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For our dear friends


Liz, Tadhg, and Lorcan Veecock


and Sinéad McBrearty,


because, as the proverb says,


Welcome is the best dish on the table.
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Once upon a time, a man from Delhi and a man from Yukon fell in love, and so did a woman from Jamaica and a Mohawk woman. The two couples became best friends and had a baby together. When they won the lottery, they gave up their jobs and found a big old house where their family could learn and grow . . . and grow some more.


Now Sumac Lottery (age nine) is the fifth of seven kids, all named after trees. With their four parents, one grand father, and five pets, they fit perfectly in the Toronto home they call Camelottery.


But the one thing in life that never changes . . . is that sooner or later things change.
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‘We just need some snow, and then the holidays will be perfect,’ Sumac tells Grumps.


‘Oh, aye.’ Her Scottish grandfather doesn’t look up from his crossword. Crosswords are meant to be good for dementia, which is the thing that muddles Grumps’s brain.


The two of them are up in the Artic – what the Lotterys call their attic for doing art – on the very top floor of their house. Grumps is not doing any art; he’s just being company for Sumac. She’s cutting a crescent moon out of aluminium foil to make a shadow picture in her lantern. ‘Tonight’s the Solstice Parade,’ she tells him. ‘That’s what we’re making these lanterns for, remember?’


Grumps’s pale blue eyes look suspiciously vague, which means he’s probably forgotten what the Solstice Parade is.


Sumac has an idea: She picks a giant square of cardboard out of the pieces stored behind the cabinet, and starts making a holiday calendar.


This time last year, Grumps was probably celebrating in a sad-old-man way with a slice of cold turkey, listening to the radio in his little house in Yukon. He’s never been at Camelottery in December, so he doesn’t know what’s coming – what a perfect mix of different kinds of fun it’s going to be. Well, perfect if the snow will just fall like it’s supposed to.


Sumac writes:
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Before Luiz turned up, Sumac was expecting a woman called Louise, because that’s what his name sounds like (and the website’s profile picture of him was backlit and blurry, so you really couldn’t tell), but he’s actually a boy. Well, a man – though nineteen still has teen in it.


She adds a little drawing of herself at tonight’s parade, with her moon lantern (lit up by an LED light) bobbing on a long bamboo pole.


‘Solstice Parade,’ Grumps reads over her shoulder. ‘Is that one of those makey-uppy, New Agey things?’


‘Actually, people have been celebrating the longest night for thousands of years,’ says Sumac. Or does she mean millions? ‘Stonehenge,’ she adds – not quite sure how old that famous stone circle in England is, but people definitely sun-worshipped there. She carries on with her festive calendar, which has got as far as tomorrow.
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Sumac hasn’t been thrilled about one of her dads spending nearly the entire month back in India turning a factory on the outskirts of Delhi into free apartments for homeless people. Especially because PapaDum took Sic with him, even though her big brother’s only sixteen and knows zero about construction.


Tomorrow, though, all Lotterys will be together at The Nutcracker (Sumac’s favourite ballet) before coming home to recline on couches for their ancient Roman banquet.


The sky outside the Artic window has that flat white look that just might mean snow. Sumac crosses all her fingers for luck to make it fall this afternoon and cover up the grey ice heaps studded with cigarette butts and doggy dirt, turning everything creamy and new in time for Christmas.


Grumps is pointing at where it says Saturnalia. ‘I had a Saturn.’


What’s he on about? Saturn’s a planet. And the Roman god of money, Sumac remembers . . . Or is it time? So how could her grandfather have had a Saturn? A little statue of the god, maybe? But when people with dementia say random things, you’re not supposed to annoy them by contradicting them, so Sumac just nods and draws icicles on the capital letters of Ice Sculpture Fest.


‘A Saturn Astra,’ says Grumps.


‘Mm, white, wasn’t it, Dad?’ says PopCorn, standing in the door of the Artic. ‘With those nasty fleece seat covers.’


‘They were very practical when I was driving around in the Yukon snow,’ Grumps tells his son.


Oh, so a Saturn must be some kind of car. Sometimes Sumac forgets that there are moments when Grumps’s memory works just fine.


She knows her dad is probably here to check up on Grumps discreetly, but he’s always helpful with crafts too. ‘I’m making a calendar of festivities,’ she tells him, holding it up; the cardboard’s nearly too wide for her hands to grip the edges.


‘Splendid idea,’ says PopCorn.


‘Can you do a picture of the Nutcracker with his helmet and his soldier’s jacket?’ she asks. The Nutcracker’s about a tool for cracking nuts, shaped like a toy soldier, that comes to life. ‘I tried, but he looks like Homer Simpson.’


‘Happy to be of use.’ PopCorn grabs the black, red and gold felt-tips.


‘The snow really has to start falling by tonight,’ Sumac tells him, ‘or our holidays won’t be half seasonal enough.’


PopCorn sniggers.


‘What’s funny?’ Sumac asks.


‘You, bossy-boots, trying to tell the weather what to do.’
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She sets her mouth in a horrible scowl.


‘Oh, lovely,’ he says. ‘Let me draw that on your calendar.’


Sumac makes her face smooth again.


PopCorn carries on colouring in the Nutcracker’s uniform. ‘I can’t believe Luiz is off on his travels already.’


‘Who’s that?’ asks Grumps, looking up from the paper.


‘You know, Dad – the lad who’s been staying in our Overspill in the basement.’


‘Eats all the bananas,’ says Grumps sternly.


‘No he doesn’t,’ says PopCorn.


‘He does, actually,’ says Sumac, amused that Grumps has noticed.


Luiz was PopCorn’s idea – or not Luiz in particular, but the idea of welcoming in couchsurfers who can’t afford hotels. PopCorn loves sharing, like tool exchanges where you lend your neighbours lawn mowers or yoga slings, or swap meets where you give away pumpkins if you’ve grown too many, or turn people’s old sweaters into bags.


‘He’s been here three days and he’s had about twelve bananas,’ Sumac reports. Actually, she hasn’t seen much of Luiz, because he stays out half the night at meet-ups and mingles, and sleeps in half the day, and takes lots of showers.


‘Fish,’ Grumps mutters over his crossword.


‘What was the clue?’ Sumac asks him.


He shakes his head.


‘You mean you want fish for dinner, Dad?’ suggests PopCorn.


‘Visitors,’ Grumps snaps. ‘They’re like fish.’


Sumac tries to think of why that could be. Slippery?


PopCorn clicks his fingers. ‘It’s a wise old proverb. Guests, like fish, stink on the third day.’


You’d think Grumps would be pleased that his son figured it out, but he just grunts.
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This morning Sumac is studying the winter solstice by looking up astronomy websites in the moms’ bedroom – so MaxiMum can explain any hard bits while she’s polishing her shoes.


From the look of this room, you’d think the two mothers didn’t suit each other at all, rather than being nearests and dearests. MaxiMum’s side is all neat and monkish, but CardaMom’s is all messy, with scattered scarves, and jewellery dangling from nails in the walls.


‘What I find interesting,’ says MaxiMum, ‘is that the earth’s actually at its nearest point to the sun right now, but that doesn’t make us any warmer.’


Nearest point? Sumac frowns. ‘Isn’t an orbit a circle, like when you swing something around on a string?’


‘Slightly oval,’ says MaxiMum. ‘We’re a hundred and forty-seven million kilometres away from the sun, give or take a hundred thousand or so, whereas in the summer we’ll be more or less a hundred and fifty-two million kilometres away.’


‘Why do you say give or take and more or less instead of the actual figures?’ asks Sumac.


MaxiMum grins. ‘Go and look up the actual figures, then, you pedant.’


Pedant’s like fusspot or nitpicker. These things her family call Sumac just mean she likes to get details right, so she tries not to take them as insults.


‘But remember there’s always a margin of error,’ MaxiMum adds, taking the brush to her best Italian leather shoes now.


‘What’s a margin of—’


MaxiMum cuts in. ‘The chance that the scientists could be a bit wrong. Say, plus or minus five per cent.’


An alarm beeps on her phone.


‘What do you have to do?’ asks Sumac.


‘Call the dentist to make twelve appointments for our check-ups,’ says MaxiMum with an irritated sound. ‘Another thing PapaDum usually takes care of. You don’t realize how much a co-parent does until he’s out of the country.’


Sumac comforts her: ‘He’ll be home tomorrow.’


MaxiMum sends Sumac off with a challenge: to explain the seasons to Brian (who’s four), using household objects.


Hm. What kind of objects should Sumac use? Books? (Her favourite objects.)


Plastic tubs?


No, fruit.


Sumac goes two floors down to the Mess (the Lotterys’ kitchen) and ransacks the bowl. First she gets a grape for the earth and an apple for the sun. Then it occurs to her that the sun is way bigger than the earth, so she looks it up on one of the family’s tablets and finds that it’s actually 109 times as wide. Because she can’t think of a fruit 109 times wider than a grape, Sumac ends up borrowing a huge melon (the long green-and-yellow stripy kind called Santa Claus melons) for the sun. And an orange pip (dug out of the slimy compost tub on the kitchen counter) for the earth.


She tracks Brian down in the Loud Lounge upstairs. Brian is tucked behind one of the four sofas, in her polar bear earmuffs, of course. (She got them at the start of December and has been wearing them night and day ever since.)


‘Want to know about the seasons?’ Sumac asks. She waits. ‘Brian? If you can’t hear me through those things, take them off.’


‘I can hear,’ says Brian. She doesn’t look up from the two tiny cars she’s driving in figure-of-eights over a huge beanbag. ‘Winter, summer, springer.’


Sumac corrects her: ‘Winter, spring, summer, and fall, actually.’


‘Faller.’


Sumac doesn’t argue, because (a) that’s going off-topic and (b) Brian won’t put up with being corrected. For a person so small, Brian’s always very sure. Like last year, when she was three, and announced she wasn’t a girl, and changed her name from Briar (the tree name the Lotterys gave her when they adopted her) to Brian.


‘But what makes the seasons different from each other, do you know?’ Sumac asks, as excitingly as she can.


Brian drives one of her little cars up on top of the other.


‘Sure you can hear me through your polar bears?’ asks Sumac.


Brian nods. ‘Just not listening.’


That makes Sumac grin. She pushes a pin down through the orange pip, then says, ‘Look, this pip’s the earth.’


Brian holds up her cars squeezed together like a sandwich. ‘Look, double-decker bus.’


‘Right,’ says Sumac. ‘So the earth pip is tilted away from the sun melon at the moment. We live on the top half—’


‘Where?’ asks Brian, squirming closer.


Sumac finds a black marker and adds a dot to the sticky pip. ‘There, that’s us in Camelottery, in Toronto, in between the five big lakes, in Canada, in North America.’


‘But where?’ Brian’s buzz-cut head, with the two polar bear heads covering her ears, is only a few centimetres away from the pip. Maybe she expects to see little Lotterys crawling about like fruit mites if she squints hard enough.


‘We’re on the top bit that’s angled away from the melon right now,’ explains Sumac. ‘So the light from the melon – from the sun – we get it for less time every day than people down at the bottom in . . . South Africa, say.’


‘Lions.’ Now Brian steers her cars around each other over a big rubber exercise ball, making a motor sound in her throat.


‘That’s right! The lions are having nice long days, lying around in the sunshine, whereas we’re shivering.’


Brian’s cars slam into each other and fall off the rubber-ball mountain on to the carpet. She makes explosion sounds, her tiny fists shooting out fingers.


Sumac checks: ‘So do you get it about the seasons?’


‘Sun be always there?’ demands Brian.


‘Ah, pretty much always, yeah.’ Sumac happens to know that the sun’s middle-aged, so in about five billion years it’s going to go out like a match. But that’s far too far from now to worry about, and the information would probably freak out a four-year-old.


‘Want slice of the sun,’ says Brian, patting the melon, which sounds like a drum. ‘And me cutting.’ She’s got her penknife out already.


‘We need the big chopper in the Mess for that,’ Sumac tells her. ‘Let’s go and ask somebody.’


‘Somebody!’ roars Brian on the landing. ‘Slice of the sun!’


The two of them find their couchsurfer in the Mess, still having his breakfast, with banana skins and earbuds and espresso cups spread all around him. And he’s sprinkling sugar on an avocado: bizarre.


Luiz is so short and skinny, he looks way younger than nineteen. ‘Bom dia, amiga!’ That’s Portuguese, which is what they speak in Brazil. He leaps up to greet Sumac with his usual two air kisses.


Sumac stiffens with the effort of remembering which way to dip, so she and Luiz bash noses.


He yelps, then grins, and rubs Sumac’s nose better.


‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I remember that right is right, but I keep forgetting whether it’s my right or yours.’


‘You go to my right cheek and I go to your same,’ he says, demonstrating on Brian.


So, aim left, Sumac decides.


‘Look for you carry that big thing, Brian!’


Luiz has never had any English lessons; he’s just watched a lot of YouTube.


Brian grits her teeth like a weightlifter, heaving the melon up above her head to show her muscles.


Sumac remembers something and checks her watch. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be gone?’ That sounds rude, so she adds, ‘I mean, isn’t your flight – wasn’t it eleven this morning?’


Luiz is flying to Paris (France) via Munich (Germany), which means going east and then backtracking west, because for some strange reason that’s cheaper.


‘Is OK, later.’ He flaps his hand in a whatever kind of way and sits back down, taking a big scoop of sugared avocado.


This must be like what CardaMom calls Indian Time: doing things when they should be done instead of by the clock. It doesn’t come naturally to Sumac, who’s worn a watch since her third birthday. ‘But Luiz, you’ve missed your plane now, and they won’t let you on the next one!’ Her voice comes out squeaky. Can their couchsurfer even afford to buy another ticket? Right after he left Rio, the real – that’s what they use there instead of dollars – fell to a four-year low, a thing Sumac still doesn’t understand even after CardaMom explained it twice, but basically it means Luiz’s savings for his trip got shrunk, like laundry if you wash it in very hot water.


Luiz lets out one of his honking laughs, like a drain coming unblocked. ‘No, I mean my plane is later,’ he tells her. ‘Before, I read the hour wrong. Is eleven this night actually. So I see beautiful Canada one extra day.’


Toronto’s really not that beautiful this week; it’s pretty grey. Sumac feels bad that the Canadian climate isn’t doing its proper White Christmas thing for Luiz, with fluffy snow and all.


Brian is starting to stagger under the weight of the melon. ‘You cut me slice of the sun?’


‘Yeah yeah, no biggie.’ Luiz reaches for it, and Brian lets go a second too early—


The sound the melon makes on the wooden floor is an awful, heavy, wet smush.


‘Desculpe!’ cries Luiz. That’s what Brazilians say when they’re sorry.


‘We broked the sun!’ Tears jump out of Brian’s eyes.


‘No biggie,’ says Sumac back to Luiz, just to be polite.


‘It is very biggie,’ Brian wails.


‘The real sun’s fine,’ Sumac reminds her, pointing out the window at the sky.


Luiz is laughing regretfully as he takes a selfie with the mess.


‘Let’s put the pieces in the compost,’ Sumac tells Brian.


‘Dibs cut them with my knife,’ says Brian, sniffling.


Sumac puts three big crushed chunks on a chopping board for Brian to practise on. ‘Slice away from yourself, yeah?’ She’s afraid for those little fingers.


Luiz starts mopping up the floor. He’s better at cleaning up than her big brothers. He picks up the melon’s little label: ‘From Brazil, like me.’


Aspen slams her way in from the Hall of Mirrors. ‘Opal just pooped on the floor, and I got some in my wheel!’


It feels to Sumac as if her sister’s been wearing those Rollerblades all December, and the thump of her wheels never stops. ‘Why did you ride through the poop, though, rather than around it?’


‘I was being a scientist,’ Aspen boasts, ‘and testing the con – con – constancy.’


‘You mean consistency. That’s gooiness or hardness,’ Sumac tells her. ‘Constancy would mean if Opal poops on the floor constantly, which he totally doesn’t.’


Aspen does that creepy thing where she mimes pulling a thread to lift up just one scornful corner of her upper lip. At nine, Sumac knows way more words than Aspen, but she has to admit that her sister (at ten) knows more grimaces.


PopCorn hurries in with Opal the parrot perched on his shoulder. ‘Paper towels, please – we don’t want Oak sliding around in that.’


Sumac snatches the roll of paper towels off the counter and tosses it to PopCorn.


Their brother Oak’s getting around pretty fast these days, by crawling or cruising from one piece of furniture to another, and his latest craze is painting himself with anything he finds, like toothpaste or guacamole or . . . anything disgusting.


‘Where be the poop?’ asks Brian.


‘Dirty bird,’ Aspen scolds Opal.


The parrot screams, ‘Kapow!’ (Their brothers Wood and Sic are always teaching him silly words.)


‘It’s only because he’s pining for PapaDum off in Delhi, so his tummy’s upset,’ Sumac tells Aspen.


PopCorn hurries away to clean up the poop, with Brian right behind him.


Parrots are one-person pets, really, so it’s bad luck for Opal that he’s ended up in a twelve-person gang. Still, Sumac guesses he prefers the Lotterys to the smugglers who kidnapped him, anyway. Opal’s left wing hasn’t worked ever since he was rescued from a suitcase full of baby African grey parrots at Toronto’s airport.


‘FYI, his poop’s nearly black instead of the usual green – look.’ Aspen lifts one Rollerblade to show it, which makes her tip backwards with a crash, knocking the mop out of Luiz’s hand.


PopCorn comes back in, holding the parrot low so Brian can stroke Opal’s downy head. ‘Poor bird. One more day and our beloved PapaDum and Sic will be back,’ he promises them all.


Yeah. Sumac needs her funny, smarty-pants eldest brother (who likes to call her Smackeroo) as much as her most patient, solid, never-too-busy-for-a-hug father.


‘Blades off, now, poppet,’ PopCorn tells Aspen, ‘and go and wash every speck of bird poop out of your wheels. So, Luiz, here’s a bit of snow for you at last.’


Sumac spins around to see. In the Wild behind Camelottery, white specks are spiralling down.


‘Ave Maria Mãe de Deus!’ Luiz plucks his really thick glasses out of his scattering of possessions on the table and jams them on his face.


Sumac’s never seen anyone so excited by a little sprinkle of snow – or no adult, anyway. Oak was like that last winter, goggling and blinking as the flakes landed on his cheeks.


‘In Rio we always wish for the snow, but it never . . .’ Luiz lunges towards the back door.


‘You’re in flip-flops,’ Sumac reminds him, but he’s racing across the Derriere already – slap, slap on the boards of the porch – and jumping down on to the grass.


‘He says Brazilians can do anything in flip-flops,’ says Aspen, ‘even play football and climb mountains.’
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‘Now, who’s supposed to be rustling up some lunch?’ asks PopCorn.


Sumac makes an effort to remember. ‘You and Catalpa are,’ she tells him.


‘We cut up the sun but it smushed,’ says Brian.


The three parents and four bigger kids have been taking turns to cook this month, and not very well. For seventeen years PapaDum’s been master of the kitchen, as well as house repairs, so the rest of the adults have gradually lost whatever of those skills they once had. (The same goes for other departments: These days MaxiMum decides pretty much everything about the garden, CardaMom’s the only one who remembers the passwords for electronics, and PopCorn’s in charge of creativity because he went to art school for six months.)


PopCorn leans out into the hall now and wails, ‘Catalpa!’


A faint cry: ‘What?’


‘I need you.’


Catalpa – fourteen and exhausted-looking in an elegant way – stomps down from her room.


‘Co-chef, did we have a concept for lunch today?’ asks PopCorn.


‘Yeah. You said you’d make red rice pilaf.’


PopCorn groans.


Sumac’s stomach growls. Red rice takes forever.


‘Change of plan,’ says PopCorn, throwing open one of the two refrigerators. ‘Ring the cowbell for lunch, Brian, will you? Hold on to your hats, folks, because it’s Deli Sandwich Delight!’


That sounds great until you realize it just means he’s going to plonk cold things on the long table, wave like a magician, and say in an unconvincing Southern drawl, ‘Go wild, y’all.’


Brian seizes the cowbell and shakes it violently for quite a while.


The clang brings MaxiMum downstairs. ‘Thanks, that’s enough,’ she tells Brian, and stops the clapper of the bell. She starts putting out plates and glasses.


Next comes their middle brother, Wood, talking Grumps’s ear off about the longbow he’s made, and how next he’d like to try a crossbow.


‘Where are CardaMom and Oak?’ Sumac wants to know.


‘Still boogying at the physio’s,’ says Catalpa, shaking back her long black hair with one of those yawns that implies everything is tedious.


‘I had a physio,’ says Grumps resentfully. ‘Made me tightrope walk and pretend to be a flamingo.’


This puzzles Sumac: forcing old people to walk on tightropes, really?


Oak goes to physiotherapy to work on making his left arm and leg as strong as the right ones. (He’s more like a one-year-old than a two-and-a-halfer, because somebody shook him when he was tiny, before he and Brian came to Camelottery.) Sumac went along to help him once, and it was mostly dancing with multicoloured water bottles and – for some reason – looking in mirrors.


Sumac makes herself a cheese sandwich, which is not exactly going wild, but she likes cheese sandwiches. Sumac’s bio-dad’s ancestors are German – she’s Filipina on her bio-mom’s side – and the Germans are the fourth-biggest cheese eaters in the world after the French and the Icelanders and the Finns. Sumac adds baby carrots to her plate, and tries not to look at Aspen helping herself to corned beef and raspberry jam between two garlic crackers. (Yuck!)


Their grandfather is staring at the table. Too many choices muddle his brains.


‘Cheese sandwich, Grumps?’ suggests Sumac.


‘Don’t mind if I do.’


So she makes him one just like hers, except with mustard.


‘Did his physio really make him walk a tightrope?’ she murmurs to PopCorn.


‘No, no, just walk a straight line as if it were a tightrope,’ he tells her, miming it.


Whew, that sounds a lot less dangerous.


Wood takes nothing but dead pig: wet ham, dry ham, pepperoni and salami. He stares out the window at Luiz, who’s still cavorting in the snow in his flip-flops. ‘Has anybody called the dude in for lunch?’


‘He only just had his breakfast,’ explains Sumac.


‘He better enjoy the snow while it lasts, because it’s going to turn to freezing rain,’ says Wood gruffly. At twelve, Wood’s voice hasn’t actually changed yet; he just tries to make it sound manly. Recently he’s become a weather nerd, always going on about gusts and flurries, depressions and subtropical cyclones.


‘Freezing rain?’ echoes Sumac, horrified. ‘For the Ice Sculpture Fest and the Solstice Parade?’


‘Yeah, duh, because the gods have never been known to be cruel before,’ says Catalpa.


‘Don’t fret, petunia,’ PopCorn tells Sumac. ‘What do those weather forecasters know?’


‘Quite a lot more than you,’ murmurs MaxiMum, who’s on the side of the scientists, because she used to work in a lab.


‘Last winter we got such a dump, Grumps – twenty centimetres overnight,’ Wood tells their grandfather. ‘We built this amazing snow fort in the Wild behind the house, with flying buttresses and arrow slits.’


‘I like a good hard snowfight,’ says the old man, his knobbly fingers forming an invisible ball.


‘No snowmen,’ says Brian shakily. (Ever since she saw a New Yorker magazine with a cartoon of a melting snowman on the cover, his nose falling out, Brian’s been freaked out by them. How’s she going to manage from January to April, Sumac wonders, when every third yard has a snowman?)


‘Want a chunk of my pumpernickel pistachio bread?’ asks PopCorn, offering Brian the platter.


He’s been experimenting with the breadmaker, and the results are mostly horrible. Brian just sniffs at it, then pulls her head in like a turtle.


‘Anybody?’ asks PopCorn, looking around.


‘I’m good,’ says Wood.


‘I’m full already,’ says MaxiMum.


PopCorn does a theatrical toss of the head, pretending his feelings are wounded.


‘Icky,’ says Brian.


MaxiMum gives her the look that means manners.


‘Tell the truth,’ says Brian smugly, which is what the parents kept reminding her in the autumn when she was in a lying phase. (Right now she’s into hitting instead.)


‘Who’d like to teach us a new and interesting grace?’ asks PopCorn.


‘There’s a Grace who sells me petrol,’ says Grumps.


He must be thinking of when he was still in Yukon, Sumac thinks, because in Toronto he doesn’t have a car, and neither do the rest of the Lotterys.


‘Should we bother with grace? We’re halfway through the so-called meal,’ says MaxiMum.


‘So-called?’ Now PopCorn actually does sound hurt.


‘Sorry.’ MaxiMum gives him a little repentant bow. ‘We all just want PapaDum back and cooking up a storm.’


‘So much!’ says Sumac. ‘All of us Lotterys safe at home, just us again for the holidays.’


‘But Luiz is hilarious. What have you got against him?’ demands Aspen through a mouth full of broken crackers.


‘Nothing, it’s only—’


Catalpa interrupts. ‘He is kind of irritating: too jolly, too huggy, too much.’


Sumac doesn’t agree. ‘No, it’s just that I want everything back to normal.’


A snort from the old Scot. ‘Normal, in this house? No such thing.’


‘Ordinary, then,’ Sumac tells Grumps.


‘Ordinary, bored-inary,’ chants Aspen, pulling down her lower eyelids because she knows it makes Sumac feel sick.


‘Anyway, everything will be ordinary-by-Camelottery-standards again, as of tomorrow,’ says PopCorn, stroking Sumac’s head. (He envies her sleek black hair, especially as he has hardly any hair left himself.)


‘Camelordinary, we could call it,’ suggests Aspen.


‘Catalpa,’ says MaxiMum, ‘you must know a Japanese grace for before meals.’


‘She’s Japanese?’ asks Grumps puzzledly.


‘No, I’ve just been reading a lot of manga,’ Catalpa tells him. ‘But I don’t know any . . . Or, hang on, there’s itada something . . .’ Her phone’s in her hand already.


‘No electronics at the table,’ MaxiMum reminds her.


‘You asked,’ says Catalpa, tapping at the screen. ‘Here we go. Itadakimasu.’


‘Itadakimasu.’ The family repeats the grace after Catalpa. Except for Grumps, who’s staring into space as he often does.


‘It means I humbly receive,’ says Catalpa, reading off her phone, ‘or I take this nourishment in gratitude to all beings who grew, hunted, or cooked this food.’


‘Wow, that’s a bunch for one word to mean,’ says Aspen.


‘Also, BTW,’ Catalpa goes on, ‘Madison just texted about sledging this afternoon—’


‘Off!’ That’s MaxiMum and PopCorn in unison.


Catalpa sighs and turns her phone off. ‘Hey, if it gets ultra cold at the parade tonight, is there any danger my contacts will freeze?’


Catalpa’s only had contact lenses since October. So far she’s survived (just about) The Day She Got Mascara On A Contact, The Day She Dropped One Into A Pyramid Of Strawberries At The Farmer’s Market, and The Day She Put The Left One In The Right Eye And Vice Versa And Was Horribly Dizzy Till She Figured It Out.


‘It’ll be an interesting experiment,’ says Wood in an evil-scientist voice.


MaxiMum grins. ‘I don’t think lenses would be so popular if they froze hard.’


PopCorn mimes someone walking along all carefree, la-la-la-la-la, when suddenly his eyes lock wide open.


Everyone laughs except Catalpa.


‘In my day, contacts were a huge hassle,’ says PopCorn. ‘You had to take them out of your eyes at night, keep them in a cleaning solution, and put them back in the next morning, for months and months.’


Catalpa makes a revolted face. ‘That’s like reusing toilet paper!’


‘One time my mom left hers in a glass and Dad drank them . . .’


Sumac joins in the howl of horror.


‘What did I do?’ asks Grumps.


‘You swallowed her contact lenses,’ Sumac tells him. ‘Elspeth’s. Your wife?’


‘Nary a bit of harm it did me,’ insists the old man.


‘There’s a guy in the world-record books called Monsieur Mangetout who eats two pounds of metal a day,’ says Wood.


‘Don’t get any ideas,’ says MaxiMum, pointing one finger at him.


Luiz is next door in the Mud Room now, whooping with laughter.
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