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chapter one

Kelly-Jane
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Hi, my name is Kelly-Jane McGee. Dumb name, I know. My mother and father couldn’t decide what to call me. Dad wanted Kelly, and Mum wanted Jane. So they put the two names together and called me Kelly-Jane.

I’m ten and a half years old. I have crazy, long brown hair which is thick and frizzy and always gets in knots because I don’t brush it enough. I tie it in a pony-tail or pile it on top of my head and then hide it under a hat. But my hair never stays put. It falls out of my pony-tail and somehow escapes from under my hat. Mum is forever saying ‘Kelly-Jane, can’t you keep that hair off your face?’

I’m not tall, I’m not short, I’m not fat, I’m not thin. I’m average. I’ve got freckles and teeth that are a bit crooked. But not crooked enough to need braces; at least that’s what I tell Mum. Sometimes I see her staring at my teeth and I quickly shut my mouth. Mum likes everything neat and tidy, and my crazy hair and crooked teeth worry her. They are the only things in the whole house she can’t straighten or tidy. I tell her my teeth are just going through a stage, and when I get a bit older they will straighten themselves out. I don’t know if this is true, but I hope so.

So now you know what I look like. Kind of messy and crooked. And my eyes are blue, I nearly forgot to tell you that. Everyone in my family has blue eyes, except our cat Stinky. She’s got yellow eyes. We call her Stinky because she always has bad breath. Dad says it’s not bad breath it’s just cat’s breath. But my little brother, Stewart, likes calling her Stinky. He thinks it’s funny to have a cat called Stinky.

I’m writing this story because I want to tell you about this really weird kid I knew. This kid was always unhappy. She hardly ever smiled and she never laughed. This kid was so unhappy all she ever wanted to do was stay in her room and read and listen to music. She had no friends and thought no one in the whole world could ever understand or like her.

At lunchtime she sat alone with her head down, eating her sandwich and reading, hiding beneath a tangle of hair. After school she walked home alone, dragging her feet a little, kicking at the ground as she went.

Once home, she raced to her bedroom, locked the door and drew the curtains. Then she lay on her bed and closed her eyes tightly.

With her eyes shut she imagined that nothing in the world existed, nothing except her bedroom. She imagined that there was no school, that she had no parents or pesky little brother, and that the kids at school who never talked to her (they just stared as if she were an alien) didn’t exist either.

When she had convinced herself of this, she opened her eyes slowly and smiled the smallest smile. She would get up, put on some music, then go to her bookshelf and find something to read. She had books and magazines on everything. Some of the books and magazines came from the school library, some came from the local library, some books had been presents and others she had bought. The books she liked best were about the sea and about animals.

This kid’s bedroom walls were covered with pictures of animals. Above her bed hung a poster of two polar bears sliding over an ice-blue glacier. Beside it, another poster of penguins diving for fish. Next to that, dolphins leaping out of the sea. The doors of her wardrobe were a collage of lions and tigers and elephants and big brown bears. Tacked to her bedroom door were quieter animals. A wide-eyed, yellow-nosed cuscus possum; a long-tailed tree kangaroo; a beady-eyed potoroo; and a pointy-nosed brushtail possum eating a mango on the edge of a rainforest.
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On the ceiling were cut-out pictures of birds with their wings outstretched. There were green and red parrots, pink and gray galahs, tiny yellow finches, an enormous albatross with huge white wings, a laughing kookaburra and a brilliant blue kingfisher. Lying on her bed she watched her paper birds and imagined they were flying.

In the corner of this weird kid’s room stood a battered wooden hat-stand. She liked hats because she could hide beneath them. She had a different hat for every day of the week. Her school hat she kept in her cupboard, on the top shelf. It wasn’t that she didn’t like her school hat; she simply never wanted to be reminded of school, not when she was in her bedroom believing the rest of the world didn’t exist.

She was, as you might have guessed, a rather weird kid, and what happened to her is even weirder.

So that’s what my story is about. If you don’t like weird stories then you’d better not read on.

And one other thing I should tell you before I go on is this weird kid’s name. Her name is Kelly-Jane McGee.

That’s right, this story is about me.


chapter two

Mum Screams
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It all began with the worst day of my life. That’s what it was, the very, very worst day ever.

The day began much like any other. My mother banged on my bedroom door at 7.05 a.m. and called, ‘Kelly-Jane, are you out of bed yet? I haven’t got time to drive you this morning, so you’ll have to catch the school bus. And don’t you dare miss it.’

My mum sounded angry and cranky. She often sounded like that in the morning.

‘Yes, Mum,’ I called back. ‘I’m getting out of bed right this minute.’ But I wasn’t. I was lying in bed with the covers over my head and my eyes shut tightly, trying to believe the rest of the world didn’t exist.

I listened until I heard Mum’s slippers, scuffing down the hallway. Then I closed my eyes even tighter and tried to believe my room was an island, surrounded by a sparkling blue-green ocean.

In my ocean, whales and dolphins leapt high into the air and said in blubbery-bubbly-watery voices, ‘Good morning, Kelly-Jane. How are you this morning?’ ‘Fine,’ I would say, waving at them. They would smile at me, then splash back into the ocean.

I imagined my bedroom floating in warm, calm seas. With my eyes shut, I felt gentle waves swaying my room from side to side. Outside, sea birds called, asking if they could rest for a moment on my bedroom roof. They were migrating for winter and their wings were tired from long-distance flying. I told them I didn’t mind how long they sat on my roof; they could even build nests, if they wanted.

My island was wonderful. All the sea animals were my friends. The sun shone every day and there was never any school. But on that morning, the morning of the worst day of my life, my island kept vanishing.

It was there one minute, clear in my mind, then it began to dim. It grew dimmer and dimmer and further and further away as the noises of Mum and Dad and Stewart grew louder and louder and closer and closer.

How could three people make so much noise?

In the morning, our house sounded like a demonstration room for electrical appliances. Dad’s electric razor buzzed like a bee trapped in a jar. And as soon as it stopped, Mum’s squealing hair dryer started. Then the kettle whistled like a netball umpire and the juicer motored along like a miniature lawn mower. The garbage disposal chewed away at food scraps like a starving monster with nothing but loose, rattling steel teeth in its head.

In the kitchen, the electric tin-opener whizzed around the sides of Stinky’s tin of cat food. That was Stewart. It was his job to feed Stinky. He would press down on the tin-opener with one hand and hold his nose with the other. ‘Stinky food for Stinky,’ he would giggle, and his voice would sound funny, like he had a cold, because he was holding his nose so tightly.

I looked at my clock. It was 7.30. I knew I should get out of bed, but I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to leave my bedroom. My bedroom was the best place in the whole world and I wanted to stay there forever. It had all my favourite things in it—my books, my pictures, my hats, my shells. Oh, I haven’t told you about my shells.

They sat on the middle row of my bookshelf. I had pink and yellow cockleshells, a nautilus shell with tiger stripes, two black-and-white spotted cowrie shells and three speckled orange and white shells shaped like ice-cream cones. My favourite was my yellow and white clam which opened like two cupped hands, but closed like a jaw.

When I felt sad I would pick up one of my shells, put it to my ear and listen to the sea whispering. I imagined I could also hear my sea friends. The whales and dolphins would say in their blubbery-bubbly-watery voices, ‘Don’t be sad, Kelly-Jane. Don’t be sad. Everything will turn out all right in the end. Just you wait and see. We promise it will. We promise. We promise. We promisssssse.’

But everything wasn’t all right. Not this morning. For as I lay in bed thinking about my island, a terrible thing happened. My bedroom door burst open and in stormed my mother.

‘Kelly-Jane! Get out of bed this minute! What is wrong with you? Can’t you see the time?’ Mum marched across my room, snatched my clock off my bookshelf, then sat down on my bed. ‘Look,’ she yelled, pushing the clockface to my nose. ‘Look at the time. Can you read the time, Kelly-Jane? Can you?’

I looked at her and didn’t say anything. What could I say? I couldn’t tell her about my island. She would never understand.

‘Kelly-Jane, do you hear me? I want an answer. Can you read the time?’

‘Yes,’ I said, speaking so softly I could hardly hear my own voice.

‘Well, tell me what time this clock says.’ Mum was screaming mad. Her eyebrows crouched down on her forehead and her eyes narrowed. Her face twisted like it was in dreadful pain. She wasn’t going to move from my bed until I read the time.

So I read it for her. It said 7.45.

‘Now’, she continued in her loudest voice, ‘tell me, Kelly-Jane, what time does the school bus come?’
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I hung my head. This was getting worse. Mum knew very well what time the bus came. So did I.

I didn’t want to answer her. I hated catching the school bus because none of the kids talked to me. I wished my sea friends would rescue me. I thought of the dolphins with their sleek, grey backs curving as they dived in and out of the sea. How I wished I could join them.

‘KELLY-JANE,’ my mother roared. ‘You’re not even listening to me. Look at me when I’m speaking to you. Now tell me what time your bus comes.’

So I told her.

‘7.45,’ I said. ‘My bus comes at 7.45.’

Outside I heard a rumbling and a grumbling and a groaning of gears. It was the school bus clunking its way up the road. As it passed my window I heard laughing and shouting and talking.

So that was how the worst day of my life started. But Mum screaming at me was nothing; nothing compared to what happened next.


chapter three

Ms Rigby Screams
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Mum, when she finished screaming, told me I would have to walk to school, and if I was late it was my own fault. She said I would get no more pocket money until I could be on time every day for a whole week. A whole week! I didn’t think I would ever be able to manage that. On average I was late at least twice a week, sometimes even three or four times.

By the time I got ready and began walking to school it was 9.25 a.m. School started at 8.30, so I was nearly one hour late. I had never been quite this late before.

As I walked to school I tried to think of an excuse for being so late. Looking up at the long-limbed jacaranda trees with their flimsy purple flowers, I thought I could say I had to rescue a cat stuck up a tree. But then I remembered our teacher had told us cats never get stuck up trees. What really happens is people get too impatient to wait for them to come down. And Dad said she was right. He said if it were true that cats got stuck in trees then the trees would be full of cat skeletons. But he said he had never seen a cat skeleton up a tree. I’ve never seen one either.

So much for my ‘cat rescue’ excuse.

Then I passed old Mrs Jenkins in her garden. She was kneeling on a cushion, tending to her petunias.

I could say I had stopped to help old Mrs Jenkins. Then I saw, or rather smelt, that she was putting manure on her garden. Yuk. I didn’t want to even pretend I had been helping her do that. So I arrived at school without an excuse.

Our teacher, Ms Rigby—we sometimes call her ‘Ms Rugby’ because she has big muscles in her arms like a rugby player and often wears striped tops—gasped when she saw me at the door.

‘Kelly-Jane McGee,’ she said. ‘You’re late again!’

She lifted her big, heavy arms and pointed to a chart on the wall near the window. On it were the names of the kids who couldn’t follow the rules. Every time you broke a rule, a dark green cross went beside your name. My name had more crosses than any other name. My crosses ran all the way from one side of the chart to the other. If it were a race to see who could get the most crosses, I would be winning by a long way. But it wasn’t a race. It was a disgrace to have so many crosses, and I had them all because I was always late.
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