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CHAPTER 1
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Norm knew it was going to be one of those days when he was woken by the noise of an elephant breaking wind in the next room. Or at least that’s what it sounded like to Norm. Not that Norm had ever actually heard an elephant breaking wind in the next room before – or any other room for that matter – but he imagined that’s what it would sound like if he ever did. Then again, thought Norm, you only had to close a door slightly too hard in this stupid little house and it sounded like the whole flipping world was about to end. So actually, thinking about it, thought Norm, thinking about it, it might not have been an elephant breaking wind after all. It could have been just about anything. For all Norm knew, it could’ve been his dad breaking wind. Or his mum for that matter. Maybe his mum and dad had broken wind at exactly the same time. Maybe that’s what adults did when they’d been together for as long as his parents had. Their digestive systems somehow synchronised and they ended up doing just about everything at the same time.


Norm shuddered. What on earth was he doing, thinking about his parents’ bodily functions at this time on a Sunday morning? Frankly, thought Norm, he had no particular wish to think about his parents’ bodily functions at any time, let alone before he’d even got out of bed. Especially before he’d even had breakfast.


“Norm!” yelled a distant, muffled-sounding voice.


Funny, thought Norm, propping himself up on one elbow and looking around. Where was that coming from? Because there was only one person who ever called him Norm.


“Mikey?” said Norm getting out of bed. “Where are you?”


“Over here!” said the distant, muffled-sounding voice.


“Where?” said Norm getting more confused by the second.


“Here!”


“Gordon flipping Bennet!” said Norm, padding over to the window and opening the curtains. But there was no one outside. This was starting to get seriously weird. Norm was beginning to get ever so slightly freaked out. Perhaps he hadn’t woken up at all. Perhaps he was still asleep and in the middle of a dream. But then, thought Norm, if he was in the middle of a dream, how would he actually know he was in the middle of a dream?
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“NORM!” screamed Mikey. “I’M ON THE PHONE!”


“Uh? What? Where?” said Norm.


“HERE!”


Norm spun round to see his phone lying on the floor, next to the bed. What was it doing there, instead of on his bedside table? What was going on exactly? Or even roughly?
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“You still there?” said Norm picking up the phone and putting it to his ear.


“’Course I am!” laughed Mikey. “Where else would I be?”


“What?” said Norm.


“You must’ve fallen back to sleep and dropped your phone, Norm!”


Norm pulled a face. “Uh? What do you mean?”


“Well, we were talking and then you just went quiet. I didn’t realise I was that boring!”


“Seriously?” said Norm. “We were talking?”


“Yeah,” said Mikey. “I called you! Don’t you remember?”


Norm thought for a moment. “Not really, no.”


“Really?”


“Are you winding me up, Mikey?”


“Honestly, I’m not, Norm,” protested Mikey. “Why would I do that?”


It was a fair point, thought Norm. If Mikey was going to make something up, he might as well make something decent up. Not something completely rubbish like pretending to call somebody when he actually hadn’t.


“What do you reckon, by the way?” said Mikey.


“What do I reckon about what?” said Norm.


“Hang on a minute.”


“PAAAAAAAAAARP!”


Norm stood holding his phone, more and more convinced that he really was in the middle of a dream. Either that or this was already shaping up to be one of the weirdest days of his life so far. And that was flipping saying something.


“PAAAAAAAAAARP!” went something like a foghorn on the other end of the line..


“Gordon flipping Bennet, Mikey!” yelled Norm. “You nearly blew my flipping head off!”
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Mikey laughed. “It’s just a trombone, Norm!”


A trombone? thought Norm. So that’s what the sound had been. It hadn’t been an elephant breaking wind after all! Or his mum and dad. Or anyone else, for that matter. It was simply Mikey trying to wake him up after he’d dozed off to sleep again!
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“I didn’t know you played the trombone, Mikey.”


“I don’t.”


 “What?”


“I don’t.”


“But…”


“It’s my mum’s,” said Mikey.


“Your mum plays the trombone?”


“Yeah.”


“I never knew that,” said Norm.


“There are lots of things you don’t know about my mum, Norm.”


“Uh?”


“She’s a woman of mystery,” said Mikey mysteriously.


“Really?” said Norm.


“No, not really,” said Mikey.


Norm sighed. It was much too early for this. Perhaps if Mikey called back later and they repeated the entire conversation word for word, then maybe – just maybe – it would make slightly more sense. Even then, Norm wasn’t convinced.


“So?” said Mikey.


“So, what?” said Norm.


“Do you want to, or not?”


Norm sighed again. “Do I want to what, or not?”


“Go biking?”


“Biking?” said Norm. “Why didn’t you say so in the first flipping place?”


“I did,” said Mikey.


“What?” said Norm.


“I did say so,” said Mikey. “Several times actually.”


“Well, I didn’t hear you.”


“That’s because you’d fallen back to sleep!”


“Oh, right.”


“So do you?””


“Are you serious, Mikey?” said Norm. “Do I want to go biking?”


“Yeah,” said Mikey.


“Do I want to go biking?”
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“Yeah.”


“’Course I want to go flipping biking, you doughnut! What kind of stupid question is that?”


“What time?” said Mikey.


“What time is it now?” said Norm.
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“Half past.”


“Half past what?”


“Nine.”


“Whoa,” said Norm.


“And before you ask, it’s Sunday!” laughed Mikey.


“I know that!” said Norm. “I’ll be round at your place at quarter to.”


“Quarter to what?” said Mikey.


“Ten,” said Norm.


“But that’s only…”


“Yeah, I know,” said Norm cutting his best friend off. “I’ll get a move on. Don’t you worry about that!”


“’Kay,” said Mikey. “See you soon then, Norm.”


“Yeah, see you,” said Norm.


“Oh and Norm?”


“What?”


“You won’t fall asleep again, will you?”


“Very funny, Mikey,” said Norm ending the call and looking round for some clothes to climb into.










CHAPTER 2

Norm got dressed as fast as he could – which still wasn’t all that fast – before bounding down the stairs with a positive spring in his step. Having his head blown off by a trombone might not have been the best start to the day, but the rest of the day was going to be pretty flipping awesome! How could it not be pretty flipping awesome when he was going biking?
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To say that Norm loved biking would be an understatement. As far as Norm was concerned, biking was every bit as essential as eating and sleeping and breathing. Well, eating and sleeping anyway. Even Norm had to admit that breathing was a bit more essential than biking. But only a bit.
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Luckily for Norm, his best friend Mikey also loved biking, although maybe not quite as much as Norm did. Or even nearly as much as Norm did. Which made it doubly annoying, as far as Norm was concerned, that Mikey was naturally just that little bit more talented at biking than he was. Trebly annoying when you considered that it was Norm who dreamt of one day becoming World Mountain Biking Champion and not Mikey. Quadruply annoying that Mikey had a better bike! But Norm wasn’t bothered about any of that right now. All Norm wanted to do was to get a bowlful of supermarket own-brand Coco Pops down his neck as quickly as possible and ride off into the sunset. Not that the sun was anywhere near setting. It had only just risen. A bit like Norm.


“Morning, love,” said Norm’s mum as Norm breezed into the kitchen and plonked himself down at the table, where his brothers were already sat scoffing cereal – in Dave’s case, supermarket own-brand Corn Flakes and in Brian’s, supermarket own-brand Cheerios.


“Morning, Mum,” chirped Norm.


“Well, someone sounds happy this morning!” said Norm’s mum.


“Yeah, well I am!” said Norm.


“Really?” said Norm’s mum doubtfully.


“Abso-flipping-lutely, Mum!”
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“Language,” said Dave spraying a mouthful of own-brand Corn Flakes all over the table.


“Creep,” muttered Norm.


“Muuuum!” wailed Dave. “Norman called me a…”


“I heard,” said Norm’s mum.


“Don’t eat with your mouth full, Dave!” said Brian.


Dave pulled a face. “What?”
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“Er, I mean, don’t speak with your mouth full,” said Brian. “Obviously.”


“What’s it got to do with you, Brian?” said Dave.


“Now, now, you two,” said Norm’s mum. “Just eat your breakfast, there’s good boys.”


Norm smiled quietly to himself. Even his brothers’ bickering failed to dampen his mood. If anything, it actually made Norm feel even better, because he knew that he wouldn’t have to put up with it for much longer and that in a few short minutes he’d be burning some serious rubber, zooming through the woods, on the hill behind the precinct. It might not be extreme mountain-biking, but as Grandpa would say, it was better than a slap in the face with a wet fish.
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“Well, love?” said Norm’s mum expectantly.


“Well what?” said Norm.


“Are you going to tell us what you’re so happy about?”


“Oh, you know,” said Norm. “Just going biking.”


Norm’s mum stopped what she was doing and turned to face the table.


“Pardon?”


“I’m going biking. With Mikey.”


“When?”


“Now,” said Norm. “Well, as soon as I’ve finished breakfast, anyway.”


“Oh,” said Norm’s mum.


“What?” said Norm, instantly sensing that something was wrong. Or at least that something was about to go wrong.


“Erm…”


“What, Mum?” said Norm, doing his best to keep calm.


“You’ve forgotten, haven’t you, love?”


Gordon flipping Bennet! thought Norm. What had he flipping forgotten? He had no idea! If he knew what it was he might not have flipping forgotten it in the first flipping place!


“We’re going to your cousins’ today.”


“What?” said Norm.


“For lunch.”




 



[image: images]




 




“WHAT?” said Norm.


“And then we’re going for a walk.”


“WHAAAAAAAAAAAAT?” said Norm.


“You heard,” said Norm’s mum.


Norm had heard.


“I’m not going,” said Norm emphatically.


“You are, love.”


“You can’t make me.”


“I think you’ll find I can.”


“But…”


“What?” said Norm’s mum.


“I’m going biking with Mikey! It’s all arranged!”


“Well, I’m very sorry, Norman, but you’re just going to have to unarrange it.”


“I can’t!”


“I think you’ll find you can.”


“But…but…but!” spluttered Norm. “Gordon flipping Bennet!”


“Oh, come on,” said Norm’s mum. “It’s not the end of the world.”


“I think you’ll find it is,” said Norm.


Norm’s mum smiled. “There’s always next Sunday!”


Next Sunday? thought Norm. That was like… like…a whole flipping week away or something! Anything could happen between now and then. Sea levels might rise due to global flipping warming or whatever and there might not actually be anywhere to go biking by then! Not that Norm actually lived anywhere near the sea. But that wasn’t the point. “I’ll pay you.”
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“Pardon?” said Norm’s mum.


“I’ll pay you,” said Norm.


“What for?”


“If you don’t make me go.”


Norm’s mum laughed. “Are you serious? You’d actually pay me?”


Norm nodded vigorously.


“You don’t have any money,” said Dave.


“Shut it, you!” hissed Norm.


“I’ll lend you some, if you like?” said Brian.


“What?” said Norm.


“How much do you want?”


“Look, I’m sorry, love, but you’re coming with us and that’s all there is to it,” said Norm’s mum.


“But…”


“No buts, Norman. You’re coming. End of.”


“Well, thanks very much, Mum,” said Norm, getting up from the table and storming out of the kitchen as dramatically as possible.
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“What for?”


“FOR RUINING MY LIFE!”


“Language,” said Dave.


But Norm didn’t hear. He was already half way up the stairs.



CHAPTER 3

Norm threw himself down on his bed, practically oozing with anger and seething with resentment. To be told that he couldn’t go biking was bad enough. But to be told that the reason he couldn’t go biking was because he had to go and see his cousins? That was just about the worst thing imaginable. In fact, never mind just about the worst thing imaginable. It was the worst thing imaginable. Frankly, it was barbaric. It was inhumane. It was all Norm’s worst nightmares rolled into one. As for being forced to go on a flipping walk with them?
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That didn’t even bear thinking about. Which was precisely why Norm was doing his best not to think about it.
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Norm took a deep breath, before exhaling very slowly and very noisily. His cousins. His perfect flipping cousins. Danny, Becky and Ed. All of them best at something or other. All of them top of the class at something or other. All of them amazing on some stupid musical instrument Norm had never even heard of. All of them always out doing good deeds and baking cakes in order to raise funds for underprivileged guinea pigs or whatever. And all of them unbe-flipping-lievably annoying. But not nearly as annoying as the fact that their mum never, ever stopped banging on about them, or ever missed a single opportunity to tell anybody within earshot just how incredible her offspring were.
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And when it came to Auntie Jem, ‘anyone within earshot’ basically meant anyone within a five mile flipping radius, because Auntie Jem had a voice like a flipping foghorn and could easily have got a job scaring birds off airport runways just by shouting at them. Not like Uncle Steve, thought Norm. Uncle Steve was the complete opposite. Not that he wasn’t proud of his children and their almost superhuman achievements. Of course he was proud. Why shouldn’t he be proud? It was just that Uncle Steve obviously didn’t feel the need to drone on and on and flipping on about it all the time like a parrot with verbal diarrhoea.


Why, oh why, oh flipping why did they have to go? thought Norm, before taking another deep breath and exhaling even more slowly and even more noisily.


There was a knock at the door.


“Norman?” said Norm’s dad anxiously.


“Yeah?” said Norm.


“Can I come in?”


“I dunno,” muttered Norm. “Can you?”


“What was that?”





[image: images]





“Er, I said yeah, you can come in, Dad.”


The door opened to reveal Norm’s dad, still in his pyjamas and dressing gown.


“Are you, OK, son?”


“What?” said Norm.


“I heard really loud breathing. I was just making sure you were OK?”


Norm shrugged. “Depends what you mean by OK?”


“I mean not ill,” said Norm’s dad. “Not about to have an asthma attack. Not in need of urgent medical attention.”


“Nah,” said Norm. “Unfortunately.”
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“What?”


“Nothing,” said Norm.


“So you’re not ill?”


“No, I’m not ill, Dad.”


“But?”


“What?” said Norm.


“There’s a but,” said Norm’s dad. “I can tell.”


Norm looked at his dad. There was no point saying anything. What difference would it make? None whatso-flipping-ever.


“Come on,” said Norm’s dad. “Spit it out.”


“Really?” said Norm uncertainly.


Norm’s dad nodded. “Really.”
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“You really want to know?”


“I really want to know, Norman,” said Norm’s dad. “And preferably today.”


Norm sighed again. “I don’t want to go and see my cousins.”


Norm’s dad laughed. “You don’t say!”


Norm pulled a face. “What?”


“Is that all it is? You don’t want to go and see your cousins?”
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“Yeah,” said Norm. “I mean, no. I mean…what?”


“Well, that’s not exactly earth-shattering news, is it?”


“What do you mean?” said Norm.


“Come on, son. I’m not stupid.”


Norm instinctively opened his mouth to say something.


“Don’t even think about it,” said Norm’s dad cutting him off before he had the chance.


Norm waited for his dad to carry on. Eventually he did.


“You think I haven’t noticed?”


“Noticed what?” said Norm innocently.


“Mind if I sit down?” said Norm’s dad sitting on the end of Norm’s bed anyway, before Norm could say whether or not he minded.


Gordon flipping Bennet, thought Norm. If there was one thing he couldn’t stand – apart from all the other things he couldn’t stand – it was having to talk to his parents about his flipping feelings and stuff. And unless Norm was very much mistaken, it looked like that was precisely what he was about to do. Or at least it looked like that was precisely what his dad was expecting him to do, anyway.
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