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Chapter 1
Don’t be such an idiot, Ruby!
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‘This is my friend Ruby,’ said Yasmin to her granny.

‘Best friend,’ I whispered.

‘Yeah, whatever …’ said Yasmin. Her granny got up out of her comfy chair, reached out and grabbed both my cheeks. The old lady had some grip. Her hands were like the jaws of a crocodile.

To say I was startled would be putting it mildly. I almost screamed aloud in pain. Then the old dear landed a smacking kiss on my forehead. Next, she patted both my cheeks so hard that my teeth kind of rattled.

‘Hey, call off your granny, will yah?’ I muttered. ‘While I still have a few brain cells left.’

Luckily Yasmin’s granny doesn’t speak much English. She doesn’t live in England – this was just a visit – and she hasn’t quite got the hang of how to be a granny in this country. Our grannies are a bit more chilled out. They don’t inflict actual bodily injury when being friendly. Yasmin’s granny was built like a rugby player. She towered over me. It was scary.

‘Rubih!’ she beamed and patted my cheeks again. ‘Preetty baby!’ To be honest, at this point she spat in my eye. I knew it wasn’t deliberate, so I gracefully ignored it. She threw her arms around me and squeezed, hard.

‘Tell her to cut all this baby stuff,’ I gasped. ‘Tell her I’m going to be a gangster when I grow up.’

‘Don’t be stupid, Ruby!’ said Yasmin. ‘Of course you’re not.’

‘I so am!’ I hissed, kind of sideways out of the corner of my mouth. It was hard to face up to Yasmin while her granny had me in a wrestling hold.

Just then Yasmin’s mum came over with a tray of lovely warm honey cakes. Granny let go of me and we all sat down and started to guzzle. I love going round to Yasmin’s after school. Her mum often bakes something specially for us. My mum’s always at work till about five thirty, and even when she comes home, often she’s too tired to cook.

‘Ruby’s family is very clever,’ said Yasmin’s mum to the granny. The granny looked blank, so she translated it for her. Mrs Saffet is a translator anyway. She works at home.

‘Rubih!’ cried the old lady. ‘Iss family clebah!’ And she did a weird little clapping kind of thing.

‘Yasmin, show Granny the model Joe made,’ said her mum.

My brother Joe hates his sculptures being called models, but I didn’t say anything. Yasmin went over to the worktop where they have a few ornaments, a vase of flowers and Joe’s sculpture. It’s made of wood and it’s on a kind of stand. You can’t really tell if it’s a bird or an aeroplane. Yasmin’s granny sort of squinted at it and looked puzzled. She said something in Turkish. Yasmin’s mum smiled and looked a bit embarrassed.

‘She says is it a bird or a plane?’ she said.

‘You’re not supposed to know,’ I said. ‘That’s the point.’ 
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‘Granny’s not really into modern art,’ said Mrs Saffet, offering me another cake. The granny had stopped looking at Joe’s sculpture and was mopping up her cake crumbs with her fingers.

I felt awkward. OK, my bro Joe is a total idiot and needs a complete make-over. In fact, it’s top of my list of things to do. But I don’t like it when people get tired of looking at his work after only five seconds. Ideally they should go on staring at it for weeks, drooling and fainting with joy.

‘I think it’s fabulous,’ said Yasmin’s mum. ‘He’s such a talented boy.’

Just then Zerrin arrived home. She’s Yasmin’s big sister. Her hair is long and black and shiny. She said hi to everybody and bent down and kissed her granny on the top of the head. Granny made a grab for her cheeks, but Zerrin managed to duck away, and as she escaped, she winked at me.

‘Zerrin,’ said her mum, ‘show Granny that lovely photo of Joe’s exhibition.’

Mrs Saffet is so polite. She was still hell-bent on telling Granny how wonderful my brother was. Zerrin went into the sitting room and came back with a big framed photo taken at the exhibition. The photo had been in the newspaper and Mrs Saffet had ordered a copy.

It was a photo of Joe, me, our mum and dad, Zerrin and her best friend Holly ‘the Hellcat’ Helvellyn, and Yasmin. Holly looked amazing with her make-up and everything. Joe had his eyes closed, the idiot. I looked like some kind of repulsive animal which lives in a hole in the desert. Zerrin and Yasmin looked beautiful and exotic – in fact, they stole the show.

Zerrin held out the photo to her granny, who took it and started to polish the glass with a corner of her skirt.

‘Zerrin!’ she said, pointing at the photo. ‘… Yasmin!’

‘And that’s Ruby, look!’ said Mrs Saffet.

‘Rubih!’ said Granny, grinning at me.

‘And that’s Ruby’s brother Joe!’ said Mrs Saffet. ‘He did all these models. Isn’t he clever?’ Granny nodded and went on polishing the glass. Then she pointed at Holly and said something in Turkish. Zerrin looked a bit tense, said something back and then took the photo away again.

‘Granny doesn’t like Holly much,’ Yasmin told me later, when we were up in her room, arranging her dolls in rows. ‘She doesn’t like the way she’s pierced her nose and everything. Holly came round last night and she had her Gothic stuff on and Granny started saying rude things – not in English, thank God.’

‘Grown-ups don’t realise just how cool Holly is,’ I sighed. ‘It’s their loss. She’s totally amazing. In fact, my project this term is to get her together with Joe. She clearly fancies him and he’s just too stupid to ask her out. We’ve got to fix it up somehow. Let’s make a plan. A brilliant plan!’

Yasmin fiddled with her dolls for a minute. I watched as she forced a miniature scrunchy over a doll’s blonde hair and gave her a ponytail.

‘Yasmin?’ I said again.

‘Yeah,’ said Yasmin. ‘Whatever. What name do you think I should give this doll? She used to be Poppy but I’ve gone off that.’ I was really annoyed. How could she could be more interested in her boring dolls than the real-life drama of my brother and the divine Holly ‘the Hellcat’ Helvellyn?

I buttoned my lip and stared out of the window. If Yasmin wasn’t going to join in my plans for Joe and Holly, I certainly wasn’t going to suggest any names for her stupid doll. In fact, Yasmin had been a bit irritating all day. I had the feeling we were on the verge of a really terrific row.

Yasmin loves rows, but I hate them. But when I’m at her house, I sort of have to be polite and go along with them. I decided I ought to suggest a name for the doll, after all – if only to avoid a row.

‘Britney?’ I suggested.

‘Don’t be such an idiot, Ruby!’ snapped Yasmin. ‘I’ve got two called Britney already.’

‘Yeah,’ I grumbled. ‘Whatever …’

A row was certainly brewing. I had to think of something amazing to distract her. Yesss! A brilliant idea had whizzed into my head! 


Chapter 2
We should have false names!
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‘Hey!’ I said. ‘I’ve thought of a brilliant idea! We should be a proper gang.’

‘How can we be a gang with just two?’ asked Yasmin.

‘Well, we could start off with two, then maybe let other people in. If they’re cool enough,’ I said.

Yasmin just went on fiddling with her dolls. Unless I acted fast, we were in for an endless doll session. I hate doll sessions so much. I’d rather be rolled in coconut oil and sesame seeds and pecked at by birds all day.

‘We could have a secret password,’ I said. ‘And we could have an initiation ceremony. We could have rituals and dares and secrets.’

Yasmin put her doll aside for a moment and twisted round to look at me. Her eyes were beginning to sparkle.

‘We could be blood sisters!’ she said. ‘We could mingle our blood and sign our pact with it!’ At this point I have to admit I almost fainted. I don’t really like the sight of blood. It’s top of the long list of things I’m afraid of, along with the dark, strange snarling dogs and waxworks. ‘I’ll go and get a needle!’ said Yasmin and rushed out.

My heart was beginning to flutter. This was going to be my first gangsterish ceremony and I was going to disgrace myself by passing out – or possibly puking. Maybe both at once. I wished I’d never started this secret pact business. If only I could play with the dolls instead. I’d gladly sign up for a whole week of brushing the dolls’ stupid hair and dressing them up for the dolls’ stupid disco, as long as I didn’t have to prick my finger and sign my name in blood.

The dolls stared at me and their blank faces seemed to be grinning in triumph. Yasmin came back in, looking disappointed. 

‘Mum won’t let me have a needle,’ she said. ‘We’ll have to use spit instead.’

I tried not to look too massively relieved. Yasmin got her felt tip pens and a piece of paper.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘You write it – my handwriting’s rubbish. What’s it going to say in the pact thingy?’

‘Our names,’ I said. ‘Our full names come first. Ruby Emma Rogers …’ I wrote it down.

‘No, we mustn’t have our real names!’ said Yasmin. ‘We should have false names. Aliases.’ I screwed up the sheet of paper and threw it away. Yasmin smoothed it out again and placed it in a cardboard box.

‘We don’t throw paper away like that, Ruby, you idiot!’ she snapped. ‘We recycle it, obviously.’ She handed me a new piece.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Sorry, yeah. What’s your false name going to be? Mine’s Massive Deadly Poison Toad.’

‘Mine’s Diamond Monica,’ said Yasmin. ‘Write it down, write it down!’

I wrote:

Massive Deadly Poison Toad and Diamond Monica do hereby pledge allegiance to each other
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