad. And cost him a lot of pocket money.

Except, phew, it was OK.

The rubbish that was spilled all over the back lawn had just come out the top of the bin after the lid flew open.

Nate grinned, relieved.

He started putting the rubbish back.

Then he stopped and stared, horrified.


He couldn’t believe what was lying in the fluff and salad scraps, staring up at him indignantly.

How could they? How could his own mum and dad do this?

Nate knew it wasn’t an accident, or a mistake.

They’d done this on purpose.

He made himself stay calm.

Then he reached into the rubbish and carefully lifted out his loyal but very damp and bedraggled teddy bear.

‘Sorry, Boof,’ said Nate softly. ‘I didn’t know they were gunna do that. And I haven’t got a clue why they did. Give me a few secs to tidy this up and we’ll find out why.’

Nate brushed a piece of lettuce off Boof’s head, gently sat him against the bird bath, and carried on dumping the spilled garbage back into the bin.

Realising how lucky he’d been.

Lucky he’d done all his footy training here at home today. And used the garbage bin for tackle practice.

If he hadn’t, if he’d stayed at school for training with the other Year Sixes, and then come home and put the bin out for the garbage truck like he usually did on a Wednesday arvo, without looking inside . . .

Thinking about that made Nate’s guts feel like a collapsed scrum.

He had to do twenty push-ups before he felt calm enough to pick Boof up and take him inside.


To find out just what in the name of Johnathan Thurston’s match jersey Mum and Dad had been thinking.

 

Nate didn’t say anything.

He didn’t have to.

Mum and Dad were staring at the salad dressing dripping onto the kitchen floor, and at the teddy bear it was dripping from. Their faces showed they knew exactly what Nate was feeling.

‘Oh, Nate,’ said Mum. ‘We thought you wanted us to do it.’

‘Mum’s right,’ said Dad. ‘We did.’

‘When I was tidying up your room,’ said Mum, ‘Boof was in your waste paper basket. I thought you’d decided it was time.’

‘You being such a big boy now,’ said Dad. ‘And captain of the under-twelves.’

Nate looked at them.

He knew they loved him. But he also knew, with a crook feeling in his guts, that they still didn’t understand about Boof.

‘He must have fallen into my waste basket by accident,’ said Nate. ‘I would never throw him away. How many times have I tried to tell you, Boof’s special.’

He could see, even now, Mum and Dad were struggling to get what he meant. Struggling not to panic that their son was an eleven-year-old softie who still needed his baby toys.


‘I love him,’ said Nate.

He’d never said that before. He hoped it would do the trick. It didn’t. Mum and Dad looked even more confused and anxious.

Nate felt sad.

And angry.

He’d been trying to stay calm ever since he sent the garbage bin crashing and saw what they’d done. Now, as he thought about Mum or Dad going into his room, and accidentally on purpose nudging an innocent teddy bear into the waste paper bin, he couldn’t stay calm any more.

He just wanted them to understand.

‘I talk to Boof,’ said Nate. ‘Tell him stuff. Things I’m thinking. Things I’m feeling. Important things.’

Mum and Dad were staring at him.

‘What sort of things?’ said Mum.

Nate took a breath deep into his stomach, like Coach had taught him.

‘Things that scare me,’ he said quietly.

He saw how, when Mum and Dad heard that, they both looked very scared themselves. Which is exactly why he hadn’t told them before.

‘Like what?’ said Dad. ‘What scares you?’

‘This,’ said Nate, holding Boof up closer to them. ‘He’s got beetroot stains on his ears. And his knees. Why is there always beetroot in our garbage bin?’

Nate already knew the answer, but he wanted Mum and Dad to say it.

The scary truth. Just once.


Mum and Dad frowned uncomfortably.

They glanced at each other.

‘Um,’ said Dad.

Mum said the same.

‘Well,’ said Dad, ‘I guess I have been throwing quite a lot of beetroot away lately. I’ve sort of lost interest in cooking it.’

‘Dad,’ said Nate wearily. ‘Our coach says leave the bulldust in the Dyson. Beetroot’s always been your favourite. You’re a great beetroot cook.’

Mum gave Dad’s hand a pat.

‘You’re right, Nate,’ she said. ‘There is a reason Dad’s lost interest in cooking beetroot. It’s because the garden’s lost interest in growing it. Nobody can cook mushy, sour, spindly beetroot. But we’ll be OK. No need to worry. It’s just temporary. Bit of mulch, it’ll sort itself out. Gardens always do.’

‘Always do,’ said Dad, nodding.

Nate struggled not to yell.

They were scared, that was all. They just needed help to accept the truth.

‘It’s heatwaves,’ said Nate. ‘And weeks of bushfire smoke. Plus bulk rain and flooding. All in the last six months. That’s what’s stuffing up our garden.’

‘Nate,’ said Mum. ‘I think you’re exaggerating.’

‘Mum’s right,’ said Dad. ‘You are exaggerating.’

Nate knew he wasn’t. Not one tiny bit.

It was at moments like these he wished Boof could talk. So Boof could tell Mum and Dad that even he knew the climate was changing.


That even he’d noticed how you got very hot in heatwaves, and very smelly in bushfire smoke, and slightly mildewed in rain and flooding.

But of course, Boof couldn’t talk.

All he could do was listen.

 

Later, in Nate’s room, Nate talked, Boof listened.

‘I don’t blame them,’ said Nate. ‘We’re deep in the poo. War, greedy people, and the climate’s gone crook. Course Mum and Dad don’t want to think about all that. But pretending’s no good. Things need to be fixed. Gunna be a big job. Needs a game plan and a top coach. Luckily anything’s possible. Look at the North Queensland Cowboys’ legendary 2015 premiership year. But if my own folks won’t even admit things need fixing, how am I meant to grow up into somebody who can do my bit?’

Boof stayed silent.

Which was why Nate loved him.

Nate could tell Boof was listening, and that he cared.

But Boof didn’t tell Nate not to worry. Or that everything would sort itself out. Or that someone would come along and fix everything. He didn’t even offer Nate a slice of beetroot pavlova to take his mind off it all.

He just looked at Nate, calmly and patiently, trusting Nate to have his own ideas.

Which always made Nate feel inspired as well as grateful.


‘Something else,’ said Nate. ‘They’ve both lost it cause I’m eleven and I’ve still got a teddy bear. Don’t take it personally, mate. No way am I gunna let them get rid of you, not in a million years.’

Nate saw that Boof believed him.

Which made Nate swallow a couple of times.

‘Do you think,’ he said to Boof, ‘other kids have to choose between their parents and their teddy?’

Boof said nothing.

Nate took that as a yes.

 

‘That’s tragic,’ said the lady in the dry cleaners.

She peered at Boof, picked him up and gave him a couple of sniffs.

‘It’s just beetroot,’ said Nate. ‘Can you get it off? No toxic chemicals or water that’s too hot, but.’

The lady looked at Nate.

‘Has this teddy been in the garbage?’ she said.

Nate nodded, wondering what she must think of his family.

‘My mum and dad aren’t bad people,’ he said. ‘They’re just a bit scared and anxious.’

The lady tutted sympathetically.

Nate decided to go for it.

‘Can I ask you something?’ he said. ‘Do you get other teddies in here with garbage on them?’

The lady gave him a thoughtful look.

‘Stay right there,’ she said.

She propped Boof up on the counter, grabbed her phone and made a call.


‘Harley, love,’ she said. ‘Joyce from Blitz Clean. Is somebody else there for customers? Good, can you pop down here for a sec?’

Joyce hung up and turned back to Nate.

‘Harley’s on her way,’ she said. ‘She works after school at her mum’s charity shop a few doors up. She was in here only yesterday.’

Joyce reached down and lifted something onto the counter top, next to Boof. A small faded pink poodle with matted nylon fur.

Nate saw it had a zip in its tummy. And what looked like blobs of paint congealed in its fur.

‘Poor Fifi,’ said Joyce. ‘Spent a night in a skip. But don’t fret, young man. I’ll have Fifi and your bloke looking tip top in a couple of days. Let me check I’ve got plenty of very soft cotton buds and double strength goat’s milk soap.’

Joyce went into the back of the shop.

Nate heard the shop door open behind him.

‘Hi, Joyce,’ said a voice. ‘Wow, amazing. Have you cleaned Fifi alread–?’

Nate turned and saw a girl of about his age, with curly hair and freckles and a very fierce face. She was staring at Fifi in disappointment. And at him, also in disappointment.

This must be Harley.

Nate realised he still had both his hands on Fifi’s tummy, feeling for paint blobs. He quickly moved them away.

Harley glared.


Then she noticed Boof.

‘Yours?’ she said.

Nate nodded.

Harley went closer and looked at Boof’s fur. Her face softened slightly with sympathy.

‘Parents?’ she said to Nate.

He nodded again.

Harley sighed.

‘We have to talk,’ she said.

 

‘Is it much further?’ said Nate.

‘Next street,’ said Harley, walking faster. ‘We’ll be there soon.’

Nate glanced at his watch.

It was only four-fifteen.

Mum and Dad weren’t expecting him home from training till five-thirty, so he wasn’t stressing yet.

‘You don’t have to come,’ said Harley.

She was frowning at him. She must have seen him checking the time.

‘I want to,’ said Nate. ‘I do, really.’

He really did. When Harley had told him what had happened to her friend Gareth, and how he was still recovering, and how she was leaving work early to go and see him, Nate had offered to come too without hesitating once.

‘This street,’ said Harley.

They turned the corner into a street that was crowded with parked cars.

‘Gee,’ said Harley, ‘it’s not usually like this.’


As they walked past the cars, Nate was curious to see that almost every car had a kid sitting in it.

A kid about his age, or older. And each kid was holding a teddy or a doll or a dinosaur or a Buzz Lightyear or a Hello Kitty or something like that.

Before Nate could say anything to Harley, she gave him a nudge.

‘This is Gareth’s place,’ she said.

It was quite a big house with trees in the front yard. As Nate followed Harley up the driveway, he saw a tall skinny boy step out from behind one of the trees.

‘Hi, Gareth,’ said Harley. ‘You OK?’

Gareth shrugged. Harley gave him a hug.

‘This is Nate,’ she said.

‘Thanks for coming,’ said Gareth.

It wasn’t just Gareth’s face that looked sad. His whole body did too.

Nate wasn’t surprised. Gareth was holding half of what had once been a toy dragon, but was now mostly a green and black blob of melted nylon.

Harley had explained about Gareth’s dragon. How Gareth’s parents told him it accidentally fell into the barbeque. Nate had known he was going to meet somebody trying to get over a terrible tragedy that was also possibly a murder attempt.

He felt a pang of sympathy, for Gareth and the dragon.

‘Sorry about your loss,’ Nate said to them both.

Gareth nodded gratefully.


‘Desmond was just such a great listener,’ he said.

Harley pointed to the street.

‘What’s going on with all the cars?’ she said. ‘Someone having a party?’

Gareth shook his head.

He looked even sadder than before.

‘Not a party,’ he said. ‘My parents are having a meeting.’

 

Nate felt uneasy.

This wasn’t really something you should do on your first visit to a person’s place.

Crouch in a flower bed outside their living room with three other people, three and a half if you counted Desmond.

Snooping.

Nate could see, through the window, there were a lot of people in the living room. All adults. Some sitting, some standing, listening to a man talking.

The man was holding a fluffy blue dragon, and as he spoke, he kept glaring at it.

‘My dad,’ whispered Gareth mournfully. ‘With Raymond, my other dragon.’

‘And over there,’ muttered Harley miserably to Nate, ‘on the settee, is my mum.’

Nate started to have a crook feeling in his guts as he wondered what the grown-ups were talking about.

He pressed his ear to a bottom corner of the window where he hoped he wouldn’t be seen.


‘ . . . neighbourhood watch,’ Gareth’s father was saying. ‘And what is it all of us are watching? Our sons and daughters thinking they’re still toddlers. Clinging onto their kiddy toys. Instead of growing into mature young people, with grit and bravery, which they’ll need to survive in this world.’

All the other people in the room nodded, and a couple applauded.

‘I blame the teachers,’ said a woman. ‘Have you seen the fluffy toys some of them have got?’

‘I blame Hollywood,’ said another man. ‘One Toy Story movie was bad enough. How many are they going to make, twenty?’

Nate was stunned by what he was hearing.

From her groans, Harley was feeling the same.

Then Nate saw something at the back of the room that stunned him even more.

Half-hidden behind a group of other people.

Was that Mum and Dad?

He stood up, stuck his head forward to get a better look, and banged it hard on the glass.

The thud was loud, with noisy vibrations.

Several people inside turned and looked.

‘Quick,’ hissed Harley. ‘They’ve seen us. Run.’

 

The charity shop was closed, but Harley had a key.

‘Upstairs,’ she said to everyone. ‘If we keep the lights off, they won’t know we’re here, and we can decide what to do next.’

‘I think we should ring the United Nations,’ said Gareth. ‘It protects the rights of kids, so it should protect the rights of their stuffed toys as well.’

‘Good thought, Gaz,’ said Nate.

With all the kids from the cars here, twenty or more, even a big international organisation like the United Nations would have to listen.

Nate stood back and let Harley show the kids where to go.

Once the kids were all clambering up the stairs, he and Gareth went into the shop, shut the door behind them, locked the door and piled boxes of books against it.

‘Do you think this is kidnapping?’ said Gareth.

‘Don’t think it is,’ said Nate. ‘We invited them and they all said yes, so I think it’s just a meeting.’

Nate led Gareth upstairs, hoping he was right.

The room above the shop was big, with cardboard boxes piled around the walls. The lights were off, but there was a street lamp outside and a dingy glow was coming through the dusty windows.

Nate saw the faces of the kids sitting on the floor. Excited, but a bit anxious and uncertain too.

He could also see a lot of other faces. Poking out from quite a few of the cardboard boxes.

Furry, tatty, thoughtful faces.

‘Are those teddies all yours?’ Nate said to Harley.

‘Not exactly,’ she said. ‘Every time one’s donated to the shop, I bring it up here and save it until I meet someone who really needs it.’

Nate asked how often that was.


‘Not often,’ said Harley. ‘Most of the kids I meet have already got one.’

Nate looked at the teddies again.

He started to get a familiar feeling.

The feeling he got when he saw the chance of a thirty-metre run to the touchline and decided to go for it. Even when the other team, and their parents, were looking like they wanted to kill him.

 

Nate finished telling Harley his idea, and she told him how much she liked it.

Then they were interrupted by the screeching of tyres in the street below and the slamming of car doors.

They hurried over to the window.

Peering down, Nate saw a crowd of adults from the meeting, jostling on the footpath, trying to see into the shop.

He heard a rattling noise.

It was coming from the door downstairs.

‘Typical,’ muttered Harley. ‘The one time my mum doesn’t forget her key.’

‘We piled up about twenty boxes of books,’ said Gareth, coming over. ‘Cookbooks mostly.’

The adults on the street were shouting now, and thumping the door.

‘I know you’re in there, Craig.’

‘We tracked your phone, Amazonie.’

‘Don’t be silly, Petra. Come out, darling, or we’ll have to call the police.’


Nate looked at Harley.

‘Do you reckon now might be the time?’ he said.

Harley nodded.

 

After Nate and Gareth dragged the boxes of books away from the door, Harley led the kids out into the street.

Nate followed them.

Just in time to see the police arrive.

Which, Nate agreed afterwards, when he and Harley talked about it, was perfect timing.

The grown-ups had been about to grab their kids, either for a tearful hug or an angry lecture.

But they froze as the siren got louder.

They stayed frozen until the police car arrived and the siren was switched off.

By then, Harley had started speaking.

‘We’ve had a meeting as well,’ she said to the adults. ‘And we all agree with what you said at your meeting. About mature young people with grit and bravery. That’s what we want to be. So we can help fix things.’

‘Yeah,’ said Nate. ‘We’ll win some and we’ll lose some, probably, but we’ll never be defeated, yo.’

He looked around at the adults, hoping that at least a few of them could understand footy talk.

In the flashing lights from the police car, he saw that many of the adults had their mouths wide open and were frowning.

But they were listening.


So were the two police officers from the car.

‘We’re working our guts out,’ said Harley. ‘Not being scared. Keeping our nerve. Trying to get ready for the future. And we’re lucky cause we’ve all got loved ones who listen and trust us and inspire us.’

Nate saw some of the adults getting emotional and a bit proud of themselves.

Harley looked at them sternly.

‘Loved ones,’ she said, ‘who don’t try to protect us too much. And who don’t tell us what to do and how to think.’

She nodded to Nate. He turned to the other kids. Each of them was holding a charity-shop teddy behind their back, just like he’d coached them to.

‘Be proud on the pitch,’ said Nate.

Nervously, and a bit shyly, but with the brave guts that, as Nate had explained, was the only way to win a grand final, the kids stepped forward.

Each of them handed their parent a teddy.

The adults blinked. They stared at the furry and slightly scuffed creatures they all found themselves holding. Creatures who were looking up at them with calm faces and gentle forgiving eyes.

‘This is our gift to you,’ said Nate.

‘So you too,’ said Harley, ‘can have the wonderful precious experience of someone who knows how to shut up and just listen.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Gareth’s father in a loud, cross voice. ‘I have to step in here and bring this charade to a –’


‘Excuse me, sir,’ said one of the police officers, moving towards him. ‘We were called out here in response to a report that children were in danger. Having made an assessment of the situation, we’re satisfied they’re not. In fact, all these young people seem perfectly fine.’

Gareth’s father opened his mouth crossly.

The officer gave Gareth’s father a look.

‘I’ll repeat that for you, sir,’ said the officer. ‘The young people here seem perfectly fine.’

Gareth’s mum, one arm round Gareth, the other round a teddy, gave her husband a look too.

The police officer turned to Nate.

‘You got a spare one of those teddies? For our Divisional Commander?’

Nate looked at Harley, who ducked inside the door and reappeared with several teddies.

‘Take a few,’ she said to the officers. ‘This one’s good for sergeants.’

The officers took them, grinning.

‘Ta,’ said one.

‘Good luck, you kids,’ said the other.

They put their teddies on the back seat of the police car, taking care not to bang any of their heads, and drove off with a wave.

Nate grinned at Harley.

Harley smiled back.

Then she glanced anxiously over at her mother.

‘If she gives you a hard time,’ said Nate, ‘just remember, you’ve got a team behind you now.’


‘Thanks,’ said Harley.

Nate watched her go, her head held high. He wished she had Fifi with her, for support.

Then he felt an arm around his shoulders.

He looked up at his own two loving Divisional Commanders. One was smiling, the other had his hanky out and was dabbing his eyes.

‘Can we have teddies too?’ said Mum. ‘We think we’d like that, Nate.’

‘Mum’s right,’ said Dad.

‘Boof won’t mind that, will he?’ said Mum. ‘Us having other teddies in the house?’

Before Nate could answer, he saw somebody else walking towards them.

It was Joyce from the dry cleaners.

As she got closer, Nate saw she was carrying Boof and Fifi, both fluffy and clean and match-fit.

Then Nate saw Joyce’s face.

She was looking a bit stunned and confused, and a bit uncertain. As if she’d just had some kind of unexpected experience, but she wasn’t completely sure if it had really happened.

Nate was pretty sure that, like most adults, she would probably decide it hadn’t.

He gave Boof a little wave.

‘Hey, Nate,’ said Mum gently. ‘I’m asking you a question. About whether Boof will be OK if we have other teddies in the house.’

Nate saw that Joyce was even closer now.

Close enough for Boof to hear Mum’s question.


Tucked under Joyce’s arm, out of her sight, Boof looked at Nate, and Nate knew the answer.

Even before Boof’s head moved very slightly.

A little nod.

‘Yes, Mum,’ said Nate happily. ‘Boof will be very OK with that.’
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When a person who’s always been a very kind and nice person starts being a grumpy-bum, there’s got to be a reason, right?

Totally right there has, thought Reuben.

And it’s up to the people who love that grumpy-bum to find out what’s gone wrong.

Reuben’s thoughts were interrupted by a gruff and grumpy voice.

‘Clear out, you kids,’ growled Grandpa. ‘Now. I’m trying to sleep.’

Reuben stayed where he was, kneeling close to Grandpa’s chair, tools next to him on the carpet.

He felt Jojo’s little hand slip into his.

‘If grumpy Grandpa opens his eyes,’ whispered Jojo, ‘we’re dead feet.’

Callista sighed loudly on the settee.

She slapped her book shut.


‘Yes, Jojo,’ she said. You will be dead meat unless you start behaving better.’

Reuben sighed too.

He loved his cousins, but they weren’t helping and he wished they’d leave him in peace and let him get this done.

‘Out,’ roared Grandpa.

Reuben looked up anxiously, but Grandpa’s eyes were still closed.

Callista strode over and grabbed Jojo. Reuben knew he didn’t have much time. Callista would be back for him in a few seconds.

Please, Grandpa, he begged silently. Please fall asleep again.

While Reuben waited for that to happen, he studied Grandpa’s toes, naked in their flip-flops.

A rare opportunity.

Reuben made a decision. He chose the big toe on Grandpa’s right foot. That was definitely the toenail that had the most of what he was after.

The stuff he hoped would solve the mystery.

Grandpa started snoring.

Reuben took a deep breath and leaned forward with the tweezers.

 

Callista grabbed the small plastic bag, took it over to her bedside lamp, and stared at it.

‘Oh, yuk,’ she said, tossing it back at Reuben. ‘Nine-year-old boys are revolting. Even worse than four-year-olds.’


Reuben could see she was stressed.

Because of Jojo probably, who was standing on tiptoe at Callista’s makeup table, grinning into the mirror with lipstick on his teeth and ears.

Callista snatched a handful of tissues, spat on them and started wiping.

Reuben picked up the plastic bag from the floor.

‘It’s a scientific sample,’ he said, patiently.

‘Grow up, Reuben,’ said Callista. ‘It’s toe fluff.’

‘Toe fluff,’ giggled Jojo, muffled by the tissues Callista was cleaning him with. ‘I’ve got toe fluff in my belly button.’

Reuben sighed, which he did a lot when he came to stay with Callista and Jojo. Why was it so hard to have a serious conversation with these two?

‘I know you’ve got to put up with me staying here,’ he said to Callista. ‘But I also know you care about Grandpa and why he’s gone unhappy and grumpy. So why don’t you let me suggest something that might help?’

Callista rolled her eyes.

‘All ears,’ she muttered, wiping Jojo’s.

‘When I was little,’ said Reuben, ‘Grandpa told me the most important thing he learned as a plumber. When there’s a problem, something’s always blocked. I think that’s what’s happening to him.’

Callista thought about this, and snorted.

‘If there was a blockage at Grandpa’s place,’ she said, ‘he’d fix it himself, you idiot. Anyway, I was there last week and everything was working fine.’


‘Reuben,’ said Jojo sternly. ‘Stop just saying silly things. It hurts my ears.’

‘Sorry,’ muttered Callista, wiping his ears more gently.

‘I’m not talking about any blocked pipes inside Grandpa’s house,’ said Reuben. ‘I’m talking about inside him.’

Callista frowned and stopped wiping.

‘Inside him?’ she said to Reuben. ‘What do you mean inside him?’

Her voice was suddenly anxious and concerned.

‘Inside his body,’ said Reuben. ‘His pipes or tubes or passageways. Think about it. Those dangerously thick and fluffy plumber’s socks he wore every day for fifty-two years until he retired.’

Callista snorted.

‘He still wears them now, most days,’ she said.

‘That’s what I’m saying,’ said Reuben. ‘Sock fluff like that goes everywhere, not just under toenails. Imagine how much of it Grandpa would probably have breathed in or accidentally swallowed. That much fluff could block anything.’

Callista stared at Reuben.

‘Is this the sort of thing you study in Year Five science?’ she said.

‘Not exactly,’ said Reuben. ‘But we do learn to think about all possible possibilities. Such as, what if Grandpa can’t do biggies properly? Grown-ups are always saying how that can make us really grumpy, right?’


Callista was still staring at him, but he could see she was thinking that a sock-fluff biggie blockage was at least possible.

Before Reuben could make his next suggestion, that Grandpa’s doctor should take an urgent look at the fluff sample and Grandpa’s bottom, the bedroom door burst open.

Mum and Dad and Aunty Alice and Uncle Troy came in. All happy and a bit over-excited like people often were in Reuben’s experience when they were about to go to Melbourne to watch the Australian Open tennis.

There were lots of goodbye hugs.

‘See you in a few days, loves,’ said Aunty Alice to Callista and Jojo. ‘Be good.’

‘And you,’ said Dad to Reuben. ‘I want you being well-behaved for Nanna and Grandpa.’

‘They’ll be wonderful,’ said Nanna.

Reuben looked sadly at Nanna, who was behind the others, beaming.

If only things were different with Grandpa, she could go with the others and have a break herself. Reuben knew she wasn’t a big fan of smart leisure wear bought specially for flying to a major sporting event, but she did love tennis.

He went over and gave her a hug.

Everyone else started hugging again too, until Uncle Troy looked at his watch.

‘Quick,’ he said. ‘The Australian Open. It’ll be open soon.’


The adults all laughed.

And stopped when a loud noise thumped under their feet.

Reuben knew what it was.

Grandpa downstairs, angrily banging his stick against the ceiling. The thumping stopped and was replaced by Grandpa’s grumpy voice.

‘Put a sock in it, you lot,’ he yelled. ‘I’m trying to watch the cricket.’

The adults glanced at each other awkwardly.

Then Mum put her arms round Reuben and Callista and Jojo.

‘Grandpa still loves you all very much,’ she said. ‘It’s just that sometimes, when people get old, they get a bit . . .’

‘Grumpy,’ said Nanna.

The way she said it sounded so weary and sad, Reuben wasn’t surprised to see another awkward silence among the other grown-ups.

Mum patted Nanna’s arm.

Uncle Troy grinned and gave Reuben a pretend punch in the tummy.

‘You kids’ll cheer him up,’ he said. ‘If you can’t, nobody can.’

The other grown-ups all agreed with that as they hurried down the stairs, blowing kisses over their shoulders.

Reuben looked at Callista and Jojo.

He could see they were feeling the same as him.

Missing their mum and dad already.


Sort of wishing they could go too.

But still glad they weren’t.

Because of what needed to be done here.

 

Reuben slipped into Aunty Alice and Uncle Troy’s kitchen and closed the door behind him.

Best if Grandpa didn’t hear this.

Nanna was peering into a cupboard, frowning. She looked up and her frown turned into a smile.

‘Just the boy I want to see,’ she said.

Then she saw the small plastic bag Reuben was holding.

‘What’s that?’ she said.

Reuben explained everything.

Toe fluff and all.

Nanna didn’t roll her eyes or do a snort or use a single hurtful tone of voice. By the time Reuben was finished, her eyes were soft and amused.

Which did seem a bit strange, after how sad she’d been upstairs.

‘You’re amazing,’ said Nanna. ‘What a wonderful scientist you’re going to be. Or perhaps a detective. Or maybe even a toe surgeon.’

‘Thanks,’ said Reuben.

He needed to get her mind back on Grandpa. And finding Grandpa’s doctor’s phone number, so they could make an appointment for Grandpa and the fluff sample.

Reuben explained that to Nanna.

She gave his arm a gentle squeeze.


‘It’s a good thought, dear,’ she said. ‘But just this once, your tweezer work wasn’t quite as on the ball as I know it will be in the future. Grandpa’s insides are fine, love. Tubes and pipes and passageways, the lot. He had his annual check-up last week. Not a blockage to be seen. Biggies completely ship-shape and behaving themselves perfectly.’

Reuben stared at her, relieved to hear this, but also puzzled.

If Grandpa’s biggies were behaving themselves, what was making him so grumpy?

‘Except,’ said Nanna, ‘in a way you might be right. Something else could be bunged up inside the poor bloke. Something big enough to turn a sweetheart into a grumpy-bum. The medical scan didn’t spot it, so it must be something invisible.’

Reuben thought about this.

He was pretty sure that illness and disease and painful swollen things couldn’t be invisible.

So what Grandpa was suffering from must be something to do with thoughts or feelings or bad dreams.

‘Have you asked him what it is?’ said Reuben.

Nanna nodded sadly.

‘Doesn’t want to talk about it,’ she said.

Reuben gave Nanna a sympathetic look.

He knew from experience that when a person doesn’t want to talk about something, it’s almost impossible to make them. Like this morning when they’d all arrived here at Aunty Alice and Uncle Troy’s house. And to make conversation he’d asked Callista if her eyebrows were tattoos.

OK, thought Reuben. There has to be another way of knowing what’s going on inside Grandpa. I just need to find it.

Nanna was smiling again.

‘There is one thing you can help me with, love,’ she said. ‘I’m trying to find out where Aunty Alice keeps her flour. I think what we all need right now are some muffins.’

Reuben helped her look.

Which is how he spotted the bottle of Happy Dragon soy sauce up the back of a cupboard.

He stayed on his knees for a while, staring at the label.

Remembering how when he was little, he and Grandpa used to play Dungeons & Dragons, using the old game board from when Dad was a kid. And how sometimes, after a lot of clambering up and down castle walls and rearranging monsters’ plumbing, they took a break. Which was when he and Grandpa had some really good conversations. About anything. Anything at all.

That’s it, thought Reuben.

‘Found it,’ called Nanna from her cupboard.

Same here, thought Reuben happily.

 

Grandpa was in Aunty Alice and Uncle Troy’s shed.

‘Hi, Grandpa,’ said Reuben nervously. ‘Hope you don’t mind.’


Dragon slayers never asked if they could come in, they just did it. But they could still be polite.

Grandpa grunted.

He was staring at the shed wall, where rusty tools were hanging off rusty nails.

‘How’s it going?’ said Reuben.

Grandpa glared at him.

‘You have to ask?’ he growled. ‘Look.’

He stabbed a finger at the tools.

‘Disgusting,’ he said. ‘Criminal. No wonder the world’s falling apart. Educated people who don’t even know how to look after a shed. Where did I go wrong? Two super-smart daughters and look at the drongo blokes they’ve ended up with.’

Reuben didn’t know what to say.

Agreeing, he knew, was often a good way to start a conversation. But he couldn’t agree with that last bit. Dad definitely wasn’t a drongo, and Uncle Troy was only a dope sometimes.

Is this what Grandpa had been grumpy about for more than a year?

It couldn’t be.

Grandpa and Dad used to hug each other all the time. And Grandpa had always been impressed with what Dad was doing at work, specially when Dad designed a new roundabout or bus shelter.

‘S’pose I’d better clean this embarrassment up,’ muttered Grandpa. ‘If I don’t, nobody else will.’

Reuben wanted to ask if he could help.

But Grandpa gave such a scary snarl, he didn’t.


Reuben saw what Grandpa was snarling at.

An old garden hose that Grandpa was dragging out from under a bench.

Instead of being well looked after and neatly rolled up like the hose in Grandpa’s shed, this hose was tangled and wrinkled and cracked from the sun.

‘Look at this,’ growled Grandpa, holding the hose in both hands and staring at it.

Reuben stared too.

At Grandpa’s hands. At the veins tangled across them like little hoses. As wrinkled and discoloured with age as the big hose.

Suddenly Reuben couldn’t tell if Grandpa was staring at the hose, or at his own hands, or both.

And that’s when he realised what he had to talk with Grandpa about.

The exact same thing, probably, that Grandpa wanted to talk about as well, but for some reason he hadn’t been able to.

Reuben wondered why. Was it because Grandpa didn’t want to upset the people he loved?

Or because it was a conversation you could only have with another dragon slayer?

‘Grandpa,’ said Reuben in a firm voice. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘No,’ grunted Grandpa.

Reuben asked it anyway.

‘Grandpa,’ he said. ‘Are you scared of dying?’

For a few seconds he thought Grandpa hadn’t heard. Or was so enraged he couldn’t speak.


Then Grandpa turned and glared.

An even bigger glare than before. For what felt like ages. Until finally he spoke.

‘Ain’t got time for that sort of talk,’ he muttered. ‘Got work to do here. And I work better on my own. So go on, hoof it.’

Rueben didn’t.

‘I – I just thought we could have a chat,’ he said. ‘Like we used to. A dungeons-and-dragons chat.’

Grandpa didn’t answer.

But his whiskery chin was moving. Like he was chewing something, or using his chin muscles to keep something in his mouth from escaping.

Then he did answer.

‘Too busy,’ he said. ‘Too much to do. Go and help Nanna. She’ll chat.’

Reuben hesitated.

He briefly considered offering to help with the hose, but decided against it.

‘Go on,’ snapped Grandpa. ‘Get lost.’

Reuben turned and went out of the shed. But he wouldn’t be getting lost. He’d be on Grandpa’s case more than ever before.

After what he just saw. In Grandpa’s eyes.

Tears.

 

Reuben knew who he should speak to next.

But he decided it should wait till Nanna and Grandpa were in bed and asleep.

Which meant being very patient.


Until 8.30pm, or even a bit later.

It wasn’t easy.

Reuben forced himself to stay on his camp bed in Jojo’s room until almost 9pm. Then he slid off the bed and tiptoed quietly towards the door.

He heard small feet behind him.

A small hand slipped into his.

‘Me too,’ said Jojo sternly.

 

‘Just keep him away from the makeup,’ muttered Callista wearily.

Reuben was trying to.

But at least Callista wasn’t chucking them out.

The moment he’d whispered through her door, she’d opened it. And when Reuben told her he’d been in the shed with Grandpa, she was even more interested.

Except every time they tried to have a proper conversation about it, Jojo wriggled away and headed towards the makeup table.

‘We need to work out some way of restraining him,’ said Reuben.

‘OK,’ said Callista. ‘Let’s all get into bed.’

Reuben was a bit stunned by this, and also a bit confused, until he saw Callista’s plan.

She put Jojo in the middle, and tucked his body under the sheet.

Then she and Reuben lay down either side of him, on top of the sheet, so the sheet gently but firmly held Jojo in place.


‘I’m in Callie’s bed,’ said Jojo, amazed, and fell asleep.

Callista looked across at Reuben.

‘If you’re right,’ she said, ‘if poor old Grandpa’s scared of dying, how can we help him? He’s gunna die sooner or later, and there’s nothing we can do about it.’

Reuben had thought about that earlier as he lay on the camp bed, counting the minutes.

‘When you think about dying yourself,’ he said to Callista, ‘what’s the thing that scares you the most?’

‘Everything,’ she said.

‘Me too,’ said Reuben. ‘But what thing the most?’

Callista thought.

‘Not ever seeing people I love again,’ she said.

‘But you might,’ said Reuben. ‘There might be a heaven, or a ghost mode, we don’t know.’

‘Yeah,’ she said after a while. ‘There might.’

She thought some more.

‘The thing I’d be most scared of,’ she said, ‘is if all the people I care about were sad and miserable for the rest of their lives because I’d carked it.’

Reuben nodded.

‘I feel that way too,’ he said. ‘But when people get over the shock of it, their loving memories of you will probably help them feel better.’

Reuben watched Callista think about this. He could see she wanted to believe it, but was having doubts.


‘There’s a kid in my class,’ said Reuben, ‘whose big brother died years ago and sometimes when this kid tells us about his brother, he’s actually grinning, specially about things his brother did in their family’s fish shop such as giving the kiss of life to a fish.’

Callista snorted, but in an amused way that reminded Reuben of Nanna.

‘But,’ said Reuben, ‘you’re right. It’d be terrible to be scared that people wouldn’t have fond and loving memories of you. For example, you dying and your family being relieved that you wouldn’t be filling their lives with grumpiness anymore.’

He knew this was a terrible thing to say, and he hoped Callista could cope with it.

She was staring at him, shocked.

But also, he could see, she was thinking.

‘That doesn’t make sense,’ she said. ‘If Grandpa’s scared we’ll be glad to see him gone cause he’s a grumpy-bum, why doesn’t the dopey old turnip stop being one?’

‘Because he’s scared, right?’ said Reuben. ‘And when we’re scared, our brains don’t work properly.’

Callista thought about this.

Reuben saw she was having the same type of thoughts that he’d had on the camp bed. About how being scared can easily turn your brain into soggy toilet paper.

‘I get it,’ she said quietly.

They talked late into the night.


Reuben was amazed how thoughtful and gentle Callista could be when it mattered.

They didn’t agree on everything. Callista gently called him an idiot twice.

But one thing they definitely agreed on.

To help Grandpa, they needed help too.

 

Next morning, Reuben made sure Grandpa was in the shed, then went to find Nanna.

She was sitting in the laundry, waiting for a load of washing to finish, reading.

When she saw him come in, she closed the book and put it on a shelf next to the fabric conditioner.

Reuben glimpsed the title.

The Joy (or Not) of Getting Old.

Nanna was quickly wiping her eyes on her sleeve, and Reuben guessed the book wasn’t just about grandchildren and stiff legs.

‘Hello, love,’ said Nanna. ‘You OK?’

‘Yes, thanks,’ said Reuben.

‘Where’s Jojo?’ said Nanna.

‘With Callista,’ said Reuben. ‘She’s showing him how to put on eyeliner without smudging it.’

Nanna nodded, and Reuben could see her mind wasn’t really on eye beauty, so he got to the point.

‘Does Grandpa have many friends these days?’ he said. ‘Specially his old plumber friends?’

Nanna stared at him. She blinked a few times and swallowed, looking so sad Reuben wondered if her mind was still on the book.


‘He stopped seeing his friends a couple of years ago,’ she said quietly. ‘Even Barry Dunsley, and he and Grandpa were mates for forty years, ever since Barry was Grandpa’s apprentice. Grandpa doesn’t even answer Barry’s Christmas cards any more.’

Reuben felt he should leave Nanna with her thoughts about this, but there was another question he needed to ask her first.

‘Have you got Barry Dunsley’s address?’ he said.

‘Let me see what I’ve done with it,’ said Nanna. ‘You’d better go and find Jojo. He’s been asking me lately about dying, and I think he means my hair.’

 

The three of them went down the driveway at what Reuben hoped was the right place.

It was a wooden house, and it didn’t look very well cared for. The paint was old and the garden was overgrown. Very different to Grandpa’s house. Not like a tradesman’s house at all.

‘Perhaps it’s his wife’s,’ said Callista. ‘And she’s more interested in books and travel and running a major corporation than home maintenance.’

Reuben started to worry that Nanna had got the address wrong. Barry Dunsley’s handwriting on the Christmas card was so messy it was almost impossible to read.

Then Reuben saw the gutters on the house, and the downpipes, and relaxed. They were a bit grimy, but he could see now they were all copper.

‘Same pipes as Grandpa,’ he said.


‘I’m exhausted,’ said Jojo. ‘I want an exhaust pipe.’

Callista rang the doorbell.

Nobody came.

In the distance, behind the house, there were voices and laughing.

‘Let’s see if that’s him,’ said Callista.

The gate at the side of the house was unlocked.

Reuben knocked on it, to be polite, and they went through.

On the small lawn at the back of the house, an elderly man, a bit less elderly than Grandpa, was playing frisbee with two little kids.

An elderly woman, a bit less elderly than Nanna, came out of the house.

‘Let’s play littlies against biggies,’ yelled one of the kids.

Jojo chuckled.

‘Wee and poo game,’ he said.

Callista sighed.

‘They mean kids against grown-ups,’ she said.

‘Excuse me,’ said Reuben to the man. ‘Are you Mr Dunsley?’

The man and the woman and the kids all turned and stared at the three of them.

‘Can I play?’ said Jojo. ‘I’m a littlie.’

The man walked over to Reuben and Callista and Jojo, peering hard at their faces.

‘Are you . . . ?’ he said. ‘Yeah, spitting images, you gotta be. Joe Singer’s family, right?’

Reuben nodded.


‘He’s our Grandpa,’ said Callista. ‘Which is why we’re here.’

Barry Dunsley’s face fell.

‘Is he OK?’ he said.

‘Not really,’ said Reuben.

 

In the kitchen, Barry and Lorraine sat them down and gave them cold drinks and cake.

‘So,’ said Barry, looking sad and worried. ‘Tell us about your grandpa.’

Reuben could hear Jojo outside in the garden asking the other kids if they had any lipstick.

Callista gave him a nudge, and Reuben decided Grandpa was more important for now. He told Barry everything, with Callista backing him up.

Barry sighed.

‘I hate to say this,’ he said, ‘but I’m not surprised to hear any of it. Your grandpa started to change in the last few years we worked together. He’d always been such a cheerful bloke, even with the twelve-hour days he insisted on working. Then he started losing his temper more and more. I couldn’t cope in the end. So we called it quits.’

Reuben gave Barry a sympathetic look.

‘Strange, but,’ said Barry. ‘He never mentioned anything about dying, any of that stuff. State of the planet was what got him going. Climate and stuff. He’d rouse on me non-stop, always reckoned I took too long with the welding. You know, gas flame, carbon footprint, all that. One time, we were doing this huge mansion, six bathrooms, separate bath and shower in every one, dunno why, it’s not like they were inviting the neighbours in for a wash . . .’

‘Barry,’ interrupted Lorraine, ‘just ask them if there’s anything you can do to help.’

‘I was getting there,’ said Barry.

‘Joe’s not as young as you, boyo,’ said Lorraine. ‘Bit urgent.’

Barry turned back to Reuben and Callista.

‘Saddest experience of my life,’ he said to them, ‘losing my best mate. I tried to stay in touch, but he wasn’t interested. Last time we spoke, he said I didn’t understand. But wouldn’t say what about. So now I just send Christmas cards. I know he probably doesn’t look at them.’

Reuben wanted to say that Nanna did, and she said thank you, but Barry wasn’t pausing for breath.

‘If only he’d confided in me,’ Barry went on. ‘Told me what was upsetting him. Given me something to work with, to come to grips with, I coulda –’

‘Barry,’ said Lorraine.

‘Sorry,’ said Barry. ‘If there’s anything I can do, kids, anything to help, please, just say the word.’

‘Thank you,’ said Reuben. ‘Actually, there is.’

He reached into his pocket for the rough plans he and Callista had drawn up.

 

By Sunday, Reuben was starting to get worried.

A few days, Barry had said.

Was five more than a few?


Perhaps the whole thing had turned out to be too difficult. Or too expensive. Or too crazy.

‘Stop chewing your lip,’ snapped Grandpa. ‘I’m trying to do the crossword.’

Reuben sighed and got up from the settee.

He resisted the temptation to mutter loudly that Grandpa must be a crossword expert, given that all his words had been cross for years.

Be patient, he told himself. Don’t spoil it now. With a bit of luck, Grumpy Grandpa will soon be a thing of the past.

In a good way.

Reuben went upstairs to see how Callista was getting on teaching Jojo the delicate art of eyebrow-plucking.

 

As Reuben was about to tap on the door, Callista gave a yell from inside the room.

Oh no, thought Reuben. Jojo must be practising on her eyebrows.

He hurried in.

Callista was staring at her phone.

Not, as Reuben feared, looking for an eyebrow-replacement company.

She was staring at a text, and grinning.

‘It’s today,’ she said. ‘Barry’s delivering it today. In about an hour.’

Jojo clapped his hands.

‘Hooray,’ he said. ‘Can I pluck Barry?’

Reuben didn’t say anything.


He was relieved to hear the good news about the delivery, but suddenly he couldn’t help wondering what would happen when Grandpa saw it.

What if he didn’t like it?

There’d be yelling then for sure.

So loud that Callista’s yell just now would seem like a whisper.

 

While Barry finished doing the welding in the front garden, Reuben just couldn’t stop staring.

He loved it.

It was even more than he’d hoped for.

‘It’s got to be at least three metres tall,’ he said.

‘More like four,’ said Callista, her voice hushed with admiration. ‘Definitely four, I reckon.’

Reuben agreed. He couldn’t stop grinning. Until a thought hit him.

He hurried over to Barry.

‘How much did this cost?’ he said. ‘It’s got to be way more than we gave you. Way, way more.’

‘Don’t stress,’ said Barry, pulling off his welding helmet. ‘You kids gave what you could, and I gave what I could. I had most of this stuff lying around in my shed, so actually you gave me too much.’

He pushed an envelope into Reuben’s hand.

Even without opening it, Reuben could tell that most of his and Callista’s money was still inside it.

‘You kids hang on tight to those life savings,’ said Barry. ‘You’ve got a lot of life ahead of you. Shall I switch her on?’


Reuben asked him to wait a moment. Callista had just sent Nanna a message. Any time now, Grandpa should be coming out the front door.

Barry nodded. At something behind Reuben.

Reuben turned.

Grandpa was coming out the front door.

Reuben held his breath as Grandpa stared at the gleaming edifice in the front garden. He was pretty sure edifice was the right word. If it meant a very special and important statue.

Then Reuben felt panic in his pipes.

Grandpa was frowning as he looked up at all four metres of himself.

His gleaming arms and legs sinewy with expertly curved copper piping, his torso strong and straight as only the best quality stainless steel water tank could be, his smiling face completely recognisable despite being made from taps and brackets and washers and valves and rods and O-rings.

How could Grandpa be grumpy seeing that?

He wasn’t for long.

After a minute his face fell wide open into utter amazement, his mouth the biggest O-ring Reuben had ever seen.

Nanna was standing next to Grandpa now.

She waved to Reuben to come over.

He did.

‘Grandpa,’ he said nervously. ‘This is to show you that we’ll never forget you. You’ll always be in our hearts, and also in Callista’s front yard.’


Reuben paused for Grandpa to say something.

But he didn’t. He just kept staring at his statue.

‘It’s to say thank you,’ said Reuben. ‘For everything you’ve done in your life. We’ll never forget it. Neither will anybody who comes down this street.’

‘That’s right,’ said Callista.

She pointed to the gleaming plumber’s wrench in the statue’s right hand.

‘That’s to remind everyone,’ she said, ‘of the top work you did for thousands of people with very yukky and distressing leaks.’

‘And this,’ said Reuben, pointing to the small brass and steel baby held protectively in the statue’s left arm, ‘is to say thank you, Grandpa, for all the love you gave to so many kids, including us.’

Still Grandpa didn’t move, or speak.

Reuben looked over at Barry, and gave him a nervous nod.

Barry turned the garden tap, and after a few moments of gurgling, a slowly revolving spray of water fountained from the very top of the statue, which was a plumber’s cap cleverly fashioned from a high-quality toilet seat and lid.

Barry came over.

‘G’day, old mate,’ he said to Grandpa. ‘I know you’re a stickler for doing things by the book, so probably you’re freaking out about unauthorised fountains and council regulations and neighbours’ lawyers. No sweat, old chum. These very amazing grandkids of yours not only creatively came up with this whole concept, they took care of the legals and the water recycling too. Council signed off, tick, neighbours the same, tick.’

‘We wanted you to be a fountain,’ said Reuben. ‘Because water was how you showed your love.’

Grandpa’s eyes were moist now. He opened his mouth, but all he could do was swallow.

‘The toe fluff was my idea,’ said Jojo, pointing to the black woolly bits of old blanket stuck to the statue’s toes.

Everyone waited for Grandpa to speak.

He tried to, but ended up just wiping his eyes.

Through the gentle pitter-patter of water falling onto the front lawn, Reuben heard the pitter-patter of something else.

Applause.

He looked around. And saw in the street, next to where Lorraine was grinning and coiling up ropes on the back of the truck, that several neighbours were putting their hands together to demonstrate their enthusiasm.

Near to them was a taxi with its doors open.

Standing next to it were four recently returned travellers, two of them wearing tennis hats with LOVE ALL printed on them. All four were staring. Shocked, but not angry, Reuben was glad to see.

He felt something grab hold of him in a gentle sort of way, and suddenly he was being hugged tightly in Grandpa’s surprisingly strong arms.

Callista was in there with him, and Jojo.


‘Thank you,’ said Grandpa, voice gruff but this time with emotion.

‘Speech,’ said Barry loudly. ‘Speech.’

Grandpa kept the hug going for a long time.

‘Say something, Grandpa,’ whispered Reuben. ‘You can do it.’

Grandpa hesitated, then looked at everybody.

‘I haven’t really got anything more to say,’ he muttered. ‘Except I’m sorry. Words aren’t enough for what I’m feeling.’

He hugged Nanna.

Then he went over and hugged Barry.

When he’d finished, he cleared his throat.

‘I do have something else I want to say,’ he said. ‘All my life I worked as hard as I could. All I wanted was to keep the children I love safe and happy. But the world changed. The grown-ups in charge, who should have known better, let the world become not safe and not happy. And there was nothing I could do. Not even if I got my hands on all the pressure-driven heat regulators in Bunnings. So I turned into a sour-faced grumpy-bum, partly from what I was feeling about those particular grown-ups.’

‘They’re called biggies,’ said Jojo.

‘Good word,’ said Grandpa, nodding.

Then he looked at Reuben and Callista and had to wipe his eyes again.

‘Until today,’ said Grandpa ‘I thought nobody could do anything about those biggies. Until I saw what these kids can do.’


He pointed at the sun-glittering mist of water arching gracefully from his toilet-seat plumber’s cap and making soft bands of colour dance above the front yard.

‘If our kids can unclog a crusty old grump like me,’ said Grandpa, ‘there’s nothing they can’t do. Them and loads of others like them. And I hope I can hang around long enough to see how they go.’

‘You will, Grandpa,’ said Callista.

Reuben grinned at Grandpa, feeling emotional himself to see how much younger Grandpa was suddenly looking. Nanna too when she came over and kissed everybody.

But it wasn’t just emotions Reuben could feel tingling inside himself.

It was energy too.

This job was done, and even though there were heaps more jobs ahead of them, much bigger and more difficult ones, as he swapped a smile with Callista, he knew in his deepest pipes that anything was possible.

‘Thanks for getting us started, Grandpa,’ said Reuben. ‘We’re on the job now.’

Grandpa gave him a thumbs up.

‘Hooray,’ said Jojo. ‘Biggies behaving better.’
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Final lap.

Big effort.

In this very yukky water.

This is so tragic. I knew this swimming pool would be bad, but not this bad. I can taste rust and old paint, and other people’s feet.

My goggles have slime on them. But I can still see what’s up ahead.

Two kids from the Bogley team.

Swimming strongly. Getting away from me.

I don’t know how they do it.

OK, it’s their town pool, but I don’t know how anybody could get used to this. It’s like swimming in Dad’s bathwater after he’s cleaned the tractor sump.

I try to swim faster.

Squinting painfully, I catch sight of Mum sitting on a newspaper at the front of the stand.


As I expected, Mum’s sitting on her own, apart from the damp rot under her bum and the white ants nibbling her briefcase. Oh, and the mayor of Bogley sitting next to her, but he has to do that.

As usual, Mum’s yelling at me and waving her arms. Desperate for me to win.

‘Go, Millie.’

Mum, please calm down. It’s just an Under 12s two-hundred metres freestyle race, not a federal election. Don’t jiggle so much, or that front bench will collapse and the newspapers will all be making jokes about it.

I do one last extra burst of energy, for Mum.

It’s really good of her to come today. And brave. Everyone hates her in this town.

But there’s no way I can win now.

The Bogley kids are too far ahead.

I don’t mind. I just want to get out of this water. I think I’ve got swamp lice up my nose.

Those poor Bogley kids. I only have to swim here this once, cause it’s their turn for the local schools carnival. They have to swim here and swallow paint flakes and taste each other’s feet every week.

And it’s all my mum’s fault.

 

In the change shed, two of the Bogley girls come over to me. I brace myself for angry insults.

I get a lot of those here in Bogley.

Because of Mum’s job.

She’s a government minister.


Mum’s job is really difficult. One thing she has to do is decide which towns get the new pools, and which towns have to make do with their ancient decrepit ones.

‘G’day,’ says one of the Bogley girls.

Which is a surprise.

She’s smiling, for real. You can tell a real smile when you’ve seen as many fake ones as I have.

‘Good swim,’ says the Bogley girl. ‘We reckon you finished that two-hundred metres faster than any other visitor to our town this year. You know, of the ones who swim with their mouth open.’

‘Closed is better,’ says the other girl.

I look at them, even more surprised. Not about the mouth advice. About how friendly they are.

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘Hey, I’m really sorry about your pool. And my mum.’

‘That’s OK,’ says one of the girls.

‘We don’t blame you,’ says the other one. ‘It’s not your fault your mum’s job is doing dirty work.’

‘Must be really hard for you,’ says the first girl. ‘Seeing your mum doing things that, deep inside, she must hate so much.’

I stare at them, my mouth open even wider than it was in the pool.

Dirty work? These Bogley girls have got it all wrong. They obviously don’t understand. How there isn’t enough money for the government to give every town a new pool. They don’t know how hard it is for Mum to decide which towns get lucky.


Then the girls do another surprising thing. They give me a hug, which I can tell they mean.

‘Thanks,’ I say again.

I could try to explain the situation. But I don’t.

Because my mind is racing. These girls aren’t doing insults, they’re just telling me stuff. And I’m having thoughts I’ve never had before.

Doubts.

What if those girls aren’t the ones who’ve got it wrong? What if it’s me?

 

‘Mum,’ I say in the car on the way home. ‘Why did our town get a new pool and Bogley didn’t?’

I’ve never asked Mum that before.

When your mother’s away a lot, and she’s always tired at home because of all the difficult questions she gets in her job, you put off asking her more. Yours might make her grumpy and she might yell at Dad, or the dogs. So you save them till the right time, such as when she takes a break to come to your swimming carnival.

I can see Mum is thinking about my question.

‘Our last pool,’ I say, ‘it was only thirteen years old when it got replaced, and Bogley’s pool is older than Grandma.’

Mum grips the steering wheel tighter.

She gives a weary sigh.

‘Millie,’ she says. ‘It’s not only about the age of a recreational facility. It’s about other things too.’

‘What other things?’ I say.


I’ve started this now and even if Mum is feeling tired and grumpy, I’m not stopping.

‘Tradition,’ says Mum. ‘Bogley’s swimming pool is a precious crucible of rural tradition. It’s a living piece of history. A national treasure.’

I’m not sure what a precious crucible actually is, but I’m pretty certain the Bogley pool isn’t one.

‘By living history,’ I say to Mum, ‘do you mean the pool slime? It’s living, in my mouth.’

‘No, I don’t mean that, Millie,’ says Mum. ‘So please, stop being dramatic.’

‘I’m not,’ I say. ‘You saw it yourself. The Bogley pool is all cracked. There’s grass growing under the water. Plus the handrails are rusty, the pool filter keeps conking out, the change shed gives you splinters, and we couldn’t even do any diving today cause last week the diving board fell off.’

Mum narrows her eyes and speeds the car up.

I pretend not to notice.

‘Our town pool isn’t cracked,’ I say. ‘I’m pretty sure Italian marble that thick can’t crack. So we’re lucky it’s also in our change rooms and our vibrating massage showers. But how is that fair? The only time the Bogley kids get a water massage in their change shed is when the roof leaks.’

Mum gives a big sigh, but she doesn’t slow the car down.

‘You’re right, Millie,’ she says. ‘It’s not fair. I wish it was possible for every town in Australia to have a new swimming pool, but it isn’t.’


I know that, but Mum still hasn’t answered my question.

‘I’m just trying to understand,’ I say. ‘Why did we get that new pool instead of Bogley?’

If somebody was asking this in parliament, they’d be calling it an eight-hundred-and-seventy-thousand-dollar question.

I remember that amount because I’ve still got the photo of Mum handing our mayor the cheque, and me having to help her because it was a novelty cheque bigger than my bedspread.

Mum is staring silently at the road ahead, still not answering the question.

To keep the conversation going, I ask another question I’ve never asked Mum before.

But I have asked it in my head.

‘Some people,’ I say, ‘think it was because of me. They say you built a marble swimming pool with government money mostly for your daughter.’

I take a breath.

‘You didn’t, did you?’

Mum still doesn’t say anything.

At least I know the pool wasn’t for her.

I’d love to have a splash in the pool with Mum, but she never wants to. Dad told me it’s because she thinks she looks too big in her swimmers, which she doesn’t.

Dad rolled his eyes and said she’s always trying to look big in her job, so what’s the problem?

Oh no, we’re going even faster now.


If Mum speeds up any more she’ll be putting her whole career at risk. Norm Proven, our local highway police officer, can only turn a blind eye up to a point. And we’re way past it.

‘I need to know, Mum,’ I say. ‘Because if you did build that pool for me, even partly, of course I’d be sort of grateful, but it would still be really, really unfair.’

Mum stays silent. But she doesn’t speed up.

She slams on the brakes.

 

When the dust settles, I see we’re in a truck layby.

My first thought, that we crazy-braked so we wouldn’t hit a wombat, must be wrong. Because Mum turns the engine off and unclicks her seatbelt and turns to me and I can see from her face she’s got something bigger on her mind than wombats.

‘OK, Mill,’ she says. ‘I’ve been putting off having this little chat. But we need to have it now.’

I stare at her. My chest feels tight and it’s not just the pond weed.

Mum reaches over and straightens my t-shirt.

‘Take a deep breath, Millicent,’ she says. ‘I’m going to tell you something that might upset you.’

I try to stay calm and breathe through my nose.

‘It’s about what governments do,’ says Mum. ‘When they’re giving things to local communities. Things such as hospitals, schools, sports stadiums, railway station carparks, gun-club bistros and, yes, swimming pools.’


I nod.

So far this isn’t so bad.

‘Every government has to make a decision,’ says Mum. ‘About which communities get which things. And which communities don’t get anything.’

I already know this.

But how do they decide?

How do they do it fairly?

‘Isn’t it simple?’ I say. ‘Don’t they give things to the communities that need them most?’

Which is dumb of me cause I already know they don’t do that.

Not in Bogley, anyway.

Mum isn’t looking at me now. She’s staring out the windscreen again. And I’m starting to worry. This is starting to feel bad after all.

‘So who do governments give things to?’ I ask, desperately hoping the answer won’t include the word daughter.

Mum sighs.

‘A government can only be a government,’ she says, ‘if people vote for them.’

I’m puzzled. Everyone knows that, so why is Mum saying it now?

Then it dawns on me why and I’m so shocked I start to feel carsick and the car’s not even moving.

‘Do you mean,’ I say, ‘people only get those things if they vote for you?’

Mum seems to be having trouble looking at me.

She nods.


‘But only if they vote me into the government,’ she says. ‘Or do the same for any other candidate in our political party. And our town, as you know, love, always votes for me.’

I stare at her.

‘Whereas,’ says Mum, ‘Bogley doesn’t. Bogley always votes for the other lot. And those voters in Bogley are stubborn. Even the thought of a new pool won’t change their mind. So they don’t get one.’

Something hot is coming up my throat that I can’t keep down.

Not sick. Words.

‘But when you were elected,’ I say, ‘you promised to look after everyone in the whole district. And the prime minister promised that the government would look after everyone in the whole country. No matter who they voted for. So the Bogley girls are right. You’re not keeping your promise. You’re doing dirty work. How can you? How can you waste eight hundred and seventy thousand dollars of everyone’s money when Bogley needs it so much?’

Gently, Mum puts her fingers over my lips.

She’s right. I’m getting overexcited. This is why Dad asks Mum and me not to talk about politics. And why when he’s working in the harvester he listens to classical music instead of the news.

Mum takes her hand away.

‘How can I?’ she says quietly. ‘Because that’s what my job is. Sometimes I get to do good things. And sometimes I have to do bad things.’


I’ve never heard Mum talk like this before.

I wait for her to say more.

She doesn’t.

But her eyes, which are filling up with tears, are saying heaps more.

Suddenly I’m having trouble speaking too.

So I just hold Mum’s hand.

Because families have to vote for each other even if one of them does do bad things.

‘I so wish,’ whispers Mum, ‘that it didn’t have to be like this. I so wish I could just do good things.’

Then she looks like she’s shocked herself saying that. She sits up straight, does a couple of big sniffs, dabs her eyes quite hard with a tissue and starts the engine again.

‘Bottom line,’ she says. ‘We all have to look after the people who are important to us.’

 

As we drive off, Mum is hunched again behind the steering wheel.

She looks smaller than she usually does.

Or maybe that’s just because we’re passing her giant election billboard next to the highway.

It’s mostly a picture of her, very big.

When people joke about it, Mum tells them it’s to remind her of the very big opportunity her job gives her. The opportunity to help the lives of as many people as possible.

I hope she didn’t see it just then.

My thoughts are going faster than the car.


What Mum said has made me think about my job too. One of my jobs, anyway.

Which is being her daughter.

And I’ve just had an idea.

About something I can do to look after Mum. To help her turn something bad into something good. It’s a scary idea, but it can’t be worse than swimming with specs of rust that stain your teeth orange.

So I’m going to dive in and see if I can do it.

 

All it takes is two phone calls.

The first one is easy.

I ring the Bogley girls, who luckily gave me their phone numbers in case Mum ever gets free tickets to Taylor Swift concerts.

After they get over their disappointment that I’m not ringing about tickets, or backstage passes, or personally autographed swimming caps, they listen to my suggestion. Which is that they and their friends start an online crowdfunding appeal to raise money for a new pool.

‘Now?’ they say.

‘Yes,’ I say.

 

The second call isn’t so easy.

It’s to a boy called Ludo, who I met in Canberra last year at the kids’ Christmas party in Parliament House. His dad is a member of parliament, except not with Mum’s lot. But Ludo knows heaps of other kids with a parent in the government.


He listens carefully to my suggestion of a way to help those kids, and their mums or dads, and the reasons I need his help.

Then he tells me lots of reasons why it might be too risky.

We talk about it for ages.

I tell him what it’s like to get orange teeth and taste other people’s feet while you’re swimming.

Ludo’s friend Henry is with him.

Henry gives me a heap of scouting advice about closing my mouth in the pool, plus about cleaning my teeth with campfire ash, which makes me fairly certain they’re not going to help with my plan.

But I try one more time.

I explain how my suggestion would give a lot of people in the government the chance to do something good instead of something bad. Even if, at first, they don’t actually know they’re doing it.

Ludo and Henry don’t say anything for quite a long time.

Then they say yes.

 

Final lap. Big effort.

In our wonderful clean almost brand-new pool. Which is just like the one I hope the Bogley kids will be getting soon.

Except for the marble. Because frankly marble doesn’t help you swim better. And underwater the squiggly dark bits in the marbley pattern sort of crowd in on you and look a bit like poo.


Phew, this doesn’t feel like anywhere near my best time for a final lap.

I think I’m too tense for a training session.

It’s like what all the best swimming coaches tell you. Don’t take your worries into the pool.

But I can’t help it. I keep worrying about what’ll happen when I get back home.

 

I dump my swimming bag in the laundry and go into the kitchen.

Mum and Dad are sitting at the kitchen table, not eating their bowls of cereal, staring at Mum’s computer screen.

They both look at me.

They know.

I can see them both wishing Mum hadn’t asked me to help her set up her new computer. And how much they’re wishing I’d forgotten the password.

‘I can’t believe you did this,’ says Mum.

She says it quietly. But I can see she’d rather be shouting. Which she can’t because she’s in shock.

‘Oh, Millie,’ says Dad. ‘What were you thinking?’

His voice is croaky. It’s either emotion, or he’s in shock too. Perhaps both.

This probably isn’t the time to tell them about all the other parliament kids who’ve done the same thing today.

‘You do know it’s a criminal act,’ says Mum. ‘I checked with my friend the minister for police. Definitely criminal.’


‘Five thousand dollars,’ croaks Dad.

I stare at him.

‘You transferred five thousand dollars, Mill, out of Mum’s personal account,’ says Dad. ‘Into some crowdfunding account run by kids.’

This is worse than I’d feared.

‘Dad,’ I say. ‘Mum. Please, put your glasses on and look at the screen again.’

They do.

For a few moments nothing happens.

Then Mum screams.

Dad sprays a mouthful of soggy muesli around the kitchen.

‘Fifty thousand dollars,’ sobs Mum.

Oh well. At least now they know the truth.

Rather than getting a nasty surprise when the minister for police reads out the charges against me in court.

 

I kick myself down towards the dark bottom of the pool. Hoping as the water rushes past it’ll wash all my fears away. About what’s going to happen when I get home and Mum and Dad have finished the talk I left them having in the kitchen.

But it doesn’t wash anything away.

The squiggly dark bits in the marbley pattern are crowding in on me, making me feel scared and confused and lonely and all the other things a kid feels when their parents might be deciding to never speak to them again.


I crash back up through the surface, gasping for breath.

And see that my fears were totally unnecessary. Nothing bad’s going to happen when I get home.

It’s happening here instead.

Mum is standing at the edge of the pool, staring at me. Dad’s here too. Mum must be too upset to drive herself, and she wouldn’t want her official Commonwealth driver seeing such a moment of family shame.

I swim towards them.

Then Dad does something unexpected.

He gives me a little smile, and a little wave.

I stare at him, stunned, forgetting to tread water. I don’t know if you can drown from surprise and confusion, but I almost do.

Mum isn’t smiling. She’s still just staring at me, and she looks even more serious than she usually does in her difficult job.

My tummy sinks.

I struggle not to sink with it, into the clear water that I’d been hoping so hard would be just like the water the Bogley kids would have soon.

Oh well. It was worth a try.

If Mum doesn’t want me around, I can always move into Dad’s tractor shed.

I swim closer to Dad.

As I do, I can’t help thinking how different this moment is to how it’s always been in the past.

When Mum watched me in the pool.


Jumping up and down.

Waving her arms and yelling.

She’s not doing that now.

She’s just staring at me.

And slowly bending over. Lifting up some sort of big sign. Covered in her scrawly handwriting.

I can’t quite read it.

Does it say Get out of the pool now Millie so my friend the minister for police can take you to jail?

I wipe my eyes.

No, it doesn’t.

It says, Please Pay The Bearer, The Bogley Swimming Pool Fundraising Account, The Sum Of Fifty Thousand Dollars. At the bottom is Mum’s signature, and the words Personal Account.

I read the giant cheque again.

Mum is watching me.

She’s not frowning. She’s giving me a little nod. One that looks tired but also sort of grateful.

Am I suffering from chlorine poisoning of the brain?

No, I don’t think I am. From Mum’s face, I think she means it. You can tell a real nod when you’ve seen as many fake ones as I have.

Then Mum does something that’s even more unexpected than what Dad did.

She takes off her shoes. And her dress.

And checks that her swimmers are covering her bottom.

Then she dives into the pool.


She swims towards me.

As she gets closer, I see her face and realise she’s going to say something she’s said to me in the past.

Something I haven’t always been sure about.

But this is different.

This time she doesn’t jump up and down and wave her arms and yell it.

She just puts her arms around me and says it quietly.

‘Go, Millie.’
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The day that changed his life started quietly.

With a yawn.

Bernard couldn’t help it.

The sun was snuggly warm, the entrance road was deserted, and he could feel himself dozing off.

Weekdays were his favourite days.

Some friendly rubble had talked about weekdays when Bernard first started the job.

While the jackhammer was being packed away and the chunks of old concrete that Bernard was replacing were being dumped into a skip, some of the chunks had been kind enough to give Bernard a bit of advice.

‘Tough gig, working here,’ the chunks had said. ‘Stuck at the entrance to a rubbish tip that’s mostly used on weekends. You’ll be bored rigid on weekdays. Worst part of being a speed bump.’


Today, like every other weekday he’d been here, Bernard totally disagreed with that.

The peace and quiet was the best part of being a speed bump.

He loved his little entrance road. He loved how it was mostly empty Monday to Friday. Today there was hardly a human at the tip, and on the entrance road just a few dried leaves from a badly packed gardener’s ute last Sunday.

Bernard sighed drowsily.

And contentedly.

Yep, he thought, I’m a lucky speed bump.

He could feel the warm bitumen all around him like a sleepy hug. Why even bother trying to stay awake?

Then Bernard noticed something.

An ant, dragging itself along the road, taking ages to walk around him.

‘Hey,’ said Bernard, ‘don’t wear yourself out. It’s quicker if you just clamber over the top of me. No skin off my concrete, I’ll be asleep.’

The ant gave him a grateful wave.

Bernard smiled to himself and started to nod off.

Then he heard something that definitely wasn’t the best part of being a speed bump.

Tyres squealing loudly as a vehicle turned off the highway.

Bernard hoped he was just having a bad dream. Which he knew happened when you were scared of something. Such as cars.


But today it wasn’t a dream.

A family car was hurtling towards him along the entrance road at about four times the sensible speed.

Dopey humans, thought Bernard.

He braced himself for the pain.

Oh well, he thought, any kids on the back seat, at least they’ll get a thrill, having the bottom of their car ripped out.

But that didn’t happen on this special day.

The driver saw Bernard and hit the brakes.

The car thwump-thwumped over Bernard at only twice the sensible speed. Its shock absorbers and Bernard all squeaking together.

Bernard sighed unhappily as the car accelerated round the corner towards the tip.

‘You OK?’ said a voice.

What do you think, thought Bernard.

Then he reminded himself it wasn’t the ant’s fault. The ant had probably never had two tonnes of car drive over him at twice the sensible speed. Plus it was nice of the ant to be concerned.

‘I’ll live,’ he grunted. ‘Thanks for asking.’

Then he saw it wasn’t the ant.

It was a small curved piece of yellow plastic about half the size of a drink can.

‘Sorry to stare,’ said the piece of plastic. ‘But I’ve never seen a real speed bump before. I’m not a real one, I’m just a toy.’

Bernard stared back.


A toy speed bump?

Cute, he thought. Must have been jolted off the back seat of the family car while the driver was pretending he was in Fast & Furious 14.

‘You’re very strong,’ said the toy speed bump to Bernard. ‘You were thwump-thwumped and you’re not even broken.’

Bernard was tempted to tell the toy speed bump this was because he was constructed from high-density thermoplastic with heavy duty cross-grid semi-internal struts and drop-forged self-lubricating connectors.

But he didn’t. Because he wasn’t.

It was just a wistful daydream he sometimes had on sleepy afternoons.

‘Concrete,’ said Bernard gruffly. ‘Pretty strong, all things considered.’

‘Told you,’ said another voice. ‘I totally told you he’s not plastic.’

Bernard stared again, horrified, as a toy car, red with green speed stripes, rolled out of the weeds next to the road.

I don’t get that, thought Bernard. Why in the name of pre-mixed concrete would humans make a toy out of something as horrible and scary as a car?

‘This is my friend Lambo,’ said the toy speed bump. ‘I’m Billy.’

Bernard decided to be friendly.

Wasn’t the little car’s fault if a bunch of idiot humans had decided to manufacture her.


‘I’m Bernard,’ grunted Bernard. ‘Must be a relief for you two, getting away from those dopey humans in that car.’

Billy and Lambo swapped a look.

‘Actually,’ said Billy, ‘getting away from them wasn’t the main reason we jumped out. We mostly jumped out to see you.’

Bernard was touched.

Then startled as he realised something.

The toy speed bump was moving closer to him.

‘How’d you do that?’ said Bernard. ‘Move like that. And all the jumping and stuff. Have you got batteries like your little mate?’

‘Fraid not,’ said Billy. ‘Toy speed bumps don’t come with batteries.’

‘I’ve got batteries,’ said Lambo, as she moved closer to Bernard too. ‘But they’re flat.’

Bernard stared at them both.

‘So how can you do that?’ he said. ‘Move your butts around without batteries?’

‘We got taught,’ said Billy. ‘The girl who plays with us has a homework book, who we’re friends with. The homework book taught us the scientific principles of movement and relocation.’

Bernard was stunned.

‘It’s pretty simple,’ said Lambo. ‘You just have to use something called, um . . . n-something.’

‘Energy,’ said Billy. ‘Our friend reckons we’re all mostly made of energy.’

Lambo nodded.


‘Our molecules,’ said Billy. ‘They’re on the move even when we don’t know they are. Another friend, who’s a pot plant, showed us how to make all our energy move in the same direction.’

‘Humans do it all the time,’ said Lambo.

Bernard struggled to take this in.

Then he heard tyres squealing again.

It was the family car, coming back from the tip, speeding towards him like before.

Bernard braced himself.

Oh well, he thought. At least this time the dopes know I’m here.

He waited for the car to slow down.

It didn’t.

As the car got closer, Bernard could see two adult humans in the front, arguing.

The car sped up even more.

‘Wish I had a homework book,’ said Bernard. ‘To inform me if it’s scientifically possible for a speed bump to have a career change and be a pedestrian bollard.’

Bernard hoped that Billy and Lambo weren’t listening. That they were jumping out of the way.

This time the thwumps were even harder.

The car lurched into the air, then landed solidly on all four wheels, and also on a section of its own exhaust pipe which had fallen off after scraping across Bernard’s back.

The car screeched to a stop.

A man got out and opened the boot.


Bernard wondered if the man was bringing him something soothing for his painful back. Polyfilla or moisturiser or something.

But the man just grabbed the flattened piece of exhaust pipe, looked at Bernard, then kicked him.

‘Charming,’ muttered Bernard, hoping that very soon another species would take over running the planet. Pot plants would be good.

The other human in the car, a woman, started yelling at the man.

‘The electrical store closes in less than an hour,’ she shouted. ‘No point kicking a speed bump. They can’t feel anything.’

Bernard could have put her right about that.

He was feeling a lot of things.

Big disappointment about the state of human civilisation, for a start.

And wishing he could have relocation lessons like the toys, so he could go and give that car a big dent, and maybe the humans too.

The man threw the exhaust pipe into the boot, and drove away.

Very fast.

‘Don’t take it personally,’ said a voice.

Bernard looked down.

Billy the toy speed bump was back, with his friend Lambo the toy sports car.

‘That human man shouldn’t have kicked you,’ said Billy. ‘I think he did it because he was in a very emotional state.’


‘Oh, was he?’ said Bernard. ‘What’s got to him? The price of petrol?’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Billy. ‘I think it’s probably what happened the other day. When the man accidentally drove into his daughter and broke her leg.’

Bernard stared at Billy, shocked.

‘She’s the girl who plays with us,’ said Billy sadly. ‘Her poor father blames himself.’

‘No, he doesn’t,’ said Lambo. ‘He blames me.’

Bernard had seen a lot of bad human behaviour in his time, but nothing like this.

A father carelessly injuring a member of his own family. And even after that still driving like a deranged maniac. Like he was doing now.

Bernard could hear the car’s damaged exhaust roaring in the distance.

He could still hear it even after the car squealed onto the highway.

Then he heard something even louder.

A truck’s air-horn blaring.

Rumbling squeals of big tyres.

Other horns wailing.

The screeching crunch of metal on metal.

Then silence.

Hmm, said Bernard to himself. Bit of a life lesson there, I reckon.

‘That sounded like a bad accident,’ said Billy, his voice squeaky with concern. ‘The people in that car could be hurt.’


Bernard looked at Billy, puzzled.

‘Why are you worried?’ Bernard said. ‘You saw how they were driving. Like a front-end loader with a personality problem. It’s all their fault.’

But even as Bernard said that, something about Billy’s concern was making him feel strange.

‘We don’t know for sure it is all their fault,’ said Billy. ‘We didn’t see it happen. Maybe it isn’t.’

Bernard thought about this.

Despite his concrete being very thick, he was starting to get an inkling of what the little plastic fella might be on about.

That the accident might have happened for more complicated reasons. Including, for example, because of the man getting so angry.

Which in a way, thought Bernard, feeling a bit uncomfortable, could have been sort of partly because of me.

‘Come on,’ said Billy. ‘We have to go and see if we can help them.’

Bernard felt confused. And irritated.

He looked at Billy and Lambo crossly.

Little squirts, barging into his quiet afternoon and making him feel guilty.

The toys waited, looking at him as if they were both a bit confused themselves.

‘Maybe,’ whispered Lambo to Billy, ‘he doesn’t understand what “come on” means.’

‘I understand,’ muttered Bernard. ‘I’m a speed bump, not an ancient volcanic rock formation.’


‘It means move our butts,’ said Lambo.

‘We’ll show you how,’ said Billy.

 

By the time they got to the highway and peered at it from behind a dented safety barrier, there was no sign of the family car or a truck.

The safety barrier told them what happened.

‘An idiot car made a truck skid off the highway and crash into me,’ said the barrier indignantly. ‘And spill some of the junk it was carrying.’

‘Bad luck,’ murmured Bernard.

‘Was anybody killed or injured?’ said Billy.

‘Nah,’ said the safety barrier, sounding as if it thought the humans had got off too easily. ‘They just drove away like nothing had happened.’

Which was a relief for Bernard.

He didn’t want to feel guilty any more today. Not while he was enjoying being on the move for the first time since a crane lowered him onto the entrance road months ago.

While Billy and Lambo both carried on chatting with the safety barrier, Bernard watched the traffic whizzing by. And thought how much better the world would be if highways were built properly, with speed bumps.

Real speed bumps, thought Bernard sadly. Not scaredy-cats like me.

‘Yoo hoo,’ called a voice from above.

Bernard turned and looked up. It took him a while to see where the voice was coming from.


A thin strip of bent, twisted metal was wedged up in a tree. Bernard wondered if it was a piece of the family car. An aerial maybe.

Or one of those silly frames humans allowed car dealers to put round their number plates.

He went closer and saw it wasn’t either of those things.

It was a bent and twisted wire clothes-hanger. The first one he’d ever seen that wasn’t on its way to the tip, flapping around with a bunch of relatives inside a broken wardrobe.

‘Give us a hand,’ said the wire hanger. ‘I’m stuck.’

‘Sure,’ said Bernard.

He gave the tree a hefty nudge. And then several more, making the branches bounce up and down until the wire hanger slid free and dropped to the ground.

‘Thank you muchly, love,’ said the wire hanger.

‘You’re welcome,’ said Bernard.

The wire hanger, still lying on the ground, was staring up at him.

‘Are you a speed bump?’ she said.

‘Sort of,’ said Bernard.

‘I’m a fashion accessory,’ said the wire hanger. ‘Or I was. Just had an accident. Got flung out of a rubbish truck.’

In the distance, a voice started yelling.

‘Shirl, Shirl, where are you?’

‘I’m over here,’ shouted the wire hanger. ‘Where are you? Are you OK, Briquette?’


Shirl listened for a long time.

There was no reply.

She sighed.

‘Friend of mine,’ she said to Bernard. ‘Well, sort of. We only just met in the truck, but I’m thinking there’s a good chance we could be friends. If she’s survived.’

Bernard had a thought.

‘Would you like to go and look for her?’ he said.

Shirl made an ‘as if’ sort of sound.

‘I’m a wire hanger,’ she said. ‘I can’t go anywhere. Not unless I’m carried, or thrown, or posted, or sent via courier, or –’

She stopped and stared again at Bernard.

‘Cripes,’ she croaked. ‘What you did just now. You moved. Moved your concrete. Came over and shook the tree. How’d you do that?’

‘Um,’ said Bernard.

He glanced towards Billy and Lambo, who were still chatting with the safety barrier.

‘My friends are better at explaining it,’ he said.

Shirl peered at Billy and Lambo through the weeds she was lying in.

‘I’ll ask them in a sec,’ she said. ‘But first there’s something I want to ask you. It’s a bit personal, if that’s OK.’

‘Sure,’ said Bernard.

‘Why would a speed bump want to be off for a stroll?’ said Shirl. ‘Won’t you miss the cars?’

Bernard wasn’t sure what to say.


‘Tell me if I’m being too nosy,’ said Shirl. ‘But aren’t cars your reason for existence? Sounds like a very important and fulfilling relationship you’re walking away from.’

Bernard looked at Shirl.

She was different to any wire hanger he’d ever seen before. A bit bent out of shape, as if she’d discovered that you don’t have to stay the same all your life. That anything was possible.

And before he could stop himself, Bernard told her his secret.

‘I . . . I don’t like cars,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m sort of scared of them.’

Shirl, to Bernard’s great relief, didn’t snigger.

Not like the front end loader he’d once foolishly confided in.

‘Oh, you poor love,’ she said. ‘I think I know how you feel.’

And she told him a personal secret of her own. How for a long time she’d been scared of nylon shirts. Because of their static electricity. Which hurt, and which she feared would make her look wiry and old. But then how a wise old waistcoat had explained to her that she was probably creating most of the static herself, with her anxiety.

Bernard listened.

Shirl finished telling him how the waistcoat’s advice had turned her life around, and helped her get closer to personal happiness and fulfilment.

‘Just saying, love,’ she said.


Bernard started to feel that Briquette wasn’t the only one who’d found a special friend that day.

 

Billy and Lambo quickly shared the scientific facts of movement and relocation with Shirl, then they all went looking for Briquette.

It was Bernard who found her, lying near a tree she’d bounced off.

The others hurried over and watched as Shirl brushed dirt off Briquette, and Briquette stared in amazement that Shirl was moving.

Billy and Lambo shared the science with her too.

‘Look,’ said Briquette, just as excited as Shirl had been. ‘I can move my butt.’

But that was all Briquette could move, because one of her three legs was bent, her wheels were stuck, and her circular lid was so dented it hardly looked circular at all.

Poor Briquette was the most battered barbeque Bernard had ever seen.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said to him. ‘Nothing a bit of panel beating and grill-scraping won’t fix.’

She tried to straighten her dodgy leg.

‘It’s those others I feel sorry for,’ she said. ‘The poor blighters that didn’t make it. The ones still on the truck.’

There was a sad silence.

Bernard wasn’t sure why.

‘The tip,’ whispered Billy.

‘The recycling crusher,’ whispered Lambo.


Lambo and Billy both gave a shudder.

Bernard, who’d never been a sentimental type of speed bump, and had never really thought much about the tip before now, felt a ripple of something in his concrete as well.

He looked at Shirl, and at Briquette.

And thought how the accident, despite its danger, had saved them both.

‘Hel-lo,’ a voice sang out crossly. ‘Just checking I’m not invisible. I was flung off the truck too, if you hadn’t noticed. Anyone planning to share the secret of carefree strolling around with me?’

The voice belonged to a string of fairy lights, coiled up grumpily on the grass.

‘Of course, Fairy,’ said Shirl. ‘You’re one of us.’

‘Doesn’t feel like it,’ muttered the fairy lights, little bulbs flickering on and off. The few that were working.

‘Sorry, love,’ said Shirley. ‘We’re very glad you’re here. Are you OK?’

‘Ask the dim concrete dude who’s crushing me,’ scowled Fairy.

Bernard saw that he’d accidentally squashed a couple of the fairy lights’ bulbs.

‘Sorry,’ he said, jumping back and feeling awful. ‘I’m still a bit clumsy without a crane.’

The fairy lights ignored his apology, so Bernard moved away, still feeling bad.

‘Here,’ he said to Briquette. ‘Let me help you with that leg and those wheels.’


Bernard leaned gently against Briquette’s bent leg and straightened it. Which freed the wheels.

‘Yeah, ta,’ said Briquette.

‘That was very sweet,’ said Shirl, and for Bernard there was something in her voice that seemed to be saying a bit more than that. Something about how she’d spent most of her life in a wardrobe, so she hadn’t seen much of the world, but she was still pretty sure you didn’t often come across this sort of kindness from a speed bump.

Bernard felt himself blushing, which he hadn’t ever thought concrete could do.

Suddenly he found himself thinking about the human girl with the broken leg and a father with a driving disorder.

And how when you thought about it, the world was full of poor souls who needed help.

‘OK,’ scowled the fairy lights. ‘Some of you have made a new friend. That’s very nice. So what’s next? Apart from the usual. Everyone hurling gratitude at the party host but never once saying thank you to the decorative lighting.’

Shirl and Briquette both sighed.

‘We know how you feel, Fairy,’ said Briquette. ‘Last week I was replaced by a six-burner outdoor culinary hub with self-cleaning drip trays and a phone-operated rotisserie.’

‘And as you can see,’ said Shirl, her twisted wire sagging, ‘I’ve been involved in a few too many school projects.’


‘You think that’s bad,’ scowled the fairy lights. ‘Four years of twinkle twinkle, trying to keep those mongrel humans happy, then they decide I’m a blinking has-been and dump me. Well, I reckon it’s payback time. Two hundred and forty volts right in their fairy grottos.’

Bernard was shocked.

But the others didn’t seem to be.

‘Yeah,’ said Briquette. ‘I wouldn’t mind a bit of revenge too.’

‘Me as well,’ said Shirl. ‘I blame the parents. Things aren’t important, they’re always saying to kids. It’s people that are important. Things are just things.’

Briquette and Shirl and the fairy lights snorted indignantly.

Suddenly Bernard heard himself speaking up.

‘Before we get revenge,’ he said, ‘why don’t we go to Billy and Lambo’s place. See if we can help that kid not get hurt again.’

Briquette and Shirl and Fairy stared at Bernard as if he was clearly two cubic metres of sand short of a concrete pour.

But Billy and Lambo looked delighted.

So delighted, Bernard wondered if this was the reason they jumped out of the car to see him.

Then he had another thought.

‘Your girl’s parents,’ he said to Billy and Lambo. ‘Why did they go to the tip?’

Billy and Lambo both sighed.

‘They took our friends there,’ said Billy quietly.


‘Your friends?’ said Shirl.

‘Our girl’s other toys,’ said Lambo sadly. ‘That’s why her parents drove to the tip today. To chuck all her toys away.’

Bernard and Briquette and Shirl glanced at each other, shocked.

‘That’s horrible,’ said Shirl.

‘Monstrous,’ said Briquette. ‘They’ll pay for that. Are there any other humans near your place?’

‘Heaps,’ said Lambo. ‘All along our street.’

‘And probably in the next street too,’ said Billy.

‘Good,’ said Briquette grimly, as she flexed her drip tray. ‘I’m thinking bulk revenge. Let’s go.’

‘I’m in,’ said Shirl.

‘Me too,’ said Fairy.

Bernard didn’t say anything.

Innocent toys needed to be rescued from the tip, and then an innocent human kid needed help, and then there was revenge to be organised, so he was saving his strength.

 

Sometimes, on long and sleepy weekday afternoons, Bernard had daydreamed about being human.

A kind and gentle but firm human with a sense of humour.

A primary school teacher for example. Taking classes of excited little ones on excursions. Leading them down the street, two by two in a long column, all holding hands and learning about road safety.

Bernard sighed.


It was much harder than he’d imagined.

For a start, not all of Billy and Lambo’s friends had hands.

The dolls were fine, and so were the teddies and robots. Most of the character figures from animated movies had hands too, even the plastic potatoes.

But all the cars and trucks and spaceships and water pistols and tea party sets were finding things more difficult.

Bernard could see how hard it was for them to hold on to a partner like they’d been told when all they had to work with were sugar tongs and a warp speed deflector.

‘Stay on the footpath, everyone,’ Bernard said for the hundredth time.

He could hear Briquette and Fairy at the back of the group, yelling the same thing to the toys, but a bit more gruffly.

Billy and Lambo were leading the way.

‘Not far now,’ said Billy.

‘Just round this corner,’ said Lambo.

Shirl was at the front of the column too, but she hadn’t said a word since they’d left the rubbish tip.

Bernard knew why.

At the tip, Shirl had been horrified to see how many other wire hangers were there, abandoned and all miserably tangled up together.

Bernard had seen how much she wanted to stay and rescue them.

‘Why don’t you?’ he’d said.


But Shirl had said no. Earlier she’d agreed to come with the others to give the girl her toys back, and then get revenge on the humans who’d sent so many innocent things to landfill, and she wasn’t going back on her word.

Bernard admired her for that.

Revenge might involve stabbing car tyres, which would mean lots of hard, back-breaking work for Shirl’s sharp bits.

So Bernard completely understood why Shirl wasn’t her usual cheery self.

What he didn’t understand was why Billy and Lambo weren’t their usual cheery selves.

They wouldn’t be personally involved in the revenge, plus their friends had just been rescued from the tip, so as the column turned the corner into Billy and Lambo’s street, why were they both whispering to each other in voices that sounded so tense and anxious and scared?

 

‘It happened here,’ said Billy in a small voice.

They all stopped outside a house a fair distance down the street. Billy pointed to the road in front of the house.

‘You mean the accident with your girl and her father?’ said Bernard.

Then he saw something that probably answered the question. It was parked in the driveway of the house. The family car whose exhaust pipe marks were on Bernard’s back.


Bernard could hear the toys squeaking with fear, and he knew they’d seen it too. The car that had taken them to the tip. The car that a human daddy had driven into his own daughter.

‘It was my fault,’ said Billy, his voice still small.

Bernard looked at Billy.

He doubted that.

Lambo tried to speak, but Billy kept on.

‘There’s a dog from across the street who loves fruit,’ said Billy. ‘The dog saw Lambo in our garden, all red and green, and thought she was an apple.’

Billy hesitated.

Bernard saw how upset he was.

‘I should have stopped that dog,’ said Billy. ‘It’s my job to stop accidents.’

‘Billy,’ said Bernard gently. ‘We’re speed bumps, not magicians.’

‘That’s what I’ve been telling him,’ said Lambo. ‘Except I said dog-catchers.’

Billy wasn’t listening.

‘The dog was halfway to its kennel with Lambo when it realised Lambo wasn’t an apple,’ said Billy. ‘It dropped Lambo in the middle of the road. Our girl ran out to get him, just as her dad was arriving home from work, driving fast to get the car back in time, so our girl’s mum wouldn’t be late for her job cleaning the hospital at night.’

Billy hesitated again.

Bernard saw how hard remembering this was for him.


‘I should have made the car slow down,’ said Billy. ‘I’m a speed bump, right? That’s what I do. But I couldn’t. And our girl got a broken leg.’

Billy was very upset now. So upset, he wasn’t able to say anything else.

Suddenly Bernard knew exactly how a toy tea set must feel about not having any hands. Because he was wishing he had some. So he could give Billy’s shoulders a sympathetic squeeze.

‘That’s terrible,’ said Shirl, sounding upset too.

‘It is,’ said Briquette. ‘But I still don’t understand. Why did the parents decide to dump all you toys at the tip?’

‘Simple,’ said Lambo. ‘The parents blamed us for the accident. Me most, cause I was the dog’s dinner, but they blamed the others too. That’s it, the parents said, no more dangerous toys. So instead, they got our girl a TV. A really big one, too big for a dog to carry onto the road.’

Shirl and the others nodded. It made a sort of sense, in a crazy human kind of way.

Bernard thought about the times he’d done something that left him feeling very guilty. Forgetting to warn an ant, for example, that a truck was coming. And then blaming something else, such as the truck, or sometimes the ant, to try and make himself feel better.

It had never worked, but that hadn’t stopped him wishing someone would just take the truck and the ant to the tip.


Bernard shivered.

Did that make him as bad as those humans?

‘Hey, Bernie,’ said Briquette, sounding stressed, which Bernard saw was because quite a few of the toys were hiding under her lid. ‘Are we dropping this lot home or what? I want to get started on the revenge.’

 

Bernard looked in through the bedroom window.

It was worse than he’d imagined.

The TV was huge, about three times bigger than any TV he’d ever seen on its way to the tip. He could tell it was new, because a huge cardboard box was leaning against the wardrobe. On the box was a picture of the TV screen, showing what a movie would look like on it. A movie with two million colours and some cars chasing each other.

On the other side of the room, in bed, was a little girl with her leg in plaster.

She wasn’t looking at the TV, even though it was showing a cartoon movie with a funny cowboy and a funny spaceman. She wasn’t even looking at the cardboard box.

She was just staring at the wall.

Her face sad and miserable.

‘Poor kid,’ whispered Shirl, peering through the window next to Bernard.

‘Even if the parents aren’t monsters,’ muttered Briquette, ‘they’re still idiots.’

‘Shhh,’ said Bernard. ‘Look.’


The bedroom door was slowly opening.

The girl glanced over.

Then looked again, her face surprised at first, then amazed and delighted as Billy and Lambo came in, followed by all the other toys.

Bernard would have held his breath if he had lungs and a respiratory system. As it was, he kept his energy as still as he could.

He was hoping the girl wouldn’t panic when she saw the toys were moving on their own.

Which they were doing very excitedly, climbing up onto her bed, hugging the girl, some of them hanging upside down from her bedside lamp by their feet, or their reverse thrusters.

The girl didn’t seem to mind at all.

Bernard wondered if she’d seen them doing this sort of thing before, in her imagination.

As the girl hugged her toys, Bernard saw she was laughing and crying at the same time.

Which was something that Bernard had often wished he could do.

Perhaps Shirl could teach him.

‘Uh-oh,’ whispered Briquette. ‘Here’s trouble.’

Bernard, pressing himself against the window, saw what she meant.

Two shadows had appeared on the floor of the bedroom. The shadows of two figures standing in the bedroom doorway.

The parents.

Bernard felt his concrete go tense.


Fairy, who was hanging from the roof just above Bernard, snorted.

‘If that pair give the kid a hard time,’ said Fairy, ‘or try to take our Billy and Lambo to the tip, let’s distract them by setting fire to their car.’

‘Be sensible, Fairy,’ muttered Briquette. ‘We can’t do a thing like that. We haven’t got any matches.’

Bernard was pretty sure torching the family car wouldn’t be necessary.

Not after what was happening in the bedroom.

The parents were staring at the excited toys, and their faces had already gone from stunned to amazed to guilty, and now to tearful and happy as they looked at their daughter’s delighted face.

They came and sat on the bed and cuddled their daughter. And then some of the toys.

Bernard was having strange feelings deep in his concrete. And something was affecting his vision. Making it go sort of blurry.

‘Sorry,’ muttered Fairy, who was hanging lower now, all his bulbs glowing in Bernard’s eyes. ‘This happens when I get emotional.’

‘OK,’ said Briquette, still looking at the parents, ‘perhaps I was wrong. Maybe they’re not idiots.’

‘Just a bit hopeless sometimes,’ said Shirl.

‘Like we all are sometimes,’ said Bernard.

Briquette and Fairy and Shirl gave him a look.

Bernard explained what he meant.

That even very experienced speed bumps were sometimes not so good at facing up to their fears.


But if those very experienced speed bumps were lucky, they could get a second chance to face up to them, and then find a new job.

 

The bitumen under Bernard was warm, and the evening air around him even warmer, but Bernard wasn’t dozing off. It was the first day of his new job and he was too busy.

Every few minutes a car would come along the street, see him, slow down, and bump-bump over him so gently it felt like a tingly hug.

Another car was coming now.

Except this one wasn’t slowing down.

Bernard knew why. He recognised the familiar family car, and he knew exactly who was driving it.

The girl’s father.

Who was still going too fast.

Bernard braced himself for a serious thwump-thwump. Which he prayed would end with the family car landing safely on all four wheels. And not skidding violently, hitting the kerb, flipping upside down, flying through the air, and smashing through the girl’s bedroom window.

Bernard decided he couldn’t risk it.

He tried to jump out of the way.

But Billy and Lambo hadn’t taught him how to do that.

‘Please,’ Bernard whispered to the universe. ‘Not through the girl’s bedroom window.’

The universe must have heard him.


At the very last second, instead of a thwump-thwump, there was the screech-screech of hastily stamped-on brakes. The car stopped, rocking a few times on its suspension, just in front of Bernard.

The girl’s father got out, came closer, blinked with surprise, and stared at him.

Bernard tried to smile in a friendly way.

He’d never actually smiled before, except inside, and at first he wasn’t sure if he could.

But then he thought about the girl, and how tough it’d be to have your own dad drive into you, and how much better the girl would feel if she could see her dad trying really hard not to be a leadfoot, and how he, Bernard, could help with that.

He felt his energy surge and tweak his concrete in an unfamiliar way that felt really good.

The father jumped back, alarmed.

Then he gave Bernard a nervous smile, got into the car again and drove slowly and carefully over Bernard, and slowly and carefully into his family’s driveway.

 

The bitumen under Bernard was even warmer now, and so was the evening air, but Bernard still wasn’t dozing off.

It was the twenty-third day of his new job and he was too busy enjoying it.

A couple more cars slowed down and went over him, tingle-tingle.

Another one was approaching.


Bernard recognised a familiar family car with a familiar driver. Who gave a wave as he slowly drove over Bernard in a relaxed and grateful way, and then parked next to a familiar house.

Bernard glowed inside.

Who’d have thought the girl’s dad would turn out to be so nice. Each time the dad gently bump-bumped over Bernard, it felt like he was taking back part of that kick from all those weeks ago.

Bernard was glad the dad was home on time.

He could smell that the family’s dinner was just about ready.

A delicious smell you only got from the most experienced barbeques. A meal that deserved to be eaten in the backyard glow of only the most friendly (some of the time anyway, but more and more these days) fairy lights.

Sometimes, when Bernard smelled that aroma, he wished he could have the experience of eating a sausage himself.

With tomato sauce. Or mustard.

Or engine oil.

But only for a moment.

He’d checked with the homework book and he knew that to eat a sausage you needed a digestive system. Including things like a stomach and heaps of intestines and a spleen.

Which were nice things to have, but not when you were lucky enough to be driven over by cars a couple of hundred times a day.


Bernard was content to do without squashable digestive bits, just as he was content not to have high-density thermoplastic with heavy duty cross-grid semi-internal struts.

He had more important things.

Heaps of wonderful friends.

Humans, toys, dogs, garden furniture, even cars, who told Bernard how grateful they were for his help in keeping them away from panel beaters.

And a small yellow plastic friend who spent countless hours on the kerb, watching Bernard at work and picking up speed-bump skills.

Bernard smiled at Billy.

Who smiled back.

Bernard sighed contentedly.

 

It was dusk now.

Bernard wondered how Shirl’s project was going.

She’d chosen it to show there were other things you could do instead of revenge. Things that could give you happy friends rather than hurt enemies.

But Shirl hadn’t said when she’d be back.

And, Bernard realised with a pang of concern, Shirl had been gone for nearly a week. That was how long since the girl’s mum had talked about the problem she was having at work.

The large number of people who were turning up at the hospital each night with injuries – probably, thought Bernard, because there were too many streets without speed bumps.


Each night the emergency department ended up in a complete mess, with clothes and spare surgical gowns and bandages all over the floor.

Shirl had been straight onto it.

Bernard sighed again and hoped she was OK.

 

Another hour passed, and about twenty more cars, and then, to Bernard’s relief and delight, he heard in the distance a familiar ‘yoo-hoo’.

He didn’t see her until she was in the pool of light under a street lamp.

Waving.

Bernard smiled.

Partly with the relief and the pleasure of seeing Shirl back from the tip at last, and partly because of what else he could see.

Crowding behind her in the light.

Gleaming proudly.

Thousands and thousands of wire hangers.
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Quickly and quietly, before the cartoon finishes and things get scary, me and Shona have a war meeting in the kitchen.

‘It’s going well so far,’ I whisper to her.

I glance over at the lounge area.

The twins are quiet and happy, sitting on an armchair in their pyjamas, sucking their thumbs and staring at the TV.

Shona gives me one of those big sister eye-rolls that I was hoping she’d be growing out of now she’s fifteen.

‘Gabe,’ she says indignantly. ‘Of course it’s going well. You’re with a babysitting professional. If you saw some of the little handfuls I’ve wrangled into bed on time, teeth clean, hair combed, teeth combed as well if that’s what they want, you wouldn’t be stressing.’


I don’t remind Shona about the time she babysat the twins last year. And accidentally dropped one of them into a bowl of pancake mix.

I just point out that they’re both even more of a handful this year.

‘Darcy and Daisy are three now,’ I say. ‘Everyone says three-year-olds are harder than two-year-olds. Specially three-year-olds like our cousins.’

Shona doesn’t look like she totally agrees. She looks like she’s remembering the pancake mix.

Then she gives my arm a gentle punch.

‘Relax, Gabe,’ she says. ‘You’re a first-timer. We all feel stressed the first time we babysit. I did, but look at me now. And I’m here with you. So relax, everything’s going to be fine. You’ll be brilliant. I’ll teach you how.’

I try to relax. I really do.

For about three seconds.

Then, up the other end of the house, there’s a loud crash.

‘Yikes,’ says Shona. ‘What was that?’

I stare at the lounge area, desperately hoping Darcy and Daisy are still quiet and happy and sucking their thumbs and staring at the TV.

They’re not.

They’ve disappeared.

‘Poop,’ says Shona, and sprints towards the other end of the house.

I sprint after her.

This is what I’d feared.


Us spoiling Aunty Erica’s birthday.

We all so much want her to have a good one. That’s why Mum and Dad have taken her and Uncle Tim out to dinner.

As Mum said when they all left just now, ‘When a person’s got three-year-old twins, they deserve a really great birthday.’

‘Plus,’ said Dad, ‘a knighthood.’

Up ahead of me, Shona pushes open the twins’ bedroom door and hurries in.

‘Darcy,’ I hear her call. ‘Daisy. Where are you? Are you in here?’

I go into Aunty Erica and Uncle Tim’s bedroom. All little kids love hiding under grown-ups’ beds.

Well, I used to.

‘Coming to find you,’ I say in a scary voice.

I stop and listen for giggles.

Nothing.

I check under the bed. Then in the wardrobe. Then behind the dresser. Then I creep towards a pile of books on the bedside table.

Which even a three-month old going to Weight Watchers couldn’t fit behind.

I need more experience at this.

‘OK, you two,’ I hear Shona calling. ‘We give up. You win. Where are you hiding?’

As I hurry out to join her, a loud roaring noise starts in the bathroom at the end of the hall.

‘Poop,’ says Shona, and runs towards it.

I follow.


Shona pushes the bathroom door open and we both freeze.

It’s chaos.

A china bowl of cotton balls is smashed on the floor. Daisy is struggling to get her feet into the armholes of Uncle Tim’s bathrobe. And standing on the edge of the bath, which is still full of water because the grown-ups must have forgotten to empty it when they were late for their restaurant booking, is Darcy.

His hair is all pointing to one side.

Because of the blast of hot air from the roaring hairdryer he’s holding.

Several crime movies flash through my head.

People floating in baths, dead. Just them and a plugged-in hairdryer.

But not Darcy.

Before he can topple backwards into the water, Shona crunches across the floor and grabs him.

I crunch after her and turn the wall socket off and pull the hairdryer cord out and take the hairdryer from Darcy and throw it into a corner of the bathroom.

Which is a bit unnecessary, that last part, but I am a first-timer.

Shona and I look at each other.

We’re both trembling.

Darcy and Daisy don’t look too happy either.

‘You clean up in here,’ says Shona. ‘I’ll get these two ready for bed.’


She crunches out of the bathroom with Darcy under one arm and Daisy under the other.

I listen, hoping that’ll make them giggle.

It doesn’t.

‘You’re squashing them, my jarmi jim jams,’ Daisy complains.

I pull the bath plug out, have a hunt in the cupboard, and find a dustpan and brush.

While I’m sweeping up the cotton balls and the bits of china and the bits of hairdryer, I remember something I saw in Aunty Erica’s bedroom.

A big round dent in the bed quilt.

Like someone had been sitting on the end of the bed for quite a long time.

Was it Aunty Erica? Before we arrived?

Sitting there worrying about leaving her two precious ones with me and Shona. A first-timer and his much more experienced sister whose babysitting experiences haven’t always been that good.

It explains why Aunty Erica was looking tense just before she left.

Why she just kept checking Darcy and Daisy’s nappies and giving them extra kisses.

Dad and Mum and Uncle Tim kept telling her the twins would be OK, and she would, once she was at the restaurant with a birthday cocktail.

‘I know,’ Aunty Erica said, smiling at Shona and me. ‘Shona’s had years of experience and Gabe’s very mature for ten with that clever mind and those teenage pimples.’


I didn’t mind her saying that because I could hear the worry in her voice.

Was she thinking about some of Shona’s babysitting experiences with other families?

The vacuum cleaner that got tragically clogged with porridge?

The guinea pig that got drawn on with texta?

The toddler that got given a mohawk haircut?

I hope not.

Our family decided ages ago that those were just beginner’s mistakes. That Shona is a much more experienced and mature babysitter now.

Unlike me. But this isn’t about me.

It’s about Aunty Erica.

And we so want her to be not worrying and not stressing and having a wonderful birthday.

 

When I get back to the living area, Darcy and Daisy are on the settee, watching the cartoon movie.

They’re both scowling.

Which isn’t good.

A good birthday doesn’t stay good if, the day after, your toddlers explain that while you were enjoying cocktails and curried prawns, the two of them were being bossed around by idiots.

Shona doesn’t seem worried.

She speaks to me in her professional babysitter voice. ‘OK, schedule update. It’s now seven-fourteen. The movie ends in six minutes. They’ve had dinner, and a bath, and they’re in their jarmi jim jams. So it’s teeth, bed, one book with the lights on, one book with the lights off.’

This is good.

Uncle Tim said we must stick to the routine. Which we’re doing. Except now I can feel panic starting to nibble at the mini pizzas in my tummy.

‘How,’ I say, ‘do we read them a book with the lights off?’

Shona frowns. I don’t think she knows either. Then I realise she’s actually frowning at something behind me.

I spin round.

Darcy and Daisy aren’t looking at the movie any more. They’re standing up, looking at us.

‘We’re bored of you,’ says Darcy.

‘You’re not fun,’ says Daisy. ‘We want naughty babysitters.’

I feel panic stabbing my mini pizzas.

I don’t know how to be a naughty babysitter.

Shona kneels down and blows a raspberry on Daisy’s tummy.

‘Is that fun and naughty?’ she says, and I want to cheer, she can be so brilliant sometimes.

‘I want a donut,’ says Daisy.

‘I want a donut too,’ says Darcy.

‘Oh dear,’ says Shona, in a very good sad voice. You can tell she does Year Nine drama. ‘I’m sorry, but your mummy hasn’t got any donuts.’

Daisy scrunches her face tearfully and stamps on the floor.


‘Mummy has,’ she screams. ‘You’re silly.’

‘Frozen donuts,’ says Darcy. ‘They’re frozen. We put them in Tommy. He’s the toaster.’

‘It’s too late for donuts,’ I say, so Shona can see we’re a team. ‘Let’s do something else instead. What would you like to do?’

‘Go to the zoo,’ says Darcy.

‘The zoo,’ shouts Daisy joyfully.

‘Sadly,’ says Shona, ‘it’s bedtime. The zoo’s closed.’

Daisy starts howling again.

‘We’ll break in,’ she sobs. ‘Like monkeys.’

‘Come on,’ I say, grabbing their hands. ‘We can be monkeys here. Bouncing on the jungle sofa.’

I know this isn’t part of the bedtime routine, but I read a book about SAS commandos once, and they said if you can’t adapt to changing conditions, you end up dead.

Shona doesn’t look like she totally agrees.

Too late. Me and the littlies are jumping up and down on the sofa, laughing like monkeys.

‘Monkey, monkey, monkey,’ I squeak.

‘Monkey, monkey, monkey,’ squeaks Darcy.

Daisy, still bouncing, opens her mouth, but all that comes out is a big monkey burp. We all laugh, even Shona. Then Daisy opens her mouth again, and what comes out this time is a big puddle of mini pizza, onto the carpet.

‘Oh, yikes,’ says Shona. She picks Daisy up and staggers with her to the bathroom, yelling back at me. ‘Don’t let him tread in it.’


I grab Darcy and gently pull him away from the puddle, trying to think of how to distract him.

‘Let’s find the frozen donuts,’ I say. ‘Where are the frozen donuts?’

‘In the freezer,’ says Darcy.

Three-year-olds can be scary, but it’s good how they don’t roll their eyes even when you’ve asked a stupid question.

I take Darcy into the kitchen.

He shows me where the freezer is, and how to open the freezer door.

‘Thanks,’ I say, and grab the donuts.

Getting them into the toaster isn’t easy.

They’re too fat.

‘Cut them,’ yells Darcy.

I try to cut them, but they’re too frozen.

‘It’s OK,’ I say to him. ‘Thanks anyway.’

I stuff the whole donuts into the toaster and switch it on.

Then I see Darcy is on tiptoes, reaching for the knife. I grab the knife and put it on a high shelf.

‘Silly,’ says Darcy. ‘Mummy will be cross.’

He’s not just talking about the knife. He’s also talking about the smoke coming out of the toaster.

‘Have to use Tilly,’ says Darcy. ‘Tilly’s flat. She doesn’t have smoke.’

I switch Tommy off.

Wisps of smoke are still coming out.

‘What’s that smell?’ yells Shona, hurrying into the kitchen.


‘Gabe was silly,’ says Darcy. ‘I’ll get the hose.’

‘No,’ says Shona. ‘The toaster’s electrical. Mustn’t touch it with water or metal. We have to wait for it to cool down.’

From the wisps of smoke, I can see that isn’t going to happen quickly. I try to dig the donuts out with a wooden spoon. No good.

Suddenly there’s a loud bang from the front of the house.

‘What’s that?’ I say.

‘No idea,’ says Shona. ‘Hope it didn’t scare Daisy. She’s having a lie down on her mummy’s bed.’

‘I think it was the front door,’ I say. ‘Slamming.’

We look at each other.

Oh no. Not the grown-ups coming back early after having second thoughts at the restaurant. We want Aunty Erica to have a good birthday, not a vomity one.

‘I’ll keep them talking,’ says Shona. ‘You clean up. Do it fast.’

Before I can say anything, she dashes towards the front of the house.

I look helplessly at the wisps of smoke still coming out of the toaster and at the lumpy puddle on the carpet.

‘Me clean,’ says Darcy, pulling a broom out of a cupboard.

Before I can grab the broom from him, I hear Shona yelling.

‘Gabe,’ she screams. ‘Gabe.’


I run towards the front hallway.

No sign of Aunty Erica and the others. Or Shona, who is still yelling for me. I run towards her voice.

She rushes out of Aunty Erica and Uncle Tim’s bedroom, her face frantic.

‘Daisy’s not here,’ she says. ‘That must’ve been her slamming the front door. Which means she must be outside. I’ll find her. You look after Darcy.’

Shona runs to the front door, yanks it open and sprints out.

I look around. Where is Darcy?

I’ve left him in the kitchen.

I hurry back.

‘The broom is making some more smoke,’ says Darcy as I get there.

I can see why. Darcy is up on a stool, trying to sweep smoke away from the top of the toaster with the broom. It’s not working. Mostly because the bristles of the broom are on fire.

Darcy must have turned the toaster back on.

I grab the broom from him.

‘No snatching,’ says Darcy. ‘Rude.’

My plan is to put the burning broom under the tap, but before I can, suddenly there’s the loudest screeching I’ve ever heard.

Darcy puts his hands over his ears. His eyes and mouth are terrified.

I look up, see where the painful noise is coming from, and use the broom to knock the screeching smoke alarm off the ceiling.


Which also puts the bristle flames out.

The smoke alarm is just squeaking a bit now.

I turn to give Darcy a hug. But I’m too late. He’s running out of the kitchen with his hands still over his ears and he doesn’t stop running until he sees he’s standing in Daisy’s puddle.

I hurry over and pick him up and slide both his slippers off with the tips of my fingers.

‘Mini pizza,’ says Darcy, peering at his slippers.

I move Darcy away from the slippers before he gets any ideas about being hungry.

A tinkling and jangling sound is coming from the front hallway. I carry Darcy there.

It’s Shona, more frantic than I’ve ever seen her, scrabbling in a bowl on the hall table.

‘The front gate,’ she pants. ‘It’s wide open. Daisy must have gone up the street. I went after her but the street lights are hopeless and I couldn’t see her.’

I stare at Shona.

‘We have to call the police,’ I say.

‘No,’ says Shona. ‘Uncle Tim and Aunty Erica could be arrested for child neglect. We have to find Daisy ourselves. We’ll take the car.’

She holds up a car key.

I stare at her.

She runs out, and I’m feeling frantic too as I follow her to Aunty Erica and Uncle Tim’s car.

‘We haven’t got a licence,’ I croak, which isn’t a very helpful thing to say, but someone has to say it. ‘Neither of us can drive.’


‘I can,’ says Shona. ‘Dad let me drive that minimoke on Fraser Island.’

‘That was for less than one minute,’ I say. ‘And it was on a beach.’

‘A road is like a beach,’ says Shona, unlocking the car and pulling the driver’s door open. ‘Just with less sand.’

I think of Daisy and stop arguing.

Luckily Darcy knows how a child seat in a car works and he instructs me how to click him in and pull the straps tight.

I get in the front next to Shona.

The engine roars and we lurch backwards along the driveway and into the street and across it and into a parked car.

The jolt is a big one, but luckily the crunch is only a small one.

‘Naughty,’ says Darcy.

‘Poop,’ says Shona.

‘Drive,’ I say.

We head off up the street. Very slowly.

‘How do you know going up the hill is the right direction?’ I say.

‘Daisy’s slippers,’ says Shona. ‘They were on the footpath a little way up the hill from the gate. She must have ditched them.’

I stop myself saying that she might have kicked them off because the tummy acid from her vomit on them was hurting her tender little feet. I’ve been negative enough for one night.


Instead I keep my eyes peeled.

‘Are we there yet?’ says Darcy from the back.

‘Not quite,’ says Shona.

‘I’m hungry,’ says Darcy. ‘Is Daisy at the mini pizza shop?’

‘Maybe,’ says Shona.

‘The mini shop is the other way,’ says Darcy. ‘This is the lost way.’

‘We know a secret way,’ I say. ‘It’s a fun way.’

‘Fun,’ chortles Darcy. ‘Let’s have fun with Daisy.’

I glance at Shona, who has just made a strange little noise.

She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand.

‘Don’t look at me,’ she says. ‘Look for Daisy.’

‘Sorry,’ I say.

I put one hundred percent of my attention into looking for Daisy. Mostly so I don’t have to think about what’ll happen if we can’t find her.

How we’ll feel for the rest of our lives.

How Uncle Tim and Aunty Erica will feel.

‘Look,’ yells Darcy.

I look all around to see why he’s yelling. What he’s pointing at. Suddenly I do see, and it’s not a pizza shop.

It’s Daisy, sitting in a bus shelter.

Shona slams on the brakes, which makes us all jolt in our seats.

‘Naughty,’ shrieks Darcy happily.

I jump out and so does Shona and we both give Daisy a big hug.


‘You didn’t come,’ says Daisy tearfully. ‘You and the bus didn’t.’

‘Sorry,’ says Shona, ‘but we weren’t exactly sure where you were.’

‘I’m going to the zoo, silly,’ says Daisy. ‘To get the big monkey who eats up sick.’

Shona and I look at each other, stunned. With relief, and also because that is such a clever idea.

Then we click Daisy into the other child seat and Shona turns the car around. It takes her a few goes, but we don’t hit any parked cars.

The only worrying sound is from Daisy.

‘The zoo is the other way,’ she wails.

‘Shona knows a secret pizza way,’ says Darcy.

‘Actually,’ I say, looking back at Daisy, ‘we don’t need your monkey friend this time. I know how to clean up sick.’

‘You can’t,’ says Daisy. ‘It tastes yukky.’

‘Oh, cripes,’ says Shona.

She’s not saying that about Daisy’s good advice, she’s saying it about what’s ahead down the street.

Red and blue flashing lights.

A fire engine.

Smoke is billowing from the back of Uncle Tim and Aunty Erica’s house.

Firefighters are dragging their hose towards it.

‘Oh, poop,’ I gasp. ‘I mustn’t have put the fire in the broom out properly.’

Shona stops the car with a jolt.

‘Naughty babysitter,’ chortles Darcy.


Shona puts her face in her hands and slumps her head onto the steering wheel.

‘This always happens,’ she sobs. ‘I try so hard, but it always happens. I’m the worst babysitter on the planet.’

I want to put my arm round Shona and tell her that this could happen to anyone. But then I see we’re rolling forward, down the hill.

‘The brake!’ I yell. ‘Shona, the brake!’

Shona sees what’s happening, and stabs her foot on the brake. Except she misses and the engine roars and we power ahead.

I grab for the handbrake, but I can’t find it.

Shona screams. Then she yanks her foot off the accelerator, but it’s too late.

We’re going to crash into the fire engine.

I grab the steering wheel and turn it frantically.

We bump over the kerb, which slows us down but we still crunch through a front fence and stop halfway into somebody’s front yard.

‘Too naughty,’ whimpers Darcy.

‘This isn’t our house,’ says Daisy.

Shona and I stagger out of the car and pull the back doors open and unclick Darcy and Daisy and lift them out and hug them and tell them they’re safe and everything’s OK.

Then we see it isn’t.

The neighbours are coming out of their houses, including the house whose front garden we’re parked in.


A man and a woman stare at what’s left of their front fence. And at their dented car, the one we backed into earlier.

Shona looks at them apologetically.

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘It was an emergency.’

Then things get even less OK.

Mum and Dad’s car screeches to a stop next to the fire engine. The four grown-ups get out, looking around wildly.

Aunty Erica sees us and screams.

Shona and I hug Daisy and Darcy tighter. I just wish these poor littlies didn’t have to witness what’s going to happen now. The yelling and the anger and the accusations. That’s for me and Shona to face, not them. They’ve had enough scary things tonight.

‘Oh my God,’ shouts Aunty Erica. She staggers towards us. ‘Oh my God.’

She takes Daisy from Shona.

Uncle Tim takes Darcy from me.

Mum and Dad are right behind them.

Both staring at me and Shona, their faces more in shock than I’ve ever seen.

I’m trembling too.

I think I’m in shock as well.

‘Look what you did,’ wails Aunty Erica. ‘Look what you both did. Oh my God.’ She flings her arm round my neck and starts kissing my head. ‘Thank you. Thank you. You got them out. Thank you.’

I stare at Aunty Erica.

Is she talking about me and Shona?


A firefighter comes over.

‘Fire’s out,’ he says. ‘Nobody’s inside.’

‘We know,’ laughs Aunty Erica, crying at the same time. ‘These two incredible young people got our kids out. They saved our darlings. Thank you, dear Gabe. Thank you, dear Shona.’

She’s kissing Shona now.

She definitely does mean us.

Some of the neighbours are looking like they want to kiss us too.

Even the neighbours who are holding pieces of their front fence.

‘Amazing,’ says Uncle Tim. ‘Look at that. They even got our car to safety. Incredible.’

He gives me and Shona a big bear hug, and then Mum and Dad are crying and laughing too, arms round us, making sure we’re OK.

‘Just a bit of shock,’ I say. ‘Quite a lot actually, at the moment.’

‘We’re so sorry about the mess,’ says Shona. ‘We were just trying to do our best.’

‘You did more than that,’ says Aunty Erica, with Daisy and Darcy in her arms. ‘You did so much more than that. There isn’t a babysitter in the world I’d rather have tonight than you two. Oh dear, I’m a bit overcome. I think I need to sit down.’

She sits down on the kerb with Daisy and Darcy.

‘Naughty,’ they both giggle.

‘Are you OK, love?’ says Mum to Aunty Erica. ‘Can I get you a cushion?’


‘I’m fine, thanks,’ says Aunty Erica. ‘In fact, I’m more than fine. I’ll never forget tonight. This is the most special birthday of my life. Because look at the gifts Shona and Gabe have given me.’

She kisses Daisy and Darcy and starts crying again. Daisy and Darcy both pat her gently.

Aunty Erica smiles through her tears at Mum.

‘So, thanks for asking,’ she says. ‘But I’m good. Really, really good.’

Shona and me look at each other. Shona steps closer and grabs my arm and leads me a little way down the street away from the others.

‘Gabe,’ she says quietly. ‘Probably no need to bother them with more details. Not till they ask for them, which maybe they won’t.’

I look at her, confused.

‘But I want to tell them the truth,’ I say.

Shona looks at me, shocked.

‘About what you taught me tonight,’ I say. ‘How all babysitters make mistakes, but only the special ones don’t give up. They put everything they’ve got into doing their best, like you did tonight, and it was amazing.’

Shona looks at me.

She’s trying to speak, but she can’t.

I think she might be having delayed shock.

We get interrupted because Daisy and Darcy tell Aunty Erica loudly that they want her to put them down so they can come and see us.

She does.


Our little cousins toddle over and stand close to us, gazing up with awe and admiration.

‘We’re not bored of you,’ says Darcy.

‘You’re fun,’ says Daisy. She giggles.

‘You are,’ says Darcy. ‘You’re naughty.’

I’m not sure how to feel about that.

I look at Shona.

When all this calms down, I’m going to suggest that maybe we can find somewhere to both get a bit of training. An online babysitting course or something. Just as backup for our natural talents. I don’t think she’ll mind me suggesting that.

Shona comes closer and gives me a gentle punch on the arm.

‘Thank you,’ she says quietly.

‘Same to you,’ I say. ‘You were brilliant.’

Shona gives me a grateful look.

And shakes her head.

‘Not yet,’ she says. ‘But one day we both will be.’

She smiles. I do too.

Because she’s right.
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We stand panting on the stage, us kids in the Hoofton Park Primary School Dance And Drama Group, waiting patiently for the audience to applaud.

I grin at the others.

We only rehearsed this once, so we did good.

No bumping into each other, no getting overexcited and giggling, and not a single one of us fell off the stage.

Not even partly off.

This is such a good feeling.

Standing here while the audience takes a few seconds to get their hands clapping because they were so spellbound.

Ms Domenico was right.

She said this Multi-School Dance-a-thon would be fun, and we’re all enjoying ourselves a lot.


Our job now, when the applause starts, is to look modest. Just in case we get a few more claps than some of the other schools.

They’ve been trying really hard too, and we don’t want to make them feel bad.

I read a story in English once about some kids who had their self-confidence totally shattered at an event like this and spent the rest of their lives scratching cars and shoplifting biscuits. I’d hate that to happen at any of the other schools here.

This is weird.

The clapping still hasn’t started.

I wish I could see the audience. The stage lights are shining right in our eyes.

I take a few steps forward to get a better look.

Sheesh, that’s scary.

I knew this was a big performing arts centre, but I didn’t think it was this big. There are hundreds of seats. Thousands maybe. All with people in them.

All just staring at us.

Is staring what people usually do when they’re too overcome with amazement to clap?

Finally, someone speaks.

‘This is totally your fault, Kaz Perera. I told you it was dumb to change our act the day before the Dance-a-thon.’

It’s Jayde Wade, behind me.

She thinks most things are dumb. So yesterday, when she started carrying on, I thought she was just being picky.


Now, looking at the rows and rows of stunned faces, I’m not so sure.

‘Kaz,’ hisses another voice.

A grown-up one.

I turn and see Ms Domenico at the side of the stage.

She’s not doing what I’d hoped she’d be doing. She’s not giving us all a dance-and-drama-teacher thumbs up, or punching the air with excitement. She’s not even wiping tears of pride and joy from her eyes and blowing her nose on the Dance-a-thon program booklet.

She’s just glaring at me.

Waggling her finger in a not good way.

It’s a Come here way, but I don’t think it’s a Come here so I can hug you way.

‘Over here, young lady,’ hisses Ms Domenico in case I wasn’t sure. ‘Now.’

 

The whole Dance And Drama Group slumps down in the dressing room.

We’re not talking or looking at each other, just staring miserably at the floor.

I feel terrible.

I’ve never seen everybody in a Year Six dance and drama group with all their self-confidence totally destroyed before.

Not when it was my fault.

I wish I could help them get their confidence back, but I don’t even know where to start.


‘Kaz,’ says Ms Domenico, her voice grating like the broken extractor fan in our school tuckshop. ‘Come with me.’

The rest of the group watch with sympathy and fear as Ms Domenico, her face grim, leads me out of the dressing room.

OK, not much sympathy.

Ms Domenico steers me into a performing-arts-centre store room which has lots of shelves stacked with toilet paper.

Is that why she’s brought me here? Because she knows that after she’s finished yelling at me, I’ll probably need something to wipe my eyes and blow my nose?

She turns a plastic crate upside down.

‘Sit,’ she says.

When I’m sitting, Ms Domenico stares very sternly at a shelf full of toilet paper, gathering her thoughts. Which gives me a moment to wish that we didn’t have a dance and drama teacher who’s also our school principal.

‘For the past two months,’ says Ms Domenico, ‘we’ve been rehearsing an Abba medley.’

I nod. It’s probably best to agree with her as much as I can.

‘So please tell me,’ says Ms Domenico, ‘what in the name of Björn and Benny was that spectacle on stage meant to be?’

I frown, to let her see I need a bit of time to gather my own thoughts.


I know exactly what it was meant to be.

But I’m feeling extremely disappointed that Ms Domenico couldn’t tell just by watching.

I explain it to her.

‘I know you’re very busy, Ms Domenico,’ I say. ‘But you can’t have forgotten what our school went through just a few days ago. You’re the one who told us in assembly how it was the most traumatic experience in the whole history of Hoofton Park Primary.’

Ms Domenico narrows her eyes at me.

For what feels like ages.

‘I haven’t forgotten,’ she says, speaking through her teeth.

‘Well,’ I say, ‘us in the Dance And Drama Group decided that as well as entertaining the audience at the Multi-School Dance-a-thon, we’d give them lots of useful information in case they ever have the same terrible experience.’

Ms Domenico looks at me.

Her eyes are still narrow.

‘And so,’ says Ms Domenico, ‘you decided it was a good idea to share with the whole world, using the medium of jazz ballet and disco music, the intimate details of our school’s outbreak of gastric.’

I nod. Almost agreeing. But not quite.

‘Not all the details,’ I say. ‘Just the practical stuff, mostly. For example, how some of the grown-ups in the tuckshop haven’t been washing their hands.’

Ms Domenico’s lips are narrow as well, now.


‘Which,’ I say, ‘is why we created all that new stuff for the performance. Abba songs are good, but they don’t have very much in them about public health regulations and hygiene in schools.’

Ms Domenico looks like she’s having a bit of trouble breathing.

I hope the memory of the outbreak, specially our school completely running out of toilet paper, hasn’t made her go into shock. I’d offer to make her a cup of tea with lots of sugar if I knew where the performing arts centre keeps their urn.

Ms Domenico is very brave. When I offer her my crate, she waves me back onto it.

‘And tell me, Kaz,’ she says, breathing almost normally again, which is a relief. ‘When you say it was “us in the Dance And Drama Group” who had the idea of sharing that useful information, do you mean you?’

I hesitate.

It’s always hard in a performing group to say who has which ideas. It’s better to include everybody. But I’m pretty sure it was me, because I had the idea in bed and the others weren’t there.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘It was me.’

‘Thank you,’ says Ms Domenico.

I can’t tell if she’s really grateful, because she’s got her hand over her face.

‘And how,’ she says from behind her hand, ‘do you imagine the audience felt about the information you very kindly shared with them?’


I don’t have to imagine this.

I know.

‘They were a bit stunned and amazed,’ I say. ‘I think it was our big finish. When we showed Mrs Cutler coming out of the staff toilet rinsing her fingers in her Fanta.’

Ms Domenico lowers her hand from her face, presses her lips together, and does some very deep breaths.

Probably just checking that her heart’s still OK, what with all these painful memories.

‘OK, Kaz,’ she says. ‘Listen very carefully. In about ten minutes, the last school will be finishing their performance. After they leave the stage, you will lead the Hoofton Park Primary Dance And Drama Group back out in front of the audience and apologise to them.’

I’m confused.

‘Apologise to the Dance And Drama Group?’ I say.

‘To the audience,’ says Ms Domenico. ‘You will apologise to the families of all the schools here today for not sticking to this afternoon’s printed program. And you will also apologise for the distasteful content of your replacement offering. Do you understand?’

I nod. I understand what she’s saying. But this time I don’t agree with her.

I want to say we were only trying to help.

But I don’t.


I remember what Mum always says. ‘An apology is a gift that’s worth more than it costs.’

Though I don’t understand how she knows that, because you’re not meant to ask the cost of a gift.

‘Go and wait with the others,’ says Ms Domenico. ‘I’ll come in when it’s time.’

I go to the door and open it. Just before I step into the dressing room, I hear a strange noise.

I look back at Ms Domenico.

She’s sitting on the crate. With both her hands over her face this time. Her shoulders are shaking and she’s making gaspy, snorty sounds.

Poor Ms Domenico. She’s crying. The painful memories were too much for her after all.

I take a step towards her, to comfort her.

Then I stop. The sounds haven’t stopped, but as I listen to them again, I start to think that I could be wrong.

Dad gets a bit confused with sounds like this at work sometimes, when he tells his customers on the phone how much his boss has said the bank will lend them to buy a house.

Sometimes, says Dad, customers make noises like that, and if the amount is over a million dollars, it turns out they’re laughing.

 

In the dressing room, the other members of the Dance And Drama Group crowd around, wanting to know what happened to me in the toilet paper room.


‘Did she yell?’ asks Jayde Wade.

‘Were you punished?’ asks Li Yuan-Shung.

‘Will we be?’ asks Simon Sandleman.

I tell them they’re OK because Ms Domenico knows it was my idea. Then I tell them we have to apologise to the audience.

They stare at me, shocked and panicked.

‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘I’m doing it. You only have to stand there.’

That makes them feel better.

They thank me and pat me on the shoulder and let me go and sit by myself to gather my thoughts.

 

Ten minutes later, I haven’t gathered a single one.

Saying sorry’s not hard, I’ve done it heaps.

But saying sorry in front of hundreds of people, maybe thousands, is very different. I’ve never done that. Neither have Mum and Dad, so I can’t even use them as a role model.

There’s nobody I can use. Because I’ve never watched anybody say sorry in front of a crowd as big as the one sitting out there in those seats.

Wait a sec.

Yes, I have.

On TV. Famous and important people.

The ones who sometimes have to apologise on the news and places. People in parliament. People in charge of huge companies. Plus film stars and sporting legends and people who’ve got billions of dollars and not very good manners.


They say sorry in front of millions of viewers.

Which is brilliant.

All I’ve got to do is remember exactly how they do it.

 

When I walk back onto the stage and stand at the front looking at the audience, I see two things.

Both of them are a bit disappointing.

One, hardly any of the people have left. Almost all the seats are still full.

And two, everyone is just staring like before. Still without a single person clapping. Even after Ms Domenico has just explained to them that I’m going to apologise on behalf of the Hoofton Park Primary Dance and Drama Group, and on behalf of everyone else at our school, and the management of the performing arts centre, and the organisers of the Multi-School Dance-a-thon.

Which is a lot of apologising for one person to do. So it’d be nice to have a bit of encouragement.

Oh well. Here we go.

I close my eyes.

I try to remember every apology I’ve ever seen an important person make on TV.

Then I take a deep breath.

Behind me I can hear the shuffling feet of the Dance And Drama Group. Who in my opinion should not have been forced to come back out on this stage. Not when their personal confidence has already been shattered today, possibly for life.


I’m going to get this over with as quickly as I can, for their sake.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ I say to the people in the audience. ‘On behalf of the Hoofton Park Primary Dance And Drama Group, and everybody else at our school including the relief teachers, plus the performing arts centre management and the hardworking cleaners, plus the organisers of the Multi-School Dance-a-thon including whoever it was who thought up that very clever name, I’ve been asked by Ms Domenico to say how deeply sorry –’

I stop, because some people in the audience are waving at me and making signs with their fingers across their throats as if they want me to stop.

Are they telling me there’s no need for this?

That we don’t have to say sorry after all?

Because now they’ve had time to think about it, they’ve decided our performance was brilliant?

It’s possible.

I glance at Ms Domenico, who’s at the side of the stage again.

She doesn’t seem to be thinking that.

She’s pointing at her mouth, which is open, and she’s pointing at me with her other hand.

I know my breath could be a bit oniony today because Mum put some pickled onion in my meatball sandwich. But this is a strange time for Ms Domenico to be telling me about that.

‘Microphone,’ hisses Jayde Wade’s voice behind me. ‘Switch the microphone on, dummy.’


Oh. OK.

I switch it on.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ I say.

Before I say anything else, something amazing happens. Deafening applause suddenly starts. So loud I have to wait till it dies down.

Why are they clapping now?

Are they feeling guilty about how they were just staring before?

Or is this applause for the person who thought up the name of the Multi-School Dance-a-thon?

I don’t know.

It’s very confusing, and quite distracting.

So when the clapping finally stops, I get back to saying sorry as quickly as I can, in case people start clapping again.

‘I’ve been asked to say,’ I continue, ‘how deeply sorry we are if you’re shocked by any examples of bad hygiene in our performance. Which is probably because you’ve never volunteered for a tuckshop. So you’ve never had to struggle to keep your fingers out of your mouth, specially after you’ve accidentally stuck them in the gravy or in the ice cream on Ice Cream Friday.’

I have to pause for breath, but I try to make it a quick breath.

Fortunately, nobody starts clapping.

But I do hear a few people in the audience who are tittering and chuckling. Which is pretty rude in the middle of a serious apology.


I ignore them and carry on.

‘We now understand,’ I say, ‘that if you haven’t worked in a busy tuckshop, you’ve probably never had to save a few precious seconds after having a wee by rinsing your hands in a sparkling beverage.’

The laughter is getting louder now.

This is so rude.

It’s the audience who should be apologising. I’m starting to feel sorry for our poor tuckshop volunteers. What must they be feeling?

‘Please know,’ I say, ‘that I’m not implying that Mrs Cutler or any other tuckshop volunteer acted illegally when they picked up a sausage off the floor and popped it back into the gravy and said, “Ten second rule cause the floor was cleaned last week”.’

The laughter is disgustingly loud now.

I just want to get this finished as fast as I can, for everyone’s sake.

‘Our sincere apologies,’ I say, ‘to everyone who didn’t pay attention in biology at school and so felt a bit queasy watching the dancing germs and microbes in our performance. This is not who we are or who we strive to be. In future we promise to do everything in our power to perform our hygiene tips in a way that leaves no onlookers feeling even a teeny bit vomity.’

The laughter is deafening now.

People are doubled over in their seats. I feel sick as I remember the rest of our group behind me, and how they must be feeling about this.


I hold the microphone closer to my mouth so nobody will miss the final part of my apology.

‘The whole performance was my idea,’ I say. ‘Specially the really good bit at the end. As such I’m deeply and profoundly sorry. My actions today are not indicative of the girl I want to be. I am a work in progress.’

I bow to them, so they’ll know I’ve finished.

Oh no.

Instead of nodding thoughtfully and looking at us in a kind and forgiving sort of way, the whole audience is standing up.

Cheering and whistling.

I don’t get it.

I turn back to the others in our group, so they can see how very sorry I am about this rowdy and inappropiate behaviour.

But the group aren’t even looking at me.

They’re looking at the very noisy audience.

And bowing.

And glowing with happiness and pride.

I look over at Ms Domenico.

She’s glowing too. And chuckling. She gives me a big dance-and-drama-teacher thumbs up, and wipes her eyes with the Dance-a-thon program booklet.

Which I have to admit feels good, even if it is confusing.

I turn back to the audience.

Their whistling and cheering is even louder now, and I’m starting to quite like it.


I’m also starting to think that in the future, when this confusing and unexpected day is over, I’ve probably got a bit more to learn about the art of saying sorry.

I bow again to the audience to thank them very much, even if they are weird.

But I try to do it modestly.

Because this isn’t just about me.

The Hoofton Park Primary Dance And Drama Group are getting the applause they deserve, and I’m not sorry about that at all.
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To the wonderful people at Penguin Random House in Sydney and Melbourne, thank you. You do books mightily. There are too many of you to list, but you know who you are. If you don’t, give me a call and I’ll tell you. That includes you, Laura Harris, Heather Curdie, Deb Van Tol, Tina Gumnior, Tony Palmer, Angela Duke, Bec Diep, Julie Burland . . . Oh poop, now I’m doing a list.

To Andrew Weldon, who once again captured the very essence of this book on the cover and didn’t even need words, thank you. Such talent is very spooky. But delightful.

To Anna Fienberg, who read a draft of these stories, thank you for your never-failing enthusiasm, and for your inspiring encouragement, and while I’m making another list, for a lifetime of friendship.

To Ben Gleitzman, thanks for sharing a journey into the world of physical objects and the feelings they might have, and for helping me understand what that might look like. Amazing Things is your story too.

To Jack Philip Nimmo Gleitzman, thank you for reminding me with everything you say and do why stories exist. Your mum got a mention in a few of my books when she was a kid, and including you here makes me feel very emotional and very lucky.

To Pam Easton, just thank you. You show me every day something even more important than books, something we never have to take back to the library, and I feel exactly that way about you too.


To the diligent, honorable, compassionate and visionary men and women who work in Australia’s parliament houses, and to the others, thank you for many years of inspiration. I hope Burger Buns Behaving Badly gives you a smile.

And finally to you, dear reader. These are busy and distracting days, and I’m very grateful that you’ve spent some of your precious and non-refundable time with the hopeful young people in this book.

If you’re a young person, I hope you’re still hopeful. You deserve to be, and we need you to be. Long may your reading help keep your hopes alive and kicking.
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MORE FUNNY STORIES BY
 MORRIS GLEITZMAN



GIVE PEAS A CHANCE

Surprise your mum with a chainsaw, save the world with a plate of veggies, rescue your family with a tomato, do a good deed with a bag on your head, upset your aunty with ten kilos of chocolate, swap a bomb for ice creams on a train . . .
 
Funny stories you’ll gobble up.

PIZZA CAKE

Save ten lives with a paperclip, make a new friend in a garbage bin, rescue your dad from a dog and a spider, eat a pizza that makes you fearless, and imagine a world where teachers earn more than a rock star . . .

Funny stories with the lot.

SNOT CHOCOLATE

Stop your mum picking her nose, read the secret diary of a dog, catch a bus and then let it go, discover how one slice of toast can make you the most popular person in school, start wearing a crown and give up eating pig nostril gruel, use a wrecking ball to defeat a bully, show your big sister the very scary secret in your wardrobe, unleash the awesome power of hot chips, live in a house that gets wiped clean more often than a bottom.

Very yummy stories.
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WATER WINGS

Pearl needs a gran and she needs one now. Luckily she’s got Winston to help her. You can do anything when your best friend is the world’s brainiest guinea pig.
 Well, almost anything.

THE OTHER FACTS OF LIFE

Ben stared at the TV. He’d never seen anything like it. Fascinating. Incredible. Awful. He had to do something.

SECOND CHILDHOOD

Mark and his friends discover they’ve lived before. Not only that – they were Famous and Important People. Which is lots of fun. At first.

WORM STORY

Wilton has a bad feeling in his tummy. The one he lives in. Can one worm discover new worlds and save his friends from destruction? Wilton is about to find out.









 





ADULTS ONLY

Jake is an only kid.

He’s the only kid in his family.

He’s the only kid on his island.

Or that’s what he thinks.

GIFT OF THE GAB

It’s a normal week for Rowena Batts. A car full of stewed apples. A police cell. A struggle to keep Dad off national TV. Then her world turns upside down.

TEACHER’S PET

Ginger is allergic to cats. And possibly to her family as well. She’s also not keen on the cat food in her breakfast bowl or the school principal trying to kill her best friend. The question on everyone’s lips is - will Ginger snap?

ARISTOTLE’S NOSTRIL

Aristotle just wants to be happy. And, if possible, have the biggest adventure of his life. With no sneezing. Is that too much for a germ to ask?









 





BUMFACE

His mum calls him Mr Dependable, but Angus can barely cope. Another baby would be a disaster. So Angus comes up with a bold and brave plan. That’s when he meets Rindi. And Angus thought he had problems . . .

DOUBTING THOMAS

Thomas has an embarrassing secret. Is it a rare and special gift or the worst thing that could happen to a boy? A story about best friends, surprising adventures and itchy nipples.

HELP AROUND THE HOUSE

Ludo helps other people. It’s how he was brought up. When Dad is elected to Federal Parliament, Ludo grabs the chance to make Australia an even better place. But he soon discovers it’s not the homeless of the national capital who most need his help – it’s the rich and powerful.









 





TOAD RAGE

The epic story of one slightly squashed cane toad’s hunt for the truth. And the fun and games that result.

TOAD HEAVEN

The stirring saga of one slightly squashed cane toad’s dreams of a safe place. And what happens when he wakes up.

TOAD AWAY

The heroic tale of one slightly squashed cane toad’s travels across oceans and continents. And some really busy roads.

TOAD SURPRISE

The eye-popping yarn of one slightly squashed cane toad’s search for friendship. And the surprising place he finds it.

TOAD DELIGHT

The jaw-dropping details of one slightly squashed cane toad’s adventures in TV. And the shock when he discovers what’s cooking.









 





BOY OVERBOARD

Jamal and Bibi have a dream. To lead Australia to soccer glory in the next World Cup. But first they must face landmines, pirates, storms and assassins. Can Jamal and his family survive their incredible journey and get to Australia?

GIRL UNDERGROUND

Bridget wants a quiet life. Including, if possible, keeping her parents out of prison. Then a boy called Menzies makes her an offer she can’t refuse and they set off on a job of their own. It’s a desperate, daring plan – to rescue two kids, Jamal and Bibi, from a desert detention centre. Can Bridget and Menzies pull off their very first jail break, or will they end up behind bars too?

EXTRA TIME

A young Aussie soccer genius and his 10-year-old manager take on the world. And win. For a time.









 





GRACE

In the beginning there was me and Mum and Dad and the twins. And talk about happy families, we were bountiful. But it came to pass that I started doing sins. And lo, that’s when all our problems began.

LOYAL CREATURES

They were loyal creatures, the men and horses of the Australian Light Horse, but war doesn’t always pay heed to loyalty. The powerful story of a sixteen-year-old volunteer and his horse in World War One. And of a journey towards his own kind of bravery.

TOO SMALL TO FAIL

What do you do when your mum, your dad and sixteen camels are in trouble – and only you can save them? The sometimes sad but mostly funny story of a boy, a girl, a dog and four trillion dollars.
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AN UNFORGETTABLE SERIES THAT HAS TOUCHED HEARTS ALL OVER THE WORLD




ONCE

Once I escaped from an orphanage to find Mum and Dad. Once I saved a girl called Zelda from a burning house. Once I made a Nazi with a toothache laugh. My name is Felix. This is my story.

THEN

I had a plan for me and Zelda.

Pretend to be someone else.

Find new parents.

Be safe forever.

Then the Nazis came.

AFTER

After the Nazis took my parents I was scared. After they killed my best friend I was angry. After they ruined my thirteenth birthday I was determined. To get to the forest. To join forces with Gabriek and Yuli. To be a family. To defeat the Nazis after all.

SOON

I hoped the Nazis would be defeated. And they were.
 I hoped the war would be over. And it was.
 I hoped we would be safe.
 But we aren’t.









 





MAYBE

18 May 1946

Dear Zliv,

It’s me you want, not Gabriek or Anya.

I caused your brother’s death, just me. But you’ll have to come to the other side of the world to kill me, because that’s where I’m going. If you don’t believe me, check the newspapers.

Felix

NOW

Once I didn’t know about my grandfather Felix’s scary childhood. Then I found out what the Nazis did to his best friend Zelda. Now I understand why Felix does the things he does. At least he’s got me. My name is Zelda too. This is our story.

ALWAYS

Always stay hopeful. That’s my motto.

You’re probably thinking, He’s a dreamer, that Wassim.

What’s he got to be hopeful about?

He’s ten years old and look at his life.

Thanks, but it’s not so bad.

I’ve got a lot to be hopeful about.

Specially now there’s a person who can help me.

A person called Felix Salinger.
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