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			To my teacher, Pamela:

			I lost you all those years ago
and never knew. Thank you for
all you did and all you were.
I’ll never forget you.

			To Grace:

			For your funny, quirky style.
You’re an inspiration!
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			Chapter 1

			I am Grace.

			Grace the Awesome.

			Grace the Incredible.

			Grace the Miraculous.

			Well, that’s the Grace I’d like to be. Usually, I’m something else.

			Sometimes Mum says that I’m Grace-less.

			Sometimes she says that I’m a handful.

			And that I’m ‘quite challenging’.

			Apparently, they’re not good things to be.

			Some days I feel like Grace the Princess.

			Some days I feel like Super Grace.

			Some days I feel like Grace the Terrible. RAGH!

			Those are the days I get sent to my room. A lot.

			And some days, I’m plain old Grace Elizabeth Marshall.

			No matter what, I am never boring Grace. I am Grace of many things. Many colours. Many moods.

			Rarely am I filled with grace, although from what Mum tells me, I could and should try harder on that score.

			Mum named me after my grandma, who was also called Grace. I often wonder if Grandma Grace was a better behaved Grace than me when she was little.

			It probably wouldn’t be that hard.

			When I grow up, I want to be a fashion designer. Or a librarian. Or a rock star. I can’t quite decide. I’m only eleven, so I’m keeping my options open.

			Right now, I want to be a magician. I’ve even invented a name for myself. It is … (drum roll please) …

			Grace the Amazing!

			Ta-da!

			And AMAZING I will be.

			Not everyone believes in Grace the Amazing. Or my magic.

			‘There’s no room for magic in the world,’ Mum told me last Wednesday morning when I was practising my illusions instead of brushing my teeth before school.

			I don’t think she appreciated my ‘Disappearing Lunch Box’ trick.

			That’s because she’s old and wise and boringly grown up and practical and has lost most of her imagination. Grown-ups do that. Especially Mum. She’s always stressed about the traffic or work or that our baby pet crocodile, Steven, has escaped again.

			Mum’s name is Coco. We don’t agree on some things like whether honey or jam tastes the best (definitely jam) and whether roses or sweet peas smell better (definitely roses). We do always agree on how awesome animals are, though. I love them as much as she does.

			Mum works at the zoo. Sometimes she even brings the sick, injured, or baby animals home to care for them. She loves animals, but isn’t so keen on magic. Or the glitter that goes with some of my illusions. She fusses when I forget to take the magic glitter out of my pockets and it gets mixed up in the laundry.

			Or when it spills on the carpet.

			I don’t mind random glitter in my hair or the bed or my shoes. Mum gets freaky about it, though. She’s the same with sand.

			Besides working at the zoo, Mum has her own business called ‘Party Pets’. She runs animal parties for kids on the weekend. Her parties are super popular.

			Our house is like a zoo because we have snakes (not the venomous kind), a crocodile (as mentioned previously), two lizards, three frogs, seven chickens and two guinea pigs. They’re all stars of the ‘Party Pets’ show.

			The guinea pigs are my favourite. We have a girl guinea pig named Trixie and a boy guinea pig named Munchero. I’ll tell you a secret: Trixie and Munchero are in love!

			How do I know?

			Because Trixie is expecting a litter of babies in a few months. Mum told me so. She’d know because she’s an expert animal handler.

			It’s very exciting. When they’re born, the babies will only be eight centimetres long and will fit in my hand. Or even my pocket, although I don’t think Mum will let me put a baby guinea pig in my pocket.

			Which is probably just as well.

			We also have a Jack Russell dog called Flea, who is rather old and quite deaf but still sprightly. He’s fourteen in dog years, which makes him seventy-two in human years. Old enough to be my grandfather. Or grand-dog, whichever way you want to look at it!

			My dad’s name is Max. He works for an oil company. He’s a FIFO dad. Fly-in fly-out. He works on the other side of the country three weeks out of every four. We don’t see him much and I miss him heaps when he’s away.

			My brother, Jet, is seven. He’s super annoying. All he talks about is soccer, soccer, and more soccer, which I can’t stand. His favourite team is Manchester United. They’re also called the Red Devils because their mascot is a red devil.

			My knowledge of soccer is extremely limited, but I do know that Jet acts like their red devil mascot most of the time.

			He drives me wild!

			Whenever we argue, Mum tells me that I should try to ‘be the better person’, which basically means that I have to let Jet do whatever he wants.

			Being the better person is not one of my strengths.

			‘You’re the oldest,’ Mum always says. ‘I expect more from you. You need to be more responsible, Grace. More sensible. More calm. More steady.’

			I always need to be more for my mum.

			Being me, being just Grace, is never enough.

			Chapter 2

			This morning, I was in bed minding my own business and savouring a lovely Sunday morning sleep-in when in marched Mum, looking like she was on a mission.

			‘Grace, darling, will you please get up? I’ve asked you three times.’

			‘Why do I have to?’ I grumbled, rolling away from her and tucking myself tighter under the covers. ‘We don’t have anything on.’

			‘Don’t have anything on?’ Mum’s voice rose a few levels.

			Uh-oh.

			Not a good sign.

			Rolling my head back slightly, I watched her with one half-opened eye. She was dressed in her zoo uniform. Khaki trousers and khaki shirt with the zoo logo embroidered on it in orange. Flea was sitting at her feet with his tail wagging and his tongue hanging out.

			What was Mum worried about?

			SUNDAY = SLEEP-IN = YAAAAYYYYYY!

			And ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ!

			Unless Mum had an early booking for ‘Party Pets’. She hadn’t mentioned anything to me about a pet party – not as far as I could remember – so surely I was safe.

			Why was she wearing her zoo uniform anyway? I wondered.

			She only wore that on weekdays when she worked at the zoo.

			A foggy thought formed in my mind.

			‘Um, Mum …’

			‘Honey,’ Mum said, ‘it’s Monday and you have to go to school.’

			‘Monday?’ I rolled over all the way and stared at her with both eyes wide open now. I frowned. Then growled. I don’t like Mondays.

			MONDAY = SCHOOL = YUUUUUUUCCCCCCKKKKK!

			‘It’s not Monday, you silly duffer.’ Sometimes Mum got things wrong. This must be one of those times. It couldn’t be Monday already. We’d just had Saturday. ‘It’s Sunday, Mum.’

			‘Grace Elizabeth Marshall.’ Mum’s voice hardened. ‘Trust me. It’s Monday. And you now have approximately seventeen minutes to get yourself up and dressed so I can drop you and Jet at the bus stop.’ She mumbled something about me needing to learn the days of the week while she tapped her foot impatiently.

			My mind whirled. Monday already? Not yet. Not again.

			I heard Flea yap. Even he wanted me out of bed, apparently.

			I rolled over slowly and sat up. ‘I don’t feel well. Can I stay home?’

			Flea jumped up on my lap. I ruffled his ears before pushing him gently back onto the floor. ‘Go find Jet.’

			The little dog yapped and bolted out the door.

			‘No, you can’t.’ Mum felt my forehead. I was hoping she would jump back, shake her hand in shock and exclaim, ‘My, you’re burning up, Grace! You should definitely stay in bed all day, no, all week, until you’re feeling better. Quick, lie down and I’ll look after you. Matter of fact, you never have to go to school ever again my precious little darling.’

			That would be a dream come true. Pure magic. A miracle, even.

			Of course that didn’t happen.

			Instead, Mum dropped her hand and said, ‘You’re absolutely fine. Now, come on, I don’t have time for this. I’ve still got to feed Steven and the blue-tongued lizards. By the way, it’s free dress day in case you’ve forgotten.’

			She turned and strode out.

			I had forgotten it was free dress day so students could wear anything they wanted. Not having to wear uniform made the prospect of going to school marginally better.

			But not much.

			I slid out of bed and searched the wardrobe for something to wear. Eventually, I found what I was looking for lying at the back in a crumpled, smelly heap.

			‘How did that happen?’ I picked up my magician’s outfit and slipped it on: black pants, white shirt, red cape. Glitter speckles everywhere.

			I stood in front of the mirror looking like a cross between Jack Sparrow and Zorro.

			Something was missing.

			I rummaged through my dress-up box and pulled out my magician’s hat, wand, and blonde wig.

			‘These will be perfect.’

			Now I could truly be Grace the Amazing!

			Everyone at school would know that I was Grace the Amazing.

			I would do magic tricks to impress them all.

			They would think I was wonderful.

			Everyone would want to be my friend.

			Ta-da!

			All my problems would be solved.

			Next, I went hunting for socks. Two stiff, mud-stained carcasses lay in my bottom drawer. One was fluoro yellow and the other one had purple-and-white stripes. They didn’t match, but there was no time to search for others.

			Who knew where the others were anyway?

			One sock, sure. Anyone can find one sock.

			But two identical socks to make a pair?

			Now, that was the stuff of magic!

			Not so magical was my ability to get my socks on, so I spent four whole minutes trying to stretch the dry little skins onto my feet. Next came sneakers and a quick brush of my knotted curls before scooping them into a bun then shoving my wig on over the top.

			‘You look amazing!’ I told my reflection.

			I brushed my teeth, slapped on sunscreen, dashed into Mum’s room to spray my smelly outfit with perfume to freshen it up (thinking no one would ever notice), then raced downstairs.

			Chapter 3

			Mum was nudging Jet outside by the time I made it down the stairs. ‘Ah, Grace, you’ve decided to join us.’ She sneezed loudly, then rubbed her nose.

			Jet, who was wearing full Manchester United kit including his soccer boots, giggled and poked his tongue out at me.

			Boy, he drives me wild!

			I wanted to pinch him so badly.

			I have anger management issues. So Mum says. She’s also threatened to make me speak to a special doctor about it.

			We’ll see about that.

			Mum sneezed again. ‘What is that smell?’ She sniffed. ‘Are you wearing my perfume?’

			‘Definitely not.’ I grabbed my bag and jumped in the car. Mum and Jet got in and we headed off. I was doing my seatbelt up when Mum slammed her foot on the brake.

			She stared at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘Grace, did you feed Trixie and Munchero?’

			I knew that I should have fed them, but I also knew that I hadn’t.

			‘Um, what’s the right answer?’ I asked in a squeaky voice.

			‘What do you think is the right answer?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘So, is it a yes, Gracie? Did you feed them?’

			Jet blew a spit bubble at me and laughed.

			Gross.

			My fingers fairly itched to pinch him now.

			I had to be Grace the Forgiving not to succumb to the overwhelming urge.

			‘Grace? Did you feed the guinea pigs?’ Mum asked again.

			‘No.’ My admission was accompanied by a dramatic full-body slump. ‘I forgot.’

			Mum sighed. ‘What have I told you about taking responsibility for things?’

			‘That I need to do more of it?’

			There’s that word ‘more’ again.

			Grace the Responsible.

			I’m not sure that title fits me.

			‘Right.’ Mum pursed her lips. She always does that when she’s cross. Or trying to be firm. ‘Starting with this whole guinea pig caper. You wanted them. They’re meant to be your responsibility.’

			‘You use them for your parties.’

			‘Grace, we had a deal.’

			‘Why should I have to feed them all the time? It’s not fair.’

			Mum groaned. ‘None of that makes sense.’ She stared meaningfully at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘Well?’

			‘Well what?’

			‘Never mind.’ Mum switched the ignition off and stalked inside as she muttered something about ‘pushing my buttons’. I had no idea what she meant. I’ve never touched her buttons. I didn’t even know where they were.

			Jet and I slouched in the car waiting. He was a millisecond away from getting a pinch when Mum returned.

			Lucky for him.

			Mum didn’t talk to us the entire trip.

			I don’t know what’s worse. Mum yelling or Mum giving me the silent treatment. Both moods can be worrying.

			When we pulled up at the bus stop, I jumped out and took my bag with me.

			‘Grace, did you pack your lunch?’

			I stared at Mum blankly. ‘Was I meant to?’

			‘It was sitting on the kitchen bench. All you had to do was put it in your bag.’

			‘You could have told me.’

			‘Grace.’ Mum smiled sadly. ‘We go through this every morning.’

			I guess we did go through it every morning, but I’m not sure how or why Mum expected me to remember everything. The fear of not having any food to eat all day made my stomach growl. ‘Oh, great,’ I moaned, ‘so now I’m expected to go hungry.’

			Mum’s smile drooped into a frown. ‘You know I’d never let that happen.’ She handed me a five-dollar note. ‘Don’t buy any rubbish at the tuckshop.’

			‘What about me?’ Jet jumped up and down. ‘Why can’t I buy my lunch?’

			‘Because you’re a good boy and remembered to pack your lunch box.’

			I stuck my hands on my hips. ‘So I’m a bad girl?’

			‘I never said that.’ Mum shot me that tired look she gets sometimes.

			‘Fine.’ I sniffed, pretending I didn’t care. ‘I’ll see you this afternoon.’

			‘Love you. See you this afternoon.’ Mum waved and drove off.

			She pulled into the traffic then disappeared in the smoggy haze.

			I wished I’d told her that I loved her too before she went. And that I was sorry I forgot to feed the guinea pigs and spilt her perfume when I was trying to make my socks smell better.

			But I never said things like ‘I love you’ or ‘I’m sorry’. I didn’t like saying them. Not out loud.

			Regrets piled up around me until Jet kicked my ankle with his hard soccer boot and said, ‘I’m a good boy. You’re a naughty girl.’

			Unable to resist any longer, I pinched him. Hard.

			And there was no one there to hear him shout except the million or so passing cars and trucks and a few shabby seagulls flapping overhead.

			Chapter 4

			Did I mention that I hate school?

			I don’t know when it started. Maybe I’ve always hated it. I don’t have many friends. Or any, really. It’s not that there aren’t plenty of other girls at school. There are heaps. I just don’t like any of them.

			I can be a little ‘anti-social’ as Mum puts it.

			My parents are always at me to make friends.

			But I don’t want to talk to other kids, or play LEGO with them, or have sleepovers, or go horse riding, as fun as that may seem. Why waste my time? I’ve learnt from experience that they will only disappoint me or get sick of me and not want to be my friend anymore.

			That sort of thing happens all the time.

			Sitting on the bus on the way to school, I wondered for the hundredth time why I had to go. A voice inside my head murmured, ‘At least you’ll get to see Pamela. She’s due back from holiday today.’

			That thought made me much happier, so I focused on Pamela for the rest of the trip.

			Our bus was late again because of the traffic. Jet and I had to rush into school as the bell was ringing. That meant I didn’t have any free time to wander around the bush track at the bottom of the schoolyard. Pamela and I often explored down there collecting cicada shells or gumnuts and other interesting things to draw in art class. Once we even found a Christmas beetle.

			The nice thing about Pamela was that she noticed the small things that other people often overlooked.

			Like cicada shells and Christmas beetles.

			And me.

			Trying to leave Jet and my worries behind me, I hurried to the quadrangle where all the kids were lined up at assembly. Everyone looked so different in their normal-not-uniform clothes. Some girls wore beautiful outfits. Emma Gibson, the prettiest girl in my class, was wearing an apricot-coloured dress with a cream-coloured cardigan and pearl necklace. She had cream-coloured satin slippers and a floral headband to match. Her long, black hair was brushed until it shone. She literally could have stepped out of a magazine and of course a gaggle of girls were fussing over her.

			Emma wasn’t just pretty. She was popular too.

			I wish I was Emma.

			Emma the Elegant.

			Emma the Enchanting.

			Emma the Girl Everyone Wants to Be.

			Sigh.

			Life would be so much easier if I was Emma.

			As I approached the line, the girls around Emma stopped and stared at me. They started giggling and talking behind their hands to each other.

			I looked down at my outfit.

			What’s wrong with it? I wondered.

			One of Emma’s friends, Francesca, pointed at me and said something to the other girls. They giggled again. Louder this time.

			I knew I should ignore them and be resilient like we’ve been taught in those anti-bullying classes, but it’s impossible to do that when your feelings are being crushed and when you know that people are saying mean things about you.

			Being talked about like that made me sweaty and prickly.

			Grace the Volcano was heating up.

			I knew I shouldn’t go up to them and demand to know what they were saying.

			But I did.

			I knew I shouldn’t shout at them when they laughed at me again.

			But I did.

			I planted my hands on my hips. ‘Tell me what you said, Francesca Arnott, or I’ll tell the teacher you were laughing at me,’ I warned her, lifting my nose in the air so she knew I was serious.

			Francesca’s cheeks flushed red. Not with shame or shyness or fear. With anger.

			I guess I’m not the only one who gets hot under the collar sometimes.

			‘If you must know, Miss Busybody, I said you look like a Halloween Barbie Doll with those black clothes and the long, blonde wig.’ Francesca sneered, crossing her arms in front of her, daring me to reply.

			Kate Bell, Francesca’s best friend, nodded. ‘It’s true, Grace. You do. What is your outfit anyway? Are you a pirate? Only boys are pirates.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous, I’m not a pirate.’ I snorted. ‘Of course, girls can be pirates if they want to be, but I’m a magician. Obviously.’ I gave a flourish with my hands to emphasise my point. I might also have screwed up my nose and pulled a grimacey face that meant Francesca was being silly. ‘The wig is part of my disguise. I can do loads of great magic tricks, you know.’

			Francesca rolled her eyes as she shook her head. ‘Sure you can, Halloween Barbie.’

			‘Give her a break,’ Emma said.

			I couldn’t help feeling surprised at Emma’s response. Was she sticking up for me? Part of me hoped she was, but the other part of me – the much bigger, angrier part – was too focused on wanting to give Kate and Francesca a kick or even an extra hard pinch, but I didn’t do either. Instead, I stood there clenching my fists and showing my fangs to let them know how furious I was. If there was one time I wished I could blast fire through my nostrils like a dragon, it was right then.

			I bet they wouldn’t have laughed at me if I’d done that.

			It would be hard to laugh if you were all dried out and crispy.

			Chapter 5

			After assembly, we filed into class. Francesca and Kate continued to poke and prod me whenever they could. Not with their fingers or with sticks, but with disapproving looks and stealthy hyena giggling. They were obviously talking about me, but I didn’t do anything to stop them. I couldn’t.

			The clock ticked at me. Ten-nineteen. The school day had hardly begun. The only good thing about Monday was art class, but that wasn’t until after lunch. Not for another three hours and twenty-one minutes.

			It was an eternity until I could see Pamela.

			My only friend in the entire school.

			Pamela wasn’t a kid, though
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					One white ribbon tied in a bow

					Four white pebbles to make a ring

					Eight red rose petals

					A photo of your target

					One ruby – the most powerful gemstone in the world
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