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Foreword

Julia Gillard

Human beings have always been spellbound by stories. Ancient oral stories detailing geological events, which happened several millennia ago, are still being handed down from generation to generation. Stories written on clay tablets more than four and a half thousand years ago can be read and studied today.

We have always wanted to feel the magic that can be created by words that inspire us, shift our perspective, show us events unseen, have us feel new emotions. Storytelling entertains us, but it can do so much more. By offering us a clear window through which to see lives we have never lived, stories can help heal the divisions between us and remind us of our shared humanity.

Put simply, well-told stories can nourish hope. That is the conviction that led to the creation of the Hope Prize and it is the driving force of the stories in this collection, which have been gathered from every corner of the globe to delight and move you. Within these pages, you will find courage, resilience and optimism, not as abstract concepts, but portrayed as vivid lived experiences. Whether found in small, fleeting interactions or a life-altering crossroads, these moments prove that hope is a practical force that brings change.

It is my sincere wish that, as you journey through this collection, you feel the cacophony that characterises our contemporary world fall silent and hear in its stead a resonant and powerful message of hope and joy.





Introduction

Angeline Murimirwa CEO, CAMFED


Hope is about daring to dream of a better world


To me, hope is a quiet voice that whispers, ‘Try again,’ when the world says give up. It is a light that flickers in our darkest moments, telling us that there’s still better days to come.



These are the words from a young woman in rural Zambia. Her name is Sepo and she’s a member of a powerful pan-African sisterhood of 350,000 (and growing!) leaders educated with CAMFED support, called the CAMFED Association.

Sepo and her sisters remind us every day that, in the darkest moments, stories of hope – tales of those who have overcome hardship – show us that we can rise above and thrive. You’re holding a book that delivers on this promise of better days, through its storytellers and through the Hope Prize’s mission to partner with organisations doing life-changing work. That in itself makes me hopeful.



With hope, anything is possible

Sepo’s words underscore the most powerful thing I see among the girls CAMFED supports to go to school and the young leaders we nurture: they hope the world will be better, and they act on that hope. There’s no despair, there’s no apathy. Young women keep going because they hope that their contribution, their determination to learn and serve, will make the world a better place. Hope can be a pen, a pair of shoes, a notebook. Hope can be the people around you who don’t give up on you or themselves.

Hope was what kept Marceline, a student I met last year in rural Zimbabwe, moving forward even as she struggled to hold on to her dreams. She told me that simply getting to school was one of her biggest challenges. Her mother worked tirelessly but struggled to afford her transport. Marceline lives with a physical disability in her legs. She had to walk long distances on crutches every morning, often leaving home at 5am. By the time she arrived at school, she was already exhausted.

‘The physical strain was heavy and focusing in class after such a journey was difficult. There were days when I wondered whether I could keep going. My confidence was low and I labelled myself as a nobody. I couldn’t even begin to dream.’

For Marceline, hope came in the form of the friends who carried her school items. It came in the form of her grandmother, who housed her and provided food from the small income she had from her shop. It came in the form of her community, who saw her struggles and recommended her for additional support from CAMFED. That meant that Marceline could move into a boarding house at her school, receive financial support to cover her school supplies and fees, get food hampers to make sure she had enough to eat, and guidance and mentoring from a ‘big sister’, Yvonne, a recent CAMFED graduate who knew exactly what she was going through.

When I met this phenomenal young woman, the transformation was extraordinary: Marceline was leading her school’s Child Protection Committee, serving as a Junior Parliamentarian and Senator, and speaking up for students with disabilities.



There’s hope in action, and action fuels hope

Marceline’s lived experience makes her a powerful spokesperson, who aspires ‘to be a voice for those who often go unheard’. With the tailored financial and social support she received, she told me, ‘I started to dream big. I started to have hope.’

In late 2025, Marceline joined the CAMFED Association because – like hundreds of thousands of young women once at the margins, who got their chance to go to school – she wants to ‘plough back’ the support she received. She told me, ‘I want to show other girls, especially those living with disabilities, that they can succeed too.’

Young women like Marceline make it their mission to be role models and a guiding light for those who come behind them. They rally their communities around the needs of the most vulnerable children. At the same time, they train with CAMFED to acquire the skills to mentor and guide children through the school system alongside committed teachers and parent groups and to support graduates to find work, set up businesses or apply for further education.

Through the CAMFED Association, a network with elected committees from district to national level, they effectively share knowledge, skills and resources. And they become leaders in CAMFED itself – the very organisation that supported their education – to make sure our programs, our research and our advocacy are informed by the lived experiences of the most marginalised young people.

When we were discussing what hope meant to each of us, Rhoda in Zambia, who is twelve years older than Marceline, said, ‘To me, hope means inclusion, making sure no child is left behind, especially those living with disabilities. It means showing others that change is possible when we lead with empathy and purpose. I bring hope by supporting families with children with disabilities, advocating for inclusive education and also helping vulnerable girls stay in school. Together, we are building a future where everyone belongs.’

Rhoda exemplifies the beauty of ‘big sisters’ with shared ambitions, who are crucial role models in their communities and beyond. It also reminded me of the beautiful words of one of our committed donors, who has met many of the leaders in our sisterhood and told a room full of people: ‘I’ve learned that one of the most critical things CAMFED does is what some people call empowerment. I actually think the real thing is soul connection. By giving these girls hope and inspiration and opportunity they become soul-connected and then anything is possible for them.’

My biggest joy comes from meeting graduates across our continent, who are ‘soul connected’. They are the living embodiment of hope. They are the quiet voice whispering words of encouragement to their sisters and to others in their communities, as they become educators or health care workers, set up farming cooperatives or learn a trade, partner with traditional leaders or advocate at a national level to make sure every child secures their right to learn.



Hope is belonging and this is where you belong

Perhaps your story is in this book. Perhaps you recognise yourself in one of these stories. Or maybe you’re one of the authors who sent in a story that didn’t get selected this time or aspire to do so in the future. No matter who you are and where you are from, that makes you part of a group of people who – like Sepo, Marceline and Rhoda, and like CAMFED’s indomitable patron of over a decade, the Hon Julia Gillard AC – dare to dream of a better world and dare to do something to get there.

I invite you into our global movement and – as one of the very first girls supported by CAMFED in rural Zimbabwe and now the CEO of the organisation that reignited my mother’s hope for me – thank you for contributing to the dreams of some of the most marginalised girls in rural Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. They will, in turn, multiply your investment by mentoring and supporting the next generation. Together, we aren’t just hoping for a better world, we are creating it, every single day, because, as my fellow CAMFED Association sister Grace Jegedeshe in Zimbabwe often says, ‘Hope is not just a feeling, it’s a revolution.’

Angeline (Angie) Murimirwa, CEO of CAMFED, spearheads the organisation’s grassroots-led model for girls’ education and women’s leadership in Africa, fostering close partnerships with rural communities and national governments. She co-founded the CAMFED Association, a powerful pan-African network of women leaders driving change in their communities and beyond. Together, they bring the experience and expertise of underserved communities to inform policy and strategy at every level. Angeline is a TIME100 honoree (2025), the winner of the Africa Education Medal (2024), a Yidan Prize for Education Development laureate (2021), and TED speaker.






The Letter
 
Nazia Akhtar

Shortlisted




She had never coveted such attention from the neighbours. Groups of women descended on the house morning, noon and night, sitting on the chairs and sofas and even at the dining table, where they made shifting noises against the plastic tablecloth. They lolled around by the door, holding the edges of their dupattas in idle hands, and gazed steadily at her, her house and her belongings.

Sometimes they brought their men too. Men who were also nosy but too petulant to admit it. Determined to be superior, wishing to patronise, but withdrawing abruptly when they saw the closed look on her face and remembered the things she was capable of saying. They settled into a baleful silence, as if someone had died. As if their entire being had been predicated on being able to hear the sounds of their own voices. And it was she who had first furnished and then robbed them of this golden opportunity.

Sinwaar had become a spectacle, her home a site of public assembly. She was the car that had crashed and they were the ogling passersby.

They brought their thin, wan daughters, girls with jobs instead of careers who worked in resigned anticipation while they waited to get married. Rarely did they bring their sons. Why would they risk it?

She was vaguely aware that the mothers had brought their daughters to show them what lay in store if they dared to put a step out of place. What malice lay behind the sad countenance of the parents, their long faces professing sympathy. What misery clouded the large eyes of the girls, lowered in modesty. Girls dressed in black trousers and bland shirts with the added precaution of high necks and long sleeves. Girls who came with lanyards hanging around their necks. Capable and competent – yet diminished, like the thin rustle of tracing paper. Reduced to watery smiles and stilted words. Hunched awkwardly, as if afraid that leaning back against her cushions would somehow harden their spines with Essence of Her.

These unwelcome visits demanded cups and cups of tea. And who else was there to make it but her? Did they not think of that when they came day after day on the pretext of offering solace? In whispers they spoke about his sudden departure, how he had left with his parents, never to return. They did not bother to lower their voices when they spoke of her.

‘Barren,’ they hissed, over the miserable daughters who sat between them, their hands folded and placed in the depression between their legs, which were held together tightly for fear of contagion.

‘Infertile,’ they declared.

‘Sterile,’ they sighed.

No wonder he had felt compelled to marry again. And he did marry. Secretly, so afraid was he of her. They nodded their approval of the new wife’s pregnancy and his subsequent departure.

‘Obviously,’ they said to each other. ‘Obviously he had to go.’

And all the time she was making those endless cups of tea for them. She poured slowly, unhurried – for what rush was there to be among them – using a ladle to avoid spilling. She served the women while they bored holes into her. And all the time she was there, preparing the tea and serving it and answering their insipid questions in monosyllables, she thought only about the letter. It had arrived last week on the day she had woken up to find him gone.

‘Dear Mrs. Hayat,’ it said, ‘we are returning your manuscript to you (enclosed). We cannot publish your book as it is. We feel that your protagonist is unchanging and flat. She is not convincing. Does she have no desire? It is unclear to us, having read the chapters you have submitted to us, what it is that she wants in the world. We recommend that you revise your manuscript and consider submitting it again once you have decided what to do with your protagonist.’

It was a good letter, she told herself. It gave her a sense of direction. They were encouraging her even as they turned her down. She added some sugar and listened to the rhythmic clink of the spoon as it moved round and round in the saucepan. How could she go about making a stronger heroine? Should she rewrite her words or her thoughts? Was it the protagonist’s life decisions that were flat? Or the company she kept? Were her friends weighing her down? Or was her lover incomplete?

Her brain whistled and whirred at top speed, churning out ideas driven by longing. For solitude. For space to stretch.

And all the time, the women thought, looking at her serious face – absent and unworldly – that she was in shock. Heartbroken. Upset. Ashamed.

‘Naturally,’ they nodded, talking about how her husband and in-laws had left, of how proud she had always been and how far she had now fallen.

Somewhere between the women, a husband cleared his throat in embarrassment and outrage. The men from the neighbourhood stuck out like old, sunken furniture in the home of That Woman. The woman who had always been Too Much, who had never learned what Her Place was. How Audacious, to first refuse to have a child. How Unfortunate, to then not be able to produce one, once she had agreed to try. So many miscarriages, they had heard. Rounds and rounds of failed IVF, they had learned. So much money wasted, they were sure.

And those unfortunate parents of his. How accommodating they had been of Her Ways. All they had wanted was a grandchild. It didn’t even matter if it was a girl. But she would not oblige them. Always So Difficult, refusing to do the things that all women did. She would not even make an effort. No wonder it had all gone south. And now, here she was on the other side of forty. Fat with greying hair – alone and with nothing to show for it. But who would tell her all that? Someone must, someone had to. Still, they were reluctant to try.

Somewhere else she absent-mindedly heard their words as she wiped the bottom of each cup on a rag and wondered at the promise of hope: ‘We recommend that you revise the entire manuscript and consider submitting it again once you have decided what to do with your protagonist.’ We recommend that you revise the entire manuscript and consider submitting it again… consider submitting it again.

It was not all bad, then. She would write it again.

Excitement exploded in Sinwaar’s stomach at the thought of revisiting her precious novel. She steadied herself, trying to focus on the many cups of tea lined up for battle in the large plastic tray. She tried to push away the little ball of elation that was bouncing around inside, as she imagined the rich, full afternoons ahead, the words buzzing around in her brain like bees in the roses. Ideas jostling about, trying to emerge – chrysalises in the throes of becoming. Her fevered fingers would fly over the page, unable to keep up with the words, watching them escape and materialise in black or blue ink, as if by magic, on sheets and sheets of paper left behind by students who had forgotten to collect their assignments. Or on her laptop, click-clacking with alacrity. She imagined her aching wrists with pride and satisfaction and thought of quiet nights and dewy mornings and their multifarious possibilities. She would walk barefoot on the wet grass, as she used to when her parents were alive, accompanying her characters through their lives with an open mind, a freshly washed and well-watered mind.

Their questions followed her as she moved among them, the tray getting progressively lighter. When would she be moving out? Where would she go? Did she have anywhere to go? ‘No, this is my house,’ she said with satisfaction. ‘It belonged to my parents, and they left it to me.’

They exchanged looks, surprised at her certitude and unsure of what to say next. They looked at their daughters apprehensively.

‘You will stay here alone?’

Faraway, she nodded.

‘Of course. Why would I move?’

She saw their faces and made some quick calculations. It was easier to just explain now than to have their questioning faces moping around all around the time. ‘He was the love of my life,’ she said. ‘But that chapter is closed now. And this has always been my house. I was born here and I intend to live and die here.’

‘Oh,’ they said, at a loss for words.

‘I see,’ they added, forced to pause and draw breath at this response.

She knew she had been the love of his life too. But after it was all done and dusted, after the world had had its way with them, after words and actions – theirs and those of others – had seen to the demise of whatever it was that had brought and kept them together for fifteen years, she knew she had little of her own truly left to her. Her body sought recovery from everything it had been through. And she did not know if she had a heart to risk anymore. Fortunately, she knew she had a mind left, despite the fog of befuddlement and pain. It was not in great shape, but it glowed with a hungry light that shone on the possibility of transcendence.

At last, she could convert the third bedroom – which had been occupied by her in-laws – into a study. She could finally oust his belongings from the master bedroom and make room for her books. She would have some shelves put up above the bed, so that she could read and write in her room if she wanted to. She would banish that wretched TV to the drawing room and have shelves put up in that empty space as well. Her father’s beautiful teak desk, which had languished under the staircase like a ghost left to vegetate in its own grudge against the world, would be restored to its past glory in the new study. She would polish the brass pins holding down the leather top. She would have her mother’s faded armchair reupholstered. With chintz fabric. In grey and pink. She would sell all the old junk under the stairs – old perambulators used by ancient babies, dusty bicycles ridden by kids of yore, old metal rods for aged mosquito nets – and get rid of everything else that was weighing the house down. She would have everything painted. The crumbling terrace wall would be repaired. And the main gate would definitely need to be replaced.

After the neighbours had finished marinating in her problems, they said goodbye to her abstracted face, wringing their hands as they pitied her and prayed fervently for their daughters.

Sinwaar smiled as she picked up the last cup of tea from the large plastic tray and waved goodbye, watching them bring the creaky old iron gate to a rusty close. The tea was stone-cold, with a skin-like leather resting on its surface. She sipped it slowly, gazing at the gulmohar tree by the gate. How many attempts to cut it down had it survived? She tried to remember.

And then, she saw something that made her sit up and squint. What were those flecks of red, playing hide-and-seek amidst the inner branches?

Her eyes widened.

Indifferent for years, the gulmohar tree had begun to flower.


About the author

Nazia Akhtar lives and works in Hyderabad, India. She spends her time teaching literature to engineering students, conducting research on the literature and culture of Hyderabad, and translating fiction and non-fiction from Urdu into English.





People Like Us

Leesa Austin

Shortlisted




Last term we learned about persuasive texts. I didn’t much see the point at the time, but this week I’ve been pulling on everything I remember to build my argument.

‘Dad? Did you hear me?’

He’s focused on the dark clouds circling above the ocean. He crouches down to check the solar panels are charging the batteries, even though he checked half an hour ago.

Elly runs past, hair pulled into a messy brown ponytail, laughing wildly as The Captain chases her, his eyes on the soggy tennis ball in her hand.

For a dog with three legs, The Captain sure moves fast.

Elly darts past Dad and he tenses, already moving when she weaves through the towels strung on yellow rope outside Old Pete’s patch, head skimming old-man undies that used to be white. Goosebumps prick my skin as I scan for movement.

‘Elly,’ Dad warns, but then she cuts across the clearing – a strip of dirt and grass between us and the row of campsites on the other side – and runs past Red’s campervan, fingers trailing along the side.

I try again. ‘Dad?’

‘Not now, Jess.’

‘When, then?’ I hate the whine in my voice and everything about camping rough. How wet and sticky the air is and how disgusting my skin feels, the flies and mozzies and the stink of the drop-toilets when the wind blows it our way.

‘What if something happens to you?’ I ask.

‘Nothing’s going to happen to me,’ Dad snaps as he unzips the tent.

‘Can I at least use yours to text Mel? I was supposed to meet her last weekend.’

‘And tell her what?’

‘I dunno.’ I hesitate because I do know. I’ve thought about it a lot. ‘I’ll tell her you made us go camping again. Worked last time. And it’s not a total lie.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ he grunts, folding himself in half to fit under the low dome roof. ‘Watch your sister while I go for a wash.’

‘Fine.’

Dad bristles. ‘I can’t take her with me. And the chemist closes soon.’

My heart thumps. I’m such an ass.

‘I’m out of deodorant and I need more…’ I can’t make myself say it out loud. Mum used to handle that stuff.

Hot tears sting my eyes and nose. I grit my teeth and press my thumbnail into the pad of my finger until it hurts so bad it’s all I can feel.

‘More what?’

‘You know?’ I kick at the ground and mumble. ‘Girl stuff.’

‘Oh. Right.’ Dad clears his throat. ‘Same as last time?’

‘Yeah.’

Elly throws the ball and The Captain launches himself in the air. He twists his chunky body mid-flight, catches the ball in his mouth and hits the ground running.

Elly claps her hands and squeals, ‘Did you see that, Jessie?’

‘Yeah, I saw it, Elly Belly.’

Dad comes out of the tent, a towel slung over one shoulder. He needs a haircut and his beard is starting to look scruffy.

Elly runs to him, breathless, cheeks tinged pink. ‘Dad – when we go home, I want a dog just like The Captain.’

Dad smiles as he scoops her up and says, ‘Maybe some day,’ like he did when I was young enough to believe anything was possible.

She’s wasting her breath.

‘Some day when?’ Elly asks, legs circling his hips. She leans back, hands locked around his neck, to see his face.

‘Some day after our grand adventure,’ Dad says.

His hands slide up to support her when she throws herself back to see me, her ponytail skimming the ground. ‘Hear that, Jessie? We’re gonna get a dog.’

I smile and nod, but my heart hurts for her because people like us don’t get to have dogs. She’ll figure that out herself soon enough, just like I did.

Dad sets her down and she flops onto her back in front of my camp chair. The Captain plonks his head on her chest.

‘Best grand adventure ever.’ Elly beams at us. ‘Even better than the last ’cause of The Captain. I wish Mummy was here. She’d love it.’

‘She would,’ Dad agrees, swallowing so hard I hear it.

He tells her to stand so he can check her chest and she rolls her eyes and groans, ‘Do I have to?’

‘Elly,’ he says sharply.

She sighs and gets to her feet, her tone resigned. ‘Aye-aye, Captain.’

She stifles a cough with her arm.

I hear the rattle, but Dad presses his ear to her chest anyway. She knows the drill. She breathes in, deep, and lets it out.

‘All good, Captain?’ she asks with a giggle that becomes a cough.

‘All good, Captain,’ Dad echoes, his voice light – but his jaw is tight when he turns to me and jerks his head at the tent.

I fetch the vest and, when I come back, he’s already gone, moving quickly along the clearing, head down to discourage people from talking to him as he passes cars and tents and tarps strung higgledy-piggledy.

He hesitates when he spots Red looking at the ocean over log posts threaded with wire to protect the scrub on the other side.

Everyone listens to Red. Probably because he’s huge, covered in tatts and looks like a biker, with his bald head and long ginger beard. He also talks sense and doesn’t tolerate anyone breaking the unspoken rules of this place.

Red says something to Dad, who nods, still walking. Red keeps step with him for a few beats, claps him on the back, then whistles for The Captain.

‘Aww,’ Elly moans as she shrugs into her vest.

‘You can play with him later,’ I tell her.

When I hear buzzing inside the tent, I can’t believe my luck. Dad forgot his phone.

‘Don’t move,’ I tell Elly.

It’s like an oven inside and the stink of damp, dirty washing makes my stomach roll as I crouch over, wobbling as the air mattress shifts and slides under me.

My stomach tightens when I see the missed calls from Grandma Becks, but I can’t think about that right now.

Dad still hasn’t changed the password and when I enter their anniversary, I feel like I’m betraying them both.

Mum would understand. Even at the end, she’d pat the narrow bed and Elly and I would hop up and tell her about our day. School. Friends. Boys. Then she’d show us funny animal videos. Elly liked it best when we watched the latest dance challenge and we’d clap and cheer as Elly danced madly about the hospital room.

But it reminded me how things used to be; the way Mum would shout ‘Dance off’ and we’d push the couch against the wall and dance. Dad won a lot because we usually ended up in a tangled heap, laughing ourselves silly because he hasn’t got a coordinated bone in his body.

I liked it best when I curled up beside Mum and she told me stories about being my age or gave me the sort of advice that made me roll my eyes, even though I lapped up every syllable, locking everything about her firmly inside.

I can’t remember what her voice sounded like.

‘Whatcha doin’?’ Elly calls as I log in to my account.

I see Mel’s messages, each more urgent than the last, because she’s dramatic that way, and I did drop off the face of the earth when school finished up for the year.

‘Jessie?’

‘Nothing. I… it’s a surprise.’

‘What sort of surprise?’

‘If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise.’

My finger is still hovering over the keyboard when a new message appears.

This was a bad idea. Mel’s online and if I don’t answer she’ll think I’m ignoring her.

Out of nowhere, fear slams into me. I’m convinced I’ll say the wrong thing and mess everything up. I’ve been doing that a lot lately.

I tell her Dad made us go camping, add a bunch of annoyed emojis and blame my silence on bad reception.

She asks if there’s any hot surfers, which is so Mel, and we message back and forth for a bit and I can breathe again because it’s just normal, dumb, everyday stuff.

She makes plans for when I get back and I play along, because I don’t know how to tell her I’m not sure when, or if, I’ll be back.

Mel asks how Elly is and I realise I can’t hear the familiar rumble of Elly’s vest. I stumble across the mattress and push through the tent flaps, hair catching in the zip. The vest is on the ground and Elly is gone.

I scan the area. She can’t have gone far, but that doesn’t stop my heart beating too fast, or the terrible thoughts flying through my head.

This is no place for a little kid.

I remember what Mum said.

You don’t need to fill my shoes. Just look out for her. Talk to her about being a girl, and boys – whatever she’s interested in – and keep dancing with her. Dance like there’s no tomorrow.

Hands fisted, I push down the anger that’s come from nowhere. I’m angry at Mum for dying and Elly for wandering off, and Dad for so many reasons, but mostly I’m angry at myself for messing up again.

I don’t know where to look first. Elly loves the water, but I worry about the people confined to the outer edges of camp, because even the rulebreakers have to sleep somewhere.

Shouting her name, I scan Red’s patch. Heads poke out and Red’s friend Jasmine steps into the clearing wearing a purple dress, arms up to shield her eyes, the ocean a vast murky grey behind her.

My chest hitches and catches and I can’t get enough air.

The school counsellor said to focus on what I can see and hear and smell when I get like this.

But all I see is misery and the air stinks of salt and waste and rot. Digging my thumb into my finger, I suck air in until it feels like I’ll explode. Then I take off running, because Elly loves racing along the shallows and doesn’t get how dangerous the ocean is when the tide turns.

And Dad’s down there.

Jasmine steps in front of me and points and, when I turn, I see her. Elly darts across the clearing, The Captain right behind her, and throws the ball.

Straight at Old Pete’s.

She follows The Captain and I can no longer see her and I run so fast I’m sure I’ll tumble over.

Old Pete starts shouting and Elly backs into the clearing, looking so small as he towers over her, gesturing wildly, a mass of pale limbs and fuzzy grey hair that makes him look unhinged.

The Captain skitters about in front of Elly, teeth bared, a low growl coming from his throat.

Old Pete backs up, then Red is there. Elly hides behind him until she sees me. When we reach each other, I scoop her up and she burrows into my neck as I tell her I’m sorry over and over again.

‘Daddy,’ Elly shouts, wriggling to get down.

When I see him, something takes over. I reach him before Elly and beat his chest with my fists as I scream at him, because none of this is fair.

‘What if Red hadn’t been here? What if someone hurts her?’

People are watching, their words echoing my every fear about this place. Dad doesn’t say a word as he pushes me away to pick up Elly.

Tears stream down her face and her bottom lip trembles. She sucks in a breath and chokes on her phlegm. Dad charges to the tent, talking softly to calm her, and I grab her mat and lay it out. He lowers her to her stomach and pounds her back.

Red shoos everyone away then talks to Old Pete, but I can’t hear what he’s saying. Old Pete’s head is down, but his beady eyes keep darting our way. I scowl and he begins to pack up his things. Red’s moving him on to the other section.



The car won’t start, and I’m worried Dad’s reached his limit. He’s already loaded the new camp fridge to keep Elly’s meds cool and we’re strapped in, even though I said I’d stay and watch our stuff like I usually do.

He hasn’t let us out of his sight and still can’t make eye contact with me. His hands are fisted so tight on the steering wheel his knuckles are white and he’s breathing hard and fast.

He slams a hand on the dash and swears.

‘Daddy.’ Elly giggles. ‘You said a rude word.’

‘Whoops, slipped out.’ Dad tries – and fails – to keep the tension out of his voice as he pops the bonnet.

‘That’s okay,’ Elly says shakily. ‘It was by accident.’

The smell of fat and sausages drifts through the air and Elly says she’s hungry as Dad gets out. I slip over to the driver’s seat and Dad jiggles something, then taps the side of the car. I twist the key. There’s a whirr, but the car doesn’t start.

It’s hot, even with the windows down. My skin is slick with sweat and I can smell myself. Elly’s not faring any better. Loose hair sticks to her face in thin clumps and her cheeks are pink.

When Dad taps the car, I try again. Nothing.

People move through the clearing, glancing our way as they head for the barbecues. The smell is so thick my gut aches.

Old Pete side-eyes Dad as he walks past our car, but Dad’s buried in the engine and doesn’t notice. He taps again. This time it makes a weird splutter and dies.

The Captain barks and Elly squeals, unbuckles her belt and kneels on the seat, calling his name.

Red chuckles as The Captain bounds over, tongue lolling to one side, and Elly leans out so far I’m afraid she’ll tumble out the window.

Old Pete stops and stares at Dad, his shaggy brows furrowing together.

‘Keep moving,’ Red says.

‘I can help,’ Old Pete says softly.

‘How?’

Old Pete’s shoulders lift and his chest puffs out. ‘Had a life once, you know.’

Red raises a brow at Dad. Dad looks at his watch, shrugs and steps back. Next thing, Old Pete works some sort of magic that makes the car start. The tension drains out of Dad. He runs his hands over his face, watching Elly roll around on the ground with The Captain.

Dad gives Old Pete a quick nod as I get out of the driver’s seat.

‘Can’t guarantee it’ll start next time,’ Old Pete warns.

‘So long as it gets me to the chemist,’ Dad says.

Old Pete clears his throat, eyes on the ground. ‘Didn’t mean to scare the young’uns. Easy to forget what it’s like, a place like this…’ he trails off.

Dad sizes him up and holds out a hand. They shake so quick I almost miss it.

‘Righto, in the car,’ Dad snaps.

‘Why can’t we stay here?’ Elly asks. ‘I wanna play with The Captain.’

‘Because.’ Dad hesitates as he looks at Old Pete. ‘Just because, Elly.’

‘Fine.’ She rolls her eyes as she sits up. ‘Can we eat first? I’m starving.’

‘Sausage sangers today.’ Red jiggles his brows at Elly. ‘The Captain’s favourite.’

‘Me, too.’ Elly claps her hands together. ‘With sauce. Lots and lots of sauce.’

She wraps herself around Dad’s leg. ‘Please, Daddy, please, please, please.’

‘I’ll watch her, honest,’ I tell Dad. ‘I won’t take my eyes off her.’

‘I’ll keep my eye on them,’ Red says. ‘And Old Pete here will stay away. Right?’

Old Pete nods at the ground, and I recognise what I’m seeing, because the people here wear it well and often.

It’s eaten into every line of Dad’s face and every curve of his body since he lost his job. It’s why I lie to my friends and avoid Grandma’s calls.

Red claps Dad on the back. ‘Gotta look out for each other, eh?’

‘Thanks, mate,’ Dad says. ‘Long as you’re sure?’

I grab Elly’s meds and sling the toilet-paper bag over my shoulder, Elly tugging at my hand the whole time, toward the promise of food.

When I look back, I see Red trying to give Dad something. Dad shakes his head and turns away, but Red slings an arm over his shoulder, and pulls him close, his mouth right next to his ear. Dad looks our way and his shoulders drop as he nods and stuffs something in his pocket. By the time the car reaches us, Red has fallen into step beside us.

I hold Elly tight as Dad passes his phone out the window.

‘Here. Check in with Mel. Maybe watch some of those funny videos with your sister.’



Red takes Elly to get food while I use the toilet. When I reach them, Elly is cross-legged on the ground, The Captain eyeing off her food, most of which is on her face and lap. Bits of paper and plastic swirl through the air and there’s people scattered everywhere.

I ignore the blonde woman in jeans next to Red when he hands me my food. She’s one of the food van’s regular volunteers.

Balancing my plate on my lap, I give Elly the meds she needs to digest her food. If Dad doesn’t make it to the chemist, she won’t have her lung meds until Monday and her chest is already getting worse. The last lot spoiled in the heat when our old camp fridge died and the chemist had to order them in special.

‘Ain’t a sausage sanger without sauce, eh?’ Red says, right before he devours his in three quick bites. He doesn’t seem to care that he’s making a spectacle of himself or that there’s sauce oozing down his beard. He wipes it away with his arm and the woman smiles at me.

I try to slow down so she doesn’t think Dad’s not feeding us, but I’m too hungry.

When we’re done, I dump our plates in the bin. We wash our hands at the tap, then Elly runs back to The Captain and next thing I know she’s chatting to that woman and my heart seizes because I don’t know what she’s saying.

When I reach them, Elly is telling her about the dog she’s going to have when we get home.

‘Sounds wonderful,’ the woman says. I look away because I hate the way she’s looking at us.

‘Watch this.’ Elly tosses the ball.

The woman chuckles when The Captain catches it, dropping it at Elly’s feet.

‘Look, he fetches, too.’ Elly throws the ball and takes off after the dog.

Red clears his throat and rubs at the back of his neck. His voice is gruff when he says, ‘This is Susie. She’s been where you are. Listen to her, eh?’

I stare from Red to the woman, digging at my finger.

‘Right,’ Red says as he backs away, ignoring my scowl. ‘I’ll give you two some privacy?’

The woman smooths her hands on her jeans. ‘I just… I wanted to make sure you know there’s help available.’

My eyebrows shoot up. Doesn’t she think we tried all that? We were on the housing list long before Mum died.

‘Lots of people are afraid,’ she says. ‘Especially when they have kids.’

‘Elly, let’s go,’ I shout.

‘I was,’ Susie says. ‘Thought DOCS would take my boys.’

I falter and she digs into her pocket. ‘Look us up. Read our stories.’

She’s holding a card.

Then Elly is there, grabbing it and handing it to me.

‘Elly, give that back,’ I say.

‘But she wants you to have it,’ Elly says, as Susie walks away.



Dad should be back by now. It’s almost dark and the roar of the ocean is louder than ever. There’s a yellow patch where Old Pete’s tent was, but some of his things are still there.

The clouds spit and sputter, so I shove all our stuff in the tent, pushing it to the back. Then we perch on the mattress, huddled close, watching lightning fork over the ocean.

‘What if it gets us?’ Elly asks.

‘It’s too far away.’ I have no idea if that’s true, but it works for now.

Thunder rumbles and The Captain lets out a low howl. A moment later, music pours from Red’s van and Elly starts wriggling in time to it.

Jasmine walks past, smiling when she sees Elly moving to the music. She hesitates, then says, ‘Everything okay, love?’

I nod my head and she keeps walking, tapping the side of Red’s van to get his attention.

It’s dark when Old Pete returns and starts piling stuff on a tarp. He takes a few steps our way, then stops and scratches at his head. He turns, then does this weird sort of jig, like he can’t decide which way to go.

‘What’s he doing?’ Elly whispers.

Then Red and Jasmine are there. ‘All right, Old Pete?’ Red asks.

Old Pete jerks his head at the space where the car usually is. ‘He’s not back?’

‘He’ll be back soon,’ I say quickly.

‘Course he will,’ Red says.

Jasmine heads back to her place and Old Pete bundles up his tarp and half carries, half drags it away.

He stops to talk to Jasmine and the two of them glance at us, then Old Pete drags his tarp into Jasmine’s space. A moment later Jasmine’s car reverses out. Red taps the side as it passes and Jasmine’s fingers lift from the wheel in a wave. Beside her, Old Pete gives his head a quick nod, then they’re gone.

‘You need anything, you know where I am,’ Red says.

‘I want to see The Captain,’ Elly says.

‘You need to do your mask and vest.’

‘But I want to see The Captain.’

‘You know,’ Red says as ‘Bad to the Bone’ starts to play, ‘this is The Captain’s favourite song.’

‘It is?’ Elly screws her face up, not convinced.

‘Well, he loves bones. And he likes music better than thunder.’

‘Me too,’ Elly says.

‘Maybe I’ll bring him over later. To say goodnight?’ Red looks at me.

I shrug one shoulder to let him know I don’t mind as I help Elly into her vest.

‘You, er…’ Red rubs his neck, and says, ‘Get a chance to read Susie’s story?’

I shake my head.

‘Her lot helped a family here not long ago.’

I stare at the ground. He’s wasting his breath. Dad will never go for it.

The vest vibrates my side as Elly curls into me. We watch funny videos, but it’s hard to see the humour when I’m convinced Dad’s broken down in the middle of nowhere without a phone because he gave it to me.

When Elly’s asleep, I scroll my feed, but all that feels so far away and every time she moves, the card that woman gave me digs into my hip.

Read our stories.

What does that even mean?

I zip the tent closed when the rain and wind pick up, blowing stuff everywhere. I hate not being able to see outside. It doesn’t feel very safe.

When the tent collapses, I don’t think. I react. My body curls over Elly. She cries out and everything goes dark as the tent pools over us. I slide my arms under her and she clings to me like a monkey as I scramble forward, terrified I’ll squash her.

I hear Red shout and a moment later the tent lifts away and I can see again.



Red sets us up in his campervan. It stinks of dog and I feel self-conscious as I sit on the bench seat that is also Red’s bed, a towel wrapped around me, staring out the window.

What if he brings Susie up again? Dad wouldn’t like it if he knew.

Red perches at the other end, looking as awkward as I feel, and Elly is sprawled on the floor with The Captain, telling him he’s her best friend.

‘Music too loud?’ Red asks.

‘No,’ Elly shouts.

I pull the phone from my pocket, the card coming out with it – a wet, soggy mess. I worry Red will think I’m being rude, but I need the distraction.

Red slumps against the pillows, burying his head in his phone, and the corner of my mouth twitches up a little.

When headlights finally shine through the windows, I fly out of the van. Elly is right behind me, shouting, ‘Daddy.’

Red follows, music spilling into the night as the car approaches, lighting up the clearing.

But it’s not Dad’s car – it’s Jasmine’s.

‘Come on, Elly Belly.’ I pick her up.

‘Daddy,’ Elly shouts, wriggling to get down.

Dad gets out of the passenger seat, soaking wet, holding up the camp fridge; he got Elly’s meds.

Jasmine gets out, grabbing some bags from the boot as Elly wraps herself around Dad. Then Dad notices the tent and it’s like the whole world goes still and I have to look away.

Elly puts her hands on Dad’s cheeks to get his attention. Rain and tears stream down her face and she coughs and says, ‘I want to go home.’

Dad bites his lip, looking at me with haunted eyes. He reaches for my hand and I dig my thumb into my finger, aware Elly is watching me.

Elly chokes out, ‘I miss Mummy.’

Dad presses his head against Elly’s and says, ‘Me too.’

Hot tears burn me as Dad’s hand closes around mine and I say, ‘Me too.’

Elly frowns, her lips all pouty. ‘You’re s’pose to say me three.’

It’s so unexpected I laugh out loud. So does Dad.

He sets Elly down to pat The Captain and her chest hitches as she fights back tears. Then Dad winks at me and wriggles his shoulders in time to the music. A little jerky at first. Then faster and faster.

He’s clearly lost the plot – and who can blame him? No car. No tent. No home.

Elly cocks her head. ‘What are you doing, Daddy?’

Dad jiggles his arms and legs like he’s made of spaghetti.

A tiny smile quirks one corner of Elly’s mouth and Dad says, ‘You know what Mummy would say if she was here, Elly Belly?’

Elly shakes her head, the other side of her mouth lifting.

Dad grabs her hands and swings her around, his voice breaking as he says, ‘Dance off.’

Elly smiles up at him, then they’re circling in the rain. Elly grabs my hand and Dad grabs my other hand, and I try, I really do – I make myself smile, and circle around with them – for Elly.

Elly lets go of my hand and drags Dad, who drags me, across to Red. Red shakes his head and steps back, hands up, but he soon learns how hard it is to say no to a kid like Elly. Jasmine takes less convincing and soon we’re circling The Captain and something shifts inside me because they’re doing this for Elly.

A little bubble of warmth flickers in my chest and I hear Mum’s voice; it
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