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This one is 

dedicated to my late and

much missed friend, 

David Halligan


Chapter One

Grist Vergette passed away on the two hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Trafalgar. He died peacefully, slumped in the armchair, the Daily Telegraph well read and neatly folded at the obituary column, perched on his lap. The importance of the date would not have been lost on old Grist for he was a navy man through and through. He was also a man of many secrets and they all died with him, until now.

Grandson, Johnny Vergette, was lying on his back in the garage. He was tinkering with an old 125cc motorbike that had once belonged to his father. His hands were splashed with oil that had fed to the red checked shirt that had also once belonged to his dad. Johnny discovered it in the airing cupboard pressed senseless under the weight of clothes above. The shirt was so old fashioned it was now cool. Johnny liked it anyhow. He couldn’t wait to be seventeen when he could ride the bike on the highway, but that was still two long years away. When you are fifteen it can seem an interminable wait to become an adult. You can almost see the Promised Land, practically smell it, but you can’t touch it, daren’t touch it, and sometimes you wonder whether it will ever truly arrive.

His mother hustled through the utility room and opened the internal door that led to the garage and cooed softly, ‘Johnny, can you come inside a moment, we need to talk to you about something very important.’

‘In a minute,’ he replied, just about keeping the teenage angst from his voice.

‘Now,’ she said, a little more firmly this time, and he began to wonder what he might have done to upset the old folks.

He hauled himself to his feet, wiped his hands on a piece of dirty towelling, an action that only served to spread the muck around still further, and loped from the garage and into the house. 

They were sitting at the kitchen table, or at least his mother was. His dad was standing behind her, his hands on her shoulders, like a pose from a family photograph from long ago. Thankfully, neither of them appeared unduly upset, though Johnny still wondered if they had discovered the half dispatched bottle of Scotch whisky that lay beneath his tee shirts in the bottom drawer in his bedroom cupboard. He didn’t particularly like whisky, hated it in fact, but he’d bought it, and hidden it, and drunk some of the content, just because he could. True he was still only fifteen, though he looked much older, taller and broad, and he had little difficulty in buying feisty gear in the off licence. Old Abdul would always serve him in there with a smile and a joke. 

Sometimes Johnny bought stuff for his mates too, but his parents didn’t have to know about that, they didn’t need to know about any of it, about lots of the things he did, they mustn’t. Not a chance. It was none of their damned business.  

His father comfortingly half smiled, and Johnny smiled back. What was this queer episode all about? 

‘Sit there will you, son,’ he said, pointing to the chair opposite his mother. 

Johnny languidly sat down and his mum turned her head away and looked up at dad. He nodded, as if she should start proceedings, and then she turned back to face her little boy, who no longer was so little.

‘You know your granddad died,’ she began softly, as if suddenly finding something rivetingly interesting on the table in front of her.

‘Yeah,’ he said slowly.  Odder and odder, he thought.  ‘We went to the funeral, right? Last month?’

‘Yes of course we did. Well, we received your inheritance in the post today. It came by special delivery from his solicitor.’ 

She pulled a blue plastic envelope from her pinny pocket and cradled it just above the surface of the gleaming table.

‘My inheritance?’ he said, glancing down at the skinny envelope. It didn’t look much, he couldn’t help thinking, but old Grist was always full of surprises. 

‘Yes,’ she said, and she pulled something from the envelope and laid it in the centre of the table. It was a key, and a large key at that, long, silver, and thin. The handle was a complete oval with a hollow centre, and the business end comprised three quite separate jagged teeth that looked at if they had been yanked from a crocodile.

‘A key?’ he said.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘A key.’

‘That’s it?’ he said. ‘My inheritance? From granddad? An old key?’

‘Yes,’ she repeated. ‘It belongs to his shed, down on the allotment.’

Johnny couldn’t contain a laugh any longer. 

‘He left me his garden shed?’

‘Yes,’ she confirmed.

‘He left me his garden shed in his will?’ he repeated, pulling a face, shrugging his shoulders.

His mother bobbed her head. ‘He was most insistent that only you should have it, and that you should go there by yourself. Heaven only knows why.’

‘I knew he was a bit barmy, but this is crazy.’

‘He was your granddad,’ said father quickly. ‘He had his own ways of doing things. Yes, he was a little eccentric sometimes, but he was very good-hearted, as you well know, and very clever too. Don’t think too badly of him, John. We’d like you to go down there and take a look around.’

‘Now?’

‘Why not? It’s a nice day and there’s no time like the present.’

Johnny Vergette nodded and grunted and grinned at his parents. They grinned back.

‘Okay, if that’s what you want,’ and he reached across and picked up the key and squeezed it into the back pocket of his dirty, black jeans.

‘Good! That’s settled then,’ said his mother. 

She seemed strangely uptight about the whole business. 

‘I have to clean the bird,’ she mumbled, and she fled the room to fiddle with the cockatoo in the conservatory, something she often did when she was nervous or confused, or troubled, or uptight about anything, though it was difficult to tell which applied here.

Johnny stood up and made his way to the door. He had to pass his father to leave the room. His dad clasped Johnny’s wrist and tugged him closer and whispered in his ear. ‘There’s two thousand pounds for you too, son. Just don’t tell your mother, okay? I thought we could get you a proper bike sometime.’

The lad glanced at his father and saw the conspiratorial look set on his face like a smirking mask. Johnny nodded and smiled; they both did, as if sharing vital secrets that only the menfolk must know.

‘Thanks dad, thanks.’

‘Don’t thank me, kid; thank your granddad. It’s all down to him.’ 

Johnny grinned again and ambled out through the door. 

‘No worries then,’ his dad shouted after him. ‘Go on, son, and I hope you find something good,’ and with that his father closed the front door behind him.

––––––––

The Vergette’s lived in a neat red brick Edwardian detached house. It had been built in the 1920’s long before car ownership was commonplace, and it had remained in the Vergette family ever since. 

Garages and drives hadn’t been thought of back then, but between them and the house next door, they had constructed their own driveway that was just about wide enough to let a vehicle pass between the buildings, where they could park in safety around the back. The Vergettes had added their own garage ten years before and the drive itself was shared with the neighbours, the Streckers. They were German, the Streckers, but nice enough for all that.  

Mister Strecker was a regional manager for a cheap German supermarket group. He was in charge of all their branches in Surrey and Hampshire, but his mother still referred to him as That grocer next door. Grocer or not, it didn’t stop Johnny casting a covetous eye over Mister Strecker’s beautiful silver Mercedes Kompressor sports car whenever he had the opportunity. That day it was missing, the car, because it was Saturday morning and Mister Strecker would probably be fussing over the shoplifting figures in some utilitarian supermarket in the poorer suburbs of town. Business was booming, apparently, at the discount palaces, so they said, credit crunch and austerity, and the car seemed to prove the point.

The Merc might have been missing but his daughter wasn’t. Her name was Seri, short for Serilda, and she was walking up the drive toward their house beneath the large oak tree that had grown far too big for the road. Seri was fifteen too, and tall, just like Johnny was, and her long blonde hair bounced happily as she walked toward him. He noticed that well enough.

She smiled at him confidently through her neat blue eyes, and Johnny smiled back. In the sunshine she looked really cool, nothing like her usual image of loose fitting Nike and GAP grey and beige gear, topped with the obligatory baseball cap. That day she was wearing a smart green dress, and that was really unusual. He could rarely recall seeing her wearing a dress before, and he could never remember her looking like that before. 

‘What’s with the dress, kid?’

‘Don’t you like it?’

‘It’s cool, but why?’

‘Been to have my photo taken. Mutter made me wear it.’

For a moment they stood awkwardly together, each wondering what to say next, and when they did speak, they did so at exactly the same moment.

‘Where are you going?’ she said.

‘Must be off,’ he said.

They smiled awkwardly again and then he said, ‘My granddad left me a key in his will, can you believe it? The old ragamuffin. The key to his knackered shed on the allotment. I’m going down there now to see what treasures await.’

She smiled politely as if to say, that’s nice, and she wondered if this was an old tradition in England, and then he said, ‘Don’t suppose you’d like to come along?’

She grinned again, broader this time. ‘Okay, why not? Nothing better to do.’

‘Do you wanna get changed or something, it might be a bit dusty down there.’

‘Nah. Better not,’ she said. ‘If I go inside mutter will make me stay for lunch and tidy my room.’

‘Your mum sounds like my mum.’

‘All mums are the same,’ she said. ‘It’s what mothers do, I guess.’

‘Come on then,’ he said, ‘it’s not far.’

They walked along the tree-lined avenue and turned left past the Ring O’ Bells pub and on toward the big red brick school.

‘Is this an old English custom?’ she teased. ‘The grandfather leaving the grandson the key to the shed on the allotments?’

Johnny laughed roughly. ‘Not that I know of, I’ve never heard of anything like it before. It’s really weird, don’t you think?’

She nodded again, but she wasn’t surprised because the English were a truly weird race, but oddly likeable, for the most part. The girls at school had always been most friendly towards her, and in the four years she had been there she had never experienced any anti German sentiment. 

They passed the school and after that a row of twenty or so semi-detached houses, and beyond that the allotments began. 

They were divided from the road by a tall wire fence, the wire occasionally covered in climbing plants; clematis, honeysuckle, Russian vine, and where it wasn’t, the fence had grown rusty. Inside, two or three old guys were busy at work, lovingly tending their plants. Beyond them, a middle-aged woman was pulling up onions as a Westie dog sat obediently before her, staring down, seemingly knowledgeably, at everything she did.  

The entrance to the allotments was at the far end of the wire fence where there was a rickety wooden-framed gate that had warped and split. Every time it had been opened and closed it had dragged across the concrete and over time it had worn a deep rut in the path, and now the rut was a darker colour to the rest of the cement.

Johnny carefully opened the gate, holding it higher to clear the rut, as Seri stepped through, and he closed it behind them.

Granddad’s allotment was as far away from the road as it was possible to be. It was tucked down in the bottom corner, bordering the public playing fields. The ground there was partly shaded by an old and rotting laburnum tree that granddad had often cited as his excuse as to why his carrots and parsnips were never quite as good as the competition’s, though it didn’t seem to bother him unduly. Fact was, he didn’t seem that interested in gardening, and he was usually to be found thinking of other things, or tinkering away in the shed. 

But not that day, for he’d gone now, forever.

An old guy approached them pushing a wheelbarrow full of steaming horse muck. 

‘Oi!’ he yelled. ‘What are you kids doing in here?’ 

There had been a lot of trouble with kids coming on to the allotments after dark, drinking and worse, breaking into some of the sheds, spraying inane graffiti every which way, leaving nasty items behind. Kids were unwanted in these parts, kids were the sworn enemy, but Johnny recognised the old man. It was mad Harry Fawcett. Harry was one of granddad’s best pals, but everyone knew he was as shortsighted as it was possible to be; yet he still adamantly refused to wear spectacles. After all, he’d reached seventy-eight years of age without wearing bloody eye-glasses, as he referred to them, and he blimmin well wasn’t going to start wearing them now.

And anyway, he liked Rosie Berisford in the Ring O’ Bells, he liked her a lot, even though she was thirty years younger than him, and he imagined that she would cease to like him, if overnight he transmuted into a four-eyed geek.

‘It’s me,’ shouted Johnny, ‘Johnny Vergette.’

Harry set the wheelbarrow carefully down and squinted and breathed out. 

‘Oh sorry, John, I didn’t recognise you. What are you doing here?’

‘Granddad left me his key,’ said John, and he brandished the key as if to confirm the point. ‘To the shed, down there.’

‘You going to keep the allotment on, John?’

‘Don’t know yet, Mister Fawcett, don’t really see meself as a gardener somehow.’

‘You should you know, son. That allotment has been in the Vergette family for nearly a hundred years. Your granddad’s father had it before him you know, and probably his father before that. Once you give it up, you’ll never be able to get it back. Like gold dust they are. You keep hold of it, kid.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ said Johnny, not realising until then that so many of his forefathers had toiled over that same piece of mucky shaded ground.

‘And who’s this then?’ he asked teasingly, looking at the pretty girl through widening eyes, as if he had noticed her for the first time.

‘She’s Seri, she’s our neighbour.’

‘Nice dress, Seri, pleased to meet you, don’t get mucky now, must be off, work to do.’

They watched him slowly wheel the squeaky barrow away before continuing down the path to the corner of the site. 

‘Nice man,’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ grunted John, ‘he is.’ 

Granddad’s shed lay at an angle to the corner of the plot, but it wasn’t like any of the other sheds. It was larger and better constructed. It was made of hardwood, and granddad had maintained that building as if it were an ocean going sailing yacht. The shed was painted annually battleship grey; the roof was grey too, as if he had acquired government surplus paint from the dockyard down at Portsmouth. The shed had recently been thoroughly re-painted too, and like everything of granddad’s, it was in immaculate condition.

The heavy door bore traces of a boot print where some kid had tried to kick the door down. But the door was as solid as concrete, and the attacker had taken on more than he’d imagined. Johnny pictured the youth limping away from the scene, swearing madly; possibly nursing a broken toe. Serve the blagger right for messing with Vergette property.

They stood together in front of the door as he slipped the key into the huge padlock. He glanced at Seri and she looked back at him through widening eyes, willing him to turn the key. He was taking his time, but then he did so, and it slipped smoothly over with a gentle squeak. The lock fell away into his hand as he clasped the door handle and pushed it open. The door was heavy to the touch as it slowly opened inward with a queer creak. 

Inside, it was dimly lit. Light was coming from two large windows, one on the far wall and one to the right hand side. But no one could see in from outside because the glass was opaque, like in a bathroom, and the windows were double glazed units too, and that seemed very odd to John. Who on earth double-glazes their garden shed? 

Just inside the door, to the right of the doorframe, was an old brown Bakelite switch. Johnny snapped it on more in hope than anything, but it fell down with an audible click, and high up amongst the cobwebs an unshaded bulb in the apex burst into life. It had worked perfectly first time and that was a surprise. 

How had granddad fed power all the way down here? None of the other sheds appeared to boast mains power.

‘Come on in,’ Johnny said, and Seri stepped inside as he closed the door behind them.

‘It’s bigger than you think,’ she said.

‘It is, and neater too.’ 

It really was, dusty yes, but surprisingly neat and tidy, as if everything had been carefully set in its rightful place, as if granddad had known his time was nearly up, and he was leaving everything just so, for the benefit of those following. 

Along the sidewalls was an assortment of cupboards and shelving units that had been borrowed from house clearances over the years, and in the middle of the large single room stood a long workbench. Some of the wall units were from long ago discarded kitchens; others were paint stained oak bookshelves that once might have looked pretty grand in the right location. They covered most of the walls, broken only by the windows, and a small free area on the left sidewall. 

The free area was covered in posters and diagrams. Johnny approached and stared at the pictures that were drawing-pinned to the timber. But they were not garden posters, not details of what seeds to sow and where, but diagrams of merchant ships, and convoy routes, and silhouettes of warships and submarines, and pictures and stats on mines and ammunition, and depth charges, and hand drawn diagrams of cute looking bi-planes, complete with single machine guns poking out the front.

‘Look at that,’ he said, running his fingers over the outlines of long ago sunken merchant vessels.

‘What is it?’ Seri asked.

‘I don’t know. Something to do with shipping movements.’

‘So your granddad left you all this?’ she said, half jokingly, sweeping her hand round at the dusty boxes and tins and posters and cobwebs.

‘Yes,’ he replied eventually. ‘He did.’

‘But why?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘Do you think there’s anything here of any value?’

‘I don’t know, wouldn’t have thought so, but granddad was such a strange old sod, you never could tell what was on his mind.’

‘So what are you going to do now?’ she said, her hands neatly folded across her chest.
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