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Millie Armstrong coloured in the carrot nose on her drawing of a snowman and then added a red-breasted robin, sitting on his shoulder. The other kids on her table were all chatting about their plans for the upcoming summer holidays as they drew their Christmas cards, but Millie didn’t join in. She’d only started at Oak Hill Primary School two months ago and she still felt shy around everyone.

I wish we still lived in England, she thought wistfully, looking at the other cards – Santa in red shorts on a surfboard; a Christmas tree with a kangaroo on top instead of an angel; a koala dressed as an elf. No one else had drawn a picture with snow or ice. In Australia, Christmas happened in the summer when the days were long and hot and people celebrated by having barbecues – or barbies – on the beach. It felt so wrong to Millie. It should be cold in December with frosty night skies, roaring fires, mugs of hot chocolate and people wearing warm jumpers, woolly hats and thick coats.





[image: images]





She wondered what her best friend, Lola, was doing to get ready for Christmas in England. A wave of sadness hit her. She and Lola had been best friends since they started school. They tried to keep in touch with video calls but it was hard because southern Australia was eleven hours ahead of England so a lot of the time when Millie was awake, Lola was in bed! Last time they’d spoken – at the weekend – Lola had sounded really envious when she’d heard that Millie was about to break up for a six-week summer holiday.

“We only get two weeks off for Christmas,” she’d said. “It’s not fair. I wish I was in Australia!”

Millie sighed. Having a long summer holiday was going to be far less fun with no friends to hang round with. She opened her card and wrote a message inside:

Merry Christmas, Dad.

Love, Millie xxx

Her heart twisted.

Ella, who sat next to her, noticed what she was writing. “Why are you just doing it to your dad and not your mum as well?” she asked.

Alice, on the other side of Ella, elbowed her in the ribs. “Ella!” she hissed, frowning.

Ella’s eyes widened. “Oops. Sorry!” she said to Millie. “I forgot about your mum.”

“It’s OK,” said Millie. She fixed her eyes on her card and concentrated on drawing a holly leaf next to the kisses. Her mum had died six months ago, which was why she and her dad had moved to Australia. Her mum had grown up there before moving to England in her twenties. When Millie’s mum had passed away after a long illness, Nana, her mum’s mother, had suggested Dad and Millie come and live with her on her organic sheep farm in Victoria.

Dad had jumped at the chance for a fresh start but Millie knew Australia would never be home to her. Home was England and always would be.

Ella got up to fetch some glue and Alice leaned across the desk. “I really like your card,” she said softly. “Does it always snow lots in England at Christmas time?”

“No,” Millie muttered. But then she was sorry. Alice was nice and Millie knew she was trying to be friendly because she felt bad about what Ella had said. She gave her a quick smile. “More than it does here though!”

Alice grinned back. “That’s not hard. I bet it’s going to be really different for you having Christmas in the summer this year. Are you coming to the barbie on Boxing Day? Everyone meets up on the beach and goes surfing or boogie boarding. It’s great fun. I’ll be there, well, provided Sasha – that’s my dog – isn’t having her puppies.”

“Puppies?” echoed Millie, looking at Alice with sudden interest. She loved animals. “Oh, wow! That’s really exciting.”

“I know. She’s due around Boxing Day. The vet scanned her and she’s having five pups. She’s a kelpie.”

“My nana’s dog is a kelpie too—” Millie began eagerly but she broke off as Ella came back and plonked herself down between them.

Ella turned to Alice. “So, are you still coming to mine for a sleepover tomorrow, Als? We’ve got to celebrate the start of the summer holidays!”

Alice nodded and Ella started talking about all the plans she had for their sleepover. Not having been invited, Millie couldn’t join in, so she concentrated on finishing her card. When it was done, she put it on the shelf to dry, along with everyone else’s. It looked strange next to the pictures of Santa on the beach – out of place and different. Just like me, Millie thought with a sigh. Her first Christmas without Mum, in a completely new country with no friends.

No, she really wasn’t looking forward to it at all.
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After school, everyone in school went to the town centre to sing carols. But they weren’t the carols Millie was used to singing. Some were completely new to her, others she thought she knew but as she started to sing them it turned out that they had different words in Australia. Jingle Bells wasn’t about riding in a sleigh, instead it was about Santa going to the beach in his ute.

After a few people giggled at her when she sang the wrong words, Millie gave up singing out loud and just pretended to sing. She caught sight of her dad and Nana coming through the shopping centre to join the audience. Dad was in a suit after his day in the office – he was an accountant. Nana was in her farm clothes as usual – knee-length khaki shorts, a checked red shirt over a dark blue T-shirt and boots. Her greying hair was pulled back in a stubby ponytail that stuck out through the gap in the back of her faded green baseball cap. Her tanned skin was as wrinkled as an old apple despite the sun cream she applied every day, but her blue eyes were bright and sharp and her arms and legs were lean and strong.

“Hey, Millie!’ she called, waving with both hands over her head. “Over here, kid!”

Millie blushed. She gave a tiny wave of her own and quickly looked away. Her grandmother could be quite loud and a bit embarrassing at times.
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“How are you doing?” said Nana, striding over when the carols finished.

“OK,” said Millie, aware of the kids around her, chatting all about their plans for after the carol concert. One group was going to the ice cream parlour, another to the juice bar. It made her feel even more lonely. “Shall we go?”

“Not yet,” said Nana. “You’ve still got to see Santa.” She nodded to where a man dressed up as Santa Claus was giving out presents to everyone who had been singing carols.

“It’s OK. I don’t mind not seeing him,” said Millie quickly. She didn’t feel like talking to Santa, she just wanted to get back to the farm.

“No, come on, I’ll get a photo of you with him,” said Dad, running a hand through his crinkly brown hair. It was the same chestnut colour as Millie’s wavy locks. “We can send it to everyone back in England.”

Millie reluctantly let herself be led over to Santa. Nana nudged her forward when it was her turn.

“G’day,” said Santa with a smile.

Millie forced herself to smile back. “Um … hi.”
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