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It was my first night in a strange bed. I could 

imagine what it must be like to sleep in custard because 

this bed was almost too soft and cosy. The wind 

whispered through the gaps in the windows making the 

curtains twitch. The house was still and quiet but I 

could hear the waves rippling on the beach below. I felt 

myself drifting off to sleep. The sea air made me 

sleepy. It was then that I heard a soft thud above me 

coming from the attic. My eyes opened and I felt my 

heart thump. I dared not breathe. I held my breath. 

There it was again. A soft thud. Followed by another 

and another. They were getting louder and nearer. Then 

they stopped. I strained my ears and lay completely 

still. I half expected something or someone to fall 

through the ceiling and land on the bedroom floor but 

nothing happened. All I could hear was the sound of my 

breathing.  
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Gentle, gentle. Pretend you’re not here.  

Thud, thud this time getting quieter as they 

moved away from above my room until once again 

there was silence. I gulped a breath. I sat upright. A 

shiver went down my spine. I had a feeling someone or 

something was watching me... 
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Chapter1 

 

I stood on the station platform and I wondered 

what to do next. I felt the cool sea air and smelt its 

saltiness. Overhead, seagulls screeched and dived at the 

fishing boats as they steamed towards the little harbour. 

The station was deserted. There was no guard like in 

the old films. I looked at the station name, panicking for 

a second that I was at the wrong station. But no, it was 

the right one; so where was Aunty Marmalade?  

I came to Tarlton–on–Sea to stay with Aunty 

Marmalade while my parents went on a business trip to 

Australia. Aunty Marmalade was not her real name. It 

was Madeleine, my godmother, my mum’s unmarried 
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older sister, and she had no children. She was almost 

identical to my mum and people often thought they 

were twins. But they were nothing alike in every other 

way. Aunty M was just one year older and much more 

fun. Nothing seemed to ever bother her. When I was 

little, I couldn’t say her name but I could say 

‘marmalade’ which I had on my toast. So I was the 

reason why everyone called her Aunty Marmalade.  

Aunty Marmalade was famous in the family for 

her amazing hats with fruit and flowers sticking out of 

the tops and sides. She wore hats to try to control her 

red frizzy hair which bobbed about as she talked and 

even after she combed it, it still escaped and did exactly 

what she didn’t want it to do. My hair was the same. 

She was really wacky and so unlike my mum. Mum 

always had her hair cut really short like a boy. Aunty 

M’s was long and unruly. She loved breaking the rules 

and not conforming. I thought she was great, easy to be 
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with and great fun. The only problem was she didn’t 

visit very often and we never visited her. Mum always 

said she was too busy. She blamed everything on 

working full time and me. 

“It doesn’t matter how many times I try to tidy 

your hair, it still does what it wants to,” spat my mum 

as she dragged a comb through my tangles. “You get 

more like Aunty Marmalade every day.” 

My mum gave me strict instructions to follow 

for the journey and the stay because she never trusted 

me to do anything right. As mum said goodbye to me, 

she snapped, “Now Florence, when you arrive at the 

station Aunty Marmalade will be there to meet you.” 

“I don’t really know her that well mum. What 

will I do if she doesn’t want me for two weeks?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. She doesn’t mind looking 

after you. She’s my sister for goodness sake. She owes 

me you know, big time, if only you knew, but that’s 
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another story. Anyway there was no one else to ask. 

Now listen once more. She will be at the …………” 

I had heard these instructions so many times. I 

smiled and tried to look like I was listening but I knew 

it all by heart. 

“Have you remembered your book? Don’t 

forget to do your holiday diary and don’t let her fill you 

up with stodge. You look enough like her as it is.” 

“I won’t. I’ll tell her I’m not allowed.” 

“Good. There’s no excuse nowadays to be 

overweight.” 

“I’ve forgotten my book, Mum.” 

“Florence, how many times do you have to be 

told? Now what are you going to do?” 

“I could ask Aunty Marmalade to lend me a 

book.” 

“You are supposed to be no trouble, Florence. 

Just stay there and keep out of mischief and don’t 
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bother Aunty Marmalade. She’s not used to children. 

She won’t understand you like I do. You know that. I 

give up with you. Here’s your train. Try to do as I have 

asked you for this once. Please.” 

With that she had turned around and stomped 

away without even a smile, let alone a hug. Why did I 

always do everything wrong? Why didn’t I just keep 

quiet about forgetting my book? Why did my mum not 

like me? Why was I such a nuisance to her?  

I had a sick feeling in my throat and I felt hot 

and wished I hadn’t put my fleece on under my anorak. 

It seemed like a good idea when I packed my rucksack, 

as it was too bulky to fit in to the space on top. Mum 

told me I had to fit everything in the one bag as I 

wouldn’t be able to lift a suitcase. My rucksack wasn’t 

that big so I didn’t have that much with me. I’d have to 

ask Aunty Marmalade to wash stuff for me. 

“Don’t be a nuisance, Florence.” 




