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It’s official.

The Prune has nits.

Problem is that it was unofficial for way too long. And now I am pretty sure the delayed diagnosis has given the head lice a chance to live their best life – and multiply. A LOT.

I had been telling my mum that the Prune (aka my younger brother, so called because he looked like a wrinkly piece of dried fruit when he was born) was scratching his head for days now. But she wasn’t listening. She was too busy worrying about a problem she was having at work. A lorry full of tins had gone missing on its way to delivery at the supermarket where she works. And because my mum was in charge of all tins-related business, this was a MAJOR CRISIS.
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She hadn’t been able to think about anything since the truck carrying 12,000 cans of baked beans with sausages had disappeared somewhere west of Venice last week.
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I could hear her shouting things like, ‘What do you mean, it hasn’t been seen since Wednesday?’

And, ‘It’s bright red, sixteen metres long and weighs forty tonnes! It would be easier to lose a circus tent,’ down her phone to someone who clearly wasn’t able to answer the questions she was asking. The DREW DIAL, the measure of the level of mayhem in our house, was RAPIDLY RISING.

And so was the number of new inhabitants in the Prune’s hair.

Now, in any family nits are an unpleasant addition. But in the Drew household they were a DISASTER. Think worse than a pack of WILD DOGS invading your house and making their home in your living room. Or the rat population of the local sewer deciding that YOUR BEDROOM offered a more comfortable place to hang out.

A nit infestation in the Drew family was going to tip the DREW DIAL to possibly its highest levels in recorded history.

My brother Troy’s hair was in his view (and my parents’ view) more valuable than the contents of the BANK OF ENGLAND’S GOLD VAULT. He spent hours doing it every day. Combing it, gelling it, waxing it, flicking it into peaks that point in random directions. He thinks it makes him look like he’s a member of a boy band. I think it makes him look like he has been ELECTROCUTED.

But what do I know, because a shampoo brand has offered to pay him to model for them. Or so he announced yesterday. Although he was very sketchy on the details. But apparently some Danish hair company has contacted his ‘MANAGEMENT TEAM’ (his words) with a BIG OFFER for ‘his look’.

There are a lot of questions that I have about this. And I haven’t got time to really get into it now. But as far as I can tell, his ‘MANAGEMENT TEAM’ only has one person in it. His friend Frankie. And I am not sure I would let him negotiate the price of my next bagel, let alone an actual modelling contract. He swapped his mum’s copy of Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone for a guy from school’s gaming headset. Turned out it was some early edition (the book not the headset) and now that guy has sold the book and saved enough money for his first car. My dad has called him ‘Bad Deal Frankie’ ever since.

Anyway, never mind Frankie, I can tell you one thing for sure. This Danish shampoo company (if they even exist) will be having a rethink on the modelling contract if they discover that Troy has NITS. Which is now a very REAL possibility.

The Prune’s issue was discovered when my mum (still on the phone) noticed something drop out of his head and on to the kitchen counter while he was eating breakfast.

When the ‘something’ got up and crawled away by itself, it was a slight giveaway that it wasn’t a stray Coco Pop. My mum SCREAMED. And, for the first time in about three days, put down her phone and focused on something other than missing beans.
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The Prune’s head inspection was not pretty. It revealed a LARGE POPULATION OF HEAD LICE. Big enough that they had actual pincers you could see with the naked eye.

My mum, who absolutely loves turning every possible situation into an opportunity to practise our maths, was actually getting the Prune to count his new friends as they fell off his head. But at the rate these things were multiplying, it was more of an opportunity to practise times tables.

Now . . . is it just me? But what is to be gained from counting them? It isn’t like a litter of new puppies where you want to keep them as pets and need to be sure one doesn’t go missing. Surely getting to the cupboard and retrieving the nit treatment would be a good idea. Or FINDING THAT NIT COMB. The one that looks like it would be more at home in a factory that SHREDS CHICKENS than used to brush hair.

She got to 43 before she decided I might be right and started looking for the car keys. We didn’t have any nit treatment and so this was the perfect excuse for a trip to the SUPERMARKET.
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Just as she was about to leave, my dad appeared. He was scratching his head and his chest.

‘I think I am allergic to something, Eve,’ he said. 

‘Maybe it is that new washing powder I bought to make my T-shirts smell like a lavender meadow. It does make me smell like a summer’s day but, wow, it is really making me itchy.’

My heart sank. I had a bad feeling that the floral washing powder wasn’t the responsible party.

My mum WASN’T LISTENING though. She was halfway out of the door and back on the phone, saying, ‘What do mean, you have found twelve opened tins in a layby in Switzerland?’

By now, the Prune, long since left on his own, had collected the members of his HEAD ZOO into a bowl and was picking the biggest ones out to have a ‘race’ on the kitchen counter.

OMG! Seriously? I am living in a house where there is the very real possibility that I might witness some head lice having a RELAY RACE in the very near future.

This is way beyond normal.

DREW DIAL 100/10.

1 p.m.

HIGH VOLTAGE [image: image]
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Thankfully, I was able to escape the critter chaos for a while. Edward had invited me, Priya and Theadora to watch him in the final of his wheelchair basketball tournament. He was very excited about it. Theadora was even more excited. She had bought us all pom-poms and made us practise a cheerleading routine EVERY lunchtime at school for the last week.
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And although I really liked her enthusiasm, I was a whole lot less keen on the costumes she turned up with. They were some of her mum’s old MARCHING BAND uniforms. And apart from the fact that mine was about TEN SIZES TOO BIG for me, they were made out of some kind of material that created ELECTRICITY faster than the National Grid.

Every time I touched anything or anyone there was a lightning-loud CRACK as I discharged what felt like thousands of watts in an ELECTRIC SHOCK.
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And while I was basically a WALKING ELECTRICITY PYLON, somehow Theadora managed to look absolutely AMAZING in hers. The sequins seemed to make her eyes even more blue and SPARKLY than usual. And her hair looked so shiny that Troy might be asking to borrow the marching band outfits if this is what they do to your hair.

Douglas Joiner, who was running the refreshments stall, couldn’t take his eyes off Theadora. But this isn’t new news. He is always looking at her and then crashing into goal posts or desks or the school minibus. Once he starts staring at her, he can’t stop. The swim team were late for their gala once, after he piled STRAIGHT into their bus wing mirror while keeping a solid gaze on Theadora playing rounders. They mopped up the blood from his nose with Daniel Muldoon’s SWIMMING HAT, which (they said) meant they lost the gala when they finally got there. Apparently, Daniel Muldoon was slower at his backstroke because his hair was causing drag in the water. They were PRETTY ANGRY. But Douglas Joiner said that it was their fault for not using a towel instead. He had a point.

Anyway, the cheerleading routine was a DISASTER. Edward was a bit down because his team were losing 12–0 after the first half. So I had hoped we would cheer him up. But we didn’t. We ended up getting the whole match CANCELLED.

It started well. The ‘GIVE ME AN “E”, GIVE ME A “D”’ went smoothly. I managed a very nice ‘W’ with a leg and both pom-poms. But then Theadora started doing some moves that had definitely not been included in 
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rehearsals. She had brought along her mum’s marching band twirling baton. And let’s just say that with it being a rod of solid metal . . . and me producing MORE ELECTRICITY than a medium-sized POWER STATION . . . it was a bad combination.

Theadora threw the baton up in a final manoeuvre. She was shouting at the top of her voice the song she had made us learn to go with the routine. Now wasn’t the time to mention it, but the lyrics of this song were slightly odd.
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Now, is it just me? But . . . it isn’t exactly motivating to chant about being a good loser. Right before you need to play your absolute best. I am not sure this is what the Lionesses would be saying to themselves just before a big game.

But back to the point . . . As if it had been rehearsed (which it really hadn’t been) Theadora belted out the word  ‘SIN’ and threw the baton in the air. I think she had intended to catch it on the way down but I don’t think she will qualify for a place in the marching band any time soon because it RICOCHETED OFF THE CEILING and came plummeting towards me and Priya like a HELICOPTER BLADE THAT HAD COME LOOSE AT HIGH SPEED. I managed to get my hand to it and stop it impaling my skull. But before I had time to celebrate having survived a near-death experience it all went HORRIBLY WRONG.
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Priya grabbed the baton at the same time as me. And from her reaction I can only assume that the ELECTRIC SHOCK I had sent through it would have powered the Oxford Street Christmas lights for the ENTIRE FESTIVE PERIOD. I heard a CRACK. And a SHRIEK. And Priya let go of the baton at exactly the right speed and angle for it to connect directly with the referee’s head. Just as Theadora was shouting the word ‘CHIN’.
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That was it. The referee was so concussed he thought his name was Doris (it was Duncan) and so the match had to be abandoned with Edward’s team losing the final 12–0.

Theadora was furious that the routine was ruined. The referee’s wife was saying something about suing for compensation. Even Edward, who is NEVER ANGRY about anything, had a tear in his eye. IT WAS A DISASTER.


[image: image]


Priya’s dad tried desperately to make things better by offering to buy everyone a hotdog from the refreshments stall. But that was a bust too because Douglas Joiner had eaten them all himself, practising for his next eating competition. There wasn’t even any lemonade left either because he was experimenting with whether the bubbles helped the hotdogs go down quicker. It turned out they didn’t and Douglas was currently vomiting up 27 HOTDOGS in the sports hall bathroom.

As we were leaving, Edward noticed something.

‘What is that on your back, Harper?’ he asked.

‘Not sure,’ I said, as I tried to style out the fact that I almost dislocated my shoulder trying to see. I caught a glimpse of something yellow out of the corner of my eye but couldn’t quite get a good look.

‘OMG!’ shrieked Theadora with a look of shock that made me worried. ‘Where has that come from?’

‘What is it?’ I was starting to panic that from her reaction it might be an EXOTIC AND DEADLY POISONOUS SPIDER from the Amazon or something.
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It turned out to be a warning sign. One of those that you find on electricity substations or cupboards at school that you can’t go into.

EYE-ROLL. Who on earth had put that there?

Priya came to my rescue and pulled it off. I love that she always has my back. LITERALLY. And frankly it was pretty brave of her. Given that in this outfit I seem to be able to produce more ELECTRICITY than British Gas, she might well have been risking her life.


4 p.m.

CAR RAP [image: image]

‘What did you think of the cheerleading song, Harper?’ asked Priya’s dad about two seconds into the car journey home.

It wasn’t the first question that I thought he would ask. But there was something about the way he asked that made me stop short of saying I thought the words didn’t quite work for the occasion.

‘I thought it was . . .’ I trailed off. Wanting to say that it was a bit inappropriate but not knowing quite how to put it, but he didn’t wait for me to finish anyway.

‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘It was brilliant, right? Maybe one of my best?’

OK. So now it all made sense.

Although, really, in any normal world, it makes almost no sense. At all.

Priya’s dad, who works as an accountant for the local council, is still taking rap lessons. And today’s ‘song’ was obviously one of his creations.

Every Wednesday night above the BOMBAY MIX curry house in town he and his crew (as he describes them) take a lesson from someone called Bad Boy Barry. According to Priya’s dad, Bad Boy Barry is BIG in the world of rap. However, according to the Internet search I did, Bad Boy Barry is not quite as big as he has made out. It isn’t entirely clear, but he may have once worked as a SECURITY GUARD at a Jay-Z concert.
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I quite admire him though. (Priya’s dad, not Bad Boy Barry.) He has got a DREAM and he is going for it. All out. He has converted their spare bedroom into an actual studio. And his rap outfits are OFF THE CHARTS. His collection of bling necklaces has expanded so rapidly he could probably open his own jewellery shop. And his trainers are now so big that he has to take them off before he drives the car.
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His latest pair go so far up his leg that he can’t really use his ankles. The day he got them, he was driving to Bombay Mix to show them off to Bad Boy Barry, but they were so massive that he couldn’t bend his leg and so he missed the brake. He ploughed into the back of a rubbish truck and someone’s old, half-eaten Marmite on toast ended up stuck to his laces in all of the mess. The Marmite stain wouldn’t wash out so he coloured them black with felt-tip pen. Bad Boy Barry was still impressed, which was the main thing.

‘When Priya told me about the cheerleading routine I thought it would really benefit from a rap,’ he continued from the driver’s seat.

The thing is, Priya’s dad thinks that EVERY situation would benefit from a RAP.

‘I did have another verse, but Theadora and Priya thought it was too much,’ he added, downcast.

‘Can I hear it?’ I said. I thought that might cheer him up.

It did. He pulled straight over into a bus stop and started beatboxing.



‘BLACK ROX ARE GOING TO COME FIRST

 THEY ARE GOING TO CONQUER’

(more beat boxing)

‘THEY’VE NEVER BEEN THE WORST

THEY’RE SWEET LIKE WILLY WONKA.’
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Priya had her head in her hands.



I still admire his commitment. But I really hope he is better at being an accountant than he is at rapping.
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11 a.m.




The Prune is undergoing his second nit treatment. He isn’t happy and keeps telling my mum that she has killed his pets.
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My mum couldn’t find the nit comb and so my dad (always keen to make a saving if he can) called Uncle Paul and asked if he could bring round Leonardo DiCaprio’s flea brush.

Leonardo DiCaprio is Uncle Paul’s dog. Not the actor.

‘I am not sure you want to come in, Uncle Paul,’ I said as I opened the front door. ‘There is a high risk of infestation in here right now.’

‘How is Troy coping?’ asked Uncle Paul with a wink.

‘Haven’t seen him since yesterday when he went to Frankie’s to escape the outbreak,’ I replied. ‘He packed his bag with a plastic bucket over his head to protect his hair.’

I think Uncle Paul was about to do the sensible thing and get back in his car, when my dad STAGGERED into the hallway.

He was acting very strangely. And in the Drew household that is saying something.
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He was slurring his words and falling all over the place. And as soon as he saw Uncle Paul he lunged towards him and gave him a huge bear hug.

‘You all right, Steve?’ said Uncle Paul.

‘I am sssshhhhoooooooooooo good, Paul. It is shhhhooooooooo gooooood to shhhheee youuuu.’ He was drooling slightly but carried on. ‘I reeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeally love you.’

‘I think you need a lie-down, Steve.’

‘Noooooooo. Can I be in one of your moooooovies, Paul? I can doooooooooo alllllll the shhhhhtunnnts,’ he slurred. ‘Watch thishhhhhhhhh.’

At this point he disentangled himself from Uncle Paul and threw himself into a cartwheel. Up the stairs. It didn’t end well. He hit his leg on the banister and landed backwards in a HEAP on the bottom step.

For a hot minute we thought he had KNOCKED HIMSELF OUT. Uncle Paul was reaching for his phone to call an ambulance when my dad rolled over on to his back. And started SNORING.

Is it just me? But why do these things only ever seem to happen in the Drew household? While other families are playing Monopoly or getting a Sunday roast ready, my dad is making history as the only person to have fallen asleep midway through a cartwheel. And he was only doing the acrobatics in the first place to try to impress someone . . . that he was borrowing a flea brush from.
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DREW DIAL 23/10.

2 p.m.

‘I wish it was nineteen ninety-six,’ was the first thing my dad said as he woke up three hours later.

Maybe he really had hit his head.

‘I would have nailed that cartwheel back then.’

But this was actually a clear sign he was OK. He was back. If he was telling this old story (AGAIN) then there was nothing wrong with him.
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