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Abstract 
 

Critical component 

Young Adult (YA) literature features adolescent protagonists challenging dominant 

power structures in order to experience transformation and development – the 

postmodern entwicklungsroman. This thesis will deploy Foucault’s theory of 

heterotopia to locate spaces that are empowering not only for the adolescents within a 

fictional text, but also for teen readers.  

 

An analysis of Janet Tashjian’s Vote for Larry, David Levithan’s Wide Awake and 

Cory Doctorow’s Little Brother reveals a seemingly unavoidable ideological 

didacticism that closes down possibilities for seeing the world differently. Although 

Meg Cabot’s chick-lit series The Princess Diaries and All American Girl are more 

successful in achieving a politically transgressive approach, they also ultimately 

succumb to ideological dogma, failing to open up a dialectical space between author 

and reader. 

 

Although similarly didactic, JK Rowling’s Harry Potter novels contain an 

incompatible jumble of ideology that prevents the reader from being forced into a 

closed utopian locus. This contradictory space allows readers to narrate their own 

ideologies through fan fiction, within the fictional world but outside of the original 

text. In the case of the Harry Potter Alliance, the fan-space opens up into an 

alternative pathway to activism – creating transformative and empowering 

possibilities for young readers. 

 

This marriage of fiction, fandom and activism is further explored in an analysis of 

John Green’s Paper Towns, and the Nerdfighters community. Unlike Rowling, Green 

is an active participant in this online community, consciously destabilising the 

author/reader binary and encouraging a cultural hybridity that opens up new 

possibilities for social organising and activism. 

 

The YA heterotopia creates not only new pathways to resistance, transformation and 

social change, but also offers radical new possibilities for fiction in the space revealed 

between author, text and reader. 
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Creative component 

Green Valentine is a YA novel that blends romance, humour, environmentalism, 

community and social change. The emotional development of protagonist Astrid 

reflects the procession of arguments in the critical work. Astrid is passionate about 

politics and environmentalism, but is trapped by her own didactic ideology. After 

experiencing the transformational power of heterotopian space – a guerilla garden – 

she learns to see her drab suburb of Valentine differently, empowering her to resist 

the cultural hegemony of her world and become a catalyst for social change. 

 

It is in the alternative space of the garden that Astrid begins to see the world 

differently – her growth and transformation mirroring the organic metamorphosis of 

ugly, concrete Valentine into an oasis of subversive greenery. Astrid’s Victory 

Garden enables her to imagine new ways of thinking and being, beyond the fixed 

dystopia of present-Valentine, or the stark utopian vision of Mayor Tanaka’s future-

Valentine. Astrid gains an understanding of the multitude – realising the futility of 

trying to impose her own ideological dogma upon others, and instead embracing the 

rhizomatic power of individual subjectivities united in alternative spaces. By allowing 

the unpredictability of the wilderness into the static rigidity of Valentine, a 

heterotopian space opens up that transforms not only Astrid, but the entire Valentine 

community, empowering them to resist, subvert and bring about social change. 
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Preface 
 

Two chapters in this thesis are reworked versions of material written and published 

during my candidature. The work is entirely my own. 

 

Chapter Three: Princess politics is a heavily modified version of a paper presented at 

the Australian Children’s Literature Association for Research (ACLAR) National 

Conference in June 2012. 

 

Chapter Five: Decreasing WorldSuck is a similarly modified version of the following 

article: 

Wilkinson, L (2012) ‘Nerdfighters, “Paper Towns” and Heterotopia.’ Transformative 

Works and Cultures. Vol 10. 

http://journal.transformativeworks.org/index.php/twc/article/view/374  

 

The creative component to this PhD, YA novel Green Valentine, was written entirely 

during my candidature. It was published in August 2015 by Allen & Unwin. 

https://www.allenandunwin.com/browse/books/childrens/young-adult-fiction/Green-

Valentine-Lili-Wilkinson-9781760110277  
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Introduction 
In 2008, bestselling YA author Scott Westerfeld addressed the taboo of authors 

revealing their own personal politics to readers, arguing that ‘our books are all about 

sexuality, racism, the future, who’s got money and who hasn’t, and figuring out your 

place in the world. What could be more political than that?’. Westerfeld’s forum for 

discussion was YA for Obama, an online community spearheaded by fellow author 

Maureen Johnson, who describes it as ‘a community of YA writers and readers and 

friends who joined together because of our commitment to Future United States 

President Barack Obama’ (2008). YA for Obama had several thousand young 

members, as well as the support of dozens of high profile authors, including Judy 

Blume, Meg Cabot, Cassandra Clare and Holly Black. Westerfeld argued in his piece 

that the goal of YA for Obama was not to manipulate the political preferences of 

adolescents, but rather to provide a forum for young people to discuss issues and 

strategies for political activism and social change:  

But what if they come here and are illicitly swayed by their favorite authors? 

First of all, any teenagers who even have a favorite author are already thinking 

for themselves way more than most adults. We’re talking about people who 

have hormones the size of golf balls, and they’re spending time on a political 

website? Run by novelists? Why would you try to stop them, instead of just 

electing these kids to high office right now? (2008) 

The author has always held a particularly privileged position in children’s and YA 

literature. Trites identifies the two levels of authority in YA novels – authority figures 

within the text, and the authors themselves, who employ various ideological strategies 

to manipulate the reader (2000, p.xiii). In the case of YA for Obama, the author-as-

authority figure abandons the fictional text as a tool of influence, and speaks directly 

to adolescent readers, engaging them not in a one-way imposition of dogma, but in a 

shared dialogue that subverts the author/reader binary and allows for a genuine 

exchange of ideas. A 2005 report on The Future of Independent Media predicted that 

the ‘bottom-up energy’ and creativity of fan-created media will ‘tear apart some of the 

categories that organise the lives and work of media makers’ (quoted in Jenkins 2009, 

p.10). YA for Obama enacted this disruption, with posts by teenage members sitting 

alongside those by adult authors, as well as posts by fictional characters (one post was 

titled Gossip Girl for Obama). 
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This lack of authorial didacticism was the key to YA for Obama’s success.  In this 

thesis, I will argue that explicitly political YA novels are unavoidably didactic, often 

revealing a profoundly conservative passive ideology. In order to locate a truly radical 

form of YA, we must therefore look at newly emerging forms of fiction, located in the 

liminal space fandom opens up between fiction, author and reader. In these 

heterotopian spaces, readers not only imagine different ways of thinking and being, 

they are also empowered to explore modes of resistance, activism, and the possibility 

for social change. 

 

The remainder of this thesis is set out as follows: 

 

Text Selection  

A brief justification of the seven texts chosen for analysis. 

 

Critical Framework   

An introduction to the key theorists used in the thesis, and an outline of the critical 

method for evaluating texts. 

 

Literature Review  

Synthesis of past and current scholarship in the fields of children’s and YA literature, 

adolescence, educational theory and online fandom. 

 

Chapter One 

Political protest and the utopia of democracy 

An analysis of Janet Tashjian’s Vote for Larry (2004) and David Levithan’s Wide 

Awake (2006), both texts in which a teenage protagonist is directly involved in a US 

presidential campaign.  

 

Chapter Two 

Acts of resistance: Little Brother and the illusion of adolescent agency 

An exploration of the conflict between implicit and explicit ideology in Cory 

Doctorow’s Little Brother (2008). 

 

Chapter Three 
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Princess politics: The transgressions of chick-lit 

Meg Cabot’s The Princess Diaries (2000–2015) and All-American Girl (2002–2005) 

series both position teenage girls as influential political figures. 

 

Chapter Four 

Harry Potter and the heterotopia 

Examining the contradictory layers of ideology in Harry Potter and their impact on 

online fandom and activism. 

 

Chapter Five 

Decreasing WorldSuck: Affinity-identity and social activism 

An analysis of the online literary community Nerdfighters, and its relationship to the 

novel Paper Towns, by founding author John Green. 

 

Conclusion 

A summary of the findings of the thesis. 

 

References 

 

Creative work 

Green Valentine, a YA novel. 
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Text Selection 
In a field as large and productive as YA fiction, it is impossible to cover every 

relevant text in this thesis. The rise of the dystopian YA novel has been seemingly 

unstoppable in recent years, and it cannot be ignored when discussing the political 

nature of adolescent fiction. Novels such as Uglies (Westerfeld 2005) The Hunger 

Games (Collins 2008), Divergent (Roth 2011) and An Ember in the Ashes (Tahir 

2015) are explicitly political, exploring power constructs, oppression, freedom of 

information and surveillance. Multiple theses could be written on the politics of The 

Hunger Games alone, which is why it is not included in this one. It is for this reason 

that I have reluctantly excluded the dystopia genre from my thesis – it is just too big. 

The scope of the thesis had to be narrowed, so I have chosen to focus on two aspects 

of the YA novel – firstly, contemporary realist texts where teenagers interact with 

politicians, and secondly, texts which have produced online fan-communities which 

engage in social activism. I have also chosen to limit my text selection to titles 

published after the release of the first Harry Potter novel in 1997. As discussed by 

Anatol (2003 & 2009), Gupta (2009) and Cart (2010), Rowling’s Harry Potter series 

produced a profound shift in the children’s and YA literary sphere, in both critical and 

cultural circles, transforming books for young people into a dominant cultural 

paradigm. Harry Potter is also acknowledged as being a primary catalyst for the rise 

of teen-created online fan fiction and fan activity (Jenkins 2012). 

 

Despite an overwhelming amount of dystopian YA, there are relatively few politically 

focused realist novels.1 The first three chapters of this thesis will present five such 

novels, and argue that a possible reason for their scarcity is an unappealing (to readers, 

authors and publishers) and seemingly unavoidable didacticism, in addition to a 

deeply conservative implicit ideology masquerading as liberalism. The final two 

chapters will examine YA texts that are not explicitly political, but have inspired fan-

communities with profoundly political agendas. 

 

                                                
1	Although	titles	such	as	Ellen	Emerson	White’s	The	President’s	Daughter	series	(1984-2008),	Penny	
Tangey’s	Clara	in	Washington	(2011),	Jenn	Marie	Thorne’s	The	Wrong	Side	of	Right	(2015),	and	Nicole	
Hayes’	One	True	Thing	(2015)	all	feature	protagonists	interacting	with	politicians,	they	are	not	
discussed	in	this	thesis	as	the	protagonists	do	not	substantially	attempt	to	reform	or	affect	policy	or	
the	structure	of	government.		
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Of these seven texts, only one (Harry Potter) has received any significant critical 

analysis. It is my hope that by including lesser known titles, this thesis will expand 

academic dialogue on children’s and YA literature, broadening the critical 

conversation. 

 

This thesis does not examine any texts from Australia and New Zealand, because I 

found no appropriate texts that fitted within my parameters of being recent, 

politically-focussed realist YA, or inspiring fan-based activism. This is not to say that 

there are no YA novels from Australia or New Zealand that are political. Recent 

novels Vulture’s Gate (2009) by Kirsty Murray and When We Wake (2014) by Karen 

Healey have explored new ground in the heavily trod dystopian genre, as well as 

classic Australian YA from the 1980s by authors such as Victor Kelleher and Isobelle 

Carmody. However as all these texts are dystopian, they are beyond the scope of this 

thesis. 
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Critical Framework 
 

Ideology and authorial intent 

When analysing literature for the young, there are conflicts between commonly 

accepted practices in literary theory and in educational theory. Chief of these is the 

position and importance of the author, and authorial intent. Beardsley tells us that a 

text is ‘detached from the author at birth and goes about the world beyond his power 

to… control it’ (1954, p.4). Similarly, Barthes declares that ‘the birth of the reader 

must be at the cost of the death of the Author’ (1977, p.6). However, Hollindale 

argues that children’s literature is different because it is didactic – it serves a morally 

instructional function, and that in order to be critical and ‘resisting’, the reader must 

examine three levels of ideology within the text: the surface ideology, or explicit 

moral beliefs of the author; the passive ideology, or unexamined assumptions of the 

author; and the shared ideology – the value systems and political structures of the 

world in which we live (Hollindale 1988). According to Hollindale, therefore, one 

cannot be a resisting reader without critically examining authorial intent.2 

 

Foucault problematises the author/reader binary, stating that a text ‘always contains a 

certain number of signs referring to the author’ (1998, p.215). He recognises that the 

author is a problematic concept, a sort of liminal position between writer, text and 

reader. The danger of authorial voice, he argues, is that it precludes other ways of 

seeing things – limiting the proliferation of meaning. According to Foucault, the 

author is not the final word or ultimate truth of a work. Instead (s)he is:  

… A certain functional principle by which, in our culture, one limits, excludes 

and chooses; in short, by which one impedes the free circulation, the free 

manipulation, the free composition, decomposition, and recomposition of 

fiction. (p.221) 

It thus becomes a valid activity for the literary critic (or resisting reader) to examine 

authorial intent (when it is a matter of public record) in order to discover the ways in 

which the author is attempting to impose or suppress various ideological positions. 

 

                                                
2	See	also	Trites	2000,	p.70.	
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Writers of YA literature are often active on social media, forming reciprocal 

relationships with readers and fans. This problematises the previously fixed binary of 

reader/author, opening up a third space ripe for the proliferation of new ideas and 

ways of thinking. For Beardsley (1954), writing in the mid-twentieth century, the 

extra-textual authorial voice was limited, encountered only by a privileged few at a 

literary salon or in a journal article. Today, however, things are very different.  

Following the rules set down by Beardsley and Barthes, we should look only within 

the text of Harry Potter for any evidence of Dumbledore’s sexuality. But this is to 

ignore Rowling’s extra-textual claim that Dumbledore is gay – a statement that was 

reported worldwide, not just in the mainstream media, but widely disseminated on 

social media, and now appears under its own subheading on the Dumbledore 

Wikipedia page. This raises questions about how the omnipresence of Rowling’s 

stated intent changes the way the novels are read, and whether or not her authorial 

voice is privileged above the voices of her readers, and the creators of related fan 

works. 

 

Foucault calls for a new kind of fiction that acknowledges, but isn’t limited by the 

ideology and values of the author: 

It would be pure romanticism … to imagine a culture in which the fictive 

would operate in an absolutely free state, in which fiction would be put at the 

disposal of everyone and would develop without passing through something 

like a necessary or constraining figure. (1998, p.222) 

This thesis will argue that such a form of fiction does in fact exist – or something very 

like it – in the form of fan-made works deriving from author-created content. Instead 

of a single author, a work is created by a constantly unravelling number of voices and 

positions that ‘can be occupied by different classes of individuals’ (Foucault 1998 

p.216). This reflects Hardt and Negri’s concept of the ‘multitude’ – a collection of 

independent singularities that together have the power to overthrow hegemonic 

structures and bring about social change (2000). Fan-created works open up new 

spaces between reader and author where literally anything is possible – new methods 

of storytelling that explore endless twisting pathways of narrative, character and 

ideology. These spaces, outside the dominant space of the original work, yet 

contained within the fictional universe, are best analysed using Foucault’s theory of 

heterotopia. 
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Other spaces 

A heterotopia is, according to Foucault, ‘a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which 

the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are 

simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted’ (Foucault 1986, p.3). These 

spaces are Other, operating under different rules and existing outside the established 

order of things. Unlike utopias, which are fixed, static and always imaginary, the 

heterotopia is a real space that can be inhabited and subverted. Literature is a kind of 

heterotopia – an ‘unthinkable space’ that can only take place in language (p.5). 

Literary heterotopias, Johnson argues, allow us to uncover the ‘foundational codes of 

culture’ – that by fracturing the familiar, we can expose and undermine the 

unexamined ideological framework which makes up what we consider to be 

normative modes of existence (2006, p.85), opening up pathways for new possibilities. 

In his lecture On Other Spaces, Foucault provides many examples of heterotopia. The 

first is the crisis heterotopia – where individuals in a state of crisis such as 

adolescents, menstruating women or the elderly are placed in order to transform and 

develop. The second example is the heterotopia of deviation, a space for ‘individuals 

whose behaviour is deviant in relation to the required mean or norm’ (1986, p.4). 

Foucault suggests that psychiatric hospitals, prisons and nursing homes are all 

heterotopias of deviation. Existing in a state of crisis and (according to frequent 

media reports) a state of deviation, adolescents are clearly at home in heterotopian 

spaces. Gordon argues in an analysis of China Mieville’s novel Perdido Street Station 

that crisis heterotopias and deviance heterotopias are in fact the same space, viewed 

from different vantage points: 

As people are cast off from society, they form a counter-society, a counter-site 

of their own. To the society that casts its deviants aside, these institutions are 

deviation heterotopias. To the residents of rest homes and psychiatric hospitals 

and prisons, their isolation from society links them to others like themselves. 

No longer deviant in this counter-site, they undergo the transformative 

experience of the crisis. (2003, p.466) 

Bury concurs, arguing that ‘defining such spaces in terms of deviance alone fails to 

accord agency to those thought of in such terms’ (2005, p.17). She redefines the 

heterotopian space as not just a site of deviance, but also of ‘resistance, inversion, 



 

 16 

subversion or perhaps simply a space in which active consent to normative practices 

is suspended’ (Bury, p.17).  

 

Many scholars explore the connections between heterotopia and activism.3 Although 

Foucault himself never made this link explicit, he did caution that without 

heterotopian spaces, ‘dreams dry up, espionage takes the place of adventure, and the 

police take the place of pirates’ (1986, p.27), implying that the heterotopia is a site for 

both play and resisting oppression. This mirrors Bhabha’s concept of the ‘third space’ 

– a theory of identity that argues all individuals are cultural hybrids, formed in the 

interstitial space of ‘discontinuous historical realities’. These spaces, Bhabha argues, 

are the birthplaces of sociocultural resistance, subversion and transgression (1994, 

p.310). Kohn defines the ‘heterotopia of resistance’ as ‘an important locus of struggle 

against normalisation’, arguing that these alternative spaces enable the possibility of 

radical democracy (2003, p.91).  

Hetherington defines the heterotopia as a ‘space of alternate ordering’ (1997, p.4), a 

space of liminality between fixed states. He explores the relationship between utopia, 

heterotopia, modernism and social space. The term ‘utopia’, he explains, was coined 

by Thomas More in the sixteenth century, and is a combination of two Greek words: 

eu-topia or good place, and ou-topia or no-place. Hetherington draws on Marin’s 

attempts to draw apart these two concepts, and look at the space between – a space 

that Marin calls the neutral, and where Hetherington locates Foucault’s heterotopia: 

Heterotopia are not quite spaces of transition – the chasm they represent can 

never be closed up – but they are spaces of deferral, spaces where ideas and 

practices that represent the good life can come into being, from nowhere, even 

if they never actually achieve what they set out to achieve – social order, or 

control and freedom. (1997, p.viii) 

Hetherington sees the heterotopia as a political space where the utopian pretensions of 

modernity tangle together ideas of personal freedom and social control, resulting in 

‘unsettling juxtapositions of incommensurate things within either the body of society 

or within a text’ (1997, p.8). He argues that the heterotopia, rather than being a 

rebellion against traditional ways of ordering things, is more like a laboratory that 

experiments with new social orders. 

                                                
3	See	Kohn	2003,	Genocchio	1995,	Hetherington	1997,	Howarth	2006,	Harvey	2000.	
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Baillie, Kabo and Reader also view the heterotopia as a kind of laboratory or 

classroom, linking it with Meyer and Land’s notions of Threshold Concept Theory 

(2012). This theory explores the unstable space between fixed states of understanding. 

This uncertain space between knowing and not-knowing is referred to as liminality. 

Van Gennep (1909) identifies the liminal as a transitional space, specifically in rituals 

in small-scale societies. This concept is expanded by Turner (1967) who argued that 

in liminal spaces, “the very structure of society [is] temporarily suspended” (quoted in 

Horvath 2015, p.120). The path through these liminal spaces – what Baillie, Kabo and 

Reader call the Learning Journey – is not linear, the liminal space is ‘messy’ and 

‘abstract’ (p.4). This pathway is where the hegemony is disrupted, ‘alternatives are 

considered, “common sense” is questioned and business as usual stops for a moment’ 

(p.4).  Like Bury and Kern, Baillie et al. see the heterotopia as emancipatory, a space 

of resistance in which ‘theory and practice come together through human responses’ 

(p.11), and individuals can bring about social change. 

 

Becoming and entwicklungsroman 

The heterotopia is linked by Zembylas and Ferreira to the postmodern concept of 

identity, something that is ‘not a set of fixed characteristics that an individual 

“possesses”, but a construct that expresses the dialogic process of someone’s 

becoming’ (2009, p.2). Deleuze’s theories of ‘becoming’ and ‘any-space-whatever’  

resonate deeply with Foucault’s writing on heterotopia. Baillie et al. explain that 

Deleuze’s ideas ‘take us out into unknown spaces and unfamiliar territory and 

therefore into the “fog” or “cloud of unknowing” that might be the location for new 

thinking and action’ (2012, p.39). For Deleuze, ‘becoming’ denotes something which 

is constantly changing and mutating, with no hierarchy, beginning or end. He explains 

that beings and organisms are never complete or closed, but instead the whole 

‘constantly creates itself in another dimension without parts … like pure ceaseless 

becoming’ (1986, p.10).  

 

Like the ongoing ‘becoming’ of identity formation, the heterotopia is also a territory 

of conflict and ambiguity.  Howarth expands on this idea of the ‘heterotopia of 

becoming’, describing sites which ‘involve a rethinking of the relations between 

social spaces’, with no fixed destination or endpoint (2006, p.123). This ‘heterotopia 
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of becoming’ mirrors the postmodern construct of the YA novel, what Trites argues is 

an entwicklungsroman – a novel of development, growth and change which concludes 

with a sense of ambiguity and potential for ongoing growth not present in the 

Romantic bildungsroman (2000, p.9). Although the narrative text of the 

entwicklungsroman may come to an end, there is an implication that the characters are 

on a constantly shifting non-linear path of learning and discovery, the ‘heterotopia of 

becoming’, or what Baillie et al. would call the Learning Journey (2012).  

 

The YA heterotopia 

Foucault’s theory of heterotopia has been criticised as lacking definition and 

encompassing too much.4 Dehaene attempts to clarify the concept by arguing that the 

heterotopia ‘embodies the tension between place and non-place that today reshapes 

the nature of public space’ (Dehaene and Cauter 2008, p.5). He warns that ‘when 

putting on heterotopian spectacles, everything tends to take on heterotopian traits’, 

and questions the usefulness of such a vague and confusing theory (p.6). Johnson 

agrees, and recommends viewing the heterotopia as a tool to analyse the transgressive 

aspects of social and cultural spaces (2013, p.701). He argues that there is no such 

thing as a ‘pure’ heterotopia, but that heterotopian effects of transformation can be 

amplified when multiple heterotopias combine, their entanglements creating further 

disturbance and transgression (2006, p.84). 

 

It is necessary, then, to define specific criteria for assessing texts with heterotopian 

characteristics. By drawing together the theories outlined above, I am defining a 

heterotopia as an alternative space that allows for resistance, experimentation, a 

radical reordering of hegemonic ideological constructs, and the possibility for social 

change. However, by its very nature a heterotopian space cannot have a fixed 

definition, and therefore different spaces will function with varying degrees of 

effectiveness. I therefore propose three criteria for evaluating the alternative spaces 

within the YA novel: 

1. The novel contains fictional spaces within the text that empower characters to 

resist hegemonic ideological constructs. 

                                                
4	See	Genoccio	1995,	Soja	1996,	Ritter	&	Knaller-Vlay	1998,	Johnson	2006.	
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2. Characters in the novel disrupt accepted ideology and the common order of 

things – opening up new, open-ended possibilities for thinking and being – the 

Learning Journey or entwicklungsroman. 

3. New spaces are opened between text and reality that empower readers to 

embark on the Learning Journey and enact their own models of resistance and 

change. 

 

The YA heterotopia thus takes the crisis of adolescence and reshapes it, unmaking the 

rigid ideology of the fictional world and remaking it into a radical, participatory 

space. This thesis will test seven YA novels against these criteria and evaluate each 

text as a potential site of transgression and resistance for both its fictional characters, 

and its readers. 
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Literature Review 
 

In order to locate the YA heterotopia, it is important to situate the YA novel within a 

socio-historical context. This literature review examines research into children’s and 

YA literature, specifically the ability of the format to encourage creative and 

independent thought, and bring about social change. Although children’s literature 

and YA are often conflated (see Rose 1984, Trites 2000, Reynolds 2007), they each 

possess distinct signifiers and ideologies. However due to their shared history, there is 

a certain amount of overlap, and so children’s literature will be examined in this 

chapter alongside YA. 

From its didactic and morally instructional roots in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, children’s literature fractured in the nineteenth century and emerged in the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries as a progressive blueprint for potentially 

subversive liberal values. Trites (2000) argues that YA is a postmodern literature, 

differing from children’s literature by exploring the relationship between an 

adolescent protagonist and the institutions which surround them. This narrative of 

adolescence is represented by Foucault’s (1977) power/repression dynamic and Gee’s 

(2000) research on identity. YA is then situated within the context of twenty-first 

century adolescence – in both political and commercial spheres. Finally, Jenkins’ 

(2012) research on online participatory cultures examines the links between 

adolescent literary fandom and activism. 

 

The ideological instability of British children’s literature  

Children’s literature is a product of cultural, economic and social forces, according to 

Butts (2010). He argues that books for children do not merely reflect the historical 

context in which they were written, but also that the ‘very form and structure of these 

books, and their authors’ responses, are affected by these social forces, and, directly 

or indirectly, influence society in return’ (Butts, vii). Early British children’s literature 

served a morally instructional purpose, extolling the virtues of duty, honour, religion 

and selflessness, as well as the ideological supremacy of British Imperialism (Butts, 

p.viii).5 This didactic function began to be challenged in the nineteenth century, 

                                                
5	Although	this	literature	review	is	limited	to	discussing	works	of	narrative	fiction,	it	is	important	to	
note	that	there	are	many	other	forms	of	storytelling	for	children	that	often	get	left	out	of	or	are	
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beginning, Darton argues, with Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 

‘the first unapologetic appearance in print, for readers who sorely needed it, of liberty 

of thought in children’s books’ (1982, p.260), and continuing with authors such as 

Edward Lear,  A.A. Milne and Edith Nesbit. Eyre (1971) argues that British 

children’s literature is cyclical, swinging between morally instructional works and 

pure entertainment, but Lesnik-Oberstein (2004), Rudd (2010) and Butts (2010) 

disagree, claiming instead that the genre is fractured and unstable. On one hand, 

children’s literature attempts to engineer young readers into morally upstanding 

citizens, and on the other it ‘disrupts such fixity of purpose – in nonsense, fantasy, the 

oral, the plebeian, the feminine – in short, in anything “other”’ (Rudd 2010, p.297). 

 

Rudd argues that social changes brought about by the Industrial Revolution, the 

decline of the British Empire and the rise of the middle class led to a cultural 

uneasiness around concepts of childhood and adolescence (2010, p.297), which 

resulted in further fracturing of the genre, with British Imperialism still being upheld 

in Boys Own and Biggles books, alongside the relatively apolitical ‘cheerful anarchy’ 

of Enid Blyton, and the continuing tradition of British fantasy in the form of CS 

Lewis, JRR Tolkien, Alan Garner and Diana Wynne Jones.6 In the late twentieth and 

early twenty-first century, children’s literature also became infused with a bleakness 

that Rudd argues is a result of larger political and social change and uncertainty (p.ix), 

seen in texts by authors such as Aidan Chambers, Melvin Burgess and Malorie 

Blackman. 

 

This ideological instability is a strength of the genre, argues Rudd, as children’s 

literature is not a passive construction, but an ideologically charged text that can 

‘react against, protest, subvert or seek to change what appears to be dominant’ (p.xii). 

This aligns closely with Hollindale’s (1988) concept of the resisting reader, and the 

importance of acknowledging and investigating an author’s ideological assumptions 

in texts for children. Pullman notes that literature is a powerful tool for engaging 

young minds in social and political issues, remarking that ‘Thou shalt not might reach 
                                                                                                                                       
marginalised	from	critical	discussion.	For	more	on	folktales,	chapbooks,	jokes,	games,	penny	dreadfuls	
and	comics,	see	Rudd	(2010).	

6	JK	Rowling’s	Harry	Potter	series,	which	will	be	explored	further	in	Chapter	Four,	manages	to	unite	
many	of	these	fractured	elements	of	British	children’s	literature	–	see	Byam	2004.	
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the head, but it takes Once upon a time to reach the heart’ (1996). Naidoo agrees, 

contending that ‘whether readers’ responses emerge from imaginative empathy or a 

sense of identification with one or other of my characters, what is most important to 

me is that their imaginations have been fired, emotions and intellects stirred’ (quoted 

in Pinsent 2004, p.207). 

 

 

The political roots of North American children’s literature 

Like the United Kingdom, children’s literature in the United States began as a morally 

instructional tool (Lesnik-Oberstein 2004, p.12). However in addition to the 

technological, demographic, social and intellectual upheavals that ushered in the 

twentieth century, Mickenberg argues that in the United States, the 

reconceptualisation of education brought about a profound ideological shift (2005, 

p.27). Savage (2007) argues that, like in the United Kingdom, the removal of the 

working-class child from the workforce served multiple purposes – economic 

downturn and industrialisation had created an oversupply of unskilled workers, which 

in turn was contributing to the rise in juvenile delinquency, problematising the 

Romantic view of the innocent child (p.42). But Mickenberg claims that sitting above 

these practical considerations was the new idea that ‘unlike their parents (who had 

already been corrupted), even poor and immigrant children could be ‘saved’ and 

‘Americanised’’, and that as a result, all children had the right to an education (p.27). 

As this more egalitarian philosophy of education spread, the educational model itself 

became more progressive, moving away from rote learning towards a system that 

provided students with social, communicative skills in addition to memorising times 

tables (p.30).  John Dewey argued in 1928 that schools should ‘strive to educate with 

social change in view by producing individuals not complacent about what already 

exists, and equipped with desires and abilities to assist in transforming it’ (quoted in 

Apple 2013, p.55). 

 

The egalitarian underpinnings of the educational system did not fail to influence the 

subject and development of the fledgling genre of children’s literature. Stories and 

storytelling took on a largely educational function, a means for disseminating 

ideology and institutionally sanctioned values. Zembylas and Ferreira describe 

storytelling as ‘a means through which children and youth are socialised and learn to 
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develop alternative visions of coexistence with others, as part of a process of 

consciousness-raising for the development of a peaceful world’ (2009, p.7). This 

resonates deeply with the counter-cultural movement of the mid-twentieth century. 

Mickenberg argues that much of the children’s literature of this period was an outlet 

for the radical leftist voices silenced by McCarthyism. She contends that because the 

gatekeepers of children’s fiction – librarians, teachers, editors, reviewers – were 

primarily women, children’s literature was seen from its inception as being relatively 

benign. Moreover children’s literature was regarded as already being subject to the 

unquestioned moral authority of these female gatekeepers, and was therefore not 

perceived to be a potential threat to American values (p.15). Children’s literature then 

became somewhat of a safehaven for left-leaning thought. These books aimed to 

create children who were ‘autonomous, critical thinkers who questioned authority and 

believed in social justice’ (p.11), as well as exploring marginalised ethnicities, classes 

and genders. This is closely aligned with bell hooks’ contention that teaching students 

to be critical thinkers enables them to move forward, creating the ‘conditions for 

concrete change’ (2003, p.39). 

 

Storytelling is inherently ideological, subversive and antiauthoritarian, argues 

Kroeber, because no matter how homogenous an audience is, each individual has the 

opportunity to interpret a story in unauthorised ways (1992, p.9). The role of stories 

and narrative is imperative to political understanding: 

Story can preserve ideas, beliefs, and convictions without permitting them to 

harden into abstract dogma. Narrative allows us to test our ethical principles in 

our imaginations where we can engage them in the uncertainties and confusion 

of contigent circumstance. (Kroeber, p.9) 

The history of North American children’s literature represents a tension between the 

slipperiness of an individual’s interpretation of a story, and this desire to present an 

ideological framework for children – a utopian vision of a society that is politically 

aware, inclusive and democratic (Mickenberg, p.18). Reynolds (2007) argues that this 

tension produces a ‘cultural and aesthetic wild zone … a space for dissenters of all 

kinds’ (p.15), fertile ground for new kinds of radical literature. 

 

 

Radical change or colonisation? 
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Children’s literature, then, has the potential to be a vanguard for cultural change, but 

this possibility is inherently problematic, with critics and commentators seeing it as a 

kind of vehicle for adultcentric indoctrination and control (see Dusinberre 1987, 

Nodelman 1992, McGillis 1998, Trites 2000). Rose (1984) argues that children’s 

literature is inherently conservative, rejecting modernity and attempting to preserve 

innocence in children, an impulse which Rose claims is related not to the needs of the 

child-reader, but to the ‘impossible’ adult fantasy of childhood as envisioned by 

Locke and Rousseau. Much has been written in response to Rose, both agreeing with 

her view that children’s literature is, in the words of McGillis, ‘an invention of adults 

who need to have something to write about ... something to help them construct a 

vision of the way things are and ought to be’ (1998, p.202, see also Lesnik Oberstein 

1994), as well as criticising her limited sample of texts and acknowledging the often 

paradoxical, radical and progressive nature of children’s literature (see Trites 2000, 

p.83; Reynolds 2007, p.5–13). Dusinberre explores this tension between encouraging 

radical, independent thought, and imposing an adultcentric ideology: 

 [Children’s literature] reveal[s] as clearly as possible adult hopes for the new 

generation. This will always be the case because children do not write their 

own books and their books are bought for them by teachers and parents. But it 

also means that in times of great change some of the most radical ideas about 

what the future ought to be like will be located in the books which are written 

for the new generation. (1987, p.33–34) 

A distinction between children’s literature and YA literature is emphasised by Head, 

who argues that whereas ‘Rose describes books written for the child-within-the-adult; 

[YA fiction is] written for the adult-within-the-child’, and that YA fiction challenges 

the construction of childhood (1996, p.28). Hunt agrees, stating that YA fiction sits in 

a kind of ‘no-person’s land between writings for adults (so-called) and writings for 

children (so-called)’ (1991, p.82). He contends that historically, children’s literature 

was viewed as monological, or as having only one possible level of interpretation. 

YA, he argues, challenges this monological view by including ‘unsafe’ themes and 

references (p.84). Trites also positions YA in the liminal, describing a ‘continuous 

tension with novels for children and adults’ (1996, p.2). Lawrence-Pietroni argues 

that YA is ‘in an uncomfortable limbo’ (1996, p.34), and Aidan Chambers accuses 

critics of dismissing YA as ‘beyond serious interest – a bastard and unwanted hybrid’ 

(quoted in Cart 2010, p.154). Caroline Hunt argues that YA titles often get discussed 
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within the broader field of children’s literature, criticising Rose, Dusinberre, Shavit, 

Nodelman, Stephens, Lesnik-Oberstein and Peter Hunt for failing to indicate ‘how 

theoretical issues in young adult literature might differ from those in literature for 

younger children’ (1996, p.34). 

 

Reynolds argues that Dusinberre’s ‘radical ideas’ of children’s literature are 

modernist ones, and that contemporary YA is fundamentally postmodern – that it 

radically reassesses historical assumptions concerning culture, identity and language. 

She posits the theory that if the developments of children’s literature in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries can be seen as planting ‘seedbeds of 

creativity’ (2007, p.14) for future modernist art, YA provides a similar function for 

postmodernism, and whatever is to come next – after all, the adolescents reading YA 

fiction today will grow up to create their own art and philosophies (see Reynolds 

2007; Bradford, Mallan, Stephens & McCallum 2008). Trites also sees YA fiction as 

co-dependent with postmodernism, stating that ‘the YA novel, with its questioning of 

social institutions and how they construct individuals, was not possible until the 

postmodern era influenced authors to explore what it means if we define people as 

socially constructed subjects rather than as self-contained individuals bound by their 

identities’ (2000, p.17). 

 

The postmodern YA novel 

According to Trites, adolescent literature is ‘an institutional discourse that participates 

in the power and repression dynamic that socialises adolescents into their cultural 

positions’ (2000, p.54). She asserts that the structure of the YA novel is closely tied to 

Foucault’s domination/repression dynamic, whereby institutional power lies not in the 

leadership of an individual, but in a kind of social contract between an institution and 

the people it controls, an ‘arrangement whose internal mechanisms produce the 

relation in which individuals are caught up’ (1977, p.202). Foucault argues that order 

is maintained because individuals voluntarily give up their power and don’t engage in 

socially destructive behaviour. He deploys Bentham’s example of the panopticon – a 

prison in the shape of a wheel, with a central watchtower allowing guards to view all 

the cells at once – to explain that citizens hold up their end of the social contract, not 

because they are being watched by various controlling institutions, but because they 

might be (p.203). Trites defines the YA novel of domination/repression as modelling 
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the following structure: the teenage protagonist experiences a form of overregulation 

which results in an unacceptable level of rebellion. The rebellion is repressed and 

replaced with an acceptable, institutionally sanctioned form of rebellion, and the 

protagonist achieves transformation, learning their place within the institution (2000, 

p.39).  
 

This interaction between individual and institution is, according to Trites, present in 

‘virtually every adolescent novel’ (2000, p.23). Trites traces the origin of the YA 

novel not to children’s literature, but to the Romantic bildungsroman (coming-of-age 

novel). Unlike the YA novel, however, Trites contends that the bildungsroman 

concludes with an entering into adulthood that is triumphant and transcendent – a 

final state that brings with it the assumption that forever after, life will be comfortable 

and without disruption (p.15).7 The postmodern YA novel, she argues, is better 

defined as entwicklungsroman – a novel of development or becoming. Instead of the 

novel being a journey into adulthood, the protagonist of the entwicklungsroman 

comes into conflict with an authoritative institution – such as a family, school or 

social group and learns how to manage that conflict:  

YA novels tend to interrogate social constructions, foregrounding the 

relationship between the society and the individual rather than focussing on 

the Self and self-discovery as children’s literature does. (p.22) 

These stories end ambiguously, with the protagonist not coming to rest in adulthood, 

but embarking on the twisting, rhizomatic pathways of the Learning Journey. Ross 

notes that in a YA novel, the events that mark the end of childhood are ‘more apt to 

be threatening – a crisis that involves risks and exacts from the protagonist a higher 

cost of pain than formerly’ (Ross 1985, p.182), and the core of the novel is not the 

steady progression toward signifiers of adulthood (finishing school, romantic and 

sexual coupling), but the ‘change of status that comes with the initiation into new 

knowledge’ (p.177). It is this tension between the romantic notion of self-identity and 

individualism, and the postmodern power-play of social and state institutions that 

Trites argues makes YA literature fundamentally political, and what distinguishes it 

from children’s literature (2000, p.25). Reynolds concurs, asserting that the impulse 

                                                
7	Trites’	criticism	of	the	androcentric	limitations	of	the	term	bildungsroman	will	be	discussed	in	
Chapter	Three.	
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of YA fiction is ‘not to turn away from the possibilities growing up offers but to 

embrace them and to learn about yourself in relation to them’ (2007, p.22).  

 

Trites argues that ‘institutions are more powerful than individuals, but that individuals 

who engage their own power can affect the shape of the institution’ (2000, p.25). This 

kind of YA novel is what Reynolds identifies as ‘creative’. She posits that there are 

three ‘spheres’ of YA fiction: ‘(1) books that trivialise adolescents, (2) nihilistic 

fiction, and (3) books that celebrate adolescent creativity and agency’.8 Reynolds 

asserts that this third category of YA fiction has the potential to be transformative and 

offer ‘radical responses to culture’ (2007, p.77). Like Trites and Reynolds, Bradford 

et al. argue that YA novels about alternate world orders employ ‘transformative 

utopianism’, and perform crucial cultural work by ‘challenging and reformulating 

ideas about power, identity, community, the body, spatiotemporal change, and 

ecology’ (2008, p.2). 

 

Like Rose, Nodelman is pessimistic about this radical, transformative potential of 

children’s and YA literature. He compares writing about children to Western 

historical writing on Orientalism, stating that to write about children (or the Orient), 

one must not belong to it, and must position it as Other, not quite human and unable 

to speak for itself (1992, p.29). He claims that by speaking for the young, we 

effectively silence them, and rewrite their narratives to suit our own agendas: 

Believing that these texts describe an ideal childhood – childhood as it ought 

to be – and perceiving a gulf between this ideal childhood and the real 

behaviour of children we know, we work in literature and life to make 

children more like the ideal – to restore to them a ‘childhood’ they appear to 

have lost sight of. (p.33) 

Unlike Rose, Nodelman offers a way forward. In order to contain the colonisation and 

oppression of children and childhood, he suggests that we begin viewing children and 

young adults as individuals, rather than a hypothetical concept, operating ‘as if the 

humanity children share with us matters more than their presumed differences from 

us’ (p.34).  
                                                
8	Chapter	Three	will	revisit	these	three	spheres,	offering	a	defence	of	the	first	category	and	arguing	
that	Reynolds’	definition	fails	to	acknowledge	the	subversive	nature	of	seemingly	narcissistic	‘chick-lit’	
novels	such	as	Meg	Cabot’s	The	Princess	Diaries	(2000)	and	Ready	or	Not	(2005).	
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Acknowledging this tension between adult writer, child protagonist and child reader 

allows children’s literature theory to move away from the pedagogical approaches of 

the 1970s and 1980s, and sit in a broader sphere of literary criticism (see Nikolajeva 

1996, Thacker 2000). Myers calls for a New Historical approach – problematising the 

relationship between text and context and recognising the ideas of ‘background’ and 

‘history’ as social constructions. This approach, Myers argues, would embed socio-

historic context into literary criticism, making evident not only the ways in which 

culture affects literature and literary discourse, but also how children’s literature in 

turn affects culture: 

[By] shaping the psychic and moral consciousness of young readers but also 

performing many more diverse kinds of cultural work, from satisfying 

authorial fantasies to legitimating or subverting dominant class and gender 

ideologies, from mediating social inequalities to propagandising for causes, 

from popularizing new knowledges and discoveries to addressing live issues 

like slavery and the condition of the working class. (1988, p.42) 

This New Historicism mirrors Foucault’s call for a literature that doesn’t impede ‘the 

free circulation, the free manipulation, the free composition, decomposition and 

recomposition of fiction’ (1998, p.221). These new forms of literature and literary 

criticism destabilise the author/reader binary, opening up new possibilities for YA 

literature beyond didacticism and pedagogy, towards a politics of radical social 

reordering. 

 

 

The ideology of adolescence 

Despite the emergence of the teenager as a major advertising market, the political and 

social power of adolescents has been considerably diluted since the 1960s (Reynolds, 

2007). Reynolds argues that the ‘us-them’ dynamic of teenagers versus adults is no 

longer clearly defined, resulting in adolescents no longer having an ‘exit velocity’ to 

propel them out of the family home and into adulthood (p.75). Reynolds also 

maintains that the cultural and social terrain traditionally assigned to teenagers has 

become congested – with tweenagers at one end, and liberal parents, aging rockers, 

‘kidults’ and ‘cultural necrophiliacs’ at the other (p.77). Giroux argues that the 

cultural impact of teenagers is managed largely by a media trying to sell teenage 
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culture to adults and pre-teens, and that when teenagers are denied the opportunity to 

control their own cultural narrative, adolescence becomes an ‘empty category 

inhabited by the desires, fantasies and interests of the adult world’ (1998, p.3).  

 

Similarly concerned about the commercialisation of childhood and adolescence, Zipes 

warns against a ‘homogenization of culture’ for children (2001, p.5), identifying 

childhood as a kind of cultural battlefield. On one side are what he calls the 

‘activists’, who lobby to sanitise and regulate popular culture in order to protect 

children, who they view as innocent and passive victims. On the other side there are 

the ‘realists’, who see children as active and creative participants in society, who have 

the potential to ‘transform the material objects of their culture to bring about greater 

choice and freedom in life’ (p.xii). Positioning himself somewhere between these two 

groups, Zipes argues that although children are active participants in culture, they are 

‘participants in processes and games that are rarely of their own making’ (p.xiii). He 

identifies literature as a key element of this ‘dumbing down’ of culture, pointing out 

that as a child develops a consumerist addiction to mass-market series books, ‘the 

young, curious reader is transformed into a homogenised reader, dependent on certain 

expectations and codes that make it appear the world is manageable and comforting’ 

(p.8). Zipes blames both the conservative right’s promotion of deregulation, and the 

liberal left’s insistence on freedom of speech, for this homogenisation of cultural 

products – in particular the transformation of literature into just one other kind of 

promotional tie-in, alongside DVDs, games, food and fashion (p.11). 

 

The institutions which traditionally shaped and influenced young people – the family, 

schools and churches – have been replaced, Zipes argues, by the ‘homogenous market 

forces that confuse the issue of freedom and choice and equate the power to buy with 

the power to determine one’s own destiny’ (p.12). For Zipes, the actual content of a 

book is largely irrelevant – instead it is the process of acculturation that acquiring it 

and reading it produces, which he identifies as commercial, political and disturbing 

(p.34). The solution, he explains, is to shift the educational emphasis away from 

functional literacy and performance in standardised tests, and instead ‘seek to 

cultivate pedagogical, social and cultural practices that enable children to think for 

themselves and to develop sensitivities that make them aware of their fellow creatures 
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as humans and not as competitors and consumers’ (p.22), echoing Dewey’s 1928 

appeal to ‘educate with social change in view’ (quoted in Apple 2013, p.55). 

 

The adolescent disempowerment brought about by this congested, commercialised 

youth culture is reflected in young people’s perceived lack of interest in current 

affairs and politics, argues Buckingham (2000). He asserts that ‘young people are not 

defined by society as political subjects, let alone as political agents’, and that even in 

the areas of political and cultural debate that specifically concern them – such as 

education – the discussion takes place ‘over their heads’ (p.218–9). This dismissal of 

adolescents is reflected in YA literature, argues Trites, who contends that while 

children’s literature is often a celebration of ‘childness’, YA literature, despite 

ostensibly validating youth, in fact too often delegitimises teenagers, ‘adolescentness’ 

and immaturity, and imparts the message that the protagonist (and by implication the 

reader) must give up their teenage identity in favour of adulthood and maturity, 

rejecting the empowering structure of the entwicklungsroman in favour of the closed-

off endings of the bildungsroman (2000, p.85).  

 

Here again we return to Rose, Dusinberre and Nodelman’s paradigm of the superior 

adult writer, imparting wisdom to the impossibly innocent child in order to shape him 

or her into a socially acceptable form. Despite being declared dead by Barthes and 

Beardsley, the author(ity) figure whom Foucault warns is ‘the principle of thrift in the 

proliferation of meaning’ (1998, p.221) is alive and well in the didacticism of YA 

literature. Reynolds, however, maintains her optimism, suggesting that instead of 

forcing teenagers to conform to a particular ideal, books for adolescents are more like 

‘blueprints for living in culture as it exists’. These blueprints provide teenage readers 

with the tools to imagine the world differently, and provide pathways to creatively 

engage with social and political institutions, in recognition of the fact that ‘children 

will not just inherit the future, but need to participate in shaping it’ (2007, p.14).  

 

Teenagers online 

Responding to the difficulties faced by adolescents in shaping a new youth culture in 

a problematic and crowded social arena, Reynolds suggests online space as an 

important site for teenage social and cultural experimentation. She doubts its ultimate 

cultural impact though, citing the internet’s ‘relative invisibility and tendency to 
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operate outside the mainstream economic nexus’ (2007, p.77).9 Applebaum also 

recognises the transformative potential of the internet as being particularly pertinent 

to teenagers, stating that: 

Young people, having been denied the right to vote or be elected, and thus 

being dependent on adults to represent their political and social needs, may be 

one of the chief groups to benefit from this online alternative political sphere. 

(2004, p.259) 

She argues that the struggle for online regulation, censorship and supervision is less to 

do with protecting vulnerable minors, and more closely reflects an institutional ‘fear 

of young people’s potential political power’ (p.259), noting that, with few exceptions, 

children’s and YA literature fails to interrogate online space as a potential site for 

adolescent resistance and empowerment.10 

 

Despite the ambivalence of Western society in general to young people using the 

internet (see Applebaum 2004), ties between reading literature and online engagement 

are growing stronger – after all, as Cart points out – when we go online, we do not 

surf at all, we read (2011, p.330). A 2008 US study found that nearly two-thirds of 9–

17 year olds surveyed had visited a website to extend a literary reading experience – 

whether it was visiting an author’s website or taking part in online fan activities. The 

same study found that ‘high frequency internet users are more likely to read books for 

fun every day’ (Scholastic), further highlighting the convergence of adolescent 

literature and online culture.11 

 

Online heterotopia 

Boellstorff argues that ‘the foundational feature of virtual worlds is that they are 

places’ (2011, p.215). The internet in particular is a place, but a destabilised one, 

                                                
9	However,	Reynolds	wrote	those	words	prior	to	2007,	so	it	is	possible	that	the	significant	cultural	and	
economic	impact	of	social	media	sites	such	as	Facebook	and	YouTube	were	not	yet	fully	understood.	

10	Applebaum	notes	that	‘a	quick	look	at	titles	published	in	the	last	ten	years	shows	that	children’s	
books	in	which	protagonists	send	owls	are	increasingly	prevalent,	while	it	is	still	rare	to	find	books	in	
which	they	send	emails’	(2004,	p.251).	Chapter	Two	of	this	thesis	will	explore	Cory	Doctorow’s	Little	
Brother	(2008)	a	rare	text	featuring	online	space	as	a	site	of	potential	resistance	and	transgression.			

11	This	convergence	can	currently	be	observed	in	the	BookTube,	Bookstagram	and	Booklr	
communities	on	social	media	platforms	YouTube,	Instagram	and	Tumblr,	respectively).		
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‘located not in one place, but an endless and multiple set of relations between sites 

constituted through a myriad of ever-changing connections’ (Hetherington 1997, 

p.146). Rymarczuk and Derksen agree, arguing that on the internet, the binaries of 

private/public and work/social are blurred, the boundaries rapidly becoming obsolete 

(2014, p.6). Similarly, Kern claims that the internet contains ‘alternative semi-public 

spaces and realms’, and that online spaces are where any and all scenarios and social 

orders can be suggested and enacted, whether utopian, dystopian or heterotopian 

(2008, p.114).12 

 

The heterotopian potential of online space is explored in detail by Handlykken, who 

charts the evolution of online space, from the parallel ‘cyberworlds’ of the 1980s, 

through the 1990s theory of ‘hybrid space’ and Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto (2011, 

p.24). Today’s digital spaces, she argues, are increasingly interactive and immersive. 

These spaces are transformative for participants ‘who no longer are only users, but are 

also creating the digital city’ (p.23). Today’s digital spaces are, according to Sassen, 

frontier zones which can bring about ‘a new type of cross-border political activism, 

one centred in multiple locations yet intensely connected digitally’, where ‘new forms 

of politics are possible’ (2011, p.188–9). These transformative experiences are 

creating new kinds of activism, argues Handlykken (p.35) pointing out that young 

people in particular are constructing their concept of reality from both physical and 

online spaces (p.26). She cites Deleuze’s concept of becoming, an ongoing 

transformative process mirroring the open-ended nature of the entwicklungsroman 

(p.31). 

 

Online fan-spaces, Rambukkana argues, ‘offer a potential as zones where other 

practices, discourses, and consciousnesses can form or circulate with partial 

autonomy from the constraints upon those practices, discourses and consciousnesses 

in other societal spheres’ (2007, p.68). He stresses that the various ideologies that 

compete for attention within online spaces are not always compatible, forming instead 

an alternative or radical public sphere where ideology and protest combine with 

humour and emotion, thereby drawing the attention of the general public (p.69). The 

                                                
12	A	more	thorough	introduction	to	and	analysis	of	Foucault’s	theory	of	heterotopia	can	be	found	in	
the	Critical	Framework	section	of	this	thesis.	
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heterotopia ‘is capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several 

sites that are in themselves incompatible’ (Foucault, 1986, p.2), so online fandom 

becomes an interstice of fictional, social, political and virtual spaces, where 

individuals can ‘disturb and threaten with collapse our age-old distinction between the 

Same and Others’ (p.5). 

 

Participatory culture and affinity-identity 

Jenkins defines these online spaces as ‘participatory cultures’, and offers five 

identifying features. Firstly, the online space must have ‘relatively low barriers to 

artistic expression and civic engagement’; secondly, it must place emphasis on 

support and sharing creative output with others; thirdly it must facilitate a kind of 

informal mentorship; fourthly members must believe that their input and contribution 

is valued and matters; and finally members must feel socially connected to each other 

(2009, p.5). Fandom is a largely online activity where participation results in 

innumerable benefits, including social play, improved communication and literacy 

skills and civic engagement (Jenkins 2009, p.7). Deploying Gee’s four aspects of 

identity, Jenkins demonstrates how these online cultures or ‘affinity spaces’ are ideal 

learning environments. 

 

Identity is defined by Gee as being ‘a certain kind of person’. He identifies four 

related aspects: identity developed from forces in nature; identity bestowed by 

authorities within institutions; traits recognised in discourse with other individuals, 

and experiences shared within ‘affinity groups’ (2000, p.102). Gee argues that 

although the four aspects are closely linked and inter-related, throughout the course of 

history Western society has tended to privilege one of these aspects over the others – 

historically foregrounding nature-identity, then institution-identity and discourse-

identity as fundamental hallmarks of modernism and postmodernism. The fourth 

aspect, affinity-identity, Gee argues, is gaining prominence via primarily online 

networks in what he terms ‘new capitalism’ (p.103). 

 

The move towards postmodernism constitutes a process, Gee argues, whereby people 

are ‘set free (or, at least, come to want to set themselves free) from the demands of 

tradition, religion and the state’ (p.125), and must form an individualised identity as a 

life ‘project’. Zembylas and Ferreira agree, describing identity as being ‘fragmented, 
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multiple, contradictory and both subject to radical historicalisation and always in the 

process of becoming’ (2009, p.3).13 This resisting of institutional control is Trites’ 

defining characteristic of the YA novel. Following on from Reynolds’ argument that 

YA provides teenagers with ‘blueprints’ enabling them to see how they might 

challenge these institutions and help shape the world, Gee’s affinity spaces become a 

site for rehearsing and even enacting those challenges. Activism, play and creativity 

forge common endeavours that ‘bridge differences in age, class, race, gender and 

educational level’ (2009, p.9). In this sense, affinity spaces can be seen as being 

synonymous with Hetherington’s definition of the heterotopia as being ‘sites 

associated with alternate modes of social ordering that are expressions of a utopian 

special play’ (1997, p.13). 

 

Affinity-identity, Gee argues, is composed of ‘sets of distinctive experiences’ (such as 

attending conventions, reading and writing fan fiction, communicating with other 

fans) and engaging in distinctive practices. Gee defines an ‘affinity group’ as 

comprising people who may be socially diverse:  

They may share little besides their interest in, say, Star Trek. What people in 

the group share, and must share to constitute an affinity group, is allegiance 

to, access to, and participation in specific practices that give each of its 

members the requisite experiences. The process through which this power 

works, then, is participation or sharing. [emphasis in original] (p.112) 

Unlike the other three identity aspects, Gee emphasises that affinity-identity is 

something one must actively choose to join and participate in. Online affinity-spaces 

– or ‘cognitive intelligence’ according to Levy (2000) – provide alternate orders and 

new, decentralised sources of power that ‘allow grass-roots communities to respond 

effectively to government institutions’ (Gee, p.115). Jenkins expands on this, citing 

Blau’s claim that the creative capital generated by amateurs, fans and hobbyists will 

re-shape the media landscape, ‘tear[ing] apart some of the categories that organise the 

lives and work of media makers’  (2009, p.40). 

 

The gaps 

                                                
13	See	also	Hall	1994,	Harre	&	Gillet	1995,	Potter	&	Wetherell	1990.	
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Combining the left-leaning egalitarian roots of twentieth century children’s literature 

with the individual versus institution narrative of Trites’ postmodern novel leaves us 

with the contemporary YA text, a hybrid site of contradiction, ambiguity and 

impossibility.  Rose, Dusinberre and Nodelman’s concern about children’s and YA 

literature as being a form of adult-centric colonisation sits in conflict with Reynolds’ 

optimistic positioning of YA as blueprints for radical thought. Add to this the 

precarious political and cultural positioning of teenagers themselves, and it becomes 

clear that the YA novel is inseparable from notions of social politics and ideology. 

However, the political nature of the YA novel is rarely explicit in the context of 

narrative realism. In the texts analysed by Trites and Reynolds, identity politics, 

schools and religion are often deployed as metaphors for the state, but there are few 

realistic novels in which teenagers literally interact with politics and politicians. The 

first five novels analysed in this thesis are both implicitly and explicitly political – 

depicting teenagers who engage with politics and politicians, as well as 

problematising their relationships to the various institutions that shape their identities. 

 

YA novels in which adolescents challenge established institutions of power are 

potentially heterotopian, as they cast the protagonist into sites of deviance – such as a 

school, a prison, a cupboard under the stairs, or a bleakly violent reality TV show (in 

the case of The Hunger Games). These protagonists then form communities with 

other characters, and ultimately allow the protagonist (and by extension the reader) to 

experience the crisis heterotopia, stepping outside the political hegemony and creating 

new spaces where development and transformation can occur. 

 

By applying the criteria outlined in the Critical Framework, I will evaluate seven YA 

texts through the heterotopian lens, arguing that it is spaces of crisis and deviance that 

allow teenage protagonists to achieve the transformation and development identified 

by Trites and Reynolds, as well as experimenting with new social orders, as argued by 

Bradford et al. and Hetherington. 

 

I will then explore the ways in which the ‘affinity-spaces’ of online fandom as 

identified by Gee and Jenkins act as extensions to these fictional heterotopian spaces. 

Adolescent readers can place themselves within the text via fan-created works, or 

apply the diegetic experience of transcendence to engage in real-world social activism 
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as outlined by Baillie et al., such as the Harry Potter Alliance’s earthquake relief 

efforts in Haiti. These politically motivated YA literary fandoms allow for 

development and subversion of hegemonic discourse and, most importantly, create 

new spaces that open up possibilities for teenagers to bring about genuine social 

change. 

 

 

Chapter One 

 

Social resistance and the utopia of democracy 
 

Instead, he kissed me again and said, “Well, we’re going to have to try, aren’t 

we?” And I knew he was talking about politics, and I also knew he was talking 

about us.  

 Wide Awake (Levithan 2009, p.15) 

 

Despite, or perhaps because of the exclusion of young people from the political 

process, YA literature often features adolescent protagonists who gain some degree of 

power and agency. Most of these titles are dystopian – Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger 

Games (2008), Veronica Roth’s Divergent (2011), Victoria Aveyard’s The Red Queen 

(2015) – positioning the teenager as an oppressed hero, surrounded by jaded and 

disempowered adults and controlled by a small autocratic dictatorship. This chapter 

will focus on two titles that are unusually utopian in focus – Janet Tashjian’s Vote for 

Larry (2004) and David Levithan’s Wide Awake (2006).14 In both novels, the teenage 

protagonist’s journey is not to overthrow a dictatorial oppressive regime, rather it is to 

reveal the goodness in humanity that has existed all along. 

 

Stability, Somay argues, is the fundamental end goal of the fictional utopia, an 

ideological construct designed to ‘persuade the audience into an acceptance of the 

                                                
14	Vote	for	Larry	is	the	middle	book	in	a	trilogy.	The	first	book,	The	Gospel	According	to	Larry	(2001),	
tells	the	story	of	Josh,	a	teenager	who	becomes	an	internet	celebrity	guru,	advocating	a	lifestyle	of	
anticonsumerist	asceticism.	In	Larry	and	the	Meaning	of	Life	(2008),	Josh	finds	a	guru	of	his	own	at	
Walden	Pond.	
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stable, closed and ‘ordered’ structure of the utopian locus’ (1984, p.25). The author’s 

own ideology (both surface and passive) is inseparable from the utopian text, as it is 

presented in a ‘finished, unchanging form’ (p.25). It does not attempt to engage the 

reader in a dialogue of ideas, nor attempt to problematise the reader’s assumptions 

about what is considered to be ‘right’ and ‘good’, standing as a direct counterpoint to 

the cynical interrogation of institution depicted in the postmodern dystopian novel. 

 

 

The adolescent revolutionary 

YA novels of political empowerment rely on potentially heterotopian spaces – sites of 

deviance, where the adolescent protagonists are imprisoned or enslaved (such as the 

arena in The Hunger Games, or the Spackle labour camp in The Ask and the Answer 

(2009) by Patrick Ness), or secret spaces where this enslavement can be escaped, such 

as the disused Rusty fairground in Uglies (2005) or, similarly, an abandoned Luna 

Park in Glenda Millard’s A Small Free Kiss in the Dark (2009). These spaces produce 

a kind of dissonance in the reader – they are familiar yet transformed into something 

mysterious and fantastic. In contrast, the transformational spaces of Vote for Larry 

and Wide Awake seem both familiar and mundane at first – a bus, a shopping mall, 

and a public protest/festival. 

 

The two novels discussed in this chapter place teenagers at the centre of US 

presidential elections – spaces from which adolescents are generally excluded.15 In 

these novels, the two adolescent protagonists (Josh in Vote for Larry and Duncan in 

Wide Awake) gain a level of political power and agency that is far in excess of that of 

the average American voter. Unlike the YA dystopia, the two texts discussed in this 

chapter are primarily utopian, and focus on the role of the child/adolescent within the 

US democratic political process. 

 

Benjamin suggests that children exist in a kind of privileged space outside of 

capitalism, as they have no concept of commodities. This outsider status enables 

children to wield a revolutionary power which has the potential to rehumanise society 
                                                
15	Legal	voting	age	is	between	18–21	in	every	nation	in	the	world,	with	the	exception	of	Nicaragua,	
Ecuador,	Austria,	Brazil	and	Cuba	where	it	is	16,	and	East	Timor,	Indonesia,	North	Korea	and	Sudan,	
where	it	is	17.	
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(2006). Ventura argues that Benjamin’s view of childhood is romanticised and 

dependent on class, and that it is naive to suggest that children exist outside 

ideological structures. She reappropriates Benjamin’s somewhat idealistic and 

outdated theory, stating that ‘if a child is revolutionary outside the capitalist system (if 

a child can even be outside the capitalist system), then entry into that system refigures 

constructions of childhood and insists on new types of resistance’ (2011, p.90). She 

applies the concept of the ‘multitude’ from Marxist critics Hardt and Negri to the YA 

novel. Unlike the concept of ‘the masses’ – a powerless position of global capitalist 

alienation – ‘the multitude’ is a collection of singularities. Hardt and Negri argue that 

all citizens are alienated and oppressed, and all have the potential to enact social 

change (2004, p.86). In contrast, Marcuse focuses on the individual, stating that a 

citizen can enact change without having to mobilise everyone else to do so as well 

(1991). Marcuse’s individual is a product of capitalism, consumerism and technology. 

Ventura argues that both Marcuse and Benjamin’s youth subject is simplistic, one-

dimensional and idealised, but that Hardt and Negri’s is multitudinal and can: 

... overthrow a dominant power structure that exploits their use-value on the 

level of production, not because they are children but because they work 

together in an inclusive model of change. (2011, p.96) 

The adolescent in YA literature, Ventura argues, exists as an individual voice as part 

of the multitude. Unlike Benjamin’s idealised child revolutionary, the YA protagonist 

is repositioned and defined in terms of individual agency, power and resistance (p.92). 

Vote for Larry’s adolescent presidential candidate, Josh, is aware of this power-of-

individuals, and relies upon it to deliver his speeches and sermons, which galvanise 

the youth of America into action: 

We’re the ones who make your coffees, serve your food, clean your houses, 

watch your kids. And what do we get in return? Wages so low we have to 

work two jobs, with no health care, no benefits. In what kind of universe does 

that make sense? We’re only important to you as consumers, when we’re 

spending our hard-earned money on your STUFF. This is OUR country too – 

we deserve a say in things. (p.60) 

Josh’s words echo Ventura’s analysis of Anderson’s Feed (2002), where she 

describes the dystopian social condition, where ‘human subjectivity is erased and the 

identity of the consumer is the only available space to occupy’ (p.92). Unlike their 

dystopian counterparts, the utopian spaces of Wide Awake and Vote for Larry attempt 
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to present democracies that are participatory and inclusive, alongside new models of 

consuming that reshape the adolescent as a socially responsible, politically active 

citizen. 

 

 

 

Made-up and un-made  

The spaces explored in Vote for Larry seem to be teeming with heterotopian potential. 

Larry’s campaign headquarters is a disused theatre, a space that Foucault singles out 

as being capable of imposing ‘one after the other, a whole series of places that are 

foreign to one another’ (1986, p.25). An empty field transformed into the Larryfest 

music festival is a slice in time, time in its ‘most flowing, transitory, precarious 

aspect’ (p.24). The repurposed yellow school bus which the campaign uses as a 

touring vehicle not only represents both Josh’s youth and the Peace Party’s strong 

educational focus, it is also a ‘floating piece of space, a place without a place, that 

exists by itself’ (p.27) – an office, a symbol and a mode of transport, maintaining its 

existence regardless of location. 

 

The most significant transformative space in the novel is the make-up counter at the 

Bloomingdales department store, where Josh’s deceased mother used to work. Josh 

goes to Bloomingdales when he wants advice from his mother, perching on a 

makeover stool, closing his eyes and asking his mother a question. Josh then 

interprets overheard snippets of conversation from passing shoppers as his mother’s 

answers, and acts accordingly. The irony of someone as anti-consumeristic as Josh 

gaining solace and focus in the make-up section of a department store is not lost on 

the reader. Josh reappropriates the commercial space of the shopping mall for his own 

spiritual purposes, transforming the space around him, just as it transforms him. Josh 

experiences two powerful revelations at the make-up counter. The first is his decision 

to run for President, and the second to persevere and trust in the innate goodness of 

the American people when it looks like all hope is ended. 

 

Kern argues that the shopping mall is depoliticised, the ‘ultimate heterotopian, 

phantasmagorical, enclosed safehaven’ (2008, p.106).  She explains that private 

security services make sure that undesirable social groups – rowdy teenagers, the 
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poor, the politically volatile – are removed. Shoppers are protected from ‘contentious 

viewpoints – rallies, petitioners, religious zealots’ (p.106). Whereas Koolhaas 

bemoans that shopping malls are the only public space left, Kern argues that the 

idyllic democracy of the agora was never truly public, as it wasn’t accessible to 

women, slaves, or other individuals deemed not to be true citizens (p.113). Like Hardt 

and Negri, Crawford claims that to truly consider ‘public space’, we must rethink our 

definition of ‘public’, from a single homogenous entity to a series of ‘counter-

publics’, where multiplicity and contestation are defining characteristics (1995, p.9). 

For Crawford and Kern, the heterotopian space of the shopping mall represents 

diversity, and the opportunity to enact and produce public space. Kern refers to 

Foucault’s definition of liberty as a practice: 

It is somehow arbitrary to try and dissociate the effective practice of freedom 

by people, the practice of social relations, and the spatial redistributions in 

which they find themselves ... Each can only be understood through the other. 

(Foucault 1984, p.245–6) 

Liberty and diversity tangle within the spaces in which they are enacted, making the 

shopping mall a contradictory space. It is a site that is set apart from reality, forbidden 

to those deemed socially unacceptable – the violent, the homeless, the aggressively 

political – yet it allows for multiple social groups to operate and exist simultaneously, 

with relative freedom. It is a space that serves multiple, seemingly incompatible 

functions – it is social, professional, commercial, public and private. Within this 

contradictory space of the mall sits the make-up counter, a site where individuals are 

made-up and made-over, transformed from reality into fantasy. The make-up counter 

is the place where the transformation brought about by the shopping mall is made 

literal – you leave there literally, physically changed, with a new face.  

 

Hetherington links Foucault’s heterotopia to Bakhtin’s theory of the carnivalesque, a 

theatrical spectacle in which normative binary codes are inverted, primarily via the 

use of masks and costume (1997, p.28). This rewriting of what constitutes normative 

appearance and behaviour situates the body as Other – grotesque and potentially 

dangerous. By placing this transgressive, ‘made-up’ body in the social space of the 

market (or in the case of Vote for Larry, the shopping mall), the space itself takes on 

this character of hybridity and ambivalence (p.29). However, Hetherington is careful 

to note that the transformation of the marketplace into a transgressive space is 
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theatrical, temporary and tolerated by authority. He argues that any transformations 

that take place within it ‘should be seen as another mode of ordering rather than an 

absolute break with order’ (p.30). The make-up counter is transgressive in this limited 

sense – it does allow Josh to resist hegemonic power structures, but its power is not 

great enough to open up new ways of thinking and being. 

 

Despite a playful intertextuality,16 the novel’s tone is undeniably didactic, sprinkled 

with inspirational quotes from political figures, and heavily seasoned with 

sensationalist statistics and facts. Despite this, many of Josh’s ideas are idealistic and 

unrealistic, and despite his claims of demographic equality, the high-ranking 

campaign staff are overwhelmingly white, middle-class and heterosexual (lesbian 

communications director Lisa is the only notable exception). Josh fails to address a 

key question in his campaign – is a white, male, heterosexual, middle-class teenager 

any more representative for the majority of US citizens than the other candidates? Is 

he offering a true alternative to the normative order of things? 

 

 

The crisis of the individual 

Despite his vow to run an honourable campaign, the novel makes it clear that Josh 

isn’t the paragon of virtue that he presents to the world. As he preaches honour and 

equality, he spends most of his time scheming about how to convince Beth, his 

running mate, to cheat on her boyfriend with him (and in doing so betraying Josh’s 

own girlfriend Janine). He’s vain, worrying about his terrible haircut and feeling 

jealous when Beth’s boyfriend is hailed as one of People’s 50 Most Beautiful People 

In the World (p.145). He may be an online anti-consumerism guru and inspirational 

presidential candidate, but Josh is still very much a teenage boy.  

 

When Josh’s campaign is destroyed by his nemesis ‘betagold’, he loses everything – 

including his girlfriend Janine. Seeking solace, Josh returns to his spiritual source – 

                                                
16	The	novel	features	many	cameos	including	John	Kerry,	George	Bush,	Matt	Groening,	John	Stewart	
and	Bono.	Josh	often	references	the	first	Larry	book	in	self-deprecating	footnotes,	and	Tashjian	
deliberately	situates	Larry	within	the	context	of	the	United	State’s	history	of	philosophical	and	
political	protest	–	from	the	Boston	Tea	Party	to	Thoreau’s	On	Civil	Disobedience	to	Rosa	Parks	and	
Cesar	Chavez.	
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the make-up counter at Bloomingdales. But this time, his questions go unanswered. 

His mother is gone. At the make-up counter, Josh is un-made. Stripped of everything 

that held meaning for him, he breaks down and grieves for what he has lost – Janine, 

the trust of the Americans who supported him, and most of all for his mother. In this 

moment of crisis, Josh feels empty, with nothing left to give. He realises that he has 

lost his sense of self – he is no longer an individual within the multitude: 

But I didn’t have to preach to a million people to move civilization forward; 

offering a hungry person a bowl of soup was contributing too... I had been 

trying to fix the outside world without fixing the inside one first – a giant 

mistake. (p.190) 

Josh’s moment of crisis leads to his transformation – the realisation that in order to 

make the world a better place, he must start by making himself a better person. Josh’s 

political experience mirrors his personal one – he doesn’t win the election, and he 

doesn’t get either of the girls he’s been lusting after. But just as he leaves the political 

landscape of the US transformed (the 28th Amendment means that 18-year-olds can 

now be President, voter turnout has increased by 230%, and young people have 

gained an acknowledged and powerful political voice), so is Josh himself 

transformed. His exit from society is markedly different to the angst-ridden, miserable 

faked death at the end of The Gospel According to Larry. Instead he goes with the 

knowledge and support of his family, with a new-found optimism that the world can 

be changed, although this change is limited to his fixed, utopian worldview.  

 

Vote for Larry is a very literal example of what Somay identifies as a ‘referendum 

utopia’ – a text which asks the reader to uncritically endorse the utopian vision of the 

author. These texts are fundamentally limited, Somay argues, not merely because they 

assign dogmatic values to people and actions, but because they determine ‘the 

negative within the same problematic as the positive pole, whereby it remains 

entrapped in an alternative wholly dictated by the status quo’ (1984, p.34, emphasis in 

original). In Vote for Larry, the reader is given a single alternative to the dominant 

political forces of the United States. By remaining within the US democratic 

paradigm, the reader is not encouraged to seek out different ways of thinking and 

being, rather they are urged to literally vote for Larry – the only choice made possible 

by the author’s utopian ideological framework. 
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Considering the criteria for identifying the heterotopian YA novel outlined in the 

Critical Framework, it becomes clear that while Vote for Larry is certainly utopian in 

vision, it cannot be considered heterotopian. Although the book concludes with Josh 

embarking upon the Learning Journey of the entwicklungsroman, no real attempts 

have been made to disrupt the common order of things. Instead of resisting the 

dominant paradigm of ideological hegemony, Josh wants to assimilate more people 

into the political machine. Josh and his friends aren’t looking to un-make or re-make 

the political landscape of the United States; they merely wish to make it more 

inclusive, albeit in a limited sense. The novel’s didacticism reinforces the ever-

strengthening barrier between left and right-wing ideology, denying the reader any 

space to enact new models of resistance and social change. 

 

 

Wide Awake 

David Levithan’s Wide Awake (2006) is the story of gay, Jewish teenager Duncan, in 

the weeks following the election of Abe Stein, the US’s first gay Jewish president. Set 

some decades in the future, Duncan’s world is an egalitarian utopia of diversity and 

inclusion. Levithan states in an interview that Wide Awake is ‘the novelist’s version of 

a protest song’ (2007). The novel is undeniably full of hope and often profoundly 

moving. However, like Vote for Larry, Levithan’s clear-eyed idealism frequently 

strays into didacticism and the reinforcement of existing ideological binaries. There 

are no right wing characters that occupy a morally defensible position – all are 

portrayed as bigoted villains. They carry crudely worded placards of hatred  – ‘THE 

OVAL OFFICE IS NO PLACE FOR A SODEMITE [sic]’ (p.189) – and refuse to let 

their children play with the children of Stein supporters. The novel comes to a climax 

when Duncan and his friends offer some of their food to the hungry children of the 

anti-Stein protesters. When footage of the violent reaction of the anti-Stein adults is 

made public, a recording is leaked which assures Stein’s victory.  

 

The individual moment 

The potentially heterotopian spaces in Wide Awake are almost identical to those in 

Vote for Larry – the shopping mall, the bus, and a large public protest/music festival. 

However, these spaces in Wide Awake operate in significantly different ways. 
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Duncan and Jimmy travel to Kansas on a bus with their fellow volunteers from the 

Stein campaign. All ages, genders, sexualities, religions and races are represented on 

the bus, united in their belief in Stein and his deserved victory. But before long, things 

begin to unravel. Duncan explains: ‘We were driving through the middle of the 

country in the middle of the night. I’d lost track of the place in the same way I’d lost 

track of the time’ (p.107). The bus reveals itself to be a site of crisis, a point between 

the binaries of moving/stationary and private/public. Foucault’s description of the 

train as heterotopian can be equally applied to the bus, as ‘something through which 

one goes ... Something by means of which one can go from one point to another, and 

then it is also something that goes by’ (1986, p.23). In the non-place of the bus, the 

everyday rules of society are broken down. Jimmy hints to Duncan that their 

relationship might not last forever, hurling Duncan into a spiral of anxiety and 

uncertainty. This anxiety is exacerbated when teenage Mira discovers her girlfriend 

Keisha hiding down the back of the bus, kissing much older fellow-campaigner Sara. 

The optimism and togetherness of the group is destroyed, and suddenly Duncan’s 

faith in their mission is shaken. 

I had no idea where we were, only were we’d started and where we meant to 

go... With so many people crying in the close darkness of our bus, with so 

many uncertainties about what would happen to us, it seemed strange to think 

that this was our reality. But I guess that’s what it was. And it was changing 

all the time. (p.114) 

The bus becomes a site of unmaking, breaking down relationships and setting 

individuals adrift. Duncan is struck by the impermanence of things that he thought 

were set in stone. Finally, the bus itself is unmade, and can no longer function as the 

roads become too congested, the group abandoning it and heading to the protest 

ground on foot. Duncan leaves the pieces of his previous reality behind with the bus 

and heads forward into the transgressive space of protest – a space outside of time 

where he will be transformed and remade, providing him with the potential to reshape 

his (and with it, America’s) political reality. 

 

Foucault identifies the fairground as a heterotopia linked to time ‘in its most flowing, 

transitory, precarious aspect ... these marvellous empty sites on the outskirts of cities 

that teem once or twice a year with ... heteroclite objects’ (1986, p.25). The pro-Stein 

rally is held in a park in downtown Topeka, which, like Larryfest, transforms quickly 
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into a kind of open-air festival, with tents, sleeping bags and live music. Foucault 

explains that ‘the heterotopia begins to function at full capacity when men arrive at a 

sort of absolute break with their traditional time’ (p.25). The protest/festival is a space 

outside time. It highlights the fleetingness of time and the importance of shared 

moments. It compares the big things – protests, presidents – to small, seemingly 

inconsequential acts of kindness, and argues that both can change the world. 

 

Jimmy’s birthday is approaching, and Duncan wants to get him something special. It 

is at the de-commercialised shopping mall that he catches a glimpse of his impending 

transformation – he realises that the perfect gift isn’t a material thing. It can’t be 

bought. Whereas Josh’s shopping mall acts as a site of crisis and transformation, 

Duncan’s is a suggestion – a glimpse of a new model of capitalism that reshapes the 

consumer as active, empowered and rehumanised.17 For Duncan’s birthday, Jimmy 

planted a tree outside his window. The tree is a gift of time – of slow, spreading 

growth, of deep-rooted permanence. Duncan sees it as a metaphor for their 

relationship, and he wants to give Jimmy something just as meaningful. But after the 

crisis Duncan experiences on the bus, he no longer feels like Jimmy will welcome a 

gift of permanence. As time unravels in the protest/festival site, Duncan’s own 

transformation occurs, and he realises that, just as the multitude is made up of discrete 

individuals, the concept of forever is made up of discrete moments, each with their 

own unique value. His gift to Jimmy, therefore, is the gift of a single moment: 

The two of us: awake in the pause, enjoying the ordinary within the 

extraordinary, each moment only slightly different from the last. My thoughts 

drifting to him. His thoughts drifting to me. 

Momentary, permanent. 

Permanent, momentary. 

My birthday present: the ease of the day. This small stop. The beat that keeps 

me going. (p.175) 

It is this gift of momentary time that demonstrates Duncan’s transformation. In the 

crisis space of the bus, Duncan worries about permanence – the longevity of his 

relationship with Jimmy, the stability of Keisha and Mira’s relationship, the certainty 
                                                
17	This	new	model	of	consumption	marks	Wide	Awake	as	utopian.	Compare	with	MT	Anderson’s	Feed	
(2002),	where	individuals	are	utterly	passive	and	dehumanized	consumers,	oppressed	by	the	weight	
of	global	capitalism.	
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of Stein’s election. But the heterotopian space of the protest gathering transforms him. 

He understands that longevity is constructed out of small moments. At the beginning 

of the novel, Duncan worries that as an individual, he isn’t able to make a difference – 

his presence in Kansas won’t affect the result of the election. But in the 

transformational space of the protest, he comes to understand that it is individual 

moments in time, and individual moments of kindness, that change the world. It is his 

generous offer of food to the ‘enemy’ that sets in chain a series of events which end 

up ensuring Stein’s victory. 

We’d done it. 

The Jesus Freaks and the gay kids. The old soldiers and the students who 

couldn’t drive yet. Lovers and friends and exes and couples and female 

fathers. Every skin, every mix, every religion. People from Kansas and people 

from far beyond Kansas. 

We’d done it. Because we had to. Because it was right. (p.216) 

In the alternative space of the protest/festival, all individuals become revolutionary 

subjects, each with his or her distinct motivations, desires and goals. Hardt and Negri 

explain that power is reappropriated by the multitude, which self-organises into a 

‘cooperative convergence of subjects’ (2000, p.441), which can challenge traditional 

power structures and bring about an inclusive social change that incorporates all 

citizens. Duncan recognises this together-but-distinct power of the multitude, 

explaining that ‘from above we’d look like a gigantic mass, but under a microscope 

we’d be divided into our own cells, talking and eager with anticipation’ (p.140). Like 

cells, the distinct individuals and groups divide and recombine to form new 

connections, each triggering crises and transformations, until there is a simultaneous, 

‘spontaneous realisation that another world is possible’ (Foucault 1986, p.24), and the 

multitude acts as one, many voices coming together to bring about change. 

 

However, despite this realisation, other worlds are not realised or even considered. 

Like Vote for Larry, change is profoundly limited, constrained by the boundaries of 

the existing US political system. While Duncan, like Josh, is fighting to make the 

system more inclusive, his mission is revealed as even more conservative. Believing 

that the election results have been tampered with, Duncan and the other protesters are 

not attempting to create transgression, but to prevent it, to return things to the status 

quo. Their ability to achieve justice and transparency within the dominant ideological 
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system demonstrates that like Vote for Larry, Wide Awake is simply conservative, not 

heterotopian. 

 

By crudely presenting dissenting viewpoints (the violent, illiterate right wing 

protesters) as Other, Levithan ultimately preserves the rigid binary system of the 

hegemony, ‘preserving one side while negating the other, rather than radically 

transforming the opposition itself in its entirety’ (Somay 1984, p.28). By not 

permitting any alternative choices outside the constrains of the conservative/liberal 

binary, or indeed outside of the US democratic system of election and government, 

Levithan creates a utopia which reveals ‘the totalitarian in all of us, for the simple and 

sufficient reason that whatever a utopia’s ostensible government, it is always ruled by 

an absolute tyrant, the author’ (Disch quoted in Somay 1984, p.30).  

 

Conclusion 

Ventura argues that ‘young readers require better knowledge of their capacity for 

social change and that the literature and scholarship can remedy this by 

acknowledging more collective models of citizenship outside of idealised youth 

status’ (2011, p.92). Whereas dystopian fiction presents a future where individuals are 

isolated and dehumanised, Vote for Larry and Wide Awake rehumanise the masses. 

Adolescents in dystopian fiction are lone individuals in a sea of faceless political 

corruption and mindless consumerism. In contrast, Josh and Duncan are surrounded 

by goodness and positivity, a multitude of individuals standing up and being heard as 

one, not out of any singular selfish interest, but because it is simply the right thing to 

do. They aren’t outside the system, they are part of the system. They are asking to be 

recognised by the system as valid. In the novels’ alternative spaces, individuals reach 

a crisis point which galvanises them to engage in protest and action, causing 

individual transformations which, in turn, transform the political landscape around 

them, albeit in a fundamentally limited sense. Seigel, Frazier and Sartorius argue that 

since the Cold War, the concept of revolution has become fused with the idea of 

nationalism – that nation is always the end point to revolution, which fundamentally 

undermines any potential for radical change (2012, p.4). This fixed, stable utopia of 

nation as the pinnacle of human development offers only a closed locus, with no 

space for the reader to challenge the status quo, or imagine alternative models of 

change. Somay argues that the utopia’s promise of hope is ultimately false, ‘offering 
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meaningful solutions to social problems when there exists no possibility of such 

solutions: they are devices of patronising, benevolent deceit’ (1984, p.33).  

 

The authorial didacticism of these texts denies the reader any opportunity to actively 

trouble the ideological paradigms of the status quo. Despite the prevalence of protest 

discourse and radical rhetoric, neither Josh nor Duncan attempt to redefine the order 

of things. Both are campaigning to get a (white, male) individual democratically 

elected to the US presidency. Neither questions the role of the President, nor the 

structure of the US political system. Neither is attempting to challenge or redefine the 

definition of democracy or capitalism, nor do they acknowledge the existence of any 

nation outside the US. Although Josh is attempting some (relatively) minor 

adjustments to the system (such as allowing an 18-year-old to run for President), he 

never questions its legitimacy or fundamental structure. In fact, both Josh and Duncan 

are devoted to purifying the system of American democracy, as Josh explains: 

Our democracy had been turned into a spectator sport while we sat around 

watching TV. We lamented the fact that the fastest growing political party was 

the group of people who didn’t vote at all. (p.34) 

Both believe that the US democratic system has become somehow corrupt and 

weakened, and wish to restore and improve it to make it more energetic and 

participatory. Hollindale refers to the author’s power to ‘recommend an improved 

world, reflecting not what it is but what he hopes it might be’ (p.33). The ideological 

climate of both Vote for Larry and Wide Awake is inescapably didactic. Liberals are 

positioned as the footsoldiers of true democracy, and conservatives are positioned as 

unthinking bigots. Neither book presents a third way, or any possibility of other ways 

of thinking or being outside an oppositional binary system of left-wing and right-

wing. This closing off of alternative routes to social change makes the author’s 

ideology the only possible choice for readers, maintaining the author/reader binary 

and failing to open up new possibilities in the ‘gaps and breaches… left empty by the 

author’s disappearance’ (Foucault 1998, p.209). 
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Chapter Two 

 

Acts of resistance: Little Brother and the illusion of 

adolescent agency 
 

“You’re talking about attacking my home, but as far as I can tell, you’re the 

only one who’s attacked me lately. I thought I lived in a country with a 

constitution. I thought I lived in a country where I had rights. You’re talking 

about defending my freedom by tearing up the Bill of Rights.”  

 Little Brother (Doctorow 2008, p.67) 

 

Cory Doctorow’s Little Brother is the most explicitly political book discussed in this 

thesis. Doctorow admits that his intention for the novel is pedagogical and 

instructional, that the book is ‘a verb and not a noun… it’s a thing you do, not just a 

book you read’ (p.4).18 The novel tells the story of Marcus, a Californian teen hacker 

who is detained in a secret facility after a terrorist attack destroys the San Francisco 

Bay Bridge. Determined to avenge what he sees as egregious violations of his 

freedom and privacy, Marcus – using the pseudonym M1k3y – creates an army of 

adolescent troublemakers using the Xnet – a secret, untraceable operating system 

running through a hacked Xbox gaming console.  

 

Levels of ideology 

Hollindale explains that sometimes, ‘the conscious surface ideology and the passive 

ideology of a novel are at odds with each other, and ‘official’ ideas are contradicted 

by unconscious assumptions’ (1988, p.31). This ideological conflict is present in 

Little Brother, where Doctorow’s explicit, radical objectives are starkly contrasted 

with the novel’s conservative core. 

 

                                                
18	As	discussed	in	the	Critical	Framework,	examining	authorial	intent	becomes	a	valid	activity	when	
interrogating	the	various	levels	of	ideology	that	operate	upon	a	text.	In	the	case	of	Doctorow,	his	
intent	is	made	explicit	in	the	text	itself	–	in	both	the	introduction	and	conclusion	to	the	novel,	
Doctorow	reinforces	his	desire	that	the	book	be	used	as	an	instructional	manual,	a	tool	for	resisting	
authority	and	bringing	about	social	change	(p.5).	
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Doctorow is open and unapologetic about the pedagogical, didactic nature of Little 

Brother. The novel is peppered with instructional and expository geek trivia – 

everything from the technical history of SMTP email protocol, to Live Action Role 

Playing, to how to hack an RFID tag. Often, the book reads not like a novel, but a 

manual. Doctorow explains his reasons for writing the book in the Introduction: 

DO SOMETHING. This book is meant to be something you do, not just 

something you read… You can use the ideas to defeat censorship and get onto 

the free internet, even if your government, employer or school doesn’t want 

you to. (p.7) 

The surface ideology of Little Brother is anti-authoritarian, paranoid about security 

and vehemently opposed to all government invasions of privacy and restrictions on 

freedom. Doctorow hopes that the novel will create a new youth activism movement, 

and asks readers in his Introduction to email him stories about ‘people who’ve used 

technology to get the upper hand when confronted with abusive technology’ (p.8). 

Baillie et al. argue that in order to break boundaries and bring about social change, we 

must explore other ontologies or ways of thinking and being, to open up new, non-

linear, unpredictable pathways through liminal space (2012, p.12). Despite 

Doctorow’s bold declaration, the didactic tone of Little Brother fails to open up any of 

these ambiguous heterotopian paths, and therefore cannot lay claim to any form of 

radical ideology. 

 

Little Brother shares much in common with the previously discussed Wide Awake and 

Vote for Larry. All three novels feature a white, male, middle-class protagonist who 

feels that America’s system of government is broken, and needs to return to the more 

pure, idealistic form of democracy as outlined in the US Constitution. The three 

novels also share similar alternative spaces – a politically motivated outdoor rock 

concert, and a transformative public centre (in Wide Awake and Vote for Larry it is a 

shopping mall, in Little Brother it is San Francisco’s manufactured Civic Centre). 

Like the novels previously discussed, the alternative spaces in Little Brother are 

restricted by rigid binary oppositions. The characters are unable to break free of these 

constraints, and transformation and development is limited.  
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Treasure Island 

Marcus is initially detained in an unknown location that turns out to be Treasure 

Island – an artificial island in the San Francisco Bay, created in 1939 and named for 

Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel of the same name. The island has served various 

purposes – initially it was a venue for the 1939–40 Worlds Fair, then it was a naval 

base during World War Two. During the 1980s it was redeveloped into film studios, 

and is currently undergoing further redevelopment into a residential area. In the novel, 

the island is all but abandoned, and this site – named for a fictional space and having 

so many different faces of its own – is the first of several alternative spaces that 

Marcus must negotiate in order to develop and transform. Foucault explains that 

prisons are heterotopias of deviation, places ‘in which individuals whose behaviour is 

deviant in relation to the required mean or norm are placed’ (1986, p.25). Marcus is 

taken there because he is deviant – he was skipping school and thus stepped outside of 

officially sanctioned adolescent behaviour. When he resists attempts at questioning, 

he is classified as deviant, and is detained further. Treasure Island is a site of 

contradiction – it is a part of the city, yet outside it. It belongs to the US Navy, and yet 

the operations being carried out there are clandestine and outside the legal boundaries 

set up by the US Constitution. Marcus is held without charge, he has no access to a 

trial or legal representation, and he is subjected to a simulated execution through 

waterboarding. Upon release, Marcus’s friends want to go to their parents and tell 

them everything, but Marcus disagrees. He wants a more personal revenge: 

“This is me and them, now. I’ll beat them, I’ll get Darryl. I’m not going to 

take this lying down. But once our parents are involved, that’s it for us. No 

one will believe us and no one will care. If we do it my way, people will care.” 

(p.87) 

Although the alternative space of Treasure Island is not a positively transformative 

one, it does set Marcus on his path. Its existence as a place ‘outside of all places, even 

though it may be possible to indicate [its] location in reality’ (Foucault 1986, p.22) 

allows Marcus to similarly step outside the system while remaining within it, 

recognise that the deviance for which he was detained is reflected in the faces of his 

detainers. This offers Marcus a new way of being, where he is simultaneously part of 

the world and not part of it. 

 

 



 

 52 

The Xnet 

The first criterion for identifying and evaluating the heterotopian YA novel is that the 

text must contain spaces that empower characters to resist hegemonic power 

structures. Resistance is a defining theme of Little Brother, and the primary site of 

resistance is a clandestine online space, or the Xnet. Much of Marcus’s interaction 

with the world happens through technology. His leisure time is largely occupied with 

Instant Messaging with friends, gaming, and various kinds of coding and hacking. His 

identity is shaped by his online activities, to the extent that without it – when he is 

imprisoned on Treasure Island – he becomes utterly helpless, unsure of how to 

navigate a world where technology isn’t an option.  

 

The internet is a powerful space, comprising many different aspects of heterotopia. It 

is ‘capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in 

themselves incompatible’ (Foucault 1986, p.23), as well as representing an ‘absolute 

break with traditional time’ (p.23). It comprises flowing, transitory events, as seen in 

Instant Messaging and Twitter, as well as ‘a sort of perpetual and indefinite 

accumulation of time in an immobile place’ (p.25) as seen in sites like Wikipedia, and 

the WayBack Machine. 

 

YA dystopian fiction traditionally explores negative aspects of technology, reflecting 

an adult anxiety ‘born of the Romantic perception of childhood as innocent combined 

with the fear of being left behind in the technological race’ (Applebaum 2004, p.154). 

These titles, such as MT Anderson’s Feed (2002), Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger 

Games (2008) and James Dashner’s The Maze Runner (2009) position technology as 

a dangerous and destructive force used to oppress free-thinking. In contrast, Little 

Brother positions technology as an ideologically neutral tool that can be used to both 

oppress and liberate. Technology in Marcus’s world is everywhere – a virtual 

panopticon of gait-recognition cameras, RFID tracking tags, laptops that log every 

mouse-click and keystroke, and a variety of other intrusive, privacy-invading 

spyware. But instead of turning away from technology, Marcus learns to appropriate 

it for his own purposes: 

My technology was working for me, serving me, protecting me. It wasn’t 

spying on me. This is why I loved technology: if you used it right, it could 

give you power and privacy. (p.80) 
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In detention, Marcus is adrift and powerless outside the system. But online, he can 

choose to step outside it – he can liberate himself and begin to operate as a free agent, 

a kind of vigilante empowered to ‘make societal and political changes’ (Rymarczuk 

and Derksen 2014, p.29).  In online spaces, Marcus becomes M1k3y. No longer can 

he be oppressed, detained and tortured. His movements are not logged, recorded and 

reported to the government. M1k3y is free, and M1k3y has power. Moulthrop states 

that in science fiction, technology is presented as ‘a heterotopia, an otherplace not 

zoned in the usual ways for property and performativity’ (1991, p.702). The Xnet 

provides Marcus with a place where he can change his identity, where power is 

decentralised and boundaries of identity, privacy and control become fluid. 

 

Dudek and Johnson draw on Bourdieu’s theory of acts of resistance to demonstrate 

the ways in which anti-authoritarian protagonists in YA narratives use technology as a 

means of achieving social justice, and by doing so ‘make a direct address to the reader 

to use their technological expertise in the cause of social justice’ (2011, p.185). 

Bourdieu claims that citizens perform acts of resistance as a way of challenging, 

resisting and subverting the imposed ideology of a hegemonic force. Dudek and 

Johnson focus this theory on adolescence, explaining that:  

Young people construct their own websites to subvert hegemonic norms or 

expectations and claim that these cyberspaces are approximate and virtual 

representations of their identity. (p.189) 

They compare Little Brother with Brian Faulkner’s Brain Jack (2011), which also 

depicts a technologically adept teenager interacting with the DHS after a terrorist 

attack, but here, the protagonist is hacking for the government, and technology itself 

is the villain. Dudek and Johnson describe Brain Jack’s representation of technology 

as epitomising a ‘neoliberal ideology in which the safety of young people remains in 

the hands of adult gatekeepers or other higher beings’ (2011, p.192). Despite its vastly 

different depictions of technology, it is interesting to note that Little Brother also 

ultimately validates the ideological conclusion that ‘adult gatekeepers’ are the ones 

who should protect children, directly contradicting Doctorow’s ‘direct address’ and 

call for real world acts of resistance. 
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Gaming 

Games and gaming play a central role in Little Brother. Marcus plays an Alternate 

Reality Game (ARG) called Harajuku Fun Madness, a kind of scavenger hunt that 

releases clues leading to both online sources and real-world locations, inverting and 

contesting space, time and reality, making a heterotopia par excellence. It is a new 

clue in this game that causes Marcus to sneak out of school on the day of the terrorist 

attack, and leads him to being at the centre of the drama and consequently arrested. 

This ARG literally wrenches Marcus from reality itself, depositing him in a world 

where he – an everyday teenager – is simultaneously a terror suspect and the General 

of an army of dissidents. 

 

As well as the online forums, messageboards and blogs that Marcus uses as part of the 

Xnet, he also transforms online gaming spaces into political ones.  Marcus plays an 

online role-playing game called Clockwork Plunder which involves pirates made of 

clockwork that have to be ‘wound up’ by other players in order to go on treasure-

hunting missions and quests. McNamee argues that gaming spaces are heterotopian: 

The playing of video games by children can be seen as a strategy for 

contesting spatial boundaries … a video game is a kind of heterotopy – it can 

be seen as a place without a place, where on a 2D screen (or monitor) a 

(sometimes) 3D unreal, inverted and mythical space is there for the player to 

control and contest. (2000, p.484) 

Although Marcus struggles for control in the real world, in Clockwork Plunder he is 

king. When he decides to hold a press conference to explain that he and the Xnetters 

are not urban terrorists, his girlfriend Ange suggests he hold it in Clockwork Plunder 

– a kind of neutral, depoliticised territory where Marcus can protect his anonymity, 

and everyone will have an opportunity to ask and answer questions. This subversive 

space – ‘a sort of simultaneously mythic and real contestation of the space in which 

we live’ (Foucault 1986, p.23) – promises a new kind of equality, where teenagers, 

adults, professional journalists and political dissidents can speak with equal voices.  

Unfortunately, the promise of equality is an illusion. A space such as this should 

function as a powerful site of heterotopian transformation, but it does not. Marcus 

describes the crowd at the press conference: 

You could easily tell who the press were: they were the noobs who played 

their characters like staggering drunks, weaving back and forth and up and 
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down, trying to get the hang of it all, occasionally hitting the wrong key and 

offering strangers all or part of their inventory, or giving them accidental hugs 

and kicks. (p.250) 

The journalists are not as technologically literate as Marcus and the Xnetters, and they 

are therefore at a disadvantage. They cannot function or fully participate in this online 

gaming space, and so although the binaries of adult/child and authority/dissident are 

reversed, they are nonetheless maintained. 

 

Marcus’s hacker army are members of a restrictive cultural elite. The Don’t trust 

anyone over 25 slogan prohibits adults from engaging in the movement, and the 

methods used to access the Xnet require not only advanced technical skills, but also 

constant and unrestricted access to the internet, as well as other electronic devices 

such as cameraphones (which were not as ubiquitous when the book was first 

published in 2008), that may not be available to individuals from less affluent 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Foucault claims that some heterotopias seem to be 

openly accessible, but in fact conceal an exclusionary nature. He explains, ‘everyone 

can enter into these heterotopian sites, but in fact that is only an illusion – we think 

we enter where we are, by the very fact that we enter, excluded’ (1986, p.26). This 

practice of exclusion is evident in the Xnet community’s frequent use of ‘l33tspeak’ – 

a sociolect of online communities, especially prevalent amongst gamers and hackers. 

Although l33tspeak is said to have developed to counteract search engines and 

content filters (Sherblom-Woodward 2002), it is no coincidence that ‘l33t’ refers to 

the word ‘elite’, creating a cultural boundary to define status and ‘unearth wannabees’ 

(Blaskhi 2005, p.77). Marcus displays this elitism from the very beginning of the 

novel, making disparaging comments about anyone who is ‘far enough behind the 

curve that you still call the internet “the information superhighway”’ (p.9). This 

division of people into digital natives and digital immigrants creates what Johnson 

(2009) claims is a postcolonially problematic unjustifiable binary which does not 

allow for any fluidity between these positions. 

 

How then, does Little Brother stand up against the second criterion for the 

heterotopian novel – that it must disrupt accepted ideology and the common order of 

things, opening up new possibilities for thinking and being? Marcus’s final act of 

resistance comes in the form of a ‘Vampmob’, a kind of public, real world game in 
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which participants dress as vampires and try to ‘kill’ warring tribes by shouting 

‘bitebitebitebitebite’. Up to a thousand young people gather in San Francisco’s Civic 

Centre early one morning, wearing white facepaint and plenty of black clothes, to 

disturb the early morning commuters. Marcus cites urban studies activist Jane Jacobs 

to tell the reader about organic city spaces: ‘it’s the opposite of a planned space, like a 

mall. It feels like a wild garden or even a wood: like it grew.  You couldn’t get any 

further from that than Civic Centre’ (p.321). Marcus purposefully chooses this space 

for his final transgression – so that he can transform the city’s most soulless and 

emotionally empty space into a site of play. This is the opposite of Marcus’s efforts to 

turn Clockwork Plunder into a professional press conference venue. Instead of turning 

play into business, he turns business into play. 

It was like going back to the playground, to the epic games of tag we’d play 

on lunch breaks when the sun was out, hundreds of people chasing each other 

around. The adults and the cars just made it more fun, more funny. (p.324) 

And for a while it works. Marcus is determined to make this protest a friendly one – 

one to show the media and the people of San Francisco that they are not ‘Cal-Qaeda’, 

but well-intentioned dissidents, like his beloved Yippies levitating the Pentagon in 

1968. But like the other actions of the Xnetters, his plan isn’t inclusive. The 

‘isolationist urge’ of the Xnetters maintains a hierarchical divide, a ‘self-imposed 

enclosure’ that is a defining characteristic of an ideologically restrictive utopian 

community (Somay 1984, p.32). The commuters caught in the middle of the 

Vampmob are not invited to join in the game or the joke. When the police turn up and 

order the mob to disperse, the Xnetters all fall down on the ground coughing, 

pretending that they’ve been gassed. Panic ensues among the adult commuters and 

homeless people in the area, and the crowd is actually gassed by the police. Because 

the binaries of adult/child, luddite/hacker, authority/dissident are unable to break 

down and become fluid, the playspace cannot function as a site of transformation, and 

the Vampmob is a failure. Foucault explains that the role of the heterotopia is to 

‘create a space of illusion that exposes every real space, all the sites inside of which 

human life is partition, as still more illusory’ (1986, p.27). The potential heterotopias 

explored in Little Brother – Treasure Island, the Xnet, Clockwork Plunder and the 

Vampmob – all fail to bring about transformation because, instead of exposing the 

illusory nature of human order, these sites reinforce the barriers which divide us. 
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Little Brother fails the second criterion of the YA heterotopia, as it cannot relinquish 

these divisive binaries and open up new ways of thinking and being. 

 

Ideology and idealism 

Doctorow’s passive ideology is revealed in Marcus’s idolisation of writers and 

activists from the past. Marcus avidly reads Kerouac and Ginsberg, and views the 

political activism of the 1970s as the pinnacle of resistance and social change. Despite 

his reliance on cutting-edge technology, Marcus shows a nostalgic reverence for the 

‘old technology’ of paper books and libraries. In fact, he risks suspension at the 

beginning of the novel when he is attempting to sneak out of school in order to save a 

library book with an RFID tracker on it. Although it would be easier to just ditch the 

book, Marcus fears that without its tag, the book will never be reshelved and read by 

others. This curious decision implies that for Marcus, the authoritarian space of 

school is there to be subverted, as are hospitals, public transport and civic spaces. But 

the institution of the library is a sacred, utopian space,19 where rules must be followed 

and integrity must be maintained. 

 

Like Wide Awake and Vote for Larry, Little Brother argues that the US has become 

somehow perverted, and that it must return to an imagined former state of democratic 

purity. The book does not interrogate the system or methods of democracy, or the 

framing of the US political system through the Constitution. For Marcus, the system 

has become broken, but once fixed, everything will be perfect. There is an element of 

unacknowledged hypocrisy in this, as he is working outside of the system in order to 

achieve his goals. In a classroom debate, Marcus argues with Charles, an 

unrelentingly conservative bully.20  

“The founders of this country said that governments should only last for so 

long as we believe that they’re working for us, and if we stop believing in 

them, we should overthrow them.” 

Charles shook his head. “That was hundreds of years ago!” he said. “Things 

are different now!” 
                                                
19	See	Somay	(1984)	for	more	on	the	links	between	the	sacred	and	the	unattainable	stability	of	the	
utopia.	

20	Like	Wide	Awake	and	Vote	for	Larry,	conservative	viewpoints	in	Little	Brother	are	painted	as	
illogical,	negative	and	cruel.	
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“What’s different?” 

“Well, for one thing, we don’t have a king anymore… We have a 

democratically elected government—” 

“I didn’t vote for them,” I said. 

“So that gives you the right to blow up a building?” (p.181) 

Marcus is horrified when his constitutional rights are waived on Treasure Island, but 

in the classroom feels that, because he didn’t elect the current government, the rules 

don’t apply to him. This is strangely at-odds with his unshakable reliance on and faith 

in the US Constitution. He tells his teacher Mrs Anderson that as US citizens, they are 

‘supposed to follow [the Constitution] absolutely’, and that freedoms outlined in the 

Bill of Rights are ‘absolute’ (p.208). When Charles argues that freedom of speech is 

not without exceptions, particularly in matters regarding ‘libel, obscenity, corruption 

of minors, child pornography [and] bomb-making recipes’ (p.208), Marcus reacts to 

furiously defend the Constitution. Mrs Anderson responds with a ‘fake smile’ and 

informs him that the framers intended the Constitution to be ‘a living document that 

was revised over time… they never intended the Constitution to be looked on like 

religious doctrine’ (p.208). At this point Marcus accuses her of spreading propaganda, 

and is suspended from school. While this scene could be read as ironic, revealing 

Marcus’s own unexamined ideology, the ‘dogmatic and idealised depiction of the 

utopian locus’ in the form of the US Constitution makes it difficult to do so (Somay 

1984, p.30). Marcus fails to recognise the ways in which he is constrained by his 

fantasies of a fixed utopia of unambiguous stability, and as a result is unable to 

embark on the Learning Journey. 

 

Like Vote for Larry and Wide Awake, Little Brother has an underlying core of 

conservatism. Marcus is a white, middle class, heterosexual male, and despite his 

stated desire to overthrow the government, his end goal is to replace it with a new 

government that is more loyal to the US Constitution. Marcus is unable to see ‘outside 

the bounds of nation, [turning] floodlights onto potentially emancipatory ways of 

thinking and organising’ (Seigel, Frazier & Sartorius 2012, p.5). He cannot imagine a 

rebellion that dismantles the centuries-old concept of American Exceptionalism, or 

undermines the perceived sanctity of the US Constitution.21  

                                                
21	Marcus	also	displays	conservative	attitudes	regarding	gender	and	sexuality,	describing	his	
improbably	perfect	girlfriend	Ange’s	sexual	confidence	as	‘aggression’,	and	finding	himself	incapable	
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Hollindale recommends that readers interrogate texts by identifying issues of 

omission and invisibility. He asks, ‘who are the people who “do not exist” in a given 

story? This may mean people who are present but humanly downgraded’ (1988, p.40). 

He also highlights a tendency of literature to convey desirable values through ‘nice’ 

characters, and undesirable values through ‘bad’ characters. Like Wide Awake, there 

are no ‘nice’ conservatives in Little Brother. Marcus’s school principal Mr Benson is 

described as having ‘painfully obvious saggy man-boobs’, and barely suppresses a 

‘sadistic smile’ as he suspends Marcus (p.212). His teacher Mrs Anderson is 

portrayed as a narrow-minded conservative – blonde, Southern and ‘pretty in a 

wholesome kind of way’ (p.223). Marcus immediately takes a disliking to her for her 

use of ‘Mrs’ instead of ‘Ms’, implying that she rejects feminist values. When Marcus 

returns from his suspension, Mrs Anderson greets him with ‘voluble, sarcastic 

courtesy, asking sweetly how my “holiday” had been’ and seems to be ‘trying to 

provoke [Marcus] into saying something so she could throw [him] out’ (p.261). The 

only conservative teenager in the novel is Charles Walker, whose entirely legitimate 

disagreements with Marcus’s politics are undermined by Marcus’s descriptions of 

him as being ‘a bully who also snitches’ (p.38) with ‘a sharp, skinny face… wet, large 

eyes and big lips, and when he got excited he looked a bit like a fish’ (p.195).  

 

The true villains of Little Brother are the DHS, who are presented as being wholly 

corrupt, sadistic military officials, complete with ‘severe haircuts’ and ‘dispassionate, 

even robotic’ expressions (p.56). Police are presented without humanity or 

compassion: 

The police moved in in lines, carrying plastic shields, wearing Darth Vader 

helmets that covered their faces. Each one had a black truncheon and infrared 

goggles. They looked like soldiers out of some futuristic war movie. They 

took a step forward in unison and every one of them banged his truncheon on 

his shield, a cracking noise like the earth splitting. (p.194) 

This dehumanisation of the police and the military serves to validate Marcus’s 

paranoia, and justify his crusade against the DHS. In Little Brother, all authority 

figures are villains – whether they be teachers, law enforcement officers or politicians. 

                                                                                                                                       
of	telling	an	unconscious	and	broken	Darryl	that	he	loves	him	because	the	phrase	is	‘weird	to	say	to	
another	guy’	(p.357).		



 

 60 

The President’s chief strategist is similarly dehumanised by his morally indefensible 

comment that San Francisco is ‘a Sodom and Gomorrah of fags and atheists who 

deserve to rot in hell’ (p.295). Hollindale explains: 

Where the ideology is explicit, it does not matter how morally unanswerable 

the substance is if it speaks persuasively only to those who are persuaded 

already, leaving others with their own divergent ideology intensified by 

resentful bemusement. (1988, p.35) 

By painting all conservatives and authority figures with the same one-dimensional, 

villainous brush, any possible contesting viewpoints are dismissed. This results in a 

novel that, instead of interrogating ideas of politics and agency, merely dictates a 

required ideological position to an implied reader who is already in sympathy with 

Doctorow’s politics. Thus restricted, there is no room for the characters in Little 

Brother to experience the transformative power of the heterotopia, nor for readers to 

occupy any space between text and author. Although Marcus can move easily 

between being himself and M1k3y, this is merely a shift between visibility and 

anonymity. Marcus and M1k3y are for all intents and purposes identical – sharing the 

same ideology, abilities and characteristics. 

 

Acceptable rebellion 

Marcus’s campaigns of destabilisation are largely devoid of social consciousness. He 

is proud when some Xnetters jam the ID cards at a hospital, causing hours of chaos 

and, we can only assume, endangering the health of patients. When he reads in the 

San Francisco Chronicle that a week of Xnetter chaos would cost the city more than 

the Bay Bridge Bombing, he responds with a jubilant ‘Mwa-ha-ha-ha’ (p.132). The 

Xnet’s program of jamming the public transport e-tickets of unsuspecting passers-by 

carries with it an assumption that everyone who uses transport or any other public 

system is somehow a slave to it, and that by participating they are reinforcing the 

brokenness of the political state. Marcus has no awareness of, or compassion for the 

ordinary citizens who are being affected by this – the low-income casual workers who 

might lose their jobs for not turning up on time, the elderly or infirm, or parents 

collecting small children from childcare. He cannot differentiate the masses from the 

multitude, seeing only his fellow dissidents as having worth.  
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The chaos caused by Marcus’s rebellion is suppressed by police, who pepper-spray 

and arrest the young protestors, and make Marcus fear for his life. Confused and 

upset, Marcus finally turns to responsible adult role-models – his parents – who take 

the reins and restore order. Marcus then admits that his whole campaign of civil 

disobedience has been misguided, completely contradicting his original mission 

statement: 

“We can’t fix the world by putting other people at risk. I need to solve the 

problem by telling what I know. I should have done that from the start.” 

(p.352) 

This is deemed by Doctorow’s passive ideology to be an acceptable level of rebellion. 

Marcus is escorted by his parents to the home of Barbara Stratford, a prominent 

journalist, who agrees to tell the story of his detention. Barbara is the only character in 

the novel who crosses the binary divide between adult/youth, luddite/technical elite 

and authority/dissident. She is as paranoid as Marcus is, and has a full arsenal of top-

of-the-line technology at her disposal. But she is also a famous and powerful 

journalist – part of an increasingly obsolete print media establishment that Doctorow 

implies has retained a noble independence and integrity. Marcus’s attempts to 

disseminate information via new, radical networks are unsuccessful – he needs the 

guiding hand of an adult journalist. 

 

The novel closes with Marcus working for the Coalition of Voters for a Free America 

– a charitable non-profit established by Barbara and some ethically conscious 

lawyers. Marcus is blogging22 and working on an alternate reality game designed to 

encourage Americans to register to vote – trying to improve the system from within, 

using legal strategies and resources sanctioned by adults. Ultimately, the issue which 

turns the people of San Francisco around is not having their eyes opened to corruption 

by the actions of Marcus and the Xnetters, instead it is a news article about a helpless 

child being held in illegal detention. Despite its outward appearance as a manual for 

overthrowing the government, the passive ideology of Little Brother echoes Rose’s 

claim that children’s literature is fundamentally conservative, seeking to preserve the 

innocence of children and maintaining the adult fantasy of the impossible child 

(1984). The novel ultimately suggests that the only path to truth and victory is for 

                                                
22	Marcus’s	blog	sounds	not	unlike	boingboing.net,	Cory	Doctorow’s	own	blogging	project.	
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young people to tell adults everything, then stand back as the true heroes of 

democracy – responsible adults and the mainstream media – take care of things. 

 

Although the fictional portion of Little Brother fails to fill the criteria for the YA 

heterotopia, the two afterwords (the first by security technologist Bruce Schneier, the 

second by Xbox Hacker Andrew ‘bunnie’ Huang) come close. These factual accounts 

ask the reader to look at their own world and ask the same questions that Marcus asks. 

Why are there restrictions placed on access to information? Are government claims of 

cybersafety and antiterrorism a smokescreen to keep citizens ignorant, afraid and 

easily controlled? These afterwords blur the line between fact and fiction, opening up 

a true heterotopia – a space between the novel and our own reality, inviting the reader 

to step into a new space, a ‘space of illusion that exposes every real space’ (Foucault 

1986, p.27), a space where the dominant ideology can be subverted and everyday 

teenagers can transform into activist heroes. Doctorow explains in an interview: ‘If a 

book is adopted as an identity marker by a social group, it earns a secondary use that 

goes beyond reading to participating in the community that goes around it’ (2008), 

restating his hope that Little Brother will be such a book. So is it? While Doctorow 

reports that ‘lots of kids/adults say [Little Brother] has inspired them to become 

engineers, programmers, lawyers and activists’ (personal communication 2013), he is 

unaware of any activism that has directly resulted from the novel. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Princess politics: The transgressions of chick-lit  
 

“Wow is having the power to affect change… make people listen. How many 

teenagers have that power?” 

The Princess Diaries (2001) 

 

Previous chapters have explored texts which, despite clothing themselves in 

radicalism, ultimately cleave to a conservative political worldview inscribed with 

rigid binaries, failing to fulfil the criteria of the YA heterotopia. In an attempt to 

escape this ideologically rigid paradigm, we must move away from YA novels about 

young white males who view the US Constitution as a kind of blueprint for the static 

consolation of utopia, and investigate a YA territory that, despite enjoying enormous 

popularity with readers, is virtually untouched by critics and academics. 

 

Never are literary academics more scornful and dismissive than when discussing YA 

chick-lit. Cart describes it as ‘relentless’, ‘imponderable’ and ‘meretricious’ (2010, 

p.98–100). Wolf appeared on Oprah to tell the world that in YA chick-lit, ‘Sex and 

shopping take their places on a barren stage, as though, even for teenagers, these are 

the only dramas left’ (2006). Eccleshare claims that it is ‘the most narcissistic of all 

fictions’ (2004, p.383). Reynolds states that: 

Such books offer no encouragement to their readers to contest and replace the 

adult world of whose body and fashion sense the characters are endlessly 

critical, but encourage a sense of complacency about everything but 

appearance. Global warming, famine, war, disease – any sense of political 

engagement – feature not at all amid the chatter about snogging and 

exfoliating. (2007, p.80) 

Reynolds singles out Louise Rennison’s novels as particularly offensive, noting their 

‘impoverished levels of plot and banal preoccupations’ (p.79), but also mentions 
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Rosie Rushton, Sue Limb and Meg Cabot as similarly heinous offenders.23 Reynolds 

places titles by these into her first sphere of YA – books that trivialise adolescents 

(p.91). 24 This chapter will argue that many of these books instead belong in 

Reynolds’ third category – texts that celebrate teenage agency, and that the entire YA 

chick-lit genre itself is a subversive, radical space. Can YA chick-lit escape the 

political didacticism of novels like Vote for Larry and Little Brother? This chapter 

will highlight the subversive and politically charged Princess Diaries (2000–09) and 

All American Girl (2002–05) series by Meg Cabot. The protagonists of these series – 

Mia and Sam – experience emotional and personal development within creative, 

alternative spaces – namely Mia’s eponymous diary in The Princess Diaries and 

Sam’s after-school art class in All American Girl.  

 

Chick-lit and romance 

Romance and chick-lit for adults are similarly maligned and largely ignored by critics 

and academics alike (see McRobbie 2004, Gill 2006, Whelehan 2009). This scornful 

attitude is not new, of course. Women’s writing has long held a lowly status (see 

Johnson 2006, Pattee 2010), perhaps harking back to an era where ‘Lady Writer’ was 

the first respectable career available to middle and upper class women, and therefore 

seen as radical and dangerous (Rodale 2011). These genres can be confusingly 

contradictory – on one hand they are often highly conservative, featuring 

inexperienced women submitting physically and emotionally to older, richer, 

worldlier men; and on the other the books can be seen as oppositional, creating 

fantasy spaces where women can wield sexual power at the same time as receiving 

deep, nurturing love (Gill 2006). 

 

The teenage girl is a similarly contradictory creature. The media declares that teenage 

girls are ‘deeply superficial’, stirring up moral panic that they ‘grow up too fast, have 

sex earlier, drink more and have become more selfish and acquisitive’, while in the 
                                                
23	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	no	books	by	any	of	these	authors,	despite	winning	multiple	awards	and	
being	trememdously	popular	with	teenage	readers,	have	received	any	serious	academic	attention.	
Running	a	search	for	both	Meg	Cabot	and	Louise	Rennison,	I	found	no	substantial	articles	in	Bookbird,	
Children’s	Literature	Association	Quarterly,	Children’s	Literature	or	The	Lion	and	the	Unicorn.	

24	The	anti-feminist	underpinnings	of	this	criticism	cannot	go	unacknowledged	–	when	male	authors	
(such	as	Nick	Hornby,	John	Green	or	Graeme	Simison)	write	about	romance	and	the	domestic,	they	
are	generally	critically	praised	(see	Wolitzer	2012,	D’Addario	2013).	
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same breath urging parents to be concerned that girls are outperforming boys 

academically across all age groups (Whelehan 2009 p.7). It is perhaps no surprise 

then that teen chick-lit is seen as more shallow and problematic (see Whelehan 2009), 

joining adult chick-lit and romance fiction in the category of books that are widely 

read, but rarely talked about with any critical depth. The difference, perhaps, results 

from a cultural anxiety centred on the sexual power of adolescents, which will be 

explored later in this chapter. 

 

The critical disdain of teen chick-lit is, ironically, one of its greatest assets. Dismissed 

as trivial, the genre is almost invisible to the eyes of overzealous parents and 

educators who wish to restrict teenage readers’ access to texts that offer different 

ways of looking at sex, relationships and power. Cabot’s work reads almost as a 

response to Germaine Greer’s suggestion that popular culture for girls promotes 

homogeneity and submission, instead celebrating difference, diversity and 

‘freakishnesss’ (Whelehan 2009, p.9). The teen chick-lit genre is implicitly 

transgressive. The traditional entwicklungsroman structure is already compromised by 

featuring a female protagonist: 

In the women’s novel of development … the hero does not choose a life to one 

side of society after conscious deliberation on the subject; rather, she is 

radically alienated by gender-role norms from the very outset. (Pratt 1981, 

p.36) 

Teen chick-lit therefore allows female characters to step outside of restrictive 

gendered binaries and explore new ways of thinking and being – the feminist 

heterotopia, described by Tamboukou as a site which creates ‘cracks and ruptures in 

women’s confinement within the private and open[s] up paths to women’s appearance 

in the public realm’ (2004, p.401). Adult chick-lit is defined by female protagonists 

who ‘want it all’ – to occupy traditionally masculine positions such as career 

professional and financially independent – as well as the traditionally acknowledged 

feminine desire for sexual and emotional fulfilment in the form of romantic love with 

a desired partner (Wells 2006, p.49). Bullen, Toffoletti and Parsons describe these 

books as ‘cultural texts’ with political potential, ‘mechanisms through which 

identities are shaped and desires mobilized’ (2011, p.503). The concerns, anxieties, 

desires and contradictions of our own culture – Giroux’s ‘realm of the social’ (1998 

p.62–3) – are reflected, perfected and idealised in chick-lit, forming a heterotopia of 
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compensation (Foucault 1986, p.27), a space that is Other, where the binary of 

independence/dependence is dismantled, and a woman can fulfil the seemingly 

contradictory desires to be financially and professionally independent, as well as 

comfortable in a committed monogamous relationship. These books mark the shift 

from feminism to postfeminism and the acknowledgment that the personal is political, 

a ‘shift from gender politics and solidarity to matters relating to the individual and 

difference’ (Bullen, Toffoletti & Parsons 2001, p.506). This postfeminist, neoliberal 

agenda of choice, freedom, individualism and consumerism is equally evident in teen 

chick-lit, and is clearly represented in Cabot’s novels. There is much fertile ground 

here for feminist and postfeminist research and analysis (see Bullen et al. 2011 

p.501), but that is beyond the scope of this thesis. Instead this chapter will interrogate 

the alternative spaces of these texts, and attempt to situate them within the YA 

heterotopia. 

 

Cinderella strikes back: The Princess Diaries 

The Princess Diaries is a series of eleven novels, presented as the diaries of Mia 

Thermopolis, an ordinary, reasonably unpopular nerdy teenager who is thrust into the 

global spotlight when it is revealed that she is a princess, and heir to the (invented) 

European principality of Genovia. 25 Mia is initially reluctant to take on her role – she 

has never longed for stardom, wishing instead be a journalist, author or campaigner 

for Greenpeace.  

 

Cabot simultaneously embraces and destabilises the traditional fairy-tale narrative of 

the everygirl who becomes a princess. The novels are fun, funny and romantic – yet 

Mia’s growth doesn’t stem from finding the right boy and falling in love. Rather, her 

developmental journey focuses on her discovering and learning to use her newfound 

political power to achieve her own democratic, environmental and liberal goals. It is 

this transformation into a politically active, empowered young woman that allows 

Mia to then pursue and achieve romantic happiness. 

 

                                                
25	The	eleventh	book,	Royal	Wedding	(2015)	is	actually	published	as	an	adult	title.	This	transition	
within	a	series	from	YA	to	adult	fiction	is	unique	and	arguably	transgressive,	as	26-year-old	
protagonist	Mia	is	now	engaging	in	behavior	that	would	be	considered	risky	for	an	adolescent	
protagonist	–	drinking,	sexual	activity	and	pregnancy.	
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The first-person confessional diary format is common to the chick-lit oeuvre, the most 

popular example being Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary (1996). Bullen et al. 

explain that: 

The diary possesses destabilising meta-narratives found in the fact of its 

appropriation of the Pride and Prejudice plot and the celebration of its misuse 

of the conventions of the fictional diary format. This simultaneously allows 

for those who wish to see the truth about their lives reflected in Bridget 

unhampered to do so and for others to sense the unease about what “being 

Bridget” means in broader social terms. (2011, p.505) 

Mia’s diary is a site of crisis – the place where (like Bridget Jones) all her 

innumerable, crippling insecurities and fears are played out.26 The contradictions of 

adolescence form layers of meaning  – Mia’s algebra homework becomes a metaphor 

for her inability to communicate with her boyfriend. Online instant messaging 

transcripts with Lilly become heated debates about whether the new surveillance 

cameras in their school are evidence of a fascist regime (Cabot 2005, p.8). In Mia’s 

diary, all of the real sites found within her personal and social sphere are 

‘simultaneously represented, contested and inverted’  (Foucault 1986, p.22). The 

diary format offers a space that is ‘between place and non-place’ (Dehaene and De 

Cauter 2008, p.5), which allows us to see Mia’s thoughts, how she perceives her 

world, at the same time as applying our own wiser, less hysterical perspective, 

through which we can make assumptions about the true order of things. It is through 

the alternative space of the diary that Mia achieves development – and not just her 

own diary. Researching a speech for an exclusive sorority, Mia discovers the four-

hundred-year-old diary of her ancestress Princess Amelie. In the diary, it is revealed 

that Amelie legally changed Genovia from an absolute monarchy to a constitutional 

monarchy, before dying of the bubonic plague. Despite resistance from her family, 

Mia brings this long-lost secret to light, effectively bringing democracy to Genovia. 

 

There is a playful intertextuality to Cabot’s work. Mia’s tone is peppered with 

references to pop culture and fashion brands, alongside nods to classic literature, 

journalism and art. Her role models are Madonna, Hilary Clinton and Margaret 

Higgins, the first woman to win a Pulitzer for international reporting. When a teacher 

                                                
26	For	more	on	the	heterotopian	possibilities	of	the	diary,	see	Farber	&	Dreyer	(2012),	Millim	(2013).	
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suggests selling candles to raise money for a school dance venue, Mia’s best friend 

Lilly acerbically responds: 

“Are you suggesting we open ourselves up to a nihilistic battle between the 

haves and the have-mores, a la Robert Cormier’s Chocolate War, Mrs. Hill? 

Because we all read that in English class, and we know perfectly well what 

happens when you dare to disturb the universe.” (2006, p.30) 

Lilly’s throwaway comment highlights not only the failure of the literary canon to 

include books like The Princess Diaries, it also reminds us that this is what Mia and 

her friends do – they disturb the universe by offering different ways of seeing and 

doing. They convene daily in their Gifted and Talented class – which is more of a 

holding pen for Albert Einstein High School’s eccentric social misfits, away from the 

cheerleading popularity rat-race of everyday adolescence. Through their eclectic 

social circle, their activism and their political choices, Mia and her friends ‘organise a 

bit of the social world in a way different to that which surrounds them’ (Hetherington 

1997, p.viii), marking them as Other, and the spaces they inhabit as heterotopian. The 

Gifted and Talented classroom is a site of exile – the students are given no specific 

work to do, and the teachers often don’t even turn up – and therefore it has the 

potential to be a site of transformation. Margins, Hetherington explains, are places 

where the disenfranchised can become empowered: 

In marginal spaces, people not only raise their voices to be heard but are seen 

to live different, alternative lives, openly hoping that others will share in their 

vision or at least accept their difference. (1997, p.7) 

Mia’s existence is a contradiction of status: she is a princess who is exiled by her 

peers, within a genre that is commercially successful yet critically marginalised. 

Instead of being, in Germaine Greer’s words ‘dope for dupes’ (quoted in Hollows 

2000), The Princess Diaries series offers a world that is ‘off-centre with respect to 

normal or everyday spaces, one that possesses multiple, fragmented, or even 

incompatible meanings’ (Dehaene & De Cauter 2008, p.3). Moreover, Mia does not 

live exclusively within the pages of The Princess Diaries novels – in the real world, 

she has a blog and a Twitter account, and allegedly attends many star-studded events 

(such as the 2011 wedding of Prince William and Kate Middleton). In the novels, she 

makes many disparaging references to ‘the movie’ made about her life – referring to 

Disney’s 2001 film adaptation of the novel. She complains about the film’s 

inaccuracies (in the film, her father is dead, and her grandmother is nice). She also 
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highlights some of the more politically motivated changes – the Cultural Diversity 

Dance becomes a beach party, Grandmere’s bribery of Greenpeace donations in 

exchange for Mia attending princess lessons becomes money to fix Mia’s convertible, 

and Mia’s close friend Tina Hakim Baba does not appear in the movie because, Mia 

tells us, her overprotective oil-baron father forbade it for security reasons.27 Mia also 

refers to Cabot’s novels – calling them ‘unauthorised biographies’, as well as 

referring to Cabot’s other characters as real people – Samantha Madison from All 

American Girl and Jessica Mastriani from 1800-Where-R-You. These metafictive 

strategies are common in YA chick-lit, destabilising the boundaries between author, 

protagonist and reader. Mallan argues for the ways in which teen chick-lit ‘dismantles 

the divide between private and public space upon which a metanarrative of liberated 

desire and subjective identity are built’ (Mallan 2009, p.44), allowing the reader to 

identify more closely with the protagonist. 

 

Perhaps the most significant example of this interplay between reality and fiction 

happens in the tenth volume of the series, Forever Princess (2009), when Mia’s 

dreams are realised and her historical romance novel is accepted for publication. 

Forever Princess was released simultaneously with Ransom My Heart by Mia 

Thermopolis, published by major romance fiction publisher Avon Books. By 

publishing a book under the name of a fictional character, Cabot is opening up the 

space between author/reader, between real/unreal and exploring the fertile ground of 

the liminal. Here, the author does not ‘refer purely and simply to a real individual, 

since it can give rise simultaneously to several selves, to several subjects’ (Foucault 

1998, p.216). By problematising the concept of ‘author’, Cabot forces readers to 

question their own subjectivity, transforming them from a mere ‘user’, to what 

Baudrillard would term an ‘active engineer of atmosphere’ (quoted in Rymarczuk & 

Derksen 2014, p.28). 

 

Cabot questions both the role of romance fiction and its critical reception through 

Mia, as she discovers romance novels through Tina Hakim Baba: 

                                                
27	Unlike	the	rather	whitewashed	film,	the	books	are	a	smorgasbord	of	cultural	inclusion.	Mia	herself	
is	half	Greek-American,	half	Genovian.	Other	key	characters	are	Jewish,	Saudi-Arabian,	Italian,	
Russian,	African	American,	Indian	and	Asian.	One	character	is	transgendered,	and	a	lesbian.	
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How many times in real life does anybody get amnesia? And when do cute 

young European terrorists ever take anybody hostage in the girls’ locker 

room? And if they did, wouldn’t it be on the day when you’re wearing your 

worst underwear, the kind with the holes and the loose elastic and a bra that 

doesn’t match, and not a pink camisole and French knickers, like the heroine 

of that particular book? (Cabot 2007, p.195) 

In addition to slyly alluding to Mia’s own fairy-tale narrative, Cabot also pokes fun at 

the literary establishment via A Prince Among Men, the pretentious intellectual play 

that Mia’s (ultimately inappropriate) boyfriend JP writes about her. Mia describes her 

character in the play as ‘a kook who is constantly in need of rescuing (which is 

completely inaccurate)’ (2009, p.190), referencing the stereotype of the romance 

novel damsel in distress (Rodale 2011). Rejecting JP and the literary elite, Mia finds 

herself guiltily drawn to reading and writing romance. Her pride on getting her own 

manuscript accepted for publication is dampened by her feelings that romance fiction 

isn’t important. She initially wants to publish under a pseudonym, not wanting to 

bring inevitable shame upon her family for writing a steamy romance, but later 

changes her mind, realising she can earn more money (to donate to Greenpeace, 

which Cabot did with the proceeds of Ransom My Heart) if she uses her true identity. 

She comes to understand that her work has value, that while her beau Michael may 

have invented a robotic surgical arm that may save lives, her novel might ‘make 

someone whose loved one is being operated on by that arm forget about how scared 

she is while she’s in the waiting room’ (2009, p.381). Mia’s journey, then, is not only 

one that moves from ignorance to political power, it is also one that moves away from 

intellectual snobbery, and embraces romance literature as a genre that has the power 

to ‘do good’. 

 

 

‘I had begun, finally, to see.’ – All American Girl 

Like Mia, Sam in All American Girl (2002) is delivered the teen dream – she achieves 

fame. She finds herself plastered on the covers of US Weekly and ET. And like Mia, 

Sam resents the attention: fame wasn’t something that either of them chose, and 

they’d much rather continue to operate under their previous mantle of unremarkable 

teenage anonymity. The transformation that both Sam and Mia experience is the 

same: they realise that celebrity is a responsibility, not a burden, and learn to use their 
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respective positions as a platform to communicate issues that are important to them – 

environmentalism and democracy for Mia, and the right to democratic participation 

for Sam. 

 

In All American Girl, grungy, artistic, unpopular teen Sam inadvertently saves the life 

of the President of the United States, and ends up as the Teen Ambassador to the UN, 

as well as dating David, the President’s son. Sam is very conscious of her position as 

an American and a teen within the broader world, as seen when Sam gets caught 

selling fantasy portraits of her classmates with their desired celebrities: 

In my own defense, I can only state that, for better or for worse, we live in a 

capitalistic society. I was merely enacting my rights of individual initiative by 

supplying the public – in the form of most of the female student population at 

John Adams Preparatory School – with a product for which I saw there was a 

demand. You would think that my dad, who is an international economist with 

the World Bank, would understand this. (2002, p.11) 

Sam is a teenager with a social conscience. Like Mia, she combines celebrities and 

brand names in the same breath as Picasso and DH Lawrence, or statistics about 

world hunger, or how school art programs are ‘invariably the first things cut when 

local boards of education find they are working at a deficit’ (2002, p.14). She has a 

dewy-eyed crush on her older sister Lucy’s boyfriend Jack, a tooth-achingly self-

righteous social activist with a penchant for knee-jerk assumptions of fascist 

persecution. 

 

Sam’s extra-curricular art teacher Susan Boone encourages Sam to draw what she 

sees – a pear, an egg. Sam makes multiple attempts, but Susan Boone is unsatisfied, 

telling Sam that she is drawing what she knows, not what she sees, and that her 

drawings – although aesthetically pleasing – are fundamentally dishonest. Jack tells 

Sam that her creativity is being oppressed, and incites her to rebel. Sam’s insurgent 

enthusiasm is dampened, however, by David, who explains in the art studio that 

‘before you can start trying to change the rules, you have to learn what the rules are’ 

(2002, p.105). As Sam is processing this new information, Susan Boone offers her an 

impossible task – draw a white egg resting on a white piece of silk, using only 

coloured pencils. Sam struggles for a moment, and then experiences a moment of 

enlightenment – she sees purple shadows, pink sunlight, yellow reflection. The art 



 

 72 

studio is a site of transgression, where Sam is encouraged to reject what she knows, 

her concept of the natural order of things, and embrace new possibilities and ways of 

seeing. 

 

Sam initially aligns herself with Jack, swelling with self-righteous rage every time she 

thinks her creative freedoms are being oppressed. But through the transformative 

space of the art studio, she comes to realise that Jack’s rebellion is as fundamentally 

dishonest as her early drawings – he isn’t rebelling against the world that he sees, 

rather the overdramatised, dystopian society of his own fantasies – an ideology made 

of black and white, good and evil, a world of stagnated rebellion and rigid binaries not 

dissimilar to Marcus’s worldview in Little Brother. When Sam experiences the 

transformative power of the art studio, she realises the limitations of Jack’s form of 

rebellion. His entry into a teen art competition that she is judging is dramatic, but 

fundamentally dishonest: 

It depicted three disillusioned-looking young guys standing around in the 

parking lot outside of the local Seven Eleven, stamped-out cigarettes at their 

feet and broken beer bottles lying around, the shards of glass sparkling like 

emeralds. It spoke eloquently of the plight of the urban youth – of the 

hopelessness of our generation. (2002, p.252)28 

The competition is titled From My Window, and Sam knows that Jack can’t see a 

Seven Eleven outside his window, because he lives in a mansion surrounded by leafy 

trees in a posh Bethseda suburb. Jack’s level of rebellion is not only unacceptable, it 

is also uninformed. He rebels for the sake of it. He imagines the world as bleak and 

oppressive, from the safety and comfort of his privileged position as a white, upper-

middle-class American male. Instead, Sam finds herself drawn to a painting by Maria 

Sanchez, called Land of the Free?. The painting depicts a back garden with white 

sheets hanging on a washing line. In the background, glimpses of a barbed wire fence 

revealed people sneaking through, and being chased by men in brown uniforms with 

guns and sticks. While also making a powerful political point, Sam recognises a 

fundamental honesty in this painting – she believes that this is truly what Sanchez 

sees from her window. Sanchez’s painting represents a space of heterotopian 
                                                
28	Cabot’s	language	here	could	be	read	as	a	sly	reference	to	the	urban,	gritty	‘problem	novels’	of	the	
1980s,	suggesting	instead	a	literature	where	teenagers	are	actively	engaged	in	politics,	and	where	
issues	can	be	presented	with	honesty	and	humour	alongside	engagement	with	popular	culture.	
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revolution – it is literally a site of transgression, where the borders between nations 

are weakened, and domestic images that usually signify home and safety (sheets on a 

washing line) become a battleground for turbulence and emancipation. The painting 

reminds us that the lines of inclusion/exclusion are not ‘restricted to these more 

physical manifestations but include all forms of (symbolic) boundary drawing within 

and between social spaces’ (Howarth, 2006, p.124), problematising the individual’s 

relationship to the visible and invisible barriers which separate us.  

 

The President urges Sam to award the prize to an inoffensively pretty painting from 

Maine, of a lighthouse and the ocean. The President’s choice is utopian, and 

ultimately as dishonest as Jack’s dystopian painting. Unsure of what to do, Sam 

returns to the alternative space of the art studio, where Susan Boone tells her that just 

as she had to learn how to see, she now has to learn how to listen. The art studio 

fulfuls the first criteria of the YA heterotopia – it is a transgressive space that 

empowers Sam to resist hegemonic power structures – in this case the President of the 

United States. Sam understands the President’s motivation is to oppress dissent, but 

she knows that social order cannot be maintained that way. Sam schedules a 

television interview, and explains why she wanted Sanchez to win the competition: 

“The truth is... I think the President may not be aware that American teens 

aren’t just interested in what the number one video in the country is right now. 

We have concerns. We want our voices to be heard… It would be wrong, I 

think, to stifle those voices.” (2002, p.311) 

Before the interview airs, the President reconsiders, and Sanchez’s painting is 

declared the winner. Although this conclusion features much of the liberal didacticism 

of Vote for Larry or Wide Awake, it ultimately rejects the polar positioning of political 

binaries. Cabot’s conclusion celebrates cultural hybridity and flexibility of thinking – 

characters can and do change their ideological positions after coming into contact 

with each other, moving away from the stable and static concept of utopia, ‘not 

towards the familiar but towards a horizon beyond it’ (Somay 1984, p.35). Here we 

find the second feature of the YA heterotopia – by embodying cultural hybridity, Sam 

disrupts the common order of things, discovering new possibilities for thinking and 

being, and therefore embarking upon the Learning Journey or entwicklungsroman.  
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‘Basically… I jumped his bones.’ – Ready or Not 

Reynolds’ critique of the apolitical nature of YA chick-lit fails to acknowledge that 

the generic tropes of love, sex and identity are highly charged ideological 

battlegrounds.29 Some of the most hotly debated political issues facing Western 

society at the moment centre around these ideas – same-sex marriage, sex education, 

birth control and abortion. Most teenage girls experience numerous crises relating to 

sex, contraception, love and body-image (not to mention pregnancy, STDs and 

abortion). These crises that focus on the body are some of the most ideologically 

charged acts an adolescent can engage in. 

 

Philo interrogates the taboo area of child sexuality, pointing out that, in a field where 

scholars are encouraged to question and dismantle binaries, there is a reluctance to 

transgress the ‘brick wall’ between childhood and sexuality (2011, p.124). Foucault 

states that the ‘sexuality of a child is a territory with its own geography that the adult 

must not enter’ (1998, p.276). Teenagers, situated between childhood and adulthood, 

occupy a liminal space of sexual uncertainty.  Bullen et al. claim that the lack of 

critical research and analysis of mass-market fiction for teenagers (particularly 

teenage girls) is a result of academic anxieties about ‘the literary status of children’s 

literature and girls’ fiction in particular; contradictory understandings of reading for 

pleasure and instruction and of the reader as subject or autonomous agent; and moral 

tensions around teenage sexuality’ (2011, p.501). It is this last point that defines one 

of the most fierce and divisive battlegrounds of YA literature. Whelehan notes that 

‘recent teen texts are reticent about sex and its proper place in a teen girl’s life’ (2009, 

p.7), and that sex in YA is seen to require some kind of morally instructional function, 

usually cautionary. Whelehan argues that this represents a missed opportunity for 

children’s literature to be included within broader cultural theories alongside 

advertising, television, magazines and adult chick-lit, as an analysis of ‘the 

postfeminist social-cultural-economic landscape in which sexual and gender identities 

are modelled around discourses of choice, freedom and empowerment’ (2009, p.14). 

By maintaining this morally subjagative, ‘nice girls don’t’ position, much YA 

                                                
29	Not	to	mention	the	intellectual	snobbery	inherent	in	the	assumption	that	falling	in	love	is	a	
somehow	trivial	and	unimportant	event	in	a	person’s	life.	
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literature reinforces sexual binaries that disempower girls and women and resist 

opportunities for social change. 

 

The sequel to All American Girl attempts to address some of these anxieties around 

teenage sexuality. In Ready or Not (2005) a misunderstanding leads Sam to believe 

that David is pressuring her into having sex. Confused and anxious, she clashes again 

with the President who launches a Back to Family campaign, including legislation 

requiring teenagers to get written parental consent in order to buy contraceptives. At 

the televised launch, Sam spontaneously challenges the President, declaring his policy 

a conspiracy to take away the rights of teenagers: 

“The real reason the United States leads the developed nations in teen birth 

and STD rates isn’t because clinics aren’t notifying parents about their 

teenagers’ behaviour, but because here, all they teach us is Just Say No. Not, 

‘Here’s what you do in case saying no doesn’t work out for you.’ Just... no. In 

countries where adults are open with kids about sex and birth control, and 

teens are taught that there’s nothing shameful or whatever about it, the rates of 

unwanted pregnancies and STDs are lowest.” (2005, p.266) 

Sam’s outburst leads people to assume (erroneously) that she is sexually active, and 

the school’s pro-abstinence club leader Kris Parkes calls her a ‘dirty slut’ in the 

school cafeteria. Springing to her defense, Sam’s ultra-popular older sister Lucy 

declares herself a slut, as does her geeky beau Harold, Sam’s conservative best friend 

Catherine, and, eventually, every other student in the cafeteria.30 The crisis initiated 

by Kris’s attack creates what Zembylas and Ferreira describe as a ‘conflictive ethos’, 

drawing disparate individuals together in order to deconstruct identity categories and 

resist normativity (2009, p.1). In the transformational space of the cafeteria, the moral 

order of things is inverted – the word slut becomes a badge of honour, instead of a red 

letter of shame. 

 

Once again, Sam’s moments of development and growth are experienced in the art 

studio. When Sam struggles with her own inhibitions when confronted with a life 

drawing session, Susan Boone tells her that she is failing to situate the body within 

                                                
30	This	reclamation	of	the	word	is	echoed	in	the	recent	‘Slutwalk’	feminist	protest	marches	which	
began	in	Toronto	2011	and	have	spread	across	the	world.	
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the space: ‘You’ve got to stop concentrating so much on the parts ... and instead, start 

seeing the image as a whole’ (p.35). When presented with the President’s new policy, 

she realises that Susan Boone was right – for society to function, order can only be 

achieved by balancing personal freedom and social control. Just as the President is 

leaning too far towards social control, Sam’s friend Dauntra leans too far the other 

way, responding to social inequities with violent public protest that lands her in jail. 

At the live broadcast, Sam explains: 

“The way to strengthen families isn’t to undermine the rights to one member, 

while giving more rights to another. It’s not about the PARTS. It’s about the 

WHOLE. It’s got to be EQUAL. A family is like... it’s like a house. There has 

to be a foundation first, before you can start decorating.” (p.267) 

She paraphrases Susan Boone’s words from the transgressive space of the art studio, 

explicitly expanding the transformative knowledge she learned there to the family 

unit, and implicitly applying her newfound wisdom to society as a whole. Sam 

understands that neither the President nor Dauntra will achieve their goals – that what 

is needed is the kind of balanced, sensible, open conversation that produces solid 

families and societies. Hetherington explains that this balance between order and 

control is the ‘basis of social ordering that marks out modern societies and was born 

... in heterotopian spaces’ (1997, p.11). Sam has once again achieved the first two 

criteria of the YA heterotopia – she has resisted and disrupted hegemonic power 

structures and ideological norms. However, at this point in the novel, Sam is yet to 

embark on the Learning Journey as she cannot apply her wisdom to her own life – she 

refuses to talk to David about her conflicted feelings about sex. 

 

Cabot’s novel poses and answers three questions: Whether or not it is okay for 

teenagers to have sex (it is); when should they have sex (when they’re ready); and 

what role should their parents play in that decision (offer supportive and mature 

discussion). What marks Ready or Not as unusual is its honest, open, positive attitude 

towards teen sex. As Sam frets about whether she’s ready or not, she follows her own 

advice – she considers it carefully, and seeks out more information and advice. Her 

older sister Lucy helps her procure a variety of birth control items, and suggests that 

she ‘practice’ by masturbating in the bath. When Sam decides that she is ready, she 

has sex with David, enjoys it, and the narrative allows her this transgression without 
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any morally unpleasant repercussions – what Hollindale describes as a ‘contract of 

reaffirmation’ of values which have earlier been on trial (1988, p.38). 

 

Ready or Not represents a move away from the anxiety around teen sexuality as 

outlined by Whehelan, and Bullen et al., towards a focus on ‘personal responsibility’ 

(McRobbie 2004, p.261). This kind of text is not a new one, being first explored in 

teen literature in Judy Blume’s Forever (1975), but it is still surprisingly rare. 

Whehelan describes Blume’s novel as a ‘balancing act’, where teenagers are 

encouraged to ‘think through the issues themselves and determine when they are 

ready for sex, and yet to be aware that dawning sexuality is a time of conflict, risk and 

misunderstanding’ (2009, p.5). Unlike the heroines of adult romance and chick-lit 

novels, Sam is the instigator of sex. She is no more inexperienced than David is. In 

the adult romance genre, men are almost exclusively presented as ‘knowing better 

about what women want and who they are than women themselves’ (Gill 2006, p.25). 

Sam’s experience of the heterotopia transforms her into a liberated, empowered 

sexual being, as well as a politicly active individual.  

 

Both All American Girl novels follow a similar structure. An authority figure (the 

President) suggests a utopian society, achieved by oppression and control. At the 

same time a rebel (in All American Girl it is Jack, in Ready or Not it is Dauntra) reacts 

to this utopia with violence and an equally skewed vision of society as dystopian. It is 

Sam’s job to bring these two worlds together – to question both models and to suggest 

a middle way – where social stability is achieved by rational and honest debate, where 

individuals can speak to their leaders and be heard as equals, and where ideological 

flexibility is a positive tool in the reordering of cultural spaces. Once this broader 

social transformation is achieved, Sam can apply her policies of honesty and open 

conversation to her own romantic relationship. 

 

Conclusion 

Exiled from the literary canon and the eyes of critics and academics, YA chick-lit 

provides transgressive sites of crisis and deviance – where difference is celebrated, 

fairy-tale tropes are subverted and adolescents can lay claim to sexual and political 

power and a right to democratic participation. Cabot’s novels very explicitly follow 

Trites’ structure of the postmodern YA novel, in that they ‘self-consciously explore 
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the individual’s power in relation to the institutions that compromise her or his 

existence’ (2000, p.19). Simultaneously, Cabot problematises the relationship of YA 

romance to the rest of the literary canon, calling for its inclusion within the broader 

genre of works that dare ‘disturb the universe’. 

 

Unlike the texts previously discussed, Cabot actively troubles the liberal/conservative 

binary. Despite their polar political positions, characters like Jack in All American 

Girl and Kris in Ready or Not are painted with the same brush – portraying their 

moral stances to be stiff, unbending and ultimately hypocritical. The implicit ideology 

here is all about flexibility – that modifying one’s position when exposed to new 

evidence is a strength, not a weakness. By placing sexually empowered adolescent 

female characters firmly within a political sphere traditionally occupied by adult 

males, Cabot weakens rigid binary positions, empowering her protagonists to resist 

hegemonic power structures, and fulfilling the first criterion of the YA heterotopia. 

 

The democracy espoused in The Princess Diaries and Ready or Not is more inclusive 

and egalitarian than the oppositional models presented in the novels discussed in 

previous chapters. It is less tied to rigid liberal/conservative binaries, and 

problematises many of the ideological assumptions inherent in the concepts of 

revolution and transgression. Cabot’s democracy is not one founded on the bedrock of 

the US Constitution and the nation-centric idea of American Exceptionalism. Instead 

it is closer to Ranciere’s definition of democracy as ‘the founding power of 

heterotopy, the primary limitation of the power of forms of authority that govern the 

social body’ (2006, p.45). For Cabot’s protagonists, revolution doesn’t consist of 

replacing one regime with another. Instead, social change occurs by opening up 

alternative possibilities ‘through a process of radical thought and engagement with 

other ideas, but without knowing where this will lead’ (Baillie et al. 2012, p.8). This 

is what Hardt and Negri refer to as ‘antagonistic positivity’ – where the infinite 

subjectivities of the multitude aren’t the negative, oppositional forces as represented 

by Jack and Kris, but rather a productive, creative force that allows individuals to 

‘express, nourish and develop positively their own constituent projects’ (2000, p.61). 

Both The Princess Diaries and All American Girl fulfil the second criteria of the YA 

heterotopia – they disrupt the common order of things, whether they be political 

systems, the status of romance literature or the repression of adolescent female 
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sexuality. This reveals new, open-ended possibilities for thinking and being – the 

beginning of the Learning Journey or entwicklungsroman. 

 

Despite their egalitarian inclusivity, Cabot’s novels (particularly Ready or Not) 

ultimately succumb to ideological didacticism. Although the fixed state of the utopian 

locus has been replaced with a more open-ended cultural hybridity – a kind of 

becoming-utopia, if you will – the dogmatic nature of the text ‘drastically limits the 

possibilities of the utopian horizon’ (Somay 1984, p.26). Sam’s statistic-laden 

speeches are unquestionably the ‘explicit social, political or moral beliefs’ of Cabot 

herself (Hollindale 1988, p.27), and the novels fail to open up any dialectical space 

between author and reader. The final criterion of the YA heterotopia remains 

unfulfilled.  

 

Is it indeed even possible for YA fiction to avoid ideological didacticism? The next 

two chapters will move away from the explicitly political in an attempt to locate the 

YA heterotopia.  
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Chapter Four  

 

Harry Potter and the heterotopia 
 

We do not need magic to change the world, we carry all the power we need 

inside ourselves already: We have the power to imagine better. 

   JK Rowling (2008) 

 

 

Previous chapters have focussed on explicitly political, realist YA texts, where the 

adolescent protagonist interacts directly with the state as the primary focus of the plot. 

These novels, despite their didactic liberal agenda, harbour a fundamentally 

conservative core. The remaining two chapters of this thesis will focus on texts in 

which political engagement is not the primary focus of the plot. These texts – the 

Harry Potter series and John Green’s Paper Towns – while sharing few thematic 

similarities, have both achieved a status that is no longer limited by the ideological 

construct of ‘author’, and therefore have the potential to bring about genuinely 

transformative experiences for readers. 

 

Although the Harry Potter novels are works of fantasy, as opposed to the realist texts 

previously discussed, it seems impossible to present an analysis of recent, 

heterotopian political YA fiction without including them. The Harry Potter novels are 

arguably the most influential novels for young people published in the last fifty years, 

with over 500 million books sold, eight blockbuster movies, endless tie-in 

merchandising and even an entire Harry Potter theme park in Florida, US. The titles 

(and associated franchise) have transcended culture, gender and age boundaries more 

successfully than any other text created in the twentieth or twenty-first centuries 

(Anatol 2009, p.17). 

 

Carey argues that Harry Potter novels are the most politically engaged novels written 

in recent years, and that ‘Harry’s personal struggle with the dark lord Voldemort 

provides a site for discussion of a democratic society’s response to elitism, 

totalitarianism and racism’ (2009, para 1). There has been much critical analysis of 
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the Harry Potter novels as well as the wider Harry Potter media phenomenon, and 

there has been both praise and criticism for the novels’ many (predominantly liberal) 

political themes, which range from ethnic cleansing, racism and terrorism to workers 

rights, bureaucracy, and education reform. Multiple theses could be (and have been) 

written on the Harry Potter books, and it is impossible to produce an exhaustive 

analysis in a single chapter. I wish to look briefly at Harry Potter as a series of 

contradictory and problematic ideological spaces, from the diegetic, to the extra-

diegetic, to online extensions of the novels in fandom.  

 

Heterotopia in Harry Potter 

The world of Harry Potter is rife with potentially heterotopian spaces – the Shrieking 

Shack, 12 Grimauld Place, the Knight Bus, Platform 9¾, the Hogwarts Express, the 

Mirror of Erised and Diagon Alley to name but a few. Even mundane, everyday 

objects such as toilets, old boots, fireplaces, tents, ponds and cars are ‘simultaneously 

represented, contested, and inverted’ (Foucault 1986, p.24), allowing for 

transportation and transformation. Of course the entire wizarding world in the Harry 

Potter series is also a kind of heterotopia – it is positioned as being somehow outside 

of the Muggle world (which stands as a cypher for the real world of the reader). 

Shadowy pubs, magic walls and seemingly ordinary telephone booths provide ‘a 

system of opening and closing that both isolates [the wizarding world] and makes [it] 

penetrable’ (Foucault 1986, p.26), and an entirely new world unfolds within London, 

a profoundly subversive space where magic is real and an entirely new political 

hegemony supersedes that of the United Kingdom’s ‘Muggle Prime Minister’. 

 

It is within the walls of Hogwarts that we find the most powerful, unstable and 

transformative spaces: 

There were doors that wouldn’t open unless you asked politely, or tickled 

them in exactly the right place, and doors that weren’t really doors at all, but 

solid walls just pretending. It was also very hard to remember where 

everything was, because it all seemed to move around a lot. (Rowling 1997, 

p.131–2) 

In each of the Harry Potter novels, new spaces unfold within Hogwarts, and Harry 

must learn to negotiate the instability and contradictory nature of each of them, in 

order to experience their transformative powers. Hogwarts is ‘a liminal space that 
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tests the mettle of the child hero’ (Natov quoted in Cantrell 2011, p.8), whether it be 

through giant wizard chess boards, subterranean basilisk lairs, secret maps that ‘plot 

the invisible and erase the visible’ (Cantrell 2011, p.11), basins of water that reveal 

memories both true and false, or secret rooms that change according to need. 

 

It is this last example, the Room of Requirement, that I will focus on in this chapter. 

The room is described by house-elf Dobby as ‘a room that a person can only enter 

when they have real need of it. Sometimes it is there, and sometimes it is not, but 

when it appears, it is always equipped for the seeker’s needs’ (Rowling 2003, p.343). 

Foucault argues that: 

… A society, as its history unfolds, can make an existing heterotopia function 

in a very different fashion; for each heterotopia has a precise and determined 

function within a society and the same heterotopia can, according to the 

synchrony of the culture in which it occurs, have one function or another. 

(1986, p.26) 

Thus, the Room of Requirement is what Deleuze describes as ‘any-space-whatever’ 

(1986, p.109). It can take on many different kinds of existences: it is a place for 

Winky to sleep off her drunkenness; a source of cleaning supplies for Filch; a 

temporary bathroom for Dumbledore, and a place for Draco Malfoy to smuggle Death 

Eaters into Hogwarts. It exists outside the novels’ fundamental binary of good versus 

evil, as the Room is used at various times for purposes good, evil and in-between. 

There is no hierarchy of privileged users: the Room will serve anyone who truly 

needs it without judgement, on a first-come-first-served basis. Seigel et al. remind us 

that the heterotopia is not necessarily emancipatory, as it has ‘ample opportunity to 

incorporate all the violence of colonial social hierarchies’ (2012, p.7). Thus the Room 

is ‘safe and dangerous, invisible and permeable, as open to evil intentions as it is to 

good ones’ (Cantrell 2011, p.12). This instability can make the Room dangerous – it 

can destroy those who take refuge there, as Crabbe discovers when he is engulfed by 

flame in the final book. 

 

The Room’s main function in the Harry Potter novels is as a training space for 

Dumbledore’s Army – an underground student rebellion against both Voldemort’s 

followers and the restrictive bureaucracy of the Ministry of Magic. Harry and his 

friends have been excluded from the primary rebel force, the Order of the Phoenix 
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due to their age and inexperience, leaving them helpless and unable to join the fight 

against Voldemort. The Room of Requirement destabilises the binary of ‘capable 

adult’ and ‘incapable child’ (Philo 2011, p.126). It allows students to create a new 

Order, a new way of organising that subverts the visible and invisible barriers that 

have previously separated Hogwarts students. Members are drawn together in a 

‘conflictive ethos’ (Zembylas & Ferreira 2009), united not through arbitrary identities 

such as which school house they belong to, or specific ideological commonalities. 

Rather they are linked in a network of resistance and Otherness, allied against 

normativity and hegemony. For these students, no previous ideological position is 

required – ‘the kernel of radical change is immanent, available to everyone who enters 

this transformative, even revolutionary space’ (Seigel et al. 2012, p.6). The students 

use the Room to enact fantasies of power, training and mock-duelling. The space is 

subversive – it cannot be found by others if it is already occupied – and, existing 

outside the rules of everyday social engagement, it lets Cho Chang briefly throw off 

her hesitation, grief and social awkwardness and kiss Harry. 

 

Sites of resistance 

The structured-yet-subversive nature of the Room of Requirement reflects the 

structure of Dumbledore’s Army (DA), and together both embody ‘the novel’s 

argument that successful resistance will negotiate a balance between order and 

disorder, compliance and dissent’ (Bealer 2009, para 16). The Room is ambiguous, 

unable to be represented on any map, but appearing at the will of the summoner. It is 

at once obedient and treasonous, depending on whether you stand inside or outside. 

The DA is similarly contradictory – it is a space for insurgents and rebels, but it is 

organised under ordered principles of democracy (the students vote on policy and 

leadership) and education, as well as identifying jointly under the banner of 

Dumbledore – one of the series’ most powerful authority figures.  

 

Hogwarts, like all institutions in YA fiction, is controlling and restrictive. Foucault 

argues that schools are designed as ‘engineers of conduct, orthopaedists of 

individuality’, who serve to ‘produce bodies that are docile and capable’ (1977, 

p.294). In Hogwarts, classes must be attended, exams taken, teachers obeyed. Out-of-

bounds areas are numerous – the Forbidden Forest, the Restricted Section of the 

Library, certain corridors, even dormitories of opposite-sex students. Students must 
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not move around at night. Students are forbidden to leave the school (until third year 

where, if written parental permission has been obtained, they may embark on 

institutionally-sanctioned visits to the nearby village of Hogsmeade). If any student 

attempts to transgress any of these boundaries, they are soon caught by the school’s 

panopticon of surveillance – the portraits and ghosts that patrol the rooms and 

corridors of the castle. Some transgressions cannot even be attempted – certain kinds 

of magic, such as apparation, are impossible within the walls of Hogwarts. 

 

Hogwarts imposes not only an academic curriculum,31 but also a compulsory 

socialist-democratic ideology of tolerance and diversity (Rangwala 2009, para 18). 

Trites explains that Hogwarts is ‘an institutional setting of socialisation… (which) 

simultaneously increases and decreases adolescents’ sense of their own power’ (2001, 

p.474-5).  Throughout the series, Harry engages in the traditional conflict of the YA 

novel, straining and rebelling against the established structures of power (in particular 

with authority figures such as Snape, Lockhart, Fudge, Slughorn, Scrimgeour and 

Umbridge), being punished, and finally settling on an acceptable level of rebellion. 

 

It is Harry’s clash with Dolores Umbridge that constitutes the series’ most distinct 

power struggle. The order and balance of the wizarding world is disrupted by the 

return of Voldemort, who, in Harry Potter and the Half Blood Prince and Harry 

Potter and the Deathly Hallows, infiltrates and disrupts the legislative and educational 

institutions of the wizarding world. Mirrored on a smaller scale is the totalitarian 

regime of Umbridge at Hogwarts, who takes over as High Inquisitor and interim 

headmistress after Dumbledore is deposed.  Under Umbridge’s reign, draconian 

measures are instituted to restrict the civil liberties of both students and teachers. Her 

regime is totalitarian and fascist, with restrictions on the right to free association, free 

speech, freedom of assembly and freedom of the press. Her oppressive system throws 

the ideological balance of Hogwarts off-kilter. The students cannot remain ‘docile 

bodies’ willing to submit to institutional authority, and have to find ways to rebel, 

without compromising the autonomy and integrity of Hogwarts-as-institution. 

 

                                                
31	For	more	on	the	‘troubling	curriculum’	of	Hogwarts,	see	Cantrell	(2011).	
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Harry learns quickly that merely challenging Umbridge is ineffective – he attempts to 

convince her that Voldemort has returned, and is punished with torturous detentions, 

where he must literally inscribe himself with Umbridge’s ideology, using a magical 

quill that painfully etches the words ‘I must not tell lies’ onto his hand. This is what 

Trites refers to as the unacceptable level of rebellion. Harry and his friends then begin 

a campaign of civil disobedience, finding spaces for resistance within Hogwarts that 

provide creative ways to operate outside of the classroom and destabilise Umbridge’s 

regime. This campaign culminates in the creation of the DA, in the Room of 

Requirement. Knowing that the Room will provide the asker with whatever they need 

the most, it is noteworthy that the DA headquarters takes the form of a classroom, 

complete with training mats, equipment, and a veritable library of texts. Bealer 

contends that although the Room allows students to escape Umbridge’s pedagogical 

authority, it nonetheless replicates ‘the logical and just organising principles of an 

ideal classroom’ (2009, para 19). Like the protagonists of Little Brother, Wide Awake 

and Vote For Larry, Harry and his friends aren’t interested in overthrowing 

institutional authority, instead they merely wish to restore order and bring things back 

under the control of Dumbledore (see Trites 2001, p.477). This is the YA novel’s 

appropriate level of rebellion – resurrecting the traditional Hogwarts values of 

education, liberalism and tolerance, all under the uniting banner of Headmaster 

Dumbledore.32 

 

Sites of instability 

The alternative spaces within Hogwarts allow the students to create assemblages of 

resistance. They gain a level of agency previously denied to them, and transgress the 

boundaries of institutionalism. Within the postmodern construction of the Harry 

Potter novels, Rowling establishes seemingly fixed and rigid binaries which become 

systematically destabilised or dismantled over the course of the series. Chappell 

explains: 

On the surface, Harry’s world seems to be filled with binaries, most 

importantly the ‘two sides’ in the civil war against Voldemort. But as Harry 

                                                
32	It	is	telling	that,	like	the	texts	mentioned	previously,	‘restoring	order’	requires	the	guiding	hand	of	a	
white	male	authority	figure.	When	Dumbledore	dies	and	McGonagall	is	installed	as	headmistress,	the	
order	and	integrity	of	the	school	crumbles,	until	Harry	arrives	to	save	the	day.		
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and his friends age, they discover that where they had expected clear divisions 

and certain answers, they instead find subtleties and uncertainty. (2008, p.283) 

These binaries – Muggle/wizard, mudblood/pureblood, teacher/student, good/evil – 

are transgressed by Harry. Harry is the character with a foot in both worlds, standing 

in the liminal space between these binaries. He can live and operate in both the 

Muggle world and the wizarding world. He is the son of a mudblood and a pureblood. 

He is a student at Hogwarts, and a teacher in Dumbledore’s Army. And he is a ‘good’ 

wizard who literally carries a piece of evil inside him (the final Horcrux – a living 

piece of Voldemort’s soul). As Harry negotiates the subversive, liminal spaces of 

Hogwarts, these binaries begin to crumble, destabilising the traditional mentor/student 

relationship typified in the children’s novel, and moving towards something more 

fluid – fulfilling the first criterion of the YA heterotopia. Harry’s benign, ‘good’ 

father figures and protectors are undermined and destroyed by the subversive power 

of transgressive space. The Pensieve reveals James Potter and Sirius Black to be 

arrogant bullies, and Dumbledore to be morally questionable. Their ethical superiority 

and unquestionable ‘goodness’ is called into question, allowing Harry to forge ahead 

alone, shaping and remaking his own spaces – the Learning Journey of the second 

criterion of YA heterotopia. Without Harry’s protectors, more of the binaries crumble 

and moral ambiguity takes hold. Rowling forces us to question the difference between 

‘evil’ – as represented by Voldemort and the Death Eaters – and ‘bad’ – as 

represented by inefficiency, arrogance and wilful ignorance – seen in Cornelius 

Fudge, Draco Malfoy, Severus Snape, Gilderoy Lockhart and Horace Slughorn. 

 

The binary of wizarding world/Muggle world is similarly undermined in the final 

books. Previous titles in the series follow the traditional portal structure of children’s 

fantasy where Harry leaves the ‘real’ world at the beginning of the story, performs 

tasks and quests in the magical world, and then finally returns to reality. This 

separation of fantasy and reality marks the magical world as a kind of utopia – a space 

that is entirely disconnected from reality. But in the final books, the barriers between 

these worlds evaporate. The magical world begins to intrude upon the real – first in 

Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix when the Dementors appear in Little 

Whinging, and then in Harry Potter and the Half Blood Prince when Voldemort 

appears in London, killing Muggles. In Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, the 

portal structure is destroyed. Instead of travelling from the Dursleys to Hogwarts, 
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Harry travels from the magical world – Bill and Fleur’s wedding at the Burrow – to 

the crowded streets of London. These previously ordinary London spaces – a dingy 

coffee shop, a dark alleyway, become sites for magical skirmishes and 

transformations. Ron points out that ‘everywhere’s the same now’ (p.650): the 

barriers between the wizarding world and reality have been dismantled, and previous 

safehavens – Hogwarts, The Burrow, Grimmauld Place – have been compromised. 

Harry, Ron and Hermione spend the majority of the final book outside of both the real 

world and the magical world – literal nomads wandering in the wilderness, unable to 

take solace in the familiar routine of school, and the comforting barriers between 

worlds. They discover that the wizarding world is, like all utopias, fundamentally 

false, and that it was a heterotopia all along, unable to be truly separated from the real. 

Their revolution against Voldemort and the Ministry of Magic therefore cannot be 

grounded in any sense of utopian identity. Instead, Harry and his friends must ‘turn 

from that utopia to the possibilities already within’ (Siegel et al. 2012, p.5). Their 

only sanctuary is the tent – a liminal, permeable site that is seen and not-seen, 

destroyed and reconstructed in ever-changing locations, and made all the more 

unstable by the malevolent presence of the Slytherin locket. 

 

In the second half of Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, all remaining binaries are 

destroyed. The adolescent, school-based DA joins with the adult Order of the 

Phoenix, and the Room of Requirement becomes a secret rebel base, managed by 

Neville Longbottom who has transformed from a clumsy and timid child into a hero 

and leader. Immediately after the Battle for Hogwarts, it seems as if the binaries have 

been destroyed for good: ‘nobody was sitting according to house any more: all were 

jumbled together, teachers and pupils, ghosts and parents, centaurs and house-elves’ 

(p.596–7). And yet this radical new order is short-lived. Despite Rowling’s attempts 

to ‘actively trouble the culturally defined binaries that define us all’ (Gallardo 2009, 

para 2), a few pages later the identity-limiting structure of the House system is 

resurrected, when we see Harry’s son Albus Severus worrying that he might get 

sorted into Slytherin. Chappel views the Harry Potter series as ultimately 

conservative, that the institution of Hogwarts (as well as other institutions in the 

wizarding world such as the Ministry of Magic) remains intact, ‘continuing to exert 

their influence after ostensibly being overturned’ (2008, p.281). The epilogue in 

Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows confirms not only the reestablishment of 
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ideological hegemony, but also the end of Harry’s own journey, his arrival at a fixed 

point of utopian stability. Adult-Harry is stable, happy and entirely lacking in 

ambiguity, reflecting more the conventions of the Romantic bildungsroman than the 

postmodern entwicklungsroman. In Harry Potter, adulthood is a fixed state of 

ascension, the novels ending with a full stop rather than an ellipsis. Harry does not 

embark on the Learning Journey, and therefore the second criterion of YA heterotopia 

is not fulfilled – or at least not in the original, diegetic text. 

 

Contradictory spaces 

Although Rowling attempts to destabilise established binaries – the ‘order of things’, 

offering glimpses at a radical reordering of social space – ultimately, these binaries 

are re-established at the end of the narrative. The messy, liminal heterotopia is 

replaced with an ordered utopia, where Harry no longer walks between worlds, but is 

firmly established in the pureblood wizarding tradition. The surface ideology of the 

Harry Potter series is explicitly progressive – the ‘bad’ characters promote ‘bad’ 

ideology: That ‘mudbloods’ are half-caste and dilute the purity of magic bloodlines; 

that house elves should be treated as slaves; that poverty is a sign of inferiority; that 

race and gender equality are not goals worth pursuing. And, as per Hollindale’s 

analysis, good values are associated with ‘niceness of character’ (1988, p.39).  

However, this progressive ideology is largely undermined in the novels’ conservative 

implicit ideology – the unconscious, unexamined values and assumptions of the 

author.  

 

Anatol argues that Rowling’s ‘inconsistent rendering of what it means to be an Other 

to society’s hegemonic forces weakens the explicit anti-racism theme of the books’ 

(2009, para 1). She examines the non-human characters in the novels, highlighting the 

Orientalist depiction of the goblins as sneaky and treacherous, and the simplistic 

rendering of the dull-witted giants, drawing a disturbing parallel between Hagrid’s 

‘civilising mission’ of Grawp, and the indigenous child abductions of the Americas, 

Australia and New Zealand (1998, para 18). Goldstein agrees, stating that Rowling 

‘critiques, yet ultimately hews to, a fantasy script dependent on stereotypes culled 

from real-life racism’ (2007). These races are not just nonhuman, they are subhuman, 

forced into a rigid caste system (see Trites 2001). Even though a Hogwarts teacher 

(Professor Flitwick) is a goblin, no goblin children attend Hogwarts, denying them 
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and other non-human magical creatures the right to equal participation in the 

wizarding world (there are also no non-humans mentioned as employees at Ministry 

of Magic, despite the existence of a Department for the Regulation and Control of 

Magical Creatures).  

 

The house-elves are similarly positioned as subaltern – they are dirty and unclothed, 

childishly referring to themselves in the third person. The treatment of the house-elves 

within the narrative is puzzling and contradictory. Although the text explicitly 

validates Hermione’s campaign to liberate the house-elves from slavery, it implicitly 

undermines it (its initials are SPEW), and the two emancipated house-elves in the 

narrative suffer greatly – Winky descends into alcoholism and Dobby struggles 

through two years of unemployment before returning to work at Hogwarts. Although 

he supports Dobby as a free elf, Dumbledore, as the leader of the Hogwarts and prime 

advocate of its liberal ideology, does not encourage the other house-elves to seek 

similar emancipation.  

 

Dobby declares in Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince that ‘Dobby is a free 

house-elf and he can obey anyone he likes and Dobby will do whatever Harry Potter 

wants him to do’ (p.19), implying that ‘servitude is the natural and inescapable 

condition of house-elves’ (Carey 2009, para 12). This is further reinforced by 

Dobby’s sacrifice in Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, where he gives up his 

own life, speaking Harry’s name as his final utterance. Despite the house-elves 

participating in the Battle for Hogwarts and afterwards sitting alongside the wizards 

in the Great Hall as equals, the last line of the main text of the series (excluding the 

Epilogue) does not indicate that, for house-elves, the status quo has changed in any 

way. After defeating Voldemort and restoring order, a weary Harry finds himself 

‘thinking now only of the four-poster bed lying waiting for him in Gryffindor Tower, 

and wondering whether Kreacher might bring him a sandwich there’ (p.600). This 

reinforces Harry’s position – not as a great emancipator of the oppressed, but as a 

benevolent slaveholder. 

 

It is not merely non-humans that are subjugated in Rowling’s texts. Trites argues that 

adolescents are positioned as being less wise and in-control as adults, explaining that 

it is always Dumbledore who articulates the ideological theme of each book, and ‘not 
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once in these novels does an adolescent proclaim a major theme’ (2001, p.481). 

Despite a racially diverse cast of minor and supporting characters, there are no non-

white characters in key roles. There are also no openly gay characters.33 Gender is 

also deeply problematic. Gallardo and Smith argue that the surface message of the 

series is that ‘men are interesting, women are good’ (2003, p.194). Gupta agrees, 

stating that the wizarding world ‘perfectly mirrors the conventional assumption that 

men do and should run the world’ (2009, p.127). Despite the strength and courage of 

female characters such as Hermione, Tonks and McGonagall, they exist in supporting 

roles to the three most powerful characters in the book – Harry, Dumbledore and 

Voldemort. Powerful female characters such as Fleur Delacour – ostensibly the best 

and brightest in her entire school – shed all ambition and become devoted housewives 

upon marriage. Nymphadora Tonks, who is arguably the most transgressive woman in 

the books (see Gallardo & Smith, 2009), is at her most radical not when she marries 

known werewolf Remus Lupin, but when she decides to be a working mother – the 

only married woman with a job in the entire series. This decision is ultimately 

condemned by the narrative’s implicit ideology, as both Tonks and Lupin die 

‘offscreen’ in the Battle for Hogwarts, orphaning their infant child. 

 

Anatol identifies one of the key themes of Harry Potter as ‘the battle between the 

purebloods and those who believe in equality for all magical humans, regardless of 

bloodline’ (2009, para 2). The bigotry of Voldemort and the Death Eaters is perhaps 

the most visible example of liberal surface ideology in the Harry Potter series. 

Malfoy’s pureblood dogma is depicted as ignorant, hateful and just plain wrong – the 

most powerful witches and wizards in the novel – Harry, Hermione, Dumbledore, 

Snape and Voldemort – all have a Muggle parent or grandparent. Parallels drawn 

between the Death Eaters and the real world white supremacist movement grow more 

and more overt as the series progresses. These links force the reader to ‘consider how 

unjust treatment of the Other continues apace in our nonmagical world’ (Cantrell 

2011, p.197). However, Rowling’s message of freedom and equality is once again 

undermined by the implicit ideology of the text. Despite the fact that half-blood and 

mudblood witches and wizards are very powerful, there are no actively good Muggles 
                                                
33	Despite	Rowling’s	post-publication	declaration	that	she	always	considered	Dumbledore	to	be	gay,	
there	is	no	evidence	of	this	in	the	texts,	nor	is	there	any	mention	of	alternate	sexualities	among	the	
Hogwarts	students.	
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in the text, and the Muggles are generally depicted as slow and inept (see Oakes 

2003). Attempts at inclusivity that are grudgingly offered (in a limited sense) to the 

house-elves, centaurs, giants and goblins are denied to the Muggles, who are unaware 

of the battle against evil, and thus unable to participate. 

 

By the end of the Harry Potter series, the wizarding world is perhaps more 

conservative than it was at the beginning. Hollindale asks the reader to consider the 

denouement of a text:  

 Does the happy ending of a novel amount to a ‘contract of reaffirmation’ of 

 questionable values which have earlier seemed on trial? Is the conclusion  

 imaginatively coherent, or does it depend on implicit assumptions which are at 

 odds with the surface ideology? (1988, p.38) 

In the Epilogue to the Harry Potter series, we flash forward nineteen years to where 

Harry and his friends are sending their children off to Hogwarts at King’s Cross 

Station. Here, all signs of subversiveness and transgression have been erased. 

Characters have paired off and produced heteronormative family units. The rivalry 

between Hogwarts houses (including the bias against Slytherin) is still in place. 

Malfoy’s ideological position of pureblood racial superiority is ultimately upheld, as 

every character depicted in the Epilogue has married another wizard, creating new, 

pure bloodlines.34 Even Harry, who previously stood with one foot in each world, has 

now crossed entirely into the wizarding world, which is presented as a utopia that is 

‘ultimate, stable and static’ (Somay 1984, p.36). The liminal, heterotopian space 

between them no longer exists, and the binaries are stronger than ever. 

 

Despite attempts to promote a liberal, democratic agenda, the Harry Potter series 

ultimately cleaves to a conservative worldview and a problematic ‘heteronormative 

heroism’ (Pugh 2006). Zipes argues that the series ‘conventionally repeat[s] much of 

the same sexist and white patriarchal biases of classical fairy tales’ (2001, p.186), and 

Skulnick and Goodman agree, stating that ‘for all of [Harry’s] compassion and 

identification with those characters from the lower rungs, he never questions the 

gender, class or European hegemony of his world’ (2003, p.263).  

 
                                                
34	For	a	different	perspective	on	the	Epilogue,	see	Gallardo	and	Smith’s	argument	that	it	represents	a	
radical	shift	in	tone,	as	masculinity	is	being	performed	differently	–	privileging	the	home	and	
domestic,	and	that	Harry’s	attitude	towards	Slytherin	implies	that	change	has	occurred.	(2009)	
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The instability of literature 

Anatol claims that ‘works for children and young adults have incredible influence… 

[they are] a powerful tool for inculcating social roles and behaviours, moral guides, 

desires and fears’ (2003, p.xv). But Hollindale argues that the ideology of a children’s 

book is not automatically imprinted upon young readers. He explains that ideology is 

something ‘which they already possess, having drawn it from a mass of experiences 

far more powerful than literature’ (1998, p.35). Ideology is, he argues, a ‘climate of 

belief’, something that is fragmented, divergent, pliant and in a constant state of 

evolution (p.37). In the words of Severus Snape in Harry Potter and the Half-Blood 

Prince: 

“The mind is not a book, to be opened at will and examined at leisure. 

Thoughts are not etched on the inside of skulls, to be perused by any invader. 

The mind is a complex and many-layered thing.” (p.530) 

To contradict Snape slightly, a book is also a ‘complex and many-layered thing’, and 

the ideological conflicts and contradictions within the Harry Potter series are evidence 

of that. Westman argues that the Harry Potter narrative illustrates ‘how participation 

in ideological systems is hardly ever seamless. Within those fissures lies, perhaps, the 

possibility for change, through awareness and education’ (quoted in Chappell 2008, 

285). It is these contradictions which make the text heterotopian, capable of 

‘juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves 

incompatible’ (Foucault 1986, p.25). The Harry Potter novels produce ‘large-scale 

metaphoric structures that engage the reader in mapping the whole text on the reader’s 

whole world’ (Csicsery-Ronay 2004, p.125). Nikolajeva argues that characters in 

fantasy literature are ‘temporarily displaced from modern, linear time – chronos – into 

mythical, archaic, cyclical time – kairos – and return to linearity at the end of the 

novel’ (2003, p.141). This conception of fantasy echoes Foucault’s heterotopian 

notion of ‘a place of all times that is itself outside of time and inaccessible to its 

ravages’  (1986, p.26). Thus it is not only the Room of Requirement, not only 

Hogwarts, not only the entire wizarding world, but the novels themselves (and 

potentially all fiction) that are heterotopian, a space that sits apart from linear time 

and allows the reader an opportunity for subversion, development and transformation, 

offering a glimpse into the third criterion of the YA heterotopia.  
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Cantrell argues that the Harry Potter novels are a kind of mirror, reflecting our own 

world (2011). If the wizarding world is, as Cantrell argues, a kind of mirror reflecting 

our own, then it is a subversive mirror – more akin to the Mirror of Erised than of the 

regular kind we find in our bathrooms. The world that is reflected in the mirror is 

fractured and unstable, a world that is: 

… at once absolutely real, connected with all the space that surrounds it, and 

absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this 

virtual point which is over there. (Foucault 1986, p.24) 

It is in this heterotopian mirror that readers can see their own ethical positions 

reflected back at them, sort through the contradictory ideological jumble of the novels 

and tailor-make a text that reflects what it is that they truly desire.35 The privileged 

position of ‘author’ is redefined as ‘originator’, transforming it into ‘a variable and 

complex function of discourse’ (Foucault 1998, p.221), and opening up the fictional 

world to be inhabited, explored and remade by the reader. 

 

Participatory space 

Superficially, the Harry Potter novels follow the same ideological model as Little 

Brother, Vote for Larry and Wide Awake. Each text has a didactic, liberal surface 

ideology, behind which sits a profoundly conservative implicit ideology. So how, 

then, does Harry Potter differ from the texts previously discussed? With Harry Potter, 

these juxtaposed spaces are not limited merely to Rowling’s ideologies. Her Harry is 

just one of a seemingly endless series of Harrys, created, modified and subverted by a 

vast network of fans.  

 

Gee explains that fandom is a kind of ‘affinity group’, and that unlike other social 

institutions, it derives its power from participation and sharing (2000, p.12). This 

shared experience exists without hierarchy, and ‘bridge[s] differences in age, class, 

race, gender and educational level’ (p.9). These decentralised, alternate social orders 

of fandom are profoundly heterotopian, simultaneously celebrating and subverting 

dominant cultural texts. Harry Potter fan fiction interrogates the ideological 

constructions of the original novels by imagining alternative social orderings and 

                                                
35	For	an	example	of	this,	see	Stephens	and	Duthie	in	Reading	Harry	Potter	Again	(2009)	on	the	vastly	
different	reactions	to	the	Harry	Potter	texts	within	Christian	groups.			
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ways of being. What if a Slytherin had been chosen to compete in the Triwizard 

Tournament? What if Harry had been raised lovingly by a professor of physics?36 

What if Harry and Draco Malfoy fell in love? Gee goes on to suggest the possibility 

that these heterotopian affinity spaces will allow ‘grass-roots communities to respond 

effectively to government institutions’ (p.15), and Jenkins agrees, arguing that these 

new networks of fans will destabilise traditional institutional structures and reshape 

the media landscape (2009, p.40). 

 

The connections between the physical space of Hogwarts, and the virtual spaces of 

fandom, are made explicit by Tosenberger, who argues that the hidden and subversive 

areas of Hogwarts provide young writers with ‘a safe space to be “strange” and 

“unusual”’ (2008, p.190). She specifically highlights the Room of Requirement as a 

‘space of engagement’ (p.185) where fans can create inclusive narratives absent in the 

original text – of which homosexual pairings are just one. The instability of these 

heterotopian spaces causes them to fracture, allowing fans to reassemble them into a 

rhizomatic space of becoming ‘which has no beginning or end; it is always in the 

middle, between things, inter being, intermezzo’ (Deleuze 1987, p.25). These 

potential spaces are limitless, achieved primarily through fan fiction, but also through 

fan art, music and video projects, and other creative activities. The true heterotopia of 

Harry Potter exists not inside the pages of Rowling’s original texts, but in the literally 

hundreds of thousands of fan-created spaces.37  

 

Zembylas and Ferreira (2009) link the concept of heterotopia to Senehi’s work on the 

power of storytelling. It is through stories, Senehi explains, that social order and 

networks of power and ideology are created and recreated through the engines of 

knowledge, memory, imagination and emotion (Senehi 1996). Zembylas and Ferreira 

argue that the act of storytelling is profoundly heterotopian, inviting ‘a paradigm shift 

which has the potential to catalyse a transformation’ (2009, p.7). Furthermore, 
                                                
36	This	is	the	premise	of	Harry	Potter	and	the	Methods	of	Rationality,	an	epic	122-chapter	piece	of	fan	
fiction	by	Artificial	Intelligence	researcher	and	decision	theorist	Eliezer	Yudkowsky,	which	uses	
Enlightenment	ideals	and	the	scientific	method	to	interrogate	the	mechanics	of	the	wizarding	world.	

37	The	sheer	volume	of	Harry	Potter	fan	fiction	is	unprecedented	–	on	just	one	website	
(fanfiction.net),	there	are	more	than	715,000	pieces	of	Harry	Potter	fan	fiction,	by	far	outnumbering	
any	other	text.	For	comparison,	similar	popcultural	phenomena:	Twilight	has	218,000,	the	Hunger	
Games	42,600,	Glee	has	108,000	and	The	Avengers	has	30,200.	
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because the act of storytelling requires no special abilities or tools, other than 

language, which is possessed by most humans, it can be an empowering process for 

the young, and others denied a public voice. It is here we find the space Foucault calls 

for, the space where fiction is ‘put at the disposal of everyone and [can] develop 

without passing through something like a necessary or constraining figure’ (1998, 

p.222). In the fan-space, there is no author/reader divide – creators and consumers 

tangle the real and the imaginary together in an ever-expanding web of contradictory 

yet complementary sites. 

 

Gupta argues that the ‘immense creativity’ found in fan fiction ‘stretches the Harry 

Potter fluid text constantly and in unexpected ways’ (2009, p.233). Hill places fandom 

in the space between established binaries: Community/hierarchy; fantasy/reality; 

cult/culture (2002). He argues that fans are constantly in-between, making the 

boundaries of the original text fluid and unstable – creating a new, infinite, 

heterotopian space, or Deleuze’s any-space-whatever. In fandom, the ultimate literary 

binary is broken down – that of author/reader. Easterbrook expands on Deleuze and 

Guattari’s theory of nomadology, explaining that ‘the anarchist nomad or postmodern 

hero travels easily between microdiscourses, acknowledges the usefulness of each 

while privileging none: revels in a sort of schizophrenia’ (1997, p.69). This 

schizophrenia is familiar to members of a fandom – the space they occupy is fractured 

and contradictory, with multiple romantic pairings and alternate histories that are 

incompatible with each other, yet all equally valid. The space of fandom is ‘an 

episteme that structures itself as an infinite labyrinth of possibilities rather than an 

arborescent hierarchy’ (Easterbrook 1997, p.69). 

 

The conventions and constrictions placed upon a traditionally published text do not 

exist in fandom, allowing the fan text to operate ‘outside of the institutional 

paradigms that control children’s and YA literature’ (Tosenberger 2008, p.188). The 

fan text subverts and reorders the contradictory ideology of the original Harry Potter 

text, most noticeably through the creation of slash fiction. Slash – a term originating 

in 1970s Star Trek fandom to denote non-canonical homosexual romantic pairings – 

has been embraced by scholars as ‘a potential site for women to resist the dominant 

ideologies of patriarchal, heteronormative culture’ (Tosenberger 2008, 189). ‘Julad’ – 

a fan – describes slash as a ‘sandbox where women come to be strange and unusual’ 
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(quoted in Tosenberger 2008, p.190), a transgressive space that is contradictory, 

where different identities, sexualities, acts and behaviours can be performed and 

subverted. The Harry Potter fan space is particularly fragmented and contradictory – 

unlike fandoms such as Star Trek, there is no dominant ‘One True Pairing’ like 

Kirk/Spock, but seemingly infinite possible romantic connections. This slash space, 

Tosenberger argues, is particularly liberatory for teen readers, whose own sexual 

‘self-expressions are heavily monitored in institutional settings’ (p.202).38 In this 

space, even the barriers Foucault erects around childhood sexuality as ‘a territory with 

its own geography’ (quoted in Seigel et al. 2012, p.124) are dismantled, with stories 

featuring sexual encounters between students and teachers. The fan space, then, 

becomes a kind of Room of Requirement for young fans, creating a secret haven away 

from oppressive institutional eyes, where they can experience the subversive power of 

the heterotopia. 

 

There are a number of high profile examples of the transformative power of Harry 

Potter fandom. One is Evanna Lynch, a teenager who was hospitalised for anorexia, 

who credits the Harry Potter books, and in particular the character of Luna Lovegood, 

for her recovery. Lynch sent fan-mail to Rowling about her love of the books, and 

how she fantasised about playing Luna in the film. Rowling replied and said that 

Lynch would have to fully recover before that could ever happen. Lynch went on to 

not only recover, but audition for and be cast as Luna Lovegood in the Harry Potter 

films (Harry Potter Wiki). She remains deeply involved in Harry Potter fandom, and 

is a Head of House for Ravenclaw in the Harry Potter Alliance, which will be 

discussed below. Other high profile examples include YA authors Cassandra Clare 

and Sarah Rees Brennan, both of whom were ‘discovered’ via their massively popular 

Harry Potter fan fiction. Clare’s bestselling Mortal Instruments series has spawned 

both a feature film and TV series, as well as a multitude of fan-related creations. 

 

 

 

                                                
38	Adolescent	participation	in	fan	fiction	communities	is	relatively	new.	The	Harry	Potter	publishing	
phenomenon	coincided	with	the	rise	of	the	internet	as	a	social	networking	tool.	This	created	an	influx	
of	teenagers	into	the	world	of	participatory	fandom	(see	Bond	&	Michaelson	2008,	Jenkins	2012).	
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Transformative space 

Much has been written about the positive effects fan participation has on literacy 

skills (see Bond & Michaelson 2008). But Jenkins argues that the benefits of fandom 

reach much further than honing academic aptitude. He defines ‘fan activism’ as: 

… forms of civic engagement and political participation that emerge from 

within fan culture itself, often in response to the shared interests of fans, often 

conducted through the infrastructure of existing fan practices and 

relationships, and often framed through metaphors drawn from popular and 

participatory culture. (2012, 1.8) 

These spaces of fan activism therefore incorporate the heterotopia’s potential for 

transgression and resistance, as well as opening up new pathways for ‘citizens to 

actively participate in a bottom-up approach of creation and collaboration’ 

(Rymarczuk & Derksen 2014, p.33). There are multiple examples of Harry Potter fan 

activism. Muggles for Harry Potter brought together the American Library 

Association, the American Civil Liberties Union and the Electronic Frontier 

Foundation in response to the widespread banning of the Harry Potter books in 

American schools and public libraries (www.mugglesforharrypotter.org). Defense 

Against Dark Arts was a similar group that mobilised when Warner Brothers claimed 

that fan-created content violated the franchise copyright (www.dprophet/dada). But 

without a doubt the most significant organisation is the Harry Potter Alliance 

(www.thehpalliance.org).  

 

Created by Andrew Slack, a young community organiser, the Harry Potter Alliance 

(HPA) has over 100 000 members in more than 150 chapters throughout the world.39 

Their Mission Statement reads: 

The Harry Potter Alliance (HPA) is a 501c3 non-profit that takes an outside-

of-the-box approach to civic engagement by using parallels from the Harry 

Potter books to educate and mobilize young people across the world toward 

issues of literacy, equality, and human rights. Our mission is to empower our 

members to act like the heroes that they love by acting for a better world. 

(Slack, 1.1) 

                                                
39	The	median	age	of	HPA	members	is	21,	which	implies	a	strong	level	of	youth	participation.	For	more	
fieldwork	on	the	HPA’s	young	members,	see	Kligler,	Vilenchik	et	al.	(2012).	
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Their achievements are many – in recent years they sent five cargo-planes carrying 

aid and supplies to earthquake victims in Haiti, raised $250 000 for an international 

literacy campaign, donated over 200 000 books across the world, successfully 

campaigned for all Harry Potter branded chocolate to be Free Trade, and made 

significant contributions to multiple activist movements, including marriage equality, 

anti-genocide, environmental and media reform. At the time of writing they are 

working with the Hunger Games fan community on the Odds In Our Favour 

campaign against economic inequality, as well as uniting multiple fan communities 

(Glee, Doctor Who, Nerdfighters etc.) for the Equality FTW campaign. 

 

Carey asserts that the Harry Potter books contain three key ideological positions:  

First, that discrimination based on race is evil; second, that even superficially 

egalitarian societies conceal deep inequalities and injustices; and, third, that it 

is the duty of the individual to confront these injustices. (2009, para 4) 

Despite, or perhaps because of the contradictions between these positions and some of 

the text’s implicit ideology, fans have latched on to these ideological positions and are 

mapping them onto real-world issues, in something that Harry Potter Alliance founder 

Andrew Slack calls ‘cultural acupuncture’ (Jenkins 2012). Like the rhizomatic nature 

of fan fiction, the HPA’s efforts do not centre on a single issue or mission, rather it 

‘embraces a flexible framework inspired by Rowling’s content world’ (Jenkins 2012, 

3.4). Slack argues that that charity and relief should only be one piece of the fan 

activist puzzle, and additional efforts must be made to bring about structural, societal 

change. He argues that he wants his young members to be: 

… Tutoring underprivileged kids and helping them read, getting them engaged 

in the internet and learning those things, but then also challenging the rules of 

the game that are making it possible for kids to go without food. (quoted in 

Jenkins 2012, 3.3) 

Slack’s approach mirrors Doctorow’s stated intent to encourage young people to use 

technology as a tool for questioning institutional power. However, it succeeds where 

Doctorow fails firstly because of its powerful links to a much-beloved text, but also 

because Slack’s approach is free of didacticism. Just as Hermione’s campaign ‘offers 

young readers a model of how (and in some cases how not) to run a political pressure 

group aimed at alerting the world to the existence of an injustice’ (Carey 2009, para 

5), the HPA’s campaigns serve a dual purpose – firstly as a genuinely effective form 
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of activism, and secondly as a kind of Room of Requirement, a pedagogical process 

that enables members to ‘see themselves and the world differently… [and] to map the 

terrain upon which social change must take place’ (Jenkins 2012, 5.2). It is here we 

finally fulfil the third criterion of the YA heterotopia. The intersection between text, 

fandom and activism is a nexus which opens up new spaces between fiction and 

reality, empowering readers to embark on the Learning Journey and enact their own 

models of resistance and change. 

 

Carey argues that ‘for young people in the real world, denied the opportunity to do 

head-to-head battle with evil, the model of the political pressure group exemplified by 

SPEW is the most promising route for an apprenticeship in politics’ (2003, p.106). 

Cantrell agrees, stating that the subversive spaces within the Harry Potter text 

‘suggest that participation and activism – particularly on the part of young adults – 

can be a powerful means of opposing the abuses that permeate the spaces in our own 

world’ (2011, p.195). Harry Potter, then, is an example of Reynolds’ third category of 

YA fiction – the creative text that offers ‘radical responses to culture’ (2007, p.77), a 

kind of ‘blueprint’ for young readers to challenge, subvert and creatively engage with 

social and political institutions. Yet in the original text these subversions ultimately 

capitulate to the hegemony. In fan fiction, however, any and all subversions are made 

possible. Harry Potter fan fiction can therefore be seen as a kind of rehearsal for these 

subversions, and the HPA is a site where they can be enacted, the fictional space 

breaking through into reality via Slack’s ‘cultural acupuncture’. The HPA capitalises 

on the powerlessness of teenagers by drawing a parallel between their own subjugated 

experience, and that of Harry Potter, kept in a cupboard under the stairs but ultimately 

becoming a world-saving hero. Excluded from traditional forms of political 

participation and discourse (see Buckingham 2000), teenagers can find refuge in the 

creative, imaginative spaces of fan activism, offering ‘an alternate set of metaphors 

and analogies that are already a part of young people’s lives’ (Jenkins 2012, 6.3). In 

the heterotopian affinity-space of fandom, adolescent disempowerment becomes 

transformative, allowing teenagers to become fully empowered individuals with the 

potential to bring about radical social change. 
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Conclusion 

The Harry Potter series offers level upon level of heterotopian space. The 

transformative power of the fictional spaces (Hogwarts, the Pensieve, the Room of 

Requirement and so on) bleeds through into the contradictory ideological space of the 

text itself, empowering fictional characters to resist hegemonic power structures. This 

in turn produces online affinity spaces where the dominant ideology is called into 

question, opening up new, open-ended possibilities for thinking and being – the 

Learning Journey or entwicklungsroman – of the fictional characters mirroring the 

potential journeys of readers/creators. These fan spaces then become sites for enacting 

resistance and change, destabilising existing institutional binaries of author/reader, 

adult/child and empowered/disempowered, effectively filling all three criteria for the 

YA heterotopia. Through fan activism, the power of the YA heterotopia allows 

adolescent readers to transform into fully realised, participatory subjects with genuine 

potential to affect social change. 

 

Chappell suggests that the Harry Potter novels offer a postmodern experience for 

young readers, encouraging them to embrace ‘ambiguity, complexity, agency, 

resistance – rather than accept binaries promoted and constructed in traditional 

literature’ (2008, p.292). Online affinity-spaces amplify this postmodern experience, 

turning seemingly contradictory ideology into the opportunity for growth, debate and 

development. Jenkins asks: 

Should fan activism in the future be understood as acting on a shared set of 

ideologies and dogmas that shape how fans read the world, or can we imagine 

a kind of politics that builds on the ongoing debates fans have over how to 

interpret and how to evaluate the characters, actions and values depicted in a 

favourite text? (2012, 5.5) 

Thus it is the ideological instability of Harry Potter that makes it spawn so many 

different layers of heterotopian affinity-space. Just as the Room of Requirement 

becomes different things for different people, according to their various desires and 

needs, so too is the Harry Potter universe, enabling subversion, activism and 

transformation. 
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Chapter Five 

 

Decreasing WorldSuck: Affinity-identity and social activism 
 

What belongs to me becomes more interesting, and more awesome, once it 

also belongs to you. 

John Green (2011) 

 

John Green’s Paper Towns (2008) explores physical and literary spaces which allow 

its teenage characters to see the world (and each other) differently. These 

transformational fictional spaces are then opened up into the real online space of 

‘Nerdfightaria’ (nerdfighters.com), where adolescent readers have formed a strong 

community dedicated to critical thinking, play and activism. Unlike the previous texts 

discussed in this thesis, Paper Towns is not explicitly political, and it is precisely this 

lack of moral didacticism that enables it to operate as a heterotopian space for the 

reader as well as the protagonist. 

 

The Nerdfighters community began in 2007, when author John Green and his brother 

Hank, concerned that their relationship had devolved to purely text-based 

communication, started the Brotherhood 2.0 or Vlogbrothers project, where they each 

posted a YouTube video on alternate days, every day for a year. The project was 

instantly popular with viewers (mostly adolescents) who had come across it via 

Green’s novels. These viewers were quickly integrated into the project, and the idea 

of Nerdfighters was born.40 Since then, Nerdfighteria has expanded into countless 

separate but compatible projects, many instigated by adolescents. 

Nerdfighters are not about you and me ... Nerdfighters are about stupid 

beautiful projects and making each other laugh and think with T-shirts and 

pocket protectors and rants about the situation in Pakistan which sucks right 

now. In the contemporary world where things fall apart and the center cannot 

hold you have to imagine a community where there is no center ... A lot of life 

                                                
40	At	the	time	of	writing,	the	Vlogbrothers	YouTube	channel	has	had	1,002,338,488	views	of	its	7040	
videos	(https://www.youtube.com/user/vlogbrothers/about?spfreload=10	accessed	7/7/2015).	
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is about doing things that don’t suck with people who don’t suck. (Green 

2007) 

Unlike the Harry Potter Alliance, Nerdfightaria doesn’t have a single site at its 

centre.41 Although the majority of Nerdfighters view Green’s videos on YouTube, the 

community also gathers on Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram and Facebook. Less than 10% 

of self-identified Nerdfighters regularly visit the nerdfightaria.com website, and only 

8.5% have attended a real-world Nerdfighters event or gathering (Green 2015). 

Nerdfightaria therefore is not merely a collection of websites, it is also an identity 

formed from liminality, offering community, belonging and becoming to those who 

view themselves as Other. Zembylas and Ferreira describe heterotopian spaces as 

being ‘intensely affective’, redefining concepts of ‘being and becoming and 

provid[ing] members with a different communal feeling’ – the difference between the 

normal and everyday, and these new, intense yet rhizomatic connections (2009 p.3). 

They identify these spaces as ‘structures of feeling’, rather than hegemonic social 

constructions, arguing that heterotopias:  

… Come to represent sites of otherness around which marginalized 

individuals and groups – peace activists, progressive teachers, militant 

communities, social groups fighting to build trust, reciprocity, civic 

participation and solidarity among conflicting communities – give meaning to 

their hybrid identities through transgressive practices. (p.6) 

The Nerdfighters community is not solely focussed on activism. Their creative output 

is varied, incorporating music, fiction, video, art, education, craft and many kinds of 

play, including amusing challenges, punishments, pranking and games. Green 

explains that he and his brother decided early on that the community needed a kind of 

mission statement or purpose, something that was broad enough that members could 

take it in whichever direction they chose, but neologistic and therefore specific to 

their community. They settled on ‘decreasing WorldSuck’ (Green 2011). 

 

Paper Towns was the first novel Green published after the emergence of the 

Nerdfighter community. It is the story of Q, a graduating high school senior who 

suffers from unrequited love for his enigmatic next-door neighbour, Margo Roth 
                                                
41	Unlike	the	Harry	Potter	fandom,	Nerdfightaria	is	not	rooted	in	fan	fiction.	There	are	hundreds	of	
thousands	of	Harry	Potter	fan	stories	on	fanfiction.net,	but	at	the	time	of	writing	there	are	less	than	a	
thousand	stories	inspired	by	Green’s	fiction	(fanfiction.net,	accessed	7/7/15).			
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Spiegelman. After Margo enlists Q as an accomplice on a dead-of-night revenge 

escapade that ends up with their breaking into SeaWorld, she disappears. Q is 

convinced that Margo has left him a trail of clues to find her, and embarks on an 

adrenaline-fuelled road trip with three friends which ends with them finding Margo 

living in an abandoned barn in upstate New York. Margo is surprised to see them – 

she hadn’t left clues at all, and Q realises that the real-life Margo cannot be contained 

by his fantasies of her, and that it is ‘treacherous to see a person as more than a 

person’ (p.326). 

 

The novel is presented in a three-part structure, named for Q’s different ways of 

‘seeing’ Margo, which develop and mature as he encounters a variety of 

transformative heterotopian spaces. These three parts each present a different 

definition of the term ‘Paper Town’, and explore different kinds of heterotopia, all of 

which are reflected in the Nerdfighters community, filling the three criteria of the YA 

heterotopia. 

 

The strings 

At the beginning of Paper Towns, both Q and Margo see people as being like a 

musical instrument, with strings that can be played. But once the strings are broken, 

the instrument can never be repaired or understood. The breaking of the strings 

happens when one encounters a kind of crisis. Q believes that for Margo, this crisis 

was the moment that she and Q discovered a dead body in the park as children. From 

that point on she strains against her strings, aware that even though broken strings 

cannot be repaired, they nonetheless bring freedom. Margo’s crisis makes her 

unknowable to Q – to him she is simultaneously his childhood playmate, a deviant 

adolescent, and a desirable woman. She exists in a liminal space – her strings are in 

the process of breaking, untethering her from what she sees as a flat, two-dimensional 

reality. 

  

After dragging Q on a revenge mission against an ex-boyfriend, Margo and Q break 

into SeaWorld together. Much has been written on the theme park and heterotopia 

(see Kern in Dehaene & De Cauter 2008, Baudrillard 2010). Theme parks present 

themselves as utopias – they are placeless places, fundamentally unreal, presenting 

‘society in a perfected form’ (Foucault 1986, p.22). But of course these are real 
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spaces, spaces of permanent festivity that exist outside of ordinary time, yet still 

operate within the context of economic and social interactions. Thus, the theme park 

is a heterotopia of illusion, a space which ‘exposes every real space, all the sites 

inside of which human life is partitioned, as still more illusory’ (Foucault 1986, p.26). 

By entering at night, Q and Margo disrupt the park’s controlled system of opening 

and closing. They transgress the park’s barriers like warriors completing challenges – 

they cross a moat, battle with a snake and scale a chain-link fence. Despite the late 

hour, the park is still piping muzak over the speakers – a faint, constant attempt to 

preserve the illusory utopia of the theme park. 

 

Q is entranced by Margo – she is mysterious, unpredictable and alluring, the perfect 

vessel for his adolescent fantasies. He convinces himself that he and Margo have a 

deep, strong connection, that their strings ‘cross and separate and then come back 

together’ (p.55), and that her feelings mirror his own. Despite the heterotopian space 

of the forbidden theme park, Q fails to see Margo as a person of her own. 

Q and Margo end their night of deviance at the top of a building in Orlando’s 

financial district, where the whole city and its suburbs unfolds below them. Q finds 

the view beautiful, impressive: 

“You can’t see the wear on things, you know? You can’t see the rust or the 

paint cracking. You see the place as someone once imagined it.” (p.63) 

For Margo, however, the city can never be beautiful. 

“It’s not even hard enough to be made out of plastic. It’s a paper town. I mean 

look at it, Q: look at all those cul-de-sacs, those streets that turn in on 

themselves, all the houses that were built to fall apart… All the things paper 

thin and paper frail. And all of the people, too.” (p.63–4) 

For Margo, these paper people are unknowable, and she has a deep fear of becoming 

one of them. Margo’s paper town is one which is fundamentally false – a two 

dimensional plane where nothing has any depth or significance, and true connections 

between people are impossible. Q can’t imagine the possibility that Margo might 

leave – he is too busy imagining fantasy scenarios where they become romantically 

entangled. Q’s way of imagining the city is incompatible with Margo’s – just as his 

way of imagining her is incompatible with the real-life Margo. At this point in the 

novel, neither Q nor Margo have been transformed by the heterotopia, and so they 

remain isolated, locked into their own imaginings. They cannot bring their separate 
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ideologies together and find a common ground, nor imagine any alternative orders, no 

‘potentially emancipatory ways of thinking and organizing’ (Siegel et al. 2012, p.5). 

A policeman describes girls like Margo as ‘tied-down helium balloons’ (p.75), who 

strain against their strings until finally something causes them to break, and they float 

away. But despite his perceptiveness, the policeman cannot see Margo as an 

individual, only as evidence of a pattern. 

“The thing about these balloons is that there are so goddamned many of them. 

The sky is choked full of them, rubbing against each other as they float to here 

or from there… You look up at all the balloons in the sky and you can see all 

of the balloons, but you cannot see any one balloon.” (p.75) 

Here, he touches on the distinction between masses and multitude. The policeman can 

only see the masses – an indistinguishable mob, rather than discrete individual 

subjects, each embarking on the ‘universal nomadism’ of the multitude (Hardt & 

Negri 2000, p.61), powerless as individuals, but as a group capable of addressing 

‘mass disenfranchisement and marginalization’ (Ventura 2011, p.91). The policeman 

warns Q that he will never be able to find Margo, telling him that ‘once that string 

gets cut, kid, you can’t uncut it.’ Like Margo, he believes that once a connection to 

people is severed, it can never be repaired. Margo believes that in order to escape the 

paper town, she has to leave everything behind, and that she can never return.  

 

Margo is in crisis because she feels trapped in her paper town, tied down by her 

strings. Q’s crisis is the opposite: He stands on the edge of freedom from high school 

– the ultimate space of crisis and deviance – with only his strings keeping him from 

falling into the unknown. Paper Towns is set in that strange, liminal period of Senior 

year where college offers have already been made, but students must continue to 

attend and sit their final exams. On the last day of school, Q finds himself 

overwhelmed with unexpected emotions. His general ambivalence towards school 

evaporates: 

All the things I’d done here, all the love and pity and compassion and violence 

and spite, kept welling up inside me. These whitewashed cinder-block walls. 

My white walls. Margo’s white walls. We’d been captive inside them for so 

long, stuck in their belly like Jonah. (p.264) 

Q feels like he is drowning in ‘perverse nostalgia’. He is desperate to leave, but cleans 

out his locker slowly, discarding everything except a photo of him and his two best 
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friends. When he finally leaves he is suddenly liberated, exultant. He realises that ‘it 

is so hard to leave – until you leave. And then it is the easiest goddamned thing in the 

world’ (p.266). This sudden moment of emancipation enables him to see his school 

differently, and he experiences a glimpse of the transformative power of the 

heterotopia. Breaking into a joyful sprint, Q feels himself change, claiming ‘I felt 

myself for the first time becoming Margo’ (p.267). 

 

Deleuze defines identity as ‘not what we are, but what we are in the process of 

becoming – that is the Other, our becoming-other’ (1992, p.7). For Q, this becoming-

other means becoming-Margo, as he imagines himself capable of inhabiting her 

consciousness, seeing through her eyes. However this state of becoming is ultimately 

false, a simulacrum – the Margo that Q feels himself becoming is not the true Margo. 

It isn’t linked to the living, breathing Margo for whom he longs. The simulacrum, 

Durham explains, is created by an absence, ‘only recreated by the workings of 

memory and imagination, which retrospectively and prospectively weave between its 

various avatars relations of identity and difference … being or becoming’ (Durham 

1998, p.17). 

 

Although Q believes himself to be becoming-Margo, he is still failing to see her as 

she really is. His state of becoming-Margo is ultimately disconnected from the human 

Margo that he desires. Q’s becoming-Margo reveals that he still views her as an 

empty receptacle, a vessel to be filled with his own fantasies, desires and now even 

his own self. 

 

The grass 

Margo leaves Q a book of Walt Whitman poems with a highlighted passage from 

Leaves of Grass. Q uses this passage to interpret his new state of becoming-Margo, 

and the poetic space of literature enables him to further develop and change. Q 

decides that identity is like grass – that we are all infinitely connected, and can use 

our common roots to understand one another, and even become one another. When 

Margo disappears, Q is convinced that she has left him a series of clues to find her, 

and it is here that we encounter the second definition of ‘paper town’. Q’s mother 

calls them ‘pseudovisions’ – residential subdivisions abandoned in the planning 

stages, just grey dirt and unfinished roads. 



 

 107 

 

These sites are imagined utopias – buildings and homes that only ever existed on 

paper and never became real physical spaces. Similarly, Q’s idea of Margo exists only 

in his own fantasies – it has still failed to connect to human-Margo. He develops 

complicated theories based on the flimsiest of clues – one pseudovision contains an 

oak tree similar to the one under which he and Margo had discovered the dead man. 

He wonders if she has killed herself and wants him to find her body. Whatever she 

has orchestrated, Q is convinced that she has done it for him, that he is the protagonist 

of Margo’s story. 

 

Q follows Margo’s trail to a building on the outskirts of town. After breaking in 

through a boarded up window, Q finds himself in an abandoned minimall, dusty and 

scattered with pages from a yellowing day-to-day calendar.42 At first he finds no sign 

of Margo – no sign of anything other than decay. But on a subsequent visit, small 

pieces of evidence emerge – thumbtack holes on a wall, a bottle of nailpolish, 

painted-over graffiti on the walls, a blue blanket that holds Margo’s scent. Q decides 

to try and truly be Margo, to spend the night in the minimall, holding her blanket. It is 

the night of Q’s Senior Prom, but he doesn’t wish to attend. Foucault argues that the 

heterotopia begins to ‘function at full capacity when men arrive at a sort of absolute 

break with their traditional time’ (1986, p.23). Inside the minimall, time and coming-

of-age milestones (school, Prom, college) cease to matter: ‘On each calendar page, it 

is perpetually February of 1986’ (p.169). As Q steps outside time, he experiences the 

first of his two major transformational realisations. He imagines Margo holed up 

there: 

It all struck me as so lonely and so very unMargo. But all the evidence of the 

past ten days accumulated toward a surprising conclusion. Margo herself was 

– at least part of the time – very unMargo. (p.196) 

Q realises that the Margo of his boyhood and adolescent fantasies doesn’t match the 

Margo of reality. He starts to understand that he has mis-seen Margo, and that there 

are endless ways of imagining her – ‘an infinite set of Margos’ (p.198). Later that 

                                                
42	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	Vote	for	Larry,	Wide	Awake	and	Paper	Towns	all	attempt	to	subvert	the	
commercial	space	of	the	shopping	mall.	It	is	clear	that	these	writers	wish	to	resist	the	cultural	
stereotype	of	teenagers	existing	only	as	mindless	consumers,	as	opposed	to	the	dystopian	view	of	
adolescence	presented	in	texts	such	as	MT	Anderson’s	Feed	(2002).	
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night, Q hides in an empty bath-tub with Margo’s friend Lacey at an after-party for a 

prom he didn’t attend, and thinks that everyone – himself, Lacey, Margo’s mother – 

have all been ‘looking at [Margo’s] reflection in different fun house mirrors’ (p.214), 

and that perhaps none of them has seen the real Margo. After he visits the timeless 

space of the abandoned mini-mall, and experiences Otherness at the post-prom party, 

Q’s veil of adolescence has been lifted, empowering him to resist the normative and 

everyday – the first criterion of the YA heterotopia. Q can no longer participate in the 

traditional adolescent rituals of passing time – graduation, his Prom – but finds 

himself able to see through the mask that Margo has always worn – the mask that 

others placed on her.  

 

Zembylas and Ferreira argue that by engaging with narratives and practices that 

‘entail the ongoing struggle to encounter the unknowable alterity of the Other’, new 

decentralised social connections are formed outside of hegemonic power structures 

(2009, p.13). Once Q acknowledges Margo’s ‘unknowableness’, he wonders if for 

Margo, the minimall was a place of comfort because she always felt like she was in an 

empty, abandoned room with blocked-out windows – even when she was surrounded 

by her friends and family. Because everyone mis-saw her, and nobody imagined that 

she was real. And Q understands his mistake: ‘Margo was not a miracle. She was not 

an adventure. She was not a fine and precious thing. She was a girl’ (p.231). Q finally 

understands that Margo isn’t an empty space to be filled by his own fantasies. She is a 

living, breathing human, with fantasies and desires of her own. 

 

The vessel 

Foucault’s fifth principle of heterotopia is that it ‘presuppose[s] a system of opening 

and closing that both isolates [it] and makes [it] permeable’ (1986, p.26). It is possible 

to see evidence of this space throughout Paper Towns – when Q and Margo break into 

Sea World; the compulsory attendance then post-graduation-exile of high school; the 

minimall with its locked doors and boarded up windows; the minivan which 

transports Q and his friends across the country to find Margo. But perhaps the most 

profound example from the novel is Margo herself. Q’s final realisation is that a 

broken identity isn’t irreparable, and that we can’t become one another, or even 

accurately imagine one another: 

Each of us starts out as a watertight vessel. And these things happen – these 
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people leave us, or don’t love us, or don’t get us, or we don’t get them, and we 

lose and fall and hurt one another. And the vessel starts to crack open in 

places… But there is all this time between when the cracks start to open and 

when we finally fall apart. And it’s only in that time that we can see one 

another, because we see out of ourselves through our cracks and into others 

through theirs… Before that, we were just looking at ideas of each other… 

But once the vessel cracks, the light gets in. The light can get out. (p.350) 

‘Margo’ is a construct containing multiple layers of subjectivity. There are the ‘paper’ 

Margos, the versions seen by other people, and the masks that Margo herself wears. 

Margo is a site of ambiguity and becoming; she juxtaposes multiple, incompatible 

identities in a single real space, and exposes all these identities – those imposed upon 

her and those she claims for herself – as being illusory. Instead of her broken strings 

representing a permanent, irreparable break with reality, Margo is a cracked vessel 

through which light can permeate. It is these very cracks – this system of opening and 

closing – that allows the heterotopia to function at full capacity, resulting in 

connection, becoming and transformation. Margo herself is a site of resistance, and by 

the end of the novel both she and Q are empowered to reject stability and the common 

order of things and embark on the Learning Journey. 

 

The third kind of paper town presented in the novel is similarly transformative – it 

blurs the line between fiction and reality. Here, paper towns are imaginary settlements 

inserted into maps as a kind of copyright trap by cartographers. Green explains that 

these fake towns can become real ones – people drive there expecting to find a gas 

station, so one opens up to take advantage of this potential business. Instead of the 

imagined utopias of the pseudovisions, these copyright traps are heterotopian – they 

are utopian spaces imposed upon and complicated by reality. It is to one of these 

paper towns – Agloe in upstate New York – that Margo flees, in the hope that she, 

too, might be able to escape the imaginary realm of the utopia, and claim for herself a 

new identity that is grounded in heterotopia, ‘vividly diverse and constantly in flux’ 

(Shane 2005, p.231). 

 

This final kind of paper town is where Q experiences his ultimate transformation – the 

understanding of identity as a vessel, the importance of vulnerability, and the danger 

of ‘believ[ing] that a person is more than a person’ (p.330). He finds Margo in an old 
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barn that has so many holes in the walls that it is ‘simultaneously inside and outside’  

(p.334). It is a no-place – identified on a map as having meaning and significance, but 

barely existing in reality. Margo explains that it reflects how she felt, back in Orlando. 

“It’s kind of great, being an idea that everybody likes. But I could never be the 

idea to myself, not all the way. And Agloe is a place where a paper creation 

became real. A dot on the map became a real place, more real than the people 

who created the dot could ever have imagined. I thought maybe the paper 

cutout of a girl could start becoming real here also.” (p.340) 

Agloe exposes the illusion of the paper map – Margo travels there to expose herself, 

to reveal her true identity behind the paper high-school girl that everyone – including 

Q – adores. The novel ends ambiguously, with no easy answers – the definition of the 

entwicklungsroman. We learn from Margo the danger of imagining things, but Q 

reminds us that if we don’t imagine, nothing ever happens at all. Q understands the 

importance of metaphors – when you define yourself as the strings, the grass or the 

vessel, each has different implications for the way you imagine the world, and your 

ability to imagine alternative ways of thinking and being. The future must be 

imagined in order to bring it into being, and by doing so we render ourselves 

vulnerable, letting others in through our cracks. But we must not impose our 

imaginings upon other people – they have their own imaginings, and underneath 

them, their own vulnerable selves. Paper Towns echoes Foucault’s plea to destabilise 

the hierarchy of reader/author, to ‘follow the distribution of gaps and breaches, and 

watch for the openings this disappearance uncovers’ (1998, p.209). Green’s novel is a 

complex procession of complicated philosophical ideas, yet it doesn’t impose any 

specific ideological dogma upon the reader, except perhaps a plea for mutual respect. 

 

Nerdfighting the novel 

The links between Green’s novels, and the world of Nerdfightaria are not as explicit 

as those between the Harry Potter books and The Harry Potter Alliance, but they are 

no less profound.43 Some Nerdfighting activities have very strong links to Green’s 

writing. The Positive Pranking Project (in conjunction with fellow YA author Amy 

Krause Rosenthal) has clear ties to the class pranks played out in both Paper Towns 
                                                
43	Indeed,	Nerdfighters	are	not	necessarily	John	Green	readers.	In	an	online	census	of	Nerdfightaria,	
77%	of	respondents	reported	having	read	a	Green	novel.	Interestingly,	92%	reported	having	read	the	
Harry	Potter	series	(Green	2015).	
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and Green’s Printz Award-winning Looking for Alaska (2005). The Positive Pranking 

Project, however, seeks to subvert the traditional mischievous intent of pranking with 

gifts and positive messages (Green 2010).44 Sometimes the relationship between text 

and online activity can operate in both directions – Green’s The Fault In Our Stars 

was partially inspired by (and is dedicated to) Esther Earl, a teen Nerdfighter who 

died of thyroid cancer in 2011. Esther’s presence in Nerdfightaria, coupled with the 

popularity of Green’s novel has subsequently inspired This Star Won’t Go Out – a 

non-profit foundation serving families with children diagnosed with life-threatening 

cancer, as well as #estherday, a social media event held on Esther’s birthday which 

seeks to ‘uplift each other and create a more positive fandom; to empower and inspire 

our community; and to increase empathy’ (tswgo.org/esther-day.html). Green’s books 

and Nerdfightaria share an ideologically (if not explicitly political) common ground – 

creating spaces which foster mutual respect, intellectual and philosophical thought, 

linguistic play and a fundamental desire to make the world a better place. These 

common spaces are profoundly heterotopian, and make explicit the ideological links 

between text and community, and their measurable, real-world impact. 

 

Literature and reading online 

The rise of social networking has changed the way we read fiction (Wilkinson 2009). 

Once a solitary activity, reading has become collaborative, creative, and community 

building. Green explains: ‘You read and love a book, and then you get online and find 

other people who read and loved it, and those connections create communities with 

surprisingly strong bonds that are capable of accomplishing a lot more than just 

talking about books’ (2011). If a book (especially a YA book) is popular, it is 

probable there are online activities involving it, whether they be forum-style 

discussions, fan fiction, fan art, video or craft. The link between these fan 

communities and social activism, however, is not guaranteed. Green comments that 

he hasn’t seen any activism-focused fandom surrounding the Twilight novels, 

hypothesising that ‘this may be because of the values in the books or because some 

lack of momentum within the community, but I don’t think it’s a universal or even 

very common phenomenon’ (2011). He sees literature as a kind of conduit – a space 
                                                
44	For	example,	in	‘Ding	Dong	Ditching’	prankers	leave	chocolate	Ding	Dong	cakes	on	someone’s	
doorstep	instead	of	just	ringing	the	doorbell	and	running,	and	‘TPing’	becomes	leaving	Tootsie	Pops	
instead	of	toilet	paper.	



 

 112 

where people with shared sensibilities can come together to discuss and address the 

issues they identify as being important. 

 

Green sees the denial of adolescent political agency as a major factor in the success of 

the Nerdfighters community.45 He explains that the combination of political 

disempowerment and financial restriction excludes most teenagers from philanthropic 

activities:46 ‘But we say to them “Hey, $5 is a big deal,” because we want to introduce 

them to the idea of philanthropy, the idea that your money goes further when someone 

other than you spends it’ (2011). Through various projects, Nerdfighters have 

purchased clean drinking water for villages in rural Bangladesh and Haiti, and have 

loaned (at the time of writing) US $5.8 million through microfinancing organisation 

kiva.org to entrepreneurs in the developing world.47 Engagement in this community of 

(predominantly) politically disenfranchised teenagers therefore enables participants to 

redefine culture and contribute to ‘empowerment, social transformation and 

democracy’ (Rymarczuk & Derksen 2014, p.35). 

 

This subversion of the normative order of things permeates Paper Towns. Q’s friend 

Radar, for example, lives in a house that contains the world’s largest collection of 

black Santas. Green states on his website that Paper Towns is a novel about ‘how we 

imagine people, places and stories’ (2010), and the dangers in doing so. He argues 

that the traditional cultural depiction of Santa (or God, or Jesus) as white indicates a 

lot more about our society than it does about the real-life Saint Nicholas (who was 

Russian), and that in collecting black Santas, Radar’s parents are trying to encourage 

people to imagine Santa differently – an alternate order of Santas. It is this notion of 

presenting alternate orders that permeates the world of Nerdfightaria, encouraging its 

members to view people and experiences in different ways. Just as Q learns to see 

Margo as a whole, complex, contradictory individual instead of a receptacle for his 

own fantasies, so Nerdfighters attempt to imagine the world and each other differently. 

                                                
45	The	2014	Nerdfightaria	Census	reported	that	79%	of	Nerdfighters	are	under	23	years	old	(Green	
2015).	

46	The	2014	Nerdfightaria	Census	found	that	55%	of	respondents	had	no	income	at	all,	with	a	further	
24%	earning	between	$1	and	$10	000	per	annum	(Green	2015).	

47	See	http://www.kiva.org/team/nerdfighters.	
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This is achieved in concrete, literal ways – like the Green brothers’ alternate 

education syllabus Crash Course, presenting history, science and literature in the 

format of short, entertaining videos; or The Lizzie Bennett Diaries, a modernised 

retelling of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, delivered in 100 snappy five minute 

videos.48 But it is also achieved in subtler, less visible ways, such as breaking down 

the barriers between politician and constituent (such as when the Nerdfighters 

campaigned to get mathematician Daniel Biss elected to the Illinois state legislature in 

2012), between philanthropists and those who are in need (such as their involvement 

with kiva.org), and breaking down the social barriers that divide people of different 

ages, races, sexualities, nationalities and socioeconomic backgrounds. 

 

The evolution of the Brotherhood 2.0 project into Nerdfightaria was, according to 

Green, a natural one. ‘Internet-based communities,’ he argues, ‘can only gaze at their 

navels for so long before they want to make something out of their improbable 

connection to one another’ (2011). This connection is the basis of the multitude, and 

online space is the heterotopia that empowers the multitude to: 

… Reinvent the common and create new subjectivities and ethics that can 

actively participate in creating new territorialities, (transgressing the physical 

frontiers, public and private space), to expand the common. (Handlykken 2012, 

p.35) 

This active participation is key to Nerdfightaria. Green explains that although he and 

Hank encourage the community’s activism, much of it is organic. Many individual 

Nerdfighters have started projects stemming from their own interests/concerns – such 

as Shawn Ahmed, who quit college and used the money he’d been saving for an X-

Box 360 to move to Bangladesh and start the Uncultured Project (uncultured.com), 

which, with the help of Nerdfighters and other supporters has, over the past four years, 

provided lasting clean water to an entire village, rebuilt a cyclone-ravaged high school, 

provided emergency relief in multiple disasters and helped over 10 000 children 

through a long-term health worker program.  

 

 

 

                                                
48	At	the	time	of	writing,	the	Green	brothers	run	16	different	YouTube	channels	(Green	2015).	
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Incompatible sites 

The internet, and all the millions of sites it contains, is profoundly heterotopian – it 

operates under different rules and exists outside the established order of things, 

juxtaposing literally billions of sites in one virtual space. Hetherington describes the 

internet as not ‘located in one place, but an endless and multiple set of relations 

between sites constituted through a myriad of ever-changing connections’ (1997, 

p.146). Similarly Kern suggests that the internet is developing ‘alternative semi-

public spaces and realms’, and that online spaces are where any and all scenarios and 

social orders can be suggested and enacted, whether utopian, dystopian or 

heterotopian (2008, p.114).  

 

Literature offers a space outside of the public/political realm, where profound 

ideological difference can be set aside and a shared understanding of ‘goodness’ can 

be fostered. Green explains: 

I really value the idea that Nerdfightaria is a big tent inclusive of conservatives 

and liberals, atheists and Muslims, Americans and Australians and Egyptians 

… All kinds of people like my books: People who think gay marriage is 

immoral, people who think it is a human right to own assault weapons, etc. 

I’m grateful to have those people as readers, and I’m grateful that through 

literature I can have a kind of conversation with them, but we’ll never 

reconcile politically. (2011) 

Nerdfightaria embraces ideological hybridity, allowing ‘revolutionary political actors 

and polities to sustain ideological differences even as they forge vital connections’ 

(Seigel et al. 2012, p.9). This hybridity is explored by Davis, who describes the ways 

in which both individuals and communities can be reshaped, ‘shatter[ing] the original 

pillars of established subjectivity’ (2010, p.661). By forming a community that resists 

didacticism and ideological hegemony, Nerdfightaria proposes a new model of 

organising, radically different to the liberal utopias proposed in Vote for Larry, Wide 

Awake and Little Brother (and to a lesser extent The Princess Diaries and All 

American Girl). Davis argues that these hybrid spaces enable the establishment of 

new identities which are empowered to ‘transgress and subvert established cultural 

identifications’ (p.661), fulfilling the criteria of the YA heterotopia. Nerdfighters have 

opened up this hybrid space of heterotopia and becoming, a space between politics, 

storytelling and affinity-identity, and built a community there, an interstice of 
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fictional, social, political and virtual space, where individuals can create and share 

their own definitions of ‘WorldSuck’, and promote varied methods of decreasing it.  

 

These online spaces have a heterotopian relationship with time. Social networking 

sites such as Twitter break conversations into 140 character chunks, displayed and 

consumed asynchronously. Video blogging sites like YouTube and Vimeo allow us to 

pause time, rewind it and replay it. Archiving sites like The Wayback Machine allow 

us to access any site as it appeared on any particular day in history – literal ‘slices in 

time’. Foucault explains that ‘the heterotopia begins to function at full capacity when 

men arrive at a sort of absolute break with their traditional time’ (1986, p.25), and this 

break, this heterochrony, is realised nowhere more effectively than on the internet. 

Once a year, the Nerdfighters take advantage of the internet’s flexible relationship 

with time, and its obsession with metrics, for the Project for Awesome. Green 

explains: 

In 2007, Nerdfighters hijacked YouTube’s algorithms to push videos about 

charities onto the front page of the site, which is usually reserved for, you 

know, cats on Roombas videos. By 2010, the P4A – which had begun with 

basically hacking YouTube for charity – was sponsored by YouTube. (2011) 

The project has generated thousands of videos, tens of millions of views, and in 2014 

raised over $1.2 million for charity in 48 hours, mostly, Green reports, from small 

donations from teenagers. The Project for Awesome videos are now used by 

organisations like Save the Children and Heifer International. It is with projects such 

as this that the Nerdfighters community displays the true potential of the heterotopia – 

using their site of crisis and deviance to hijack time and virtual space, and transform 

disempowerment to empowerment, and gaining a genuine global voice.  

 

The space that remains 

Foucault’s sixth and final principle of heterotopia is that it has a ‘function in relation 

to all the space that remains’, that it either exposes ‘real’ space as somehow fake or 

illusory, or creates a space that is ‘other, another real space, as perfect, as meticulous, 

as well arranged as ours is messy, ill-constructed and jumbled’ (1986, p.26). 

Rambukkana argues that online fan-spaces ‘offer a potential as zones where other 

practices, discourses, and consciousnesses can form or circulate with partial 

autonomy from the constraints upon those practices, discourses and consciousnesses 
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in other societal spheres’ (2007, p.68). He stresses that the various ideologies that 

compete for attention within online spaces are not always compatible, forming instead 

an alternative or radical public sphere where ideology and protest combine with 

humour and emotion, thereby drawing the attention of the general public (p.69). 

 

Political change and ideology is disseminated by Nerdfighters in a unique, playful-

yet-serious way. For example, Green has made videos discussing Maoist rebels in 

Nepal while eating toilet paper (2007) or discussing the Georgia-Russia war while 

letting a puppy lick peanut butter from his face (2008). These subversions of typical 

news reporting are not intended to detract from the seriousness of the issues at hand, 

but instead to subvert the nature of civic discourse and make it accessible to audiences 

traditionally excluded from politics. Green is acutely aware of the dangers of 

politicised, jargon-laden discourse, and finds it condescending. He argues that young 

people: 

… are tired of seeing black-and-white photographs of sick or poor children, 

and they’re hungry for more complex understandings of what it means to live 

in poverty. They’re tired of hearing dichotomous discourse that denies what I 

think is the essential fact of human existence, which is that the truth resists 

simplicity. (2011) 

Nerdfightaria exposes the ‘real world’ of politicised discourse as oversimplified, 

patronising and as fundamentally false as those promoted in the fictional utopias 

discussed in previous chapters. Somay suggests that in order to engage readers in 

radical new approaches to culture, authors must invite readers to participate in the 

construction of literary heterotopia, that ultimately radicalisation finds meaning ‘in 

the actions of human agents, who give ever-changing meanings to things and words, 

whose purpose is never reached but always set anew’ (1984, p.35). Green explains 

that without this dialogue between author and reader in the Nerdfighters community, 

coupled with the democratic non-space created by technology, he wouldn’t have been 

able to meet Bangladeshi villagers over online video-chat, and ‘come to know and 

care about them as people and not just two-dimensional images of poverty’ (2010). 

The transformative experience produced by the literary and virtual heterotopia is 

therefore leaking back into the ‘real world’, with concrete, life-changing 

consequences. 
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Conclusion 

Unlike the authors discussed in previous chapters, Green’s idealism does not take the 

form of a closed, static utopia, but rather the liminal, constantly changing horizon of 

the heterotopia. He represents a move towards Foucault’s plea for a destabilised view 

of Author – the creator of ‘a possibility for something other than their discourse, yet 

something belonging to what they founded’ (1998, p.218). Green invites his readers to 

see the world differently, but not necessarily to see it his way. It is this respect for the 

reader, coupled with the community’s juxtaposition of intellectual thought and affect, 

that forms the cornerstones of the Nerdfighters community. Green and his novels 

were the genesis for this community, but not the ongoing impetus for it. Green 

doesn’t believe that Nerdfightaria is making apathetic teens political – more that it 

gives them a forum to be respectfully heard, and a community in which to share ideas. 

Nerdfightaria not only offers new pathways for social organising and activism, it also 

opens up radical new possibilities for fiction in the space revealed between author, 

text and reader.  
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Conclusion 
 

If, as Rose and Hollindale both claim, ideology is an ‘inevitable, untameable and 

largely uncontrollable factor in the transaction between books and children’ 

(Hollindale 1998, p.27), is there any possibility for truly radical works of YA fiction? 

Can we locate a new kind of literature that can be uncoupled from the author’s 

ideology, in which ‘the fictive would operate in an absolutely free state’ (Foucault 

1998, p.222)? The answer seems to lie in a shift away from explicitly political texts 

with utopian goals. These novels are unable to escape the influence of the author’s 

various levels of ideology – surface, passive and cultural. Problems in these texts can 

only be resolved in one way, leaving no room for the reader to explore alternate ways 

of thinking and being. In Vote for Larry, Wide Awake and Little Brother, problems of 

inequality and representation are resolved by a return to the perceived utopia of the 

US Constitution and American Exceptionalism.  

 

The heterotopian text doesn’t condense ideology into a single utopian locus, rather it 

embraces an ever-expanding horizon, a liminal ‘becoming’ without beginning or end, 

the continuous, endless progression of the Learning Journey which is the defining 

characteristic of the entwicklungsroman, or novel of development. Although each of 

the novels discussed in this thesis feature spaces that could be seen as heterotopian, 

few succeed in extending this experience to the reader, preferring instead to close 

down possibilities in order to promote the author’s own ideological agenda. 

 

Chick-lit series The Princess Diaries and All American Girl are subversive by their 

very nature, featuring sexually and politically empowered young women following 

the entwicklungsroman roles traditionally occupied by male characters. Although 

their resistance is less dramatically visible than that of the protagonists in Vote for 

Larry, Wide Awake and Little Brother, it is nonetheless more transgressive, and more 

effective. Sam and Mia convince powerful heads of state to see the world differently, 

to embrace change and flexibility, and to value communication and empathy, 

characteristics usually attributed to women. Despite this, Cabot’s novels ultimately 

echo the same utopian longing as the texts mentioned previously. Cabot’s liberal 

agenda cannot be extracted from the novels, and so although the protagonists 
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experience a heterotopian metamorphosis, no such transformation is offered to the 

reader. 

 

Some texts inadvertently reflect the anarchic instability of the heterotopia by 

presenting layers of ideology that are incompatible with each other. The muddled 

philosophy of the Harry Potter novels creates a confusing, contradictory space that is 

itself a kind of heterotopia, the ‘deeply ambiguous’ (Johnson 2006, p.86) space of 

literature that can be interpreted in many ways in order to fit any reader’s personal 

ideological framework. 

 

Readers who vicariously experience the literary heterotopia’s process of 

transformation and transcendence are compelled to spend more time in the fictional 

world, to push the characters into new situations. This is the genesis of fandom, a 

truly heterotopian space that is ‘in relation [to the diegetic text], but in such a way as 

to suspect, neutralise, or invert the set of relations that [it] happen[s] to designate, 

mirror or reflect’ (Foucault 1986, p.24). The fan’s desire is not only to extend the 

diegetic heterotopia, but to invite others to experience it with them – and it is from 

this point that online networks of fans are born. Online communities such as the Harry 

Potter Alliance and Nerdfightaria take this extension of the fictional text one step 

further – laying the diegetic heterotopia over the real world, and creating new affinity 

groups in the space between, where teenage fans can experience the kind of 

empowerment, agency and transformation they have vicariously participated in, 

within the novels they love. 

 

With agency and empowerment comes new possibilities for activism and social 

change. The transformative experience of the literary heterotopia enables readers to 

see beyond simple oppositional binaries and imagine alternative futures, interrogating 

‘how cultures of peace are constructed, how conflicts may be transformed in non-

violent ways, and how reconciliation and social justice work could provide the 

spatiality for constructive pedagogical practices’ (Zembylas & Ferreira, p.14). These 

conversations are at their most powerful when they transgress the author/reader binary   

– when the voices of authors such as John Green and those involved in YA for Obama 

aren’t privileged over the voices of young readers; rather a mutually respectful 

dialogue is opened up which destabilises the very notion of a cultural hegemony. 
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The YA heterotopia, then, encompasses these three levels of alternative space: 

fictional spaces where characters can resist hegemonic power; fictional experiences 

that open up new possibilities for thinking and being, and new spaces between 

text/reality that destabilise the hegemonic role of Author, encouraging readers to 

resist, transgress and transform. The YA heterotopia is where the liminal spaces of 

adolescence, literature and the virtual come together in layers of transgression and 

ambiguity, like nesting dolls, empowering those who experience it to ‘disturb the 

universe’, bringing with it the possibility of genuine social change. 
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The garden is an intervention in the world, a political statement, a way in 

which the small space of the garden can participate in the larger space that is 

society, politics and ideas. Every garden negotiates its own relationship 

between retreat and attack and in doing so illuminates – or maybe we should 

say engages – the political questions of our time.  

(Solent, 2015) 

 

 

Pullin’ weeds and pickin’ stones 

We are made of dreams and bones 

(The Garden Song) 
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1. 
You want to save the world? Here’s a piece of advice for you. Don’t try to do it 

dressed as a giant lobster.  

The shopping centre was packed – full of people mindlessly wheeling groaning 

trolleys of useless junk and processed food. Nobody had time to stop and listen to my 

spiel about the plight of the Margaret River Hairy Marron. They didn’t even take a 

fact sheet or sign my petition. In fact, the only people who spoke to me were the ones 

who thought I was spruiking the new seafood place that had opened up next to the 

deli. People just didn’t care. I bet they wouldn’t be so concerned about the two-

packets-of-Tim-Tams-for-the-price-of-one deal once the polar ice-caps melted and we 

all died. Then they might listen to what I had to say about the importance of 

biodiversity, and the conservation of endangered species.  

Admittedly, my Margaret River Hairy Marron costume did look a lot like a lobster.  

Okay, it was a lobster costume. The costume-hire place didn’t have any marron 

costumes. So although the Margaret River Hairy Marron is brown with blueish-black 

claws, I was in a bright-red lobster suit, with a massive headdress thing with curly red 

antennae and one enormous red foam claw (I left the other one at home – I needed 

one normal hand to hold my fact sheets and clipboard). I’d also added red face-paint 

so the whole outfit would hang together. And also because I didn’t want anyone to 

recognise me.  

If I was a more shallow, uncaring human being, I’d be hanging out with my friends 

right now. They were probably at Valentine’s only decent café, sipping single-origin 

lattes and planning their day. They’d probably go into the city later for lunch. Do a 

little shopping. Maybe see a movie.  

Not me. I was too busy saving the world.  

I shifted from one foot to the other. The shopping centre PA was piping out an endless 

stream of tinny pop music, and I felt like my eardrums were being rubbed against a 
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cheese grater. Christmas decorations were already up, even though it was only 

October. Got to get in early for the planet’s most appalling display of mindless 

consumerism.  

An angry-looking woman sailed past, barking into a diamante-encrusted phone. She 

was wearing Italian designer sunglasses and carrying some kind of dead-animal-skin 

handbag that would have cost a fortune, and used a tonne of energy to get shipped 

over here. There was a bottle of French water poking out of the handbag.1 I didn’t 

even bother offer-ing her a fact sheet.  

A guy pushing an enormous stack of supermarket trolleys blocked my view. He was 

like a glacier,2 slow but implacable. The guy was cute in a scruffy, Asian way, with 

skinny jeans, black hoodie, oversized headphones and angular haircut. I was pretty 

sure he went to my school – one of those lame stoners who was always in detention or 

skulking up the back of the classroom.  

I watched with dawning horror as, like a car crash in slow motion, the stack of 

trolleys drifted towards an old lady with a walker. The cute guy didn’t notice, too 

busy off in his own world of whatever rubbish music he listened to. I nearly called 

out, until I noticed that the old lady was the one who’d pretended to be deaf when I’d 

tried to talk to her about the top ten endangered species list. She noticed just in time, 

and scurried out of the way with surprising lightness of foot. The guy didn’t stop to 

apologise or anything, he just scowled and kept pushing.  

‘Excuse me?’ It was a harassed-looking man with two toddlers in tow.  

I turned to him with a beaming smile. 
                                                
1	What’s	the	deal	with	imported	water?	I	mean,	I	know	we	have	a	water	problem	in	this	country,	but	
importing	it	in	little	200ml	bottles	isn’t	exactly	the	solution.	Get	it	out	of	the	tap	like	a	normal	person!	
Did	you	know	that	bottled	water	costs	2500	times	more	than	just	tap	water?	Not	to	mention	the	fact	
that	Australians	produce	60,000	tonnes	of	greenhouse	gas	emissions	just	from	buying	bottled	water.	
Disgusting.		

2	For	those	of	you	reading	this	in	the	future	–	a	glacier	was	a	giant	moun-	tain	of	ice	that	formed	
where	the	accumulation	of	snow	exceeded	its	ablation	over	centuries.	You’ve	never	heard	of	them	
because	a	bunch	of	idiots	known	as	the	human	race	thought	that	double-bagging	groceries	was	more	
important	than	the	melting	of	our	polar	ice-caps.		

	



 

 5 

‘Are you handing out samples? The boys love prawns.’  

‘It’s not a prawn costume, it’s a lob--’ I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. ‘A 

critically endangered Hairy Marron.’ The man looked confused, and dragged his kids 

off towards the supermarket.  

I lasted another forty minutes or so, with no success. I was thirsty, hot, itchy from the 

lobster suit, and I needed to pee. One of the perks of being a registered volunteer is 

that I get to use the shopping centre’s break room, so I dragged myself down the poky 

little corridor to the staff toilets, and struggled through a ridiculous dance in a tiny 

cubicle to squeeze out of the lobster costume so I could pee. The suit was damp and 

sweaty, and I kicked myself for not bringing along a change of clothes. It was also 

starting to smell pretty ripe, and I tried not to think about the fact that it had come 

from a hire company, and that in all likelihood, plenty of other people had sweated 

inside it before me. Ugh. I pulled it back on with a shudder.  

Shopping Trolley Guy was in the break room, his feet up on the table, reading a 

comic book. He didn’t look up when I shuffled in.  

I fumbled with the giant foam lobster claw, and eventually pulled it off and dumped it 

on the table. I then dug through the dirty dishes in the sink to find a glass.  

‘Gross,’ I muttered. Nearly everything in the sink was covered in brown coffee 

sludge.  

‘Why don’t you just use the water cooler?’ the guy asked. ‘It has disposable cups.’  

‘Do you know how many resources are used to make a plastic cup?’ I asked. ‘Those 

things aren’t recyclable, and take up to a thousand years to biodegrade.’  

The guy blinked, and turned back to his comic. I found the least-scungy glass and 

rinsed it clean before filling it with tap water and downing it in one gulp. I filled my 

glass again and did some sneaky checking-out of Shopping Trolley Guy.  

He had lovely dark brown eyes and just the faintest smattering of freckles across his 

nose, barely visible against his olive skin. He chewed thoughtfully on his lower lip as 

he slowly turned the pages of his comic.  
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‘What’s with the lobster outfit?’ he asked at last, still not really looking up. ‘Do you 

work for the new fish-and-chip place on the corner?’  

I groaned inwardly, and explained to him about the Margaret River Hairy Marron. He 

raised an eyebrow.  

‘Doesn’t seem like the best creature for raising awareness, does it?’ he said, laying the 

book on the table. ‘I mean, it’s not cuddly, or genetically interesting, or rare. The only 

thing most people know about marron is that it tastes awesome drizzled with lemon 

and dipped in tartare sauce.’  

‘That’s the problem with conservation awareness programs,’ I said. ‘They only ever 

talk about the cute, cuddly endangered animals. The media is only interested in the 

ones that make good news stories. Just because the Hairy Marron isn’t cute doesn’t 

mean it’s not important.’  

‘And that’s why you chose it. Because you feel nobody is telling the Hairy Marron’s 

story.’  

‘Exactly.’ 

‘And you’re dressed as a lobster to get people’s attention.’  

‘Right.’ 

‘Is it working?’  

I sighed. ‘No. Everyone keeps asking me for free samples.’  

Shopping Trolley Guy chuckled, and turned back to his comic.  

‘What are you reading?’ I asked.  

The guy held up his comic so I could see the cover, without taking his eyes off the 

page.  

‘Blue Beetle,’ I read. ‘Is it good?’  
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‘Amazing.’ He put the comic down and narrowed his eyes at me. ‘So why the 

environment?’  

‘What do you mean?’  

‘Why not starving children in Africa, or marriage equality, or equal opportunities for 

Indigenous Australians? Why is the environment your thing?’  

Kind of a dumb question. ‘Because nothing else matters if we don’t have a planet,’ I 

said. ‘If we don’t fix our overconsumption of fossil fuels and fresh water, we’ll all 

die. And not just humans – every living thing on the planet will die. I don’t want to be 

responsible for that kind of omnicide.’  

‘Omnicide?’ 

‘Like genocide, except it’s for everything.’  

Shopping Trolley Guy nodded slowly. ‘Fair enough. So you’ve taken on saving the 

planet as a personal crusade.’  

‘It’s my responsibility as a human being. It’s the responsibility of every single human 

being. But not everyone is willing to step up.’  

‘Hmm.’ Shopping Trolley Guy looked uncomfortable. ‘I’m not sure that’s fair. I 

mean, there are plenty of people out there who don’t have the time or resources or 

education or skills to be able to hand out flyers at shopping centres, or buy Priuses 

and recycled toilet paper.’  

I shrugged. ‘There are plenty of people out there who could do those things. But they 

don’t.’  

‘Have you considered doing the awareness-raising without the lobster costume? At 

least then people wouldn’t think you were promoting the Hairy Marron as a delicious 

and healthy snack.’  

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Tried that. Didn’t work.’ 
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I’d spent two weekends wearing normal clothes and handing out fact sheets. The 

results had been dismal.3 

‘So why do you think it’s not working? Your crusade?’  

My answer was only one word. ‘Valentine.’  

Shopping Trolley Guy rolled his eyes and nodded. ‘Valentine,’ he said, his mouth 

puckering as if he’d eaten something disgusting. 

The problem with living in Valentine, was everything.  

Valentine was one of those in-between suburbs. It wasn’t old enough to be urban and 

interesting and full of artsy people wanting to reinvent it. And it wasn’t new enough 

to have had actual town planning with parks and wetlands and curvy streets lined with 

native trees. It was an ugly grey expanse of concrete, too far from the city to be 

convenient, and too far from the country to be pretty. The houses were all built in the 

sixties and seventies from asbestos, fibro and concrete. Most of the local shops had 

closed down after the big shopping mall opened – an enormous box filled with 

multinational brands and soul-sucking fluorescent lights.  

It was awful. Living in Valentine was like living in a bleak dystopian wasteland. The 

most colourful thing was the signs outside fast-food restaurants. The only greenery in 

the entire suburb was the football oval. Everything else was grey and dry and dusty. 

Our local council had distinguished itself by managing to achieve nothing in ten years 

other than embezzling a truckload of public funds, and had recently been impeached. 

So despite my endless petitions and letters, we had no bike paths, no electronic waste 

recycling scheme, no community gardens and no sustainability awareness programs. 

I’d heard rumours that our new mayor was more proactive, but I wasn’t holding out 

any hope.  
                                                
3	Old	ladies	who	asked	me	for	directions	to	the	chemist:	3		
People	who	tried	to	convince	me	to	become	a	Mormon:	1		
Girls	who	thought	I	was	handing	out	free	cosmetics	samples:	4		
Guys	my	age	who	asked	me	out:	7		
Guys	old	enough	to	be	my	father	who	asked	me	out:	2		
Fact	sheets	taken:	0		
Signatures	obtained	for	petition:	0	
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‘It seems like nothing I do gets through,’ I said. ‘I’m so tired of shouting when 

nobody seems to listen. People don’t want to hear what I have to say, because then 

they’ll have to acknowledge that there’s all this stuff going on outside their tiny little 

universes.’  

‘I know what you mean,’ Shopping Trolley Guy said, leaning forward in his chair. 

‘It’s like the world is designed for these plastic Lego people, going about their plastic 

boring lives – wake up, go to work, slave at a desk all day making money for some 

evil corporation, come home, eat something out of a plastic package that’s full of fake 

colours and numbers, and then turn into a zombie watching whichever dumb reality 

TV show is hot right now. And if you’re interested in living and seeing things 

differently, then you don’t fit anywhere. You can’t exist.’  

I nodded. ‘Nobody ever wants to go outside anymore, or imagine different ways of 

being,’ I said. ‘Nobody wants to believe there’s something more important than who 

wins the latest football game or singing competition.’  

Shopping Trolley Guy held my gaze for a moment too long. I felt my cheeks flush. 

Lucky they were already covered in red face-paint, so he’d never know. There was 

fierceness in his eyes, and a joy at recognising a kindred soul. A soft smile spread 

across his face.  

‘It’s cool that you understand,’ he said. ‘Nobody understands. Certainly nobody at 

school, anyway.’  

I felt the blush drain away. School. Shopping Trolley Guy seemed nice, and was very 

cute in a brooding, scruffy way, but we were not in the same league at school. Not 

even close.  

‘School doesn’t get people like us,’ he went on. ‘School is designed for the 

Missolinis.’  

‘The what now?’  

‘The Missolinis. You know, those alpha popular girls at school who think they’re 

better than everyone else.’  
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Oh. 

‘Like, Benito Mussolini? Italian fascist dictator? Same like those girls. They decide 

who’s popular, and what music we’re supposed to listen to, and what stupid shit we 

should be caring about this week.’  

I didn’t say anything. 

‘I know it’s lame,’ said Shopping Trolley Guy. ‘And I know school doesn’t really 

work the way it does on TV – with the jocks and the stoners and the populars all in 

their separate cliquey ghettos. People are more interesting and complicated than that. 

But school is designed for a certain kind of person. Someone who wants to be part of 

the system. Get good marks and get into a good university. Join clubs and societies 

and go on dates and pass notes and giggle all the freaking time. And there’s a certain 

kind of teenage girl who slides into that mould. School is designed for her, not for me. 

You know?’  

I did know, but before I could figure out how to respond, a skinny weasel-faced man 

wearing a supermarket uniform stuck his head around the door. ‘Are you planning on 

joining us any time soon?’ he said to Shopping Trolley Guy, who scowled and rolled 

his eyes at me.  

‘Coming,’ he muttered, slipping the comic into his back pocket. He got up and 

hunched his shoulders, sending a resentful look in the direction of Weaselface. Then 

he turned back to me and his face changed, the scowl replaced with a hopeful smile. 

‘Maybe I’ll see you here next week?’  

I knew I should probably have told him that I, Astrid Katy Smythe, was a Missolini. 

But he was nice, and funny, and talking to him had been the high point of what had 

other- wise been a decidedly average day. So instead I smiled.  

‘Maybe,’ I said. 

It wasn’t until he’d left that I realised I should have asked him to sign my petition.  
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2  
Paige and Dev sailed into form assembly on Monday with their usual bubbly panache.  

‘You will not believe what happened yesterday morning,’ said Dev, as Paige slid me a 

take-away coffee.  

I stared at the shiny paper cup. ‘What is this?’ I said. Paige shrugged. ‘Non-fat single-

origin organic soy latte?’ I tapped the plastic lid on the cup. ‘Where’s my keep-cup?’ 

Paige lived near the only decent café in Valentine, so she picked up the coffee every 

morning. I had bought her three ceramic keep-cups, and a little holder-tray thing so 

she could easily carry them to school.  

‘Oh,’ Paige shrugged. ‘Sorry. I didn’t get around to washing them last night. I thought 

just once wouldn’t matter.’  

I shook my head in mock (well, mostly mock) disappointment. Of course I wasn’t 

truly mad at her. If I was actually telling Paige off, the other students of Valentine 

would probably have me flayed alive.  

‘The cups are made from recycled paper,’ said Paige, as if that made everything okay.  

I couldn’t help myself. ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘But the paper is now plastic-coated, so it can’t 

be recycled again.’ As I said it, I had a flashback to the break room at the shopping 

centre and Shopping Trolley Guy asking why I wasn’t drinking from the water cooler. 

The thought of those dark, intelligent eyes sent a thrill through me. Was I going 

crazy? Grungy emo stoner was so not my type.  

‘Sorry,’ said Paige again, but I was too busy thinking about Shopping Trolley Guy to 

reply.  

‘Anyway,’ said Dev pointedly. ‘Yesterday morning.’  

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Yesterday morning. What happened?’  
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‘I met him,’ said Dev. ‘The One.’  

Paige let her head thump down on her desk. ‘Snore,’ she said. ‘You meet The One at 

least once a week.’  

Dev shook his head. ‘This is different. I’m in love.’  

Paige was right. Dev was obsessed with meeting The One. He’d seen way too many 

romantic comedies, and had totally deluded ideas about how relationships were 

supposed to work. The stupid thing was, he never dated anyone. I mean, our school 

wasn’t exactly overflowing with eligible gay guys, but the handful that we did have 

would have done anything to be seen on Dev’s arm. He had slightly curling black hair 

and rich dark skin and enormous brown eyes. Guys at our school had been known to 

come out just so they could ask him on a date. But Dev swore he’d never date anyone 

from Valentine, so instead he kept falling in love with random unattainable guys he 

met in the city. Last time it was a barista in a laneway café.  

‘Well?’ I asked. ‘Who is it this time? A busker? A librarian?’  

Dev bit his lip. ‘It’s my new music teacher,’ he said in a soft voice. ‘He’s amazing.’  

Dev was a ridiculously talented singer, and he also played the flute, guitar, piano, 

harpsichord and violin.  

Paige lifted her head from her desk. ‘Are you serious? That doesn’t sound good.’  

‘Why not?’ Dev tossed his head. ‘You’re dating your aikido instructor.’  

‘That’s totally different! We didn’t get together until my black belt graduation party, 

so he isn’t technically my sensei anymore.’  

‘How old is this music teacher?’ I asked. 

Dev shrugged delicately. ‘Twenty-something.’ 

Paige narrowed her eyes. ‘Twenty-something as in twenty-one? Or twenty-something 

as in nearly thirty?’ 
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‘Does it matter?’ Dev had a dreamy, faraway look that spelled trouble. ‘His name is 

Sanasar and he lives in the city in this amazing warehouse apartment.’ 

‘Um,’ said Paige. ‘How do you know where he lives?’  

Dev chose not to answer her. ‘He’s Armenian and plays eleven different instruments. 

He has the most delicate hands. Our babies will be so beautiful.’  

‘You know you can’t have babies with a guy, right?’ said Paige. ‘You’re missing 

some requisite parts.’  

Dev waved a hand. ‘There are ways around that,’ he said vaguely. ‘You know, 

science.’  

‘Is he gay?’ I asked. 

Dev grinned. ‘My gaydar pretty much exploded.’  

‘But you don’t have any actual proof he’s gay.’  

‘I don’t need proof. I know.’  

I sighed. ‘Just don’t say anything to him about it,’ I told Dev. ‘Not yet, anyway. Wait 

for a couple of weeks.’  

‘Yeah,’ said Paige. ‘In two weeks you’ll be over him, and head over heels for the 

garbage man or someone.’  

Dev laughed a low, husky laugh. ‘You’re funny,’ he said with another happy sigh. 

‘But this time I know. This is it. I will never love another. My heart is steadfast.’  

Ms Whitfield entered the classroom. ‘Good morning,’ she said, smiling at the three of 

us and completely ignoring everyone else. She then proceeded to give Chris Bateman 

a detention for bringing an energy drink into class, but pretended not to notice that 

Paige, Dev and I were all sipping from take-away coffee cups.  

Yes, I got special treatment from the teachers. Yes, I found school very easy. Yes, I 

pretty much got everything I wanted. Yes, I was a Missolini.  



 

 14 

A lot of it was because of Paige. Paige was the Missolini. Old Benito herself. 

Everyone wanted to be Paige, or be with her. Or both. Paige was beautiful and 

confident. She was one of those people who just seemed effortless, in everything she 

did. You couldn’t help but love her. If it wasn’t for Paige, I probably wouldn’t have 

the social standing that I do. I’m a shade too academic, and I’m aware the whole 

environmentalist thing isn’t exactly a popularity-booster. But I was bathed in Paige’s 

aura, so none of that mattered. There was no doubt about my Missolini status. I was 

popular and smart and pretty. Teachers loved me. Guys wanted to date me. Girls 

would fall over themselves to be nice to me, so that they might have a chance of 

getting close to Paige.  

It wasn’t that we were so wonderful. Once again, the reason was Valentine. Ours was 

the only local school, except for a snooty private girls’ school just over the freeway in 

leafy Cambridge Hills. Valentine High wasn’t great. The school had one ugly brick 

building with no heating, and twenty demountable classrooms that acted as ovens on 

hot days. There were no fancy electronic whiteboards, no state-of-the-art laptop 

stations, no wifi. Running water and electricity were considered luxuries at Valentine 

High. So all the best and brightest students went elsewhere – either shipped off to 

boarding school, or sent to other, faraway private schools. I’d had the option, of 

course. Dad’s a dentist, so I could have gone to posh St Catherine’s or somewhere. 

But I didn’t want to. I figured I’d do more good at the local high school. Plus Dev and 

Paige would be at Valentine High, and the three of us had been friends since 

kindergarten.  

So at a school with no facilities and no really outstanding students, it was easy to rise 

to the top. Teachers were grateful that the three of us listened to them and handed in 

our homework on time. On the whole, if we wanted something, we could have it.  

Unless that thing was, you know, getting people to care about the future of our planet.  

But yeah, I could see where Shopping Trolley Guy was coming from. School was 

super easy for people like Paige and Dev and me.4 We were generally allowed to do 

                                                
4	I	know	it’s	not	exactly	fair	to	call	Dev	a	Missolini,	given	that	he	isn’t	a	Miss.	But	Paige	and	I	have	been	
friends	with	him	since	he	wore	a	cravat	to	the	first	day	of	kindergarten,	and	he	carries	nearly	as	much	
popularity	clout	as	Paige,	so	he’s	a	Missolini	in	reputation,	if	not	in,	you	know,	bits.		
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what we wanted. If I needed to skip PE in order to set up the school hall for a 

lamington drive, then I could. If I didn’t turn up to class one day, my teachers would 

assume I was doing something important and necessary, and no questions would be 

asked. I found the study pretty easy, and if I did struggle, my teachers were more than 

happy to sit down with me for half an hour and explain the intricacies of logarithms. 

Teen angst was something that happened to people on TV. For me, adolescence was a 

breeze.  

And it wasn’t like I was abusing my powers. Quite the opposite! I had a social 

conscience, and made sure that I used my visibility and popularity to spread the 

message about climate change and the environment. Kind of like Bono, I guess.  

But less effective. 

‘So we have got to talk about what happened on Mom vs Mom last night,’ said Paige, 

leaning over and giving me a very serious look.  

Now don’t get me wrong. I loved Paige as much as anyone else does. I loved living 

under her benevolent reign. I loved being a Missolini. But sometimes I had to admit 

that she struggled to focus on what was truly important.  

The bell rang for assembly, and I joined the streams of students spilling into the 

school hall. I made my way up to the front, as I was giving a talk about the school’s 

new compost bins. I’d raised the money for them myself, and had posted signs all 

over the school reminding students to use them for food scraps. But a talk at assembly 

would really bring it home.  

After we’d limped through the school song and the national anthem, and the principal, 

Mr Webber, had made his usual boring speech about appropriate behaviour and 

community expectations, I stepped up to the podium and spread out my notes.   

‘Hi everyone,’ I said. 

A few people whooped in response, and I grinned out into the audience. I quite like 

public speaking. No, that’s not true. I love it. I love it because people pay attention to 

me. I knew that if it wasn’t for Paige, nobody would be listening. Students would be 
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gossiping and fighting and climbing the walls. But there was Paige, front and centre, 

sitting up straight and listening attentively, her head cocked to one side. I knew she 

didn’t care about the benefits of composting food scraps the way I did – she’d heard it 

all before from me anyway. But she knew it was important to me, so she pretended to 

listen, and everyone else followed suit. The auditorium was full of attentive faces 

casting sneaky sideways glances at her, to see if she noticed how good they were 

being.  

The only exceptions to this rule were the stonery losers up the back. They were 

unaffected by the Missolini aura in all respects. If anything, it was an incentive for 

bad behaviour. They sniggered and chatted, their feet on the backs of the crumbling 

vinyl seats in front of them. I could barely make them out from my position at the 

front of the hall, but I knew they were there. They were a black hole of indifference, 

sucking away my energy and cheer.  

Luckily for me, one of them set a student’s bag on fire, and they were all kicked out 

of assembly within the first few min- utes of my talk. Unluckily for me, the smoking 

bag set off the fire alarm, and we all had to evacuate, cutting my speech short.  

This kind of thing is a regular occurrence in Valentine.  

After the fire department had arrived and declared the school once more safe to enter, 

I was on my way to English when Mr Webber came puffing up behind me. ‘Astrid. 

Glad I caught you. Good speech.’  

Mr Webber was the only teacher at Valentine High who didn’t love me.  

‘I’ve found you an after-school helper for the rest of term. In the garden.’  

This was new. Mr Webber hated my kitchen garden project. I was quite certain he 

hated me, but was too scared of me to do anything about it.  

‘Hiro Silvestri. The teachers are all far too busy marking, they can’t take detention. So 

I’m sending him to you.’  

I nodded and tried to look pleased, although I knew that Mr Webber wasn’t actually 

doing me a favour. In fact, I was kind of doing his job for him.  
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‘What did he do?’ I asked.  

‘Who? ’ Mr Webber was reading something on his BlackBerry.  

‘The guy you’re sending me. Why is he in detention?’ Mr Webber’s face darkened. 

‘That’s not important,’ he said gruffly, and hurried off down the corridor. 

Whatever. If this Hero kid wanted to help, then he could help. Otherwise, I didn’t care 

what he did, as long as he left me alone. 

I made my way out behind the gym to the garden, and unlocked the gate. 

I’d started the kitchen garden program last term. There was some disused land behind 

the footy oval that had once been a bike shed, but was now just bare earth surrounded 

by a chain-link fence. Mr Webber had rolled his eyes when I’d asked if I could turn it 

into a school garden. He said in a sneering way that I could if I raised the money to 

build it myself, as if he thought I wouldn’t be able to. That made me all the more 

determined. I convinced the woodwork teacher to let his students build some raised 

garden beds as an assignment. Then I organised sponsorship from the ginormous 

fancy gardening centre in Cambridge Hills – they donated the soil, a water tank and a 

hundred dollars’ worth of seeds, as a pity gesture to all us poor downtrodden 

Valentine souls. My plan was for the school canteen and the home economics classes 

to use as much of our produce as possible, and to harvest lots of seeds so that the 

garden could be self-sufficient.  

The only problem was, I was terrible at gardening.  

I couldn’t make mould grow on a three-week-old tomato sandwich. I was getting A-

pluses in Biology, but a single seed was yet to sprout.5 I didn’t get it. I was usually 

good at everything I tried my hand at. I was pretty close to giving up entirely, but 

                                                
5	There	is	a	plant	that	grows	in	the	Galapagos	Islands	in	the	cracks	of	volcanic	rock.	There’s	no	soil	or	
anything.	The	seed	blows	in	from	wherever,	gets	stuck	in	a	crack,	gets	a	tiny	bit	of	moisture	from	the	
tropical	air,	and	that	causes	it	to	germinate.	As	it	starts	to	grow,	its	lower	leaves	die	and	drop	off	
rapidly.	Then	the	leaves	break	down	and	create	their	own	soil,	so	the	plant	can	grow	bigger.	And	here	
I	was,	with	organic	soil	and	nutrient-	rich	fertiliser,	and	I	couldn’t	get	a	freaking	cucumber	seed	to	
sprout.	
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what kind of environmental crusader was I, if I couldn’t grow so much as a sprig of 

parsley?  

I pulled on my gardening apron and gloves. Time to try again. I watered all the 

seedling trays with the special seaweed fertiliser I’d bought. Maybe today I’d try 

planting some new vegetables. Beetroot, perhaps. Or celery.  

Even though it wasn’t a success yet, I quite enjoyed my time in the garden. It was 

peaceful and still, and working with my hands was a pleasant break from all the brain-

work I did for school. There was something relaxing about pouring potting mix into 

punnets, and pushing seeds deep into the earth. Plus, it was better than going straight 

home after school. Home hadn’t exactly been a super-fun place lately.  

There was a scuffing noise behind me, and I turned to see a guy slouch into the 

garden, his head down and shoulders hunched.  

No, wait. It wasn’t a guy. It was the guy. Shopping Trolley Guy. He of the comic 

book and smiling eyes.  

Shopping Trolley Guy?  

They’d sent me Shopping Trolley Guy as an assistant?  

I knew he’d looked familiar. He wasn’t in my year – maybe the year below me? I 

didn’t know him at all – I’d never seen him participate in extracurricular activities or 

anything.  

‘Wh-what are you doing here?’ I asked. 

He scowled, but didn’t look at me. ‘None of your business,’ he said. 

What was his problem? He’d been so nice on the weekend. He’d been funny and 

interesting and we’d had that moment when he held my gaze for too long, as though I 

was the one he’d been searching for. Now, he was almost unrecognisable. He looked 

like he’d been sucking on something sour. Everything about his posture and 

expression told me he didn’t want to be there.  
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‘What are you looking at?’ he demanded.  

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Sorry. Um.’  

He didn’t recognise me. Not wholly surprising, given that when we’d met, I’d been 

dressed in a giant foam lobster costume, with red face-paint. He had no idea who I 

was. He just thought I was one of them. A Missolini.  

‘You’re Hero, right?’ I said. ‘Mr Webber sent you to me?’  

A one-shouldered shrug, which I chose to take as a yes.  

‘Hero is an interesting name.’ 

A pause and another sullen look. ‘Hiro,’ he muttered. ‘With an i.’ 

‘Is it Japanese?’  

Another twitchy shrug. I realised that he was one of the stonery losers who had 

disrupted my speech at assembly. That was probably why he’d been sent to detention. 

Maybe he’d been the one who set that Year Seven girl’s bag on fire.  

I tried a bright smile. ‘Well, I think it’s a lovely name. What does it mean?’  

Hiro cocked his head and narrowed his eyes at me sarcastically. ‘It means bite me.’  

Nice. I waited for as long as I could stand it, then asked, ‘Don’t you want to know my 

name?’  

He raised his upper lip in a sort of snarl. ‘I know who you are,’ he said. ‘Everyone 

knows who you are.’  

Did he? Did he know I was the lobster girl? Maybe he’d figured it out, and was so 

disgusted to learn I was a Missolini that now he hated me. Well, fine. It wasn’t like I 

was short of boys following me around like drooling puppies. If Shopping Trolley 

Guy Hiro wanted to sulk in my garden for an hour after school every day, then he 

could be my guest.  
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‘Great,’ I said. ‘Well, you’re welcome to help me if you want. Or if you’d rather 

mooch around oozing disaffected attitude, you should feel free to do that too.’  

Hiro pointedly put on his ridiculously oversized headphones and slunk away to sit on 

a bench.  

I went back to planting seeds. Whatever. I didn’t like him anyway. I knew those 

stonery kids, they were all the same. They made a lot of speeches about rejecting the 

System and fighting the Man, but actually all they wanted to do was lie around getting 

wasted and playing videogames.  

 

Mum was banging about in the kitchen when I got home, which meant that Dad was 

around somewhere. She only got aggressively domestic when he decided to grace us 

with his presence. I’d thought that their splitting up would make things better, but it 

had just shifted the mood of the house from angry and hurt to passive-aggressive and 

resentful.  

‘Where is he?’ I asked. 

Mum yanked a saucepan from the dishwasher and shoved it in a cupboard. ‘Upstairs,’ 

she said shortly. ‘Sorting out his clothes.’  

I wished they’d get it over with. That Dad would properly move out, instead of 

staying at a hotel and coming home to use the washing machine. He usually wandered 

around the house, picking up two or three things – a book, a paperweight, a T-shirt – 

and took them with him when he left. Why couldn’t he get a bunch of big cardboard 

boxes and do it all at once? After all, it had been three months since Mum kicked him 

out.  

I left Mum to her dishwasher rage, and trudged up the stairs.  

‘Can you remind your father that he needs to call his mother tomorrow for her 

birthday?’ Mum called after me.  

‘Talk to him yourself,’ I replied. My parents were so immature.  
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I found Dad sitting on the floor of the bedroom that he and Mum used to share. He 

was holding a lone black sock and crying. There is nothing – I repeat, nothing – worse 

than seeing your parents cry. Parents aren’t supposed to. They’re supposed to be 

strong and look after you when you’re upset. Not the other way around. I was tempted 

to leave him to it, but clearly someone in this family had to be an adult.  

‘Dad? Are you okay?’ 

He looked up, surprised to see me, and used the sock to wipe his eyes. Then he 

adopted a nonchalant expression like he hadn’t been caught crying over an unpaired 

sock by his teenage daughter.  

‘Hey, kiddo,’ he said croakily. 

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘I can see the packing is going well.’  

Dad looked down at the sock. ‘I can’t find the other one. It’s supposed to be a pair. 

And now this one is all on its own. It’s useless.’  

It didn’t take a gargantuan intellect to figure out that we weren’t actually talking about 

the sock.  

‘I’m sorry, Dad.’ 

Another tear squeezed out and rolled down Dad’s cheek.  

He looked awful, as if he hadn’t shaved for a few days. Or showered.  

‘I miss your mother,’ he rasped. ‘I don’t want this.’  

‘Well, then you probably shouldn’t have slept with the Whippet.’  

The Whippet was the twenty-six-year-old dental nurse who had destroyed my parents’ 

marriage. No, that’s not fair. My dad destroyed the marriage. The Whippet had just 

happened to be there, on the dental chair in Dad’s surgery, wearing only high heels 

and one of those little surgical masks, when Mum had popped by to drop off some 

paperwork for Dad. The Whippet had an actual human name, but I was determined 
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not to learn it. I called her the Whippet because, even though she ticked all the 

conventional boxes of attractiveness in being tall and skinny and blonde, she looked 

spindly and pathetic, with bulging dark eyes like a hungry whippet. I so didn’t get it.  

Dad looked uncomfortable. I probably shouldn’t have mentioned the Whippet. I 

wondered if she and Dad were still seeing each other. Ew. It’s gross enough thinking 

about your own parents having sex. It’s a million times worse imagining a parent 

having sex with someone else.  

‘Do you want to do something later?’ asked Dad, looking hopeful. ‘I could take you 

out for pizza.’  

‘No, thanks,’ I said, and his face fell. ‘I have heaps of homework.’  

I had no idea how I was supposed to act around Dad anymore. I’d tried being angry at 

him, but he was so sad and pathetic it was hard to stay mad. And I figured Mum was 

mad enough for both of us. Not that I wasn’t on her side. Dad totally shouldn’t have 

slept with the Whippet – Mum was absolutely right to kick him out. So I didn’t want 

to hang out with him. But he was still my dad, and I felt rotten every time I rejected 

him.  
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3  
I got an email from Mr Gerakis on Tuesday, asking if I could pop by and see him. Mr 

Gerakis was in charge of Home Economics at Valentine High, and he fancied himself 

a kind of Greek Heston Blumenthal. He was always encouraging the students to 

experiment with texture and flavour – which was a pretty big ask considering most of 

the students couldn’t successfully boil an egg. There’d been at least three cases of 

acute food poisoning, and one incident where the Home Ec lab nearly burnt down 

after a student got a little overenthusiastic with a brûlée torch.  

‘Astrid!’ It was Tyson Okeke chasing me down the corridor. Tyson was Valentine 

High’s star full-forward, and one of the friendliest guys I’d ever met – a definite red 

ten.  

Back in Year Eight, Dev had invented this complicated system of who was allowed to 

date whom. Everyone was assigned a colour, depending on what type of person they 

were. Red was sporty. Purple was creative. Green was scientific or academic. Paige, 

Dev and I were gold – general all-rounders. Black was the goth-emo types. Brown 

were the anti-establishment stonery dissidents. Within each colour, you were assigned 

a number, which had to do with your status, popularity, talent and success. We, 

naturally, were tens. Dev’s rule was that you could date anyone who was the same 

colour as you, or anyone who was the same number as you. It was totally ridiculous, 

but there was a certain demented logic to it.  

‘Hey,’ I said, craning my neck to look up at Tyson. 

He smiled his usual ear-splitting grin. ‘So, um. Slightly embarrassing question. I’ve 

got tickets to the Junior Brownlow this weekend. Is Paige still dating her aikido 

instructor?’  

‘I’m afraid so.’  

Tyson shrugged ruefully. ‘Always worth checking. So . . .’ His grin took on a slightly 

cheeky twist. ‘What are you doing this Saturday night?’  
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I laughed. ‘Wow, Tyson. You really know how to make a girl feel special.’  

‘Sorry.’ 

‘I’m used to it. And I’m busy this weekend. But have fun!’  

Tyson threw me a mock salute and jogged off down the corridor.  

 

I slipped into Home Ec lab after school, just before heading to the garden. The room 

reeked of something sweet, salty and altogether unpleasant.  

‘What is that smell?’ I asked Mr Gerakis, who was cleaning purple goop off his desk.  

‘Beetroot and caper foam,’ said Mr Gerakis, pushing his glasses up his nose with a 

pink-stained finger. ‘It didn’t work so well.’  

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said, thankful once more that I’d never taken Home Ec. 

‘You wanted to see me?’  

‘What?’ Mr Gerakis rubbed his temples for a moment. ‘Oh, right, yes. I gave your 

proposal to the canteen, and they’ve turned it down.’ 

I stared at him. ‘I’m sorry?’ 

I’d written up a proposal for the canteen, letting them know that once the garden was 

producing, they could use as much of the harvest as they liked, and that if there was 

any- thing in particular they’d like me to grow, I’d give it a shot. I wasn’t going to 

charge them any money or anything – it seemed like a win-win. They got free vegies, 

our students got to eat fresh local produce, and we’d considerably reduce the school’s 

carbon footprint. I figured we’d be at full production before the Christmas holidays.  

Mr Gerakis blinked. ‘They said no.’ He shrugged. ‘The canteen isn’t independent – 

it’s owned and staffed by a company that services most of the schools in the state. It 

keeps costs down.’  



 

 25 

‘Costs and nutrition,’ I said. ‘All they serve is sausage rolls, deep-fried food and 

rubbery ham sandwiches.’  

‘Well, they’ve signed a new exclusive contract with the bulk supplier,’ said Mr 

Gerakis. ‘They’re not allowed to use any externally sourced food or food-related 

product.’  

‘What does that even mean? What’s a food-related product? And we’re not talking 

about externally sourced produce – we’re growing it right here at school!’  

‘They mean produce sourced from outside the company,’ explained Mr Gerakis with 

a sigh. ‘Also, their insurance people say it’s a health risk.’  

‘Health risk!’ I felt my voice rising in indignation. ‘Have they seen the deep-fried 

chicken and corn in a roll that they serve?’  

Mr Gerakis shrugged. I felt a wave of despair, but shoved it away.  

‘What about here, then?’ I asked, looking around the Home Ec room. ‘What if you 

used the produce from the garden in Home Ec class?’  

Mr Gerakis shook his head gloomily. ‘The canteen supplies me with all the Home Ec 

ingredients.’  

‘So you can’t use anything? Not even for garnish?’  

‘Believe me, Astrid, I’ve been trying for years to get my own supplier. Can you 

imagine how difficult it is for me to create anything using such basic ingredients? But 

this new contract is written in stone.’  

‘I’ll write to the new mayor,’ I said. ‘Maybe things will be different now she’s in 

charge.’  

Mr Gerakis gave me a flat look that told me what I already knew. I’d written 

countless emails to our council over the years, asking for them to improve our 

recycling scheme, to run seminars at our local library (or even buy some books for our 

local library), to start up a community gardening program, to protect the nearby 
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wetlands from developers. I’d never received a single reply. Not even a form we 

appreciate your feedback email. Nothing. It was like every email I sent got sucked 

into a black hole.  

I could write. I could petition. I could stamp my feet until I was blue in the face. But I 

knew that it wouldn’t do any good. Valentine City Council was a closed book, a 

locked vault. There was no way in, new mayor or not.  

I went back to the garden, feeling numb. The whole point of the project was to 

encourage students to grow, cook and eat their own food. But I couldn’t do that when 

the school’s idea of a healthy meal was frozen fish sticks or soggy pies.  

An icy rage spread through me. I hated our council. If Paige were here, she’d tell me 

that hate wasn’t a constructive emotion, and that I was disrupting my ki. But I hated 

them. I hated the way they never did anything, but still managed to destroy my plans. 

It was like they wanted the whole planet to die.  

I kicked over a watering can, but only succeeded in stubbing my toe. I swore, hopping 

around on one foot.  

I heard the crunching of gravel behind me. It was Hiro, hood up and ridiculous 

headphones on, staring at me as I clutched my foot. I felt my cheeks redden, which 

made me even more angry.  

‘What are you looking at?’ I snapped. 

Hiro put up his hands in mock surrender, and slunk off to his bench. I could hear the 

tinny thumping of music from his headphones, which only served to irritate me more. 

Stupid sullen Hiro and his stupid attractive face. I hated him too.  

I stomped over to the seed-raising punnets so I wouldn’t have to hear his stupid music 

or look at his stupid head in its stupid hoodie.  

Bare earth stared back at me.  

Not a single sprout. I’d been trying for over a month, and nothing.  
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I retrieved the watering can and filled it, determined not to even look at Hiro. Rage 

seethed inside me. Water soaked into the mockingly empty punnets.  

Maybe I was kidding myself. Maybe this whole kitchen garden plan was a waste of 

time. Who cared if the canteen wouldn’t take my produce – I didn’t have any produce. 

The International Space Station had a microgravity growth chamber where they could 

get seeds to germinate. In space. I couldn’t even make a sprout. I wasn’t even growing 

weeds.  

‘You’re watering them too much,’ said Hiro from behind me. He’d come over to the 

potting shed and was watching over my shoulder.  

I glared at him. ‘And I suppose you’re an expert.’  

He shrugged. ‘You’re drowning the seeds,’ he said. ‘They’ll rot. Soil needs to be 

damp for germination, not wet.’  

Hiro moved closer and bent to look at my carefully labelled punnets. My rage melted 

into confusion. Sulky Hiro was talking to me. In real, proper, multisyllabic words. 

Talking about something useful. Maybe he’d been in a bad mood yesterday. Maybe 

Shopping Trolley Guy was his true persona, and he just had to get warmed up to me.  

Surely if I could get Hiro to talk to me, I could get a snow pea seed to sprout.  

Maybe everything would be okay after all. 

‘You won’t have any luck with snow peas anyway,’ he said. ‘It’s too warm this time 

of year. Try tomatoes or cucumbers. And you’re sowing the seeds too deep. They 

should only be a couple of centimetres below the soil.’  

I stared at him. His face had come alive as he poked around in my seedling tray. The 

sullen stare had vanished, and had been replaced by a keen alertness. I felt an excited 

flutter of recognition as I saw the cute guy I’d met on the weekend. He looked up and 

met my eyes. A shivery thrill ran through me, and for a moment I was certain that 

he’d finally recognised me. Then, like blinds being drawn, his face shut again, and 

once more he was angry and disconnected. The transformation was so sudden, I felt 

like I’d been given an electric shock.  
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‘Whatever,’ he mumbled. ‘Do what you want.’ 

I opened my mouth to reply, but stammered incoherently. I wanted to get him back.  

‘H-h-how do you know so much about gardening?’ I managed to choke out. 

He just looked away and scuffed his sneakered foot on the ground, then made a show 

of pulling up his headphones and turning his music up loud. But he didn’t go back to 

his bench. He sorted through my seed packets, separating them into four piles. I 

watched him, fascinated.  

‘Summer. Autumn,’ he said, pointing at the stacks in turn. ‘Winter. Spring.’  

I blinked. ‘I didn’t know you were supposed to plant them all at different times.’6 

Hiro slid his headphones off with a weary sigh. ‘Is it shocking?’ he asked 

sarcastically. ‘To discover that there are things you don’t know?’  

He was mean. ‘There’s lots of stuff I don’t know,’ I told him. ‘Anyone who thinks 

they know everything is deluded.’  

Hiro raised an eyebrow, but I thought I saw the teensiest flicker of respect in those 

dark eyes. Or maybe it was just wishful thinking. But he did leave his headphones 

slung around his neck, and showed me how to soak the seeds before we planted them, 

and how much the seaweed fertiliser needed to be diluted. With only a minimal 

amount of eye-rolling.  

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘You’re really good at this. Thank you.’ 

In an instant, Hiro’s face clouded over. ‘Don’t patronise me,’ he muttered, and 

stumped away to his spot near the water tank.  

‘Astrid!’  

                                                
6	Although	I	totally	should	have.	I	know	that	one	of	the	biggest	problems	with	our	food	industry	is	the	
way	supermarkets	import	out-of-season	fruit	and	vegies.	We	think	it’s	possible	to	grow	oranges	all	
year	round,	but	it	isn’t.	Not	in	the	same	place,	anyway.	In	winter,	most	of	our	fruit	is	imported	from	
China,	and	then	dosed	with	toxic	fungicides	in	supermarket	warehouses.	
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Dev and Paige were on the other side of the chain-link fence that separated the 

kitchen garden from the rest of the world. I saw Hiro stiffen and pull up his 

headphones. I walked over to the fence.  

‘Nice outfit,’ said Paige. 

I looked down at my gardening apron and flowery gloves.  

‘I know, right?’ I said, striking a pose.7 

‘We’re heading to Patchwork Rhubarb to study for that algebra test tomorrow. Come 

with us.’ 

‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I’ve got more work to do here, and I promised Mum I’d be home for 

an early dinner.’  

Paige and Dev made exaggerated sad faces.  

‘Are you sure?’ said Paige. ‘Not even for half an hour? I’m going to need a break 

from listening to Dev go on about his music teacher.’  

‘I friended him on Facebook,’ said Dev breathlessly. ‘And he doesn’t have any 

relationship status. That means he’s single!’  

Paige shot me an imploring look.  

I shook my head. ‘Sorry.’  

Paige sighed. ‘How’s it going, anyway?’ she asked. ‘The Great Gardening Project?’  

‘Better,’ I said. ‘I’m learning a lot.’ 

Paige glanced at my raised garden beds. ‘I don’t see any actual plants.’ 

‘Er,’ I said. ‘No. Still working on that.’  

                                                
7	Rule	one	of	being	a	Missolini:	take	all	snide	comments	as	compliments.	It	throws	everyone	off	
balance.	
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‘What did Mr Gerakis want?’ asked Dev.  

Anger washed through me again. I told them about the canteen, and the school’s 

contract with the bulk food supply company.  

‘How awful,’ shuddered Dev. ‘I’m so glad we never eat there.’  

‘Can you imagine the kinds of preservatives they use?’ said Paige. Although Paige 

wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about my kitchen garden idea, she was very much in 

favour of organic food. She said that preservatives were toxins that polluted the body, 

clouding the ki. She made her mum drive her to Cambridge Hills every weekend to 

buy kale, avocado, chia seeds and dried goji berries for her lunch salads, and had been 

very supportive of my campaign to get her dad’s cleaning business to use only green 

cleaning products.  

‘Um, Astrid?’ Dev was frowning. ‘Why is there a drug dealer in your garden?’  

He’d noticed Hiro. A sudden thought occurred to me. What if Hiro was good at 

gardening because he grew pot? He could be a drug dealer. A hydroponics expert. It 

wasn’t a comforting thought.  

I tried to put on a bright smile. ‘Mr Webber sent him here. Detention.’  

Dev made a face. ‘Him? He’s the guy who stole the box of finished exams from the 

office and put them up on the roof.’  

Really? That was Hiro? It had been a huge deal. The fire department were called to 

get the box of papers down so they could be sent off for marking.  

Paige nodded. ‘Isn’t he also the guy who got caught calling in a bomb threat so he 

wouldn’t have to do a maths test?’  

‘Maybe we should stay and protect you,’ said Dev, eyeing off Hiro, who was 

apparently engrossed in his phone. ‘He might be dangerous.’  

I laughed. ‘The only danger he poses is to himself. He might eye-roll too hard and 

cause permanent damage.’  
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Paige peered through the fence at Hiro. ‘I think he’d be quite cute,’ she said. ‘If he 

stopped looking so slouchy and miserable.’  

I felt a little zing of . . . something. What was it? Pride? Jealousy? That was 

ridiculous. Paige could have him if she could convince him to look at her without 

sneering. I certainly wasn’t interested. Even if he was cute. Anyway, he was 

obviously immune to the Missolini glow.  

‘Too young,’ said Dev with a dismissive sniff. ‘Did I mention that Sanasar studied 

music at a Belgian conservatory? He’s definitely a purple ten.’  

Paige groaned. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘I want to get this algebra done so I can watch 

Runaway Amish.’  

I could feel the scorn coming off Hiro in waves. And I could feel myself growing 

prickly. It was okay for me to judge Paige for her reality-TV obsession, but it was not 

alright for stupid Shopping Trolley Guy to do it. She was my friend, and if she wanted 

to watch My Alien Lover Wants a Divorce or Dance Senator,8 then she could. After 

all, it wasn’t as if she was wasting her life. As well as being Queen Missolini and 

universally adored, Paige was also a straight-A student and an aikido champion. And 

she meditated for an hour every single morning to focus her ki, so she definitely 

wasn’t neglecting to nurture her soul. How exactly was Hiro bettering himself? 

Skulking around, setting Year Sevens’ bags on fire and working as a supermarket 

stacker? Whatever.  

I farewelled Dev and Paige, and returned to the seedling beds. Hiro had fled to the far 

corner of the garden, but he crept back after they were out of sight. He fiddled with a 

bag of potting mix.  

‘Is that true?’ he said. ‘About you not being able to give any of the food you grow to 

the canteen or Home Ec classes?’  

                                                
8	It	is	possible	that	one	time	Paige	forced	me	to	watch	an	episode	of	Dance	Senator,	and	it	was	
actually	kind	of	awesome.	Who	would	have	thought	our	publicly	elected	officials	had	such	a	diverse	
range	of	talents?	It’s	just	a	shame	none	of	those	talents	are	ever	employed	to	do	anything	useful	like,	
oh,	I	don’t	know,	saving	the	Southern	Corroboree	Frog	from	extinction,	or	cutting	our	greenhouse	gas	
emissions	by	eighty	per	cent.	
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I frowned. ‘Of course it’s true. Why wouldn’t it be true?’  

Hiro didn’t say anything for a moment, just trailed his fingers along the side of one of 

the raised beds. He had long, thin fingers. I wondered if he played piano, in the days 

be- fore he became too cool to make an effort with anything.  

‘So is that it?’ he said at last. ‘You’re giving up?’ 

My anger, which had been lying like a lump in the pit of my stomach, suddenly boiled 

over into white-hot rage. ‘Absolutely not,’ I said. ‘If the school thinks that they can 

pump our students full of additive numbers and imported, processed rubbish, then 

they can think again. We’ll sell our produce – there’s no rule against having bake 

sales for fundraising, so we can sell fruit at recess and lunch for some totally token 

amount. And . . . and we’ll hold a little farmer’s market, once a month, so parents can 

pick up some fresh vegies to take home. I am going to make this garden work.’  

Hiro had taken a step back away from me, as if he were slightly frightened by my 

outburst.  

‘And anyway, maybe things will be different with the new mayor. Maybe she’ll 

listen.’  

Hiro snorted. 

‘Do you think I’m crazy?’ I asked, calming down a little.  

Hiro shrugged. ‘I don’t know why you bother,’ he said, and pulled up his hood, 

stumping out of the garden and out of my sight.  
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4  
At seven on Saturday morning, I double-checked the email I’d composed the night 

before to the new mayor about our kitchen garden program. It was still looking good, 

so I hit send. After a quick shower and a bowl of muesli,9 I pulled on my lobster 

costume.  

‘Really?’ said Mum, looking up from the kitchen table where she was reading the 

newspaper. ‘You’re going back?’  

‘The Margaret River Hairy Marron isn’t going to save itself,’ I said. ‘Someone’s got 

to step up.’  

Mum looked dubious. ‘And you think the lobster costume helps?’  

‘At least people notice me,’ I said. ‘And if they come up looking for a free sample, 

then maybe they’ll stay and listen to what I have to say, and sign my petition. Also, I 

hired it from the costume place for a fortnight.’  

‘Well,’ said Mum, taking a sip of tea. ‘It’s an impressive effort, if nothing else. I hope 

the Hairy Marron is grateful.’  

I shrugged. ‘It’s the right thing to do.’  

What I could barely admit to myself was that I wanted to see Hiro again. I wasn’t sure 

if I’d totally misread him on our first meeting. Maybe he was always sullen and 

slouchy. Or maybe there was more to him. I had to know. He was intriguing, so 

different to all the handsome, high-achieving boys I’d hung out with before. He was 

darker, and seemed kind of dangerous in an exciting way.  

‘Do you want a lift?’ asked Mum. 

                                                
9	I	make	my	own	muesli	because	the	shop-bought	stuff	is	so	full	of	sugar.	Did	you	know	that	many	of	
the	so-called	healthy	commercial	breakfast	cereals	contain	more	sugar	than	ice-cream	or	soft	drink?		



 

 34 

I raised my eyebrows at her. I’d made a pledge in January that I wouldn’t get in a car 

for a whole year. I’d catch public transport, walk and cycle everywhere, to 

demonstrate how overly reliant we are on cars.10 

‘Sorry I asked,’ said Mum, holding up her hands with a smile.  

It was good to see her smile. It had been a while.  

‘Hey, Lobstergirl.’ 

Hiro put down his comic and grinned at me. His face was warm and open, his smile 

wide and his eyes crinkled. He looked so genuinely chuffed to see me that I totally 

forgot about his awful grouchy attitude at school, and his terrible reputation as a 

troublemaker. I hadn’t expected to be so pleased to see him, or feel so happy that he 

was pleased to see me.  

‘Um,’ I said. ‘Hi.’  

‘I was hoping I’d see you here again,’ he said. ‘How’s your week been?’  

He didn’t recognise me. We’d hung out in the garden every afternoon that week, and 

he’d been so disaffected that he hadn’t noticed that I, Astrid Katy Smythe, the 

Missiest of the Missolinis, was also Lobstergirl. How could he not even recognise my 

voice?  

I knew I should tell him. I should tell him and then he’d laugh and realise how 

judgemental he’d been at school, and we could hang out in the garden and talk and 

it’d be awesome.  

Or, he’d never speak to me again. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked.  

I blinked. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I’m fine. My week was busy, you know. School.’  

                                                
10	There’s	a	guy	in	the	US	called	John	Francis	who	is	a	planetwalker	–	he	hasn’t	got	into	a	motorised	
vehicle	for	twenty-two	years.	He’s	walked	all	over	America	raising	awareness	about	sustainability	and	
respecting	the	planet,	and	now	he’s	a	UN	Ambassador.	He	didn’t	speak	for	seventeen	years	–	and	got	
three	degrees	including	a	PhD,	all	while	never	saying	a	word.	Obviously	this	could	never	be	an	option	
for	me.	I	really	like	talking.	
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Hiro made a face. ‘Six hundred and eighty-four days,’ he said.  

‘I’m sorry?’  

‘Of school. Six hundred and eighty-four more days I have to go to school. Unless I 

can get suspended, or contract some sort of disease.’ He looked hopeful.  

‘You must really hate school,’ I said. ‘Don’t you?’  

I shrugged and felt awkward. I loved school. School was where I was in charge. I 

couldn’t get anyone to take a flyer or sign a petition in this stupid shopping centre, but 

at school I could talk about the danger of desalination schemes at assembly when 

everyone had to listen.  

‘Um. School’s okay, I guess.’  

Hiro screwed up his nose. ‘It’s just a way of keeping us docile.’ He waved his X-Men 

comic at me. ‘It’s all in here. I mean, think about it. We’re locked up every day. We 

work for no pay, but we legally have to go. We wear uniforms and listen to adults 

filling our heads with propaganda about how they think the world should be. And all 

our movements are controlled by the ringing of bells.’ He dropped the comic onto the 

table and thumped his fist on it for emphasis. ‘We’re living in a dystopia, I’m telling 

you.’  

A bit dramatic, perhaps, but I suppose he had a point. ‘I’d never thought of it like 

that,’ I said.  

‘You would if you went to my school,’ he said darkly. ‘It’s like a cross between 1984 

and The Hunger Games.’  

I busied myself with rinsing out a glass, desperately trying to think of a way to either 

a) come clean, or b) change the subject.  

Hiro cocked his head to the side. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Do we go to the same school? I 

don’t think I’ve seen you there. I’m sure I would have noticed a giant lobster in 

Humanities, or lining up at the canteen.’ He made a snapping motion with his hands.  
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This would have been the perfect opportunity to come clean. Explain who I was. 

Laugh about it. Maybe make a joke about the seaweed fertiliser and being a lobster. 

But Hiro’s mention of the school canteen had sent up a flash of rage, which threw me 

off-target. So instead I did something completely and utterly insane.  

‘Er,’ I said. ‘No. I go to St Catherine’s.’ 

What was I saying? Why was I lying to him? Where could this possibly go?  

Hiro looked slightly ill. ‘Really? My dad’s a science teacher there.’  

Uh-oh. What if Hiro asked his dad about me? 

‘I hate it,’ I said quickly. ‘It’s awful. Everyone’s so stuck-up. I just try to keep a low 

profile.’11 

Hiro appeared to be satisfied by my disdain for a school I didn’t go to, and he smiled.  

‘I didn’t ask you your name, the other day.’  

I didn’t even hesitate. ‘Katy,’ I said, amazed at how easily the lie rolled off my 

tongue. ‘It’s Katy.’  

He smiled that lazy, cocky smile. ‘Nice to meet you, Katy. I’m Hiro.’  

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Cool name.’  

‘It’s Japanese,’ he said. ‘It means generous. My mum’s Japanese. Dad’s Italian.’  

Well, that explained why he was so freaking cute. When he wasn’t sulking, anyway.  

‘Do you speak Japanese or Italian?’ I asked. ‘When you’re at home?’  

                                                
11	I	knew	nothing	about	St	Catherine’s,	except	that	the	uniforms	were	fancy,	the	fees	were	exorbitant,	
and	they	had	an	Olympic-sized	swimming	pool	that	they	heated	all	year	round.	I’d	written	to	the	
principal	several	times	informing	her	that	a	solar-heating	system	would	not	only	save	her	thousands	
of	dollars	every	year,	but	also	save	thousands	of	tonnes	of	carbon	emissions.	Of	course,	there’d	been	
no	response.	
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Hiro scratched his nose. ‘I only know a few Japanese words,’ he said. ‘But my 

Italian’s pretty good. My nonna’s English is terrible, and she used to look after me 

and my sister after school, when we were little.’  

I was drinking in this information like a dying person in the desert. All of the 

questions he wouldn’t answer at school, and now he was volunteering information 

about himself! He had a sister! And a nonna!  

 ‘You must be close,’ I said. ‘If you spent so much time with her.’  

‘I guess,’ he said. ‘She’s your standard nonna. Does all the usual Italian cliché nonna 

things. Gardening. Cooking. Cheek-pinching.’  

Gardening. That was how he knew so much about gardening. I imagined little Hiro 

toddling down a windy garden path with a rosy-cheeked Italian nonna with her hair in 

a bun. They’d pick tomatoes and basil and zucchini, and he’d learn the Italian words 

for everything.  

‘What are you smiling about?’ 

Hiro was staring at me, a soft smile on his face mirroring my own. I felt my cheeks 

get hot, and once again was grateful for the lobster costume. I was having feelings. 

Unfamiliar, squirmy feelings. Feelings about Hiro.  

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘So, you like comics.’12 

Hiro nodded. ‘I do.’  

‘Do you read manga?’ 

Hiro frowned. ‘Why do you ask? Because I’m half Japanese? ’ 

‘Because everyone I know reads manga.’ 

                                                
12	Yeah,	I	know.	Worst	flirting	ever.	I	was	totally	off	my	game.		
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‘Fair point. No, I don’t read manga. The big eyes creep me out. I’m a traditional 

Western comics kind of guy. With a name like mine, you grow up thinking about 

superheroes a lot.’  

‘So what kind of a superhero am I?’ 

He raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re a superhero?’ 

I gestured at myself. ‘I’m wearing a disguise, aren’t I?�13 

‘So you are,’ said Hiro with a smile. ‘And from what I can tell, you are trying to save 

the world.’  

‘Precisely. So what’s my superhero name?’  

‘Lobstergirl, of course.’  

I sighed. ‘You know I’m supposed to be the Margaret River Hairy Marron.’  

‘Yes, but Margaret River Hairy Marrongirl doesn’t sound as good as Lobstergirl.’  

I scowled at him. ‘Fine, if I’m Lobstergirl, you have to be Shopping Trolley Guy.’  

‘I’ve been called worse,’ said Hiro with a shrug. ‘Now, what are your superpowers?’  

‘Well, impenetrable armour for one.’ I rapped on the foam suit.  

‘Maybe,’ he said, the soft smile still on his face. ‘I think it’s something better, though. 

Like, once you grab hold of something with one of your lobster claws, you never let it 

go, no matter what.’  

I felt a bit taken aback. That was . . . surprisingly accurate. Hiro had seen me, in a way 

that I wasn’t sure anyone else ever had. Even though I was wearing a giant foam 

lobster outfit.  

‘Er,’ I said, feeling flustered. ‘So what’s your superpower?’  

                                                
13	Much	better.	I	was	warming	up	to	it.	
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Hiro sighed. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘I’ve spent sixteen years trying to figure it 

out.’ 

‘What’s the one thing you wish you could do?’ 

‘Fly, maybe. That seems so generic. Do you have one? A superpower you always 

wished you had?’ 

‘Easy,’ I said. I had actually given this plenty of thought. ‘The one that Mary Poppins 

has, where she clicks her fingers and everything gets tidied up.’   

Hiro raised an eyebrow again. ‘Seriously? That seems a little . . . boring. You don’t 

want to fly? Have X-ray vision? Telepathy?’  

‘Think about it,’ I said. ‘You never have to wash dishes again. Clean your room. Mow 

the lawn.’  

‘You have surprised me, Lobstergirl,’ said Hiro. ‘I thought you’d have a more worthy 

superpower. Something more planet-saving.’  

‘Ah!’ I wagged a finger. ‘That’s the genius of the cleaning finger-click. Why should it 

only apply to domestic mess? Surely I could also use it to clean up oil spills or 

accidents at nuclear power plants.’  

‘Huh. Now I’m imagining you clicking your lobster claws at hundreds of oil-soaked 

penguins.’  

‘And don’t those penguins look grateful? Best superpower ever.’  

Hiro smiled again and nodded. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Fair enough. It’s a cool superpower.’  

‘Except, to be honest, I prefer my superheroes without superpowers.’  

‘Really? ’  

‘Definitely.’ I said. ‘Like Hawkeye and Black Widow. And Batman. And 

DangerMouse.’  
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‘DangerMouse is a multilingual, secret agent rodent. I think that’s a superpower.’  

‘Okay, fine, not DangerMouse. But the others.’ 

Hiro cocked his head. ‘Am I mistaken, or does the black heart of a nerd beat 

underneath that crustaceous exterior?’ 

I rolled my eyes. ‘This is the twenty-first century,’ I said.  

‘Everyone’s a nerd. And liking Batman and the Avengers—’  

 ‘And DangerMouse.’  

‘—and DangerMouse, doesn’t exactly make me a mouth-breathing geek. Everyone 

likes that stuff. I haven’t read any comics, so I can’t claim to inhabit the upper 

echelons of nerdery like you do.’  

Hiro looked unconvinced, but he was still smiling. I liked his smile. I liked it a lot. I 

liked that I could make him smile. There was a warm, fizzing energy between us, as if 

we were feeding off each other. I could tell he was feeling it too. He made eye contact 

a lot – long, gazing eye contact that made me feel all shivery inside. He hadn’t met 

my eyes once in the garden. Now he couldn’t seem to look away.  

‘Anyway,’ I continued. ‘My point is, Superman is boring because he has 

superpowers. He’s obliged to do good, and doing good is easy for him. But if you 

actually have to train to be a superhero, if it takes courage and willpower and 

obsession, then that’s an interesting character.’  

‘And you think we can all be superheroes.’  

‘Sure. I mean, not spandex-wearing crime-fighting ones. Unless that kind of thing 

floats your boat. But we should all be working hard to make the world a better place.’  

‘Sounds a little cheesy.’ 

I shrugged. ‘Doesn’t make it wrong.’ 
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Hiro raised an eyebrow in a slightly patronising, cynical way that made me itch with 

irritation. ‘What,’ I said. ‘Don’t you agree?’  

Hiro tipped his head to one side. ‘Not really,’ he said. ‘I don’t see the point. I mean, 

look at you. How many signatures did you get today?’ 

I looked down at my clipboard. ‘Three,’ I said with a sigh.  

‘And two of them thought they were signing up to some cheap seafood newsletter.’  

‘See?’ Hiro said. ‘What can you do with three signatures? People don’t care, so I 

don’t see why I should waste my time.’  

‘I don’t see it as wasting my time. And even if those three people change their minds, 

then I’ve made a difference.’  

Hiro shook his head. ‘I wish that was true. But those three people are going to go 

home and eat their awful rubbery supermarket tomatoes and watch TV and forget all 

about the Margaret River Hairy Marron. People don’t change. Trust me.’ His face 

grew dark, and he turned back to his comic.  

I felt like the sun had gone behind a cloud. Hiro had shut me out, just like he did at 

school. I suddenly felt enormous and ridiculous in my big red lobster suit.  

‘Er,’ I said, and glanced at my watch. ‘I should go.’ I was supposed to meet Dev and 

Paige for lunch, and it’d take me forever to scrub off this stupid red face-paint.  

‘Really?’ He looked up, his face suddenly disappointed. ‘We were just getting 

started.’  

He gave me a twinkly, decidedly flirty smile. Flirty! Hiro! How could this possibly be 

the same guy as the one from my kitchen garden who grunted in response to any 

question?  

‘Can I have your number?’ 
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He wanted my number. Hiro Silvestri, Shopping Trolley Guy and Sulky Gardening 

Companion, wanted my number. My number.  

I couldn’t give it to him, of course. Even though he was cute and interesting and 

funny and cared about things. Even though he gave me feelings. Because sooner or 

later he’d recognise my voice, and realise who I really was, and then he’d hate me. 

And even if he didn’t, it wasn’t like we could date or anything. I didn’t need Dev’s 

dating model to tell me that Hiro and I were not suited. We came from completely 

differ- ent worlds, and not in a romantic way like Romeo and Juliet.14 No, I’d just 

politely tell him I couldn’t give him my number, and then I’d leave, and he’d never 

see me again. I was sick of spending my Saturdays dressed up as a lobster anyway.  

‘Sure,’ I said. 

What. 

It was like an out-of-body experience. I watched myself grab a pen and paper from the 

break-room table and scribble my number on it.  

‘Text is better,’ I heard myself tell Hiro. ‘My parents are pretty strict.’  

This was in no way true, but it might help with the voice-recognition issue. It seemed 

like my giant lobster head was enough to keep Hiro from connecting Astrid to Katy, 

but I suspected that without any crustaceous distractions, he might join the dots.  

This wasn’t good. I was getting myself into deep, deep trouble. But I couldn’t stop. I 

liked him. I liked Hiro, and even though I knew the whole thing was doomed before it 

had even started, I wanted more.  

 

  

                                                
14	And	anyway,	look	at	how	that	turned	out.		
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5  
I finally gave in and agreed to have dinner with Dad. He offered to pick me up, but I 

explained again about my no-car vow for the year, and he agreed to meet me at a 

nearby pizza place that I could walk to.15 

Dad looked different. Older. He had dark rings under his eyes and his already-

thinning hair had all but given up and left the building. He gave me a hug and he felt 

thinner, more frail. It was as though in three months he’d turned into an old man. I 

ordered tap water and Dad tried to order an imported beer, but I made him change to a 

local organic red wine. Then we ordered pizzas – Dad had the meat lovers, I had a 

vegetarian with bacon. I’ve tried to go full-vego, but I can’t, because, well . . . 

because bacon. Also, it’s almost impossible to avoid genetically engineered soy 

products if you’re a vegetarian. So I stick to small amounts of organic meat. And 

bacon.  

Dad asked about school and I told him about the kitchen garden project, leaving out 

the part where I was totally failing to grow anything, and the part where I was 

babysitting a guy who I kind of had a crush on, but who didn’t know about my secret 

identity as a lobster-suited superhero, and who was also awful to me sometimes.  

No need to overcomplicate things.  

I tried to think of a similarly polite personal question to ask Dad. But I couldn’t ask 

him about his new diode cavity- detecting laser, or whether he’d done any really 

exciting root canals recently, because I didn’t want to give him the opportunity to talk 

about the Whippet.  

‘Did you call Grandma for her birthday?’ 

Dad nodded. 
                                                
15	One	of	the	biggest	drawbacks	of	my	no-car	vow	was	having	to	eat	at	local	restaurants.	Like	
everything	else	in	Valentine,	our	local	eateries	are	either	fast	and	multinational,	or	old,	ugly	and	
utterly	joyless.	
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Our pizza arrived and the waitress shot me a sympathetic look. Was our awkward 

conversation so obvious? 

‘So how is your mother?’ asked Dad at last.  

It was obviously the question he’d been wanting to ask since I arrived. I bit off a giant 

piece of pizza so I could think about how to answer while I chewed. It was super hot, 

and the molten cheese fused to the roof of my mouth. How was my mother? She was . 

. . actually kind of okay, now that Dad had stopped coming over to use the washing 

machine. She was different too, but not old and tired like Dad. It was as if she’d been 

playing the role of Mrs Smythe for the past sixteen years, and now she was finally 

able to take off her costume and be her. But I couldn’t tell Dad any of that.  

‘Pretty good,’ I said at last. ‘Keeping busy.’ 

Dad looked disappointed. I guess he wanted her to be sad and pining like he was. ‘Do 

you think she misses me?’  

I squirmed in my chair and took another bite. ‘I dunno,’ I said. There’s nothing like an 

awkward conversation about your parents’ marriage breakdown to turn a normally 

articulate teen into a monosyllabic pool of resentment.  

‘I understand she’s upset,’ said Dad. ‘I did a bad thing. But . . . I was hoping that she 

would have worked through that by now.’  

Worked through that? I wanted to tell Dad that Mum had worked through it, and 

she’d come out the other side realising that her life was better without him in it. I 

wanted to tell him that cheating on Mum with the Whippet was not a bad thing, it was 

the worst thing. That he was lucky I was still talking to him.  

‘Don’t you think I deserve another chance?’ Dad’s face was drooping like a sad 

cartoon character’s. I was afraid he was going to cry, right there in the restaurant. That 

would be so embarrassing.  

‘It’s not up to me to decide,’ I said. ‘And it’s not up to you either. It’s Mum’s 

decision, and we both have to respect that.’  
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‘But you think she should give me another chance.’ 

I looked down at my fingernails. They were still rimmed with red from where I’d 

washed off the lobster face-paint.  

‘You can’t ask me that. It’s not fair.’  

Dad sighed and nodded. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that . . . we all go 

through difficult times in our lives. I know I reacted in a way that was inappropriate.’  

I wondered if it would be rude to check my phone. Not that I was expecting Hiro to 

text. Not straight away, anyway. And I didn’t even know if I wanted him to. I mean, I 

wanted him to like me. He was cute and interesting and funny. But he was also an 

enormous pain in the arse – I’d seen what he was like when he wasn’t trying to be 

charming, and it was not pretty. We’d never be able to work out as a couple. 

Especially not since the only way I could go on a date with him was if I wore the 

lobster suit so he wouldn’t recognise me. I imagined sitting next to him in a cinema, 

wearing the suit. He’d try to put his arm around me, but all he’d get would be red 

foam. He’d hold the chair out for me at a fancy restaurant, and all the other diners 

would have a sudden craving for seafood. We’d walk along a beach, him holding my 

giant foam claw. I chuckled.  

‘Astrid?’ 

I realised I’d stopped listening to Dad a while ago. And he was staring at me, baffled 

and a bit hurt. He’d been pouring his heart out and I’d zoned out and started 

imagining lobster dating scenarios.  

‘Sorry,’ I said to Dad. ‘I’m a bit tired. Got up early this morning.’  

Dad smiled weakly. ‘That’s okay, kiddo,’ he said. ‘How do you feel about dessert?’  

I heard my phone chime in my bag, and my heart leapt into my throat. It was Hiro. I 

knew it was. I pulled my phone out of my bag.  

Hiro: Why didn’t the lobster share its toys?  
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I stared at it. He’d texted me.  

Why did I feel so nervous? It wasn’t as if I’d never been texted by a boy before. I’d 

gotten plenty of boy texts. Occasionally inappropriate ones. It was no big deal.  

‘Are you okay?’ Dad asked. 

Who was I kidding? It was totally a big deal. Hiro wasn’t like any guy I’d met before. 

He was smart and he cared about the world. He was kind of dangerous. He was super 

cute. But most of all . . . he got me. He didn’t want to hang out with me because I’d 

increase his social standing. He wasn’t intimidated by me. And it seemed he was 

more interested in my brain than my . . . other parts. I mean, he’d never actually seen 

my face. Not without red face-paint, anyway. I could be a hideous beast underneath 

that lobster costume.  

‘Astrid?’ 

I looked up at Dad. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I’m fine. But, um, I should go home. I’ve got . . . 

homework.’ 

‘Oh,’ said Dad, looking disappointed. ‘Okay, sure. Um, do you want me to walk you 

home? I know you won’t come in the car, but it’s dark outside, and I don’t like the 

idea of you walking by yourself.’  

‘I’ll be fine,’ I told him. ‘It’s just around the corner.’ 

I could tell he wanted to walk me home so I’d invite him in and he could talk to Mum. 

Well, that wasn’t going to happen. It wasn’t fair to Mum, and also, I wanted to be 

alone with my phone. 

‘How was it?’ asked Mum as I walked in the door. She was curled on the couch 

reading a book, a bottle and glass of red wine on the coffee table. I couldn’t remember 

the last time I’d seen her look so relaxed. Usually at this time of night she was 

cleaning up after dinner or ironing Dad’s work shirts.  

‘As expected,’ I said. ‘He’s still all mopey.’ 
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Mum sighed. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘You shouldn’t have to put up with all this nonsense.’  

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I can see why he’s upset. But I also totally think you’re doing the 

right thing.’  

Mum’s gaze grew soppy. ‘How did I end up with such an amazing daughter?’  

I grinned. ‘Just lucky, I guess.’  

I disappeared to my room and spent a good five minutes staring at Hiro’s text.  

Hiro: Why didn’t the lobster share its toys?  

What was I supposed to reply to that? I wanted to come up with something witty. 

Something smart and sassy. At last I gave up.  

Me: Why?  

Pathetic. It was lucky that flirting wasn’t a subject at school, I would have broken my 

straight-A streak. What was wrong with me? I’d never had any trouble flirting before. 

I was an expert flirter!  

My phone chimed again, and I nearly had a heart attack.  

Hiro: Because she was shellfish.  

I laughed out loud, and suddenly, I wasn’t scared any- more. This was Hiro. Hiro 

understood me. I didn’t need to pretend to be someone or something that I wasn’t.  

Me: :-) 

Hiro: I’m glad you texted back. If you hadn’t I’d be in a PINCH. 

Me: I see what you did there. 

Hiro: Hopefully if we keep talking you’ll come out of your shell.  

Me: Ha ha. 

Hiro: Am I cracking you up? 

Me: Not really. 

Hiro: I’m running out of jokes. 

Me: Thank goodness. 

Hiro: Something something Santa Claws? 
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Me: ... 

Hiro: Seriously, though. Hi Lobstergirl. 

Me: Hi yourself, Shopping Trolley Guy. 

Hiro: How is your Saturday night going? 

Me: Okay. Had dinner with my dad. Now I’m catching up on some homework. 

Hiro: Exciting. 

Me: IKR? 

Hiro: So I did some research. And there is ALREADY a lobster superhero. Lobster Johnson. 

Me: Really? Does he have a giant claw? 

Hiro: Nah. Actually he’s not a lobster at all. But he burns his trademark lobster claw onto the 

foreheads of his victims.  

Me: Victims? I thought you said he was a superhero! 

Hiro: Well, he was a vigilante. Killed mobsters and Nazis. 

Me: Hmm. I’m not sure I approve of vigilantes. 

Hiro: I thought you said they were the best superheroes?  

Me: Not having superpowers isn’t the same thing as being a vigilante! 

Hiro: Batman is a vigilante. 

Me: Batman is different. He’s noble in his motivations. And he doesn’t burn a lobster claw 

onto anyone’s forehead.  

Hiro: That you know of. 

Me: I’m prepared to put money on it. 

Hiro: You’re a funny one, you know.  

I felt an incredible glow spread through me. Hiro really wasn’t like anyone I’d ever 

met before. My previous text adventures with guys had been either soppy16 or 

sleazy.17 But Hiro talked about superheroes and saving the world and he told silly 

jokes about lobsters. He listened. He saw me. My phone pinged again.  

Hiro: Katy? Are you still there?  

The glow evaporated. He didn’t see me at all. He saw Katy. And the moment he 

realised that Katy and Astrid were the same person, everything would go horribly, 

horribly wrong.  

                                                
16	I	think	about	you	all	the	time.	Your	eyes	are	like	two	sparkling	sapphires	in	a	pool	of	milk	EW	EW	
EW.	

17		.	.	.	Yeah,	I’m	not	reproducing	any	of	those.	
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*** 

On Monday after school I wandered across the footy field to the kitchen garden. I 

wasn’t sure if Hiro would show up – his general attitude suggested he wasn’t exactly 

committed to the rules of detention.  

I lifted the plastic covers from our mini greenhouses, and set about watering the seeds 

with a mix of water and seaweed solution. Hiro had explained that the seaweed 

encouraged root growth, so was good for sprouting seeds. I covered the tray of basil 

and parsley seeds, making sure not to overwater. Then I moved on to the next tray and 

let out an involuntary squeal of excitement.  

A sprout.  

One of our lettuce seeds had sprouted. A tiny green tendril peeked cautiously up 

through the dirt.  

I was doing it! I was gardening!  

Hiro wandered in, and I grabbed his hand and dragged him over to the sprout.  

‘Look!’ I said. ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ 

Hiro shook his hand free and wiped it on his jeans. What was he, five? Did he think 

he’d get girl germs? Whatever, I wasn’t going to let it dull the gloriousness of this 

day. My own hand was tingling from where I’d touched him.  

‘We did it!’ I said. ‘The kitchen garden project is really happening!’  

Hiro snorted, but I could tell he was at least mildly amused. ‘Well done,’ he said. 

‘You’ve achieved something that humans have been doing for ten thousand years.’ 

‘I couldn’t have done it without you,’ I said. ‘Seriously, you’re amazing. You’ve 

taught me everything I know. Thank you so much.’  

‘Thank Mr Webber,’ said Hiro, scowling. ‘I’m not choosing to be here.’  
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I rolled my eyes. Why did he have to be so irritating? I knew he wasn’t always like 

that. I’d seen the real Hiro. Why did he have to put up a wall every time he saw me 

without my lobster suit on?  

I spotted another speck of green emerging from the soil, and all my irritation 

evaporated.  

‘Hiro!’ I squealed. ‘I found another one! Another sprout!’ I nearly hugged him. That 

was what Katy would do. Not Astrid. 

But I wanted to. 

After Hiro had sulked over by the fence long enough to establish his scowly street 

cred, he came back to the garden, and we worked side by side, setting up a raised 

garden bed for our future seedlings to be transplanted into. I desperately wanted to 

start a conversation with him. See if I could coax out the funny, interesting Hiro I’d 

met in the shopping centre break room. And see if he’d recognise me for who I really 

was, not the bitchy Missolini monster that he saw.  

‘Can I ask you something?’ I said at last.  

‘No.’ 

‘What did you do?’  

Hiro looked at me blankly. 

‘To get a whole month’s worth of detentions. Was it you who set that girl’s bag on 

fire?’ 

Hiro shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Well, sort of. Kyle did the actual lighting of the 

fire, but I was involved. However, that’s not what the detention is for.’  

‘What, then?’ 

A ghost of a smile flickered over Hiro’s face. He hesitated, like his inner cool was 

competing with his urge to brag.  
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‘Do you remember Dogshaming? When people were obsessed with posting photos of 

their dogs wearing signs admitting to all the dumb stuff they do?’  

I vaguely remembered Paige showing me something along those lines.  

Hiro pulled out his phone and showed me a photo. It was of Mr Webber, asleep on 

one of the benches near the football oval. Every time he had yard duty, he’d always 

sneak off and have a quick nap. Someone had hung a sign around his neck.  

I ATE A BOX OF CRAYONS. NOW I POO RAINBOWS.  

The letters were in multicoloured, wobbly crayon. I let out a snort. It was immature, 

but it was funny.  

‘I figured out his computer password and made it his email signature. And his 

Facebook profile picture.’  

‘Hence the detentions,’ I said. ‘It was totally worth it.’  

I turned back to the garden bed, feeling a surge of victory. We’d done it. We’d had a 

conversation. The first step had been taken. But Hiro didn’t join me. Instead, he 

wandered away, tapping on his phone.  

A few seconds later, my own phone pinged, and I froze. Hiro was texting me. Or, 

more accurately, he was texting Katy. I sneaked a look at him, but he had his 

headphones on and hadn’t heard my phone chime.  

Phew. 

I snuck my phone out of my pocket.  

Hiro: I’m stuck in the most boring detention ever. What are you doing?  

I felt stung. I thought we’d been having fun! We grew a sprout! Two sprouts! Didn’t 

that mean anything to him? And we’d laughed together over the rainbow poo, hadn’t 

we? I slipped my phone back into my pocket without replying.  

‘You can go if you want,’ I said to Hiro. ‘I won’t tell Mr Webber.’  
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He didn’t even hesitate. ‘Cheers,’ he said, and headed out of the garden without a 

backward glance.  

I looked down at my little lettuce sprout. It was so fragile. How would it possibly 

survive the wind and sun, not to mention hungry snails? And even if it did survive, 

even if it grew and stretched and spread into a whole lettuce, what then? It’d get 

plucked and eaten. All that work, all that energy and growth. All to be a salad. Was it 

worth it?  

I sighed and put away my gardening tools for the day.  

 

Mum was out when I got home. I checked my email, and made myself some toast. I 

didn’t have any urgent homework. I didn’t feel like texting Hiro – not after the way 

he’d blown me off earlier. I felt at a bit of a loose end. I picked up my phone and 

called Dev.  

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘I never get to see you anymore. Are you still alive?’  

‘You saw me in Chemistry. All of two hours ago.’  

‘You know what I mean,’ said Dev. ‘You’re always busy at recess and lunch, and 

after school. We haven’t gone to Patchwork Rhubarb for weeks.’  

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Just busy in the garden and stuff.’ 

‘Grown anything yet?’ 

‘A lettuce seed sprouted.’ 

‘Congratulations! Will there be a baby shower? A big announcement on Facebook? 

Do you have any names picked out?’  

‘Very funny. Anyway, who knows whether or not I’ll be able to do anything with the 

lettuce.’  

‘No word about the canteen?’ I sighed. ‘Nope.’  
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‘Well,’ said Dev. ‘You tried, and that’s what matters.’ 

I felt irrationally irritated. ‘It isn’t what matters,’ I said hotly. ‘Trying means nothing 

if you fail to make a difference. If you declare your undying love to this music 

teacher, and he rejects you, are you going to feel better because you tried?’  

Dev fell silent on the other end of the line. ‘Yes,’ he said at last. ‘Because at least then 

I’ll know I did everything I could.’  

I snorted. ‘You’d be just as heartbroken either way,’ I said. ‘And if you try, you’ll end 

up humiliated and heartbroken.’  

‘So what do you suggest?’ asked Dev, his voice rising a little. ‘Never do anything, in 

case you fail? Never even take a risk?’ 

‘Of course I’m not suggesting that.’ 

‘Then what? What’s the solution?’ 

‘You don’t fail.’ My own voice sounded cold and brittle.  

I heard Dev sigh. ‘Well, sometimes you don’t get to decide that. Sometimes you fail, 

and you pick yourself up, learn from your mistakes and try again. And next time it’ll 

be better.’  

He didn’t understand. He didn’t get it. I couldn’t just try again later. If the garden 

failed, then Mr Webber would win. Nothing would change, and we’d just go round 

and round again, forever, until the polar icecaps melted and we all died.  

‘Look,’ said Dev, ‘I have to go. I’ll see you at school.’ 

He hung up without waiting for me to say goodbye. I sat staring at my phone. I knew 

I wasn’t exactly being a stellar friend. I shouldn’t have been so dismissive of his new 

crush. But didn’t he get that what I was trying to do was important?  

My phone pinged again.  

Hiro: Are you still out there?  
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I hesitated. Was I? Hiro and I had shared a moment that afternoon – a connection, and 

he’d thrown it away. He’d judged me the second he first saw me, and nothing was 

going to change that. As far as he was concerned, I was a Missolini. I was bitchy and 

shallow and spoilt. He was never going to change his mind.  

And yet . . .  

I wanted to talk to him. He’d understand how I felt. Dev didn’t. Paige wouldn’t either. 

My parents were too wrapped up in their own dramas to care about little things like 

saving the planet. Only Hiro. He was the only one who’d really heard me. I turned to 

my phone.  

Me: Yep. Sorry about before, I was busy.  

Hiro: Doing what?  

I bit my lip.  

Me: School stuff. 

Hiro: :-( 

Me: How has your afternoon been? 

Hiro: Oh, you know. Boring detention. Then the usual dramas at home.  

I was hurt again by boring detention, but was too overcome with curiosity to care too 

much about it.  

Me: What kind of drama? Did you get in trouble about the detention? 

Hiro: Nah, nothing like that. I don’t think they even noticed I’d been in detention. My house 

is crazy at the moment. A week ago, my perfect sister told our parents that she’s moving out 

of her college dorm into an apartment with her girlfriend.  

Me: They don’t like her girlfriend?  

Hiro: They didn’t know she was gay. 

Me: Oh! Really? 

Hiro: Yeah. Dad’s fine with it, but Mum is . . . being weird. She likes order. This doesn’t fit 

her idea of the perfect family. 

Me: What about you? Were you surprised? 

Hiro: Oh, I’ve known forever. Michi told me when I was five, and she was eleven. Her 

girlfriend is awesome. Plus the new apartment is in the city and Michi says I can crash there 
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sometimes. 

Me: Well, that’s cool. I’m sure your parents will get used to the idea. It must be a bit of a 

shock. 

Hiro: Yeah. They’re supposed to be mature adults though. They could be more supportive. I 

get why Michi didn’t tell them for so long. 

Me: At least she has you! 

Hiro: What about you? Any gay siblings? Mad aunts locked in attics? How’s your family?  

I hesitated. I hadn’t actually told anyone about Mum and Dad splitting up. Not even 

Dev or Paige. Every time they’d suggested coming over to hang out, I’d made up 

some excuse, like we were having the carpets steam cleaned, or a distant relative was 

staying. I wasn’t quite sure why I hadn’t told them. It seemed too private. And also... 

a big part of who I was at school hinged on me being, well, perfect. I had this perfect 

life where I was pretty and popular and smart. I didn’t want to admit that some parts 

of my life were far from perfect.  

But Hiro didn’t think I was perfect. Hiro didn’t know me, or my reputation.  

Me: Not great. My parents are breaking up.  

Hiro: Wow. That sucks. I’m sorry. 

Me: It does suck. Dad cheated on Mum so she kicked him out. I’m not convinced it was the 

first time, or even that he’s stopped doing it. I still love Dad, but I think maybe Mum is better 

off without him. 

Me: That was a bit of an emotional unload, sorry. I haven’t really talked to anyone about this. 

Hiro: That’s okay. I’m glad you trust me. 

Me: :-) 

Hiro: I like talking to you, Katy. You make being different feel less lonely. 

Me: Are you lonely? 

Hiro: If there’s anything I’ve learned from comic books, it’s that people who are different are 

always lonely.  

My thumb hovered over the phone, ready to reply. But I didn’t know what to say. 

Lonely? I’d never been lonely. I’d always had friends. More than I needed, and then 

plenty of others who wanted to be my friend. And even though my parents didn’t 

seem to like each other very much anymore, I knew that they both loved me. But was 

I different? And what did that even mean?  
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I thought about how Dev sounded on the phone, and realised I’d barely seen him and 

Paige over the last week, except in class. My brain had been so full of the kitchen 

garden, and Hiro. Dev’s latest romantic adventure and Paige’s obsession with reality 

TV seemed . . . inconsequential. Maybe I was becoming different.  

Hiro: I’ve been thinking about what my superpower might be. 

Me: Yes?  

Hiro: I can’t find it. I’d love to ride dragons, or be able to turn into a wolf, or control some 

kind of elemental force, like darkness or fire or water. But none of those feel right. I don’t 

know, maybe I don’t have one. Or worse, maybe I’ve got a lame one, like HEART.  

Me: Um, isn’t it obvious? 

Hiro: What? 

Me: Your superpower. It’s obvious.  

Hiro: It is the opposite of obvious.  

Me: You make things grow.  

As soon as I’d hit send, my hands turned clammy and I wished I could take it back. 

How could I have been so stupid? My blood ran cold, and I waited for a reply.  

And waited. 

And waited. 

I’d blown my cover. Hiro had to realise who I was now. It was all over. He’d be 

furious. Wouldn’t he?  

Ping.  

Hiro: What makes you say that?  

Um. You know that girl at school who you kind of hate?  

Me: You said you did a lot of gardening. With your Nonna. When you were little.  

I needed more.  

Me: Oh, and because you’re Shopping Trolley Guy. You start off with one shopping trolley, 

and you grow them until you have a whole stack, that you can use to corral baddies. Or form 

bridges to rescue poor orphans dangling off cliffs.  

Hiro: My superpower is growing tomatoes and trapping villains with shopping trolleys.  
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Me: Yes. 

Hiro: . . . okay. I don’t know if that’s enough to get me into superhero school, but if you say 

so, Lobstergirl, then it is so.  

Me: Good. Anyway, I should probably go to bed. It’s late.  

Hiro: I’m already in bed.  

I felt an excited shiver run over my skin. Hiro was in bed. What was he wearing? 

Pyjamas? Boxer shorts? Nothing? I wondered what his room looked like. What kind 

of doona cover did he have? Did he sleep on one pillow, or two? What posters did he 

have on his walls?  

This was bad. Very bad. I’d thought that my feelings were going away, but they 

weren’t. They were getting stronger. I brushed my teeth as quickly as I could and 

changed into pyjamas, slipping into bed with my phone clutched in my hand.  

Me: Are you still awake?  

Hiro: Just.  

I pressed my phone against my cheek for a moment.18  

Me: Goodnight, Shopping Trolley Guy.  

Hiro: Sweet dreams, Lobstergirl.  

 

  

  

                                                
18	I	know,	I	know.	I	was	probably	giving	myself	some	sort	of	horrific	face	cancer.	
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6  
After all my efforts in the garden, I finally had something to show. Lettuce, basil, 

tomatoes and capsicum had all sprouted and were valiantly pushing up into the light a 

little further each day. And Hiro was thawing a bit, too. He was still sullen, but he’d 

talk to me about gardening. It made my insides feel like they were on spin cycle. 

Seeing Hiro, being physically close to him, was electric. Our texting sessions were 

getting longer and more intimate. Sometimes it was as if he was right there in my 

bedroom with me. Sometimes I felt I’d go mad because he wasn’t. So standing next to 

him in front of a garden bed, close enough that I could reach out and touch him, was a 

kind of exquisite torture.  

Sometimes I’d forget that it was Katy that he liked, and that he only barely tolerated 

Astrid.  

Something had changed between me – Katy-me, not Astrid-me – and Hiro. It wasn’t 

as though we’d done anything, or even said anything. And he still didn’t know that I 

was Lobstergirl. But something had changed. Texting in bed – even though we 

weren’t texting anything, you know, sexy – still felt intimate. It wasn’t something 

casual friends did. Texting in bed brought a closeness. A privacy. A promise of more 

to come.  

He slouched in twenty minutes after the end of school as per usual on Thursday. I’d 

spotted him loitering by the canteen with his friends Kyle and Barney. I couldn’t 

believe Hiro was friends with such stonery losers. Kyle and Barney always looked 

half asleep, and seemed to move at a different frame rate to everybody else. They said 

incomprehensible things to each other and guffawed loudly, but never spoke to 

anyone else or participated in class. I didn’t see the point of being alive, if the only 

thing you were ever going to do was slouch around and eat salt and vinegar chips. 

What on earth did Hiro see in them? Hiro, who was smart and sensitive and cared 

about the world? Hiro who texted me such sweet things deep into the night?  
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I tried to tell myself that if the rumours were true, Hiro was also the one who had 

broken into his homeroom before school one morning and filled it with about five 

hundred plastic cups, each one half filled with water. This was horrific for three 

reasons – firstly they had to be removed one by one so as not to spill the water and 

ruin the carpet, which meant the teacher had to skip homeroom and English. 

Secondly, plastic cups. Thirdly, water. What a waste! And for what? But maybe Hiro 

hadn’t been the one behind it all. Maybe it had been Kyle or Barney’s idea. Maybe. 

But if I was honest with myself, I knew it was too clever for Kyle or Barney.  

‘Hey.’ He nodded at me and went to check on the seedling trays.  

In some ways, it was a victory. He’d never greeted me before. He’d sounded almost 

friendly. But I wanted more. I was hungry for it. I nearly pulled out my phone and 

texted him. I nearly told him everything.  

‘Tomato seedlings looking good,’ he said. 

I went over to look, but I could barely focus on the little fuzzy green tendrils. Hiro 

was close enough to touch. Close enough that I could smell laundry detergent and 

deodorant and something else, a boy-smell that made my heart pound. I wanted to 

touch him. I ached to touch him.  

‘I got a reply from the mayor,’ I said, in a desperate effort to keep things civil.  

‘Really?’ said Hiro, looking dubious. ‘An actual reply? Not a form reply, or 

something written by an underling?’  

‘An actual reply.’ 

It had been pretty exciting, really. Mayor Tanaka had written to me personally, 

thanking me for the information about the kitchen garden program, and commending 

me for my efforts. Then she’d told me how committed she was to transforming 

Valentine into a truly beautiful suburb – a suburb where people actually wanted to 

live. The way she’d described it all . . . it was exhilarating. Finally, things were going 

to change. I’d replied immediately with my ten-point plan to make Valentine the most 
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sustainable suburb in the country, and was checking my email every five minutes to 

see if she’d written back.  

Hiro was looking sceptical. ‘Did she actually say she was going to do anything? 

About the food supply deal with the canteen?’  

‘It was definitely implied,’ I said.  

‘Implied.’ 

‘Trust me,’ I said. ‘She’s on our side.’  

Hiro raised his eyebrows. ‘If that’s what you want to believe.’  

I was getting irritated with him again, but confusingly that made me want to kiss him 

even more. ‘Why are you so anti-mayor?’ I asked. ‘Do you know her or something?’  

‘I’m sorry?’ Hiro drew back. ‘You think that because she has a Japanese name, we 

must know each other? Do you think we’re all related?’  

‘No,’ I said. ‘Of course not. I—’ I shook my head, confused, and took a deep breath. 

‘Never mind. What do we do with these tomato seedlings?’  

Hiro shot me a long, scowly stare, but turned back to the tray of seedlings. ‘Once they 

grow their second set of leaves, we pick out the best-looking ones and put them in 

their own pots.’  

‘Okay.’ 

‘But today we’ll sprinkle them with a little diluted Seasol.’  

He walked away, and I felt myself being drawn after him. There was nothing else for 

it. I pretended to stumble, and fell against him. My cheek brushed his hoodie and I put 

out my hands to steady myself on his arms. He felt warm and solid and strong and 

real. More real than anything I’d ever touched before. I closed my eyes, trying to 

drink it all in so I could remember it and replay it over and over in my head.  

‘Whoa,’ said Hiro, pushing me upright again. ‘Have you been drinking?’  
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I mumbled an apology. What was wrong with me? I was supposed to be Hiro’s 

supervisor. Faking accidents just so I could grope him was sexual harassment. I was a 

terrible person, and I needed to get a grip on myself.  

‘So I read this interesting article last night,’ I said, trying to focus my mind on 

something else. ‘There’s this organisation in the UK running a program where they 

give refugees and asylum seekers garden allotments and help them to grow their own 

vegetables.’  

Hiro shrugged. ‘So?’ 

‘So it’s such a great idea. Helping people find a new home by encouraging a 

connection with the land. Enabling them to be self-sufficient.’  

‘Um, I think you’re mistaking me for someone who cares.’ My desire evaporated, and 

I felt myself physically recoil.  

Why was he so nice to Katy, and so mean to Astrid? This double-identity thing was 

no fun. I’d spent so long wishing Batman or Spiderman would take off their masks so 

their romantic interests could know the truth. Yet every day I dreaded my unmasking 

more and more. I knew it was inevitable, but I also knew that it definitely wasn’t 

going to be like it was in the movies.  

‘Are you okay?’ asked Hiro. ‘Sure you’re not drunk?’ 

I felt drunk. This was crazy. This wasn’t me. I’d decided not to do this anymore. I’d 

already returned the lobster costume. I had to let it go. 

*** 

My phone pinged on Saturday afternoon as I was working on an essay for English.  

Hiro: Have you given up on the lobster campaign?  

Maybe just one more text. Just to clarify my position. Something cool and 

noncommittal.  



 

 62 

Me: Yeah. It wasn’t very effective. 

Hiro: You converted one poor ignorant soul. 

Me: You didn’t sign my petition. 

Hiro: I guess you’ll have to come back to the shopping centre so I can. 

Me: Nice try. 

Hiro: It was so boring today without you. I stacked at least two hundred trolleys, but didn’t 

see a single supervillain or dangling orphan. Just morons stuffing their faces with junk food. 

Me: Too bad. Maybe next time. 

Hiro: Maybe. Anyway, I missed you. You’re the only thing that makes Saturday worthwhile. 

Me: I’m sure you don’t work at the supermarket out of the goodness of your heart. 

Hiro: Yeah, but that’s only money. Money doesn’t make you FEEL anything. 

Me: And I do? 

Hiro: . . . I realise that you can’t see me right now, but I am looking embarrassed and 

attempting a manly cough. Now I’m going to try changing the subject.  

Okay, so the not-texting thing clearly wasn’t working. Fireworks were exploding 

inside me. I couldn’t stop thinking about his smell, and the feeling of his arms under 

my hands.  

Hiro: So how goes your plan to save the world?  

I thought about the email from the Mayor. But I couldn’t tell Hiro about that – he’d 

guess the truth.  

Me: The Hairy Marron is still endangered. There still aren’t any wind turbines along the 

dried-out creek bed. Our recycling program is a joke. But I’m still fighting the good fight.  

Hiro: So . . . what exactly do you want to achieve?  

Me: I want to make people care. I’m sick of being the only one who cares. 

Hiro: Good luck with that. People suck. 

Me: *sigh* I’m beginning to think you might be right. 

Hiro: You will come to understand that I am ALWAYS right.  

Me: Uh-huh. Sure.  

Hiro: So . . . when do I get to see you, then? Me: You want to see me? 

Hiro: Yes. Ideally sans claws. 

Me: Why?  

Hiro: Because you’re funny and interesting and I’d like to know what you look like when 

you’re not a lobster. 
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Me: What if I’m ugly? 

Hiro: I don’t care. You’re not ugly on the inside, and that’s all that matters to me.  

Me: That is very sweet. But we’ll see if it holds up when you realise that my face is an oozing 

mass of slimy tentacles.  

Hiro: Sounds hot. 

Me: You have no idea.  

Hiro: So? 

Me: So what? 

Hiro: Will you come out with me? Tentacles and all? 

Me: Like . . . a date? 

Hiro: Gah. You know I don’t like using that kind of Missolini cultural bullshit. Could we say 

... a Meeting of Like Minds?  

Me: If it’s my mind you’re interested in, then why so eager for me to leave the lobster suit at 

home? 

Hiro: You’re cruel.  

Me: I know. 

Me: ... 

Me: I’m waiting. 

Hiro: You’re going to make me say it? 

Me: Yes. 

Hiro: Fine. Would you like to join me for a Meeting of Like Minds with Possible Romantic 

Consequences?  

I squealed out loud. 

‘Astrid?’ called Mum from downstairs. ‘Are you okay?’  

‘Fine, Mum.’ I took a few deep breaths.  

Me: There, that wasn’t so hard, was it? ;-) 

Hiro: I hate you. 

Me: Now, now. That’s no way to talk to a lady you’re about to take on a date. 

Hiro: Is that a ‘yes’? 

Me: Yes. 

Hiro: :-)  
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I felt a wave of nausea. It would be a disaster. As soon as Hiro saw me without my 

Lobstergirl outfit, he’d recognise me. And hate me. Or realise that he hated me all 

along.  

But I needed to do it. I realised I owed Dev an apology. In matters of the heart, you 

had to do everything you could, even if you knew you’d fail.  

*** 

My hands shook as I sieved compost for the seedlings on Monday, excited and 

terrified to see Hiro. We were going on a date, in five days. Five days till he knew the 

truth.  

‘Do you have a plan of where everything’s going to go?’  

At least Hiro was speaking to me. That was an improvement on last week.  

I nodded. ‘I thought alphabetically. Then it’s easy for anyone to find what they’re 

looking for.’  

Hiro blinked. ‘Alphabetically. Like, asparagus, basil, carrots, daikon?’  

‘Is that crazy?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Are you going to explain why? Or are you going to look superior and smug?’ 

Hiro raised an eyebrow drily. ‘I think I can manage both.’  

Was it just me, or was that almost flirting?  

‘Do you know anything about companion planting?’ I shook my head. ‘Nope.’  

‘Right. Well, some plants are good friends with other plants. Marigolds go well with 

tomatoes and roses. Nasturtiums will distract bugs from squash and broccoli. Oregano 

will keep pests away from cucumbers. Chives make carrots taste sweeter, and basil 

makes tomatoes taste better.’  
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This was amazing. How awesome was nature? ‘Go on,’ I said.  

‘Some plants aren’t friends with other plants. Dill doesn’t like tomatoes or carrots. 

Garlic and onion should be kept away from beans. Strawberries shouldn’t be planted 

where tomatoes, potatoes, eggplant or capsicum have been previously.’  

‘So alphabetical order probably isn’t the way to go, then.’ Hiro shook his head. 

‘Probably not.’ 

We spent the next hour planning out the garden beds on a piece of paper. Hiro told me 

about crop rotation, and we split up our seeds into four different groups – fruits, 

leaves, roots and legumes. We’d plant one bed with each, and every year rotate the 

beds, so that the soil could be replenished with different minerals. Well, not me, 

obviously, because I wouldn’t be around for that much longer. But I’d train up some 

Missolini wannabes and make sure they knew all about the crop rotation method.  

‘So, um.’ 

I glanced up from our garden plan at Hiro, who was wearing a pained expression. 

‘I’d like some advice,’ he said. 

‘Wow. That looked like it hurt coming out,’ I said. 

‘Shut up. Forget it.’ 

‘I’m sorry.’ I smiled. ‘I’m shocked that you want advice from me. I thought you were 

the advisor in this relationship.’  

As soon as the word relationship left my mouth, I felt myself blush. Hiro visibly 

winced at the word, and looked like he might bolt. 

‘Please,’ I said. ‘I’d love to help you out.’  

Hiro scowled, and stared at his shoes. ‘I’mgoingonadate.’  

‘I beg your pardon?’ 
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‘A date. I’m taking a girl on a date. I’d like some advice.’  

Yikes.  

Hiro was asking me advice on what to do with his date. His date, who was me.  

‘W-what kind of advice?’ I asked, trying to keep my voice level.  

‘I don’t know. I . . . like this girl a lot. And I’ve never really . . . You know.’  

‘Gone on a date?’ Hiro shrugged.   

‘You’ve never gone on a date?’  

‘You don’t need to make it sound like I’ve been living in a cave,’ he said, narrowing 

his eyes. ‘Dating is lame.’  

‘Does that mean you’ve never . . . with a girl . . .’ 

Hiro gave me a withering look. ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ he said. ‘I’ve hooked up with 

plenty of girls. I’ve just never done the whole white picket fence, fifties diner date 

nonsense. I didn’t even know people still did that.’  

I tried not to picture the kind of ‘hooking up’ Hiro had done. ‘But now you’re going 

on one. A date.’  

‘Yes.’ 

I couldn’t help myself. ‘You must really like this girl.’  

‘Don’t push your luck,’ Hiro said. ‘This isn’t going to be a bonding experience where 

you and I talk about our feelings. Tell me the kind of thing that girls like to do on 

dates.’  

I shrugged. ‘It depends on how serious you want it to be. If you want the full date 

experience, then it’s dinner and a movie. If you want to play it cool, meet for coffee, 

and then if that works you can extend the date to something else.’  
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‘Like what?’  

‘A walk by the river, although obviously not in Valentine,19 or a trip into the city. If 

you’re feeling brave you could invite her back to your place to watch a movie.’ 

‘Right.’ Hiro twisted his fingers together. He looked genuinely terrified, which 

somehow delighted me. This date wasn’t just a casual hook-up for him. He must 

really like me!  

Or at least, he must really like Katy. 

‘And should I . . . bring her anything? Flowers or something?’ 

This was ridiculous. I was designing my own perfect date.  

How many girls got this opportunity? 

‘Bring her one flower. That you picked yourself.20 Then it’s romantic, but not 

overboard. Not a rose, either, that’s too much of a cliché. Something that makes you 

think of her when you see it. Something pretty, but interesting.’  

Hiro nodded. ‘Pretty, but interesting. That’s the perfect way to describe her.’  

How the hell did he know? He’d never seen me outside my lobster costume. This was 

a good opportunity to come clean. Tell him the truth. Give him time to come to terms 

with the whole thing before our date.  

‘Thanks,’ said Hiro, looking as if the word tasted disgusting coming out of his mouth. 

‘I appreciate your help.’  

                                                
19	Our	local	creek	is	more	like	a	concrete	drain,	choked	with	plastic	bags	and	drink	bottles.	Given	that	
your	chances	of	coming	into	contact	with	a	dead	animal,	syringe	or	new	strain	of	E-coli	are	pretty	
high,	it’s	not	exactly	the	kind	of	place	I’d	recommend	for	a	romantic	interlude.	

20	This	also	avoids	supporting	the	cut-flower	industry,	which	I’m	not	an	enormous	fan	of.	You	want	to	
give	someone	a	naturey	gift?	Buy	a	pot	plant,	or	better	still,	donate	money	in	their	name	to	the	
Wilderness	Society.		
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Tell him.  

‘You’re welcome,’ I said. ‘And good luck. I hope it goes well.’  

I really, really did.  
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7  
What did one wear on a date with a smart, environmentally conscious guy who had 

only ever seen one dressed as a lobster?  

Nothing too dressy – we were only meeting for a coffee, after Hiro had finished his 

shift at the shopping centre. And nothing too preppy – I didn’t want to scare him off 

once he discovered I was a Missolini. I settled on jeans with a green, floaty blouse 

and a yellow cardigan. I spent a good forty minutes getting my hair to look 

effortlessly tumbled around my shoulders, and added lip gloss, mascara and a simple 

gold necklace with a hammered oak leaf pendant.  

I surveyed the results in the mirror. Pretty, casual and softly romantic.  

Perfect.  

The truth was, I was terrified. One half of me was sure that Hiro would hate me once 

he found out who I was. He hated the Missolinis. Moreover, I’d lied to him. I’d been 

lying to him for weeks. How could he not hate me? But the other half of me didn’t 

care. The other half knew that if there was the tiniest sliver of a chance that he’d 

understand,  

I had to take it. And even if he didn’t, it’d be worth it to be close to him for a moment.  

This was pathetic. I was going out of my mind over a boy. I wasn’t that kind of girl! 

I’d never written a guy’s name over and over again in my diary. I’d never tried out his 

surname with my first name, imagining how it’d be if we got married.21 I wasn’t the 

kind of girl who swooned and sighed and obsessed over every little detail.  

And yet here I was, reading over our text messages for the millionth time. Three 

hundred and twelve texts. That was how many he’d sent me. And I’d sent him three 

hundred and nine.  
                                                
21	Who	was	I	kidding?	As	if	I’d	ever	change	my	name	when	I	got	married.	And	anyway,	I	wasn’t	getting	
married	until	Dev	could.	
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It’d be fine. He’d understand why I did it. He understood me. And I was still the same 

person. Maybe he’d be pleased. I was hot property at school, lots of guys wanted to 

date me. Hiro’s social status would go through the roof when people found out we 

were together. I’d be the best thing that ever happened to him.  

I saw him long before he saw me, waiting on the street corner outside Patchwork 

Rhubarb. He was wearing dark skinny jeans and a grey T-shirt under a black jacket. 

He held a single, blush-pink flower. Not a rose. Something softer and wilder. I paused 

before I crossed the road and took a few deep breaths. If this didn’t go well, it could 

be the last time Hiro  ever spoke to me. But that wasn’t going to happen. I would 

explain, and he’d understand.  

He looked nervous, jiggling up and down on his feet and twisting the stem of the 

flower between his fingers. I was sure he couldn’t be even remotely as nervous as me. 

I clenched my fists and stepped off the kerb, crossing the road and coming up behind 

him.  

‘Hey.’ 

Hiro turned around. His brow wrinkled when he saw me.  

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked. 

I tried to ignore the sudden freezing feeling in my gut. ‘I’m here for our date.’ 

He looked blank. ‘Um,’ he said. ‘I think there’s been a misunderstanding.’ 

‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s me. Katy. My middle name is Katy.’  

He stared at me. 

‘Surprise!’ I said weakly, thinking I might throw up.  

I was waiting for realisation to dawn on his face. I hoped it would be closely followed 

by relief, or pleasure, or good-humoured astonishment.  

It wasn’t. Hiro’s brows drew together in outrage. He shook his head slowly.  
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‘Why . . .’ He shut his eyes for a moment. ‘Why would you do something like that?’  

‘I meant to tell you sooner,’ I said. ‘I wanted to make sure you’d understand—’  

‘Is this all a big joke to you?’ He took a step back like my mere presence was 

physically repulsive to him. ‘You think this is funny?’  

‘No!’ I said. ‘I don’t. I wanted to—’  

‘I thought you were different,’ he said, ignoring me. ‘I thought you understood.’  

‘I do!’ I said. ‘I do understand.’  

‘You’re just the same as the rest of them,’ Hiro said, his mouth twisting. ‘You’re 

worse. I bet you’ve been giggling over this with your little comrades.’  

‘What? No. I haven’t told them about you.’ 

Hiro snorted. ‘Great. I’m such a loser that you’re embarrassed even to be messing 

with me.’ 

My heart was beating fast, and I felt colour rising to my cheeks.  

‘Hang on a minute,’ I said. ‘What happened to you promising that you wouldn’t judge 

me for the way I looked? What happened to you knowing me so well on the inside 

that the outside didn’t matter?’  

‘I was wrong. I don’t know you on the inside at all. And I don’t want to.’  

‘That’s not fair.’  

‘Says the spoilt Missolini princess. Always getting exactly what she wants. Well, 

you’ve got what you wanted. You fooled me. Well done.’  

‘You don’t know what I want.’  

‘I know everything I need to. You’re controlling, manipulative and shallow.’  
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My mouth fell open. ‘How dare you!’ I said. ‘You think you’re so awesome, sitting 

outside the system that you say is so broken. But here you are, judging me because 

I’m popular. You’ve stuck me in a labelled box, and you refuse to even consider that I 

might be a real person as well. I meant every single word I said to you. I didn’t tell 

my friends about you because I didn’t think they’d understand. But I thought that you 

would understand. You were supposed to be different. You were supposed to see the 

real me, regardless if I was a lobster or a Missolini. But you didn’t. You can’t.’  

I could feel tears running down my face. Hiro’s face was shut up and cold. I took a 

step forward to touch his arm, and even though he was so angry and I was getting 

more and more upset, touching his skin sent a bolt of electricity through me.  

‘Don’t touch me,’ he said, his voice low. ‘Don’t text me again. And don’t talk to me. 

You and I – we’re finished.’  

He dropped the pink flower and walked away, turning sharply around the corner.  

‘Hiro!’ I called after him. ‘Wait.’ 

But he was already gone. 

I didn’t understand what was happening. Nobody rejected me. Ever. I was Astrid Katy 

Smythe, Missolini. There was not a single boy at our school who didn’t want to date 

me.22  

Except Hiro.  

Hiro didn’t want to date me. He didn’t even want to speak to me.  

I felt as though someone had punched me in the stomach, leaving me sick and hollow 

and trembling. This wasn’t fair. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I bent down 

and picked up the pink flower, its petals already bruised and wilting. I wanted to cry 

and break things and curl up in a ball and sleep for a million years.  

                                                
22	Obviously	after	they’d	first	been	rejected	by	Paige.	And	not	including	the	ones	who	wanted	to	date	
Dev,	although	to	be	honest	there	was	the	occasional	crossover.	
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He hated me.  

*** 

I’d been lying to myself earlier, when I’d told myself that I didn’t care. I cared. I 

cared a lot. I’d dated plenty of guys before. I’d had a few makeout sessions at parties, 

and been awkwardly groped at the movies. But I’d never felt like this. I’d never felt 

so alive, full of raging storms and spinning, turbulent winds. I’d never really felt my 

heart before, felt it beating and aching and breaking. I knew I should do something. I 

should go home and eat my feelings, or throw myself into a new campaign. Or go and 

confess everything to Paige and Dev and let them cheer me up with organic popcorn 

and new episodes of Psychic Cheerleaders and Fraternity Exorcism. But I couldn’t 

move. I couldn’t see the point of moving, if Hiro hated me. There was no point in 

anything. Maybe I’d stand here forever. Maybe I’d put down roots and become a tree. 

I bet trees never got their hearts broken. That giving tree in the picture book never got 

upset, even though the little boy was awful to it and cut it down until it was just a 

stump. Maybe it’d be better to be a tree.  

I’d never felt so completely, utterly alone. 

Hiro hated me. 

And could I blame him? 

I’d lied to him. I recognised him the moment he stepped into the kitchen garden, and I 

hadn’t said anything. Would it have made a difference if I’d confessed straight away? 

Would he have turned against me so utterly?  

Maybe. Maybe not. I should have told him the truth. It was all my fault.  

‘Did somebody die and nobody told me?’ asked Paige, as I slumped down next to her 

and Dev at Patchwork Rhubarb the next morning. ‘You two look terrible.’  

I glanced up from the laminex table at Dev. Paige was right. Dev’s eyes were red-

rimmed, as if he’d been crying. As for me, I hadn’t been crying, but my mood could 

sour milk, and that must have registered on my face.  
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Paige pushed a cup of coffee across the table to me, and I took a grateful sip. It was 

unseasonably warm outside, even though it was still early. I hoped my little seedlings 

at school would survive. I had a key to let myself into the garden over the weekend so 

I could pop in and give everything a good drenching.  

Normally I didn’t approve of air conditioning,23 but the pleasant coolness of 

Patchwork Rhubarb was a relief. It was the only café in Valentine that didn’t belong 

to some kind of evil multinational chain, as well as being the only one that sold 

single-origin coffee. For this, we put up with the ridiculous chintzy decor (think lots 

of florals and teddy bears) and the hordes of gumnut-earringed ladies who used it as a 

venue for their scrapbooking club meetings.  

‘I did something terrible,’ said Dev in a quiet, hollow voice.  

Paige clucked her tongue. ‘You told him, didn’t you? Your music guy? You told him 

you loved him.’  

Dev sniffed.  

‘And he said he didn’t love you. Is it because he’s straight?’  

‘He—’ Dev gulped. ‘He didn’t say anything. He didn’t exactly get the opportunity to 

say anything.’  

Paige narrowed her eyes. ‘What did you do?’  

Dev looked down at his hands, neatly folded on the table.  

‘Dev. What did you do?’ 

‘I wanted to surprise him. Show him how much I love him. I wanted to make a grand 

romantic gesture.’ 

Paige hit herself in the forehead with the palm of her hand. ‘Go on.’ 

                                                
23	One	kilo	of	air	conditioning	emissions	has	the	same	greenhouse	impact	as	running	a	car	for	six	
months.	
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Dev swallowed. ‘I broke into his apartment and filled it with candles.’ 

‘You broke into his house?’  

The scrapbooking ladies peered over at us disapprovingly. Paige frowned and lowered 

her voice. ‘How did you even know where he lived?’  

‘I . . . might have followed him home a couple of times.’ Paige closed her eyes. ‘So 

you stalked him until you found out where he lives. Then you broke into his place and 

. . . filled it with candles. So what did he say when he saw them?’ 

Dev’s mouth twisted. ‘Well . . . Um. He didn’t exactly get to see them. Not properly.’ 

Paige gestured for him to continue. 

Dev took a deep breath. ‘The candles set off a smoke detector. And his apartment is 

new, so it has an automatic sprinkler system. Which also alerts the fire department.’  

Paige stared at him, then started to laugh. ‘So the love of your life came home to find 

his apartment soaking wet and full of extinguished candles and firemen?’  

‘It’s not funny.’ 

‘I think you’ll find it is a little bit funny.’  

Dev let his head fall onto the table with a thunk. ‘I ran as soon as the fire alarms went 

off, and watched from behind a fern in the lobby.’  

‘So he doesn’t know it’s you. Then everything’s fine, you’re off the hook.’  

‘But he still doesn’t know how I feel.’ 

Paige shook her head. ‘When are you going to stop modelling your life on romantic 

comedies? We’ve talked about this. Grand romantic gestures do not work. They are 

creepy and stalkery. People do not want to come home and find their house full of 

candles or flowers. They don’t want to be proposed to in front of hundreds of 

strangers. They don’t want a flash mob or a skywriter or a viral YouTube video. 
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People respond to genuine emotions, not overblown flashi- ness. Trust me, I’ve seen 

every single episode of Extreme Proposals.’24  

Dev lifted his head and scowled. ‘I suppose I should have just sent him a text message 

then. Would that satisfy you?’  

‘I’m not saying there can’t be any romance,’ Paige replied, rolling her eyes. ‘But 

would it kill people to aim for a medium-sized romantic gesture? Mr Darcy bursting 

in and unloading on Lizzie. John Cusack declaring his feelings in the rain in every 

movie he’s ever made. Bridget Jones running through the snow in her undies. That 

awesome feelings noise that Emma Thompson makes in Sense and Sensibility.’  

I blinked. A medium-sized romantic gesture. Maybe that’s what I should be doing. 

Instead of just waiting and hoping for Hiro to speak to me again.  

Paige looked over at me. ‘So what’s your deal, then? Did you set someone’s house on 

fire too?’  

‘I didn’t set it on fire,’ said Dev indignantly. 

I shook my head and smiled. ‘I’m fine,’ I said. Or at least I would be.  

 

  

                                                
24	Paige	had	also	seen	every	episode	of	The	Prisoner	Wants	a	Wife,	Last	Fiancée	Standing	and	
Savannah	Shotgun	Weddings,	so	she	was	definitely	an	expert	on	the	subject.	
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8  
One of the many perks of being a Missolini is that as a year level captain, I could 

access the school intranet from my laptop at home. I had my hands on Hiro’s home 

address within minutes. And the weather forecast predicted showers for the afternoon, 

so it looked like I was all set for my Medium-sized Romantic Gesture.  

I waited until four, but there was no sign of rain. I checked the weather radar, and 

realised I’d either have to wait for another rainy day, or downgrade my Medium-sized 

Romantic Gesture to a Smallish Romantic Gesture. I checked the weather forecast for 

the following week. It was predicted to be the driest, warmest November on record. I 

was going to have to bite the bullet.  

Hiro’s house was a twenty-minute walk from mine. I scoured every front yard and 

median strip I passed for an extra piece of romantic gesture. Hiro had brought me a 

flower on our failed date. I wanted to take him something too. Something to show him 

I was sorry. Eventually, after garden after garden of concrete blocks and straggly 

weeds, I found what I was looking for – a withered, sick-looking olive tree. I ducked 

into the front yard, hoping that nobody would see me, and snapped off a twig.  

This was going to work. 

I wouldn’t fail this time. 

 

Hiro’s house was somehow cleaner and newer than the others, with modern white 

render and a perfectly manicured front lawn. It wasn’t what I’d expected. I thought it 

would have been more . . . scruffy. Like Hiro. I took a deep breath and marched up 

the path.  

A pretty girl a few years older than me answered the door. If my life was a romantic 

comedy, I’d assume she was Hiro’s new girlfriend, and be consumed with jealousy. 
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But I wasn’t that stupid. She had the same dark hair and eyes as Hiro, as well as the 

smattering of freckles across her nose.  

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘I’m Astrid. You must be Hiro’s sister Michi.’  

The girl blinked. ‘I am,’ she said. ‘Hello, Astrid. What can I do for you?’ 

‘I’m here to see Hiro.’  

Michi looked confused. ‘Really? Is he in trouble?’  

I smiled. ‘No,’ I said. ‘Actually, I’m here to apologise to him.’ I held up the twig. ‘It’s 

an olive branch.’  

Michi glanced at it. ‘Are you sure?’  

Suddenly, I wasn’t. 

‘Anyway,’ said Michi, ‘Hiro isn’t here. He’ll be back soon, though. Do you want to 

come in and wait?’ 

This wasn’t going how I planned. But I was committed now. ‘Thank you.’ 

Michi led me into the house, and I tried to be subtle as I looked around, hungry for 

any clues about how Hiro lived. Everything was spotlessly clean and modern, all 

white marble and stainless steel. It was like something out of a display home, stylish 

but without any warmth. I couldn’t imagine Hiro living here at all.  

‘Tea? The kettle just boiled.’ Michi led me into the kitchen and pulled two white 

mugs from a cupboard. ‘I have no idea what kind there is . . . I don’t actually live 

here.’  

I nodded. ‘Hiro told me,’ I said. ‘Congratulations on moving to the city.’  

Michi looked surprised. ‘He told you? About me? About our family?’  

‘He told me that your parents weren’t overjoyed when you came out, and that you’re 

moving into an apartment with your girlfriend.’  
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‘Huh.’ Michi plonked a teabag into the mug, and pushed it across the bench to me, 

looking me over with a more calculating eye. ‘So Hiro actually can talk in actual full 

sentences? Not monosyllabic grunts?’  

I glanced around the spotless, shining kitchen. 

‘It’s weird, isn’t it?’ said Michi, as if she could read my thoughts. ‘Teen rebel Hiro 

and his lesbian sister coming out of such a sterilised environment.’ 

‘It does seem a little strange,’ I admitted. 

‘So you and Hiro are . . . friends?’ Michi looked as if she thought this was unlikely. 

‘Yes,’ I said firmly. ‘Although I did something stupid and he’s angry at me.’ 

Michi cocked her head. ‘Does this have something to do with Katy?’ 

I nearly spilled hot tea on myself. ‘You know about Katy?’  

‘She’s all Hiro’s been talking about lately. Katy says this, and Katy says that. It’s 

been a super big deal – I’m sure he’s dated girls before, but this is the first time he’s 

mentioned it to me. So I figure he must really like her. He was supposed to go on a 

date with her yesterday, but I think something went wrong, because he hasn’t 

mentioned it since and he’s been in a foul mood. Fouler than usual.’  

I swallowed. 

‘So do you know her?’  

I winced. ‘In a manner of speaking.’  

Michi narrowed her eyes. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Spill. Tell me everything.’  

I did. It was easy. There was something about her open face that made me want to tell 

her things. She listened, nodding occasionally, and sometimes letting a slight frown 

furrow her brow.  

‘Well,’ she said, when I’d finished. ‘This isn’t good.’  
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‘What do I do?’ I asked. ‘How do I fix it?’  

Michi shrugged. ‘If there’s anything I’ve learnt, it’s that honesty is always the best 

policy. Apologise and tell him how you feel.’  

‘Do you think it’ll work? Will he forgive me?’  

‘I honestly don’t know.’  

I sighed. ‘I wish we could go back to being Lobstergirl and Shopping Trolley Guy.’  

Michi raised her eyebrows. ‘Kids today. I never understand a word you’re saying.’  

The front door banged, and my heart banged too. I shakily put my tea down on the 

bench.  

Michi winked at me. ‘Good luck.’  

Hiro came into the kitchen and stopped dead when he saw me. His face clouded over. 

I wanted to run to him and touch his hair, his face, his hands. I wanted to slide my 

hands inside the pockets of his hoodie. I wanted to lay my head against his chest and 

listen to his heart beating. But I straightened my spine and waited.  

‘What the hell are you doing here?’ 

It was just good to see him. To drink him in. Even though he looked like he wanted to 

kill me. Hiro glanced at Michi, who shrugged and smiled.  

‘Is Mum here?’ Hiro asked her. 

Michi shook her head. ‘At work.’ 

Hiro seemed momentarily relieved, before dialling up the anger again and turning to 

me. 

‘I thought I told you yesterday I never wanted you to talk to me again.’ 

‘You were wrong,’ I said. ‘You forgot about my superpower. I never let go.’ 
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‘Well,’ said Michi, clearing her throat awkwardly. ‘I’ve got some very important . . . 

things . . . to be getting on with. In a place that is not this place.’ She headed out of 

the kitchen, jabbing Hiro in the ribs as she passed him, and hissing,  

‘Don’t be too much of a dick, okay?’ 

And then it was just the two of us. We stood there in silence for what felt like hours. 

I took a deep breath and pushed my olive branch across the benchtop.  

‘Please let me explain,’ I said. ‘I deserve that.’  

‘You don’t deserve anything.’ 

‘Just listen,’ I said.  

Hiro rolled his eyes, crossed his arms and turned to stare out the kitchen window. I 

took that as a good sign. At least he wasn’t leaving.  

‘You were so nice to me that day at the shopping centre,’ I explained. ‘And you 

talked to me like nobody else did. You thought about things and you listened and you 

cared about stuff. You weren’t sucking up to me like everyone else does. And I 

honestly thought you’d recognised me at school, that first day in the garden, and that 

was why you were being so sulky. But then I realised that’s how you are, and you had 

no idea. And then I saw you again and we talked about superheroes and I didn’t want 

that to stop. Because I like you. A lot. And I’m sick of having a secret identity. And I 

know I’m a Missolini and that you hate us, but I’m sure if you give me a chance 

you’ll see that I’m still Lobstergirl. Just without the protective shell.’  

‘You lied to me.’  

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I should have been honest with you from the beginning. But I 

liked you, and I thought that if I told you who I was, then you’d write me off as a 

shallow Missolini.’  

‘You should have trusted me.’ 
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I couldn’t quite let that one go. ‘In all fairness, you did write me off as a shallow 

Missolini as soon as you found out.’ Hiro scowled, but I could see that he knew I was 

right.  

‘Please,’ I said. ‘Don’t judge me on who you think I am. Judge me on who you know I 

am.’  

Hiro looked down at the twig. ‘You know this isn’t olive, right?’  

‘It isn’t? But I found a picture online and everything. I walked around for hours 

looking for one.’   

‘Sorry,’ said Hiro. ‘It’s a wattle.’ 

‘Will you take it as a token of my regret anyway?’  

Hiro didn’t say anything. 

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Have you never kept secrets before? Held back because you didn’t 

want to ruin the possibility of a good thing?’  

I couldn’t read his expression at all. I ploughed on, feeling desperate.  

‘We . . . had something,’ I said. ‘I don’t really know what it was, but it was good. And 

I wanted to see where it went. I still do. And . . . I think you do too.’  

Another long, excruciating moment. At last, he nodded. ‘Okay.’  

‘Okay . . . okay what?’ 

‘Okay I accept your apology.’  

It was lucky Hiro was so cute, because he could be insufferable. ‘Thank you,’ I said.  

Hiro rubbed a wattle leaf between his thumb and forefinger, and I tried not to melt 

into a puddle of nerves and anticipation.  

‘So what happens now?’  
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‘This.’  

Hiro leaned over the bench, slid his hand into my hair and kissed me. It was warm and 

sweet and soft and totally unlike any of my previous fumbling, gropey kissing 

experiences. I was feeling everything, all at once. I felt nervous and happy and excited 

and relieved and terrified. I felt parts of me that I’d never truly been aware of come to 

life with aching sweetness. But more than anything, I felt right. As though this was 

exactly where I was supposed to be, in this moment, in all of space and time. The 

hairs on my arms stood up, and I leaned forward, trying to get closer to him. The 

benchtop dug into my stomach, and I started sliding off my stool.  

‘This is kind of awkward,’ said Hiro, breaking away. Awkward? Awkward was one 

of the few feelings that I wasn’t experiencing. Until now. 

‘Oh,’ I said, taking a step back and feeling like an idiot.  

Had I been doing it wrong? 

Hiro placed his palm on the kitchen bench. ‘There’s something coming between us,’ 

he said, and then he vaulted up and over the benchtop, so we were both on the same 

side. I was overwhelmed by the sheer physicality of him – strength and grace and 

closeness. I could smell his boy-smell, and it made me dizzy. He stepped even closer, 

and I slid off the stool to press up against him.  

Someone cleared their throat behind me, and Hiro and I jumped apart, guiltily.  

A man who I assumed was Hiro’s dad was standing in the doorway. He had dark eyes 

and shiny cheeks, and wore jeans and a blue-and-white checked shirt. He was 

handsome, in a dignified, silver-haired way. I remembered that he was a teacher at St 

Catherine’s.  

Neither Hiro nor his dad said anything. I took a step forward and held out my hand. 

‘Hi, Mr Silvestri. My name’s Astrid. I go to school with Hiro.’  

Mr Silvestri looked bewildered. ‘Nice to meet you, Astrid,’ he said, shaking my hand. 

‘Call me Carlo.’  
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I smiled, hoping Hiro would say or do something to prove that he was a living, 

breathing human being.  

‘Your mother just called,’ said Mr Silvestri to Hiro. ‘She’s on her way. Is your sister 

home?’  

Hiro jerked his head towards the back of the house.  

Mr Silvestri’s lips tightened. The air in the room had grown even more laden with 

awkwardness. I could tell Hiro’s dad was utterly baffled to see me, and I could 

understand why. I was neat, polite, conventionally pretty – everything a parent would 

want in a girlfriend for their son. But I was definitely not the kind of alternative, 

black-nail-polish girl he would expect Hiro to bring home. In fact, I was confident 

Hiro had never brought a girl home before. Or even mentioned a girl to his parents.  

Another few excruciating seconds passed, and I realised that Hiro wasn’t planning on 

saying anything. It was up to me to be the grown-up, as usual.  

‘You know, it’s getting late,’ I said. ‘My mum will be expecting me home for dinner. 

Mr Silvestri – Carlo – it was lovely to meet you. Hiro, I’ll see you at school?’  

I wanted him to speak. To tell me to wait. To invite me into his room, or at least offer 

to walk me home. Instead he nodded vaguely, without making eye contact. I let 

myself out.  

I walked home with mixed feelings. Hiro had obviously forgiven me . . . the kissing 

proved that. But he had been deeply uncomfortable about me meeting his dad, and I 

couldn’t figure out why. Was he embarrassed to be seen with me? That didn’t make 

sense. I was . . . me. I was a catch. My lips still buzzed.  
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9  
‘Hey.’ 

I should have been excited to see Hiro. It was less than twenty-four hours since we’d 

last been together. I’d lain awake for hours, thinking about him, about lying on his 

bed, and his hands, and his lips. And now everything was out in the open. We’d work 

together in the garden, just like before, but there would be honesty and openness. And 

kissing.  

Except I couldn’t feel anything except my white-hot supernova of rage.  

Hiro took a step forward, as if he was going to hug or kiss me, but stopped when he 

saw my face. ‘What’s going on?’  

I shook my head.  

Hiro faltered, and his face grew cautious. 

‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s not you. Not about you. I just spoke to Mr Webber.’ 

It had been awful. Talking to Mr Webber was never a highlight of my day, but this 

time, instead of looking at me with his usual irritated frown, his dry, flaky face had 

been plastered with a smug grin.  

‘I’m sorry, Astrid, but we’ve decided not to continue the kitchen garden project next 

year.’  

I tried to tell him why he was wrong, but he spoke over me, almost as if I wasn’t 

there. He told me that the school had recently been offered some funding to develop a 

new building, and that the site they’d picked just happened to be in the same place as 

the kitchen garden. Construction was due to start at the end of February.  

I’d spluttered. I’d argued. I’d cajoled. But Mr Webber wouldn’t budge.  
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‘He wouldn’t even tell me what kind of new building they were planning,’ I told Hiro 

through clenched teeth. ‘Just looked even more smug than before and said it was 

“currently being scoped”, whatever that means.’  

Hiro nodded. ‘Typical,’ he said. ‘Webber is a fascist.’  

Nice, polite Missolini Astrid protested – Mr Webber was just doing his job. But the 

rage-monster roared in agreement with Hiro.  

‘What are we going to do?’ I asked. 

Hiro put up his hands. ‘We?’ he said. ‘There is no we in this. I mean, there’s a we in 

the sense that there is you, and there is me, and we seem to like each other and 

yesterday some very nice things happened. But here,’ he gestured around the garden, 

‘here there is no we.’  

I felt like he’d slapped me in the face. ‘What do you mean? I thought you liked 

working on the garden?’  

Hiro looked uncomfortable. ‘You know how I feel about this kind of thing. I mean, 

the garden is cool, and we’ve done some good work here. But this is the way the 

system goes. You try to challenge it, and it crushes you.’  

‘So you think I should give up.’ 

Hiro sighed. ‘In my experience, these things never work out. You’re upsetting 

yourself unnecessarily.’ 

I looked around at our garden. In every bed, plants were springing to life. Every day 

there was a new patch of little green sprouts, and every day the sprouts got taller and 

stronger. And Mr Webber wanted to get rid of it all. Just when it was starting to work.  

‘I can’t give up,’ I said. ‘I can’t. It’s not in me.’ 

Hiro shrugged. ‘Your call, Lobstergirl.’ 
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Even though my hands were still shaking with rage, I tried to calm down. I ran 

through some of the breathing exercises that Paige had shown me. I tried to centre my 

ki.  

‘Can we work for a bit?’ I said. ‘The garden’s still here, and we have lots to do.’  

But the rage-monster was controlling me, and I couldn’t do anything right. I kept 

crushing the tiny seedlings with my rage-monster hands. I spilled a bag of chicken 

manure and broke a terracotta pot.  

‘Okay, I think we need to get out of here,’ said Hiro at last, stripping off his gardening 

gloves. ‘Your head isn’t in it today. You’re like The Hulk.’ 

‘But we’re supposed to transplant the new zucchini seedlings today.’ 

Hiro chuckled. ‘The zucchini will wait. Come on.’ 

He gently pulled my gloves off too, and a warm, fuzzy feeling flickered inside me, 

soothing the rage-monster for a moment.  

‘Wh-where are we going?’ 

‘I’m taking you to Nonna’s house.’  

‘Your nonna? The one with the garden?’ 

Hiro nodded. ‘Nonna can fix anything,’ he said. ‘She’ll cure your Hulkness.’ 

‘Really? Now?’ 

‘Now. It’s only a few blocks away.’  

‘But you’re in detention.’  

Hiro gave me a flat look. ‘Are you planning on turning me in?’  

He grabbed my hand, and pulled me away from the garden.  
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I couldn’t believe I’d never seen it before. All along the narrow suburban street were 

identical brown brick houses with identical yellowing lawns.  

And then, an oasis. 

Even the sight of it soothed the rage-monster. 

It was still the same boring brown brick house, but I could barely see it. There was no 

lawn, just an enormous lemon tree, heavy with fruit, surrounded by a confusion of 

basil, Swiss chard and about a million other green, interesting-looking plants that I 

didn’t recognise. Green tomatoes hung like heavy jewels, some of them just 

beginning to blush pink. There were three apple trees carefully pruned against one 

fence – Hiro told me it was called espalier. They were covered in new greenery and 

swelling fruit. The opposite fence was lined with tall, upright plants with pods 

bursting from the stems.  

‘Broad beans,’ said Hiro, following my gaze.  

‘Is your grandmother a witch?’ I asked.    

Hiro laughed. ‘It’s not totally out of the question,’ he said. ‘Come on.’  

‘Shouldn’t we call first? How do you know she’s not busy?’  

‘Nonna is never too busy for a visit from her only grandson.’  

He led me up the path towards the front door. Bees and butterflies flitted around the 

garden. Everything was so green it practically glowed. It was probably producing 

about eighty per cent of Valentine’s oxygen.  

The door opened before we reached it. Hiro’s grandmother was tall and thin, with 

wiry grey hair swept into a messy bun. She wore a simple black dress, and intelligent 

eyes glinted behind black-framed glasses. Her eyes flicked over me and her mouth 

curled in a smile as she reached out and pinched Hiro’s cheeks before hauling him in 

for a hug.  
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‘Hi, Nonna,’ he said, his voice a little muffled, before extracting himself. ‘This is 

Astrid. Astrid, this is my grandmother, Maria.’  

‘Hi,’ I said, feeling suddenly shy. Shy? I hadn’t felt shy for years.  

‘Nice to meet you,’ said Maria, in heavily accented English.  

‘You too.’  

She looked me over with a shrewd eye, and for a moment I felt like she could actually 

hear my thoughts. I wanted her to like me. I wanted her to approve of me as a good 

girlfriend for Hiro. Finally she turned back to him and said something rapidly in 

Italian. He replied, and I drank it in. I couldn’t understand a word, but there was 

something very, very appealing about Hiro speaking fluent Italian.  

‘We have to stay for dinner,’ said Hiro, turning to me. ‘We have no choice in the 

matter.’  

‘As long as it’s not an inconvenience,’ I said, ‘I’d love to stay.’  

Hiro snorted. ‘I don’t think you understand how this works. Staying for dinner isn’t 

some generous offer that she’s made. It’s an order. Non-negotiable.’  

He said a few more words in Italian, and Maria nodded and smiled. Hiro took my 

hand.  

‘She’s going into the kitchen,’ he said. ‘I’ll take you out the back and show you 

around.’  

Hiro led me through the house, which was full of so many knick-knacks and 

ornaments that I felt a bit overwhelmed. I noticed a preponderance of cows – china 

cows, brass cows, paintings of cows, cushions embroidered with cows. Hiro grinned.  

‘This place drives my mother crazy,’ he said. ‘She hates clutter.’  

‘Why all the cows?’  
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‘Nonna’s family back in Italy owned a dairy farm,’ he said. ‘But she fell in love with 

a mechanic who wanted to move to Australia.’ 

‘Is he still . . .?’ 

‘Alive?’ Hiro shook his head. ‘He died when I was a baby. I don’t remember him at 

all.’ 

He pushed open the back door and led me outside.  

Maria’s back garden was even more amazing than the front. More fruit trees, as well 

as a whole grove of olive trees and a huge trellis of grapevines. Pumpkin vines 

sprawled between rows of staked vegetables. At the very back of the garden was a 

potting shed covered in passionfruit, a chicken run where five or six fat birds 

scratched around, an enormous compost heap, and what looked like a beehive. I tried 

to take it all in, my mouth hanging open.  

‘Cool, huh?’ said Hiro. ‘She’s pretty self-sufficient.’  

‘It’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen,’ I said, and I meant it.  

I breathed deeply, closing my eyes. I could smell basil and mint and green. I pointed 

at a plant with droopy red bunches.  

‘What’s this one?’ 

‘Amaranth,’ Hiro replied. ‘It’s a kind of cereal grain.’  

‘This one?’ I pointed at a bush with little round leaves and fat green buds.  

‘Capers.’  

‘How about this one?’  

‘Bay tree.’  

Hiro walked me around the garden, pointing out broccoli, cabbage, beetroot and 

garlic, as well as neat rows of young eggplant, zucchini and capsicum. There were 
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also lots more tomatoes. The smaller varieties were all bearing fruit in a riot of 

yellow, green, red and even purple.  

‘Isn’t it too early for tomatoes?’ I asked, thinking of our tiny sprouts in the kitchen 

garden.  

Hiro nodded. ‘Nonna has a special touch.’ 

‘So she is a witch.’ 

‘It’s all organic, too,’ said Hiro. ‘Nonna doesn’t believe in pesticides.’ 

I shook my head. ‘It’s amazing,’ I said. ‘I wish people knew how amazing it feels to 

produce fresh, delicious vegetables, without pumping them full of chemicals.’  

Hiro winced. ‘Please don’t say that.’  

‘Say what?’  

‘Pumping them full of chemicals. You’re saying that chemicals are bad. But 

everything is chemicals. Every single thing in the universe is made from chemicals. 

So don’t blame the carcinogenic toxicity of a few chemicals on all chemicals.’  

I stared at him.  

‘What?’  

I grinned. ‘I love it when you shed your sarcastic, disaffected exterior to reveal your 

squishy inner dork.’  

He stuck his tongue out at me. 

‘What’s this?’ I asked, looking at a rubbish bin that had green leaves poking out the 

top. 

‘Potatoes,’ said Hiro. ‘It’s much more efficient to grow them vertically. I’ll show you 

how back at school.’ 
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A warm glow spread throughout my body. This thing with Hiro and me, it was not 

going to be just a small thing.  

‘Nonna lives for this garden,’ Hiro explained. ‘Dad wanted her to come and live with 

us after my grandfather died, but she wouldn’t leave her garden. She produces all her 

own fruit and vegies and eggs. And all her own honey, of course.’  

So it was a beehive. Amazing. Hiro was amazing, too. His slouch was gone, and he 

was more alert, open and happy than I’d ever seen him. I realised that this was the real 

Hiro – that the sulky, angry guy who stomped around at school was just a mask. In his 

nonna’s garden, surrounded by green growing things, Hiro came alive, like a 

blooming flower. I squeezed his hand.  

He shot me a sly smile. ‘How’s your Hulk monster?’ 

I smiled back. ‘All gone.’ 

Maria opened the back door and presented Hiro with an empty wicker basket, rattling 

off a list of instructions in rapid Italian. Then she went back inside, and Hiro and I 

pulled up carrots, beetroot and radishes, then cut fat leaves of silverbeet and lettuce. 

Hiro showed me how to tell which tomatoes were ripe, and explained the difference 

between the five different varieties of basil. He showed me Maria’s garden shed, 

where plaited ropes of onion and garlic hung, filling the shed with a spicy, earthy 

scent. We also inspected the chicken run and the roosting boxes, and discovered four 

brown speckled eggs and one greeny-blue one, which Hiro said came from a kind of 

chicken called an Aracauna. We took our overflowing basket back into Maria’s 

kitchen, which was warm and full of jars and pots and appealing smells. She bossed 

us around, and Hiro showed me how to make pasta, mixing flour with the eggs and 

then hand- cranking the resulting dough through a small machine that flattened and 

sliced it into fat fettucini strips.  

Hiro clowned around with his grandmother and me, getting flour all over himself and 

making me giggle. He was like a completely different person. His guard was totally 

down, and if I’d liked him before, I adored him now.  
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We carried full plates into the dining room. I couldn’t believe it had all come together 

so quickly and easily. There was pickled zucchini and eggplant next to a bowl of 

plump purple olives. Maria had cooked the pasta we’d made and mixed it with a 

simple tomato, garlic and basil sauce. There were four kinds of dip, and a loaf of 

crusty bread. The vegetables we’d picked had been simply cooked and combined with 

olive oil and vinegar. There was so much food, and it was all amazing. And we’d 

picked most of it from the garden only an hour or so previously.  

‘Wow,’ I said. 

‘In our family,’ said Hiro, ‘eating is serious business.’  

‘Grazie,’ I said to Maria as we sat down. It was the only thing I knew how to say in 

Italian, other than ciao. 

Maria beamed. ‘Prego,’ she replied, and then said a bunch of words to Hiro that I 

didn’t understand. 

‘She likes you,’ said Hiro. ‘Says you’re very pretty.’  

I felt myself blush. Maria said something else.  

‘Nonna!’ Hiro scowled at her. 

‘What did she say?’ 

‘Nothing.’ Hiro shot Maria a dark look. ‘Nothing at all.’  

Maria chuckled. 

‘Okay,’ said Hiro. ‘Enough of the chit-chat. Let’s eat.’  

I didn’t need a second invitation. I dug in, loading up my plate with a bit of 

everything. Maria watched approvingly. Hiro flashed me a grin and I felt such a wash 

of warm contentment to be sitting here with Hiro and his grandmother, in front of 

such a glorious feast. I realised I hadn’t eaten a proper meal at home with Mum for 

ages – I’d fallen into the habit of eating in my room while I finished my homework. 
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I’d forgotten how wonderful sharing a meal was, how intimate and beautiful. And I 

realised that the garden I was making at school wasn’t just about the environment. It 

wasn’t just about minimising food miles and providing fresh organic options to our 

students. It was about this. It was about passing a dish of beans over the table. It was 

about meeting someone’s eyes over a glass of perfectly clear water. It was about 

tearing a piece of bread in half to share it with the person sitting next to you. Gardens 

made food, and food made families.  

It was a perfect moment, and I wanted to remember it always.  

And. 

The. 

Food. 

I’d never eaten beans so crunchy, tomatoes so sweetly acidic, herbs so full of flavour. 

It was as if in my whole life I’d never really heard music before, just the tinny rattle 

of someone else’s earbuds on the train. And now a symphony orchestra was playing 

live inside my mouth.  

I ate everything. Even eggplant, which I didn’t think I liked. I had spent my entire life 

hating anchovies, but in Maria’s white bean salad they were the most astonishing little 

salty parcels of deliciousness I’d ever eaten. And when I thought I’d never be able to 

eat again, Maria brought out an enormous lemon cake, dripping with honey from her 

hive.  

‘I don’t know if I can fit anything else in!’ I protested. Hiro snorted, and cut me a 

piece of cake.  

‘What did you think?’ he asked.  

‘Apart from the fact that I can barely move?’ I said. ‘It’s the best meal I’ve ever had.’  

Hiro said something in Italian to Maria, who looked smugly satisfied.  

‘Thank you,’ I told her. ‘Really, you have no idea how much this has meant to me.’  
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‘You’re welcome,’ she said. 

After a suitable period of digestion had passed, we said goodbye to Maria and 

wandered back out. The sun was setting, drenching everything in golden light, and I 

paused for a moment, breathing in a last lungful of the fresh green air, listening to the 

chirping of crickets, and running my hand over the bark of the lemon tree.  

‘Are you okay?’ asked Hiro. ‘You’re unusually quiet.’  

‘I was trying to remember the last time I ate dinner with Mum. A proper dinner, not 

just pizza in front of the TV. Even before Dad left . . . we used to have family dinners 

all the time, but in the last few years everyone got so busy.’  

Hiro nodded. ‘We never have family dinners at home anymore either,’ he said. ‘Mum 

doesn’t usually get home from work until eight or nine.’  

‘I wish everyone could experience this, you know?’ I said. ‘Everyone in Valentine. I 

wish they could see how wonderful it is, how beautiful. How good everything tastes. 

How sitting down to a home-grown, home-cooked meal with family can make you 

feel so good. I wonder if we all did it more often, perhaps there wouldn’t be so many 

fights and tears and dental nurses.’ I shook my head. ‘Do you think I’m crazy?’  

Hiro put his hands on my shoulders and kissed my forehead. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t 

think you’re crazy at all. I think you’re amazing.’  

I smiled and we started walking down the street in the direction of my home. Hiro 

was quiet.  

‘What’s up?’ I asked. 

He smiled, distracted. ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Just thinking.’  

‘About what?’ ‘About you.’  

I tugged on his hand. ‘You have plenty of time to think about me when you’re home 

without me,’ I said, teasingly. ‘But I’m here right now, so you should pay attention to 

me!’  
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Hiro chuckled. ‘Yes, Il Duce.’  

We walked on. I counted twelve houses in a row that had ripped out their front 

gardens to create concreted carspaces. Valentine was the worst.  

The thirteenth house was the same, but something made me stop.  

‘Are you okay?’ asked Hiro, stopping too. 

I nodded and bent over the low brick wall to examine the cracked concrete of the 

house’s driveway, squinting in the fading light. There, peeking through the cracks, 

was a tiny green shoot.  

‘Looks like a geranium,’ Hiro said. 

The crack in the concrete was only a few millimetres wide. It had been such a dry 

spring everything else was utterly barren. And yet here was this one little green shoot. 

This one sprig of life, coming from the harshest conditions.  

If this tiny little geranium could make it, without water or fertiliser or even proper 

soil, then so could I.  

Suddenly the rage-monster was back, but this time it didn’t want to smash things. 

This time it was clever and sharp. This time it wanted to win. I straightened up.  

‘I’ll fight Mr Webber,’ I said to Hiro. ‘I’ll get a petition. I’m not giving up.’  

Hiro wrapped me in a great, crushing hug. ‘Of course you’re not,’ he said. ‘You’re 

Lobstergirl. You never let go.’  

When we reached my house, Hiro stopped and I saw his defensive hunched shoulders 

return.  

‘Do you want to come in?’ I asked.  

Hiro glanced warily at my front door. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘I’m not really the meet-the-

parents type.’  
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I raised my eyebrows. ‘You just took me to meet your grandmother,’ I said. ‘And I’ve 

met your sister and your dad.’  

‘Exactly,’ said Hiro. ‘You are the textbook example of a meet-the-parents type. My 

parents will be thrilled that I’m dating you. They’ll think you’ll be a good influence 

on me. Your family, however, will be suspicious and disapproving.’  

‘No they won’t,’ I said. ‘My parents are very relaxed about that sort of thing.’  

Hiro spread his hands. ‘I hate to inform you of this, but I am terrible boyfriend 

material,’ he said. ‘My marks are bad, I get in trouble all the time and there is 

absolutely no way that I will ever take you to prom. If you want to back out now, I’ll 

totally understand.’  

He was mostly joking. I was pretty sure.  

Hiro held up a finger. ‘However, I’m prepared to make one small concession. One 

chink in my bad-boy armour. I think we should go on a proper date.’  

‘Isn’t this a date?’  

‘Nah,’ he said. ‘This is hanging out. You think I’d take you to meet my grandmother 

as a date?’  

I narrowed my eyes. ‘How would you know what a real date is?’ I asked teasingly. 

‘From what I hear, you’ve never been on one.’  

For a moment I thought I’d said the wrong thing. What was I doing, reminding Hiro 

of how I’d deceived him? But to my relief he smiled.  

‘I like to think that my lack of experience in this area is a good thing,’ he said. 

‘There’ll be no tired dinner-and-a-movie clichés here. Do not expect a corsage. I 

won’t win you a giant teddy bear at a carnival. There will be no long walk along the 

beach, and I won’t make out with you in the back of my car. That last one is mostly 

because I don’t have a car.’  

I laughed. ‘So what can I expect on our date?’ 
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‘Well,’ said Hiro, his face deadpan. ‘It’ll be the most amazing night of your life, 

obviously. You can safely expect that.’  

‘More amazing than the night me and Dev and Paige had a séance and Paige was 

possessed by the ghost of Michael Jackson?’ 

‘Definitely more amazing than that.’ 

‘You don’t think maybe you’re building it up too much?’  

‘Nope. This date is going to be so amazing, that it will not only change your life . . . 

it’ll also change the world.’ 

I tilted my head. ‘I thought you didn’t believe in changing the world.’ 

‘I didn’t,’ said Hiro, with a smile that made me melt inside. ‘But then I saw your face. 

And now I do believe.’  
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10  
Our date was scheduled for the following weekend. Hiro said there were some things 

he needed to organise first. I was intrigued. I was supposed to be going to some party 

with Dev and Paige, but I blew them off. I’d much rather be with Hiro.  

Mum was on her way out too. She looked . . . different. She was wearing a loose-

fitting linen shirt and jeans. Her hair was soft and down around her shoulders, instead 

of pulled up into the tight ponytail that I was used to.  

‘Where are you off to?’ I asked. 

‘I’ve signed up to an art class,’ said Mum.  

I blinked. My mother, an artist? She saw the confusion on my face and laughed.  

‘I majored in Fine Art, you know,’ she said. ‘At university.’  

This was definitely news to me. ‘Really?’ I said. ‘How come you didn’t become an 

artist?’ 

Mum shrugged. ‘You know,’ she said. ‘I got a real job. Met your father and got 

married. Then you came along. I just . . . sort of forgot about it. Life got in the way.’  

I tried to picture my mother as an artsy uni student, and wondered if her 

transformation into everyday, conventional Mum had been because of me. Or because 

of Dad. Perhaps a bit of both.  

I gave her a hug. ‘Good luck at the class.’ 

Mum beamed. ‘Have fun with Dev and Paige.’ 

I wasn’t ready to tell her about Hiro – he’d been right, my parents wouldn’t be 

particularly overjoyed that I was dating someone so . . . academically unmotivated.  

 



 

 100 

Hiro had told me to meet him in a crappy part of Valentine (I mean, crappier than all 

the other parts), and that he had a surprise for me. He also told me to dress in dark, 

comfortable clothes and sensible shoes.  

Um.  

I mean, Hiro had been right the other day. I knew that he was a bit . . . you know . . . 

bad. And I didn’t want to be the living embodiment of the nice girl falls for bad boy 

cliché, but yeah, that was part of the attraction. His life was so different to mine. It felt 

as if he lived more than me. Experienced more. But I also liked him for his brains and 

his heart.25  

But I was a little concerned that he was taking me on a date where we would . . . 

what? Shoplift? Throw eggs at teachers’ houses? Knock letterboxes off their posts?26 

I was intrigued by the possibility of living a little dangerously, but I didn’t want to 

live illegally. After all, I had my reputation to protect.  

It was unusual for anyone to be on the streets of Valentine after dark. I mean, why 

would you? I didn’t see another soul as I dodged abandoned shopping trolleys and 

tipped-over rubbish bins. It was dark and quiet, and enough streetlights were broken 

that I didn’t feel entirely safe.  

Bloody Hiro. What kind of a date was this?  

There weren’t even any houses in this part of Valentine. Only boarded-up shops and 

empty industrial shells. This was not a fun place to be. Was Hiro going to make me 

break into somewhere? Graffiti something? Or . . . was he trying to find somewhere 

private so we could . . . I mean, the idea of having sex with Hiro was definitely not a 

repugnant idea. In fact it was . . . alluring. But it was way too soon to think about it – 

we’d been officially dating for less than a week. And I had thought a lot about how 

and when I would lose my virginity, and doing it on an abandoned factory floor 

surrounded by dust and mouse-poo had never been one of my fantasy scenarios.  

                                                
25	And,	ahem,	his	face	and	his	body.	

26	Do	people	really	do	that?	Or	is	it	just	in	the	movies?	
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But then I saw Hiro, and all my anxiety fizzed into excitement. He was wearing his 

usual dark jeans and a hoodie, leaning against a brick wall with a backpack slung over 

his shoulder. A slow smile spread over his face when he saw me.  

‘Hi.’ 

‘Hi yourself.’  

There was an awkward pause while we stared, each waiting for the other to make the 

first move. We made it simultaneously, both stepping in and leaning forward too fast, 

so we bumped foreheads.  

Not an auspicious beginning, but we managed to make up for it with a long, slow kiss 

that made me tingle all over.27 The night was chilly, and Hiro was warm, and I wanted 

to wrap myself in his arms and breathe in his scent. He put his hands on my shoulders 

and slid them down until his fingers interlaced with mine.  

‘Okay, are you ready?’ he asked. No, I was not.  

‘Where’s my corsage?’ I asked. 

‘I told you not to expect a corsage.’  

I shrugged. ‘A girl can dream.’ 

‘Come on,’ he said, and took my hand. ‘I have something special planned.’ 

‘Is it going to be illegal?’ I asked. ‘Because I won’t do anything illegal.’ 

Hiro laughed. ‘No, it’s not illegal. You’ll like it, I promise.’  

‘You should know I don’t drink or do drugs.’ 

‘Seriously, you’ll like it. Stop worrying.’ 

                                                
27	But	not	enough	to	find	an	abandoned	factory	floor	appealing.	
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‘You’re not secretly a murderer, are you?’ I asked, as Hiro led me down a quiet, dark 

street. ‘Because it occurs to me that we are in the middle of nowhere, completely 

alone, with no witnesses.’  

‘I’m not a murderer.’ 

‘I bet that’s what all the murderers say.’  

We stopped outside a vacant lot, and I realised we weren’t that far from school. There 

were plenty of vacant lots in Valentine – the council had tried to sell a bunch of land 

to developers a few years ago to try and pay off some of their debts, but nobody had 

wanted it. This particular lot was between an abandoned brick factory and a similarly 

empty tin warehouse. The chain-link fence had been pushed over at some point, and 

there was a buckled section at the bottom where it would be easy to crawl in. Other 

than that, there was nothing but bare, cracked earth and dumped rubbish – a TV, some 

broken glass and a tangle of scraggly brown weeds.  

‘So there’s this guy in the Marvel Comics universe called the Gardener,’ said Hiro. 

‘His real name is Ord Zyonz, and he’s one of the Elders of the Universe. He’s one of 

the oldest living creatures in the universe – so old that nobody knows where he comes 

from, only that he’s probably been around since the Big Bang.’  

‘O-kay,’ I said cautiously. ‘What’s his deal?’  

‘Well, the Gardener seeks out planets that have been devastated by war or other 

disasters. Planets that are abandoned and cold and barren, without life or beauty.’  

‘Sounds like Valentine,’ I said. 

Hiro grinned, and I knew I’d said the right thing.  

‘The Gardener brings life back to these wastelands. He sows seeds and grows plants 

and flowers and trees, making planet-sized gardens. He knows more about botany 

than anyone else in the universe, and can turn an Earth-sized planet into a green 

paradise within a year.’  
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I looked at the vacant lot, and imagined it thick and healthy with vegetation. ‘He 

sounds awesome,’ I said, a little dreamily.  

‘He is,’ said Hiro, and took my hand. ‘So are you.’ 

He leaned over and kissed me, and the dreamlike feeling intensified as my feet went 

numb and my insides spiralled into bliss.  

‘So. Are you ready?’ asked Hiro, pulling away and looking at the vacant lot.  

I stared at him, the dreamy feeling starting to slip away. This was Hiro, after all. Hiro, 

who had stolen all our exam papers and put them on the roof. Hiro, who had filled a 

classroom with plastic cups of water. Hiro, who had called in bomb threats to get out 

of a maths test. Hiro, who had hacked into the school intranet and put five thousand 

dollars on his photocopying account. Hiro, who had been somehow involved in setting 

a Year Seven’s bag on fire.  

‘Seriously,’ I said. ‘What are we doing here? I don’t feel comfortable breaking the 

law.’  

Hiro chuckled. ‘Have you ever broken a rule?’  

I thought about it. ‘I’ve protested about unfair rules.’  

‘Never stolen anything?’ 

‘Of course not.’ 

‘Wagged school?’  

‘Only with a teacher’s permission.’  

‘Jaywalked?’  

I shrugged. ‘Pedestrians don’t get seatbelts, airbags or helmets, you know.’  

‘Well, it’s time to break some rules.’ 
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‘You said we weren’t doing anything illegal!’ 

‘It’s not illegal,’ said Hiro, then frowned. ‘At least, I don’t think it is.’  

‘Hiro! ’  

He laughed. ‘Come on, Lobstergirl. Live a little!’  

He reached into his backpack and withdrew an egg carton.  

‘I don’t want to do anything stupid,’ I said.  

Hiro grinned. ‘It’s not what you think.’  

He opened the egg carton. Inside were . . . what looked like lumpy grey papier-maché 

eggs.  

‘Take one.’ 

I did. It felt like papier-maché too. Up close I could see it was covered in tiny black 

dots. 

‘What is it?’ 

‘Seed bomb.’  

Bomb!?  

Hiro saw my look of horror and chuckled, taking another egg from the carton.  

‘It’s a mixture of paper, compost, liquid fertiliser and seeds.’  

I looked at the grey egg, then up at Hiro. ‘What kind of seeds?’  

‘Whatever I could find in Nonna’s potting shed. Sunflowers, tomatoes, pansies and 

coriander.’  
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Hiro grinned at me, then lobbed his egg over the barbed-wire. It thunked down onto 

the bare dirt, another piece of grey rubbish in among the empty drink cans and pieces 

of styrofoam.  

‘It’s called guerrilla gardening,’ said Hiro. ‘I read about it online. You sneak around 

at night and plant things in weird places. It’s like the opposite of terrorism. Instead of 

making awful things happen, you make the world more beautiful. And that’s what you 

want to do, right? Make the world better. Well this is how I think we should do it. 

We’ll be like superheroes – sneaking around at night bringing Valentine to life. You 

were right about changing things. We should be doing everything we can.’  

‘Why here?’ 

Hiro pointed into the lot. ‘Look.’  

I looked. In the dim orange light cast by the nearby freeway lights, and the yellow 

splash of streetlights, I could see . . . rubbish.  

‘I don’t understand.’  

‘Look harder. Over there, by the broken TV.’ 

‘I see a stick.’ 

‘It’s not a stick. I’m pretty sure it’s an apple tree.’  

I looked again. It was a small, straggly sapling, with furry grey buds protruding from 

brittle-looking twigs.  

An apple tree. Growing among all the rubbish. ‘Will it grow apples?’  

Hiro shrugged. ‘Hard to say. It’s probably grown from seed – after someone chucked 

an apple core in there a few years ago. So it could be anything, really.’  

‘It won’t grow the same apples that the seed came from?’  
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‘Apples don’t work that way. Apple varieties are all grafted – clones of one original 

tree. If you grow an apple from seed, it’s like a lottery. You could get something 

useful and delicious, or you could get some kind of inedible crab-apple.’  

I frowned. ‘What about that American guy who planted all the apple trees?’  

‘Johnny Appleseed? Yeah, most people used those apple orchards to make cider, so it 

didn’t matter that the apples didn’t taste good.’  

‘Really? So instead of “American as apple pie”, the saying should be “as American as 

. . . booze?”’  

‘Yep. Not to mention the fact that apples originate from Kazakhstan, so the phrase 

should be “as American as Central Asia”.’  

I looked at the apple tree again. I couldn’t believe it had grown there, just from 

someone lobbing an apple core into the rubbish heap. It was a brave apple tree. It had 

survived without regular watering or fertiliser. It was a hero, and we needed to 

celebrate it.  

‘Look at this place,’ said Hiro. ‘It’s perfect. It has a north- south orientation, so it’ll 

get plenty of sun. The guttering on that factory is all rusted, so all the rainwater will 

trickle down over the dirt there, like a natural sprinkler system. It’s sheltered from the 

wind, and there’s nobody around to get suspicious when stuff starts to grow.’  

He’d put a lot of thought into it. I hefted my egg. Guerrilla gardening. I’d heard of it 

too, in some of the environmental magazines I read. But I’d never thought of doing it. 

Maybe this was what I’d been looking for. Maybe instead of handing out stupid fact 

sheets and trying to convince other people to change the world, I could go and do it 

myself. Behind their backs. I could show everyone how much better we could be. 

Together, Hiro and I could make Valentine beautiful. Then people would start 

listening to us. We’d be urban superheroes.  

‘What do you reckon?’ said Hiro. He looked nervous. 

I felt a slow smile spread across my face. ‘Let’s do it.’ 
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I lobbed a seed bomb over the fence, and felt a thrill of total exhilaration. I felt 

dangerous and free, as though finally, after years of telling people I wanted to change 

the world, I was actually doing something. I wanted to wriggle and dance with joy.  

‘So, Lobstergirl,’ said Hiro, tossing another bomb over the fence. ‘What’s your origin 

story?’  

I turned to look at him. ‘My what?’ 

‘Your origin story. How you got your superpowers. There are three kinds: trauma, 

destiny and chance. Batman is trauma – he sees his parents get murdered. Destiny is 

all those Chosen One stories, you know. Like Buffy or Kung Fu Panda. And chance is 

like the X-Men, who were all born mutants. Or the Fantastic Four, who were exposed 

to radiation. There are some combinations, like Spiderman who was bitten by a 

radioactive spider – chance – but only started to use his powers for good once his 

uncle was killed – trauma. Also in the comics there are heaps of prophecies about 

Spiderman, so I guess he’s destiny as well.’  

‘Right.’  

‘So . . . what’s yours? What made you care so much about the environment? Did you 

see an oil-slicked penguin? Were you exposed to some radioactive pollution? Or did 

you have some sort of prophetic dream about melting ice-caps and homeless polar 

bears?’  

I thought about it. ‘I don’t know. I suppose . . . Mum took me to see Wall-E when I 

was eight and I cried for a week afterwards. I hated the idea that the planet might end 

up like that, all brown and dry and empty. That was when I started my first petition.’  

‘What were you petitioning?’  

‘For Santa Claus to use more recycled and sustainable materials in his toy workshop.’  

Hiro laughed. 

‘I figure . . . it feels wrong to be so influential at school – and I know how that sounds 

but it’s the truth – and not be using it for something good, you know?’  
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Hiro nodded and handed me another seed bomb. ‘You’re like Superman.’  

I made a face. ‘Really? Isn’t Superman the most boring superhero ever?’  

‘Not at all,’ said Hiro. ‘Firstly, Aquaman is the most boring superhero ever.’  

‘What does he do?’ 

Hiro shrugged. ‘Talks to fish.’ 

I threw my seed bomb. It bounced off the top of the broken TV and rolled behind a 

milk crate. ‘That is pretty boring.’  

‘But I think Superman gets a bad rap. I mean, yeah, he’s all square-jawed and corn-

fed, but here’s the great thing about him. He’s so strong, and so powerful, but no 

matter how many explosions he stops or hostages he rescues, he can’t stop the 

greatest evil of all.’  

‘Which is?’  

‘Humanity. He can’t stop the greed and the deceit and the selfishness. It’s like he’s 

constantly bailing water out of a sinking boat, but he can’t plug the leak. Think how 

frustrating that must be.’  

I took the last bomb from Hiro’s egg carton. ‘I know how he feels.’  

‘Exactly,’ said Hiro. ‘You understand. How helpless he must feel. How alone.’  

I nodded. ‘I do. I do understand.’ I turned my face up to the sky. ‘Sorry, Superman,’ I 

said to the gloomy orange clouds. ‘I underestimated you.’  

‘I think he’s the most tragic of all the superheroes,’ said Hiro.  

‘So what’s his origin story? He’s an alien, isn’t he?’ 

‘Yeah. I suppose there’s a fourth kind of origin story – alien or god. I suppose 

technically Superman is trauma, because his whole planet was destroyed when he was 

a baby.’  
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‘Still,’ I said. ‘Much as I understand where Superman is coming from, it’s not as cool 

as being bitten by a radioactive spider.’  

I threw the last seed bomb, then wove my fingers into the fence and pressed my 

forehead against the chain links. Our bombs lay there, little grey lumps blending in 

with the hard-packed grey earth.  

‘I can’t believe they’ll ever grow,’ I said, feeling a little deflated.  

‘Depends on whether it rains, I guess,’ said Hiro. 

This wasn’t exactly what I’d imagined. The lush green oasis in my mind obviously 

wasn’t going to happen overnight. But I wanted some sort of instant gratification. A 

hint of more to come. At the moment it looked like we’d just added to the debris. 

Wasn’t there something more we could do to help the tiny seeds on their way? Wasn’t 

it a superhero’s job to protect the weak and vulnerable?  

‘I think we could do more,’ I said, slowly. 

Hiro looked at me, an eyebrow raised. I kicked the loose section of fence. ‘I mean, 

surely it’d help if we improved the soil. Added fertiliser. And we’ve got a bunch of 

extra seedlings at school that we don’t have room for.’  

Hiro’s face broke into a grin. ‘I knew I could count on you, Lobstergirl.’  

*** 

We met the next night, too. I told Mum I was going to Paige’s house. I felt slightly 

hypocritical – after my big epiphany about gardening and food and family 

togetherness, I’d eaten a meal with a family member exactly zero times. But Mum 

was out a lot – either at her art class or catching up with friends. She’d never gone out 

much when Dad was around, so good for her, I guess. And Dad... I felt a guilty pang 

every time I wondered how he was spending his evenings. Then a sick thud when I 

realised he was probably spending them with the Whippet. So much for family time. 

But at least it made it easier for Hiro and me to sneak around.  
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Hiro and I packed all the spare seedlings from the kitchen garden into cardboard 

boxes and hid them outside the school, near the bins. Then, under cover of darkness, 

we collected them and returned to the vacant lot.  

We crawled under the fence and filled garbage bags with most of the moveable 

rubbish – the broken glass, the styrofoam, the empty beer cans. Then we tilled the dirt 

using hand trowels we’d borrowed from school, and Hiro sprinkled fertiliser around 

the apple tree. We planted cucumbers and beans around the perimeter of the vacant 

lot, so they’d climb up the chain-link fence. We poked potting mix into the broken 

front of the TV and planted a geranium there. We filled an old tennis shoe and planted 

basil. Anything that could be a container – a styrofoam esky, a disposable coffee cup, 

a mouldy old suitcase – became a home for new growth.  

It was amazing. My heart was beating a million miles an hour – despite what Hiro had 

said, I was pretty sure what we were doing was illegal. Somebody owned this land, 

and we were trespassing.  

But I didn’t care. 

Because what we were doing felt so right. We were making a tiny, ugly piece of the 

world beautiful. Bringing life back to Valentine. When these little plants grew and 

spread, this vacant lot would be a lush green oasis. People would notice. People 

would care.  

The greyish clouds above us broke apart briefly to show thin fingers of golden light 

unravelling across the sky. It was morning already. My back ached and my eyes felt 

like they’d been propped open with matchsticks. The rumble of traffic started to 

sound from the freeway, but behind it, somewhere, I heard the singing of a single 

bird. We didn’t get many birds in Valentine, and this one felt like the herald of 

something truly incredible. We stood back, and surveyed our efforts. The tiny 

seedlings looked helpless, little pops of green surrounded by drab greys and browns. 

How could they possibly survive?  

The grey clouds grew heavier and thicker, but the occasional ray of orange still 

peeked through, washing our garden in a light so vivid and bright that I felt like we 

were on a movie set. The sky rumbled overhead, and I looked at Hiro. His cheeks 
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were glowing with exertion and his eyes shone. He grinned at me, and slung an arm 

around my shoulder as we admired our new garden.  

‘I feel like a superhero,’ I told him. ‘You’re a guerrilla gardener,’ he said.  

I made a face. ‘I don’t like that term. It sounds violent.’  

Hiro nodded. ‘Guerrilla means little war in Spanish. We’re declaring war on the 

ugliness of Valentine.’  

‘Mm. I still don’t like it. We’re not being violent. We’re creating new life, not 

destroying it. Inviting the wilderness back into the concrete jungle.’  

‘Invading the concrete jungle with wilderness.’ 

I rolled my eyes. ‘Why do boys have to be so violent?’  

‘You’re the one who said you felt like a superhero. Super- heroes are violent.’  

‘Not all of them.’ 

Hiro tipped his head to the side and looked at me sceptically. I thought hard. 

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘So superheroes are mostly violent. But we don’t have to be. I want a 

different name for what we do.’  

‘Like what?’ 

‘Beautifying?’  

Hiro made a gagging sound.  

‘Beflowering?’  

He gave me a flat look. 

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘That one was a bit much. What about bewildering? ’ 
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Hiro thought about it, then nodded slowly. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll pay that. 

Bewildering.’ 

The sky rumbled again, and I felt a drop of rain on my face. And another. Then, fat, 

wet drops started to tap down onto the bare earth. I turned to Hiro and we grinned at 

each other, and kissed while the sun rose, and rain fell around us, and the air filled 

with the rich scent of wet earth.  

It was just like in the movies.  

*** 

On the third night, Hiro arrived pushing a shopping trolley, with two take-away 

coffees balanced on the baby-seat.  

‘Shopping Trolley Guy!’ I said, grinning. ‘This is just like old times.’  

‘Except no lobster suit.’ Hiro handed me a coffee. ‘It may be wax paper,’ he said 

apologetically. ‘But it’s recycled, and better than styrofoam.’  

I didn’t care, as long as it held something hot and caffeinated. ‘So why did you steal a 

shopping trolley?’  

‘I didn’t steal it,’ said Hiro, looking indignant. ‘I found it. Abandoned and lonely 

down a side-street. Now we’re going to give it a new lease on life.’  

‘How?’  

‘Potatoes.’  

‘Potatoes?’  

He nodded. ‘I’ll get some from Nonna. We’re going to grow potatoes.’  

‘In a shopping trolley?’ 

‘It’ll be awesome. Trust me.’  
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*** 

We planted them the next night. Hiro came bearing a paper bag of potatoes, and a big 

bag of potting mix.  

‘See these dints in the potato skin? They’re called eyes. They’re the bits that will 

sprout when we plant them.’  

Hiro lay a large piece of scrap cardboard across the bottom of the shopping trolley so 

the dirt wouldn’t fall out. Then we cut up the potatoes so that each piece had two or 

three eyes on it, then planted them in potting mix.  

‘Once they sprout and start to grow, we’ll top up the trolley with more potting mix,’ 

Hiro explained. ‘And maybe some mulch around the sides to keep everything 

contained. The higher they grow, the more dirt we put in, until the trolley’s full.’  

‘And they’ll grow potatoes?’ 

Hiro nodded. ‘By the end of summer, this trolley will be bursting with spuds. Like 

nature’s own supermarket.’  

*** 

As spring slipped into summer, the weather went crazy – skyrocketing temperatures 

punctuated with regular drenching storms. The weather bureau were predicting the 

hottest December on record.28 Both the kitchen garden and our secret guerrilla garden 

responded enthusiastically – springing to life seemingly overnight, all reaching 

tendrils and fresh green growth.  

I told Mum that I was going out for late-night jogging. I showed her an article that 

said that exercise just before bed could help with bloodflow to the brain, increasing 

mental stamina. I invited her to come with me, knowing she’d turn me down. I 

promised her I was being careful, and reminded her about the self-defence course I’d 

taken last year. I left just before she went to bed, knowing she’d be fast asleep within 

                                                
28	But	were	any	local	politicians	talking	about	climate	change?	Of	course	they	weren’t.	They	were	too	
busy	dressing	up	as	Santa	and	posing	for	photo	opportunities	with	babies.	
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minutes. Then I could stay out as late as I wanted, digging in the darkness with Hiro. 

I’d sneak back in around two or three in the morning, and sleep until my alarm 

dragged me out of bed in time for school. I spent my days sitting dead-eyed and half-

asleep watching the minutes tick by until the bell released us all to steamy summer 

afternoons, with the promise of steamier summer nights with dirt under my nails and 

Hiro by my side.  

*** 

‘You’re finally becoming a real teenager,’ said Mum one Saturday morning, as I 

stumbled downstairs in my pyjamas. ‘It’s nearly lunchtime.’ 

I shrugged. ‘I was up late reading.’ 

Mum chuckled. ‘Are you sure you’re not sneaking out to run around with boys?’  

Eek. ‘Very funny, Mum.’  

*** 

‘Astrid, is there something you’re not telling us?’ A frown creased the smooth 

perfection of Paige’s brow.  

I felt a stab of guilt. ‘No, of course not. What would make you say that?’  

‘You’ve been super-weird lately. Blowing us off all the time. We haven’t hung out 

other than at school in weeks.’  

‘I’ve been busy,’ I said. ‘School . . . you know.’ 

Dev shook his head. ‘That’s just it, we don’t know. You barely speak anymore. It’s 

like you’re not even here.’ 

I forced a laugh. ‘Of course I’m here.’ I thumped my Chemistry textbook on the desk 

in front of me. 

Paige and Dev exchanged a look. ‘Ye-es, but we’re not sure why you’re here.’ 
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I looked around the lab. It was weird that nobody else had turned up yet.  

‘We have Chemistry last period, right?’  

‘Right.’  

I stared at them both. What was going on?  

Dev put a hand on my arm. ‘Astrid, we already had Chemistry. Don’t you remember? 

An hour ago. We did redox equations. There was a quiz.’  

I blinked. ‘How did I do?’  

 ‘You got everything right, as usual. You really don’t remember? And then the bell 

rang, and we all went out to our lockers, and you put your books away, then got them 

out again and came back in here and sat down.’  

I closed my books. I genuinely didn’t remember any of it. Come to think of it, I 

couldn’t remember much at all from the day. What did I have for lunch? And what 

had my other classes been like? All I could remember was stumbling home at three 

a.m. after an epic gardening/make-out session with Hiro.  

Paige was talking to me. ‘You must be coming down with something,’ she said. ‘You 

need ginseng and some sinus-clearing yoga poses.’  

‘I think I probably just need some sleep,’ I said, standing up. ‘At least it’s Saturday 

tomorrow.’  

I went back into the corridor, Paige and Dev trailing behind me.  

‘Um, Astrid?’ 

‘Yes?’ 

‘Tomorrow is Wednesday.’  

*** 
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One night, after a day of rain and sunshine had left the garden damp and steaming, we 

planted the three sisters combination – corn, beans and pumpkin. Hiro explained that 

it was an old Native American companion-planting technique.  

‘The corn provides a support for the beans to climb up,’ he said, as we made mounds 

of soil. ‘The beans add nitrogen to the soil, and the pumpkin covers the ground, 

suppressing weeds.’  

 ‘So clever,’ I said. ‘I love the way they all work together so well.’  

Hiro grinned at me. ‘Like us.’  

*** 

Every night, we learnt a little more about each other. We talked about our childhoods, 

our dreams, our fears. Hiro told me about the long summer afternoons he’d spent at 

his grandmother’s house, and I told him about the climate change musical that I’d 

forced Dev and Paige to participate in for the Grade Three talent contest. The nights 

seemed to race by, and I greedily drank in every moment. During the day I was a 

zombie, unable to function on any rational level. I lived for nightfall, when I could 

slip out of the house, pull the disguise of darkness over me, and find Hiro waiting in 

our secret growing garden.  

Some nights we wouldn’t garden at all, we’d just sit curled together up against the 

brick wall, feeling the slow unfurling of green things around us, finding new ways to 

learn about each other without words.  

‘So tell me about your favourite superhero,’ I asked one night, as I leaned my head 

against his shoulder and closed my eyes.  

‘It changes all the time,’ Hiro said. ‘But I think at the moment it’s Rogue. She’s one 

of the X-men.’  

‘X-people?’ I suggested. 

Hiro let out a little snort, and I snuggled in closer to him.  
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‘Tell me about her,’ I said. ‘Why do you like her?’ 

‘Well, her superpower is kind of a curse. Whenever she touches someone, she 

involuntarily removes and absorbs their memories, their strength and sometimes their 

special powers or abilities.’  

‘So she can’t ever give someone a hug.’  

‘No hugs. Well, not at first. At first she’s vulnerable and scared and totally alone. So 

she gets all bitter and angry and lashes out at people around her.’  

I was beginning to see why Hiro liked her. 

‘But then she gets through it. She learns that shutting her heart to love is much more 

of a curse than her actual mutation. She learns to love again, and she gets control over 

her powers. And now she’s this awesome, kick-ass leader and role model, and she’s 

sassy but still incredibly kind and loving.’  

I sighed happily.  

Hiro cleared his throat. ‘This is getting a little corny,’ he said. ‘So I’d better tell you 

about my secret love for the really weird, short-lived superheroes. Or old-school ones 

that just seem ridiculous now.’  

‘Like who?’ 

‘I have a special place in my heart for Squirrel Girl.’  

‘Squirrel Girl?’  

Hiro nodded. ‘She can control squirrels.’  

I laughed. ‘Are you serious?’ 

‘Totally. They’ve just started a whole new series about her. She has a pet squirrel 

called Monkey Joe, and together they rescued Iron Man one time.’  

‘Who else?’  
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‘Umm, there’s also Colour Kid. He can change the colour of things, which is cool, but 

not very useful.’  

‘I wonder if he could get the tomato sauce stain out of my white jeans.’  

‘There’s also Skateman.’  

‘Skateboards?’ 

‘Roller skates.’ 

‘Ouch.’  

‘And my personal favourite – Leather Boy. He looks like...well, like something from 

a bondage dungeon. Leather codpiece, hairy chest, silver studs, red ball strapped into 

his mouth.’  

‘Ew. Is he a bad guy?’  

‘Definitely. He—’ Hiro pulled away from me so he could look me directly in the eye, 

and put his hand on mine, his expression serious. ‘He killed Monkey Joe.’  

‘Monkey Joe! No!’ 

Hiro nodded. ‘It’s heartbreaking.’ 

I started as a car rumbled past – a taxi. Hiro and I shrank against the wall. It was so 

rare to see anyone around at night in Valentine. I glanced at my phone. It was three in 

the morning.  

‘I’d better go,’ I said, reluctantly. 

Hiro pulled me in to him for a goodbye kiss, which went on for quite some time. 

‘Tomorrow night then, Lobstergirl?’ he murmured. ‘Tomorrow night,’ I said.  

I wished the summer could last forever.  
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11  
One warm night in mid-December, I met Hiro outside Valentine Station, which was 

less like a train station than the processing centre in some dystopian gulag. He was 

sitting cross-legged on the kerb reading a comic book, surrounded by shopping bags 

full of delicate cuttings and little plants from Maria’s garden that had self-sown from 

the previous year – volunteers, Hiro called them. Our plan was to rip out the 

straggling weeds in the long-abandoned garden beds outside the station, and replace 

them with new seedlings. I loved the idea that people would be able to snag a tomato, 

or a handful of basil, or a stick of celery, on their way home from work. Maybe they’d 

realise how much better it was cooking with fresh ingredients, and get inspired to 

grow their own. Maybe they’d start to enjoy meals again, use them as time to talk 

with the rest of their families. Maybe if families ate delicious, healthy meals together, 

they wouldn’t sleep with dental nurses.  

I paused for a moment before he saw me and took him in. Him, and everything we 

were doing. Over the past few nights we had expanded our bewildering efforts, 

spreading out from the vacant lot in a wide circle, planting marigolds in potholes, 

herbs in cracks in the footpath. We ripped the dried brown plants out of a roundabout 

and replaced them with a cloud of Queen Anne’s Lace and other bee-friendly flowers. 

We found bare corners of earth and coaxed new life into them. I imagined 

transforming the concrete jungle into a real, wild jungle. And slowly, the drab, 

industrial corner of Valentine would change, swelling with greenery and creeping 

tendrils. We’d find abandoned walkways and magic them into tantalising green 

corridors. A smashed-up bus stop would become a leafy, secret corner.  

The driest spring on record had transformed in a matter of days into the warmest, 

wettest December in living memory. It had produced perfect growing conditions, and 

our seedlings were growing like crazy, thickening and spreading and unfurling almost 

in front of our eyes. We seemed to have no shortage of plants. Seedlings were 

springing up all over the place – in the abandoned lot and the school kitchen garden. 

We raided Maria’s garden on a weekly basis, and occasionally we found little punnets 

outside the vacant lot, crammed with bright green sprouts. It was evidence that our 
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efforts in Valentine were not going unnoticed, or unappreciated. Every time I saw a 

new donation, I felt a thrill of excitement. Things were changing.  

Hiro looked up and smiled, and I was momentarily surprised that he could still have 

such a strong effect on me. Every time our eyes met, I felt like one of our little 

seedlings, unfurling and stretching delicate limbs towards the sun.  

I approached him, and ducked my head to see the cover of his comic. It was battered 

and dog-eared – a long way from the cliché of the meticulous comic book-reading 

nerd, preserving every issue in its own little plastic sleeve.  

‘Green Arrow,’ I read. ‘Is he the one with the magic ring?’  

‘That’s Green Lantern.’ Hiro pushed one of the shopping bags aside, and I sat down 

next to him, leaning in for a kiss. ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Green Arrow is the film with 

Seth Rogan and Cameron Diaz.’ 

Hiro made a disgusted face and pushed me away. ‘That’s Green Hornet, and I’d 

appreciate it if you never mentioned it again in my presence. There’s also the Green 

Goblin, who is a Halloween-themed super villain.’  

‘So what’s this guy’s deal?’  

‘His real name is Oliver Queen, and he used to be a billionaire businessman, but he 

lost everything. He’s an archer who fights for the poor, the working class and 

disadvantaged people.’  

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Like Robin Hood.’ 

Hiro nodded. ‘Robin Hood, but with badass arrows that can explode or turn into nets 

or tear gas or kryptonite.’  

‘Cool.’  
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We gardened all over Valentine. We planted flowers outside the kindergarten, and 

strawberries outside the leisure centre. We trained passionfruit vines up the ugly 

brown brick wall of the library, and left pots of geraniums on the doorsteps of local 

businesses. Little by little, night by night, Valentine was coming alive.  

And at the heart of it all, the guerrilla garden was exploding. The beans had wound 

their way up the chain-link fence and were blooming with bright, cheerful flowers. 

Tomatoes and capsicum plants had sprung up everywhere, along with fragrant basil, 

coriander and a whole carpet of creeping thyme. The potato shopping trolley was 

nearly full of dirt, with flat, healthy leaves sprouting from between the straw and steel 

and hopefully, growing baby potatoes under the surface. A neat circle of lettuces 

surrounded the old broken TV, which was bursting with marigolds. Best of all, the 

apple tree had sprung into life, green leaves and swelling buds all over it.  

Hiro and I strolled past during the day to admire our handiwork, and saw a woman 

peering in to the lot, smiling and taking photos with her phone. Hiro squeezed my 

hand and we walked on, but I felt like I might overflow with excitement.  

‘In comic books,’ Hiro murmured to me one afternoon as we watched a kid wriggle 

under the fence to pick some basil. ‘Having a secret identity is really hard. It’s a 

struggle for the heroes not to tell people who they really are. But this feels awesome.’  

I nodded.  

Horrible, dusty, grey old Valentine was slowly coming alive, as if it had been asleep 

for years and was just starting to awaken, creaking and slow at first, but getting 

livelier and greener every day. For the first time in my life, I heard birds twittering 

around the streets, and saw bees sailing from flower to flower, their pollen pants 

round and yellow.  

And everyone was starting to notice. 

*** 

‘It’s dangerous,’ said Dad. ‘Where does it end?’  
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He had come over to sign some papers for Mum, and was sitting at the kitchen table. 

It felt weird to have him there. A bit like déjà vu. He’d wheedled a cup of tea out of 

Mum, and was doing his best to pretend that nothing had changed.  

‘I don’t know,’ said Mum. ‘I like it. It makes everything special, doesn’t it? Reminds 

us that we’re all living things, part of nature.’  

Dad was staring at her as though she’d been abducted and replaced with some kind of 

crazed hippie robot.  

I still wasn’t used to this new improved Mum. When Dad had first left, Mum had 

gone all cold and businesslike, getting her new life together and disposing of the old 

one. She brusquely reorganised bills and bank accounts, and boxed up Dad’s clothes 

and had them couriered to the hotel where he was staying. But now she was relaxed 

and happy. She came home late every Thursday from art class, covered in smears of 

oil paint and smelling faintly of red wine. She started letting her hair down, curling 

around her face. She wore soft, loose shirts instead of her usual stiff button-downs. It 

was . . . kind of awesome, actually. She was finally figuring out who she really was.  

Dad could see Mum changing and blossoming without him, and he hated it. He 

couldn’t accept that he had to move on too. Take some responsibility for his actions.  

He was still seeing the Whippet. He didn’t mention her, but I could smell her perfume 

on him. And there was no way he could iron his own shirts that crisply.  

‘You know how these greenies get, though,’ said Dad. ‘At first it’s all flowers and 

loveliness, but soon it’s arson and tree-spiking. Don’t be fooled by the daisies and 

geraniums – what they’re doing is illegal, and should be stopped.’  

Mum rolled her eyes at me. I didn’t say anything. My opinion was somewhat biased, 

and I didn’t want to blow my cover.  

‘We should do something,’ I said instead. ‘We should be growing things out the back. 

We should have a vegie garden!’ Dad made a scoffing noise. ‘Who has time for any 

of that nonsense?’ 

‘We have a lawn,’ said Mum. ‘That’s good for the environment, right?’ 
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I shook my head. ‘Did you know that lawns cover over 128,000 kilometres in the US? 

That makes it America’s largest irrigated crop. Americans spend over thirty billion 

dollars per year looking after their lawns. And thirty per cent of the US’s drinkable 

water is devoted to watering garden lawns. Thirty per cent! That’s criminal. They 

could be growing something useful.’29  

Dad shrugged. ‘But that’s America. It’s not our problem.’  

I resisted the urge to throw his cup of tea in his face. How could he be so complacent? 

Mum gave me a warning look, as though she didn’t want me to start a full-fledged 

fight. Dad was so fragile that the littlest thing could set him off. The other day Mum 

had asked him to start redirecting his own mail, and he’d burst into tears.  

‘We’ll talk about putting in some vegies,’ she said soothingly.  

*** 

Dad wasn’t the only one who didn’t like our bewildering. There were letters into the 

local paper complaining about the ‘vandals’ and ‘eco-terrorists’ who were taking over 

our town. A rumour sprung up that we were using the vacant lot to grow pot. One 

crazy old hippie tried pulling up some of our plants because he thought we shouldn’t 

be growing anything that wasn’t native. The mayor responded with a full-page 

announcement in the paper that filled me with excitement.  

‘Green Valentine,’ I read out loud to Hiro, shaking the newspaper in his face. ‘She 

says she has a ten-point plan to revitalise Valentine, bringing it into the twenty-first 

century and positioning it as a Suburb of the Future!’  

Hiro looked mightily unconvinced. ‘Sounds suspiciously dystopian.’  

I shook my head. ‘Don’t you see? Back in September I emailed the mayor my ten-

point plan to make Valentine more environmentally friendly.’  

                                                
29	Also,	apparently	using	a	petrol	lawnmower	for	an	hour	emits	the	same	amount	of	pollution	as	
driving	a	new	car	for	320km,	not	to	mention	the	fact	that	more	petrol	is	spilled	each	year	refuelling	
lawnmowers	than	was	spilled	during	the	Exxon	Valdez	catastrophe!	
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Hiro snorted. ‘And you think that she was inspired by your plan to make her own?’  

‘To adopt my plan! Look, she’s even calling it the Green Valentine Scheme!’  

‘I don’t think you should get your hopes up.’ Hiro shook his head. ‘Government types 

always talk about these big transformational ideas. But usually it’s just politico-speak 

for more parking fines or building high-rise apartments.’  

I thumped him playfully with the newspaper. ‘Whatever,’ I said. ‘You can choose to 

live in Pessimism City. But I’m excited. We’ve really made a difference. I think 

people are starting to see that Valentine can truly be beautiful.’  

*** 

‘What shall we call it?’ I asked Hiro one night, after we’d planted a strawberry patch 

under the apple tree.  

‘The garden?’ He looked around thoughtfully. ‘Welcome to the Jungle.’  

‘No,’ I said. ‘That’s not right. It needs to be something . . . special.’  

‘Eden. Gethsemane. Babylon.’ 

‘Ugh, no.’ 

‘Well, what do you think?’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ I said, as a sleepy, dreamy feeling crept over me. It was very late. ‘The 

books I read as a kid were so full of gardens. There was one about a boy who was 

stuck in this old house because he had the measles, but every night the clock would 

strike thirteen, and he’d go outside to find this beautiful sunny garden. Except later he 

finds out that it was actually the garden in the past, a hundred years ago.’  

‘Sounds weird.’  

‘It is, in a good way. And it’s like us – gardening at midnight.’  
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I wanted to say more, explain how in the book, Tom meets this girl called Hatty in the 

garden and forms a strong connection with her, even though she’s from another time. 

It was like Hiro and me – we weren’t from different times, but we may as well have 

been. I was the kind of girl who aced all her exams, and Hiro was the kind of guy who 

stole exams and put them on the roof. But here, in the garden, in the dead of night, all 

that fell away. And it was just us, sort of suspended in time. Just us and nobody else 

in the whole world.  

‘Well, we can’t call it Astrid’s Midnight Garden,’ said Hiro. ‘Because it sounds 

weird. Keep thinking.’  

‘Hmm.’ I was still thinking. Gardening used to be such a vital part of survival.  

‘What about the Victory Garden?’ I said suddenly. 

‘The what?’ 

‘The Victory Garden. During the world wars, governments tried to get everyone to 

grow their own fruit and veg, because there were so many food shortages. And it gave 

all the people left behind something to do – a way to feel as if they were contributing 

to the war effort. They dug up the flowerbeds outside Buckingham Palace and planted 

cabbages and potatoes instead, and Eleanor Roosevelt dug up the White House lawn 

and planted beans and tomatoes. It was empowering for them. It was a way of fighting 

the enemy with productivity and growth instead of violence and death.’  

‘The Victory Garden,’ said Hiro, smiling. ‘I like it. Fighting the good fight with rakes 

and potting mix.’  

We stood for a moment, looking at our Victory Garden. ‘Are you impressed with my 

in-depth knowledge of world history?’ I asked, grinning at him. 

Hiro snorted. ‘I can see that you are, and that’s all that matters, right?’ 

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘You have to admit it’s awesome. The Victory Garden. It also 

sounds . . . superheroish?’ 

‘It does, a bit,’ said Hiro. ‘Have I told you about all the environmental superheroes?’  



 

 126 

‘Like Captain Planet?’  

Hiro chuckled. ‘A little more mature than Captain Planet.’  

‘Tell me.’ 

‘Well, there’s Swamp Thing.’ 

‘Sounds more like a monster than a hero.’ 

‘He kind of is. He’s made mostly of vegetable matter, and he can control the growth 

and movement of plants.’  

‘Useful. But is he a good guy?’ 

‘Definitely. He protects his swamp from terrorism. And also, you know, the 

environment and humanity.’  

‘Like a creepy Shrek.’ 

‘Sort of.’ 

‘Who else?’  

‘Um, Animal Man can mimic any animal. He’s mostly an animal rights activist, but is 

also a vegetarian and environmentalist. And there’s Poison Ivy.’  

I wagged my finger. ‘Poison Ivy is definitely a bad guy. Girl. You know what I 

mean.’  

‘You could call her an eco-terrorist,’ said Hiro. ‘She creates this amazing paradise in a 

barren wasteland, and then some US corporation tests out weapons there and 

firebombs the whole place. So she goes to Gotham City and vows to make it a safe 

place for plants.’  

‘Which means killing the humans?’ 
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Hiro shrugged. ‘Her position is morally indefensible. But she does good stuff too. She 

rescues orphans and feeds earthquake survivors.’  

‘I so don’t remember that bit from the George Clooney Batman.’  

‘She’s often misunderstood.’  

*** 

‘Do you ever wish we could go on a normal date?’ Hiro asked one night, as he 

smoothed the dirt around a passionfruit vine seedling outside the post office.  

‘No,’ I said. ‘What would be the point in that?’  

‘Well, I’m hardly the expert,’ said Hiro. ‘As you know, I’ve never been on a normal 

date. But I assume most “normal dates” are just adolescent code for make-out 

sessions. Hence cinemas. Comfy chairs and the illusion of privacy through darkness.’  

‘Well, we already have the privacy and the darkness,’ I said, sidling up to him.  

We’d been working on the post office all night – pulling up weeds and tilling the soil 

before planting passionfruit and lavender. It was hard work, and we were both slightly 

damp with sweat. It was . . . kind of hot, actually.  

‘But wouldn’t you like the comfy chairs?’  

‘This is more fun.’  

We hadn’t talked much about our relationship outside the Victory Garden. We didn’t 

talk to each other at school, except for in the garden during Hiro’s detentions. I hadn’t 

told anyone I was seeing Hiro, and I assumed he hadn’t told his friends about me. It 

was nice having a secret, although I knew sooner or later we’d have to come clean.  

‘I was thinking maybe we should go to Tyson Okeke’s party together,’ I said, resting 

my head against his chest.  

Tyson held a massive pre-Christmas party every year that the whole year level was 

invited to. His parents were always down at their beach house, so there was no adult 
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supervision and things usually got pretty messy. Last year, a bunch of people decided 

to go skinny dipping in Tyson’s pool, and Wyatt Mitchell ended up doing something 

obscene involving a pool noodle and an empty beer bottle. Needless to say, Dev and 

Paige and I didn’t engage in those kinds of shenanigans, but we did generally put in 

an appearance.  

I felt Hiro stiffen. ‘Like, together together? As a couple?’  

I pulled my head away and tried to look like I didn’t care. ‘If you want,’ I said. ‘No 

big deal.’  

‘Yeah,’ said Hiro. ‘I’m not sure if that’s such a good idea. You know how people are. 

Everyone will gossip about us, and stare. I’m not really into that.’ 

‘Oh,’ I said, stung. ‘Okay.’ 

‘You should go to the party, though,’ said Hiro. ‘Go with your friends. I’ll give this 

one a miss.’ 

I nodded. He was probably right. His stoner friends were always going to despise me, 

and my Missolini friends were always going tell me that I could do better. It was 

easier to keep everything secret . . . for now.  

Hiro leaned in and ran a finger along my chin.  

‘Your hands are covered in dirt,’ I told him softly.  

He responded by sliding both hands across my cheeks and winding them into my hair. 

‘Sorry,’ he murmured.  

*** 

As we neared the end of term, the days and nights grew even hotter. Teachers stopped 

noticing my glazed expression, because they sported matching ones of their own. 

Nobody was getting enough sleep, and we all stumbled through the day in our 

individual sticky trances, itching for the cooler evening to fall. For me, the nights 
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were perfect. In the Victory Garden, the spicy sent of citrus blossom and warm earth 

filled me with tingling excitement, and Hiro and I worked long and hard in the 

darkness, pruning and weeding.  

Despite the crippling heat, our garden thrived. We fashioned shade-cloths for the 

more delicate seedlings using some nylon lace tablecloths we found in a skip. 

Everything seemed to grow so fast we could almost see it happening. The strawberry 

plants flowered, and I spotted a couple of tiny hard green fruit on the little apple tree. 

We sat by it, admiring our handiwork. Hiro had brought tomatoes, olive oil and salt 

from Maria’s house, and we ate them with our own fresh-picked basil leaves, red 

juice trickling down our chins. I’d brought along several frozen bottles of water which 

had mostly melted during the night. We slurped greedily at the icy water, letting it 

mingle with sweat and tomato juice on our skin. My clothes clung to me, and Hiro’s 

hands on my back and waist were cool and damp. I teased a last sliver of ice from the 

water and placed it at the base of his throat, letting it melt into the little hollow of his 

collarbone. He shivered, and I kissed the cool patch of skin.  
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12  
One Saturday, I met Dev and Paige for coffee at Patchwork Rhubarb. It was one of 

those hot, humid days where no amount of showering could ever make you feel really 

clean. My head was fuzzy from being up all night with Hiro, and moving through the 

streets of Valentine felt like wading through warm soup. The clouds were dark and 

low, and occasionally I heard a rumble of thunder. We were balanced on the edge of a 

storm, and I wasn’t sure which was going to break first – the clouds, or my sanity.  

As I passed a typical ugly Valentine house, I saw a guy from school, watering a 

strawberry pot on his porch. He looked up and saw me.  

‘Hey, Astrid,’ he said, stammering a little. ‘W-what are you doing here?’  

‘On my way to meet Dev and Paige,’ I said. ‘Nice strawberries.’  

The guy looked proud. ‘Thanks. I just thought . . . why not, you know?’  

I nodded. ‘Keep it up.’  

I felt like a secret agent, wearing my usual Missolini face while underneath I was 

covered with sweat and soil and kisses.  

‘Maybe I’ll see you at Tyson’s party next weekend?’ The guy was looking at me with 

a very familiar expression. Was he one of the ones who was also in love with Dev? I 

couldn’t remember. What was his name?  

‘Sure,’ I said. 

I waved to the strawberry guy and continued on down the street. Even though I knew 

Hiro had been right about his reasons for not coming to Tyson’s party with me, I still 

felt hurt. I didn’t care that people might disapprove. I wanted to tell everyone about 

us. I wanted to announce it over the PA during form assembly every day. Spray-paint 

it on the basketball court. I wanted us to skip through school holding hands, wearing 

T-shirts that read ASTRID 4 HIRO 4 EVER.  
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I pushed open the door of Patchwork Rhubarb and breathed in a blissful (if slightly 

guilty) lungful of air conditioning. I spotted Paige sitting by the window, sipping an 

iced coffee. Apart from a middle-aged woman reading a magazine behind the counter, 

there was nobody else in the café. Clearly it was too hot even for the scrapbooking 

ladies to leave home.  

‘Who the hell are you?’ Paige asked, squinting. ‘You remind me of a friend I once 

had.’  

I gave her a flat look. ‘You saw me yesterday. At school?’  

Paige snorted indelicately. ‘I saw something,’ she said. ‘A sort of somnambulant 

zombie creature, shuffling around the classroom and grunting. I don’t think it was 

you.’  

It was a fair point. My memories of the school day were pretty sketchy.  

‘Are you sure you’re getting enough iron?’ Paige asked. 

I nodded. ‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Just busy with . . .’ I waved a vague hand. ‘You know. 

Environmental campaigning and stuff.’ 

Paige rolled her eyes fondly. ‘I hope you’re looking after yourself. Are you even up to 

date with Ron Saskatoon?’  

‘Who?’  

Paige looked horrified. ‘You’re kidding, right?’  

I shook my head. 

‘Ron Saskatoon: Moose Whisperer? It’s only the most popular show on TV at the 

moment.’ 

I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not.  
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‘In last week’s episode, Ron had to sleep in a tree overnight because an angry moose 

was waiting at the bottom. And then the moose got chased away by a bear, but the 

bear caught Ron’s scent, and he had to distract the bear with a flare-gun, and—’  

Paige kept talking, but my attention wandered away. The bell over the doorway 

tinkled, and Dev came in. The woman behind the counter didn’t look up from her 

magazine.  

Dev slumped into a chair. ‘It is hot as balls,’ he declared. ‘I’m not built for this. How 

am I supposed to sneakily seduce Sanasar when I’m all sweaty and disgusting?’ 

Paige raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought you wanted to get sweaty and disgusting with 

him.’ 

‘Don’t be indelicate,’ said Dev. ‘That comes after I sneakily seduce him, not before.’ 

‘Still in love with your music teacher then?’ I asked.  

Dev sighed, which I took to be a yes.  

I felt my own happiness buzzing around inside me, and tried to trample it down. I 

couldn’t tell them about Hiro.  

‘Well,’ Paige said. ‘My aikido tournament was this morning. Which I won. Thank 

you both for asking how it went, oh and thank you also for being there to cheer me 

on.’  

Dev and I exchanged guilty looks. ‘I’m sorry,’ said Dev. ‘I guess I got caught up in 

my own drama. I can’t believe I missed it. I’m a terrible friend. Let me grovel before 

your magnificence. You should karate-chop me in half.’ 

Paige regarded him fondly. ‘We don’t karate-chop in aikido. We centre our ki in order 

to receive ukemi.’ She turned to me. ‘What’s your excuse?’ she said. ‘And don’t be 

vague this time. I know something’s going on.’  

‘Um,’ I said. ‘Well. It’s been weird.’ 
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‘Well, that sounds intriguing,’ said Dev. ‘Spill.’  

I swallowed. I thought about shouting Hiro’s name from the rooftops, and arriving at 

Tyson’s party with him on my arm. Then I imagined the expressions on Dev and 

Paige’s respective faces.  

‘My parents,’ I said. ‘They split up.’  

Dev and Paige both threw their arms around me and made sympathetic noises. I felt 

like the worst person ever. I mean, yes, my parents did split up. But Dev and Paige 

thought I’d been moping around listening to my parents fight, when in actual fact I’d 

been bewildering with Hiro, sneaking around at night being a gardening superhero.  

‘Astrid,’ said Paige, looking awkward and apologetic. ‘We already knew that. My dad 

cleans your dad’s offices, remember? Your dad is living with his dental nurse. I’m so 

sorry I didn’t say anything. But you hadn’t said anything either and we thought it 

would be better if we waited until you were ready.’  

She gave me another big hug while Dev scurried to the counter to buy me a consoling 

iced coffee.  

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘And I’m sorry I didn’t say anything too. I needed some time, you 

know? To work things out.’  

‘Of course,’ said Paige. ‘I just hate the idea of you cooped up in such a toxic 

environment. I should teach you some new meditation exercises to help open up your 

centre and clear your mind.’  

‘Actually,’ I said, deciding to lace my lie with the truth. ‘I’ve been spending a lot of 

time working in the kitchen garden. It’s very therapeutic.’ 

Kissing was also very therapeutic.  

‘That sounds . . .’ Dev came back to the table, his head cocked. ‘Well, to be honest it 

sounds kind of boring, but if it works for you then I’m one hundred per cent in favour 

of it.’  



 

 134 

‘Have you heard about the Invisible Garden Army?’ asked Paige.  

I felt my nose start to tingle, but tried to look nonchalant. ‘The what?’  

‘You know, the people who are sneaking around at night planting stuff everywhere. 

You must have seen it. The flowers outside the kindergarten. The vegies outside the 

train station. Everyone’s talking about it.’  

Outside, another roll of thunder shook the windows of Patchwork Rhubarb.  

‘Really?’ I said. ‘Why are they called the Invisible Garden Army?’  

Paige shrugged. ‘That’s what the local paper is calling them. Invisible because 

nobody ever sees them doing it, and Army because there’s so much of it going on. 

Dad says there’s a whole carpet of strawberries growing outside the leisure centre.’  

Dev nodded. ‘My parents were talking about it last night. Mum reckons it’s all an 

advertising campaign for that new garden centre that’s opening up near the 

freeway.’30 

The magazine lady brought over our iced coffees. ‘It’s not the garden centre,’ she 

said. ‘It’s the local council. They’re about to release this whole plan for the suburb, 

called Green Valentine. All the small business owners have been invited to a seminar 

next week where the mayor is going to explain how it will all work.’  

Green Valentine. The mayor. I busied myself with my striped paper straw, but 

couldn’t stop myself from smiling. I didn’t even mind that the council was getting 

credit for our hard work. Green Valentine was about to go ahead, and then we really 

would be an army, not just a couple of kids.  

As I chatted with Dev and Paige, the clouds outside grew heavy and dark, and leaves 

and dust whirled around out in the street.  

‘I’d better go home,’ Paige said. ‘It’s about to bucket down.’  
                                                
30	Ridiculous.	That	new	gardening	centre	is	owned	by	an	international	conglomerate	that	also	controls	
most	of	the	fracking	industry	–	there’s	no	way	that	they’d	come	up	with	something	that	was	this	a)	
environmentally	conscious,	and	b)	awesome.	
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We paid for our iced coffees, and stepped out into a sticky roil of air and heat. All of 

Valentine seemed to be holding its breath for the storm.  

*** 

‘Where have you been?’ asked Mum when I walked in the front door. She was lying 

on the couch, with two pedestal fans blowing air on her.31 

I blinked. ‘With Dev and Paige. I told you I was, remember?’  

‘Oh,’ said Mum. ‘Yes. Sorry, darling. This weather has me all foggy. Why won’t it 

rain already?’  

I looked out the window. ‘Soon. Any minute now.’  

Mum sighed. ‘I thought maybe we could pick up a Christmas tree this afternoon,’ she 

said. ‘But I can’t seem to get off the couch.’  

I squirmed. ‘Do we have to have a tree? Those cut ones aren’t native. They’re farmed 

as a monoculture and doused with pesticides. Not to mention all the plastic used to 

make tinsel and decorations.’32 

‘Really?’ said Mum, raising her head and looking at me. ‘You don’t want a tree? 

You’re sure?’  

I nodded. ‘Positive.’  

Mum looked relieved. Maybe she’d been dreading her first Christmas without Dad. 

All our family was interstate, so it was usually just the three of us. It’d be weird 

without Dad this year.  

                                                
31	She’d	wanted	to	get	air	conditioning	installed	last	year,	but	I’d	told	her	that	it	was	too	much	of	a	
drain	on	energy.	I’d	tried	to	bargain	with	her,	saying	we	could	get	air	con	if	we	also	got	solar	panels.	
But	Dad	didn’t	want	solar	because	he	thought	that	the	government	should	pay	for	energy-generation	
systems,	and	that	individuals	using	solar	weren’t	going	to	solve	any	problems.		

32	Of	course	a	cut	tree	was	still	better	than	an	awful	PVC	plastic	fake	one.	You	may	as	well	string	fairy	
lights	around	a	drum	of	toxic	waste.	
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‘In fact,’ I said, ‘maybe we could skip Christmas altogether. It’s just another stupid 

fake holiday created by capitalism to make us spend money on stuff we don’t need.’33 

Mum smiled. ‘We should still do something,’ she said. ‘But you’re right. Let’s keep it 

low-key.’  

Her head dropped back onto the couch and she closed her eyes. I trudged up to my 

room to wait for darkness.  

The air grew heavier and thicker. The storm clouds rumbled and flashed overhead, but 

didn’t burst. I tried to nap for a while, but it was too hot. Minutes ticked by like hours 

as sweat pooled in the small of my back. I picked up a book, but couldn’t focus on the 

words. I put on headphones and tried to listen to music, but everything made me 

irritable. I texted Hiro, but he was working at the shopping centre so I didn’t get a 

reply. I imagined the cold, fluorescent lights and the icy wash of industrial strength air 

conditioning. Usually the thought of that sterile, soulless building filled me with 

disgust, but today I would have given anything to be there.  

But I couldn’t even visit Hiro. The shopping centre was a good thirty-minute walk 

from my house, and I wasn’t walking in this heat. I could break my no-car pledge and 

invent some excuse for Mum to drive me, but was a few hours of air conditioning 

really worth sacrificing my moral standards?  

I stared at the ceiling and thought about Hiro and the Victory Garden, waiting for the 

storm to break.  

It didn’t. Mum and I ate cold salad and icy poles for dinner, flopped on the couch in 

front of the TV. I drank a million litres of iced water. I checked the radar obsessively. 

Mum and I grew more irritable, snapping at each other. I felt itchy and sluggish and 

wanted to burst into tears.  

Finally, at ten, I announced I was going out for my usual pre-bed run.  

                                                
33	Don’t	even	get	me	started	on	Valentine’s	Day.	Apart	from	the	wastage	of	cards	and	ugly	teddy	
bears	and	over-packaged	boxes	of	chocolate,	last	year	over	seven	million	bunches	of	roses	were	
imported	into	Australia	for	V-Day,	in	fuel-guzzling	refrigerated	transports	from	Kenya,	Ethiopia	and	
Columbia.	
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‘In this heat?’ said Mum. ‘I don’t think that’s very safe.’  

‘It’s not so bad now it’s dark,’ I said. ‘I’ll be careful, I promise. I’ll take it slow, and 

I’ll stay hydrated.’  

Mum looked dubious, but she didn’t have the energy to fight me.  

I jogged over to the Victory Garden as lightning flashed overhead. The clouds were so 

low I felt like I could touch them. I reached the garden before Hiro. All our plants 

were wilting from the heat. Surely it would rain soon. We’d been bucketing water 

from a tap in the front driveway of a factory at the other end of the street, but I didn’t 

think I could bear struggling back and forth with a heavy bucket tonight.  

‘I wasn’t sure if you’d come,’ said Hiro, arriving behind me and sliding his hands 

around my waist. ‘With the storm and everything.’  

Our embrace was brief – it was too hot for anything more serious.  

‘Of course I came,’ I said. ‘I haven’t been able to think of anything else all day.’  

It was too hot to move. We didn’t even attempt to weed or prune or harvest the new 

tomatoes. We sprawled on the hot dirt, staring up at the clouds, watching the flashes 

of lightning and counting one hippopotamus, two hippopotamus until the thunder 

followed.  

I reached out and let my fingers touch Hiro’s, so they entwined.  

‘I’ve changed my mind,’ said Hiro. ‘About what I’d like my superpower to be. I want 

to be able to make it rain.’  

‘Like Halle Berry in X-Men,’ I said. 

Hiro chuckled. ‘I love it when you reveal a new nerdy layer.’ 

‘Oh come on,’ I said. ‘Everyone’s seen X-Men.’  

‘I guess so.’  
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I drew light circles on Hiro’s palm. ‘Are there any other weather superheroes?’  

Hiro thought for a moment. ‘Thor, I guess, with his lightning and thunder hammer. 

And there’s Sarah Rainmaker. She’s a Native American superhero who can control 

the weather. She’s a badass activist and protestor. Oh, and Weather Wizard, who’s a 

DC super villain. He can make the weather do pretty much anything, but his name is 

Weather Wizard so he’s automatically kind of lame.’  

I chuckled, and the thunder overhead sounded like the sky was chuckling too. Hiro 

traced lazy lines with his finger up and down my arm.  

‘Your skin is so soft,’ he murmured. 

I shivered, and stopped caring about the heat. I sat up and reached for him, and he 

reached back, his arms encircling me and his head tilting towards mine. I could taste 

salt on his skin. We were slick with sweat. My hair was limp and damp, and I was 

sure I didn’t smell good. But it didn’t matter. All that mattered was me and Hiro, our 

hands and our lips, together in the Victory Garden.  

With a final roll of thunder, the storm broke. Water poured from the sky, thick and 

fast and hard. It was cool and wet and it filled the air with the smell of damp earth and 

new life.  

We turned our heads up to the sky and opened our mouths, letting the water pour into 

us, just like the thirsty plants around our feet.  

*** 

I woke up at five am to the tinny buzzing of my phone. I’d only had three hours sleep.  

Hiro: Victory Garden. Twenty minutes.  

I groaned, and hauled myself out of bed.  

 

‘Early morning is the best time to fertilise pumpkins,’ said Hiro, handing me a coffee.  
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I stared at him blearily and screwed up my face, trying to process what he had said.  

‘What? Can’t you put fertiliser on at any time?’ 

Hiro chuckled. ‘Not that kind of fertilising. We’re going to make the pumpkin flowers 

have sex with each other.’ He pulled a paintbrush out of his pocket.  

‘You’re joking, right?’  

He shook his head. ‘Nope. Pumpkins aren’t great self-pollinators, and there aren’t 

enough bees in Valentine to do it for us.’  

I shook my head. ‘I don’t understand. I thought plants grew from seeds.’  

‘Humans grow from seeds,’ said Hiro. ‘But we still need to have sex.’  

Suddenly I felt completely awake. 

‘So you’re saying flowers have sex.’ 

‘Of course.’ 

‘There are lady flowers and man flowers.’  

‘Sometimes.’  

‘And we’re going to help them.’  

‘Yes.’  

I felt my cheeks go red. How did you help a flower have sex? Wouldn’t the flowers 

feel weird that we were there watching them?  

‘Come on,’ said Hiro, and led me over to the pumpkin vine, which had spilled over 

the edge of the rubbish bin we’d planted it in, and was rambling in among the 

tomatoes.  

I crouched down beside him as he gently lifted one of the large orange flowers.  
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‘This one is a male,’ he said. ‘See how there’s nothing at the base of the flower? It 

just goes flower, then stem. And if you look into the flower, you’ll see the stamen, 

which is the . . .’ he coughed. ‘The . . . male part.’  

‘Don’t all flowers have . . . one of those?’ I asked.  

‘Not exactly. Look here.’ Hiro reached over and cupped his hand around another 

flower. ‘This one is female. See inside, instead of a stamen, it has a stigma.’  

I peered in. Instead of a yellow polleny stalk, the flower had something more 

complicated. More . . . female-looking.  

‘And see it also has an ovary.’ 

Flowers had ovaries? Surely Hiro was winding me up. But as he lifted the flower for 

me to see, I saw that it did. It had a hard green egg-like ball underneath the flower, 

between the petals and the stem.  

‘Wow,’ I said. ‘Are all flowers like that?’  

‘Most flowers have both male and female parts,’ said Hiro. ‘But all flowers have to be 

pollinated. That’s what bees are for.’  

He dipped his paintbrush into the male flower, and then gently brushed some of the 

sticky yellow pollen inside the female flower.  

‘That’s it?’ I said. ‘That’s flower sex?’ 

Hiro nodded. ‘That’s it. Some people cut off the male flowers and stick them inside 

the female ones, but I think that’s a bit . . . you know. Invasive.’  

I looked at the female flower. It looked so delicate and vibrant. Did it know what 

we’d just done?  

‘So what happens next? Does a pumpkin grow?’  
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‘Hopefully. If the flower has been correctly fertilised, then the ovary will start to 

swell up in a few days. And eventually the flower part will drop off and the ovary will 

become a baby pumpkin.’  

‘Amazing.’ 

Hiro stood up and brushed the dirt from his knees. ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘We just made 

a baby. Was it good for you?’ 

I laughed, feeling oddly nervous at all this talk of sex and babies. ‘I had no idea it was 

so...so much like the way we . . . do it.’ I felt my red cheeks grow even hotter. 

‘We’re more like fruit trees,’ said Hiro, and he reached forward to tuck a stray wisp of 

hair behind my ear. I suddenly felt very warm. 

‘How do fruit trees have sex?’ I asked. 

‘Most fruit trees can’t self-pollinate,’ Hiro replied. His voice was low and husky, and 

he was very close. ‘You need two trees that will . . . pollinate each other.’  

‘Oh.’  

‘In spring, when they explode into all those wonderful delicate blossoms. The warm 

spring air lifts the pollen and spreads it far and wide. Bees travel from flower to 

flower, dipping into one after another. Sampling their nectar and spreading the 

pollen.’  

I swallowed, imagining warm spring air and the scent of apple-blossom. I felt giddy.  

‘Fruit trees can’t do it alone. You have to have a pair.’ 

I could feel his breath on my cheek. I moved closer, feeling like I had absolutely no 

control over my body. 

There was a sudden rattling from the other side of the fence, and we sprang apart 

guiltily. 

It was an early-morning jogger who had kicked an empty Coke can. We froze, hoping 
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he wouldn’t notice us behind the screen of baby cucumbers that were swarming up 

the fence. All I could hear was my own breath, and the thud, thud, thud of the jogger’s 

sneakers on the footpath.  

He ran right past us, not even looking at the garden.  

I felt a wave of adrenalin and emotion wash over me, so strong I felt my knees buckle. 

I was still buzzing from our almost-kiss, and tingling from the shock of nearly being 

discovered.  

Hiro coughed awkwardly. ‘Of course, there are lots of variations,’ he said, as if the 

jogger hadn’t interrupted an incredibly intense moment between us. ‘Avocado trees 

are interesting. They have male flowers at one time of day, and female at another. So 

you need two trees, on different schedules, in order to get viable pollen.’  

‘Oh?’ I said helplessly. ‘That is . . . interesting.’  

‘Isn’t it?’ said Hiro with a grin. He dug me in the ribs, and suddenly I didn’t feel 

nervous or weird anymore. This was Hiro. My Hiro. He understood me, and 

everything would be alright.  

‘I’d better go,’ I said. ‘I promised I’d have breakfast with my dad.’  

‘Okay,’ said Hiro. ‘Um.’ 

He was suddenly nervous, looking at me with unusually intense eyes. 

‘Are you okay?’  

He dug in his backpack. ‘I made you something,’ he said, and handed me a stack of 

paper, folded and stapled to make a little book. ‘It’s stupid,’ he said. ‘I know it’s 

crappy, but . . .’ He broke off and kicked the dirt.  

I looked down at the book. On the front cover was a picture of two figures. The guy 

was dressed in a tight black superhero-style suit. On his chest blazoned a bright green 

plant – a seedling. He was crouched on top of a shopping trolley that was flying 

through the air, and in his hand he held a garden trowel. The other figure was a girl, 

wearing a close-fitting bright red suit that emphasised her curves without being quite 
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as objectifying as the usual female superhero getup. Instead of hands, she had two 

wicked-looking lobster claws, and curving antennae rose up from her blonde hair.  

‘The Adventures of Lobstergirl and Shopping Trolley Guy Vol.1: The Victory 

Garden,’ I read. ‘Hiro, you made this?’  

Hiro blushed. ‘It’s not very good,’ he said.  

‘It’s amazing.’  

I leafed through the comic. On one page, Lobstergirl and Shopping Trolley Guy faced 

up against a giant monster made of rubbish. Lobstergirl pinned the monster down 

with her claws, and Shopping Trolley Guy flung fertiliser from his trolley until the 

monster started to sprout seedlings all over him.  

‘It’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen,’ I said. ‘Thank you so much.’  

I kissed him, and forgot all about being discovered, and interrupting joggers, and 

meeting Dad for breakfast. Everything disappeared, until it was just me and Hiro, 

alone in our Victory Garden.  
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13  
We arrived at the Victory Garden together the following night to find a group of 

strange hippy-types waiting for us. There were four of them, three guys and one girl. 

They looked older than us – I’d guess early twenties, but it was hard to tell under all 

the hemp and dreadlocks. They all blended into the same colour palette of tanned skin 

and earthy brown and green clothes, with lots of beads and weird symbols. Two of the 

guys wore sandals (probably vegan); the other guy and the girl were barefoot. The 

only thing that stood out from the browns and greens was the girl’s bright red hair, 

matted into thin dreadlocks and decorated with the occasional bead or ribbon. Her 

eyes were outlined in thick black eyeliner, and a silver stud glinted on her lower lip. 

Thai fisherman’s pants were slung low around her waist, exposing the kind of tanned, 

taut midriff that I’d only ever seen in highly photoshopped magazines. A cropped 

hemp singlet emphasised her cleavage, and silver chains and beads hung at her throat. 

She oozed raw, animalistic sexuality.  

I’d always respected and envied the hippy lifestyle. They were so committed to their 

vision – it permeated every layer of their existence, the way they lived and dressed, 

the food they ate. Me? I couldn’t even give up bacon. I was a try-hard when it came to 

environmental ethics, unwilling to give up my modern comforts no matter how 

damaging they were.  

‘So you’re the one behind this,’ the girl said, her voice low and husky. She was 

looking at Hiro.  

‘We are,’ I said, stepping forward. 

The girl’s eyes skimmed over me, then returned to Hiro.  

The other guys stared at her. She was clearly in charge. 

‘It’s very impressive,’ she said, but I wasn’t entirely sure she meant it. ‘Your fame is 

spreading far and wide.’  
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‘Thanks,’ I said. 

‘I’m Storm.�  

I suspected Storm wasn’t her real name, but it suited her. Sultry and powerful.  

‘Cool,’ said Hiro. 

I felt a sting of jealousy. Surely Hiro would be impressed by this wild, untameable 

super-hippy.  

‘Anyway, if you ever want to come and play . . .’ 

My jealousy evaporated. Was she inviting us to join them? I had visions of being part 

of a real environmental movement, chaining myself to bulldozers and holding up 

placards outside ministerial offices.  

‘Of course we’re a little more . . .’ Storm’s eyes glanced off me again, ‘extreme than 

you kids.’  

‘We’re up for that,’ I said, unable to control the eagerness in my voice. Hiro shot me a 

disapproving glare. Didn’t he see what I saw? The potential for change?  

‘Really?’ she said. ‘How pleasing. We prefer the big picture, though. Your gardening 

project is very cute, but we’re serious. Last month we destroyed an entire crop of GM 

canola.’  

I blinked. Weren’t environmentalists supposed to protect plants? Not destroy them? 

But I suppose if they were GM then that was different . . .  

Storm turned her gaze back on Hiro. ‘What about you?’ she asked, curling her lip 

slightly so the stud flashed silver. ‘You look like trouble. Are you up for some fun?’ 

Hiro shrugged, adopting his old sullen slouch. ‘Depends,’ he mumbled. 

Storm dug in the hessian bag slung over her shoulder and fished out a biro. Stepping 

forward, she took Hiro’s arm, pushed up his sleeve, and wrote her number on his 
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forearm. I frowned. Why was she giving Hiro her number? I was the one who had 

shown enthusiasm. Maybe she didn’t want to get biro on my shirt.  

‘Hope to see you around,’ she said, and floated off, her minions shambling behind her 

at a respectful distance.  

‘Yikes,’ said Hiro, watching them leave.  

‘That was awesome!’ I said, pulling out my phone and snapping a picture of the 

number scrawled on Hiro’s arm. ‘They’re really doing stuff! And they want us to 

help!’ 

‘Help what?’ said Hiro. ‘Destroy people’s crops? I thought we were more about 

making things, not destroying them.’  

‘But you saw how impressed she was with what we’ve done! Think how much more 

we’d be able to do if we were part of something bigger.’  

Hiro shook his head. ‘I . . . I like it being just us. Our thing.’  

‘But this is what we’ve been looking for,’ I continued. ‘A chance to really make a 

difference!’  

‘What you’ve been looking for, maybe,’ said Hiro. ‘I never wanted to be part of some 

hippy commune.’  

I left it at that and turned to the garden, helping some young bean plants trail up the 

chain-link fence. We worked in silence for a while, and I wasn’t sure whether it was 

companionable silence or whether Hiro was angry with me.  

‘Astrid,’ he said finally, and his voice was serious. ‘I ...I’m not always going to want 

to do the things you want to do. I’m not like you.’  

I blinked. That seemed blindingly obvious to me. ‘I know,’ I said. ‘We’re different 

people. I understand.’  

‘I don’t know if you do.’ 
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I looked over at him. He was holding a punnet of eggplant seedlings in one hand and 

frowning. ‘Like, take uni for example. I assume you’re planning on going.’  

What was he talking about? ‘Uni?’ I asked. ‘Of course I’ll go to uni. I think I’ll do 

law.’  

Hiro turned the punnet upside down and gently tipped the contents into his hand. 

‘Why?’  

‘Because I can. I’ll get the marks, and then I can get work either in environmental 

law, or move into politics.’  

‘But do you want to be a lawyer? Or a politician?’ 

I pulled off my gardening gloves and leaned back. ‘Not really. But that’s not the 

point. I have to figure out how I can best make a difference.’  

‘You’ll never make a difference if you end up doing something you hate.’  

‘Who says I’ll hate it?’ 

Hiro teased the tiny seedlings apart and tilted his head, gazing at me. ‘What would 

you do, if you could do anything in the world?’  

I thought about it. ‘Do I have to choose just one thing?’  

‘Pick as many as you like.’  

I smiled. ‘Everything,’ I said. ‘I want to be the first Greens prime minister. I want to 

head up an environmental science project team. I want to invent a new kind of clean 

energy. I want to protect wetlands from developers, and fragile ecosystems from 

resource-hungry corporations. I want to be a primary school teacher and an urban 

planner and a journalist and an awareness-raising rock star.’  

Hiro’s expression was strange. Sort of sad and proud and angry all at the same time.  
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‘I’m aware that the last one might not happen,’ I said. ‘But I’m pretty sure Dev will 

become a massive celebrity, so I could at least help him with what to say when he’s 

being interviewed.’  

Hiro cupped one of the tiny seedlings in his palm, frowning at it.  

‘How about you?’ I asked. ‘What would you do if you could do anything?’  

‘Conductor,’ said Hiro. 

I raised my eyebrows. ‘Tram or orchestra?’  

‘Orchestra, obviously.’ 

‘I didn’t know you were musical.’ 

‘I’m not. I like the idea of being an orchestra conductor. Like Bugs Bunny in that 

cartoon.’  

‘Seriously, though,’ I said. ‘What will you do after high school? ’  

‘Travel, I guess,’ said Hiro. ‘Read, think. Try and find some meaningful work that 

won’t send me crazy.’  

I suddenly realised why he’d asked me about uni. ‘You’re not going to uni, are you?’  

Hiro shook his head. 

‘Are you crazy?’ I asked. ‘You won’t even consider it?’  

‘Nope,’ said Hiro. ‘I’ve spent the past eleven years hating institutionalised learning. I 

don’t want to do any more.’ 

I felt my forehead wrinkle into a frown. ‘But you’re smart. You could easily get into a 

good course if you applied yourself a little.’  

‘Ugh, you sound like my mother.’  

‘Well, she’s right,’ I said.  
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Hiro’s face clouded over. ‘Where do you want these eggplants to go?’  

I wasn’t going to let him change the subject so easily. ‘Hiro,’ I said. ‘You’re amazing. 

You could do anything you wanted to.’ 

‘I know that,’ Hiro said. ‘That’s why I don’t want to go to university. I can do 

anything. I don’t need a stupid piece of paper. All it’ll get me is some tiresome office 

job where I’ll slowly die.’  

My frown deepened. ‘That’s absurd,’ I said. ‘You can’t shut off the whole idea of 

going to uni just because you don’t want to be an accountant. That’s like saying you 

won’t ever visit a restaurant because you don’t like anchovies.’  

‘I’m shutting off the whole idea of university because I don’t want it, okay? It’s not 

who I am.’  

‘I don’t think that’s true,’ I said. ‘I think you’re afraid of failing. You’re afraid to 

admit that you want to go to uni, because then you might fail. But I can help you with 

your grades. I could tutor you.’  

‘You know,’ said Hiro, looking hurt. ‘You can be a bit of a bitch, sometimes.’  

I recoiled. ‘You think I’m a bitch?’  

Hiro shrugged. ‘You expect everything will always go your way. You want people to 

be just like you.’  

I didn’t respond. Why couldn’t Hiro see that I only wanted what was best for him?  

*** 

Daytime seemed dreamlike and strange. I was exhausted from our night-time 

adventures. The hot, bright light was harsh and seemed to wash everything out, as if I 

was living in an overexposed photograph. I missed the soft embrace of night, the 

intimacy of being in the Victory Garden, just me and Hiro, the only two people awake 

in Valentine.  
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‘Astrid?’ Dev peered at me. ‘Are you okay?’  

‘Hmm?’ I looked at him. I couldn’t quite remember sitting down in form assembly, 

but here I was.  

‘Are you okay?’ ‘I’m fine,’ I smiled. ‘Are you sure?’  

His eyes flicked down to my hands and then back up to my face. I looked down. My 

hands were filthy – covered in dirt, the crescents of my nails crusted black.  

‘Oh,’ I said. I’d forgotten to wash my hands when I got home after bewildering.  

I must have also forgotten to shower. 

‘Kitchen garden,’ I said to Dev. ‘I-I was there this morning. Before I came here. 

Forgot to wash my hands.’ 

Paige frowned. ‘You’re getting weird about this whole gardening thing,’ she said. 

Dev nodded. ‘You’re putting the cult in cultivate.’ 

I hesitated. Should I tell them? I desperately wanted to. They were my best friends, 

and it had felt wrong hiding something this big from them. But I couldn’t tell them 

about Hiro. We’d agreed not to, and I knew they wouldn’t understand. But I could 

talk about the gardening without mentioning Hiro . . .  

‘Okay, I’m going to tell you guys something, but you have to swear to keep it a 

secret.’  

‘I’m sorry, have we not been best friends since we were four?’ said Dev. ‘Did I tell 

anyone about the thing that happened in Grade Two with you and the peanut butter?’  

Paige cocked her head. ‘What thing with the peanut butter? ’  

Dev spread his hands. ‘See?’ he said. ‘I’m trustworthy.’  

I took a deep breath. ‘You know all the gardening stuff?’ I asked. ‘The Invisible 

Garden Army?’  
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‘Of course.’ 

‘It’s me. I’m the one who’s been doing it.’  

Dev and Paige exchanged a look. 

‘Are you serious?’ asked Paige. 

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s been me all along.’ 

‘No,’ said Paige. ‘I meant – do you seriously think we didn’t already know that?’  

I blinked. ‘You knew?’  

Dev nodded towards my dirty hands. ‘It didn’t take a vast amount of deductive 

reasoning.’  

I felt deflated. But at least now I could take some of the credit.  

‘Are you doing it alone?’ asked Paige. 

Why weren’t they more excited? ‘Um, yeah,’ I said. I wasn’t ready to come clean 

about Hiro yet. 

‘Astrid!’ Dev shook his head. ‘That isn’t cool. You can’t go wandering about 

Valentine at night on your own. You’ll get stabbed. Or worse.’  

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘I’m perfectly safe.’ 

‘No, you’re not,’ said Paige. ‘This is not a nice suburb.’  

I hesitated. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I’m not doing it on my own. There’s . . . someone else.’  

Paige’s eyes widened. ‘It’s a boy,’ she said. ‘That’s the only reason for you to try and 

hide it. You’re doing sneaky night-time gardening with a boy. And sneaky other 

things!’  

‘This is so romantic,’ said Dev. ‘Under cover of night, you’re sneaking around in the 

shadows with a mysterious crusader, beautifying Valentine with your love.’  
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‘Bewildering,’ I said. ‘It’s called bewildering, not beautifying.’  

‘Even better. What’s he like? Is he handsome? Do you wear masks to conceal your 

identities? Do you have code names?’  

I laughed. ‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s not nearly that exciting, sorry. I mean, it is exciting. But 

there aren’t any special outfits or anything.’ I thought of the lobster costume. ‘Not 

anymore.’  

‘So who is he? Does he go here?’  

I felt myself colour, and remembered my deal with Hiro to keep our relationship a 

secret. ‘Um,’ I said. ‘No.’  

Dev and Paige exchanged a glance. Could they tell I was lying?  

 

After struggling to keep my eyes open through double English, I slipped out of maths 

in third period and went to the kitchen garden. I weeded around the lettuces and tied 

the growing tomato plants to bamboo stakes. The work was calming, and I breathed in 

the scent of earth deeply. It was more enlivening than any caffeinated product I’d ever 

consumed. I hoped things were okay with me and Hiro, after our weird conversation 

the previous night. He hadn’t texted me at all, but then I hadn’t texted him either.  

I heard the gravel crunch behind me, and my heart leapt.  

But it wasn’t Hiro. It was Mr Webber. 

‘Shouldn’t you be in class, Astrid?’ He was frowning.  

I looked at him and considered making up a lie about a free period, but decided I 

couldn’t be bothered. ‘I’ve got better things to do,’ I said.  

The frown deepened. ‘Astrid, I’m worried about you.’  

I blinked. ‘I’m sorry?’  
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‘You’re a good student,’ said Mr Webber. ‘You’re very driven and motivated. Your 

teachers all love you.’  

Didn’t exactly sound like cause for concern. 

‘So you understand we want to make sure you . . . stay on the right path. You have a 

great group of friends.’  

‘Sir, is this about Hiro?’  

Mr Webber looked disapprovingly at a slater crawling along the edge of one of the 

garden beds.  

‘I admit that when I assigned him to do detention with you in the garden, I’d hoped 

you’d be a positive influence on him.’  

‘We’ve been a positive influence on each other,’ I said. ‘He taught me a lot about 

gardening.’  

Mr Webber didn’t seem impressed. ‘I’m also aware that there are . . . other activities 

going on. Outside of school. Some of them aren’t exactly legal.’  

Did he know about the Victory Garden? About our bewildering?  

‘What do you mean?’  

Mr Webber shrugged. ‘Trespass. Graffiti. Vandalism.’  

I shook my head in disbelief. ‘It’s not vandalism. Valentine has never looked better.’  

‘But at what cost, Astrid?’ asked Mr Webber. ‘How has this affected your 

schoolwork? And your social life? And where does it end? It may seem like fun now, 

but these environmental campaigns can get nasty. Violent.’  

I shook my head. As usual, Mr Webber had no idea what he was talking about.  

‘You’d better get back to class,’ he said, narrowing his eyes. ‘Before I find you a 

detention slip.’  
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*** 

I met Hiro at Maria’s the following afternoon. We were taking more cuttings from her 

garden to propagate all over Valentine. We’d already had some success with lavender, 

rosemary and geraniums, and were now trying to grow cuttings from the olive and 

citrus trees. Things had been tense since our almost-fight, but we both avoided 

bringing it up, talking instead about our future bewildering plans.  

Until. 

‘I texted her,’ I told him. 

‘Who?’ 

‘Storm. She says we should meet them on Friday evening in a park near the city.’ 

Hiro’s face drew together in all-too-familiar lines. He was shutting himself off again. 

‘Please,’ I said. ‘Come on. We have to go once, just to see what it’s like. And if we 

don’t like it, we don’t have to go back.’  

‘Why does everything have to be big?’ said Hiro. ‘Why isn’t this enough? You and 

me. We’re making a difference. We don’t need an army.’ 

‘Don’t you want more, though?’  

Hiro shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘This is enough for me. You’re enough for me.’  

I drew back. ‘That’s not fair,’ I said. ‘This isn’t about us.’  

‘Isn’t it?’ 

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Please. Come with me. I need you there.’ 

‘I don’t want to.’ 

‘Don’t want to do what?’ It was Michi, who had just stepped out the back door into 

Maria’s garden. With her was a tall blonde girl with an asymmetrical haircut.  
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‘Nothing,’ said Hiro. ‘Astrid, this is Cara. Cara, Astrid.’  

‘Hey,’ said the blonde girl.  

Michi was looking at me. ‘What’s going on?’ she said.  

Hiro glared. ‘Astrid wants to go and be radical with a bunch of feral hippy activists.’  

Michi frowned. ‘Redheaded girl? Dreadlocks? Hemp? Calls herself Seagull or Breeze 

or something equally stupid?’  

‘Storm,’ I said.  

‘That’s her.’ She looked at Hiro and wagged a finger. ‘Stay away from those guys,’ 

she said. ‘They’re trouble.’  

Hiro snorted. ‘What, are you going to dob on me?’ 

‘You know what I mean,’ said Michi. ‘You don’t want to piss Mum off. Not this 

week, especially.’ 

Maria called Michi and Cara inside, and Hiro scuffed his feet on the garden path, his 

face dark and unreadable.  

‘Fine,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll come with you.’  

I knew it should have felt like a victory, but it didn’t. Something wasn’t quite right, 

but I had no idea what it was.  
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14  
Storm’s gathering was down by the creek a few suburbs over, in a derelict children’s 

playground. A few fires burned in rubbish bins to provide light and heat, which 

seemed overkill on an already muggy December night, and not exactly 

environmentally friendly. I started to feel uneasy, but swallowed it down. I had to be 

open to new ideas.  

There were about twenty people gathered in the park, all dressed in hemp or Thai 

fisherman’s pants. I could smell incense burning.34 A guy was banging on an African 

spirit drum, while a waify blonde sang high, whispery nothings. Another woman 

wearing an orange skirt fringed with bells stomped around making the bells jingle.  

‘I can’t believe you made me do this,’ Hiro muttered. 

I was starting to wish I hadn’t. I jumped as a huge jet of fire burst out of one guy. Fire 

twirlers? Weren’t these people supposed to be environmentalists?35 Through the 

stomach- turning stench of kerosene and incense, I could smell some- thing else that I 

was pretty sure was pot.36 

‘I think we might have made a mistake,’ I said to Hiro, but it was too late to turn 

back.  

Like some kind of supernatural entity, Storm emerged from smoke and flame, 

wearing something that managed to be shapeless and revealing at the same time. Her 

red dreadlocks burned bright in the light of the flickering fire.  

                                                
34	I’d	forgotten	about	hippies	and	incense.	Paige	used	to	burn	it,	until	I’d	explained	to	her	that	it	
releases	carbon	monoxide,	carbon	dioxide	and	sulphur	dioxide	into	the	atmosphere.	Also,	it	makes	
me	sneeze.	

35	You	know	what	fire	twirlers	use	as	fuel?	Kerosene.	And	you	know	what	produces	more	greenhouse	
gases	than	petrol,	aviation	fuel	and	propane?	Kerosene.	The	only	thing	worse	for	the	atmosphere	was	
the	wood	they	were	burning	in	those	rubbish	bins.	

36	Super	bad	for	the	environment.	Illegal	cannabis	farms	use	millions	of	litres	of	water,	not	to	mention	
the	energy	that	goes	into	powering	all	the	fans,	light	globes	and	dehumidifiers	they	need.	
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‘You came,’ she said in her low, throaty voice.  

‘Here we are,’ I said, and my voice sounded chirpy and false.  

Storm ignored me, but gazed at Hiro, licking her lips. What was going on?  

She gestured to a tall man standing next to her. He wore an Indian-style tunic, and I 

couldn’t tell where his matted hair ended and his tangled beard began.  

‘This is Revolution.’37 

‘Namaste,’ said Revolution, gazing at us with heavy-lidded eyes.  

‘Hi,’ I replied. ‘Um, when does the meeting start?’ 

Storm smiled lazily. ‘It’s already started.’ She swept a hand to indicate the dancing, 

braiding and smoking.  

Right. 

‘I don’t suppose there’s an agenda?’ I asked. ‘Actionable items from previous 

minutes?’ 

Storm gave me a flat look. ‘We’re anarcho-primitivists,’ she said. ‘We don’t 

subscribe to the capitalist bullshit that’s poisoning the planet.’  

‘Anarcho-what?’ I asked. ‘What even is that?’  

‘Anarcho-primitivists.’ Storm smiled in a patronising way. ‘We acknowledge that the 

human race is over – we’re tumbling into ecological catastrophe. The only way for us 

to survive is by reverting to our natural hunter-gatherer state.’  

I blinked. That was obviously completely impractical. There were way too many 

humans on the earth to sustain a hunter-gatherer lifestyle. Without structure and 

government and sanitation, the whole human race would die of dysentery and other 

infectious diseases. Not to mention the fact that without civilisation, we wouldn’t be 

                                                
37	Revolution?	Really?	



 

 158 

able to maintain our (ideally renewable) power plants or process waste products to 

stop them polluting our air and water and soil. But Storm looked utterly serious.  

I glanced at Hiro, but he didn’t seem to be doubled over in laughter the way I would 

have expected.  

‘There is no other option for humanity,’ said Storm. ‘We need to purge our bodies of 

all these chemicals.’  

I looked at Hiro again. Why wasn’t he taking her to task? Where was the speech about 

how everything is chemicals? But he didn’t blink an eyelid.  

‘I know things are bad,’ I said. ‘But climate scientists have predicted that if the whole 

world commits to cut carbon emissions by—’  

‘Climate scientists are all fascists,’ said Revolution. ‘They’re deep in the pockets of 

the oil industry.’  

Well, that made absolutely no sense. ‘I’m sure a quick google will find that—’  

‘We don’t google,’ said Storm, her voice dripping with disgust. ‘Technology is the 

scourge of humanity.’  

Was she serious? 

‘Technology is going to save humanity,’ I argued. ‘Technology is finding new ways 

to harness renewable energies. It’s bringing species back from the brink of extinction. 

Technology is the only way we can reverse some of the damage we’ve done to the 

planet.’  

Storm and Revolution exchanged a knowing look. ‘They’ve already got to you,’ she 

said with insincere sadness. ‘And so young.’  

I felt myself bristle. ‘You can’t claim that all scientists and all technology are evil. 

Science made that disgusting kerosene those fire twirlers are using. It made the vinyl 

that your vegan sandals are made from. And it made the hair dye that you use, 

although I’m sure you tell people it’s natural. Scientists are finding new ways to 
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harness green energy, and they’re even developing nanotechnology that can clean up 

pollution, improve manufacturing efficiency and make alternative energy sources 

more effective.’  

‘Nanotechnology?’ said Storm with a graceful shudder. ‘It won’t seem so wonderful 

when the self-replicating nanobots escape from science labs, enslave humanity and 

consume the earth.’  

She did not just say that. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Now you’re just being silly.’  

Storm scoffed. ‘You say that now,’ she said. ‘But wait until we’re being farmed for 

energy by an army of sentient computers.’  

I couldn’t help myself, I actually laughed aloud. ‘You know that the whole premise of 

The Matrix is ridiculous, right? It totally contradicts the laws of thermodynamics. The 

energy that humans generate is significantly less than the amount of food you have to 

put in them to keep them alive. The evil machines would have been better off just 

burning whatever they were feeding the humans. Or, you know, using nuclear power, 

which would be thousands of times more efficient.’  

Storm closed her eyes as if she were feeling genuinely nauseated. ‘I should have 

known you’d be pro-nuclear.’  

I wanted to hit someone. ‘I’m not pro-nuclear,’ I said, trying not to raise my voice. 

‘I’m just saying that if I was an evil machine, that’s the power source I’d use. As I’m 

not an evil machine intent on destroying humanity, I’d obviously prefer wind or 

solar.’  

Hiro took a step forward and spread his hands in a peaceful gesture. ‘Maybe we 

should agree to disagree,’ he said. ‘After all, we have the same goals, don’t we?’ 

I was pretty convinced we didn’t. I was so disappointed. I’d thought that Storm and 

her friends would be kindred souls. That we’d join forces and make the world a better 

place. But they didn’t want to fix anything. They were too busy being angry and 

negative.  
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‘Our goal is to save the planet,’ said Storm. ‘And we do it by fighting the planet’s 

enemies.’  

‘So who are these enemies?’ I asked.  

‘Anyone who destroys nature for personal gain and profit.’  

That seemed like a broad definition of enemy to me. My phone pinged, and I dug it 

out of my back pocket. Storm recoiled as if I’d produced a gun. I gave her a withering 

look.  

‘I know you have a phone of your own,’ I said. ‘I texted you.’  

Storm narrowed her eyes at me, and I moved a few steps away from the group to look 

at my phone.  

Paige: Where are you? Dev made a medium-sized romantic gesture to his music teacher, and 

as expected it all went horribly wrong. He could really use some ice-cream and love.  

My thumb hovered over the screen. I didn’t have time to deal with whatever crisis 

Dev was having this week. I mean, when was he not having his heart broken? But 

still, he was my friend.  

‘We should go,’ I murmured to Hiro. ‘You were right, I’m sorry.’  

Hiro shrugged. ‘We’re here now,’ he said. ‘May as well stay and see what they have 

to say.’  

What?  

Hiro and Storm were staring at each other, clearly sharing some kind of . . . moment.  

‘You can go,’ said Hiro, without looking at me. 

There was no way I was leaving Hiro alone with Storm.  

I turned back to my phone.  

Me: Sorry. Promised Mum I’d have a quiet night in.  



 

 161 

The reply came immediately.  

Paige: That’s funny, because I called your home number earlier and your mum said you 

hadn’t been home all day.  

I felt a sick twisting in my gut. I’d been caught out lying to Paige. She was one of my 

best friends. But she wouldn’t understand what was going on. Clark Kent had to lie all 

the time. It didn’t make him a bad person.  

While I’d been busy with my phone, Hiro had somehow moved closer to Storm, and 

he was staring at her with what looked suspiciously like admiration.  

‘So what are we going to do?’ he asked.  

We?  

‘That’s up for discussion.’ Storm flicked a glance at me. ‘Maybe we’ll torch it,’ she 

said with a cold smile.  

‘Torch what?’  

‘The Green Valentine Display Centre,’ said Revolution. ‘The mayor unveiled it 

yesterday. It outlines her whole totalitarian vision.’ 

I blinked. I couldn’t believe I’d missed the unveiling of the Green Valentine scheme! 

‘But . . . isn’t the mayor’s scheme what we want?’ I asked.  

‘The ten-point plan?’ 

Storm chuckled. ‘You obviously haven’t seen it. It’s pure evil.’ 

More hyperbole, I was sure. What would these hippies know anyway, with their pot-

smoking and their carcinogenic incense?  

‘And you’re planning to torch it?’ I said. ‘You think that setting a building on fire is 

going to save the planet? Really? Are you insane? Do you have any idea what kind of 
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toxic gasses that will release into the atmosphere? Burning stuff to get what you want 

. . . isn’t that kind of like a coal plant?’  

‘That’s a very simplistic take on it.’  

‘You know they’ll just rebuild it, right? The mayor isn’t going to say oh, some 

anarcho-primativists burnt down my display centre – well, now I see the light, I’m 

going to devote my life to rescuing the Southern Corroboree Frog and preserving 

native wetlands. This has never happened, ever, in the history of ever. The council 

will rebuild it, so not only will you have polluted the air with greenhouse gases, you 

will have doubled the building’s production carbon footprint. Nice work.’  

Storm looked smug. ‘I don’t expect you to understand,’ she said, with a patronising 

head-tilt.  

‘What if someone’s there? What if they get hurt?’  

‘There are casualties in any war.’  

I shook my head. Storm wasn’t the wild, elemental force of nature I’d first seen her 

as. She was a noxious weed, spreading poison and choking out everything that was 

green and good. Storm was the wrong name for her. She was Poison Ivy. I wanted to 

leave more than anything, but I couldn’t let Hiro stay without me, under the influence 

of these awful people.  

‘How can you say that?’ I asked. ‘How can you just casually dismiss violence like 

that?’  

‘I’ve been arrested eight times,’ she said, as if it was something to be proud of.  

‘You think that being arrested gives you, what, credentials?’  

Poison Ivy shrugged. ‘I’ve earned my stripes.’  

‘You’re supposed to be a hippy!’ I said. ‘What about peace? What about love? Where 

does that come into it?’  
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‘You really don’t get it, do you?’ said Poison Ivy. ‘This is a war. We are soldiers 

battling for the earth. We have to win the war, before we can start to heal the earth’s 

wounds.’  

I snorted, but Hiro was nodding. 

‘No,’ I said. ‘This is stupid.’ 

‘And I suppose you have all the answers?’ 

‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t have all the answers, but I know enough to be sure that nothing is 

going to be solved with violence and destruction. That’s the whole point of what Hiro 

and I have been doing. We’re making things, not destroying them. We’re showing 

people that they can be better, not making them angry and defensive by turning them 

into the enemy.’ I turned to Hiro. ‘Tell her,’ I demanded.  

I glanced at Hiro, who looked . . . unsure. He flashed me a quick smile, but his eyes 

were dragged back to Poison Ivy.  

‘Your . . . efforts are commendable,’ said Poison Ivy in a tone that suggested they 

very much weren’t. ‘But you’re doing more damage than good. Planting all of these 

European plants – it’s just more pollution. You may as well be filling that vacant lot 

with used syringes or toxic sludge.’  

‘What, so you think that we should pull up all our vegies and replace them with 

natives?’  

‘That’d be a start,’ said Poison Ivy. ‘Everything you’re planting comes from Europe. 

It doesn’t belong here.’38 

‘If we got rid of everything here that wasn’t native, we’d all have to go, too. We’re 

not native.’  

Poison Ivy looked at me coolly. ‘And you think that would be such a terrible thing?’  
                                                
38	Except	for,	you	know,	the	corn,	and	the	tomatoes,	and	the	potatoes,	which	come	from	the	
Americas,	and	the	variety	of	Asian	greens	that	we’ve	been	growing,	not	to	mention	the	native	finger	
lime	and	lillypilly	trees	we’d	planted	on	a	dusty	median	strip	near	school.	



 

 164 

‘Now you’re being ridiculous. What are you suggesting, that we exterminate all the 

non-native humans?’  

‘The world would be better off without any humans.’ Poison Ivy’s look of smug 

superiority made my teeth hurt. I wanted to scratch that smile off her stupid face.  

‘That’s insane,’ I said. ‘And it’s pointless. Humans are here to stay. And anyway, it’s 

massively conceited to think that humans aren’t a part of nature.’  

‘You think I’m conceited?’ Poison Ivy laughed a low, throaty laugh. ‘Says the little 

girl who thinks her lame gardening project is going to change the world.’  

‘There’s a difference between conceited and optimistic.’  

‘Well,’ said Poison Ivy, speaking only to Hiro and totally ignoring me. ‘If you’re 

interested, feel free to join us.’  

Hiro nodded. I could see how hard he was trying not to look eager, and it made me 

want to scream. Why couldn’t he see how ridiculous these people were? How 

impractical? They were all talk and no action, or at least no action that would actually 

make a difference.  

I had a sudden flashback to me, just a few months ago, standing in the shopping 

centre handing out fact sheets. Had I been making a difference then? My fact sheets 

had been full of guilt-inducing statistics about how humanity was spoiling the party 

for so many other species. I’d berated and badgered people, telling them off for 

buying four-ply printed, bleached and scented toilet paper. Had my message been as 

negative and alienating as Poison Ivy’s?  

As my expression faltered, Poison Ivy’s lip curled into a sly smile. ‘That’s the end of 

the official business,’ she said to the crowd. ‘But of course you should all feel free to 

stay for the spiritual component.’  

One of the dreadlocked hippies brought out his djembe and I cringed inwardly. He 

started to thump on it, and the wispy blonde girl raised her breathy, tuneless voice in 

something I could only assume was supposed to be song.  
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‘Come on,’ I muttered to Hiro. ‘Surely you don’t want to stay any longer.’  

Hiro nodded, but as we were turning to go, Poison Ivy dragged Revolution out into 

the centre of the circle. She shot Hiro an arch look, and then lightly drew her nails 

over Revolution’s bare chest. Revolution reached around under her mass of red 

dreadlocks and tugged at the ribbon tie on her top. The whole thing fell away, 

exposing her bare breasts. I looked away, embarrassed. Hiro, of course, stared openly. 

I couldn’t help looking back.  

Poison Ivy raised her hands up above her head and began a slow, swaying dance. Her 

Thai fisherman’s pants sat low on her hips, and she thrust them provocatively towards 

Revolution. She didn’t seem at all concerned about the fact she was half naked. Her 

eyes were closed and her face was turned up to the sky. Her breasts were . . . well, I 

didn’t have much experience in the breast area, but they looked like the kind of 

breasts that people paid significant amounts of money to obtain via surgery. Perfectly 

formed and just the right size.  

Hiro was mesmerised. I tugged on his arm. ‘You’re drooling,’ I said, through gritted 

teeth. ‘Hmm?’ He didn’t look away.  

Poison Ivy and Revolution were dancing, a close, grinding dance that seemed to be 

only a few thin layers of clothing away from actually having sex. It was gross, and 

made all the grosser by how obvious it was that Poison Ivy was doing it so people 

would watch. I thought about how low and husky Hiro’s voice had become when he 

told me about the flower sex. This was what he wanted. He was a teenage boy, of 

course that was what he wanted. And what had I done? I’d gotten nervous and 

stammery, and had been grateful when we’d been interrupted.  

I watched Poison Ivy writhe and gyrate, oozing sexuality. I couldn’t compete with 

that. I didn’t want to. If that’s the kind of thing Hiro wanted in a girlfriend, then he 

was going to have to look elsewhere.  

And he was. He was looking elsewhere with his mouth hanging open, like a hungry 

dog being offered a bone.  
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I tried to maintain a dignified silence on the train home, but I couldn’t help myself.  

‘Those people were the actual worst,’ I burst out. 

Hiro shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Maybe you were right. Maybe they are the 

ones making a difference.’ 

‘No!’ I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. ‘I wasn’t right. I was wrong. Those people 

are wrong. About everything.’  

‘Not about everything,’ said Hiro darkly. ‘Not about the council.’ 

‘What makes you so sure that the Green Valentine Scheme is so evil?’ 

Hiro looked out the window. ‘You heard them tonight. Nothing good is coming out of 

that scheme. It’ll be diabolical.’  

‘They think we’re diabolical for planting non-native vegetables.’  

‘Trust me, Astrid. There will be nothing good in the Green Valentine Scheme. 

Nothing at all. I don’t want you to get your hopes up, because they will be destroyed.’  

‘Destroyed . . . like the display centre?’ 

Hiro rolled his eyes. ‘You’re being immature. Try and see things from a different 

point of view. You said it yourself – if we were part of something bigger, we could 

really make a difference.’  

‘By blowing up a council building? That’s what you call making a difference?’  

‘I’m sure they’re not actually going to blow it up,’ said Hiro, his voice mild. ‘But I 

bet they’re planning something spectacular. Maybe they’ll destroy that billboard for 

Green Valentine on the freeway.’  

‘Do you hear yourself?’ I said. ‘This isn’t what we do. We don’t destroy things. We 

create things.’  
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‘Well, maybe it’s time to change things up a bit. Make some space. Make some 

noise.’  

‘You read too many comic books,’ I said. ‘Violence isn’t the only way to solve 

problems.’  

‘I’m not saying we should go out and kill anyone,’ Hiro retorted. ‘Just make them 

notice.’  

‘Can’t we make them notice by doing nice things?’  

‘It’s not enough. There aren’t any superheroes who get stuff done by being nice.’  

I didn’t like this fight. I tried to lighten the mood. ‘What about Super Grover?’  

Hiro rolled his eyes. ‘Super Grover is for little kids. And I’m sick of eating at the 

kids’ table.’  

‘So you think Poison Ivy has the answers?’ 

Hiro tipped his head to one side. ‘Are you jealous?’  

‘What?’ My mouth fell open. ‘Jealous? Of that feral, fleabitten hippy? I don’t think 

so.’  

I totally was. 

‘You said you wanted to be a hero, right?’ 

‘Yes, but—’ 

‘So do something! Be a hero! Don’t sit around and wait until you’re an adult, because 

it’ll be too late by then. It’ll be all tax returns and babies and subcontracting out your 

kitchen redesign. We have to act now.’  

‘I am acting!’ I said. ‘What do you think I’ve been doing for the past four years?’  
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Hiro snorted. ‘Handing out fact sheets at the supermarket? A school vegetable 

garden? They’re hardly world-changing heroics.’  

I pulled away from him, stung. ‘I’m only sixteen. This is the best I can do.’  

‘Is it?’ 

My mouth hung open. I had spent my whole life trying to make the world a better 

place. Hiro had been working on the Victory Garden for what, three months? And 

suddenly he was this amazing eco-warrior? What right did he have to tell me I wasn’t 

doing enough?  

‘Great,’ I said. ‘So whenever I’ve talked about big change, you’ve been all who cares 

and what’s the point. But the second some hippy gets her boobs out, you’re suddenly 

on the bandwagon?’  

‘It’s not about that, and you know it,’ said Hiro. ‘Look, I know their methods are 

extreme . . . but sometimes you have to break something in order to put it back 

together.’   

What was Hiro talking about? Couldn’t he see how wrong he was?  

‘What about the Victory Garden? And all our other bewildering? We’ve changed 

Valentine. Everyone is noticing it. Don’t you think that means something?’  

Hiro shook his head. ‘It’s not enough,’ he said.  

I hesitated. There was a part of me that agreed with him. It wasn’t enough. It was all 

very well seeing people plant strawberries on their front porch, but was that going to 

change the world? Was the Victory Garden going to reverse global warming and 

ecological disaster?  

I didn’t know what the answer was. But I knew what it wasn’t.  

‘So what, you think the planet’s going to be saved by Poison Ivy and her goons?’ I 

jerked my head back in the direction of the hippies.  
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‘Her name was Storm. And you’re being immature.’ 

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. ‘Violence isn’t the answer,’ I said. ‘Violence 

isn’t going to change anyone’s mind. We’re not going to save the world by scaring 

people.’  

I stopped again, remembering how many scaremongering fact sheets I’d handed out, 

and how many doom-and-gloom proclamations I’d made at school assembly. Had I 

been trying to save the world by scaring people?  

Hiro rolled his eyes. ‘So we should all hold hands and dance in a circle and sing 

songs?’  

I didn’t know this Hiro. My smiley, gentle Hiro had vanished. This Hiro was as hard 

and smooth as glass. But like glass, I could see right through him. I knew that this was 

all a front. I knew my Hiro was there somewhere inside. But he didn’t try to kiss me 

as we went our separate ways.  

We said a terse goodbye at the train station, and I stomped home in a white-hot rage.  

Fine, then. If that was the way he wanted it, then that’s how it would be.  

It wasn’t until I was lying in bed with the lights out that I finally admitted to myself 

why I was so angry. It wasn’t just that Hiro had acted like a typical drooling teenage 

boy when confronted with a pair of (admittedly very nice) breasts. It was everything 

else. Listening to Poison Ivy’s negative, ugly rhetoric had cut too close to the bone. 

Because although I hated her and her stupid red dreadlocks and her inappropriate 

number of piercings, I recognised myself in her. Her sense of superiority over all 

others. Her unshakeable belief that her solution was the only one. She didn’t listen. 

She only gave orders.  

Was I like that? Was I just a cleaner, less feral version of Poison Ivy?  
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15  
Saturday was scorchingly hot. I spent the morning lying on my bed staring at the 

ceiling, waiting for Hiro to call. I felt itchy and feverish. Why wasn’t he calling? I 

wanted to pull out my phone and call or text him. I wanted a reaction. I wanted him to 

want me, to fight for me, to tell me that everything that had happened last night had 

been in my imagination.  

Except it wasn’t. 

So I didn’t call. Didn’t text. I just lay there, like a zombie. At midday, I got up and 

made myself a sandwich. There was one thing I could do to prove that I was right. I 

was going to the Green Valentine Display Centre, so I could inspect the mayor’s ten-

point plan myself. I knew it would be good. I knew it. She would have read my 

recommendations, and she’d have to be a crazy person not to see the financial and 

environmental benefits that I’d outlined.  

The display centre was near the Town Hall, in a demountable painted green and 

white. There didn’t seem to be anyone about, so I climbed the steps and pushed the 

door open, and was greeted by a blast of air conditioning. The room was blindingly 

white, with each of the ten points illustrated by a scale model and explanatory board. I 

made my way over to #1, my heart pounding in my chest.  

1. Domestic greenspace: all front gardens to be laid with Lush UnderfootTM, a luxurious 

specialty turf engineered to be vibrantly coloured and silky-soft underfoot. Other plants 

approved for domestic greenspaces include Weeping EleganceTM, Variegated VogueTM and 

Urbane SprayTM. Due to health and safety concerns, the following gardening practices will 

be banned: composting, backyard chickens, bees, water recycling, use of animal manures as 

fertiliser.  

I stared at the board. Genetically engineered lawns? Trademarked plants? Maybe I 

was mistaken. Maybe this was an early phase. Maybe the mayor thought that lawns 

were better than the existing concrete front yards that most Valentine houses had? I 

moved on.  
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2. Public greenspace: all median strips, verges, roundabouts and other public areas will be 

transformed into streamlined greenspace. They will reflect the stylish uniformity of our 

private gardens by using the same suite of designer greenery.  

3. Domestic homes: uniform render and paint (white) on all homes. Grants will be made 

available to achieve this uniformity, in addition to domestic greenspace grants.  

I thought I might throw up. This wasn’t what I’d outlined. Had the mayor used 

anything from my ten-point plan?  

4. Valentine High: a proposal is being delivered to the State Government to transform 

Valentine High into Valentine Business College. This would create a streamlined secondary 

educational experience designed to prepare students for careers in executive business 

positions. As well as a focus on standardised testing, the college will also deliver classes on 

networking, business vocabulary-building and leadership. State-of-the-art facilities will be 

included – including an e-business training hub, putting green and heated swimming pool.  

The little scale model of Valentine High was pristine, all edges and angles. My heart 

sank as I looked at where the kitchen garden currently was. Mr Webber had known 

about this. That’s why he’d looked so smug when he’d said the garden project would 

be cancelled. It was going to become an indoor heated swimming pool. I peered at the 

model in the desperate hope that, at the very least, there might be solar panels, but 

there was nothing. I felt myself drawn on, each white board delivering more and more 

bad news.  

5. Valentine Heights: a multilevel deluxe shopping precinct featuring international brands 

and flagship stores, as well as cinemas, thirty restaurants and a 2000-space car park.  

6. Valentine Acres: the unoccupied land in the northern wetlands will be repurposed into a 

premiere housing development, featuring luxury homes with spectacular views of a 

constructed lake, parklands, and the new Valentine Country Club (see below).  

7. Valentine Country Club: an elegant, world-class private facility boasting an architect-

designed 18-hole golf course, indulgent day-spa, restaurant, gaming lounge and extensive 

conference facilities.  

8. Rates: new price-point system for council rates – only pay for what you use!  

9. Public buildings: Maternal Child Health Centre, Public Library, Youth Space Community 

Centre, Valentine Public Leisure Centre and Valentine Senior Citizens Centre to be 

streamlined, with services outsourced to Highfield Business Development Practice.  
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10. Safe Streets Scheme: a crackdown on vandalism and environmental terrorism. Installation 

of 1200 security cameras in commercial and residential areas.  

I dragged myself home and went to bed, lying on my back and staring at the ceiling. I 

couldn’t believe it. Poison Ivy had been right. The Green Valentine Scheme was 

diabolical. It wasn’t a scheme, it was a scam, designed to remove every ounce of 

community from Valentine and replace it with a soulless, corporate toy village. There 

wasn’t a single solar panel or water tank in sight. It was all big business and concrete. 

Valentine had been ugly before, but at least it had been real and ugly. And people had 

been starting to change!  

My phone vibrated, and I nearly leapt off my bed, fumbling and dropping it on the 

floor before scrabbling for it, desperate to see the screen. Was it Hiro?  

It was Tyson Okeke.  

Tyson’s Annual Christmas Bash 8 tonight. BYOB & thirst for shenanigans.  

I threw my phone aside. As if I was going to Tyson’s party.  

I glanced at the calendar hanging on my wall. Only a few days left of school. What 

was I going to do with my summer holidays? I’d had visions of more sluggish hot 

days and glorious secret nights with Hiro. But all my dreams were gone. Dried up and 

wrinkled like old leaves. Maybe it was for the best.  

I wondered what Hiro would be doing tonight. Would he be with Poison Ivy? There 

was a bitter, metallic taste in my mouth. What if he was with her right now? What if 

he hadn’t called or texted because he was with her?  

I paced my bedroom floor, feeling trapped and claustrophobic. I couldn’t stay here. I 

couldn’t just stew in the soupy heat and let my imagination run away with me.  

Maybe I would go to Tyson’s party. It would take my mind off Hiro. And Dev and 

Paige would be there. If any- one could cheer me up and distract me, it was them.  
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The party was in full swing by the time I arrived, just after nine. Music thumped in 

the lounge room, and there were people everywhere, the girls in skimpy dresses and 

bikinis, the boys in boardshorts, T-shirt optional. Everyone was drinking and 

laughing. Through the kitchen window, I could see fairy lights twinkling along the 

verandah, and the cool, inviting glow of the pool, lit by underwater halogens.39  

‘Astrid!’  

A guy was walking out of the kitchen, holding a plastic cup overflowing with beer. I 

blinked, and it took a moment to remember where I had recently seen him. It had been 

outside . . . outside a house.  

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘How are your strawberries?’ 

His mouth twisted. ‘The first one was amazing,’ he said. ‘But the birds got the rest.’ 

‘You need some netting,’ I said.  

What was his name? I knew he’d been in my Chemistry class in Year Nine. He was 

on the soccer team. But what was his name?  

‘Um,’ I said. ‘I better go . . .’ I hiked my thumb towards the backyard.  

‘Yeah, sure,’ said Strawberry Guy.40 

I found Dev and Paige sitting by the pool with their feet dangling in the water. 

‘Hey,’ I said, plonking myself down beside them in relief. ‘I was starting to think you 

guys weren’t here. Do you know the name of the guy in there with the light brown 

hair? He was in Chem with us in Year Nine, and he plays soccer?’  

                                                
39	I	know,	I	know.	A	heated	pool.	With	lighting.	Full	of	awful	chlorines	and	chemicals.	Worst	
environmental	sinkhole	you	could	find	in	suburbia.	But	it	was	really	hot,	and	whinging	about	the	pool	
to	everyone	wasn’t	going	to	make	a	difference.	

40	Strawberry	Guy?	Was	he	going	to	be	a	superhero	too?	Was	I	going	to	fall	in	love	with	him	and	
embark	on	a	sweet	yet	doomed	summer	romance?	No.	I	had	to	find	out	his	real	name.	Paige	would	
remember.	
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Dev glanced at Paige, who looked down at the pool. ‘Nope,’ she said eventually.  

I sighed. ‘I’ll ask Tyson,’ I said. ‘He knows everyone.’  

We sat there for a moment, while I waited for them to ask how I was. I was going to 

tell them everything. About Hiro, and Poison Ivy and everything. I needed someone 

to talk to. I needed my friends. I swished my feet through the water and rehearsed 

how I’d say it in my head.  

‘Aren’t you going to apologise?’ asked Paige at last. I stared at her blankly. Apologise 

for what?  

‘For lying to me? For pretending you were at home when you were obviously off with 

your secret gardening boyfriend?’  

I’d totally forgotten about her text message last night. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘It’s 

complicated.’  

Neither Paige nor Dev said anything. I noticed that Dev’s eyes were red-rimmed and 

he looked exhausted. Paige looked like she was waiting for me to say something. I 

didn’t know what she wanted.  

‘So,’ she said eventually, a frown creasing her forehead. ‘You’re not going to ask 

what happened? Ask Dev how he is?’ 

‘Of course,’ I said, as I heard my phone ping in my bag. ‘I’m so sorry. Tell me 

everything.’  

‘Well . . .’ said Dev, his voice small. I glanced at my phone. It was him.  

Hiro: I’m here. Meet me in the garage.  

Hiro was here. At Tyson’s place. He was here, and he wanted to see me. Maybe he’d 

changed his mind about going public with our relationship. I felt like I’d been given 

an electric shock – a massive jolt of fear and excitement and an aching need to touch 

him again.  

‘Hold that thought,’ I said to Dev. ‘I’ll be back in a minute, okay? I promise.’  
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Tyson’s parents’ garage was the usual enormous concrete box with a fuel-guzzling 

four-wheel drive parked in it.41 It stank of petrol and cleaning fluid. Romantic, no. 

But it did offer us privacy.  

My arms were prickling with nerves as I slipped in the side door and saw Hiro 

waiting over by the far wall. Was he still angry? Were we going to fight again? Was 

he going to dump me and tell me he was in love with Poison Ivy?  

But then I saw his face, and I read everything there. He looked anxious and pleased to 

see me and vulnerable all at once. I smiled hesitantly, and he seemed to sink in relief, 

like he’d been tight with worry. He looked at me with his beautiful eyes, and I saw 

how he felt about me, and I knew that a million Poison Ivys couldn’t make him stop 

loving me.  

We kind of fell on each other, arms wrapped tight for a moment, just feeling each 

other breathe. Then there was kissing, and everything was okay again. Better than 

okay.  

‘I’m sorry about last night,’ he murmured. ‘I don’t know what was wrong with me.’ 

He pushed a stray lock of hair behind my ear, and stroked my cheek with his thumb. 

‘I know I was kind of ogling Storm. I’m a teenage boy – if you put boobs in front of 

me, it’s hard not to look at them.’  

‘I looked at them too,’ I said. ‘It was hard not to. And she does have very nice ones.’  

‘Not as nice as yours,’ said Hiro, then blushed. ‘Er. I assume. Not that I’m trying to 

pressure you into anything. Obviously I’d love to see your breasts, but only if you’re 

comfortable with it. I’m going to stop talking now.’  

I laughed. ‘I’m sorry I got so jealous,’ I said. ‘She just seems so . . . you know. Out 

there. Available. Adult. She makes me feel like a little kid.’  

                                                
41	4WDs	produce	nearly	three	times	as	much	CO2	as	a	standard	family	sedan.	How	many	times	had	
Tyson’s	parents	needed	this	ridiculously	huge	vehicle	to	travel	off-road?	I	was	betting	zero.	Zero	
times.		
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Hiro brushed his lips against mine. ‘Trust me,’ he said. ‘You aren’t a little kid. You 

are beautiful and sexy and brave and smart, and you are the only woman for me. 

You’re amazing.’ 

‘So are you.’  

We kissed again, and my heart started to beat very fast. Hiro’s hands slid under my 

shirt, and I moved in closer. This wasn’t like our previous kisses. Usually things were 

slow, and sweet. But this was different. Everything felt raw and urgent after our fight. 

I didn’t ever want to let him go. And after seeing Poison Ivy’s topless dancing, I was 

feeling . . . braver. Ready to be a little more grown up. A little more ready for . . . 

more. I pressed myself up against Hiro and felt him groan in response. I slipped my 

hands under his shirt, and felt the smooth skin of his back. He bit my lower lip gently.  

‘Dude, what are you doing?’ 

It was Barney and Kyle, Hiro’s stoner friends. We broke apart guiltily. I watched the 

colour drain from Hiro’s cheeks, and he looked around, panicking, before affecting 

his usual glare. I tried to subtly straighten my shirt.  

‘You’re dating one of the rich bitches?’ said Barney, shaking his head. ‘Man, you’re 

such a hypocrite.’  

Rich bitches? That was much worse than Missolini. I remembered how Hiro had 

called me a bitch the other day. Was that what he called me in front of his friends?  

‘We’re not dating,’ said Hiro, a little too quickly.  

Kyle looked me up and down suggestively. ‘Just a casual fling, then. Nice, man. She 

is kind of hot, I guess.’42 

I waited for Hiro to defend me. I wasn’t the type of girl who got . . . flung . . . in 

Tyson Okeke’s garage!  

                                                
42	Kyle	didn’t	actually	say	‘fling’.	The	word	he	used	did	start	with	an	f,	though.	
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But Hiro didn’t say anything. At all. He just shrugged and ignored me. I stared at him, 

outraged.  

‘Astrid?’ 

Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse. It was Dev and Paige. Paige looked 

furious. 

‘What’s going on with you?’ she asked. ‘You just left.’ 

‘Um,’ I said. ‘It’s nothing.’ 

‘Are you sure?’ said Paige. ‘What are you even doing back here?’ 

She gave Barney and Kyle a suspicious glance.  

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Really. Let’s go back to the pool. Dev? You were going to tell me 

something.’  

‘Wait,’ Dev stared at Hiro, then back at me with my rumpled hair and kiss-reddened 

lips. ‘It’s him, isn’t it? Your mystery guy? It’s Drug Dealer Guy from your garden!’  

Barney frowned. ‘Dude,’ he said. ‘You’re dealing?’ 

‘I’m not a drug dealer,’ said Hiro with a scowl. 

‘No way.’ Paige’s mouth fell open. ‘You’re secretly dating him?’ 

‘Do you have anything on you . . . you know, like, now?’ Kyle asked Hiro. 

I closed my eyes and took a breath. ‘It’s complicated,’ I said. 

‘Is it?’ asked Dev. ‘Is he blackmailing you into dating him? Does he have something 

you really want? Wait . . . is he selling you drugs?’  

‘What?’ I said. ‘No. Nothing like that.’  

‘Seriously, I’m not a drug dealer.’ Hiro thrust his jaw out aggressively.  



 

 178 

Dev raised an elegant eyebrow. ‘You play the part well, regardless.’  

‘Astrid,’ said Paige. ‘We’re worried about you. You’ve been so distracted and weird 

lately, and now we find out you’re secretly dating . . .’ She ran her eyes over Hiro 

with a disparaging toss of her head. ‘. . . this guy.’  

‘It’s not like that,’ I said. ‘Hiro isn’t like that.’  

‘Uh,’ said Kyle. ‘I think you’ll find that Hiro is totally like that.’  

He and Barney high-fived, and I glanced over at Hiro.  

He was hunched over, glowering. In his skinny jeans and loose black hoodie, with his 

hair dangling into his eyes, he looked exactly the way Paige and Dev thought of him. 

Sullen, disengaged, resentful.  

Dev made a face. ‘Astrid, he’s not the same number or the same colour as you. He’s a 

brown, and a six at most.’  

‘Dude, you don’t have to listen to this,’ said Kyle. ‘Let’s go.’ Kyle and Barney 

wandered off, and after a moment, Hiro followed them. 

He didn’t even look at me.  

‘Okay,’ said Paige after a pause. ‘You’re clearly in a very bad place right now. Maybe 

you need to meditate. Centre your ki. And then perhaps eat a tub of ice-cream and 

watch a few episodes of Psychic Clutter of the Stars.’  

‘Seriously, guys,’ I said, ‘Hiro really isn’t like that. He’s all prickly on the outside, 

but inside he’s wonderful. He reads and he thinks and he cares about stuff. I never 

would have started bewildering if it wasn’t for him.’  

‘Astrid,’ Dev put a hand on his heart. ‘Nobody knows better than me how easily the 

heart can be led astray. Remember when I fell in love with that guy who caught my 

train? I was convinced that he must be a poet, or an artist. I felt like I could see into 

his soul, even though we’d never spoken. Then when I finally mustered up the 

courage to go talk to him, it turned out he was a car salesman obsessed with football.’  
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‘That’s different,’ I said. ‘I thought Hiro was a loser at first too. But then I got to 

know him, and he isn’t. People aren’t always what they seem.’  

‘Sometimes they are.’ 

I was trying not to cry. ‘You know he feels exactly the same way about you guys? 

Thinks you’re totally shallow and brainless.’  

Dev scoffed. ‘Um, did he notice that we are the smartest people in Valentine?’  

‘He thinks all you care about is popularity.’  

‘Well, that just goes to show how little attention he pays to what’s going on around 

him.’  

I felt myself growing irrationally angry. ‘Do you know what he calls us? Missolinis.’  

Dev blinked. ‘What? That sounds like a cocktail.’  

Paige rolled her eyes. ‘He named us? Like we’re in some kind of teen movie clique? 

How incredibly original. And shouldn’t it at least be Msolini?’  

‘Look,’ said Dev. ‘So this guy doesn’t like us. Big deal. We’re popular, and people 

get jealous of us. But you know what? I don’t care. Just because we’re popular 

doesn’t mean we don’t work hard. Being universally liked takes work. So does being 

an outstanding student, and a kickass musician. Heaven knows there aren’t a lot of 

gay Indian boys who’ve found adolescence as enjoyable as I have. So I’m not going 

to feel guilty about it.’  

‘I wish you’d take the time to get to know him,’ I said. ‘I’m sure you’d change your 

mind.’  

Dev looked around. ‘I’d love to,’ he said. ‘But I don’t see him anywhere.’  

‘Yeah, where exactly did he go?’ asked Paige. ‘If this guy is so amazing, why didn’t 

he defend you against Barney and Kyle? Why didn’t he try and convince us that he’s 

worthy of you?’  
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I swallowed. Why hadn’t Hiro said anything? 

‘To be honest,’ said Paige with a toss of her head. ‘Maybe he is worthy of you. 

Because lately you haven’t been a particularly good friend. Dev spent all of last night 

crying on my shoulder. Where were you?’  

I swallowed and remembered the look on Poison Ivy’s face as I’d checked my text 

messages. 

‘I’m sorry I wasn’t there,’ I said. ‘But this is bigger than that. We’re helping people. 

We’re changing the world.’  

‘Who are these people you’re helping?’ asked Paige, her forehead creased in a frown. 

‘And why do you care more about them than about your friends?’  

I spread my hands. ‘It’s complicated,’ I said again. Why couldn’t she understand that 

what I was doing was important?  

Paige stared at me. I didn’t know what she wanted me to say. Finally, she shook her 

head sadly. ‘It doesn’t seem very complicated to me,’ she said, and walked off.  

Dev hesitated for a moment, then followed her.  

I stood there, surrounded by shelves of paint tins and old suitcases, breathing in petrol 

fumes and feeling like I wanted to sink into the ground and become worm food.  

Instead, I slunk out the garage door and headed for Tyson’s side gate. It was home 

time for Lobstergirl.  

Music was thumping in the living room, and from the whoops and squeals coming 

from inside, I guessed that the general level of drunkenness had gone up a notch. I 

glanced back towards the pool, but didn’t see Dev or Paige.  

‘Hey, Astrid. Did you find your friends?’ It was Strawberry Guy.  

I blinked up at him. He was quite good-looking, in a jock kind of way. He looked . . . 

uncomplicated. And he was smiling at me, and I really needed someone to like me.  
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‘Do you want to dance?’ I asked, grabbing his hand.  

Then there was music. And dancing. And some sort of sticky, fizzy drink in a plastic 

cup. Then more dancing. Sweat rolled down my back and I turned my face up to 

Strawberry Guy, who grinned at me. I swung my hips. I remembered Poison Ivy and 

how sexy she’d seemed, dancing with Revolution without her top on. She’d seemed so 

. . . powerful. I wanted to feel like that.  

‘Do you want to get out of here?’ I said into Strawberry Guy’s ear, yelling to be heard 

over the music.  

He looked down at me, and he didn’t seem to be smiling as much as he had been 

before. ‘I think maybe you should head home.’  

I made a scornful noise and accidentally spat on him a little bit. ‘Home?’ I said. 

‘Home is for losers.’  

Strawberry Guy took my arm and gently led me away from the dancing into the 

kitchen. He took my plastic cup away, tipped the fizzy stuff down the sink and refilled 

the cup with water from the tap.  

‘Here,’ he said. ‘Drink this.’ 

I didn’t want water. I wanted more of the fizzy stuff.  

I pushed the plastic cup away and it sloshed over Strawberry Guy’s shirt. I giggled.  

‘Okay,’ said Strawberry Guy. ‘I’m going to call a cab. It’s time for you to go home.’  

He pulled out his phone and tapped at the screen. 

‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m having a good time. I don’t want to go home. You go home.’ 

‘Trust me,’ said Strawberry Guy. ‘You’ll thank me in the morning.’ 

‘Thank you?’ I pushed him away. ‘Who do you think you are? I’m not going to thank 

you. I don’t even know your name.’  
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Strawberry Guy took a step back. He looked hurt. Tyson came into the kitchen and 

looked at me with raised eyebrows.  

‘Astrid,’ he said. ‘You’re embarrassing yourself. Go home.’  

‘I ordered a cab,’ said Strawberry Guy. ‘Can you make sure she gets in it?’  

Tyson nodded. ‘Cheers,’ he said to Strawberry Guy, who was heading back into the 

living room.  

Before he reached the door, Strawberry Guy turned. ‘Damien,’ he said, looking back 

at me. ‘My name’s Damien.’ 

I was going to open my mouth and say something devastatingly cutting, but a sudden 

wave of nausea sent me staggering to the bathroom, where I remained, curled around 

the cool white porcelain of the toilet, until Tyson came in to tell me that the taxi had 

arrived.  
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16  
I woke up at about eleven the next morning, the sun streaming in through my 

bedroom window like daggers made of lightning. I wanted to die. The inside of my 

mouth tasted like old socks, and my head was throbbing so hard that I was afraid my 

skull would crack.  

There was no possible way I could feel any worse. 

Until. 

Memories started returning. Dancing with Strawberry Guy – Damien. Falling over. 

Breaking something – a lamp or a vase. People looking at me with narrowed eyes and 

whispering. Dev and Paige being distant, then angry. And Hiro.  

Hiro.  

He’d walked off with Barney and Kyle as if I didn’t mean anything to him. I felt a 

wave of nausea rise up inside me. He didn’t want me. He’d just left.  

I shut my eyes and the thumping in my head grew worse.  

At least he hadn’t seen me afterwards, drunk and ridiculous.  

Unless.  

I pulled out my phone, dread creeping over me. I’d sent twelve texts to Hiro last 

night.  

9:45 That was intense. I guess we should talk? 

10:30 Are you mad at me? 

11:26 I should be mad at YOU. You’re the one who just walked off. 

12:09 what the hell would you know I’m too good for you anyway 

12:46 I found a new superhero his name is strawberry guy  

1:13 why aren’t you replying 

1:15 are you with poison ivy 
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1:22 I miss you so much 

1:38 I’m in love with you  

1:42  please reply  

1:43  please  

1:44  please  

I’d had zero replies. I moped on my bed for as long as I could, but was eventually 

driven downstairs in the search for tea and toast.  

Mum and Dad were sitting at the kitchen table. Together. That was when I knew 

things were serious.  

‘Your principal called us earlier,’ said Mum. ‘He must be very concerned about you, 

to call on a Sunday.’  

I sighed. ‘Doesn’t he have a life of his own?’ 

‘I know things have been difficult for you lately,’ said Mum. ‘With your dad and I 

separating.’ 

‘Temporarily separating,’ Dad corrected, and Mum winced a little.  

I considered playing the angsty teen card. Maybe I should blame it all on their 

separation,43 tell them how upset and confused I was by it all. I’d always been the 

perfect daughter – surely I had a few get-out-of-gaol free cards up my sleeve.  

‘Look,’ I said. ‘You guys know me. You know I’m not doing anything stupid. You 

trust me, right?’  

Mum and Dad exchanged a glance. Mum looked uncomfortable. ‘Mr Webber says 

you’ve been seeing someone. An unsuitable boy.’  

I felt my jaw drop. They didn’t trust me. They thought I was sneaking around at night 

with some scruffy no-good boy, making out in dark alleyways.  

I swallowed. That was what I’d been doing. 
                                                
43	Dad	could	say	what	he	liked,	but	I	knew	what	was	going	on.	
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‘Is that where you’ve been going at night?’ asked Mum. ‘When you say you’re 

jogging?’ 

Dad turned to look at her. ‘You’ve been letting her out at night? On her own?’ 

‘She said she was jogging,’ said Mum. ‘I didn’t have any reason to suspect she was 

lying.’ 

‘What were you thinking?’ asked Dad, his voice getting louder. ‘She’s a teenage girl, 

of course she’s lying.’ 

‘Oh and you’d know all about teenage girls, wouldn’t you? You’re dating one.’  

‘Very mature.’  

Mum snorted. 

‘I’m not surprised, really,’ said Dad. ‘That you’re neglecting our daughter. You’re off 

every night doing who knows what, while she’s sneaking out to sleep with her drug-

dealing boyfriend.’  

‘He’s not a drug dealer,’ I said. ‘And we’re not sleeping together. Calm down, both 

of you!’  

Mum and Dad looked taken aback. It was clear I was going to have to play the grown-

up in this discussion.  

‘You know me,’ I said. ‘You know I’m not going to do anything stupid. I’m not out 

every night drinking or taking drugs or doing inappropriate things with boys. I’m 

gardening.’  

Dad blinked. ‘Is that what the kids are doing now?’ he asked. ‘Is it like chroming or 

dogging?’  

‘Shut up, Greg,’ said Mum. ‘She means the night-time gardening.’ She looked at me. 

‘That’s right, isn’t it? It’s you, doing all that.’  

I hesitated, then nodded. 
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Dad went a funny colour. ‘You’re the eco-terrorist?’  

Mum rolled her eyes.  

‘We call it bewildering,’ I explained. ‘We wanted people to realise that Valentine can 

be beautiful, we just need to bring a little nature in. And it’s working, Dad. People are 

really paying attention. Did you see someone has started a petition to get the 

supermarket to stock more organic produce? A petition! Started by someone other 

than me!’  

‘You’re breaking the law. I won’t have it under my roof.’ He said it before he realised 

that I didn’t live under his roof. I saw his stern expression falter a little. ‘You’re not 

old enough to understand the implications of what you’re doing.’  

I wanted to scream. He was the one who didn’t understand. ‘I’m doing something 

important, and you’re treating me like a child!’  

‘You are a child.’ 

I made a frustrated noise. ‘You’re not listening.’ 

What was going on? I was acting like a teenager, and my parents were treating me 

like one. Why had they suddenly stopped trusting me? Why was I yelling instead of 

calmly explaining the situation? What was going to happen next, was I going to storm 

off to my room and slam the door?  

‘You’re grounded,’ said Dad. 

I stared at him. I waited for Mum to say he was wrong.  

But she looked down at her mug of tea and nodded slightly. Fine. If they wanted a 

typical, hormonal, unmanageable teenage daughter, they could have one.  

‘I hate you,’ I said, bursting into tears. I fled to my room, slamming the door so hard 

that a framed picture of me, Paige and Dev fell off my dressing table. It was the best 

feeling I’d had all day.  
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I sat down on my bed and fumed. They couldn’t really ground me. Once Dad left, 

Mum would come and laugh about it all, and everything would be okay. Maybe.  

My phone chimed.  

Hiro: Come outside.  

I snuck out of my bedroom and down the stairs. Mum and Dad were still in the 

kitchen, talking quietly. I headed out the back door and round the side of the house, 

and saw a hunched figure standing by the front gate. My heart leapt into my throat, 

and I felt like I might explode from the sheer joy of just seeing him again. He’d come 

back. He’d come back to apologise. He’d just needed to cool down.  

I knew I probably shouldn’t forgive him.  

But I also knew that I would.  

Because he was Hiro. He was my Hiro, and I hated the shape of my life without him.  

‘Hey,’ I said. 

Hiro moved his head in a fraction of a nod, but didn’t look up at me. Why wasn’t he 

apologising yet? 

‘Last night was intense,’ I said, giving him an opening.  

A flicker of an eyebrow raise. ‘That’s one word for it,’ said Hiro.  

A long, awkward pause. 

‘Sorry about the texts,’ I said, squirming on the inside.  

‘Seemed like you had a good night.’  

I wanted to grab him by the shirt and tell him it had been the worst night of my life. 

But I couldn’t.  

‘So what can I do for you?’ I said, trying to sound like I wasn’t falling to pieces.  
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‘I thought we should . . . you know.’ Hiro managed to look even more uncomfortable. 

‘State where we stand.’  

‘Which is where?’ Another pause.  

‘This can’t work,’ said Hiro. ‘You and me. It’s fine when we’re alone, but we can’t 

go sneaking around forever. And now everyone knows anyway. Nobody’ll 

understand. You’re a perfect Missolini princess and I’m a stonery loser.’  

‘You’re not a loser,’ I said quickly. 

‘I’m not a stoner either, but that’s hardly the point.’  

‘Is this because your friends know about us?’ I asked.  

Hiro shrugged. ‘Partly,’ he said. ‘They think I’m a hypocrite, and they’re probably 

right. I’ve spent my whole life hating people like you.’  

‘And you were wrong. This isn’t Romeo and Juliet, you know. We have options 

besides breaking up or death. You changed your mind about me. I changed my mind 

about you. If we can become more open-minded, so can our friends.’  

Hiro shook his head. ‘I’m sorry.’  

I didn’t know what to say. I felt like I was made out of string that was slowly 

unravelling and being blown in different directions by the wind. Once all the string 

was unwound, what was left of me would tumble out and shatter on the footpath.  

‘So that’s it?’ I asked, my voice shaking. ‘You’re embarrassed that your friends know 

about me, so you want to break up?’  

Hiro sighed. ‘Look, Astrid, you know how I feel about you. But we both know it’s not 

going to work out.’  

‘We don’t know anything,’ I said. ‘You’re chickening out because you’re scared I’ll 

affect your street cred.’  

‘It’s not all about me, you know,’ said Hiro. 
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‘What do you mean?’ 

‘You want me to fit into your life. You want me to improve my marks, and start 

thinking about going to university. You want me to be the kind of guy you can show 

off to your friends and bring home to meet your parents.’  

‘No, I don’t.’ I totally did.  

‘And that’s not who I am. I’m not that kind of guy. I’m not going to go to uni. I’m not 

going to take you to the school formal. Your friends will never like me.’  

‘They will! They just need to get to know you. The real you.’  

‘This is the real me. And your friends know it.’  

‘They don’t!’ 

‘What did Dev mean last night?’  

I pretended not to know what he was talking about.  

‘He said I was a brown six. What does that mean?’  

Hesitantly, I explained Dev’s dating system. ‘Brown is for emos and stoners. They’re 

not bad. They’re just . . . not very good at . . . stuff. Disengaged.’  

‘And I’m a brown.’ 

‘I didn’t say that.’ 

‘You didn’t exactly leap to my defence. What about the six part?’ 

I shifted uncomfortably. ‘It’s a ranking. How much status you have within your 

colour.’  

Hiro closed his eyes. ‘So let me get this straight. I can date other people who are 

brown. Or any other colour as long as they’re a six as well.’  

‘I didn’t make up the system,’ I said. ‘I don’t even necessarily agree with it.’ 
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‘Necessarily? ’ 

‘Fine. I don’t agree with it at all. It’s a dumb system. There, are you happy?’ 

Hiro shook his head in disbelief. ‘No, I’m not happy. You think you’re this amazing 

crusader saving the planet. But you’re not. You’re not the solution, you’re the 

problem.’  

‘That’s not fair.’  

‘You have no idea how you appear to other people. You’re snobby and aloof and you 

think you’re better than everyone else. Just because you’re pretty and popular, doesn’t 

mean you’re right. It doesn’t mean you’re better than anyone else. Trying to save the 

planet doesn’t give you free rein to treat people like shit.’  

‘Do you think I don’t know that?’ 

He gave me a flat look, and all of a sudden he was the angry Hiro who had skulked 

into the kitchen garden all those weeks ago. I had a flashback to the look on 

Strawberry Guy’s face when I’d told him I didn’t know his name. I heard Paige.  

Who are these people you’re helping? And why do you care more about them than 

about your friends?  

‘What colour are you?’  

I blinked. ‘What?’  

‘What colour are you? And what number?’ I didn’t say anything.  

‘Tell me.’ 

‘It’s not important.’  

‘Tell me.’  

I sighed. ‘I’m a gold ten.’  
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Hiro looked disgusted. ‘And thus you prove my point.’  

‘No!’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean that— I don’t even believe in Dev’s stupid system!’ 

My eyes filled with tears, and I squeezed them shut, trying to shake them off. When I 

opened my eyes again, Hiro was gone.  

Numbly, I made my way back inside, through the front door. Mum and Dad were still 

sitting at the kitchen table.  

‘Astrid,’ said Mum. ‘Your father and I have talked it over, and while we appreciate 

your civic spirit, and your desire to do good, we’re not sure that sneaking around at 

night is safe—’  

‘Don’t bother,’ I told them, my voice hollow. ‘It’s over anyway.’  

I could tell they wanted more, but I didn’t have anything to give them. I trudged 

upstairs to my bedroom and shut the door behind me.  

What happened now? Was I supposed to cry? 

I sat on my bed, feeling totally empty. I’d never been dumped before. It was a new 

experience  for me, and I didn’t like it. Usually I gently told the guy that it wasn’t 

going to work out. Most guys didn’t seem to mind too much, it was all part of the 

high-school dating cycle.  

I didn’t realise it would feel like this. Like a part of me had been cut out.  

I heard a car pull up outside, and my heart nearly leapt into my mouth. Maybe it was 

Hiro. Maybe he’d changed his mind, and asked Michi to drive him over so he could 

tell me straight away. I ran to my bedroom window and looked out. An unfamiliar red 

car was parked at the end of our driveway. I tried to peer in through the windscreen, 

but couldn’t make out the driver’s face. Nobody got out. After a moment I heard our 

front door close, and saw Dad walk to the car. As he opened the passenger door, the 

internal light came on and I saw the driver.  

It was the Whippet.  
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The Whippet had come to pick up Dad. They were still together. He leaned over to 

kiss her, and I shut my eyes. I didn’t need to see that.  

I wondered if this was how Mum had felt when she first found out that Dad was 

cheating on her. This kind of hollow, bare emptiness. Like nothing would ever feel 

right again. But Mum was okay now. She was moving on with her life. She was better 

than okay. Better than she’d been in years.  

Maybe that would happen to me. Clearly I was better off without Hiro. He was right, 

it was never going to work out. And it was better to find out earlier, instead of doing 

what Mum had done and throwing away seventeen years of my life.  

And it wasn’t like he cared. As soon as our friends found out about us, he’d bolted. 

He was ashamed of me.  

I crawled into bed and pulled the covers over my head.  

He was probably already over it. He was probably off with Poison Ivy, being edgy 

and disaffected and breaking laws.  

I pictured them together, graffitiing a wall and smashing a window. Her eyes would 

be bright with adrenalin. She’d lean forward and press into him. He’d get his hands 

tangled in her dreadlocks, and he’d taste the metal of her lip stud.  

Hiro and Storm. Storm and Hiro. They even sounded like they were meant to be 

together. Like two crusading superheroes. I was just a schoolkid, playing along.  

I wanted to break something. I knew I was torturing myself, but I couldn’t stop. I 

played the scene of the two of them over and over in my head, until all I could see 

were red dreadlocks against Hiro’s olive skin.  

I lay there all night, still fully dressed, wide awake. Night-time was the worst. The 

night had been my favourite time – the velvety darkness so safe and comforting, the 

chill of the night air exciting, promising new adventures and Hiro. Him and me, the 

only people awake. It felt like we’d been the only people in the world. But now there 

was no Hiro. Only me, all alone. The darkness was a thick, suffocating blanket. I 

thought the morning would never come.  
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But it did, and somehow I dragged myself out of bed and ended up at school. I felt 

like a ghost. I wasn’t wearing any make-up. I hadn’t even brushed my hair. Or my 

teeth. People avoided my gaze and whispered to each other. Everybody knew. I was a 

fallen dictator. All around the school people would be pulling down statues of me and 

cheering. I’d been exposed for who I really was – not a great leader, not a wonderful 

person, but a failure.  

I avoided Paige and Dev – I couldn’t bear to see their disappointed faces. I’d let them 

down, in the most horrible way. I wouldn’t want to be friends with me either, if I was 

in their shoes.  

My only consolation was that I didn’t see Hiro. I saw Kyle and Barney, but he wasn’t 

with them. When Kyle saw me, he made a rude gesture and Barney guffawed.  

There were only four days of school left. Four days, and then I could hide my face for 

the whole summer holidays.  

I stumbled into English, and Ms Manitas looked up. ‘Astrid,’ she said. ‘Mr Webber 

would like to see you.’  

Again? What was it this time? I dragged myself into Mr Webber’s office and slumped 

into a chair. There was nothing he could say that would make me feel any worse than 

I already did.  

‘Astrid, Hiro Silvestri was arrested last night, trying to break into the Green Valentine 

Display Centre. The police believe he’s part of a radical environmental group that’s 

responsible for a series of illegal acts, including vandalism and arson.’   

I stared at him. 

‘Is he okay? Did they let him go? Did they arrest anyone else?’ 

Mr Webber shook his head. ‘It seems as if the others abandoned Hiro and let him take 

the flak. The police have released him to his parents.’  

I swallowed. ‘So what does this have to do with me?’  
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Mr Webber sighed. ‘We know that you were involved too. The police have filmed 

you and Hiro on security cameras a number of times over the past month or so. They 

have footage of you destroying council property.’  

‘What? We never destroyed council property.’ 

Mr Webber raised his eyebrows, and I realised I’d just given him a confession of 

sorts. ‘There is footage of you destroying a council garden bed.’ 

‘Those plants were already dead! And we replaced them with fresh, healthy ones!’ 

‘Nevertheless,’ said Mr Webber, ‘you broke the law. I’ve spoken to the police, and as 

you are both minors and this is your first criminal offence, they have agreed to waive 

any charges. However, there must be consequences for your actions. You are 

suspended for the rest of the week, and forbidden to enter the school grounds during 

the holidays. You’re not to come back onto school property until the beginning of 

term next year.’  

‘But what about the kitchen garden?’  

‘You knew this was coming. In three months it’ll be a building site.’  

‘Over my dead body it will.’ 

Mr Webber shrugged. ‘It isn’t your land, Astrid. It’s the school’s. And as the school 

principal, I will decide how it will be best used. You have shown me that you’re not 

up to this level of responsibility. I’m very disappointed.’  

I tried to interrupt, but Mr Webber continued. ‘You should know, Astrid, that my 

intervention was largely because of you. If this had just been Hiro, I would have been 

more inclined to let the police deal with the matter entirely. That young man is 

trouble, and I know that I’m partially responsible for putting you in his sphere of 

influence.’  

‘I’m not in his sphere of influence,’ I said. ‘I knew exactly what I was doing.’  
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‘I’m sorry I threw you two together,’ said Mr Webber. ‘That’s why I intervened. 

Because I know you have a great deal to offer at this school, and I hate to see you 

waste your potential.’ 

I stared at him. Was I supposed to be . . . grateful?  

‘Astrid, I’m sure you’ll come to understand—’ 

I’d heard enough. Mr Webber wanted to suspend me? Fine. I stood up and walked out 

of his office, to his indignant astonishment. I didn’t stop. I kept going, out the front 

door of the school and straight out of the school grounds. I was done, for this year at 

least.  
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17  
Even though Mum and I had agreed we weren’t doing Christmas, I still woke up at 

five am with a tingly, vibrating feeling inside my chest. It was as though sixteen years 

of Christmas-morning excitement had conditioned me, so every twenty-fifth of 

December I would wake up in this state, like Pavlov’s dogs drooling at the ringing of 

a bell.  

I heard Mum moving around in the kitchen and went to investigate. Even though I 

knew there was no Christmas this year, I still half-expected to see a Christmas tree 

twinkling in the corner of the living room, over an enormous mound of cheerfully 

wrapped presents. The little kid inside me shrivelled up at this final, unequivocal 

evidence that Santa hadn’t come.  

‘Merry Christmas, darling,’ said Mum, giving me a big hug.  

‘Merry Christmas, Mum.’ 

Mum handed me a cup of tea, and an envelope.  

‘What’s this?’ I asked. 

‘I know you said you didn’t want to do Christmas,’ she said, looking guilty. ‘But I 

thought this might come in handy.’  

I opened the envelope. It was an annual subscription to The Diggers Club, a local 

heirloom-seed bank. I felt a stab of unhappiness. Where could I possibly plant seeds 

now that I was banned from the kitchen garden, and the police thought that the 

Victory Garden was some kind of eco-terrorist front?  

‘Thanks, Mum,’ I said, giving her a smile that I hoped looked genuine. ‘I didn’t get 

you anything.’  

‘Not having to cook a turkey is the best gift you could have given me,’ she said. ‘I’m 

looking forward to spending a lazy day with my daughter.’  
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We ate crumpets with honey for breakfast, and instant noodles for lunch, and didn’t 

get out of our pyjamas all day. We sat in front of the TV and watched the Queen’s 

Message and that cartoon about the little boy and the snowman.  

‘Isn’t this great?’ said Mum. 

‘It sure is,’ I said, but I was faking it a little.  

I imagined Hiro and Michi sitting down to Maria’s dinner table, which would be 

groaning with Christmas food, and felt a throb of miserable jealousy. What were 

Mum and I going to eat for dinner? Probably just toasted sandwiches or something.  

I thought about last Christmas. Before the Whippet. Before Hiro. We’d gone to stay 

with my grandparents in Adelaide and eaten the turkey and the ham, and everyone 

had lovingly eye-rolled when I’d told them about how wrapping paper was ruining the 

planet. We’d eaten mince pies and pulled crackers and read out the stupid jokes. It 

had been corny, and clichéd, and entirely unremarkable. But it had been Christmas. 

This year, it was just a day like any other. Except it was a day where I couldn’t call 

any of my friends, and every single program on TV reminded me of what I didn’t 

have.  

As the credits rolled on the Vicar of Dibley Christmas special, Mum hauled herself to 

her feet. ‘I’ve been putting something off for ages,’ she said. ‘But I think I’d better get 

it over and done with.’  

I looked at her curiously as she went into the kitchen and opened a drawer, pulling out 

a thick stack of white and red envelopes.  

‘Christmas cards,’ she said. ‘I haven’t opened a single one. Most of them are from 

people who don’t know . . . about your father and me.’  

‘Why don’t you throw them away?’  

‘I don’t know,’ said Mum. ‘I suppose it seems rude. And I’m going to have to get in 

touch with all of them eventually and tell them. But how am I supposed to do it? Call 

every single one? Take out an ad in the paper announcing that my husband slept with 

a twenty-five-year-old dental nurse and now my marriage is over?’  
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I shrugged. ‘Surely you just change your Facebook status and everyone figures it out.’  

Mum winced. ‘I’ve been putting that off, too.’ 

‘Let me do it,’ I said. ‘I’ll change your Facebook status, and open all these cards and 

tell you if there’s any juicy news or important messages.’ 

Mum looked relieved. ‘Thank you.’ 

I opened all the cards, earning myself a nasty paper cut in the process. The jingling 

bells, cheerful reindeer and slightly creepy illustrations of the baby Jesus revealed no 

gossip or personal messages.  

Dear Greg, Ellen and Astrid, 
Hoping you have a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year. 
Love, People Who Pretend to Care About Your Lives.  

What a waste of paper.  

At the bottom of the pile there was an envelope, addressed to me, that I’d somehow 

missed. The letterhead announced it was from the Valentine City Council Mayor’s 

Office. I held it for a moment, thinking. Maybe it was a letter from the mayor 

explaining that she’d accidentally forgotten to include any green features in the Green 

Valentine Scheme/Scam, and that she was rectifying this error immediately.  

I opened the envelope. It wasn’t a letter. It was a Christmas card, with Mayor Tanaka 

and her family standing in front of a glitzy fake Christmas tree. I opened the card.  

Merry Christmas from the City of Valentine  

That was it. No personal message. Not even a signature. I was about to toss it in the 

bin along with all the others, when something made me stop and look at the photo 

again. My hands started to tremble.  

It was a standard family photo. The mayor. Her husband. Their daughter, who looked 

about nineteen. And their teenage son. Their son who clearly didn’t want to be there. 

Their son who wore a scowling, sullen expression that I knew all too well.   
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It was Hiro. 

Mayor Tanaka was Hiro’s mum. 

He must have known about Green Valentine all along, and was just humouring me. 

Why didn’t he tell me? How could I have been so stupid? Why hadn’t I googled the 

mayor more obsessively? Surely there’d been other photos. Other mentions of her 

family. But I’d seen nothing. Maybe I hadn’t found out before because I hadn’t 

wanted to. Because I had to face facts now – I was all alone. I thought I’d found new 

allies this year – the new mayor, Hiro. But none of it was real. It was just me, and I 

was sick of trying.  

I did the only sensible thing, and went to bed.  

*** 

I woke up to the sound of something breaking outside. Were we being burgled? I sat 

bolt upright, my heart hammering. My bedside clock read 3:24 am. I suddenly felt 

hyper-aware that Dad didn’t live here anymore. There was no man in the house to 

protect us.  

A male voice shouted from outside. I frowned, listening, and then realised that it was 

the man who used to protect us doing the shouting. Dad was outside, and he sounded 

really drunk.  

I crept downstairs, listening. I couldn’t make out any words, but it sounded like Dad 

was . . . crying? And saying my mum’s name over and over.  

Mum was in the living room, wearing a dressing-gown and looking tired and angry.  

‘Oh honey, did he wake you?’ She came over and gave me a hug. ‘I’m so sorry.’  

‘What’s going on?’  

‘It’s Christmas. He’s drunk. And . . .’ She sighed. ‘Last week I told him I want a 

divorce.’ I heard Dad let out a choked sob. ‘He isn’t taking it very well.’  
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A divorce.  

Not that I’d been expecting them to get back together. I didn’t even really want them 

to get back together. But a divorce. It felt so . . . violent. So final.  

Dad moaned outside. ‘Ellen, please. It’s Christmas.’  

On the other hand, I wouldn’t want to be married to that drunk guy in the front yard 

breaking our pot plants either.  

‘Greg,’ said Mum through the door. ‘You have to leave. Go home and we’ll talk 

about this tomorrow.’  

Dad pounded his fists on the door and mumbled something about mince pies.  

‘Seriously, Greg,’ said Mum. ‘I’m going to make one of two phone calls right now. 

One is for a cab to take you home. The other is to the police. You can choose which 

one.’  

There was a pause outside. ‘You promise I can come back tomorrow? And we can 

talk?’  

Mum sighed again. ‘Okay.’  

Dad went quiet. Mum picked up the phone and dialled for a taxi. Then she put on the 

kettle.  

‘Herbal tea?’ she asked. 

I shook my head. ‘No, thanks.’  

‘I’m so sorry, honey,’ said Mum, fishing in the cupboard for a teabag. ‘You shouldn’t 

have to witness this. Your father should know better.’  

I nodded. ‘He’s upset,’ I said, and then felt like a rat for taking his side.  

‘I know, but being your dad should always be his first priority, and he doesn’t seem to 

be doing a very good job of it at the moment.’  
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I picked at a chipped corner of the kitchen benchtop. ‘And it’s my fault too,’ said 

Mum. ‘I mean, he’s upset because of me. And I know things are harder being a kid 

from a broken home. But I can’t be married to your father anymore.’  

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘This is definitely not your fault. Dad cheated on you. He betrayed 

both of us. And now he’s being a dick. He’ll always be my dad, so I’ll always love 

him. But I can totally see why you want a divorce. I don’t blame you for anything.’ 

It was true. Mum seemed so much happier since Dad had left. It sucked to be Dad, but 

he should have thought of that before he hooked up with the Whippet.  

Mum smiled weakly. ‘This hasn’t been a very good Christmas, has it?’  

‘I’ve had better ones.’ 

‘We’ll do better next year. I promise.’  

I nodded. ‘Next year.’  

I went back to bed, but couldn’t get to sleep. I kept seeing Hiro’s face scowling out at 

me from the Christmas card. Hearing Dad’s slurring voice shouting to my mum. And 

in the back of my mind, Valentine was already being transformed into a soulless, 

corporate wasteland, complete with designer shrubbery and genetically engineered 

deluxe lawn. I’d thought Valentine was bad before, but it was nothing compared with 

what it was going to turn into.  

*** 

As soon as the first greyish light of morning crept between my curtains, I clambered 

out of bed and pulled on a light summer dress and a pair of thongs. I had to get out of 

the house. Had to clear my head. I needed to think. I needed a plan. The Victory 

Garden always made me feel better. Surely I could get away with it – it was Boxing 

Day and everything would be quiet. I’d breathe in the scent of summer earth. It was 

like what Paige said about meditation – it really did help to open up the mind and 

calm the spirit.  

What if Hiro was there?  
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My heart leapt at the thought, full of swirling joy and terror. Maybe he would have 

realised that Poison Ivy and her goons were part of the problem. Maybe he was sorry. 

Maybe he’d want me back.  

But he was the mayor’s son. Even if he was there, I wouldn’t want to talk to him. I 

was just going for the garden. To find some peace. I’d pull up weeds, and figure out a 

plan to stop the kitchen garden from turning into a heated swimming pool. I was 

Astrid Katy Smythe, and damned if I was going to let Mayor Tanaka bulldoze my 

capsicums.  

Everything would be okay.  

I turned the corner by the abandoned factory into the little side street where the 

Victory Garden was, and instantly knew something was wrong.  

A trail of dirt had been crushed into the road by heavy tyres. I looked up, and what 

was left of my spirit was crushed. The garden was gone. Every tomato, bean and 

pumpkin plant had been torn out of the ground and taken away, leaving bare dirt 

covered in footprints. The apple tree had been ripped out. The shopping trolley 

overflowing with potato plants was gone. Someone had even left an empty soft drink 

can on the ground. The lot had already started to revert to its previous state of decay. I 

took a few steps forward.  

A single pink poppy lay on the footpath, its roots still crusted with earth. I picked it up 

and it drooped forlornly in my hands.  

Who would do this?  

My first thought was Poison Ivy. She clearly hated me and what I was trying to do. 

She was destructive and chaotic.  

What if it was Hiro? said a nasty voice inside my brain.  

No. It couldn’t have been Hiro. Not after all the work we did.  

Really? Are you sure?  
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Whoever it was, I was going to find them. I’d call the police. They’d be arrested for 

vandalism.  

There was a sign attached to the chain-link fence. I walked over to look at it.  

CITY OF VALENTINE 

NO ENTRY TRESSPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED  

I stared at the sign, and went numb. It wasn’t Poison Ivy. It wasn’t Hiro. It was Mayor 

Tanaka. She thwarted my every move. In the comic book of my life, she was the 

supervillain. The big bad. But this wasn’t a comic book, because I’d failed. I’d tried to 

save the world, and I’d failed. The Victory Garden was now an empty plot of crushing 

defeat.  

Tanaka had won. 

I couldn’t call the police and report vandalism, because I’d been the vandal. The 

council had taken back their land, and with it they’d shut down the only thing that 

made Valentine beautiful, and the only thing I had left.  
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19  
What was the point anyway? Nobody cared about the Margaret River Hairy Marron. 

The Victory Garden was gone, and the kitchen garden was destined to become an 

indoor swimming pool. My friends hated me. Everyone hated the Invisible Garden 

Army and thought we were eco-terrorists. I hadn’t managed to change the world even 

slightly. If anything, I’d made it worse.  

Well, I was done. The planet was going to have to find another superhero to save it.  

It was time to put on my pyjamas, turn on some truly depressing music and eat my 

feelings.  

*** 

On New Year’s Day, Mum tried to coax me out of bed. She offered me food, a 

shopping spree, and finally, out of desperation, told me that she’d donate a hundred 

dollars to the charity of my choice, as long as I got up.  

Which was cheating, because then I had to. But Mum didn’t specify how far I had to 

go, or how long I had to stay out of bed for. I went downstairs and watched Maximum 

Midwifery with her for half an hour and ate four muesli bars. Then I went back to my 

room and dragged the covers over my head.  

‘You have to get up,’ said Mum. ‘Do something. Go out.’  

‘Make me.’ 

‘I’ll call your father.’  

I snorted. ‘As if.’  

Mum sighed. ‘I didn’t want to do this,’ she said. ‘But sometimes a mother has to be 

tough. Astrid Katy Smythe, if you do not leave the house tomorrow, I will donate five 

thousand dollars to Freeheart Citizens Alliance.’  
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I pushed the covers back. ‘You wouldn’t.’  

The FCA was an anti-environmental group funded by some of the world’s biggest 

polluters. They dominated the media, arguing for ‘balanced views’ on issues like 

climate change, and flooding the press with totally unscientific ‘research’ and made-

up statistics.  

Mum folded her arms. ‘Try me.’  

I scowled at her. ‘You’re evil.’  

‘I’m evil because I care. Are you getting up?’  

‘No.’ I pulled the covers back over my head.  

Mum came and perched on the end of my bed. ‘I know it hurts now,’ she said. ‘I 

know you feel like everyone’s against you. The first time you get your heart broken is 

bad, really bad. I know how you’re feeling, and believe me when I tell you it will get 

better. You’ll get over it, and everything will go back to normal.’  

I didn’t even know what normal was anymore. 

‘Honey.’ Mum patted the doona. ‘I know you liked this boy. But you’ve only known 

him a few months. It’s not the end of the world.’  

‘What would you know?’ I said through the doona. ‘You don’t know about love. 

Your marriage has ended, and you’re not even sad. You don’t feel anything. You’re 

just a robot.’  

I knew it wasn’t true, even as I said it. But some stupid part of me figured, if I could 

make someone else hurt, then maybe I’d feel better. Maybe some of my hurt would be 

transferred.  

Mum was silent and still for a moment. Then I felt the bed shift slightly as she stood 

up, and heard the click of my bedroom door and her footsteps down the stairs to the 

living room.  
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It hadn’t worked. I felt worse than ever.  

I was a terrible person. I’d spent so long trying to save the world, and hadn’t paid any 

attention to the people around me.  

A few hours later there was a knock on my bedroom door. ‘Go away.’  

‘Happy New Year to you too,’ said Paige, letting herself in. Dev followed close 

behind.  

‘Wow,’ he said, looking around. ‘You really are wallowing, aren’t you?’  

He went over and opened a window, while Paige perched on the end of my bed. I 

rolled over to face the wall. I couldn’t face them. Not after what I’d done. I’d been a 

terrible friend. I’d said terrible things. I’d tried to act like I was better than them, and 

all for what? Nothing had worked. Nothing had changed. If anything I’d made the 

world a worse place to be in, not a better one. I couldn’t imagine why Dev and Paige 

could possibly be in my bedroom, except maybe to tell me that our friendship was 

finally, utterly over.  

‘Seriously?’ said Paige. ‘That�s how you’re going to beg for our forgiveness? 

Instead of grovelling and admitting that you’ve been a terrible friend, you’re going to 

sulk and mope?’  

Forgiveness? I had a chance at forgiveness? I rolled back over to look at her.  

‘I don’t know what I can say to make it right. I really screwed up.’  

‘Don’t tell me,’ said Paige. ‘Tell him.’ 

I raised myself up onto my elbows so I could see Dev. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I wasn’t 

there for you. That was terrible. You absolutely shouldn’t forgive me.’  

Dev looked quiet and sad. I’d really hurt him. ‘You never even asked what happened, 

or whether I was okay.’  
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I blinked. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said again, and I meant it. ‘I just got so wrapped up in my 

own stuff. Can you tell me now?’  

Paige and Dev exchanged a glance. Dev shrugged. ‘Okay.’  

I sat up. ‘Please,’ I said. ‘I want to know everything I missed out on.’  

Dev sat down on my desk chair. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I followed Paige’s advice and made 

a medium-sized romantic gesture in order to win Sanasar’s heart.’  

I remembered turning up at Hiro’s house with my faux olive branch and felt a stab of 

grief, but squashed it down. For once, this wasn’t about me. ‘What did you do?’  

‘I wrote him a song.’ 

Wow. That was romantic. ‘Did he like it?’ 

Dev tilted his head to the side. ‘Ye-es,’ he said. ‘Sort of.’  

‘Just tell her already,’ said Paige.  

Dev winced. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Well, after my lesson, I told Sanasar that I’d composed 

something that I’d like him to hear. So I sang the song. And . . . I mean, it’s pretty 

clear what it’s about. And I was nervous, but I think that made me sing better. So 

anyway, afterwards, he didn’t say anything for a long time. And then he said, I’m sure 

whoever you wrote it for will love it, and then suggested I pitch it a bit lower and add 

a bridge before the final chorus.’  

‘So, did you tell him? That it was meant for him?’ I asked.  

‘No,’ Dev shook his head. ‘He said it in this pointed way. He totally knew it was for 

him, he was just sparing my feelings.’  

‘Are you sure?’ 

Dev smiled weakly. ‘He then proceeded to tell me about how he proposed to his 

fiancée with a song.’  
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‘He has a fiancée?’  

Dev looked sheepish. ‘I guess my gaydar isn’t as reliable as I thought.’  

‘Are you okay?’ I asked.  

Dev nodded. ‘I will be.’  

‘I’m sorry things didn’t work out with Hiro,’ said Paige. ‘But you must have known 

they wouldn’t. I mean, he’s . . .’ She shrugged. ‘He’s definitely cute, in a kind of bad-

boy way. But you know that’s not really your thing.’ 

I picked at the stitching on my pillowcase. Hiro had definitely, unequivocally been my 

thing. But not anymore. 

‘I’ve never felt like this before,’ I said. ‘Like my heart’s been ripped out and stomped 

on. I feel sad and hurt and used.’ 

‘Welcome to my world,’ said Dev.  

 ‘At least you’re used to it,’ I said. ‘I have, like, six years of adolescent heartbreak to 

catch up on. I feel as if it’s all come at once.’  

‘It sucks,’ said Dev with a wry smile. ‘But I’ve decided to make some changes. I went 

out for a coffee with Aaron Matthews yesterday.’  

My jaw dropped. Aaron was in our year. He was one of the many guys who was 

constantly asking Dev out. Dev had never dated a high school guy before. In fact, to 

my knowledge, Dev had never dated anyone before.  

‘Really?’ I said. 

He nodded. ‘Because you have been totally AWOL, Paige forced me to watch a 

whole season of Extreme Horse Makeover.’  

‘And you loved it,’ Paige reminded him.  
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‘Love is perhaps too strong a word. Anyway, I realised that I was like one of those 

horses. Maybe instead of endlessly searching for perfection in the form of 

unattainable guys, I should be paying more attention to myself. And maybe I was 

scared, like that one horse who wouldn’t wear a saddle because it only had one eye. 

Maybe I need to see out of both eyes, and realise that I’m just too scared to commit to 

a relationship.’  

Paige nodded. ‘Extreme Horse Makeover is so wise.’ 

‘And that’s no way to live,’ said Dev. ‘Sometimes you have to do something a bit 

scary, you know? You have to wear the saddle.’ 

I did know. I felt like everything I’d been doing for the past few months had been 

scary. I was sick of scary. I just wanted to be normal again.  

‘So . . . Aaron Matthews?’ I said. 

Dev shrugged. ‘He’s cute,’ he said. ‘And smart. And he has nice hands. Have you 

ever noticed his hands?’  

I had not.  

‘Well, they’re very nice.’ 

I nodded. ‘Good for you,’ I said. ‘I hope it works out.’ 

It wouldn’t. These things never did. We were all doomed to the same humiliating 

cycle of love and heartbreak, over and over again. This must be what books meant 

when they talked about the human condition. We had a disease. But I didn’t say any 

of that to Dev. He’d find out soon enough.  

‘Wait,’ said Paige. ‘Aaron is what, a green seven?’  

Dev tilted his head to the side. ‘I’d say an eight.’  

‘But doesn’t that mean you can’t date him? He’s not the same colour or number as 

you.’  
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Dev looked confused. ‘Paige, you know the system isn’t real, right? We made it up. 

This isn’t Brave New World.’  

Paige frowned. ‘But you said Astrid couldn’t be with Hiro because he was a brown 

six.’  

Dev shrugged. ‘That was shorthand for saying she’s too good for him.’  

Was I too good for him? Was he too good for me? I knew one thing – I was better 

than feral, grungy Poison Ivy.  

I sighed. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ I said. ‘Maybe it isn’t meant to be. Maybe I fell for 

him because he was unattainable, because I knew it would never work out. And I 

guess the mature thing is to recognise that, instead of going the Romeo and Juliet 

route that will only end in tragedy.’  

Dev’s face twisted in a weird way. ‘What?’ I said.  

‘It’s just—’ He shook his head. ‘Don’t worry.’  

‘Tell me.’  

Dev raised an eyebrow. ‘To be perfectly frank,’ he said, ‘the problems that you and 

Hiro have aren’t Romeo and Juliet–style problems. This whole situation is much more 

like Pride and Prejudice.’ 

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 

‘The reason you kept fighting with each other is because he thinks you’re an 

enormous snob and that you consider him to be socially inferior to you. And you do.’  

‘So you’re saying that Hiro is Mr Darcy?’  

Dev snorted. ‘No, you’re Mr Darcy.’  

‘What does that mean?’ I asked.  
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‘Lizzie thinks that Darcy is an enormous snob, right? That’s her prejudice. And she’s 

right. Darcy does think he’s superior to her and her people. That’s his pride. They’re 

both right about each other.’  

‘So you’re saying I’m an enormous snob?’  

‘I’m saying there’s a reason why Hiro felt like you were trying to make him into 

something he wasn’t.’  

I swallowed. Dev was right. I was Mr Darcy. I thought I knew what was best for Hiro. 

I thought he’d be better off if he was more like me – if he tried harder at school and 

went to uni.  

‘But . . .’ I tried to sort my brain into some kind of order. ‘But I was trying to make 

him better. Getting better marks and engaging with schoolwork is better. That’s not 

me being a snob.’ 

‘Sure it is,’ said Paige. ‘They’re your values. Not his.’  

‘But . . .’  

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Paige continued. ‘They’re my values too. In fact, they’re the 

values of a lot of people. But they’re still values, and if Hiro has different values, then 

sure, you’re allowed to talk about it, and debate it. But you can’t expect him to change 

just so he can be more like you.’  

When did my friends get so wise?  

I told them about Hiro being the mayor’s son, and about the whole Green Valentine 

debacle. They nodded knowingly.  

‘Dad’s cleaning business has lost the contract for all the council buildings,’ said 

Paige. ‘Apparently some big corporate something-or-other is taking over. And Mum 

has to reapply for her job at the leisure centre.’  

‘My parents are devastated,’ said Dev. They ran the local teen drop-in centre, which 

offered counselling services as well as an all-ages live music venue. ‘The council 
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have cut all their funding, and the centre can’t operate without it. We’ll probably have 

to move.’  

‘Oh, and did you hear? Patchwork Rhubarb is closing down. Apparently that block of 

the shopping strip is where some big new mall carpark is going.’  

I stared at them both, and something started to dawn on me. Something that had been 

right in front of me all along, but I’d been too self-absorbed to see it.  

Dev and Paige stayed for another half hour or so, and made me promise I’d hang out 

with them in the next couple of days. I walked them to the front door and gave them 

each a long, heartfelt hug.  

‘See you soon,’ said Dev.  

‘You’ve got a whole season of Big Hair Academy to catch up on,’ said Paige. ‘Um, 

but maybe shower before you come over to watch it.’  

I shut the door behind them, feeling better than I had in days. Even though everything 

else had fallen in a heap, at least I still had my friends. That was something.  

I wondered where Mum was. In her room, probably. Was she mad at me? I knew I 

should find her and apologise. But I felt exhausted. One step at a time. I was about to 

head back up to my room, when the doorbell rang. I went and opened the door, 

assuming Dev and Paige had forgotten something.  

A tiny spark inside me hoped it would be Hiro. 

It was the Whippet. 

I stared at her, shocked. I hadn’t spoken to her since I’d found out about the affair. 

And even before then it wasn’t like we’d ever had a proper conversation. She looked 

tired too, like Dad. I’d assumed that she would have been delighted that Mum and 

Dad had split up. She’d gotten what she wanted; she should have been glowing and 

happy.  
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I heard a noise behind me, and turned to see Mum, standing in the hallway. She didn’t 

look at me, and I knew she was still hurt by what I’d said. Mum’s eyes locked onto 

the Whippet, and for a moment I thought she was going to attack her, but then her 

gaze softened and she came to stand beside me.  

‘Jessica,’ she said. ‘This is a surprise. Come in.’ 

The Whippet crept into the living room, her shoulders hunched. She looked like she’d 

entered a military zone and was certain of execution. Her enormous eyes were even 

bulgier than usual, and her hands were shaking.  

‘What can we do for you?’ asked Mum, her voice all calm politeness.  

‘I-I wanted to apologise for Greg’s behaviour,’ said the Whippet, not looking up. ‘I 

didn’t know that he came here on Christmas night.’  

Mum’s expression didn’t crack. 

‘I—’ The Whippet took a shaky breath. She looked like she might faint. ‘I know that 

what I did – with him – was wrong, and terrible. I’ll never really forgive myself for it. 

I have no excuses, and neither does he. You are absolutely right to kick him out, and 

I’m not just saying that because you kicking him out means I get to be with him.’  

Mum blinked, looking slightly bewildered. She still hadn’t looked at me.  

‘And Greg needs to respect your choice,’ said the Whippet, her voice barely more 

than a whisper. ‘I know he’s struggling right now – especially with everything to do 

with the business. But coming over here on Christmas night—’ She glanced at me and 

lowered her voice even more. ‘Drunk. That was terrible.’  

And for the first time, I saw the whole thing from the Whippet’s point of view. She’d 

fallen in love with her boss – a married man. She’d given in to temptation, and had 

destroyed a marriage. Now she had the man, but he wasn’t strong and charming 

anymore. He was a shuddering wreck who, instead of embracing his new life and 

partner, was begging to be let back into his old marriage. That had to be hard for her.  
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I could see Mum was thinking the same thing. ‘It’s okay, Jessica,’ she said. ‘I 

understand. It’s not your fault – not this part, anyway. Greg’s grieving because he’s 

learnt he can’t have his cake and be married at the same time. But he’s a grown man, 

and he doesn’t need you to apologise for him.’  

The Whippet ducked her head in acknowledgement.  

‘But I appreciate you coming,’ said Mum. ‘Thank you.’  

‘You’re welcome – thank you – I’m sorry,’ said the Whippet, all in a confused rush. 

She turned to me as she headed back to the door. ‘Greg told me that you’re behind all 

the gardening. I think you’re brave. It’s all so beautiful. My grandmother used to 

grow roses and I loved them so much.’  

I felt a little taken aback. ‘Um,’ I said. ‘Thank you. What did you mean when you said 

Dad was struggling with the business?’  

‘It’s the new council scheme,’ said the Whippet, a flash of anger suddenly animating 

her pale face. ‘There’s a new rates system which makes it almost impossible for 

independent businesses to operate. Greg’s under a lot of pressure to sell to a dentistry 

franchise that gets a big rates discount from the council.’  

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Thanks for letting us know.’ 

The Whippet almost curtseyed, then slunk out. Mum shut the door after her, and 

started back up the hallway.  

‘Mum?’ I said.  

She stopped. 

‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said any of those things to you earlier. I know you’re 

hurting too.’ 

Mum turned around and smiled. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘Sometimes it’s easy to forget 

that you’re a teenager.’ 
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I heard the Whippet’s car pull out of our driveway.  

‘Poor thing,’ said Mum, heading into the kitchen and switching on the kettle. ‘Greg is 

going to walk all over her. Can you imagine? I bet she lives in some tiny one-

bedroom apartment, and he’s mooching all over it while she waits on him hand and 

foot.’  

‘Maybe she’ll learn to stand up for herself,’ I said. 

Mum looked dubious. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I hope so.’  

 

Back in my room, I dug out the comic book that Hiro had made for me. Lobstergirl 

and Shopping Trolley Guy, Vol 1: The Victory Garden. I must have read it twice a 

day, when Hiro and I were still together. It didn’t look like there’d be any other 

volumes.  

I opened it to a random page. Shopping Trolley Guy’s shopping trolley had been 

hurled off the roof of the abandoned factory by the book’s supervillain – a power-

hungry developer who had been poisoned by an oil spill and left a greasy trail of 

pollution everywhere she went. I should have figured it out earlier. Hiro had been 

trying to tell me about his mum all along.  

Lobstergirl was holding Shopping Trolley Guy by the wrist with one of her red 

pincers. The other clutched an old electricity cable – the only thing stopping them 

both from tumbling off the cliff to their certain death.  

Let me go! shouted Shopping Trolley Guy. Save yourself!  

Don’t you remember? Lobstergirl’s expression was defiant. I never let go.  

I never let go.  

I pressed the comic to my face. Hiro had made this. His hands had been on it. I 

wanted to absorb him, and maybe absorb some of Lobstergirl’s certainty and 

determination.  
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I felt like I was trapped in a cage. I had to get out, back out into the darkness, the soft 

velvety night where adventures could be had and things could grow. Not just green 

things, either. Other things had grown in the Victory Garden. Hiro and I had grown 

closer, and maybe I’d grown up, a little. I didn’t belong here in this little girl’s 

bedroom, papered with Greenpeace posters and academic achievement awards. I 

belonged out there. My hands itched to be deep in loamy earth.  

But the Victory Garden was gone. My rage crackled alight again, burning hot and 

deep in my belly.  

I remembered something Hiro had said. 

Sometimes it feels good just to break stuff. 

I put the comic down carefully. My hands were shaking. I was going to break 

something alright. 

I pulled on a hoodie, a pair of jeans and comfortable sneakers, before looking at 

myself in the mirror. 

‘My name is Lobstergirl,’ I told my reflection. ‘I never let go. And tonight I’m going 

to break some rules.’  
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20  
I stood on Hiro’s front doorstep, clutching the Lobstergirl and Shopping Trolley Guy 

comic in my hand, rehearsing my speech. I didn’t care if he was ashamed of me. I 

didn’t care if he didn’t want to be my boyfriend. I didn’t care if he thought I was a 

ginormous snob and he never wanted to speak to me again. I had started this with 

him, and I wanted him to be there when we finished it. One more night, and then we 

could go our separate ways.  

Behind me, a streetlight pinged on as the sun sank below the horizon. A breeze stirred 

the immaculate lawn in Hiro’s front yard, and I shivered. I had no idea how Hiro 

would react when he saw me. What if he slammed the door in my face?  

I raised my hand to knock, but before I could, the door opened, revealing Michi 

wearing sneakers, shorts and a David Bowie T-shirt, clearly heading out for a run. She 

blinked at me in surprise.  

‘Is Hiro home?’ I asked. 

Michi frowned. ‘I thought he was with you.’  

‘No. How is he? I heard he got arrested.’  

‘Yeah,’ said Michi. ‘He’s fine. Our parents went mental, of course. But that was two 

weeks ago. You haven’t seen him since then?’  

I shook my head. ‘We . . . He broke up with me.’ Saying it out loud felt like one of 

the most difficult things I’d ever done.  

‘Wait,’ said Michi. ‘He broke up with you? Is he insane? Has he seen you?’  

I felt myself go red. Of course he wasn’t here. I knew exactly where he was.  

‘I-I think he’s with Poison Ivy.’  
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Michi raised an eyebrow.  

‘Storm,’ I explained. ‘You know. The ferals from the other day.’  

‘Oh,’ said Michi, a dark look on her face. ‘I’m going to kill him. Then I’m going to 

kill her.’  

I remembered Michi’s reaction when I’d mentioned Storm in Maria’s garden.  

‘Do you know her?’ 

Michi paused, then took a step back into the house, holding the door open for me. 

‘You’d better come inside,’ she said.  

We went into the kitchen. There was no sign of Hiro’s parents. I perched on a stool, 

and Michi leaned against the counter.  

‘Storm was my high school best friend,’ she said.  

I blinked. ‘She’s from Valentine?’  

‘Back when her name was Alison Bainbridge.’  

I knew her name wasn’t really Storm.  

‘We became friends on the first day of Year Seven, and were totally inseparable. We 

were both very idealistic about making the world a better place. We organised a 

fundraiser to save this all-ages music festival we used to have, and a petition to 

protest the sexist restrictions Valentine High used to have on uniform, and what sports 

girls were allowed to play.’  

Sounded familiar. 

‘But halfway through Year Twelve, something happened. She started hanging out 

with these radical environmentalists. You know, the ones who actually kind of are 

terrorists. I never wanted things to get violent. That’s not the way forward. We had a 

massive fight about it, and we stopped speaking. Then before I knew it, she was all 

dreadlocks and hemp and calling herself Storm or . . . What did you call her?’  
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‘Poison Ivy.’ 

Michi chuckled. ‘Poison Ivy. I like that.’ 

I frowned. ‘Does Hiro know her then? He never mentioned that they’d met before, but 

they must have if you two were friends.’  

‘I doubt he realises,’ said Michi. ‘She’s unrecognisable. In high school she was a 

straight-A student. She ruled the school. She was one of those girls everybody loved. 

Everything was easy for her, you know?’  

I knew. Poison Ivy had been a Missolini. 

‘I bet she realises, though,’ I said. ‘Who Hiro is. Who his mum is.’ 

Michi looked at me in surprise. ‘Mum?’ 

I nodded. ‘I think that’s why Poison Ivy wants him. She knows that if she can expose 

the mayor’s son as being one of the vandals, it’ll totally undo her campaign.’ I paused 

for a moment of grudging respect for Poison Ivy. Then my seething hatred kicked in 

again. ‘What a bitch.’  

Michi’s face was pale with worry. ‘We can’t let Hiro get into more trouble,’ she said. 

‘What if Poison Ivy’s got some devious plan to get Hiro arrested again?’  

‘If she does, she’ll also have someone filming it to make sure that everyone sees.’  

‘I’m going to rip her dreadlocks out,’ said Michi between gritted teeth.  

‘Not sure that would play so well on YouTube either,’ I told her. ‘Anyway, you 

should wait here in case Hiro comes home. You can try and talk some sense into 

him.’  

Michi nodded. ‘But where will you go?’  

I shrugged. ‘If you wanted to stick it to the mayor, what would you have her son 

vandalise?’  



 

 220 

*** 

I spotted them around the side of the Town Hall, hiding in a pool of darkness between 

streetlights. One of the dreadlocked goons tried to stop me as I approached, but then 

he saw my face and stepped aside.  

Hiro was nowhere to be seen. I took a deep breath and marched up to Poison Ivy. She 

was wearing her usual low-slung fisherman’s pants, and a skimpy singlet with Che 

Guevara’s face on it.  

‘Hey,’ I said. 

She looked at me as if I was some kind of disgusting and irritating insect. ‘What are 

you doing here?’  

‘Where is Hiro?’  

‘Who? Oh, your little friend. How the hell should I know?’  

I narrowed my eyes. ‘Stop playing games, Alison. I know your deal.’ I glanced around 

the group of hippies, and noticed one of them swiftly conceal a video camera behind 

his back. 

‘Subtle,’ I said. ‘So I suppose you were planning to . . . what, leak it online? Sell it to 

a local news station? Imagine the headlines: Mayor Disgraced by Terrorist Son.’  

Poison Ivy looked like she was going to deny it, but then her face spread in a smirk 

and she shrugged.  

‘You’re an idiot,’ I said. ‘Have you met the mayor? She’s ruthless. If she catches Hiro 

vandalising the Town Hall, she’ll use it to her advantage. She’ll tell everyone that not 

even her own family are exempt from her new anti-vandalism laws. It’ll just make her 

stronger. People will respect her for taking a hard line, and you’ll have just confirmed 

her argument that this suburb is full of eco-terrorists!’  

Poison Ivy sneered. ‘You’ll say anything to get your boyfriend off the hook.’  
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That was when I realised. Hiro wasn’t there. Poison Ivy had tried to lure him to the 

Town Hall, but he hadn’t come. Something wild and roaring lit up inside me.  

‘You haven’t seen him at all, have you?’ I asked, just to be sure.  

Poison Ivy gave me a withering look. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I guess underneath all that 

badass attitude, he’s just a goody-two-shoes like you.’ 

I was done. I had nothing else to say to her. I turned to leave. 

‘Wait,’ said Poison Ivy. ‘While you’re here . . .’ Her mouth curved in a smile. ‘Do 

you want to be a little bit bad?’  

I noticed for the first time that she was holding an egg carton. I felt a jolt of 

recognition, a flashback to when Hiro had first proffered me a seed bomb from an egg 

carton, back at the very beginning of all this.  

Poison Ivy opened the carton. Instead of it being filled with seed bombs, it was filled 

with eggs.  

‘They’re . . . well aged,’ she said with a savage curl of her lip.  

She lifted one out carefully, and then, in a smooth, sinuous movement, tossed it 

against one of the windows of the council building. The egg burst and splattered into 

bits of shell and yolk. It didn’t take long before the smell hit us. It was almost 

overpowering.  

Poison Ivy looked at me speculatively. ‘Do you want a go?’ she asked, proffering the 

egg carton.  

Sometimes it feels good to break things. 

I felt myself reach out. 

It would feel so good to break something. To be bad. To break the rules and show the 

cretins in the council what I really thought of them. To inconvenience them just a tiny 

bit, so they would know how much they’d inconvenienced me. To destroy something.  
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‘Or perhaps you’d like to do something a little more extreme,’ said Poison Ivy, and 

she nodded towards the trolley. I peered inside. It was full of bricks and chunks of 

masonry. I blinked. They were going to throw rocks at the Town Hall. And it was 

only nine pm. There could be people in there. Late meetings. People could get hurt. 

Valuable property might get damaged or destroyed.  

I took a step back, withdrawing my hand from the carton.  

The eggs weren’t even free range. 

‘I didn’t think so,’ said Poison Ivy. ‘People like you, you’re all talk.’ 

I knew I should walk away and forget about Poison Ivy and her feral minions. But I 

wasn’t the kind of person who could turn the other cheek and walk away from a fight. 

People like her gave people like me a bad name. All I wanted to do was make people 

think more. And I knew that if people thought more, then they’d care more, and 

together we could make the world more beautiful. But Poison Ivy didn’t want that. 

She wasn’t trying to recruit people to her way of thinking, she was trying to make 

enemies. She wanted to destroy the system, not fix it.  

‘I’m not,’ I said quietly. ‘I’m not all talk. I do things to help, not to hurt, and I will 

continue to do them no matter how many people tell me I can’t.’  

‘Yeah,’ said Poison Ivy, her voice heavy with sarcasm. ‘You’re a regular little 

revolutionary.’  

I’d had enough. ‘Don’t patronise me. You’re the one wearing a Che Guevara top,’ I 

snapped. ‘Do you even know who he is?’  

‘Of course I do,’ she said sneeringly. ‘He deposed Fidel Castro in the Cuban 

Revolution.’  

I shook my head in disbelief. ‘No, he didn’t,’ I said. ‘Let me tell you something about 

the Cuban Revolution. The Cuban Garden Revolution.’  

Poison Ivy adopted a bored, superior expression but one or two of her goons seemed 

to be genuinely interested.  
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‘Okay,’ I said. ‘In the 1960s Cuba spent most of their agricultural space growing 

lucrative export crops – mostly tobacco and sugar. Because they had these massive 

monocultural crops, they needed a whole heap of pesticides and synthetic fertilisers. 

They couldn’t get them from the US, because of the trade embargo. Instead, the 

Soviet Union was Cuba’s biggest source of trade. When the Soviet Union collapsed in 

1989, Cuba’s trade collapsed too. Food, medicine and gasoline became scarce, and 

their enormous crops of tobacco and sugar became worthless and impossible to 

harvest and transport. They also lost all their access to synthetic fertilisers and 

pesticides. The people of Cuba started to starve – their calorie intake dropped by a 

third. All of a sudden, Cuba had to produce twice as much food, using half the amount 

of synthetic fertilisers.’  

‘Oh my God, who cares,’ groaned Poison Ivy. ‘Why are you still here?’  

‘Shh,’ said one of Poison Ivy’s goons. ‘Let her finish.’ Poison Ivy seemed so utterly 

taken aback that someone had dared stand up to her, that she fell silent. The goon 

gestured at me to continue. 

‘So the Cubans changed. In Havana, they converted vacant lots, plazas and rooftops 

into intensive gardens. Schools and businesses had their own kitchen gardens. They 

threw out all their petrol-guzzling farming machinery and started using humans, 

wheelbarrows and oxen. Because they were growing so many kinds of crops all 

together, the city’s biodiversity levels increased so they didn’t need to use pesticides 

anymore. They practised crop rotation and companion planting. They created their 

own fertiliser using animal manure and compost. And today, nearly all the seasonal 

produce consumed in Havana is grown within a thirty-mile radius. They produce their 

own eggs, honey, chickens and rabbits. They’re a world leader in worms and worm 

farm technology. And everything is organic.’  

Poison Ivy opened her mouth to make what I was sure would be a snide remark, but I 

kept talking.  

‘That’s a real revolution,’ I said. ‘Our body converts food into energy, right? And 

energy is a kind of power. By growing our own food, we’re taking that power into our 

own hands. Taking it away from ginormous corporations that chop down forests and 
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drench our food in toxic chemicals and over-process and over-package everything. 

Growing our own food makes us powerful. It’s transformative. It’s therapeutic. And 

at the end, you get strawberries. So you can keep your rocks, and your carcinogenic 

fire-twirling, and your battery-farmed eggs. I’m off to change the world.’  

The goons burst into applause. Poison Ivy snapped at them to shut up, but I didn’t 

care about her any more. I had better things to do.  

It was nearly ten o’clock when I reached school. The night was clear and cool. I 

slipped in through the front gate of the school, and headed across the footy oval to the 

kitchen garden.  

Orange light spilled from the nearly streetlights, illuminating the garden gate. Open. I 

felt a chill run through me. I was sure I’d closed it when I left . . . how long ago was 

it? It felt like forever since Mr Webber had suspended me and school had ended. I 

hoped the seedlings would be alright. It hadn’t rained for a few days – I’d need to 

water.  

I saw a shadow move over by the tomatoes and snapped back to reality. Someone was 

in my garden. Was it one of Poison Ivy’s goons, come to teach me a lesson? Or was it 

someone from the council, ripping up plants like they had done at the vacant lot? 

Either way, they weren’t going to be too pleased to see me.  

I could leave. I could run home and hop into bed and pull the covers over my head. 

I’d stay away from school – I didn’t need to see them bulldoze my garden. Who had I 

been kidding anyway? I was too young to make a difference. I should just put my 

head down, study hard, get into a good university and find a job where I could make a 

difference. It’d only take, what, ten or fifteen years?  

In fifteen years’ time, it might be too late.  

I thought about Lobstergirl in Hiro’s comic book. 

‘I never let go,’ I whispered to myself, and strode into the garden. 

‘Show yourself,’ I demanded of the shadowy figure, which jumped slightly, then went 

very still. 
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‘Jesus, Astrid! You scared the crap out of me.’  

It was Hiro. Hiro was here in the garden. My garden. Our garden.  

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked, moving forward so I could see him properly in 

the dim light reflecting off Valentine’s dark orange clouds. 

Hiro gave me a long look that I didn’t understand. It was somewhere between sad and 

angry and defiant. ‘I’m gardening,’ he said at last.  

‘There’s no point,’ I said. ‘It’s going to become an indoor swimming pool.’  

 ‘I know,’ he said. 

We watched one another for a moment, each of us trying to read the other. 

Hiro took a half step towards me. ‘What are you doing here?’ 

I swallowed. ‘I-I don’t know. I was angry and I wanted to do something. I went to the 

Town Hall. But I can’t do it. I can’t be like you. Like them.’  

I saw Hiro frown. ‘Was Storm there?’  

I nodded. ‘I thought you would be too.’ 

‘Me?’ Hiro asked. ‘After they abandoned me and let me get picked up by the cops? 

They planned it all along, you know.’  

‘It’s because of your mum,’ I told him. ‘Poison Ivy knows who she is. She wanted to 

frame you, to discredit the whole Green Valentine campaign.’  

Hiro winced. ‘You know about my mum.’ 

‘She sent me a Christmas card.’ 

‘I should have told you. But at first you were all rah-rah on her team, and I was so 

angry with her. And then you were angry with her too, and I was afraid you’d be 

angry with me. I . . . I didn’t want to complicate things.’  
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‘I get it,’ I said. ‘All superheroes have secrets.’  

‘I don’t think I can be a very good superhero in this particular story,’ said Hiro 

ruefully. ‘I’m pretty sure I’m the son of the archvillain.’  

I shrugged. ‘A superhero with a supervillain mother? Seems legit to me. Like Luke 

Skywalker and Darth Vader, if Darth Vader was female, and instead of the Death Star 

there was a multilevel deluxe shopping centre.’  

Hiro smiled a sad little smile. ‘I wish I could pull off her helmet and redeem her. I’d 

even let her chop my hand off.’ I felt something flicker inside me. Something warm 

and bright. It started to burn away at my cold, hard rage. ‘We don’t get to choose our 

families.’ 

‘We had a big fight tonight. That’s why I’m here. She told me the council were voting 

on the Green Valentine Scheme next week, and I told her that the whole thing was 

corporate bullshit and she was going to destroy people’s lives. She got all upset and 

cried, and then I felt bad, even though I’m supposed to be the good guy here.’ Hiro’s 

face twisted miserably.  

‘Tonight . . . ’ I rubbed a basil leaf between my finger and thumb, inhaling the scent. 

‘Why didn’t you go? I thought . . . You and Pois— You and Storm—’ 

Hiro snorted. ‘What? After what they did to me at the display centre? Also, Storm is 

insane.’ 

‘But . . . you thought she had all the answers.’ 

‘I was wrong. You were right. People like her are never going to change the world. 

People like you are.’  

The tiny warm, bright thing flared up.  

‘Astrid,’ Hiro took another step forward. ‘I’m sorry. About everything. About Storm, 

and about the way I treated you in front of my friends. I felt like you wanted me to be 

something I wasn’t. It . . . it was like my mum, all over again.’  
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‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry too. I did want you to be something you weren’t. I 

thought I knew better, but that’s not fair. You get to make your own choices, even if I 

think they’re bad ones.’  

Hiro looked down at the ground. ‘I felt so angry. You made me angry that the world 

is broken. And that I couldn’t fix it. I wanted to break things.’  

I nodded. ‘I feel like that too.’  

He smiled at me. ‘Can we just garden for a while? I’ve had enough of breaking stuff. I 

want to be productive.’  

Despite having had no attention for over a fortnight, the kitchen garden was doing 

surprisingly well. We pulled weeds and thinned seedlings and added compost. A 

bumper crop of tomatoes and eggplant was appearing, and I wondered if they’d ripen 

before getting bulldozed and turned into a swimming pool.  

As we worked side by side, I felt my heavy sadness lift. I realised that we could do 

this, Hiro and I. We could be friends. We could work together. No kissing, no 

torment, no angry words or overblown expectations. This – the two of us, digging and 

planting and mulching – it was good. It was enough.  

Until.  

As he reached for a trowel, Hiro’s hand brushed mine, and I felt my knees buckle.  

It was a wave of emotion, so strong and powerful that it washed away all my calm 

satisfaction. I felt drenched – my cheeks burned and I shuddered as my breathing 

grew shallow. I put out a hand to steady myself on the edge of the garden bed.  

This was insane.  

I’d been kidding myself that I was over him, and that we could just be friends. He 

made me weak at the knees. Literally. I thought that was something that only 

happened in books.  
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Hiro moved away from me – a few centimetres – but I noticed. Did he not want to 

touch me? Or was he feeling the same way I was, but trying to hide it?  

I snuck a glance at him out of the corner of my eye. Did I notice a faint pink flush on 

his cheeks? Was the frown that creased his forehead one of concentration or 

displeasure?  

His eyes met mine suddenly, briefly, for the tiniest fraction of a second. We both 

looked back to the garden. I repositioned a bamboo stake. Hiro scratched a fingernail 

into the dirt.  

Blood roared in my ears, and I could hear myself breathing, loud as thunder.  

Hiro leaned across me again, reaching for the packet of twist-ties we used to secure 

plants to their wooden stakes or trellises. For a moment, he leaned against me, his side 

against mine, and I held my breath.  

That wasn’t an accident. That lean. That moment. I waited for an agonising ten 

seconds, waited for him to say something or do something. To give me another sign.  

Then I stopped waiting.  

I deliberately put my hand on his. He froze, and I felt his whole body tense up beside 

me. My heart hammered. Had I been reading all the signs wrong? Was he going to 

reject me again?  

We stood there in silence. I didn’t know what to do. I’d been certain that Hiro would 

have reacted, one way or another. Either pulled away or moved closer. But he just 

stood there, like a vegetable. I felt like an idiot. Should I remove my hand?  

I never let go.  

I gritted my teeth and stayed put, my hand lightly resting on Hiro’s. I felt his skin on 

my skin, and despite the tension, I thrilled to be touching him again.   

‘It’ll never work,’ he said at last, his voice low and husky. ‘You and me.’  
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‘I don’t care.’ 

‘Your friends will never accept me.’ 

‘I don’t care.’ 

‘I don’t want to go to university.’ 

‘I don’t care.’ 

‘You’re going to do all this amazing stuff with your life. You’ll go to uni and you’ll 

make all these new friends and you’ll find big, exciting ways to change the world. 

And you’ll leave me behind.’  

‘I won’t.’ 

He finally met my eyes, and I felt dizzy. I saw him, deep inside, and I could tell he 

could see me too. All my doubt and anxiety washed away under his gaze. I knew he 

wanted me. I knew he felt exactly the same way I did.  

And then suddenly we had our arms around each other, and were kissing like we’d 

never kissed before. Everything was urgent and desperate, but still achingly sweet. I 

was never going to let him go. Never. He pulled me in closer, and my hands slipped 

under his shirt to rest on the small of his back.  

Our feet got tangled up together, and we fell, still clutching each other, into one of the 

raised garden beds. For a split second I mourned for the wombok cabbage that we 

were squashing, but then I was overwhelmed by the aroma of fresh earth and 

sugarcane mulch and Hiro. I felt myself sink a little into the soft garden bed, and my 

hands touched dirt and green growing things.  

Hiro’s hand sought mine, and our fingers entwined in the soil as we kissed and kissed 

and my head grew light from lack of oxygen.  

A cool breeze made the leaves around us sigh and shift, and the dark orange smog that 

usually covered Valentine lifted, and I saw the faint twinkling of stars overhead. I felt 

the garden all around us – breathing and living, full of wriggling, pushing, growing 
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life. I felt calm and safe, cradled in the soft earth and Hiro’s arms, our breath perfectly 

matched, our heartbeats in sync. Everything was as it should be, in this one perfect 

moment.  

And I knew that I would never, never let go. ‘So what’s the plan?’ murmured Hiro at 

last.  

I tilted my face up to his so I could see him properly. His hair stuck up in all 

directions, and was littered with sugar-cane mulch. He’d never looked so adorable, 

and I had to kiss him again. I felt his lips smile under mine.  

‘I meant,’ he said, when we stopped for air. ‘I meant what else is the plan. Apart from 

. . . that.’  

I didn’t want to get up. I didn’t want to disturb our perfect little ecosystem of stars 

and earth and green tendrils, buds and leaves. But there would be no growing things 

unless we fought for them. So I sat up, and my head spun for a moment. Hiro smiled 

up at me.  

‘You’re so beautiful,’ he said. ‘Inside and out. Beautiful and fierce.’  

I trailed a finger along his cheek. 

‘The plan,’ I said slowly, thinking it through. ‘The plan. I don’t know.’ 

‘There must be something we can do,’ said Hiro, hoisting himself up from the garden 

bed and brushing dirt and mulch from his clothes. ‘We’re not going to let Mum win. 

Right?’  

‘Right.’ I scrambled up too, thinking hard. 

But what could we do? Two teenagers and a few tomato plants. 

‘The council meets on Monday morning,’ said Hiro. ‘From what Mum said earlier, 

she’s managed to get three of the nine councillors on board. She gets a vote too, 

which means she only needs to persuade two more in order to pass the Green 

Valentine Scheme.’  
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I nodded. ‘So we need to make sure the remaining six councillors don’t vote with 

her,’ I said. ‘How do we do that?’ Hiro shrugged. ‘If only we really were an Invisible 

Garden Army, instead of just two people,’ he said with a sigh. ‘Then we could make a 

difference.’  

I glanced down at the imprint in the earth where our bodies had lain. The wombok 

cabbage was definitely not going to recover. I felt a warm glow inside. We were still 

lying there, sort of. A part of us was, anyway. A part of us would always be lying 

there.  

I wanted to recapture the excitement of those first few weeks with Hiro. The 

incredible highs we’d felt, as things started to sprout and unfurl. How could we make 

other people feel that way? That heady mix of ambition and passion and satisfaction?  

‘What if we were?’ I asked, slowly. 

‘Were what?’ 

‘What if we had an army? A real, non-invisible garden army?’ 

Hiro frowned ‘We don’t. This is Valentine, remember? You can’t get people to sign a 

petition, let alone attend a demonstration.’  

I felt a smile spread over my face. ‘I’ve been going about this all the wrong way. And 

I think I know what we need to do.’  
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21  
The council vote was at nine-thirty am. At nine-fifteen, I stood on the steps to the 

Town Hall, feeling like the earth might open up and swallow me at any moment. The 

sun was high and hot overhead, spreading searing white light over everything. But I 

didn’t dread the daylight anymore. It was time to stop hiding under the cover of 

darkness. I knew what was coming, and I wasn’t giving in without a fight.  

Hiro and I had been up all night, transplanting the flowers and vegies from the school 

kitchen garden into the empty beds around the Town Hall. I caught a glimpse of my 

reflection in the grand set of glass doors. I looked like a wild creature, my hair tangled 

and matted with mulch, my face and hands smeared with dirt. I smiled at myself, a 

fierce, wolfish smile. White teeth and piercing eyes glinted back at me. I’d never felt 

so free.  

Our little plants were digging their roots down into their new homes, and turning their 

faces up to the morning sun. I could feel them settling in around me, taking root and 

starting to grow. Something was growing inside me, too. Something strong.  

‘Astrid.’ It was Bryce Walker, Paige’s dad, wearing his cleaning overalls. He didn’t 

look overwhelmed with joy to see me.  

I took a step towards him. ‘Thanks so much for this,’ I said. ‘I really owe you one.’  

Bryce’s eyebrows drew together in concern. ‘Are you sure you know what you’re 

doing, Astrid? I could get into a lot of trouble for this.’  

‘I know. And I really appreciate it. But you understand, right? Why it’s important?’  

Bryce hesitated, then nodded. ‘I suppose they’re going to take the keys off me in a 

few days anyway, when the new cleaning company moves in.’  

I smiled and tried to look braver than I felt. ‘Trust me.’  
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He pulled a heavy bunch of keys from his pocket and let me through a door to one 

side of the Town Hall steps. Inside everything was quiet and cool, save for the wheeze 

of an air conditioner. Bryce led me down a corridor lined with framed portraits of 

previous councillors. They looked like an entirely shifty lot.  

‘So,’ I said, trying to ease the awkward silence as we walked. ‘How are those organic 

cleaning products I recommended going?’  

‘Great,’ said Bryce over his shoulder. ‘Until I lost the council cleaning contract. I now 

have a garage full of tea tree oil and orange extract.’  

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Well, hopefully we’ll be able to do something about that today.’  

Bryce didn’t reply. I didn’t exactly feel waves of confidence radiating from him.  

A bored-looking security guard stood in front of an unremarkable door at the end of 

the corridor. Bryce nodded to him, and the security guard turned and opened the door. 

We walked through, and I couldn’t quite believe that had been so easy.  

The Town Hall was quite a grand space that had once held concerts and markets and 

seminars. Nowadays it was only used for council meetings, and everything was 

shabby and faded. The councillors sat around a long wooden table on a raised 

platform at one end, in front of the stage. There were a handful of uncomfortable 

plastic chairs set out in wonky rows, in case the council needed to consult with any 

community groups. Which of course they didn’t.  

Eight councillors sat around the table. I recognised a few of them – a couple of local 

business owners. Some I’d never seen before, and I suspected that Mayor Tanaka had 

squirrelled them in to be her cronies. She sat at the head of the table, wearing a neat 

business suit, her face a mask of cold, businesslike efficiency.  

‘. . . implementing our key deliverables according to the proposed timeline . . .’ 

Mayor Tanaka broke off and looked up as we entered. Eight heads turned to follow 

her gaze.  
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‘See?’ the Mayor said to the councillors, indicating me and Bryce with a tilt of her 

head. ‘This is why we need the services of a reputable, accountable cleaning firm, and 

not just some random local who can bring in anything off the street.’  

Her eyes flicked to me as she said anything with a look of polite distaste, as if I were 

some kind of feral animal, or an overflowing rubbish bin.  

Bryce looked terrified. ‘You’re on your own, kid,’ he muttered, and scurried away out 

the door. I swallowed, and then walked across the scratched parquetry floor until I 

stood before the wooden table.  

‘Hi, Mayor Tanaka,’ I said. ‘My name’s Astrid Katy Smythe. I’m Hiro’s girlfriend.’  

Mayor Tanaka raised her eyebrows. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I know who you are. Are you 

looking for Hiro?’  

I shook my head. ‘Actually, I was looking for you. I have something I want to say.’  

‘I’m sure you have some big speech planned,’ said Mayor Tanaka, holding up a hand. 

‘But we really don’t need to hear it. The vote will be going ahead. I’m sorry if you’re 

disappointed.’  

I felt the old rage-monster rise up inside me, but it was trampled down by the green, 

growing calmness. I didn’t need rage. I had certainty instead.  

I smiled at her. She didn’t smile back. I wasn’t sure she could. The door behind me 

opened again, and Mr Webber stepped into the council chamber room. I blinked. He 

scowled at me, walked across the room and sat next to the mayor.  

‘You’re on local council?’ I asked, and then wondered why I was surprised. Of course 

he was. Mayor Tanaka had probably promised him a nice cushy job as principal of the 

evil new Valentine Business College.  

I shook my head. ‘I always knew you hated my kitchen garden,’ I said. ‘But really, a 

heated pool?’  
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Mr Webber shrugged. ‘All the best schools have a pool. It attracts the right sort of 

parent. Unlike your little garden, which, as I understand it, is just hazardous waste.’  

Hazardous waste. That’s what he called the garden. He was a hazardous waste of a 

human being.  

‘You know this is wrong,’ I said to Mr Webber. ‘You know it isn’t fair.’  

Mr Webber’s face twisted. ‘You know what, Astrid?’ he said. ‘Life isn’t fair. You get 

to swan around school as if you own it. You get to skip class whenever you feel like 

it. Everybody likes you and listens to you. You have privileges at Valentine High that 

nobody else does – teacher or student. Is that fair?’  

I felt as if he’d slapped me in the face. It wasn’t fair. I was a Missolini, and it wasn’t 

fair, any more than it was fair that Superman had super strength. But Superman’s 

strength was also a burden and a responsibility.  

‘You’re right,’ I said to him. ‘Fair doesn’t come into it. There’s no such thing as fair. 

There’s no cosmic judge handing out compensation packages to people who have 

been treated unfairly. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to fight for what I think is 

right.’  

Mayor Tanaka let out a derisive snort. ‘Honestly,’ she said, her voice heavy with 

sarcasm. Her eyes narrowed, and for a moment I could see Hiro in her face, resentful 

and full of anger. ‘You and whose army?’  

I heard a rumble coming from outside. ‘My army,’ I said. ‘My Invisible Garden 

Army.’  

The rumble got louder, a low thumping tramp, clapping, and music.  

Mayor Tanaka glared at me. ‘Enough of this bullshit,’ she said, and turned to the 

notes in front of her. ‘First order of business is the approval of the Green Valentine 

scheme. All in favour—’ 

I heard footsteps in the corridor outside, and the raised voice of the security guard. 
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‘Mayor Tanaka,’ I said. ‘You can grow some pretty awesome stuff in bullshit.’ 

The doors behind me burst open, and my army flooded in. 

They were dressed in all the colours of the rainbow, carrying placards and shovels and 

pots overflowing with green life. Paige was wearing a long, elaborate gown that 

seemed to be entirely made of leaves. She wore a crown of flowers, and trailed ivy 

tendrils behind her. She was surrounded by an adoring crowd of fans, who carried 

placards that read RESISTANCE IS FERTILE. Michi and Cara wore twin crowns of 

woven flowers. Hiro’s nonna pushed a wheelbarrow full of vegetables and seedlings. 

Dev’s parents led a troupe of singing teenagers carrying a banner saying DON’T LET 

OUR DROP-INS DROP OUT. Paige’s mum and the rest of the leisure centre staff 

waved pool noodles like flags of victory. At the front was my mum and some people 

from her art class, carrying an enormous banner that just read VALENTINE, where 

every letter was decorated with the different things that brought our community 

together – library books, meals-on-wheels, soccer clubs and working bees. I saw my 

dad and the Whippet, both carrying enormous white boxes with the logo of Dad’s 

dentistry practice on the sides.  

They crammed in, filling the hall with noise and colour. Just when I thought we were 

at capacity, more people would squeeze in through the door. People from school with 

their friends and parents. The staff of Patchwork Rhubarb handing out iced coffees 

and juices. Teachers from school. I spotted a couple of Poison Ivy’s goons, and didn’t 

even feel annoyed that one of them was banging on a djembe, because it was drowned 

out by our entire school marching band, who managed to elbow their way up onto the 

stage behind the council, playing a very up-tempo version of ‘Rockin’ in the Free 

World’, being led by Dev, who was dancing in front of them with his flute like the 

Pied Piper of Hamelin.  

And up the very, very front was Hiro, waving a foam lobster claw and looking 

extremely pleased with himself. I loved him so much, in that moment, that I thought I 

might fall apart.  

Mayor Tanaka pulled out her BlackBerry and began speaking urgently into it, yelling 

to be heard over the din.  
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Mr Webber turned to me, his face dark with rage. ‘You,’ he shouted. ‘You did this.’  

I shook my head. ‘No, Mr Webber. Valentine did this. We may live in the ugliest 

suburb on the planet, but that doesn’t mean we don’t care about it.’  

Hiro and I had worked all weekend. We’d called in Paige and Dev and harnessed the 

vast social networking powers of the Missolinis. We’d doorknocked and texted and 

tweeted and Facebooked. We hadn’t tried to convince anyone of anything – we hadn’t 

needed to. Everyone had heard about Green Valentine, and everyone was angry that 

they hadn’t been consulted. I looked out over the sea of people. Not a single one of 

them had signed my Hairy Marron petition. But that didn’t mean they didn’t care 

about anything.  

Hiro scrambled up onto the councillors’ table, motioning for silence. His mum looked 

utterly horrified. The marching band stopped playing, and everyone turned towards 

Hiro.  

‘Hi,’ said Hiro, his voice sounding out clear and loud, so different from his usual 

mumbling. ‘So, a lot of you don’t know me. And most of you who do know me 

probably don’t like me. But that’s okay, because I don’t know you either. And you do 

know this girl here.’ He gestured towards me. ‘Everyone knows Astrid Katy Smythe. 

Whether she raised money for your soccer team, or helped you with your science 

homework, or pestered you into signing a petition about some random endangered 

crustacean, you’ve all met Astrid, and undoubtedly been charmed by her cheerful 

determination. So I’m going to stop talking, and let her do all the hard work.’  

He reached down and pulled me up onto the table. Everyone cheered, and the 

marching band played a little fanfare. I felt like I was in a dream. I glanced down at 

Mr Webber and Mayor Tanaka. They were both furious. The Mayor was jabbing 

savagely at her BlackBerry while Mr Webber seemed to be muttering apologies and 

excuses into her ear.  

Then I looked out over the crowd. It was the strangest group of people I’d ever seen. 

There were plants and musical instruments and gardening implements and pool 

noodles. They were shoulder-to-shoulder, taking up every inch of the hall, crammed 

in together like one giant, swirling mass of colour and weirdness.  
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I cleared my throat. What on earth was I supposed to say? In the crowd, I saw Dev 

grin and give me a thumbs up. I didn’t have anything prepared. I hadn’t thought this 

far ahead.  

‘Um,’ I said. ‘Thanks for coming . . .’  

‘Enough,’ said Mayor Tanaka. ‘This has to end. You think you can storm in here, 

interrupting official business, and everything will go your way like in a movie? It 

doesn’t work that way. You can’t save the world by planting a bloody tomato.’  

I stared down at her, and suddenly I knew exactly what to say.  

‘Yeah, I can,’ I said. ‘Because you know what I can do with that one tomato? I can 

get about fifty viable seeds. And I can grow those seeds, or give them to other people 

to grow. And that makes fifty tomato plants. And we can harvest around twenty 

tomatoes from a tomato plant. And if we collected the seeds from just one tomato per 

plant, and grew those as well, we’d have twenty thousand tomatoes. And you can feed 

a lot of people with twenty thousand tomatoes.’  

A ripple of applause went through the crowd. 

‘Mayor Tanaka thinks that Valentine needs to change, and she’s right. But she’s like I 

used to be. She’s trying to force Valentine into the mould of what she thinks a 

successful suburb should look like. But she hasn’t listened.’  

I looked out over the sea of people. I saw small business owners and students and 

children and pensioners and retail employees and musicians and teachers. I saw a 

community.  

‘I learnt something this week,’ I told them. ‘I’ve spent years trying to get you all to 

care about the things I care about. But I’ve gone about it totally the wrong way. I’ve 

been telling everyone around me that they’re wrong, that the way they do things is 

bad, that they should be ashamed. But I’ve been a total hypocrite, because I never 

listened to any of you, when you tried to tell me what you cared about. You all have 

passions and dreams. Everyone cares about something, whether it’s your house, your 

family, your job, your pet. I thought that just because Valentine doesn’t look like the 
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happy, friendly, white-picket-fence suburbs you see on TV, it meant we had no 

community. I was wrong. We have a community, and all we needed was for someone 

to listen.’  

The crowd burst into applause. 

‘I believe Valentine can be better,’ I continued. ‘I believe it can be beautiful. And I 

know you all believe that too. And every single one of us will have a different idea of 

how it can be better. We should share those ideas. Because a truly great community 

can’t be built with just one idea. It’s built with hundreds and hundreds of little ones.’  

I thought about the sneering remarks Poison Ivy had made about my tomatoes. ‘A 

high school kitchen garden might not be much,’ I said. ‘But it’s a seed. And seeds can 

grow into amazing, beautiful things. One seed can end up feeding thousands. People 

think of gardening as being relaxing. It’s something that we do to get away from all 

the terrible stuff going on in the world. It’s something little old ladies do.’  

I heard Maria let out a whoop. 

‘And although gardening is relaxing, it can also be radical. It can be political. When 

all our food is grown from genetically modified seeds, created in laboratories that are 

owned by just five companies worldwide, growing our own vegetables is an act of 

resistance. And it’s not a negative resistance like a boycott or a strike. It’s positive. 

We’re creating other options, opening up new ways to live and be.’  

I glanced over at Hiro and he grinned at me. 

‘When I started the school kitchen garden, I did it because it was good for the 

environment. Seventy-five per cent of the energy needed to produce our food is used 

after it’s left the farm. Home-grown food uses less energy, fewer pesticides and up to 

eighty-nine per cent less water. And I’ve realised this summer that growing your own 

vegies is about more than just the environment. Gardening is about people. It’s about 

sharing your excess lemons and tomatoes with a neighbours and friends. It’s about 

getting together to install new garden beds. It’s about sitting down at a table full of 

food that you grew, that only had to travel a few steps to your kitchen. It’s about 

sharing that food with the people you love. It’s about talking, and listening. Food 
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brings us together. And we’re not going to save Valentine unless we’re all in it 

together.’ 

I had them. The crowd were with me, hanging on my every word. I felt like I could 

float off the table, through the ceiling and into the sky.  

‘The word radical comes from the Latin word radix, which means root. Gardening is 

radical. Growth is radical. It’s built into our language. So let’s be radical. All it takes 

is one seed. Just one seed, one idea, and then you’re on your way to growth, and 

change, and community. So let’s get our hands dirty!’  

The crowd erupted into applause, and things went crazy for a while. The brass band 

started up again and everyone whistled and cheered and sang along.  

The councillors were talking urgently with each other around my ankles. Mayor 

Tanaka was banging her hands on the table, struggling to be heard. Mr Webber’s face 

was purple with rage.  

I took a deep breath, and hoped that I’d said enough. That we’d shown them. I held up 

my hand and the noise died down.  

‘I’m sorry we interrupted your meeting,’ I said, looking down at the councillors 

around the table. ‘I think you were about to put the Green Valentine Scheme to a vote. 

Please continue. I promise we won’t interrupt again. You won’t even know we’re 

here.’  

I clambered down from the table.  

Mayor Tanaka picked up her papers and shuffled them, and I could see that her hands 

were shaking. She looked down at her notes, as if they could provide her with a way 

of delaying the vote, so she could get control back.  

The hall fell completely silent. Everyone’s eyes turned to the Mayor, waiting.  

She sighed. ‘All in favour of the Green Valentine Scheme, say aye.’  

I held my breath. 
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‘Aye.’ One of the anonymous councillors. 

 ‘Aye.’ Another anonymous councillor. 

‘Aye.’ Mr Webber narrowed his eyes at me.  

Mayor Tanaka raised a hand. ‘Aye.’  

I waited, my heart pounding in my chest. My eyes darted from councillor to 

councillor. They were all looking at their folded hands, or at their notes, trying to 

appear as small and unnoticeable as possible. The silence stretched on. Four votes. 

The Mayor needed two more.  

We waited.  

Finally, Mayor Takana closed her eyes in defeat. ‘All against.’  

There was a chorus of nays. 

‘The nays have it,’ said Mayor Tanaka, standing up so quickly that she knocked her 

chair over. ‘The Green Valentine Scheme will not proceed.’  

She pushed through the crowd and headed out the door as everyone filled the room 

with whoops and cheers. Mr Webber followed her, shooting me a look that implied 

my Missolini privileges had been revoked.  

The council chamber was getting very hot and stuffy, so we all trooped out as well, 

spilling out onto the street and into the blinding, baking sun.  

People pressed forward to hug me or congratulate me. Everyone was sharing 

questions and ideas – one man suggested starting a Valentine seed co-op, where we 

would all share and swap the seeds we saved from our gardens. Someone from 

Mum’s art class was talking to the owner of Patchwork Rhubarb about setting up an 

Art and Coffee club. Paige’s mum and Dev’s parents were discussing the possibility 

of a festival of dance. Mr Gerakis gave me a hearty handshake, and told me that, 

council be damned – he was going to use all our fresh produce in his Home Ec 

classes.  
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‘Astrid.’ It was Mum. 

I gave her an enormous hug, and she hugged me back.  

‘I’m so proud of you,’ she said. ‘How did I ever produce such a wonderful daughter?’  

I grinned at her. ‘I guess you must have been an excellent parent.’  

Mum’s eyes grew serious. ‘It wasn’t just me, you know,’ she said, and jerked her 

head over to Dad.  

I nodded, and gave her another hug.  

Dad and the Whippet were at the centre of a tight cluster of people. It turned out that 

the giant white boxes they’d been carrying were full of cupcakes. Green cupcakes. 

With creamy yellow icing.  

‘They’re made using spinach,’ she explained to me. ‘Don’t worry, they taste good.’  

I tried one, and she was right. They really did taste good. I barely even noticed the 

spinach.  

‘Organic spinach,’ the Whippet – Jessica – added hurriedly. ‘I bought organic 

spinach.’  

‘It must have taken you ages to make all these,’ I said, through a mouthful of green 

crumbs. I reached for a second cupcake, realising how hungry I was.  

Jessica smiled. ‘Your dad helped,’ she said shyly. ‘He’s actually a very good cook.’  

I stared at Dad. I’d never seen him so much as boil water. He shrugged.  

‘I’m trying,’ he said. ‘Trying to learn new things. To be better. That’s all we can do, 

right?’  

I gave him a hug. ‘Right.’  
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Hiro came up and slipped his hand into mine. I squeezed it. ‘I’m sorry about your 

mum,’ I said.  

‘Me too,’ he said. ‘She’ll get over it, though.’  

‘Maybe we’ve inspired her to be more engaged with community values,’ I suggested 

hopefully.  

‘I sincerely doubt it,’ said Hiro.  

‘Well,’ I said. ‘We’ll just keep fighting. Until someone comes along who listens.’  

‘About that,’ said Michi, coming up behind us. ‘I’m about to climb up on Mum’s 

BMW over there and announce through this megaphone that I’m running for local 

council.’  

Hiro stared at her. ‘Seriously?’ he asked. ‘But what about moving to the city?’  

Michi shrugged. ‘Rent here is cheaper,’ she said. ‘And Cara’s suddenly developed a 

passion for gardening.’ She turned to me. ‘I’ll need your help, of course.’  

I blinked. ‘Um, yes, of course. Anything.’  

Local government. Grassroots politics. Getting involved with the community. 

Changing the world from the bottom up. That was something I could get behind. The 

fight wasn’t over, but we’d won this battle, and I was totally up for more.  

‘This is certainly going to make our family dinners more interesting,’ said Hiro with a 

grin.  

I looked around at all the wonderful people in my life. Now Mum was talking to 

Dev’s parents. Maria was admiring Paige’s leaf gown. Even Barney and Kyle were 

there, munching on spinach cupcakes and trying to look like they weren’t involved. 

Poison Ivy’s goons were examining a rubbish bin planted with geraniums. Strawberry 

Guy was holding his strawberry pot and talking to Tyson. I saw Dev in the distance, 

holding hands with Aaron Matthews, and I felt so ridiculously happy that I had to stop 

myself from running over and flinging my arms around them both. I saw people 
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planting things they’d brought with them in the Town Hall’s garden beds. 

Everywhere, things were growing. People were talking, eating, sharing. We were a 

community.  

Hiro put his arm around my shoulder. 

‘This whole saving the world business,’ he said. ‘It feels pretty good, doesn’t it?’ 

I nodded. It did. It was the best feeling ever. I felt happy and alive and as though at 

last, after all my petitions and letters and speeches, I was finally making a difference. 

I took that feeling and held it inside me, so it burned with a bright, joyful flame. I held 

it gently, letting its warmth spread through me.  

And I knew I would never, ever let it go.  
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