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			Praise for Harper Wells: Renegade Timeline Officer:

			This is exactly the kind of book I’d have been right into as a kid. What’s not to love about a strong female middle grade character off on an adventure through Australian history! I don’t think there’s anything more exciting than a time travel adventure and, in this case, mixed in with real history and the incredible story of Edith Cowan. I also loved the intriguing back story of Harper’s mum. I can’t wait to find out more …

			Karen Foxlee
Author of multi award-winning 
Lenny’s Book of Everything

			Lively and action packed, this is an engrossing and original time-travel adventure.

			Suzanne Leal
Author of acclaimed 
Running With Ivan

			Buckle up for a thrilling rollercoaster ride into Australian history in this exciting time travel adventure by debut Queensland children’s author Bethany Loveridge. Chock-a-block full of fascinating Australian personalities, twisty tween challenges, and gritty moral dilemmas, this inventive story is utterly captivating and full of heart. Best of all - there’s more to follow. Harper Wells: Renegade Timeline Officer is the first story in the Wollemi Trilogy. Congratulations, Betty!

			Alison Stegert
Author of the award-winning 
Her Majesty’s League of Remarkable Young Ladies

			

			A read that has everything, plus a little bit more - excitement, danger, spies, a missing girl, a ticking clock … and even a time-travelling bed. Did I check to see what my own bed was made from? Maybe I did. (Sadly not Wollemi Pine, but Blackbutt.)

			Allison Rushby
Author of The Turnkey, 
The Mulberry Tree, The Ghost Locket

			Harper Wells, Renegade Timeline Officer is a fabulously executed blend of overlooked Australian history and exciting time travel. Perfect for fans of Playing Beatie Bow, Elsewhere Girls and Belinda Murrell’s time-slip stories. A wonderful read for young lovers of science fiction, history and adventure stories. Harper is a relatable protagonist, full of courage and smarts, and it is a real treat to see Edith Cowan brought to life in her younger years. I can’t recommend this book highly enough and I can’t wait to see where Harper travels next!

			Kate Gordon
Author of CBCA award-winning 
Aster’s Good, Right Things
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			‘Study the past if you would define the future.’

			Confucius

			

			Chapter One

			Two shards of glass impale my heel like snapped snake fangs and I’m balancing like a flamingo when Dad tears out of my new bedroom into the hallway. He stops short, nearly sliding on the polished timber as he surveys the blood and broken glass all over the hallway floor.

			‘Gumnut! A-are you okay?’ His voice wavers. He pushes green tortoiseshell glasses closer to his face.

			‘I’m fine, Dad, I was just …’

			But Dad’s watching the blood, now trickling in two neat lines down my foot. His face drains of colour.

			‘I’m sorry.’ I hop on my good foot to keep my balance. ‘I was just getting my sheets down from the hallway cupbo –’

			‘Harper Constance Wells, stop moving.’

			Dad springs into action, yanking the bedsheets from my arms. He hoists me over his shoulder and carries me towards the kitchen.

			My brother Morris sticks his head out of my bedroom doorway as we walk past, brown hair springing. ‘What’s the baby done now?’ he asks, without a trace of actual concern. ‘Having a piggyback while I do all the work setting up her ugly bed?’

			I poke out my tongue and get a mouthful of my own unruly curls.

			‘Pfeh,’ I spit.

			‘Aww, are you teething?’ Morris coos. ‘You’ve got some drool there.’

			‘Go and get the dustpan and brush, Morris,’ Dad says.

			Morris’s grumbles follow us down the hall and into the kitchen.

			‘It’s okay,’ Dad says. ‘Everything’s okay. Now let’s see this foot.’

			Dad gently lowers me onto a kitchen chair and fetches the first aid kit from the cupboard above the sink. He rummages for the tiny pair of silver tweezers in the bottom of the kit.

			‘Sorry, Dad,’ I say again. ‘I had the sheets stacked too high and I couldn’t see the … yowch!’ He tweezes the first piece of glass free from my foot.

			‘It was my fault.’ He shakes his head. ‘I shouldn’t have asked you to get them. The shelf’s too high for you.’ He fishes for the second piece and hits a nerve, sending a shooting pain up my leg.

			‘Careful!’ I yank my foot back.

			‘Sorry, Gumnut,’ he says. ‘I’ve got to get a better grip on the glass.’

			Dad releases the other piece as Morris walks into the kitchen. Without a word, he places what’s left of the photo frame on the table. A few shards of glass border the smiling faces of my family. It’s the very last photo my mother smiled for, and I knocked it off the wall. Dad’s face pales even more when he sees it.

			‘Sorry, Dad, I …’

			‘It’s okay. I … okay.’ Dad clears his throat, passes the gauze pad to a protesting Morris, and presses Morris’s hand firmly over my punctures. ‘Apply direct pressure for five minutes and then put on a Band-Aid.’ He spins on his heels, leaving us in the kitchen. Neither of us speaks as Dad walks to the end of the hallway and slides the door of Mum’s greenhouse closed.

			‘Good one, you massive baby.’ Morris scowls at me.

			‘Really?’ I ask. ‘Am I massive or am I a baby? Because they’re pretty much opposites.’

			‘No, Harrie. Massive is the degree to which you are a baby. You’re an epically useless little baby. Dad and I have been hauling that butt-ugly bed around for you all afternoon and you couldn’t even get sheets out of a cupboard. Not without setting off Dad.’

			In my defence, it never takes much to upset Dad. Or Morris.

			I sniff. ‘You’re just jealous.’

			He snorts. ‘Jealous of what?’

			

			‘Dad might baby me, but at least he knows I exist.’

			I can practically see blood boiling through Morris’s skin as his cheeks fill with bright red patches. He throws the gauze pad at my face and stalks out of the kitchen.

			‘Oh, nice one, Morris!’ I call after him. ‘What would Lena say about controlling your aggression?’

			Morris’s bedroom door slams as I stick the Band-Aid over the two holes in my heel. The bleeding’s stopped, which means the whole thing’s been blown out of proportion. As usual.

			I know what Lena would say. Take a breath.

			Dad sees Lena because he still thinks Mum’s alive, even years after the police stopped looking. He talks aloud to her like she’s still here and spends hours every day trying to solve the mystery of her disappearance. Morris sees Lena because his ‘abandonment issues’ led to ‘increasingly aggressive behaviour and emotional outbursts’. And I see Lena because all the adults thought it was a good idea. State Museum pays for our fortnightly appointments to make up for the fact that Mum disappeared while she was there at work, six long years ago. More than half my life ago.

			I carefully rescue the photograph from the frame. We were happier then, sitting around a campfire, threading marshmallows on sticks.

			The difference between me and Dad and Morris is I don’t remember being there. I don’t remember much of anything about Mum.

			I leave the photo on the table and walk back to my new room. Morris has swept up the glass, but there’s a darker patch of wall where the frame used to hang. Dad doesn’t care about the frame or the paint on the wall, but he cares about the memories. He wants things to stay the same in case Mum comes back.

			It’s why I’m only just getting my own room. At fifteen and twelve, Morris and I are too old to be sharing, but Dad didn’t click, even when Morris had the lid off a permanent marker, threatening to draw a line down the centre of the floor. Perhaps Lena gave him a nudge, or maybe Morris convinced him. Whyever Dad suddenly cleared out the study, I’m not arguing.

			My new bed has a solid wooden frame, resting on four carved feet. The headboard is like a branch straight from a tree, still covered in dark, bubbly-looking bark. Set into the headboard is a small wooden disc with a clockface burnt into its surface. I peer at it. Is that a Christmas tree in the middle of the clockface? Weird. Dad says it’s likely a maker’s mark – the carpenter’s signature. I brush my hand along the side of the bed, the wood smooth and warm. I think I feel a light vibration through my fingertips as if the bed’s excited to have found a home.

			‘Welcome,’ I whisper.

			When I saw the bed in the op-shop – under several pairs of roller skates, half-a-dozen bread-makers and a candle-making kit – it looked lonely. I knew right away it had to be my bed. Dad says it’s interesting, Morris says it’s ugly, and they both whinged about how heavy it was. But for Morris, my new bed means I’m out of his bunk and out of his room, and I definitely noticed a pep in his step as they pulled it off the ute this morning.

			I kneel on the carpet to get a closer look at the bed’s feet. They’re pinecones, I think, but not like the pinecones that blanket our neighbour’s yard every September holidays. They’re long, almost like shiny wooden corn on the cobs.

			On my back, I shimmy under the bed, ignoring my discomfort at the enclosed space. WOLLEMI BED is neatly lettered in thick capitals, alongside the number 42.

			‘Wol-lem-i,’ I read out loud. ‘Funny name for a carpenter.’

			Elmo’s velvety nose suddenly pushes into my arm and I move over to make room for his rotund ginger body. It’s standard cat business to investigate all new items of furniture. He pauses his assessment for a chin scratch.

			‘Having my own room’s just the start, Elmo,’ I whisper. Maybe Dad’s finally ready to let me grow up.

			

			Chapter Two

			I push a piece of microwaved zucchini across my plate. It’s an unappealing yellow colour and I wonder if it has any remaining nutrients that haven’t suffered radiation poisoning.

			I peek up at Dad. ‘Can I catch the bus to school next week?’ I try to sound casual about the question I’ve been working up to ask. It’s perfectly reasonable for a Year 6 kid 
to catch the bus by themselves but Dad’s shaking his head before I even finish asking. ‘I can walk to the stop with Morris,’
 I continue, ‘and there’ll be other kids on there I know.’

			I glance at Morris to back me up, but he has his phone propped up on the tomato sauce bottle. He’s lost in whatever he’s watching.

			‘It’s no bother to drop you off like normal.’ Dad busies himself with his plate of overcooked veggies, but he isn’t eating much either. ‘And you can’t walk far on that foot.’

			I roll my eyes. ‘Seriously? My foot is fine. The glass didn’t cut very deep.’ I stamp my foot on the tiles a couple of times to prove it doesn’t hurt. It’s a little tender, but I’m not about to admit it.

			‘Dad.’ I place my fork down gently.

			He pushes his glasses up his nose and speaks through a big sigh. ‘What is it, Gumnut?’

			‘What if I got a phone?’ I gesture at Morris. ‘Then you wouldn’t have to worry. I could call you when I got to school safely.’

			He shakes his head again. ‘A phone won’t do you any good if you’re in trouble. The first thing someone would do is take your phone.’

			‘But how come Morris gets to catch the bus?’ I pick up my fork again and stab the zucchini. ‘Literally every twelve-year-old on the planet has a phone.’

			Dad closes his eyes, hurt pulling at the corners of his mouth like he has a million things to say, but can’t. Or won’t. He stands silently, pushes his chair in, scrapes his unfinished dinner into the kitchen bin and stacks his plate in the dishwasher. His shoulders rise and fall before he comes back to the table.

			‘Next year will be high school, Gumnut.’ His voice is almost a whisper. ‘Maybe we can catch the bus together before then. Sort of like a practice. But just … wait. Okay?’ With another adjustment of his glasses, Dad leaves the kitchen.

			Another thrilling Saturday night in the Wells household.

			

			Oblivious to the lack of taste – or maybe because he’s drowned his dinner in tomato sauce – Morris licks his plate clean and plonks it in the dishwasher next to Dad’s. On his way out, he pauses to pat me on the shoulder.

			‘Dad won’t let you out of his sight,’ he says. ‘Haven’t you heard about the missing girl? And besides,’ he takes a step away, ‘phones aren’t for babies.’

			I twist in my chair and pitch my zucchini-laden fork like a mini catapult. The mushy vegetable flies through the kitchen, splatting on the white wall just as Morris skips out the door. The zucchini grips onto the wall for a moment before falling onto the tiles, defeated.

			I slump over my plate.

			So much for growing up.
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			I have to move all my things into my new room, but I’m avoiding Morris for the foreseeable future. I wait until he’s in the shower before going for some essentials.

			A sheet of lined paper saying GO AWAY is tacked to the closed bedroom door. I tear the sign down and rip it in half, in half again, and again and again until I have a handful of notepaper confetti. I sprinkle it over Morris’s pillow, then peel back his bedcovers and scatter the rest through his bed. He’ll murder me when he finds it, but that’s tomorrow Harrie’s problem.

			

			What am I in here for? Right. Essentials.

			I twirl, stub my toe on a huge book, and just catch myself from landing on my face. The Endemic Flora of Tasmania. Morris must’ve taken it from the boxes in the garage. Weird. It’s not his normal diet of dragons and magic. Shoving the book aside with my foot, I scoop the contents of my underwear and sock drawer into my outstretched t-shirt, holding it like a sack. Then I rescue my soccer ball and stuff it in too. It’s best to remove Morris’s ammunition in case he launches a counterattack.

			I rummage through drawers, locating a pair of PJs. They’re Morris’s, but they’re too small for him now. A soft, flannel material, the pyjamas are fluorescent green and covered in comic-style dinosaurs. I sling them around my neck and step into my unlaced Doc Martens. I walk awkwardly to the door, stopping to take one last look at the room I’ve shared with Morris forever.

			I’ll miss falling asleep under this ceiling. When I was too little to remember, Mum, Dad and Morris spent a whole day meticulously sticking glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling. The stars are arranged in the constellations of the Milky Way, and for about ten minutes after the light’s switched off, they glow. I always find Canis Major, the group of stars that looks like a sausage dog if you draw a line between them. Dad stuck a larger star where the dog’s neck would be. That’s Sirius, or the Dog Star. My favourite.

			The soccer ball jiggles precariously as I waddle across the hall. I won’t miss getting changed under my covers. Or the farts Morris waves in my direction. Or the fact that we can never, ever agree on what song to play or whether the lights should be on or off, or really, on anything at all.

			Changed into Morris’s PJs, I switch off the light, admiring how the streetlights throw stripy shadows through the blinds on my new windows. It’s a small room, with space for a desk and a single bed and not much else. We hauled all Mum and Dad’s books and papers into the garage, along with the ancient metal filing cabinet that took all three of us to tilt onto a carpet and drag down the hall.

			Several of Dad’s botanical drawings are still tacked to the wall. He seemed happy when I asked to keep them. There’s a funny smell like dried ink and mothballs, and there are indents in the carpet that will never disappear, but it’s my room. Without Morris and all his things and all his Morris-ness, it feels like a five-star hotel.

			I scrunch my toes into the carpet with each step towards my bed.

			‘Alright, funny old thing,’ I say, patting the headboard, ‘this is your first night in your new home. Let’s hope you’re as comfortable as you are beautiful.’

			The bedhead seems to buzz in response, and I collapse onto the mattress with a great yawn. Rolling onto my stomach, I pull my pillow up under my chest and inspect the maker’s mark.

			The piece is loose, and it jumps a little under my finger’s touch, like it wants to escape. It’s about the size of a jam-jar lid and buffed to a high shine, particularly around its clockface-like circumference. The tree’s definitely some kind of pine – triangular, but a bit droopy, and without the perfectly pointed top to put the Christmas angel on.

			Mum would’ve known what kind of tree it is. She was a plant scientist. A botanist. A walking botanical encyclopaedia. I trace a finger around the notches that mark the perimeter. The warm, rippling sensation feels nice under my fingertip.

			No. Better than nice. It feels like change.

			Closing my eyes, I relax into the mattress, feeling my shoulders drop and my breaths deepen. Whatever change is coming, I am ready for it.

			

			Chapter Three

			I open my eyes to a darkness like I’ve never known. I think I’m in a nightmare. I can’t see, can’t breathe. Only … I feel conscious. Awake. I feel a tightness in the muscles in my fingers and toes as I flex them, and my heart thumps violently in my chest. I feel … something in my hand? Wrapping my fingers around the object, I fill my lungs with cold air. It smells like lime and washing powder.

			As my heart rate evens, I feel better.

			Slowly, my pupils adjust to the dark. Above me appears a wood-panelled ceiling, strangely alien without the presence of lights or ceiling fans. The long planks run into whitewashed brick walls on all four sides of the room.

			Now I can see, I peer at the object I’m gripping. It’s the maker’s mark from my bed. It must’ve come off in my hand. I shove the wooden disc into my pocket, ignoring how real each sensation is. This is the weirdest dream.

			The back of my neck itches as I prop myself up to investigate the rest of my surroundings. I’m lying under a scratchy blanket on a firm pad with a depressed-looking pillow. A dozen trestle beds are crammed alongside me, the same number along the opposite wall. Each bed has a brown, kid-shaped hill on it. I look down at the fluoro green dinosaur PJs. I look like a highlighter in a pack of brown-tone pencils.

			My head starts doing this thing where it lists every possible and impossible scenario until it hurts. I need to wake up. I pinch myself on the thigh.

			‘Ouch!’ I clamp my hand over my mouth. It makes no sense, but I think I’m awake.

			My night vision peaks, and so does my curiosity. I have to know where I am or if these other kids know where they are. I sit up and wrap the stiff blanket around myself, covering the dinosaurs that dance in obnoxiously bright colours. Old springs creak in alarm as I ease my toes onto the floor. I pause, and when no one reacts, creep to the closest bed. All I can see is brown because whoever’s there has pulled the blanket over their head.

			On the next bed is a girl, the covers up to her waist. She has one long plait of dark hair and looks much younger than me. At first, I think she’s asleep, but then I notice the quiet but terrible sobs that make her whole body tremble.

			Without thinking, I sit on the end of her bed.

			‘Are you okay?’ I ask in a whisper.

			She hastily wipes her nose on a handkerchief before she answers.

			

			‘Are you new here or something?’ she says through sniffs. She squints large dark eyes in the direction of my face. ‘It’s just … I thought everyone knew of my predicament.’

			Her predicament?

			‘Oh, sure. I’m new.’ It’s not exactly an untruth. ‘I’m Harper.’ I stick my hand a short way out from under the blanket. ‘But my friends call me Harrie.’

			She looks at my hand as if she doesn’t know what to do with it, then suddenly grasps it in both of hers.

			‘Edith Dircksey Brown,’ she whispers. ‘But you can call me Edie.’

			‘Dircksey is your middle name?’ I giggle. ‘Your parents must hate you.’

			At that, Edie drops my hand and bursts into fresh tears.

			‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry!’ I say, shooshing her. ‘I’m sure they don’t hate you. I was only joking.’ Real funny, Harrie. I hear Lena’s voice, telling me to think things through before opening my mouth.

			Edie looks up at me sadly.

			‘Please forgive me, Edie.’ I take her hands again.

			‘Of course, I forgive you,’ she says. ‘You’re not to blame, Harrie. I’m just cross with my circumstance.’

			What kind of kid uses words like circumstance? Or predicament?

			‘Since you’re new here, you weren’t to know,’ she begins. ‘The thing is …’ Edie looks up at the ceiling. Then she clears her throat and continues.

			

			‘Mother passed just a few short months ago. Then to make matters worse, my sister and I were separated from my brothers and sent here to the Misses Cowans’ School.’

			The tears are still wet on Edie’s face. Her chest rises and falls with quick breaths.

			‘And I don’t like it one bit!’ she adds. ‘The older girls are impatient. They laugh when my needlework isn’t up to scratch, or my herbs don’t grow, or my bread doesn’t rise. Sometimes they ignore me entirely, which might be even worse.’

			When I squeeze Edie’s hands, I can feel the texture of her skin, cold and soft.

			Maybe this high-definition dream is my brain’s way of working through stuff. I was five when Mum disappeared. One day she went to work at State Museum and she never came home. Since then, Dad’s looked after Morris and me all by himself. I mean, ‘looking after us’ is generous. He spends most of his time in Mum’s greenhouse. He sucks at cooking and helping with homework and showing up for soccer games. But Morris and I never miss an appointment with Lena. And even though it’s tough, we still make it work. There’s no way on earth we’d be shipped off to boarding school.

			I move up the bed to sit next to Edie, and she makes room under her blanket. Dream-girl or not, I feel a curious connection to her, and I want her to be okay.

			‘Let me tell you something about me,’ I say. ‘Maybe it’ll cheer you up.’

			I smile widely. ‘My full name is Harper Constance Wells. I was named after both grandmas, but I don’t look like either of them. Especially not my Nanna Constance. She had a stonker!’ I push my nose. Edie gives a small laugh and rests her head on my shoulder.

			‘My family has a rescue cat called Elmo who thinks he owns everything. He’s an orange moggie who loves chin scratches and blueberries. Let’s see … what else is interesting about me?’ I snuggle further into the trestle bed and adjust the blanket so the PJs are still hidden.

			‘I’m in Year 6 at Grevillea State School –’

			‘You mean you were,’ Edie interrupts.

			I blink. ‘Oh, right. Before I came here, I was in Year 6 at Grevillea State School, and my favourite subjects were Chinese and PE –’

			‘Pardon me,’ Edie interrupts again. ‘Was Miss Grevillea a patient teacher? Was it a day school? And what is Pee-Eee? And she taught you Chinese?’ Her eyes are like saucers.

			I may as well tell her I’m an alien on a mission from the Dog Star. I chew at my lip trying to work out how to respond.

			‘I’m just pulling your leg – I mean … I’m telling a joke,’ I say quickly. ‘It’s … it’s all a story I’m writing. Make believe.’

			Edie’s eyes shrink back to normal size.

			‘What about you?’ I ask. ‘Where did you come from?’ I’d rather know if this is a dream or reality, but there’s no casual way of asking.

			‘I was born and raised at Glengarry sheep station,’ Edie says, with a dreamy look. ‘That’s nearly a week’s journey north of here if you travel through the night like we did.’ She sighs. ‘My mum was a teacher and a very kind woman. She taught me and my sister Blanche felt craft, and I used to love looking at picture books, but … I’m not sure what my favourite things are anymore.’

			I change tack. ‘Do you have lots of siblings? I have one older brother called Morris. He’s fifteen and a real pain in the bum.’

			I’m rewarded with a small smile. ‘You say some peculiar things, Harrie, but I like it. I have two younger brothers, Clarrie and Kenny, and yes, brothers can be very trying.’

			Edie’s eyes are misty again.

			‘There was little Ernie too,’ she says softly. ‘But we were so far away from any doctors.’

			She looks for her hanky for a moment before wiping her nose on her long cotton sleeve. ‘I am seven years old!’ she announces suddenly. ‘I should be at home looking after my brothers, making sure they’re eating well and learning how to talk properly. Dad could have kept me at home to raise them. He should have. I could’ve kept the whole house with a little practice. But I didn’t have any say in the matter.’

			‘Couldn’t you write?’ I ask. ‘To make sure they’re okay?’

			

			Edie shakes her head slowly. ‘How would I do that? They cannot read and I haven’t yet learnt to write a letter.’

			I shrug. Email? Text? They don’t seem like good suggestions.

			Even though I have a million burning questions, we snuggle together and just lie there quietly.

			I feel Edie’s breath in short, warm bursts against my cheek. I feel the coarse fibres of the stiff blankets, itching the back of my hands. Every nerve on my skin stands to attention – prickling, pulsing and awake. This dream … this place … it has a deep, pulling, old kind of feeling. How could my brain make it up? Edie feels so real, and alive and vital.

			She sighs quietly and our breathing is in sync, in a gentle rhythm.

			I reach into my pocket, feeling for the maker’s mark. It’s still there, warm and thrumming and calming. I run my thumb around its edge.

			‘Thank you, Harrie,’ Edie says, just before we both fall asleep. ‘I can tell we’re going to be the very best of friends.’
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			I rocket upright in bed, sending my pillow flying. I twist to look at the bedhead, wiping sweaty palms across Morris’s PJ top. Of course, the maker’s mark is there, perfectly intact. Instinctively, I reach to touch the tree but pull my hand away quickly at a soft creaking sound behind me. My bedroom door opens inwards, hallway light spilling across the carpet. Elmo winds in, between Dad’s legs.

			‘Gumnut,’ Dad whispers. ‘I heard a noise …’ He rescues my pillow from the floor and tucks my doona in from where it was wrenched out of the end of my bed. He still has his glasses on, and the clothes he wore all day. ‘Everything alright?’ He sits on the side of my bed. Elmo leaps up, pads over my legs and curls into a furry, orange mass.

			I fall back on the pillow with a huge sigh, letting Dad brush the curls away from my face. He takes my temperature with the back of his hand against my forehead. ‘Just a bad dream?’ He pulls the doona up under my chin.

			I can only murmur in response, closing my eyes and sinking into the mattress in exhaustion. It’s like I haven’t slept a wink.

			

			Chapter Four

			Sunday night’s dinner is bangers and mash. Dad’s meals are quick and easy. Bonus points if he can make it using only the microwave.

			The three of us eat without talking. Morris, absorbed by his phone watching the Robert Jordan book-to-TV series he’s bingeing, Dad, staring at his sausages trying to have a new thought that will bring Mum back, and me, slowly falling asleep into my potatoes. The dream about Edie wore me out. Even though I slept in and the bed was very comfortable (I told it so in the morning), Sunday passed in a hazy kind of way – both speeding along and dragging at the same time.

			I finish dinner first and say goodnight to Dad. There’s no point in saying goodnight – or anything – to Morris. Weirdly, he hasn’t mentioned last night’s paper confetti attack. Maybe he hasn’t noticed.

			The bathroom between my room and Mum’s greenhouse is painted a pea green colour. If you put your ear against the wall above the towel rack, you can hear Dad talking to himself in the greenhouse. Well … to Mum. Maybe it’s one of Lena’s psychology things. Maybe it makes him feel better.

			I squeeze out a dollop of toothpaste and shove my toothbrush into my mouth.

			Something tastes wrong.

			‘Phwoar, yuck!’ I spit into the sink. I run the tap and tilt my open mouth under the water flow.

			‘Sucker!’ Morris yells from outside the bathroom door. ‘That’s for the mess you made in my bed.’

			‘What did you do to my toothbrush?’ I ask between spits.

			‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’ Morris laughs.

			‘That’s why I’m asking, dingus!’

			‘What did you do to her toothbrush?’ comes Dad’s tired voice.

			‘Oh, calm down guys, it’s just a joke.’ Morris is still laughing. Then he speaks softly, just to Dad. ‘It’s just vinegar. Yes, from the kitchen, not the laundry. Totally food safe and edible, I swear.’

			‘It’s just ordinary vinegar on your toothbrush, Gumnut,’ Dad calls. ‘Probably killed some germs is all. Give it a rinse under hot water, it’ll be right.’

			Right. Goes bananas over a tiny cut in my foot but doesn’t care if I’m poisoned by my own brother. I spit into the sink again.

			

			The greenhouse door slides shut and Morris’s laughter fades as he retreats to his bedroom, unpunished as usual. I leave hot water running over my toothbrush as I tuck a loose curl behind my ear and press my cheek against the wall.

			‘… not even funny,’ Dad’s telling Imaginary Mum. ‘I’m sure you’ll handle them differently …’

			I stop listening as I re-brush my teeth, inspecting my freckled face in the bathroom mirror. I rub at an extra dark spot under my right eye.

			Back in my room, I change into a pair of grey leggings and one of Dad’s t-shirts which comes halfway down my thighs. I’m not game to wear Morris’s PJs again. Not ready to start an official prank war if he catches me with them. Not in the mood to discover the step-up from vinegar on my toothbrush.

			I fall into bed, hugging my pillow tightly. If I retaliate, I’ll have to be very smart about it, and I’m too tired to use my brain.

			‘I’ll be clever in the morning,’ I whisper into the mattress. ‘But first, sleep.’
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			The first thing I notice is the warmth of the maker’s mark, nestled perfectly into my palm. Looking up, I see I’m back in the long white room with all the trestle beds. Edie’s room. I’ve never had a dream in multiple parts before.

			My breath escapes in a cloud as a violent shiver racks my body. The room’s empty this time, blankets folded neatly at the foot of each bed. No one else is here to suffer the freezing wind whipping happily through two ajar windows. I fit the maker’s mark into the waistband of my leggings and rub my hands together vigorously, breathing warmth into them through rattling teeth. I look at the closest scratchy blanket in disappointment.

			‘Harrie? What are you doing up here?’ Edie is suddenly running into the room, wrapping her little arms around me. ‘I just came back for my gloves. They air this room out in the morning, and you’re wearing hardly anything, and … oh, applesauce!’ she exclaims, holding me at arm’s length. ‘It was too dark to notice last night, but your face … it’s full of stars.’

			My chest blooms. No one has called my freckles stars before.

			I can see Edie’s face more clearly now too: curious brown eyes – clear and tear-free – a pixie-like pointed nose and a small flat chin, jutting out beneath her wide smile. I shiver again and Edie leaps into action.

			‘I guess your clothes haven’t arrived yet,’ she says, walking over to one of the trestle beds and pulling out the chest beneath it. ‘You can borrow some of Blanche’s until they get here. She’s younger than you but already nearly as tall.’

			

			‘B-Blanche is your s-s-sister, right?’

			Edie nods, laying Blanche’s clothes out on the bed. Everything smells of vinegar and faintly of dried sweat. I peer over Edie’s shoulders. Blanche’s entire wardrobe consists of six items: a long-sleeved nightie, a pair of white trousers, a cap, an oversized skirt, one pair of long socks, and thankfully, a knitted shawl. Without waiting for an invitation, I snatch up the shawl and wrap it around myself.

			‘T-tell Blanche th-thanks.’ I nuzzle my neck down into the fabric, grateful to find it both soft and warm.

			‘You can tell her yourself when we go downstairs.’ Edie picks up the nightie and trousers and frowns at my tee-shirt and leggings. ‘You’ve already a chemise and drawers, although – and I don’t mean to be nasty – your underwear is most unusual. I hadn’t noticed that last night either.’ She neatly folds the clothing that’s apparently underwear and places it back in the chest. ‘What on earth did you travel here in? Where are your shoes? You can’t have been snatched away in your bedclothes. Were you?’ Her mouth thins in a disapproving line.

			I pick up the huge skirt, another layer that goes under actual clothes. The fabric is crunchy and stiff, and the white is slightly yellowed around the waist. I step into the skirt and suck in as Edie does up the buttons. Then I sit on the edge of the bed and pull the socks on over my leggings. It’s all so real – the bone-reaching cold, the prickly texture of the woollen socks.

			

			‘I arrived late at night,’ I finally answer Edie. ‘To be honest, I was so tired I don’t really know where anything ended up.’

			Thankfully, Edie nods. Standing on her toes, she pushes my curls behind my ears, seems confused about where all the rest of my hair is, and places a navy cap on my head. She ties a ribbon under my chin to secure the cap.

			‘Shall we go and find one of the Miss Cowans?’ she asks. ‘On Saturdays, we have leisure time in the morning, and I’m sure they’re in the garden. They will know where your belongings are. In fact, they normally give new girls an orientation –’

			‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘I mean … no thank you. Could we just hang out for a while?’

			‘Hang out what?’ Edie’s nose crinkles. ‘It’s not laundry week, and besides that, it’s far too cold for anything to dry today.’

			‘It’s something we say where I’m from,’ I say quickly. ‘I want us to hang out. You and me. It means just be together, I guess.’

			A grin lights up Edie’s face. ‘I’ll fetch my gloves,’ she says. ‘Then let’s hang out in the library!’
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			The ‘library’ is the same size as my loungeroom, with only as many books as Morris has in his personal collection. It’s hard to believe this room exists in the same house as the cold, bare room we just came from.

			Bookshelves run nearly all the way up two of the walls. The shelves finish with ornate flourishes at blue-toned floral wallpaper, which, in turn, meets a decorative trim around the ceiling. The wallpaper clashes with the formal burgundy lounge setting, which clashes with the rug it sits on in the middle of the room. Straight ahead is a curtained bay window stacked full of flat cushions, all competing to see who can out-clash the other.

			‘It’s nice, isn’t it?’ Edie notices me taking it all in. ‘We’re not usually allowed in the library,’ she admits. ‘They use it for special visitors, and it’s always kept just so.’ She gives a sly grin. ‘If the misses catch us, let’s say you’re new and we were looking for them.’

			A lively fire crackles in the fireplace and I immediately feel its effects. Loosening the shawl from around my neck, I follow Edie to the window, where she’s already arranging cushions. She taps for me to sit, and I relax into the window seat, folding my legs up under me.

			‘It’s curious,’ Edie says, after a moment, ‘when I woke this morning, I thought I must have dreamt you up. Sometimes my imagination runs a little loose, you see, probably on account of my being only seven. But here you are again, and I’m so glad.’ She nestles into my shoulder.

			‘I know for a fact that I’m real,’ I say. ‘So, if you’re not a character in my dream, and I’m not a character from your dream …’ I poke Edie’s arm gently.

			‘Hey!’ she protests.

			‘Sorry,’ I grin. ‘Just testing.’

			Edie breaks into a fit of giggles, and soon I’m holding my side with a stitch, gasping for air. We both collapse back into the window seat, her gloved hands hugging a cushion into her chest.

			‘It’s been a while since I’ve laughed like that,’ she says, wiping a stray tear away. ‘Since before my mother … you know.’

			Like last night, I don’t know the right thing to say.

			Eventually, I try. ‘My mum is gone too.’

			Edie gasps. ‘Why didn’t you say so last night? You let me complain the whole time.’

			I shrug. ‘It happened a long time ago. When I was five.’

			‘What does that matter?’

			‘Huh?’

			‘What does it matter if it happened all those years ago? She’s still your mother.’

			‘Of course, she’s still my mother, biologically speaking. I just … I don’t really remember what it was like when she was here. And I still have Dad, though he won’t admit Mum’s really gone. He gets sad a lot. So does Morris.’ And we all get dragged to the psychologist, I don’t say aloud. ‘I guess the way Mum’s disappearance affects everyone else is how it most affects me. I cop the consequences of everyone else’s feelings.’

			

			‘That doesn’t seem right.’ Edie frowns. ‘If something sad happens, you have to feel sad about it eventually, don’t you? Otherwise, you’re hiding all your feelings away somewhere. But they’re still there.’

			I shift uncomfortably. That sounds like something Lena would say, not a seven-year-old girl in my dreams.

			‘Tell me one thing you remember about her.’ Edie takes my hand again. ‘Anything at all. But it must be a true memory of yours.’

			I think of the photo I knocked off the wall. I can almost taste the toasted marshmallows and smell the smoky campfire, but I don’t remember being there. I can’t recall the sound of Mum’s laugh, remember if she liked my freckles or sang a special song when she tucked me in at night. I know Mum lived and breathed plants, that she tended to the orchids in her greenhouse with care. She worked for over a decade at State Museum, and she and I had matching algae-green eyes and unruly brown curls. But these aren’t memories, they’re facts. Facts that other people have told me.

			‘I don’t think I can,’ I whisper.

			Edie squeezes my hand tightly. ‘You’ll remember,’ she says. ‘And when you do, you make sure to tell me.’

			I nod. A feeling is forming in my tummy like a balloon expanding. I take a short breath, and then another, and another. I close my hands into fists, pressing my fingernails into my palms.

			

			‘Are you okay, Harrie?’ Edie sits straight and puts a hand on my shoulder. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

			‘No.’ My voice breaks as I speak between breaths, ‘I n-need …’ I try to suck in air, but there isn’t enough of it. Black spots swim into my vision as I get to my feet.

			‘Tight,’ I manage to say, struggling with the waistband of Blanche’s petticoat.

			Quickly cottoning on, Edie undoes the buttons.

			Stumbling, I fish for the maker’s mark in my leggings, gripping it as the room around me spins.

			‘Harrie?’ Edie’s voice is too loud. She helps me onto the ground and dashes for the library door. ‘Don’t you move.’ She disappears.

			I tuck up my knees and start a clumsy rock, but the petticoat is everywhere and my chest hurts, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to be sick. Through fuzzy eyes, I look at the maker’s mark.

			I want to wake up, I tell it silently. I need to wake up.

			Empty of breath, energy and will, I collapse on the ground.

			

			Chapter Five

			I crack open one eye to find Dad standing over my bed, hands on hips, glasses sliding down his nose. I’m relieved to be awake … and alive. But I feel like I’ve spent a few hours in a tumble-dryer.

			‘No,’ I groan. ‘Need sleep.’ I’m hot and tangled in my sheets, but I’m too tired to sort it out. Maybe I’ve got a fever and Dad will let me skip school so I can sleep all day. Nice, deep sleep, where my subconscious doesn’t wear me out.

			But Dad is firm. ‘Up you get, lazy bones. You’re late for school as it is.’ He strips back my sheet. ‘Morris has left already, and … what on earth are you wearing?’

			I grunt. ‘Oh yeah, I borrowed your shirt. Maybe I need some new PJs.’

			‘That is not mine.’

			I squint up at Dad to see he’s taken his glasses off and is rubbing his brow. My head itches, and I reach to scratch it, finding I’m still wearing Blanche’s cap. No wonder I’m hot.

			

			Wait. What?

			I try to jump out of bed but fall out instead, tripping over the petticoat and shawl that’s twisted its way around my arms. I land hard on the carpet. Why am I wearing the clothes I put on in my dreams?

			‘If this is Morris’s idea of a joke …’ But Dad doesn’t say what will happen if it is Morris’s idea – probably nothing – he just shakes his head and leaves my room.

			‘Get dressed in your uniform, please,’ he calls from down the hall. ‘We’re out of here in five.’

			With shaking hands, I free myself from the shawl, step out of the petticoat, peel off the stockings and remove the cap. I fold everything as neatly as I can and push it under my pillow.

			I pull on my uniform: red polo shirt with blue sleeves and a spider flower emblem, thigh-length red shorts, white socks, patent black Doc Martens. What would Edie think if she knew I wore this five days a week? What would Lena say if she knew I could dream clothes into existence?

			Elmo stalks into my room, his tail winding around my legs to say good morning.

			‘Hey, buddy.’ My hand is still trembling as I pat him. ‘Don’t tell anyone, but I think I might be losing it.’

			[image: ]

			Mr Matsuda takes Mondays a bit slower to ease the class into the week, but today, I’m operating at zombie level. The only thing my brain can muster is the image of Blanche’s old clothes sitting in a pile under my pillow. The only thing I can think about is getting home to check if it’s all real.
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