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PRAISE FOR

THE CROW’S RING

 

“Another rollicking adventure from 

Pannell & Sigfusson. 9-12-year-olds will LOVE it!”
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—The Wishing Shelf

 

“I have enjoyed a number of books by Victoria E. Pannell and Thorir Sigfusson, and I always thoroughly enjoy them. And this middle grade novel, The Crow’s Ring, is probably the best yet. It’s the story of a group (I would say gang, but it’s a scary word these days) of kids who get involved in an Enid Blyton-type adventure involving saving a run-down tug from being scrapped, solving an old robbery, and trying to keep up with the antics of the protagonist’s pet crow, Ralph, who always seems to be in trouble!

There’s so much for young, chapter book readers to enjoy here. The opening is strong with lots of suspense, the pacing is excellent, and there are plenty of red herrings to keep readers turning the page. But, for me, it’s the characters which make it a wonderful read. Brandon is the MC, and he’s highly likeable and fun to root for. I also love Penny, who’s not to be messed with, and Josh, who I liked the most. He’s a bit ‘out there’, but in a wonderfully unpredictable way. The other strong element of the story is the old tug, and how the kids try to save it. I liked that; and I think young readers will like that part too.

I’d strongly recommend this book. It works as a standalone, although possibly you’ll want to buy them all three books in the set – The Bird Caper, The Big Dream, and The Crow’s Ring. I can almost guarantee they’ll love the unpredictability and suspense plus the comradeship and humour of the young characters.”

 

A ‘Wishing Shelf’ Book Review

www.thewsa.co.uk 


GIVE A REVIEW

THANK YOU

FOR READING OUR BOOK!

Your support means the world to us.

REVIEWS are incredibly helpful to independent authors like us.

REVIEWS help others discover our books.

If you enjoyed the book, please leave an honest 

REVIEW on your favorite platform.

We would be super grateful!
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The galley door slams with a thunderous bang, sending spine-chilling shivers through our bones. Penny takes charge, her trembling finger stretching across her lips, signaling our silence. With no way to escape, the five of us press shoulder to shoulder below the old tugboat’s deck in a dark, foul-smelling closet.

Our hearts pound in rhythm when a gruff cough churns the air, followed by deep mumbles. Then heavy footsteps. We listen, frozen in fear, as they crash loudly against the steel ladder to the wheelhouse.

We’re best friends who have known each other for years. Leave it to Josh to get us into this mess. He said he wanted to show us something spectacular, but we should have known better. Getting on board this thing was a circus act, which should’ve told us it was going to be bad news. Especially after Sophie and Skip almost fell in the river! They’re not exactly gymnasts.

An innocent exploration of a rusty abandoned tug now has us freaking out. Josh said no one was supposed to be on this boat. Not us, not anyone! Skip’s shoulders shudder and shake. 

“What are we gonna do?” he stammers. 

“Shuuush!” Penny snaps, snatching a greasy rag from Josh’s pocket and stuffing it into Skip’s mouth. Anxiously, she whispers, “Put a lid on it!” Penny has always been the bold one.

“Ugh… I can’t… breathe!” And Skip, well, he’s Skip.

“Quiet!” Sophie begs. No doubt she’s plotting a way for us to escape. She’s the deep thinker.

“Brandon…” Josh mutters, gripping an iron wrench. He stops in a panic, shaking his leg against a painful cramp. 

Startled, Skip jumps as the rag shoots out of his mouth. Holding a scream in the back of his throat, Skip lets out a muffled, “Help! A rat! It’s crawling up my pants!”

“There’s no rat. It’s Josh!” I scold.

Skip’s outburst triggers a series of calamities. We bump into each other like characters in an action video game. Sophie’s elbow jabs the wrench from Josh’s hand. It pops like a cork! The wrench hits a metal storage shelf, bounces off a tin box, and lands in the only bare spot on the grated floor.

Creating the LOUDEST noise possible.

Horrified, we curl into a blob. A shaking ball of body parts. No question about it… we’re going to get CAUGHT!

It’s over. The lever drops. In one sharp swing, the door bursts open to reveal a shadowy figure of a man looking down at us. We’re trapped with no way to escape.

Trapped—or worse, dead!

A raspy, deep voice bellows, “Well, well! Are you lost?” Hunched over, the rugged man turns, coughs, and spits. “How many are squished in that ball? At least four… maybe five?” He wipes his nose on his sleeve.

Josh attempts to clear his throat. “Yes, sir.” We’re in awe as he continues, “I mean no, sir! We’re not lost. We’re working with the city.”

Incredible. Since when did Josh become so brave?

“No—what I mean is, the city hired my dad, Mr. Milford, to determine the value of this tugboat. I’m his son, Josh. Josh Milford.”

Adjusting the tattered hat angled on top of his head, the rugged character says, “Well, Josh, Josh Milford. So you’re Carl’s son. All of you, on your feet and follow me. I’m eager to hear what you’re doing on my vessel.”

This guy gives me the creeps, even in the dark. I’ve seen a lot of scary stuff for a kid my age, almost fourteen, and this guy’s the scariest. I’m doing my best to hold it together… for my friends. After all, I was called “brave Brandon” growing up.

Unrolling into a single line behind the scruffy figure, we follow him as he stomps toward the metal stairs leading to the deck above. Hopefully, Josh can dazzle him with a sterling explanation for why we’re raiding this floating rust bucket.

Heading into the captain’s quarters, we’re cramped and huddled like bowling pins, uncertain of our future.

The dank room is lit by a slice of light peeking through a porthole. It reveals an old man, aged by the sea or beaten by life. His dark skin lurks in the shadows as he makes his way to a cluttered desk. Lines crease his forehead as he eyes Josh, and he rubs his hands as if he were going to have him for lunch.

“So, you’re Carl’s son,” he says again, hacking a cough. “What about the rest of you? Finding strangers in my home isn’t something I take lightly.”

“Home? Does he live here?” Penny says louder than expected.

“What was that, young lady? Do you have a question?”

A small voice responds, “No, sir.” It’s timid, not like her bold self.

“So, then. Josh, Josh Milford, I know your father. He’s a good man.” He stops to caress the tug with his eyes, then bellows, “My Maryanne is not for salvage. She belongs precisely here on this dock as a permanent lighthouse. Everyone in town recognizes her as a community landmark.” His face twists into a steely expression. “I don’t agree with the city or your dad. I don’t want anyone to take her away—away from Riverside!” His words crash against the walls.

More bravely now, Penny asks, “What’s your name?”

His bushy brows knit as one eye closes to a sliver, and he points an accusatory finger. “My name?” he barks. “It is I who wants to know your names… and why you are on my tug!”

“Holy ravioli! Let me explain,” Josh exclaims, raking his fingers through his fiery red hair.

“Oh? Josh, Josh Milford. Speak.”

“My dad’s keys were hanging on the workshop hook. I borrowed them to show the tugboat to my friends.” Filling his lungs with stale smoky air, Josh nervously rattles on. “After checking the engine room, I found a steering leak, but I can fix it. The motors are in pretty good condition. I’ll work my magic, and this tug will run and be in fine shape by the end of the summer.”

What is Josh promising?

After an uncomfortably long silence, the nameless figure scratches his unruly beard and stares out the porthole. “I’m Captain Hodges!” This announcement hits hard. It’s a statement, not an introduction. “This is my Maryanne. You folks are trespassing.”

Clumsily opening the top drawer of his desk, which is stuffed with maps and sailing trinkets, he retrieves a folded, wrinkled piece of paper. For the moment, it’s like we’re not here. The captain tilts into his creaky chair, stretching its springs until they stop screeching. They’re so tight I’m confident they could catapult him to knock us over.

His thick fingers unfold the crumpled paper, revealing a photograph that he waves above his head. “This is my Maryanne! I named the tug after my beloved wife, who died too soon.” Lowering the picture, his unsteady voice softens. “This tug is all I have as a memory. I’ve grown too old to take care of her.”

Lifting another paper from the pile, he says, “The city condemned her, and I can’t let that happen!” He hurls a tightly clenched fist into the air, and it crashes like thunder onto the desk. Skip jumps three feet off the floor with eyes wide as saucers.

As the captain sits speechless, we see that the trembling paper that hangs from his hand is the city’s notice that will destroy his past and future. 

Josh gently takes it from him. “We can fix her!”

Transfixed by the captain, the girls quietly squeeze onto a small sofa near his desk and Skip wedges in between them. Sliding a rusty metal chair across the floor, I take a seat.

Josh doesn’t move. With one foot propped against the wall next to the porthole and his eyes laser-set on the old man, it’s clear he wants to save the day. But there’s so much that has gone wrong.

What can we do?
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The captain bangs a pack of cigarettes on the desk, sliding one between his cracked lips as he flips open a metal lighter. We’re mesmerized by the tall yellow flame.

Inhaling deeply, he waits a second, then releases blue smoke that engulfs the room. Penny can’t take it. “You shouldn’t smoke, Captain Hodges! It’s bad for your health. Plus, it makes your clothes stink!” 

She pulls her ponytail tight at the back of her head with a hard tug—it’s what she does when she’s nervous.

“Oh, is that right, missy!”

“My name is Penny, not Missy!”

“Understood. Penny, not missy. Mr. Josh, Josh Milford, I have met. How about the rest of you? Do you have names?” Scanning the room, his bloodshot eyes focus on me.

“I’m Brandon,” I say, attempting to tuck in my T-shirt to give the appearance of authority. “In the middle is Skip.” The goofball waves and points to the superhero comic book curled in his side pocket. He’s a real superhero fan. “Next to him, behind the long black hair, is Sophie, and you’ve met Penny and Josh.”

Our bodies jolt as his fist comes down with another crashing blow, followed by hacking coughs. As he catches his breath, he takes another long draw on the cigarette and gives Penny a disagreeable look.

Skip can’t keep his nervous foot from tapping. He sits wide-eyed, holding on to the sides of his heavy, black-rimmed glasses. The color drains from his face when he hears the captain call his name.

“You, Mr. Skip, the superhero, are familiar,” he barks. “You’re my shy next-door neighbor, aren’t you? What a coincidence.” 

“Of course!” Skip says. “I thought I recognized that cough. I mowed your lawn last summer… and didn’t get paid.”

“Nice to meet you too, young man.”

Frowns cover this creature’s brow as he blows another layer of smoke that mixes with the room’s smell of diesel fuel. The air is unbearable. Sophie pulls her sweatshirt over her mouth and nose, a useless attempt to filter the smoke. As Skip gasps for air, Captain Hodges relents, dropping his cigarette into an empty whisky bottle on the corner of the desk.

“Your boat is the bomb! I mean, very nice,” Penny says as the corners of her mouth turn upward.

“Yes, missy, she’s a beauty! The Maryanne used to be Riverside’s pride. For more than thirty years, she’s been a mainstay here at the marina. The city restored her to seaworthiness when she served as a police outpost. This old tug was built in the 1940s, when steel replaced wood and diesel replaced steam.”

He refers to his tug, the Maryanne, as a living being. It’s something I’ve never heard before.

“When I was a young man, I worked in law enforcement. The city donated this spot on the marina for the Maryanne to be my special field office. In those days, she was called the Riverside Gripper. Years of neglect have taken a toll on her.” His eyes survey the stained ceiling. “Like my wife, Maryanne, the tug is now suffering from a slow deterioration. I have until the end of autumn to cure her ills or the city will remove her for good.”

We’re hanging on his every word. But it’s getting hard to tell his Maryannes apart. His wife and his tug. In his mind, they are the same, and he can’t bear to lose them. I’m fascinated by his attachment to this old boat, and I can’t think of anything that means that much to me. Except for my birds, of course. Mainly Ralph, my pet crow.

Penny moves next to Josh at the porthole, her strawberry-blonde hair catching the sunlight. Peering out, she scans the faded red that blankets the tug, the worn frayed rope that sags along the rusty railing, and the flaking white paint peeling around the windows, and asks, “What type of work did you do on this tugboat?”

“The past is complicated,” the captain says. “Some aspects of my work are confidential police business. You understand? I retired from the force as a lieutenant. They used this tug for sting operations. To catch criminals. Bad people you folks shouldn’t be exposed to.”

Now he’s making us even more curious. I can tell by the gang’s inquisitive faces that I’m not the only one who wants to know more.

“Did you kill people on this boat?” Josh asks.

He doesn’t respond, leaving us to stew in curiosity. “No doubt it’s getting late,” he says. “Time to button this girl down and for you kids to go home.”

Penny is relentless, running her fingers lightly over the battered trim along the wall. “Can we help you restore the Maryanne? We’d love to help save it for the community… save it for you!” She sits extra tall in her seat.

“That’s a terrific idea!” I say. “This is our last summer before we start high school, except for Skip here. He’ll be in eighth grade. But what I’m saying is, we’re not little kids. Most of us are thirteen, going on fourteen. You can depend on us to be good workers. All of us.”

“Let me think about this,” he says, noticing our excitement. His eyes emit a million thoughts. “There are rules. I’m the captain of this ship! When you come on board, you refer to me as Captain! Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir. Captain!” Penny says, standing at attention with her shoulders back.

Getting to his feet, he focuses one more time on the wrinkled picture. “The final word comes from me. Always!”

A ruckus applauding erupts, and we cheer. It’s settled! Suddenly, it’s like we’ve been tugboat crewmates forever. Skip wears a smile so big I’m sure his face will break. Sophie opens the porthole window to clear the air, and I almost think even the captain’s having a bit of fun.

Before we know it, he’s assigning duties. “Josh, Josh Milford, the engines are yours. My rude superhero neighbor, Skip, will work on the interior alongside Missy. Together, you’ll select the needed accessories. And you, Sophie, the thinker, you’ll track the expenses.”

He puts his heavy, worn hand on my shoulder. “Brandon, you are the team leader. You’ll keep me updated on the group’s progress on this ship. Other responsibilities, such as cooking, cleaning, and taking out the garbage, will come later. Is that clear?”

Did he just call this tugboat a ship?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



[image: ]



When Mom queries me about why I’m spending less time with my birds, it’s not a big surprise. With me spending so much time at the docks, it was bound to happen. “It’s not at all like you, dear,” she announces while folding small lavender towels for her hair salon.

“My friends and I are working at the marina,” I say, not mentioning the captain or the Maryanne.

“Are you helping Penny’s dad with his yacht? Gossip around town says that her family’s planning an elaborate trip to the Caribbean this summer. It sounds magnificent. They’ll spend two or three weeks sailing in the warm waters of the Bahamas, and Sophie’s going to join them. What an exciting adventure! Has Penny mentioned it to you?”

“It sounds incredible. But no, Penny hasn’t said a thing about it. We’ve been spending time with Skip’s neighbor, Mr. Hodges… uh, I mean the captain. On board his Maryanne.”

“The captain?” She stops folding and stares at me.

“You know. Captain Hodges, Skip’s neighbor. The owner of the tugboat.”

“Wait one minute.” Towels spill onto the floor. “The Riverside Weekly said the city condemned that eyesore. Sorry, sailor, change of plans. I don’t want you to go near that salty sea captain or his derelict boat. You and your friends are getting older, but it’s still my job to keep you safe.”

“There’s nothing dangerous. Captain Hodges is restoring his tugboat. He wants to bring it back to life so it will be the pride of Riverside again.”

She shakes her head an emphatic no. “I don’t want you on board that wreckage. It’s not safe.”

“But we kids are the captain’s crewmates,” I relay with pride. “We’re just planning. It’s nothing dangerous.”

Throwing her arm over my shoulder, she says, “Brandon, the Maryanne is off-limits!”

In a last-ditch effort for my freedom, I say, “You guys hate it when I complain and say ‘The other kids are doing it,’ but it’s true. My friends are working on the Maryanne!”

But it’s no use. Mom has made up her mind to lay down the law. This is going to turn our renovation plans upside down. At least for me. She doesn’t understand the value of saving the tug. For now, all she’s worried about is me staying far, far away from it and not neglecting my birds.

It’s true. Typically, barely a day passes without me going to the roof to visit them. I’ve made the rooftop a unique hangout and a place to spend time with my feathered best friends. Ever since I was seven and living at my old house, I’ve had pigeons, and that’s also when I found a baby crow, which I named Ralph. After all these years and moving to our new home, he still roosts on my rooftop. We’re special friends, and I talk to him about everything.

As soon as I reach the roof, I see the problem. The pigeon coop has so many feathers caught in the wire mesh, it could fly away on its own. It needs serious cleaning. Just in time, Ralph flies to visit me. I’m certain he’ll want raisins. Plus, I’ve got a lot to tell him.

After a complete marina update, I tell Ralph about the captain’s love for his tugboat, which he named the Maryanne after his wife who died. “Up close, it’s incredible. A bit worn and rusted on the outside and sunk deep in the muck of the river. Think about all the adventures he’s had!”

Ralph jumps and perches on my shoulder, and suddenly I’m daydreaming about sailing in the ocean, and maritime birds. I don’t know why. I guess I just think it would be cool. Ralph flies to the pigeon coop. He wants more raisins.

As usual, he’s been rummaging through town, pirating shiny trinkets that he’s piled on top of the coop. I toss them into the brown treasure jug buried inside. It’s half full of his precious loot. He loves glitter. “Ralph, you’re a thief. A regular Riverside pirate!” He struts proudly, watching me pack his valuables.

Last summer, Ralph found a gold ring. It wasn’t anything remarkable, except it had “J.W. 1932” engraved inside its band with three flat red stones on its face, stones that were cracked and dirty. They felt like plastic to the touch, and the gold looked fake. I kept it for a while. Then it went missing. Ralph must have dropped it somewhere in the park across the street on The Greens.

All at once, I hear the startling sound of flapping. “Hi, Brandon. What’s up, dude? We’ve been waiting for you on board the Maryanne.” It’s Penny, waving her arms like a bird.

“I’m banished from the docks,” I tell her. “Mom says Captain Hodges is dangerous. She thinks he’ll kill us and dump us in the river.”

“That’s bogus!” she says with a huge eye roll.

“Mom will talk to Dad about the Maryanne when he gets home from work. If he gets involved, he’ll turn us all into an article for his newspaper’s crime column. Imagine this headline: ‘Local Shipwrecked Captain’s Chilling Children’s Torture Chamber.’ We’re doomed!”

“We’ve got to get you back to the marina. You’ve just got to see the FAB metal dumpster the captain had delivered to the dock,” she says. “It’s big enough to live in! Josh is seriously thinking about it.

“Skip and Sophie are sweeping the bunk areas, and Josh is just about finished repairing a water pump. The captain said it was used to put out fires on container ships. I didn’t know the Maryanne was a fire truck.” She smiles. “But I knew that tug was FIRE!” Waving goodbye, Penny says, “I’ll stop by later with updates, and talk to your parents.”

“That’s okay. Mom and Dad will need to decide this on their own.”

“Got it! I’ll see you later.”

After two hours of sweeping feathers, the coop is spiffy clean, and Ralph happily snacks on raisins next to me. Leaning over the parapet, I listen to sounds from The Greens, watching kids play frisbee in the park, and quickly feel frustrated not knowing what’s going on with the Maryanne.

Feeling the warmth from the sun, I try to understand why Penny hasn’t told us about her trip to the Caribbean. We’ve spent nearly every day together since the beginning of summer, and I can’t help but wonder if she’s purposely keeping it a secret. It doesn’t feel right to ask her about it. But I sure would love the experience of sailing on the open sea.

The familiar sound of Dad’s keys at the front door disrupts my thoughts. He greets Mom, and their voices fade into the kitchen like any other night. Except I know tonight will be family court, and I expect to be grilled with questions about Captain Hodges. To my disadvantage, Amber, my older sister, will sit as their influencing witness. If it were up to her, I would be imprisoned in my room all summer with no chance of early parole.

Eluding the squeaky steps, I make my way downstairs. Mom has had all day to practice her arguments. Her voice echoes from room to room. She’s updating Dad about my activities, preparing him for her verdict and deciding on my method of execution. There’s no question she’s upset that I didn’t tell them about us kids working on the Maryanne.

“What’s this about?” Dad asks. He knows all too well about the old tug.

The drama kicks in when Mom can’t help herself. “The kids have gotten themselves involved with Captain Hodges to fix that dilapidated dinghy.” She paces the kitchen, wringing her hands. “Earl! I do not want Brandon anywhere near that rat-infested tug!”

“Captain Hodges!” Dad chuckles and takes a seat at the counter. “You mean Lieutenant Hodges? I haven’t heard his name in years. So… he calls himself a captain now. That’s funny.”

“Earl, you’re not listening! This captain… lieutenant, whatever he calls himself, roped our kids into working on board that miserable tug. I don’t know anything about him. Or his ugly boat.”

“Oh, honey, it’s okay! I wouldn’t worry too much about it.” He rocks on his favorite uneven stool. “Lieutenant Hodges and I go way back to his heyday working on the police force. My first articles at the newspaper were largely attributed to him. He’s the reason I found a job at The Riverside Weekly. You could say I owe Lieutenant Hodges the start of my career.”

With her cheeks flushed red, I hear her foot tapping. “Earl, that boat is not a playground for our kids. It’s condemned, isn’t it?”

“Okay, sweetheart. I’ll check it out. Hal was a good cop. He had a knack for catching criminals. The city purchased the tugboat as a police outpost. Hal used it until he bought it outright before retiring. He and his wife, Maryanne, poor dear, planned to turn it into a maritime gift shop. His wife enjoyed crafting organic soaps. They would’ve really ‘cleaned up’ at the docks, if you know what I mean.” Dad winks.

Terrific. Thoughts of his old friend have captivated Dad. Maybe there’s a chance for us kids to keep working on the Maryanne. This is not at all what I expected. Dad’s excellent memory puts my trip to the electric chair on hold. Mom’s foot tapping has stopped, but she still seems wary. And my sister, Amber, looks disappointed she didn’t get to roast me.

Have I survived this night?
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Shortly after dinner, Josh shows up smelling of grease from working below deck with the engines. Oil stains his face, and it’s his shirt that looks condemned, not the Maryanne.

“Penny says you’re banned from the marina. What’s the deal?” he asks, wiping his face with his dirty shirt.

“My mom thinks the captain will chop us into tiny pieces for shark bait or cook us for dinner.”

“That’s possible,” he says, acting indifferent about being tossed into the sea or devoured by the captain. Then he points under his 

shirt. “See what I found inside the engine room? It was stashed behind a generator.”

All at once, I feel a gigantic force suck the air out of my body. Who would ever guess he’d pull a stubby brass gun from under his dirty shirt? It has a short, fat barrel and a wooden handle. The brass is tarnished and scratched. He blows my mind when he puts his finger through the trigger ring and spins it like a toy. Then, pretending to be a cowboy, he points it wildly in every direction, making popping sounds with his lips… “Pop! Pop! Pow! You’re dead!”

“Are you crazy? Put that thing away!” My brain feels like it’s going to EXPLODE. Suddenly I have visions of walking the gangplank at gunpoint on the high seas.

“Aww, it’s not loaded,” he says, as if it makes a difference.

“Good grief! You’ve got to take that thing back to where you found it! We can’t be seen with a gun! The captain will kill us. WAIT! Mom will kill us! She’ll end our friendship forever. What were you thinking?” Beads of sweat run down my forehead.

In a calm, casual tone, Josh mutters, “Relax. This is an old flare gun. I don’t even know if it works. I found a box of flares.” Reaching into his front pocket, he pulls out two old brass casings. “We can test it. They’re used in movies to light up the sky. Let’s go to The Greens!”

“You idiot!”

“Come on. You’re too squeamish. I’ll take the gun back tomorrow and return it where I found it.”

“You’re taking it back now! TONIGHT!”

It’s pitch dark outside as I drag Josh through the back door. He confirms he still has a key to the Maryanne. Except for the occasional walkers and passing cars, the streets are empty. We follow the flickering gas lamps toward the marina. They provide the slightest amount of light to recognize the streetscape but not much else. We’re careful not to be seen, but we might as well be carrying a cannon. That’s how heavy the gun feels. As we approach the Maryanne, Josh stops to show me the dumpster.

“It’s already half loaded with good stuff, usable objects,” he says excitedly. To Josh, it’s a storage container, not a dumpster. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s arranged to have it delivered to his house when it’s full.
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