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October, October
 

       by Katya Balen

We stay up so late that the sun is already fat and high above the trees by the 
time we wake up, and Stig is hissing furiously for more mouse. Dad makes me 
a cup of hot milk in my favourite mug. I sip the milk, which is a little bit too hot. 
I’ve just fi nished a book that talked about hot chocolate with clouds of pillowy 
whipped cream on top and sticky marshmallows in pink and white. I haven't 
ever had hot chocolate or whipped cream or marshmallows but today I can 
almost taste their sugary sweetness.

I get dressed to go outside because we always plant a tree on my birthday. 
Dad planted an oak when l was fi rst born and now it's taller than I am but still 
teeny tiny next to all the oaks that are hundreds and hundreds of years old.

This year I want to plant a silver birch, because they shine 
like moonlight. You're not supposed to plant them until 
November but we're nearly there and I said please please 
please.

We take Stig out into the sparkling morning and she hops 
around the ground and topples off her talons because she's 
trying to fl y but she doesn't know how and nothing in her 
body works quite like it should yet. She shakes her ruffl ed 
feathers and bounces off again like she meant to fall and  
we laugh at her, but gently.

We dig a hole in a spot where sunlight can reach the silver 
birch because they like that, a spot that's not too close to 
other trees so it can spread and grow and be free. We dig 
with spades that crack the hard ground like an earthquake. 

I am on a desert island digging for long-lost treasure buried deep below our 
feet, and I’m digging for a secret chest full of mysterious riddles that will lead 
me all around the world and back again in search of a lost magical necklace 
made of pearly raindrops that will make me magic too.

When the hole is deep enough we are supposed to spread a layer of compost, 
which is just rotted-down food and scraps. Dad turns round and looks for the 
sack he's sure he brought out with him, but it's still in one of the sheds so he 
stumps off to fi nd it. I gaze into the yawning galaxy of black at my feet.

I kneel down and my eyes search and skim and scan and I see marbled stones 
hidden in clods of earth veined with plant roots. I fi nd a fl attened disc of a 
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bullet and I don't like touching something that’s whistled through fl esh and 
bone and exploded into death. There are jigsaws of pottery and rusted bottle 
caps with edges like teeth. I run my fi ngers around the grainy earth and pluck 
prizes from the soil.

And

then

I scrabble deeper and deeper

and I fi nd

something magical.

I nearly don't see it. It doesn't gleam or shine because it's so caked in mud and 
dirt that it could just be another clump of earth. But I'm the best searcher in 
the business and I know there's something there and I press my hands into the 
hole and I feel it pressing into my palm. When I pull it out I brush and scrub and 
the middle falls away and I'm left with a perfect circle.

A ring.
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Vocabulary

1. Find and copy one word that describes the sound Stig is making.

2. What is compost and how does it help the soil?

3. “Dad turns round and looks for the sack he's sure he brought out with him, but it's still in 
one of the sheds so he stumps off to fi nd it.”
What does the phrase stumps off tell us about how Dad walked?

4. Look at the paragraph beginning, “I kneel down…”
Which word is closest in meaning to lined?

Tick one

fl attened

veined

jigsaws

grainy

5. Which illustration best shows marbled stone? Circle one.

October, October

a) d)c)b).
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Inference October, October

1. How is Stig feeling in the fi rst paragraph? How do you know?

2. Look at the paragraph beginning, “I get dressed to go outside…”
What do these sentences tell you about how oak trees grow?

3. What type of animal is Stig? How do you know?

4. How do October and Dad feel about Stig? How do you know?

5. Has October searched in the soil before? How do you know?

6. Being in the forest is the greatest prize of all. 
How is this statement true for October?



Author’s Use of Language
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October, October

1. October reads about “hot chocolate with clouds of pillowy whipped cream on top and 
sticky marshmallows in pink and white.” 
How does this description make the hot chocolate sound appealing?

2. “This year I want to plant a silver birch, because they shine like moonlight.”
What impression of silver birch trees does the phrase shine like moonlight give you?

3. “We dig with spades that crack the hard ground like an earthquake.”
What does this description suggest about what happened to the ground?

4. October has a vivid imagination. While digging the hole for the tree, she imagines she is 
digging for treasure. Find and copy three words or phrases the author uses to   
communicate this daydream.

1. 

2. 

3. 

5. October and Dad dig a large hole in the earth. 
Find and copy the phrase that vividly describes the hole.

6. “There are jigsaws of pottery and rusted bottle caps with edges like teeth.”
What does this description suggest about the pottery and bottle caps?

pottery:

bottle caps:




