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Happy Harold and his Friends

Harold Spencer lived LIFE on the outside lane – but seeing as the only road Harold had access to was a narrow country lane which once went fifteen months without having a motorised vehicle drive along it, maybe this wasn’t much to boast about.

But Harold Spencer was a rebel – proud, fierce, and independent. This meant he did not listen in class, liked a fight with his arch-enemy, Lionel ‘Ripper’ Bullstock, and was quite happy to roam the countryside for miles on his own; but only when his friends were either confined to their rooms for one or more juvenile transgressions, or were ill. But Harold Spencer was an unusual kind of rebel – he was a rebel that made sure he was home each night in time for his tea. 

Ten year old Harold Spencer lived with his mother and father in the village of Plumley in the County of Wiltshire. This was in the days before fast trains, Dual Carriageways and Motorways made people in England realise that despite its vast Empire, the Mother Country was tiny in comparison. But to village folk such as the residents of Plumley, distances of anything more than twenty miles merited maps, compasses, a wheelbarrow full of tinned food and a farewell party with  plenty of tears.

But at least Plumley did have its own railway station, a tiny affair, but was  part of the local and branch lines so vital for the otherwise isolated residents of Plumley, as well as many other Wiltshire and Hampshire villages.

The nearest town to Plumley was Andover, fifteen miles away and over the  border in the County of Hampshire.

 Plumley was a small village, so small some would argue it was a Hamlet.

In  the  small  grouping  of  cottages on either side of the lane and in the larger houses further over the fields, lived the residents of Plumley. The Spencer family were in Rosewood Cottage. This was really two cottages knocked together as Mrs Spencer had always wanted a large kitchen and Mr Spencer a large garden. This was possible because of Mr Spencer’s senior position in Andover and District Council. Mr Bernard Spencer was head of the Highways Department.

It was Monday morning and more importantly it was the first day of the summer holidays, and Harold was up and out of bed with an energy and good humour that his parents could only wish was the case throughout the school year. But Mr Spencer, also up early as he had work to go to, breathed a sigh of relief as he knew he would soon be on the train, thereby, putting a good distance between himself and his unruly rascal of a son, but he was not to get off scot-free.

Harold sat at the table with his parents, eating his breakfast.

‘And what have you got planned today, Harold? No mischief, I hope. . . . ’ asked, or rather hoped Mr Bernard Spencer.

‘Oh, just this and that,’ nonchalantly replied Harold.

His mother immediately lowered her teacup, but Mr Spencer was in mid-gulp and nearly choked on his tea.
‘This and that’ was the type of answer the secretive Harold uttered whenever he had something planned which would not stand a chance of being given prior approval by his suspicious parents.

‘Well, don’t have the whole village waiting for me at the door when I get home, that’s all,’ warned his father who now had a cough due to his tea going down the wrong way.

The truth was, Harold was not sure of what he would be doing, but whenever he said this to his parents, this made them even more suspicious.

‘The last time you were in trouble, Harold, I was even getting funny looks off mothers I’ve never seen before in my life, while out shopping in Andover. I don’t want to go through that ever again,’ said Mrs Ivy Spencer, adding her own warning.

‘That wasn’t my fault, Mum . . . I never told the bull to go rampaging through Andover, it just sort of – er – did.’

‘But you were the one who decided to pay your debt to Farmer Glumm by  helping out on Market Day – he has lorries to do that, Harold, no- one walks the cattle to market anymore.’

‘Well, no-one told me that!’ retorted Harold. ‘Look, the thing is, I didn’t have any pocket money for the Good Shepherd Collection in school, I used that to pay the Tuckers for their frogs, so I thought I’d be a good shepherd. I won’t be  doin’ that no more – not even a thank you.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ chuckled Mr Spencer, ‘especially as shepherds look after sheep!’

These mocking tones had no effect on Harold whatosever.

‘Harold!’ suddenly exclaimed Mrs Ivy Spencer. ‘Did you get washed like I told you to?!’

Harold simply grunted his reply, which left his mother in no doubt that Harold had not after all had his morning wash. But she knew that, anyway, due to the overwhelming evidence in the form of a wide, thick, black, red and grey collar of dirt and grime right around Harold’s neck. The red marks were blood, and not just his own.

Mrs Ivy Spencer could not keep watch over her errant son while he was out of the house, but she prided herself on her strength of will when it came to domestic matters. ‘You are not stepping foot outside of this house until you  have had a wash. Do you hear?!’ demanded Mrs Spencer.

‘Yes, Mum,’ sighed Harold, who knew it was useless to resist.

A few minutes after Harold had gone upstairs to reluctantly banish the stains of battle from his countenance, Mr Spencer thought a glass of milk would help ease his sore throat brought on by his suspicions of his son, but Mr Spencer misjudged the speed at which ten year old boys wash themselves.

Mr Spencer went to open the fridge, which was near to the door which separated the kitchen from the hall – and certainly too near when ten year old boys have just started their summer holidays. As Mr Spencer opened the fridge door and reached in for the milk, Harold barged right in, sending the hall door crashing into Mr Spencer, whose head was then pushed right into the fridge. Mr Spencer emerged seconds later wearing a huge Black-Forest Gateau.

With the expedient cry of ‘Bye, Dad, see you later’, Harold was out and down the lane a tad quicker than he usually was, which must have taken some doing as he never left the house at anything less than a dash. Harold was too far away to hear the bloodcurdling threat of ‘Buv u vait, by boy!!’ Neither did Harold hear the loud ‘OUF!’ as Mr Spencer stumbled blindly about and walked right into the larder door.

Upon knocking at the third and then the eighth cottage along from Rosewood, Harold was disappointed to find that his best friends, the Tucker twins, had left for Andover with their mother to get new shoes, and another friend, Betty Unsworth, was ‘ill’ and couldn’t play out with Harold today. The reality was, Betty Unsworth was sat, hidden from view in her front lounge, scowling, and with her arms folded. Ballet classes were looming – hastily arranged ballet classes, daily and at weekends throughout the full six weeks holiday. This had come about for three different but nevertheless strongly connected reasons.

1. It was the summer holidays.

2. Harold Spencer lived in Plumley.

3. Betty’s new shoes and cardigans would not last five minutes, because it was the summer holidays and because Harold Spencer lived in Plumley.

But at least the two boys would be back late morning.

Harold pulled a shilling piece from his pocket. His father had long ago abandoned the tradition of pocket money for his son only on a Friday. It became judicious for Harold to be paid daily as an incentive to try and not ruin his clothes, and to try and bring a halt to the too frequent situation, whereby the entire village would make appointments to see Mr Bernard     Spencer to protest at Harold’s multitude of transgressions; and on more than one occasion not leave the Spencer household until financial reparation was offered – or maybe even paid in full there and then.

Harold whistled to himself as he walked on towards the only shop in the village. It wasn’t even a proper shop but a cottage which had had shutters  and  a  special counter  put  in,  in  place of the front windows. The trouble was, the shopkeeper – Flo Hampton, was getting on in years and was very deaf, which caused all sorts of problems when taking orders from her customers.

Harold walked up the path and banged on the shutter. He could hear movement from within and soon the shutter was up.

‘Yeers?!’ shouted Flo.

‘Sherbert lemons, a quarter, please!’ yelled Harold.

‘Herbert Simmons the Porter? There’s no Herbert here, m’lad.’

‘SHERBERT!’ yelled Harold, even louder.

‘No need to shout, dear. I could hear you from Andover, shouting like that. What flavour?’

‘Lemon please!’ yelled Harold.
‘Melon squeeze? No, sorry, dear, we don’t have that.’

‘NO! NO! LEMON!’

‘A lemon? You just want a lemon, now? Now look here, m’lad, a joke’s a joke, but—’

‘—NO! LEMON! SHERBERT LEMONS! A QUARTER!!’

‘I won’t tell you again, boy, no need to shout, I’m not deaf. Just wait there.’

While old Flo went off to look for sherbert lemons, another customer turned up. Harold groaned. It was the oldest man in the village, the 101 year old Horatio Frogg. Not only had he fought in the Boar War, rumours abounded that he had actually caused it. The trouble was he spoke very quietly, and he too was very deaf.

The little badly stooped old man managed a weak smile upon seeing Harold, and Harold knew why.

‘Just the fella,’ whispered Horatio, ‘you can help me order what I need, and ask Flo to get her grandson to deliver it.’

Harold groaned again. He paid the three pence for his own order, took his sweets from Mrs Hampton, put them away for later and explained to the old lady that he would order for Mr Frogg and that he wanted it delivering.

‘Erm – what is it you want, Mr Frogg?’ asked Harold.

‘Eh?’
‘WHAT – IS  – IT – YOU – WANT?!’

‘Oh, yes – well, now, I’m out of beer, so ask for a pack of Hacks bitter.’

‘MR FROGG WOULD LIKE A PACK OF HACKS BITTER!’ shouted Harold.

‘I beg your pardon?!’ replied Flo, very loudly. Harold repeated the request – again very loudly – to which Flo tutted loudly but she nodded and wrote it  down on a notepad.

‘Anything  else, Mr Frogg. . . . ’ asked  Harold  of Horatio.

‘Eh?’

‘IS – THERE – ANY – THING – ELSE?’ yelled a very loud and monotonic Harold.

‘Yes, yes, I need  some  soap, a jar of jam, shoe laces, and an ice-lolly, I’ll eat that as soon as it‘s delivered.’

Harold struggled to make this known to Mrs Hampton, but seemed to get there in the end. Old Flo nodded, wrote it all down and then quickly scanned the now completed list just to make sure, and quietly repeated each item to herself as she did so.

‘Mmm, let’s see now; a pack of cat litter, rope, half a ham, new braces, and a nice brolly. What an odd old man. . . . ’ mused Flo.

Harold and the old man walked back down the path, both thinking it was a job well done – for now. They parted company when they left the old lady’s pathway, and Harold walked further along the lane to where the few trades people ran their businesses from converted cottages and old farm buildings.

Harold decided to see if he could be of assistance to any of the tradesmen, but as he neared their premises, he noticed that all of the shutters were being closed and doors were being slammed, locked and bolted.

‘Must be one of them Commerce meetings my dad always talks about,’ thought Harold. ‘Yes, that’s what it is, a Commerce meeting’.

But Harold knew that the Vicar of the village church, the Reverend Patrick  Johnson, did not attend these meetings. He decided – the Vicarage it was.
He walked through the little wooden lych-gate in the middle of the churchyard wall and up the path, which forked left and on towards the Manse. This was a house next to the Parish Church of St. Malachi and was where the Vicar lived.

He rang the bell, and waited. The door was answered in a minute or  so, but  it was actually someone leaving. This was Miss Farthing, Harold’s Sunday School teacher.

‘Is Jolly Johnson in?’ asked Harold.

‘The Reverend Joll’ – er – Johnson, Harold, the Reverend . . .  well – er – yes, go right in, he’s in the study.’

Miss Farthing was an expert in self-preservation whenever and wherever Harold Spencer was involved. She knew that the last person the Reverend Johnson wanted to see – at any time – was Harold Spencer. But Miss Farthing took advantage of the fact that she was on her way out, and Harold was on his way in, thus maintaining a healthy and life-preserving distance from this walking bag of mischief – without malice, maybe – but one to be very wary of at all times.

‘‘Ello,’ said Harold, as he breezed into the study, to see the Reverend Johnson leaning over a large table upon which were model soldiers spread over a model battlefield, set out to be an exact re-enactment of the Battle of Hastings.

‘Oh, hello!’ replied the Reverend without looking up, but then he put down the miniature King Harold, stopped, thought, and recognised the voice. ‘Oh, it’s you,’ he added, with all friendliness and hope for the future of mankind absent from his tone.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Harold.

‘This, my uninvited antagonist, is the Battle of Hastings.’

‘Really. . . . ?!’

‘Really.’

‘What, with King Harold – he’s related to me you know – and that French fella. . . . ?!’

‘Yes, Harold, your Great Uncle Harry and that French fella,’ replied the Reverend, not realising, and maybe not caring that Harold did not ‘get’ sarcasm of this calibre.

‘Well, why?’ asked Harold, who had never heard of battle miniatures upon tables in the studies of those who can afford such things.

‘Why?! Why?!!’ retorted  the  Reverend, but then realised he was stuck for an answer which would satisfy the very persistent Harold Spencer.

But he did try.

‘Because – erm – because, you can learn by your mistakes, that’s why!’

‘Well, they’re in the wrong place for a start,’ boldly stated Harold.

‘Who are?’ replied the Reverend.

‘The English. You shouldn’t put ‘em up there, not if you want the English to win, that is. . . . ’

‘For your information, my young lad, that is exactly where the English were at the Battle of Hastings. Or Senlac Hill – to be precise.’

‘Did we win?’ asked Harold, confident, and cheekily, although in young boys this is often one and the same.

‘Erm  –  no,’ admitted the vicar, ‘but you’re not getting it, are you? This is to replicate what did happen.’

‘But you just said it was to learn by your mistakes!’ retorted Harold. ‘You aint gonna do that, if you just do what King Harold did anyway, are yer?’

Reverend Johnson’s usual wariness of Harold was gone – he was hooked.

‘Go on then! Show me!’

Harold immediately shifted half the English army to the far side of the hill where they had made their stand. ‘Right! A battle is often based on what you can see . . . right?’ said the surprisingly wise beyond his years Harold Spencer, when it came to battle tactics, anyway.

‘Right!’ enthused the Reverend Johnson. ‘Go on!’

‘Well . . . ’ continued Harold, delighted to be asked his opinion by an elder, ‘King Harold let that French fella know how many men he had – big mistake. If he had done what I’ve just done, (pointing to the now hidden troops), he could have made that attack work; the Frenchies trick to bring them down the hill would have been ruined by a surprise attack from the left, or right, it don’t really matter – could ‘ave trapped ‘em good style! It’s like me and the Tuckers; we takes Ripper and his gang on, even shouting at ‘em in plain view, and then we pretend to run, see, a little like the French did, but they don’ see Betty up in the tree with the flour, do they?’

‘Who? The French?’ replied a slightly confused Reverend Johnson.

‘No, no! Ripper’s mob! So anyway, never let the enemy see all of your strength, it’s best to keep some back. They’ll have loads of puff as well, ‘cause they aint been fightin’ yet. . . . ’

‘Do you know, you’ve got something there, take me through it again – show me exactly, step by step. . . . ’

It was the worst thing the rapt Reverend Johnson could have said, not because Harold broke any of the miniatures or damaged the papier-mache battlefield; unusually for Harold he was very careful; but because Harold had captured the imagination of the usually solid and reliable Vicar of the Parish of St Malachi’s, and made him forget he had a wedding ceremony to perform, followed by a meeting with the Bishop of Andover Diocese.

The excitement did not stop at the Battle of Hastings, but was carried over to allow Harold to explain how he would have overturned reversals suffered by Boadicea during the Roman occupation, the Royalists in the English Civil War, and even General Custer at the Battle of the Little Big Horn. But for this they re-used King Harold and his army and just imagined the battlefield, as the Reverend Johnson normally limited his hobby to battles involving the British.

What happened next may not have been as bad if they had contained the drama to the bounds of the miniature battlefield as they yet again reprised the misfortunes of King Harold and his men.

But as the Reverend Johnson staggered around the study, with his hand over one eye which supposedly had an arrow sticking out of it and dripping blood, and as both man and boy were letting out a cacophony of noise, who should walk in but the Right Reverend Lexworth Enderby, even more formally known as His Grace the Bishop of Andover, with a tearful unmarried bride and an irate groom at his side.

For Harold, it was time to go; he had had enough anyway.

Harold walked back towards home. He knew that the Tuckers would be back, and already out scuffing their new shoes. He wasn’t wrong.

Idling along the lane coming towards Harold, were Tim and Larry Tucker, Harold’s alternating best friends. This was so, because they both looked up to Harold, but did not get on particularly well with each other. Such a strained sibling-ship often saw jealousy set in, especially so after Harold and either one of the brothers had unwittingly achieved a new level of notoriety or heroism; although this was usually at the same time. But for Harold and the twins, there were still enough exploits after which the merits, or demerits were shared out equally three ways.

As for the fourth member of their gang, the pale but pretty Betty Unsworth, her involvement was limited, and on the odd occasion it wasn’t, the chivalrous Harold ensured that she was kept out of any recriminations; but there was to be no fairer member of their little gang this summer.

‘Hiya, lads! What shall we do today, then?!’ breezed the cheery Harold,  hands in his pockets and strangely zig-zagging and making a  droning  noise  as  he  neared his friends. He originally decided to be a spitfire as he ran along the lane, but couldn’t get the sullen detective hero from last week’s matinee out of his mind. This was Pierre Le Bon, star of the previous Saturday’s morning matinee, The Man with his Hands in his Pockets.

But it mattered not. And not even the bickering brothers could deflate his natural swaggering jauntiness on the first day of the summer holidays.

‘There’s a dead cat by Ripper’s house. Let’s go and see it,’ suggested Larry.

‘Nah, seen   it.  Let’s   go   and  see  Jim  Meery.  

He said he’d have some apples for us –  remember. . . . ?’ prompted Tim.

‘Er,’ hesitated Harold. But then he remembered something. ‘We can do both! Jim Meery is  cutting  the grass for Ripper’s mum today.’

They began the short walk further along the lane and turned off by an old, broken stile; this was of the type that divided a wall or hedge rather than it just being wooden steps placed either side of it. It was so badly broken, that it was just as easy to walk through, but to Harold and his friends it was a point of honour to ignore its current state of disrepair, and climb or even jump over what was left of the splintered rural climbing frame.

They then walked down the narrow pathway which separated the larger houses of the village from the farmer’s field. This was Glumm’s farm,  owned  and  managed by Neddy  Glumm, an unpleasant little fat man with big red cheeks, and just one long tooth remaining in his head.

They came to the gate at the end of the front garden of Cadenza Rest, the house where Harold’s arch-enemy lived. This was Lionel ‘Ripper’ Bullstock, bully of the school and sweet little angel to his rather naive mother. As for Ripper’s father, Brigadier Heath Bullstock, he seemed proud of his son’s reign of terror, which did not stop at the school. But there were three boys who were not in dread fear of Ripper Bullstock, and these boys were outside Ripper’s house.

The boys looked around, hoping to see the layabout of the village, ‘old’ Jim Meery. He was only thirty seven years old, but looked far older but acted far younger. Despite the parents of all three boys giving them the direst of warnings of what would happen should they continue to associate with this ‘overgrown ne’er-do-well’, these warnings were ignored with the greatest of aplomb. Plus, if their parents were totally honest, old Jim was the handiest and cheapest of handymen, when he was sober. This may have been why such dire threats never seemed to come to anything.

‘Well, where is he?’ demanded Tim of Larry, but without any grounds as  they would indeed have found themselves in the very same place whichever suggestion of the brothers had been taken up.

‘Sshh!’ said Harold. ‘We don’t want Ripper to know we’re here, he’ll spoil everything.’

‘So, I’ll soon send him packing if he comes out,’ replied the sometimes irrational Larry.

Although none of the boys were in the least bit scared of Ripper, it was highly unlikely they would be able to send him packing from his own house.

‘Here you are, lads, take them off me hands. Quick!!’ The rambly shambly unshaven, and most probably unwashed Jim Meery, appeared through a hole in the hedge which separated  the garden of Cadenza Rest from Farmer Glumm’s apple orchard. ‘I’m off!’ he expediently added, as he walked briskly further down the lane after emptying the pile of small apples he had gathered in the bottom of his rolled up filthy pullover, into the greedy hands of the three boys.
Harold looked at the garden. It had not been cut. ‘Thanks!’ shouted Harold. ‘But what about the grass?’

‘No time!’ yelled Jim. ’You’d best be off too, if you know what’s good for you!’ he added.

As the boys looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders, the cause of  their own soon to be rapid departure from the scene was grinning from his bedroom window; at exactly the same time, an irate Farmer Glumm suddenly appeared at the end of the lane in pursuit of the apple scrumpers. Farmer Glumm had been tipped off by Ripper, who had secretly overheard Jim and Harolds’ conversation only the day before – and the way that Ripper retold the conversation, it was very clear to Farmer Glumm that Harold Spencer was supposedly behind the whole thing.

‘‘Ere you! What d’yer fink yer doin’, nickin’ me apples?! I’ll ‘ave you, Spencer – I WILL  . . .  in fac’ I’ll ‘ave the lor ov yer!’

Although old Farmer Glumm couldn’t walk very fast, his fiery countenance on top of an already red face, plus a veritable tusk sticking out of his mouth, soon saw the boys scarper, but not back towards home, but further on as Jim had done.

As they began to run, Harold glanced up at Ripper’s bedroom window. Ripper was still there, and he was laughing and pulling tongues, but not for long.

‘Ow! Ow! Ow! Ow! I’ll get you for that!’ roared Ripper from the open window, and rubbing his head after four out of five attempts by Harold to hit him with an apple succeeded. The fifth missed – well, it missed Ripper, but to Ripper’s horror, the sound of breaking glass soon let him know that Cadenza Rest was now missing the smoked glass window of the upper bathroom of the Bullstock residence. Ripper was in big trouble now. Mrs Delilah Bullstock was maybe naive, but Mrs Delilah Bullstock was also the most house-proud housewife in the entire village. It was no use Ripper blaming Harold Spencer; he was for it and that was that.

Harold, Larry and Tim ran on down the lane until they were round the bend, and out of sight of Farmer Glumm. They were safe.

As they slowed down, a voice suddenly shouted, ‘Close one, eh?’ It was Jim Meery, sitting on the grass verge at the edge of the lane. The boys all sat down next to the straw chewing layabout.

‘How did you know old Glumboil was coming?’ asked Harold.

‘Saw him from the tree-top . . . lucky I did, for me as well as you boys,’ replied Jim, ‘and I see you put your apples to good use, then. . . .  ’ he added, noticing that Harold  did  not  have a single apple left.

‘Yeah, but I’m sorry I wasted ‘em now, I just feel like an apple,’ lamented Harold.

‘Yer look like one, too!’ chortled Jim. ‘An’it’s a good job yer didn’ eat ‘em. They’s too young, aint growed till September!’

Tim and Larry quickly spat out their half eaten but curiously small apples.

‘Well, what did you nick ‘em for, then?’ spluttered Tim, still spitting out the last vestiges of apple, and was secretly glad of a reason to do so, as it tasted disgusting.

‘For Glumboil’s ‘orses, ‘e don’ feed ‘em proper so I gives ‘em some apples – fort you were doin’ the same.’ replied Jim. ‘An’ anyway, it’s scrump, m’lad, scrump … every farmer knows … so many for the worms, so many for the scrumpers – and the rest for the soft sausages who wants to pay ‘andsomely for ‘em. God’s own green apples that he gives ‘em for nowt to Eric ‘n ’Eve, and yet the farmers fink we should pay for ‘em. Gaaargh!’

Harold knew that when Jim uttered his first ‘Gaaargh’ of the day, it was  usually the first of many while he waxed lyrical on the woes of the world. It was time to go.

‘Come on, lads, Glumboil should be gone. We’ll have to be careful as we  pass the  farm, though. See ya, Jim,’ said Harold.

‘Could a poisoned me. . . . ’ added Tim.

‘Yeah, poisoned me. . . . ’ agreed Larry.
‘Ha Ha! You’d a been ok, Larry, only two fings can eat un-growed apples, ‘orses ‘n’parrots, that’s what – an’ you’s a parrot!’ mocked old Jim.

‘Get lost,’ said Larry.

‘Suits yerself.’ shrugged Jim, well used to such rebuffs, whether from his peers, elders or minors.

Jim Meery recommenced chewing on some straw and lay back, fully stretched out on the grass verge – but sat bolt upright again in an instant as he heard several angry shouts and some high pitched yelping from the vicinity of the apple orchard.

Harold had misjudged Farmer Glumm’s fury and the enraged old man had lain in wait.

Harold’s strutting swaggering countenance had rounded the bend, slightly ahead of his friends and was soon within reach of the outraged farmer, who jumped out from the hedge and managed to hit Harold on the back with a dead twig several times before Harold even realised what was happening or whom his assailant was.

But less than a minute later, old Glumboil was wheezing and coughing with the effort and the three boys again fled the scene, ran back the way they came and ran right past the upright Jim Meery.

‘Serves ‘em right,’ muttered Jim, conveniently forgetting his own involvement and again laying back to chew on a straw. Within minutes he was fast asleep.
This time, Harold, Tim and Larry kept going much further than they would normally have done after one of their transgressions, but they eventually tired, slowed down, and stopped to rest.

After getting their wind back, a museful Harold spoke up.

‘Jim’s right, you know; who’s old Glumboil to say we can’t have any of God’s own apples? They’s off God, you know, Miss Farthing said so in Sunday School,’ said Harold, but not entirely certain of his facts.

‘I don’ think it works like that. I think God must grow ‘em, and sell ‘em to  grown ups, like a wholesaler – or summat like that. . . . ’ said Larry.

‘Don’t be stupid! A wholesaler sells holes! – not apples!’ angrily retorted Tim.

But Larry was not to be dissuaded. ‘God is a wholesaler, I tells ya! He sells the apples to the grown ups, and they sell ‘em again to get their money back!’

‘No he aint! That’s stupid!’ roared Tim.

‘No it aint!’ retorted Larry.

‘Yeah, it is stupid. . . . ’ unwisely cut in Harold. Taking the side of one of the brothers in an argument was never a good idea.

‘Don’t you call my brother stupid! I’ll cut your lip!’ roared Tim.

‘Go on then!’ dared Harold, rising to the challenge.

Within seconds, as with all such fights between the boys, the initial reasons for the set-to were totally forgotten, and the following twenty minutes saw a three way fight of constantly changing alliances: sometimes, they all fought each other, then Harold and Tim would fight Larry, then Larry and Harold would fight Tim and then the two brothers would fight Harold. And all this happened at break-neck speed without a pause.

Eventually there was no fight left in any of them, and they again sat down on the grass verge and aped their sometime hero, Jim Meery, and chewed on straws.

As none of the three boys bothered to wear watches, they did not know what time it was, but they guessed it must be coming up to luncheon – it was 1-30 in the afternoon.

‘Come on, let’s go home for some grub. We’ll come back out later,’ suggested Harold.

Harold and his friends ambled slowly back down the lane. They crouched  low as they went back around the bend and neared Glumm’s Farm. They weren’t going to be caught out again.

The truth was, Farmer Glumm was over a mile away repairing a drain on the western edge of his farm, and there wasn’t a farm hand in sight, but this mattered not to Harold and the Brothers Tucker. The outwitting (most of the time) of one irate farmer was grist to the mill for these three rustic rebel-raisers, but there were other bucolic perils to be taken into consideration – in their minds, anyway.

As they continued their stuttering journey, old Glumboil was soon forgotten, as was luncheon.

Despite being well past Glumm’s Farm, they continued to crouch as they edged their way along the grass verge on the side of the lane. 

All of a sudden, Harold turned to Tim and Larry, and whilst maintaining a deadly serious countenance, made circles with the fingers and thumbs of both hands, then held his hands together, and then raised them in a way reminiscent of South Seas adventurers trying to communicate with tribal elders. This was Harold’s ‘secret signal’ known only to the three; all three boys then jumped over the ditch and hid in the hedging from the as yet unseen enemy – and ripped their clothes into the bargain.
Upon Harold giving exactly the same signal a few moments later to signify ‘the coast is clear’, (without having seen anybody or anything that could remotely be considered an enemy) the three jumped back again. Harold’s secret signals had caused all sorts of bother on many previous occasions.

Although Harold argued that to use the same signal as both a warning and then again when it was safe was actually ingenious and wouldn’t be guessed by the enemy, Harold’s secret signal was frequently missed by one of the boys. This meant that a mid-air collision was inevitable followed by both boys ending up in the ditch as one leapt for cover at exactly the same time as the other re-emerged from his hiding place. Luckily, on this occasion there were no such mishaps.

At differing intervals between the three of them, the boys put their hands to their foreheads, screwed up their eyes and looked into the distance. 
They were now on the look-out for enemy spies, renegade Mohicans, and even Fangs, the snarling, drooling vicious ghost-dog which was said to catch and eat the children of Plumley.

The truth of the matter here was that Jim Meery used to have a dog, a mongrel called Albert which one day got himself caught in a rabbit snare intended for the rabbits that he used to chase.

Albert’s howling in pain was not only heard by Harold while out fishing for tiddlers, but was easily and instantly translated in his mind to be the hungry vicious snarling of a ghostly hound from the place no-one mentions. 

Thus, Fangs was born.

At exactly the same time as Albert continued his wolf-like howls while waiting for his owner to wake up from his afternoon kip in the cornfield, Harold’s cousin Maurice from Andover was  leaving  for  home with his parents, after making their bi-monthly visit to the Spencers. This tended to tie in with Harold’s bi-monthly fishing trips, which co-incidentally started shortly before the visitors’ arrival, and ended not long after they had departed. 

On these occasions, Harold always gave spirited denials that his absence was deliberate. This was always followed by a sigh from his mother and raised eyebrows from his father, but no more than that as they knew that Harold loathed his well dressed, well mannered and rather snooty cousin; the truth was, Mr and Mrs Spencer did not like him too much either.

But, after this last visit, cousin Maurice was never seen again.

The reason for this, according to Harold, was that Fangs had waylaid not only Maurice but his parents as well, and had eaten the lot – clothes and all, and not a trace left.

As Maurice and his mum and dad had recently emigrated to Canada, their failure to show up since at Harold’s home at various times throughout the year but especially at holiday times, gave credence to Harold’s story; well, to Harold, anyway. 

But his friends did question this supposed truth, once, on the last day of the previous year’s summer holiday.
*

‘I asked my Dad, an’ he says you’re lying, that they’ve left the country – irrigated, or fumigated or summat. . . . ’ said Larry to Harold, as all three friends walked along the lane.

‘Well, what  do  you  expect ‘em  to  say?!’ angrily retorted Harold, ‘speshlly to the Feds … ‘Sorry, Inspector, they aint here, Fangs got ‘em’? Look, I shouldn’t tell ya this, but yev got to know the truth. The whole village had a meetin’ in the hall when we – er – you were all in bed, an’ they all agreed to say nothin’ and do nothin’ so’s the Fed’s won’ poke their noses into ev’ryone’s business. My dad stood up and said, ‘They’s gone, folks, that’s all there is to it. Now break it up and go home.’

‘Why, was there a fight or summat?’ asked Tim, wondering why Harold’s father would suddenly tell the whole village, well, the adults anyway, to  ‘break  it  up.’ But he then had another thought. ‘Hey! How did you know, if we were all in bed?’

‘I said you were all in bed . . . if you were lisn’n, which you wasn’, coz you never do. I knew summat was up so I pretended to go to bed, waited for ‘em to go out, and then sneaked downstairs and followed ‘em. I got the idea from Pierre Le Bon and the Egypshun Smugglers; I put on me dad’s raincoat, kept me ‘ead down and just mingled with the crowd; in fact, me dad turned to me and asked for a light.’

‘‘Ere! Your dad don’ smoke! I’se seen ‘im!’ exclaimed Larry.

But Harold did not have time to answer.

‘Don’ be stupid!’ cut in Tim. ‘You can’t see someone not smoke, that’s just stupid! ‘Ow can you see someone not smoke?! You’re stupid, you are!’

But Larry was not going to be cowed by his brother. ‘You can too. If  someone aint smokin’, well, they aint smokin’, are they?’

Tim thought for a moment, almost conceded his brother had a point, but again found his resolve. ‘That’s just stupid!’ he uttered – again.

This was another one of those occasions where the brothers fell out, and, of course, the argument had to finish with a fist fight. The ensuing row and  pitched battle carried on right along the lane, and was now passing Harold’s garden gate. To the constant refrain of ‘You’re stupid you are!’ and ‘No I’m  not, I seen ‘im  not smokin!’, Harold left his friends to it, and went in for tea.

*

With all three boys now certain the immediate area was free of spies, Mohicans and hungry dogs from another world, they all swaggered jauntily down the centre of the lane.
As they ambled on, a familiar and thankfully friendly face came around the bend in the lane and into view. It was the local milk delivery man.

‘Hey up! Hiya, Milky, late today aren’t yer?’ shouted the rather cheeky Harold to Fred ‘Milky’ Matthews – milk-man and boss’s son of Matthews’ Dairy, Plumley, who was five hours behind in his milk and dairy deliveries.

Fred, a tall gangly man with a long face and unkempt long brown hair, turned to the boys as he was lifting bottles of milk from a crate on his cart. He beamed at them as he spoke. 

‘Hiya, lads! First day of the hols, eh. . . . ?’

Like Jim Meery he was glad that Harold and his friends were around to liven up an otherwise quiet and dull little village.

‘I hope you didn’t eat them apples,’ continued Milky, grin now banished, and surprising the boys into the bargain.

‘How did you know about that?’ asked  Harold.

‘There’s nothing in this dump that I don’t get to know about: first of all, Jim turns up wanting his daily; laughin’ like a madman he was, and then he told me what you lads had been up to. Then old Glummy was in a right bad temper when I called at the farm, so I didn’t say a word to him; but I did ask old Alfie the Pig, said you’ve ruined the whole orchard; a bit much that, you know, lads, fair’s fair. An apple or two don’ hurt, but to ruin a whole orchard and for apples you can’t even  eat . . . well . . . nothing to do with me, but just be careful in the future,    eh. . . . ?’

The three boys did not reply to this straightaway and looked more than a little guilty. But Harold didn’t like the idea of taking all of the blame when all he and his friends had done was to take the apples from old Jim.

Eventually he spoke up.

‘It wasn’t really us, you know, Milky. Jim had already done his scrumpin’ when we got there. And if I’d have known they weren’t for eatin’, we wouldn’t have took ‘em.’

Milky knew Harold well; not only because they both lived in Plumley but because he saw in Harold ghosts of his own childhood. He also knew when Harold was telling the truth.

‘The flippin’ liar! Wait till I see ‘im! He can kiss goodbye to his free milk an’ all! Sorry, lads, I do apologise.’

‘That’s all right,’ said the amenable Harold.

‘Forget it,’ added Tim.

‘It’ll cost yer a gold top, fer each of us. . . . ’ cheekily suggested Larry.

‘Fair do’s, ‘elps yourself. Won’ be minute, I’m late today.’

‘Why’s that then?’ again asked Harold.

‘New Horse; poor old Codger died Friday. Dad and me had to go to Jack Harris’s stables this morning to buy a new’un. Used to be a racer, this one . . . didn’t ya, Buster, old fella?’

Milky walked to the front of the cart as he said this and patted Buster on the side of his head.

A thought came to him and he turned to face the boys. ‘‘Ere! If you’ve got any apples left, then give ‘em to Buster! You’ll have a friend for life, then;  anway, won’t be a mo,’ Milky walked up the path to make his delivery.

Harold, Larry and Tim walked to the front of the cart, forgetting Milky’s offer of a free gold top each; they wanted to see Buster.

‘Hello, Buster,’ said Harold, stroking the horses mane, which made him whinny a little, but he seemed to like it.

‘‘Ere, give us one of them apples, I threw all mine away’ said Larry to Tim.

‘Tough. I’ll give ‘em to him,’ replied Tim.

‘It was my idea, just give me them apples!’ protested Larry.

‘It wasn’t your idea, it was Milky’s. I’m going to give ‘em to Buster!’

‘Yes, but it was my idea for me to give ‘em to Buster, not yours, now give ‘em ‘ere!’

‘No! And that’s just stupid! You’re stupid, you are!’

Harold groaned as the brothers commenced their traditional fist-fight, which caused all of the remaining apples to fall out of Tim’s pockets as he rolled around in the road with his brother.

Harold ignored his friends, picked up two apples and offered one to Buster. It was just as well he did so, because the horse began to get agitated due to the row and the sudden movements of the fighting siblings. But luckily for the boys, and Milky as well who was currently trading tips picked up at the stables with the Master of the House, Buster was soon munching merrily away on an un-ripened Cox Pippin, and would have been totally oblivious to his environment even if he had found himself in the middle of the Battle of Agincourt. Although old Jim Meery was currently out of favour, he had got one thing right – horses can quite happily and safely eat unripened apples.

‘So you were a racer, then. . . . ?’ asked Harold of Buster, who seemed to whinny again as if answering in the affirmative. ‘Wish I was a jockey,’ continued Harold, ‘me and  you‘d  bag  the  Derby, the National, and even all the races in ‘Merica, and ‘Rabia.’

Harold fed the second apple to Buster who now knew he had a new friend and more importantly, a supplier of goodies. He whinnied, moved his  head, and snorted gently as Harold prattled on and gently stroked his head and ears.

Harold retrieved several more apples from the road and fed them to the grateful horse. He was now telling Buster how they would have saved his ancestor, King Harold, at the Battle of Hastings, (the fact that they only shared a first name mattered not to Harold), or rode right into Parliament to save King Charles who would get to keep his head after all, and Harold even told Buster that they would have been the best horse and rider in Pierre Le Bon and the Riders of the Steppes.

Milky finished his delivery and his role as roving tipster, and scratched his head as he watched Tim and Larry roll right down the lane as they ripped each others shirts and thumped each other repeatedly, and then he stood and listened to Harold.

After Harold promised Buster that he could pull his gypsy caravan when he was older, Milky was now grinning broadly. He was so taken with the  blossoming friendship he forgot he was five hours late, and thought he would let Harold have a treat. ‘‘Ere, do you want to climb up? I’m sure Buster won’t  mind, not after giving him those apples. You can pretend you’re in the Derby, or in that  film  you  mentioned,  Peter  Bon-Bon,  was  it. . . . ?’

Harold was too excited to either be embarrassed by his eaves-dropper or to bother correcting him. With a push and a shove from the milkman, Harold was atop of Buster.

‘Easy with the reins, lad, if you tug on them too much, he’ll think you mean to go on,’ cautioned Milky.

This was a little disappointing to Harold, as he wanted to pull hard on the reins, and yell ‘Yaaarrggh’, just like they did in cowboy films. But at least he could  imagine the ‘Yaaarrggh!’ while making sure he did not tug too tightly on the reins around the horse’s neck.

But time was of the essence, for Milky, who suddenly had visions of irate breakfasters who had been waiting an awfully long time for their milk. After five minutes of Harold struggling to keep himself reasonably calm, it was time for Milky to go.

‘Sorry, Harold, must crack on. Mrs ‘Iggs ‘ll be furious – no milk for her  porridge. Now don’t forget, watch that Jim, he’ll have you in real lumber one of these days. . . . ’

But Harold wasn’t listening. He had spotted an angry wasp – well – to Harold, all wasps were angry. This important information on wasps, and in particular, prevention of wasp stings, was gleaned from his father who always had problems in his garden with low flying, hovering wasps in late summer, and always  muttered  something about them being angry.

The trouble was the wasp was hovering just above Milky’s arm. Without saying a word and before Milky could grab Harold and lift him down, Harold swiped at the wasp with his hand, missed, lost his balance, and ended up  smacking Buster hard on the rump.

Although Milky visualised what was going to happen, he had no chance whatsoever of actually stopping it happening.

Within a split second, the horse and cart and a terrified Harold, were away at great speed down the lane. Harold did not now need refrain from going  ‘Yaaarrggh’ – he did so with all his might – he was terrified.

Despite his fear, the resilient Harold had the good sense to do his best to straighten up and grab the reins. He even remembered all the commands issued by a ranch-full of Saturday morning matinee cowboys, with ‘Wooaaah!!’ being the hot favourite. But it was to no avail. Buster had received such  an  unexpected  fright  that  it  was  going  to  take more than an apple bearing schoolboy going ‘Wooaaah!’, to make him stop or even slow down. But there was worse to come for Harold.

As they took the next bend they were going so fast that the cart, the bridle,  the  harness  and  straps  which  kept  horse and cart together, separated; the horse and Harold veered right, and the cart veered left, with the straps snapping in the middle. A small piece of wood from the right side of the cart broke clean away, and smacked the horse smartly on the side before falling onto the road. Milky’s entire load was jettisoned from the cart, and even shot out of the crates and cases. The lot ended up in the ditch. What slim chance there was of Buster slowing down had disappeared in an instant.

Unfortunately for Harold the horse went even faster, but to make matters worse again was the fact that racing towards them but not yet in sight, was a car, being driven by his second worst enemy.

Brigadier Heath Bullstock was at the wheel of his Rolls-Royce soft top Silver Ghost, driving at speed as he wanted to make it in time for a presentation. As he rounded the bend he found himself on a collision course with an out of control horse with an unwilling rider, namely one Harold Spencer.

‘By gad! It’s that lunatic Spencer!’ yelled the Brigadier as he frantically slammed on his breaks.

Harold first heard the squealing tyres and then saw the car speeding towards him, and he even recognised the manic Brigadier, complete with grimace and with his red and gold cravat flying in the slipstream. The Silver Ghost was now skidding lengthways, still at speed, and both Harold and the Brigadier knew that unless the car somehow straightened up, there would be a terrible accident. 

‘Oooer!’ uttered Harold, and rather understatedly at that. But he had an idea, which, if it failed, thought Harold, then neither he nor Buster would ever eat another apple ever again, whether ripe, unripened or any point in-between.

Harold tugged on the right-rein and yanked it over to his left, even leaning as he did so to accentuate the command. Bingo! As the Rolls - Royce was almost upon them, the horse suddenly veered left and impending doom for horse and boy was averted.

As for Harold, his adventure was still not over.

Although Buster had managed to veer left, there was no space at all to manoeuvre any further, other than to clear the hedge and into the farmer’s field. The cacophany of noise consisting of screeching brakes, squealing tyres and an apoplectic Brigadier ironically aided the horse in its desperate efforts to be free of the danger. Up! And Over! Buster the vintage steeple-chaser and his rider were over the hedge and were now thundering over Farmer Glumm’s potato field.

Luckily for the Brigadier, with only a few seconds and a few inches spare, the car finally straightened up and then skidded to a halt twenty yards further down the lane.

Brigadier Bullstock almost wrenched the front door of the car off its hinges as he angrily burst out of the vehicle, ready to remonstrate with ‘that lunatic Spencer’. But the Brigadier’s sprint back up the lane was to prove fruitless, Harold and Buster were now well out of sight.
Buster thundered along the ploughed furrows and on towards the opposite edge of the field. Farm labourers looked on in amazement as they galloped past, like Odin and his steed charging into battle.

After a minute or so, Harold noticed that the bumps and jolts he was suffering in the saddle seemed to be lessening in their severity; thankfully, Buster began to slow down and Harold breathed a sigh of relief; but it was all in vain as the horse suddenly pricked up his ears, and in an instant, sped up again. This was followed less than a second later by another ‘Woooaaah!’ from Harold, who could only assume that Buster had been startled by something, or someone.

They reached the hedgerow marking the edge of the potato field which they cleared with no bother at all, not even a dislodged twig from the top.

Horse and rider were now in Farmer Glumm’s carrot field, which was also the very edge of old Glumboil’s empire. 

Seconds after Buster’s thundering hooves had ruined two furrows of baby carrots, they cleared the far hedge of the carrot field and found themselves crossing a country lane. Buster shot right over, easily jumped a metal fence, and horse and rider landed in the next field; this was unfamiliar territory to Harold as they were now beyond the usual outer limits of his boyish reign of terror.

Harold and Buster now found themselves in the middle of the 2-40 horse race at Lychgate Park Race-track.

It was the oh-so familiar sound of Buster’s old haunts which the horse had heard, and had caused him to race like the wind to be part of the scene yet again. He knew only too well the roar of the crowd, the thunder of hooves, and even the snorting, whining and whinnying of other horses, (and the jockeys) galloping around the track and over the fences.

The 2-40 was nearly over, and the leader was well out in front, but not for long.

The un-fancied outsider, Happy Harold, with its jockey, Taff O’Mackintosh, got the surprise of their lives as Buster and Harold leapt over the fence and joined them to vie for first position. But Happy Harold was so startled, he veered off the course and was away with his equally shocked rider, never to be  seen  again . . . well,  they  were really, but  by the next day this  was  a non-negotiable feature of Harold’s magnificent achievement as he regaled the village children with the highly embellished details of his amazing adventures.

To make matters even more confusing, little Taff had quickly become covered in mud after surviving a big collision of seven of the seventeen horses in the starting line up. Taff and Happy Harold emerged safely enough from the melee, but Taff was covered in mud from head to toe. His jockey’s silks were  impossible to identify by the on-course commentator, the racing press and the binocular wielding gentry in the stands. The only means of identification for either horse or rider, was the horse’s number printed on gold and red cloth and attached to the saddle – ‘Number 7’.

But luckily for horse and jockey, the chaos early on in the race saw them gain and so far keep an unexpected lead – until Harold’s appearance.

But Harold Spencer’s unscheduled ride resulted in his also being covered head to toe in mud – and far worse, flung up by Buster’s hooves as he thundered over the fields. And the most confusing thing of all was that the little piece of wood bearing the number seven in bright gold letters from the address of the dairy, had broken away from the cart and had become wedged in between the folds of Buster’s saddle bag, a split second before he commenced his frenetic dash across country.

The large crowd, many of whom rushed to the front of the stands to watch the run-in of the 2-40 at Lychgate Park, had no reason to think it was anyone but Taff O’Mackintosh and Happy Harold leading the field, and by a long, long way to boot.

The voice of the commentator boomed all over the course, courtesy of his megaphone.

‘What a race, ladies and gentlemen! – what a race! The clear leader is  —  Happy  Harold! — Not another horse in sight! And here they come! My, my, what a state poor Taff is in, but no wonder – what a race! And yes! – They are over the line! – It’s all over! The very worthy winners of this years Boiler-Makers Free Handicap – is – the 33-1 outsider, Happy Harold, ridden by the game little fellow, Taff O’Mackintosh!! Well done, Taffy!!’

As Buster was now back in his old routine, he recognised the fuss that was being made, whinnied in triumph with his head held high, and finally came to a stop. The exhausted Harold breathed a huge sigh of relief, and slumped over the horse’s neck. The excitement all around was at such fever pitch, that even the usual handlers for Happy Harold did not even notice that their horse had not only changed colour from black to brown, but was a good deal bigger.

No-one at the race track suspected a thing as the mud-covered Harold was helped down from his horse by a steward.

As the counterfeit champions were led away to the winner’s enclosure, the press gathered around, snapping away – while the local dignitary hired to present the cup, came walking across, beaming and ready to congratulate the winner.

‘Here, hang on fellas, he’s full of mud. Let’s at least clean his face before you take any more photys.’ Ernie Robertson, Chief  Steward of the course, took a flannel to Harold’s face just as the local dignitary arrived to give him his prize.

‘Here you are, young fella m’lad, you deserve it!’ beamed the Brigadier. He handed Harold Spencer the Boiler-Maker’s Free Handicup Cup, and a cheque for one hundred pounds. Harold gladly accepted both.

‘‘Old the cup up, Taffy!’ shouted Norris Ogden of the Andover Gazzette.

Harold duly obliged as a myriad of press cameras snapped away as he lifted the cup – and his young head, right up, grinning the broadest grin that most of those present had ever seen; most – but not all. One person had seen this cheeky grin on far too many occasions.

Brigadier Heath Bullstock stopped smiling. Brigadier Heath Bullstock studied the face intently for over thirty seconds. Brigadier Heath Bullstock was furious. ‘By gad! It’s Harold Spencer!’

‘Bad Briggy!’ replied a shocked and stunned Harold, with the grin wiped right off his face.

After hasty consultations between the Chief Steward of the course, his assistants, the Jockey Club and a variety of other officials from the racing fraternity, Harold Spencer had his cup and winnings taken away from  him,  and  the  race  was declared  void.  But  for  the  multitude  of  journalists at  the  race  meeting – well – news is news; the pictures that had already been taken were not to be wasted, and indeed were given even greater prominence than photographs of a winning horse and jockey would normally have done.

Photograph‘s of ‘Happy Harold Spencer’ and Buster, were to be plastered all over every single national daily and evening paper in the country. The trouble for Harold was that as it was still only 3PM, there was just enough time for the story and the  pictures to make it into at least some of that night’s editions.

Although the nationals only had time to print a small piece that night, with some just using the stop press; the Andover Gazzette, Mr Spencer’s favourite paper which he read from cover to cover every evening, scrapped the original plan to cover the Royal Visit to Andover, and replaced it with the amazing story of a ten year old boy and his horse. Not only was Harold in the headlines, complete with his grinning face, the full story and many more pictures were  spread across the two centre pages.

Mr Bernard Spencer arrived home in time to have a read of the paper before dinner was ready. He picked up the paper, froze, and went white. He then asked his wife if the stress          of worrying over Harold could cause hallucinations.

Harold was nearing home, but he wasn’t particularly looking forward to his dinner. He knew that tomorrow he would look back on the greatest adventure of his life so far, but there were several hours to go before bedtime; plenty of   time   for   whatever   questions   concerning   the day’s events, occurences, and their repercussions and consequences to make themselves known. Harold rounded the bend and Rosewood Cottage was now in view. But Harold came to a full stop –and gulped. At his front door was a queue of several angry people.

Milky’s Dad, the owner of the dairy, was calling to demand compensation for his lost milk cart and a horse, which had still not been returned to Milky, as well as ten crates of Gold Top, three of Silver, and a case of butter and two cartons of eggs.

Farmer Glumm was there, wanting to know how Mr Spencer planned to replace a whole orchard of ruined apple trees.
Old Flo Hampton was there, to complain about Harold deliberately ordering the wrong things for Horatio Frogg.
Brigadier Heath Bullstock was ready to hammer Mr Spencer with a triple whammy: firstly, he wanted Mr Spencer to replace a smoked glass bathroom window, then he wanted to present him with a bill for four badly worn car tyres and a damaged car door; finally, he was going to threaten Mr Spencer with court action for the embarrassment brought upon him by his son at the presentation. 

The next five were gentlemen of the press wanting a new angle on the day’s  events – ‘The Father of the youngest ever winning jockey!

Bringing up the rear was old Jim Meery, whom, upon seeing the strange and angry gathering, simply joined the queue, hoping tea and sandwiches would be the order of the evening.

With his head down, Harold crept up to Rosewood Cottage. Harold crept past Rosewood Cottage. Harold was out of sight. 

The End
Josh Rogan
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1
The Sands of Time

IT HAD BEEN a particularly boring lesson. Harold Spencer, known to the long-suffering residents of the village of Plumley as ‘Happy Harold’, due to his antics at a race course sometime previously, was disappointed. He usually looked forward to History lessons on Friday afternoons, but today had been all about how sandstone buildings in the middle ages and earlier had been built, this was not Harold’s thing at all.

Mr Bellard, Harold’s teacher, summed up his two hour marathon seconds before the bell went to let the relieved children know school was over – for a whole week. . . . 

‘ . . . the most important thing to note, is that many of the great structures of the age were mostly built with a commodity, which in its raw state, was totally free to one and all. Sand—’

Ring! Ring! — Ring! Ring!

Mr Bellard would have to wait until the next History lesson before enlightening Harold and his classmates as to what was to follow; as for Harold and his classmates, they could not care less – school was out – for the whole week. . . . 

Harold and his two best friends, the twins Tim and Larry Tucker, leaned against the school railings as their more dutiful classmates went straight home.

‘Where shall we go?’ asked Tim.

‘Dunno. We can’t go anywhere near old Glumboil’s farm, he said he’d set the dogs on us if we do,’ replied Harold.

Old Neddy Glumm, or ‘Old Glumboil’ to the boys, was the local farmer, whom, for the last three years had had to factor in a 10%  waste of all products and their resultant non-profit due to the antics of the three boys, but particularly Harold.

‘I know!’ suddenly exclaimed Larry. ‘Let’s go to that new building site! Maybe they’ll let us help!’

‘Yeah, why not?!’ enthusiastically agreed Harold. ‘My Dad’s always sayin’ how slow builders are. They’ll be glad we’re offerin’ to ‘elp, and stop people moanin’ at ‘em.’

They walked eastward along the lane to where a plot of land on the edge of the village of Plumley had been fenced off in readiness for the construction of a new building. Harold had no idea of what they were going to build, but such finer points were of no interest to him whatsoever.

The absence of Harold and the Tuckers from old Glumboil’s farm and fruit orchards, for the immediate future, anyway, was very definitely Farmer Glumm’s gain. But to Henry Tripe & Co, Builders, the boys’ patronage of one building site was most definitely their loss. When the boys arrived at the site, there wasn’t a worker to be found – it was Friday afternoon. Much to Henry Tripe’s annoyance, especially during good weather and light nights, his workers always finished early on Fridays. ‘Flippin’ Unions!’ was Henry’s oft retort. ‘They’ll ruin me! – Cut their own throats, they will!’

The fact that Henry Tripe packed away his theodolite and was on the golf-course every Friday at 1pm, did not seem to register with Henry Tripe as being a classic case of the pot calling the kettle black. The boys walked right around the perimeter of the site but couldn’t find anyone at all. More importantly there was no way in to allow them to give the absent builders a helping hand anyway, as Harold had suggested, and which had been immediately agreed to by the Tucker twins. But there were some things to see which had been left outside of the locked compound, probably due to lack of space.
‘‘Ello, what’s this?’ asked Harold, as he came across a huge machine with a curved, open chute pointing downwards.

‘Dunno,’ replied Tim.

‘Aint got a clue,’ added Larry.

But then Harold’s eyes lit up. He now knew what this strange machine was for. ‘An’ I thought my Dad was kiddin’! I overheard him one night talking to Betty’s Dad. He said he knew a fella who used to work on a buildin’ site, but every night he got so drunk that he just couldn’t get to work next mornin’, and so in the end, he had to be picked up by the – er – mixer, or summat.’

‘Why’s it called a mixer, then?’ asked Larry.

‘Mus’ be coz all the men get mixed up as they’re sent slidin’ down the  chute when they get to the site. This must be to get all the builders into work on time!’ replied Harold.

‘What?! All of ‘em?’ asked a doubtful Tim.

‘Must be. That machine could fit thirty fellas on there, easy.’

‘Ah, but there’s no-one ‘ere, is there? How did they all get home then?’ asked the smug Larry.

‘Well, they sober up eventually! They probably get the bus home, or the train, then they all go straight out and get drunk again,’ replied the inspired Harold.

‘‘Ow do you know?!’ demanded Larry.
‘Cause the machine wouldn’t be left here if they didn’ need it every day,’ replied the triumphant Harold.

‘S’pose so,’ conceded Larry.

Harold walked on ahead of the twins and past the machine.

‘Hey!’ he suddenly shouted. ‘Here! Quick!’

Tim and Larry ran around the other side of the mixer to see what it was that Harold had found.

‘Cor!’ shouted Tim.

‘Sand! Tons of it!’ yelled Larry. ‘But what’s it doin’ ere?!’

‘Dunno,’ replied Harold, ‘but it’s obvious it’s for anyone who wants it,’ stated Harold, with great authority.

‘For everyone?! What do you mean, for everyone?’ asked the again doubtful Tim.

‘‘Cause Bellard said so, didn’ e?’ replied Harold.

‘Did ‘e?’ asked Larry.

‘Yep! If you were lisn’n, which you never do . . . but if yer had ‘ave done you’d ‘ave ‘eard Big Bellows Bellard say, ‘sand is free to all. If you see any, just take it, it’s yours.’’

‘I don’ think he said that!’ spluttered Tim.

‘Well, not exac’ly, but that’s what he meant. He definitely said ‘free to all.’ My guess is, he was probably goin’ to give this very sand out in buckets to the whole class, so we can all build our own buildin’s – a sorta practical lesson. So, if we get a head start, we can make sure our buildin’s are the best in class: I’m gonna make a castle.’

‘You’ve gotta get it home firs’, ‘ow can you make a castle?’  asked Larry.

‘‘Oo says I’ve got to make a castle at ‘ome, or in school for that matter? I’m buildin’ it right here,’ said Harold.

‘What? Right now?!’ asked an astounded Tim.

‘Yep! An’ if you ‘elp me build my castle, I’ll   ‘elp you build whatever you’re gonna make afterwards.’

‘Right!’ agreed Tim.

‘Let’s get to it!’ added Larry.

It didn’t take long for all three boys to realise that dry sand could not be shaped with any degree of success at all.

‘Well, this ain’ any good, is it?!’ moaned Tim.

‘Yeah, rubbish. I’m goin’ ‘ome,’ added Larry.

‘Wait! I know! Water!’ exclaimed Harold. ‘It’s just like at the beach. O’ course! When  you make sandcastles at the beach, it’s the water in it which makes it stick! If we can find some water, we can still make a castle!’

‘But sandcastles always get washed away!’ pointed out Tim, but Harold wasn’t beaten.

‘That’s coz the tide keeps comin’ back! There’s no tide ‘ere is there, coz we aint at the beach. Now stop moanin’ and just ‘elp, or go ‘ome, I don’t care.’ For once, Harold Spencer managed to introduce at least a nugget of fact into his flights of fancy. Sandcastles do indeed survive, for so long anyway, if they are not subjected to a continual battering by the tide.

‘Here!’ shouted Larry. ‘A tap!’ Larry had come across a recently installed water pipe with a tap, ready for the builders to use as they mixed the cement, or even for washing and making tea. But this was indeed inside the locked compound, but tantalisingly close to the inside edge of the wire fence. Although it was a great struggle, soon Harold and the Tuckers were ferrying handfuls of water across to the shapeless mound which was supposed to be a French chateau. But it was useless. By the time they reached the mound, most if not all of the water had dripped out of their hands.

‘Nah, no good,’ finally conceded Harold, ‘we need a bucket.’

‘Yeh, let’s go ‘ome, its tea-time anyway,’ suggested Larry.

‘Yeh, I’m starved,’ agreed Tim.

‘All right,’ agreed Harold, ‘but let’s come back afterwards with buckets, and even a wheelbarrow to move the sand around.

‘Where are we going to get a wheelbarrow?!’ asked Tim. ‘Your Dad aint got one, and ours locked the shed after you took all his paint so you could paint Albert black and white, and say he was the only wild English Zebra!’
Albert was a mongrel belonging to the village layabout, old Jim Meery, and had reluctantly been the only exhibit in ‘Harold’s Zoo’.

‘I know,’ said Harold, unabashed, ‘old Glumboil. He’s  got  one  in  the  shed at  the apple orchard.  He  can’t  lock  that at  the  moment,  the door’s rotted.’

‘But we can’t go there! – he’ll set the dogs on us!’ protested Tim.

‘No, we can’t – but old Jim can! Come on, we’re off home anyway, he’s bound to be along the lane somewhere!’

Harold and his friends went off home for tea, and as they meandered along, did indeed come across the scruffy but likeable ( to them ) old Jim Meery. Jim in turn liked the boys, and          readily agreed to ‘borrow’ Farmer Glumm’s wheelbarrow.
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Castles in the Air                              
THREE CONSIDERABLE SIZED TEAS with large slices of cake for afters, were readily and greedily scoffed down in both the Spencer and Tucker households.

Harold and the twins then swiftly purloined buckets from their respective mothers’ cleaning cupboards, and Larry even brought along a castle shaped plastic sand-mould. But in his eyes it was no longer a childish plaything, but a ‘template’ for their studious attempts at recreating mediaeval architecture.

They met along the lane less than an hour after they had returned home, hoping that old Jim would come up with the goods; they were not to be disappointed.

In the distance, they could hear shouts, yells, a shotgun going off and some rather high-pitched yelping, as well as a low-pitched trundling sound which was getting nearer and nearer, and louder and louder.

After a couple of minutes or so, something that looked like a whirlwind came dashing along the lane. This particular whirlwind was scruffy     and unwashed and was pushing along a wheelbarrow at high speed.

Old Jim Meery reached the boys, but with the momentum gained through suffering a backside full of buckshot, the whirlwind swept right past them.

The three boys looked on in amazement as barrow and driver tried to stop, couldn’t, veered right, and ended up in the ditch – the wheelbarrow first – and old Jim Meery second – who then collapsed on his stomach in the upended barrow.

As Jim just lay there mumbling incoherently, the boys went to drag him out.

‘Fanks,’ said Jim, after he was finally pulled from the barrow, upright, and rubbing his smarting backside. ‘I’se off home … that’s the las’ time I’m doin’ you lads a favour!’

Old Jim walked off home in rather a strange fashion, leaning to one side as he walked along with one hand on his backside.

‘Thanks, Jim!’ shouted Harold. ‘Come on, lads! There’s castles to build!’ he continued, with all three boys totally forgetting the embarrassing and painful sacrifice made on their behalf.
‘I brought this along. We can make a small model with this and then copy the shape to make a great big one,’ said Larry, and rather hopefully at that, as it was the unspoken law that Harold was the ideas man in this outfit, but he had no need to worry.

‘Yeah, ok. Let’s be as quick as we can, though,’ replied Harold, ‘the Vicar’s visitin’ later, and if I’m not there when he leaves, he takes the rest of the cake home for the poor.’

But Tim was now a little jealous, as he often is when his brother comes up with a good idea.

‘We don’ need that! I can make a perfectly good castle without havin’ to use that thing! That’s for babies, that is!’ mocked the green-eyed Tim.

‘No it aint! You used that last year at the beach! Funny that, a nine year old baby usin’ one of them at the beach!’ retorted Larry.

‘Who are you callin’ a baby?! You’re the baby! A ten year old usin’ that to make a castle! – it’s you who’s a baby!’ replied the angry Tim.

Larry and Tim, as they so often did so, squared up for their almost daily fist-fight, but Harold was not to be delayed or distracted in his architectural endeavours.

‘Here! Gimme that! I’ll make the template, and you start mushin’ up the sand!’

His act of diplomacy worked a treat. Harold quickly filled the plastic mould with sand and water, and soon had a fine looking castle to use as a model for their large-scale version.
Harold Spencer and the Tucker twins were famous, infamous even, for being able to stare at arithmetical problems for hours, days even, and not have a clue, despite teachers, parents and even private tutors losing their hair in their efforts to explain. They would day-dream in geography, unless it happened to be where Commanche Indians lived, and were just as hopeless in most other lessons. But give the boys something to do which they actually wanted to do and with the right tools to do it, and the transformation was amazing.

They worked in unison with one or two transporting the sand at different times, one or two adding the water when needed, and even using the end of a broken plank to pat, measure, straighten and flatten each part of the castle. They used a large plastic pipe from the building site, dragged through the gap in the wire fencing, to shape the turrets and one or two other circular features.

Less than two hours later, and with the light rapidly fading, Harold and the Tuckers, exhausted and full of soggy sand from head to toe, stood back, and beheld the fruits of their labours: a magnificent sand and water replica of a French chateau.

Despite Mr Bellard having no intention of having a field lesson to enable the pupils           to construct anything with anything, even sandstone which was what he was about to say as the bell went, it was still a great shame that he wasn’t there to see this considerable feat. But as ever, all good things always come to an end.

Neither Tim nor Larry had really forgotten the earlier row, and Tim whispered to Larry, ‘baby’, but not quiet enough to prevent Harold from overhearing. Despite him knowing full well it did not do for others to intervene in rows between the brothers, at times he forgot this most golden of all rules.

‘Now don’t start that again! Any more and I’ll whup the pair of yer. . . . !’

‘Go on then. . . . !’ braved Larry.

‘Yeah, go on then. . . . !’ added Tim.

Unfortunately Harold saw red, and what’s worse, the Tuckers were standing on the opposite side of the huge sandcastle to Harold – but in an instant, it was gone.

Harold dashed straight across the castle knocking the centre right out. In turn, the brothers Tucker launched at Harold, scattering the turrets, ramparts and battlements. Seconds after, it was totally flattened.

The fight was soon at full throttle. Any bystander would have found it hard to discern who was getting the better of whom. In seconds, the three boys were rolling around in the soggy sand, thumping and punching each other, ripping each other’s shirts and seemingly enjoying every second. And as usual, the initial reasons for the fight were soon well forgotten as Tim and Larry began to set to on each other. A fight between the three boys was not considered worth it, if it did not include rapidly shifting alliances.

Eventually, with all three boys accumulating more and more heavy, sodden sand, the effort became too much and the hostilities came to an end.

‘Well, that’s just great!’ yelled Harold. ‘What a waste!’

‘Well, it was you who stomped right across and knocked it all down!’

‘Yeah! Knocked it all down!’ agreed Larry, who could have been a parrot.

‘Well, I only . . . aarrgh, forget it . . . anyway, what can we do now? I aint buildin’ another castle,’ said the forlorn Harold.

‘Take it ‘ome to make a sandpit. . . . ?’ suggested Tim.

‘Got one.’ replied Harold.

‘Oh yeah, forgot, so have we. . . . ’

But Harold’s eyes lit up – again. ‘Yeah, but loads of other kids aint! Let’s tell the whole village that Big Bellows Bellard is givin’ away free sand, and to come here tomorrow with a wheelbarrow so they can take some ‘ome to make a sandpit.’
‘Are you sure Bellard is givin’ this sand away?’ again asked the doubtful Tim.

‘Free to all, the man said, free to all. Unless Mr Bellard has suddenly took to tellin’ lies, then this sand is for anyone who wants it.’

Neither Tim nor Larry were totally convinced of this, but they did not need that much encouragement to go along with any or all of Harold Spencer’s schemes, hare-brained or otherwise.

It was almost dark, and it was time for the three boys to go home.

After shrieks from his mother, a huge telling off from his father, and an hour long soak in Ma Hubble’s Bubbles, Harold was allowed back downstairs in his pyjamas to eat his supper.

‘So, Harold, would you care to explain exactly how it is you came home looking like Lawrence of Arabia, especially as we are many miles away from the nearest source of sand?’ asked Mr Spencer.

‘Thirty Eight,’ replied Harold, as he reached out and picked up the last slice of cake from the vicar’s visit.

‘I beg your pardon?’ replied his father.

‘Britain is such a small country, that the furthest distance from the beach is only thirty eight miles. As Plumley is bang in the middle of the country, it’s thirty eight.’
Mr Bernard Spencer, although amazed at his son’s interest in such banal although highly inaccurate facts, (the correct distance is seventy five miles, and Plumley is nowhere near the centre of Britain), did not like to be distracted from wanting an answer to his questions.

‘Now look here, Harold, I don’t know where you learned that, but—’

‘Big Bello – er – Mr Bellard. When I told him I was running off to sea when I was fifteen, he told me – at least, I think that’s what he said, I wasn’t really listenin’.’

‘Huh! That figures. Anyway! Be that as it may, when I ask you a question, I want an answer. Now, what have you and the Tuckers been up to today, to come home in such a state?’

‘Well, if you must know. Mr Bellard is doin’ a project in school with sand, and there’s so much left over, the rest is for sand-pits for all the poorer families of the village.’

Mr Spencer’s countenance changed from that of annoyance to one of regret.

‘Oh, I am sorry, son, that’s very kind of the man . . . and I must say, it’s heartening to find you and your friends helping rather than hindering.’

‘Yeah, well, always the same; misunderstood me, misunderstood. Does someone a good turn, and everyone thinks I’m up to summat.’
‘Er – yes, son. . . . ’, replied an uncertain Mr  Spencer, who at that moment, chose to bury his head in the pages of the Andover Gazzette.
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   Come and Get It!

THE NEXT MORNING, Harold, Tim and Larry were all up very early. They wolfed down their breakfast to the annoyance of their mothers and bewilderment of their fathers, and dashed off to the building site. They worked quickly. First of all they put up a big sign: ‘Sand. Free to all.’, this was courtesy of both a large square piece of wood which that very morning had been earmarked by Harold’s father for use as one of the sides of a tomato cloche, and the last of Mr Tucker’s tin of blue gloss paint – which meant that Mr Tucker’s shed was going to stay a natural wood colour for some time. Harold had also brought a length of string from the garden, after first of all deciding that runner beans should really learn to stand up straight all by themselves.

‘That’ll do it,’ proclaimed Harold, standing with his arms folded while he surveyed his handiwork; the sign was tied very haphazardly to the wire fence of the site.

‘Ere, that’s crookedy, I’d a’ done better meself,’ declared Tim.

‘Yeah, crookedy,’ came rare agreement from Larry.

‘It’ll do,’ said a workman-like Harold; he     was too intent on the task at hand to bother indulging in the usual scrap with the Tuckers.

The three boys walked on into the village, the sign was one thing, but canvassing about the great give-away was better still.

‘‘Ere, Marty – Marty Burrows!’ shouted Harold to one small boy with blonde hair, and broken black teeth to match his broken spectacles patched up with sticking plaster. 

‘Er, yeah, ‘Arold?’ replied a suspicious Marty, who was on his way to the sweetshop with his pocket money. His right hand then closed tightly around the Shilling Piece in his right trouser pocket, which did not go unnoticed.

‘Blinkin’ ‘eck, was about to tell yer summat special, and you think we were goin’ to rob       yer? Marvellous!’ exclaimed the once more misunderstood Harold.

‘Summat special. . . . ?’ was all Marty could say in reply.

‘Yeah, but if you think we’re no better than Ripp—‘ went to say Larry.

‘Leave it,’ cut in Harold, ‘no time . . . yeah, we’ve got piles of sand to give away, sorta favour for Big Bellows Bellard: just go down to the buildin’ site with a barrow or a pram or summat, and helps yerself, there’s tons of the stuff.’

‘Cor!’ exclaimed Marty, who forgot all about Mint Munchers and Cough Drops and ran off home to borrow the baby’s pram.

Soon, all the children in the village were told that if they wanted sand for a sandpit, to help themselves. When questioned by any adults, they passed on the message that it was courtesy of Mr Bellard, who had kindly donated the sand to the poor of the village as there would be plenty left over from the school’s sandcastle experiment. Grown-ups passed the good news on to other grown-ups, and news even reached other villages, miles away. By late morning, things had snowballed so dramatically that  there was a seemingly never-ending stream of children and even their parents, trundling their wheelbarrows and even old prams and go-karts along the lane to pick up their share of the sand. Soon, it was two lanes of people going both ways, as those on their way home were passed on the lane by even more people who had only just heard of the give away, and wanted their share. There were even specially chartered charabancs drafting  in grateful sand-gatherers from surrounding villages.

Harold was ecstatic. He soon envisaged a sandpit in the garden of every child in the village, and at this rate of every child in the County of Wiltshire.

Harold, Tim and Larry went to the site to see how things were going, and realised that chaos had set in. 

‘We can’ ‘ave all this grabbin’ an’ shovin’’ said Larry, as he espied the chaotic scenes: people everywhere with prams, bikes with baskets, barrows, and even an old bathtub plonked on top of a go-kart; anything that might just do the job was brought and sometimes liberated from the homes of most of the familes from the village, and many more from well beyond. But there seemed to be a collision every couple of minutes with pramfuls of carefully gathered sand getting tipped up and with the sand getting ground into the dirt.

‘Yeah, you’re right, we’d best sort this out, we need to sort of direct ‘em; a bit like the police directing traffic on a busy road,’ said Harold. ‘We need an armband each, though, so’s people know; even a hanky would do the job.’

Immediately, the three boys dashed home again, dragged
 out their unused brand new handkerchiefs from doting aunts at Christmas, and very soon, with their hankies now acting    as armbands, each boy had become a self-proclaimed ‘SAND MARSHALL’.
Although at best the job required only two of the three boys, the fact was, there were three boys. As usual, Harold got the plum job in these situations. While Harold imagined himself as a traffic policeman in Piccadilly Circus, Larry and Tim were strategically placed as the ‘In’ and ‘Out’ markers, to prevent any further pushing, shoving and tripping among the sand-gatherers, in what was rapidly becoming a veritable quagmire as it had started to rain.

Harold thought that as he had taken on the most senior role, he would be justified in making this fact evident to one and all. As Tim and Larry were distracted by a number of people walking to the left when it should have been right, and vice versa, Harold took out his pen, added more scribblings to his hanky, and in a second he became SENIOR SAND MARSHALL.
‘This way, folks . . . in this way, out that way. Just walk past Tim to get your sand, walk past Larry to go out again. Larry, yes, him there – no, that’s Tim. This way, folks . . . in this way, out that way — NO! THAT WAY!!’
Mr Spencer left his house at the usual time for his pre-luncheon walk, but had great difficulty getting out of his own gate.

The lane was chock-a-block with hundreds of people each intent on getting their share of the sand or had already done so and were struggling back to their homes – or their charabancs, which were parked haphazardly all over the village, some even on the lane.

Mr Spencer peered west, then east, and could not see anything but lines of people travelling both ways, and not always harmoniously. Some would veer onto the opposite lane by accident, others because of the limited space and others because they didn’t care.

Scuffles and angry yells let Mr Spencer know that problems were setting in, and unusually for this stretch of road, traffic had come to a stop and had formed tail backs, with many angry drivers beeping on their horns and shouting abuse at the sand-gatherers.

‘What the. . . . !’ he exclaimed, quickly realising that although Mr Bellard’s giving away sand for children to make sandpits deserved his support, he had not envisaged the huge response, nor the chaos it would bring.

After coming to a decision, he struggled through the middle of both lines of people and walked into the centre of the village and into the little blue police telephone box, and dialled 999.

‘Hughie? Ah good; Bernard here, we’ve got a problem. . . . ’

Sergeant Hugh Hubworth listened, and tutted. The daily game of Whist at the station would have to be disrupted, which was a shame as he was on the brink of making the rest of the station complement penniless. As a delaying tactic which would allow him to finish the game and pocket his winnings, he was about to suggest to Mr Spencer that it would be more appropriate to contact Traffic Division, based in Andover, but his sense of duty and the urgency of the situation prevailed. Mr Spencer went on to explain what, in his opinion was needed. He went to great lengths to explain that he did not see a need to curtail this great community effort, but instead, considering the volume of people that were traipsing up and down the lane and likely to continue to do so for the rest of the  day, to aid such bizarre proceedings with a policeman. A little while later. . . . 

‘Now clear off, you three! Home!’ ordered PC Joe Yardley.

‘This way for in, that way for out!’ yelled Joe, as Harold, Tim and Larry threw their armbands on the ground in disgust, although if they were honest, they had begun to tire of their duties.

When Harold arrived home, he was surprised to find that the house was empty. He saw a note pinned to the fridge, it read:

‘Harold, Dad and I have gone to the village hall for a meeting. Help  yourself to  the pie in the fridge.

Save some for Dad, he missed his lunch, but it was all in a good cause!

Well done, son! Love, Mum.’

After eating all of the pie, and slurping on a gallon of orange juice, Harold wondered what the meeting was all about. So was the very occasional member of his little gang, Betty Unsworth, who lived five doors up.

Harold answered a knock at the door, and standing there was the very pale looking and thin Betty Unsworth. She loved being with Harold and his friends, but sadly for Betty, her parents most certainly did not encourage such a friendship, but her parents were also at the village hall.

‘What’s this meeting about?’ asked Betty.

‘Dunno, I’ve only just heard about it,’ replied Harold.

‘Can I come in?’ asked Betty.

‘Yeah,’ replied Harold.

They went into the lounge and sat down.

‘I heard all about the sand business. Is Mr Bellard really giving  it  away so  poor  children can have sandpits of their own.’

‘Free to all. That’s what the man said, free to all.’

‘Mmm. . . . ’ replied the quite perceptive Betty.

‘Did you get yours?’ asked Harold.
‘I wanted to get some, but Mum and Dad wouldn’t let me. Said if you’re involved, there’ll be something wrong somewhere.’

‘Charmin’’, replied Harold.

‘Well, you can’t really blame them, you know, even when you do mean well, it always goes wrong,’ added Betty.
‘What do you mean, even when I do mean well? That’s great, that is, can’t even do anyone a good turn, and people still don’t believe me! Well, they can stuff  it; when I’m old enough, I’m off to sea – me own ship – and I’ll never come home again.’

‘You always say that as well!’ giggled Betty, who loved winding Harold up.

‘Humph!’ retorted Harold, folding his arms.

‘Well, I’d better go, Flossie needs feeding. I’ll see you tomorrow, if I can sneak out.’

‘Nah, don’t go yet. I’ve got an idea.’

While Betty had been giggling, Harold had become curious as to what the meeting in the village hall was about.

‘What is it?’ asked Betty, not too sure if she should really listen to no doubt yet another hare-brained scheme.

‘Let’s go in the back door of the village hall and sneak up to the loft. Don’t worry, it’s safe. But we can sneak a look through a gap in the floorboards, we can hear ‘em as well, every word.’

‘Oh – er – no,’ panicked Betty, ‘it might be dangerous, and you’d best not go either.’
‘Nah, it’s safe as houses, ‘onest. I’m  goin’ even if you’re not.’

‘Oh all right, then, replied Betty, whom in reality, liked the idea of getting her nice shoes with a pink ribbon mucked up, just as much as Harold liked to roll around in the mud, fighting with the Tuckers.

It wasn’t far to the village hall, and they quietly and slowly opened up the back door which was always open for meetings, but rarely used by the villagers. They were able to sneak up the stairs to the gallery – well, in reality – they were quite noisy, but there was such a din coming from the hall that Harold could have taken two elephants and a hippo’ up the stairs without being noticed. They reached the top, opened a little wooden door and walked into a room which was next to the gallery and directly above the hall itself. With Betty following, Harold walked to the middle, knelt down, and looked through a crack in the floorboards. He was also able to hear every word being spoken, or rather shouted. So could Betty, even though she was still standing, although more than a foot away from the gap.

Harold listened intently. . . . 

‘ . . . YOU ARE BALLY FOOLS! ALL OF YOU!! JUST THINK OF THE MONEY THIS NIGHT-CLUB WILL BRING TO THE COMMUNITY!! JUST THINK OF THE EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES!! YOU WON’T HAVE TO BREAK YOUR BACKS EACH AND EVERY DAY ON THE FARM, WORKING FOR THAT TYRANT GLUMM!!’

‘’ERE! JUST WATCH IT!’ retorted Farmer Neddy Glumm, although he was for this new development and had sold part of his land to allow it to be built, as had the speaker, one Brigadier Heath Bullstock, father of the village bully, Lionel ‘Ripper’ Bullstock, and known as ‘Bad Briggy’ to Harold and his friends – and even to some of the grown-ups of the village.

‘Begs your Pardon, Ned. OR  WORKING   FOR TUPPENCE HA’PENNY, SUNDAYS INCLUDED, AT MATTHEWS’ DAIRY!!’ continued the Brigadier.

‘Humph!’ went Charlie Matthews, but he too was going to vote for the Night-club, but knew to at least feign offence.

‘Sorry, Charlie. But people . . .  (now adopting a supposedly appealing sympathetic tone, but which came out minus the sym) People, people, people –yes, yes, yes – tradit—’

‘GET ON WITH IT!’ came a shout from one of the gathering, which drew a look of fury from the Brigadier. But he kept his composure and carried on in his sickly sycophantic manner.
‘ . . . tradition is all very well, but if tradition was the be-all and end-all, where would we be right now. . . . ?’
‘NOT HANGIN’ ROUND ‘ERE, WASTING VALUABLE DRINKING TIME FOR A START!’ came another shout.

‘I’ll  ignore that. My point is, if you would all care to listen, is, what if life was still the same as a hundred years ago? Or – or – homes were just like hovels from the middle ages? Worse still, what if the Ancient Britons had fought to keep their mud-huts, and won? — What then. . . . ?’

‘DOES THAT MEAN YOUR WHACKIN’ BIG HOUSE WUN’T BE HERE, THEN?’

The Brigadier spluttered, a little. ‘Well, yes, I suppose so, but you miss my poi—’

‘WHO VOTES FOR THE ANCIENT BRITONS?’ joked a third heckler.

‘WE DO!!’ came the immediate and unanimous response.

The Brigadier stood and fumed, waited for the laughter to die down, and summed up. ‘If you vote against this proposal then you are voting for years of misery in this forgotten little outpost. I leave it up to you – but if you do this then you are all no better than one of Glumboil’s (‘Ere!’ – ‘Sorry’) pigs, crawling on the floor and grunting.’

To a cacophony of boos, and even some threats at this bad insult, the Brigadier stood to one side, as it was time to vote. The President of the Parish Council, none other than Mr Bernard Spencer, took the floor. Up in the loft, Betty had gained a little courage, and was leaning over Harold’s shoulders to peek down into the hall.

‘That’s your Dad! What’s he doing?’ asked Betty.

‘Dunno. He says he’s head of the Parish Council, but I always thought that was summat to do with the church, but no-ones mentioned nothin’ about that Jonesy fella who ate the whale, just summat about votin’ for a Night-club.’

‘A Night-club!’ replied the more clued-up Betty. ‘That’s terrible!’

‘Not arf as terrible as gettin’ found out ‘ere. Keep it down,’ ordered Harold in a sharp whisper.

‘Oh, sorry,’ whispered Betty. Back to the meeting.

‘ . . . and so,’ said Mr Spencer, ‘both sides have put their arguments for and against this motion very clearly. It is now time to vote. But I must point out that  Parish Council votes are not always the end of the matter. Whatever decision is made here today can still be challenged in the Law Courts. But that’s for another day, if that comes about, now—’

‘GET ON WITH IT!’repeated the first heckler who was at least impartial in his put downs.

‘Ahem – well,’ continued Mr Spencer, ‘would the person who initially opposed this proposal, please come forward, and stand next to the proposer, as is customary.’
This was none other than the first heckler who
found it quite difficult to get through the crowd as he was sat right in the middle.

‘Get on with it!’ joked Mr Spencer, which duly received laughs right around the hall, even from the heckler. ‘Ok, we are ready. Majority votes count. So – who is for the construction of a Night-club within the boundaries of the Village of Plumley. . . . ?’

Three raised their hands.

‘And against. . . . ?’
Seventy one raised their hands.

‘The No’s have it, the motion is defeated. Thank you, ladies and gentleman. The meeting is now over.’

But Brigadier Heath Bullstock was furious. His weeks of brow-beating, threats, bribes and even pleas had all come to nothing. He had even booked the builders as he was that confident he would get the vote. Now he would have to fork out thousands of pounds from his own pocket to mount an appeal. He yelled at the ecstatic gathering who were preparing to leave.

‘Nothing but pigs grunting in the gutter! — The lot of you!’ 

As the Brigadier stood and sneered at those who had thwarted his plans, immediately above him, years of neglect in the maintenance of the village hall was about to add insult to injury. Harold’s earlier confidence in the strength of the floor of the loft was badly dented – as was the floor of the loft. . . . 

Both Betty and Harold heard the tell-tale splitting and splintering of wood. Betty just managed to get out of the way, but Harold, with a ‘wwhhoooaaaarrgghhh!!’ fell right through the now gaping hole and landed right on top of Brigadier Heath Bullstock. The Brigadier was now prostrate on the ground, and his pipe, which had been knocked out of his top pocket, was now wedged in his mouth – the wrong way round. The departing crowd turned around to see and hear Brigadier Heath Bullstock, still with Harold on his back, making the most unusual of sounds, a bit like a pig grunting. Luckily for the old tyrant, he was in no danger at all, as the pipe wasn’t lodged dangerously in his throat, just in his mouth with the stunned Brigadier unable to retrieve it.

‘LOOK WHO’S THE PIG NOW!!’ said one of the earlier hecklers, which again brought a huge cackle of laughter from the gathering.

But the fun was not to last, not for Harold, anyway. Although the fall from the loft had left him mildly stunned, Harold was otherwise in fine fettle, which made it rather easy for Mr Bernard Spencer to justify dragging his troublesome offspring off the back of the Brigadier – and drag him all the way home.
4
The Grape-Vine

SUNDAY MORNING CAME. Harold was confined to his room, and as usual was feeling hard done to. He felt that as the poor state of the floorboards in the loft of the hall could have seen him badly injured or worse, his parents should be highly grateful he was still alive and should have showered him with a whole shop-full of treats and goodies, but it was not to be.

Mrs Ivy Spencer was almost glad her sister Adelaide was poorly and needed her help. She got her coat and left the house to catch the Reading train, and away from the terrible tension. Bernard Spencer was still fuming so badly, he did not even acknowledge his wife’s departure. The only thing for him when he was feeling like this, was a walk, on his own, but not  before censuring his errant son yet again. He stormed into Harold’s bedroom.

‘I don’t know what possessed you to do what you did last night, Harold, I really don’t. You embarrassed me in front of the whole village, and you could have caused serious injury to the Brigadier and others. I haven’t decided on exactly how you are to be punished, but for now, stay in your room.’

Harold tried to look sorry, but his pathetic attempt at remorse just made him look as if he was mocking his father, or at least his authority.

Mr Bernard Spencer slammed the bedroom door and stormed off downstairs. Harold gave his father five minutes to be out of sight of the house, and went downstairs to make some toast.

Peregrine Bellard, Harold’s teacher, did not live in Plumley but in Andover. This meant that Mr Bellard’s private life was thankfully not subject to scrutiny and possible ruination by Harold Spencer and his friends. Mr Bellard did not plan it that way, it just was, fortunately for him.

But Mr Bellard did play an active part in the social and cultural life of the more urbane population of Andover. He directed plays for the Andover Thespians, a small drama group which put on plays in Andover as well as all of the outlying villages; this was with the exception of Plumley, the reasons why this was were always kept a little vague by Mr Bellard, as this was his decision. He was also in the Poetry Society, the Jazz Club, and was an active member of the Greek and Roman Classical Society; but all this paled into insignificance when compared with his first love: this was not Dora Robinson, to whom he had avoided getting engaged to for over four years, but the Andover and District Amateur Car Rally Association.

On the same Sunday morning that Harold was confined to his room, Peregrine Bellard was chairing a meeting of the Car Rally Association.

The meeting was getting nowhere. There were repeated disagreements between members as to whether they held a race or a rally, the difference being a closing of roads for a race, and its much higher police and safety costs; or keep it to a    rally, which, although still requiring Council permission and minimal police presence, was run within Highway Driving Regulations, with the roads remaining open to other drivers.

Peregrine had had enough. The meeting as usual was held in his  house. Not only were they going around in circles, a little like the proposed race, but they displaced much of his furniture coverings, and spilled not one but two pots of hot tea on his new Kidderminster Carpet.

Peregrine called a halt to the bickering, and proposed a vote.

The majority voted for a rally.

‘Dash it!’ rued one of the more daring drivers, who wanted a full blown race. This was Squadron Leader Marty ‘Mintcake’ Kendall, the most dashing member of the Amateur Rally Society, courtesy of his greased back hair, flying jacket, handlebar moustache, cravat, and driving at break-neck speed in his sports car, whether in a rally or not.

He impatiently shushed the membership of the society out of house, breathed a sigh of relief, and went back into the lounge and sat down next to Dora.

‘Don’t forget, Perry, you’ll still need permission from both the Andover Police and the Highways Department. If we are hoping to hold the race this month, then you’d best get cracking,’ said Dora.

‘Yes, yes, ok. I can see Inspector Marne anytime, but seeing Mr Spencer is more problematic. As I’m off to Scotland tomorrow, the earliest I can see him is a week Monday, but he always leaves his office before I get home myself.’

‘Well, just wait in Plumley until he gets off the train,’ suggested Dora.

‘Wait in Plumley . . . after school? Dora, dearest, if only you knew!’

‘You’ve told me many times, Perry, too many. Don’t be such a wet blanket! How can a ten year old boy cause you any harm?!’

Peregrine Bellard looked at Dora with a wan smile. If only she knew, he thought, if only she really knew! But Dora would not let it go.
‘Look, Perry, it’s got to be done, so why put it off? Why not go over there right now and get it over and done with? At least you can go off to Bonny Scotland knowing everything is in hand.’

Dora quite often thought of obvious      solutions  to  problems, which  initially  seemed more complicated to Peregrine. He sighed, and nodded his head. He had been looking forward to luncheon and a glass of wine. Now, as he steeled himself to brave the village of Plumley on a non-school day, which  meant  Harold Spencer would be at large rather than being at least contained, it made him think that he’ll no doubt be glad of the whole bottle of wine upon his return; hang luncheon.

He said goodbye to Dora as if he was off to climb the Northwest face of the Eiger, closed his  front door, climbed in his Mayflower Car, and drove like a madman to Plumley.

Unfortunately for Peregrine Bellard, Mr Spencer was so taken by this great community effort, and in particular the fact that Harold had taken to helping with such a good cause so enthusiastically, he wanted to thank Mr Bellard personally. This would also help Mr Spencer to return to his more equable self.

Despite still being angry with Harold, Mr Spencer considered himself a more than           fair man. He would punish Harold when punishment was necessary, but he would also allot praise when that was due. Although praise for Harold was a rare event, and an equal balance of praise and condemnation at the same time rarer still, such a thing did come           about – very occasionally. Although it was Mr       Bellard who was about to be lavished with              eternal gratitude and not Harold, he was still     delighted his son had assisted his teacher so wholeheartedly.

With his anger abating, Mr Spencer took the train to Andover to see Mr Bellard.

Although neither of the men realised it, they passed each other en route, as the railway line and road ran parallel for much of the journey.

Mr Bellard stopped outside Rosewood Cottage, got out of his car, walked up the path, and knocked on the door. He hoped against hope it would not be Harold who would answer.

‘Oh. Hello, Harold. Is your Father in?’

‘Big Bel’ – er – Mr Bellard!’ exclaimed a whitefaced Harold. ‘N. . .nn. . .no, he’s gone out!’

‘Did he say how long he would be?’

‘No, he sort of – er – went out without telling me. Er – would you like to come in and wait?’ asked Harold, hoping the answer would be no.

‘NO! Er – no, no, that’s all right. Please tell him I called, and that I’ll see him . . . er – well – soon.’

‘Er – all right. Bye,’ said a relieved Harold, closing the door.

Mr Bellard was about to get back in the car when he heard a shout.

‘MR BELLARD! Ah, Mr Bellard, I’m glad I’ve bumped into you. I just want to say that it is a marvellous thing you are doing!’

It was Mr Leo Kendal, brother of Squadron Leader Marty ‘Mintcake’ Kendall.

‘Oh, it’s nothing, really, we’re hoping to do this a few times this year,’ replied Mr Bellard.

‘Really?! That is absolutely marvellous! Wait until I tell Marty,’ enthused Leo.

‘No need,’ smiled Mr Bellard, ‘he already knows.’

‘Ah, he didn’t say. Modest, is our Marty – mad – but modest, as you are, Mr Bellard – er – modest, that is. . . . ’ said Leo.

Mr Bellard smiled again. Firstly, Marty ‘Mintcake’ Kendal was the most immodest person he knew, and secondly, he was glad that Leo was glad. ‘Well,  must crack on, the old girl’s not too good, but a good half hour in the pit will have her right as rain again. Toodle Pip.’

As Mr Bellard drove off, Leo scratched his head. He did not realise that Mr Bellard’s mother was old enough to have reached her second childhood and was currently expressing the desire to play in a sandpit. No doubt a brand new sandpit.

A short while later, after a wasted trip, Mr Bernard Spencer stepped off the train and out of Plumley station, and walked off along the lane to his home. Coming the other way was none other than Leo Kendall.

‘Ah, hello there, Mr Spencer, you may want to hear this. I was talking to Peregrine Bellard earlier, and it appears that he is not just content with his staggering achievement so far, but has other things planned for the community. This is despite having the worry of looking after his elderly mother, who isn’t too well by all accounts.

The man is a marvel, he really is, don’t you think so, Mr Spencer?’ said Leo Kendall.

‘It’s staggering,’ replied Mr Spencer. ‘I’ve never seen the whole village so vibrant, so alive, it’s incredible. It’s not just the fact that every child for miles around now has a sandpit, but the  fact  that  he  has  stirred  the whole community into action. In fact, I’ve just come back from Andover. I wanted to thank him personally, but he wasn’t in. But I think we should honour the man somehow, to show our gratitude.’

‘Yes, yes!’ enthused Leo. ‘I agree, Mr Spencer, I totally agree! How about a big party at the village hall? We could make it a surprise party, make him believe it’s a meeting of his rally club, but in reality would be the whole village waiting in the dark to cheer him when he comes in!’

‘That is a marvellous idea! Now I think. . . . ’

Within minutes the plans for the surprise party for Mr Bellard to show gratitude for his re-awakening of the community spirit of an otherwise docile backwater, were finalised.

Harold, who had been on the look-out for ten minutes or so, saw his father walking back up the lane, and dashed back upstairs to his room, hoping that the carpet full of toast crumbs would not be noticed. But he had no need to worry.

A strangely jaunty Mr Spencer looked at the sea of crumbs upon the carpet, and smiled. He then went straight up to his son’s room and asked him what he thought he was up to, loafing around indoors on such a nice day. Harold did not need to be told twice.

Within seconds he was out of the house, and not long after that, he found his friends on the lane, trying to teach their pet cat Freddy how to be a ferret.

‘Hiya, lads! Thought I was never getting out! What shall we do?’ enthused Harold.

Although the whole village was still alive and buzzing, this had not registered with any of the three friends, nor would it matter if it had, as    free sand and its inherent architectural and recreational uses were yesterday’s news.

‘You can help us train Freddy to be a ferret. Now I’ll put him in the rabbit hole,  then Larry will block one end, you block the other, and don’t let Freddy out again unless he’s caught a rabbit.
‘Right!’ said Harold, taking to his task with great gusto.

Tim shoved the hissing, spitting Freddy into the rabbit hole, who then managed a three point turn, came straight back out, ran through Tim’s legs, and away.

‘What did you do that for?!’ complained Harold.

‘Aint my fault!’ angrily retorted Tim. ‘You probably frightened him, standin’ there like – er – well – er – ‘e didn’ like you, did ‘e? – else he wouldn’ o’ ran off – would ‘e?!’

‘Don’ be so stupid! It was you shovin’ ‘im in there the way you did: go on, Freddy! Get the rabbit, Freddy! – ‘n’ just chuckin’ ‘im in there! Jim Meery don’ do that with Vernon – does ‘e?!’ replied Harold.

Larry finally came to the defence of his brother. It had taken longer than normal, because he too thought Tim had made a pig’s ear of things.

‘Ere! That’ ain’ our fault! Vernon’s a real ferret! Our Freddy’s jus’ a cat!’

‘Yeah, jus’ a cat!’ expediently agreed Tim.

‘Well, you’re both jus’ stupid then, aren’t yer? Tryin’ to train a cat who don’ know nothin’ about ferretin’. If it was my cat, he’d a been straight in there and brought the rabbit out in no time!’ bragged Harold.

‘No he wouldn’t!’ retorted Tim.

‘Yeah! Er – no!’ agreed the easily confused Larry.

‘It’s you who’s stupid. . . . ’ added Tim.

‘Yeah, stupid!’ agreed Larry the Parrot. 

‘Oh, is that right?!’ yelled Harold, rolling his sleeves up in readiness for battle.

On this occasion, war was postponed, for a short while at least.

‘Boys! Boys! There you are!’

It was the Reverend Patrick Johnson, Vicar of the Parish of St. Malachi, which was basically the whole village.

‘Er – ‘ello, Vicar,’ replied the surprised Harold.

‘‘Ello,’ added sweet Tim.

‘‘Ello,’ said the coy Larry.

‘Boy, boys, boys!’ gushed the Reverend.

‘Vicar, Vicar, Vicar!’ went to say Harold with cheek anew, but just about managed to stop himself. All three boys looked curiously at the Reverend Johnson, wondering what he was so happy about.

‘When I heard yesterday about this great community effort, I just couldn’t believe it at first, but I’ve just spoken to your father, Harold, and that nice Mr Kendal. . . . ? And I believe that you three boys put in a valiant effort to assist Mr Bellard in his endeavours. . . . ?’
‘Well, it was a bit more than tha— ’ went to say Harold, a little miffed that they were now playing second fiddle to their teacher, who had, after all, only stated that sand was free, but the vicar did not wait to hear any more.

‘I knew it! I knew you three would come good in the end!’ lied the Reverend Johnson. ‘Now, Mr Bellard, quite rightly, will be greatly honoured tomorrow evening. There’s going to be a surprise party for him as a token to show our appreciation. But how could we not leave you three out? So, I thought, a little tea and lemonade at The Manse. It’s my way of saying thanks. How about it. . . . ?

’Yes, please!’ came the instant three-fold reply. Yesterday’s news can sometimes still have its uses.

‘And I’m sure you won’t mind doing a little something for me. Don’t worry, it’s something that’s close to your hearts, you’ll enjoy every minute of it.’

‘Er,’ came the three-fold reply.

Harold, Larry and Tim trooped after the Reverend Johnson, as he led them to his home attached to the Church of St. Malachi. Waiting for them when they got there was not quite what they had hoped for.

Although there was a table upon which were sandwiches and lemonade, these were covered up with  tea-towels, and more importantly, were not unveiled upon their entrance.

Ten minutes later, the vicar disappeared to his study to work on his evening sermon, while Harold, Larry and Tim, commenced the back-breaking task of digging a hole to make a sandpit, and then shovelling the vicar’s quota of sand into it. This was to be the church’s very own sandpit for use by orphans, choir-boys, Scouts, Guides, and the Boys Brigade, after taking part in various services throughout the year.

‘Well, that worked out great, didn’t it?! Never said we’d end up in Jolly Johnson’s garden doin’‘ard labour, did yer?!’ angrily yelled Tim.

‘Yeah, did yer?!’ agreed Larry.

‘It ain’ my fault everyone’s over the moon ‘cause of that stupid sand?! I did’n’ say we’d build the stupid things for ‘em, did I? I wish I’d never seen the rotten sand!’ But on this occasion Harold’s usual skill in talking his way out of the blame failed him totally.

The boys had no option but to carry on building a sandpit for use by everyone else but them it seemed. But eventually, they finished, and it was time for tea. A disappointingly small tea of tiny cucumber sandwiches with the crusts cut off, and small glasses of warm lemonade. No cakes.

Things were that bad for Harold, that neither Tim nor Larry spoke to him for the rest of the day.

The only consolation for Harold was that the brothers’ solidarity in their sending Harold to Coventry lasted for less than one minute after leaving The Manse.

‘That’ll teach him! Gettin’ us to do ‘ard labour for Jolly Johnson. Well, he didn’ like it when I wouldn’ say nuffin’ to ‘im, did e? Got his eye wiped there!’ proclaimed Tim.

‘’Ere!’ protested Larry. ‘I was the one who didn’ speak to ‘im firs’, not you!’

‘No it wasn’t, it was me, ‘n’ don’ say otherwise!’

‘I will say otherwise! It was me!’

‘Wasn’t!’

‘Was. . . . ’

The unavoidable fist-fight followed.

*

To Brigadier Heath Bullstock, there was no such thing as defeat. And there was  certainly no such thing as Sundays off for High Court Judges, especially those who are also golf partners and part owners of a race-horse along with the Brigadier.

The Brigadier banged on the door of Relsunn Grange, a huge manor house and estate in between Andover and Plumley. The Brigadier did not even wait to be introduced by the Butler.

He stormed into the drawing room, and there, reading the Sunday Times and sipping Brandy, was Sir Franklin Zimm, QC.

‘What the devil . . . oh, it’s you, Heath. What on earth is all this about?’

Twenty minutes later, a slightly confused Franklin Zimm just about got the gist of the need to issue legal authority allowing work on the new building to be commenced; although he didn’t quite get the garbled references from the excitable Brigadier, concerning the grunting pigs in the gutter from the village of Plumley.

But the Brigadier did not have things entirely his own way. Although the work could indeed commence, there could still be legal action taken by the villagers opposed to the construction of a new Nightclub, as this was the villagers legal right.

The Brigadier begrudgingly accepted this, and sped off home with the duly signed legal document. He was out of the house and back in his car so fast, the ink from Franklin Zimm’s signature was still wet. He just couldn’t wait to brandish the injunction in the face of Mr Spencer and every single villager who would stand in the way of progress. And a tidy sum to boot. For the Brigadier.

It was early Sunday evening, and Harold was having his second tea of the day, with his father.

‘Oh, Dad, Mr Bellard from school called earlier while you were out. He said he would see you soon.’

‘Really? Surely he can’t have found out?’

‘Dunno,’ replied Harold, who could not care less.
‘No, it can’t be,’ continued his father, although this was more to himself. ‘If I was out visiting him, and he came here, he couldn’t possibly know. Maybe it was to do with one of his rallies. Oh, well, at least it’s all organised for tomorrow, something like this is always worth racing around the village for.’

‘Really. . . . ?’ asked Harold, who caught this last part, and as usual, got the wrong end of the stick entirely. ‘Brilliant!’ he enthused, after seeing his father smile and nod.

‘Yes, on this occasion, I must say I fully agree with you. Anway, son, I must go and meet your mother at the station: won’t be long.’ With that, Mr Spencer once again left the house.

Moments later, who should knock again, but Mr Bellard, whom, after taking Dora out on a drive in the country, thought he would try once more.

‘Hello again, Harold, is your father back yet?’

‘Well, he was,’ replied Harold, now used to his arch-enemies making casual visits, ‘but he’s had to go out again. He won’t be long, so you can come in and wait if you like. . . . ?’

Mr Bellard again turned the invitation down.

‘Can’t stop, I’m afraid. Oh, well, never mind. Bye, then.’
‘Bye, Mr Bellard – oh, my Dad did say it was all arranged for tomorrow, if that’s any use. I can’t wait myself, I hope Mintcake wins.’

‘Tomorrow! Really?! Oh dear, I didn’t think anything could be arranged this quickly! Your father definitely said tomorrow? It’s not one of your pranks, is it. . . . ?’

‘Well, if it was, I wouldn’t ask you in with Father due back any minute, would  I?’  cheekily retorted Harold.

‘I suppose not, sorry, Harold. Oh well, tomorrow it is! Are you coming up to Andover to watch, are you. . . . ?’

‘Nope! Not this time, watching it from right here, although I might climb up one of Glumboi – er – a tree to get a better view.’

‘Here?! But we can’t drive . . . er . . . oh heck, and your father definitely said it was all arranged?’

‘Yep! The lot,’ said Harold, who was tiring of the conversation.

‘Oh. Oh well, must have been a mix up between Mintcake and Leo, usually is; so much for the grape-vine. Very well, just this once, I       suppose. . . . 

Anyway, best be off, Please tell your father I called. Bye.’

‘Don’t worry, I will. Bye.’

Harold closed the front door, while Mr Peregrine Bellard jumped back in his car, and blurted out to Dora the ultra-urgent need to contact their fellow members of the Andover Amateur Rally Association, with the rather surprising news that their car rally was to be held the very next day, and with a slight variation in the course that was usually taken. And of course, Peregrine Bellard would not be going to Bonny Scotland after all.

Before bed, the Tuckers called round to say that they were now speaking to him again, and that they would see him tomorrow. When Harold passed on the news of a car rally coming to Plumley, the two were ecstatic.

Harold put his head to his pillow, but did not quite get straight off to sleep. He was now visualising having to take over as navigator in one of the cars, which of course, would win hands down, and of course, would do so because of Harold’s infinitely better skills as a navigator. But, it had been such an action packed day, and weekend, that it wasn’t too long before he fell fast asleep. He went into such a deep sleep that he didn’t hear the terrible row between his father and Brigadier Heath Bullstock.

‘There! And there’s nothing you or your fellow peasants can do about it!’ snarled the Brigadier, thrusting the document from Franklin Zimm, QC, right into Mr Spencer’s face.

After seemingly winning the ensuing row, the Brigadier swaggered off to taunt the rest of the village, with Mr Spencer not far behind, desperate to tell them that there would be a protest meeting at the site the next morning. . . . 
5
Placards and Chants

MOST OF THE MEN of the village and some of the women gathered at the site, early the next day.

Many took a day off work and others told their bosses that they would be in late. Such was the importance of their stand against the Brigadier and the Bulldozers.

As for Harold and the Tuckers, they were well ensconced atop of apple trees in Farmer Neddy Glumm’s orchard. Farmer Glumm could see them, but he had other matters to attend to. He was also at the site, but his presence was to ensure that the builders were allowed to start work unhindered, a task he was to share with both the Brigadier and Charlie Matthews, the dairy owner. Charlie gulped in terror while Neddy Glumm and the Brigadier grimaced and snarled as if they were enjoying every minute.

As for Lionel ‘Ripper’ Bullstock, the Brigadier’s bully of a young son, he worked out the odds of winning a physical confrontation, and announced that he wanted to go to Reading with his mother after all.

But the most important fellow in this story had not yet turned up. This was the portly, red-faced, vulgar but rich Henry Tripe, owner of Henry Tripe & Co., Builders.

The three ‘modernists’, who only really cared about making a quick profit, were on one side of the site in front of the locked compound, while the villagers, led by Bernard Spencer, were on the other. 

These all held placards and some had thought up some quite witty chants to let those who would ruin such a beautiful environment, know exactly how they felt. . . . 

‘WHAT DO WE WANT?! NO NIGHT-CLUB!

WHEN WE DO WE WANT IT?! NEVER!’

After one airing, this was deemed to be very poor, and thus dropped. And then. . . . 

‘YOU CAN KEEP YOUR ARCHITAICHER!!

DON’T MESS WITH MOTHER NATURE!!’

This received a weak round of applause and a few laughs, due to the bending of words to make them rhyme, but it still lacked something, well, maybe a lot. This was not heard again either.

But then. . . . 

‘WE WON’T!! BACK DOWN!!

TAKE YOUR NIGHT-CLUB BACK TO TOWN!!’

This cleverly punctuated juddery chant received great cheers from all of the protesters, and was duly adopted as their ‘official’ protest song. Its composer, Fred ‘Milky’ Matthews, grinned and shook hands with his fellow villagers, while receiving sinister glares from his father. Milky was on the side of the protesters.

Henry Tripe set off for the site. His head still ached badly. He had a hangover from a late night Poker game which had also become rather boozy.

Henry Tripe beeped a convoy of vehicles as he overtook them on the road. The convoy consisted of a variety of private vehicles and an odd collection of bulldozers, dumper trucks, lorries, and even a catering wagon. This was the full complement of Henry Tripe & Co., making their way to work. Harold would have been disappointed to find that the ‘mixer’ was not called into action to pick up any late comers.

Henry Tripe  slowed  down  as  he  neared  the site, and the demonstration.

‘What on earth is going on here?!’ he exclaimed as he got out of his car, and walked across to the stand-off. ‘Now listen, Bullstock, you promised me that there would not be any more hold ups! Now tell them to move or I’ll call the police! I’ll even shift ‘em m’self if I have to!’

Brigadier Heath Bullstock was in a fix. Unusually for him, he faltered, as he walked into ‘No-Man’s Land’.

‘Now listen, people, be reasonable! You’ve seen the injunction preventing you from stopping us, and allowing us to start building. Now, please, just break it up and go home, before anyone gets hurt! What do you say?’

‘WE WON’T!! BACK DOWN!!

TAKE YOUR NIGHT-CLUB BACK TO TOWN!!’

Then, ‘Ouch!’ from the Brigadier, as a potato hit him on the cheek.

‘HERE!’ roared Henry Tripe at the Brigadier, as he strode across to take control of the proceedings. ‘How you made Brigadier, I’ll never know.’ He then addressed the protesters himself. ‘NOW LISTEN UP, YOU LOT! I DO NOT STOP WORK FOR ANY TOM, DICK OR HARRY. . . . !’
‘OH YEAH, IS THAT RIGHT?!’ said Tom, Dick and Harry in a threatening voice. But this wasn’t enough to silence Henry Tripe.

‘In a few moments, my men will be here, the biggest ugliest bruisers you’ve ever seen, although looking at some of you, maybe that’s unfair to call my men ugly. However, they will not allow you to stop them from commencing their honest labour, I assure you of that.  See  that  pile  of  sand  over  ther’— er – that san’ – er – BULLSTOCK!! WHERE IS MY SAND?!!!’

Brigadier Heath Bullstock not only looked across to where the sand should have been, he ran over to where all that remained was a few sodden lumps. All that was left of Mr  Bellard’s generous offer.

The Brigadier rather crazily dropped to his knees and felt around, as if the sand had somehow sank into the ground but was retrievable.

Henry Tripe fumed, but said nothing as his ears and neck became redder and redder. Charlie Matthews and Neddy Glumm looked at each other, and shrugged their shoulders. Meanwhile the protesters sensed victory, although by a very strange default.

‘WE WON’T!! BACK DOWN!!

TAKE YOUR NIGHT-CLUB BACK TO TOWN!!’

But one protester trailed off in mid-chant, gulped, and slowly lowered his placard. This  was Mr Bernard Spencer. While he mused on the strange combination of events, one name kept cropping up in his mind. Harold Spencer, his ten year old son. But other things were happening around him.

‘WELL, THAT’S IT, BULLSTOCK!! THAT IS IT!! YOU NOW OWE ME FOR THAT SAND! NOT A BRICK CAN BE LAID WITHOUT IT!! AND WHAT’S MORE, I’VE NO INTENTION OF STAYING HERE A MOMENT LONGER!!

‘FIND YOURSELF A NEW BUILDER, IF YOU CAN!! BUT I’M SPREADING THE WORD, CHUM, AND AFTER I HAVE, YOU’LL HAVE TO BUILD THE BALLY THING YOURSELF!!’

Henry Tripe went back to his car and intended to stop the convoy of vehicles and tell them it was all off, but he didn’t get the chance.

WWEEEAAAAAAAOOOWWWWWWW!!!!

‘What the. . . . ’

Marty ‘Mintcake’ Kendal sped like a bullet past Henry Tripe on the side of the lane. He and his navigator had just taken first position in the rally. Marty had been told that Highway Regulations had to apply, but  as ever, this meant nothing to Mintcake.

‘Bally fool of a maniac! This village is full of lunatics!!’ Henry Tripe  climbed  in  his  car,  only to be immediately deafened by a whole range of rally cars driving past with a ‘whoosh!’, which stirred up the  dust and  flung  mud and  stones up at  Henry Tripe’s expensive Mercedes-Benz.

The protest came to a dead stop as all of the gathering moved to  the roadside to see what on earth was happening. With them was Mr Spencer, who was simply jostled along with the crowd, but in his mind, was frantically going through various conversations he had had over the weekend.

Eventually something clicked, or rather two things, not initially connected but were very much so now.

‘Oh my! Oh my, oh my!!’ he exclaimed, but only to himself.

In sixth position in the rally, and driving within the speed limits, was Peregrine Bellard – and with not just one, but four navigators. His main navigator was of course, Dora Robinson, but there were three others.

As they neared Plumley, they had spotted the three boys high up in the trees, and watching the race.

‘Oh do stop, Perry! Let them come with us, it will be such fun!’ squealed Dora Robinson.

Obviously there were highly spirited protests from Peregrine Bellard, but not even the possibility of finishing last could change Dora’s mind. They duly stopped, shouted up, and a disbelieving but highly delighted Harold Spencer and the Tucker twins jumped down and climbed in the back of the Mayflower classic car. They also had at least a jumper-full of unripened apples each, totally inedible but perfectly throwable.

‘OUCH! OUCH! OUCH!’ went the Brigadier.

‘OUCH! OUCH! OUCH!’ went old Glumboil.

‘OUCH! OUCH! OUCH!’ went Mr Bernard Spencer.

‘Oops! Oh, flip!’ said Harold. But any retributions would of course, come later. For Harold, later was never, ever allowed to spoil the here and now.

Henry Tripe had not been able to contact the convoy after all.

As the largest lorry which had quite a high cab was approaching a bend, one of the passengers just happened to look to the far end of the lane, courtesy of his being able to see directly over the corn field. He couldn’t believe his eyes.

‘Len, you’ll have to stop! There’s cars comin’ at us at 100 miles per ‘our, ‘undreds of em!’

Although the estimate of the speed was about right, for Mintcake anyway, there were only a total of seventeen vehicles filling the road as they vied for first position, even if it meant breaking a few rules. But the observer was quite right about one thing, the rally cars filled out both lanes and were indeed coming right at them. After giving his fellow travellers to his rear the signal to stop, Len brought his own lorry to a squealing scrunching crunching halt.

It was a good job Len Moss was probably the best lorry driver in Wiltshire, perhaps England.

Although only on a narrow country lane, and with the loss of only a few plants from the edge of the cornfield, he managed to turn his vehicle, and sped up to try and reach safety. But it was to no avail. Within seconds, those in the rally who could overtake him did so, while others to his side and rear beeped their horns and shook their fists. Len had no option but to speed up even more. He had intended to take the first turn-off, thus allowing the racers to carry on, but he was going at such a speed, he couldn’t, nor had his workmates in their vehicles managed to do so. In the end, the drivers of the convoy simply went with the flow, and found themselves on a three hundred mile winding journey around three counties. The resulting costs of the wasted fuel and time were later added on to the Brigadier’s already considerable bill, by Henry Tripe.

The winner was not Mintcake, as had been predicted by most members of the rally society. Instead, he had been flagged down and arrested by Police Sergeant Hughie Hubworth, whose re-scheduled Whist game at the station had again been disrupted.
As Mintcake was out of his car and being questioned by the sergeant, another rally car sped past.

‘OUCH!’ said Mintcake.

‘OUCH!’ said Sergeant Hubworth.

‘OUCH! said Sergeant Hubworth. Again. Thankfully, for all of the other drivers, and even aggrieved policemen, Harold and his friends were now out of apples.

Peregrine was one of the luckier drivers. He saw the tiniest of gaps, went for it, and sped ahead of the slower trundling builders lorries. Not long after, he was also well ahead of all the other rally drivers and stayed there until the rally was over. This meant the winner was, of course, none other than Mr Peregrine Bellard, which also meant that in their roles of navigators, Harold and his two friends had also won the race.

An hour or so later, the three boys again showed their most singular characters, and their ‘live for the moment’ take on life in general. The rally was over and done with, only to be recalled when it was ‘bragging time’ in front of highly impressionable youngsters from the village.

*
‘Now let’s try again!’ ordered Tim. ‘This        time,  don’  stand  the  way  you  did  before  an’ frightenin’ ‘im. Ready. . . . ?!’ ‘Ready!’

Freddy the cat bolted. Again. . . . 
6
The truth comes out 
– and goes back in again
THE PHRASE ‘DAMAGE LIMITATION’ was very much on Bernard Spencer’s mind, as he sat at home, his muddy placard just left leaning against the sideboard, and dripping mud onto the lounge carpet.

The fired up emotions of the protesters, many of whom had also received ‘free’ sand, prevented their putting two and two together, for now. But he knew it wasn’t long before someone   blew the  gaff,  either intentionally or otherwise. But while Mr Spencer mused on such an unfortunate series of events, his son, and even one Lionel ‘Ripper’ Bullstock, were to add one more chapter to this strange tale. . . . 

The friends’ attempts to teach Freddy the cat how to catch rabbits had been a complete failure. Harold was just about to walk back into his house, but the familiar trundling sound of Milky’s dairy cart and the clop-clop of his horse, Buster, saw Harold do a smart about turn, and run along the lane.

‘Hey! Milky! Any overs?’ yelled Harold. This was an everyday occurrence in the village, but not normally so late in the day.

‘Yeah, hop on. There’s some juice, an’ a bit o’ cheese left. Helps yerself.’

Harold hopped up on the makeshift bench and sat next to Milky. ‘Any crusts?’ asked Harold.

‘Nah. Ripper saw to that. The cheeky blighter ripped open me last loaf!’

‘Ripper?! What d’yer give it to Ripper for?!’

‘Now listen, young fella, the old man’s suspicious as it is, I’m not supposed to just give away the overs, you know, norreven to you! An’ anyway, I never said I give it to Ripper, he just took it.’

‘Marv’llous; absolutely flippin’ marv’llous lamented the affected Harold. ‘Anyway, what’s kept ya? You’re normally done by now.’

‘Flippin’ everythin’! The nonsense over the sand, the buildin’ site, the rally. Wouldn’ surprise me if you ‘as summat to do with it      all. . . . ’

‘Sorry,
eatin’,’ replied Harold, quickly stuffing a large piece of cheese in his mouth.

As Harold continued to munch away and as Milky and Buster wound their way home, Mr Bernard Spencer, still sitting in the kitchen of Rosewood Cottage, was shook from his musing.

‘SPENCER!!’ came a yell. BANG! BANG! BANG! came a very loud hammering upon the door. This wasn’t Mrs Spencer. The gaff was well and truly blown. Or was it?

 
As Brigadier Heath Bullstock immediately blamed Harold, and immediately demanded compensation, there and then, in full, Mr Spencer realised that it was only assumption on the part of the Brigadier that Harold was somehow to blame. He dismissed the Brigadier’s rantings, and managed to get him out of the house by promising an immediate investigation.

Shortly afterwards, Leo Kendal was given the job of speeding to Andover to urge Mr Bellard to attend an urgent meeting at The Manse, courtesy of it being a neutral venue. He duly turned up wondering  what  on
earth was going on, and walked into the study of the vicar’s house. Already present were Mr Spencer, and Brigadier Heath Bullstock, as well as the Reverend Johnson of course. A full explanation was hurriedly given to an astounded Mr Bellard.

‘ . . . so, the question is, Mr Bellard, did you say that Mr Tripe’s sand was ‘free to all’ as Harold has stated?’ asked Mr Spencer, who was not sure if he wanted a yes or no, as a teacher who was cavalier with other people’s property was not a satisfactory alternative to finding out his son had lied, or at least played a highly elaborate and expensive prank.

Mr Bellard was furious. ‘No! Of course not! Now look here, gentlemen, and – er – Vicar, just what do you take me for? Who do you take me for— oh . . . oh dear. . . . ’

‘What is it, man?!’ urged Mr Spencer, hoping to hear something which would lessen the seriousness of the situation.

‘I did indeed say that sand was free to all, but I’m afraid I didn’t mean to. The thing is, the lesson was about mediaeval architecture. I was going to say sandstone, but the bell rang as I said ‘stone’, I’m sorry to say that the class, and – erm –   Harold  in  particular, must only
 have heard the word ‘sand’. I am awfully sorry. . . . ’

‘SORRY?! SORRY?!!! WHAT BALLY USE IS THAT?’ bellowed the Brigadier. He went to launch himself at Mr Bellard but an alert Reverend Johnson, no stranger to to the bully boy antics of the Brigadier was ready. 

A split second later the Brigadier was out cold with his head slumped, as he lolled against the sideboard.

The Reverend Johnson did it, with the candlestick, in the study.

 ‘Don’t worry, old trick from my army days; if you get it just right, its totally harmless, apart from an aching bonce later on that is. Anyway, that will keep him quiet for a while,’ said the vicar, ‘but we’re stuck with a heck of a problem. He owes Tripe, the whole village owes him. What do we do?’

But Bernard Spencer’s gaze was then taken from the bizarre and somewhat ironic sight of an otherwise peace loving man of the cloth still brandishing a candlestick while looking down on an unconscious war-monger, by the headlines of that night’s edition of the Andover Gazzette, which was on the vicar’s table. He just couldn’t believe his eyes.

‘HENRY TRIPE ARRESTED! 

OWES THOUSANDS!!’

Mr Spencer read out the full story. It turned out that Henry Tripe owed thousands of pounds to a great many individuals and businesses. 

But when Mr Spencer read out one of the names, a supplier of sand, grit and cement, the vicar jumped up and took the paper from Mr Spencer.

‘Harry Harrison?! My old organist!!’

‘What? Here? I don’t recall that name.’ said Mr Spencer, who had lived in Plumley for many years.

‘No, my last parish, St. Kylie’s in Wigan. Well, I never!’ Within  seconds,  he  was on the  telephone to Harry Harrison. 

‘ . . . and I said to the Bishop, ‘Ey up, lad, put that beer away, the Bish’ll be here in a minute!!’ Ha ha! Great days, great days! Anyway, Harry, the thing is. . . . ’

As the Brigadier was slowly coming round muttering ‘where am I?’, a smiling Reverend Johnson came off the telephone.

‘No problem. He did indeed supply the sand to old Tripe-‘ead, but he did say the amount of sand involved was so minimal to his operation he doesn’t care anyway.’

‘So, he’s not claiming, then?’

‘Yep, for twice the original weight supplied, but that will be on the insurance and thankfully won’t affect the rest of the village in any way.’

‘Oh,’ said both an uncertain Mr Spencer and Mr Bellard.

Not long after, the now fully conscious again and slightly bruised Brigadier with a sore head, was told in no uncertain terms that what had happened  was for  the
best, as he would most probably lose everything he had if he still proceeded with his plans in the light of Henry Tripe’s arrest, and to be further grateful that the vicar knew the supplier.

Mr Spencer smiled. Although his son was perhaps guilty of exaggeration, that was all.

A much happier Mr Spencer strode jauntily along the lane, and back home to try and get in the bathroom before his wife. There was a party to get ready for.

Just before reaching Matthews’ Dairy, Harold devoured the last crumb of cheese and slurped the last bottle of orange juice left on the cart. These somewhat illicit treats, up for grabs each day after Milky had made his last delivery, were        thought of by Harold and his friends, and unfortunately Ripper Bullstock on occasions, as being ‘Milky’s Overs’.

‘See ya!’ shouted Harold, as he jumped down.

‘Yeah, tara, young fella. I’d go ‘n’ hide if I were you, definitely all your doin’, I’m sure. . . . ’

‘See ya! shouted Harold, now on the grass verge at the edge of Farmer Glumm’s carrot field.

Harold began to meander back home again, hitting the barbed wire fencing with a stick every few seconds so as to make the wire vibrate and make a most bizarre high pitched sound, almost like a juddery whoop. After a minute or so of what he and the Tuckers called ‘wire-whooping’, Harold thought he heard a familiar voice in the distance.

Harold stopped the wire with his hand and strained to listen. Laughter boomed around the carrot field. It was Ripper, about thirty feet away, and from his manner it was obvious he and a currently unknown accomplice were ‘up to something’.

Harold walked back down the lane a few more yards to where a small copse gave him cover. Harold climbed over the fence and over to the nearest tree. Ripper was still talking and laughing like a maniac, but Harold was still nowhere near enough to work out exactly what was going on. There was only one thing for it. Using different trees for cover, Harold slowly moved nearer to where Ripper was still chunnering away, ten to the dozen. He noticed that his arch-enemy had a spade and was digging up something from the ground. After a few more dashes between the large oaks and elms, he was now close enough to see and hear Ripper quite clearly.

‘Ha! Ha! Ha! Stupid old Spencer! A hero for givin’ out a few buckets of sand?! Win the race did ‘e, eh? Well, so what?! After we plant all this in his garden, he won’t be goin’ to any party, an’ if this doesn’t see his pocket money stopped for a year, then I aint Ripper Bullstock!’

‘Plant ‘em?! What do you mean, plant ‘em?! I aint pullin’ all these carrots up only to replant ‘em some place else!’ moaned Ripper’s accomplice.

‘Don’t be stupid!’ roared Ripper. ‘Don’t you know anythin?! I mean to put ‘em in his garden, so old Glumboil thinks Spencer’s done it! Idiot!’

‘‘Ere! Less o’ that!’ retorted the accomplice, a boy of about fifteen, and a boy that Harold now recognised. It was Arwel Barratt, the very immature son of the butler of the            Bullstock household, with his own menial responsibilities, namely to clean everyone’s boots. ‘When are we shiftin’ ‘em, then? Cos I’m gettin’ ‘ungry.’

‘Right now. We can’t wait any longer, otherwise Spencer will be feedin’ his face at that rotten party. (Ripper had not been invited.) Come on, let’s get cracking. . . . ’

Ripper and Arwel took turns with the spade to dig one more bunch of carrots up from the ground, and then commenced shovelling them into an old sack.

Harold’s mind was racing. If he did not do anything now, right now, then Ripper’s plan stood a very good chance of succeeding, as no-one, given Harold’s past misdemeanours, would believe he had not uprooted and purloined a sackful of carrots from Farmer Glumm’s field. Harold ruled out simply breaking cover and proclaiming ‘the game is up!’ He knew that technically this could be achieved, but only at the cost of a broken nose.

Seconds later, Harold had a plan. He picked up a pebble, and threw it as far as he could, beyond the copse, and even beyond Ripper and Arwel. It landed on a pile of dead twigs, and the result was a thud, and a cracking noise.

‘Blimey!’ yelled Ripper. ‘The Gamekeeper! Run!’

‘But what about Spencer?!’ exclaimed Arwel.
‘Who cares?!’ replied Ripper. ‘You can stay! I aint!’

As the two failed evidence planters dashed off, Harold still had not finished. He put his head deep into the hollow of a dead oak tree, strained his throat, and yelled ‘I’ll ‘ave you, Bullstock! Yeah, I seen ya! And you, Barratt!!’

The resulting echo was not that effective, and neither was Harold’s impersonation of the gamekeeper that accurate, but it mattered not.

‘Ooh ‘eck!’ yelled Ripper, who ran even faster, right past the still hidden Harold Spencer and then back across the carrot field. He then took a running jump just before he reached the wire fence. It was now very clear to Harold why Ripper was in every school athletics event, bar one; the bar one was the High Jump. Ripper was ironically true to his nickname as he was now enmeshed in the twisted wire. As he yelled and struggled to get free, he ripped both the sack, which in his panic he had forgotten to let go of, and the rear of his trousers, which tore clean away and hung on the barbed fence post like a flag. Finally free, he ran straight off home, although in an odd fashion to try and protect his modesty.

Once the two boys were out of sight, Harold thought as to what he should do next. Time was cracking on, and if he was not to miss out on the feast at the village hall, he would have to act fast. But Harold knew that just scaring Ripper off was not enough. He wanted revenge. But how. . . . ?

Harold was so engrossed in his own thoughts while lolling against an oak tree, that he did not notice old Jim Meery spot him from the lane and amble across to talk to his young friend. But for Jim Meery, it was the most inopportune time to choose to chew the fat with one Harold Spencer.

‘Penny for ‘em. . . . ?’ said Jim.

Harold looked up, and beamed. A few minutes later. . . . 

‘ . . . Ah, no – norr-again! Me backside still ‘urts from last time! Sorry, ‘Arold, can’ ‘elp ya.’

But Harold was not beaten. ‘‘Ave you had your daily off Milky, lately?’ he asked old Jim.

‘As it ‘appens, I aint, but what has this gorra do—’

‘An’ I know why,’ cut in Harold, ‘it’s Ripper. He’s snappin’ up all the overs, mine as well as yours. Milky tole me. Ripper told ‘im that if the no- good smelly ole Jim Meery can ‘ave free milk and cheese, so can ‘e. An’ if he doesn’t get it, he’ll tell Milky’s old man.’

‘Go aarn! Never!’

‘Yep. Ask Milky yourself if you don’t believe me.’

This judiciously gathered and presented bunch of truths, half-truths and lies did the trick.
In no time at all, Jim had (again) purloined not only one of Farmer Glumm’s wheelbarrows, but also some of the sand from the nearest garden, the owners of which had partaken of the great give-away. Jim arrived back at the carrot field with the semi-laden barrow, huffing and puffing, but thankfully on this occasion without his rear lower person being freshly sequinned with buckshot.

A few minutes later, the pile of carrots that Ripper and Arwel had dug up were now in the barrow and underneath a layer of sand. Barring being accused of stealing a wheelbarrow, then trundling a barrow full of sand around the village of Plumley was currently considered quite normal.

Harold had one more favour to ask.

‘ . . . Ah, come on now. I got the barrow, didn’ I?’ complained old Jim, but upon further revelations concerning a secret plan by Bad Briggy to have Jim ‘ran out of Plumley forever’, Jim’s usual weather beaten but care-free countenance changed to that of sheer fury.

Harold and Jim went their separate ways. Harold to get ready for a party, and Jim to put Harold’s plan into action.

The party at the village went ahead as planned. It was still a thank-you party, in name at least, for Mr Peregrine Bellard. The reality was, it was for Harold and his friends who had unwittingly stopped the sometimes ugly wheels of progress from ripping up the countryside.

Amazingly, Mr Spencer and a handful of others managed to keep the lid on much of what had happened. The handful also included the Brigadier, who would spend a long, long time wondering whether he had been saved or duped.

Sitting at the top-table in the main place of honour, was Mr Peregrine Bellard. He blushed at receiving the thanks of many highly grateful villagers and their families for donating ten tons of sand which he had not even heard of until ealier on that day. There were even telegrams read out by Leo Kendal, sent by grateful recipients from miles around. Mr Bellard also received much thanks for the excitement brought to the area by the car rally.

Also in
‘Pole Position’, were, of course, Harold Spencer, the Tucker Twins, Betty Unsworth, and the Reverend Johnson, and the last two places on the top-table were
taken
by Mr and Mrs Spencer.

Around the first of the specially arranged large round tables filling out the rest of the hall, were the rank and file of the Andover and District Amateur Car Rally Association. This included Mintcake, who was only able to attend after he had agreed to let Sergeant Hubworth drive his car around the block, and was thus let off with a caution. And of course, dotted around the rest of the hall were most of the residents of Plumley and their families, (bar Ripper).

Not long after the last of the speeches had finished; thus allowing a very hungry gathering to tuck in, PC Joe Yardley entered the hall and walked over to Brigadier Heath Bullstock and whispered something in his ear. Joe and the now white faced Brigadier then left the hall, and waiting for them outside was another policeman, along with old Jim Meery and an enraged Farmer Glumm.

The second PC then addressed the impromptu gathering in the porchway.

‘At approximately ten past nine this evening, I apprehended old Ji.. – er – one James Meery of no fixed abode, quite clearly loitering in the front garden of the property known as Cadenza rest, and – er – eating carrots. After immediately admitting to the crime of the theft of two carrots, he then told me that, in fact, the carrots were already stolen. When I asked him to explain, he told me that he saw Rip’ . . . er – one Lionel Bullstock, dig quite a number of carrots up from Farmer Glumm’s carrot field, and then transport them back to Cadenza Rest. . . . 

The PC now addressed the Brigadier directly.

‘I have to inform you that we need to speak to your son immediately.’

The angry and now red faced Brigadier, along with PC Yardley and the now even more enraged Farmer Glumm, walked off in the direction of Cadenza rest, where a liberal supply of purloined carrots were awaiting discovery while old Jim Meery and the other PC walked off in the opposite direction – to the police station 

Jim smiled. Not only had his young friend’s plan worked to perfection, a nice comfy bed (so it seemed to Jim, anyway) now awaited, and after enjoying a good snooze in the police-cell, a ‘right-rippin’ fry-up in the mornin’!’

Back at the party, Harold tried to behave, he really did. He tried to pick up a pea with his fork, but it got squashed between the fork and the plate, and then shot off at high speed and hit Betty Unsworth right on the nose. Betty, more startled than hurt, bided her time. When she             thought no-one was looking, she used her spoon like a catapult and fired a spoon full of cold gravy onto Harold’s clean white shirt.

It was war.

Within a second, the rest of Harold’s dinner was all over - Betty? No. The Tuckers? No. Mr Spencer? YES!!!!

‘Flip, I’ve done it now,’ muttered Harold, while Betty and the Tuckers sniggered.

‘Harold?!’ came the shout.

‘Er – yes – Dad?’ groaned Harold.

Scchhlluummppppp!!!

Mr Bernard Spencer’s blancmange splattered all over Harold’s face.

The End

Josh Rogan
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IN THE KITCHEN of Rosewood Cottage, the grandmother clock on the wall above the fireplace chimed: it was twelve noon. Harold noticed this, and was glad that neither of his parents seemed to have noticed that he had indeed done so. 

Harold was careful not to linger on the clock too long, nor show any sign that the time had any significance to him whatsoever.
But what he managed to conceal with his face was not the case with his tongue.

‘Good!’ let slip Harold, as he sat with his mother and father around the kitchen table. Although Mrs Spencer continued to listen to her favourite weekly radio show, ‘Sunday Sunshine with Humphrey Huddlestone’, Mr Spencer’s peace had been broken.

‘And what is it about this otherwise perfectly ordinary Sunday, that happens to be so good then, Harold? asked Mr Bernard Spencer, looking up from his paper and with more than a hint of suspicion in his voice. 

‘Oh, nothin’, really,’ replied the nonchalant Harold, ‘just glad it’s stayed dry, can’t collect frog spawn in the rain.’

Mr Spencer was about to mention the fact that Harold had very recently and quite happily collected several large bottles of frog spawn, right in the middle of a storm, but it would have been in vain if he had done so, Harold was now gone. 

Mr Spencer then thought it timely to mention to his wife, that they really should be more strict with Harold, but that would have been pointless too; Mrs Ivy Spencer had waited for the front door to close after Harold, rushed into the hallway, put on her hat and coat, and she too left the house.

Bernard Spencer was left alone, with only the radio for company.

‘….And now,‘A Penny for your Thoughts, my Little Shepherd Boy’ sung by Monica Cagliari and the Yak Herders of Patagon—‘

‘I don’t think so, Humphrey,’ muttered Bernard Spencer, as he turned the radio off. ‘No Ivy, no Sunday Sunshine here, me old cock and sparrer – no sir!’ he added as he picked up the Sunday Gazzette.

The previous Sunday afternoon, Harold had been happily fishing for trout with Tim and Larry Tucker, and had rather hoped to do exactly the same thing today – hence Harold’s thought-turned-utterance as the clock struck twelve.
But things were not going to turn out quite the way Harold had expected, but Harold being Harold, this was nothing unusual. . . . 

For the last month, the mothers of the           village had not done anything else but  chatter                 among themselves, gushing with admiration     for the sterling work being undertaken by Mrs Lavinia Allgrove of Plumley Grange, and wife of the Honourable Dunstan Allgrove, Magistrate for Plumley and District. 

The sterling work in question, was the Sunday Glee Club. This was supposed to be a fun afternoon of music and friendship for the children of the village – for the children of the village it was anything but. This was especially so for ‘Happy’ Harold Spencer; Sunday mornings unwillingly given up for Sunday School was one thing, but the afternoon was rightfully his, so Harold thought, anyway.

The Glee Club had been up and running for almost a month: on successive Sundays – for almost a month – Harold was nowhere to be found, at what would and should have been the time of departure, preferring to go off on unannounced picnics and fishing expeditions, with a liberal share of equally unannounced removed foodstuffs from the pantry. Today was no exception, hence Harold’s silent and rapid departure from Rosewood Cottage.
He arrived – unannounced – at the river bank; his best friends, the twins Tim and Larry Tucker were already there.
‘Hiya, lads! Wha’ ya got?’ Harold asked the twins.

‘Jam butties, scones, an’ lemo,’ replied Larry.

‘Klunchen meat, biscuits, an’ a bottle o’ water,’ added Tim.

‘Klunchen meat?!’ exclaimed Harold. ‘What the ‘ecks that?!’

‘Dunno, really, jus’ some meat they put on butties. Mum says it’s poor or somethin’, but it tastes all right to me,’ replied Tim.

‘Huh! Grown ups keeps the best grub for themselves, and gives us the rubbish! Anyway, I’ve got salmon, so we don’ ‘ave to eat that muck. Huh! Klunchen meat!’ repeated Harold.

The three boys sat on the river bank, and began happily munching away on their ill-gotten gains, minus the pork luncheon meat. But such serenity was never going to last.

‘‘Ere! This is jus’ paste!’ complained Larry, upon expecting a juicy mouthful of fresh salmon, and instead finding it was nothing but a gritty, pink mush.

‘It’s still salmon, aint it?’ retorted Harold. ‘Ain’ my fault someone bashes it all up just so’s it fits in a jar!’

‘You said it was salmon!’ said Tim, who as usual came to the aid of his brother.

‘‘Ere! Gimme them!’ Harold snatched the salmon paste sandwiches from Tim and Larry, and flung them into the river. ‘Happy?!’
‘I never said I wasn’ gonna eat ‘em!’ complained Larry.

‘Yeah!’ agreed Tim.

‘Tough!’ replied Harold, who was also feeling a little annoyed with himself, as he had also thrown his own sandwiches away.

For the next few minutes they sat grim faced on the river bank, but this was rather forced as they still did have a ton of other snacks to get through. Harold was the first to crack and opened his custard creams. This was followed by the twins who duly passed round their bags of assorted broken biscuits. Even the klunchen meat came back into its own, and this too was duly devoured.

Soon all three were full to bursting and began throwing the remainder of their feast into the river.

‘Plop!’ went a biscuit.

‘Plop! Plop! Plop!’ went several more.

‘Plop!’ went the very last one.

‘Bubble bubble bubble,’ went the water.

‘Quick!’ yelled Harold. ‘They’re bitin’!’

Harold, Tim and Larry took their fishing rods out of their bags, and as quick as they could, set bait onto the ends and cast their lines into the middle of the river. 

It wasn’t long before one of them felt the familiar tug on the line.

‘Quick! Give’s a hand! Mus’ be a whopper!!’ yelled Harold.

Tim and Larry dropped their own rods and went to the aid of their friend who was almost dragged into the water.

‘Must be a pike!’ yelled Larry.

‘A pike?! More like a shark!’ said Tim.

‘It’s massive, whatever it is!’ added Harold, who was quite right, but would have been staggered to find out just how massive this mysterious water-borne monster really was.

What the boys did not know, was that earlier in the day in the Port of Southampton, a tug boat had left dock to help the famous liner, the Queen Mary, out into the open sea. This was the liner’s first commercial journey after being used as a troop ship during the war.

*

The  skipper of  the  tug  looked  around  to check that the lane was clear, and sailed on with the famous liner in tow. But as the tugboat sailed past the mouth of the River Odwick, which flowed into the harbour – the towing winch broke away from its large metal hoop at the stern, and after skimming the surface, sank to the bottom in loops. This was at exactly the same time as a barge commenced its journey north along the River Odwick to take its cargo of pig-iron to Birmingham.

Without the skipper of the barge realising it, the winch became snagged up in the barge’s own towing hooks as it sailed up the river.

With the Queen Mary still motionless in the harbour (but not for long), the barge began taking up the slack of the coiled winch.

As the barge chugged along, the winch rose slowly from the bottom of the harbour, but before it was completely unravelled one of the loops wrapped itself around a huge wheel used to control dock-side sluices.

The skipper of the barge just whistled away as the barge sailed along, while slowly but surely the winch began to unravel and tighten.

Just before reaching the spot where Harold and his friends would soon be fishing, the winch was knocked free from the barge by the tow-pole of a river cruiser coming the other way. 

The winch then lay still on the bottom of the river until the very moment Harold cast his line, and the fishing hook became lodged in between its steel threads.

*

‘Blimey! I’m goin’! – I’m goin’!’ ‘Elp!!’ yelled Harold, as each pull on the line saw him struggling to stay on the river bank. Simply letting go was not an option, whether for ten year old boys or more seasoned anglers.

Harold, Tim and Larry re-doubled their efforts, and pulled and pulled with all their might.

Then, to the boys relief, there was a slight easing of the tension, and although still hard going they began to reel the line in, and hopefully bag the biggest fish ever caught in the Plumley Reach of the River Odwick. The reality was rather different.

‘Pull!’ yelled Harold.

The huge wheel groaned as it turned.

‘Flippin’ ‘eck!’ exclaimed the skipper of the Queen Mary, who was rather surprised to find his ship turning to Port Side, rather than straight ahead and on into the Solent.

‘Again!’ yelled Harold.

The wheel groaned and turned again.

‘Blimey!’ yelled the skipper, as the Queen Mary became the first ever liner to sail along the River Odwick.

‘Once more! That’ll do it!’ yelled Harold. The wheel turned yet again.

‘I don’t believe it!’ exclaimed the skipper, while taking off his cap and scratching his head, while a terrible noise from the bowels of the earth let the skipper, crew and passengers know that there is a very good reason why grand ocean liners do not generally sail along narrow, shallow, inland rivers.

‘Harold!’ shouted Mrs Ivy Spencer, who had turned up – unannounced – at the river bank.

‘Blimey!’ yelled Harold, while letting go of the line, which saw Tim and Larry spring backwards and fall to the floor.

‘Come along, Harold! Come and let Mrs Allgrove and all the children hear what a lovely voice you’ve got!’ said Mrs Ivy Spencer, but without much conviction.

The Glee Club was looming.

Unfortunately for Harold, he did have a good voice for a ten year old boy, and his mother was in tears one Christmas Eve as as she secretly listened to him singing ‘Silent Night.’ Harold had regretted it ever since.

‘But Mum! I don’t want to go! Old Jim Meery has asked me to help him pinc’ – er – pick some apples from Glumboil’s – er – orch’ – er – disused apple orchard!’

‘You stay away from that man, Harold! He hasn’t worked a day in years, and he’s always drunk. He’s a disgrace to the village, and to the whole county!’

Harold smiled to himself. He liked old Jim Meery, precisely because he was a disgrace to the village and to the whole county.

‘But Mum, Ripper Bullstock will be there! You don’t want me and him fighting, do you?!!’

‘You don’t have to worry there, dear. Ripp – er – Lionel won’t be going, he’s got a heavy cold, his mother told me. He can’t sing a note. Now, dear, put those things down and wrap up properly, or you’ll end up like poor Lionel.’

Harold turned to Tim and Larry who had just got to their feet again and were dusting themselves down. 

‘Gotta go, lads, I’ll see ya later. Mind me rods for me,’ said Harold, rather forlornly, but, considering what he had just heard, and with a plan forming rapidly in his mind, that was just for show.

Tim and Larry just gave sympathetic shrugs of their shoulders as the naïve Mrs Spencer hurried a now smiling Harold along to Plumley Grange. Despite it being a cold, blustery day, Harold continued smiling as he slyly unzipped his duffle coat, and accidentally lost his scarf in a ditch.

As they hurried along the lane, they passed the Bullstock residence, Cadenza Rest. Harold couldn’t help it and glanced up at the bedroom window. He could at least allow himself a little smugness that his arch-enemy was laid low. 

But as Harold stared upwards, smiling, the curtains opened. There, was the gorrilla-like Lionel ‘Ripper’ Bullstock, in his silk dressing gown, looking the picture of health.

He had a huge gala apple in one hand, and a bag of sweets in the other. He looked directly at Harold – pointed at him – then at the apple – and then ripped out a huge chunk of it with his teeth, mushed it up in his mouth, quickly opened his window and spat it out.
He then threw the half eaten apple out of the window which hit Harold on the side of his face, which began to smart badly.

‘Anything wrong, dear?’ asked Mrs Spencer. Harold quickly rubbed his cheek, and quickly waved his fist up at the window. ‘Oh, just gnats.’

Ripper heard a knock on his door, sneezed, coughed and groaned, and jumped back into bed.

‘Oh Mother,  dear,  I  feel  so  poorly,’  lamented Ripper.

They arrived at Plumley Grange. A large manor house owned by the Allgroves. 

Mrs Spencer was asked into the library by Rosamund Allgrove to look at some First Editions of Dickens. Not the esteemed Charles, but Bill Dickens of Plumley who had written 97 books on the habits and habitat of marsh lizards.

Mrs Spencer yawned, but feigned a smile at the same time.

Mrs Lavinia Allgrove ushered Harold, the last to arrive, into the drawing room. 

Mrs Allgrove was a small but fierce looking lady, with a mop of grey hair resembling a wire wool scouring pad, a badly wrinkled face, and wearing a mohair cardigan that was too tight, and riding jodhpurs which she never seemed to be parted from.

The gathering of oppressed Glee Club members looked to their mistress.

‘Now then, children, Miss Farthing has told me that you sing this song all the time. So, we’ll begin with ‘Oh when the Saints.’’ She lifted her baton, and waved. ‘One – two – three!’

Most  of  the  children  sang  in  their  usual, demure, restrained manner. But not Harold.

‘OH! Achoo!! Achoo!! Cough!! Achoo!! BEN THE BAINTS!! Cough cough!! BO BAR – Achoo!! – CHING IN!! OH BEN THE BAINT—’ 

‘—Stop! Stop! Stop! Harold Spencer! Whatever is the matter?!’

’I bot a bold, Bissus awbove!! I’b awbubby bobby!’

‘Dear dear! And you braved such a horrible day to come! Never mind, you just get yourself off home to some cocoa and a nice warm bed. I’ll fetch your mother. I’m sure you’ll be better for our next gathering. Oh dear, we’ve lost two on the one day.’

Mrs Spencer yawned as Mrs Allgrove’s horsey-faced niece, Rosamund, commenced showing her the 38th stages of growth of the marsh lizard.
They were on the 3rd, when she was urgently summoned to the Drawing Room.

On the way back home, Mrs Spencer smiled without Harold noticing, and gave him an extra hard squeeze of his hand.

They passed Farmer Glumm’s apple orchard, and Harold could only think of what might have been.

They then passed Farmer Glumm’s potato field, and Harold looked at the labourers, digging the spuds up with their bare hands. There was a machine which could do the job, but it had broken down the previous day, causing much unwanted and unpaid Sunday overtime for the labourers.

The words of his kindly father, Mr Bernard Spencer, echoed in his mind.

‘If I could help make the lives of the farm labourers easier, I would do. Why does no-one ever think of the other fella?’

Harold began to think of the other fella. In fact, he thought of nothing else for several days.

Saturday came, Harold’s favourite day of the week. No school, the best tea, and as many adventures that he could cram in – in between breakfast and supper.

Harold was on his way to Glumm’s Farm to put in some research work, as to how he could best help the other fellas.

A van drove down the lane at speed, and past Harold. It was the delivery van for Osterman’s Clothes Shop, in Andover, the nearest town to their remote village – so remote, Andover was over the border in the County of Hampshire.

The owner of Osterman’s liked to advertise the latest fashions on the store’s delivery van. He put posters on the rear door to do so, but today, Toby Todd, the shop’s odd job boy, had been rather too sparing with the flour paste.

A poster which should have proclaimed: 

‘Osterman’s Clothes Store

for the Discerning Customer,

Sale of Best Leopard Skin coats
 – This Saturday’,
was easily ripped to shreds by the force of the slipstream as the van sped along.

This left the simple proclamation, ‘St Leo’s Day’.

The fact that there were huge gaps between the letters which would leave the grammar very much in doubt to even a below average reader, held no such qualms for Harold — ‘St. Leo’s Day’ it was.

The van still wasn’t out of sight before Harold decided on the venerable Leo’s specialty, regardless of anything to the contrary printed in pamphlets or booklets available from the Church Piety Store —‘St. Leo of the Potatoes’ it was.

Within hours, Harold had spread the word around that he was holding a St. Leo of the Potatoes Fireworks Festival.
When challenged that there was no such person, Harold insisted that indeed there was, and that there used to be such celebrations years before, but George Lloyd, whoever he was, put a stop to such things at the same time as he brought in the earlier closing time for Public Houses. When asked if he really meant Lloyd George, Harold retorted angrily that ‘he can’t be expected to ‘member the name of every ‘portant person in History.’

‘Well, what do you want us to do?’ asked the suspicious children of the village, whom, remembering quite a few of Harold’s previous hare-brained plans, had good reason to be suspicious.

‘Bring all the fireworks you can, the more rockets the better, but any at all will help.’

‘But my dad’s only just bought them, and he’s saving them for Guy Fawkes Night!’ said ten year old Danny Maybrick.

‘Look! St. Leo of the Potatoes got rid of all the marsh lizards which ate the crops. In fact the marsh lizards always come back each year on the same day, but there aint no St. Leo anymore, is there? So, we do what he would still be doin’, if he was still ‘ere – which he aint – so there. We’ll plant the fireworks in the middle of all the spud plants and get rid of all the nasty, thievin’ marsh lizards – jus’ like St. Leo did.’

The subtle differences between a fireworks festival and a pest control programme, both of which were the alternating public facade of a spud picking exercise, were totally lost on the children, and were of no relevance or importance whatsoever to Harold.

‘My dad’s in jail again. My mum buys the unsold fireworks the day after Guy Fawkes Night, and saves ‘em for the next year, cos they’re heaps cheaper,’ said the poorest child of the village, the pale but pretty Betty Unsworth.

This posed a problem for Harold, because his family had a soft spot for the Unsworths, and made sure they never went without the basics. And Harold secretly fancied Betty, so much so that despite Tim and Larry Tucker’s disgust, he allowed her to be one of the gang.

But as sympathetic as Harold was, the needs of the one family could not take precedent over the needs of the great many ‘other fellas’ and their families.

‘Which is more important? ‘Memb’rin’ St. Leo of the Potatoes who got rid of all the marsh lizards which ate the crops – or some fella who was so stupid, he climbs up on top of a fire and can’t get down again, while all we had to eat, were – er – marsh lizards.’

‘Why did we eat marsh lizards?’ asked Tim Tucker, but not too enthusiastically, as he saw the look on Harold’s face.

‘Because they ate all the potatoes.’ replied Harold, while glaring at Tim.

Harold was on a roll. The children were well and truly hooked, and soon disbanded to go and gather all of their household fireworks.
Later that night, Harold’s scheme to make the lives of the other fellas infinitely easier – and to make his father as proud as punch – came to fruition.

BOOM! BOOM!! BANG!! BANG!! 

BOOM!! BANG! BANG! SCCHHUZZZUMPAAAAAAZZZZHZIING

WHIZZEEZAAARRRR!! BANG!! BOOM!!! — Phut.

This  was  followed  by   equally  loud  shouts, cheers, hoorahs – and even the odd cheer of ‘Good old St. Leo of the Potatoes!’

Harold  had  assumed  that  all  of  the  potatoes would have been uprooted and jettisoned into the air, and then land in a small number of neat piles at strategic points around the field. The tired and hungry ‘other fellas’, would then turn up for work the next day, see a full day’s toil already completed for them, and – with the considerable surplus which would surely be the case through Harold’s infinitely more efficient method of picking spuds – see happy, cheery, ‘other fellas’ and their families, sitting in the potato field, roasting the extra spuds on open fires.

He could not have been more wrong. What followed next saw the great, big, wide smile on Harold’s face disappear in an instant.

Thousands of spuds shot up into the air all right, but they also whooshed sideways along the ground, or went off at angles, just clearing the hedges – but not one spud landed where Harold thought it would have landed.

Within seconds there was the sounds of screams, shouts and yells from the village, glass smashing, wood splintering, metal denting, cats meeowing rather too excitedly, and dogs yelping and barking, and biting their innocent owners.

One unlucky customer in the Bishop’s Folly was served a pint of the very brand new Potato Stout.  When he complained, he was charged extra for the potato.

Even around a hundred, deadly King Edwards reached the farmyard, and flew in through the barn door – causing a stampede of cows, horses and pigs.

A now unconscious Farmer Glumm was lying on the ground of his muddy farmyard, with thirty eight alien spuds about his person. At the same time, his young daughter, Tiffany, was about to tuck into a big bowl of vanilla ice cream – and one whole, unpeeled, soily, raw potato, due to her mother forgetting to shut the window.

That night, not one single child from the village had to be threatened with no supper if they didn’t come in. They were all curled up in bed and fast asleep, by seven o’clock.

Harold heard a commotion downstairs. It may have had something to do with a rumpus at the farm, he wasn’t sure. The Feast Day of St. Leo of the Potatoes was over for a whole year, maybe for good – well – very definitely for good – and therefore it did not concern him anymore – or he thought it didn’t.

After an expediently quiet Sunday, for Harold, Monday morning arrived. Harold was, as usual, late for school. When he got there, he found more than his teacher, Mr Bellard, standing at the front of the class – so was Farmer Glumm, and next to him was Ripper Bullstock, and his father, Brigadier Heath Bullstock.

Harold was ecstatic. To get away with it was one thing, but to see his arch-enemy get the blame was perfection personified. ‘Here it comes!’ he thought. ‘Twelve of the best! Never mind six!’

‘Here, lad, you deserve it,’ said Farmer Glumm, handing a Ten Pound Note to Lionel ‘Ripper’ Bullstock. ‘How you knew that this years potato crops were ruined by marsh lizards, I will never know. But your quick thinking has stopped them from moving onto the other fields.’ He turned to the beaming Brigadier. ‘He’s a chip off the old block, eh, Heath?’

‘Like father, like son, even if I say so m’self,’ replied the equally smug Brigadier, in his upper-class accent, laced with gravel.

Ripper grinned from ear to ear. He had suspected that Harold was ‘up to something’, and had followed Harold and the rest of the village children to the potato field. He fled when the field was ablaze only to bump into Farmer Glumm, who had been thinking of something equally drastic to control the infestation of his crops. Ripper was delighted to admit ‘it was all his doing’, after the worried farmer did a jig of rural joy around the field upon realising that the marsh lizards were gone – for a year at least.

‘But!’ exclaimed Harold. ‘But! – But! – I – er – he . . . but how?’ But he then went very quiet, as Ripper looked directly at him, still grinning.

But Harold was not dispirited for too long – he never was. His weary trudge home after school became a brisk walk, as he dreamed up untold vengeance upon his arch-enemy. ‘I know!’ exclaimed Harold, but only to himself, ’I’ll’. . . . 

The End

Josh Rogan
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IT WAS THE HOTTEST DAY of the year so far. The trouble was, it was Sunday afternoon. There were no shops open, and even the village pub, The Bishop’s Folly, was closed until seven o’clock.

‘I’m sorry, Harold, you’ll have to wait until later. There’s not a drop of lemonade left, and we don’t even have a milk bottle spare, sorry.’

‘But Dad! It’s no good goin’ on a picnic without a bottle of lemo’, or even water! And on a day like this!’

‘Sorry,’ repeated his father, ‘there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it.’

‘Yes, there is, dear,’ interjected Mrs Ivy Spencer, ‘there’s two bottles of brown ale in the fridge, Harold can use one of those.’

‘But there’s still brown ale in them!’ replied Mr Spencer. ‘Have you lost your senses?!’

‘No, silly, I meant drink them, and then give Harold one of the empty bottles.’

‘Oh, sorry.’

‘That’s all right, dear.’
‘Pass me a glass then — hang on! – You don’t like me drinking beer before dinner!’

‘No, but seeing as it’s so hot, we can make an exception. Besides, I need one more bottle for my ginger beer.’

‘Do you know, it’s like Animal Farm this.’

‘What do you mean, Berniekins. . . . ?’

‘No-one can drink before dinnertime . . . unless it’s ginger beer brewing season.’

‘Oh, Berniekins! I meant no such thing.’

‘And don’t call me Berniekins,’ retorted Berniekins, but with a smile.

Mr Bernard Spencer was looking forward to his two bottles of illicit brown ale; well, he was looking forward to them, but as Harold stood right in front of him as he filled the small glass, there was still beer left in the bottle. Harold looked to the bottle, to his father and back to the bottle again.

‘Marvellous!’ spluttered his father, who then just spluttered after taking a large gulp of beer so he could then empty the rest of the bottle into the glass.

‘Thanks!’ Harold grabbed the bottle, dashed to the sink to rinse it out, filled it with water from the cold tap, and ran out of the house with his generously packed nap-sack.

Mr Spencer groaned as Mrs Spencer stood looking at her husband, then to the second bottle, and back to her husband again.

‘Mar-hic!-vellous,’ slurred Mr Spencer.
Harold sauntered merrily on his way. He usually met his friends, Tim and Larry Tucker along the lane, but not today.

 ‘Oh great! They must have started without me!’ moaned Harold.

The Tuckers had waited for so long, but then gave up, they couldn’t wait to start their picnic. The friends’ picnics were always held in a little clearing in the woods at the end of Farmer Glumm’s potato field.

Harold walked on along the lane. It didn’t matter really, as he would still have his picnic.

‘They’s not gettin’ any o’ mine, though,’ muttered Harold to himself, as he mopped his brow with his handkerchief. It was now nearly eighty five degrees Fahrenheit.

Harold stopped and took out his bottle of water, when he suddenly heard a shout.

‘You! Boy! I need to talk to you!’

Harold turned round, and rushing up the lane was a well dressed middle aged lady with her grey hair in a neat bun, and little round spectacles on a chain.

The lady caught up with Harold.

‘Now, my good lad, I seem to be lost. I alighted from the train thinking I was in Plumton, but obviously I was wrong. Is Plumton anywhere near here?’

‘Well, not really, not if you are in a rush and you ain’ got a car.’

‘Oh dear! Yes, I am in a rush, and by the way, it’s have not, or at the very least – haven’t; aint, my dear boy, is for the ignorant. You are not ignorant, are you, boy?’

‘Don’ think so,’ replied Harold, ‘English, I think.’

‘Mmm, anyway, would you please be kind enough to point me in the right direction?’

Harold pointed west over the fields. These fields were a no-man’s land between Farmer Glumm’s empire, and Farmer Egerton’s land.

Farmer Egerton’s base was in Plumton, and had exactly the same problems with children from around there, as old Glumboil had with Harold and his friends.

‘What? Over there?’ asked the lady.

‘Yep. Just follow the path for about twenty minutes, and you’ll end up in Plumton.’


‘Oh well, if needs must. Thank you my lad . . . I will take my leave— WHAT  ON  EARTH?!  WHAT  HAVE
 YOU GOT THERE, BOY?!!’ exclaimed the lady, as she saw Harold lift the bottle to his mouth to have a swig of water.

‘What, this?’

‘Yes, that!’
‘Oh, I’m goin’ to ‘ave a picnic, but it’s so ‘ot, I thought I’d have a swig now.’

‘You poor, poor boy! Do your parents know?’

‘Yeah,  o’ course.’

‘This is terrible!’
‘Oh, it aint – er – isn’t that bad. I wanted a bigger bottle o’ course, but  they’re all gone. My Dad said this’ll ‘ave to do me until I get home.’

‘Your father said that?!’ said the lady, now wringing her hands in desperation.

‘Yeah . . .  he normally keeps at least one of the bigger bottles for me, but as I said, they’s all gone . . . swigged the lot he did, and threw the bottles out.’

‘Like animals!’

‘Yeah, love ‘em, speshlly tigers!’

‘No, no, my boy, you don’t understand. Never mind, who am I to disparage wayward parents in front of their offspring, whom know no better.’

‘Yer wha’?’ asked Harold.

’Nothing,’ replied the lady, deep in thought. But then she had an idea. ‘Now, my boy! How do you like the idea of going on the wagon?’

‘What? A real wagon?’

‘Yes, there is, as it happens, but what I really meant was—’

‘Cor!! Yeah, ok!’ replied the excited Harold. 

The lady expediently stopped her explanation of what she meant. ‘One step at a time,’ she thought.

‘Will this take long?’ asked Harold.

‘Well, a little while today, then if you do well, you’ll be on the wagon for the rest of your life.’
Harold had indeed mused for many hours on his life ahead. Pirate, fireman, secret agent, and indeed a life driving wagons was in there with the rest.

‘If we’re going to be a while, I’d best eat me picnic as we go along.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about that today, dear, part of going on the wagon is sustenance for those who come aboard.’

‘No grub, then?’ asked Harold.

‘Er – yes, dear, there is indeed – er – grub. Now, show me the way, young man.’

Harold and the lady veered off the lane and down the rough track which separated both farms.

As this promised feast took him in the opposite direction to where the Tuckers were near-eponymously tucking in without even waiting for him, Harold’s nap-sack and water in a brown ale bottle were flung into the hedge as he no longer needed either.

Harold went to help the lady over a stile, but she pushed him away and pulled a face.

‘I’m no shrinking violet, dear, born and raised in the country,’ she said as she expertly climbed the stile, leaving Harold very impressed indeed.

As they walked along, the lady introduced herself, her name was Miss Constance Major. Miss Major then asked Harold for his name, and then his address which she duly noted. The lady decided a little visit was called for after the day’s proceedings were over.

‘Do you drink everyday, Harold?’

‘Yeah, can’t do without it,’ replied Harold, curious as to why Miss Major would not know this.

‘Terrible,’ tutted Miss Major.

‘I like it meself.’

‘TERRIBLE!!’ repeated Miss Major.

Twenty minutes later a red faced sweating Harold,
and a red faced glowing Miss Major, reached the end of the path, and were on the lane which took them into Plumton.

Plumton was similar to Plumley in most ways, but it did have one extra feature, a village square.

In the middle of the square was a huge open backed lorry, or, wagon, as the lady was wont to call it, which Harold was equally familiar with so thought it nothing too odd.

‘Cor!’ said Harold, as he beheld a very strange site indeed. On the back of the wagon was a number of little round tables. Around these were sat a gathering of very desperate looking men. They were all shabbily dressed with gaunt features, unkempt straggly hair, and most probably had been in a state of unwash for sometime. However, one man did not look too desperate.

The men chattered away among themselves as they merrily and hungrily tucked into a huge feast set before them.

‘There, gentlemen! Isn’t that more satisfying than your usual fare?’ said Miss Major, as she scanned the scene on the back of the wagon, and beamed at such a gathering of the unwashed, come to start anew.

‘Yus, lady . . . fanks,’ came the rather jumbled and muffled replies due to many mouths speaking with roast potatoes in them.

Miss Major then turned round to her new charge. ‘Come on, Harold, up you get.’

Miss Major led Harold to the rear of the wagon and Harold climbed up and sat at the first vacant seat. He looked around, a little uneasy as he studied the gaunt, desperate faces, but then suddenly adopted a look of surprise.

‘Jim! What are you doing here?!’

‘‘Ello ‘Arold, funny turn up for the books, this, aint it?! ‘Arold Spencer goin’ on the wagon! Well well well!!’ said old Jim Meery, Plumley’s very own layabout, whom, upon feeling hungry, presented himself to the good ladies of The National Committee For Sobriety – Wiltshire and Hampshire Branch, to pass on the good news that he was ready to ‘go on the wagon’ – again.

‘The queshtun really shu’ be, wha’ are you doin’ ere?’ asked Jim through a huge mouthful of sprouts.
‘I’m goin’ on the wagon . . . thought about it for years, but never ‘ad the chance, until today,’ replied Harold.

‘Blimey! Fings mus’ be bad! Sorry, ‘Arold, didn’ know.’

‘Yeah, well, nothin’ for me here, so I thought I’ll go on the wagon for the rest o’ me life.’

‘‘N’ well said,’ replied Jim, ‘don’ wan’ yer turnin’ ou’ like me.’

‘That’s what my dad says all the time. Does this wagon go anywhere? Or is it just for show, so’s we know we really want to do it?’

‘Well, we’re off to Andover in a mo’.’

‘Andover! Blimey! Didn’t think it’d be so soon!’

‘Oh yeah, we always meet ‘ere, and then off we go to gather others who wanna go on the wagon.’

‘Will it take long?’ asked Harold, who came to realise that if he was to start a new life on the wagon, then he really should tell his parents of his decision, and not just take to the road without a bye or leave.

‘Well, we should be back for openin– er – dinner time,’ replied old Jim.

Harold decided. He would steel himself to the sight of his mother holding desperately on to her dear son, while his father would shake his head and then stare into the fireplace. He even decided on his parting shot: ‘Mother – Father, the time has come – there is nothing for someone like me in Plumley – I must go! — The wagon awaits!’

Harold was disturbed from his dramatic musing as he was handed a huge roast dinner from one of the ladies on the committee.

Harold had hardly tucked into his wagon-man’s fare, when a terrible cacophony boomed right around the village square. A little brass band gathered at the side of the wagon, with the ladies of the committee at their side. The cacophony in question was the committee’s own anthem, a stirring song  highlighting  the  need  for  good  works,  and for 
as many as could be encouraged, to ‘go on the wagon’.

‘Stand up, lad!’ said Jim to Harold, ‘you’s gotta stand when they play their anthem.’

With the  out  of  tune  oompah  band  blowing away,  the  ladies  in  shrill  voices  belted  out  their stirring song.

‘Wherever the Lord sees a need,

We will joyfully take up his creed!

So throw out the flaggon

And climb on the wagon

Lord bless all the souls that we feed!’

There  was  a short  gap between verses during which Miss Major shouted for the men to join in with all their hearts. If the band and the ladies were a cacophony, then there are no words to describe the sound which emanated from the wagon.

And then the song ended – for now. Much to the relief of all of the villagers who could open their windows again, and to the relief of the men and Harold, who again sat down to try and finish their now cold, congealed roast dinners.

Soon, the plates, crockery and cutlery were cleared, followed by the tables and chairs which were returned to the village hall, leaving the ‘wagon-men’ standing on the back of the wagon, looking rather awkward.

‘What’s ‘appenin’ now?’ asked Harold.

‘We’s off, lad. Hold on!’

The wagon burst into life, but so did the band and makeshift choir, again.

‘The works of the Lord never end

And so on our way we do wend.

Through country and town,

We will cover all ground,

To the Lord all these souls we will send!!’
‘Hooray!’ . . . ‘Well done, my friends!’ . . . ‘Stay firm  and  true!’,  came  the  varied  shouts  of encouragement and farewell from the ladies of the committee as the lorry roared off down the lane towards Andover.

All of the men and Harold held tightly on to the rails on the sides, as the wagon trundled and bounced uncomfortably along country lanes which were built years before, and not with huge wagons in mind.

Harold and Jim were next to each other at the tail-gate end.

‘How long ‘ave you been on the wagon, then?’ asked Harold of old Jim.   

Jim chuckled before replying.  

‘I’se an ole ‘and at this lark, ‘‘Arold. I goes on the wagon at leas’ once a week. Best grub in the county.’

‘Well, it wasn’t bad, but the gravy wasn’t up to much.’

‘No, but the roast beef was smashin’, always is. Oh, ‘ere we go.’

Jim pointed down to the lane, where three old men held their arms out as if they were at a bus stop.

‘Reg’lar as clockwork,’ said Jim.

‘Wha’t d’you mean?’ replied Harold.

‘These three fellas, yer could set ya watch by ‘em. We sets off at four, these gets on at quarter past.’

As the three new passengers climbed aboard, one winked at Jim, the other tapped his nose, and the other whispered ‘see ya later’, while pretending to throw a dart.
Soon the country lanes were left behind and they were now on Andover High Street. Just like Plumley, everywhere was deathly quiet. This was even more noticeable because of the many shops and businesses along the High Street, so busy for six days, now all with their shutters down, and not a soul in sight. Even the bright sunshine seemed to ironically add to the sort of hazy, lonely, depressive feeling.

They
 drove
 right along until the road widened, and then turned down a little slip road to the right. This led to a huge square building, but ornately crafted with many classical architectural features. This was Andover Town Hall and Council Offices.

They pulled up on a tarmac square immediately in front of the Town Hall. This was the car park for the Mayor, his employees and visitors, but today it was where the good ladies would serve up their feast for those of the Andover area who wished to go on the wagon.

No sooner had they stopped, than the ladies of the Andover Sub-Branch trooped out of the especially opened Town Hall, and began to issue orders and shush the passengers down from the wagon. These were soon joined by the ladies from Plumton, who followed on after holding their Sunday Meeting in The Green Dragon.

‘What’s goin’ on?’ asked Harold.
‘We ‘as to ‘elp set the tables up for the nex’ lot,’ replied Jim.

‘Blimey! Not much fun this wagon lark after all!’

‘I knows wha’ ya mean, lad, but yer ‘ave ‘ad a good birra grub, aint ya?’ replied Jim.

‘I s’pose so,’ replied Harold, resigned to being grateful and doing his bit.

There then followed a procession of men, huffing and puffing in and  out of the foyer of the Town Hall, bringing out tables and chairs and cutlery and crockery. Harold brought out a fish-slice, which was duly taken off him and  replaced as it wasn’t needed.

It took about ten minutes before the back of the wagon was once again set out for a meal, and soon, a new group of equally gaunt looking men seemed to appear from nowhere and converge on the wagon, to join the three who had joined the gathering along the lane.

‘What do we do now?’ asked Harold.

‘Well, we’re supposed to join in with the singin’, but that ain fer ‘alf an’ ‘our or so. Till then, we can do wha’ we want,’ replied Jim.

‘’Ain’ much to see in Andover on a Sunday,’ lamented Harold.

‘That’s wha’ you fink. Come on, I’ll show yer.’ They walked further back down the High Street, and although Harold didn’t notice, Jim looked all about him before suddenly taking a sharp left and stopping at a huge wooden gate which led into the back yard of The Tudor Sweet Emporium, Andover’s biggest and best sweet shop. Jim pushed the gate open, gestured for Harold to go through, and then quickly closed the gate behind them.

‘They – er – don’ ever ‘as burglars, so they never locks it,’ explained Jim, with an odd expression on his face.

In front of the back wall was a hatchway. Jim then stooped and lifted up both sides of the hatch.

‘Come on, young fella, quick abaht it.’

They both climbed down into a dark cellar.

‘What’s this place?’ asked Harold.

‘I calls it – er – Jim’s Den. It’s where I – er – keep all me goodies, never know who’s gonna nick ‘em,’ replied Jim, reaching out and fumbling for the light switch.

‘Yeah,’ agreed Harold, ‘I have to hide my swag from Ripper. Blinkin’ ‘eck! Is all this yours?!’

As the light came on, Harold noticed stack after stack of boxes of every sweet imaginable.

‘Er – yeah,’ replied Jim, ‘saved up.’

‘Can I have some?!’

‘‘Elps yerself,’ replied Jim. ‘But careful now, don’t make a mess, I don’ wan’ us gettin’ – er – I don’ like me den messed up.’
Harold very carefully opened a box of liquorice shoelaces – and ate them. He was then equally careful with a box of peppermint creams, two gob-stoppers, a pack of chewing gum, an ice-cream on a stick from ‘Jim’s fridge’, and three lolly pops – and very carefully ate the lot.

Jim just contented himself with a small bar of chocolate from his ‘goodies’, and then had a smoke. They both lay back against the side wall.

Harold thought he was in heaven. Jim was feeling quite contented as well, until. . . . 

‘Oo’s there? I’m warnin’ ya, I’ve got Snarler with me, he’ll have the legs off yer, no problem! Aint been fed today!’

‘Blimey! Stock-takin, I forgot!! Quick!! Run!!’ They scrambled up and out of the hatch, pushed open the gate, and dashed back up the High Street. After twenty yards or so, the badly wheezing Jim Meery gestured that they were finally able to slow down.’

‘Stock-takin’! Wh. . .What’s that?!’ asked Harold in between the residual puffs and blows, while holding onto his aching side.

Jim, in an even worse state, was stooped with his hands on his knees. He coughed, wheezed once more, and then finally stood upright.

‘Er – like I tole ya, there’s some who’ll pinch me stuff, some call it stock. Badduns they are, takin’ all me – er – stock.’
‘Oh, stock-takin . . . sounds just like Ripper, that,’ said Harold.
‘Yeah . . . like Ripper,’  agreed  Jim, once again with a strange look on his face.

Old Jim Meery led Harold back along the High Street, down a little gap between a closed department store and a garage, crossed a back entry and were at a little door, which just happened to lead into a disused storeroom belonging to The Andover and District Bus Service.

Jim knocked on the door.

‘Yeer. . . . ?’ came a rough, unpleasant voice.

‘It’s Jim. I’m on the wagon again.’

There was a sound of bolts being pulled back, a key turning, and the door opened.

‘Quick! ‘Fore anyone sees yer, and oo’s this?’ said the even scruffier and dirtier man than Jim Meery.

‘Friend . . . ‘e’s ok.’

Jim led Harold into a small oblong room, full of discarded cans, old buckets with holes in it, yard brushes with rancid bristles, and a variety of other rotting and smelling garbage just strewn here, there and everywhere.

There was an oblong table in the middle, around which sat two men, one of whom had answered the door. The other was a younger man, smaller, thinner, and was the most gaunt looking man that Harold had seen that day.

‘‘Ere, pulls up a seat ‘n ‘ave a drink,’ said the older man.

‘Fanks,’ replied Jim, as he and Harold sat at the two remaining empty chairs. But Harold’s chair only had three legs, one of which was splintered in the middle.

‘Whhoooaaarrg!’ yelled Harold, as he went right over, landing on his rump.

While Jim helped Harold up, the other two men laughed. Then the younger man spoke.

‘Sorry, shud a said.’

‘‘S a’right,’ replied Harold, who rubbed his backside, and then carefully sat on the chair and balanced it with his arms on the table so as not to fall again.

‘Where ya from?’ asked the younger man.

‘Plumley,’ replied Harold.

‘Desp’rate place, Plumley . . . no wonder yers on the wagon.’

‘Yeah,’ replied Harold, but rather awkwardly, as he did not think for one moment that sitting in a smelly old store room would play a part in his new life ‘on the wagon’.

‘‘N’ what’s old Jim been up to lately?’ asked the older man.

‘Oh, this ’n’ that, you know,’ replied Jim.

‘Well, I ‘ope you’s givin’ ole Glumboil a bad time. ‘E’s shot me in the arse three times this year! What’s a pahnd o’ spuds and a couple of chickens to him?! ‘E’s almos’ gentry ‘e is . . .  what’s ‘e worry abaht a little tiny morsel now ’n’ agin fer?!’
‘As if! After yer last caper, I counted about twenty sacks o’ spuds and about ten chickens, Bert!’ chuckled Jim. ‘No wonder he shot yer!’

While Jim and the younger man laughed, Harold remembered that sometime back, he had heard Jim mention someone call Bert, who got up to all sorts of capers far beyond the worst Jim had ever been  involved  in.  Then  it  came  to  him. ‘Cor!  Are you Bert Poke?!’ gushed Harold.

‘One an’ the same!’ replied Bert Poke, with great pride.

‘Jim’s tole me all about you! Didn’t you nick Glumboil’s tractor once, repaint it an’ sell it back to him cheap?’

‘Yep! Twice!’ replied the even prouder Bert Poke, now with his hands tucked inside his lapels.

‘Brill! Wait ‘til I tell the Tuckers!’ yelled Harold.

Bert smiled upon his new admirer. ‘So, what’s your story, then? Parents don’ care; chuck yer out . . . or no parents at all? Is that it? An orphan, are yer? Forced to live rough and took to drink to forget where yer are?’

‘Erm  –  no, I live with my Mum and Dad. I’m only here coz Miss Major said I could go on the wagon. I was going to be a pirate, or a secret agent, but I wanted to drive a wagon as well. Soon as she said I could, I made me mind up to do it.’
The three men looked at each other, and burst out laughing. In fact, the older man was so amused, his laughter was interspersed with a coughing fit.

‘Blimey!’ said the younger man. ‘This is so good, that I feel a song comin’ on.’

‘Yeah,  me  too!’ said  Bert,  now  recovered   and ready for a sing-song. ‘Only one song’ll do though, in honour of Miss Major, an’ this grand little fella ‘ere who wants to go on the wagon!’

Jim stopped laughing. ‘‘Ere goes,’ he muttered to himself. When the chips were down, old Jim Meery prided himself on being a true ‘Gentleman of the Road’ which came with its own lopsided respect, rather than being a       true desperado, like his two occasional acquaintances.

Jim took a quick swig of the brown ale bottle, and stood up. ‘Come on ‘Arold, bes’ get back, let’s leave ‘em to it.’

‘Yeah, ok,’ said Harold. He couldn’t admit it, but he was very glad that Jim suggested this, as he began to feel that something just wasn’t right.

Jim now showed his oft-neglected caring side. This desperate depressing situation was not for the likes of Harold, nor Jim himself if only he had the sense to stay away.
As Jim and Harold walked out of the door, the two other men were singing away lustily. This was interspersed with generous swigs of the bottle of brown ale which was waved around in time with the music, with beer spilling everywhere.

‘ALL TOGETHER NOW!! PUT YOUR HEARTS INTO IT, ME BOYS!! HA HA!!. . . .  

‘WHEREVER THE LORD SEES A NEED, WE WILL JOYFULLY TAKE UP HIS CREED! SO THROW OUT THE FLAGGON AND CLIMB ON THE WAGON, LORD BLESS ALL THE SOULS THAT WE FEED!. . . .  

‘GOOD OLE MISS MAJOR!! HA!! HA!! THE STUPID OLE BOOT!! HIC!!’

The noise emanating from the store room, which was a million times worse than the wheezy efforts of the wagon-men, thankfully faded as Harold and Jim walked back along the High Street.

Jim Meery felt guilty, and it showed on his face.

‘What’s up, Jim?’ asked Harold.

‘She’s a good lady, you know, that Miss     Major . . . she  don’ deserve  that,’  replied Jim, with a tear in his eye.

‘I know,’ said Harold, who finally put two and two together, and unusually for Harold, it added up to four, ‘and I’m not really trainin’ to be a wagon driver, am I? It’s all to do with stoppin’ people drinkin’, isn’t it?’

‘Y. . .y. . .yep,’ sobbed Jim Meery.
A short while later, Jim Meery had a quick word with Miss Major. After the initial shock of realising her mistake, she smiled and asked Harold if he would stay and sing anyway, before he was given a lift back home.

‘Yeah, like a sing-song, me.’

‘Thank you, young man,’ replied Miss Major, but what she omitted to say was that she had earlier cadged a lift off a fellow committee member back to Plumley, to remonstrate with Harold’s irresponsible parents. Mr Spencer’s angry and desperate denials had not been lies after all.

Harold was quite taken with the tune. As the band struck up, he stood next to old Jim Meery, smiled, and sang with all his might, which brought tears to the eyes of Miss Major and the rest of the committee.

In fact, he was so taken by it, that he led a sing-song on the back of the wagon all the way back to Plumley.

Harold and Jim were the last ones on board as the wagon trundled right up to the garden gate of Rosewood Cottage. Both man and boy climbed down; Harold to go off to a warm clean   house, and tea to boot; but Jim, with years of heartache and loneliness behind his eyes, knew not where the next weary step would take     him. . . .
‘Bye, Jim, and thanks!’ shouted Harold, as he opened the gate.
‘Bye, ‘Arold! An’ I never wanna see yer on the wagon again!’ replied Jim.

Harold walked up the garden path, once again reprising the sobriety anthem as he did so.

‘Wherever the Lord sees a need,

we will joyfully take up his—’
‘Harold!!!’ came the angry yell.

‘Oo  flip!  Where’s a wagon  when  you  need one?’ said Harold.

The End

Josh Rogan
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AFTER ANOTHER EARLY summer evening of bringing mayhem to the good people of Plumley, particularly Farmer Glumm, a tired, muddy but very happy Harold Spencer approached his home, Rosewood Cottage ― and gulped. Leaving the house was his teacher, Mr Bellard. Harold quickly hid behind the hedge at the side of the front garden.

‘Thank you for calling, Mr Bellard; rest assured, there will be no further problems with Harold,’ said Mr Bernard Spencer to his son’s teacher, but he did have his right hand behind his back with his fingers crossed. Mr Peregrine Bellard, turned, gave a grim smile, turned back and walked on to his car, got in, and roared off.

Harold gulped, again, and then decided to act as nonchalantly as he knew how. He walked around to the front gate and began whistling as he sauntered up to the front door with a swagger, but it was a false, shallow swagger.

‘You saw him, then. . . . ?’, asked Mr Bernard Spencer, who was scratching his head and frowning as his son entered the house. He had long been able to recognise a false swagger accompanied by whistling, as a sure sign that Harold knew that the game was up, and was preparing to brazen it out.

‘Saw whom, Father. . . . ?’, asked Harold, with the most ridiculous look on his face. That was the clincher.

‘Get in there and sit down!’ roared Mr Spencer, pointing to the lounge.

Harold indeed knew that the game was up, but Harold being Harold he was not too sure of which particular game it was, but he was soon to find out.

The nonchalant Harold had gone, for a while at least. He sat opposite his father with a dutiful look upon his face, wondering what fate had in store for him.

‘MR BELLARD TELLS ME THA―’, Mr Spencer began with a roar, but as he did not like allowing anyone, even his young son to be the cause of his getting into a temper, he stopped and composed himself, but not before taking off his glasses, wiping them, and putting them straight back on. He continued.

‘Mr Bellard called round here a short while ago to inform me that you have not done a single homework assignment for two months. Would you care to explain to me what on earth is going on?’

If Harold had been asked to try and recall what particular subjects or topics he had gloriously ignored both in school and for homework, he would not have had a clue, such was his total lack of interest or application thereupon; but upon being asked why, this allowed to him to give a full and totally honest answer, as he saw it, anyway.

‘But Dad! There’s no point in me doin’ borin’ maths, and useless English, I’m goin’ to be a pirate when I grow up! Can you ‘magine Cap’n Morgan sayin’ to Bluebeard, ‘Ahoy there me hearty! Be it be the English ar’ter us, or them Spanish dogs?’, an’ Bluebeard answerin’, ‘I dunno there, Cap’n, but I knows me two times table if that’s any use?!’ Or what if Hugh the Iron had gone to school instead of sailin’ the Sargasso sea at the age of seven, he’d have been in a right ole mes―’, but Harold was cut off in mid rant.

‘THERE’S NO SUCH THINGS AS PIRATES! HOW MANY TIMES DO I HAVE TO TELL YOU?!!’, roared his father, whose temper was now most certainly up. ‘YOU’VE GOT TO GROW UP, SON – THIS CAN’T GO ON!!’

‘BUT DAD! THERE ARE PIRATES! I’LL SHOW YOU!!

‘WHAT?!!’, again roared his father, but he was now roaring at no one, for Harold had dashed out of the room and upstairs into his bedroom. He dragged out the box from under his bed upon which was scrawled ‘My secret stuf’, grabbed a newspaper from the middle of the packed and assorted wondrous curios, and dashed downstairs again. He opened up the greyed-sepiad faded newspaper and held the front page up to his father. Bernard Spencer, totally taken in by this manic madness could do nothing but lean forward to read the head lines.

‘THE NEW PIRATES OF PENZANCE!!’

He went on to read the first few lines of a headline story from the 6 months old newspaper. A gang of smugglers disguised as tope fishermen had smuggled through millions of pounds worth of jewellery into the country. He had read enough. He snatched the newspaper off Harold and tore it in two.

‘THIS IS YOUR LAST WARNING, HAROLD!! IF MR BELLARD, OR FARMER GLUMM, OR FOR THAT MATTER, ANYONE!! CALLS HERE AGAIN BECAUSE OF YOUR ANTICS, I’LL, I’LL, I’LL . . . AAARRGGGHH!! GET OUT!!

Harold did not need to be told twice. Although he was mystified as to why his father had not apologised to him for doubting the existence of modern-day pirates, he knew that for his father to be so upset meant he must try and get back in his good books somehow. He thought and reluctantly conceded that he should try harder in school, and of course with his homework.
The next morning, the usual readiness and glee with which Harold joined in with the brothers Tucker in taunting their fellow pupils was gone. He almost cracked and went to run after the school caretaker’s cat as he approached the school entrance, but checked himself, put on the most sickliest of smiles and went into class.

‘What’s up with ‘im?’ asked a mystified Larry Tucker of his brother Tim.

‘Dunno, but it usually means he’s got summat special up his sleeve when he looks like that.’

‘Great!’ enthused Larry, with all doubt duly dismissed.

Mr Bellard droned on, and on and on, but Harold did his best to write down what he was told to write down, and duly provided what he at least thought was the right answer, which for Harold was an improvement even if the answer was wrong. But then something caught his eye.

In front of Harold was sat Maisy Morris, not a particular friend of Harold’s, but Maisy was a friend of Betty Unsworth who was the very occasional member of Harold’s little gang. As well as this, Maisy was suffering from a terminal illness; although as usual with Harold’s ear-wigging of his parents’ and other adults’ conversations, he had mis-heard this terribly sad news, but his own version was not too far off.

As we know with Harold, he can  drive anyone to distraction: neighbours, farmers, his parents, the vicar of the parish, even his own best friends on occasions. But, even though it may be well hidden among all of his negative attributes, he has a heart of gold, and spurred on by tales of the chivalrous King Arthur, will always come to the aid of those he genuinely thought needed it – whether they wanted his help or not.

At this precise moment in time, a wasp was buzzing menacingly around Maisy’s head, but as Maisy was also very deaf, and as the wasp was behind her, she had no idea that she could be stung at any moment; but Harold knew, and no wasp on earth was going to hurt a little girl who was so ill already that a wasp sting, harmless to most, could spell the end for little Maisy Morris. Unbeknown to Harold, his dramatic flight of fancy on this occasion matched the exact truth of the matter; little Maisy, in her very weakened state of health, certainly could not take the toxic shock which can be brought on by some wasp and bee stings.

Maisy moved her head to one side; she was bored and listless and not feeling too well that day, thus she ached for the lesson to end. Upon sensing the sudden movement, the wasp felt threatened and readied itself to sting.

Harold did his best; he heard Mr Bellard sum up the lesson they had just had, and yes, he had a rough idea of what was said and what it meant, but just as his teacher moved on to explain what assignment he was giving the class for their homework, Mr Bellard’s words drifted to the back of Harold’s mind, to be recalled only after he had dealt with this emergency.

Before the wasp had a chance to inflict a possibly fatal sting on Maisy, Harold lurched forward with his rolled up school book, and swatted the wasp which fell to the floor, stone dead, but the momentum caused Harold’s arm and school-book to continue through the air and smash down hard on the back of Maisy’s desk. Maisy, although very deaf was not stone deaf, and the distant noise together with the vibration from the thud, gave Maisy a fright; she stood, screamed and then fainted.

A stunned class watched in horror.

‘What the. . . . !’ exclaimed Mr Bellard, who dashed across, quickly checked to see if Maisy was ok, and then saw the dead wasp on the floor. He knew only too well the implications for Maisy of being stung by a wasp. He looked to Harold and his still rolled up school book; in fact Harold had been stunned into a statue-like countenance due to the reverse shock of Maisy’s reaction.

‘Harold, did the wasp. . . .?’

‘N. . .no, sir, no wasp was ever going to sting Maisy, not if I could help it; hit it before it reached her,’ stammered Harold, confused as to whether he had just reached the lowest of the low or if he had been elevated to the status of hero. He would soon know which.

‘Harold, thank God! How could you have known?’ exclaimed a highly relieved Mr Bellard, even more so as Maisy had regained full consciousness, had sat up and asked, ‘what’s goin’ on? Why am I on the floor?’

With Maisy being asked to stay behind and wait to be picked up by her mother, the class was dismissed, with a white faced Mr Bellard just about able to remind them all to do their homework.

‘Homework!’ thought Harold, as he walked out of the school gates and home, leaving behind a still mystified Larry and Tim Tucker.

‘I’m glad he saved Maisy, but I ‘ope ‘e ‘asn’t gone all borin’ on us,’ mused Larry. But Tim, marginally the more mature of the two, thought it best to say nothing.

Harold walked on, and the words of Mr Bellard which had been forced to the back of his mind now came to the fore again.

‘Write about a cold ghost! That’s it! A story about a cold ghost!’

Harold arrived home, and was hugged by a tearful mother. News travelled very fast indeed in Plumley.

‘My little hero! You saved Maisy’s life, you really did!! Thank you, Harold.’
‘I couldn’ let her die, Mum, wasp stings are bad for those who have got terminus disease, everyone knows that.’

‘I don’t know where you picked that up from, Harold, but thank the Lord you did! Ok, run upstairs, get washed, and come down to tea, a very special tea.’

And it was indeed a very special tea, in fact an extended very special tea, as no sooner had Harold finished the feast rustled up by his mother, than Mr and Mrs Morris knocked at the door, bearing a huge chocolate cake and a Ten Shilling Note. Harold accepted both gifts with the graciousness known only to children and the Good Lord.

‘Cor!! Fanks!!’

And they in turn couldn’t thank Harold enough. Mr Spencer arrived home to find the Morris’s just leaving, and Harold repairing to his bedroom to write about a cold ghost.

Mr Spencer had still not managed to take his coat off when Mr Bellard called. This was in the interest of being fair to Harold: if he called round to inform his parents he needed to pull his socks up in school, then he should also call round to let the Spencers’ know when Harold merited praise, which he certainly did on this occasion.

A short while later and with all parties content that Harold seemed to have turned over a new leaf, Mr Bellard shouted goodbye up the stairs to Harold, bade the Spencers a cheery farewell at the door, and departed far happier than he usually did after calling in at Rosewood Cottage.

Next morning in school, a beaming Mr Bellard asked Harold if would be the first to come out to the front of the class and read aloud his essay he had completed the evening before for his homework.

Harold stood and walked to the front of the class; he stumbled and blushed as he did so, as it was a totally new experience for him. He opened his book and coughed to clear his throat.

‘The Cold Ghost – by Harold Spencer. . . . ’

Mr Bellard and the whole class looked at Harold with looks of shock, and some even of horror on their faces, but Harold continued unabashed.

‘ . . . Sir Horace the 9th was a ghost, in fact he ‘ad always been a ghost because on the day he was born, God forgot to give him a body as he was busy chasin’ the devil who had sneaked up to Heaven with a hacksaw and a rucksack to try and steal the gold bars from the Pearly Gates. 

‘Saint Peter, who had only just gone for a cup of tea an’ a boiled egg butty with Noah an’ ‘is wife, Saint Joan – she ‘elped him build the Ark – spotted the devil out of the window. 

‘Ere!’ ‘e says, ‘what’s your game? You can’ do that! I’m fetchin’ God, he’ll sort you out, pal!’
‘Anyway, that’s how Sir Horace the 9th didn’ ‘ave a body, but later on, God was goin’ to give ‘im a body, but got the message that Sir Eric, the ghost of Fleetwood Towers, a whackin’ big castle up north, had chucked it in, fed up or summat. 

‘Any’ow, God said to Sir Horace, ‘‘Ere, ‘Orace, fancy the job at Fleetwood Towers?’, and Horace says, ‘Yes, ok, may as well, can’ work down the mines without a body.’ 

‘So Sir Horace goes to Fleetwood Towers, but as the corridors where he set to work a-wailin’ an’ a-moanin’ didn’ ‘ave any heating, Sir Horace froze all winter. 

‘Anyway, time passed by, an’ things got better in the summer, and Sir Horace wailed an’ moaned so good, he won the ghost of the year award, but winter came again and Horace says ‘no wonder that other fella chucked it in, I aint stayin’ ‘ere either.’ 

‘So that night Horace flew off to Africa where it’s nice an ‘ot an’ was never seen or ‘eard at Fleetwood Towers, ever again. The End’

Harold looked up, smiling, but still blushing. He did rather expect a round of applause, and something from Mr Bellard along the lines of ‘Well done, that boy!! Best story I’ve heard in my life!!’ But there was nothing but silence, to accompany the still shocked faces, Mr Bellard’s included. But eventually Mr Bellard snapped out of his state of incredulity, but with the events of the day before duly colouring his reaction.

‘Erm . . . thank, you, Harold, that was very – er – interesting, well done. Now, who wants to go next and read aloud their essay on . . . er . . . life on the . . . erm . . . Gold Coast. . . . ?’

‘Oo ‘eck,’ said Harold, as he sat down.
The End
Josh Rogan
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And The Atomic Apple

IT HAD BEEN A particularly satisfying day – for Harold – but perhaps not for Farmer Glumm; very fortunately for Harold the farmer was not yet aware of this fact.

As Harold’s dash to get away unseen from Farmer Glumm’s new apple orchard slowed to his usual ambling speed once around the first bend and thus out of sight, he smiled to himself at the ingenuity he had shown in getting beyond the twenty feet high wall with a rounded top with barbed wire trailing across it – he had simply dug underneath it.

Old Glumboil was now minus something which, although to Harold was fair game for those who live by the Scrumpers’ Code, was on this occasion something of great importance to not only the curmudgeonly farmer, but also a small section of the scientific community. . . . 

Harold swaggered on up the lane, grinning like a Cheshire cat, and seconds later he was home. He deftly undid the latch of the garden gate and pushed it forward with such force it swung right round and became lodged in the organic grip of the hedge row. If closing the gate was usually only ever an afterthought to appease his father, then on this occasion it was no thought at all as he just carried on up the front path. As he neared the front door, his right hand closed tightly around something large, round, shiny and reddy-brown. As he reached the porch, he stopped, his grip slackened, and he lifted his hand to his face to get a closer look at his new possession. He mused for a moment, and then closed his hand tightly again. He looked at the front door in such a way it was if he was somehow pondering on whether it would give the game away. 

Harold once more opened his right hand, looked down at the elicit booty, again closed his hand and finally decided the side door was best. Harold then veered right and walked on up to the side entrance to Rosewood Cottage.

Harold had had no intention of going straight into the lounge to announce his return home; he wanted to carefully stash his new prize in a place for quick access later on. Although his attempts to get from the kitchen, along the hallway and up the stairs unseen failed miserably, by sheer chance he was aided in his efforts to get to his room quickly by none other than his mother, Mrs Ivy Spencer.

‘Harold, I am glad you are home,’ said Mrs Spencer, emerging from the lounge, and with a sickly but hopeful smile on her face, ‘now I want you to get washed and changed and come back down as quick as you can, I want you to meet our new neighbours.’

‘New neighbours. . . . ?’ replied Harold, blankly, while slowly moving his right hand around his back, to shield the booty from his mother’s gaze .

‘Yes, the Frazzells, they have moved here from Ogdenborough in the Lake District, they’ve bought  Primrose Cottage.’

‘Oh,’ replied Harold with as much feigned interest as he could muster.

‘Well then, son, chop chop!!’ urged his mother, still with the sickly smile on her face.

Harold knew it was no use. Despite it being the longest day of the year, and in keeping with this had also been the sunniest and hottest day so far of the summer, he would not be able to go out again for an extended play with the Tuckers as he and they always did around this time each year; this is when they went to bed later than normal, still got up early the next morning, and all still in broad daylight. The only consolation was that the light and the extended heat of the day saw the Spencers and guests duly repair to the garden and all sit around the garden table on cane chairs.

The possible further consolation of running off down the long garden to play anything from Cowboys and Indians to Giant Tiddliwinks with the Frazzell’s son, Oswald, was soon proved not to be. As Harold and Oswald rose as one from their chairs with the silent understanding that can only exist between two young boys both wanting to be free, both fathers, without even looking round, reached out and held their sons back with an iron grip on the shoulder of each. Each boy knew that the command in the silent action of his father extended beyond the eventual loosening of his grip – both were to stay put, until otherwise directed.

The universal and ritual grimacing and tongue pulling which exists when two boys first meet but under the constraints of attending adults, lost its lustre after about ten minutes. The equally ever-present whispered boast of ‘I can whup you easy,’ followed by the hushed but indignant retort of – ‘No you can’t, I can whup you good ‘n’ proper, every time,’ was checked magnificently in less than 5 seconds, after which Harold sported a red left ear and Oswald an even redder right ear. There was nothing else for it; both boys leaned forward on the table, their heads in their hands, and dreamed of when   they would be free once again to look for Commanches in the local fields, or to round up their trusty lieutenants and look to vanquish their natural born enemies; for Harold this was Ripper Bullstock’s gang, for Oswald, it was the Frazer twins, although this was now pure nostalgia due to there now being over 300 miles between Oswald and his traditional foe.
But Harold’s musing was severely impaired by the loud, droning and boastful voice of Mr Jake Frazzell, government scientist by day, and hopeful inventor at night, weekends, and every Bank Holiday. . . . 

‘ . . . yes, Mr Spencer and – er – Mrs Spencer, computers: they are the future, no doubt about it, it is not a question of if or even when; for our generation right now, it is a question of ‘how do I get in on it’, now—’

‘But how can people talk to each other, using these . . . these complutos, I just cannot see—‘ interjected Mrs Ivy Spencer

‘My dear lady, it’s computers; now, many things have already been done, on a limited scale admittedly, but in principle, certain things have been proved possible. One day, just one machine in the corner of your room will do everything a TV can do now plus much much more: you will be able to see and talk to people all over the world, watch films, listen to music, even create your own masterpieces. but that’s only the start; there will come a day when you will—

‘More port, anyone?’ cut in Mr Spencer, who really had heard enough. His interruption was met with an icy stare by his wife, but thankfully, his true intention was not obvious to their guests, who did indeed have a strong liking for good port.

Mr Frazzell finally ended his diatribe on the coming of the computer age, and took a huge gulp from his glass of port. Of the four adults sat around the table, two were now in a state of awkward silence with the third now nervously looking around the garden and humming to himself; the fourth adult, far from feeling awkward, suddenly had a brainstorm, slammed down his glass on the table and exclaimed in an uncommonly loud voice, ‘OHO!!’ Although the long-suffering Mrs Frazzell did not bat an eyelid, Mr and Mrs Spencer both shrieked      and jumped up from their seats. With the momentum of this sudden action, a fountain of port shot up in the air from the open bottle in Mr Spencer’s hand, and after drawing level with the upper windows of Rosewood Cottage, its ascent peaked and the airborne port came down in a torrent on top of both the boys’ heads.

‘Dad!!’ yelled Harold. ‘Whoooahhh!! came the shriek from Gerald.

‘Oh I am sorry, boys,’ said an embarrassed Mr Spencer, while both ladies allowed themselves a little smirk, once Mrs Spencer had recovered her composure.

While both boys were then mothered to annoyance with a shiny white handkerchief apiece, Mr Frazzell, totally unaware of the raucous he had just caused, spoke again, but thankfully within the usual range of decibels for polite conversation.

‘Shall, I dear? Whadder ye reckon?’ he said in a slur as he turned to his wife.

‘Shall you what, dear?’ replied his mystified wife.

‘You know, TELL – THEM.’ 

This bizarre proposition was accompanied by even more bizarre gestures from Mr Frazzell, which most people would have guessed to be anything from shooing a small child or wafting a dusty rug in the yard; or as he changed tack from describing movement, or more accurately time and motion, to the perhaps (hopefully) more obvious depiction of some form of organic commodity, could just as easily have assumed it to be a charadaic effort to capture the voluptuous outline of 1950s Hollywood actress, Gina Lollobrigida.

‘Oh – er –’ came the panicked reply from Mrs Frazzell, ‘I don’t think Mr and Mrs Spencer are interes —’

‘Of course they are interested! Aren’t           you. . . . ?’ interjected Jake Frazzell while staring earnestly at his hosts and never in a million years believing that they could possibly not be interested in what he was about to reveal.

‘Of course we are!’ came the jovial but secretly forced reply from Bernard Spencer. ‘You carry on, old man, have another port,’ he added, while inwardly groaning.

‘Now then, time travel — yes indeed, time travel – that’s what I said – you heard me right – time travel!’ said Jake Frazzell in such a way it was as if he had been interrupted in a storm of disbelieving protest, but no one had said a word. He continued. ‘Did you know your local farmer and I are working on time travel? Oh of course you wouldn’t, sop tecret and all that. Well, I won’t say much, but, the secret is in apples – yes – apples – yes, that’s what I said, sir! Apples! Citric acid to be precise. . . .  

‘You won’t believe me, but, using a new top secret citro-atomic-photo formula, we’ve grown apples faster than the speed of light that not only act like a video camera but allows the apples to be transported into the future; once there we can then view and control what they record or just let them roam at will – but here’s the nifty bit: we can bring them back whenever we wish, but, one very important thing, the apples must be grafted back onto the tree it came from as only freshly formulated citric acid from the same source can preserve its inherent citro-atomic recordings as well as neutralise the radiation. Once all the returning apples have been regrafted, the images are all sent on to the atomic core, which is at the centre of the oldest apple from any one tree, it’s what we call, the Big Apple; the Yankee Boffins are incensed of course, but, as it’s all top secret, they can’t exactly take us to court now, can they?

Finally, by using a new type of citro-electronic circuitry, we can then view these video-images from the future at our leisure, over and over again; we can even edit them to achieve continuity and reduce duplication, useless periphery and so on. 

‘As soon as we’ve smoothed out the rough edges, we’ll be able to invite the neighbours in, crack open the bubbly, and watch a film of our old village up north, but, incredibly, many years from now. But, that’s just apples, very soon we will be able to send pe—’

‘Jake!!’ interjected his wife, and in such a way that it seemed as if it was to stop him telling any more of these rather telling tales, than just being impatient with her far less than sober husband. But, such a fantastic yarn was met with amusement by Mrs Ivy Spencer, while Mr Spencer thought he could at least enjoy a moonlight hosing of the flowers if their guests would finally leave, and hopefully without Mr Frazzell staggering back up the path to impart more revelations of Flash Gordon proportions.

Mrs Henny Frazzell, although a little tipsy herself, was still able to discern when it was time to go; the sudden rolling eyes and the listing sideways of her husband until he was comfortably nestled and sound asleep in the bosom of Mrs Ivy Spencer was the clincher.
Mr Spencer looked at the three empty bottles of Port, and breathed a sigh of relief, there would be no need to crack open his last bottle.

As the sleepy tipsy Jake Frazzell was      cajoled into consciousness by his hicupping wife, Harold looked up and around; although it rarely reached a state of pitch blackness on a clear night in June, nonetheless it was dark and alas, too late to reclaim the last vestiges of leisure time with his friends Tim and Larry Tucker. He used the departure as an excuse to make a detour to his bedroom, after of course, the dutiful farewell, which was just one among endless farewells and waves at the door from all four adults.

At last. The Frazzell’s had gone.

Not too long after, Mrs Spencer went upstairs for the ritual but far from welcome tucking in of her loveable rogue of a son.

‘Nighty night, Harold.’

‘Night, Mum.’

Harold waited for the landing light to go off and listened for the tell-tale footsteps to fade away. Mrs Spencer went downstairs to rejoin Mr Spencer, who had not become a nocturnal gardener after all, but had indeed cracked open his last bottle of port, to cheer himself up.

Harold sat upright in bed, and smiled. Although he had eaten a hearty supper and was feeling quite full, nothing, not even the total absence of hunger was going to prevent him from enjoying his prize. He reached under his pillow and pulled out a huge, reddy-brown apple the type of which he had not seen before,  and took a huge bite. No sooner had he swallowed a mouthful of the strange tasting juicy pulp that was the innards of a new strain of apple, the Cumbrian Galaxy – liberated with considerable difficulty and, Harold had decided, with considerable dexterity from Old Glumboil’s new and very heavily protected orchard – than Harold’s grip on the apple loosened, the apple rolled off the bed and onto the floor, and Harold slumped back on his pillow, sound asleep. Although deep in slumber, Harold’s eyelids began to flicker furiously as an unknown village in an unknown time with people he had never seen before in his life, all loomed large in his mind, as clear as day. . . . 

*

‘ . . . yes, you are, Gerald!!’ insisted Mrs Gracie Frazzell.

‘No, I’m not,’ insisted Gerald.

‘Now, look here, young man! A promise is a promise! I told Mrs Zorgerman that I would attend; we can’t use the car as your father’s working late, and I’m not going down that dark lane on my own . . . now, get your coat, and no more arguing.’

‘Mmm . . . oh – er – yes, Mum,’ sighed her reluctant son, Gerald Frazzell, who would perhaps have kept up his spirited resistance to this imposition, if he had not been distracted by the bizarre reflection of an apple in the kitchen window. And yet, thought Gerald, it had been dark for hours, and the moon was heavily obscured by cloud. 

‘Uurrrgghh’ shivered Gerald, as his back twitched and the hairs on the back of his neck stiffened and stood on end.

*

The two walked briskly down Back-Stab Lane, and on towards Ogdenborough Village Hall. After opening and putting up the useless brolly, and both of them trying to fit underneath it, they hurried on as best they could in the pouring rain. They arrived, soaked to the skin, twenty minutes later.

In the rain-lashed Lakeland Village of Ogdenborough, in the County of Cumbria, in the North of England, the meeting to discuss the Annual Village Fund Raiser got under way.

Mrs Mata Zorgerman was a former German child refugee during the Second World War, but she was now the stout, silver haired be-tweeded lady, and wife of Squire Brian Zorgerman.

Although as English as they come, the Squire’s out of place surname had brought the two together. As a young single lady in Northern England, Mata Klebel had become well adjusted and well educated, but lonely; but one night at a village charity function, she overheard Brian’s surname being mentioned and thought she could find solace in someone from the old country.

To Mata’s momentary embarrassment and to Brian’s great amusement, the Squire explained that the last real German line of the family had died out in the mid-1800’s, and that since then, the British Zorgermans had distinguished themselves with honours in many military campaigns, the two world wars included. Although he has never pushed this point, in their many happy years of marriage so far.

Mrs Zorgerman addressed the reluctant gathering, drawn from the cross-section of Ogdenborough’s small community. She stood on the rostrum, which doubled as the stage for Amateur Dramatics – or the occasional concert.

‘Ok, folks, we want your ideas for the best money-raiser you can think of. Now – the daytime has been sorted – it’s the usual garden fete; yes, yes, I know, morris dancers, tombola, and the best kept pony, but the visitors love it – wouldn’t come otherwise. . . . 

‘However, we want the night time to be extra special. Now, any ideas – any of you. . . . ?’

Mrs Zorgerman strained through her cat’s eye glasses, and scanned the room; nothing – not a murmur, but Mrs Zorgerman did see a young mother, elbowing her teenage son.

Although Mrs Zorgerman couldn’t hear it, Mrs Frazzell, mother of the reluctant teenager, Gerald Frazzell, whispered, ‘Go on, son, it’s a good idea.’ But Gerald just blushed, folded his arms in annoyance and embarrassment, and put his head down. But Mrs Frazzell was not going to give   up, and, without her son’s agreement, she volunteered to speak for him.

‘Er – Mrs Zorgerman. . . . ’ she shouted, but rather nervously.

‘Yeers. . . . ’ replied Mrs Zorgerman, in the rather deep, prolonged manner, perfected only by wives of the semi-aristocracy.

‘Er – well, it’s Gerald, really, he’s got an idea. He thinks we should put on a concert, featuring sound-alikes and tribute bands and such . . . what do you think?’

‘Oh yes!! Frank Ifield and Mrs Mills! Marvellous idea! And don’t forget Al Boley, Brian loves him. Now, I assume you know someone—’

‘Er – no, no, Mrs Zorgerman, I meant – er – Gerald meant more modern bands and singers; you know, The Handkerchiefs or Gran’s Marzipan.’

‘Mum!! The Kaiser Chiefs and Franz Ferdinand!!’ suddenly piped up Gerald. ‘And I don’t mean them, anyway. I mean like J-LO, or Eminem.’
Mrs Zorgerman still preferred the thought of middle aged, olive-tanned, heavily bejewelled crooners, or jolly old piano playing grandmothers playing simple ditties on the old ivories, but Mrs Zorgerman was running out of time.

‘Yes,  well,  let’s  have  a  vote.  Who  is  for  young  Frazzy’s idea. . . .?’

Out of the thirty seven in attendance, five raised their hands. Obviously this included Mrs Frazzell, and Gerald, although still reluctantly. But there was also old Joe Cogworth, the school caretaker, whom, if he was totally honest would have admitted he had simply yawned and stretched with his arms right up just as the vote was cast.

Then there was Harry ‘Hapless’ Hawkins, Gerald’s best friend, and a young, giggly schoolgirl who had fancied Gerald for ages – Agnes Niblock.

‘And against. . . . ?’

Nineteen raised their hands.

‘Ahem – er – yes, well, the motion for, is – er – is . . . erm . . .  carried. . . . ’ announced Mrs Zorgerman, but rather distractedly, as she thought, for a split second anyway, that a large reddy-brown apple was hovering at the back of the hall. ‘Ach, Nutzlos Vitamin-Pillen’ she muttered to herself, and deciding there and then there would be no more patronising of alternative medicines to try and combat severe fatigue. But she could not dwell on this bizarre side effect any longer, Mata had just run out of time as she was due back at the Manor to be the hostess of a cocktail party, in aid of the ‘Save the Barn’ campaign.

The barn in question was just three cross pieces of timber, supported by six rotting upright poles. But in 1692 it was the scene of ‘The Ogdenborough Revolt’, where one hundred and seventy villagers made their last stand against the Revenuers. The official report was that the Revenuers had forced a surrender from the villagers. The reality was that they all came to an agreement to get rid of the last of the smuggled brandy, rum, and whisky. The world will never see such an agreement, ever again.

‘Right, young Frazzy, please get this underway as soon as you can, we’ll discuss this at the final meeting in a fortnight. Goodnight, everybody!’

Despite the views of those who wear baseball caps the wrong way round and have their shirts hanging out even on freezing cold January nights unfairly prevailing over those who still ironically hanker for the grey years of austerity,               Dick Barton, and patronising News Pathe commentaries along the lines of ‘Yes! They’re they are! The Working Classes! They’re poor … they’re starving . . . they’re full of TB, but my my! — aren’t they happy!’, the villagers were nevertheless relieved it was all over, especially the coerced Committee for the Annual Village Fundraiser.

They all trooped out of the village hall and went home – well, some went via The Rabbit and Rat, or The Old Waterpump, but they did eventually wend their way home, albeit rather unsteadily.

Gerald walked down the road with Hapless. Although still wet through himself, it had stopped raining.

‘What did you go and get yourself lumbered with that for?!’ exclaimed Hapless.

‘It wasn’t my fault! I just happened to mention to Mum that I’m fed up of the same old rubbish, and mentioned it would be good to have live music, even if it was just impersonators; them Elvis fellas make a fortune.’

‘Yeah, I know, but what about our expeditions and our footy?’

‘What do you mean? We’ll still do all that! Stop your moaning!’

‘He’s right, though, Jerry, you’ve got an awful lot of work to do. Besides, do you know any sound-alike bands?’ It was Agnes Niblock, who had trailed the two boys along the lane, despite her own house being in the opposite direction.

‘And who asked your opinion?!’ huffed Gerald, who although secretly fancied Agnes, his boyish immaturity prevented him from admitting it in front of Hapless. Gerald, seeing Hapless smiling, stopped and turned around to face Agnes. ‘Are you following me – er – us?!’

‘It’s a free country, aint it?!’ retorted Agnes, who was indeed following Gerald, or Jerry, but being challenged over doing so resulted in the only response she felt was open to her. ‘I can walk down this lane any time I want to . . . your mum and dad don’ own the road, no-one does, so there! Anyway, you haven’t answered my question; do you know any of these sound-alike bands that you’ve promised the whole village?’

Gerald did not answer, but pulled a face and walked faster, with Hapless doing likewise. But so did Agnes.

‘Well?! Do you know anyone or not?’ insisted the very persistent Agnes.

Gerald still did not answer, and they had  finally reached Gerald’s home, the ramshackle, shambling, rambling cottage, called Comely Mill. There was general agreement in the village that it had indeed, once been a working Corn Mill, but if this was true then the evidence to show this had long since gone.

‘Are you coming in?’ Gerald asked of Hapless, and only Hapless, ensuring he did not give      the slightest encouragement to Agnes Niblock, although this was purely a face-saving exercise

But fate intervened in the form of Mrs Gracie Frazzell, who had stopped to chat to Vi Catterspoon, the village shopkeeper and       post-mistress, but Vi seemed worried about something and had to ask Mrs Frazzell to repeat everything. Mrs Frazzell sighed, and gave up, although she too had something on her mind. As she said goodbye to begin her own walk home, Gracie was then offered a lift by the gamekeeper who was driving to the far edge of the Squire’s estate, to check on reports of poachers. Rather worryingly for Gracie Frazzell, the lift home did not take her mind off her worries, but rather added to them.

Shortly after, Mrs Frazzell stepped out of the car which had also reached Comely Mill.

‘Night, night, Gimpy,’ said Mrs Frazzell, to George ‘Gimpy’ Hutchinson. He had caught his leg in a combine harvester many years earlier, for which he earned himself the nickname, ‘Gimpy’, because of his resulting gimpy leg. He hated it, but after thirty seven years he was used to it. Gimpy drove off and Mrs Frazzell noticed the three youngsters; she shook herself out of her sombre musing, and managed a forced smile.

‘Oh, hello, you three, what on earth are you standing outside for? It’s cold. Come on in: Hapless, Agnes; I expect you both want to help Gerald and get cracking on the arrangements for this concert. . . . ?’

‘Oh, yes, Mrs Frazzell! I can’t wait!’ said a delighted Agnes, who had muscled in by default. Hapless just groaned, and upon seeing this, the secretly glad Gerald groaned too.

Half an hour later, the three children had      got absolutely nowhere and Gerald had to grudgingly admit that he did not know anyone who looked remotely like J-Lo, or Eminem, but he did have good cause to deny that this was really all his fault.

‘Look, it was Mum! I just happened to say it was a good idea, now look what she’s got me into!’

Agnes had a bright idea – or she thought she had. She stood up from her chair, and as limited as the space was, did what she thought was a stunning take off of Jennifer Lopez, or J-Lo.

The trouble was, not only was she singing way off key, her dance routine resulted in a thump! thump! thump! on the ceiling as Mrs Frazzell was preparing her husband’s supper.

‘Pack that in now, the three of you!! The neighbours will be calling the police!’ shouted up Gracie Frazzell, from the kitchen downstairs.

‘There’s no neighbours for a quarter of a mile, and by the time PC Fatty Snagworth huffs and puffs up here from the pub on his bike, I’ll be fast asleep in bed!!’ retorted Gerald, which drew sniggers and smirks from both Hapless and Agnes.
‘Don’t cheek me in front of your friends! Do you hear?!’ shouted up an incensed Mrs Frazzell.

‘I’ll wait until they’ve gone, then!’ chanced the rather too cheeky Gerald. But for Mrs Frazzell, this was just too much to take on top of the worry that was still in her mind.

‘Right! That’s it! Hapless! Agnes! — Home! But I’m not blaming you, I’m sure you don’t cheek your parents like that!’

Hapless just looked vacantly at Gerald, while Agnes smirked again. She certainly did cheek her parents, far more than Gerald ever did.

After they had gone, Gracie went straight up and seconds later, Gerald had a very red ear. He realised he had gone too far and apologised to his Mum. Plus he didn’t want a second red ear to match the first one.

Although Gerald usually sat with his Mum and Dad and had supper with them, that was not the case that night, he had been confined to his room, without any supper, but perhaps it was just as well. . . .  

*

Gracie Frazzell, sat at the small kitchen table, opposite her husband. She had only had one bite of her beef paste sandwich, as she was pondering over whether to tell her husband that perhaps the stress of coping with a teenager was making her see things – well one thing, and more than once – a large reddy-brown apple. She could have sworn it had been hovering in the garden while hanging the washing out, then later, as she looked out of the car window, racing along the lane as if keeping up with Gimpy as he drove Mrs Frazzell home.

Mr Frazzell did manage to eat all of his supper, as he always did, but he didn’t enjoy it, not with the vision still in his mind of a large reddy-brown apple just plonked next to him on the front passenger seat of his car. He did not know where it had come from, and when he went to pick it up, it just vanished into thin air. His wife’s constant pleas to ‘take things easy’ after working 12 hour shifts 6 days a week for almost 20 years, were now beginning to make a lot of sense.

*

Out of sheer boredom, the supper-less Gerald turned on his computer. He wasn’t a great fan of technology; he would sooner be out with his friends, particularly Hapless, and roam the fields, play football, and take his dog, Razor, to go ratting at the old barn. Just William was his hero, not Bill Gates.

But he occasionally availed himself of such facilities and he wasn’t an idiot. He was quite good with the various applications, especially e-mail. But most of the time he sent e-mails to Hapless, telling him what time and where, and what to bring, usually things from Mrs Hawkins’ larder to sustain them on their adventures, or ‘expeditions’, as they preferred to call them.

Harry ‘Hapless’ Hawkins gained his nickname through one such expedition.

This was a fishing trip to the Tripping-Botham Reservoir. This was the site of two old villages, Tripping, and Botham, but then both villages were evacuated and then flooded to become the fresh-water reservoir of Tripping-Botham.

As Gerald’s Dad saw them off from the front door, he did his best to stifle huge guffaws due to not telling them that Tripping-Botham did not contain one measly tiddler, never mind ‘Jaws’, but on they went.

During their wasted fishing trip, a bored Harry Hawkins wandered off and got his foot caught in a rabbit-snare, but luckily, perhaps, it had not been fastened down.

After screaming in agony and running back to Gerald, he got his other foot caught in a fox-trap which again had not been fastened down. With Harry being in considerable pain and beginning to panic, he stumbled into some undergrowth, not far from where Gerald still had his fishing net cast, hoping. Next thing, there was another scream, as Harry, ran or rather clump-clumped out from the undergrowth with thousands of angry bees chasing after him. But it still wasn’t over. He tried to scramble up and over a steep, scree-covered mound but slipped, breaking both of his hands.

At this point, Gerald gave up and finally decided to help. He put his arm around Harry and struggled with him up to the main road, where who should spot them but the reporter for the Ogdenborough Gazzette, Art Yorath. He rubbed his hands, thought of the beer vouchers coming his way, duly gave the lads a lift to the hospital – and wrote his copy for the next day’s edition.

‘Hapless Harry!! 
Ogdenborough’s Unluckiest Boy!’

And so was born Harry ‘Hapless’ Hawkins.

After sitting in his bedroom, feeling very fed up indeed, Gerald suddenly had a bright idea. He would make a list of all the possibilities and e-mail them to his friends, yes, even Agnes. Then they could forward them on to even more people and eventually, it might just reach someone who looked and sang like someone famous, maybe even a whole tribute band. The idea gripped him more and more.

He opened a new document on his PC, and began to type. 

‘The Royal Village of Ogdenborough,

Cumbria England.

The Annual Royal Garden Fete 

and Fund-Raising Gala.

Special Executive Director – Gerald Frazzell’

In all of its eighty one year history, the event had never enjoyed Royal patronage and the organisers never had been invested with such important sounding titles, but this made no difference to Gerald. 

He continued...

‘Are you a Britney Spears look-alike. . . . ?

Do you sing like Jennifer Lopez. . . . ?

Or even The Rolling Stones. . . . ?

Well here’s your chance to make it big! Come and play at the biggest concert in the world!

The Gala Fundraising Night 

at Ogdenborough Village Hall, 

Cumbria. England!! June 18th!!
Here’s your chance to go down
in the History books!! Reply!! Now!!

Only a limited number of acts will be allowed to perform at this world famous event!!

Don’t delay!! E-mail Me!! Gerald Frazzell at JerryFrazza@hotmail.com. 

Now!!!!’
It had totally escaped Gerald that this had become as far as possible from being a simple list as it could get, and it had rapidly turned into a cyber-flyer for a Rock  Concert. But Gerald was buzzing, he was hooked. He saved the attachment, and e-mailed it to Hapless and Agnes, or he thought he had. Meanwhile. . . .

*
Gimpy  reached   the  Old  Barn.  Yes,  there  had 
been poachers, setting traps for rabbits, but they had scarpered upon hearing the strained engine of Gimpy’s forty three year old Ford Anglia, all 700CC worth of it. The trouble was, the traps had been well dug in.

Gimpy sighed, went back to his car, fetched his spade and began to dig. Seconds later, his spade went right through a thick black cable.

*

No sooner had Gerald clicked on the send button when the screen froze. A second later the open applications disappeared to be replaced by a series of oscillating green lines accompanied a terrible screeching noise, quite similar it seemed to Gerald, to someone scratching with their nails on a blackboard. The usual desktop layout was eventually restored, but the connection to the Internet had timed out. Gerald rebooted, checked his e-mail, which surprisingly showed a copy of the e-mail in the message sent folder. Gerald shrugged his shoulders, switched off, and climbed into bed to carry on reading ‘Mike Miller, Son of Pendragon’. With the demise of the Harry Potter series, the only books he had ever enjoyed, Gerald was grateful to find this a fair substitute.

*

At the same time that Gerald had pressed the send button, so did Mrs Mata Zorgerman. Her e-mail address was devoid of such popular cyber whackiness, as employed by Gerald and millions of others. Mata preferred the rather sober and boring matazorgerman@hotmail.com. She was e-mailing her friend, the actress, Juniper Foster, from Gloucester. She commenced typing her friend’s e-mail address. After the very first letter, a J, her computer froze, but it wasn’t long before it came back to life, with the unexpected, ‘message sent’ indicator flashing away.

But as she was tired after a few too many flutes of champagne, she gave up wondering what was what and went to join her husband, Brian, who was snoring for the Queen and the British Empire. Mata tutted and picked up the book she was currently reading, The Old Man’s Trousers, a crazy tale of nuclear trousers who thought they were a secret agent.

*

Vi Catterspoon had been in the middle of placing her online order with the Wholesalers for the village shop. She didn’t need much at the moment, but she did need some Lo-Cal Orange juice. The advent of The Internet and E-mail had been a great boon to her, saving her a great deal of time and money. Vi went to the blank order form for miscellaneous groceries, copied her e-mail address, vicatterspoon@hotmail.com , into the customer details section, and then placed the cursor in the first empty block for miscellanous items and began to type, ‘Lo-Cal’.

But Vi did not get beyond the word ‘Lo’. At this point her computer screen went black and gave the tell-tale motorized groan letting her know it had crashed. Vi sighed, switched off her PC, and went to bed, and promptly had a nightmare about a huge reddy-brown apple chasing her right through the village; as she screamed for help, people she had known for years opened their doors and just stood in     their doorways, their reddy-brown apple-heads bobbing up and down as they laughed like maniacs. . . . 

*

The local Cable Man, Baz Bunkley was driving past the Old Barn, at speed; he had seen something so bizarre hovering above the Town Hall, he just had to tell someone – anyone. He looked across to where Gimpy was digging, slammed on the brakes and dashed across.

“You saw ‘em too?” he gasped, as he reached Gimpy, thinking that if anyone else had seen what he had seen, it was sure to be Gimpy, who seemed to do most of his work at night.

“Saw what?” replied a mystified Gimpy who thought Baz had stopped to give him a hand.

“Apples . . . floating in the – nothing . . . never mind – need a hand?”

‘Hippies,’ muttered Gimpy under his breath.

‘Pardon?’ replied Baz Bunkley.
‘Nothin’, just thinkin’; yes please, the traps are well dug in, and I think I’ve chopped your     cable. . . . ’

After helping Gimpy with the traps, Baz soon re-joined the severed fibre optics. It wasn’t perfect, but it would suffice until it could be repaired properly.

*

It was the next day.

‘You didn’t get it?!’ spluttered Gerald to Hapless, with Agnes ear-wigging in the background.

‘Frazzell! May I remind you that you are in school! Keep your silly music and  your  football  until  after  the lesson has fin. . . . ’ almost demanded Hilda Kink, the Geography Teacher at Ogdenborough High, but found herself distracted by a reddy-brown reflection in the window, by the time she  looked  more  intently,  it   had   gone.  ‘ . . . ished.’ added Mrs Kink.

*

‘You didn’t get it?! Come on! You’re having me on!’  again  roared Gerald, as  they were  on  their way home.

As usual, Agnes was trailing behind – but she had heard. ‘O-oh, Jerry’s going to be the laughing stock of the whole village!‘ she teased, from a safe distance.
Gerald really was mad on this occasion. ‘Look here!! – Nosey-Parker!! No-one asked you! Now clear off!!’ shouted Gerald back down the lane towards Agnes, conveniently forgetting that he had indeed asked her, or had at least copied her in on the troublesome e-mail message.

This time, Agnes’s usually thick skin was pierced. Her face fell, tears welled up in her eyes, and she began to cry. She turned, and with her shoulders heaving with her sobbing, she began the slow walk back home.
The truth was, Agnes was a lonely girl, whom, through trouble at home between her parents had never managed to make and keep any friends at all. But for all that she was lovely, but people could not see past her alcoholic Mum  and Dad. 
Plus, poor Agnes had to now shoulder           the responsibility usually reserved for older offspring, of both parents now hallucinating; things had moved on from her mum and dad seeing snakes in the bed when sobering up after a heavy night on the scotch, to apples floating around everywhere.

Gerald was immature, most of the time, but he had a rude awakening accompanied by pangs of guilt.

He ran after Agnes, pleaded with her to stop, and thought of something which could repair the situation.

After a few seconds. . . . 

‘Do you really mean it?!! Really?!! Oh, Jerry!!’ Agnes flung her arms around Gerald, and hugged him.

Hapless once again made gestures of disapproval toward Gerard, but on this occasion was surprised to find that in response, Gerard could only blush and grin rather awkwardly.

Agnes then linked an embarrassed but happy Gerald, all the way home to Comely Mill with a confused Hapless slinking alongside.

‘Yes . . . well . . . two more won’t hurt us!!’ smiled Gracie Frazzell to her two unexpected tea-guests, while glaring at Gerald. She went into the kitchen to make a small joint, six potatoes, a tin each of carrots and peas, feed five.

After tea, Gerald, Hapless and Agnes went through the idea of Gerald’s from the night before. 
His two friends were not that hopeful, but they didn’t tell Gerald this. Sadly, they could not have been more right.

They joined music forums on the Internet. They looked for sound-alikes, even look-alikes who weren’t that good, but those that looked hopeful disappeared from the chat-room when the phrase, ‘for free’, was mentioned.

The only success they did have turned out to be a ninety one year old Liberace impersonator. But they politely declined, when he said he may have to stop to check his pacemaker in the middle of a song.
They were desperate – or Gerald was, anyway. But his friends sympathised as best they could.

The night of the next meeting came along. Gerald and his two friends were nowhere to be seen.

‘Well?!’ demanded Mrs Mata Zorgerman, from the rostrum.

Mrs Frazzell blushed, shrugged her shoulders, and meekly muttered ‘I’m sure it’s coming along fine.’

‘Yes, well, I hope you are right. Now, Mr Townley, the portable toilets. . . . ’

More time elapsed. Nothing.

*

On the night that Gimpy cut through the cable, technicians at the National Internet Control Centre in Wolverhampton, England, saw the warning notice flashing on the Northern England Mainframe.

They hurriedly activated the automatic reconnection programme – and went back to their poker game; but, the fix was good only for internet activity from then on. 
Although the service was up and running again, the IP addresses of the users and recipients affected by the cable being severed, had been jumbled up by the main server.

 But within minutes, three badly mashed up messages had become a single, reconstituted     e-mail and started its cyber-journey, from the sub-server of Ogdenborough in the North of England
But to whom. . . . ?

*

Vic Atterspoon, Showbiz Agent, Los Angeles, began to check the concert details of his leading stars.

These had been finalised after meetings with and letters and telephone calls to and from various concert promoters all around the world, and then the final details were e-mailed to him. 
He began to print out what he thought was the finalised tour schedule of his ‘hottest property’, when the telephone rang. He lazily clicked the speaker option to listen.

‘ . . . what?! Again?!! I’m on my way!! Roxanne! — Send the schedule to J-Lo. I’ve got to go!’

Friday Girl Roxanne Kimble, picked the sheets up from the printing tray, which included print outs of recent e-mails, and walked down to the company post room.

Vic Atterspoon left his office to go to the Culver City Nuclear Plant to plead with his Daughter, Sky, who had chained herself to the cooling tower – again.

Around the same time, a message appeared in the inboxes of the e-mail accounts of Vi Catterspoon, Gerald Frazzell, and of course, Mata Zorgerman. 

The message read:

‘Ogdenborough Village Hall, Cumbria, England.

Fundraising Night. June 18. J LO.’

It was the same message which had been sent to the offices of Vic Atterspoon — Agent to the Stars – or more accurately, to the e-mail address of his company website.  This was:

Vic.Atterspoon@Razzmataz.Org.

*

The great day arrived. Too soon for Gerald, but arrive it did.

His usual, much loved festival diet of ice-cream, burgers, hotdogs and fresh doughnuts, washed down with gallons of gut-rotting cola, all seemed tasteless and unsatisfying. He mused on being ran out of the village by an irate Fund Raising Committee, and no doubt the rest of the villagers as well. Even his and Hapless’s traditional hearty booing at the crowning of the Ogdenborough Gala Maiden, had no appeal to it whatsoever.

It was time for the concert.

After repeated although entirely false re-assurances to one and all, from Gerald – with total silence from both his friends, Gerald was, eventually, dragged to the concert.

Shortly before he was due to meet his destiny, he had tried to sneak out of the back door to run off and hide in the barn, but was collared by his mother who thought he just didn’t want any recognition for his efforts, highly secretive efforts, admittedly, but, ‘that’s our Jerry!’

They made their way to the village hall. For almost a quarter of a mile, the lane which led into the village was packed with people, cars, buses, the Press, the TV, and even a bus-load of Mayors, Mayoresses, Aldermen, Alderwomen and other dignitaries from right across the whole County. A special fireworks display was in progress, timed to be at full tilt when the bulk of the more senior dignitaries had assembled ouside the main entrance to the village hall. The usual ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ were even more dramatic as both the bejewelled elite as well as the hoi polloi marvelled at how the Rockets and the Roman Candles and the brighter sparklier fireworks provided illumination for a fantastic display of airborne apples in the night sky, no longer reddy-brown, but emitting a luxuriant golden glow as the apples seemed to spin around at great speed.

Gerald gulped, and walked in. The hall was quickly filled by all the villagers and many more besides, believing that Gerald was about to do them proud.

The only good thing, Gerald thought, was that four places right at the front had been reserved for them, because of Gerald’s and his friends’ sterling efforts. And of course, they couldn’t leave his Mum out. But to Gerald, it was only good because it might prove a handy escape route. A quick dash onto the stage – disappear into the wings – and out through the stage door. Exit stage right.

Gerald’s mind was racing. He couldn’t decide whether to dash off there and then or wait until later, but he need not have worried. Just as Gerald furtively began to edge up out of his seat after making a snap decision to scarper right at that second, the house lights went out, then the stage lights came on. Then the curtains opened, and stood there, bursting into song, was — Jennifer Lopez!! 

And not just a look-alike. . . . 

 Or sound-alike. . . .   

It was the one and only….

100% ….

  J-LO!!

 ‘Don’t be fooled by the rocks that I got!
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I’m still–I’m still Jenny from the block!!

J-LO stood there, her long wavy hair, swirled around hershoulders, as she danced and sang her heart out. And she was more than a little curious as to how a community from the back and beyond, could afford her three million dollar fee – plus expenses.

Gerald was curious as to how she came to be there at all, but was delighted and highly relieved nonetheless. His relief, elation – and popularity – lasted until the morning of the thirtieth day after the concert – when the bill arrived in the post.

*

Harold awoke, sat bolt upright in bed, and looked around. No, not a computer in sight, but, it had all seemed so real, but then – ‘naah!’ thought Harold, but out loud. Harold dismissed the idea of somehow travelling up north and at the same time, turning into an apple. He went down for breakfast, but before sitting down, he looked rather sheephishly across to Mrs Ivy Spencer. 

‘Mum. . . . ?’

‘Yes, dear. . . .?’

‘Do   you   think   Mr   Frazzell   was   telling   the  truth  last night. . . .?’

‘Well, I am sure there will be progress in many ways, dear, but I think he just got carried away: making your own films and sending letters and photographs to Australia in a split second? Never mind a pinch of salt, I think it was more the three bottles of port.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Harold, who wolfed down his bacon, slurped a full glass of orange juice, and dashed out of the house and up the lane; he was late, the Tuckers would have caught at least seven tiddlers by now. 

*

As Harold strode along, he looked all around him: he saw green fields and rolling meadows radiant with the lush hue of summertime; trees fifty feet high – there for the climbing, and if they happened to be fruit trees, well. . . . 

He could see rabbits racing across the fields and diving back into their burrows; he saw hares boxing as they fought over the does; he could hear the frogs croaking and even burping and worse in the nearby pond. Harold thought of the many summers to come, and winters if only his parents would let him, where he would fish for tiddlers while imagining he was catching sharks in the Sargasso – in the mornings; the afternoons were reserved for Civil Defence: who else was prepared to stop renegade Mohicans or fedora behatted moustachioed gold smugglers and gun-runners from the Argentine? All in all, and not      forgetting the brothers Tucker, and of course, Betty Unsworth, there would be adventures aplenty for all.

Harold took a deep breath, taking in the fresh air with a thousand fragrances. He was not sure if he ever wanted the world to progress.

‘Look at all this?’ he thought, ‘who would want  to press buttons on a computer all day long  instead of collecting frog  spawn. . . .?
But just as he rounded the first bend, he was stopped in his tracks by the sudden appearance right in front of him of what was at first, a silvery blue mist, but which then solidified to show the features of someone now familiar to him.

‘Hello, Harold, did you like Ogdenborough?’ asked Gerald Frazzell.

‘Ooh flippin’ ‘eck!’ replied Harold.

The End

Josh Rogan
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1
Are we there yet ?

THE SUMMER HAD COME ROUND once again and school was out – for six weeks: which was bad news not only for Farmer Glumm but also for the entire community of the village of Plumley.

After Harold and the Tuckers, and more besides, had roamed the fields, distressed the live-stock and had even managed to badly dent Brigadier Bullstock’s prized Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost after Harold had led all of the village children in a game of ‘throw the potato’, every adult in the village wished it was September. 

As Harold Spencer and his trusty lieutenants, Tim and Larry Tucker, idled back along the lane, Harold announced to his friends that his annual holiday with his parents was getting ever nearer.

‘We’re yer goin’, then?’ asked Larry.

‘To a holiday camp in Rhyl, can’t wait,’ replied Harold.
‘We aint goin’ anywhere this year,’ lamented Tim Tucker.

‘What! No holiday? ‘Sgraceful!’ sympathised Harold.

‘Yeah, Dad says we aint worth the trouble,’ added Larry.

‘Charmin’!’ said Harold.

‘Yeah, wish we could come with you, that’d show ‘im!’ said a wistful Tim.

Harold’s eyes lit up. ‘Not arf! That’d be great! I’ll ask Mum and Dad!’

‘Wha’? You mean it. . . . ?’ asked Tim.

‘Yep!” enthused Harold.

‘Cor!” exclaimed Tim.

‘Brill!’ added Larry.

Harold Spencer went home to put this idea to his parents.

‘I’m sorry, Harold, but we can’t afford it,’ said Mrs Spencer.

‘Certainly not! You’re too much like hard work on your own as it is, I’m not inflicting three times the misery on the poor people of Rhyl!’ spluttered Mr Bernard Spencer.

‘Charmin’!’ said Harold. ‘Just charmin’!’ and off he went to give his friends crouched behind the garden wall the bad news. The Spencers would not after all be taking Harold’s best friends Tim and Larry Tucker away with them to the seaside.

Two more weeks passed. . . . 
Mrs Ivy Spencer made a big mistake – she let Harold out of her sight. After asking Harold to try on his new clothes for their trip, the Reverend Johnson, Vicar of St. Malachi’s, called to ask for any spare tinned goods for his Food for the Needy campaign. As Mrs Spencer asked the vicar in to the house, coming up the path were Tim and Larry Tucker. They never made it to the front door, as they had no need to. Harold was out and away in a split second, while his distracted mother commenced rooting out the mountain of unused and unwanted tins of chunky chicken.

Two hours later Harold returned home, rather red faced and out of breath, with someone else not far behind.

Farmer Glumm gave chase right up to Harold’s garden gate. He stopped, turned, breathed a sigh of relief, walked off back to his ruined crop of Earlies, and then he smiled. It was the eve of the Spencer family holiday. Farmer Glumm knew this. ‘Peace and quiet at last,’ he muttered to himself as he sauntered away.

‘Oh, Harold!’ sighed his despairing mother. His brand new blue and white striped T Shirt was now minus the white, and the blue was now a mixture of black and grey. His new khaki shorts were now new black and grey, as were his new socks. As for his shoes, they remained sort of black, but without any shine, and quite a few scuffs.

Mrs Ivy Spencer screamed, and then spent half the night washing clothes, and applying spit and polish with a vigour which would make any Sergeant Major proud, to salvage the shop-new shine on Harold’s shoes.

It was six o’clock on the Saturday morning. Harold was full of beans, literally, as he hastily munched his beans on toast while garbling on about what he would be doing throughout his week’s stay at Whitmore’s Holiday Camp. This was in Rhyl on the North Wales coast, and      was owned by the famous holiday camp entrepeneur, Toby Whitmore.

‘No, dear, there are no alligators, OR crocodiles!’ Mrs Spencer replied to her excited son with a million questions. This had become an annual tradition since their first family holiday when Harold was six. So much so, she knew what came next.

‘Well, what about—’

‘No. No baboons.’

‘Or—‘

‘No. No hippo’s.’

‘Well, what about. . . . ’

The conversation went on to cover every wild animal in existence, and some that were officially extinct, but not to Harold.

‘There are dodo’s, seen ‘em in Glumboil’s field.’
Mrs Spencer had had enough, but fortunately, perhaps, it was time to go. The beep from Leo Kendal’s car outside had Harold and his parents picking up their luggage and leaving the house.

Harold picked up his very small suitcase and held it up and balanced it on his head. Luckily for Harold, it was so light, and due to its great age had given considerably in the middle that it stayed there without any problem at all. Harold was now helping Tarzan on the trail of Nazi gun-runners – for five seconds. Mr Bernard Spencer grabbed the case off his son’s head and carried it to Leo’s car.

‘Can’t we go anywhere without you messing about?!’ shouted Mr Spencer.

Harold did not answer, as he had run ahead and jumped in the front of Leo Kendal’s Vauxhall Cadet.

Leo was a friendly neighbour, and was the only person in the village who drove a car large enough for the Spencers and their holiday luggage. He smiled at Harold and shook his head.

‘Out you get, son, you’re in the back with your mother.’

It was a thankfully uneventful trip to Andover, the biggest town for miles around.

Harold just looked out of the window at the Wiltshire and Hampshire countryside, but his mind was elsewhere. Then, his face lit up, and he turned to his mother. ‘Well, what about—’

‘No, Harold, no tigers.’

But this year, Mrs Ivy Spencer was about to be proved wrong. A new zoo had opened in Rhyl, and had every single wild beast that Harold had asked about since he was six years old, and many more besides.

The train journey to Rhyl certainly had its moments.

As the rhythm of the train and the warmth of the carriage took effect on Mr and Mrs Spencer, Harold began to read the first of seventeen comics especially bought for his holidays. He turned the pages, munched on crisps and slurped on his bottle of lemonade, as his parents snoozed away.

But he soon got bored when he realised that the summer special of  ‘Wonder-Man and  X-Ray Boy’ was just a re-hash of all the weekly stories from the past year. But he flicked through to the end, just in case. Yep. X-Ray Boy was just about to die, crunched up in the mouth of the Amazonian Pythonigator, a deadly beast created by the evil Professor Plague in a laboratory, from a snake and an alligator.

But of course, Wonder-Man  flew  in  through  the windows, unopened of course, shook the broken glass from his purple tunic and blasted both the Professor and the beast with his famed wonder-blast – a purple laser fired from his right eye. The ex-director of a nuclear power plant developed these super-human powers after slipping on a tray of jellies left on the floor during his support staffs’ Christmas party, and going head-first into a nuclear reactor.

The Pythonigator let go of X-Ray Boy, and melted into a steaming pile of goo on the floor.

‘What a rip-off!’ lamented Harold, whose attention was then taken by a conversation between the ticket collector and the tea lady.

‘Well, what are you going to do, Reg? You’re not in the best of health, are you? Have you any idea what will happen in the future?’

‘The thing is, Vi, I’ve been told. I won’t be collecting many more tickets on this route. I haven’t got long at all.’

‘Oh, Reg, I’ll miss you! We’ll all miss you!’

‘Oh, I haven’t packed up just yet. But I’ve told ‘em, when Reg is too old and tired to go up and down the train all day collectin’ tickets, then the time has come to just put me in the box. Hopefully, in one not far from home, then the family can come and visit if they want to.’

‘St. Peter’s Close?’

‘Yes, that’s right. Listen Vi, as I’m almost finished, I’ll lay down in the luggage van for a while. Hopefully I’ll see you again before I’ve gone.’

‘They should have given you help for this route, they really should have done,’ replied the sympathetic Vi Bigby.

‘I did ask ‘em, but they just said they’ll have to wait until the Head ticket collector from the Skye Line comes down here. But that can only be when I know I’m goin’. The trouble is, we were all hopin’ for some new recruits, but the recession has seen to that.’

‘Is there any hope at all, Reg?’

‘None at all, Vi. Anyway, I’m off for a well earned rest. I’ll see you on the other side.’

With happy thoughts of the last year of  his working life to hopefully be spent in a signal-box near his home in St. Peter’s Close, the very tired Reg Smith went off for a quick nap.

Vi Bigby checked her tea-trolley and off she went. Neither Vi nor Reg were travelling all    the way to Rhyl, as ticket collecting duties               and catering were not required beyond Wolverhampton. They were both to join the next train from Wolverhampton back to Andover. On the other side.

Harold strained to hear as much of the conversation as he could. He wasn’t sure at first, but upon hearing Reg Smith’s poignant farewell, he knew he had to help out somehow.

‘Tickets, please!’ It was Harold. ‘Tickets, ladies ‘n’ gents! Tickets, please!’

‘I say! A bit young for this lark, aren’t you?’ asked a monacled be-tweeded fellow, who lowered his copy of the Times as he heard the very young voice asking for tickets.
‘The usual bloke’s ‘ad it, not much ‘ope. I’m fillin’ in.’

‘Oh, that is dreadful!’ said the monacle. ‘And to think I had got to know him quite well these last few months: best crown green bowler this side of Studley-Hitchcock. Well, we must all push a little harder at the grind-stone, must we not? And here you are, here’s my ticket; and here’s a little something for being such a game little fellow.’

‘Cor! Thanks!’ said Harold, as he took a       shiny Half-a-Crown into his possession and recommenced his substitutional stint.

‘‘Mergency! The proper collector’s gone to his rest, an ‘e’s lain out in the luggage van! Tickets, please!’

To loud exclamations of shock and horror, and sympathy for the man and his family, Harold managed to cover the whole train a whole lot quicker than the more usual ticket collector. He also became richer by a total of Two Pounds, Ten Shillings and Ninepence.

But it wasn’t to last.

A much livelier looking Reg Smith stormed up the aisle of the carriage.

‘‘Ere, you! What’s your game?! Criminal offence, tharris, takin’ off one of His Majesty’s Ticket Inspectors!’

By this time, Mr and Mrs Spencer had stirred, realised that Harold had not been content with the antics of Wonder-Man and X-Ray Boy, and had disappeared. But they did hear him.

‘Gerroff! I was ‘elpin out! Fine state o’ things this is, gives a helpin’ ‘and, and all you do is moan!’

Mr Bernard Spencer groaned, loudly, and went to see what it was his errant son had done this time.

‘Er  –  excuse me, Inspector, what is the matter? I’m Mr Spencer, the boy’s father.’

‘Oh, you are, are yer?!’ The Inspector went to lash out with his fist and land one right on Mr Spencer’s nose, but he was held back by none other than the monacle.

‘I say! There’s no need for that! Now go about your duties my good man, before I report you to the company!’

The Inspector looked at the rather muscular interloper, grumbled and muttered incoherently, then backed off.

‘You’ve a fine lad, there, Mr Spencer,’ said the monacle, ‘very enterprising!’

‘That’s one way of putting it!’ chuckled Mr Spencer. ‘And thanks for helping out there, I don’t think my good lady would take too kindly to my getting a broken nose on the first day of our holiday! Do you know, you look familiar. . . . Jasper! I don’t believe it. . . . !’

It was Jasper Le Vere, an old school chum of Bernard Spencer.

‘Ha! Ha! I was wondering how long it would be before you twigged. I saw you as you boarded. And I must say, your son has brightened up this monotonous journey!’

‘I’ll say!’ lamented Bernard Spencer. ‘So – er how are you? What are you up to these days?’

‘Security, old man, security. I’m the head security officer for Toby Whitmore, you know, the holiday wallah. . . . ?’

‘Whitmore’s? That’s where we’re going?!’ exclaimed Mr Spencer. ‘Will we see you there, then. . . . ?’

‘Yes, most probably, but not today. I’m getting off at Lumley Halt, I’ve got to call in at Head Office. Anyway, what about you, old boy, still in Plumley. . . . ?’

Harold sighed. Listening to two grown-ups chatter was the last thing he wanted to do. He decided it was after all, time to return to the ongoing adventures of Wonder-Man and X-Ray Boy.

He decided he would re-read ‘Wonder-Man Goes on Strike’, which was first in Issue 31. He liked that one, as X-Ray Boy managed to single-handedly save the world five times, while Wonder-Man picketed the World-Government building, demanding at least a cleaning allowance for his often mucked up purple tunic.

But as Harold went to return to his seat, his father, without looking down and still talking to Jasper, held him firmly by the collar. After seven attempts to go, Harold gave up, and with his head bowed but moving from side to side, he began quietly muttering: ‘blah, blah, blah, blah, wife and kids, job’s borin’, arthritis, blah blah, blah, blah, how’s Molly, sorry, Milly? (The trouble for Harold was his quiet muttering did not stay quiet. As his diatribe developed its own beat, it unintentionally became louder and louder, until not only had his father and old friend stopped talking due to the racket, the whole carriage was listening in.) ‘Oh, sorry, blah, blah, blah, dog, cat, rabbit, funeral, blah, blah, blah; price of fish; died last year; oh I am sorry; gone to the dogs; how’s your Bert’s lumbago? Try loam instead of peat;  trains are always late; five buses at once; lawns, corns, bunions, blisters, boils, measles, weasels; bumps, lumps, stamps, tramps; teachers, bleaches; gas, grass; bobby, hobby; tubby, hubby grubby; Blah, Blah Blah Blah, Blaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!’
Harold finished with a flourish, and a number of the less reserved travellers burst into a round of applause. One even shouted, ‘should be on the stage, young fella!’ But most English people being as most English people are, most looked at him in horror.

Mr Spencer smiled wanly at his old friend, who in return grinned the widest grin possible.

Calm finally returned to the 0700 Andover to Rhyl Seaside Weekly as Harold was dragged back to his seat, and told not to move or say another word until they had reached Rhyl.

‘But….’

‘Don’t!’

2
Fun and Games

THE TRAIN FINALLY pulled into Rhyl Station. Harold had managed to obey the order to keep quiet and not move, more or less. A few minutes later they were walking along the promenade. This had an exceptionally wide pavement separating the road from the beach, as is the case with most sea-side resorts, and along both the road and promenade was a seemingly endless succession of amusement arcades. 

‘No, not yet, Harold.’

There were also a great many chip-shops, cafes, restaurants, and rock emporiums. 

‘No, Harold! We’re having luncheon at the camp! Here, have an apple, that will do you for now.’ 

And beyond the distractions on the sea-front side, was the beach. 

‘No, Harold. No time.’

The Spencers were going to get a taxi to Whitmore’s Holiday Camp, but the kindly (and brow-beaten) parents did bend to Harold’s will on this occasion, but only because it was a bright, dry, sunny day.

The Spencers were now upstairs on an open-topped bus, which was in service to take the great many holiday-makers from Rhyl Town Centre, out to the edge of the town, which, technically was not Rhyl, but a smaller town, Towyn. But not many southern British holiday-makers know of this minor matter, until they have visited the area at least once. Mr and Mrs Spencer sat in the second row at the front of the upper deck, while Harold had the whole of the front seat to himself.

As the cold-ish sea-breeze blew his hair into an untidy mess, he looked down at the merry throngs along the promenade, walking this way, that way, laughing and joking, and even meandering aimlessly onto the busy streets. He then realised something was missing and turned round to his mother.

‘Where’s the—’

‘No, Harold, no wolves,’ pre-empted Mrs Spencer.

‘I was goin’ to say funfair,’ said Harold.

‘Oh, sorry, just a little further, it’s on the edge of town,’ chuckled his mother.

‘Oh, an’ anyway, I know there’s no wolves. Can’t be kept in a zoo, wolves can’t, need loads o’ space, and if you did stick ‘em in a cage, they’d kill each other. An’ they’d ‘ave us for dinner, as well.’

Just occasionally Harold got something right, as long as it fitted his vivid imagination.

‘Funny that. You fail your maths tests every single year, yet you can make amazingly accurate statements concerning vicious beasts of the wild,’ observed Mr Spencer. ‘Although I’m quite sure lions and tigers would happily eat you for dinner as well, wolves do indeed need a lot more space. Maybe I’ll buy you a pair of plus fours and a big white hat after all!’

‘Huh! I’ve been waitin’ years for them!’ complained Harold. But he was now content that the resort did have its own funfair, and so settled back in his seat. He was about to take a great big bite of his apple, but then spotted a traffic policemen down below at a road junction. His arm was raised, he was about to let go, but found Mr Spencer’s hand grabbing his arm. 

‘Not here, Harold, your apple throwing antics are over, for this week at least. . . . ’ stated Mr Spencer.

As he was hungry, he settled on eating it instead. As Harold continued to look down, he         saw throngs of people, just seemingly milling around aimlessly, with just a few actually going in to any of the fun palaces or eateries. One look inside made him realise why. They were already heaving with customers. He could see masses   of people waiting to get on their favourite amusements in the arcades, with others queuing at the kiosk which changed notes and coins into the right denominations for the machines.

The eateries were packed to the brim, with cooks, friers, servers, waiters and waitresses all wishing it was the off season. ‘Seven Haddock! Table Twelve!’ and other similar orders and directions were issued about every eight seconds.

Hordes of children, some with their parents but many on their own, walked along the packed pavements while eating ice-creams, burgers, chips, rock, sweets, the lot. Harold wished he could get right off the bus there and then to join these lucky, lucky children, especially those who did not appear to be with their parents.

But they eventually left the sea-front area behind, and the bus wound its way around to where most of the holiday camps were.

They passed camp after camp, each with their own varying numbers of different sized caravans, chalets, some with the odd luxury bungalow, and some even allowed proper campers with their own tents.

Harold noticed that they all had names to do with the sea, the sun and the beach, and quite a few to do with having a rest.

‘Those must be for ole people; they’re always kippin’, them, even on holiday,’ thought Harold.

A little further on, the bus went around a bend, and the funfair came into full view.

‘Wow!’ exclaimed Harold.

As the edge of the Big Dipper reached the perimeter of the funfair, the open-top  bus drove past, tantalisingly close to the safety rails. Harold wanted to climb off the bus there and then, and start his holiday fun with a white-knuckle ride.

‘Can we go there straightaway, Dad. . . . ?’ asked an excited Harold.

‘Er – maybe, son,’ lied his father.

‘Can’t wait!’ added his hopeful son.

Not long after passing the funfair, Harold saw a huge sign attached to the perimeter railings of a holiday camp, proclaiming:

‘WELCOME TO WHITMORE’S’

‘Yeah, we’re ‘ere!’ shouted Mr Spencer, while Harold looked at him strangely.

Next to the sign was the entrance and exit, to and from the camp. This was a brick archway, under which were two small traffic lanes with a little gate- house in the middle in which sat an elderly security guard. He sat at a little table reading his paper, and only occasionally glancing out of the window.

To the side of the lanes were paved pathways allowing pedestrians to walk along until safely beyond the boarding and alighting points for coach and car passengers.

The bus went underneath the arches, drove ten yards into the camp and stopped. The Spencer’s holiday could truly begin.

Although the bus had been packed from the off in Rhyl, most alighted before the bus reached Whitmore’s. Still on board along with Harold’s family, were a couple of locals, most probably camp workers, thought Mr Spencer, and a family of five, who had far more luggage to struggle along with than the Spencers.

Mr and Mrs Spencer, seeing the family huff and puff, immediately took a bag each from them.

‘Thanks, much appreciated,’ huffed and puffed the over-stressed father of the family.

‘This way, I think.’ said Mr Spencer, seeing the sign ‘New arrivals report to Camp Office.’ ‘By order of the Commandant,’ muttered Mr Spencer, but thankfully not heard by his own family, nor by the beleaguered family with the many items of luggage.

They all trooped into the dismal, badly lit office, and while both fathers of both families went to announce their arrival, the others all breathed a sigh of  relief, put their luggage down and sat on chairs which were placed against the wall.

There was only one man available to check their reservations. This was a small, thin man, with a thin, wavy oiled topping of black hair, and a black pencil moustache. He signed both families in and walked around the counter.

‘Hello, everyone! Now, I am the Camp Manager, and my name is Solomon Cartwright. Follow me please!’ he said in a supercilious air.

He led them back out of the office and across an open square. While Mr Cartwright led         the way, Mr Spencer commenced making introductions which were warmly returned. The other family were the Jackson family from Oxford.

Both families looked around them as they continued on across the square, and all were more than a little mystified as to what they saw.

To their left was a restaurant, empty – closed. To the right, a Bingo Hall, empty – closed. Arcades – closed. Everything else – closed.

Directly ahead of them was a small number of fairground rides – not in operation.

‘Ere! Noffin’s open!’ complained young Jacky Jackson, a cheeky nine year old.

‘It will be! It will be!’ came the immediate reply from Mr Cartwright. Although he looked rather perplexed.

Soon, Harold and his parents were settled into Chalet Eleven. The Jacksons were in Chalet Thirteen. There were eight other chalets along the row, all empty. There were nearly five hundred other chalets in rather drab uniform rows on the camp, all of these were empty too. This fact had not yet registered with  either of the families, but they certainly noticed the lack of available amenities.

Before even unpacking the first suitcase, there was a knock on the chalet door. Mr Spencer opened it, and standing there were the three Jackson children.

‘Can your boy come out to play?’ asked the eldest child. A boy who looked just a little older than Harold.

‘Well  – er – it’s coming up to. . . . ’ But Mr Spencer’s reticence was to no avail. Within a second Harold had dashed out and ran off with his three new friends.

‘Just twenty minutes, Harold! — Harold?!’ shouted his father. But he needn’t have bothered, his son was already out of earshot.

The four children reached the deserted camp square.

‘I’m ‘Arold, what’s your names?’ asked Harold.

‘I’m Philip,’ said the eldest boy.

‘I’m Laura,’ said the second eldest.

‘I’m Jacky,’ replied the youngest child.
‘What shall we do?’ asked Harold, who hoped that the camp would soon somehow burst into life.
‘Dunno. Looks rubbish ere’ don’ it?’ said Philip.

‘Well, yeah, but we’ll ‘ave to make our own fun, won’ we?’

‘But how. . . . ?’ complained Laura.

‘Huh! Town-folk!’ said Harold, aping his father.

‘Ere! What’s up with town people?!’ retorted Philip.

‘Yeah!’ added Jacky.

‘Here we go,’ sighed Laura, whose two brothers were towny versions of the Tuckers, but despite such uppishness, Laura was just a little like the adventurous Betty Unsworth, another of Harold’s friends who occasionally came home covered in mud with badly scuffed new shoes.

Harold, although quite brave for a ten year old, was not daft. Philip was at least a little older, and a good deal bigger. And although Jacky was a good deal smaller, Harold didn’t think it worth the risk of humiliation if he fought the both of them, and lost. But this depended on the level of provocation; if Harold saw red, he would happily fight Wonder-Man.

‘Nothin, just jokin’,’ said the expedient Harold. He noticed that although the powered rides were still not in operation, to the side of these were smaller rides and novelties that  could be found in most parks or children’s playgrounds.

There was a roundabout, some tent shaped climbing nets, swings, a climbing frame, a seesaw, ropes hanging down from what looked a little like a lamp-post, and an artificial pond but with very real scum and gunge on the untreated water.

Finally, there was a small tower with a winding staircase, and an open top turret from which children could be anyone from the Princes in the Tower, Rapunzel, or even King Kong.

Within seconds, Harold decided on a game.

‘Listen! We can use all these rides and frames and things to have a competition! We can have two teams of two who have to capture something, and then be the first to get to the top of the tower with it!’

‘Capture something? Like what?’ derided Philip, who actually liked the idea, but not for it to come from a younger and smaller boy.

‘A flag, or a hanky; or a hanky pretendin’ to be a flag! Two of us could be The Irregulars from Mike Miller, Son of Pendragon, an’ the other two could be the League of Mordred! Whoever fly’s the flag from the tower at the end, gets to save the world – or release a Chaotagen an’ blow us all up!’

‘What’s a chaotagen?!’ exclaimed all three Jackson children.

‘Ain’ you read nothin? A Chaotagen is a – never mind – we’ll jus’ ‘ave a flag.’

‘Well, what do we do, exactly?’ asked Philip, now over his fit of jealousy, as he was hooked, as were Laura and Jacky.

Harold’s mind was working overtime. ‘Well, me and the Tuckers usually do it this way, now—’

‘Who are the Tuckers?’ cut in Laura.

‘Friends; don’ interrupt. Now, the ones goin’ first gets on the roundabout, while the others push him, or her, as fast as possible. After thirty seconds the ones on the ride ‘as to jump off an’ land on the nets. They then ‘as to get over them as fast as possible, and then, well, they ‘ave to use all of the other things before running to the top of the tower an’ grabbin’ the flag. They then ‘as to go back the way they came, pass the flag to their team mate, and then this is the last bit. The second one has to do it all as well, and hoist the flag to win the game.’

‘Ere! The second person only go’s once. That aint fair!’ complained Philip.

‘And I agree,’ added Laura.

‘And me,’ chipped in Jacky.

‘An’ who says battles are fair?!’ retorted Harold. ‘Oh, I’m so awfully sorry about yer eye, King ‘Arold; ‘ere, ‘ere’s some choccys!’

‘I’ll biff you!’ warned Philip.

‘An’ I’ll biff you back, with a bigger biff than you’ve ever been biffin’ well biffed in your biffin’ life,’ said the uncertain Harold, but with the uncertainty only in his mind as he knew to show extreme confidence at all times, even when he did not really feel so.

‘Oh,’ said the stunned Philip. Harold was lucky. Philip had taken a liking to this strange boy with a wondrous imagination. ‘One thing, though, ‘asn’t the team who gets the flag won already? Shouldn’ we ‘ave two flags?’

‘Not you an’ all! I ‘ad to explain this to Larry until the cows came home!’

‘What time’s that, then?’ asked Jacky, who had never heard of the expression before.

‘About eight o’clock,‘ replied Harold, and meant it.

‘Anyway, no-one says the other team can’t catch up and capture the flag off the other team, but they do ‘ave to do the same things, though, most important that. So, what d’ya reckon. . . . ?’

‘Yeah!!’ came the three-fold reply.

Harold immediately pulled out his brand new holiday handkerchief, which was about to go the same way as most other holiday handkerchiefs.

‘Someone push me, but not too fast, ‘cause I’m just showin’ you, so it don’t count.’

Harold jumped on the roundabout and Philip pushed him round and around. When Harold began to feel dizzy, he stood, waited until the right moment, and launched himself at the climbing nets.

The Jackson’s were on the floor, their sides aching with laughter as Harold swayed this way and that with the dizziness, but still showing great dexterity as he climbed the nets. He twisted himself around expertly at the top and scrambled down. Next were the swings. Harold dashed up, grabbed the little wooden seat, lifted his legs, and simply swung forwards, but as he let go of the swing he suddenly realised it would come back again, and rather quickly. He only just managed to duck as the swing came back and nearly hit him on the chin.

Before continuing, he turned and shouted to the amused Jackson children. ‘Leave the swings out! Made wrong! Yer sometimes find that!’

Harold then dashed over to the see-saw. He jumped on one end, held his arms out straight, and ran right over it, keeping perfect balance as it swung right up and then down. He jumped off with a clatter, and then dashed over to the ropes hanging down from a frame. He gave a kick start, and was soon flying over the little scummy pond.

He made a perfect landing, and a few seconds later reached the tower, ran right up the spiral staircase, and held his handkerchief in the air.

‘Hooray!’ went Laura, while Philip put his fingers in his mouth  and  whistled  while Jacky shouted, ‘Yeaahh! Brilliant!’ and thumped the fresh air with his clenched fist.

Harold dashed down, and without slowing down or showing any ill-effects, attacked the assault course in reverse with great gusto.

He was breathless after arriving back, and so took a minute to recover.

‘Phew! That was ‘ard!’ admitted Harold.

‘Right then, who’s  in whose team. . . . ?’

‘Well – er – ,’ said the hesitant Laura.

Harold could be chivalrous, as he often was with Betty Unsworth. ‘I know! Me ‘n you against your brothers! That’s what me an’ Betty do most of the time!’

‘Ok!’ wholeheartedly agreed Laura, who would rather be with than against this highly likeable but most rumbustious boy.

‘Ok!’ agreed Philip and Jacky in unison, thinking they had it in the bag.

‘Oh, hang on!’ exclaimed Harold. He ran back to the tower, and left the handkerchief dangling over the edge of the top, secured by a pebble. He ran back to his new friends.

Harold began to marshal both teams for the off, but there was yet another hold up.

‘‘Ang on! Both teams can’t jump off the roundabout at exactly the same time! ‘Ow d’ya get round that?!’ complained Philip.

Harold tutted. ‘It’s only seconds difference, its neggyeggable–er – it don’ matter. An’  if  it  did  make any difference, which it don’t, you can always have another go with the other team goin’ first.’

‘But what if the other team wins the second one? You’ll then ‘ave to ‘ave a decider, and the firs’ team gets the advantage again!’

But Harold was not wasting any more time.

A minute later, both Jacky and Laura were on the roundabout, and both Philip and Harold pushed them round.

Although Harold really did his best to keep the speed down, Philip, due to his inexperience, and not knowing his own considerable strength, caused it to go far faster than Harold meant it to. But this did not matter a jot to Laura who flew like a rocket off the roundabout and onto the nets. She even mastered her dizziness better than Harold. What none of the boys knew      was that she had been progressing well in gymnastics and was quite used to such dizzying effects.

Jacky missed his cue twice, and on the third occasion left the roundabout at tremendous speed and landed right on top of Philip. Harold ran across and dragged the stunned Jacky to his feet. ‘If you don’ get straight back on, you never will!’ cajoled Harold.

Jacky wobbled across, jumped back on, and then flopped onto the bottom of the climbing nets. He laboriously climbed up the netting, falling repeatedly but thankfully not all the way down.

After a minute or so, he recovered sufficiently enough to concentrate and was soon up and over the rigging and in pursuit of his sister.

But Laura could have been Betty Unsworth in disguise. She managed all the obstacles with great agility, dashed up the tower, and to great cheers from Harold, and groans from Philip, waved the ‘flag’ in the air like Guinevere from her turret. She dashed down the spiral stairs, and then – calamity; as she came out of the exit at the bottom of the tower, she fell over on her ankle as she twisted to turn.

‘OW OW OW!’ Oo ouch!!’ went Laura, but she was no shrinking violet; she gamely hobbled on, but the speed was gone. She bravely managed all of the obstacles in reverse order, but Jacky was catching up fast. Laura struggled back over the nets and as Jacky’s hand reached out to grab the hanky, she just managed to pass it to Harold.

Philip wondered whether the waiting team mate could grab the flag before taking over, but didn’t, due to not wishing to be biffed quite badly. He found out later that his passiveness was indeed in keeping with the rules, as stated by Harold, as it was his game.

Laura had one last task to perform before giving her throbbing and swollen ankle some much needed attention. She pushed Harold round once, but then breathed a sigh of relief, as Philip jumped on and Jacky, aided by Laura as best she could, soon had the roundabout at a worthy speed for such a frenetic contest.

Soon Harold and Philip were on their way. Each time that Harold stretched out his hand containing the hanky to  maximise his grip on the nets, Philip would bravely hang on by       one hand while grabbing, pulling and even punching Harold to relieve him of the hanky. But Harold hit back, and hard, and didn’t give up his prize.

Philip soon realised that Harold’s continued possession and his own efforts to grab the hanky, slowed him down considerably, but he was sure he could easily beat him in a straight run. He had an idea. He would race ahead, reach terra firma – turn – and wait to simply launch himself rugby style into Harold. But this was no surprise to Harold; he had seen this manouevre adopted many times by the Tuckers, and even his arch-enemy Ripper Bullstock, who had joined in uninvited on one occasion. Harold just smiled, and relished this most physical aspect of the contest, despite Philip’s greater bulk. Away went Philip – up and over. In between the nets and the swings was a large enough gap to turn, wait, and then run and gain momentum.

Harold was now over the top and scrambling downwards. He reached the ground, glanced at the statuesque Philip, and then put his head down and sped up into what looked would be a direct collision. A smiling Philip also burst into life. He was convinced he was about to capture the flag, and most probably put Harold out of the contest altogether; so he thought. A split second before impact, Harold simply swerved to his left, Philip was not able to stop, stumbled and fell, and was soon entangled in the nets he had just climbed. Harold went on and on, over the swings, frames, ropes, up the tower, and raised the hanky as if it was a flag. He didn’t wave it, that was for girls.

There were cheers and whoops, and moans and groans, but not only from the other three children – but from hundreds of onlookers. These were other campers who had finally drifted in to the holiday camp. Harold and his friends had been so engrossed in the contest, they had not noticed that the camp was rapidly filling up.

‘Blinkin’ ‘eck! Where ‘ave all these come from?!’ exclaimed Harold from his lofty position.

‘Ooer!’ said Laura, who was now embarrassed to find that hundreds of spectators had watched the whole contest. 

Philip and Jacky just looked around them in amazement. The Spencers and the Jacksons had been lucky. After their open top bus had left Rhyl, there was then a serious delay on the main road, and this had kept many of the other campers far later than planned. As each new family or groups of friends came in through the gates, they had stopped to watch what they thought were some of the camp’s entertainers putting on a thrilling show. 

Harold was amazed that the camp had suddenly filled so quickly, and was delighted that his efforts and those of the Jackson children had been so well appreciated. As he looked around all sides of the camp from the top of the tower, there were continuous cheers, applause, shouts, yells and whistles. Although Philip and Laura Jackson were highly embarrassed at being the centre of attention, both Harold and Jacky revered in such admiration. They beamed, laughed and waved as the applause continued. But Harold, who had been in many highly unusual situations, whereas the Jacksons had been in none, knew it was time to call it a day. He utilised the echoey-resonant quality to the top of the tower, and could be heard quite easily around the now packed camp square.

‘That’s all, Folks! Thank you!! — and goodbye!’

The crowd then dispersed, most to book  themselves in as they had not managed to reach the office, while others strolled around the camp, wondering why the amenities were not yet open.

3

A Smashing time

FOR A FEW HOURS after a missed luncheon and the further ruination of his holiday apparel, Harold found that he was not the most popular member of the Spencer family. But it was a different story with the Jacksons.

Tom and Yvonne Jackson were good sports, and once they cleaned what they could, mended what they could, and threw out what they could not, and, of course, strapped up Laura’s ankle, they just laughed. More importantly, they had no intention of telling their three children to stay away from Harold. But this was not just because they were good sports.

After all four parents made their offspring promise not to stray off until after tea, the children were out on the lawn which separated the rows of chalets, while their parents were having a chinwag in Number Eleven.

‘I’m awfully sorry about Harold, Mr Jackson, he can be a real handful, I really am sorry,’ said Mr Spencer.

While Yvonne Jackson just smiled, Mr Jackson waved away the apology.

‘First of all, call me Tom. Secondly, a pair of scuffed shoes is nothing compared to what your boy has done for our Philip.’

‘Er  –  done? I don’t follow you  –  er  – Tom,’ replied Bernard Spencer, who was so used to seeing irate red faces and necks demanding some immediate form of rigorous correction for Harold, and of course, recompense for damage,  to either body, soul or property – or all three.

‘You see, we’ve got problems with Philip. I don’t know why, but he can be quite surly, and I’m sorry to say, he’s the bully of the school . . . but today, he came back in full of mud, blood and bruises, but at the same time, full of smiles, and he looks the happiest I’ve seen him in a long, long time.’

‘Our Harold? He did that? My, my! Well, I don’t know quite what to say, apart from hoping that you still feel the same way in a week!’ spluttered Bernard Spencer, hardly believing his ears.

‘I’m sure we will. Thank you,’ said Tom.

‘Yes, it’s amazing. I wish our Phil had met your Harold ages ago,’ added Yvonne Jackson.

Mrs Ivy Spencer smiled as she spoke. ‘If that means that Harold would have had to have moved to Oxford to have done so, then I’m sure the whole village would heartily agree with you.’

Mr and Mrs Jackson didn’t get the joke in Mrs Spencer’s reply, and rose to leave. ‘Right, we’ll leave you to it. We’ve still unpacking to do, but we can get together again later, if  you want to. Well, bye bye.’

As their respective parents were again on their own in their chalets, Harold and the Jackson children played Tiddlywinks on the lawn. But it was incredibly dull, at least to Harold.

‘Nah, this ain’ any good. If the Tuckers were ‘ere, we’d be playin’ Giant Tiddlywinks.’

‘Giant Tiddlywinks?! What’s that?!’ asked Philip.

‘Exac’ly that: you get summat which will act as the flipper, and then summat which can be flipped, jus’ much, much bigger an’ it goes much further.’

‘Like what?’ asked Laura.

‘Well, there’s loads of ways, but round our way we use the branch of a tree. We stick a cup from the kitchen on the end of the branch, then put a wheelbarrow about twenty feet away, bend the branch back, and then fire pebbles from the cup, an’ whoever gets the most pebbles in the wheelbarrow, wins.’

‘Ere! That’s just a catapult!’ protested Jacky. 

Harold, instead of taking up the cudgels, just smiled and nodded. ‘Yeah, s’pose it is, but we got the idea from playin’ tiddlywinks, and we jus’ called it Giant Tiddlywinks.’

‘Well,  let’s  play Giant Tiddlywinks, then!’ enthused Jacky, who was quite taken with such a novelty.

‘What? Here?’ replied Harold.

‘Yep!’ replied Jacky.

‘Er – well,’ interjected Laura.

‘Er well nothin’!’ exclaimed Philip, ‘there’s some trees at the end of the lawn, and the branches are quite thick. Let’s do it!’

‘Ok!’ agreed Harold, who never ever needed much encouragement at times like this.

Philip went back into the chalet on the pretext of asking his parents what they would be doing that evening, but then came out again with a cup, a bucket, some string, and a bag of marbles.

‘This should do instead of the wheelbarrow, and I thought these might be useful, there mightn’t be any pebbles around here.’

‘Perfect!’ replied Harold, and as the Jackson children watched he expertly tied the cup to the tree, but Jacky, seeing the slight angle on the cup, thought Harold had got it wrong, and re-directed the cup to face in the direction of the bucket which had been placed about twenty feet away, straight ahead of the tree.

‘Ready?!’ shouted Harold, not noticing the late alteration and was having first go. He didn’t need to ask anyone if they were ready, but it seemed to be the right thing to say.

He pulled the branch right back, listening out for the slightest of cracking and splitting noises, which never came. Harold let go.

Zoing-oing-oing-oing-oing-oing-ng-ng-ng! went the branch.

Whoosh! went the marble.

Smash! went the window of the chalet directly opposite.

Tinkle Tinkle! went the glass breaking and falling.

‘Oo flip!’ went Harold, wondering why the marble had shot out of the cup at a slight angle. Although Harold was quite useless at paper trigonometry, and was too young for the science of propulsion and trajectory, that was just theory: in the field, (old Glumboil’s field), he was an expert.

The game of Giant Tiddlywinks finished a second after it had started.

All of the children ran back to their chalets as quick as they could. Although Mr and Mrs Jackson did not hear anything, Mr and Mrs Spencer, with ears fine tuned to the sounds of such a regular occurrence in and around the Village of Plumley, groaned out loud.

Harold slowed down by the door, put his hands in his pockets, and whistled as he walked into the small living room of the chalet.
‘Keep that up, and Mrs Jackson will ask you to go and live with them,’ quipped the ironic Bernard Spencer, reaching for one of his two different wallets, both especially labelled for their holiday. One bore the legend ‘spending money’, the other ‘compensation’.
A knock on the door seconds later let Mr Bernard Spencer know there was no need to recompense anyone. 

Standing there, sweating profusely and more than a little flustered, was the now not so snooty Solomon Cartwright. He hastily explained that the entire staff of Whitmore’s, bar himself, had left the employ of Toby Whitmore and had gone off to work at twice the salary they had been getting, for Clayton Fisher, the  owner of the bigger, posher holiday camp next door, Cockleshell Park. Mrs Spencer could only sigh, while all her husband could say was ‘Marvellous!!’

Mr Cartwright blushed, ignored the sarcasm, apologised and left to make his next call.

4
Clowning Around

AFTER SPENDING a boring Saturday evening in the chalet listening to the radio, it was Sunday morning and Harold was raring to go – anywhere.

‘Well, were not just ‘angin’ round ‘ere, are      we. . . . ?’ he asked his father.

‘I’m sorry, Harold,’ replied his father, ‘but your mother’s got a migraine and needs a rest. It wouldn’t be fair just to go off and leave her.’

Harold groaned, but then a knock at the door gave him renewed hope. It was the Jackson children.

It turned out that Mrs Jackson was staying in to keep her husband company, as he also felt poorly. He had a hangover.

All four children took a walk right around the camp. It was strange because although the camp was now almost full, there were still no amenities up and running. Although the lack of a ‘real’ fairground and other major amusements was a disappointment to all, the situation was made even worse for those who had booked and paid for their meals. They had to go into Rhyl to eat – and pay again.

Fortunately both the Spencers and the Jacksons had opted for self-catering, with ovens and fridges available for use in the chalets, and had brought at least some supplies with them.

Beyond the square where the children had put on an impromptu spectacle, and forming part of the perimeter of the camp, were tennis courts, crazy golf, bowling greens, and a football pitch which doubled as an athletics track.

‘You’d think they’d ‘ave summat open, woudn’t ya!’ moaned Harold. ‘Yer don’ need elecky for any o’ this stuff!’

‘Well, no, but they do have to have someone keeping an eye on things. You could have people stealing the stuff, or there could be accidents. . . . ’ commented the more aware Laura.

‘Well, it ain’ fair, that’s all,’ moaned Harold, who had to have the last word, especially when being shown up by a girl.

Unfortunately for Laura, her two immature brothers had to show solidarity with their new friend.

‘Yeah, unfair, it is,’ agreed Jacky.

‘Yep – unfair,’ added Philip, in a sort of ‘That’s it. Sorted,’ tone to his voice.
‘Yeah, unfair,’ said Harold once again, who really did have to have the last word.

The listless children completed the tour of   the lacklustre holiday camp, and made their         way back to the square. Upon reaching the playground, Harold took one look around and gave a grim smile. He saw well behaved, smartly dressed children sitting on the roundabout, as their equally spotless siblings and friends pushed them round at a sedate pace. The climbing frames were climbed in a rather leisurely fashion, and no-one managed the nets successfully, not while Harold was watching, anyway.

‘Would you like to play with us?’ asked a small boy in a frilly white shirt, and lederhosen shorts. It was the worst thing he could have said.

‘Not like that I aint!’ retorted Harold. It was the worst thing he could have said.

Upon being asked to explain himself, Harold, visualising throngs of kids forming teams and begging to join in, once again explained the rudiments of ‘Capture the Flag’. He got his wish. The children were hooked, gathered around excitedly, and were duly marshalled into teams. The fun lasted less than ten minutes.

Not long after Harold yelled ‘Go!’, his father, ensuring his poorly wife was fast asleep, went out for his pre-luncheon walk.
He reached the small amusement park, to see, in the distance, Harold, Philip, Jacky, and a still hobbling Laura run off to the far side of the camp, with a large mob of irate parents screaming for their blood after finding their usually well groomed childen covered in grime, slime, mud and blood; and more than one with twisted ankles, dislocated shoulders, bloody noses, and torn shirts.

Bernard Spencer turned on his heels, and walked straight back to the chalet. He too now had a migraine.

Harold and his friends scrambled through the hedging on the far edge of the camp.

‘Ello!’ exclaimed Harold. ‘What’s this place?’ The children had stumbled into somewhere which was definitely a cut above Whitmore’s. This was Cockleshell Park.

They found themselves on the edge of an athletics track, bigger than the one in their camp.

They arrived just in time to witness the final of the Eight-Legged Race.

The starting gun was fired, and there was a huge cheer from hundreds and hundreds of holidaymakers who were packing out the edge of the track, urging their loved ones on, or even just getting into the spirit of things.

The children walked on and found that this holiday camp was at least twice the size                of Whitmore’s. The chalets seemed more like bungalows, and all the amenities were up and running, which included quite a large funfair, many sideshows, and many bigger, better amusement arcades and eateries. It was as if the holiday-makers of Cockleshell Park need never venture out of the camp. The place was a sea of colour, noise and laughter.

‘Ere! Spencer!’ came a familiar voice. It was Lionel ‘Ripper’ Bullstock. This was Harold’s arch-enemy from home, and thuggish son of                the equally pug-ugly brute, Brigadier Heath Bullstock.

‘Ripper! What are you doing here?!’

‘My Dad is a friend of the owner, Mr Fisher. We’re up here for a fortnight, in Mr Fisher’s own bungalow. Anyway, you shouldn’t be in here, I heard you had gone to that dump next door. . . . ’

Although Harold didn’t know it, Ripper was wrong. Day visitors were allowed in but had to pay for the amusements which were free to those staying all week. But seeing as he was being challenged by his arch-enemy, Harold’s reply would have been identical, even if he had eluded thirty armed guards at the gate.

‘Who says I ain’ allowed in ‘ere?! It’s a free country, ain’ it? If me an’ my friends want to come in this lousy dump, then you ain’ gonna sto – er – stop – er. . . . ’ Harold then walked back to his three friends and whispered something.
In a flash, Laura and Jacky disappeared back through the hedge, but Philip just stood there, and smiled.

Harold had seen a group of bigger and very rough looking boys standing behind Ripper, grimacing and gesturing rather threateningly. Obviously these were cronies Ripper had teamed up with on his stay.

As we’ve seen before Harold can be chivalrous and brave. He didn’t want the other children getting into trouble for getting involved in something which wasn’t their fight; but Harold returned Philip’s smile as he saw him remain, despite Harold’s order for all three of the Jackson children to go.

‘Oh yeah?!’ sneered Ripper. ‘Let’s get em!’

In  an  instant  Ripper and the four boys steamed right into Harold and Philip, and immediately regretted doing so.

Less than a minute had gone before three of Ripper’s gang ran off crying, with bleeding noses, courtesy of Philip plying his usual trade of school bully, but on this occasion in the current guise of noble ally. This left a straight fight between Philip and an ugly brute who happened to be the son of the Big Dipper operator, and Harold and Ripper. Philip’s opponent then retired, muttering ‘I promised my Dad I’ll help on the Dipper today,’ while mopping his nose and as Philip was about to help Harold see off Ripper.
Harold’s face suddenly lit up, and he shouted at Ripper. ‘You should work ‘ere as well! You’d be Ripper the Dipper then!’ But as usual, fate intervened in the proceedings.

Striding towards them with a face like a demented hog, was Brigadier Heath Bullstock.

Fighting with or even just taunting Ripper was one thing; getting entangled with ‘Bad Briggy’ was quite another.

‘Run!’ Harold shouted to Philip, whom, although wanting to stay and complete the ensemble of bloody noses, lowered his fists and ran. But as Philip disappeared through the hedge to join Laura and Jacky, Harold’s way was blocked by the amazingly quick when in a temper Bad Briggy. Harold had got the better of his son yet again, and he was not going to let him get away with it.

Harold took the only route open to him. He turned back around, ran across the race track and into the crowd. But if a middle aged man in a fury could run fast, then obviously his young brute of a son would be even faster. Harold slowed, looked over his shoulder, and then sped up again. Ripper was still in pursuit, his own retirement from the scene suspended due to the threatening presence of his father, threatening that is, to both boys.

As most of the holidaymakers from the camp were watching the races, Harold found himself in the almost deserted camp square, which was not the best place to be seeing as he was trying to blend in. 
As Ripper got nearer and nearer, Harold found himself outside a huge tent, put up right in the middle of the square.

He ran in through a small side entrance, then climbed through a half-open flap to try and put Ripper off the scent, and found himself in a makeshift changing room. This was filled out with coat-stands and benches and two small tables in front of which were small square mirrors stood on barrels. Who should be standing there but a man in a brightly coloured jacket, trousers about twenty sizes too big, and a painted face and a silly hat.

‘There you are! Mr Jenks said you’d be here on time! Now put these on! Hurry!’

‘But. . . . ’ spluttered Harold.

‘Spencer. . . . !’ came a shout from the other side of the canvas.

Harold did as he was told.

As Grimalco and Pepperoni walked along the makeshift passageway and out into the Circus Arena, Ripper Bullstock burst into the changing room, ripping the flap in the process. He was certain he would find Harold Spencer cowering in a corner. 
But Harold was nowhere to be seen.
‘Wait until later, Spencer!’ vowed Ripper as he angrily walked off to explain to his father that Harold had got away – again.

*

The Ring-Master stood on an upturned barrel, and addressed the audience. ‘Don’t worry, folks, don’t worry; Rhyl General Hospital is only down the road . . . Nobby Norris will be just fine . . . best Lion tamer we had – er – have. Now, it gives me great delight to introduce to you, two clowns who have just finished a tour of the Royal Palaces of Europe (they hadn’t), and pleaded with us to be allowed to perform here at Cockleshell Park (they hadn’t). Put your hands together, for the Great Grimalco of Tuscany! (Eric Grimes from Walsall). And his long-suffering side-kick — Pepperoni!’

*

The cheers were tremendous as the two brightly coloured figures ran out into the centre of the stage. The Big Top was packed out, and the clowns were greeted with thunderous applause.

Grimalco ran right into the middle, waving, smiling, and blowing kisses to acknowledge the crowd’s great love of a great artiste; so did Pepperoni.

For some reason, Pepperoni seemed to be making it all up as he went along, rather than sticking to the established routine. 

As Grimalco did a quadruple somersault and was about to straighten himself up, he found Pepperoni coming towards him on a tiny little bike and unable to stop. Pepperoni pedalled on, and almost parked his bike in Grimalco’s backside, but the generous rear of his clown trousers just about prevented this. The crowd roared with laughter.

As the bike went right over Grimalco’s head, shoving his nose into the dirt and the sawdust, Pepperoni went right over the top of the handlebars and fell on his back, while the bike performed its own somersaults courtesy of its extra springy rubber saddle. This also turned out to be an ejector seat, which went right into Grimalco’s face as he struggled to stand up. By now, the circus band, after disregarding their usual musical score to fit the action, were, like Pepperoni, just making it up as they went along, trying to guess the right sounds to fit each comic situation.

Grimalco got to his feet, he was angry. He ran after Pepperoni; this particular clown knew only too well the wrath of the persecuted, and so he ran too – the other way. The exits in between the tiered seating were nearly all blocked with stewards, artistes, and even an assortment of circus animals. With nowhere else to run to, Pepperoni decided on jumping over the little wooden fence which marked the perimeter of the ring.

He clomped along, and as Grimalco neared, he tried to scramble up and over the fence, but could not do so due to his slippy over-sized Wellington boots. But then he spotted a barrel a foot away.

Pepperoni climbed up on top of the barrel, hoping to use this as a stepping stone, but the barrel wobbled, fell and split open, and about fifty dead mackerel fell out. These were for treats for the performing seals later on in          the show. Grimalco picked one up, and as Pepperoni again tried to scramble up the        wall, Grimalco repeatedly smacked Pepperoni’s backside hard with a mackerel. The crowd fell about, roaring with laughter; their sides ached and some even fell out of their seats. This was the best they had ever seen. Each smart smack of a mackerel was delivered in perfect timing with cymbal clashes, drum beats, and anything else the band thought would fit.

Pepperoni fell down, quickly jumped up again, and immediately picked up one of the fish, and he set about Grimalco with his deadly and equally smelly mackerel.

As Grimalco wiped away the oily mess from his face and rubbed his eyes, Pepperoni, seeing an aisle between the tiered seating which did not have anyone or anything blocking the way, suddenly made a dash for freedom.

But a split second later, four clowns dressed as soldiers ran across from the other side, picked Pepperoni up and shoved him into a cannon ready to be fired high up into the safety netting, but Pepperoni had other plans, mainly centering on his immediate retirement from Show Business. He kicked and struggled to free himself, but the only effect this had was to loosen the huge bolt keeping the cannon pointing in the right direction. The cannon no longer pointed straight up, but straight out.

Bang! went the cannon. Pepperoni shot out, and straight into the back of Grimalco who had just regained full vision after wiping away a copious amount of mackerel oil from his eyes. He needn’t have bothered. The force of the impact sent Grimalco crashing into a full barrel of mackerel, and after he struggled to stand up, he staggered around the arena wearing the barrel on his head.

Pepperoni yet again made a dash for it, but still didn’t make it. One of the other clowns, realising that for some reason, their time-honoured routine had been changed, also began to ad lib. As Pepperoni made his latest bid for freedom, the confused clown was holding him back by a very springy, elastic waistband. As long as the crowd laughed, then the ad-libbing mattered not. Again the band did their best, coming up with ‘zoinging’ sounds as Pepperoni struggled but failed to get away. Pepperoni would struggle forwards, and then rocket backwards. Zoing! went the band.
But Pepperoni fought against it that hard, that the elastic eventually gave way, and he was immediately propelled forward. He then tripped on a springboard, and this time he really did shoot high into the air. Up, up, up, and then right down again – and landed on the back of an elephant which had just been readied for the next part of the show.

With the sudden shock, Kiss-Kiss the Elephant was away, trumpeting loudly, and with Pepperoni on her back. Kiss-Kiss bolted through the nearest exit, scattering clowns, acrobats and security men, and the two were away, thundering over towards the race track.

As they thundered on, Pepperoni, or in reality, Harold Spencer, looked back to see an angry and perplexed group of people staring back. Among them was Grimalco, who wondered why the Theatrical Agency had sent such a loose cannon to fill in for the real Pepperoni, who was still sleeping off a hangover in his caravan.

There too was the Ringmaster, who had never seen such a farce, and he had been in the business since he was a child. But he was also getting handshakes and hearty slaps on the back for putting on a great show. And there also, and laughing like a demented hog who likes a laugh now and again, was Brigadier Heath Bullstock.

The Brigadier stared at the young face looking back from atop Kiss-Kiss. Pepperoni’s make-up had mixed with the mackerel oil and had started to run. The Brigadier stared a bit more, and then stopped laughing. ‘I don’t believe it! Spencer!’ he spluttered.

Ripper was also there. ‘See! I told you it was him!’

‘Well, he’s done it this time! Wait until I tell Clayton! He’ll sue old man Spencer for all he’s worth!’

‘He most certainly will not!’ interjected  the Ringmaster.

‘Why ever not?!’ retorted the Brigadier.

‘Because that was the best show we’ve ever done! If you know this fellow, then I expect you to get him back here for the rest of his stay, better still, the season. And I’m sure Mr Fisher will agree, once I tell him how much the people enjoyed it; the tickets for the next show have already gone!’

Harold stayed on Kiss-Kiss for two reasons. Firstly, Kiss-Kiss was going too fast for him to dismount, and secondly, Harold being Harold, he was enjoying every minute of it. Kiss-Kiss even gave a lad and his dad, in the final of the Lad and a Dad sack race, the fright of their lives as they looked behind to see if they were in the clear. Upon seeing a four ton elephant and a boy come stampeding up behind them, they suddenly veered off the track and hobbled back to their chalet while still in the sack.

Harold and Kiss-Kiss reached the perimeter of the camp, and then just stomped on regardless. Kiss-Kiss blundered through the hedge as if it wasn’t there, ripping much of it up as she did so. Harold was now back in Whitmore’s, Kiss-Kiss finally slowed down, and  Harold soon had all of the children of the camp marching behind and cheering as if  it was a gala parade. As for Kiss-Kiss, she was now waving her trunk and trumpeting every few seconds. But not in panic. She too was enjoying every second.

‘Harold! Get down off that elephant! It’s nearly tea-time!’ Mrs Ivy Spencer, now a lot better, had gone for a walk. She was well used to Harold missing the occasional meal, but never two in a row.

Despite the Brigadier wanting to use the occasion to get one over on his arch-enemy and his family, instead, he found himself knocking at the Spencers’ chalet, being invited in by a mystified Mr Spencer, and then coyly asking if Harold would consider being part of the clown act next door, for the rest of the week. Harold went to say yes, took one look at his parents’ faces, and reluctantly said no. ‘Why not, boy?! At least you’ve found an outlet for that destructive energy of yours!’ spluttered the Brigadier, which brought an angry reaction from Mr Spencer.

‘Now, listen here! My son may be—’
‘No, it’s all right, Dad,’ interrupted Harold. ‘No thanks, Mr Bullstock. I’ve been a clown, didn’t like it.’

The Brigadier stormed off without saying another word, until he thought he was out of earshot. But it takes a lot more distance for this to be the case with Bad Briggy. ‘And it’s Brigadier to you! Huh! Young upstart!’ he ‘whispered’ under his breath.

‘Does the young upstart want chips or boiled potatoes with his burgers. . . . ?’ asked Mr Spencer.

5
Cinnamon and Hot-Dogs

MR AND MRS SPENCER could just about take the chaos and turmoil brought about by their son in the daytime, but not at night. Another restless and wasted evening of his holiday was endured by Harold, who sat around the small dining table in the kitchenette of the chalet, while listening to the radio with his parents. Pleas to go into Rhyl town centre were ignored, and what made it much worse was that the Jacksons had done exactly that.

Songs of Old London Town with Humphrey Huddlestone was the last straw. As the jolly voiced DJ enthused over the Coldstream Guards’ Band’s version of ‘Shine On, Me Old Potater’, Harold slouched off to his room, but he wasn’t tired. He turned the light off, turned on his mulit-coloured torch and was now Matinee Idol, Pierre Le Bon in The Ghosts of the Gateshead Underground, but the novelty soon wore off. He again rummaged in his one small toy box which he had been allowed to bring, and dragged out a small tin model of a Celtic warrior. He put the ancient tin Celt on the window ledge, and shone his torch upon it.

‘So!’ said Harold, in a foreign voice. ‘You thought you would escape the dungeons of Prince Calico! You thought wrong! Now, prepare to  di’—’

‘Harold! Pack that racket in right now!’

Harold took himself off to bed, and soon fell asleep. But he did not close his curtains.

The tin soldier, still in the glare of the torch, was now a ghostly orange omen in the sky, courtesy of Harold’s window and other windows positioned at just the right angles to each other, to beam a huge orange reflection high into the sky, of a soldier pointing a sword eastwards.

While Harold was fast asleep, the emergency services were inundated with calls, there was panic on the streets, and psychics, ghost-hunters and even the Bishop from the local Diocese were all called in to help solve this supernatural mystery. One such expert, Wales’ own (and only) psychic mattress salesman, Dai Tydfern, concluded that it was all due to it being the anniversary of the Welsh uprising against the English in the 1700s. The ‘spectre’ was, he concluded, none other than the Welsh hero, Hugh Bodelygwn, whom, Dai believed, had come back to taunt the many English holidaymakers over the Welsh victory centuries before.

It was 7-30 in the morning, and Mr Bernard Spencer was at the door in his pyjamas, talking to an angry crowd.

‘I’m awfully sorry, just one of those things.’

After the Armageddon-fearing crowd had finally dispersed, Mr Spencer threw the torch onto the green outdside the chalet, and went back in and slammed the door.

Harold was up and about by 8 AM.

‘Blinkin’ ‘eck! You’re up early! Anything         up. . . . ?’ asked Harold.

‘Er – no, son, nothing.’ replied his father.

‘You aint seen my torch anywhere, have you?’

‘What torch is that, then. . . . ?’ replied his father.

Later that day, Harold finally got his wish. The Spencers spent the morning in the funfair in Towyn, had lunch in Rhyl, and then the afternoon on the beach. Harold’s only regret was that his family did not team up with the Jacksons who had taken themselves off on a bus ride along the North Wales Coast.

But Harold being Harold, the day did not go without incident.

Harold found that he did not like cinnamon rock one little bit. When he bought it, he thought it was just regular Welsh Rock as the shape and striped colours were just the same. He tried his best, but the strange sickly sweet but spicy taste was just too much for him.

He boarded the Ghost Train with his parents, still holding his cinnamon bar. He waited until they were in the first dark tunnel, and then threw it out of the carriage. But as the bar fell to the floor it jammed in the points of the tracks, and the train suddenly veered off its usual route. After going down a long, dark, unadorned tunnel, and the wailing and cackling sounds were left far behind, the train suddenly pulled up at a rather oily, rusty platform; upon which was a rickety table, and chairs upon which sat six big, burly maintenance men all having their lunch.

One of the men was enjoying a huge           beef sandwich for his lunch, and was in mid-bite when he glanced across to see three holidaymakers, two of whom were looking rather perplexed, sitting in the carriage of the mis-routed and now stationary Ghost Train.

As Harold went ‘Cor!’, his parents looked across at the men and gave a strange awkward smile.

‘Er – hello. We’re – er – lost. . . . ’ said Mr Spencer by way of a garbled explanation.

The man lowered his beef sandwich with his mouth still wide open, but he said nothing.

Another man, a dim but friendly looking fellow, smiled and replied. ‘Well, if you just carry on another twenty yards or so, you take the next left, and then—’

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ interrupted another man. This isn’t the A1!’ It was the gang foreman.

‘Here!’ He climbed down, ran along the track, reached a set of points which he adjusted, and ran back. ‘Just get out at the end!’ he yelled, and then pressed a lever on the wall at the end of the platform.

The carriage jolted into life, but the train did not rejoin the usual route for riders on the Ghost Train.

With the sky-borne image of Welsh hero Hugh Bodelgywn still clear in his mind from the night before, Jim Bodelgywn the gang Foreman, smiled, and took a swig from his lemonade bottle.

When Towyn Fair first opened, the engineers and designers found that due to the differences between Metric and Imperial measurements, a great deal more track for the new Big Dipper ride had been supplied than was needed from the Danish suppliers. Some of this was used for the far more sedate Ghost Train, but in order to maximise its usefulness, the two rides were then connected by the remainder of the excess track. This was to allow storage of the carriages from either ride in these connecting tunnels when maintenance work was being carried out, but these connections were deliberately concealed from the public.

The Ghost Train chugged, jostled and trundled slowly along the tracks. It went up and down, along and up boring oil and grease-smeared canvas-sided, grimy, smelly service tunnels.

Jim Bodelgywn smiled again. He knew the unwitting Spencers were nearing the end of their ride.

‘This is borin’!’ complained Harold. 

‘Yes, I quite agree, Harold,’ replied his father. ‘Can’t be much longer now, surely. . . . ’

Mrs Spencer just sighed. Then. . . . 

‘AAARRRRRRRRRGGGGGHHHHHHH!’ screamed Mrs Spencer.

‘AAAAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRRGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHH!!’ screamed Mr Spencer.

‘YEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEESSSSSSSSS!!’ screamed Harold.

After being craftily re-routed by the sly       Jim, the Ghost Train had commenced an unscheduled journey along the service tracks of the Big Dipper. The long, meandering, winding, gradual climb to the highest point had not been noticeable – until the carriage had emerged from a side tunnel – and straight into the terrifying drop.

Half an hour later, Mr and Mrs Spencer were still shaking from the shock, and had spilled most of their three cups of tea so far in the little café in the fairground. Harold was grinning from ear to ear as he slurped on his cola.

While his parents had a very shaky lunch,        a hastily gobbled up pie and chips was thoroughly enjoyed by Harold, and then it was off to the beach.

As Mr and Mrs Spencer just wanted to rest in their deckchairs and recover from their ordeal, Harold ran off to join in a game of football with some children who were playing rather sedately with a huge beach-ball.

Somehow, other kids’ games were never as good as his own.

‘This aint no good!’ complained Harold. ‘What sorta games this, just throwin’ the ball up ‘n’ down?! If I’d a’ known that’s all you’d be doin’, I’d ‘ave stayed ‘ome with me dog ‘n’ chucked sticks in the park.’

‘Well, go on then!’ retorted a scruffy looking boy, ‘no-one asked you to play, did they?!’

‘Huh!  Scared  of  a  good  game,  that’s  what  it  is – scaredy cats. . . . ’

The scruffy boy did not like the idea of being thought of as a ‘scaredy cat’ one little bit. ‘Well, go on, show us your game, then!’ demanded the boy. Fatal. Harold did not need asking twice.

‘Now, this game’s beach rugby . . . see the pier?
Well, one team ‘as to get to the pier with the ball. Now,  see  that  sticky out wall thing,  goin’  into the sea?’
‘Groyne,’ said one perfectly groomed boy with fair curly hair, and rather too well dressed for the beach.

‘An’ you ‘n’ all! I’m jus’ explainin! Anyway, the other team ‘as to reach that – er – gurney        thing. . . . ’ (‘Groyne.’ - ‘ Shut it!’)

Harold quickly worked out the ratio of those with fair hair, spectacles and  lederhosen trousers to the number of less expensively attired children among each team. Harold joined those who had to reach the pier first. They had more scruffs.

Harold soon had the ever increasing beachful of eager children marshalled into two teams, and gave the signal to go – but then gave the signal to come back again. ‘With the ball! Flippin’ ‘eck! I thought you’d know that!’

Soon they were off. The scruffy boy who     had challenged Harold was magnificent as he shielded the ball and forced his way through the opposing team.

‘Here! To me!’ shouted Harold, running on. He received an excellent forward pass from the scruff, (this was allowed in Harold’s game), put his head down and steamed forward – right into a frail old pensioner in a deckchair,  who was just about  to enjoy a Threepenny ice cream cone.
‘He-lp!! He-lp!!’ screamed the old lady as she went backwards.

‘Ooer!’ replied Harold.

As the terrified pensioner strugged to stand up, the chair went further back and the left upright of the deckchair got caught in the loop of a loose saddle strap of a donkey, which was having a rest after a busy morning giving rides. This startled the donkey and it dashed off, causing the loop to tighten arounbd the upright and the old lady to panic as she was dragged along the beach, still in her deck chair. She screamed and grabbed the nearest thing to hand as she passed by – the handle of a mobile hot-dog steamer.

The screams became louder and longer, which frightened the donkey even more, which made him run even faster. Soon the whole beach was up and out of their deckchairs and straining to see this strange procession. The donkey dashed along, the old lady went white as a sheet, and her head was bobbing up and down and uttering ‘yuhyuhyuhyuhyuhyuhyuhyuh! as her false teeth chattered and clattered, with her face dripping a cone full of vanilla. The mobile oven, clunked, banged, and clanged as it rocked from side to side as it was dragged along. The metal lids of the steamer disappeared ten yards and five seconds into this frantic parade. The steamer, which was really a combination of four smaller steamers, was on its side, rolling around and losing its contents. Thankfully the boiling water and brine spilled harmlessly onto the sand, but the Hot-dogs, rolls, onions, and dollops of ketchup were flying everywhere, with some even landing in the faces of other pensioners who had fallen asleep in the warm sun after one too many bottles of stout.

‘Thank you, Maurice, but I’ve told you a million times, I don’t like onions. . . . ’ muttered one old dear with eyes half closed, who had had more than one too many.

The usual quota of holiday-making dogs which were also on the beach wasted no time in gobbling up the wares, and the profits, of          one Guisseppi Tuscano. (Alf Wiggins from Huddersfield.)

Mr Spencer went to wake up his wife to see this amazing spectacle, but then decided not to do so after all. 

As the donkey, woman and hot-dog machine parade whizzed past, and as a hot-dog smacked him right in the face, he muttered ‘Oh no! It can’t be!’ But it was.

Mr Spencer screwed his eyes up and put his hand to his forehead. Through the haze of the sun on the sand, and through his hot-dog, onion and sauce impaired vision, coming slowly into this blurred focus was a familiar face, and a familiar sight – Harold. He was getting dragged by his right ear along the beach, by an irate Guisseppe the Hot-Dog Salesman.

As Harold protested loudly about ‘ole people gettin’ in the way of a perfectly good game o’ beach-rugby,’ Mr Spencer reached in his pocket for his compensation wallet.

For the third night in a row, Mr and Mrs Spencer were in no mood to venture out of their chalet. But Harold could if he wished – they couldn’t care less.

‘Well, Giant Tiddliwinks is out,’ lamented Harold, to the Jackson children, as they lolled about on the lawn after their tea, and bored stiff to boot.

‘Yeah, an’ it was your fault ‘n’ all! It was you who broke the window!’ complained Jacky.

‘Huh! Shouldna changed the angle then, should ya?! Everyone knows it’s half a cup towards yaself, otherwise it don’ fire straight! The tiddly leaves the cup before the branch has straightened back up again!’

‘Oh, sorry,’ said Jacky.

‘Well, why don’t we just go for a walk,         then. . . . ?’ suggested Laura, despite her ankle still being sore and a bit swollen, but was prepared to suffer a little more, as she too was bored.

They all half-heartedly trudged around the camp, as did many other bored children due to all of the amenities still being closed.
The Jackson children were soon to find that Harold’s restless spirit never rested on its laurels.

Yesterday’s fun was today’s boredom.

‘Capture the Flag. . . . ?’ suggested Philip.

‘Nah, fed up with that.’

‘Sneak into the other camp. . . . ?’ suggested Jacky.

‘Nah, ponses.’

‘What then?’ asked Laura.

For once, Harold was stumped. If he was          in Plumley, then boredom was never, ever a problem, but here, well, it wasn’t the same. He again said he didn’t  know  and  just  shrugged his shoulders.

‘Well, were goin’ back, then,’ said Philip.

‘Dad‘ll probably take us out to Rhyl for supper. Why don’ you ask if you can come. . . . ?’

Harold wanted to, but on occasions, Harold knew that what he wanted, was not always the best thing. Intruding on a night out of a family whom he had only known for a few days, was not the best idea in the world.

‘Nah, you go. I’ll be all right. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Well, ok,’ said Philip, ‘bye’.

Jacky and Laura said their goodbyes too, and all three went off for their fish and chip supper.

Harold walked on, head down, hands in his pockets, and slinking from side to side. This wasn’t an indication of his still being fed up. He was now Pierre Le Bon, in Lonely is the Eiffel Tower, a tale of a down and out private detective who walks the streets of Paris at night, due to permanent insomnia.

But then something caught his eye, and his ears – flashing lights and a dinging noise. He looked to his right and found he was outside one of the amusement arcades. His heart leapt. Had the workers come back from Cockleshell Park? Was everything going to open at last? Sadly, no; but he did see the lights and heard the noise again.

He walked up to the locked doors, reinforced with wire mesh, but he could just see through it enough to see a fruit machine with its lights on. Harold pressed hard with his nose against the door, which, surprisingly, just opened wide. It wasn’t locked at all.

Harold hesitated for a moment, but then shrugged his shoulders and walked in. ‘Aint my fault the fella’s not ‘ere to say if it’s open or not,’ he said to himself. He reached into his pocket. He still had pennies from his daily spending money; pennies which were now to be used on the fruit machine.

One Penny in – pulled the lever – lost. One Penny in – pulled the lever – lost One Penny in – pulled the lever — Three Oranges!’
‘Yes!!’ Harold punched the air and whooped with delight and cupped his hands, ready for the payout.
But then, the lights on the machine went off, and not a penny winnings appeared in the tray at the bottom of the machine. Harold moaned and groaned. He even got on the floor, crawled through to where he thought a loose plug might have fallen out, and then froze.

‘I’m tellin’ ya someone’s been in ‘ere?! I ‘eard a shout!’ came a voice.

‘Do you see anyone, old boy. . . . ?!’ came a second voice, which to Harold seemed familiar. It took him a minute or so to work out whom the voice belonged to. It was Jasper Le Vere! The rather plummy voiced old friend of his father’s from the train!

‘Well, there was! I ‘eard a voice, I tells ya!’

‘Well, whoever it was, has gone. Probably some young buck found the door open and thought he’d chance it. I must say that was rather careless of you,’ said Mr Le Vere.

A small, scruffy unshaven fellow with a brown crewneck sweater and a flat cap, sighed, and then walked across and locked the door.

‘There!’ said the other man. ‘‘Appy?!’

‘That’s better! Now is everything in place?’ asked Le Vere.

‘Yes, the Guv’ner says all the staff are prepared to stay for good. They really fell for it. They think old Whitmore’s a criminal, and that his camp’s gonna close any minute.’
‘Very good, very good. But what about the next stage. . . . ?’

‘You knows full well the Guv’nor tells no-one nuffin’ until it’s time to tell ‘em’.

‘Yes,’ came the reply from Le Vere, with a slight but unintentional tone of disappointment in his voice. ‘Yes, very well. Well, I’m off. You’d best be, too.’

‘Yeah, I’m done in, anyway,’ replied the other man.

‘Oh, one more thing,’ said Le Vere by way of an afterthought, ‘get that bally machine fixed; I’ve lost a fortune tonight. . . . ’

‘Tough.’

Both men left the room and went out the back way. After he was sure they had gone, Harold scrambled back up from under the fruit machine, undid the snip and bolts of the main door, and dashed off back to the chalet.

A little while later. . . . 

‘ . . . but Dad! It was him, honest! An’ there was this other fella there, and they were sayin’ somethin’ about the staff from ‘ere!’

But the resolute Mr Spencer ignored such a tall story and decided that it was also just the right moment to tell Harold of what he and Mrs Spencer had decided while Harold was out of the chalet.

‘Now look, Harold, you’ve caused such a stir since we’ve been here that your mother and         I have decided that we are all going home tomorrow; we’ve had enough of your shenanikins. Now don’t make it even worse by coming out with such rubbish.’

‘Tomorrow?! Why, tomorrow?!’

‘I’ve just told you, because of you! We can’t take you anywhere!’

‘It wasn’ my fault! That stupid ‘ole woman was sitting right in the middle of the pitch!’

‘That pitch, Harold, is a public beach! Now I don’t want to hear any more. Make sure you are up and ready to go by ten o’clock!’

Harold knew it was pointless to argue. But now he really was fed up. He could have called for the Jacksons, but he felt there was no point – it was all over; with the sunlight still strong   and lighting up the whole chalet; with the            birds still twittering away and the sounds of  holidaymakers getting ready to go on a night out in Rhyl, Harold went to bed. . . . 

*

‘Whoosh!’ 

‘Smash!’ 

‘Tinkle!’ 

‘Oh, flip!’

Harold managed a yawny smile as he heard Philip, Laura and Jacky make a run for it.
‘Half a cup towards ya, I said, an’ ‘e still gets it wrong. . . . ’ were Harold’s last words of the evening.

Harold was soon fast asleep.
6

The Acid Test

ALTHOUGH HE BEGGED long and loud to stay, it was all to no avail; Harold packed his things away, ready for the journey home on     the Tuesday morning, four days earlier than originally planned.

As they were about to close the door of the chalet behind them for the very last time, Mr Jackson came hurrying back up the path towards them after a failed attempt to buy his newspaper from a shop outside the camp.

‘Ah, Bernard, Mrs Spencer; I’m glad I made it back before you set off. You may as well stay and have lunch with us, the road is blocked because of a gas leak, there won’t be any buses or taxis for the rest of the day and they’re even turning cyclists away.

‘What?! Our train is at Twelve!’ replied Mr Spencer.

‘Well, it may well be, but looks like you’ve had it. Come on, bring all your stuff into our chalet, the Mrs ‘ll get the kettle on, and after lunch we’ll go to the office to see if anyone there knows when you can expect to get away.’

Mr Spencer sighed. ‘Yes, that would be very helful, thank you, Tom.’

‘Yes, thank you, that’s very kind,’ added a grateful but doleful Mrs Spencer.

The three Jackson children were delighted to see Harold again, and as sitting listening to their parents was not to be tolerated a second longer than necessary, all four children went for a walk around the camp.

‘I found an arcade open last night. . . . ’ said Harold, swaggering and with a sly grin on his face.

‘Really?! Maybe the staff are back!’ enthused Philip.

‘Well, maybe, I dunno; but I was in there on my own, and there’s summat up as well. . . . ’ added Harold, hoping to have his friends hanging on very word. He wasn’t disappointed.

He soon told them about the deadly fight between the four men, two of whom could only have been Gypshun Smugglers, and that they would be in touch by radar with a mysterious man called X in London. 

By this time, Philip looked at least a little doubtful.

‘I thought that radar was just a light on a screen, showing where the enemy was. . . . ?’

‘Ah, that’s jus’ the type o’ radar you’ve ‘eard about. That’s jus’ a blind for – er – civilianistics. This dead secret radar ‘as sound as well.’

‘Oh,’ replied the still doubting Philip, but not enough to directly challenge Harold.

Laura definitely did not believe Harold, but didn’t say so as she was quite amused by it all. But she did hope that the arcade was still open, as did Jacky.

‘Shall we have a look, then?’ asked Laura.

‘Yeah, why not? Last time we’ll all be together,’ replied Harold, whom although sad at the looming premature departure, could still breathe easily as he was sure that the four Gypshun Smugglers whom in reality were just two, and were most certainly not Egyptian, would not be there. This was the scruffy little crew-neck jumper wearing ex-boxer type, and the more refined Mr Jasper Le Vere.

He was also sure (and glad, a little) that the arcade would be closed. The two men had indeed sounded suspicious. That was enough for Harold.

They weaved through the throngs of people milling all over the camp, and eventually found themselves by the arcade that Harold had visited the night before.

He was about to walk up to the door, peer in through the gaps in the meshed glass, rattle the door handle and sadly announce that it was closed, but Laura beat him to it, and the door immediately opened wide.

‘Come on then! Yippee!’ yelled Laura.

Harold gulped, at first. But then thought that as long as the men did not turn up that they would be safe enough.

‘Er – I don’t think the other machines are working;’ said Harold, ‘I only saw the lights on this one, and even then it was goin’ on an’ off.’

‘What are you talkin’ about?’ said Jacky. ‘They’re all workin’!’

Harold looked around, stunned, to see every machine and amusement in full working order, and switched on.

‘Wow!’ said Harold. ‘It really is open!’

‘I thought you said it was really open last night?’ said Philip.

‘Er  –  yeah, to me . . . I promised not to say nothin’, so they let me in.’

But the three Jacksons didn’t wait to hear any further explanation, excuse, or even lie.

Within seconds they dug deep and pulled out their day’s spending money from their pockets, and were busy happily losing it all on fruit-machines, pinball machines, Penny Falls, and many other novelties. Harold shrugged his shoulders and followed suit.

Soon word got round the whole camp and within minutes, the place was packed.

Although neither Harold nor the others noticed, a surly looking greasy-haired man in a check jacket and trilby hat had rudely pushed past the excited throng and opened up the change kiosk.

‘Here, kids, change your money ‘ere! Ten Bob Notes! Pounds! Fivers; Tenners, even! No problem ‘ere!’ shouted the man, who was immediately swamped by hundreds of children brandishing their day’s spending money, and some the entire week’s.

Harold quickly lost every penny he had, and went and stood impatiently by Philip. He was playing the same fruit machine Harold had had problems with the night before.

‘No good this one; it owes me Half-a-Crown,’ lamented Harold. Philip ignored this, as his next penny produced a win.

‘Three Oranges!’ yelled Philip.

‘Ha! You won’t get it!’

‘Chink chink clank clank gubuushhk!’ went the Half a Crown in pennies, right into the bottom tray.

‘Yeeeeeessssss!’ – yelled Harold.

‘Er – it’s me who won it,’ replied a worried Philip.

Harold’s face dropped. 

‘But we can share it!’ added the generous Philip.

They walked on around the huge oblong room. They shoved and pushed their way through the throngs of children, and even the odd adult who had heard the news on the grapevine. 

They reached the back wall of the arcade. There they came across a large oblong table. At the far end, wedged against the arcade wall, was a huge plastic face of a clown with its mouth wide open. The sides and near-end of the table had ridges, about 6 inches high, a little like a Pool table; but at the clown end there were two shorter ridges leaving a space in the middle allowing the clown’s wide open mouth to be flush with the far end of the table. On the table top were two strange looking plastic objects, these had a circular base and a small handle.

 Across the plastic clown’s forehead was the name of this bizarre novelty. 

‘Friz-Biccy!  What’s that?!’ asked Harold.

‘It’s a bit like throwing the discus, but you use these blocks to try and hit the disc, or friz-biccy, into the clown’s mouth. Come on, let’s have a game, I’ll give you the hammering of your life!’ challenged Philip.

‘Huh! Some ‘ope! I aint been beaten in any ole arcade game in me life,’ lied Harold.  

Philip put his penny in, and a large plastic disc, supposedly shaped like a huge digestive biscuit dropped into the tray at the bottom of the near end of the table.

The limitations of 1940s table top arcade games soon became apparent to Harold, although Philip had played this many times before.

Both players were at the same end, both players had to vie for the one disc, and there was no automatic score-keeper. The results of any Friz-Biccy match were well and truly reliant on the honours system. But there was one novelty which ensured the match kept going at least a little longer than would otherwise be the case: the clown was hooked up to the table, and upon the penny duly being put into the slot, the clown’s mouth began its sequence of opening and closing at random intervals, thus avoiding a monotonous routine of hit and score. 

Although there were no markings to provide clues as to who stood where and no known rules to the game, any two players usually settled into a similar routine. They stood side by side, and by and large, due to most shots being sent off at an angle across the highly polished plastic table top, found that their chances to hit the disc worked out about even, but that did not mean you could not jump in and steal a shot if one felt so inclined.

From the off, Harold and Philip were soon whacking the disc with all their might, but with Philip being quite a bit bigger and stronger, he sound found himself 3-0 up. Philip again sent the disc rocketing towards the clown, but with its mouth closing at the same time, the disc smashed into the metal ridge which acted as the clown’s lips, and the disc bounded back at an angle towards Harold. Philip was so sure he was going to score, his arms were in the air celebrating as Harold, desperate to get on the score-sheet, hit the disc harder than he had ever hit anything (or anyone) in his life before. 3-1

This gave Harold renewed hope, and new ideas. With the retort of ‘no one tole me that aint allowed’ firmly at the front of his mind ready to utter if needed, Harold deliberately hit a far slower shot at an angle, and slyly held back, knowing that the rebound would see the disc return to Philip’s side of the table. Philip, thinking Harold was tiring, gleefully readied himself to smash the disc and hopefully go 4-1 up. But a second later, he found himself stumbling to his right, and collided with a stunned Jacky. Harold seized the chance. 3-2.

But, what Harold starts cannot always be maintained; if it was fair game to shove your opponent out of the way, then it was fair game to shove your opponent out of the way: 4-2. 5-2. 6-2. 6-3. 7-3. 7-4. 8-4

Harold then indulged in a little bit of deception. After getting Philip to agree that they should not really impede each other in such a way any more, Harold again sent a slower shot at an angle, and then shoved Philip out of the way. 8-5. Harold smiled, said he just forgot, no more shoving. Harold yet again sent a slower shot at just the right angle, and then found himself on the floor of the arcade as Philip then smashed the disc into the open mouth. 9-4. But it was nearing the end of the match, which was a great shame, as unbeknown to either boy, their frenetic contest had seen a huge crowd gather around the Friz-Biccy table, enthralled by the crazy antics on offer. Harold scored again. 9-5. the crowd cheered, Harold turned to his supporters, smiled and waved and then it was back to the game. 

Philip knew that the machine only returned the disc so many times after a goal had been scored.

 ‘Now keep this one going for a while, I think it’s the last one!’ cautioned  Philip, but with a wry smile.

The trouble was, it was 9-5 to Philip. There was no way Harold could win, but he certainly didn’t want Philip scoring again. Blow keeping the game going, he wanted to score, and as one of Philip’s blockbusters again smashed against the metal lips and rebounded at speed towards him, here was his chance.

He took a deep breath, drew his elbow back, and whacked the disc with all his might. In fact, Harold hit the disc too hard and not too cleanly, resulting in the disc rising and leaving the table at great speed. As it passed the far end of the table, it took some of the clown’s left ear clean off and continued right on through a wide open door at the back of the arcade. Harold chased after it, ran through the door and down a stone staircase. He saw the disc on the floor, right against one of two doors at right-angles to each other; he went to pick it up, but then heard voices and saw the door on the right slowly open.

Harold quickly opened the other door, and ran in, gently closing it behind him. But he could still hear whoever it was in the next room. There were two voices; the same two voices from the night before.

‘ . . . so Harry the Snout is up and running and daft old Whitmore trusts him, that’s a good start, and the money will build up as word gets  around. . . . 

‘Now – have you decided how you are going to get the minting machines into Whitmore’s place?’ asked Le Vere.

‘Easy,’ replied the crew-necked scruff in a flat cap. ‘The old geezer will be called away for an urgent meeting. By the time he’s realised that he’s been sent on a wild goose chase, Blagger, Fingers, and Geronimo will have planted the machines in the garden.

‘How will they manage that?’ asked a cynical Le Vere.

‘No problem. The lads will be dressed like workmen, and the machines will be made to look like lifting equipment to fix new drains in place – we convinced the old duffer he needs new ones. No-one ‘ll suspect a thing.’

‘Brilliant!’ said Le Vere. ‘And I’ll make sure they are found by the police just at the right time! Whitmore will be finished, the camp will close, and Fisher will get the land for peanuts!’

‘Don’t forget my share!’ said Crew-neck, making sure that his own efforts would be well rewarded.

‘Oh, don’t worry, old boy! You’ll get what’s coming to you!’
‘Just making sure. . . . ’ replied Crew-neck. ‘I’ve been at this game too long to take anything for granted.’

‘Yes, I take your point. Right, we’d best get going.’ Jasper Le Vere and Crew-neck walked up the steps, through the arcade, and away.

A few minutes later, Harold dragged his friends out into the square, and in a whisper, repeated what he had just heard.

‘Well, what are we going to do?!’ exclaimed Laura, who, just like Jacky and even Philip, was feeling a little scared. So was Harold, but this was still not going to stop him trying to help Mr Whitmore. But how. . . . ?

*
A short while  later,  there  was  a  knock  on  the door of chalet No. 13. Mr Jackson answered.

Standing there was the still perplexed and tired looking Mr Solomon Cartwright.

‘I am awfully sorry to disturb you, but I believe Mr and Mrs Spencer are with you at the moment?’

‘Yes, that’s right. Why, what’s the matter?’

‘I’ve just heard that there are further delays. No-one is allowed out from the camp onto the road at all, it’s just too dangerous. I’m sorry to say that the Spencers will have to stay another night.’

‘What?! That’s terrible! Well, not really . . . but it’s terrible seeing as they want to go home!’

‘Yes, I know, but it just can’t be helped. Apparently the police realised it was far worse than they first thought, and sent a couple of kids to tell everyone to stay away while they went to get reinforcements.’

‘Reinforcements?! Blimey, must be bad!’

By this time, Mr and Mrs Spencer had come to the front door upon hearing their name.

As their going was more to do with punishing Harold than anything really urgent, they just shrugged their shoulders and fetched their luggage.

*

Toby Whitmore, a small, stout, grey-haired man with silver coloured thin framed spectacles left his house in somewhat of a hurry. He was known by all who knew him to be a good, kind, generous man. But at this moment in time, he was very worried.

A few moments later, a white van in which sat three very scruffy unshaven  men pulled up at the onsite deluxe bungalow belonging to camp owner Toby Whitmore. Their van looked much like any works van, with an assortment of strangely shaped objects in the back, all covered up with tarpaulin sheets.

The driver jumped out and walked up the path and knocked at the door, which was answered by an elderly maid.

‘Is the old man in, girl?’ asked the man in a thick Cockney accent.

‘No; and less of the girl, you cheeky so and so! What do you want?! ’

‘Drains. The boss said yer need newuns, an’ sooner the better.’

‘Oh, yes, Mr Whitmore mentioned something about that. Yes, that’s fine; just go around the side and do what you have to. If you need anything at all, just knock, BUT DON’T MAKE A MESS!’

‘No, Maam, we won’t. ‘N fanks,’ said the man, as he and his two cronies set about their villainy.

*

Philip Jackson, as he was the oldest, was given the  job  of  going  into  Rhyl  on  one  of  Harold’s speshul secret misshuns.
He walked down the gas-free newly repaired road, caught the 63 bus into Rhyl, bang on time, with another right in front, and another right behind, and on both sides of the road. Cars, taxis, bicycles and throngs of pedestrians were all where they should be while driving and to-ing and fro-ing around such a holiday town.

He walked into Rhyl Police station with one of the pennies he had won on the fruit machine, and a bottle of vinegar. He felt a bit daft, but a little earlier Harold had performed a quick experiment after he became suspicious after overhearing the conversation between Le Vere and Crew-neck; it had worked perfectly. Philip was now going to repeat the experiment in the presence of a policeman.

While Laura and Jacky successfully scare-mongered the temporary residents of Whitmore’s into believing that a leak of highly explosive gas put the whole area in imminent danger of blowing up, Harold sneaked off by himself to Cockleshell Park.

He was soon at the Big Top. It was between shows, which was lucky as he needed to borrow something. He walked across the deserted arena, and down one of the side sections to where they kept the handful of animals which were part of the circus.
‘Hello, girl, remember me?’ asked Harold of Kiss-Kiss the Elephant. Kiss-Kiss went to trumpet loudly with joy.

‘Ssshh. They’ll hear us.’

Kiss-Kiss knew this command, and kept quiet. Harold held out four big shiny apples, which Kiss-Kiss gratefully accepted.

Harold was soon on his way back, and was once again on top of Kiss-Kiss. The people-loving elephant was hoping for another jolly romp around the camp, but Harold had worked out an almost deserted route to where he wanted to go, which was around the back of the chalets and through the service areas of both camps. He was also careful to avoid anywhere with children. The last thing he needed was a parade of cheering and shouting young holiday-makers, making a parade out of what he now thought of as a Top Secret Misshun. If anyone did see him, he would just carry on as if he was the elephant trainer, unless it was the real trainer of course, but he hoped that wouldn’t happen. Luckily it didn’t.

‘That’s it, girl, that’s it,’ said Harold to Kiss-Kiss. He brought Kiss-Kiss to a halt quite a way short of Toby Whitmore’s house, and then looked at his watch which he had ‘borrowed’ from his father for the day. ‘Come on Laura, don’t let us down now.’

Just then, a loud clanging of bells could be heard right around the camp.
‘Goodo! Bang on time!’ said Harold to himself. Kiss-Kiss began to get agitated with the noise, but Harold patted her gently on the head, reached forward, and gave Kiss-Kiss an apple. This did the trick. As the bells continued, Kiss-Kiss happily munched away and Harold looked along the side of the bungalow.

‘There she goes,’ said Harold, as Mr Whitmore’s housekeeper rushed out of the house, still buttoning up her coat as she went off to the muster point in the event of the fire alarm being sounded – the very fire alarm that Laura had just set off in the gatehouse after telling the security guard she had dropped her pet tarantula and had seen it crawl into the little hut.

‘Good ole Laura! Almos’ as good as Betty,’ said Harold, as he and Kiss-Kiss went along the pathway at the side, back up the garden path and into the garden, and were soon on their way back out with their precious cargo, balanced lengthways in the elephant’s trunk.

A little while later, they were at Clayton Fisher’s deluxe detached bungalow, but Harold had forgotten about the Bullstocks, who were Mr Fisher’s house-guests.

He could see that both the Brigadier and his son were in the front lounge of the bungalow, with their backs to the window.
‘Nothin’ else for it, girl, a smoked herring,’ whispered Harold to Kiss-Kiss. He always got smoke-screen mixed up with red herring.
He managed to sneak down the path unseen, drop the goods, and dash back out. He hoped they would not be seen at all, but he had his ‘smoked herring’ ready if he was. He was.

‘What the devil. . . . ?’ spluttered Bad Briggy, who dashed out after his brandy glass spilled all over Mr Fisher’s brand new carpet with the thud from Kiss-Kiss’s huge feet and the dropping of some heavy items in the garden. Behind him was Ripper.

‘It’s Spencer!’

‘Hello Ripper, hello Brigadier. My Dad’s just bought me my own elephant, and I thought I’d just come and brag – er – show you. Good, eh?’

‘Don’t be stupid, Spencer, what would I want with an elephant?!’ mocked Ripper, but he was bluffing; he wanted his own elephant.

‘Darn fool of an imbecile! Now clear off before I have you thrown out!’ demanded the Brigadier.

‘Ok,’ said Harold, nonchalantly, as he and Kiss-Kiss walked out onto the road and away.

‘ . . . no, no, no, no no!!’ yelled the Brigadier to his jealous brute of a son.

Later that evening, Jasper Le Vere was a worried man. He was talking on the telephone to a man he called X – in London.

‘I just don’t know, X, I just don’t know! What? Well – maybe – let’s hope so or we’ll never get him. . . . 
‘Fair enough, I’ll check just to see if it’s just a delay; yes – well – arcades are known for opening until late, I don’t suppose a few hours will make a difference . . . could do with a flippin’ radar machine to find ‘em though! Bye Bye.’

It was ten o’clock at night. Unusually for both sets of parents they were with all their children in the amusement arcade. Harold, Philip, Laura and Jacky had all pestered their parents so much that they gave in and let themselves be dragged along to become part of the heaving mass of humanity currently packing out Harry’s Arcade.
All of a sudden, the place was raided by about twenty policemen. ‘Stay where you are!’ ordered Chief Inspector Morgan. ‘Davies! Fetch the vinegar!’

‘Blimey!’ said Harry the Snout. And not because the Chief Inspector had fish and chips with him. ‘We’ve ‘ad it!’ He knew only too well the only non-food use for vinegar in the vicinity of a great deal of coins. Or to be exact –  counterfeit coins.

The Chief Inspector was handed a bottle of vinegar, and a small glass. He poured vinegar into the glass, and then demanded that Harry open up the nearest slot machine, and pass him the top penny from the pile of coins in the middle of the one-armed bandit.

The Chief Inspector dropped the coin in the glass, and waited – nothing. ‘Another!’ he ordered. He dropped the second one in – nothing. Harry the Snout  breathed a sigh of relief, but it wasn’t over yet. ‘Another!!’ barked the Chief Inspector. He dropped this coin into the glass and immediately it changed from a copper colour to plain grey. The copper coloured dye came away from the circular pieces of pig iron, broke into flakes and sank to the bottom of the glass. Of the nine more pennies that were checked, seven revealed themselves to be nothing but forged, shaped and dyed scrap metal. This was enough evidence for an arrest.

‘Harry Lampton alias Harry the Snout! I am arresting you in the name of His Majesty the King! You will be charged with fraud by means of manufacturing counterfeit coins with intent to pass them onto the general public!’

‘Bu ‘ow did yer find aht?!’ protested the stunned Harry the Snout.

‘I think I can answer that one, Chief Inspector! Here, here’s my ID Card. Jasper Le Vere. MI7,’ Jasper Le Vere strode into the arcade.

‘Flippin’ marvellous!’ protested the Chief. ‘The only real action in twenty years an’ in strides the Feds to take over!! Flippin’ bloomin’ Marvellous!!’

Le Vere smiled sympathetically. He had not meant to steal the Chief’s thunder.
‘I’m sorry we couldn’t let you in on our plan, Chief Inspector, but Harry the Snout is part of an International gang of counterfeiters, bank robbers, and smugglers. I’ve tracked them to here from Egypt: I found out that Clayton Fisher was their leader, who uses his stolen fortunes to open holiday camps. It was obvious he was going to try and get his hands on Whitmore’s, and that’s why I took the security job there, and then pretended to betray the old man.

‘On this occasion, Clayton Fisher wasn’t after the money for himself, but to frame Toby Whitmore, and then expand Cockleshell Park, using the land from Toby’s camp. In fact, I was working undercover, and almost had the evidence, but it – erm – went missing.’

Chief Inspector Morgan smiled. He could retake centre stage. ‘Not any more. Right this minute, Clayton Fisher’s place is being raided. By all accounts, all  the evidence we need is in his back garden. . . . ’

‘But how?’ spluttered Le Vere.

‘These young whippersnappers here!’ The Chief Inspector went over to Harold and his friends, and led them into the centre of the room. Harold beamed. He had done it!! With help, of course.

The Chief Inspector told the stunned gathering, no-one more stunned than the Spencers, followed by the Jacksons, exactly what Harold and his friends had done.

The amusement arcade erupted into life. The crowded, whooped, cheered, and sang.

If that wasn’t good enough, then a loud speaker announcement let the whole camp know that all of the staff had returned. This was upon realising that Whitmore’s was not about to close, nor was their boss, old Toby Whitmore, a criminal.

The Jacksons yet again enjoyed a late night fish and chip supper, but not in Rhyl, but in one of the hastily re-opened camp restaurants. But on this occasion Harold had no need to worry, he was very welcome to come along as were his parents.

As Mr Spencer and Mr Jackson both went to pay the bill between them, a waiter rushed across and told them to put their money away. The meal was courtesy of Mr Whitmore, who wanted to thank both families for their help.

Just then, Harold did something. No-one was sure then or later exactly how he did it, but fifty dinner plates were broken and scattered all over the floor – as were a number of haddock, a ton of chips, and a sea of processed peas which were then trodden into the carpet as Harold tried to put things right. Mr Spencer took out his compensation wallet. The waiter rushed across – again.
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Ripper Ruins Raith’s Repast 

HAROLD WAS HAVING BREAKFAST with his parents next morning, when there was a knock on the door. Mr Spencer opened up to find Mr Whitmore standing there.

‘Ah, Mr Spencer, good morning to you. . . . ’

‘Oh – er – hello,’ said a worried Mr Spencer, ‘I’m awfully sorry about those plates, but I did pay—’

Mr Whitmore waved away the apology. 

‘No problem at all, and although it’s not the main reason I’m calling, I would like you to take this back. The day old Toby takes money off a holiday-maker for accidentally smashing a few plates, is the day I’ve forgotten where I’ve come from. Now, I have a few things for you by way of thanks: first of all, here are. . . . ’

Mr Whitmore handed over an envelope containing two family tickets for the newly opened Rhyl Zoo, eight tickets for a mystery tour, and a bunch of keys, as well as the refund for the broken plates.

‘Thank you very much, but we don’t  deserve—’

But again Mr Whitmore smiled and dismissed the protests.

‘When you’re ready, I’ll send some of the lads around to help you  with your stuff.  The  sooner you get settled into my bungalow, the better; it’s the least I can do. I won’t be there as I will be in meetings the rest of the week at a hotel in Rhyl. At least I hope so! Sat in the lobby for hours on end like a right lemon this afternoon!

‘Anyway, best be off: things to do, people to see and all that. Bye, bye, and thanks again.’

Mr Spencer smiled and waved awkwardly as a much relieved Mr Whitmore strode jauntily away, whistling as he did so.

After both Mr and Mrs Spencer had decided that there was no time like the present, Mr Spencer called on the Jacksons to tell them about the free tickets for the zoo, and it was decided that as neither family had anything special planned that day, they may as well get ready and go straight away.

Although Mr Spencer did state he thought it was a bit cold and blustery, (it was baking hot and the air was still), the children got their wish to go on the upper deck of the open top bus into Rhyl town centre.  

Mr and Mrs Spencer both gave a grim smile as Mrs Jackson handed a bag of apples to the children, but the look on Mr Spencer’s face let Harold know that apples and projectiles were not automatically the same thing. ‘Just eat them, Harold,’ muttered Mr Spencer.

After lunch together in Rhyl, it was time for the zoo.

They made the leisurely 20 minute walk back along the Promenade, and the brand new zoo was right at the end on the left, the very last thing before the resort atmosphere literally fell away and the Promenade became the Coast Road for all points East.

Mr Spencer handed in the tickets at the booth to the left of a large archway, and both families walked on. The zoo was rather a circular affair with inner and outer circular walkways with smaller connecting walkways allowing access to all of the different parts of the zoo.

The children ached to break way from their parents, who sensed this, and duly ‘let them off the leash’ as they went for a cup of tea in the zoo cafe.

‘Right. The Monkey House,’ decided Harold.

‘Nah. Crocodiles,’ replied Philip.

‘Or Polar Bears. . . . ’ suggested Jacky.

‘The Aquarium. . . . ?’ hoped Laura.

The Monkey House it was. Or more accurately, the Ape Enclosure.
‘Hoy! Napoleon! Over here?!’ shouted Harold. Napoleon the Gorrilla duly thumped his chest, and bared his teeth.

‘Oh, don’t!’ pleaded Laura, who only the previous week had sat and watched ‘King Kong’ with her parents. ‘It might break out and get us.’ The others just laughed as Laura blushed.

‘Look at him! He wants our apples!’ exclaimed Jacky.

The four children looked over towards a group of orangutans. A huge hairy orangutan had seen the bag of apples that Laura was holding and as she quickly passed the bag to Harold, he bounded over to the edge of the enclosure, banged his chest, and stuck his hand out, hopeful that an apple would come his way. Harold being Harold, it did – but unfortunately for the orangutan it shot straight past him and hit one of the keepers hard on the head. He had just opened the gate to bring in the buckets of food for all of the apes. It was the shock more than the force of the throw which caused him to lose his balance, slip, and fall over, and bang his head on the cobbled floor. He was out cold but thankfully not badly hurt.

The orangutan saw his chance, and was out of the gate and away. But not to scale the nearest skyscraper, but to race around the railings and towards the group of very generous children who were willing to give him their apples.  Well – they were.
Harold looked at the ever-advancing giant ape.

‘Run!’ yelled Harold. The others needed no further prompting.

Mr and Mrs Spencer and Mrs and Mrs Jackson sat either side of the end table by the double doors of the cafe, which were wide open. Harold’s parents were facing the doors. Mr Spencer picked up his cup, and then froze as the oh so familiar sound reached his ears.

‘Ruuuuunnnnnnnn!!’ again yelled Harold, louder, longer and more urgently. He ran right past the café, leading the Jackson children by a yard, who then sped up as Oliver the Orangutan began to gain on them.

Mr Spencer looked at Mrs Spencer just as Mr and Mrs Jackson were about to turn round to see what this terrible racket was all about. Mr Spencer hoped that the ‘terrible racket’ would quickly pass them by, and maybe, just maybe, that would be the end of it. But bitter experience had taught him not to trust such things to providence.

‘OOH! OW! OW! OW! OW!!’ yelled Mr Jackson.

‘Oh, I am dreadfully sorry,’ exclaimed Mr Spencer, after slyly pouring his hot cup of coffee into Mr Jackson’s lap.

Mrs Jackson fussed over her husband, while Mr Spencer continued to apologise, and Mrs Spencer breathed a sigh of relief.
The ‘terrible racket’ passed by, heard, but thankfully unseen by Mr and Mrs Jackson.

Harold and the children now found themselves back at the open gate of the Ape Enclosure, with Oliver still in hot pursuit. Who should be dragging the still groggy zoo keeper out through the gate but Brigadier Heath Bullstock, with an amused
Ripper just standing there watching.

Harold saw his opportunity. He took an apple and threw it past Ripper and into the enclosure. Oliver, hoping to reach the apple before any of the other apes, dashed past and straight back into the enclosure, and Harold immediately slammed the gate shut and bolted it. But seeing as the Bullstocks were now involved, he gave the order for them all to scarper.

The trouble was, Ripper was now on the wrong side of the railings, with two more jealous and hungry orangutans wanting a nice shiny apple, or better still, two more nice shiny apples which they could see in Ripper’s pockets. Ripper had stolen these from a photographer’s baby chimp in shorts and a T shirt, a few minutes earlier: Ripper just laughed and ran off as the tiny monkey cried and buried his head in his owners arms.

‘Oo blimey!’ went Ripper as he saw the two apes bounding towards him.  ‘Help! Dad! Help!’ Unfortunately for Ripper, the two apes would be between any help that came in through the gate.

The Brigadier came to a decision. ‘Hold on, son! I’ll go and get the other keepers!’

‘Well, hurry up!’ screamed Ripper, who was now scaling the fence. Ripper thought he’d had it. With consummate ease, one of the orangutans, Thumpy, leapt onto the railings right next to Ripper. A second later, Slammer the Orangutan was on the other side.

Ripper’s screams soon attracted a huge crowd who all jostled for a better view, peering in through the railings. Some were now even laughing, as Ripper was now minus his pants, as these were ripped off him and ripped to shreds as the orangutans captured their  prize, two big, shiny, Canadian Gala apples.

‘Ha!’ mocked Philip. ‘Serves him right for picking a fight the other day!’

‘Yeah!’ agreed Harold. He could not have thought of a better ending to this little episode. ‘Hey, Ripper!’ Stop monkeying about!’ he added gloriously.

‘Yeah, ya big ape!’ added Jacky.

‘HOY! Tarzan! Put yer kecks back on!’ shouted Harold.

‘Hey, hang on! It’s my turn,’ protested Laura.

‘Well, go on then!’ chortled Harold.

‘Er – er – er – hey, you, ya big, oo – er – Harold, here’s your parents – and ours.’

And it really was the end of the episode, as all of the children were hastily marshalled out of the zoo, back to the camp, and straight back to their chalets. But Harold escaped grounding by a lucky default. Within an hour, he had yet again packed his things, and along with his parents moved into the bungalow belonging to Toby Whitmore.

As Mrs Spencer began to prepare an evening meal, an irate Molly the maid-cum-cook stormed into the kitchen and ordered Mrs Spencer out. But the old  lady smiled and told Mrs Spencer to just have a rest from now on, as she would look after all the cooking and the cleaning.

Molly quickly set about preparing the food, and then took it outside. She was preparing a barbecue. Not only for the Spencers, but for the Jacksons, who had been duly sent for.

The children, not willing to just sit quietly around the table on the veranda, quickly bolted down their burgers, ribs, drumsticks and orange squash, and went exploring in the very large garden. The lawn was a long carpet of lush green grass, perfectly tended with perfectly straight alternating lines of slightly different shades of green.

But the end of the garden was a different matter entirely. Forming the boundary with the garden of the opposite bungalow, was a dense copse of trees, bushes, wild flowers, reeds and weeds, all gloriously untended for years, leaving a fascinating explorable undergrowth.

‘Shall we see if there’s anythin’ in the middle?’ asked Harold. Silly question.

Harold led the way. ‘Careful now! Ya never know what’s lurkin’ in places like this.’

‘Like what?’ asked an uncertain Laura.

‘Pythons, crocs, poisnus spiders….’ replied Harold.

‘Oo – er – I’m not going in there!’ exclaimed Jacky, while Laura and Philip just laughed.

‘Come on then, but be careful. It aint my fault if yer gets bitten on the bum by a Half-Hunter.’

‘Charming!’ chuckled Laura.

‘What’s a Half-Hunter?’ asked Philip.

‘A big ‘airy spider,’ replied Harold. ‘It spends half of its time huntin’, an’ the rest jus’ eatin’ what it’s caught.’

‘Wow!’ said Jacky, who regained his courage, and although last in line, struggled through the undergrowth with the rest.

Harold pushed back twigs and branches, suddenly stopped, gestured for the others to keep dead still and quiet, put his hands to his ears, and then gave the signal that the danger had passed.

‘What was it?!’ squealed Laura.

‘Pygmies;’ replied Harold, ‘but they’s gone now.’

‘Oh,’ replied Laura, with a smile.

‘Here! What’s this?!’ suddenly shouted Harold.

The others pushed forward a bit more to see what Harold had found.

‘A summer house!’ exclaimed Laura.

In the middle of the dense urban jungle was a little house. It had a small door, windows, and even a veranda. Inside, the room was circular with a table and chairs in the middle.

They all scrambled in and sat around the table, and just as quickly darted out again, as they heard voices coming towards them from the other side of the copse.

‘Quick! Back that way!’ said Harold in a loud whisper.

Philip, Laura and Jacky scrambled back out of the undergrowth, but as Harold waited his turn to crawl between the reeds, the voices became clearer and clearer, and nearer and nearer.

Too late. There was nothing else for it. Harold dashed back into the summer house and hid under the table.

To Harold the voices were only too familiar.

He groaned as he heard Brigadier Heath Bullstock and his son, Lionel ‘Ripper’  Bullstock, walk up to the veranda and sit down on the step. At least they had not walked right in and sat around the table.

Harold did not realise that both bungalows, one in each camp belonging to both camp owners, bordered each other.

Even his secretive trip with Kiss-Kiss had not made this obvious.

‘ . . . I know you don’t like him, Lionel, but the thing is, I need his father’s money to invest in the new airport. If we get all the money we need, then the whole village will be gone. Think of that: no more Plumley, and no more Harold Spencer,’ said the Brigadier to his son, Ripper, whose face changed from that of sheer misery to that of exuberance.

He then promised his father that he would help make his cousin Raith Bullstock’s surprise birthday party go with a bang.

Unusually for Harold, he was of one accord with Ripper with regard to this solemn oath. ‘It sure will,’ thought the grim-faced Harold, ‘it sure will.’

‘One thing, though,  Father,  why are we having the party here? I wanted to invite my friends from home, they’re Raith’s friends as well,’ asked, or rather, lied Ripper.

‘Opportunity, son, opportunity. Mr Fisher won’t be needing this place – er – for a while. And why waste all his food and drink? Anyway, come on, your mother will be thinking we’ve got lost.’

Ripper smiled as he walked back up the garden with his father. Food – the very best food –and loads of it. Hang his friends.

‘Where’d you get to?’ asked Philip as Harold finally made it back to the barbecue.
‘Had to hide until they’d gone. Close one that,’ replied the cagey Harold.

‘Well, why?’ asked the puzzled Laura. ‘There’s no sign saying it belonged to them and not Mr Whitmore, and we weren’t doing any damage.’

Harold had been in too many familiar scrapes for him to stop, think, and to try and discern what mattered and what didn’t when possibly trespassing. Plus, he didn’t want to mention what he had overheard. ‘Just got to be be careful, that’s all,’ he replied, hoping that was the end of it.

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ mused Laura.

As they all tucked into the mound of charred burgers and sausages, Harold was deep in thought. He concluded that he just had to try and do something, although at that precise moment, he did not know exactly what this would be. But eventually. . . . 

 
‘What about Hide and Seek?’ he asked suddenly.

 
‘Yeah, great!’ came the reply.

 
‘Right, I’ll hide first. Count to fifty, and then try and find me.’

‘Fifty?! It’s normally twenty!’ protested Philip.

‘Yeah, but this is a strange place, you won’t know where I might be, so you’ll need more time,’ wheezled Harold.

Fortunately, the others went for this twisted logic, and this also (deliberately) took their minds off the fact that it was usually one seeker and more hiders, not the other way round. (Although days later Philip sat bolt upright in bed, muttered, ‘Hey! Flippin’ cheat!’ and went back to sleep.)

‘Now!’ shouted Harold, and dashed off as the other three covered their eyes. 

Harold was no fool. No child ever plays Hide and Seek without cheating.

As Harold dashed back up the path, Jacky took a sly look. But Harold had worked out where the first blind spot was, and when he reached it, quickly climbed over the fence and down onto the pathway of the next house; he then ran straight back up to the corner of both adjacent bungalows, opposite the Fisher place, and dived back into the undergrowth.

He was light on his feet and the considerable laughter and hubbub from the grown-ups also helped his cause. He was sure the Jacksons would not realise he had done this, not for a while, anyway. He was right.

Harold found the best vantage point to secretly observe the surprise party. He kept still and silent as he peered through the clearing.

Ripper was sat on the veranda of the summer house, from which came a strange smell, a little like bleach, and a little like disinfectant. Then Harold realised why. The summerhouse had been cleaned up to be used by all of Ripper’s extended family, especially birthday boy Raith.

A succession of elderly and not so elderly plump aunts walked up to the summerhouse, and placed tray-fuls of food on the table inside, and on the veranda.

‘Now, Lionel, don’t touch the food just yet, will you? The birthday boy isn’t here yet.’

Lionel smiled, promised that he would not touch the food until the party had started, waited until her aunt turned her back – and grabbed a cocktail sausage. Then Lionel, as well as Harold, heard a hopeful ‘whoof!’ Lionel looked over to see a little poodle, tied to a tree and being driven mad with the sight and the smell of the party food.

‘Here, boy, just one. Ok?’ said Lionel as he took another sausage, walked across to the dog, dangled it in front of him, and then ate it himself.

‘Ha! Ha! Tough luck, Moppy,’ said Lionel to Moppy the Poodle, whose tail and head now drooped. But not for long: Ripper was out of sight – and Harold’s rapidly formed plan was about to be put into action.

Ten minutes later, Moppy’s head was up, his tail was wagging, as his belly was now full of sausages, pies, sliced meats, and even jelly and custard. As for Harold, he sat in the undergrowth with his own plate of goodies. He wasn’t particularly hungry, but anything which helped the cause was to be endured.

It was never going to be long before the disappearance of every single morsel of party food was noticed. 

Ripper’s Aunt Celia walked up to the summer house to ensure all was still in order.

After staring at the now empty again summer house for over a minute, Aunt Celia’s face began to contort and the already considerable veins on her neck became even redder and larger. She turned on her heels and stormed back up to the house. Harold smiled as the inevitable thunderstorm unleashed its anger on the only possible perpetrator.

‘Lionel! You greedy, greedy boy! I told you that was not to be touched! Not only that, you’ve ate the lot! Oh, my poor, poor Raith! His birthday party ruined by that – that BRUTE!!’ bitterly complained Mrs Cecilia Bullstock.

‘But! But! But! spluttered Ripper, in the unusual position of being innocent but getting the blame, rather than it being the other way around.

An enraged Lieutenant-Colonel Bosworth Bullstock stormed over towards the Brigadier. ‘Heath! I never knew that my own brother could do this to me! No wonder you hate that village you live in. I’m beginning to think that maybe the villagers hate you, and with just cause!’

‘But! But! But. . . . ’ also spluttered the Brigadier in response to this accusation; even though it was his son who had supposedly scoffed every last morsel from seventeen trays of every food imaginable and not him. But this was still in the days of the Empire – a man was considered King of his castle, and therefore entirely responsible for the actions of  an unruly (or greedy) son.

As Bosworth and Cecilia Bullstock and their son Raith stormed out of the bungalow, along with all the other equally horrified members of the wider Bullstock clan, Harold burped, and ran back up to his friends.

‘Where have you been?!’ asked Philip. ‘We were ages looking for you!’

‘Sorry, lost me catapult for fightin’ pygmies; found it again though,’ replied Harold.

Harold sat back, and smiled: no airport, a crest-fallen enemy, and Harold Spencer and the entire village of Plumley would be around for a long time to come.

8
The Mystery-History Trip

THE NEXT MORNING Harold readied himself for another trip to Rhyl, but there was no air of impatient expectancy on this occasion. Based on events thus far and with his parents laying down the law as to what he could do, what he could not do – and where and where not – he could or could not do it, in Harold’s opinion, it did not seem worthwhile; but – off they went, with Harold duly in tow, as Mr Spencer had a powerful grip when he felt moved to exercise it.

They decided to start the day with a trip to the beach. No sooner had Mr Spencer paid for three deckchairs so they could relax in the sun and enjoy the light summer breeze, than Harold took a beach-ball from a young boy, who was eager to know all about beach-rugby.

‘Put that down!’

Harold then noticed that Guisseppe Tuscano was just setting up his hot-dog stand.

‘No!
Deciding that discretion was the better part of the type of valour it took to cope with Harold’s rumbustiousness, particularly its consequences, the deckchairs were returned early and off they went, back into town.

Mr Spencer thought a long walk in the now baking hot sun would dampen at least some of Harold’s enthusiasm, but thirty minutes later and with Harold still as fresh as a daisy, they found themselves at the gates of the Funfair. Mr Spencer gasped and wheezed while poor Mrs Spencer had to lean on the wall to take off her shoes – her swollen feet were aching very badly, but the stoic Major Spencer – Retired; Royal Wiltshire Rifles was not beaten yet. 

‘Once more into the breach. . . . ’ muttered Mr Spencer, as he paid up and the Spencer family went into the funfair. It wasn’t long before they passed the Ghost Train. 

‘Definitely not!’

They continued to pass the Ghost Train, rather quickly.

Harold sighed, but did the best he could to enjoy himself. But he did win Five Shillings from a machine in one of the funfair arcades that should only have paid him Half-a-Crown. ‘Serves ‘em right!’ said Harold, who did not care less that it was a different arcade from the one on the camp.
Harold was glad to return to Whitmore’s. There was just time for a game of Tiddlywinks (of the regular variety) with the Jacksons, before they all went off on a mystery trip on a charabanc.

As it was now raining, all those with tickets for the trip were gathered in the camp office.

The listless Harold looked around him. ‘One, two, three, four pink tulips, followed by two reddy brown wavy lines, then another four tulips. But see that bit there? The decorator couldn’t get the wallpaper to fit, see, coz walls never match perfec’, so they ‘ave to make some pieces shorter. That’s why there’s only three tulips, an’ – what’s that. . . . ?’

To sighs of relief from all around the room, Harold’s concentration was now taken from describing the office wallpaper and imparting his thoughts on the particular skills of the interior decorator, to see what was causing the rumbling noise outside.

He looked out of the window to see a charabanc drive in through the gates and pull up right outside the office.

‘Shall I go and see if it’s ours. . . . ?’ asked the helpful Harold.

Fifty voices immediately stated that he should.

Ken Jamieson, the coach driver, was looking for Whitman’s Holiday Camp, which was also a departure point for various coach trips. The sign proclaiming ‘Whitmore’s’ was partly hidden from view, due to one of the camp cleaners being in the middle of giving it the once over, leaving only the word ‘Whit’ on view. Ken took a chance, and drove in through the gates.

He opened the door and climbed out, wondering where his fifty four passengers were. 

Harold ran out from the office. ‘Is this for the Mystery Trip?’

Ken was also a little deaf. Although it had not been described to him as a History Trip, that was close enough. ‘Yes, that’s right,’ replied Ken. ‘Where is everyone?’

‘I’ll get ‘em!’ promised Harold.

Soon, everyone was safely on board the coach, but before driving off the driver stood at the front and addressed the passengers.

‘Now I would suggest you try and get a good kip, as we’ve a long  journey  ahead.  We’ll   stop  off  at  an  all  night  caf’ in Birmingham, and then we should get there about eight in the morning.’

The passengers were astounded. Well, the grown ups were, to most children a coach trip is a coach trip full stop, but Mr Spencer just had to speak up.

‘Try and get a good kip?! Birmingham?! I know these trips are different than normal, but really!!’

‘Yeah, well, the best chara’s bust; this one’s slower but she’s never let me down yet,’ replied the driver, who thought Mr Spencer was complaining at the journey taking too long, which he was, in a way, but without Mr Spencer nor the driver being in possession of all the facts.

‘Huh!’ replied Mr Spencer, who then went into conference with both his wife and Mr and Mrs Jackson as to whether a mystery trip which would take more than a day, and involve a round trip of over three hundred miles was worth it.

The thing that swung the vote to continue was the simple fact that they were all on holiday, nothing really special was planned for the next day and so it didn’t really matter. They would  still  be  back  for   the  final  night  of their stay, and so decided to go with the flow.

But not everyone felt the same way. Fifty four passengers suddenly became thirty, as a number of families remembered that they had other trips booked for the next day, and so alighted from the coach.

‘Huh!’ said the driver. ‘They joins a society, and then don’ go on the trip!  Flippin’ oddbods! Huh!’

The coach roared into life and began it’s very long mystery-history trip.

Mrs Jackson had still not realised the implications of doling out apples when Harold Spencer was around. After seeing the bagful of cox pippins passed to the children, Mr Spencer buried his head in his paper, while Mrs Spencer pretended to be asleep.

‘Do you wanna play Apple Surprise?’ asked Harold. (Mr Spencer put the newspaper over his head and feigned snoring.)

‘Apple Surprise?!’ exclaimed the Jackson children. ‘What’s that?’

‘It’s a throwin’ game ‘specially for chara’ trips, well, as long we’re in two lots of seats on the same side. It’s good, ‘cause no-one knows when the apple will be thrown. Me an’ Laura won’t know when you two are gonna throw it, an’ we won’ know when you two throw it back. Each time you fail to catch it, the other team gets a point.’

Sadly for Harold, both Laura and Philip said they didn’t think it sounded any good at all, but Jacky said he would play.

‘Huh!’ moaned Harold. ‘Well, two can still play.’

Both families were on the left side of the coach, with all four parents in seats in front of all the children. Harold and Laura were directly in front of Philip and Jacky.

As ever, Harold was to go first. Jacky sat rigidly in his seat, his hands cupped, ready for the incoming apple; and Harold readied himself to send a backward lob which would hopefully catch Jacky out.

The apple suddenly appeared. It went quite high up, almost touching the underneath of the luggage rack, and then dropped down behind Harold’s seat. Jacky lunged forward and caught it, although he banged his head at the same  time.

‘Ouch! Yeaaaah!’

Jacky sat back, rubbed his aching head with the apple due to having poor co-ordination, gave it five seconds, and then lobbed it forward.

‘Ha! Easy!’ boasted Harold as he cleanly snatched the apple out of the air and immediately lobbed it straight back.

‘Ha! To you too! Got that one dead easy! Here!’ This time Jacky threw it up hard, it thudded against the luggage rack, and fell right down on Laura’s head. ‘Hey you!’ she shouted, but despite getting a fright, she was fine, and she too now lobbed it back over her head. ‘An’ that was easy too!’ It was Philip.

The game of Apple Surprise was now in full flow. But all good things have to come to an end sometime. . . . 

‘Ouch! what  the. . . . !’ said an old man, just about to nod off.

Less than five minutes after the game had started, and after much whooping and cheering from all four children and with two mushed up apples now sticking to the driver’s jacket without him knowing, plus an irate pensioner five seats back who was just nodding off but was now wide awake again, the game was over.

‘Best save some for later on. . . . ’ said Mrs Jackson, confiscating the bag, and who now knew that doling out apples is not the best of ideas when Harold Spencer was around.

A restless and dark night was endured by all, as the coach trundled and rumbled along badly lit country lanes for thirty miles, and then a larger A road for another seventy. Then it stopped – with a jolt. Which was particularly annoying to  most, as they had finally got comfortable and their eyes had begun to droop.

‘Birmingham! Thirty minutes, no more! Birmingham!’

They weren’t really in Birmingham, but in a Warwickshire village on the outskirts of the huge city. More importantly, it was the only one on their route which boasted an all night transport cafe.

The weary travellers, not in the least bit hungry or thirsty did not move. But they did groan.

‘Suits yerself.’ said the driver. ‘But I’m goin’ in.’

The wait was absolute agony. From the coach, they passengers could see the driver sitting at the little table nearest to the window of the cafe, ploughing through a huge mixed grill, two desserts, and a whole pot of tea. Finally, he burped, wiped his mouth, paid, and then climbed back on board the coach to huge sighs of relief from the passengers. Soon, their tiredness took over, and as the driver fired the coach into life, were all soon fast asleep.

The morning came, and the passengers slowly awoke to find that it was a blazing hot day. The countryside looked lovely as they drove past lush green meadows, quaint cottages, water-mills, fields of cattle and sheep, fields of crops not yet fully grown, orchards of unripened apples and pears, and a sign saying ‘Plumley – Two Miles.’ Hey, Dad! There’s another Plumley!’ shouted Harold.

‘Yes, son,’ replied his father, ‘there’s probably loads all over the country.’

‘Hey, Dad! There’s another Glumm’s Farm!’

‘Yes, son, common name that, there’s probably loads all over the country. . . . ’

The coach began to slow down, and then stopped.

Harold looked out of the window again. ‘Hey, Dad, there’s our house!’

‘Yes, son, there’s probab— What?!’

Harold, as well as his parents, put their noses to the windows to get a better look.

‘That’s our ‘ouse!’ yelled Harold excitedly to the Jackson children, who could only stare in disbelief.

Mr Spencer climbed down from the coach to see if Harold was mistaken. He wasn’t. He dashed back on board. But before he could confer with his wife, the driver again addressed the passengers.

‘Right then, we’re ‘ere. Please ensure you take all of your things with you, as I won’t be back until two this afternoon.’

The mystified passengers climbed down from the coach, and just stared up and down the lane. One disgruntled holiday-maker was far from happy.

‘You’re not leaving me here in this dump!’ he yelled. He went to climb back on board but the door slammed shut in his face. He shook his fist at the driver as the coach roared off down the lane and then turned to Mr Spencer.

‘You’ve got something to do with this! Didn’t you say this is where you live?’

‘Yes,’ replied Mr Spencer. ‘But we didn’t—’

‘Ah, but nothin’! Thought you’d get a free ride home, eh? Lost your train tickets, have yer?!!’

‘Don’t be ridiculous! We all booked for the mystery trip! No-one told us we would be brought straight back home!’

But by now the angry gentleman was joined by the rest of the passengers who were now an angry mob. They all shook their fists and demanded that Mr Spencer do something and quick.
Mr Spencer took the bull by the horns, and tried to calm the angry mob.
‘Now listen, people! There’s obviously been some mistake, a big one. But I think I have an idea.

‘I think we got on the wrong coach. This was obviously meant to pick up people who were coming here to perhaps study the area, some  sort of historical society. I do recall several coachloads over the years who took notes, drew sketches and took photographs of some of the cottages in the village, many of which are quite old.

‘But all is not lost. If you follow me, then I’m sure my good lady would be happy to make you all breakfast, and then you are welcome to either remain in our house until the coach returns, or you can have a look around the village. What do you say. . . . ?’

As Mrs Spencer fainted, there was almost unanimous agreement to this idea, but not from the angry man who just wanted to get straight back to Rhyl.

‘I’m still not happy, far from it! What on earth did your son say that was the right coach for? Likes practical jokes does he? I’ll show him a practical joke, a painful one!’

Mr Spencer looked around to ask Harold if he really had played a joke which had backfired terribly. But Harold was nowhere to be seen. Nor were Philip, Laura or Jacky. Nor were the seventeen other children belonging to the angry mob. Mr and Mrs Spencer looked along the lane, and twenty three children were at the bend, and were then out of sight. The two extra were an amazed Tim and Larry Tucker, who were idling at the end of the lane when the coach turned up. Mr Spencer then heard a door slam a few doors up from his house.

‘What about your Ballet lesson?!’ protested Mrs Unsworth, as Betty dashed out and ran along the lane to catch up with Harold, and the group of excited children.

After re-assuring the other parents that their children would be perfectly safe (although Mr Spencer had his fingers crossed behind his back), the coach-load of passengers trooped into Rosewood Cottage where Mrs Spencer and Mrs Jackson rustled up a great many breakfasts and endless pots of tea. Even the angry man eventually calmed down and eagerly wolfed down his fry-up.

Harold was now proudly leading the merry troop of children around all of his usual haunts in and around the village of Plumley. He was flanked by his two trusty lieutenants, Tim and Larry.

‘What are you doin’ back, and ‘oo are all these?’ asked Larry.
‘They’re from the ‘oliday camp. Mum ‘n’ Dad must a forgot summat, and so organised a daytrip to come back ‘ere and get it.’

‘But why bring everyone else?’ asked Tim.

‘So’s it still feels like a holiday, o’ course!’ replied Harold.

‘Oh,’ said Tim and Larry together.

‘Mmm,’ said the knowing Betty, but she too was still confused as to why they really were there. ‘But what are you going to do with them all. . . . ?’

‘Dunno, but we’ll think of somethin’. . . . ’ replied Harold.

They were just passing Glumm’s Farm, which now had a little placard covering the usual sign. It bore the legend, ‘Strawberry Pickers wanted.’
If Farmer Glumm had known that on the very day that the sign went up, that Harold Spencer would walk past with not just two, nor          three of his usual friends, but a coach-load of impressionable children ready to follow Harold to the ends of the Earth, or at least Plumley, then he would not have bothered; nor would he have begun growing strawberries at all – this was his first year. Luckily for Harold, neither Farmer Glumm nor any of his workers were to be seen in the Strawberry Fields, as there had been an outbreak of infections among his animals and were busy with inoculations.

‘What does it mean then, strawberry pickers wanted?, asked one lad from Wolverhampton, and not too bright.
‘Exac’ly that!’ replied Harold. ‘Yer  just  pick ‘em.’

‘Then what?’

‘Eat ‘em.’

‘For nowt. . . . ?’

‘Yep.’

Both Betty and Laura, who were talking together about their dreaded ballet lessons, overheard this far from accurate remark.

‘No they’re not. You pick them, and then they sell them,’ said Betty.

‘Sell them? What for?’ asked Harold.

‘So people can eat them,’ replied Laura.

‘So they do get eaten, then. . . . ?’

‘Yes, eventually,’ replied Betty.

‘Well, what’s in it for those who pick           ‘em. . . . ?’

‘The farmer pays you for picking so many,’ said Laura.

Harold thought for a moment, but then decided on his next move. ‘Right, listen up, folks, we’re gonna do Farmer Glumm a favour. We’re gonna pick ‘em, and were gonna eat ‘em – but we aint gonna take any money for ‘em! Can’ be fairer ‘n that now, can we? Agreed. . . . ?!’

‘YEAH!!’ came the immediate and enthusiastic response, but not from Betty or Laura, who were no longer listening and had moved onto the merits and demerits of Ice-Skating lessons.
Without further ado, twenty four children set about ‘helping’ Farmer Glumm. . . . 
‘I can’t get all of ‘em!’ complained the lad from Woverhampton.

Harold groaned. ‘Jus’ pull the whole bush out, you can get ‘em all then. Huh! I thought you’d know that! In fac’ it’s better if we do that, coz the crops have gotta come out anyway, to give the field a rest for next year.’

‘Er – I don’t think that’s quite right, you know,’ said Betty, ‘I think that only happens when all the crops have been picked.’

‘Well ‘urry up, then!’ retorted Harold. ‘The sooner we pick ‘em all, the longer rest the field ’ll ‘ave!’

‘Ok,’ replied the knowing Betty, smiling to boot, and putting a strawberry in her mouth.
Within an hour, Farmer Glumm’s inaugural strawberry crop was gone; not ruined by blight, slugs, worms, parasites, bugs or anything of the sort, just gone – the lot. The bushes, now totally devoid of strawberries, were at the very least bent and twisted but still in the ground, but most had been pulled straight out and flung along the furrow where the more usual picker or even buyer would stand. Even the smaller unripened berries which always follow the ones which are ready for picking, were now either causing mayhem in the innards of more than one unwary towny, or had been picked, studied and then discarded by the wiser more rural children.

One young girl, Dotty Johnson, who didn’t actually like strawberries, had mushed up several of the berries and had used the juice from the pulp as lipstick and as make up for her cheeks. As she sat there in the furrow imagining she was a film star, the rest of the children gathered around, with most of them laughing at the sight but with some about to follow suit as they thought it was more an attempt to look like a circus clown, especially as Dotty had smeared her nose by accident.

Harold was about eulogise on what he considered to be a waste of perfectly good strawberries, when he was distracted by the young lad from Wolverhampton, Sol Harris.

‘Hey! This looks like the farmer coming across.  I can’t wait to see the look on his face when he sees we’ve sorted the whole field out for him, maybe he’ll pay us anyway?’

‘Run!!’ replied Harold.

*
Mr and Mrs Spencer and Mr and Mrs Jackson were sat around the table in the kitchen of Rosewood Cottage. The impromptu catering had gone down well. After filling their bellies with good simple country fare, the other passengers had gone for a walk around the village.

It was nearing two o’clock.

‘I hope Harold brings them all back soon. . . . ’ said a mildly concerned Mr Spencer.
‘And safe and sound. . . . ’ added a quite worried Mrs Spencer.

‘Don’t worry,’ said a smiling Mr Jackson, ‘Harold would have got the lads out from Dunkirk without a scratch!’

‘He may have got them out, but I’m not sure about without a scratch!’  joked Mr Spencer, but only half-heartedly.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Mrs Jackson, ‘they’ll be – what’s that. . . .?’

All four parents stopped talking, and listened. Shouts, yells and screams could be heard, accompanied by an echoey, thumping sound, and it was getting nearer and nearer.

They ran out from the cottage and looked down the lane.

Coming back up the lane rather quickly and led by Harold, were the other children from the coach, and mingled in among these, were all of the other parents who had gone for a walk around the village.

These joined in with the mad exodus upon realising that the stampede already in progress, was none other than their children, and behind these came an outraged farmer and all of his labourers.

Luckily for the holiday-makers and their children, the coach had just pulled up outside Rosewood Cottage.
The Spencers and the Jacksons stood in front of the charabanc which had its engine revving, ready to zoom straight off.

‘COME ON! THEY’RE CATCHING UP!’ urged Mr Spencer.

‘COME ON, SON!’ yelled Mrs Spencer.

‘COME ON, KIDS!!’ yelled both Mr and  Mrs Jackson.

Harold reached the coach first, and scrambled straight up the steps. About a minute later, the coach roared away down the lane a second after the last parent had scrambled on board, but not before receiving a glancing blow to the cheek from an expertly thrown, small, but solid early King Edward.

The coach stopped again ten seconds later. The door opened and alighting rather quickly were Betty Unsworth and the Tucker twins. At first they had  just been swept along in the rush, but once settled down on the coach, rather liked the idea of a trip to Rhyl. But the driver had had years of experience of counting heads, and there were three too many.

9

Girl Power

THE COACH PULLED INTO Whitmore’s early on the Friday evening, courtesy of a faster coach being driven in daytime, and without having to watch the driver stuff himself with a full fried breakfast and two pots of hot sweet tea at three in the morning.

The sign proclaiming the camp’s name was once again in full view. It was immediately obvious to the driver that this was not Whitman’s Holiday Homes at all. ‘Blimey!’ said the driver, but said nothing more as he hurried the passengers down from his coach.

Although Mr and Mrs Spencer were exhausted, they promised Harold that after at least a quick rest, they would do something. An hour later, a still tired Mr and Mrs Spencer left the deluxe bungalow, and walked off to the camp square, which was where they said they would meet the Jacksons.

The camp was packed. The noise was tremendous as the funfair was in full flow, the arcades were full, the restaurants, bingo hall and bars were all overflowing. Then – catastrophe. There was a power cut. Everything stopped in an instant.

The huge crowd in the square looked all around at the deathly still rides and the darkened arcades and then the rapidly emptying restaurants. Then muttering and groaning set in as most of the crowd decided there and then to get the next bus in to Rhyl – most – but not all.

One jolly old chap, an upper-crust type but a decent fellow, walked over to the Spencers.

‘I say, young fellow, I would say it’s all down to you and your friends to show us the way! I saw your ‘Capture the Flag’ game the other day, best fun I’ve had in years.’

It was the worst thing he could have said – well, no it wasn’t – not on this occasion.

‘Ok, then! Right!’ said Harold, to the two hundred or so children eagerly awaiting instructions. ‘This is what you do!’

Although it took a little longer to organise than normal, after a few minutes there were two huge groups of children waiting to try and capture Harold’s cleaned again handkerchief, but not for long. Who should stride across the square waving a flag upon which was the Red Dragon of Wales, (which to Harold, was actually the emblem of King Arthur and Camelot), but Toby Whitmore.

He handed Harold the flag, wished all the children luck and withdrew to the sidelines.

Harold employed his usual delaying tactic to see which team had amassed the most scruffs, and duly lined up with them.

Around the camp square were all of the parents and even Jasper Le Vere as well as many of the camp staff, who could not work on anyway.

They yelled, shouted, cheered, whistled and clapped, even Mr and Mrs Spencer, with the saying, ‘If you can’t beat ‘em – join ‘em’ at the forefront of their minds.

‘Go!’ shouted Harold.

The contest got off to a cracking start. Two big lads, far older and bigger than Harold were up and away, and shoved and pushed each other despite neither having the flag to either gain or lose.

‘Not yet! Not yet!’ protested Harold. ‘Save yer energy! An’ where are you lot goin’?! You’re supposed to ‘ang on until the las’ one comes back!’

Despite Harold yelling at the children not to, the rest were away also, spinning on the roundabout, leaping onto the nets, and these were soon joined by many more behind, who had either not heard the rules or just didn’t care.

‘Huh! Ruined a perfec’ly good game, that’s what!’ further protested Harold. But they hadn’t really.

The whole playground area was soon a      mass of children running, jumping, spinning, climbing, swinging, thumping, pushing, shoving – and then rather comically coming to a dead stop as they queued at the entrance to the tower, reached their turn, dashed up, waved to the crowd, and clattered down the staircase again and made the return journey.

The disregarding of the rules had no effect on the crowd either.

‘Go on, my son!’, ‘Trip him up!’, ‘Bash him one!’ ‘She’s just a girl, for Pete’s sake!’ – and worse, could be heard right around the camp square in between the shouting, cheering and the ever-present oohs and aahs of any large crowd.

Harold was now worried that as no-one had waited their proper turn, it would be difficult to tell if the eventual winners really were the winners. But he then just shrugged his shoulders, and concluded that surely the last team member from either team with the flag, then maybe, just maybe, they really were the winners.

There was only four children left to start. Of course, these were Harold, Philip, Laura and Jacky, but Harold teamed up with Jacky on this occasion. This seemed fairer as Laura’s ankle was still sore.

‘I’ll beat you this time, H,’ whispered Philip to Harold.

‘No you won’t. I’ll leave you standing, you’re too big for this,’ dared the brave Harold.

‘An’ you’re too small, Shorty!’ retorted Philip, but not with malice.

‘You’ve ‘ad it, Sis, that ankle of yours is still sore, I’ll beat you hands down,’ bragged Jacky.

‘Oh yeah?!’ replied Laura, who pushed Jacky off the roundabout and seconds later flung herself onto the nets.

‘Hooray!’ went Mrs Jackson and Mrs Spencer.

‘Get after her, son!’ yelled Mr Jackson and Mr Spencer.

‘Ere, ‘e’s my son!’ joked Mr Jackson.

Philip had an idea, but so did Harold. None of the other kids had waited until the flag had been brought back. They were they not going to either.

Impressed by Laura’s sly tactics to gain ground, each turned to the other and shoved. On this occasion, Harold went flat back on his back, as Philip launched himself into action. Harold  was  up again in seconds, didn’t bother with the roundabout, (this was allowed once in the course of the game, according to Harold), and chased after Philip who was half-way up the netting. He lunged after him, pulled his shoe off and began tickling his feet.
‘Shorty, eh?’ teased Harold.

‘Ah, no! Ha! Ha! Ha! No, don’t!’

Philip laughed all the way down to the floor.

‘Hoy! Fido! Fetch!’ Harold gleefully threw Philip’s shoe as far away as possible, and then took off in earnest to capture the flag.

But the question was, who had the flag? He scanned the mass of slower children, still scrambling, climbing and swinging here there and everywhere.

Laura! Laura had just captured the flag from a boy twice her size. This was due to her speed and agility on the ropes, whereas the boy, at least a little tubby, couldn’t gain the momentum to swing the rope on his return leg of the obstacle course. Laura jumped off the see-saw, ran across, and launched herself onto the rope, knocked the tubby lad down, swung across the gunge in which now sat Tubby, and raced on.

Harold smiled, and suddenly veered off course (this was allowed once in the course of the game, as long as all obstacles were tackled at some point, according to Harold), put his head down and was going to rugby tackle a surprised Laura, and run off with the flag. Laura saw him, and smartly stepped to one side, and Harold went sprawling, scraping his knees.

‘Hooray!’ went Mrs Jackson and Mrs Spencer.

‘Boo!’ went Mr Jackson and Mr Spencer.
‘Nothin’ ‘urts me!’ declared Harold. ‘Ow! Ow! Ow! oo ouch!!’ said Harold, now cut, bruised and aching. But Harold being Harold, he wasn’t down long.

As for Philip and Jacky, they were now out of it, literally. Philip had also twisted his ankle as he went over the netting without his right shoe, and gave up, and Jacky just didn’t have the energy, and huffed and puffed along the side of the course and back to his parents, as at least fifty of the younger children had done. But he was still smiling, as was Philip, and both were glad that at least one of the Jacksons was beating Harold at something; but again, it was all in fun.

‘Go on, Sis! Bash him one!’ yelled Philip; but it was all in fun.

As the throngs of children completed          their flagless laps, the way was clear for a straightforward race between Laura and Harold, and Laura was winning, but only just. She was beginning to tire and found it difficult to again climb the nets. She struggled awkwardly up as Harold attacked the netting and rapidly gained ground. Laura then did a crazy jump over the top, which not only took Harold by surprise but restored Laura’s lead.

‘Yeeeeessss!’ yelled all of the Jacksons.

‘Yeeeeessss!’ yelled the sporting Spencers, too.

The rest of the crowd were now split between Laura and Harold.
‘Lau-ra! Lau-ra! Lau-ra!’ came the cry from one half of the crowd.

‘Har-old! Har-old! Har-old!’ came the response from the other half.

Laura reached the ground, and still holding the flag, reached the roundabout, came to a dead stop, and while breathing hard and leaning on one of the rails, smiled and held up the flag.

The whole crowd went wild with delight at such a great spectacle. Laura had won! Or had she? Although Harold had got caught up in the confusion himself, he suddenly now realised why not sticking to the rules could indeed mess things up. The flag was supposed to be raised after the final lap, from the tower, not the roundabout. This was it. One last chance! He threw himself off the nets, grabbed the flag, and jumped back on, but immediately stopped.

With the crowd chanting Laura’s name, Harold the Chivalrous came to the fore. He looked at   the red dragon, King Arthur’s emblem, and immediately climbed off and gave Laura the flag back. And after all, she did truly deserve it–floored by a girl! The Tuckers were never going to hear of this one.

The equally chivalrous Toby Whitmore had a little surprise. He sneaked into the tower, and then from the top he addressed the crowd.

‘Would the gallant young lady join me for a moment, please?!’
Laura very shyly hobbled across and up the staircase, but she was beaming at the same time.

‘What a magnificent effort! Tremendous!’ enthused old Toby. ‘A magnificent contest with a magnificent winner. Here you are, young lady!’ He presented Laura with a bouquet of flowers, and a Ten Pound Note. Unfortunately, old Toby had not really understood the rules, and thought that Laura was the outright winner. A number of children who had been on Laura’s team went to voice their displeasure, but were kept quiet by their diplomatic parents.

‘Now, my dear, would you be so kind as to rejoin your parents?’ Mr Whitmore patiently waited until Laura was back with her family.

‘And now, I cannot leave things at that! As many of you know, a certain young lad has caused something of a stir this week . . . when I had no staff, he showed great imagination and resilience and ingenuity in entertaining many of you – and next door as well, I may add! He also saved the camp from shutting down and ruination for me. . . .  

‘Ladies and gentleman! Please put your hands together for HAROLD  SPENCER!   Come  up  here,  young  man,  that’s it. . . . ’

To rapturous applause and shouts and cheers which boomed around the camp square, Harold trotted over to the tower and was soon up on top with Mr Whitmore.
‘Thank you, young sir, thank you. Please accept these as a token of my eternal gratitude and admiration.’

He handed Harold a Ten Pound Note, and a little envelope with his Dad’s name on it.

‘A BIG HAND, LADIES AND GENTLEMAN. HAROLD SPENCER!!’

‘Fanks!’ said a grinning Harold, who acknowledged the cheering crowd by frantically waving as he turned full circle so as not to miss anyone out. Harold may not have won the biggest ‘Capture the Flag’ contest he had ever been in, but he had the appreciation of many of the parents for keeping their children occupied. Even those who had ran Harold and the Jacksons right into Cockleshell Park earlier on in the week, now saw his worth.

To continued cheers from the crowd, Harold clattered down the staircase, and walked back across the square. He was hugged by his Mum, and slapped on his back by his Dad. The Jacksons all gathered round and offered Harold their congratulations and thanks. Philip turned to his Mum. ‘I’m sorry, Mum. I’ll improve, honest.’ Mrs Jackson burst into tears and hugged both boys.

There was nothing for it but to get the late night bus into Rhyl for the last Fish and Chip Supper of the holiday. Mr Spencer topped the evening off nicely by sharing his £500.00 gift from Toby Whitmore with the Jacksons.
10
Sadness

IT WAS SATURDAY MORNING. 
The holiday was over, and the Spencers and the Jacksons were all ready to depart. Such is life that when something really enjoyable has come to an end, there then follows terrible sadness. . . . 

Both families packed early and travelled on the same bus back into Rhyl, and made the short walk to the railway station.

They were on Platform Two, with the Spencers’ train due first.

All of the parents and children were in tears at the thought of parting, even Harold.

‘Will you write?’ asked Philip of Harold, between the sobs.

‘Er – yeah, s’p. . .pp. . .pose so. Never wrote to no-one before,’ sobbed back Harold.

‘Just think of it as a diary. Write and tell me what you and the Tuckers have been up to,’ said Philip.

‘Yeah, ok! Great idea!’ enthused Harold, but still fighting back the tears.

‘And will you remind B. . .bb. . .betty to write? We got on well the other day, and I left her my address.’ said Laura, sobbing and wiping her eyes.

‘Yep. No prob. . .ob. . .ob. . .lem.’

‘B. . .bye, then,’ sobbed Philip.

‘B. . .b. . .b. . .bye,’ sobbed Laura.

‘B. . .b. . .b. . .’ sobbed Jacky, unable to speak at all.

Harold could only give a grim smile and wave half- heartedly as he climbed up the steps onto the train. 
A tearful Mr and Mrs Spencer and Mrs and Mrs Jackson said their farewells, and then Mr and Mrs Spencer climbed aboard. 
As the train slowly chugged out of Rhyl Station, Harold forced a smile and a wave. But as the train went round a bend, leaving Rhyl behind until next time, and the Jacksons maybe forever, he again burst into tears, and buried his head in his mother’s arms.

Mrs Spencer squeezed her son, and kissed his  (greasy)  head. ‘Yuk! Er – I know it sounds daft, but one day, son, you’ll be glad that you felt so sad at this moment . . . you will know it meant that you had experienced true friendship – a rare thing indeed,’ said Mrs Spencer the Philosopher.

‘Got any grub?’ replied Harold.

They arrived home early evening, and Harold immediately dashed out again. Less than a minute later, he found his friends, Tim and Larry Tucker, just idling along the lane as usual.

‘Hiya, lads! What shall we do?’

‘Oh, I dunno if we can let you play with us!’ mocked Tim.

‘Yeah, might be too rough for yer!’ mocked Larry.

‘What d’ yer mean?’

‘We ‘eard you were knocked over by a girl who beat you in Capture the Flag!’ added Tim.

‘But how do you know that?!’ exclaimed an astonished Harold.

‘You know when you came back ‘ere the other day?’ said Larry.

‘Yeah?’ replied Harold.

‘Same fing ‘appened again today. Loads o’ kids all over the place, an’ some were the same as the other day, saw us, an’ told us what ‘appened. A mix-up over the signs or summat. In fact, all the mums and dads were all hoping your Mum and Dad had got back as they all wanted a fry up!’
Harold, although still experiencing the bitter-sweet sensation of having gained then lost something, was still glad he was home.
‘Blinkin’ eck! Again?! Anyway, if I can’t play with you, you won’t want any sweets or lemonade, or go to the pics tomorrow. It’s Pierre Le Bon and the Palace of Misery.’ said Harold, as he walked on down the lane, (but only so far) and as he had not yet checked, he held the Ten Pound Note up to the sun to make sure it was real.

‘Only jokin’!’ said Tim and Larry together.

‘Come on then!’ said the jaunty Harold. Yes, Harold was home again.

The End
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