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			Chapter 1

			A Cat in the Charity Shop

			Sheri lay in bed, flannelette sheets up to her nose, staring at the ceiling.

			She wished she had something pretty to look at, like those stick-on stars that glow at night. Instead, she gazed at the brown blob. It looked like someone had splashed coffee up there, but she knew that was silly. How could coffee be on the ceiling?

			The stain was water that had pooled from a leak in the roof last winter. Her dad hadn’t gotten around to fixing it yet. He was always busy.

			A familiar sound filled the room. Warbling magpies. They came every morning and sat in the tree outside her house, singing loudly. She loved hearing them; they were her feathered alarm clocks. Always up at the same time each day, the magpies performed enthusiastically for an unresponsive, drowsy audience.

			Sheri loved nature as much as her dad did. He was an arborist, which is a fancy name for someone who cuts back trees. His job was to help sick trees. He told her he was working hard now because one day, there might not be many trees left to save. Sometimes, he had to cut them down, limb by limb, when they were too sick to be saved. He got upset when he had to do that. He always wanted to rescue trees, not kill them.

			When he came home from work, he always smelled of trees. Some days, it was eucalyptus; other times, pine, like the sawdust-filled woodworking room at her school. Despite all these scents, Sheri thought that if her dad were a tree, he would be an enormous oak. He was tall and solid with a mop of sandy blonde hair. When he hugged her, she felt his strength; his hugs were tight. Besides, you must be strong enough to carry a chainsaw up a tree.

			Sheri’s dad was the center of her world. She couldn’t remember her mum’s face anymore, just a blur of black curls and crooked, penciled-on eyebrows. Sheri’s most distinct memory was the peppermint wafts on her mother’s breath. She always smelled like mint when she tucked Sheri in at night. Her dad once told her she ate them all the time because they made her breath smell nice.

			Her mum had left them five years ago. She packed one day, called a taxi, and never came home. Sheri’s dad said she was going to a place to recover from something bad for her. She didn’t return, though. Sheri had stopped asking eventually. It was just her and her dad now, and she was okay with that. If mum didn’t want to be with them, Sheri didn’t want to be with her.

			The inside of the sheet was getting hot and stuffy. She tossed it aside and sat up.

			Chirrup, chirrup!

			Sheri’s mobile phone was ringing from its position next to her bed. She’d picked that ringtone when she’d got the phone for her birthday because it reminded her of frogs. She liked frogs, especially the little green tree frogs she learned about in class. She knew she could never eat a frog like some people did in other countries. Not only did they make a lovely croaking sound, but her dad told her they ate insects, and lots of frogs meant a healthy environment.

			Chirrup, chirrup!

			She reached for the phone. “Dad” flashed on-screen.

			“Hi,” she said. “I thought you were in the kitchen.”

			“Honeybee, I got an early call. I have to go and cut back a tree damaged by those strong winds the other day. It’s not far, but I’ll be out for a bit. I’ve left you some money on the kitchen counter. I thought you could go to your favorite shop if you want to. Will you be okay? I can get Kelly to come by if you want.”

			“Dad, I’m ten years and four months old. As much as I like Kelly, I don’t need to be babysat by her. I’ll be fine. Thanks for the money. I’ll go to the charity shop.1 They have some good deals on Saturday mornings.”

			“All right. But you call or message me when you get there, okay? Don’t talk to strangers; go straight there and home again. I’ve left you ten dollars.”

			“Don’t stress, Dad.”

			“Love you, honey. I should be back by lunchtime. I’ll pick up some of that bread you like on the way home.”

			“Okay. Love you, Dad. Bye.”

			Sheri set the phone down, jumped out of bed, stretched, and headed to the bathroom.

			Today would be good, even if Dad weren’t home. She loved going to the charity shop. It was only a seven-minute walk away, and she always came home with something—usually an unusual object. Two weeks ago, she bought a wall clock with different kinds of birds on it instead of numbers. When she or her dad told the time, they’d say, “It’s parrot o’clock.” or “It’s half past peacock,” or “It’s almost owl.” It always made her giggle and her dad smile.

			The house was filling up with her bits and pieces from the shop: colorful old tins, strangely shaped bottles, fragments of unusual fabric, chunky pottery mugs, and tin trays painted with little yellow daisies. Not to mention her expanding collection of small glass vases, tiny ceramic cat and dog statues, and old paintings nestled in chipped wooden frames. Her dad never complained about the growing clutter, though. He marveled at every treasure she brought home and always found a spot for it.
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			A short time later, Sheri stepped out from the small front porch. She wore her trusty pair of jeans and her favorite sweater, which featured a bright bee and the words “We Don’t Just Make Honey—We Make the World GROW.” She liked bees and knew they were necessary for pollinating plants. Honeybee was also her dad’s nickname for her.

			The sweater was her favorite because it also covered her bumps. She was chubby, as the kids at school constantly reminded her. Her body seemed to be growing out rather than up like the other girls. She felt slow, clunky, and clumsy and avoided any form of sport, fearing she would drop the ball or miss a shot. Clothes that swamped her helped her hide. They shielded her like an invisible cloak.

			Despite what everyone said at school, Dad told Sheri she was perfect and everybody was made differently, which makes the world so interesting. But Sheri didn’t like being bigger than the other girls. She also felt she wasn’t as pretty as they were. She had long dark brown hair that she fastened into a ponytail because it never sat right. It had kinks in it, which drove her crazy. Her hazel eyes were ordinary, and freckles covered her nose.

			The door of the charity shop jingled as she opened it. The first thing she always noticed was the smell. It was a mix of musty and damp and smelled a bit ancient. It wasn’t pleasant but familiar, like her sneakers drying near the heater after running through the rain.

			The shop was quiet. There was only one other person there. She glanced around, marveling at all the exciting knickknacks cramming the shelves and vying for every inch of space. The place seemed alive with weird and beautiful objects, the old and new, the loved and unloved, the classy and the kitschy.

			The man behind the counter was the same one who always served her. His name tag read: “Brian.”

			Although she’d been in this shop loads of times, Brian never smiled. He always appeared harassed and grumpy and spoke with a surly Scottish accent. She was a bit afraid of him. Maybe it was the way he looked. He never stood upright, and his bony shoulders were always hunched over. He had a long, thin face and didn’t seem to have any lips, just a slit for a mouth that was surrounded by deep wrinkles. He looked so skinny that Sheri thought he would shatter if he fell over, like one of the old glass vases he sold.

			Brian always wore the same mismatched outfit—a black and red checkered woolen cap like golfers wear and a canary yellow waistcoat over a white shirt and blue jeans. Maybe he got his clothes from the shop, too, Sheri thought.

			The one thing she did like about Brian was his jet-black cat, Quasar. He once told her his full name was Quasar of the Cosmos, but he sometimes called him Q for short. She thought it was funny that he had such a grand name, but she preferred Quasar, the name inscribed on the tag that dangled from his blue collar. Quasar was huge for a cat. Sheri thought he looked more like a tiny panther.

			She wondered if she would still want to pet him if he was a real-life panther or if he’d want to eat her. Maybe if he were a real panther, he might toy with her before gobbling her up like she’d seen cats do with mice. Quasar’s paws were almost as big as her palms. They had inky, gray, squishy pads and long claws that extended when he stretched. Sheri imagined the claws razor-sharp as they glinted under the shop’s bright lights.

			In real life, though, curled up in his fluffy cat bed, Quasar didn’t look like a fierce predator. He appeared to be quite the opposite. He looked like a floppy, cuddly mass of black fuzz, punctuated with a nose as glossy as a droplet of dew on a blade of grass. His bed was too small for him, so his tail trailed onto the counter and flicked constantly, even when he seemed fast asleep. Sheri wondered if it had a mind of its own and was like an alarm, ready to wake Quasar at any sign of danger.

			When a customer approached the counter, Quasar would yawn and briefly check out the person disturbing him with his golden eyes. Satisfied there was no threat, he’d snuggle back into his bed, pushing his nose into the plush navy fabric. Quasar would go back to sleep while his brave tail remained on watch.

			Brian had once told Sheri she was allowed to pet Quasar, or as he called him, Q, when she bought something. She stroked his soft, ebony fur whenever she stood with a purchase. He felt like the pure Asian silk scarf she’d bought at the shop ages ago. Quasar always woke and regarded her with huge yellow eyes flecked with dazzling green. They reminded her of fire opals, a precious Australian gem so mysterious it contained the whole universe.

			Quasar didn’t look away from Sheri and go back to sleep like he did with other customers. He rumbled softly, his low purr barely audible, while his paws kneaded the bedding like he was making bread.

			Brian once commented that Quasar seemed to like her. That made Sheri feel special. On a recent visit, Brian told her she could pet Quasar even if she didn’t buy anything. She was delighted and decided that even though Brian might be a bit scary, he couldn’t be mean if he liked animals and his beautiful cat liked him.

			Sheri scanned the room. There was lots to see but nothing that took her fancy today. She approached the counter and scratched the snoozing Quasar behind his ears. He opened his opal eyes and watched her. He yawned, showing rows of sharp white teeth. His breath smelled of something familiar. She couldn’t place it for a moment, then decided it smelled like fried eggs. She felt sure he was grinning at her as he finished his yawn.

			“Has Quasar been eating eggs?” she asked Brian as he fussed and fumbled with some old costume jewelry in a wooden box on the counter.

			Brian paused. “Yes, fried egg sandwiches are his favorite. But they must be organic, free-range eggs—not produced in animal factories. The free-range ones taste much better, and the hens are cared for and not cooped up in cages. He also likes the yolks runny. And the bread has to be white, mind you. We shared one earlier.”

			Sheri was surprised cats ate egg sandwiches, but there were many odd things in the shop, and quirky Quasar was just another one.

			Sheri was only slightly taller than the counter. She peered over. Sometimes, Brian held things behind the counter until he had room to put them on display. She’d often spotted bargains and asked Brian to show them to her. She frequently bought them before anyone else even had the chance to look.

			Something on a shelf behind Brian caught her eye. It looked like a snow globe but was bigger than others. It sat cradled in a solid black stand, which looked like wood, though she couldn’t make out any grain.

			“Brian,” Sheri said, “can I please look at that snow globe behind you?”

			“Sure,” he replied. “You can look, but you can’t touch. It’s not for sale.”

			“I thought everything here was for sale.” Sheri caught herself pouting.

			“Well, lassie, this isn’t. I’ve just brought it out to dust. I just haven’t gotten round to putting it back in the cupboard.”

			“Can I please just look at it, then? I promise I won’t touch it.”

			Both Quasar and Brian studied her. Quasar’s tail flicked back and forth rapidly like a snake preparing to strike. It was as if both were considering her request.

			After a few moments, Brian said, “All right. You’re a regular customer, so you can look. But no touching. Okay?”

			He turned, picked up the globe from the shelf, and gently placed it on the counter before Sheri. The movement made some of the dormant snowflakes spring to life inside.

			The globe was glass, not plastic like Sheri had seen in globes sold at other shops. It was about the size of a grapefruit. Tiny, spindly cracks covered the glass surface like masses of spiderwebs. Inside, a wooden ship was navigating a ferocious sea. The ship looked ancient, like the ones she’d seen in historical documentaries.

			“It’s called a galleon,” Brian said. “It’s a kind of sailing ship used about four hundred years ago in Europe.”

			Sheri couldn’t take her eyes off it. The details were amazing. She could make out tiny portholes, woven ropes, and sculpted masts. There was a carved figure jutting out the front. It looked like a robe-clad man with long, flowing hair. The sails were torn. For a moment, she thought she saw them flutter.

			The galleon seemed to be battered mercilessly by a huge sea storm. It was almost submerged in massive gray waves, their white tips reaching halfway up its side. Flutters of snow fell and settled on its deck, clinging to its rigging.

			“That’s amazing,” Sheri gasped. “It seems so real. Why is the glass cracked, and why won’t you sell it?”

			“Well,” Brian whispered through his thin-lipped mouth. He bent over, making his humpy shoulders look even humpier. “Every time a child holds it, it cracks a little more. Lots of children have held this globe over the years, and the same thing happens. I can’t risk any more cracks.”

			“Please, I’ll be careful,” Sheri pleaded. “I’d like to hold it. I can even buy it. I have ten dollars.”

			“Not for sale,” Brian snapped.

			He snatched the globe from the counter and delicately placed it into a cupboard behind him. Sheri watched as his movements caused the snow to stir again. This time, it became a blizzard, blanketing the ship.

			“Why not?” Sheri persisted. “I don’t get it. You’re a shop. You sell things.”

			“Because, lassie, I cannot sell this to just anyone. It’s special. It chooses who to be sold to.”

			“How can a snow globe choose who it wants to be sold to? Even if it could, how would you know?”

			“Oh, I will know. I will know. Even so, it may never be sold.”

			Brian turned his attention back to the jewelry, picking up each piece and inspecting it carefully. He looked engrossed in the task as he muttered, “Now, is there anything else I can help you with?”

			Sheri felt deflated.

			“No, thanks. I’ll be back. Maybe you’ll change your mind.”

			She gave Quasar one last tickle under the chin before turning to leave the store. His eyes blinked slowly at her.

			She strode out of the shop.

			“See you soon!” called Brian after her.

			Sheri didn’t look back or respond to his farewell. She knew she was being a bit rude, but she was upset that he refused to allow her to hold the globe, let alone sell it to her. She’d never had this problem before and couldn’t understand why Brian was being so stubborn over a stupid globe.

			She felt determination slowly replace disappointment. Eventually, she’d buy the globe, and it would take pride of place in her room. The certainty felt weird but somehow comforting. She also felt sure that when she did get the globe, her dad would love it, too. She just had to convince Brian. Somehow, she knew she would.
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			Chapter 2

			Best Mates

			Sheri and her dad lived in a small two-story cottage in a suburb outside Melbourne, Australia. It had always been her home. It was narrow and old and leaked sometimes. It was attached to identical terraced cottages on both sides. Her dad said they’d been built almost 150 years ago for miners relocating to the city after the gold rush.

			Sheri’s bedroom was on the second floor, one of two at the top of a worn wooden staircase. Each step was slightly bowed and bore scars of its past users. She often wondered how many feet had traipsed up and down them over the years. Who had lived there before? Maybe many families. Perhaps Sheri had bought something from the charity shop that once belonged to one of them, and it was back home now. The thought made her happy.

			She decorated her room with the bright, exotic pieces of cloth and colorful cushions she’d purchased from the charity shop. The room reminded her of the inside of a genie bottle, filled with rich colors and luxurious fabric. It was a work in progress. She liked to surround herself with beautiful things because, weirdly, they made her feel pretty, too.

			Two items on her wish list were a deep-red velvet sofa and a four-poster bed with netting cascading over it. Sheri thought a bedroom in an Arabian castle would be furnished that way. She also wanted curtains with long golden tassels and a big wicker basket. She’d just have to keep looking for those.

			She and her dad planted many flowers in the small front garden—roses, daisies, lavender, and a small herb patch with basil, rosemary, and oregano that he used in cooking. She loved his spaghetti with tomatoes, chili, and fresh herbs. There was parsley and sage, too, with wonderful aromas, and strawberries, with delicate white flowers. She always looked forward to picking the strawberries when they were ripe. There wasn’t room for a tree, but they did have a big green bush that served as their front fence and blossomed into deep pink flowers every spring. They didn’t have a fragrance but were bold and beautiful and attracted lots of bees when they opened up.

			Sheri wanted a bigger garden, but houses were expensive, and Dad wasn’t rich. When she got older, she’d have a sprawling property with horses, goats, cows, two dogs, and a cat. She wanted a puppy now, but her dad said the house wasn’t big enough. So, she’d have to wait until she grew up and bought a farm. That’s what she’d do.

			She was always making plans. That’s just the way her brain was made. Her dad never tired of hearing her new ideas. Sometimes, it seemed she had a thousand new ones every day. But mostly, she kept them private, just like she kept her worries about being clumsy and bigger than the other girls in her class to herself. She didn’t even tell her dad because she didn’t want him to worry.

			Two particular girls at school were especially mean to her and constantly made nasty comments about her looks, which made her feel like rubbish. She felt panicky sometimes and tried to avoid walking near them on the playground. She’d lie awake at night, worrying about what horrible things they’d say next, what else they’d pick on. She also heard from other girls that the two had posted nasty comments about her on social media. She tried to ignore it, but the thought of them gossiping online about her made her feel helpless and sad. In-person, the girls teased her about how she was big, slow, and clumsy and her “ugly” freckles. They told her she’d never be popular like them. She pretended that their words didn’t bother her, but they did. At times, she felt worthless, like her life didn’t matter. She would never fit in, have lots of friends, or be pretty and popular. But she knew she was smart and kind, and she told herself that’s what mattered most.

			She sometimes thought about telling her dad about the girls at school and how she never felt good enough, but she could never bring herself to do it. She did tell Shawn, her best mate, about the teasing, and he’d even witnessed it a few times. He told her just to ignore them. That’s what he would do. But she couldn’t.

			One day, Sheri thought, I’ll go to another school, and they won’t be there. She tried to worry about other things, more important things—like how many species of animals and trees were dying every day and how polluted the oceans had become. However, no matter how much she tried to think about these more important things, the girls’ words echoed in her head, and she fretted about them all over again.

			Shawn had been her friend for as long as she could remember. He was three months older than her. They’d met when she started primary school and had immediately hit it off. Perhaps it was because the cool, sporty kids shunned both of them.

			Shawn had been born with one leg shorter than the other, which made him walk funny. Some kids at school called him Penguin because of his awkward waddle. Sheri thought they were mean and knew that Shawn’s leg was uncomfortable and sometimes caused him pain. But he took no notice of the teasing or the pain and rarely complained. She admired that. He told her he was okay with his uneven legs. That helped Sheri realize that her own physical issues were trivial in comparison, and she should feel grateful that she didn’t have to suffer constant discomfort like Shawn. Along with being stoic, Shawn was also one of the nicest people she’d met, even though he could get grumpy sometimes.

			Shawn had a mop of coppery wavy hair that always looked messed up. His mum bought him a bright blue beanie2 with a pom-pom on top to keep it under control and tidy. He wore it most days, even when it was warm outside. Sheri thought wearing the beanie probably made him happy, much like a security blanket would. The blue highlighted his deep brown eyes. They reminded Sheri of the chocolate buttons she and her dad melted to make icing for cupcakes.

			His skin was the same shade as some of the old porcelain teacups she saw at the charity shop. She knew that one day, Shawn would probably have a girlfriend and wouldn’t want to hang out with her anymore. But Sheri told herself that was a long way off—they’d both be old by then, at least sixteen.

			While Shawn was usually happy-go-lucky and funny, he could also be stubborn and outspoken, especially when he was cross about something—and she liked that about him, too. A few weeks ago, for the first time, he went against his advice to ignore the bully girls. He stood up to them.

			It was in the classroom before the teacher arrived. Sheri was daydreaming at her desk when she felt something yank on her ponytail. She turned around to discover the two girls grinning at her from their desks behind her. Then, they began teasing her about always wearing her hair that way because she was too stupid and lazy to do anything else with it.

			They continued pulling her ponytail. Sheri tried to stand, but in her rush to get out of her chair, she stumbled and fell to the floor beside her desk. As she lay there, sprawled on her side, she froze while the girls rose from their chairs and continued taunting her. Other children left their desks to watch the spectacle. Sheri felt her fear and embarrassment replaced with a deep anger surging through her body. No one had the right to belittle others like this! They loomed above her, shrieking and shaking with laughter, their phones pointed at her, recording the whole thing. This made her even more furious—how dare they record it to watch later or share it with other kids. They might even post it on TikTok or some other social media.

			She was about to scramble to her feet and scream at them to shut up when she heard Shawn’s voice.

			“Stop it, you idiots!” he ordered.

			“Gonna make us?” one of them squealed back.

			“Penguin!” shouted the other.

			Sheri rose unsteadily to her feet, her cheeks flaming. She was determined not to cry, though she could feel the tears welling. She felt so angry and humiliated. It was so unfair. She hadn’t done anything to them. Shawn pushed past the giggling bullies to place a protective arm around Sheri.

			“Leave this to me,” he whispered in her ear.

			He turned, glaring at the girls.

			“Don’t you ever do that again,” he said. He sounded really cross, but his voice was calm. The girls stopped giggling. They glowered at Shawn with huge eyes. Sheri thought they even looked a bit scared.

			“Do you know why?” Shawn demanded, more loudly this time. The other kids in the classroom were silent, shifting their focus from him and Sheri to the girls. “Because Sheri is my friend. You hurt her, and you’ll have me to deal with. And that you won’t like. I may not be fast, but I’m strong. And you’d better delete that video, or I will grab your phones and delete everything on them!”

			He turned his back on them, limped to his desk, grabbed his bag, and plopped himself into the chair of an empty desk next to Sheri. Sheri sat down and shot him a glance to say “thank you,” even though she was embarrassed. He smiled, nodded, and winked at her. She knew the bullying would continue, but at that moment, she felt braver with Shawn beside her.

			The two of them hung out together during lunchtime, sitting on the oval3 and sharing stories of what kinds of adventures they would have once they finished school and grew up. Sheri wanted to be a vet or work in a wildlife rescue center. She also dreamed of owning a farm one day. Shawn wanted to travel the world and write stories about far-flung places.

			He also loved playing cricket even though he wasn’t as fast and agile as his teammates. He hoped to get his leg fixed one day so he could be a top-notch player. The doctors told him he would have to wait until he stopped growing before they could do any surgery to help him. Shawn’s greatest wish was to be the wicketkeeper for the Australian Test cricket team. Sheri thought that if anyone could do it, he could.

			She knew he got frustrated that he couldn’t run like the other kids. Sometimes, he sulked when he didn’t get his way or got things wrong. He never got angry with her, like he had with the mean girls. But when they bickered, he’d go off in a huff and ignore her for a while or pretend not to hear her say hello from across the yard. Then, he’d turn up at her house smiling, usually with a container filled with homemade cookies, and they’d laugh and act like nothing had happened. They never talked about their disagreements because they were always over stupid things, like who’d win the football game that weekend or what was the best video game.

			One day, Sheri’s favorite teacher asked her to tell the class about her family. At first, she felt nervous about standing up and talking, especially in front of the other girls in her class. She glanced at Shawn. He nodded and gave her a thumbs-up.

			Hesitantly, she went up to the front and, encouraged by the teacher, started talking. Sheri thought she might choke or mumble but was surprised when her voice came out loudly. The more she spoke, the more confident she felt.

			She told the class that she lived with her dad and that he loved saving trees. His job was to look after them and save them if they got damaged, and he would occasionally cut them down if they were too old or diseased. The words just tumbled out.

			She paused and looked at the kids seated in front of her. No one was laughing. They looked interested in what she was saying. She avoided looking at the bully girls, but she guessed they would be whispering to each other. She caught Shawn’s eye. He nodded again and smiled.

			“Go on, Sheri,” her teacher urged. “Finish your story. We’re all listening. This is important. We want to know more.”

			“Okay,” Sheri said. She felt every pair of eyes on her. No one said anything. She cleared her throat, thought of her dad, and pointed out the window.

			“Dad says trees are important for the world. They are like our lungs. They kind of breathe for us and produce oxygen and water and clean the air. They help bring the rain, and their roots stop the soil from disappearing. But my dad says an area the size of our oval is cleared somewhere in the world every minute.”

			There was a murmur around the class.

			One of the boys exclaimed, “Wow!”

			“When my dad was younger, he went to Africa. He said the people there decided to replant trees on wasteland used for farming. He says it’s something we all must do. He doesn’t like cutting trees down. And he promised that for every tree he cuts down, he’ll plant two in its place. That’s what I think we should do.”

			“Thank you, Sheri,” said the teacher. “Now, children, let’s talk about what Sheri’s dad is doing and why trees are important.”

			For the rest of the lesson, the class talked about why trees were important to the world, and the many kinds of animals that lived in them, like possums, bats, and birds. Others started talking about the oceans, pollution, and how everyone needed to remove plastic from the water.

			Some kids said fishers should return baby fish and those carrying eggs to the sea because sometimes they just took them and didn’t return much. A boy said fishers should plant seagrass because underwater meadows were like nurseries where tiny sea creatures lived. A girl added that farmers put good things back into the soil, and fishers should do the same in the ocean to ensure there is enough food for the other animals like dolphins and seals so they don’t become extinct. She said that fishers could help clean up the seas by collecting plastic and using environmentally friendly fishing lines. She said it makes her sad that so many marine animals die from being tangled up in discarded fishing nets and lines.

			At the end, the teacher called Sheri over. “Thank you, Sheri. This was a great class. We learned a lot today. Well done!”

			Afterward, in the corridor, Sheri saw the two bully girls giggling and whispering to each other. As she walked past, she heard them talking about her. Then one turned to hiss, “Tree hugger!” Sheri felt herself blushing again. Shawn saw them and stomped over with an angry look on his face. The girls darted off.

			After school, she ran home to tell her dad about her talk in class, and he smiled and hugged her. That made her feel happier. He said he was proud of her and that she was super smart. Her brain whirled with all sorts of things she’d do when she was older and how she’d show those bully girls that while she may not be as pretty or as good at sports as them, she was clever and knew a lot of stuff.

			Later, while doing homework in her room, Sheri’s thoughts turned back to the globe in the shop. Sheri couldn’t stop thinking about the snowflakes whirling and twirling around the old ship, how fierce the sea looked, how real it all seemed. The scene played over and over in her mind.

			Days passed, but she couldn’t get the image out of her head. At school, she was surprised to find herself worrying less about the other girls and daydreaming more about the world inside the globe. She imagined the old ship tossing and swaying as it navigated angry seas. Sheri wondered who was steering it, where it was going, and who was on board. One teacher became annoyed with her for not paying attention in class. Shawn told her she seemed distracted. Sheri knew she should be listening but found it hard to be interested when her mind was constantly veering off into the strange world she’d glimpsed inside the mysterious glass orb.

			Her obsession continued for more than a week, and she desperately needed to talk to someone about it. She didn’t want to let her dad know, especially because she was getting into a bit of trouble for drifting off in class. The only thing to do was invite Shawn to her house after school and confide in him.
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			Chapter 3

			The Plan

			Shawn stood under Sheri’s perfectly ordinary veranda, wearing a red puffy jacket. Wet, unruly curls jutted out from under his sopping beanie, which dripped fat drops of water down the front of his jacket. He looked like one of Santa’s little helpers, but cold, damp, and lost—and about five months too early.

			“Hi, Shawn,” Sheri said brightly. “Come in. It’s freezing out there.”

			Shawn stepped into the hall, removing his elf jacket and hanging it on the coat stand. It dribbled drops onto the wood floorboards. Shawn removed his beanie and smoothed down his curls. It made no difference; his hair still looked like a messy mop.

			“I should’ve brought a brolly.” More drops splattered on the wood. He rubbed his damp hair with a towel Sheri had handed to him. “Thanks,” he muttered.

			“I thought we could go to my room. I need to tell you about something I saw at the charity shop.” Sheri felt her insides would burst open with excitement. “Are you okay to walk upstairs?”

			“Yeah, just take it slow. It’s a bit harder when it’s cold.”

			Shawn limped toward the staircase. Sheri knew he struggled with stairs. But she also knew there was no obstacle Shawn wouldn’t try to tackle.

			Shawn grabbed the handrail and hoisted himself up on the first step. Sheri stayed right behind just in case he got wobbly. Before long, he climbed to the top and headed toward her room. He flopped on a pile of bright, multicolored pillows on the floor. She flopped next to him.

			“I was at the shop on Saturday, and I saw the most amazing thing,” she blurted, unable to keep her secret any longer. “It was a snow globe with a ship in it, but it was different from the cheap ones you find at souvenir shops. It looked old, and the ship seemed real somehow.”

			“Really?” his eyes widened. “How’s that even possible? Maybe you’re imagining things. You’ve always got your nose in those fantasy books.”

			“No, no,” she rushed on, “I thought I saw one of the sails move. They were all torn and raggedy, but I could’ve sworn I saw them flap.”

			Shawn grinned. A deep dimple formed on his right cheek.

			“Okay. So, did you buy it?”

			“No, Brian, the guy behind the counter, is a bit of an old grump. He said it wasn’t for sale. He wouldn’t even let me touch it. But I’m going to go back this Saturday to try again. Shawn, I have to get it—it’s amazing!”

			She twirled her ponytail around her finger, thinking of the snow settling on the ship’s deck. Her thoughts were interrupted by the creaking of her bedroom door. Her father’s face appeared through the gap.

			“Hi, you two,” he said with a smile.

			“Hi, Dad. I was just telling Shawn about something I saw at the shop. It was a snow globe.”

			Her dad removed his wet raincoat and shook it, scattering water droplets onto the floor. Underneath, his heavy cotton khaki trousers, matching long-sleeved shirt, and bright orange hi-visibility vest were dry. But the vest had large brown globs stuck to it. Today, he smelled like a mixture of sandalwood and eucalyptus.

			“Hi, Mr. Stewart, what’s that on your vest?” Shawn asked.

			“Oh, I was trimming a big old gum in a park before it started raining, and I got covered in gooey sap. Sometimes, trees bleed like we do, but with them, it’s sap. It’ll be okay. It just needed some sick branches lopped off,” he replied, throwing his damp jacket into Sheri’s laundry basket. “It’s about time I washed that,” he muttered.

			“So, Dad,” Sheri butted in, “I was just telling Shawn about the globe, and I was thinking, maybe on Saturday we can go back. I want to buy it, but Brian doesn’t want to sell it. Maybe it would help if you came with me and convinced him to sell it to me.”

			Her dad put his big, calloused hands on his hips and sighed. She had seen this look of resignation before. It usually meant he was about to cave into one of her demands. For the first time, though, she noticed the bags under his eyes, the stubble on his chin, and the smudges of dirt on his forehead. Now, she felt guilty for nagging him.

			“Look, Honeybee, I will come with you if you promise me something. If Brian doesn’t want to sell it, then you’ll let it go. There’s probably a good reason why he doesn’t want to sell it to you. Maybe it’s a family heirloom or something. I’m sure there are plenty of other treasures if you look hard enough.”

			Sheri jumped up, ran full force into her dad’s tummy, and threw her arms around his waist. The smell of the forest enveloped her.

			“Thanks, Dad. You’re the best! Let’s get there when they open. You can see Quasar, too. Brian, the shopkeeper, sometimes calls him Q, but his real name is Quasar of the Cosmos. Can you believe that? That’s too much of a mouthful, so I just call him Quasar. Remember me telling you about him? Maybe we can take him an egg sandwich!”

			“Egg sandwich?” Her dad laughed. “Well, let’s see.”

			He broke off the hug, and Sheri stepped away, noticing some of the sap had stuck to her top. She touched it. It felt sticky.

			“Sorry, Honeybee. Looks like that will have to go into the wash as well. I’m going to take a shower and start getting dinner ready. Shawn, you’re welcome to stay.”

			“Thanks, Mr. Stewart,” he replied. “Mum’s working tonight, so I have to go home, but I’ll stay for a bit if that’s okay.”

			“Sure, just don’t let
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