
[image: image]


[image: image]


Dedication

For Gramps



Contents


Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Contents

Part One: Autumn

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Part Two: Winter

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Part Three: Spring & Summer

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Forty

Forty-One

Forty-Two

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher




[image: image]





[image: image]

One

TODAY WOULD HAVE BEEN AN ORDINARY SATURDAY, except that two things happened:

1. The peacocks escaped, and

2. I started writing this story.

Dad says if you want to write a story you should start by choosing a topic that you know a lot about. That’s why this isn’t a story about France (which I know a little bit about but not a lot), and it isn’t a story about my big sister, Diana (who I used to know a lot about but now that she is fourteen-turning-fifteen I don’t anymore). This is a story about peacocks. I know a lot about peacocks because:

a) Two peacocks live with Mr. and Mrs. Hudson in the vacation houses across the road from me, and

b) I’m good at finding them when they go missing.

I’m good at finding a lot of things because I’m good at noticing details. For example, in February Mum was trying to make apple crumble and she couldn’t find the cinnamon. I went through the cupboard and sniffed everything and found it in a jar labeled “Cumin.” And last year when Diana lost her new bra I noticed some dirt on my dog Simon’s nose, which meant that he had been digging. I found Diana’s bra in a hole under the bay tree. I guess Simon doesn’t like Diana being fourteen-turning-fifteen either.

Dad also says that if you want to be a writer you have to be good at details because details are what color the pictures in people’s heads when they read. I keep all my details, and this story, in my Notebook for Noticing, which Dad gave me for my birthday last year. Here are some examples of the other details in my notebook:

Chard for dinner tonight ☹

Diana was on her phone for three hours today.

Dad is yawning a lot.

Mum made lamingtons.

Dad says that a story also has to have an Inciting Incident at the beginning. An Inciting Incident is something that happens to get the story started, like a problem that has to be fixed, or a mystery that has to be solved. And the Inciting Incident for this story is that the peacocks escaped and Mr. and Mrs. Hudson came over to ask me to help find them.

Noticing details makes me a good writer and it also makes me a good detective, like Sherlock Holmes. Mr. and Mrs. Hudson knew I was a good detective because I was the one who found their peacocks when they escaped the last time. I found them by noticing some peacock poo on the ground, which meant I knew which direction the peacocks had gone in, which meant I could follow them and find them behind the fire station, where they were sitting on a coiled-up hose.

“Cassie Andersen, Peacock Detective!” Dad said. I thought this sounded good, so I wrote it on a piece of cardboard and made it into a badge. Then I pinned it to the backpack Grandpa gave me for Christmas, and now everywhere I go I’m ready for solving mysteries.

The first thing I did when Mr. and Mrs. Hudson asked for my help was write down everything I already knew about the peacocks in my Notebook for Noticing:

1. There are two peacocks: William Shakespeare (who is a boy) and Virginia (who is a girl). Technically, Virginia is a peahen, not a peacock.

2. William Shakespeare and Virginia live with Mr. and Mrs. Hudson in the vacation homes across the road from my house.

3. William Shakespeare and Virginia are ornamental pets. Ornamental means decorative, like when you put baubles and little wooden Santas on your Christmas tree to make it look nice. Simon, however, is not an ornamental pet. He is a pet for doing things, like barking and sniffing and getting patted.

4. Virginia and William Shakespeare have escaped once already in February, which was when I found them on the fire hose.

5. In the wild, boy peacocks have lots of wives, but in captivity (like being decorative pets at vacation flats) they are monogamous. Monogamous means you only have one husband or wife forever. William Shakespeare is monogamous with Virginia, just like my dad is monogamous with my mum.

6. Boy peacocks start to lose their feathers at the end of summer and the start of autumn, which, since it’s March, is now (if you are reading this in a country like England or America, you should know that Australian autumn starts in March).

7. Peacocks like to have a lot of space so they can roam around.

8. Peacocks poo everywhere and it is really messy.

9. Peacocks like to have baths in dirt.

10. Peacocks like to eat insects, seeds, fruit, and sometimes small snakes.

The second thing I did was interview Mr. and Mrs. Hudson because they are the people who know the peacocks best, and I thought they might be able to give me some more details. I’m going to write down my interview here in dialogue. Dad says it’s important to have dialogue in a story because it helps the reader imagine how people speak and it also stops them from getting bored reading lots of long paragraphs full of lots of long sentences that feel like they go on and on and on and never end.

Dialogue, on the other hand, looks like this:

Me: Excuse me, Mr. and Mrs. Hudson, would you mind if I asked you a few questions? (Sidenote: when you are interviewing people it’s important to be polite.)

Mrs. Hudson: Not at all, Cassie, go ahead.

Me: Thank you. When was—

Mum (Interrupting): Would anyone like a cup of tea?

Mrs. Hudson: That would be lovely, thank you.

Mr. Hudson: Thank you.

Me: When was—

Mum (Interrupting again): Milk? Sugar?

Mrs. Hudson: Black, please.

Mr. Hudson: Milk, no sugar.

Me: When was—

Mum (Interrupting again): Caramel slice?

Me: Mum!

Mum: What?

Mrs. Hudson: Not for me.

Mr. Hudson: No, thank you.

(A pause while I wait for Mum to interrupt again.)

Mum: What are you waiting for?

Me (Sighing): When was the last time you saw Virginia and William Shakespeare?

Mr. Hudson: This morning. Before breakfast.

Mrs. Hudson: We let them out into the garden. Like we always do.

Me: And after breakfast—

(Mum interrupting again by putting cups of tea and a plate of caramel slice on the table, even though no one wanted caramel slice.)

Mrs. Hudson: Thank you, Helen.

Mr. Hudson: Thank you.

Me (Continuing, despite the unwanted presence of caramel slice and my mum): And after breakfast they were gone?

Mrs. Hudson: Yes.

Mr. Hudson: They were gone.

Me: I see. (Pause while I write down important details) Is there anything else you can tell me about William Shakespeare and Virginia? Anything . . . unusual?

Mrs. Hudson: Unusual? Sebastian? (Sebastian is Mr. Hudson’s first name.)

Mr. Hudson: I suppose . . .

Me (Excited because I could tell by the way they didn’t finish their sentences that I was getting close to an important detail): Yes?

Mrs. Hudson: They’ve been a lot noisier than normal recently. Especially Virginia. But I’ve no idea why.

Me (Trying to hide my interest because good detectives never give away their real feelings): I think I’ve got enough information to start investigating. Thank you for your time, Mr. and Mrs. Hudson.

Mrs. Hudson: Thank you, Cassie.

Mr. Hudson: Thank you. And don’t worry too much—I’m sure they’ll find their way home eventually.

Then Mum sat down at the table and started talking to Mr. and Mrs. Hudson about the night classes she is taking, which had nothing to do with peacocks and was boring. So I got up and went to my room and added another important item to the list of things I know about the peacocks:

11. William Shakespeare and Virginia were being noisier than normal.

I felt like this was important but I didn’t know exactly why. I did know, though, that when you are writing a story (or looking for peacocks) things are not always clear from the beginning. So it’s important to listen to your feelings and write down everything you can.
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Two

MY ROOM IS SMALL BUT I LIKE it because it makes me feel like I am in a burrow, like a wombat or a platypus. I have lots of brown things in my room, like a brown dressing table and a brown desk and a brown bedspread. I like feeling like there is dirt all around me. Not dirty dirt, like crumbs or bits of hair that get stuck in the bathroom drain. Clean dirt, the kind that’s under grass and that worms like because it’s soft and spongy and warm. Sometimes when I’m in my room I feel like a worm must feel, and it is a good feeling. It is a cozy, busy, eyes-shut feeling.

I hope reading this description of my room will help you understand me better. When you write a story it’s important to use lots of details, but it’s also important not to use superfluous details. Superfluous means something you don’t need. In a story, superfluous details are details that the reader doesn’t need to know to understand the characters. For example, you don’t need to spend a lot of time describing someone’s shoes (even if they are really cool shoes like those sneakers that have lights on them) unless they show you something important about that person (like they want to be an athlete, or they have a lot of money).

Sometimes it’s hard, though, being the writer of the story and trying to decide what you (the person reading the story) need to know and don’t need to know. For example, maybe you really like dogs and you like to imagine the world in a dog sort of way, and because of this you want to know more details about Simon. (Just in case you are that sort of person: Simon is a Brittany spaniel, and he likes to eat dog food and bananas, and he is scared of storms and vacuum cleaners.)

In this story I’m going to try to give you enough details so that you can understand, but not so many that you get bored and stop reading and go to the park or the zoo instead. Here are some important details about me that you need to understand before I tell you this story:

1. My name is Cassandra, but most people call me Cassie (unless it is a Special Occasion or they are mad at me). My name comes from a Greek myth about a princess who can see the future, but when she tells people about it they don’t believe her. This is an important detail because I also know what it feels like when people don’t believe you (it feels like having no friends and being told off by teachers and yelled at by your mum).

2. I have really curly hair (like my dad) that is long because if I get it cut short it goes springy and makes my head look like a triangle. I have pale skin and freckles (also like my dad) and I get sunburned really easily so I have to cover myself in sunscreen as soon as it is summer.

3. I’m eleven-turning-twelve years old and I’m in Grade Six at school, even though I can read and write at a Year Seven level. In the school readathon last year I read twenty-six books (chapter books, not picture books) and raised $72.60. Dad says I could have skipped a grade but because my school is so small the class was full.

4. I like reading stories and I like telling them, too. The other night when we were having tea I told a story about how I couldn’t eat chard anymore. I couldn’t eat it because the school had given all the Grade Six kids vaccinations that made them allergic to green leafy vegetables, and if I ate chard I would break out in pus-filled scabs and die. When I told that story Diana laughed and said, “Good one,” and Mum said, “If you don’t finish all your dinner you won’t get any dessert,” and Dad said, “What about cabbage?”

5. I understand words more than anything else because when I was little, Dad would tell me stories before I went to sleep. My friend Jonas, however, knows more about facts, like why ships don’t sink and what jelly is made of. He knows facts because when he was little, his dad told him scientific things. Because Jonas knows facts and I know stories, together we know almost everything.

6, The last detail you need to know about me is that I’m really, really afraid of snakes. It’s important that you know this so that if there is ever a snake in my story you will be ready to hold your breath and stomp your feet really loud and scare it away.





[image: image]

Three

WHILE I WAS IN MY ROOM WRITING, Diana opened the door without knocking and said, “What are you doing?” She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt and she was holding a book in one hand and her phone in the other.

“Getting ready to look for Virginia and William Shakespeare,” I said. I had my notebook in my backpack and I was putting on my stomping shoes—which are sneakers with really thick soles—because it was only early autumn and there might still be snakes around. “Want to come?”

Diana twisted her face into a shape that looked a bit like a question mark. Now that Diana is fourteen-turning-fifteen she is sometimes confused about what she likes to do. For example, when she was thirteen she really liked playing Hide-and-Seek, but now that she’s fourteen she only plays it at birthday parties, and when she’s fifteen she probably won’t play it at all. So when I asked her about the peacocks I wasn’t sure which direction she was going to go in—the thirteen direction or the fifteen direction.

“We can share my Saturday treat,” I added. Every Saturday, after I help with shopping, Mum buys me a treat. Today I got a Wizz Fizz, which is Diana’s favorite. I took it out of my bag and ripped off the top.

“Okay,” Diana said.

So we went together. Diana was holding her book and her phone and the Wizz Fizz, and I was holding Simon’s lead (Simon is sometimes good at sniffing out peacocks, although most of the time he gets distracted by things like long grass and pinecones).

“Is that a good story?” I asked, pointing to her book. We were walking across the road to the vacation houses, where the peacocks were last seen.

“It’s not a story,” Diana said. “It’s about Buddhism. Aunt Sally gave it to me for Christmas.”

Aunt Sally is my dad’s sister who lives in The City. She has three kids (two of them are so small that they still pick their noses and eat it) and we go to her house for Christmas every year.

“What’s Buddhism?” I said. Simon was pulling my arm really hard, trying to reach a puddle.

“It’s a religion,” Diana said.

“Like church?” I said.

“No,” Diana said. “Not like church.” She said it in the voice she uses a lot now that she is fourteen-turning-fifteen. It is her you-don’t-understand voice.

We were at the vacation houses by then, and we went into the garden where Mr. and Mrs. Hudson keep the peacock cage. It is a big enough cage for sleeping and sitting in, but not for walking or roaming. The cage was open because the peacocks only stayed in there at night, and in the daytime they were allowed out to roam around the garden. I bent over so I was peacock-size and went in. Diana didn’t.

The cage was mostly empty. There was some brown grass on the ground, and some branches high up for the peacocks to roost (roost is a bird-word for rest) on at night, and some peacock poo, which Simon ate a bit of before I could stop him. And right at the back, stuck in the wire, was one of William Shakespeare’s feathers. I knew it was William Shakespeare’s feather and not Virginia’s because it was big and green/blue and had a shape like an eye in the middle of it, which is the kind of feather boy peacocks have but girls don’t. When a boy peacock puts all of his tail feathers up it feels like hundreds of eyes are looking at you. I pulled the feather out of the wire and put it in my backpack.

I was about to wrap up the cage part of my investigation and I turned myself around in my bent-over peacock shape to leave. Then I saw the ground from a different angle, and that was when I noticed something. In the corner of the cage some of the dirt was scraped away. It looked like the peacocks had been trying to make a hole, except the ground was too hard and all they could do was make a sort of dent. I looked closer, and got out my notebook.

“What is it?” Diana said, peering through the wire.

“Something,” I said, because I didn’t know how else to describe it.

Diana sighed and looked at her phone, which was beeping. I ignored her and wrote the something down.
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Four

AFTER I HAD CLIMBED OUT OF THE peacock cage and Simon had finished peeing on the side of it Diana said, “Now what?”

“Now,” I said, “we follow the poo.” I pointed to a pile of soft brown peacock droppings next to Diana’s boots (since Diana became fourteen-turning-fifteen she wears Doc Martens instead of sneakers).

Simon sniffed the pile, ate some of it, and veered off in the direction of a large pinecone.

Behind my house there is a river, and a small track alongside it, and a lot of bush. Because peacocks like to roam I thought the bush, which is big and perfect for roaming in, might be a good place to start looking for Virginia and William Shakespeare. Simon also likes roaming in the bush, mostly because there are lots of things to sniff. I followed Simon, and Diana followed me, and together we all went into the bush.

Dad says that when you describe an important setting in a story you should use the Five Senses to make a clear picture for the reader’s brain. The Five Senses are Sight, Sound, Smell, Taste, and Touch/Temperature. Looking for the peacocks by the river in autumn is a very important setting in my story, so I hope this helps you see it clearly:

Sight

Autumn by the river looks like fat leaves and thin leaves. Some of them are still green, and some are a bit green and a bit yellow, or orange, or red. There are all different kinds of red: there is red like fire, and red like an English bus, and red like those pencils that are not quite red and not quite pink. And some leaves are brown, but not brown like a tree—they are brown like a worm, or the tummy of a bird. And when the leaves start to fall off the trees the ground is colored, too, and it looks like the world is a room with matching wallpaper and carpet.

Sound

Autumn by the river sounds like walking through crunchy leaves, and sometimes swishing through slippery leaves that are thin and soft. Sometimes it sounds like kookaburras laughing, or magpies singing. And sometimes it sounds like Diana’s phone dinging with a message from Tom Golding, who is a boy who is her friend but not her boyfriend.

Smell

Autumn by the river smells like smoke. I think this is because people somewhere are burning leaves or sticks, because autumn is a safe time for burning and not a bushfire time, like summer.

Taste

Autumn by the river tastes like fresh, damp air. Sometimes it tastes like wet leaves. And sometimes on Saturdays it tastes like Wizz Fizz.

Touch

Autumn by the river feels slippery, and almost-but-not-quite cold. It sometimes feels dark, too, because in autumn we put the clocks back, so when it’s five o’clock it’s really six o’clock, and there’s less daylight. It’s the reverse of daylight savings. It is daylight spendings.

As Simon followed his nose onto the bush track I followed him (happily) and Diana followed me (not so happily). I could tell Diana wasn’t happy because she was sighing a lot and stomping her boots. Boot stomping is good for scaring away snakes, but Diana isn’t scared of snakes so I knew that wasn’t why she was doing it. Now that Diana is fourteen-turning-fifteen there are a lot of things I don’t understand about her. Here is a list of the things I do know:

1. Diana has straight hair, and skin that tans when she goes in the sun and doesn’t freckle at all. Everyone always says that Diana looks like Mum, and they are right.

2. Diana is in Year Nine, which is secondary school, and she learns things like literature and algebra.

3. She smokes cigarettes sometimes. Mum and Dad don’t know this, but I do, because I’m good at noticing details, and sometimes I notice Diana smells of cigarette smoke mixed with too-much-deodorant.

4. Lots of people like Diana. I think this is partly because she is pretty and smart but mostly because she doesn’t care if people like her or not.

But the list of things I don’t understand about Diana is much longer than the list of things I do know. For example, I don’t understand why she seems unhappy when we’re walking through the bush looking for peacocks. And not being able to understand my sister, even when she is stomping along right behind me, makes me feel like I’m a million miles away from her.
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Five

WHILE WE WERE WALKING (ME) AND SNIFFING (Simon) and stomping and texting (Diana), I tried to think of something nice to talk about that would lighten the mood, i.e. (i.e. stands for id est which is Latin and means “in other words”) something that would cheer Diana up.

Whenever I’m feeling sad I think about the best-thing-that-has-happened-in-my-life-so-far. The best-thing-that-has-happened-in-my-life-so-far is when we went to the beach on a Family Holiday. Last year Mum and Dad and Diana and I went to Queensland. We stayed on the fourteenth floor of a big hotel and our room had a balcony and windows that went all the way down to the floor so you could always see the ocean. And every day we went swimming and every night we ate in restaurants and played Scrabble. And Diana played sharks and dolphins with me in the pool, and Dad made jokes like “Why did the sand blush? Because the sea weed,” and Mum held Dad’s hand and smiled.

Remembering the Family Holiday made me feel happy and I thought saying it out loud might make Diana happy, too. So, while we were stopped for Simon to sniff and pee in some long grass, I said, “Remember how in Queensland we found that thing on the beach? And we thought it was a giant shark’s tooth, but Mum said it was a cuttlefish bone?”

“Yeah,” said Diana, looking at her phone.

“And remember how—in Queensland—Dad ate so much Mexican food that Mum said he would turn into a taco?”

“Yeah,” said Diana, typing something.

“And remember how it was sunny every single day, and it never rained?”

“Yeah,” said Diana, still typing.

“And remember how we had ice cream, and we saw a pelican, and Mum and Dad held hands on the beach?”

Diana didn’t say anything then, but she did look at me. Simon had finished sniffing and peeing, and he was looking at me, too.

“What?” I said.

“You shouldn’t lie like that, Cassie,” Diana said, in a quiet voice. “It’s not funny.”

“But I’m not lying!” I said, because I wasn’t. Cross my heart. I started to feel that hot feeling behind my eyes that means tears are growing there.

“Whatever,” Diana said. “We’re not going to Queensland again, you know.”

I didn’t say anything.

“I’m going home,” Diana finally said, and then she turned around and started walking. When I saw her from behind, she looked much more like fifteen than fourteen. And even though I didn’t know why Diana was angry with me I did know—because of the way she hugged her Buddhism book against her chest and stomped her Doc Martens up the hill—she wasn’t coming back.

Simon and I kept walking because we didn’t know what else to do, and also because there were still peacocks to find. We walked for a long time in the bush-quiet, which is like ordinary quiet except with trees rustling and kookaburras calling and river-water running. I wished there was a switch to turn my brain off because the whole time we were walking I was thinking about Diana and her stomping boots and her Buddhism. I wished I was like Simon and could only think about what I was sniffing. But I wasn’t, and I couldn’t.

People always tell me I’m lying. It’s unfair because—most of the time—I’m not. For example, one weekend I couldn’t finish my times tables homework because there were new people moving in next door. I was pretty sure they were exotic animal smugglers so I had to investigate (it turned out that they just had a pet iguana). And when I told Mrs. Atkinson at school on Monday she said, “Don’t lie, Cassie,” and made me write out my eight and nine times tables, even though everyone else only had to write their eights. And another time when Mum asked me to help her pull out the weeds in the backyard I explained that I couldn’t because there were fairies living under the rosebushes that needed those weeds for spells. Mum said, “That’s not true, Cassie,” and gave me the gardening gloves.

Even Dad sometimes thinks I’m lying. Like when I got a C-minus on my history project because the night before it was due a witch came to me in my sleep and told me she had hidden some treasure in the sandpit. She also said that if I didn’t find it before the full moon (which was the next day) it would disappear.

“Come on, Cassandra,” Dad said. He took off his glasses and rubbed the part of his face where his nose becomes his forehead.

“Really!” I said. “I had to dig all afternoon, and—”

“Stop it.” Dad interrupted me before I could tell him that I had found treasure in the sandpit: a pink bead necklace that I had lost two years ago, and an expensive-looking screwdriver. “That’s not the truth and you know it,” he said.

“But it is!” I said, because it was. “Cross my heart. I did see a witch, and the next night it was a full moon, and—”

“No.” There was something deep in Dad’s voice that made me be quiet. “The truth is that you were lazy.” Dad leaned forward so that he was looking right into my eyes, like he was trying to peer inside my brain. “Isn’t it?”

After Dad said that, I went to my room and pretended I was a wombat, burrowing deep under the ground. I wasn’t lying, but still I had this heaviness in my stomach that wouldn’t go away. And I couldn’t understand why the person I love most in the world would want to make me feel that way.
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Six

ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT CHARACTERS IN this story is my dad. I wouldn’t be able to write this story without him. My dad knows more about books and writing than anyone else I know.

My dad teaches English and English literature (which is like English, except the books are harder to learn about). He loves reading books and then talking about them, especially with me. He doesn’t talk about which character was his favorite or which bit he thought was the best. Instead he talks about Themes, which are ideas that books have in them. Dad says Themes are what books are really about. I don’t know how Dad finds Themes, because when I read books I just find characters and things that happen to characters. Dad says I have to look-beneath-the-surface, but when I look-beneath-the-surface of my books I just see my hands.

“What about Huck Finn,” Dad asked me once. “What do you think that book’s about?”

“It’s about a boy called Huck,” I said, “having adventures with a man called Jim.”

“Yes,” Dad said. “But it’s really about freedom, and escaping from society.”

“Is it?” I said. “Which chapter?”

Dad just smiled and told me a story about when he and Mum were at university together and they made posters and went to something called a rally and Dad got arrested for yelling a word at a policeman that I’m not allowed to say until I’m older.

I’m not sure if my story will have Themes in it. I don’t know if I have to write them or if they will just get in by themselves or if the people reading this will put them in. Dad says not to worry and that when I’m older I will understand. But I still do worry, a bit.

About half the time my dad is a serious sort of dad, the kind that puts on glasses and marks essays and wants to be left alone. And about half the time my dad is a fun sort of dad, the kind that tells jokes and ruffles my hair and takes Simon for walks and gives me books to read. My dad used to write stories of his own, but then he became a teacher and had children and got a mortgage and now he says he doesn’t have time to write. He says that’s okay and that he wouldn’t want to change me and Mum and Diana for all the books in the world. But he gets some wrinkles in his forehead when he says this, and I think that somewhere deep down in him he really does still want to write stories. And I think it makes that place deep down a little bit happier when he helps me write mine.
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