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‘Gaarder’s major achievement . . . is to alert children to the potential of their own thinking, and to extend a natural sense of awe at the miraculous world they inhabit. There are echoes of St Exupery’s The Little Prince in Sally Gardner’s illustrations and in the gentle tone of this mind-stretching tale.’ School Librarian
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Dear Camilla,


When you were staying here for half-term, I promised to write you a story. Well, here it is.


I’m sitting down to write to you today for a special reason. It’s nearly your birthday, and you are going to be exactly the same age as I was when I was waiting for my baby brother to be born. So I thought I should tell you about Mika. Then you’ll understand it all.


Do you remember all the things we did together when you were here? Do you remember how we caught crabs in the little cove where I keep my boat? And how we used to look at the stars every night through my big telescope, and how we made pancakes on the one night it was cloudy? I often think about that week and what a good time we had.


I can remember lots of things about Mika, too. I don’t pretend to recall everything as if it happened yesterday – it’s more like last week! I’m sure I’ve forgotten some bits and imagined others, but it’s often like that when we try to describe things that happened a long time ago.


I remember clearly enough how it all started. You might say it began quite normally – if you can call waiting for a little sister or brother normal, that is. I’m not so sure you can. Things aren’t always as ordinary as we may think.


In those days we kept a couple of hens scratching about in the garden. Do you think a hen is ordinary? Well, I did too. But that was before I met Mika.
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Imagine you were a lone spaceman criss-crossing back and forth through outer space.


Even if you travelled for an eternity, you’d be lucky to see a single hen.


There are billions and billions of stars in the vast expanse of outer space we call the universe. A few of these stars have a planet or two moving round and round them on a set path called an orbit. After travelling for hundreds, if not thousands, of years, you might possibly get to a planet with life on it. But even if there were living things there, the chances of finding a hen are extremely slim. You just might find an egg, but I doubt that a chicken would hatch out of it.


There are probably no hens anywhere else in the universe except on our own earth. And the universe is unimaginably vast! So we can hardly call a hen ordinary!


While we’re on the subject of hens, did you know that it is possible for a hen to lay a new egg almost every day? Have you heard of any other bird or animal that does that?


The reason I’m beginning my story like this is that Mika was the one who taught me that nothing is ordinary. Sometimes people talk about ‘an ordinary day’. This annoys me, because no two days are the same, and we have no idea how many more days of life we have left. Perhaps even worse than ‘ordinary’ hens or ‘ordinary’ days is talking about an ‘ordinary’ boy or girl. This is the sort of thing we say when we can’t be bothered to get to know people better.


So there I was, waiting for a little sister or brother. My family were always discussing which it would be. Personally, I felt sure that the big lump in Mum’s tummy was a boy. I don’t know why I was so sure – perhaps it was just that I wanted a brother more than anything else.
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We humans like to believe in the things we want most. It was hard to imagine what it would be like to have a baby brother, but I knew he would be at least a bit like me. A sister was much harder to picture.


Mum said the baby was lying upside down inside her and kicking her tummy black and blue. When I heard this, I thought my baby brother ought to pull himself together. That was the first time I felt like giving him a word of advice – it certainly wasn’t the last. But we are born into this world without any manners at all. It takes years for us to learn to show a little consideration for others.


I knew my baby brother would find it strange arriving in a totally new world. I didn’t envy him. When he did come he’d have to get used to lots of different things. He couldn’t have much idea of what it was like outside the small dark space in which he found himself.


I had already begun to think carefully about how I would explain it all to him. I would have to tell him what everything in the world was like.


My baby brother had never been in the world before. He had never seen the sun and the stars, the flowers and animals in the fields, and he wouldn’t know what they were all called. I had a good deal more to learn myself. For instance, I didn’t know the difference between a jaguar and a leopard. I know now that they both have spots, but their spots are arranged in different patterns. But that’s not the point. There are thousands of different animals on this planet. For a long time to come I would have my hands full teaching my baby brother the difference between a dog and a cat.
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It’s taken human beings thousands of years to name all the plants and animals in creation, and we still haven’t finished. So one lifetime seems rather a short span in which to learn them all.


My baby brother was just like an astronaut visiting earth for the very first time.
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I was only eight when all this happened. It began at night. I was dreaming . . .


‘Wake up, Joe,’ said Dad. ‘The baby’s on the way!’


‘But it’s the middle of the night!’ I said, sitting right up in bed. ‘He’s not supposed to arrive yet. Auntie Helen’s not here!’


‘Babies do sometimes decide to arrive early,’ said Dad. ‘They don’t know what day or time it is. I’ll have to drive Mum to the hospital. I’ve phoned Auntie Helen and she’s coming as quickly as she can, but I’m afraid you’ll have to wait here on your own till she gets here.’
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Mum and Dad had arranged for Auntie Helen to come and look after me when the baby was born, but she wasn’t due for another week.


That wouldn’t happen now, Camilla – your mother would take you to the hospital with her. But when I was your age children often went around on their own or stayed at home when their parents went out. I didn’t mind. I was quite used to being in the house alone.


I said I’d be all right until Auntie Helen arrived. ‘I’ll build something with my Lego,’ I said.


I had built some huge space rockets. I really had to use my imagination, because you couldn’t buy any special Lego spaceship kits in those days.
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I got dressed quickly. I was looking forward to the birth of my little brother. This’ll put an end to all his kicking, I thought. And it had been weeks since I’d last sat on Mum’s lap.
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I remember going to the window and releasing the blind. It rolled up with a snap, then whirled round and round. I peered up into the star-spangled heavens. It was the clearest night sky I’d ever seen.


I ran downstairs. Mum was sitting in an armchair clutching her back. Her eyes were closed tight and all the muscles in her face were tense.
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Dad had told me that giving birth was always hard work, so I didn’t want to disturb her. I felt like saying that getting a baby sister or brother could be rather hard, too, but that would have to wait for another time.
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