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			Chapter One

			Accident on the Beach

			Bronte raced across the sand, her long brown hair flying in the wind. The muscles in her legs ached, but she ignored them. Puffing heavily, she was forced to slow down as she rounded the witch’s hat, allowing Jian to overtake her.

			No, you don’t! Bronte grimaced, picking up her pace.

			And then, right before Bronte’s eyes, it happened.

			Bronte watched Jian stumble, then give a little scream, more in surprise than anything else, before falling to her knees and face-planting into the wet sand.

			‘Are you okay?’ Bronte hurried over and placed an arm around Jian’s shoulder. All the other Nippers stopped running and crowded around them.

			Jian’s sandy face screwed up in pain. Tears welled in her eyes, though she tried to blink them away. ‘I think I stepped on something,’ she moaned.

			‘Move back, guys,’ Bronte advised the others. ‘Give Jian some space.’

			Koori, their team leader, joined Bronte. She carefully lifted Jian’s leg and grimaced. Blood was pouring out from a wound on the sole of Jian’s foot. Paul, another Nipper, took one look and fainted.

			Nippers were trained to deal with all sorts of injuries. Some, like Bronte, planned to be lifesavers one day. Bronte already knew basic first aid and could swim really well. She wasn’t afraid of blood, unlike Paul, who would have to toughen up if he wanted to rescue people someday.

			Bronte had been a Nipper since she was five years old, and she loved going to the beach. She liked to joke that she was even named after the famous Bronte Beach in Sydney. ‘Had I been born a boy,’ she’d say, ‘Mum would’ve named me Bondi!’ But Bronte didn’t live near either of those beaches. She lived on the west coast of Australia, near Perth.

			It had been a perfect morning as the Nippers completed their training on the beach. Deep footprints tracked their progress along the sand. The fresh, cool breeze coming in from the coast competed with the warmth of the spring sunshine. Now, the day was ruined.

			Koori whipped out the first aid kit and treated Jian’s wound. She removed a clear, jagged piece out of Jian’s foot and placed it in a tissue. Bronte peered closer and couldn’t believe what she saw.

			Plastic!

			Not glass or metal, but the broken neck of a plastic drink bottle that someone had half-buried in the sand.

			Bronte sighed with frustration and narrowed her large blue eyes. In her opinion, beaches were the most beautiful places on Earth. Lifesavers checked the beach regularly to make sure it was clean and safe for people to enjoy, but they couldn’t always remove every piece of litter. People just kept dropping it. Some people treated the beach like a large dumping ground. And now, Jian had gotten hurt because of it.
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			Glancing around, Bronte noticed three plastic straws lying near her on the sand and, further away, the ring pull of a soft drink can. In the distance, a plastic bag floated in the wind and rolling waves carried a chip packet and a large piece of cling wrap back to shore. It just isn’t right! Bronte thought. Why won’t people stop littering?
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			‘I cut my foot once on a broken soft drink can someone left on the beach,’ Paul mentioned. He had quickly recovered from his fainting spell, although he avoided looking anywhere near Jian’s foot. ‘And I used to love digging my fingers through the warm sand … until the day I pulled out a piece of sticky bubble gum.’

			‘Ugh!’ Bronte exclaimed. How revolting!

			

			‘Rubbish is not just an eyesore,’ Koori pointed out. ‘A huge amount of it ends up in the ocean, much more than you’d even think. Worse still, the amazing creatures who live there might eat it, thinking it’s food, which can make them really sick … or even die.’
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			Everyone stopped to think about that. The ocean felt like home to Bronte, as she had lived by one all her life, but it really was home for marine life. How would the litterbugs like it, Bronte wondered, if someone suddenly decided to dump a heap of waste on their front lawns? Or in their bedrooms? That’s what it must be like for sea life.

			Bronte could not ignore the problem anymore. She vowed to do something about it. After she finished helping Jian, of course.

			

			Chapter Two

			Meeting New Friends

			Bronte gazed out of the large living room window, but her mind was not on the view of her front yard. She didn’t take in the pretty spring flowers that Mum and Dad had planted in the garden. She didn’t notice the big gum tree that spread its branches across the sky. Instead, all she could think about was the beach covered in litter.

			Mum entered the room, took one look at Bronte and said, ‘I know that expression. You’re worrying about something. Please don’t tell me you’re still nervous about today?’

			Bronte jumped at the sound of Mum’s voice. She hadn’t even noticed her enter the room. Bronte brought her attention back to the present. ‘I’m not nervous anymore,’ she assured Mum. ‘I’m excited.’ And, now that her mind had left the beach, Bronte realised it was true.

			Bronte’s four special visitors would be arriving any minute. The trip had been planned for months, back when her best friend and cousin Annabelle still lived next door. Bronte and Annabelle had grown up together, so when Annabelle’s dad had been offered a dream job working at his company’s headquarters in Europe, Bronte had felt as if her world was turning upside down. Annabelle, Auntie Kate, Uncle Brady and cousin Jason would all be moving to Paris, France—practically the other side of the world!
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			It had all happened so suddenly. There was little time to cancel any of the plans they had made for spring. The biggest plan was to invite a number of Auntie Kate and Uncle Brady’s friends over for the spring holidays. Those friends would be bringing their families, some of whom were Annabelle’s friends too. By the time Annabelle’s dad had been offered the job, it was rather late for them to cancel their travel plans. The grownups had gotten holiday leave from their jobs, booked their flights and reserved a large beach house where they would be staying for two weeks. For the first week, Annabelle had even invited her friends to sleep over at her house in the big rec room downstairs.

			Mum had come up with the idea to invite the girls to spend the week at Bronte’s house instead. ‘I know you’ll be missing Annabelle,’ she’d told Bronte, ‘and it’ll be lovely to meet new friends.’ So the families would get to keep their lovely beachside holiday and Bronte would get to meet Annabelle’s friends for the very first time.

			Bronte chuckled a little at Mum’s concerned face. It was true, she had been nervous to meet the four girls who had become Annabelle’s good friends. What if they didn’t like her? But Jian’s accident that morning and the beach problem had put all those worries to the back of her mind.

			‘That sounds like them now,’ Mum said, heading to the front door.

			A maxi-taxi pulled up in Bronte’s driveway, quickly followed by another. The lawn filled with a chaotic bunch of people clutching travel bags. Butterflies returned to Bronte’s stomach. Slowly, she joined Mum on the balcony.

			A girl with the most amazing head of curly red hair and purple UGG boots on her feet looked up at Bronte. She nudged a dark-haired girl who wore a shiny blue dress. Bronte gave the two girls a small, uncertain wave. As soon as they saw her waving, their faces broke out in huge grins and suddenly all the girls were running up the balcony steps. One, two, three, four …

			Bronte frantically tried to remember everything Annabelle had told her about them.

			‘Hi, Bronte,’ said the red-haired girl. ‘I’m Matilda. So glad to finally meet you!’ Matilda. Loves animals, especially frogs. She is really interested in history. Her parents travel around the world for their jobs. Bronte smiled back at Matilda—the details flashing through her head like an internet search. Matilda’s life had seemed so glamorous, jet-setting around the world and attending boarding school in Melbourne when she was not with her parents. She’d wondered whether Matilda would be stuck up about it, but so far, she seemed really warm and friendly.

			

			‘I’m her cousin Emily,’ a tall girl with blond pigtails and an Akubra hat piped up. Emily or Em. Lives on a huge cattle station in the Northern Territory. Annabelle had mentioned how organised and mature Emily was for her age. ‘You’d have to be,’ she’d reasoned, ‘if you helped your parents run a farm.’ Emily knew how to do all sorts of things, from changing tyres on motorbikes to repairing fences and herding cattle. Bronte could hardly imagine it—she’d never even been on a farm.

			‘I’m Jas,’ the girl in the blue dress spoke softly. Jasmine. Talented violin player. Born in Australia, half-Korean and half-Chinese. Seems shy when you first meet her, but reliable and loyal to the end.

			‘And that makes me Amy,’ said a girl with a cheeky face and infectious grin. Amy. Bright and cheerful. Part Indian, Scottish and Indigenous Australian. Loves sports, especially netball. Can be a bit mischievous at times.

			Without warning, Amy gave Bronte a bear hug. The others, giggling, joined in until the four guests resembled human wrapping paper, with Bronte the gift inside.

			And instantly, Bronte knew she’d just made the greatest new friends ever.
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			Chapter Three

			Talking Rubbish

			‘She cut her foot on a piece of plastic?’ Emily cried, flopping down on Bronte’s bed.

			It was a tight squeeze, even in Bronte’s large bedroom, but all five of them had found a space to sit or lie down.

			‘Weird, right?’ Bronte exclaimed. ‘Jian’s fine now, but I wish people would stop littering on our beaches.’ She uncrossed her legs and tried to find a more comfortable position on the floor. ‘I never noticed just how big the problem was until today. Now, all I see is rubbish! I want to do something,’ she insisted, ‘but I have no idea where to start.’

			The girls thought about it. Bronte stared at their faces, all in concentration. Emily sat up and twirled one of her long blonde pigtails around a finger. Amy screwed up her face. Matilda absent-mindedly swung one way and then the other on Bronte’s desk chair. Jasmine plucked some fluff off one of Bronte’s fuzzy purple pillows.

			Almost without thinking, Bronte reached into her tote bag and pulled out a sketch pad and pens. She carried them everywhere because she never knew when inspiration would strike. Her fingers began itching to capture the girls on paper. As she started the first sketches she felt immediately calmer. Drawing always soothed her mind when she felt troubled. Bronte continued to sketch as the conversation flowed around her.

			Bronte’s new friends spent some time catching up on their latest news. It had been quite some time since the four girls had last been together in the same room, and there was a lot to say. But the beach problem was never far from their thoughts. ‘It’s hard to know what to do,’ Jasmine pointed out after a while. ‘I mean, we could try to teach people about how littering hurts our beaches and the sea life. We can show them horrible pictures of turtles who have died from swallowing plastic bags, or birds who get strangled in drink can packaging. We can teach people about how some plastics never break down completely but form this horrible sludge that sits on the water. We can even take a picture of Jian’s bloody foot and show them.’ She cringed. ‘But will they get it?’ Jasmine frowned. ‘I learned most of that stuff from a video clip online, and even I had to turn it off. I wanted to forget it, rather than learn from it, it was just so sad. Other people might feel the same way, or even get mad at us for trying to school them!’
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			‘You’re right, Jas,’ said Matilda. ‘People don’t like being bossed around or told off. We need to help people want to do the right thing without trying to force or upset them.’

			‘But how?’ Amy pondered.

			‘By making it worth their while, somehow …’ Matilda trailed off. She looked at Bronte. ‘You’ve been very quiet. Do you have any ideas? You seem to be very busy with that pad of yours.’

			‘Yeah,’ said Emily. ‘What have you been writing in there?’ Without warning, Emily jumped off the bed and grabbed Bronte’s pad out of her hand. ‘Whoa!’ she exclaimed. Flipping through the pages, her mouth formed an O of surprise. ‘Is this what you’ve been doing all this time?’

			Emily held up the sketch pad and showed the others. The first page was a drawing of Amy playing netball, her black hair flying. The look of concentration on her face as she reached for the netball was the same one Bronte had seen earlier. As Emily flipped through the pages, she found one of herself with her Akubra hat, dusty jeans and flannelette shirt riding a horse. There was also one of Jasmine playing the violin and one of Matilda posing with a frog.

			‘I didn’t know you were such a talented artist, Bronte,’ Emily said. ‘You made me look just like I do after I’ve been mucking around in the paddocks all day. How did you know?’

			Bronte grinned, not letting on that Annabelle had shown her a picture of Emily winning a camp-drafting award. ‘Well, Annabelle’s described each of you and your hobbies so well, sometimes I feel like I have always been with you.’

			Jasmine came over and took a closer look at the drawings. Bronte had drawn her soulful eyes looking dreamily off into the distance as she played the violin. Listening to
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