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  Chapter 1

  I couldn’t believe it!


  ‘There’s a fallen tree!’ Mum and I ran down to the front gate to have a look at the damage. The tree was lying right across our driveway. Some of its roots were torn and twisted and sticking in the air. It looked wrong on the ground – like somebody who’s fallen over. I felt as if I was going to cry.


  ‘It looks like a hurricane’s been down the street!’ said Mum. ‘Oh dear! I hate it when trees are uprooted like that!’


  All night the wind had been roaring and crashing around the house. I could hear things blowing about in the garden. There was thunder and lightning too. It was terrifying. I’d hid my head under the covers and held on tight to my monkeys.


  ‘We won’t be able to get the car out,’ said Mum. ‘I’ll have to ring Alison and ask if she can give me a lift to work – and you’ll have to walk to school, Ruby.’


  We went back indoors to get everything sorted. I had managed not to cry, but I felt kind of sick and wrong. I could always save it up to cry about later. If you don’t let a cry out, it can poison you – worse than Dad’s lasagne (but that’s another story).


  It’s not very far to school. I nearly always walk home from school anyway. But I usually get a lift in the mornings because we’re always in a rush, and, somehow, my sports kit is always in the fruit bowl and my library book’s down the loo or something.


  ‘Where’s my mobile? Where’s my mobile? Where’s my mobile?’ That was Dad panicking in the kitchen. I take after Dad. We’re both untidy. Mum’s not always completely on our side.


  ‘How should I know?’ she snapped. ‘Where’s your bag, Ruby? Get a move on, or you’ll be late!’
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  ‘It’s a good excuse, though,’ I said, picking up my bag. ‘Mrs Jenkins won’t be cross if I tell her we were trapped by a tree.’


  ‘Never mind that!’ said Mum. ‘Get a move on!’


  ‘Ah!’ cried Dad. ‘Found it! In my pocket. How bizarre.’


  I kissed Mum and Dad goodbye and went off down the path. ‘Don’t accept any lifts from strangers!’ called Mum. She gets panic attacks sometimes, after something awful has been on the TV news.


  I was really looking forward to the walk to school. Squeezing past the fallen tree was an interesting challenge. I felt as if I was on some kind of wildlife documentary. And it was exciting, in an awful kind of way, to see lots of roof tiles lying in the street, and bits of wood and plastic blowing about.


  Joe was still in bed, missing all the drama. Now he’s finished his A levels he doesn’t have to go to school any more. So he’s on ‘study leave’ – another term for sleeping.


  As I turned into the main road I saw my role model, Holly Helvellyn, strolling along. She doesn’t lie in bed till midday. She goes to school anyway, even though she’s finished her A levels too. I think she likes to use the art room at Ashcroft School, because they’ve got all the latest arty materials there.


  ‘Hi, Ruby!’ she called. ‘Amazing storm, wasn’t it? I couldn’t believe it! The house next to ours was struck by lighting and the chimney pot fell off. Thank goodness nobody was standing in their garden at the time!’


  ‘I heard on the news,’ I said, ‘that somebody was killed by a falling tree in Birmingham. It’s horrible, these storms.’


  ‘Climate change,’ said Holly grimly. ‘Global warming. We’ve got to get to grips with it.’


  I hoped she wouldn’t talk about climate change too much, because I was more interested in something else.


  ‘Joe’s still asleep!’ I said. ‘He missed all the action! He doesn’t get up till lunchtime these days.’


  ‘Lazy bones,’ smiled Holly.


  I waited, but she didn’t say anything else. Joe and Holly seemed to get on really well at my party recently. We all sat in the garden and wore masks and Holly lit candles. She organises great parties.
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  But I still wasn’t sure if she and Joe were just ordinary friends, or something else.


  ‘Does Dom lie in bed till lunchtime too?’ I asked cunningly. ‘Is it a boy thing?’


  Holly shrugged. She certainly didn’t light up at the mention of Dom’s name. (He’s her ex, at least, I hope he’s still her ex – that’s what I was trying to find out.) She frowned, as if a little black cloud crossed over her face at the thought of him.


  ‘I haven’t seen him for a while,’ she said sourly, ‘and that suits me fine. That guy was such a poser! I don’t even go anywhere near Beaubridge any more.’


  ‘Is that where he lives?’ I asked.


  ‘Yes,’ said Holly. Then she kind of went off into a thoughtful mood. She seemed to have forgotten about me. I was beginning to regret having mentioned Dom. Maybe she was remembering all the good times they’d had. Maybe she was missing him. Maybe they would get back together again, and it would all be my fault!


  ‘Tiffany never comes anywhere near our house now, either,’ I said, reminding her tactfully that Joe and Tiffany had split up too. So now was her chance to grab my smelly, lazy brother. She didn’t look very excited at the idea. Who would?


  ‘So, what’s cooking this week, then, Ruby?’ Holly had kind of shaken herself out of her quiet mood.


  ‘It’s Yasmin’s birthday party on Saturday,’ I told her.


  ‘Oh yes! What are you giving her?’ asked Holly.


  My heart sank. I’d been trying not to think about this.


  ‘I don’t know,’ I sighed. ‘Hannah’s giving her some really amazing clothes, or something, and Lauren’s going to offer her some riding lessons on her pony. I can’t compete with that! Plus I forgot to save up my pocket money and I’m totally broke.’


  ‘Why don’t you make her something?’ said Holly thoughtfully. ‘Handmade things are so classy and really touching.’


  ‘But what could I make?’ I was beginning to feel quite anxious and stressy about Yasmin’s birthday. ‘I’m useless at making things.’


  ‘Don’t be silly, Ruby,’ said Holly. ‘You’re brilliant. You really like painting. What’s the problem?’


  ‘Please will you help me, then?’ I asked. ‘Maybe you could come over one night after school this week?’


  Holly pulled a slightly mysterious face and shook her head doubtfully. I just knew it was something to do with Joe.


  ‘I’m a bit busy this week, Ruby,’ she said. ‘I’ve promised my mum I’ll help her in her gallery after school. She’s got a new exhibition to set up for Friday and her assistant’s got flu.’


  ‘Oh no!’ I wailed. ‘I can’t do it on my own! I’ve got, like, no ideas. My mind is totally blank.’


  ‘Don’t be silly, Rube,’ she smiled. ‘You’ll think of something.’
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  Chapter 2

  Yesssssss!


  At mid-morning break, Yasmin and I were in our favourite corner of the schoolyard, under a little tree. I like shady places. And I love trees.


  ‘I’m so pleased you weren’t blown over!’ I told the tree. I threw my arms around the trunk and gave it a hug. ‘Trees are my friends!’


  ‘What about your proper friends?’ snapped Yasmin. She sounded a little bit stressy. She was unwrapping her mum’s divine cheese sandwiches, so I had to be careful not to irritate her.


  ‘There’s no need to be jealous of a tree!’ I grinned, letting go of the trunk. ‘I’ll give you two hugs for every hug I give this tree. How about that?’


  ‘Ugh, no, back off, Ruby – you’ve got dirt and green stuff all over you!’


  I looked down. The moss and lichen from the tree trunk was still wet from last night’s storm. And now it was all down my front.


  ‘I don’t care!’ I said. ‘I do love trees, though. I hate it when they get blown over. Are all the trees in your garden all right?’


  ‘Shut up about trees,’ snapped Yasmin. She’d got the sandwiches out now. They lay there on the foil like two divine little soft white beds. She offered them to me. I picked the nearest one. (Mum has trained me to do that.)


  ‘Thanks so much!’ I drooled. ‘Oh, your mum’s sandwiches are absolute heaven! Is she making them for the party? I can hardly wait!’


  Yasmin looked pleased because I’d praised her mum’s sandwiches. Mrs Saffet really is a brilliant cook. She sometimes makes traditional Turkish cakes and I was looking forward to Yasmin’s party as a chance to eat till I popped.


  ‘There’s going to be masses and masses of yummy scrumptious things!’ said Yasmin. Her eyes started to sparkle. ‘There’s going to be special little individual cheese tarts and cheese straws and stuff. And my granny’s coming over from Turkey and she’ll be bringing some dolmades.’
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  I tried not to look scared at the thought of Yasmin’s granny. She’s quite a big old lady and whenever she sees me she throws her arms around me and crushes me into a small heap. It’s like being loved by a concrete mixer. Also, she likes pinching children. Why do that? Why not just give them a smile or, even better, a pocket-sized monkey?


  ‘And the cakes!’ Yasmin went on, rolling her eyes in delight. ‘Honey cakes, chocolate cakes, iced cakes and those lovely apple and cinnamon pastries – oh my God! I feel faint just thinking about it!’


  ‘So do I,’ I said. ‘Your party’s going to be the best ever!’


  ‘Yessss!’ hissed Yasmin. ‘Oh, but your party was lovely too, Ruby!’


  ‘It was OK.’ I shrugged. ‘But only because Holly came and rescued it with the masks and the candles and stuff. I don’t mind. I don’t really like giving parties. I prefer going to other people’s. Yours is going to be brilliant!’


  Yasmin jumped up and down, which was a mistake so soon after her cheese sandwich. She got the hiccups.


  ‘What are you going to give me as a present – hic!?’ she demanded.


  I panicked slightly. I’m not much good at giving people presents or throwing a party. Since talking to Holly, I still hadn’t come up with any ideas at all for Yasmin’s present.


  ‘It’s a secret,’ I said.


  ‘Oh – hic!’ Yasmin looked thrilled. ‘A secret! Is it big or small? Would it fit in a jewel box or a shoe box? Or a cardboard carton like Mum uses for bringing the groceries home – hic!?’ I tried to look secretive and mysterious. ‘Not that it has to be big!’ Yasmin went on. ‘I didn’t mean that, honestly, Ruby. It’s fine if it’s small! In fact, sometimes the best presents are – hic! – tiny!’


  ‘Let’s go and get you a drink of water,’ I said, trying to change the subject. ‘Apparently, if you drink a glass of water backwards, it’ll cure hiccups.’ We walked into the girls’ cloakrooms. ‘Or if that doesn’t work, we can go to the staffroom and ask for a paper bag,’ I went on. ‘If you breathe in and out of a paper bag, it can cure hiccups. My dad made me do it last time.’


  ‘Hannah’s getting
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