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      To Silvia, Hen, Ben & Tim.
      

      
      It was good to see you.
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      July 10th 
Three 
weeks 
in 
Barbados.
      

      
      A smart hotel on the beach. Surfing, sailing and water-skiing. All expenses paid. It sounds like the star prize on a TV game
         show and I suppose I ought to be over the moon. Or over the Caribbean anyway. But here’s the bad news. I’m going with Uncle
         Nigel and Aunt Sara.
      

      
      Mum told me this morning. The new baby is due in the middle of August and she’s not going anywhere. There’s no question of
         Dad going anywhere without her. He’s gone completely baby mad. If he spends any more time in Mothercare they’ll probably give
         him a job there. The point is, if I don’t go with Nigel and Sara, I’m not going to get a summer holiday and Mum thinks it
         would be easier for everyone if I was out of the way. This is what comes of having another baby thirteen years after the last
         one. The last one, of course, was me.
      

      
      A NOTE ON SARA HOWARD.

      
      She’s quite a bit older than Mum and looks it. Forty-something? She’s fighting a battle with old age and I’m afraid she’s
         not on the winning side. Grey hair, glasses, a slightly pinched face. She never smiles very much although Mum says she was
         a laugh when she was young. She has small, dark eyes that give nothing away. Dad says she’s sly. It’s certainly true that
         you can never tell what she’s thinking.
      

      
      She has no children of her own and Mum said she was happy to take me with her to Barbados but I know this is not true. I overheard
         them talking last night.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
            
            	SARA:
            
            	I’m sorry, Susan. I can’t take him. The thing is, I have plans.
            
         

         
         
            
            	MUM:
            
            	But Tim won’t get a holiday if you don’t help out, Jane. He’ll be as good as gold and we’ll pay his way…
            
         

         
         
            
            	SARA:
            
            	It’s not a question of money…
            
         

         
         
            
            	MUM:
            
            	You said you wanted to help.
            
         

         
         
            
            	SARA:
            
            	I know. But…
            
         

         
         
         
      

      
      And so on. I wondered why she was being so difficult. Maybe she just wanted to be on her own with Uncle Nigel.
      

      
      A NOTE ON NIGEL HOWARD.

      
      I don’t like him. That’s the truth. First of all, he’s such an awkward, ugly man that I feel embarrassed just being with him.
         He’s tall, thin and bald. He has a round, pale face, no chin but a very long neck. He reminds me of a diseased ostrich. All
         his clothes came from Marks and Spencer and none of them fit. He’s the headmaster of a small private school in Wimbledon and
         he never lets you forget it. All in all, he has the same effect on me as five fingernails scratching down a blackboard. I
         wonder why Sara married him?
      

      
      August 12th

      
      Stayed last night in N & S’s house in West London. A Victorian terrace with rising damp. Cases packed and in the hall. We’re
         waiting for the taxi that hasn’t arrived. My uncle and aunt had quite an argument about it. He blamed her for not calling the firm that he always uses.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
            
            	NIGEL:
            
            	Speedway are much more reliable. Why didn’t you call Speedway?
            
         

         
         
            
            	SARA:
            
            	Because you’re always telling me they’re too expensive.
            
         

         
         
            
            	NIGEL:
            
            	For God’s sake, woman! How much do you think it’s going to cost us if we miss the plane?
            
         

         
         
         
      

      
      Then they argued about the packing. It turns out that Uncle Nigel is absolutely determined to get a sun tan. I wouldn’t have
         said this was possible as he has pale, rather clammy skin that looks as if it’s never even seen the sun. Dad once told me
         that his nickname at the school where he teaches is Porridge…which is, I’m afraid, more or less his colour. Anyway, Nigel
         wanted to be certain that Sara had packed his sun tan oil and in the end she was forced to open the case and show him.
      

      
      He had six bottles of the stuff! He had those bottles that come locked together with different sun protection factors. The higher the factor number, the greater the protection.
         He had oil to go on first thing in the morning and more oil for last thing at night. He had water-resistant oil, hypo-allergenic
         oil and UVA-protective oil. But he still wasn’t satisfied. ‘Have you opened this?’ he asked, taking out one of the bottles.
         ‘Of course I haven’t opened it, dear,’ Sara said. She put the bottle back in the case and closed it up again.
      

      
      The taxi has just arrived. Uncle Nigel was so angry about how late it was that he smashed a vase in the hall. It was the vase
         Mum gave to Aunt Sara for her birthday. She’s sweeping up the pieces now.
      

      
      August 15th

      
      Things are looking up.

      
      Barbados is a really ace place. Palm trees everywhere and sea so blue it’s dazzling. When you go swimming you see fishes that
         come in every shape and colour and the night is filled with steel drums and the smell of rum. The beaches go on for ever and
         it’s boiling hot, at least ninety. Our hotel is on the west of the island, near Sandy Lane Bay. It’s small and modern but right
         on the beach and friendly and there are other boys of my age staying here so I’m not going to be on my own.
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...hideous bubbling skin and bloodshot eyes...
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