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Chapter 1 ... A Family Holiday
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'Really?' Tom was surprised. 'A holiday? We're all going on a holiday trip? Buster too?' His eyes sparkled.

'Of course, Buster is coming too,' his mother replied. 'Buster is a member of this family, and wherever we go, he goes too!'

Buster was a half-grown black and white bitzer dog. He was bitz'o'this, and bitz'o'that, but mostly resembled his black and white mother. He had been Tom's best friend ever since the boy had rescued him as a scrawny puppy, from some cruel tormentors at the back of the shops in the main street. Tom would soon be thirteen, but that didn't change the way he felt about the dog who obviously adored him, and followed him everywhere he could. Buster was always his best mate.

'Where are we going?'

'I've booked us into one of the lighthouse cottages at Point Outlook, for two weeks,' said his mother, Tina. 'The lighthouse keepers used to live in the cottages, but now the light runs automatically. They don't need keepers anymore, the cottages are empty, and families can hire them as holiday accommodation. The whole area is a National Park, just like the one your dad works in.'

Tom grinned. 'OK. When do we go?'

'The Saturday after next, the day after you finish the school term. And we'll come back the day before you have to start again for the next term. Can't have you missing school, can we?' she teased.

'Bother school,' Tom groaned, as he went to find Jeff and Clare, his younger brother and sister, to share the news. He planned to take Buster for a run on the beach so close to their back door. But first, he had to find the others.

It was easy to find Clare, she was where she usually was, sitting in the chicken run, with a pet silky bantam in her lap, which she was stroking gently. Clare loved the chicks when they were small, and they never forgot her when they grew up into hens.

Tom looked down at her. 'I'll bet we can't take Silky on our holiday,' he said.

'Holiday? Who said we're going on a holiday?'

'Mum just told me. We leave next Saturday after school, and we're going to stay near the lighthouse for two weeks. Buster is coming, but I don't think there will be anywhere for Silky to stay.'

Clare stood up and brushed the dust off her jeans. 'I'll talk to Mum straight away. If Buster can come on holiday, then Silky should be able to come too.' Tom chuckled as Clare marched off towards the kitchen. He doubted his 11-year-old sister could convince her mother to include a chicken in their holiday packing.

'Now, where's Jeff?' Tom wondered. Then he remembered Jeff had been helping to raise a tiny orphaned lamb, Woolly, which lived in the warmth of the shed where the dairy cows used to live. Sure enough, Jeff was holding a bottle of milk, which the lamb sucked rapidly.

Jeff looked up as Tom came in. 'Just look at how much Woolly has grown!' he said proudly. 'Dad says he only needs milk bottles for 2 more days, then he'll be big enough to eat the grass like all the other sheep do.'

'Just as well,' said Tom, as he sat down beside the lamb, which looked at him hopefully. Woolly's tummy was bulging with warm milk, but he was greedy, and hoped Tom had brought him another bottle. But Tom pushed him away.

'If you drink any more milk, your little belly will just go pop!' Tom told him. 'And then where would you be? Just as well you won't need bottles next week, because Jeff won't be here to feed you.'

Jeff was surprised. 'I won't be here? Why not?'

'Mum says we are all going on a holiday, down to the beach near the lighthouse. Buster is coming too.'

'That sounds cool,' Jeff told him. 'I guess we'll be there for most of the holidays. I hope we find enough things to do, to fill in the time. But I suppose we can take Buster and do some exploring along the beaches. That will help.'

Tom grinned. 'If I know Buster, he'll find something interesting for us to do. He always does, doesn't he? Then we'll come back and tell everybody all about it, when school starts again.'

Jeff laughed. 'He does that, doesn't he? I wonder what interesting things he'll find around an old lighthouse? But I'll take a book to read, just in case I get bored.'
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Tom, Jeff and Clare sat with Buster on the back steps of the lighthouse cottage. The sun was warm, and the sea stretched far out before them to a distant horizon. A solitary ship loaded with cargo containers was steaming past, well away from the rocks the lighthouse warned against.

Tom scratched the dog's ear. 

'What shall we do today, Buster? We could go for a walk on the old farm paddock outside the front door. But it's covered in weeds and grass. You might get burrs in your paws there.' Buster didn't look very interested.

'Or we could climb down to the edge of the water. It's a long way down, but the sign over there says there are steps cut into the rocks. That was how the lighthouse keepers climbed up from the boats that brought them here. It was too difficult to carry up supplies; they hauled those up on ropes from the ship. But they did climb up and down the steps. Sounds much more interesting than looking at weeds.'

Buster cocked his head, listening carefully to Tom's suggestions. Clare and Jeff watched him too. When Buster wagged his tail, Tom patted him.

‘Good choice!’ he grinned. ‘We’ll go down the steps!’

They found their way to the top of the steps. There was a sign warning that the climb down the cliff was steep, the steps were often slippery, and there were no handrails. But they decided to use the steps anyway, and set off towards the narrow beach visible far below.

Of course, Buster led the way, moving steadily down from one step to the next. His doggy feet never slipped. But the children had to be more cautious. Tom was first behind Buster. He brushed loose leaves from the steps before he put his weight on them, checking they were not wet or slippery. He continually glanced back behind him, making sure Clare and Jeff were following carefully. 

Eventually, Tom reached the beach, to find Buster waiting for him on the sand. The others followed safely. Now the children explored the short, narrow beach, the cliffs always close to the sea. Large rocks, fallen from the cliff face below the lighthouse, were scattered about. Other jagged rocks stood up like angry soldiers, the waves dashing over and around them, as they rushed towards the sand and the cliff behind it. 

‘Wow,’ observed Tom. ‘It would be hard to bring a boat to the beach, between those big rocks out there. And if the waves were bigger, in a storm, there would be no beach at all. Those lighthouse keepers were brave men. Once they were here, it would be hard to leave again. Storms must have trapped them.'

Behind him on the sand, Buster barked sharply. When Tom turned, he saw Buster was gazing up at the steps. Tom could see someone coming down the steps towards them. But the girl was not taking care, just jumping from step to step, descending even more quickly than Buster had done.

‘Hey!’ yelled Tom. ‘Be careful. You might fall!'

Hearing him, the girl looked up, but continued to move from step to step. It was almost inevitable, now she was not watching where she was going. One foot slipped, she landed awkwardly, and tumbled down the rest of the cliff-face, to land almost at Tom’s feet.

Clare rushed to kneel beside her. 'Are you OK?' 

Tom watched anxiously while Jeff and Buster hurried to stand nearby.

The girl sat up and moved her arms and legs cautiously. Then slowly she stood up, straightening her back and swinging her arms around. Her face broke into a broad smile.

'Nothing broken!'

'Great!' said Clare, looking up at the newcomer.

'I probably have new bruises, but then I always have bruises. Mum says it's because I'm so clumsy.' She smiled again.

Tom sighed with relief, as he fully expected the girl to be hurt. Buster sat down and relaxed.

'Hello, everyone. I'm Eliza,' the girl said. 'My family hired the small cottage for a holiday. Do you live here all the time?'

Tom shook his head. 'Our family is here for a holiday too; we're in the large cottage. My dog is Buster, and I'm Tom. My sister is Clare, and this little boy is my brother Jeff.'

'Hey, who are you calling little?' Jeff demanded.' I'll have you know I have a birthday soon, and I'll be 9. And everyone says I'm tall for my age. So there!'

Eliza was sympathetic. 'He was just teasing, Jeff. I can tell you are tall for your age. I'm so glad you're all here too. At least there will be kids to spend time with. I was afraid there would only be adults in the large cottage.'

Tom grinned back. 'We don't want to spend all our time with grown-ups, either. Having you around will be great.'

After that, time passed quickly until their parents called them for lunch.
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