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For Emma, Elsie and Emile


CHAPTER 1

The Middle of the Night

It was the middle of the night.

If you have read what this chapter is called (‘The Middle of the Night’), you already know that it was the middle of the night. If you didn’t read what this chapter is called, you would have missed that it was called ‘The Middle of the Night’. No worries, because now you do know that it was the middle of the night.

Malcolm was fast asleep.

He was fast asleep. Then, all of a sudden, he wasn’t fast asleep. He was awake.
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And it was still the middle of the night. No one likes waking up in the middle of the night. Apart from owls.

A NOTE ON OWLS:


They wake up, fly about, catch mice, eat them, and then a few hours later, do a sicky thing where bits of the mice they’ve eaten come back up again.



I’m not telling you this for any old reason.

I’m telling you this because this is what Malcolm was lying awake thinking about. He was asking himself, WHY do owls sick up bits of mice?
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He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling. And he remembered the words ‘owl pellets’ from a book he read called ‘Great Owl Pellets of the World’. Imagine, he thought, if instead of that time when I was on TV and the man asked me what was the capital of Italy and I said, ‘Ponky’... what if, instead of that, the man had asked me, ‘What is the proper name for owl sick?’ I could have said, ‘Owl pellets!’ and I would have been right.

Ah, if only.
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Just then the dog barked.

Wow, thought Malcolm, still lying on his back in bed, that IS strange. I told him not to bark. I remember quite clearly saying to him, ‘Don’t bark tonight.’ And there he is barking.

Then Malcolm heard a dragging sound. Something was being dragged.

The dog barked again, and following that, someone or something said, ‘Shh!’

Then came the dragging sound again.
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All that interesting stuff about owl pellets just flew out of Malcolm’s mind.

(You probably don’t want to think about owl pellets flying out of someone’s mind, so if you don’t want to, just stop thinking about it. If Malcolm had been thinking about weasels, they would have flown out of his mind too.)

[image: ] Weasel 1: Hello again.

[image: ] Weasel 2: Looks like we’re back again, with our weasel words.

[image: ] Weasel 1: No, we don’t say weasel words, remember?

[image: ] Weasel 2: Don’t we?

[image: ] Weasel 1: No, we’re weasels. It’s humans who say weasel words, not weasels. We don’t actually talk. Except when people like Neal Layton do drawings of us talking.

[image: ] Weasel 2: Oh yes, I remember: we don’t talk. By the way, what are weasel words?

[image: ] Weasel 1: That was explained in another Uncle Gobb book. If you really want to know, just look it up in there.

[image: ] Weasel 2: All right, all right. No need to get ratty about it.

[image: ] Weasel 1: I’m not being ratty. I’m not a rat. I’m a weasel.

[image: ] Weasel 2: Me too. I’m a weasel.

[image: ] Weasel 1: I know you’re a weasel. You don’t need to tell me you’re a weasel.

Then came the dragging sound again.

Malcolm waited for the dog to bark.

The dog didn’t bark that time.

Aha, thought Malcolm, me telling the dog not to bark has worked. The dog did after all listen carefully, has remembered what I said and is now doing what I told him to do. Which is not bark.

Then came the dragging sound again.

Malcolm decided that the dragging sound was scary.

Malcolm remembered a horror story he read once about a giant cucumber. It wasn’t a living cucumber. It was a dead cucumber that had become a ghost. And in the middle of the night, this ghost-cucumber couldn’t sleep.

So it walked about the house dragging something. I think it was chains, Malcolm thought … but then why would a ghost-cucumber be dragging chains? If there was a ghost-cucumber dragging something, surely it would be something that cucumbers hang out with, like a bit of lettuce?
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The sound that Malcolm could hear downstairs was not the sound of a ghost-cucumber dragging a bit of lettuce. It sounded more like a chair being dragged – yes – his chair, the little, funny wood-and-metal chair he had had ever since he was little and funny.
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When Malcolm was three, he remembered, he went to a place every day called ‘Start’, but then it closed, and when it closed, they said people could take a chair home instead. Malcolm found his chair, took it home and he had kept it ever since. The dog liked sleeping on it. Or under it.
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Here is an important message


If you wake up in the middle of the night and you start to hear things, sometimes you say things to yourself that are not totally sensible. That’s because you might be half asleep.



End of important message

The next thing that Malcolm thought was most definitely not a sensible thing to think. What he said to himself was, Oh, my chair is going out for a walk.

Then there was a crash, and a voice said, [image: ]

Malcolm knew immediately who said, [image: ] It was Uncle Gobb. Uncle Gobb was the only person he knew who said [image: ] when something bad happened.
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But why was Uncle Gobb dragging his chair around in the middle of the night?

Malcolm got up, went downstairs, switched on the light and looked at Uncle Gobb.

Uncle Gobb was definitely dragging the chair.

Aha! said Malcolm to himself.
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Uncle Gobb’s up to something again. He’s already tried to get rid of me and my bestest friend Crackersnacker by shoving us in the DREAD SHED. He’s already tried to get rid of me and my bestest friend Crackersnacker in America ... but we DEFEATED HIM!!!! I know I can defeat him again, so this time I’ll find out what his plan is straight away. No hanging about.

Malcolm took a step forward, towards Uncle Gobb, and said, ‘Uncle Gobb, why are you moving my chair in the middle of the night?’

Uncle Gobb – who at the very exact moment that Malcolm switched on the light was moving Malcolm’s chair in the middle of the night – said, ‘I’m not moving your chair in the middle of the night.’
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Malcolm’s teacher, Mr Keenly, once said something really interesting about things like this. He said that when someone says something that everyone knows is not true, it’s because there’s something else altogether that they don’t want you to know. So, Malcolm thought this through: If Mr Keenly is right, then Uncle Gobb isn’t really trying to tell me that he’s not moving my chair in the middle of the night; he knows he’s moving my chair in the middle of the night; he knows I know he’s moving my chair in the middle of the night; there’s something else altogether that he doesn’t want me to know about. This is what my greatest, bestest most brilliantest friend, Crackersnacker, would call ‘The Something Else Thing’.
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CHAPTER 2

The Something Else Thing

While we’re waiting for Malcolm to f ind out what The Something Else Thing could be, we could spend a few moments together trying to figure it out for ourselves.

Here’s a list of possibles:

1.Uncle Gobb is going to move Malcolm’s chair next to the cupboard, stand on it, and get some baked beans out of the cupboard.
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2.Uncle Gobb has a secret collection of chairs that he doesn’t want anyone to know about. In the middle of the night, he woke up and started to think about Malcolm’s chair downstairs. He got up and started to drag it away to put in Gobb’s Secret Chair Museum.
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3.Uncle Gobb is going to take it to China. Quite often Uncle Gobb says, ‘I’ve been to China.’ Now he’s going to go back to China and he’s going to take the chair.
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4.Uncle Gobb thinks that Malcolm – and his great friend Crackersnacker – are not doing enough homework and not learning anywhere near enough for the tests. This makes him really, really, really angry. Uncle Gobb is moving the chair to put in front of the door, so that when Malcolm gets up in the morning, he won’t be able to get out, and Uncle Gobb can start the day with some really good questions, like: ‘What is William Shakespeare’s name?’
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5.It’s not a very long list, is it? And yet it is the end of the list.
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CHAPTER 3

The Something Else Thing (Again.)

Malcolm looked very hard at Uncle Gobb as he was moving his chair. The dog looked very hard at Uncle Gobb as he was moving Malcolm’s chair.

Malcolm, who you’ll remember is not going to put up with any more of Uncle Gobb’s secret plans to get rid of him and Crackersnacker, again said, ‘Uncle Gobb, why are you moving my chair?’

Uncle Gobb raised his hand in the air, breathed in and said, ‘Ah, yes, that’s one of your questions, isn’t it, Malcolm? Yes, it is. It’s a question. It’s the kind of question that’s very like a question. In fact, it’s not only like a question, it is a question. Well done, Malcolm.’

‘Uncle Gobb,’ Malcolm said sternly, ‘why are you moving my chair?’

[image: ]


Just then, Mum walked in. Her eyes were almost shut.

Uncle Gobb looked as if Mum walking in was something he really didn’t want to happen.

‘Derek,’ said Mum, ‘why are you moving Malcolm’s chair in the middle of the night?’

Uncle Gobb looked to and fro, started to go red, suddenly found that he had got a wedgie, tried to get the wedgie out, scratched his head, cleared his throat, cleared his throat again and said, ‘I need it, Tessa.’
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Malcolm thought of Uncle Gobb trying to sit down, and squeezing into his little chair.

‘But your bum will get stuck,’ Malcolm said.
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Mum took a
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