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            CHAPTER ONE

            THE SOUND OF PACKING BAGS AND DAD DREAMS OF COWS

         

         It was a dark day in Dawson Castle, our little bungalow home. Dad paced the floor of the Great Hall. I chewed hard on my last long fingernail. Thimble, our monkey, covered his head with a pillow. I hadn’t told my furry friend what was about to happen, but he could sense it was something bad.
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         8From Mum’s room, meanwhile, there came a sinister sound.

         The sound of bags being packed.

         ‘You’re sure you’re going to do this?’ Dad asked.

         ‘Quite sure, thank you, Douglas.’

         ‘You’re not worried what effect it will have on Jams?’

         ‘Jams will be fine.’

         ‘Or Thimble?’

         ‘Thimble will be fine.’

         ‘Or me?’

         ‘Douglas, you’re a grown man. You can cope with me being away for a week.’

         The conversation ended, just as it had done the time before, and the time before that. In fact, Mum and Dad had had this conversation thirteen times, ever since Mum first said she was going away for a spa week with her 9friends. That’s a week of having your hands and feet tweaked and your head rubbed. A silly fad, according to Dad, probably invented by the Americans.

         
             

         

         Half an hour later, Mum stood in the Great Hall (what normal people call the lounge) and prepared to say her goodbyes.

         ‘Now, remember,’ she said. ‘I don’t want you to ring me unless it’s an emergency. The aim of this week is to relax.’

         ‘It’s already an emergency,’ said Dad.

         ‘Oh nonsense,’ said Mum.

         ‘But … there’s hardly any food! What will we eat?’

         ‘For goodness sake, Douglas, you know how to shop, don’t you?’

         ‘I need money to shop,’ mumbled Dad.

         Mum fished in her bag. ‘Here’s thirty quid 10to be going on with,’ she said. ‘If you need any more, the petty-cash box is on my desk.’

         ‘Now I feel like you’re giving me pocket money,’ said Dad.

         ‘OK,’ said Mum, ‘I’ll give it to Jams.’

         ‘What?’ stammered Dad.

         ‘Now I can get Footy Weekly!’ I cried.

         ‘On second thoughts,’ said Mum, ‘I’ll give it to Thimble.’

         ‘What?’ said Dad.

         ‘Here, Thimble.’

         Thimble lolloped over and Mum tucked the money into his shirt pocket.

         ‘I don’t believe this!’ said Dad.

         ‘I often get Thimble to carry my money,’ said Mum. ‘He’s very responsible.’

         ‘Responsible for driving me mad,’ said Dad.

         ‘Just trust him. He’s not stupid. Are you, Thimble?’ 11
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         Thimble nodded eagerly, then blew a raspberry at Dad.

         ‘Did you see that?’

         ‘Relax, Douglas,’ said Mum. ‘He’s just being playful.’

         ‘I will relax when you come back from this infernal spa week!’.12

         As if on cue, the doorbell rang, and in came Diz, Roz, Shaz, Jo, Ree, Mags and Tigerlily. Mum double-kissed them all in the continental style, then there was lavish praise for her new walking boots and much fuss for Thimble and me. Meanwhile, Dad shrank into a chair, hugging himself as if this would protect him from the roomful of loud and excited women.

         ‘Cheer up, Douglas!’ said Diz. ‘May never happen!’

         ‘It is happening,’ mumbled Dad.

         ‘Are you sure you don’t want to come with us? I don’t know how we’ll cope without a man.’

         ‘Oh,’ said Dad. ‘Err … what about Jams?’

         There was a moment’s silence, then suddenly the room was full of raucous laughter.13

         ‘I didn’t think you’d take me seriously!’ said Diz.

         ‘Look at his face, poor love,’ said Shaz.

         ‘Sorry, Doug,’ said Diz.

         ‘Douglas,’ muttered Dad.

         ‘Right,’ said Mum. ‘I shall love you and leave you.’

         ‘The first would be a nice change,’ said Dad.

         Mum gave me an enormous hug, followed by a peck on the cheek for Dad and a little squeeze for Thimble, which turned into a rather long squeeze, as it was difficult to prise Thimble’s arms from around her neck. Finally, however, Mum broke free, and the noisy crowd of friends bustled out of the door, leaving Dawson Castle rather quiet and sad.

         ‘I don’t like that Diz,’ said Dad. ‘Diz: what’s that short for anyway?’14
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         ‘I like her,’ I said.

         ‘You’re a clever boy,’ said Dad, ‘but a poor judge of character. Right, let’s make a shopping list and go to the shops. And, oh, just slip your shirt off, Thimble, and I’ll run the iron over it.’

         Thimble’s hand shot to his shirt pocket, which he covered with grim resolve. Just as Mum had said, he wasn’t stupid.

         
             

         

         15‘Right,’ said Dad. ‘Lets start off with the essentials. Number one, biscuits.’

         ‘Biscuits?’ I replied. ‘Shouldn’t that be bread, or milk?’

         ‘I was just coming to those,’ said Dad. ‘Biscuits … bread … milk … taters…’

         ‘Say potatoes, Dad. Slang confuses Thimble.’

         ‘Thimble won’t be putting things in the trolley,’ said Dad, ‘or going anywhere near it.’

         ‘Can’t he push it?’

         ‘Hmm. Actually, that’s quite a good idea. It’ll keep his hands off everything else.’

         ‘Brilliant! Did you hear that, Thimble? You’re pushing the trolley!’

         Thimble was overjoyed, and just to show how well he would perform this task, he pushed my walker all the way to the supermarket. For those who don’t know 16me, a walker is a frame on wheels which I use because my legs are a bit wonky. I can walk without my walker, except sometimes my left foot catches on my right and I go flying over and people rush up going Is he alright? and Dad goes He’s fine, he’s fine and I go Ow! and Thimble just gets hold of me and yanks me to my feet. Thimble has amazingly strong arms.

         Today, thankfully, I didn’t fall over, and no one took much notice of me in the supermarket. Thimble, on the other hand, had every pair of eyes on him, which irritated Dad no end.

         ‘What’s the matter?’ he grumbled. ‘Never seen a monkey pushing a trolley before? Why don’t you take a picture? No, not really!’

         The nosy customers were quickly 17forgotten, however, as soon as we reached the biscuit shelves.

         ‘Stand back, Jams,’ said Dad. ‘This is my territory.’

         Dad’s eyes went left-right, left-right across the shelves like a cat after a fly.

         ‘Can we have Jammie Dodgers?’ I asked.

         ‘Too jammy,’ replied Dad.

         ‘Fig rolls?’

         ‘Too figgy.’

         ‘Marshmallows?’

         ‘Too marshy. Ah! Here we are. Malted milks.’

         ‘Not malted milks, Dad! They taste like sick!’

         ‘But they’ve got a little cow on them.’

         ‘And?’

         ‘And it’s rather reassuring.’

         ‘I don’t find it reassuring.’18

         ‘You will when you’re older.’

         ‘How depressing.’

         ‘The detail’s marvellous, Jams. If you look closely, you’ll notice a little gate behind the little cow.’

         ‘Can we just have a vote on it, Dad?’ I suggested.

         ‘What’s the point? I’ll vote for and you’ll vote against.’

         ‘Thimble can vote too.’

         Dad snapped out of his dream of cows and gates and happy days long ago which never really existed.

         ‘Where is Thimble?’ he asked.

         ‘He was right here a second ago,’ I replied.

         ‘Well, he’s not here now! Quick, find him before he does something crazy!’

         I went one way, Dad the other. No sign of him by the breakfast cereals. No sign of 1919 him by the petfoods .. Yikes, where was he? Dad had no more success.

         ‘I’ve done aisles one to four,’ he said. ‘What about you?’

         ‘Aisles five to eight. That’s all of them.’

         ‘Did you look in the freezers?’

         ‘He couldn’t get a trolley in the freezers.’

         ‘Then where the blazes is he?

         ‘Search me, Dad. We’ve looked everywhere except…’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Dad, I’ve just seen something.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Promise you won’t go mad?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Thimble’s at the checkout.’

         ‘NO-O-O-O-O-O-O-O-O-O-O!’

         As usual I was faster than Dad, even with my walker. But not fast enough.20

         ‘Thimble!’ I cried. ‘What have you done?’

         Thimble reached into his pocket and drew out a till receipt and 60p change, which he proudly offered up to me. Behind him was our trolley, packed to the brim with bananas.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            SOOTHING RAINDROPS AND A WHOLE LOAD OF FIREWOOD

         

         ‘Ninety-six … ninety-seven … ninety-eight,’ I counted. ‘That’s it, Dad, ninety-eight.’

         Dad’s head sank to the refectory table.

         ‘Ninety-eight bananas!’ he wailed. ‘What are we going to do with ninety-eight bananas?’

         ‘Banana fritters?’ I suggested.

         ‘Banana fritters? Are you joking? To make fritters you need flour! Bicarb! Oil! All we’ve got is flipping bananas!’

         I sighed. ‘Haven’t you got any money anywhere, Dad?’

         ‘No, Jams, I have not. I’m a writer, remember. I would have to get a book 22published to get money, and no one wants to publish my books, apart from…’
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         Dad mysteriously shut up.

         ‘Apart from who?’

         ‘Never mind.’

         ‘Someone wants to publish your books? Why aren’t you sending them your books?’

         ‘They want something from me,’ said Dad. ‘Something I’m not prepared to give.’
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