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‘OUR BEST HOLIDAY EVER …’



MARCUS DIDN’T WANT TO SPEND HIS SUMMER HOLIDAYS AT the beach.


He wasn’t a beach person. His skin was pale and freckled, so it burned easily. He wasn’t a body builder, so he didn’t like taking off his clothes. And he wore glasses, which had to be removed in the surf.


Marcus would have been quite happy sitting in his bedroom all summer long, playing computer games. His favourite game was Cruising for a Bruising. Even though he was only eleven years old, he had already reached the lowest first-class deck on the S.S. Midas. There were just five decks to go. Once he’d fought his way past the angry chefs in the gourmet kitchen, dodged the fat people bouncing off each other on the dance floor, and pushed all the armed lifeguards into the heated pool, he would be within easy reach of the bridge.


He was looking forward to his life-and-death struggle with Captain Creap. Defeating this evil despot would mean conquering the world’s largest, richest luxury liner. Marcus couldn’t wait to do that. He had plans for all the stewards who’d been throwing deckchairs at his stowaway avatar.


But Marcus’s mother didn’t care about his plans. She had plans of her own. That was why, on the last day of school, he arrived home to find an unfamiliar caravan parked outside their house.


‘It was cheaper to buy this old caravan than to hire a nicer one for the week,’ explained his mother, whose name was Holly Bradshaw. ‘I got a great deal because it was taking up valuable space in the lot. No one wanted to hire it.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ Marcus muttered. The caravan was small and dirty and covered in dents. There were dead flies on all of its windowsills. Inside its poky living area, the two-burner stove was encrusted with grease, as were most of the benchtops. The curtains were in shreds. The linoleum was sticky.


‘It’s a bit small,’ Marcus pointed out, just in case his mother hadn’t noticed.


‘That doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘There’s plenty of room for the two of us. Besides, just look at all the cupboard space!’ She yanked open one of the cupboard doors, which came off in her hand. ‘Don’t worry about that,’ she added, hastily propping the door shut again. ‘I’ll fix everything before we go. And I’ll give the whole place a good scrub too.’


‘Will scrubbing get rid of the smell?’ Marcus sniffed suspiciously. ‘It smells like sweaty gym clothes in here.’


‘Really? I think it smells like mouldy baked beans.’ When Marcus screwed up his nose, Holly tried to reassure him. ‘We’ll air the place out. I’m sure it’s not permanent. Maybe the little old lady used to smell a bit.’


Marcus was confused. ‘What little old lady?’ he asked.


‘The little old lady who used to live here.’


Gazing at his mother in alarm, Marcus squeaked, ‘She didn’t die in here, did she?’


‘Of course not.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Because the man at the lot told me she didn’t.’


Marcus wasn’t convinced. ‘I hope she didn’t die in here,’ he mumbled. ‘I hope it’s not haunted.’


Holly laughed. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she rejoined. ‘Whoever heard of a haunted caravan?’


Marcus shrugged. He adjusted his glasses and looked around at the cramped, grimy, battered space. He didn’t want to spend a whole week in it. Though his own home was quite small and shabby, at least it wasn’t a rat-cage on wheels.


‘Most of the time we’ll be outside,’ Holly promised, watching his face. ‘When I was eleven, and I went to Diamond Beach, I spent every day in the open air from dawn till dusk. It was fantastic. I made lots and lots of friends and had the best time ever.’ She smiled her encouragement. ‘I know that you will too, Marcus.’


But Marcus didn’t believe her.


‘I don’t like the beach much,’ he said.


‘You’ll like this one,’ Holly assured him. ‘I told you before – there are fish and rockpools and barbecues and lagoons and heaps of great kids and a fantastic playground. It’s magical.’ Her eyes softened as she remembered her long-ago visit to Diamond Beach. ‘We don’t have many treats, so we deserve this,’ she insisted. ‘You’ll love it. You won’t want to come home.’


Marcus didn’t bother asking if his dad would be coming too, because his dad lived on the other side of the country and never took trips with Marcus. They hadn’t laid eyes on each other for nearly five years.


Instead Marcus asked an even more important question. ‘Can I bring my laptop?’


‘No.’ Holly was firm. ‘You spend too much time on that computer. I want you to get out and enjoy the real world while you’re still a kid.’


Marcus sighed.


‘But the real world isn’t any fun,’ he objected. ‘It’s not as good as a fake world.’


‘Yes, it is. At Diamond Beach, it really is.’ Holly put an arm around his shoulders. ‘You wait,’ she said. ‘I guarantee Diamond Beach will be more fun than any computer game. It’ll be our best holiday ever.’
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… OR MAYBE NOT



WHEN MARCUS AND HIS MOTHER FINALLY REACHED THE Diamond Beach Caravan Park, they couldn’t see the beach. Not from the entrance gates, anyway. All they could see were rows of caravans, stretching as far as the distant horizon under a blazing sun.


There wasn’t a tree or a rockpool in sight.


‘It’s changed,’ Holly murmured, as she hunted for lot WW6842. ‘It’s grown so much …’


Marcus stared out the car window as they bumped past caravans that were squished together like chocolates in a box. He saw crying babies, flapping laundry, potholes, power poles and lots of queues. There was a queue at the kiosk, where flies swarmed around the overflowing rubbish bins. There were queues in front of the nearby vending machines. There was a queue at the amenities block, which was a low grey building made of concrete. And there was a queue for every slide and swing in the grubby little playground near the barbecues.


‘I don’t get it,’ said Marcus, staring in amazement at all the fretful, sticky, sunburned toddlers. ‘Why isn’t everyone down at the beach?’


‘Because the beach is such a long way from here,’ his mother replied. ‘This is the cheap section of the park, remember?’ When at last they reached their designated campsite, she was crestfallen. ‘I owe you an apology, Marcus,’ she said with a sigh. ‘This isn’t what I expected.’


Marcus felt sorry for her. ‘But there are heaps of kids,’ he pointed out. ‘Just like you promised.’


‘Ye-e-es …’


They both gazed at a mob of yelling, squabbling children who rushed by in pursuit of a football. Marcus could just make out a tangle of arms and legs through all the dirt that was being kicked up. He couldn’t tell how many kids there were, or how old they might be.


They were soon out of sight, after bouncing down the road like tumbleweed in a whirlwind.


‘You’re bound to find someone who’s nice,’ Holly said, without conviction. When Marcus didn’t answer, she tried gamely to reassure them both. ‘Once we get to the beach, none of this will matter. We’ll be so busy swimming and building sandcastles, we won’t notice how crowded it is. You’ll see.’


Marcus shrugged. Then he helped to unpack the car and settle into the caravan, which still smelled bad despite his mother’s efforts. She had sprayed the greasy walls with detergent, aired the musty cushions, scrubbed the blackened stove, wiped down the rickety cupboards, mopped the peeling linoleum on the floor, thrown out the threadbare rug, and replaced the ragged curtains with new ones made of old sheets. She had even washed the light fittings.


So why did Marcus’s skin crawl whenever he stepped inside?


‘Did you leave the cupboard doors open on purpose?’ he asked his mother. Every cupboard gaped like a mouth, ready to engulf whatever he chose to feed it.


‘No.’ Holly was standing right behind him, carrying a box of food. ‘Those latches are really old. They obviously couldn’t cope with all the bumping and swerving.’


‘Maybe,’ said Marcus. ‘Or maybe we’ve got a poltergeist.’


It wasn’t meant to be a joke, but his mother laughed anyway.


‘There’s no room for a ghost in here,’ she rejoined, dumping her box on the table. ‘There’s barely enough room for us!’


She was right. After only ten minutes inside the caravan, Marcus could hardly breathe. The walls seemed to be closing in. The smell seemed to be getting worse. He kept bumping into Holly as they filled the cupboards with plates and pots and jars. ‘Oops!’ they said, over and over again. ‘Sorry!’ ‘Watch out!’ ‘My fault!’


Though he knew it was impossible, he could have sworn that the windows were shrinking.


So when at last he’d finished his share of the chores, Marcus didn’t curl up in a corner with his Nintendo. Instead he set off for the beach with his mother. He couldn’t stay put, not in a haunted caravan that smelled like sweaty gym clothes. At least there would be fresh air at the beach, even if it was fresh air full of sand and frisbees.


Luckily, there were signs pointing in the right direction – otherwise Holly might have got lost. She didn’t recognise anything. All the old landmarks had disappeared, swallowed up by row upon row of caravans. At first these caravans were small and dilapidated. Then Marcus noticed a change; as he and Holly drew closer to the sea, the caravans became bigger and flashier, with satellite dishes and screened porches and basketball hoops. Some had flowerboxes under their windows. People had set up picnic tables and picket fences.


But the most lavish caravans of all were at the very edge of the beach. The Bradshaws couldn’t believe their eyes when they reached the park’s dress circle, where the richest tourists had parked their luxury cars on massive lots. There were two-storeyed caravans with Juliet balconies and carports, waterslides and plastic hedges, portable plunge pools and astroturf lawns that had been rolled out like rugs. There was a blow-up gazebo and a fold-out tennis court. There were people lolling on deckchairs under striped umbrellas, sipping icy drinks served to them by other people in uniform.


‘Wow,’ Marcus said reverently. ‘I wish we were staying here.’


Holly opened her mouth. Before she could speak, however, one of the deckchair people suddenly sat bolt upright and cried, ‘Holly? Holly Bradshaw? Is that you?’


The Bradshaws stopped in their tracks, staring in amazement at a plump little woman with piled-up hair, jewelled sunglasses and very long, polished fingernails.


‘It’s Coco!’ the woman continued. ‘Coco della Robbia! Don’t you remember me? You haven’t changed a bit!’
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AN OLD FRIEND



AT FIRST HOLLY COULDN’T REMEMBER COCO, WHO HAD TO explain that they’d met years before, as children.


‘It was right here at Diamond Beach,’ Coco recalled. ‘You were older than me, and you had a sequinned bikini and bubblegum-flavoured lip gloss. I was so envious, because I was wearing my sister’s old swimming costume. It had a purple hippo on it.’


‘Oh, yes! The purple hippo!’ Holly exclaimed. ‘I remember now!’


‘What about the crabs? Do you remember feeding the crabs?’ asked Coco.


‘Of course!’ said Holly. ‘Do you remember when Jake sat on the jellyfish?’


Both women shrieked with laughter. The other deckchair people glared at them.


‘Who’s Jake?’ Marcus wanted to know.


‘Oh, Jake was one of our friends,’ Holly told him.


‘Jake was the loveliest boy. Wasn’t he, Coco?’


‘He sure was. He was gorgeous.’


‘I had such a crush on Jake,’ Holly admitted. ‘I wrote him a letter when I got home, but he never replied.’


‘He never came back to Diamond Beach, either,’ Coco said regretfully. ‘I’ve been here every summer since then, and he’s never shown up. I was always hoping that he would. I was always hoping that you would, Holly. And you did!’ Coco beamed up at the Bradshaws, patting the empty deckchair beside her. ‘Why don’t you both sit down and have a drink with me?’ she suggested. ‘We’ve got so much to talk about.’


Holly and Marcus exchanged glances. Then they looked at the golden strip of sand that was barely visible beneath all the towels and umbrellas and milling bodies. ‘Well,’ said Holly, in a hesitant tone, ‘I’d love to, but I promised to show Marcus the beach …’


‘Oh, no!’ Coco shuddered. ‘Not the beach! It’s so dirty and crowded! I never set foot on the beach anymore!’


Holly blinked. ‘But—’


‘You don’t need the beach,’ Coco went on. ‘Not with all the amazing computer programs, these days. You can go scuba-diving no matter where you are!’ She waved at the palatial caravan behind her, which had a pop-up second storey and three satellite dishes. ‘My stepchildren are in there right now, on their laptops, surfing or water-skiing or deep-sea fishing—’


‘I’d like to do that,’ Marcus interrupted. ‘I’d like to go inside your caravan.’


‘Well, of course you would!’ Coco jumped to her feet, wrapping herself in a filmy pink robe. ‘What was I thinking of? Come on in and I’ll give you a tour! My husband’s very proud of this caravan. He’s always tinkering with it.’


As she moved towards the caravan’s front door, taking tiny steps in her high-heeled sandals, Coco explained that her husband was a techno-wizard who liked inventing things. ‘You may have heard of him,’ she chirruped. ‘His name is Sterling Huckstepp.’


Holly’s eyes widened. ‘As in Huckstepp Electronics?’ she asked.


‘That’s the one,’ said Coco. ‘He’s very clever.’


She led the Bradshaws along a vinyl pathway, up a flight of fake-marble stairs and into a small, collapsible entrance hall. The walls were covered with mirrors that could be pulled down like roller blinds; from the ceiling hung a disposable chandelier made of crystallised mineral salt. (‘It’s completely soluble,’ Coco revealed. ‘When you’re packing up to go, you just wash it down the drain.’) Under this chandelier stood a little white robot with the smooth, triangular, almost featureless head of a praying mantis. It had stubby, hydraulic fingers and caterpillar treads on its feet.


Coco addressed it imperiously.


‘Prot,’ she instructed, ‘bring us some iced tea, the bowl of cashews, diced ham with cheese, lemonade and three glasses.’


‘Yes, ma’am,’ the robot buzzed. Then it spun around and rammed straight into one of the walls before reversing, stopping, adjusting its coordinates, and trying again.


This time it managed to pass through a doorway without banging into anything.


‘I’m afraid he’s one of Sterling’s prototypes,’ Coco explained fretfully. ‘Sterling likes to test out his early models at home, but sometimes they don’t work very well.’


‘Goodness!’ Holly was amazed. ‘Would you look at that, Marcus? A talking robot!’


‘Cool,’ said Marcus.


‘He’s a pest, I’m afraid. More trouble than he’s worth.’ Coco suddenly brightened as a grey Persian cat slunk into the vestibule. ‘And here’s my little Choo-choo,’ she purred, pouncing on the cat. ‘She’s not clumsy. She’s Mummy’s little girl, aren’t you, angel? Yes, she is. She’s a good little girl …’


It was obvious that Coco loved cats. Her living room was full of cat statues, cat cushions, cat lamps, cat paintings, cat books and cat hair. Four real cats were lolling around on the overstuffed couch and matching ottomans. There were photographs of the same cats sitting on the mantelpiece – which was made of plastic, though it looked like stone.


Apart from the fireplace and the cats, everything in the room was pink, including the curtains, cushions and carpet.


‘Where’s the TV?’ Marcus enquired, when he saw that there wasn’t one. ‘Is it hidden somewhere?’


‘It’s out the back.’ Coco waggled her fingers at the rear wall. ‘In our rumpus room.’


‘There’s a rumpus room?’ Holly squeaked.


‘It’s just a little lean-to. You can dismantle it in about ten seconds flat,’ Coco assured her, before turning back to Marcus. ‘Why don’t you go and find the other kids, sweetie? They’ll show you how the equipment works. It’s no good asking me; I’m hopeless.’


‘Okay.’ Marcus was keen to explore the rest of the caravan. ‘So where are the other kids?’


‘God knows. Upstairs, probably.’ Coco waggled her fingers again – at the ceiling, this time. ‘Either that or they’re in the gym.’


‘There’s a gym?’ cried Holly.


‘It’s just an inflatable thing like a jumping castle. It comes in a box,’ Coco replied. To Marcus she said, ‘Keep looking – you’ll find them somewhere. It’s only a caravan, after all. It’s really not that big …’
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A NEW FRIEND



MARCUS’S FIRST STOP WAS THE KITCHENETTE. HERE HE found Prot trying to open the fridge door, which kept hitting the robot’s caterpillar treads and springing shut, over and over and over again.


‘Hey, Prot,’ said Marcus, as he came to the rescue, ‘is there an Xbox in this place?’


‘You want eggs?’ Prot droned. ‘In a box?’


‘No, no. An Xbox. Or a Wii console. Something like that.’


‘You have a weakened sole? You require a shoe repair?’


Marcus rolled his eyes, just as a gruff little voice behind him warned, ‘It’s no good talking to Prot. He never understands anything.’


Turning, Marcus was surprised to see a very small boy in a suit of armour. The armour had been constructed out of tinfoil, flowerpots, kitchen utensils and computer equipment. The boy underneath it had unruly hair and no front teeth.


‘I’m Edison Huckstepp,’ the boy announced. ‘Who are you?’


Marcus introduced himself. ‘Your mum and my mum are friends,’ he explained. ‘Your mum said I could look around.’


‘She’s not my mum,’ Edison corrected. ‘She’s my stepmum.’


Marcus shrugged. ‘Whatever,’ he replied. ‘So can I have a look around or what?’


‘Sure.’ Edison made for the dining nook. ‘See that table?’ he asked, pointing at a square table with rolled edges. ‘Well, check out what happens when I push this button.’


As Edison pushed – and Marcus watched – the ends of the table unfurled like a length of carpet.


‘It goes from four people to twelve people,’ Edison continued. ‘And if I push this button, you get flowers.’ A holographic centrepiece suddenly appeared on the tabletop: pink roses in a nest of cherry blossom. ‘You can change them, too,’ he added, pressing the wall-mounted button again and again.


The roses flicked off, to be replaced by lilies, then orchids, then peonies, then carnations …


‘Yeah, but where are the computer games?’ said Marcus, who wasn’t very interested in flowers.


‘Upstairs,’ Edison replied. ‘I’ll show you.’


He led Marcus back into the vestibule, where they encountered a fat, balding, red-faced man wearing a vivid Hawaiian shirt. Marcus guessed that this was probably Sterling Huckstepp.


‘Hi, Ed,’ the man said cheerfully, pausing on his way to the front door. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Hi, Dad.’ Edison’s greeting confirmed Marcus’s suspicions; the man definitely was Sterling Huckstepp. ‘I’m going to play a game with Marcus. What are you doing?’


‘I’m off to show the people next door my new pocket-sized barbecue.’ Sterling Huckstepp waved a small black box at the two boys, then opened it like a book so that two halves of a metal grill fitted neatly together. ‘See?’ he went on. ‘You can plug it into a dashboard cigarette lighter and stow it away in a glovebox!’


‘That’s great, Dad.’


‘The grills are detachable. You store the tongs and the spatula underneath.’ Grinning with delight, Sterling glanced from Edison to Marcus. ‘Guess how many sausages you can fit on this?’


‘Umm …’ Marcus was confused. He didn’t know if Sterling meant fat sausages or skinny sausages.


‘Four?’ Edison hazarded.


‘Six!’ his father cried. ‘Six sausages or two steaks!’


‘Wow,’ said Marcus.


‘Or four chicken drumsticks. Or eight kebabs.’ Sterling smiled down at his invention. ‘You can barbecue anything on this baby.’


Without another word he departed; the front door banged shut behind his retreating silhouette. Marcus stared after him, open-mouthed, but Edison seemed unfazed. ‘My dad invents things,’ the younger boy volunteered.


He then guided Marcus up a circular metal staircase, which punched its way through an even sturdier metal ceiling before delivering the two boys into an air-conditioned hallway made of canvas. On one side of the hallway were plastic windows hung with frilly pink curtains. On the other side were a series of hard plastic doors, each with a lightweight aluminium knob.


‘That’s my room,’ Edison informed Marcus, pointing at the last door in the row. It was shut. ‘All my games are in there.’


Marcus nodded. He followed Edison down the hallway, but stopped outside the first open door that they passed.


‘Who’s she?’ he enquired, staring at the girl in the room next to Edison’s. She was a black-haired teenager with a jewelled stud in her nose, wearing lots of tattered lycra over very short shorts. Her room was hung with dark, brooding posters; she was sprawled across a velvet beanbag, muttering into a mobile phone.


‘That’s my sister,’ Edison declared. ‘Her name is Newton, but we all call her Newt.’


Marcus thought that Newt looked interesting. She certainly didn’t look like a beach person. ‘Do you think she’ll play a game with us?’ he asked.


Edison shook his head. ‘Nah. She’s on the phone.’


Marcus suppressed an impatient sigh. ‘I don’t mean right now,’ he said, very slowly and clearly. ‘I mean when she gets off the phone.’


Edison gawped at Marcus. ‘Are you kidding?’ the younger boy scoffed. ‘Newt never gets off the phone.’
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PAST AND PRESENT



‘… AND SHE NEVER GETS OFF THE PHONE,’ SAID COCO, WHO was also talking about Newt. ‘She spends the whole day in her room, chatting or texting. And when she does go out with her friends, half the time she’s on the phone to her other friends!’ Coco began to massage the bridge of her nose, as if she had a headache. ‘I don’t know what to do. It’s as if she can’t talk face to face anymore. She certainly doesn’t talk to me.’


‘At least she has friends,’ Holly replied sadly. ‘Marcus doesn’t seem to. He’s always on his computer, playing games.’


‘Oh, he’s probably doing that with his friends,’ Coco assured her in a comforting tone. ‘You can play online games with other people.’


‘Yes, but they’re not real friends, are they?’ Holly objected. ‘Not like the friends you and I had. That’s why I brought him to Diamond Beach – because I remember how easy it was to make friends here.’ Her forehead puckered as she stared out the living-room window, which was angled to give anyone sitting on the Huckstepps’ enormous pink couch a perfect view of the ocean. ‘But it’s changed so much,’ she lamented. ‘There are so many people here now.’


‘Which is good for Marcus,’ Coco chirped, stroking her fattest, fluffiest cat. ‘With so many people, he’s bound to have a bigger choice of friends.’


‘I guess so.’ Holly heaved a weary sigh. ‘The trouble is, even if he does make friends, there’s nothing much to do. You just told me yourself that it’s too crowded to kick a ball around, and too dirty to go swimming. And if there isn’t enough wilderness left for a game of stowaways …’ Trailing off, her eyes misty with nostalgia, she allowed herself a wistful little smile. Then she snapped out of her daze, adding, ‘Marcus is always telling me that his computer games are better than real life – and I’m beginning to wonder if he’s right after all. I mean, just look at this place! It used to be paradise, and now it’s awful!’


‘It’s not so bad,’ said Coco. Holly, however, wasn’t convinced.


‘How can you bear it?’ she asked. ‘I bet you can afford any kind of holiday you like. Doesn’t it depress you, coming here?’


‘Oh, no!’ Coco looked shocked. ‘I love coming here.’


‘Why?’


‘Because it makes me happy.’ Seeing Holly’s puzzled expression, Coco tried to explain. ‘The first time I visited Diamond Beach, I thought it was perfect. And whenever I come back, I remember how I felt the first time. All these memories pop into my head. Like Jake’s treasure map. Or the dancing dog. Or that little old lady who used to play us nursery rhymes on her antique gramophone – remember her?’


Holly nodded. ‘They were the prettiest songs I’d ever heard.’


‘That’s just what I thought!’


‘And the weather was perfect,’ Holly reminisced. ‘And the sea was always warm.’


‘And no one argued.’


‘And there were no flies or mosquitoes.’ Holly gave an embarrassed little laugh. ‘Sometimes I think I’m delusional. I keep telling myself that it can’t have been that great. But it was, wasn’t it? You think so too.’


‘Of course,’ said Coco. ‘It was perfect. Everyone felt the same. Jake didn’t want to leave. He packed a knapsack and told me he was going to run off and hide when his family went home.’ She clicked her tongue and shook her head. ‘I don’t think his parents were very nice to him,’ she concluded.


‘They weren’t,’ Holly agreed. ‘He told me they weren’t. So did he run off and hide, in the end?’


‘I don’t know. We left before his family did. And he wasn’t here when we came back the next summer.’ It was Coco’s turn to smile a nostalgic smile. ‘My mother always loved this place,’ she said. ‘Sterling and I used to bring her every year before she died. And Sterling doesn’t mind where we go, as long as he gets to tinker with his caravan. He adores this caravan. He loves to show off all the new gadgets he’s installed to make it better.’


‘So it’s just the memories that draw you back?’ Holly asked sympathetically. Coco shook her head.


‘Oh, no!’ she rejoined. ‘It’s because the service here is so good. And so cheap. Diamond Beach isn’t like the city, you know.’ She began to count off the local attractions on her lavishly manicured fingers. ‘There’s a fabulous beautician, and an excellent massage therapist, and a hairdresser, and a pet groomer, and a whole tribe of personal trainers, and a really nice jeweller who sells door to door. Not to mention the tradesmen, who are desperate for work. Nobody says, “I can’t make it for another three weeks,” in this neck of the woods, let me tell you!’


She was cut short as Prot hummed into the room, bearing a pink lacquered tray laden with (among other things) three pairs of spectacles.


Coco gave a little shriek.


‘For goodness sake!’ she quavered. ‘What’s that?’


‘Some mice teeth, a bowl of cash, used ice ham, with cheese lemonade and three glasses,’ Prot replied in a toneless voice.


‘Oh, you stupid machine!’ Coco’s voice became shrill and waspish. ‘I asked for some iced tea, the bowl of cashews, diced ham with cheese, lemonade and three drinking glasses.’ She threw a cushion at the robot. ‘Get out! Go on! And take that hideous stuff with you!’


Prot’s upper portion swivelled around on its caterpillar treads, which began to reverse out of the room.


‘And don’t bother coming back!’ Coco yelled. Then she turned to Holly. ‘Sterling insists on lumbering me with every harebrained invention he comes up with. The freeven was bad enough, but this thing is worse.’


‘The freeven?’ Holly echoed, all at sea.


‘It was a combined freezer–microwave oven. Sterling wanted a vending machine that would deliver a roast dinner at the push of a button. But all he got was a great big mess.’ Coco pushed the cat off her lap as she stood up. ‘I’ve told him time and again, I don’t want a robot maid. You can hire local staff at Diamond Beach for practically nothing. He won’t listen, though. So I end up doing everything myself.’ Suddenly the pinched expression was wiped off her face by a brilliant smile. ‘Maybe we should just forget about the lemonade,’ she concluded, ‘and have something a little stronger instead …?’
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GHOST HUNTERS



IN EDISON’S ROOM MARCUS WAS ADMIRING THE BUNK BEDS, which could be pulled out of the wall. Every fixture and fitting was either retractable or collapsible, including the wardrobe. A brightly coloured box in one corner could be endlessly reconfigured; by folding it in different ways, you could turn it into a chair, a bedside cabinet, a storage chest, a stepladder, a desk, a partition …


‘This is fantastic,’ Marcus said with a sigh. ‘I wish we lived here.’


Edison shrugged. ‘It’s okay, I guess,’ he allowed. ‘But I’d rather live in a teepee. Or an igloo.’


‘You should try living in our caravan.’ Marcus pulled a face. ‘It’s really old and smelly.’


‘Eww.’


‘Yeah. Some old lady used to own it. I think she might have died in there.’ Grimacing, Marcus examined Edison’s Nintendo. ‘It’s probably haunted.’


‘Really?’ The younger boy perked up. ‘Why?’


‘Oh, the cupboards keep popping open,’ Marcus observed. ‘And the whole place feels funny. Like it’s shrinking in on you.’


‘Wow!’ Edison was growing more and more excited. ‘Can I go see it?’


‘There’s nothing to see. It’s just a dirty old caravan.’


‘Oh, please?’ Edison whined. ‘If it’s haunted, I wanna see it.’


‘Why?’ Marcus was trying to be patient. ‘You can’t see ghosts in the daytime.’


‘Maybe I can, if I use my infrared goggles.’ Edison plunged into his wardrobe, emerging seconds later with something that looked like a pair of strap-on binoculars. ‘Dad made these,’ he announced. ‘If they work, we might be able to catch the ghost.’


‘With what?’ Marcus’s tone was sceptical, to say the least. ‘A jam jar?’


Edison grunted. Then he frowned, chewing on his bottom lip as he surveyed his possessions. ‘I guess a butterfly net wouldn’t work,’ he mused.


‘Not in a million years.’ Marcus spoke firmly. ‘And neither would a mousetrap. Or a mosquito zapper.’


‘We’ve got an infrared camera, but it’s at home,’ Edison continued. Then suddenly he brightened. ‘Hey! You know what? Newt’s got some spray-on green hair-colour!’


‘Huh?’


‘If I see the ghost through my goggles, I can spray it with green stuff! And then you might see it too!’


Marcus swallowed a snort of derision. ‘You think hair-colour is going to stick to an invisible ghost?’ he said. ‘You’ve gotta be kidding.’


But Edison ignored him. The younger boy picked up a backpack and began to stuff it with supplies: goggles, a torch, a pair of scissors, a half-eaten muesli bar. ‘We’ll get some flour from the kitchen,’ he decided. ‘If you put flour on the floor, sometimes ghosts will leave footprints. I saw that in a movie once.’


‘Edison, that caravan is filthy enough. My mum will have a fit if you put flour all over the floor …’


Edison, however, was already charging across the threshold, shedding bits of armour as he went. Marcus followed him into the next room, where Newt was still lolling on the beanbag with her phone pressed to her ear.


‘What is it?’ she asked, scowling at her brother.


‘Hey, Newt!’ he cried. ‘You wanna see a haunted caravan?’


‘Nope.’


Edison was amazed. ‘But I thought you liked ghosts!’ he protested.


Newt rolled her eyes as she covered the mouthpiece of her phone with one hand.


‘What have I told you about coming in here?’ she said sternly. She was aiming all her comments at Edison, as if Marcus didn’t exist. ‘You know perfectly well you shouldn’t come in here without an invitation. Now get lost.’


‘Can I have your green hair-dye? The stuff in the spray-can?’


‘No.’


‘Please?’


‘No!’ the girl snapped. ‘Go buy your own hair-dye!’


Edison shrugged. Then he turned to Marcus and said, ‘Shaving cream is probably just as good.’


‘I’ll count to five,’ Newt growled. ‘One. Two. Three …’


‘You are so going to regret not coming,’ Edison warned her.


‘And you are so going to regret not going. Especially if I have to get up and make you,’ was his sister’s testy response.


‘Come on, Edison.’ Marcus felt like a complete fool. He tugged at the younger boy’s arm. ‘Leave her alone, eh? She’s not interested.’


With a shrug, Edison gave up. As he stomped out of the room, his sister uncovered the mouthpiece of her phone again.


‘This place is bad enough,’ she muttered to the person at the other end of the line, ‘without total strangers bursting in on me …’


Marcus cringed.


‘I guess your sister really hates it here, huh?’ he said on his way downstairs. ‘I don’t blame her. I’d rather be at home too.’


‘Really?’ Edison was obviously taken aback. ‘Why? Do you have a dog at home?’


‘No.’


‘A treehouse?’


‘No.’


‘A ride-on mower?’


‘Don’t be stupid.’


‘Well, what’s so good about your place, then?’


‘Nothing,’ Marcus said impatiently. ‘I just don’t like the beach, that’s all.’


Edison pondered this remark for a moment. But he couldn’t seem to make much sense of it.


‘If your caravan’s really haunted, you’ll have a great time here,’ he pointed out, with the air of someone offering comfort. ‘It’ll be the best holiday you ever had. Especially if we manage to catch that ghost.’


Then he turned on his heel and went to look for shaving cream in the bathroom.





7
A BURIED SECRET



IT WAS A VERY LONG WALK FROM THE BEACH TO THE BRADSHAWS’ caravan. Marcus and Edison trudged on and on, their eyes screwed up against the glare. They had to dodge a lot of balls and frisbees and puddles of melted ice cream. Dogs were barking and radios were blaring. Onions sizzled on barbecues. Pigeons and seagulls strutted around, pecking at all the squashed chips and discarded wrappers that littered the landscape.


At first the two boys passed crowds of sandy people carrying wet towels and surfboards. Gradually, however, the sand disappeared. Marcus saw one little kid making a dirt-castle, while her mother sunbathed on the bonnet of the family car. Nearby, an old man had set up a deckchair and a beach umbrella, so he could sit and stare at another old man doing exactly the same thing across the road.


By the time Marcus and his new friend reached their destination, they had been joined by a small white dog wearing waterwings and swimming goggles.


‘Shoo!’ said Marcus, flapping his hands at the dog ‘Go home! Go on! Get!’


But the dog wouldn’t leave him alone. It trotted after him into the caravan, where it began to sniff around suspiciously.


Edison was sniffing too.


‘Wow,’ he said, wrinkling his nose. ‘This place smells just like my grandad.’


‘You think?’ Marcus was surprised. ‘I think it smells like sweaty gym clothes. Does your grandad smell like sweaty gym clothes?’


‘No,’ Edison replied. He dumped his backpack onto the floor. ‘It’s not very big, is it?’ he added, gazing around. ‘There isn’t much room to hide a skeleton.’


‘A skeleton?’ Marcus gaped at him. ‘What skeleton?’


‘That old lady’s skeleton.’ Yanking open a cupboard, Edison hunkered down to peer inside. ‘Did you check for hidden wall panels?’


Marcus snorted.


‘You’re nuts,’ he said. ‘Why would an old lady’s skeleton be stuffed inside our wall?’


‘Who knows?’ Edison shrugged. ‘Maybe she was murdered. Maybe that’s why she’s haunting the place.’


Marcus shook his head in despair as Edison kept poking around in search of bones, or bloodstains, or paranormal activity. Meanwhile, the little dog followed its nose along the kickboards and beneath the table, where it sat down and gave a sharp yap.


‘Swimming goggles can’t be good for dogs,’ Marcus observed, eyeing the animal doubtfully. ‘Maybe we should take them off.’
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