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To Eve D’Souza



  



 



Hi there,



I just wanted to say hello and tell you a bit about myself.

I live on the very outside of London near the River Thames, with my husband (who is Dutch and makes great pancakes!) and our two young daughters. We also have a Siamese cat called Hamish who came to us as a very timid rescue cat and spent the first few weeks hiding up the chimney! Now he is a real family cat and loves sitting on my lap (and trying to sit on my keyboard!) when I’m at my desk writing.

I’m half Welsh and half English but I grew up in Scotland. Before I became a writer I worked as a doctor, mainly with children and teenagers. From as far back as I can remember I’ve always loved stories in any form – reading books, watching films, playing make-believe games. As a child I always had one fantasy world or another on the go and as I grew older that changed to actual ongoing sagas that I wrote down in exercise books and worked on for weeks at a time.

I really hope you enjoy reading this – and that you’ll write to me at Gwyneth.Rees@bloomsbury.com to let me know what you think. I’d love it if you told me a bit about yourself too!



Best wishes,
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Books by Gwyneth Rees

Cherry Blossom Dreams

The Honeymoon Sisters



For younger readers:

The Fairy Dust series

Cosmo and the Magic Sneeze

The Magic Princess Dress

My Super Sister

My Super Sister and the Birthday Party
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CHAPTER 1

‘Daniel, I don’t see how you can write an essay when you’re not even concentrating on it,’ Mum said crossly.

It was three weeks after we’d moved house and I was perched on the settee with my feet on the coffee table, trying to watch my favourite TV show and do my summer project. I’d been getting along quite well until Mum came into the room. Mum has this annoying habit of planting herself between me and the television set whenever I’m trying to watch TV and do my homework at the same time. I’m perfectly capable of doing both, but Mum refuses to believe that.

My mum, who’s called Isobel, is a teacher and you might think that since she spends all day at work lecturing children she’d want to give it a rest when she comes home, but you’d be wrong. Mum never bats an eyelid if I moan at her for being all teachery at home. She just replies that she likes to get in as much practice as possible (especially in the summer holidays, when she might get out of the habit), so isn’t it lucky that she’s got me?

She said something else which I didn’t hear because I was too caught up in listening to the TV. My favourite character, who’s this really cool young police detective who’s always rushing into dangerous situations on his own and saving everybody, was hunting down a man who had taken everybody hostage in a coffee shop. So far the siege had lasted three episodes. The man had said he’d planted a bomb in there and that he was going to set it off if the police didn’t meet his demands. In today’s episode the police were saying it was just a hoax – and they were about to storm the building. The thing was, they’d already shown the bomb ticking away under one of the tables, so you knew that it wasn’t really a hoax. Any minute now the bomb was going to go off and there were going to be cappuccinos and blown-up bodies flying about all over the place.

I leaned sideways in an attempt to see past Mum.

‘You didn’t hear a word of what I just said, did you?’ Mum accused me, shifting her position in order to block the TV more effectively. She had raised her voice so I couldn’t hear what the coffee-shop hijacker was saying to the pregnant lady who was screaming because she was about to give birth to twins and he still wouldn’t let her out of the shop.

‘Shush, Mum …’ I looked up at her in alarm, realising my mistake immediately.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Her brow had furrowed and her eyes were glinty. ‘You watch far too much television, Daniel!’ She reached behind her and switched it off.

‘Mum!’ I yelled.

‘I was saying,’ she continued doggedly, ‘that the beginning of any piece of writing has to grab the attention if you want your reader to carry on reading it.’

‘Mrs Lyle has got to carry on reading it,’ I pointed out, staring crossly at the blank TV screen. ‘It’s her job!’

Mum winced, as if I had just reminded her of a very painful fact. That didn’t shut her up, though. Sighing a sigh of great sympathy for Mrs Lyle, my new head of year, and all other teachers including herself, she continued, ‘And that is precisely why you should try to hand in something that is not too unbearable to read. A little effort is what’s required, Daniel. A little concentration.’ She was looking at me as though she thought I was a lost cause. ‘Honestly, I know your father doesn’t think you’ve actually got attention deficit disorder but I’m really not so sure!’

That made me see red. My concentration – or lack of it – is something Mum’s been harping on about forever, and even Dad gets cross with her sometimes because he says her expectations are too high. He told her that when he thought I wasn’t listening one time. (He’d never say that if he thought I was listening because he believes that parents should always present a united front – even if they’re both wrong.)

‘There’s nothing wrong with my head …’ I said sharply.

Mum gave me a surprised – and hurt – look and I instantly felt guilty. We don’t usually talk about the times when Mum’s been ill. The last time she’d been admitted to a psychiatric hospital was seven years ago when my sister, Martha, was born.

I tried to make myself feel better by telling myself I didn’t care if I hurt Mum’s feelings. After all, she shouldn’t say horrible things about me if she doesn’t want me to say stuff back.

‘All I’m trying to do is encourage you, Daniel,’ Mum said, softly now. ‘But if you don’t care what Mrs Lyle thinks of your work, then that’s your lookout.’ And she left the room.

‘I don’t care what Mrs Lyle thinks!’ I called out after her, because now that she’d reminded me about my new school, I could get angry with her again. After all, it was her fault we’d had to move here.

I looked down at the empty page of my new jotter. I would have minded what my head of year at my old school thought because I liked her and I liked my old school. But Mrs Lyle was just a name to me because term hadn’t even started yet and, in any case, I thought it was really dumb of her to give homework to all the Year Sevens who were going to be starting Year Eight in September, asking them to write an essay about something they’d done over the summer. Even Dad had commented that he thought it was a bit zealous of her, although he’d supported Mum in insisting I do it just the same.

I turned the TV back on and threw my homework jotter on the floor.

Before we’d moved, Mum had been deputy head at a secondary school on the other side of the city from where we lived. She had gone for a few interviews over the last year and when she finally got offered her very first head teacher’s job, I was busy congratulating her like everybody else until I asked whereabouts in the city her new school actually was, and she told me it was on the south coast. The thing was, that was miles away. We’d driven to the south coast one summer for a holiday and it had taken us a whole day to get there.

The really annoying thing was that nobody else in my family seemed to mind as much as me. My dad, who’s called Malcolm, said he’d always secretly fancied living by the sea. He’s a GP and he joked that there’d be plenty of work for him since seaside towns are full of doddery old people who have to go and see their doctors a lot. My little sister, Martha, liked the idea of living near the beach too. I was the one who hated the idea of leaving our old place the most – and then I found out that in our new town I’d be expected to go to the same school as Mum. I begged and begged to be allowed to go to a different school, even if it meant travelling on six different buses every morning to get there. Mum and Dad did give it some thought, but in the end they said that the school where Mum would be working was far and away the best school in the area and that they didn’t feel they should make any sacrifices where my education was concerned. Dad was sympathetic but said he was sure that I had what it took to cope and Mum promised that she’d try to be as little of an embarrassment to me as possible (which, when you consider what happened later, turned out to be the biggest joke ever).

I couldn’t get back into my TV show properly after that, so when Mum came back into the room, I looked up immediately.

She didn’t say anything about the television being back on. ‘Come on. It’s about time we took those membership forms back to the library. There might be time for you to choose a book today. We can pick Martha up from her singing class on the way back.’

Martha, my little sister, is seven and a half (she’d want you to remember the half) and she’s the sort of little girl that aunties
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