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For the real Cienna and Bella,
find your dreams and chase those big adventures,
for you are brave and strong enough to face any dragon.




CHAPTER ONE

The school bell rang, making Bella flinch. She shot out of her chair, her long tangled ponytail swinging as she walked quickly to the door. Hoping she would be fast enough this time. Reaching the bag rack, Bella ripped her purple mermaid-print bag open and grabbed her lunch. In her hurry, she didn’t even care that she squashed her sandwich a bit as she pulled it out with her sketchpad and pencils.

‘Is a bell ringing?’ a voice asked from behind her.

Bella sighed. Too late.

She turned, holding her drawing materials and squished lunch protectively in front of her. Five girls from her class formed a solid wall around her. Looking over their shoulders, she could see one of their gang distracting the teacher. No rescue there.

‘Well? Is it?’ said the same voice. Mia – the girl who had been tormenting Bella since Year 1. Mia had always been the most popular girl in their class, but that never seemed to be enough for her. Bella stayed frozen, unsure of what would make them leave her alone. She was tall for her age – taller than all of these girls – but that didn’t faze them. The wall held her in place. There was no escape.

‘Don’t you know anything about your own kind?’ Mia smirked. ‘Maybe you’re so stupid, all your head can do is ring?’

Bella dropped her chin to her chest, refusing to look up. If she pretended hard enough, maybe they would just disappear. She couldn’t understand why they picked on her when she’d done nothing to deserve it.

‘We should call her Dumb Bell,’ Mia’s best friend added.

They all laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world.

‘What did you just say?’ an outraged voice rang out.

The wall broke apart, and Bella snapped her head up, relieved to see her big sister. Cienna stood there, hands on hips, glaring at everyone.

Catching sight of her sister’s hand, Bella could see she’d been drawing phoenixes on herself again. Where Bella had always been tall for her age, Cienna had always been shorter, meaning they met in the middle at some point and now Bella was slowly overtaking her sister. People sometimes thought they were fraternal twins, not realising they were two years apart, Cienna being in Year 6. It didn’t help that Mum always put them in identical clothes. It led to lots of comparisons too, but Bella couldn’t see how she’d ever measure up to her smarter, braver sister. Bella didn’t blame Cienna, but the comparisons still hurt.

Cienna was popular like Mia, but kind. Mia’s crew all turned and smiled like Cienna was their friend. Bella was suddenly invisible.

‘Nothing,’ Mia said, seeming innocent. ‘We’re just talking, right Bella?’

Bella’s eyes dropped and she nodded. Anything to make them go away.

‘Bella, are you sure?’ Cienna asked, worried.

Bella muttered in agreement, clasping her lunch tighter to her chest.

‘Anyway, we’ve got to go to lunch. See you later, Bell,’ Mia said sweetly, before walking away.

The four other girls followed after their leader.

Bella stood there, shaking so hard she had to lean against the bag rack. Cienna wrapped an arm around Bella’s shoulders.

‘What did they say to you?’

Bella shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

‘I know they said something. We can go tell a teacher if you like?’

Bella shook her head harder. She didn’t want to dob on anyone.

Cienna’s light caramel eyes narrowed. ‘Bella, you have to start telling on them, or they’ll never stop.’

‘If I tell, the teachers won’t do nothing,’ Bella mumbled. ‘And then it’ll get worse.’

‘You have to start standing up for yourself. What happens if I’m not around?’ Cienna demanded.

Bella pulled away from her sister. ‘Like that doesn’t happen anyway.’

Cienna looked upset for a second, and then lost it. ‘What do you mean? What have they been doing to ya?’

‘Nothing,’ Bella muttered again.

‘You’ve got to start standing up to them,’ Cienna insisted. Bella wrapped her arms around her stomach tightly and wished for a way to escape her loving sister.

‘Cienna,’ a girl from Cienna’s year called out from down the stairs. ‘Come on, we saved you a seat.’

Cienna took a deep breath. ‘Do you want to sit with us, Bella?’

Bella shook her head and Cienna hesitated. ‘Okay … if you’re sure?’ She started walking away then quickly ran back to look Bella in the face. ‘Belle, you know they’re lying right? Whatever they said to you, it’s not true.’

Bella nodded but didn’t look up. Cienna hesitated, but her friends called out again and she ran off to join them.

Sometimes Bella resented that her sister made friends so easily when it was so hard for her. The slow ache in her stomach intensified, and she walked to the lunch area to sit on her own. Chewing slowly on her squished sandwich, Bella thought about what the girls had said. It was all stupid really, but somehow it still hurt. A lot.

Maybe because part of her thought they were right. If she were smarter, or braver, surely she’d stand up for herself then. But she was neither. If she had friends to back her up like Mia did, it wouldn’t hurt so much. Not even that many. Even just one.

Shaking her head, Bella bit into her sandwich, trying not to think about it.

•

At home, Cienna sat watching Bella bury herself in her sketchbook. She would never draw at school, only at home. And she never ever let anyone see what she was drawing. Not until she said it was perfect, which was hardly ever. Cienna couldn’t help but worry and feel angry at the same time. Mum and Gran always told them to stick up for themselves. Cienna and her little brother and sister, Boyd and Monroe, could do it. They all tried to protect Bella too. Cienna sometimes got sick and tired of it. Then she felt guilty for that, because she didn’t get bullied. Not like Bella did.

With her stomach in knots, Cienna went to sit out on the trampoline. It was her thinking spot. She laid back and stared up at the bright blue sky, wondering and worrying.

A dip in the trampoline signalled Gran climbing on. She lay down beside Cienna. They cuddled together with their heads tucked close.

‘Hello, granddaughter. Did you have a good day?’

Cienna hesitated. ‘Yeah.’

‘Hmm. What’s the matter?’

Cienna scrunched up her face and turned back to the sky. ‘Nothing, I had a good day.’

‘You did,’ Gran said, peering closely at her. ‘Meaning someone else didn’t. Is Belle-Belle okay?’

Sliding her eyes sideways at Gran, Cienna could see her own worries mirrored in the older eyes. Bella had those eyes too. Deep brown and dark with things they didn’t say.

‘I think she’s getting bullied again.’

‘What happened?’ Gran asked, on high alert.

‘I don’t know.’ Cienna’s frustration came out loud and clear. ‘These girls were standing all around her. I couldn’t hear what they said, but it didn’t look right. And Bella won’t tell me!’

Gran sighed softly. ‘Be patient with her, Nena. If she has something to tell you, she’ll do it when she’s ready.’

‘But it’s wrong to let bullies get away with things!’

‘It’s wrong that anyone gets bullied, babe, but you can’t force her to talk about it. I’ll ask her tonight and see if she wants to tell me.’

‘What if she won’t? She should have let me take her straight to the teacher.’

‘Don’t be angry with her, granddaughter, she’s not like you. Bella has her own way of doing things, she’ll work it out.’

Cienna huffed and turned back to stare at the sky. Gran cupped her chin and turned her head back.

‘I know you want to protect her, Nena, but being angry won’t help. Bella needs our love and support, especially if you want her to tell you things.’

Cienna’s eyes started to brim with tears, but she fought them back. Frustration bubbled in her chest. Gran wasn’t listening! And everyone said she had to take care of her little brother and sisters.

Gran watched her closely but didn’t say anything. She was doing that thing where she left Cienna to think about what she’d said. But none of it made any sense. The bullies were getting away with hurting Bella!

Gran reached out and brushed a strand of Cienna’s hair back from her face.

‘Tell you what, granddaughter, it’s Saturday tomorrow. How about we ask your mother to take us out to Washpool?’

Cienna smiled, trying to push her anger down. ‘Bella loves that place.’

‘Yep, and so do we.’ Gran smiled back. ‘Come on, let’s go ask. If she says yes, we can start getting stuff ready.’

They clambered off the trampoline, Cienna leading the way. With any luck, a fun day would help both her and Bella feel better. Maybe then she’d feel up to telling her big sister what really happened with those girls. Then Cienna would find a way to make them pay.




CHAPTER TWO

Bella stretched as she opened her eyes. Then she remembered what they were doing today. Big grin in place, she hopped out of bed and bolted out to the living area. She skidded to a stop seeing Mum and Gran in the kitchen prepping sandwiches and snacks. Her smile got even wider.

Gran looked up and laughed. ‘Ya excited, granddaughter?’

‘Yeah.’ She nodded rapidly.

Mum laughed too. ‘You make me weak, daughter. Grab yourself some breakfast, then get your togs on so you can help us.’

‘Is there anything else we need to take?’ Gran asked.

Bella tuned out, thinking about all the fun they’d have today playing in the cool water, building sandcastles. She couldn’t wait for the unexpected things that happened when they went bush, like a wedge-tailed eagle flying close, or spotting a bush lemon tree they could raid. If she was lucky, there’d be a moos-moos1 or two.

Her eyes drifted to the fridge and all the things Mum had stuck on it: a note about an upcoming excursion for Boyd, a few photos of the family, and lots and lots of drawings. They all had at least one up there. Cienna had drawn one of her phoenixes rising up with its wings spread. Boyd had one that he swore was a gorilla in armour. Monroe had drawn a whole heap of multi-coloured blobs that she called ‘the jigglers’, or something. It was hard to understand her sometimes. Bella had just one on there, because all her other drawings sucked. This one she’d spent weeks perfecting. It was a carefully drawn goanna with black and red scales and wicked long claws. Mum had placed it at the very top of the fridge, but Bella could still see the flaws.

‘Are you done, daughter?’

Bella jerked, before nodding.

‘Okay, go get ready then.’

Bella hopped up and raced into the hall. Spinning on the spot, she took a step back so she could see the adults. ‘No shower?’

Mum laughed. ‘No daughter, we’ll shower after. Gone get.’

Bella ran into the room she and Cienna shared, with their little single beds pushed up against opposite walls. Cienna was asleep, as usual, and Bella didn’t even need to peek into the room next to theirs to know that Boyd and Monroe were too. Bella was the early riser in the family and she was always happy in the morning. Cienna was the exact opposite – grumpy as anything. On a weekend morning, Bella would be very quiet, not wanting to wake up the cranky thing, but today she wanted everyone up and ready as fast as possible, so she banged the drawers closed, tossed her pyjamas off and wriggled into her blue one-piece togs. Cienna moaned and rolled over. Bella threw open more drawers, pulling out old shorts and a t-shirt.

‘Bella,’ Cienna growled. ‘Stop it.’

‘Come on, Nena, we’re goin to Washpool!’

When she got nothing but a harrumph from under the blanket, Bella rolled her eyes and bolted outside, making sure to leave the bedroom door wide open.

‘Bella! Shut the door!’

Pretending not to hear, she skidded to a stop in the kitchen. ‘What can I help with?’ she asked.

‘Bella!’ Cienna yelled louder.

‘Granddaughter,’ Gran said, with the tone in her voice that meant business, but with a twinkle in her eyes like she knew exactly what Bella was up to. ‘Shut the door for your sister.’

Bella pouted for a second, but went back and pulled the door closed, making sure to slam it. Having their bedroom door closed was the only way Cienna and Bella ever got some privacy; the littlies’ bedroom door was always open, because they couldn’t reach the doorknob yet. Walking past their room, Bella could see her little brother Boyd sitting up in his bed rubbing his eyes, looking sleepy and rumpled. In the cot on the other side of the room, Monroe was standing up and holding onto the bars, her favourite light-up glowworm tucked under one arm. She carried it everywhere; it played soft music and comforted her. When Monroe saw her big sister, she smiled so big Bella could see her gums. Bella went straight to her, pulling Monroe’s chubby little body up out of the cot. She had that ripe morning smell that meant her nappy needed changing. Setting her on her feet, Bella reached out to help Boyd down from his bed.

‘Come on, let’s go get breakfast.’ They both reached for one of her hands, Bella made sure to take small steps to match theirs.

Walking out and seeing the adults at the table, Monroe burbled happily, pulling them all forward faster.

‘She needs a change,’ Bella said, her nose scrunched up.

Mum laughed. ‘Bring her here, daughter.’

Bella handed Monroe over, the baby already focussed on the leftover toast and eggs in front of their mother.

Gran hopped up, taking the mugs with her and dropping a kiss on Monroe’s sleep-tousled head as she passed by, before smoothing back Boyd’s hair.

‘Good morning, grandson, you hungry?’

He nodded, going for a kiss and a cuddle, before she shooed him over to the table. He did the same routine with Mum then lifted himself up onto a chair.

‘Belle-Belle,’ Gran said. ‘If you’re ready could you go get their togs out too please?’

‘Yep.’ Bella got up and moving. She always liked helping, and if it meant they got ready and out the door faster, then that was just the cherry on top.

‘Thank you, granddaughter, geez you’re deadly, my little helper.’ Bella smiled, she loved that nickname. ‘Did you want some Ovaltine?’

‘Yes please, Gran.’

Bella hustled to go get the togs before her Ovaltine went cold. Today was going to be so much fun.
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