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			Chapter 1
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			I stood at the base of the thick tree trunk and stared upwards. It looked like the back of a gigantic prehistoric lizard with green bugs crawling over it.

			DISGUSTING green bugs. I shuddered.

			‘Is it because you don’t like nature?’ Hannah asked.

			‘Nope,’ I replied. The tree had grown. I was sure of it. It was taller than a skyscraper on Mount Kosciuszko now.

			Hannah tried to wrap her arms around the trunk, but I knew she wouldn’t be able to. Her arms were long, but it would take three of her to make it all the way around.
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			‘Is it because the tree is enormous?’  Hannah asked. Her dark curls bounced like mini pogo sticks as she peered up and up and up.

			‘Nope,’ I said again.

			Hannah threw her hands in the air. ‘Why don’t you like the tree, then? Does it grow arms and go cross-country skiing during the winter?’

			‘Something like that,’ I giggled.

			Hannah started collecting leaves from the ground and I began to breathe again. I didn’t want to talk about the tree, because I didn’t want Hannah to know my deepest, DARKEST secret.

			No one knew it. Not even Tom.

			Tom Topp was the boy next door. He was nice, but he was always trying to get me to climb the tree. He thought it was the most magnificent tree in the world because just about anything could hide in it. Even a pirate could perch like a parrot and never be seen.

			But just the thought of the tree made me want to gag.

			And I’d never told anyone why.

			Chapter 2

			[image: ]

			‘Why did the baby strawberry cry?’ Hannah asked as we sat beneath the tree.

			‘Dunno,’ I said.

			‘Because it was in a jam!’

			I rolled my eyes. Today had turned out to be a total flop! It was almost as bad as Hannah’s jokes—almost.

			I was stuck here minding my little sister, Alice, while Mum had gone to the shops.

			‘Roar!’ screeched Alice, pushing a toy dump truck over my toes.

			‘Ouch! Watch it, Alice!’ I rubbed my toes gingerly.

			Alice ignored me. TYPICAL. I didn’t know why, but Alice thought the truck was perfect for her dolls. She had Barbie dolls, Cabbage Patch Kids and a Strawberry Shortcake doll. And then there was her favourite doll—the one with the puffy pink petticoat. It looked like one of those dolls people in the olden days put on toilet rolls.

			How can you use a toilet roll if it’s under a doll’s dress?

			‘Roar!’ said Alice, as the truck rolled over the tree’s enormous roots.

			Oh brother. My kid sister was as loud as a French horn.

			‘ALICE! Keep it down!’ I snapped.

			As soon as I said it, I knew it was a mistake. The toy truck froze mid-air, and the doll fell to the ground with a loud thud.

			She turned and looked at me. Oh crikey! She had that look in her eye, like she was trying to make laser beams fry my brain. I knew she was only four years old, but I didn’t want a fried brain.

			Even Dad was freaked out by Alice’s look. Last week he walked around the block three times to find a stick shaped like a dinosaur just to turn off Alice’s laser beam eyes. He came back with something that looked like a T-rex, with three arms and no tail.

			I had to turn her laser beam eyes off now. And I had to do it before she called me that name.

			I took a really big breath—like I was going to blow out a candle—and calmly said, ‘Sorry I told you to be quiet, Alice. Here, let me help you with your doll.’

			Too late.

			‘Nelly Jelly, Nelly Jelly,’ sung Alice. And, of course, she said it in the most annoying, awful voice she could.

			Now, if there was anything that I disliked more than the tree, it was being called ‘Nelly Jelly’. Jelly was awful. It wobbled for no good reason, and it looked like a lump of goo. And, no matter what Alice said, my head was not shaped like a lump of goo.

			And then the worst thing in the world happened.

			‘Nelly Jelly?’ said Hannah. ‘Oh, that’s hilarious!’

			That’s not hilarious, that’s disastrous! I had to do something before Hannah started calling me Nelly Jelly too.

			‘Nelly Jelly, Nelly Jelly,’ sung Alice.

			‘Stop it,’ I growled. I should have just ignored it, but it really, really bothered me.

			‘Nelly Jelly, Nelly Jelly,’ sung Alice.

			‘THAT’S ENOUGH!’ Without thinking—and in what may have appeared like a toddler tantrum—my fingers tightened around the doll and I chucked it high into the air.

			‘MY DOLL!’ Alice shrieked. Her voice changed from a French horn to a squealing saxophone.

			The doll flew upwards with amazing speed. It raced past thick branches and dodged glossy leaves. The puffy pink petticoat flipped and flapped as the doll went higher and higher … and higher. My heart raced and I put my hands over my mouth. What had I just done?

			And then, the doll stopped.
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			Chapter 3
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			‘Oh no!’ I whispered. My hand turned into a fist and I pounded on the tree’s bark. I just had to get the tree to wriggle and let go of the doll. Were trees ticklish? This was worse than the time I flicked a plastic cockroach into Alice’s bubble bath and she thought it was real. The doll couldn’t be stuck.

			‘Nelly, the doll’s stuck!’ said Hannah. She grabbed a stick and banged on the trunk of the tree. ‘Maybe this will help.’

			The doll and its puffy pink petticoat didn’t move. It was trapped in a web of small branches at the very top of the tree.

			I pounded the tree again, but now my hand was starting to hurt. By my calculation, the doll was higher than a giraffe on stilts. Who knew I could even throw that far! I’d never been much of a pitcher. Tom said it was because I had spaghetti arms.

			[image: ]

			That usually made me grin. Spaghetti was my third favourite dinner ever—after pizza and prawns that is.

			But I wasn’t grinning now.

			Alice grabbed me by the spaghetti arm. ‘Get my doll, Nelly, pleeeeease!’

			I looked up, squinting through the rays of sunshine. The doll was a long way up. I could only just see a speck of pink.

			The tree had never seemed so tall! There was no way I was going to climb that high. I wished Tom were here—he’d do it. But Tom had soccer training on Saturdays.

			I bit my lip and rubbed my sore hand. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘but it’s stuck in the tree.’

			‘But it’s my favourite doll!’ cried Alice. ‘Besides, you’re the one who put it there!’

			‘Well you shouldn’t have called me names,’ I snapped. I didn’t mean it, because I felt really bad. But what could I do?

			‘You could always climb the tree,’ said Hannah as she whacked the tree with the stick again. ‘It’s no big deal.’

			But it was. A REALLY BIG DEAL.

			‘What about you? Can’t you climb the tree?’ I asked.

			‘Not in these shoes. Mum would do backflips down the street,’ said Hannah.

			She threw the stick across the yard, and then looked at me. ‘Why don’t you climb it? Are you scared of heights or something?’

			‘Please climb the tree, Nelly,’ cried Alice. ‘Please get my doll. I’m sorry I called you Nelly Jelly. I’ll never call you that again, ever, if you get my doll.’

			Now I was in a pickle. I did not want to be called Nelly Jelly for the rest of my life, but I also did not want to climb that horrible tree. Because I did not want to tell Hannah and Alice my deepest, DARKEST secret—that I was very, very scared of heights.

			Terrified, in fact.

			Chapter 4

			[image: ]

			‘Well, if you won’t climb the tree, I will!’ said Alice. Her chubby little hands grabbed hold of the lowest branch and she pulled herself up. ‘See, I can do it!’ she said as she sat on the branch and swung her legs.

			And then, Alice lost her balance. I ran to catch her but Hannah beat me to it.

			‘Gotcha!’ said Hannah, catching Alice as she fell out of the tree.

			Alice squealed with delight. ‘That was fun! Can I do it again?’

			‘Not a chance,’ I said. ‘You could have landed on your head! Are you okay?’

			I took her into my arms and cuddled her tightly.

			‘But my doll …’ Alice said. The squeal had turned into a sniffle, and puddles filled her eyes.

			What a mess! There’s no way Alice could get the doll. She’d break an arm or leg before she even got half way up the tree.

			I looked up at the pink petticoat again. Alice adored that doll—it had been her favourite since she was two. It had comforted her every time she had been sick or hurt. The doll was her best friend. She was even trying to teach it how to make laser beams in her eyes.

			I wished I’d never thrown it. Why did I have to get super-sonic pitching powers now? Why couldn’t they have come when I tried out for the softball team last month?

			Alice snuggled closer to me and I kissed the top of her head.

			I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to be called Nelly Jelly, and I didn’t want to climb the tree. But I did want to make things right with Alice. And there was only one way to do that.

			I put Alice on the ground and stretched out my spaghetti arms. My legs tingled as I looked up the trunk of the tree again. And I said the words that I thought I’d never say in a million, trillion years.

			‘Okay, I’ll climb the tree.’

			Alice beamed. ‘Thank you, Nelly!’

			Hannah patted me on the back. ‘What kind of tree is always ready to shake hands?’ she asked.

			‘Dunno,’ I said.

			‘The palm tree!’ That was a serious eye-rolling moment.

			‘I don’t get it,’ said Alice with a frown.

			‘Speaking of palms, Hannah, can you lend me yours? Help me up to that lowest branch,’ I said. I was sure I was making a huge mistake, but what else could I do?

			‘Sure thing!’ said Hannah.

			Hannah held her hands together, low enough for me to put my foot in. I didn’t care that the branch was low enough for my four-year-old sister to climb, I needed a hand up.
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			I climbed up to the lowest branch. It was smooth and strong, but it seemed like I was a mile off the ground already. Sweat ran down my face and my heart thumped. A leaf brushed against my cheek and I yelped. My legs wobbled with fear (they wobbled, in fact, much more than jelly ever did). I held on tightly and tried not to look down. What was I thinking! Even being on the lowest branch was awful.

			‘I can’t do it!’ I said. ‘My legs are too wobbly!’

			‘If you’re scared, don’t do it, Nelly,’ said Hannah. ‘There’s nothing wrong with being scared.’

			‘Who says I’m scared?’ I shut my eyes so I couldn’t see the ground. I wrapped my arms and legs around the branch like spaghetti on a fork.

			‘Well, you just look scared, that’s all,’ said Hannah gently.

			‘Well, what if I am scared?’ I snapped. There, I’d said it. I felt like crying. My deepest, DARKEST secret just jumped out like a surprised ninja who found a dog hair in his soup. I knew what Hannah was going to say—she was going to tell some joke about being scared of heights.

			But then I nearly fell off my perch because Hannah didn’t make a joke at all. She began telling a story instead.

			‘My nana was scared once,’ said Hannah. ‘She had to climb the old three-storey chook house. It’s so tall it even gives her goose bumps.’

			‘Did her legs wobble?’ I asked. I opened my eyes and stared at her.

			‘They sure did, and she said even the bobble head dog on her straw hat wobbled like crazy.’

			‘A wobble-bobble dog?’ I asked.

			Hannah shrugged. ‘That’s what Nana said.’

			‘Come on, Nelly. Don’t give up. You can do it!’ said Alice.

			I thought about Nana and the three-storey chook house and the wobble-bobble dog. Somehow it made me feel a bit better. I took a deep breath and carefully climbed up to the next branch. My legs shook even more. I made sure I had a tight grip.

			‘Keep going!’ called Alice.

			I reached for the next branch and then froze. The next branch didn’t feel smooth like the others. This branch felt soggy. And mushy. Ew!

			I didn’t want to look at what was on my hand. Something told me it wasn’t melted chocolate.

			Chapter 5
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			It definitely wasn’t melted chocolate—it was squishy white stuff. It was even under my fingernails. It was thick and pasty and it STANK.

			I wrinkled my nose when I caught a whiff of it. It reminded me of when Alice used to wear nappies, and how I always had to leave the room because the smell was so terrible.

			This was worse.

			I had put my hand on a bird’s toilet.
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			‘GROSS!’ I said. I wiped my hand on my shorts until most of it was gone, but then my shorts smelled too. Oh crikey! Now Hannah would tell a joke about it. I cringed and waited for it.

			But Hannah didn’t tell a joke. She kept on with her story.

			‘My nana got grossed-out once,’ Hannah said.

			‘It couldn’t be worse than this,’ I said, trying to breathe through my mouth instead of my nose. It didn’t help much.

			‘When she saw a spider half way up the three-storey chook house, she jumped so high that she almost fell off the ladder and
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