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Shipwreck

[image: Image]

T


he dinghy, Orinoco, sat on her launching trolley inside the shed at the boat club. Two boys were critically surveying it.

“Terry, are you sure she’s going to be safe?” The younger, but taller, sounded worried.

“Of course she’s safe, Paul; why wouldn’t she be?”

“Look at her.”

“I do admit that she isn’t quite as shipshape as last year. I can’t think why.”

“Nothing to do with months stored in the damp atmosphere of this shed, or the rain that doesn’t seem to have stopped since we put her away?”

“We’ve got to try her out. This weekend is ‘unseasonably warm’ according to the forecast.”

“The same forecast that said we’d have a dry winter?”

“I guess so, but they had to get it right eventually, and today is the ‘eventually’ the weather people have been talking about.”

“I know you’re right.” Paul was hesitant. “But shouldn’t we think about doing some repairs?”

“I’ve done stuff,” retorted Terry. “In any case, we haven’t the time. The sun’s out, the air’s warm, the wind is about right for landlubbers who haven’t sailed for six months; it’s got to be done.”

“I hear what you are saying.”

“What?”

“That’s what Dad says, when I give him all the reasons I want to stay up an extra half hour before bedtime.”

“I’m glad you agree then.” Terry grinned. “A quick inventory, and then we can launch.”

“Do you have a checklist?”

“In my head... Sails?”

Paul heaved at the canvas. “Check; ready to raise although they smell mouldy, and are slightly green.”

“They’ll do. Paddles?”

“Check, times three.”

Terry stared at him. “Three?”

“Remember, we lost one, last year, and had to buy a new pair, so we’ve got three.”

“Right. It doesn’t harm to keep a spare. Centreboard?”

“Check. The varnish is still good; in fact, it looks better than the rest of the boat.”

“Rudder?”

Paul tapped the wood. “Rudder, ditto.”

“Good. Gaffer tape?”

“Check... two rolls. Er, what do we need gaffer tape for?”

“Running repairs,” said Terry. “You know the rules: if you want to start something moving that doesn’t, then use spray oil, and if you want to stop something moving that shouldn’t, it’s gaffer tape.”

“As long as we don’t get them mixed up.”

“As if. Spray oil?”

“Check, but little tube that goes in nozzle: missing.”

“They all do that.” Terry shrugged. “it’s a design feature. Anything else?”

“Rescue flare?”

“Good idea. Rescue flare?”

“We’ve not got one.”

“Never mind. I think that covers the lot.”

“Like the gaffer tape, you seem to have fixed her with?”

“Funny! There’s not that much. I only used it to hold the fibreglass padding in place.”

Paul walked all the way around the little vessel and poked her with his finger.

Terry stood impatiently, with his arms folded. “Come on. It’ll be dark before you’ve finished.”

“There is quite a lot of tape,” faltered Paul. “Should we take it off to check the patches have worked?”

“No need.” Terry dismissed his concerns. “Come on, help me drag her out of the shed.”

Paul shrugged. “I’m not arguing, especially as you are in a good mood, for a change.”

“I can’t help it. I hate winter. You can’t get out in the fresh air, or on the water, without freezing to death. At last we have a lovely day, and can stop being landlubbers.”

The boys shoved at the trolley. It turned sideways. “What’s wrong with it?”

“One of the wheels is locked.”

“Rusted up? Tools required.”

“Hammer?” ventured Paul.

“Spray oil.”

“Spray oil, doctor.” He handed the can over. Terry shook it and squirted a jet over the axle, the floor, his trousers and his hands.

“So that’s what the little tube was for.”

“It’ll work,” Terry decided. “Come on, shove. By the time we reach the ramp, she’ll be working... see.” They reached the waterside, “purring along, now. I’ll have Mum tow it around with the car to finish freeing it. Come on, into the water with her.”
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They eased the launching trolley down the slipway. The dinghy bobbed lightly on the swell. Paul kept a good grip on the mooring rope.

“I see you remember the excitement last year, when we first launched her, and you lost the trolley.”

“It was you who didn’t give the right instructions.”

“We got it right, this time. You still got the painter?”

“Of course. I can’t trust you to hold it. Oh, were lifejackets in your checklist?”

“Flotation aids. Get it right.”

Paul sighed. “You always call them that, whatever they look like.”

“You always get it wrong... Hey-ho, the water’s not deep, and ocean sailing doesn’t happen until next week.”

“Next week, but we haven’t tested her, here.”

“Joke, idiot, come on, I’ll hold her while you jump in.”

“Are you sure?” Paul looked doubtfully at the gaffer tape sealing the bilges.

“Probably best not to jump,” agreed Terry. “Gently does it. You’ll be fine if you step on the seat.”

As soon as Paul had settled, Terry joined him and shoved them away from the quay. “Right, up with the gaff and we’ll really see what state the sail’s in. A bit of fresh air will do it good.”

They heaved at the rope. “It’s not moving,” said Terry, “I think that must be rusty too. Spray oil.”

“Spray oil, captain.” Paul saluted, and passed the can.

“Stand back. Here goes.” Terry squirted the oil over all the moving parts, and a few that were never supposed to move, for good measure.

“Oily rag,” he said.

“That’s not nice.”

“I mean a real oily rag, to get this mess off my fingers.”

“We don’t have one—you never listed it.”

“Oh well, I guess this top needs a wash.” He smeared the oil on his shirt. “Right, try the gaff again.”

Slowly, the piece of mast rose into the air, pulling the sail taut with it. There was an ominous tearing sound. Paul sighed. “It’s all full of holes. Perhaps we should have made sure it was dry before we put it away.”

“It was raining. We’d have been soaked. As it happens, it was antique when we first got it.”

“True. How much does a new sail cost?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Probably not...” A sudden squall of wind took what remained of the canvas, and propelled them towards the riverbank, opposite. “Woah.”

“To the tiller,” shouted Terry. He grabbed at it. There was an ominous creak from the bottom of the boat. “Nothing to worry about,” he said, nervously, and turned Orinoco downstream for the main harbour. “We’re sailing again, after all this time! That’s all that matters. Watch your jib.”

 

It did not take long to reach their objective, and the expanse of water opened in front of them. “Looks good,” said Paul. “Lots of space.”

“Of course. Did you not realise I chose this time of day because it’s an hour before high tide? That will give us the most depth, and a couple of hours to mess about. Because the tide’s coming in, we won’t ground in the shallows, or be washed out to sea. Don’t forget my sister’s disaster with the fishermen, last year.”

“How could I? It was the funniest thing I’ve ever seen. I wonder if she remembers.”

“Of course she does. I don’t let her get away with that. She told me she was going to show me how to sail Starfire.”

“Shame about Starfire.” Paul looked wistful. “She was a good ship, and saved our lives from those awful gangsters who were trying to sink us.”

“We got the reward for the recovery of the stolen crates though, didn’t we. We still need to decide what to buy.”

“Obviously another boat.” Paul gazed at the holes in their sail. “What sort should we get?”

“Let’s get this one tested out, first.”

 

Terry spent half an hour putting Orinoco through her paces. “She’s not bad, considering we’ve only got half a sail,” he said, eventually.

“All to do with the man on the job,” said Paul. “I’m having to work hard today. Can I have a go on the tiller?”

“Here you are.” The boys changed positions, and Paul was just about to take them out into the harbour, when there was a hail from the beach. “Hey, how much longer are you going to be?”

A small blonde girl was waving to them.

Terry cupped his hands. “Ahoy there, do you want to come aboard?”

“No way, José,” she shouted back. “Mum asked me to tell you that grub will be up in about forty minutes. Have you finished with the test flight yet?”

“Aw,” said Paul, “I’ve hardly had my go on the tiller.”

“Steak and kidney pie, without the kidney or the mushrooms. You’re invited too, Paul.”

“Lead me to it. Ready about?” There was no reply. “Terry?” He looked at his friend. Terry was staring into the well of the boat. He followed his friend’s gaze. “Slap me in the middle with an angry aardvark, and call me ‘Susan’, but should there be that much water in the bilges?”

“I think my gaffer tape’s come loose.”

“What about the fibreglass? That should have held.”

“I might not have put enough in,” Terry admitted. “Where’s the bailer?”

“You didn’t list a bailer.”

“Oh dear, oh dear, that’s a problem; and if we sink any lower, it’ll be through the cracks in the hull...”

“And everywhere else.” Paul gaped at the water leaking around him. “Did you actually use any fibreglass when you rebuilt her?”

“I did the bottom, and I really was going to do the rest.” Terry sniffed. “But my new games console had turned up, and I didn’t think we’d be out so soon.”

“Great,” said Paul, “and the good ship submerges slowly. I’m soaked. We’ve got no lifejackets, so can’t even abandon ship. This is worse than the Titanic. We’re going to drown!”

“No we’re not, if you can bail quickly enough with your hands!”
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On the shore, BJ stared with amusement as the boys madly tried to scoop out the water. “I suppose I should go and help.” She took off a shoe, and then a sock, and dipped her toe in. “O.M.G., that’s much too cold, and what are those unpleasant floating objects? I’m sure the crew can manage. I’d best leave them to it. I know how Terry complains, when I try to help. He won’t stop harping about those fishermen, last year. And I thought I managed that floating skateboard, rather well. There’s no pleasing some folks.” She wrestled to pull the sock back on. “It’s not as though they’ve got far to go.”

“Hey, BJ.” The girl turned, just as she was hopping ungainly on one leg. She would have fallen, had she not been caught by a strong arm. She leaned on her rescuer and finished dressing.

“You can let me go now, Grey-whatsit,” she said haughtily, grabbing for her shoe. She shook off his support. “I can manage, thank you.”

“I’m sure you can.” Graham looked her up and down. “Been a long time. Why didn’t you answer my texts... or my instant messages, my emails, or my phone calls?”

“I’ve been busy.”

“For six months?”

“Apparently. At any rate, what could you and I possibly have in common?”

“Perhaps that adventure last year, where we nearly all lost our lives?”

“Yes, apart from that.” She softened her voice. “Tell me, what are you doing here?”

“I had a text from Paul, saying that Terry had repaired Orinoco with gaffer tape, and was going to drown him.” He squinted out into the harbour. “Judging from the frantic activity out there, I see his fears were justified. I’m not sure that sticky-tape is an acceptable alternative for proper repair-work.”

BJ smiled. “It never stopped Granny, with her repairs using sticky-tape and knitting needles, but I’m going to have to agree with you on this one. Terry always was a botcher. I think this might just be the apex of his incompetence. As it happens, I’m glad you’re here.”

“You are?” Graham took a step backwards.

“I was wondering about swimming out to rescue them, but now you can do it.” She looked up at him. “You’ve grown,” she said.

“You haven’t.”

“I guess not. Mum is tiny, and that devil spawn who calls himself ‘my father’ isn’t that tall, either.”

“It’s not a problem... oh, what’s going on out there?”

They both peered back out at the boys. Orinoco was mostly submerged and listing sadly to one side. The efforts of bailing were getting weaker. “I suppose I’ll have to go.” Graham sighed. “What’s the water like?”

“Tropical. It won’t be difficult. Oh?” She paused as she saw Graham taking off his shirt. “I wasn’t serious.”

“Hold this for me.” He shoved it into her arms. She took it disdainfully in two fingers, and then gaped as he started to take his shoes and trousers off, as well. “It’s okay,” he said with a grin, “I expected to have to do this. I’ve got my trunks on. Look after my pants: there’s my keys and phone in there.”

He left the girl laden with discarded clothing, and waded into the water. It was not deep, but he took in a sharp breath. “You lied to me,” he accused. “It’s so cold, my... chest is tightening.”

“What do you expect, this early in the year?” she retorted. “Go, on, you’re in now, so get to the rescue.”

Graham grimaced, and struck out towards the shipwreck. “It’s starting to feel a bit better,” he muttered, “but next time, I’ll check the water temperature first... and never believe anything BJ says, ever.”

Before long, he was beside the submerged vessel. “W-What kept you.” Terry’s teeth were chattering.

“Very sorry,” retorted Graham. “I’d have got here sooner, only you weren’t drowning then. Come on, where’s the painter?”

“Here.” Terry threw the mooring rope to him.

“You okay, Little Brother?”

Paul looked at him, defiantly. “We’re fine; we’ll soon have her afloat again.”

“Yeah right.” Graham stood up in the water. It was only waist deep. “Phoist, the air actually feels warm on my skin. The river is really cold.”

“We know,” said Terry. “We are still warmer in the boat; that’s why we didn’t abandon ship.”

“Yes, that and the fact that BJ will be taking the mickey for months, after this.” Paul glanced towards the girl on the shore. She was jumping up and down and banging her arms across her body. “And she thinks she’s cold.”

“Never mind. I’m going to tow you two to the beach, and then we can have someone else take Orinoco back to the shed. I’m guessing you guys want to get home, rather than spend time in salvage operations?”

There were frozen nods and shivers in reply. Graham waded towards the shore, with the painter over his shoulder, towing his cargo of waterlogged dinghy and embarrassed boys.

BJ wore a big grin. “What fun,” she said. “Enjoy your day sinking, then, guys?”

“Just you wait,” said Terry.
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Visitors

T


here was a sharp rap, followed by a hammering on the front door. Terry scowled up from his French homework. “Sacré bleu!” he replied. “Qui agitate mon travail?”

“Don’t ask me.” Paul was equally engaged in school work, at the other side of the kitchen table, “and I don’t think ‘agitate’ is the right word in French.”

“How should I know? Why would I want to learn French? It’s exactly the same as English, only pronounced in a funny accent.”

“Maybe, but you’ve got an exam at the end of term.” The knocking on the front door resumed. “Who would that be at this time of day?”

“I’ve no idea, Paulus; that’s why I’m asking you.”

“Shouldn’t we answer it?”

“Suppose it’s bandits or murderers or Jehovah’s Witnesses?” Terry rolled his eyes. “Mum said we mustn’t open the door to anyone. Worse though, it could possibly be those awful pirates who tried to drown us.”

“I thought they were all in prison.” Paul sneezed.

“Still suffering from the shipping disaster?”

“Thanks to you.”

“How was I to know all my repairs would fall out. You should have checked.”

“Me? They were your patches!”

“You could have helped me.”

“I assumed you knew what you were doing. You had better make a proper job next time, if there is any salvage.”

“The weather’s been too awful, since. Will it buck up?”

“Probably not.” Paul sighed. “Mum says we don’t get summer in this country, just nine months winter and three months cold (for the time of the year) weather.”

The knocking resumed.

“So, who is that?” Terry scowled at the door.

“I don’t know, but they might go away, if we leave it.” Paul fidgeted, and slipped down in his seat.

“Good idea. We’ll leave it, so they think nobody’s in.”

“But...” The boy went pale. “Suppose it’s burglars? If we don’t answer it, they’ll break in and steal your games console.”

“Les trous de trou...”

“So you do know some French. What’s that mean?”

“No idea. I learned it on holiday in France the year before last. Jean-Claud taught me.”

“Good old Jean-Claude. Did he ever forgive you for losing his boules?”

“I didn’t ask.”

The knocking resumed. “Do you plan to answer it?”

“I need my BB Gun, for defensive purposes, you understand.” Terry stood up, scraping the chair legs.

“I hate that sound, but the gun is orange. Will it convince anyone?”

“Worth a try, and the plastic ammunition really hurts, if you’re close enough.” He peeped up the hallway. “Ah.”

“What?”

“To reach my artillery, I’ll have to go past the door to the stairs. They’ll see me through the glass panels.”

“Could you sneak along the floor, Indian style?”

“What, snail charming, and all those arms and stuff.”

“You don’t know much about India, do you? Anyhow, it’s not snails, it’s snakes, and mongooses, and things. I meant Red Indian, Native Americans as they have to be called these days, from the state of Native-American-iana.”

“I knew that; anyway it’s mongeese.”

“Mongooses!”

There was an ugly moment, as the two boys faced each other. Paul’s chair crashed backwards. The thumping at the door resumed.

“Fragdaggle, that’s done it.”

“Language... whatever you meant.

“It’s what Mum told me to say instead of...”

“Perhaps you should go answer the door. Mongooses!”

“Mongeese! I suppose you’re right.” Terry squared his shoulders. “I can put the chain on...”

“Hope it’ll hold.”

“It’s pretty sturdy.”

“Go and get your gun.”

“As insurance.” Terry sneaked to the kitchen door and peered out. “I’ll make a run for it.” He ducked, and raced across the hall. The knocking got louder. “I’m coming,” he yelled.

“Mongooses!” shouted Paul, as his friend thumped up the stairs, two at a time.

Terry was soon back. He cocked the gun and checked the magazine. The two sinister shapes shuffled about outside. Paul watched from the kitchen, as Terry hid the weapon behind his back. He opened the door a crack. There was a policeman, and another man, in a shabby suit.

“At last.” The shabby man cleared his throat. “Didn’t you hear us? We’ve been knocking for fifteen minutes.”

“I know; it’s been disturbing my homework. Don’t you know I’ve got exams soon?”

“I didn’t.” The man was apparently not bothered. “Are you Terry White?”

“Who’s asking? I’ve been told never to give any information out to strangers, and if you’re offering sweets, or taking me skydiving, I’m not interested. You’d better go, or I’ll release the Rottweiler.”

The man smiled. “I don’t think so, sir. Please have a look at this.” He held a small wallet to the crack in the door.

“Detective Arthur Corncrake,” read Terry, suspiciously. “That picture isn’t a bit like you.”

“I was on holiday at the time.”

“Then, how can I tell you’re a real detective?”

“You would have to contact the station.”

“Did you come by train?”

“Police station, sir.” The man’s smile faded. “And our car is over there.”

“Anyone could borrow a police car.”

The man sighed. “I assume your mother isn’t in?”

“She’s, er, in the shower. She can’t come to the door right now.”

“When will she be back?”

“About 5:30, if she doesn’t get held up at work.”

“Terry, you idiot,” said Paul, from behind him.

“Oops.”

“I thought so, sir. We have some important information to impart.”

“Oh yes?”

“I don’t want to frighten you, but please keep your door closed, and don’t talk to anyone else until we’ve been back to see your mother. We’ll make sure the house is watched while she’s out.”

“Right, er, thank you.” Terry started to close the door.

“And sir...”

“Yes?”

“That BB gun behind your back; bear in mind it is illegal to use it outside.”

“Um, yes.” Terry slammed the door.

“And it is ‘mongooses’”, shouted the detective, as he popped a business card through the letterbox.
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“What do you think that’s about?” Paul sipped his tea and regarded Terry, who was anxiously pacing the kitchen.

“I don’t know. What would the police want with us?”

“Oh dear.” Paul spluttered some drink on to the table.

“What?”

“You don’t suppose it really is to do with those crooks we upset last year?”

“O.M.G., perhaps they’ve all escaped from prison...”

“...and are going to try to murder us again.”

Terry pulled his gun out. “They’ll have to get past me.”

“And the imaginary Rottweiler?”

“It was all I could think of at the time. You know Mum won’t have animals in the house.”

“They didn’t seem to believe you.”

“No.” Terry brightened up. “Still, if the police are out there, we should be all right. I’ll text Mum. She’ll know what to do.”

“Like run? Can she move as fast as us, to escape murderers and brigands?”

“I’m sure she’ll try. Now shush while I do this message.”

Paul peered over Terry’s shoulder as he tapped on his mobile. He had predictive text enabled, and the communication was perhaps not perfect... “Dear nun,” it read. “Pls come good right away. Police @ door. Danger of life and criminal visit. Terry.”

“That should do it.” He pressed ‘send’ before Paul could correct him. Almost instantly, a key turned in the door.

“It’s them,” gasped Paul.

The door came up against the security chain.

“Terry, open up immediately. If you’ve fastened it because you’re up to another one of your experiments with kitchen chemicals, you’ll be grounded for an extra week.”

“Mum!” Terry rushed down the hall. “Sorry.” He unhooked the chain.

Mrs White staggered in, hands full of supermarket carrier bags. “You can get the rest out of the car,” she said, breathlessly. “What did you want to put the lock on for?”

“Later.” Terry skipped past her. He looked nervously up and down the street, but apart from a group of road workers, at the end, there was nobody about.

Mrs White lugged her shopping into the kitchen, and dropped it on the floor. There was the unpleasant clunk of a glass jar hitting the tiles. She was beginning to mutter something about Terry and his games, when she saw Paul, sitting at the table. “Oh, hello Paul.”

“Good afternoon, Mrs White,” he said politely. “Did you have a good day at the office?”

“I left early to go to the supermarket, so it was better than usual,” she said. “Apart having to leave work, and do the shopping, that is. I hate shopping.”

“Sorry Mrs White.”

“And work, I hate work. Oh, I’ve got a text.” She fished her mobile out of her handbag, and stopped the ringtone of Your mother should know , just as it reached the bit, Though she was born a long, long time ago. She snorted. “That Terry’s been fiddling with my phone again. Wait ‘til I get hold of him.” She scowled at his message. “Whatever is he talking about? He’ll be in big trouble when he comes in.”

Paul knew that Terry’s mother could be volatile, and jumped to his friend’s rescue. “The police have been,” he blurted. “Look.” He handed her the detective’s card.

“It’s blank,” she said.

“Try the other side.”

“Stupid place to print it—on the back.” She read it with a frown. “Police? What on earth would they want?”

“They said they need to talk to you.”

“Oh no, what’s Terry destroyed this time? Has he been firing off his rockets in the garden again? I thought I’d finished paying for the damage to Mr Edenbridge’s shed. He did say he wouldn’t report us.”

“No, I guess not. We haven’t been able to get out because of the weather.”

“That’s one good thing, even though the lawn is so long now, it would hide a giraffe.” She started taking her raincoat off. “So what did they want?”

“It’s those criminals we discovered last year. The policeman said they would be watching the house, to make sure we were okay.”

Mrs White nodded. “These things take a long time to come to trial...” She dropped her coat on the floor, and shrieked. “Oh my God, murderers loose, and I sent Terry out to get the shopping. He should have been back by now. He’s been kidnapped. Is that what the police were going to tell us; to be careful?”
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Witness Protection

M


rs White clenched her fists and rushed into the hall. Paul followed her, hesitantly. The front door was wide open. One bag of shopping had spilt its contents on the step, the rear hatch of the Volvo was up, and there was no sign of Terry. “Oh my god,” said Mrs White again. “They’ve really kidnapped him.” She hurried up to the car. Paul nervously scanned the street for brigands and assassins. His suddenly gave a huge grin. “What are you laughing at?” The little blonde woman shook her head. “This is serious.”

“There.” Paul pointed.

“Oh.”

At the mouth of the cul-de-sac was Terry, waving his arms about, and talking to the road menders. His mother beckoned him, urgently, and he bounded up, smiling. Mrs White grabbed him, and gave him a hug. “Muuuuum.” He broke away. “Not in public, thank you. I’m pleased to see you too, though. We’ve had the police round.”

“Paul told me.”

Terry glared at his friend. “She’s my mum. I should have been the one to tell her.”

Paul held out his palms. “I had to; she was already so annoyed with you, that she was going to have you flogged to an inch of your life, and thrown to the mongooses.”

“It really wasn’t as bad as that.” Mrs White had calmed down. “Help me in with the shopping, and you can tell me all about it. By the way, what were you doing with those workmen?”

“Negotiating.”

“What on earth for?”

“You know that broken fencepost in the front...?”

“Yes, I’m going to have to schedule that in.”

“No problem.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’ve got a jackhammer. I’ve asked them if they’ll come and break up the concrete round the base of the post, so we can put a new one in.”

“And how much is that costing me?”

“A mug of tea each. They’ll be along in a minute.” He went back into the house. “I’ll get the kettle on.”

Mrs White followed him, laughing now. When she smiled, it made Paul want to hug her, but she was not his mother, so he sat down in the kitchen, and stared instead. He wished that his own parent would take more care of herself, but Mrs Hopkins was more interested in running the house, and making sure her husband always had his dinner on the table when he returned from work, than looking after her own appearance.

There was another knock at the door. “It’ll be my staff,” said Terry. “I’ll get it.”

“Are you certain?” Paul looked worried again. “Supposing it’s villains, pretending to be navvies?”

“Yeah, Paul, and they’ve gone to the trouble of hiring a lorry, and all the equipment, and then digging a big hole.”

“Stranger things have happened.”

“I don’t think so, not this time. I’ll take the drinks out.”
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Terry was soon back with the empty mugs. “Job done,” he said with satisfaction. “They’re taking the old concrete away, too. All we need now is a post the right length, and some of that special stuff to fix it in. Won’t take more than a quarter of an hour, they said.”

“Bravo, Terry,” said his mother. “You’ve earned your pocket money this week.”

“You don’t actually give me any wages, Mum,” Terry whined. “I have to make my money from the paper round.”

Mrs White grinned. “I hoped you wouldn’t notice. You did good on the post, though. I’ll overlook the grounding from that last experiment of yours, where you microwaved eggs with the shells still on.”

“It seemed like a neat idea... to save all the boiling water. I’ve still got to work out the details.”

“And clean the microwave.”
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“Sorry Mum. Oh who’s that at the door, now?” He peered into the hall. “Looks like the rozzers again.”

“Rozzers?”

“Sorry Mum.”

“Have you been watching my DVDs of The Sweeney?”

“Might have...” Terry looked uncomfortable.

“Go and see who it is, boy. Make sure you check their badges before you let anyone in.”

“Mrs White.” Two men entered the kitchen. The plain clothes one cleared his throat. “I’m Detective Arthur Corncrake, and this is Constable John Painter.”

“Seriously?” Mrs White raised her eyebrows. “Your name is Constable Painter?” She looked pointedly at her copy of The Haywain on the end wall.

“I’m afraid so, ma’am.” The other man sighed. “My parents had a sense of humour. I’m working towards my sergeant’s exam, and then it won’t seem so bad.”

“Good luck with that, then. What can I do for you gentlemen? Do have a seat, by the way.” Mrs White indicated the vacant kitchen chairs. “Cup of tea?”

“Not while I’m on duty, thank you,” said Corncrake.

“I said tea, not Scotch.”

“I know, ma’am, thank you ma’am, but tea goes right through me. I’d never get any work done.”

“Right, you can tell me why are you here? Boys, go and tidy Terry’s room.”

“Aw, Mum.”

“Don’t you ‘aw Mum’ me...”

“They should stay to hear this too,” the detective suggested. “Sit down, guys.”

Terry gave his mother a triumphant stare, and joined Paul at the table. Mrs White growled, and leaned against the sink, her arms folded.

Corncrake gave a hacking cough. “It’s about the gang you disturbed last year.”

“I did wonder.”

“The trial is coming up, and, as you know, we need you, the boys and the other two as witnesses. Where are the others, by the way?”

“My daughter, Bernice, has gone to a friend’s after school, and Paul’s brother, Graham, is presumably at his own house?” She looked at Paul for confirmation.

“Yes, he likes to have his own space after college. I think he’s got A-Levels or something this year, or is that BJ?”

“Never mind.” The policeman gazed out of the window at the squirrels destroying another bird feeder. “We can catch up with them later. Basically, we need to keep you guys safe until you testify, if you are needed. We will use the statements you’ve already made, but having you there to answer any other questions may be required, to help the prosecution.”

“But they were caught red-handed,” Terry pointed out.

Corncrake cleared his throat again. “With the law these days, it doesn’t guarantee anything, I’m afraid. We don’t want to lose these people on a technicality. A clever barrister could make a convincing argument.”

“What sort of argument?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” The policeman looked surprised. “Does it matter?”

“It does to me...”

“Terry! Don’t be rude.”

“It’s okay, Mrs White,” Painter affirmed. “Terry, they make up all sorts of things, that we then have to disprove. One example would be that they were just sailing past the boathouse, and found all the stuff by accident, and were coming to tell us. That was the excuse the man who was following you, used.”

“Slasher,” said Terry. “He was a pirate, you know. A thoroughly bad lot. I hope they are going to hang him at Tyburn, wherever that is.”

“Thank you, Terry,” said Mrs White. “So what should we to do, officer?”

“Simply allow us to keep you under observation until the trial,” said Corncrake, “to prevent anyone intimidating you into not testifying.”

“Right, and when is the trial?”

“October, ma’am.”

Mrs White gasped. “That’s nearly half the year. Are you saying you’ll have us watched all that time?”

“They are a powerful gang, ma’am.”

“But surely they wouldn’t pick on children.”

“Mother!”

“Sorry, Terry; young people, I meant.”

“Sometimes they will make threats, and force witnesses to change stories, to protect themselves or their families, but you’ve seen that these criminals will stop at nothing.”

“That’s true.” Mrs White sighed. “I can understand the need for protection.”

“So we have to keep you secure until then. I would suggest you take a long holiday, far away from here.”

“But the children, sorry, young people, have exams and schoolwork. It’s an important year.”

“Not that important, Mum,” piped up Terry. “I’m sure we could find somewhere to hide.”

“You’re not getting out of it that easily,” said his mother, firmly. She addressed Corncrake, “Can you keep us safe until after the exams?”

“Probably,” the policeman conceded. He coughed.

“You should give up smoking.”

“Terry! That is very rude.”

“Health advice, Mum.” Terry defended himself. “It says ‘Smoking Kills’ on the packets you see chucked about on the pavement.”

“I don’t smoke ‘Kills’,” said Corncrake, “so I’ll be fine. We are hoping that round-the-clock surveillance will result in us being able to identify, and arrest, some other members of the gang. Intimidation is almost as serious as the crime itself. It is, however, likely that there won’t be any kidnap attempts until nearer the trial date. Even criminals can’t keep people out of the way for that long...”

“Kidnap?” Mrs White blanched. “I thought they were all rounded up.”

Corncrake looked embarrassed. “One or two of them might have slipped the net. We are hoping those in custody will give more details.”

“Have you got Charles, the boss?” asked Paul, hesitantly.

“I don’t believe so.”

“And that weasel, Sketchley?”

“Er, no.”

“And Curt, the big guy who was all for drowning us?”

“Sorry.” The detective shook his head.

“So, you haven’t actually captured any of the ringleaders,” Terry accused.

“That’s enough,” said his mother. “I’m sure that they have their best men on the case.”

“Certainly, ma’am. It is a top priority.”

“How can we keep safe?”

“Make sure that you’re never out alone, where they could pick you off. You’ll be secure at work or school, I would think. Just the travelling will be a problem.”

“BJ!” said Mrs White.

“What?”

“My daughter. She hasn’t come back home.”

“She’s with a friend, Mum,” said Terry.

“You’d best call her and warn her, ma’am.”

“And I’ll go and collect her, right away.”

“She won’t like that. She is an adult now.”

“Seventeen is not grown up.”

“It is from where I’m sitting,” said Terry.

“Watch your lip, boy.”

“We should leave now, before we have to arrest anyone for affray.” Constable Painter gave Mrs White a huge smile.

Mrs White cooled down as quickly as she had flared, and smiled back at him. “Of course it is. I’ll pull his fingernails out for being a cheeky beggar, later, but we have a plan. We’ll sort out going away for the summer, the moment the exams are over.”
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Holiday Plans

T


he next few weeks passed without event. The roadworks went on, and the boys forgot about the ever-present, but always ‘invisible’, police, who were lurking in the area, and concentrated on schoolwork. The weather did not improve, and by mid-June, the ‘drought’, which had been declared after two days of sunshine the previous year, was officially lifted. The moment this happened, the sun came out, and conditions changed for the better. Terry avowed that the water boards must be run by upside-down witch doctors, and started making up stories about their various evil adventures. This resulted in much irritation on the part of his English teacher, who began to notice the trend in most of his writing. His mother had to call a stop to this, when he signed up for a social media account, and shared these fantasies with the wider internet. “But my public needs me,” he wailed. “I’ve got more than two hundred followers.”

“I’m sure you have, dear, but have you considered that some of those followers could be your criminal friends from last year?”

“They can’t be. Those sort of people don’t know a computer from a hole in the ground.”

“Talking about a hole in the ground, I wish the roadmenders would finish whatever it is they are doing. It’s costing me a fortune in tea and biscuits. It’s been a high price to pay for a new post.”

“They put it in for us, though, didn’t they?”

“And made a good job, I suppose. Anyhow, you are diverting me from what I was trying to say. How much information have you actually shared with your Twitface followers, and do you know each one, personally?”

“Ah.” Terry looked worried. “I guess not all of them.”

“Have you written anything of our plans?”

“I don’t think so... not yet.” He coloured. “We haven’t any proper plans at the moment.”

“You really mustn’t breathe a word. Your chums might all be genuine, but don’t take any chances. Term is nearly over. Have you had any thoughts about going away?”

“I have some ideas, but we need to call in the rest of the S.O.S. to discuss it.”

“Remind me again...” Mrs White tapped her fingers on the work surface.

“The Starfire and Orinoco Society is what we called it.”

“Despite the fact that Starfire is wrecked, and Orinoco is in dry dock?”

“I’m not changing it to S.I.W.A.O.I.I.D.D., Mum. I’ve still got the badges I designed.”

“Go on then, call in the Society at once. We need a council of war, or we’ll have to spend the summer with the ‘rozzers’ watching us like falcons.”

“They’re spoiling my space adventures too. I can’t let my rockets off, or shoot at the squirrels pinching the birds’ food, with them spying on me.”

“So it’s not all bad having them around,” said his mother. “Are you really taking pot-shots at my squirrels?”

“They’re eating the bird food, and chewing through the seed holders. The plastic pellets don’t hurt them.”

“Still no excuse.”

“And you moan about having to replace the holders.”

“Oh stop being logical. You know I hate it. Get on the phone and call the team in. By the way, have you seen your sister, today?”

“She’s probably with her new boyfriend. Yuk, what a creep; I loathe him.”

“You’ve met?”

“He brought her back from school on the motorbike; tried to make friends. He had the nerve to offer me a ride.”

“The man has no shame.”

“Right, it’s only a TZR125, not a real bike.”

“Like I have any idea what you’re talking about...”
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That evening, the White’s kitchen table had all seats occupied. Terry and Paul were there, of course. Opposite Terry was his sister, Bernice Josephine, BJ, as she liked to be called, now slightly shorter than he was. She had recently been through a difficult stage, prompting the purchase of Mrs White’s favourite fridge magnet, “Daughter, leave home now, while you still know everything.” Her second favourite magnet was the legendary, “I like cooking with wine; sometimes it even goes into the food”, bought for her by BJ, in retaliation. BJ now was more settled with a regular boyfriend, but still likely to fly off the handle at the slightest provocation. Of course, Terry made it his duty to provide that provocation, whenever he thought he could get away with it.
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