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CHAPTER 1

Norm knew it was going to be one of those days when he woke up and found a bit of sweet corn in his left ear. He wouldn’t have minded, but he didn’t actually like sweet corn. What was going on? wondered Norm. And why was everything so quiet? Had the rest of the family moved house again without telling him? Be flipping typical if they had.
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Rather than investigating though – and finding out whether the rest of the family really had moved house without telling him – Norm simply brushed the sweet corn onto his bedroom carpet and lay back down to read a mountain biking magazine instead. It was Saturday after all. There was no particular hurry to get up. Not that there ever was a particular hurry to get up as far as Norm was concerned. But on Saturday, there was even less of a hurry to get up than usual. Besides, the only thing Norm had planned that day was to go biking with his best friend, Mikey. But that wasn’t till after lunch. And lunch wasn’t going to happen till after breakfast. And breakfast wasn’t going to happen till after Norm had got up. Not unless someone brought him breakfast in bed it wasn’t, anyway.
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Norm put down his mountain biking magazine and listened for a moment. The house really was very quiet indeed. It certainly sounded like he was all alone, in which case,breakfast in bed was looking increasingly unlikely.

 

Norm sighed. Some people were just so flipping inconsiderate.

 

So where exactly were his mum and dad and his two little brothers? wondered Norm. And when would they be back? Assuming that they would be back at some point, of course and they hadn’t been abducted by aliens, or something. It wasn’t that Norm was scared being home alone. He actually quite liked being home alone. But sooner or later, the novelty always wore off. Usually round about the time Norm needed food.

[image: images]

Or clean pants.

Or possibly both.
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The best thing about being home alone as far as Norm was concerned was that he could pretend he was an only child again, like he had been, back in the day. 
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When life had been sweet and the world had revolved around him, and him alone. But then his mum had gone and ruined everything by having Brian – AKA the most annoying brother on the entire flipping planet.
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Then to make matters even worse, a couple of years after that, she went and had Dave – aka the second most annoying brother on the entire flipping planet. Life, for Norm, had never been the same since. The only consolation was that his parents were now far too ancient to have any more children. Or at least Norm flipping hoped they were anyway. The thought of his mum and dad kissing was gross enough – let alone the thought of them doing anything else.

 

The phone rang downstairs. Norm sighed again. Who could that be, calling at this time of the morning? Not that Norm had the faintest idea what time it actually was. And not that it actually mattered who it was anyway. 
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There was more chance of Norm learning ballet than there was of him actually getting out of bed to answer the phone. Why should he answer the phone? It wouldn’t be for him.

 

Gordon flipping Bennet! thought Norm, as the phone continued to ring and ring and ring. Wasn’t it obvious by now that no one was in?


“SHUT UP!” yelled Norm, getting angrier and angrier.

 

That worked. The phone suddenly stopped ringing. Norm resumed reading.

 

“Hello?” called a voice a few moments later.

 

Uh? thought Norm. Who was that? Certainly not his mum or dad, and not one of his brothers either!

 

“Anyone home?” said the voice, a bit louder.

 

It couldn’t be, thought Norm. Surely not? She wouldn’t flipping dare! Would she?
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“Hello, Norman!” said Chelsea, standing framed in the doorway. “What time do you call this, then?”

 

“Time you got out of my flipping bedroom!” shouted Norm.

 

“No need to be so ungrateful,” said Chelsea.

 

Norm couldn’t believe it. She’d waltzed uninvited into his house and now she expected him to be grateful?

 

“I’ll call the police!”

 

Chelsea grinned. “What will you call them?”

 

“Uh?” said Norm.

 

“Nice PJs by the way,” said Chelsea.

 

“What?” said Norm.

 

“Your pyjamas?”
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Norm looked down. He just had to be wearing the ones with the flipping dinosaur pattern, didn’t he? Not a good look when you were nearly thirteen.

 

“I’m only wearing these cos my other ones are in the wash.”

 

“It’s OK, Norman,” said Chelsea. “Dinosaurs are cool.”

 

“Really?” said Norm doubtfully. “You think so?”

 

“Absolutely,” said Chelsea. “When you’re five!”

 

She burst out laughing.

 

“Just get out,” said Norm.

 

“Don’t you want to know what I’m doing here?” said Chelsea.


 

Actually, thought Norm, now she came to mention it he would quite like to know what Chelsea was doing in his bedroom.

 

“Go on then.”

 

“The front door was open.”

 

“What?” said Norm.

 

“The front door,” said Chelsea. “It was wide open.”

 

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you can just walk in!”
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Chelsea shrugged. “I saw everybody rushing out and getting in the car.”

 

“Everybody?” said Norm.

 

Chelsea nodded. “Even the dog!”

 

“When?”

 

“Just now,” said Chelsea. “I’m surprised you didn’t hear.”

 

Norm was surprised he hadn’t heard too until suddenly he remembered the bit of sweet corn in his ear.

 

“I was just making sure everything was OK in case something bad had happened, that’s all,” said Chelsea. “Just being a good neighbour, Norman!”

 

Just being flipping nosy more like, thought Norm. If Chelsea really wanted to be a good neighbour she’d flipping move. She was so annoying.

 

“Shhh!” said Norm suddenly.

 

Chelsea looked puzzled. “But I didn’t say anything.”

 

“Shhhhhhh!!!” said Norm again, more urgently. “Listen!”

 

They listened. Somewhere nearby – faint and muffled – a mobile was ringing.

 

“Aren’t you going to get it?” said Chelsea.

 

“Dunno where it is,” said Norm.

 

Chelsea walked further into Norm’s room and looked around. “I’m not surprised. Look at the state of this place.”

 

Norm was gobsmacked. “What?”

 

“Seriously, Norman. I’ve seen tidier rubbish dumps.”
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Norm couldn’t decide what he found more infuriating. The way Chelsea continually overemphasised his name like it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard, or the fact that she’d actually had the nerve to criticise the state of his room. Either way, he knew he couldn’t let it wind him up. He needed to find his phone, and quickly. What if it was Mikey?

 

Norm leapt out of bed and headed towards the source of the sound. Or, at least, as far as he could tell he did, anyway. He hated to admit it, but Chelsea did have a point. His room could do with a bit of a tidy. Well – a lot of a tidy actually.
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After several unsuccessful attempts, Norm eventually located his phone underneath a pile of clothes on the floor and answered it.

 

“Hello?”

 

Norm looked at Chelsea. Was she just going to stand there and stare all day, or what?

 

“Oh. Hi, Mum.”

 

Chelsea giggled.

 

“Shut up!”

 

Norm listened for a moment. “No, not you, Mum! I was talking to Chelsea.”

 

“Hi!” squealed Chelsea.

 

“What, Mum?” said Norm. “No, you see, the front door was open. She thought something might have happened.”

 

Chelsea grinned.

 

Norm sighed. “Do I have to, Mum?”
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“What?” said Chelsea.

 

“Mum says to tell you you’re a good neighbour,” muttered Norm, through gritted teeth.

 

“See?” said Chelsea.

 

“Where are you?” said Norm.

 

There was a pause.

 

“The vet?” said Norm. “Why? What’s wrong with Brian?”

 

There was another pause.

 

“What?” said Norm. “No, it was just a joke, Mum!”

 

Norm listened.

 

“’Kay, Mum. See you soon, Mum. Bye, Mum.”

 

Norm ended the call. Chelsea looked at him expectantly.

 

“Well?”

 

“The dog’s ill,” said Norm.

 

“Well, duh,” said Chelsea.

 

“What?” said Norm.

 

“I meant, what’s the matter with the dog?”

 

“Oh, right,” said Norm. “He’s got a little…”

 

“A little what?” grinned Chelsea.

 

“Bug,” said Norm.

 

“Ah, that’s a shame,” said Chelsea. “Poor thing.”

 

Norm pulled a face. “Poor thing?”

 

“He’s so sweet,” said Chelsea in a squeaky baby voice.

 

“Sweet?” said Norm. “He’s disgusting!”

 

“Ah, he’s not,” said Chelsea.

 

“Flipping is. All he does is eat and sleep and lick his own…”

 

Norm suddenly stopped. What was he doing even having this conversation?

 

“What?” said Chelsea.

 

Norm shrugged. “What do you mean, what?”

 

“What do you mean, what do I mean, what?”

 

“Can you just go, please?” said Norm.

 

“Pardon?” said Chelsea.

 

“Get out!” said Norm, a bit louder.

 

“What do you say?” grinned Chelsea.

 

“NOW!” yelled Norm.
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“All right, Norman! Keep your hair on!” said Chelsea, disappearing out of the room and heading for the stairs.

 

At last, thought Norm. Peace and flipping quiet.

 

“It’s OK! I’ll let myself out!” yelled Chelsea.

 

But Norm wasn’t listening. He’d had a sudden thought. If he asked nicely, then perhaps Chelsea might…

 

The front door suddenly slammed. It was too late. It looked like Norm was actually going to have to get his own breakfast.
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Flipping typical.


CHAPTER 2

The first Norm knew of the dog puke on the bathroom floor was when he slipped on it. Up until that moment, he’d been making steady, if unspectacular, progress towards the toilet – a journey he’d made literally several hundred times since they’d moved a few months previously. Norm hadn’t been happy at the time. He wasn’t much happier now if the truth were told, but he’d grudgingly accepted that they were probably here to stay and that there wasn’t much he could do about it anyway. This was real life, not some flipping book – with its ridiculous cast of characters and equally ridiculous storylines. But that wasn’t the point. The point was, Norm was pretty familiar with the route to and from the toilet. He certainly hadn’t had any incidents or accidents before – apart from nearly peeing in his dad’s wardrobe. He wasn’t expecting to have any incidents or accidents in the future. But then he hadn’t expected the encounter with Chelsea either. So you just never knew.

 

When it happened, it happened very quickly. Much too quickly for Norm to register what was actually happening at the time. It was only afterwards – when he was sitting on the floor holding his wrist – that Norm realised he must have trodden in something that wasn’t usually there. Something that shouldn’t have been there in the first place.
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“Ow,” said Norm, to no one in particular. Not that there was anyone around to say it to anyway. Norm was still home alone as far as he could tell.
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It was the smell that hit Norm first. A smell quite unlike any other smell that Norm had ever smelled before – or wanted to smell ever again, for that matter. Norm was no stranger to bad smells. He had two younger brothers, after all. And Mikey had hormones. But this was somehow different. This wasn’t just unpleasant – it was positively evil. Like something had died and remained undetected for several months.

 

It was the damp feeling on his bum that hit Norm second – as whatever he’d slipped on and subsequently landed on eventually soaked through his pyjama bottoms.

 

“Aw, no,” groaned Norm, who by now had a pretty good idea of exactly what it was he’d slipped on. “Flipping dog!”

 

A car door slammed outside as Norm began struggling to get to his feet. He was still struggling to get to his feet when he heard the front door slam, followed by the sound of footsteps on the stairs.
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“I need the toilet,” said Brian, appearing in the bathroom doorway a few seconds later.

 

“Well, tough,” said Norm.

 

“What?” said Brian.

 

“You heard,” said Norm.

 

Brian observed Norm for a moment. “What are you doing?”

 

Norm sighed. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

 

Brian shrugged. “Standing up?”

 

“So why flipping ask, Brian, you flipping freak?”

 

“But…”

 

“But what?” snapped Norm.

 

“What were you doing sitting down?” said Brian. “In the bathroom?”

 

“Gordon flipping Bennet,” muttered Norm. “I wasn’t sitting down.”
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“Uh?” said Brian. “What were you doing then?”

 

“I wasn’t doing anything, you doughnut!” said Norm. “I slipped, OK?”

 

“Why?”

 

Norm looked at his middle brother. Of all the stupid questions he’d ever asked, this was definitely one of the stupidest. “Why?”

 

Brian nodded.

 

“Why did I slip?”

 

Brian nodded again.

 

“You should flipping know,” said Norm.

 

“Should I?” said Brian, looking puzzled. “Why’s that then?”

 

“It’s your flipping dog!” yelled Norm.
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Brian pulled a face. “What’s John got to do with it?”

 

Norm took a deep breath. “He threw up on the floor. That’s what I slipped on.”

 

“Oh right,” said Brian. “He must have been trying to get to the toilet.”

 

“What?” said Norm.

 

“He must have been trying to get to the toilet, but didn’t quite make it.”

 

Norm almost smiled. “You’re not actually serious, are you?”

 

“John’s more intelligent than you think, Norman!” said Brian indignantly.

 

“Oh yeah?” said Norm. “Well if he’s that intelligent, how come he doesn’t just sit on the toilet when he needs a flipping dump, then?”

 

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

[image: images]

What? thought Norm. He was being ridiculous? What flipping planet was Brian living on if he honestly believed John was trying to get to the toilet before he was sick? More likely he was trying to get to the toilet because he was thirsty. Dogs were so flipping disgusting.

 

“Anyway, it’s not my fault,” said Brian.

 

“Well it’s not my flipping fault!” said Norm.

 

“What isn’t?” said Norm’s mum, appearing in the doorway.

 

“That I slipped,” said Norm.

 

Norm’s mum looked puzzled. “It’s not your fault that you slipped?”

 

Norm sighed. Wasn’t it screamingly obvious that he was in severe pain here? Well, a bit of pain anyway. OK – slight discomfort. But even so…
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“I slipped on some sick.”

 

“John’s sick,” explained Brian.

 

“Oh, I see,” said Norm’s mum. “Are you OK, love?”

 

“No, I’m not OK, actually,” said Norm. “I’ve hurt my wrist.”

 

“Let me see.”

 

Norm held up his wrist for his mum to look at.

 

“Ooh, yes.”

 

“What?” said Norm.

 

“Well, it is a bit swollen,” said Norm’s mum. “No biking for you today, love!”

 

“What?” said Norm.

 

“You’re supposed to be going biking with Mikey, aren’t you?”

 

“Yeah, but…”

 

“No buts I’m afraid, love,” said Norm’s mum.

 

“But…”
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“Uh-uh,” said Norm’s mum, wagging an index finger. “Completely out of the question. You’d have to ride one-handed!”

 

“That’s easy, Mum!” protested Norm. “I do it all the time!”

 

“I don’t care if it’s easy or not, Norman,” said Norm’s mum. “I’m not letting you ride your bike today and that’s all there is to it. You’ve already hurt your wrist. We don’t want you doing even more damage now, do we?

 

Norm glared thunderously at Brian. Talking of serious damage…

 

“What?” said Brian innocently. “It’s not my fault!”
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Norm could feel himself beginning to bubble up and boil inside. Biking, to Norm, was like eating and breathing and going to the toilet. It was something he needed to do. But he could tell there was no point arguing. His mum had clearly made up her mind. There’d be no biking for Norm today and that was flipping that.

 

“Do you know you’ve got sick on your pyjamas?” said Brian.

 

“Yes, I do know, thanks,” said Norm irritably.

 

“It looks like you’ve just…”

 

“I know what it looks like, Brian, OK?”

 

“OK,” said Brian. “I was just…”

 

“Shhh!” said Norm. “Listen.”

 

They listened. A phone was ringing. Norm’s phone was ringing.

 

“I’d better get that,” said Norm.

 

“No, I’ll get it,” said Norm’s mum, disappearing off down the landing. “You get out of those dirty pyjamas and get yourself cleaned up, love.”

 

Norm turned slowly and deliberately to face Brian. “Still need the toilet?”

 

“Wait for me, Mum!” called Brian, heading out of the door.


CHAPTER 3

Norm twisted around to try and look at his sick-covered bum. What had John been eating? Whatever it was, it looked pretty flipping disgusting. Well, it did now anyway. Then again, thought Norm, anything that a dog had eaten and then thrown up again was always going to look pretty flipping disgusting.
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