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‘What do you mean, you’re not taking me?’

I could hardly believe what I was hearing. Was she serious?

‘I’m sorry, Ollie.’ Mum picked up her suitcase and plonked it on the sofa. ‘It’s not long till your exams. You can’t have time off school before those. They’re important.’

‘Not as important as going to Clacton,’ I said. ‘There’s a pier there, and an arcade. You have to take me. I love the seaside.’

I may as well not have spoken. Mum turned her back and walked into the kitchen. How rude! I could hear her pulling drawers open. ‘Have you seen my sunglasses?’ she called. ‘I’m sure they were in here.’

I followed her. ‘Two weeks won’t matter,’ I said. ‘Two weeks in the whole scheme of things is nothing.’ I looked at her, hopefully. ‘It’d stop me worrying about Dad.’

Mum stopped rummaging. ‘I’m sure Dad would prefer you to stay here studying,’ she said.

‘No, he wouldn’t,’ I said. ‘Dad doesn’t mind about stuff like that.’

‘It’s not like it’s a holiday.’

‘It sounds like one.’

‘Well, it’s not.’ Mum popped some mosquito repellent in her bag. ‘Poor Aunt Lucy – pecked in the eye by that parrot. SOMEONE has to go and look after her.’

‘I didn’t even know you had an Aunt Lucy. You’ve never mentioned her.’

Mum looked a bit flustered. ‘Haven’t I? She, um, came to stay at Christmas – years ago. Big hair and a fluffy cardi.’

I cast my mind back. Nope. It didn’t ring a bell. Still, Mum had loads of aunts. I couldn’t be expected to remember all of them.

‘I told her safari parks were dangerous,’ Mum said. ‘Especially in nesting season. Let’s hope she takes more notice of what I say in future.’

‘You should have mentioned your award.’ I said. ‘You normally do.’
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Mum looked proudly at the enormous trophy on the dresser. ‘Don’t be cheeky, Ollie. Being voted  [image: images] [image: images] was a huge honour. You have to admit – Great Potton is a much safer place these days.’

‘Much more boring, you mean.’

Mum shook her head. ‘Skateboards are lethal. So are rollerblades, conkers and chewing gum. A complete ban was the only way.’ She waved vaguely in my direction. ‘Pass the sun cream, will you? That’s right – the factor 150. You can’t be too careful, even in March.’

I handed it to her. ‘Please let me come,’ I said. ‘You can’t leave me by myself, I’m only eleven. It’s against the law.’

‘I’m not leaving you by yourself,’ Mum said. ‘Of course I’m not.’ She zipped up her bag. ‘Grandma’s coming to look after you. She’s arriving in the morning.’

Grandma? I stared at Mum in horror. Oh no. Not Grandma Beatrix. I call her Grandma Boring. She’s awful. She always goes on about manners, and checks me for nits.

‘Unfortunately,’ Mum went on, ‘Grandma Beatrix is busy, so I had to ask Grandma Florence.’

My mouth fell open. ‘Grandma Dangerous?’

‘Yes, Ollie. Grandma Dangerous.’ Mum looked cross. ‘Don’t tell her I call her that, will you?’

‘I won’t,’ I said.
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I was surprised, though. After last time, when there was an incident involving a trifle and a firework, Mum said she’d NEVER leave me alone with her again.

‘Do you think you’ll be all right?’ Mum suddenly seemed a bit anxious. ‘She’s promised to be on her best behaviour.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I’m sure, after last time, she will be.’

Mum said she hoped so, and then she looked at me and I tried very hard to look mature and responsible and not to combust with joy.

Because, let’s face it, Grandma’s ‘best behaviour’ isn’t very best at all.
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Grandma Dangerous is [image: images] much fun.

She’s Dad’s mum. He’s an explorer and she is too. Well – she was until last year, anyway. She had to have a bit of time off after landing her hot-air balloon inside the rhino enclosure at Whipsnade Zoo.

‘I could have sworn they were cows, Ollie,’ she shouted over, as they wheeled her into the operating theatre.

Now she has a false left leg, and very strong glasses. Neither stop her getting into trouble – though, to be fair, the incident with the [image: images] wasn’t all her fault. And apart from the thing with the [image: images], everything usually turns out all right.

She makes Mum nervous. Mum’s not a risk taker. She sees peril everywhere. That’s why she’s so good at her job. The most daring thing she does is knit. ‘Watch the needles,’ she’ll shriek, if I walk past. ‘They could have your eye out.’

Mum wants me to be an accountant. She definitely doesn’t want me to be an explorer. She won’t even let me walk to school on my own. That’s in case I get kidnapped. Mum thinks there are kidnappers on every corner, lying in wait to snatch me. And if I don’t get kidnapped, then I might trip over a paving stone and get concussion, or someone’s garden wall might choose the very second I walk past to topple and if Mum wasn’t there to save me then where would I be? Kidnapped or concussed or squashed, obviously.

When someone spends all their time making sure that nothing bad happens to you, it is VERY ANNOYING.

I wish she’d stop worrying. I think it’s because I’m an only child. She used to talk about having another baby, but in the end, we just got a hamster.

Dad doesn’t worry about anything. He tries to make out that Mum married him because ‘opposites attract’, but I know that wasn’t the reason. They just met at a party where the music was loud.

 

Mum:	Lovely to meet you, Henry. What do you do?

 

Dad:	I’m an explorer. Just back from the rainforest.

 

Mum:	An insurer? Just back from the main office? That’s wonderful. Shall we dance?

 

Mum only realised her mistake on their honeymoon, as they were about to go over Niagara Falls in a barrel.

To be fair, she was right to worry when Dad announced that he was going to fly around the world in a plane he’d built himself. He insisted he’d be perfectly safe, but the last time we heard from him he’d just crashed into a swamp. He said he was ‘absolutely fine’ and was calling from the top of a large tree, which he’d climbed to escape an angry crocodile.

He was just about to tell us which country he was in, when his mobile cut out. We tried to ring him back, but he didn’t answer.

I guess there aren’t many places to charge your phone in a swamp.

I’m sure he’s all right. He’ll be surviving on berries and nuts and slowly making his way back to civilisation.

He has absolutely,

definitely

not been eaten.

Sometimes, though, when I lie awake at night and think about it, I’m not so certain. Three weeks is an awfully long time to be lost, especially in a reptileinfested swamp.
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The next day I was woken up by Mum banging about downstairs, and then she started hoovering, which I thought was a bit inconsiderate on a Sunday before nine o’clock. She always tidies loads before we have visitors – though I’d have thought that as it was Grandma who was coming, there was no need to bother.

Personally, I didn’t feel like doing any unnecessary cleaning, so I spent ages getting dressed and by the time I got downstairs Mum had put the hoover away and was sticking instructions on everything. I read a few. Mum was worried as usual. Worried that Grandma would forget to feed me, or let me watch too much telly, or send me to school with crisps instead of fruit.

She kept trying to hug me. ‘You’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘There’s loads of food and the emergency money’s in the tin in the cupboard. Don’t let Grandma spend it on cigars, will you?’

‘She said she’d given up,’ I said.

‘And make sure she gets you to school by eight forty-five. I’ve reminded her again and again about your exams coming up.’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘Your homework timetable is on the kitchen door, and, just in case, there’s another copy on the fridge. Maths on Monday, English on Tuesday, Maths again on Wednes—’

‘Yes, Mum. I know.’

‘She’ll be here any minute. What have I forgotten?’ She looked around frantically. ‘The shower. I haven’t left instructions on the shower.’ She raced upstairs.

‘Mum,’ I shouted after her. ‘Grandma’s nearly sixty. I expect she knows how to use a shower.’

‘Not necessarily,’ Mum said. ‘She’s spent most of her life in a tent. Do you think I need to label the toilet paper?’

I decided not to get involved with any more labelling decisions and went to the door to wait. I was sure I could hear a car. Grandma’s got an old Mini. Mum and Dad bought it for her after her balloon was wrecked by the rhinos. She wasn’t very grateful. She said it was boring. I helped her paint it. It’s definitely not boring now.

There she was! Yay!

The Mini hurtled into the driveway, ploughed through Mum’s flower bed and slammed into the hedge. Grandma says she’s passed her test, but sometimes I wonder.

‘Ollie!’ She wound down the window and stuck her head out. ‘Great to see you! Isn’t this just amazeballs?’
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‘Hi, Grandma,’ I said. ‘Do you need any help?’

‘I’m fine.’ She forced open the door and scrambled out through the foliage. ‘I’ll tell you, Ollie, I could hardly believe it when I got that call from your mum – never in a MILLION TRILLION Sundays did I think I’d be asked to keep an eye on you again – and for two whole weeks!’

I ran over to give her a hug but she suddenly ducked down behind a spotted laurel. ‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

‘Get down!’ she hissed. ‘There’s a car coming.’

‘So?’

‘What colour is it?’

I peered down the street. ‘Blue.’

Grandma winced. ‘Drat. Can you see who’s driving? It’s not two awful-looking men is it? One bald? One wearing a disgusting mustard-coloured scarf?’

‘It’s Beryl,’ I said. ‘From number seventy-seven.’

‘Phew.’ Grandma got to her feet and brushed off a bit of mud. ‘Thank goodness for that. Let’s get inside.’

She was up to something. There wasn’t much point asking what, though. Grandma always denies everything.

‘How do I look?’ she asked, as we walked towards the house. ‘I made quite an effort – I didn’t want your mum to change her mind and not go.’

Grandma usually wears clothes crocheted from the beards of Icelandic monks (so she says). Today though, she was dressed in a long tweed skirt and a matching jacket. She’d even brushed her hair. ‘You look nice,’ I said, politely.

‘But will she approve, Ollie? She’s very hard to please. Do you remember her fancy-dress party? When I came as the Emperor in his new clothes? I never heard such a fuss.’

‘That was more to do with what you weren’t wearing, Grandma.’ I pushed open the door. ‘Mum? Where are you?’

‘Hello, Florence.’ Mum appeared on the landing. ‘I’m just … Oh. You look smart.’

‘Respectable,’ Grandma said. ‘Respectable, responsible and MORE than capable of looking after my grandson for two weeks, unsupervised.’ She gave me a nudge.
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‘Well, yes. Let’s see about that, shall we?’ Mum didn’t look particularly convinced, but she came downstairs and gave Grandma a kiss on the cheek. ‘Now, I’ll have to go soon, so come into the kitchen and let me show you—’

‘The homework and revision schedule? Is this it, here on the fridge?’ Grandma rushed over. ‘Wonderful. A small boy can NEVER have enough homework and revision. These days, exams count for so much. I mean – imagine if he should fail them? Poor Ollie – on the scrapheap at eleven.’ Grandma was being a bit too enthusiastic. I gave a little cough to remind her not to overdo it.

Mum frowned. ‘I’m sure it won’t come to that. He’s very bright. If he wanted, he could be an accountant. Now, I was going to show you where to put your luggage, but I can run through the schedule if you’d prefer?’

‘I’d like nothing better,’ Grandma said. ‘Ollie, dear. My bags are in the car. Would you bring them in?’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘All of them?’

‘Yes. All of them.’ She handed me the keys and checked to make sure Mum was out of earshot. ‘Be careful with the biggest one,’ she whispered. ‘Take that one straight upstairs. Don’t drop it – and whatever you do, don’t look inside.’
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Grandma shouldn’t have said that, because as soon as she did, I wanted to know what was in the bag more than anything! She must have brought me a present.

I dashed back outside and opened the car boot. A few things toppled out on to the ground. Nothing exciting. Sandwich wrappers, apple cores, half an old cake. You’d have thought that someone Grandma’s age would use a bin, but obviously not. I pulled out a carrier bag full of socks and moved her coat (the one she says she hand-stitched from yeti skin but which has a label saying ‘Made in Basingstoke’).

There it was. I could see it. A tartan holdall underneath a telescope and a camping stove.

I reached in and grabbed the straps. It wasn’t heavy. I’d almost got it all the way out, when it [image: images]
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I was so surprised, I dropped it.

Eh? Had it wiggled?

I was sure it had wiggled. Not the bag. The bag hadn’t wiggled. Something inside the bag had wiggled.

SOMETHING ALIVE.

I peered down at it. Grandma had expressly said not to drop it. Never mind. It had landed on the yeti coat.

I stared at it. What could it be? I wanted to know. I wanted to know really badly, but I didn’t dare open it. I didn’t want to get Grandma into trouble. I was going to have to wait till Mum had gone.

I carried the bag into the house and up to the spare room. It didn’t move again. Maybe whatever was in there had gone to sleep? I hoped it wasn’t a snake, or anything dangerous. Something cute would be nice. A chipmunk, maybe – or a pot-bellied mini-pig?

I brought the rest of Grandma’s stuff up. The bag sat quietly where I’d left it by the bed. I gave it a prod. Had I imagined it? Perhaps there wasn’t anything inside, after all.

I decided it’d be OK to open the zip a teeny bit, to check. If nothing slithered out, I could open it a bit more and have a proper look. If I needed to, I could do it up again, really quickly.

I was just reaching out when Mum shouted from downstairs.

‘OLLIE?’

Bum.

‘WHERE ARE YOU, OLLIE? I’VE GOT TO GO SOON.’

I stood up and gave the bag one last look. It’d have to wait.

Back in the kitchen, Mum was giving Grandma some final instructions. Grandma was nodding furiously. ‘Yes, Sukey, kidnappers on every corner … you’re right, not like the good old days of running free … absolutely NOTHING out of packets … Oh, Ollie. There you are at last. Your mother and I have been going through her lists. I completely agree with everything on them.’

‘Oh?’ I said.

Grandma was looking very earnest. [image: images] looked like she meant every word she said. I hoped Mum hadn’t brainwashed her while I was bringing the bags in.

‘This is a crucial time in your life, young man. Your exams come first. And that means healthy eating, early to bed, and lots of studying.’

This wasn’t sounding good.

‘Furthermore,’ said Grandma, ‘I have promised your mother that, while she is away, I’ll do my absolute best not to get you into any, ahem, “pickles” – life-threatening or otherwise.’

I thought about the bag upstairs.

It probably was a snake.

Grandma’s such a good liar.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I’ll be fine.’

Mum’s taxi arrived then, so there wasn’t a chance to run through my revision schedule one more time, which was a shame. I did get a hug though. It went on for ages and almost suffocated me and then Mum looked like she was going to cry.

‘Gracious,’ Grandma said. ‘Pull yourself together, Sukey. It’s only two weeks and Clacton is practically down the road. Get a move on – that taxi’s on a meter.’

I picked up Mum’s suitcase as she put on her coat.

‘Come on, come on.’ Grandma ushered Mum out. ‘You don’t want to miss your plane.’

‘Train,’ said Mum. ‘Not plane, Florence. I’m going to Clacton, remember. By train.’

‘Of course you are. Clacton. By train. That’s right. Ha ha. My mistake. Have you got everything? Ticket? Credit card? Loo roll in case you’re caught short?’

‘Yes,’ said Mum, as Grandma shoved her into the back seat. ‘I’m very organised.’

‘Off you go, then,’ said Grandma. ‘Have a safe trip. Give my regards to Aunt Lucy.’

That was weird. Grandma just winked at Mum. Why would she wink?

‘Bye, Mum,’ I said.

Mum wound down the window. ‘Bye, Ollie. Bye, Florence.’ Her voice shook a bit and she reached into her bag for a tissue. ‘I’ll call you in a couple of days.’

I leant in and gave her a kiss. I wouldn’t normally as I’m far too old for that sort of thing, especially in public – but she did look upset and no one was watching apart from Grandma. ‘You will let me know if you hear from Dad, won’t you?’ I said.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you soon, sweetheart.’

The driver started the engine and I stepped back out of the way. Mum gave one last wave, and Grandma and I watched until the taxi turned the corner at the end of the street.
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Back in the kitchen, Grandma flopped on to a chair and announced she needed a cup of tea. Apparently, all the ‘agreeing with Mum’ had been very tiring and we couldn’t possibly start having fun until she was revived. She ordered me to put the kettle on, which I thought was a bit rich considering she was supposed to be looking after me! I couldn’t be bothered to argue, though. I had other things on my mind.

‘Grandma,’ I said. ‘Why did you wink at Mum?’

Grandma looked puzzled. ‘Wink?’ she said. ‘I didn’t wink, Ollie. There was definitely no winking when your mum left for Aus— I mean, Clacton. Now, hurry up! I’m parched over here.’

I filled the kettle and switched it on.

‘That bag,’ I said. ‘What’s in it?’

She completely ignored me! She just stood up and asked where Mum kept the biscuits. ‘There’s no point in a cup of tea without them,’ she said.

‘There aren’t any. Grandma, wha—’

‘You’ll have to go and get some. Here – use the money from this tin.’

‘That’s for emergencies,’ I said.

‘Ollie, there is no greater emergency than no biscuits. There you go – thirty pounds. That should keep us in custard creams for a couple of days.’

Thirty pounds? On biscuits?

‘No need to hurry back.’

Before I could open my mouth to argue, she’d marched me down the hallway and out the front door. She slammed it
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