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PART ONE




 








Diary of F. Bamfield.


Month of March.


Private.


No unauthorized persons to read this. 

If you are reading this and you are not F. 

Bamfield, then you are an unauthorized person. 

So stop reading now. 

Or you’ll be in your coffin.


15 March


Dear Diary,


I’m not filling you in every day as I can’t be 

bothered. Just now and again. In fact, this is my 

first entry since January, as you will know, being 

a diary. I’m only writing today because I had one 

of those weird dreams again.


I woke up during the night and I could have 

sworn that the walls were all silver and made 

out of metal, like stainless steel or something like 

that.


I thought for a minute that I had turned into 

a sardine.


But, fortunately, I hadn’t.


I don’t know what to make of my dreams 

sometimes.


I think I might need to see a sighcoal . . . 

a psicycl . . . a sickoologist . . . one of 

those brain doctors who looks at your head.


Anyway, that’s it for news, more or less.


I have a pretty boring life really.


Nothing exciting ever happens to me.




 





1. TAKE A GAMBLE


It could have been stamps. It could have been stickers, 

or postcards or model aeroplanes, or the free gifts in 

cereal packets. It could have been pictures of footballers. 

It might even have been fossils, or film posters 

or bargains from eBay. It could have been science-fiction 

stuff. It could have been coins. It could have 

been autographs of famous people. But it wasn’t.


It was tins.


And the only explanation for them seemed to be 

that Fergal Bamfield was clever.





Fergal Bamfield found his reputation for cleverness as 

irritating as it was undeserved. It weighed heavily upon 

him, like a bag full of bricks.


It wasn’t that he was stupid; far from it. He was 

capable and got good – often above average – marks in 

his exams. It was his eccentric appearance which 

marked him out. His unruly hair stuck out at all angles 

and could never be tamed, not even with a pot of gel. 

And then there were his glasses, which not only 

enlarged his eyes, but somehow had the effect of making his very head (and by implication his brain) 

seem bigger than it really was. The overall effect was 

that of the ‘mad professor’s apprentice’. (Or perhaps 

‘the professor’s mad apprentice’ might have been a bit 

more accurate.)


The general rule seemed to be that he who looks like 

an eccentric genius must be an eccentric genius. 

Appearance was destiny. So Fergal came to acquire a 

reputation for extreme cleverness, which he hated. 

He hated it because he knew he didn’t deserve it and he 

hated it because he felt pressured to live up to it, and to 

do and say clever things.


As a result, he sought refuge in greater eccentricities, 

and that was the beginning. That was what started him 

off on the tins.


Fergal felt he needed somewhere to hide, a wall to 

retreat behind – some shelter. He didn’t want a hobby 

to bring him into contact with other people, he wanted 

one to shield him from them. And that was when he 

became interested in tins.


Not rare tins, though, nor ancient tins from expeditions 

to the North or South Pole; not foreign tins from 

exotic places, or tins in unusual colours. Just simple, 

ordinary, everyday tins.


Without labels.





Where and how he had got the idea, Fergal did not 

know. It just popped up, like a mushroom on the lawn. 

It hadn’t been there yesterday – but today, there it was.


He had been in the supermarket with his mother,

feeling bored and impatient, when his gaze had fallen 

on to a small display bin containing dented packets, 

bashed cornflakes boxes and items whose expiry date 

had either already passed or was fast approaching.


Bargain Basket, a sign read. All Items Reduced.


Fergal picked a few of them up. Some of the bargain 

items seemed to have nothing wrong with them at all, 

they were just unpopular products which had never 

caught on. Fergal picked up a plastic bottle and read 

the label.


Banana-and-cheese-flavoured Milkshake.




He dropped it back into the bin.


Banana and cheese? Eeuch! No wonder nobody had 

bought it. Or if they had bought it once, they wouldn’t 

buy it twice.


But then he saw something interesting, a flash of 

silver in the bottom of the bin. It lay half hidden 

under the crumpled cornflakes packets and the 

soon-to-be-stale bread rolls. It lay like a trout among 

reeds and stones, at the bottom of a stream. It was 

the kind of flash of silver a fisherman might see as a fish 

comes along, just under the surface of the water, before 

it shimmers and darts away. The kind he might try to 

tempt out with a fly, or a juicy maggot on 

a hook.


Fergal grabbed it before it could go. Or before 

someone else got it. He didn’t want that flash of silver 

escaping. Not before he had investigated.


He reached in. His hand closed around it.


He pulled it up out of the display bin and looked at it closely. It was a tin. A simple, ordinary tin. Rather a 

boring tin, in some ways. Because tins, after all, were 

not, of themselves, that remarkable. What made this 

one interesting was the simple fact that it didn’t have a 

label.


All that was on the tin was a small circular sticker, 

which read Reduced

 and gave the price.


It was cheap. Very cheap. Just a few pennies really. 

A bargain, in fact. Which doubtlessly was why it was 

sitting in the bargain basket.


‘Mum . . .’


Mrs Bamfield was just getting served at the delicatessen 

counter.


‘What is it, Fergal?’


‘What’s this?’


‘That tin?’


‘There’s no label.’


‘I know. That’s why it was in the bargain basket.’


‘Why?’


‘The label must have come off somehow. You know, 

got torn off when it was being transported. Or it was 

never stuck on properly in the first place. So the supermarket 

sells them off cheaply.’


‘But what’s in it?’


‘That’s just the point, Fergal. You don’t know. 

That’s why it’s so cheap. You have to take a gamble.’


A gamble. It crossed Fergal’s mind that he had never 

actually taken a gamble before. He was too young to 

take gambles – the ordinary gambles that is: to buy 

scratch cards or lottery tickets, to go into betting shops

or play the online casinos. But here was a real live 

gamble, just waiting to be taken.


His mother got what she wanted from the delicatessen 

counter – some pungent, suspiciously blue-looking 

cheese. She put her purchase into the trolley and moved 

on along the aisle. Fergal replaced the unlabelled tin in 

the bargain basket and followed her. But his mind 

stayed with the can.


‘Mum . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘What do you think could be in it?’


‘What?’


‘The tin?’


‘Tin?’


‘The one without the label, in the bargain basket?’


‘Anything. Anything that you normally get in a 

tin. Beans, olives, sweetcorn, carrots, potatoes, peas, 

soup . . .’


‘Tomato soup?’ He liked tomato soup. ‘Do you 

think so?’


‘Yes, it could be,’ she said. ‘It could be tomato soup. 

But then again, it might be dog food.’


‘Dog food?’


‘Could be.’


He wasn’t so keen on the idea of dog food. But then 

a dog would be quite keen on the idea of dog food, so 

it wouldn’t be wasted. Not that Fergal had a dog; he 

had a cat. But other people had dogs. He could give it 

to somebody else’s dog. If he bought it, that was.


If.


Fergal kept thinking about the tin, all the way 

around the supermarket. It was like a lucky dip, like 

taking a chance on the flip of a coin or the turn of a 

card, it was almost like living dangerously. It was practically 

an adventure.


In fact, it was an adventure – an adventure in a tin. 

Because it could so easily go one way, or just as easily 

go another. You might find something delicious and 

surprising inside. Something wonderful, something you 

had never seen or tasted before.


Or it might be a bitter disappointment. It might be 

sweetcorn, or boring old mushy peas.


Or it might be a tin of sausages for hot dogs. Or a 

tin of creamy rice pudding. Fergal knew that a lot of 

people didn’t go in for rice pudding, but he personally 

loved the stuff. He wouldn’t have minded a tin of rice 

pudding, not at all.


But then again, it might be spinach.


Was there anything worse than tinned spinach?


Except, perhaps, for two tins of tinned spinach?


Eeeuch!


It might have been all right for Popeye the Sailor 

Man, and he was welcome to it. But imagine getting 

your silver bargain-basket tin home, and opening it up, 

your heart full of hope, your mind full of anticipation, 

only to peel the lid back to discover that it contained a 

mess of green soggy vegetables.


You’d be depressed for the rest of the week.


And yet . . . and yet. That moment of excitement. 

That moment of not knowing. That moment of hope

before the moment of discovery. Had you or hadn’t you 

won the lottery, that lottery of the tins?


It was too good to resist.


‘Hang on, Mum, won’t be a second.’


They were nearly at the checkout, just about to join 

the queue.


‘Fergal! Where are you going? Fergal . . . don’t disappear.’


Ignoring her, he ran back down the aisle and arrived 

at the dump basket, only to find an elderly lady there, 

slowly poring over all the cut-price items on offer.


Fergal watched her.


‘Please don’t take the tin,’ he willed her. ‘Please 

don’t take the tin.’


She reached out and took the tin.


‘No, no! Don’t buy it. Don’t put it in your basket! 

Don’t take the tin!’


She peered at it through her spectacles. Her mouth 

pursed into a hundred wrinkles. Did she or didn’t she 

want the tin? The matter seemed to require some 

thought.


‘It’s mine, it’s mine, it’s mine,’ Fergal’s brain silently 

yelled at her. ‘I saw it first and it’s mine. Please don’t put 

it into your shopping basket. Please don’t take the tin.’


She held the tin next to her ear and she shook it. 

Fergal watched her. Yes, yes. He should have thought 

of that – shake and listen; listen and shake. Maybe this 

old lady was a bargain expert, maybe she knew what 

was worth having and this tin was –


She put it back. She picked up a battered tin of

peaches with a dent in the side and put that into her 

shopping basket instead.


‘Fergal!’


His mother was calling from the checkout. She was 

at the front of the queue now, and their groceries were 

already moving along on the conveyor belt. Fergal 

grabbed the tin and hurried to join her.


‘What’s that?’


‘A tin.’


‘But that’s the one that doesn’t have a label.’


‘I know.’


‘I don’t want to buy that.’


‘I do though. I’ll pay for it out of my pocket money.’


‘What?’ She looked at him, half surprised, half 

amused. ‘What are you going to do with it?’


‘Keep it. Or open it. It all depends.’


If Fergal hadn’t had a reputation for being clever, his 

mother may well have insisted that he take the tin back 

to where he had got it from. But as it was, she just 

regarded this latest display of eccentricity as one more 

facet of genius. She could almost hear herself telling the 

other mothers.


‘Fergal’s started collecting tins, you know.’


‘A collecting tin? Like for charity?’


‘Oh no. Not a collecting

 tin. Not one for putting 

money in. He collects tins. With no labels on them.’


‘It must be because he’s so clever.’


‘It must.’


‘You must be so proud of him – Fergal and his tins. 

And rightly so.’


‘Absolutely.’


So she nodded indulgently and let the unlabelled tin 

join all the other groceries on the conveyor belt. The 

checkout assistant held the silver tin up to the scanner. 

There was a special bar code on the little Reduced 

sticker, and the scanner bleeped as she passed the tin 

through.


Fergal made a note of the cost. He took out his 

pocket money.


‘Mum . . .’


‘No, it’s all right. I’ll buy it for you.’


But Fergal insisted that he be allowed to pay for it 

himself. It was going to be the start of his collection. 

That way it would truly be his and he wouldn’t be 

indebted to anyone.


They left the supermarket and loaded the groceries 

into the car. Fergal took his tin from one of the bags 

and sat in the passenger seat, with his seat belt around 

him, holding his tin. He carefully removed the Reduced

sticker from it, rolled the sticker into a ball and 

dropped it into the little rubbish holder in the car, next 

to the gearstick. He breathed on the silver surface of 

the tin and polished it with his sleeve until it gleamed. 

His mother glanced at him, and smiled tolerantly. 

Fergal. Him and his fads. Tins now. What would it be 

next? You never knew with Fergal.


‘Are you going to open it when we get home,’ she 

asked, ‘and see what’s inside?’


‘Dunno,’ Fergal mumbled. And that was perfectly 

true, he didn’t. He didn’t know now whether he wanted

to open it or not. Maybe there was an adventure inside, 

or maybe there wasn’t. In some ways, he preferred the 

suspense and the mystery: better the thrill of uncertainty 

than the possible disappointment of knowing.


Maybe it was best to remain in the dark.




 





2. ONE TIN LEADS TO ANOTHER


Fergal had more or less agreed with himself that he 

wasn’t going to open it. At least not immediately, not 

for a while, not until he had amassed a few more unlabelled 

tins for his collection. For one tin on its own 

wasn’t anywhere near a collection, neither were two, 

nor three, come to that, nor even four.


How many was a collection then? he wondered. A 

dozen or more? A minimum of twenty? Thirty? Forty? 

Forty-five?


He didn’t really know, but one certainly wasn’t 

enough. One wasn’t a collection, one was only a beginning.


Fergal was in his room; the tin sat on his desk, shiny 

and silver and full of secrets. Sometimes he picked it up 

and weighed it in his hand. It felt heavy. So what did that 

mean? Did that give any indication as to the nature of its 

contents? No. Not really. Sometimes he held it to his ear 

and shook it, listening out for the sound of liquid moving 

about inside. That would mean it was soup. Or 

maybe not. Maybe it would mean it was tinned mandarin 

oranges. But there was no slushing sound at all.


What could it be then? Something nice? Something 

nasty? It only needed a tin-opener to find out.


And yet . . . why open it straight away? Why open 

it at all? Why open it and risk disappointment? Wasn’t 

it better in some ways not to open it? To go on speculating 

and dreaming and imagining what it might 

be? Maybe it was something rare and strange and 

exotic? Maybe it was something sweet and tasty 

and delicious. All sorts of things came in tins, after all. 

Even chocolate. Fergal had seen it, one Christmas time, 

there on the supermarket shelf – Tinned Chocolate 

Worms, a festive novelty.


Umm. Tinned chocolate worms wouldn’t be bad. 

They weren’t real worms, after all. Not real worms 

dipped in chocolate. That would be disgusting.


Fergal held the tin to his nose. It smelt of tins. 

Nothing of its contents leaked out, no telltale whiff of 

what lay under the metal. The tin kept its secrets, its 

vacuum-packed secrets, and it would go on keeping 

them until somebody wielded a tin-opener and uncovered 

them all.


Fergal held the tin to the light. He looked at himself 

in the metal. His distorted features looked back at him. 

He seemed like a figure in a tiny hall of mirrors, small 

and absurd.


He could hear the voices already. ‘That Fergal, he’s 

a deep one. Collects tins without any labels on them, 

you know.’


Yes, that was all he would have to do – just go on 

collecting. Instantly the pressure was off him. He wouldn’t have to say anything clever or do anything 

clever again to live up to other people’s expectations. 

He could relax and be himself. He could hide behind 

his tins.


‘Hi, Fergal, how are the tins?’


‘Find anything interesting in the tins today, Fergal?’


‘He’s a clever one that Fergal, you know, spends all 

his pocket money on tins.’


When his mother was out in the garden, he took the 

tin downstairs and weighed it on the kitchen scales. He 

made a note of the weight and wrote it down in a spare 

exercise book. He first ruled out several columns, and 

in the initial column he wrote the date (23 March) 

and in the second column the weight of the tin (496 

grams). To the left of these figures he wrote ‘Tin 

Number One’. He then went to a kitchen drawer and 

took out a sheet of small stickers which his mother 

used for labelling the things she cooked and put into 

the freezer. He peeled off a small circular sticker and 

wrote ‘No. 1’ on it. He then attached this to the base 

of the tin and went back up to his room.


He sat down on his bed and thought.


Say he bought one tin a week? In a month he’d have 

four. In a year he’d have fifty-two. Say he bought two 

tins a week? In a year he’d have a hundred and four. 

Now that definitely was a collection.


He wondered if there was a magazine for tin collectors. 

Tin Collectors’ Weekly or Tin Can Gazette. You 

could get magazines for practically everything else. 

All kinds of collectors had their magazines – stamp collectors, coin collectors, model-railway enthusiasts, 

you name it.


He went out to the newsagent’s to see what was 

there.


Nothing.


‘Excuse me, would you have any magazines for 

people who collect tins?’


The shopkeeper gave him a blank look, as if Fergal 

was either mad or exceptionally intelligent. As popular 

opinion tended towards the latter, he inclined to go 

along with it.


‘Sorry, son,’ he said. ‘There’s no such magazine – not 

that I know of. I’ve never heard of anyone collecting 

tins before. Sorry. You could always look on the 

Internet.’


So Fergal took his advice and looked on the 

Internet, but there were no websites for tin collectors 

either. He seemed to be in a class of his own.





Fergal still didn’t open the tin.


‘Not opening it, Fergal?’ his mother asked him, perhaps 

a little curious herself about what was inside.


‘No.’


‘Not going to open it at all?’


‘Might do. Later. Not today though.’


That evening Fergal showed the tin to his father. Mr 

Bamfield did his best to pretend to admire it, but you 

could tell that he wasn’t really impressed.


‘Very nice, Fergal, a very nice . . . tin.’


‘It’s good, isn’t it, Dad?’


‘Yes, very nice. Only . . .’


‘Only?’


‘Only what does it do

 exactly?’


‘Well, it doesn’t do anything, Dad. It just is.’


‘Just is?’


‘Yes.’


‘Right. Well, that’s very nice. I’ll leave you to it 

then.’


When his father had gone, Fergal felt decidedly irritated 

with him. After all, you didn’t say to somebody 

who collected stamps, ‘What does that stamp do exactly?’ It didn’t have to do anything to be worth 

collecting. It just had to be. So why wasn’t that good 

enough for tins?


But that was grown-ups for you – always being 

picky.


Fergal put the tin on the top shelf of his bookcase 

and it remained there for the rest of the week. The following 

weekend, when his mother set off to do the 

weekly supermarket shop, Fergal insisted on accompanying 

her. So they drove off once again to the same 

supermarket as before, the one they always went to, 

and as soon as they had got themselves a trolley and 

walked inside, Fergal made a beeline for the bargain 

basket.


He was disappointed. There was nothing there. Or 

rather there was plenty there, plenty of bargains that is, 

plenty of battered packages, plenty of dented tins with 

torn labels still on, but of tins with no labels, there was 

not a solitary one.


Fergal rummaged through the bargain basket several 

times, just in case there was an unlabelled tin in 

there and he had missed it. But there wasn’t and he 

hadn’t. He hung around it for a while, eyeing the passing 

shop assistants and shelf-stackers as they came into 

the supermarket through the flapping doors leading to 

the adjoining storage warehouse, hoping that they 

might bring some silver tins with them and drop them 

into the bargain bin. But no. Nothing. Just a packet of 

noodles near its sell-by date, reduced to half price.


He went to find his mother. Their trolley was 

already half full.


‘Where have you been, Fergal?’


‘Oh, nowhere. Just looking around.’


They walked on past the packets of cereal and put a 

few more items into the trolley.


‘What’s the matter, Fergal? You’re very quiet this 

morning.’


‘Oh, nothing.’


It had never crossed Fergal’s mind that there might 

not be any more tins in the bargain basket. He had been 

looking forward all week to buying the next one and 

expanding his collection. Whenever a lesson had got 

extra boring at school, whenever things had looked drab 

or miserable outside, he had consoled himself with the 

thought that come the weekend he would buy a new tin.


Only now when it came to it, there was no tin to 

buy.


Then he had an idea.


‘Mum . . .’


‘Yes, Fergal?’


‘Do you think it’s time we started shopping in 

another supermarket?’


‘Another supermarket? Whatever for? We’ve been 

coming to this one for years.’


‘It just doesn’t seem as good as it used to be.’


‘Oh, really? In what way?’


‘It just doesn’t seem to have as good a selection as it 

used to.’


‘As good a selection of what?’


‘Oh, you know . . . tins.’


‘Tins?’


‘Yes, tins.’


Fergal’s mother gave him one of her looks. She wondered 

sometimes if Fergal wasn’t just a bit too clever. A 

bit too

 clever for his own good. For everybody’s good, 

come to that.


And she wasn’t going to change her supermarket. 

Not even for Fergal.


‘Well, I’m sorry, Fergal,’ she said, ‘but I’ve always 

found this supermarket extremely good. And what’s 

more, I’ve got lots of points on my customer loyalty 

card, which entitles me to all sorts of bargains, so we’re 

going to stick with this one.’


And that was that, as far as Fergal’s mother was 

concerned. But in Fergal’s opinion, that was not that at 

all.


If anything, it was a turning point, the moment 

when he decided he would have to take tin hunting 

into his own hands.


It was no use asking for help; it was no good expecting 

assistance or understanding. The true tin hunter 

was a man apart.





Fergal’s family lived within walking distance of his 

school, and – weather and time permitting – he was occasionally 

allowed to make his own way there and back. He 

began to take advantage of these opportunities to pop into 

the local shops he passed to search their bargain baskets 

for tins. Some shops didn’t even seem to have bargain 

baskets. Others did, but they had no unlabelled tins in 

them, and Fergal would go away disappointed again.


Then they started appearing. It seemed a case of 

famine or feast. For weeks on end there would be no 

tins at all, then three or four would show up together. 

Sometimes even six or seven, more than he could afford 

to buy. Gradually Fergal’s collection of tins began to 

grow larger.


Soon, to his mother’s increasing unease, Fergal had 

filled the entire top shelf of his bookcase with tins. 

There they stood, polished, unlabelled, each with a little 

sticker with its number on it, each with its details 

written in the notebook (marked ‘Tins’), giving weight, 

date of purchase and dimensions.


Fergal varied the arrangement of the tins to suit his 

mood. Sometimes he arranged them from largest to 

smallest, then he rearranged them smallest to largest, 

then he might arrange them by number, starting with 

the one he had first purchased and leading up to the 

most recent acquisition.


When his collection reached twenty-five tins, his 

parents decided that it was time to speak to him.


‘Don’t you think, Fergal,’ his mother said, as tactfully 

as possible, ‘that you maybe have enough tins 

now? Or, perhaps, before you go buying some more, it 

might be a good idea to open one or two of the ones 

you have already, just to see what’s inside of them, and 

maybe to make a bit of room?’


Only Fergal didn’t really want to. The longer he had 

the tins, the harder it became to open any of them. In 

some ways the unopened tins were like money. To open 

them would be to spend them, and then he wouldn’t 

have the money any more. Anyway, if he were to open 

one, which one would it be? How to choose? And if he 

opened one, why not open another one? And another 

after that? Why not open them all, in fact? And if he 

opened them all . . .


Well, he wouldn’t have his collection of tins any 

more. He wouldn’t have his hobby.


So Fergal went on looking and he went on finding 

and he went on buying and he went on bringing home, 

until finally his collection of tins without labels filled up 

three of the shelves on his bookcase, and his books 

were all stacked on the window sill.


In total he now had forty-eight tins, and it had taken 

only a few months to collect them all. Then, on the following 

Friday, he brought home yet another tin, and 

his mother decided to put her foot down.


‘No more tins, Fergal. I’m sorry, but I absolutely 

must insist. I can’t have your bedroom turning into a supermarket, getting more and more cluttered up with 

tins. You’ll be bringing home a trolley and a couple of 

wire baskets next.’


‘It’s not cluttered, Mum. My tins are all neatly 

stacked up in the bookcase.’


‘Yes, and it is intended to be

 a bookcase, Fergal. It’s 

not a tincase, it’s a bookcase and, as its name implies, 

you are supposed to keep books

 in it. Not a load of old 

tins. So no more of them.’


‘Just one, Mum.’


‘No.’


‘Just one and then I’ll have an even number. I’ve 

only got an odd number at the moment.’


She thought about it, then gave in.


‘All right. You can have one more tin, Fergal. But 

only one. If you want any more tins after that, you 

have to get rid of an old one first before you can get a 

new one. Is that a deal?’


‘OK,’ Fergal said reluctantly. ‘Deal.’


It wasn’t really the deal he wanted. It wasn’t the 

ideal deal. But he could see it was the best he was going 

to get.





One more tin. Just one more tin. If Fergal could buy 

only one more tin, then he would have to be selective 

about it. When you could only have one more tin, then 

you didn’t want just any old tin. You wanted one that 

was a bit different, a bit unusual in some way. A tin 

among tins, that was what you wanted. A tin of distinction. 

A tin with personality.


So, like a true collector, Fergal became very 

choosy. It wasn’t enough now for a tin simply to have 

no label and to be in the bargain basket. It had to 

have extra qualities, fresh dimensions.


Weeks went by. Fergal came across several 

unlabelled tins in that time, but they all looked 

remarkably similar to the forty-nine tins he already 

had. His collection was fairly diverse in that some 

tins were small, some were large, some were heavy 

and some were light. Most were shiny, some were 

dull, some were tall, some had a ring-pull on the top, 

others could only be opened with a tin-opener. But to 

find a different kind of tin was like looking for a rare 

stamp.


And then he found it. The moment he picked it up, 

he knew he was on to something. Something strange 

and unique and extraordinary.


It wasn’t an unusual shape; in fact, it was quite a 

standard size. He hadn’t even been going to bother 

with it, it looked so ordinary. He had only gone to 

move it out of the way to see if there were any other 

tins hidden underneath it in the bargain basket. Only 

when he picked it up he immediately realized that 

here was a tin with a difference.


For one thing, it was lighter than all the others he 

had come across. Far, far lighter. This was definitely 

no ordinary tin of beans or soup or stewed steak or 

curried chicken or macaroni cheese. This was a tin 

which felt so light that it could almost have been 

empty. But despite being so light, it definitely had something inside it. Fergal knew that much for certain. 

He could tell that quite clearly.


Because when he shook the tin, it rattled.




 





3. TIN IN, TIN OUT


Some tins made hardly any sound at all when you 

shook them. Their contents remained immobile, for 

there was no room inside for them to wobble about. 

Other tins had one of two basic noises: a solid, heavy 

tone, and a liquid, slurpy one.


But a rattle, that was odd.


Here was a tin which Fergal just had to buy. Here 

was a tin that couldn’t possibly be left to languish in 

the bargain basket. This was a tin for the true collector. 

It would be wasted on anyone else. They wouldn’t 

appreciate it, wouldn’t know what to do with it. What 

a rare and valuable Penny Black stamp was to a stamp 

collector, this tin was to a tin collector.


Fergal felt his skin prickle with the thrill of success. 

But there was another sensation too – a tingle of apprehension, 

a mild shudder of fear and foreboding.


He picked the tin up and looked around. Was 

anyone else coming? Was anybody heading for the 

bargain basket, anxious to get their hands on the tins? 

No. Nobody. It was his. All he had to do was to pay 

for it.


Clutching the tin tightly, he hurried to the checkout 

and placed the tin down on the conveyor. The lady at 

the till picked the tin up as it approached her.


‘This for you?’


Fergal nodded.


‘It’s light, isn’t it?’


He nodded again, worried that she would take the 

tin from him, or refuse to sell it to him on the grounds 

that its contents might be dangerous, or unsuitable for 

a boy of his age.


‘It rattles,’ the till lady said.


‘Mmmm . . .’ Fergal vaguely agreed.


He watched with apprehension as she held the tin to 

her ear and shook it.


‘Not too hard,’ he wanted to say. ‘Not too hard. 

You might break it.’


The lady looked at the tin for the price sticker.


‘No bar code on this one,’ she said.


She consulted a list of price codes next to her till and 

put the tin without the label through under the heading 

Miscellaneous. Fergal paid her for it with his pocket 

money.
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