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‘Let me get this right,’ I said. ‘Dad’s taking you on a surprise anniversary holiday and you’re leaving me with GRANDMA BEATRIX?’

I waited for Mum to tell me she was joking, and that she wasn’t really sending me to Manners Manor (as I like to call it) for a week.

But she didn’t.

She just carried on packing her stuff.
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‘She’s very excited.’ Mum picked up a paperback and put it in her suitcase. ‘She’s got all sorts of things planned. You’ll have a lovely time.’

‘No I won’t,’ I said. ‘I’ll more likely die of boredom. Then you’ll be sorry.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ Mum peered into a drawer. ‘It’d take a lot longer than seven days to die of boredom. Do you think three swimsuits will be enough? I’ve no idea where your dad’s taking me. No idea at all.’ She picked up a travel brochure. ‘Though I did find this on his desk. Not that I was looking.’

The brochure had a beach and a palm tree on the front, as well as two people with shiny white teeth, waving from the deck of a yacht.

It didn’t look like the sort of thing Dad would book, to be honest – but I didn’t bother saying, as I was still cross that I had to go to Grandma Beatrix’s.

She’s Mum’s mum.

I call her GRANDMA BORING.

She’s awful.

I don’t think she means to be – but someone needs to tell her that maths revision guides are not acceptable birthday gifts.

She wears beige trouser suits, unless it’s a special occasion, and then she wears a salmon one. Her blouses have bows at the neck, and her hair is very bouffant. I’ve never seen it move. I don’t know if it can.

She’s overly fond of manners. Her finger starts wagging if I so much as think of putting an elbow on the table.

Or accidentally make a slurping noise.

Or drop a crumb.

Don’t drop a crumb at Grandma Beatrix’s house.

She can sense a stray crumb at a thousand paces.
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If one falls off your plate, she’ll fix it with her beady, crumb-spotting eyes, then zip round at the speed of light to brush it into her special, tabletop crumb dustpan.

‘No harm done,’ she’ll say, as she tips it in the bin.

(If the crumb has jam on it, that’s different. Jam involves a lot of tutting and a tablecloth change.)

It’s not just manners. She’s also fond of ‘life skills’. Grandma Beatrix says they should be handed down from one generation to the next, and it’s her absolute pleasure to pass them on.

It took several sessions, but I can now fold napkins into elegant swans. I also know there are many types of spoon, each with a different purpose. She promised that next time, we’d work on the forks. Forks, it seems, are complicated.

I closed my eyes. I didn’t think I could bear it. ‘Can’t Grandma Florence look after me instead?’ I asked. ‘I wouldn’t mind that.’

I wouldn’t mind that at all. Grandma Florence is SO much fun. She’s an explorer, like Dad. She’s always up to something.

Mum calls her GRANDMA DANGEROUS.

She says she’s a liability.

I admit it. Sometimes Grandma does lie, but she’s not dangerous! She hasn’t crashed her hot-air balloon for ages. The way Mum goes on, you’d think she did it all the time.

Mum’s a health and safety officer. She thinks walking down the street is risky. She wants me to be an accountant, or a dentist. She definitely doesn’t want me to be an [image: images].

She’s better than she used to be. Now I’m eleven, I’m allowed out by myself – but only because she put an app on my phone that shows her where I am. That’s in case I get KIDNAPPED. I’ve never actually met a kidnapper, but Mum seems to think Great Potton is full of them, all lying in wait.

I’ve definitely inherited some explorer genes – but sometimes I wonder if they’ve been diluted by Mum’s safety-conscious ones (for example, I don’t like the dark and I’d generally prefer a sandwich to a grub). Grandma Florence says not to worry, and that explorer genes need to be developed. Luckily, she’s more than happy to help with that.

Mum pushed in one last swimsuit and zipped up her case. ‘I’m not asking Florence,’ she said.

‘Why not?’

‘Ollie.’ Mum gave me an exasperated look. ‘It’s Grandma Beatrix’s turn. She’s always complaining she doesn’t see enough of you.’

Turn? I don’t see why turns had anything to do with anything when a week of napkin folding was involved.

Mum went on. ‘I’ll enjoy the beach far more if I know you’re safe, and not blowing something up.’

I scowled. Mum was always bringing up the firework in the trifle. Just because a teeny bit of custard got on the ceiling!

‘I’m still finding glacé cherries in places they shouldn’t be.’

I could see there was no point trying to change her mind.

I’d try Dad.
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Dad was in his workshop. He was packing too.

He hadn’t packed swimsuits and paperbacks though, like Mum.

No.

He’d packed mosquito nets, night-vision goggles and a tranquilliser gun.
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I looked at the contents of his suitcase, and then I looked at him. ‘Mum thinks you’re taking her to a beach,’ I said.

‘EXCELLENT.’ Dad looked delighted. ‘I left a brochure out to throw her off the scent. She must have fallen for it.’

‘So you’re NOT?’

‘I am.’ Dad busied himself with some emergency flares. ‘Sort of.’

‘What do you mean, sort of?’

‘We’re flying OVER one,’ Dad said.

I blinked. ‘She’s agreed to go in your plane?’

Dad snorted. ‘Of course not. Can you imagine?’

I don’t know why Mum worries so much. Dad’s plane is perfectly safe. He built it himself. It’s amazing. It can fly halfway round the world on a single tank of peanut oil. He’s only crashed it once – and that was into a swamp, which was nice and soft.

‘We’re getting a regular flight from Great Potton Airport,’ Dad said.

‘To where?’ I asked. ‘And why do you need that?’ I pointed at the tranquilliser gun.

Dad perked up. ‘Your mum’s always saying I should be more safety-conscious. They were on offer at Explorer World. Two for one! If the tigers attack, we’ll gain a few seconds.’

‘TIGERS?’ I blinked again.

‘Yes. Your mum loves them.’

Mum did like tigers – but on tea towels, and mugs, mostly. I didn’t say anything, though, as Dad was so excited.

‘After the jungle we’re potholing and cliff-jumping.’ He slammed his case shut. ‘I’ve bought her a wingsuit. She’ll love it.’

I wasn’t sure she would, to be honest.

I suddenly remembered why I’d come. ‘Dad,’ I said. ‘Do I have to stay with Grandma Beatrix?’

He gave me a sympathetic pat. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s her turn.’

 

It seemed I was going whether I liked it or not. I wasn’t looking forward to it – but at least Grandma Beatrix had said I could take a friend.

I went to see if Piper wanted to come.

Piper’s in my year at school. She’s annoying, but we get on better than we used to. She’s got loads of brothers and sisters and today the twins were yelling their heads off, so we went into the garden.

‘Are they supposed to sound like that?’ I asked.

‘They’re teething.’ Piper looked glum.

When I asked her if she wanted to come to Grandma’s with me, she really liked the idea and said ‘Yes, definitely,’ and whooped a lot.

I was quite surprised by that.

Then I realised she’d thought I meant Grandma Florence.

When I told her it was Grandma Beatrix, she wasn’t so enthusiastic.

‘You said your Grandma Beatrix was awful.’ She glared at me. ‘She checks you for nits.’

‘I’ve NEVER said that,’ I lied.

‘I think you did,’ she said. ‘And she gave you hand sanitiser for Christmas.’

I tried to put a positive spin on things. ‘She’s got a really nice house,’ I said. ‘Everything matches.’

Piper liked matching stuff. She looked thoughtful. ‘Will I have my own room?’

I nodded. ‘Yes. With cushions on the bed. And potpourri.’

‘Really?’ Piper perked up. ‘I’m not allowed potpourri. It’s in case the twins eat it. What’s the food like?’

‘Good.’ I didn’t mention the tiny portions and complicated forks.

Piper shrugged. ‘OK. I’ve got nothing better to do.’

‘Do you want to ask your mum?’ I said.

‘She won’t mind,’ Piper said. ‘She’s not like yours, wanting to know where I am, every second of every day. She might not notice I’ve gone.’ She sat down on the step. ‘Sometimes I wonder if she even likes me.’

‘I’m sure she does.’ I sat next to her. ‘I mean, you’re annoying, and your hair’s bushy, but mums don’t usually mind about things like that.’

‘If she liked me,’ Piper said, ‘she’d let me have a pet.’

‘Won’t she?’ I was surprised about that. Even my mum had agreed to a hamster. ‘What did you say you wanted? I mean, if it was a crocodile or—’

‘She said “ABSOLUTELY NOT” before I’d even got to that bit.’

‘What do you want?’ I asked.

‘I haven’t decided. I just want something. Something that’s mine.’

‘Maybe you should ask when she’s in a better mood?’ I said.

Piper shook her head. ‘She’s NEVER in a better mood. The twins are up all night.’

I listened to the yelling coming from inside the house.

‘How long does it go on for?’ I asked.

‘Years, probably.’ She stood up and pulled something out of her pocket. ‘Until then, I’ll have to make do with Monty.’

‘Who’s Monty?’ I asked.

‘My brother felt sorry for me. It’s his clockwork gerbil.’ She held it out.
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It looked a bit moth-eaten. ‘It’s better than nothing,’ I said, kindly.

‘Not much,’ Piper said.
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The next day Mum asked why there was a hazard sticker on Dad’s suitcase and wanted to look inside, but he said it would spoil the surprise.

I wondered if I should tell her about the tigers. Partly so she wouldn’t get eaten, but mostly so she’d refuse to go, and then I wouldn’t have to go to Grandma Beatrix’s.

I didn’t though, as it would spoil things for Dad.

We collected Piper on the way. She climbed in the back next to me and looked around. ‘Have you brought Myrtle?’ she asked.

I shook my head. ‘Grandma Beatrix doesn’t like animals,’ I said. ‘I had to leave her with Mrs Frost next door.’

I’d been worried about Myrtle lately. She hadn’t been herself. I mean, she is six, which is old for a hamster. Thea Harris, who sits next to me in maths, wasn’t very nice about that when I told her. She said that no hamsters live that long, and that Mum must have replaced her, more than once!

I definitely don’t like Thea as much as I used to.

Mum was looking forward to the holiday so much she didn’t seem at all sad to say goodbye. When we got to Grandma’s, she practically pushed me out of the car! She couldn’t wait to get going.

‘It’s nice to know you’ll be well looked after,’ she said. ‘I’ve got nothing to worry about.’

I thought about the tigers again.

‘I can’t believe you’ve got wingsuits.’ Piper looked envious. I stepped on her foot. Honestly. I’d told her not to say anything.

‘Swimsuits?’ Mum said. ‘I packed three. That’ll be enough, won’t it?’

‘More than,’ Dad said.
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Grandma Beatrix looked the same as ever. Her hair was clamped firmly to her head with two metal grips. Even though it was hot, she was wearing a puffy blouse with polka dots, and a woolly suit with enormous shoulder pads. She had a badge on her lapel which read Great Potton Bowls Club, Member of the Year.

There was a lot of air-kissing. She kept saying it had been ‘too long’ – but it definitely hadn’t. Anyone would think I was her favourite grandchild.

I’m not.

My cousin Thomas is definitely her favourite. He has excellent manners and wears waistcoats. I’m pretty sure he knows all of the forks. He’s in Russia at the moment, at dance school. He’s VERY talented (according to Aunt Sarah).

We waved Mum and Dad off and followed Grandma inside.

‘Thanks for inviting me,’ Piper said to her. ‘Ollie thought he’d get bored, but now I’m here, of course he won’t be.’

I stepped on Piper’s foot. ‘I don’t remember saying that,’ I said. ‘I was really looking forward to coming.’

Grandma Beatrix patted her hair. ‘I’m so pleased. I know you prefer your other grandma …’ She paused expectantly.

‘I like you both the same,’ I said, politely.

Grandma Beatrix gave a delighted squeal. ‘I’m so glad. In any case, you’re going to have a marvellous time. I have some wonderful activities planned.’

‘Have you?’ I tried to look pleased.

‘Oh yes. All sorts of exciting things.’ She bustled off along the hall. ‘This way.’

Piper smirked.

‘What?’ I scowled at her.

‘Competitive grandparenting,’ Piper whispered. ‘It’s great.’

I blinked. I hadn’t heard of competitive grandparenting before. If Grandma Beatrix wanted to beat Grandma Florence, she had quite a lot of ground to make up. I wasn’t sure she could do it in a week.

‘Who’d like a snack?’ Grandma said.

‘Ooh, yes, please.’ Piper looked thrilled.

We followed Grandma into the dining room. The table was laid with a white cloth and set with posh china. It was all very neat and [image: images].

I remembered to pull out Piper’s chair for her. She seemed a bit surprised.

‘Lovely manners, Ollie.’ Grandma gave me an approving nod.

Piper giggled. I ignored her and sat down myself.

Grandma sat down too. She beamed across the table at us. ‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said. ‘From now on, you can call me Beatrix.’

‘Just Beatrix?’ I said. ‘Not Grandma?’

‘That’s right. Grandma is so … STUFFY.’ She unfolded her napkin and tucked it into her puffy blouse. ‘Which, of course, I’m not.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Beatrix.’

Beatrix clapped her hands. ‘Wonderful. So much more … fun, don’t you think?’

‘Definitely,’ I said.

Piper looked around. ‘Did you say there were snacks?’

I looked too. There didn’t seem to be any. All the plates were empty.

Beatrix wiggled her fingers at us.

Oh.

‘We have to wash our hands, Piper.’ I got up. ‘Come on.’

‘For snacks?’ Piper looked concerned. ‘My mum says we need some germs, or we’ll die from immunities.’

Beatrix looked stern. ‘No washed handies, no biscuits.’ Biscuits?

Blimey.

Grandma Beatrix didn’t buy biscuits. She was worse than Mum when it came to trans fats. I cheered up. This must be the competitive grandparenting.

I hoped there were Jaffa Cakes.
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As soon as our hands were washed, and we’d sat back down, Beatrix went to get the biscuits.

They were very small biscuits.

They certainly weren’t Jaffa Cakes.

They didn’t even have chocolate on.

She placed them reverently in front of us.

‘They’re from Waitrose,’ she said.

‘Are they?’ Piper took two and ate them immediately.

I took one and remembered to nibble it. After each nibble I put it down on the plate and used my napkin to dab my fingers. ‘Gracious,’ I said. ‘These are delicious.’

Beatrix gave me a fond smile. ‘Another?’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘So kind.’

Piper reached for another one as well.

Grandma whisked the plate away. ‘You’ve had two already, Piper. Two is sufficient. We’ll save the rest for another day.’ She trotted out to the kitchen.

I could see from Piper’s face that she didn’t think two was sufficient. ‘I think I might have to go home,’ she whispered. ‘I’m starving.’

‘We’ve only been here five minutes,’ I whispered back. ‘I’m sure it’ll get better.’

Piper didn’t look convinced.

Beatrix came back holding a piece of paper. She waved it at us. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘This just came through the door. It seems there’s a lovely craft session at the library.’ She looked at her watch. ‘It starts in twenty minutes. Would you like to go?’

I took the flyer and read it. ‘I’m not sure flower pressing is our thing,’ I said.

Piper gasped. ‘Flower pressing? I LOVE flower pressing.’ She jumped up. ‘Come on, Ollie. It’ll be fun.’

I was surprised at Piper, to be honest. I didn’t see her as the flower pressing type. ‘I’ll go if you want to,’ I said.

‘Wonderful.’ Beatrix pulled open the dresser drawer. ‘Now, as it’s at the library, I’ll pack you some antiseptic wipes.’

‘Antiseptic wipes?’ Piper looked puzzled. ‘What for?’

Beatrix tutted. ‘Libraries aren’t hygienic. All those books coming and going. One can never be sure where they’ve been, can one?’

‘Other people’s houses?’ Piper suggested.

Beatrix gave a shudder. ‘Exactly,’ she said.

‘Should we take some rubber gloves?’ Piper asked. ‘Just to be on the safe side?’
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