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Do you know what your Family Smell is?

Every family has one.

It doesn’t matter if you live in a terrace like Avi Gluck, a mansion like Jessica Miller or a townhouse like The Rivkin Twins.

Each family has a smell, and it sticks to their clothes, the inside of their car and almost every piece of furniture in their home.

Avi Gluck’s entire family smell like lemon peel and soil. Jessica Miller’s mansion smells like permanent marker and baby powder. The Rivkin Twins smell like potato salad with traces of shaving cream.

My Family Smell?

Even though it’s hard to describe your own Family Smell, I suppose mine would be a mixture of Mum’s sweet perfume, Dad’s tan leather jacket, my aunt Sarah’s toast and my brother’s mozzie bite lotion.

My Family Smell is safe and comfortable. I like it just the way it is.

Which is why I can’t stop asking myself . . . what happens to the smell when a family is torn apart?

And what can I do to keep mine together when everything is changing?


[image: ]

Jessica Miller lives in a mansion. A mansion with a water fountain by the entrance. I LOVE the Miller Mansion. I love the slide that drops right into the swimming pool, I love the squishy sacks plonked in front of their big screen and I love the secret cupboard that houses the biggest collection of friendship bracelet supplies I’ve ever seen. I wish I could have visited the Miller Mansion a lot more during the summer holidays, but Mum doesn’t like getting stuck talking to Jessica’s dad at pick-up time. My mum thinks Jessica’s dad lacks ‘Basic Communication Skills’ because he continues to talk to her when it’s obvious that we have to leave.

‘Maybe it’s a Canadian thing?’ Mum said a few weeks ago.

I told Mum that her comment was racist, but Mum claimed it wasn’t technically racist because Jeff is white and Canada isn’t a race, it’s a multicultural country. That means the people who live there immigrated from different places around the world. Maybe you already knew that.

The King Solomon Primary School year started at the end of January, right in the middle of a heatwave which lasted for three days. It didn’t take long for the Year Six classroom to smell like shvitzy hats, sunscreen and brown banana (especially when the ceiling fans stopped cooperating).

Luckily, on Thursday afternoon, I didn’t go straight home to my one-storey house at 3:30 like I normally would. I went to Jessica Miller’s mansion for a swim while Mum, Dad and Bubi went to a really important meeting.

Usually, when the adults have to go to a really important meeting on a school night, I go to Avi’s house because the Glucks are our best family friends. And Avi is supposed to be my BFFFUF (best friend from forever until forever). But on Thursday night, the Glucks had tickets to a Sydney Kings game and I didn’t want to go with them because I personally think sport is boring. Also, Avi and I barely saw each other over the summer holidays, so I was worried that things would be awkward between us.

My aunt Sarah lives in a site shed at the end of our driveway, but she was in one of her moods on Thursday and didn’t get out of bed all day. She can’t babysit when she’s in a mood, so my little brother (Ron) and I had no other option other than to go to the Millers.

After our swim, Ron made slime with Jessica Millers’ brothers and I went upstairs to the third level with Jessica. Everyone in Year Six calls Jessica Miller, Jessica M. because there’s another Jessica in our class too, Jessica B.

I prefer Jessica M.

Jessica M. and I decided to make friendship bracelets. As we sorted through the charms, I wondered if I should choose Avi Gluck’s favourite colours (cobalt and ruby) but decided to pick Shayna Sassoon’s favourite colours (turquoise and mauve) instead. Shayna asked Mrs Detta if she could be my desk buddy on the first day of school which felt nice because EVERYONE wanted to be Shayna’s desk buddy. Except for Avi Gluck. Avi would rather sit alone than be placed next to Shayna. Avi and I have been desk buddies since kindergarten, but this year Mrs Detta put her next to Josh Grossberg.

‘Avi, I need your help keeping Josh in line,’ she said.

I looked at Avi and caught her disappointed frown before she turned away from me.

‘I’ll do my best, Mrs Detta,’ Avi replied, forcing a smile.

So that happened.

After we tied the knots at the ends of our bracelets, Jessica M. and I drew some more bat mitzvah dress designs because we still haven’t perfected them. I have been imagining and re-imagining my bat mitzvah dress since I could first draw a stick figure. I don’t have heaps of time on my side either. Our bat mitzvah ceremony is ten months away! That’s three months after I turn twelve by the way.

Everyone keeps telling me that turning twelve is very significant. It’s a significant age in a girl’s life, they say. Maybe because there are twelve hues on a colour wheel? Or twelve numbers on a clock . . . and twelve months in a year? I still haven’t figured out that part yet, but what I do know is MAJOR things are going to happen to me.

Like:

[image: ] having the best bat mitzvah party anyone has ever been to

[image: ] King Solomon Primary School Graduation and

[image: ] hopefully getting a boyfriend.

‘Let’s listen to Harry’s new album for inspiration!’ Jessica M. shrieked.

That’s when I started thinking about Avi again, who definitely WASN’T listening to Harry Styles’s new album and definitely WASN’T imagining her bat mitzvah dress. Especially not while she was watching basketball giants with sweat patches slam dunk at Sydney Arena.

My faded friendship anklet suddenly seemed too tight.

Avi made it for me when we were proper best friends.

I gulped down my dread.

I felt like I’d swallowed a basketball.
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I guess if this was a usual story I would have told you my name already. But this isn’t a usual story because I’m telling it and I’m definitely not usual.

When I get excited or anxious or just have too much energy, my thoughts come out in the wrong order. Things get especially muddled if I have to write those ideas down on paper. That’s why I’m recording this using the Voice Memos app on my phone. When I feel myself getting worked up or frustrated, I take a break from whatever I’m doing and inhale-exhale five times into a party blower.

My name is Natalie Sellek and waiting around for people makes me anxious. Unfortunately, my family struggles with punctuality.

Mum, Dad and my grandmother (Bubi) were really late picking us up from the Miller Mansion after their really important meeting. Jessica M.’s parents didn’t mind, but I was furious because Dad had only replied to the last of my six ‘Where are you’ texts with a ‘Dorry on our way x’. All of Dad’s messages have typos in them, but he refuses to use dictation like I do.

When Jessica M.’s dad opened the front door, Mum’s eyelids were damp and swollen.

‘Bec, it’s so great to see you!’ Jessica M.’s dad said. ‘Why don’t you and Loz and your mum come in for some ice cream?’

My mum’s name is Rebecca and my dad’s name is Laurence, but everyone just calls them Bec and Loz.

‘Thanks for the offer, but we have to get going,’ Mum replied.

Jessica M.’s dad smiled enthusiastically and began firing questions at Mum: ‘How’s your business doing, Bec? How was your meeting? Is your mum’s old butcher shop still empty? Does she still live in the apartment on top?’

Bubi used to run the old Kosher Butcher Shop with my grandfather Zaide, but after he died a few years ago, they had to close it down. These days Bubi helps my mum with her building business.

‘Thanks, I really appreciate it.’ Mum helped Ron thread his freckly arms through the straps of his schoolbag. ‘Let’s go, kids.’

As soon as I slid into the back seat of the car next to Bubi, I could tell that something was wrong. Freezing-cold air conditioning blasted through the vents, ‘Classic Hits’ had been turned way down on the radio and Dad kept rubbing his forehead. Wisps of grey hair had come loose from the combs holding Bubi’s bun in place and she was gripping onto a manila folder so hard, her knuckles turned white. Bubi grips onto things when she’s stressed.

We all sat there without saying a word while Dad steered the car through the narrow Sydney streets.

Until Mum broke the silence.

‘I don’t know how the Millers have the energy for five kids, plus one on the way!’

‘I don’t know where the Millers get the money to support five kids, plus one on the way,’ Dad chimed in.

‘This is the way for the frum,’ said Bubi.

Dad shook his head, ‘They’re not THAT frum.’

Ron looked at Bubi quizzically, ‘What does frum mean?’

Bubi explained that frum is the Yiddish word for religious and that’s when Ron asked what religious meant.

‘It means that the Miller family believe in God. A lot,’ Dad replied.

Everyone in the car went silent again.

‘Does our family believe in God?’ asked Ron.

Mum re-crossed her legs and said ‘umm’ and Dad said ‘no’ and Bubi said ‘yes’ all at the same time.

Then Bubi let out a dramatic sigh.
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We were all waiting in the tuckshop line when Shayna Sassoon noticed Jessica M.’s Barbie lunch box.

‘No offence, but Barbies are for babies,’ she said.

No offence is what Shayna says right before she spouts something mean.

‘That’s not true.’ Ron scratched at an infected mozzie bite on his arm. ‘Natalie plays with Barbies and she’s not a baby!’

I gave Ron a death stare.

I don’t even play with Barbies any more, I just look at them and very occasionally practise a fishbone braid with their long hair.

Shayna turned to me with a melodramatic look of mock horror.

‘You still play with dolls?’ she gasped. ‘So immature!’

Since our bat mitzvah preparations have begun, the Year Six girls from King Solomon Primary have become slightly obsessed with becoming ‘mature’. It started when Shayna told us that we should all get haircuts.

‘The older you get, the shorter your hair should be,’ she said, flicking the front section of her lob behind her ear.

I pictured my mum’s blonde pixie style and Aunt Sarah’s explosion of black frizz which barely reaches her chin.

Shayna has a point, I thought.

I have below-the-shoulder chestnut-brown hair and I had planned to grow it even longer for my bat mitzvah but now I’m reconsidering. My hair is wavy and I live in a suburb called ‘Waverley’. Because of these two facts, Dad often says, ‘Gosh, you have such waverley hair.’ (Dad loves puns, which is why you probably won’t be surprised to hear that he also invented my nickname ‘Nutty-lee’, because I’m one hundred per cent addicted to Nutella.) I feel like I literally spend an hour every day clipping back the flyaway bits of fluff around my forehead.

‘I wish you wouldn’t do that, Nutty,’ says Mum. ‘I love your baby hair.’

There’s nothing mature about baby hair.

I considered suggesting that the rest of The Bat Mitzvah Girls get their ears pierced, to match mine and Shayna’s, because that’s a mature thing to do. Then I remembered Jessica B.’s disapproving look when she saw my throbbing lobes last year.

‘It’s wrong to pierce our bodies,’ she declared. ‘God made us just the way we are, so we shouldn’t change anything.’

I repeated this to my aunty Sarah that evening.

‘In that case, Jessica B. better remove her braces, because God made her just the way she is,’ Aunty Sarah quipped.

Jessica B. has a lot of opinions on what is right and what is wrong and what’s appropriate or inappropriate. She thinks a lot of mature things are inappropriate. It’s probably because her parents are quite strict. Once, when I was waiting to be picked up after school, I heard Jessica B.’s mum say, ‘Look at all those spoilt kids with mobile phones. Can you believe it? Primary school!’

Jessica B. won’t be getting a phone until she’s in Year Nine. She can only use WhatsApp from her dad’s laptop.

Shayna’s had a phone since Year Four and she’s allowed to download any app she wants! That’s probably the main reason she acts the most mature out of everyone – she has seen some very mature videos.

I got my phone just before the summer break. It used to belong to Dad, and it has a chip on the top right corner. I was only allowed to download WhatsApp to chat, Spotify for music, Chrome for research and YouTube for tutorials, but I’m already in love with it!

Jessica M. is getting a brand new phone for her birthday in August.

Avi Gluck doesn’t want a phone at all.

At least, she didn’t want one the last time we spoke about it.

‘They’re nothing but trouble,’ she said.

I began to panic we’d soon have nothing left in common.
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My family usually celebrates Chinese New Year with Avi’s grandmother (Ngabu) and her family around this time. Everyone looks forward to shvitzing in Ngabu’s garden, stuffing ourselves with dumplings while she tells us what the upcoming zodiac animal powers are going to do for us. The zodiac follows a twelve-year cycle (which could have something to do with twelve being a significant number?). Maybe you already knew that.

But Ngabu and the Glucks went to Canberra to celebrate with Avi’s cousins this year.

I heard about it through Dad which made me feel like I’d swallowed a tennis ball. Why didn’t Avi tell me herself? I thought.

‘What a relief!’ Ron puffed, miming a diagonal sword strike. ‘The mozzies at Ngabu’s place are lethal.’

Even though my brother Ron is only two years younger than me, since the start of the year, I’ve become way more mature than him. I think Ron can sense it too. The other day, he asked if I wanted to practise some front kicks with him, but I was midway through painting my toenails on the couch and I didn’t want to risk smudging them. Ron went ahead and accidentally knocked the arm rest.

‘Ron!’ I glared. ‘You just bumped my brush outside the edge!’

‘You haven’t been as much fun lately,’ he whined.

You’ve been more annoying lately, I thought.

Ron still thinks burp-talking is funny and recently, he’s been doing these disgusting farts before sniffing the air around him and saying ‘fruity’. This makes everyone in my family laugh. Except me.

‘It must be hard for Ron to see his favourite playmate growing up and finding new interests,’ Dad remarked the other night, when Ron was asleep. ‘Maybe you could let him in a bit on your bat mitzvah stuff? I’m sure he’d love to be involved.’

Maybe you already know what a bat mitzvah is, but just in case you’re like my neighbour Athena Theodopolis (who had never met a Jewish person until she met me), there are a few important things I should tell you.

A bat mitzvah is what a Jewish girl has when she becomes a ‘woman’ at the age of twelve.

‘Oh my God, does that mean all Jewish girls get their periods when they turn twelve?’ Athena gasped. We were sitting on the crates we keep on either side of the hole in our shared fence.

‘No!’ I giggled. ‘We get ours at different ages, just like everyone else.’

Athena is a year younger than me, so I’m way ahead in the PDHPE curriculum. I teach her a lot of things she doesn’t learn at St. Vasilios Primary and she tells me stuff we don’t hear about at King Solomon. That’s how I know the number twelve is a very significant number in Ancient Greek religion, like the twelve cities and twelve Olympians.

‘Mum’s pads come in packs of twelve too,’ Athena nodded. ‘She can give you one in case you do end up getting it soon.’

I’m hoping to get my period after my bat mitzvah.

Like, a year after my bat mitzvah.

Usually, there are two parts to a bat mitzvah. The first is the ceremony (the boring bit) which is then followed by the party (the fun bit). Parties are often individual celebrations with your own family and friends. However, the bat mitzvah ceremony generally involves lots of girls standing on a podium and saying things in Hebrew together, inside the synagogue.

I also had to tell Athena that a synagogue is like a church for Jewish people.

‘Church is so boring,’ she sighed.

‘So is synagogue,’ I replied. ‘But I’m designing my own bat mitzvah dress and my family is buying me an Apple Watch and I’ll get more presents at my party!’

Athena was really impressed.

My mum had a bat mitzvah when she was twelve and so did Aunty Sarah. All they can really remember is the way their scratchy stockings made them feel hot and uncomfortable, but the rabbi said stockings were compulsory. Aunty Sarah took hers off right before the ceremony started. Bubi still hasn’t forgiven her.

My dad had a bar mitzvah when he was thirteen (girls mature earlier, that’s why they have their ceremony at twelve). Dad recalled how cringy it was when his voice popped in front of the entire congregation while he was singing his part. He also remembers receiving a lot of money from all the people who attended his party.

When Dad first shared this information with us, Mum and Sarah became furious because their guests didn’t give them any money. They were only gifted jewellery boxes and makeup.

‘This is a clear example of the pressure placed on boys to make money and the expectation for girls to focus on their looks!’ Mum declared. Then Aunty Sarah started going on and on about ‘inequality between the sexes’ as she does about once a week. I know Mum and Sarah are talking about the ‘male sex’ and the ‘female sex’, but Ron and I can’t help but get the giggles because it’s still the same word as the other kind of S.E.X. I know, it’s quite immature of me.

Bubi is really passionate about my bat mitzvah. It’s basically all she can talk about with me. Ever since I received my bat mitzvah script two weeks ago, Bubi has been hassling me to practise the Hebrew parts with her. She’s fluent in Hebrew. Bubi also speaks Yiddish (a European Jewish language) and that’s how I know some Yiddish words. Bubi’s English is pretty good too, but she still makes lots of mistakes.

On Saturday morning, while I was watching some make-up tutorials and eating crumpets smothered with Nutella, Bubi called and made me read my Hebrew lines to her. Once she’d finished correcting my pronunciation, her nagging began.

‘Speak to your mother and father and tell them to order the Shtetl Schnitzels for your bat mitzvah.’

Even though it’s only February and my bat mitzvah isn’t happening until November, Bubi is already on our case. She wants my parents to buy a hundred schnitzels for all the guests at my bat mitzvah party, but Mum and Dad intend to have vegetarian catering. Bubi worked in the butcher shop for fifty years, so the word ‘vegetarian’ is very insulting to her. But the vegetarian catering comes with a free ice sculpture for the dessert table! If we go ahead with the booking, I’ll choose the swan model, which will go nicely with the chocolate fountain I have my eye on. I’ll also need a string quartet to play classical music while the guests arrive, a brass band for the Jewish dancing and a DJ for later on. The party won’t be a success unless there’s a photo booth, with the most unique props anyone has ever seen.

I really want my party to be the best because I never win at anything, and I’d like to know what winning feels like. I’m used to being the last person to complete a work sheet or cross a finish line, which is literally the worst feeling in the world. I imagine being the best at something would feel a lot like being famous. In other words, it would feel amazing. Planning my bat mitzvah is the greatest hobby I’ve ever had. It doesn’t require any exercise or written reports! The only downside is that it’s super stressful when I bring my ideas to the adults for approval. Usually Dad will say something like, ‘Glitter canons aren’t environmentally friendly’. Mum’s favourite line is, ‘I’ll think about it’.

The best part of the whole process has been properly designing my dress. The Bat Mitzvah Mothers haven’t decided on a fabric yet, but I’ve already got a folder on my phone with a selection of designs I absolutely love.

One thing’s for sure, I need to choose a style that screams: Stylish, sophisticated WOMAN coming through!
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Aunty Sarah says that kids don’t just automatically become an adult when they turn twelve. She says growing up is a process. Sarah has always been interested in what I learn about at school, so when I brought my bat mitzvah script home, she was the first to flip through the booklet. Sarah swallowed a mouthful of toast and scoffed, ‘I don’t even understand this stuff, so how are Year Sixers supposed to?’

I shrugged. I’ll admit I was a quite upset that Rabbi Ezra hadn’t included any of the ‘What a bat mitzvah means to you?’ stories our bat mitzvah teacher asked us to write. He also ignored my suggestion to write poems about inspirational Jewish women.

‘If I was in charge,’ Sarah started, ‘I wouldn’t allow kids to have their bar or bat mitzvah until they’ve completed twenty hours of community service, created a personal spending budget, learned how to change a car tyre, got a spaghetti stain out of a white shirt and picked up at least fifty dog poos.’ Sarah tickled my ribs. ‘That’s just the start!’

Aunty Sarah also doesn’t see why The Bat Mitzvah Girls have to wear dresses in the same colour. She said it’s a complete waste of money and like we’re in a strange cult. I don’t know what a cult is, but I do feel a bit guilty about the cost of my bat mitzvah because Mum, Dad and Bubi are really stressed about money at the moment. Basically every time Bubi arrives at our place, she’ll be clasping the manila folder with ‘Mr Zimmel, The Accountant’ written on the front. Her knuckles are always white.

Last night, when I woke up at 10:30 to use the toilet, Mum and Dad were whispering on our worn grey couch. I overheard Mum say, ‘I just don’t know how we’ll be able to afford the King David High fees next year.’

That made my heart skip a beat.

King Solomon Primary finishes at Year Six, which means that next year I’ll have to attend a different school. Like most of the kids from King Solomon Primary, I’m hoping to attend King David High which is five times bigger, twice as expensive and a million times scarier, but at least I’ll have my King Solomon friends for support. If I get in.

If I can’t go to King David High with my friends, I’ll have to go to Waverley High on my own. Waverley High is a public school which doesn’t charge fees because the government pays the teachers with the money it gets from taxes. I don’t know what taxes are either, but they have nothing to do with taxis. Maybe you already knew that.

I don’t want to go to Waverley High because everyone knows the students get into fist fights and I literally have no idea how to defend myself. Ron and I don’t even arm wrestle! Mum and Sarah went there and they both had their lockers vandalised with graffiti. Someone actually wrote Dirty Jew with a black marker across my mum’s locker! There won’t be a risk of that kind of bullying at King David High because all the kids who go there are Jewish. (Dad also went to Waverley High but he didn’t get bullied for being Jewish because everyone thought he was Greek, so he played along.) If I have to go to Waverley High all by myself, I’ll be a tiny, weak fish in an enormous scary, racist pond.

As I was tiptoeing past the lounge room on the way back to bed, I heard more of Mum and Dad’s conversation.

‘Maybe she’ll get a scholarship to King David?’ asked Dad.

‘You know our Natalie,’ Mum sighed. ‘She’s a great kid, but she’s not . . . academic. And the idea of the scholarship exam will make her very anxious.’

‘Can’t she have some extra lessons with the Education Support Person to help?’ Dad pressed. ‘Natalie tells wonderful stories; she just needs confidence with writing and comprehension—’

‘She’ll have to ace the science and maths exams as well and those subjects are even harder for her.’

So that happened.

Mum is right. I’m not very good at any subjects except for journalling and, even then, I struggle to write my ideas down because I get my words and sentences muddled up as soon as my pen touches the exercise book. I really wouldn’t have survived primary school without voice recordings on my laptop. I’d just say everything I wanted to include in a report or project and then Mum would play it back and type it up for me.

My Education Support Person thinks I have dysgraphia. Sometimes, I get pulled out of class for some private sessions with her. My Education Support Person says things like:

‘This year, Natalie, we’ll be consolidating all the skills we’ve learned together in the past, to get you ready for high school.’

And I’ll usually reply: ‘Can’t I just keep recording things on my laptop for Mum to type up later?’

Then she’ll say: ‘Natalie, your workload is going to get much bigger in high school and quite often the teachers will want you to hand in an essay at the end of the lesson, so you won’t always have time to take—’

This is usually the moment my lips start to quiver.

So we stop talking and I do five inhale-exhales into a party blower to ‘regulate my emotions’.

Party blowers are those paper horn things that uncoil when you blow into the plastic mouthpiece. Maybe you already knew that.

My trouble with writing is the reason everyone thinks I’m not academic, even though I know all the names of different colour shades and I love using sophisticated words when I speak. Even the word sophisticated is sophisticated! I’m also really good at making up stories. Last year, Mr Price let me tell some to the entire class on a regular basis and The Rivkin Twins said ‘Story Time with Nutty’ was their favourite part of the week.

It’s a shame we didn’t get Mr Price again this year, because Mrs Detta isn’t chilled at all and never lets us do anything exciting.

It’s a double shame King David High doesn’t give kids scholarships for storytelling because then I’d definitely be able to go there next year.

It’s a triple shame that Aunty Sarah hasn’t left the shed since the day after I got my bat mitzvah script. She’s a qualified English teacher and I could really use her help with today’s comprehension homework.

Usually, when Sarah has an early night (or doesn’t get out of bed at all), I FaceTime Avi on the Gluck Family iPad. Avi double checks my answers because she’s extremely smart (she’s going to sit the selective high school placement test). But I haven’t FaceTimed Avi in what feels like forever now and I just can’t seem to bring myself to tap on her name.

Tapping on her name could end our silence.

But it could make things quieter too.

Like, what if she rejected my call?

Or even worse, had nothing to say at all.
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Have you ever been forced into a friendship with someone just because your parents are friends? Josh Grossberg is that person for me. My mum and his dad grew up together, so I’m stuck with him. He’s really obnoxious.

On the other hand, Avi Gluck and I became friends in kindergarten well before our parents had even met. In fact, our parents are best friends today because Avi and I used to ask for play dates all the time. In Year One, Avi said she’d like to swap her dimpled cheeks for the gap between my front teeth and in Year Three, we decided that we would remain friends even if our parents became enemies one day.

Avi’s birth name is Aviva. That’s what we used to call her until the middle of Year Five when she asked everyone if they wouldn’t mind addressing her as Avi instead.

In Hebrew, the name Aviva means ‘spring’ but that’s not what I like about it. It’s a palindrome! That’s right, A V I V A is spelled exactly the same backwards and forwards! Avi is technically a boy’s name but Avi isn’t bothered by that. Avi doesn’t care about a lot of things until suddenly, she’ll care way too much. For instance, at the start of March, when Avi wore her black AC/DC T-shirt to school for No Uniform Day, Josh said she looked like a boy, and Avi replied, ‘Doesn’t bother me, so it shouldn’t bother you’. But later that week during art, Avi said it was unoriginal to simply copy the vase of flowers in the centre of the easel circle as instructed. Then she downright refused to use the colours Mrs Detta had mixed up earlier.

‘You’ll get in trouble,’ Jessica B. warned.

But Avi cared way too much, so she painted her flowers black and droopy like they were dying. At lunch, while I was helping Ron look for his hat in the lost property box by the staffroom, I heard Mrs Detta ask Mr Price if Avi might be ‘experiencing some challenging emotions again’ like she did last year when everyone still called her Aviva. I didn’t think Mrs Detta had anything to worry about. Anyone who knows Avi well would be able to see that she was just giving her vase a punk flair.

[image: ] Avi listens exclusively to alternative, post-grunge and rock music or any band with a good drummer because Avi plays drums too.

[image: ] I used to listen to whatever Avi did, until I realised that I preferred pop. These days I’ll play anything good from TikTok and EVERYTHING by Harry Styles, obviously, unless we’re driving. When we’re driving somewhere, I have to listen to ‘Classic Hits’ on the radio because Mum and Dad are in charge of the music in the car. I don’t mind most of the songs, I just wish they’d play Harry Styles. In my opinion, Harry Styles is the biggest hit of all.

I really wanted to dress Ron as Harry Styles from ‘Watermelon Sugar’ for Purim today. Mum and Dad thought that would be hilarious (we even have red heart sunglasses and he could have worn my pink nail polish!) but Ron wanted to go as some anime character called Red Riot from My Hero Academia.

‘I already have red hair, so it makes sense,’ Ron said.

Purim is my favourite Jewish festival because we get to come to school in dress-ups and morning classes are cancelled. We play games and compete in a fashion parade instead. Two weeks ago, during bat mitzvah practice, Shayna said that The Bat Mitzvah Girls should all come dressed as The Real Housewives of Beverley Hills for Purim. Because my chestnut brown hair has a slight orange tinge to it when I stand beneath the sun, I was allocated Lisa. Jessica M. was Dorit because she’s blonde and Jessica B. was Garcelle because her hair is curly. Shayna was Denise because Denise used to be a model and Shayna has done some modelling too. (Shayna’s hair is naturally straight - she doesn’t even need to blow-dry it after she washes it - and she can walk in super high heels already!)

As soon as I realised that I had committed to The Real Housewives group before discussing Purim plans with Avi, it literally felt like there were moths flying around really fast in my chest. Avi and I have always dressed up together for Purim. Last year, we were black and white unicorns (she was the black one) and the year before that we were two peas in a pod (the green face paint gave me a rash). I thought that I could solve this year’s problem by inviting Avi to be a real housewife with us, but then I remembered that Avi once said, ‘Real Housewives suck!’

So I didn’t bring it up.

Avi didn’t bring it up either.

Which upset me a little bit.

But if I’m being really honest, not talking about it was also a relief.

Avi ended up joining The Nanny crew this year. Eric and Danny Rivkin (The Rivkin Twins) dressed as Fran, and Grandma Yetta, and Josh went as Niles the butler. Ngabu made Avi a great ‘Chester the dog’ costume. They won the fancy dress competition.

The Nanny is one of the best finds on Stan in my opinion. It’s an old show from the 90s about a Jewish girl called Fran Fine who goes to work as a nanny for a wealthy family called the Sheffields. Fran, her mother Sylvia and her grandma Yetta all have outrageous fashion sense, which can only be described as ‘a bit extra’. They’re also extremely nasal and loud, which ‘bemuses’ and ‘amuses’ the Sheffields who are really posh.

A few years ago, my mum, Aunty Sarah and Bubi took Ron and I on the ferry to Taronga Zoo. Mum and Bubi made a lot of noise bickering about whether we should move inside to avoid the sun and the wind or not. I heard a posh woman nearby say, ‘I wonder if the cockatoos will squawk as loudly as these people?’ I wasn’t able to see the woman’s face but her tone of voice suggested she wasn’t amused. So that happened.

Usually, my family doesn’t agree on what to watch at night. Ron is obsessed with anime, Mum likes the news (boring) and Dad prefers medical shows, so he can say things like, ‘That would never happen in a real hospital!’ Dad would know because he’s a nurse, but Mum can’t handle seeing blood even if she knows it’s fake. All of us enjoy The Nanny though. Mum, Dad and Aunty Sarah remember watching it when they were young. In fact, it has become a Sellek family tradition to cosy up on our worn grey couch on a Saturday night to watch a few episodes together. Even Sarah joins us if she’s home or awake.

But these days, she’s very rarely awake.

Even in the middle of the day.
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These days, if Aunty Sarah isn’t sleeping, she’s smoking cigarettes. Sarah’s habit is literally the only thing she does that I don’t like. In fact, the whole family hates that she smokes.

Dad’s always complaining: ‘Doesn’t she know how bad it is for her health?’ and ‘That smell is stinking out the entire block!’

That’s when Mum shakes her head in defeat and says, ‘I’ve tried everything to make her stop.’

My mum is Aunty Sarah’s older sister, so she’s used to telling her what to do.

Last summer, Avi and Josh came over on literally the hottest day ever. We went round to the back of my house to cool off with the hose and on our way, we caught a big whiff of fumes drifting out of Aunty Sarah’s shed.

‘My dad said your aunty is a bludger!’ Josh exclaimed.

‘No, she isn’t,’ I snapped.

‘But she’s always in that shed—’

‘Shut up, Josh,’ said Avi.

We tiptoed towards the shed and stood on some loose bricks to peep through the window. In the spaces between the gingham curtains, we saw Sarah and her friend Amy flopped on the futon. They both looked like they’d just run a marathon. Amy is a tattoo artist and she has the longest dreadlocks I’ve ever seen. When I squinted my eyes a little, I noticed that Amy was tickling Sarah’s face with one of her dreadlocks which made Aunty Sarah giggle.

‘It’s Wednesday today,’ Josh whispered. ‘Why isn’t she at work?’

When Zaide, Mum and Sarah’s dad, died five years ago, Mum started working more and Sarah started working less. I’ve recently figured out that when Sarah works less, she tends to smoke more.

A week after Zaide’s funeral, Mum was back to her job on a building site.

‘There’s no point sitting around feeling sorry for ourselves,’ Mum said at breakfast, looking out the kitchen window towards the shed at the end of the driveway.

She was extra late to dinner that night.

‘When your mum’s at work, she doesn’t have time to think about how sad she is,’ Dad explained, eyeing her uneaten bowl of cold mac and cheese on the table.

‘Maybe you should try working more, Aunty Sarah!’ six-year-old me innocently suggested. Sarah started to laugh and cry at the same time. I’d never seen anyone do that before.

Later that evening, when Aunty Sarah was back in the shed, Dad told me that Sarah was especially sad, because she and Zaide were very close. Zaide used to stick up for Sarah when Bubi was hard on her for being a black sheep. A black sheep is someone who is different to the rest of the family. Maybe you already knew that. Mum says that it’s difficult to stand up to Bubi because of how ‘strong-willed’ she is. That’s why Bubi was in charge of chasing up the overdue payments from customers at the old butcher shop. Even though Bubi approved of Sarah teaching English to adults during the day, she did not like the fact that Sarah performed stand-up comedy at night.

Bubi never went to see Sarah on stage.

‘The standing comedy is for shmucks,’ she said.

Aunty Sarah only teaches a few days a week now and she doesn’t perform at night any more. She’s still funny though. Even when she’s in a mood, she makes us laugh. There’s only one topic Sarah will never make a joke about: what happened to Bubi’s family during the holocaust in the Second World War.

I don’t know exactly what happened to Bubi’s family during the Second World War.

All I know is that something bad happened and it’s the reason Aunty Sarah doesn’t believe in God.
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Rabbi Ezra says God doesn’t have a body, so God can’t be a man or a woman. But everyone calls God a ‘He’ and ‘He’ has a deep man’s voice in all the vintage movies we watch in Jewish studies. I imagine that God looks like a big cloud with an old man’s face in the middle. Rabbi Ezra says God is everywhere ALL THE TIME, which means God saw me pick my nose and eat it when I was little.

Aunty Sarah doesn’t believe that God is real. Sarah said if there really was a god then SHE (Sarah always refers to God as a woman) wouldn’t have let Bubi’s family suffer so much in the holocaust during the Second World War. But Bubi believes in God even though Bubi was a starving baby.

Bubi has never told me about how badly she starved.

I only know about it because Aunty Sarah said so, during a pause in the holocaust movie Schindler’s List last year. She let me watch the WHOLE thing with her while my parents went to dinner at The Gundel Restaurant for Dad’s birthday. When Mum and Dad got home, the credits were playing.

‘This really isn’t an appropriate film for a child,’ Dad said.

‘It’s about time Natalie learned the truth,’ Sarah replied.

Mum looked at Aunty Sarah with disappointment.

‘If you want me to watch Disney movies instead,’ Sarah said, ‘you’ll have to pay me for the babysitting.’

Sarah didn’t get out of bed the next day.

Sarah’s moods have been getting even worse over the past month and they’re particularly bad on the days Bubi comes over. Sometimes Aunty Sarah won’t even come out of the shed for days at a time after she sees Bubi. I’m really worried about her. I’m also worried about Bubi and my parents who are worried about Aunty Sarah. And worried about money. Sometimes I get so worried that I start to cry and I can’t stop. The imaginary dusty moths in my chest flutter really fast and it literally feels like they’re flying right up into my throat, blocking the airway.

Dad’s trying to convince Sarah to see a friendly doctor from the hospital to help her sleep less during the day. This friendly doctor doesn’t act like he’s better than the nurses which is why my dad feels comfortable talking to him about Aunty Sarah. Some of the other school dads act like they’re better than my dad too, because it’s unusual for Jewish men to be nurses. Like Bubi always says to Mum, ‘You should have married the doctor.’

In Year Two, Josh ran up to me while I was playing elastics and said, ‘Your dad’s a poof!’ I didn’t know what ‘poof’ meant, but I thought it must have been an insult because of the way Josh pointed at me and laughed like a Disney villain. I started to cry. That evening, I told my parents what Josh had said. My parents told me that sometimes ignorant people use ‘poof’ as a mean way of saying ‘gay’ and that ‘gay’ shouldn’t be used as an insult, and that Dad wasn’t even gay. They said I should never repeat the word ‘poof’ and that Josh was only being naughty because he was feeling emotional about his parents’ divorce. So that happened.

Josh is the only person I know who frustrates Mrs Detta more than I do. That’s partly because he’s left-handed, so there are always smudges of ink all over his exercise books. Mrs Detta often says, ‘Josh, I just don’t know how you ever managed to get your pen licence.’

Mum is project managing Josh’s home renovations at the moment. Sometimes Josh comes over when my mum needs to show his dad some granite or paint samples. After Josh and his dad leave, I usually repeat whatever mean thing he said during the visit, like: ‘If your mum’s a builder then why is your house falling apart?’ or ‘Where does your dad hide his nursing dress?’ Dad and Mum just shake their heads and say something like: ‘Ignore him Natalie,’ or ‘Poor Josh is still very affected by the divorce.’

Josh’s parents have been divorced for four years now, but he’s still quite cruel.

‘Lots of people have divorced parents and they’re not savage like Josh!’ I argue.

‘Well Josh’s parents’ divorce was especially bad, so you shouldn’t judge, Nutty.’

I suppose it would be hard to have your Family Smell sliced in half.

Since his dad’s renovations began, Josh’s Family Smell has been taken over by sawdust and spray paint. Usually, it’s similar to hair gel, ear wax and frankfurt sausages.

Last year, Avi and I discovered that Josh’s dad asked my mum to be his girlfriend when they were teenagers but my mum said NO.

‘Imagine if they had got married,’ said Avi once. ‘You and Josh could have been brother and sister!’

We made vomiting noises and laughed so hard, a little bit of pish came out. I had to change into the spare pair of undies I keep at the bottom of my schoolbag.

Avi and I haven’t laughed together this entire year.
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When I want to distract myself from all the things that make me worry, I think about Kain Kohn. Even saying his name makes my jaw feel tingly. Kain Kohn. Kain Kohn is our bat mitzvah teacher’s son and he has a dimple in his chin! I get to see Kain every Wednesday afternoon at bat mitzvah practice and I’ll be seeing more of him later in the year when we start meeting two times a week with his mum, Rose.

My bat mitzvah lessons take place in the hall next to the King Solomon Synagogue under the wall with the copper plaques on it. When we were little, Josh said that the plaques were miniature graves, with ashes of dead people inside them.

‘That’s why the hall is haunted,’ Josh whispered.

Avi’s mum Ling Gluck said that wasn’t true. Most Jewish people don’t turn to ash when they die, they get buried in a cemetery that takes an hour to drive to. That’s where Zaide is now.

The boys are obsessed with what happens at bat mitzvah practice.

‘What do you do there?’ they’re always asking.

Sometimes Shayna and I joke around and tell the boys that we look at naked pictures of women and learn about S.E.X. but that couldn’t be further from the truth. At bat mitzvah practice, we just sit in a circle on the floor and read through the ceremony script which Rabbi Ezra wrote. Rose sits on a chair off to the side, balancing the script on her knees and scribbles down notes about our allocated parts and formations.

Our bat mitzvah script has a lot of references to Israel in it, because Israel is an important place for the Jewish people. I’ve never been there, but Bubi always says, ‘If they kick us out from Australia, we will need to move to Israel.’ I suggested that we talk about that in the ceremony, but Rose didn’t think Rabbi Ezra would approve it. It seems like none of our ideas would be approved by Rabbi Ezra and the script sounds a lot like a Wikipedia page if I’m being really honest. Here’s one of Jessica B.’s lines:

‘As a consequence of conquering the land, each of the twelve tribes of Israel was distributed an independent territory to settle.’

I asked Rose if the twelve tribes of Israel had anything to do with girls having a bat mitzvah at the age of twelve and she looked like I’d told her to solve a Monday Maths Challenge without a calculator.

‘The twelve tribes of Israel were led by men actually, so I’m not sure why . . . I’ll have to ask the rabbi and get back to you on that one, Natalie.’

At bat mitzvah practice this week, while Rose was writing down another question to bring to the rabbi, Jessica M. turned to me and asked, ‘What’s Avi doing this afternoon?’

That’s when I realised I had absolutely no idea.

The realisation led to the ‘ball in my stomach’ feeling, so I ran to the bathroom. The ‘ball in my stomach’ feeling is similar to the ‘needing to do a poo’ feeling. But I never ended up doing a poo, because the synagogue bathroom is technically a public toilet and I get stage fright in public toilets. I’ve only ever been able to do a poo in Bubi’s toilet and my own. It’s really inconvenient. It’s also a big secret and none of my friends know about this problem. Except for Avi.

After I did five party blowouts by the bathroom hand-dryers, I came back to the hall and focused my energy on watching Kain do his homework in the corner. Kain’s homework took half an hour as usual. Then he watched videos on his phone for a bit like he always does and played handball against the outside wall while he waited for our lesson to end. As well as having the cutest dimple in his chin, Kain has the coolest Two Block hairstyle and sparkly green eyes. If you haven’t guessed by now, I have a MAJOR crush on him.

If I had to choose between Kain and Harry Styles, I’d obviously choose Harry Styles because he’s famous and then I’d be famous too, just for being his girlfriend. But Harry lives between London and Los Angeles and Kain lives in Sydney so I have a better chance with Kain. (I’ve thought about this a lot.) Also, Kain doesn’t have a billion fans to compete with.

I don’t know much about Kain because he’s very shy and never talks to The Bat Mitzvah Girls. If I was allowed Snapchat or TikTok I could probably stalk him and find out what he’s into. But I can’t do that. So, all I know about Kain is:

[image: ] he likes handball

[image: ] he goes to King David High

[image: ] he’s a fast reader

[image: ] his preferred afternoon snack is an apple (Granny Smith)

[image: ] he must be into K-pop because of his Two Block haircut

[image: ] his mother is Rose and she’s from South Africa, so maybe Kain was born there too?

If Avi and I were still best friends, she and I would have scrolled through my mum’s contacts during the Passover holidays, found Rose Kohn’s number and called it from a private number. Avi would have pretended to be conducting a survey about high school students and asked Rose what her kid’s favourite music was. If Rose had said, ‘My son likes K-pop,’ then the next time I saw Kain, I would have said ‘I just love BTS!’ really loudly, while casually walking past. Kain might have thought, Wow, Natalie and I have so much in common. Or if Avi dared me enough times, like double-dog dared me, I would’ve walked right up to him at practice while he was bouncing his handball and said, ‘Hi Kain, a few of us are thinking of going to the BTS concert next month, would you like to come?’ That would’ve been the start of our relationship.

But Avi doesn’t come to bat mitzvah practice any more.
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When the dressmaker asked me to step onto the podium in her studio, so she could take my measurements, I felt like a celebrity. She assured me that my design was stylish, sophisticated and most importantly – completely original. My worst nightmare would be to show up to the synagogue with the same dress as someone else! To help alleviate my worries, Mum has promised to ask the other Bat Mitzvah Mothers for hints at their second meeting this afternoon, although Mum’s pretty annoyed that she has to go at all.

‘Would it hurt any of the fathers to come?’ she gripes.

Even though all the parents get emailed bat mitzvah updates, none of the dads have ever gone to a meeting.

‘You know I’d be there if I didn’t have a shift.’ Dad always tries his best to calm Mum down.

It rarely works.

Mum continued to clomp around the kitchen going on and on about ‘inequality between the sexes’.

This afternoon, The Bat Mitzvah Mothers need to choose a template for the official ceremony invitation. Mum is hoping this meeting will be less dramatic than the one which took place at the start of the year. None of The Bat Mitzvah Girls were meant to be at the most dramatic bat mitzvah meeting, but my after-school session with the Education Support Person finished early, so I decided to sit outside the synagogue hall and peek through the gap in the door that was left ajar.

The most dramatic bat mitzvah meeting was arranged for the parents (mothers) to agree on the fabric that would be purchased in bulk for our bat mitzvah dresses.

‘Of course, as per usual, you are all able to choose your own style of dress for your girls and you can use your preferred tailor if you are unable to sew yourself,’ said Jessica B.’s mother. ‘But Rabbi Ezra insists that the four following rules be adhered to:

[image: ] hems must be below the knee

[image: ] shoulders must be covered

[image: ] stockings are compulsory

[image: ] no embellishments like sequins or rhinestones.’

After a few fabric samples were passed around, Avi’s mum Ling politely asked the group if it might be easier to simply decide on a common colour, like navy blue, so that everyone could buy a dress or a pant suit from whatever shop they liked.

‘As long as we stick to the same colour scheme?’ Ling scanned the circle.

Jessica M.’s mum and my mum nodded their heads encouragingly.

But the other mums tut-tutted, sniggered and rolled their eyes.

‘First, she wants her name to be Avi,’ Shayna’s mum scoffed, ‘then she wants to wear shorts to school and now she wants to dress like a boy for her bat mitzvah too?’

‘It’s a BAT mitzvah, not a BAR mitzvah,’ Jessica B.’s mother chimed in. ‘Girls can’t wear pants to synagogue.’

Ling blushed and wrung her hands. Then she excused herself to use the toilet.

Five minutes later, when Ling hadn’t returned, Mum got up from her seat and made her way to the bathroom. I bolted into the hall and followed Mum. Ling was sniffling in one of the cubicles.

‘Avi has been doing so well since the school finally let her wear sports shorts every day, instead of the girls’ pinafore,’ Ling cried. ‘If they force her to wear a dress to the bat mitzvah, it might set her back months.’

Then Mum asked me to wait for her outside the bathrooms. So that happened.

Last year, when the school was still making Avi wear a pinafore, when she wasn’t allowed to use the neutral bathroom with the wheelchair emoji on the door and when everyone insisted on calling her Aviva, Avi missed a lot of school. It started as a day here and there at the start of term four, then two days in a row, then days turned into weeks. I would try to FaceTime her in the afternoons from Sarah’s phone, but she didn’t pick up that often. One evening, Aunty Sarah said, ‘That’s it, we’re going over.’ She gathered up my homework and some of her favourite books, grabbed Mum’s keys and shooed me to the car.

Avi and I sat in her living room.

We didn’t talk about anything deep, like ‘challenging emotions’.

Avi just helped me get through my homework.

And laughed when I told her my latest idea for a story about being stuck on a deserted island that only grows dessert. A dessert-ed island.

Ling walked me and Aunty Sarah to the car and said that my visit made Avi ‘feel like Avi again’.

‘We’re going to do this every day until Avi wants to come back to school,’ Sarah yawned, pulling out of the Gluck’s driveway.

So we did.

But Avi didn’t return to Year Five.

I wasn’t even sure she’d start Year Six with us.

Until The Honourable Justice Morris Gluck got involved before the start of this year and changed everything. He’s a high court judge and one of the most powerful people in the Jewish community, so if you want to get something done, you call Judge Morris Gluck for help. He also happens to be Avi’s grandfather, which is why we just get to call him GG (short for Grandpa Gluck). GG must have said something pretty important to the school because on the very first day of Year Six, all the teachers began saying, ‘Hi Avi, nice to see you!’ and Avi got to wear sports shorts every day of the week.
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Avi doesn’t want to be a boy exactly. She just doesn’t feel quite right wearing a dress or a netball skirt. Or a swimming costume without board shorts and a T-shirt on top. Last year, Ling asked Avi if she might be non-binary after they watched a documentary on ABC iview together. Even though Avi doesn’t really feel like a boy or a girl, she also doesn’t want to be labelled as non-binary. Avi doesn’t like labels. She just wants to be Avi.

Mum and Dad thought that I should watch the documentary too. I had to do five party blower inhale-exhales halfway through. When it was over, I asked my parents if Avi would get upset if I called her a ‘her’.

‘That’s a question for Avi,’ said Dad.

I was too nervous to ask Avi about it though.

I didn’t want to make her feel cringy.

So Mum texted Ling, and Ling wrote back, ‘We spoke about that last night actually . . . for now, Avi doesn’t mind if people keep saying she/her.’

Because King Solomon Synagogue only has two sections, for ‘boys’ and ‘girls’, Avi sits with the girls when we go there for morning prayers. Clearly, some of the parents and teachers at school only have two sections in their brain too, because Mum and Dad still hear complaints about Avi’s name and uniform change.

Sometime last year, when Avi was over, Aunty Sarah told her that they were both ‘non-conformists’ which means they refuse to follow the crowd or act the way everyone else does. Maybe you already knew that. But later, Avi told me non-conformists can at least make decisions about the way they behave. Avi didn’t feel like she had a choice because wearing the compulsory swimming costume at the school carnival made her nauseous and vomiting isn’t usually something people can control. It’s a shame Avi had to go home and didn’t compete in any races. As well as being really smart, she’s literally the best swimmer at our school.

Bubi often says, ‘That child is having the Identity Crisis because her mother wasn’t born Jewish.’ When Bubi first mentioned that, Mum, Dad and Aunty Sarah all said: ‘Nonsense’ and ‘Would you stop it?’ and ‘Ma, please, enough!’ at the same time. Bubi pursed her lips while she huffed away chopping carrots for the soup that was boiling in our kitchen. I think Bubi only has two sections in her brain as well, but she’s old so there isn’t a lot we can do about it.

Avi’s mum Ling is Chinese–Australian and she didn’t grow up Jewish. She became Jewish as an adult to marry Avi’s dad Barry a few years before Avi was born.

When my neighbour Athena first learned that Avi was Jewish, she said, ‘Oh I didn’t know you could be Jewish and Asian at the same time.’

‘Yep.’ Avi smiled into the hole in our fence. ‘We come in all shapes and sizes.’

Avi is kind of quiet but when she does speak up, it’s worth listening to. My parents keep reminding me how brave she is. Like they did last week, when I told them how Avi brought the Jewish Newspaper article about Shmuel Dreyfus to school for current affairs.

‘Shmuel Dreyfus is a transgender man who is trying to become a rabbi,’ said Avi, standing in front of the class. I noticed her hands were shaking. ‘Growing up in Sydney, Shmuel might have looked like a girl on the outside, but he always knew he was boy on the inside.’

‘Are you a transformer, Avi?’ Shayna smirked.

Some of the kids started to giggle.

I waited for Avi to snap back but she just looked at Shayna blankly.

A few more people giggled.

Even though I didn’t think it was funny, laughter can be contagious sometimes, especially during awkward silences so I giggled a bit too.

When Avi still hadn’t moved or said anything, I looked to Mrs Detta, hoping she’d intervene. She was distracted with something on her phone.

Should I say something? I thought, biting my fingernail.

The Rivkin Twins beat me to it.

‘They’re called trans people, not transformers,’ said Eric.

‘Stop using inconclusive language, Shayna,’ Danny echoed.

‘It’s non-inclusive language,’ Shayna replied. ‘Idiot.’

Shayna’s insult boiled over the tension and the class exploded into ‘Ooohs’ and ‘She called Danny an idiot!’ and ‘Mrs Detta, Shayna just bullied someone again!’ Just as Mrs Detta raised her head, Rabbi Ezra burst into the room. He must have been walking past and happened to hear the uproar. Avi was standing directly in Rabbi Ezra’s line of sight, still holding up the article which featured a large photo of Shmuel Dreyfus.

‘Put that away.’ Rabbi Ezra’s nostrils were flaring with rage. ‘Mrs Detta, you should know better than to allow such topics to be discussed without my prior knowledge!’

Avi folded the image carefully and slid it into her shorts.

Then she sat down with the rest of the class.

I noticed she was running the tip of her tongue along her top teeth.

A few days later, every student in Year Six found a photocopy of the article in their schoolbag.

I showed Mum, Dad and Aunty Sarah that evening.

‘Bless our brave Avi Gluck,’ said Aunty Sarah.

So that happened.

When Mum and I got home from the most dramatic bat mitzvah meeting at the start of the year, Dad, Ron and Aunty Sarah were sitting around the kitchen table finishing up dinner. Mum told everyone about Ling crying in the toilet cubicle. Then she asked me if I wanted to leave the bat mitzvah group to have a separate ceremony with Avi.

‘No!’ I screamed.

I screamed no because I was already in love with the fabric that was decided upon while Mum stayed with Ling in the bathroom: iridescent two-tone acetate taffeta in magenta and lilac. My designs were coming along nicely and I couldn’t wait to visit the dressmaker. Normal dresses never look good on me, because clothes in kid sizes are too babyish, but I don’t have boobs yet so the adult sizes gape around the chest area. Also, Rose Kohn said I have a lovely speaking voice and that’s why I had the most lines out of everyone at the moment. Also, I get to see Kain at bat mitzvah practice. Finally, when school went back at the start of the year, Avi started playing basketball with The Rivkin Twins and Josh every day at lunch. I’ve barely spoken to her because I prefer to practise TikTok dances with Shayna, Jessica M. and Jessica B. I figured that if I left the bat mitzvah group, they probably won’t want me around at lunch and then I’d have absolutely no one to hang out with.

‘I’m disappointed with that answer, Nutty,’ said Mum. ‘But at the end of the day, I’ll support whatever decision you make.’

‘Why don’t we just skip the bat mitzvah altogether?’ Dad was washing the dishes at this point. ‘We can save the money and put it towards a family holiday!’

I gave him a death stare.

Aunty Sarah shook her head and gazed into her toast crumbs. She was in one of her moods that evening.

I heard Mum on the phone to Ling after dinner.

‘I’m sorry, Ling,’ sighed Mum. ‘Natalie wants to stay in the group.’

I haven’t FaceTimed Avi since then. I’m scared Ling might pick up the Gluck Family iPad and think, Oh look, it’s the terrible friend, before turning off the screen.

Every so often, I think that maybe I am a terrible friend and that I should have agreed to Mum’s suggestion. I quickly swallow that feeling to stop the dusty moths from fluttering in my chest.


[image: ]

Falling leaves always remind me of the Gluck Garden in autumn. The Glucks love trees and flowers. They have a lemon tree in their front yard and a bowl of citrus fruit on their kitchen bench. Basically every room in the house is bursting with pot plants, which probably explains their ‘earthy’ Family Smell. If you ever visit the Glucks, expect to get sprayed with water when you walk past Ling in the hallway while she’s tending to a fern. Barry loves working in the garden too; the vegetable patch and compost are his pride and joy. I used to spend a lot of time at the Glucks’ place on the weekends whenever Mum, Dad and Aunty Sarah had to work at the same time. Ling stopped being an architect after Avi was born and Barry has a ‘No Working On Weekends’ policy.

I haven’t been to their place in months.

Avi started to do more weekend sport this year.

She probably doesn’t even miss me.

Mum and Dad have been working on Sundays heaps lately, so Ron and I have just been hanging around the house. Aunty Sarah lets us watch and eat whatever we want! Sometimes, she shows me clips of her favourite comedians and explains the mature jokes to me.

If Aunty Sarah’s in a mood on a Sunday, then Ron and I have to go to Bubi’s place for the entire day. Bubi can’t drive and she doesn’t like going out much, so we stay inside her apartment which smells like cleaning chemicals and piles of damp newspaper.

In the mornings, Ron dresses up in Zaide’s old shirts and trousers and I put on some of the hilarious outfits Mum and Aunty Sarah used to wear when they were teenagers. Bubi started collecting clothes and trinkets as soon as she arrived in Australia and she hasn’t thrown anything out. Dad says people who keep everything like Bubi does are called ‘hoarders’. Maybe you already knew that.

‘Ma, can we sell these mismatched tea sets? No one is ever going to use them,’ Mum implores.

‘Don’t touch!’ Bubi wails.

‘Ma, can we talk about you moving into the Lazarus Village?’

‘Don’t talk!’ Bubi wails.

Bubi is VERY UNHAPPY about the idea of moving into the Lazarus Village which is where Jewish people go when they’re old. It’s mostly because she’s very attached to her apartment on top of the family’s old butcher shop. She’s especially attached to all the things inside the apartment which are like old memories she doesn’t want to forget. Her oldest and most precious collectables are the tarnished silver candlesticks she keeps above the lounge room television during the day. They belonged to Zaide. At night, Bubi locks them in her bedside drawer and sleeps with the key around her neck.

When Bubi asks us to get something from the back room (which Ron and I call The Dark Room because it’s always dim and cold), Ron and I play scissors, paper, rock. The loser has to run in and out of The Dark Room as fast as they can. There’s a real flat fox skin WITH A FACE in there and Bubi keeps it spread out on the floor. I’m literally getting goosebumps just thinking about it.

Around midday, Bubi makes us eat salty chicken soup which goes into the microwave like jelly and comes out steaming hot and runny. Bubi watches us swallow each mouthful and gets very offended if Ron or I refuse to eat anything served to us. She was very hungry during the war and again in the refugee camp, so she doesn’t like to let a single morsel of food go to waste.

After lunch, Bubi sinks into her velvety tangerine recliner in the lounge room and watches soap operas on regular TV. She doesn’t have any streaming services! Bubi explains the melodramatic love triangles to us during the commercial breaks. A lot of people cheat on their partners on soap operas, I’ve noticed.

The late afternoon is Bubi’s preferred time of day for a lecture. Usually, she’ll hassle Ron and I about our grades. More recently, she’s been nagging me to get Mum and Dad to change their minds about the vegetarian catering for my bat mitzvah in November.

‘Tell them to use the Shtetl Schnitzels!’

As soon as Bubi starts defrosting milk on the stove, Ron and I furiously text Mum to come and pick us up. If we don’t get a response after five minutes, we ACTUALLY CALL HER to ask what’s taking so long! We need Mum to intervene, because warm defrosted milk is literally the most disgusting thing in the world. You can probably guess how Bubi reacts when Ron and I tell her that we don’t want to drink it.

‘We’re the boss of our bodies and our bodies do not want us to drink that!’ we squeal in turns.

‘I will not unlock the door until you drink the cup of milk!’ Bubi wails.

I love my bubi but she’s ‘very hard to be around’ as my parents would say.

She’s nothing like Avi’s grandmothers. Barry’s mum (Nanna Gluck) makes sour cherry cake and gives lots of hugs. Ling’s mum (Ngabu) lets us use all of her special calligraphy pens and whips out her toothy grin a lot. Sometimes I think it’s unfair that Avi gets two pleasant grandmothers. Then I feel guilty because I know Bubi tries her best. I just don’t like it when she goes on and on and ON about things like the schnitzels. And Mum’s childhood friend Martin. I can’t remember how many times Bubi has said: ‘Martin Meyer’s parents offered me $18,000 for your mother’s hand in marriage! She should have married Martin Meyer, The Rich Doctor instead of your father, The Poor Nurse!’

Ron and I have never met Martin Meyer, The Rich Doctor and Mum says that’s because she hasn’t heard from him in twenty-five years. Dad thinks Martin Meyer, The Rich Doctor isn’t even a real person and that Bubi made him up just so she’d have someone to constantly compare Dad to.

I know we’re supposed to respect our elders and not answer back, but I do. ‘If Mum had married Martin Meyer, The Rich Doctor,’ I say, ‘then Ron and I would have never been born.’

Bubi always replies the same way: ‘So, your mother would have had other children who study more than the two of you.’

I do study pretty hard already, so I’m not sure what ‘more’ I can do. Every Friday, my alarm goes off fifteen minutes earlier than usual so that I can practise my Hebrew vocabulary for the weekly test. While the sun is still rising, I sit on the broken exercise bike in Mum and Dad’s room and play back the words Bubi has previously spoken into my phone. I can remember every single word perfectly when I say them aloud. But all of our Hebrew tests are written, so I tend to do poorly. I bet you can guess who always aces the weekly Hebrew test . . . Avi. Bubi probably wishes Avi was her granddaughter instead.
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Jessica B. thinks it’s unfair that I get to say the most words out of anyone in the bat mitzvah script. She counted them.

‘It was impossible to share the lines one hundred per cent equally.’ Our bat mitzvah teacher Rose looked exasperated.

‘I don’t mind if you have more lines that me, Nutty,’ whispered Jessica M. ‘You’re a much better public speaker than me.’

I wish Jessica M. had projected her compliment a bit more, so that Kain could have overheard her from his homework spot in the corner.

My Education Support Person thinks my writing issues have strengthened my ‘oral language skills’.

Like talking.

And telling stories.

I definitely take after my dad in that way. Dad hated school because he had trouble writing his ideas down on paper too. Education Support People didn’t exist in the 80s and 90s when Dad went to school because dysgraphia hadn’t been invented yet. After Dad finished Year Twelve, he volunteered as a medic in Israel. The experience made him consider becoming a doctor, but Dad isn’t academic either, so he failed the medicine entry test. Dad loves his nursing job and likes talking about anything with a medical theme. When he isn’t on night shift, he’ll tell me and Ron a medical-themed bedtime story. Unless I’m behind on a book that Mrs Detta has prescribed to our class, then Mum will read that to us. Mum is a much faster reader than I am and I find her voice soothing. If I’m worried about something, I find it really difficult to fall asleep. When this happens, Mum has to pat my back to help me relax, like she did when I was a baby.

Since Sarah taught me about the holocaust in the Second World War, I’ve been worried that the police will start arresting my parents for being Jewish. That’s what I think about when they’re late picking me up from school. Ron and I have to wait at the school office at least two times per week because Dad sometimes gets held up in the emergency room and Mum often has to deal with a crisis on a building site. Last week, Ron went to a friend’s house in the afternoon and I had to wait for Mum at the school office without him.

I was the last person to be picked up.

It was the loneliest I’ve ever felt.

I started crying as soon as I got into the car, even though I’d had a pretty good day otherwise.

‘Nutty, the holocaust was eighty years ago,’ Mum handed me a tissue. ‘The police would never arrest us for being Jewish in this day and age.’

‘But Aunty Sarah said that the Australian Government is racist—’

‘Sarah says a lot of inappropriate things.’ Mum turned up the radio volume. ‘Hey, it’s my song!’

Mum started to sing one of her favourite classic hits (off-key). All of her favourites are about kissing, breaking a heart or loving someone so much it physically hurts. Which literally makes no sense.

We stopped at a traffic light and the people in the car next to us could see right through our window.

‘Mum, can you stop please?’

She started to belt it out even louder.

Mum loves embarrassing me in the car. If Dad is driving and the ‘Macarena’ comes on the radio, Mum will do all the arm movements from the passenger seat. Lately she’s been shouting, ‘This is a classic bat mitzvah song, Nutty!’ over the chorus. Dad and Ron laugh with her. I put my head between my legs so that no one can see me.

Luckily, only the people inside our car have to hear my dad’s terrible jokes. Like the time we drove past a sign that read, ‘Welcome to Kingsford’ and Dad said, ‘Where do kings buy their cars? Kings-Ford.’

He snort-laughed while the rest of us wrinkled our noses. I guess a lot of funny and cringy things happen when we’re all together in the car.

Other than being late a lot and quite embarrassing in the car, there’s only one other issue I have with my parents: they make me and Ron do swimming on Saturday afternoons which I despise. I always come last in the compulsory race at the end of the session which does wonders for my confidence (I’m being sarcastic). The only bright side to swimming is that it’s close to KFC, which we drive through on the way home. Mum and Dad have to make sure that all the containers are thrown into the Theodopolis’s bin next door. Sometimes Bubi looks through our rubbish and she would be outraged if she knew we were eating KFC because KFC isn’t kosher. That means a religious Jewish man hasn’t slaughtered the chickens in a special way or inspected the kitchen to make sure that the milk and meat products haven’t touched. Jewish people aren’t supposed to mix milk and meat in the same meal. Maybe you already knew that.

Jessica M.’s family have two separate dishwashers, so that their milk and meat cutlery and plates don’t touch! The Miller Mansion is ‘strictly kosher’. The reason we’re not supposed to eat milk with meat is because it’s considered insulting to cook a dead animal in its mother’s milk. But Jewish people can’t eat chicken with milk either, even though chickens don’t make milk at all. This makes no sense to me. I asked Rabbi Ezra about it once, but he pretended not to hear me.

Even though Mum isn’t sure if she believes in God, she won’t have ice cream after she’s eaten a chicken fillet burger, because then the milk and meat would touch in her stomach. Mum told me and Ron that we could choose whether or not we wanted to be kosher, because Bubi never gave her and Aunty Sarah a choice and that made Mum feel trapped.

And it made Aunty Sarah angry at Bubi.

I know, I’m pretty lucky to have a mum like mine.

Today at lunchtime, Shayna told us that she’s fighting with her mum.

‘My mum is always at the gym.’ Shayna rolled her eyes. ‘Can you believe she chose to go to her favourite spin class over my dance concert?’

Then Shayna made us tell her something we hated about our mums.

‘My mum won’t let me eat sugar.’ Jessica B. shrugged.

‘My mum’s always pregnant,’ Jessica M. moaned. ‘Which means I have to help her look after my brothers!’

Then it was my turn.

‘My mum has been quite stressed lately,’ I grouched. ‘Especially when she comes home from a really important meeting with Mr Zimmel, The Accountant.’

I felt bad for complaining about Mum, but I couldn’t not complain about her when everyone else was.

I felt bad because some kids don’t even have mums. And we’re supposed to respect our elders. Like the way Mum never really complains about Bubi even though Bubi is very difficult to be around.

When Bubi shouts at us, Aunty Sarah’s always the one to fight back. Mum just sighs and shakes her head. After Bubi leaves, Mum looks at me and says, ‘Bubi’s had a hard life.’
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Even though Mum doesn’t like fighting with Bubi, she has no problem screaming at Dad.

And slamming the kitchen cupboards and drawers really loudly.

When Mum and Dad are having a BIG argument, Dad’s face literally turns into a beetroot. Ron and I stand frozen in the doorway, watching them throw insults at each other. Sometimes Ron sidles up next to me, holds onto my arm and whispers, ‘Do something.’ But I honestly don’t know what to do when they’re like that.

On Saturday, Mum and Dad had one of those BIG arguments.

Mum shouted, ‘Why wouldn’t you consult me before doing that, Loz?’ and Dad screamed, ‘I refuse to live with that woman!’ and ‘We can’t keep lying to ourselves. We need to start preparing!’

Then Mum ran to their room, sobbing.

Dad put on his tan leather jacket, got into the car and went for a drive. Driving helps Dad relax.

Ron and I thought Mum might want to speak to Aunty Sarah so we ran out to her shed. To our surprise, Sarah wasn’t curled up on her futon in her pyjamas. She was in her winter hoodie and jeans, packing a duffle bag.

‘Where are you going, Aunty Sarah?’ asked Ron.

‘I’m going to stay with Amy for a little bit.’ Amy is the tattoo artist with the dreadlocks.

‘Why?’ Ron whined.

‘Your mum needs to sell the shed,’ Aunty Sarah sighed.

‘Sell the shed?’ I gasped. ‘Why?’

‘That’s a question for your parents.’ Aunty Sarah rolled up her pyjama pants.

‘You can’t go,’ I panicked. ‘That will completely change our Family Smell! You can share my room.’

‘I think I’m a bit old to share a room with you, Nutty.’

‘Why don’t you stay with Bubi?’ Ron asked.

‘Because there’s not enough room for me there, with all her junk,’ Sarah replied, winking at me.

Winking is what the adults in my family do when they’re telling a lie to Ron and they want me to know it.

‘Yeh,’ Ron agreed. ‘I wouldn’t be able to sleep in The Dark Room next to the flat fox skin with a face either.’

I started to feel nauseous with dread and clutched at random ideas to make Sarah stay.

I suggested she sleep:
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Aunty Sarah said those weren’t good options for her.

I fought back tears and held tightly onto Aunty Sarah’s hand as we walked down the road to the bus stop, but I couldn’t stay long because Mum hadn’t given me permission to leave. Also, I didn’t realise how cold it was outside.

I suppose winter has come early this year, I thought.

When I reached our place again, I turned around for a final wave, but Aunty Sarah couldn’t see me. She was looking in the opposite direction. Lighting up a cigarette.

About an hour later, Dad returned with some flat-pack boxes. Then he asked me and Ron to sit around the kitchen table with him and Mum.

‘Are you getting a divorce?’ asked Ron.

‘Did Mum cheat on you with Martin Meyer, The Rich Doctor?’ I gasped.

‘No, nothing like that,’ Dad began, ‘but there will be some major changes in our life.’

My nausea became more intense because I don’t like changes AT ALL.

You could say, I’m very frightened of change.

I rested my head on the kitchen table while Mum told us that we had to move out of our home as soon as possible because she and Dad couldn’t afford the mortgage repayments any more. Apparently, the people from the bank could come and kick us out any day they chose. I didn’t know exactly what ‘mortgage repayments’ meant, but I knew I was right about their meeting with Mr Zimmel, The Accountant. I just didn’t realise how bad their money problems actually were.

I started to cry.

‘Will we have to stay with Bubi?’ asked Ron.

‘No,’ said Dad.

Ron was relieved about not having to sleep next to the fox skin with a face. I didn’t say anything. I think I was in shock. Mum explained that we were going to rent a more affordable unit, further away from the city.

‘Will I still have my own room?’ asked Ron.

‘No, you kids will have to share,’ said Dad.

That’s when I started to cry even more.

‘Will I have to go to Waverley High next year?’ I asked, through my tears.

‘You’ll most likely be going to a public school, yes,’ said Mum, stroking my hair.

‘Do I have to return my bat mitzvah dress?’ I snivelled.

Mum explained that we couldn’t do that, because it’s tailor-made to my dimensions and she’d already paid for half of it.

I felt alright for a second.

Then I remembered that we were supposed to confirm my party venue by the end of the weekend. Shayna told me all the good places get booked out six months in advance and with only five months to go we were cutting it close already.

‘Is my bat mitzvah party cancelled?’

‘We’ll still celebrate your bat mitzvah, Nutty,’ Dad sighed. ‘It’ll just be a little bit different to how you’d imagined it.’

I howled like I’d just fallen off a trampoline.

So that happened.

We started packing our things in the afternoon and worked into the evening.

I got to miss Saturday afternoon swimming which was a small win. It also meant that I missed my weekly dose of KFC, a big loss.

Barry and Ling Gluck brought over pizza for dinner and stayed to help us pack some boxes. They didn’t smile at me like they usually would, but they didn’t ignore me either. It was hard to tell how mad they were about me staying in The Bat Mitzvah Girls group.

‘Avi will hopefully be over later,’ said Ling. ‘She’s with her ngabu and cousins in Canberra. They’ll drive back shortly.’

It had been ages since Avi had come over. And since we’d had a proper conversation.

I started to feel even more queasy. I didn’t even have any of the gelato Josh handed me when he and his dad arrived.

‘Sorry you’re homeless now,’ said Josh.

‘I’m not homeless,’ I replied.

‘You smell homeless,’ Josh grimaced.

Shut up, Josh, I imagined Avi saying.

‘Shut up, Josh,’ I huffed.

Thankfully, Mum suggested that Josh help Ron with his room. They didn’t get much packing done, but at least Josh kept Ron entertained. I heard them laughing together. It made sense because Josh has the maturity level of someone two years younger. I was glad Josh wasn’t there to see me cry when I packed my Barbies.

Shayna would be pleased to know that these are out of sight now, I thought. I texted Shayna to see if she wanted to come over and help me pack up the rest of my things.

She wrote back,

‘cant get a lift.

dads in melb and mums at gym

why are you moving’

‘I’ll tell you at school on Monday,’ I replied.

Then I turned up the volume to my Harry Styles playlist. I imagined Harry writing a song in his massive bedroom and wondered what Kain’s bedroom might look like while I shoved my clothes into bags.

‘I think it’s time we call it a day,’ said Dad.

It was 9 pm and everyone was exhausted. Josh had even fallen asleep on the beanbag in Ron’s room.

‘Looks like Avi and Ngabu won’t be back in Sydney for another hour.’ Ling’s phone lit up her face. ‘Traffic jam!’

I felt a little bit upset that Avi hadn’t made it. But also a little bit relieved, if I’m being really honest.

I was nervous someone would make me apologise for being such a bad friend.

Our friendship anklet rubbed at my skin.

Even though it was well past Ron and my bedtime, Dad thought it would be nice if we all watched an episode of The Nanny. It was Saturday night after all. I could barely concentrate because I realised it would be one of the last times the four of us sat around this lounge room together.

I had only ever had one lounge room my ENTIRE LIFE.

I love our lounge room, I thought.

I love our house.

With its safe and comfortable Family Smell in every corner.

I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that the unit might have a really weird smell which could overpower the Family Smell that had been seeping into our worn grey couch for the last decade. There were too many shot-put balls in my stomach and dusty moths in my chest to count. Mum could tell I was getting agitated, so she handed me the party blower we keep by the remote basket.

The front door opening and slamming shut was a welcome distraction from my worries, but a momentary one. We recognised Bubi’s shuffled footsteps down our hallway, almost immediately.

‘Here we go,’ muttered Dad.

Bubi walked into the lounge room and threw a ‘Welcome to Lazarus Village’ pamphlet at my mum.

‘WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?’ she wailed.

Bubi looked angry.

Really angry.

Like someone who had just discovered her children were eating KFC behind her back.

‘I told you I will not go to the farshtunken Lazarus Village!’

Dad led me and Ron to our mostly empty rooms.

As he was tucking me into bed, I noticed an expression on his face that I’d never seen before.

He looked like he was going to cry.

‘Dad . . . are you okay?’

‘Yep, I’m fine,’ Dad’s voice wavered. ‘Now, you get some sleep.’

But I couldn’t sleep.

It’s hard to sleep over Bubi’s loud screaming.
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‘Why does Bubi have to move into the Lazarus Village?’ I whispered.

Mum, Dad, Ron and I were sitting around our kitchen table for our last Sunday morning breakfast in my childhood home. We had to speak in hushed tones because Bubi was close by, going through the garbage bags that lined our hallway. She was making sure nothing ‘important’ had been thrown out during Saturday’s packing session.

Bubi thinks most things are ‘important’.

Like my baby teeth, which I was more than happy to part with.

Bubi put them in her cardigan pocket.

‘Well, Nutty, after the butcher shop closed down, Bubi didn’t have any income so your mother and I had to pay for Bubi’s rent. We thought that someone might buy the butchery business and then we could use that money to buy her apartment on top, but that didn’t happen.’ Dad shook his head.

I still don’t know exactly what ‘mortgage’, ‘income’ or ‘rent’ means, but I’m definitely not looking forward to getting them when I’m an adult. They seem rather stressful.

Ron slurped his cereal. ‘Why doesn’t Bubi come and live with us, if she’s scared of the Lazarus Village so much?’

Dad put his head in his hands.

‘I did consider that.’ Mum sipped her coffee. ‘But to be honest, Bubi didn’t want to move in with us. She needs her own space to—’

‘Who threw away these pills?’ Bubi screamed from the hallway.

‘I did,’ sighed Dad. ‘Because they expired five years ago.’

‘Ya, the nurse thinks the pills expire,’ Bubi barked. ‘Any good doctor will tell you, the expire number is a lie.’

Bubi needs space to collect things. And Dad needs space from Bubi.

Which is why he spoke to Avi’s grandpa last week.

GG is the president of Lazarus Village and he was able to push Bubi to the top of the waiting list. Lots of old Jewish people want to live at the Lazarus Village because it’s like having a permanent holiday with friends.

Bubi doesn’t like going on holidays. She also doesn’t have any friends.

Bubi will have to stay in the public section of Lazarus Village, which means that the government will pay for her accommodation with the money it gets from taxes. It’s kind of like how they pay for public schools. Bubi’s room will also have an ensuite which is a bathroom that is directly connected to a bedroom. Maybe you already knew that. I’m relieved for Bubi that she’ll get an ensuite, because she doesn’t like sharing toilets either.

‘It’ll be a great new start for Bubi, I reckon.’ Dad nodded, as if he was agreeing with something that someone else had said. ‘A clean, uncluttered, new start.’

Bubi’s room in Lazarus Village will be much smaller than her old apartment on top of the old butcher shop. She won’t have space for all of Zaide’s clothes, the boxes of old newspapers and her velvety tangerine recliner. There is probably still space on the floor for the fox skin with a face, but Mum spent the rest of Sunday morning trying to talk Bubi into selling it to an antique store. Mum was in the middle of a point about animal cruelty when the doorbell rang. I looked through the peephole.

‘It’s Jessica M.’s dad,’ I said.

‘Did you invite him over, Loz?’ asked Mum.

‘No, I don’t even have the guy’s number.’

Mum opened the door apprehensively.

‘I heard you’re going through a hard time.’ Jessica M.’s dad was holding a tray of tuna dip bagels. ‘Jessica and her mum made you these. A secret Miller recipe, fresh out of the oven!’

Dad took the tray. ‘Thank you, that’s very thoughtful.’

Jessica M.’s dad peeped inside the house. ‘Should I come in for a cup of tea?’

‘I’ve packed away all the mugs,’ Mum said, regretfully. ‘We’ll definitely have you over in the new place.’

‘Where are you moving to?’ Jessica M.’s dad smiled. ‘How’s your mother, Bec? And how’s your sister Sarah doing? Will she move in with—’

‘Thanks again for the bagels.’ Dad waved goodbye with his spare hand and closed the door with his foot.

I looked through the peephole again and watched Jessica M.’s dad shrug and walk merrily back to his shiny car.

‘Where do the Millers find the time and energy to bake bagels, for heaven’s sake?’

Dad bit into one. ‘These are really good.’

Sunday afternoon saw Athena coming over with the Theodopolises. They wanted to help us pack. And say goodbye. Athena moved in next door when I was five years old. That’s more than half my lifetime ago!

‘I want you to have this Mati charm.’ Athena handed me a blue and black pendant in the shape of an eye. ‘It’s to ward off the evil spirits. My mum thinks your family needs it.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, dangling the charm against the light.

‘You should wear it around your neck or put it on your wall in your new place.’ Athena bounced onto my bed and sighed woefully. ‘I’m so upset that you’re leaving.’

‘I’m sad too.’ I frowned. ‘I’ll miss our hole-in-the-fence chats.’

‘Can I still come to your bat mitzvah party?’

‘Of course you can, Athena.’

I turned towards a moving box and pretended to rearrange some items inside, in case I started to cry again. Athena’s request reminded me of the fact that my favourite bat mitzvah venues were being booked out over the weekend, while I packed up my room.

It was like a colony of moths had just been let loose in my chest. I felt around in my pocket for my party blower.
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My parents thought it’d be best if Ron and I stayed with the Glucks on Monday and Tuesday night while Dad moved our stuff into the rented unit and Mum helped Bubi pack up the mountains of belongings in her apartment.

I did not like that idea at all. I WhatsApped Aunty Sarah to ask if I could stay with her at Amy’s place, but she didn’t write back. She was ‘last seen’ in May.

That’s strange, I thought. Maybe she needs to update the app.

Mum said she didn’t feel right asking the Millers if Ron and I could stay with them because Jessica M.’s mum is six months pregnant.

‘The Millers don’t need two extra kids to look after!’

I think the real reason Mum said no, was because she didn’t feel like getting stuck talking to Jessica M.’s dad at pick-up.

‘Can I stay at Shayna’s place then?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know her parents well enough, Nutty.’ Mum shook her head. ‘Ron won’t feel comfortable there either.’

At first, I was really nervous about going back to the Gluck house after all this time.

But Barry and Ling were chatty in a friendly way.

We had very little homework to do, so Avi and Ron spent most of the afternoon kicking a ball around the Gluck backyard. Thankfully, no one brought up the topic of me and Avi growing apart. The only awkward moment happened just before bed when Avi said: ‘So, you and Shayna seem to have a lot in common these days.’

A few dusty moths appeared in my stomach. I zipped up my winter sleeping bag on the trundle bed.

‘Yeh,’ I replied.

I thought back to the Monday prior, when I had gone to Shayna’s (very messy) two-storey house for the first time after school. It smelled like nail polish remover, dog food and canned peaches. Shayna and I decided to look up the answers to the maths homework at the back of the book (cheating!). This gave us more time to look at ‘short hairstyle’ TikToks on Shayna’s phone (her favourite pastime) and invent a secret handshake while listening to Harry Styles’s new album.

Avi started to run her tongue along her top teeth which is what she does when she’s deep in thought. I didn’t want the dusty moths to flutter any faster, or else I’d start to cry so I turned to face the wall.

‘Goodnight,’ I whispered.

I wasn’t sure what else to say. What else could I have said?

I couldn’t have spoken about Harry Styles’s new album because Avi doesn’t like pop music AT ALL.

I couldn’t have brought up my crush on Kain, because Avi’s never had a crush on anyone.

I couldn’t talk about the bat mitzvah, for obvious reasons.

I couldn’t tell her about Aunty Sarah leaving because that would only make Avi upset and she hasn’t been upset all year.

And I definitely couldn’t ask her why she thought Teddi had just been axed from Real Housewives because Avi thinks the Real Housewives suck!

We drifted off to sleep without getting the giggles like we used to.

So that happened.

On the second night with the Glucks, Barry took me, Avi and Ron to dinner at The Gundel Restaurant while Ling helped my mum at Bubi’s place. Avi’s older brother Asher joined us as well. He’s from Barry’s previous marriage, so he’s technically Avi’s half-brother. Asher is obsessed with Barry’s old rollerblades – he even wore them inside the restaurant and stumbled over the collection of faded rugs on the floor. The rugs match the tablecloths which are embroidered with traditional Hungarian designs. After we placed our orders, Asher, Ron and Avi started talking about the footy (boring!), so I opened WhatsApp. Shayna forwarded a few memes to The Bat Mitzvah Girls group before Jessica M. and Jessica B. offered potential reasons for Teddi’s elimination from Real Housewives. I suddenly thought, Maybe Teddi doesn’t have as much money as the others and she can’t afford the same lifestyle so they kicked her out.

A few dusty moths appeared in my stomach.

‘No offence but Teddi was boring anyway and so is this convo,’ wrote Shayna.

I didn’t really have anything to add, but I couldn’t leave them all ‘left on read’ so I sent a 100 emoji.

Then I checked to see if Aunty Sarah had received my texts. She was still ‘last seen’ in May.

The Hungarian food smelled so good, I almost forgot how worried I was feeling about Aunty Sarah and the move. I ordered my usual chocolate pancakes with crushed walnuts (dessert for dinner is THE BEST), Barry got the veal with parsley potatoes and Avi had vegetarian matzo dumpling soup and a cucumber salad. Ron ordered chicken paprikash and when he was done gobbling it up, he burped embarrassingly loud. Barry and Asher laughed at Ron a bit too generously, in my opinion.

My family have LOVED going to The Gundel Restaurant for as long as I can remember. Except Bubi. She refuses to come with us because the food isn’t kosher. Bubi will only eat kosher schnitzels from Shtetl Schnitzels. She’s very passionate about Shtetl Schnitzels. The Gundel Restaurant is in Double Bay which my dad calls ‘Double Pay’ and as I licked the chocolate sauce off each individual finger, I mourned the fact that my family probably wouldn’t be able to come here again.

People who live in a unit away from the city, who can’t afford King David High definitely can’t afford regular dinners in Double Pay, I thought.

The dusty moths reappeared in my stomach.

It felt like they were literally swimming around in the chocolate sauce.

I needed something to distract myself from ALL the difficult feelings.

But I don’t like using my party blower in public.

So, I turned on my screen and googled does harry styles have a girlfriend now.

At some point, Google Maps told Barry to steer his Volvo onto Botany Road where the rows of houses abruptly became columns of factories. When the app said, ‘In two hundred metres, your destination will be on the right,’ Barry whispered, ‘Who knew people actually live in this neck of the woods?’

Ling slapped him on the arm. ‘Industrial spaces are actually quite fashionable.’

‘Cool,’ said Avi, staring out the window.

Mum and Dad hadn’t told us that the unit was actually a converted mezzanine office that balanced on top of a storage unit. The bottom level was filled with stacks of archive boxes labelled Unit 7 – Zimmel Accounting. As I walked up the spiral staircase to our new home, the first thing I noticed was the smell of the vacuum cleaner. The moving boxes also had a distinct scent, so I really wasn’t sure what our new Family Smell would be yet. All I knew was that I missed my old suburban house even more than I predicted. My intestines actually cramped with longing.

Dad took us all on a ‘Grand Tour’. The bedrooms had woolly-buff coloured carpet with speckled stains here and there and the single bathroom had decaying mushroom coloured tiles which smelled like bleach. My room was so small we could literally step from Ron’s bed (by the door) to mine (under the window that couldn’t completely open). I hung the Mati charm that Athena gave me from the window latch and felt grateful for the cold wintry nights ahead. Winter doona cocoons are better at trapping Ron’s ‘fruity’ farts.

That evening, I asked Mum to come with me to the bathroom, because I really needed to do a poo and it was technically a new toilet. Casual conversations help me relax. Even with Mum telling me about all the funny things she discovered when she was packing up Bubi’s apartment (like a love letter Josh’s dad once wrote to her), I had to strain quite a bit. I wasn’t able to poo at the Glucks for the two previous nights, so I was quite constipated by that stage.

‘Has Aunty Sarah been here yet?’

‘Not yet,’ said Mum.

‘Have you heard from her?’ I asked.

‘I think her phone’s playing up,’ replied Mum.

‘Can you text her friend Amy then?’ I pressed.

‘I don’t actually have Amy’s number,’ Mum shrugged.

‘Oh.’

‘I’ll try to get it as soon as I can,’ Mum promised.

Sarah doesn’t have any social media; she deleted her apps a few years ago because they were stressing her out, so I couldn’t even ask Mum to see what she was up to. I felt quite helpless and started to worry I’d soon forget what my aunt smelled like.
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A week went by and we didn’t hear from Aunty Sarah, even on Zaide’s yahrzeit on Monday. Zaide’s yahrzeit is the anniversary of his death.

Zaide was very considerate when he had a heart attack on the fifteenth of June five years ago, because it was the day before the King Solomon Primary athletics carnival. Jewish people are buried the day after they die, so I got to miss all the compulsory races. This year, the carnival was on the seventeenth of June and Dad made me go, even when I pretended to feel nauseous.

‘People with stomach aches don’t eat two Nutella muffins for breakfast,’ he reasoned.

I came last in the mandatory one hundred and two hunded metre races. At least I didn’t have to run in a knee-length skirt, like we used to! At the start of the month, the school newsletter advised us that: Girls are now permitted to wear sport shorts during races. Mum wondered if Avi’s grandpa had strongly encouraged the school to make the policy change.

On Monday after school, the four of us picked up Bubi from Lazarus Village and drove to the Jewish cemetery. It took us an hour. Mum cleaned the dust off the marble headstone with a rag. Ron and I collected the smoothest pebbles we could find and decorated the base of Zaide’s grave with them. Then Bubi lit a special candle inside a glass cup and placed it directly underneath the inscription. We all stood there watching the flame flicker in the breeze for what seemed like hours. That’s when I started to miss Aunty Sarah really badly. She’s never missed an opportunity to visit Zaide’s grave. She’s never gone this long without texting me. I had been checking WhatsApp obsessively over the past few days and I had even tried calling (yes, I actually CALLED her) at night but kept getting the recording, ‘The number you have called is currently unavailable. Please leave a short ten second message after the tone and it’ll be sent as a text.’ I literally knew nothing about where Aunty Sarah was or what she was doing.

Her silence was heartbreaking.

Missing Aunty Sarah turned into missing my old home, because most of my memories of Aunty Sarah were set inside our brightly lit kitchen, with the lingering smell of toast. Even though we had brought the toaster and other important belongings with us to the rented unit, I felt strange about another family moving into a space that still felt exclusively ‘ours’. I know houses are inanimate objects and they’re not meant to have feelings, but I imagined that our house missed us too.

What if the new family are rowdy and keep the Theodopolis’s up all night? I thought.

What if they’re a family of criminals?

I prayed that a murder didn’t occur in our old house or else I’d be a suspect because my microscopic flakes of skin are all over that place! (I’ve overheard numerous episodes of CSI, so I would know.) I also remembered what one of the detectives said. ‘The longer a person is missing, the harder she is to find.’

What if Sarah had been abducted?

Suddenly, the silence became scary.

I grabbed Dad’s hand.

Mum was still looking at the yahrzeit candle, holding Bubi by the arm.

Then Mum turned to me and smiled.

How can she smile right now? I thought.

That’s when I made my decision: if we hadn’t heard from Aunty Sarah by the morning, the police would need to be called.

And if Mum and Dad wouldn’t let me call the police . . . there would be consequences.

Morning arrived and Mum had nothing.

‘I’m sure I wrote Amy’s number down somewhere . . .’ she said during breakfast.

‘Why didn’t you put it straight into your phone?’ I asked.

‘I’ll look for it today if I get a chance,’ Mum replied.

‘Make a chance to look for it,’ I whinged.

‘You’re being very hard to be around, Nutty,’ said Mum.

‘What if she’s a missing person? We need to call the police!’ I screamed.

‘She’s not a missing person. She’s just extremely busy at the moment. Now, go put on your uniform!’

I sat in the back seat seething throughout the new drive to school and walked through the gates full of anger.

During lunch, me, Shayna, Jessica M. and Jessica B. went to the ‘out of bounds’ area behind the library and watched TikTok videos on Shayna’s phone. At one point, Jessica M. suggested that we make our own TikTok.

‘No offence, but that sounds boring,’ said Shayna.

I happened to agree.

So, when Shayna stood up and netball-pivoted towards the girls’ toilets, I followed her.

Almost out of earshot, I heard Jessica B. say, ‘I guess Nutty is Shayna’s best friend now.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Jessica M. ‘I’ll make a TikTok with you.’

‘We need Shayna’s phone though,’ Jessica B. sighed.

Shayna pouted in the mirror while she washed her hands.

‘I’m fighting with my mum again,’ she said.

‘So am I.’ I rolled my eyes.

At least, I think I rolled them. It felt a little bit like trying to get a stray lash off my eyeball.

Shayna reached for an empty snap-lock bag in her pocket, filled it with water and threw it against the bathroom wall. It burst with a startling poosh sound.

Shayna shrugged. ‘Seeing things explode makes me feel less angry.’

I thought about all the things I was angry about:

[image: ] moving out of my childhood home

[image: ] having to share a bedroom with Ron in the unit

[image: ] losing my favourite bat mitzvah venue

[image: ] not going to King David with my friends next year

[image: ] not knowing where Aunty Sarah was

[image: ] mum not making enough of an effort to find out where Aunty Sarah was.

Shayna and I spent the rest of lunch filling and popping the snap-lock bag. It did make me feel less angry. For half an hour.

We also splashed excess water onto the floor even though Mr Walker, The School Principal has warned students multiple times that, ‘Splashing water in the bathrooms makes the tiles dangerously slippery.’

That’s what made the fun even more tantalising.

We splashed water in the bathrooms again on Wednesday and Thursday as well. On Wednesday, Shayna looked in the mirror and said, ‘I should turn this place into a salon and give all The Bat Mitzvah Girls a haircut next week.’ I warned Shayna that she’d get in big trouble if anyone caught her doing that. She said I sounded just like ‘Goodie Two-Shoes Jessica B.’ and that I should consider doing nails in one of the cubicles because I’m obviously good at it. Her compliment made my heart skip and hop.

On Thursday, Shayna sneered, ‘At least we won’t have to worry about Avi catching us in here. She probably pishes standing up in the boys’ toilets now.’

That comment made my heart plummet to the tiles on the floor. It also wasn’t true (Avi uses the neutral toilet with the wheelchair emoji on it) but I didn’t correct Shayna.

The imaginary shot-put ball appeared in my stomach.

On Friday morning, after our weekly Hebrew test, Mr Price (our teacher from last year) appeared in the doorway to our classroom.

‘Sorry to interrupt the lesson,’ Mr Price said, clicking his pen, ‘but I need to speak with Shayna and Natalie.’

Shayna and I followed Mr Price to the hall, where he told us that one of his Year Five students had slipped on the wet tiles in the bathroom yesterday after lunch. She twisted her ankle.

‘Someone identified you both as the culprits.’ Mr Price looked apologetic. ‘I’m asking you if it’s true before it gets taken further.’

I started to cry which gave us away immediately.

During recess, Mrs Detta found me and Shayna in the playground and told us that we’d have to stand up in front of the entire school and apologise for what we had done. Halfway through assembly that afternoon, Shayna and I were summoned to the podium. As we walked to the front of the hall, I swung from feeling weighed down by the shot-put ball feeling in my stomach to faint and floaty from the imaginary moths in my chest. By the time we reached the microphone, I had started to cry again. Then I noticed Shayna seemed a bit teary, which made the situation slightly less cringy.

‘We are very sorry,’ I mumbled.

‘We won’t do it again,’ Shayna said.

Mrs Detta shook her head with disappointment.

Avi didn’t make eye contact at all.

She just played with her shoelaces, almost like she was ashamed to have even been my best friend once upon a time.

‘I was actually fake crying to make me seem sorry, even though I wasn’t,’ Shayna said, as we walked back to class.

‘Same,’ I said (even though my tears were real).

Then we giggled and did our new secret handshake.

So that happened.

Dad was late picking Ron and I up that afternoon, so we had to wait outside the school office. Mr Price stopped to speak to me on his way to the teacher’s car park.

‘Has Mrs Detta had the privilege of listening to your entertaining stories this year?’

‘I haven’t really had time to think of anything good,’ I sulked.

‘Yes, yes, far too busy cleaning the floor in the girls’ bathroom,’ Mr Price smiled.

That’s when I realised he wasn’t angry with me.

When Mr Walker, The School Principal strode over, he chided, ‘Miss Sellek, you’re lucky I haven’t had time to call your parents today.’

That’s when Ron piped up, ‘They don’t really check their voicemail, you’re better off texting them.’

I shot Ron a death stare.

I don’t think Mr Walker was listening.

‘Don’t let it happen again, Natalie,’ Mr Walker said firmly, before rushing into the office.

‘Sorry,’ mumbled Ron, realising his mistake. ‘I won’t tell Mum and Dad, I promise.’

Ron’s slip-up did get me thinking though . . . Maybe Sarah had left Mum and Dad a voice message, but they didn’t know about it because they always forget to listen back!

It was time to get sneaky.
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While Mum was in the shower and Dad was on a shift, I listened to Mum’s voice messages. The good news was that Mr Walker hadn’t left her a message. The bad news was that Aunty Sarah hadn’t left one either. I checked Mum’s recents and there weren’t any missed calls from Sarah. The last message Mum wrote to Aunty Sarah read, ‘Hey can you please close the shed windows? Your smoke is stinking out the entire block. Or maybe just quit smoking altogether. Xx.’ Sarah didn’t write back. I decided to scroll through Mum’s contacts, but I only found one Amy - Dad’s nurse friend Amy Yamma, who doesn’t have tattoos or dreadlocks. I kept scrolling to see who or what else I might find.

In the K section, I found a contact called Komedy Klub – Sarah gig but the number didn’t look like a mobile. I tried to send a text but it wouldn’t deliver. I could hear the hair dryer in the bathroom which meant I had exactly seven minutes to act.

So, I did something I’ve been told NOT to do.

I tapped on the number.

And heard ringing.

Until an extremely tired sounding man answered the call.

‘Komedy Klub,’ he coughed.

‘Um . . . hello . . . my name is Natalie Sellek and I’m looking for my aunt. Maybe you can help me? Her name is Sarah and she has black frizzy hair, white skin and hazel eyes. She eats a lot of toast . . .’ I began to panic under the pressure of talking to a complete adult stranger on the phone.

‘Sarah Saslavsky?’ asked the man.

‘Yes, that’s my aunt!’ I exclaimed.

‘Sorry kiddo, I haven’t seen her all year. It’s a shame she hasn’t performed in a while . . . she was actually pretty good.’

The man also recalled a woman with dreadlocks (must be Amy!) but didn’t have her phone number either. He promised to let me know if either of them happened to come into the club. Or Klub.

‘Thanks, okay, bye,’ I said.

Underneath the Komedy Klub was the name Kohn, Rose. I contemplated turning off Mum’s ID to call Rose, so I could potentially hear Kain’s voice in the background, but I chickened out. I decided I’d have a better chance of getting closer to Kain on Snapchat or TikTok.

I’m going to need to borrow someone’s account, I thought.

I knew just the person to ask.

The following Monday, during morning prayers, I told Shayna that I like-liked Kain.

‘I knew it!’ Shayna said, rather loudly.

Jessica B. told us to ‘Shoosh’.

Shayna gave her a filthy look.

‘She’s such a Goodie Two-Shoes,’ Shayna whispered in my ear.

Then Shayna agreed to stalk Kain with me over the holidays. The most urgent plan however, would be for the two of us to walk past Kain during bat mitzvah practice on Wednesday afternoon, to get him to notice me.

At lunch on Wednesday, Shayna took me to the ‘out of bounds’ area behind the library and taught me how to do a catwalk strut. Then, during a break in bat mitzvah practice, we paraded past Kain three times. The first two times Kain was very focused on his handball, but Shayna was certain that he looked at me during the third lap. So that happened.

The next day during maths, I made up a story about Kain. It was a love story. Obviously. I wrote some of it down on the back of my worksheet so that Mrs Detta would think I was actually working out the equations. I only had to have one party blower break during the entire period! Unfortunately, Mrs Detta eventually caught me out.

‘I was wondering why you didn’t raise your hand for help today, Natalie,’ she said.

I always need help during maths.

‘At least you used your time productively,’ Mrs Detta squinted slightly, as she began to read my story.

I held my breath.

And kept holding it until Mrs Detta’s eyes reached the bottom of the page.

‘Very amusing,’ she half-smiled. ‘You’ve hopped back and forth from past tense to present tense quite a bit though.’

That’s because I was VERY excited when I wrote it.

I thought about reading the story to The Rivkin Twins, who haven’t asked me about ‘Story Time with Nutty’ in a while, but when I searched for them at recess, I found them helping Avi pump up a basketball. When they were done, Eric clumsily tried to spin the ball with the tip of his index finger and Avi laughed the hardest I’ve seen her laugh in a while.

I used to love seeing Avi laugh.

But this time, it felt different.

Because I wasn’t the one making her laugh.

I wondered if she might actually like-like Eric Rivkin.

This could be Avi’s first crush, I thought.

I had always assumed that she’d tell me immediately when it happened.

Just as I began to consider making plans with Avi for the July holidays, I heard her say, ‘We’ll have to work on that during basketball camp, Eric!’

Eric bounced the ball to Danny. ‘Two whole weeks of basketball. What could be better?’

I could think of about a billion better things.

Like eating Nutella straight from the jar.

And stalking Kain Kohn with Shayna.
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Shayna waited until the last day of Term Two to tell me that she was going skiing in Thredbo over the break! Her parents booked the trip at the last minute. That evening, I asked my parents if I could go with her because I’ve never seen snow, but Mum and Dad said, ‘Skiing just isn’t in our budget right now’. Also, I wasn’t invited. Our Kain Kohn stalking sesh would have to wait.

Jessica M. goes to Canada every July to visit her grandparents so that took the Miller Mansion out of the picture too.

It felt like everyone had grand plans except me.

Like they’d all just upped and left. Left me behind.

This is probably how it will feel when everyone’s at King David High next year without me, I thought.

Sensing my disappointment, Mum asked if I wanted to help Josh run the kiosk at his dad’s tennis camp over the holidays.

‘NO!’ I declared. No amount of free lolly snakes was worth being stuck in a booth with Josh for an entire week.

Jessica B. is still in town as per usual but we have nothing in common (except for being a Bat Mitzvah Girl), so I asked Mum not to arrange anything with her either.

Thinking about the two lonely weeks ahead, I started to feel a bit teary.

I went to put my phone on charge in my room. Ron was on his bed, half-heartedly flipping some playing cards.

‘You okay, Ron?’ I asked.

‘Yeh.’ He shrugged. ‘I miss Aunty Sarah.’

‘Same,’ I replied.

‘I’m also really bored.’ He sighed.

‘Same.’

I flopped onto my bed.

I thought about what Mum would say if she saw the two of us looking so mopey: ‘There’s no point sitting around feeling sorry for yourselves.’

I had an idea.

‘Hey Ron, do you want to help me redraft my bat mitzvah plans?’

His face lit up.

I hadn’t touched my bat mitzvah file since the move last month because of everything that was going on. I knew Mum and Dad had a much smaller budget to work with now, but I was nervous to ask them about it in case it made them awkward.

Ron doesn’t get nervous about asking awkward questions.

‘Dad,’ Ron dangled the spreadsheet he drafted, ‘can you please tell me what these bat mitzvah items are going to cost?’

Dad turned the stove down and scanned the page. ‘Let’s discuss this after dinner tonight.’

When we’d all polished off our bowls of pumpkin soup, Dad suggested splitting our ideas into two categories: ‘Necessary’ and ‘Unnecessary’. I really struggled with that, because everything seemed ‘Necessary’ if my party was going to be the best. Dad put the ice sculpture, chocolate fountain and photo booth into the ‘Unnecessary’ column. He obviously has no idea how to plan a party.

Ron and I marched back to our room.

There was only one option really.

We’d have to learn how to do everything ourselves.

That night, while Mum and Dad were distracted with their screens, we filled the freezer drawer with water. Then, the next morning, while Mum went to check on a building site and Dad was on a shift, I chipped away at the block of ice with a butter knife, until the knife slipped and I stabbed myself in the palm of my hand. Also, I cracked the plastic drawer in the process.

The handmade chocolate fountain came next. We began by watching a YouTube tutorial but couldn’t find any cooking chocolate in the pantry and I’m not allowed to use the stove if an adult isn’t home. Ron and I soon learned that plastic jars of Nutella should NEVER be placed in the microwave. Maybe you already knew that.

Photography has never been an interest of mine, but Ron was keen to learn the tricks of the trade in order to manage the photo booth. I knew Dad had an old Polaroid camera somewhere. With an inkling that it could be in a box on the top shelf of Mum and Dad’s wardrobe, I made Ron stand on a kitchen stool to reach it. It only took one wrong move for the shelving to collapse onto him.

‘Sorry Nutty,’ he whimpered from underneath the rubble. ‘I promise I won’t tell Mum and Dad about this.’

It was impossible to hide the damage from Mum and Dad.

The lump under Ron’s eye was a dead giveaway.

My parents were furious.

‘If you can’t be trusted to look after yourself and your brother for a day, then you’ll just have to go help Josh run his dad’s Tennis Camp kiosk next week!’ shouted Mum.

‘But I hate tennis!’ I screamed.

‘Nobody said you had to play tennis!’

‘I don’t want to hang out with Josh all holidays!’

Josh had become even more obnoxious in the last week of school. His desk is beside my pigeonhole, so every time I bent over to get something out of my bag, Josh would lift up my pinafore skirt. I told Josh to STOP, but he continued to do it until Mrs Detta caught him in the act and sent him to Mr Walker. He got two lunchtime detentions.

‘You can’t make me go!’ I cried.

‘Yes, I can,’ Mum snapped. ‘Now go help Dad clean up the mess you made.’

So that happened.

While Dad drilled the shelf into place, I put everything back into the box that lived on the top section of the wardrobe.

I didn’t find the Polaroid camera.

I slouched against their shoe rack to sulk, replaying the day’s epic fails in my head.

If I couldn’t have the BEST bat mitzvah party, then what was the point?

Just then, I noticed a piece of blue paper sticking out the top of Mum’s bedside drawer.

I’m not supposed to open Mum’s bedside drawer.

But I was mad at her for forcing me to help Josh run the Tennis Camp kiosk.

And for not finding a way to contact Aunty Sarah.

So, I opened her bedside drawer and discovered that the piece of blue paper was actually a letter.

Naturally, I read it.


Hey Bec,

Everything’s fine here, so no need to worry.

I can’t call anyone yet, but hopefully soon.

Tell Loz I say hi and thanks. Send Nutty and Ron my love.

Sarah .



I wasn’t sure why Mum hadn’t sent me Aunty Sarah’s love yet and why Amy wasn’t letting Sarah use her phone, but I couldn’t exactly ask Mum or else she’d know that I’d been snooping around her bedside drawer.

I bolted to my bedroom to put my phone on charge and made sure it was on loud, just in case Sarah called ‘hopefully soon’.
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Lazarus Village smells like plastic tablecloths, leek and pea soup, PVA glue and paper serviettes. Having lost all faith in my babysitting abilities, Mum and Dad thought it would be best if Ron and I spent some time with Bubi until Tennis Camp began. Mum and Dad had to work.

In the car, on the way to Lazarus Village (which all the residents call ‘Lazville’), Mum ran through the list of things Ron and I should and should not do.

‘Smile back at anyone who smiles at you.’

‘Okay.’

‘Remember to sanitise your hands and wash them after you use the toilet, Ron.’

‘Okay.’

‘Don’t mention Bubi’s old apartment.’

‘Why?’

‘She’s still very upset that she had to move,’ sighed Mum.

Aren’t we all, I thought.

‘Is the flat fox skin with a face going to be there?’ asked Ron.

The walls at Lazville have a salmon stucco finish because ‘Jewish people really like smoked salmon’, according to Mum. When she walked us through the automatic doors to the reception desk, a vibrant woman greeted us with an enthusiastic wave. Her cardigan had so many patches of colour, I thought I might get a headache if I stared at it for too long. The lanyard around her neck read, Tara - Social Worker.

Tara told us that she was concerned about Bubi because she had only been leaving her room for meals. Tara and Mum were hoping that Ron and I might encourage Bubi to attend some of the activities offered in the village, or at the very least pop into the concert that afternoon.

Mum asked, ‘Are you up to the challenge?’

Ron and I nodded.

Then Mum left to inspect a new building site.

Tara led us down the long (teal) carpeted hallway before stopping outside a closed door with a placard that read, Bluma Saslavsky. I sometimes forget that Bubi’s real name is Bluma because Mum, Dad and Aunty Sarah call her ‘Ma’ and Ron and I call her ‘Bubi’.

Ron scanned the room and sighed with relief when he did not find the flat fox skin with a face on the floor. Bubi lay on top of her floral bedspread with her eyes open towards the (beige) ceiling, dressed in her usual slacks, turtleneck spencer and oversized cardigan. Her grey hair had been twirled into her signature bun that was fastened with combs. Ron and I sat in the space between her feet and the edge of the bed while I watched TV (no streaming services obviously!) and Ron played with my phone. Every so often, Bubi thrust her crooked finger forwards with an order to open the minibar fridge. She really wanted us to eat some of the boiled eggs she had hoarded from breakfast.

On top of the minibar fridge, I noticed the tarnished silver candlesticks.

The ones that belonged to Zaide.

The same ones Bubi used to lock in her bedside drawer at night in the old apartment.

‘Do you miss Zaide?’ I asked.

‘I miss everyone,’ she replied.

I didn’t know who ‘everyone’ meant, but Bubi had closed her eyes.

When Bubi closes her eyes, it’s best not to ask any more questions.

Ron and I didn’t have much luck with our mission that morning but at midday, we accompanied Bubi to the Lazville communal dining room for lunch. Bubi has a permanent spot on a table which she shares with three other people: a man called Fred Lemsky who has the thickest glasses and bushiest eyebrows I’ve ever seen and two hunched women who both speak with hoarse European accents even though they’re not related. Their names are Esther Goldstein and Miriam Spicer but everyone at Lazville just calls them ‘The Gossip Queens’.

As Ron and I were shuffling our chairs into place, Fred looked at Ron and said, ‘It’s nice to have another man at the table.’

‘I’m not a man. I’m a boy,’ Ron replied.

‘I suppose you’re right,’ Fred chuckled. ‘Well, you’ll be a man after your bar mitzvah then.’

‘He has a long way to go,’ I bemoaned.

I looked around the dining room and noticed there weren’t a lot of men around. ‘Women live longer than men,’ I began, ‘I heard it on the news. It’s because they have slower metalobisms and don’t drive as fast as men.’

The Gossip Queens raised their eyebrows.

‘I don’t know about that,’ said Fred. ‘My wife, bless her soul, drove pretty recklessly.’

I thought about how Bubi would drive if she had her licence. She’d probably grip onto the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white, like she did with the manila folders from Mr Zimmel, The Accountant.

Fred leaned back in his chair and folded his arms.

‘I think women live longer because they have more friends to compete with.’

He was looking directly at The Gossip Queens but they were too distracted shaking salt onto their mashed potatoes to notice. I turned to Bubi who was spreading margarine aggressively on her bagel and suddenly felt sad for her because she doesn’t have any friends.

‘Maybe you can compete with Bubi,’ I said to Fred, who laughed so hard his dentures chattered in his mouth.

Esther leaned over to Miriam and grumbled, ‘A little yenta at our table.’

A yenta is the Yiddish word for someone who meddles in other people’s business.

I know what a yenta is because last year when Aunty Sarah was still living with us in our old house, Bubi barged into our kitchen one morning and said, ‘Sarah, what about finding a man on the computer?’

Sarah sighed. ‘Ma, stop being a yenta.’

Bubi pointed her crooked finger at Sarah. ‘You are thirty-two years old and still you have no husband. Everyone will say you are too old. You will be left on the shelf to rot when all the other ripe apples have already been bought.’

Sarah clenched her jaw and buttered another piece of toast. Mum shook her head.

Bubi was relentless. ‘I will put an advertisement in the Jewish Newspaper next week.’

‘Good idea, Ma,’ Sarah mocked. ‘Make sure it says “Sydney’s number one most desirable apple is ready for a husband to purchase her.”’

Everyone laughed.

Except Bubi.

‘No, Sarah. Your sister Rebecca is the number one best desirable,’ Bubi scorned. ‘She could have married the number one best desirable Martin Meyer, The Rich Doctor but instead she chose Sydney’s lowest desirable husband - The Nurse!’

Sarah threw a half piece of toast onto her plate and stormed out the back door, slamming the screen behind her.

Mum exhaled despondently.

Luckily, Dad was on a shift that day.
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After a lunch of sloppy shepherd’s pie, Bubi went to lie on her bed. Ron and I followed the other residents to the ‘Art ‘n’ Craft Room’ which had a fluorescent exit sign that flickered every few minutes. The Gossip Queens collaged wooden tissue-box holders while Fred and Ron decorated greeting cards for Rosh Hashanah. Rosh Hashanah is Jewish New Year and it isn’t for another few months but I’ve since learned that old people like to be prepared. I found a basket of blunt coloured pencils, so I sharpened them and drew B.U.B.I.’S. R.O.O.M. letters in a font that looked like calligraphy on a placard-sized piece of cardboard. Avi and Ngabu would be quite impressed, I thought. I took a photo of my creation and considered sending it to the Gluck Family iPad, but figured Avi probably wouldn’t see it. The Gluck Family iPad lives in their lounge room and Avi would be busy at basketball camp all day. So, I sent it to Shayna instead. She responded with a LOL and a skull emoji, which was a little confusing because I wasn’t trying to be funny. I checked WhatsApp and saw that Shayna had also posted something in The Bat Mitzvah Girls group. It was a TikTok screenshot of a basketball player mid run. There were sweat patches on his singlet. Shayna’s caption read: Avi’s bat mitzvah dress.

Imaginary dusty moths appeared in my chest.

I knew it was a mean thing to write.

And that best friends are supposed to defend each other.

But I wasn’t sure if Avi and I were best friends any more.

And someone sent a laugh-cry emoji.

And someone else wrote, ‘who is that guy’

And sticking up for Avi would make Shayna feel bad.

So, I turned off my screen.

And felt a shot-put ball in my stomach.

The feeling stayed with me right into the afternoon, until I was distracted by the tea-time bell. That’s when a round man with a piano accordion happened to walk into the communal TV room where the snacks were being served.

‘I can’t wait to tell Mum we managed to get Bubi to a concert,’ Ron bragged, heaping his third teaspoon of sugar into a mug of hot water.

‘Hey Ron,’ I said, eyeing his Scotch Finger. ‘I’ll let you take all the credit if you give me your biscuit.’

While the music played, all the Lazville residents clapped along and some even cheered. Esther asked Fred if he’d like to dance, and he obliged and then Miriam interrupted them to take Fred’s hands in her own. I sprung up to do the whip and nae-nae while Ron did the floss in time with the melody too. Bubi just sat there scowling, in between mouthfuls of marble sponge cake and sips of instant coffee.

When Dad came to pick me and Ron up before Lazville dinner at 5:30 pm, Tara (with the Social Worker lanyard) high-fived us and said, ‘Well done, you two. We made good progress today.’

Tara must have called Mum to give us a glowing report because that evening, Mum asked me and Ron if we wanted to go to Lazville during the second week of the holidays.

‘Tara said the residents loved having some young people around.’

I was VERY MUCH into this option because it meant I wouldn’t have to hang out with Josh for an entire week in the Tennis Camp kiosk! So that happened.

On the last Tuesday of the holidays, I asked Bubi if she might consider becoming friends with Esther and Miriam.

‘Ach, they are kibitzers,’ Bubi scoffed.

‘But women who have friends live longer,’ I pleaded.

‘Why should I live any longer than God wants me to?’ Bubi replied, without a beat.

Ron started walking towards Bubi’s ensuite.

‘Remember to wash your hands after you—’

‘Ahhhh!’ Ron scrambled back to the bed and jumped into my arms. ‘The fox face is in there!’

We left Bubi to watch TV in her room and went to the toilets by the dining hall.

Luckily, I only had to do a pish.

After we washed our hands, Ron and I bumped into Fred who was on his way to bingo.

‘Why don’t you join me?’ he asked.

Fred won the first game and got to choose between a ceramic ring holder and a tin watering can.

He chose the tin watering can.

I thought he’d made the wrong decision.

But Fred was ecstatic.

‘I’ve always wanted to get into gardening!’ he beamed.

After lunch, we attended a ‘Memoir Writing Class’ which was led by Tara, The Social Worker. She was wearing yet another brightly patterned cardigan which I found nearly as distracting as the flickering light in the ‘Art ‘n’ Craft Room.’

We all sat in a circle (on chairs obviously, because Lazville residents can’t cross their legs on the floor) and Tara told us to close our eyes and think of a happy memory from our childhood. A few moments later, Miriam started to snore. I looked up at Fred who chuckled before Esther nudged Miriam awake. When Tara asked us to share those memories with the group, Esther went first. She described running through a field with her beloved family dog in Moldova. Miriam was emphatic about her childhood goat being the most loyal and cutest animal in all of Romania. Fred cradled his watering can in his arms as he reflected on his childhood spent in Manchester, England. He was from a very religious family, with four brothers and three sisters. They were extremely poor and often hungry, but their father was a learned man who always made time to discuss ‘Gemara’ with his children around the dwindling fire on Friday nights. Fred had fond memories of snuggling into his siblings for warmth and the deep, comforting voice of his father.

‘Whenever I smell wood burning in a stove, I’m reminded of those nights.’ Fred smiled.

Everyone’s eyes started to water.

Tara flicked a tear off her cheek. ‘Our sense of smell is the one most closely linked to memories. Even more so than sight and sound.’

Interesting, I thought.

When it was my turn to speak, I asked Tara if I could share a story about myself that I hoped might become a true memory some day. She said, ‘Sure,’ so I told the love story about Kain that I’d written in maths. Everyone loved it, even The Gossip Queens exposed their yellowing smiles. Ron said it was a ‘good story’ but he didn’t approve of all the mushy stuff because he’s still scared of Girl Germs or anything romantic. ‘Like the songs Mum always sings in the car,’ Ron said, scratching his arm. ‘Love and kissing can break your heart and a broken organ would be even more painful than a broken bone I reckon.’

Ron didn’t share a memory or a story with the group. Instead, he showed the circle some tricks on my old fidgeter that I gave him a few days earlier. I found it when I was unpacking my final moving box. It was covered in dust. I guess I didn’t love it as much as I thought I would when I begged Dad for one in Year Two.

Even though I really enjoyed the Memoir Writing Class, I was relieved to learn that I’d be missing the next one (because I’d be back at school for Term Three) as Tara said the group would be encouraged to write some of their memories down on paper. As you know, things get complicated for me when I have to write my ideas down. Especially on paper.

At 5:00 pm, Fred (still holding onto his watering can) waited with Ron and me at reception. Dad was obviously running late for pick-up and Bubi needed to go to her ensuite. I didn’t mind so much because I used the time to ask Fred what ‘Gemara’ was. He explained that the Gemara is what a lot of old wise rabbis had to say about the laws and stories in the Torah.

‘In that case,’ I began, ‘you might be able to tell me why Jewish people can’t mix milk and chicken, if chickens don’t even make milk.’

Fred stroked his stubbly chin.

‘The Jewish religion always encourages questions . . . think about this.’ Fred raised his bushy eyebrows. ‘The first five letters in the word question are Q,U,E,S and T. Quest. Sometimes, the quest, the hunt for the answer is more satisfying than getting the answer itself. I think it’s wonderful when some questions can’t be answered.’

‘I don’t think that’s wonderful,’ I replied. ‘It’s annoying.’

Fred laughed his denture-chattering laugh. ‘Maybe so, but there is beauty and wonder in even the most annoying things in life.’

I looked at Ron who was trapping the air under his armpit with the palm of his hand and making fart noises.

I wasn’t so sure about that.
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Just as the morning bell was ringing on the first day back at school, Shayna grabbed my arm and dragged me down the hall into a toilet cubicle with her.

‘I have something to show you,’ she smirked.

Shayna bunched up her winter pinafore and untucked her blouse from the waist of her woollen stockings. Then she lifted her singlet to reveal . . . a crop top!

I gasped in shock.

Shayna had boobs!

They weren’t big like a desperate housewife, but big enough to fill a crop top.

A puff of admiration filled my lungs.

Then a pang of jealousy slapped me across the face.

‘I grew them in Thredbo,’ Shayna declared. ‘From all the hot chocolate I drank in the lodge.’

I made a mental note to ask Mum to ask Dad about the medical link between hot chocolate and growing boobs later. (I couldn’t ask Dad myself because even though he loves talking about anything medical, he does NOT like talking about anything puberty.) I also took a mental picture of the crop top because I realised that I would need to buy one before the end of the week.

Shayna and I were late to morning prayers. Thankfully Rabbi Ezra had covered his eyes with his right hand to say the Shema, so he didn’t see us sneak into the back row of the girls section of the synagogue. I decided that I would pray really hard for boobs that day, in case God did exist and especially in case God was a woman. Surely a woman would understand how awful I would feel if I was the last girl in Year Six to get boobs. Before I had a chance to pray, Rabbi Ezra turned to face the wall for the Amidah and Shayna edged closer to me.

‘Guess what?’ she whispered.

‘What?’ I replied.

‘My big sister has the same tennis coach as Kain!’ Shayna’s eyes widened. ‘Sometimes they play against each other at group training!’

Just hearing the name Kain sent tingles across my jaw and heat spread across the area my future crop top would hopefully hug. Then Rabbi Ezra began reprimanding Josh for forgetting to put a kippah on his head. While he was distracted, Shayna and I hatched a plan to watch Kain play tennis under the guise of ‘supporting’ her sister at a match. That’s when I realised Kain might have been at Tennis Camp over the holidays!

Nooooooo, I thought, if I had run the kiosk with Josh, I could have seen Kain play tennis and maybe even spoken to him.

During lunch, Shayna said how cool it will be for me to see Kain every day next year at King David High, which was when I told her I was probably going to have to go to Waverley High. Shayna made the same face she pulled when she saw Josh’s infected scab that time.

‘My mum told me that I can’t come to your new place,’ she said, through chip crunches. ‘It’s too far to drive.’

I hadn’t planned on inviting Shayna (or anyone) over, but the rejection still stung like salt-and-vinegar flavour on a mouth ulcer.

The day got worse during art when I rolled up my sleeves, and Josh said, ‘Woah your arms are hairy like a man.’

A lightning bolt of shame flashed through my entire body.

‘Shut up, Josh,’ said a voice from the back.

I straightaway recognised it as Avi’s voice.

‘Watch your language please, Avi,’ said Mrs Detta.

I noticed that Shayna (who was right next to me) smiled when Avi got in trouble.

I turned around to whisper ‘thank you’ at Avi but she hid behind her canvas just as I caught her eye.

That’s when I felt a small part of me wish I was standing next to Avi like we used to.

I wanted to see what she was painting.

I wondered if her flowers were black and droopy.

I wondered if ruby red and cobalt blue were still her favourite colours.

‘No offence, but Nutty’s flowers are way better than yours,’ I heard Shayna say to Jessica M., who was crouching by her easel in the front row.

Does that mean my flowers are the best? I thought.

I continued to dab my roses with turquoise and mauve paint.

So that happened.

When I slumped into the car that afternoon, Mum said that Sarah had called in the morning, after Ron and I left with Dad to go to school.

‘She really called?’ I gasped.

‘She did.’ Mum smiled.

I know it was supposed to be good news, but I was upset that Sarah still hadn’t responded to any of my texts.

I started to cry.

‘Is there anything else going on?’ asked Mum.

I swear I just don’t know how she always knows when anything else is going on!

I told Mum what Josh said about my hairy arms.

‘Oh, Nutty,’ Mum exhaled. ‘Most women have hair on their arms and legs, it’s completely natural!’

‘You wouldn’t understand,’ I sobbed. ‘Your hairs are blonde and barely noticeable.’

‘Well, you can thank your furry father for his genes when he gets home,’ Mum jested.

That didn’t help me feel any better, and I think Mum could tell because she added, ‘Your aunty Sarah also has dark body hair and she’s never let that stop her!’

Then we were both silent for a few minutes.

‘Does Sarah miss me?’ I asked.

‘She sure does,’ Mum replied.

‘Then why hasn’t she replied to any of my texts? Why hasn’t she seen our new place?’

‘She’s been . . .’ Mum hesitated. ‘She’s very busy with her new teaching job.’

‘Has she seen Bubi at Lazville?’ I asked.

‘No Nutty,’ replied Mum. ‘She’s still not talking to Bubi.’

‘Why not?’

‘Oh, you know those two, they always have something to fight about.’

‘Can we FaceTime Aunty Sarah tonight?’ I asked.

Mum shook her head. ‘I don’t think so, Nutty.’

‘Why not?’ I pressed.

‘Oh, I love this song!’ Mum turned up the volume because the radio was playing a song called ‘Barbie Girl’ by Aqua. Apparently, it’s a classic hit. Mum started singing along, which I found really irritating because she was getting the lyrics mixed up. Then I realised I hadn’t touched my Barbies since I packed them up in the move. I felt proud of my blossoming maturity.

‘Mum, can you buy some instant hot chocolate when you go the shops next?’

‘Sure.’

I spent the rest of the drive distracting myself with thoughts of how I would casually drop my new no-longer-cares-about-Barbies status into conversation with Shayna ASAP.
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It’s been a month since I found Aunty Sarah’s letter. And a week since she spoke to my mum. She hasn’t responded to any of my texts yet.

Also, my bat mitzvah is three months away and I still haven’t made any concrete plans for my party. Mum and Dad always seem too distracted or too tired to discuss it. Annoyingly, they had enough focus and energy to complain to Rabbi Ezra about The Bat Mitzvah Girls missing a coding incursion because it clashed with a challah baking lesson.

‘We should have been consulted!’

‘Do the boys learn how to bake challah too?’

Ceremony practice has been even more boring lately, but during the break on Wednesday, Kain Kohn smiled at me! The bathrooms inside the hall were all taken and I was BUSTING to pish, so I went through the double doors to see if the toilets by the synagogue were open. Kain was hitting his handball against the outside wall as usual and I had to pass him on the way. The slamming of the doors must have startled Kain, because he looked away from the wall, towards me and then . . . he smiled.

Well, his lips moved to make a kind of semi-circle shape that could easily be described as a type of smile.

Since then, I’ve been replaying the moment over and over in my head like a GIF. It really keeps my spirits up during my more anxious moments of worrying about Sarah and money and going to Waverley High next year. And worrying that my friendship with Avi is well and truly over. I’ve barely spoken to Avi since I moved to the rented unit. Every time we cross paths at school, one of us looks in the other direction. Then an imaginary dusty moth starts to flutter around my chest.

The excitement in the lead up to my twelfth birthday on the sixth of August was another nice distraction from all of my worries, until I realised it was literally on the worst day of the week . . . Thursday!

Thursday equals SPORTS DAY.

Every Thursday, before recess, the kids in Years Three to Six have to run around the oval opposite the school; an activity everyone just refers to as ‘The Oval’. On Thursday, I asked Mrs Detta if I could skip ‘The Oval’ because it was my birthday, and she said, ‘Nice try, Natalie, but it’s still compulsory.’ Mr Price was on duty and he gave me a special birthday head start of thirty seconds. I still came last (obviously) but at least it was equal last with Josh who is also a slow runner.

‘If this was a race and there were ten people in the race, you’d still find a way to come eleventh,’ Josh puffed, as we jogged (or power walked if I’m being really honest) to the finish line. Even though it was a mean thing to say, I could see the humour in it. I didn’t laugh though because Josh doesn’t need any encouragement.

On the afternoon of my birthday, the boys went to the soccer field and the girls went to the netball courts at Heffron Park, like we always do on a Thursday. Avi used the gym. We arrived early enough to see some of the High Schoolers in action. The Waverley High team had the ugliest dog poo brown netball skirts and played more aggressively than the other schools. The tallest player bulged her eyes fiercely when she caught me staring. She looked like the type of person who could easily draw graffiti on a locker with a black marker.

Dusty moths appeared in my stomach.

It made me feel quite queasy.

I told Mrs Detta that I wasn’t feeling well, so she let me sit out the first half of the game. When I rejoined for second half, the girls passed the ball to me more often than usual (probably because it was my birthday) and I actually caught the ball a couple of times! So that happened.

Before the final school bell, my class gathered around my desk and sang, ‘Yom Huledet Sameach’ which means ‘Happy Birthday’ in Hebrew. As I blew out the candles, I noticed the cherries scattered across the top of the cake. Avi’s nanna makes all the birthday cakes for school and in that moment, I realised that I hadn’t seen Nanna Gluck since the start of the year. I wondered if she would have even agreed to make the cake if she knew it was for me.

At 3:30 pm, as I leaned into my pigeonhole to collect my belongings, Josh crept up behind me and flicked the strap of my crop top.

‘Happy Bra-Day!’ he taunted.

I rolled my eyes.

When I checked my phone in the car after school, there was a voice message waiting for me from Aunty Sarah!

‘Hey Nutty, just wanted to wish you a happy birthday. Sorry we haven’t spoken in a while . . . I’ve been super busy. I hope you have the best day. Love you. Bye.’

Aunty Sarah sounded really tired but it was so good to hear her voice. I played back the message three times. Then I tried FaceTiming her but the screen flashed FaceTime unavailable.

In the evening, I asked Mum and Dad if we could stay home and eat noodles. They hadn’t mentioned going out for a birthday dinner (which is what our family used to do before we had to move) but I figured we couldn’t afford to do that stuff any more. I thought it would be best to make it sound like it was my choice to stay home so that Mum and Dad wouldn’t feel bad about letting me down on my birthday. Also, I wanted them to save some money for my bat mitzvah party in November. I didn’t tell Mum and Dad that part.

Even though I’d had a pretty good twelfth birthday, it wasn’t as significant as I thought it would be.

I went to sleep feeling quite disappointed.

Mostly because Aunty Sarah didn’t FaceTime me back.

Dad asked me if I wanted to have a mini-sleepover on the Saturday that followed my birthday, but I shook my head. I was worried no one would show up because we lived so far away now. None of the girls were having birthday parties so close to their bat mitzvah parties in November anyway. Except for Jessica M. whose birthday was a few days after mine on the ninth of August. Jessica B. said that Jessica M. was ‘spoilt’ for having a twelfth birthday party, but Jessica B. was happy to take more than her fair share of party bags on the way out.

Jessica M. invited our entire class to the Miller Mansion and her parents served enough falafel, hummus and pickles to feed the twelve tribes of Israel.

‘Yesss!’ Avi grinned. ‘Everything here is vegan.’

Vegan means that the food doesn’t contain any animals or anything made by animals. Maybe you already knew that.

‘Are you a vegan now, Avi?’ asked Jessica M.

‘I’m vegetarian Monday to Friday—’

‘And she’s vegan on weekends,’ Eric and Danny said in unison.

How come I didn’t know that? I thought. Last year, I would have been the person to finish Avi’s sentences, instead of The Rivkin Twins.

Avi looked up from her plate and caught me staring at her. I quickly turned away.

Dusty moths started to flutter in my chest.

After lunch, everyone went to the Miller Mansion Games Room to make friendship bracelets.

Except for Shayna and me.

‘I’m so over friendship bracelets,’ she said, rolling her eyes.

It was the first warm day in ages, so we sat by the pool and watched more short hairstyle TikToks like mature adults. I promised Shayna I would cut my hair by October at the latest, even though Mum and Dad told me that I might have some regrets because it has taken ages for me to grow it this long.

‘Guess what?’ Shayna threw a stray party popper onto the slide and watched it tumble down and plop into the water. ‘My dad said he’ll drive me to your place sometime because it’s important for me to see how “The Other Half Live”.’

I wasn’t sure what Shayna’s dad meant by that, but I didn’t think about it too much because I was quite busy managing my other conflicting emotions. I didn’t really want Shayna to see my unit because it was rather embarrassing, but I was also relishing in the relief that she would actually make the effort to come over. Jessica M.’s announcement of ‘Cake Time’ snapped me out of my dilemma. I watched her dad poke two sparklers into the chocolate icing before he told everyone to gather round and ‘Sing “Happy Birthday” to Jessica and Natalie whose birthday was a few days ago.’

Jessica M. didn’t look upset by that at all.

In fact, she put her arm around my shoulders and swayed while everyone sang to us. Jessica M. has been asking me to share a birthday party with her for years but I always used to say no because I was worried sharing a party would take all the attention away from me.

‘Jessica’s dad put an extra sparkler in the cake for me,’ I said, in the car on the way home.

‘Really?’ exclaimed Mum.

‘That’s really kind of him.’ Dad nodded.

I decided that I would initiate a joint birthday party with Jessica M. next year. Then I remembered that Jessica M. is going to King David High so we’ll probably lose touch.

The shot-put ball feeling reappeared in my stomach.
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Even though my old neighbour Athena Theodopolis is a year younger than I am, she invited me to her birthday sleepover. Attending her party would mean missing swimming lessons, but I was still a little bit nervous about going because I had never met any of her friends before (they all go to St. Vasilios too).

‘There’ll be lots of Greek kids at Waverley High,’ Dad said in the car. ‘The Greek kids and the Jewish kids stick together.’

As I walked past the mirror in the Theodopolis’s hallway, I noticed that my crop-top straps were visible and wondered if I would be the most mature person at the party. Then I saw a super tall girl with a brown-reddish mark on the back of her jeans give Athena a hug. I thought she might have got her period, until I heard someone say, ‘Stef, you sat on that sausage roll!’

Athena’s mum came to the rescue with some soda water and a cloth. ‘Stand still while I dab it out.’

Everyone giggled.

‘Nutty,’ Athena’s mum called out, ‘I want you to meet Athena’s cousin Stefanie. She’s in Year Six too.’

‘So, you’re Nutty.’ Stefanie smiled. ‘Athena’s told me about you.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeh,’ said Stefanie. ‘You were her neighbour for ages, right?’

‘That’s me.’ I nodded. ‘Do you know what high school you’re going to next year?’

‘Waverley High,’ she replied. ‘How about you?’

‘Same, I think. Unless—’

‘Amazing!’ Stefanie’s smile widened.

‘There you go, Stef, all fixed,’ said Athena’s mum, before she rushed back to the kitchen.

‘Phew,’ Stefanie exhaled. ‘Crisis averted. I’m going to another party now and my crush will be there!’

Then she took out her phone. ‘I better go actually. Nice to meet you, Nutty!’

I wished Stefanie could have stayed a bit longer.

Nobody else was that interested in talking to me, except for another girl who was wearing a cute Mati charm necklace.

‘You have a posh accent,’ she said. ‘Are you rich?’

No one had ever commented on my voice before, except for my bat mitzvah teacher Rose who used me as an example of how to articulate each word in the script.

‘Natalie isn’t posh, she just has a Jewish accent,’ explained Athena’s mum.

I made a mental note to ask Mum and Dad about that later.

So that happened.

At 6 pm, I told Athena’s mum that I wanted to go home because I ‘wasn’t feeling well’. I didn’t tell Athena’s mum that I actually wanted to go home because I felt left out of a lot of the conversation. Athena’s friends mainly spoke about their teachers the whole time.

Also, I really needed to do a poo.

So, I texted my parents to come and pick me up.

It seemed like they took a second to arrive, which was strange because I’m used to them being late all the time. When I slid into the back of the car, Ron (who was already in his Pikachu pyjamas) said, ‘We knew you wouldn’t end up sleeping over.’

I have a history of leaving sleepover parties before the actual sleeping part.

Dad reversed extremely slow out of the Theodopolis’s driveway so that Mum could try to see if anyone had moved into our old place.

‘It’s pretty dark in there.’ Mum craned her neck. ‘I can see the news playing on a television . . . they must have put in their own curtains too.’

I wished Mum would stop.

I didn’t want to know who was living there now.

I didn’t want to know what changes had been made.

To me, the house looked really sad under the amber street lights.

Especially with all that empty space at the end of the driveway where Aunty Sarah’s shed used to be.

I started to feel a bit sad and empty too.

I sat in the car silently while Ron sang along to some jingles on the radio.

Until I remembered what the girl with the Mati charm necklace had said.

‘One of the girls said I had a Jewish accent.’

‘Did they?’ Dad’s eyes appeared in the rear-view mirror.

‘What’s a Jewish accent anyway?’

‘It’s like the way Fran speaks in The Nanny,’ Mum joked.

‘That’s a New York accent – Flushing, Queens to be exact,’ Dad declared. ‘Jewish people have different accents depending on which part of the world they live in.’

‘Your father for example,’ Mum began, ‘has the strongest Aussie accent I’ve ever heard.’

I nodded pensively.

We spent the rest of the drive making fun of Dad’s bogan accent: ‘G’day mate!’ ‘How ya goin?’ ‘Should we throw some snags on the barbie?’

I was glad to be back with my family, even if leaving sleepovers early made me a little bit immature.
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The next time we went to visit Bubi at Lazville, Tara, The Technicolour Social Worker greeted us at reception with a huge smile. She said Bubi had been spotted leaving her room for bingo and had even started wearing the lipstick she had won in a previous game!

One of the cooks in the Lazville kitchen gave us an entire marble cake so that I could have a ‘mini birthday celebration’ at teatime. When Bubi walked into the communal TV room, I noticed she was wearing lipstick AND blush. Bubi pressed her lips against the back of my hand. It left a rosy mark.

‘A stamp for your birthday,’ she said.

I invited Fred and The Gossip Queens to join us for the cake cutting. Fred must have come straight from the garden because he was still carrying his tin watering can and his gardening gloves were hanging out of his back pocket.

‘Make a wish!’ said Dad, before I blew out the candles.

‘I bet she’s wishing for Kain Kohn to fall in love with her!’ Ron squealed.

I wasn’t embarrassed because I’ve been quite open with everyone about my crush after I told my romantic story in the Lazville Memoir Writing Class.

When we were eating the cake, Miriam accidentally burped and looked quite distraught about it. It was super cringy. Nobody knew what to do or say, until Ron let out an even bigger burp in response. The entire table erupted in laughter (Miriam giggled awkwardly) and I had never felt such relief to have an immature person around. So that happened.

During the afternoon concert, Esther’s teenage grandson (who Bubi later described as nebbish, which is the Yiddish word for ‘geeky’) played some klezmer favourites on his clarinet. I sat next to Fred, who clapped encouragingly through all of the clumsy songs.

‘Tell me about this Kain of yours,’ Fred whispered, during a more sombre song.

I told Fred that Kain wasn’t really mine because he’d only sort-of-smiled at me once and hadn’t actually spoken to me yet.

‘Not even a simple “Hello”?’ Fred asked.

‘No,’ I replied. ‘He’s too busy with his phone . . . and whacking a handball against the back wall of the synagogue.’

‘Doesn’t sound like much of a mensch to me,’ Fred remarked.

I told Fred I’d never heard the word ‘mensch’, which he took as an invitation for an impromptu Yiddish lesson. Fred raised his bushy eyebrows.

‘A mensch is someone who always displays common decency. A gentleman you might say.’ He stroked his stubble. ‘Although women can be mensches too.’

Fred said being a mensch means thinking about other people and their needs, rather than focusing on your own.

‘Your zaide for example,’ Fred continued, ‘he was a very compassionate man. He always gave away meat to families who couldn’t afford it.’

I was shocked to hear that Fred knew my zaide.

‘Of course I knew him. Every kosher person in Sydney bought their meat from your grandparents’ butcher shop,’ said Fred. ‘Your zaide was famous in our community and a true mensch.’

I asked Fred if he remembered Bubi from the butcher shop as well.

‘Natalie, your bubi is what we call . . . unforgettable.’ Fred smiled.

Bubi had her arms folded and displayed very little interest in the concert. Instead, she studied the rainbow lorikeets that were flapping about in the wattle shrub outside the window.

Fred looked at Bubi sympathetically.

‘Your bubi is a remarkable woman. What she went through during and after the war is unthinkable, unimaginable.’ Fred shook his head. ‘The orphans of the holocaust all suffered great losses, but many of them were lucky enough to be reunited with at least one surviving relative when it was over. A sister in Argentina, an uncle in Zimbabwe . . . but to think your bubi lost every member of her family.’ Fred paused for a moment. ‘There are no words to describe that kind of pain. We are in no position to judge how that can make a person behave.’

Fred spoke as if he was confirming information I already knew.

But I didn’t know that about Bubi.

I imagined Fred uncovering a detail that had previously been wrapped up in newspaper.

A secret that Bubi had been hiding behind a rack of clothes and some broken lamp shades in her old apartment.

I had always thought of Bubi’s family as me, Ron, Mum, Sarah, Dad (even if she wasn’t so keen on him) and Zaide, before he died, obviously. I had never even considered that Bubi was young once too, with siblings who burped after meals and parents who might have patted her back to sleep. Bubi would have been born into her own Family Smell in Europe, until suddenly she was all alone with no home or family for the scents to stick to.

Ron fell asleep on the drive home from Lazville that evening. Even though my body was tired, my mind was racing. I waited until the first commercial break on the radio.

‘Mum, how many siblings did Bubi have before the war?’

Mum sighed. ‘Well, her papers say she had four sisters and a brother.’

‘How many did she have after the war?’ I asked, in case Fred had confused Bubi with someone else.

Mum checked to see that Ron’s eyes were still closed in the rear-view mirror.

‘None.’

I suddenly felt like I had swallowed a bowling ball.

It took days to digest.

Even then, it didn’t dissolve completely.
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I noticed the boots first.

While our class waited outside the Powerhouse Museum for the bus to take us back to school, I saw some paint-splattered Blundstones headed in my direction. Then I followed the line of a maroon trench coat up to some dreadlocks before realising that the face under the dreadlocks was Aunty Sarah’s friend, Amy!

‘Amy!’ I shouted.

‘Oh hey,’ Amy said coolly.

‘Amy, what’s your phone number?’ I started rummaging around in my schoolbag for my phone. ‘I need to speak with Aunty Sarah urgently.’

‘What does my number have to do with Sarah?’ Amy asked.

‘Because she’s staying with YOU and I think her phone’s playing up so YOUR number is what I need!’ I replied. Amy gave me a look that I’ve never been given before.

The look said, I’m confused, but in a rude way.

Then Amy’s expression morphed into something that resembled pity.

‘Sorry, kid,’ she said. ‘Sarah completely ghosted me. I haven’t heard from her in months.’

Tears started to well up in my eyes.

Amy apologised again but she had to go because she couldn’t make her art students wait.

The dusty moth feeling returned to my chest and they were literally fluttering so fast upwards into my throat, I found it hard to breathe and then suddenly I felt very hot and then I felt cold and then I felt queasy and then I completely lost my vision.

The next thing I knew, I was lying on the cool concrete footpath while Mrs Detta fanned me with her clipboard. My head was throbbing and it seemed like my entire class was standing over me with looks of concern and horror. So that happened.

That night, while Ron watched anime in the next room and Dad held a packet of frozen peas to the lump on my forehead, Mum took a deep breath.

‘Ok . . . Aunty Sarah has actually been in hospital for the last eight weeks.’

Not the kind of hospital where Dad works, or where I was born, but a different type of hospital in North Sydney for people with addictions to things.

Like smoking.

People go there if they want to stop smoking.

And if they can’t get out of bed for weeks because they’re too sad to do so.

The kind of sad that can’t be forgotten about with a spoon of Nutella or a meme on WhatsApp or a few episodes of The Nanny.

‘But Aunty Sarah had been making jokes just days before we all moved out.’

‘Sometimes sad people say funny things to prevent their family and friends from worrying,’ replied Mum.

So now I know that Aunty Sarah has depression, which is a type of mental illness.

It’s like getting a cold that won’t go away, but instead of coughing and sneezing, you feel sad and helpless for a few months at a time. Maybe you already knew that.

‘Why didn’t anyone tell me what was going on?’ I asked.

‘We were trying to protect you,’ Mum replied.

‘From what?’

‘From . . .’ Dad hesitated. ‘I suppose we thought you were a bit young to understand what Aunty Sarah was . . . is going through.’

‘You could have at least tried to explain it,’ I said. ‘I’m twelve years old now, you know. It’s a very significant age.’

Mum and Dad giggled.

I wasn’t trying to be funny.

‘So, when can I speak to her?’ I asked.

‘Aunty Sarah isn’t really allowed to use her phone right now,’ replied Mum. ‘But I know you’ll be the first person she’ll want to speak to when the doctors say it’s okay.’

Mum couldn’t tell me when that would be.

Turns out, there were some benefits to fainting and hitting my head on the concrete footpath:

[image: ] I didn’t have to go to school for the rest of the week

[image: ] I missed swimming lessons on Saturday afternoon (Ron had to go, which meant I still got KFC for dinner)

[image: ] on Monday morning, I was quite famous at school. I even heard one of the junior kids say, ‘That’s the girl who had a concussion last week!’ as I walked through the front gates.

Monday also turned out to be a really good day because Shayna came to morning prayers with news that she’d watched her sister play tennis against Kain on the weekend.

‘Kain said hi to me,’ Shayna beamed. ‘So now that we’ve spoken, I can probably message him and tell him how cool you are and that he should ask you out.’

I clapped my hands with excitement.

‘I’ll try do it tonight,’ she promised.

I felt flutters in my chest, but they weren’t dusty moth flutters, they were more like . . . glittery butterfly flitters.

The bell rang and I made sure not to stand up too quickly.

I didn’t need another lump on my forehead.
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Dad had to work over the festival of Rosh Hashanah, so Mum took me and Ron to the small synagogue inside Lazville to listen to the special service. My family only goes to synagogue twice a year because we’re not very religious. Jessica M. and The Millers literally go to synagogue every week! The Bat Mitzvah Girls (and Kain Kohn) are all members of King Solomon Synagogue, so I had no one to talk to and no one to check out at Lazville.

While we were getting ready to leave in the morning, I asked Mum one last time if I could go to King Solomon Synagogue with my friends while she went to Lazville with Bubi and Ron. That made Mum really upset.

‘The main reason I go to synagogue is to show off my children!’ Mum yelled over the hairdryer.

I used to think Mum only went to synagogue to chat with Ling. This year, Ling, Barry and Avi are also trying a different synagogue, called ‘Temple Olam’. At Temple Olam, the men, women and people like Avi can sit together and the rabbi is a woman! Without Ling, Mum might have to actually pray for once.

I’ve literally never been this bored in my entire life, I thought, after listening to the Rosh Hashanah service for half an hour. We’re not allowed to bring any form of technology into a synagogue on holy days, which means no phones AT ALL. Mum even made me leave my phone locked in the car so I wouldn’t cheat.

I was also pretty uncomfortable, sandwiched between Mum and Bubi, who had been bickering for most of it. Also their clashing perfumes were overwhelming my senses. So I reached over Mum to peep through the curtain that was separating the men from the women and made eye contact with Ron. He was squished between Fred and Esther’s nebbish-teenage-clarinet-playing grandson. I motioned to the exit with my head, then slid past Bubi and the other women in our row, apologising as I bumped them on my way to the swinging side doors.

As soon as Ron and I were a few metres away from the worshippers (and gossipers), we darted towards Bubi’s room. I opened the windows to let the spring breeze blow through the stuffy air while Ron bounced onto Bubi’s bed. We spent the rest of the morning flicking between channels on TV and dipping slices of apple into the miniature jars of honey Bubi had been hoarding in her bedside table.

Maybe Bubi worries that she’ll get hungry in the middle of the night, after starving during the war and in the refugee camp, I wondered, licking the excess honey off my fingers.

I also wondered if Bubi liked to ‘show off’ Mum and Aunty Sarah at synagogue when they were young.

And when Bubi stopped ‘showing off’ Aunty Sarah.

I started thinking about whether Bubi’s mother ‘showed off’ Bubi and her siblings at their synagogue in Europe before the war. That’s when I realised what Bubi meant when she said ‘I miss everyone’ the first day Ron and I spent with her at Lazville.

She missed her mum and dad and her brother and sisters.

She missed Zaide.

Maybe, she even missed Aunty Sarah.

I started to feel like I might cry, so I directed my focus back to the TV because Ron doesn’t know what to do when I cry.

A homeless man was being interviewed on a talk show. They showed a video clip of his cardboard hut and everything. It looked really cold and dirty. Then the talk show host surprised him with a set of keys. They were keys to a flat! The flat was even smaller than our unit, but the man didn’t care.

‘Thank you, thank you,’ he cried. ‘I can’t thank you enough.’

‘Maybe we can donate Bubi’s flat fox skin to him,’ said Ron.

I didn’t answer.

I was too busy feeling guilty.

For being ungrateful.

For not appreciating that our unit had proper walls and a roof.

For being rude to my parents who loved me and Ron.

For not saying thanks to Dad who had to work over Rosh Hashanah so we’d have money to buy ‘necessary’ things.

‘Can we watch something else now?’ asked Ron.

I didn’t answer.

I was too busy cancelling my bat mitzvah party in my head.

‘I don’t deserve a party,’ I told Fred, in between mouthfuls of honey cake in the Art ‘n’ Craft Room that afternoon.

‘Why is that?’ he asked, furrowing his bushy eyebrows.

‘I haven’t been much of mensch lately,’ I replied.

Fred listened patiently while I listed all the mistakes I’d made over the past nine months. Mistakes with my parents, mistakes at school (like splashing water onto the tiles in the bathrooms) and even my mistakes with Avi. Fred didn’t even ask me why I had to do five inhale-exhales into a party blower in the middle of the list, which I appreciated.

When I finished, Fred smiled.

‘The good news is, all of these mistakes can easily be fixed,’ he said.

Fred took a piece of paper from the recycling pile.

I sharpened a pencil.

We made a plan.

Before we left Lazville in the evening, Fred took me to the side and said, ‘I hope you reconsider cancelling your bat mitzvah party. Remember, even mensches like to have a bit of fun.’

That made me feel really good because it meant that Fred still thinks I have mensch potential.

‘Okay, Fred,’ I said. ‘I’ll think about it.’

So that happened.

Minutes after we arrived home, Shayna WhatsApped me:

‘My dad needs to take my cousin back to the airport so hes going to drop me at ur place quickly on the way so he can kill two birds with one stone

IDK what that means lol’

Shayna’s dad says some really strange things, I thought.

But I didn’t dwell on it.

Because all potentially baby-ish items needed to be hidden from view.

Shayna was on her way.

To my unit.
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‘What is this place?’ Shayna stood by the roller door by our front entrance and spun around to take in the entire industrial estate. I held my breath as I led her up the spiral staircase to our unit. I was grateful for the darkness that had descended upon the warehouse, hiding the stacks of archive boxes belonging to Mr Zimmel, The Accountant.

Shayna seemed much quieter than usual.

She didn’t mention anything about Kain’s number, and I didn’t want to seem too desperate, so I didn’t bring it up even though I really wanted to. When I asked Shayna if she wanted me to paint her nails, she replied, ‘No, let’s just watch TikTok.’ So we did, until we heard a car beep three times outside the front window.

‘That’s my dad’s signal to come out,’ Shayna reached for her cardigan.

When she turned towards the door, Mum looked at me judgementally.

I know how Mum feels about parents who beep their car horn instead of getting out to ring the doorbell and say hello.

She thinks they lack ‘Basic Communication Skills’.

On the first day back at school after Rosh Hashanah, as I was shoving my bag into my pigeonhole in the morning, Jessica B. ran up to me with so much bubbling energy I thought she was going to tell me that Mrs Detta had been replaced with a chilled substitute teacher for the day.

‘Shayna and Kain are going out now,’ Jessica B. panted. ‘They went to the storeroom where the simcha lollies are kept and kissed during the kids’ service yesterday.’

I felt like someone had literally smacked a cricket ball into my throat.

Without thinking, I pinched the skin at the front of my neck.

‘Was it a dare?’ I asked hopefully.

Jessica B. shook her head gravely.

I felt my cheeks burn with rage.

At first the fury was directed towards my mum because if she had just let me go to King Solomon Synagogue for Rosh Hashanah like I’d asked, this probably wouldn’t have happened!

Then I became angry at myself, because I was certain God did exist and was punishing me for watching TV and eating snacks in Bubi’s room instead of praying.

Then my wrath reached Shayna, for betraying me.

She had some chutzpah coming over to my place, right after she’d kissed Kain at synagogue yesterday.

It suddenly clicked.

That’s why she was so quiet!

‘Go and tell Shayna Sassoon that she is a snake,’ I uttered between gritted teeth.

‘I don’t want to get involved,’ said Jessica B.

‘Bullshit,’ I exclaimed. ‘You just did get involved!’

‘Now you’ll have to repent for saying S.H.I.T on Yom Kippur next week!’ Jessica B. shook her finger at me.

Yom Kippur is the holiest day in the Jewish calendar when we have to atone for our sins.

‘Shayna will have LOTS to repent for,’ I spat. ‘When she’s not too busy kissing Kain in the storeroom!’

The bell rang, so Jessica B. ran towards the synagogue for morning prayers, which was a relief because I didn’t want her to see the tears that had started to blur my vision. Hot with humiliation and shame, I stripped off my jumper and punched it into my pigeonhole. Then I made my way towards to the bathroom to splash my face with water and peel off my crop top which had been rubbing uncomfortably against my ribs for the past two months. So that happened.

Shayna avoided me all morning, until she found herself standing behind me and Jessica B. in the line for the tuckshop. She tapped me on the shoulder. I turned around. Shayna looked me dead in the eye.

‘Are you going to hit me?’ she asked.

‘No. I’m not.’ I folded my arms. ‘I don’t do that kind of thing.’

‘You better start practising your punches before you go to Waverley High next year,’ Shaya replied.

‘I thought you were a good friend, Shayna.’

‘Who says I’m not a good friend?’ Shayna leered.

‘Good friends don’t kiss their best friend’s crush in the synagogue storeroom!’ My voice was getting shrill.

‘I never said you were my best friend!’ Shayna retorted. ‘You just assumed we were. I haven’t even worn the friendship bracelet you gave me at the start of the year. Not even once.’

I glanced at Jessica B. for backup but she said nothing.

I snapped. ‘I hope you and Kain tongue kiss so much that it starts to hurt. Physically!’

Then I stormed off towards the playground before I had time to collect my mac and cheese. I regretted that decision immediately because I was STARVING. I reached for my party blower and did an extra five inhale-exhales while I walked to the bubblers.

Refilling my water bottle would buy me some time because I had no idea what to do with myself. I didn’t so much feel like doing TikTok dances with The Bat Mitzvah Girls because Jessica B. didn’t stick up for me and I wasn’t in a ‘dancey’ mood. I also didn’t want to play basketball with Josh and The Rivkin Twins because I’ve never managed to get a single ball into a hoop in my life. I didn’t have the energy to deal with even more failure and embarrassment. Besides, Josh would probably say something mean like, ‘Why would Kain go for a flat chested, fluffy-haired, furry-armed girl like you, when he could have crop-topped model Shayna whose hair doesn’t even need to be blow-dried straight?’

I considered looking for Ron, but he wouldn’t have understood what I was going through. Also, I thought hanging out with my little brother at school would be stooping to a new low. Then I began contemplating how much Bubi would have loved to play with one of her siblings at school and that made me feel guilty, so I went searching for Ron. I found him happily playing soccer with his friends and decided not to disturb him.

The best plan of action seemed to be to hide in my classroom, even though we’re not supposed to be there unsupervised at lunch. I rested my cheek on my desk and cried for a few minutes, thinking that I felt even lonelier than the time I was the last person to be picked up from the school office. My cries turned into sobs before the sound of someone walking down the hall startled me out of my misery. I dived under my desk and hugged my knees.

That’s when I heard the drum kit in the music room across the hall.

I knew exactly who was making the noise.

I knew exactly what I should do.

Fred had talked me through it.

But every time I tried to get up from under the desk, I imagined Avi turning towards the door with a What are YOU doing here? look on her face.

And I had cried enough already.
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‘I just don’t think I’m cut out to be a mensch,’ I said, sipping one of Bubi’s hoarded juice boxes.

‘Oh yes you are, I know a mensch when I see one!’ Fred had to raise his voice so that I could hear him over the loud TV that was playing in the Lazville communal lounge room. ‘Just take a few days to rebuild your confidence and then get back to our plan.’

‘What plan?’ Bubi looked at us suspiciously.

‘The plan to get Avi’s forgiveness and be her best friend again,’ I replied.

‘This is why I don’t like friends.’ Bubi shook her head. ‘Too many troubles.’

Fred winked at me.

‘I might need a bit longer than a few days to rebuild my confidence,’ I gulped. ‘I’m really scared.’

‘Let me ask you something,’ Fred began. ‘How did you feel before you’d made your apology to the school for splashing water onto the floor in the bathroom?’

That was easy to describe. I remembered the shot-put balls in my stomach.

The dusty moths in my chest.

‘I was really nervous,’ I replied. ‘Petrified.’

‘And how did you feel once you’d told the truth, once you’d apologised to everyone for your mistake?’

I paused for a moment.

‘It felt a bit better actually . . . like, there was far less sports equipment in my stomach.’

Fred looked confused. ‘Ok, sure . . . so the truth makes you feel lighter. The truth shall set you free.’

‘Did you learn that from the Gemara?’ I asked.

‘From the Christian Bible, actually,’ Fred replied. ‘There’s a lot we can learn from other religions too.’

‘You’re full of surprises, Fred,’ I said.

‘Life is full of surprises.’ Fred chuckled.

Bubi took my hand and kissed it. ‘A stamp.’

Then she narrowed her eyes. ‘Now we will practise for your Hebrew test.’

I spent the next two lunchtimes in the classroom by myself.

Rebuilding my confidence.

And procrastinating, if I’m being really honest. Procrastinating is what people do when they’re trying to put something off until the last minute. Maybe you already knew that.

Avi didn’t come back to the music room until the third lunchtime. I knew she was there the moment I heard the cymbals crashing.

There’s no point sitting around feeling sorry for yourself, I imagined Mum saying.

So, I took a deep breath.

Then I took another deep breath.

And I made my way to the music room.

Avi turned towards the door and her look didn’t say What are YOU doing here? It actually said, Oh, hi Nutty, I wasn’t expecting to see you here!

‘I’m so sorry for ignoring you this year, Avi.’ I edged a bit closer to her. ‘I’ve been a terrible friend.’

I started to cry and collapsed onto my knees.

I hadn’t meant to make such a dramatic gesture.

My body went into action before my brain did.

Avi extended her hand.

I took hold of it.

She pulled me to my feet and in that moment, I realised just how much I had missed the comfort of holding Avi’s hand.

‘I heard about shitty Shayna and Kain the klutz,’ she said, patting my back.

‘Everyone has,’ I exhaled.

Then my stomach growled.

‘I have a spare sachet of Nutella in my lunch box,’ said Avi. ‘You can have it if you like.’

What a mensch, I thought.

Avi walked towards the computer in the corner, clicked the mouse a few times and typed something into the YouTube search bar.

‘This song is by Alanis Morissette and I think you might like it,’ said Avi.

I recognised the song from ‘Classic Hits’ on the radio, but I’d never listened to the lyrics properly before. It’s about a girl who is really angry at a boy for choosing someone else over her. It’s called ‘You Oughta Know’ and it has the F-word in it.

For the next four minutes, Avi and I jumped and slashed around the music room until we were completely out of breath. When the song finished, Avi showed me how to hit a gong, which I imagined was the door to the storeroom where Shayna and Kain kissed.

It felt really liberating.

‘We can listen to Harry Styles now if you want,’ Avi said, flopping onto a chair. I told her not to worry about it because Harry Styles doesn’t really have any angry songs to air-punch along to. Shvitzy from all the aerobic bouncing, I re-clipped my flyaway fluff to the top of my head and rolled up my sleeves. The static from my shirt made the hair on my forearms stand on their ends.

I sighed mournfully.

‘Do you think Kain chose Shayna because she’s prettier than me?’ I asked.

‘Definitely not.’ Avi shook her head. ‘Kain chose Shayna over you because he’s a shmuck!’

Avi suggested that I focus my attention back to being Harry’s girlfriend.

That meant a lot to me because it seemed like Avi used to think I was wasting my time planning ways to meet and win over Harry Styles. Avi even promised to speak to her brother Asher about it. Asher is an ethical hacker, so there’s a good chance he’d be able to hack into Harry’s cloud to find out what his number is.

‘It’s not a hundred per cent ethical,’ Avi began, ‘but I think Harry Styles would definitely benefit from meeting you.’

Avi’s suggestion gave me hope and a new focus which is exactly what I needed to remedy Kain’s painful rejection.

I looked down to our faded friendship anklet. Part of it was poking up from under my sock.

‘Do you still have yours?’ I asked.

‘Of course I do, Nutty,’ replied Avi. ‘It’s my favourite bedtime bookmark.’

I felt so relieved to have Avi back in my life.

It was a lot like the feeling I had once, when I finally found a special ring that had been missing for a few months. Except better.

At the same time, I felt a huge loss. After all, hadn’t I wasted all these months without Avi by my side? She had no idea about Sarah’s absence. She had no idea who Fred was. She had no idea about the terrible things I’d discovered about Bubi’s past.

I had to fill Avi in.

I had to ask her about her solo bat mitzvah plans and if she really had a crush on Eric Rivkin!

We had to make up for lost time and we had to do it fast.
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My parents raised their eyebrows with gleeful surprise when I asked if they could drop me off at Avi’s place on Sunday morning.

Josh and The Rivkin Twins popped over for a bit too and we all watched some Sydney Kings highlights on the Gluck Family iPad. I decided that basketball isn’t that boring once you know the rules. Also, one of the players called Brett Efron is pretty cute. Avi said that she’d heard Brett was Jewish, so I googled is Brett Efron Jewish? and there he was in a Jewish Newspaper article. I decided I should bring Aunty Sarah to a game with us when the season started again so that she could check Brett out, because Bubi would approve of their marriage. I know, I’m quite the little yenta.

My imaginary plans made me miss Aunty Sarah again and my eyes got a bit watery. The Rivkin Twins must have thought I was brooding over Shayna and Kain because Danny Rivkin said, ‘Sorry about the thing with Shayna and Kain, but also not sorry because now you’ll have more time to be friends with us,’ and Eric echoed, ‘Yeh.’

Avi didn’t even tell them to say that (I asked her later).

That made me feel better.

When Josh and The Rivkin Twins left, Avi and I flipped through last year’s King Solomon Primary School Magazine and cut Shayna’s photo out of all the pages she was featured in. Then we dug a hole under Ling’s lemon tree and buried the pictures because Avi said that’s how you put a curse on someone. She heard about it from Barry’s acupuncturist who’s into magic spells. An acupuncturist is someone who literally sticks needles in other people’s bodies with their consent! Maybe you already knew that.

As the sun started to set, we leaned against the trunk of our favourite eucalyptus tree and watched the sky change from a hazy blue to a powdery pink.

‘So, what have I missed in The Life of Avi Gluck this year?’ I asked.

‘Nothing much really.’ She smiled. ‘I’ve been invited to give a talk about gender identity at a youth forum next week and there’s a rumour going around that the prime minister will be there.’

‘That’s amazing, Avi!’ I gasped.

‘Yeh, I’m pretty nervous about the whole public speaking thing though.’

I raised my hand. ‘I can definitely help you with that.’

‘What have I missed in The Life of Nutty-Lee?’ Avi asked. ‘Besides the fact that your hair has grown crazy long!’

I’m so glad I didn’t cut my hair! I thought.

‘I want to hear all of it.’ Avi locked eyes with me.

‘Where do I even start?’ I sighed.

Avi ran her tongue across her top teeth while I filled her in on everything that had happened since I moved into the rented unit.

When I finished, Avi looked at me sorrowfully and said, ‘Nutty, I owe you an apology.’

‘What for?’ I asked.

‘I’m also responsible for the rift in our friendship,’ Avi said. ‘I made you feel silly for loving Harry Styles and The Real Housewives of Beverley Hills . . . and I didn’t check on you after your move.’

‘It’s okay Avi,’ I replied. ‘You don’t have to—’

‘Wait, let me finish. You were really there for me last year during my difficult time.’ Avi frowned. ‘I should have been there for you this year, Nutty . . . I just didn’t think you wanted me to be.’

Avi was right about the last part.

I suppose at the start of the year, I thought Shayna would be a better best friend to have because we liked the same music, fashion and TikTok videos. But as I looked over at my oldest friend, brushing a tuft of grass with her long bony fingers, I realised that no one could replace Avi.

Because I can trust Avi with ALL of my secrets.

Avi doesn’t try to change me.

Avi would never be mean on purpose, lie or break a promise.

I decided that the next time I went to Jessica M.’s mansion, I’d make a friendship bracelet with cobalt and ruby charms. And I’d make sure Avi was invited too.

‘So,’ I began, ‘any first crushes I should know about?’

‘Someone at basketball is pretty cute.’ Avi giggled. ‘But they’re taken.’

‘Oh,’ I sighed. ‘Do you think Eric Rivkin like-likes you?’

‘Definitely not.’ Avi shook her head. ‘He’s still never had a crush.’

‘I don’t understand how that’s possible!’

‘Some people just don’t have romantic feelings.’ Avi nodded. ‘Eric might develop them when we’re older. Like my dad, he didn’t have a crush on anyone until Year Nine.’

‘You talk to your DAD about that stuff?’ I gasped.

At that moment, Barry came out into the garden wearing Ling’s fuchsia bathrobe and one gumboot.

‘Has anyone seen my hand trowel?’

Avi and I cracked up laughing.

So that happened.

Just as I was about to ask Avi what she’d decided to do about her solo bat mitzvah, Mum, Dad and Ron arrived. Ling and Barry invited them to join us for ‘Gluck Sunday Night Lasagne’. Even before the final gooey mouthful, I could feel a ‘poo urgency’ coming on. The plan was to watch a movie together over dessert and I didn’t want to make my family miss out by making us go home.

So, I mustered up every bit of courage I had.

I took a deep breath.

Then I took another one.

And whispered to Mum: ‘Come with me to the upstairs bathroom.’

Five minutes later . . .

For the very first time . . .

I did a poo at the Gluck’s place!

Mum and I high-fived when I finished. After I’d washed my hands.

Obviously.
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Because Yom Kippur was on a Wednesday this year, bat mitzvah practice was moved to Monday afternoon. I had been dreading it ever since I discovered Shayna’s crime. Watching her make flirty eyes with Kain through the double doors was even harder than I thought it would be. During the break, Shayna squealed with laughter as she dodged the handball Kain chucked against the back wall of the synagogue.

I sulked through most of the second half of practice, wishing I was somewhere, anywhere else. I kept thinking about Avi who had recently told me that she’d met with The Female Rabbi from Temple Olam, to discuss having b’nai mitzvah lessons with her. A b’nai mitzvah is like a bat mitzvah but gender neutral. Maybe you already knew that. Avi got along quite well with The Female Rabbi. The Female Rabbi likes punk bands too. But she had to go overseas quite suddenly when her father became ill, so Avi’s ceremony plans were ‘on hold’.

‘It’s a real shame,’ Avi said. ‘She was going to let me use they/them for God and everything.’

After that, I couldn’t stop thinking about Aunty Sarah.

Who calls God a She.

I suddenly had an idea.

‘Remember your posture girls!’ shouted Rose. ‘Natalie, it’s your line.’

‘I’m really sorry, Rose, but I have to go.’ I grabbed my schoolbag and ran towards the exit.

I left my bat mitzvah script abandoned on the podium.

‘Your video disconnected,’ Avi said. ‘Where are you?’

‘Down the road from the synagogue,’ I replied. ‘Avi, listen. My mum’s at a thing with Ron and my dad’s on a shift. Do you think your mum or dad could come and pick me up?’

‘They’re not here,’ Avi sighed. ‘Asher’s babysitting me. He just got his driver’s licence but Dad said he isn’t allowed to take me anywhere unless it’s an emergency.’

‘This could definitely be categorised as an emergency,’ I exclaimed.

I was relieved to learn that Asher wasn’t wearing a rollerblade on his driving foot, although from the crazy way he pulled up beside the curb, it was entirely possible.

‘What’s the urgency again?’ Avi asked, as soon as I’d closed the passenger door.

‘I need to speak with Aunty Sarah,’ I replied. ‘Now.’

Asher only knew of one hospital in North Sydney and to our luck, he’d even driven there once because Barry had made him cross the harbour tunnel for practise a few weeks before his driving exam.

‘I don’t even think I need Google Maps to get there,’ he bragged.

Asher did need Google Maps.

He took the wrong exit.

It was a slight detour but Avi and I didn’t mind because it meant we got to cross the Sydney Harbour Bridge.

‘Look at the way the sun’s reflecting off the Opera House!’ exclaimed Avi, leaning out of the window.

I gazed out across the water and noticed a ferry chugging towards the smiley Luna Park entrance. I thought back to the time Mum, Bubi and Aunty Sarah took me and Ron on the ferry to Taronga Zoo, when the posh lady compared us to noisy cockatoos.

I realised it had been so long since we were all together, laughing, bickering . . . squawking.

I missed those moments.

‘Sydney is so beautiful from up here,’ Avi said, smiling.

I started to smile too.

I got my best friend back.

I was on my way to get my aunty back too.
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Searching for Aunty Sarah was part of my plan all along. The plan Fred helped me to make. If I hadn’t heard from Sarah by the week of my bat mitzvah in November, Fred was going to call the hospital to ask for permission to speak with her. I was just a month and a bit ahead of schedule.

Asher had to pull over in North Sydney to get directions from a pedestrian because he was convinced Google Maps was playing up and he continued to take wrong turns. When we finally arrived at North Sydney Hospital, I discovered that no one by the name Sarah Saslavsky was staying there. Luckily, the man at the information desk was very helpful and typed the place he thought we had in mind into my maps.

Northshore Clinic smelled strangely similar to Lazville (plastic tablecloths, PVA glue, paper serviettes and oily potato wedges) even though the residents seemed to mostly be around Aunty Sarah’s age. The man with the moustache at Northshore Clinic’s reception desk was literally the unfriendliest person in the world.

‘You can’t just show up like this,’ he said. ‘We have a strict policy for visitors.’

‘I’m begging you,’ I pleaded. ‘I really need to see my aunt.’

I looked around to Avi and Asher for back up.

‘We’ve come a long way,’ said Avi.

‘I had to pay a toll and everything,’ chimed Asher.

‘Okay, okay I’ll see what I can do,’ said the moustached man. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’

I paced around the waiting area for what seemed like five hours, but Asher said it was closer to five minutes.

The moustached man returned.

He looked at Avi and Asher.

‘The two of you will need to stay here,’ he said.

Then he pointed to Asher.

‘You’ll need to take off your rollerblades in the waiting area.’

Then he tilted his head to me.

‘You, come this way.’

I followed the moustached man to a courtyard that smelled like spring jasmine vines and cinnamon tea. A few people wearing multi-coloured jumpers were sitting in a circle knitting vibrant scarves.

They must be social workers, I thought.

The moustached man told me to ‘wait over there’ on a bench.

So, I did. Until I saw a figure appear behind the glass doors.

Aunty Sarah.

‘Nutty, is everything okay?’ She looked concerned. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Nothing,’ I said, scrambling to my feet and into Sarah’s arms. ‘I just really needed to see you.’

Then I started to cry. Everything seemed to pour out of me.

My rift with Avi, making friends with Shayna, falling in love with Kain, moving to the rented unit, Waverley High, getting into huge trouble at school when I splashed water onto the floor in the bathroom, buying a crop top, Josh Grossberg’s cruelty, meeting Fred, Bubi’s family who died, Shayna’s betrayal, Kain’s rejection, making up with Avi, The Female Rabbi, me running away from bat mitzvah practice . . .

It felt like I’d been talking for five hours, but once again, Asher assured me later that it was really closer to five minutes.

‘And just how did you make your way over here?’ Sarah asked.

I told her the truth because I always tell Aunty Sarah the truth.

She squeezed my hand.

‘Let me speak to someone,’ she said. ‘I’ll be right back.’

The principal of the clinic gave Sarah special permission to spend a few hours away because of the good progress she was making.

‘I just to have to be back by 10 pm,’ she sighed.

So, Sarah hopped into the front seat next to Asher. Which made Asher a little nervous.

I know this because at one point Sarah asked him, ‘Am I making you nervous, Asher?’

He giggled awkwardly.

And went through a red light.

So that happened.

Remarkably, Asher got us all back to my unit in one piece.

When we walked through the front door, I asked Avi and Sarah if it smelled the same as our last place, and they both said, ‘Exactly the same!’

That was a huge relief.

Mum was still at the thing with Ron, and Dad was in the shower after his shift, so Sarah toasted a few slices of bread and heated up some spaghetti bolognese leftovers in the microwave.

‘What would you say, if I helped you two write your own b’nai and bat mitzvah script?’ Sarah said, leaning against the kitchen bench.

Avi and I looked at each other excitedly.

‘Do we have to talk about the twelve tribes of Israel?’ I asked.

‘Do I have to talk about becoming a daughter of the commandments?’ Avi asked.

‘You don’t have to say anything that you think is irrelevant or makes you feel uncomfortable,’ promised Sarah.

‘Can I still wear the dress I’m having made?’ I asked.

‘Do I have to wear a dress?’ Avi asked.

‘You can wear whatever you like,’ Sarah beamed. ‘In three months, you’re going to graduate from King Solomon Primary. You might as well go out with a BANG!’

Sarah slammed both her hands against the kitchen table on the word ‘BANG’, rattling the cutlery.

Avi and I giggled.

Then Dad walked into the kitchen.

‘Did I hear something about a BANG mitzvah in here?’

Avi and I roared with laughter. It’s the best pun Dad has ever invented and we could tell he was really proud of himself because he didn’t smile sheepishly afterwards.

‘I love it,’ Avi giggled. ‘We should totally call it a BANG mitzvah!’

‘But I haven’t completed twenty hours of voluntary community service, or picked up fifty dog poos, or changed a car tyre or got a spaghetti stain out of a shirt yet,’ I said.

Aunty Sarah stuck a fork into her bowl of spaghetti and flicked some tomatoey sauce onto my school pinafore.

‘Your lessons start now.’

Long after Avi and Asher had left and Ron had fallen asleep, I curled up next to Aunty Sarah on the couch, hugging an open jar of Nutella. I looked at the clock on the wall. Only one more hour before Aunty Sarah has to go back to the clinic. I had so many more questions for her, but I knew the one I wanted answered most.

‘Why didn’t you tell me you were in hospital?’ I moped, twirling the upright spoon in the middle of the goo. ‘I could’ve come and visited you sooner.’

‘Sorry, Nutty.’ Sarah stroked the fluff on my arms. ‘I didn’t want you to see me in there, like that.’

‘It’s alright. I’m just glad you’re getting better.’

‘I am.’ Sarah smiled.

‘And I’m glad you don’t smoke any more,’ I added.

I put the jar on the coffee table and rested my head on Sarah’s lap.

She had been watching a film on SBS.

A man and a woman were speaking a Slavic language in between passionate kisses.

Then the woman took off her bra and the close-up shot of her boobs made them look like the jam doughnuts we eat at Hanukkah parties.

‘I’m not allowed to watch this stuff,’ I said.

‘You’re probably right,’ Sarah replied. She changed the channel.

I snuggled into Aunty Sarah’s warmth and my eyelids became heavy. My next few questions can wait until tomorrow.
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My final dress fitting was what you might call a colossal disaster. The minute I caught a glimpse of myself in front of the full-length mirror at the dressmaker’s studio, dusty moths started fluttering up my oesophagus. The dress didn’t look AT ALL like my meticulous hand-drawn designs. It looked like a nightie!

As soon as Mum and I were back in the safety of the car, I burst out crying. Mum drove straight to the Glucks for a third and fourth opinion from Ling and Avi.

Ling told me to spin around.

Avi shook her head.

Ling reached for her phone. ‘I’ll call Ngabu and tell her to warm up the sewing machine.’

That evening, after swimming lessons and KFC drive through, Josh Grossberg’s dad came over with his new girlfriend Chrissie. Chrissie sat with me in the lounge room while my mum and Josh’s dad reviewed some architect plans in the kitchen. As I was decorating my BANG mitzvah Guest Message Board, I asked Chrissie where Josh was.

‘He’s at his mum’s this weekend,’ said Chrissie.

‘Phew!’ I exhaled.

‘Don’t have the energy for Josh tonight?’ Chrissie laughed.

‘Not really,’ I replied.

Chrissie smiled kindly. ‘You know, sometimes immature boys are mean to the girls they actually have crushes on.’

That’s when my jaw literally dropped to the floor. Okay, I’m exaggerating but my mouth did open in shock. Then it closed in disbelief.

As I lay in bed that night, I thought about all the mean things Josh had said to me over the years. There were enough insults to fill my own manila folder.

If Chrissie is right, Josh must have a colossal crush on me.

Colossal is my new favourite word.

Then I wondered if I could like Josh in that way too, but the idea of holding his clammy hand didn’t make any glittery butterflies flitter inside my chest. Also, if Fred were to ask me if Josh was a mensch, the answer would be NO! Obviously.

The next morning, while I lay in bed, I opened WhatsApp. I tapped on The Bat Mitzvah Girls group and scrolled up to the screenshot of the sweaty basketball player that Shayna had posted ages ago. I realised it was actually a picture of Brett Efron! I pressed down on the image, tapped Reply and then held down the dictation icon.

‘Hi everyone. I just wanted to say sorry for leaving practice without an explanation. I’ve decided to have a BANG mitzvah with Avi instead but I hope we can all still be friends.’

Then I tapped send.

Then I held down the dictation icon again and said: ‘By the way that photo is of Brett Efron from The Sydney Kings and he’s actually Jewish so when my Aunty Sarah marries him you’re all invited to the wedding.’

And then I tapped send.

Plus, a LOL emoji.

Jessica M. was the first to respond with a fairy emoji.

I replied: ‘One more thing. I should have said this before, but I think Avi would look great in whatever she chooses to wear and I think you’ll all look great too.’

I started to worry that Shayna might remove me from the group at that point, so I quickly turned my screen off.

When I checked WhatsApp again a few hours later, Jessica B. had replied with hearts and mermaids, which was a huge relief. Jessica M. even sent me a thumbs up emoji privately.

In the afternoon, Mum, Dad, Ron and I went to visit Bubi because my mum wanted Bubi to be there when I received my . . . Apple Watch!

‘This is from the whole family,’ said Dad.

‘Except me,’ said Ron, handing me an old twenty dollar note I thought I’d lost. ‘I was keeping it safe for you.’

Dad fastened the band on the underside of my wrist. Then I flipped my arm around and noticed that there was a scratch on the stainless-steel border. A large part of me wanted to ask if they had bought the watch second-hand. I decided that my interrogations might cause some level of embarrassment for the adults in the room, so I swallowed the question and thanked everyone with an individual hug instead. Bubi told me I should keep my watch locked in a drawer at night, ‘so it doesn’t get stolen’. Then she unlocked her own bedside table and handed me one of her bingo-prize-lipsticks which she had wrapped in a serviette.

‘To wear to the synagogue when you will become a woman at your bat mitzvah in November.’

That prompted Mum to tell Bubi about the change of plans.

[image: ] My bat mitzvah would now be referred to as a BANG mitzvah.

[image: ] I would be sharing my BANG mitzvah with Avi Gluck, on the twenty-fifth of October.

[image: ] The ceremony would be followed by a casual afternoon tea.

[image: ] The afternoon tea would be followed by a modest ‘disco’ (Mum’s words, not mine).

[image: ] All the events would take place in the Gluck Garden. Barry and Ling kindly offered their space so that we wouldn’t have to hire anything.

With pursed lips and a furrowed brow, Bubi grasped onto a fistful of floral bedspread until her knuckles turned white. What followed was a colossal-sized argument wherein Bubi declared she would not attend a bat mitzvah that wasn’t inside a synagogue.

‘It’s not a usual bat mitzvah, Bubi, it’s a BANG mitzvah,’ I said.

‘Worse!’ Bubi wailed.

Mum pleaded with Bubi to at least consider it.

‘Ma, even if it was a traditional bat mitzvah, it’s not compulsory to have the ceremony inside in a synagogue.’

‘First you shame me with your husband,’ Bubi asserted. ‘Then your sister shames me with her laziness. Now your daughter shames me with—’

‘That’s it,’ Dad snapped. ‘Say whatever you want about me or Bec or Sarah, but I won’t let you talk about Nutty that way!’

Bubi suddenly became very pale.

Her crooked finger started to shake as she pointed to the door.

‘Get out!’ she ordered. ‘All of you.’

On the way to the car, we passed The Gossip Queens who were playing rummy tiles with some of the other women outside in the Lazville Sukkah. We also saw Fred from a distance. He was watering the bluebells in the garden. I’m sure Fred could see I was crying – even though he has poor eyesight – because he raised his bushy eyebrows with concern as he waved back at me. So that happened.

Mum didn’t hassle Dad to turn the air-conditioning pressure down on the drive home and I didn’t sing along to any jingles on the radio. I was too busy thinking about what Fred said: how I should be a mensch and try not to judge Bubi’s behaviour too harshly. But as much as I tried to understand Bubi’s perspective, I just couldn’t understand why she would choose to miss an important family event.

Especially when we were the only family she had.
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Our BANG mitzvah smelled like eco-glitter, freshly-washed-and-blow-dried hair, strawberry lip gloss and Lynx Africa body spray.

There was no ice sculpture.

Or a chocolate fountain in sight.

We did not hire a professional photo booth . . .

But the day was a major success!

Guests started arriving at 2:30 pm for a 3 pm start. By 2:55 pm, the Gifts Table was already overflowing. I mostly received necklaces with ‘Star of David’ pendants (which made Mum fume as predicted) but we were all pleasantly surprised when Mr Zimmel, The Accountant gave me a practical duffel bag on wheels. I think it’s my second favourite gift, after my Apple Watch, obviously.

Avi and I decided to invite our whole class so that nobody would feel left out and everyone came, except Shayna who said she was ‘busy’. Too busy kissing Kain Kohn I bet.

At one point, I heard Athena ask her mum if she could have a BANG mitzvah next year.

‘I don’t know if Greek kids are allowed to have BANG mitzvahs,’ Athena’s mum replied.

‘I’m sure we can figure something out,’ smiled Sarah.

Aunty Sarah was allowed to leave the clinic for an entire weekend!

I don’t think I’m exaggerating when I say that I looked AMAZING. Because our BANG mitzvah wasn’t inside a synagogue and Rabbi Ezra turned down our invitation, Ngabu was able to significantly shorten my original below-the-knee length dress. She also sewed a black feather boa around the hem and along the sleeves (my idea). With the leftover two-toned-magenta-lilac-taffeta material that had been cut from my dress, Ngabu made a bow tie and pocket square to go with Avi’s black pant suit.

When Josh handed me my gift, he looked me up and down.

‘You look like what happens when a chicken has a baby with a packet of liquorice allsorts,’ he wisecracked.

Later, when I was skimming over some of the messages on my Guest Board, I read: dear natalie I love you from kain.

It looked exactly like Josh’s handwriting, with no capitals or punctuation and ink smudges all around it. Plus, Kain wasn’t invited.

So that happened.

Our BANG mitzvah menu consisted exclusively of desserts, most of them made by Barry and Ling (and some of them vegan). When the owners of The Gundel Restaurant heard about our party, they insisted on gifting us one hundred chocolate and walnut pancakes! ‘To thank you for being our best customers,’ they said. Avi’s Nanna Gluck baked an extra-large sour cherry cake.

Jessica M. was really honoured to have been chosen to light one of the twelve candles on the cake which made me feel warm around my shoulders. I think Jessica B. approved of how ‘low key’ everything was because I didn’t see her shake her head judgementally once.

Everyone loved our homemade photo booth. Avi and I crafted a super cool backdrop using my empty moving boxes, paint and Avi’s Christmas tinsel. We also collected the most unique costumes and props from around our families’ homes which included: scrubs, surgical masks and gloves from my dad, construction tape and hard hats from my mum, GG’s old golf hats, Nanna Gluck’s collection of vintage sunglasses, Ling’s wedding veil, Barry’s band T-shirts and Ngabu’s silk scarves. Dad found his Polaroid Camera (behind some junk on the bottom shelf of his cupboard), and Ron really enjoyed taking, shaking and handing out photos to everyone.

For me, the photo booth wasn’t even the best part of the party though.

The best part of the party occurred when Avi and I started to get into our ceremony positions, on the little platform Mum’s supervising carpenter made for us. A head taller than everyone else, I was able to see two familiar faces walking through the back gate.

Bubi and Fred.

She came! I thought, bursting with relief and excitement.

Fred’s left eyebrow wiggled behind his thick glasses as he winked at me.

Bubi sent a nod in my direction as she took a seat.

When the garden became quiet, Avi and I looked at each other.

We took two deep breaths,

And officially welcomed everyone to our BANG mitzvah!

Avi said her monologue first because she was nervous about public speaking and wanted to get it over and done with as soon as possible.

Mum, Dad, Ling, Barry (who was recording everything on his iPad), GG, Nanna Gluck and Ngabu cried proud tears as we recited our lines. Bubi stared into the snakeskin handbag on her lap and gripped onto the straps until her knuckles turned white.

This is what I said for my BANG mitzvah speech.


Family and friends. I’d like to personally thank you for coming this afternoon.

I have been thinking about my bat mitzvah for as long as I can remember. Even when I was small, I imagined that this very moment would be the pinnacle of my childhood years; that I would wake up, put on an amazing dress and suddenly become an adult. A woman.

I’ve since learned that growing up is a process and being an adult isn’t as fun as it looks. Being an adult often comes with taxes, rent or a mortgage. I am definitely not ready to have a mortgage.

While I may not be equipped with all the traits needed to be an adult right now, I can say with a high degree of certainty, that I am ready to be a mensch.

What is a mensch? Some people say mensches are ‘kind’, ‘they don’t judge’ or ‘they don’t tell a lie’. All of that is true. But as a wise elder once told me, mensches simply think about what other people might need instead of always focusing on their own desires.

For me, the process of becoming a mensch meant asking my parents how packing up our family home made them feel, rather than focusing on the disadvantages of sharing a bedroom with my little brother.

Being a mensch meant giving my parents a hug when they apologised for the stress the move put on me.

Mensches apologise to their loved ones when they make mistakes. Mensches are patient and forgiving.

Mensches know that loyalty and respect are the two most important things that friends should have in common.

Mensches understand that you can accept your friends’ differences.

Mensches show up when it matters.

Mensches do NOT kiss someone else’s crush in the synagogue storeroom where the simcha lollies are kept.

Mensches voluntarily visit the sick and the elderly.

Mensches contribute. They are assets to society.

I hope to be an asset to this community. I am not much of an athlete so I probably won’t represent us in any sporting events. But if they add ‘Endurance Chatting’ to the Olympics, I could probably bring home gold so you can all say, ‘She’s Jewish you know!’ I’d like to give you all naches.

I imagine Jewish tradition as a never-ending gold bracelet. Having this ceremony today is an opportunity for my community to witness me being linked onto that bracelet. Like a charm. That’s what a bat mitzvah means to me. Even though I am not very religious, my aunty Sarah assures me that I am very Jewish. I have many idiosyncrasies, I can make people laugh in sad situations and I love my family to bits. I am passionate about storytelling which has been a celebrated Jewish value for thousands of years because it’s one of the best ways to keep memories alive.

Finally, in keeping with Jewish tradition, I ask A LOT of questions.

Today, as I progress with my journey into adulthood, I promise to continue to ask all the best questions, every day. If an elder pretends not to hear my question, I’ll find another way to ask it, unless they look particularly overwhelmed in that moment. And if I still can’t find the information I need, I’ll try to be patient and trust that it will come when it’s supposed to, when I’m ready to hear the answer.

Thank you.



As the applause volume dialled down, Avi walked towards her drum kit and I waved to Ron which was his cue to press play on the Gluck’s sound system. The backing track to an original Asher Gluck arrangement blasted through the speakers. Avi played the drums while I sang the Shehecheyanu blessing and busted out some original Natalie Sellek moves. The joyful Shehecheyanu blessing is thousands of years old! It’s still recited on special occasions and when people do things for the first time (like having a BANG mitzvah). Maybe you already knew that.

When the song finished, Avi and I joined hands to take a bow. Everyone clapped again and Fred whistled enthusiastically so I think he was the most impressed. I went to greet Fred and Bubi as soon as I could.

Mum put her arm around Bubi. ‘Thanks for coming, Ma.’

‘How did you do it?’ I whispered to Fred.

‘I asked your bubi to think about what your zaide would have wanted her to do.’

I suddenly missed my zaide.

And felt sad that he wasn’t there with me at my BANG mitzvah.

Tears started to well up in my eyes.

Fred must have seen them because he changed the subject immediately and told me that my dress was quite ‘becoming’. I asked Mum what that meant later.

‘It’s what English people say when they like your outfit,’ she replied.

Fred also said that our speeches were rather ‘moving’. I asked Aunty Sarah what that meant later.

‘It means that you warmed Fred’s heart.’ Aunty Sarah stroked my cheek lovingly. ‘Your zaide would have been moved too.’

At 4:30 pm, the adults cleared away the leftover cakes, crepes and lipstick-stained tea cups. Then the trestle tables were moved to the side to make room for a dance floor and Avi’s brother Asher set up his turntable, mixer and disco lights. Asher arrived in his rollerblades (obviously) and wore his faded AC/DC T-shirt and jeans. Our invitations did specify a ‘Smart Casual’ dress code but Asher clearly ignored the ‘Smart’ part. At least he remembered to bring his smoke machine because The Rivkin Twins needed it for the dance they had choreographed as a special ‘gift’ for me and Avi.

‘This will definitely go viral,’ Barry said, chortling.

Luckily, I also remembered to bring my charger because Ron did a great job of interviewing ALL of our guests on my phone, in between running the photo booth. It meant I could watch everyone’s ‘mazel tov’ messages later, instead of reading a million cards.

I didn’t see Bubi and Aunty Sarah speak to each other AT ALL, but at least they were in the same room, finally!

The second-best part of the day happened after Fred asked Bubi to dance (which made Mum and Aunty Sarah look at each other conspiratorially). Bubi said ‘NO’, so I danced with Fred instead.

Moments later, I saw Bubi tapping a crooked finger against her knee in time to the ‘macarena’.
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On the first Thursday night of November, someone set fire to the King Solomon Synagogue fence.

‘Was it an accident?’ Ron asked on the way to school the next day.

‘No, it wasn’t,’ replied Dad.

‘Why would someone do that?’ I asked.

‘There are people who don’t like . . . They’re angry. . .’ Dad exhaled loudly. ‘Jews aren’t always popular around the world and just like children in the playground, sometimes the unpopular kids get beaten up.’

‘Like Bubi’s family did during the holocaust?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ said Dad.

‘Like Mum and Aunty Sarah did at Waverley High?’ I asked.

‘Well, they weren’t exactly beaten up. Some ignorant bullies just said nasty things,’ replied Dad.

‘Will that happen to me at Waverley High next year?’ I asked.

‘Maybe I shouldn’t have used that example,’ Dad cleared his throat. ‘Just remember, even though bad things happen to us sometimes, we’re not victims. You’re not a victim, Nutty. Ron, you’re not a victim either.’

‘I am a victim when it comes to mozzie bites.’

Dad laughed.

I did not.

I couldn’t laugh with all the dusty moths fluttering inside my chest.

And the thoughts bouncing around my head: If I want to avoid being a victim, will I have to be a bully? Mensches can’t be bullies and I’m pretty much a fully qualified mensch now . . . Maybe I’ll have to pretend to be Greek next year, like Dad did . . .

We pulled up to the King Solomon Primary School gates, just as the morning bell was ringing.

A school assembly was called during first period.

Rabbi Ezra and Mr Walker looked like they’d been awake all night. ‘For safety and security reasons, the King Solomon bat mitzvah this Sunday might have to be postponed.’

Some of The Bat Mitzvah Girls started to cry.

On the way back to class, I heard Shayna whine, ‘But we’ve already paid for my hair appointment!’

At the end of the day, Rabbi Ezra made an announcement over the PA system: ‘Excuse me for the interruption. I can now confirm that the bat mitzvah ceremony will go ahead this Sunday. The synagogue itself wasn’t harmed, thank God. A temporary fence will be erected tomorrow night after Shabbat ends and we’ll be employing additional security on Sunday, so there’s no need to worry.’

Our entire class erupted in cheers.

‘As they say in Hollywood,’ Rabbi Ezra continued, ‘the show must go on!’

Mum and Ling thought that we should all go to King Solomon Synagogue to watch the other girls participate in their bat mitzvah ceremony.

‘It’s important to show our support,’ said Ling. ‘To the other families and to Rabbi Ezra. He must be quite shaken from all of this.’

‘It’s important to see what everyone is wearing in real time,’ I chimed.

Mum shot me a look that said, Cheeky, Natalie.

‘AND to show our support,’ I grinned. ‘Be a mensch etc.’ The Bat Mitzvah Girls walked down the aisle of the synagogue in pairs, to an instrumental version of Leonard Cohen’s song ‘Hallelujah’. The first thing everyone noticed, were the magenta sequins that had been sewn into a squiggle pattern across the bodice of Shayna’s dress. The sequins glimmered as they caught the lights on the synagogue ceiling. The Bat Mitzvah Mothers were visibly upset by this because sequins were clearly banned by Rabbi Ezra in the initial dress meeting.

I thought Jessica M. nailed her dress design; it was simple and understated but classically elegant.

Jessica B.’s mum sewed her a puffy sleeved number adorned with frills and bows. Her curls were bundled up at the top of her head and held together by a tiara. I thought it was all a bit extra, and imagined Aunty Sarah saying, ‘Well that’s a bit spoilt if you ask me.’ Mum would probably get us in trouble for being judgey. ‘Why is society so concerned about what women and girls wear?’

Five minutes into the service, Shayna turned pale and started coughing through her allocated lines. She also made a quick exit from the stage halfway through the service, which left awkward holes in the script and ruined the formations for the rest of the ceremony. We later learned that she was feeling very unwell and didn’t make it to the toilets in time. In fact, Shayna vomited against the wall where Kain played handball during bat mitzvah practice. Avi and I looked at each other with wide eyes.

‘The Lemon Tree Curse,’ Avi whispered.

Maybe magic spells actually work.

Or maybe, love and kissing really does hurt. Like, physically hurt.

So that happened.

After I had assessed all the dresses, I turned to look at Avi who was running her tongue along her top teeth as she focused on the stage. I wondered how she felt watching it all. Was she resentful towards The Bat Mitzvah Girls in their mass of dresses, promising to be daughters of the commandments? Was she angry at herself, for being different?

She didn’t seem to be.

In fact, she looked rather calm.

Accepting of it all.

Kind of like how she accepts me as her boy crazy, pop-music-loving best friend.

I felt proud to be the best friend of a non-conforming black sheep.

Ling caught me staring at Avi and smiled lovingly.

Avi is lucky to have Ling as her mum, I thought. Ling, who always shows her support to everyone.

If I’ve learned anything about non-conforming black sheep, it’s that sometimes, their mothers aren’t too happy about it.

Because Aunty Sarah is also a non-conforming black sheep. And Bubi is Sarah’s mum. And Bubi definitely isn’t happy about it.

Bubi and Sarah still haven’t made up. I thought I could get them to speak to each other at my BANG mitzvah, but there just wasn’t enough time to make it happen.

I needed to try something different.

It was time to make a new plan.
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A new plan to get Bubi and Sarah to make up, meant a consult with Fred was needed URGENTLY. Mum, Ron and I brought Avi with us to Lazville because Avi wanted to discuss the plan in person too.

Fred had mentioned that the November warmth was a prime time for gardening, so I had expected to find him in the middle of his herbs, watering can in hand, with Bubi watching on from the garden bench. But when we arrived, Bubi was sitting stiffly outside the medical consulting room by reception.

Mum quickened her pace.

‘Is everything okay, Ma?’ she asked.

‘Fred had a pain in his kishkes so he is inside with the doctor,’ Bubi replied.

We sat next to Bubi and waited.

It felt like five hours, but Mum said it was more like five minutes.

Then the door to the consulting room opened.

Fred broadcast a huge smile to the waiting area when he saw us.

‘The doctor thinks it’s just a case of alte kaker constipation!’ he declared.

We all sighed with relief.

I suggested Fred take his phone into the bathroom the next time he had to do a poo.

‘Try calling a family member for some casual conversation to help you relax.’

‘I’m going to need something stronger than that,’ he chuckled.

Just then, a short man with a yellowing-white button-up shirt and a stethoscope around his neck appeared in the doorway.

‘Martin?’ Mum gasped.

‘Bec!’ he exclaimed.

They embraced. Then the man stepped away.

‘Bec, you haven’t changed a bit,’ he said.

‘Neither have you!’ Mum giggled.

‘You’re not a very good liar.’ He poked Mum playfully on the arm. ‘Time hasn’t been kind to me.’

Then there was a pause.

‘Let me introduce you to my kids.’ Mum motioned for us to step forwards. ‘This is Natalie and Ron and Natalie’s best friend Avi.’

The man with the stethoscope smiled warmly and waved. He smelled like garlic, but seemed friendly enough.

‘Kids,’ Mum said, her eyes widening, ‘this is Doctor Martin Meyer.’

My jaw literally dropped TO THE FLOOR.

Ron surveyed him from head to toe.

‘You ARE a real person!’ Ron murmured in awe.

Martin Meyer, The Rich Doctor looked confused by that comment. Then he turned his attention to Bubi.

‘Mrs Saslavsky, how are you?’ he asked.

Bubi nodded. ‘I am alive.’

While Mum and Martin Meyer continued talking, I left the others and walked towards the water cooler to collect my thoughts. As I was filling a flimsy plastic cup with icy water, Ron tugged my arm which made some of it spill.

‘Martin Meyer, The Rich Doctor doesn’t look that rich,’ he whispered.

‘That’s because he isn’t,’ said a familiar gravelly voice from the other side of the water cooler. It was Esther, who we now realised had been spying on the entire interaction with her sidekick. Obviously.

‘He could have been one of the richest men in Los Angeles. He specialised in the plastic surgeries you know.’ Miriam shook her head with exaggerated disappointment. ‘The shmuck turned down offers in Hollywood to help in the war zones. Can you believe?’

‘No money for doctors in war zones,’ Esther tut-tutted.

‘Why is he here?’ asked Ron. ‘Is this place a war zone?’

‘Only during the flu season,’ Miriam wheeze-laughed.

‘Martin is here to live with his mother. She’s very sick.’ Esther shrugged.

That’s when I asked The Gossip Queens if Doctor Martin Meyer’s wife was okay about living with her mother-in-law.

‘What wife?’ Esther mocked. ‘The man’s a feygele. Why do you think he moved to America at eighteen years of age?’

Martin Meyer, The Not-So-Rich Doctor followed Mum, Ron and Avi to the kiosk to buy some drinks. I accompanied Fred to the lift because I wanted to ask him what a ‘feygele’ was.

‘A feygele is a homosexual,’ Fred said matter-of-factly.

‘That means gay doesn’t it?’ I asked.

Fred nodded, pressing the ‘arrow up’ button by the lift.

I wondered why there were so many different words for men who had boyfriends and husbands. I made a mental note to ask Mum and Dad about that later. For now, I had to deal with the more urgent question on my mind: How to get Bubi and Aunty Sarah to make up?

I asked Fred for some direction.

He didn’t say anything at first.

He just smiled sympathetically.

‘Natalie,’ Fred began, ‘I think you’re ready to come up with this plan on your own.’

I wasn’t expecting that response because Fred usually loves giving advice.

And making plans.

Then he pressed the ‘arrow up’ button again.

The doors opened and Fred stepped inside.

‘I’m looking forward to hearing about the outcome soon,’ Fred said, hopping from one foot to the other.

Maybe Fred thinks I’m a fully fledged mensch now, I thought.

The doors began to close.

‘I won’t let you down, Fred!’ I shouted.

I don’t think Fred heard me.

Because he didn’t respond.

I did hear him fart though.

The doors closed completely.

Life really is full of surprises.
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That evening, while Dad and Ron were out playing arcade games, Avi and I helped Mum prepare a ‘Welcome Home’ banner for Aunty Sarah. I made the letters look like 3D pieces of toast and Avi drew ‘No Smoking’ signs around the edges. We stuck it to my front door and heard Aunty Sarah’s laughter even before she knocked. When Sarah walked into our unit we gave her a round of applause. She dropped her duffle bags, bowed dramatically and blew kisses to an imaginary audience in the distance. Then we ordered some pizza and ate it while watching The Nanny together in our lounge room. One of the episodes was about Fran’s plan to make a baby and it had a lot of references to ‘ovulation’ so Mum hit pause and asked me and Avi if we had any questions.

‘I don’t think so.’ Avi shook her head. ‘I read about ovulation in GG’s encyclopedia once.’

‘Did you know that Doctor Martin Meyer is homosexual?’ I asked.

My question had nothing to do with ovulation, but a few Doctor Martin Meyer themed queries had obviously been stewing away since my exchange with The Gossip Queens by the water cooler earlier that day. It seemed like the right moment to ask them.

‘Yes, I did know that,’ Mum replied.

‘How come you never told us?’ I asked.

‘Because twenty-five years ago, I promised him that I wouldn’t.’

Mum’s really good at keeping secrets.

After Martin graduated Year Twelve, he moved to America. He and Mum wrote a few letters back and forth at the beginning, but they eventually lost touch once Martin started medical school. Remember, iPhones and apps hadn’t been invented back then, so it was really hard to find people who had moved overseas, especially if they changed their address.

‘Why did Martin move to America when he was so young?’ I asked.

‘His parents made him go when they discovered he was gay,’ she sighed.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Why would they do that?’

Mum and Sarah looked at each other knowingly.

Avi ran the tip of her tongue across her top teeth.

‘Well,’ Mum began, ‘because Martin’s parents are from a generation of Jewish people, which is also Bubi’s generation and they’re set in their ways and they get scared about things . . . they’re frightened of things they’re not used to . . .’

Mum was clearly struggling to express her point, because she kept crossing and uncrossing her legs which she does when I ask her a challenging question.

Martin’s parents are old and might only have two sections in their brain too, I thought.

Mum moved to uncross her legs again, so Aunty Sarah put a calming hand on her knee and looked me straight in the eye.

‘Martin’s parents were brought up to think that being gay was a shameful thing,’ Sarah said. ‘But it’s not a shameful thing. Which is why I’m not ashamed to tell you that Amy is my girlfriend now.’

I inhaled a shocked breath and held it for a second.

‘Amy with the dreadlocks?’ I asked.

‘Yup,’ Sarah replied.

I exhaled an enlightened, ‘Oh.’

Then there was silence as the news sunk in.

Mum held Aunty Sarah’s hand and Avi stared into her glass of orange juice introspectively.

‘Does Bubi know?’ I asked.

‘Definitely not,’ Sarah said.

‘Are you going to tell her?’

‘I will at some point, but I’m not ready to come out to Bubi yet,’ Sarah sighed.

‘Well, when you do become ready,’ I said, ‘I can help you come out with a BANG!’

Sarah and Mum burst out laughing and Avi giggled with relief.

That made me smile.

I wasn’t even trying to be funny.

So that happened.

A few minutes before Avi left, I asked her if she was surprised to hear that Sarah had a girlfriend.

‘I had a feeling after we saw Amy tickling Sarah with her dreadlock on the futon,’ she replied.

‘That time when we were spying on her with Josh?’ I asked.

‘Yes, that time,’ said Avi.

I felt naive for being a bit behind. You might even think I’m quite innocent for a twelve-year-old, but Sarah’s only ever had boyfriends in the past. Avi is really smart and reads Wikipedia a lot, so she’d probably read about ‘bisexuality’ years ago.

Yesterday we all found out that Avi got into the selective school Gadigal Girls High. King David High also offered her a combined sport-music-academic scholarship and Avi accepted because she’d prefer to go a co-ed school. Also, the new principal said that next year, all King David students can wear pinafores or pants regardless of their sex or gender.

I’m really proud of Avi.

And also a bit jealous.

But not in a bad way.

Sarah has told me that ‘envious’ is a better word to use when I’m feeling like this because it’s not as negative as the word ‘jealous’.

Maybe you already knew that.

At 8 pm, I stood by the window and watched Avi dive into Barry and Ling’s Volvo. I realised that we only had one month of primary school left. I felt pangs of loneliness as I thought about how much I’m going to miss seeing Avi next year when we’re at different high schools.

What if she becomes best friends with someone else at King David High? I thought. Someone who’s really good at sport, someone who’s really smart and doesn’t need to bother her with video calls most nights to get help with the homework?

Sarah tapped me on the shoulder, snapping me out of my sinking feelings.

‘I’m making toast,’ she said. ‘You want some?’

‘Yes please,’ I replied. ‘With Nutella.’

‘Obviously.’ She smiled.

Later, when Mum was tucking me into bed, she whispered in my ear, ‘I was really proud of you having that mature conversation with Aunty Sarah and me tonight.’

I had a mature conversation and I didn’t even know it!

‘Do you want me to pat your back to sleep?’ Mum asked.

I nodded.

I might be mature, but I still know when I’ve had a big day.
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As of today, I have officially graduated from primary school.

Last night, Ling brought some sprigs over from Barry’s patch, as a ‘symbolic gesture’ to salute all the things Avi and I had learned over the past seven years.

‘Rosemary represents knowledge.’ Ling jiggled the window latch in an attempt to open it. ‘That’s why Greek scholars wore rosemary garlands around their heads.’

My dad looked puzzled. ‘I always thought rosemary symbolised remembrance.’

Ling shrugged playfully. ‘You’re probably right, Loz.’

While Ling made some space in the planter box hanging from our kitchen window, I decided that I would take the leftover rosemary to Lazville so that Fred could plant it in the communal garden.

The King Solomon Primary School Graduation Assembly began with the graduating class’s farewell song. It’s a tradition at King Solomon. During the second verse, I started to feel the sting of tears welling up in my eyes. Even though it was quite hot under the December sun, Avi put her arm around my shoulders. It was a kind gesture, but it made the tears stream down my cheeks. I turned to look at Avi and noticed she was crying too which made the situation less cringy. Shayna was on the other side of Avi and she wasn’t even fake-crying this time.

After the song, everyone went to sit in the front two rows except for Avi who remained on stage. She waited until we were all settled before heading to the lectern, her papers quivering slightly in her shaky hands. I watched Avi take two deep breaths, just as I had taught her to do before our BANG mitzvah. Then Avi looked at me and I smiled at her. My best friend is the dux of the school! I thought.

Avi began:


To my fellow graduating classmates,

Behind me, you can see the gates to King Solomon Primary School. Most of us first walked through them when we were five years old, at the start of our King Solomon journey. At that time, we did not imagine that some day we’d walk out of the very same gates for the very last time. Perhaps we were too young back then, too small to understand that a finish line awaited us some day. At least, that’s one way of looking at it.

When I was asked to make this speech, Mr Walker suggested that I talk about all the important things we’ve learned over the past seven years. That’s a difficult task, I thought. Maybe even too difficult. I wished I’d been given an easier mission. Difficult. Easy. Difficult. Easy . . . opposites.

We learned opposites in Year K and One. We learned start and finish. Big and small. Young and old. Subjects were easy or hard. We felt happy or sad. These labels helped us to understand the school and the world around us. Soon, we were told that there were sports and activities for boys or girls. Personalities were described as shy or outgoing. By Year Four, we knew the difference between rich and poor, mature and immature, fashions and people were in or out. Later, we were friends or enemies, victims or bullies. We learned to pick a side, an opposite. Until one day . . . we stopped doing that. By the end of Year Six, most of us began to realise, that labelling opposites wasn’t helping us understand the school and the world any more. Instead, we chose hobbies and music and clothes that made us feel comfortable. We decided not to be bullies or victims. We decided to feel all of the feelings in between happy and sad: we were nervous, envious, resentful, disappointed, relieved, excited and proud. We decided that being in or out was a choice we had to make for ourselves – that no one had the right to tell us what to be or what to think.

I’m not going to tell you what your most important lesson was. I can only tell you mine. The world isn’t made up of opposites. Because the world isn’t black and white. It isn’t even the grey you make when you mix black and white together. Our friend and fellow classmate Natalie said it best. ‘The world is cobalt and ruby, magenta and mauve. It’s navy, teal and tangerine. Sometimes it’s salmon and beige. Sometimes it’s floral and fuschia. Nutella brown is a colour too. And on special occasions, there’s eco-glitter.’

Thank you.



I’ve never heard so many people clapping, whistling, sniffling and cheering at once. The Rivkin Twins jumped to their feet, so I did too and then everyone followed suit. Then Avi spun around to face the gate where Josh had appeared holding a long black cylinder almost as big as his body.

‘What is going on?’ I heard Mrs Detta say in a panic.

Mr Walker turned to Rabbi Ezra. ‘Do I need to call security?’

The crowd held their breath until, suddenly, the lid to the cylinder popped open with a KAPOW and the stage became a flurry storm of multi-coloured eco-glitter.

There was a mass sigh of relief from the adults and woots from the students.

Ordinarily, a surprise glitter cannon would earn a student a suspension.

Josh was clever to choose the last day of school, to go out with a bang.

So that happened.

The assembly ended with the prize-giving ceremony. A few kids were awarded special prizes, like Jessica B. who got a certificate for her dedication to raising funds for charity. Avi received the prize for all-round achievement. I accepted my standard graduation award graciously but Mum and Dad could sense my disappointment.

‘Your time will come, Nutty,’ Mum whispered in the foyer afterwards.

Dad looked at me sympathetically. ‘You’re a prize-winning daughter,’ he said, pinching my nose.

From the assembly, everyone (including our parents and siblings) went to Jessica M.’s mansion because the Millers hosted a Farewell/Hanukkah Donut-Pool-Party. As darkness approached, we all stood around the Miller’s menorah to sing Hanukkah songs. Some of us were wrapped in damp towels, a sea of faces illuminated by the glow of the multi-coloured candles in the dim dining room.

It was the perfect way to mark the end of primary school.

Ten minutes before my family left, Jessica M.’s dad asked if he could speak to my parents privately. As Mum and Dad followed him into their study, Jessica M. asked Avi and I if we’d like to sleep over. I was adamant about going home because as much as I love the Miller Mansion, it’s too chaotic for sleepovers. After such an emotional and busy day, I was craving the private bubble of our car and the quiet comfort of the unit, which I had finally come to accept as our permanent cosy home. Avi suggested that Jessica M. join us for a Gluck Sleepover during the upcoming summer holidays. Jessica M. squealed a delighted, ‘Yesss!’ and flashed two real-life thumbs-up emojis.

I thought that was really mature of Avi.

I didn’t even worry about sharing her with another friend.

Honestly, it felt nice to see Jessica M. so happy.

On the drive home, I asked Mum and Dad what Jessica M.’s dad wanted to speak to them about privately.

‘Well . . . actually, Nutty,’ Dad began, ‘Jessica Miller’s father just offered to pay for a year’s worth of King David High School fees.’

‘Really?’ I gasped.

‘Don’t get too excited, Nutty,’ Mum replied. ‘Dad and I politely declined.’

‘Why?’ Ron and I screamed in unison.

Mum closed the air-conditioning vents and loosened the grip of her seatbelt so that she could turn around completely to look at us in the back seat.

‘Never accept large amounts of money from friends,’ said Mum. ‘It can ruin relationships forever.’

I am done with friendship troubles right now, I thought and made a mental note to ask Fred and Bubi for help creating a King David Fees Plan during my next visit.

Then there was silence.

‘Does that mean Jessica M.’s dad is your friend now?’ asked Ron.

‘He does talk too much,’ Mum sighed. ‘But yes, I think we could be friends.’

‘How would we fit all of them around our kitchen table?’ Ron mused.

‘I still don’t know where they get their money from,’ Dad muttered. ‘Barry reckons he’s related to the millionaire Millers in Montreal. Tech companies.’

‘It doesn’t matter how they get their money,’ said Mum. ‘It’s what they do with it . . . they’re good people.’

‘Mensches,’ I whispered.

After my shower, I FaceTimed Aunty Sarah, who had since moved into Amy’s place (this time, it was for real). I told Aunty Sarah and Amy all about the Miller’s generous offer and Mum and Dad’s rejection of the generous offer. I was feeling really worried about how I’d survive next year at Waverley High, without my friends close by. Especially Avi.

‘What if someone throws a punch at me?’ I cried.

‘I’ll take you to a Krav Maga lesson these holidays,’ Aunty Sarah began, ‘so you can learn some self-defence techniques.’

‘Okay,’ I exhaled.

‘Nutty, I was joking,’ Aunty Sarah giggled.

I thought it sounded like a sensible idea.

‘You shouldn’t joke about that, Sarah.’ Amy shook her head. ‘Nutty, a lot has changed since your aunt and mum were teenagers. A heap of my art students go to Waverley High and they’re lovely humans.’

‘What about Athena’s cousin?’ Aunty Sarah prodded. ‘She’s going there, isn’t she? You said she was nice.’

‘Not as nice as Avi,’ my voice started to waver.

Amy and Aunty Sarah frowned into the screen.

Then Aunty Sarah suggested that I make an appointment with the board of King David High to present my case for a scholarship. She offered to help me tweak my BANG mitzvah ceremony speech into an essay which I could ‘perform’ to the panel.

‘I can’t promise it will work, but it’d be a great experience in the process of maturation,’ Aunty Sarah said.

I agreed to give it a go, even though the very thought of performing my speech in front of a panel of people I’ve never met makes me feel like I’ve literally swallowed a mesh bag full of marbles.

If I’ve learned anything from Fred this year, it’s that being mature means doing things that are scary at first.

I’ve learned that once I face my fears, I tend to have less imaginary insects in my airways. And less imaginary sports equipment in my stomach. I tend to feel lighter. Which is how I’m hoping to feel this weekend after I help Sarah and Bubi make up.

So my family can feel complete again.
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A wise old man once said, ‘Life is full of surprises.’

The day after graduation was a Friday and I slept until quite late as I always do on the first day of the summer holidays. Ron’s bed was empty as expected (anime time), but I was quite surprised to hear the undertones of Mum and Dad’s chatter in the next room because Dad was supposed to be on a day shift. I walked into the kitchen rubbing my eyes and when I opened them completely, I saw Mum, Dad and Ron looking at me soberly.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

Mum put her mug of coffee down on the counter.

‘It’s Fred,’ her voice began to crack. ‘He passed away yesterday.’

Mum, Dad and Ron followed me to the couch where we spent the next hour crying (Mum, Dad and Ron) and bawling into the worn-out cushions (me).

Fred had died from a heart attack the morning of my graduation. Mum and Dad only learned about it when they listened to Mum’s voice messages that evening after the pool party, while I was taking a shower. They decided not to tell me until the following morning so as not to ruin my final day of primary school.

‘That was really considerate of you,’ I sniffed.

They’re real mensches, my parents, I thought.

That’s when I remembered the video messages from my BANG mitzvah.

Ron recalled that Fred was one of the last people he interviewed, so it didn’t take me long to find him. The four of us laugh-cried our way through the replaying of Fred’s message.

‘Are you sure it’s recording? Okay, hello Natalie. This is Fred Lemsky. What does that light mean?’

‘It turns on automatically when it’s dark,’ we could hear Ron say from the other side of the phone.

‘I’ll keep going then, shall I? Or perhaps I should start again? Hello Natalie, this is Fred Lemsky speaking to you at your bat - sorry, your BANG mitzvah. Thank you for the invitation, I’ve had more fun today than I’ve had in . . . quite some time. It’s a privilege to call you my friend. You did a great job today, so a hearty mazel tov to you.’

Ron played the next video. He mustn’t have realised he was filming, because we could only see the Gluck Garden grass, but we all recognised the familiar voice in the background.

A European accent and unenthusiastic tone.

‘I am too tired.’

This was followed by some more faint pleading from Ron. Finally, Ron lifted the camera and Bubi appeared on the screen.

‘Natalie, now you are a woman. Mazel tov. Ron, get me your mother.’

I abruptly turned my screen off.

‘Is Bubi okay?’

It was a sombre drive to Lazville, to pick up Bubi for Fred’s funeral that afternoon.

‘I don’t remember being this sad when Zaide died,’ I reflected. ‘All I remember is feeling happy that I didn’t have to go to the athletics carnival . . . and now I feel guilty about that.’

Dad said that was a normal thought process for a seven-year-old because I was too young to comprehend what was happening back then.

‘Now that you’re more mature,’ he said, ‘you’re able to understand your loss more intensely.’

I decided to wear my BANG mitzvah dress to the cemetery because Fred really liked it and you don’t have to wear black to Jewish funerals. Maybe you already knew that. I also wore some of Bubi’s bingo lipstick to complete the outfit.

‘I wonder what Bubi will have to say about your ensemble?’ pondered Mum aloud as Bubi trundled towards us.

I shuffled over into the middle spot next to Ron.

Bubi didn’t even look at me when she slumped into her seat.

As we drove loops around the cemetery in search of the exact funeral location, Ron asked Bubi if she was very sad about Fred’s death.

‘This is life,’ she sighed. ‘Everyone you love will leave you.’

Mum said, ‘Ma!’ and Dad said, ‘That’s not an appropriate thing to say to a child!’ at the same time.

‘Wait a minute,’ I said, ‘everyone you LOVE? Does that mean you LOVED Fred?’

‘Bubi and Fred sitting in a tree K.I.S.S.I.N.G!’ Ron sing-songed.

‘Ach, go away,’ Bubi scowled.

Then she closed her eyes.

So, everyone left her alone.

I think Bubi was very sad that Fred died. During his eulogy, I saw Bubi take a crumpled tissue out of her snake-skin purse and dab the corners of her eyes. The Gossip Queens offered Bubi a fresh tissue, but Bubi shook her head.

The mourners said their final Kaddish memorial prayer and then the gravediggers started to lower Fred’s coffin into the ground. After only a few seconds, one of the ropes on the pulley snapped. The mourners winced and gasped in horror as the coffin plummeted to the bottom of the grave with a crash.

‘I think Fred just went out with a BANG!’ I whispered to Mum. She had to put a hand over her mouth so that nobody (especially Bubi) could see she was giggling. So that happened.

After wishing Fred’s family our best, we visited Zaide’s grave. That’s when I saw Bubi take the same crumpled tissue out of her snakeskin purse and dab the tip of her nose.

Before leaving the cemetery, we all rinsed our hands at the outdoor basin by the exit. Bubi usually tells us to do this every time we visit Zaide’s grave ‘so the evil spirits will be washed away by the water.’

This time, Bubi didn’t say anything.

In fact, I realised that Bubi hadn’t said a word since she got out of the car.

She looked rather pale.

Mum linked arms with Bubi and drew her close.

But I could see her hands were still shaking.

I knew what I had to do: I had to fast-track the weekend plan!

The plan Fred encouraged me to make on my own.

The plan Fred was looking forward to hearing about.

I searched for Sarah in WhatsApp.

She was ‘last seen’ at 8:02 am this morning.

There was no time for a lack of ‘Basic Commun-ication Skills’.

I clicked the home button.

And tapped on the phone icon.

And tapped on my favourites.

And tapped on Sarah’s name.

After what felt like five hours, she finally answered.

‘I don’t believe it, Natalie Sellek is actually calling me?’ Sarah teased. ‘This must be urgent.’

I was in no mood for jokes.

‘Sarah,’ I panted, ‘Bubi needs us. All of us.’
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Bubi wouldn’t let us listen to ‘Classic Hits’ on the way back to Lazville from the cemetery. She also wouldn’t allow Dad to turn the air conditioning on, insisting that we open the windows instead. The five of us sat through the sounds of the traffic and clipped songs from passing cars, with no one saying a word for most of the journey. When we were stopped at a particularly long red light, I pressed my rosy lips against the back of Bubi’s wrinkly hand.

‘A stamp,’ I said.

Bubi nodded.

I kept my gaze fixed on my brave grandmother.

‘I love you, Bubi,’ I said, ‘and I’m not leaving you.’

Bubi stared back at me with narrowed eyes.

‘Unless you’d like another granddaughter who gets better marks than me?’ I folded my arms. ‘I’d be happy to put an ad in the Jewish Newspaper for you.’

That was when, for the first time in my entire twelve years of life, I saw Bubi laugh.

Her entire body vibrated.

Her face opened up like a tulip in bloom.

She was basically unrecognisable; Ron didn’t even know Bubi had gold crowns on two of her top teeth.

It was like I had seen God herself.

We pulled up to the Lazville carpark around 5 pm.

‘Just in time for dinner, Ma,’ said Mum.

‘I am not hungry,’ replied Bubi.

As Dad began reversing into a parking spot, we saw a familiar figure sitting on the picnic bench in the communal garden.

Mum spotted it first.

‘Is that . . .? No, it couldn’t be Sarah . . .’

It WAS Aunty Sarah.

She was holding paper bags from Shtetl Schnitzels.

There wouldn’t have been enough space for all of us at Bubi’s table in the dining room, even with Fred’s vacant seat, so we gathered around the picnic area in the garden and started to unpack the food that Sarah had brought. Then Bubi went inside to use her ensuite. We weren’t sure she’d return, but a few minutes later, we saw her hobbling down the path to the garden, clasping onto the two tarnished silver candlesticks (the ones she keeps locked in her bedside drawer when she’s not in her room) and some matches.

‘Ah, it’s Friday,’ Mum suddenly remembered. ‘Shabbat.’

The late summer afternoon sun was still warm, but a soft breeze rustled the leaves and the flyaway bits of hair I had unclipped from the top of my head.

That Shabbat dinner smelled like tomato sauce, citronella and frangipani. I scanned the garden thinking, Ling and Barry would like it here. Maybe they’ll come with Avi to visit next time and show me the best place to plant the rosemary which represents knowledge or remembrance depending on who you ask.

My eyes came to a halt when I saw a shimmering object in the middle of the herb patch.

Fred’s tin watering can. I pointed it out to Bubi.

‘Go and get it for me,’ Bubi ordered. ‘I will keep it locked in my room so it doesn’t get stolen.’

I was hoping she would say that.

Even though Bubi claimed she wasn’t hungry, I saw her eat a handful of chips, before Ron said, ‘These schnitzels taste just like KFC!’

Mum, Dad and Sarah braced themselves for an explosion.

Bubi pretended not to hear him.

So that happened.

Bubi was the first to ‘call it a night’ as my dad would say. She patted each of us on the head (even Dad AND Sarah) before trudging back up the garden path.

Ron scratched at his arm and exclaimed, ‘Hey Dad, I think Bubi likes you a lot more since The Gossip Queens told her that Martin Meyer is a Homo sapien.’

Dad looked at Ron quizzically.

Sarah and Mum both sent a wink in my direction.

Aunty Sarah needed a lift to the Komedy Klub in the city, so she packed into the back seat with me and Ron. Even though I’m definitely not ready to be an adult, I’m excited to turn eighteen, just so I can go and watch Sarah perform what Mum describes as ‘racy material’. Racy material has a lot to do with sex. Maybe you already knew that.

I can say the word ‘sex’ without giggling now, by the way.

As soon as the ignition turned on, Dad cranked up the air conditioning and handed Mum his tan leather jacket so she wouldn’t get cold. Still in my BANG mitzvah outfit, I put my goose-bumpy arms through a spare pair of Dad’s scrub pants and used the scrub shirt to cover my bare legs.

Ron rested his head on my shoulder and closed his eyes.

Then Aunty Sarah took out her phone and showed me how to find the Komedy Klub by zooming into the pin on the centre of the screen.

‘I should add map reading to the BANG mitzvah curriculum,’ she said.

Mum turned up the volume on the radio and the last chorus from the song ‘Treat People with Kindness’ blasted through the speakers. During the fadeout, I heard an announcer say: ‘That was Harry Styles and you’re listening to Classic Hits.’

‘No way!’ I gasped.

‘Well, Nutty,’ Sarah poked, ‘it seems your beloved Harry Styles has finally been recognised as a classic hit.’

We all started to laugh until a massive POP jolted us out of our hysterics.

‘Loz!’ Mum moaned.

‘Whoops,’ said Dad sheepishly. ‘I think I might have burst a tyre on that corner.’

Sarah elbowed me, ‘I know someone who can change it.’

It’s fair to say that changing a tyre on the side of the road in a BANG mitzvah dress, while my dad and aunt squawk conflicting instructions at me and my little brother complains about the mozzies while my mum talks rather loudly on the phone to a client is quite annoying.

It’s also fair to say, there’s beauty and wonder in even the most annoying things in life.

But you already knew that.
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Do you know what your family smell is?

Every family has one.

It doesn’t matter if you live in a terrace like Avi Gluck, a mansion like Jessica Miller or a townhouse like The Rivkin Twins.

Each family has a unique scent and it sticks to their clothes, the inside of their car and almost every piece of furniture in their home.

Avi Gluck’s entire family smell like lemon peel and soil. Sometimes, when I come home from a day of gardening with them, I smell a bit like soil too.

Jessica Miller’s mansion smells like permanent marker and baby powder. Lots of baby powder. Their newest family member requires MANY nappy changes.

The Rivkin Twins still smell like potato salad but their clothes have stopped smelling like shaving cream, which is strange because they’ve been practising their razor technique quite a bit lately.

My Family Smell?

Even though it’s still hard to describe my own Family Smell . . . I suppose mine would be a mixture of Mum’s sweet perfume, Dad’s tan leather jacket, toast (Aunty Sarah makes toast every time she visits), Ron’s mozzie bite lotion, sandalwood (Amy’s dreadlocks must soak up the incense she burns in their flat), lipsticks (Bubi has won a heap at bingo lately) and rosemary, when the kitchen window is open.

My Family Smell is safe and comfortable.

I like it just the way it is.

(Except for Ron’s ‘fruity’ farts.)

Which is why I no longer ask myself: What happens to the smell when a family is torn apart?

Because I know the answer.

Smells don’t just travel on you.

They also travel inside you.

And sometimes, Family Smells change.

And that’s okay too.

Because the old smells will always be there, in your memories.

Smells are the hardest memories to forget.
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Jewish Holidays and Festivals

Hanukkah. An eight-day ‘festival of lights’ celebrated by Jewish people with a nightly menorah lighting, special prayers and fried foods, typically donuts and fried potato patties.

Passover. The eight-day festival of Passover is celebrated in the autumn in Australia and commemorates the freedom of the Israelites from slavery in ancient Egypt. During this time, observant Jews will replace all of their bread, cereals and pasta with flat unleavened bread known as matzah.

Purim. A joyous holiday that recounts the saving of the Jews from a tyrannical leader in ancient Persia. The festival encourages Jewish people (especially kids) to wear masks and costumes for public celebrations and parades.

Rosh Hashanah. Jewish New Year. Jews are encouraged to eat apples dipped in honey to have a ‘sweet new year’.

Shabbat. Judaism’s day of rest which begins at sunset Friday night and ends at sunset Saturday night.

Sukkah. A temporary hut constructed for use during the week-long Jewish festival of Sukkot. Jews are encouraged to eat and sleep inside a sukkah to remind them of the type of fragile shelters in which the Israelites lived during their forty years of travel in the desert after the Exodus from slavery in Egypt.

Yom Kippur. The Jewish Day of Atonement. It is the holiest day of the year in Judaism, with a major theme of repentance. Jews traditionally observe Yom Kippur with a twenty-five hour fast and intense prayer. Religious Jews will spend most of the day in synagogue services.

Yiddish Words

Alta Kaka. An old person.

Chutzpah. Extreme self-confidence.

Farshtunken. Smelly or rotten.

Feygele. A gay person.

Frum. Religious or pious.

Kibitzer. A spectator who offers (often unwanted) advice or commentary.

Kishkes. Intestines/guts.

Klutz. A clumsy, awkward person.

Mensch. A person of integrity.

Meshugenah. Crazy.

Mishpocha. Family.

Naches. Pride, especially regarding one’s children and grandchildren.

Nebbish. Someone who is timid and easy to pity/geeky.

Pish. Urine/to urinate.

Shmuck. Idiot.

Shtetl. A small Jewish town or village in eastern Europe.

Shvitzy. Sweaty.

Yahrzeit. The anniversary of someone’s death.

Yenta. Someone who likes to gossip and get involved in other peoples’ business.

Hebrew Words

Challah (Challot, plural). Braided bread eaten on special occassions.

Kippah. A small hat or head covering. In traditional Jewish communities only men wear a kippah and religious men wear it at all times (except when sleeping and bathing).

Mazel Tov. Good luck/congratulations. (Also Yiddish.)

Simcha. A happy occasion or celebration.

Torah. The first five books of the Hebrew Bible. Includes stories and Jewish law.

Yom Huledet Sameach. Happy Birthday.

Jewish Prayers

Amidah. The central prayer used in worship services. It is often referred to as the ‘standing prayer’ as it is always recited while standing and facing Jerusalem.

Kaddish. An almost 2000-year-old Aramaic prayer which mourners chant at Jewish funerals.

Shehecheyanu. A common prayer said to express gratitude for new and joyful blessings, achievements, experiences or belongings.

Shemah. A prayer recited in the morning and the evening. Traditionally, Jews cover their eyes (often with their right hand) to help them concentrate while saying the important words in the Shemah.
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In many ways, this is the book I wish I had read when I was ten. In 1997, my only exposure to contemporary Jewishness and queerness in the media came from the television shows, The Nanny and Ellen respectively. But they were so distant . . . all the way in the USA(!) and like many portrayals of their time, narrow ones. Wide representation is important; it can help us to understand why we feel and think the things we do. And normalise it.

I didn’t really enjoy reading when I was ten either. It wasn’t until high school I discovered that getting lost in a book could be fun. My favourite novels were the ones I found on my mum’s bedside table and I loved discussing the characters and their dilemmas with her. What a meaningful way to connect. Nutty’s dilemmas came to me before I even knew this story would be a book! Once I began writing her story, Avi emerged and the adult characters soon followed. Perhaps I subconsciously wanted to write a book that crossed generational lines. Or connected them. For years I’ve been mourning the fact that future generations of children won’t have the privilege of getting to know a holocaust survivor. So what if I could freeze one in time? Someone they can revisit in these pages whenever they like. Bubi. The narrative grew from there.

I know this book isn’t perfect but I hope that by reading it, lots of young people feel seen and understood and not so ‘unusual’. It wouldn’t be in your hands without the following people on the next page . . .
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The traditional owners of the lands on which I wrote this book, the Gadigal people of the Eora nation, I pay my respect to their elders past, present and emerging.

The team at Walker Books, my publisher Clare Hallifax, editor/mentor/luckiest charm Kristina Schulz, Pip Harry, the Australian Society of Authors and the Copyright Agency. So much gratitude!

Thank you, Kit Carstairs, Alex Adsett and Jessica Bellamy for your advice and wisdom.

A huge thank you to my village:

My early readers Rafi, Rexie, Gaby, Ilana and the one and only Jacqui Kempler for your honest feedback and cheer pompoms.

Pav, Joolie, Sisel, Claudi, Alisa, David, Hannah and Jack for keeping me on track, always.

Shmee, Tali, Ilz and Tommy for the nostalgic corroborations of primary school memories.

Ilan, Anita, Fleur, Georgia, Lammy, Ben, Allie, Yael, Gabi, Liora, Judy, Jane, Laura, Gila and Phoenix for your encouragement; Kate and Gina for your tough ‘luv’.

The Levy-Langer-Barraj-Nacach families in California for co-parenting my kids during our visit so I could edit this.

Sue, Jessie and Mookie for sharing the Adela experience. Although Bubi isn’t Adela (no one could ever be our nanna), Adela would often come to sit with me in the early hours of the morning while I wrote Bubi’s scenes. I hope you feel her essence when you read them.

Lana, you once told me to ‘turn the lemons of our childhood into lemonade!’ Thank you for mining the humour and for your unwavering support. Rob, Sapphira and Liev for your excitement.

Thank you, Alex, for always doing your best and Louise, for doing everything and being THE BEST; Bettie and Lenny should get a mention too.

And Yosi, for stepping up, sacrificing and holding my hand during this wild ride (and for nagging me to write a novel all those years ago)! Thank you, Tovi and Kiva, who inspire me to tell these stories and keep the memories alive. I love you.

At the risk of sounding completely narcissistic, I’d like to thank present-tense Tami for writing this book (don’t know how you did it) and past-tense Tami for the mistakes you made (they’ve since made for great comedic material). Future-tense Tami: I’m sure you’ll find even more gaps in this narrative and these acknowledgements because you’re hopefully a more informed person. Don’t be too hard on yourself.

Finally, thank YOU, dear reader, for spending so much time with Nutty and her colourful community.
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Tami Sussman is a Sydney-based author with a background in theatre, comedy, spoken word poetry and copywriting. She spent her twenties facilitating creative writing workshops for primary and high school students and her early thirties contributing humorous opinion pieces for online and print magazines. Tami is also a celebrant, the most sarcastic participant in your group chat and loyal servant to the little creatures in her home. She credits her eccentric family with inspiring her quirky, loveable characters.

www.tamisussman.com
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or, if real, are used fictitiously. All statements, activities, stunts, descriptions, information and material of any other kind contained herein are included for entertainment purposes only and should not be relied on for accuracy or replicated as they may result in injury.
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