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            ‘Oh, well thank you, how lovely.’ They both took up their previous night’s positions on the sofa. ‘You remembered I like ice in my juice – top marks!’

Flora sighed. ‘It’s about the only thing I’ve got top marks in recently. School is really rubbish. I’m not even allowed to go at the moment. I suppose Dad told you I’ve been suspended?’ She looked up at her gran, who gave a brief nod. ‘They’re so mad at me, but it’s not even my fault!’ Flora stared into the middle distance.

Bea swallowed the temptation to ask whose fault it was. ‘They only want what’s best for you, darling.’ She was aware of how quickly she jumped to their defence without knowing the facts. She felt a slight shiver along her spine as her own mother’s words sprang into her head.
‘Sydney? Well, good luck. You’re going to need it. What in God’s name will you do there with no money, no husband and a bastard baby? Not that it’s any concern of mine.’

‘I guess.’ Flora shrugged. ‘I don’t even want to go back. I don’t care!’ The wobble of her lip implied the opposite. ‘They’ve suspended me, and then it’s the summer holidays, so they’ve only given me a longer holiday – some punishment!’ she scoffed, but her composure was rattled.

‘I think it’s more a chance to sort out what’s going on with you, Flora, rather than a punishment. At least that’s how I’d look at it.’ She tried to sound encouraging. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Sure.’ Flora sat back on the sofa.

‘Why
are
you so fed up? What’s making you so mad?’ Bea nudged her with her elbow.

‘Everything!’ Flora huffed, crossing her arms across her chest.

‘Could you be a bit more specific? I mean, when you say “everything”, do you mean things like global warming, world hunger? Which, while they are undoubtedly important issues, are very hard to solve. Or by “everything” do you mean things a bit closer to home?’

Flora considered her gran’s words. ‘I do get mad about the big stuff, particularly people that hunt animals. I did a project on that and it makes me cry to think about it!’

‘I understand that, darling,’ Bea said soothingly.
Kind, kind girl...

‘But I guess, yes, what makes me really mad are more things about me.’ Her voice was quiet.

‘What things about you?’

Flora kicked her bare foot against the floor, ‘Lori Frankoli has got big boobs, proper boobs, and she wears a bra, not a sports top.’ Whether inadvertently or not, Flora pinched her sleepsuit and pulled it away from her chest.

Bea wasn’t sure how to respond. ‘And do you want big boobs?’ She considered her own rather flat chest, her boyish figure, and hoped that, if that was Flora’s overriding wish, she would take after her mum, who was more blessed in that department.

‘I don’t know.’ She shrugged. ‘Marcus Jordan said he’d only go out with a girl who wore a bra.’

‘I see. Do you want to go out with Marcus Jordan?’ Bea asked tentatively.

‘No! I don’t want to go out with Marcus Jordan. I hate him!’ Flora practically shouted.

‘Right.’ Bea swallowed. ‘Why do you hate him?’ She hoped she was getting closer to the source of Flora’s angst.

‘He told Craig Dawson that I was having a period.’ Her cheeks reddened at the mention of this very adult term.

‘Oh.’ Bea hadn’t expected this. ‘And were you?’

‘No! I don’t have periods yet, but Katie Phipps said she had hers and I didn’t want to feel left out so I kind of said I was too and she told Lori...’

‘With the big boobs?’

‘Uh-huh.’ Flora nodded. ‘I carry tampons around with me all the time just in case, and she told Marcus and everyone was laughing at me because Craig’s mum and my mum are friends and my mum told her that actually I hadn’t started yet and they knew I had Tampax in my bag...’ Her bottom lip wobbled as her tears gathered once again.

‘Oh, darling!’ Bea placed her arm around the girl’s slender back.

‘I just don’t know why Mum said anything! She’s such a cow.’ She pushed the heels of her hands into her eyes.

‘No she isn’t. She’s your mum and she loves you. You mustn’t talk about her like that. She probably didn’t understand why it was important. It was probably a conversation between her and her friend, something she mentioned in passing and she didn’t know how it would affect you.’

‘So then I yelled at her, and Dad yelled at me and said I’ll have to wait a whole year until I can get my ears pierced just because I yelled at Mum, even though he told me I could get it done when I was fourteen, and I told Lori I was getting it done and she said I bet you don’t, turns out she was right! Because now I’ve got to wait till I’m fifteen! And she’s had hers done for ages. It’s so unfair! And then Lori and Marcus were laughing at me in the dining hall, asking me if I had a tampon and stuff like that and I flipped. I don’t really know how it happened. He was trying to get the Tampax out of my bag and I swung my arm out to get the bag back and kind of punched him in the mouth.’ She looked up at her gran to gauge her reaction. ‘He was bleeding and then everything went crazy. They took me to the headmaster and called Mum and...’ Flora’s tears fell as the words tumbled out.

‘Oh, darling girl. It’s okay. Take your time.’ Bea pulled her into her arms and caressed her head while she spoke. ‘It feels like a terrible mess, but in the scheme of things it’s a mere blip.’

‘Doesn’t feel like a blip. Lori’s supposed to be my friend, but she was shouting that I’d attacked him! I didn’t attack him: it was one punch and I didn’t even mean to do it! It was an accident. But everyone started repeating it, saying, “She’s attacked him! She hit him!” And now that’s what everyone thinks because that’s what everyone was saying.’

‘Even one punch isn’t the answer, love.’
No matter how tempting...
Bea buried the thought.

‘I’d never attack Marcus, not really.’

‘Marcus who you hate? And don’t want to go out with?’ Bea confirmed.

Flora nodded. ‘I just got so mad and they were laughing at me and Lori was leaning on his shoulder like she owns him. And she was looking at me and kind of winding me up and winding him up too, like she does when he answers questions in class – he’s smart. And she’d already said that I had Woolworths tennis shoes and that had made Marcus and Craig laugh. And Mum said just get cheapies and then if I liked school tennis, she’d get me some good ones.’ Her speech was fast and garbled.

‘Ssshh... It’s okay, Flora. Take deep breaths.’

‘I hate Lori and her stupid boobs.’

‘She sounds mean,’ Bea admitted.

‘She’s my only proper friend and so I’m st-stuck with her,’ Flora stuttered through her tears.

‘It’s not always easy being young. Things can feel like the end of the world, but I promise you it is just a blip. Ask your dad! He thought he was going to prison when he was eleven.’

Flora pulled away and stared at her gran, wide-eyed. ‘What did he do?’

‘Well, it’s for him to tell you the detail, but there was a mishap with a hamster and our neighbour Mrs Dennis chased him down the street with a cricket bat. I had to tell her that violence wasn’t the answer too.’

Bea’s laptop gave a loud ping.

‘That’s your email alert.’ Flora sat upright, glad of the distraction. ‘You might have a reply from Alex!’ She wiped her eyes and sniffed.

‘Oh, how exciting!’ Bea reached for the computer.

Flora leant across. ‘So you move that little arrow by catching it with your finger on the pad, then steer it to the email icon – the envelope – and tap it twice.’

Bea tried and failed, twice. Her third attempt was successful. ‘I did it!’ She was delighted.

‘You did!’

‘Well, I had a very good teacher.’ Bea smiled at her granddaughter, who rubbed the rest of the tears from her lashes and forced herself to smile.

Bea reached for her glasses and read the text aloud. ‘Thank you for your email, glad you got the letter. I rather enjoyed putting pen to paper, a skill I need to hone. In answer to your questions, yes, I do have a cat, a very proud white Persian called Professor Richards. He’s named after an old teacher of mine who had just the same knack of looking at me with withering disdain when I failed to grasp a concept and would also only talk to me when in the mood!’

Bea looked up from the computer and shook her head at Flora. ‘I can’t believe you asked her if she had a cat!’

Flora smirked but didn’t say anything, and Bea continued reading.

‘Secondly, Osnabrück is in Germany, I have been reliably informed, and they were delighted to hear how much you admired their torte. The forum has been running for four years or so and keeps me busy. I like the idea that lone café owners like myself have an outlet, and how wonderful to share experiences across the ether.

‘I set up the Christmas Café because, to me, Christmas is the one time of the year when people come together; it’s a time for sharing and giving a warm welcome to strangers, and I wanted to capture that. Business is good here, and that leads to the old dilemma of whether to dilute my profits and take on another member of staff, or whether to get up earlier and work later. The Scottish winters are not conducive to early starts! I should think the Sydney winters are much kinder; it’s on my list of places to visit. One day.

‘Do you have a cat? Is that where your interest springs? We have light rain and drizzle here today. Hope the weather is being kinder to you. VBW, Alex.’

‘She admits she talks to her cat!’ Flora said, raising her eyebrows. ‘That’s a bit weird.’

‘Oh, Flora, it’s not the weirdest thing. I talk to the toaster, asking about how the toast is coming along, the washing machine, photographs. Talking to a cat sounds positively sane by comparison.’

‘You have a point. Are you going to reply?’

Bea paused. She wanted to reply to the kind woman with the white cat, but some instinct made her wait. She was quite a private person usually, and even if it was just small talk about cafés, she didn’t really want her granddaughter being privy to all her correspondence with this lady.

‘I’m not sure. I’ll have a little think. By the way, I forgot to mention your phone was making a buzzy whirring noise. I didn’t know what to do with it so I put it under a cushion. Doesn’t it irritate you, that dreadful intrusion?’

Flora retrieved her phone, then held it out to her gran. ‘It’s an Instagram from Lori. She sent me a photo of her new swimsuit.’

‘Fascinating.’
The little moo...
‘I know Kim and Tait do Instagram, but I don’t really know what it is, that and Chapter Face are all alien to me.’

‘Chapter Face?’ Flora snorted her laughter. ‘It’s Facebook! And Instagram would be good for the business, you could send out food pictures and messages.’

‘What kind of messages?’

Flora leant closer and showed Bea the screen. ‘Look, here’s one just come in from a guy I follow at Bondi. He’s having breakfast and he’s put “Banana on toast, yum...” and then he’s included a picture.’

Bea held the phone out at arm’s length and squinted, intrigued. ‘So it’s a food thing, like a log of who is eating what, when...’

Flora laughed. ‘No! Not always, but sometimes, yes. That was just a food example, but it can be about anything, anything at all. It’s a way of telling people what you are up to at any time!’

‘So it could be random things like “I am playing Scrabble” or “My cat’s ignoring me”?’ she said, thinking of Alex McKay.

‘Yes.’

‘How interesting, but I guess what I don’t understand is why? Why there is a need for people to tell everyone what they are up to and why anyone would be remotely interested in what anyone else is doing. So what that some random chap in Bondi is having his breakfast?’

Flora looked at her gran and gave it some thought. ‘I have no idea!’

The two sipped at their juice.

‘Shall I pop the TV on?’ It was how Flora started her day, when up early enough.

Bea laughed. ‘You can try, but I don’t have a television.’

‘You don’t?’

‘No. I’ve never had one and so don’t see the need.’

‘Do you never have moments when you get bored and just want to veg out?’

‘Not really. I listen to music, I do the crossword, I cook and I sleep.’

‘I love TV. I can’t imagine not having one. Think I’d go crazy!’

Bea stared at her granddaughter and tutted.

When Flora went off to get dressed, Bea once again tapped on the keyboard and studied the words of Alex’s email.
To me, Christmas is the one time of the year when people come together; it’s a time for sharing and giving a warm welcome to strangers, and I wanted to capture that.
She turned to Peter’s photograph. ‘What a lovely thing.’ She smiled.

Six
Bea watched as Kim did a double-take, lifting her eyes from the chopping board where she was peeling mangoes for the fruit salad and scanning Flora from head to toe.

‘Kim, you remember Flora, don’t you?’ she asked.

‘Sure I do. Hey! How you doing, Flora?’ Kim smiled sweetly at the girl, who looked more than a little awkward. Flora raised her hand in greeting.

‘She’s a bit nervous about her first day at work, but I’ve told her it’ll be a breeze.’ Bea winked at Kim.

‘It certainly will. I could do with a hand over here if you’re free?’

Flora tightened the pinny around her middle and sidled up to Kim.

‘If I halve all these pomegranates, can you remove the seeds and put them in here for me?’ She moved the shiny stainless steel bowl in front of Flora.

‘Sure.’ Flora smiled tentatively. ‘Shall I wash my hands?’

‘Ah, see, you’re a natural! You’d be surprised how many people forget that very important step.’ Kim smiled at her. ‘Let me give you some advice, Flora. If you turn the cut fruit upside down and knock the rounded side with a heavy spoon, the seeds should fall out undamaged.’

Flora nodded and commenced her task. ‘I love the Christmas lights, Bea!’ she enthused. ‘Mum and Dad aren’t really brothering with decorations this year.’

‘Ah, that’s a shame.’ Bea sighed. ‘Your house usually looks so lovely at Christmas time – it always puts me in a festive mood, seeing the deck covered in lights when I pull up to your driveway, and all those twinkling bulbs in nets around the tree trunks. Your mum always does such a good job, it’s beautiful.’
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