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CHAPTER 1

Norm knew it was going to be one of those days when he lost his house. Or rather, when he mistook someone else’s house for his own. But it amounted to the same thing. Getting one house mixed up with another. Which was easily done. Well, if you were Norm it was easily done, anyway. And Norm was Norm.
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In his defence, though, Norm wasn’t particularly observant at the best of times, let alone when he’d been dawdling back from school, head in the clouds, daydreaming of the weekend ahead and how he intended spending as much of it as possible on his bike. Norm tended not to notice things. Like the time he didn’t notice that the toilet wasn’t where it normally was and he ended up nearly peeing in his dad’s wardrobe. Or the time he failed to notice that he’d just brushed his teeth with mayonnaise instead of toothpaste. Quite why the mayonnaise had been in the bathroom to start with was another matter entirely. That wasn’t the point. The point was that in the unlikely event of there ever being a world championship for noticing things, Norm definitely wouldn’t win any medals. Assuming, of course, that Norm had even noticed that there actually was a world championship for noticing things, in the first place. Which was even unlikelier. But that wasn’t the point either. The point was that Norm was spectacularly rubbish when it came to noticing things. Like which house he lived in, for instance.
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Then again, it still wasn’t all that long since they’d moved from their old house. Or rather, it still wasn’t all that long since they’d had to move from their old house because his dad had been fired and they’d had to start eating supermarket own-brand Coco Pops instead of proper Coco Pops. So Norm could almost be forgiven for getting mixed up. Not that it was an actual crime to mistake another house for your own. But it was definitely a crime to try and break in. Not that Norm was aware that he was trying to break in, of course. As far as he was concerned he was just trying to open the flipping front door. His own flipping front door.



 


[image: images]






“What do you think you’re doing?” said a voice.

“Uh?” said Norm, turning around and coming face to face with the owner of the voice. And she didn’t look too happy, either. Quite the opposite, in fact.

“I said, what do you think you’re doing?”

Norm was confused. Firstly, because the door was refusing to open. And, as far as he knew, his mum and dad hadn’t suddenly decided to move house again and not bother telling him. Although, frankly, he wouldn’t put it past them. Secondly, because there was a strange woman standing in front of him, pulling a face like a cat’s backside.

“Sorry, do I know you?” said Norm.
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“I could ask you the same question!” said the woman.

What? thought Norm. He could ask her all kinds of flipping questions if he wanted to. Like, how come she was looking at him like he was something she’d just scraped off the bottom of her shoe, for a flipping start?

“And if you don’t tell me very soon, I’m going to call the police!”

Gordon flipping Bennet, thought Norm. She was going to call the police if he didn’t tell her his name? That was a bit harsh, wasn’t it?

“Well?” said the woman, rapidly running out of what little patience she’d had to begin with.

“But …” began Norm.

“Don’t you but me, young man!” said the woman. “I’ll give you one more chance to tell me who you are and, more importantly, what on earth you think you’re doing trying to enter my house illegally?”
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Uh? thought Norm. Her house? Illegally? Had the rest of the world gone stark raving mad? Or was it just him? If not, what the heck was going on? Because he hadn’t got a flipping clue any more. Not that he’d had all that much of a clue in the first flipping place!

The woman tilted her head and eyed Norm quizzically. All of a sudden, she didn’t seem quite so angry. In fact, she suddenly seemed quite concerned. Almost sympathetic.

“Are you OK?”

“Pardon?” said Norm.

“I said, are you feeling all right?”

Norm thought for a moment. Was he feeling all right? He’d been perfectly all right up until about thirty seconds ago. But now he wasn’t so sure.
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“Hello, Norman!” said a girl walking up the drive. “What are you doing here?”

Norm looked at the girl. She seemed vaguely familiar. He must have seen her somewhere before. But where?

“Norman?” said the woman. “So you know this boy?”

Either that, thought Norm, or it was an incredibly lucky guess.

“Yeah,” said the girl. “We’re in the same class for geography.”

“We are?” said Norm, looking at her again. “I mean, we are, yeah.”
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The girl burst out laughing. “See, Mum? I told you he was funny, didn’t I?”

“Oh, that Norman!” said the girl’s mum. “You should have said, Ellie!”

Ellie? thought Norm. Nope. Still didn’t ring any bells. And what did her mum mean, by ‘that Norman’? How many Normans did she flipping know? Because Norm didn’t know any. Apart from himself. And he was pretty sure that didn’t count. And anyway, how come they’d been talking about him? When he hadn’t got a clue who they were? This wasn’t just weird, thought Norm. This was actually a little bit spooky.

“Have you done the homework yet, by the way?” said Ellie.

“Homework?” said Norm. “What homework?”

“The geography homework, of course!” said Ellie.

Norm looked at Ellie as if she’d just stepped off a spaceship. Not only did he not have the faintest idea what she was on about, but he was beginning to wonder if this was all part of some elaborate practical joke and that he was actually being secretly filmed for some stupid TV show. It was an unlikely explanation, but right then it was the best Norm could come up with.
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“I think your friend’s a little discombobulated,” said Ellie’s mum.

A little what? thought Norm. Now she was just making random words up. And what did she mean, her friend? Norm was scarcely aware that Ellie had even existed till a few moments ago. And now all of a sudden they were flipping friends?



[image: images]





“’Scuse me a minute,” said Norm, fishing his phone out of his pocket and opening up his maps app in order to try and find out where he was. Because by now it was fairly obvious that wherever it was, it wasn’t where he thought he was.

“I didn’t hear your phone go,” said Ellie.

“What?” said Norm. “Er, no, I’m just …”

Ellie’s mum smiled knowingly. “Lost?”

Norm nodded sheepishly.

“Lost?” said Ellie. “How can you be lost?”

“Aw, stop teasing him, Ellie.”

Yeah, thought Norm. But it was too late. He could already feel himself going bright red.

“Well, he only lives around the corner,” giggled Ellie.
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He did? thought Norm, still looking at his phone. Oh, yeah. He did. And anyway, how come she knew where he lived? This wasn’t just spooky any more. This was starting to get pretty flipping creepy.

“Don’t worry about it, Norman,” said Ellie’s mum. “These things happen.”

Norm sighed. These things happened, all right. In fact, these things happened a little too often as far as he was concerned. Not that Norm had actually ever got lost and mixed his house up with another house entirely before. But rubbish things in general happened a little too often. Well, if you were Norm they did, anyway. And Norm was.




CHAPTER 2



[image: images]





Ellie and Norm’s map app were both right. Norm did live just around the corner. It wasn’t like he’d been miles away, or the other side of town or anything. Not that he’d have been all that far away if he had been on the other side of town, what with it only being a fairly small town. It wasn’t like it was a vast sprawling metropolis. Nowhere was that far from anywhere.

Norm just hadn’t been concentrating, that was all. Well, he had been concentrating. Just not on what he was supposed to be concentrating on. He’d simply turned into the wrong street. It wasn’t that big a deal. It wasn’t even a medium-sized deal. These things happened, as Ellie’s mum had said. And in fairness to Norm, Ellie’s street did look an awful lot like his own street. Then again, one row of identical rabbit hutches was pretty much the same as any other as far as Norm was concerned. Not that they actually were rabbit hutches, of course.
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But compared to his old house they seemed rabbit hutches. Not that Norm’s old house had been especially big. Far from it, in fact. His old house had been perfectly average. It’s just that the new one was even smaller than average. Quite a lot smaller than average, actually. And Norm still hadn’t got used to it. And as far as Norm was concerned, he never flipping would get used to it. Even if he never moved again and ended up living in the same teensy little house until he was a hundred.
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It turned out it didn’t even matter that Norm was late. He hadn’t been particularly missed. Or missed at all, actually. No one had even noticed. Partly because he was only a few minutes late. But mainly because everybody was too busy doing his – or in the case of Norm’s mum, her – own thing. Which was perfectly fine by Norm, by the way. The last thing he wanted was to create a scene or give his parents the slightest excuse to kick off the second he walked through the flipping door.
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Which seemed to happen all too often these days, if you asked Norm. Or even if you didn’t ask him. But if no one batted an eyelid when he came in? Brilliant. Because all Norm was interested in was eating and then getting out on his bike as quickly as possible. And if he could manage to do that without being asked all the usual boring questions? That would be even more brilliant.

“What’s for tea?” said Norm, walking into the kitchen and sitting down.

“Excuse me?” said Norm’s dad, looking up from his laptop.

“What’s for tea?” repeated Norm a bit louder, as if his dad hadn’t actually heard him.

“It would be nice to say hello first, love,” said Norm’s mum from next to the sink, where she was busy washing salad. Not that Norm knew that. Or cared.

“What?” said Norm. “Oh, right. Hello.”
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“Hello,” said Norm’s mum.

“What’s for tea?” said Norm.

“Excuse me?” said Norm’s dad, the vein on the side of his head immediately beginning to throb. A sure-fire sign that he was getting stressed. Not that Norm ever actually noticed his dad getting stressed. Then again, Norm’s dad could get the words ‘I’m getting stressed’ tattooed across his forehead and Norm probably still wouldn’t notice. But that wasn’t the point. The point was that Norm had been home less than a minute and already his parents were kicking off, as usual. Well, his dad was, anyway.
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“How was school?” asked Norm’s mum, who actually could tell when Norm’s dad was getting stressed and who was doing her best to change the subject as quickly as possible.

“What?” said Norm.

“Pardon!” said Norm’s dad.

“Nothing. I just said what, that’s all.”

“Yes, I know you did!” said Norm’s dad.

Gordon flipping Bennet, thought Norm. So if his dad had known what he’d said, why flipping ask then?

“I meant, say pardon, not what!”

Norm pulled a face. “What? I mean, pardon? I mean …”

“So, how was it?” said Norm’s mum.

“How was what?” said Norm.

“School?”

Norm sighed. Being asked about school was precisely the kind of stupid, boring question he’d hoped not to be asked. Because he never knew what to flipping say. Not that that ever stopped his parents from asking it. How was school? wondered Norm. It was a bit like the question itself. Completely pointless. Not that Norm would ever say that, of course. Or, at least not out loud he wouldn’t, anyway.
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“Well, love?” said Norm’s mum. “How was it?”

“Oh, right,” said Norm. “It was all right, I suppose.”

“You suppose?”

Norm sighed again.

“Is there a problem, Norman?” said Norm’s dad irritably. Not that Norm noticed that, either.

“How long have you got?” muttered Norm under his breath. But obviously slightly louder than he’d intended.

“What was that, Norman?” said his dad.

“Er, nothing,” said Norm quickly.

“How long have I got?” said Norm’s dad.
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Norm pulled another face. His dad had done it again. What was the point of asking all these flipping questions if he already knew the flipping answers? But before the situation could escalate any further, Norm’s two little brothers burst into the kitchen like a hurricane, followed by John the dog – a Cockapoo – who immediately sat down and started licking himself in the unmentionables. And for once, Norm was actually quite glad to see them. Not John’s unmentionables. His brothers. Because at least it meant that he wasn’t the focus of attention any longer. Not that Norm ever was the focus of attention for very long these days. Not since Brian was born he wasn’t, anyway. And definitely not since Dave was born a couple of years after that. If, in fact, his brothers had actually been born in the first place and not created in some kind of laboratory by evil scientists. And, frankly, Norm still wasn’t entirely convinced that they hadn’t been.
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“What’s for tea?” said Brian, plonking himself down at the table.

“Pizza,” said Norm’s mum matter-of-factly, without even bothering to turn around.
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“WHAAAAAAAT?” bellowed Norm, like a buffalo with bellyache. Not that Norm had ever actually seen or heard a buffalo with bellyache before, of course. But that wasn’t the flipping point. The flipping point was how come his brothers could waltz in and ask what was for tea, but if he did that his parents went abso-flipping-lutely ballistic? It was so flipping unfair!

“Excuse me?” said Norm’s dad.

“Why, Dad?” grinned Dave from the other side of the table. “What have you done?”

Brian laughed. “Good one, Dave!”
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“Shut up, Brian, you little freak!” hissed Norm venomously.

“Language!” said Dave.

“And you can shut up as well, Dave!” said Norm.

“That’s enough, Norman!” said Norm’s dad.

“But …”

“I said, that’s enough!”

“Yeah, Norman,” said Brian.

“Yeah, Norman,” echoed Dave.

Gordon flipping Bennet, thought Norm. One of these flipping days he was going to literally explode with frustration. And then they’d be flipping sorry. Then again, thought Norm, knowing his flipping luck, if he actually did explode with frustration, he’d probably have to clear up the mess afterwards.
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“What kind of pizza, Mum?” said Dave.

“Margherita,” said Norm’s mum.

“Mmmm, yum,” said Dave. “My favourite.”

Norm thought for a moment. Margherita pizza was his favourite too. Preferably twelve-inch deep-pan. And preferably accompanied by garlic bread and a portion of potato wedges with barbecue sauce. Definitely no salad, which in Norm’s opinion was only fit for consumption by rabbits.
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“Takeaway?” asked Brian hopefully.

“Ooh, yeah!” said Dave. “Wikipizza?”

“’Fraid not,” laughed Norm’s mum.

“Aw!” chorused Brian and Dave together.

“Not today, boys,” said Norm’s dad.

Of course not, thought Norm bitterly. Because that would have been a bit too much to ask, wouldn’t it? What had he and his brothers ever done to deserve such luxury? And besides, why bother splashing out on the finest home-delivered pizza known to mankind when you could buy flipping supermarket own-brand pizza instead, for a fraction of the flipping price?
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“When, then?” said Norm.

Everything suddenly went very quiet. Even John stopped doing what he was doing and looked up.
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