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Have you ever heard of Kira Island? I didn't
think so. Not many people have. If you look
at the postcards it looks like a tropical
paradise. White sandy beaches, coral-
fringed reefs, frangipanis and palm trees,
sparkling turquoise water and dolphins
splashing in the waves. I know, it sounds
like heaven.

but that's definitely not what I thought
when Mum announced we were moving
there. I loved my life in London. Our big
old terrace house. My gang of gorgeous
friends. My school. Horseriding lessons in
Hyde Park. Playing hockey on Saturdays and
shopping trips to Oxford Street. So of
course I didn't want to leave.

Which brings me to Mum’s crazy
idea. One day, she decided to pack up

everything, pull the three of us out of
school and move to the other side of the
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world, to a tiny tropical island called Kira
Tsland. My grandparents live there and it's
where Mum grew up.

Not only that, but Mum decided to spend
every penny we had on a tumbledown,
derelict boatshed. Her grand dream was
to renovate it and turn it into an arty
bookshop cafe. The place was so bad that
the first time we went there, I put my foot
right through the floor. It was awfull

To save money, we've been living in
an old caravan in the back garden of
my grandparents’ cottage. Me, Mum, my
brother Harry and my little sister Bella have
all been jammed into a space smaller than
my old bedroom back home.

You can probably see why I wasn't
super-happy about the move. In fact,

Mum later said I had been particularly

recalcitrant, which apparently means
difficult or stubborn.
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So on my first day at my brand-new
school, when I met the girls, T was certain
I was living through the second-worst day
of my life. I didn't know anyone.

Bback then, I had no idea how much
fun I was going to have. Or how these
three girls were going to become my best
friends.

So this is the story of a gang of girls.
Charlie Harper, Meg O’Loughlin, Cici Lin
and, of course, me, Philippa Elizabeth

Hamilton. Otherwise known as

Bippe-
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CHAPTER 1

FIRST DAY

Kira Cove Primary School. It seemed a world

away from the friends and school I left behind
just a few weeks ago. My uniform smelled
new and starchy. When I walked through the
school gate, I felt a teensy bit scared. Actually,
extremely scared! No one likes starting at a
new school, do they? I wondered if the kids
would be nice. Would I make friends? Would

my teacher like me?
5 é
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A lady from the office took me into the
classroom, introduced me to the teacher,
Mrs Marshall, and left me there.

The kids all took advantage of the interrup-
tion to chat and laugh. Mrs Marshall shushed
them with just a glance. She seemed stern and
I hoped she wasn’t going to be too mean.

I stood in front of a sea of strange faces, all
of them staring at me. The faces blurred into
one another. Boys and girls, wearing the same
blue-and-white uniforms. To say I was feeling
nervous was an understatement. I had butter-
flies doing somersaults in my tummy.

‘Class 5M, I'd like to introduce Philippa
Hamilton, who has recently arrived from
London,” she said. ‘This is her first day at
Kira Cove School so I hope you will welcome
her warmly’

A gitl at the back of the classroom whispered
something to the girls she was sitting with.

They all giggled. I felt myself blushing. I glared

D.
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down at my squeaky, shiny black school shoes.
It was horrible having everyone stare at me.

‘Please say good morning, class, said
Mrs Marshall.

‘Good morning, Phil-lip-pa,” chanted the
whole class.

‘Good morning, 5M, I mumbled. Did my
voice give a tell-tale wobble? ‘I’'m Philippa but
everyone calls me Pippa.’

‘Olivia, could you please sit up the back next
to Connor?” asked Mrs Marshall. ‘And Philippa
— I mean Pippa — you can take a seat there next
to Meg’

A girl stood up and packed away her books.
She didn’t look very happy about changing
seats. I slid into her empty chair and looked
around. On my left was a girl with blue eyes
and bobbed, honey-brown hair. On my right
was a girl with long, blonde, wavy hair, green
eyes and a sprinkle of freckles on her nose.

Honey-girl smiled at me, in a shy kind of way.

¥z
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‘Hi, Pippa, she whispered. Tm Meg
O’Loughlin’

The other girl leant over with a dazzling
smile. ‘And I’'m Charlie’

‘Hi,} I replied quietly, glancing down at
my lap.

‘If you’re quite finished, girls, we’ll continue
with our maths,” said Mrs Marshall. She sounded
gruff but I noticed her eyes looked kind.

The morning fell into a familiar pattern of
maths, spelling and reading. I doodled pictures
of flowers and dogs and love hearts in the
margin of my exercise book while the others

marked their homework.

When the recess bell rang, the whole class raced
tfor the door. It was chaos in the corridor as
everyone searched in their schoolbags for hats

and snacks. I finally reached my bag, where

®.
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I'd left it hanging on a hook, and dug out my
own hat and lunch box. I joined the stream of
students pouring into the playground.

Outside, kids were running, shouting,
playing and laughing. If I closed my eyes it
sounded just like the playground of my old
school back in London. But instead of cool
and misty air, the sun shone down bright and
hot. The air smelled different too. All sea-salty
and spicy. And of course the biggest difference
was that almost everyone was a stranger.

Back home, I’d been with the same group
of kids since we started nursery school at the
age of three. I'd known every student in the
whole school. My best friends were Miranda,
Ava and Lily, and I missed them terribly. My
prep school, Bromley House, was in a beautiful
old red-brick mansion, near the River Thames.
There was a walled garden out the back where

we would play. Lunch was always served in the
dining hall, which had a high-pitched beamed

y2
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ceiling and oak panelling. We’d sit at our favou-
rite table and chat as we ate a hot meal of pasta
or chicken with vegetables. It couldn’t have
been more different.

Here, the school buildings were dazzling-
white with wide, shady verandas. Hot-pink
bougainvillea flowers twisted around the posts
and tumbled over the roof. And the playground
seemed huge.

I hesitated, not sure what to do. I didn’t
know whether to sit with some kids from my
class, or go and find a hidden place to skulk
by myself. Or perhaps I should look for Harry
and Bella, and make sure they were all right.

A moment later, I saw my little sister’s trade-
mark corkscrew curls. She ran past, surrounded
by a group of year one kids, and with a huge
smile on her face. Bella was obviously fine.

‘Hi, Bella, I called. ‘Have you seen Harry?’

Bella didn’t pause but just kept running.

‘He’s playing football,” she yelled. ‘Over there.

oF
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A big crowd of year four kids was kicking
a ball around. My brother was a super-keen
tootball player. I saw him racing around,
chasing the ball and hooting with laughter.
Clearly Harry was perfectly happy too.

It didn’t seem to have taken either of them
any time at all to make friends.

It was then that I saw Meg waiting for me.
She waved me over timidly.

‘I thought you might like to come and sit
with us,” she said. ‘Most of the year fives meet
under that tree over there

At the far end of the playground was a huge
old tree with spreading branches. A group of
students was sitting in the shade.

‘Thanks,” I said, with relief. “That would be
great.

We started walking together side by side.

‘Was that your little sister?” Meg asked quietly.

She seemed shy but she was making an effort

vz

to be friendly. ‘She looks like you.’
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My grandmother Mimi says that Harry,
Bella and I are like three peas in a pod, which
apparently means we all look alike — wild, curly
brown hair, chocolate-brown eyes and skin the
colour of caramel.

I nodded. ‘Bella’s six. She likes to pretend
she’s a dinosaur, which usually involves a lot
of roaring and stomping. And I have a brother,
Harry, who’s nine and the quietest one in the
tamily.’

Meg laughed. ‘I have a brother too, Jack,
but he’s older. He’s in year six. When did you
move here?’

I felt my tummy do the somersault thing
again. ‘A few weeks ago. We had a holiday while
Mum organised everything. We’re staying with
my grandparents until our new place is ready.’

Meg looked at me with sympathy. ‘Moving is
tough, isn’t it? My family moved to Kira Island
a couple of years ago. It took a while to settle

in, but it’s great now.”’

D .
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‘Didn’t you like it when you first moved here
either?’ I asked.

Meg grinned and shook her head. ‘I hated it!
Especially going to school, because I'd never
been before. But I got used to it.’

‘Really, you hadn’t been to school?” Starting
over at a different school was hard enough.
I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to face
your first day ever somewhere new.

‘My mum’s a marine biologist so we trav-
elled around a lot when we were younger and
did home-schooling. She studies whales and
dolphins in the wild. But then Mum decided we
needed to go to a proper school, so she took a
job here at Marine Animal Rescue Service. We
live on a yacht in the harbour’

‘I’ve never met anyone who lives on a boat.”
All my friends in London lived in big terrace
houses just like ours. ‘Isn’t it squishy?’

‘A bit, agreed Meg cheerfully. ‘But I'm used

.7

to it.
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‘Wow. That’s fantastic.’ I realised that living
on a boat couldn’t be too different to living in a
caravan, like my family was. I began to feel a lot
better about moving and starting a new school.
Maybe I could make new friends and do fun
things too.

We reached the big tree. A group of nine girls
was sitting cross-legged in a rough circle, nibbling
happily at the food from their lunch boxes. Two
of the girls wriggled over to make room for us.

Meg sat down between them. I sat next to
her, feeling self-conscious all over again with
everyone looking at us. I pulled my skirt down
straight.

Meg waved towards the two girls who had
made room for us. One was the blonde-haired
girl who I’d been sitting next to. The other was
the Chinese girl who’d sat on the other side of
Meg. She was one of the prettiest girls I'd ever
seen, with straight black hair, a thick fringe and

brown eyes.

®.



© Belinda Murrell 2017

“You met Charlie already, and this is Cici,’
said Meg.

We said hi, then I looked around at the other
girls in the circle.

“That’s Olivia,” said Meg, pointing to the girl
who’d had to move seats for me. ‘And Willow,
Eve, Jemila, Ariana, Tash and Sienna.

They all murmured hellos and looked at me
curiously. How would I ever remember who
was who? Willow had brown plaits, green eyes
and a snub nose. Sienna looked very athletic, or
was that Tash?

‘Did you really come from London?’ asked
Olivia. Her long dark hair was swept up into
a high ponytail. She smiled at me in a friendly
way. ‘It must be an amazing place to live’

Memories of my old home crowded in.
“Yes, I loved it. We lived in Chelsea before we
moved here.

Olivia twirled her hair around her finger.

‘My mum’s a marketing manager and she visits

.7
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London every year for her work. I've been
with her twice. It’s one of my favourite cities in
the world.

I warmed to Olivia at once. Anyone who
loved my old hometown must be my sort of girl.

We chatted for a couple of minutes about
what she’d done on her trips — high tea at
Harrods, visits to the theatre and shopping on
Oxford Street.

‘Oxford Street is the most amazing place to
shop, I said. “You could spend all day there and
still not see everything’

‘Mum bought me some really cool outfits
there,” said Olivia.

‘London has the most fantastic fashion,” said
Cici enthusiastically. ‘I'd love to go.’

‘Cici’s mum is a fashion designer,” explained
Meg. ‘She and Cici are mad about clothes.’

It felt comforting to be talking to these new
girls about familiar things. Maybe I cou/d make

friends here.

®.
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When everyone had finished their snacks,
the group split up. Some of the girls raced
over to the handball courts, while others joined
a soccer game. I drifted along to the grassy
lawn, where Olivia, Tash, Sienna and Willow
threw themselves into a series of spectacular
cartwheels and handstands. Tash could do
sixty-seven cartwheels in a row!

The bell rang for the end of recess, and we
joined the others.

‘Ugghh, said Chatlie, scrunching up her
tace. “‘We have a maths quiz now.

Olivia walked beside me. The other girls
trailed along behind. ‘Mrs Marshall loves giving
us super-hard maths quizzes.

‘It’s all right for you, Olivia,” said Cici. “You
top the class every time.’

‘Not just in maths quizzes,” said Meg, turning
to me. ‘Olivia got the academic prize for our

class last year.
Olivia gave a little skip. “Well, I like maths.’

vz
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‘Me too,” I said. Olivia and I smiled at each
other. It looked like we had a lot in common.
She seemed exactly the sort of girl I'd like to be

friends with.

oF
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CHAPTER 2

Olivia was right. The maths quiz was super-

hard. But luckily, I'm pretty good at maths.
I whizzed through the paper, chewing my pen
while I thought about the hardest questions.
Atthe end of the quiz, we had to swap papers.
Mrs Marshall read out the correct response and
we had to mark each other’s answers. I swapped
with Charlie, while Meg swapped with Cici.
‘Mine will be terrible, Charlie complained.

¥

‘’m just not good at maths.’
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Charlie’s paper was covered in scribbles and
crossing out. She was definitely not good at
maths, as I discovered. She barely passed.

“Told you, whispered Chatlie as I handed
back her paper. ‘But you did brilliantly.

‘Thanks,” I said, quickly checking the score.

I telt a rush of pride when I noticed that I'd
only got one sum wrong.

Mrs Marshall gathered up the papers and
shuffled through them to check the results.

‘Well done, everyone, said Mrs Marshall.
‘And it looks like we have a new maths star in
our class. Congratulations to Pippa for getting
nearly full marks.’

Lots of the kids looked over at me. Charlie
patted me on the back. But then I noticed that
Olivia was glaring at me as if I was a nasty spider
she had discovered in her bedroom. I looked
away, feeling uncomfortable. What had I done?

After maths, Mrs Marshall split us up into

groups of four to start work on a new science

©F
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project. In my group was Meg, Charlie and
Cict. Olivia was in a group with Willow, Tash
and Sienna. Olivia looked over at our group
as though she wished she was with us. I guess
she would have been if Mrs Marshall hadn’t
moved het.

We had to design a game or toy made out
of recycled materials. We started by sketching
concepts in our science notebooks, brain-
storming ideas and discussing names. It was fun.

Cici kept making the most ridiculous sug-
gestions, just to make us giggle. I've got it!
How about a game where each player has to
set out on a world quest to find the perfect
handbag?’

‘We could call it Handbag Heaven!” I joked.

Cici flashed her fingernails, which were
painted summery turquoise. ‘Or the perfect
nail colour?’

“Nail Nirvana!’ said Charlie.

‘Or how about Shoetopia?’ suggested Cici.

.7
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“To see how many pairs of divine shoes you
could collect along the way?’

The three of us laughed out loud. Mrs
Marshall glanced at us. We quietened down
immediately.

Meg huffed in disgust. “You guys are not
taking this seriously. How about a quest game
where the players have to try to save endan-
gered animals like African elephants, mountain
gorillas or black rhinoceros?’

My ears pricked up. My parents had gone
on safari in Tanzania for their honeymoon.
I loved the stories Mum had told me and the
beautiful photos she’d taken of elephants and
other African animals in the wild. “That sounds
like a good plan.

‘Or why don’t we just set up a racing track
for toy cars to zip around?’ suggested Charlie.
‘That would be dead simple. I could recycle my
brother’s toys off the floor, so I don’t have to

step on them!’

D
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At the end of the lesson, we’d made no
progress at all. At this rate we’d never get our
project done.

‘Looks like we’ll need to have a team meeting
after school one afternoon,” said Charlie.

‘T’ll make the cupcakes,” said Cici. ‘Lemon or
strawberry-and-vanilla?’

‘Lemon’s my favourite,” said Meg.

‘Are you in, Pippar’ asked Charlie.

I beamed at the girls. ‘Definitely” An after-
school team meeting with lemon cupcakes and
lots of laughs sounded absolutely perfect.

‘We could meet at my house tomorrow after-
noon?’ suggested Charlie. ‘But my house is the
turthest from school, so maybe we’d be better
to go to one of yours?’

‘Mum works from home, and she has a big
deadline this week so my place is out,’ said Cici.
‘Maybe we could meet at Pippa’s? Where do
you live?’

I thought of our tiny, crowded caravan in

.7
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the back garden of my grandparents’ cottage.
Then the messy, ruined boatshed. I didn’t feel
like having the girls over to either place.

I shook my head. ‘We’re staying with my
grandparents at the moment so that probably
won’t work.’

‘That’s okay,” said Meg. “You can come to
our yacht’

Mrs Marshall came over to check our
progress. ‘Are you settling in all right, Pippa?’
she asked.

“Yes, Mrs Marshall, I replied.

‘And have you girls come up with a good
plan for your project yet?” She looked right
at me.

‘Ah, yes.” I glanced around quickly at the
other girls. They looked at me with panicked
expressions. Clearly none of us wanted to tell
Mrs Marshall about our frivolous ideas for a
handbag quest! What could I say? I didn’t want

my new teacher to think we had wasted the

®-
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whole lesson being silly. Then I remembered
Meg’s idea.

‘We thought we'd design a quest game
where the players have to cross an Affrican
plain,’ I said. ‘It would be a fun game, where
players also learned how to save endangered
animals . . . like elephants and rhinos.’

Mrs Marshall nodded. ‘Sounds good — tell
me more.’

My stressed brain started firing with ideas.
‘The players would roll the dice and meet chal-
lenges like . . . like catching hunters or wildlife
smugglers. They could pick up cards that had
facts about endangered wildlife. The winner
would be the one who saved the most animals.

‘Wonderful,” said Mts Marshall. She turned to
speak to the whole class. ‘It sounds like Pippa’s
group is off to an excellent start. I hope the
rest of you have all come up with something

just as fabulous.’

The bell rang for lunch. I followed Meg,

.7
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Cict and Charlie out into the noisy playground.
Most of our class drifted towards the big tree,
chattering and laughing,

I sat down with the other girls and opened
my lunch box.

“That was great thinking, Pippa, said Cici,
waving a carrot stick in the air. “You saved us.’

I shook my head. ‘It was Meg’s idea.’

Meg glowed with pleasure. ‘But you added
in the detail”

Olivia looked curiously at us. ‘What did
she do?’

Charlie looked around at all the girls. “We
were having a joke, making up silly ideas for
the game. Then Mrs Marshall asked us what we
were going to do. Quick as a flash, Pippa came
up with a brilliant idea.’

Olivia swallowed a bite of her apple. ‘So
what are you doing for your project?’

‘Oh, no, said Cici. ‘Good try. But we can’t

tell you. It’s super-duper top-secret. Remember,

©F
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the best project will be chosen to represent the
school at the regional science competition on
the mainland.’

‘And Pippa’s our lethal weapon,’ said Charlie.
‘Did you see how she blitzed the maths quiz?’

Olivia tossed her head. She didn’t look at all
pleased.

‘So, Pippa,” she said. “What school did you
go to before?’

There was something about her tone that
was not quite friendly. I hesitated for a moment.
Even in the shade the air was sticky-hot.

‘I went to Bromley House in Chelsea,’ I said.

Thinking of my lovely, familiar school sent
a wave of homesickness over me. I missed
everything about it.

Olivia looked around at the other girls in
a meaningful way. It made me feel unsure of

myself all over again.

“That sounds posh, said Olivia. “Why did

you leave there to come to Kira Island?’
27 ;
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That was something I definitely didn’t want
to discuss with Olivia and all these girls I hardly
knew. It was still too raw.

Olivia raised her eyebrows at me. I had to
say something.

‘We ... we had to move here, I replied.
I thought of what Meg had said about moving
here for her mother’s new job. ‘My mum’s
renovating an old boatshed to make a cafe’

Olivia laughed. ‘Dad said someone had paid
a ridiculous amount of money for that old
tumbledown shack.’

Olivia smiled around at the girls. She looked
delighted that she had succeeded in putting
me firmly back in my place as the unwanted
new girl.

I felt totally humiliated — and it didn’t help
that I thought Olivia might be right. Mum
might have made a huge mistake and spent all
our money on a ruin.

My first day at my new school was suddenly

o
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not going so well, which is actually what
I'd expected all along. I thought back to this
morning when I’d taken ages getting dressed
and eating breakfast. Mum had guessed that
I was feeling sick with dread. She tried to
convince me that everything would be sunshine
and roses. But of course it wasn’tl Why couldn’t
Mum take us back home to LLondon where we

belonged?
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CHAPTER 3

THE BOATSHED

The bell rang to signal the end of school.

Once dismissed, everyone rushed out the door
without a backward glance.

I grabbed my bag and headed to the school
gate. Mum was waiting for us inside the play-
ground, by the front wall. She’d been working
on the building site so she was wearing a pair of
old jeans, a paint-spattered shirt, and her dark
hair up in a messy knot on top of her head.
I glanced around, hoping that no one would

notice her looking like a hobo.
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Bella was already there, telling Mum all
about her day.

‘I made six best new friends, Mumma,’ said
Bella. ‘And my teacher, Miss Patel, is soooo
nice’

‘Six best new friends?” repeated Mum with
a fond smile. ‘That’s wonderful news,
Bella-boo.

Just then Olivia walked past, surrounded by
a big group of girls and boys. She glanced at
Mum, then smiled at me, but I didn’t feel like
it was a welcoming smile. She whispered some-
thing to Willow. I couldn’t hear it but I was
pretty sure I knew what she had said. Willow
looked over and then quickly glanced away, her
mouth twitching.

I flushed with embarrassment. Why on
earth had Mum worn her oldest, grottiest work
clothes to pick us up from school? I turned my
back and pretended to be really interested in a

line of ants scurrying across the playground.
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Mum was oblivious. She kissed the top of
my head. ‘And how was your day, Pipkin?’

I pouted. Olivia’s attitude at lunchtime still
stung. I’'d been worrying about it all afternoon.
‘It was okay’

Mum hugged me. “‘You’ll make friends, sweet
pea. Just be your usual kind and funny self, and
everyone will love you.

It was easy for Mum to say everyone would
love me. I thought of Olivia’s comments. And
what if she was right? What if Mum had been
tricked into paying too much for a falling-down
wreck? What if she’d dragged us halfway
around the world just to ruin our lives?

‘Hmmph,” I grumbled. ‘I wish! But if we’d
stayed in London I wouldn’t have to make new
friends.’

‘Pipkin,” said Mum warningly. ‘We’ve talked
about this.’

Just then Harry came running up, his shirt
hanging out and his dark hair standing on end.

It seemed my brother had also had a pretty

oF
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great day as he told Mum about the kids he’d
met and the goals he’d kicked.

Mum led the way out of the gate. ‘I thought
we’d drop by the boatshed on our way home,
she said. “The builders have been busy all day,
so we’re making good progress. I can’t wait to
show you.

I rolled my eyes at Harry, but carefully so
Mum didn’t see.

We walked down towards the sheltered cove
as Bella chatted all about her day. It was only
a short way along a paved piazza, with quaint
shops and tiny restaurants on each side. Then
the vista opened to reveal a startling sweep
of deep blue water. Colourful fishing boats
bobbed up and down on their moorings.
Seagulls squabbled over scraps along the sandy
beach. People milled and strolled along the
esplanade, enjoying the afternoon sunshine.

The boatshed, our boatshed, was built
right on the shore of Kira Cove, connected

to the esplanade by a short jetty. It was a big,
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two-storey timber building, with a round tower
on the seaward side.

I know it might sound grand, but the
boatshed was definitely a renovator’s delight.
The grey paint was dirty and peeling, and one
of the double doors was leaning at a crazy angle.
We could hear the sound of hammers banging
and electric saws slicing through timber.

My heart sank as we walked inside the dark
cavern of the shed. Mum had taken us to
see it a few weeks ago, just before she bought
it. I thought it was bad enough then, but it
seemed even worse today. Builders bustled
about wearing their clumpy workboots and
tool-belts. Curls of timber shavings littered the
floor along with piles of fine sawdust that made
me sneeze. The smell of freshly cut timber
mingled with the salt air and seaweed.

Mum gazed around with satisfaction. I'm
not sure what she was so happy about. The

place was a total mess.
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‘We’ve still got loads of work to do today,
said Mum. ‘I thought you three might like to
help. We need to carry all this rubbish outside.’

I groaned. ‘I thought we were going homer’

Mum raised her eyebrows.

‘Sure, Mum,” said Harry, putting down his
schoolbag. “‘Where do you want it?’

‘In the back of the builder’s ute, please. It’s
parked out the front’

There was a huge pile of junk to one side.
There was old rope, canvas, torn tarpaulins,
cardboard boxes, crumbling newspapers, and
even an old rowboat with a hole in it. I hated
to think what might be living in that junk pile.
Spiders? Cockroaches? Maybe even rats!

‘But we can’t, I said, thinking of the perfect
excuse to go home and draw. ‘We’ll get our new
uniforms all dirty. We’d better just go back.

‘I thought of that, Mum replied. She picked
up a canvas tote bag that was leaning against

the wall and passed it to me. ‘I brought you
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some old clothes. You can get changed in the
storeroom.’

Mum pulled on a pair of gardening gloves
and picked up a load of rubbish. ‘It won’t take
long if we all chip in.’

I pulled a torn T-shirt, a pair of my oldest
shorts and a pair of canvas gloves from the
bag, then passed it to Harry.

‘Great, I whispered to Harry once I thought
Mum was out of earshot. ‘I thought things
couldn’t get worse. But now we have to slave
on this rotten old shack’

Harry gave me a friendly shove towards the
storeroom. ‘Stop moaning, Pippa. Don’t be such
a princess. Mum needs all the help she can get”

I turned my back on him and marched off
to get changed. Princess indeed! My younger
brother seemed to think he needed to be the
man of the house now. The thought gave me
those nasty butterflies all over again, and I tried

to put thoughts of Dad out of my mind.
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We carted stuff from the rubbish pile to the
back of the builder’s ute that was parked on
the road by the esplanade. Bella skipped back and
forth, carrying one or two items at a time. She
was soon distracted by the tiny, pale soldier crabs
that were rolling balls of sand on the beach.

Harry and I used an old washing basket
to cart the garbage outside. We stooped and
gathered junk, loaded the basket, lugged it
outside, emptied it in the back of the truck,
then went back inside to do it all over again.
After an hour my arms and back ached. My
throat was dry from dust and my nose itched.
I was feeling tired and cross. This definitely
wasn’t how I wanted to spend my afternoon.

At last there was nothing left but the rotting
rowboat.

‘Help me carry this, sweet peas,” said Mum.
‘It’s quite heavy’

‘Quite heavy?’ I asked. ‘It feels like it’s loaded

with sandbags!’
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The rowing boat wasn’t going on the back
of the truck. Mum had another plan for it, so
we leaned it against the side of the wall outside.
Mum had already stacked up a pile of old
fishing nets and crab pots there.

We were just balancing the boat against the
side of the shed when an old woman marched
towards us. Despite the heat she was wearing
a navy suit, a white shirt with a floppy bow at
the throat, and big, round sunglasses. Her hair
was set in perfect waves and she walked with
a stick.

She scowled at us. “‘Who’s in charge herer’

The woman spoke with a slight foreign
accent. Mum smiled ather. ‘I’'m Jenna Hamilton,
and I’'m the new owner. Can I help you?’

The old lady glowered even more. “Your
builders have been making noise for days.
When are they going to stop? What are they
doing?’

‘The renovations should only take another
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tew weeks, Mrs . . . ?” said Mum, in a soothing
voice.

‘’'m Mrs Beecham, and I live across the
road in the flat above the real estate office.
And I tell you, the noise is intolerable. You
need to stop, or I'll have to report you to the
council.

Bella chose this moment to come charging
up, bellowing at the top of her voice. ‘Mum!
Mum! I found a shark eggl’

“That’s lovely, Bella-boo, but show me in a
minute,” said Mum.

Mrs Beecham glared at Bella and then Harry
and me. ‘And I won’t tolerate children making
a racket. I can’t stand sassy children.” Her voice
quavered on the last words as she stared at me.
Bella’s bottom lip trembled.

Harry and 1 exchanged secret glances.
Mrs Beecham was too much. I almost expected

her to wave her stick in Mum’s face like a
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Mum’s smile was definitely wearing thin
by now, and she was starting to look rather
trazzled by our visitor.

‘These are my children — Philippa, Henry
and Isabella Hamilton,” she said. Mum was defi-
nitely stressed if she was using our full, formal
names. That was reserved for near disasters or
when she was really cross with us. “They are
generally well-behaved children so I doubt they
will cause you any problems.’

Mrs Beecham huffed, looking at us as if she
was convinced we were wild animals. “They’d
better be or I'll be letting you know. Good day.

‘Mrs Beecham?’ pleaded Mum. But our new
neighbour didn’t stop to listen. Mrs Beecham
stalked back past the builders, who were
packing up the truck, without looking back.

What a horrible old woman!1 thought. Could this
day possibly get any worse?
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