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      To my three wonderful sons,
thank you for providing me with so much material!
You make me laugh every day.
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      If you are reading this journal, then chances are I am already dead. My name is Edwina Sparrow. I am fifteen years old and
         my mother is trying to kill me. My mother has always been odd, but since Gran’s accident, things have got far worse.
      

      
      I have decided to start keeping a journal to document the progress of my deranged mother because there may be a murder inquiry.
         Someone needs to leave a line of evidence.
      

      
      My mother’s odd practices seem to come in cycles. Currently she is trying to starve us. That is — me, my brother Julian and
         Gran. Dad’s in Antarctica doing scientific research for six months and is well out of it, lucky for him.
      

      
      When I am a psychology professor (should I survive this abusive parenting), I intend to personally investigate my mother’s strangeness and categorise her once and
         for all. But for now, as usual, I need to take control of the situation and save all our lives.
      

      
      I suppose technically it’s Gran’s fault for having her accident. Until recently Gran has been the glue that has kept us all
         together during my mother’s episodes. Gran was trying to get the pressure cooker down from on top of the cupboard. She uses
         it to sterilise Julian’s socks. And, believe me, they need some serious sterilising. Anyway, the cooker fell on her head and
         now she thinks she’s sixteen again. Unfortunately she was sixteen when World War II was going on.
      

      
      So now that Gran isn’t cooking for us anymore, my mother has decided it’s time we got healthy. She spent four hours yesterday
         throwing out ‘the stodge’ as she calls Gran’s favourite ingredients.
      

      
      My mother informed us: ‘You are what you eat. And we have all become decidedly sausage-shaped. Not to worry. By the end of
         the month, I’ll have us trim, taut and terrific.’ She stressed her point by throwing away a perfectly good packet of Tim Tams.
      

   



      
      
      MONDAY 24 MAY

      
      Today is the first day of my mother’s ridiculous food restrictions. Cabbage soup! For breakfast! Told my mother that I could
         not be expected to survive on cabbage soup. I was a growing girl. She relented and gave me a boiled egg.
      

      
      My mother claims that this diet, aptly named the Cabbage Soup Diet, is meant to rid the body of all toxins. Purification of
         all internal organs will follow — apparently our spleens will sparkle. Personally I think I’d rather have mine removed, put
         on a rinse cycle and then replaced. Meanwhile, Gran told me not to complain about the rations and what do I expect with a
         war going on? Then she said that I had always been an ungrateful, spoilt little wretch. I did not take this personally because
         right now Gran thinks that I am her younger sister Emily.
      

      
      Julian then came into the kitchen and said, ‘Mmmphh …’ Translated from sixteen-year-old boy speak, it means, ‘Good morning,
         all. No soup for me, thanks — mustn’t be late for the halls of learning.’
      

      
      Trudged five kilometres to school, carrying a thermos of cabbage soup and four boiled eggs. Krystal Shard and the Gems (that is, Amber, Jade, Ruby and Gemma) were already circling like sharks looking for lesser life
         forms. They had lined up on either side of the school gate and were causing untold psychological damage to anyone insecure
         about their appearance. When students walked past they’d hold up cards with numbers on them from zero to ten. The poor little
         Year 8s scuttled through the gate hunched over and looking like frightened turtles under their bulging backpacks. Krystal
         kept putting her foot out in front of them, sending them staggering in the effort to keep upright.
      

      
      I, of course, am made of stronger stuff. There was no way I would creep past. I straightened my shoulders and deliberately
         sauntered by. Krystal held up a card to me with ten on it. As I got level with her she sneered, grabbed a black marker and
         added a minus sign in front of the ten. Pathetic! As if I would look to her for confirmation of my worth.
      

      
      I mean, goodness knows what abomination of the school uniform she was wearing. Her winter skirt appeared to be no bigger than
         a large belt. She had all manner of fluffy additions and sparkles spiking her hair and more make-up on her face than a carnival of clowns. Talk about non-adherence to dress code.
         When I have the chance I am going to set up a uniform committee and start policing things. This school is far too lax. How
         do they expect to create worthy citizens when students are flaunting the rules at such a basic level?
      

      
      It was not a good way for me to begin the day. My stomach acids started raging and they had nothing substantial to work with.
         Met McKenzie outside our home room. His winsome smile almost managed to lift my spirits. Ah, McKenzie, my best friend and
         confidant.
      

      
      All day stomach was making strange rummaging sounds as if something was either growing or fermenting. Found it hard to concentrate.
         After school I discovered a note someone had slipped into my locker. It was written on pale purple paper and smelt of lavender.
         It said, ‘You have to stop her before someone gets hurt.’ Stop who? Does someone else know my mother’s evil plan?
      

      
      Was looking forward to dinner until I got it. Cabbage soup and a poached egg with a sprig of parsley. Went to bed at 5.30
         pm. Too hungry to stay up. Thought I heard the sound of paper being scrunched in Julian’s room, but wasn’t sure due to own stomach making abominable
         noise of seismic proportions.
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      TUESDAY 25 MAY

      
      Decided that I should write a letter to Dad and inform him of the developments on the home front. Yes, I am aware that it
         will take six months for the letter to get there! By which time I will be skeletal. At least I will have the satisfaction
         of knowing that he will feel shockingly guilty for abandoning us. It will be one of life’s tragic tales. It will probably
         be made into a documentary film, a testimony to my short but brilliant career.
      

      
      Synopsis of ‘The Edwina Sparrow Story’: Father leaves the Sparrow family and selfishly pursues his own interests in Antarctica
         (although I suppose he does send money — pity not more of it gets spent on food!). He receives a heart-wrenching letter from
         his only daughter, pleading for his return. He immediately starts the journey back through the bleak snow, across glaciers
         and treacherous crevasses in a dog sled. The dogs falter, so he packs them into the sled and pulls it him-self. Blizzards
         and frostbite plague him with no hot coffee to speak of. Finally he drags himself across the last ten kilometres with the
         aid of a pickaxe to the waiting ice-breaker ship. He then steams intrepidly through wild seas. He stands like Leonardo DiCaprio in Titanic, heroically gripping the foremost rail and staring stalwartly into the distant horizon with steely eyes and icicles hanging
         from his nose.
      

      
      He arrives back in Australia. A bus takes him beyond civilisation to the outback. He trudges wretchedly through the red dunes
         and saltbush in broken thongs to the homestead. (We actually live in leafy suburbia, but it’s more dramatic slogging through
         the desert dying of thirst and being followed by a pack of slavering dingoes. In the film they might have to use labradors
         — I wouldn’t want anyone to get really hurt.)
      

      
      He throws open the door to the house. It is deathly silent. He runs forward, calling his daughter’s name. No sound. He pushes
         open the door to her bedroom. She is slumped at her desk, her pen still gripped in her pale, fragile hand, having expired
         just moments before. The last words she wrote are: ‘Father, why don’t you come?’
      

      
      My penning has brought tears to my eyes. A particularly fine piece of writing. Maybe I should be an author? Not full-time,
         of course, it doesn’t seem like a real sort of job. I’ll just potter at it and still make a fortune.
      

      
      
      Anyhow. The letter to Father. Here it is. I wrote it in a formal style because I have been reading quite a bit of Jane Austen
         lately and the characters in her books wrote proper letters rather than emails. It does seem far more romantic. Plus I think
         she’s a rather good author in an old-fashioned way, but she could do with getting out more, modernise herself a bit and have
         a few more travel experiences. I believe travel is very broadening.
      

      
      Dearest Father,

      
      I beseech thee to return home at the soonest. We are in desperate straits. Mother has gone quite mad. Julian is as typically
            useless in a crisis as ever. And Grandmother Beatrice is demented and therefore only slightly more use than Julian. I, of
            course, would normally be able to handle the situation, except that Mother is starving us and I fear that I shall not be able
            to think straight for much longer. If you cannot get here soon then please send emergency supplies. Long-lasting fruitcakes
            fortified with brandy are a must. Do not parachute the supplies in as Grandmother is likely to attempt to shoot them down,
            or bury them in the garden. I will explain this later. Perhaps write on the supply crate (which should be extra large) ‘Edwina Sparrow — emergency medical equipment’.

      
      I remain yours, thinningly and possibly not for much longer,

      
      Edwina
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      WEDNESDAY 26 MAY

      
      Hardly slept at all last night. Hunger pangs hammering continuously. Got up at 2.30 and crept into the kitchen, hoping to
         find anything to fill my stomach. It didn’t really need to be food. I could even have eaten a box of tissues at that stage
         and blow the consequences!
      

      
      Just reaching for the pantry door when I was smacked on the back of the head with a pillow. It was Gran. She was wearing Julian’s
         cricket helmet with a hairnet over it. She had stuck twigs and leaves in the net for camouflage. (Not that there are any trees
         in the kitchen, but then Gran’s not thinking terribly logically at the moment.)
      

      
      She yelled, ‘Aha!’ and held the pillow in a very belligerent manner, poised for further assault. Then she said, ‘I knew you’d
         be after the rations! You always were a snivelling little thief!’ She whumped me with the pillow all the way back to my bedroom.
         Got back into bed and tossed and turned. What could I do? I couldn’t physically tackle my own grandmother! I could hear her
         patrolling up and down the hall outside my door. Lay there thinking for a while. I counted my ribs. I swear I felt one more than I could yesterday.
      

      
      Still couldn’t sleep so I got up and did some maths problems. I always find that soothing. Brain was still buzzing. Thought
         I would search the Web for psychological disorders and see if I could put a name to my mother’s problem. Found something.
      

      
      Need to talk with Julian. Nearly phoned McKenzie but it was 4 am and he takes a long time to wake up. He sometimes isn’t really
         with it until after lunchtime at school.
      

      
      At breakfast (if you can call it that — it’s more like breakfart with the wind I’ve started to generate) Gran told Mum that I had been trying to sneak food. Mum put a bowl of soup in front
         of me and said she expected a bit more self-discipline. I found that particularly uncalled for. I have marvellous self-discipline
         and commitment if it’s something I agree with! How unfair.
      

      
      Gran added, ‘No backbone, you! Weak as dishwater. Comes from being Father’s favourite and always getting what you want.’

      
      Although I knew she was confusing me with her sister Emily, I couldn’t help retaliating with, ‘I have plenty of backbone and it will become more obvious with every day of this stupid diet. My back will be as knobbly
         as a stegosaurus’s by the end of the week.’
      

      
      Gran said, ‘Pffff!’ and went back to slurping her soup, which quite put me off when I realised she hadn’t put her false teeth
         in. Julian then came striding into the kitchen in a haze of aftershave and I had to run to catch up as he headed out the back
         door.
      

      
      I yelled at him to wait for me because he was racing along the footpath at a blistering pace. I could hardly keep up with
         him. Certainly couldn’t talk. I grabbed his arm and told him I needed to tell him something. He said he’d give me three minutes
         because he’d lost his cricket helmet, probably at the practice nets, and if he didn’t get there before someone else found
         it, it would be gone for good. I told him that Gran had his helmet. This rather startled him and he said he hoped she hadn’t
         planted anything in it. (Gran used to be a keen gardener.) I told him that she sort of had but it would be fine.
      

      
      I then said that what wasn’t fine was our mother, however, and I thought I knew what was wrong with her. He didn’t look at all interested and started walking again, only thankfully at a slower pace. I told him
         that I had looked it up on the Web. It was called Munchausen’s-by-proxy. He said that munching-bi-poxy sounded deadly.
      

      
      I asked him to take it seriously. ‘It’s a psychological disorder. The person who has it craves attention and gets it by having
         sick people to take care of. Doctors feel sorry for them — what they have to deal with and so on.’
      

      
      He said, ‘Mum doesn’t have sick people to take care of.’ I pointed out that she would in a few weeks! She was deliberately
         starving us, we would become ill and then she’d get all the attention she craved.
      

      
      Julian tapped me on the top of the head. ‘Go back to bed, Ed; your brain’s gone dead. Catch you later!’ He then took off at
         a run. Far be it from him to be seen walking into school with his sister. I knew he would be of no use.
      

      
      As I watched him disappear athletically into the distance I thought I had better start describing the people I am writing
         about in this journal. Well, at least the important ones. I do think it necessary for the reader to have a specific image. I’d hate for you to be creating wrong impressions. There is no doubt that film-makers
         will be knocking down my door, begging me for the rights to produce an epic feature or perhaps a dramatic series based on
         this journal. And I am sure you will agree that there is nothing worse than seeing an actor in a movie looking completely
         the opposite of how you’d imagined them.
      

      
      For example, you may imagine Julian to be some nerdish, thin little chap with spindly legs. In actual fact, I can assure you,
         he is, in modern idiom, what is currently termed ‘buff’. It aggravates me beyond anything to have to write that. He is thoroughly
         slobbered over by all the females at school. We are constantly inundated with insipid girls on the phone, asking between fits
         of giggles, ‘Can I speak to Julian please?’ My usual answer is, ‘Yes, you can speak to Julian, seeing as you are obviously capable of speech, but you may not speak to him.’ And then I hang up. I am not in the habit of encouraging people who have no understanding of the English
         language to have anything to do with my brother. He has enough problems stringing words together as it is.
      

      
      
      Krystal is one of the many who have tried to snare Julian. She even tried to befriend me in order to get close to him. She
         kept coming around to our house after school and waiting hopefully for a sighting of Julian. She pretended to ask my advice
         about homework! Julian would always say hello but that was it. It was quite revolting how she would drape herself across our
         furniture in front of him. Gran would wipe down all the surfaces with some sort of sterilising agent after she’d gone, saying,
         ‘She’s no better than she should be.’ Whatever that means. (This was before her accident, of course.)
      

      
      Anyway, Julian is tall and pleasantly muscled. Not like those body builders who look as if their arms and legs are made of
         knotted walnuts. He has dark-brown hair and his eyes are what writers of romance novels would describe as ‘impossibly blue’.
         Which I suppose means that they are the colour of other things that are blue, but not eyes. They are very warm, friendly eyes
         and he laughs and smiles a lot, which makes girls turn to liquid. It’s quite horrifying and mortifyingly unfair. He has a
         nice straight nose, not too big, and good straight teeth, not too big either.
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