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Meet Willa and Woof


Join these best friends for a story full of adventure, imagination and loads of fun!


It’s time to put on a play at school, but not everyone is getting along. Will a new friend come between Willa and Tae?
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My name is Willa Jane Tait and I’m a grey nurse shark. Okay, I’m not really a grey nurse shark, but that’s the part I play in our school production. It’s about how a bunch of kids and some mermaids and sea turtles and a grey nurse shark come together to save a whale that’s tangled in a fishing net.

My best same-age friend’s dad wrote the play. I was at Tae’s house when his dad, Mark, was working on it.

Mark said I’d make a great mermaid. I told him (politely), that was never going to happen. I’m not wearing a slinky mermaid tail with sparkles and a bikini top. (That’s probably what the costume will be.) So Mark said, how about a shark? I thought that sounded amazing.

I didn’t know if I’d get the part, but I tried really hard at the auditions, and when the list went up, I was so happy.

Robbie from Year Six is a shark too – but he’s a mean one. A great white who tries to eat the mermaids. I’m their friend and I get to chase Robbie away.

Mark used to be a famous actor on television, but now he’s the drama teacher at the high school. He volunteered to write and direct our play – which is a lot of work. I know that because when he was doing Romeo and Juliet with the high school kids last year, he got eye bags from all the stress. When I said he was starting to look like Frank, I don’t think Mark was too happy.

Frank is my best old-age friend and he’s eighty. He lives in a villa right next door to my house, at Sunset Views retirement village.

I didn’t mean to make Mark feel bad. Lots of the mums at school are always whispering about how good-looking Mark is, so I hope he didn’t get wrinkle treatments or anything because of what I said. Though I have to say he does look a lot fresher now.

Hopefully, putting on a primary school play is easier. At least there’s no kissing to worry about.


A kid in my class called Rory is playing the lead character named Ben. Rory only came to our school this term. He’s one of those people everyone notices – he’s smart and funny and Trinity says he’s cute.

I can’t see it. He looks a lot like Tae to me. I try not to think badly of people – especially ones I hardly know, but Rory is getting on my nerves. Tae always plays soccer with me at lunchtime but Rory doesn’t like soccer, so he’s convinced Tae to join the handball competition instead. Tae didn’t seem like he wanted to, but then Rory said something to him and, all of a sudden, soccer was out and handball was in. It was weird.

Rory’s mum is Asian-Australian like Tae’s mum. Except that Soo-Min is from South Korea and Rory says his mum is from Hong Kong. His parents are divorced and he says his dad lives in London – which is really far away, so he probably doesn’t get to see him very much. I’d hate that.

I was surprised when a Year Four kid got the main part in the play, but Rory’s an actor. He’s in a television ad for a car company. It’s on all the time. I suppose Mark wanted a professional to make the rest of us look good.

[image: image]

Woof is in the play too. He’s my albino Irish wolfhound. Rory’s character Ben has a big dog. I think Mark might have written the part with Woof in mind because he’s such a good boy. He has excellent expressions too. Woof can look happy and sad and hungry and in love. His girlfriend used to be Lola, my Year Three teacher’s dog, but I’m pretty sure they’ve broken up because Lola’s always hanging out with a shaggy terrier called Freddy at the dog park these days.
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Dad’s bringing Woof straight after school. We’ve been rehearsing for a month, every Monday and Thursday afternoon. There are only two more weeks until opening night. That means this term we’ve had to change the day that Tae and Woof and I go to Sunset Views for his support-dog superstar role. We usually go on Mondays, but Mr Babbar said that Tuesdays were fine. Actually, any day works for him, but I have gymnastics on Wednesday and Tae has piano lessons. So we decided Tuesday is best.

On Mondays after lunch, we have Science. It’s in a different classroom to our usual one. Today we’re working in pairs doing an experiment with magnets. Mr Keating tells us to get the equipment and take it back to our workstations.

‘Tae, what are you doing?’ I ask. He’s standing next to Rory and the two of them are laughing.
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‘I’m partners with Rory today,’ he says.

I frown. That’s news to me. Tae and I always work together.

‘Are you sure?’ I ask.

He nods. ‘You can go with Trinity.’

She’s standing right near me, making googly eyes at Rory with a goofy grin on her face.

I don’t want to work with Trinity. She never finishes anything.

‘Come on, Willa,’ Trinity says, linking her arm through mine. ‘It’ll be fun. You can write up the results because your handwriting is much neater than mine.’

That’s not true, but I don’t say anything. My tummy feels squirly and I’m hot all over. Maybe I’m coming down with something – it could be really bad like chickenpox or gout (I’m not sure what that is, but I’ve heard Soo-Min say that some people at the retirement village have it).

Tae and Rory are already setting up their experiment.

‘But . . .’ I start.

‘What were you going to say, Willa?’ Tae asks.

‘Don’t forget we’ve got play practice straight after school,’ I mumble.

‘As if,’ Rory says. ‘I’m the lead, remember, and Tae’s dad is the director. I don’t think he’d forget that.

He rolls his eyes and I feel really small and stupid. I wish Tae would say something, but he doesn’t. He starts writing in his book and doesn’t even look at me.

I spin around and brush away the tears that are welling in my eyes.
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‘Are you okay, Willa?’ Trinity asks. She puts her hand on my back.

I nod. ‘I’m fine.’

But the truth is, fine is the last thing I’m feeling.
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Woof and I walk inside the reception area at Sunset Views.

‘I’m glad that we take our responsibilities seriously,’ I say to Woof and give him a pat. ‘Not like some people.’

Woof nods his head. He knows what I’m talking about.

I don’t realise that Mr Babbar is standing just inside the door. He’s second in charge – after Mrs Wilson. They are total opposites.

‘What was that, Willa?’ he asks. ‘Has something happened?’

I look up and swallow hard. I didn’t mean for anyone apart from Woof to hear me.

‘No,’ I say, shaking my head.

‘Where is your assistant in charge of treats?’ he asks. That’s Tae.

‘He’s busy,’ I reply. This is the second time he hasn’t come since we started play rehearsals. The first time he said he had to help his dad and Rory build the set.

‘Oh, that is unfortunate because Mr Varma has remembered to wear his pants today and Tae is always worrying about that,’ Mr Babbar says.

I force my lips together to stop them from smiling. Mr Varma often forgets to put on his pants. It’s not a new problem.
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‘And did you hear that Mrs Zaman called the police this morning to report that her cup of tea had been stolen from right beside her?’ Mr Babbar asks.

‘No,’ I say, trying not to laugh.

‘Indeed, she did. I had to explain to the lovely young constable that Mrs Zaman’s memory is not what it once was. Although, interestingly, she can still remember the number for the police station – the officer told me she calls it at least four times each day to report all the criminal activities that happen at Sunset Views. This place is a hotbed of lawlessness: from missing dentures to cheating at bingo. If Mrs Zaman is to be believed, I think half of the residents will end up in prison,’ Mr Babbar says.

I burst out laughing and he laughs too.

Woof looks like he’s smiling.


‘That is much better, Willa. I don’t like to see you looking sad. Come along now, we must go and make some other people smile as well. You and Woof and Tae are so good at it – it is a pity he is not here today, but never mind. We all get busy with other things,’ Mr Babbar says.

I don’t tell Mr Babbar that Tae has dumped us to have a sleepover at Rory’s house. I thought I was the only friend he was allowed to have sleepovers with during the week. I try not to think about it because it makes my tummy hurt.

Yesterday at rehearsals, Tae hardly even spoke to me. He’s part of the stage crew for the show. I said he should have tried out to be a shark like me, but he said that he preferred to work behind the scenes. He didn’t want any of the other kids to accuse his dad of favouritism if he got a good part.

When I asked Tae to help me with my lines yesterday, he said that he was busy. I saw him talking to Rory at the side of the stage and they didn’t look very busy to me. Then I forgot to come on when I was supposed to. Mark was calling my name, but I was outside with Woof who needed a toilet break.

Evie found me. She’s the school captain who used to be my enemy until I helped her at the gymnastics competition. She told everyone I’d had an urgent call. Robbie said it was an urgent call of nature because I had diarrhoea, which of course everyone thought was hilarious.

By the time I went onstage, Tae had already said my lines and the play had moved on, so I completely missed my part. Then Trinity told me what Robbie said. No wonder everyone was giving me weird looks.
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Even Mrs Olliffe gave me a sneaky side eye from where she was sitting at the piano. She probably thought I’d got gastro and teachers hate it when kids give them that. The play isn’t a musical, but Mark asked her if she’d help with some special effects like the Jaws theme music when Robbie comes on and ‘Under the Sea’ for the mermaid dance.

‘Shall we go and see Mrs Best?’ Mr Babbar asks. ‘The delicious smell of her baking has been making my nostrils twitch all afternoon.’

I nod, although I’m not really hungry. Woof will appreciate a treat.

Mr Babbar and I walk through the garden to Mrs Best’s villa. She has some hanging baskets with pink petunias in them on the veranda.

Mr Babbar knocks, and Mrs Best calls out that she’s coming.

She opens the door and smiles. ‘Hello, Mr Babbar.’ She looks at me and Woof. ‘Hello, Willa, dear. Now where’s that gorgeous little man, Tae?’

I mumble something about him being busy.


‘Well, this is a lovely surprise. We were just having afternoon tea,’ she replies.

Mr Babbar says that we didn’t mean to interrupt, and we could visit later, but Mrs Best insists we come inside.

She seems a bit twitchy and excited – although, to be fair, Mrs Best is one of the most positive people I know. Even when I told her a little white lie that she couldn’t visit Frank because he had a carbuncle on his bottom and he had to go to the doctor, she wasn’t put off at all. I know she has a huge crush on him, but Frank doesn’t seem to feel the same way. He can never get rid of her quick enough.

At least that’s what I thought until I walk down the hall and into the kitchen. I blink slowly, wondering if I’m seeing things, because who should be sitting there but none other than Francis Pickles himself and, what’s more, Mrs Best’s mad cat Ginger Biscuit is curled up on his lap, purring like a train.
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‘Hello, Willa,’ Frank says.

‘Fancy seeing you here,’ I reply with a frown.


Woof looks suspiciously at Ginger Biscuit, who hasn’t woken up. If he does, Woof will be the first one out the door. He’s been a victim of a Ginger Biscuit attack before.
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Mrs Best offers Mr Babbar a cup of tea just as he gets a message from Mrs Wilson saying he’s needed back at the office urgently. He says goodbye and lets himself out, but not before Mrs Best packs a container with some of the caramel slices that are sitting on the cake rack.

‘Willa, would you like a mug of hot chocolate?’ Mrs Best asks.

I tell her that would be great. When she walks over to the sink to organise it, I look at Frank. I wish we’d worked out a safe word that he could say if he needs rescuing. I have one with Mum and Dad if I’m at a friend’s house and I want to come home for any reason. It’s zebra – which is kind of difficult to put into an ordinary sentence, so maybe we should think of another one.

‘Are you okay?’ I whisper.


Frank nods. ‘Yes.’

‘Are you sure?’ I ask.

‘Yes,’ he says again, this time with a frown.

‘Do you need me to invent a medical emergency?’ I ask quietly. ‘Maybe you could have an urgent ear wax problem?’

Frank shakes his head. ‘No,’ he mouths. ‘I’m fine.’

This is the weirdest thing ever. Frank actually seems like he wants to be here.

‘This is for you, Willa,’ Mrs Best says, putting the mug on the table in front of me. She gives Woof a dog biscuit that she’s baked especially for him.

‘Frank, would you like another cuppa?’ Mrs Best asks.

‘That’d be lovely, thanks, Daphne,’ he says.

I frown again. Daphne? Since when does Frank call Mrs Best, Daphne? I feel as if I’m in a movie or something because nothing about this situation seems real.

Frank’s natural state is grumpiness and this afternoon he’s sitting here with a smile on his face, a cat on his lap and he’s using Mrs Best’s first name. I think Daphne must have put love potion into one of the cakes she baked for Frank this week because, if I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s actually enjoying himself. Which doesn’t seem right at all!
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When I get home from Sunset Views, Mum and my big brother, Sam, are in the kitchen. Sam’s making lasagne for dinner. He’s an excellent cook. Mum’s doing the salad.

‘Hello, sweetheart. How was your afternoon?’ Mum asks.

‘Strange,’ I say, then tell her about Frank and Mrs Best.


‘So Frank’s got a girlfriend,’ Sam says with a grin.

‘No,’ I snap. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘You can hardly blame the two of them for wanting company,’ Mum says. ‘It must get lonely living on your own.’

‘Frank’s not lonely. He’s got me and Woof,’ I reply. ‘We visit all the time.’

Mum looks at me. ‘I know, Willa, but it’s not the same as having adult company. Mrs Best and Frank are similar ages. They probably have a lot in common.’

‘No, they don’t,’ I say.

Woof looks at me and makes a funny noise. I realise that I haven’t got his dinner ready yet. As I walk outside to the veranda to collect Woof’s bowl, Dad arrives home.

‘Hello, Willa,’ he says as he walks up the back stairs. ‘I was just having a chat with Mr Vozzo. He and Mrs Vozzo are leaving for Italy at the end of the week. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?’

‘Yum,’ I say, thinking about all the pizza and pasta they can eat.
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‘That’s one way of putting it,’ Dad says, as he and I walk inside. He tells Mum and Sam too.


‘Are they still going for a year?’ Mum asks.

‘Yes, they’ve got use of a place in Tuscany owned by Tony’s uncle,’ he replies. ‘They’ll base themselves there.’

Tony is Mr Vozzo’s first name.

‘What about their house?’ Sam says. ‘Are they leaving it empty the whole time?’

Dad shakes his head. ‘No, they’re renting it to friends who are building a new house on the other side of town. They’ve got two kids.’

My ears prick up. ‘How old?’ I ask.

‘I’m not sure, Willa, but you’ll only have to wait until the weekend and then you can see for yourself. They’re moving in on Saturday,’ Dad replies.

‘I hope they have a girl,’ I say. ‘And that she’s exactly the same age as me and we can hang out together all the time.’

I notice Sam and Mum giving each other funny looks.

‘What about Tae?’ Sam says.

I shrug. ‘He’ll be fine,’ I say and take Woof’s dish out to the deck. He follows behind with his tail in the air.
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I push back the covers and head to the bathroom, then quickly get dressed before I tiptoe out to the kitchen. I don’t want to wake up Sam or Mum.

Dad’s making a pot of tea. He always makes Mum a cup before he leaves for work. She says that’s why she married him, but I think there might have been some other reasons too. I mean, she’s never had to pay to have the toilet unblocked, so that’s a bonus. Dad has his own business called Perfect Pipes Plumbing and Mum says that he’s the best plumber in Hibiscus Gardens. His phone never stops ringing – usually at the exact same time we sit down for dinner, which drives Mum mad.
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‘Morning, Willa,’ Dad says.

I yawn loudly and give him a quick hug.


‘Can I get you some toast?’ Dad asks.

I tell him that won’t be necessary as Woof and I are having breakfast with Frank this morning.

I need to find out what on earth was going on yesterday afternoon. I’ve been awake half the night thinking about it.

‘It’s a bit early – even for you,’ Dad says.

I shrug. ‘Frank will be up.’

Dad gives me a wave and I go out to the veranda where Woof is still fast asleep in his bed.

I lean down close to him and touch his nose.

‘Woof,’ I whisper.

He twitches and his ears wriggle. I think he’s having a dream.

I lay my head against his and cuddle him around the middle. I love Woof so much and I know he loves me too – which is just as well because he’s all I’ve got.

Suddenly he makes a funny noise that, if I didn’t know better, sounds like, ‘Hello,’ and opens his mouth into the biggest yawn ever.
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‘Morning breath!’ I gag and wave my hand to get rid of the stinky smell. ‘I think you need to get your teeth cleaned. Come on, let’s see if Frank has bacon.’

At the mention of that word, Woof leaps out of his bed and follows me down the stairs and across the garden to the gate that goes straight to Frank’s villa.

The light is on in the kitchen and Frank is standing near the sink.

I knock on the back door, then push it open.

‘Blimey, Willa, you’re early this morning,’ Frank says. But he doesn’t sound as grumpy as he usually would. ‘I’ll get you a cup of tea and some toast, or would you rather have cereal?’

‘Toast with vegemite, please,’ I say.

Woof wanders over and nudges Frank’s leg.

‘Uh-oh, I think someone has his sad bacon eyes on. Willa, would you prefer an egg and bacon roll?’ Frank asks.

‘Yes, please,’ I reply. I wanted that from the start, but I didn’t want to seem pushy.

Woof wags his tail and looks like the happiest dog in the world again.

I go to the fridge and get the eggs out then find a packet of bacon, which I hand to Frank. He’s already got the frypan fired up.

‘I was really surprised to see you at Mrs Best’s yesterday,’ I say.

Frank puts the bacon into the pan and it starts to sizzle. I get busy buttering the rolls.

‘I had to, Willa. I’ve put her off so many times, I’ve run out of excuses. I thought it wouldn’t hurt to accept one of her invitations. Daphne’s very kind, you know, and she’s actually quite good fun.’


‘But you’re not going to her house every day, are you?’ I ask.

‘Of course not, Willa,’ Frank says. ‘I’ve only been there once.’

‘And you haven’t taken her on a date, have you?’

Frank shakes his head. ‘No.’

‘And you’re not going to get married, or anything?’ I say.

Frank spins around and stares at me.

‘Now, why would you think that?’ he asks. ‘What’s the matter?’

I shake my head. ‘Nothing.’ For some reason my eyes start to fill with tears, even though I’m trying really hard to stop them.

Frank rests the tongs on the side of the frypan. ‘Willa, what’s wrong?’ he asks gently.

I sniff and wipe my eyes.


Then the words tumble out of my mouth like a waterfall. ‘If you get married, then Mrs Best will be your best friend and I’ve already lost Tae.’ I hiccup. ‘I couldn’t stand losing you as well. And if anything happens to Woof, my life is definitely over.’

Woof raises his head and makes a funny noise.

‘It’s okay, Woof – nothing bad is going to happen to you. I just meant that if it did . . . you know,’ I say.

Frank wraps his arms around me and pulls me into a hug. Woof comes and joins him.

‘Willa Jane Tait, you have some strange ideas at times,’ he says. ‘And what are you talking about that you’ve lost Tae? He’s been your best mate since the two of you were born.’
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I hug Frank back tightly, then realise that something is burning. ‘Bacon!’ I yell and Frank quickly lets me go and spins around to the hotplate. He picks up the tongs and rescues the extra crispy rashers from the frypan.

It’s lucky the eggs are still okay.

‘Plates,’ Frank says, and I pass them to him. Frank quickly dishes up our breakfast.

We sit down at the table and Frank looks at me.

‘Why don’t you tell me what’s going on, Willa?’ he says. ‘You know a worry shared is a worry halved.’

My mum says that too.

I nibble on a piece of bacon and nod. Then I tell him all about Rory and Tae and the way it makes me feel.
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Turns out Frank was right when he said that a worry shared is a worry halved. Tae and I will always be friends – just like Frank and me. And Woof – that’s obvious.

Today it feels like everything is back to normal. Tae and I play soccer at lunchtime and he’s my partner for a Maths challenge. I hope it’s not just because Rory’s away. I’m a bit worried about what will happen when he comes back but, for now, I’m loving that Tae and I are besties again.

Tae says Rory’s not coming to school tomorrow or Friday. He isn’t sick. He told Tae that he has auditions in the city.

Even gymnastics practice is really fun again – probably because, for the first time in ages, I’ve stopped worrying about everything.
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‘Who’s going to read Rory’s lines?’ I ask Mark when we get to play practice on Thursday afternoon.

‘Good question, Willa,’ Mark says. He sounds a little bit cranky.

I suppose it’s not ideal that the lead actor isn’t here and there’s only a week until the play is on.


‘I’ll do it,’ Robbie says, but Mark shakes his head.

‘What about Tae?’ I suggest. ‘He’s been helping Rory learn his lines for weeks.’

Tae frowns, but his father thinks that’s a great idea. He passes him a script, and Tae and Woof head up onto the stage.

Tae stumbles over the first few lines but after a little while, he doesn’t even need to read off the sheet.

Tae’s really good. His timing is great and he hasn’t missed one line – which is a bit surprising because he can be easily distracted.

That’s because Tae’s super smart. Maybe Tae will end up being an actor like his father – or a drama teacher. I’m not sure if he’s ever considered that.

Tae’s name means ‘person of greatness’ in Korean and every week he dresses up as a different person of greatness to test out whether it’s a good match for when he’s older. He’s been lots of things: a fireman, policeman, wildlife warrior, doctor, vet, lifesaver, scientist – at least, those are the ones I can remember.
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Today I’m not distracted either and I say my lines perfectly. Mark smiles and I grin back – which maybe I shouldn’t because I’m not sure if grey nurse sharks can actually do that.

When it’s time for the big mermaid scene, the rest of us get a break. Miss Wallis is helping with their dance routine and, so far, it looks like the mermaids have two left feet – probably because mermaids don’t actually have feet, so why they’re dancing is a mystery to me.
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I think it would be easier if they sat on rocks and did some arm moves, and I get the feeling Miss Wallis is beginning to think the same thing. She’s not a stomper but she’s stomping a lot, and her voice is much louder than normal.

There’s a big crash and the mermaids topple over like dominoes. Someone starts crying and it takes ages for them to get organised again. They’re a bit of a disaster.

The rest of the cast have to sit at the back of the hall quietly to learn their lines.

Woof gets a break too, which is good because I think all of this acting is making him really tired. He lays down on the floor and I use him as a back rest.

‘Have you ever thought about being an actor?’ I ask Tae.


[image: image]


This week, I’m not sure what he is because I haven’t seen him in a dress-up outfit. Which is strange because as soon as he gets home from school he always gets changed straight away. Then I realise I haven’t seen Tae after school except for Monday and today. Yesterday he had a piano lesson and I had gymnastics.

‘Not really,’ Tae says with a shrug.

‘Is that what you are this week?’

Tae shakes his head. ‘I’m not doing that anymore.’

I frown at him. ‘What?’

‘Dressing up,’ he replies.

‘Since when? Last week you were a palaeontologist, weren’t you?’ (That’s a dinosaur scientist.) ‘I saw you walking around with that big fake bone your mum bought you, and you were wearing khakis and digging in the garden.’


Tae opens his lunchbox and grabs a celery stick, which he dunks into some hummus. It looks like he’s pretending he can’t hear me.

‘What’s the matter?’ I ask.

‘Nothing.’ He shakes his head. ‘You always say that it’s way too much pressure, so I’m taking a break from thinking about what I want to be when I grow up.’

‘Okay,’ I say, though I have a feeling there’s more to it than that.

‘Did Robbie make fun of you?’ I ask.

Robbie can be a bit of a pain because he likes to think he’s a tough guy. I used to be scared of him, but I’m not really anymore. If he saw Tae dressed up, though, I can imagine he might have said something mean.

‘No,’ Tae says, but I still think there’s more to this than he’s letting on.


‘Do you want to have a sleepover tomorrow night? Mum can take us to soccer on Saturday morning.’

Tae nods. ‘Okay.’

My heart feels happier than it has all week. Tae’s coming for a sleepover, we’re going to soccer together and everything feels right in the world.
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Tae’s spending the whole of Saturday at my house. Soo-Min’s got an extra shift at Sunset Views and Mark’s gone to the city with Miss Wallis to collect some more props for the play. One of the theatres he used to work with has just done a production of The Little Mermaid and they offered to let him borrow anything that might be useful. Our play is going to be amazing.


Sam’s making home-made pizzas for lunch. He says we’re celebrating because his team won their basketball match and our team won soccer.

Tae and I help with the toppings. I like ham and cheese and Tae likes pepperoni the best, so we’ve made one of each and another that’s ham, cheese and pineapple, Dad’s favourite.

Mum says that pineapple does not belong on pizza, but Dad disagrees. I’m with Mum on that one.
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Dad’s busy in the kitchen too. He’s baking a chocolate cake to welcome the new neighbours. We saw the removalists’ truck arrive when Mum drove us to soccer this morning. Tae and I are going to decorate the cake and then we’ll take it over later. I’m excited to meet the kids.

‘I hope the new neighbours like dogs,’ I say, then take a bite of pizza.

‘They might have one themselves,’ Dad says. ‘Woof could make another friend.’
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‘I was actually thinking about Princess,’ I reply. That’s Mrs Tan’s chihuahua. She lives next door to the Vozzos’ house and she’s nasty. I see Tae flinch at the mention of her name.

‘Sorry, Tae,’ I say. ‘I hope I didn’t just give you hives.’

He looks across at me. ‘It’s okay. Princess hasn’t chased me for ages and the last time I saw her, I didn’t itch one bit.’

‘Some dogs are just not very likeable, are they?’ Mum says.

Woof raises his head from where he’s lying on the floor in the corner of the family room and makes a funny noise.
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‘We’re not talking about you, Woof,’ I say.

He puts his head back down.

‘What have you been up to lately, Tae?’ Dad asks. ‘I feel like I’ve hardly seen you.’

Tae shrugs. ‘Just school and stuff.’

‘And spending time with your new friend, Rory,’ Mum says.

I stare across the table at her, trying to send messages that we don’t need to talk about Rory, but Mum doesn’t get it at all.

‘He’s a talented little boy. I hear he’s had some top-secret auditions in the city and there’s a chance he could land himself a role in a movie,’ Mum says.

I don’t say anything, but secretly I hope Rory gets the part because Mark says that movies are a big commitment, and the actors have to live near the set. Which won’t be anywhere near Hibiscus Gardens, I’m sure.

‘So what’s he like?’ Mum asks, looking at Tae.

‘He’s okay,’ Tae says. It’s hardly high praise. I wonder if something has happened between them.

I see Mum frown a little bit and glance at Sam.

‘Hey, I heard that there was a whale spotted off the beach this afternoon,’ Sam says.

I’m so glad that he’s changed the subject.

‘We should drive up to the point and see if we can find it this afternoon,’ Dad says.

‘After we take the cake to the neighbours,’ I say.
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The cake looks gorgeous, even if I do say so myself. Which I do. Tae and I made chocolate icing and then we decorated the top with sprinkles in a pattern that says WELCOME. The E looks a bit wonky, but otherwise it’s perfect.

Dad carries the cake, and Tae and Woof and I run ahead.

The removalists’ truck has gone, but there are still some boxes on the veranda.

I ring the bell.

Inside, I can hear a man calling out and the sound of running feet. ‘Hang on, Hudson. We’ll open the door together,’ he says.

I wonder who Hudson is, but I don’t have to wait long to find out. He’s a boy about the same size as me and Tae, and when his dad opens the door, he charges straight out and wraps his arms around me really tight. I wonder if that’s how a possum feels when it’s being strangled by a python.

My arms are sticking straight out in the air like a doll.

[image: image]

‘Hudson, let go of the little girl, mate,’ the man says as he untangles us.


The boy does as he’s asked. Then he smiles at me and at Tae but doesn’t say anything.

‘Sorry about that. Our Hudson’s a hugger,’ the man says. ‘Bet you’ve never been greeted by your neighbours like that before.’

‘Actually, Mr and Mrs Habib love hugs,’ I say. ‘They live just there.’ I point at their house next door, closer to Tae’s house.

There’s a bigger boy standing behind the man.

‘I’m Peter and you’ve just met Hudson. This is his big brother, Brandon,’ he says.

Brandon gives a wave and says hello.

‘We made you a cake,’ I say. ‘I’m Willa and this is Tae and that’s Woof. And my dad, Dan – with the cake.’


Dad shakes Peter’s hand and apologises if we’ve come at a bad time.

‘No – that’s very kind of you to think of us,’ Peter says. ‘The kids were just complaining that there was nothing to eat. Actually, that might have been me.’

Hudson rushes over and hugs Woof. It’s lucky he’s the kindest dog in the world. His long tongue shoots out and he licks Hudson’s face. It makes him laugh. Hudson, not Woof.
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‘We’ve got a chocolate labrador called Daisy. She’s at our cousin’s house until we get settled in,’ Brandon says.

A lady appears in the doorway. Her name is Ann-Marie and she’s Hudson and Brandon’s mum. She takes the cake and asks if we want to come inside.

Dad and Peter are still standing on the veranda. I think Dad’s explaining who else lives in the street. It’s not very big, so we know everyone.

Brandon asks if we want to see his room. He’s older than us. I think he’s maybe eleven or twelve.

Hudson is still outside with Woof and Dad and Peter. I gather there are no girls in the family, which is a little bit disappointing.

Brandon’s room is really well organised, considering they only just moved in this morning. There are some posters on the wall, and he has lots of science stuff, like a globe and a model of the solar system.

‘I hope Hudson didn’t scare you before,’ Brandon says.

‘No,’ I say, shaking my head.

‘He was born with a condition called microcephaly – his head’s a bit smaller than it’s supposed to be and that affects his brain too,’ Brandon explains. ‘He’s the best little brother I could ever want. He’s awesome at soccer as well.’

‘Cool,’ Tae says. ‘Willa and I play soccer.’

‘Great,’ Brandon says.

There’s an open box in the corner of his bedroom. Brandon reaches in and picks up a ball.

‘Mum, can I have a kick with Willa and Tae and Hudson?’ Brandon calls to his mum, who’s unpacking in the kitchen.

‘Okay, mate. Just look after your brother,’ she says and gives us a wave as we walk back down the hallway and outside.

Hudson spots us and runs over to play. Even though he doesn’t talk, he makes lots of sounds and you can tell that he loves the game.

I’ve never met anyone like him. I have a feeling that he and Brandon and Tae and I are going to be good friends.

‘I’m glad we moved here,’ Brandon says.

‘Tae and I have lived in Cricklewood Crescent our whole lives,’ I say. ‘We love it.’


Tae nods. ‘Except for Mrs Tan’s chihuahua next door there. She’s a menace.’

‘Really?’ Brandon says. ‘I can’t imagine a chihuahua being scary at all.’

Tae and I look at each other and smile.

‘Just wait until you meet her,’ I say. ‘Woof might be a wolfhound but he’s a pussycat compared to Princess.’

‘Don’t worry – our Daisy will sort her out,’ Brandon says, and Hudson grins from ear to ear.
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On Monday morning, I head over to Tae’s house so we can walk to school together. I ring the doorbell and Soo-Min answers. She’s still in her dressing gown.

‘Hello, Willa,’ she says with a yawn. ‘Sorry – I just got home after a night shift. Tae left with his dad a little while ago. Mark had a load of things he wanted to drop off at the hall and he needed some help. I thought Tae was going to get you. Sorry, sweetheart.’

I shrug and say, ‘That’s okay.’ But I wonder why he didn’t. I’ll have to walk on my own now. I could have gone home and got a lift except that Mum left early to drive Sam to a class that he has to do before school starts.

I say goodbye to Soo-Min and head down the street. Mr Habib gives me a big smile and a wave from his kitchen window and I see a car backing out of the Vozzos’ driveway. It’s Peter, with Hudson and Brandon inside. The driver’s window rolls down.

‘Morning, Willa,’ Peter calls.

Hudson waves and smiles at me from the back seat and Brandon does the same from the front. He’s in Year Seven at the high school.


‘I’d offer you a lift, but we’re a bit late,’ Peter says. ‘Don’t want Huddie to miss the bus.’

I smile and tell him I’m okay to walk.

Hudson goes to a school just outside of town. He catches the bus near the surf club. Brandon told me and Tae on Saturday.

I give them a wave and keep on walking.

I reach the corner at almost the exact same time as Robbie. His house is not far away.

‘Where’s your boyfriend?’ he asks.

I give Robbie my best death stare. ‘Tae’s not my boyfriend.’

‘I’m just kidding,’ he says.

A while ago, Robbie found my lost koala diary and there were all sorts of private things inside, including stuff about a boy I did once have a crush on. Robbie said he never read it, but I know he did because he tried to blackmail me and Tae after the big bushfire when he was hiding the lost koala colony in one of the sheds at the showground. But that’s a story for another time.
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‘Is Tae sick or something?’ Robbie asks.

I tell Robbie that he’s gone with his dad to deliver some stuff for the play. Robbie tells me that he can’t wait for it to be on – he says that he’s going to get all the laughs.

I’m not sure why he thinks that. He’s a great white shark who tries to eat everyone. It’s not meant to be a humorous role.

‘Who are those kids that moved in across the road from your house?’ he asks.


I frown. ‘How do you know that? Have you been spying on us?’

‘No. For your information, I went to visit Mr Allen at the retirement village yesterday and I saw the kids playing out the front,’ Robbie says. ‘What’s wrong with the little one?’

I half expect Robbie to make a rude comment and call Hudson a bad name, but surprisingly he doesn’t. I’m also pleasantly surprised that he went to visit Mr Allen. He’s even grumpier than Frank most days but when Mr Allen and Robbie were paired up at Grandparents’ Day, they really hit it off. I think that’s because they’re like twins from different generations.

‘His name is Hudson and he’s great. Especially at soccer,’ I say.

‘Yeah, but he looks a bit different,’ Robbie says. ‘Does he have a disability?’


I nod. ‘So?’

‘I didn’t say it was bad, Willa. I just asked a question,’ Robbie says. ‘You don’t have to get all thingy about it.’

I don’t feel like talking to Robbie anymore.

Luckily, we’re at school, and I run through the front gate to go and find Tae. There’s still time for a game before the bell.

He’s sitting on one of the silver benches near the classroom with his back to me. My stomach drops when I realise he’s with Rory.

‘Hey!’ I call out, as I push my bag into my locker. ‘Do you want to play soccer?’ I grab one of the balls from the basket at the end of the veranda and run down the steps. There are already some other kids jostling to be in the game.


Tae’s eyes light up and I can see he’s keen.

Then I notice Rory say something to him and Tae shakes his head.

I run over to them. ‘Come on,’ I say. ‘The bell doesn’t go for another fifteen minutes.’

‘Tae’s busy,’ Rory says.

‘Doing what?’ I ask.

I’m waiting for Tae to say something, but he doesn’t.

‘Helping me,’ Rory says.

‘You can play soccer with us too,’ I say, wondering if that will change things.

‘I hate soccer,’ Rory says.

‘But Tae and I love it,’ I say.

‘No, he doesn’t,’ Rory replies, narrowing his eyes at me.

‘That’s not true,’ I reply. ‘And Tae can speak for himself.’


‘I know these things, Willa, because Tae is my best friend,’ Rory says.

I try not to look shocked. Since when?

I’m not going to cry. I won’t.

For a few seconds, there’s an awkward silence.

‘It’s okay, Willa – you go,’ Tae says, but he looks like he wants to say more.

I look at Rory who has a horrible smirk on his face.

‘Fine,’ I say and run off towards the oval. On the way, I dropkick the ball really hard – and accidentally straight into the back of Robbie’s head.

‘Sorry,’ I call out to Robbie.

‘For what?’ he replies.

I’m lucky it was Robbie and not one of the other kids because his head must be as hard as a rock – I can’t believe he didn’t even notice.
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I charge down onto the oval and, for the next fifteen minutes until the bell goes, I run and kick and run and kick. I’m so puffed out, but I don’t stop.

My team wins and I make sure when we head up to class that Tae and Rory are left in no doubt as to how much fun I just had.
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‘How was your rehearsal?’ Dad asks, as I climb into the car with Woof beside me that afternoon.

‘Fine,’ I say. The day didn’t get any better.

Dad turns his head and looks at me. ‘Just fine?’
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I fold my arms in front of me and stare straight ahead.

‘How about we go and see if we can spot some whales on the way home – seeing that we didn’t end up going on Saturday?’ Dad asks. ‘I think I feel like a milkshake too.’

He’s trying hard to cheer me up.

‘Fine,’ I say.

‘Fine,’ he parrots back. ‘What do you think, Woof?’ Dad turns and glances at him in the back seat. ‘Are you fine?’

Woof yawns and it sounds like he says ‘fine’ too.

I roll my eyes and give Dad a death stare.

‘Hey, whatever’s the matter, Willa? I’m innocent,’ Dad says.

I sigh. ‘I know.’

‘Do you want to talk about it?’ Dad asks.


I shake my head. ‘Maybe later.’ At the moment, I don’t even want to think about what a terrible day it’s been. And the fact that Tae has a new best friend.

Dad drives to the lookout where there are a few cars lined up. People are standing in front of them. One guy has a pair of binoculars.

Dad lifts me up to sit on the bull bar. I stare out at the sea. It’s calm – like a great big pond. I see a lady pointing and then there’s a big spray of water and a whale launches out and rolls over, before crashing back down.

‘Whoa!’ I cry out.

‘That was a good one,’ Dad says.

A car pulls in beside us. It’s Peter and Ann-Marie and the boys.

Hudson jumps out and runs over to me, but this time I know what to expect. My arms don’t stick out like a doll this time because I hug him back.
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‘Hudson, let go of Willa,’ Peter calls, but I don’t mind.

‘G’day,’ Dad says.

‘A big whale just jumped right out of the water,’ I say when Hudson lets me go. He pulls on my hand, and we walk to the fence and stare at the ocean.


‘Look! There!’ I point at a water spout. The whale breaches and rolls again.

‘Cool!’ says Brandon, and Hudson makes lots of sounds. I can tell he’s excited too.

I hear a phone ringing and realise it’s Dad’s.

‘I’ll be there in ten minutes,’ Dad says. ‘Willa!’ he calls. ‘We’ve got to get going. Blocked sewer at Sunset Views. Residents are in danger of a poonami if I don’t get there, quick smart.’

Brandon laughs.

‘Seriously. What on earth do those old people put down the toilets? Unless it’s Mrs Scott’s great-grandson, who for some reason likes to flush all his toys. Last year it was Batman, and a little while ago it was a whole garage worth of Matchbox cars,’ I say, shaking my head.


‘We can take Willa with us,’ Peter offers.

‘You sure?’ Dad asks.

Peter and Ann-Marie tell Dad they were planning on taking the boys for a milkshake and a walk along the beach.

‘Please, can I stay?’ I beg.

Dad nods and gives me ten dollars from his wallet. ‘But I’ll take Woof.’

Woof doesn’t look very happy about that, but then Dad says he’ll get him a treat and Woof jumps straight into the car. He’s easily pleased.

We watch the whales for another ten minutes or so, then Peter drives down to the beach and we get milkshakes from the café near the surf club. Mine is chocolate and it’s delicious.

We take our drinks and walk along the beach to the inlet where water goes into the lagoon. You can swim there, but only after there’s been a big tide and it’s washed out properly. Otherwise you get pelican itch, which is horrible because it’s really itchy – I guess that’s not a surprise.

‘Have you seen the cave down there?’ I ask, pointing further along the beach.

Brandon shakes his head. Hudson is playing with a shell he picked up.

‘It’s really cool but Mum and Dad won’t let me go there on my own because if the tide comes in you could get stuck,’ I explain. ‘Last time I went with Tae and Soo-Min, we found the best shells ever.’
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Saying Tae’s name makes my heart hurt. We didn’t talk all day. I thought he was going to say something to me in reading groups, but then Rory swooped in and the two of them went off to the corner of the classroom and worked together. Just when I thought everything was back to normal for me and Tae, now it’s worse than ever. And I don’t know what to do.

The sun is dipping behind the mountains and I can feel goosebumps on my bare legs.

‘Time to go!’ Ann-Marie calls out.

‘We should have brought a soccer ball,’ Brandon says as we turn and head back towards the car. Hudson must have heard him because he runs along the beach pretending to play.


Brandon starts commentating as if it’s a proper game. Hudson ducks and weaves and it seems like he’s listening to every word.

‘You’re a really good brother,’ I say to Brandon when we get near the car.

He turns and smiles at me. ‘It’s not hard. Hudson’s pretty great, you know.’

I nod as Hudson wraps me up in another big hug. ‘He sure is.’
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Tuesday at school is no better than Monday. Tae and I don’t say a word to each other, and Rory is walking around with a silly grin on his face – like that saying about the cat who got the cream, except he’s the kid who got my best friend. It’s funny but I don’t think Tae looks any happier than me – which is weird, seeing as though he has a new best friend and I’ve lost mine.


This afternoon, we have our first dress rehearsal. (We let Mr Babbar know we couldn’t visit Sunset Views this Tuesday because of it.) There’s another rehearsal on Thursday before we have three performances of the play – one on Friday afternoon for the rest of the kids at school, then there’s one on Friday night and another on Saturday night.

The classroom next door is where the girls are getting changed. The boys are in a room opposite.

I’m glad I’m not a mermaid because they have sparkly eyeshadow and glitter on their faces as well as tortured hair curls. They’re wearing sequinned blue bikini tops and matching slinky tails too. Trinity loves all that stuff but I’m happy my costume is a rubber shark head that fits me like a helmet, with grey tracksuit pants, a long-sleeve grey top and a shark fin that attaches like a backpack. There’s an opening at the front for my face, so I can see and breathe. I’m not sure where Mark got it from, but it looks great.

Robbie’s shark costume is like mine except that his head is terrifying because he has rows of huge white teeth. My teeth are much smaller. I think the audience will be scared of him. I’m feeling a bit that way myself when I see him all dressed up.

Dad drops Woof at school and I give him a quick brush before the rehearsal is about to start. I want him to look his best.

‘Very handsome,’ I say and straighten his new tartan coat.

‘Why, thank you,’ Rory says as he walks past.


[image: image]

I roll my eyes. ‘I wasn’t talking to you,’ I say.

Woof gives me a funny look and Rory spins around.

‘Of course, you were, Willa – I am handsome, and you know it,’ he says. ‘Soon the whole world will too.’

I can’t believe how full of himself that kid is. He’s so vain.


‘Places, everyone,’ Mark calls out.

The curtains peel back. Rory trots across the stage with Woof behind him. I have to give Mark and Miss Wallis credit – the set looks amazing. Just like a proper beach but with extra things, like a shipwreck. That bit comes in when the sea creatures are in the story and the whale is in trouble.

I hate to say it, but Rory is really good. Thankfully, everyone else is too and even the dodgy mermaid dance comes together. Which is lucky because on Friday afternoon, just before the play is about to start in front of a proper audience, Rory ruins everything.
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All the kids are lined up outside the hall, waiting for Mark to call us backstage. Woof is dancing around beside me. I think he’s excited. I am too. I can hear Mr Newton inside, asking the kids to quieten down and remember their best manners for the show.

And then I can hear Mark inside from backstage. ‘You’re not serious,’ he says.

‘I have to go. Mum’s waiting for me at the office and I’m not going to miss out on the biggest opportunity of my life because of a school play.’

I’m pretty sure it’s Rory who’s with Mark. I see Tae walk outside. He’s been busy getting all the props and everything in place backstage. We’re still not talking.

He looks kind of pale and worried.

‘What’s going on?’ I ask. I can’t help myself.


Before Tae has time to say anything, I can hear Mark again. ‘Sorry we don’t measure up,’ he says. I can hear that he’s upset.

‘You were an actor,’ Rory says. ‘Don’t you ever wonder if you could have made it big, instead of teaching drama to a bunch of school kids?’

My eyes go wide. That was a horrible thing to say.

Rory storms down the steps outside.

‘Hey, where are you going?’ I call out.

He grins. ‘To see that director I met last week. He says I have star power and he’s got a bunch of new auditions lined up.’

‘But what about our play?’ I ask.

Rory shrugs. ‘It’s just a stupid school production. I’m never going to get famous living in Hibiscus Gardens. I have to go where the action is.’


Tae swallows hard and then does something completely unexpected. ‘Are you serious?’ he says. ‘My dad wrote this play and he’s put his heart and soul into making it fantastic and now you’re going to leave right before the first performance. I can’t believe you.’

Tae looks as if he’s grown half a metre in height.

Rory pulls a face. ‘Like I really care.’

‘Are you coming back?’ I ask.

‘No,’ Rory says.
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Tae’s jaw flaps open as if he’s about to say something else, but then he closes it and shakes his head.

‘You’re going to regret this,’ I say. ‘The Whale’s Tale is a modern classic and you could have been the lead. Good luck with your fancy movie director. And don’t bother saying goodbye to your friends, Rory – because I’m pretty sure you don’t have any.’

The other kids in the play are standing there with their mouths open too.
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‘Go, Willa!’ Robbie calls from inside his shark suit. Then he runs out of the line and pretends to chase Rory. Rory can’t get out of the place fast enough.
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‘Who’s going to take Rory’s part now?’ Trinity moans. ‘The whole play is ruined. I hate Rory – even if he is really good-looking.’

I turn towards Tae and he shakes his head.

‘You can do it,’ I say. ‘You’re a natural.’


Tae frowns. ‘Can I talk to you, please – in private?’

I follow Tae inside the back of the hall.

‘I’m sorry, Willa. I’ve been such a bad friend. I promise I didn’t mean to leave you out. It’s just that Rory was so . . .’

‘Bossy?’ I say, and Tae nods.

‘Did he make you stop dressing up?’ I ask.

‘He said only babies did stuff like that,’ Tae says. ‘I can’t believe I just let him take over. And he was never my best friend, Willa. It’s always been you and it always will be.’

I smile and there are tears in my eyes.

Tae reaches out to give me a hug – which is a bit tricky, but we kind of connect.
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Mark walks over to us. ‘Well, at least there’s some good news today. Tae’s been miserable the past week and I think you have been too, Willa.’

‘But we’re friends again now,’ I say.

Mark looks at Tae. ‘What do you think? Can you do it?’

Tae nods. ‘I’ll try.’

Mark smiles. ‘Then you’d better go and change quick smart.’

‘He’ll be great,’ I say.
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Tae smashes it. He knows all the lines and everyone says he’s even better than Rory. I’m so proud of him.

When Woof and all the mermaids and other sea creatures and Tae’s character, Ben, untangled the net and freed the whale, all the kids cheered. I can’t wait for our first public performance tonight.

Mum drives me and Tae and Woof home so we can have an early dinner before we have to be back at school.

I think Woof needs a quick walk. I don’t want him getting nervous before his big moment.

‘Don’t be long, Willa,’ Mum calls out as I grab Woof’s lead and clip it to his collar.

Tae meets me on the driveway.

‘Hey,’ he says.

‘Hey, yourself,’ I reply. We both giggle. It’s just like it always was.

We walk past the Vozzos’ house and I can hear Peter before I see him.

He’s calling something out to Ann-Marie and she sounds upset.

‘It’s okay – he can’t have gone far,’ Peter says, as he runs down the front steps.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask.

‘Hudson’s not in the house. I thought he might be out the front here. His mum and I were doing the last of the unpacking and we realised we hadn’t seen him for a little bit,’ Peter explains. ‘Brandon’s at soccer training.’

‘Is there anywhere Hudson might go?’ I ask.

Peter bites his lips and thinks for a moment. ‘He’s been obsessed with those shells he picked up on the beach the other day.’

‘Would he walk all that way on his own?’ I ask. The beach is not really that far – maybe ten minutes, but I don’t think Hudson would know the area that well yet.

‘I’m not sure,’ Peter says. His voice is getting higher.

‘Why don’t you take the car and have a look? Tae and me and Woof will run there – we can check the dog park on the way,’ I say. ‘In case he’s gone looking for Daisy.’ She’s still staying with her cousins, but Peter and Ann-Marie mentioned how much the boys were missing her.
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Peter nods and tells Ann-Marie that she should stay home in case Hudson turns up. I can see she’s really worried.

‘I’ll call the police,’ she says.

My stomach does a flip. We have to find Hudson – I can’t stand the thought of anything happening to him.
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Peter jumps into the car and takes off. Tae and Woof and I start jogging. We go past the dog park but can’t see Hudson. We run towards the beach.

I have an idea. ‘We came to the beach on Monday after school and I said something to Brandon and Hudson about the shells you and I found in the cave last time we were here. What if he’s gone to have a look?’ I say. ‘He loves collecting shells.’

The tide is coming in and there are only a few people on the beach: one lady walking a dog and a couple of surfers.

We’re about to run off when I hear someone calling me. It’s Robbie.

‘What are you doing?’ he says and jogs over to us. He’s eating an ice-cream.

‘Hudson’s missing and we think he might have gone to the cave,’ I say.

‘Who’s Hudson?’ Robbie asks.

‘One of the boys who’s moved into the Vozzos’ house,’ I reply.

‘Do you mean the kid with the disability?’ Robbie says, his eyes widening.

I nod.

‘Well, what are we waiting for?’ Robbie says. ‘He could be in big trouble. My cousin has Down syndrome and she once took herself to the shops on her own and didn’t understand about money and stuff, so she almost got put in jail for shoplifting. Except she didn’t because she didn’t mean to take anything.’

I narrow my eyes at Robbie. ‘Is that true?’

‘Yeah – her name’s Ella. She’s amazing. I get so mad if people are mean to her,’ he says. ‘Come on – let’s go!’

I have to say that every now and then Robbie really surprises me and now is one of those times.

We charge along the beach. I’m already puffed even before we’re halfway there. But I can’t stop. I’m thinking about Hudson.

We finally get to the edge of the cave. The water is starting to lap at the entrance, but you can still jump across to get inside. It takes a few seconds for our eyes to get used to the dim light.

‘What’s that?’ Robbie says.

‘Hudson?’ I call out. But there’s no answer.

‘Look, Willa!’ Tae says and runs towards a mound on the sand. ‘It’s a turtle.’

‘It’s just like in our play except the animal in trouble is a whale,’ Robbie says. ‘Maybe a shark chased him in here.’

Tae’s right. There’s a big sea turtle and it’s all wrapped up in a net. We can see its mouth moving and its flippers wriggling, but it’s stuck.
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‘It must have got washed in from the big tide yesterday,’ I say.

I see something else move, right at the back of the cave.

‘Hudson!’ I call out and run towards the noise.

Hudson looks up and sees me, then hugs me tight.

He grabs my hand and runs back to the turtle and gives it a pat. I think he’s been looking after it and collecting shells too. There’s a little pile close by.

He’s making some sounds and his arms are waving around. I know he wants to tell me something, but I can’t understand.

I pick up Hudson’s shells and put them in his pockets and mine too. We can’t leave them behind.

I look towards the entrance and can see the water is coming in even more.


‘What if Woof helps us drag the turtle outside and then we can get the net off once we’re all safe?’ I suggest.

Tae and Robbie both think that’s the best idea. It’s exactly what Woof does in the play except that in the play it’s a whale we’re saving. And because in the play it’s a whale with a bunch of kids inside who have their own legs, it’s probably a lot easier than this.

We hook Woof’s lead around the turtle and tell Woof to walk. He pulls and we push.

‘It’s working!’ Robbie shouts. It takes a while, but we drag the turtle out of the cave and onto the high part of the beach where I see Peter in the distance. I wave my arms and he runs towards us. I can see a police officer with him too.

‘Hudson – there’s your dad,’ I say.


Robbie takes Hudson’s hand and they meet Peter halfway.

Tae and I are busy untangling the turtle from the net. A man walking his dog stops to help. By the time Peter and the others get to us, we’re ready to push the turtle back into the sea. Ann-Marie and Brandon are there too.
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With all of us pushing, it’s easy to get the creature back to its home. We watch as it swims away. I’m pretty sure it turns and gives us a wave with one of its flippers.

Afterwards, the police officer asks us what happened, and we tell her. Then she takes some photos, which she says she’ll send to the school.


‘We’d have never found that turtle if we weren’t looking for Hudson,’ I say. ‘It might’ve died in there.’

‘True,’ Peter says. ‘But I think we’ll need to get some Hudson-proof locks at the house – the last thing we need is for him to be out exploring on his own again.’

Brandon is giving his brother a hug.

Tae looks at his watch. ‘Hey, we’re going to be late.’

The police officer asks what we’re late for and we tell her all about the play. She offers to drive us home, though Robbie doesn’t seem very keen. Probably because his brother has been in a police car a few times before.

Peter and Ann-Marie say they’re taking Hudson and Brandon to pick up Daisy. ‘That dog of ours won’t let Hudson out on his own again,’ Brandon says.

The police officer is really nice and lets Woof ride in the front seat. She says she might even try and get a ticket to the play tomorrow night.

She drops Robbie off first, and then drives me and Tae to Cricklewood Crescent.

‘See you in a bit,’ Tae calls out.

‘Okay,’ I yell back and give a wave.

Woof and I run inside to tell Mum and Dad and Sam about our big adventure.
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‘Bravo!’ someone shouts from the audience. It’s the final public performance on Saturday night.

The clapping goes on for ages and everyone is on their feet. The whole cast is spread across the stage taking their bows. Woof gets a really big clap and so do Tae and Robbie. All the grown-ups laughed a lot when Robbie was on stage, so I guess he was right about having the funniest part in the play. Who knew great white sharks were so hilarious?
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I can see Dad and Mum and Sam. They’re all smiling. Sitting beside them is Frank and next to him is Mrs Best. She asked if it was okay to come along. I could hardly say no, especially after she said that she would make cupcakes for everyone to celebrate after the play.

She smiles and gives me a wave. Maybe she and Frank will get married one day, but I’ll worry about that if it happens. I don’t own Frank. He’s my friend because he wants to be – the same as Tae. Woof’s a bit different because I do own him – but he’s a dog not a human. Although sometimes he thinks he’s a human, I’m sure.

Peter and Ann-Marie are there too with Brandon and Hudson. I’m not sure how much of the play Hudson understood, but he clapped a lot.

Mr Newton comes onto the stage and Evie and Ryan, the school captains, give bunches of flowers to Miss Wallis and Mrs Olliffe. The biggest bouquet is for Mark, who takes a huge bow. He looks tired but happy. Soo-Min says she’ll make him a special lunch tomorrow which I’ll get to have too, because I’m sleeping over at Tae’s tonight.

When the curtain is closed and everyone heads off to get changed (and eat the cakes Mrs Best has made), Tae and Woof and I walk down into the hall. Mark is talking to a man I don’t recognise. He’s wearing a fancy suit and stylish glasses.

‘Here he is, the little star of the show,’ the man says in an American accent. Then he turns to me. ‘And you were a wonderful grey nurse shark. Very caring.’

Mark frowns.

‘My name’s Nick Ford. I’m a talent agent. I’m looking for young actors to put on my books.’

I smile to myself. Rory would have loved to meet this guy.

‘I just want to leave you my card. I think I have some roles that would suit Tae perfectly,’ Nick says. ‘He’s a natural.’

[image: image]

Tae and I look at each other and raise our eyebrows.

‘Well, that would be entirely up to Tae if he’s interested,’ Mark says.

‘And really, I don’t think he knows what he wants to be yet,’ I add. ‘One week it’s a palaeontologist, the next it’s a fireman, and this week he thought he might like to be an actor. Honestly, the kid just can’t make up his mind.’

Tae rolls his eyes at me and giggles, then thanks Nick and takes the card. Nick shakes Tae’s hand and Mark’s too.

‘We’ll let you know if it’s something Tae’s interested in,’ I say.

Nick leaves and Mark gives me a grin. ‘Listen to you, Willa,’ he says. ‘I’m pretty sure if Tae ever decides to take up acting, he’s already got an agent right here. And honestly, buddy, I don’t think you’d ever be in a safer pair of hands.’

Tae nods. ‘You’re right about that, Dad.’

Then just like Hudson, Tae gives me a huge hug.

I hug him right back and it’s the best feeling ever.

[image: image]










[image: image]





I want to thank the real Peter, Ann-Marie, Brandon, Hudson and Daisy for allowing me the privilege of making them characters in this story. I hope I’ve done you all justice. Hudson is most definitely a great hugger and Brandon truly is the most wonderful big brother. Peter and Ann-Marie generously purchased an auction item at Dymocks Children’s Charities Great Debate, which was to have one of their children’s names in an upcoming book. When I heard about Hudson’s story and the adoration of his big brother, Brandon, I felt as if Willa would love to get to know them too. I hope you do as well.
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Jacqueline Harvey has had a passion for storytelling since she was a child and writes books filled with adventure, mystery, humour and heart. A former teacher, she is the author of the popular Alice-Miranda, Clementine Rose and Kensy and Max series. Joining these beloved characters are Jacqueline’s newest works – picture books That Cat and The Daring Tale of Gloria the Great, as well as the junior fiction series Willa and Woof.
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Jacqueline Harvey is a passionate educator who enjoys sharing her love of reading and writing with children and adults alike. She is an ambassador for Dymocks Children’s Charities and Room to Read, and is the current patron of Somerset Storyfest. Find out more at dcc.gofundraise.com.au and roomtoread.org.
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