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Chapter 1
Stop bossing me about!
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‘The weather forecast is brilliant for once!’ Mum was gabbling excitedly as Dad started the car. ‘Oh, I do love this time of year! Whitsun’s the start of the summer, really, isn’t it? Ooh, look at those swallows! Bless their little hearts!’ Mum has been almost illegally perky since she recovered from her op. It’s great to see her so bubbly.

I was feeling pretty bubbly myself. A trip to the seaside! And this was kind of like sneaking an extra summer holiday in, because it was only the end of May and our main summer hol wouldn’t be till August.

My monkeys were sharing the back seat with me, of course. There was heaps of room, because Joe wasn’t coming with us. He was staying home ‘revising for his A levels.’ Huh! I know what that means. Watching TV for hours on end and going out to parties with the revolting Tiffany.

I suppose I should have been glad Joe wasn’t coming, because it meant I wouldn’t have to put up with the torment of constant teasing. But in a funny kind of way, I was sad instead.

‘And don’t worry about feeling lonely, Ruby,’ said Mum, turning round and beaming at me. ‘Because Sasha is just the same age as you – oh, I’ll just send Deb a text to tell them we’re on our way, shall I, Brian?’

‘Yeah, go for it,’ said Dad. ‘I’d text them every five minutes if I were you. Tell them we’re just going down Horsfield Road.’

‘Shut up, Brian, don’t be silly,’ said Mum.

I began to go off into a daydream while Mum was texting. What was Quaymouth going to be like? I wondered if there would be an adventure playground with some ropes and platforms. That’s the sort of thing I like.

‘You’ll love Sasha,’ said Mum, after she’d sent her text off. ‘She’s ever such a nice girl. So polite. And guess what! She plays the violin! Plus she already speaks a bit of French – they learn it at St Joseph’s.’

Though I was looking forward to meeting Sasha, the news that she played the violin came as a bit of a blow. And I hoped she wouldn’t start talking French all over the place. St Joseph’s is a rather posh school on the other side of town, so I’d never met Sasha, even though her mum, Deb, is one of Mum’s friends at work.

Mum’s phone rang. She’s just got an ordinary beeping tone. She doesn’t bother with any of those fancy ringtones. Mine is the Kaiser Chiefs singing ‘RUBYRUBYRUBYRUBY’, and Joe’s is of chains being dragged about.

‘Hello?’ she said. ‘Oh, Deb! … Yes, we’ve just left. We’re just going past Tesco’s. Isn’t it nice not to have to buy groceries? … Yes, I’m sick to death of self-catering. I mean, self-catering’s exactly what we have to do at home, isn’t it? … OK, right, well, have a good journey. See you there! Bye!’ She put her phone away and turned to Dad.

‘They’re already at Warminster!’ she said. ‘Almost halfway! Mind you, Paul’s got a BMW.’ I think a BMW is a very flash car. Sasha’s dad is a businessman.

‘You won’t see many geography teachers with a BMW,’ said Dad rather sourly. ‘I can’t help it if they’re already at Warminster. You know this old bus won’t do more than sixty without overheating.’

‘Of course not!’ cried Mum, laughing. ‘It’s not a competition, Brian. I wouldn’t want to drive fast, anyway. I think it’s stupid. I’m very happy to potter down there slowly.’

‘Even if it means they’ll have first pick of the rooms?’ asked Dad slyly.

‘Oh goodness, I never even thought of that!’ cried Mum. ‘It couldn’t matter less. Who cares? I’m sure all the rooms are lovely, anyway.’

‘Are we staying in a hotel?’ I asked. It would be amazing to stay in one of those seaside hotels you see in old films. All the tables have white tablecloths, and there are palm trees dotted about and a young man with shiny hair is playing a grand piano while people eat cakes off silver cake stands and talk about the latest murder.

‘No, love, we’re staying at The Magpie Bed and Breakfast,’ said Mum. ‘The woman running it sounded very nice and friendly.’

‘You’d be friendly if you thought people were going to come and pay you sixty quid a night just to stay in one of your rooms,’ said Dad.
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‘Brian! Don’t be an idiot! I’d absolutely hate it if people came and stayed in our house for the night! I wouldn’t do it even for £160!’

I started to daydream about Quaymouth. Mum had showed me a picture of the beach, covered with people.

‘So what are you hoping to do, Ruby?’ asked Mum.

‘I want to make sandcastles,’ I said. ‘And go on walks in woods. And have fish and chips in a cafe. And go for a trip in a boat.’

‘What about you, Brian?’ she asked Dad.

‘My secret plan is to lie in a deckchair for a week,’ said Dad, ‘with a handkerchief over my face, while fat women run past in bikinis. Like in the old postcards.’

‘Oh, don’t be awful!’ said Mum. ‘You’ll want to go birdwatching, I expect – and I’m looking forward to seeing all those lovely old houses. It’s where Jane Austen went on holiday, you know!’ Mum had packed a load of old books. ‘I’m just looking forward to reading for hours and hours – lying on the beach if the weather’s warm enough.’

‘If the weather’s warm enough,’ said Dad, ‘my main plan is to teach Ruby to swim.’

I felt a bit nervous about this. I really wish I could swim. Yasmin and Froggo and Max can all swim. Lauren and Hannah go swimming together all the time. But I’ve always preferred paddling. I can’t work out how to wade in deep and let go. It’s slightly frightening. If Dad could manage to teach me to swim, that would be brilliant. But I had a secret fear that somehow, I would never be able to do it.

‘And if the weather’s bad, there’s a lovely spa,’ said Mum. ‘I’m thinking of having a day there anyway, and a massage and everything, just to pamper myself.’

‘Don’t try to drag me there,’ groaned Dad. ‘There’s nothing I hate more than being pampered.’

After a while Mum switched the car radio on, and I stared out of the window at the countryside. It looked very beautiful. All the trees had their new leaves on, and the gardens were full of flowers. There were several woods, and I pointed them out to the monkeys, and we decided we were on an expedition to find an ancient temple in the rainforest, and I started to get excited by the idea.

The ruined temple was covered by creepers, overgrown, with strange spooky shadowy arches and dripping stones … this was an adventure that could last all week.

‘OK guys,’ said Stinker (he’s boss). ‘First we gotta make sure no other gang’s moved into the temple and is hidin’ out there. We need a scout to go and do a recce.’

‘I’ll be a scout!’ said Funky. ‘I’ll do a recce!’ He’s quite bendy, so he would easily be able to wriggle through the branches of the trees.

‘What can I do?’ asked Hewitt, my third and newest monkey. He has a tennis racket permanently fastened to his arm, so really his life has to revolve around sport.

‘You keep close to me,’ growled Stinker, ‘and if there’s any trouble wid bad guys there, you’re gonna whip their tails wid your racket!’

We hadn’t got very far with this plan when suddenly the car stopped and we piled out.

‘Here we are!’ said Mum excitedly. Apparently we had arrived in Quaymouth. I’d been trekking in the jungle for hours, so I had lost all track of time. We were in a small car park behind a big house. Mum and Dad got out of the car and yawned and stretched rather stiffly. I jumped out, and gathered up the monkeys.

‘There’s Paul and Deb’s car,’ said Mum. ‘Let’s go and say hello first. Leave the cases where they are, and lock the car, Brian.’

‘Stop bossing me about,’ said Dad. ‘I’m not an idiot.’ He locked the car. ‘On second thoughts,’ he went on, ‘OK. I admit I am an idiot, but please stop bossing me about anyway.’

We went round to the front door and rang the bell. The door opened almost immediately. A woman with very thick glasses stood there. Her eyes looked a bit frightening, magnified and huge. But she was very jolly.

‘Ah!’ she beamed. ‘Welcome to Magpie House! I’m Maria Trescothick. It must be Mrs and Mrs Rogers and – what’s your name again, dear?’
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‘Ruby,’ I said.

‘Ruby! How nice! What lovely names girls have these days, don’t they? Ruby and Sasha! Well, do come in – I’ll show you to your room.’

We went inside and followed Mrs Trescothick upstairs. One door we passed was open, and inside was a girl about my age sitting in the window seat looking out across the beach.

‘There’s Sasha!’ said Mrs Trescothick. Then Sasha’s mum, Deb, appeared, and she and Mum had a big reunion thing.

‘Ruby, this is Sasha,’ said Deb. ‘Sasha, come and say hello to Ruby!’ Sasha got up off the window seat and came towards me. She was taller than me and had long blonde crinkly hair, done up in a pony tail. Yasmin would have loved her hair. Her eyes were big and blue. She smiled at me.

‘Hi, Ruby,’ she said.

‘Hi, Sasha,’ I replied. There was an embarrassed pause.

‘Well, we must go and see our room,’ said Mum. ‘We don’t want to hold Mrs Trescothick up …’

‘Call me Maria, please!’ laughed Mrs Trescothick. ‘Everybody does. Here’s your room – just across from Deb and Paul!’ She threw open the door and we went in.

‘Lovely!’ said Mum. ‘What fabulous curtains!’

But anyone could see that though Sasha’s family had a big sunshiny yellow room that overlooked the seafront, ours was a grey room at the back that overlooked the car park.


Chapter 2
That would be lovely, wouldn’t it, Ruby?
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‘It’s lovely!’ said Mum. ‘What pretty curtains! And tea-making facilities! That’s handy!’ There was a big double bed for Mum and Dad, and a little bed in the corner for me.

‘The en suite’s through here,’ said Maria, opening a door. Mum peeped through to the bathroom.

‘Oh, fabulous!’ she said. ‘A proper bath as well! Lovely!’

‘Anything you want, just come downstairs and ring the little bell in the hall,’ said Maria. Her eyes flashed hugely behind her thick glasses.

‘Thanks ever so much!’ said Mum. ‘Bring the cases up, Brian, and I’ll make a cup of tea.’

‘Oh, I’ll be serving tea for you downstairs in the lounge in a couple of minutes,’ said Maria. ‘And home-baked cakes. We always offer tea for our guests on arrival. Your friends will be down there too.’

Five minutes later we were all sitting in the lounge. It was at the front and there was a huge window with amazing views of the sea. I couldn’t wait to get out on to the beach. But Maria’s chocolate cake smelt wonderful, so I didn’t mind sitting in here for a few minutes first.
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Sasha’s mum, Deb, was talking, while my mum poured the tea. Deb has straggly blonde hair and a big gap between her front teeth. She laughs a lot, and sometimes, when she’s getting carried away with an idea, a little bit of spit flies out of her mouth, but
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