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What the Seagull Saw

She was a Scottish seagull and she had a particular route. First stop was Dizzy Perch, a quite ridiculous house set high up among the cliffs so that to live there was like living in the clouds. There were a lot of rival gulls flying around Dizzy Perch, not to mention gannets and razorbills, daft puffins and serious fulmars. But the family living there, the Coggins, were generous with their crusts (particularly Titch).

When there was a shortage, this seagull – let’s call her Sibyl – would take a ride on a gentle air current down to the harbour at Starwater, the nearby village, where there were always good pickings to be had from the boats and the fishermens’ nets.

Just beyond Starwater, there was a field with a handy fence post for Sibyl to stand on, balancing on one leg which she was good at. There was a caravan here, owned by a large and grumpy man, and there was also a chestnut horse. And oats. Oats that sometimes spilled and allowed Sibyl a small feast.

This was almost her daily route – Dizzy Perch, Starwater harbour, the field with the horse, and back to Dizzy Perch.

Goodness, this sounds like the beginning of a story …
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In his shabby old caravan, Big Mac sat hunched over his telescope. He’d been sitting there all morning with first one eye, then the other, clamped to it, so that now he had sore eyes, a sore head and a very sore temper. Dizzy Perch was cloaked in a swirl of mist.

Not that it was the house Big Mac wanted to see. It was the family inside it and this morning there was not a single Coggin to be seen – not Ma, Pa, Oliver, Lottie, Titch or even the old ’un, Grandpa Coggin. Big Mac gave a snort that sent the caravan’s resident spider scuttling for cover. What were they all doing? Big Mac had been spying on Dizzy Perch for the last three months. Right now he would have been glad to see any of them, but most of all Pa Coggin. Pa – or, to give him his annoyingly grand title, Professor Amos Coggin – was Big Mac’s old rival and Sworn Enemy.

Big Mac stomped out into the field. The caravan shook on its mooring. An old frying pan hung beside the front door, together with a worn metal ladle. Big Mac gave the pan three good whacks that rang across the field in the most satisfactory way and which, if he was lucky, would bring his sister Moll.

There were a great many things Moll was good at. Making Big Mac’s tea. Listening to Big Mac’s moans and groans. Washing Big Mac’s jumpers, pants, and socks. Putting up with Big Mac’s plans. Doing what Big Mac told her to do (though not without fuss). Combing the tangles out of Big Mac’s hair. It was a pity she had one fault. And it was a big one: Moll cared more about her horse, Amber, than she did about Big Mac.

So now, even though Big Mac banged on the frying pan again and again and hollered ‘Moll! Moll!’ she took not a blind bit of notice. He could see her over in the stable. As usual, she was busy grooming the creature, stroking its nose, crooning to it, lavishing the kind of love and care on the beast which by rights belonged to him, her brother.

Big Mac had to put on his wellies and stomp across the field to speak to her. It was April. It had been raining for days. The ground was quite deliciously squelchy. Big Mac was of the opinion that Moll should come when called. After all, who was it paid for her board and keep in the hayloft above the stable? And, more importantly, paid for Amber’s board and keep, which was a lot more expensive.

Amber snorted a huff of breath at him from her soft, wet nose. Moll didn’t bother looking up. She had the soft brushes out. Amber’s chestnut coat glowed.

‘How’s the Sworn Enemy?’ Moll asked, her face buried in Amber’s side.

Why did she always have to mock? Big Mac wondered.

‘Nowhere in sight,’ he said icily. ‘I suppose you’ll be needing more oats soon,’ he said pointedly. You had to remind her who was boss around here.

Moll sighed, put down her brush, gave Amber a last pat and a sugar lump, and came out of the stable.

‘Telescope not working?’ she asked.

‘Too much mist to see,’ said Big Mac. ‘And nobody coming out.’

‘Why don’t you give up?’ asked Moll. (This was a question she asked at least once a week.) ‘Do something useful instead?’

‘Revenge!’ shouted Big Mac. ‘Revenge will be very useful! Not to mention profitable!’

The rain had started up again. They headed back to the caravan.

‘I’ll make us some hot chocolate,’ Moll said, knowing that once the word ‘revenge’ was uttered, her brother would be off on one of his rants. ‘It’ll be soothing,’ she added. But it was too late. Big Mac had gone into Instant Rant mode.

‘At school,’ he began, ‘who became house captain when it should have been … ?’

‘You,’ Moll offered obligingly.

‘And at university, who won the chemistry prize and the physics prize and the post-graduate fellowship when it should have been …?’

‘You, again,’ said Moll, adding extra sugar to the hot chocolate.

‘And then,’ said Big Mac, his head in his hands, a kind of sob in his voice, ‘who got the girl?’

‘Umm, Maisie?’ said Moll. ‘You’d probably have gone off her.’

‘Never!’ declared Big Mac.

‘You could be holed up in that crazy house with three awful children,’ said Moll, putting the mug of hot chocolate in front of him. ‘Think about it. Would that make you happy?’

Big Mac banged the table with his fist, making both Moll and the hot chocolate jump. ‘You just don’t understand, do you?’ he yelled. ‘Why d’you think he’s moved them into that “crazy house”, as you call it? Miles from anywhere. Miles from anyone.’

‘I haven’t the slightest idea,’ said Moll, licking the last of the chocolate from the spoon. ‘Maybe they like it up there in the clouds.’

‘Idiot!’ said Big Mac. ‘It’s to keep them hidden away.’

‘But why?’ asked Moll.

‘Why?’ repeated Big Mac. Rage seemed to make him swell up like a balloon.

‘Why? Because that man, that clever Clever-Clogs Coggin …’

‘Your Sworn Enemy …’

‘Yes. My Sworn Enemy has discovered a new medicine. He’s taken the research I began—’

‘Before you gave up and took to feeling sorry for yourself—’

‘Before I had a chance, or the funding—’

‘Or the persistence …’

‘Or Maisie. Or the luck. I’ve read about it. I recognise my own idea. And now they’re saying it’s going to be the new antibiotic, just when that’s what we all need most because the old ones have stopped working and now if he manages to develop it, he’ll sell it to the drug companies for millions and millions of pounds – unless I do something about it. Claim what’s rightfully mine. That’s why I’ve got to find out where he’s going.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Moll. ‘Why would he hide his family in Dizzy Perch and then go off somewhere else?’

‘I know he’s going off somewhere because I’ve seen that yellow helicopter flying about. That’s his friend, Joe. Joe who was once my friend.’

‘Like Maisie was once your girl?’ said Moll.

‘Don’t you be mocking me,’ said Big Mac. ‘I’ve got a plan. Clever-Clogs Coggin has a secret laboratory somewhere. I need to find it. That, my dear, dear sister, is The Plan.’

‘Plan Six,’ said Moll wearily. ‘I don’t think I want to be involved in any more of your plans. I think jealousy has messed up your brain.’

‘And horse craziness has messed up yours!’ snarled Big Mac. ‘Don’t want to be involved in any more of my plans, eh? Just want to go gallopy, gallopy. Just want to ride far away. Just you and Amber. Pity you need me, isn’t it? No me. No oats, no hay, no stable, no vet, no nothing.’

‘OK, OK! I’ll fix the telescope. I’ll give you a haircut. I’ll make an apple tart. I’ll wash your pants.’

Big Mac sprawled back in his chair, his belly growing fat just with the thought of apple tart. ‘That’s more like it,’ he said. ‘But you might be too busy.’

‘Too busy?’

‘Yes. Busy with Plan Six.’

‘Your plan.’

‘No, sister dear. Our plan. Didn’t you say Amber needed new shoes?’

‘Our plan,’ said Moll. ‘What d’you want me to do?’

Big Mac’s smile was one you wouldn’t want turned on you. ‘Well, it’s about those children,’ he said, ‘the Coggin children: Oliver, Lottie and Titch. You like children, don’t you?’

‘I like horses,’ said Moll.

‘Ah yes, but children can be just as interesting don’t you think? I mean, I know they only have two legs instead of four and lack tails and can’t run nearly as fast, but they can talk, can’t they? Talking seems quite an important talent to me.’

‘You want me to talk to them? The children?’

‘That’s a really good idea,’ said Big Mac in his sweetest tones. ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’

‘And find out where their pa – I mean, the Sworn Enemy – is going?’

‘Exactly. Couldn’t have put it better myself.’

‘And how am I to do that? I suppose you expect me just to climb up to Dizzy Perch and knock on the door?’

‘Umm, I think you’ll need a better idea than that! I was thinking that you might bring one or other of the children here. Just for a little visit. What d’you think?’

‘I think you’re out of your mind,’ said Moll.

‘Do you now?’ said Big Mac, grinning nastily. ‘What a shame if Amber were to get a bit skinny, don’t you think? Now, how about setting up the telescope for me? The mist must have lifted by now. Maybe the family will emerge. You can take a good look at them, dear.’

‘Please don’t dear me,’ said Moll. But it was the only protest she could make. Big Mac watched as she swivelled the angle of the telescope, and set the sight ring to the right place.

‘There!’ she said, taking the first look.

It was impossible to look up at Dizzy Perch without somehow feeling excited. Enlarged by the telescope’s eye, the house’s wonkiness – its ridiculous balconies, its flapping half-hinged shutters, the funicular railway that clanged noisily up and down the cliff whenever a Coggin wanted to go down to the beach – made Moll smile, made her think that it must be lovely living up there as a family with a whole beach as your garden instead of in a field with a horrible brother who had an even horribler plan.

Big Mac was right. The mist had lifted. Moll could see Ma sitting out on her balcony. She looked as if she was reading a book. Two little Coggins were riding down to the beach on the funicular railway. An old man who must be the Grandpa stood on the rocks at the back of the house, and looked as if he was talking to the birds. A middle-sized boy sat on an old crate and looked as if he might be whittling a piece of wood. There was something about the way he sat there, hunched up over his piece of wood that made Moll think he looked either sad or lonely or both.

There was no sign of the Sworn Enemy.
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Up in Dizzy Perch, on a bright April morning when the swallows were swirling round the wonky tower and a full tide was glinting down below, Pa Coggin called a family meeting.

The night before he’d pinned a notice on the kitchen door. It said:

 

FAMILY POWWOW

SITTING ROOM

9 A.M. SHARP

 

Someone, possibly Titch, had drawn an elephant with a very long trunk showering a mouse with water on the notice.

Someone else, possibly Ma, had crossed out 9 A.M. SHARP and written How about 10 a.m. blunt? Ha ha ha!

But now it was after ten and apart from Pa, the only other being in the sitting room was Biggles the cat, snugged up nicely in the softest of the three sofas.

Pa had lined up the other sofas, thrown some cushions on the floor, and arranged a tall stool for himself with a table next to it on which lay his latest Goodbye Speech and the current list of ‘Rules to be Obeyed’. Out in the hall, his bags – a big yellow holdall, the tough leather case containing his new scientific equipment, plus a box of groceries – were all ready and waiting. Waiting to be sent down on the funicular railway to the beach, where in exactly an hour Joe would land the helicopter.

‘Where are they all?’ Pa asked.

Biggles yawned, showing off his long pink tongue, then settled more deeply into the sofa.

 ‘Anyone would think they didn’t care I was going away,’ Pa continued.

Biggles turned himself round in a complete circle until he was curled up like a croissant.

‘Maybe they care too much,’ growled a deep voice. ‘Either that, or they’re fed up with you going off all the time as if you didn’t have a family to look after.’

‘Gramps!’ said Pa as his father (‘Grandpa’ to Oliver, Titch and Lottie) came in, lifted Biggles up and sat him on his lap. Biggles did one more turnaround as if life was one long interruption to getting comfy, and settled down.

‘I suppose you’ve got another goodbye speech and another list of rules,’ Grandpa said.

‘Well …’ said Pa, running his fingers through his straggly hair and blushing a little. ‘I did think they might like to hear …’

‘A scientific lecture,’ finished Grandpa.

Pa looked anxiously towards the door, willing the others to turn up. Grandpa was the only one who could boss him about – apart, perhaps, from the Lord High Chancellor of the University of Aberdeen, but even then, of late the Chancellor had been all smiles and pats on the back.

‘I promise I won’t be too long this time,’ he said.

‘Hah!’ said Grandpa. But there was no time for him to say more because the rest of the family were drifting in.

Pa considered saying, ‘And what time d’you think this is?’ but thought better of it. Best not to leave on a cross note. Even so, why couldn’t they, well, worship him just a little? He thought of the university students who gazed up at him adoringly, and for a moment wished he could swap them for his family, who – much as he loved them – insisted on having minds of their own.

Ma, settling her comfy self into one of the sofas, opened her book.

‘Perhaps you could leave that until later,’ Pa suggested.

‘But I’m just in the middle of Chapter …’ began Ma, and then closed the book. ‘Well, all right, Dear Heart. If it will make you feel better.’

‘I’m perfectly well,’ snapped Pa.

‘The thing is,’ said Ma, ‘I’d rather forget you were going off again, because I know what will happen.’

‘What?’ asked Titch, who was sitting on a cushion at Ma’s feet, shining a piece of blue sea-glass with his hankie.

‘Well, I’ll cry,’ said Ma, beginning to do so. ‘But if I concentrate on a story, I’ll be OK.’

‘I really can’t help it,’ said Pa, beginning to feel even worse than when Grandpa had ticked him off. ‘I must do this work. It’s good work. It’s work that will help people. Lots of people.’

‘But maybe not us,’ said Lottie, who had appeared when no one was looking. She was dressed in what looked like a sack with bare feet and a tatty ribbon in her hair.

‘It might well be you, should you be ill,’ answered Pa irritably. ‘But why are you dressed like that?’

‘I’m practising being an orphan,’ said Lottie. ‘Just in case Ma should go away too.’

‘Dear Thing,’ said Ma. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

‘Unlike some people,’ said Grandpa.

‘Where’s Oliver?’ asked Pa. Really, this was becoming very painful! Why couldn’t they just wave him off cheerfully? Wish him luck, even? They were all woe and lament. Lament and woe. Oliver was the oldest. He should set an example.

‘Olly’s cooking,’ said Lottie. ‘Cooking’s comforting.’

‘Go and get him,’ said Pa.

‘It’s all right, I’m here,’ said Oliver. His ginger hair was dusted with flour. He’d obviously wiped his hands on his trousers.

‘Plum duff,’ he said in answer to the question on everyone’s faces.

‘Can I have the duff without the plums?’ asked Titch.

‘No,’ said Oliver.

Pa looked at his watch and cleared his throat.

‘I am very sorry,’ he began, ‘that my research has not yet finished. There’s more to be done. Important final tests and adjustments before we can patent this much-needed antibiotic …’

‘We need you too,’ said Oliver. He tried to say it loudly and boldly but there was a lump in his throat. Why had he ever imagined he’d have a stay-at-home father?

Pa decided to trim his speech, cutting out the five paragraphs about the history of antibiotics and how lately, various epidemics had proved immune to all the old ones.

‘I promise that this time I won’t forget the coming home date,’ he said. ‘I want you all to have a lovely spring and summer, and I’ll be back with you by the autumn.’ Pa pulled out a big calendar, flipped the pages to September and the 22nd, ringed in red.

‘That’s if you remember to look at it,’ said Titch.

‘Joe’s coming with me this time,’ said Pa. ‘He’ll keep me to time.’

‘Time,’ said Grandpa mournfully. ‘I don’t have much of it left.’

‘You’ve been saying that ever since you turned eighty,’ said Pa.

‘And now I’m nearly ninety-three,’ said Grandpa.

‘We’ll look after you,’ said Oliver.

‘Thank you, dear boy,’ said Grandpa.

‘Now then,’ said Pa, putting a new crisp note in his voice and half listening out for the sound of Joe’s helicopter. ‘I want you all to look after each other. And most importantly, to stay safe. That’s why you’re here, remember. It’s a great pity, but the research I’m doing is so valuable that we know there are people keen to get their hands on the results and to use them not for the good of mankind, but to make lots of money. Dizzy Perch is the safest place I could find. But I just want to remind you about the Rules.’

‘Keep the funicular oiled,’ said Lottie.

‘Yes,’ said Pa. ‘And how many dings to call it down to the beach?

‘Three,’ said Titch.

‘Ma to look after the housekeeping money,’ said Grandpa.

‘Provided you remember to leave her some,’ said Oliver.

‘Of course I’ll remember!’ said Pa.

‘We almost ran out last time,’ said Oliver.

‘It won’t happen again,’ said Pa. ‘Now about my study … ?’

‘Always keep the chest locked,’ said Lottie.

‘Because the magic formula’s inside,’ said Titch.

‘Scientific formula,’ corrected Pa. ‘Science is all about reason.’

‘I’m past being reasonable,’ said Grandpa. ‘When you get to my age it’s all right to be unreasonable.’

‘And imagination,’ added Pa, in case he should sound too dull for words. ‘Reason and imagination working together.’

‘Olly to do the cooking,’ said Ma. ‘That’s my favourite rule.’

‘Was that a rule?’ asked Pa, scratching his head. ‘Please don’t start inventing your own rules. I’m sure other people can help Olly with the cooking. A more important rule is that Oliver is to be our ambassador in Starwater.’

‘I’ve forgotten what an ambassador is,’ said Lottie. ‘Does he get to wear a special hat?’

‘It means that Olly is the only person who has contact with the locals,’ said Pa. ‘Which protects you all from saying something you shouldn’t.’

‘Like what?’ asked Titch.

‘Like where I’ve gone!’ shouted Pa. ‘Or what I’m doing!’ He was beginning to feel exceedingly hot and bothered. He took out his hankie and wiped his forehead.

‘Do you think they’d be interested?’ asked Lottie curiously.

‘I only ever talk to Mrs Tansley at the Post Office, and Stan on the bus, and of course Cezary,’ said Oliver.

‘Your friend,’ said Pa. ‘I think all three are safe. I’ve had my people check them out. But what we do know is that there are others who, my dear Lottie, are more than interested in what I’m doing and where I’m going. Dangerously interested.’

A shiver went round the room, as if the sun had clouded over. Ma pulled a rug around her. Biggles decided he’d be better off upstairs and slid out of the door. Lottie went to sit by Oliver.
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