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  Chapter One


‘Something special is happening this term,’ Miss Kapoor announced. ‘The Australian Scientific Education Association—ASEA—has announced a contest for year seven students. 
‘Working in teams of three, you must create a science project that shows your understanding of the scientific method. The team in first place will win a trophy—’
‘Boring,’ Bob Tommetti, a boy at the back of the classroom, muttered loudly enough for everyone to hear.
‘—and an all-expenses-paid trip to the Smithsonian in the United States.’
 Ally Simpson sat up straight. The Smithsonian was a huge group of museums, most of them located in Washington. They held amazing exhibits, including one of the Apollo moon capsules, as well as the Wright brothers’ first powered flying machine.
She had always dreamed of visiting the Smithsonian! 
‘Would anyone like to enter?’ Miss Kapoor asked. 
Everyone in the year seven class said yes. Even the Tommetti triplets who sat at the back of the room; they were never usually interested in anything to do with school.
Miss Kapoor cast an approving eye over the group. ‘I had no idea so many of you would be interested,’ she said. ‘I’ll get some more application forms. In the meantime, take out your homework and turn to page sixty of the textbook.’
The moment Miss Kapoor left the classroom, a ball of paper bounced off the back of Ally’s head.
‘Get lost!’ she snapped at the boys at the back of the room.
‘What’s wrong?’ Bill Tommetti said. ‘Didn’t Weight Watchers work out?’
‘What did you do?’ Ben Tommetti chimed in. ‘Fall in a pot of red paint?’  
The Tommetti triplets were always giving Ally a hard time about her size—when they weren’t making fun of her red hair.
‘Drop dead!’ said Harmony Smith, one of Ally’s best friends. ‘You guys are cavemen!’
‘Yeah,’ chimed in Ping Chong, Ally’s other best friend. ‘Cavemen!’
The boys’ only response was to make ugging sounds.
‘Ignore them,’ Ping said from across the aisle as they took out their homework.
‘I will,’ Ally sighed. ‘They’re a medical miracle. They walk and talk—but they have no brains.’
‘I should booby trap their seats with high explosives,’ Harmony muttered. ‘And then—kaboom!’
Harmony didn’t live up to her name. Her mother, blonde-haired and calm, ran the local hippy bookshop, and was always advising people to be one with the universe. By comparison, Harmony was pale with long, black hair and black-rimmed glasses, and she was always planning violent revenge upon anyone who crossed her. Harmony’s favourite band, unsurprisingly, was a death metal group called Blood Guzzling Unicorns.
‘The Tommetti triplets are evidence that Neanderthals are alive and well,’ Ping agreed. ‘Although they may not be Neanderthals. They could be Cro-Magnon. Or Australopithecus. Or—’
Once Ping started talking, sometimes she didn’t know when to stop. 
Miss Kapoor returned. She handed out the application forms as she collected the homework from last term. All the students handed in papers, but Ally noticed the papers from the Tommetti triplets looked very thin. 
‘Are you sure your project is five pages in length?’ Miss Kapoor asked Ben.
He nodded vigorously. ‘Sure is, miss,’ he said.
Miss Kapoor peered at the pages. ‘The printing is very big,’ she said, frowning. ‘And it’s written in crayon?’
Ben nodded. ‘I wanted it to be colourful,’ he said. 
Ally studied the application form. It had the ASEA logo in one corner, and the Smithsonian logo in the other.
The Smithsonian!
The teacher finished collecting the pages. Returning to the front, she put them down in a pile and turned to the class.  
‘Let’s have a recap of the scientific method,’ Miss Kapoor said. ‘Can anyone tell me the five steps? Bob? How about you?’
Bob scratched his head. ‘I remember we covered them,’ he said. ‘There are a couple I don’t remember.’
‘Which ones are they?’
‘The first steps, the ones in the middle, and the last ones.’
‘So…all of them.’ 
‘Uh…yeah.’
Miss Kapoor turned to the class. ‘Would anyone like to help Bob?’ she asked.
The new boy, Jamie Trenthouse, put up his hand. He was tall and stick-skinny, and he had blazing red hair, like Ally. ‘The first is to ask a question,’ he said. ‘You need to work out what you want to know.’
Miss Kapoor nodded. ‘Can anyone think of an example of something we could investigate?’ she asked.
Bruce Ricci, a quiet boy with black hair and dark eyes, raised his hand. ‘Could we investigate Hicky Saw?’ he asked.
Nobody said a word. Hicky Saw was the town legend. He supposedly haunted the streets of Yallaroo at night, armed with a saw, ready to cut off arms and legs without warning.
‘All right,’ Miss Kapoor said. ‘We might ask this question: Does the ghost of Hicky Saw haunt the town at night? And what’s the second step?’
‘Gather information,’ Ping said.
‘Correct,’ Miss Kapoor said. ‘Which means we would search for photographic evidence that Hicky Saw is real—and not just a local legend. What’s step three?’
Ally answered this one. ‘You need to form a hypothesis,’ she said.
‘That’s right,’ Miss Kapoor said. ‘A hypothesis is often written as an if-then statement. For example, if I clean my teeth, then I won’t suffer from tooth decay.’ She paused. ‘In the case of Hicky Saw, a hypothesis we might formulate could be: If Hicky Saw exists, then we should be able to capture his image on video.’
Someone made a moaning sound and everyone laughed.
‘Okay,’ Miss Kapoor continued. ‘What’s the fourth step of the scientific method?’
Ally spoke up again. ‘Do an experiment to test the hypothesis,’ she said. ‘So we’d actually set up cameras to try and film Hicky Saw.’
‘Correct,’ Miss Kapoor said. ‘And the fifth step?’ 
‘Draw a conclusion,’ a girl named Charlotte Bonnet said.
‘Excellent!’ Miss Kapoor said. ‘You make a decision about whether your experiment confirmed what you thought or not.’
The lesson continued, but Ally was hardly able to focus. When the bell rang, she cornered Harmony and Ping in the hallway.
‘Well?’ she said.
‘Well, what?’ Harmony asked. 
‘The contest!’
‘What about it?’ Ping asked.
‘We’ve got to enter the contest!’ Ally said. ‘And win!’






  
  Chapter Two


Ally shuffled  her feet as she waited impatiently at the school bus stop. She felt like she was melting. The spring day had turned hot, and she and most of the Tamleigh High School kids were taking refuge under the huge ironbarks growing at the side of the road.
‘It’s boiling,’ Harmony groaned. 
‘Is it?’ Ally said. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’
‘It must be over thirty degrees,’ Ping said. ‘Could even be thirty-five. Maybe even…’
A rattling sound came from around the corner and the Yallaroo school bus appeared. It swayed all over the road like a wombat with poor vision before its brakes screeched and it skidded to a halt.
The doors clattered open. ‘Get on!’ the driver rasped.
He was obviously having a bad day too. The kids clambered aboard.
Harmony gave Ally a broad wink as the new boy, Jamie Trenthouse, took a seat near the front.
‘What?’ Ally said.
‘You know what,’ Harmony said. 
‘No, I don’t know what.’ 
Harmony and Ping leaned in close. ‘He likes you,’ Harmony said.
‘He does,’ Ping agreed. ‘I’m sure of it. Almost sure.’ 
‘Don’t be silly,’ Ally said. ‘Anyway, I’m focused on my mind. Not on being a kissy-kissy lovebird.’
‘You two are ideally suited to each other,’ Ping said. ‘Apart from in the ways that you’re not.’
‘So much red hair,’ Harmony said, shaking her head. ‘You could cause a volcanic eruption. The whole town could melt into the Earth.’
‘You two are ridiculous,’ Ally groaned.
‘We are,’ Harmony agreed, ‘but we’re right.’
The school bus clattered away from the school and weaved through the town. Everything was dry and dust was everywhere: on houses, people and things. The whole region was in a drought and water restrictions were in place. People couldn’t water their gardens or use a hose to clean their car.
It’s going to be a long, hot summer, Ally thought. 
The bus made its way out of town and down country roads, ejecting kids along the way until it finally reached Ally’s home on the outskirts of Yallaroo. Her house was an old weatherboard building with a verandah that leaned terribly at one end and weeds clogging the front yard.
Adjacent to the building was her father’s business, Simpson’s Repair Yard, a tractor and farm equipment repair business. 
A high metal fence ran around the outside. Within lay a workshop, and the rusting bodies of dozens of tractors, harvesters, and other huge pieces of farming equipment that Russell had been unable to save.
Ally disembarked and made her way into the comparative coolness of her home. Her dachshund, Winston, came charging down the hall, and she gave him a big hug.
‘Have you missed me?’ Ally asked. Winston barked in response.  
Ally went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of cold water from the fridge.
‘Is that you, Ally?’ her father called out. 
‘Who else would it be?’
‘A criminal trying to steal our water?’
‘It’s not worth stealing,’ Ally said, taking a sip.
She made her way to the lounge room where she found her dad standing before an easel with a brush in hand.
‘What do you think?’ Russell Simpson asked.
Her father’s hobbies included stamp collecting and bird watching, but his chief interest was painting. 
His latest masterpiece was of an old man on the verandah of a house surrounded by bush, and it was almost completely identical to the other sixty-two paintings in Ally’s home. Russell had learnt to paint from an online course, and it showed.
‘That’s a very interesting…tree,’ Ally said, pointing. 
‘Thanks,’ Russell said.
‘It looks a lot like a person.’
‘It was a person,’ Russell confessed, ‘but I decided to turn it into a tree.’
‘Okay.’ Ally considered this. ‘And that is an old man on the verandah?’  
‘It is.’
Ally peered closer. ‘He has three arms,’ she said. 
Russell stared at the picture. ‘So he does,’ he said. ‘Well, that’s easily solved.’
The oil painting was still wet. He used the sleeve of his overalls to smear the third arm into the background.
‘There,’ he said. ‘Perfect!’ 
Ally didn’t contradict him.
Her father had a red bushy beard, unruly dark hair, and wore grubby overalls. These same overalls doubled for when he was working on the engines of farm machinery, so they were smeared with both grease and paint.
As Russell rushed off to find a place where he could hang the picture, Ally wondered—yet again—how he could find the time to paint paintings, but not their own home.
The front doorbell jangled as he returned.
‘I hope that’s not Mrs Blunt complaining again,’ Ally said.
Their neighbour was always complaining about something. They went down the hallway and glanced out the front window.  
‘Mmm,’ Russell said. ‘It is Mrs Blunt.’ 
‘She’s a horrible old woman,’ Ally said.
Russell forced a smile. ‘We must have a positive attitude,’ he said, opening the door.
‘Mrs Blunt!’ Russell said. 
‘Mrs Blunt!’ Ally echoed.
Winston growled at the old woman.
‘Russell Simpson!’ Mrs Blunt snapped. She was a thickset woman with grey hair in a bun, and a huge wart on her left cheek that danced when she spoke. ‘I must complain about your dog!’
‘Winston?’ Russell said. ‘What about him?’ 
‘He was barking all night!’
‘I’m sure he didn’t make a sound.’ 
‘He was barking! On and on and on!’ 
‘Maybe you imagined it,’ Ally said.
Mrs Blunt rolled her eyes. ‘I’m not crazy,’ she said, ‘although sometimes I think I must be mad to stay in this town.’
Ally peered past her and down the street where two empty, rundown weatherboard homes lay. Beyond these were endless browning, ryegrass covered hills. 
Yallaroo had been hit particularly hard by the drought. Sheep farmers had gone broke. The local bank had closed. People had moved away.
Only the brave, foolish or—as Mrs Blunt had suggested—crazy, had stayed. Ally wondered which category she and her dad fitted into.
‘You could move,’ Russell pointed out.
‘Over my dead body!’ Mrs Blunt declared. Winston gave a hopeful bark, and she glared at him. ‘My dear auntie Doris left me that home!’
Ally remembered Doris Blunt. She had been a friendly old lady, but Ally couldn’t remember Mrs Blunt ever visiting her.
‘Our town is going through a tough time,’ Russell said.
‘A tough time? This town is dying!’ 
‘We need to have hope,’ Ally said. 
‘Hope!’ Mrs Blunt snorted.
‘Hopes and dreams are what make life worth living,’ Russell said.
‘The only life around here is my lemon tree,’ Mrs Blunt said, pointing proudly at the tree. ‘It’s the only thing around here that…that…aaarrggh!’
Winston had chosen that moment to wander into her yard and lift his leg against the tree.
‘Winston!’ Russell yelled. ‘Come away from there!’  
The dachshund trotted back over.
Ally tried not to laugh, but Mrs Blunt looked more furious than ever.
‘No one in this dirty little town has ever achieved anything,’ she said, ‘and no one ever will!’ She stormed off home.
‘There’s no pleasing some people,’ Russell said.
But the old woman’s words stayed with Ally. She couldn’t get them out of her mind, even when she was trying to read in bed that night. 
The book she was reading was about Stephen Hawking, one of the greatest scientists of all time. Ally had a picture of him in his wheelchair on the wall above her desk. 
When she sat there, working on her homework, she looked up at him sometimes and felt encouraged, as though his lopsided smile was aimed right at her.
Ally closed the book carefully.
Above her bed was a huge poster of the moon. On the wall opposite was another, of the Andromeda galaxy. Under it were pictures of scientists Albert Einstein and Alexander Graham Bell. 
Stuck on the side of her bookcase was a photo of pioneering aviator Amelia Earhart and on the ceiling was a picture of NASA mathematician Katherine Johnson. 
Posted on the wall directly over her desk was a picture of Marie Curie, the first woman to win a Nobel Prize. There was a book at the library about her that Ally had read at least five times.
A gentle knock came at her door. ‘Come in.’
‘Ready for bed?’ her father asked. 
‘Dad,’ Ally said, ‘is Mrs Blunt right?’ 
‘About what?’
‘That no one in this town has ever done anything.’ 
‘People do things all the time.’
‘I mean…done anything amazing.’
Russell frowned. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘there was that boy who made it into the second-grade rugby team. And there was a girl who was in that tap dancing world record attempt, and the woman who…’
By the time he finished, Ally was more convinced than ever that no one from Yallaroo had ever amounted to much.
Her father kissed her goodnight. 
Ally turned off her light, rolled over, and peered out the window at the distant stars. They were bright and crisp in the cloudless spring night.
‘Amazing,’ she said softly.






  
  Chapter Three


Ally pulled on the rope with all her might. 
Sports afternoon was on Fridays, and Mr Gibson had arranged an end-of-day tug of war between the year sevens and year eights. Tied to the middle of the rope was a red scarf. Two lines were drawn in chalk on the ground below. The goal was to pull the scarf over the line closest to your side.
‘Ugg!’
‘Oof!’
‘Ugg!’
‘Oof!’
Nothing had happened for more than two minutes.  
The red scarf was stuck in the middle, first moving one way and then the other.
‘Listen!’ Jamie whispered so the others could hear. ‘Let go of the rope when I give the word.’
‘That’s a stupid idea,’ Bill Tommetti said. ‘They’ll win!’
Ally could see what Jamie had in mind. ‘Just do it!’ she snapped. ‘It’ll work!’
They strained on the rope for another moment. ‘Now!’ Jamie yelled.
As they let go of the rope, the year eights fell backwards in a sprawling heap. At the same moment, Jamie and the others grabbed the rope again and pulled hard. Within seconds they had dragged the red scarf across the line.
As they all cheered, Ally slapped palms with Jamie. ‘Good thinking,’ she congratulated him, and he gave her a bashful smile.
The school bell rang and they all grabbed their bags and headed for the bus. Jamie sat in the seat in front of Ally and they continued to chat. Ping and Harmony climbed on, saw who she
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