Totally
Embarrassing
Mum had her bum in the air, Dad was crawling
about in the mud and I couldn’t stand it any
more.
‘How did I end up with such crazy
parents?’ I groaned, rolling my eyes in
NZ][\ZI\QWV»6WW\PMZOQZTQVaMIZÅ^MPI[\WTQ^M
with embarrassing weirdos. Why me?’
5]UUW^MLW]\WN PMZ,W_V_IZL,WO
yoga pose, balanced herself on one leg and
XZM[[MLPMZXITU[IJW^MPMZPMIL0MZIZUXQ\
PIQZ[Æ]\\MZMLQV\PMJZMMbM

5

‘Ohmmmmm …’ she said.
‘Why can’t we use a lighter like normal
XMWXTM'¼1[IQL[\ZQSQVO\PMÆQV\NWZ\PM
hundredth time and failing to get a spark —
again!
»)ÆQV\Q[OMV\TMZWV\PMWbWVM,IZKa¼[IQL
Dad, gently tugging an earthworm from the
LQZ\_Q\PPQ[ÅVOMZ[1\SQKSMLIVL[Y]QZUMLQV
the palm of his hand.
‘Can you eat ozone?’ I said. ‘Because we’ll
[\IZ^MJMNWZM1OM\\PQ[ÅZMOWQVO¼
»<PM\ZQKSQ[[WKSÆ]NN¼[IQL,IL»;WKS
Æ]NN IT_Ia[OM\[I[XIZS*]\QN aW]KIV¼\_IQ\
for the lentil burgers there’s plenty of mungbean salad and gluten-free bread in the esky.’
‘Ohmmmmm …’ said Mum.
Things couldn’t get any worse. Or so
I thought, until a car pulled into the park
IVL[Y]QV\QVO\PZW]OPQ\[JIKS_QVLW__I[
5QKPIMTISQLNZWUUaKTI[[1N PMTWWSMLW^MZ
VW_1¼LJMITQ^QVORWSMJMNWZM1KW]TL[Ia»6W\
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ZMTI\ML\WUM¼1Y]QKSTaKZW]KPMLJMPQVL\PM

distracted. A cold, slimy wetness seeped into my

JIZJMY]MUM[[MLUaPIQZW^MZUaNIKMIVL

socks and a raspy gulp echoed from the mud

looked about for a place to hide.

puddles behind me. ‘Holy croak! It’s Darcy

The earthy whiff of the wetland seeped

Moon!’

into my nostrils. Of course!
‘I’m going to check out the swamp,’ I said,
scurrying past Dad. I pushed through the reeds,
slipped down the bank and slopped into ankle
deep mud. Turning around, I shimmied back
]X\PM[TWXMR][\NIZMVW]OP\WTWWSW]\NZWU
behind a paperbark trunk. Dad’s eyes were
wide with delight.
‘Off she goes exploring the natural world,’
he said.
5]U_I[LWQVOIPIXXaLIVKM»;PM¼[[W
QV\]VM ¼[PMKZQML_I^QVOPMZPIVL[QV\PMIQZ
‘Whoop, whoop, whoop!’
It was awful.
*]\Ua[]XMZY]QKS\PQVSQVOPIL_WZSML
Michael hadn’t seen me. I almost broke into my
own little happy dance but was all of a sudden
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XTIaQVOI\ZQKSWVUM';WUMWVM_PWSVM_Ua
name?
I looked around for a hidden camera. I
couldn’t see one but tried to look cool anyway,

Holy Croak

R][\QVKI[M1_I[JMQVOZMKWZLML+I[]ITTa
strolling forwards, I lunged suddenly and
grabbed the frog. It was slippery and cold and I
could feel a tiny heart beating against my palm.

»?MTTLWV¼\R][\[\IVL\PMZMTQSMI[\]VVML[T]O
/M\I_QOOTMWV ¼<PM^WQKM[MMUML\WKWUM
from a large green frog. It glared at me from a
patch of pondweed.
‘Er-excuse me?’ I stammered, looking
around for someone — anyone, hiding in the
rushes.
»0WTaKZWISOQZT_MLWV¼\PI^M\QUMNWZ
\PQ[¼<PM^WQKM_I[LMÅVQ\MTaKWUQVONZWU\PM
frog. ‘My family’s been missing all night. They
KW]TLJMJIZJMY]MLNZWO[¼TMO[JaVW_ ¼
1[Y]MMbMLUaMaM[[P]\IVLWXMVML\PMU
again. Was I hallucinating? Or was someone
10

Letting out a scream, I tossed it away. It landed
in a writhing green heap in the mud.
‘What are you doing?’ the frog shouted at
me. ‘Don’t you get it?’ Bits of slime and spit
_MZM[Y]QZ\QVOW]\WN PQ[UW]\P»?MIZMQV
a HURRY!’ His croak was more of a manic
[Y]MITJaVW_IVLPQ[\PZWI\[IKX]UXMLNI[\MZ
than a cicada’s back leg at dusk.
‘I don’t understand,’ I said.
A scaly brown tortoise ambled from behind
a blackened log. ‘Allow me to explain,’ it said.
»?PI\\PM°'¼1[IQL[Q\\QVOLW_VPMI^QTa
‘Who the …?’

11

‘My name is Wizen,’ said the tortoise. ‘I am
called Wizen because I am wise and somewhat
wizened.’

‘Makes sense,’ I said. But it absolutely did
NOT make sense.
Wizen nodded his wrinkled head and

»7SIIIa¼1[IQL*]\\PQVO[_MZMLMÅVQ\MTa
NOT okay.

KIZZQMLWV»5IVaWN \PM[_IUXNZWO[PI^M
been going missing. It started about a year ago.

‘This is Jumpy,’ said Wizen turning his
solemn grey eyes in the direction of the talking
NZWO»0MQ[KITTML2]UXaJMKI][MPMQ[VMZ^W][
JaVI\]ZMIVLR]UX[ITW\¼

;TW_TaI\ÅZ[\\PMVNI[\MZ]V\QTVW__MKIV_IQ\
no longer. We need your help.’
‘You said she had mystical powers,’
QV\MZZ]X\ML2]UXa[Y]QZUQVOPQU[MTN W]\WN 
the mud. He glared at Wizen. ‘But she’s slower
\PIV7TL/ZIVVa;VIQT_Q\PIJTQ[\MZWVPMZ
foot. Tell her we need to GO!’
»2]UXaQ[NMMTQVOXIZ\QK]TIZTaVMZ^W][
today,’ said Wizen, slowly scrumphing about in
the mud. ‘I know you are anxious, Jumpy,’ he
[IQL»J]\aW]VMML\WPI^MXI\QMVKM°,IZKa
Moon is perplexed.’
‘Yes,’ I nodded. ‘I am perplexed. And how
do you know my name?’
»<PM=VQ^MZ[MPI[KPW[MVaW]I[IV-IZ\P
Guardian,’ said Wizen, slowly pushing his
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SVWJJTMLVMKSW]\NZWUPQ[[PMTT»;PMKPW[M
aW]\W[I^M\PMNZWO[4QSM[PMKPW[M2IKY]M[
+W][\MI]\W[I^M\PMWKMIV[4QSM[PMKPW[M
;\M^M1Z_QV\W[I^M\PMKZWKWLQTM[¼
‘Um,’ I said, ‘aren’t those guys both dead?’
‘The night you were born,’ he said ignoring
UaY]M[\QWV»\PMZM_I[IZIZMT]VIZMKTQX[M
The planets were aligned.’ He lifted a webbed
NWW\IVL[TW_Ta_I^MLQ\QV\PMIQZI[QN \PM
XTIVM\[_MZMPW^MZQVOQVNZWV\WN PQU»?PMV
\PMMKTQX[MXI[[ML¼PMKWV\QV]ML»\PMÅZ[\ZIa
of moonlight hit your newborn eyes and a
cosmic dose of planetary magic passed to you.’
»*]\1¼UR][\IVWZUITSQL¼1XZW\M[\ML
‘Earth Guardian powers can lay dormant
for many years, stirred only by the callings of
an animal in need.’ His neck trembled with the
strain of holding up his ancient, weather beaten
head. ‘The animals need you now.’
‘This is an EMERGENCY!!!’ yelled Jumpy,
R]UXQVO]XIVLLW_V»?MVMMLaW]right now!’

14

I gaped at the crazy scene before me. ‘I’m
getting out of here,’ I said.
‘You alone can help us,’ announced Wizen.
‘We will wait for your return.’
‘Don’t bother,’ I muttered as I scrambled
up the bank. I mean life was weird enough
already with my parents around. I certainly
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didn’t need a freaked out frog and a spooky old
tortoise on my back as well.

Pile of Poo
‘Darcy!’ cried Mum when she saw me trudging
\W_IZL[PMZ»AW]TWWSTQSMIPITN[\IZ^ML
swamp monster.’
‘Want a burger?’ Dad dangled a crusty old
[WKSQVUaNIKM»1OW\IJMI]\ÅZM[\IZ\ML_Q\P
aW]ZÆQV\¼PM[IQL»)TTQ\VMMLML_I[IJQ\WN 
[WKSÆ]NN IVLSIJWWU ¼
I screwed up my nose. ‘I’m not hungry. I
want to go home.’
‘Already?’ asked Dad looking surprised.
<PMVPM[PZ]OOML»7SIa1¼^MOW\ITT\PM
_QOOTMZ[1VMMLNWZ\WLIa¼8IKSQVO\PMTMN\W^MZ[
into the esky, he threw the picnic rug at me and
16

17

we headed for home.

PMIX_PQKP_I[V¼\MI[aJMKI][MQ\ÅTTMLW]Z

5]UIVL,ILLQLV¼\JMTQM^MQVKIZ[<PMa

backyard right to the edges. We had to turn

said exhaust fumes were choking the Earth and

[QLM_Ia[IVL[PQUUaITWVO\PMNMVKM[QVOTMÅTM

UMT\QVO\PMQKMJMZO[?M_ITSMLM^MZa_PMZM°

1_W]TL¼^MXZMNMZZMLIZMO]TIZaIZLTQSM

WZZWLMW]ZJQSM[;WUM\QUM[1_Q[PML_MPIL

other kids. You know, one that didn’t steam in

a car but right then I was too stunned to think

the heat or release the gut-churning stench of

about it much. We traipsed the ten minutes

NM[\MZQVO^MOOQM[KZIX[*]\,ILUILMKWUXW[\

across the grassland and down the bush track to

NWZITQ^QVO6W_WVLMZ5]U_I[IT_Ia[

the hole in our back fence.

burning oils. The pong was almost as bad as my

1_MV\\PZW]OP\PMPWTMÅZ[\KTW[MTa
NWTTW_MLJa\PMM[SaIVL\PMV5]U;PM

sopping swamp sneakers.
?PMV_MÅVITTaOW\QV[QLM1_I[IJW]\\W

frowned at me. ‘You look pale,’ she said. ‘I’ll

go straight to my room but paused. ‘Mum,’ I

burn some cypress and lemon oils to get your

asked, ‘what was my birth like?’

JTWWLÆW_QVO¼

Mum beamed. ‘Oh Darcy, it was the most

,IL[Y]MMbML\PZW]OPTI[\IVLOIbML

spiritual moment of my life! We were in the

TW^QVOTa]XI\W]ZKWUXW[\XQTM»,WV¼\OM\

garden — the compost pile wasn’t as big then.

aW]Z[MT^M[ITT\QML]XQVSVW\[¼PM[IQL

It was the night of an eclipse. I wanted to see

emptying his slimy collection of worms into a

you as soon as you were born, but it was too

PMIXWV\PMLQZ\»1PI^MJZW]OP\aW]\W_WZU

LIZSAW]ZNI\PMZPILR][\LMKQLML\WTQOP\

PMI^MV¼PM[IQL»*MNZMMTQ\\TM_QOOTMZ[¼

candles when, like a miracle, the shadow passed

We made our way around the compost

IVLaW]_MZMJWZVQV\WUWWVTQOP\¼;PM[UQTML
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and sighed. ‘You were so beautiful,’ she cooed.
‘My darling baby girl. You were naked, and I
was naked, and your father was nak …’
‘Okay, Mum,’ I said and closed my
bedroom door with a bang.

The Cool Crowd
As I pedalled toward Quagmire Primary the
VM`\LIa1\ZQML\WKWV^QVKMUa[MTN VW\PQVOPIL
changed. I mean, I still knew how to pull an
awesome dust cloud skid at the bottom of our
LZQ^M_Ia[XZQV\\PMZQVOZWILIZW]VL)ZWWVI
Park, speed past the rows of broccoli on Market
Garden Road and reach the outskirts of sleepy
9]IOUQZM\W_VQVTM[[\PIVÅN\MMVUQV]\M[
AMX-^MZa\PQVO_I[\PM[IUMI[][]IT;W
as I cruised by Quagmire’s statue of a giant
cabbage, I tried not to think about disappearing
frogs and talking swamp creatures. But it was
hard going. How could you put something
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like that out of your mind? I wanted to talk to

1XZQ[ML\PMTQLWNN UaT]VKPJW`»/:7;; 

[WUMWVMIJW]\Q\*]\Q\[W]VLMLKZIbaM^MV\W

4MN\W^MZTMV\QTJ]ZOMZ[¼1[PW^ML\PM[Y]Q[Pa

UM;W1LQLV¼\\MTTIVaWVM6W\M^MVUaJM[\

OTWJ[]VLMZ2MLLI¼[VW[MI[M^QLMVKM»;MM_PI\

friend, Jedda.

I mean? My parents are so not normal.’

»/¼LIa,IZKM¼aMTTML2MLLI_I^QVOI\UM

Jedda wrinkled up her nose. ‘Get a grip,

from the water fountains. ‘How was the rest of

Darcy,’ she said. ‘Your mum and dad are really

your weekend?’

nice. And anyway, who cares what other people

‘Boring,’ I called as I spun the combination
WVUaJQSMTWKS1PMILMLW^MZ\WW]Z][]IT[XW\

think?’
‘I do,’ I said, staring through my tangled

under the peppermint tree. ‘Aroona Park with

hair at my disgusting lunch. I clicked the lid

my crazy parents.’ Flopping down on the grass

back on. ‘I’ll take this home for the worms.’

we rummaged around in our bags for food.
2MLLINW]VLI^MOMUQ\M[IVL_QKPIVL\WWS

‘Here comes Taylor,’ said Jedda nodding
in the direction of the water fountains. Taylor

a bite. ‘Did you see my dad there?’ she said

always said hi to us in the mornings, which was

with her mouth full. ‘He was doing bush tucker

good of her because she was really popular

talks.’

and, in case you hadn’t guessed, Jedda and

I shook my head. ‘No. But I saw Michael.’

I weren’t. We had each other and that was

Jedda’s eyebrows scrunched together like

MVW]OP*]\M^MZaJWLaTW^ML<IaTWZ

a couple of grumbling caterpillars. ‘You didn’t
hide did you?’

‘Hi guys. How are you?’ she piped. Her
friends crowded round her like moths to a

‘Of course I did. I was with my parents.’

L]VVaTQOP\;WUM\QUM[1_Q[PML1KW]TLJM\PM
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dunny light for once. ‘Anything good, Darcy?’
she said eyeing my lunch box.
»2][\TMN\W^MZ[¼

»;PM_WV¼\ÅVLW]\¼1VIZZW_MLUaMaM[
IVLÅ`ML2MLLI_Q\P\PMUW[\QV\MV[M[\IZM1
could manage.

‘Want to come to the canteen with us?

»?PI\M^MZ¼[PM[PZ]OOML»)[TWVOI[aW]

;SQXXQ\a+PQX[PI^MÅVITTaZMIKPML9]IOUQZM

J]aUMIXIKSM\\WW¼;PMOI^MIUQ[KPQM^W][

We’re all getting some.’

OZQV»0I^MaW][MMV\PMILaM\'¼

2MLLINZW_VML»?MLWV¼\PI^MIVaUWV
°¼1RIJJMLPMZQV\PMZQJ[_Q\PUaMTJW_
»;]ZM¼1R]UXML\WUaNMM\IVLX]TTML

I rolled my eyes. ‘How could I when we
LWV¼\PI^MI\MTM^Q[QWV'¼
1PILV¼\[MMV\PM;SQXXQ\a+PQX[ILJ]\

2MLLI]XJaPMZ<[PQZ\»1¼^MOW\KI[P¼1

I had seen an article in the local newspaper

whispered. Jedda pulled herself free of my grip

IJW]\\PMO]a_PWQV^MV\ML\PMU1_I[

and glared at me. ‘Come on Jedda,’ I begged.

amazed because he went to Quagmire Primary

‘Please?’ I grabbed her arm and started walking

too, except thirty years ago. And now he was a

toward the canteen.

millionaire!

‘Where did you get cash?’ said Jedda.

1ÅVITTaOW\\W\PMKW]V\MZIVLWZLMZML\_W

»;I^MI;XMKQM[N]VLZIQ[MZ¼1M`XTIQVML

XIKSM\[1NMT\XZM\\aO]QT\aPIVLQVOW^MZITT\PM

‘You’re going to use your donation money

donation money. But I didn’t want to miss out.

\WJ]a;SQXXQ\a+PQX[',IZKa5WWV_WV¼\

1\PIL\ISMVI_PWTMaMIZNWZ;SQXXQ\a+PQX[\W

your mum chuck a complete wobbly?’ Jedda

IZZQ^MQV9]IOUQZM[PWX[)VLJM[QLM[1_I[

PIL\W[PW]\W^MZITT\PMM`KQ\MLKPI\\MZIVL

[\IZ^QVO

rustling chip packets as we entered the canteen.

1OI^M2MLLIPMZXIKSM\IVL_MZQXXML
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them open together.

2MLLIKPMKSML\PMTIJMT»1\R][\[Ia[VI\]ZIT

They looked like regular potato chips.
:W]VLIVLÆI\M`KMX\NWZ_PMZM\PMa¼LK]ZTML
and bubbled in the hot oil. I put one in my

ÆI^W]Z[WV\PMXIKSM\¼
‘Taste like chicken kebabs with garlic sauce
to me,’ said Taylor.

UW]\PIVL[]KSMLWNN \PMXW_LMZaÆI^W]ZQVO

»;W]ZKZMIUIVLWVQWV'¼1[]OOM[\ML

It bubbled and popped on my tongue like a

»?PI\M^MZQ\Q[¼[IQL2MLLI»\PMa¼ZM

[I^W]ZaÅbbJWUJ

delicious!’

‘Yum!’ said Jedda. ‘There’s a party in my
mouth!’

Just then I heard the clanking of the
donation tin.

1[_ITTW_ML\PMÅZ[\KPQXLW_VIVL

»;I^MI;XMKQM[ ,WVI\QWVUWVMa\PQ[_Ia ¼

grabbed another handful. This time I chewed

called Michael as he made his way through the

them all up and swished them around my

crowd.

mouth before swallowing. Delicious!
Finally tipping the crumbs at the bottom of

Taylor wiped her hands on a pink
handkerchief. ‘Here’s my money,’ she said

the packet into my mouth, I looked around at

LZWXXQVOPMZKWQV[QV\W\PM\QV-^MZaWVMMT[M

M^MZaWVMKPI\\QVOIVL[UQTQVOIVLTQKSQVO\PMQZ

grappled through their pockets.

lips. For a minute it actually looked like Jedda
and I were part of the cool crowd.
»?PI\ÆI^W]ZLWaW]\PQVS\PMaIZM'¼

I kept my head down, gazed into my empty
chip packet and hoped Michael wouldn’t notice
me. But he stopped right in front of me and

I asked sucking the spicy green salt off my

shook the tin in my face. ‘Cough up Mooney,’

ÅVOMZ[

he commanded.
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I felt a hot lump in my chest. I wasn’t sure
QN Q\_I[O]QT\WZQVLQOM[\QWVJ]\_PI\M^MZQ\_I[
I wished I hadn’t eaten those chips.
»=U°1LWV¼\PI^MIVaUWVMa¼1
mumbled.

Mooney!’
Michael’s friends snorted. The other kids
[VQOOMZMLIVLM^MV<IaTWZPILIY]QM\OQOOTM
2MLLILQLV¼\TI]OP;PMR][\TWWSMLI\UM
and shrugged. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘let’s go.’

‘What?’ shouted Michael, ‘No Money

We threw our chip wrappers in the bin and
walked to class.
‘Now see
why I hid at the
park yesterday?’
I said. ‘My whole
life is one big
embarrassment
after another.’
As we
clattered into the
classroom Jedda
OI^MUMIXQ\aQVO
TWWS;Q\\QVOLW_V
she pulled her
writing pads and
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pencils out of her bag. ‘You worry too much,’
she said, arranging them on her desk.
You’d worry too, I thought, if you had the
world’s biggest crazies for parents. But another
\PW]OP\_I[V¼\OWQVOI_IaIVLQ\UILMPI^QVO
kooky parents seem kind of unimportant. Kids
catching sight of my mum’s hairy armpits

Endangered

_W]TLJMJILJ]\SQL[ÅVLQVOW]\1\ITSML\W
frogs and tortoises would be really, really, really
bad!

I had trouble concentrating in class.
In Maths, I doodled a dozen trapezoid
\]Z\TM[IVLI^MZaK]\MXWTaOWVNZWO
In English, I daydreamed about a school of
tadpoles doing spelling tests, eager for a smiley
stamp from their teacher, Mr Tortoise.
Then we had science.
‘Last week we looked at ecosystems,’ said
5Z*IQVJZQLOM»?MLQ[KW^MZMLITTIVQUIT[IZM
TQVSML^QI\PMNWWLKPIQV?M[I_PW_[UITT
KPIVOM[QVPIJQ\I\KIVPI^MLM^I[\I\QVOMNNMK\[
WVVI\Q^MIVQUIT[?PWKIVZMUMUJMZ[WUMWN 
the endangered species we looked at last week?’
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