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For Saffron and Jasper, who were Grade Six legends 
when I wrote this book.
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Sunday Moon had a lot on her mind that stinking hot February afternoon. And it wasn’t just because she was standing on her head. It was the second week of Grade Six and she was serving her twenty-fifth term of after-school care at boring old Club Koala.

When Sunday had added up the terms and told her dad that morning, he got all miffed.

‘After care is not prison,’ he’d said, grappling with his tie in the bathroom mirror. ‘You’re not serving time.’

‘But you won’t let me quit!’ Sunday had groaned, letting her shoulders go all floppy. ‘Why can’t I just make my own way home from school? I’d walk to the bus that goes to the train station. And then walk from the station!’

Sunday’s dad gave her a weary look. ‘Your mum lives even further from the train station than I do, Sun.’

‘No drama!’ said Sunday, flashing her most winning smile. She knew full well it would be a total drama. ‘I’d wear rollerskates for the last leg to Mum’s. Or maybe I’d hail a cab ... or get an Uber. Either way, I’d be home super early with enough time to cook me and Mum a three-course dinner!’

Sunday’s dad didn’t need to say a thing that morning. Like the world’s gloomiest fortune teller, Sunday could predict all of Dad’s answers.



	The roads around Pelican Rise are far too busy, Sunday, even if you are rollerskating on the footpath

	Kids can’t hail cabs by themselves, Sunday

	Kids certainly can’t get an Uber by themselves, Sunday. That’s nutso!

	Speaking of nuts, where is your EpiPen pouch? You must have your EpiPen with you at all times.





Dad sometimes used slang like ‘nutso’, ‘nutty’ and ‘nuts-er-oonie’. Sunday had to remind him, again, that these were unkind mental-health labels and not funny.

‘Nutso is offensive?’ he had said. ‘That’s crazy!’

‘Dad!’

‘I mean, loony .’

‘Dad!’

‘Well, it’s bonkers!’

‘DAD!’

Dad had cracked up laughing. Sometimes, Sunday thought he was just trying to be annoying!

‘I’m sorry, Sunday. You’re right. I should think about the impact of my words,’ he had said. ‘But really, you always need to carry your EpiPen pouch. Those nuts I’m serious about.’

Dad and Mum, despite being middle-aged, cringey with their parent jokes, and always complaining about their achey backs, were like karate black belts when it came to blocking Sunday’s bids for after-school care escape. They were THE NINJAS OF NOPE.

Sunday had been having the make-my-own-way-home-from-school conversation with her parents, together and apart, since Grade Four, when she felt like she was old enough to quit Club Koala.
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More than once, Sunday had suggested getting a horse and riding it to and from school, like people did in the olden days. No weirdos would ever approach a kid on a horse. Horses were Sunday’s third all-time favourite animal. She’d train it to NOT be scared of trucks and call it something horsey like Nelly or Sugar or Captain Fantasmo. The horse would be her own babysitter meets security guard meets speedy mode of transport. It could even be a sniffer horse, sniffing out peanuts to make sure she never went ‘nuts-er-oonie’, in Dad’s badly chosen words, and dived into a giant vat of peanut butter by mistake! Basically, it would be a jackpot of all her life goals – one, no more after care; two, she’d fiiiiiiiiiiinaaaaally get her own pet; three, her worrywart parents would stop their worrywarting!




Sunday really was a dreamer.

‘Just one more year of Club Koala after school, kiddo,’ Dad had said that morning, giving Sunday the wonky smile he saved for crummy news. ‘When you’re at high school, you’ll be able to ride your bike – with friends – to and from both your houses; it’s a much safer route. In fact, you might even miss going to after care.’

HA!

As if.

But Sunday’s dad was right. Club Koala wasn’t a prison, and the snacks were certainly better, especially when they had hot dogs and fairy bread on Fridays. But,YIKES, when you just wanted to go home and the Grade Twos were screaming, ‘Who Let the Dogs Out?’ into the karaoke machine, again, the afternoon sure could DRAG.

Just before the last summer holidays, Sunday had found a lone grey hair on her otherwise brown head after a full three-and-a-half hours of Club Koala and at least twenty-five karaoke rounds of Grade Twos. She was only eleven! After care was ageing her way prematurely!

Aside from being annoying to every human on the planet except Grade Twos, ‘Who Let the Dogs Out?’ was like one of those unanswerable philosophical thought experiments. If a tree falls in a forest and there’s no-one around to hear it, does it make a sound? If no-one knows who let the dogs out, were the dogs let out in the first place? And, even more importantly, do those dogs even exist?

But Sunday couldn’t think about any of those things. Her head might explode, and she really was doing her best to stand on it for as long as possible.
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Sunday’s bestie, Octavius Nguyen, sat cross-legged and right-side-up beside her on the shiny gym floor. He was trying to psych Sunday out of her next personal best. HEADSTAND PSYCH-OUT! was a game Sunday and Ockie had made up back in Grade Two (when they weren’t singing ‘Who Let the Dogs Out?’). They were already one minute in ...

‘Top five things your face is redder than right now!’ Ockie announced, clutching the stopwatch that always dangled around his neck for HEADSTAND PSYCH-OUT!

‘One! A bucket full of squashed tomatoes!’

‘Meh,’ muttered Sunday. Her headstand game was strong.

‘Two! A RED bucket full of squashed tomatoes ... gross maggoty ones,’ Ockie ventured, waggling his eyebrows.

‘Ho-hum.’

‘Three! A red bucket full of squashed maggoty tomatoes . and fish guts!’

‘Try harder,’ said Sunday, pretending to yawn, but kind of choking as drool pooled at the top of her mouth with nowhere to go.

‘Four! A red bucket full of squashed maggoty tomatoes, fish guts and—’ Ockie smiled his famous ‘slow smile’. It spread across his face like gooey melted cheese stretching between two triangles of a toastie. The slow smile was the smile Ockie did when he knew he’d won.

‘Baboon butts.’

THWOMP!

Sunday fell out of the headstand, her legs rolling off the giant pancake stack of gym mats she’d been leaning against. She lay on her side, convulsing in cackles. Ockie was right – with all this laughing, her face really was redder than a red bucket full of squashed maggoty tomatoes, fish guts and baboon butts.

‘One minute, thirty-two seconds!’ crowed Ockie, clicking the stopwatch. Sunday’s personal best HEADSTAND PSYCH-OUT was four minutes, seventeen seconds. Not even close.

She didn’t know if it was the ‘baboon’ or the ‘butt’, but all Ockie had to say was ‘baboon butt’ – sometimes once, sometimes twice, sometimes ten or eleven times, and he’d get her. It was the ultimate psych-out.

Ockie was a fast talker and he loved a list. It was his favourite tactic. But neither Ockie nor Sunday could remember when they happened upon the baboon-butt clincher.

‘Prime ministers from the last decade!’ he’d bellow. ‘Prime Minister Rudd. Prime Minister Gillard. Prime Minister Rudd ... again. Prime Minister Abbott. Prime Minister Turnbull. Prime Minister Morrison. Prime Minister Baboon Butt!’

THWOMP!

‘Top five big things! The Big Pineapple. The Big Banana. The Big Prawn. The Big Ned Kelly. The Big Baboon Butt!’

THWOMP!

‘Stuff that rhymes with lagoon hut …’

THWOMP!

It was a total classic. Ockie couldn’t do a headstand to save himself, but he was a total champ at HEADSTAND PSYCH-OUT! Without Ockie cracking her up, Sunday could stand on her head for up to ten minutes.

Last year, Jess, the Club Koala coordinator, told Sunday and Ockie that the world headstand record was sixty-one minutes, held by some dude in Dubai. Sunday was impressed, but she doubted he had an Ockie around saying ‘baboon butt’ every ten seconds.

Belly laugh complete, Sunday bounced to her feet and wandered away from the pancake stack of gym mats over to the big windows.

It had been two long school days indoors. Yesterday, on the news, the report said the air quality was MODERATE. It wasn’t HAZARDOUS like early January, though it was still pretty bad. The nearest bushfires burned three hundred kilometres away, but the smoke had cast a hazy gloom over Pelican Rise on and off for most of the summer.

Sunday squinted. The sky was doing really weird things, but that big red sun was even weirder. It would have been beautiful, if it weren’t so scary-looking. Sunday tried to imagine what it must be like in the towns and bush where the fires had been burning for weeks and, in some instances, months. Her heart felt heavy and sad for all the poor native animals, especially the orphaned babies. So many creatures had died.

Usually, Sunday was a total newshound. She loved keeping up to date with what was happening in the world. It made her feel grown up and in the know ... even if Mum always yelped, ‘CLOSE YOUR EYES AND COVER YOUR EARS!’ if something really awful and gruesome was being reported, and Dad tried to drown out horrible news by singing, ‘LA-LA-LA-LA-LA-LA-LA!’ or ‘FIGARO! FIGARO!’ really loudly.

On last night’s news report, an expert said that more than three billion animals had died or been harmed because of the bushfires.

3,000,000,000.

Nine zeroes.

That number was hard for anyone to wrap their head around.

Dad didn’t sing over that terrible news. He just sat, shaking his head at the TV. And Sunday didn’t feel grown up and in the know. She felt overwhelmed and lost.

How could she possibly help these animals?

‘Redder than a baboon’s butt?’ said Ockie with an arched eyebrow. He had followed Sunday to the windows. She gave him a that’s-so-not-funny look.

‘I know. It’s all pretty bad, eh?’ Ockie said. ‘My sis has been needing her nebuliser to breathe. The smoky air’s the worst.’

‘Poor Steph,’ said Sunday. Ockie’s sister had terrible asthma.

The smoky air was the whole reason why the Club Koala inmates were lumped together in the school gym. Gone were the usual grade zones: the sandpit for Preps and Ones; adventure playground and school hall for Twos and Threes; the Fours and Fives on the oval; and Sixes, like Sunday and Ockie, lounging about wherever they wanted (but usually in the book nook in the hall, being totally cool at the top of the school).

Sunday didn’t need bionic vision to know that entire year levels of nits were parkouring their way from one little kid’s hair to the next.

Jump-swinging nits.

Pole-vaulting nits.

Wall-running nits.

Backflipping nits.

UGH!

Sunday shuddered in the world’s biggest full-body itch. No wonder she spent so much time standing on her head!

‘Snack time!’ shouted Pete, waving at the food that he, Jess and the other coordinators had laid out. There were around forty kids in Club Koala that day, and they all rushed at the table. Sunday looked at Pete and he gave her a quick nod.

‘Peanut-free! Tree nut-free! Gluten-free! All good to go!’ Pete announced to everyone and no-one in particular.

Sunday smiled and nabbed a handful of seaweed crackers and a cheese stick. If there was one thing Sunday hated about allergies, apart from the allergies themselves, it was when people made a big deal about what she was eating.

Having an anaphylactic peanut allergy AND coeliac disease was so awkward, especially when you had to wear a medical alert ID bracelet on your wrist and a medical alert ID pendant around your neck, plus carry a fluoro-pink pouch holding two EpiPens, an action plan and emergency snacks! When Sunday started kindy, her parents came up with ‘emergency snacks’ to describe the gluten-free, nut-free muesli bars and crackers that she carried in case she got super hungry. Sunday knew never to eat other people’s food. And she was one of those very rare kindergarteners who DIDN’T eat the Play-Doh!

Sunday lived with her allergies and knew they were serious. She never ate out anywhere without her parents ringing ahead to discuss her allergies and was used to reading labels very, very carefully. Still, she grew tired of being a walking, talking I’VE GOT ALLERGIES sign, especially when people got all nosy about what happened if she ate something.

Jess was sitting in a chair under the air-con, surrounded by Grade Ones who were hot and grizzly.

‘Go anywhere good for the holidays, Sunday?’ she asked.

‘Just Mum’s work at the library,’ Sunday replied, shrugging. ‘I was supposed to go to youth camp, but it was postponed because the fires made everything dangerous.’

‘Bummer!’ said Jess. ‘Like one of those American summer camps in movies and stuff?’

‘Sort of, but for kids with allergies. We were going to do trapeze, high ropes, snorkelling …’ said Sunday, trailing off.

‘Poor Ockie missed out on Dreamworld, though!’ she added, changing the subject.

It was a massive bummer that youth camp had been postponed till the Easter holidays. Sunday was amazed that her parents had said yes, when their usual answer to Sunday’s requests to do things by herself was N-O.

‘My brother was meant to drive us to Queensland in his new van,’ explained Ockie. ‘We were going to go to Dreamworld AND WhiteWater World. But the fires meant I was stuck in Sweep Hair off the Floor at My Sister’s Hair Salon World.’

‘Crummy World!’ sighed one of the cranky Grade Ones, who had been listening. Everyone cracked up, with Ockie laughing the loudest.

‘Yes, sweeping hair does sound pretty crummy for the summer holidays, Sophie!’ said Jess to the Grade One, as she pulled a bundle of wool out of a Woolies green bag.

Jess took out a plastic stick, and moved it round and round, and up and down the wool, looking like the Incy Wincy Spider.

‘Bit hot to knit a beanie, isn’t it?’ Sunday said, fanning her face with her hand.

‘My head’s not that big!’ laughed Jess. ‘It’s a joey pouch. My cousin works in a wildlife rescue service over in Gippsland. They need pouches for all the orphaned baby animals.’

‘Like kangaroo pouches?’ said Ockie.

‘Yep. Kangaroos. And wallabies. And wombats. And bandicoots. And possums. And gliders,’ Jess said glumly. ‘These babies all need to be kept somewhere warm and snug when their mums are gone. If humans don’t care for them, they’ve got no hope.’

Sunday’s heart felt heavy again.

Jess squinted at Sunday and Ockie for a moment.

‘So, do you guys want to help?’ she said carefully.

‘What? I can’t knit!’ Ockie yelped, his eyes bugging.

‘I’m not knitting, I’m crocheting,’ Jess explained, laughing.

‘But I can’t play croquet either!’ Ockie replied, going for gags now.

Sunday ignored Ockie carrying on and smiled her own slow smile. She was getting a really good idea. Maybe after six long years, they could use their time at Club Koala a little more effectively than HEADSTAND PSYCH-OUT! If they were going to be stuck there most days, they could at least be doing something productive. And what could be more useful than helping poor orphaned baby animals?

Effectively? Productive? Useful? Is that Mum’s voice in my head right now? thought Sunday, shaking it off.

‘Could you teach us how to crochet the pouches, Jess?’ she asked.

‘You two know your way around a PlayStation controller, right?’ said Jess.

‘Yep!’ Ockie and Sunday replied in unison.

‘Can you pat your head and rub your tummy at the same time?’ she asked.

Ockie gave it a go. So did Sunday.

‘Yep!’ they replied, again in unison.

‘Well, with those stellar coordination skills, I reckon you can learn how to crochet a few joey pouches.’
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Sunday’s legs dangled off the Yabby Swamp boardwalk while she cradled a paper bundle of fish n’ chips with a great big GF and NF written on it in the crook of her arm.

‘Rock-a-bye, Chip Baby!’ she sang in a silly voice, swaying the gluten-free, nut-free bundle from side to side. Dad, sitting beside her, chuckled. They had invented Chip Baby when Sunday was little.

As an only child with no cousins, Sunday had zero experience with babies, but she did know that babies rarely smelled as delicious as Friday-night fish n’ chips from Captain Snapper! Whenever Sunday hung out at the library where Mum worked, some of the babies that rolled out of Rhyme Time were downright whiffy.

Peeee-yewww!

‘Goodbye, Chip Baby. Now you’re just DINNER!’ Sunday exclaimed. She swiftly tore a hand-sized hole in the corner of the paper fish n’ chip bundle, watched the first big puff of hot steam escape, breathed in the delicious aroma, pumped the bundle twice to let out more steam, then dunked in her hand.

‘King prawn. Calamari ring,’ Sunday mumbled, literally fishing around as she pushed aside a wedge of Barramundi. Then, she yanked out what she’d been looking for: a fat, juicy potato cake.

‘It’s GOLD for Sunday Moon!’ she crowed, holding the potato cake like an Olympic medal before taking a big bite.

Dad had his fish n’ chip bundle splayed open on the boardwalk. On top of his chips, he quickly assembled a freaky face with a slab of fish for a mouth, prawn for a nose, and three pickled onions for gruesome rolled-back monster eyes.

‘Zommmmmmbieeeeee!’ he gurgled, like a zombie.

Then, Dad rearranged his real face to look thoughtful. Too thoughtful. Sunday knew he was going to tease her about something ...

‘You know what, Sun?’ Dad said, sounding all serious. ‘This fish n’ chips zombie reminds me of someone. It looks a bit ... like … YOU!’

Sunday chortled.

Classic Dad.

Most kids would have to share one big fish n’ chip bundle with everyone in their family, whether it was two people or seven, but Dad and Sunday had an agreement. And it wasn’t just because of Sunday’s allergies.

Sunday liked slightly soggy chips. The tear-the-corner-off-the-paper-bundle method created the right level of sogginess. It held in some of the moisture and worked a bit like the biosphere she’d made in a bottle at school. Dad, on the other hand, liked crunchy chips. His technique was to throw open the paper bundle as quickly as he could to air out the steam.

Not sharing fish n’ chips was a Friday night tradition on the weeks Sunday was at Dad’s. When the weather was right, they’d sit there, dangle their legs over the boardwalk, look at the lake, and scoff down their chips. Other days, when the weather wasn’t right, they’d sit in the car, look at the lake from the car park, and scoff down their chips.
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The real-life Captain Snapper wasn’t really a captain; he was just a man named Bob. And Bob was the only person Sunday knew that owned a real-life Ferrari! A red one! It was in this red Ferrari, instead of a sleigh, that Bob arrived at the Community Christmas Carols every year, dressed as Santa. He gave out handfuls of Snapper Dollars to all the families, which meant five dollars off your next order. Everyone would walk straight from the Yabby Swamp foreshore, where the carols were held, to line up for fish n’ chips. It was Captain Snapper’s busiest night of the year!

Everyone knew that Bob was rich on his goldmine of delicious chips … but there was also the local legend that Bob once found a real gold nugget when fishing in Disappointment Creek. Trying to find a nugget like the one Bob might have bought his red Ferrari with, maybe, was a local obsession. Almost everyone had a metal detector and gold pan!
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‘Go back to the sea, seagulls!’ said Dad, lobbing a chip toward the thirty or so seabirds that had gathered and were flying up and down like squawking yo-yos. They didn’t care if their chips were soggy or crunchy!

‘Actually, did you know there’s no such thing as a seagull?’ said Sunday.

Dad raised an eyebrow, waiting for Sunday to go on.

‘These are silver gulls and they’re all part of the gull family,’ she explained, waving at the gulls. They rocketed upward and squabbled, thinking she had thrown them a chip.

‘Silver gulls are the most common gull in Australia. “Seagull” is just a nickname.’

‘I never knew that!’ said Dad. ‘When did you learn about seagulls – I mean, silver gulls?

‘Well, Ockie searched up if I could keep one as a pet,’ she laughed. ‘Then, he sent me a video of twenty reasons why I shouldn’t. Reason one: silver gulls are way too noisy. Reason twenty: silver gulls like chips even more than I do!’

‘A pet seagull?’ chuckled Dad.
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Sunday nodded at him hopefully and crossed her fingers tight, knowing it was a bit silly. Dad really liked silver gulls, even if he couldn’t seem to get the hang of them not being called seagulls! Having a pet silver gull or two would be the BEST for meme-making. The puns were almost endless! Maybe Dad would say yes this time .

NOPE!

‘Sweetie, Ockie is right,’ he said. ‘A seagull would make a dreadful pet, and it’s illegal to keep one from the wild.’ 

Oh.

Sunday’s shoulders drooped.

‘Well, maybe I could get a proper pet, like a cat or a dog,’ she said quietly.

Dad sighed.

‘Sunday, you know the answer to this. When you’re at Mum’s, I work really long shifts at the hospital and I’m hardly home,’ Dad explained for the ten-zillionth time. ‘Plus, we’re renting. Even if we did get permission to keep a pet, I don’t want it wrecking things because the poor thing is bored and lonely.’

Sunday nodded glumly.

Mum always gave her the same sort of convoluted answer where all roads led to N-O.

Work, work, work.

Rent, rent, rent.

Sunday, however, was an OPTIMIST. She knew there was a solution to be found, somewhere. The growing crowd of gulls looked at her with sharp, expectant faces, waiting for a chip. Three silver gulls on the edge of the flock seemed shy and kind of sad. One poor birdie was missing a leg! Sunday felt bad they were missing out. She flung them a big handful of chips.

SQUAAAAAAAAAAWK!

SQUABBLE! SQUABBLE! SQUABBLE!

They weren’t shy at all! And the gull with a missing leg was just tucking it in its feathers! Those tricky birds fleeced her every time!

There was no way Sunday could lure a silver gull away from Yabby Swamp to be her pet, even if she were allowed. And who could blame them? Those gulls had it too good!
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Yabby Swamp sat in the middle of a suburb called Pelican Rise. Sunday moved to Pelican Rise when she was four and everything there was brand new. Pelican Rise Primary School opened the year Sunday and her three besties started Prep. Ockie, Lottie, Kirra and Sunday, along with forty-four other kids, were pioneers at Pelican Rise Primary. Legends, even! This year, they would be the first kids in the school to go all the way from Prep to Grade Six.

The proper name for Yabby Swamp was Lake Pelican, but Sunday had only ever heard the principal, Ms Stowe, call it that. To everyone else, Lake Pelican was Yabby Swamp. No-one had seen a pelican swimming there, EVER, and the water was chock-full of yabbies, which made it a much better name.

As dusk fell around Sunday, Dad and the gull squad that Friday night, Sunday noticed how the weird bushfire skies made the rippling Yabby Swamp waters flash purple and orange.

Sunday looked up at the darkening sky and remembered her discussion at Club Koala earlier in the week.

‘Do we have any wool at home, Dad?’ she asked. ‘I need to crochet some joey pouches for Jess at after care’s cousin who works at a wildlife shelter in Gippsland.’

Dad looked surprised.

‘You do?’

‘Yeah,’ said Sunday, licking the grease off her fingers. ‘Crocheting can’t be that hard. They need millions of pouches. The wombats, the bandicoots, the koalas and the kangaroos.’

‘Well, we don’t have any wool. But I did learn to knit when I was a kid,’ Dad replied. ‘I had pneumonia and your great-grandma taught me when I was off school for weeks.’

Sunday nodded.

‘You know, I once knitted your Mum some lovely gloves,’ Dad added, a smile creeping on his face. ‘Except, one of the gloves had six fingers ...’

Sunday chuckled.

‘I never said I was good at it!’ Dad added.

They threw the last of the chip scraps to the gulls and walked back to the car.

‘Next Monday after school, let’s pop into the op shop and grab some wool and stuff,’ said Dad. ‘It’s great you want to help out with the bushfire relief.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ said Sunday, as she fastened her seatbelt. ‘It’s hard to feel better about the animals dying. I just want to help.’

Dad nodded.

‘Hey, can Ockie come to the op shop, too?’ Sunday asked, after a moment.

‘Of course!’ replied Dad. ‘Maybe you should get a group together and share the load around. A million joey pouches is a few to get through!’
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‘THE PLANETS HAVE ALIGNED!’ shouted Sunday, as she hugged Lottie and Kirra when they arrived at Club Koala that Tuesday afternoon.

The girls leapt joyfully in a raggedy ring, like they were on a bouncy castle. Ockie did the Running Man on the spot.

Dancing was what Ockie did when he was happy.

Or nervous.

Or sad.

Ockie just loved to dance!

Together, Sunday, Lottie, Kirra and Ockie sang a big long ‘YAAAAAAAAAAAY!’ until their voices locked on the same pitch and they sounded like a jumping, running mega-robot.

‘OI, GUYS!’ said Jess, snapping them out of their robo-spell. The leaping ring broke and everyone fell about laughing.

‘Sorry, Jess!’ said Kirra, taking one of the strawberries that Jess was offering on a tray. ‘But it’s our Club Koala reunion!’

This was the first Tuesday in after care since the summer holidays. The skies had cleared and the Grade Sixes were back in the school hall with the book nook and couches. Some Grade Twos were messing about on the stage, but it was heaps better than being stuck in the gym with all year levels. Even though Fridays had fairy bread and hot dogs, Tuesdays and Thursdays were the absolute best days at Club Koala. Like a winning move in Connect Four, those were the days that the family schedules matched and Sunday, Lottie, Kirra and Ockie were all in after care together.

‘Reunited for one last exciting year of Club Koala!’ said Pete, taking a handful of
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