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About the Book

Tom saw a lion stolling through the orchard with a string of sausages dangling from its mouth. He knows he saw the lion – if it was a REAL lion – but no-one will believe him. No-one, that is, except Clare, the cleverest girl in Tom’s class. Why does Clare believe him? Because she knows something about Tom’s story that no-one else does.

Together they come up with a daring plan to prove Tom is telling the truth. They decide to get some hard evidence – to capture the lion on camera – but somehow things don’t turn out quite as they planned.
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Chapter One

IT WAS CHRISTMAS Eve when Tom first saw the lion. His mother had sent him out to fetch the logs, and there was a lion padding through the orchard with a string of sausages hanging from its mouth. Tom ran back inside the house to tell them, but his father just laughed and his mother said he must have been imagining things. He told them and he told them, but they wouldn’t even come out to look.

‘But it’s true,’ Tom shouted. ‘It was a real lion, I know it was.’

‘Perhaps it just looked like a lion,’ said his mother. ‘After all it is getting dark outside, isn’t it, dear?’

‘It couldn’t have been anything else,’ Tom said. ‘There’s nothing else looks like a lion.’ But they wouldn’t listen.

‘That’s enough, Tom,’ said his father who was already cross. ‘It’s Christmas Eve, not April Fool’s Day. You don’t really expect us to believe a story like that, do you? We’re not that stupid, you know. I don’t want to hear another word about it, hear me? Else I’ll send you to your room, Christmas Eve or no Christmas Eve.’

‘But it was a lion, a real lion,’ said Tom. ‘Honest.’

‘Right that’s it,’ his father said banging the table and pointing to the door. ‘Upstairs.’

And so Tom was sent to bed early on Christmas Eve and when he dreamt that night it was not of angels or of Father Christmas, but of lions.

All Christmas Day nothing more was said about the lion, until Uncle Bertie and Aunty Rose came for tea as they always did. Even then Tom didn’t really mean to tell them about the lion, because he knew they wouldn’t believe him either. Somehow it just slipped out.

‘And what’s the little lad going to be when he grows up?’ Uncle Bertie asked, putting his teacup down. ‘Is he going to be a farmer like his dad?’

‘My, hasn’t he grown again!’ said Aunty Rose. ‘Nine years old and nearly as tall as his mum. Spitting image of his father though. Same ginger hair and rosy cheeks. Break the girls’ hearts he will. Just like his dad,’ and she stuffed another mince pie into her mouth.

That’s her fifth mince pie, Tom thought. She’ll burst if she eats any more. They always ask me so many questions and they always talk about me as if I’m not there. And I have to kiss Aunty Rose when they come and when they go. I wouldn’t mind, but she squeezes me so tight and she always leaves lipstick on my face.

‘Train driver last year, wasn’t it?’ Uncle Bertie said. ‘Didn’t he want to be a train driver?’

‘Lorry driver,’ said Tom. ‘But I’ve changed my mind. I want to be a lion-tamer now.’ It was the first thing that came into his head.

‘A what?’ Aunty Rose laughed, and she patted her chest to stop herself choking on the mince pie she had just swallowed. ‘What do you want to do that for?’

‘’Cos I like lions,’ Tom said.

‘You ever seen one?’ Uncle Bertie asked.

‘Yesterday,’ said Tom. ‘Saw one yesterday.’ And Tom felt his mother and father glaring at him.

‘Went to the zoo did you, dear?’ Aunty Rose said and sipped her tea, her little finger cocked in the air. Tom shook his head.

‘Circus was it then?’

‘No,’ said Tom.

‘Television? You saw it on the telly then?’ Aunty Rose went on.

Tom shook his head again. ‘I saw a real one,’ he said.

‘That’s enough, Tom,’ said his father gruffly. ‘No more of your stories now. Aunty Rose isn’t interested.’

‘Wasn’t a story, Dad,’ Tom said. ‘It’s the honest truth, like I told you.’

‘We said we weren’t going to talk about it any more, didn’t we, dear?’ said his mother, putting a hand on his arm.

‘But I saw it,’ said Tom. ‘I know I did. I’m not making it up. It was a lion. I know it was. You just won’t believe me, that’s all.’ Tears of anger came into his eyes.

‘I believe you saw something, Tom dear,’ said his mother. ‘But it couldn’t have been a lion, could it, because they’re all in zoos or circuses. You don’t find them just wandering around the place.’

Aunty Rose looked around her like a flustered hen. ‘What are you all talking about?’ she asked.

‘What they are all talking about, Rose,’ said Tom’s father, ‘is a lot of old nonsense. That’s what it is. Tom comes running in here yesterday evening screaming his head off. “I’ve seen a lion,” he says, “walking through the orchard, just behind Mrs Blunden’s cottage” – a lion with a string of sausages hanging out of his mouth, if you please. Believe that, you’ll believe anything.’ And he turned angrily to Tom. ‘Now I don’t want to hear any more about it, Tom.’

The phone rang in the kitchen and Tom’s mother left the room to answer it. Tom tried to blink back his tears and almost succeeded except for one large tear that trickled down his cheek and dropped on his plate.

‘Now look what you’ve done,’ said Aunty Rose. ‘You’ve gone and upset him.’ She pulled her handkerchief out of her sleeve and wiped Tom’s face. ‘We can’t have tears on Christmas Day, can we now? We all make mistakes from time to time. It’s nothing to cry about.’ She planted a noisy kiss on his ear just as his mother came out into the room.

‘Who was it?’ his father asked.

‘It’s all very strange,’ she said. ‘That was Mrs Blunden on the phone.’ Tom looked up.

‘What did she want?’ Tom’s father asked. ‘The pigs haven’t got into her garden again, have they?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘She just wanted to know if the butcher had delivered some of her meat to us by mistake yesterday. If she’s out he usually leaves her meat in the box by her gate. Well, some of it was there when she came back yesterday evening but not all of it and she wondered if we had it.’

‘It was sausages, wasn’t it?’ Tom said.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Three pounds of pork sausages, and they’ve gone.’

‘See? I told you, didn’t I?’ said Tom. ‘I wasn’t making it up, was I?’

For a moment there was silence around the table and then his father spoke up. ‘Just because Mrs Blunden’s sausages have gone missing, that doesn’t mean a lion took them, does it? Could have been anything, couldn’t it? Fox, cat, badger, dog? Could have been that sheepdog of yours, that Sam. He’s always up to some mischief or other. Needs a good hiding that one. Not trained like he should be.’

‘It wasn’t Sam, Dad,’ said Tom. ‘He was too big to be Sam. Long as this table he was, Dad, honest. Face like a cat with whiskers and pricked up pointed ears. Great long tail he had. I saw him, Dad, close as I am to you. The sausages were dragging along the ground so’s he was treading on them. Sort of gingery light brown he was.’

‘Sam’s a sandy sort of colour, isn’t he, dear?’ Tom’s mother said. ‘It could have been him, couldn’t it? Perhaps it was a bit dark to see properly. And you know Sam’s a terrible thief. He’s had sausages off our kitchen table before now, Tom, remember?’

‘S’pose so,’ said Tom. ‘But . . .’

‘No buts, Tom,’ said his father firmly. ‘Now you go and make sure that dog of yours is shut up for the night. He’ll be turning over the dustbins again else. He’s always at the dustbins that dog.’ Tom got up. ‘And whilst you’re at it, you can shut up the hens and the geese as well.’

Tom was glad to leave. He was just closing the door behind him when he heard Uncle Bertie call out, ‘Better shut ’em up, lad, just in case there’s lions about.’

‘Or elephants,’ said Aunty Rose. And they all howled with laughter. Come to think of it, Tom thought, Aunty Rose looks a bit like an elephant. Give her nose a pull and you couldn’t tell the difference. It made him happy to think of that as he put on his boots by the back door.

He had one boot half on when he heard the dustbin lid clattering to the ground outside. ‘Sam,’ he called. ‘Get out of it,’ and he opened the door and peered out into the darkness. By this time he had his other boot on. He groped outside for the light switch and turned it on. The lion stood about two metres away from him. Tom was too surprised even to be frightened. The remains of the Christmas turkey were at the lion’s feet and there were brussels sprout leaves caught in his whiskers. He licked his lips once as he looked at Tom and sat down by the turkey bones and began to crunch them. He had very big white teeth.

Tom shut the door again and raced back across the kitchen to the sitting room. They were still laughing.

‘It’s him, it’s him! He’s outside,’ Tom said. ‘Quick!’

‘Who is?’ his father asked.

‘Your lion, I suppose,’ said Uncle Bertie, and he began to shake with laughter.

‘Yes,’ said Tom as calmly as he could. ‘It’s my lion and he’s outside now eating the turkey you put out in the dustbin, Mum.’ The faces around him had all turned serious. ‘Come and look,’ he said. ‘Quick, he’s outside the back door.’

‘If you’re joking . . .’ said his father.

‘I’m not,’ Tom said. ‘Honest I’m not. Come quick else he’ll be gone. And you mustn’t make a noise else you’ll frighten him away.’

In their paper hats they stole through the kitchen towards the back door. His father took down the gun from the shelf, slipped in two cartridges and snapped it shut. He opened the door but only just wide enough so that he could put his head round.

‘See, Dad, I told you, didn’t I? It’s a lion, isn’t it? He won’t hurt you,’ said Tom. ‘He’s just hungry, that’s all.’

‘Some lion,’ his father said, and threw open the door. ‘Why don’t you have another look, Tom?’ Tom’s heart sank. He looked outside the door. All he could see of Sam at first was his wagging tail. The rest of him was inside the dustbin. When he did turn round there was a sausage in his mouth.

‘So that’s your lion, is it?’ said Uncle Bertie, and he began to laugh again. ‘So that’s Tom’s sausage lion.’
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