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Chapter 1

‘You should have been called Hattie, not Mattie,’ says Uncle Vesuvius.

I giggle. I know what he means, I wear hats all the time. I’ve got billions.

Well, not billions, that would be an exaggeration. But I have got loads.

I’ve got:
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[image: images]  And my current favourite, a top hat from when we did the talent show.

 

I’m wearing it now while I sit at the kitchen table, drawing them all.

 ‘You wear one too,’ I point out.

‘You’re right.’ Uncle Vesuvius gets to his feet and rubs his back with a groan. ‘Only it’s always the same one. It’s like me, old and battered.’

‘You’re not old and battered,’ I say to be polite. But he is really.

He picks up his own hat. ‘I’ll be out the back if you want me, Mattie. You alright on your own for a bit?’

‘Yep. The others will be home soon.’ I choose a green and a yellow felt tip and carefully start to colour in my bobble hat.

I love Uncle Vez (that’s what we call him for short). He lives with us now because he’d be on his own otherwise.

We are the Butterfields and there are quite a lot of us. Here is a list of the people in my family. (I like making lists almost as much as I like wearing hats.)

 

1. Mum

2. Dad

3. Dontie, my brother (twelve years old)

4. Me, Mattie (nine)

5. V, my sister (eight)

6. Stanley, my brother (five)

7. Anika, my sister, who’s three (together they are known as Stanika)

8. Will, my baby brother, who’s a few months old

9. Jellico, our crazy dog (technically, he’s not a person but he’s still part of our family)

10. Hiccup, my rabbit (ditto)

11. Uncle Vez (because he lives with us)

12. Grandma and Granddad (because they live close by and are always popping in, especially round tea-time, which drives Mum potty)


I expect you can guess that our house is pretty crowded. Though not as crowded as it used to be because we knocked through into next door and made it twice as big.

Today it’s really quiet. Everyone’s out except me, plus Hiccup and Uncle Vez in the back garden.

Uncle Vez has been looking after me while I’ve been off school with an ear infection. I’m nearly better now.

I can’t wait to go back to school tomorrow. I bet my best friend Lucinda has really missed me.

I can’t wait for the others to come home from school.

I’m bored being on my own.

 

RAT-A-TAT-TAT!

 

Hurrah! They’re early! I jump to my feet and fling open the front door.

Uncle Vez is standing there, smiling at me with his twinkly eyes.

That’s strange. He’s not wearing his battered old hat anymore. He’s wearing one with corks dangling off it instead.

I thought he was in the back garden. So …

What’s he doing out the front?

Who’s that lady with him?

And why is he wearing shorts?
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Chapter 2

Uncle Vez opens his mouth to speak and things get even stranger.

‘G’day!’ he says. ‘Now tell me, which one are you? Matisse or Vera-Lynn?’

I stare at him, bewildered. Uncle Vez never calls me by my full name and he knows who I am.

‘I’m Mattie!’

‘Of course you are, sweetie!’ says the lady. ‘Love the hat!’

‘Good to meet you, Mattie!’ says Uncle Vez and he chuckles deep in his throat.

His chuckle sounds the same as usual but his voice is different. Still cracked and gravelly, but for some reason it’s going up at the end of his sentences.

This is very confusing. Then it dawns on me.

‘You’re not Uncle Vez, are you?’

‘Aah, bless you poppet. No, he’s not,’ says the lady. ‘We’d better introduce ourselves. I’m Audrey and this is Norman.’

Her voice is loud and goes up at the end too. Audrey is very large, head and shoulders above Norman. I study her carefully. She has a big bosom, bigger even than Grandma’s, and she’s wearing a flowery blouse and men’s trousers.

The two of them stand there smiling at me.

Norman is so like Uncle Vez, it’s unbelievable. Except, now that I’m having a good look, I can see there are differences after all.

Uncle Vez’s face is red. Norman’s is brown.

Uncle Vez has a ballpoint pen behind his right ear. Norman doesn’t.

Uncle Vez has got deep cracks in his face. So has Norman but he’s got a big scar as well, above his right eye.

‘How did you get that?’ I ask, curiously.

‘Got kicked in the face by a crazy roo,’ he answers in his funny voice that makes everything sound like a question.

I wonder what a crazy roo is.

The lady smiles at me. ‘Mattie dear, is Albert at home?’

‘Nobody called Albert lives here.’

Norman frowns and scratches his head, just like Uncle Vez does when he’s puzzled. ‘That’s strange. We went to his old address to surprise him and we were told that he’d moved in here with the Butterfields.’

‘That’s us!’ I say and Norman grins.

‘Right! Now we’re getting somewhere. Tell me Mattie, d’you have an old codger like me living with you who goes by the name of Albert Trot?’

‘No,’ I say regretfully; I’d like to help. ‘The only person like you who lives with us is Uncle Vez.’

‘That’ll do!’ shouts Audrey triumphantly. ‘Mattie love, go and tell your Uncle Vez that his long-lost brother from Australia has turned up at his door like a bad penny!’
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