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    Marly has felt lonely ever since she started at Sunshine Primary School. Being a refugee from Vietnam hasn’t made it easy for her to fit in. For a start, her parents don’t have enough money to be able to buy her all the cool new toys that her classmates have, and the other kids still make fun of her sometimes, just for being different. It was easier when her cousins, Rosie and Jackie, were at the same school. But now they’ve moved to a school closer to their new home, and so Marly is alone once more. What can Marly do to change things?
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    ‘ROSIE!’ Marly called to her cousin as she stuck her head into the garage. ‘Jackie and I are pirates, and we need you to be the lady with treasures that we rob. We’ve made a boat out of the old cardboard fridge box Dad was going to chuck out. Come see!’


    ‘I can’t, Marly,’ said Rosie, picking up a shirt from the big pile next to her. ‘I’m working.’


    ‘What do you mean, you’re working? You’re twelve! You don’t have to work.’ Marly walked inside, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. The garage was not used for their car, but for Marly’s mum’s sewing business. Her mum and aunty sat at their sewing machines on trestle tables, sewing shirt after shirt under the dim strip light. Rosie stood by the door, busily ironing.


    ‘She’s helping us iron the shirts,’ said Marly’s mum from the far corner. ‘Unlike you, always mucking about all the time. And she’s earning money.’


    Marly swung round to face her mum. ‘What?’ Earning her own money was something Marly was definitely interested in.


    ‘That’s right. For every shirt she irons, she gets paid fifty cents,’ Marly’s mum continued.


    ‘Ten shirts, five dollars,’ smiled Rosie.


    Marly watched Rosie run the iron across a shirt sleeve. It doesn’t look that difficult, Marly thought. I could do that!


    ‘I want to iron shirts, too!’ Marly said. ‘How come you never let me do stuff like that?’


    ‘Because you’re too easily distracted, that’s why,’ her mum scolded. ‘Do you think we’d let you hold a hot iron to a shirt that your aunty and I have spent three hours making?’


    ‘No fair!’ protested Marly. ‘You never let me do anything.’


    Marly slouched against the wall. She felt so annoyed! Annoyed at her mum for letting Rosie do something and not her. And annoyed at Rosie for being so smug and grown-up. Her slouch seemed to work, as Aunty Tam suggested that they let her iron the interfacing onto the shirt collars.


    ‘Those are pretty easy to do,’ said Aunty Tam.


    Marly stood up straight, willing her mum to say yes so she could earn some money of her own. But Marly’s mother was still sceptical. ‘What if she burns one?’


    ‘Far better than sewing a whole new shirt,’ said Aunty Tam. ‘It’s just a collar.’


    ‘So, how much do I get paid for each collar?’ Marly asked quickly, before they could change their minds.


    ‘Aiyoh,’ her mum yelled. ‘Consider yourself lucky we’re giving you this experience! Will you listen to her – talking about making a buck already, and not even grown up yet!’


    Aunty Tam just laughed. ‘Come on, if we’re going to pay Rosie, we’d better pay Marly as well. I like this enterprising girl. And besides, we need all the help we can get, with you feeling so tired all the time now.’


    Marly looked at her mum. It was true, she realised. Her mother did seem to be tired – and grumpy – these days. Sometimes, she would even take a little nap in the middle of work, which wasn’t like her at all.


    ‘Fine then,’ sighed Marly’s mother. ‘We’ll pay you ten cents a collar. And don’t you dare complain! Your cousin’s ironing is much more difficult than yours. All you have to do is run a hot iron on this strip of interfacing so that it sticks to the inside of the shirt collar.’


    ‘Hooray!’ shouted Marly. She picked up a shirt collar from a cardboard box on the floor. She couldn’t wait to begin.


    ‘Just have some patience, will you?’ scolded her mum, ‘At least wait until Rosie’s finished with the iron!’


    ‘Okay.’ Marly dropped the collar and moonwalked backwards out of the garage. Moonwalking was a new dance move Marly had been practising, from watching Michael Jackson perform on Countdown. Marly loved Michael Jackson. She loved how he wore only one glove with sequins on it, glitter socks and a black hat – the sort of person who didn’t care what anyone thought. And she loved that he didn’t seem able to stop moving. Just like her.


    ‘Look at her,’ Marly heard her mum mutter to her aunt. ‘Always dancing about like a monkey, and acting like a boy. She’s not like your Rosie. My Marly can’t even sit still for half an hour.’


    ‘She just has a lot of energy, that’s all,’ said Aunty Tam.


    Marly sighed. Her mum was always telling her off for fidgeting and not sitting still. I’ll show them, she decided. I’ll show them that I can do just as good a job as Rosie, if not better!
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    I’ve got a job,’ Marly told her classmates the next day at school as they hung their backpacks on the bag hooks before class.


    ‘Oh yeah?’ said Kane. ‘Doing what?’ Kane was the class busybody. He liked getting involved in other people’s business.


    ‘I iron collars for my mum.’


    ‘That’s just housework for your mum,’ said Kane in a mean voice. ‘That’s not a real job.’


    Marly felt proud that she was earning her own cash, rather than being given pocket money like the other kids were. She felt cross with that idiot Kane for trying to ruin it for her.


    ‘No, Kane, you der-brain. The sort of shirts you buy in the shops. My mum makes them. And I get ten cents for every collar I iron.’ She noticed that everyone had stopped what they were doing to listen to them.


    ‘Then you’re stupid. That’s not even worth it,’ said Kane.


    ‘Do the maths, Kane, you moron. I can iron one hundred collars over the weekend, easy.’ Marly watched as her classmates worked it out.


    ‘Woah,’ breathed Kane. ‘That’s ten dollars. What are you going to do with that much money?’


    Marly knew exactly what she was going to do. She was going to get as many packs of Donkey Kong cards as her money could buy. These were no ordinary cards, like those lame swap cards of puppies and fluffy kittens that girls would trade in the playground. No, these cards were like a miniature version of the Donkey Kong video game.


    Marly had never actually played Donkey Kong, but she’d seen the older kids crowded around the amusement arcades playing it. Her classmates were obsessed with the cards, which had a maze of ladders and ramps printed on them, with silver scratch-off dots. Scratch off the wrong dots, and it was Game Over. But scratch off the right dots, and you would help Mario climb through the maze to rescue his girlfriend from the love-struck gorilla, Donkey Kong.


    At recess and lunchtime, Marly’s classmates challenged each other to Donkey Kong duels, scratching away at their cards with their fingernails. The winner won the stick of pink bubblegum that came in the card pack. Once a card was played, it was no use anymore, and the scratched cards were dropped all over the schoolyard. That’s when the sticker cards would come out for trading. There were three in each pack, and Marly couldn’t wait to have her own set to swap.


    Ever since her cousins had left the school last term, Marly had felt very lonely. What Marly wanted, more than anything, was to be included in something that the other kids were into. And right now, that was helping Mario rescue his girlfriend from a crazed gorilla.


    ‘I’m going to get the whole set of Donkey Kong sticker cards,’ Marly announced. She wanted to make sure at least some of the kids brought their cards to school on Monday, so she could swap with them if she got doubles, and duel with them if they still had new scratch cards.


    Marly knew her parents would never get her the cards. Her mum said they were a waste of money. ‘Ask your cousin to make you the monkey business cards,’ Marly’s mother had suggested. ‘She’s good at drawing.’ Her mum would not let Marly buy anything that they could make, and cousin Rosie was great at making everything.


    Marly scowled, remembering how annoying her parents could be – they just didn’t get it! But the thought of having her own money to spend on anything she liked was exciting – more exciting even than playing pirates with Jackie.
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    THIS is a breeze, thought Marly as she started ironing collar number three in the cramped garage. She was missing Saturday morning TV, but it would be worth it on Monday when she went to school with her packs of Donkey Kong cards. She had a stack of exactly ninety seven more collars to her left, next to a big box of interfacing – a thin material made of plastic. When it was heated up by the iron, the interfacing stuck to the insides of the collars. It was what made them stiff.


    Her mum and aunty were both working on their sewing machines, and every so often Marly’s mum would shoot her head up to check on Marly. This got on Marly’s nerves, because she knew they didn’t watch Rosie so carefully.


    There was only one iron in the garage, so while Marly ironed, Rosie had to go back inside the house and clean. Marly felt a little bad about that, but she wanted to prove she could do just as good a job as Rosie, and she wanted to earn her ten dollars as quickly as possible.


    When she was happy the interfacing was properly stuck, Marly put the ironed collars in a cardboard box to her right, ready for her mum and aunty to sew on the shirts. She hummed Michael Jackson’s ‘Beat It’ as the pile built up. Before she knew it, she was almost finished. Marly started to rush through the last collars, but stopped herself and finished them as carefully as she’d done the rest. It would be terrible if she burned one so close to the end.


    As she placed her last collar in the box, Marly jumped and punched the hot air of the garage. ‘Woohoo!’ she hollered. ‘They’re done! Done I tell you! Done!’


    ‘Stop that right now!’ shouted Marly’s mum. ‘And turn off the iron first!’


    Marly scowled, pulling the iron’s plug from the wall. But she knew she had done a good job. She had not burned a single collar. Even Aunty Tam had commented, ‘Oh my. You see, Diep, your daughter can work. See how fast she is?’


    Marly flashed a grin at her aunt before turning to her mum. ‘Can we go to the milk bar now? Can we? Can we?’ she begged. She was already imagining leaving the milk bar with arms full of Donkey Kong cards.


    Marly’s mum sighed. ‘I’m almost done,’ she said. ‘Can’t you wait half an hour more?’


    ‘Half an hour?’ Marly already felt like she’d been waiting forever to get her cards. And what if the shop was closed by then? She’d have to wait until Monday for it to open again.


    ‘Don’t worry, it’ll still be open,’ Marly’s mum promised, as if reading her mind. ‘I’m a lot slower these days,’ she grumbled. ‘I just don’t have the energy I used to.’


    ‘Are you sick, Mum?’ Marly asked, suddenly worried. She looked at her mum carefully. She did look more tired than usual, and her hands were a little shaky.


    ‘Oh, no! No, nothing to fret over,’ her mum insisted.


    Marly smiled, relieved that her mum wasn’t sick, and hoping to get her out the garage and to the shop quick!


    ‘Look, see, if you can wait half an hour, I’ll even take you to Kmart,’ her mum promised.


    ‘But Mu-um, the cards are at the milk bar,’ whined Marly. ‘Why would I want to go to Kmart?’


    ‘It’s a big store. You might find more types of cards there, and they will probably be cheaper than at the milk bar, too.’


    Marly hadn’t thought about this before. Now, going to Kmart seemed like an even better idea. And it made the wait a little easier.


    Aunty Tam soon left with Rosie, but Marly stood guard over her mum in the garage.


    ‘What are you doing just standing there in this stuffy room?’ Marly’s mum asked her. ‘Go outside where it’s cooler.’ But Marly made sure to stay where she was, to make sure her mum didn’t start working on some cuffs after the buttonholes.


    After what seemed like an eternity, Marly’s mum got up from her sewing machine and slowly walked inside the house. Marly followed her as she picked up the car keys and made her way to the car. Marly jumped into the front passenger seat. At last! she thought.


    When they finally reached the store, her mother led her away from the stationery section, where Marly thought the cards might be, and took her to the accessories department instead.


    ‘But Mum,’ Marly complained. ‘This is the wrong area.’


    Her mother pointed to the umbrellas. ‘Pick one,’ she said. ‘You need one for the wet weather ahead.’ Hoping to hurry her mum up so that she could go find the cards, Marly just pointed to the first one she saw – a black umbrella with small white Snoopy dogs printed all over it.


    ‘No,’ said Marly’s mum. ‘That one’s flimsy and not big enough. What about this one?’ She held out a yellow umbrella.


    ‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Marly, trying to peer around the shelves. ‘Now can we go and find the cards?’


    Marly’s mum seemed to ignore her question. She started opening and closing the stupid umbrella, inspecting the hinges and pulling on the waterproof fabric. ‘These Melbourne autumns can be very rainy,’ she said. ‘If you come home wet, you’ll get sick.’


    Marly rolled her eyes. She didn’t care about rain. ‘Come on, Mum, we have to look for the cards!’


    A woman’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker: ‘This store will be closing in fifteen minutes. We hope you have enjoyed shopping at Kmart.’


    This was driving Marly crazy! They only had fifteen minutes, and her mum was walking so slowly! Marly led her mum to the toy section, but the cards weren’t there. Next they tried the stationery section, but had no luck there either. Another announcement sounded over the loudspeaker for all customers to go to the cash registers.


    ‘Come on, Mum. We have to try the lolly section,’ Marly said, but her mum just sighed.


    ‘Stop being so impatient. The store is closing. We can come back another time.’


    That was a lie, Marly knew. ‘No we can’t!’ she protested.


    ‘I’ve had enough of you, Marly!’ her mother said. ‘You’re obsessed with those cards! Besides, they’re for boys, aren’t they? Why can’t you act like a proper young lady for once? Here!’ Marly’s mum thrust the latest Kmart catalogue at her, which was just by the cash register. ‘Make your own cards. Cut out pictures from this and stick them on cardboard.”


    Lame! thought Marly angrily. So lame.


    Marly bit her tongue and glared at her mum while she paid for the umbrella and some face washers that were on special. Marly followed her mum out of the shop, and dragged her feet across the car park. She needed those cards so that the kids at school would talk to her. Her mum just didn’t get it.


    When they were close to home, Marly asked, ‘Now can you drop me off at the milk bar with my ten dollars, so I can get the cards?’


    ‘What ten dollars?’ asked her mother. ‘You spent it on the umbrella.’


    ‘What?’ Marly exclaimed in horror.


    ‘That was what you picked from Kmart.’


    Marly stared at her mum. ‘No I didn’t!’ How could her mother have tricked her like that? It was so unfair! Marly ground her teeth together and sat in a furious silence the rest of the way home. She had spent all weekend working, missing both the Friday-night movie (The Muppet Movie) and the Saturday-morning cartoons, only to come home with a crappy umbrella!


    Her mum parked their old Datsun car in the driveway, and Marly stormed into the house. She found her dad reading the paper in the lounge. He must have finished his shift at the factory early.


    ‘Did you have fun on your little outing?’ he asked.


    ‘Look what Mum made me buy!’ Marly exploded, shoving the horrible object forward, hoping he’d talk some sense into her mum and let her have her earnings back.


    ‘Oh! An umbrella. Very useful,’ replied her father. ‘A nice big one, too. Money well spent, I’d say.’


    Then Marly noticed something that made her even angrier – her dad was winking at her mum! How dare they gang up on her like this?


    She felt cheated. She felt robbed. She was never, ever, ever going to work for her parents again.
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    Lame, thought Marly as she sprawled across the sofa on Monday morning, watching an Astro Boy cartoon before school.


    ‘Come on, Marly, get a move on,’ her mum yelled from the kitchen. Through the doorway, Marly watched her mum unzip her schoolbag and shove in her sandwich and Prima. But Marly didn’t move. She hadn’t forgiven her mum for the trick she’d pulled with the umbrella, which she saw was now sticking out the top of her schoolbag.


    Marly’s mum walked in front of the television and switched it off. ‘Marly! School!’ she snapped.


    Marly lurched from the sofa and followed her mum out of the house. ‘I’m so tired from working all weekend,’ Marly complained as they walked up the road to school. ‘I ironed a hundred collars and didn’t even get paid.’


    ‘Of course you got paid,’ said Marly’s mother, losing her patience. ‘You got paid very well. Also, I worked all weekend. You only worked Saturday morning. From what I remember, yesterday you were mucking about in the backyard, digging up insects.’


    Marly just heaved a big sigh and continued walking. They reached the school gate just as it started to rain. Marly could see a bunch of kids already there, waiting to see the kid who had made ten bucks over the weekend, and find out how many packets of Donkey Kong cards ten bucks could buy. If only, thought Marly.


    When her mother left, she walked towards the kids and they cheered. ‘Woohoo, Marly! So did you do it? Did you earn ten bucks?’


    ‘Yeah,’ muttered Marly. ‘I did it.’


    Marly tried to walk into the school building, but the other kids stopped her. ‘Come on,’ they urged. ‘We all brought along our cards! We wanna see yours! We wanna do some swaps.’


    ‘I don’t have them here,’ Marly replied. She wished they would all stop bugging her. She was feeling rubbish enough as it was and just wanted to forget all about it.


    ‘What?’ Kane sneered. ‘Ha! I knew it. I knew she was lying. She’d never make ten dollars in two days.’


    ‘I did too, Kane, you moron!’ shouted Marly. She hated being called a liar. After all, it was her mum who had lied, not her. ‘I worked all Saturday! I ironed a hundred collars, and I got paid ten bucks.’


    ‘Then show us your cards,’ Kimberly shouted back at her. ‘How come you don’t have them with you?’


    ‘We didn’t go to the milk bar,’ muttered Marly. She looked at all the faces waiting for an explanation. What the hell, she thought, I may as well tell them the truth, otherwise they’re just going to keep pestering me. ‘Mum made us go to Kmart instead,’ she cried angrily, ‘and she made me spend my ten dollars on this!’ Marly held out her umbrella for all to see – her bright yellow, sensible, boring, ugly men’s umbrella, which she hated more than anything else in the world.


    ‘An umbrella?’ laughed Tiffany. ‘Are you for real?’


    Marly wished she could whack Tiffany one with the umbrella. She felt fed up and cheated and embarrassed. Worst of all, she knew that if the other kids didn’t stop hounding her, she was going to cry. She felt a lump rise in her throat, and wet prickles of water behind her eyes waiting to leak. In fact, she wished she could whack all the gawking kids standing around her.


    Instead, she pushed open her umbrella and thrust it forward like a shield. She ran into school, heading straight for the loos – she didn’t want to be a sook in front of these idiots.

  


  
    [image: ]


    AS the school day dragged on, Marly did  her best to ignore the mean kids like Kane, who flicked scratched Donkey Kong cards in front of her face, and teased her with sneery comments.


    At lunchtime, Marly sat on the green bench near the school field, eating the pork floss sandwich her mum had made her. She missed her cousins, who had left the school last term to go to one close to their new home. They hadn’t cared about what the other kids thought of them. And when she was with them, Marly hadn’t cared either. She wished she didn’t care so much today. She tried not to let it get to her, but she hated the idea of the other kids laughing at her, or, worse, thinking she was a liar.


    Marly didn’t like how she drifted in and out of different groups from week to week, and how being accepted in a group depended on whether she had the latest toys. Her cousins had included her because she was fun!


    Marly always carried some rolled up elastic in her pocket – a present from Rosie – just in case anyone felt like a game. But no one ever did, because the whole school was now into Donkey Kong. Marly hoped that this fad would fade away soon, just like yoyos and Masters of the Universe toys had. She was fed up with always watching others play with new stuff and being left out. Sometimes, she was able to convince kids to give their old stuff to her instead of the bin. But no one wanted to play the old games with her.


    Marly was lost in her thoughts when a ‘Hey there!’ made her look up. A tall girl stood in front of her. She had curly, dark brown hair, and skin the colour of a chocolate Big M.


    ‘Hi,’ said Marly, surprised and a little bit suspicious, in case this was another kid coming to tease her.


    ‘I’m Yousra,’ declared the girl.


    ‘I’m Marly.’


    ‘I know,’ Yousra laughed. ‘I heard about you.’


    Great, thought Marly. She knows I’m the idiot kid whose mum made her buy an umbrella with the ten bucks she earned.


    ‘I’m new this year, and I’m in Mrs Smiley’s class,’ Yousra told her. Mrs Smiley was the Grade Five teacher, which meant that Yousra was a whole grade above Marly. Marly didn’t know what this older girl wanted, and wished she’d go away and leave her alone.


    ‘Let’s have a look at your umbrella, then.’


    If this girl was trying to make fun of her, Marly wouldn’t let her. As if she’d be stupid enough to carry the umbrella around at lunchtime like a sissy! ‘It’s hanging on the rack next to my bag in the corridor,’ said Marly. ‘You can go and have a look at it if you want.’


    Yousra stayed where she was. Marly had to crane her neck to look up at her.


    ‘Wanna hear a funny story?’ asked Yousra.


    Not really, Marly thought. She didn’t like the teasing tone in this older girl’s voice.


    Yousra didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I made thirteen dollars at my job by working all day last Saturday.’


    Show off, thought Marly.


    ‘I was hoping to get some Fimo. We used that stuff in art last year and I made a ring. It was really cool ’cause I’m really good at art. Mrs Stubinger said that it should be in a gallery, it was that good.’


    She really is a huge show-off, thought Marly. She remembered using Fimo in art, too. It was a sort of modelling clay that you put in an oven to set.


    ‘I really, really wanted some Fimo because I knew I could make grouse things,’ Yousra continued. ‘But when I took the money home to my parents, they only let me keep fifty cents!’ Yousra’s eyes widened. ‘You can’t even get half a packet of Fimo with that. So I was smart about it. I asked them for ten cents more.’


    Marly began to find this story interesting.


    ‘So my mum gave me the extra ten cents,’ said Yousra. ‘And I bought three packets of Hubba Bubba bubblegum. Grape, Original and Strawberry flavours. Three different colours. I chewed up the bubble gum until it lost its flavour  . . .’


    Marly stopped listening. What a pointless story, she thought. No wonder this girl doesn’t have any friends her own age. She talks on and on without giving the other person a chance to say anything!


    ‘Hey! Are you listening to me?’ Yousra demanded. ‘I know that Hubba Bubba goes really, really hard if you leave it in the sun. Have you ever felt underneath some of our tables at school? Anyway, I figured that I could make my own Fimo with the bubblegum  . . .’


    Blah blah blah, thought Marly, as she nodded her head, pretending to listen to Yousra carry on.


    ‘. . . and I made little animals with it. I left them on the windowsill so they would get hard.’


    Marly wondered where all this was leading. She felt her eyes glaze over with boredom.


    ‘But when I came home from school, my purple elephant was missing!’ Yousra cried. ‘Then my mum came into the room and, for no reason, smacked me on the bum!’


    ‘What?’ asked Marly, jolting to attention at the mention of being smacked.


    ‘All because my stupid three-year-old brother Awi had got to the elephant and nearly swallowed it. “I had to force him to spit it out,” my mum said. “He could have choked!”’


    ‘Oh no,’ said Marly.


    ‘But you know what the worst part was? My mum chucked out the rest of my bubblegum! All three packs!’ Yousra sighed as she sat down on the bench next to Marly, shoulders slumped. ‘I guess that wasn’t such a funny story after all,’ she said. ‘But I had to tell someone.’


    Marly suddenly felt much better about the umbrella. At last, another girl had a mum like hers! ‘Mums, they can do mean things,’ Marly said.


    Yousra looked over at Marly’s lunch. ‘Hey, what’s that in your sandwich? It looks like sawdust.’


    ‘It’s pork floss.’


    ‘What the hell is that?’


    ‘Pork fried for hours and hours in a pan so it becomes like fairy floss,’ Marly explained.


    ‘Ooh. Can I have some?’


    ‘Um, sure.’ Marly pulled off a piece of her sandwich and gave it to Yousra. She watched Yousra eat it and waited for her to wrinkle her nose and spit it out, like the other kids would have done – well, if they’d even dared to try it. But Yousra did neither of those things.


    ‘Hey, this is good,’ she said.


    Marly smiled and started to relax. When they finished eating, Marly thought about taking the elastic out of her pocket. She worried Yousra might think it was daggy, but there was still half an hour of lunchtime to go and she missed having someone to play with. ‘I’ve got an elastic,’ Marly said shyly, showing Yousra.


    ‘Cool!’ Yousra said. ‘I’m really good at elastics. I can show you a few tricks.’


    Marly discovered that Yousra was fun and fearless, and didn’t care what other kids said or thought. They started hanging out together, and Marly began to enjoy lunchtimes and recess, because she was able to be herself again.
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    ‘AWW no! No, don’t do that!’ Yousra yelled.  ‘Don’t scratch that circle, that’s not where the birthday cake is hiding! Do you want fifty extra points or not? Then scratch that other one to the left. Believe me, I know, I watched Rory play the exact same card just the other day!’


    Marly watched Yousra lean over Kane and Kimberly as they duelled with their scratch cards.


    ‘Bugger off, you abo!’ Kane shouted.


    Marly looked at Yousra, wondering what her friend would do. She knew that ‘abo’ was a bad word for an aboriginal person. Marly hadn’t realised that Yousra might be aboriginal. But then again, Kane had often called Marly a Jap, and she wasn’t Japanese, so that idiot had no idea what he was talking about.


    ‘Oi! My family’s from Egypt,’ Yousra declared.


    Egypt! thought Marly. Until now, she hadn’t realised that she had a friend from the land of Pharoahs. She could see Yousra was ready for a fight, and so she pulled her away from Kane and Kimberly, leaving them to bicker over their cards. But Marly was surprised and proud that her friend had stood up to the bullies. When Marly had been teased, she’d just walked away and tried to ignore them.


    ‘Like, pyramids and mummies and stuff? That Egypt?’ Marly asked Yousra.


    ‘Yeah.’ Yousra held her chin high and proud.


    ‘But you don’t look Egyptian,’ Marly replied.


    ‘Oh yeah? What’s an Egyptian supposed to look like?’


    ‘Umm  . . . I don’t know,’ admitted Marly, not wanting to confess that all she knew of Egypt was from pictures she’d seen in books: flat paintings on walls of tombs that showed brown people with heavy eye make-up and lots of gold jewellery.


    But before Marly had a chance to reply, a large woman wearing a long brown robe and black headscarf walked through the school’s front gate. Everyone in the playground stopped what they were doing and stared. Some of the kids snickered. Marly heard Yousra groan next to her as the woman walked over to where they were standing. ‘Oh, Mum,’ sighed Yousra.


    The woman was not how Marly thought an Egyptian mum would look. Marly had imagined a Cleopatra fringe, pleated white dress and sandals.


    Yousra’s mum was carrying a tin bowl. Inside it was rice, macaroni and beans. She said something that Marly didn’t understand, while handing Yousra a spoon, and Yousra replied in the same language. It sounded like Yousra and her mum were telling each other off in quiet hisses. Yousra’s mum turned to leave, and Yousra explained, ‘My mum only speaks Arabic.’


    As Yousra’s mum walked out the gate, some of the kids sniggered and hissed after her.


    Yousra sat down on a bench and quietly ate her lunch. Marly could tell that Yousra was really embarrassed by what had just happened. She’d never seen her friend care about what the other kids thought before, but she could see that they were getting to her now.


    Yousra turned to Marly. ‘I wish my mum would stop bringing me lunch. How hard is it to pack a sandwich?’


    Marly felt sorry for Yousra. She knew what it was like to have annoying parents, but at least hers had never brought her a cooked lunch to school.


    ‘Pwoah!’ said Kane and some other kids as they came over to have a look at Yousra’s lunch. ‘It smells gross. Something must have crawled in your bowl and died.’


    ‘Shut up, Kane, it’s just the garlic sauce,’ replied Yousra.


    ‘I think it smells quite tasty,’ said Marly. She liked garlic – her mum used lots of it in cooking.


    To make her friend feel better, Marly told Yousra about the time her cousins brought her Coco Pops for lunch. Yousra laughed her usual loud chuckle that sounded like a firecracker going off. Marly was pleased to see that she was back to her usual happy self. It’s good to share embarrassments, she thought.
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    Two weeks later, after Yousra’s mum had brought her lunch in again, Marly confessed to Yousra that her real name was Marlin.


    ‘That’s a great name,’ said Yousra. ‘Why are you so embarrassed by it?’


    ‘It’s not a girl’s name.’


    ‘Yes it is.’


    ‘No, it’s not,’ Marly insisted. ‘Before I came to Australia, I was called MyLinh. When we got here, I heard a band on the radio called the Jackson Five. They were the best thing I had ever heard. Their music made me want to get up and dance like crazy. One of the singers was named Marlin. I thought that she must have been the lead singer because she was the girl. Turns out, none of the band are girls. One of them just sounded like a girl because he had a high voice. They were five brothers, and one of the brothers was named Marlon, with an ‘o’. So I’d got the name wrong in the first place. But anyway, I named myself after a member of the Jackson Five.’


    ‘Ha!’ laughed Yousra. ‘So funny.’


    ‘But you know what? The lead singer, the one who sounded so much like a girl, do you know who he is?’


    ‘Who?’ asked Yousra.


    ‘Michael Jackson. He was, like, only about twelve then.’


    ‘No way!’ Everybody had heard of the singer Michael Jackson. Thriller was the biggest-selling album of all time – everyone knew that. ‘That’s so cool!’


    Marly smiled. She was glad that Yousra thought Michael Jackson was cool too. ‘Hey Yousra, I want to show you something.’


    Marly had been practising for a while, and she knew the whole routine for Michael Jackson’s song, ‘Billie Jean’. Pulling her socks up high, she showed off a few dance moves. She made her arms into robot arms, bending them at the elbow and moving her hands up and down. She leapt and twirled across the asphalt, bobbing her head forwards and backwards.


    ‘Woohoo!’ cried Yousra. ‘Man, you rock. I can’t believe you can dance like a machine. You’ve really got to show everyone else. Oi, youse!’ hollered Yousra to some kids in the schoolyard. ‘You guys got to see thi  . . .’


    ‘No!’ shouted Marly. ‘No, Yousra. I’m not showing it to them!’


    Marly was touched that her friend was so proud of her. Her family just laughed at her, or told her to stop messing about. She didn’t dare imagine what the other kids in school would say if they saw her dancing! They would make fun of her forever, she bet.


    Yousra looked surprised. ‘But you’re so good at it.’


    ‘I was only showing you,’ said Marly, ‘because you’re my best friend.’ The moment Marly said the words, she knew that they were true.


    ‘Aww, thanks Marly,’ said Yousra. Then, when four little kids from Grade Three gathered around them to see what the fuss was about, Yousra said to them, ‘Get lost. Nothing to see here.’


    Marly knew then that she had finally found a loyal friend at this school. She got the feeling Yousra felt the same way – why else would a Grade Five girl want to hang around with someone a year younger? That made Marly feel terrific.

  


  
    [image: ]


    ‘SO what is your job anyway?’ Marly asked Yousra as she chewed on a Redskin in the canteen. Once a week, Yousra came to school with forty cents and treated them both to sweets. Marly knew that Yousra earned this money from her job, and she wanted to find out how she earned it, and to be part of the action.


    ‘It’s a secret,’ smiled Yousra. ‘I can’t tell you.’


    ‘That’s not fair!’ cried Marly. ‘I told you all about my awful job ironing collars. Do you work at home with your mum?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Do you work for a relative?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Do you work in a factory?’


    ‘Are you kidding? I’m eleven years old. How would I get a job in a factory?’


    ‘Do you work in a shop, then?’ Marly was getting frustrated.


    ‘Sort of  . . . Hey, do you want to hear something my brother Awi did? This is really funny, all right?’


    Marly knew Yousra was just trying to change the subject with a story about how her baby brother had peed in an empty shampoo bottle, left it on the side of the bathtub as a joke, but ended up with it on his head when his mum washed his hair.


    ‘Hah! He had meant to get me, but he got a taste of his own medicine!’ Yousra chuckled away, and didn’t seem to notice that Marly wasn’t enjoying the joke as much as she was.


    Every day, Marly would bug Yousra about her job. But every day, Yousra just smiled and changed the subject. The more Yousra kept her job a secret, the more irritated Marly felt. They were supposed to be best friends! Well, thought Marly, if she won’t tell me and doesn’t trust me, I’ll just have to find out for myself.
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    ‘Mum, can I stay behind today after school to play on the play equipment?’ Marly asked, when her mum walked her to school that morning. The school was only a ten-minute walk from their house, and so Marly was sometimes allowed to stay back to play, but only if there were other kids around, too.


    But today, Marly was not going to stay behind. She knew she shouldn’t lie to her mother about where she was going, but she had to find out where Yousra worked. Marly was angry that she had to be so sneaky, but this was Yousra’s fault, she told herself. If Yousra wasn’t so sneaky, then Marly wouldn’t have to secretly follow her after school.


    ‘How many kids will be there?’ her mother asked.


    ‘A few,’ Marly lied again. ‘So can you pick me up at half-past four instead of the normal time?’


    Marly watched her mother’s face. She knew what her mother was thinking: an extra hour with Marly out of the house would mean she could get through more shirts.


    ‘Okay, but be waiting for me at the gate by half four, do you hear?’


    ‘Yes, yes,’ said Marly as she ran through the school gates. Her backpack fell from her shoulder as she bumped into Kane, who was scratching away at his latest set of Donkey Kong cards. ‘Oi! Watch it! You almost wrecked my game,’ he shouted.


    Marly looked around the schoolyard and could see Donkey Kong madness in every corner. More than anything, Marly still wanted those packets of Donkey Kong cards and stickers. Sure, it was great having Yousra to hang out with during lunchtimes and recess, but everyone still ignored her during class, and no one ever wanted to partner up with her. Marly longed to fit in, to play the scratch cards and swap the stickers.


    ‘Hey! Marly!’ Yousra called to her and waved from the other side of the yard. Marly waved back, but didn’t go over. Somehow, she didn’t feel so friendly towards Yousra right now. Yousra’s secret job had caused a gap between them.
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    When it was finally home time, Marly rushed out of the big, red-brick schoolhouse to make sure she didn’t miss Yousra. She waited behind the bike shed, and spotted Yousra with her purple backpack heading out the front gate. Marly grabbed her own backpack, slung it over her shoulder, and followed her friend down busy Hampshire Road, making sure that there were a couple of kids with their parents between them. The last thing she needed was for Yousra to see her.


    Marly struggled to keep up as Yousra walked fast on her long legs, past the houses and the big roundabout, towards the shops. She watched Yousra cross the road, past the closed-down Waltons department store, and head to the local Sims supermarket. How on earth did she get a job at the supermarket? Marly wondered, feeling a little jealous.


    She waited for Yousra to enter, but her friend went around the back of the store, to the car park, instead.


    Puzzled, Marly crossed the road and followed Yousra. She hid beside a large ute, and watched Yousra grab a stray trolley on the edge of a parking space. Yousra took it to the ‘Trolley Return’ area, right next to where Marly was hiding. She joined the trolley with the other trolleys by their chain link, and pocketed the twenty-cent coin that popped out from the centre of the handlebar. Then she went to collect another trolley, and another. With each trolley that she returned, she took the 20-cent coin that came out.


    Marly realised that this was how her friend made money. It was such a clever and simple idea, to collect the trolleys that people hadn’t returned to the trolley bays, and keep the 20-cent deposit. Marly wanted to cheer for Yousra, to tell her what a genius she was, but she knew she had to stay hidden.


    Just then, a man in a blue Bonds singlet, carrying two shopping bags, walked towards the ute Marly was hiding behind, so she had to edge away from it. Marly watched him load the bags in the back, get in the driver’s seat and start the engine. The vehicle reversed and drove out of the supermarket. Marly had lost her hiding spot!


    ‘Hey, Marly! What are you doing here?’ exclaimed Yousra.


    Marly couldn’t think quick enough to lie and say that her mother was just shopping. ‘Umm,’ said Marly. ‘Errrr  . . .’


    ‘You followed me here, didn’t you?’ Yousra crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Marly.


    Marly felt terrible. She knew that friends didn’t sneak around behind each other’s backs. Maybe Yousra was right not to trust me, thought Marly, and wondered how she could make Yoursa not be mad at her. She noticed a stray trolley. ‘Hey, Yousra, here’s one!’ Marly walked over to help her friend collect it.


    ‘It’s mine!’ Yousra shouted, and she stood in front of the trolley before Marly could reach it. ‘They’re all mine! Get lost!’


    Marly was shocked. ‘Okay, okay.’ She stepped back. ‘You don’t have to yell at me.’ She looked at Yousra, but Yousra wouldn’t look at her. Her friend had been rude to others when they deserved it, but she had never been so rude to Marly before.


    ‘You followed me here!’ accused Yousra. ‘Just so you could steal my job!’


    ‘No, I wasn’t trying to steal your job, I swear,’ said Marly. ‘I was just cross because you kept it as this great big secret from me. Come on, I tell you everything!’


    Yousra stopped shouting and looked at her. ‘Look, Marly. I have to give most of this money to my family, all right? Do you get it?’


    Marly got it. She got that Yousra, like her, never had the latest toys. She got that Yousra needed the money to help her family out, in the same way that Marly’s mum and aunt needed the help of the whole family when sewing orders were too massive. And she got why Yousra had kept all this a secret from her – because she didn’t want Marly to take her job, just as Marly wouldn’t have liked it if her mum gave a new batch of shirt collars to Rosie to do instead of her. She got it all.


    And so Marly nodded, and said, ‘I think it’s very smart that you figured out a way to make money like this. I wish I’d thought of it. Good on you, Yousra. I’m sorry that I followed you.’


    Marly saw relief sweep over Yousra’s face, and that made her feel a lot better.


    ‘Look, I don’t mind you using my idea,’ said Yousra. ‘Just don’t do it at my supermarket. I know where there’s another Sims supermarket, though. My mum sometimes shops there and they have the same trolley system. You could try getting the coins there?’


    ‘Oh yeah!’ exclaimed Marly. ‘I know that place, it’s on a corner! My mum goes there, too, every time she visits Dr Cheng. But I’m not sure how to get there. My mum always drives us.’


    ‘You can get a bus there from here,’ Yousra said. She pointed back towards the road. ‘Tomorrow, if you wait across the road from school, the 220 bus will take you there and stop outside the supermarket. Here, take this,’ she said as she handed Marly a handful of twenty-cent coins. ‘That should be enough for the bus ticket.’


    ‘Geez, thanks, Yousra. I’ll pay you back, I promise.’


    ‘Don’t worry, that’s what friends are for. But I swear, if you tell anyone else about my job, I’ll punch you. I give this money to my mum, and I don’t want Kane and the rest of them coming around stealing my idea and my money.’


    ‘Don’t worry, Yousra, I won’t tell anyone,’ Marly promised.


    Marly waved to her friend as Yousra rounded up more trolleys, and headed back towards school. She reached the gate just in time, as her mother turned the corner on the other side of the road to come and pick her up. Phew! she thought.


    ‘See, Mum? I told you I’d be waiting here,’ Marly said, wanting to make sure her mum knew that she was responsible. ‘Can I stay behind again tomorrow while you finish off some more sewing?’ She felt bad about lying to her mum again, but knew it was the only way. Her mum wouldn’t even let her walk to school on her own, so there was no way she would let her catch a bus and collect trolleys at the supermarket – even if she was earning money.


    Her mum hesitated only for a little bit. ‘Sure. Why not?’ she said. The fresh air can’t be bad for you. But promise me again, Marly, that you will be waiting at the school gate at half-past four, you hear?’


    ‘I promise,’ said Marly. At least she wasn’t lying about that  . . .
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    THE next day at school, Marly was even more fidgety that usual. She couldn’t wait to get started in her new ‘job’. She had it all planned out. She figured that it would only take fifteen minutes for the bus to get to Sims supermarket. Then she would have half an hour to collect the coins from the trolleys, and then it would take another fifteen minutes to get back. She’d be back at the school gates just in time for her mum to pick her up at half-past four.


    Marly didn’t have a watch, but she knew half an hour was a long time from all the times she’d waited when her mum had said ‘just another half hour’. Marly had never caught a bus by herself before, but it seemed pretty simple from when she’d been on it with her mum – what could go wrong?


    Marly watched the clock all day, and couldn’t believe how slowly time went. When the clock hands finally pointed to half-past three, she was the first out the door and through the school gates. The bus arrived at the stop just as Marly crossed the road.


    Marly stepped onto the bus behind an older kid. ‘Concession Zone 1, three hourly please,’ he said. She watched how many coins he handed over to the driver and made sure she had the right money ready in her hand.


    ‘The same, please,’ Marly said to the driver when the older kid moved to take a seat.


    ‘Rightio young lady,’ said the cheery bus driver. ‘By the way, I haven’t seen you on this bus before.’


    Marly felt her cheeks go red, but she kept her cool. ‘Just going to the supermarket in Footscray to meet my mum,’ she said.


    ‘Great, I will holler when it’s your stop then,’ said the driver, handing her a yellow ticket.


    Marly put the ticket in her dress pocket to keep it safe for the journey home. She found an empty seat near the back of the bus – she didn’t want to have to answer any awkward questions from well-meaning adults. She sat next to the window and looked outside. There was Yousra, smiling and waving at her from the other side of the road. She waved back and felt excited. This was an adventure!


    The bus took much longer than Marly had thought it would. She had forgotten that buses stopped very often to let passengers on and off. As Marly sat on the bus alone, clutching her schoolbag on her lap, she started to feel panicky. The bus inched slowly along the road, and after each stop, Marly worried more and more about being on her own. But then she saw the big bold letters spelling out SIMS SUPERMARKET, and her excitement came back.


    She sprang up from her seat as the bus driver shouted, ‘Young lady! Your stop!’ She thanked the driver, stepped off the bus, and went around the back of the supermarket to check out the car park. It was huge!


    Marly smiled and set to work.


    She grabbed trolley after trolley, returned them to the bay, clicked in the chain link and collected each coin that popped out. Marly couldn’t believe how many people didn’t return their trolleys to the bays. Didn’t they care about getting their twenty cents back?


    She was just connecting three stray trolleys when she got a tap on her shoulder.


    ‘Hey there, little girl.’ A tall, worried-looking lady with hair the colour of Samboy Chips looked down at her. ‘Where’s your mum and dad?’ The woman was holding on to a small, squirming kid who had the same coloured hair, and, with her other hand, she was struggling to control her trolley.


    Marly realised that she needed a convincing story to stop adults from bugging her. ‘My mum is just inside,’ she lied. ‘She forgot to get the milk. She asked me to return this trolley and wait by the car for her.’ Marly pointed out a red car she knew had only recently been parked there by a bent old man.


    ‘Okay. But you wait here for her, and don’t wander off by yourself anywhere,’ the lady said while her little boy almost pulled her arm out of joint, trying to get away.


    Marly smiled her sweetest smile. ‘Hey, can I help you put your groceries away in the car?’ she asked. ‘My mum will still be able to see me.’


    Marly pushed the trolley for the lady over to her car. She loaded the white plastic bags full of food in her boot while the lady strapped the wriggling little boy into his car seat. ‘Don’t worry,’ said Marly. ‘I can return the trolley for you and bring you back the coin.’


    ‘Oh no, just keep the coin,’ said the mother. ‘You deserve it.’


    Marly smiled. She had a new technique that Yousra didn’t have. Yousra had avoided other people at her supermarket, because, Marly figured, she was worried about being kicked out of the car park. But Marly decided she would talk to people and make herself useful.


    It worked! Everyone was so grateful to her that she got to keep all the twenty-cent coins from returning the trolleys for them, instead of only waiting around for abandoned trolleys.


    The next busy mother who Marly helped gave Marly a whole dollar, as well as letting her keep the trolley coin. Marly could not believe her wealth, or how fast it was building up. She was careful about who she approached, because she knew all about how dodgy strangers could push you in the car boot and drive away. She had good street smarts. Mothers with kids, yes. Mysterious strangers, no.


    Marly patted her pocket full of coins. She couldn’t wait to get home and count her earnings – just think of all the Donkey Kong packs I’ll be able to buy! she thought. That’ll show Kane and the others.


    Marly left the car park and crossed the road to the bus stop there. A bus had already stopped to let people on, so she ran to catch it before the driver closed the doors. She pulled her yellow ticket from her pocket and showed it to the driver, and then found a seat close to the front of the bus. This time, the bus did not stop so often. Marly was relieved. She didn’t know the exact time, but she was pretty sure she had spent only half an hour at the supermarket, giving her enough time to get back to school before her mum arrived to pick her up.


    Feeling happy and relieved that she’d pulled it off, Marly looked out the bus window to see where she was, but things didn’t look quite right. The streets were getting narrower, and the houses were packed together more closely. In fact, this did not look at all like Marly’s neighbourhood.


    Marly’s heart started to race. She frantically searched for something that she recognised, but there was nothing.


    Unsure what to do, she left her seat and walked up to the driver. She asked him timidly, ‘Excuse me, is this bus going back to Sunshine?’


    ‘Oh, no!’ said the bus driver. ‘You’ve caught the wrong bus, little girl.’

  


  
    [image: ]


    MARLY felt breathless and her palms were clammy as panic set in and it dawned on her – she was lost! She thought back to when she had got on the bus and realised with dread that she hadn’t checked the number on the front of the bus. She had been so distracted by the sound of the jingling coins in her pocket that she had just hopped on the first bus that arrived.


    The driver spoke again, making her jump. ‘We’re heading towards North Melbourne,’ he said. ‘Your best bet is to get off at North Melbourne station, catch a train into the city, and then hop on the Werribee or Williamstown line back to Sunshine. That would be the quickest route. Where’s your mum?’


    ‘Oh, she’s waiting for me at the bus stop in Sunshine,’ Marly lied. She had no idea where this North Melbourne was, and what was worse, she had no idea what the Williamstown or Werribee lines were. Were they bus stops? Train stops? The driver’s instructions sounded way too complicated to remember.


    Instead of asking him to repeat them, Marly figured that she would just get off at the next stop, cross over to the other side of the road, and catch the bus going back the other way. If the bus she was on came from Sims supermarket, then surely there must be a bus that would take her back that way. Yes, that seemed like the best idea. If she could just get back to Sims supermarket, then she would be able to find her way home from there.


    Marly stood in the aisle of the bus, feeling anxious, until the driver said, ‘This stop is North Melbourne. Your stop.’


    Marly got off the bus and quickly crossed the road to the bus stop there. She had a plan, and she wanted to get going as quickly as possible. But as Marly waited at the bus stop, she didn’t feel too good about her plan. A bald man kept smiling at her in a creepy way, and so she moved closer to an Asian mum and her baby boy, so that the bald man would think they were her family.


    The Asian mum noticed. She asked Marly a question, but Marly didn’t understand what the woman was saying. She did recognise some of the words as Vietnamese, though. Her family had spoken Cantonese when they lived in Vietnam, and so she had only known the odd word of Vietnamese. But right now, she really wished she knew more.


    When the bus arrived, the lady beckoned Marly to get on with her. Marly didn’t know what else to do, so she followed the lady and sat with her on the bus while her baby sat on her lap. His hair stuck up like a toilet-brush, and he kept dropping his elephant rattle. Marly smiled at him and picked it up a couple of times, but spent most of the bus ride staring out the window, desperately searching for something that looked familiar.


    The houses started to get bigger. The fences grew taller. Little towers poked out of rooftops, and big, curtained windows stood proudly looking over well-kept front lawns. None of it was anything like Marly’s neighbourhood of cement houses, overgrown front yards and broken-down cars.


    Marly knew that she’d got on the wrong bus – again – and her heart sank. She glanced at the Vietnamese woman’s wrist and saw a small, elegant gold band with a white face. Marly pointed to the woman’s watch and the woman held it closer for Marly to have a look. Marly could not believe her eyes. Surely the watch must be wrong. The time read quarter-past five. Marly’s heart began to beat faster. She had no idea where she was, and knew her mum must be frantic with worry about her at the school gate. She thought she might cry.


    The Vietnamese woman pulled the bell cord, and stood up while the bus slowed to a stop. Her little boy was now howling and she struggled to make herself heard over his shouts. ‘[image: ]’ the lady said to her.


    Marly shook her head. She had no idea what the woman was saying. She didn’t want to get off the bus with this strange lady and screaming son, and go to a house where she couldn’t understand anything being said.


    The woman got off the bus and shook her head sadly at Marly.


    Marly was very aware that she was now alone. She checked out the other people on the almost-empty bus. There was the creepy bald man, dozing with his cheek resting against the window. There were two women who looked the same age as Marly’s mum, with cloth-covered shopping trolleys, speaking in another language that Marly didn’t recognise. There was a guy with a Mohawk haircut wearing a cut-off denim vest who looked a bit like a criminal Marly once saw in her local paper. He glared at her. Marly quickly looked away.


    This was no longer an adventure. It was turning into something weird and dangerous, and Marly was terrified. Her legs felt weak and shaky, and she just wanted to crawl under the bus seat and hide.


    Marly looked out the window at all the grand houses, and figured that she would be safer walking by herself in this neighbourhood than letting the bus full of random people know that she was completely alone – and lost. She would get off at the next stop.
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    MARLY reached for the bell cord above her head to let the driver know to stop, but realised it was too high. Walking to the front of the bus, she asked the driver to stop. Marly stepped off the bus and found herself on a street of massive houses with big front gardens.


    Marly knew her mum would be worried sick. She imagined her calling her dad at the factory, and them both walking the streets of Sunshine searching for her. She knew they would never think she’d have got on a bus on her own. They probably thought she’d been kidnapped!


    Standing on the corner, playing with the coins in her pocket, Marly thought hard about what would be the best thing to do. She decided to knock on someone’s door and ask if she could use their phone to call her mum. But which house should she approach?


    Looking up and down the street, Marly noticed a Slip ‘N Slide in a front garden across the road. Two houses down was a swing set that looked brand new. She was amazed that they had just been left out in the gardens. If there was a swing set in her neighbourhood, it would most likely be broken. And a brand new Slip ‘N Slide would soon by pinched by someone. Marly definitely felt safer in this quiet, peaceful neighbourhood than on the bus.


    She was still deciding which door to knock on when she noticed a boy and a girl in the front garden of one of the big houses across the road. They were sitting on the red-brick driveway, with their backs leaning against the massive garage door, and they were staring at her.


    The girl waved.


    Marly raised her hand and gave a little wave back. She wondered if their mum would let her use their phone to call home. Only one way to find out, she thought, and crossed the road. The boy was wearing a light blue shirt and dark blue shorts, with his socks pulled up really high. The girl wore a grey-and-blue dress, which had a round, white collar. Two straw hats sat next to their matching schoolbags on the ground. They looked like they’d walked straight out of one of those picture books from the olden days.


    ‘We saw you get off the bus. Are you visiting someone?’ the girl asked.


    Marly wasn’t sure how to reply – she didn’t want to admit that she was lost, so she strode over to where the two were sitting, trying to look as bold as she could, and asked, ‘Is this your house?’


    ‘Yes,’ said the boy. ‘But we’re stuck outside because our mum forgot to give us the keys.’


    His sister gave him a stern look, as if he shouldn’t be telling this sort of thing to a strange girl. Drats! thought Marly. No adults around to let me use the phone! Now I’m really stuck.


    ‘Where’s your mum?’ asked the girl.


    Marly wondered whether she should tell the truth to these kids. They didn’t seem like they could be much help, but they were friendly enough. Besides, telling them sure beat knocking on a stranger’s door.


    ‘I got on the wrong bus,’ Marly finally confessed. ‘I was just going to ask if I could use your phone to call my mum.’


    ‘Sorry,’ said the girl. ‘But we’re both stuck outside too.’


    ‘Do you know what time it is?’ asked Marly.


    The girl looked at her wrist. Marly noticed she had a Snoopy wristwatch. ‘It’s twenty to six,’ she told Marly.


    Marly felt sick. She wondered whether her parents would have contacted the cops by now. If only she could call them and let them know she was okay.


    ‘Where am I?’ she asked.


    ‘This is Parkville,’ replied the girl.


    Marly nodded, but inside she was screaming, ‘Where the heck is Parkville?!’


    Marly realised that she must look worried because the girl softened her tone and said, ‘Don’t worry. Our mum will be home soon, and when she comes back, you can call your parents from our phone. It’s okay. You’re safe here with us. I’m Lauren and my brother is Bryce.’


    Marly felt a little better that an adult would turn up soon. At least she wouldn’t have to hop on another bus, as who knows where that would take her. Lauren patted the spot next to her. Marly dropped her bag on the driveway and sat next to Lauren. All she could do was wait with these kids.


    ‘Hey, are you from the war?’ Lauren asked.


    ‘What?’ Marly didn’t know what this girl was talking about. What war?


    ‘You shouldn’t say “what”, you should say “pardon me” or “excuse me”,’ advised Lauren, but she didn’t say it in a mean way. It was as if she was trying to be helpful, Marly thought.


    ‘Did you come here on a boat?’


    ‘Whaa… I mean, pardon me?’ Marly didn’t want to be rude, but this was the strangest conversation she’d ever had.


    ‘Did you come here on a boat?’ repeated Lauren again.


    ‘Yes,’ answered Marly. What did that have to do with anything?


    ‘Wow,’ breathed Lauren. ‘You’re a boat person! I’ve read about people like you in one of my books at school.’


    It was strange, thought Marly. This girl sounded as if Marly were the first boat person she had ever met. The way she spoke and how she kept her clothes so clean made her unlike any other kid Marly knew.


    ‘Where do you come from?’ Lauren continued.


    ‘I was born in Vietnam,’ replied Marly. She glanced up the road, thinking she’d heard a car, hoping it was Lauren and Bryce’s mum so that she could finally call her parents. But there was no car.


    ‘Ooh, you’re from Vietnam? We learned about your people! We learned about the Vietnam War and refugees at school,’ said Lauren.


    ‘Were there pirates on your boat?’ asked Bryce.


    ‘Don’t be silly, Bryce!’ his sister told him off.


    ‘As a matter of fact, I think there were pirates,’ Marly said. ‘But I was too young to remember.’


    ‘Woah,’ breathed Bryce. ‘Cool!’


    ‘What grade are youse in?’ Marly asked Lauren.


    ‘Bryce is in Grade Three, and I’m in Grade Four. But you can’t say “youse”. It’s not an actual word.’


    ‘Hey, I’m in Grade Four, too!’ exclaimed Marly. ‘What school do you go to that you get to wear those uniforms?’


    ‘I go to St Catherine’s School,’ replied Lauren. ‘Byrce is at Melbourne Grammar. What about you?’


    Marly had no idea where their schools were. ‘I go to Sunshine Primary,’ she answered.


    ‘Where’s that?’


    ‘Sunshine.’


    ‘What? You mean, there’s an actual place called Sunshine?’ asked Lauren. ‘That’s funny.’


    Marly didn’t think it was funny. And speaking about Sunshine reminded her of how far from home she was. The anxiety came back like a heavy wave. She couldn’t sit still any longer. She stood up and hopped from foot to foot.


    ‘What’s the matter? Do you need the loo?’ asked Bryce.


    Marly didn’t need to go to the toilet, she just felt restless. She paced up and down the driveway.


    ‘When did you say your mum would be here?’ she asked Lauren.


    ‘Any time now. Probably just a few minutes,’ Lauren said, looking at her watch.


    Marly kept bouncing up and down on her feet while she stared down the street.


    ‘It looks like you’re dancing,’ giggled Bryce.


    That gave Marly an idea. ‘Watch this,’ she said as she took off her shoes and stood on their perfectly mown front lawn in her socks. She pulled them up high, and started to move her arms in time to an invisible beat. Then she spun around and glided backwards, with her face turned back towards her audience.


    ‘That is soooo cool!’ laughed Lauren. ‘You can moonwalk! We saw it on Motown 25.’


    ‘Wow, I wish I could do that,’ sighed Bryce.


    Marly felt her cheeks glow with pride. Maybe she should show people her moonwalk after all, like Yousra had suggested. It made her forget her problems for a few moments.


    ‘Wanna see something cooler?’ asked Bryce. From his schoolbag, he pulled out a folder and showed it to Marly. Marly couldn’t believe her eyes. There was page after page of swap cards in individual plastic pouches. And, best of all, there must have been at least sixty Donkey Kong cards – half of them were unscratched game cards, and the other half were sticker cards!


    ‘Woah, those are awesome,’ breathed Marly. ‘And you’re so careful with them, too. You know, one of the kids at my school, Kane, he says that if you keep your cards clean and new, in twenty years’ time they will be worth a lot of money.’


    ‘Do you want to do a swap?’ Bryce asked. ‘I have a lot of doubles. I could swap you some sticker cards – this “On the Beam” card for the “Jump Man Jump!” one, if you have it.’


    Marly wished she had some cards. Once again, she couldn’t play with other kids because she didn’t have what they had. But she did have a pocket full of coins. She grinned as she reached into her dress pocket, and pulled out a handful.


    ‘I don’t have cards or stickers, but I could buy your doubles off youse,’ she said.


    ‘How come you have so many coins?’ asked Lauren.


    ‘I earned them,’ Marly said proudly. It felt good to say that. ‘I stacked shopping trolleys in a car park, and pulled out the coins.’


    Lauren and Bryce looked at each other. Marly couldn’t read what they were thinking, and she was confused when Lauren said, ‘It’s all right.’


    ‘No, wait, I have more!’ Marly said, reaching into her pocket again, worried that she hadn’t offered enough.


    ‘No, what I mean is, you don’t have to pay us. Bryce will give you his doubles.’


    Marly couldn’t believe her ears. These two kids were like Christmas angels in the wrong season. They were very different from everyone she knew in Sunshine. ‘Wow, are youse serious?’


    ‘Take them,’ said Lauren as she pulled sticker cards out of the back of her brother’s album.


    Bryce didn’t even try and yank the cards back. Marly couldn’t believe how generous they were being.


    Marly slowly flicked through every card, enjoying holding and looking over each one, as if examining rare treasure maps. This was a strange world to Marly. None of her classmates would ever just give her something brand-new like Lauren and Bryce just had. And she would never be left sitting alone in the front yard after school. If her parents needed to run an errand, they would drop her off at Rosie’s, and there’d always be an adult home with them. Marly realised that perhaps she wasn’t as grown-up as she thought – she liked having adults around, even if they were annoying sometimes. It made her feel safe, having somebody there who always knew what to do.


    She looked down the street, searching past what her eyes could see, searching for Sunshine and her parents, and wishing that they would come find her now. She was done with adventures.
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    ‘MUM’S home!’ Lauren jumped up as a big blue car drove down the street. The streetlights flicked on, making Marly cast another glance at Lauren’s Snoopy watch. She couldn’t quite make out the time, but knew it was getting late. Which meant she was getting in more and more trouble with her parents as the seconds ticked by.


    ‘Finally!’ said Bryce. ‘We’ve been waiting long enough. She does this all the time!’


    Marly watched the car pull up the driveway. It had silver door handles and a big silver peace sign at the front. She’d seen that sign on TV ads. Her dad had told her it was a Mercedes car logo, and that only very rich people had Mercedes cars back in Vietnam.


    Marly had never seen a real Mercedes before. The car door opened, and Lauren and Bryce’s mother stepped out. She was like no other mother Marly had ever seen. She was a lot older than most mothers Marly knew. Her hair was brown and short, cut like Princess Diana’s, and she had big, white earrings in her ears, and a heavy gold bracelet on one arm. Her shoes were so shiny that the streetlamps were reflected in them. And this was the first woman Marly had ever seen in a suit, although it was not a man’s suit. It was light blue, and had big shoulders and four gold buttons on the front. Marly thought it was beautiful.


    Lauren and Bryce’s mum looked around the front yard frantically, until her eyes spotted them on the lawn. Marly opened her mouth to say ‘hello’ and ask if she could please use the phone, but didn’t get a chance to say anything.


    ‘Bryce! Get OFF the grass now,’ their mum yelled. ‘You’ll get green stains on your trousers. And Lauren – you didn’t remind me that band practice was cancelled! I had to leave work early because of you!’


    ‘But I did tell you,’ said Lauren. ‘I told you this morning!’


    ‘Well, you know how I am in the morning, with a million things to do all at once. You should have been clearer. I got a call from Mrs Simpson, that nosey-parker neighbour, telling me you were both sat outside. If she was so concerned about you, then why didn’t she bring you inside her own house so you’d be safe?’


    Marly shrank back, but at that moment, Lauren and Bryce’s mum spotted her. ‘Who is this?’ she demanded. ‘I told you that no friends could come over after school!’


    When Lauren and Bryce’s elegant mother looked at her, Marly felt very uncomfortable. She knew that in her checked school dress and muddy, glitter-jelly sandals, she was daggy and grotty compared to Lauren and Bryce.


    ‘She’s not from around here,’ said Lauren. ‘Her name is Marly.’


    ‘She caught the wrong bus by mistake,’ said Bryce. ‘And ended up here.’


    The mother let out a huge sigh. ‘Well then, Marly. Do. You. Know. Where. You. Live?’ Each word was pronounced slowly and carefully. Something in the way this lady spoke irked her a lot. Marly was older than Bryce, and almost the same age as Lauren. What was it about Marly that made this woman think she couldn’t understand English?


    ‘Does she speak any English at all?’ Lauren’s mum asked Lauren.


    ‘She does.’


    ‘Cat got your tongue?’ asked Lauren’s mum.


    Lauren looked apologetically at Marly, as if to say, please don’t blame me for my weird mum.


    ‘She lives somewhere called Sunshine, Mum. Marly, tell our mum your address,’ Lauren said.


    ‘I, I, d– d– don’t g– give out my home address t– t– to strangers,’ Marly finally stammered.


    ‘Oh for heaven’s sake, girl!’ sighed Lauren’s mum. ‘I’m going to take you home. Your parents must be worried sick.’


    ‘Can I call them?’ asked Marly. Her voice sounded very quiet. She was surprised the others could hear her. She was worried she might cry if this lady didn’t stop shouting at her.


    ‘Yes, yes,’ said Lauren and Bryce’s mum. Marly could tell she was irritated with her. She wanted to be home and away from here as soon as possible. The mum opened the front door, and Marly stepped inside. She felt her mouth drop open as she looked around. Their house was like something from a magazine. Everything matched.


    There was a big, gold-framed mirror in the hallway above the telephone. Marly could see herself in it as she dialled home. Her hair was a mess, her cheeks were flushed and somehow, there was a muddy smear across her cheek. She kept staring at herself as the line rang and rang. Lauren and Bryce’s mum appeared in the mirror as she came up behind her. She looked annoyed. Marly put down the receiver.


    ‘No one’s answering,’ she said.


    ‘They must be out looking for you,’ the mum snapped. ‘Fancy running away from home like that.’


    Before Marly could protest that she hadn’t been running away, Lauren and Bryce’s mother sighed. ‘Get in the car. I’ll drive you back home.’


    Marly didn’t know what to say. Part of her was grateful, as she wanted more than anything to be home now. But she didn’t want to have to sit in a car with this lady.


    ‘Come on, then!’ Lauren and Bryce’s mum said. ‘I haven’t got all day.’


    Marly was made to sit in the front. ‘So you can point out landmarks and let me know when we’re close to your house, Marly,’ she said.


    ‘Mum, we’re hungry,’ complained Bryce as he clambered into the back seat with Lauren. Marly was so glad that they were coming along, too. And the mention of food made her tummy gurgle with hunger.


    ‘Quick McDonald’s stop. What would you like, Marly?’ Lauren and Bryce’s mum asked her as the car pulled into the McDonald’s car park.


    ‘No, it’s okay. I’m not that hungry,’ Marly lied. She knew she had to behave and not act like a starving refugee. But she felt a bit better about their mum – it was kind of her to offer Marly food.


    ‘Happy Meals!’ sang Bryce as they walked up to the ordering counter in the restaurant. ‘But make sure you ask for the newest boy’s toy for me. I don’t want to get Thor again.’


    Marly had never had a Happy Meal before. It was something else her mum and dad wouldn’t let her have. A big waste of money, they said. The food came in a box shaped like a house, with the ‘M’ of the McDonalds as a cardboard handle. Inside was a whole bag of French fries, a hamburger, and, best of all, a small plastic toy.


    They found a booth, and Lauren and Bryce instantly rummaged through their Happy Meal boxes to find the toy. Marly was starving but copied them, not wanting to be rude and just start eating.


    Marly pulled out a small pink plastic cat.


    ‘Ooh!’ squealed Lauren. ‘I can’t believe it! You got Custard, Strawberry Shortcake’s cat. It’s a little cat stamp. If you pull off the bottom, see how there’s an inkpad?’ Lauren showed her.


    Marly wasn’t very impressed by the stamp, but she could tell that it was something Lauren really wanted. ‘Well, Lauren, since you like it so much, you can have it,’ she said.


    ‘Are you sure?’ asked Lauren. ‘That’s so nice of you!’ Then Lauren handed Marly her Strawberry Shortcake pendant, which had strawberry lip gloss in its centre. ‘I’ll swap you for this, because I already have two of these.’


    Marly took the pendant and smiled at Lauren. It wasn’t her sort of thing, but she knew just the person who would love it. Finally the others tucked into their food. Marly ate the fries first. They were still crisp on the outside and soft inside, and perfect and salty. She licked her fingers to get the salt off before picking up her burger and sipping the Coke.


    ‘Ready to go?’ asked Lauren and Bryce’s mother impatiently.


    ‘Thank you for the dinner,’ Marly said shyly. ‘It was delicious.’


    They all got back in the car and headed off again. Marly started to recognise shops and buildings as she looked out the window. Graffiti covered many walls of the factories they passed, and the houses all started to look identical and concrete again.


    The darkness hid the overgrown grass of some front lawns, and Marly felt secretly relieved: she knew Bryce and Lauren had never been around this end of Melbourne before, and she knew it must have looked pretty shonky through their eyes.


    She knew they were passing through Footscray when she saw the big Sims, and so soon they would be in Sunshine. Soon she would be back home.


    But Marly didn’t feel relieved. She felt even more anxious than before, thinking about the huge trouble she knew she would be in with her parents.


    As they sat waiting for the traffic lights to change to green, Marly closed her eyes and tried to think about all the good things that had happened that day. Glancing over her shoulder at Lauren and Bryce in the back seat, she wondered if she’d ever see them again.


    It had been such a strange day, with so many ups and downs. Marly let out a small yawn, feeling exhausted just thinking about everything that had happened.
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    ‘HEY, there’s somebody waving at us from that cop car,’ remarked Bryce, peering out his window. ‘Look, they’re waving at you, Marly!’


    ‘What?’ Before Marly had a chance to see what Bryce was talking about, the lights turned green and the Mercedes turned left into Marly’s street.


    Behind them, there was a flash of red and blue lights, and Marly heard the wailing wooowooowooo noise of a police siren.


    What was going on? What did the police want with her? Marly worried.


    She glanced across at Lauren and Bryce’s mum, who looked concerned as she drove the car into Marly’s driveway and saw that the police car had stopped behind them. They all turned in their seats. The siren had stopped, but the lights were still flashing on top of the car.


    Marly saw that her parents’ old white Datsun had pulled in behind the police car. She swallowed a lump in her throat and took a deep breath, waiting for the trouble she knew was to come.


    Marly got out of the Mercedes with Lauren and Bryce’s mum. At the same time, a policewoman stepped out of the police car. She said something, but was speaking to somebody in the passenger seat, Marly realised. Marly could see a mop of curly black hair. As the passenger door opened, Marly saw that it was Yousra!


    ‘Yousra! What are you doing here?’ asked Marly, running over to her friend.


    ‘Helping the police look for you! Man, I was so worried about you!’ said Yousra.


    ‘Marly!’ Her dad’s voice called her from the Datsun. Marly walked around the police car to where her parents stood. She could see from their faces they were relieved she was safe, but that anger was beginning to take over. Luckily, there were so many other adults around that Marly knew they would not smack her just yet.


    ‘It seems Marly got on the wrong bus,’ Marly heard Lauren’s mum explaining to the policewoman. ‘And ended up all the way over in Parkville with us.’


    ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you! For find our daughter,’ cried Marly’s mum. Marly realised it had been a long time since she had heard her mum speak English, as they always spoke Cantonese at home.


    Marly saw that her mum was almost in tears, which made her feel terrible.


    ‘You come here eat?’ her mum said.


    Lauren and Bryce’s mum shook her head. ‘I’d better get these kids home,’ she said, gesturing to the back of her car.


    ‘You wait. Wait here. Beautiful friends.’ Marly’s mum ran inside their house, and came back carrying two ladies shirts in her hands.


    ‘For you,’ she said, handing one to the policewoman and one to Lauren and Bryce’s mum.


    ‘Wow, Mrs Ly, these are beautiful, but it is too much,’ said the policewoman, looking at the label.


    ‘No, not too much!’ insisted Marly’s mum. ‘You take. Because I make.’


    ‘How beautiful,’ said Lauren and Bryce’s mum, fingering the fabric. ‘Real tortoiseshell buttons and Egyptian cotton. How did you know my size exactly?’


    ‘My mum makes them in all sizes,’ said Marly, and then could not help herself. ‘But I ironed the collars.’


    ‘Say goodbye to your friends,’ her father told her. ‘And let them go home now. They must be tired.’


    So Marly waved goodbye to her two new friends in the back of the Mercedes, knowing she might never see them again. A sadness filled Marly’s chest. Now that the adventure was over, she would have to face the consequences – it all suddenly seemed so messy and complicated!


    Marly’s mum turned to the policewoman. ‘You will stay eat?’


    ‘That is very kind of you,’ replied the policewoman. ‘But I must drive this brave detective home,’ she said as she gestured towards Yousra, ‘and then get back to the station.’


    The policewoman turned to Marly and looked at her very seriously. ‘Young lady, you must never do anything like this again. You must ALWAYS let your mum or dad know where you are going, do you hear me? What you did today was dangerous and irresponsible.’


    Marly nodded, and gave in to the tears that quietly spilled down her cheeks.


    ‘Yes, yes, Constable,’ said Marly’s dad. ‘We are so sorry that our daughter has wasted so much of your valuable time.’


    Marly felt terrible for causing so much worry. She hated being told off, and was embarrassed about crying in front of everyone, but she knew she deserved it.


    Luckily, Yousra was too good a friend to make a big deal out of it.


    ‘Just wait until tomorrow when we tell everyone at school about our adventure!’ Yousra said. Then she leapt into the police car and waved madly out the window at Marly as it drove off.
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    Marly’s dad looked furious as they marched her into the house, while her mum was wearing her ‘I’m so disappointed in you’ face. Boy, she was really in for it now.


    ‘You must not worry your mother like that EVER AGAIN, do you hear? You could have been kidnapped! Or worse!’ her father yelled. ‘That policewoman had to call your school principal to find out who you might be with – we didn’t know you had a new friend. The girl’s poor mum was terrified when we turned up! Your friend told us you’d caught a bus to the supermarket! Why the hell would you do that?’


    Marly started to cry harder. Big tears streaked down her cheeks, and her breathing was fast and heavy. She didn’t know where to begin. It seemed silly now, saying she’d done it just because she wanted some money to get those cards.


    ‘Don’t think your crying will get you out of this,’ said her dad. ‘Come here so I can give you a smack.’


    Marly felt outraged. If her parents hadn’t made her spend her money on that stupid umbrella in the first place, then none of this would have happened! Let them smack me, she thought, horrible, mean parents. Then she could call the cops on them, see how they liked it!


    But when Marly’s dad pulled her around to smack her, his hand brushed her pocket, which jingled with coins. ‘What have you got in your pocket, girl?’


    Marly watched her parents’ faces as she pulled out fistfuls of coins. She didn’t think her mum’s eyebrows could go any higher, and her dad’s mouth had dropped open.


    ‘Where did you get this?’ demanded her father. ‘Did you steal from those nice kids in the back of the car?’


    ‘No!’ protested Marly. How could her dad even think that? ‘I earned it. I earned it by collecting coins at the supermarket. Here!’ she said as she threw all the coins on the kitchen table. ‘Have it all. I don’t want it anymore.’


    Marly’s mum and dad looked at the table filling up with twenty-cent pieces. ‘You earned all this in the afternoon?’ asked Marly’s mum.


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Exactly how?’


    ‘I told you!’ shouted Marly. ‘I went to Sims supermarket, and joined all the loose trolleys together, and collected the coins! I did it because you wouldn’t let me keep the money I made from ironing the collars. You made me get a stupid umbrella instead!’


    ‘But why did you keep where you were going a secret from us?’ asked Marly’s mum.


    ‘Because you’d never let me go! Or you’d make me spend the money I collected on a dumb raincoat instead. Or even worse, socks!’


    Marly’s mum looked at Marly’s dad. He was trying to look stern, Marly could tell, but a smile slipped through a crack in the corner of his mouth.


    ‘What’s so funny?’ Marly wanted to know.


    ‘Nothing,’ said her mother. ‘You are still in big trouble, young lady.’


    ‘Aww, come on, Diep. You have to admit, the girl has ingenuity. She knows what she wants and how to get it! I mean, look at this stash!’


    ‘It is very dangerous, what you did,’ Marly’s mum reminded her, ignoring Marly’s dad. ‘Very dangerous, going off catching buses without letting anyone know where you had gone. Hanging around busy car parks after school! You must never do it again, do you hear?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Marly in a quiet voice.


    ‘You’re the oldest child now, you have to be responsible and set a good example,’ said her mother more gently.


    ‘I’m not the oldest, I’m the only child,’ Marly said, hoping that her parents would not try to smack her again, because she was all they had.


    Her parents looked at each other, which worried Marly a bit. She knew they were working up to telling her something she might not want to hear.


    ‘We have some news for you, Marly,’ her mother said. ‘You cannot run off again like this. You have to be a leader in this family. You must behave, because you are going to have a new little brother or sister.’


    Marly looked from her mum to her dad. Had she heard them right? ‘What?’


    ‘That’s right,’ said Marly’s dad as he put his arm gently around her mum. ‘Your mum is having a baby. We’d wanted to give you a brother or sister for a long time now, and it is finally happening! That’s why she’s been so tired lately.’


    Marly couldn’t take it in. She could see how excited her parents were, and she wanted to be excited, too, but a small part inside her sank. She would no longer be the centre of her parents’ attention. She would have to share everything, including her parents.


    But on the up side, Marly knew that her parents were not going to smack her now. They were too distracted after telling her this news. Maybe having a little brother or sister might be a good thing after all  . . .


    Her mother grabbed a handful of coins from the table and handed them to Marly.


    ‘Here,’ she said. ‘You earned this money, so you should keep some of it. Go get yourself the monkey cards you wanted. The rest, I’m keeping as punishment. Be prepared to come home to some new school socks.’
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    THE next day at school, sitting on their usual bench in the playground, Marly and Yousra shared stories.


    ‘. . . almost had a heart attack when I saw a tall policewoman standing there!’ Yousra was halfway into her story, and Marly knew she was enjoying every minute of telling it. Now that she also had a starring role in this adventure, Marly didn’t mind listening: in fact, she loved it. She realised what a terrific storyteller Yousra was.


    ‘My mum kept asking me in Arabic, “Ay, Yousra, who’s there, who’s there?” When I told her it was a cop, she almost had a heart attack! We were both worried I’d be arrested for doing the trolley collection thing – you know supermarkets actually pay people to collect all the trolleys? Anyhow, it turns out that the policewoman was looking for you! I looked out the front door, and saw two Asian people standing in our front yard. I realised they were your parents because they told me that you were missing and asked if you were with me. I couldn’t believe it! I felt so terrible knowing I was the last person to see you.


    ‘Anyway, that policewoman asked me if I knew where you might be,’ Yousra continued. ‘And Marly, I’m sorry, but I told her that the last time I saw you had been when you got on the bus to go to Sims supermarket. Your parents looked like they were going to explode when they heard that. So we all raced into the police car and went to the supermarket to look for you! On the way there, Senior Constable Giordano asked me so many questions!’


    Marly giggled as Yousra put on a funny voice to impersonate the policewoman.


    ‘But we couldn’t find you, Marly. You were gone! I was so worried.’


    ‘Yes, by then I’d been on two wrong buses!’ said Marly.


    ‘Well that’s when we headed back to your place, and I saw you in that fancy blue car. I was waving and waving at you, but you didn’t see me.’


    Yousra paused, then turned to Marly. ‘Hey, Marly, I’m sorry about what happened. I should have just let you collect trolleys at my supermarket. It’s not like I am there every day of the week. You could have collected trolleys when I stayed home. It would have been safer than you catching a bus on your own.’


    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Marly. ‘You’re a good friend. You helped the police look for me.’ Marly pulled the Strawberry Shortcake pendant out of her pocket and gave it to Yousra.


    ‘Geez, this is so grouse!’ Yousra exclaimed, her face immediately lighting up. ‘I’ve always, always wanted one of these but Mum won’t let me eat McDonalds because it’s not halal.’


    ‘What’s halal?’ asked Marly.


    ‘Oh, it just means the animal the meat comes from has to be killed a certain way. But wow – Strawberry Shortcake! I will wear this all the time!’ Yousra put the pendant around her neck, and kept opening and closing the locket and trying on the lip balm. ‘You’re the best mate ever!’
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    Marly’s adventure was the talk of the school, thanks to Yousra, who made them both out to be heroes. Marly couldn’t help showing off her Donkey Kong sticker cards, either. Kane’s eyes had nearly popped out of his head.


    ‘Woah!’ exclaimed Kane. ‘They’re, like, the rarest Donkey Kong swaps going. And those kids gave them to you for free?’


    Marly enjoyed all the attention. But now that she had the cards and could play with her classmates, she didn’t find them as much fun as she had thought she would. When they did sticker card swaps, the other kids were always trying to cheat and take her rare cards off her while giving her their crappiest ones. And when they played the scratch cards, the other kids weren’t interested in talking or listening to anything she had to say.


    A couple of days after the big adventure, Marly and Yousra were sitting at their usual spot on the school bench. Marly still hadn’t told Yousra about her new brother or sister. Ever since her mum and dad had told her the news, Marly had been worrying about what it was going to be like with a baby in the house. What if her parents preferred the new baby to her? So she turned to Yousra and asked, ‘What’s it like having a kid brother?’


    ‘It’s annoying!’ said Yousra. ‘Believe me, you don’t want one!’


    ‘Oh no,’ said Marly. ‘Well, I’m getting one. A baby brother or sister.’ Marly hung her head as she imagined a baby getting into all her toys, wrecking everything and smearing mashed-up carrots over her books.


    ‘Really?’ Yousra actually sounded excited. ‘Wow, Marly, that’s excellent!’


    ‘But you just said that I’d be better off without one.’


    ‘Yeah, but I didn’t mean it. Come on, I can’t imagine my life without Awi.’


    Marly remembered the summer Jackie and Rosie had stayed at her house, when they had first arrived in Australia, and how much fun it had been having other kids in the house. She supposed that a new brother or sister might not be so bad after all.


    It was funny, Marly thought, how badly she had wanted to fit in at the start of the year, and how she thought that getting those Donkey Kong cards would be her ticket to being friends with her classmates. Now, she had some of the best swaps in the school, and her big adventure had made her the most popular girl in her class for a while. But, as she listened to Yousra tell another story about Awi, Marly realised that those things didn’t matter. What did matter was the one person at school who loved her for being her.


    Marly finally had a real best friend, and that was worth more than all the Donkey Kong cards in the world.
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    My parents were born in Cambodia. My mum worked in a plastic bag factory when she was only 13 years old, and my dad’s family owned that factory. That’s how my parents met!


    In 1975 there was a war in Cambodia and my parents were separated. Four years later they met again in Vietnam, and romance blossomed. In December 1980, my parents came as refugees by boat to Australia. I was born a month later. Dad named me Alice, because he thought Australia was a Wonderland. I was their first Australian Girl. Like Marly, I grew up in the western suburbs of Melbourne, behind a carpet factory. Braybrook was a very multicultural neighbourhood and I had friends from all over the world.


    My husband Nick is from countryside Corryong. We have travelled all over the world, but when we think of home we always think of Australia.
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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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    IN Australia in the 1980s, many migrant women, like Marly’s mother and Aunty Tam, worked in their garages sewing clothes for clothing companies. These women were called ‘outworkers’, because they worked outside the factories. Their bosses paid them very low wages, which was illegal, but they got away with it because most of the outworkers were recent immigrants or refugees, who did not have very good English skills and so didn’t understand they had rights at work.


    Because the newly arrived refugees were poor, the women in a family needed to work, but they needed jobs that would also allow them to look after their children at home. So families set up sewing machines in their garages, and clothing companies delivered fabric and clothing orders to them. Unlike workers in factories, who are usually paid for every hour they work, outworkers were paid for every piece of clothing they made, no matter how long it took them.


    Even though a pair of jeans at the shops might sell for $70, Marly’s mum would only have been paid a couple of dollars to make them.


    Outworking was not just a woman’s job. Whole families helped out to make sure the clothes were made on time. If they were late, the outworkers weren’t paid, and they were given no more work.


    Outworking still exists in Australia today, but the government has laws, such as the Fair Work Act 2009 and the Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Associated Industries Award 2010, to help better protect outworkers’ rights.
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    Many migrant women worked in cramped conditions in their homes, sewing clothes for little money for big textile companies. Lots of the women had children, who would often help their mums with the work.
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    DING dong! went the doorbell. Marly and cousin Jackie rushed to open the door.


    Oh no! Marly thought when she saw her grandparents standing there. They’ve arrived from Vietnam wearing their pyjamas! Her grandpa was in a dark blue set with a high button-up collar and a pocket on one side of his chest, and her grandmother had on a green pair covered in small grey dots. Over that, she wore a brown, knitted cardigan. On their feet were socks and sandals. And instead of suitcases, which Marly was sure most people packed their clothes in when they were going on a plane, her grandparents were carrying large, zip-up, stripy straw bags.


    ‘Wah,’ gasped Marly’s grandpa as he greeted his family. ‘Aeroplanes are miraculous objects. Who knew that a thing made of tonnes of metal and steel could float across the sky?’


    ‘Stop saying things like that!’ protested Marly’s grandmother. ‘I felt like vomiting when the plane rose up and you, Grandpa, said such scary things.’


    ‘Grandma, why are you wearing your pyjamas?’ asked cousin Jackie.


    Marly snickered behind him.


    ‘What on earth are pyjamas?’ asked Marly’s grandma.


    ‘You know, clothes you sleep in,’ explained Marly.


    ‘These aren’t sleeping clothes!’ cried Marly’s grandma. ‘These are our best travelling suits!’


    ‘Don’t worry, Ma,’ Marly’s mum said. ‘I’ll take you to get even better things. You should see the clothes they have here in Australia!’


    Grandma peered at Marly. ‘Wah, so beautiful! But, Diep, why did you cut her hair like a boy’s?’


    A boy’s? Marly opened her mouth to protest, but her mum shot her a warning look.


    ‘She’s had a bit of a problem with head lice at school.’


    ‘I didn’t know Australian kids got head lice,’ said Marly’s grandma. ‘I thought this was one of the cleanest countries in the world.’


    ‘Was it a comfortable flight?’ Marly’s father asked her grandparents. Marly knew he was trying to change the subject, and she smiled at him.


    ‘Oh yes,’ sighed Grandpa. ‘The seat was as soft as a pillow. I slept for most of the ride, only waking up to eat. He he.’ Grandpa chuckled and turned to Marly and Jackie. ‘Do you want to know what made your grandma sick on the plane?’ he asked them.


    Marly and Jackie looked up at Grandpa.


    ‘This is so funny. There was a little yellow block on our food tray. We didn’t know what it was. We looked at the people down the aisle, and they were peeling the little block. So I started to peel the plastic away and there was a foul, sick smell.’


    Grandma shuddered. ‘It smelled like someone had vomited in our seats,’ she said. ‘But then the whole plane started to smell like that, because people were all unwrapping their little yellow blocks!’


    Grandpa reached into his shirt pocket and handed a little yellow block to Marly. ‘Your grandmother didn’t open hers. She was too busy hurling into a paper bag. But I kept it. Could you tell me what it is?’


    ‘Oh, Grandpa!’ laughed Marly, ‘That’s just COON cheese.’


    ‘What madman came up with the idea you could eat something that smelled like vomit?’ said Grandpa.


    Wow, Marly thought, my grandparents have never had cheddar cheese before! She found them very strange, but fascinating.
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    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 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 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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