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    ‘OH, peanuts!’ Pearlie cried, clutching her satchel to her chest to protect it from the rain that had just started falling. She didn’t want the precious thing inside to get wet.


    In seconds her clothes were drenched, but it was warm rain. And just like that, the dark cloud passed and out came the morning sun. This was ‘the wet’ in far north Australia.


    Pearlie splashed through the puddles in her bare feet. She rarely wore shoes. What was the point when they’d only get ruined?


    A platoon of soldiers marched along the street towards her. Pearlie had seen more and more troops landing in Darwin lately. And fighter planes, too. She smiled when she heard the soldiers’ American accents. Just like the actors on the picture shows at the Star Theatre, she thought.


    Pearlie’s best friend, Naoko, liked the handsome cowboy Hopalong Cassidy best of all the movie stars, while Pearlie’s favourite was Hoppy’s horse, Topper. Oh, how I’d love my own horse, she thought. Or a dog. Or any animal, really. She sighed. But she was saving up for one. Mum had said she could get a dog if she paid for it with her own money.


    A loud explosion made Pearlie jump and the air around her head throbbed. She looked up and saw a plume of smoke above the trees.


    A passing soldier patted her on the shoulder. ‘Don’t be scared, little girl,’ he said. ‘It’s just one of them anti-aircraft guns practising for when they might need to shoot down enemy planes.’ He winked at her and marched on to join the others as the white smoke drifted over the town and blew out to sea.


    Pearlie walked through the school gate and up the steps of the main building onto a wide verandah. When she reached her classroom, Naoko was already sitting in the double desk they shared. Naoko had moved from Broome to Darwin three years before, and on the first day of school Miss Lyon had sat her next to Pearlie. From that moment on, they were hardly ever apart. It was as if they were twins, they felt so close.


    But they were different in lots of ways, too. In Pearlie’s family there was a mix of backgrounds – some Aboriginal from way back, Scottish, Macassan, and maybe Afghan, her mum said. And Pearlie’s dad was full-blooded Chinese. Naoko’s family were all Japanese, and her dad was a fisherman. She was an only child, whereas Pearlie had a baby brother, and Naoko was taller than Pearlie, with hair cut short like a boy’s. Naoko said that long hair only got in the way when you wanted to climb trees or crawl into burrows. She was louder and more adventurous than Pearlie, who often felt quiet and shy.


    ‘I brought something for the scrapbook,’ Pearlie said, slipping into her seat. Their scrapbook, which was hidden in Naoko’s bedroom, was where they kept their most special things. Pearlie put her school bag on the desk and took out a ruler, eraser, four pencils, two peanut toffee slices – one for Naoko and one for her – and a soggy exercise book.


    Naoko leaned forward curiously to see what Pearlie had brought to show her.


    Pearlie shook the pages of her book and a dead butterfly fluttered onto the desk, deep brown with pale pink spots on its wings and tiny white dots on its black body.


    ‘I found it lying in the backyard,’ Pearlie said, picking it up gently and laying it on her palm. ‘Butterflies only live for a few weeks as adults. Isn’t it beautiful? It’s for you.’


    ‘It’s perfect,’ Naoko whispered. ‘I’ve never seen one this close up before. Wow, look at its furry body.’ She smiled at Pearlie. ‘You’ve taught me to pay attention to the small things.’


    As Naoko slid the butterfly between the pages of her own exercise book Pearlie saw a glint in her eye. She knew that look! ‘What are you up to, Nao?’ she asked.


    Naoko leant across to Pearlie. ‘You know the place where we found the giant seabird skeleton?’ she whispered.


    ‘Near the big gun on the cliff by the point?’


    Naoko nodded. ‘Well, my dad’s friend was on his boat the other day and he saw the cliff collapse into the sea. But here’s the exciting part. When the dust cleared there was a cave. A brand new cave.’ Naoko’s eyes shone even more brightly. ‘Just think, Pearlie. We could be the first explorers inside it! We have to go there before anyone else does.’


    ‘I don’t know, Nao. It could be dangerous. What if it caves in some more and –’


    ‘That’s what makes it more exciting . . . the danger,’ Naoko said.


    It was true that since Pearlie had met Naoko they’d been on many adventures together. If it was the small things that Pearlie had taught Naoko to notice, it was the big adventurous things that Naoko had shown Pearlie.


    ‘We’ll go on Saturday,’ Naoko said without waiting for Pearlie to agree.


    ‘Ow!’ Pearlie and Naoko cried out as their skulls bumped together. Someone had come up behind and pushed them.


    Of course it was Dulcie McBride, the meanest girl who ever walked the streets of Darwin. Pearlie watched her stroll away, her blonde ponytail, her pride and joy, swinging from side to side like a well-trained pet.


    Pearlie rubbed her forehead and Naoko glared at Dulcie as she sat down in the back row next to Peggy. Dulcie poked out her tongue. Her gang of ‘snow whites’ gathered around and laughed at them. Snow white was Dulcie’s name for anybody who wasn’t coloured, like Pearlie and Naoko and almost half the school. Darwin was made up of many kinds of people of different races, and they all mixed together – all except Dulcie and her gang. She was from Sydney and she’d moved up when her dad got an important job with the Northern Territory government. That’s why she thought she was better than everyone else. She said Darwin was full of country bumpkins.


    ‘I’ll get her back one day,’ said Naoko.


    The bell rang and their teacher, Miss Lyon, entered. Everyone loved Miss Lyon, who was very pretty with light-brown curly hair. She had come up from the south, from Adelaide, where she said things were very stylish and fashionable. But she wasn’t a snob like Dulcie. Today she had on a blue dress with tiny yellow flowers, which Pearlie thought was beautiful.


    She watched as Miss Lyon unfurled the giant canvas map of the world. Pearlie loved learning about other parts of the world. Once she’d found a bottle washed up onto Mindil Beach. The thick green glass had foreign writing etched into its surface. Where had it come from? she’d wondered. Who was the last person to touch the bottle? Pearlie had written a story about it for the scrapbook. Naoko had done the drawings.


    The Australian soldiers were off fighting overseas and Pearlie often tried to imagine what they were seeing. Was the sky the same? The clouds? Were there hills? Or was it flat, like the Territory? The stars would certainly be different.


    ‘One day I’m going to visit some of those countries,’ she whispered to Naoko.


    ‘I thought you loved Darwin and wanted to stay here,’ Naoko replied.


    ‘Oh, I’ll always come back. I’m born, bred and buttered here,’ Pearlie said. ‘But I still want to see the world.’


    With her long wooden stick, Miss Lyon pointed to France and told them about Paris, the capital city. ‘There’s a tower there made of grey steel that reaches up to the sky,’ she said. Then she showed them Australia and the huge distance between the two countries. ‘It takes months by ship to get there,’ she told them. ‘And now there’s a war . . .’


    ‘And all our soldiers are over there in Europe,’ Reddy finished.


    Miss Lyon nodded. ‘They’re needed by the Queen to help the British troops. And so we’re happy to have the American soldiers here in Darwin to help us.’


    ‘So America is Australia’s new friend?’ asked Flora.


    ‘The Americans are also watching out in case Japan attacks us – or any of the countries in the Pacific,’ said Dulcie in a know-it-all voice. ‘My dad told me all about it.’


    Pearlie and Naoko looked at each other and rolled their eyes.


    ‘Excuse me, children,’ Miss Lyon said, her voice trembling, and turned away.


    She’d once told them that her fiancé was over in Europe fighting. The war had been going for two years and Germany had invaded so many countries, including France. Britain was leading the fight to try and stop them, which was why Australian soldiers were over there helping. And Dulcie was right – Japan was in the war too, now. Almost every country was.


    It made Pearlie think about her dad. Japan had bombed and killed many people in China, and her dad had been so worried about his own mother and father, who were in their home village in Canton. He’d not heard a word from them in several years. She couldn’t imagine what that would be like. Pearlie had never met her Chinese grandparents but she’d seen photos of them.


    Miss Lyon looked pale and sat down on the chair at her desk. ‘I received a telegram this morning,’ she said. ‘My fiancé, Tim, is in a hospital in England.’ A tear rolled down her cheek.


    There was silence. Nobody had ever seen a teacher cry before. Most of them had never seen a grown-up cry. Pearlie and Naoko looked at each other, not knowing what to do. Pearlie felt the familiar bubbles of fear in her stomach. Sometimes it seemed like there were so many things to be afraid of. But she loved Miss Lyon. Even though Pearlie’s knees shook a little, she stood up.


    She took a clean handkerchief from her bag. It was the one with hand-embroidered birds that her Por Por, her grandma in China, had sent her when she was born.


    Pearlie walked up to Miss Lyon and held the handkerchief out to her.


    Miss Lyon looked up at Pearlie with teary eyes. ‘Thank you, dear,’ she said.


    ‘I hope he gets well soon, Miss Lyon,’ Pearlie said, and returned to her seat, feeling a tiny bit braver.


    For the rest of the day, even the naughty boys were good. And no one complained when Miss Lyon gave them homework.
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    AFTER school, Naoko went to her violin lesson while Pearlie set off for work. She still had to save a lot more money before she could buy a dog.


    When she walked into the general store on Smith Street, the owner, Mr Spiros, was restocking the shelves with big fat cans of peaches and Sunshine Powdered Milk.


    ‘Yassou, Mr Spiros,’ Pearlie said. She had learned a few Greek words, which she liked to practise.


    ‘Yassou, Pearlie,’ Mr Spiros replied, wiping his hands on his large white apron.


    A wiry little black-and-white dog came out from behind the counter. He stretched and wagged his tail when he saw Pearlie.


    ‘Hi, Goliath!’ Pearlie said, picking him up.


    Goliath licked her face as she tickled him under the chin.


    ‘You’re my favourite boy – you know that, don’t you?’ Pearlie said kissing his head.


    His little brown eyes looked into hers.


    ‘I know what you want,’ she said, setting him down. Mr Spiros always left a plate of biscuits and a glass of squash for Pearlie. She took a biscuit, broke it in two and fed one half to Goliath. He gulped it and danced around Pearlie’s feet, begging for more.


    ‘Now, as soon as you finish your afternoon tea I want you to deliver this as quick as you can, Pearlie,’ Mr Spiros said, picking up a medium-sized package wrapped in brown paper and tied with string.


    Pearlie read the address in Mr Spiros’s swirly handwriting. Strange, she thought. I don’t recognise the name but that’s the Tompkins’ old place. ‘I thought the Tompkins were evacuated to Melbourne,’ she said.


    ‘You’re right, they were. They left on a flying boat last week,’ Mr Spiros replied. ‘But an American named Mr Beake is minding the house for them. He said it’s urgent, so you better fly like the wind.’


    ‘Yes, sir. Thanks for the biscuits and squash, Mr Spiros,’ she said, and wedged the parcel under one arm. As Pearlie turned to go she heard a tinkling sound and looked down. Her gold bracelet had come off her wrist and dropped to the floor. It was the third time it had happened this month. The clasp was loose and she’d been meaning to ask Dad to fix it. The bracelet had been a special present from her parents for her eleventh birthday. There were seven pure gold discs attached to it, as bright and shiny as the sun. On each disc in clear, bold lettering was engraved a letter of her name, P E A R L I E. There were also five small pearls. It was her most precious treasure.


    She picked it up, blew off the dust and put it around her wrist, making sure to squeeze the clasp tightly shut. ‘That should do for now.’


    Humming to herself, Pearlie walked along the Esplanade. She loved the beach, the sound of the lapping waves and looking out over the waters of Darwin Harbour. Pearlie couldn’t imagine living anywhere else in the world and wondered where the four Tompkin children were now. Betty Tompkin had been in Pearlie’s class. One week she was at school, the next her seat was empty. Betty had been one of the smart girls. Her hand shot up every time Miss Lyon asked a question. Pearlie never answered questions in case she gave the wrong answer. But when someone like Betty or Dulcie gave the right answer, Pearlie would wish she’d put her hand up, too. That was another reason why Dulcie’s head had swollen lately. With Betty gone, she was now the smartest kid in their grade.


    ‘Pearlie, wait!’ came a voice from behind.


    Pearlie turned and saw her classmate Reddy Hart strolling up to her. He had thick dark hair and green eyes, and was a year older than Pearlie. He was what Dulcie would call a ‘snow white’, but Reddy was different from Dulcie and her friends. He mucked around with everyone. In fact, most of the girls were secretly in love with Reddy, especially Dulcie.


    Pearlie smiled and waited for him to catch up.


    ‘I liked the story Miss Lyon got you to read out,’ he said as they walked on. ‘I reckon you’re gonna be a writer, eh.’


    Pearlie shrugged. ‘I like writing but I want to be a vet. When I finish eighth grade I’m going to sit for a scholarship exam so I can go to a boarding school in Brisbane.’


    ‘So you got it all worked out then?’


    ‘Sort of. What do you want to do?’ Pearlie asked.


    ‘Join the army like my dad so I can fight the Germans.’


    ‘I don’t think you’re allowed to join up till you’re eighteen,’ Pearlie said.


    ‘I’ll lie when I’m fifteen. Lots of boys do.’


    Pearlie didn’t understand why boys liked war and fighting and guns so much but she didn’t say this to Reddy.


    ‘If they don’t let me join the army I’m gonna be a motorcar mechanic,’ Reddy continued. ‘My uncle’s got a garage fixing cars and trucks. He already lets me test drive ’em.’


    Pearlie widened her eyes in surprise. ‘You can drive a car? I’ve never even sat in one!’


    ‘If you like I’ll take you for a drive one day.’ He grinned.


    ‘I’m not sure . . .’ Pearlie replied, frowning. ‘They go so fast. And don’t you need a licence?’


    ‘I don’t drive on the roads – just round the paddocks. But I’m pretty good. Haven’t had an accident yet, so I reckon driving on the roads would be easy.’ Reddy looked at the parcel under Pearlie’s arm. ‘What you got there?’


    ‘Oh, peanuts!’ Pearlie cried, suddenly remembering her urgent mission. ‘I deliver packages for Mr Spiros, and I have to get this one to Mr Beake. He’s moved into the Tompkins’ old place. I gotta run, Reddy. Bye!’


    ‘I’m heading that way myself. I’ll go with you,’ Reddy called out as Pearlie dashed off.
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    The Tompkins’ place was a big old wooden house perched on stilts. It had a closed-in verandah around the inner rooms with large windows that pushed out from the bottom.


    While Pearlie went up the steps to the front door, Reddy stayed back to pat a dog who was sitting by the gate. It was Rusty, the Tompkins’ old kelpie. Had they just left him behind? Pearlie thought. She was about to knock when she heard a strange sound coming from inside. It was like short, sharp gusts of wind.


    The door was slightly ajar and, curious, Pearlie pushed it open a little more. As she peered into the darkened room the shadow of a man appeared. He looked as if he was dancing – turning and lunging gracefully with his arms out from his body. But there was something in his hand. Something that glinted. Something made of steel.


    Suddenly he stopped and whirled around, glaring straight at Pearlie with eyes like some ferocious animal. That’s when Pearlie saw the long curved sword in his hand. She cried out as Mr Beake charged towards her. He’s going to kill me! she thought, and turned to run.


    But in her hurry to escape, Pearlie forgot about the steps and fell backwards, landing in the dust, dazed and hurting.


    ‘What are you doing spying on me, you little brat?’ Mr Beake yelled down at her. The sword was no longer in his hand. His face was pale, like a southerner’s, long and thin with a small ginger moustache. But it was his eyes that scared Pearlie the most. They were a piercing blue and set very close together.


    Pearlie cowered in fear. ‘I . . . I wasn’t spying,’ she said, feeling her voice quiver. ‘I came to deliver a package . . . from Mr Spiros.’


    ‘Pearlie, you all right?’ Reddy dashed over.


    ‘Where’s the package?’ Mr Beake snapped.


    ‘I had it in my arms and then I fell and . . .’ Pearlie looked around and groaned.


    Four leather cases of varying sizes lay scattered in the dirt. The parcel had split open.


    Mr Beake followed Pearlie’s gaze over the side of the landing. With a horrified expression he jumped down the steps. ‘Look what you’ve done, you clumsy fool!’ he said. He glanced up quickly, as if checking to see that nobody was watching. Then he gathered the cases, told Pearlie and Reddy to scram, and went inside.


    Pearlie whimpered. Blood was welling under a flap of skin on her big toe. Reddy helped her up the street out of sight of the house, and sat her down.


    He gently dabbed her toe with the corner of his shirt. ‘You know, in one of them cases I saw something that looked mighty like a camera,’ he said.


    ‘I’ve never seen a camera so small,’ she said.


    ‘I read about spy cameras in a magazine. They can fit on the palm of your hand.’


    Pearlie looked at Reddy, shocked. There’d been rumours lately of a spy who was passing secrets to the Japanese, but nobody had been able to catch him. Along with Germany, Japan was their enemy in the war. ‘Do you think Mr Beake might be a spy? What do spies do, anyway?’ she asked.


    ‘Sneak round taking photos of things, like how many big guns and warships and fighter planes there are and where to find ’em. Then they tell the enemy so that they know which places to drop bombs on.’


    ‘Do you really think the Japanese are going to bomb Darwin?’ Pearlie asked. ‘My dad says it’s possible because he reads the papers from Singapore. And everyone’s starting to leave.’


    ‘I dunno. Still, we oughta keep an eye on that Mr Beake, don’t you think?’


    Pearlie nodded. But really, she wanted to stay as far away from Mr Beake and his sword as possible.
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    Mum was setting the dinner table when Pearlie walked in, still feeling shaky.


    ‘Bring in some water from the well, Pearlie,’ she said. ‘And don’t forget to lock the Girls up for the night.’


    Joey smiled from his high chair and Pearlie took her little brother’s face in her hands and gave him a kiss on his little snub of a nose. He giggled and grabbed her hair.


    ‘Ow, Joey, stop that,’ she scolded gently, pulling his hand away and giving it a squeeze. She picked up an enamel bowl from under the kitchen trough and went out to the yard.


    Pearlie loved their garden. The well was surrounded by mango, paw paw and nanny-goat plum trees. There was the chook pen and next to that was the outhouse – a shed with the lavatory by the laneway that ran along the back of the shops.


    The hens came clucking towards Pearlie. ‘It’s time to take yourselves off to bed now,’ she said as she led the Girls to the hen house and locked them in. They clucked and muttered as they settled for the night.


    As Pearlie took the wooden lid off the well, she thought about Mr Beake. The image of him standing over her with those piercing blue eyes still haunted her. Only now did she remember that he’d spoken like an American. What could he be doing here? Were the Tompkins really letting him stay in their house? Was he really a spy?


    ‘Pssst . . .’ came a voice from the shadows.


    The bucket full of water Pearlie had wound up went tumbling back into the well.


    ‘It’s only me, Pearlie,’ Naoko said, jumping down from the corrugated iron fence.


    ‘You gave me such a scare. What are you doing here?’


    Naoko sighed. ‘You know how there’s that rumour about the Japanese spy in Darwin? Well, I just found out that people are saying it’s my dad . . .’


    ‘What? That’s stupid.’ Pearlie loved Naoko’s father, who was patient and gentle – nothing like a spy!


    ‘I know, but Dad’s really upset. So is Mum. Dad says that rumours grow inside people’s heads and become so big they begin to believe them.’ Naoko looked as if she was about to cry. Pearlie had never seen Naoko cry before.


    Japan’s armies were coming south towards Australia – everyone knew that. So Japan was their enemy, but did that mean that Naoko’s family were enemies, too, just because they were Japanese? Pearlie wondered. She and Naoko never talked about it. They knew they’d love each other no matter what.


    A little head with big eyes popped out from inside Naoko’s jumper.


    ‘Tinto,’ Pearlie cried.


    Tinto was Naoko’s pet pygmy marmoset monkey. He was only six inches tall. Naoko’s dad found him in the sea, floating on a palm leaf. Mrs Ito said he must have fallen off a boat because he was so tame. The tiny monkey crawled onto Naoko’s shoulder then jumped onto Pearlie’s front.


    Pearlie cooed at the tiny little fellow. And as she tickled Tinto gently under the chin, she remembered something that now seemed very important. ‘Wait a minute – I almost forgot! I made a delivery to the Tompkins’ place today, and Reddy and me –’


    Naoko’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Reddy?’


    ‘I met him in the street and he came along, too. Anyway, listen! I was delivering a package to this man called Mr Beake, and it split apart when I fell down the stairs, and –’


    ‘You fell down the steps?’


    ‘Yes, because Beake charged me with his sword.’


    ‘What! I think I should get a job delivering parcels,’ said Naoko. ‘It sounds kinda exciting.’


    Pearlie was relieved to see Naoko acting like her old self again. ‘Well, it wasn’t exciting at all. It was really, really scary. But then listen to this, Nao. Inside the package was a spy camera. At least, that’s what Reddy said it was because it was so small.’


    Naoko’s face grew serious. She scratched her ear thoughtfully. ‘That does sound curious,’ she said. ‘If he’s not a spy, what would he be doing with a spy camera?’


    ‘That’s what we thought.’


    ‘Pearlie!’ Naoko’s face lit up into a smile. ‘If we can prove this Beake man is the spy, then everyone will leave my dad alone!’


    Pearlie screwed up her face. ‘There’s only one problem, Nao. Beake’s not Japanese. He’s an American. Why would an American be spying for the Japanese? They’re our enemies in the war!’


    Naoko fell silent a moment. ‘I still think he’s worth investigating,’ she said finally, holding out her hand. ‘Come on, Tinto.’


    As Naoko took her monkey and climbed back over the fence, Pearlie wished she hadn’t mentioned Beake. But it was too late now. ‘Nao,’ she called. ‘Promise me you won’t do anything stupid. Beake has a big sword and mean eyes and . . . you don’t know what he’s like.’


    ‘Don’t worry, Pearlie,’ Naoko said. ‘Thanks for cheering me up. I feel much better now.’


    Noises from the house carried into the backyard – the clinking of dishes, Mum talking to Joey and Dad banging something with a hammer. They were such ordinary noises, and yet Pearlie knew that something had changed today. An invisible wall she’d always felt safe behind had come down, leaving her feeling more afraid than ever.
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    THE next morning, as Pearlie reached the school gate, she was surprised to find all the kids coming out instead of going in.


    Naoko was waiting for her. ‘Guess what? Mr Plumber found a dead rat in the water tank, so there’s no school today! Hooray!’


    ‘Oh yuck,’ said Pearlie. ‘How long had it been there?’


    ‘A while ’cos it was kind of soggy and its eyes had sunken into its head.’


    Pearlie wrinkled up her nose.


    ‘Anyway, Pearlie, this is lucky for us because we’re going cave exploring.’


    ‘What! Now? But we’re not prepared.’


    Naoko patted her knapsack. ‘You know I’m always prepared. I got everything we need right here: torch, snacks and water.’


    Pearlie sighed. At least while Naoko is busy exploring caves she’s not doing anything dangerous with that Mr Beake, she thought.


    They took the shortcut down Daly Street to Mindil Beach and along a dirt track that wound past the Botanical Gardens and the cemetery. Out in the sea, box jellyfish dotted the water like ghosts with long trailing hair. Naoko had been stung last year and they’d had to rub the sting with sand to get rid of the tentacles, then pour methylated spirits over it. Pearlie could remember Naoko’s screams from the pain and she still had long marks on her legs.


    At one point they had to pass the hut where Old Man Lizard lived. It was made from bits of tin, hessian and planks of wood. All the children were terrified of Old Man Lizard. Not that he’d ever harmed anyone, but he looked scary with skin like a reptile’s, all dry and cracked and scaly. He never came to town but grew vegetables in a wild patch of garden guarded by a brindle dog named Titch, who was as big as a pony. Titch ran to the end of his chain, barking at Pearlie and Naoko until he was out of earshot.


    They walked along the sand following the curve of the bay. The tide was in, which meant that in some places they had to climb up onto the cliff and pick their way through the scrub.


    ‘Careful of snakes,’ Pearlie called out to Naoko, who was crashing fearlessly through the bushes. It wasn’t the large carpet pythons they had to worry about, but the smaller mulga snakes, the Western Browns and death adders. When crossing creeks they were also on the lookout for saltwater crocodiles.


    They seemed to have been walking for hours and Pearlie was completely exhausted, her clothes damp with perspiration, when Naoko stopped.


    To their left was the sea, on the right a large mound of dirt. Pearlie could see the barrel of a gun sticking out.


    ‘This is the spot!’ Naoko said. She looked over the cliff and, without a word to Pearlie, disappeared over the edge.


    ‘Wait,’ Pearlie called. ‘The spot for what?’


    ‘It’s all right! There’s a ledge. Come on, Pearlie. I’ll guide you down.’


    It was easy for Naoko to say, but Pearlie was afraid of heights. Her tummy went fluttery as she got down on her hands and knees and peered at Naoko. She saw the top of Naoko’s head and below that, the beach and a pile of rocks. She felt dizzy just looking at it.


    ‘Come on!’ Naoko said impatiently.


    Pearlie put her foot over the side and Naoko grabbed it. It tickled so much that Pearlie drew it quickly away.


    ‘How am I going to help if you wriggle like that?’ Naoko said. ‘Think about something bad to take your mind off being so ticklish.’


    Pearlie sat back and thought about Beake towering over her. It worked. This time she let Naoko take her foot and bring it down to rest on the ledge.


    They sidled along until Naoko found a place in the cliff where the rocks had been pushed up and out. Using these as stepping stones they made their way down to the sandy cove.


    ‘See, easy as pie,’ Naoko said.


    ‘It’s all right when you’re with me, Nao. But I wouldn’t dare do anything like this by myself.’


    ‘If I wasn’t your friend you wouldn’t see a thing except what’s inside a book!’ Naoko laughed. ‘Come on, I can’t wait to explore.’


    The entrance to the new cave was like the opening of a gigantic seashell – tall, thin and curving inwards.


    When Pearlie stepped inside there was a hush as if all the sound in the world had been turned off. She couldn’t hear the waves or wind or the cry of gulls. For a moment she felt scared. Then she heard Naoko’s voice and saw the beam of a torch skim the cave wall.


    ‘It’s like a human heart,’ Naoko said, as they walked from chamber to chamber. There was one large cave with smaller caves branching off it. ‘Oh, golly! Look, Pearlie!’


    Pearlie’s mouth fell open when she saw the diamond pattern of tree trunks on one of the walls. It was like a forest, a forest made out of stone. She went up to touch one of the stone trunks, tracing the diamond pattern with her finger. ‘Fossils. They must be millions of years old,’ she whispered. ‘That’s what we’ll call it, Nao . . . Diamond Cave.’


    After they’d explored all the chambers, they sat down on a flat bed of rock. Naoko took off her knapsack, undid the buckles and opened the flap. She pulled out a brown paper bag and handed Pearlie an apricot-jam sandwich. After they’d finished they sucked on dried salty plums and lay back on the rock.


    ‘I wonder if cavemen lived here once,’ Naoko said, shining torch circles up on the ceiling. ‘They could have used this rock as a bed.’


    Pearlie thought about it and wondered too. She imagined herself as a cave girl. There wouldn’t be school or books or – ‘Hey, what was that?’ Hearing the sound of pebbles sliding down the wall, she sat up.


    Naoko flashed her torch in the direction of the noise.


    ‘Maybe it’s another cave-in,’ Pearlie said, standing up, her heart racing.


    ‘Yeah, we’d better head back now anyway.’


    Pearlie was glad to leave. The darkness and the silence inside the cave were beginning to scare her.


    As they made their way to the entrance, Pearlie stepped on something round and hard. She lifted her foot. ‘Give me your torch, Nao.’ Pearlie shone the beam onto the cave floor.


    ‘It’s a battery,’ Naoko said in a shivery whisper. ‘Someone’s already been here.’


    They stared at each other, then looked around.


    ‘I don’t like it here anymore,’ Pearlie said, feeling a chilly breath down the back of her neck.


    ‘Neither do I,’ replied Naoko, bending down to pick up the battery. ‘Let’s go, Pearlie.’


    Pearlie was glad to be out on the safety of the beach. The wind had whipped up the usually calm waters of Darwin Harbour into little white caps. A tropical storm was brewing. Steely grey clouds spun like ringlets across the sky.


    They walked back to town in silence. Diamond Cave was not just their secret after all. But who else knew about it?
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    AT lunch the next day, the playground buzzed with excitement. It was the day of the auditions for the school play. Each year, Grade Six did a play based on the novel they read in class, We of the Never Never.


    ‘Good luck!’ said Pearlie to Naoko, who was trying out for the part of the heroine, Jeannie. She really hoped Naoko would get it. The rumours about her dad were everywhere now, and Pearlie felt terrible for her. ‘You’ll be great, I know it.’ She headed up the stairs to the classroom to fetch a book to read while Naoko was auditioning, but stopped on the landing when she saw Reddy chatting to Dulcie McBride down below. It looked like she was handing him a birthday party invitation. Pearlie felt a sudden pang of jealousy as Reddy laughed at something Dulcie said. Pearlie knew she shouldn’t be eavesdropping but she couldn’t help herself.


    ‘Are you trying out for the part of Aeneas?’ Pearlie heard Dulcie say. Dulcie’s blonde hair was almost white. Sometimes she wore it loose, other times in a ponytail and she had all kinds of ribbons and bows. Dulcie twirled a blonde strand around her finger and looked at Reddy.


    ‘Haven’t decided,’ he replied. ‘Not sure if I wanna be in the play. It takes up so much time.’


    ‘Aww . . . go on. I’m going to be Jeannie.’ Dulcie smiled.


    ‘Dja know already?’ he asked.


    ‘No . . . but I’ll get the part for sure because none of the other girls can act.’ Dulcie put her hands behind her back, swinging her body from side to side.


    At that moment Dulcie glanced up and caught Pearlie watching them. ‘You know,’ she said in a loud voice. ‘I think Miss Lyon will pick Pearlie to be Bett Bett ’cos she’s so short.’


    Pearlie tightened her hands into fists. Stupid, horrid Dulcie! The movement must have caught Reddy’s eye and he looked up too. Pearlie flushed a deep red, coughed and quickly walked away.
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    After school, Pearlie and Naoko headed down Cavenagh Street.


    ‘It’s not that bad, Nao,’ said Pearlie. ‘At least you got a part.’


    ‘As Sam Lee, the Chinese cook! It’s so humiliating. Why didn’t Miss Lyon give that to one of the boys?’


    ‘Because um . . . you’re a better actor?’ Pearlie was trying to think of comforting words to say.


    ‘You should have seen how Dulcie smirked when the names were read out. She’s been calling me Sammy all day. “Why don’t you cook us up a bit of your famous pig trotter soup, Sam Lee?” she says.’ Naoko laughed out loud. ‘But I told her she’d have a hard time walking around if I did.’


    Pearlie grinned. ‘I suppose she got the part of Jeannie then?’


    ‘Of course! She’s Miss Lyon’s favourite. Although you might be her favourite now after you gave her your handkerchief. Funny thing was, Dulcie mentioned your name, said you should play Bett Bett –’


    Pearlie interrupted. ‘Is Reddy Aeneas?’


    ‘That was a sure thing. He’s natural for the lead role,’ Naoko said.


    They stopped at Mr Hiyogu’s shop to buy a cold drink. His lemon squash could cool you down on the hottest of days. Mr Hiyogu sang as he shaved the ice into glasses and poured in fresh lemon juice then sugar syrup. Pearlie and Naoko sat and drank through long straws.


    As they strolled back out into the street and along the Esplanade, Pearlie stopped.


    Naoko looked at her. ‘What’s the matter?’


    ‘It’s that man Beake! Quick – walk the other way. Oh no,’ Pearlie groaned. ‘He’s seen us.’


    Beake beckoned the girls over with a smile.


    ‘What am I going to do now?’ Pearlie said through gritted teeth.


    Naoko smiled and waved back. ‘You’re going to talk to him. Don’t you see, Pearlie? This is our chance to find out more about him being a spy.’


    ‘Hello, girls,’ Beake said in a strangely friendly manner as he approached.


    He mustn’t recognise me after all, Pearlie thought, and breathed a sigh of relief.


    ‘Can I take a photograph of the both of you . . . to send to my folks back home?’


    ‘It would be our pleasure,’ Naoko replied. ‘You’re new to Darwin, aren’t you? Where do you come from?’


    ‘San Francisco in the United States of America,’ Beake replied. ‘Now, girls, what are your names?’


    ‘We’re Naoko and Pearlie,’ said Naoko.


    ‘That’s great. I want you to stand right there. I got the town at your backs. Perfect.’ He brought the camera up to his eye. It was a normal-sized camera, not a miniature one. ‘Smile,’ he said and pressed the shutter.


    ‘And one more, girls. I wanna see those lovely big ships in the harbour. Oh boy, will my nephew love this photograph. He’s never seen warships before.’


    ‘Do you work for the army or navy?’ said Naoko.


    ‘Neither. I’m just visiting here,’ he replied. ‘Okay . . . now smile . . . great!’ Beake clipped the cover back onto the camera.


    ‘Funny time to be just visiting,’ Naoko said.


    Pearlie pinched her arm.


    ‘I was travelling the world and thought I’d take a look at Australia. I’ve never been this far south before. Well, I’m off, then. So long, girls.’


    As Beake walked away, Naoko sighed.


    ‘What’s the matter?’


    ‘I guess he really can’t be a Japanese spy if he’s not Japanese.’


    ‘I guess not,’ Pearlie agreed.


    ‘But then why does he have a spy camera? Explain that to me, Pearlie Chan.’


    ‘Nao, please don’t get into this. It’s none of our business.’


    ‘But it is – don’t you see? I have to prove my dad’s not a spy, which means I have to find the real spy. And Beake’s my only suspect.’


    It was no use. Naoko was like a dog with the scent of a bone in its nostrils. Her mind was made up and as her best friend, Pearlie would have to help her.
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    Naoko’s house was much bigger than Pearlie’s. It even had electricity instead of kerosene lamps. And it was always filled with light. Pearlie lived in the back of their shop, so there were no windows; each shop shared a wall with the one next door. The only time light came in was when the front and back doors were open.


    Mrs Ito greeted them as they came into the kitchen. The table was set with afternoon tea – dried fish, hard-boiled eggs, pickled vegetables and gyoza, which were pan-fried dumplings. It’s more like dinner, Pearlie thought. All she got for a snack at her place was white bread with condensed milk on top, which she had to make herself.


    ‘Call your father, Naoko. We are eating now,’ Mrs Ito said.


    Naoko put her head out the back door. ‘Otosan!’


    ‘Ai.’ Mrs Ito frowned, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘Go outside and call your father nicely.’


    ‘Yes, Mama.’ Naoko disappeared outside and Pearlie heard excited little cries. When Naoko came back she was cradling Tinto in her palm.


    Pearlie put out her hand. She was the only person besides Naoko that he liked to go to. He jumped onto her shoulder and began picking through Pearlie’s hair. She always felt embarrassed when he did this, but Tinto picked whether your hair was clean or dirty.


    Mr Ito came into the kitchen and set down a tiny tree in a green oval pot. When he wasn’t out on his boat, he was trimming, bending and shaping these miniature bonsai. Pearlie was surprised at how tired and worn down he looked.


    ‘Hello, Mr Ito,’ she said.


    ‘Ah, Shinju.’ He smiled.


    ‘Shinju’ meant ‘pearl’ in Japanese. But Pearlie could see that it was a pretend smile. There was sadness in his eyes that hadn’t been there the week before.


    ‘Did something else bad happen today?’ Naoko looked at her father then her mother.


    ‘Someone put a hole in your father’s boat,’ Mrs Ito replied.


    ‘What!’ Naoko clenched her fists.


    ‘It is not too bad,’ Mr Ito said. ‘A few days in dry dock and I will be able to go out again.’


    ‘Did you go to the police?’ Naoko said.


    ‘It would do no good. We have to accept that now Japan is at war, everything has changed,’ Mr Ito replied.


    There was a knock on the back door. Mrs Ito opened it and Rosco, the delivery boy, was standing there, a box of groceries in his arms. He came in and put the box on the table.


    ‘Would you like to stay for afternoon tea, Rosco?’ Mrs Ito said.


    ‘Not today.’ Rosco looked uncomfortable, shifting his weight from one foot to the other and pushing his spectacles up his nose.


    ‘What is the matter?’ Mr Ito asked.


    ‘I’m sorry . . . but this . . . um . . . is me last delivery . . .’ His voice trailed off and he stared at the ground.


    ‘What do you mean?’ Naoko said angrily.


    ‘You know how it is . . . what people are saying and all,’ Rosco said.


    ‘What are they saying?’ Naoko took a step closer to the boy.


    ‘Dinkum, I don’t believe it meself but the boss, you know . . . well, he says I’m not allowed to make deliveries here anymore because of the talk about you being a spy, Mr Ito.’ Rosco’s eyes flicked around the room. He didn’t dare look at anyone.


    Mr Ito put his hand on Rosco’s arm. ‘It is all right,’ he said. ‘We understand.’


    ‘But I don’t!’ Naoko said.


    ‘Shh . . . no more talk,’ Mrs Ito said. ‘We don’t want trouble.’ She went to the sideboard and opened an old milk tin. ‘Here, take this as a token of our thanks for your service.’ Mrs Ito gave Rosco a handful of silver.


    ‘Gee, thanks . . . I’m real sorry,’ Rosco said again. Then he went down the steps, mounted his bicycle and rode away.


    Naoko ran to the door and slammed it shut. ‘How can you stand there and not do anything about it! Come on, Pearlie.’


    ‘Eat first,’ Mrs Ito said.


    ‘I’m not hungry,’ Naoko replied.


    ‘Shinju? What about you?’


    ‘Ah . . . thank you, Mrs Ito. Maybe a bit later,’ Pearlie replied. She was really, really hungry, but Naoko needed her friendship more than Pearlie’s stomach needed food.


    Mrs Ito gave Pearlie an understanding nod.


    Pearlie followed Naoko to her room. In silence they fetched the scrapbook, coloured pencils and bits of paper, and spread them out.


    Pearlie used to think grown-ups were kind. But over the last few days she’d realised that they could be just as mean as some children. I’ll never be like that to Naoko, Pearlie promised herself.


    She sat down on the tatami mat. She could see that Naoko was embarrassed by what had just happened so she didn’t say anything more about it. Tinto leapt to the ground, picked up a pencil and began inspecting it. Then he put it into his mouth and clambered up the blind to sit on top of the wardrobe.


    ‘Now be a good boy, Tinto,’ Pearlie called up to him.


    ‘He’s always so obedient with you,’ Naoko said. ‘Who’s that saint who was kind to animals?’


    ‘Saint Francis of Assisi.’


    ‘Yes, that’s the one. I’m going to call you Saint Pearlie of Assisi from now on.’


    Pearlie laughed, glad that Naoko was returning to her usual playful self.


    The scrapbook was something they’d started a year ago. It was Pearlie’s idea: a book of friendship, a collection of shared memories – a leaf, a poem, a drawing, a shiny green beetle, a bottle top, halves of tickets for the pictures. Each left-hand page was for Naoko and the right-hand page for Pearlie.


    Pearlie’s pages were filled with poems and stories. Like the time they were chased by a feral pig and had to scramble up a tree while the pig sniffed and snorted below. Or when they were down in Doctor’s Gully and came across a snake shedding its skin. After it slithered away, they took the translucent skin to Naoko’s house, and it had hung in the back of Naoko’s wardrobe ever since.


    Drawing was what Naoko loved to do, so her pages were filled with pictures. On the last page Naoko had carefully glued the butterfly that Pearlie had given her and then she had copied it to the very last detail, even adding the tiny hairs on the butterfly’s body.


    Pearlie finished a poem about Diamond Cave while Naoko drew a picture of Beake and his miniature camera.


    ‘Oh! I almost forgot about this,’ Naoko said, reaching for her knapsack and taking out the battery they’d found. She set it in front of her and began to copy it.


    ‘I wonder who it belongs to?’ Pearlie said.


    ‘Another adventurer like us,’ Naoko said. ‘But I wish we’d got there first.’
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    BY the end of the week, everyone was whispering about Naoko’s dad being the spy. Someone put a piece of liver covered with maggots into Naoko’s lunchbox. A note that said JAP SPY was pinned to her back.


    And Naoko is changing, Pearlie thought. There were grey splotches under her eyes and she walked with her head bent. The past few days she’d been disappearing after school. Pearlie had tried her best to cheer her up, but nothing was working.


    ‘You have to tell Mr Plumber,’ Pearlie said one day as they walked home from school.


    Naoko shook her head.


    ‘But he’s the principal, Nao. It’s his job to fix bad things.’


    Naoko shrugged.


    They walked along the Esplanade. The breeze that blew off the sea seemed to calm them both.


    ‘I’ve been thinking,’ Naoko said, ‘about Beake and him being the real spy and all that.’


    Pearlie’s stomach squirmed.


    ‘I asked Dad and he said those spy cameras like the one you saw are really expensive. It’s not something an ordinary person can buy. So he’s gotta be some kind of spy.’ She paused. ‘What if we snuck in his house to get proof?’


    Pearlie stopped in the middle of the road. ‘Naoko Ito. That’s the craziest idea you’ve come up with yet.’


    ‘It’s the only way. My dad and mum don’t say anything. They won’t fight back. They let people put holes in the boat, leave dead things on the doorstep. But I’m not going to put up with it anymore. Don’t you see, Pearlie?’


    There was a long silence. A gull cried out at sea.


    ‘I’d feel the same way,’ Pearlie said at last.


    Naoko’s face was full of surprise. ‘So you’ll come with me, then?’


    Pearlie swallowed. ‘That’s what friends do, don’t they? They sneak into the houses of dangerous villains for the people they love.’


    ‘You are so brave, Pearlie Chan, and I love you.’


    And so, with a pounding heart, Pearlie said, ‘When are we going to do it, then?’


    ‘Well, actually, I’ve been doing a bit of spying myself the last few days,’ Naoko said.


    ‘I wondered where you’ve been. I didn’t think you had that many violin lessons.’


    ‘I discovered that Beake leaves his house at four o’clock every afternoon and gets home around six at night,’ Naoko said. ‘That’s when we break in – tomorrow, as soon as school’s over. He also has an old motorcar so we’ll hear him coming a mile off.’ Naoko smiled for the first time in days.


    They had come to the corner where they always said goodbye. How Pearlie wished tomorrow would never come.
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    Pearlie and Naoko looked up at the windows of the Tompkins’ house. Each one was sealed tight with a wooden shutter. And too high to reach unless they had a ladder.


    ‘I saw a gap in one when I was snooping around the other day,’ Naoko said. ‘And there’s a gum tree right next to it we can climb. Come on, it’s around the back.’


    ‘Climb?’ Pearlie said under her breath. ‘You didn’t say anything about climbing.’


    ‘I’ll be there to help. Don’t worry,’ Naoko said, grabbing Pearlie’s arm and leading her round to the big old tree.


    Naoko clambered fearlessly from branch to branch. When she was level with the window she took out a penknife, reached over and prised open the shutter. ‘Got it!’ she said triumphantly, and climbed through the window. ‘Come on up, Pearlie. Your turn. No, wait. Stop!’ Naoko pointed at the foot of the tree, looking horrified. A goanna at least five feet long was emerging with a dead snake in its mouth.


    Pearlie stepped calmly to one side. ‘Hello, big fella,’ she said to the gigantic lizard. ‘It won’t hurt me,’ she told Naoko. ‘Good thing it was there. That snake might’ve bitten us.’


    Naoko shivered. Pearlie took a deep breath and pulled herself onto the first branch, then the second, all the while telling herself not to look down. The hardest part was figuring out how to get from the tree to the window. Naoko had done it with ease but Pearlie knew there’d be a point when she wouldn’t be holding onto anything.


    ‘Give me your hand and I’ll pull you through,’ Naoko said encouragingly.


    ‘I don’t think I can,’ Pearlie replied, making the mistake of looking down. Her head spun.


    ‘You can. I’ll catch you.’ Naoko stretched out her hand. ‘Come on.’


    Pearlie breathed in. Then she let go.


    For a second her hands clutched thin air.


    Then Naoko had her fingers around one wrist, then the other, and was pulling Pearlie in through the window.


    The first thing Pearlie noticed was the stink of stale pipe tobacco. Naoko flashed a torch around and the beam passed over a light switch. She flicked it on.


    The Tompkins’ furniture and belongings were still there. Pearlie had heard that the evacuees were only allowed to take one suitcase with them.


    The house looked untouched except for the large room in the centre. The sofa was covered with rumpled sheets and there was a suitcase with Beake’s clothes spilling onto the floor.


    ‘Pearlie – look!’ said Naoko, pointing to one of the walls. It was covered in swords and other strange-looking weapons.


    ‘Nihonto,’ Naoko whispered, and smiled.


    ‘Nihonto? What’s that?’


    ‘It means “sword”. These are Japanese weapons. Beake might not be Japanese but he certainly has an interest in Japanese things.’


    ‘Aha,’ said Pearlie, picking up a framed photo of a Japanese wedding. ‘Look who’s the groom.’ Dressed in traditional wedding clothes, standing next to his Japanese bride, was none other than Beake. And there were more photos of him standing in front of a pagoda and sitting on the floor eating a meal.


    Naoko laughed triumphantly. ‘We have our proof, Pearlie! We need to report him.’


    ‘But do you think this is enough?’ asked Pearlie. ‘All it shows is that –’


    There came the growling sound of an old motorcar.


    ‘Oh peanuts! He’s back early!’ Pearlie felt a shiver go down her spine.


    ‘Quick – put everything back how it was. I’ll see if we can leave through the back door.’


    Pearlie felt the blood drain from her body. She couldn’t move.


    ‘Pearlie!’ Naoko said, shaking her. ‘Snap out of it!’


    The shaking seemed to work but Pearlie’s hands were trembling as she tried to arrange the photographs. Was the wedding picture on the right or on the left of the temple? And what about the one of Beake sitting on the floor eating? Oh please, God, help me.


    The sound of the car grew louder and louder. Grrrrrrrr . . . 


    At last everything was in place and Pearlie ran through the house to find Naoko.


    ‘The door’s padlocked and I can’t find the key!’ Naoko shouted. ‘We’ll have to hide.’


    The car door slammed. Bang!


    Naoko looked around. She opened a cupboard under the kitchen bench. ‘Hide in there, Pearlie. Hurry!’


    ‘It’s too small . . .’


    ‘Just get in, will you!’


    ‘What about you?’


    ‘There’s not enough room for both of us. I’ll find somewhere else to hide.’


    There was the sound of a key in the lock. Click . . . 


    Pearlie crawled into the cramped space, folded her legs up to her chest and Naoko closed the door.


    Footsteps sounded. Her heart was pounding so loudly she wished it would stop.
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    THE cupboard smelled of rat droppings. Pearlie hoped a rat wouldn’t crawl over her – she knew she’d scream.


    In the door was a small mesh window so she could see out. Had Nao had a chance to hide?


    Heavy footsteps approached. It was Beake. Pearlie held her breath. To stop her teeth from chattering she bit into her gold bracelet.


    Beake came in. He opened drawers, banged them shut. Opened cupboards, banged them shut.


    He was looking for something.


    Then Pearlie saw his legs right up against the cupboard. He bent down. His face was inches away on the other side of the mesh – so close she could smell the tobacco on his breath and see the ginger hairs on his moustache. She held her breath and squeezed her eyes shut.


    One second, two seconds, three . . . 


    If he opens the door I’ll punch him in the nose, she thought. Maybe that will give me enough time to get away.


    She heard Beake grumble something, then stand up and, to her relief, walk out of the kitchen. There was never a sweeter sound than those footsteps growing softer and softer. And even better was the squeak of the front door and then the beautiful growl of Beake’s motorcar driving away.


    Pearlie wiped her eyes and opened the door. ‘Nao,’ she called. ‘Where are you?’


    ‘In here.’ Naoko emerged from a tall cupboard, her eyes shining.


    ‘That was so scary,’ Pearlie said. ‘He nearly opened the cupboard I was hiding in.’


    ‘Forget about that. Look at this!’ Naoko beckoned Pearlie to follow her into the closet.


    There was the red glow of a light bulb and a strange chemical smell, which tickled Pearlie’s nose. ‘What is this place?’


    ‘It’s a darkroom – where you develop photographs,’ Naoko replied.


    On the bench were two enamel trays each filled with a clear liquid and a strange camera mounted on a post, its lens facing downwards. And beside that were the miniature camera and cases Pearlie had delivered to Beake.


    Naoko pointed at two batteries. ‘Look familiar?’


    Pearlie gasped. ‘They’re the same ones we found at Diamond Cave!’


    Naoko’s torch lit up a machine on a shelf higher up on the wall. ‘And this is some kind of radio transmitter for Morse code. Look, all the writing’s in Japanese. But this is the best thing of all.’ She aimed the beam at the roof.


    Pegged on a string were photographs of the big guns along the coast of Darwin. There were also photos of sheds and the oil storage tanks on Stokes Hill and the airstrips with bomber planes. At the end were the photos he’d taken of Pearlie and Naoko with the ships and the town behind them. But he’d enlarged them so the girls were no longer in the picture.


    ‘Oh – so he was just pretending to take photos of us,’ Pearlie said. ‘He really just wanted the ships and the town.’


    ‘Exactly!’ Naoko beamed.


    Pearlie’s voice came out small. ‘Do you really think Darwin’s going to be bombed?’


    Naoko switched off her torch. ‘Not if we can help it,’ she said. ‘We gotta tell the army.’


    ‘Why don’t we take some of the photos?’


    ‘We can’t,’ said Naoko. ‘Beake’ll know then that someone’s been snooping. We’ll bring the army with us next time. Then we won’t have to worry about Beake ever again. And my dad’s name will be cleared.’
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    They left the same way they came in: through the window and down the tree. This time, instead of being scared, Pearlie’s thoughts were on Beake. He was a real live spy. And they’d found him out! It made her feel brave.


    They walked along the Esplanade.


    ‘Look – there’s Frank,’ Pearlie said. Frank was Dulcie McBride’s older brother, but he was nothing like his mean, spoilt little sister. Pearlie liked Frank because he never talked to her like she was a child.


    Attached to Frank’s arm was his girlfriend, Eleni Spirou, Mr Spiros’s daughter. They’d been sweethearts since high school. Eleni wore a pink dress and green high-heel shoes. Her lips were always painted a vivid red.


    ‘Do you want some baklava, kids?’ she said, holding out a paper bag. ‘My mum made it.’


    Now that she was no longer scared, Pearlie suddenly felt hungry. ‘Thanks,’ she said and reached her hand inside the bag, taking a square of the sticky cake. It was made from nuts and pastry, and was sweet and delicious.


    ‘Like it?’ Eleni said.


    ‘Hmmm,’ Pearlie replied, her mouth full of the honey cinnamon flavour.


    ‘What about you, Naoko?’


    ‘No thanks,’ Naoko replied. ‘I don’t like sweet things much.’


    ‘Oh well.’ Eleni shrugged and carefully popped a bite-sized piece into her mouth without touching her perfectly applied lipstick.


    ‘Frank will know what to do! He’s in the army,’ said Pearlie to Naoko.


    ‘Do about what?’ Frank said.


    ‘We have important information to report to the army,’ said Naoko. ‘Can you help us?’


    ‘Well, if I think it could be something, I’ll tell my commanding officer,’ Frank said.


    ‘The thing is, though . . . it’s sort of secret,’ Naoko said.


    Frank cocked his head. ‘How secret?’


    ‘Top secret,’ Naoko whispered. She leaned forward. ‘It’s about that spy who’s working for the Japanese.’


    ‘Strewth! Are you sure?’ said Frank. ‘It’s not easy to uncover a spy.’


    ‘We’re positive,’ Pearlie said.


    ‘Then I reckon you girls had better go and see Colonel Mitchell at Larrakeyah Barracks. He takes care of that kind of business.’


    ‘Thanks, Frank,’ said Pearlie.


    Eleni tugged on Frank’s arm.‘Come on, baby, we’ll be late for the pictures. I want to pop into Zero in the Tropics for an ice cream first.’ She fanned herself. ‘Bye, girls. Be good.’


    They waved goodbye to Frank and Eleni, and headed for Larrakeyah Barracks.
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    AS Pearlie and Naoko were on their way to see the colonel, they met Dulcie, who was out with a few of her friends, Peggy, Flora and Margaret.


    Dulcie sniggered as they approached. ‘Here comes the Jap spy’s daughter,’ she sang.


    Naoko was about to strike Dulcie but Pearlie held her back. ‘Don’t, Nao,’ she said, pulling her away. ‘Don’t take any notice.’


    ‘Naoko’s father’s a Jap spy, a Jap spy, a Jap spy. Naoko’s father’s a Jap spy and Naoko is one too!’ Dulcie sang to the tune of Girls and Boys Come Out to Play.


    Then they formed a circle around Naoko and began to chant, ‘Jap spy, Jap spy, Jap spy . . .’


    The next thing Pearlie knew, Naoko had grabbed Dulcie’s ponytail and was yanking her head backwards. Dulcie squealed and fell to the ground with Naoko on top of her. Then Dulcie slammed her fist into Naoko’s nose. It began to bleed.


    After that there was no stopping them. They punched and scratched and kicked one another, and all Pearlie could do was watch helplessly while Peggy, Flora and Margaret cheered Dulcie on.


    Suddenly, there was a loud explosion and a fork of lightning struck a nearby Poinsettia tree, ripping a branch from its trunk. It fell, almost in slow motion, landing only a few feet from Naoko and Dulcie. They jumped up in shock. Then the rain came down in huge sheets.


    Pearlie grabbed Naoko’s arm. ‘Let’s go, Nao!’ she shouted.


    Dulcie and Naoko glared at each other for a few seconds, neither one of them wanting to give in. Then another flash of lightning sent everyone scurrying into the open.


    Naoko was puffing hard. One of the sleeves of her dress was hanging by a few threads and blood from her nose had stained the material pink. She put her hands on her hips and yelled after Dulcie and her gang, ‘My dad isn’t a spy! I hate you Dulcie McBride.’


    ‘Are you hurt?’ Pearlie asked.


    Naoko shook her head. ‘It was a pretty good fight, wasn’t it?’ She grinned.


    ‘Naoko!’ said Pearlie, shocked.


    ‘Well, it was. I was the winner by far.’


    ‘You liked getting punched? Getting a blood nose?’


    ‘It’s made me feel a lot better.’ Naoko shrugged.


    ‘Well, I’m glad about that,’ Pearlie said. ‘I suppose it’s too late to see the Big Colonel now. Anyway, you look a mess.’


    ‘We’ll go first thing tomorrow. Come on, friend.’ Naoko put her arm in Pearlie’s and they walked home through the rain.
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    It was dark when Pearlie reached Chinatown. She walked under the old wooden verandahs to their shop. Dad was still working, his face lit by a kerosene lamp. She opened the door and went in.


    ‘Why are you so late, Pearlie?’ he said, looking up from his sewing.


    ‘I had a delivery to do,’ she lied.


    ‘Aiya!’ Dad said. ‘If you come home this late you have to give up your job. Come here. You are dripping on my floor.’ He went behind the counter and brought out a small hand towel. Then he began to dry her hair, squeezing water out of her pigtails and wiping her face as gently as Mum would have done.


    ‘I can do it, Dad,’ she said.


    He handed her the towel and began putting away his sewing things. ‘When I was your age I was taking silk worms to market to sell, walking ten miles from my village to the town and back,’ he said. ‘Your grandfather and grandmother let me do this because I was a boy. But if I was a girl it would have been different. Girls can’t go running around after dark. Not now.’ He turned to face her. ‘There are a lot of soldiers in Darwin, and many go to the hotels and get drunk. It is not like before. Do you understand, Pearlie?’


    She nodded. Nothing was like it had been before.


    Dad sighed and lifted the glass on the lamp to blow out the flame. Golden sparks danced around the wick then died, leaving Pearlie with a strange sense of dread.


    She followed Dad into the living quarters at the back. As she lifted her arm to part the curtain that separated the shop from their kitchen, she stopped dead in her tracks. She stared at her empty wrist and her heart began to pound in her chest.


    My bracelet!


    Pearlie put her hand on the wall to steady herself as she felt a cold sweat creep over her. What if it fell off in Beake’s house? she thought with horror. If he finds it he’ll know a girl called Pearlie has been snooping around!
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    At daybreak, Pearlie was outside Naoko’s window. She hadn’t slept all night.


    Naoko peered sleepily around the side of the mosquito net. ‘Who’s there?’ she croaked.


    ‘Get up, Nao,’ Pearlie said through the window bars. ‘Something terrible’s happened!’


    Naoko rubbed her eyes and, seeing Pearlie’s grave face, said, ‘Meet me at the front door.’


    A few minutes later she appeared, a plaster strip on her cheek and scratches down her arms from the fight. She was dressed and ready for action, an apple in her hand. ‘Want a bite?’


    ‘I can’t find my bracelet. I think I lost it in Beake’s house,’ Pearlie said, pacing around.


    Naoko stopped chewing and frowned. ‘When did you last see it?’


    ‘I had it on when I was hiding in the cupboard. But I can’t remember if I had it on when we left. The clasp’s loose and it comes off all the time. I should’ve had it fixed. What am I going to do?’ Pearlie’s knees felt weak.


    Naoko threw her apple core into the scrub and wiped her hands on her dress. ‘We’ve got to report Beake right away.’


    Pearlie could barely get the word out. ‘Do you think he’ll k . . . kill me?’


    ‘Don’t worry, he’ll be in jail before anything bad can happen.’


    ‘Let’s go now,’ Pearlie said, looking around. She couldn’t help but feel that someone was watching her.
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    Pearlie and Naoko stood at the main entrance of Larrakeyah Barracks. The guard on duty was joking with another soldier.


    ‘Excuse me,’ said Naoko. ‘We want to see Colonel Mitchell. We have something top secret to tell him.’


    The soldier chuckled.


    ‘The Colonel’s got a war to run. He doesn’t have time to see little girls. Go on with you now!’ the guard said with a snort.


    ‘But we have to see him,’ Pearlie said. ‘It’s a matter of life or death.’


    The soldier stepped forward. ‘You heard what the man said. Scram!’


    At that moment a green army truck bumped down the road and pulled up behind them. Pearlie and Naoko stepped to one side. The guard said a few words to the truck driver then opened the gates to let him through.


    Naoko looked up the road. A second truck was heading for the gates. ‘Stay close and do exactly what I do,’ she whispered to Pearlie.


    ‘What –’


    ‘There’s no time for questions.’


    When the truck stopped, Naoko ran around behind it, staying out of sight of the guard and the soldier. Pearlie kept close to her side and when it drove into the army base, they ran alongside it, hidden from view. At the last moment they peeled off and slid behind a parked jeep. There they waited until the guard and the soldier were busy talking again.


    ‘You’re a genius, Nao,’ Pearlie said.


    Naoko beamed back at her.


    Once inside the barracks, all they had to do was ask and they were pointed in the direction of the main headquarters where Colonel Mitchell’s office was.


    The building was made from concrete and steel with large windows, and looked very modern. In the foyer a man in uniform sat behind a desk.


    ‘I don’t think you’re in the right place, girls,’ he said. ‘Are you the cook’s children?’


    They shook their heads. ‘We came to see Colonel Mitchell,’ Naoko said.


    ‘We have top-secret information to tell him,’ Pearlie added.


    The soldier eyed them both. Pearlie’s feet were bare and she still had on her dress from yesterday, which was filthy. Naoko was clean and she wore sandals but the cuts on her face and arms made her look tough. He must think we’re runaways, Pearlie thought in despair.


    She stepped forward boldly. ‘My name is Pearlie Chan,’ she said. ‘This is my friend Naoko Ito. We’ve come to report a spy. His name is Beake, Mr Beake. He’s American but he works for the Japanese. We saw inside his house and he’s got lots of pictures in his darkroom of guns, and the storage tanks and the ships in the harbour, and he’s got a miniature camera that spies use and a radio transmitter . . .’


    ‘He has a Japanese wife and Japanese swords on his walls and books in Japanese,’ Naoko took over from where Pearlie left off.


    The man’s look grew more serious. ‘Just wait here for a moment,’ he said. He stood up, walked down the hallway and disappeared.


    ‘I think he believed us,’ Naoko said.


    ‘He must be talking to Colonel Mitchell.’


    They sat on the couch by the window. The building smelled of coffee and cigarettes. Down the corridor came the clickety clack clack of a typewriter. Outside they heard the tromp tromp tromp of soldiers marching.


    After a short while the man came back and sat down at his desk. He took a clean sheet of paper, wound it into the typewriter and looked at Pearlie. ‘Now, Pearlie Chan, tell me exactly what happened and what you saw. The Colonel wants me to make a report.’


    Pearlie stood up and began to tell him everything in detail, finishing up with her gold bracelet. ‘It must have fallen off inside Beake’s house. It’s got my name engraved on it so he knows I’ve seen his secret stuff,’ she said.


    The man finished typing then said, ‘Colonel Mitchell takes all reports very seriously. He will read what you have said and assess the situation. There’s one question he wanted me to ask. Do you have any proof with you that this Mr Beake is a spy?’


    Naoko shook her head. ‘We didn’t want to take anything, otherwise he’d be suspicious.’


    ‘All you have to do is go to his house and see for yourself,’ said Pearlie.


    ‘All right, girls. Don’t worry. If we need to talk to you again, we’ll contact you.’


    ‘When are you going to put him in jail?’ Pearlie said.


    ‘Well, it’s not as easy as that. We can’t go around arresting just anyone on hearsay. We need proof first,’ the man said.


    ‘But Pearlie’s life is in danger,’ Naoko said.


    ‘I’m sure it’s not as serious as all that. Children have big imaginations sometimes. I know – I have three of my own.’ He picked up the phone and spoke to someone. Within minutes, a soldier appeared at the front door. ‘Escort these two young ladies off the base, corporal. Goodbye. You’ve been a great help.’


    Pearlie didn’t want to leave. She felt safe inside the barracks. Out there, around the town, in the scrub, Beake might be lurking, waiting to kill her.


    ‘I’m scared, Nao,’ she said again as they walked towards the gates.


    ‘Don’t worry, Pearlie. I’ll think of a way to save you and my dad.
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    AS they walked towards town, the wail of an air-raid siren sent Pearlie and Naoko scurrying for shelter in a nearby ditch. It went off every second or third day now – a frightening whine like a giant mosquito.


    Pearlie lay on her back scanning the sky, listening for Japanese planes. Soon the siren for the all-clear sounded.


    ‘Another practice drill,’ Naoko said. ‘I’m sick of them.’


    ‘I’m glad it’s just a practice and not for real,’ Pearlie replied.


    Naoko stood up, brushing ants off her legs. ‘I was thinking just then that the only way the Big Colonel will believe us is if we get proof. Now, we think that Beake’s been inside Diamond Cave because of the battery we found, right?’


    Pearlie nodded.


    ‘So what if that’s where he goes each day at four o’clock? Maybe he uses the cave to send secret messages to the Japanese army. I can borrow my dad’s camera and take photographs. Then we’ll have real proof. Good idea, hey?’


    It would be dangerous, Pearlie knew. But it was better than waiting around to be killed. ‘It’s better if we follow him,’ she said. ‘Just in case he goes somewhere else instead.’


    ‘Hmm . . . good thinking, but how do we do that? Beake drives a motorcar!’


    Pearlie’d already had her own daring idea. ‘Reddy can drive us!’


    ‘Reddy!’


    ‘He drives all the motorcars and trucks his uncle fixes in his garage. He even said he’d take me for a ride one day.’


    ‘You’re a genius, Pearlie Chan.’ Naoko grinned. ‘Almost as smart as me.’


    Pearlie hesitated.


    ‘Okay, you’re not smiling. What’s up now?’


    ‘There’s just one thing,’ Pearlie said, screwing up her face. ‘Reddy’s never driven on a road before.’


    ‘Oh great.’ Naoko crossed her arms over her chest. ‘But there’s always a first time.’


    They found Reddy on the oval playing football with two mates.


    Pearlie waved, and Reddy kicked the ball in a high arc to Mick then trotted over. ‘What are you two up to?’ he asked.


    ‘You know that man Beake I delivered the package to the other day?’ Pearlie said.


    Reddy snorted. ‘How can I forget him?’


    ‘Well, we have real proof that he’s a spy.’


    Reddy cocked his head to one side. ‘How didya find that out?’


    ‘We snuck into his house.’


    ‘You did what?’


    ‘We broke in and found all kinds of spy stuff,’ said Naoko.


    ‘You better tell me more.’ He shouted across the oval, ‘I gotta go, guys. See you later!’


    The guys waved back and kept kicking.


    Pearlie and Naoko told Reddy about what they’d seen and how they tried to report Beake but they needed proof.


    ‘So we want to follow him to see where he goes at four o’clock each day,’ said Pearlie.


    ‘We think he’s sending secret messages to the enemy on his radio transmitter and he’s doing it from Diamond Cave,’ Naoko said. ‘But we can’t be sure.’


    ‘That’s where you fit in,’ Pearlie said. ‘We need to follow his motorcar and we want you to drive us.’


    Reddy shook his head and began to back away with his hands up. ‘No . . . no . . . I told you, Pearlie, I’ve only driven round paddocks.’


    ‘A road is just like a paddock, except it’s a lot smoother, and there are no cows to dodge,’ said Naoko.


    ‘But they’re narrow and windy and trucks are rushin’ at you. If I get caught my uncle’ll give me a walloping. I could even wind up in jail myself!’


    Pearlie dropped her head and Naoko rubbed her back sympathetically. ‘Beake’s going to murder Pearlie if we don’t do something.’


    Reddy stared at Pearlie. ‘What do you mean, murder?’


    ‘I dropped my bracelet when we were snooping around his house. It has my name on it so he knows I’ve seen his darkroom and the photos and everything.’ Pearlie sniffed back a sob.


    ‘Oh, great!’ Reddy rolled his eyes, sighing. ‘I guess I have no choice now, do I? I must be crazy!’


    [image: ]


    The next day after school Pearlie and Naoko hid in the bushes opposite Beake’s house. Reddy told them to keep an eye on the spy while he went to get the truck. It wouldn’t be easy to sneak the truck away while his uncle was in the garage. But the plan was that he’d meet them there just before four.


    ‘I hope he hasn’t chickened out,’ Naoko said impatiently.


    ‘He wouldn’t do that,’ Pearlie said. ‘He knows my life’s in danger.’


    At exactly four o’clock, Beake came down the steps carrying a brown kitbag. He had a scowl on his face. Rusty, the Tompkins’ kelpie came out from under the house. Pearlie was shocked to see how thin and mangy he looked. Hadn’t Beake fed him? Then, as Beake passed the dog, he kicked it in the ribs, which sent Rusty flying through the air. He yelped and landed by the fence. Then, with his tail between its legs, he slinked back under the house. Pearlie felt a rush of anger. She hated that man more than ever.


    It took a few tries for Beake’s car to start. Finally, with a splutter and several loud backfires, it moved off.


    ‘If Reddy doesn’t get here soon, it’ll be too late,’ Naoko said.


    Pearlie bit her lip as she looked up and down the road.


    But as Beake drove off, an old red truck chugged up the street and stopped alongside them. The passenger window was wound down.


    Pearlie didn’t recognise Reddy at first. He was wearing a battered felt hat and had stuck on a false moustache. ‘Hurry up, get in!’ he yelled.


    Pearlie found it hard to keep a straight face as they climbed in beside him.


    ‘I like your disguise,’ Naoko said.


    ‘It’s my dad’s best Sunday hat and the moustache is horse hair stuffin’ from the old couch.’ Reddy grinned.


    Pearlie looked down at the floor on the driver’s side. Tied to each of Reddy’s feet by rope was a block of wood. Without them he wouldn’t have been able to reach the brake and clutch pedals. She nudged Naoko and pointed at the floor. They giggled.


    ‘Quit the laughing, will ya?’ Reddy said, blushing. ‘I gotta concentrate.’


    Pearlie and Naoko forced shut their mouths but their shoulders still shook with laughter.


    The engine spluttered then died as Reddy tried to take off. He pushed down on one pedal while moving the gear stick with his left hand. There was an angry, grinding sound. Then he turned the key and pumped the pedal. ‘C’arn, baby,’ he said. The truck purred like an old tabby cat. ‘You little bewdy. Right – hold on!’


    This was the first time Pearlie had been in a moving vehicle. The noise inside the cabin was so loud they had to yell. The rocking and bumping and Reddy’s wobbly steering made her feel quite sick.


    They drove along the coast past Fannie Bay Gaol. After a while Reddy grew used to driving on the road and even began to whistle.


    Half an hour later they saw Beake turn off onto a small bush track.


    ‘I knew it! It’s the track to Diamond Cave,’ Naoko said.


    Reddy braked, pulled into the bushes and switched off the motor. ‘We better go on foot from here,’ he said, untying the blocks of wood.


    They didn’t see Beake’s car until they were almost on top of it. He’d covered it with long feathery branches that had been hacked off a nearby tree.


    When they thought it was safe enough, they climbed down the cliff. This time Pearlie wasn’t scared at all. She’d done it before and knew what to expect. And besides, she couldn’t show her fears to Reddy. What would he think of her?


    They hid behind a rock with the entrance of the cave in clear view. Then they saw Beake emerge holding what looked like a small kite attached to a fine wire. He held the wire with one hand and let the kite go. A gust of wind lifted it in the air. Then Beake went back inside the cave.


    ‘Looks like an aerial,’ Reddy whispered.


    ‘For the radio transmitter?’ Pearlie said.


    ‘Yep.’


    Naoko unclipped the cover of her dad’s camera and snapped four shots of the kite.


    ‘Listen, hear that?’ Reddy cocked one ear in the direction of the cave.


    From inside could be heard a tap tap taptap taptap tap sound.


    ‘Morse code,’ said Naoko, her eyes lighting up.


    ‘I wonder who he’s signalling?’ Pearlie glanced out over the calm waters of the harbour.


    ‘It might be a submarine. Let’s go up top,’ Reddy said.


    They scrambled up the cliff face and stood scanning the sea.


    ‘There!’ Pearlie said, pointing to a faint ripple.


    Then they saw something that looked like a stick coursing through the water. A periscope!


    Naoko lifted the camera and took a few more photos. ‘I think we got our proof,’ she said with a satisfying nod.


    Pearlie gave a little sigh of relief. Soon this horrible ordeal will be over, she thought, and life can get back to normal.
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    PEARLIE and Naoko had felt excited all morning. They finally had proof that Beake was a spy. As soon as the photographs were developed they’d show them to Colonel Mitchell. Pearlie wouldn’t have to be scared anymore and everyone would believe that Mr Ito was innocent.


    Just before lunchtime the bell rang to gather the pupils into the yard.


    ‘That’s weird,’ Naoko said to Pearlie. ‘Assembly again?’


    The students stood at the bottom of the steps looking up at Mr Plumber. His face was ashen and the teachers, standing around the sides, seemed strangely on edge.


    There was a low chatter as the pupils wondered what was so important that they were having two assemblies in one day.


    ‘Quiet please, children,’ Mr Plumber said.


    The noise immediately died down.


    Mr Plumber looked at the ground a moment as if summoning up the courage to speak. Pearlie noticed his hands were clenched. He took a deep breath and lifted his head. ‘I learned today, children . . . that Pearl Harbor, the American navel base in Hawaii, has been bombed by Japan. The entire fleet in the Pacific has been destroyed.’


    Pearlie didn’t understand what that had to do with them, and she looked at Naoko, feeling confused. Naoko shrugged.


    ‘The United States and Australia are friends . . . allies . . .’ Mr Plumber continued. ‘And because that country is now at war with Japan, so are we. Australia declared war with Japan this morning.’


    Naoko gasped. She and Pearlie grabbed one another’s hands and held on tightly. Pearlie felt her stomach bubble in fear.


    A snigger came from behind. Dulcie leaned forward and whispered, ‘Frankie told me the government’s going to lock you up, Naoko Ito. You’re a risk to our country and we all know your dad’s a spy so he’ll go to prison for sure.’ She drew the blonde ends of her ponytail to her mouth and sucked them. Then she stepped back into her row.


    Naoko spun around red with rage. ‘I’m Australian just like you are,’ she shouted.


    The whole assembly turned to stare.


    Miss Lyon stepped forward. ‘Come with me,’ she said quietly. ‘That includes you, Dulcie McBride – you too, Pearlie Chan.’


    They followed Miss Lyon to the back of the school building. ‘What’s this all about?’ she asked.


    ‘Dulcie said the government’s going to lock Nao up. It’s not true, is it, Miss Lyon?’ Pearlie said. She turned to glare at Dulcie, waiting for Miss Lyon to reply, ready to give her a triumphant smile.


    Miss Lyon said nothing and Pearlie’s smile faded.


    ‘I’m afraid we don’t know what’s going to happen, Pearlie,’ Miss Lyon said, placing a comforting hand on Naoko’s shoulder. ‘Nothing makes sense when men are at war.’


    ‘But they wouldn’t put children in jail,’ Pearlie said.


    Naoko stood silently, her head bowed.


    ‘They will – you’ll see,’ Dulcie chimed in.


    ‘That is quite enough!’ Miss Lyon said. ‘Let me tell you, Dulcie, there are many things you do not understand – things that most of the children who go to this school have understood from birth. Two of the finest human traits are tolerance and humility, and these you do not appear to possess. You have a lot to learn.’


    Dulcie raised her eyebrows and looked bored, although Pearlie could see that her face had reddened.


    As they all traipsed back to class, some of the children sneered at Naoko. Pearlie glanced at Reddy, whose desk was by the window. He gave her a sympathetic nod. Pearlie put her arm around Naoko’s shoulder.


    As the day wore on, Pearlie’s fears faded. Nothing much happened. Miss Lyon read them some poems and had them write another story. She said the best ones would be read out in assembly. Everything seemed normal.


    ‘I can’t do this,’ Naoko said, putting down her pen and slumping back. ‘I don’t know what to write about.’


    Pearlie looked at Naoko’s page. Pearlie had almost finished her piece while all Naoko had done was rule a margin in her book and put the date at the top in very neat handwriting.


    ‘Write about one of your adventures,’ Pearlie said. ‘You’ve told me so many. Write about the time you came face to face with that crocodile, or the journey from Broome to Darwin.’ Then in a quieter voice, she said, ‘Write about us, how we’re best friends . . .’


    Pearlie could feel the sadness in Naoko’s body. Her shoulders drooped and she sighed a lot and there was nothing Pearlie could do or say to help her best friend.
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    The next morning, there was a commotion outside the classroom and the door was flung open. Pearlie’s mouth dropped as two soldiers came in carrying rifles with bayonets on the ends.


    Miss Lyon stepped in front of them as if to block their way. ‘What in heaven’s name is going on?’ she said.


    ‘Is Naoko Ito in this class?’ one of the soldiers demanded.


    ‘What do you want of her?’


    ‘She’s an enemy alien and under arrest. She is to come with us immediately.’


    Pearlie threaded her hand into Naoko’s arm to make them both stronger. The blood had drained from Naoko’s face. The whole class stared at them, wide-eyed.


    ‘You can’t take her!’ Pearlie said. ‘She hasn’t done anything wrong!’ She looked at Miss Lyon, expecting, hoping, that she could help.


    Miss Lyon stood with her arms by her sides, hand shaking her head.


    Naoko unhooked herself from Pearlie’s arm and stepped quietly out from behind the desk. She walked to the front.


    ‘Told you so,’ Dulcie said loudly and looked around in triumph.


    Nobody else in the room shared her feeling. They were all too shocked when they saw the soldiers handcuffing Naoko’s thin wrists. The handcuffs didn’t even fit.


    One of the soldiers put his hand on her shoulder and marched her through the door.


    There was silence as if everyone had stopped breathing. Pearlie wanted Naoko to turn around, to see her best friend’s face one last time. ‘Nao!’ she called out.


    But Naoko was gone.


    The clomping of the soldiers’ boots could be heard going down the steps. Pearlie joined the crowd that rushed to the window. They stood on desks, craning their necks to see.


    Down in the schoolyard Naoko appeared between the soldiers. Other children were being led away, too, all of them Japanese.


    After a time, Miss Lyon broke the grim silence with a soft clap. ‘Back to your desks now, children,’ she said, dabbing her eyes.


    Dulcie bumped into Pearlie as she passed. ‘See,’ she said, smugly.


    ‘Shut up for once, Dulcie!’ Reddy growled.


    This time it was Dulcie who turned white then scarlet. She slunk to her desk and pretended to search for something inside it.
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    Walking home that day, Pearlie felt numb. Images of Naoko being led away flashed across her mind. She passed Mr Hiyogu’s lemon squash shop. It was open but empty. He must have been arrested, too.


    Lost in thought, she didn’t see the van as she crossed the road. It screeched to a halt only six inches away from her.


    ‘Careful there, Pearlie.’ Mr Spiros stuck his head out the window. ‘I don’t want to lose my best delivery girl!’


    ‘They arrested Naoko, Mr Spiros,’ she replied, tears streaming down her cheeks.


    ‘They’ve taken all the Japanese families. It’s a very sad day for Darwin.’


    ‘Where are they taking them?’


    ‘I heard to Adelaide River first. Then they’ll be put on a boat to one of the southern states, where they’ll end up in an internment camp.’


    ‘Is that a prison?’


    ‘I’m afraid it’s very much like one. Nobody can leave unless the government says so,’ Mr Spiros replied. ‘They’ll be there as long as we’re at war with Japan.’


    ‘How long will that be?’ Pearlie asked.


    ‘Nobody knows, Pearlie. But I’m sure Naoko will be fine.’ Mr Spiros waved goodbye and drove off down the street.


    Pearlie’s head was still in a haze. She couldn’t face going home so she turned down Bennett Street and headed towards the beach. For the moment she’d forgotten about Beake the spy. It was Dulcie McBride who was on her mind. Dulcie, whose blonde ponytail was swinging as she walked all alone just three yards in front of Pearlie.


    It’s all your fault, Pearlie thought. It wasn’t true, but at that moment she couldn’t see it any other way.


    Dulcie turned down a small bush track between some houses and Pearlie saw her chance. She dropped to one knee, reached inside her school bag and took out a pair of paper-scissors. They’re blunt but they’ll do the job, she thought.


    Dulcie didn’t hear Pearlie creep up behind her. She didn’t know what was happening until she felt someone grab her ponytail and wrench her head backwards.


    The scissors seemed to take forever to cut through. Dulcie’s hair was fine but she had a lot of it, and she was screaming, trying to twist around to scratch her attacker. But all the hatred Pearlie felt for Dulcie gave her the strength of a crocodile.


    At last the ponytail came away in Pearlie’s hand.


    Dulcie stared then wailed. ‘Oh, oh . . . what have you done? What have you done?’


    Pearlie dropped the ponytail in the dust. As a gust of wind blew it further down the track. Dulcie ran after it screaming, ‘My hair, oh my beautiful hair!’


    ‘That was for you, Naoko Ito,’ Pearlie whispered and turned to walk calmly home.
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    PEARLIE sat on the beach hugging her knees. She’d cried so much it felt as if the whole of Darwin Harbour could have been filled with her salty tears. The elation of cutting off Dulcie’s ponytail hadn’t lasted long.


    The sun hung low in the sky, a big orange orb slowly hiding its face below the horizon.


    Realising that it would soon be dark, Pearlie looked around. The beach was deserted. She suddenly felt afraid. She’d better get home.


    She stood up and ran towards the path – the only way up to the streets of town. How eerie the bushes on either side appeared now, she thought, like the tunnel of a giant funnel web spider. Pearlie ran up the track, the rustling of leaves loud in her ears. Her bare feet went pad pad pad in the soft sand. Around the bend she went, her legs aching now from the steep incline. At last she saw the light at the top of the path where it met the Esplanade. She was almost there. Almost . . . 


    A figure stepped out in front of her, cutting off her escape.


    Pearlie screamed and sank back but Beake grabbed her arm.


    ‘You were snooping around my house the other day, weren’t you,’ he said.


    Pearlie shook her head. Her legs trembled so badly her knees were knocking together. ‘It wasn’t me. I swear, Mr Beake.’


    Beake dangled Pearlie’s gold bracelet in front of her. ‘Then how did this get there?’


    ‘It’s . . . it’s not mine,’ she said, thinking quickly. ‘It belongs to my friend. She was arrested today because she’s Japanese.’


    Beake looked puzzled.


    ‘Now the soldiers have taken her away and I’ll never see her again.’ Pearlie buried her face in her hands, pretending to cry.


    ‘All right, all right, stop your bawling. Go home now.’


    ‘Yes, sir. Thank you, Mr Beake,’ Pearlie said. She wanted to ask for her bracelet back but didn’t dare in case Beake grew suspicious. Resisting the urge to flee, she held her composure until she was on the Esplanade. Then, as soon as she knew she was out of his line of sight, Pearlie raced all the way home.


    It’s only a matter of time before Beake finds out who the real Pearlie is, she thought as she ran. He won’t be fooled for long.


    And then it came to her. In all the commotion over the last few days, she’d forgotten about the most important thing: the photos they’d taken at Diamond Cave!


    She was sure Naoko hadn’t taken the film to get developed yet, which meant that it was still in Mr Ito’s camera. Yes, that’s what I’ll do, Pearlie thought. I’ll go to Naoko’s house.
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    The next day Dulcie came to school wearing a sunhat, which she refused to take off. By recess, the whole school had heard about the hair-cutting incident. Pearlie kept quiet, thinking that she’d be hated for it. But to her surprise kids came up to her with comments like ‘She deserved it.’ ‘Good on ya.’ ‘About time she got her come-uppance’. Many more smiled admiringly at her.


    Some of Dulcie’s friends were friends no longer. Peggy told Pearlie that they hated the way Dulcie treated Naoko.


    ‘So why’d you hang around?’ Pearlie asked.


    ‘We were scared of her.’


    Reddy chuckled when Pearlie told him. ‘I reckon it would’ve been quite a sight. Wish I’d been there.’


    ‘I just saw red. I couldn’t think of anything but cutting that precious jiggling ponytail.’


    ‘It’s like that Bible story . . . about Samson and Delilah,’ Reddy said. ‘As soon as you cut her hair, Dulcie lost all her power.’


    Pearlie took a long shivery breath. ‘I saw Beake yesterday. At Lameroo Beach. He grabbed me and wouldn’t let me pass.’


    Reddy scowled. ‘What did you do?’


    ‘He’d found my bracelet but I said I wasn’t Pearlie – that Naoko was and she’d been arrested.’


    ‘Good thinking, Pearlie.’


    ‘But then I thought about the photographs we took the other day at Diamond Cave. I know Nao hasn’t taken them to get developed yet so I’m going around to her place after school to look for the film.’


    ‘I’ll go with you.’


    Pearlie shook her head. ‘Thanks, Reddy, but I want to go by myself. It’ll be like saying goodbye to Nao. I need to do it alone.’


    [image: ]


    Would this be the last time Pearlie would walk the familiar track to Naoko’s house? She didn’t know what she expected to see. Maybe the Itos hadn’t been taken away at all and she would find Naoko in her room, lying on the tatami mat, drawing. That’s what Pearlie hoped and prayed for. At the same time she kept a watchful eye out for Beake. All he had to do was ask around town and he’d soon learn who the real Pearlie was.


    The front door was ajar when Pearlie arrived. She pushed it open.


    The house was in a mess. Broken furniture, upturned bookshelves and cabinets lay all around. Mr Ito’s beloved bonsais were smashed, the roots of the tiny trees exposed.


    Pearlie made her way to Naoko’s room. She stood in the doorway, tears stinging her eyes. Someone had ripped Naoko’s clothes to shreds and torn out the pages of her Japanese books.


    What was that? Pearlie felt something brush softly against her arm. It was a butterfly, the same colour as the one she’d given Naoko to draw in the scrapbook. Pearlie opened the shutters wide to set it free. The butterfly flew towards the light and out the window.


    Between Naoko’s wardrobe and the wall was a narrow space where they kept the scrapbook. Pearlie peered into the cavity. It was still there. She reached in and drew it out. Then, with the book spread out on her lap, she began to flip through the pages, starting from the beginning. It was a history – a diary of their friendship in words and pictures and memories.


    The last entry had been written the day before Naoko was arrested. Naoko had used up both pages. On one side was a drawing of them, their arms about each other, laughing. Around the larger drawing were smaller pictures of the many adventures they’d shared together – Diamond Cave and the snakeskin. Pearlie laughed at the drawing of Naoko squatting with her dress up and her undies around her ankles. It was from the day when she hadn’t finished her business and a goanna had come at her from behind. Pearlie had thought it was the funniest thing she’d ever seen. Not so Naoko, who’d had to shuffle quickly away.


    On the opposite page was a story in Naoko’s neat handwriting. It was a story of her journey to Darwin and how she’d met her best friend.


    Tears dropped onto the page. Pearlie blotted them gently with her dress so she wouldn’t smudge the words.


    She sighed and closed the book, hugging it to her heart. ‘When things are bad, Nao, there will always be us. I’ll keep this safe. And when I see you again, I’ll bring it to you, I promise.’


    Pearlie stood up. It was time to search for Mr Ito’s camera. She was about to go into the parents’ room when she heard a soft whimper.


    ‘Tinto?’ Pearlie’s eyes were wide. She’d forgotten all about the little monkey. ‘Tinto! Where are you, little man?’


    A rustling came from inside the wardrobe. Pearlie slowly opened the door. A little brown head with a mane and big shiny eyes peeped out from behind the dry python skin.


    ‘Tinto! Oh, Tinto. You are such a clever boy for hiding.’ Pearlie was overjoyed. As she pushed the snakeskin to one side, she saw the camera hanging on a hook. She reached in and took it down. Then, smiling, held her arms out to the little monkey.


    Tinto stepped cautiously into the light, blinked, and climbed into Pearlie’s arms, his tail curling around her wrist.


    ‘No matter what happens, I’m going to keep you safe for Naoko,’ Pearlie vowed, rubbing her cheek against his soft fur. ‘I’ll get you back to her somehow, I promise.’


    He snuggled under her chin and, with the camera slung over her shoulder, Pearlie carried him to his new home.
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    Mum stared at the small creature in Pearlie’s arms. ‘What in heaven’s name is that?’ she said.


    ‘He’s Naoko’s monkey,’ said Pearlie. ‘Isn’t he cute? His name’s Tinto. I’m going to take care of him.’


    ‘I don’t think so,’ Mum said. ‘He’s smelly and dirty.’


    ‘Please, Mum. Nobody else can do it. I’m the only other person he likes.’


    At that moment Reddy came through the curtain into the living area. ‘My mum baked a sultana cake for you, Mrs Chan.’ Reddy set the cake down on the table. It was still warm and made the dark kitchen smell yummy.


    ‘Oh – that’s kind of her, Reddy. Tell her thank you from all of us. I wish I could bake half as well as she does.’


    Then Reddy noticed Tinto. ‘You found him! I wondered what’d happened to the little guy. Is he going to live here now?’


    ‘We’re not keeping him,’ Mum said. ‘Pearlie will have to find him another home.’


    ‘But Naoko’s my best friend, and Tinto is all I have left of her.’ Pearlie felt her eyes prick with tears.


    ‘I can build a cage for him,’ Reddy said. ‘We’ve got lots of spare timber.’


    ‘Please, Mum. You know how I was saving up for a dog? Well, Tinto can be my pet instead. Please?’


    Mum sighed and looked at Tinto. ‘I suppose it’s the least we can do for the Ito family.’


    Pearlie went to hug her but Mum screwed up her face and stepped away.
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    Three days later, Pearlie and Reddy went to the shop to pick up Naoko’s photographs. Taking them to Colonel Mitchell was the most important thing on Pearlie’s mind now. Once the film was developed, she would go back and give him proof that Beake was spying for the Japanese government.


    Pearlie used the money she’d saved from delivering packages to pay for them.


    ‘Your hands are shaking. Want me to do it?’ Reddy said, looking over her shoulder as she opened the envelope.


    ‘Stop breathing down my neck will you!’ Pearlie replied. ‘I’m perfectly capable of –’ She stopped mid-sentence.


    ‘What’s the matter?’ Reddy took the photographs from her. ‘Oh strewth,’ he groaned.


    Every single photo was black.
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    I am a fourth-generation Chinese Australian. My great-grandfather came to the Victorian goldfields from China in 1853. China was a very poor country and many people sailed across the sea in search of a better life.


    I grew up in the suburbs of Melbourne. I was a tomboy. I climbed trees, dug tunnels, built cubby houses. And like my main character, Pearlie, I loved animals.


    My dad was born in Shanghai, China. He met my mum when he was sent to Australia by the Chinese government during World War Two. It was the first time Australia had declared war on another country as an independent nation.
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    I was born and grew up in Italy, a beautiful country to visit, but also a difficult country to live in for new generations.


    In 2006, I packed up my suitcase and I left Italy with the man I love. We bet on Australia. I didn’t know much about Australia before coming – I was just looking for new opportunities, I guess.


    And I liked it right from the beginning! Australian people are resourceful, open-minded and always with a smile on their faces. I think all Australians keep in their blood a bit of the pioneer heritage, regardless of their own birthplace.


    Here I began a new life and now I’m doing what I always dreamed of: I illustrate stories. Here is the place where I’d like to live and to grow up my children, in a country that doesn’t fear the future.
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    WORLD War Two began in September 1939 when Adolf Hitler, the leader of Germany, invaded Poland. Britain and France then declared war on Germany, and formed a big team of countries called the Allies, who wanted to stop Hitler taking over Europe. On the other side were Germany, Italy and Japan. Almost every country in the world became involved. Australia joined the war on the Allied side because our country was settled by the British, and we have a history of supporting them when they go to fight.


    What followed was a war that lasted over five years, in which people did many cruel and frightening things to each other.


    At the same time, the war in Asia was even longer. Japan invaded China in 1937 and completely destroyed the capital of Nanjing, killing all of its inhabitants, about 300,000 people. Japan went on to invade many countries in Asia, as well as attacking the United States and Australia. Because it was fighting desperately in Europe, Britain was unable to help Australia when the Japanese attacked, and this was when Australia began working more closely with the United States.


    After many fierce battles, in 1945 the United States dropped two atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan, killing 200,000 people, and causing Japan to surrender. This was the first time the atomic bomb had been used, and people everywhere feared that the world was going to end. The Allies won the war, but it took many years for countries on both sides to recover from the death and destruction.

  


  
    


    Downtown Darwin
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      Here is what the main street of Darwin would have looked like before the city was bombed in 1942.
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  ‘WHAT am I going to do, Reddy?’ Pearlie said in despair as she looked down at the bunch of photographs in her hand. Every single one of them was black. ‘Now we still don’t have any proof that Beake’s a spy. My life is over . . .’ Pearlie’s arms dropped to her sides and she let the photographs scatter in the wind.


  ‘You’re not a goner yet,’ Reddy said. ‘We’ll break into his place and get proof ourselves.’


  ‘Break in? Again?’ She shivered at the thought, remembering how she’d had to hide in the cupboard when Beake had come home early; how she’d smelt his horrible pipe-tobacco breath just inches from her face.


  Reddy cocked his head to one side and raised his eyebrows. ‘Hey, wait a minute . . . I’ve got a better idea.’


  ‘That’s a relief. What is it?’


  ‘We’ll ask Dulcie to come with us.’


  ‘No. What! Are you crazy?’ Pearlie said.


  ‘Just brilliant. Have you forgotten her father’s a silvertail? And a top-level one at that. If Dulcie sees the spy stuff in Beake’s house she’ll tell her dad, and bingo, Beake gets arrested and Pearlie Chan lives on to save the pets of the world.’


  Pearlie let out a long growl. The thought of doing anything with that girl, even if it meant saving her own life, made her feel as wild as a stormy sea. But Reddy was right. It was a good plan and it could work.
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    Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Grace[image: ]


    IT must be the longest day this winter, Grace thought, and all I’ve found are a few bits of coal and a piece of rope.


    Grace waded towards the riverbank, wiggling her toes into the mud, feeling for anything that had washed in with the tide or fallen from a boat or barge to put in her kettle. That was her job as a mudlark – to search the bottom of the Thames for things to sell. She shivered.


    A dirty fog hung over the water, draping everything in grey. The other mudlarks looked like shadows as they waded through the river. Grace felt the water cold against her legs – the tide was on its way in and her dress floated around her like a tent. She knew that soon she would have to get out of the river, but her kettle was only half full.


    ‘Please let there be something more,’ she said to herself, her teeth chattering, ‘some copper nails or a piece of driftwood.’


    Grace looked across the river at a forest of masts. It was the same view she saw every day. Sails of every size billowed beneath the winter clouds. Barges filled with coal and iron held anchor, ready to be unloaded on the shore. Longboats cut slowly through the water carrying fruit and meat to distant parts of London, and busy workboats ferried people up and down the river.


    Ouch! Grace gasped when she felt a sharp pain in the bottom of her foot. She bent down and searched around in the mud until she touched something that felt like metal – cold and smooth. She pulled it up. Grace wiped it clean with a corner of her dress and turned it over in her hand, unable to believe it was real. It was an iron hammer, with no rust on its head, and no chips in its sturdy wooden handle. It was the most valuable thing she had ever found – worth as much on the street as a silver watch, she was sure.


    ‘A hammer – a fine hammer,’ she whispered. ‘Uncle Ord will be so pleased.’


    ‘Oi! What you find?’ Someone shouted at Grace and she quickly dropped her hands beneath the water.


    A figure waded towards her through the fog. It was Joe Bean. He was no older than Grace, but he was the leader of a gang of mudlarks that lived under Blackfriar’s Bridge. Grace had always been good at staying out of their way; she kept her head down so she wouldn’t be noticed, or she worked in the parts of the river where Joe and his boys didn’t often go. They were thieves, and they didn’t think twice about stealing from the barges and from the other mudlarks who worked on their own. If any of the mudlarks ever had money from things they’d sold, Joe Bean would try to take it from them. And Grace knew that if he saw the hammer, he would snatch it from her and take it straight to the marine shop to sell for himself.


    ‘I got nothing!’ Grace shouted back.


    ‘I saw something in your hand just then – something shiny. Give me a look what you got!’


    Grace’s heart pounded; she couldn’t let Joe see her prize. With a hammer like this to sell, maybe Uncle Ord would be happy with her, instead of angry. He would be proud that she was clever enough to find something so valuable. They could keep the coal Grace had found and light a fire in the hearth – she imagined warming her numb toes and heating up a cinnamon bun on the end of a toasting fork. There’d be enough food for a week!


    Grace waded into the shallows, but Joe Bean was close now. ‘Well?’ he said. ‘Don’t make me call the boys to look you over.’


    Grace shook her head, too nervous to speak. She held the hammer with one hand behind her back. She had never stood up to Joe Bean before, but then she had never found anything as precious as a hammer.


    Joe moved towards her. ‘Show me!’


    ‘No.’ Grace’s voice quavered.


    Joe grabbed her arm and tried to pull it from behind her back. Grace fell back into the river, dropping her kettle into the mud. Water splashed up around them as they struggled.


    ‘No!’ she shouted.


    Joe Bean had his hand on the hammer. It was slipping from her grasp. Grace gritted her teeth and with all her strength, she wrenched it from him. Joe fell back into the water and Grace held the hammer high over him.


    ‘I said no, Joe Bean! The hammer is mine! You go away and leave me alone!’ Her voice trembled as Joe crawled like a crab through the mud, his eyes wide with surprise. The sharp iron claws on the hammer’s head glinted.


    Grace picked up her kettle and ran, knocking straight into a group of sailors clambering out of a rowboat onto shore.


    ‘Where are you off to in such a hurry?’ one of them said. ‘A handful of rags like you?’ She could smell whiskey on his breath.


    The other sailors laughed at her.


    Grace picked herself up and pushed her way past. When she turned around, Joe Bean was lost in the crowd somewhere behind them. Grace hurried higher onto the shore where the crowd thickened, pushing past mudlarks and boatmen, coal whippers, and costermongers selling dried fish and oysters. She breathed a sigh of relief, shoving her way through groups of people waiting for workboats and others lining up to buy fresh fish from the colliers to sell at the market.


    Grace gripped the hammer tight and headed home, slowly now and limping. Her foot stung against the cold cobblestones as she dodged the open drains of sewage and the piles of garbage that lined the narrow crowded streets. She stopped to inspect her wound. The cut wasn’t deep – only bloody.


    Grace shivered. It was when she got out of the water that she most felt the cold. The wind cut straight through her. It doesn’t matter this time, though, she thought. I’m safe from Joe Bean and I still have my hammer.


    In Chatham Square a line of fishmongers stood at a long scaling table. They ran their knives down the backs of freshly caught fish, cutting out the guts and tossing them to the ground, staining the cobblestones a purplish red. The smell of fish filled the air. The women sang as they worked, their arms moving in time to the rhythm of their song.


    Grace stopped to listen. She liked singing, never mind who was doing it; sailors or fishmongers or butchers selling ham hocks, even her drunken uncle and his sailor friends. The only thing Uncle Ord had ever told her about her mother was that she liked to sing. I wish I could remember the songs, Grace often thought. I wish I could remember her voice.


    Grace kept walking, humming the fish-mongers’ tune. She had never known her father, and her mother had died when she was very small. When Grace tried to remember her mother, she could recall the feeling of warm arms around her; but the memory wasn’t enough to keep her alive without a roof over her head in the long cold winters. Uncle Ord always reminded her of that. ‘You’re lucky to have me, Grace! You’d be on the street without your uncle to take care of things. You are an orphan after all!’ He said the word as though it were a curse word – the very worst thing you could be.


    Uncle Ord had lost his wife and his only son to an illness called consumption, and he missed them a lot. He’d lost his sister too – Grace’s mother – and that was how he got stuck with Grace. She knew that every day, just by being alive, she reminded him that his son was not.


    Grace climbed the steps that ran up by Blackfriar’s Bridge and crossed into Water Lane, hobbling to keep weight off her foot. Her wet skirt slapped against her legs, stinging her skin. The fog was in the streets too, hanging like low-slung spider webs. Crowds of people pushing carts ready for the night markets were coming down in the opposite direction.


    Two of the girls who lived next door came running up behind Grace, giggling together. Grace pressed back against the stone wall as they shoved their noisy way past her. She wished she had a sister, or a friend to share things with. It never mattered how hungry they were, or how cold, the girls were always playing and laughing with each other.


    Ma Honeywell, their mother, stopped when she saw Grace and gave her cheek a playful pinch. She had eleven children, most of them girls, though she could never find half of them.


    ‘Hello, luv,’ she said, smiling. ‘How was business today?’


    Ma Honeywell always asked the same question, only today Grace could give her a different answer. ‘Good,’ she said, smiling back. ‘Very good! My uncle will be happy!’


    ‘That’d be a sight for sore eyes. You better get home, luv, and give him what you got!’ Ma Honeywell patted Grace’s arm, then turned and walked on. She was on her way to the alehouse, where she would drink so much gin that later she wouldn’t remember who Grace was at all.


    Grace continued up the steps, imagining what it would be like when Uncle Ord saw the hammer. ‘Well done, Grace,’ he would say. She could almost feel the heat from the fire and taste the toasted cinnamon bun.


    ‘Uncle Ord!’ she called, as she pushed in the door of their lodgings.


    Her uncle was sitting in his chair in front of the empty hearth with his sore leg up on the table.


    Uncle Ord used to be a sailor until his leg was caught in a loop of rope that lifted him into the air and snapped his knee-bone. ‘I was hanging upside down like a side of ham in a butcher’s shop!’ he told Johnny Dugs, the rag shop man. Uncle Ord and Johnny Dugs laughed as if it were a joke, but Grace knew that it was not. Uncle Ord couldn’t be a sailor after that. He wasn’t good for anything, he said, but ‘selling the rubbish from the bottom of that stinking river.’


    Grace tipped out the contents of her kettle. Wet coal tumbled across the table beside Uncle Ord’s leg. Without turning around to look at her, he growled, ‘Is that all?’


    Grace carefully placed the hammer on the table beside the coal. Uncle Ord picked it up and swung around to her, his eyes hard.


    ‘Where’d you find this?’ he snarled. ‘You little thief!’


    Grace jumped back. ‘I never stole it. I stood on it,’ she stammered.


    She lifted her foot to show him the cut. But Uncle Ord didn’t look, he smacked his hand down onto the table, making Grace jump.


    ‘You bring the runners to this house and they put me in chains, I’ll kill you!’


    ‘I never stole it, Uncle!’ Grace protested, but she could tell he wasn’t listening. ‘I never stole nothing! It was Joe Bean tried to steal from me. There won’t be no runners coming for you.’


    Uncle Ord stroked the sharp claws of the hammer with his tobacco-stained fingers.


    ‘They hanged a boy smaller than you down at the Newgate gallows yesterday. He stole a pair of boots worth a lot less than this here hammer. He was so small they had to weigh him down with stones so he’d drop right when he stepped off the platform.’


    Grace shuddered. She had never wanted to see a hanging, but most people didn’t feel that way – they flocked to see an execution as if it were a circus show. Even her uncle’s stories frightened her.


    ‘Please, Uncle, I found the hammer in the river, I swear.’ Grace could feel her eyes welling with tears. She wiped them away; if Uncle Ord saw her cry he would curse her and say she was a useless girl.


    ‘A thief and a liar,’ he said. ‘Get out of my sight and give me some peace.’


    Grace went back out the front door and sat on the step.


    Uncle Ord isn’t proud of me for finding the hammer, she thought. He’s angry at me for bringing something so valuable home.


    For the first time, Grace realised that it didn’t matter what she brought her uncle – she could carry half a barge into the house – it wouldn’t make him happy. Nothing Grace found in the river could bring back his son, or fix his sore leg and make him a sailor again.


    Grace picked at the mud drying on her knees and ankles. She should have let Joe Bean take the hammer – what difference did it make? When it was time for her to get back in the mud tomorrow she knew she would have to face Joe Bean and he would be very angry. She wouldn’t have the hammer and she wouldn’t have any money for him either. And the other boys from the gang were sure to be with him this time.


    Grace sighed. She tore off a strip from the hem of her dress and, using it as a rag, she cleaned the dirt from her wound. She tied the rag tightly around her foot to make a bandage.


    ‘There now,’ she said. ‘Let’s go to Fleet Street and see the horses.’ Just thinking about horses helped Grace forget her troubles.
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    Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Letty[image: ]


    THE coachman dumped the old chest in the street. Letty’s heart felt as if it was being jolted around too. The chest held all her sister’s things, and so many dreams. It was going to Australia.


    Letty’s sister Lavinia hopped down from the coach in a swirl of skirts. She had read in the newspapers that there weren’t enough young women in Australia. She often told Letty that she didn’t like their small, mouldy house, where she was always tripping over little brothers and sisters. So Lavinia had made up her mind to leave, and Letty and Papa had come to Gravesend to say goodbye.


    ‘After today, I won’t be costing you another penny,’ Lavinia said. ‘I’m going where I’ll be wanted. And appreciated.’


    ‘I want you,’ said Letty. Letty could not imagine life without her sister. Lavinia was like a pink flower in their grey town. She took up lots of room in their family, with her wide, swishing dresses and definite opinions. She was Letty’s older sister, the one who had bossed her around and brought her up in the years after their mother died. Their baby stepbrother, Charlie, and their little sisters, Fanny and Florence, were adorable, but they weren’t the same.


    Now Lavinia ignored her. Letty hurt inside. Lavinia meant so much to Letty, but Letty was not enough to keep her here.


    Papa and the girls lifted the chest by its brass handles. They struggled in a lopsided triangle across the dock and into the Customs House.


    ‘That’s it?’ said the Customs Officer, looking in the chest.


    Papa pretended not to hear. Letty knew he was still angry with Lavinia for spending all her money on what was in it.


    ‘Yes!’ snapped Lavinia.


    The chest held a few pieces of good linen, and a new outfit, bought with the emigration payment from the government. The chest wasn’t exactly full, but Letty and Lavinia were very proud of it. It was a hope chest – where a girl stored things for when she would be married and have a home of her own.


    ‘Here’s your tin, then.’ The Customs man pushed a metal plate, cup and spoons towards Lavinia. ‘Here’s your blanket and your pillow. And here’s a bag to keep them in. Your ship’s leaving with the tide.’ He pointed to the forest of masts out the window.


    Papa, Lavinia and Letty lumped the chest along the docks. A wooden ship loomed over the nearest jetty. Letty thought it was as long as three houses, but much, much taller. The ship’s name was painted on the front in gold letters: The Duchess.


    ‘Right!’ Lavinia put down her end of the chest and dusted her hands. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes.’


    ‘Where are you going?’ Papa wanted to know.


    ‘Ladies’ business,’ said Lavinia, over her shoulder. She hurried back to shore.


    Letty stood close to Papa on the wooden jetty. Families bustled past, loaded with luggage and children. Letty could hardly believe that Papa and her stepmother were letting Lavinia go by herself.


    ‘The tide’s going to turn soon.’ Papa fiddled impatiently with his watch chain. He didn’t have a watch, but he liked people to think he did. ‘It’s time for boarding the ship. What’s keeping your sister?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ whispered Letty. She could hardly speak. The ship’s shadow swallowed her words, just as it would soon swallow her sister. She might never see Lavinia again.


    ‘Where has she run off to now?’ grumbled Papa. ‘I’ll have to go and look for her. You be a good child now, Letty, and stay right by the chest. Don’t leave it for anything.’


    The water slapped the sides of the jetty. The big ship creaked. Letty sat on the hope chest. It was big and solid. She traced the brass studs on the lid with her fingers: R.P. 1671. It was almost two hundred years since ‘R.P.’ had owned the chest. The leather covering was cracked and the brass had lost its shine. But the things inside it were new and pretty. They were precious. Letty had helped Lavinia sew the pillowcases and petticoats. Letty guarded the chest as if she were guarding Lavinia’s love.


    Letty’s hair blew in her eyes. It was true what Lavinia said about their house, she thought. It hadn’t been easy to keep the hope chest’s white linen away from chimney soot and little Charlie’s sticky fingers. One night, Letty had even tripped over him and burnt her hair in the lamp. Lavinia had to cut part of it off. It was so ugly.


    If I were as pretty as Lavinia, Letty thought, and people noticed me the way they notice her, maybe I would be brave and leave home too. Letty tucked the short bits of hair into her bonnet and tightened the strings.


    ‘A-hoy there!’ a boy sang out. ‘Miss!’


    ‘Me?’ said Letty.


    ‘Yes, you with the blinkin’ big box.’


    Two sailors stood over Letty. ‘Is that to go on the Duchess?’ the older one asked. His skin was brown as wood and weathered as the jetty boards.


    Letty nodded.


    ‘Hop off then, and we’ll take it aboard,’ he said.


    Letty looked up and down the jetty. Where were Papa and Lavinia? The sailors stood with their thumbs hooked into the rope that tied up their trousers.


    ‘Please, not yet,’ she said.


    ‘Now or never, miss.’ The younger one wasn’t much more than a boy, maybe fourteen, like Letty’s older brother had been when he went away to work. He had gingery hair and freckles all over his hands. His elbows poked out of holes in his shirt.


    Letty didn’t know what to say. She was afraid that if she stopped the chest going to Australia, Lavinia and Papa would both be angry with her. She got off the lid.


    The sailors lifted the chest onto their shoulders. Letty searched the dock and the shore with her eyes. She thought she could see Lavinia’s pink dress, but it was too far away.


    The sailors went up the gangplank, onto the ship. What should she do? She felt as if her boots were glued to the dock.


    ‘Be a good child and stay right by that chest,’ Papa had said. That was what she should do. Letty dashed after it. She dodged under the arm of a man with a list and scurried onto the gangplank. The plank felt as if it was disappearing under her. Letty grabbed at the rope.


    ‘Easy does it,’ said the young sailor, gripping her arm with his freckly fingers.


    ‘Oh!’ Letty moved away from the sailor’s hand. She tried to stand with her feet neatly together, like a little lady, as Stepmama had taught them. But the ship’s deck felt crooked and she buckled at the knees.


    ‘Where is the chest?’ she asked.


    The sailor pointed to the middle of the deck. ‘Goin’ in the hatch.’


    She saw passengers’ boxes being lowered on ropes, down a square hole. ‘I have to go with it,’ she told him.


    ‘That you cannot, miss,’ he said sternly. ‘You-er not luggage. You stay put on deck.’


    ‘Hands to the anchor line!’ someone shouted.


    The ginger-haired boy disappeared.


    Letty did as she was told. She sat as close to the hatch as she dared and watched the gangplank. A stream of passengers climbed on board. But none of them were Lavinia or Papa. Letty waited a long time. She began to worry that something had happened to them.


    Letty decided she had to move. All the luggage had gone down the hatch. The passengers were leaning over the ship’s railing, calling and waving to people on the jetty. She couldn’t see past them. She pushed into the crowd along the rails. A tall woman blocked her way.


    ‘Excuse me. I have to find my family,’ Letty said.


    Letty ducked beneath the woman’s elbow. Through a gap in the railing, she saw Papa standing on the jetty, by himself. Then she saw that the gangplank was being pulled in. The ship was getting ready to sail, Letty realised. And she was still on it!
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    Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Nellie[image: ]


    ‘PROMISE we’ll always stay together,’ whispered Nellie. ‘Promise faithfully.’


    She had to whisper because most of the other girls in the stuffy, tar-smelling cabin were asleep. Nellie didn’t feel like sleeping. In fact, she’d never felt so wide awake in her life. She sat hunched on the narrow bunk that had been her bed for the last four months, and her best friend, Mary Connell, sat hunched on the bunk opposite. Mary’s pale face, half hidden beneath a prim white nightcap, was barely visible in the darkness.


    Over the creaking and shuddering of the ship Nellie could hear Sarah Ryan’s muffled sobbing. Poor Sarah must be having another bad dream. The Elgin, which was carrying nearly 200 Irish orphans halfway around the world, had seen plenty of nightmares. None of the girls could forget the horror of the Great Hunger, the famine that had killed so many thousands back home in Ireland.


    ‘Of course we must stay together,’ Mary whispered back. ‘You know I’d be scared to death without you.’


    Nellie reached for Mary’s hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of, angel. We survived the Hunger, and we survived the workhouse. We’ve even nearly reached South Australia without being shipwrecked! And now we’re going to work for rich people in Adelaide. No more sleeping in dormitories, no more eating corn mush!’ Such beautiful pictures now formed in Nellie’s head: a warm little bed of her own, and herself sitting in front of a steaming plate of stew, with a pile of fresh soda bread a mile high . . .


    Mary gave a tiny sigh. ‘I wish I was like you, Nell,’ she said. ‘You’ve always been strong.’


    ‘I’ve had to look after myself, just as you have – I’m not one bit stronger than you.’


    ‘Yes, you are! Nobody would ever believe you’ve just turned twelve. When you told the Guardians at the workhouse that you were older, it would hardly even have seemed like a fib.’


    ‘It wasn’t my fib,’ protested Nellie. ‘It was Father Donnelly who told the Guardians I was thirteen. He said to my dada that older girls would have the best chance of getting out of the place. He was right, too, for if the Guardians had known I was only eleven, I’d not be here with you.’


    ‘And thank goodness you are,’ said Mary, ‘for I’d miss you so much if you weren’t.’


    ‘And I can’t think how much I’d miss you,’ Nellie replied, gazing earnestly at her friend through the darkness. ‘We must always look after each other, Mary. Goodness knows what could happen to us in Australia. Superintendent O’Leary told me it’s a very peculiar place. He said there are snakes that can poison you to death in a second, and animals that bounce like india-rubber balls.’


    Mary shuddered. ‘I’ll always be there for you, Nell, I promise.’


    ‘And me for you. Never forget it.’


    There was a sigh, and a thump, as Peggy Duffy turned over in the bunk above Nellie’s head. ‘Do hush up, you two! Think of us who’s trying to sleep, now.’


    ‘Oh, hush yourself, Peg!’ retorted Nellie. ‘We’re making no noise at all, and it’s you who’s disturbing the peace with your moaning.’


    In the morning the Elgin would be docking at Port Adelaide. And after that, as Nellie knew, all the girls had to find work. She’d heard that there were plenty of jobs for Irish maidservants in the colonies. Perhaps she and Mary could work together! Someone in a fine big house might need two maids just like themselves. She imagined how much fun they’d have. They might even be put to work outside, in the sunshine. Mr O’Leary had said that the weather in Adelaide could be very hot.


    Thinking about Mr O’Leary made Nellie remember the Killarney Union Workhouse, which had so recently been her home. She was grateful to it because it had kept her alive when she had nothing but the rags she stood up in, but what a cold, grey, cheerless place it was! Each day was as dreary as the last, with rules that told you when to work, when to eat, when to sleep.


    Nellie felt that she would always be haunted by the thin, careworn faces of the women and children there. They were the faces of people who had given up all hope.


    She gave herself a little shake and made herself see happy pictures again: pictures of Mary and herself picking apples, throwing grain to hens, running through a flower-filled garden . . .


    ‘It will be such a grand adventure, being in South Australia,’ she said. ‘Don’t you think so, Mary?’


    ‘I’d feel much better about it if I knew that only good things would happen to us. The dear Lord only knows where we shall be in a year’s time, Nell.’


    ‘Oh, let’s make a plan!’ Nellie cried. She loved making plans: they were exciting, and they gave you something to work towards. Nobody could take a good plan away from you. ‘In this country we can do things we couldn’t have dreamed of back in Ireland! Let’s say what we wish for, and then after a year we can see if our wishes have come true. Shall we do it?’


    ‘Nell, you know I hate to make plans for the future,’ Mary said. ‘It’s such terrible bad luck.’


    ‘That’s pure nonsense,’ said Nellie. ‘Just cross yourself and say “I know this won’t happen”. That will break the bad luck, won’t it? Come, say what you most wish for.’


    Reluctantly, Mary crossed herself. ‘Well then . . . I know this won’t ever happen, but what I want is to be a nursery maid in a great big house and look after little children. I did love the babies at the workhouse. It was cruel that they were stuck in such a place, the poor things, and most without their own mothers to look after them.’ She paused, thinking. ‘Oh, and I wish that I shall never be hungry again, not ever. So what do you wish, Nell?’


    ‘I’m with you entirely on the bit about not being hungry. But I want so many other things as well. Most of all I want to be part of a family. I miss my own family so much.’


    Mary patted her hand. ‘Don’t be thinking about that now. What are your other wishes?’


    Nellie sat up a little straighter. ‘Well, I don’t want to be called “orphan” or “workhouse girl” ever again. I want to be only myself, Nellie O’Neill.’


    ‘And you are yourself,’ laughed Mary. ‘Who else might you possibly be?’


    ‘You know what I mean! You know how you hate it, too, when you’re treated like the filth on somebody’s boot.’


    ‘Well, yes, but I don’t let it bother me. And I’d not waste a wish on it.’


    ‘Maybe you should let it bother you, for it’s not fair,’ said Nellie with passion. ‘And I still have one more wish. Don’t laugh! – I want to learn to read.’


    Mary gave her a wondering look. ‘Why?’


    ‘You don’t need to read when you’re scrubbing floors or emptying slops,’ said Peggy’s voice from the bunk above. ‘You’re a daft eejit, Nellie O’Neill. Now go to sleep!’


    ‘Maybe I don’t need to,’ Nellie said, ‘but I want to. My dada could read. He read the Bible to us children every night.’ She thought sadly of the last time she’d seen her father, so weak from hunger and disease. ‘Be strong, Nellie,’ he’d said to her. ‘Don’t let the workhouse break your spirit. Remember that the O’Neills are descended from Irish kings.’


    ‘I know your wishes will all come true,’ said Mary. ‘You have a face on you that good luck can’t resist.’


    ‘I hope you’re right, Mary angel,’ said Nellie. ‘And good luck will touch you on the shoulder too, I just know it will.’


    The two girls reached forward to hug each other, and then turned around to go to sleep. Soon their journey would be over, and their new lives would begin.
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    Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Poppy[image: ]


    ‘POPPEEE!’ came Mother Hangtree’s voice from below. ‘You are to come down immediately. Do you hear?’


    ‘Not unless you let my brother out of the Darkling Cellar,’ Poppy replied.


    Through the leaves Poppy could see the schoolroom below and hear the children practising the chorus of The Bellbird Song. Their clear voices sounded like the wind rustling through the eucalypt forest at night.


    Mother Hangtree spoke again. ‘All right,’ she said crossly. ‘I will let Augustus out. But you make him promise never to run away again. He is a bad influence on the other children.’


    Poppy smiled. ‘I will, Mother. I’ll tell Gus.’ Then she scampered down from branch to branch as nimble as a brushtail possum.


    ‘Do be careful, Poppy,’ Mother Hangtree said, anxiously stretching out her arms. ‘I need you in one piece for the concert.’


    ‘Stand clear!’ Poppy yelled and jumped to the ground.


    Mother Hangtree brushed leaves and dirt from Poppy’s pinafore. ‘Goodness me, where are your shoes and stockings, child?’


    ‘You can’t climb trees in shoes,’ Poppy said.


    Even on the hottest days, when the hens lay panting under the bushes and the cows kicked refusing to be milked, Mother Hangtree made the children wear lace-up shoes and stockings. ‘It is not proper, running around like little savages,’ she would say, making a sour face.


    She untangled a piece of bark from Poppy’s hair and sighed. ‘Go quickly now. The children are all waiting.’


    Poppy picked up her shoes and stockings from behind the tree and skipped to the schoolroom. When Blossom saw her she rushed up and grabbed her best friend’s hand. The other orphans gathered around, full of questions.


    ‘Is Mother letting Gus out of the Darling Cellar?’ Daisy, the smallest, asked.


    ‘It’s the Darkling Cellar, not the Darling Cellar, Daisy,’ Bartholomew laughed.


    Daisy looked hurt.


    ‘You should have seen her,’ said Poppy, grinning. ‘She was so mad her face puffed up like a bullfrog and turned bright purple.’


    The children roared with laughter, then quickly turned silent when Mother Hangtree entered the room with Gus following behind.


    He looks tired, Poppy thought.


    Gus was tall and slender with a mass of thick, dark brown hair. At fourteen, he was the oldest child in the orphanage. Everyone looked up to Gus, especially Poppy.


    He flicked a lock of hair out of his eyes and winked at her as he took his place in the back row of the schoolroom. Poppy couldn’t wait to talk to him.


    ‘Come along, children. Don’t stand around gawking at Augustus. Let us continue our rehearsal,’ the Matron said sternly.


    The annual concert was very important to Mother Hangtree. This was the day government and church people from Echuca were invited to Bird Creek Mission to hear the children sing. But Gus said the real reason they came was to see if Mother Hangtree was doing her job properly. These people gave her money to run the orphanage. Still, it was an exciting day for everyone – hardly anyone visited Bird Creek, except the bullockies who dropped off supplies of flour, sugar, tea and other necessities.


    Mother Hangtree tapped her stick on the floorboards and sat down at the harmonium. ‘Ready, Poppy?’


    Poppy nodded.


    Mother Hangtree played the introduction to ‘The Bellbird Song’ and Poppy began to sing.


    After the rehearsal the children marched off to lunch. The kitchen where they ate their meals was attached to the dormitories. There was a long wooden table with benches on either side, and a big stove. Alice, the cook, had made a pot of soup with vegetables from the garden and loaves of crusty bread.


    ‘Did the strapping hurt?’ Bartholomew asked Gus as he sat down. Bartholomew was often in trouble, too, for wandering into the bush in search of wild animals. He loved all creatures and would save even a tiny ant if he could.


    Gus shook his head. From the look on his face, though, Poppy could tell he was acting brave.


    ‘Next time I run away, I’m gonna make it out of here,’ he whispered to her.


    ‘But Mother Hangtree said she’s going to lock all the doors and windows at night so nobody can escape ever again.’ Poppy glanced across at the matron sitting at the head of the table.


    Gus leaned towards her. ‘That won’t stop me. I found a secret door, Kalinya.’


    Kalinya was Poppy’s Aboriginal name. It meant ‘pretty one’. Gus’s name was Moyhu, which meant ‘the wind’. When each child was brought to Bird Creek Mission they were given an English name. The girls were named after flowers; the boys were given names from the Bible. What Mother Hangtree didn’t know was that sometimes Poppy and Gus still used their Aboriginal names even though it was strictly forbidden.


    ‘A secret door! Where?’


    ‘In the Darkling Cellar. I’d never seen it there before because it’s hidden behind some old sacks. I was moving them around so I could lie down. That’s when I saw light coming in through a crack.’ Gus noticed Mother Hangtree glaring at them. He put his head down. ‘Tell you more later,’ he whispered.
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    After lunch, the children marched back to the schoolroom. The lesson was arithmetic, and while Mother Hangtree wrote numbers on the blackboard Poppy looked at Gus in the back row. He was scribbling something on his slate, which he handed to Bartholomew, who handed it to Blossom, who then passed it to Poppy.


    When Mother Hangtree turned to face the class, Poppy quickly hid the slate on her lap under the desk.


    The message was in secret code, a code Gus and Poppy had made up themselves.


    Po3 Po1 D2 Ka6 D2 Pl4 Pa6 Ka6 E1 E1


    Poppy was proud of her idea to use the names of animals. It had taken weeks to learn the list off by heart:


    Echidna


    Dingo


    Possum


    Wallaby


    Kangaroo


    Platypus


    Weevil


    Emu


    Quoll


    Wombat


    Crow


    Parrot


    Galah


    Koala


    Lizard


    Frog


    Poppy smiled as she deciphered the message.


    Po3, third letter in Possum ‘S’


    Po1, first letter in Possum ‘P’


    D2, second letter in Dingo ‘I’


    Ka6, sixth letter in Kangaroo ‘R’


    D2, second letter in Dingo ‘I’


    Pl4, fourth letter in Platypus ‘T’


    Pa6, sixth letter in Parrot ‘T’


    Ka6, sixth letter in Kangaroo ‘R’


    E1, first letter in Echidna ‘E’


    E1, first letter in Echidna ‘E’
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    Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Rose[image: ]


    WHEN Rose heard the soft tap on her bedroom door, she joined her brother, Edward, in the dark corridor. Apart from the distant sound of Father snoring and a few birds in the trees outside, all was quiet. Edward was carrying his cricket bat and ball, and he grinned at her, his teeth white in the gloom.


    They crept down the wide staircase, past the tall stained-glass windows above the landing and out the front door, closing it behind them with a click. Dawn painted the sky a pale pink and dew coated the lawns.


    ‘Happy birthday,’ Edward whispered. ‘You want to bowl first?’


    ‘Of course!’ Rose said.


    They avoided the crunchy gravel on the driveway and ran around to the back of their huge house, past the stables and down to the farthest corner, where Edward had set up his wickets. He’d promised to play cricket with Rose on her birthday, and this was the only chance they’d have before Mother would wake up and come looking for her.


    Edward poked at the grass with his bat. ‘It must’ve rained last night.’


    Rose laughed as she warmed up her bowling arm, swinging it around and up. ‘Not making excuses already, are you Ed?’


    ‘Just bowl,’ Edward said.


    The ball floated through the air, bounced, and Edward swung at it, clipping it on the edge. It disappeared into the bushes behind him. Rose grinned. She loved bowling her tricky spinners, and even though Edward was older and taller than her, she’d soon get him out and then she could have a turn.


    They’d had one bat each when a shrill voice called, ‘Rose! Are you out here? Rose?’ It was her governess, Miss Parson.


    Rose wanted to run and hide in the bushes, but that would only get her into more trouble. She handed the cricket ball to Edward. ‘I’d better go before she busts a boiler.’


    Miss Parson was waiting near the kitchen door, a scowl on her narrow, pale face. ‘What were you doing out so early?’ she asked.


    ‘Walking,’ Rose said. She wasn’t in the habit of telling fibs, but surely a small lie to Miss Parson didn’t count. ‘It’s a lovely morning.’


    ‘Hmph.’ Miss Parson followed her inside and up the stairs. ‘Your mother expects you down for breakfast in five minutes, and your boots are dirty.’


    ‘Yes, Miss Parson.’


    In her bedroom, Rose poured cold water from the flowered jug into the bowl and washed her hands and face, shivering at how icy it was. She used the hand towel to clean her boots, and brushed her dark, unruly hair. There. Surely Mother wouldn’t scold her on her birthday? Miss Parson came in without knocking and Rose glared.


    ‘Come on, hurry up,’ said Miss Parson. ‘And pull up your stockings. They’re a disgrace.’


    Rose yanked them up and heard an awful ripping sound. She looked down at the large hole she’d just made. ‘Oops.’


    Miss Parson huffed loudly. ‘Too much haste, not enough care – as usual.’


    ‘But Sally will mend it in an instant!’


    ‘And what will you learn from that?’ Miss Parson asked. ‘No, you can sew it yourself today instead of working on your doily stitching. Or I can tell your mother and let her give you a suitable punishment.’


    Sewing was already like a punishment for Rose. She’d much rather be outside, climbing trees or digging in the garden. ‘I’ll do it myself,’ she said. Miss Parson followed her down the stairs and went off to the kitchen, while Rose continued on to the breakfast room, where she spotted a small pile of gifts by her plate. There was no way she’d let Miss Parson ruin her birthday, especially with all those surprises waiting!


    The rest of her family was already seated, her father reading the newspaper, The Argus.


    ‘Happy birthday, Rose!’ everyone chorused.


    ‘Open your presents,’ Martha said. Rose’s older sister always gave her something small and special.


    Mother tapped her plate with a spoon. ‘Eat your breakfast first, Rose. The gifts can wait.’


    ‘But . . .’ Rose shrugged. It was useless to argue with Mother. Rose took her plate to the sideboard impatiently, ready to choose some eggs and bacon, but there were only kippers and porridge. She hated kippers – even more than sardines – Mother knew that! Tears stung her eyes, but she bit her lip, determined not to cry. She helped herself to porridge instead, and stirred in four big spoonfuls of sugar and some preserved peaches before Mother noticed.


    Rose ate quickly and was finally allowed to open her presents. She decided to leave Martha’s until last. Mother and Father gave her gloves and a parasol. Edward’s was shaped like a book, which was what she really wanted, but it turned out to be a box of glâcé cherries. She glanced at him and he mouthed, ‘Sorry.’ That meant Mother had bought the cherries and put his name on the card. Rose put all her hopes into the last gift, the smallest one.


    She pulled the paper off and opened the little box. Nestled inside was a tiny gold oval locket engraved with birds. ‘It’s beautiful,’ Rose said.


    ‘Thank you.’ She jumped up and gave Martha a hug and a kiss, breathing in her perfume.


    Martha laughed and smoothed Rose’s hair with her soft hands. She was always dressed so perfectly, her pretty face framed by her swept-up dark hair.


    ‘What about everyone else?’ Mother said, tilting her head so Rose could kiss her cheek.


    ‘Eleven now, eh, Rose?’ Father said. ‘You’ll be married before we know it.’ He winked and Rose laughed. Father already knew that Rose planned to become an explorer and travel the world instead of getting married.


    When Rose kissed Edward, he whispered, ‘Here’s your real present,’ and shoved his cricket ball into her hand. Luckily, Mother was already on her way out of the breakfast room and didn’t see.


    ‘Holy smoke!’ Rose said. ‘Are you sure?’


    Edward nodded. ‘Have a nice birthday. Are you still going to the park?’


    ‘I hope so.’ Mother hadn’t actually promised when Rose had asked, but she hadn’t said no either.


    Until then, though, it was lessons as usual with Miss Parson, which meant an hour of reading from a storybook Rose nearly knew by heart and then mending her ripped stocking. She made such a mess of the stitches that Miss Parson had to give it to Sally, the housemaid, after all. Rose desperately wished Miss Parson could teach more than needlework and French verbs. Rose wanted to learn geography and history, like Edward, and study insects and fossils. However, she could just imagine Miss Parson turning her nose up at a dinosaur bone!


    At lunch, Mother said, ‘Now, I expect you to be ready by three o’clock.’


    ‘Isn’t that a little late for the park?’ Rose said.


    ‘We’re not going out,’ Mother said. ‘Your grandmother and Uncle Charles and Aunt Philippa are coming for afternoon tea.’


    ‘But what about the park?’


    ‘Don’t be silly, Rose,’ Mother said. ‘They are visiting for your birthday. You should be grateful. No doubt they will bring gifts.’


    Hot anger rushed through Rose and she clenched her hands. ‘I don’t care! I’ve been looking forward to the park all day!’


    ‘Fetch Miss Parson,’ Mother snapped to Sally.


    Rose waited in silence, face burning, as Miss Parson rushed in. ‘Yes, Madam,’ she said.


    ‘Please ensure Rose has on her best afternoon dress to receive visitors,’ Mother said frostily. ‘And remind her of the manners required for taking tea and conversing pleasantly.’


    ‘Yes, Madam.’


    Miss Parson scowled at Rose and towed her up the stairs.


    ‘I don’t have an afternoon dress,’ Rose said, wanting to be as difficult as possible. What was the point of having a birthday when she was not allowed to go to the park and explore the stream and climb hills and play cricket?


    Miss Parson opened the wardrobe and selected Rose’s least favourite dress, one made of white lace and frills with a hundred tiny buttons down the back and on the long sleeves. It took forever to put on, and Rose usually spilt something on it within five minutes.


    ‘This will do fine,’ Miss Parson said.


    Rose groaned, but with Miss Parson’s help she put on the white dress and waited as the governess began buttoning the back.


    ‘Stop pushing your shoulders forward,’ Miss Parson said.


    ‘I’m not!’


    ‘Pull in your stomach then.’


    Rose tried, but she could tell something was wrong. Miss Parson kept pulling and eventually she finished the buttoning, but Rose could hardly breathe.


    ‘It’s too short as well as tight. You must have grown more than I realised,’ Miss Parson said.


    ‘I won’t wear it then,’ Rose said.


    ‘It’s your best day dress. It will have to do.’


    ’But I won’t have room to eat any of my birthday tea!’


    There was a knock at the door, and Sally popped her head in. ‘Your mother says to come now, Miss. The guests have arrived.’


    Rose put on her new locket and went down the wide marble staircase, stopping on the landing. She checked there was no one in the hall below. Should she risk it? She perched on the polished curved rail and pushed off, her dress flying up, her face flushed. That was the fastest she’d ever gone! She jumped off and stumbled, then straightened.


    ‘Rose!’ Mother stood in the doorway of the drawing room, glaring. ‘Is that any way for a lady to behave? And what on earth is wrong with that dress? Oh, never mind now. Come and greet your guests.’


    They’re not my guests, Rose thought crossly, but she followed her mother into the room. Grandmother was already seated in the best armchair, and Aunt Philippa was inspecting Mother’s latest ornaments and figurines.


    ‘Felicitations,’ boomed Uncle Charles. He bent down to kiss Rose, his whiskers prickling her cheeks, his fob watch falling out of his pocket and dangling on its chain. ‘Got a little present for you, Rosie,’ he whispered.


    Rose brightened. Uncle Charles understood how hard it was to be good all the time. His gifts were usually exactly the kind of thing she wanted. Last year he’d given her a world map.


    ‘Happy birthday, Rose,’ Grandmother said. Her face was almost as stern as Miss Parson’s, and her black muslin dress with its high neck and long puffed sleeves made her seem even more severe. Rose knew better than to kiss Grandmother – a curtsey was required. She made it without wobbling too much and Grandmother tapped her black fan on Rose’s shoulder in approval.


    When everyone had chosen their seat, Rose found one for herself in the corner. Immediately, the grownups began talking about Elspeth Brown who’d married beneath her, whatever that meant, and Harry Borland, who had a gambling problem. Rose hid a huge yawn behind her hand. Why on earth did grownups waste so much time gossiping?


    She curled her fingers around the wooden end of the chair arm, imagining it was a cricket ball and she was lining up to bowl to Edward. That’s probably what he was doing right at that moment – playing cricket at school.


    Sally nudged open the door and, smiling at the birthday girl, carried in a huge cream cake decorated with sugar flowers and eleven candles.


    Well, it wasn’t a trip to the park, but Rose did love cake! Maybe Mother would let her have two pieces, just this once.
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    Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Alice[image: ]


    AS Alice walked out of her Friday dance class and into the wintry afternoon, she was met by two of her favourite things in the world. One was her best friend, Jilly, who had waited outside for an hour reading so they could walk home together. The other was a sunset as bright as flames. Down the hill, beyond the arch of peppermint trees that hung over Forrest Street, the air was glowing.


    ‘Jilly, look at that!’ said Alice, her face to the sky. ‘Have you ever seen anything prettier?’


    Jilly snorted. ‘What, the sky? You’ve seen it every day of your life.’


    But I haven’t, Alice thought to herself. Not this one. The setting sun burned like a hot, rosy ball – as red as Jilly’s hair. The pink sky was streaked with gold trails like the tracks of a plough. The horizon was a purple smudge over the navy sea, and the soft night breeze smelled of salty ocean and wood fires and home. Alice rose up on her toes so she could be closer to it all, feeling her ankles twinge with the delicious ache of so much ballet.


    ‘How was class?’ asked Jilly as they set off.


    ‘It was heaven. Miss Lillibet made us do rounds and rounds of devéloppés and a new port de bras.’ Not everyone had kept up, but Alice had loved every second. She sighed happily as she remembered the feeling – a lightness and brightness, as if she were covered in little stars. She’d felt it since she was tiny, dancing to the gramophone on the big soft rug in Papa Sir’s study. And even after seven years of lessons, she felt it each time she crossed the ribbons of her ballet shoes over her ankles. Which was every day at the moment, with all the extra classes she’d been doing and practising down in the greenhouse whenever she got a second.


    ‘Do you think Miss Lillibet will put you on pointe soon, Alice?’


    ‘Oh, I hope so! I am still quite young, though. Perhaps I’m not good enough yet.’


    ‘Rubbish,’ said Jilly. ‘You’re the prettiest dancer that ever lived.’


    ‘I wish your mother would still let you come to class – you were good too, Jilly.’


    ‘No use wasting time wishing,’ said Jilly briskly. ‘I wasn’t half as good as you. Besides, Mother’s got some strange ideas about Miss Lillibet.’


    In an instant, Alice felt her neck get hot with anger. What on earth was strange about beautiful, elegant, perfect Miss Lillibet?


    ‘What do you mean strange?’


    But before Jilly could answer, the loud clink of a bell rang out from the bottom of the hill near the Village. Alice and Jilly turned to look as a bicycle shot up towards them, past the big houses wrapped around by their shady, wide verandahs, and the big rambling gardens where cows and goats and chickens wandered. Against the sunset, the rider’s curls flashed like sparks.


    ‘Alice,’ said Jilly, blushing, ‘isn’t that –’


    ‘Teddy!’ Alice cried. Her big brother Teddy could ride further and faster than anyone. He could pedal round Devil’s Elbow with Alice and her siblings all on board and still have enough puff to sing rounds. George, who was ten and came next in the family after Alice, dinked on the crossbar, and Mabel, the next after him, sat in the big basket up the front. Little, who was six but tiny, would sit on Teddy’s lap, and Alice would squeeze behind him with Pudding, their baby, who sadly wasn’t a baby anymore, on her back.


    ‘Oh dear,’ said Jilly, smoothing her hair madly.


    Alice smiled to herself. Jilly was always very sensible, but she went to pieces whenever Teddy was near – tall handsome Teddy with his dark tumbly hair, just like Mama’s, and eyes the spit of Papa Sir’s, as blue as the river, which they could see from most of their windows. Jilly wrote little poems about Teddy by moonlight, which she read to Alice when they were quite sure that they were alone. Alice would never have said so, but Jilly was not actually very good at poetry.


    ‘Tink,’ he called to Alice as he sailed past them, not even puffing. ‘Look at that sunset! I’m off to the river to paint it – oh, hello Jilly. Come down – both of you,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Tink, you could do your stretches there. Got to fly before it’s gone!’


    ‘Shall we?’ asked Alice, as they watched him get smaller and smaller. ‘Before it’s too dark?’


    Jilly sighed. ‘I’ve got to do the milking.’


    ‘Oh, of course, sorry. I’ll come and help you. It’s always faster with two.’


    Since Jilly’s papa and big brothers had gone off to fight in the Great War in Europe, she was the only one left to do the heavy chores, and her mother was terribly, horribly strict. It didn’t seem fair to Alice – her mother didn’t mind in the least about waxing the floorboards and milking Honey, their brown cow, at exactly six o’clock, and learning bits of the Bible by heart. And though Alice’s father, who they called Papa Sir, had been at war for three years now, they still had Teddy to watch over them.


    ‘No, really, it’s fine,’ said Jilly. ‘I’m pretty quick now. Will I see you over the weekend, Alice, or do you have extra dancing?’


    ‘Only for some of it. Come round tomorrow afternoon. Little’s baked shortbread.’


    Jilly looked at the ground. ‘Sorry, Alice – Mother’s hosting the Red Cross ladies tomorrow and I’m to take all the knitting to the depot when they’ve finished.’


    Now it was Alice who was blushing. Peppermint Grove was filled with ladies who knitted and sewed for the soldiers, and put on fetes and balls to raise money. But since the war had started four years ago, Alice’s mother hadn’t stitched a sock or rolled a bandage, and everybody knew it. Mama said she didn’t believe in fighting – that it all came to no good for anyone – and even when Papa Sir had gone to war, she wouldn’t change her mind. Jilly’s mother said that was a disgrace.


    ‘Go and see Teddy,’ said Jilly. ‘You mightn’t be able to for much longer.’ As soon as she said it, Jilly winced as if she wished she hadn’t.


    Alice stopped sharply. ‘You’re not talking about the war, are you? You know Teddy doesn’t believe in fighting.’


    ‘Sorry Alice, I overheard Mother talking, that’s all. Teddy’s seventeen soon, and, well . . .’


    Alice started to walk very quickly, not minding the thump of her ballet bag against the backs of her knees. ‘That’s just rubbish.’


    ‘But your father went – Papa Sir, I mean.’


    ‘Not to fight, Jilly. He’s a doctor – he went to help people, not kill them.’


    Jilly looked uncomfortable.


    ‘As if Teddy would hurt anybody,’ Alice continued. ‘And he’s too young, anyway – you can’t enlist before you’re eighteen.’


    ‘But lots of boys do and no one seems to mind,’ panted Jilly earnestly, trying to keep up. ‘My brothers did. And you know how people treat cowards round here – white feathers in the mail and whatnot.’


    ‘No. Teddy’s staying here to take care of us.’


    And though it made her heart hurt to think of Jilly milking alone, the idea of life without Teddy was so unbearable that Alice sprinted off into the twilight, hoping that if she ran fast enough, she’d leave it behind forever.
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    Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Ruby[image: ]


    RUBY felt trapped. The pale green walls of the classroom seemed to be closing in on her, and the warm, stuffy air was making her feel quite sleepy. If only she could run away! She glanced sideways at Brenda Walker, in the desk across the aisle. Brenda was sitting up very straight and looking interested. How could she? There wasn’t a single thing about maths that was interesting. And the very worst thing about it was Miss Fraser’s droning voice.


    Ruby tried to imagine what it would be like to be Miss Fraser. Everything about her was grey. Her grey hair was pulled back in a tight little bun, and she wore a grey skirt and a long grey cardigan and horrid thick grey stockings.


    Marjorie Mack said that Miss Fraser had once had a sweetheart: he was a soldier, and he’d died in the last year of the Great War. But Ruby didn’t believe that any body could ever have loved Miss Fraser.


    ‘Open your books, girls. We have time for some quick mental arithmetic before the bell goes. Page twenty, problem one.’


    Ruby groaned and turned to page twenty. Sixteen currant buns at a penny-ha’ penny each . . . Picking up her pencil, she began to draw a plate of buns in the margin of the page.


    ‘Perhaps you can give us the answer, Ruby Quinlan? Yes, Ruby, I’m speaking to you. Stand up, please. What is the answer to problem one?’


    Ruby stood up. Oh my hat, she thought. I should’ve known she’d ask me.


    ‘I don’t know, Miss Fraser,’ she said at last.


    ‘Well, work it out. Sixteen times one-and-a-half pennies.’


    Ruby stared at the ceiling. The answer didn’t appear there. She stared at the floor. Not there either. She stared at Brenda Walker. Brenda was scribbling something on a piece of paper, partly covering it with her hand.


    Ruby tried to read what Brenda had written. ‘Um, one pound and four shillings?’


    Miss Fraser’s lips set in a thin line.‘Good heavens, child, use your head. Would you pay one pound and four shillings for sixteen currant buns? I hope you don’t do the shopping for your family.’


    ‘Of course I don’t, Miss Fraser. Our cook does it.’


    Miss Fraser sighed. ‘Sit down,Ruby.Brenda,perhaps you can help us.’


    Brenda stood up, smoothing down her school uniform. ‘Two shillings, Miss Fraser.’


    ‘Thank you, Brenda,’ Miss Fraser said, with an approving smile. ‘Now for something a little more difficult. Hilary Mitchell? Your answer to the next question, please. If it takes three men five days to dig a ditch . . .’


    Ruby saw the startled look on Hilary’s face. As usual, Hilary had been gazing dreamily out of the window. I’ll bet she was thinking about her new little sister, Ruby thought. Baby Cecily was just three weeks old, and Hilary had promised that Ruby could meet her soon.


    Sometimes Ruby wondered what it would be like to have a sister or a brother, but most of the time she enjoyed being an only child. It meant she had Dad and Mother all to herself. Tomorrow was her birthday, and she knew they would have chosen something special for her present. Last year they’d given her a shiny blue bicycle with a wicker basket.


    At last the bell in the quadrangle rang for the end of the day’s lessons. Ruby jumped up and grabbed for her homework books, knocking her wooden pencil-case to the floor with a crash. As she bent forward to pick it up, the end of her plait dipped into her inkwell.


    ‘Gently, Ruby, gently!’ called Miss Fraser. ‘There is no fire, and our building is not about to collapse. This is a college for ladies. Let us have a little decorum, please.’


    ‘Sorry, Miss Fraser.’ Ruby stood still for the tiniest moment, tiptoed to the door, and ran.
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    Ruby both loved and hated school. She couldn’t see the sense of school work. When she was about twenty she’d probably get married and go shopping and wear nice clothes, like her mother did. Why did she need to know about isosceles triangles, or the primary products of Brazil? Things like that bored her silly. But as for the school itself – the old stone buildings, the cosy library tucked away at the back of the boarding house, the Moreton Bay fig trees lining the long driveway – she loved it all, and she loved the fun she had with her friends.


    Now, as she set off down the shady drive, past the smooth green expanse of the school oval, she felt free and happy. It was Friday afternoon, and her birthday party was tomorrow! Then she heard running feet behind her, and turned to see Brenda Walker.


    Brenda caught up with her, panting. Her owlish spectacles glinted. ‘Can I walk with you?’


    ‘If you want to.’


    ‘You’ve got ink on your shirt.’


    ‘I know.’


    Ruby didn’t exactly dislike Brenda, but she didn’t like her very much either. She’d known her for most of her life because their fathers were in business together. Ruby’s father built houses, and Brenda’s father was his accountant.‘Donald Walker is a genius with money,’Dadhad once told Ruby. ‘I couldn’t possibly run the business without him.’


    Ruby knew that her father was hopeless with numbers, just as she was, and he was happy to leave the money side of things to Uncle Donald. Dad was only interested in houses. Ten years ago he’d built their house – a big California bungalow not far from Ruby’s school. It had a fishpond with a fountain in the front garden, and coloured leadlight in the windows, and an indoor lavatory. It was Ruby’s most favourite place in all the world.


    Brenda walked faster to keep up with Ruby. ‘You’re not wearing your hat,’ she said. ‘Or your gloves. You’ll get into trouble if anyone sees.’


    ‘Who cares?’ said Ruby. ‘My hat makes my head feel hot. And I’ve lost one of my gloves. I think Baxter might’ve eaten it.’


    ‘Baxter is so naughty.’ Brenda ran a few steps. ‘I wish I had a fox terrier too, or maybe a cocker spaniel. But Mama thinks dogs are too expensive to keep, with all the meat they eat.’


    ‘Baxter doesn’t eat meat. He just eats my clothes. And my books. And my shoes.’


    ‘Really?’ Brenda pushed back her spectacles, which were beginning to slide down her nose.


    ‘I’m only joking.’


    ‘Oh.’ Brenda looked relieved. ‘What are you wearing to your fancy-dress party tomorrow?’ she asked, after a pause.


    ‘It’s a secret,’ Ruby said. ‘You’ll have to wait and see.’


    ‘I’m going as a rose. I really wanted to be a mermaid, though. I saw some green spangly material at Myer’s that would’ve made a good tail, but Mama thought it was too expensive.’


    I’d never choose to be a mermaid, thought Ruby. If you had a fish tail you couldn’t use your legs, could you? You’d just have to sit around. Even now she felt impatient to move faster. She wanted to skip and jump and run.


    ‘Brenda, I have to go,’ she said. ‘I’ve got heaps to do. See you at my place at two o’clock tomorrow!’ She made a dash for the gate, only to be stopped by a school prefect.


    ‘Where is your hat, Ruby Quinlan? And why aren’t you wearing gloves? You know you are not to leave the school grounds improperly clothed.’


    Ruby pulled her battered straw hat from her satchel. ‘Here’s my hat. I don’t know where my gloves are.’


    ‘Final warning, Ruby Q. If I catch you without gloves again, you’ll be explaining yourself to Miss Macdonald.’


    The thought of explaining herself to her tall, elegant headmistress didn’t appeal to Ruby one bit. ‘Sorry. I’ll look for them, I promise.’ She scowled as Brenda, neatly hatted and gloved, walked past her with a smirk.


    ‘Told you,’ Brenda said.


    ‘Oh, Brenda,’ Ruby burst out. ‘Don’t you ever get sick of being right all the time?’
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    Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Lina[image: ]


    LINA woke to the sound of the old rooster crowing in the backyard. It can’t be morning already! she thought, peering out through the curtains at the velvety grey sky. In the distance she could hear the rumble of the delivery trucks on Lygon Street and the clip-clopping of the milkman with his horse and cart.


    Time for chores, I guess. Sighing, she quickly slipped a jumper over her nightdress and, standing barefoot on the freezing linoleum floor, teeth chattering, hunted for a pair of warm socks in the chest of drawers she shared with her grandmother.


    At the back door, Lina pulled on a pair of her father’s work boots and the padded jacket that had once belonged to her brother. Her older brothers were already outside doing their chores in the long narrow garden of their terrace house in Carlton. In the pale morning light she could just make out the hunched-over shape of her eldest brother, Pierino, turning over the frosted earth around the broad beans and broccoli.


    Lina fed the chickens then marched back to the house, stomping her feet against the cold. She prised off her muddy boots and went inside. The stove was on and the kitchen was warm and Lina could smell the oily metallic smell of her father’s work clothes. Dad must be home, she thought. Sure enough, her father stood at the sink, scrub-scrub-scrubbing at the grease compacted under his nails. No amount of soap could ever completely bring back the smell he’d had before he began working at the car plant – of olives and sunshine and coffee.


    ‘Hey, cara mia,’ Lina’s father said wearily. ‘How you doing this morning?’


    ‘Good thanks, Papa,’ Lina said, leaning in to receive a kiss.


    ‘Mama’s already left?’


    Lina nodded. ‘And Nonna’s in the garden.’


    ‘You make me a coffee, love?’


    ‘Sure,’ said Lina. ‘Aren’t you going to bed?’


    Lina’s father gave her a slow cheeky smile. ‘You think I forget? Today is your assembly performance, no?’ His eyes crinkled at the corners.


    ‘Oh,’ said Lina, her cheeks stinging pink. ‘That. I didn’t mean you had to come and watch, Papa. It’s not important. Kids read stuff out in assembly all the time.’


    Her father’s face dropped into a frown. ‘You sounded like it was important the other day.’


    Lina’s cheeks burned hotter. She wished she hadn’t mentioned it at dinner last week. ‘I know, but you’re tired, Papa. You’ve worked all night . . .’ Lina’s voice petered out. How could she tell him she really didn’t want him to come? With his grease-stained hands and his shabby suit jacket and thick Italian accent. What if the girls at school made fun of him?


    It’s not that I don’t love him, Lina told herself. Lina loved her father so much that sometimes she felt her heart might burst. I just don’t want to stand out any more than I have to – than I already do, she thought desperately.


    Lina hung her head and a lie crept out over her lips. ‘Actually, it’s been cancelled. I just remembered. They only told us yesterday. They said they weren’t doing performances in assembly anymore.’ Her voice came out ashamed and small.


    Lina’s father stood quietly for a while, his hands still foamy in the sink. ‘All right, love,’ he said slowly. ‘Another time. Go wake your little brother and I’ll be off to bed, then.’


    Lina slunk down the corridor, relieved to escape her father’s eyes, but with a cold dark lump of badness lodged in her gut. She slipped into the stuffy dimness of her brothers’ bedroom and jerked back the curtains.


    ‘Get up,’ Lina told the pile of blankets.


    Lina’s little brother, Enzo, peeked his sleepy face out of the muddle. He stuck out his arms towards Lina. ‘Cuddle?’ he said in a baby voice, but Lina wasn’t in the mood. She pulled his clothes off the chair and tossed them onto the bed.


    ‘Up, Enzo!’ she repeated.


    Enzo sat up obediently, blinking. Lina huffed and yanked his pyjama top over his head.


    ‘Ouch!’ Enzo squeaked and scrunched up his forehead. He rubbed his eyes with his fists. Despite her grumpy mood, Lina couldn’t hold herself back from giving him a cuddle. He was so warm and soft in the mornings, with his skinny white arms sticking out of his singlet like sticks of spaghetti. Enzo squeezed Lina tight and she buried her face in his downy neck, and as she did, she felt that black lump in her stomach soften and melt away.


    ‘Thanks, Enzo,’ she whispered in his ear. Then she tickled him until he squealed. ‘Come on! Nonna will spank you if you’re late for breakfast.’


    Lina helped Enzo put on his clothes then chased him down the corridor.


    When they entered the kitchen, Nonna was already busy, kneading the dough for the evening’s zeppoli, up to her elbows in flour.


    At the other end of the wooden table, there were three neat bundles tied up in Papa’s big cotton handkerchiefs. Lina took a peek at her lunch for the day. Inside was a hunk of crusty white bread, a wedge of Parmesan cheese and a hard-boiled egg. ‘Nonna! I told you I can’t take Parmesan to school anymore,’ Lina complained. ‘The girls don’t like it. They say it smells like vomit.’


    ‘Rubbish,’ said Nonna, kneading furiously. ‘They don’t even know what is cheese. They eat that yellow plastic stuff they call cheese. That’s not cheese. You eat what I give you, all right? Here,’ she said, wiping her floury hands on her apron. ‘Take your zio his coffee and tell him to get up. He’s not going to find a job in bed!’ Nonna handed Lina a tiny white cup of steaming black liquid.


    Never mind, thought Lina. I’ll just throw out the cheese on my way to school and tell Miss Spring I forgot my lunch again. Getting in trouble is still better than that horrible Sarah Buttersworth telling everyone I vomited in my school bag. Lina breathed in the coffee fumes and wrapped her cold hands around the cup. How can coffee smell so good when it tastes so awful? she wondered. And Parmesan smell so awful when it tastes so good?


    Lina walked down the hallway and knocked on the door of the room where her uncle slept. Before he had arrived from Italy, three months ago, this had been the sitting room. Now the only place to sit was in the kitchen or at the long wooden table outside, under the grapevines. In winter it was too cold to sit out there and the vines were spindly and bare, but in summer they became a dappled green shelter, dripping with plump ruby and emerald fruit, like clumps of sweet jewels.


    Lina knocked again and when there was no reply, she pushed the door open a crack. ‘Zio!’ she called quietly into the dark. ‘Your coffee.’


    Lina could just make out the shadowy bulk of her uncle asleep on the couch under a mound of flowery bedclothes. ‘Zio,’ she called again, a little louder, but not so loud that she might wake her father, who had just got into bed. Her uncle’s only response was a snuffle and a snort, then one arm snaked out from under the blankets and waved towards the dresser. Lina frowned and plonked the little cup onto the furniture by the door. ‘Drink it cold then,’ she hissed under her breath.


    Lina closed the door and hurried back into the warm kitchen, where Enzo was dipping bread into a bowl of hot milk. Lina helped herself to a chunk of old bread and dropped it into a bowl. Then she took the saucepan of milk from the stove and poured it over the bread to soften it.


    Pierino stomped into the kitchen, school bag slung over his shoulder, shirt ironed into sharp creases. ‘Aren’t you even dressed yet?’ he growled at Lina. ‘It’s nearly seven o’clock. You’ll miss your bus!’ He picked up the lunch Nonna had prepared for him and allowed her to kiss him on both cheeks.


    Lina frowned and shoved the last bit of wet bread into her mouth. ‘I’m nearly ready,’ she grumbled. ‘You don’t have to nag me. You’re not the boss, you know!’ She wiped her hands on her nightdress and carried her bowl to the sink.


    ‘Well, if you were ready quicker I wouldn’t have to keep nagging you,’ Pierino insisted.


    ‘I’ve been catching the bus to school all year and haven’t been late once. Or missed a single day,’ said Lina.


    ‘It’s true,’ Nonna piped up, taking Lina’s side. ‘Not like this one.’ She gestured towards Bruno who had just sauntered through the doorway. ‘Look at you!’ she moaned. ‘I iron your shirt yesterday and already it’s full of creases. Why can’t you stay clean like your brother, huh?’ She shook her head despairingly.


    Bruno grinned and pinched Lina’s arm as she pushed past.


    ‘Ow!’ she yelled, but more to get him into trouble than out of pain.


    ‘Bruno!’ Nonna scolded, right on cue.


    Lina giggled as she dashed down the hallway and pulled her school uniform out of Nonna’s wardrobe. Unlike Bruno, who hated the stiff shirt and heavy shoes of his uniform, Lina loved her navy pleated skirt and crisp white shirt, and wore them with pride. She dressed quickly and pulled her dark hair back into a high ponytail, tied with a navy ribbon. I hope I won’t be too nervous in assembly this morning, she thought as she took a quick peek in the brown-speckled mirror on Nonna’s dresser. She grabbed her hat and gloves from the hook on the back of the door, slung her leather satchel over her shoulder and ran to kiss Enzo and Nonna goodbye.
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    Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Daisy[image: ]


    DAISY grasped tighter to Jimmy’s halter as the horse cantered through the paddock, mud flicking up from his hooves. His broad back was slick with rain and Daisy had to wrap her legs tightly around him.


    ‘Ooh, Jimmy, you’re doing that on purpose.’ She laughed. ‘I’m getting all muddy.’


    The pony whinnied with pleasure and splashed through a big puddle, sending sheets of brown water all over Daisy.


    ‘You’re a terror,’ she said, and slipped off Jimmy’s back as he slowed down to a walk. She wrapped her arms around his wide, brown neck. ‘What am I going to do with you?’ Jimmy nuzzled against her and Daisy felt his hot, sweet breath against her face.


    A fine mist of rain was falling across the paddock and it was hard for Daisy to see the farmhouse through the haze. She realised she must have been riding for several hours. Time flew when she and Jimmy were racing through the wide, empty fields behind her house. Sometimes it felt like they were the only creatures on earth.


    At least I’ve finally got a good ending for the play, Daisy thought, remembering what she’d come up with as she and Jimmy had thundered through the eerie bush behind their paddocks. And such an exciting, blood-curdling ending, too. Amelia will love it. I wonder if she’s around.


    Daisy walked Jimmy to the stable, ran a brush over his muddy flanks and made sure he had fresh hay and water, then picked the mud from his hooves and gave him a final kiss on the nose. ‘See you in the morning, boy,’ she said. ‘Hopefully you can get us to school tomorrow without making us soaking wet.’


    As she walked toward the house, Daisy saw through the gaps of the fence that her best friend, Amelia, was in the backyard next door.


    ‘Hi, Amelia!’ Daisy called. ‘Shall we work on the play tonight? I came up with a spine-chilling ending while I was riding.’ She rubbed her hands with glee. ‘If we finish it tonight we can start rehearsals tomorrow after school.’


    ‘Can’t,’ Amelia called back from the other side. ‘I have to finish the darning or Mum won’t let us use the front room to perform in again.’


    They met at the gate between their gardens.


    ‘Fair enough,’ Daisy said. ‘You’d better do a good job, though. We don’t want to lose our only theatre. I’d die without acting.’


    ‘Course I’ll do a good job. My stitching is a thousand times neater than yours, thank you very much. Anyway, I wanted to show you the tadpoles,’ Amelia added, and held up a jar filled with murky water and tiny wriggling creatures. ‘They grew legs today.’


    ‘Ooh wonderful!’ Daisy peered into the jar and sure enough several of the tadpoles had sprouted tiny black legs. ‘We’ll have to put them in the horse trough soon.’


    ‘Maybe this time they’ll stay there,’ Amelia said, ‘and we’ll finally have a family of frogs.’


    ‘You know they always end up hopping back over to the dam,’ said Daisy. ‘Anyway, remember my dad said if I bring home one more pet, he’ll make me live out in the stable with them. He reckons two cats, a horse and a bunch of rowdy chooks is enough.’


    Amelia laughed. ‘Your dad always gives in, but I’ll take these home just in case. See you in the morning. Don’t forget Mrs Jamieson is giving us a maths test tomorrow.’


    ‘How could I forget such agony?’ Daisy said. She shook her head in dismay.


    Amelia snorted. ‘You’re a goose.’


    Daisy waved goodbye to her friend and skipped through the backyard, stopping to pet her one-eyed cat, Barnaby.


    ‘Dad?’ she called, slamming the wooden screen door behind her as she entered the kitchen, which was filled with the delicious smell of a rabbit pie.


    ‘I’m here, love.’ Daisy’s father sat at the kitchen table his head bowed over a mug of tea. Her little sister, Flora, sat beside him.


    ‘I was just going to call you in,’ Dad said, and looked up at her with sad eyes.


    Daisy immediately knew something was wrong and the happy feeling inside her evaporated. ‘What is it, Dad? What’s happened?’


    He motioned for her to come and sit. Then, taking a deep sigh, he said, ‘Girls, you know there’ve been no jobs here in Healesville for a long time. And since the stock market went bad and I got laid off, I haven’t been able to pay the mortgage.’ He laid his rough hands on the scrubbed kitchen table. ‘I’m so sorry, girls, but the bank is taking the house off us. We have to leave the farm.’


    Daisy felt cold all over. Without thinking, she put her arm around Flora, who hid her face in Daisy’s chest. ‘But Dad, this is our home! Are they allowed to do that?’


    ‘The bank lent me the money to buy the house, love. I have to pay it back bit by bit every month, that’s how a mortgage works. But if you can’t pay, they take the house away and sell it to someone else.’


    ‘Where will we live now?’ Daisy asked, feeling her voice shake and her eyes fill with tears. She’d heard stories about families living in tents or sleeping in the park and Dad had even said that the banks had run out of money. It had all happened because of something called the stock-market crash, which she’d never really understood.


    ‘I’ve thought about it, and there’s only one thing to be done. You girls will go to stay with your Uncle Bertie and Aunty May in the city.’


    ‘The city?’ Daisy cried. ‘But we’ve never even been to the city before! And I can’t even remember what Uncle Bertie and Aunty May look like.’ She pushed Flora gently away and rubbed her arms to chase off the chill that had settled on her. She tried to remember the aunt and uncle who had come to Mum’s funeral just after Flora was born.


    Then she realised that moving away meant being apart from Amelia, and her stomach felt tight and strange. ‘And what about Jimmy?’ she whispered. ‘Can he come too?’


    Dad shook his head sadly. ‘No room for a horse in the city.’


    ‘Can I bring the kitties?’ asked Flora.


    Dad shook his head again, and Flora started to sniffle.


    But suddenly an even worse thought hit her. ‘What about you, Daddy? Won’t you be with us?’ Daisy looked at her father fearfully.


    Dad slowly rubbed his hand across his mouth. ‘Not at first, love,’ he said quietly.


    Daisy jumped up from her seat and her chair clattered noisily to the floor. ‘But how will we manage without you? The city is full of gangsters and criminals! Anything could happen to us without you there.’


    ‘Hold your horses now, Daisy, and calm down,’ Dad said, picking up her chair. ‘You’re going to have to try not to be such a prima donna when you’re at your aunty May’s.’


    Daisy hadn’t understood what it meant the first time her dad had called her a prima donna, but he’d explained it was a name for the main lady in a play, and that people used the name to tease people when they got a bit carried away. Now Daisy was about to get cross – she hated being called that. But as she looked at Dad, she noticed that his grey eyes were rimmed with red and his forehead was furrowed with deep lines. She took a deep, shaky breath.


    ‘The best way for us to be together again is if I can get some work, and the best way to do that is if I go on the track,’ Dad said.


    ‘What’s the track?’ asked Flora.


    ‘It’s the bush,’ he explained. ‘I’ve heard there’s more work out there on the farms than in the towns.’


    Oh, poor Dad, Daisy thought. She took a few more deep breaths to steady herself. I have to stop letting my imagination run away with me, she decided, and try to be brave, like a hero in a story. ‘It will be an adventure, Flossy,’ she said finally. ‘We’ve never seen Melbourne before. We might get to see Luna Park and maybe we’ll make some new friends.’


    ‘Really?’ Flora asked in a small voice and clutched tightly to her stuffed rabbit, Bunny.


    ‘Sure we will,’ Daisy said with a nod. As long as the gangsters don’t get us, she thought to herself. She’d seen stories in the newspaper about the criminals in the city.


    ‘That’s the way,’ Dad said and gave Daisy a tight smile. ‘I’ll write often, and I’ll send for you girls as soon as I can.’ Then he pulled them both into a strong hug. ‘When I get regular work, I’ll rent a place and we’ll be together again. I promise.’


    Daisy nodded, and snuggled into his big warm chest, breathing in his familiar smell of freshly dug earth and tobacco.


    But inside she felt as though she’d been tipped upside down in a carnival ride; her stomach churned and her thoughts were scrambled. How could they live with people who were practically strangers in the middle of the busy city? And how could she possibly stand being away from Jimmy and Amelia?


    ‘When will we have to leave?’ she asked.


    Daisy felt her dad swallow. ‘Saturday.’


    Saturday? That was only three days away! Daisy felt more tears welling up inside her that she didn’t want Flora to see.


    She leapt up and rushed back outside into the biting winter air, through the maze of fruit trees, among the chickens, who squawked in annoyance, and under the sagging wooden fence to Jimmy’s stable.


    She flung her arms around his neck and let herself sob into his thick, black mane. The horse seemed to sense her sadness and whinnied gently in her hair.


    ‘I love you, Jimmy,’ she whispered into his ear. He bobbed his neck in return and butted her gently in the chest with his nose. ‘I don’t want to go to the city away from everyone I love. I’m going to miss you so much.’


    Almost unable to see where she was going through her tears, Daisy ran into Amelia’s backyard.
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    ‘But when do you have to leave?’ Amelia asked, her eyes growing round in her freckled face as the two friends sat before the glowing kitchen fire.


    ‘Saturday,’ Daisy said, a sick feeling rising in her tummy. ‘Will you look after Jimmy for me? Dad says there won’t be any room for a horse in the city.’


    ‘Of course, and the cats and chooks,’ Amelia said. ‘But I don’t want you to go.’ A tear ran down her cheek. ‘I can’t imagine not seeing you every day. What about our play, and the tadpoles, and school? Who will I sit with now?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ Daisy replied sadly. ‘But we’ll still stay best friends, right?’


    ‘Yep,’ Amelia said, and chewed thoughtfully on the end of one of her long blonde plaits. ‘Geez, you’ll miss your dad though, won’t you? What will you do without him?’


    ‘I don’t know. I’m really scared,’ Daisy admitted, and her chin started wobbling. ‘But he’s going to write lots and hopefully we won’t have to be apart for too long.’


    ‘Well, I’ll write, too – every week, every single week,’ Amelia said, her blue eyes darkening with determination. ‘And we’ll never, ever forget each other, cross our hearts and hope to die.’ She looked at Daisy solemnly, and they quietly ran their fingers over their hearts, spat on their palms and shook hands.


    [image: ]


    Three days later, Daisy and Flora said a tearful goodbye to their father at the train station.


    The morning was bitterly cold. Daisy’s breath hung in a fog around her mouth and her fingers were blue. The station was quiet, with just a few passengers on the platform, tapping their feet and puffing on their hands for warmth.


    ‘Now remember,’ Dad said, ‘I’ll write as often as I can, and send money to help Aunty May and Uncle Bertie.’


    ‘Promise?’ Daisy said, gripping his arm.


    ‘Of course, love,’ he said.


    He handed her a small bundle of cold roast potatoes tied up in an old tea towel. Daisy had watched yesterday as he’d tumbled the spuds from the earth. She never grew tired of watching him pluck food from the dirt as if  by magic.


    I wonder what we’ll eat in the city, Daisy thought, chewing her lip. Do they even have vegie gardens there? She tucked the lunch under her arm, gave her dad a last tight hug, then led Flora onto the carriage and settled her on a seat.


    She squashed a pillowcase containing their few belongings into the luggage rack above them. The train began to vibrate as the engine warmed up, its sliding doors rattling against the carriages.


    Before the train started to move, Daisy heard someone yelling her name. She pulled open the window and saw Amelia running down the platform.


    ‘Daisy, Daisy, wait!’ she called. She finally reached Daisy’s window as the guard blew his whistle. ‘For you,’ she cried, forcing a small package into Daisy’s hand as the train began to move slowly down the tracks.


    ‘Goodbye, Amelia, I’ll write soon. I love you, Daddy. Goodbye!’ Daisy shouted, waving madly from the window until the two figures on the platform were just specks.


    She pulled the window closed again, feeling her cheeks burn from the sharp morning air. She looked at the brown paper parcel in her hand and her chest hurt again. She put it safely in her pocket to open later. It would be nice to have something to look forward to in her new home.

  


  
    


    5 QUESTIONS FOR PENNY MATTHEWS, AUTHOR OF THE NELLIE AND RUBY BOOKS


    How are you and Nellie similar, and how are you different?


    My first reaction on reading this question was that Nellie O’Neill and I aren’t a bit alike. Nellie has experienced unbelievable hardship, and yet she is brave and optimistic and resilient – far more so than I could ever be. And she’s passionate and hot-tempered, while I am usually fairly calm. But when I thought about it some more . . . We both believe that who you are is much more important than what you are. We both hate injustice and prejudice. We both value the love of family above everything else. We are both superstitious. And we both love animals, especially cats! So perhaps we are quite similar after all.


    If Nellie were around today, what would she do on Saturday mornings?


    In 1849 Nellie’s Saturday mornings would be like every other morning. She would get out of bed and start work at about five-thirty. She would make sure the kitchen stove was well alight, and she’d start to prepare breakfast, first making bread from the bread dough she’d set to rise the night before. So if Nellie was around today, I think she’d sleep in for as long as she could. She’d read in bed until it was time for breakfast, and she’d read some more while she was eating her muesli. (She’d be reading at least three books at once.) After that her best friend Mary Connell would come around, and they’d go off together to their Irish dancing class.


    Penny, when you sat down to start the OAG books, what was the first sentence you wrote?


    So this was South Australia! It’s hotter than a good turf fire, Nellie thought.


    What’s one thing you wish you could do really well but have always been too timid to try?


    I’ve always wished I could speak a foreign language fluently. But I wouldn’t say I was too timid to try – just too lazy! I’d be much too timid to do bungee jumping or white-water rafting, but I don’t think I’d want to do these things even if I could . . .


    Do you have one piece of advice for OAGs everywhere?


    Be true to yourself, and never give up. You just don’t know what wonderful thing might be waiting for you around the corner.

  


  
    5 QUESTIONS FOR ALISON LLOYD, AUTHOR OF THE LETTY BOOKS


    How are you and Letty similar, and how are you different?


    Letty loves lace and those gorgeous Victorian dresses because I do and I wanted to have them in the Our Australian Girl books! Letty is a younger sister, whereas I was a bossy older sister, but we are both trustworthy and responsible. Letty loves babies, more than I did when I was a kid. And she had a tougher childhood than I did.


    If Letty were around today, what would she do on Saturday mornings?


    I think she would lie in bed and her younger brothers and sisters would climb in and snuggle with her. She might sing songs with them. Later she might talk Lavinia into making cupcakes together.


    Alison, when you sat down to start the OAG books, what was the first sentence you wrote?


    ‘The coachman dumped the hope chest in the street.’ I started at the beginning.


    What’s one thing you wish you could do really well but have always been too timid to try?


    When I was a girl I always thought soccer looked like fun. But I wasn’t good at sports, I had no brothers, and there were no football teams for girls then. So I never tried. I also wish I could ride a horse properly. One day . . .


    Do you have one piece of advice for OAGs everywhere?


    Every Australian girl’s story is unique and precious. You are significant whether you’re in a book or not! As Abner says to Letty in the first book, ‘”He tells the number of the stars; He calls them all by name.” If the Lord God can tell the stars apart, he knows me too. And you.’

  


  
    5 QUESTIONS FOR DAVINA BELL, AUTHOR OF THE ALICE BOOKS


    How are you and Alice similar, and how are you different?


    Alice thinks she always has to be perfect – that it’s her job to make sure everyone and everything is okay – and that’s just what I was like when I was a little girl.


    But Alice has much more discipline that I do. If I could work as hard at my writing as she works at her dancing, I think I’d feel a lot better! Also, we both like chubby babies, homemade cakes and Dalmatians.


    If Alice were around today, what would she do on Saturday mornings?


    Ballet, of course! I think she’d have an extra-long class with Miss Lillibet (first barre work and then on pointe), and when they’d finished, Little would bring them a scrumptious morning tea.


    When you sat down to start the OAG books, what was the first sentence you wrote?


    ‘Papa Sir, why did the war make everyone so horrible? You weren’t there, you didn’t see, but it was awful.’


    I started right at the end of Book 4, so I knew where I had to end up.


    Davina, what’s one thing you wish you could do really well but have always been too timid to try?


    Stand-up comedy! And that’s not a joke!


    Do you have one piece of advice for OAGs everywhere?


    I’d give the same advice that Papa Sir gives Alice, which is this: Make beautiful art with everything that you do – how you live each day.


    It’s wonderful to have big dreams and goals and ambitions, but it’s how you do the small things in life – how you talk to people, the effort you put into the things you do – that will shape how your life turns out.

  


  
    5 QUESTIONS FOR GABRIELLE WANG, AUTHOR OF THE POPPY BOOKS


    Gabi, how are you and Poppy similar, and how are you different?


    Poppy is much braver than I would ever be. She lived in a time where you had to be brave. In the 1860’s there were not the comforts of today and there were many dangers out on the road like bushrangers. Poppy likes to ride horses and so do I. And Poppy loves her dog Fisher, like I love my dog, Hero.


    If Poppy were around today, what would she do on Saturday mornings?


    Poppy would read a book while she’s having breakfast. She’s reading Tiger in the Bush. Then she would go outside and climb a tree. The tree looks over into her best friend, Noni’s back yard. She would call out to Noni, and together they would get on their bikes and go on an all-day adventure to the beach.


    When you sat down to start your OAG books, what was the first sentence you wrote?


    I don’t remember what my first sentence was. I plotted all the Poppy books out in one sitting so it would have been something like, ‘Poppy lives at an Aboriginal mission near Echuca’. It sounds boring doesn’t it? Of course you can’t begin a novel like that. Nobody would read past the first page. It is only after a lot of research is done and some rough drafts are complete that I begin to try and make the sentences sing.


    What’s one thing you wish you could do really well but have always been too timid to try?


    Gliding. I would love to have the feeling of being completely free, soaring in the sky with only the wind to carry me. I have tried hang gliding and was really scared when I had to jump off the cliff. But I didn’t go very far and I was with a friend. I think gliding would be different. I could be up in the clouds for hours.


    Gabi, do you have one piece of advice for OAGs everywhere?


    If you want to be really good at something you need to practise. Talent is only a small part of it. If you have a passion, then practise that passion every day.

  


  
    5 QUESTIONS FOR SHERRYL CLARK, AUTHOR OF THE ROSE BOOKS


    How are you and Rose similar, and how are you different?


    I think Rose and I are alike in that we both like to think things through and make a decision, rather than putting it off. I suspect Rose is braver than me, and she is definitely better at sport than me. We both love reading, though.


    If Rose were around today, what would she do on Saturday mornings?


    She’d be playing cricket in the summer! In the winter, I think she would be eating a large breakfast and looking forward to going to the footy.


    When you sat down to start the OAG books, what was the first sentence you wrote?


    I can’t remember! It’s lost in the drafting somewhere, but I am pretty sure it was Rose wondering what she would get for her birthday.


    Sherryl, what’s one thing you wish you could do really well but have always been too timid to try?


    I wish I could play a musical instrument, maybe the piano. I know Rose hates her piano lessons but that’s because the teacher is horrible.


    Do you have one piece of advice for OAGs everywhere?


    Be brave, stand up for what you know is right, follow your dreams.

  


  
    5 QUESTIONS FOR SOFIE LAGUNA, AUTHOR OF THE GRACE BOOKS


    How are you and Grace similar, and how are you different?


    Just like Grace, I loved horses when I was a girl. I have always found them so mysterious and beautiful and graceful. Horses remind Grace that the world is a good and magical place full of possibility and adventure. Maybe horses reminded me of the same thing when I was growing up. I am different to Grace too, though. I am outgoing, I have always loved to laugh and share things with my friends. I am confident in ways that Grace isn’t; I love to put on plays and perform and pretend to be other characters. Grace doesn’t get a chance to discover that side of her personality until she meets Hannah.


    Sofie, if Grace were around today, what would she do on Saturday mornings?


    Go to a horse-riding lesson with her best friend! And Grace would love picnics – where she can look at the trees and the water and the sky and feel free. Freedom is very important to Grace, as is family. I would hope that if Grace were around today she would find herself in a loving family with brothers and sisters to share her life with.


    When you sat down to start the OAG books, what was the first sentence you wrote?


    I better get back to the shore before the tide comes in or I’ll be drowned like poor Annie.


    What’s one thing you wish you could do really well but have always been too timid to try?


    Surfing. I am scared of the waves and of sharks and of being that out of control. But I envy the surfers riding the waves, being away from the streets and buildings and shops and feeling peaceful, feeling brave, feeling powerful and close to nature.


    Do you have one piece of advice for OAGs everywhere, Sofie?


    Advice? Find creative ways to express anything that feels difficult or scary. Write, draw, make things, perform, play music. Being creative can change the hardest things into wonderful things.

  


  
    5 QUESTIONS FOR SALLY RIPPIN, AUTHOR OF THE LINA BOOKS


    Sally, how are you and Lina similar, and how are you different?


    Lina and I are similar in that we both love books and longed to be writers from a very young age. I loved writing stories in English and at Lina’s age, I had a teacher who would often read my work out in class. Also, like Lina, I had a father who was hoping I would go on to university to study to be a doctor or a lawyer, but instead I went to China to study traditional Chinese painting. He was disappointed for a while, but my father is proud of what I do now.


    If Lina were around today, what would she do on Saturday mornings?


    She’d probably lie in bed til midday and read!


    When you sat down to start the OAG books, what was the first sentence you wrote?


    Before I began writing the first book, I planned out what was going to happen in the four books in a detailed synopsis. The first paragraph was: ‘Carmelina (Lina) was born in Melbourne of an Italian migrant family. She has two bossy older brothers and one younger brother who she complains about having to look after but secretly adores. The only advantage of being the only daughter in the family is that she doesn’t have to share a room with her brothers, but she does have to share a room with Nonna who is hardy and fierce and doesn’t think twice about giving a wayward child a slap to keep them in line.’


    The first line I wrote for Book One made it into the final version: “Lina woke to the sound of the rooster crowing in the back yard.”


    What’s one thing you wish you could do really well but have always been too timid to try?


    Sing on stage with a band. In another life I would have loved to be a musician.


    Do you have one piece of advice for OAGs everywhere?


    I love this Oscar Wilde quote: ‘Be yourself, everyone else is taken’. I think it’s a perfect piece of advice for an OAG.
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