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For Dianne, Heather, Paul and Robert


‘My childhood … shaped my life. If I had the craft of Merlin, I would give every child the gift of my childhood.’


Gerald Durrell, My Family and Other Animals
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All I had to do was walk down the hallway. Not usually a big deal (I’m thirteen – I’ve mastered walking by now), but I had to pass my big sister Carrie’s room and I could hear her talking. Normally when she wakes up on the weekend I’ve already left for training. This morning was different. Her voice was excited, but she was trying to whisper, too, which meant she was probably talking about boys. Leigh – her current crush – must have asked her out at the party last night. I was happy for her, but if she knew I was up she’d want to tell me everything, and that could take hours. Which would make me late for Surf Riders Club.


The club is made up of me and four other girls: Alex, Janani, Molly (we all grew up together) and Ava, who moved to our town from the city this year. We all started at Beachcrest High together and picked surfing for our school sport. I already knew how to surf, but some of the other girls needed help so we began training on weekends. Alex, who could surf a bit already, and I were their coaches. I thought it would be boring, but it was actually really fun. So now every Saturday morning we meet at Perry’s Beach to train together … but not too seriously – we muck around a lot. My sister thinks the club is lame, so I knew she wouldn’t care about making me late.


I had my swimmers on, towel over my shoulder, board under my arm, thongs in my hand, and was tiptoeing down the wooden hallway when I saw our cat, Frank. Frank is a big, fat, fluffy light-beige Burmese with green eyes that were crankily looking at me and saying, ‘feed me NOW’. When he meowed it was so loud you could hear it all over the house. If he started, Carrie would hear him and know I was up.


I tried communicating with him telepathically: I promise I’ll feed you an extra big breakfast, just please, please, please stay quiet! He ran over to me and started rubbing against my legs right outside Carrie’s door. I juggled everything and scooped him up for a cuddle to try to keep him quiet, but as I lifted him he let out a very loud and demanding Meeeeeeaaaooooowwwwww.


I froze, but it was too late.


‘Hang on a second, Jess. Bronte?! Is that you?’ Carrie called out.


Mentally, I facepalmed. I could walk away, but that would annoy her, and when Carrie is annoyed she can make life really hard for me.


‘Bronte, bring Frank in here, I have to tell you all about what happened last night.’


I looked down at Frank and shook my head. ‘Nice one, you stupid cat,’ I whispered. ‘Now you’ll be late for breakfast, and I’ll be late for my surf.’


Frank meowed angrily and tried to jump out of my arms, but I held him tightly. If I had to listen to my sister, so would he.


Putting down my surf gear, I pushed Carrie’s door open. Her room was a total pigsty from when she and her friends got ready for the party last night. Clothes were all over the floor, make-up was scattered on every surface, and she was still in bed with her mobile glued to her ear.


Looking at my sister is like looking four years into my future (she just turned seventeen). We’re really similar: both of us have long hair bleached blonde by the sun and salt water. We’ve got olive-brown skin with not too many pimples, and blue eyes. Our parents, Sam and Bianca, own a surf shop in town called Surf to Sand. We get to wear free clothing samples that brands send them. Actually my sister picks through them first and takes all the good stuff; after she’s worn something for a month or two she gives it to me.


We also have an older brother called Oscar, but he moved to the city at the start of the year to go to university. I miss him so much, and our family feels different without him.


‘Okay, bye, bye, byeeeeeeeeeeee,’ Carrie sang into the phone before putting it down and staring at me from her pillow castle. She patted the bed next to her. ‘Come sit down and talk to me – you’ll never guess what happened at the party!’


I stayed at the door. ‘I’ve got Surf Riders Club this morning and I don’t want to be late. The others are probably already at Perry’s.’


Carrie rolled her eyes in disgust. ‘Don’t. Even. Bronte. All I want is five minutes of your precious time! Is that stupid club more important than your own sister?’


I sighed, walked in and sat down on the bed, putting Frank in my lap. I figured after ten minutes he’d be even hangrier (that’s when you get angry because you’re so hungry: hangry) and really start to lose it, which would give me an excuse to escape.


‘So, you know how I’m totally obsessed with Leigh from school,’ Carrie said. I nodded, remembering a guy with spikey brown hair and freckles. ‘Well, last night at the party, he asked me out!’ she squealed, clapping her hands.


‘Oh, wow, that’s awesome.’ I tried to sound enthusiastic. A couple of months ago I would have been way more excited, because I’d been boy crazy too. But back then I’d been into everything Carrie liked. Since starting high school I’d been getting into different stuff, like my surf club, even though Carrie thought it was lame. I wasn’t sure why I had changed interests, it had just started to happen.


She grabbed my hand. ‘I know, it’s so cool, right??!! Oh my god, he’s so dreamy. Anyway, I was talking to Jess on the way home and we were stalking his Instagram when I remembered he’s got a little brother in your year.’


I nodded. Daniel was in some of my classes, but I didn’t really talk to him. He had shaggy blond hair and was a pretty good bodyboarder, but that was all I knew.


‘Well, Jess and I think it would be super cute if you guys went on a date!’


I stared at Carrie. She must have thought I’d hyperventilate with excitement at the idea of a date with Daniel. The old Bronte would have, but the new Bronte wasn’t so keen.


‘Um, I don’t really know him. Sorry, but I don’t think I want to,’ I said. Carrie’s face darkened and she dropped my hand.


‘Oh my god, Bronte, don’t be such a pain. It’s just one date; I’m not saying marry him. But imagine if you guys did get together. Leigh and I will be the coolest couple in our year, and you and Daniel would be the coolest couple in yours. It would be the best!’


‘No, thanks,’ I said, standing up and gently putting Frank on the floor.


‘Bronte!’ Carrie sat up and crossed her arms. ‘Why is it so hard for you to say yes to going on a date with a cute boy? You’re so irritating! Don’t you even want a boyfriend?’


I didn’t know what to say. I love Carrie, but recently it was getting harder and harder to please her and myself.


‘Look, Carrie, I don’t want to go on a date with Daniel. I don’t even know him. And if I did want to, I’d make up my own mind about it. I wouldn’t do it because you told me to.’


Her posture changed. She shut down and looked at her phone again, like I was nothing more than a speck of dirt. ‘Fine, Bronte, whatever. If you want to go and hang out with your stupid surf-club friends instead of messaging Daniel with me, then that’s your business. We’re only at school together for one year and I’m trying to help you be popular before I leave and move to the city like Oscar, but it’s clear you don’t appreciate that. Close the door on your way out.’


I was hurt. I hated it when she turned on me for no reason. Why did she always try to control what I did or who I hung out with? I wanted us to be friends again, but I couldn’t see how to make it work without doing everything she wanted. And I couldn’t do that anymore. It was time to walk my own path.


I left the room, trying not to let her see that I was upset. Frank was hot on my heels, still meowing for breakfast. I comforted myself with the thought that at least now I was finally free to go surfing, and that always made me happy.
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Our house was only a fifteen minute walk (or seven minute run with a board under your arm) away from Perry’s Beach. When I arrived I could see Alex, Janani and Ava already out in the ocean waiting for waves. To my right, Molly emerged from the car park. She had her old bodyboard under one arm and flippers in her hand. Her curly red hair was tied back and zinc was slathered all over her face. She had a spring suit on, which is a wetsuit with long arms but short legs. Molly was paranoid about getting sunburnt, and for good reason. I’d once seen her turn the exact colour of a tomato when she fell asleep in the sun for ten minutes. Even worse, her mum wouldn’t let her surf for a month if she came home with even a hint of pink skin. I couldn’t image having such a strict parent.


She grinned and waved when she saw me. ‘Bronte! I’m so glad I’m not the only late one. Mum made me practise scales and arpeggios for an hour before I could come to the beach – I nearly went crazy!’ Molly is a piano prodigy, but her mum thinks she’s the new Mozart.


I nodded as if I knew what an arpeggio was, then looked out to the others, who were gathered in a group out the back of the surf. ‘Alex looks like she might have some news.’


Alex was straddling her board and sitting up in the water while facing the others, waving her arms around and wobbling all over the place. She was short with brown hair and freckles, but her personality always made her seem bigger than she actually was. As Molly and I watched, Alex lost balance and fell in the water. The others laughed as she dragged herself back onto the board and started gesturing all over again.


Molly and I walked to the shallows, then I waited for her to put her flippers on before we waded in. The air had a slight chill to it but the ocean currents meant the water was still warm; it wouldn’t get truly icy for another month or so. We paddled out on our boards to where the others were half-heartedly watching for waves. There was a small swell so they were mostly just floating and listening to Alex. That’s the thing about surfing, a big part of it is sitting out in the water with your friends and having a chat. Or having a yell in Alex’s case.


‘Bronte!! Molly!! Guess what registration opens today?! Guess what we’re going to do in a few weeks’ time?! In fact, guess what we’re going to win in a few weeks’ time?!’ She was waving her arms around again.


I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. ‘The Beachcrest Carnival junior surf comp?’ I asked, already knowing I was right.


‘Exactly, Bronte, I knew you’d be excited!’ Alex said triumphantly, looking around at the others as if I had just confirmed she was right about everything.


‘Our shop sponsors it. They contribute to the prizes with free gear and stuff,’ I explained.


‘Awesome – do you think they’ll put up a new board this year?’ Molly asked eagerly. She had a really crappy board that the school had lent her because her mum refused to buy her one.


I tried to remember what Dad had said at dinner the other night. ‘There’re going to be two divisions, stand-up surfing and bodyboarding. I think the age groups are under 14 and under 18. First place for each group is a towel poncho and board wax, second place is a leash and wax, third and fourth place are probably just wax and stickers. But there will be a competitors draw which everyone goes in, and the prize is a new surfboard or bodyboard! I’ll double check everything with Dad tonight and message you all.’
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